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  Praise for Jodi Picoult


  CHANGE OF HEART


  “Picoult engineers...provocative and relevant moral dilemmas rich in nuance, mystery, and wit....Picoult’s bold story of loss, justice, redemption, and faith reminds us how tragically truth can be concealed and denied.”


  —Booklist


  “Picoult bangs out another ripped-from-the-zeitgeist winner....An impressive book.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “Jodi Picoult writes novels mothers and daughters can agree on even if they disagree about most everything else. While her stories deal with ‘issues,’ they are bathed in intimacy, often domestic in nature....Her books manage to be disturbing and comforting in the same breath.”


  —Daily News (New York)


  “Picoult is a skilled writer, with tautly written chapters that earn her the title of master of the page-turner.”


  —USA Today


  “Gripping.”


  —St. Louis Post-Dispatch


  “This is a world that can catch you up and hold you.”


  —The Gazette (Montreal)


  “Known for her always-sensitive, sometimes-sensational explorations of hot-button topics, Picoult doesn’t shy away from the big questions about life and death in her latest work....Turning the pages, all you’ll care about is what happens next.”


  —San Antonio Express-News


  “You’ll be tempted to race through Picoult’s latest, but don’t. Savor the story and all the complex moral issues it raises.”


  —Star Tribune (Minneapolis, MN)


  “An emotionally charged page-turner that reaffirms the possibility of miracles in the modern world.”


  —Charlotte Observer (North Carolina)


  “Picoult is a skilled wordsmith, and she beautifully creates situations that not only provoke the mind but touch the flawed souls in all of us.”


  —The Boston Globe


  “Picoult’s loyal fans will find Change of Heart true to form, an emotion-laden read with characters who are honest and complicated.”


  —Associated Press


  “Picoult is one of the few mega-blockbuster authors who fully deserves her spot in the bestselling pantheon.”


  —The Capital Times (Madison, WI)


  NINETEEN MINUTES


  “The only thing that will slow readers down is the time it takes to wipe away the tears.”


  —San Antonio Express-News


  “Both a page-turner and a thoughtful exploration of popularity, power, and the social ruts that can define us in ways we may not wish to be defined.”


  —Rocky Mountain News (Denver)


  “This is vintage Picoult, expertly crafted, thought-provoking and compelling.”


  —Entertainment Weekly, Grade: A


  “Picoult approaches the troubled (and troubling) psyche of the high school students with empathy and respect.”


  —The Washington Post


  The critics love internationally bestselling “MASTER OF THE PAGE-TURNER” (USA Today) Jodi Picoult


  “Picoult has become a master—almost a clairvoyant—at targeting hot issues and writing highly readable page-turners about them.... It is impossible not to be held spellbound by the way she forces us to think, hard, about right and wrong.”


  —The Washington Post


  “Picoult is a skilled wordsmith, and she beautifully creates situations that not only provoke the mind but touch the flawed souls in all of us.”


  —The Boston Globe


  “Nothing is ever all said and done in a Picoult novel. One can imagine the ripples of these characters’ lives echoing on and on, even after the last page has been turned. Odds are, you’ll wish you hadn’t turned it.”


  —San Antonio Express-News


  “Picoult is a rare writer who delivers book after book, a winning combination of the literary and the commercial.”


  —Entertainment Weekly


  “Picoult has created a hugely successful career writing high-octane dramas about families ravaged by events straight off the CNN ticker.”


  —USA Today


  More praise for the stunning #1 New York Times bestseller HANDLE WITH CARE


  “Well written and conscientiously researched.... A great read, with strong characters, an exciting lawsuit to pull you along and really good use of the medical context.... Terrific.”


  —The Washington Post


  “Jodi Picoult is, quite simply, a master.”


  —San Antonio Express-News


  “Enticing.... Picoult is justifiably known for writing well-written page-turners about topics that matter.... Each of the characters is convincingly drawn, and the reader cannot help but sympathize with both sides in the legal battle.... Bound to touch hearts and open minds.”


  —The Charlotte Observer


  “Picoult has carved an impressive niche in the topical family drama genre, tackling medical ethics, faith, and the law in her sixteenth novel.... In her customary fashion, Picoult probes sensitive issues with empathy and compassion.”


  —Booklist


  “Picoult proves once again how powerful a force she is in the world of fiction.”


  —Bookreporter.com


  “This suspenseful story explores questions of medical ethics and personal choice, pinpointing the fragile and delicate fault lines that span out from personal tragedy and disability.”


  —Kirkus Reviews


  More critical acclaim for Jodi Picoult and her “GRIPPING” (St. Louis Post-Dispatch), “RIPPED FROM THE ZEITGEIST” (Publishers Weekly) novels


  “Provocative and relevant.”


  —Booklist


  “Disturbing and comforting in the same breath.”


  —Daily News (New York)


  “Emotionally charged.”


  —The Charlotte Observer


  “Brilliantly told.”


  —People


  “Genius.”


  —Providence Journal


  “Will take your breath away.”


  —Entertainment Weekly


  “Expertly crafted.”


  —The State (Columbia, SC)


  “All you’ll care about is what happens next.”


  —San Antonio Express-News


  “Chillingly alive.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  The critics love internationally bestselling “MASTER OF THE PAGE-TURNER” (USA Today) Jodi Picoult


  “Picoult is a rare writer who delivers book after book, a winning combination of the literary and the commercial.”


  —Entertainment Weekly


  “Picoult has become a master—almost a clairvoyant—at targeting hot issues and writing highly readable page-turners about them....It is impossible not to be held spellbound by the way she forces us to think, hard, about right and wrong.”


  —The Washington Post


  “Picoult writes with a fine touch, a sharp eye for detail, and a firm grasp of the delicacy and complexity of human relationships.”


  —The Boston Globe


  “It’s hard to exaggerate how well Picoult writes.”


  —Financial Times


  “Nothing is ever all said and done in a Picoult novel. One can imagine the ripples of these characters’ lives echoing on and on, even after the last page has been turned. Odds are, you’ll wish you hadn’t turned it.”


  —San Antonio Express-News


  Praise for the stunning #1 New York Times bestseller

  HOUSE RULES


  “Everyone, it seems, has an opinion on autism: celebs, politicians—not to mention the medical community. But to grasp on a gut level the emotional texture of what it’s like to live with Asperger’s syndrome (the highest functioning form of autism) or to love a family member who has it, you need to read Jodi Picoult’s powerful new novel....House Rules ranks among her best.”


  —USA Today


  “Picoult delivers a multilayered tale enriched by her protagonists’ imperfections....With this sharply rendered cast, Picoult weaves a provocative story in which she explores the pain of trying to comprehend the people we love—and reminds us that the truth often travels in disguise.”


  —People ([image: star])


  “House Rules is a page-turner...well-paced and thoughtful. And it certainly leaves readers with more compassion and understanding for sufferers of a condition that puts them always on the outside without a way in.”


  —The Boston Globe


  “Complex, compassionate, and smart....Picoult’s superb new novel makes us inhabit Jacob’s solitude and abide his yearning.”


  —The Washington Post


  “Jodi Picoult’s examination of a family dealing with the form of autism called Asperger’s syndrome will touch all but the coldest heart.”


  —St. Louis Post-Dispatch


  “Picoult’s writing engages completely. Her tight, descriptive sentences paint a picture much fuller than the words themselves....House Rules is a powerful and disturbing novel that probes Jacob’s unconventional thinking, and in that way also lays bare the many assumptions those of us without Asperger’s take for granted in everyday conversation.”


  —Tampa Tribune


  More critical acclaim for Jodi Picoult and her “GRIPPING” (St. Louis Post-Dispatch), “RIPPED FROM THE ZEITGEIST” (Publishers Weekly) novels


  “Provocative and relevant.”


  —Booklist


  “Disturbing and comforting in the same breath.”


  —Daily News (New York)


  “Emotionally charged.”


  —The Charlotte Observer


  “Brilliantly told.”


  —People


  “Genius.”


  —Providence Journal


  “Will take your breath away.”


  —Entertainment Weekly
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  With love, and too much admiration to fit on these pages


  To my grandfather, Hal Friend, who has always been brave enough to question what we believe...


  And to my grandmother, Bess Friend, who has never stopped believing in me.


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  Writing this book was its own form of miracle; it’s very hard to write about religion responsibly, and that means taking the time to find the right people to answer your questions. For their time and their knowledge, I must thank Lori Thompson, Rabbi Lina Zerbarini, Father Peter Duganscik, Jon Saltzman, Katie Desmond, Claire Demarais, and Pastor Ted Brayman. Marjorie Rose and Joan Collison were willing to theorize about religion whenever I brought it up. Elaine Pagels is a brilliant author herself and one of the smartest women I’ve ever spoken with—I chased her down and begged her for a private tutorial on the Gnostic Gospels, one of her academic specialties, and would hang up the phone after each conversation with my mind buzzing and a thousand more questions to explore—surely something the Gnostics would have heartily endorsed.


  Jennifer Sternick is still the attorney I’d want fighting for me, no matter what, Chris Keating provides legal information for me at blistering speed, and Chris Johnson’s expertise on the appeals process for death penalty cases was invaluable.


  Thanks to the medical team that didn’t mind when I asked how to kill someone, instead of how to save them—among other things: Dr. Paul Kispert, Dr. Elizabeth Martin, Dr. David Axelrod, Dr. Vijay Thadani, Dr. Jeffrey Parsonnet, Dr. Mary Kay Wolfson, Barb Danson, James Belanger. Jacquelyn Mitchard isn’t a doc, but a wonderful writer who gave me the nuts and bolts of LD kids. And a special thank-you to Dr. Jenna Hirsch, who was so generous with her knowledge of cardiac surgery.


  Thanks to Sindy Buzzell, and Kurt Feuer, for their individual expertise. Getting to death row was a significant challenge. My New Hampshire law enforcement contacts included Police Chief Nick Giaccone, Captain Frank Moran, Kim Lacasse, Unit Manager Tim Moquin, Lieutenant Chris Shaw, and Jeff Lyons, PIO of the New Hampshire State Prison. For finessing my trip to the Arizona State Prison Florence, thanks to Sergeant Janice Mallaburn, Deputy Warden Steve Gal, CO II Dwight Gaines, and Judy Frigo (former warden). Thanks also to Rachel Gross and Dale Baich. However, this book would not be what it was without the prisoners who opened up to me both in person and via mail: Robert Purtell, a former death row inmate; Samuel Randolph, currently on death row in Pennsylvania; and Robert Towery, currently on death row in Arizona.


  Thanks to my dream team at Atria: Carolyn Reidy, Judith Curr, David Brown, Danielle Lynn, Mellony Torres, Kathleen Schmidt, Sarah Branham, Laura Stern, Gary Urda, Lisa Keim, Christine Duplessis, and everyone else who has worked so hard on my behalf. Thanks to Camille McDuffie—who was so determined to make people stop asking “Jodi Who?” and who exceeded my expectations beyond my wildest dreams. To my favorite first reader, Jane Picoult, who I was fortunate enough to get as a mom. To Laura Gross, without whom I’d be completely adrift. To Emily Bestler, who is just so damn good at making me look brilliant.


  And of course, thanks to Kyle, Jake, Sammy—who keep me asking the questions that might make the world a better place—and Tim, who makes it possible for me to do that. It just doesn’t get better than all of you, all of this.


  Alice laughed. “There’s no use trying,” she said. “One can’t believe impossible things.”

  “I dare say you haven’t had as much practice,” said the Queen. “When I was your age I did it for half an hour a day. Why sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”


  —Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass


  PROLOGUE: 1996


  June
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  In the beginning, I believed in second chances. How else could I account for the fact that years ago, right after the accident—when the smoke cleared and the car had stopped tumbling end over end to rest upside down in a ditch—I was still alive; I could hear Elizabeth, my little girl, crying? The police officer who had pulled me out of the car rode with me to the hospital to have my broken leg set, with Elizabeth—completely unhurt, a miracle—sitting on his lap the whole time. He’d held my hand when I was taken to identify my husband Jack’s body. He came to the funeral. He showed up at my door to personally inform me when the drunk driver who ran us off the road was arrested.


  The policeman’s name was Kurt Nealon. Long after the trial and the conviction, he kept coming around just to make sure that Elizabeth and I were all right. He brought toys for her birthday and Christmas. He fixed the clogged drain in the upstairs bathroom. He came over after he was off duty to mow the savannah that had once been our lawn.


  I had married Jack because he was the love of my life; I had planned to be with him forever. But that was before the definition of forever was changed by a man with a blood alcohol level of .22. I was surprised that Kurt seemed to understand that you might never love someone as hard as you had the first time you’d fallen; I was even more surprised to learn that maybe you could.


  Five years later, when Kurt and I found out we were going to have a baby, I almost regretted it—the same way you stand beneath a perfect blue sky on the most glorious day of the summer and admit to yourself that all moments from here on in couldn’t possibly measure up. Elizabeth had been two when Jack died; Kurt was the only father she’d ever known. They had a connection so special it sometimes made me feel I should turn away, that I was intruding. If Elizabeth was the princess, then Kurt was her knight.


  The imminent arrival of this little sister (how strange is it that none of us ever imagined the new baby could be anything but a girl?) energized Kurt and Elizabeth to fever pitch. Elizabeth drew elaborate sketches of what the baby’s room should look like. Kurt hired a contractor to build the addition. But then the builder’s mother had a stroke and he had to move unexpectedly to Florida; none of the other crews had time to fit our job into their schedules before the baby’s birth. We had a hole in our wall and rain leaking through the attic ceiling; mildew grew on the soles of our shoes.


  When I was seven months pregnant, I came downstairs to find Elizabeth playing in a pile of leaves that had blown past the plastic sheeting into the living room. I was deciding between crying and raking my carpet when the doorbell rang.


  He was holding a canvas roll that contained his tools, something that never left his possession, like another man might tote around his wallet. His hair brushed his shoulders and was knotted. His clothes were filthy and he smelled of snow—although it wasn’t the right season. Shay Bourne arrived, unexpected, like a flyer from a summer carnival that blusters in on a winter wind, making you wonder just where it’s been hiding all this time.


  He had trouble speaking—the words tangled, and he had to stop and unravel them before he could say what he needed to say. “I want to...” he began, and then started over: “Do you, is there, because...” The effort made a fine sweat break out on his forehead. “Is there anything I can do?” he finally managed, as Elizabeth came running toward the front door.


  You can leave, I thought. I started to close the door, instinctively protecting my daughter. “I don’t think so...”


  Elizabeth slipped her hand into mine and blinked up at him. “There’s a lot that needs to be fixed,” she said.


  He got down to his knees then and spoke to my daughter easily—words that had been full of angles and edges for him a minute before now flowed like a waterfall. “I can help,” he replied.


  Kurt was always saying people are never who you think they are, that it was necessary to get a complete background check on a person before you made any promises. I’d tell him he was being too suspicious, too much the cop. After all, I had let Kurt himself into my life simply because he had kind eyes and a good heart, and even he couldn’t argue with the results.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  “Shay. Shay Bourne.”


  “You’re hired, Mr. Bourne,” I said, the beginning of the end.


  SEVEN MONTHS LATER


  MICHAEL
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  Shay Bourne was nothing like I expected.


  I had prepared myself for a hulking brute of a man, one with hammy fists and no neck and eyes narrowed into slits. This was, after all, the crime of the century—a double murder that had captured the attention of people from Nashua to Dixville Notch; a crime that seemed all the worse because of its victims: a little girl, and a police officer who happened to be her stepfather. It was the kind of crime that made you wonder if you were safe in your own house, if the people you trusted could turn on you at any moment—and maybe because of this, New Hampshire prosecutors sought the death penalty for the first time in fifty-eight years.


  Given the media blitz, there was talk of whether twelve jurors who hadn’t formed a reaction to this crime could even be found, but they managed to locate us. They unearthed me in a study carrel at UNH, where I was writing a senior honors thesis in mathematics. I hadn’t had a decent meal in a month, much less read a newspaper—and so I was the perfect candidate for Shay Bourne’s capital murder case.


  The first time we filed out of our holding pen—a small room in the superior courthouse that would begin to feel as familiar as my apartment—I thought maybe some bailiff had let us into the wrong courtroom. This defendant was small and delicately proportioned—the kind of guy who grew up being the punch line to high school jokes. He wore a tweed jacket that swallowed him whole, and the knot of his necktie squared away from him at the perpendicular, as if it were being magnetically repelled. His cuffed hands curled in his lap like small animals; his hair was shaved nearly to the skull. He stared down at his lap, even when the judge spoke his name and it hissed through the room like steam from a radiator.


  The judge and the lawyers were taking care of housekeeping details when the fly came in. I noticed this for two reasons: in March, you don’t see many flies in New Hampshire, and I wondered how you went about swatting one away from you when you were handcuffed and chained at the waist. Shay Bourne stared at the insect when it paused on the legal pad in front of him, and then in a jangle of metal, he raised his bound hands and crashed them down on the table to kill it.


  Or so I thought, until he turned his palms upward, his fingers opened one petal at a time, and the insect went zipping off to bother someone else.


  In that instant, he glanced at me, and I realized two things:


  1.He was terrified.


  2.He was approximately the same age that I was.


  This double murderer, this monster, looked like the water polo team captain who had sat next to me in an economics seminar last semester. He resembled the deliveryman from the pizza place that had a thin crust, the kind I liked. He even reminded me of the boy I’d seen walking in the snow on my way to court, the one I’d rolled down my window for and asked if he wanted a ride. In other words, he didn’t look the way I figured a killer would look, if I ever ran across one. He could have been any other kid in his twenties. He could have been me.


  Except for the fact that he was ten feet away, chained at the wrists and ankles. And it was my job to decide whether or not he deserved to live.


  ***


  A month later, I could tell you that serving on a jury is nothing like you see on TV. There was a lot of being paraded back and forth between the courtroom and the jury room; there was bad food from a local deli for lunch; there were lawyers who liked to hear themselves talk, and trust me, the DAs were never as hot as the girl on Law & Order: SVU. Even after four weeks, coming into this courtroom felt like landing in a foreign country without a guidebook...and yet, I couldn’t plead ignorant just because I was a tourist. I was expected to speak the language fluently.


  Part one of the trial was finished: we had convicted Bourne. The prosecution presented a mountain of evidence proving Kurt Nealon had been shot in the line of duty, attempting to arrest Shay Bourne after he’d found him with his stepdaughter, her underwear in Bourne’s pocket. June Nealon had come home from her OB appointment to find her husband and daughter dead. The feeble argument offered up by the defense—that Kurt had misunderstood a verbally paralyzed Bourne; that the gun had gone off by accident—didn’t hold a candle to the overwhelming evidence presented by the prosecution. Even worse, Bourne never took the stand on his own behalf—which could have been because of his poor language skills...or because he was not only guilty as sin but such a wild card that his own attorneys didn’t trust him.


  We were now nearly finished with part two of the trial—the sentencing phase—or in other words, the part that separated this trial from every other criminal murder trial for the past half century in New Hampshire. Now that we knew Bourne had committed the crime, did he deserve the death penalty?


  This part was a little like a Reader’s Digest condensed version of the first one. The prosecution gave a recap of evidence presented during the criminal trial; and then the defense got a chance to garner sympathy for a murderer. We learned that Bourne had been bounced around the foster care system. That when he was sixteen, he set a fire in his foster home and spent two years in a juvenile detention facility. He had untreated bipolar disorder, central auditory processing disorder, an inability to deal with sensory overload, and difficulties with reading, writing, and language skills.


  We heard all this from witnesses, though. Once again, Shay Bourne never took the stand to beg us for mercy.


  Now, during closing arguments, I watched the prosecutor smooth down his striped tie and walk forward. One big difference between a regular trial and the sentencing phase of a capital punishment trial is who gets the last word in edgewise. I didn’t know this myself, but Maureen—a really sweet older juror I was crushing on, in a wish-you-were-my-grandma kind of way—didn’t miss a single Law & Order episode, and had practically earned her JD via Barcalounger as a result. In most trials, when it was time for closing arguments, the prosecution spoke last...so that whatever they said was still buzzing in your head when you went back to the jury room to deliberate. In a capital punishment sentencing phase, though, the prosecution went first, and then the defense got that final chance to change your mind.


  Because, after all, it really was a matter of life or death.


  He stopped in front of the jury box. “It’s been fifty-eight years in the history of the state of New Hampshire since a member of my office has had to ask a jury to make a decision as difficult and as serious as the one you twelve citizens are going to have to make. This is not a decision that any of us takes lightly, but it is a decision that the facts in this case merit, and it is a decision that must be made in order to do justice to the memories of Kurt Nealon and Elizabeth Nealon, whose lives were taken in such a tragic and despicable manner.”


  He took a huge, eleven-by-fourteen photo of Elizabeth Nealon and held it up right in front of me. Elizabeth had been one of those little girls who seem to be made out of something lighter than flesh, with their filly legs and their moonlight hair; the ones you think would float off the jungle gym if not for the weight of their sneakers. But this photo had been taken after she was shot. Blood splattered her face and matted her hair; her eyes were still wide open. Her dress, hiked up when she had fallen, showed that she was naked from the waist down. “Elizabeth Nealon will never learn how to do long division, or how to ride a horse, or do a back handspring. She’ll never go to sleepaway camp or her junior prom or high school graduation. She’ll never try on her first pair of high heels or experience her first kiss. She’ll never bring a boy home to meet her mother; she’ll never be walked down a wedding aisle by her stepfather; she’ll never get to know her sister, Claire. She will miss all of these moments, and a thousand more—not because of a tragedy like a car accident or childhood leukemia—but because Shay Bourne made the decision that she didn’t deserve any of these things.”


  He then took another photo out from behind Elizabeth’s and held it up. Kurt Nealon had been shot in the stomach. His blue uniform shirt was purpled with his blood, and Elizabeth’s. During the trial we’d heard that when the paramedics reached him, he wouldn’t let go of Elizabeth, even as he was bleeding out. “Shay Bourne didn’t stop at ending Elizabeth’s life. He took Kurt Nealon’s life, as well. And he didn’t just take away Claire’s father and June’s husband—he took away Officer Kurt Nealon of the Lynley Police. He took away the coach of the Grafton County championship Little League team. He took away the founder of Bike Safety Day at Lynley Elementary School. Shay Bourne took away a public servant who, at the time of his death, was not just protecting his daughter...but protecting a citizen, and a community. A community that includes each and every one of you.”


  The prosecutor placed the photos facedown on the table. “There’s a reason that New Hampshire hasn’t used the death penalty for fifty-eight years, ladies and gentlemen. That’s because, in spite of the many cases that come through our doors, we hadn’t seen one that merited that sentence. However, by the same token, there’s a reason why the good people of this state have reserved the option to use the death penalty...instead of overturning the capital punishment statute, as so many other states have done. And that reason is sitting in this courtroom today.”


  My gaze followed the prosecutor’s, coming to rest on Shay Bourne. “If any case in the past fifty-eight years has ever cried out for the ultimate punishment to be imposed,” the attorney said, “this is it.”


  ***


  College is a bubble. You enter it for four years and forget there is a real world outside of your paper deadlines and midterm exams and beer-pong championships. You don’t read the newspaper—you read textbooks. You don’t watch the news—you watch Letterman. But even so, bits and snatches of the universe manage to leak in: a mother who locked her children in a car and let it roll into a lake to drown them; an estranged husband who shot his wife in front of their kids; a serial rapist who kept a teenager tied up in a basement for a month before he slit her throat. The murders of Kurt and Elizabeth Nealon were horrible, sure—but were the others any less horrible?


  Shay Bourne’s attorney stood up. “You’ve found my client guilty of two counts of capital murder, and he’s not contesting that. We accept your verdict; we respect your verdict. At this point in time, however, the state is asking you to wrap up this case—one that involves the death of two people—by taking the life of a third person.”


  I felt a bead of sweat run down the valley between my shoulder blades.


  “You’re not going to make anyone safer by killing Shay Bourne. Even if you decide not to execute him, he’s not going anywhere. He’ll be serving two life sentences without parole.” He put his hand on Bourne’s shoulder. “You’ve heard about Shay Bourne’s childhood. Where was he supposed to learn what all the rest of you had a chance to learn from your families? Where was he supposed to learn right from wrong, good from bad? For that matter, where was he even supposed to learn his colors and his numbers? Who was supposed to read him bedtime stories, like Elizabeth Nealon’s parents had?”


  The attorney walked toward us. “You’ve heard that Shay Bourne has bipolar disorder, which was going untreated. You heard that he suffers from learning disabilities, so tasks that are simple for us become unbelievably frustrating for him. You’ve heard how hard it is for him to communicate his thoughts. These all contributed to Shay making poor choices—which you agreed with, beyond a reasonable doubt.” He looked at each of us in turn. “Shay Bourne made poor choices,” the attorney said. “But don’t compound that by making one of your own.”


  June
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  It was up to the jury. Again.


  It’s a strange thing, putting justice in the hands of twelve strangers. I had spent most of the sentencing phase of the trial watching their faces. There were a few mothers; I would catch their eye and smile at them when I could. A few men who looked like maybe they’d been in the military. And the boy, the one who barely looked old enough to shave, much less make the right decision.


  I wanted to sit down with each and every one of them. I wanted to show them the note Kurt had written me after our first official date. I wanted them to touch the soft cotton cap that Elizabeth had worn home from the hospital as a newborn. I wanted to play them the answering machine message that still had their voices on it, the one I couldn’t bear to erase, even though it felt like I was being cut to ribbons every time I heard it. I wanted to take them on a field trip to see Elizabeth’s bedroom, with its Tinker Bell night-light and dress-up clothes; I wanted them to bury their faces in Kurt’s pillow, breathe him in. I wanted them to live my life, because that was the only way they’d really know what had been lost.


  That night after the closing arguments, I nursed Claire in the middle of the night and then fell asleep with her in my arms. But I dreamed that she was upstairs, distant, and crying. I climbed the stairs to the nursery, the one that still smelled of virgin wood and drying paint, and opened the door. “I’m coming,” I said, and I crossed the threshold only to realize that the room had never been built, that I had no baby, that I was falling through the air.


  MICHAEL
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  Only certain people wind up on a jury for a trial like this. Mothers who have kids to take care of, the accountants with deadlines, doctors attending conferences—they all get excused. What’s left are retired folks, housewives, disabled folks, and students like me, because none of us have to be any particular place at any particular time.


  Ted, our foreman, was an older man who reminded me of my grandfather. Not in the way he looked or even the way he spoke, but because of the gift he had of making us measure up to a task. My grandfather had been like that, too—you wanted to be your best around him, not because he demanded it, but because there was nothing like that grin when you knew you’d impressed him.


  My grandfather was the reason I’d been picked for this jury. Even though I had no personal experience with murder, I knew what it was like to lose someone you loved. You didn’t get past something like that, you got through it—and for that simple reason alone, I understood more about June Nealon than she ever would have guessed. This past winter, four years after my grandfather’s death, someone had broken into my dorm and stolen my computer, my bike, and the only picture I had of my grandfather and me together. The thief left behind the sterling silver frame, but when I’d reported the theft to the cops, it was the loss of that photograph that hurt the most.


  Ted waited for Maureen to reapply her lipstick, for Jack to go to the bathroom, for everyone to take a moment for themselves before we settled down to the task of acting as a unified body. “Well,” he said, flattening his hands on the conference table. “I suppose we should just get down to business.”


  As it turned out, though, it was a lot easier to say that someone deserved to die for what they did than it was to take the responsibility to make that happen.


  “I’m just gonna come right out and say it.” Vy sighed. “I really have no idea what the judge told us we need to do.”


  At the start of the testimony, the judge had given us nearly an hour’s worth of verbal instructions. I figured there’d be a handout, too, but I’d figured wrong. “I can explain it,” I said. “It’s kind of like a Chinese food menu. There’s a whole checklist of things that make a crime punishable by death. Basically, we have to find one from column A, and one or more from column B...for each of the murders to qualify for the death penalty. If we check off one from column A, but none from column B...then the court automatically sentences him to life without parole.”


  “I don’t understand what’s in column A or B,” Maureen said.


  “I never liked Chinese food,” Mark added.


  I stood up in front of the white board and picked up a dry-erase marker. COLUMN A, I wrote. PURPOSE. “The first thing we have to decide is whether or not Bourne meant to kill each victim.” I turned to everyone else. “I guess we’ve pretty much answered that already by convicting him of murder.”


  COLUMN B. “Here’s where it gets trickier. There are a whole bunch of factors on this list.”


  I began to read from the jumbled notes I’d taken during the judge’s instructions:


  Defendant has already been convicted of murder once before.


  Defendant has been convicted of two or more different offenses for which he’s served imprisonment for more than a year—a three-strikes rule.


  Defendant has been convicted of two or more offenses involving distribution of drugs.


  In the middle of the capital murder, the defendant risked the death of someone in addition to the victims.


  The defendant committed the offense after planning and premeditation.


  The victim was vulnerable due to old age, youth, infirmity.


  The defendant committed the offense in a particularly heinous, cruel, or depraved manner that involved torture or physical abuse to the victim.


  The murder was committed for the purpose of avoiding lawful arrest.


  Ted stared at the board as I wrote down what I could remember. “So if we find one from column A, and one from column B, we have to sentence him to death?”


  “No,” I said. “Because there’s also a column C.”


  MITIGATING FACTORS, I wrote. “These are the reasons the defense gave as excuses.”


  Defendant’s capacity to appreciate what he was doing was wrong, or illegal, was impaired.


  Defendant was under unusual and substantial duress.


  Defendant is punishable as an accomplice in the offense which was committed by another.


  Defendant was young, although not under the age of 18.


  Defendant did not have a significant prior criminal record.


  Defendant committed the offense under severe mental or emotional disturbance.


  Another defendant equally culpable will not be punished by death.


  Victim consented to the criminal conduct that resulted in death.


  Other factors in the defendant’s background mitigate against the death sentence.


  Underneath the columns, I wrote, in large red letters: (A + B)–C = SENTENCE.


  Marilyn threw up her hands. “I stopped helping my son with math homework in sixth grade.”


  “No, it’s easy,” I said. “We need to agree that Bourne intended to kill each victim when he picked up that gun. That’s column A. Then we need to see whether any other aggravating factor fits from column B. Like, the youth of the victim—that works for Elizabeth, right?”


  Around the table, people nodded.


  “If we’ve got A and B, then we take into account the foster care, the mental illness, stuff like that. It’s just simple math. If A + B is greater than all the things the defense said, we sentence him to death. If A + B is less than all the things the defense said, then we don’t.” I circled the equation. “We just need to see how things add up.”


  Put that way, it hardly had anything to do with us. It was just plugging in variables and seeing what answer we got. Put that way, it was a much easier task to perform.


  1:12 P.M.


  “Of course Bourne planned it,” Jack said. “He got a job with them so that he’d be near the girl. He picked this family on purpose, and had access to the house.”


  “He’d gone home for the day,” Jim said. “Why else would he come back, if he didn’t need to be there?”


  “The tools,” Maureen answered. “He left them behind, and they were his prized possessions. Remember what that shrink said? Bourne stole them out of other people’s garages, and didn’t understand why that was wrong, since he needed them, and they were pretty much just gathering dust otherwise.”


  “Maybe he left them behind on purpose,” Ted suggested. “If they were really so precious, wouldn’t he have taken them with him?”


  There was a general assent. “Do we agree that there was substantial planning involved?” Ted asked. “Let’s see a show of hands.”


  Half the room, myself included, raised our hands. Another few people slowly raised theirs, too. Maureen was the last, but the minute she did, I circled that factor on the white board.


  “That’s two from column B,” Ted said.


  “Speaking of which...where’s lunch?” Jack asked. “Don’t they usually bring it by now?”


  Did he really want to eat? What did you order off a deli menu when you were in the process of deciding whether to end a man’s life?


  Marilyn sighed. “I think we ought to talk about the fact that this poor girl was found without her underpants on.”


  “I don’t think we can,” Maureen said. “Remember when we were deliberating over the verdict, and we asked the judge about Elizabeth being molested? He said then that since it wasn’t being charged, we couldn’t use it to find him guilty. If we couldn’t bring it up then, how can we bring it up now?”


  “This is different,” Vy said. “He’s already guilty.”


  “The man was going to rape that little girl,” Marilyn said. “That counts as cruel and heinous behavior to me.”


  “You know, there wasn’t any evidence that that’s what was happening,” Mark said.


  Marilyn raised an eyebrow. “Hello?! The girl was found without her panties. Seven-year-olds don’t go running around without their panties. Plus, Bourne had the underwear in his pocket...what else would he be doing with them?”


  “Does it even matter? We already agree that Elizabeth was young when she was killed. We don’t need any more from column B.” Maureen frowned. “I think I’m confused.”


  Alison, a doctor’s wife who hadn’t said much during the original deliberations, glanced at her. “When I get confused, I think about that officer who testified, the one who said that he heard the little girl screaming when he was running up the stairs. Don’t shoot—she was begging. She begged for her life.” Alison sighed. “That sort of makes it simple again, doesn’t it?”


  As we all fell quiet, Ted asked for a show of hands in favor of the execution of Shay Bourne.


  “No,” I said. “We still have the rest of the equation to figure out.” I pointed to column C. “We have to consider what the defense said.”


  “The only thing I want to consider right now is where is my lunch,” Jack said.


  The vote was 8–4, and I was in the minority.


  3:06 P.M.


  I looked around the room. This time, nine people had their hands in the air. Maureen, Vy, and I were the only ones who hadn’t voted for execution.


  “What is it that’s keeping you from making this decision?” Ted asked.


  “His age,” Vy said. “My son’s twenty-four,” she said. “And all I can think is that he doesn’t always make the best decisions. He’s not done growing up yet.”


  Jack turned toward me. “You’re the same age as Bourne. What are you doing with your life?”


  I felt my face flame. “I, um, probably I’ll go to graduate school. I’m not really sure.”


  “You haven’t killed anyone, have you?”


  Jack got to his feet. “Let’s take a bathroom break,” he suggested, and we all jumped at the chance to separate. I tossed the dry-erase marker on the table and walked to the window. Outside, there were courthouse employees eating their lunch on benches. There were clouds caught in the twisted fingers of the trees. And there were television vans with satellites on their roofs, waiting to hear what we’d say.


  Jim sat down beside me, reading the Bible that seemed to be an extra appendage. “You religious?”


  “I went to parochial school a long time ago.” I faced him. “Isn’t there something in there about turning the other cheek?”


  Jim pursed his lips and read aloud. “If thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee; for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell. When one apple’s gone bad, you don’t let it ruin the whole bunch.” He passed the Bible to me. “See for yourself.”


  I looked at the quote, and then closed the book. I didn’t know nearly as much as Jim did about religion, but it seemed to me that no matter what Jesus said in that passage, he might have taken it back after being sentenced to death himself. In fact, it seemed to me that if Jesus were here in this jury room, he’d be having just as hard a time doing what needed to be done as I was.


  4:02 P.M.


  Ted had me write Yes and No on the board, and then he polled us, one by one, as I wrote our names in each of the columns.


  Jim?


  Yes.


  Alison?


  Yes.


  Marilyn?


  Yes.


  Vy?


  No.


  I hesitated, then wrote my own name beneath Vy’s.


  “You agreed to vote for death if you had to,” Mark said. “They asked each of us before we got picked for the jury if we could do that.”


  “I know.” I had agreed to vote for the death penalty if the case merited it. I just hadn’t realized it was going to be this difficult to do.


  Vy buried her face in her hands. “When my son used to hit his little brother, I didn’t smack him and say ‘Don’t hit.’ It felt hypocritical then. And it feels hypocritical now.”


  “Vy,” Marilyn said quietly, “what if it had been your seven-year-old who was killed?” She reached onto the table, where we had piled up transcripts and evidence, and took the same picture of Elizabeth Nealon that the prosecutor had presented during his closing argument. She set it down in front of Vy, smoothed its glossy surface.


  After a minute, Vy stood up heavily and took the marker out of my hand. She wiped her name off the No column and wrote it beneath Marilyn’s, with the ten other jurors who’d voted Yes.


  “Michael,” Ted said.


  I swallowed.


  “What do you need to see, to hear? We can help you find it.” He reached for the box that held the bullets from ballistics, the bloody clothing, the autopsy reports. He let photos from the crime scene spill through his hands like ribbons. On some of them, there was so much blood, you could barely see the victim lying beneath its sheen. “Michael,” Ted said, “do the math.”


  I faced the white board, because I couldn’t stand the heat of their eyes on me. Next to the list of names, mine standing alone, was the original equation I’d set up for us when we first came into this jury room: (A + B)–C = SENTENCE.


  What I liked about math was that it was safe. There was always a right answer—even if it was imaginary.


  This, though, was an equation where math did not hold up. Because A + B—the factors that had led to the deaths of Kurt and Elizabeth Nealon—would always be greater than C. You couldn’t bring them back, and there was no sob story in the world big enough to erase that truth.


  In the space between yes and no, there’s a lifetime. It’s the difference between the path you walk and one you leave behind; it’s the gap between who you thought you could be and who you really are; it’s the legroom for the lies you’ll tell yourself in the future.


  I erased my name on the board. Then I took the pen and rewrote it, becoming the twelfth and final juror to sentence Shay Bourne to death.
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  “If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.”


  —VOLTAIRE, FOR AND AGAINST


  ELEVEN YEARS LATER


  Lucius
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  I have no idea where they were keeping Shay Bourne before they brought him to us. I knew he was an inmate here at the state prison in Concord—I can still remember watching the news the day his sentence was handed down and scrutinizing an outside world that was starting to fade in my mind: the rough stone of the prison exterior; the golden dome of the statehouse; even just the general shape of a door that wasn’t made of metal and wire mesh. His conviction was the subject of great discussion on the pod all those years ago—where do you keep an inmate who’s been sentenced to death when your state hasn’t had a death row prisoner for ages?


  Rumor had it that in fact, the prison did have a pair of death row cells—not too far from my own humble abode in the Secure Housing Unit on I-tier. Crash Vitale—who had something to say about everything, although no one usually bothered to listen—told us that the old death row cells were stacked with the thin, plastic slabs that pass for mattresses here. I wondered for a while what had happened to all those extra mattresses after Shay arrived. One thing’s for sure, no one offered to give them to us.


  Moving cells is routine in prison. They don’t like you to become too attached to anything. In the fifteen years I’ve been here, I have been moved eight different times. The cells, of course, all look alike—what’s different is who’s next to you, which is why Shay’s arrival on I-tier was of great interest to all of us.


  This, in itself, was a rarity. The six inmates in I-tier were radically different from one another; for one man to spark curiosity in all of us was nothing short of a miracle. Cell 1 housed Joey Kunz, a pedophile who was at the bottom of the pecking order. In Cell 2 was Calloway Reece, a card-carrying member of the Aryan Brotherhood. Cell 3 was me, Lucius DuFresne. Four and five were empty, so we knew the new inmate would be put in one of them—the only question was whether he’d be closer to me, or to the guys in the last three cells: Texas Wridell, Pogie Simmons, and Crash, the self-appointed leader of I-tier.


  As Shay Bourne was escorted in by a phalanx of six correctional officers wearing helmets and flak jackets and face shields, we all came forward in our cells. The COs passed by the shower stall, shuffled by Joey and Calloway, and then paused right in front of me, so I could get a good look. Bourne was small and slight, with close-cropped brown hair and eyes like the Caribbean Sea. I knew about the Caribbean, because it was the last vacation I’d taken with Adam. I was glad I didn’t have eyes like that. I wouldn’t want to look in the mirror every day and be reminded of a place I’d never see again.


  Then Shay Bourne turned to me.


  Maybe now would be a good time to tell you what I look like. My face was the reason the COs didn’t look me in the eye; it was why I sometimes preferred to be hidden inside this cell. The sores were scarlet and purple and scaly. They spread from my forehead to my chin.


  Most people winced. Even the polite ones, like the eighty-year-old missionary who brought us pamphlets once a month, always did a double take, as if I looked even worse than he remembered. But Shay just met my gaze and nodded at me, as if I were no different than anyone else.


  I heard the door of the cell beside mine slide shut, the clink of chains as Shay stuck his hands through the trap to have his cuffs removed. The COs left the pod, and almost immediately Crash started in. “Hey, Death Row,” he yelled.


  There was no response from Shay Bourne’s cell.


  “Hey, when Crash talks, you answer.”


  “Leave him alone, Crash,” I sighed. “Give the poor guy five minutes to figure out what a moron you are.”


  “Ooh, Death Row, better watch it,” Calloway said. “Lucius is kissing up to you, and his last boyfriend’s six feet under.”


  There was the sound of a television being turned on, and then Shay must have plugged in the headphones that we were all required to have, so we didn’t have a volume war with one another. I was a little surprised that a death row prisoner would have been able to purchase a television from the canteen, same as us. It would have been a thirteen-inch one, specially made for us wards of the state by Zenith, with a clear plastic shell around its guts and cathodes, so that the COs would be able to tell if you were extracting parts to make weapons.


  While Calloway and Crash united (as they often did) to humiliate me, I pulled out my own set of headphones and turned on my television. It was five o’clock, and I didn’t like to miss Oprah. But when I tried to change the channel, nothing happened. The screen flickered, as if it were resetting to channel 22, but channel 22 looked just like channel 3 and channel 5 and CNN and the Food Network.


  “Hey.” Crash started to pound on his door. “Yo, CO, the cable’s down. We got rights, you know...”


  Sometimes headphones don’t work well enough.


  I turned up the volume and watched a local news network’s coverage of a fund-raiser for a nearby children’s hospital up near Dartmouth College. There were clowns and balloons and even two Red Sox players signing autographs. The camera zeroed in on a girl with fairy-tale blond hair and blue half-moons beneath her eyes, just the kind of child they’d televise to get you to open up your wallet. “Claire Nealon,” the reporter’s voice-over said, “is waiting for a heart.”


  Boo-hoo, I thought. Everyone’s got problems. I took off my headphones. If I couldn’t listen to Oprah, I didn’t want to listen at all.


  Which is why I was able to hear Shay Bourne’s very first word on I-tier. “Yes,” he said, and just like that, the cable came back on.


  ***


  You have probably noticed by now that I am a cut above most of the cretins on I-tier, and that’s because I don’t really belong here. It was a crime of passion—the only discrepancy is that I focused on the passion part and the courts focused on the crime. But I ask you, what would you have done, if the love of your life found a new love of his life—someone younger, thinner, better-looking?


  The irony, of course, is that no sentence imposed by a court for homicide could trump the one that’s ravaged me in prison. My last CD4+ was taken six months ago, and I was down to seventy-five cells per cubic millimeter of blood. Someone without HIV would have a normal T cell count of a thousand cells or more, but the virus becomes part of these white blood cells. When the white blood cells reproduce to fight infection, the virus reproduces, too. As the immune system gets weak, the more likely I am to get sick, or to develop an opportunistic infection like PCP, toxoplasmosis, or CMV. The doctors say I won’t die from AIDS—I’ll die from pneumonia or TB or a bacterial infection in the brain; but if you ask me, that’s just semantics. Dead is dead.


  I was an artist by vocation, and now by avocation—although it’s been considerably more challenging to get my supplies in a place like this. Where I had once favored Winsor & Newton oils and red sable brushes, linen canvases I stretched myself and coated with gesso, I now used whatever I could get my hands on. I had my nephews draw me pictures on card stock in pencil that I erased so that I could use the paper over again. I hoarded the foods that produced pigment. Tonight I had been working on a portrait of Adam, drawn of course from memory, because that was all I had left. I had mixed some red ink gleaned from a Skittle with a dab of toothpaste in the lid of a juice bottle, and coffee with a bit of water in a second lid, and then I’d combined them to get just the right shade of his skin—a burnished, deep molasses.


  I had already outlined his features in black—the broad brow, the strong chin, the hawk’s nose. I’d used a shank to shave ebony curls from a picture of a coal mine in a National Geographic and added a dab of shampoo to make a chalky paint. With the broken tip of a pencil, I had transferred the color to my makeshift canvas.


  God, he was beautiful.


  It was after three a.m., but to be honest, I don’t sleep much. When I do, I find myself getting up to go to the bathroom—as little as I eat these days, food passes through me at lightning speed. I get sick to my stomach; I get headaches. The thrush in my mouth and throat makes it hard to swallow. Instead, I use my insomnia to fuel my artwork.


  Tonight, I’d had the sweats. I was soaked through by the time I woke up, and after I stripped off my sheets and my scrubs, I didn’t want to lie down on the mattress again. Instead, I had pulled out my painting and started re-creating Adam. But I got sidetracked by the other portraits I’d finished of him, hanging on my cell wall: Adam standing in the same pose he’d first struck when he was modeling for the college art class I taught; Adam’s face when he opened his eyes in the morning. Adam, looking over his shoulder, the way he’d been when I shot him.


  “I need to do it,” Shay Bourne said. “It’s the only way.”


  He had been utterly silent since this afternoon’s arrival on I-tier; I wondered who he was having a conversation with at this hour of the night. But the pod was empty. Maybe he was having a nightmare. “Bourne?” I whispered. “Are you okay?”


  “Who’s...there?”


  The words were hard for him—not quite a stutter; more like each syllable was a stone he had to bring forth. “I’m Lucius. Lucius DuFresne,” I said. “You talking to someone?”


  He hesitated. “I think I’m talking to you.”


  “Can’t sleep?”


  “I can sleep,” Shay said. “I just don’t want to.”


  “You’re luckier than I am, then,” I replied.


  It was a joke, but he didn’t take it that way. “You’re no luckier than me, and I’m no unluckier than you,” he said.


  Well, in a way, he was right. I may not have been handed down the same sentence as Shay Bourne, but like him, I would die within the walls of this prison—sooner rather than later.


  “Lucius,” he said. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m painting.”


  There was a beat of silence. “Your cell?”


  “No. A portrait.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m an artist.”


  “Once, in school, an art teacher said I had classic lips,” Shay said. “I still don’t know what that means.”


  “It’s a reference to the ancient Greeks and Romans,” I explained. “And the art that we see represented on—”


  “Lucius? Did you see on TV today...the Red Sox...”


  Everyone on I-tier had a team they followed, myself included. We each kept meticulous score of their league standings, and we debated the fairness of umpire and ref calls as if they were law and we were Supreme Court judges. Sometimes, like us, our teams had their hopes dashed; other times we got to share their World Series. But it was still preseason; there hadn’t been any televised games today.


  “Schilling was sitting at a table,” Shay added, still struggling to find the right words. “And there was a little girl—”


  “You mean the fund-raiser? The one up at the hospital?”


  “That little girl,” Shay said. “I’m going to give her my heart.”


  Before I could respond, there was a loud crash and the thud of flesh smacking against the concrete floor. “Shay?” I called. “Shay?!”


  I pressed my face up against the Plexiglas. I couldn’t see Shay at all, but I heard something rhythmic smacking his cell door. “Hey!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Hey, we need help down here!”


  The others started to wake up, cursing me out for disturbing their rest, and then falling silent with fascination. Two officers stormed into I-tier, still Velcroing their flak jackets. One of them, CO Kappaletti, was the kind of man who’d taken this job so that he’d always have someone to put down. The other, CO Smythe, had never been anything but professional toward me. Kappaletti stopped in front of my cell. “DuFresne, if you’re crying wolf—”


  But Smythe was already kneeling in front of Shay’s cell. “I think Bourne’s having a seizure.” He reached for his radio and the electronic door slid open so that other officers could enter.


  “Is he breathing?” one said.


  “Turn him over, on the count of three...”


  The EMTs arrived and wheeled Shay past my cell on a gurney—a stretcher with restraints across the shoulders, belly, and legs that was used to transport inmates like Crash who were too much trouble even cuffed at the waist and ankles; or inmates who were too sick to walk to the infirmary. I always assumed I’d leave I-tier on one of those gurneys. But now I realized that it looked a lot like the table Shay would one day be strapped onto for his lethal injection.


  The EMTs had pushed an oxygen mask over Shay’s mouth that frosted with each breath he took. His eyes had rolled up in their sockets, white and blind. “Do whatever it takes to bring him back,” CO Smythe instructed; and that was how I learned that the state will save a dying man just so that they can kill him later.


  MICHAEL
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  There was a great deal that I loved about the Church.


  Like the feeling I got when two hundred voices rose to the rafters during Sunday Mass in prayer. Or the way my hand still shook when I offered the host to a parishioner. I loved the double take on the face of a troubled teenager when he drooled over the 1969 Triumph Trophy motorcycle I’d restored—and then found out I was a priest; that being cool and being Catholic were not mutually exclusive.


  Even though I was clearly the junior priest at St. Catherine’s, we were one of only four parishes to serve all of Concord, New Hampshire. There never seemed to be enough hours in the day. Father Walter and I would alternate officiating at Mass or hearing confession; sometimes we’d be asked to drop in and teach a class at the parochial school one town over. There were always parishioners to visit who were ill or troubled or lonely; there were always rosaries to be said. But I looked forward to even the humblest act—sweeping the vestibule, or rinsing the vessels from the Eucharist in the sacrarium so that no drop of Precious Blood wound up in the Concord sewers.


  I didn’t have an office at St. Catherine’s. Father Walter did, but then he’d been at the parish so long that he seemed as much a part of it as the rosewood pews and the velveteen drapes at the altar. Although he kept telling me he’d get around to clearing out a spot for me in one of the old storage rooms, he tended to nap after lunch, and who was I to wake up a man in his seventies and tell him to get a move on? After a while, I gave up asking and instead set a small desk up inside a broom closet. Today, I was supposed to be writing a homily—if I could get it down to seven minutes, I knew the older members of the congregation wouldn’t fall asleep—but instead, my mind kept straying to one of our youngest members. Hannah Smythe was the first baby I baptized at St. Catherine’s. Now, just one year later, the infant had been hospitalized repeatedly. Without warning, her throat would simply close, and her frantic parents would rush her to the ER for intubation, where the vicious cycle would start all over again. I offered up a quick prayer to God to lead the doctors to cure Hannah. I was just finishing up with the sign of the cross when a small, silver-haired lady approached my desk. “Father Michael?”


  “Mary Lou,” I said. “How are you doing?”


  “Could I maybe talk to you for a few minutes?”


  Mary Lou Huckens could talk not only for a few minutes; she was likely to go on for nearly an hour. Father Walter and I had an unwritten policy to rescue each other from her effusive praise after Mass. “What can I do for you?”


  “Actually, I feel a little silly about this,” she admitted. “I just wanted to know if you’d bless my bust.”


  I smiled at her. Parishioners often asked us to offer a prayer over a devotional item. “Sure. Have you got it with you?”


  She gave me an odd look. “Well, of course I do.”


  “Great. Let’s see it.”


  She crossed her hands over her chest. “I hardly think that’s necessary!”


  I felt heat flood my cheeks as I realized what she actually wanted me to bless. “I-I’m sorry...” I stammered. “I didn’t mean...”


  Her eyes filled with tears. “They’re doing a lumpectomy tomorrow, Father, and I’m terrified.”


  I stood up and put my arm around her, walked her a few yards to the closest pew, offered her Kleenex. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know who else to talk to. If I tell my husband I’m scared, he’ll get scared, too.”


  “You know who to talk to,” I said gently. “And you know He’s always listening.” I touched the crown of her head. “Omnipotent and eternal God, the everlasting Salvation of those who believe, hear us on behalf of Thy servant Mary Lou, for whom we beg the aid of Thy pitying mercy, that with her bodily health restored, she may give thanks to Thee in Thy church. Through Christ our Lord, amen.”


  “Amen,” Mary Lou whispered.


  That’s the other thing I love about the Church: you never know what to expect.


  Lucius
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  When Shay Bourne returned to I-tier after three days in the hospital infirmary, he was a man with a mission. Every morning, when the officers came to poll us to see who wanted a shower or time in the yard, Shay would ask to speak to Warden Coyne. “Fill out a request,” he was told, over and over, but it just didn’t seem to sink in. When it was his turn in the little caged kennel that was our exercise yard, he’d stand in the far corner, looking toward the opposite side of the prison, where the administrative offices were housed, and he’d yell his request at the top of his lungs. When he was brought his dinner, he’d ask if the warden had agreed to talk to him.


  “You know why he was moved to I-tier?” Calloway said one day when Shay was bellowing in the shower for an audience with the warden. “Because he made everyone else on his last tier go deaf.”


  “He’s a retard,” Crash answered. “Can’t help how he acts. Kinda like our own diaper sniper. Right, Joey?”


  “He’s not mentally challenged,” I said. “He’s probably got double the IQ that you do, Crash.”


  “Shut the fuck up, fruiter,” Calloway said. “Shut up, all of you!” The urgency in his voice silenced us. Calloway knelt at the door of his cell, fishing with a braided string pulled out of his blanket and tied at one end to a rolled magazine. He cast into the center of the catwalk—risky behavior, since the COs would be back any minute. At first we couldn’t figure out what he was doing—when we fished, it was with one another, tangling our lines to pass along anything from a paperback book to a Hershey’s bar—but then we noticed the small, bright oval on the floor. God only knew why a bird would make a nest in a hellhole like this, but one had a few months back, after flying in through the exercise yard. One egg had fallen out and cracked; the baby robin lay on its side, unfinished, its thin, wrinkled chest working like a piston.


  Calloway reeled the egg in, inch by inch. “It ain’t gonna live,” Crash said. “Its mama won’t want it now.”


  “Well, I do,” Calloway said.


  “Put it somewhere warm,” I suggested. “Wrap it up in a towel or something.”


  “Use your T-shirt,” Joey added.


  “I don’t take advice from a cho-mo,” Calloway said, but then, a moment later: “You think a T-shirt will work?”


  While Shay yelled for the warden, we all listened to Calloway’s play-by-play: The robin was wrapped in a shirt. The robin was tucked inside his left tennis shoe. The robin was pinking up. The robin had opened its left eye for a half second.


  We all had forgotten what it was like to care about something so much that you might not be able to stand losing it. The first year I was in here, I used to pretend that the full moon was my pet, that it came once a month just to me. And this past summer, Crash had taken to spreading jam on the louvers of his vent to cultivate a colony of bees, but that was less about husbandry than his misguided belief that he could train them to swarm Joey in his sleep.


  “Cowboys comin’ to lock ’em up,” Crash said, fair warning that the COs were getting ready to enter the pod again. A moment later the doors buzzed open; they stood in front of the shower cell waiting for Shay to stick his hands through the trap to be cuffed for the twenty-foot journey back to his own cell.


  “They don’t know what it could be,” CO Smythe said. “They’ve ruled out pulmonary problems and asthma. They’re saying maybe an allergy—but there’s nothing in her room anymore, Rick, it’s bare as a cell.”


  Sometimes the COs talked to one another in front of us. They never spoke to inmates directly about their lives, and that actually was fine. We didn’t want to know that the guy strip-searching us had a son who scored the winning goal in his soccer game last Thursday. Better to take the humanity out of it.


  “They said,” Smythe continued, “that her heart can’t keep taking this kind of stress. And neither can I. You know what it’s like to see your baby with all these bags and wires coming out of her?”


  The second CO, Whitaker, was a Catholic who liked to include, on my dinner tray, handwritten scripture verses that denounced homosexuality. “Father Walter led a prayer for Hannah on Sunday. He said he’d be happy to visit you at the hospital.”


  “There’s nothing a priest can say that I want to hear,” Smythe muttered. “What kind of God would do this to a baby?”


  Shay’s hands slipped through the trap of the shower cell to be cuffed, and then the door was opened. “Did the warden say he’d meet with me?”


  “Yeah,” Smythe said, leading Shay toward his cell. “He wants you to come for high friggin’ tea.”


  “I just need five minutes with him—”


  “You’re not the only one with problems,” Smythe snapped. “Fill out a request.”


  “I can’t,” Shay replied.


  I cleared my throat. “Officer? Could I have a request form, too, please?”


  He finished locking Shay up, then took one out of his pocket and stuffed it into the trap of my cell.


  Just as the officers exited the tier, there was a small, feeble chirp.


  “Shay?” I asked. “Why not just fill out the request slip?”


  “I can’t get my words to come out right.”


  “I’m sure the warden doesn’t care about grammar.”


  “No, it’s when I write. When I start, the letters all get tangled.”


  “Then tell me, and I’ll write the note.”


  There was a silence. “You’d do that for me?”


  “Will you two cut the soap opera?” Crash said. “You’re making me sick.”


  “Tell the warden,” Shay dictated, “that I want to donate my heart, after he kills me. I want to give it to a girl who needs it more than I do.”


  I leaned the ticket up against the wall of the cell and wrote in pencil, signed Shay’s name. I tied the note to the end of my own fishing line and swung it beneath the narrow opening of his cell door. “Give this to the officer who makes rounds tomorrow morning.”


  “You know, Bourne,” Crash mused, “I don’t know what to make of you. I mean, on the one hand, you’re a child-killing piece of shit. You might as well be fungus growing on Joey, for what you done to that little girl. But on the other hand, you took down a cop, and I for one am truly grateful there’s one less pig in the world. So how am I supposed to feel? Do I hate you, or do I give you my respect?”


  “Neither,” Shay said. “Both.”


  “You know what I think? Baby killing beats anything good you might have done.” Crash stood up at the front of his cell and began to bang a metal coffee mug against the Plexiglas. “Throw him out. Throw him out. Throw him out!”


  Joey—unused to being even one notch above low-man-on-the-totem-pole—was the first to join in the singing. Then Texas and Pogie started in, because they did whatever Crash told them to do.


  Throw him out.


  Throw him out.


  Whitaker’s voice bled through the loudspeaker. “You got a problem, Vitale?”


  “I don’t got a problem. This punk-ass child killer here’s the one with the problem. I tell you what, Officer. You let me out for five minutes, and I’ll save the good taxpayers of New Hampshire the trouble of getting rid of him—”


  “Crash,” Shay said softly. “Cool off.”


  I was distracted by a whistling noise coming from my tiny sink. I had no sooner stood up to investigate than the water burst out of the spigot. This was remarkable on two counts—normally, the water pressure was no greater than a trickle, even in the showers. And the water that was splashing over the sides of the metal bowl was a deep, rich red.


  “Fuck!” Crash yelled. “I just got soaked!”


  “Man, that looks like blood,” Pogie said, horrified. “I’m not washing up in that.”


  “It’s in the toilets, too,” Texas added.


  We all knew our pipes were connected. The bad news about this was that you literally could not get away from the shit brought down by the others around you. On the bright side, you could actually flush a note down the length of the pod; it would briefly appear in the next cell’s bowl before heading through the sewage system. I turned and looked into my toilet. The water was as dark as rubies.


  “Holy crap,” Crash said. “It ain’t blood. It’s wine.” He started to crow like a madman. “Taste it, ladies. Drinks are on the house.”


  I waited. I did not drink the tap water in here. As it was, I had a feeling that my AIDS medications, which came on a punch card, might be some government experiment done on expendable inmates...I wasn’t about to imbibe from a water treatment system run by the same administration. But then I heard Joey start laughing, and Calloway slurping from the faucet, and Texas and Pogie singing drinking songs. In fact, the entire mood of the tier changed so radically that CO Whitaker’s voice boomed over the intercom, confused by the visions on the monitors. “What’s going on in there?” he asked. “Is there a water main leak?”


  “You could say that,” Crash replied. “Or you could say we got us a powerful thirst.”


  “Come on in, CO,” Pogie added. “We’ll buy the next round.”


  Everyone seemed to find this hilarious, but then, they’d all downed nearly a half gallon of whatever this fluid was by now. I dipped my finger into the dark stream that was still running strong from my sink. It could have been iron or manganese, but it was true—this water smelled like sugar, and dried sticky. I bent my head to the tap and drank tentatively from the flow.


  Adam and I had been closet sommeliers, taking trips to the California vineyards. To that end, for my birthday that last year, Adam had gotten me a 2001 Dominus Estate cabernet sauvignon. We were going to drink it on New Year’s Eve. Weeks later, when I came in and found them, twisted together like jungle vines, that bottle was there, too—tipped off the nightstand and staining the bedroom carpet, like blood that had already been spilled.


  If you’ve been in prison as long as I have, you’ve experienced a good many innovative highs. I’ve drunk hooch distilled from fruit juice and bread and Jolly Rancher candies; I’ve huffed spray deodorant; I’ve smoked dried banana peels rolled up in a page of the Bible. But this was like none of those. This was honest-to-God wine.


  I laughed. But before long I began to sob, tears running down my face for what I had lost, for what was now literally coursing through my fingers. You can only miss something you remember having, and it had been so long since creature comforts had been part of my ordinary life. I filled a plastic mug with wine and drank it down; I did this over and over again until it became easier to forget the fact that all extraordinary things must come to an end—a lesson I could have lectured on, given my history.


  By now, the COs realized that there had been some snafu with the plumbing. Two of them came onto the tier, fuming, and paused in front of my cell. “You,” Whitaker commanded. “Cuffs.”


  I went through the rigmarole of having my wrists bound through the open trap so that when Whitaker had my door buzzed open I could be secured by Smythe while he investigated. I watched over my shoulder as Whitaker touched a pinky to the stream of wine and held it up to his tongue. “Lucius,” he said, “what is this?”


  “At first I thought it was a cabernet, Officer,” I said. “But now I’m leaning toward a cheap merlot.”


  “The water comes from the town reservoir,” Smythe said. “Inmates can’t mess with that.”


  “Maybe it’s a miracle,” Crash sang. “You know all about miracles, don’t you, Officer Bible-thumper?”


  My cell door was closed and my hands freed. Whitaker stood on the catwalk in front of our cells. “Who did this?” he asked, but nobody was listening. “Who’s responsible?”


  “Who cares?” Crash replied.


  “So help me, if one of you doesn’t fess up, I’ll have maintenance turn off your water for the next week,” Whitaker threatened.


  Crash laughed. “The ACLU needs a poster child, Whit.”


  As the COs stormed off the tier, we were all laughing. Things that weren’t humorous became funny; I didn’t even mind listening to Crash. At some point, the wine trickled and dried up, but by then, Pogie had already passed out cold, Texas and Joey were singing “Danny Boy” in harmony, and I was fading fast. In fact, the last thing I remember is Shay asking Calloway what he was going to name his bird, and Calloway’s answer: Batman the Robin. And Calloway challenging Shay to a chugging contest, but Shay saying he would sit that one out. That actually, he didn’t drink.


  ***


  For two days after the water on I-tier had turned into wine, a steady stream of plumbers, scientists, and prison administrators visited our cells. Apparently, we were the only unit within the prison where this had happened, and the only reason anyone in power even believed it was because when our cells were tossed, the COs confiscated the shampoo bottles and milk containers and even plastic bags that we had all innovatively used to store some extra wine before it had run dry; and because swabs taken in the pipes revealed a matching substance. Although nobody would officially give us the results of the lab testing, rumor had it that the liquid in question was definitely not tap water.


  Our exercise and shower privileges were revoked for a week, as if this had been our fault in the first place, and forty-three hours passed before I was allowed a visit from the prison nurse, Alma, who smelled of lemons and linen; and who had a massive coiled tower of braided hair that, I imagined, required architectural intervention in order for her to sleep. Normally, she came twice a day to bring me a card full of pills as bright and big as dragonflies. She also spread cream on inmates’ fungal foot infections, checked teeth that had been rotted out by crystal meth, and did anything else that didn’t require a visit to the infirmary. I admit to faking illness several times so that Alma would take my temperature or blood pressure. Sometimes, she was the only person who touched me for weeks.


  “So,” she said, as she was let into my cell by CO Smythe. “I hear things have been pretty exciting on I-tier. You gonna tell me what happened?”


  “Would if I could,” I said, and then glanced at the officer accompanying her. “Or maybe I wouldn’t.”


  “I can only think of one person who ever turned water into wine,” she said, “and my pastor will tell you it didn’t happen in the state prison this Monday.”


  “Maybe your pastor can suggest that next time, Jesus try a nice full-bodied Syrah.”


  Alma laughed and stuck a thermometer into my mouth. Over her back, I stared at CO Smythe. His eyes were red, and instead of watching me to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid, like take Alma hostage, he was staring at the wall behind my head, lost in thought.


  The thermometer beeped. “You’re still running a fever.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know,” I replied. I felt blood pool under my tongue, courtesy of the sores that were part and parcel of this horrific disease.


  “You taking those meds?”


  I shrugged. “You see me put them in my mouth every day, don’t you?”


  Alma knew there were as many different ways for a prisoner to kill himself as there were prisoners. “Don’t you check out on me, Jupiter,” she said, rubbing something viscous on the red spot on my forehead that had led to this nickname. “Who else would tell me what I miss on General Hospital?”


  “That’s a pretty paltry reason to stick around.”


  “I’ve heard worse.” Alma turned to CO Smythe. “I’m all set here.”


  She left, and the control booth slid the door home again, the sound of metallic teeth gnashing shut. “Shay,” I called out. “You awake?”


  “I am now.”


  “Might want to cover your ears,” I offered.


  Before Shay could ask me why, Calloway let out the same explosive run of curses he always did when Alma tried to get within five feet of him. “Get the fuck out, nigger,” he yelled. “Swear to God, I’ll fuck you up if you put your hand on me—”


  CO Smythe pinned him against the side of his cell. “For Christ’s sake, Reece,” he said. “Do we have to go through this every single day for a goddamn Band-Aid?”


  “We do if that black bitch is the one putting it on.”


  Calloway had been convicted of burning a synagogue to the ground seven years ago. He sustained head injuries and needed massive skin grafts on his arms, but he considered the mission a success because the terrified rabbi had fled town. The grafts still needed checking; he’d had three surgeries alone in the past year.


  “You know what,” Alma said, “I don’t really care if his arms rot off.”


  She didn’t, that much was true. But she did care about being called a nigger. Every time Calloway hurled that word at her, she’d stiffen. And after she visited Calloway, she moved a little more slowly down the pod.


  I knew exactly how she felt. When you’re different, sometimes you don’t see the millions of people who accept you for what you are. All you notice is the one person who doesn’t.


  “I got hep C because of you,” Calloway said, although he’d probably gotten it from the blade of the barber’s razor, like the other inmates who’d contracted it in prison. “You and your filthy nigger hands.”


  Calloway was being particularly awful today, even for Calloway. At first I thought he was cranky like the rest of us, because our meager privileges had been taken away. But then it hit me—Calloway couldn’t let Alma into his house, because she might find the bird. And if she found the bird, CO Smythe would confiscate it.


  “What do you want to do?” Smythe asked Alma.


  She sighed. “I’m not going to fight him.”


  “That’s right,” Calloway crowed. “You know who’s boss. Rahowa!”


  At his call, short for Racial Holy War, inmates from all over the Secure Housing Unit began to holler. In a state as white as New Hampshire, the Aryan Brotherhood ran the prison population. They controlled drug deals done behind bars; they tattooed one another with shamrocks and lightning bolts and swastikas. To be jumped into the gang, you had to kill someone sanctioned by the Brotherhood—a black man, a Jew, a homosexual, or anyone else whose existence was considered an affront to your own.


  The sound became deafening. Alma walked past my cell, Smythe following. As they passed Shay, he called out to the officer, “Look inside.”


  “I know what’s inside Reece,” Smythe said. “Two hundred and twenty pounds of crap.”


  As Alma and the CO left, Calloway was still yelling his head off. “For God’s sake,” I hissed at Shay. “If they find Calloway’s stupid bird they’ll toss all our cells again! You want to lose the shower for two weeks?”


  “That’s not what I meant,” Shay said.


  I didn’t answer. Instead I lay down on my bunk and stuffed more wadded-up toilet paper into my ears. And still, I could hear Calloway singing his white-pride anthems. Still, I could hear Shay when he told me a second time that he hadn’t been talking about the bird.


  ***


  That night when I woke up with the sweats, my heart drilling through the spongy base of my throat, Shay was talking to himself again. “They pull up the sheet,” he said.


  “Shay?”


  I took a piece of metal I’d sawed off from the lip of the counter in the cell—it had taken months, carved with a string of elastic from my underwear and a dab of toothpaste with baking soda, my own diamond band saw. Ingeniously, the triangular result doubled as both a mirror and a shank. I slipped my hand beneath my door, angling the mirror so I could see into Shay’s cell.


  He was lying on his bunk with his eyes closed and his arms crossed over his heart. His breathing had gone so shallow that his chest barely rose and fell. I could have sworn I smelled the worms in freshly turned soil. I heard the ping of stones as they struck a grave digger’s shovel.


  Shay was practicing.


  I had done that myself. Maybe not quite in the same way, but I’d pictured my funeral. Who would come. Who would be well dressed, and who would be wearing something outrageously hideous. Who would cry. Who wouldn’t.


  God bless those COs; they’d moved Shay Bourne right next door to someone else serving a death sentence.


  ***


  Two weeks after Shay arrived on I-tier, six officers came to his cell early one morning and told him to strip. “Bend over,” I heard Whitaker say. “Spread ’em. Lift ’em. Cough.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “Infirmary. Routine checkup.”


  I knew the drill: they would shake out his clothes to make sure there was no contraband hidden, then tell him to get dressed again. They’d march him out of I-tier and into the great beyond of the Secure Housing Unit.


  An hour later, I woke up to the sound of Shay’s cell door being opened again as he returned to his cell. “I’ll pray for your soul,” CO Whitaker said soberly before leaving the tier.


  “So,” I said, my voice too light and false to fool even myself. “Are you the picture of health?”


  “They didn’t take me to the infirmary. We went to the warden’s office.”


  I sat on my bunk, looking up at the vent through which Shay’s voice carried. “He finally agreed to meet with—”


  “You know why they lie?” Shay interrupted. “Because they’re afraid you’ll go ballistic if they tell you the truth.”


  “About what?”


  “It’s all mind control. And we have no choice but to be obedient because what if this is the one time that really—”


  “Shay,” I said, “did you talk to the warden or not?”


  “He talked to me. He told me my last appeal was denied by the Supreme Court,” Shay said. “My execution date is May twenty-third.”


  I knew that before he was moved to this tier, Shay had been on death row for eleven years; it wasn’t like he hadn’t seen this coming. And yet, that date was only two and a half months away.


  “I guess they don’t want to come in and say hey, we’re taking you to get your death warrant read out loud. I mean, it’s easier to just pretend you’re going to the infirmary, so that I wouldn’t freak out. I bet they talked about how they’d come and get me. I bet they had a meeting.”


  I wondered what I would prefer, if it were my death that was being announced like a future train departing from a platform. Would I want the truth from an officer? Or would I consider it a kindness to be spared knowing the inevitable, even for those four minutes of transit?


  I knew what the answer was for me.


  I wondered why, considering that I’d only known Shay Bourne for two weeks, there was a lump in my throat at the thought of his execution. “I’m really sorry.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah.”


  “Po-lice,” Joey called out, and a moment later, CO Smythe walked in, followed by CO Whitaker. He helped Whitaker transport Crash to the shower cell—the investigation into our bacchanal tap water had yielded nothing conclusive, apparently, except some mold in the pipes, and we were now allowed personal hygiene hours again. But afterward, instead of leaving I-tier, Smythe doubled back down the catwalk to stand in front of Shay’s cell.


  “Listen,” Smythe said. “Last week, you said something to me.”


  “Did I?”


  “You told me to look inside.” He hesitated. “My daughter’s been sick. Really sick. Yesterday, the doctors told my wife and me to say good-bye. It made me want to explode. So I grabbed this stuffed bear in her crib, one we’d brought from home to make going to the hospital easier for her—and I ripped it wide open. It was filled with peanut shells, and we never thought to look there.” Smythe shook his head. “My baby’s not dying; she was never even sick. She’s just allergic,” he said. “How did you know?”


  “I didn’t—”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Smythe dug in his pocket for a small square of tinfoil, unwrapping it to reveal a thick brownie. “I brought this in from home. My wife, she makes them. She wanted you to have it.”


  “John, you can’t give him contraband,” Whitaker said, glancing over his shoulder at the control booth.


  “It’s not contraband. It’s just me...sharing a little bit of my lunch.”


  My mouth started to water. Brownies were not on our canteen forms. The closest we came was chocolate cake, offered once a year as part of a Christmas package that also included a stocking full of candy and two oranges.


  Smythe passed the brownie through the trap in the cell door. He met Shay’s gaze and nodded, then left the tier with CO Whitaker.


  “Hey, Death Row,” Calloway said, “I’ll give you three cigarettes for half of that.”


  “I’ll trade you a whole pack of coffee,” Joey countered.


  “He ain’t going to waste it on you,” Calloway said. “I’ll give you coffee and four cigarettes.”


  Texas and Pogie joined in. They would trade Shay a CD player. A Playboy magazine. A roll of tape.


  “A teener,” Calloway announced. “Final offer.”


  The Brotherhood made a killing on running the methamphetamine trade at the New Hampshire state prison; for Calloway to solicit his own personal stash, he must have truly wanted that chocolate.


  As far as I knew, Shay hadn’t even had a cup of coffee since coming to I-tier. I had no idea if he smoked or got high. “No,” Shay said. “No to all of you.”


  A few minutes passed.


  “For God’s sake, I can still smell it,” Calloway said.


  Let me tell you, I am not exaggerating when I say that we were forced to inhale that scent—that glorious scent—for hours. At three in the morning, when I woke up as per my usual insomnia, the scent of chocolate was so strong that the brownie might as well have been sitting in my cell instead of Shay’s. “Why don’t you just eat the damn thing,” I murmured.


  “Because,” Shay replied, as wide awake as I, “then there wouldn’t be anything to look forward to.”


  Maggie
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  There were many reasons I loved Oliver, but first and foremost was that my mother couldn’t stand him. He’s a mess, she said every time she came to visit. He’s destructive. Maggie, she said, if you got rid of him, you could find Someone.


  Someone was a doctor, like the anesthesiologist from Dartmouth-Hitchcock they’d set me up with once, who asked me if I thought laws against downloading child porn were an infringement on civil rights. Or the son of the cantor, who actually had been in a monogamous gay relationship for five years but hadn’t told his parents yet. Someone was the younger partner in the accounting firm that did my father’s taxes, who asked me on our first and only date if I’d always been a big girl.


  On the other hand, Oliver knew just what I needed, and when I needed it. Which is why, the minute I stepped on the scale that morning, he hopped out from underneath the bed, where he was diligently severing the cord of my alarm clock with his teeth, and settled himself squarely on top of my feet so that I couldn’t see the digital readout.


  “Nicely done,” I said, stepping off, trying not to notice the numbers that flashed red before they disappeared. Surely the reason there was a seven in there was because Oliver had been on the scale, too. Besides, if I were going to be writing a formal complaint about any of this, I’d have said that (a) size fourteen isn’t really all that big, (b) a size fourteen here was a size sixteen in London, so in a way I was thinner than I’d be if I had been born British, and (c) weight didn’t really matter, as long as you were healthy.


  All right, so maybe I didn’t exercise all that much either. But I would, one day, or so I told my mother the fitness queen, as soon as all the people on whose behalf I worked tirelessly were absolutely, unequivocally rescued. I told her (and anyone else who’d listen) that the whole reason the ACLU existed was to help people take a stand. Unfortunately, the only stands my mother recognized were pigeon pose, warrior two, and all the other staples of yoga.


  I pulled on my jeans, the ones that I admittedly didn’t wash very often because the dryer shrank them just enough that I had to suffer half a day before the denim stretched to the point of comfort again. I picked a sweater that didn’t show my bra roll and then turned to Oliver. “What do you think?”


  He lowered his left ear, which translated to, “Why do you even care, since you’re taking it all off to put on a spa robe?”


  As usual, he was right. It’s a little hard to hide your flaws when you’re wearing, well, nothing.


  He followed me into the kitchen, where I poured us both bowls of rabbit food (his literal, mine Special K). Then he hopped off to the litter box beside his cage, where he’d spend the day sleeping.


  I’d named my rabbit after Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., the famous Supreme Court Justice known as the Great Dissenter. He once said, “Even a dog knows the difference between being kicked and being tripped over.” So did rabbits. And my clients, for that matter.


  “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” I warned Oliver. “That includes chewing the legs of the kitchen stools.”


  I grabbed my keys and headed out to my Prius. I had used nearly all my savings last year on the hybrid—to be honest, I didn’t understand why car manufacturers charged a premium if you were a buyer with a modicum of social conscience. It didn’t have all-wheel drive, which was a real pain in the neck during a New Hampshire winter, but I figured that saving the ozone layer was worth sliding off the road occasionally.


  My parents had moved to Lynley—a town twenty-six miles east of Concord—seven years ago when my father took over as rabbi at Temple Beth Or. The catch was that there was no Temple Beth Or: his reform congregation held Friday night services in the cafeteria of the middle school, because the original temple had burned to the ground. The expectation had been to raise funds for a new temple, but my father had overestimated the size of his rural New Hampshire congregation, and although he assured me that they were closing in on buying land somewhere, I didn’t see it happening anytime soon. By now, anyway, his congregation had grown used to readings from the Torah that were routinely punctuated by the cheers of the crowd at the basketball game in the gymnasium down the hall.


  The biggest single annual contributor to my father’s temple fund was the ChutZpah, a wellness retreat for the mind, body, and soul in the heart of Lynley that was run by my mother. Although her clientele was nondenominational, she’d garnered a word-of-mouth reputation among temple sisterhoods, and patrons came from as far away as New York and Connecticut and even Maryland to relax and rejuvenate. My mother used salt from the Dead Sea for her scrubs. Her spa cuisine was kosher. She’d been written up in Boston magazine, the New York Times, and Luxury SpaFinder.


  The first Saturday of every month, I drove to the spa for a free massage or facial or pedicure. The catch was that afterward, I had to suffer through lunch with my mother. We had it down to a routine. By the time we were served our passion fruit iced tea, we’d already covered “Why Don’t You Call.” The salad course was “I’m Going to Be Dead Before You Make Me a Grandmother.” The entrée—fittingly—involved my weight. Needless to say, we never got around to dessert.


  The ChutZpah was white. Not just white, but scary, I’m-afraid-to-breathe white: white carpets, white tiles, white robes, white slippers. I have no idea how my mother kept the place so clean, given that when I was growing up, the house was always comfortably cluttered.


  My father says there’s a God, although for me the jury is still out on that one. Which isn’t to say that I didn’t appreciate a miracle as much as the next person—such as when I went up to the front desk and the receptionist told me my mother was going to have to miss our lunch because of a last-minute meeting with a wholesale orchid salesman. “But she said you should still have your treatment,” the receptionist said. “DeeDee’s going to be your aesthetician, and you’ve got locker number two twenty.”


  I took the robe and slippers she handed me. Locker 220 was in a bank with fifty others, and several toned middle-aged women were stripping out of their yoga clothes. I breezed into another section of lockers, one that was blissfully empty, and changed into my robe. If someone complained because I was using locker 664 instead, I didn’t think my mother would disown me. I punched in my key code—2358, for ACLU—took a bracing breath, and tried not to glance in the mirror as I walked by.


  There wasn’t very much that I liked about the outside of me. I had curves, but to me, they were in all the wrong places. My hair was an explosion of dark curls, which could have been sexy if I didn’t have to work so hard to keep them frizz-free. I’d read that stylists on the Oprah show would straighten the hair of guests with hair like mine, because curls added ten pounds to the camera—which meant that even my hair made objects like me look bigger than they appeared. My eyes were okay—they were mud-colored on an average day and green if I felt like embellishing—but most of all, they showed the part of me I was proud of: my intelligence. I might never be a cover girl, but I was a girl who could cover it all.


  The problem was, you never heard anyone say, “Wow, check out the brain on that babe.”


  My father had always made me feel special, but I couldn’t even look at my mother without wondering why I hadn’t inherited her tiny waist and sleek hair. As a kid I had only wanted to be just like her; as an adult, I’d stopped trying.


  Sighing, I entered the whirlpool area: a white oasis surrounded by white wicker benches where primarily white women waited for their white-coated therapists to call their name.


  DeeDee appeared in her immaculate jacket, smiling. “You must be Maggie,” she said. “You look just like your mother described you.”


  I wasn’t about to take that bait. “Nice to meet you.” I never quite figured out the protocol for this part of the experience—you said hello and then disrobed immediately so that a total stranger could lay their hands on you...and you paid for this privilege. Was it just me, or was there a great deal that spa treatments had in common with prostitution?


  “You looking forward to your Song of Solomon Wrap?”


  “I’d rather be getting a root canal.”


  DeeDee grinned. “Your mom told me you’d say something like that, too.”


  If you haven’t had a body wrap, it’s a singular experience. You’re lying on a cushy table covered by a giant piece of Saran Wrap and you’re naked. Totally, completely naked. Sure, the aesthetician tosses a washcloth the size of a gauze square over your privates when she’s scrubbing you down, and she’s got a poker face that never belies whether she’s calculating your body mass index under her palms—but still, you’re painfully aware of your physique, if only because someone’s experiencing it firsthand with you.


  I forced myself to close my eyes and remember that being washed beneath a Vichy shower by someone else was supposed to make me feel like a queen and not a hospitalized invalid.


  “So, DeeDee,” I said. “How long have you been doing this?”


  She unrolled a towel and held it like a screen as I rolled onto my back. “I’ve been working at spas for six years, but I just got hired on here.”


  “You must be good,” I said. “My mother doesn’t sweat amateurs.”


  She shrugged. “I like meeting new people.”


  I like meeting new people, too, but when they’re fully clothed.


  “What do you do for work?” DeeDee asked.


  “My mother didn’t tell you?”


  “No...she just said—” Suddenly she broke off, silent.


  “She said what.”


  “She, um, told me to treat you to an extra helping of seaweed scrub.”


  “You mean she told you I’d need twice as much.”


  “She didn’t—”


  “Did she use the word zaftig?” I asked. When DeeDee didn’t answer—wisely—I blinked up at the hazy light in the ceiling, listened to Yanni’s canned piano for a few beats, and then sighed. “I’m an ACLU lawyer.”


  “For real?” DeeDee’s hands stilled on my feet. “Do you ever take on cases, like, for free?”


  “That’s all I do.”


  “Then you must know about the guy on death row...Shay Bourne? I’ve been writing to him for ten years, ever since I was in eighth grade and I started as part of an assignment for my social studies class. His last appeal just got rejected by the Supreme Court.”


  “I know,” I said. “I’ve filed briefs on his behalf.”


  DeeDee’s eyes widened. “So you’re his lawyer?”


  “Well...no.” I hadn’t even been living in New Hampshire when Bourne was convicted, but it was the job of the ACLU to file amicus briefs for death row prisoners. Amicus was Latin for friend of the court; when you had a position on a particular case but weren’t directly a party involved in it, the court would let you legally spell out your feelings if it might be beneficial to the decision-making process. My amicus briefs illustrated how hideous the death penalty was; defined it as cruel and unusual punishment, as unconstitutional. I’m quite sure the judge looked at my hard work and promptly tossed it aside.


  “Can’t you do something else to help him?” DeeDee asked.


  The truth was, if Bourne’s last appeal had been rejected by the Supreme Court, there wasn’t much any lawyer could do to save him now.


  “Tell you what,” I promised. “I’ll look into it.”


  DeeDee smiled and covered me with heated blankets until I was trussed tight as a burrito. Then she sat down behind me and wove her fingers into my hair. As she massaged my scalp, my eyes drifted shut.


  “They say it’s painless,” DeeDee murmured. “Lethal injection.”


  They: the establishment, the lawmakers, the ones assuaging their guilt over their own actions with rhetoric. “That’s because no one ever comes back to tell them otherwise,” I said. I thought of Shay Bourne being given the news of his own impending death. I thought of lying on a table like this one, being put to sleep.


  Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. The blankets were too hot, the cream on my skin too thick. I wanted out of the layers and began to fight my way free.


  “Whoa,” DeeDee said. “Hang on, let me help you.” She pulled and peeled and handed me a towel. “Your mother didn’t tell me you were claustrophobic.”


  I sat up, drawing great gasps of air into my lungs. Of course she didn’t, I thought. Because she’s the one who’s suffocating me.


  Lucius
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  It was late afternoon, almost time for the shift change, and I-tier was relatively quiet. Me, I’d been sick all day, hazing in and out of sleep brought on by fever. Calloway, who usually played chess with me, was playing with Shay instead. “Bishop takes a6,” Calloway called out. He was a racist bigot, but Calloway was also the best chess player I’d ever met.


  During the day, Batman the Robin resided in his breast pocket, a small lump no bigger than a pack of Starburst candies. Sometimes it crawled onto his shoulder and pecked at the scars on his scalp. At other times, he kept Batman in a paperback copy of The Stand that had been doctored as a hiding place—starting on chapter six, a square had been cut out of the pages of the thick book with a pilfered razor blade, creating a little hollow that Calloway lined with tissues to make a bed. The robin ate mashed potatoes; Calloway traded precious masking tape and twine and even a homemade handcuff key for extra portions.


  “Hey,” Calloway said. “We haven’t made a wager on this game.”


  Crash laughed. “Even Bourne ain’t dumb enough to bet you when he’s losing.”


  “What have you got that I want?” Calloway mused.


  “Intelligence?” I suggested. “Common sense?”


  “Keep out of this, homo.” Calloway thought for a moment. “The brownie. I want the damn brownie.”


  By now, the brownie was two days old. I doubted that Calloway would even be able to swallow it. What he’d enjoy, mostly, was the act of taking it away from Shay.


  “Okay,” Shay said. “Knight to g6.”


  I sat up on my bunk. “Okay? Shay, he’s beating the pants off you.”


  “How come you’re too sick to play, DuFresne, but you don’t mind sticking your two cents into every conversation?” Calloway said. “This is between me and Bourne.”


  “What if I win?” Shay asked. “What do I get?”


  Calloway laughed. “It won’t happen.”


  “The bird.”


  “I’m not giving you Batman—”


  “Then I’m not giving you the brownie.” There was a beat of silence.


  “Fine,” Calloway said. “You win, you get the bird. But you’re not going to win, because my bishop takes d3. Consider yourself officially screwed.”


  “Queen to h7,” Shay replied. “Checkmate.”


  “What?” Calloway cried. I scrutinized the mental chessboard I’d been tracking—Shay’s queen had come out of nowhere, screened by his knight. There was nowhere left for Calloway to go.


  At that moment the door to I-tier opened, admitting a pair of officers in flak jackets and helmets. They marched to Calloway’s cell and brought him onto the catwalk, securing his handcuffs to a metal railing along the far wall.


  There was nothing worse than having your cell searched. In here, all we had were our belongings, and having them pored over was a gross invasion of privacy. Not to mention the fact that when it happened, you had an excellent chance of losing your best stash, be that drugs or hooch or chocolate or art supplies or the stinger rigged from paper clips to heat up your instant coffee.


  They came in with flashlights and long-handled mirrors and worked systematically. They’d check the seams of the walls, the vents, the plumbing. They’d roll deodorant sticks all the way out to make sure nothing was hidden underneath. They’d shake containers of powder to hear what might be inside. They’d sniff shampoo bottles, open envelopes, and take out the letters inside. They’d rip off your bedsheets and run their hands over the mattresses, looking for tears or ripped seams.


  Meanwhile, you were forced to watch.


  I could not see what was going on in Calloway’s cell, but I had a pretty good idea based on his reactions. He rolled his eyes as his blanket was checked for unraveled threads; his jaw tensed when a postage stamp was peeled off an envelope, revealing the black tar heroin underneath. But when his bookshelf was inspected, Calloway flinched. I looked for the small bulge in his breast pocket that would have been the bird and realized that Batman the Robin was somewhere inside that cell.


  One of the officers held up the copy of The Stand. The pages were riffled, the spine snapped, the book tossed against the cell wall. “What’s this?” an officer asked, focusing not on the bird that had been whipped across the cell but on the baby-blue tissues that fluttered down over his boots.


  “Nothing,” Calloway said, but the officer wasn’t about to take his word for it. He picked through the tissues, and when he didn’t find anything, he confiscated the book with its carved hidey-hole.


  Whitaker said something about a write-up, but Calloway wasn’t listening. I could not remember ever seeing him quite so unraveled. As soon as he was released back into his cell, he ran to the rear corner where the bird had been flung.


  The sound that Calloway Reece made was primordial; but then maybe that was always the case when a grown man with no heart started to cry.


  There was a crash, and a sickening crunch. A whirlwind of destruction as Calloway fought back against what couldn’t be fixed. Finally spent, Calloway sank down to the floor of his cell, cradling the dead bird. “Motherfucker. Motherfucker.”


  “Reece,” Shay interrupted, “I want my prize.”


  My head snapped around. Surely Shay wasn’t stupid enough to antagonize Calloway.


  “What?” Calloway breathed. “What did you say?”


  “My prize. I won the chess game.”


  “Not now,” I hissed.


  “Yes, now,” Shay said. “A deal’s a deal.”


  In here, you were only as good as your word, and Calloway—with his Aryan Brotherhood sensibilities—would have known that better than anyone else. “You better make sure you’re always behind those bars,” Calloway vowed, “because the next time I get the chance, I’m going to mess you up so bad your own mama wouldn’t know you.” But even as he threatened Shay, Calloway gently wrapped the dead bird in a tissue and attached the small, slight bundle to the end of his fishing line.


  When the robin reached me, I drew it under the three-inch gap beneath the door of my cell. It still looked half cooked, its closed eye translucent blue. One wing was bent at a severe backward angle; its neck lolled sideways.


  Shay sent out his own line of string, with a weight made of a regulation comb on one end. I saw his hands gently slide the robin, wrapped in tissue, into his cell. The lights on the catwalk flickered.


  I’ve often imagined what happened next. With an artist’s eye, I like to picture Shay sitting on his bunk, cupping his palms around the tiny bird. I imagine the touch of someone who loves you so much, he cannot bear to watch you sleep; and so you wake up with his hand on your heart. In the long run, though, it hardly matters how Shay did it. What matters is the result: that we all heard the piccolo trill of that robin; that Shay pushed the risen bird beneath his cell door onto the catwalk, where it hopped, like broken punctuation, toward Calloway’s outstretched hand.


  June
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  If you’re a mother, you can look into the face of your grown child and see, instead, the one that peeked up at you from the folds of a baby blanket. You can watch your eleven-year-old daughter painting her nails with glitter polish and remember how she used to reach for you when she wanted to cross the street. You can hear the doctor say that the real danger is adolescence, because you don’t know how the heart will respond to growth spurts—and you can pretend that’s ages away.


  “Best two out of three,” Claire said, and from the folds of her hospital johnny she raised her fist again.


  I lifted my hand, too. Rock, paper, scissors, shoot.


  “Paper.” Claire grinned. “I win.”


  “You totally do not,” I said. “Hello? Scissors?”


  “What I forgot to tell you is that it’s raining, and the scissors got rusty, and so you slip the paper underneath them and carry them away.”


  I laughed. Claire shifted slightly, careful not to dislodge all the tubes and the wires. “Who’ll feed Dudley?” she asked.


  Dudley was our dog—a thirteen-year-old springer spaniel who, along with me, was one of the only pieces of continuity between Claire and her late sister. Claire may never have met Elizabeth, but they had both grown up draping faux pearls around Dudley’s neck, dressing him up like the sibling they never had. “Don’t worry about Dudley,” I said. “I’ll call Mrs. Morrissey if I have to.”


  Claire nodded and glanced at the clock. “I thought they’d be back already.”


  “I know, baby.”


  “What do you think’s taking so long?”


  There were a hundred answers to that, but the one that floated to the top of my mind was that in some other hospital, two counties away, another mother had to say good-bye to her child so that I would have a chance to keep mine.


  The technical name for Claire’s illness was pediatric dilated cardiomyopathy. It affected twelve million kids a year, and it meant that her heart cavity was enlarged and stretched, that her heart couldn’t pump blood out efficiently. You couldn’t fix it or reverse it; if you were lucky you could live with it. If you weren’t, you died of congestive heart failure. In kids, 79 percent of the cases came from an unknown origin. There was a camp that attributed its onset to myocarditis and other viral infections during infancy; and another that claimed it was inherited through a parent who was a carrier of the defective gene. I had always assumed the latter was the case with Claire. After all, surely a child who grew out of grief would be born with a heavy heart.


  At first, I didn’t know she had it. She got tired more easily than other infants, but I was still moving in slow motion myself and did not notice. It wasn’t until she was five, hospitalized with a flu she could not shake, that she was diagnosed. Dr. Wu said that Claire had a slight arrhythmia that might improve and might not; he put her on Captopril, Lasix, Lanoxin. He said that we’d have to wait and see.


  On the first day of fifth grade, Claire told me it felt like she had swallowed a hummingbird. I assumed it was nerves about starting classes, but hours later—when she stood up to solve a math problem at the chalkboard—she passed out cold. Progressive arrhythmias made the heart beat like a bag of worms—it wouldn’t eject any blood. Those basketball players who seemed so healthy and then dropped dead on the court? That was ventricular fibrillation, and it was happening to Claire. She had surgery to implant an AICD—an automatic implantable cardioverter-defibrillator, or, in simpler terms, a tiny, internal ER resting right on her heart, which would fix future arrhythmias by administering an electric shock. She was put on the list for a transplant.


  The transplant game was a tricky one—once you received a heart, the clock started ticking, and it wasn’t the happy ending everyone thought it was. You didn’t want to wait so long for a transplant that the rest of the bodily systems began to shut down. But even a transplant wasn’t a miracle: most recipients could only tolerate a heart for ten or fifteen years before complications ensued, or there was outright rejection. Still, as Dr. Wu said, fifteen years from now, we might be able to buy a heart off a shelf and have it installed at Best Buy...the idea was to keep Claire alive long enough to let medical innovation catch up to her.


  This morning, the beeper we carried at all times had gone off. We have a heart, Dr. Wu had said when I called. I’ll meet you at the hospital.


  For the past six hours, Claire had been poked, pricked, scrubbed, and prepped so that the minute the miracle organ arrived in its little Igloo cooler, she could go straight into surgery. This was the moment I’d waited for, and dreaded, her whole life.


  What if...I could not even let myself say the words.


  Instead, I reached for Claire’s hand and threaded our fingers together. Paper and scissors, I thought. We are between a rock and a hard place. I looked at the fan of her angel hair on the pillow, the faint blue cast of her skin, the fairy-light bones of a girl whose body was still too much for her to handle. Sometimes, when I looked at her, I didn’t see her at all; instead, I pretended that she was—


  “What do you think she’s like?”


  I blinked, startled. “Who?”


  “The girl. The one who died.”


  “Claire,” I said. “Let’s not talk about this.”


  “Why not? Don’t you think we should know all about her if she’s going to be a part of me?”


  I touched my hand to her head. “We don’t even know it’s a girl.”


  “Of course it’s a girl,” Claire said. “It would be totally gross to have a boy’s heart.”


  “I don’t think that’s a qualification for a match.”


  She shuddered. “It should be.” Claire struggled to push herself upright so that she was sitting higher in the hospital bed. “Do you think I’ll be different?”


  I leaned down and kissed her. “You,” I pronounced, “will wake up and still be the same kid who cannot be bothered to clean her room or walk Dudley or turn out the lights when she goes downstairs.”


  That’s what I said to Claire, anyway. But all I heard were the first four words: You will wake up.


  A nurse came into the room. “We just got word that the harvest’s begun,” she said. “We should have more information shortly; Dr. Wu’s on the phone with the team that’s on-site.”


  After she left, Claire and I sat in silence. Suddenly, this was real—the surgeons were going to open up Claire’s chest, stop her heart, and sew in a new one. We had both heard numerous doctors explain the risks and the rewards; we knew how infrequently pediatric donors came about. Claire shrank down in the bed, her covers sliding up to her nose. “If I die,” Claire said, “do you think I’ll get to be a saint?”


  “You won’t die.”


  “Yeah, I will. And so will you. I just might do it a little sooner.”


  I couldn’t help it; I felt tears welling up in my eyes. I wiped them on the edge of the hospital sheets. Claire fisted her hand in my hair, the way she used to when she was little. “I bet I’d like it,” Claire said. “Being a saint.”


  Claire had her nose in a book constantly, and recently, her Joan of Arc fascination had bloomed into all things martyred.


  “You aren’t going to be a saint.”


  “You don’t know that for sure,” Claire said.


  “You’re not Catholic, for one thing. And besides, they all died horrible deaths.”


  “That’s not always true. You can be killed while you’re being good, and that counts. St. Maria Goretti was my age when she fought off a guy who was raping her and was killed and she got to be one.”


  “That’s atrocious,” I said.


  “St. Barbara had her eyeballs cut out. And did you know there’s a patron saint of heart patients? John of God?”


  “The question is, why do you know there’s a patron saint of heart patients?”


  “Duh,” Claire said. “I read about it. It’s all you let me do.” She settled back against the pillows. “I bet a saint can play softball.”


  “So can a girl with a heart transplant.”


  But Claire wasn’t listening; she knew that hope was just smoke and mirrors; she’d learned by watching me. She looked up at the clock. “I think I’ll be a saint,” she said, as if it were entirely up to her. “That way no one forgets you when you’re gone.”


  ***


  The funeral of a police officer is a breathtaking thing. Officers and firemen and public officials will come from every town in the state and some even farther away. There is a procession of police cruisers that precedes the hearse; they blanket the highway like snow.


  It took me a long time to remember Kurt’s funeral, because I was working so hard at the time to pretend it wasn’t happening. The police chief, Irv, rode with me to the graveside service. There were townspeople lining the streets of Lynley, with handmade signs that read PROTECT AND SERVE, and THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE. It was summertime, and the asphalt sank beneath the heels of my shoes where I stood. I was surrounded by other policemen who’d worked with Kurt, and hundreds who didn’t, a sea of dress blue. My back hurt, and my feet were swollen. I found myself concentrating on a lilac tree that shuddered in the breeze, petals falling like rain.


  The police chief had arranged for a twenty-one-gun salute, and as it finished, five fighter jets rose over the distant violet mountains. They sliced the sky in parallel lines, and then, just as they flew overhead, the plane on the far right broke off like a splinter, soaring east.


  When the priest stopped speaking—I didn’t listen to a word of it; what could he tell me about Kurt that I didn’t already know?—Robbie and Vic stepped forward. They were Kurt’s closest friends in the department. Like the rest of the Lynley force, they had covered their badges with black fabric. They reached for the flag that draped Kurt’s coffin and began to fold it. Their gloved hands moved so fast—I thought of Mickey Mouse, of Donald Duck, with their oversized white fists. Robbie was the one who put the triangle into my arms, something to hold on to, something to take Kurt’s place.


  Through the radios of the other policemen came the voice of the dispatcher: All units stand by for a broadcast.


  Final call for Officer Kurt Nealon, number 144.


  144, report to 360 West Main for one last assignment.


  It was the address of the cemetery.


  You will be in the best of hands. You will be deeply missed.


  144, 10-7. The radio code for end of shift.


  I have been told that afterward, I walked up to Kurt’s coffin. It was so highly polished I could see my own reflection, pinched and unfamiliar. It had been specially made, wider than normal, to accommodate Elizabeth, too.


  She was, at seven, still afraid of the dark. Kurt would lie down beside her, an elephant perched among pink pillows and satin blankets, until she fell asleep; then he’d creep out of the room and turn off the light. Sometimes, she woke up at midnight shrieking. You turned it off, she’d sob into my shoulder, as if I had broken her heart.


  The funeral director had let me see them. Kurt’s arms were wrapped tight around my daughter; Elizabeth rested her head on his chest. They looked the way they looked on nights when Kurt fell asleep waiting for Elizabeth to do that very thing. They looked the way I wished I could: smooth and clear and peaceful, a pond with a stone unthrown. It was supposed to be comforting that they would be together. It was supposed to make up for the fact that I couldn’t go with them.


  “Take care of her,” I whispered to Kurt, my breath blowing a kiss against the gleaming wood. “Take care of my baby.”


  As if I’d summoned her, Claire moved inside me then: a slow tumble of butterfly limbs, a memory of why I had to stay behind.


  ***


  There was a time when I prayed to saints. What I liked about them were their humble beginnings: they were human, once, and so you knew that they just got it in a way Jesus never would. They understood what it meant to have your hopes dashed or your promises broken or your feelings hurt. St. Therese was my favorite—the one who believed you could be perfectly ordinary, but that great love could somehow transport you. However, this was all a long time ago. Life has a way of pointing out, with great sweeping signs, that you are looking at the wrong things, doesn’t it? It was when I started to admit to myself that I’d rather be dead that I was given a child who had to fight to stay alive.


  In the past month, Claire’s arrhythmias had worsened. Her AICD was going off six times a day. I’d been told that when it fired, it felt like an electric current running through the body. It restarted your heart, but it hurt like hell. Once a month would be devastating; once a day would be debilitating. And then there was Claire’s frequency.


  There were support groups for adults who had to live with AICDs; there were stories of those who preferred the risk of dying from an arrhythmia to the sure knowledge that they would be shocked by the device sooner or later. Last week, I had found Claire in her room reading the Guinness Book of World Records. “Roy Sullivan was struck by lightning seven times over thirty-six years,” she’d said. “Finally, he killed himself.” She lifted her shirt, staring down at the scar on her chest. “Mom,” she begged, “please make them turn it off.”


  I did not know how long I would be able to convince Claire to stay with me, if this was the way she had to do it.


  Claire and I both turned immediately when the hospital door opened. We were expecting the nurse, but it was Dr. Wu. He sat down on the edge of the bed and spoke directly to Claire, as if she were my age instead of eleven. “The heart we had in mind for you had something wrong with it. The team didn’t know until they got inside...but the right ventricle is dilated. If it isn’t functioning now, chances are it will only get worse by the time the heart’s transplanted.”


  “So...I can’t have it?” Claire asked.


  “No. When I give you a new heart, I want it to be the healthiest heart possible,” the doctor explained.


  My body felt stiff. “I don’t—I don’t understand.”


  Dr. Wu turned. “I’m sorry, June. Today’s not going to be the day.”


  “But it could take years to find another donor,” I said. I didn’t add the rest of my sentence, because I knew Wu could hear it anyway: Claire can’t last that long.


  “We’ll just hope for the best,” he said.


  After he left, we sat in stunned silence for a few moments. Had I done this? Had the fear I’d tried to quash—the one that Claire wouldn’t survive this operation—somehow bled into reality?


  Claire began to pull the cardiac monitors off her chest. “Well,” she said, but I could hear the hitch in her voice as she struggled not to cry. “What a total waste of a Saturday.”


  “You know,” I said, forcing the words to unroll evenly, “you were named for a saint.”


  “For real?”


  I nodded. “She founded a group of nuns called the Poor Clares.”


  She glanced at me. “Why did you pick her?”


  Because, on the day you were born, the nurse who handed you to me shook her head and said, “Now there’s a sight for sore eyes.” And you were. And she is the patron saint of that very thing. And I wanted you protected, from the very first moment I spoke your name.


  “I liked the way it sounded,” I lied, and I held up Claire’s shirt so that she could shimmy into it.


  We would leave this hospital, maybe go get chocolate Fribbles at Friendly’s and rent a movie with a happy ending. We’d take Dudley for a walk and feed him. We’d act like this was an ordinary day. And after she went to sleep, I would bury my face in my pillow and let myself feel everything I wasn’t letting myself feel right now: shame over knowing that I’ve had five more years in Claire’s company than I did with Elizabeth, guilt over being relieved this transplant did not happen, since it might just as easily kill Claire as save her.


  Claire stuffed her feet into her pink Converse high-tops. “Maybe I’ll join the Poor Clares.”


  “You still can’t be a saint,” I said. And added silently, Because I will not let you die.


  Lucius
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  Shortly after Shay brought Batman the Robin back to life, Crash Vitale lit himself on fire.


  He’d created a makeshift match the way we all do—by pulling the fluorescent bulb out of its cradle and holding the metal tines just far enough away from the socket to have the electricity arc to meet it. Stick a piece of paper in the gap, and it becomes a torch. Crash had crumpled up pages of a magazine and set them around himself in a circle. By the time Texas started screaming for help, smoke was filling the pod. The COs held the fire hose at full spray as they opened his cell door; we could hear Crash being knocked against the far wall by the stream. Dripping wet, he was strapped onto a gurney to be transported, his hair a matted mess, his eyes wild. “Hey, Green Mile,” he yelled as he was wheeled off the tier, “how come you didn’t save me?”


  “Because I like the bird,” Shay murmured.


  I was the first one to laugh, then Texas snickered. Joey, too—but only because Crash wasn’t present to shut him up.


  “Bourne,” Calloway said, the first words any of us had heard from him since the bird had hopped back to his cell. “Thanks.”


  There was a beat of silence. “It deserved another chance,” Shay said.


  The pod door buzzed open, and this time CO Smythe walked in with the nurse, doing her evening rounds. Alma came to my cell first, holding out my card of pills. “Smells like someone had a barbecue in here and forgot to invite me,” she said. She waited for me to put the pills in my mouth, take a swallow of water. “You sleep well, Lucius.”


  As she left, I walked to the front of the cell. Rivulets of water ran down the cement catwalk. But instead of leaving the tier, Alma stopped in front of Calloway’s cell. “Inmate Reece, are you going to let me take a look at that arm?”


  Calloway hunched over, protecting the bird he held in his hand. We all knew he was holding Batman; we all held our collective breath. What if Alma saw the bird? Would she rat him out?


  I should have known Calloway would never let that happen—he’d be offensive enough to scare her off before she got too close. But before he could speak, we heard a fluted chirp—not from Calloway’s cell but from Shay’s. There was an answering call—the robin looking for its own kind. “What the hell’s that?” CO Smythe asked, looking around. “Where’s it coming from?”


  Suddenly, a twitter rose from Joey’s cell, and then a higher cheep from Pogie’s. To my surprise, I even heard a tweet come from the vicinity of my own bunk. I wheeled around, tracing it to the louvers of the vent. Was there a whole colony of robins in here? Or was it Shay, a ventriloquist in addition to a magician, this time throwing his voice?


  Smythe moved down the tier, hands covering his ears as he peered at the skylight and into the shower cell to find the source of the noise. “Smythe?” an officer said over the control booth intercom. “What the hell’s going on?”


  A place like this wears down everything, and tolerance is no exception. In here, coexistence passes for forgiveness. You do not learn to like something you abhor; you come to live with it. It’s why we submit when we are told to strip; it’s why we deign to play chess with a child molester; it’s why we quit crying ourselves to sleep. You live and let live, and eventually that becomes enough.


  Which maybe explains why Calloway’s muscled arm snaked through the open trap of his door, his “Anita Bryant” patch shadowing his biceps. Alma blinked, surprised.


  “I won’t hurt you,” she murmured, peering at the new skin growing where it had been grafted, still pink and evolving. She took a pair of latex gloves out of her pocket and snapped them on, making her hands just as lily-white as Calloway’s. And wouldn’t you know it—the moment Alma touched him, all of that crazy noise fell dead silent.


  MICHAEL
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  A priest has to say Mass every day, even if no one shows up, although this was rarely the case. In a city as large as Concord there were usually at least a handful of parishioners, already praying the rosary by the time I came out in my vestments.


  I was just at the part of the Mass where miracles occurred. “For this is my body, which will be given up for you,” I said aloud, then genuflected and lifted the host.


  Next to “How the heck is one God also a Holy Trinity?” the most common question I got asked as a priest by non-Catholics was about transubstantiation: the belief that at consecration, the elements of bread and wine truly became the Body and Blood of Christ. I could see why people were baffled—if this was true, wasn’t Holy Communion cannibalistic? And if a change really occurred, why couldn’t you see it?


  When I went to church as a kid, long before I came back to it, I received Holy Communion like everyone else, but I didn’t really give much thought to what I received. It looked, to me, like a cracker and a cup of wine...before and after the priest consecrated it. I can tell you now that it still looks like a cracker and a cup of wine. The miracle part comes down to philosophy. It isn’t the accidents of an object that make it what it is...it’s the essential parts. We’d still be human even if we didn’t have limbs or teeth or hair; but if we suddenly stopped being mammals, that wouldn’t be the case. When I consecrated the host and the wine at Mass, the very substance of the elements changed; it was the other properties—the shape, the taste, the size—that remained the same. Just like John the Baptist saw a man and knew, right away, that he was looking at God; just like the wise men came upon a baby and knew He was our Savior...every day I held what looked like crackers and wine but actually was Jesus.


  For this very reason, from this point on in the Mass, my fingers and thumb would be kept pinched together until washed after the Sacrament of the Eucharist. Not even the tiniest particle of the consecrated host could be lost; we went to great pains to make sure of this when disposing of the leftovers from Holy Communion. But just as I was thinking this, the wafer slipped out of my hand.


  I felt the way I had when, in third grade, during the Little League play-offs, I’d watched a pop fly come into my corner of left field too fast and too high—knotted with the need to catch it, sick with the knowledge that I wouldn’t. Frozen, I watched the host tumble, safely, into the belly of the chalice of wine.


  “Five-second rule,” I murmured, and I reached into the chalice and snagged it.


  The wine had already begun to soak into the wafer. I watched, amazed, as a jaw took shape, an ear, an eyebrow.


  Father Walter had visions. He said that the reason he became a priest in the first place was because, as an altar boy, a statue of Jesus had reached for his robe and tugged, telling him to stay the course. More recently, Mary had appeared to him in the rectory kitchen when he was frying trout, and suddenly they began leaping in the pan. Don’t let a single one fall to the floor, she’d warned, and then disappeared.


  There were hundreds of priests who excelled at their calling but never received this sort of divine intercession—and yet, I didn’t want to fall among their ranks. Like the teens I worked with, I understood the need for miracles—they kept reality from paralyzing you. So I stared at the wafer, hoping the wine-sketched features would solidify into a portrait of Jesus...and instead I found myself looking at something else entirely. The shaggy dark hair that looked more like a grunge-band drummer than a priest, the nose broken while wrestling in junior high, the razor stubble. Engraved onto the surface of the host, with a printmaker’s delicacy, was a picture of me.


  What is my head doing on the body of Christ? I thought as I placed the host on the paten, plum-stained and dissolving already. I lifted the chalice. “This is my blood,” I said.


  June
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  When Shay Bourne was working at our house as a carpenter, he gave Elizabeth a birthday present. Made of scrap wood and crafted after hours wherever he went when he left our house, it was a small, hinged chest. He had carved it intricately, so that each face portrayed a different fairy, dressed in the trappings of the seasons. Summer had bright peony wings, and a crown made of the sun. Spring was covered in climbing vines, and a bridal train of flowers swept beneath her. Autumn wore the jewel tones of sugar maples and aspen trees, the cap of an acorn balanced on her head. And Winter skated across a frozen lake, leaving a trail of silver frost in her wake. The cover was a painted picture of the moon, rising through a field of stars with its arms outstretched toward a sun that was just out of reach.


  Elizabeth loved that box. The night that Shay gave it to her, she lined it with blankets and slept inside. When Kurt and I told her she couldn’t do that again—what if the top fell on her while she was sleeping?—she turned it into a cradle for her dolls, then a toy chest. She named the fairies. Sometimes I heard her talking to them.


  After Elizabeth died, I took the box out to the yard, planning to destroy it. There I was, eight months pregnant and grieving, swinging Kurt’s axe, and at the last minute, I could not do it. It was what Elizabeth had treasured; how could I stand to lose that, too? I put the box in the attic, where it remained for years.


  I could tell you I forgot about the box, but I would be lying. I knew it was there, buried behind our luggage and old toddler clothes and paintings with broken frames. When Claire was about ten, I found her trying to lug the box downstairs. “It’s so pretty,” she said, winded with the effort. “And no one’s using it.” I snapped at her and told her to go lie down and rest.


  But Claire kept asking about it, and eventually I brought the box to her room, where it sat at the end of her bed, just like it had for Elizabeth. I never told her who’d carved it. And yet sometimes, when Claire was at school, I found myself peeking inside. I wondered if Pandora, too, wished she had scrutinized the contents first—heartache, cleverly disguised as a gift.


  Lucius
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  It had been said, among those on I-tier, that I had achieved Bassmaster status when it came to fishing. My equipment was a sturdy line made from yarn I’d stored up over the years, tempered by weight—a comb, or a deck of cards, depending on what I was angling for. I was known for my ability to fish from my cell into Crash’s, at the far end of the tier; and then down to the shower cell at the other end. I suppose this was why, when Shay cast out his own line, I found myself watching out of curiosity.


  It was after One Life to Live but before Oprah, the time of day when most of the guys napped. I myself was not feeling so well. The sores in my mouth made it difficult to speak; I had to keep using the toilet. The skin around my eyes, stained by Kaposi’s sarcoma, had swollen to the point where I could barely see. Then suddenly, Shay’s fishing line whizzed into the narrow space beneath my cell door. “Want some?” he asked.


  When we fish, it’s to get something. We trade magazines; we barter food; we pay for drugs. But Shay didn’t want anything, except to give. Wired to the end of his line was a piece of Bazooka bubble gum.


  It’s contraband. Gum can be used as putty to build all sorts of things, and to tamper with locks. God only knew where Shay had come across this bounty—and, even more astounding, why he wouldn’t just hoard it.


  I swallowed, and my throat nearly split along a fault line. “No thanks,” I rasped.


  I sat up on my bunk and peeled the sheet off the plastic mattress. One of the seams had been carefully doctored by me. The thread, laced like a football, could be loosened enough for me to rummage around inside the foam padding. I jammed my forefinger inside, scooping out my stash.


  There were the 3TC pills—Epivir—and the Sustiva. Retrovir. Lomotil for my diarrhea. All the medications that, for weeks, Alma had watched me place on my tongue and apparently swallow—when in fact they were tucked up high in the purse of my cheek.


  I had not yet made up my mind whether I would use these to kill myself...or if I’d just continue to save them instead of ingest them: a slower but still sure suicide.


  It’s funny how when you are dying, you still fight for the upper hand. You want to pick the terms; you want to choose the date. You’ll tell yourself anything you have to, to pretend that you’re still the one in control.


  “Joey,” Shay said. “Want some?” He cast again, his line arcing over the catwalk.


  “For real?” Joey asked. Most of us just pretended Joey wasn’t around; it was safer for him. No one went out of their way to acknowledge him, much less offer him something as precious as a piece of gum.


  “I want some,” Calloway demanded. He must have seen the bounty going by, since his cell was between Shay’s and Joey’s.


  “Me, too,” Crash said.


  Shay waited for Joey to take the gum, and then pulled his line gently closer, until it was within reach of Calloway. “There’s plenty.”


  “How many pieces you got?” Crash asked.


  “Just the one.”


  Now, you’ve seen a piece of Bazooka gum. Maybe you can split it with a friend. But to divvy up one single piece among seven greedy men?


  Shay’s fishing line whipped to the left, past my cell en route to Crash’s. “Take some and pass it on,” Shay said.


  “Maybe I want the whole thing.”


  “Maybe you do.”


  “Fuck,” Crash said. “I’m taking it all.”


  “If that’s what you need,” Shay replied.


  I stood up, unsteady, and crouched down as Shay’s fishing line reached Pogie’s cell. “Have some,” Shay offered.


  “But Crash took the whole piece—”


  “Have some.”


  I could hear paper being unwrapped, the fullness of Pogie speaking around the bounty softening in his mouth. “I ain’t had chewing gum since 2001.”


  By now, I could smell it. The pinkness, the sugar. I began to salivate.


  “Oh, man,” Texas breathed, and then everyone chewed in silence, except for me.


  Shay’s fishing line swung between my own feet. “Try it,” he urged.


  I reached for the packet on the end of the line. Since six other men had already done the same, I expected to see only a fragment remaining, a smidgen of gum, if anything at all—yet, to my surprise, the piece of Bazooka was intact. I ripped the gum in half and put a piece into my mouth. The rest I wrapped up, and then I tugged on Shay’s line. I watched it zip away, back to his own cell.


  At first I could barely stand it—the sweetness against the sores in my mouth, the sharp edges of the gum before it softened. It brought tears to my eyes to so badly want something that I knew would cause great pain. I held up my hand, ready to spit the gum out, when the most remarkable thing happened: my mouth, my throat, they stopped aching, as if there were an anesthetic in the gum, as if I were no longer an AIDS patient but an ordinary man who’d picked up this treat at the gas station counter after filling his tank in preparation for driving far, far away. My jaw moved, rhythmic. I sat down on the floor of my cell, crying as I chewed—not because it hurt, but because it didn’t.


  We were silent for so long that CO Whitaker came in to see what we were up to; and what he found, of course, was not what he had expected. Seven men, imagining childhoods that we all wished we’d had. Seven men, blowing bubbles as bright as the moon.


  ***


  For the first time in nearly six months, I slept through the night. I woke up rested and relaxed, without any of the stomach knotting that usually consumed me for the first two hours of every day. I walked to the basin, squeezed toothpaste onto the stubby brush they gave us, and glanced up at the wavy sheet of metal that passed for a mirror.


  Something was different.


  The sores, the Kaposi’s sarcoma that had spotted my cheeks and inflamed my eyelids for a year now, were gone. My skin was clear as a river.


  I leaned forward for a better look. I opened up my mouth, tugged my lower lip, searching in vain for the blisters and cankers that had kept me from eating.


  “Lucius,” I heard, a voice spilling from the vent over my head. “Good morning.”


  I glanced up. “It is, Shay. God, yes, it is.”


  ***


  In the end, I didn’t have to call for a medical consult. Officer Whitaker was shocked enough at my improved appearance to call Alma himself. I was taken into the attorney-client cell so that she could draw my blood, and an hour later, she came back to my own cell to tell me what I already knew.


  “Your CD4+ is 1250,” Alma said. “And your viral load’s undetectable.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “It’s normal. It’s what someone who doesn’t have AIDS would look like if we drew his blood.” She shook her head. “Looks to me like your drug regimen’s kicked in in a big way—”


  “Alma,” I said, and I glanced behind her at Officer Whitaker before peeling the sheet off my mattress and ripping open my hiding place for pills. I brought them to her, spilled several dozen into her hand. “I haven’t been taking my meds for months.”


  Color rose in her cheeks. “Then this isn’t possible.”


  “It’s not probable,” I corrected. “Anything’s possible.”


  She stuffed the pills into her pocket. “I’m sure there’s a medical explanation—”


  “It’s Shay.”


  “Inmate Bourne?”


  “He did this,” I said, well aware of how insane it sounded, and yet desperate to make her understand. “I saw him bring a dead bird back to life. And take one piece of gum and turn it into enough for all of us. He made wine come out of our faucets the first night he was here...”


  “Okey-dokey. Officer Whitaker, let me see if we can get a psych consult for—”


  “I’m not crazy, Alma; I’m—well, I’m healed.” I reached for her hand. “Haven’t you ever seen something with your own eyes that you never imagined possible?”


  She darted a glance at Calloway Reece, who had submitted to her ministrations now for seven days straight. “He did that, too,” I whispered. “I know it.”


  Alma walked out of my cell and stood in front of Shay’s. He was listening to his television, wearing headphones. “Bourne,” Whitaker barked. “Cuffs.”


  After his wrists were secured, the door to his cell was opened. Alma stood in the gap with her arms crossed. “What do you know about Inmate DuFresne’s condition?”


  Shay didn’t respond.


  “Inmate Bourne?”


  “He can’t sleep much,” Shay said quietly. “It hurts him to eat.”


  “He’s got AIDS. But suddenly, this morning, that’s all changed,” Alma said. “And for some reason, Inmate DuFresne thinks you had something to do with it.”


  “I didn’t do anything.”


  Alma turned to the CO. “Did you see any of this?”


  “Traces of alcohol were found in the plumbing on I-tier,” Whitaker admitted. “And believe me, it was combed for a leak, but nothing conclusive was found. And yeah, I saw them all chewing gum. But Bourne’s cell’s been tossed religiously—and we’ve never found any contraband.”


  “I didn’t do anything,” Shay repeated. “It was them.” Suddenly, he stepped toward Alma, animated. “Are you here for my heart?”


  “What?”


  “My heart. I want to donate it, after I die.” I heard him rummaging around in his box of possessions. “Here,” he said, giving Alma a piece of paper. “This is the girl who needs it. Lucius wrote her name down for me.”


  “I don’t know anything about that...”


  “But you can find out, right? You can talk to the right people?”


  Alma hesitated, and then her voice went soft, the flannel-bound way she used to speak to me when the pain was so great that I could not see past it. “I can talk,” she said.


  ***


  It is an odd thing to be watching television and know that in reality, it is happening right outside your door. Crowds had flooded the parking lot of the prison. Camping out on the stairs of the parole office entrance were folks in wheelchairs, elderly women with walkers, mothers clutching sick infants to their chests. There were gay couples, mostly one man supporting another frail, ill partner; and crackpots holding up signs with scriptural references about the end of the world. Lining the street that led past the cemetery and downtown were the news vans—local affiliates, and even a crew from FOX in Boston.


  Right now, a reporter from ABC 22 was interviewing a young mother whose son had been born with severe neurological damage. She stood beside the boy, in his motorized wheelchair, one hand resting on his forehead. “What would I like?” she said, repeating the reporter’s question. “I’d like to know that he knows me.” She smiled faintly. “That’s not too greedy, is it?”


  The reporter faced the camera. “Bob, so far there’s been no confirmation or denial from the administration that any miraculous behavior has in fact taken place within the Concord state prison. We have been told, however, by an unnamed source, that these occurrences stemmed from the desire of New Hampshire’s sole death row inmate, Shay Bourne, to donate his organs post-execution.”


  I yanked my headphones down to my neck. “Shay,” I called out. “Are you listening to this?”


  “We got us our own celebrity,” Crash said.


  The brouhaha began to upset Shay. “I’m who I’ve always been,” he said, his voice escalating. “I’m who I’ll always be.”


  Just then two officers arrived, escorting someone we rarely saw: Warden Coyne. A burly man with a flattop on which you could have served dinner, he stood beside the cell while Officer Whitaker told Shay to strip. His scrubs were shaken out, and then he was allowed to dress again before he was shackled to the wall across from our cells.


  The officers started to toss Shay’s house—upending the meal he hadn’t finished, yanking his headphones out of the television, overturning his small box of property. They ripped his mattress, balled up his sheets. They ran their hands along the edges of his sink, his toilet, his bunk.


  “You got any idea, Bourne, what’s going on outside?” the warden said, but Shay just stood with his head tucked into his shoulder, like Calloway’s robin did when he slept. “You care to tell me what you’re trying to prove?”


  At Shay’s pronounced silence, the warden began to walk the length of our tier. “What about you?” he called out to the rest of us. “And I will inform you that those who cooperate with me will not be punished. I can’t promise anything for the rest of you.”


  Nobody spoke.


  Warden Coyne turned to Shay. “Where did you get the gum?”


  “There was only one piece,” Joey Kunz blurted, the snitch. “But it was enough for all of us.”


  “You some kind of magician, son?” the warden said, his face inches away from Shay’s. “Or did you hypnotize them into believing they were getting something they weren’t? I know about mind control, Bourne.”


  “I didn’t do anything,” Shay murmured.


  Officer Whitaker stepped closer. “Warden Coyne, there’s nothing in his cell. Not even in his mattress. His blanket’s intact—if he’s been fishing with it, then he managed to weave the strings back together when he was done.”


  I stared at Shay. Of course he’d fished with his blanket; I’d seen the line he’d made with my own eyes. I’d untied the bubble gum from the braided blue strand.


  “I’m watching you, Bourne,” the warden hissed. “I know what you’re up to. You know damn well your heart isn’t going to be worth anything once it’s pumped full of potassium chloride in a death chamber. You’re doing this because you’ve got no appeals left, but even if you get Barbara freaking Walters to do an interview with you, the sympathy vote’s not going to change your execution date.”


  The warden stalked off I-tier. Officer Whitaker released Shay’s handcuffs from the bar where he was tethered and led him back to his cell. “Listen, Bourne. I’m Catholic.”


  “Good for you,” Shay replied.


  “I thought Catholics were against the death penalty,” Crash said.


  “Yeah, don’t do him any favors,” Texas added.


  Whitaker glanced down the tier, where the warden stood outside the soundproof glass, talking to another officer. “The thing is...if you want...I could ask one of the priests from St. Catherine’s to visit.” He paused. “Maybe he can help with the whole heart thing.”


  Shay stared at him. “Why would you do that for me?”


  The officer fished inside the neck of his shirt, pulling out a length of chain and the crucifix that was attached to the end of it. He brought it to his lips, then let it fall beneath his uniform again. “He that believeth on me,” Whitaker murmured, “believeth not on me, but on him that sent me.”


  I did not know the New Testament, but I recognized a biblical passage when I heard one—and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize that he was suggesting Shay’s antics, or whatever you wanted to call them, were heaven-sent. I realized then that even though Shay was a prisoner, he had a certain power over Whitaker. He had a certain power over all of us. Shay Bourne had done what no brute force or power play or gang threat had been able to do all the years I’d been on I-tier: he’d brought us together.


  Next door, Shay was slowly putting his cell to rights. The news program was wrapping up with another bird’s-eye view of the state prison. From the helicopter footage, you could see how many people had gathered, how many more were heading this way.


  I sat down on my bunk. It wasn’t possible, was it?


  My own words to Alma came back to me: It’s not probable. Anything’s possible.


  I pulled my art supplies out of my hiding spot in the mattress, riffling through my sketches for the one I’d done of Shay being wheeled off the tier after his seizure. I’d drawn him on the gurney, arms spread and tied down, legs banded together, eyes raised to the ceiling. I turned the paper ninety degrees. This way, it didn’t look like Shay was lying down. It looked like he was being crucified.


  People were always “finding” Jesus in jail. What if he was already here?
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  “I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work; I want to achieve immortality through not dying.”


  —WOODY ALLEN, QUOTED IN WOODY ALLEN AND HIS COMEDY, BY ERIC LAX


  Maggie
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  There were many things I was grateful for, including the fact that I was no longer in high school. Let’s just say it wasn’t a walk in the park for a girl who didn’t fit into the smorgasbord of clothing at the Gap, and who tried to become invisible so she wouldn’t be noticed for her size. Today, I was in a different school and it was ten years later, but I was still suffering from a flashback anxiety attack. It didn’t matter that I was wearing my Jones New York I’m-going-to-court suit; it didn’t matter that I was old enough to be mistaken for a teacher instead of a student—I still expected a football jock to turn the corner, at any moment, and make a fat joke.


  Topher Renfrew, the boy who was sitting beside me in the lobby of the high school, was dressed in black jeans and a frayed T-shirt with an anarchy symbol, a guitar pick strung around his neck on a leather lanyard. Cut him, and he’d bleed antiestablishment. His iPod earphones hung down the front of his shirt like a doctor’s stethoscope; and as he read the decision handed down by the court just an hour before, his lips mouthed the words. “So, what does all this bullshit mean?” he asked.


  “That you won,” I explained. “If you don’t want to say the Pledge of Allegiance, you don’t have to.”


  “What about Karshank?”


  His homeroom teacher, a Korean War veteran, had sent Topher to detention every time he refused to say the Pledge. It had led to a letter-writing campaign by my office (well, me) and then we’d gone to court to protect his civil liberties.


  Topher handed me back the decision. “Sweet,” he said. “Any chance you can get pot legalized?”


  “Uh, not my area of expertise. Sorry.” I shook Topher’s hand, congratulated him, and headed out of the school.


  It was a day for celebration—I unrolled the windows of the Prius, even though it was cold outside, and turned up Aretha on the CD player. Mostly, my cases got shot down by the courts; I spent more time fighting than I did getting a response. As one of three ACLU attorneys in New Hampshire, I was a champion of the First Amendment—freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom to organize. In other words, I looked really great on paper, but in reality, it meant I had become an expert letter writer. I wrote on behalf of the teenagers who wanted to wear their Hooters shirts to school, or the gay kid who wanted to bring his boyfriend to the prom; I wrote to take the cops to task for enforcing DWB—driving while black—when statistics showed they corralled more minorities than whites for routine traffic stops. I spent countless hours at community meetings, negotiating with local agencies, the AG’s office, the police departments, the schools. I was the splinter they couldn’t get rid of, the thorn in their side, their conscience.


  I took out my cell phone and dialed my mother’s number at the spa. “Guess what,” I said when she picked up. “I won.”


  “Maggie, that’s fantastic. I’m so proud of you.” There was the slightest beat. “What did you win?”


  “My case! The one I was telling you about last weekend at dinner?”


  “The one against the community college whose mascot is an Indian?”


  “Native American. And no,” I said. “I lost that one, actually. I was talking about the Pledge case. And”—I pulled out my trump card—“I think I’m going to be on the news tonight. There were cameras all over the courthouse.”


  I listened to my mother drop the phone, yelling to her staff about her famous daughter. Grinning, I hung up, only to have the cell ring against my palm again. “What were you wearing?” my mother asked.


  “My Jones New York suit.”


  My mother hesitated. “Not the pin-striped one?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I’m just asking.”


  “Yes, the pin-striped one,” I said. “What’s wrong with it?”


  “Did I say there was anything wrong with it?”


  “You didn’t have to.” I swerved to avoid a slowing car. “I have to go,” I said, and I hung up, tears stinging.


  It rang again. “Your mother’s crying,” my father said.


  “Well, that makes two of us. Why can’t she just be happy for me?”


  “She is, honey. She thinks you’re too critical.”


  “I’m too critical? Are you kidding?”


  “I bet Marcia Clark’s mother asked her what she was wearing to the O.J. trial,” my father said.


  “I bet Marcia Clark’s mother doesn’t get her daughter exercise videos for Chanukah.”


  “I bet Marcia Clark’s mother doesn’t get her anything for Chanukah,” my father said, laughing. “Her Christmas stocking, though...I hear it’s full of The Firm DVDs.”


  A smile twitched at the corners of my mouth. In the background, I could hear the rising strains of a crying baby. “Where are you?”


  “At a bris,” my father said. “And I’d better go, because the mohel’s giving me dirty looks, and believe me, I don’t want to upset him before he does a circumcision. Call me later and tell me every last detail. Your mother’s going to TiVo the news for us.”


  I hung up and tossed my phone into the passenger seat. My father, who had made a living out of studying Jewish law, was always good at seeing the gray areas between the black-and-white letters. My mother, on the other hand, had a remarkable talent for taking a celebratory day and ruining it. I pulled into my driveway and headed into my house, where Oliver met me at the front door. “I need a drink,” I told him, and he cocked an ear, because after all it was only 11:45 a.m. I went straight to the refrigerator—in spite of what my mother likely imagined, the only food inside of it was ketchup, a jar of pimientos, Ollie’s carrots, and yogurt with an expiration date from Bill Clinton’s administration—and poured myself a glass of Yellow Tail chardonnay. I wanted to be pleasantly buzzed before I turned on the television set, where no doubt my fifteen minutes of fame was now going to be marred by a suit with stripes that made my already plus-size butt look positively planetary.


  Oliver and I settled onto the couch just as the theme song for the midday news spilled into my living room. The anchor, a woman with a blond helmet head, smiled into the camera. Behind her was a graphic of an American flag with a line through it, and the caption NO PLEDGE? “In today’s top story, a winning decision was handed down in the case of the high school student who refused to say the Pledge of Allegiance.” The screen filled with a video of the courthouse steps, where you could see my face with a bouquet of microphones thrust under my nose.


  Dammit, I did look fat in this suit.


  “In a stunning victory for individual civil liberties,” I began onscreen, and then a bright blue BREAKING NEWS banner obliterated my face. The picture switched to a live feed in front of the state prison, where there were squatters with tents and people holding placards and...was that a chorus line of wheelchairs?


  The reporter’s hair was being whipped into a frenzy by the wind. “I’m Janice Lee, reporting live from the New Hampshire State Prison for Men in Concord, which houses the man other inmates are calling the Death Row Messiah.”


  I picked up Oliver and sat down, cross-legged, in front of the television. Behind the reporter were dozens of people—I couldn’t tell if they were picketing or protesting. Some stuck out from the crowd: the man with the sandwich board that read JOHN 3:16, the mother clutching a limp child, the small knot of nuns praying the rosary.


  “This is a follow-up to our initial report,” the reporter said, “in which we chronicled the inexplicable events that have occurred since inmate Shay Bourne—New Hampshire’s only death row inhabitant—expressed his desire to donate his organs post-execution. Today there might be scientific proof that these incidents aren’t magic...but something more.”


  The screen filled with a uniformed officer’s face—Correctional Officer Rick Whitaker, according to the caption beneath him. “The first one was the tap water,” he said. “One night, when I was on duty, the inmates got intoxicated, and sure enough the pipes tested positive for alcohol residue one day, although the water source tested perfectly normal. Some of the inmates have mentioned a bird being brought back to life, although I didn’t witness that myself. But I’d have to say the most dramatic change involved Inmate DuFresne.”


  The reporter again: “According to sources, inmate Lucius DuFresne—an AIDS patient in the final stages of the disease—has been miraculously cured. On tonight’s six o’clock report, we’ll talk to physicians at Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center about whether this can be explained medically...but for the newly converted followers of this Death Row Messiah,” the reporter said, gesturing to the crowds behind her, “anything’s possible. This is Janice Lee, reporting from Concord.”


  Then I saw a familiar face in the crowd behind the reporter—DeeDee, the spa technician who’d given me my body wrap. I remembered telling her that I’d look into Shay Bourne’s case.


  I picked up the phone and dialed my boss at the office. “Are you watching the news?”


  Rufus Urqhart, the head of the ACLU in New Hampshire, had two televisions on his desk that he kept tuned to different channels so that he didn’t miss a thing. “Yeah,” he said. “I thought you were supposed to be on.”


  “I got preempted by the Death Row Messiah.”


  “Can’t beat divinity,” Rufus said.


  “Exactly,” I replied. “Rufus, I want to work on his behalf.”


  “Wake up, sweetheart, you already are. At least, you were supposed to be filing amicus briefs,” Rufus said.


  “No—I mean, I want to take him on as a client. Give me a week,” I begged.


  “Listen, Maggie, this guy’s already been through the state court, the first circuit of the federal court, and the Supreme Court. If I remember correctly, they punted last year and denied cert. Bourne’s exhausted all his appeals...I don’t really see how we can reopen the door.”


  “If he thinks he’s the Messiah,” I said, “he just gave us a crowbar.”


  ***


  The Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act of 2000 didn’t actually come into play until five years later, when the Supreme Court upheld the decision in the case of Cutter v. Wilkinson, where a bunch of Ohio prisoners who were Satanists sued the state for not accommodating their religious needs. As long as a prison guaranteed the right to practice religion—without forcing religion on those who didn’t want to practice it—the law was constitutional.


  “Satanists?” my mother said, putting down her knife and fork. “That’s what this guy is?”


  I was at their house, having dinner, like I did every Friday night before they went to Shabbat services. My mother would invite me on Monday, and I’d tell her I’d have to wait and see whether anything came up—like a date, or Armageddon, both of which had the same likelihood of occurring in my life. And then, of course, by Friday, I’d find myself passing the roasted potatoes and listening to my father say the kiddush over the wine.


  “I have no idea,” I told her. “I haven’t met with him.”


  “Do Satanists have messiahs?” my father asked.


  “You’re missing the point, both of you. Legally, there’s a statute that says that even prisoners have a right to practice their religion as long as it doesn’t interfere with the running of the prison.” I shrugged. “Besides, what if he is the Messiah? Aren’t we morally obligated to save his life if he’s here to save the world?”


  My father cut a slice of his brisket. “He’s not the Messiah.”


  “And you know this because...?”


  “He isn’t a warrior. He hasn’t maintained the sovereign state of Israel. He hasn’t ushered in world peace. And okay, so maybe he’s brought something dead back to life, but if he was the Messiah he would have resurrected everyone. And if that was the case, your grandparents would be here right now asking if there was more gravy.”


  “There’s a difference between a Jewish messiah, Dad, and...well...the other one.”


  “What makes you think that there might be more than one?” he asked.


  “What makes you think there might not?” I shot back.


  My mother threw her napkin down. “I’m getting a Tylenol,” she said, and left the table.


  My father grinned at me. “You would have made such a good rabbi, Mags.”


  “Yeah, if only that pesky religion thing didn’t keep getting in the way.”


  I had, of course, been raised Jewish. I would sit through Friday night services and listen to the soaring, rich voice of the cantor; I would watch my father reverently carry the Torah and it would remind me of how he looked in my baby pictures when he held me. But I’d also grow so bored that I’d find myself memorizing the names of who begat whom in Numbers. The more I learned about Jewish law the more I felt that, as a girl, I was bound to be considered unclean or limited or lacking. I had my bat mitzvah, like my parents wanted; and the day after I read from the Torah and celebrated my transition into adulthood, I told my parents I was never going to temple again.


  Why? my father had asked when I told him.


  Because I don’t think God really cares whether or not I’m sitting there every Friday night. Because I don’t buy into a religion that’s based on what thou shalt not do, instead of what thou ought to be doing for the greater good. Because I don’t know what I believe.


  I didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth: that I was much closer to an atheist than an agnostic, that I doubted there was a God at all. In my line of work, I’d seen too much injustice in the world to buy into the belief that a merciful, all-powerful deity would continue to allow such atrocities to exist; and I downright detested the party line that there was some divine grand plan for humanity’s bumbling existence. It was a little like a parent watching her children playing with fire and thinking, Well, let them burn. That’ll teach ’em.


  Once, when I was in high school, I asked my father about religions that were, with the passage of time, considered to be false. The Greeks and Romans, with all their gods, thought they were making sacrifices and praying at temples in order to receive favor from their deities; but today, pious people would scoff. How do you know, I’d asked my father, that five hundred years from now, some alien master race won’t be picking over the artifacts of your Torah and their crucifix and wondering how you could be so naive?


  My father, who was the first to take a controversial situation and say “Let’s think about that,” had been speechless. Because, he’d said finally, a religion doesn’t last two thousand years if it’s based on a lie.


  Here’s my take on it: I don’t think religions are based on lies, but I don’t think they’re based on truths, either. I think they come about because of what people need at the time that they need them. Like the World Series player who won’t take off his lucky socks, or the mother of the sick child who believes that her baby can sleep only if she’s sitting by the crib—believers need, by definition, something to believe in.


  “So what’s your plan?” my father asked, bringing my attention back.


  I glanced up. “I’m going to save him.”


  “Maybe you’re the Messiah,” he mused.


  My mother sat down again, popped two pills into her mouth, and swallowed them dry. “What if he’s creating this whole to-do so that somebody like you will come out of the woodwork and keep him from being executed?”


  Well, I’d already considered that. “It doesn’t matter if it’s all a big ruse,” I said. “As long as I can get the court to buy it, it’s still a blow against the death penalty.” I imagined myself being interviewed by Stone Phillips. Who, when the cameras cut, would ask me out to dinner.


  “Promise me you won’t be one of these lawyers who falls for the criminal and marries him in the prison...”


  “Mom!”


  “Well, it happens, Maggie. Felons are very persuasive people.”


  “And you know this because you’ve personally spent so much time in prison?”


  She held up her hands. “I’m just saying.”


  “Rachel, I think Maggie’s got this under control,” my father said. “Why don’t we get ready to go?”


  My mother started clearing the dishes, and I followed her into the kitchen. We fell into a familiar routine: I’d load the dishwasher and rinse off the big platters; she’d dry. “I can finish,” I said, like I did every week. “You don’t want to be late for temple.”


  She shrugged. “They can’t start without your father.” I passed her a dripping serving bowl, but she set it on the counter and examined my hand instead. “Look at your nails, Maggie.”


  I pulled away. “I’ve got more important things to do than make sure my cuticles are trimmed, Ma.”


  “It’s not about the manicure,” she said. “It’s about taking forty-five minutes where the most important thing in the world is not someone else...but you.”


  That was the thing about my mother: just when I thought I was ready to kill her, she’d say something that made me want to cry. I tried to curl my hands into fists, but she threaded our fingers together. “Come to the spa next week. We’ll have a nice afternoon, just the two of us.”


  A dozen comments sprang to the back of my tongue: Some of us have to work for a living. It won’t be a nice afternoon if it’s just the two of us. I may be a glutton, but not for punishment. Instead, I nodded, even though we both knew I had no intention of showing up.


  When I was tiny, my mother would have spa days in the kitchen, just for me. She’d concoct hair conditioners out of papaya and banana; she’d rub coconut oil into the skin of my shoulders and arms; she’d lay slices of cucumber on my eyes and sing Sonny & Cher songs to me. Afterward, she would hold a hand mirror up to my face. Look at my beautiful girl, she would say, and for the longest time, I believed her.


  “Come to temple,” my mother said. “Just tonight. It would make your father so happy.”


  “Maybe next time,” I answered.


  I walked them out to their car. My father turned the ignition and unrolled his window. “You know,” he said. “When I was in college, there was a homeless guy who used to hang out near the subway. He had a pet mouse that used to sit on his shoulder and nibble at the collar of his coat, and he never took that coat off, not even when it was ninety-five degrees out. He knew the entire first chapter of Moby-Dick by heart. I always gave him a quarter when I passed by.”


  A neighbor’s car zoomed past—someone from my father’s congregation, who honked a hello.


  My father smiled. “The word Messiah isn’t in the Old Testament...just the Hebrew word for anointed. He’s not a savior; he’s a king or a priest with a special purpose. But the Midrash—well, it mentions the moshiach a lot, and he looks different every time. Sometimes he’s a soldier, sometimes he’s a politician, sometimes he’s got supernatural powers. And sometimes he’s dressed like a vagrant. The reason I gave that bum a quarter,” he said, “is because you never know.”


  Then he put the car in reverse and pulled out of the driveway. I stood there until I couldn’t see them anymore, until there was nothing left to do but go home.


  MICHAEL
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  Before you can go into a prison, you’re stripped of the trappings that make you you. Take off your shoes, your belt. Remove your wallet, your watch, your saint’s medal. Loose change in your pockets, cell phone, even the crucifix pin on your lapel. Hand over your driver’s license to the uniformed officer, and in return, you become one of the faceless people who has entered a place the residents aren’t allowed to leave.


  “Father?” an officer said. “Are you okay?”


  I tried to smile and nod, imagining what he saw: a big tough guy who was shaking at the thought of entering this prison. Sure, I rode a Triumph Trophy, volunteered to work with gang youth, and broke the stereotype of a priest any chance I got—but inside here was the man whose life I had voted to end.


  And yet.


  Ever since I had taken my vows and asked God to help me offset what I had done to one man with what I might yet be able to do for others—I knew this would happen one day. I knew I’d wind up face-to-face with Shay Bourne.


  Would he recognize me?


  Would I recognize him?


  I walked through the metal detector, holding my breath, as if I had something to hide. And I suppose I did, but my secrets wouldn’t set off those alarms. I started to weave my belt into the loops of my trousers again, to tie the laces of my Converse sneakers. My hands were still trembling. “Father Michael?” I glanced up to find another officer waiting for me. “Warden Coyne’s expecting you.”


  “Right.” I followed the officer through dull gray hallways. When we passed inmates, the officer pivoted his body so that he stood between us—a shield.


  I was delivered to an administrative office that overlooked the interior courtyard of the state prison. A conga line of prisoners was walking from one building to another. Behind them was a double line of fencing, capped with razor wire.


  “Father.”


  The warden was a stocky man with silver hair who offered a handshake and a grimace that was supposed to pass for a smile. “Warden Coyne. Nice to meet you.”


  He led me into his private office, a surprisingly modern, airy space with no desk—just a long, spare steel table with files and notes spread across it. As soon as he sat down, he unwrapped a piece of gum. “Nicorette,” he explained. “My wife’s making me quit smoking and to be honest, I’d rather cut off my left arm.” He opened a file with a number on its side—Shay Bourne had been stripped of his name in here as well. “I do appreciate you coming. We’re a little short on chaplains right now.”


  The prison had one full-time chaplain, an Episcopal priest who had flown to Australia to be with his dying father. Which meant that if an inmate requested to speak to a clergyman, one of the locals would be called in.


  “It’s my pleasure,” I lied, and mentally marked the rosary I’d say later as penance.


  He pushed the file toward me. “Shay Bourne. You know him?”


  I hesitated. “Who doesn’t?”


  “Yeah, the news coverage is a bitch, pardon my French. I could do without all the attention. Bottom line is the inmate wants to donate his organs after execution.”


  “Catholics support organ donation, as long as the patient is brain-dead and no longer breathing by himself,” I said.


  Apparently, it was the wrong answer. Coyne lifted up a tissue, frowned, and spit his gum into it. “Yeah, great, I get it. That’s the party line. But the reality of the situation is that this guy’s at the twenty-third hour. He’s a convicted murderer, two times over. You think he’s suddenly developed a humanitarian streak...or is it more likely that he’s trying to gain public sympathy and stop his execution?”


  “Maybe he just wants something good to come out of his death...”


  “Lethal injection is designed to stop the inmate’s heart,” Coyne said flatly.


  I had helped a parishioner earlier this year when she made the decision to donate her son’s organs after a motorcycle accident that had left him brain-dead. Brain death, the doctor had explained, was different from cardiac death. Her son was still irrevocably gone—he would not eventually recover, like people in a coma—but thanks to the respirator, his heart was still beating. If cardiac death had occurred, the organs wouldn’t be viable for transplant.


  I sat back in the chair. “Warden Coyne, I was under the impression that Inmate Bourne had requested a spiritual advisor...”


  “He did. And we’d like you to advise him against this crazy idea.” The warden sighed. “Look, I know what this must sound like to you. But Bourne’s going to be executed by the state. That’s a fact. Either it can become a sideshow...or it can be done with discretion.” He stared at me. “Are we clear on what you need to do?”


  “Crystal,” I said quietly.


  I had once before let myself be led by others, because I assumed they knew more than me. Jim, another juror, had used the “eye for an eye” line from Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount to convince me that repaying a death with a death was just. But now, I understood that Jesus had actually been saying the opposite—criticizing those who let the punishment compound the crime.


  No way was I going to let Warden Coyne tell me how to advise Shay Bourne.


  In that instant, I realized that if Bourne didn’t recognize me, I wasn’t going to tell him I’d met him before. This wasn’t about my salvation; it was about his. And even if I’d been instrumental in ruining his life, now—as a priest—it was my job to redeem him.


  “I’d like to meet Mr. Bourne,” I said.


  The warden nodded. “I figured.” He stood up and led me back through the administrative offices. We took a turn and came to a control booth, a set of double-barred doors. The warden raised his hand and the officer inside unlocked the first steel door with a buzz and a sound of metal scraping metal. We stepped into the midchamber, and that same door automatically sealed.


  So this was what it felt like to be locked in.


  Before I could begin to panic, the interior door buzzed open, and we walked along another corridor. “You ever been in here?” the warden asked.


  “No.”


  “You get used to it.”


  I looked around at the cinder-block walls, the rusting catwalks. “I doubt that.”


  We stepped through a fire door marked I-TIER. “This is where we keep the most hard-core inmates,” Coyne said. “I can’t promise they’ll be on their best behavior.”


  In the center of the room was a control tower. A young officer sat there, watching a television monitor that seemed to have a bird’s-eye view of the inside of the pod. It was quiet, or maybe the door that led inside was soundproof.


  I walked up to the door and peered inside. There was an empty shower stall closest to me, then eight cells. I could not see the faces of the men and wasn’t sure which one was Bourne. “This is Father Michael,” the warden said. “He’s come to speak with Inmate Bourne.” He reached into a bin and handed me a flak jacket and protective goggles, as if I were going to war instead of death row.


  “You can’t go in unless you’ve got the right equipment,” the warden said.


  “Go in?”


  “Well, where’d you think you were going to meet Inmate Bourne, Father? Starbucks?”


  I had thought there would be some kind of...room, I guess. Or the chapel. “I’ll be alone with him? In a cell?”


  “Hell, no,” Warden Coyne said. “You stand out on the catwalk and talk through the door.”


  Taking a deep breath, I slipped the jacket on over my clothes and fitted the goggles to my face. Then I winged a quick prayer and nodded.


  “Open up,” Warden Coyne said to the young officer.


  “Yes, sir,” the kid said, clearly flustered to be under Coyne’s regard. He glanced down at the control panel before him, a myriad display of buttons and lights, and pushed one near his left hand, only to realize at the last minute it was the wrong choice. The doors of all eight cells opened at once.


  “Ohmygod,” the boy said, his eyes wide as saucers, as the warden shoved me out of the way and began punching a series of levers and buttons on the control panel.


  “Get him out of here,” the warden yelled, jerking his head in my direction. Over the loudspeaker came his radio call: Multiple inmates released on I-tier; need officer assistance immediately.


  I stood, riveted, as the inmates spilled out of their respective cells like poison. And then...well...all hell broke loose.


  Lucius
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  When the doors released in unison, like all the strings tuning up in an orchestra and magically hitting the right note the first time the bow was raised, I didn’t run out of the cell like the others. I stopped for a beat, paralyzed by freedom.


  I quickly tucked my painting beneath the mattress of the bunk and stashed my ink in a roll of dirty laundry. I could hear Warden Coyne’s voice on the loudspeakers, calling over the radio for the SWAT team. This had happened only once before when I was in prison; a new officer screwed up and two cells were opened simultaneously. The inmate who’d been accidentally freed rushed into the other’s cell and cracked his skull open against the sink, a gang hit that had been waiting for years to come to pass.


  Crash was the first one out of his cell. He ran past mine with his fist curled around a shank, making a beeline for Joey Kunz—a child molester was fair game for anyone. Pogie and Texas followed him like the dogs they were. “Grab him, boys,” Crash hollered. “Let’s just cut it right off.”


  Joey’s voice escalated as he was cornered. “For God’s sake, someone help!”


  There was the sound of a fist hitting flesh, of Calloway swearing. By now, he was in Joey’s cell, too.


  “Lucius?” I heard, a slow ribbon of a voice, as if it had come from underwater, and I remembered that Joey wasn’t the only one on the tier who’d hurt a child. If Joey was Crash’s first victim, Shay could very well be the second.


  There were people outside the prison praying to Shay; there were religious pundits on TV who promised hell and damnation to those who worshipped a false messiah. I didn’t know what Shay was or wasn’t, but I credited him for my health one hundred percent. And there was something about him that just didn’t fit in here, that made you stop and look twice, as if you’d come across an orchid growing in a ghetto.


  “Stay where you are,” I called out. “Shay, you hear me?”


  But he didn’t answer. I stood at the threshold of my cell, trembling. I stared at that invisible line between here and now, no and yes, if and when. With one deep breath, I stepped outside.


  Shay was not in his cell; he was moving slowly toward Joey’s. Through the door of I-tier, I could see the officers suiting up in flak jackets and shields and masks. There was someone else, too—a priest I’d never seen before.


  I reached for Shay’s arm to stop him. That’s all, just that small heat, and it nearly brought me to my knees. Here in prison we did not touch; we were not touched. I could have held on to Shay, at the innocent crook of his elbow, forever.


  But Shay turned, and I remembered the first unwritten rule of being in prison: you did not invade someone’s space. I let go. “It’s okay,” Shay said softly, and he took another step toward Joey’s cell.


  Joey was spread-eagled on the floor, sobbing, his pants pulled down. His head was twisted away, and blood streamed from his nose. Pogie had one of his arms, Texas the other; Calloway sat on his fighting feet. From this angle, they were obscured from the view of the officers who were mobilizing to subdue everyone. “You heard of Save the Children?” Crash said, brandishing his homemade blade. “I’m here to make a donation.”


  Just then, Shay sneezed.


  “God bless,” Crash said automatically.


  Shay wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Thanks.”


  The interruption made Crash lose some of his momentum. He glanced out at the army on the other side of the door, screaming commands we couldn’t hear. He rocked back on his heels and surveyed Joey, shivering against the cement floor.


  “Let him go,” Crash said.


  “Let him...?” Calloway echoed.


  “You heard me. All of you. Go back.”


  Pogie and Texas listened; they always did what Crash said. Calloway was slower to leave. “We ain’t done here,” he said to Joey, but then he left.


  “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Crash said to me, and I hurried back to my own cell, forgetting entirely anyone else’s welfare except my own.


  I do not know what it was that led to Crash’s change of plan—if it was knowing that the officers would storm the tier and punish him; if it was Shay’s well-timed sneeze; if it was a prayer—God bless—on the lips of a sinner like Crash. But by the time the SWAT team entered seconds later, all seven of us were sitting in our cells even though the doors were still wide open, as if we were angels, as if we had nothing to hide.


  ***


  There’s a flower I can see from the exercise yard. Well, I can’t really see it—I have to sort of hook my fingers on the ledge of the only window and spider-walk up the cement wall, but I can glimpse it then before I fall back down. It’s a dandelion, which you might think is a weed, but it can be put into salads or soups. The root can be ground up and used as a coffee substitute. The juices can get rid of warts or be used as an insect repellent. I learned all this from a Mother Earth News magazine piece that I keep wrapped around my treasures—my shank, my Q-tips, the tiny Visine bottles where I keep the ink I manufacture. I read the article every time I take my supplies out for inventory, which is daily. I keep my cache behind a loosened cinder block beneath my cot, refilling the mortar with Metamucil and toothpaste, mixed, so that the officers don’t get suspicious when they toss the cell.


  I never gave it much thought before I came in here, but I wish I knew more about horticulture. I wish I’d taken the time to learn what makes things grow. Hell, if I had, maybe I could have started a watermelon plant from a seedling. Maybe I’d have vines hanging all over the place by now.


  Adam had the green thumb in our household. I used to find him outside at the crack of dawn, rooting around in the dirt between our daylilies and sedums. The weeds shall inherit the earth, he had said.


  Meek, I’d corrected. The meek shall inherit it.


  No way, Adam had said, and laughed. The weeds will blow right by them.


  He used to say that if you picked a dandelion, two would grow back in its place. I guess they are the botanical equivalent of the men in this prison. Take one of us off the street, and more will sprout up in his wake.


  With Crash back in solitary, and Joey in the infirmary, I-tier was oddly quiet. In the wake of Joey’s beating, our privileges had been suspended, so all showers and exercise yard visits were canceled for the day. Shay was pacing. Earlier, he’d been complaining that his teeth were vibrating with the air-conditioning unit; sometimes sounds got to be too much for him—usually when he was agitated. “Lucius,” he said. “Did you see that priest today?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Do you think he came for me?”


  I didn’t want to give him false hope. “I don’t know, Shay. Maybe someone was dying on another tier and needed last rites.”


  “The dead aren’t alive, and the living don’t die.”


  I laughed. “Thanks for that, Yoda.”


  “Who’s Yoda?”


  He was talking crazy, the way Crash had a year ago when he’d started to peel the lead paint from the cinder blocks and eat it, hoping it would serve as a hallucinogen. “Well, if there is a heaven, I bet it’s full of dandelions.” (Actually, I think heaven’s full of guys who look like Wentworth Miller from Prison Break, but for right now, I was only talking landscaping.)


  “Heaven’s not a place.”


  “I didn’t say it had map coordinates...”


  “If it was in the sky, then birds would get there before you. If it was under the sea, fish would be first.”


  “Then where is it?” I asked.


  “It’s inside you,” Shay said, “and outside, too.”


  If he wasn’t eating the lead paint, then he’d been making hooch I didn’t know about. “If this is heaven, I’ll take a rain check.”


  “You can’t wait for it, because it’s already here.”


  “Well, you’re the only one of us who got rose-colored glasses when he was booked, I guess.”


  Shay was silent for a while. “Lucius,” he asked finally. “Why did Crash go after Joey instead of me?”


  I didn’t know. Crash was a convicted murderer; I had no doubt he could and would kill again if given the opportunity. Technically, both Joey and Shay had sinned equally in Crash’s code of justice; they had harmed children. Maybe Crash figured Joey would be easier to kill. Maybe Shay had gained a modicum of respect through his miracles. Maybe he’d just gotten lucky.


  Maybe even Crash thought there was something special about Shay.


  “He’s not any different than Joey...” Shay said.


  “Teensy suggestion? Don’t let Crash hear you say that.”


  “...and we’re not any different than Crash,” he finished. “You don’t know what would make you do what Crash did, just like you didn’t know what would make you kill Adam, until it happened.”


  I drew in my breath. No one in prison talked about another person’s crime, even if you secretly believed they were guilty. But I had killed Adam. It was my hand holding the gun; it was his blood on my clothes. It wasn’t what had been done that was at issue for me in court; it was why.


  “It’s okay to not know something,” Shay said. “That’s what makes us human.”


  No matter what Mr. Philosopher Next Door thought, there were things I knew for sure: That I had been loved, once, and had loved back. That a person could find hope in the way a weed grew. That the sum of a man’s life was not where he wound up but in the details that brought him there.


  That we made mistakes.


  I closed my eyes, sick of the riddles, and to my surprise all I could see were dandelions—as if they had been painted on the fields of my imagination, a hundred thousand suns. And I remembered something else that makes us human: faith, the only weapon in our arsenal to battle doubt.


  June
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  They say God won’t give you any more than you can handle, but that begs a more important question: why would God let you suffer in the first place?


  “No comment,” I said into the phone, and I slammed down the receiver loud enough that Claire—on the couch with her iPod on—sat up and took notice. I reached beneath the table and yanked out the cord completely so that I would not have to hear the phone ring.


  They had been calling all morning; they had set up camp outside my home. How does it feel to know that there are protesters outside the prison, hoping to free the man who murdered your child and your husband?


  Do you think Shay Bourne’s request to be an organ donor is a way to make up for what he’s done?


  What I thought was that nothing Shay Bourne could do or say would ever make up for the lives of Elizabeth and Kurt. I knew firsthand how well he could lie and what might come of it—this was nothing more than some publicity stunt to make everyone feel badly for him, because after a decade, who even remembered feeling badly for that police officer, that little girl?


  I did.


  There are people who say that the death penalty isn’t just because it takes so long to execute a man. That it’s inhumane to have to wait eleven years or more for punishment. That at least for Elizabeth and Kurt, death came quickly.


  Let me tell you what’s wrong with that line of reasoning: it assumes that Elizabeth and Kurt were the only victims. It leaves out me; it leaves out Claire. And I can promise you that every day for the last eleven years I’ve thought of what I lost at the hands of Shay Bourne. I’ve been anticipating his death just as long as he has.


  I heard voices coming from the living room and realized that Claire had turned on the television. A grainy photograph of Shay Bourne filled the screen. It was the same photo that had been used in the newspapers, although Claire would not have seen those, since I’d thrown them out immediately. Bourne’s hair was cut short now, and there were parenthetical lines around his mouth and fanning from the corners of his eyes, but he otherwise did not look any different.


  “That’s him, isn’t it?” Claire asked.


  God, Complex? read the caption beneath the photograph.


  “Yes.” I walked toward the television, intentionally blocking her view, and turned it off.


  Claire looked up at me. “I remember him,” she said.


  I sighed. “Honey, you weren’t even born yet.”


  She unfolded the afghan that sat on the couch and wrapped it around her shoulders, as if she’d suddenly taken a chill. “I remember him,” Claire repeated.


  MICHAEL
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  I would have had to be living under a rock to not know what was being said about Shay Bourne, but I was the last person in the world who would ever have believed him to be messianic. As far as I was concerned, there was one Son of God, and I knew who He was. As for Bourne’s showmanship—well, I’d seen David Blaine make an elephant disappear on Fifth Avenue in New York City, but that wasn’t a miracle, either. Plain and simple: my job here wasn’t to feed into Shay Bourne’s delusional beliefs...only to help him accept Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior before his execution so that he’d wind up in the Kingdom of Heaven.


  And if I could help him donate his heart somewhere along the way, so be it.


  Two days after the incident at I-tier had occurred, I parked my Trophy outside the prison. My mind kept tripping over a verse from Matthew where Jesus spoke to his disciples: I was a stranger, and you took me in; naked, and you clothed me; I was sick, and you visited me; I was in prison, and you came unto me. The disciples—who were, to be brutally honest, a thick bunch—were confused. They couldn’t remember Jesus being lost or naked or sick or imprisoned. And Jesus told them: Inasmuch as you have done it unto one of the least of my brethren, you have done it unto me.


  Inside, I was handed a flak jacket and goggles again. The door to I-tier opened, and I was led down the hallway to Shay Bourne’s cell.


  It wasn’t all that different from being in the confessional. The same Swiss-cheese holes perforated the metal door of the cell, so I could get a glimpse of Shay. Although we were the same age, he looked like he’d aged a lifetime. Now gray at the temples, he still was slight and wiry. I hesitated, silent, waiting to see if his eyes would go wide with recognition, if he would start banging on the door and demand to get away from the person who’d set the wheels of his execution in motion.


  But a funny thing happens when you’re in clerical dress: you aren’t a man. You’re somehow more than one, and also less. I’ve had secrets whispered in front of me; I’ve had women hike up their skirts to fix their panty hose. Like a physician, a priest is supposed to be unflappable, an observer, a fly on the wall. Ask ten people who meet me what I look like, and eight of them won’t be able to tell you the color of my eyes. They simply don’t look past the collar.


  Shay walked directly up to the door of the cell and started to grin. “You came,” he said.


  I swallowed. “Shay, I’m Father Michael.”


  He flattened his palms against the door of the cell. I remembered a photograph from the crime evidence, those fingers dark with a little girl’s blood. I had changed so much in the past eleven years, but what about Shay Bourne? Was he remorseful? Had he matured? Did he wish, like me, that he could erase his mistakes?


  “Hey, Father,” a voice yelled out—I would later learn it was Calloway Reece—“you got any of those wafers? I’m near starving.”


  I ignored him and focused on Shay. “So...I understand you’re Catholic?”


  “A foster mother had me baptized,” Shay said. “A thousand years ago.” He glanced at me. “They could put you in the conference room, the one they use for lawyers.”


  “The warden said we’d have to talk here, at your cell.”


  Shay shrugged. “I don’t have anything to hide.”


  Do you? I heard, although he hadn’t said it.


  “Anyway, that’s where they give us hep C,” Shay said.


  “Give you hep C?”


  “On haircut day. Every other Wednesday. We go to the conference room and they buzz us. Number two blade, even if you want it longer for winter. They don’t make it this hot in here in the winter. It’s freezing from November on.” He turned to me. “How come they can’t make it hot in November and freezing now?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “It’s on the blades.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Blood,” Shay said. “On the razor blades. Someone gets nicked, someone else gets hep C.”


  Following his conversation was like watching a SuperBall bounce. “Did that happen to you?”


  “It happened to other people, so sure, it happened to me.”


  Inasmuch as you have done it unto one of the least of my brethren, you have done it unto me.


  My head was swimming; I hoped it was Shay’s nonlinear speech, and not a panic attack coming on. I’d been suffering those for eleven years now, ever since the day we’d sentenced Shay. “But for the most part, you’re all right?”


  After I said it, I wanted to kick myself. You didn’t ask a dying man how he was feeling. Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln, I thought, how was the play?


  “I get lonely,” Shay answered.


  Automatically, I replied, “God’s with you.”


  “Well,” Shay said, “he’s lousy at checkers.”


  “Do you believe in God?”


  “Why do you believe in God?” He leaned forward, suddenly intense. “Did they tell you I want to donate my heart?”


  “That’s what I came to talk about, Shay.”


  “Good. No one else wants to help.”


  “What about your lawyer?”


  “I fired him.” Shay shrugged. “He lost all the appeals, and then he started talking about going to the governor. The governor’s not even from New Hampshire, did you know that? He was born in Mississippi. I always wanted to see that river, take one of those gambling boats down it like some kind of cardsharp. Or maybe that’s shark. Do they have those in rivers?”


  “Your lawyer...”


  “He wanted the governor to commute my sentence to life, but that’s just another death sentence. So I fired him.”


  I thought about Warden Coyne, how sure he was that this was all just a ploy to get Shay Bourne’s execution called off. Could he have been wrong? “Are you saying that you want to die, Shay?”


  “I want to live,” he said. “So I have to die.”


  Finally, something I could latch onto. “You will live,” I said. “In the Kingdom of the Father. No matter what happens here, Shay. And no matter whether or not you can donate your organs.”


  Suddenly his face went dark. “What do you mean, whether or not?”


  “Well, it’s complicated...”


  “I have to give her my heart. I have to.”


  “Who?”


  “Claire Nealon.”


  My jaw dropped. This specific part of Shay’s request had not made it to the broadcast news. “Nealon? Is she related to Elizabeth?” Too late I realized that the average person—one who hadn’t been on Shay’s jury—might not recognize that name and identify it as quickly. But Shay was too agitated to notice.


  “She’s the sister of the girl who was killed. She has a heart problem; I saw it on TV. What’s inside me is going to save me,” Shay said. “If I don’t bring it forward, it’s going to kill me.”


  We were making the same mistake, Shay and I. We both believed that you could right a former wrong by doing a good deed later on. But giving Claire Nealon his heart wasn’t going to bring her sister back to life. And being Shay Bourne’s spiritual advisor wasn’t going to erase the fact that I was part of the reason he was here.


  “You can’t get salvation by donating your organs, Shay. The only way to find salvation is to admit your guilt and seek absolution through Jesus.”


  “What happened then doesn’t matter now.”


  “You don’t have to be afraid to take responsibility; God loves us, even when we screw up.”


  “I couldn’t stop it,” Shay said. “But this time, I can fix it.”


  “Leave that to God,” I suggested. “Tell Him you’re sorry for what you did, and He’ll forgive you.”


  “No matter what?”


  “No matter what.”


  “Then why do you have to say you’re sorry first?”


  I hesitated, trying to find a better way to explain sin and salvation to Shay. It was a bargain: you made an admission, you got redemption in return. In Shay’s economy of salvation, you gave away a piece of yourself—and somehow found yourself whole again.


  Were the two ideas really so different?


  I shook my head to clear it.


  “Lucius is an atheist,” Shay said. “Right, Lucius?”


  From next door, Lucius mumbled, “Mm-hmm.”


  “And he didn’t die. He was sick, and he got better.”


  The AIDS patient; I’d heard about him on the news. “Did you have something to do with it?”


  “I didn’t do anything.”


  “Lucius, do you believe that, too?”


  I leaned back so that I could make eye contact with this other inmate, a slim man with a shock of white hair. “I think Shay had everything to do with it,” he said.


  “Lucius should believe whatever he needs to,” Shay said.


  “What about the miracles?” Lucius added.


  “What miracles?” Shay said.


  Two facts struck me: Shay Bourne was not claiming to be the Messiah, or Jesus, or anyone but himself. And through some misguided belief, he truly felt that he wouldn’t rest in peace unless he could donate his heart to Claire Nealon.


  “Look,” Lucius said. “Are you or are you not going to help him?”


  Maybe none of us could compensate for what we’d done wrong in the past, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t make our futures matter more. I closed my eyes and imagined being the last person Shay Bourne spoke with before he was executed by the State of New Hampshire. I imagined picking a section of the Bible that would resonate with him, a balm of prayer during those last few minutes. I could do this for him. I could be who he needed me to be now, because I hadn’t been who he needed me to be back then. “Shay,” I said, “knowing that your heart is beating in some other person isn’t salvation. It’s altruism. Salvation is coming home. It’s understanding that you don’t have to prove yourself to God.”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Lucius snorted. “Don’t listen to him, Shay.”


  I turned to him. “Do you mind?” Then I shifted position, so that I blocked Lucius from my sight, focusing on Shay. “God loves you—whether or not you give up your organs, whether or not you’ve made mistakes in the past. And the day of your execution, he’ll be waiting for you. Christ can save you, Shay.”


  “Christ can’t give Claire Nealon a heart.” Suddenly Shay’s gaze was piercing and lucid. “I don’t need to find God. I don’t want catechism,” he said. “All I want to know is whether, after I’m killed, I can save a little girl.”


  “No,” I said bluntly. “Not if you’re given a lethal injection. The drugs are meant specifically to stop your heart, and after that, it’s worthless for donation.”


  The light in his eyes dimmed, and I drew in my breath. “I’m sorry, Shay. I know you were hoping to hear something different, and your intentions are good...but you need to channel those good intentions to make peace with God another way. And that is something I can make happen.”


  Just then a young woman burst onto I-tier. She had a cascade of black curls tumbling down her back, and peeking out from her flak jacket was the ugliest striped suit I’d ever seen. “Shay Bourne?” she said. “I know a way you can donate your organs.”


  Maggie
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  Some people may find it tough to break out of prison, but for me, it was equally as hard to get in. Okay, so I wasn’t officially Shay Bourne’s attorney—but the prison officials didn’t know that. I could argue the technicality with Bourne himself, if and when I reached him.


  I hadn’t counted on how difficult it would be to get through the throng outside the prison. It’s one thing to shove your way past a group of college kids smoking pot in a tent, their MAKE PEACE NOT MIRACLES signs littering the muddy ground; it’s another thing entirely to explain to a mother and her smooth-scalped, cancer-stricken toddler why you deserved to cut their place in line. In the end, the only way I could edge forward was by explaining to those who’d been waiting (in some cases, for days) that I was Shay Bourne’s legal advisor and that I would pass along their pleas: from the elderly couple with knotted hands, whose twin diagnoses—breast cancer and lymphatic cancer—came within a week of each other; to the father who carried pictures of the eight children he couldn’t support since losing his job; to the daughter pushing her mother’s wheelchair, wishing for just one more lucid moment in the fog of Alzheimer’s so that she could say she was sorry for a transgression that had happened years earlier. There is so much pain in this world, I thought, how do any of us manage to get up in the morning?


  When I reached the front gate, I announced that I had come to see Shay Bourne, and the officer laughed at me. “You and the rest of the free world.”


  “I’m his lawyer.”


  He looked at me for a long moment, and then spoke into his radio. A moment later, a second officer arrived and escorted me past the blockade. As I left, a cheer went up from the crowd.


  Stunned, I turned around, waved hesitantly, and then hurried to catch up.


  I had never been to the state prison. It was a large, old brick building; its courtyard stretched out behind the razor-wire fencing. I was told to sign in on a clipboard and to take off my jacket before I went through the metal detector.


  “Wait here,” the officer said, and he left me sitting in a small anteroom. There was an inmate mopping the floor who did not make eye contact with me. He was wearing white tennis shoes that squelched every time he stepped forward. I watched his hands on the mop and wondered if they’d been part of a murder, a rape, a robbery.


  There was a reason I didn’t become a criminal defense attorney: this setting freaked me out. I had been to the county jail to meet with clients, but those were small-potatoes crimes: picketing outside a rally for a political candidate, flag burning, civil disobedience. None of my clients had ever killed anyone before, much less a child and a police officer. I found myself considering what it would be like to be locked in here forever. What if my dress clothes and day clothes and pajamas were all the same orange scrubs? What if I was told when to shower, when to eat, when to go to bed? Given that my career was about maintaining personal freedoms, it was hard to imagine a world where they’d all been stripped away.


  As I watched the inmate mop beneath a bank of seats, I wondered what would be the hardest luxury to leave behind. There were the trivial things: losing chocolate practically qualified as cruel and unusual punishment; I couldn’t sacrifice my contact lenses; I’d sooner die than relinquish the Ouidad Climate Control gel that kept my hair from becoming a frizzy rat’s nest. But what about the rest—missing the dizzying choice of all the cereals in the grocery store aisle, for example? Not being able to receive a phone call? Granted, it had been so long since I was intimate with a man that I had spiderwebs between my legs, but what would it be like to give up being touched casually, even a handshake?


  I bet I’d even miss fighting with my mother.


  Suddenly a pair of boots appeared on the floor before me. “You’re out of luck. He’s got his spiritual advisor with him,” the officer said. “Bourne’s pretty popular today.”


  “That’s fine,” I bluffed. “The spiritual advisor can join us during our meeting.” I saw the slightest flicker of uncertainty on the face of the officer. Not allowing an inmate to see his attorney was a big no-no, and I was planning to capitalize on that.


  The officer shrugged and led me down a hallway. He nodded to a man in a control booth, and a door scraped open. We stepped into a small metal midroom, and I sucked in my breath as the steel door slid home. “I’m a little claustrophobic,” I said.


  The officer smiled. “Too bad.”


  The inner door buzzed, and we entered the prison. “It’s quiet in here,” I remarked.


  “That’s because it’s a good day.” He handed me a flak jacket and goggles and waited for me to put them on. For one brief moment, I panicked—what if a man’s jacket like this didn’t zip shut on me? How embarrassing would that be? But there were Velcro straps and it wasn’t an issue, and as soon as I was outfitted, the door to a long tier opened. “Have fun,” the officer said, and that was when I realized I was supposed to go in alone.


  Well. I wasn’t going to convince Shay Bourne I was brave enough to save his life if I couldn’t muster the courage to walk through that door.


  There were whoops and catcalls. Leave it to me to find my only appreciative audience in the maximum-security tier of the state prison. “Baby, you here for me?” one guy said, and another pulled down his scrubs so that I could see his boxer shorts, as if I’d been waiting for that kind of peep show all my life. I kept my eyes focused on the priest who was standing outside one of the cells.


  I should have introduced myself. I should have explained why I had lied my way into this prison. But I was so flustered that nothing came out the way it should have. “Shay Bourne?” I said. “I know a way that you can donate your organs.”


  The priest frowned at me. “Who are you?”


  “His lawyer.”


  He turned to Shay. “I thought you said you didn’t have a lawyer.”


  Shay tilted his head. He looked at me as if he were sifting through the grains of my thoughts, separating the wheat from the chaff. “Let her talk,” he said.


  ***


  My streak of bravery widened after that: leaving the priest with Shay, I went back to the officers and demanded a private attorney-client conference room. I explained that legally, they had to provide one and that due to the nature of our conversation, the priest should be allowed into the meeting. Then the priest and I were taken into a small cubicle from one side, while Shay was escorted through a different entrance by two officers. When the door was closed, he backed up to it, slipping his hands through the trap to have his handcuffs removed.


  “All right,” the priest said. “What’s going on?”


  I ignored him and faced Shay. “My name is Maggie Bloom. I’m an attorney for the ACLU, and I think I know a way to save you from being executed.”


  “Thanks,” he said, “but that’s not what I’m looking for.”


  I stared at him. “What?”


  “I don’t need you to save all of me. Only my heart.”


  “I...I don’t understand,” I said slowly.


  “What Shay means,” the priest said, “is that he’s resigned to his execution. He just wants to be an organ donor, afterward.”


  “Who are you, exactly?” I asked.


  “Father Michael Wright.”


  “And you’re his spiritual advisor?”


  “Yes.”


  “Since when?”


  “Since ten minutes before you became his lawyer,” the priest said.


  I turned back to Shay. “Tell me what you want.”


  “To give my heart to Claire Nealon.”


  Who the hell was Claire Nealon? “Does she want your heart?”


  I looked at Shay, and then I looked at Michael, and I realized that I had just asked the one question no one had considered up till this point.


  “I don’t know if she wants it,” Shay said, “but she needs it.”


  “Well, has anyone talked to her?” I turned to Father Michael. “Isn’t that your job?”


  “Look,” the priest said, “the state has to execute him by lethal injection. And if that happens, organ donation isn’t viable.”


  “Not necessarily,” I said slowly.


  A lawyer can’t care more about the case than the client does. If I couldn’t convince Shay to enter a courtroom hoping for his life to be spared, then it would be foolish for me to take this on. However, if his mission to donate his heart dovetailed with mine—to strike down the death penalty—then why not use the same loophole law to get what we both wanted? I could fight for him to die on his own terms—donate his organs—and in the process, raise enough awareness about the death penalty to make more people take a stand against it.


  I glanced up at my new client and smiled.


  MICHAEL
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  The crazy woman who’d barged in on our little pastoral counseling session was now promising Shay Bourne happy endings she could not deliver. “I need to do a little research,” she explained. “I’m going to come back to see you in a few days.”


  Shay, for what it was worth, was staring at her as if she had just handed him the moon. “But you think...you think I’ll be able to donate my heart to her?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Maybe.”


  Yes. Maybe. Mixed signals, that’s what she was giving him. As opposed to my message: God. Jesus. One true course.


  She knocked on the window, in just as big a hurry to get out of the conference room as she’d been to enter it. As an officer buzzed open the door, I grasped her upper arm. “Don’t get his hopes up,” I whispered.


  She raised a brow. “Don’t cut them down.”


  The door closed behind Maggie Bloom, and I watched her walk away through the oblong window in the conference room. In the faint reflection, I could see Shay watching, too. “I like her,” he announced.


  “Well,” I sighed. “Good.”


  “Did you ever notice how sometimes it’s a mirror, and sometimes it’s glass?”


  It took me a moment to realize that he was talking about the reflection. “It’s the way the light hits,” I explained.


  “There’s light inside a man of light,” Shay murmured. “It can light up the whole world.” He met my gaze. “So, what were you saying is impossible?”


  ***


  My grandmother had been so fervently Catholic that she was on the committee of women who would come to scrub down the church, sometimes taking me along. I’d sit in the back, setting up a traffic jam of Matchbox cars on the kneeler. I’d watch her rub Murphy Oil Soap into the scarred wooden pews and sweep down the aisle with a broom; and on Sunday when we went to Mass she’d look around—from the entryway to the arched ceilings to the flickering candles—and nod with satisfaction. On the other hand, my grandfather never went to church. Instead, on Sundays, he fished. In the summer, he went out fly-fishing for bass; in the winter, he cut a hole in the ice and waited, drinking from his thermos of coffee, with steam wreathing his head like a halo.


  It wasn’t until I was twelve that I was allowed to skip a Sunday Mass to tag along with my grandfather. My grandmother sent me off with a bag lunch and an old baseball hat to keep the sun off my face. “Maybe you can talk some sense into him,” she said. I had heard enough sermons to understand what happened to those who didn’t truly believe, so I climbed into his little aluminum boat and waited until we had stopped underneath the reaching arm of a willow tree along the shoreline. He took out a fly rod and handed it to me, and then started casting with his own ancient bamboo rod.


  One two three, one two three. There was a rhythm to fly-fishing, like a ballroom dance. I waited until we had both unspooled the long tongue of line over the lake, until the flies that my grandfather laboriously tied in his basement had lightly come to rest on the surface. “Grandpa,” I asked, “you don’t want to go to hell, do you?”


  “Aw, Christ,” he had answered. “Did your grandmother put you up to this?”


  “No,” I lied. “I just don’t understand why you never go to Mass with us.”


  “I have my own Mass,” he had said. “I don’t need some guy in a collar and a dress telling me what I should and shouldn’t believe.”


  Maybe if I’d been older, or smarter, I would have left it alone at that. Instead, I squinted into the sun, up at my grandfather. “But you got married by a priest.”


  He sighed. “Yeah, and I even went to parochial school, like you.”


  “What made you stop?”


  Before he could answer, I felt that tug on my line that always felt like Christmas, the moment before you opened the biggest box under the tree. I reeled in, fighting the whistle and snap of the fish on the other end, certain that I’d never caught anything quite like this before. Finally, it burst out of the water, as if it were being born again.


  “A salmon!” my grandfather crowed. “Ten pounds, easy...imagine all the ladders it had to climb to make its way back here from the ocean to spawn.” He held the fish aloft, grinning. “I haven’t seen one in this lake since the sixties!”


  I looked down at the fish, still on my line, thrashing in splendor. It was silver and gold and crimson all at once.


  My grandfather held the salmon, stilling it enough to unhook the fly, and set the fish back into the lake. We watched the flag of its tail, the ruddy back as it swam away. “Who says that if you want to find God on a Sunday morning, you ought to be looking in church?” my grandfather murmured.


  For a long time after that, I believed my grandfather had it right: God was in the details. But that was before I learned that the requirements of a true believer included Mass every Sunday and holy day of obligation, receiving the Eucharist, reconciliation once a year, giving money to the poor, observing Lent. Or in other words—just because you say you’re Catholic, if you don’t walk the walk, you’re not.


  Back when I was at seminary, I imagined I heard my grandfather’s voice: I thought God was supposed to love you unconditionally. Those sure sound like a lot of conditions to me.


  The truth is, I stopped listening.


  ***


  By the time I left the prison, the crowd outside had doubled in size. There were the ill, the feeble, the old and the hungry, but there was also a small cadre of nuns from a convent up in Maine, and a choir singing “Holy Holy Holy.” I was surprised at how hearsay about a so-called miracle could produce so many converts, so quickly.


  “You see?” I heard a woman say, pointing to me. “Even Father Michael’s here.”


  She was a parishioner, and her son had cystic fibrosis. He was here, too, in a wheelchair being pushed by his father.


  “Is it true, then?” the man asked. “Can this guy really work miracles?”


  “God can,” I said, heading that question off at the pass. I put my hand on the boy’s forehead. “Dear St. John of God, patron saint of those who are ill, I ask for your intercession that the Lord will have mercy on this child and return him to health. I ask this in Jesus’s name.”


  Not Shay Bourne’s, I thought.


  “Amen,” the parents murmured.


  “If you’ll excuse me,” I said, turning away.


  The chances of Shay Bourne being Jesus were about as likely as me being God. These people, these falsely faithful, didn’t know Shay Bourne—they’d never met Shay Bourne. They were imposing the face of our Savior on a man with a tendency to talk to himself; a man whose hands had been covered with the blood of two innocent people. They were confusing showmanship and inexplicable events with divinity. A miracle was a miracle only until it could be proved otherwise.


  I started pushing through the mob, moving in the opposite direction, away from the prison gates, a man on a mission. Maggie Bloom wasn’t the only one who could do research.


  Maggie
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  In retrospect, it would have been much simpler to place a phone call to a medical professional who might lecture me on the ins and outs of organ donation. But it could take a week for a busy doctor to call me back, and my route home from the prison skirted the grounds of the Concord hospital, and I was still buzzing with righteous legal fervor. These are the only grounds I can offer for why I decided to stop in the emergency room. The faster I could speak to an expert, the faster I could start building Shay’s case.


  However, the triage nurse—a large graying woman who looked like a battleship—compressed her mouth into a flat line when I asked to talk to a doctor. “What’s the problem?” she asked.


  “I’ve got a few questions—”


  “So does everyone else in that waiting room, but you’ll still have to explain the nature of the illness to me.”


  “Oh, I’m not sick...”


  She glanced around me. “Then where’s the patient?”


  “At the state prison.”


  The nurse shook her head. “The patient has to be present for registration.”


  I found that hard to believe. Surely someone knocked unconscious in a car accident wasn’t left waiting in the hall until he came to and could recite his Blue Cross group number.


  “We’re busy,” the nurse said. “When the patient arrives, sign in again.”


  “But I’m a lawyer—”


  “Then sue me,” the nurse replied.


  I walked back to the waiting room and sat down next to a college-age boy with a bloody washcloth wrapped around his hand. “I did that once,” I said. “Cutting a bagel.”


  He turned to me. “I put my hand through a plate-glass window because my girlfriend was screwing my roommate.”


  A nurse appeared. “Whit Romano?” she said, and the boy stood up.


  “Good luck with that,” I called after him, and I speared my fingers through my hair, thinking hard. Leaving a message with the nurse didn’t guarantee a doctor would see it anytime in the next millennium—I had to find another way in.


  Five minutes later I was standing in front of the battleship again. “The patient’s arrived?” she asked.


  “Well. Yes. It’s me.”


  She put down her pen. “You’re sick now. You weren’t sick before.”


  I shrugged. “I’m thinking appendicitis...”


  The nurse pursed her lips. “You know you’ll be charged a hundred and fifty dollars for an emergency room visit, even a fabricated one.”


  “You mean insurance doesn’t—”


  “Nope.”


  I thought of Shay, of the sound the steel doors made when they scraped shut in prison. “It’s my abdomen. Sharp pains.”


  “Which side?”


  “My left...?” The nurse narrowed her eyes. “I meant my other left.”


  “Take a seat,” she said.


  I settled in the waiting room again and read two issues of People nearly as old as I was before being called into an exam room. A nurse—younger, wearing pink scrubs—took my blood pressure and temperature. She wrote down my health history, while I mentally reviewed whether you could be brought up on criminal charges for falsifying your own medical records.


  I was lying on the exam table, staring at a Where’s Waldo? poster on the ceiling, when the doctor came in.


  “Ms. Bloom?” he said.


  Okay, I’m just going to come out and say it—he was stunning. He had black hair and eyes the color of the blueberries that grew in my parents’ garden—almost purple in a certain light, and translucent the next moment. He could have sliced me wide open with his smile. He was wearing a white coat and a denim collared shirt with a tie that had Barbie dolls all over it.


  He probably had a real live one of those at home, too—a 38-22-36 fiancée who had double-majored in law and medicine, or astrophysics and political science.


  Our whole relationship was over, and I hadn’t even said a word to him.


  “You are Ms. Bloom?”


  How had I not noticed that British accent? “Yes,” I said, wishing I was anyone but.


  “I’m Dr. Gallagher,” he said, sitting down on a stool. “Why don’t you tell me what’s been going on?”


  “Well,” I began. “Actually, I’m fine.”


  “For the record, appendicitis rates as pretty ill.”


  Ill. I loved that. I bet he said things like flat and loo and lift, too.


  “Let’s just check you out,” he said. He stood and hooked his stethoscope into his ears, then settled it under my shirt. I couldn’t remember the last time a guy had slipped his hand under my shirt. “Just breathe,” he said.


  Yeah, right.


  “Really,” I said. “I’m not sick.”


  “If you could just lie back...?”


  That was enough to bring me crashing down to reality. Not only would he realize, the moment he palpated my stomach, that I didn’t have appendicitis...he’d also probably be able to tell that I had the two-donut combo at Dunkin’ Donuts for breakfast, when everyone knows they take three days—each—to digest.


  “I don’t have appendicitis,” I blurted out. “I just told the nurse I did because I wanted to talk to a doctor for a few minutes—”


  “All right,” he said gently. “I’m just going to call in Dr. Tawasaka. I’m sure she’ll talk to you all you like...” He stuck his head out the door. “Sue? Page psych...”


  Oh, excellent, now he thought I had a mental health problem. “I don’t need a psychiatrist,” I said. “I’m an attorney and I need a medical consultation about a client.”


  I hesitated, expecting him to call in security, but instead he sat down and folded his arms. “Go on.”


  “Do you know anything about heart transplants?”


  “A bit. But I can tell you right now that if your client requires one, he’ll have to register with UNOS and get in line like everyone else...”


  “He doesn’t need a heart. He wants to donate one.”


  I watched his face transform as he realized that my client had to be the death row inmate. There just weren’t a lot of prisoners in New Hampshire clamoring to be organ donors these days. “He’s going to be executed,” Dr. Gallagher said.


  “Yes. By lethal injection.”


  “Then he won’t be able to donate his heart. A heart donor has to be brain-dead; lethal injection causes cardiac death. In other words, once your client’s heart stops beating during that execution, it’s not going to work in someone else.”


  I knew this; Father Michael had told me this, but I hadn’t wanted to believe it.


  “You know what’s interesting?” the doctor said. “I believe it’s potassium that’s used in lethal injection—the chemical that stops the heart. That’s the same chemical we use in cardioplegia solution, which is perfused into the donor heart just prior to sewing it into the patient. It keeps the heart arrested while it’s not receiving a normal blood flow, until all the suturing’s finished.” He looked up at me. “I don’t suppose the prison would agree to a surgical cardiectomy—a heart removal—as a method of execution?”


  I shook my head. “The execution has to happen within the walls of the prison.”


  He shrugged. “I cannot believe I’m saying this, but it’s too bad that they don’t use a firing squad anymore. A well-placed shot could leave an inmate a perfect organ donor. Even hanging would work, if one could hook up a respirator after brain death was confirmed.” He shuddered. “Pardon me. I’m used to saving patients, not theoretically killing them.”


  “I understand.”


  “Then again, even if he could donate his heart, chances are it would be too large for a child’s body. Has anyone addressed that yet?”


  I shook my head, feeling even worse about Shay’s odds.


  The doctor glanced up. “The bad news, I’m afraid, is that your client is out of luck.”


  “Is there any good news?”


  “Of course.” Dr. Gallagher grinned. “You don’t have appendicitis, Ms. Bloom.”


  ***


  “Here’s the thing,” I said to Oliver when I had gotten us enough Chinese takeout to feed a family of four (you could keep the leftovers, and Oliver really did like vegetable moo shu, even if my mother said that rabbits didn’t eat real food). “It’s been sixty-nine years since anyone’s been executed in the state of New Hampshire. We’re assuming that lethal injection is the only method, but that doesn’t mean we’re right.”


  I picked up the carton of lo mein and spooled the noodles into my mouth. “I know it’s here somewhere,” I muttered as the rabbit hopped across another stack of legal texts scattered on the floor of the living room. I was not in the habit of reading the New Hampshire Criminal Code; going through the sections and subsections was like navigating through molasses. I’d turn back a page, and the spot I’d been reading a moment before would disappear in the run of text.


  Death.


  Death penalty.


  Capital murder.


  Injection, lethal.


  630:5 (XXIII). When the penalty of death is imposed, the sentence shall be that the defendant is imprisoned in the state prison at Concord until the day appointed for his execution, which shall not be within one year from the day sentence is passed.


  Or in Shay’s case, eleven years.


  The punishment of death shall be inflicted by continuous, intravenous administration of a lethal quantity of an ultra-short-acting barbiturate in combination with a chemical paralytic agent until death is pronounced by a licensed physician according to accepted standards of medical practice.


  Everything I knew about the death penalty I had learned at the ACLU. Prior to working there, I hadn’t given the death penalty much thought, beyond when someone was executed and the media made a huge story out of it. Now I knew the names of those who were killed. I heard about their last-minute appeals. I knew that, after death, some inmates were found to be innocent.


  Lethal injection was supposed to be like putting a dog to sleep—a drowsiness overcame you, and then you just never woke up. No pain, no stress. It was a cocktail of three drugs: Sodium Pentothal, a sedative to put the inmate to sleep; Pavulon, to paralyze the muscular system and stop breathing; and potassium chloride, to stop the heart. The Sodium Pentothal was ultra-short-acting—which meant that you could recover quickly from its effects. It also meant that a subject might have feeling in his nerves, yet be just sedated enough to be unable to communicate or move.


  The British medical journal the Lancet published a 2005 study of the toxicology reports of forty-nine executed inmates in four U.S. states; forty-three of the inmates had a level of anesthesia lower than required for surgery, and twenty-one had levels that would indicate awareness. Anesthesiologists say that if a person were conscious at the time potassium chloride is administered, it would feel like boiling oil in the veins. An inmate might feel as if he were being burned alive from the inside, but be unable to move or speak because of the muscle paralysis and minimal sedation caused by the other two drugs. The Supreme Court had even had its doubts: although they still ruled that capital punishment was constitutional, they’d halted executions of two inmates on a narrower issue: whether the excessive pain caused by lethal injection was a civil rights infraction that could be argued in a lower court.


  Or—to put it simply—lethal injection might not be as humane as everyone wanted to believe.


  630:5 (XIV). The commissioner of corrections or his designee shall determine the substance or substances to be used and the procedures to be used in any execution, provided, however, that if for any reason the commissioner finds it to be impractical to carry out the punishment of death by administration of the required lethal substance or substances, the sentence of death may be carried out by hanging under the provisions of law for the death penalty by hanging in effect on December 31, 1986.


  Oliver settled on my lap as I read the words again.


  Shay didn’t have to be executed by lethal injection, if I could make the commissioner—or a court—find it impractical. If you coupled that with the RLUIPA—the law that said a prisoner’s religious freedoms had to be protected in prison—and if I could prove that part of Shay’s belief system for redemption included organ donation, then lethal injection was impractical.


  In which case, Shay would be hanged.


  And—here was the real miracle—according to Dr. Gallagher, that meant Shay Bourne could donate his heart.


  Lucius
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  The day the priest returned, I was working on pigments. My favorite substance was tea—it made a stain you could vary in intensity from an almost white to a yellowish brown. M&M’s were vibrant, but they were the hardest to work with—you had to moisten a Q-tip and rub it over the surface of the M&M, you couldn’t just soak off the pigment like I was doing this morning with Skittles.


  I set my jar lid on the table and added about fifteen drops of warm water. The green Skittle went in next, and I rolled it around with my finger, watching the food dye coating come off. The trick here was to pull the candy out just as I started to see the white sugar beneath the coating—if the sugar melted into the paint, it wouldn’t work as well.


  I popped the bleached button of candy into my mouth—I could do that these days, now that the thrush was gone. As I sucked on it, I poured the contents of the lid (green, like the grass I had not walked on with my bare feet in years; like the color of a jungle; like Adam’s eyes) into an aspirin bottle for safekeeping. Later, I could vary the pigment with a dab of white toothpaste, diluted with water to make the right hue.


  It was a laborious process, but then again...I had time.


  I was just about to repeat the endeavor with a yellow jawbreaker—the yield of paint was four times as much as a Skittle—when Shay’s priest walked up to my cell door in his flak jacket. I had, of course, seen the priest briefly the day he first visited Shay, but only at a distance. Now, with him directly in front of my cell door, I could see that he was younger than I would have expected, with hair that seemed decidedly un-priestlike and eyes as soft as gray flannel. “Shay’s getting his hair cut,” I said, because it was barber day, and that’s where he had been taken about ten minutes before.


  “I know, Lucius,” the priest said. “That’s why I was hoping to talk to you.”


  Let me tell you, the last thing I wanted to do was chat with a priest. I hadn’t asked for one, certainly, and in my previous experience, the clergy only wanted to give a lecture on how being gay was a choice, and how God loved me (but not my pesky habit of falling in love with other men). Just because Shay had come back to his cell convinced that his new team—some lawyer girl and this priest—were going to move mountains for him didn’t mean that I shared his enthusiasm. In spite of the fact that he’d been incarcerated for eleven years, Shay was still the most naive inmate I’d ever met. Just last night, for example, he’d had a fight with the correctional officers because it was laundry day and they’d brought new sheets, which Shay refused to put on the bed. He said he could feel the bleach, and instead insisted on sleeping on the floor of the cell.


  “I appreciate you seeing me, Lucius,” the priest said. “I’m happy to hear you’re feeling better these days.”


  I stared at him, wary.


  “How long have you known Shay?”


  I shrugged. “Since he was put in the cell next to me a few weeks ago.”


  “Was he talking about organ donation then?”


  “Not at first,” I said. “Then he had a seizure and got transferred to the infirmary. When he came back, donating his heart was all he could talk about.”


  “He had a seizure?” the priest repeated, and I could tell this was news to him. “Has he had any more since then?”


  “Why don’t you just ask Shay these questions?”


  “I wanted to hear what you had to say.”


  “What you want,” I corrected, “is for me to tell you whether or not he’s really performing miracles.”


  The priest nodded slowly. “I guess that’s true.”


  Some had already been leaked to the press; I imagined the rest would be brought to light sooner or later. I told him what I’d seen with my own eyes, and by the time I was finished, Father Michael was frowning slightly. “Does he go around saying he’s God?”


  “No,” I joked. “That would be Crash.”


  “Lucius,” the priest asked, “do you believe Shay is God?”


  “You need to back up, Father, because I don’t believe in God. I quit around the same time one of your esteemed colleagues told me that AIDS was my punishment for sinning.” To be honest, I had split religion along the seam of secular and nonsecular; choosing to concentrate on the beauty of a Caravaggio without noticing the Madonna and child; or finding the best lamb recipe for a lavish Easter dinner, without thinking about the Passion. Religion gave hope to people who knew the end wasn’t going to be pretty. It was why inmates started praying in prison and why patients started praying when the doctors said terminal. Religion was supposed to be a blanket drawn up to your chin to keep you warm, a promise that when it came to the end, you wouldn’t die alone—but it could just as easily leave you shivering out in the cold, if what you believed became more important than the fact that you believed.


  I stared at him. “I don’t believe in God. But I do believe in Shay.”


  “Thank you for your time, Lucius,” the priest said softly, and he walked down the tier.


  He may have been a priest, but he was looking for his miracles in the wrong place. That day with the gum, for example. I had seen the coverage on the news—it was reported that Shay had somehow taken one tiny rectangle of Bazooka gum and multiplied it. But ask someone who’d been there—like me, or Crash, or Texas—and you’d know there weren’t suddenly seven pieces of bubble gum. It was more like this: when the piece was fished underneath our cell doors, instead of taking as much as we could, we made do with less instead.


  The gum was magically replicated. But we—the blatantly greedy—balanced the needs of the other seven guys and in that instant found them just as worthy as our own.


  Which, if you asked me, was an even greater miracle.


  MICHAEL
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  The Holy Father has an entire office at the Vatican devoted to analyzing alleged miracles and passing judgment on their authenticity. They scrutinize statues and busts, scrape Crisco out of the corners of supposedly bleeding eyes, track scented oil on walls that emit the smell of roses. I was nowhere as experienced as those priests, but then again, there was a crowd of nearly five hundred people outside the state prison calling Shay Bourne a savior—and I wasn’t going to let people give up on Jesus that easily.


  To that end, I was now ensconced in a lab on the Dartmouth campus, with a graduate student named Ahmed who was trying to explain to me the results of the test he’d run on the soil sample taken from the vicinity of the pipes that ran into I-tier. “The reason the prison couldn’t get a conclusive explanation is because they were looking in the pipes, not outside them,” Ahmed said. “So the water tested positive for something that looked like alcohol, but only in certain pipes. And you’ll never guess what’s growing near those pipes: rye.”


  “Rye? Like the grain?”


  “Yeah,” Ahmed said. “Which accounts for the concentration of ergot into the water. It’s a fungal disease of rye. I’m not sure what brings it on—I’m not a botanist—but I bet it had something to do with the amount of rain we’ve had, and there was a hairline crack in the piping they found when they first investigated, which accounts for the transmission in the first place. Ergot was the first kind of chemical warfare. The Assyrians used it in the seventh century B.C. to poison water supplies.” He smiled. “I double-majored in chemistry and ancient history.”


  “It’s deadly?”


  Ahmed shrugged. “In repeated doses. But at first, it’s a hallucinogen that’s related to LSD.”


  “So, the prisoners on I-tier might not have been drunk...” I said carefully.


  “Right,” Ahmed replied. “Just tripping.”


  I turned over the vial with the soil sample. “You think the water got contaminated?”


  “That would be my bet.”


  But Shay Bourne, in prison, would not have been able to know that there was a fungus growing near the pipes that led into I-tier, would he?


  I suddenly remembered something else: the following morning, those same inmates on I-tier had ingested the same water and had not acted out of the ordinary. “So how did it get uncontaminated?”


  “Now that,” Ahmed said, “I haven’t quite figured out.”


  ***


  “There are a number of reasons that an advanced AIDS patient with a particularly low CD4 count and high viral load might suddenly appear to get better,” Dr. Perego said. An autoimmune disease specialist at Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center, he also served as the doctor for HIV/AIDS patients at the state prison and knew all about Lucius and his recovery. He didn’t have time for a formal talk, but was perfectly willing to chat if I wanted to walk with him from his office to a meeting at the other end of the hospital—as long as I realized that he couldn’t violate doctor-patient confidentiality. “If a patient is hoarding meds, for example, and suddenly decides to start taking them, sores will disappear and health will improve. Although we draw blood every three months from AIDS patients, sometimes we’ll get a guy who refuses to have his blood drawn—and again, what looks like sudden improvement is actually a slow turn for the better.”


  “Alma, the nurse at the prison, told me Lucius hasn’t had his blood drawn in over six months,” I said.


  “Which means we can’t be quite sure what his recent viral count was.” We had reached the conference room. Doctors in white coats milled into the room, taking their seats. “I’m not sure what you wanted to hear,” Dr. Perego said, smiling ruefully. “That he’s special...or that he’s not.”


  “I’m not sure either,” I admitted, and I shook his hand. “Thanks for your time.”


  The doctor slipped into the meeting, and I started back down the hall toward the parking garage. I was waiting at the elevator, grinning down at a baby in a stroller with a patch over her right eye, when I felt a hand on my shoulder. Dr. Perego was standing there. “I’m glad I caught you,” he said. “Have you got a moment?”


  I watched the baby’s mother push the stroller onto the yawning elevator. “Sure.”


  “This is what I didn’t tell you,” Dr. Perego said. “And you didn’t hear it from me.”


  I nodded, understanding.


  “HIV causes cognitive impairment—a permanent loss of memory and concentration. We can literally see this on an MRI, and DuFresne’s brain scan showed irreparable damage when he first entered the state prison. However, another MRI brain scan was done on him yesterday—and it shows a reversal of that atrophy.” He looked at me, waiting for this to sink in. “There’s no physical evidence of dementia anymore.”


  “What could cause that?”


  Dr. Perego shook his head. “Absolutely nothing,” he admitted.


  ***


  The second time I went to meet with Shay Bourne, he was lying on his bunk, asleep. Not wanting to disturb him, I started to back away, but he spoke to me without opening his eyes. “I’m awake,” he said. “Are you?”


  “Last time I checked,” I answered.


  He sat up, swinging his legs over the side of his bunk. “Wow. I dreamed that I was struck by lightning, and all of a sudden I had the power to locate anyone in the world, anytime. So the government cut a deal with me—find bin Laden, and you’re free.”


  “I used to dream that I had a watch, and turning the hands could take you backward in time,” I said. “I always wanted to be a pirate, or a Viking.”


  “Sounds pretty bloodthirsty for a priest.”


  “Well, I wasn’t born with a collar on.”


  He looked me in the eye. “If I could turn back time, I’d go out fly-fishing with my grandfather.”


  I glanced up. “I used to do that with my grandfather, too.”


  I wondered how two boys—like Shay and me—could begin our lives at the same point and somehow take turns that would lead us to be such different men. “My grandfather’s been gone a long time, and I still miss him,” I admitted.


  “I never met mine,” Shay said. “But I must have had one, right?”


  I looked at him quizzically. What kind of life had he suffered, to have to craft memories from his imagination? “Where did you grow up, Shay?” I asked.


  “The light,” Shay replied, ignoring my question. “How does a fish know where it is? I mean, things shift around on the floor of the ocean, right? So if you come back and everything’s changed, how can it really be the place you were before?”


  The door to the tier buzzed, and one of the officers came down the catwalk, carrying a metal stool. “Here you go, Father,” he said, settling it in front of Shay’s cell door. “Just in case you want to stay awhile.”


  I recognized him as the man who had sought me out the last time I’d been here, talking to Lucius. His baby daughter had been critically ill; he credited Shay with her recovery. I thanked him, but waited until he’d left to talk to Shay again.


  “Did you ever feel like that fish?”


  Shay looked at me as if I were the one who couldn’t follow a linear conversation. “What fish?” he said.


  “Like you can’t find your way back home?”


  I knew where I was heading with this topic—straight to true salvation—but Shay took us off course. “I had a bunch of houses, but only one home.”


  He’d been in the foster care system; I remembered that much from the trial. “Which place was that?”


  “The one where my sister was with me. I haven’t seen her since I was sixteen. Since I got sent to prison.”


  I remembered he’d been sent to a juvenile detention center for arson, but I hadn’t remembered anything about a sister.


  “Why didn’t she come to your trial?” I asked, and realized too late that I had made a grave mistake—that there was no reason for me to know that, unless I had been there.


  But Shay didn’t notice. “I told her to stay away. I didn’t want her to tell anyone what I’d done.” He hesitated. “I want to talk to her.”


  “Your sister?”


  “No. She won’t listen. The other one. She’ll hear me, after I die. Every time her daughter speaks.” Shay looked up at me. “You know how you said you’d ask her if she wants the heart? What if I asked her myself?”


  Getting June Nealon to come visit Shay in prison would be like moving Mt. Everest to Columbus, Ohio. “I don’t know if it will work...”


  But then again, maybe seeing June face-to-face would make Shay see the difference between personal forgiveness and divine forgiveness. Maybe putting the heart of a killer into the chest of a child would show—literally—how good might blossom from bad. And the beat of Claire’s pulse would bring June more peace than any prayer I could offer.


  Maybe Shay did know more about redemption than I.


  He was standing in front of the cinder-block wall now, trailing his fingertips over the cement, as if he could read the history of the men who’d lived there before him.


  “I’ll try,” I said.


  ***


  There was a part of me that knew I should tell Maggie Bloom that I had been on the jury that convicted Shay Bourne. It was one thing to keep the truth from Shay; it was another to compromise whatever legal case Maggie was weaving together. On the other hand, it was up to me to make sure that Shay found peace with God before his death. The minute I told Maggie about my past involvement with Shay, I knew she’d tell me to get lost, and would find him another spiritual advisor the judge couldn’t find fault with. I had prayed long and hard about this, and for now, I was keeping my secret. God wanted me to help Shay, or so I told myself, because it kept me from admitting that I wanted to help Shay, too, after failing him the first time.


  The ACLU office was above a printing shop and smelled like fresh ink and toner. It was filled with plants in various stages of dying, and filing cabinets took up most of the floor space. A paralegal sat at a reception desk, typing so furiously that I almost expected her computer screen to detonate. “How can I help,” she said, not bothering to look up.


  “I’m here to see Maggie Bloom.”


  The paralegal lifted her right hand, still typing with her left, and hooked a thumb overhead and to the left. I wound down the hallway, stepping over boxes of files and stacks of newspapers, and found Maggie sitting at her desk, scribbling on a legal pad. When she saw me, she smiled. “Listen,” she said, as if we were old friends. “I have some fantastic news. I think Shay can be hanged.” Then she blanched. “I didn’t mean fantastic news, really. I meant...well, you know what I meant.”


  “Why would he want to do that?”


  “Because then he can donate his heart.” Maggie frowned. “But first we need to get the prison to agree to send him for tests, to make sure it’s not too big for a kid—”


  I drew in my breath. “Look. We need to talk.”


  “It’s not often I get a priest who wants to confess.”


  She didn’t know the half of it. This is not about you, I reminded myself, and firmly settled Shay in the front of my mind. “Shay wants to be the one to ask June Nealon if she’ll take his heart. Unfortunately, visiting him is not on her top-ten list of things to do. I want to know if there’s some kind of court-ordered mediation we can ask for.”


  Maggie raised a brow. “Do you really think he’s the best person to relay this information to her? I don’t see how that will help our case...”


  “Look, I know you’re doing your job,” I said, “but I’m doing mine, too. And saving Shay’s soul may not be important to you, but it’s critical to me. Right now, Shay thinks that donating his heart is the only way to save himself—but there’s a big difference between mercy and salvation.”


  Maggie folded her hands on her desk. “Which is?”


  “Well, June can forgive Shay. But only God can redeem him—and it has nothing to do with giving up his heart. Yes, organ donation would be a beautiful, selfless final act on earth—but it’s not going to cancel out his debt with the victim’s family, and it’s not necessary to get him special brownie points with God. Salvation’s not a personal responsibility. You don’t have to get salvation. You’re given it, by Jesus.”


  “So,” she said. “I guess you don’t think he’s the Messiah.”


  “No, I think that’s a pretty rash judgment.”


  “You’re preaching to the choir. I was raised Jewish.”


  My cheeks flamed. “I didn’t mean to suggest—”


  “But now I’m an atheist.”


  I opened my mouth, snapped it shut.


  “Believe me,” Maggie said, “I’m the last person in the world to buy into the belief that Shay Bourne is Jesus incarnate—”


  “Well, of course not—”


  “—but not because a messiah wouldn’t inhabit a criminal,” she qualified. “I can tell you right now that there are plenty of innocent people on death row in this country.”


  I wasn’t about to tell her that I knew Shay Bourne was guilty. I had studied the evidence; I had heard the testimony; I had convicted him. “It’s not that.”


  “Then how can you be so sure he’s not who everyone thinks he is?” Maggie asked.


  “Because,” I replied, “God only had one son to give us.”


  “Right. And—correct me if I’m wrong—he was a thirty-three-year-old carpenter with a death sentence on his head, who was performing miracles left and right. Nah, you’re right. That’s nothing like Shay Bourne.”


  I thought of what I’d heard from Ahmed and Dr. Perego and the correctional officers. Shay Bourne’s so-called miracles were nothing like Jesus’s...or were they? Water into wine. Feeding many with virtually nothing. Healing the sick. Making the blind—or in Calloway’s case, the prejudiced—see.


  Like Shay, Jesus didn’t take credit for his miracles. Like Shay, Jesus had known he was going to die. And the Bible even said Jesus was supposed to be returning. But although the New Testament is very clear about this coming to pass, it is a bit muddier on the details: the when, the why, the how.


  “He’s not Jesus.”


  “Okey-dokey.”


  “He’s not,” I pressed.


  Maggie held up her hands. “Got it.”


  “If he was Jesus...if this was the Second Coming...well, there’d be rapture and destruction and resurrections and we wouldn’t be sitting here having a normal conversation.”


  Then again, there was nothing in the Bible that said before the Second Coming, Jesus wouldn’t pop in to see how things were going here on earth.


  I suppose in that case, it would make sense to be incognito—to pose as the least likely person anyone would ever assume to be the Messiah.


  For the love of God, what was I thinking? I shook my head, clearing it. “Let him meet with June Nealon once before you petition for organ donation, that’s all I’m asking. I want the same things you do—Shay’s voice to be heard, a little girl to be saved, and capital punishment to be put in the hot seat. I just also want to make sure that if and when Shay does donate his heart, he does it for all the right reasons. And that means untangling Shay’s spiritual health from the whole legal component of this mess.”


  “I can’t do that,” Maggie said. “It’s the crux of my case. Look, it doesn’t matter to me whether you think Shay is Jesus or Shay thinks Shay is Jesus or if he’s just plain off his rocker. What does matter is that Shay’s rights don’t get shuffled aside in the grand mechanism of capital punishment—and if I have to use the fact that other people seem to think he’s God to do it, I will.”


  I raised a brow. “You’re using Shay to spotlight an issue you find reprehensible, in the hopes that you can change it.”


  “Well,” Maggie said, coloring, “I guess that’s true.”


  “Then how can you criticize me for having an agenda because of what I believe in?”


  Maggie raised her gaze and sighed. “There’s something called restorative justice,” she said. “I don’t know if the prison will even allow it, much less Shay or the Nealons. But it would let Shay sit down in a room with the family of his victims and ask for forgiveness.”


  I exhaled the breath I had not even realized I was holding. “Thank you,” I said.


  Maggie picked up her pen and began to write on the legal pad again. “Don’t thank me. Thank June Nealon—if you get her to agree to it.”


  Motivated, I started out of the ACLU office, then paused. “It’s the right thing to do.”


  Maggie didn’t look up. “If June won’t meet with him,” she said, “I’m still filing the suit.”


  June
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  At first, when the victim’s assistance advocate asked me if I’d attend a restorative justice meeting with Shay Bourne, I started to laugh. “Yeah,” I said. “And maybe after that, I could get dunked in boiling oil or drawn and quartered.”


  But she was serious, and I was just as serious when I refused. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was sit down with that monster to make him feel better about himself so that he could die at peace.


  Kurt didn’t. Elizabeth didn’t. Why should he?


  I thought that was that, until one morning when there was a knock on the door. Claire was lying on the couch with Dudley curled over her feet, watching the Game Show Network. Our days were spent waiting for a heart with the shades drawn, both of us pretending there was nowhere we wanted to go, when in reality, neither of us could stand seeing how even the smallest trips exhausted Claire. “I’ll get it,” she called out, although we both knew she couldn’t and wouldn’t. I put down the knife I was using to chop celery in the kitchen and wiped my hands on my jeans.


  “I bet it’s that creepy guy who was selling magazines,” Claire said as I passed her.


  “I bet it’s not.” He’d been a corn-fed Utah boy, pitching subscriptions to benefit the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. I’d been upstairs in the shower; Claire had been talking to him through the screen door—for which I’d read her the riot act. It was that word Saints that had intrigued her; she didn’t know it was a fancy word for Mormon. I had suggested that he try a town where there hadn’t been a double murder committed by a young man who’d come around door to door looking for work, and after he left, I’d called the police.


  No, I was sure it wasn’t the same guy.


  To my surprise, though, a priest was standing on my porch. His motorcycle was parked in my driveway. I opened the door and tried to smile politely. “I think you have the wrong house.”


  “I’m sure I don’t, Ms. Nealon,” he replied. “I’m Father Michael, from St. Catherine’s. I was hoping I could speak to you for a few minutes.”


  “I’m sorry...do I know you?”


  He hesitated. “No,” he said. “But I was hoping to change that.”


  My natural inclination was to slam the door. (Was that a mortal sin? Did it matter, if you didn’t even believe in mortal sins?) I could tell you the exact moment I had given up on religion. Kurt and I had been raised Catholic. We’d had Elizabeth baptized, and a priest presided over their burials. After that, I had promised myself I would never set foot in a church again, that there was nothing God could do for me that would make up for what I’d lost. However, this priest was a stranger. For all I knew, though, this was not about saving my soul but about saving Claire’s life. What if this priest knew of a heart that UNOS didn’t?


  “The house is a mess,” I said, but I opened the door so that he could walk inside. He stopped as we passed the living room, where Claire was still watching television. She turned, her thin, pale face rising like a moon over the back of the sofa. “This is my daughter,” I said as I turned to him, and faltered—he was looking at Claire as if she were already a ghost.


  I was just about to throw him out when Claire said hello and propped her elbows on the back of the sofa. “Do you know anything about saints?”


  “Claire!”


  She rolled her eyes. “I’m just asking, Mom.”


  “I do,” the priest said. “I’ve always sort of liked St. Ulric. He’s the patron saint who keeps moles away.”


  “Get out.”


  “Have you ever had a mole in here?”


  “No.”


  “Then I guess he’s doing his job,” he said, and grinned.


  Because he’d made Claire smile, I decided to let him in and give him the benefit of the doubt. He followed me into the kitchen, where I knew we could talk without Claire overhearing. “Sorry about the third degree,” I said. “Claire reads a lot. Saints are her latest obsession. Six months ago, it was blacksmithing.” I gestured to the table, offering him a seat.


  “About Claire,” he said. “I know she’s sick. That’s why I’m here.”


  Although I’d hoped for this, my own heart still leapfrogged. “Can you help her?”


  “Possibly,” the priest said. “But I need you to agree to something first.”


  I would have become a nun; I would have walked over burning coals. “Anything,” I vowed.


  “I know the prosecutor’s office already asked you about restorative justice—”


  “Get out of my house,” I said abruptly, but Father Michael didn’t move.


  My face flamed—with anger, and with shame that I had not connected the dots: Shay Bourne wanted to donate his organs; I was actively searching for a heart for Claire. In spite of all the news coverage from the prison, I had never linked them. I wondered whether I had been naive, or whether, even subconsciously, I’d been trying to protect my daughter.


  It took all my strength to lift my gaze to the priest’s. “What makes you think I would want a part of that man still walking around on this earth, much less inside my child?”


  “June—please, just listen to me. I’m Shay’s spiritual advisor. I talk to him. And I think you should talk to him, too.”


  “Why? Because it rubs your conscience the wrong way to give sympathy to a murderer? Because you can’t sleep at night?”


  “Because I think a good person can do bad things. Because God forgives, and I can’t do any less.”


  Do you know how, when you are on the verge of a breakdown, the world pounds in your ears—a rush of blood, of consequence? Do you know how it feels when the truth cuts your tongue to ribbons, and still you have to speak it? “Nothing he says to me could make any difference.”


  “You’re absolutely right,” Father Michael said. “But what you say to him might.”


  There was one variable that the priest had left out of this equation: I owed Shay Bourne nothing. It already felt like a second, searing death to watch the broadcasts each night, to hear the voices of supporters camping out near the prison, who brought their sick children and their dying partners along to be healed. You fools, I wanted to shout to them. Don’t you know he’s conned you, just like he conned me? Don’t you know that he killed my love, my little girl? “Name one person John Wayne Gacy killed,” I demanded.


  “I...I don’t know,” Father Michael said.


  “Jeffrey Dahmer?”


  He shook his head.


  “But you remember their names, don’t you?”


  He got out of his chair and walked toward me slowly. “June, people can change.”


  My mouth twisted. “Yeah. Like a mild-mannered, homeless carpenter who becomes a psychopath?”


  Or a silver-haired fairy of a girl whose chest, in a heartbeat, blooms with a peony of blood. Or a mother who turns into a woman she never imagined being: bitter, empty, broken.


  I knew why this priest wanted me to meet with Shay Bourne. I knew what Jesus had said: Don’t pay back in kind, pay back in kindness. If someone does wrong to you, do right by them.


  I’ll tell you this: Jesus never buried his own child.


  I turned away, because I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry, but he put his arm around me and led me to a chair. He handed me a tissue. And then his voice, a murmur, clotted into individual words.


  “Dear St. Felicity, patron saint of those who’ve suffered the death of a child, I ask for your intercession that the Lord will help this woman find peace...”


  With more strength than I knew I had, I shoved him away. “Don’t you dare,” I said, my voice trembling. “Don’t you pray for me. Because if God’s listening now, he’s about eleven years too late.” I walked toward the refrigerator, where the only decoration was a picture of Kurt and Elizabeth, held up by a magnet Claire had made in kindergarten. I had fingered the photo so often that the edges had rounded; the color had bled onto my hands. “When it happened, everyone said that Kurt and Elizabeth were at peace. That they’d gone someplace better. But you know what? They didn’t go anywhere. They were taken. I was robbed.”


  “Don’t blame God for that, June,” Father Michael said. “He didn’t take your husband and your daughter.”


  “No,” I said flatly. “That was Shay Bourne.” I stared up at him coldly. “I’d like you to leave now.”


  I walked him to the door, because I didn’t want him saying another word to Claire—who twisted around on the couch to see what was going on but must have picked up enough nonverbal cues from my stiff spine to know better than to make a peep. At the threshold, Father Michael paused. “It may not be when we want, or how we want, but eventually God evens the score,” he said. “You don’t have to be the one to seek revenge.”


  I stared at him. “It’s not revenge,” I said. “It’s justice.”


  ***


  After the priest left, I was so cold that I could not stop shivering. I put on a sweater and then another, and wrapped a blanket around myself, but there’s no way of warming up a body whose insides have turned to stone.


  Shay Bourne wanted to donate his heart to Claire so that she’d live.


  What kind of mother would I be if I let that happen?


  And what kind of mother would I be if I turned him down?


  Father Michael said Shay Bourne wanted to balance the scales: give me one daughter’s life because he had taken another’s. But Claire wouldn’t replace Elizabeth; I should have had them both. And yet, this was the simplest of equations: You can have one, or you can have neither. What do you choose?


  I was the one who hated Bourne—Claire had never met him. If I did not take the heart, was I making that choice because of what I thought was best for Claire...or what I could withstand myself?


  I imagined Dr. Wu removing Bourne’s heart from an Igloo cooler. There it was, a withered nut, a crystal black as coal. Put one drop of poison into the purest water, and what happens to the rest?


  If I didn’t take Bourne’s heart, Claire would most likely die.


  If I did, it would be like saying I could somehow be compensated for the death of my husband and daughter. And I couldn’t—not ever.


  I believe a good person can do bad things, Father Michael had said. Like make the wrong decision for the right reasons. Sign your daughter’s life away, because she can’t have a murderer’s heart.


  Forgive me, Claire, I thought, and suddenly I wasn’t cold anymore. I was burning, seared by the tears on my cheeks.


  I couldn’t trust Shay Bourne’s sudden altruistic turnaround; and maybe that meant he had won: I had gone just as bitter and rotten as he was. But that only made me more certain that I had the stamina to tell him, face-to-face, what balancing the scales really meant. It wasn’t giving me a heart for Claire; it wasn’t offering a future that might ease the weight of the past. It was knowing that Shay Bourne badly wanted something, and that this time, I’d be the one to take his dream away.


  Maggie


  [image: logo]


  Stunned, I hung up the phone and stared at the receiver again. I was tempted to *69 the call, just to make sure it hadn’t been some kind of prank.


  Well, maybe miracles did happen.


  But before I could mull over this change of events, I heard footsteps heading toward my desk. Father Michael turned the corner, looking like he’d just been through Dante’s Inferno. “June Nealon wants nothing to do with Shay.”


  “That’s interesting,” I said, “since June Nealon just got off the phone with me, agreeing to a restorative justice meeting.”


  Father Michael blanched. “You’ve got to call her back. This isn’t a good idea.”


  “You’re the one who came up with it.”


  “That was before I spoke to her. If she goes to that meeting, it’s not because she wants to hear what Shay has to say. It’s because she wants to run him through before the state finishes him off.”


  “Did you really think that whatever Shay has to say to her is going to be any less painful than what she says to him?”


  “I don’t know...I thought that maybe if they saw each other...” He sank down into a chair in front of my desk. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I guess there are just some things you can’t make amends for.”


  I sighed. “You’re trying. That’s the best any of us can do. Look, it’s not like I fight death penalty cases all the time—but my boss used to. He worked down in Virginia before he came up north. They’re emotional minefields—you get to know the inmate, and you excuse some heinous crime with a lousy childhood or alcoholism or an emotional upheaval or drugs, until you see the victim’s family and a whole different level of suffering. And suddenly you start to feel a little ashamed of being in the defendant’s camp.”


  I walked to a small cooler next to a file cabinet and took out a bottle of water for the priest. “Shay’s guilty, Father. A court already told us that. June knows it. I know it. Everyone knows that it’s wrong to execute an innocent man. The real question is whether it’s still wrong to execute someone who’s guilty.”


  “But you’re trying to get him hanged,” Father Michael said.


  “I’m not trying to get him hanged,” I corrected. “I want to champion his civil liberties, and at the same time, bring front and center what’s wrong with the death penalty in this country. The only way to do both is to find a way for him to die the way he wants to. That’s the difference between you and me. You’re trying to find a way for him to die the way you want him to.”


  “You’re the one who said Shay’s heart might not be a viable match. And even if it is, June Nealon will never agree to taking it,” the priest said.


  That was, of course, entirely possible. What Father Michael had conveniently put out of his mind when he dreamed up a meeting between June and Shay was that in order to forgive, you have to remember how you were hurt in the first place. And that in order to forget, you had to accept your role in what had happened.


  “If we don’t want Shay to lose hope,” I said, “then we’d better not lose it either.”


  MICHAEL
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  Every day when I wasn’t running the noon Mass, I went to visit Shay. Sometimes we talked about television shows we’d seen—we were both pretty upset with Meredith on Grey’s Anatomy, and thought the girls on The Bachelor were hot but dumb as bricks. Sometimes we talked about carpentry, how a piece of wood would tell him what it needed to be, how I could say the same of a parishioner in need. Sometimes we talked about his case—the appeals he’d lost, the lawyers he’d had over the years. And sometimes, he was less lucid. He’d run around his cell like a caged animal; he’d rock back and forth; he’d swing from topic to topic as if it was the only way to cross the jungle of his thoughts.


  One day, Shay asked me what was being said about him outside.


  “You know,” I told him. “You watch the news.”


  “They think I can save them,” Shay said.


  “Well. Yeah.”


  “That’s pretty fucking selfish, isn’t it? Or is it selfish of me if I don’t try?”


  “I can’t answer that for you, Shay,” I said.


  He sighed. “I’m tired of waiting to die,” he said. “Eleven years is a long time.”


  I pressed my stool up close to the cell door; it was more private that way. It had taken me a week, but I had managed to separate out the way I felt about Shay’s case from the way that he felt. I had been stunned to learn that Shay believed he was innocent—although Warden Coyne told me that everyone in prison believed they were innocent, regardless of the conviction. I wondered if his memory of the events, over time, had blurred—me, I could still remember that awful evidence as if it had been presented to me yesterday. When I pushed a bit—encouraged him to tell me more about his wrongful conviction, suggested that Maggie might be able to use the information in court, asked him why he was willing to go along with an execution so passively if he wasn’t guilty—he shut down. He’d say, over and over, that what had happened then didn’t matter now. I began to understand that proclaiming his innocence had a lot less to do with the reality of his case and more to do with the fragile connection between us. I was becoming his confidant—and he wanted me to think the best of him.


  “What do you think is easier?” Shay asked. “Knowing you’re going to die on a certain date and time, or knowing it might happen any moment when you least expect it?”


  A thought swam through my mind like a minnow: Did you ask Elizabeth that? “I’d rather not know,” I said. “Live every day like it’s your last, and all that. But I think if you do know you’re going to die, Christ showed the way to do it with grace.”


  Shay smirked. “Just think. It took you a whole forty-two minutes to bring up good ol’ Jesus today.”


  “Sorry. Professional hazard,” I said. “When He says, in Gethsemane, ‘O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me...’ He’s wrestling with destiny...but ultimately, He accepts God’s will.”


  “Sucks for him,” Shay said.


  “Well, sure. I bet His legs felt like Jell-O when He was carrying the Cross. He was human, after all. You can be brave, but that doesn’t keep your stomach from doing somersaults.”


  I finished speaking to find Shay staring at me. “Did you ever wonder if you’re dead wrong?”


  “About what?”


  “All of it. What Jesus said. What Jesus meant. I mean, he didn’t even write the Bible, did he? In fact, the people who did write the Bible weren’t even alive when Jesus was.” I must have looked absolutely stricken, because Shay hurried to continue. “Not that Jesus wasn’t a really cool guy—great teacher, excellent speaker, yadda yadda yadda. But...Son of God? Where’s the proof?”


  “That’s what faith is,” I said. “Believing without seeing.”


  “Okay,” Shay argued. “But what about the folks who think Allah’s the one to put your money on? Or that the right path is the eightfold one? I mean, how can a guy who walked on water even get baptized?”


  “We know Jesus was baptized because—”


  “Because it’s in the Bible?” Shay laughed. “Someone wrote the Bible, and it wasn’t God. Just like someone wrote the Quran, and the Talmud. And he must have made decisions about what went in and what didn’t. It’s like when you write a letter, and you put in all the stuff you did during vacation but you leave out the part where your wallet got stolen and you got food poisoning.”


  “Do you really need to know if Jesus got food poisoning?” I asked.


  “You’re missing the point. You can’t take Matthew 26:39 or Luke 500:43 or whatever and read it as fact.”


  “See, Shay, that’s where you’re wrong. I can take Matthew 26:39 and know it’s the word of God. Or Luke 500:43, if it went up that high.”


  By now, other inmates on the pod were eavesdropping. Some of them—like Joey Kunz, who was Greek Orthodox, and Pogie, who was Southern Baptist—liked to listen when I visited Shay and read scripture; a few of them had even asked if I’d stop by and pray with them when I came in to see Shay. “Shut your piehole, Bourne,” Pogie yelled out. “You’re going to hell as soon as they push that needle in your arm.”


  “I’m not saying I’m right,” Shay said, his voice escalating. “I’m just saying that if you’re right, it still doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”


  “Shay,” I said, “you have to stop shouting, or they’re going to ask me to leave.”


  He walked toward me, flattening his hands on the other side of the steel mesh door. “What if it didn’t matter if you were a Christian or a Jew or a Buddhist or a Wiccan or a...a transcendentalist? What if all those roads led to the same place?”


  “Religion brings people together,” I said.


  “Yeah, right. You can track every polarizing issue in this country to religion. Stem cell research, the war in Iraq, the right to die, gay marriage, abortion, evolution, even the death penalty—what’s the fault line? That Bible of yours.” Shay shrugged. “You really think Jesus would be happy with the way the world’s turned out?”


  I thought of suicide bombers, of the radicals who stormed into Planned Parenthood clinics. I thought of the news footage of the Middle East. “I think God would be horrified by some of the things that are done in His name,” I admitted. “I think there are places His message has been distorted. Which is why I think it’s even more important to spread the one He meant to give.”


  Shay pushed away from the cell door. “You look at a guy like Calloway—”


  “Fuck you, Bourne,” Reece called out. “I don’t want to be part of your speech. I don’t even want your filthy-ass mouth speaking my name—”


  “—an AB guy, who burned down a temple—”


  “You’re dead, Bourne,” Reece said. “D-E-A-D.”


  “—or the CO who walks you to the shower and knows he can’t look you in the eye, because if his life had gone just a little different, he might be the one wearing the cuffs. Or the politicians who think that they can take someone they don’t really want in society anymore and lock him away—”


  At this, the other inmates began to cheer. Texas and Pogie picked up their dinner trays and began to bang them against the steel doors of their cells. On the intercom, an officer’s voice rang through. “What’s going on in there?”


  Shay was standing at the front of his house now, preaching to his congregation, disconnected from linear thought and everything but his moment of grandstanding. “And the ones who are really monsters, the ones they don’t ever want walking around near their wives and children again—the ones like me—well, those they get to dispose of. Because it’s easier than admitting there isn’t much difference between them and me.”


  There were catcalls; there were cheers. Shay backed up as if he were on a stage, bent at the waist, bowed. Then he came back for his encore.


  “The joke’s on them. One little hypodermic won’t be enough. Split a piece of wood, and they’ll find me. Lift up a stone, and they’ll find me. Look in the mirror, and they’ll find me.” Shay gazed squarely at me. “If you really want to know what makes someone a killer,” he said, “ask yourself what would make you do it.”


  My hands tightened on the Bible I always brought when I came to visit Shay. As it turned out, Shay wasn’t railing about nothing. He wasn’t disconnected from reality.


  That would have been me.


  Because, as Shay was suggesting, we weren’t as different as I would have liked to think. We were both murderers.


  The only distinction was that the death I’d caused had yet to happen.


  Maggie
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  That week, when I showed up at the ChutZpah for lunch with my mother, she was too busy to see me. “Maggie,” she said when I was standing at the threshold of her office door. “What are you doing here?”


  It was the same day, the same time, we met for our habitual lunch—the same lunch I never wanted to go to. But today, I was actually looking forward to zoning out while my cuticles were being cut and shaped. Ever since Father Michael had barreled into my office talking about a meeting between Shay and June Nealon, I’d been doubting myself and my intentions. By trying to make it possible for Shay to donate his heart, was I carrying out what was in his best interests, or my own? Sure, it would be a media boon for the anti–death penalty movement if Shay’s last act on earth was as selfless as organ donation...but wasn’t it morally wrong to try to legally hasten a man’s execution, even if it was what he’d asked for? After three sleepless nights, all I wanted was to close my eyes, soak my hands in warm water, and think of anything but Shay Bourne.


  My mother was wearing a cream-colored skirt so tiny it might as well have come from the American Girl doll store, and her hair was twisted up in a chignon. “I have an investor coming in,” she said. “Remember?”


  What I remembered was her vague mention of adding another wing to the ChutZpah. And that there was some very rich lady from Woodbury, New York, who wanted to talk about financing it.


  “You never told me it was going to be today,” I said, and I sank down in one of the chairs opposite her desk.


  “You’re crushing the pillows,” my mother said. “And I did tell you. I called you at work, and you were typing, like you always do when I call even though you think I can’t hear it in the background. And I told you I had to postpone lunch till Thursday, and you yessed me and said you were really busy, and did I have to call you at work?”


  My face flushed. “I don’t type while I’m on the phone with you.”


  Okay, I do. But it’s my mother. And she calls for the most ridiculous reasons: Is it okay if she makes Chanukah dinner on Saturday, December 16, never mind that it’s currently March? Do I remember the name of the librarian in my elementary school, because she thinks she ran into her at the grocery store? In other words, my mother phones for reasons that are completely trivial compared to writing up a brief to save the life of a man who’s going to be executed.


  “You know, Maggie, I realize that nothing I do here could possibly be as important as what you do, but it does hurt me to know that you don’t even listen when I talk to you.” Her eyes were tearing up. “I can’t believe you came here to upset me before I have to sit down with Alicia Goldman-Hirsch.”


  “I didn’t come here to upset you! I came here because I always come here the second Tuesday of every month! You can’t blame me because of a stupid phone conversation we probably had six months ago!”


  “A stupid phone conversation,” my mother said quietly. “Well, it’s good to know what you really think of our relationship, Maggie.”


  I held up my hands. “I can’t win here,” I said. “I hope your meeting goes well.” Then I stormed out of her office, past the white secretary’s desk with the white computer and the nearly albino receptionist, all the way to my car in the parking lot, where I tried to tell myself that the reason I was crying had nothing to do with the fact that even when I wasn’t trying, all I did was let people down.


  ***


  I found my father in his office—a rental space in a strip mall, since he was a rabbi without a temple—writing his sermon for Shabbat. As soon as I walked in, he smiled, then lifted a finger to beg a moment’s time to finish whatever brilliant thought he was scribbling down. I wandered around, trailing my fingers over the spines of books written in Hebrew and Greek, Old Testaments and New Testaments, books on theurgy and theology and philosophy. I palmed an old paperweight I’d made him in nursery school—a rock painted to look like a crab, although now it seemed to more closely resemble an amoeba, and then took down one of my baby photos, tucked in an acrylic frame.


  I had fat cheeks, even then.


  My father closed his laptop. “To what do I owe this surprise?”


  I set the photo back on the mahogany shelf. “Did you ever wonder if the person in the picture is the same one you see when you look in the mirror?”


  He laughed. “That’s the eternal question, isn’t it? Are we born who we are, or do we make ourselves that way?” He stood up and came around his desk, kissed my cheek. “Did you come here to argue philosophy with your old man?”


  “No, I came here because...I don’t know why I came here.” That was the truth; my car had sort of pointed itself in the direction of his office, and even when I realized where it was headed I didn’t correct my course. Everyone else came to my father when they were troubled or wanted counseling, why shouldn’t I? I sank down onto the old leather couch that he’d had for as long as I could remember. “Do you think God forgives murderers?”


  My father sat down next to me. “Isn’t your client Catholic?”


  “I was talking about me.”


  “Well, gosh, Mags. I hope you got rid of the weapon.”


  I sighed. “Daddy, I don’t know what to do. Shay Bourne doesn’t want to become the poster child against capital punishment, he wants to die. And yeah, I can tell myself a dozen times that we can both have our cake and eat it, too—Shay gets to die on his own terms; I get the death penalty put under a microscope and maybe even repealed by the Supreme Court—but it doesn’t cancel out the fact that at the end of the day, Shay will be dead, and I’ll be just as responsible as the state that signed the warrant in the first place. Maybe I should be trying to convince Shay to get his conviction overturned, to fight for his life, instead of his death.”


  “I don’t think he’d want that,” my father said. “You’re not murdering him, Maggie. You’re fulfilling his last wishes—to help him make amends for what he’s done wrong.”


  “Repentance through organ donation?”


  “More like teshuvah.”


  I stared at him.


  “Oh, right,” he smirked. “I forgot about the post–Hebrew School amnesia. For Jews, repentance is about conduct—you realize you’ve done something wrong, you resolve to change it in the future. But teshuvah means return. Inside each of us is some spark of God—the real us. It’s there whether you’re the most pious Jew or the most marginal. Sin, evil, murder—all those things have the ability to cover up our true selves. Teshuvah means turning back to the part of God that’s gotten concealed. When you repent, usually, you feel sad—because of the regret that led you there. But when you talk about teshuvah, about making that connection with God again—well, it makes you happy,” my father said. “Happier even than you were before, because your sins separated you from God...and distance always makes the heart grow fonder, right?”


  He walked toward the baby picture I’d put back on the shelf. “I know Shay’s not Jewish, but maybe that’s what’s at the root of this desire to die, and to give up his heart. Teshuvah is all about reaching for something divine—something beyond the limitations of a body.” He glanced at me. “That’s the answer to your question about the photo, by the way. You’re a different person on the outside than you were when this picture was snapped, but not on the inside. Not at the core. And not only is that part of you the same as it was when you were six months old...it’s also the same as me and your mother and Shay Bourne and everyone else in this world. It’s the part of us that’s connected to God, and at that level, we’re all identical.”


  I shook my head. “Thanks, but that didn’t really make me feel any better. I want to save him, Daddy, and he—he doesn’t want that at all.”


  “Restitution is one of the steps a person has to take for teshuvah,” my father said. “Shay has apparently taken a very literal interpretation of this—he took a child’s life; therefore he owes that mother the life of a child.”


  “It’s not a perfect equation,” I said. “He’d have to bring Elizabeth Nealon back for that.”


  My father nodded. “That’s something rabbis have talked about for years since the Holocaust—if the victim is dead, does the family really have the power to forgive the killer? The victims are the ones with whom he has to make amends. And those victims—they’re ashes.”


  I sat up, rubbing my temples. “It’s really complicated.”


  “Then ask yourself what’s the right thing to do.”


  “I can’t even answer that much.”


  “Well,” my father said, “then maybe you should ask Shay.”


  I blinked up at him. It was that simple. I hadn’t seen my client since that first meeting in the prison; the work I’d been doing to set up a restorative justice meeting had been on the phone. Maybe what I really needed was to find out why Shay Bourne was so sure he’d come to the right decision, so that I could start explaining it to myself.


  I leaned over and gave him a hug. “Thanks, Daddy.”


  “I didn’t do anything.”


  “Still, you’re a better conversationalist than Oliver.”


  “Don’t tell the rabbit that,” he said. “He’d scratch me twice as hard as he already does.”


  I stood up, heading for the door. “I’ll call you later. Oh, and by the way,” I said, “Mom’s mad at me again.”


  ***


  I was sitting under the harsh fluorescent lights of the attorney-client conference room when Shay Bourne was brought in to meet with me. He backed up to the trap so that his handcuffs could be removed, and he sat down across the table. His hands were small, I realized, maybe even smaller than mine.


  “How’s it going?” he asked.


  “Fine. How’s it going with you?”


  “No, I meant my lawsuit. My heart.”


  “Well, we’re waiting until after you speak to June Nealon tomorrow.” I hesitated. “Shay, I need to ask you a question, as your lawyer.” I waited until he looked me in the eye. “Do you really believe that the only way to atone for what you’ve done is to die?”


  “I just want to give her my heart—”


  “I get that. But in order to do that, you’ve basically agreed to your own execution.”


  He smiled faintly. “And here I thought my vote didn’t count.”


  “I think you know what I mean,” I said. “Your case is going to shine a beacon on the issue of capital punishment, Shay—but you’ll be the sacrificial lamb.”


  His head snapped up. “Who do you think I am?”


  I hesitated, not quite sure what he was asking.


  “Do you believe what they all believe?” he asked. “Or what Lucius believes? Do you think I can make miracles happen?”


  “I don’t believe anything I haven’t seen,” I said firmly.


  “Most people just want to believe what someone else tells them,” Shay said.


  He was right. It was why, in my father’s office, I’d had a breakdown: because even as a confirmed atheist, I sometimes found it just too frightening to think that there might not be a God who was watching out for our greater good. It was why a country as enlightened as the United States could still have a death penalty statute in place: it was just too frightening to think about what justice—or lack of it—would prevail if we didn’t. There was comfort in facts, so much so that we stopped questioning where those facts had come from.


  Was I trying to figure out who Shay Bourne was for myself? Probably. I didn’t buy the fact that he was the Son of God, but if it was getting him media attention, then I thought he was brilliant for encouraging that line of thought. “If you can get June to forgive you at this meeting, Shay, maybe you don’t have to give up your heart. Maybe you’ll feel good about connecting with her again, and then we can get her to talk to the governor on your behalf to commute your sentence to life in prison—”


  “If you do that,” Shay interrupted, “I will kill myself.”


  My jaw dropped. “Why?”


  “Because,” he said, “I have to get out of here.”


  At first I thought that he was talking about the prison, but then I saw he was clutching his own arms, as if the penitentiary he was referring to was his own body. And that, of course, made me think of my father and teshuvah. Could I truly be helping him by letting him die on his own terms?


  “Let’s take it one step at a time,” I conceded. “If you can get June Nealon to understand why you want to do this, then I’ll work on making a court understand it, too.”


  But Shay was suddenly lost in his thoughts, wherever they happened to be taking him. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Shay,” I said, and I went to touch his shoulder to let him know I was leaving. As soon as I stretched out my arm, though, I found myself flat on the floor. Shay stood over me, just as shocked by the blow he’d dealt me as I was.


  An officer bolted into the room, driving Shay down to the floor with a knee in the small of his back so that he could be handcuffed. “You all right?” he called out to me.


  “I’m fine...I just slipped,” I lied. I could feel a welt rising on my left cheekbone, one that I was sure the officer would see as well. I swallowed the knot of fear in my throat. “Could you just give us a couple more minutes?”


  I did not tell the officer to remove Shay’s handcuffs; I wasn’t quite that brave. But I struggled to my feet and waited until we were alone in the room again. “I’m sorry,” Shay blurted out. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it, I sometimes, when you...”


  “Shay,” I ordered. “Sit down.”


  “I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t see you coming. I thought you were—would—” He broke off, choking on the words. “I’m sorry.”


  I was the one who’d made the mistake. A man who had been locked up alone for a decade, whose only human contact was having his handcuffs chained and removed, would be completely unprepared for a small act of kindness. He would have instinctively seen it as a threat to his personal space, which was how I’d wound up sprawled on the floor.


  “It won’t happen again,” I said.


  He shook his head fiercely. “No.”


  “See you tomorrow, Shay.”


  “Are you mad at me?”


  “No.”


  “You are. I can tell.”


  “I’m not,” I said.


  “Then will you do something for me?”


  I had been warned about this by other attorneys who worked with inmates: they will bleed you dry. Beg you for stamps, for money, for food. For phone calls, made by you to their family, on their behalf. They are the ultimate con artists; no matter how much sympathy you feel for them, you have to remind yourself that they will take whatever they can get, because they have nothing.


  “Next time, will you tell me what it feels like to walk barefoot on grass?” he asked. “I used to know, but I can’t remember anymore.” He shook his head. “I just want to...I want to know what that’s like again.”


  I folded my notebook beneath my arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Shay,” I repeated, and I motioned to the officer who would set me free.


  MICHAEL
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  Shay Bourne was pacing in his cell. Every fifth turn, he pivoted and started circling the other way. “Shay,” I said, to calm myself down as much as him, “it’s going to be all right.”


  We were awaiting his transportation down to the room where our restorative justice meeting with June Nealon would take place, and we were both nervous.


  “Talk to me,” Shay said.


  “All right,” I said. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “What I’m going to say. What she’s going to say...the words won’t come out right, I just know it.” He looked up at me. “I’m going to fuck this up.”


  “Just say what you need to, Shay. Words are hard for everyone.”


  “Well, it’s worse when you know the person you’re talking to thinks you’re full of shit.”


  “Jesus managed to do it,” I pointed out, “and it wasn’t like He was attending the Tuesday Toastmasters meeting in Nineveh.” I opened my Bible to the book of Isaiah. “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news...”


  “Could we just this once not have a Bible study moment?” Shay groaned.


  “It’s an example,” I said. “Jesus said that when He came back to the synagogue where He’d grown up. Let me tell you, that congregation had a lot of questions—after all, they’d grown up with Him, and knew Him before He started the miracle train—so before they could doubt Him, what did He do? He gave them the words they’d been waiting to hear. He gave them hope.” I looked at Shay. “That’s what you need to do, with June.”


  The door to I-tier opened, and six officers in flak jackets and full face shields entered. “Don’t talk until the mediator asks you to. And make sure you tell her why this is so important to you,” I urged, last-minute quarterbacking.


  Just then the first officer reached the cell door. “Father,” he said, “we’re going to have to ask you to meet us down there.”


  I watched them move Shay down the tier. Speak from your heart, I thought, watching him go. So that she knows it’s worth taking.


  ***


  I had already been told what they would do with him. He’d be handcuffed and cuffed at the ankles. Both of these would be linked to a belly chain, so that he’d shuffle along inside the human box of officers. He would be taken to the cafeteria, which was now set up for offender counseling. Basically, the warden had explained, when they needed to have group sessions with violent offenders, they bolted several individual metal boxes to the floor—and prisoners were put into these miniature cells along with a counselor, who would sit on a chair in the cafeteria with them. “It’s group therapy,” Warden Coyne had proudly explained, “but they’re still incarcerated.”


  Maggie had lobbied for a face-to-face visit. Failing that, she wanted to know if we could meet on opposite sides of a glass visiting booth. But there were too many of us, when you added in the moderator and June, or so the administration said (never mind I’d seen families of ten cram into one of those little noncontact booths for a visit with an inmate). Although I—like Maggie—thought that we were starting at a grave disadvantage if one of the participants was restrained and bolted to the floor like Hannibal Lecter, this was the best we were going to get.


  The mediator was a woman named Abigail Herrick, who’d come from the attorney general’s victim’s assistance office and had been trained to do this kind of thing. She and June were talking quietly on one side of the anteroom. I walked up to June as soon as I entered. “Thank you. This means a lot to Shay.”


  “Which is the last reason I’d ever do it,” June said, and she turned back to Abigail.


  I slunk across the room to the seat beside Maggie. She was painting a run in her stocking with pink nail polish. “We are in serious trouble,” I said.


  “Yeah? How’s he doing?”


  “He’s panicked.” I squinted in the dim light as she lifted her head. “How’d you get that shiner?”


  “In my spare time I’m the welterweight champion of New Hampshire.”


  There was a buzzing, and Warden Coyne walked in. “Everything’s set.”


  He led us into the cafeteria by way of the metal detector. Maggie and I had already emptied our pockets and taken off our jackets before June and Abigail even realized what was going on; this is the difference between someone who has intimate experience with a detention facility and those who lead normal lives. An officer, still dressed in full riot gear, opened a door for June, who continued to stare at him in horror as she walked inside.


  Shay was sitting in what looked like a telephone booth permanently sealed shut with nuts and bolts and metal. Bars vivisected his face; his eyes searched for mine as soon as I walked into the room. When he saw us, he stood up.


  At that moment, June froze.


  Abigail took her arm and led her to one of the four chairs that were arranged in a semicircle in front of the booth. Maggie and I filled in the remaining seats. Two officers stood behind us; in the distance I could hear the sizzle of something cooking on a grill.


  “Well. Let’s get started,” Abigail said, and she introduced herself. “Shay, I’m Abigail Herrick. I’m going to be the mediator today. Do you understand what that means?”


  He hesitated. He looked like he was going to faint.


  “Victim-offender mediation is a process that gives a victim the chance to meet her offender in a safe and structured setting,” Abigail explained. “The victim will be able to tell the offender about the crime’s physical, emotional, and financial impact. The victim also has the chance to receive answers to any lingering questions about the crime, and to be directly involved in trying to develop a plan for the offender to pay back a debt if possible—emotional or monetary. In return, the offender gets the opportunity to take responsibility for his behavior and actions. Everyone with me so far?”


  I started to wonder why this wasn’t used for every crime committed. Granted, it was labor-intensive for both the AG’s office and the prison, but wasn’t it better to come face-to-face with the opposing party, instead of having the legal system be the intermediary?


  “Now, the process is strictly voluntary. That means if June wants to leave at any time, she should feel free to do so. But,” Abigail added, “I also want to point out that this meeting was initiated by Shay, which is a very good first step.”


  She glanced at me, at Maggie, and then at June, and finally Shay. “Right now, Shay,” Abigail said, “you need to listen to June.”


  June
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  They say you get over your grief, but you don’t really, not ever. It’s been eleven years, and it hurts just as much as it did that first day.


  Seeing his face—sliced into segments by those metal bars, like he was some kind of Picasso portrait that couldn’t be put together again—brought it all back. That face, his fucking face, was the last one Kurt and Elizabeth saw.


  When it first happened, I used to make bargains with myself. I’d say that I could handle their deaths, as long as—and here I’d fill in the blank. As long as they had been quick and painless. As long as Elizabeth had died in Kurt’s arms. I’d be driving, and I’d tell myself that if the light turned green before I reached the intersection, surely these details were true. I did not admit that sometimes I slowed down to stack the odds.


  The only reason I was able to drag myself out of bed at all those first few months was because there was someone more needy than I was. As a newborn, Claire didn’t have a choice. She had to be fed and diapered and held. She kept me so grounded in the present that I had to let go of my hold on the past. I credit her with saving my life. Maybe that’s why I am so determined to reciprocate.


  But even having Claire to care for was not foolproof. The smallest things would send me into a downward spiral: while pressing seven birthday candles into her cake, I’d think of Elizabeth, who would have been fourteen. I’d open a box in the garage and breathe in the scent of the miniature cigars Kurt liked to smoke every now and then. I’d open up a pot of Vaseline and see Elizabeth’s tiny fingerprint, preserved on the surface. I would pull a book off a shelf and a shopping list would flutter out of it, in Kurt’s handwriting: thumbtacks, milk, rock salt.


  What I would like to tell Shay Bourne about the impact this crime had on my family is that it erased my family, period. What I would like to do is bring him back to the moment Claire, four, perched on the stairs to stare at a picture of Elizabeth and asked where the girl who looked like her lived. I would like him to know what it feels like to have to run your hand up the terrain of your own body, and underneath your nightshirt, only to realize that you cannot surprise yourself with your own touch.


  I would like to show him the spot in the room he built, Claire’s old nursery, where there is a bloodstain on the floorboards that I cannot scrub clean. I’d like to tell him that even though I carpeted the room years ago and turned it into a guest bedroom, I still do not walk across it, but instead tiptoe around the perimeter when I have to go inside.


  I would like to show him the bills that came from the hospital every time Claire was sent there, which quickly consumed the money we received from the insurance company after Kurt died. I’d like him to come with me to the bank, the day I broke down in front of the teller and told her that I wanted to liquidate the college fund of Elizabeth Nealon.


  I would like to feel that moment when Elizabeth was sitting in my lap and I was reading to her, and she went boneless and soft, asleep in my arms. I would like to hear Kurt call me Red again, for my hair, and tangle his fingers in it as we watch television in the bedroom at night. I would like to pick up the dirty socks that Elizabeth strewed about the house, a tiny tornado, the same reason I once yelled at her. I would love to fight with Kurt over the size of the MasterCard bill.


  If they had to die, I would have loved to have known in advance, so that I could take each second spent with them and know to hold on to it, instead of assuming there would be a million more. If they had to die, I would have loved to have been there, to be the last face they saw, instead of his.


  I would like to tell Shay Bourne to go to hell, because wherever he winds up after he dies, it had better not be anywhere close to my daughter and my husband.


  MICHAEL
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  “Why?” June Nealon asked. Her voice was striped with rust and sorrow, and in her lap, her hands twisted. “Why did you do it?” She lifted her gaze, staring at Shay. “I let you into my home. I gave you a job. I trusted you. And you, you took everything I had.”


  Shay’s mouth was working silently. He moved from side to side in his little booth, hitting his forehead sometimes. His eyes fluttered, as if he was trying hard to organize what he had to say. “I can fix it,” he said finally.


  “You can’t fix anything,” she said tightly.


  “Your other little girl—”


  June stiffened. “Don’t you talk about her. Don’t you even breathe her name. Just tell me. I’ve waited eleven years to hear it. Tell me why you did this.”


  He squeezed his eyes shut; sweat had broken out on his brow. He was whispering, a litany meant to convince himself, or maybe June. I leaned forward, but the noise from the kitchen obliterated his words. And then whatever had been sizzling was taken off the grill, and we all heard Shay, loud and clear: “She was better off dead.”


  June shot to her feet. Her face was so pale that I feared she would fall over, and I rose just in case. Then blood rushed, hot, into her cheeks. “You bastard,” she said, and she ran outside.


  Maggie tugged on my jacket. “Go,” she mouthed.


  I followed June past the two officers and through the anteroom. She burst through the double doors and into the parking lot without even bothering to pick up her driver’s license at the control booth, trading back her visitor’s pass. I was certain she would rather go to the DMV and pay for a replacement than set foot in this prison again.


  “June,” I yelled. “Please. Wait.”


  I finally cornered her at her car, an old Ford Taurus with duct tape around the rear bumper. She was sobbing so hard that she couldn’t get the key into the lock.


  “Let me.” I opened the door and held it for her so that she could sit down, but she didn’t. “June, I’m sorry—”


  “How could he say that? She was a little girl. A beautiful, smart, perfect little girl.”


  I gathered her into my arms and let her cry on my shoulder. Later, she would regret doing this; later, she would feel that I had manipulated the situation. But for right now, I held her until she could catch her breath.


  Redemption had very little to do with the big picture, and far more to do with the particulars. Jesus might forgive Shay, but what good was that if Shay didn’t forgive himself? It was that impetus that drove him to give up his heart, just as I was driven to help him do it because it would cancel out my vote to execute him in the first place. We couldn’t erase our mistakes, so we did the next best thing and tried to do something that distracted attention from them.


  “I wish I could have met your daughter,” I said softly.


  June pulled away from me. “I wish you could have, too.”


  “I didn’t ask you here to hurt you all over again. Shay truly does want to make amends. He knows the one good thing to come out of his life might be his death.” I looked at the Constantine wire running along the top of the prison fence: a crown of thorns for a man who wanted to be a savior. “He’s taken away the rest of your family,” I said. “If nothing else, let him help you keep Claire.”


  June ducked into her car. She was crying again as she lurched out of the parking spot. I watched her pause at the exit of the prison, her blinker marking time.


  Then, suddenly, her brake lights came on. She sped backward, stopping beside me with only inches to spare. She unrolled the window on the driver’s side. “I’ll take his heart,” June said, her voice thick. “I’ll take it, and I’ll watch that son of a bitch die, and we still won’t be even.”


  Too stunned to find any words, I nodded. I watched June drive off, her taillights winking as red as the eyes of any devil.


  Maggie
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  “Well,” I said when I saw Father Michael walking back into the prison, dazed, “that sucked.”


  At the sound of my voice, he looked up. “She’s taking the heart.”


  My mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding.”


  “No. She’s taking it for all the wrong reasons...but she’s taking it.”


  I could not believe it. Following the debacle in the restorative justice meeting, I would have more easily accepted that she’d gone out to buy an Uzi to exact her own justice against Shay Bourne. My mind began to kick into high gear: if June Nealon wanted Shay’s heart—for whatever reason—then there was a great deal I had to do.


  “I’ll need you to write an affidavit, saying that you’re Shay’s spiritual advisor and that his religious beliefs include donating his heart.”


  He drew in his breath. “Maggie, I can’t put my name on a court document about Shay—”


  “Sure you can. Just lie,” I said, “and go to confession afterward. You’re not doing this for you; you’re doing it for Shay. And we’ll need a cardiologist to examine Shay, to see if his heart’s even a match for Claire.”


  The priest closed his eyes and nodded. “Should I go in and tell him?”


  “No,” I said, smiling. “Let me.”


  ***


  After a slight detour, I walked through the metal detectors again and was taken to the attorney-client room outside I-tier. A few minutes later, a grumbling officer showed up with Shay. “He keeps getting moved around like this, the state’s going to have to hire him a chauffeur.”


  I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together, the world’s smallest violin.


  Shay ran his hands through his hair, making it stand on end; the shirt of his prison scrubs was untucked. “I’m sorry,” he said immediately.


  “I’m not the one who could have used the apology,” I replied.


  “I know.” He squinched his eyes shut, shook his head. “There were eleven years of words in my head, and I couldn’t get them out the way I wanted.”


  “Amazingly, June Nealon is willing to accept your heart for Claire.”


  A few times in my career, I’d been the messenger of information that would change a client’s life: the victim of a hate crime whose store was destroyed, receiving reparation and damages that would allow him to build a bigger, better venue; the gay couple who were given the legal stamp of approval to be listed as parents in the elementary school directory. A smile blossomed across Shay’s face, and I remembered, at that moment, that gospel is another word for good news.


  “It’s not a done deal yet,” I said. “We don’t know, medically, if this is viable. And there are a whole bunch of legal hoops to jump through...which is what I need to talk to you about, Shay.”


  I waited until he sat down across from me at the table, and was calm enough to stop grinning and look me in the eye. I had gotten to this point with clients before: you drew them a map and explained where the exit hatch was, and then you waited to see if they understood you needed them to crawl there on their own. That was legitimate, in law; you were not telling them to alter their truth, just explaining the way the courts worked, and hoping they would choose to massage it themselves. “Listen carefully,” I said. “There’s a law in this country that says the state has to let you practice your own religion, as long as it doesn’t interfere with safety in the prison. There’s also a law in New Hampshire that says even though the court has sentenced you to die by lethal injection, which wouldn’t allow you to donate your heart...in certain circumstances, death row inmates can be hanged instead. And if you’re hanged, you’d be able to donate your organs.”


  It was a lot for him to take in, and I could see him ingesting the words as if they were being fed on a conveyor.


  “I might be able to convince the state to hang you,” I said, “if I can prove to a judge in federal court that donating your organs is part of your religion. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  He winced. “I didn’t like being Catholic.”


  “You don’t have to say you’re Catholic.”


  “Tell that to Father Michael.”


  “Gladly.” I laughed.


  “Then what do I have to say?”


  “There are a lot of people outside this prison, Shay, who have no trouble believing that what you’re doing in here has some sort of religious basis. But I need you to believe it, too. If this is going to work, you have to tell me donating your organs is the only way to salvation.”


  He stood up and started to pace. “My way of saving myself may not be someone else’s way.”


  “That’s okay,” I said. “The court doesn’t care about anyone else. They just want to know if you think that giving your heart to Claire Nealon is going to redeem you in God’s eyes.”


  When he stopped in front of me and caught my eye, I saw something that surprised me. Because I had been so busy crafting an escape hatch for Shay Bourne, I had forgotten that sometimes the outrageous is actually the truth. “I don’t think it,” he said. “I know it.”


  “Then we’re in business.” I slipped my hands into my suit pockets and suddenly remembered what else I had to tell Shay. “It’s prickly,” I said. “Like walking on a board full of needles. But somehow it doesn’t hurt. It smells like Sunday morning, like a mower outside your window when you’re trying to pretend the sun’s not up yet.”


  As I spoke, Shay closed his eyes. “I think I remember.”


  “Well,” I said. “Just in case you don’t.” I withdrew the handfuls of grass I’d torn from outside the prison grounds and sprinkled the tufts onto the floor.


  A smile broke over Shay’s face. He kicked off his prison-issued tennis shoes and began to move back and forth, barefoot, over the grass. Then he bent down to gather the cuttings and funneled them into the breast pocket of his scrubs, against a heart that was still beating strong. “I’m going to save them,” he said.
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  “I know God will not give me anything I can’t handle. I just wish He didn’t trust me so much.”


  —MOTHER TERESA


  June
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  Everything comes with a price.


  You can have the man of your dreams, but only for a few years.


  You can have the perfect family, but it turns out to be an illusion.


  You can keep your daughter alive, but only if she hosts the heart of the person you hate most in this world.


  I could not go straight home from the prison. I was shaking so hard that at first, I couldn’t even drive; and even afterward, I missed the exit off the highway twice. I had gone to that meeting to tell Shay Bourne we didn’t want his heart. So why had I changed my mind? Maybe because I was angry. Maybe because I was so shocked by what Shay Bourne had said. Maybe because if we waited for UNOS to find Claire a heart, it could be too late.


  Besides, I told myself, this was all likely a moot point. The chance of Bourne even being a good physical match for Claire was negligible; his heart was probably far too large for a child’s body; there could be all sorts of compromising diseases or long-term drug use that would prohibit him from being a donor.


  And yet, there was another part of me that kept thinking: But what if?


  Could I let myself hope? And could I stand it if, once again, that hope was shattered by Shay Bourne?


  By the time I felt calm enough to drive home and face Claire, it was late at night. I had arranged for a neighbor to check on her hourly throughout the afternoon and evening, but Claire flatly refused a formal babysitter. She was fast asleep on the couch, the dog curled over her feet. Dudley lifted his head when I walked in, a worthy sentry. Where were you when Elizabeth was taken? I thought, not for the first time, rubbing Dudley between the ears. For days after the murders, I had held the puppy, staring into his eyes and pretending he could give me the answers I so desperately needed.


  I turned off the television that was chattering to nobody and sat down beside Claire. If she received Shay Bourne’s heart, would I look at my daughter but see him staring back at me?


  Could I survive that?


  And if I couldn’t...would Claire survive at all?


  I fitted myself around Claire’s body, stretching beside her on the couch. In her sleep, she curled against me, a puzzle piece fitting back where it belonged. I kissed my daughter’s forehead, unconsciously reading it for fever. This was my life now, and Claire’s: a waiting game. Like Shay Bourne sitting in his cell, waiting for his turn to die, we sat imprisoned by the limitations of Claire’s body, waiting for her turn to live.


  So don’t judge me, unless you’ve fallen asleep on a couch with your ill child, thinking this night might be her last.


  Ask instead: would you do it?


  Would you give up your vengeance against someone you hate if it meant saving someone you love?


  Would you want your dreams to come true if it meant granting your enemy’s dying wish?


  Maggie
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  In school, I was the kind of kid who crossed her t’s and dotted her i’s. I made sure to right-justify my papers, so that the type didn’t look ragged. I’d craft elaborate covers—a tiny, two-dimensional working guillotine for my essay on A Tale of Two Cities; a science lab on prisms with the header rainbowed in multiple colors; a scarlet letter for...well, you get the picture.


  To that end, putting together a letter to the commissioner of corrections reminded me a little of my days as a student. There were multiple parts involved: the transcript of Shay Bourne attesting that he wanted to donate his heart to the sister of his victim; an affidavit from Claire Nealon’s cardiac surgeon, stating that she did indeed need a heart to survive. I had made a call to facilitate a medical visit for Shay, to see if he was a match for Claire; and I had spent an hour on the phone with a UNOS coordinator, to confirm that if Shay gave up his heart, he could pick the recipient. I fastened all these letters together with a shiny silver butterfly clip and then turned back to the computer to finish my note to Commissioner Lynch.


  As evidenced by the letter from the defendant’s spiritual advisor, Father Michael Wright, execution by lethal injection will not only prevent the defendant from his intention of donating his heart to Claire Nealon—it also interferes with his practice of religion—a blatant violation of his First Amendment rights. Therefore, under the New Hampshire criminal code 630:5, subsection XIV, it would be impractical for the commissioner of corrections to carry out the punishment of death by lethal injection. A sentence of death carried out by hanging, however, would not only be allowed by the criminal code, but also would allow the defendant to practice his religion up to the moment of his execution.


  I could imagine, at this moment, the commissioner’s jaw dropping as he realized that I had managed to piece together two disparate laws in a way that would make the next few weeks a living hell.


  Furthermore, this office would be pleased to work in conjunction with the commissioner of corrections to facilitate what needs to be done, as there are tissue matches and medical testing to be completed prior to the donation, and because time is of the essence during the organ harvest.


  Not to mention—I don’t trust you.


  It is imperative to settle this matter swiftly, for obvious reasons.


  We don’t have a lot of time to work this out. Because neither Shay Bourne nor Claire Nealon have a lot of time left, period.


  Sincerely,


  Maggie Bloom, Attorney


  I printed out the letter and slipped it into a manila envelope I’d already addressed. As I licked the envelope, I thought: Please make this work.


  Who was I talking to?


  I didn’t believe in God. Not anymore.


  I was an atheist.


  Or so I told myself, even if there was a secret part of me that hoped I’d be proven wrong.


  Lucius
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  People always think they know what they’d miss the most if they had to trade places with me in this cell. Food, fresh air, your favorite pair of jeans, sex—believe me, I’ve heard them all, and they’re all wrong. What you miss the most in prison is choice. You have no free will: your hair is cut in one style, like everyone else’s. You eat what’s being served when it is given to you. You are told when you can shower, shit, shave. Even our conversations are prescribed: If someone bumps into you in the real world, he says “Excuse me.” If someone bumps into you in here, you say “What the fuck, motherfucker” before he can even speak. If you don’t do this, you become a mark.


  The reason we have no choice now is because we made a bad one in the past—which is why we were all energized by Shay’s attempt to die on his own terms. It was still an execution, but even that tiny sliver of preference was more than we had on a daily basis. I could only imagine how my world would change if we were given an option to choose between orange scrubs and yellow ones; if we were asked whether we’d like a spoon or a fork with our meal trays, instead of the universal plastic “spork.” But the more animated we got at the possibility of, well, possibility...the more depressed Shay grew.


  “Maybe,” he said to me one afternoon when the air-conditioning had broken and we were all wilting in our cells, “I should just let them do what they want.”


  The officers, in an act of mercy, had opened the door that led to the exercise cell. It was supposed to afford us a breeze, but that hadn’t happened. “Why would you say that?”


  “Because it feels like I’ve started a war,” Shay said.


  “Well, imagine that,” Crash laughed. “Since I’m over here practicing my shooting.”


  This afternoon Crash had been injecting Benadryl. Many of the inmates here had made their own points—homemade hypodermics that could be sharpened every few uses by scraping them against a matchbook. Benadryl was given out by the prison nurse; you could accumulate a stash and open up a capsule, then cook down the tiny beads of medicine in a spoon over a soda-can stove. It was a speed high, but the buffers used in the medicine would also make you crazy.


  “Whaddya say, Mistah Messiah...you want a hit?”


  “He most certainly does not,” I answered.


  “I don’t think he was talking to you,” Shay said. And then, to Crash: “Give it to me.”


  Crash laughed. “Guess you don’t know him as well as you think you do, Liberace. Ain’t that right, Death Row?”


  Crash had no moral compass. He aligned himself with the Aryan Brotherhood when it suited his needs. He talked of terrorist attacks; he’d cheered when we were watching the news footage of the World Trade Center collapsing. He had a list of victims, should he ever get out. He wanted his kids to grow up to be addicts or dealers or whores, and said he would be disappointed if they turned out to be anything else. Once, I heard him describing a visit with his three-year-old daughter: he told her to punch another kid at school to make him proud, and not to come back till she did. Now I watched him fish Shay the hype kit, hidden neatly inside a dismantled battery, ready for a hit with the liquefied Benadryl inside it. Shay put the needle to the crook of his elbow, set his thumb on the plunger.


  And squirted the precious drug onto the floor of the catwalk.


  “What the fuck!” Crash exploded. “Gimme that back.”


  “Haven’t you heard? I’m Jesus. I’m supposed to save you,” Shay said.


  “I don’t want to be saved,” Crash yelled. “I want my kit back!”


  “Come and get it,” Shay said, and he pushed the kit under his door, so that it landed square on the catwalk. “Hey, CO,” he yelled. “Come see what Crash made.”


  As the COs entered to confiscate the hype kit—and write him a ticket that would include a stay in solitary—Crash slammed his hand against the metal door. “I swear, Bourne, when you least expect it...”


  He was interrupted by the sound of Warden Coyne’s voice out in the courtyard. “I just bought a goddamn death gurney,” the warden cried, conversing with someone we could not see. “What am I supposed to do with that?” And then, when he stopped speaking, we all noticed something—or the lack of something. The incessant hammering and sawing that had been going on outside for months, as the prison built a death chamber to accommodate Shay’s sentence, had fallen silent. All we heard was a simple, blissful quiet.


  “...you’re gonna wind up dead,” Crash finished, but now we were starting to wonder if that would still be true.


  MICHAEL
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  The Reverend Arbogath Justus preached at the Drive-In Church of Christ in God in Heldratch, Michigan. His congregation arrived in their cars on Sunday mornings and received a blue flyer with the day’s scripture, and a note to tune in to AM 1620 in order to hear the good reverend when he took the pulpit—formerly the snack bar, when it was a movie theater. I would have ridiculed this, but his flock was six hundred strong, which led me to believe that there were enough people in this world who wanted to tuck their prayer requests beneath windshield wipers to be collected, and to receive Communion from altar girls on roller skates.


  I suppose it wasn’t a big stretch to go from the movie screen to the small one, which is why Reverend Justus ran a television ministry site, too, on a cable station called SOS (Save Our Souls). I’d caught it a few times, while I was flipping through channels. It was fascinating to me, in the same way Shark Week was fascinating on the Discovery Channel—I was curious to learn more, but from a nice, secure distance. Justus wore eyeliner on television, and suits in a range of lollipop colors. His wife played the accordion when it came time to sing hymns. It all seemed like a parody of what faith was supposed to be—quiet and heart-settling, not grandiose and dramatic—which is why I always eventually changed the channel.


  One day, when I went to visit Shay, my car was stopped in traffic leading to the prison. Shiny, scrubbed Midwestern faces worked their way from car to car. They were wearing green T-shirts with the name of Justus’s church on the back, scrawled above a rudimentary drawing of a ’57 Chevy convertible. When one girl approached, I unrolled the window. “God bless you!” she said, and offered me a slip of yellow paper.


  There was a picture of Jesus, arms outstretched and palms raised, floating in the oval of a sideview car mirror. The caption read: OBJECTS IN MIRROR ARE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR.


  And then below it: Shay Bourne: A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing? Don’t Let a False Prophet Lead You Astray!


  The line of cars chugged forward, finally, and I turned into the parking lot. I had to pull my car onto the grass; it was that crowded. The throngs of people waiting for Shay, and the media covering his story, had not dissipated.


  However, by the time I came close to the prison, I realized that the attention of most of these people was not held by Shay at that moment, but by a man in a three-piece lime-green suit, wearing a clerical collar. I got close enough to see the pancake makeup and the eyeliner, and realized that Reverend Arbogath Justus had now moved into the realm of satellite ministries...and had chosen the prison as his first stop. “Miracles mean nothing,” Justus announced. “The world is full of false prophets. In Revelations, we’re told of a beast that uses miracles to fool men into worshipping it. Do you know what happens to that beast on Judgment Day? He and the people who were fooled are all thrown into a lake of fire. Is that what you want?”


  A woman fell forward from the cliff-edge of the crowd. “No,” she sobbed. “I want to go with God.”


  “Jesus can hear you, sister,” Reverend Justus said. “Because He’s here, with us. Not inside that prison, like the false prophet Shay Bourne!”


  There was a roar from his converts. But just as quickly, it was matched by those who hadn’t given up on Shay. “How do we know you’re not the false prophet?” one young man called out.


  Beside me, a mother tucked her sick child into her arms more tightly. She looked at my collar and frowned. “Are you with him?”


  “No,” I said. “Definitely not.”


  She nodded. “Well, I’m not taking advice from a man whose church has a concession stand.”


  I started to agree, but was distracted by a burly man who grabbed the reverend from his makeshift pulpit and yanked him into the crowd.


  The cameras, of course, were all rolling.


  Without thinking twice about what I was doing, or that I was doing it on film, I pushed forward and rescued Reverend Arbogath Justus from the clutches of the mob. He wrapped his arms around me, gasping, as I pulled us both up onto a granite ledge that ran along the edge of the parking lot.


  In retrospect, I didn’t know why I had chosen to play the hero. And I really didn’t know why I said what I did next. Philosophically, Reverend Justus and I were on the same team—even if we pitched religion with very different styles. But I also knew that Shay was—maybe for the first time in his life—attempting to do something honorable. He didn’t deserve to be slandered for that.


  I might not believe in Shay—but I believed him.


  I felt the wide, white eye of a television camera swing toward me, and a herd of others followed. “Reverend Justus came here, I’m sure, because he thinks he’s telling you the truth. Well, so does Shay Bourne. He wants to do one thing in this world before he leaves it: save the life of a child. The Jesus I know would endorse that, I think. And,” I said, turning to the reverend, “the Jesus I know wouldn’t send people to some fiery hell if they were trying to atone for their sins. The Jesus I know believed in second chances.”


  As Reverend Justus realized that I might have saved him from the mob to sacrifice him all over again, his face reddened. “There’s one true word of God,” he proclaimed in his camera-ready voice, “and Shay Bourne isn’t speaking it.”


  Well, I couldn’t argue with that. In all the time I’d been with Shay, he had never quoted the New Testament. He was far more likely to swear or go off on a tangent about Hanta virus and government conspiracy. “You’re absolutely right,” I said. “He’s trying to do something that’s never been done before. He’s asking questions of the status quo. He’s trying to suggest another way—a better way. And he’s willing to die for it to happen.” I raised a brow. “Come to think of it, I bet Jesus might find a lot in common with a guy like Shay Bourne.”


  I nodded, stepped down from the granite ledge, and shoved my way through the crowd to the security partition, where a correctional officer let me through. “Father,” he said, shaking his head, “you got no idea how big a pile of you-know-what you just stepped into.” And as if I needed proof, my cell phone rang: Father Walter’s angry summons back to St. Catherine’s, immediately.


  ***


  I sat in the front pew of the church as Father Walter paced in front of me. “What if I blamed it all on being moved by the Holy Spirit?” I offered, and received a withering glare.


  “I don’t understand,” Father Walter said. “Why would you say something like that...on live television, for the love of God—”


  “I didn’t mean to—”


  “—when you had to know that it was going to bring the heat down on St. Catherine’s?” He sank down beside me and tipped his head back, as if he were praying to the carved statue of Jesus on the Cross that rose above us. “Michael, seriously, what were you thinking?” he said softly. “You’re a young, handsome, smart, straight guy. You could write your ticket in the Church—get your own parish, wind up in Rome...be whatever you want. And instead, I get a copy of an affidavit from the attorney general’s office, saying that as Shay Bourne’s spiritual advisor you believe in salvation through organ donation? And then I turn on the midday news and see you on a soapbox, sounding like some kind of...some kind of...”


  “What?”


  He shook his head, but stopped short of calling me a heretic. “You’ve read Tertullian,” he said.


  We all had, in seminary. He was a famous orthodox Christian historian whose text The Prescription Against Heretics was a forerunner of the Nicene Creed. Tertullian had coined the idea of a deposit of faith—that we take what Christ taught and believe it as is, without adding to or taking away from it.


  “You want to know why Catholicism’s been around for two thousand years?” Father Walter said. “Because of people like Tertullian, who understood that you can’t mess around with truth. People were upset with the changes of Vatican II. The Pope’s even reinstated the Latin Mass.”


  I took a deep breath. “I thought being a spiritual advisor meant doing what Shay Bourne needs to face his death with peace—not what we need him to do, as a good Catholic.”


  “Good Lord,” Father Walter said. “He’s conned you.”


  I frowned. “He hasn’t conned me.”


  “He’s got you eating out of the palm of his hand! Look at you—you practically acted like his press secretary today on the news—”


  “Do you think Jesus died for a reason?” I interrupted.


  “Of course.”


  “Then why shouldn’t Shay Bourne be allowed to do the same?”


  “Because,” Father Walter said, “Shay Bourne is not dying for anyone’s sins, except his own.”


  I flinched. Well, didn’t I know that better than anyone else?


  Father Walter sighed. “I don’t agree with the death penalty, but I understand this sentence. He murdered two people. A police officer, and a little girl.” He shook his head. “Save his soul, Michael. Don’t try to save his life.”


  I glanced up. “What do you think would have happened if just one of the apostles had stayed awake in the garden with Jesus? If they’d kept Him from being arrested? If they’d tried to save His life?”


  Father Walter’s mouth dropped open. “You don’t really think Shay Bourne is Jesus, do you?”


  I didn’t.


  Did I?


  Father Walter sank down onto the pew and took off his glasses. He rubbed his eyes. “Mikey,” he said, “take a couple weeks off. Go somewhere and pray. Think about what you’re doing—what you’re saying.” He looked up at me. “And in the meantime, I don’t want you going to the prison on behalf of St. Catherine’s.”


  I looked around this church, which I had grown to love—with its polished pews and the spatter of light from the stained glass, the whispering silk of the chalice veil, the dancing flames on the candles lit in offering. Where your treasure is, there your heart will be.


  “I won’t go to the prison on behalf of St. Catherine’s,” I said, “but I will go on behalf of Shay.”


  I walked down the aisle, past the holy water, past the bulletin board with the information about the young boy from Zimbabwe the congregation supported with their donations. When I stepped outside the double doors of the church, the world was so bright that for a moment, I couldn’t see where I was headed.


  Maggie
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  There were four ways to hang someone. The short drop involved a prisoner falling just a few inches; their body weight and physical struggling tightened the noose and caused death by strangulation. Suspension hanging required the prisoner to be raised upward and strangled. Standard drop hanging—popular in America in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries—meant the prisoner fell four to six feet, which might or might not break his neck. Long drop hanging was a more personal execution: the distance the prisoner fell was determined by weight and body type. The body was still accelerating due to gravity at the end of the drop, but the head was restricted by the noose—which broke the neck and ruptured the spinal cord, rendering instant unconsciousness, and a quick death.


  I’d learned that next to shooting, hanging was the world’s most popular form of execution. It was introduced in Persia twenty-five hundred years ago for male criminals (females were strangled at the stake, because it was less indecent)—a nice alternative to the blood and guts of a typical beheading, with all the same punch as any public spectacle.


  It was not, however, foolproof. In 1885, a British murderer named Robert Goodale was hanged, but the force of the drop decapitated him. Most recently, Saddam Hussein’s half brother had suffered the same grisly fate in Iraq. This was a legal conundrum: if the sentence of death was to be carried out by hanging, then the prisoner could not be decapitated, or the sentence wasn’t fulfilled.


  I had to do my homework—which explained why I was reading the Official Table of Drops and estimating Shay Bourne’s weight when Father Michael came into my office. “Oh, good,” I said, motioning to the seat across from my desk. “If the noose is positioned right—there’s something about a brass eyelet—the fall causes an instant fracture of the C2 vertebra. It says here brain death occurs in six minutes, and whole-body death within ten to fifteen minutes. That means we’ve got a four-minute window to get him back on a respirator before the heart stops beating and oh, I almost forgot—I heard back from the AG’s office. They denied our request to have Shay hanged instead of executed with lethal injection. They even included the original sentence, as if I haven’t read it a bazillion times, and told me if I wanted to challenge it, I had to file the appropriate motions. Which,” I said, “I did five hours ago.”


  Father Michael didn’t even seem to hear me. “Listen,” I said gently, “it’s easier if you think about this hanging business as science...and stop connecting it personally to Shay.”


  “I’m sorry,” the priest said, shaking his head. “It’s just—it’s been a pretty bad day.”


  “You mean the showdown you had with the televangelist?”


  “You saw that?”


  “You’re the talk of the town, Father.”


  He closed his eyes. “Great.”


  “I’m sure Shay saw it, too, if that’s any consolation.”


  Father Michael looked up at me. “Thanks to Shay, my supervising priest thinks I’m a heretic.”


  I thought about what my father would say if a member of his congregation came to him to ease his soul. “Do you think you’re a heretic?”


  “Does any heretic?” he said. “Honestly, I’m the last person who ought to be helping you win Shay’s case, Maggie.”


  “Hey,” I said, trying to boost his spirits. “I was just about to go to my parents’ house for dinner. It’s a standing engagement on Friday nights. Why don’t you come with me?”


  “I couldn’t impose—”


  “Believe me, there’s always enough food to feed a third world country.”


  “Well, then,” the priest said, “that would be great.”


  I switched off my desk lamp. “We can take my car,” I said.


  “Can I leave my motorcycle parked in the lot here?”


  “You’re allowed to ride a motorcycle, but you can’t eat meat on Friday?”


  He still looked as if the world had been pulled out from beneath him. “I guess the Church forefathers found it easier to abstain from beef than Harleys.”


  I led him through the maze of file cabinets in the ACLU office and headed outside. “Guess what I found out today,” I said. “The trapdoor from the old gallows at the state prison is in the chaplain’s office.”


  When I glanced at Father Michael, I was pretty sure I saw the ghost of a smile.


  June
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  One of the things I liked about Dr. Wu’s office was the wall of pictures. An enormous corkboard held photographs of patients who had beaten the odds after having Dr. Wu operate on their failing hearts. There were babies propped up on pillows, Christmas card portraits, and boys wielding Little League bats. It was a mural of success.


  When I’d first come to tell Dr. Wu about Shay Bourne’s offer, he listened carefully and then said that in his twenty-three years of practice, he had yet to see a grown man’s heart that would be a good match for a child. Hearts grew to fit the needs of their host body—which was why every other potential organ that had been offered to Claire for transplant had come from another child. “I’ll examine him,” Dr. Wu promised, “but I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”


  Now I watched Dr. Wu take a seat and flatten his palms on the desk. I always marveled at the fact that he walked around shaking hands and waving as if the appendages were totally normal, instead of miraculous. Those ridiculous celebrities who insured their breasts and their legs had nothing on Dr. Wu and his hands. “June...”


  “Just say it quickly,” I said, full of false cheer.


  Dr. Wu met my gaze. “He’s a perfect match for Claire.”


  I had already gathered the strap of my purse in my fist, planning to thank him hastily and beat a retreat out of the office before I started crying again over yet another lost heart; but these words rooted me to my seat. “I...I’m sorry?”


  “They have the same blood type—B positive. The tissue cross-match we did of their blood was nonreactive. But—here’s the remarkable part—his heart is just the right size.”


  I knew they looked for a donor who was within 20 percent of the patient’s weight—which for Claire meant anyone between sixty and a hundred pounds. Shay Bourne was a small man, but he was still an adult. He had to weigh 120 or 130 pounds.


  “Medically, it doesn’t make sense. Theoretically, his heart is too tiny to be doing the job his own body needs...and yet he seems to be healthy as a horse.” Dr. Wu smiled. “It looks like Claire’s got herself a donor.”


  I stilled. This was supposed to be wonderful news—but I could barely breathe. How would Claire react if she knew the circumstances behind the donation? “You can’t tell her,” I said.


  “That she’s going to have a transplant?”


  I shook my head. “Where it came from.”


  Dr. Wu frowned. “Don’t you think she’ll find out? This is all over the news.”


  “Organ donations are always done anonymously. Plus, she doesn’t want a boy’s heart. She always says that.”


  “That’s not really the issue here, is it?” The cardiologist stared at me. “It’s a muscle, June. Nothing more, and nothing less. What makes a heart worthy for transplant has nothing to do with the donor’s personality.”


  I looked up at him. “What would you do, if she was your daughter?”


  “If she was my daughter,” Dr. Wu replied, “I would already have scheduled the surgery.”


  Lucius
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  I tried to tell Shay that he was the topic on Larry King Live that night, but either he was asleep or he just didn’t feel like answering me. Instead, I took out my stinger from where it was hidden behind a cement block in the wall and heated up some water for tea. The guests that night were the nutcase reverend that Father Michael had sparred with outside the prison, and some stuffed-shirt academic named Ian Fletcher. It was hard to tell who had the more intriguing backstory—Reverend Justus with his drive-in church, or Fletcher—who’d been a television atheist until he’d run across a little girl who could apparently perform miracles and raise the dead. He wound up marrying the girl’s single mother, which in my opinion, greatly diluted the credibility of his commentary.


  Still, he was a better speaker than Reverend Justus, who kept rising out of his seat as if he were filled with helium. “There’s an old proverb, Larry,” the reverend said. “You can’t keep trouble from coming, but you don’t have to make out a place card.”


  Larry King tapped his pen on the desk twice. “And by that you mean...?”


  “Miracles don’t make a man into God. Dr. Fletcher ought to know that better than anyone.”


  Unrattled, Ian Fletcher smiled. “The more you think you’re right, the likelier you are to be wrong. That’s a proverb Reverend Justus probably hasn’t encountered yet.”


  “Tell us about being a television atheist,” Larry said.


  “Well, I used to do what Jerry Falwell did, except instead of saying there’s a God, I said there wasn’t one. I went around debunking claims of miracles all over the country. Eventually, when I found one that I couldn’t discredit, I started wondering if it was really God I objected to...or just the sense of entitlement that seems to be part of affiliating with a religious group. Like the way you’ll hear that a person is a good Christian—well, who says Christians corner the market on virtue? Or when the president ends a speech with ‘God bless the United States of America’...why just us?”


  “Are you still an atheist?” King asked.


  “Technically, I suppose you’d call me an agnostic.”


  Justus scoffed. “Splitting hairs.”


  “Not true; an atheist’s got more in common with a Christian, since he believes you can know whether or not God exists—but where a Christian says absolutely, the atheist says absolutely not. For me, and any other agnostic—the jury’s still out. Religion is intriguing, but in a historical sense. A man should live his life a certain way not because of some divine authority, but because of a personal moral obligation to himself and others.”


  Larry King turned to Reverend Justus. “And you, sir, your congregation meets in a former drive-in movie theater? Don’t you think that takes some of the pomp and circumstance out of religion?”


  “What we’ve found, Larry, is that for some people the obligation of getting up and going to church is too overwhelming. They don’t like having to see or be seen by others; they don’t enjoy being indoors on a beautiful Sunday; they prefer to worship in private. Coming to the Drive-In Church allows a person to do whatever it is he needs to do while communing with God—whether that’s wearing pajamas, or eating an Egg McMuffin, or dozing off during my sermon.”


  “Now, Shay Bourne isn’t the first person to come along and stir the pot,” King said. “Few years back, a Florida State football quarterback was found lying in the street, claiming to be God. And a fellow in Virginia wanted his driver’s license changed to reflect that he was a resident of the Kingdom of Heaven. What do you think it is about Shay Bourne that makes people believe he might be the real deal?”


  “As far as I understand,” Fletcher said, “Bourne’s not claiming to be the Messiah or Mary Poppins or Captain America—it’s the people supporting him who have christened him, no pun intended. Ironically, that’s very similar to what we see in the Bible—Jesus doesn’t go around claiming to be God.”


  “‘I am the way, the truth, and the life; no man cometh unto the Father, but by me,’” Justus quoted. “John, 14:6.”


  “There’s also evidence in the gospels that Jesus appeared in different forms to different people,” Fletcher said. “The apostle James talks about seeing Jesus standing on the shore in the form of a child. He points it out to John, who thinks he’s nuts, because the person on the shore isn’t a child but a handsome young man. They go to investigate, and although one sees an old, bald man, the other sees a young guy with a beard.”


  Reverend Justus frowned. “I can quote the Gospel of John forward and backward,” he said, “and that’s not in there.”


  Fletcher smiled. “I never said it was from the Gospel of John. I said it was from a gospel. A Gnostic one, called the Acts of John.”


  “There’s no Acts of John in the Bible,” Justus huffed. “He’s making this up.”


  “The reverend’s right—it’s not in the Bible. And there are dozens of others like it. Through a series of editorial decisions, they were excluded—and considered heresy by the early Christian church.”


  “That’s because the Bible is the Word of God, period,” Justus said.


  “Actually, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John weren’t even written by the apostles Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. They were written in Greek, by authors who had a modicum of education—unlike Jesus’s fishermen disciples, who were illiterate, like ninety percent of the population. Mark is based on the apostle Peter’s preaching. Matthew’s author was probably a Jewish Christian from Antioch, Syria. The Gospel of Luke was allegedly written by a doctor. And the author of the Gospel of John never mentions his own name...but it was the latest of the four synoptic gospels to be written, roughly around A.D. 100. If the apostle John was the author, he would have been extremely old.”


  “Smoke and mirrors,” Reverend Justus said. “He’s using rhetoric to distract us from the basic truth here.”


  “Which is?” King asked.


  “Do you truly believe that if the Lord chose to grace us with his earthly presence again—and that is a big if, in my humble opinion—he would willingly choose to inhabit a convicted murderer, two times over?”


  My hot water started to boil, and I disconnected the stinger. Then I turned off the television without hearing Fletcher’s answer. Why would God choose to inhabit any of us?


  What if it was the other way around...if we were the ones who inhabited God?


  MICHAEL
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  During the drive to Maggie’s parents’ home, I wallowed in various degrees of guilt. I had let down Father Walter and St. Catherine’s. I’d made a fool of myself on TV. And although I’d started to tell Maggie that Shay and I had some history between us that he didn’t know about—I had chickened out. Again.


  “So here’s the thing,” Maggie said, distracting me from my thoughts as we pulled into the driveway. “My parents are going to be a little excited when they see you in my car.”


  I glanced around at the quiet, wooded retreat. “Don’t get much company here?”


  “Don’t get many dates is more like it.”


  “I don’t want to burst your bubble, but I’m not exactly boyfriend material.”


  Maggie laughed. “Yeah, thanks, but I’d like to think even I’m not that desperate. It’s just that my mother’s got radar or something—she can sniff out a Y chromosome from miles away.”


  As if Maggie had conjured her, a woman stepped out of the house. She was petite and blond, with her hair cut into a neat bob and pearls at her neck. Either she’d just come home from work, or she was headed out—my mother, on a Friday night, would have been wearing one of my dad’s flannel shirts with the sleeves rolled up, and what she called her Weekend Fat Jeans. She squinted, glimpsing me through the windshield. “Maggie!” she cried. “You didn’t tell us you were bringing a friend for dinner.”


  Just the way she said the word friend made me feel a rush of sympathy for Maggie.


  “Joel!” she called into the house behind her. “Maggie’s brought a guest!”


  I stepped out of the car and adjusted my collar. “Hello,” I said. “I’m Father Michael.”


  Maggie’s mother’s hand went to her throat. “Oh, God.”


  “Close,” I replied, “but no cigar.”


  At that moment, Maggie’s father came hurrying out the front door, tucking in his dress shirt. “Mags,” he said, folding her into a bear hug, which was when I noticed his yarmulke. Then he turned to me and held out a hand. “I’m Rabbi Bloom.”


  “You could have told me your father was a rabbi,” I whispered to Maggie.


  “You didn’t ask.” She looped her arm through her father’s. “Daddy, this is Father Michael. He’s a heretic.”


  “Please tell me you’re not dating him,” Mrs. Bloom murmured.


  “Ma, he’s a priest. Of course I’m not.” Maggie laughed as they headed toward the house. “But I bet that street performer who asked me out is starting to look a lot more palatable to you...”


  That left two of us, men of God, standing awkwardly on the driveway. Rabbi Bloom led the way into the house, toward his study. “So,” he said. “Where’s your congregation?”


  “Concord,” I said. “St. Catherine’s.”


  “And you met my daughter how?”


  “I’m Shay Bourne’s spiritual advisor.”


  He glanced up. “That must be unnerving.”


  “It is,” I said. “On many levels.”


  “So is he or isn’t he?”


  “Donating his heart? That’s going to be up to your daughter, I think.”


  The rabbi shook his head. “No, no. Maggie, she could move a mountain if she wanted to, one molecule at a time. I meant is he or isn’t he Jesus?”


  I blinked. “I never figured I’d hear that question from a rabbi.”


  “Jesus was a Jewish man, after all. Just look at the evidence: he lived at home, went into his dad’s business, thought his mother was a virgin, and his mother thought he was God.” Rabbi Bloom grinned, and I started to smile.


  “Well, Shay’s not preaching what Jesus did.”


  The rabbi laughed. “And you were around the first time to know this for sure?”


  “I know what it says in scripture.”


  “I never understood people—Jewish or Christian—who read the Bible as if it were hard evidence. Gospel means good news. It’s a way to update the story, to fit the audience you’re telling it to.”


  “I don’t know if I’d say that Shay Bourne’s here to update the story of Christ for the modern generation,” I replied.


  “It makes you wonder, then, why so many people have jumped on his bandwagon. It’s almost like who he is matters less than what all of them need him to be.” Rabbi Bloom began to scour his bookshelves, finally lighting on one dusty tome, which he skimmed through until he found a certain page. “Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Compare me to someone and tell me whom I am like.’ Simon Peter said to him, ‘You are like a righteous angel.’ Matthew said to him, ‘You are like a wise philosopher.’ Thomas said to him, ‘Master, my mouth is wholly incapable of saying whom you are like.’ Jesus said, ‘I am not your master. Because you have drunk, you have become intoxicated from the bubbling spring which I have measured out.’”


  He snapped the book shut again as I tried to place the scripture. “History’s always written by the winners,” Rabbi Bloom said. “This was one of the losers.” He handed me the book just as Maggie poked her head into the room.


  “Dad, you’re not trying to pawn off another copy of The Best Jewish Knock-Knock Jokes, are you?”


  “Unbelievably, Father Michael already has a signed copy. Is dinner ready?”


  “Yes.”


  “Thank goodness. I was beginning to think your mother had cremated the tilapia.” As Maggie ducked back into the kitchen, Rabbi Bloom turned to me. “Well, in spite of how Maggie introduced you, you don’t seem like a heretic to me.”


  “It’s a long story.”


  “I’m sure you already know that heresy comes from the Greek word for choice.” He shrugged. “Makes you wonder. What if the ideas that have always been considered sacrilegious aren’t sacrilegious at all—just ideas we haven’t come across before? Or ideas we haven’t been allowed to come across?”


  In my hands, the book the rabbi had given me felt as if it were burning. “You hungry?” Bloom asked.


  “Starving,” I admitted, and I let him lead the way.


  June
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  When I was pregnant with Claire, I was told that I had gestational diabetes. I still don’t think that was true, frankly—an hour before I had the test, I’d taken Elizabeth to McDonald’s and finished her orange Hi-C drink, which is enough to put anyone into a sugar coma. However, when the obstetrician told me the results, I did what I had to do: stuck to a strict diet that left me hungry all the time, got blood drawn twice a week, held my breath at every visit while my doctor checked the baby’s growth.


  The silver lining? I was treated to numerous ultrasounds. Long after most moms-to-be had gotten their twenty-week preview of the baby inside them, I continued to get updated portraits. It got to be so commonplace for Kurt and I to see our baby that he stopped coming to the weekly OB visits. He’d watch Elizabeth while I drove to the hospital, lifted up my shirt, and let the wand roll over my belly, illuminating on a monitor a foot, an elbow, the slope of this new child’s nose. By then, in my eighth month, the picture wasn’t the stick-figure skeleton you see at twenty weeks—you could see her hair, the ridges on her thumb, the curve of her cheek. She looked so real on the ultrasound screen that sometimes I’d forget she was still inside me.


  “Not much longer,” the technician had said to me that last day as she wiped the gel off my belly with a warm washcloth.


  “Easy for you to say,” I told her. “You’re not the one chasing around a seven-year-old in your eighth month.”


  “Been there done that,” she said, and she reached beneath the screen to hand me that day’s printout of the baby’s face.


  When I saw it, I drew in my breath: that’s how much this new baby looked like Kurt—completely unlike me, unlike Elizabeth. This new baby had his wide-set eyes, his dimples, the point of his chin. I folded the picture into my purse so that I could show it to him, and then I drove home.


  There were cars backed up on the street leading to mine. I assumed it was construction; they’d been repaving the roads around here. We sat in a line, idling, listening to the radio. After five minutes, I started to worry—Kurt was on duty today, and had taken his lunch break early so that I could go to the ultrasound without dragging Elizabeth along. If I didn’t get home soon, he’d be late for work.


  “Thank God,” I said when the traffic slowly began to move. But as I drew closer, I saw the detour signs set up at the end of my block, the police car sprawled sideways across the street. I felt that small tumble in my heart, the way you do when you see a fire engine racing toward the general vicinity of your home.


  Roger, an officer I knew only marginally, was diverting traffic. I unrolled my window. “I live here,” I said. “I’m married to Kurt Nea—”


  Before I could finish, his face froze, and that was how I knew something had happened. I’d seen Kurt’s face do the same thing when he’d told me that my first husband had been killed in the car wreck.


  I snapped off my seat belt and pushed my way out of the car, ungainly and awkward in my pregnancy. “Where is she?” I cried, the car still running. “Where’s Elizabeth?”


  “June,” Roger said as he wrapped an arm around me firmly. “Why don’t you just come with me?”


  He walked me down the road where I lived, until I could see what I hadn’t been able to from the crossroads: the glare of police cruiser lights, blinking like a holiday. The yawning mouths of the ambulances. The door to my house wide open. One officer held the dog in his arms; when Dudley saw me, he began to bark like mad.


  “Elizabeth!” I yelled, and I shoved away from Roger, running as fast as I could given my shape and size. “Elizabeth!!”


  I was intercepted by someone who knocked the breath from me—the chief of police. “June,” he said softly. “Come with me.”


  I struggled against Irv—scratching, kicking, pleading. I thought maybe if I put up a fight, it would keep me from hearing what he was about to say. “Elizabeth?” I whispered.


  “She’s been shot, June.”


  I waited for him to say But she’ll be just fine, except he didn’t. He shook his head. Later, I would remember that he had been crying.


  “I want to see her,” I sobbed.


  “There’s something else,” Irv said, and as I watched, a brace of paramedics wheeled Kurt out on a stretcher. His face was white, leached of blood—all of which seemed to be soaking the makeshift bandage around his midsection.


  I reached for Kurt’s hand, and he turned toward me, his eyes glassy. “I’m sorry,” he choked out. “I’m so sorry.”


  “What happened?” I shrieked, frantic. “Sorry for what? What happened to her!”


  “Ma’am,” a paramedic said, “we’ve got to get him to a hospital.”


  Another paramedic pulled me back. I watched them take Kurt away from me.


  As Irv led me to the steps of another ambulance, he spoke, words that at the time felt as solid and square as bricks, layered sentence upon sentence to build a wall between life as I’d known it and the one I would now be forced to lead. Kurt gave us a statement...found the carpenter sexually abusing Elizabeth...standoff...shots were fired...Elizabeth got in the way.


  Elizabeth, I used to say, when she was following me around the tiny kitchen as I cooked dinner, I’m tripping over you.


  Elizabeth, your father and I are trying to have a conversation.


  Elizabeth, not now.


  Never.


  My legs were numb as Irv led me into a second ambulance. “She’s the mother,” he said as one of the paramedics came forward. A small form lay on a stretcher in the central cavity of the ambulance, covered with a thick gray blanket. I reached out, shaking, and pulled the cloth down. As soon as I saw Elizabeth, my knees gave out; if not for Irv, I would have fallen.


  She looked like she was sleeping. Her hands were tucked on either side of her body; her cheeks were flushed.


  They’d made a mistake, that was all.


  I leaned over the stretcher, touching her face. Her skin was still warm. “Elizabeth,” I whispered, the way I did on school days to wake her. “Elizabeth, time to get up.”


  But she didn’t stir; she didn’t hear me. I broke down over her body, pulling her against me. The blood on her chest was garish. I tried to draw her closer, but I couldn’t—this baby inside me was in the way. “Don’t go,” I whispered. “Please don’t go.”


  “June,” Irv said, touching my shoulder. “You can ride with them if you want, but you’ll have to put her down.”


  I did not understand the great hurry to take her to a hospital; later, I would learn that only a doctor could pronounce Elizabeth dead, no matter how obvious it was.


  The paramedics gently strapped Elizabeth to the gurney and offered me a seat beside it. “Wait,” I said, and I unclasped a barrette from my hair. “She doesn’t like her bangs in her eyes,” I murmured, and I clipped them back. I left my hand on her forehead for a moment, a benediction.


  On the interminable ride to the hospital, I looked down at my shirt. It was stained with blood, a Rorschach of loss. But I was not the only one who had been marked, permanently changed. It was no surprise when a month later I gave birth to Claire—an infant who looked nothing like her father, as she had that day at the ultrasound, but who instead was the spitting image of the sister she would never meet.


  Maggie
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  Oliver and I were enjoying a glass of Yellow Tail and a TiVo’d Grey’s Anatomy when there was a knock on the door. Now, this was alarming on several counts:


  1.It was Friday night, and no one ever stopped by on Friday night.


  2.People who ring the doorbell at ten p.m. are either


  a.stranded with a dead battery in their car


  b.serial killers


  c.all of the above


  3.I was in my pajamas.


  4.The ones with a hole on the butt, so that my underwear showed.


  I looked at the rabbit. “Let’s not get it,” I said, but Oliver hopped off my lap and began to sniff around the bottom of the door.


  “Maggie?” I heard. “I know you’re in there.”


  “Daddy?” I got off the couch and unlocked the door to let him in. “Shouldn’t you be at services?”


  He took off his coat and hung it on an antique rack that my mother had given me for my birthday one year, and that I really hated, but that she looked for every time she came to my house (Oh, Maggie, I’m so glad you’ve still got this!). “I stayed for the important parts. Your mother’s kibitzing with Carol; I’ll probably make it home before she will.”


  Carol was the cantor—a woman with a voice that made me think of falling asleep in the summertime sun: strong, steady, utterly relaxing. When she wasn’t singing, she collected thimbles. She went to conventions as far away as Seattle to trade them, and had one entire forty-foot wall of her house divvied up by a contractor into minuscule display shelves. Mom said that Carol had more than five thousand thimbles. I didn’t think I had five thousand of anything, except maybe daily calories.


  He walked into the living room and glanced at the television. “I wish that skinny girl would just ditch McDreamy.”


  “You watch Grey’s Anatomy?”


  “Your mother watches. I absorb by osmosis.” He sat down on the couch, while I mulled over the fact that I actually did have something in common with my mother.


  “I liked your friend the priest,” my father said.


  “He’s not my friend. We work together.”


  “I can still like him, can’t I?”


  I shrugged. “Something tells me you didn’t come all the way here to tell me how fabulous Father Michael is.”


  “Well, in part. How come you brought him over tonight?”


  “Why?” I bristled. “Did Mom complain?”


  “Will you just stop with the Mom thing?” My father sighed. “I’m asking you a question.”


  “He had a hard day. Being on Shay’s side isn’t easy for him.”


  My father looked at me carefully. “How about for you?”


  “You told me to ask Shay what he wanted,” I said. “He doesn’t want his life saved. He wants his death to mean something.”


  My father nodded. “A lot of Jews think you can’t donate organs, because it violates Jewish law—you’re not supposed to mutilate the body after death; you’re supposed to bury it as soon as possible. But pikkuah nefesh takes precedence over that. It says that the duty to save life trumps everything. Or in other words—a Jew is required to break the law, if it means saving a life.”


  “So it’s okay to commit murder in order to save someone else?” I asked.


  “Well, God’s not stupid; He sets parameters. But if there’s any karmic pikkuah nefesh in the world—”


  “To mix metaphors, no less religions...”


  “—then the fact that you can’t stop an execution is at least balanced by the fact that you’ll be saving a life.”


  “At what cost, Daddy? Is it okay to kill someone who’s a criminal, someone society really doesn’t want around anymore, so that a little girl can live? What if it wasn’t a little girl who needed that heart? What if it was some other criminal? Or what if it wasn’t Shay who had to die in order to donate his organs? What if it was me?”


  “God forbid,” my father said.


  “It’s semantics.”


  “It’s morality. You’re doing good.”


  “By doing bad.”


  My father shook his head. “There’s something else about pikkuah nefesh...it clears the slate of guilt. You can’t feel remorse about breaking the law, because ethically, you’re obligated to do it.”


  “See, that’s where you’re wrong. I can feel remorse. Because we’re not talking about not fasting on Yom Kippur since you happen to be sick...we’re talking about a man dying.”


  “And saving your life.”


  I looked up at him. “Claire’s life.”


  “Two birds with one stone,” my father said. “Maybe it’s not literal in your case, Maggie. But this lawsuit—it’s fired you up. It’s given you something to look forward to.” He looked around my home—the place setting for one, the bowl of popcorn on the table, the rabbit cage.


  I suppose there was a point in my life when I wanted the package deal—the chuppah, the husband, the kids, the carpools—but somewhere along the line, I’d just stopped hoping. I had gotten used to living alone, to saving the other half of the can of soup for the next night’s dinner, to only changing the pillowcases on my side of the bed. I had become overly comfortable with myself, so much so that anyone else would have felt like an intrusion.


  Pretending, it turned out, took much less effort than hoping.


  One of the reasons I loved my parents—and hated them—is that they still thought I had a chance at all that. They only wanted me to be happy; they didn’t see how on earth I could be happy by myself. Which, if you read between the lines, meant they found me just as lacking as I did.


  I could feel my eyes filling with tears. “I’m tired,” I said. “You should go now.”


  “Maggie—”


  When he reached for me, I ducked away. “Good night.”


  I punched buttons on the remote control until the television went black. Oliver crept out from behind my desk to investigate, and I scooped him up. Maybe this was why I chose to spend my free time with a rabbit: he didn’t offer unwanted advice. “You forgot one little detail,” I said. “Pikkuah nefesh doesn’t apply to an atheist.”


  My father paused in the act of taking his coat from the world’s ugliest coat rack. He slipped it over his arm and walked toward me. “I know it sounds strange for a rabbi,” he said, “but it’s never mattered to me what you believe in, Mags, as long as you believe in yourself as much as I do.” He settled his hand on top of Oliver’s back. Our fingers brushed, but I didn’t look up at him. “And that’s not semantics.”


  “Daddy—”


  He held up a hand to shush me and opened the door. “I’ll tell your mother to get you new pajamas for your birthday,” he said, pausing at the threshold. “Those have a hole in the butt.”


  MICHAEL
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  In 1945, two brothers were digging beneath cliffs in Nag Hammadi, Egypt, trying to find fertilizer. One—Mohammed Ali—struck something hard as he dug. He unearthed a large earthenware jug, covered with a red dish. Afraid that a jinn would be inside it, Mohammed Ali didn’t want to open the jar. Finally, the curiosity of finding gold instead led him to break it open—only to find thirteen papyrus books inside, bound in gazelle leather.


  Some of the books were burned for firewood. The others made their way to religious scholars, who dated them to have been written around A.D. 140, about thirty years after the New Testament—and deciphered them to find the names of gospels not found in the Bible, full of sayings that were in the New Testament...and many that weren’t. In some, Jesus spoke in riddles; in others, the Virgin birth and bodily resurrection were dismissed. They came to be known as the Gnostic gospels, and even today, they are given short shrift by the Church.


  In seminary, we learned about the Gnostic gospels. Namely, we learned that they were heresy. And let me tell you, when a priest hands you a text and tells you this is what not to believe, it colors the way you read it. Maybe I skimmed the text, saving the careful close analysis for the Bible. Maybe I whiffed completely and told the priest who was teaching that course that I’d done my homework when in fact I didn’t. Whatever the excuse, that night when I cracked open Joel Bloom’s book, it was as if I’d never seen the words before, and although I planned to only read the foreword by the scholar who’d compiled the texts—a man named Ian Fletcher—I found myself devouring the pages as if it were the latest Stephen King novel and not a collection of ancient gospels.


  The book had been earmarked to the Gospel of Thomas. Any mentions of Thomas I knew from the Bible certainly weren’t flattering: He doesn’t believe Lazarus will rise from the dead. When Jesus tells His disciples to follow Him, Thomas points out that they don’t know where to go. And when Jesus rises after the crucifixion, Thomas isn’t even there—and won’t believe it until he can touch the wounds with his own hands. He’s the very definition of faithless—and the origin of the term doubting Thomas.


  Yet in Rabbi Bloom’s book, this page began:


  These are the secret words which the living Jesus spoke, and the twin, Didymos Judas Thomas, wrote them down.


  Twin? Since when did Jesus have a twin?


  The rest of the “gospel” was not a narrative of Jesus’s life, like Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, but a collection of quotes by Jesus, all beginning with the words Jesus said. Some were lines similar to those in the Bible. Others were completely unfamiliar and sounded more like logic puzzles than any scripture:


  If you bring forth what is within you, what is within you will save you. If you don’t bring forth what is within you, what is within you will destroy you.


  I read the line over twice and rubbed my eyes. There was something about it that made me feel as if I’d heard it before.


  Then I realized where.


  Shay had said it to me the first time I’d met with him, when he’d explained why he wanted to donate his heart to Claire Nealon.


  I kept reading intently, hearing Shay’s voice over and over again:


  The dead aren’t alive, and the living won’t die.


  We come from the light.


  Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up the stone; you will find me there.


  The first time I had gone on a roller coaster, I felt like this—like the ground had been pulled out from beneath my feet, like I was going to be sick, like I needed something to grab hold of.


  If you asked a dozen people on the street if they’d ever heard of the Gnostic gospels, eleven would look at you as if you were crazy. In fact most people today couldn’t even recite the Ten Commandments. Shay Bourne’s religious training had been minimal and fragmented; the only thing I’d ever seen him “read” was the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue. He couldn’t write; he could barely follow a thought through to the end of one sentence. His formal schooling ended at a GED he’d gotten while at the juvenile detention facility.


  How, then, could Shay Bourne have memorized the Gospel of Thomas? Where would he even have stumbled across it in his lifetime?


  The only answer I could come up with was that he hadn’t.


  It could have been coincidence.


  I could have been remembering the conversations incorrectly.


  Or—maybe—I could have been wrong about him.


  The past three weeks, I had pushed past the throngs of people camped out in front of the prison. I had turned off the television when yet another pundit suggested that Shay might be the Messiah. After all, I knew better. I was a priest; I had taken vows; I understood that there was one God. His message had been recorded in the Bible, and above all else, when Shay spoke, he did not sound like Jesus in any of the four gospels.


  But here was a fifth. A gospel that hadn’t made it into the Bible but was equally as ancient. A gospel that espoused the beliefs of at least some people during the birth of Christianity. A gospel that Shay Bourne had quoted to me.


  What if the Church forefathers had gotten it wrong?


  What if the gospels that had been dismissed and debunked were the real ones, and the ones that had been picked for the New Testament were the embellished versions? What if Jesus had actually said the quotations listed in the Gospel of Thomas?


  It would mean that the allegations being made about Shay Bourne might not be that far off the mark.


  And it would explain why a Messiah might return in the guise of a convicted murderer—to see if this time, we might get it right.


  I got out of my chair, folding the book by my side, and started to pray.


  Heavenly Father, I said silently, help me understand.


  The telephone rang, making me jump. I glanced at the clock—who would call after three in the morning?


  “Father Michael? This is CO Smythe, from the prison. Sorry to disturb you at this hour, but Shay Bourne had another seizure. We thought you’d want to know.”


  “Is he all right?”


  “He’s in the infirmary,” Smythe said. “He asked for you.”


  ***


  At this hour, the vigilant masses outside the prison were tucked into their sleeping bags and tents, underneath the artificial day created by the enormous spotlights that flooded the front of the building. I had to be buzzed in; when I entered the receiving area, CO Smythe was waiting for me. “What happened?”


  “No one knows,” the officer said. “It was Inmate DuFresne who alerted us again. We couldn’t see what happened on the security cameras.”


  We entered the infirmary. In a distant, dark corner of the room, Shay was propped up in a bed, a nurse beside him. He held a cup of juice that he sipped through a straw; his other hand was cuffed to the bed’s railing. There were wires coming out from beneath his medical johnny. “How is he?” I asked.


  “He’ll live,” the nurse said, and then, realizing her mistake, blushed fiercely. “We hooked him up to monitor his heart. So far, so good.”


  I sat down on a chair beside Shay and looked up at Smythe and the nurse. “Can we have a minute?”


  “That’s about all you’ve got,” the nurse said. “We just gave him something to knock him out.”


  They moved to the far side of the room, and I leaned closer to Shay. “Are you okay?”


  “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”


  “Oh, try me,” I said.


  He glanced over to make sure no one else was listening. “I was just watching TV, you know? This documentary on how they make movie theater candy, like Dots and Milk Duds. And I started to get tired, so I went to turn it off. But before I could push the button, all the light in the television, it shot into me like electricity. I mean, I could feel those things inside my blood moving around, what are they called again, corporals?”


  “Corpuscles.”


  “Yeah, right, those. I hate that word. Did you ever see that Star Trek where those aliens are sucking the salt out of everything? I always thought they should be called corpuscles. You say the word, and it sounds like you’re eating a lemon...”


  “Shay. You were talking about the light.”


  “Oh, right, yeah. Well, it was like I started boiling inside, and my eyes, they were going to jelly, and I tried to call out but my teeth were wired shut and then I woke up in here, feeling like I’d been sucked dry.” He looked up at me. “By a corpuscle.”


  “The nurse said it was a seizure. Do you remember anything else?”


  “I remember what I was thinking,” Shay said. “This was what it would feel like.”


  “What?”


  “Dying.”


  I took a deep breath. “Remember when you were little, a kid—and you’d fall asleep in the car? And someone would carry you out and put you into bed, so that when you woke up in the morning, you knew automatically you were home again? That’s what I think it’s like to die.”


  “That would be good,” Shay said, his voice deeper, groggy. “It’ll be nice to know what home looks like.”


  A phrase I’d read just an hour ago slipped into my mind like a splinter: The Father’s kingdom is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.


  Although I knew it wasn’t the right time, although I knew I was supposed to be here for Shay, instead of the other way around, I leaned closer, until my words could fall into the shell of his ear. “Where did you find the Gospel of Thomas?” I whispered.


  Shay stared at me blankly. “Thomas who?” he said, and then his eyes drifted shut.


  ***


  As I drove away from the prison, I heard Father Walter’s voice: He’s conned you. But when I’d mentioned the Gospel of Thomas, I hadn’t seen even the slightest flicker of recognition in Shay’s eyes, and he’d been drugged—it would have been awfully hard to keep dissembling.


  Was this what it had felt like for the Jews who met Jesus and recognized him as more than just a gifted rabbi? I had no point of comparison. I’d grown up Catholic; I’d become a priest. I could not remember a time that I hadn’t believed Jesus was the Messiah.


  I knew someone, though, who could.


  Rabbi Bloom didn’t have a temple, because it had burned down, but he did rent office space close to the school where services were held. I was waiting in front of the locked door when he arrived just before eight a.m.


  “Wow,” he said, taking in the vision in front of him—a red-eyed, rumpled priest clutching a motorcycle helmet and the Nag Hammadi texts. “I would have let you borrow it longer than one night.”


  “Why don’t Jews believe Jesus was the Messiah?”


  He unlocked the door to the office. “That’s going to take at least a cup and a half of coffee,” Bloom said. “Come on in.”


  He started brewing a pot and offered me a seat. His office looked a lot like Father Walter’s at St. Catherine’s—inviting, comfortable. A place you’d want to sit and talk. Unlike Father Walter’s, though, Rabbi Bloom’s plants were the real thing. Father Walter’s were plastic, bought by the Ladies’ Aid, when he kept killing everything from a ficus to an African violet.


  “It’s a wandering Jew,” the rabbi said when he saw me checking out the flowerpot. “Maggie’s little idea of a joke.”


  “I just got back from the prison. Shay Bourne had another seizure.”


  “Did you tell Maggie?”


  “Not yet.” I looked at him. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “I haven’t had my coffee.” He got up and poured us each a cup, putting milk and sugar in mine without asking first. “Jews don’t think Jesus was the Messiah because he didn’t fulfill the criteria for a Jewish messiah. It’s really pretty simple, and it’s all laid out by Maimonides. A Jewish moshiach will bring the Jews back to Israel and set up a government in Jerusalem that’s the center of political power for the world, for both Jews and Gentiles. He’ll rebuild the Temple and reestablish Jewish law as the governing law of the land. He’ll raise the dead—all of the dead—and usher in a great age of peace, when everyone believes in God. He’ll be a descendant of David, a king and a warrior, a judge, and a great leader...but he’ll also be firmly, unequivocally human.” Bloom set the cup down in front of me. “We believe that in every generation, a person’s born with the potential to become the moshiach. But if the messianic age doesn’t come and that person dies, then that person isn’t him.”


  “Like Jesus.”


  “Personally, I’ve always seen Jesus as a great Jewish patriot. He was a good Jew, who probably wore a yarmulke and obeyed the Torah, and never planned to start a new religion. He hated the Romans and wanted to get them out of Jerusalem. He got charged with political rebellion, sentenced to execution. Yes, a Jewish high priest carried it out—Caiaphas—but most Jews back then hated Caiaphas anyway because he was the henchman for the Romans.” He looked up at me over the edge of his coffee mug. “Was Jesus a good guy? Yeah. Great teacher? Sure. Messiah? Dunno.”


  “A lot of the Bible’s predictions for the messianic era were fulfilled by Jesus—”


  “But were they the crucial ones?” Rabbi Bloom asked. “Let’s say you didn’t know who I was and I asked you to meet me. I told you I’d be standing outside the Steeplegate Mall at ten o’clock wearing a Hawaiian shirt and that I’d have curly red hair and be listening to Outkast on my iPod. And at ten o’clock, you saw someone standing outside the Steeplegate Mall who had curly red hair and was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and listening to Outkast on an iPod...but it was a woman. Would you still think it was me?”


  He stood up to refill his coffee. “Do you know what I heard on NPR on the way over here today? Another bus blew up in Israel. Three more kids from New Hampshire died in Iraq. And the cops just arrested some guy in Manchester who shot his ex-wife in front of their two kids. If Jesus ushered in the messianic era, and the world I hear about on the news is one of peace and redemption...well, I’d rather wait for a different moshiach.” He glanced back at me. “Now, if you don’t mind me asking you a question...what’s a priest doing at a rabbi’s office at eight in the morning asking questions about the Jewish Messiah?”


  I got up and began to walk around the little room. “The book you loaned me—it got me thinking.”


  “And that’s a bad thing?”


  “Shay Bourne has said things, verbatim, that I read last night in the Gospel of Thomas.”


  “Bourne? He’s read Thomas? I thought Maggie said he—”


  “—has no religious training to speak of, and a minimal education.”


  “It’s not like the Gideons leave the Gospel of Thomas in hotel rooms,” Rabbi Bloom said. “Where would he have—”


  “Exactly.”


  He steepled his fingers. “Huh.”


  I placed the book he’d loaned me on his desk. “What would you do if you began to second-guess everything you believed?”


  Rabbi Bloom leaned forward and riffled through his Rolodex. “I would ask more questions,” he said. He scribbled down something on a Post-it and handed it to me.


  Ian Fletcher, I read. 603-555-1367.


  Lucius
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  The night Shay had his second seizure, I was awake, gathering ink that I planned to use to give myself another tattoo. If I do say so myself, I’m rather proud of my homemade tattoos. I had five—my rationale being that my body, up until three weeks ago, wasn’t worth much more than being a canvas for my art; plus the threat of getting AIDS from a dirty needle was obviously a moot point. On my left ankle was a clock, with the hands marking the moment of Adam’s death. On my left shoulder was an angel, and below it an African tribal design. On my right leg was a bull, because I was a Taurus; and swimming beside it was a fish, for Adam, who was a Pisces. I had grand plans for this sixth one, which I planned to put right on my chest: the word BELIEVE, in Gothic letters. I’d practiced the art in reverse multiple times in pencil and pen, until I felt sure that I could replicate it with my tattoo gun as I worked in the mirror.


  My first gun had been confiscated by the COs, like Crash’s hype kit. It had taken me six months to amass the parts for the new one. Making ink was hard to do, and harder to get away with—which was why I had chosen to work on this during the deadest hours of the night. I had lit a plastic spoon on fire, keeping the flame small so I could catch the smoke in a plastic bag. It stank horribly, and just as I was getting certain the COs would literally get wind of it and shut down my operation, Shay Bourne collapsed next door.


  This time, his seizure had been different. He’d screamed—so loud that he woke up the whole pod, so loud that the finest dust of plaster drifted down from the ceilings of our cells. To be honest, Shay was such a mess when he was wheeled off I-tier that none of us were sure whether or not he’d be returning—which is why I was stunned to see him being led back to his cell the very next day.


  “Po-lice,” Joey Kunz yelled, just in time for me to hide the pieces of my tattoo gun underneath the mattress. The officers locked Shay into his cell, and as soon as the door to I-tier shut behind them, I asked Shay how he was feeling.


  “My head hurts,” he said. “I have to go to sleep.”


  With Crash still off the tier after the hype kit transgression, things were quieter. Calloway slept most days and stayed up nights with his bird; Texas and Pogie played virtual poker; Joey was listening to his soaps. I waited an extra few minutes to make sure the officers were otherwise occupied out in the control booth and then I reached underneath my mattress again.


  I had unraveled a guitar string to its central core, a makeshift needle. This was inserted into a pen whose ink cartridge had been removed—and a small piece of its tip sawed off and attached to the other end of the needle, which was attached to the motor shaft of a cassette player. The pen was taped to a toothbrush bent into an L shape, which let you hold the contraption more easily. You could adjust the needle length by sliding the pen casing back and forth; all that was left was plugging in the AC adapter of the cassette player, and I had a functional tattoo gun again.


  The soot I’d captured the previous night had been mixed with a few drops of shampoo to liquefy it. I stood in front of the stainless steel panel that served as a mirror, and scrutinized my chest. Then, gritting my teeth against the pain, I turned on the gun. The needle moved back and forth in an elliptical orbit, piercing me hundreds of times per minute.


  There it was, the letter B.


  “Lucius?” Shay’s voice drifted into my house.


  “I’m sort of busy, Shay.”


  “What’s that noise?”


  “None of your business.” I lifted it to my skin again, felt the needle working against me, a thousand arrows striking.


  “Lucius? I can still hear that noise.”


  I sighed. “It’s a tattoo gun, Shay, all right? I’m giving myself a tattoo.”


  There was a hesitation. “Will you give me one?”


  I had done this for multiple inmates when I was housed on different tiers—ones that had a bit more freedom than I-tier, which offered twenty-three rollicking hours of lockdown. “I can’t. I can’t reach you.”


  “That’s okay,” Shay said. “I can reach you.”


  “Yeah, whatever,” I said. I squinted back into the mirror and set the tattoo gun against my skin. Holding my breath, I carefully formed the curves and flourishes around the letters E and L.


  I thought I heard Shay whimpering when I started on the letter I, and surely he cried out when I tattooed the V. My gun must not have been helping his headache any. Shrugging off his moans, I stepped closer to the mirror and surveyed my handiwork.


  God, it was gorgeous. The letters moved with every breath I took; even the angry red swelling of my skin couldn’t take away from the clean lines of the letters.


  “B-believe,” Shay stammered.


  I turned around, as if I could see him through the wall between our cells. “What did you say?”


  “It’s what you said,” Shay corrected. “I read it right, didn’t I?”


  I had not told anyone of my plans for my sixth tattoo. I hadn’t shared the prototype artwork. I knew for a fact that Shay, from where he stood, could not have seen into my cell as I worked.


  Fumbling behind the brick that served as my safe, I took out the shank that I used as a portable mirror. I stepped up to the front of my cell and angled it so that I could see Shay’s beaming face in the reflection. “How did you know what I was writing?”


  Shay smiled wider, and then raised his fist. He unfolded his fingers, one at a time.


  His palm was red and inflamed, and printed across it, in Gothic script, was the same exact tattoo I’d just given myself.


  MICHAEL
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  Shay paced his cell in figure eights. “Did you see him?” he asked, wild-eyed.


  I sank down on the stool I’d dragged in from the control booth. I was sluggish today—not only was my head buzzing with questions about what I’d read, but I was also—for the first time in a year—not officiating at this evening’s midnight Mass. “See who?” I replied, distracted.


  “Sully. The new guy. Next door.”


  I glanced into the other cell. Lucius DuFresne was still on Shay’s left; on his right, the formerly empty cell now had someone occupying it. Sully, however, wasn’t there. He was in the rec yard, repeatedly running full tilt across the little square yard and leaping up against the far wall, hands splayed, as if hitting it hard enough meant he’d go right through the metal.


  “They’re going to kill me,” Shay said.


  “Maggie’s working on writing a motion at this very—”


  “Not the state,” Shay said. “One of them.”


  I did not know anything about prison politics, but there was a fine line between Shay’s paranoia and what might pass for the truth. Shay was receiving more attention than any other inmate at the prison, as a result of his lawsuit and the media frenzy. There was every chance he might be targeted by the general prison population.


  Behind me, CO Smythe passed in his flak jacket, carrying a broom and some cleaning supplies. Once a week, the inmates were required to clean their own cells. It was one-at-a-time, supervised cleaning: after an inmate came in from rec, the supplies would be waiting for him in his cell, and a CO would stand guard at the doorway until the work was finished—close by, because even Windex could become a weapon in here. I watched the empty cell door open, so that Smythe could leave the spray bottles and the toweling and the broom; then he walked to the far end of the tier to get the new inmate from the rec yard. “I’ll talk to the warden. I’ll make sure you’re protected,” I told Shay, which seemed to mollify him. “So,” I said, changing the subject, “what do you like to read?”


  “What, you’re Oprah now? We’re having a book club?”


  “No.”


  “Good, because I’m not reading the Bible.”


  “I know that,” I said, seizing this inroad. “Why not?”


  “It’s lies.” Shay waved a hand, a dismissal.


  “What do you read that isn’t a lie?”


  “I don’t,” he replied. “The words get all knotted up. I have to stare at a page for a year before I can make sense of it.”


  “‘There’s light inside a person of light,’” I quoted, “‘and it shines on the whole world.’”


  Shay hesitated. “Can you see it, too?” He held his hands up in front of his face, scrutinizing his fingertips. “The light from the television—the stuff that went into me—it’s still there. It glows, at night.”


  I sighed. “It’s from the Gospel of Thomas.”


  “No, I’m pretty sure it came from the television...”


  “The words, Shay. The ones I just said. They came from a gospel I was reading last night. And so does a lot of stuff you’ve been saying to me.”


  His eyes met mine. “What do you know,” he said softly, and I couldn’t tell if it was a statement or a question.


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “That’s why I’m here.”


  “That’s why we’re all here,” Shay said.


  If you bring forth what is within you, what is within you will save you. It was one of Jesus’s sayings in the Gospel of Thomas; it was one of the first things Shay Bourne had ever told me, when he was explaining why he needed to donate his heart. Could it really be this simple? Could salvation be not a passive acceptance, like I’d been led to believe, but an active pursuit?


  Maybe it was saying the rosary, for me, and receiving Holy Communion, and serving God. Maybe for Maggie’s father, it was meeting with a bunch of die-hard congregants who wouldn’t let the lack of a physical temple dissuade them from prayer. Maybe for Maggie, it was mending whatever kept her focused on her faults instead of her strengths.


  Maybe for Shay, maybe it was offering his heart—literally and figuratively—to the mother who’d lost hers years ago because of him.


  Then again, Shay Bourne was a killer; his sentences curled like a puppy chasing its tail; he thought he had something phosphorescent coursing through his veins because a television had zapped him in the middle of the night. He did not sound messianic—just delusional.


  Shay looked at me. “You should go,” he said, but then his attention was distracted by the sound of the rec yard door being opened. Officer Smythe led the new inmate back onto I-tier.


  He was an enormous tower of muscle with a swastika tattooed on his scalp. His hair, sprouting out from a buzz cut, grew over it like moss.


  The inmate’s cell door was closed, and his handcuffs removed. “You know the drill, Sully,” the officer said. He stood in the doorway as Sully slowly picked up the spray bottle and washed down his sink. I heard the squeak of paper toweling on metal.


  “Hey, Father—you watch the game last night?” CO Smythe said, and then he rolled his eyes. “Sully, what are you doing? You don’t need to sweep the—”


  Suddenly the broom in Sully’s hands was no longer a broom but a broken spear that he jutted into the officer’s throat. Smythe grabbed his neck, gurgling. His eyes rolled back in his head; he stumbled toward Shay’s cell. As he fell beside me, I clasped my hands over the wound and screamed for help.


  The tier came to life. The inmates were all clamoring to see what had happened; CO Whitaker was suddenly there and hauling me to my feet, taking my place as another officer started CPR. Four more officers ran past me with pepper spray and shot it into Sully’s face. He was dragged out of the tier shrieking as the closest physician arrived—a psychiatrist I’d seen around the prison. But by now, Smythe had stopped moving.


  No one seemed to notice that I was there; there was far too much happening, too much at stake. The psychiatrist tried to find a pulse in Smythe’s neck, but his hand came away slick with blood. He lifted the CO’s wrist and, after a moment, shook his head. “He’s gone.”


  The tier had gone absolutely silent; the inmates were all staring in shock at the body in front of them. Blood had stopped flowing from Smythe’s neck; he was perfectly still. To my right, I could see an argument going on in the control booth—the EMTs who’d arrived too late and were trying to gain admission to the tier. They were buzzed in, still shrugging into their flak jackets, and knelt beside Smythe’s body, repeating the same ineffective tests that the psychiatrist had.


  Behind me, I heard weeping.


  I turned around to find Shay crouched on the floor of his cell. His face was streaked with tears and blood; his hand slipped beneath his cell door so that his fingers brushed Smythe’s.


  “You here for last rites?” one of the medics asked, and for the first time, everyone seemed to realize I was still present.


  “I, uh—”


  “What’s he doing here?” CO Whitaker barked.


  “Who the hell is he?” another officer said. “I don’t even work this tier.”


  “I can go,” I said. “I’ll...just go.” I glanced once more at Shay, who was curled into a ball, whispering. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought he was praying.


  As the two EMTs got ready to move the body onto a stretcher, I prayed over Smythe. “In the Name of God the Father Almighty who created you...in the Name of Jesus Christ who redeemed you; in the Name of the Holy Spirit who sanctifies you. May your rest be this day in peace, and your dwelling place in the Paradise of God. Amen.”


  I made the sign of the cross and started to get to my feet.


  “On three,” the first EMT said.


  The second one nodded, his hands on the slain officer’s ankles. “One, two...holy shit,” he cried as the dead man began to struggle against him.
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  “One of the proofs of the immortality of the soul is that myriads have believed it. They also believed the world was flat.”


  —MARK TWAIN, NOTEBOOK


  June
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  Claire would be cut in half, her sternum buzzed open with a saw and held open with a metal spreader so that she could be made, literally, heartless—and this was not what terrified me the most.


  No, what scared me to death was the idea of cellular memory.


  Dr. Wu had said that there was no scientific evidence that the personality traits of heart donors transferred to their recipients. But science could only go so far, I figured. I’d read the books and done the research, and I didn’t see why it was such a stretch to think that living tissue might have the ability to remember. After all, how many of us had tried to forget something traumatic...only to find it printed on the back of our eyelids, tattooed on our tongues?


  There were dozens of cases. The baby with a clubfoot who drowned and gave his heart to another infant, who began to drag her left leg. The rapper who started playing classical music, and then learned his donor had died clutching a violin case. The cattle rancher who received the heart of a sixteen-year-old vegetarian, and could not eat meat again without getting violently ill.


  Then there was the twenty-year-old organ donor who wrote music in his spare time. A year after he died, his parents found a CD of a love song he’d recorded, about losing his heart to a girl named Andi. His recipient, a twenty-year-old girl, was named Andrea. When the boy’s parents played the song for her, she could complete the chorus, without ever having heard it.


  Most of these stories were benign—a strange coincidence, an intriguing twist. Except for one: a little boy received the heart of another boy who’d been murdered. He began to have nightmares about the man who killed his donor—with details about the clothing the man wore, how he’d abducted the boy, where the murder weapon had been stashed. Using this evidence, the police caught the killer.


  If Claire received Shay Bourne’s heart, it would be bad enough if she were to harbor thoughts of murder. But what would absolutely wreck me was if, with that heart in her, she had to feel her own father and sister being killed.


  In that case, better to have no heart at all.


  Maggie
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  Today, I decided, I was going to do everything right. It was Sunday, and I didn’t have to go to work. Instead, I got up and unearthed my One Minute Workout video (which was not nearly as slacker as it sounds—you could add minutes to your own liking, and no one was here to notice if I chose the four-minute option over the more grueling eight-minute one). I picked Focus on Abs, instead of the easier Upper Arm. I sorted my recyclables and flossed and shaved my legs in the shower. Downstairs, I cleaned Oliver’s cage and let him have the run of the living room while I made myself scrambled egg whites for breakfast.


  With wheat germ.


  Well. I lasted forty-seven minutes, anyway, before I had to break out the Oreos that I hid in the box with my skinny jeans, a last-ditch attempt at utter guilt before I ripped open the package and indulged.


  I gave Oliver an Oreo, too, and was starting my third cookie when the doorbell rang.


  As soon as I saw the bright pink T-shirt of the man standing on the porch, with the words JOYOUS FOR JESUS printed boldly across it, I knew this was my punishment for falling off the wagon into the snack foods.


  “If you’re not gone in the next ten seconds, I’m calling 911,” I said.


  He grinned at me, a big platinum orthodontically enhanced grin. “I’m not a stranger,” he said. “I’m a friend you haven’t met yet.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Why don’t we just cut to the chase—you give me the pamphlets, I politely refuse to talk to you, and then I close the door and throw them in the trash.”


  He held out his hand. “I’m Tom.”


  “You’re leaving,” I corrected.


  “I used to be bitter, too. I’d go to work in the mornings and come home to an empty house and eat half a can of soup and wonder why I had even been put on this earth. I thought I had no one, but myself—”


  “And then you offered Jesus the rest of your soup,” I finished. “Look, I’m an atheist.”


  “It’s not too late to find your faith.”


  “What you really mean is that it’s not too late for me to find your faith,” I answered, scooping up Oliver as he made a mad dash for the open door. “You know what I believe? That religion served its historical purpose—it was a set of laws to live by, before we had a justice system. But even when it starts out with the best of intentions, things get screwed up, don’t they? A group bands together because they believe the same things, and then somehow that gets perverted so that anyone who doesn’t believe those things is wrong. Honestly, even if there was a religion founded on the principle of doing good for other people, or helping them with their personal rights, like I do every day, I wouldn’t join...because it would still be a religion.”


  I had rendered Tom speechless. This was probably the most heated debate he’d had in months; mostly, he’d have doors closed in his face. Inside my house, the phone began to ring.


  Tom pushed a pamphlet into my hand and beat a hasty retreat off my porch. As I closed the door behind him I glanced down at the cover.


  GOD + YOU = ∞


  “If there’s any math to religion,” I muttered, “it’s division.” I slipped the pamphlet onto the liner of newspaper beneath Oliver’s cage as I hurried to the phone, which was on the verge of rolling over to the answering machine. “Hello?”


  The voice was unfamiliar, halting. “Is Maggie Bloom there?”


  “Speaking.” I geared up for a zinger to put a telemarketer in her place for disturbing me on a Sunday morning.


  As it turned out, she wasn’t a telemarketer. She was a nurse at Concord Hospital, and she was calling because I had been listed as Shay Bourne’s emergency contact, and an emergency had occurred.


  Lucius
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  You would not have believed it possible, but when CO Smythe came back to life, things actually got worse.


  The remaining officers had to give statements to the warden about the stabbing. We were kept in lockdown, and the next day a team of officers who did not normally work on I-tier were brought in on duty. They started our one-hour rotations on the exercise yard and the shower, and Pogie was the first to go.


  I hadn’t showered since the stabbing, although the COs had given both Shay and me a fresh set of scrubs. We had gotten Smythe’s blood on us, and a quick wash in our cell basins didn’t go very far to making me feel clean. While we were waiting for our turns in the shower, Alma showed up to give us both blood tests. They tested anyone who came in contact with an inmate’s blood, and since that included CO Smythe, his blood apparently was only one step removed from questionable. Shay was moved in handcuffs, ankle cuffs, and a belly chain to a holding room outside the tier, where Alma was waiting.


  In the middle of all this, Pogie slipped in the shower. He lay there, moaning about his back. Two more COs dragged in the backboard and handcuffed Pogie to it, then carried him to a gurney so he could be transported all the way to Medical. But because they were not used to I-tier, and because COs are supposed to follow us, not lead, they did not realize that Shay was already being brought back to the tier at the same time Pogie was going out.


  Tragedies happen in a split second in prison; that’s all it took for Pogie to use the handcuff key he’d hidden to free himself, jump off the backboard, grab it, and slam it into Shay’s skull, so that he flew face-first into the brick wall.


  “Weiss macht!” Pogie yelled—White pride!—which was how I realized Crash—from where he was still being kept in solitary—had used his connections to order a hit on Shay in retaliation for ratting him out and giving his hype kit to the COs. Sully’s attack on CO Smythe had just been collateral damage, meant to shake up the staffing on our tier so that part two of the plan could be carried out. And Pogie—a probate—had jumped at the chance to earn his bones by carrying out a murder sanctioned by the Aryan Brotherhood.


  Six hours after this fiasco, Alma returned to finish drawing my blood. I was taken to the holding cell and found her still shaken by what had happened, although she would not tell me anything—except that Shay had been taken to the hospital.


  When I saw something silver winking at me, I waited until Alma drew the needle from my arm. Then I put my head down between my knees.


  “You all right, sugar?” Alma asked.


  “Just feeling a little dizzy.” I let my fingers trail along the floor.


  If magicians are the best at sleight of hand, then inmates have to be a close second. As soon as I was back in my cell, I pulled my booty out of the seam in my scrubs where I’d hidden it. Pogie’s handcuff key was tiny, shiny, formed from the fastener of a manila envelope.


  I crawled beneath my bunk and wriggled the loose brick that concealed my prized possessions. In a small cardboard box were my bottles of paint and my Q-tip brushes. There were packets of candy, too, that I planned to extract pigment from in the future—a half-empty pack of M&M’s, a roll of LifeSavers, a few loose Starbursts. I unwrapped one of the Starbursts, the orange one that tasted like St. Joseph children’s aspirin, and kneaded the square with my thumbs until the taffy became pliable. I pressed the handcuff key into the center, then reshaped a careful square and folded it into its original wrapping.


  I did not like the thought of profiting in some way from an incident that had hurt Shay so badly, but I was also a realist. When Shay ran out of his nine lives and I was left alone, I would need all the help I could get.


  Maggie
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  Even if I hadn’t been listed as Shay Bourne’s emergency contact, I would have found him quickly enough at the hospital: he was the only patient with armed guards standing outside his door. I glanced at the officers, then turned my attention to the nurse at the desk. “Is he all right? What happened?”


  Father Michael had called me after the attack on CO Smythe and told me Shay hadn’t been hurt. Somewhere between now and then, however, something must have gone drastically wrong. I had tried calling the priest now, but he wasn’t answering his cell—I assumed he was on his way, that he’d been called, too.


  If Shay hadn’t been treated at the prison hospital, whatever had happened must’ve been pretty awful. Inmates weren’t moved off-site unless absolutely necessary, because of cost and security. With the hoopla Shay had generated outside the prison walls, it must have been a matter of life or death.


  Then again, maybe everything was when it came to Shay. Here I was literally shaking over the news that he’d been seriously injured, when I had spent yesterday filing motions that would streamline his execution.


  The nurse looked up at me. “He’s just come back from surgery.”


  “Surgery?”


  “Yes,” said a clipped British voice behind me. “And no, it wasn’t an appendectomy.”


  When I turned around, Dr. Gallagher was standing there.


  “Are you the only doctor who works here?”


  “It certainly feels that way sometimes. I’m happy to answer your questions. Mr. Bourne is my patient.”


  “He’s my client.”


  Dr. Gallagher glanced at the nurse and at the armed officers. “Why don’t we go somewhere to talk?”


  I followed him down the hall to a small family waiting lounge that was empty. When the doctor gestured for me to take a seat, my heart sank. Doctors only made you sit down when they delivered bad news.


  “Mr. Bourne is going to be fine,” Dr. Gallagher said. “At least in terms of this injury.”


  “What injury?”


  “I’m sorry, I thought you knew—apparently, it was an inmate fight. Mr. Bourne sustained a severe blow to the maxillary sinus.”


  I waited for him to translate.


  “His maxilla’s broken,” Dr. Gallagher said, and he leaned forward, touching my face. His fingers brushed over the bone below my eye socket, tracing toward my mouth. “Here,” he said, and I absolutely, positively stopped breathing. “There was a bit of a trauma during the operation. As soon as we saw the injuries we knew that the anesthesia would be intravenous, instead of inhalational. Needless to say, when Mr. Bourne heard the anesthesiologist say that she’d begun Sodium Pentothal drip, he grew quite agitated.” The doctor looked up at me. “He asked if this was a dry run for the real thing.”


  I tried to imagine how it would feel to be Shay—hurt, aching, and confused—whisked away to an unfamiliar place for what seemed to be a prelude to his own execution. “I want to see him.”


  “If you can tell him, Ms. Bloom, that if I’d realized who he was—what his circumstances are, I mean—well, I would never have allowed the anesthesiologist to use that drug, much less an IV tube. I’m deeply sorry for putting him through that.”


  I nodded and stood up.


  “One more thing,” Dr. Gallagher said. “I really admire you. For doing this sort of thing.”


  I was halfway to Shay’s room when I realized that Dr. Gallagher had remembered my name.


  ***


  It took several cell phone calls to the prison before I was allowed in to see Shay, and even then, the warden insisted that the officer inside the room would have to stay. I walked inside, acknowledged the CO, and sat down on the edge of Shay’s bed. His eyes were blackened, his face bandaged. He was asleep, and it made him look younger.


  Part of what I did for a living meant championing the causes of my clients. I was the strong arm, fighting on their behalf, the bullhorn broadcasting their voices. I could feel the angry discomfort of the Abenaki boy whose school team was called the Redskins; I could identify with the passion of the teacher who’d been fired for being Wiccan. Shay, though, had sent me reeling. Although this was arguably the most important case I would ever bring to court, and although—as my father pointed out—I hadn’t been this motivated in my career in ages, there was an inherent paradox. The more I got to know him, the better chance I had of winning his organ donation case. But the more I got to know him, the harder it would be for me to see him executed.


  I dragged my cell phone out of my purse. The officer’s eyes flicked toward me. “You’re not supposed to use that in here—”


  “Oh, piss off,” I snapped, and for the hundredth time I dialed Father Michael, and reached his voice mail. “I don’t know where you are,” I said, “but call me back immediately.”


  I had left the emotional component of Shay Bourne’s welfare to Father Michael, figuring (a) my talents were better put to use in a courtroom, and (b) my interpersonal relationship skills had grown so rusty I needed WD-40 before employing them. But now, Father Michael was MIA, Shay was hospitalized, and I was here, for better or for worse.


  I stared at Shay’s hands. They were cuffed at the wrist to the metal bars of the hospital gurney. The nails were clean and clipped, the tendons ropy. It was hard to imagine the fingers curled around a pistol, pulling a trigger twice. And yet, twelve jurors had been able to picture it.


  Very slowly, I reached across the knobby cotton blanket. I threaded my fingers with Shay’s, surprised at how warm his skin was. But when I was about to pull away, his grip tightened. His eyes slitted open, another shade of blue amid the bruising. “Gracie,” he said, in a voice that sounded like cotton caught on thorns. “You came.”


  I did not know who he thought I was. “Of course I came,” I said, squeezing his hand. I smiled at Shay Bourne and pretended that I was the person he needed me to be.


  MICHAEL
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  Dr. Vijay Choudhary’s office was filled with statues of Ganesha, the Hindu deity with a potbellied human body and an elephant’s head. I had to move one in order to sit down, in fact. “Mr. Smythe was extremely lucky,” the doctor said. “A quarter inch to the left, and he wouldn’t have survived.”


  “About that...” I took a deep breath. “A doctor at the prison pronounced him dead.”


  “Between you and me, Father, I wouldn’t trust a psychiatrist to find his own car in a parking lot, much less a hypotensive victim’s pulse. Reports of Mr. Smythe’s death were, as they say, greatly exaggerated.”


  “There was a lot of blood—”


  “Many structures in the neck can bleed a great deal. To a layman, a pool of blood may look like a huge quantity, even when it’s not.” He shrugged. “What I imagine happened was a vasovagal reaction. Mr. Smythe saw blood and passed out. The body compensates for shock due to blood loss. Blood pressure lowers, and vasoconstriction occurs, and both tend to stop the bleeding. They also lead to a loss of palpable pulses in the extremities—which is why the psychiatrist couldn’t find one in his wrist.”


  “So,” I said, pinkening. “You don’t think it’s possible that Mr. Smythe was...well...resurrected?”


  “No,” he chuckled. “Now, in medical school, I saw patients who’d frozen to death, in the vernacular, come back to life when they were warmed up. I saw a heart stop beating, and then start up by itself again. But in neither of those cases—or in Mr. Smythe’s—did I consider the patient clinically dead before his or her recovery.”


  My phone began to vibrate, as it had every ten minutes for the past two hours. I’d turned the ringer off when I came into the hospital, as per their policy. “Nothing miraculous, then,” I said.


  “Perhaps not by your standards...but I think that Mr. Smythe’s family might disagree.”


  I thanked him, set the statue of Ganesha back on my chair, and left Dr. Choudhary’s office. As soon as I exited the hospital building, I turned on my cell phone to see fifty-two messages.


  Call me right back, Maggie said on her message. Something’s happened to Shay. Beep.


  Where are you?? Beep.


  Okay, I know you probably don’t have your phone on but you have to call me back immediately. Beep.


  Where the fuck are you? Beep.


  I hung up and dialed her cell phone. “Maggie Bloom,” she whispered, answering.


  “What happened to Shay?”


  “He’s in the hospital.”


  “What?! Which hospital?”


  “Concord. Where are you?”


  “Standing outside the ER.”


  “Then for God’s sake, get up here. He’s in room 514.”


  I ran up the stairs, pushing past doctors and nurses and lab technicians and secretaries, as if my speed now could make up for the fact that I had not been available for Shay when he needed me. The armed officers at the door took one look at my collar—a free pass, especially on a Sunday afternoon—and let me inside. Maggie was curled up on the bed, her shoes off, her feet tucked underneath her. She was holding Shay’s hand, although I would have been hard-pressed to recognize the patient as the man I’d talked to just yesterday. His skin was the color of fine ash; his hair had been shaved in one patch to accommodate stitches to close a gash. His nose—broken, from the looks of it—was covered with gauze, and the nostrils were plugged with cotton.


  “Dear God,” I breathed.


  “From what I can understand, he came out on the short end of a prison hit,” Maggie said.


  “That’s not possible. I was there during the prison hit—”


  “Apparently, you left before Act Two.”


  I glanced at the officer who stood like a sentry in the corner of the hospital room. The man looked at me and nodded in confirmation.


  “I already called Warden Coyne at home to give him hell,” Maggie said. “He’s meeting me at the prison in a half hour to talk about additional security measures that can be put in place to protect Shay until his execution—when what he really means is ‘What can I do to keep you from suing?’” She turned to me. “Can you sit here with Shay?”


  It was a Sunday, and I was utterly, absolutely lost. I was on an unofficial leave of absence from St. Catherine’s, and although I had always known I’d feel adrift without God, I had underestimated how aimless I would feel without my church. Usually at this time, I would be hanging my robes after celebrating Mass. I would go with Father Walter to have lunch with a parishioner. Then we’d head back to his place and watch the preseason Sox game on TV, have a couple of beers. What religion did for me went beyond belief—it made me part of a community.


  “I can stay,” I answered.


  “Then I’m out of here,” Maggie said. “He hasn’t woken up, not really, anyway. And the nurse said he’ll probably have to pee when he does, and that we should use this torture device.” She pointed at a plastic jug with a long neck. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not getting paid enough for that.” She paused in the doorway. “I’ll call you later. Turn on your damn phone.”


  When she left, I pulled a chair closer to Shay’s bed. I read the plastic placard about how to raise and lower the mattress, and the list of which television channels were available. I said an entire rosary, and still Shay didn’t stir.


  At the edge of the bed, Shay’s medical chart hung on a metal clip. I skimmed through the language that I didn’t understand—the injury, the medications, his vital statistics. Then I glanced at the patient name at the top of the page:


  I. M. Bourne


  Isaiah Matthew Bourne. We had been told this at his trial, but I had forgotten that Shay was not his Christian name. “I. M. Bourne,” I said aloud. “Sounds like a guy Trump would hire.”


  I am born.


  Was this a hint, another puzzle piece of evidence?


  There were two ways of looking at any situation. What one person sees as a prisoner’s babble, another might recognize as words from a long-lost gospel. What one person sees as a medically viable stroke of luck, another might see as a resurrection. I thought of Lucius being healed, of the water into wine, of the followers who had so easily believed in Shay. I thought of a thirty-three-year-old man, a carpenter, facing execution. I thought of Rabbi Bloom’s idea—that every generation had a person in it capable of being the Messiah.


  There is a point when you stand at the edge of the cliff of hard evidence, look across to what lies on the other side, and step forward. Otherwise, you wind up going nowhere. I stared at Shay, and maybe for the first time, I didn’t see who he was. I saw who he might be.


  As if he could feel my gaze, he began to toss and turn. Only one of his eyes could slit open; the other was swollen shut. “Father,” he rasped in a voice still cushioned with medication. “Where am I?”


  “You were hurt. You’re going to be all right, Shay.”


  In the corner of the room, the officer was staring at us. “Do you think we could have a minute alone? I’d like to pray in private with him.”


  The officer hesitated—as well he should have: what clergyman isn’t accustomed to praying in front of others? Then he shrugged. “Guess a priest wouldn’t do anything funny,” he said. “Your boss is tougher than mine.”


  People anthropomorphized God all the time—as a boss, as a lifesaver, as a justice, as a father. No one ever pictured him as a convicted murderer. But if you put aside the physical trappings of the body—something that all the apostles had had to do after Jesus was resurrected—then maybe anything was possible.


  As the officer backed out of the room, Shay winced. “My face...” He tried to lift up his hand to touch the bandages, but found that he was handcuffed to the bed. Struggling, he began to pull harder.


  “Shay,” I said firmly, “don’t.”


  “It hurts. I want drugs...”


  “You’re already on drugs,” I told him. “We only have a few minutes till the officer comes back in, so we have to talk while we can.”


  “I don’t want to talk.”


  Ignoring him, I leaned closer. “Tell me,” I whispered. “Tell me who you are.”


  A wary hope lit Shay’s eyes; he’d probably never expected to be recognized as the Lord. He went very still, never taking his eyes off mine. “Tell me who you are.”


  In the Catholic Church, there were lies of commission and lies of omission. The first referred to telling an outright falsehood, the second to withholding the truth. Both were sins.


  I had lied to Shay since before the moment we met. He’d counted on me to help him donate his heart, but he’d never realized how black mine was. How could I expect Him to reveal Himself when I hadn’t done the same?


  “You’re right,” I said quietly. “There’s something I haven’t told you...about who I used to be, before I was a priest.”


  “Let me guess...an altar boy.”


  “I was a college student, majoring in math. I didn’t even go to church until after I served on the jury.”


  “What jury?”


  I hesitated. “The one that sentenced you to death, Shay.”


  He stared at me for a long minute, and then he turned away. “Get out.”


  “Shay—”


  “Get the fuck away from me!” He flailed against his handcuffs, yanking at the bonds so that his skin rubbed raw. The sound he made was wordless, primordial, the noise that had surely filled the world before there was order and light.


  A nurse came running in, along with the two officers who were standing outside. “What happened?” the nurse cried, as Shay continued to thrash, his head whipping from side to side on the pillow. The gauze in his nose bloomed with fresh blood.


  The nurse pushed a call button on the panel behind Shay’s head, and suddenly the room was filled with people. A doctor yelled at the officers to unlock his damn hands, but as soon as they did, Shay began swatting at everything he could reach. An aide plunged a hypodermic into his arm. “Get him out of here,” someone said, and an orderly pulled me out of the room; the last thing I saw was Shay going boneless, sliding away from the people who were desperately trying to save him.


  June
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  Claire was standing in front of a full-length mirror, naked. Her chest was crisscrossed with black ribbon, like the lacing on a football. As I watched, she untied the bow, unraveled the ribbons, and peeled back both halves of her chest. She unhooked a tiny brass hinge on her rib cage and it sprang open.


  Inside, the heart was beating sure and strong, a clear sign that it wasn’t hers. Claire lifted a serving spoon and began to carve at the organ, trying to sever it from the veins and arteries. Her cheeks went pale; her eyes were the color of agony—but she managed to pull it free: a bloody, misshapen mass that she placed in my outstretched hand. “Take it back,” she said.


  I woke up from the nightmare, sweat-soaked, pulse racing. After speaking with Dr. Wu about organ compatibility, I’d realized he was right—what was at issue here was not where this heart came from, but whether it came at all.


  But I still hadn’t told Claire a donor heart had become available. We had yet to go through the legal proceedings, anyway—and although I told myself I didn’t want to get her hopes up until the judge ruled, another part of me realized that I just didn’t want to have to tell her the truth.


  After all, it was her chest that would be hosting this man’s heart.


  Even a long shower couldn’t get the nightmare of Claire out of my mind, and I realized that we had to have the conversation I had been so studiously avoiding. I dressed and hurried downstairs to find her eating a bowl of cereal on the couch and watching television. “The dog needs to go out,” she said absently.


  “Claire,” I said, “I have to talk to you.”


  “Let me just see the end of this show.”


  I glanced at the screen—it was Full House, and Claire had watched this episode so often that even I could have told you Jesse came home from Japan realizing being a rock star was not what it was cracked up to be.


  “You’ve seen it before,” I said, turning off the television.


  Her eyes flashed, and she used the remote to turn the show back on.


  Maybe it was a lack of sleep; maybe it was just the weight of the imminent future on my shoulders—for whatever reason, I snapped. I whirled around and yanked the cable feed out of the wall.


  “What is wrong with you?” Claire cried. “Why are you being such a bitch!”


  Both of us fell silent, stunned by Claire’s language. She’d never called me that before; she’d never really even argued with me. Take it back, I thought, and I remembered that image of Claire, holding out her heart.


  “Claire,” I said, backpedaling. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


  I broke off as Claire’s eyes rolled back in her head.


  I’d seen this before—too often. The AICD in her chest was firing: when Claire’s heart skipped a beat, or several, it automatically defibrillated her. I caught her as she collapsed, settling her on the couch, waiting for her heart to restart, for Claire to come to.


  Except this time, she didn’t.


  ***


  On the ambulance ride to the hospital, I counted all the reasons I hated myself: For picking a fight with Claire. For accepting Shay Bourne’s offer to donate his heart, without asking her first. For turning off Full House before the happy ending.


  Just stay with me, I begged silently, and you can watch TV twenty-four hours a day. I will watch it with you. Don’t give up, we’ve come so close.


  Although the EMTs had gotten Claire’s heart beating again by the time we reached the hospital, Dr. Wu had admitted her, with the unspoken agreement that this was her new home until a new heart arrived—or hers gave out. I watched him check Claire, who was fast asleep in the oceanic blue light of the darkened room. “June,” he said, “let’s talk outside.”


  He closed the door behind us. “There’s no good news here.”


  I nodded, biting my lip.


  “Obviously, the AICD isn’t functioning correctly. But in addition, the tests we’ve done show her urine output decreasing and her creatinine levels rising. We’re talking about renal failure, June. It’s not just her heart that’s giving out—her whole body is shutting down.”


  I looked away, but I couldn’t stop a tear from rolling down my cheek.


  “I don’t know how long it’s going to take to get a court to agree to that heart donation,” the doctor said, “but Claire can’t wait around for the docket to clear.”


  “I’ll call the lawyer,” I said softly. “Is there anything else I can do?”


  Dr. Wu touched my arm. “You should think about saying good-bye.”


  I held myself together long enough for Dr. Wu to disappear into an elevator. Then, I rushed down the hallway and blindly plunged into a doorway that stood ajar. I fell to my knees and let the grief bleed out of me—one great, low keening note.


  Suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder. I blinked through my tears to find the priest who was Shay Bourne’s ally staring at me. “June? Is everything all right?”


  “No,” I said. “No, everything is most definitely not all right.”


  I could see then what I hadn’t noticed when I first came into the room—the gold cross on the long dais in the front of the room, one flag with the star of David, another with a Muslim crescent moon: this was the hospital chapel, a place to ask for what you wanted the most.


  Was it wrong to wish for someone’s death so that Claire could have his heart sooner?


  “Is it your daughter?” the priest asked.


  I nodded, but I couldn’t look him in the eye.


  “Would it be all right—I mean, would you mind if I prayed for her?”


  Although I did not want his assistance—had not asked for his assistance—this one time, I was willing to put aside how I felt about God, because Claire could use all the help she could get. Almost imperceptibly, I nodded.


  Beside me, Father Michael’s voice began to move over the hills and valleys of the simplest of prayers: “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”


  Before I realized what I was doing, my own mouth had started to form the words, a muscle memory. And to my surprise, instead of it feeling false or forced, it made me relieved, as if I had just passed the baton to someone else.


  “Give us this day our daily bread and lead us not into temptation. Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive others who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”


  It felt like putting on flannel pajamas on a snowy night; like turning on your blinker for the exit that you know will take you home.


  I looked at Father Michael, and together we said “Amen.”


  MICHAEL
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  Ian Fletcher, former tele-atheist and current academic, lived in New Canaan, New Hampshire, in a farmhouse on a dirt road where the mailboxes were not numbered. I drove up and down the street four times before turning down one driveway and knocking on the door. When I did, no one answered, although I could hear strains of Mozart through the open windows.


  I had left June in the hospital, still shaken by my encounter with Shay. Talk about irony: just when I allowed myself to think that I might be in God’s company, after all—He flatly rejected me. The whole world felt off-kilter; it is an odd thing to start questioning the framework that’s ordered your life, your career, your expectations—and so I had placed a phone call to someone who’d been through it before.


  I knocked again, and this time the door swung open beneath my fist. “Hello? Anyone home?”


  “In here,” a woman called out.


  I stepped into the foyer, taking note of the colonial furniture, the photo on the wall that showed a young girl shaking hands with Bill Clinton and another of the girl smiling beside the Dalai Lama. I followed the music to a room off the kitchen, where the most intricate dollhouse I’d ever seen was sitting on a table, surrounded by bits of wood and chisels and glue gun sticks. The house was made of bricks no bigger than my thumbnail, the windows had miniature shutters that could be louvered to let in light; there was a porch with Corinthian columns. “Amazing,” I murmured, and a woman stood up from behind the dollhouse, where she’d been hidden.


  “Oh,” she said. “Thanks.” Seeing me, she did a double take, and I realized her eyes were focused on my clerical collar.


  “Bad parochial school flashback?”


  “No...it’s just been a while since I’ve had a priest in here.” She stood up, wiping her hands on a white butcher’s apron. “I’m Mariah Fletcher,” she said.


  “Michael Wright.”


  “Father Michael Wright.”


  I grinned. “Busted.” Then I gestured to her handiwork. “Did you make this?”


  “Well. Yeah.”


  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Good,” Mariah said. “That’s what the client’s counting on.”


  I bent down, scrutinizing a tiny door knocker with the head of a lion. “You’re quite an artist.”


  “Not really. I’m just better at detail than I am at the big picture.” She turned off the CD player that was trilling The Magic Flute. “Ian said I was supposed to keep an eye out for you. And—Oh, shoot.” Her eyes flew to the corner of the room, where a stack of blocks had been abandoned. “You didn’t come across two hellions on your way in?”


  “No...”


  “That’s not a good sign.” Pushing past me, she ran into the kitchen and threw open a pantry door. Twins—I figured them to be about four years old—were smearing the white linoleum with peanut butter and jelly.


  “Oh, God,” Mariah sighed as their faces turned up to hers like sunflowers.


  “You told us we could finger-paint,” one of the boys said.


  “Not on the floor; and not with food!” She glanced at me. “I’d escort you, but—”


  “You have to take care of a sticky situation?”


  She smiled. “Ian’s in the barn; you can just head down there.” She lifted each boy and pointed him toward the sink. “And you two,” she said, “are going to clean up, and then go torture Daddy.”


  I left her washing the twins’ hands and walked down the path toward the barn. Having children was not in the cards for me—I knew that. A priest’s love for God was so all-encompassing that it should erase the human craving for a family—my parents, brothers, sisters, and children were all Jesus. If the Gospel of Thomas was right, however, and we were more like God than unlike Him, then having children should have been mandatory for everyone. After all, God had a son and had given Him up. Any parent whose child had gone to college or gotten married or moved away would understand this part of God more than me.


  As I approached the barn, I heard the most unholy sounds—like cats being dismembered, calves being slaughtered. Panicked—was Fletcher hurt?—I threw open the door to find him watching a teenage girl play the violin.


  Really badly.


  She took the violin from her chin and settled it into the slight curve of her hip. “I don’t understand why I have to practice in the barn.”


  Fletcher removed a pair of foam earplugs. “What was that?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Did you even hear my piece at all?”


  Fletcher paused. “You know I love you, right?” The girl nodded. “Well, let’s just say if God was hanging around here today, that last bit probably sent Her running for the hills.”


  “Tryouts for band are tomorrow,” she said. “What am I going to do?”


  “Switch to the flute?” Fletcher suggested, but he put his arm around the girl and hugged her as he spoke. As he turned, he noticed me. “Ah. You must be Michael Wright.” He shook my hand and introduced the girl. “This is my daughter, Faith.”


  Faith shook my hand, too. “Did you hear me play? Am I as bad as he says I am?”


  I hesitated, and Fletcher came to my rescue. “Honey, don’t put the priest in a position where he’s going to have to lie—he’ll waste his whole afternoon at confession.” He grinned at Faith. “I think it’s your turn to watch the demon twins from hell.”


  “No, I remember very clearly that it’s your turn. I was doing it all morning while Mom worked.”


  “Ten bucks,” Ian said.


  “Twenty,” Faith countered.


  “Done.” She put her violin back in its case. “Nice to meet you,” she said to me, and she slipped out of the barn, heading toward the house.


  “You have a beautiful family,” I said to Fletcher.


  He laughed. “Appearances can be deceiving. Spending an afternoon with Cain and Abel is a whole new form of birth control.”


  “Their names are—”


  “Not really,” Fletcher said, smiling. “But that’s what I call them when Mariah’s not listening. Come on back to my office.”


  He walked me past a generator and a snowblower, two abandoned horse stalls, and through a pine door. Inside, to my surprise, was a finished room with paneled walls and two stories of bookshelves. “I have to admit,” Fletcher said, “I don’t get very many calls from the Catholic clergy. They aren’t quite the prevalent audience for my book.”


  I sat down on a leather wing chair. “I can imagine.”


  “So what’s a nice priest like you doing in the office of a rabble-rouser like me? Can I expect a blistering commentary in the Catholic Advocate with your byline on it?”


  “No...this is more of a fact-finding mission.” I thought about how much I should admit to Ian Fletcher. The confidentiality relationship between a parishioner and a priest was as inviolable as the one between a patient and his doctor, but was telling Fletcher what Shay had said breaking a trust if the same words were already in a gospel that had been written two thousand years ago? “You used to be an atheist,” I said, changing the subject.


  “Yeah.” Fletcher smiled. “I was pretty gifted at it, too, if I do say so myself.”


  “What happened?”


  “I met someone who made me question everything I was so sure I knew about God.”


  “That,” I said, “is why I’m in the office of a rabble-rouser like you.”


  “And what better place to learn more about the Gnostic gospels,” Fletcher said.


  “Exactly.”


  “Well, then, the first thing is that you shouldn’t call them that. It would be like calling someone a spic or a Hebe—the label Gnostic was made up by the same people who rejected them. In my circles, we call them noncanonical gospels. Gnostic literally means one who knows—but the people who coined the term considered its followers know-it-alls.”


  “That’s what we pretty much learn in seminary.”


  Fletcher looked at me. “Let me ask you a question, Father—in your opinion, what’s the purpose of religion?”


  I laughed. “Wow, thank goodness you picked an easy one.”


  “I’m serious...”


  I considered this. “I think religion brings people together over a common set of beliefs...and makes them understand why they matter.”


  Fletcher nodded, as if this was the answer he’d been expecting. “I think it’s there to answer the really hard questions that arise when the world doesn’t work the way it’s supposed to—like when your child dies of leukemia, or you’re fired after twenty years of hard work. When bad things happen to good people, and good things happen to bad people. The really interesting thing, to me, is that somehow religion stopped being about trying to find honest solutions...and started being about ritual. Instead of everyone searching for understanding on their own, orthodox religion came along and said, ‘Do x, y, and z—and the world will be a better place.’”


  “Well, Catholicism’s been around for thousands of years,” I replied, “so it must be doing something right.”


  “You have to admit, it’s done a lot wrong, too,” Fletcher said.


  Anyone who’d had limited religious instruction or a thorough college education knew about the Catholic Church and its role in politics and history—not to mention the heresies that had been squelched over the centuries. Even sixth graders studied the Inquisition. “It’s a corporation,” I said. “And sure, there have been times when it’s been staffed badly, with people who think ambition trumps faith. But that doesn’t mean you throw the baby out with the bathwater. No matter how screwed up God’s servants are in the Church, His message has managed to get through.”


  Fletcher tilted his head. “What do you know about the birth of Christianity?”


  “Did you want me to start with the Holy Ghost visiting Mary, or skip ahead to the star in the East...”


  “That’s the birth of Jesus,” Fletcher said. “Two very different things. Historically, after Jesus’s death, his followers weren’t exactly welcomed with open arms. By the second century A.D., they were literally dying for their beliefs. But even though they belonged to groups that called themselves Christians, the groups weren’t unified, because they were all very different from one another. One of these groups was the so-called Gnostics. To them, being Christian was a good first step, but to truly reach enlightenment, you had to receive secret knowledge, or gnosis. You started with faith, but you developed insight—and for these people, Gnostics offered a second baptism. Ptolemy called it apolutrosis—the same word used when slaves were legally freed.”


  “So how did people get this secret knowledge?”


  “There’s the rub,” Fletcher said. “Unlike the church, you couldn’t be taught it. It had nothing to do with being told what to believe, and everything to do with figuring it out on your own. You had to reach inside yourself, understand human nature and its destiny, and at that moment you’d know the secret—that there’s divinity in you, if you’re willing to look for it. And the path would be different for everyone.”


  “That sounds more Buddhist than Christian.”


  “They called themselves Christians,” Fletcher corrected. “But Irenaeus, who was the bishop of Lyons at the time, disagreed. He saw three huge differences between Orthodox Christianity and Gnosticism. In Gnostic texts, the focus wasn’t on sin and repentance, but instead on illusion and enlightenment. Unlike in the Orthodox Church, you couldn’t be a member simply by joining—you had to show evidence of spiritual maturity to be accepted. And—this was probably the biggest stumbling block for the bishop—Gnostics didn’t think Jesus’s resurrection was literal. To them, Jesus was never really human—he just appeared in human form. But that was just a technicality to the Gnostics, because unlike Orthodox Christians, they didn’t see a gap between the human and the divine. To them, Jesus wasn’t a one-of-a-kind savior—he was a guide, helping you find your individual spiritual potential. And when you reached it, you weren’t redeemed by Christ—you became a Christ. Or in other words: you were equal to Jesus. Equal to God.”


  It was easy to see why, in seminary, this had been taught as heresy: the basis of Christianity was that there was only one God, and He was so different from man that the only way to reach Him was through Jesus. “The biggest heresies are the ones that scare the Church to death.”


  “Especially when the Church is going through its own identity crisis,” Fletcher said. “I’m sure you remember how Irenaeus decided to unify the Orthodox Christian Church—by figuring out who was a true believer, and who was faking. Who was speaking the word of God, and who was speaking...well...just words?”


  On a pad in front of him, Fletcher wrote GOD = WORD = JESUS, then spun it around so I could see. “Irenaeus came up with this little gem. He said that we can’t be divine, because Jesus’s life and death were so different from that of any man—which became the very beginning of Orthodox Christianity. What didn’t fit this equation became heretical—if you weren’t worshipping the right way, you were out. It was sort of the first reality show, if you want to think of it that way: who had the purest form of Christianity? He condemned the folks who got creative with faith, like Marcus and his followers, who spoke in prophecies and had visions of a feminine divinity clothed in the letters of the Greek alphabet. He condemned the groups that swore by only one gospel—like the Ebionites, who were attached to Matthew; or the Marcionites, who studied only Luke. Just as bad were the groups like the Gnostics, who had too many texts. Instead, Irenaeus decided that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John should be the four cornerstone gospels of what to believe—”


  “—because they all had a narrative of Christ’s Passion in them...which the Church needed, in order for the Eucharist to mean something.”


  “Exactly,” Fletcher said. “Then Irenaeus appealed to all those people who were trying to decide which Christian group was right for them. Basically, he said: ‘We know how hard it is to figure out what’s true, and what’s not. So we’re going to make it easy for you, and tell you what to believe.’ People who did that were true Christians. People who didn’t were not. And the things Irenaeus told people to believe became the foundation for the Nicene Creed, years later.”


  Every priest knew that what we were taught in seminary had a Catholic spin put on it—yet there was an incontrovertible truth behind it. I had always believed that the Catholic Church was evidence of religious survival of the fittest: the truest, most powerful ideas were the ones that had prevailed over time. But Fletcher was saying that the most powerful ideas had been subjugated...because they jeopardized the existence of the Orthodox Church. That the reason they’d had to be crushed was because—at one point—they’d been as or more popular than Orthodox Christianity.


  Or in other words, the reason the Church had survived and flourished was not because its ideas were the most valid, but because it had been the world’s first bully.


  “Then the books of the New Testament were just an editorial decision someone once had to make,” I said.


  Fletcher nodded. “But what were those decisions based on? The gospels aren’t the word of God. They’re not even the apostles’ firsthand accounts of the word of God. They’re simply the stories that best supported the creed that the Orthodox Church wanted people to follow.”


  “But if Irenaeus hadn’t done that,” I argued, “chances are there would be no Christianity. Irenaeus united a whole mass of fragmented followers and their beliefs. When you’re in Rome in A.D. 150 and you’re being arrested because you confess Christ as your savior, you want to make sure that the people beside you aren’t going to turn around at the last minute and say they believe something different. In fact, it’s still important today to figure out who’s a believer and who’s just a nutcase—read any paper and you’ll see how anger, prejudice, or ego are all routinely passed off as the Word of God, usually with a bomb strapped to it.”


  “Orthodoxy takes the risk away,” Fletcher agreed. “We tell you what’s real and what’s not, so you don’t have to worry about getting it wrong. The problem is that the minute you do it, you start separating people into groups. Some get favored, some don’t. Some gospels get picked, others get hidden away underground for thousands of years.” He looked at me. “Somewhere along the line, organized religion stopped being about faith, and started being about who had the power to keep that faith.” Fletcher ripped off the sheet of paper with Irenaeus’s equation, leaving a clear, blank slate beneath. He crumpled the paper, tossed it into his trash can. “You said that the purpose of religion was to bring people together. But does it, really? Or does it—knowingly, purposefully, and intentionally—break them apart?”


  I took a deep breath. And then I told him everything I knew about Shay Bourne.


  Lucius
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  None of us were getting any sleep, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.


  Crowds have their own pH, and the remarkable thing is that they can change in an instant. The people who had been camping out outside the prison—who were featured in a countdown every night on the local news (MR. MESSIAH: DAY 23)—had somehow gotten word that Shay had been hospitalized for an injury. But now, in addition to the camp that was holding a prayer vigil for Shay, there was a very vocal group of people who felt that this was a sign, that the reason Shay had been hurt so badly was because God decided he had it coming to him.


  They got louder, for some reason, after dark. Insults were hurled, fights were picked, punches were thrown. Someone sent the National Guard down to patrol the perimeter of the prison and keep the peace, but no one could shut them up. Shay’s supporters would sing gospel to drown out the chants of the disbelievers (“Jesus lives! Bourne dies!”). Even with headphones on, I could still hear them, a headache that wouldn’t go away.


  Watching the eleven o’clock news that night was surreal. To see the prison and hear the resonant shouts of the mob outside echoing the broadcast on my television—well, it was like déjà vu, except it was happening now.


  There’s only one God, people shouted.


  They carried signs: JESUS IS MY HOMEBOY—NOT SATAN.


  LET HIM DIE FOR HIS SINS.


  NO CROWN OF THORNS FOR SHAY BOURNE.


  They were separated from the Shay loyalists by armed guards toting guns, who walked the fault line of public opinion between them.


  “As you can see,” the reporter said, “sentiment in support of Shay Bourne and his unprecedented case to donate his heart is waning in the wake of his hospitalization. A recent poll done by WNRK news shows only thirty-four percent of New Hampshire residents still convinced that the courts should allow Bourne to be an organ donor; and even less than that—sixteen percent—agree that his miracles are divinely inspired. Which means that an overwhelming eighty-four percent of the state agrees with Reverend Arbogath Justus, who’s joining us again this evening. Reverend, you and the members of your church have been here for nearly a week now and have been instrumental in turning the tide of public opinion. What’s your take on the Bourne hospitalization?”


  The Reverend Justus was still wearing that green suit. “Ninety-nine percent of the state thinks you should burn that outfit,” I said out loud.


  “Janice,” the reverend replied, “we at the Drive-In Church of Christ in God have of course been praying for Shay Bourne’s speedy and full recovery in the wake of the prison attack. However, when we pray, we pray to the one and only Lord: Jesus Christ.”


  “Is there any message you have for those who still don’t agree with you?”


  “Why, yes.” He leaned closer to the camera. “I told you so.”


  The reporter took back the microphone. “We’ve been told that Bourne will be released from the hospital in the next few hours, but doctors haven’t commented on his condition...” Suddenly, a roar went up from both sides of the crowd, and the reporter covered her earpiece with one hand. “This is unconfirmed,” she said over the din, “but apparently an ambulance has just driven into the rear entrance of the prison...”


  On the screen, the camera swung past her to catch a man decking a woman in a purple caftan. The armed guards stepped in, but by then other fights had broken out between the camps. The line separating the two bled, until the guards had to call in reinforcements. The cameras captured a teenager being trampled, a man being smacked in the head by the butt of a guard’s rifle and collapsing.


  “Lights-out,” a CO said over the loudspeaker. Lights-out never really meant lights-out—there was always some residual bulb shining somewhere in the prison. But I pulled off my headphones, lay down on my bunk—and listened to the riot going on outside the brick walls of the prison.


  This is what it always comes down to, I realized. There are the ones who believe, and the ones who don’t, and caught in the space between them are guns.


  Apparently, I wasn’t the only one being disturbed. Batman the Robin began to squawk, in spite of Calloway’s efforts to hush him.


  “Shut that freaking bird up already!” Texas yelled.


  “You shut up,” Calloway said. “Fucking Bourne. Wish he’d never come onto this fucking tier.”


  As if he’d been summoned, the door to I-tier opened, and in the half-light, Shay moved toward his cell, escorted by a flock of six officers. He had a bandage on his face, and two black eyes. Part of his scalp had been shaved. He did not look at any of us as he passed. “Hey,” I murmured as he walked by my cell, but Shay didn’t respond. He moved like a zombie, like someone in a sci-fi film whose frontal lobe has been removed by the mad scientist.


  Five of the officers left. The sixth stood outside Shay’s cell door, his own personal security guard. The presence of the CO prevented me from talking to Shay. In fact, the presence of the CO prevented any of us from talking, period.


  I guess we were all so focused on his return that it took us several moments to realize that the quiet wasn’t just a lack of conversation. Batman the Robin had fallen asleep in Calloway’s breast pocket. And outside, that din—that god-awful din—had gone spectacularly, blissfully silent.


  Maggie
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  America was founded on religious freedom, on the separation of church and state, and yet I will be the first to tell you that we’re not much better off than those Puritans were in the 1770s over in England. Religion and politics get into bed with each other all the time: the first thing we do in a courtroom is swear on a Bible; public school classes begin with the Pledge of Allegiance, which declares us one nation under God; even our currency is stamped with the words In God We Trust. You’d think that of all people, a lawyer like me from the ACLU would be violently opposed to this on principle, but no. I had spent thirty minutes in the shower and another twenty driving downtown to the federal courthouse trying to figure out the best way to drag religion smack into the middle of a courtroom.


  I was just determined to do it without offending the personal beliefs of the judge.


  In the parking lot, I called the ChutZpah and reached my mother on the first try.


  “What kind of name is Haig?”


  “You mean like the general?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sounds German, maybe,” she mused. “I don’t know. Why?”


  “I was talking religious affiliation.”


  “Is that what you think I do?” my mother said. “Judge people on their last names?”


  “Does everything have to be an accusation? I just need to know before I go into chambers, so that I can tailor what I say to the justice sitting on the case.”


  “I thought the whole point of being a judge was being impartial.”


  “Right. Just like the whole point of being crowned Miss America is to promote world peace.”


  “I can’t remember if Alexander Haig is Jewish. I know your father liked him because he supported Israel...”


  “Well, even if he is, that doesn’t mean that my judge is. Haig isn’t quite as easy to figure out as someone named O’Malley or Hershkowitz.”


  “Your father once dated a Jewish girl named Barbara O’Malley, for your information,” my mother said.


  “Hopefully before he married you...”


  “Very funny. I’m just saying that your theory isn’t airtight.”


  “Well, you don’t meet many Jewish O’Malleys.”


  My mother hesitated. “I think her grandparents had their surname legally changed from Meyer.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I’ve got to go. No matter what his religion is, no judge likes a lawyer who’s late.”


  I had received a call from my secretary when I was meeting with Warden Coyne about Shay’s protection in the prison—Judge Haig wanted to see counsel in federal court the very next morning, a mere four days after I’d filed my complaint there. I should have realized things were going to move blisteringly fast. Shay already had an execution date scheduled, so the court had put us on an expedited trial calendar.


  As I turned the corner, I saw the AAG from the appellate division, Gordon Greenleaf, already waiting. I nodded at him, and then felt my cell phone vibrating in my purse with a text message.


  GOOGLED HAIG-ROM CATH. XO MOM


  I snapped the phone shut as the clerk arrived to lead us into Judge Haig’s chambers.


  The judge had thinning gray hair and a distance-runner’s body. I peered at the collar of his shirt, but he was wearing a tie: for all I knew, he might be wearing a crucifix, a star of David, or even a rope of garlic to ward off vampires. “All right, boys and girls,” he said, “who can tell us why we’re here today?”


  “Your Honor,” I answered, “I’m suing the commissioner of corrections of the State of New Hampshire on behalf of my client, Shay Bourne.”


  “Yes, thank you, Ms. Bloom, I already breathlessly read your complaint from cover to cover. What I meant was that Mr. Bourne’s impending execution is already a zoo. Why is the ACLU turning it into a bigger one?”


  Gordon Greenleaf cleared his throat. He had always reminded me of Bozo the Clown, with his tufted red hair and allergies that left his nose red more often than not. “He’s a death row inmate trying to delay the inevitable, Your Honor.”


  “He’s not trying to delay anything,” I argued. “He’s just trying to make amends for his sins, and he believes this is the way he needs to die in order to reach salvation. He’d be the first to tell you you can execute him tomorrow, as long as it’s by hanging.”


  “This is 2008, Ms. Bloom. We execute people by lethal injection. We’re not going back to a more archaic form of execution,” Judge Haig said.


  I nodded. “But, Judge, with all due respect, if the Department of Corrections finds lethal injection impractical, the sentence may be carried out by hanging.”


  “The Department of Corrections doesn’t have a problem with lethal injection!” Greenleaf said.


  “It does when Mr. Bourne’s First Amendment rights are being violated. He has the right to practice his religious beliefs, even in a prison setting—up to and including during the moment of his execution.”


  “What are you talking about?” Greenleaf exploded. “No religion insists on organ donation. Just because one individual gets some crazy set of rules into his head to live—or die—by, that doesn’t qualify it as a religious belief.”


  “Gee, Gordon,” I said. “Who died and left you God?”


  “Counselors, back to your corners,” Judge Haig said. He pursed his lips, deep in thought. “There are some factual issues here that need to be fleshed out,” he began, “but the first of these is, Mr. Greenleaf, whether the state will agree to hang Mr. Bourne in lieu of giving him a lethal injection.”


  “Absolutely not, Judge. Preparations are already in place for the method of execution that was specified at his sentencing.”


  Judge Haig nodded. “Then we’ll set this down for trial. Given the very real deadline we’re working under, it will be an expedited hearing. We’re going to pretend that there’s no such thing as federal discovery; we’re going to pretend that there’s no such thing as summary judgment motions—we don’t have time for them. Instead, I want witness lists on my desk in a week, and I want you prepared to go straight to trial in two weeks.”


  Gordon and I gathered our belongings and stepped outside chambers. “Do you have any idea how much money the taxpayers of New Hampshire have spent on that death chamber?”


  “Take it up with the governor, Gordon,” I said. “If the rich towns in New Hampshire have to pay for public education, maybe the poor towns can cough up the funds for future death row inmates.”


  He folded his arms. “What’s the ACLU’s game here, Maggie? You can’t get the death penalty declared unconstitutional, so you use religion as a fallback position?”


  I smiled at him. “You do if it helps you get the death penalty declared unconstitutional. See you in two weeks, Gordon,” I said, and I walked off, leaving him staring after me.


  ***


  Three times, I picked up the phone and dialed. Three times, I hung up just as the line connected.


  I couldn’t do this.


  But I had to. I had two weeks to get the facts; and if I was going to fight on Shay’s behalf to donate his heart, I needed to understand exactly how this was going to work—and be able to explain that in court.


  When the hospital switchboard connected, I asked to speak to Dr. Gallagher’s office. I left my name and number with a secretary, fully anticipating the fact that it would take some time before he returned my call, during which I might actually develop the courage to speak to him. So when the phone rang almost as soon as I put down the receiver, I was shocked to hear his voice. “Ms. Bloom,” he said. “What can I do for you?”


  “You weren’t supposed to call back this fast,” I blurted out.


  “Ah, I’m sorry. I really should be less punctual with my patients.”


  “I’m not your patient.”


  “Right. You were only masquerading as one.” He was silent, and then said, “I believe you called me?”


  “Yes. Yes, I did. I was wondering if you might be willing to meet with me—professionally, of course—”


  “Of course.”


  “—to talk about hanging and organ donation.”


  “If only I had a dime for every time I’ve been asked to do that,” Dr. Gallagher said. “I’d be delighted to meet with you. Professionally, of course.”


  “Of course,” I said, deflated. “The catch is, I have to meet you fairly soon. My client’s trial starts in two weeks.”


  “Well, then, Ms. Bloom, I’ll pick you up at seven.”


  “Oh—you don’t have to do that. I can meet you at the hospital.”


  “Yes, but I really prefer to not eat the cafeteria Jell-O on my days off.”


  “It’s your day off?” He called me back on his day off? “Well, we can do it some other time...”


  “Didn’t you just tell me this was something that needed to be done quickly?”


  “Well,” I said. “Yeah.”


  “Then seven o’clock it is.”


  “Excellent,” I said in my finest courtroom voice. “I look forward to it.”


  “Ms. Bloom.”


  “Yes?”


  I held my breath, waiting for him to lay down the parameters of this meeting. Do not expect this to be any more than it is on the surface: two professionals doing business. Do not forget that you could have asked any number of doctors, even ones who don’t have eyes the color of a moonless night and an accent that tugs like a fishing hook. Do not delude yourself into pretending this is a real date.


  “I don’t know where you live.”


  ***


  Whoever said that black makes you look thinner obviously did not have the same clothes that were hanging in my closet. First I tried on my favorite black pants, which were no longer my favorite because they only buttoned if I stopped breathing and didn’t intend to sit at all during the meal. The black turtleneck that still had tags on it made me look like I had a double chin, and the black crochet shrug that had looked so cute in the catalog showed every inch of bra roll. Red, I thought. I’ll be bold and make a statement. I tried on a crimson silk camisole, but the only statement I seemed to be sending was Frederick’s of Hollywood. I sifted through wraps and cardigans and shells and blazers, A-line skirts and pleated ones and cocktail dresses, tossing them off one by one onto the floor as Oliver hopped away in vain, trying not to get trapped underneath. I tried on every single pair of trousers in my possession and decided that my ass was well on its way to being declared one of Saturn’s moons. Then I marched myself to the bathroom mirror. “Here’s the thing,” I said to myself. “You don’t have to look like Jennifer Aniston to discuss the best way to execute someone.”


  Although, I imagined, it probably helped.


  Finally I decided on my favorite pair of jeans, and a flowing pale green tunic that I’d found for five dollars at an Asian boutique, so I always felt good about wearing it, even when I didn’t look perfect. I twisted my hair up and stabbed it with a hair stick, hoping it looked artful and Grecian instead of just messy and out of time.


  At exactly seven, the doorbell rang. I took one last look at myself in the mirror—the outfit clearly said casual, together, not trying too hard—and opened the door to find Dr. Gallagher wearing a coat and tie.


  “I can change,” I said quickly. “I didn’t know we were going somewhere nice. Not that I wouldn’t expect you to take me somewhere nice. Or that you’re taking me. I mean, I’m taking myself. And you’re taking you. We’re just going in the same car.”


  “You look lovely,” he said. “This is how I dress all the time.”


  “On your day off?”


  “Well, I am British,” he replied, an explanation; but he hooked his finger in his collar and slipped the tie from his shirt. He draped it over the inside knob of the front door.


  “When I was in college and someone did that it meant—” I broke off, remembering what it did mean: don’t enter, because your roommate is getting lucky. “It meant that, um, you were busy studying for a test.”


  “Really?” Dr. Gallagher said. “How strange. At Oxford it meant your roommate was inside having sex.”


  “Maybe we should go,” I said quickly, hoping he didn’t notice that I was blushing fiercely, or that I lived alone with a rabbit, or that my hips were so big that they probably wouldn’t fit into the seat of the little sports car he’d parked in my driveway.


  He opened the car door for me and didn’t turn the ignition until my seat belt was fastened. As he sped off, he cleared his throat. “There’s something I’d like to get out of the way before we go any further,” he said. “I’m Christian.”


  I stared at him. Was he some kind of fundamentalist who limited his extracurricular conversations to people of the same faith? Did he think that I harbored some secret desire to elope, and was he giving me the lay of the land? (All right. So maybe that last one wasn’t far off the mark.)


  Well, whatever. I’d been eating, sleeping, breathing religion with Shay’s case; I was even more sensitive now about religious tolerance than I’d been before I took up this mantle. And if religion was so vitally important to Gallagher that he had to bring it up as the first point of conversation, I could give as good as I got. “I’m an atheist,” I said, “but you might as well know right now that my father’s a rabbi, and if you have a problem with that I’m sure I can find another physician to talk to me, and I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t make a joke right now about Jewish doctors.”


  I exhaled.


  “Well,” he said, and glanced at me. “Perhaps you’d rather call me Chris?”


  ***


  I was pretty sure Emily Post wouldn’t have covered this topic, but it seemed more discreet to wait until after we were served our main course to start talking about how to kill a man.


  The restaurant was inside an old colonial home in Orford, with floorboards that rolled like the seas beneath my feet and a bustling kitchen off to one side. The hostess had a husky, mellifluous voice and greeted the doctor by name.


  Christian.


  The room we were sitting in had only six tables, covered with mismatched linen and dishes and glasses; candles burned in recycled wine bottles. On the wall were mirrors in every shape and size—my own personal version of the ninth circle of hell—but I hardly even noticed them. Instead, I drank water and wine and pretended that I did not want to spoil my appetite by eating the freshly baked bread they’d served us along with dipping oil—or by talking about Shay’s execution.


  Christian smiled at me. “I’ve always imagined one day I’d be forced to consider how one went about losing one’s heart, but I must admit, I didn’t think it would be quite so literal.”


  The waiter arrived with our plates. The menu had been full of the most delectable cuisine: Vietnamese bouillabaisse, escargot tortellini, chorizo dumplings. Even the descriptions of the entrées made me salivate: Handmade to order, fresh Italian parsley pasta filled with fresh artichoke hearts, roasted eggplant, a medley of cheeses, and sweet roasted red and yellow pepper, tossed with a sun-dried tomato cream sauce. Slices of boneless chicken lined with thin slices of prosciutto filled with fresh spinach, Asiago cheese, and sweet onion rolled and served with fresh fettuccine and a tomato marsala wine reduction. Boneless breast of duck roasted, thinly sliced, served with a sun-dried cherry sauce and a wild rice pancake.


  In the wild hope that I might fool Christian into thinking my waist size was not what it seemed to be, I’d swallowed hard and ordered an appetizer. I’d fervently wished that Christian would order the braised leg of lamb or the steak frites so that I could beg a taste, but when I explained I wasn’t all that hungry (a colossal lie), he said an appetizer was all he really wanted, too.


  “From what I imagine,” Christian said, “the inmate would be hanged in such a way that the spine would be fractured at C2/C3, which would arrest all spontaneous respiration.”


  I was trying very hard to follow along. “You mean he’d break his neck and stop breathing?”


  “Right.”


  “So then he’s brain-dead?”


  A couple at the next table glanced at me, and I realized I’d been talking too loudly. That some people didn’t like to mix death with dinner.


  “Well, not quite. It takes some time for anoxic changes to the brain to result in a loss of reflexes...which is how you test for brain-stem function. The problem is that you can’t leave your man hanging for a great period of time, or his heart will stop, and that disqualifies him as a donor.”


  “So what has to happen?”


  “The state needs to agree that the fact that respiration’s ceased is enough to justify taking the body down from the noose on likely suspicion of death, then intubate him so that the heart is protected, and then test for brain death.”


  “Intubating him isn’t the same as resuscitating him, then?”


  “No. It’s the equivalent of someone brain-dead being on a ventilator. It preserves the organs, but there won’t be any brain function once that spinal cord is severed and hypoxia sets in, no matter how much oxygen you pump into his system.”


  I nodded. “So how do you determine brain death?”


  “There are multiple ways. You can do a physical exam first—check to make sure there are no corneal reflexes, no spontaneous respirations, no gag reflex—and then repeat it twelve hours later. But since time is of the essence, I’d recommend a transcranial Doppler test, which uses ultrasound to measure blood flow through the carotid arteries at the base of the brain. If there’s no blood flow for ten minutes, you can legally declare brain death.”


  I imagined Shay Bourne—who could barely string together a coherent sentence, who bit his fingernails to the quick—being led to a gallows. I pictured the noose being drawn tight around his neck and felt the hair stand up on the back of my own.


  “It’s brutal,” I said softly, and put down my fork.


  Christian was quiet for a moment. “I was a resident in Philadelphia the first time I had to tell a mother her child had died. He was the victim of a gang shooting—eight years old. He’d gone to the corner store to get a quart of milk, and was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I will never forget the look in her eyes when I told her we weren’t able to save her son. When a child is killed, two people die, I think. The only difference is that his mother still had to suffer a heartbeat.” He looked up at me. “It will be brutal for Mr. Bourne. But it was brutal for June Nealon first.”


  I sat back in my chair. This, then, was the catch. You meet a well-educated, intensely gorgeous, charming Oxford-educated man, and he turns out to be so right-wing he’s nearly pointed backward. “Then you’re in favor of capital punishment?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level.


  “I think it’s easy to take the moral high road when it’s all theory,” Christian said. “As a physician, do I think it’s right to kill someone? No. But then again, I don’t have children yet. And I’d be lying if I said that when I do, this issue will still seem crystal clear to me.”


  I didn’t have children yet, either; at the rate I was going, I might never have them. And the only time I’d seen June Nealon, face-to-face, we’d been at the restorative justice meeting and she had been so filled with righteous anger that I found it hard to look at her. I didn’t know what it felt like to carry a child underneath my heart for nine months, to feel my body give way to make room for hers. I didn’t know what it felt like to hold an infant and rock her to sleep, to find a lullaby in her breathing. But I knew what it was like to be the daughter.


  My mother and I hadn’t always argued. I could still remember wishing that I was as glamorous as she was—trying on her high-heeled shoes, pulling her sheer satin slips up to my armpits as if they were strapless dresses, diving into the wondrous mystery of her makeup bag. She had, at one point, been the person I wanted to grow up to be.


  It was so damn hard to find love in this world, to locate someone who could make you feel that there was a reason you’d been put on this earth. A child, I imagined, was the purest form of that. A child was the love you didn’t have to look for, didn’t have to prove anything to, didn’t have to worry about losing.


  Which is why, when it happened, it hurt so badly.


  Suddenly, I wanted to call my mother. I wanted to call June Nealon. I was on my first date since the dinosaurs had roamed the planet, a date that was really just a business dinner, and I felt like bursting into tears.


  “Maggie?” Christian leaned forward. “Are you all right?” And then he put his hand on top of mine.


  Arrest all spontaneous respiration, he had said.


  The waiter appeared at the side of the table. “I hope you’ve left room for dessert.”


  I had nothing but room; my appetizer had been a crab cake the size of my thumbnail. But I could feel the warmth of Christian’s skin on mine, and it was like heat at the tip of a candle—only a matter of time before the rest of me melted, too. “Oh, I couldn’t,” I said. “I’m stuffed.”


  “Right,” Christian said, and he slipped his hand away from mine. “I guess just the bill, then.”


  Something had changed in his features—and there was a chill to his voice that hadn’t been there a moment before. “What’s the matter?” I asked. He shook his head, dismissive, but I knew what it was: the death penalty. “You think I’m on the wrong side.”


  “I don’t think there are sides,” Christian said, “but that’s not it.”


  “Then what did I do wrong?”


  The waiter sidled over with the bill, tucked into a leather folder. Christian reached for it. “My last steady girlfriend was a principal dancer for the Boston Ballet.”


  “Oh,” I said feebly. “She must have been...” Beautiful. Graceful. Skinny.


  Everything I wasn’t.


  “Every time we went out for a meal I felt like some sort of...glutton...because I had an appetite, and she never ate a damn thing. I suppose I thought—well, hoped—that you’d be different.”


  “But I love chocolate,” I blurted out. “And apple fritters and pumpkin pie and mousse and tiramisu and I probably would have eaten everything on this menu if I didn’t think it would make me look like a pig. I was trying to be...” My voice trailed off.


  “...what you thought I was looking for?”


  I focused my attention on the napkin on my lap. Leave it to me to ruin a date that wasn’t even really one.


  “What if all I was looking for,” Christian asked, “was you?”


  I lifted my head slowly as Christian summoned back our waiter. “Tell us about dessert,” he said.


  “We have a crème brûlée, a fresh blueberry tart, warm peach puff pastries with homemade ice cream and caramel sauce, and my personal favorite,” the waiter said. “Chocolate French toast with a thin pecan crust, served with mint ice cream, and our own raspberry sauce.”


  “What shall we try?” Christian asked.


  I turned to the waiter. “Maybe we could skip back to the main course first,” I said, and smiled.
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  “This is my simple religion. There is no need for temples; no need for complicated philosophy. Our own brain, our own heart is our temple; the philosophy is kindness.”


  —HIS HOLINESS THE 14TH DALAI LAMA


  June
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  As it turned out, in spite of the deathbed promises, I didn’t tell Claire about her potential new heart when she first awakened after the episode that had brought us back to this hospital. Instead, I made a hundred excuses: When she wasn’t running a temperature. When she had a little more energy. When we knew for sure that a judge was going to allow the donation to happen. The longer I put off the conversation, the more I was able to convince myself that Claire would have another hour, day, week with me in which to have it.


  And in the meantime, Claire was failing. Not just her body, but her spirit. Dr. Wu told me every day that she was stable, but I saw changes. She didn’t want me to read from Teen People. She didn’t want to watch television. She lay on her side, staring at a blank wall.


  “Claire,” I said one afternoon, “want to play cards?”


  “No.”


  “How about Scrabble.”


  “No thanks.” She turned away. “I’m tired.”


  I smoothed her hair back from her face. “I know, baby.”


  “No,” she said. “I mean I’m tired, Mom. I don’t want to do this anymore.”


  “Well, we can take a walk—I mean, I can take a walk and push you in a wheelchair. You don’t have to stay in bed—”


  “I’m going to die in here. You and I both know it. Why can’t I just go home and do it there, instead of hooked up to all of this stuff?”


  I stared at her. Where was the child in that sentence, the one who had believed in fairies and ghosts and all sorts of impossible things? But we’re so close to fixing that, I started to say, and then I realized that if I did, I would have to tell her about the heart that might or might not be coming.


  And whose it was.


  “I want to sleep in my own bed,” Claire said, “instead of one with stupid plastic sheets and a pillow that crackles every time I move my head. I want to eat meat loaf, instead of chicken soup in a blue plastic cup and Jell-O—”


  “You hate when I serve meat loaf.”


  “I know, and I want to get mad at you for cooking it again.” She flopped onto her back and looked at me. “I want to drink from the orange juice container. I want to throw a tennis ball for my dog.”


  I hesitated. “Maybe I can talk to Dr. Wu,” I said. “We can get your own sheets and pillow, I bet...”


  Something in Claire’s eyes dimmed. “Just forget it,” she said, and that was how I realized she’d already begun to die, before I had a chance to save her.


  ***


  As soon as Claire fell asleep that afternoon, I left her in the capable hands of the nursing staff and exited the hospital for the first time in a week. I was stunned to see how much the world had changed. There was a nip in the air that whispered of winter; the trees had begun to turn color, sugar maples first, their bright heads like torches that would light the rest of the woods on fire. My car felt unfamiliar, as if I were driving a rental. And most shocking—the road that led past the state prison had been rerouted with policemen on traffic detail. I inched through the cones, gaping at the crowds that had been cordoned off by police tape: SHAY BOURNE WILL BURN IN HELL, read one sign. Another banner said SATAN IS ALIVE AND KICKING ON I-TIER.


  Once, when Claire was tiny, she’d raised the blackout shade in her bedroom window when she woke up. At the sight of the sunrise, with its outstretched crimson fingers, she’d gasped. Did I do that?


  Now, looking at the signs, I had to wonder: Could you believe something so fiercely that it actually happened? Could your thoughts change the minds of others?


  Keeping my eyes on the road, I passed the prison gates and continued toward my house. But my car had other intentions—it turned right, and then left, and into the cemetery where Elizabeth and Kurt were buried.


  I parked and started walking to their shared grave. It was underneath an ash tree; in the light wind, the leaves shimmered like golden coins. I knelt on the grass and traced my finger over the lettering on the headstone:


  BELOVED DAUGHTER.


  TREASURED HUSBAND.


  Kurt had bought his plot after we’d been married for a year. That’s macabre, I had said, and he had just shrugged it off; he saw the business of death and dying every day. Here’s the thing, though, he had said. There’s room for you, if you want.


  He had not wanted to impose, because he didn’t know if I’d want to be buried near my first husband. Even that tiny bit of consideration—the fact that he wanted me to choose, instead of making an assumption—had made me realize why I loved him. I want to be with you, I had told him. I wanted to be where my heart was.


  After the murders, I would sleepwalk. I’d find myself the next morning in the gardening shed, holding a spade. In the garage, with my face pressed against the metal cheek of a shovel. In my subconscious, I was making plans to join them; it was only when I was awake and alert and felt Claire kicking me from within that I realized I had to stay.


  Would she be the next one I’d bury here? And once I did, what would keep me from carrying things through to their natural conclusion, from putting my family back together in one place?


  I lay down for a minute, prone on the grass. I pressed my face into the stubbled moss at the edge of the headstone and pretended I was cheek-to-cheek with my husband; I felt the dandelions twine through my fingers and pretended I was holding my daughter’s hand.


  ***


  In the elevator of the hospital, the duffel bag started to move itself across the floor. I crouched down, unzipped the top of it. “Good boy,” I said, and patted the top of Dudley’s head. I’d retrieved him from my neighbor, who had been kind enough to play foster parent while Claire was sick. Dudley had fallen asleep in the car, but now he was alert and wondering why I had zipped him into a piece of luggage. The doors opened and I hoisted him up, approaching the nurse’s desk near Claire’s room. I tried to smile normally. “Everything all right?”


  “She’s been sleeping like a baby.”


  Just then, Dudley barked.


  The nurse’s eyes flew up to mine, and I pretended to sneeze. “Wow,” I said, shaking my head. “Is that pollen count something or what?”


  Before she could respond, I hurried into Claire’s room and closed the door behind me. Then I unzipped the bag and Dudley shot out like a rocket. He ran a lap around the room, nearly knocking over Claire’s IV pole.


  There was a reason dogs weren’t allowed in hospitals, but if Claire wanted normal, then she was going to get it. I wrapped my arms around Dudley and hoisted him onto Claire’s bed, where he sniffed the cotton blanket and began to lick her hand.


  Her eyes fluttered open, and when she saw the dog, a smile split her face. “He’s not allowed in here,” she whispered, burying her hands in the fur at his neck.


  “Are you going to tell on me?”


  Claire pushed herself to a sitting position and let the dog crawl into her lap. She scratched behind his ears while he tried to chew on the wire that ran from beneath Claire’s hospital gown to the heart monitor.


  “We won’t have a lot of time,” I said quickly. “Someone’s going to—”


  Just then, a nurse walked in holding a digital thermometer. “Rise and shine, missy,” she began, and then she saw the dog on the bed. “What is that doing in here?”


  I looked at Claire, and then back at the nurse. “Visiting?” I suggested.


  “Mrs. Nealon, not even service dogs are allowed onto this ward without a letter from the vet stating that the vaccinations are up to date and the stool’s tested negative for parasites—”


  “I was just trying to make Claire feel better. He won’t leave this room, I swear.”


  “I’ll give you five minutes,” the nurse said. “But you have to promise you won’t bring him in again before the transplant.”


  Claire, who had a death grip on the dog, glanced up. “Transplant?” she repeated. “What transplant?”


  “She was being theoretical,” I said quickly.


  “Dr. Wu doesn’t schedule theoretical transplants,” the nurse said.


  Claire blinked at me. “Mom?” There was a thread in her voice that had started to unravel.


  The nurse turned on her heel. “I’m counting,” she said, and left the room.


  “Is it true?” Claire asked. “There’s a heart for me?”


  “We’re not sure. There’s a catch...”


  “There’s always a catch,” Claire said. “I mean, how many hearts have turned out to not be as great as Dr. Wu expected?”


  “Well, this one...it’s not ready for transplant yet. It’s sort of still being used.”


  Claire laughed a little. “What are you planning to do? Kill someone?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Is the donor really sick, or old? How could she even be a donor if she’s sick or old?” Claire asked.


  “Honey,” I said. “We have to wait for the donor to be executed.”


  Claire was not stupid. I watched her put together this new information with what she’d heard on television. Her hands tightened on Dudley. “No way,” she said quietly. “I am not taking a heart from the guy who killed my father and my sister.”


  “He wants to give it to you. He offered.”


  “This is sick,” Claire said. “You’re sick.” She struggled to get up, but she was tethered to the bed with tubes and wires.


  “Even Dr. Wu said that it’s an amazing match for you and your body. I couldn’t just say no.”


  “What about me? Don’t I get to say no?”


  “Claire, baby, you know donors don’t come along every day. I had to do it.”


  “Then undo it,” she demanded. “Tell them I don’t want his stupid heart.”


  I sank down on the edge of the hospital bed. “It’s just a muscle. It doesn’t mean you’ll be like him.” I paused. “And besides, he owes this to us.”


  “He doesn’t owe us anything! Why don’t you get that?” Her eyes filled with tears. “You can’t tie the score, Mom. You just have to start over.”


  Her monitors began to sound an alert; her pulse was rising, her heart pumping too hard. Dudley began to bark. “Claire, you have to calm down...”


  “This isn’t about him,” Claire said. “This isn’t even about me. It’s about you. You need to get payment for what happened to Elizabeth. You need to make him pay for what he did. Where do I fit into that?”


  The nurse flew into the room like a great white heron, fussing over Claire. “What’s going on in here?” she said, checking the connections and tubes and drips.


  “Nothing,” we both said simultaneously.


  The nurse gave me a measured glance. “I highly recommend you take that dog away and let Claire get some rest.”


  I reached for Dudley and wrestled him back into the duffel bag. “Just think about it,” I pleaded.


  Ignoring me, Claire reached into the bag and patted the dog. “Good-bye,” she whispered.


  MICHAEL
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  I had gone back to St. Catherine’s. I told Father Walter that I had not been seeing clearly, and that God had opened my eyes to the truth.


  I just neglected to mention that God happened to be sitting on I-tier about three miles away from our church, awaiting an expedited trial that began this week.


  Each night, I said three consecutive rosaries—penance for lying to Father Walter—but I had to be there. I had to do something constructive with my time, now that I wasn’t spending it with Shay. Since I’d confessed to him at the hospital that I’d served on the jury that had convicted him, he’d refused to see me.


  There was a part of me that understood his reaction—imagine how it would feel to know your confidant had betrayed you—but there was another part of me that spent hours trying to figure out why divine forgiveness hadn’t kicked in yet. Then again, if the Gospel of Thomas was to be believed, no matter how much time and space Shay put between us, we were never really separate: mankind and divinity were flip sides of the same coin.


  And so, every day at noon, I told Father Walter I was meeting a fictional couple at their house to try to guide them away from the path of divorce. But instead, I rode my Trophy to the prison, burrowed through the crowds, and went inside to try to see Shay.


  CO Whitaker was called to escort me to I-tier after I’d passed through the metal detectors at the visitor’s booth. “Hi, Father. You here to sell Girl Scout cookies?”


  “You know it,” I replied. “Anything exciting happen today?”


  “Let’s see. Joey Kunz got a medical visit for diarrhea.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Sorry I missed that.”


  As I suited up in my flak jacket, Whitaker went into I-tier to tell Shay I’d come. Again. But no more than five seconds had passed before he returned, a sheepish look on his face. “Not today, Father,” he said. “Sorry.”


  “I’ll try again,” I replied, but we both knew that wasn’t possible. We had run out of time: Shay’s trial began tomorrow.


  I left the prison and walked back to my motorcycle. All modesty aside, I was the closest thing Shay had to a disciple; and if that was true, it meant learning from the mistakes of history. At Jesus’s crucifixion, His followers had scattered—except for Mary Magdalene, and his mother. So even if Shay didn’t acknowledge me in court, I would still be there. I would bear witness for him.


  For a long time, I sat on my bike in the parking lot, going nowhere.


  ***


  In fairness, it wasn’t like I wanted to spring this all on Maggie a few days before the trial. The truth of the matter was that if Shay didn’t want me as his spiritual advisor anymore, I had no excuse for not telling Maggie that I’d been on the jury that convicted him. I’d tried to contact her several times over the past week, but she was either out of her office, not at home, or not answering her cell. And then, out of the blue, she called me. “Get your ass down here,” she said. “You have some explaining to do.”


  In twenty minutes, I was sitting in her ACLU office. “I had a meeting with Shay today,” Maggie said. “He said you’d lied to him.”


  I nodded. “Did he go into detail?”


  “No. He said I deserved to hear it firsthand.” She crossed her arms. “He also said he didn’t want you testifying on his behalf.”


  “Right,” I mumbled. “I don’t blame him.”


  “Are you really a priest?”


  I blinked at her. “Of course I am—”


  “Then I don’t care what you’re lying about,” Maggie said. “You can unburden your soul after we win Shay’s case.”


  “It’s not that simple...”


  “Yes it is, Father. You are the only character witness we’ve got for Shay; you’re credible because you’re wearing that collar. I don’t care if you and Shay had a fight; I don’t care if you moonlight as a drag queen; I don’t care if you have enough secrets to last a lifetime. It’s don’t ask, don’t tell until the trial starts, okay? All I care about is that you wear that collar, get on the stand, and make Shay sound like a saint. If you walk, the whole case goes down the toilet. Is that simple enough for you?”


  If Maggie was right—if my testimony was the only thing that would help Shay—then how could I tell her something now that would ruin the case? A sin of omission could be understandable if you were helping someone by holding back. I could not give Shay his life back, but I could make sure his death was what he wanted.


  Maybe it would be enough for him to forgive me.


  “It’s normal to be a little freaked out about going to court,” Maggie said, misreading my silence.


  During my testimony, I was supposed to explain in layman’s terms how donating a heart to Claire Nealon was one of Shay’s spiritual beliefs. Having a priest say this was a stroke of genius on Maggie’s part—who wouldn’t believe a member of the clergy when it came to religion?


  “You don’t have to be worried about the cross-exam,” Maggie continued. “You tell the judge that while a Catholic would believe that salvation comes solely through Jesus Christ, Shay believes organ donation’s necessary for redemption. That’s perfectly true, and I can promise you that lightning isn’t going to crash through the ceiling when you say it.”


  My head snapped up. “I can’t tell the court that Shay will find Jesus,” I said. “I think he might be Jesus.”


  She blinked. “You think what?”


  The words began to spill out of me, the way I always imagined it felt to be speaking in tongues: truths that tumbled before you even realized they’d left your mouth. “It makes perfect sense. The age, the profession. The fact that he’s on death row. The miracles. And the heart donation—he’s literally giving himself away for our sins, again. He’s giving the part that matters the least—the body—in order to become whole in spirit.”


  “This is way worse than having cold feet,” Maggie murmured. “You’re crazy.”


  “Maggie, he’s been quoting a gospel that was written two hundred years after Christ’s death—a gospel that most people don’t even know exists. Word for word.”


  “I’ve listened to his words, and frankly, they’re unintelligible. Do you know what he was doing yesterday when I briefed him on his testimony? Playing tic-tac-toe. With himself.”


  “You have to read between the lines.”


  “Yeah, right. And I bet when you listen to Britney Spears records backward, you hear ‘Sleep with me, I’m not too young.’ For God’s sake—no pun intended—you’re a Catholic priest. Whatever happened to the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost? I don’t remember Shay being part of the Trinity.”


  “What about everyone camped outside the prison? Are they all crazy, too?”


  “They want Shay to cure their kid’s autism or reverse their husband’s Alzheimer’s. They’re in it for themselves,” Maggie said. “The only people who think Shay Bourne is the Messiah are so desperate that they’d be able to find salvation beneath the lid of a two-liter bottle of Pepsi.”


  “Or through a heart transplant?” I countered. “You’ve worked up a whole legal theory based on individual religious beliefs. So how can you tell me, categorically, that I’m wrong?”


  “Because it’s not a matter of right or wrong. It’s life or death—namely, Shay’s. I’d say whatever I had to to win this case for him; it’s my job. And it was supposed to be yours, too. This isn’t about some revelation; it’s not about who Shay might have been or might be in the future. It’s about who he is right now: a convicted murderer who’s going to be executed unless I can do something about it. It doesn’t matter to me if he’s a vagrant or Queen Elizabeth or Jesus Christ—it just matters that we win this case for him, so that he can die on his own terms. That means that you will get on that damn stand and swear on that Bible—which, for all I know, might not even be relevant to you now that you’ve found Jesus on I-tier. And if you screw this up for Shay by sounding like a nut job when I question you, I will make your life miserable.” By the time Maggie finished, she was red in the face and breathless. “This old gospel,” she said. “Word for word?”


  I nodded.


  “How did you find out about it?”


  “From your father,” I said.


  Maggie’s brows rose. “I’m not putting a priest and a rabbi on the stand. The judge will be waiting for a punch line.”


  I looked up at her. “I have an idea.”


  Maggie
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  In the client-attorney conference room outside I-tier, Shay climbed on the chair and started talking to flies. “Go left,” he urged as he craned his neck toward the air vent. “Come on. You can do it.”


  I looked up from my notes for a moment. “Are they pets?”


  “No,” Shay said, stepping down from the chair. His hair was matted, but only on the left side, which made him look absentminded at best and mentally ill at worst. I wondered what I could say to convince him to let me brush it before we went out in front of the judge tomorrow.


  The flies were circling. “I have a pet rabbit,” I said.


  “Last week, before I was moved to I-tier, I had pets,” Shay said, then shook his head. “It wasn’t last week. It was yesterday. I can’t remember.”


  “It doesn’t matter—”


  “What’s its name?”


  “Sorry?”


  “The rabbit.”


  “Oliver,” I said, and took out of my pocket what I’d been holding for Shay. “I brought you a gift.”


  He smiled at me, his eyes piercing and suddenly focused. “I hope it’s a key.”


  “Not quite.” I passed him a Snack Pack butterscotch pudding. “I figured you don’t get the good stuff in prison.”


  He opened the foil top, licked it, and then carefully folded it into his breast pocket. “Is there butter in it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What about Scotch?”


  I smiled. “I truly doubt it.”


  “Too bad.”


  I watched him take the first bite. “Tomorrow’s going to be a big day,” I said.


  In the wake of Michael’s crisis of faith, I had contacted the witness he recommended—an academic named Ian Fletcher whom I vaguely remembered from a television show he used to host, where he’d go around debunking the claims of people who saw the Virgin Mary in their toast burn pattern and things like that. At first, putting him on the stand seemed to be a sure way to lose a case—but the guy had a PhD from the Princeton Theological Seminary, and there had to be some merit in putting a former atheist on the stand. If Fletcher could be convinced there was a God—be it Jesus, Allah, Yahweh, Shay, or none of the above—then surely any of us could.


  Shay finished his pudding and handed the empty cup back to me. “I need the foil, too,” I said. The last thing I wanted was to find out a few days from now that Shay had fashioned a shank out of the aluminum and hurt himself or someone else. He took it out of his pocket meekly and handed it back to me. “You do know what’s happening tomorrow, right?”


  “Don’t you?”


  “Well. About the trial,” I began, “all you have to do is sit patiently and listen. A lot of what you’ll hear probably won’t make sense to you.”


  He looked up. “Are you nervous?”


  I was nervous, all right—and not just because this was a high-profile death penalty case that might or might not have found a constitutional loophole. I lived in a country where 85 percent of the residents called themselves Christians and about half went regularly to some form of church—religion was not about the individual to the average American; it was about the community of believers, and my whole case was about to turn that on its ear. “Shay,” I said. “You understand that we might lose.”


  Shay nodded, dismissive. “Where is she?”


  “Who?”


  “The girl. The one who needs the heart.”


  “She’s in the hospital.”


  “Then we have to hurry,” he said.


  I exhaled slowly. “Right. I’d better go get my game face on.”


  I stood up, summoning the CO to let me out of the conference room, but Shay’s voice called me back. “Don’t forget to say you’re sorry,” he said.


  “To whom?”


  By then, though, Shay was standing on the chair again, his attention focused on something else. And as I watched, seven flies landed in quick succession on the palm of his outstretched hand.


  ***


  When I was five, all I wanted was a Christmas tree. My friends had them, and the menorah we lit at night paled in comparison. My father pointed out that we got eight presents, but my friends got even more than that, if you added up what was sitting underneath their tree. One cold December afternoon, my mother told my father we were heading to the movies, and instead, she drove me to the mall. We waited in line with little girls who had ribbons in their hair and fancy lace dresses, so that I could sit on Santa’s lap and tell him I wanted My Pretty Pony. Then, with a candy cane fisted in my hand, we walked to the decoration display where there were fifteen Christmas trees set up—white ones with glass balls, fake balsam ones strung with red beads and bows, one that had Tinker Bell at the top and all the Disney characters dotted as ornaments. “Like this,” my mother said, and right in the middle of the department store we lay down at a crossroads of the trees and gazed up at the blinking light displays. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. “I won’t tell Daddy,” I promised, but she said that didn’t matter. This wasn’t about another religion, my mother explained. These were just the trappings. You could admire the wrapping, without ever taking out what was inside the box.


  After I left Shay, I sat in my car and called my mother at the ChutZpah. “Hi,” I said when she answered. “What are you doing?”


  There was a beat of silence. “Maggie? What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. I felt like calling you.”


  “Did something happen? Did you get hurt?”


  “Can’t I call my mother just because I feel like it?”


  “You can,” she said, “but you don’t.”


  Well. There was just no arguing with the truth. I took a deep breath and forged ahead. “Do you remember the time you took me to see Santa?”


  “Please don’t tell me you’re converting. It’ll kill your father.”


  “I’m not converting,” I said, and my mother sighed with relief. “I just was remembering it, that’s all.”


  “So you called to tell me?”


  “No,” I said. “I called to say I’m sorry.”


  “For what?” My mother laughed. “You haven’t done anything.”


  In that moment, I remembered us lying on the floor of the department store, gazing at the lit trees, as a security guard loomed over us. Just give her another few minutes, my mother had begged. June Nealon’s face flashed before me. Maybe this was the job of a mother: to buy time for her child, no matter what. Even if it meant doing something she’d rather not; even if it left her flat on her back.


  “Yes,” I answered. “I know.”


  ***


  “Desiring religious freedom is nothing new,” I said, standing up in front of Judge Haig at the opening of Shay Bourne’s trial. “One of the most famous cases happened more than two hundred years ago, and it didn’t take place in our country—namely, because there was no country. A group of people who dared to hold religious beliefs different from the status quo found themselves being forced to adopt the policies of the Church of England—and instead, they chose to strike off to an unknown place across the ocean. But the Puritans liked religious freedom so much they kept it all to themselves—often persecuting people who didn’t believe what they did. This is precisely why the founders of the new nation of the United States decided to put an end to religious intolerance by making religious freedom a cornerstone of this country.”


  This was a nonjury trial, which meant that the only person I had to preach to was the judge; but the courtroom was still filled. There were reporters there from four networks the judge had preapproved, there were victim’s rights advocates, there were death penalty supporters and death penalty opponents. The only party present in support of Shay—and my first witness—was Father Michael, seated just behind the plaintiff’s table.


  Beside me, Shay sat in handcuffs and ankle cuffs, linked to a belly chain. “Thanks to the forefathers who crafted the Constitution, everyone in this country has the freedom to practice his own religion—even a prisoner on death row in New Hampshire. In fact, Congress went so far as to pass a law about it. The Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act guarantees an inmate the opportunity to worship whatever he likes as long as it doesn’t impede the safety of others in the prison or affect the running of the prison. Yet Shay Bourne’s constitutional right to practice his religion has been denied by the State of New Hampshire.”


  I looked up at the judge. “Shay Bourne is not a Muslim, or a Wiccan; he’s not a secular humanist or a member of the Baha’i faith. In fact, his system of beliefs may not be familiar to any common world religion you can name off the top of your head. But they are a system of beliefs, and they include the fact that—to Shay—salvation depends on being able to donate his heart after his execution to the sister of his victim...an outcome that’s not possible if the state uses lethal injection as a method of execution.”


  I walked forward. “Shay Bourne has been convicted of possibly the most heinous crime in the history of this state. He has appealed that conviction, and those appeals have been denied—yet he is not contesting that decision. He knows he is going to die, Your Honor. All he asks is that, again, the laws of this country be upheld—in particular, the laws that say anyone has the right to practice their religion, wherever, whenever, however. If the state agrees to his execution by hanging, and provides for the subsequent donation of his organs, the safety of other inmates isn’t impeded; the running of the prison isn’t affected—but it would offer a very significant personal outcome for Shay Bourne: to save a little girl’s life, and in the process, to save his own soul.”


  I sat back down and glanced at Shay. He had a legal pad in front of him. On it, he’d doodled a picture of a pirate with a parrot on his shoulder.


  At the defense table, Gordon Greenleaf was seated beside the New Hampshire commissioner of corrections, a man with both hair and complexion the color of a potato. Greenleaf tapped his pencil twice on the desk. “Ms. Bloom brought up the founding fathers of this country. Thomas Jefferson, in fact, coined a phrase in a letter in 1789—‘a wall of separation between church and state.’ He was explaining the First Amendment—in particular the clauses about religion. And his words have been used by the Supreme Court many times—in fact, the Lemon test, which the high court has used since 1971, says that for a law to be constitutional, it must have a secular purpose, must neither advance nor inhibit religion, and must not result in excessive government entanglement with religion. That last part’s an interesting bit—since Ms. Bloom is both crediting the forefathers of this nation with the noble division of church and state...and yet simultaneously asking Your Honor to join them together.”


  He stood up, walking forward. “If you were to take her claim seriously,” Greenleaf said, “you’d see that what she’s really asking for is a legally binding sentence to be massaged, because of a loophole called religion. What’s next? A convicted drug dealer asking that his sentence be overturned because heroin helps him reach nirvana? A murderer insisting that his cell door face Mecca?” Greenleaf shook his head. “The truth is, Judge, this petition has been filed by the ACLU not because it’s a valid and troublesome concern—but because it will purposefully create a three-ring circus during the state’s first execution in sixty-nine years.” He waved his arm around the crowded gallery. “And all of you are proof that it’s already working.”


  Greenleaf glanced at Shay. “Nobody takes the death penalty lightly, least of all the commissioner of corrections in the State of New Hampshire. The sentence in Shay Bourne’s case was death by lethal injection. That’s exactly what the state has prepared and intends to carry out—with dignity and respect for all parties involved.


  “Let’s look at the facts here. No matter what Ms. Bloom says, there is no organized religion that mandates organ donation after death as a means of reaching the afterlife. According to his records, Shay Bourne was raised in foster homes, so he can’t claim that he was reared in one religious tradition that fostered organ donation. If he’s converted to some religion that is now claiming that organ donation is part of its tenets, we submit to this court that it’s pure bunk.” Greenleaf spread his hands. “We know you’ll listen carefully to the testimony, Your Honor, but the reality is that the Department of Corrections is not required to submit to the whim of every misguided prisoner that comes through its doors—especially one who has committed the monstrous torture and murders of two New Hampshire citizens, a child and a police officer. Don’t let Ms. Bloom and the ACLU take a grave matter and turn it into a spectacle. Allow the state to impose the penalty that was set forth by the court, in as civilized and professional a manner as possible.”


  I glanced at Shay. On his legal pad, he’d added his initials, and the logo for the band AC/DC.


  The judge pushed his glasses up his nose and looked at me. “Ms. Bloom,” he said, “you may call your first witness.”


  MICHAEL
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  As soon as I was asked to approach the witness stand, I locked my gaze on Shay’s. He stared back at me, silent, blank. The clerk approached, holding a Bible. “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”


  The leather cover of the book was finely grained and black, worn smooth by the palms of thousands who’d recited a vow just like this one. I thought of all the times I’d held a Bible for comfort, a religious man’s security blanket. I used to think it contained all the answers; now I wondered whether the right questions had even been asked. So help me God, I thought.


  Maggie’s hands were clasped lightly in front of her. “Can you state your name and address for the record?”


  “Michael Wright,” I said, clearing my throat. “Thirty-four twenty-two High Street, in Concord.”


  “How are you employed?”


  “I’m a priest at St. Catherine’s.”


  “How does one become a priest?” Maggie asked.


  “You go to seminary for a certain number of years, and then you become a member of the transitional deaconate...learning the ropes under the guidance of a more experienced parish priest. Finally, you get ordained.”


  “How long ago did you take your vows, Father?”


  “It’s been two years,” I said.


  I could still remember the ordainment ceremony, my parents watching from the pews, their faces lit as if they had stars caught in their throats. I had been so certain, then, of my calling—of serving Jesus Christ, of who Jesus Christ was. Had I been wrong then? Or was it simply that there was more than one kind of right?


  “As part of your duties at St. Catherine’s, Father, have you been a spiritual advisor for an inmate named Shay Bourne?”


  “Yes.”


  “And is Shay here in the courtroom today?”


  “He is.”


  “In fact,” Maggie said, “he’s the plaintiff in this case who was sitting beside me at that table, isn’t that correct?”


  “Yes.” I smiled at Shay, who looked down at the table.


  “During the course of your training to become a priest, did you speak with parishioners about their religious beliefs?”


  “Of course.”


  “Is it part of your duty as a priest to help others become familiar with God?”


  “Yes.”


  “How about deepening their faith in God?”


  “Absolutely.”


  She turned to the judge. “I’m going to offer up Father Michael as an expert on spiritual advice and religious beliefs, Your Honor.”


  The other attorney shot up. “Objection,” he said. “With all due respect, is Father Michael an expert on Jewish beliefs? Methodist beliefs? Muslim ones?”


  “Sustained,” the judge said. “Father Michael may not testify as an expert on religious beliefs outside of the Catholic faith, except in his role as a spiritual advisor.”


  I had no idea what that meant, and from the looks on their faces, neither did either attorney. “What’s the role of a spiritual advisor in the prison?” Maggie asked.


  “You meet with inmates who would like a friend to talk to, or a voice to pray with,” I explained. “You offer them counseling, direction, devotional materials. Basically, you’re a priest making a house call.”


  “How was it that you were chosen to become a spiritual advisor?”


  “St. Catherine’s—my parish—received a request from the state prison.”


  “Is Shay Catholic, Father?”


  “One of his foster mothers had him baptized Catholic, so in the eyes of the Church, yes, he is. However, he does not consider himself a practicing Catholic.”


  “How does that work, then? If you’re a priest and he’s not Catholic, how are you able to be his spiritual advisor?”


  “Because my job isn’t to preach to him, but to listen.”


  “When was the first time you met with Shay?” Maggie asked.


  “March eighth of this year,” I said. “I’ve seen him once or twice a week since then.”


  “At some point, did Shay discuss his desire to donate his heart to Claire Nealon, the sister of one of his victims?”


  “It was the very first conversation we had,” I replied.


  “How many times since have you discussed with Shay his feelings about this transplant?”


  “Maybe twenty-five, thirty.”


  Maggie nodded. “There are people here today who think that Shay’s desire to become an organ donor has everything to do with buying himself time, and nothing to do with religion. Do you agree with that?”


  “Objection,” the other attorney said. “Speculation.”


  The judge shook his head. “I’ll allow it.”


  “He’d die today, if you let him donate his heart. It’s not time he wants; it’s the chance to be executed in a way that would allow for a transplant.”


  “Let me play devil’s advocate,” Maggie said. “We all know donating organs is selfless...but where’s the link between donation and salvation? Was there something that convinced you this wasn’t just altruism on Shay’s part...but part of his faith?”


  “Yes,” I said. “When Shay told me what he wanted to do, he said it in a very striking way. It almost sounded like a weird riddle: ‘If I bring forth what’s inside me, what’s inside me will save me. If I don’t bring forth what’s inside me, what’s inside me will destroy me.’ I found out later that Shay’s statement wasn’t original. He was quoting someone pretty important.”


  “Who, Father?”


  I looked at the judge. “Jesus Christ.”


  “Nothing further,” Maggie said, and she sat back down beside Shay.


  Gordon Greenleaf frowned at me. “Forgive my ignorance, Father. Is that from the Old Testament or the New Testament?”


  “Neither,” I replied. “It’s from the Gospel of Thomas.”


  This stopped the attorney in his tracks. “Aren’t all gospels somewhere in the Bible?”


  “Objection,” Maggie called out. “Father Michael can’t respond, because he’s not a religious expert.”


  “You offered him up as one,” Greenleaf said.


  Maggie shrugged. “Then you shouldn’t have objected to it.”


  “I’ll rephrase,” Greenleaf said. “So, Mr. Bourne quoted something that is not actually in the Bible, but you’re claiming it’s proof that he’s motivated by religion?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Exactly.”


  “Well, then, what religion does Shay practice?” Greenleaf asked.


  “He doesn’t label it.”


  “You said he’s not a practicing Catholic. Is he a practicing Jew, then?”


  “No.”


  “A Muslim?”


  “No.”


  “A Buddhist?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Is Mr. Bourne practicing any type of organized religion that the court might be familiar with, Father?”


  I hesitated. “He’s practicing a religion, but it isn’t formally organized.”


  “Like what? Bourneism?”


  “Objection,” Maggie interrupted. “If Shay can’t name it, why do we have to?”


  “Sustained,” Judge Haig said.


  “Let me clarify,” Greenleaf said. “Shay Bourne is practicing a religion you can’t name, and quoting from a gospel that’s not in the Bible...and yet somehow his desire to be an organ donor is grounded in the concept of religious salvation? Does that not strike you, Father, as the slightest bit convenient on Mr. Bourne’s part?”


  He turned, as if he hadn’t really expected me to give an answer, but I wasn’t going to let him off that easy. “Mr. Greenleaf,” I said, “there are all sorts of experiences that we can’t really put a name to.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “The birth of a child, for one. Or the death of a parent. Falling in love. Words are like nets—we hope they’ll cover what we mean, but we know they can’t possibly hold that much joy, or grief, or wonder. Finding God is like that, too. If it’s happened to you, you know what it feels like. But try to describe it to someone else—and language only takes you so far,” I said. “Yes, it sounds convenient. And yes, he’s the only member of his religion. And no, it doesn’t have a name. But...I believe him.” I looked at Shay until he met my gaze. “I believe.”


  June
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  When Claire was awake, which was less and less often, we did not talk about the heart that might be coming for her or whether or not she’d take it. She didn’t want to; I was afraid to. Instead, we talked about things that didn’t matter: who’d been voted off her favorite reality TV show; how the Internet actually worked; if I’d reminded Mrs. Walloughby to feed Dudley twice a day instead of three times, because he was on a diet. When Claire was asleep, I held her hand and told her about the future I dreamed of. I told her that we’d travel to Bali and live for a month in a hut perched over the ocean. I told her that I would learn to water-ski barefoot while she drove the boat, and then we’d swap places. How we would climb Mt. Katahdin, get our ears double pierced, learn how to make chocolate from scratch. I imagined her swimming up from the sandy bottom of unconsciousness, bursting through the surface, wading to where I was waiting onshore.


  It was during one of Claire’s afternoon drug-induced marathon naps that I began to learn about elephants. That morning, when I had gone down to the hospital cafeteria for a cup of coffee, I passed the same three retail establishments I’d passed every day for the past two weeks—a bank, a bookstore, a travel agency. Today, though, for the first time, I was magnetically drawn to a poster in the window. EXPERIENCE AFRICA, it said.


  The bored college girl staffing the office was talking to her boyfriend on the phone when I walked inside, and was more than happy to send me on my way with a brochure, in lieu of actually telling me about the destination herself. “Where were we?” I heard her say as she picked up the phone again when I left the office, and then she giggled. “With your teeth?”


  Upstairs in Claire’s room, I pored over pictures of rooms with beds as wide as the sea, covered with crisp white linens and draped with a net of gauze. Of outside showers, exposed to the bush, so that you were as naked as the animals. Of Land Rovers and African rangers with phosphorescent smiles.


  And oh, the animals—sleek leopards, with their Rorschach spots; a lioness with eyes like amber; the massive monolith of an elephant yanking a tree out of the ground.


  Did you know, the brochure read, that elephants live in a society much like ours?


  That they travel in matriarchal packs, and gestate for 22 months?


  That they can communicate over a distance of 50 km?


  Come track the amazing elephant in its natural habitat, the Tuli Block...


  “What are you reading?” Claire squinted at the brochure, her voice groggy.


  “Something on safaris,” I said. “I thought maybe you and I might go on one.”


  “I’m not taking that stupid heart,” Claire said, and she rolled on her side, closing her eyes again.


  I would tell Claire about the elephants when she woke up, I decided. About a country where mothers and daughters walked side by side for years with their aunts and sisters. About how elephants were either right-handed or left-handed. How they could find their way home years after they’d left.


  Here is what I wouldn’t tell Claire, ever: That elephants know when they’re close to dying, and they make their way to a riverbed for nature to take its course. That elephants bury their dead, and grieve. That naturalists have seen a mother elephant carry a dead calf for miles, cradled in her trunk, unwilling and unable to let it go.


  Maggie
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  Nobody wanted Ian Fletcher to testify, including me.


  When I’d called an emergency meeting with the judge days earlier, asking to add Fletcher to my witness list as an expert on the history of religion, I thought Gordon Greenleaf would burst a blood vessel in chambers. “Hello?” he said. “Rule 26(c)?”


  He was talking about the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure, which said that witnesses had to be disclosed thirty days before a trial, unless otherwise directed by the court. I was banking on that last clause. “Judge,” I said, “we’ve only had two weeks to prepare for this trial—neither of us disclosed any of our witnesses within thirty days.”


  “You don’t get to sneak in an expert just because you happened to stumble over one,” Greenleaf said.


  Federal court judges were notorious for trying to keep their cases on the straight and narrow. If Judge Haig allowed Fletcher to testify, it opened up a whole can of worms—Greenleaf would need to prepare his cross, and would most likely want to hire a counterexpert, which would delay the trial...and we all knew that couldn’t happen, since we had a deadline in the strictest sense of the word. But—here was the crazy thing—Father Michael had been right. Ian Fletcher’s book dovetailed so neatly with the hook I was using to drag Shay’s case to a victory that it would have been a shame not to try. And even better—it provided the one element I’d been lacking in this case: a historical precedent.


  I had fully convinced myself that Judge Haig would laugh in my face anyway when I tried to include a new witness at the last minute, but instead, he looked down at the name. “Fletcher,” he said, testing the word in his mouth as if it were made of sharp stones. “Ian Fletcher?”


  “Yes, Your Honor.”


  “Is he the one who used to have a television show?”


  I sucked in my breath. “I believe so.”


  “I’ll be damned,” the judge said. He said this in a voice that wasn’t wish-I-had-his-autograph, but more he-was-like-a-train-wreck-I-couldn’t-turn-away-from.


  The good news was, I was allowed to bring in my expert witness. The bad news was that Judge Haig didn’t like him very much—and had in the forefront of his mind my witness’s former incarnation as an atheist showboat, when I really wanted him to be seen as a grave and credible historian. Greenleaf was furious that he’d only had days to figure out what tune Fletcher was singing these days; the judge regarded him as a curiosity, and me—well, I was just praying that my whole case didn’t self-destruct in the next ten minutes.


  “Before we begin, Ms. Bloom,” the judge said, “I have a few questions for Dr. Fletcher.”


  He nodded. “Shoot, Judge.”


  “How does a man who was an atheist a decade ago convince a court that he’s an expert on religion now?”


  “Your Honor,” I interjected. “I’m planning on going through Dr. Fletcher’s credentials...”


  “I didn’t ask you, Ms. Bloom,” he said.


  But Ian Fletcher wasn’t rattled. “You know what they say, Your Honor. Sinners make the best reformed saints.” He grinned, a slow and lazy smile that reminded me of a cat in the sunlight. “I guess finding God is like seeing a ghost—you can be a skeptic until you come face-to-face with what you said doesn’t exist.”


  “So you’re a religious man now?” the judge asked.


  “I’m a spiritual man,” Fletcher corrected. “And I do think there’s a difference. But being spiritual doesn’t pay the rent, which is why I have degrees from Princeton and Harvard, three New York Times bestselling nonfiction books, forty-two published articles on the origins of world religions, and positions on six interfaith councils, including one that advises the current administration.”


  The judge nodded, making notes; and Greenleaf stipulated to the list of Fletcher’s credentials. “I might as well start with where Judge Haig left off,” I said, beginning the direct examination. “It’s pretty rare for an atheist to get interested in religion. Did you just sort of wake up one day and find Jesus?”


  “It’s not like you’re vacuuming under the sofa cushions and bingo, there he is. My interest grew more from a historical standpoint, because these days, people act like faith grows in a vacuum. When you break down religions and look politically and economically and socially at what was going on during their births, it changes the way you think.”


  “Dr. Fletcher, do you have to be part of a group to be part of a religion?”


  “Not only can religion be individualized—it has been, in the past. In 1945, a discovery was made in Egypt: fifty-two texts that were labeled gospels—and that weren’t part of the Bible. Some of them were full of sayings that would be familiar to anyone who’s gone to Sunday school...and some of them, to be honest, were really bizarre. They were scientifically dated from the second century, roughly thirty to eighty years younger than the gospels in the New Testament. And they belonged to a group called Gnostic Christians—a splinter group from Orthodox Christianity, who believed that true religious enlightenment meant undertaking a very personal, individual quest to know yourself, not by your socioeconomic status or profession, but at a deeper core.”


  “Hang on,” I said. “After Jesus’s death, there was more than one kind of Christian?”


  “Oh, there were dozens.”


  “And they had their own Bibles?”


  “They had their own gospels,” Fletcher corrected. “The New Testament—in particular, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—were the ones that the orthodoxy chose to uphold. The Gnostic Christians preferred texts like the Gospel of Thomas, and the Gospel of Truth, and the Gospel of Mary Magdalene.”


  “Did those gospels talk about Jesus, too?”


  “Yes, except the Jesus they describe isn’t the one you’d recognize from the Bible. That Jesus is very different from the humans he’s come here to save. But the Gospel of Thomas—my personal favorite from Nag Hammadi—says Jesus is a guide to help you figure out all you have in common with God. So if you were a Gnostic Christian, you would have expected the road to salvation to be different for everyone.”


  “Like donating your heart to someone who needs it...?”


  “Exactly,” Fletcher said.


  “Wow,” I said, playing dumb. “How come this stuff isn’t taught in Sunday school?”


  “Because the Orthodox Christian Church felt threatened by the Gnostics. They called their gospels heresy, and the Nag Hammadi texts were hidden for two thousand years.”


  “Father Wright said that Shay Bourne quoted from the Gospel of Thomas. Do you have any idea where he would have stumbled over that text?”


  “Maybe he read my book,” Fletcher said, smiling widely, and the people in the gallery laughed.


  “In your opinion, Doctor, could a religion that only one person believes and follows still be valid?”


  “An individual can have a religion,” he said. “He can’t have a religious institution. But it seems to me that Shay Bourne is standing in a tradition similar to the ones the Gnostic Christians did nearly two thousand years ago. He’s not the first to say that he can’t name his faith. He’s not the first to find a path to salvation that is different from others you’ve heard about. And he’s certainly not the first to mistrust the body—to literally want to give it away, as a means to finding divinity inside oneself. But just because he doesn’t have a church with a white steeple over his head, or a temple with a six-pointed star surrounding him, doesn’t mean that his beliefs are any less worthy.”


  I beamed at him. Fletcher was easy to listen to, interesting, and he didn’t sound like a left-wing nutcase. Or so I thought, until I heard Judge Haig exhale heavily and say court was recessed until the next day.


  Lucius
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  I was painting when Shay returned from his first day of trial, huddled and withdrawn, as going to court made most of us. I’d been working on the portrait all day, and I was quite pleased with the way it was turning out. I glanced up when Shay was escorted past my cell, but didn’t speak to him. Better to let him come back to us on his own time.


  Not twenty minutes afterward, a long, low keen filled the tier. At first I thought Shay was crying, letting the stress of the day bleed from him, but then I realized that the sound was coming from Calloway Reece’s cell. “Come on,” he moaned. He started smacking his fists against the door of his cell. “Bourne,” he called out. “Bourne, I need your help.”


  “Leave me alone,” Shay said.


  “It’s the bird, man. I can’t get him to wake up.”


  The fact that Batman the Robin had survived inside I-tier for several weeks on crusts of toast and bits of oatmeal was a wonder in its own right, not to mention the fact that he’d cheated death once before.


  “Give him CPR,” Joey Kunz suggested.


  “You can’t do fucking CPR on a bird,” Calloway snapped. “They got beaks.”


  I put down the makeshift brush I was using to paint—a rolled wad of toilet paper—and angled my mirror-shank out my door so that I could see. In his enormous palm, Calloway cradled the bird, which lay on its side, unmoving.


  “Shay,” he begged, “please.”


  There was no response from Shay’s cell. “Fish him to me,” I said, and crouched down with my line. I was worried that the bird had grown too big to make it through the little slit at the bottom, but Calloway wrapped him in a handkerchief, roped the top, and sent the slight weight in a wide arc across the floor of the catwalk. I knotted my string with Calloway’s and gently drew the bird toward me.


  I couldn’t resist unwrapping the kerchief to peek. Batman’s eyelid was purple and creased, his tail feathers spread like a fan. The tiny hooks on the ends of his claws were as sharp as pins. When I touched them, the bird did not even twitch. I placed my forefinger beneath the wing—did birds have hearts where we did?—and felt nothing.


  “Shay,” I said quietly. “I know you’re tired. And I know you’ve got your own stuff going on. But please. Just take a look.”


  Five whole minutes passed, long enough for me to give up. I wrapped the bird in the cloth again and tied him to the end of my fishing line, cast him onto the catwalk for Calloway to retrieve. But before his line could tangle with mine, another whizzed out, and Shay intercepted the bird.


  In my mirror, I watched Shay take Batman from the kerchief, hold him in his hand. He stroked the head with his finger; he gingerly covered the body with his other hand, as if he had caught a star between his palms. I held my breath, watching for that flutter or feather or the faintest cheep, but after a few moments Shay just wrapped the bird up again.


  “Hey!” Calloway had been watching, too. “You didn’t do anything!”


  “Leave me alone,” Shay repeated. The air had gone bitter as almonds; I could barely stand to breathe it. I watched him fish back that dead bird, and all of our hopes along with it.


  Maggie
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  When Gordon Greenleaf stood up, his knees creaked. “You’ve studied comparative world religions in the course of your research?” he asked Fletcher.


  “Yes.”


  “Do different religions take a stand on organ donation?”


  “Yes,” Fletcher said. “Catholics believe only in transplants done after death—you can’t risk killing the donor, for example, during the donation. They fully support organ donation, as do Jews and Muslims. Buddhists and Hindus believe organ donation is a matter of individual conscience, and they put high value on acts of compassion.”


  “Do any of those religions require you to donate organs as a means to salvation?”


  “No,” Fletcher said.


  “Are there Gnostic Christians practicing today?”


  “No,” Fletcher said. “The religion died out.”


  “How come?”


  “When you have a belief system that says you shouldn’t listen to the clergy, and that you should continually ask questions, instead of accepting doctrine, it’s hard to form a community. On the other hand, the Orthodox Christians were delineating the steps to being card-carrying members of the group—confess the creed, accept baptism, worship, obey the priests. Plus, their Jesus was someone the average Joe could relate to—someone who’d been born, had an overprotective mom, suffered, and died. That was a much easier sell than the Gnostic Jesus—who was never even human. The rest of the Gnostics’ decline,” Fletcher said, “was political. In A.D. 312, Constantine, the Roman emperor, saw a crucifix in the sky and converted to Christianity. The Catholic Church became part of the Holy Roman Empire...and having Gnostic texts and beliefs were punishable by death.”


  “So, it’s fair to say no one’s practiced Gnostic Christianity for fifteen hundred years?” Greenleaf said.


  “Not formally. But there are elements of Gnostic belief in other religions that have survived. For example, Gnostics recognized the difference between the reality of God, which was impossible to describe with language, and the image of God as we knew it. This sounds a lot like Jewish mysticism, where you find God being described as streams of energy, male and female, which pool together into a divine source; or God as the source of all sounds at once. And Buddhist enlightenment is very much like the Gnostic idea that we live in a land of oblivion, but can waken spiritually right here while we’re still part of this world.”


  “But Shay Bourne can’t be a follower of a religion that no longer exists, isn’t that true?”


  He hesitated. “From what I understand, donating his heart is Shay Bourne’s attempt to learn who he is, who he wants to be, how he is connected to others. And in that very basic sense, the Gnostics would agree that he’s found the part of him that comes closest to being divine.” Fletcher looked up. “A Gnostic Christian would tell you that a man on death row is more like us than unlike us. And that—as Mr. Bourne seems to be trying to suggest—he still has something to offer the world.”


  “Yeah. Whatever.” Greenleaf raised a brow. “Have you ever even met Shay Bourne?”


  “Actually,” Fletcher said, “no.”


  “So for all you know, he doesn’t have any religious beliefs at all. This could all be some grand plan to delay his execution, couldn’t it?”


  “I’ve spoken with his spiritual advisor.”


  The lawyer scoffed. “You’ve got a guy practicing a religion by himself that seems to hearken back to a religious sect that died out thousands of years ago. Isn’t it possible that this is a bit too...easy? That Shay Bourne could just be making it all up as he goes along?”


  Fletcher smiled. “A lot of people thought that about Jesus.”


  “Dr. Fletcher,” Greenleaf said, “are you telling this court that Shay Bourne is a messiah?”


  Fletcher shook his head. “Your words, not mine.”


  “Then how about your stepdaughter’s words?” Greenleaf asked. “Or is this some kind of family trait you all have, running into God in state prisons and elementary schools and Laundromats?”


  “Objection,” I said. “My witness isn’t on trial here.”


  Greenleaf shrugged. “His ability to discuss the history of Christianity is—”


  “Overruled,” Judge Haig said.


  Fletcher narrowed his eyes. “What my daughter did or didn’t see has no bearing on Shay Bourne’s request to donate his heart.”


  “Did you believe she was a fake when you first met her?”


  “The more I spoke with her, the more I—”


  “When you first met her,” Greenleaf interrupted, “did you believe she was a fake?”


  “Yes,” Fletcher admitted.


  “And yet, with no personal contact, you were willing to testify in a court of law that Mr. Bourne’s request to donate his organs could be massaged to fit your loose definition of a religion.” Greenleaf glanced at him. “I guess, in your case, old habits die fairly easy.”


  “Objection!”


  “Withdrawn.” Greenleaf started back to his seat, but then turned. “Just one more question, Dr. Fletcher—this daughter of yours. She was seven years old when she found herself at the center of a religious media circus not unlike this one, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you aware that’s the same age of the little girl Shay Bourne murdered?”


  A muscle in Fletcher’s jaw twitched. “No. I wasn’t.”


  “How do you think you’d feel about God if your stepdaughter was the one who’d been killed?”


  I shot to my feet. “Objection!”


  “I’ll allow it,” the judge answered.


  Fletcher paused. “I think that kind of tragedy would test anyone’s faith.”


  Gordon Greenleaf folded his arms. “Then it’s not faith,” he said. “It’s being a chameleon.”


  MICHAEL


  [image: logo]


  During the lunch recess, I went to see Shay in his holding cell. He was sitting on the floor, near the bars, while a U.S. marshal sat outside on a stool. Shay held a pencil and scrap of paper, as if he were conducting an interview.


  “H,” the marshal said, and Shay shook his head. “M?”


  Shay scribbled something on the paper. “I’m down to your last toe, dude.”


  The marshal sucked in his breath. “K.”


  Shay grinned. “I win.” He scrawled something else on the page and passed it through the bars—only then did I notice that it had been a game of hangman, and that this time around, Shay was the executioner.


  Scowling, the marshal stared down at the paper. “Szygszyg isn’t a real word.”


  “You didn’t say that it had to be real when we started playing,” Shay replied, and then he noticed me standing at the threshold of the door.


  “I’m Shay’s spiritual advisor,” I told the marshal. “Can we have a minute?”


  “No problem. I have to take a whiz.” He stood up, offering me the stool he was vacating, and headed out of the room.


  “How are you doing?” I said quietly.


  Shay walked to the back of the cell, where he lay down on the metal bunk and faced the wall.


  “I want to talk to you, Shay.”


  “Just because you want to talk doesn’t mean I want to listen.”


  I sank down on the stool. “I was the last one on your jury to vote for the death penalty,” I said. “I was the reason we deliberated so long. And even after I’d been convinced by the rest of the jury that this was the best sentence, I didn’t feel good about it. I kept having panic attacks. One day, during one, I stumbled into a cathedral and started to pray. The more I did it, the fewer panic attacks I had.” I clasped my hands between my knees. “I thought that was a sign from God.”


  Still with his back to me, Shay snorted.


  “I still think it’s a sign from God, because it’s brought me back into your life.”


  Shay rolled onto his back and flung one arm over his eyes. “Don’t kid yourself,” he said. “It’s brought you back into my death.”


  ***


  Ian Fletcher was already standing at a urinal when I ran into the men’s room. I had been hoping it would be empty. Shay’s comment—the bald truth—had made me so sick to my stomach that I’d rushed out of the holding cell without explanation. I pushed into a stall, fell to my knees, and got violently ill.


  No matter how much I wanted to fool myself—no matter what I said about atoning for my past sins—the bottom line was that for the second time in my life, my actions were going to result in the death of Shay Bourne.


  Fletcher pushed the door of the stall open and put his hand on my shoulder. “Father? You all right?”


  I wiped my mouth, slowly got to my feet. “I’m fine,” I said, then shook my head. “No, actually, I’m awful.”


  I walked to the sink, turned on the faucet, and splashed water on my face as Fletcher watched. “Do you need to sit down or something?”


  I dried my face with a paper towel he passed me. And suddenly, I wanted someone else to bear this burden. Ian Fletcher was a man who’d unraveled secrets from two thousand years ago; surely he could keep one of mine. “I was on his jury,” I murmured into the recycled brown paper.


  “I’m sorry?”


  No, I am, I thought. I met Fletcher’s gaze. “I was on the jury that sentenced Shay Bourne to death. Before I joined the priesthood.”


  Fletcher let out a long, low whistle. “Does he know?”


  “I told him a few days ago.”


  “And his lawyer?”


  I shook my head. “I keep thinking that this must be how Judas felt after turning Jesus in.”


  Fletcher’s mouth turned up at the corners. “Actually, there’s a recently discovered Gnostic gospel—the Gospel of Judas—and there’s very little in there about betrayal. In fact, this gospel paints Judas as Jesus’s confidant—the only one he trusted to make what needed to happen, happen.”


  “Even if it was an assisted suicide,” I said, “I’m sure Judas felt like crap about it afterward. I mean, he killed himself.”


  “Well,” Fletcher said, “there was that.”


  “What would you do if you were me?” I asked. “Would you carry through with this? Help Shay donate his heart?”


  “I guess that depends on why you’re helping him,” Fletcher said slowly. “Is it to save him, like you said on the stand? Or are you really just trying to save yourself?” He shook his head. “If man had the answers for questions like those, there wouldn’t be a need for religion. Good luck, Father.”


  I went back into the stall and closed the lid of the toilet, sat down. I slipped my rosary out of my pocket and whispered the familiar words of the prayers, sweet in my mouth like sucking candies. Finding God’s grace wasn’t like locating missing keys or the forgotten name of a 1940s pinup girl—it was more of a feeling: the sun breaking through an overcast morning, the softest bed sinking under your weight. And, of course, you couldn’t find God’s grace unless you admitted you were lost.


  A bathroom stall at the federal courthouse might not be the most likely spot to find God’s grace, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be done.


  Find God’s grace.


  Find Grace.


  If Shay was willing to give up his heart, then the least I could do was make sure he’d be remembered in someone else’s. Someone who—unlike me—had never condemned him.


  That was when I decided to find Shay’s sister.


  June
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  It is not an easy thing to pick the clothes in which your child will be buried. I had been told by the funeral director, after the murders, to think about it. He suggested something that represented her, a beautiful girl—such as a nice little dress, one that opened up the back, preferably. He asked me to bring in a picture of her so that he could use makeup to match the blush of her cheek, the natural color of her skin, her hairstyle.


  What I had wanted to say to him was: Elizabeth hated dresses. She would have worn pants without buttons, because they were frustrating, or possibly last year’s Halloween costume, or the tiny set of doctors’ scrubs she got for Christmas—I had, just days before, found her ‘’operating” on an overgrown zucchini that was the size of a newborn. I would have told him that Elizabeth did not have a hairstyle, because you could not ground her long enough to brush it, much less braid or curl. And that I did not want him putting makeup on her face, not when I would never have that bonding moment between a mother and daughter in a bathroom before an elegant night on the town, when I could let her try the eye shadow, a smudge of mascara, pink lipstick.


  The funeral director told me that it might be nice to have a table of mementos that meant something to Elizabeth—stuffed animals or family vacation photos, chocolate chip cookies. To play her favorite music. To let her school friends write messages to her, which could be buried in a silk satchel inside the coffin.


  What I wanted to say to him was: Don’t you realize that by telling me the same things you tell everyone else about how to make a meaningful funeral, you are making it meaningless? That Elizabeth deserved fireworks, an angel choir, the world turning backward on its axis.


  In the end, I had dressed Elizabeth in a ballerina’s tutu, one she somehow always wanted to wear when we went grocery shopping, and that I always made her take off before we left. I let the funeral director put makeup on her face for the first time. I gave her a stuffed dog, her stepfather, and most of my heart to take with her.


  It was not an open-casket funeral; but before we left for the graveside service, the funeral director lifted the cover to make final adjustments. At that moment, I pushed him out of the way. Let me, I had said.


  Kurt was wearing his uniform, as befitted a police officer killed in the line of duty. He looked exactly like he did every day, except for the fine white line around his finger where his wedding ring had been. That, I now wore on a chain around my neck.


  Elizabeth looked delicate, angelic. Her hair was tied up in matching ribbons. Her arm was around her stepfather’s waist.


  I reached into the coffin, and the moment my hand brushed my daughter’s cheek I shivered, because somehow I had still expected it to be warm—not this fake-flesh, this cool-to-the-touch skin. I tugged the ribbons out of her hair, gently lifted her head, fanned her hair on both sides of her face. I tugged the left leotard sleeve down a quarter inch, to match the one on the right.


  I hope you’re pleased, the funeral director had said.


  It didn’t look like Elizabeth, not one bit, because she was too perfect. My daughter would have been rumpled and untucked, her hands dirty from chasing frogs, her socks mismatched, her wrists ringed with bracelets she’d beaded herself.


  But in a world where things happen that shouldn’t, you find yourself saying and doing things that are the complete opposite of what you mean. So I had nodded, and watched him seal away the two people I loved most in this world.


  Now I found myself in the same position I’d been in eleven years ago, standing in the middle of my daughter’s bedroom and sifting through her clothes. I sorted through shirts and skirts and tights, jeans as soft as flannel and a sweatshirt that still smelled like the apple orchard where she last wore it. I chose a pair of flared black leggings and a long-sleeved tee that had Tinker Bell printed on it—clothes that I had seen Claire wear on the laziest of Sundays, when it was snowing and there was nothing to be done but read the Sunday paper and doze with your cheek pressed against the wall of heat thrown by the fireplace. I picked out a pair of underwear—SATURDAY, it read across the front, but I couldn’t find any other days of the week scattered in the drawer. It was when I was looking that I found, wrapped in a red bandanna, the photograph. In a tiny silver oval frame, I thought at first it was one of Claire’s baby pictures—and then I realized it was Elizabeth.


  The frame used to sit on top of the piano that nobody played anymore, gathering dust. The fact that I never even noticed it was missing was a testament to the fact that I must have learned how to live again.


  Which is why I collected the clothes and put them into a shopping bag to take to the hospital: an outfit in which I sincerely hoped I would not bury my daughter, but instead, bring her back home.


  Lucius
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  These nights, I slept well. There were no more sweats, no diarrhea, no fevers to keep me thrashing in my bunk. Crash Vitale was still in solitary, so his rants didn’t wake me. From time to time, the extra officer who’d been assigned to Shay for protection would prowl through the tier, his boots a soft-soled shuffle on the catwalk.


  I had been sleeping so well, in fact, that I was surprised I woke up to the quiet conversation going on in the cell next door to mine. “Will you just let me explain?” Shay asked. “What if there’s another way?”


  I waited to hear whom he was talking to, but there was no answer.


  “Shay?” I said. “Are you okay?”


  “I tried to give away my heart,” I heard him say. “And look at what it turned into.” Shay kicked at the wall; something heavy in his cell tumbled to the floor. “I know what you want. But do you know what I want?”


  “Shay?”


  His voice was just a braid of breath. “Abba?”


  “It’s me. Lucius.”


  There was a beat of silence. “You were listening to my conversation.”


  Was it a conversation if you were having a monologue in your own cell? “I didn’t mean to...you woke me up.”


  “Why were you asleep?” Shay asked.


  “Because it’s three in the morning?” I replied. “Because that’s what you’re supposed to be doing?”


  “What I’m supposed to be doing,” Shay repeated. “Right.”


  There was a thud, and I realized Shay had fallen. The last time that had happened, he’d been having a seizure. I scrabbled underneath the bunk and pulled out the mirror-shank. “Shay,” I called out. “Shay?”


  In the reflection, I could see him. He was on his knees in the front of the cell, with his hands spread wide. His head was bowed, and he was bathed in sweat, which—from the dim crimson light on the catwalk—looked like beads of blood.


  “Go away,” he said, and I withdrew the mirror from the slats of my own door, giving him privacy.


  As I hid away my makeshift mirror, I caught a glimpse of my own reflection. Like Shay’s, my skin looked scarlet. And yet even that didn’t stop me from noticing the familiar ruby sore that had opened up once again across my forehead—a scar, a stain, a planet’s moving storm.


  MICHAEL
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  Shay’s last foster mother, Renata Ledoux, was a Catholic who lived in Bethlehem, New Hampshire, and as I’d traveled up to meet with her, the irony of the name of the town where Shay had spent his teenage years did not escape me. I was wearing my collar and had on my gravest priest demeanor, because I was pulling out all the stops. I was going to say whatever was necessary to find out what had happened to Grace.


  As it turned out, though, it hardly took any work at all. Renata invited me in for tea, and when I told her I had a message for Grace from a person in my congregation, she simply wrote out an address and handed it to me. “We’re still in touch,” she said simply. “Gracie was a good girl.”


  I couldn’t help but wonder what she thought of Shay. “Didn’t she have a brother?”


  “That boy,” Renata had said, “deserves to burn in hell.”


  It was ludicrous to believe that Renata had not heard about Shay’s death sentence—the news would have reached up here, even in rural Bethlehem. I had thought, maybe, as his foster mother, she’d at least harbor some soft spot for him. But then again, the boy she’d raised had left her home to go to juvenile prison, and had grown up to become a convicted murderer. “Yes,” I’d said. “Well.”


  Now, twenty minutes later, I was approaching Grace’s house, and hoping for a better reception. It was the pink one with gray shutters and the number 131 on a carved stone at the end of the drive—but the shades were drawn, the garage door was closed. There were no plants hanging on the porch, no doors open for a breeze, no outgoing mail in the box—nothing to indicate that the inhabitant was home.


  I got out of my car and rang the doorbell. Twice.


  Well, I could leave a note and ask her to call me. It would take more time—time Shay did not really have—but if it was the best I could do, then so be it.


  Just then the door opened just a crack. “Yes?” a voice inside murmured.


  I tried to see into the foyer, but it was pitch-dark. “Does Grace Bourne live here?”


  A hesitation. “That’s me.”


  “I’m Father Michael Wright. I have a message for you, from one of the parishioners in my congregation.”


  A slender hand slipped out. “You can give it to me,” Grace said.


  “Actually, could I just come in for a bit—use your restroom? It’s been a long drive from Concord...”


  She hesitated—I suppose I would, too, if a strange man showed up at my door and I was a woman living alone, even if he was wearing a collar. But the door opened wide and Grace stepped back to let me in. Her head was ducked to the side; a long curtain of black hair hung over her face. I caught a glimpse of long dark lashes and a ruby of a mouth; you could tell, even at first glance, how pretty she must be. I wondered if she was agoraphobic, painfully shy. I wondered who had hurt her so much that she was afraid of the rest of the world.


  I wondered if it was Shay.


  “Grace,” I said, reaching for her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”


  She lifted her chin then, and the screen of hair fell back. The entire left side of Grace Bourne’s face was ravaged and pitted, a lava flow of skin that had been stretched and sewed to cover an extensive burn.


  “Boo,” she said.


  “I...I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...”


  “Everyone stares,” Grace said quietly. “Even the ones who try not to.”


  There was a fire, Shay had said. I don’t want to talk about it.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Yeah, you said that already. The bathroom’s down the hall.”


  I put a hand on her arm. There were patches of skin there, too, that were scarred. “Grace. That message—it’s from your brother.”


  She took a step away from me, stunned. “You know Shay?”


  “He needs to see you, Grace. He’s going to die soon.”


  “What did he say about me?”


  “Not a lot,” I admitted. “But you’re the only family he has.”


  “Do you know about the fire?” Grace asked.


  “Yes. It was why he went to juvenile prison.”


  “Did he tell you that our foster father died in it?”


  This time, it was my turn to be surprised. A juvenile record would be sealed, which is why I hadn’t known during the capital murder trial what Shay had been convicted of. I’d assumed, when fire had been mentioned, that it was arson. I hadn’t realized that the charges might have included negligent homicide, or even manslaughter. And I understood exactly why, now, Renata Ledoux might viscerally hate Shay.


  Grace was staring at me intently. “Did he ask to see me?”


  “He doesn’t actually know I’m here.”


  She turned away, but not before I saw that she had started to cry. “He didn’t want me at his trial.”


  “He probably didn’t want you to have to witness that.”


  “You don’t know anything.” She buried her face in her hands.


  “Grace,” I said, “come back with me. Come see him.”


  “I can’t,” she sobbed. “I can’t. You don’t understand.”


  But I was beginning to: Shay had set the fire that had disfigured her. “That’s all the more reason to meet with him. Forgive him, before it’s too late.”


  “Forgive him? Forgive him?” Grace parroted. “No matter what I say, it won’t change what happened. You don’t get to do your life over.” She glanced away. “I think...I just...you should go.”


  It was my dismissal. I nodded, accepting.


  “The bathroom’s the second door on the right.”


  Right—my ruse to get inside. I walked down the hall to a restroom that was floral, overpowering in a scent of air freshener and rose potpourri. There were little crocheted toilet paper holders, a crocheted bra for the toilet tank, and a crocheted cover for the Kleenex box. There were roses on the shower curtain, and art on the walls—framed prints of flowers, except for one of a child’s drawing—a dragon, or maybe a lizard. The room felt like the kind of abode for an elderly lady who’d lost count of her cats. It was stifling; slowly, Grace Bourne was suffocating herself to death.


  If Shay knew that his sister forgave him for the fire, then maybe—even if he wasn’t allowed to donate his heart—it would be enough to let him die in peace. Grace was in no condition to be convinced right now, but I could work on her. I’d get her phone number and call her, until I’d worn down her resistance.


  I opened the sliding mirrored medicine cabinet, looking for a prescription with Grace’s phone number so that I could copy it down. There were lotions and creams and exfoliants, toothpaste and floss and deodorant. There was also a medicine bottle of Ambien, with Grace’s phone number across the top of the label. I wrote it on the inside of my palm with a pen and set the pills back on the shelf, beside a small pewter frame. Two tiny children sat at a table: Grace in a high chair with a glass of milk in front of her, and Shay hunched over a picture he was drawing. A dragon, or maybe a lizard.


  He was smiling, so wide it looked like it might hurt.


  Every inmate is someone’s child. And so is every victim.


  I walked out of the bathroom. Handing Grace a card with my name and number on it, I thanked her. “Just in case you change your mind.”


  “Mine was never the one that needed changing,” Grace said, and closed the door behind me. Immediately I heard the bolt slide shut, the curtain in the front window rustle. I kept envisioning the dragon picture, which was carefully matted and framed in the bathroom. TO GRACIE, it had said in the upper left-hand corner.


  I was all the way to Crawford Notch before I realized what had been niggling in my mind about that photo of Shay as a child. In it, he’d been holding a pen in his right hand. But in prison—when he ate, when he wrote—he was a lefty.


  Could someone change so radically over a lifetime? Or could all of these changes in Shay—from his dominant hand to his miracles to his ability to quote the Gospel of Thomas—have come from some...possession? It sounded like some bad science fiction movie, but that wasn’t to say it couldn’t happen. If prophets could be overtaken by the Holy Spirit, why not a murderer?


  Or, maybe it was simpler than that. Maybe who we were in the past informed who we chose to be in the future. Maybe Shay had intentionally shifted his writing hand. Maybe he cultivated miracles, to make up for a sin as horrible as setting a fire that took the lives of two people—one literal, one metaphorical. It struck me that even in the Bible, there was no record of Jesus’s life between the ages of eight and thirty-three. What if he’d done something awful; what if his later years were a response to that?


  You could do a horrible thing, and then spend your whole natural life trying to atone.


  I knew that better than anyone.


  Maggie
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  The last conversation I had with Shay Bourne, before putting him on the stand as a witness, had not gone well. In the holding cell, I’d reminded him what was going to happen in court. Shay didn’t deal well with curves being thrown at him; he could just as likely become belligerent as curl up in a ball beneath the wooden stand. Either way, the judge would think he was crazy—and that couldn’t happen.


  “So after the marshal helps you into the seat,” I had explained, “they’re going to bring you a Bible.”


  “I don’t need one.”


  “Right. But they need you to swear on it.”


  “I want to swear on a comic book,” Shay had replied. “Or a Playboy magazine.”


  “You have to swear on a Bible,” I’d said, “because we have to play by their rules before we’re allowed to change the game.”


  Just then, a U.S. marshal had come to tell me that court was about to convene. “Remember,” I had said to Shay, “focus only on me. Nothing else in that courtroom’s important. It’s just us, having a chat.”


  He had nodded, but I could see that he was jittery. And now, as I watched him being brought into the courtroom, everyone else could see it, too. He was bound at the ankles and the wrists, with a belly chain to link the others; the links rattled as he shuddered into his seat beside me. His head was ducked, and he was murmuring words no one but I could hear. He was actually cursing out one of the U.S. marshals who’d led him into the courtroom, but with any luck, people who watched his mouth moving silently would think he was praying.


  As soon as I put him on the witness stand, a quiet pall fell over the people in the gallery. You are not like us, their silence seemed to say. You never will be. And there, without me asking a single question, was my answer: no amount of piousness could erase the stain on the hands of a murderer.


  I walked in front of Shay and waited until he caught my eye. Focus, I mouthed, and he nodded. He gripped the front of the witness box railing, and his chains clinked.


  Dammit. I’d forgotten to tell him to keep his hands in his lap. It would be less of a reminder to the judge and the gallery that he was a convicted felon.


  “Shay,” I asked, “why do you want to donate your heart?”


  He stared right at me. Good boy. “I have to save her.”


  “Who?”


  “Claire Nealon.”


  “Well,” I said, “you’re not the only person in the world who can save Claire. There are other suitable heart donors.”


  “I’m the one who took the most away from her,” Shay said, just like we had practiced. “I have the most to give back to her.”


  “Is this about clearing your conscience?” I asked.


  Shay shook his head. “It’s about clearing the slate.”


  So far, I thought, so good. He sounded rational, and clear, and calm.


  “Maggie?” Shay said just then. “Can I stop now?”


  I smiled tightly. “Not quite yet, Shay. We’ve got a few more questions.”


  “The questions are bullshit.”


  There was a gasp in the rear of the gallery—probably one of the blue-haired ladies I’d seen filing in with their Bibles wrapped in protective quilted cozies, who hadn’t stumbled across a cuss word since before menopause. “Shay,” I said, “we don’t use that language in court. Remember?”


  “Why is it called court?” he asked. “It’s not like a tennis court or a basketball court, where you’re playing a game. Or maybe you are, and that’s why there’s a winner and a loser, except it has nothing to do with how well you make a three-point shot or how fast your serve is.” He looked at Judge Haig. “I bet you play golf.”


  “Ms. Bloom,” the judge said. “Control your witness.”


  If Shay didn’t shut up, I was going to personally cover his mouth with my hand. “Shay, tell me about your religious upbringing as a child,” I said firmly.


  “Religion’s a cult. You don’t get to choose your own religion. You’re what your parents tell you you are; it’s not upbringing at all, just a brainwashing. When a baby’s getting water poured over his head at a christening he can’t say, ‘Hey, man, I’d rather be a Hindu,’ can he?”


  “Shay, I know this is hard for you, and I know that being here is very distracting,” I said. “But I need you to listen to the question I’m asking, and answer it. Did you go to church when you were a kid?”


  “Part of the time. And part of the time I didn’t go anywhere at all, except hide in the closet so I wouldn’t get beat up by another kid or the foster dad, who’d try to keep everyone in line with a metal hairbrush. It kept us in line, all right, all the way down our backs. The whole foster care system in this country is a joke; it ought to be called foster don’t care, don’t give a shit except for the stipend you’re getting from the—”


  “Shay!” I warned him with a flash of my eyes. “Do you believe in God?”


  This question, somehow, seemed to calm him down. “I know God,” Shay said.


  “Tell me how.”


  “Everyone’s got a little God in them...and a little murder in them, too. It’s how your life turns out that makes you lean to one side or the other.”


  “What’s God like?”


  “Math,” Shay said. “An equation. Except when you take everything away, you get infinity, instead of zero.”


  “And where does God live, Shay?”


  He leaned forward, lifted his chained hands so that the metal chinked. He pointed to his heart. “Here.”


  “You said you used to go to church when you were a kid. Is the God you believe in today the same God you were taught about at church?”


  Shay shrugged. “Whatever road you take, the view is going to be the same.”


  I was nearly a hundred percent certain I’d heard that phrase before, at the one and only Bikram yoga class I’d attended, before I decided that my body wasn’t meant to bend in certain ways. I couldn’t believe Greenleaf wasn’t objecting, on the grounds that channeling the Dalai Lama wasn’t the same as answering a question. Then again, I could believe Greenleaf wasn’t objecting. The more Shay said, the crazier he appeared. It was hard to take someone’s claims about religion seriously when he sounded delusional; Shay was digging a grave big enough for both of us.


  “If the judge orders you to die by lethal injection, Shay, and you can’t donate your heart—will that upset God?” I asked.


  “It’ll upset me. So yeah, it’ll upset God.”


  “Well, then,” I said, “what is it about giving your heart to Claire Nealon that will please God?”


  He smiled at me then—the sort of smile you see on the faces of saints in frescoes, and that makes you wish you knew their secret. “My end,” Shay said, “is her beginning.”


  I had a few more questions, but to be honest, I was terrified of what Shay might say. He already was talking in riddles. “Thank you,” I replied, and sat down.


  “I have a question, Mr. Bourne,” Judge Haig said. “There’s a lot of talk about odd things that have occurred at the prison. Do you believe you can perform miracles?”


  Shay looked at him. “Do you?”


  “I’m sorry, but that’s not how a courtroom works. I’m not allowed to answer your question, but you still need to answer mine. So,” the judge said, “do you believe you can perform miracles?”


  “I just did what I was supposed to. You can call that whatever you want.”


  The judge shook his head. “Mr. Greenleaf, your witness.”


  Suddenly, a man in the gallery stood up. He unzipped his jacket, revealing a T-shirt that had been emblazoned with the numbers 3:16. He started yelling, his voice hoarse. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son—” By then, two U.S. marshals had descended, hauling him out of his seat and dragging him up the alley, as the news cameras swiveled to follow the action. “His only son!” the man yelled. “Only! You are going to hell once they pump your veins full of—” The doors of the courtroom banged shut behind him, and then it was utterly silent.


  It was impressive that this man had gotten into the court in the first place—there were checkpoints with metal detectors and marshals in place before you entered. But his weapon had been the fundamental fury of his righteousness, and at that moment, I would have been hard-pressed to decide whether he or Shay had come off looking worse.


  “Yes,” Gordon Greenleaf said, getting to his feet. “Well.” He walked toward Shay, who rested his chained hands on the witness stand rail again. “You’re the only person who subscribes to your religion?”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “I don’t belong to a religion. Religion’s the reason the world’s falling apart—did you see that guy get carted out of here? That’s what religion does. It points a finger. It causes wars. It breaks apart countries. It’s a petri dish for stereotypes to grow in. Religion’s not about being holy,” Shay said. “Just holier-than-thou.”


  At the plaintiff’s table, I closed my eyes—at the very least, Shay had surely just lost the case for himself; at the most, I was going to wind up with a cross being burned on my lawn. “Objection,” I said feebly. “It’s not responsive.”


  “Overruled,” the judge replied. “He’s not your witness now, Ms. Bloom.”


  Shay continued muttering, more quietly now. “You know what religion does? It draws a big fat line in the sand. It says, ‘If you don’t do it my way, you’re out.’”


  He wasn’t yelling, he wasn’t out of control. But he wasn’t in control, either. He brought his hands up to his neck, started scratching at it as the chains jangled down his chest. “These words,” he said, “they’re cutting my throat.”


  “Judge,” I said immediately, alert to a rapidly approaching meltdown. “Can we take a recess?”


  Shay started rocking back and forth.


  “Fifteen minutes,” Judge Haig said, and the U.S. marshals approached to remand Shay into custody. Panicking, Shay cowered and raised his arms in defense. And we all watched as the chains he was wearing—the ones that had secured him at the wrists and the ankles and the waist, the ones that had jangled throughout his testimony—fell to the floor with a clatter, as if they’d been no more substantial than smoke.
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  “Religion often gets in the way of God.”


  —BONO, AT THE NATIONAL PRAYER BREAKFAST, FEBRUARY 2, 2006


  Maggie
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  Shay stood, his arms akimbo, looking just as surprised to be unshackled as we were to see him that way. There was a collective moment of disbelief, and then chaos exploded in the courtroom. Screams rang out from the gallery. One marshal dragged the judge off the bench and into his chambers while the other drew his weapon, yelling for Shay to put his hands up. Shay froze, only to have the marshal tackle and handcuff him. “Stop!” Father Michael cried behind me. “He doesn’t know what’s happening!” As the marshal pushed Shay’s head against the wooden floor, he looked up at us, terrified.


  I whipped around to face the priest. “What the hell’s going on? He’s gone from being Jesus to being Houdini?”


  “This is the kind of thing he does,” Father Michael said. Was it me, or did I hear a note of satisfaction in his voice? “I tried to tell you.”


  “Let me tell you,” I shot back. “Our friend Shay just earned himself a one-way ticket to the lethal injection gurney, unless one of us can convince him to say something to Judge Haig to explain what just happened.”


  “You’re his lawyer,” Michael said.


  “You’re his advisor.”


  “Remember how I told you Shay won’t talk to me?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Could we just pretend we’re not in seventh grade anymore, and do our jobs?”


  He let his gaze slide away, and immediately I knew that whatever else this conversation had to hold, it wasn’t going to be pleasant.


  By now, the courtroom had emptied. I had to get to Shay and put a solitary, cohesive thought in his head, one that I hoped he could retain long enough to take to the witness stand. I didn’t have time for Father Michael’s confessions right now.


  “I was on the jury that convicted Shay,” the priest said.


  My mother had a trick she’d employed since I was a teenager—if I said something that made her want to (a) scream, (b) whack me, or (c) both, she would count to ten, her lips moving silently, before she responded. I could feel my mouth rounding out the syllables of the numbers, and with some dismay I realized that finally, I had become my mother. “Is that all?” I asked.


  “Isn’t that enough?”


  “Just making sure.” My mind raced. I could get into a lot of trouble for not telling Greenleaf that fact in advance. Then again, I hadn’t known in advance. “Is there a reason you waited so long to mention this?”


  “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” he said, parroting my own words. “At first I thought I’d just help Shay understand redemption, and then I’d tell you the truth. But Shay wound up teaching me about redemption, and you said my testimony was critical, and I thought maybe it was better you didn’t know. I thought it wouldn’t screw up the trial quite as much...”


  I held up my hand, stopping him. “Do you support it?” I asked. “The death penalty?”


  The priest hesitated before he spoke. “I used to.”


  I would have to tell Greenleaf. Even if Father Michael’s testimony was stricken from the record, though, you couldn’t make the judge forget hearing it; the damage had been done. Right now, however, I had more important things to do. “I have to go.”


  In the holding cell, I found Shay still distraught, his eyes squinched shut. “Shay?” I said. “It’s Maggie. Look at me.”


  “I can’t,” he cried. “Turn the volume down.”


  The room was quiet; there was no radio playing, no sound at all. I glanced at the marshal, who shrugged. “Shay,” I commanded, coming up to the bars of the cell. “Open your goddamn eyes.”


  One eye squinted open a crack, then the other.


  “Tell me how you did it.”


  “Did what?”


  “Your little magic act in there.”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t do anything.”


  “You managed to get out of handcuffs,” I said. “What did you do, make a key and hide it in a seam?”


  “I don’t have a key. I didn’t unlock them.”


  Well, technically, this was true. What I’d seen were the still-fastened cuffs, clattering to the floor, while Shay’s hands were somehow free of them. He certainly could have unfastened the locks and snapped them shut again—but it would have been noisy, something we all would have heard.


  And we hadn’t.


  “I didn’t do anything,” Shay repeated.


  I’d read somewhere of magicians who learned to dislocate their shoulders to get out of straitjackets; maybe this had been Shay’s secret. Maybe he could double-joint his thumbs or resettle the bones of his fingers and slide out of the metal fittings without anyone being the wiser. “Okay. Whatever.” I exhaled heavily. “Here’s the thing, Shay. I don’t know if you’re a magician, or a messiah. I don’t know very much about salvation, or miracles, or any of those things that Father Michael and Ian Fletcher talked about. I don’t even know if I believe in God. But what I do know is the law. And right now, everyone in that courtroom thinks you’re a raving lunatic. You have to pull it together.” I glanced at Shay and saw him looking at me with utter focus, his eyes clear and shrewd. “You have one chance,” I said slowly. “One chance to speak to the man who will decide how you die, and whether Claire Nealon gets to live. So what are you going to tell him?”


  ***


  Once, when I was in sixth grade, I let the most popular girl in the school cheat off my paper during a math test. “You know what,” she said afterward, “you’re not totally uncool.” She let me sit with her at the lunch table and for one glorious Saturday, I was invited to the mall with her Gordian knot of friends, who spritzed perfume onto their wrists at department stores and tried on expensive skinny jeans that didn’t even come in my size. (I told them I had my period, and I didn’t ever shop for jeans when I was bloated—a total lie, and yet one of the girls offered to show me how to make myself throw up in the bathroom to take off that extra five.) It was when I was getting a makeover at the Clinique counter, with no intent of buying any of the makeup, that I looked in a mirror and realized I did not like the girl staring back. To be the person they wanted me to be, I’d lost myself.


  Watching Shay take the witness stand again, I thought about that sixth-grade thrill I’d gotten when, for a moment, I’d been part of the in-crowd; I’d been popular. The gallery, hushed, waited for another outburst—but Shay was mild-mannered and calm, quiet to a fault. He was triple-chained, and had to hobble to the stand, where he didn’t look at anyone and simply waited for me to address him with the question we had practiced. I wondered whether remaking him in the image of a viable plaintiff said more about who he was willing to be, or whom I had become.


  “Shay,” I said. “What do you want to tell this court?”


  He looked up at the ceiling, as if he were waiting for the words to drift down like snow. “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news,” he murmured.


  “Amen,” said a woman in the gallery.


  I’ll be honest, this was not quite what I had had in mind when I had told Shay he could make one final attempt to sway this court. To me, religious scripture sounded just as wacky and zealous as the diatribe Shay had given on the nature of organized religion. But maybe Shay was smarter than I was, because his quote made the judge purse his lips. “Is that from the Bible, Mr. Bourne?”


  “I don’t know,” Shay replied. “I don’t remember where it comes from.”


  A tiny paper airplane torpedoed over my shoulder to land in my lap. I opened it up, read Father Michael’s hastily scrawled note. “Yes, Judge,” I said quickly. “It is.”


  “Marshal,” Judge Haig said, “bring me the Bible.” He began to thumb through the onionskin pages. “Do you happen to know where, Ms. Bloom?”


  I didn’t know when or if Shay Bourne had been reading scripture. This quote could have come from the priest; it could have come from God; it could have been the only line he knew in the whole Old Testament. But somehow, he’d piqued the interest of Judge Haig, who was no longer dismissing my client outright, but instead tracing the pages of the Bible as if it were written in Braille.


  I stood, armed with Father Michael’s citation. “It’s in Isaiah, Your Honor,” I said.


  ***


  During the lunch recess, I drove to my office. Not because I had such an inviolable work ethic (although technically I had sixteen other cases going at the same time as Shay’s, my boss had given me his blessing to put them on the back burner of the largest metaphorical stove ever), but because I just needed to get away from the trial completely. The secretary at the ACLU office blinked when I walked through the door. “Aren’t you supposed to be—”


  “Yes,” I snapped, and I walked through the maze of filing cabinets to my desk.


  I didn’t know how Shay’s outburst would affect the judge. I didn’t know if I’d already lost this case, before the defense had even presented its witnesses. I did know that I hadn’t slept well in three weeks and was flat out of rabbit food for Oliver, and I was having a really bad hair day. I rubbed my hands down my face, and then realized I’d probably smeared my mascara.


  With a sigh, I glanced at the mountain of paperwork on my desk that had been steadily growing without me there to act as clearinghouse. There was an appeal that had been filed in the Supreme Court by the attorneys of a skinhead who’d written the word towelhead in white paint on the driveway of his employer, a Pakistani convenience store owner who’d fired him for being drunk on the job; some research about why the words under God had been added to the Pledge of Allegiance in 1954 during the McCarthy era; and a stack of mail equally balanced between desperate souls who wanted me to fight on their behalf and right-wing conservatives who berated the ACLU for making it criminal to be a white churchgoing Christian.


  One letter sifted through my hands and dropped onto my lap—a plain envelope printed with the address of the New Hampshire State Prison, the Office of the Warden. I opened it and found inside a pressed white sheet of paper, still bearing its watermark.


  It was an invitation to attend the execution of Isaiah Bourne. The guest list included the attorney general, the governor, the lawyer who originally prosecuted Shay’s case, me, Father Michael, and several other names I didn’t recognize. By law, there had to be a certain number of people present for an execution from both the inmate’s and the victim’s sides. In this, it was a bit like organizing a wedding. And just like a wedding, there was a number to call to RSVP.


  It was fifteen days before Shay was scheduled to die.


  ***


  Clearly, I was the only one who found it remotely hilarious that the first and only witness the defense called—the commissioner of corrections—was a man named Joe Lynch. He was a tall, thin man whose sense of humor had apparently dissipated along with the hair on his scalp. I was quite sure that when he took the job, he’d never dreamed that he would be faced with New Hampshire’s first execution in more than half a century.


  “Commissioner Lynch,” the assistant attorney general said, “what preparations have been made for the execution of Shay Bourne?”


  “As you’re aware,” Lynch said, “the State of New Hampshire was not equipped to deal with the death sentence handed down to Inmate Bourne. We’d hoped that the job could be done at Terre Haute, but found out that wasn’t going to happen. To that end, we’ve had to construct a lethal injection chamber—which now occupies a good corner of what used to be our exercise yard at the state penitentiary.”


  “Can you give us a breakdown of the costs involved?”


  The commissioner began to read from a ledger. “The architectural and construction fees for the project were $39,100. A lethal injection gurney cost $830. The equipment associated with lethal injection cost $684. In addition, the human cost included meeting with staff, training the staff, and attending hearings—totaling $48,846. Initial supplies were $1,361, and the chemicals cost $426. In addition to this, several physical improvements were made to the space where the execution would occur: vertical blinds in the witness area, a dimmer switch in the chamber, a tinted one-way mirror, air-conditioning and an emergency generator, a wireless microphone and amplifier into the viewing area, a mono plug phone jack. These ran up to $14,669.”


  “You’ve done the math, Commissioner. By your calculation, what do you estimate you’ve spent on Shay Bourne’s execution so far?”


  “$105,916.”


  “Commissioner,” Greenleaf asked, “does the State of New Hampshire have a gallows that could be used if the court ordered Mr. Bourne to be hanged?”


  “Not anymore,” Lynch replied.


  “Would it be correct to assume, then, that there would be an additional outlay for the taxpayers of New Hampshire if a new gallows had to be constructed?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “What specifications are needed to build a gallows?”


  The commissioner nodded. “A floor height of at least nine feet, a crossbeam of nine feet, with a clearance of three feet above the inmate being executed. The opening in the trapdoor would have to be at least three feet to ensure proper clearance. There would have to be a means of releasing the trapdoor and stopping it from swinging after it has been opened, and a fastening mechanism for the rope with the noose.”


  In a few short sentences, Gordon Greenleaf had recentered this trial from the woo-woo touchy-feely freedom-of-religion aspect, to the inevitability of Shay’s imminent death. I glanced at Shay. He had gone white as the blank sheet of paper framed between his chained hands.


  “You’re looking at no less than seventy-five hundred for construction and materials,” the commissioner said. “In addition, there would be the investment of a body restraint.”


  “What’s that, exactly?” Greenleaf asked.


  “A waist strap with two wrist restraints, made of three-thousand-pound test nylon, and another leg restraint made from the same materials. We’d need a frame—basically, a human dolly that enables the officers to transport the inmate to the gallows in the event of a physical collapse—and a hood, and a mechanical hangman’s knot.”


  “You can’t just use rope?”


  “Not if you’re talking about a humane execution,” the commissioner said. “This knot is made from a Delran cylinder and has two longitudinal holes and a steel U-clamp to fasten the rope, as well as a noose sleeve, a rope in thirty-foot lengths, knot lubricant...”


  Even I was impressed at how much time and thought had gone into the death of Shay Bourne. “You’ve done a great deal of research,” Greenleaf said.


  Lynch shrugged. “Nobody wants to execute a man. It’s my job to do it with as much dignity as possible.”


  “What would be the cost of constructing and purchasing all this equipment, Commissioner Lynch?”


  “A bit less than ten thousand.”


  “And you said the State of New Hampshire has already invested over a hundred thousand on the execution of Shay Bourne?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Would it be a burden on the penitentiary system if you were required to construct a gallows at this time, in order to accommodate Mr. Bourne’s so-called religious preferences?”


  The commissioner puffed out a long breath. “It would be more than a burden. It would be damn near impossible, given the date of the execution.”


  “Why?”


  “The law said we were to execute Mr. Bourne by lethal injection, and we are ready and able to do it, after much preparation. I wouldn’t feel personally and professionally comfortable cutting corners to create a last-minute gallows.”


  “Maggie,” Shay whispered, “I think I’m going to throw up.”


  I shook my head. “Swallow it.”


  He lay his head down on the table. With any luck a few sympathetic people would assume that he was crying.


  “If you were ordered by the court to construct a gallows,” Greenleaf asked, “how long would it delay Mr. Bourne’s execution?”


  “I’d say six months to a year,” the commissioner said.


  “A whole year that Inmate Bourne would live past his execution warrant date?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why so long?”


  “You’re talking about construction going on inside a working penitentiary system, Mr. Greenleaf. Background checks have to be done before a crew can come to work inside our gates—they’re bringing in tools from the outside, which can be security threats; we have to have officers standing guard to watch them to make sure they don’t wander into insecure areas; we have to make sure they’re not trying to pass contraband to the inmates. It would be a substantial burden on the correctional institution if we had to, well, start from scratch.”


  “Thank you, Commissioner,” Greenleaf said. “Nothing further.”


  I rose from my seat and approached the commissioner. “Your estimate for constructing the gallows is about ten thousand dollars?”


  “Yes.”


  “So in fact, the cost to hang Shay Bourne would be one-tenth the cost of executing him by lethal injection.”


  “Actually,” the commissioner said, “it would be a hundred and ten percent. You can’t get a lethal injection chamber at Nordstrom with a satisfaction guarantee, Ms. Bloom. I can’t return what we’ve already built.”


  “Well, you needed to construct that chamber anyway, didn’t you?”


  “Not if Inmate Bourne isn’t going to be executed that way.”


  “The Department of Corrections didn’t have the lethal injection chamber available for any other death row prisoners, however.”


  “Ms. Bloom,” the commissioner said, “New Hampshire doesn’t have any other death row prisoners.”


  I couldn’t very well suggest that in the future we might—no one wanted to entertain that option. “Would executing Shay Bourne by hanging affect the safety of the other inmates in the prison?”


  “No. Not during the actual process.”


  “Would it impinge on the safety of the officers there?”


  “No.”


  “And in terms of the personnel—there would be, in fact, less manpower needed for an execution by hanging than an execution by lethal injection, correct?”


  “Yes,” the commissioner said.


  “So there’s no safety issue involved in changing Shay’s method of execution. Not for staff, and not for inmates. The only thing you can point to as a burden on the Department of Corrections, really, is a cost of just under ten thousand dollars to construct a gallows. Ten thousand lousy bucks. Is that right, Commissioner?”


  The judge caught the commissioner’s eye. “Do you have that in the budget?”


  “I don’t know,” Lynch said. “Budgets are always tight.”


  “Your Honor, I have here a copy of the budget of the Department of Corrections, to be entered into evidence.” I handed it to Greenleaf, to Judge Haig, and finally, to Commissioner Lynch. “Commissioner, does this look familiar?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you read me the line that’s highlighted?”


  Lynch settled his spectacles on his nose. “Supplies for capital punishment,” he said. “Nine thousand eight hundred and eighty dollars.”


  “By supplies, what did you mean?”


  “Chemicals,” the commissioner said. “And whatever else came along.”


  What he meant, I was sure, was a fudge line in the budget. “By your own testimony, chemicals would only cost four hundred and twenty-six dollars.”


  “We didn’t know what else might be involved,” Lynch said. “Police blocks, traffic direction, medical supplies, extra manpower on staff...this is our first execution in nearly seventy years. We budgeted conservatively, so that we wouldn’t find ourselves short when it actually came to pass.”


  “If that money was going to be spent on Shay Bourne’s execution no matter what, does it really matter whether it’s used to purchase Sodium Pentothal...or to construct a gallows?”


  “Uh,” Lynch stammered. “It’s still not ten thousand dollars.”


  “No,” I admitted. “You’re a hundred and twenty dollars short. Tell me...is that worth the price of a man’s soul?”


  June
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  Someone once told me that when you give birth to a daughter, you’ve just met the person whose hand you’ll be holding the day you die. In the days after Elizabeth was born, I would watch those minuscule fingers, the nail beds like tiny shells, the surprisingly firm grip she had on my index finger—and wonder if, years from now, I’d be the one holding on so tight.


  It is unnatural to survive your child. It is like seeing an albino butterfly, or a bloodred lake; a skyscraper tumbling down. I had already been through it once; now I was desperate to keep from experiencing that again.


  Claire and I were playing Hearts, and don’t think I didn’t appreciate the irony. The deck of cards showcased Peanuts characters; my game strategy had nothing to do with the suit, and everything to do with collecting as many Charlie Browns as I could. “Mom,” Claire said, “play like you mean it.”


  I looked up at her. “What are you talking about?”


  “You’re cheating. But you’re doing it so you’ll lose.” She shuffled the remaining deck and turned over the top card. “Why do you think they’re called clubs?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you think it’s the kind you want to join? Or the kind that you use to beat someone up?”


  Behind her, on the cardiac monitor, Claire’s failing heart chugged a steady rhythm. At moments like these, it was hard to believe that she was as sick as she was. But then, all I had to do was witness her trying to swing her legs over the bed to go to the bathroom, see how winded she became, to know that looks could be deceiving.


  “Do you remember when you made up that secret society?” I asked. “The one that met behind the hedge?”


  Claire shook her head. “I never did that.”


  “Of course you did,” I said. “You were little, that’s why you’ve forgotten. But you were absolutely insistent about who could and couldn’t be a member of the club. You had a stamp that said CANCELED and an ink pad—you put it on the back of my hand, and if I even wanted to tell you dinner was ready I had to give a password first.”


  Across the room, my cell phone began to ring in my purse. I made a beeline for it—mobile phones were strictly verboten in the hospital, and if a nurse caught you with one, you would be given the look of death. “Hello?”


  “June. This is Maggie Bloom.”


  I stopped breathing. Last year, Claire had learned in school that there were whole segments of the brain devoted to involuntary acts like digesting and oxygen intake, which was so evolutionarily clever; and yet, these systems could be felled by the simplest of things: love at first sight; acts of violence; words you did not want to hear.


  “I don’t have any formal news yet,” Maggie said, “but I thought you’d want to know: closing arguments start tomorrow morning. And then, depending on how long the judge deliberates, we’ll know if and when Claire will have the heart.” There was a crackle of silence. “Either way, the execution will take place in fifteen days.”


  “Thank you,” I said, and closed the clamshell of the phone. In twenty-four hours, I might know if Claire would live or die.


  “Who called?” Claire asked.


  I slipped the phone into the pocket of my jacket. “The dry cleaner,” I said. “Our winter coats are ready to be picked up.”


  Claire just stared at me; she knew I was lying. She gathered up the cards, although we were not finished with our game. “I don’t want to play anymore,” she said.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  She rolled onto her side, turning her face away from me. “I never had stamps and an ink pad,” Claire murmured. “I never had a secret club. You’re thinking of Elizabeth.”


  “I’m not thinking of—” I said automatically, but then I broke off. I could clearly picture Kurt and I standing at the bathroom sink, grinning as we scrubbed off the temporary tattoos we’d been given, wondering if our daughter would speak to us at breakfast without that mark of faith. Claire could not have initiated her father into her secret world; she had never even met him.


  “I told you so,” Claire said.


  Lucius
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  Shay was not on I-tier often, but when he was, he was transported to conference rooms and the infirmary. He’d tell me, when he came back, about the psych tests they ran on him; about the way they tapped at the crooks of his elbows, checking his veins. I supposed it was important for them to dot their i’s and cross their t’s before the Big Event, so that they didn’t look stupid when the rest of the world was watching.


  The real reason they kept shuttling Shay around for medical tests, though, was to get him out of the pod so that they could have their practice runs. They’d done a couple of these in August. I’d been in the exercise cage when the warden led a small group of COs to the lethal injection chamber that was being built. I watched them in their hard hats. “What we need to figure out, people,” Warden Coyne had said, “is how long it’ll take the victim’s witnesses to get from my office to the chamber. We can’t have them crossing paths with the inmate’s witnesses.”


  Now that the chamber was finished, they had even more to check and double-check: if the phone lines to the governor’s office worked; if the straps on the gurney were secure. Twice now, while Shay was at Medical, a group of officers—the special ops team, who had volunteered to be part of the execution—arrived on I-tier. I’d never seen any of them before. I suppose that there is humanity in not having the man who kills you be the same guy who has brought you your breakfast for the past eleven years. And likewise: it must be easier to push the plunger on that syringe if you haven’t had a conversation with the inmate about whether the Patriots would win another Super Bowl.


  This time, Shay had not wanted to go to Medical. He put up a fight, saying that he was tired, that he didn’t have any blood left for them to draw. Not that he had a choice, of course—the officers would have dragged him there kicking and screaming. Eventually, Shay agreed to be chained so that he could make the trip off I-tier, and fifteen minutes after he was gone, the special ops team showed up. They put an officer pretending to be Shay into his cell, and then one of the other COs started a stopwatch. “We’re rolling,” he said.


  I don’t know how the mistake happened, to be honest. I mean, I suppose that was the whole point of a practice run—you were leaving room for human error. But somehow, just as the special ops team was escorting Fake-Shay off the pod as part of their training, the real Shay was entering I-tier again. For a moment, they hesitated at the door, gazing at one another.


  Shay stared at his faux counterpart, until Officer Whitaker had to drag him through the door of I-tier, and even then, he craned his neck, trying to see where his future was heading.


  ***


  In the middle of the night, the officers came for Shay. He was banging his head against the walls of his cell, speaking in a river of gibberish. Usually, I would have heard all of this—I was often the first to know that Shay was upset—but I had slept through it. I woke up when the officers arrived in their goggles and shields, swarming over him like a clot of black cockroaches.


  “Where are you taking him?” I yelled, but the words sliced my throat to ribbons. I thought of the run-through and wondered if it was time for the real thing.


  One of the officers turned to me—a nice one, but in that instant I could not grasp his name, although I had seen him every week for the past six years. “It’s okay, Lucius,” he said. “We’re just taking him to an observation cell, so he doesn’t hurt himself.”


  When they left, I lay down on my bunk and pressed my palm against my forehead. Fever: it was a school of fish swimming through my veins.


  Once before, Adam had cheated on me. I found a note in his pocket when I went to take his shirts to the dry cleaner. Gary, and a phone number. When I asked him about it, he said it had only been one night, after a show at the gallery where he worked. Gary was one of the artists, a man who created miniature cities out of plaster of Paris. New York was currently on display. He told me about the art-deco detail on the top of the Chrysler Building; the individual leaves that were hand-fastened to the trees on Park Avenue. I imagined Adam standing with Gary, their feet planted in Central Park, their arms around each other, monstrous as Godzilla.


  It was a mistake, Adam had said. It was just so exciting, for a minute, to know someone else was interested.


  I could not imagine how people would not be interested in Adam, with his pale green eyes, his mocha skin. I saw heads turn all the time, gay and straight, when we walked down the street.


  It felt all wrong, he said, because it wasn’t you.


  I had been naive enough to believe then that you could take something toxic and poisonous, and contain it so that you’d never be burned by it again. You’d think, after all that happened later with Adam, I had learned my lesson. But things like jealousy, rage, and infidelity—they don’t disappear. They lie in wait, like a cobra, to strike you again when you least expect it.


  I looked down at my hands, at the dark blotches of Kaposi’s sarcoma that had already begun to blend into one another, turning my skin as dark as Adam’s, as if my punishment were to reinvent myself in his image.


  “Please don’t do this,” I whispered. But I was begging to stop something that had already started. I was praying, although I couldn’t remember to whom.


  Maggie
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  After court had adjourned for the weekend, I took a trip to the ladies’ room. I was sitting in a stall when suddenly a microphone snaked underneath the metal wall from the cubicle beside mine. “I’m Ella Wyndhammer from FOX News,” a woman said. “I wonder if you have a comment about the fact that the White House has given a formal statement about the Bourne trial and the separation of church and state?”


  I hadn’t been aware that the White House had given a formal statement; there was a part of me that shivered with a thrill to know that we’d attracted that much attention. Then I considered what the statement most likely had been, and how it probably wouldn’t help my case at all. And then I remembered that I was in the bathroom.


  “Yeah, I’ve got a comment,” I said, and flushed.


  Because I didn’t want to be ambushed by Ella Wyndhammer or any of the other hundred reporters crawling over the steps of the courthouse like lichen, I retreated into a foxhole—okay, an attorney-client conference room—and locked the door. I took out a legal pad and began to write my closing for Monday, hoping that by the time I finished, the reporters would have moved onto a fresher kill.


  It was dark when I slipped on my heels again and packed away my notes. The lights had been turned off in the courthouse; distantly, I could hear a custodian buffing the floors. I walked through the lobby, past the dormant metal detectors, took a deep breath, and opened the door.


  The majority of the media had packed up for the night. In the distance, though, I could see one tenacious reporter holding his microphone. He called out my name.


  I forged past him. “No comment,” I muttered, and then I realized he wasn’t a reporter, and he wasn’t holding a microphone.


  “It’s about time,” Christian said, and he handed me the rose.


  MICHAEL
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  “You’re his spiritual advisor,” Warden Coyne said when he phoned me at three in the morning. “Go give him some advice.”


  I had tried to explain to the warden that Shay and I weren’t quite on speaking terms, but he hung up before I got the chance. Instead, with a sigh, I dragged myself out of bed and rode to the prison. Instead of taking me to I-tier, however, the CO led me elsewhere. “He’s been moved,” the officer explained.


  “Why? Did someone hurt him again?”


  “Nah, he was doing a good job of that on his own,” he said, and as we stopped in front of Shay’s cell, I understood.


  Bruises mottled most of his face. His knuckles were scraped raw. A trickle of blood ran down his left temple. He was chained at the wrists and ankles and belly, even though he was inside the cell. “Why haven’t you called a doctor?” I demanded.


  “He’s been here three times,” the CO said. “Our boy, here, keeps ripping off the bandages. That’s why we had to cuff him.”


  “If I promise you that he’ll stop doing whatever he’s doing—”


  “Slamming his head into the wall?”


  “Right. If I give you my word, will you take off the handcuffs?” I turned to Shay, who was studiously avoiding me. “Shay?” I said. “How does that sound?”


  He didn’t react one way or another, and I had no idea how I was going to convince Shay to stop harming himself, but the CO motioned him toward the cell door and removed the cuffs from his wrists and ankles. The belly chain, however, stayed on. “Just in case,” he said, and left.


  “Shay,” I said. “Why are you doing this?”


  “Get the fuck away from me.”


  “I know you’re scared. And I know you’re angry,” I said. “I don’t blame you.”


  “Then I guess something’s changed. Because you sure did, once. You, and eleven other people.” Shay took a step forward. “What was it like, in that room? Did you sit around talking about what kind of monster would do those horrible things? Did you ever think that you hadn’t gotten the whole story?”


  “Then why didn’t you tell it?” I burst out. “You gave us nothing, Shay. We had the prosecution’s explanation of what had happened; we heard from June. But you didn’t even stand up and ask us for a lenient sentence.”


  “Who would believe what I had to say, over the word of a dead cop?” he said. “My own lawyer didn’t. He kept talking about how we ought to use my troubled childhood to get me off—not my story of what happened. He said I didn’t look like someone the jury would trust. He didn’t care about me; he just wanted to get his five seconds on the news at night. He had a strategy. Well, you know what his strategy was? First he told the jury I didn’t do it. Then it comes time for sentencing and he says: ‘Okay, he did it, but here’s why you shouldn’t kill him for it.’ You might as well admit that pleading not guilty in the first place was a lie.”


  I stared at him; stunned. It had never occurred to me during the capital murder trial that all this might be whirling around in Shay’s head; that the reason he did not get up and beg for clemency during sentencing was because in order to do that, it felt like he’d also be admitting to the crime. Now that I looked back on it, it had felt like the defense had changed their tune between the penalty phase and the sentencing phase of the trial. It had made it harder to believe anything they said.


  And Shay? Well, he’d been sitting right there, with his unwashed hair and his vacant eyes. His silence—which I’d read as pride, or shame—might only have been the understanding that for people like him, the world did not work the way it should. And I, like the other eleven jurors, had judged him before any verdict was given. After all, what kind of man gets put on trial for a double murder? What prosecutor seeks the death penalty without good reason?


  Since I’d become his spiritual advisor, he’d told me that what had happened in the past didn’t matter now, and I’d taken that to mean that he wouldn’t accept responsibility for what he’d done. But it could also have meant that in spite of his innocence, he knew he was still going to die.


  I’d been present at that trial; I’d heard all the testimony. To think Shay might not have deserved a death sentence seemed ridiculous, impossible.


  Then again, so were miracles.


  “But Shay,” I said quietly, “I heard that evidence. I saw what you did.”


  “I didn’t do anything.” He ducked his head. “It was because of the tools. I left them at the house. No one came when I knocked on the door so I just went inside to get them...and then I saw her.”


  I felt my stomach turn over. “Elizabeth.”


  “She used to play with me. A staring game. Whoever smiled first, that was the loser. I used to get her every time, and then one day while we were staring she lifted up my screwdriver—I didn’t even know she’d taken it—and waved it around like a maniac with a knife. I burst out laughing. I got you, she said. I got you. And she did—she had me, one hundred percent.” His face twisted. “I never would have hurt her. When I came in that day, she was with him. He had his pants down. And she was—she was crying...he was supposed to be her father.” He flung an arm up over his face, as if he could stop himself from seeing the memory. “She looked up at me, like it was a staring contest, but then she smiled. Except this time, it wasn’t because she lost. It was because she knew she was going to win. Because I was there. Because I could rescue her. My whole life, people looked at me like I was a fuckup, like I couldn’t do anything right—but she, it was like she believed in me,” Shay said. “And I wanted—God, I wanted to believe her.”


  He took a deep breath. “I grabbed her and ran upstairs, to the room I was finishing. I locked the door. I told her we would be safe there. But then there was a shot, and the whole door was gone, and he came in and pointed his gun at me.”


  I tried to imagine what it would be like to be Shay—easily confused and unable to communicate well—and to suddenly have a pistol thrust in my face.


  I would have panicked, too.


  “There were sirens,” Shay said. “He’d called them in. He said they were coming for me and that no cop would believe any story from a freak like me. She was screaming, ‘Don’t shoot, don’t shoot.’ He said, ‘Get over here, Elizabeth,’ and I grabbed the gun so he couldn’t hurt her and we were fighting and both our hands were on it and it went off and went off again.” He swallowed. “I caught her. The blood, it was everywhere; it was on me, it was on her. He kept calling her name but she wouldn’t look at him. She stared at me, like we were playing our game; she stared at me, except it wasn’t a game...and then even though her eyes were open, she stopped staring. And it was over even though I didn’t smile.” He choked on a sob, pressed his hand against his mouth. “I didn’t smile.”


  “Shay,” I said softly.


  He glanced up at me. “She was better off dead.”


  My mouth went dry. I remembered Shay saying that same sentence to June Nealon at the restorative justice meeting, her storming out of the room in tears. But what if we’d taken Shay’s words out of context? What if he truly believed Elizabeth’s death was a blessing, after what she’d suffered at the hands of her stepfather?


  Something snagged in the back of my mind, a splinter of memory. “Her underpants,” I said. “You had them in your pocket.”


  Shay stared at me as if I were an idiot. “Well, that’s because she didn’t have a chance to put them back on yet, before everything else happened.”


  The Shay I had grown to know was a man who could close an open wound with a brush of his hand, yet who also might have a breakdown if the mashed potatoes in his meal platter were more yellow than the day before. That Shay would not see anything suspicious about the police finding a little girl’s underwear in his possession; it would make perfect sense to him to grab them when he grabbed Elizabeth, for the sake of her modesty.


  “Are you telling me the shootings were accidental?”


  “I never said I was guilty,” he answered.


  The pundits who downplayed Shay’s miracles were always quick to point out that if God were to return to earth, He wouldn’t choose to be a murderer. But what if He hadn’t? What if the whole situation had been misunderstood; what if Shay had not willfully, intentionally killed Elizabeth Nealon and her stepfather—but in fact had been trying to save her from him?


  It would mean that Shay was about to die for someone else’s sins.


  Again.


  ***


  “Not a good time,” Maggie said when she came to the door.


  “It’s an emergency.”


  “Then call the cops. Or pick up your red phone and dial God directly. I’ll give you a call tomorrow morning.” She started to close the door, but I stuck my foot inside.


  “Is everything all right?” A man with a British accent was suddenly standing beside Maggie, who had turned beet red.


  “Father Michael,” she said. “This is Christian Gallagher.”


  He held out his hand to me. “Father. I’ve heard all about you.”


  I hoped not. I mean, if Maggie was having a date, clearly there were better topics of conversation.


  “So,” Christian asked amiably. “Where’s the fire?”


  I felt heat rising to the back of my neck. In the background, I could hear soft music playing; there was half a glass of red wine in the man’s hand. There was no fire; it was already burning, and I had just thrown a bucket of sand on it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” I stepped backward. “Have a nice night.”


  I heard the door close behind me, but instead of walking to my bike, I sat down on the front stoop. The first time I’d met Shay, I’d told him that you can’t be lonely if God is with you all the time, but that wasn’t entirely true. He’s lousy at checkers, Shay had said. Well, you couldn’t take God out to a movie on a Friday night, either. I knew that I could fill the space a companion normally would with God; and it was more than enough. But that wasn’t to say I didn’t feel that phantom limb sometimes.


  The door opened, and into the slice of light stepped Maggie. She was barefoot, and she had her power-suit coat draped over her shoulders. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to ruin your night.”


  “That’s okay. I should have known better than to assume all the planets had aligned for me.” She sank down beside me. “What’s up?”


  In the dark, with her face lit in profile by the moon, she was as beautiful as any Renaissance Madonna. It struck me that God had chosen someone just like Maggie when He picked Mary to bear His Son: someone willing to take the weight of the world on her shoulders, even when it wasn’t her own burden. “It’s Shay,” I said. “I think he’s innocent.”


  Maggie
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  I was not particularly surprised to hear what Shay Bourne had told the priest.


  No, what surprised me was how fervently he’d fallen for it—hook, line, and sinker.


  “It’s not about protecting Shay’s rights anymore,” Michael said. “Or letting him die on his own terms. We’re talking about an innocent man being killed.”


  We had moved into the living room, and Christian—well, he was sitting on the other end of the couch pretending to do a Sudoku puzzle in the newspaper, but actually listening to every word we said. He’d been the one to come outside and invite me back into my own home. I fully intended to pop Father Michael’s bubble of incensed righteousness and get back to the spot I’d been in before he arrived.


  Which was flat on my back, with Christian’s hand moving over my side, showing me where you made the incision to remove a gallbladder—something that, in person, was far more exciting than it sounds.


  “He’s a convicted murderer,” I said. “They learn how to lie before they learn how to walk.”


  “Maybe he never should have been convicted,” Michael said.


  “You were on the jury that found him guilty!”


  Christian’s head snapped up. “You were?”


  “Welcome to my life,” I sighed. “Father, you sat through days of testimony. You saw the evidence firsthand.”


  “I know. But that was before he told me that he walked in on Kurt Nealon molesting his own stepdaughter; and that the gun went off repeatedly while he was struggling to get it out of Kurt’s hand.”


  At that, Christian leaned forward. “Well. That makes him a bit of a hero, doesn’t it?”


  “Not when he still kills the girl he’s trying to rescue,” I said. “And why, pray tell, did he not gift his defense attorney with this information?”


  “He said he tried, but the lawyer didn’t think it would fly.”


  “Well, gee,” I said. “Doesn’t that speak volumes?”


  “Maggie, you know Shay. He doesn’t look like a clean-cut American boy, and he didn’t back then, either. Plus, he’d been found with a smoking gun, and a dead cop and girl in front of him. Even if he told the truth, who would have listened? Who’s more likely to be cast as a pedophile—the heroic cop and consummate family man...or the sketchy vagrant who was doing work in the house? Shay was doomed before he ever walked into a courtroom.”


  “Why would he take the blame for someone else’s crime?” I argued. “Why not tell someone—anyone—in eleven years?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know the answer to that. But I’d like to keep him alive long enough to find out.” Father Michael glanced at me. “You’re the one who says the legal system doesn’t always work for everyone. It was an accident. Manslaughter, not murder.”


  “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Christian interrupted. “But you can’t be sentenced to death for manslaughter, can you?”


  I sighed. “Do we have any new evidence?”


  Father Michael thought for a minute. “He told me so.”


  “Do we have any evidence,” I repeated.


  His face lit up. “We have the security camera outside the observation cell,” Michael said. “That’s got to be recorded somewhere, right?”


  “It’s still just a tape of him telling you a story,” I explained. “It’s different if you tell me, oh, that there’s semen we can link to Kurt Nealon...”


  “You’re an ACLU lawyer. You must be able to do something...”


  “Legally, there’s nothing we can do. We can’t reopen his case unless there’s some fantastic forensic proof.”


  “What about calling the governor?” Christian suggested.


  Our heads both swiveled toward him.


  “Well, isn’t that what always happens on TV? And in John Grisham novels?”


  “Why do you know so much about the American legal system?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “I used to have a torrid crush on the Partridge girl from L.A. Law.”


  I sighed and walked to the dining room table. My purse was slogged across it like an amoeba. I dug inside for my cell phone, punched a number. “This better be good,” my boss growled on the other end of the line.


  “Sorry, Rufus. I know it’s late—”


  “Cut to the chase.”


  “I need to call Flynn, on behalf of Shay Bourne,” I said.


  “Flynn? As in Mark Flynn the governor? Why would you want to waste your last appeal before you even get a verdict back from Haig?”


  “Shay Bourne’s spiritual advisor is under the impression that he was falsely convicted.” I looked up to find Christian and Michael both watching me intently.


  “Do we have any new evidence?”


  I closed my eyes. “Well. No. But this is really important, Rufus.”


  A moment later, I hung up the phone and pressed the number I’d scrawled on a paper napkin into Michael’s hand. “It’s the governor’s cell number. Go call him.”


  “Why me?”


  “Because,” I said. “He’s Catholic.”


  ***


  “I have to leave,” I had told Christian. “The governor wants us to come to his office right now.”


  “If I had a quid for every time a girl’s used that one on me,” he said. And then, just as if it were the most normal thing in the world, he kissed me.


  Okay, it had been a quick kiss. And one that could have ended a G-rated movie. And it had been performed in front of a priest. But still, it looked completely natural, as if Christian and I had been kissing at the ends of sentences for ages, while the rest of the world was still hung up on punctuation.


  Here’s where it all went wrong. “So,” I had said. “Maybe we could get together tomorrow?”


  “I’m on call for the next forty-eight hours,” he’d said. “Monday?”


  But Monday I was in court again.


  “Well,” Christian said. “I’ll call.”


  I was meeting Father Michael at the statehouse, because I wanted him to go home and get clothing that was as priestly as possible—the jeans and button-down shirt in which he’d come to my door weren’t going to win us any favors. Now, as I waited for him in the parking lot, I replayed every last syllable of my conversation with Christian...and began to panic. Everyone knew that when a guy said he’d call, it really meant that he wouldn’t—he just wanted a swift escape. Maybe it had been the kiss, which was the precursor to that whole line of conversation. Maybe I had garlic breath. Maybe he’d just spent enough time in my company to know I wasn’t what he wanted.


  By the time Father Michael rode into the parking lot, I’d decided that if Shay Bourne had cost me my first shot at a relationship since the Jews went to wander the desert, I would execute him myself.


  I was surprised that Rufus had wanted me to go to meet Governor Flynn alone; I was even more surprised that he thought Father Michael should be the one to finesse the interview in the first place. But Flynn wasn’t a born New Englander; he was a transplanted southern boy, and he apparently preferred informality to pomp and circumstance. He’ll be expecting you to come to him for a stay of execution after the trial, Rufus had mused. So maybe catching him off guard is the smartest thing you can do. He suggested that instead of a lawyer putting through the call, maybe a man of the cloth should do it instead. And, within two minutes of conversation, Father Michael had discovered that Governor Flynn had heard him preach at last year’s Christmas Mass at St. Catherine’s.


  We were let into the statehouse by a security guard, who put us through the metal detectors and then escorted us to the governor’s office. It was an odd, eerie place after hours; our footsteps rang like gunshots as we hustled up the steps. At the top of the landing, I turned to Michael. “Do not do anything inflammatory,” I whispered. “We get one shot at this.”


  The governor was sitting at his desk. “Come in,” he said, getting to his feet. “Pleasure to see you again, Father Michael.”


  “Thanks,” the priest said. “I’m flattered you remembered me.”


  “Hey, you gave a sermon that didn’t put me to sleep—that puts you into a very small category of clergymen. You run the youth group at St. Catherine’s, too, right? My college roommate’s kid was getting into some trouble a year ago, and then he started working with you. Joe Cacciatone?”


  “Joey,” Father Michael said. “He’s a good kid.”


  The governor turned to me. “And you must be...?”


  “Maggie Bloom,” I said, holding out my hand. “Shay Bourne’s attorney.” I had never been this close to the governor before. I thought, irrationally, that he looked taller on television.


  “Ah, yes,” the governor said. “The infamous Shay Bourne.”


  “If you’re a practicing Catholic,” Michael said to the governor, “how can you condone an execution?”


  I blinked at the priest. Hadn’t I just told him not to say anything provocative?


  “I’m doing my job,” Flynn said. “There’s a great deal that I don’t agree with, personally, that I have to carry out professionally.”


  “Even if the man who’s about to be killed is innocent?”


  Flynn’s gaze sharpened. “That’s not what a court decided, Father.”


  “Come talk to him,” Michael said. “The penitentiary—it’s a fiveminute drive. Come listen to him, and then tell me if he deserves to die.”


  “Governor Flynn,” I interrupted, finally finding my voice. “During a...confession, Shay Bourne made some revelations that indicate there are details of his case that weren’t revealed at the time—that the deaths occurred accidentally while Mr. Bourne was in fact trying to protect Elizabeth Nealon from her father’s sexual abuse. We feel that with a stay of execution, we’ll have time to gather evidence of Bourne’s innocence.”


  The governor’s face paled. “I thought priests couldn’t reveal confessions.”


  “We’re obligated to, if there’s a law about to be broken, or if a life is in danger. This qualifies on both counts.”


  The governor folded his hands, suddenly distant. “I appreciate your concerns—both religious and political. I’ll take your request under advisement.”


  I knew a dismissal when I heard one; I nodded and stood. Father Michael looked up at me, then scrambled to his feet, too. We shook the governor’s hand again and groveled our way out of the office. We didn’t speak until we were outside, beneath a sky spread with stars. “So,” Father Michael said. “I guess that means no.”


  “It means we have to wait and see. Which probably means no.” I dug my hands into the pockets of my suit jacket. “Well. Seeing as my entire evening has been shot to hell, I’m just going to call it a night—”


  “You don’t believe he’s innocent, do you?” Michael said.


  I sighed. “Not really.”


  “Then why are you willing to fight so hard for him?”


  “On December twenty-fifth, when I was a kid, I’d wake up and it would be just another day. On Easter Sunday, my family was the only one in the movie theater. The reason I fight so hard for Shay,” I finished, “is because I know what it’s like when the things you believe make you feel like you’re on the outside looking in.”


  “I...I didn’t realize...”


  “How could you?” I said, smiling faintly. “The guys at the top of the totem pole never see what’s carved at the bottom. See you Monday, Father.”


  I could feel his gaze on me as I walked to my car. It felt like a cape made of light, like the wings of the angels I’d never believed in.


  ***


  My client looked like he’d been run over by a truck. Somehow, in the middle of trying to get me to save his life, Father Michael had neglected to mention that Shay had begun a course of self-mutilation. His face was scabbed and bloomed with bruises; his hands—cuffed tightly to his waist after last week’s fiasco—were scratched. “You look like crap,” I murmured to Shay.


  “I’m going to look worse after they hang me,” he whispered back.


  “We have to talk. About what you said to Father Michael—” But before I could go any further, the judge called on Gordon Greenleaf to offer his closing argument.


  Gordon stood up heavily. “Your Honor, this case has been a substantial waste of the court’s time and the state’s money. Shay Bourne is a convicted double murderer. He committed the most heinous crime in the history of the state of New Hampshire.”


  I glanced at Shay beneath my lashes. If what he’d said was true—if he’d seen Elizabeth being abused—then the two murders became manslaughter and self-defense. DNA testing had not been in vogue when he was convicted—was it possible that there was some shred of carpet or couch fabric left that could corroborate Shay’s account?


  “He’s exhausted all legal remedies at every level,” Gordon continued. “State, first circuit, Supreme Court—and now he’s desperately trying to extend his life by filing a bogus lawsuit that claims he believes in some bogus religion. He wants the State of New Hampshire and its taxpayers to build him his own special gallows so that he can donate his heart to the victims’ family—a group that he suddenly has feelings for. He certainly didn’t have feelings for them the day he murdered Kurt and Elizabeth Nealon.”


  It was, of course, highly unlikely that there would still be evidence. By now, even the underwear that had been found in his pocket had been destroyed or given back to June Nealon—this was a case that had closed eleven years ago, in the minds of the investigators. And all the eyewitnesses had died at the scene—except for Shay.


  “Yes, there is a law that protects the religious freedom of inmates,” Greenleaf said. “It exists so that Jewish inmates can wear yarmulkes in prison, and Muslims can fast during Ramadan. The commissioner of corrections always makes allowances for religious activity in compliance with federal law. But to say that this man—who’s had outbursts in the courtroom, who can’t control his emotions, who can’t even tell you what the name of his religion is—deserves to be executed in some special way to comply with federal law is completely inappropriate, and is not what our system of justice intended.”


  Just as Greenleaf sat down, a bailiff slipped a note to me. I glanced at it and took a deep breath.


  “Ms. Bloom?” the judge prompted.


  “One hundred and twenty dollars,” I said. “You know what you can do with one hundred and twenty dollars? You can get a great pair of Stuart Weitzman shoes on sale. You can buy two tickets to a Bruins game. You can feed a starving family in Africa. You can purchase a cell phone contract. Or, you can help a man reach salvation—and rescue a dying child.”


  I stood up. “Shay Bourne is not asking for freedom. He’s not asking for his sentence to be overturned. He’s simply asking to die in accordance with his religious beliefs. And if America stands for nothing else, it stands for the right to practice your own religion, even if you die in the custody of the state.”


  I began to walk toward the gallery. “People still flock to this country because of its religious freedom. They know that in America, you won’t be told what God should look like or sound like. You won’t be told there is one right belief, and yours isn’t it. They want to speak freely about religion, and to ask questions. Those rights were the foundation of America four hundred years ago, and they’re still the foundation today. It’s why, in this country, Madonna can perform on a crucifix, and The Da Vinci Code was a bestseller. It’s why, even after 9/11, religious freedom flourishes in America.”


  Facing the judge again, I pulled out all the stops. “Your Honor, we’re not asking you to remove the wall between church and state by ruling in favor of Shay Bourne. We just want the law upheld—the one that promises Shay Bourne the right to practice his religion even in the state penitentiary, unless there’s a compelling governmental interest to keep him from doing so. The only governmental interest that the state can point to here is one hundred and twenty dollars—and a matter of a few months.” I walked back to my seat, slipped into it. “How do you weigh lives and souls against two months, and a hundred and twenty bucks?”


  Once the judge returned to chambers to reach his verdict, two marshals came to retrieve Shay. “Maggie?” he said, getting to his feet. “Thanks.”


  “Guys,” I said to the marshals, “can you give me a minute with him in the holding cell?”


  “Make it quick,” one of them said, and I nodded.


  “What do you think?” Father Michael said, still seated in the gallery behind me. “Does he have a chance?”


  I reached into my pocket, retrieved the note the bailiff had passed me just before I began my closing, and handed it to Michael. “You better hope so,” I said. “The governor denied his stay of execution.”


  ***


  He was lying on the metal bunk, his arm thrown over his eyes, by the time I reached the holding cell. “Shay,” I said, standing in front of the bars. “Father Michael came to talk to me. About what happened the night of the murders.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “It does matter,” I said urgently. “The governor denied your stay of execution, which means we’re up against a brick wall. DNA evidence is used routinely now to overturn capital punishment verdicts. There was some talk about sexual assault during the trial, wasn’t there, before that charge was dropped? If that semen sample still exists, we can have it tested and matched to Kurt...I just need you to give me the details about what happened, Shay, so that I can get the ball rolling.”


  Shay stood up and walked toward me, resting his hands on the bars between us. “I can’t.”


  “Why not?” I challenged. “Were you lying when you told Father Michael you were innocent?”


  He glanced up at me, his eyes hot. “No.”


  I cannot tell you why I believed him. Maybe I was naive, because I hadn’t been a criminal defense attorney; maybe I just felt that a dying man had very little left to lose. But when Shay met my gaze, I knew that he was telling me the truth—and that executing an innocent man was even more devastating, if possible, than executing a guilty one. “Well, then,” I said, my head already swimming with possibilities. “You told Father Michael your first lawyer wouldn’t listen to you—but I’m listening to you now. Talk to me, Shay. Tell me something I can use to convince a judge you were wrongly convicted. Then I’ll write up the request for DNA testing, you just have to sign—”


  “No.”


  “I can’t do this alone,” I exploded. “Shay, we’re talking about overturning your conviction, do you understand that? About you walking out of here, free.”


  “I know, Maggie.”


  “So instead of trying, you’re just going to die for a crime you didn’t commit? You’re okay with that?”


  He stared at me and slowly nodded. “I told you that the first day I met you. I didn’t want you to save me. I wanted you to save my heart.”


  I was stunned. “Why?”


  He struggled to get the words out. “It was still my fault. I tried to rescue her, and I couldn’t. I wasn’t there in time. I never liked Kurt Nealon—I used to try to not be in the same room as him when I was working, so I wouldn’t feel him looking at me. But June, she was so nice. She smelled like apples and she’d make me tuna fish for lunch and let me sit at the kitchen table like I belonged there with her and the girl. After Elizabeth...afterward...it was bad enough that June wouldn’t have them anymore. I didn’t want her to lose the past, too. Family’s not a thing, it’s a place,” Shay said softly. “It’s where all the memories get kept.”


  So he took the blame for Kurt Nealon’s crimes, in order to allow the grieving widow to remember him with pride, instead of hate. How much worse would it have been for June if DNA testing had existed back then—if the alleged rape of Elizabeth had proved Kurt as the perpetrator?


  “You go looking for evidence now, Maggie, and you’ll rip her wide open again. This way—well, this is the end, and then it’s over.”


  I could feel my throat closing, a fist of tears. “And what if one day June finds out the truth? And realizes that you were executed, even though you were innocent?”


  “Then,” Shay said, a smile breaking over him like daylight, “she’ll remember me.”


  I had gone into this case knowing that Shay and I wanted different outcomes; I had expected to be able to convince him that an overturned conviction was a cause for celebration, even if living meant organ donation would have to be put on hold for a while. But Shay was ready to die; Shay wanted to die. He wasn’t just giving Claire Nealon a future; he was giving one to her mother, too. He wasn’t trying to save the world, like me. Just one life at a time—which is why he had a fighting chance of succeeding.


  He touched my hand, where it rested on the bars. “It’s okay, Maggie. I’ve never done anything important. I didn’t cure cancer or stop global warming or win a Nobel Prize. I didn’t do anything with my life, except hurt people I loved. But dying—dying will be different.”


  “How?”


  “They’ll see their lives are worth living.”


  I knew that I would be haunted by Shay Bourne for a very long time, whether or not his sentence was carried out. “Someone who thinks like that,” I said, “does not deserve to be executed. Please, Shay. Help me help you. You don’t have to play the hero.”


  “Maggie,” he said. “Neither do you.”


  June
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  Code blue, the nurse had said.


  A stream of doctors and nurses flooded Claire’s room. One began chest compressions.


  I don’t feel a pulse.


  We need an airway.


  Start chest compressions.


  Can we get an IV access...


  What rhythm is she in?


  We need to shock her...put on the patches...


  Charge to two hundred joules.


  All clear...fire!


  Hold compressions...


  No pulse.


  Give epi. Lidocaine. Bicarb.


  Check for a pulse...


  Dr. Wu flew through the door. “Get the mother out of here,” he said, and a nurse grasped my shoulders.


  “You need to come with me,” she said, and I nodded, but my feet would not move. Someone held the defibrillator to Claire’s chest again. Her body jackknifed off the bed just as I was dragged through the doorway.


  I had been the one present when Claire flatlined; I was the one who’d run to the nurse’s desk. And I was the one sitting with her now that she’d been stabilized, now that her heart, battered and ragged, was beating again. She was in a monitored bed, and I stared at the screens, at the mountainous terrain of her cardiac rhythm, sure that if I didn’t blink we’d be safe.


  Claire whimpered, tossing her head from side to side. The monitors cast her skin an alien green.


  “Baby,” I said, moving beside her. “Don’t try to talk. You’ve still got a tube in.”


  Her eyes slitted open; she pleaded to me with her eyes and mimed holding a pen.


  I gave her the white board Dr. Wu had given me; until Claire was extubated tomorrow morning she would have to use this to communicate. Her writing was shaky and spiked. WHAT HAPPENED?


  “Your heart,” I said, blinking back tears. “It wasn’t doing so well.”


  MOMMY, DO SOMETHING.


  “Anything, honey.”


  LET GO OF ME.


  I glanced down; I was not touching her.


  Claire circled the words again; and this time, I understood.


  Suddenly I remembered something Kurt had told me once: you could only save someone who wanted to be saved; otherwise, you’d be dragged down for the count, too. I looked at Claire, but she was asleep again, the marker still curled in her hand.


  Tears slipped down my cheeks, onto the hospital blanket. “Oh, Claire...I’m so sorry,” I whispered, and I was.


  For what I had done.


  For what I knew I had to do.


  Lucius
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  When I coughed it turned me inside out. I could feel the tendons tangle on the outside of my skin and the fever in my head steaming against the pillow. You put ice chips on my tongue and they vanished before I swallowed isn’t it funny how now things come back that I was so sure I’d forgotten like this moment of high school chemistry. Sublimation that’s the word the act of turning into something you never expected to become.


  The room it was so white that it hurt the backs of my eyeballs. Your hands were like hummingbirds or butterflies Stay with us Lucius you said but it was harder and harder to hear you and I could only feel you instead your hummingfly hands your butterbird fingers.


  They talk about white lights and tunnels and there was a part of me expecting to see oh I’ll just say it outright Shay but none of that was true. Instead it was Him and He was holding out His hand and reaching for me. He was just like I remembered coffee skin ebony eyes five o’clock shadow that dimple too deep for tears and I saw how foolish I had been. How could I not have known it would be Him how could I not have known that you see God every time you look at the face of the person you love.


  There were so many things I expected Him to say to me now when it counted the most. I love you. I missed you. But instead He smiled at me with those white teeth those white wolf’s teeth and He said I forgive you Lucius I forgive you.


  Your hands pounded and pumped at me your electricity shot through my body but you could not reclaim my heart it already belonged to someone else. He spread the fingers of His hand a star a beacon and I went to him. I am coming I am coming.


  Wait for me.


  Maggie
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  “I wouldn’t have called you in here on a Sunday, normally,” Warden Coyne said to me, “but I thought you’d want to know...” He closed the door to his office for privacy. “Lucius DuFresne died last night.”


  I sank down into one of the chairs across from the warden’s desk. “How?”


  “AIDS-related pneumonia.”


  “Does Shay know?”


  The warden shook his head. “We thought that might not be the best course of action at this moment.”


  What he meant, of course, was that Shay was already in an observation cell for slamming his own head into a wall—they didn’t need to give him even more reason to be upset. “He could hear about it from someone else.”


  “That’s true,” Coyne said. “I can’t stop rumors.”


  I remembered the reporters glorifying Lucius’s initial cure—how would this turn the tide of public opinion against Shay even more? If he wasn’t a messiah, then—by default—he was only a murderer. I glanced up at the warden. “So you asked me here so I could break the bad news to him.”


  “That’s your call, Ms. Bloom. I asked you here to give you this.” He reached into his desk and removed an envelope. “It was with Lucius’s personal effects.”


  The manila envelope was addressed to Father Michael and me in shaky, spiderweb handwriting. “What is it?”


  “I didn’t open it,” the warden said.


  I unhinged the clasp of the envelope and reached inside. At first I thought I was looking at a magazine advertisement of a painting—the detail was that precise. But a closer look showed that this was a piece of card stock; that the pigment wasn’t oil, but what seemed to be watercolor and pen.


  It was a copy of Raphael’s Transfiguration, something I only knew because of an art history course I’d taken when I fancied myself in love with the TA who ran the class sessions—a tall, anemic guy with ski-slope cheekbones who wore black, smoked clove cigarettes, and wrote Nietzsche quotes on the back of his hand. Although I didn’t really care about sixteenth-century art, I’d gotten an A, trying to impress him—only to discover he had a live-in lover named Henry.


  The Transfiguration was thought to be Raphael’s last painting. It was left unfinished and was completed by one of his students. The upper part of the painting shows Jesus floating above Mt. Tabor with Moses and Elijah. The bottom part of the painting shows the miracle of the possessed boy, waiting for Jesus to cure him, along with the Apostles and the other disciples.


  Lucius’s version looked exactly like the painting I’d seen slides of in a darkened amphitheater—until you looked closely. Then you noticed that my face was superimposed where Moses’s should have been. Father Michael was standing in for Elijah. The possessed boy—there, Lucius had drawn his self-portrait. And Shay rose in white robes above Mt. Tabor, his face turned upward.


  I slipped the painting back into the envelope carefully and looked at the warden. “I’d like to see my client,” I said.


  ***


  Shay stepped into the conference room. “Did you get the verdict?”


  “Not yet. It’s still the weekend.” I took a deep breath. “Shay, I have some bad news for you. Lucius died last night.”


  The light faded from his face. “Lucius?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “He was...getting better.”


  “I guess he wasn’t, really. It only looked that way,” I said. “I know you thought you helped him. I know you wanted to help him. But Shay, you couldn’t have. He was dying from the moment you met him.”


  “Like me,” Shay said.


  He bent over, as if the hand of grief were pushing hard on him, and started to cry—and that, I realized, was going to be my undoing. Because when you got right down to it, what was different between Shay and everyone else in this world was not nearly as profound as what we had in common. Maybe my hair was brushed, and I could string words together to make a sentence. Maybe I hadn’t been convicted of murder. But if someone told me that the only friend I really had in this world had left it, I’d sink to my knees, sobbing, too.


  “Shay,” I said, at a loss, approaching him. How come there were no words for this kind of comfort?


  “Don’t touch me,” Shay growled, his eyes feral. I ducked at the last moment as he swung at me, and his fist punched through the double pane of glass that separated us from the officer standing watch. “He wasn’t supposed to die,” Shay cried, as his hand bled down the front of his prison scrubs like a trail of regret. A small army of officers rushed in to save me and secure him, and then haul him off to the infirmary for stitches, proof—as if either of us needed it—that Shay was not invincible.


  ***


  One year in junior high, during a sex-ed unit, our teacher discussed the painfully obvious fact that some of us would not mature as quickly as our classmates. This was not a lesson you had to teach someone like me, whose waistline was larger than her bra size; or Cheryl Otenski, who had gotten her period in full view of every other sixth grader during an assembly where she happened to be wearing white pants. “Late bloomers,” the teacher called it—that was close enough to my last name for me to be the butt of every joke for the remaining week.


  I had told my mother I had the bubonic plague and refused to get out of bed for three days, spending most of it under the covers and wishing I could just miraculously skip ahead ten or fifteen years to when my life surely would be more pleasant.


  After seeing Shay, I was sorely tempted to pull the same act. If I stayed in bed when the verdict was read, did that mean the plaintiff lost by default?


  Instead of driving to my house, however, I found myself pointing in the opposite direction and turned into the emergency entrance of the hospital. I felt as if I’d been poleaxed, which surely qualified me for medical attention—but I didn’t think that even the most gifted physician could cure a skeptic who’d come to see the light: I could not remain as emotionally unattached from my client as I’d believed. This wasn’t, as I’d told myself, about the death penalty in America. It wasn’t about my career as a litigator. It was about a man I’d been sitting next to—a man whose scent I could recognize (Head & Shoulders shampoo and pungent industrial soap); whose voice was familiar (rough as sandpaper, with words dropped like stepping-stones)—who would, very shortly, be dead. I did not know Shay Bourne well, but that didn’t mean he would not leave a hole in my life when he exited his own.


  “I need to see Dr. Gallagher,” I announced to the triage nurse. “I’m a personal...”


  What?


  Friend?


  Girlfriend?


  Stalker?


  Before the nurse could rebuff me, however, I saw Christian coming down the hall with another doctor. He noticed me and—before I could even make a decision to go to him—he came to me. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”


  No one except my father had ever called me that. For this reason, and a dozen others, I burst into tears.


  Christian folded me into his arms. “Follow me,” he said, and led me by the hand into an empty family waiting room.


  “The governor denied Shay’s stay of execution,” I said. “And Shay’s best friend died, and I was the one who had to tell him. And he’s going to die, Christian, because he won’t let me try to find new evidence to exonerate him.” I drew away from him, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. “How do you do it? How do you let go?”


  “The first patient who died on my table,” Christian said, “was a seventy-six-year-old woman who came in complaining of abdominal pain after a meal at a posh London restaurant. A half hour into the surgery, she coded, and we couldn’t bring her back.” He looked up at me. “When I went into the family waiting area to speak with her husband, the man just kept staring at me. Finally, I asked him if he had any questions, and he said he’d taken his wife to dinner to celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversary.” Christian shook his head. “That night, I sat with her body in the morgue. Silly, I know, but I thought that on one’s fiftieth anniversary, one didn’t deserve to spend the night alone.”


  If I hadn’t been swayed before by Christian’s charm, good looks, or the way he called the trunk of his car a boot and the hood a bonnet, I was now completely smitten.


  “Here’s the thing,” Christian added. “It doesn’t get any easier, no matter how many times you go through it. And if it does—well, I suspect that means you’ve lost some part of yourself that’s critically important.” He reached for my hand. “Let me be the attending physician at the execution.”


  “You can’t,” I said automatically. Killing a man was a violation of the Hippocratic oath; doctors were contacted privately by the Department of Corrections, and the whole event was kept secret. In fact, in the other executions I’d studied before Shay’s trial, the doctor’s name was never mentioned—not even on the death certificate.


  “Let me worry about that,” Christian said.


  I felt a fresh wave of tears rising. “You would do that for Shay?”


  He leaned forward and kissed me lightly. “I would do that for you,” he said.


  ***


  If this had been a trial, here were the facts I’d present to the jury:


  1.Christian had suggested that he swing by my house after his shift, just to make sure I wasn’t falling apart at the seams.


  2.He was the one who brought the bottle of Penfolds.


  3.It would have been downright rude to refuse to have a glass. Or three.


  4.I truly could not establish the causal line between how we went from kissing on the couch to lying on the carpet with his hands underneath my shirt, and me worrying about whether or not I was wearing underwear that was a step above granny panties.


  5.Other women—those who have sex with men more often than once during a senatorial term, for example—probably have a whole set of underwear just for moments like these, like my mother has a set of Sabbath china.


  6.I was truly hammered if I had just thought of sex and my mother in the same sentence.


  Maybe the details here weren’t nearly as important as the outcome—I had a man in my bed, right now, waiting for me. He was even more beautiful without clothes on than he was in them. And where was I?


  Locked in the bathroom, so paralyzed by the thought of my disgusting, white, fish-bellied body being seen by him that I couldn’t open the door.


  I had been discreet about it—lowering my lashes and murmuring something about changing. I’m sure Christian assumed I meant slipping into lingerie. Me, I was thinking more along the lines of morphing into Heidi Klum.


  Bravely, I unbuttoned my blouse and stepped out of my jeans. There I was in the mirror, in my bra and panties, just like a bikini—except I wouldn’t be caught dead in a bikini. Christian sees a hundred bodies a day, I told myself. Yours can’t be any worse than those.


  But. Here was the ripple of cottage cheese cellulite that I usually avoided by dressing in the dark. Here was the inch (or two) that I could pinch with my fingers, which vanished beneath a waistband. Here was my butt, large enough to colonize, which could so craftily be camouflaged by black trousers. Christian would take one look at the acoustic version of me and run screaming for the hills.


  His voice came, muffled, through the bathroom door. “Maggie?” Christian said. “Are you all right in there?”


  “I’m fine!” I’m fat.


  “Are you coming out?”


  I didn’t answer that. I was looking inside the waistband of my pants. They were a twelve, but that didn’t count, because this label had resized downward so that fourteens like me could feel better about themselves for being able to squeeze into the brand at all. But hadn’t Marilyn Monroe been a size fourteen? Or was that back when a size fourteen was really an eight—which meant that comparatively, I was a behemoth compared to your average 1940s starlet?


  Well, hell. I was a behemoth compared to your average 2008 starlet, too.


  Suddenly I heard scratching outside the door. It couldn’t have been Oliver—I’d put him in his cage when he kept sniffing around our heads as we’d rolled across the living room carpet having our From Here to Eternity moment. To my horror, the locked doorknob popped open and began to twist.


  I grabbed my ratty red bathrobe from the back of the door and wrapped it around myself just in time to see the door swing open. Christian stood there, holding a wire hanger with its neck straightened.


  “You can pick locks, too?” I said.


  Christian grinned. “I do laparoscopic surgery through belly buttons,” he explained. “This isn’t dramatically different.”


  He folded his arms around me and met my gaze in the mirror. “I can’t say come back to bed, because you haven’t been in it yet.” His chin notched over my shoulder. “Maggie,” he murmured, and at that moment he realized that I was wearing a robe.


  Christian’s eyes lit up and his hands slipped down to the belt. Immediately, I started to tug him away. “Please. Don’t.”


  His hands fell to his sides, and he took a step back. The room must have cooled twenty degrees. “I’m sorry,” Christian said, all business. “I must have misread—”


  “No!” I cried, facing him. “You didn’t misread anything. I want this. I want you. I’m just afraid that...that...you won’t want me.”


  “Are you joking? I’ve wanted you since the moment I didn’t get to examine you for appendicitis.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re smart. And fierce. And funny. And so beautiful.”


  I smiled wryly. “I almost believed you, until that last part.”


  Christian’s eyes flashed. “You truly think you’re not?” In one smooth motion, before I could stop him, he yanked the wide shawl collar of the robe down to my elbows, and my blouse along with it. My arms were trapped; I stood before him in my underwear. “Look at you, Maggie,” he said with quiet awe. “My God.”


  I could not look at myself in the mirror, so instead, I looked at Christian. He wasn’t scrutinizing breasts that sagged or a waist that was too thick or thighs that rubbed together when the temperature climbed above eighty degrees. He was just staring at me, and as he did, his hands began to shake where they touched me.


  “Let me show you what I see when I look at you,” Christian said quietly. His fingers were warm as they played over me, as they coaxed me into the bedroom and under the covers, as they traced the curves of my body like a roller coaster, a thrill ride, a wonder. And somewhere in the middle of it all, I stopped worrying about sucking in my stomach, or if he could see me in the half-light of the moon, and instead noticed how seamlessly we fit together; how when I let go of me, there was only room for us.


  ***


  Wow.


  I woke up with the sun slicing the bed like a scalpel, and every muscle in my body feeling like I’d started training for a triathlon. Last night could effectively be classified as a workout, and to be honest, it was the first exercise routine I could see myself really looking forward to on a daily basis.


  I smoothed my hand over the side of the bed where Christian had slept. In the bathroom, I heard the shower being turned off. The door opened, and Christian’s head popped out. He was wearing a towel. “Hi,” he said. “I hope I didn’t knock you up.”


  “Well. I, uh, hope so, too...” Christian frowned, confused, and I realized that we were not speaking the same language. “Let me guess,” I said. “Where you come from, that doesn’t mean getting a girl pregnant?”


  “Good God, no! It’s, you know, rousing someone from their sleep.”


  I rolled onto my back and started laughing, and he sank down beside me, the towel slipping dangerously low. “But since I’ve knocked you up,” he said, leaning down to kiss me, “maybe I could try my hand at knocking you up...”


  I had morning breath and hair that felt like a rat had taken nest in it, not to mention a courtroom verdict to attend, but I wrapped my arms around Christian’s neck and kissed him back. Which was about the same moment that a phone began to ring.


  “Bloody hell,” Christian muttered, and he swung over the far side of the bed to where he’d folded his clothes in a neat pile, his cell phone and pager resting on top. “It’s not mine,” he said, but by then I’d wrapped his discarded towel around me and hiked to my purse in the living room to dig out my own.


  “Ms. Bloom?” a woman’s voice said. “This is June Nealon.”


  “June,” I said, immediately sobering. “Is everything all right?”


  “Yes,” she said, and then, “No. Oh, God. I can’t answer that question.” There was a beat of silence. “I can’t take it,” June whispered.


  “I can’t imagine how difficult all this waiting has been for you,” I said, and I meant it. “But we should know definitively what’s going to happen by lunchtime.”


  “I can’t take it,” June repeated. “Give it to someone else.”


  And she hung up the phone, leaving me with Shay’s heart.


  MICHAEL
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  There were only seven people attending Monday morning Mass, and I was one of them. I wasn’t officiating—it was my day off, so Father Walter was presiding, along with a deacon named Paul O’Hurley. I participated in the Lord’s Prayer and the sign of peace, and I realized these were the moments Shay had missed: when people came together to celebrate God. You might be able to find Him on your own spiritual journey, but it was a lonelier trip. Coming to church felt like validation, like a family where everyone knew your flaws, and in spite of that was still willing to invite you back.


  Long after Father Walter finished Mass and said his good-byes to the congregants, I was still sitting in a pew. I wandered toward the votive candles, watching the tongues of their flames wag like gossips. “I didn’t think we’d see you today, with the verdict and all,” Father Walter said, walking up to me.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe that’s why I needed to come.”


  Father Walter hesitated. “You know, Mikey, you haven’t been fooling anyone.”


  I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck. “No?”


  “You don’t have to be embarrassed about having a crisis of faith,” Father Walter said. “That’s what makes us human.”


  I nodded, not trusting myself to respond. I wasn’t having a crisis of faith; I just didn’t particularly think Father Walter was any more right in his faith than Shay was.


  Father Walter reached down and lit one of the candles, murmuring a prayer. “You know how I see it? There’s always going to be bad stuff out there. But here’s the amazing thing—light trumps darkness, every time. You stick a candle into the dark, but you can’t stick the dark into the light.” We both watched the flame reach higher, gasping for oxygen, before settling comfortably. “I guess from my point of view, we can choose to be in the dark, or we can light a candle. And for me, Christ is that candle.”


  I faced him. “But it’s not just candles, is it? There are flashlights and fluorescent bulbs and bonfires...”


  “Christ says that there are others doing miracles in His name,” Father Walter agreed. “I never said there might not be a million points of light out there—I just think Jesus is the one who strikes the match.” He smiled. “I couldn’t quite understand why you were so surprised when you thought God had showed up, Mikey. I mean, when hasn’t He been here?”


  Father Walter started to walk back down the church aisle, and I fell into step beside him. “You got time for lunch in the next few weeks?” he asked.


  “Can’t,” I said, grinning. “I’ll be doing a funeral.” It was a joke between priests—you couldn’t schedule anything when your plans were likely to be changed by the lives and deaths of your parishioners.


  Except this time, as I said it, I realized it wasn’t a joke. In days, I’d be presiding over Shay’s funeral.


  Father Walter met my gaze. “Good luck today, Mike. I’ll be praying.”


  Out of the blue I remembered the Latin words that had been combined to create religion: re + ligere. I had always assumed they translated to reconnect. It was only when I was at seminary that I learned the correct translation was to bind.


  Back then, I hadn’t seen a difference.


  ***


  When I first arrived at St. Catherine’s, I was given the task of hosting a heart: St. Jean Marie Baptiste Vianney’s, to be precise—a French priest who’d died in 1859, at the age of seventy-three. Forty-five years later, when his body was exhumed, the priest’s heart had not decayed. Our parish had been chosen as the U.S. location for the heart’s veneration; thousands of Catholics from the Northeast were expected to view the organ.


  I remembered being very stressed out, and wondering why I had to battle police lines and roadblocks when I had turned to the priesthood to get closer to God. I watched Catholics file into our little church and disrupt our Mass schedule and our confession schedule. But after the doors were locked and the onlookers gone, I’d stare down at the glass case with the organ sealed inside. The real wonder, to me, was the course of events that had brought this ancient relic all the way across an ocean to be venerated. Timing was everything. After all, if they hadn’t dug up the saint’s body, they never would have known about his heart, or told others. A miracle was only a miracle if someone witnessed it, and if the story was passed along to someone else.


  Maggie sat in front of me with Shay, her back straight as a poker, her wild mane of hair tamed into a bun at the base of her neck. Shay was subdued, shuffling, fidgety. I glanced down at my lap, which held a manila envelope Maggie had passed me—a piece of art left behind by Lucius DuFresne, who’d passed away over the weekend. There had also been a note on a piece of lined paper:


  June has refused the heart. Have not told Shay.


  If, on a long shot, we won this case—how would we break the news to Shay that we still could not give him what he so desperately wanted?


  “All rise,” a U.S. marshal called.


  Maggie glanced at me over her shoulder and offered a tight smile, and the entire courtroom got to its feet while Judge Haig entered.


  It was so quiet that I could hear the tiny electronic gasps of the video equipment as the judge began to speak. “This is a unique case in New Hampshire’s history,” Haig said, “and possibly a unique case in the federal court system. The Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act certainly protects the religious freedoms of a person confined to an institution such as Mr. Bourne, but that doesn’t mean that such a person can simply claim that any of his beliefs constitutes a true religion. For example, imagine what would happen if a death row inmate announced that by the tenets of his religion, he had to die of old age. Therefore, when balancing the religious rights of inmates against the compelling governmental interest of the state, this court is mindful of more than just the monetary cost, or even the security cost to other inmates.”


  The judge folded his hands. “That being said...we are not in the habit in this country of allowing the government to define what a church is, or vice versa. And that puts us at a standstill—unless we can develop a litmus test for what religion really is. So how do we go about doing that? Well, all we have to work with is history. Dr. Fletcher posed similarities between Gnosticism and Mr. Bourne’s beliefs. However, Gnosticism is not a flourishing religion in today’s world climate—it’s not even an existing religion in today’s world climate. Although I don’t presume to be the expert on the history of Christianity that Dr. Fletcher is, it seems to me a stretch to connect the belief system of an individual inmate in a New Hampshire state prison to a religious sect that’s been dead for nearly two thousand years.”


  Maggie’s hand slipped back through the slatted rails that separated the first row of the gallery from the plaintiff’s table. I snatched the folded note she held between her fingers. WE’RE SCREWED, she had written.


  “Then again,” the judge continued, “some of Mr. Bourne’s observations about spirituality and divinity seem awfully familiar. Mr. Bourne believes in one God. Mr. Bourne thinks salvation is linked to religious practice. Mr. Bourne feels that part of the contract between man and God involves personal sacrifice. All of these are very familiar concepts to the average American who is practicing a mainstream religion.”


  He cleared his throat. “One of the reasons religion doesn’t belong in a courtroom is because it’s a deeply personal pursuit. Yet, ironically, something Mr. Bourne said struck a chord with this court.” Judge Haig turned to Shay. “I am not a religious man. I have not attended a service for many years. But I do believe in God. My own practice of religion, you could say, is a nonpractice. I personally feel that it’s just as worthy on a weekend to rake the lawn of an elderly neighbor or to climb a mountain and marvel at the beauty of this land we live in as it is to sing hosannas or go to Mass. In other words, I think every man finds his own church—and not all of them have four walls. But just because this is how I choose to fashion my faith doesn’t mean that I’m ignorant about formal religion. In fact, some of the things I learned as a young man studying for his bar mitzvah resonate with me even now.”


  My jaw dropped. Judge Haig was Jewish?


  “There’s a principle in Jewish mysticism called tikkun olam,” he said. “It means, literally, world repair. The idea is that God created the world by containing divine light in vessels, some of which shattered and got scattered all over. It’s the job of humanity to help God by finding and releasing those shards of light—through good deeds and acts. Every time we do, God becomes more perfect—and we become a little more like God.


  “From what I understand, Jesus promised his believers entry into the Kingdom of Heaven—and urged them to prepare through love and charity. The bodhisattva in Buddhism promises to wait for liberation until all who suffer have been freed. And apparently, even those long-gone Gnostics thought that a spark of divinity was inside all of us. It seems to me that no matter what religion you subscribe to, acts of kindness are the stepping-stones to making the world a better place—because we become better people in it. And that sounds, to me, a bit like why Mr. Bourne wants to donate his heart.”


  Did it really matter whether you believed that Jesus spoke the words in the Bible or the words in the Gospel of Thomas? Did it matter whether you found God in a consecrated church or a penitentiary or even in yourself? Maybe not. Maybe it only mattered that you not judge someone else who chose a different path to find meaning in his life.


  “I find under the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act of 2000 that Shay Bourne has a valid and compelling religious belief that he must donate his organs at the time of his death,” Judge Haig pronounced. “I further find that the State of New Hampshire’s plan to execute Mr. Bourne by lethal injection imposes a substantial burden on the ability to exercise his religious practices, and that they therefore must comply with an alternate means of execution, such as hanging, that will allow organ donation to be medically feasible. Court’s adjourned, and I want to see counsel in my chambers.”


  The gallery exploded in a riot of noise, as reporters tried to get to the attorneys before they left to meet with the judge. There were women sobbing and students punching their fists in the air, and in the back of the room, someone had begun to sing a psalm. Maggie reached over the bar to embrace me, and then quickly hugged Shay. “I gotta run,” she said, and Shay and I were left staring at each other.


  “Good,” he said. “This is good.”


  I nodded and reached out to him. I had never embraced Shay before, and it was a shock to me—how strong his heart beat against my own chest, how warm his skin was. “You have to call her,” he said. “You have to tell the girl.”


  How was I supposed to explain that Claire Nealon didn’t want his heart?


  “I will,” I lied, the words staining his cheek like Judas’s kiss.


  Maggie
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  Wait until I told my mother that Judge Haig was not Catholic, like Alexander, but Jewish. No doubt it would inspire her to give me the speech again about how, with time and perseverance, I could be a judge, too. I had to admit, I liked his ruling—and not just because it had come out in favor of my client. His words had been thoughtful, unbiased, not at all what I expected.


  “All right,” Judge Haig said, “now that the cameras aren’t on us, let’s just cut the crap. We all know that this trial wasn’t about religion, although you found a lovely legal coatrack to hang your complaint on, Ms. Bloom.”


  My mouth opened and closed, sputtering. So much for thoughtful and unbiased; Judge Haig’s spirituality, apparently, was the kind that made itself present only when the right people were there to see it.


  “Your Honor, I firmly believe in my client’s religious freedoms—”


  “I’m sure you do,” the judge interrupted. “But get off your high horse so we can settle this business.” He turned to Gordon Greenleaf. “Is the state really going to appeal this for a hundred and twenty dollars?”


  “Probably not, Judge, but I’d have to check.”


  “Then go make a phone call,” Judge Haig said, “because there’s a family out there who deserves to know what’s going to happen, and when. Are we clear on that?”


  “Yes, Judge,” we both parroted.


  I left Gordon in the hallway, hunched over his cell phone, and headed downstairs to the holding cell where Shay was most likely still incarcerated. With each step, I moved a little more slowly. What did you say to the man whose imminent death you’d just set in motion?


  He was lying on the metal bench in the cell, facing the wall. “Shay,” I said, “you okay?”


  He rolled toward me and grinned. “You did it.”


  I swallowed. “Yeah. I guess I did.” If I had gotten my client the verdict he wanted, why did I feel like I was going to be sick?


  “Did you tell her yet?”


  He was talking about June Nealon, or Claire Nealon—which meant that Father Michael had not had the guts to tell Shay the truth either, yet. I pulled up a chair and sat down outside the cell. “I spoke to June this morning,” I said. “She said Claire’s not going to be using your heart.”


  “But the doctor told me I was a match.”


  “It’s not that she can’t use it, Shay,” I said quietly. “It’s that she doesn’t want to.”


  “I did everything you wanted!” Shay cried. “I did what you asked!”


  “I know,” I said. “But again, this doesn’t have to be the end. We can try to see what evidence still exists from the crime scene and—”


  “I wasn’t talking to you,” Shay said. “And I don’t want you to do anything for me. I don’t want that evidence reviewed. How many times do I have to tell you?”


  I nodded. “I’m sorry. It’s just...hard for me to be riding on the coattails of your death wish.”


  Shay glanced at me. “No one asked you to,” he said flatly.


  He was right, wasn’t he? Shay didn’t ask me to take on his case; I’d swooped down like an avenging angel and convinced him that what I wanted to do could somehow help him do what he wanted to do. And I’d been right—I’d raised the profile of the nature of death penalty cases; I’d secured his right to be hanged. I just hadn’t realized that winning would feel, well, quite so much like losing.


  “The judge...he’s made it possible for you to donate your organs...afterward. And even if Claire Nealon doesn’t want them, there are thousands of people in this country who do.”


  Shay sank onto the bunk. “Just give it all away,” he murmured. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “I’m sorry, Shay. I wish I knew why she changed her mind.”


  He closed his eyes. “I wish you knew how to change it back.”


  MICHAEL
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  Priests get used to the business of death, but that doesn’t make it any easier. Even now that the judge had ruled in favor of a hanging, that still meant there was a will to be written. A body to be disposed of.


  As I stood in the prison waiting room, handing over my license so that I could visit Shay, I listened to the commotion outside. This was nothing new; the mob would grow at leaps and bounds through the date of Shay’s execution. “You don’t understand,” a woman was pleading. “I have to see him.”


  “Take a number, sweetheart,” the officer said.


  I looked out the open window, trying to see the woman’s face. It was obscured by a black scarf; her dress reached from ankle to wrist. I burst through the front door and stood behind the line of correctional officers. “Grace?”


  She looked up, tears in her eyes. “They won’t let me in. I have to see him.”


  I reached over the human barrier of guards and pulled her forward. “She’s with me.”


  “She’s not on Bourne’s visitor list.”


  “That’s because,” I said, “we’re going to see the warden.”


  ***


  I had no idea how to get someone who had not had a background check done into the prison, but I figured that rules would be relaxed for a death row prisoner. And if they weren’t, I was willing to say what I had to to convince the warden.


  In the end, Warden Coyne was more amenable than I expected. He looked at Grace’s driver’s license, made a call to the state’s attorney’s office, and then offered me a deal. I couldn’t take Grace into the tier, but he was willing to bring Shay out to an attorney-client conference room, as long as he remained handcuffed. “I’m not going to let you do this again,” he warned, but that hardly mattered. We both knew that Shay didn’t have time for that.


  Grace’s hands shook as she emptied her pockets to go through the metal detector. We followed the officer to the conference room in silence, but as soon as the door was closed and we were left alone, she started to speak. “I wanted to come to the courthouse,” Grace said. “I even drove there. I just couldn’t get out of the car.” She faced me. “What if he doesn’t want to see me?”


  “I don’t know what frame of mind he’ll be in,” I said honestly. “He won his trial, but the mother of the heart recipient doesn’t want him to be the donor anymore. I’m not sure if his attorney’s told him that yet. If he refuses to see you, that might be why.”


  Only a few minutes passed before two officers brought Shay into the room. He looked hopeful, his fists clenched tight. He saw my face, and then turned—expecting Maggie, most likely. He’d probably been told there were two visitors, and figured one of us had managed to change June’s mind.


  As he saw his sister, however, he froze. “Gracie? Is that you?”


  She took a step forward. “Shay. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”


  “Don’t cry,” he whispered. He went to lift his hand to touch her, but he was handcuffed, and instead just shook his head. “You grew up.”


  “The last time I saw you I was only fifteen.”


  He smiled ruefully. “Yeah. I was fresh out of juvy jail, and you wanted nothing to do with your loser brother. I think your exact words were ‘Get the hell away from me.’”


  “That’s because I didn’t—I hadn’t—” She was sobbing hard now. “I don’t want you to die.”


  “I have to, Grace, to make things right...I’m okay with that.”


  “Well, I’m not.” She looked up at him. “I want to tell someone, Shay.”


  He stared at her for a long moment. “All right,” Shay said. “But only one person, and I get to pick. And,” he added, “I get to do this.” He reached for the tail of the veil wrapped around her face, which was level with his bound hands. Tugging, he unraveled it, until it fluttered to the ground between them.


  Grace brought her hands up to cover her face. But Shay reached up as far as he could in his chains until Grace threaded her fingers with his. Her skin was pocked and puckered, a whirlpool in some places, too tight in others, a relief map of the topology of regret.


  Shay ran his thumb over the spot where her eyebrow should have been, where her lip twisted, as if he could repaint her. The look on his face was so honest, so replete, that I felt like I was intruding. I had seen it before—I just couldn’t place it.


  And then it came to me. A Madonna. Shay was staring at his sister the same way Mary looked at Jesus in all the paintings, all the sculptures—a relationship carved out of not what they had, but what they’d been destined to lose.


  June
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  I had never seen the woman who came into Claire’s hospital room, but I’d never forget her. Her face was horribly disfigured—the kind that you’re always telling your kids not to stare at in the grocery store, and yet, when push came to shove, you found yourself doing that very thing.


  “I’m sorry,” I said quietly, standing up from the chair I’d pulled beside Claire’s bed. “I think you must have the wrong room.” Now that I had agreed to Claire’s wishes and given up the heart—now that she was dying by degrees—I kept a vigil, 24/7. I didn’t sleep, I didn’t eat, because years from now, I knew I would miss those minutes.


  “You’re June Nealon?” the woman asked, and when I nodded, she took a step forward. “My name is Grace. I’m Shay Bourne’s sister.”


  You know how when you’re driving and skid on ice, or just avoid hitting the deer, you find yourself with your heart racing and your hands shaking and your blood gone to ice? That’s what Grace’s words did to me. “Get out,” I said, my jaw clenched.


  “Please. Just hear me out. I want to tell you why I...why I look this way.”


  I glanced down at Claire, but who was I kidding? We could scream at the top of our lungs and not disturb her; she was in a medically induced haze. “What makes you think I want to listen?”


  She continued, as if I hadn’t spoken at all. “When I was thirteen, I was in a fire. So was my whole foster family. My foster father, he died.” She took a step forward. “I ran in to try to get my foster father out. Shay was the one who came to save me.”


  “Sorry, but I can’t quite think of your brother as a hero.”


  “When the police came, Shay told them he’d set the fire,” Grace said.


  I folded my arms. She hadn’t said anything yet that surprised me. I knew that Shay Bourne had been in and out of the foster care system. I knew that he’d been sent to juvenile prison. You could throw ten thousand more excuses for a sorry childhood on his shoulders, and in my opinion, it still wouldn’t negate the fact that my husband, my baby, had been killed.


  “The thing is,” Grace said, “Shay lied.” She pushed her hand through her hair. “I’m the one who set the fire.”


  “My daughter is dying,” I said tightly. “I’m sorry you had such a traumatic past. But right now, I have other things to focus on.”


  Undaunted, Grace kept speaking. “It would happen when my foster mom went to visit her sister. Her husband would come to my bedroom. I used to beg to leave my lights on at night. At first, it was because I was afraid of the dark; then later it was because I so badly wanted someone to see what was happening.” Her voice trailed off. “So one day, I planned it. My foster mother was gone overnight, and Shay was—I don’t know where, but not home. I guess I didn’t think about the consequences until after I lit the match—so I ran in to try to wake my foster dad up. But someone dragged me back out—Shay. And as the sirens got closer I told him everything and he promised me he’d take care of it. I never thought he meant to take the blame—but he wanted to, because he hadn’t been able to rescue me before.” Grace glanced up at me. “I don’t know what happened that day, with your husband, and your little girl, and my brother. But I bet, somehow, something went wrong. That Shay was trying to save her, the way he couldn’t save me.”


  “It’s not the same,” I said. “My husband would never have hurt Elizabeth like that.”


  “My foster mother said that, too.” She met my gaze. “How would you have felt if—when Elizabeth died—someone told you that you can’t have her back, but that a part of her could still be somewhere in the world? You may not know that part; you may not ever have contact with it—but you’d know it was out there, alive and well. Would you have wanted that?”


  We were both standing on the same side of Claire’s bed. Grace Bourne was almost exactly my height, my build. In spite of her scars, it felt like looking into a mirror. “There’s still a heart, June,” she said. “And it’s a good one.”


  ***


  We pretend that we know our children, because it’s easier than admitting the truth—from the minute that cord is cut, they are strangers. It’s far easier to tell yourself your daughter is still a little girl than to see her in a bikini and realize she has the curves of a young woman; it’s safer to say you are a good parent who has all the right conversations about drugs and sex than to acknowledge there are a thousand things she would never tell you.


  How long ago had Claire decided that she couldn’t fight any longer? Did she talk to a friend, a diary, Dudley, because I didn’t listen? And had I done this before: ignored another daughter, because I was too afraid to hear what she had to say?


  Grace Bourne’s words kept circling around my mind: My foster mother said that, too.


  No. Kurt would never.


  But there were other images clouding my mind, like flags thrown on a grassy field: the pair of Elizabeth’s panties that I found inside a couch cushion liner when she was too little to know how to work a zipper. The way he often needed to search for something in the bathroom—Tylenol, an Ace bandage—when Elizabeth was in the tub.


  And I heard Elizabeth, every night, when I tucked her in. “Leave the lights on,” she’d beg, just like Grace Bourne had.


  I had thought it was a phase she’d outgrow, but Kurt said we couldn’t let her give in to her fears. The compromise he suggested was to turn off the light—and lie down with her until she fell asleep.


  What happens when I’m asleep? she’d asked me once. Does everything stop?


  What if that had not been the dreamy question of a seven-year-old still figuring out this world, but a plea from a child who wanted to escape it?


  I thought of Grace Bourne, hiding behind her scarves. I thought of how you can look right at a person and not see them.


  I realized that I might never know what had really happened between them—neither Kurt nor Elizabeth could tell. And Shay Bourne—well, no matter what he saw, his fingerprints had still been on that gun. After last time, I did not know if I could ever bear to face him again.


  She was better off dead, he’d said, and I’d run away from what he was trying to tell me.


  I pictured Kurt and Elizabeth together in that coffin, his arms holding her tight, and suddenly I thought I was going to throw up.


  “Mom,” Claire said, her voice thin and wispy. “Are you okay?”


  I put my hand on her cheek, where there was a faint flush induced by the medicine—her heart was not strong enough to put a bloom on her face. “No, I’m not,” I admitted. “I’m dying.”


  She smiled a little. “What a coincidence.”


  But it wasn’t funny. I was dying, by degrees. “I have to tell you something,” I said, “and you’re going to hate me for it.” I reached for her hand and squeezed it tightly. “I know it isn’t fair. But you’re the child, and I’m the parent, and I get to make the choice, even though the heart gets to beat in your chest.”


  Her eyes filled with tears. “But you said—you promised. Don’t make me do this...”


  “Claire, I cannot sit here and watch you die when I know that there’s a heart waiting for you.”


  “But not just any heart.” She was crying now, her head turned away from me. “Did you think at all what it will be like for me, after?”


  I brushed her hair off her forehead. “It’s all I think about, baby.”


  “That’s a lie,” Claire argued. “All you ever think about is yourself, and what you want, and what you’ve lost. You know, you’re not the only one who missed out on a real life.”


  “That’s exactly why I can’t let you throw this one away.”


  Slowly, Claire turned to face me.


  “I don’t want to be alive because of him.”


  “Then stay alive because of me.” I drew in my breath and pulled my deepest secret free. “See, I’m not as strong as you are, Claire. I don’t think I can stand to be left behind again.”


  She closed her eyes, and I thought she had drifted back into sleep, until she squeezed my hand. “Okay,” she said. “But I hope you realize I may hate you for the rest of my life.”


  The rest of my life. Was there any other phrase with so much music in it? “Oh, Claire,” I said tightly. “That’s going to be a long, long time.”
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  “God is dead: but considering the state Man is in, there will perhaps be caves, for ages yet, in which his shadow will be shown.”


  —FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, THE GAY SCIENCE


  MICHAEL
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  When inmates tried to kill themselves, they’d use the vent. They would string coaxial cables from their television sets through the louvers, wrap a noose around their necks, and step off the metal bunk. For this reason, one week before Shay’s execution, he was transferred to an observation cell. There was a camera monitoring his every move; an officer was stationed outside the door. It was a suicide watch, so that a prisoner could not kill himself before the state had its turn.


  Shay hated it—it was all he talked about as I sat with him for eight hours a day. I’d read from the Bible, and from the Gospel of Thomas, and from Sports Illustrated. I’d tell him about the plans I’d made for the youth group to host a Fourth of July pie auction, a holiday that he would not be around to celebrate. He would act like he was listening, but then he’d address the officer standing outside. “Don’t you think I deserve some privacy?” he’d yell. “If you only had a week left, would you want someone watching you every time you cried? Ate? Took a piss?”


  Sometimes he seemed resigned to the fact that he was going to die—he’d ask me if I really thought there was a heaven, if you could catch stripers or rainbows or salmon there, if fish even went to heaven in the first place, if fish souls were just as good eating as the real kind. Other times he sobbed so hard that he made himself sick; he’d wipe his mouth on the sleeve of his jumpsuit and lie down on the bunk, staring up at the ceiling. The only thing that got him through those darker times was talking about Claire Nealon, whose mother had reclaimed Shay’s heart. He had a grainy newspaper photo of Claire, and by now, he’d run his hands over it so often that the girl’s pale face had become a blank white oval, features left to the imagination.


  The scaffold had been built; throughout the prison you could smell the sap of the pine, taste the fine sawdust in the air. Although there had indeed already been a trapdoor in the chaplain’s office, it proved too costly to decimate the cafeteria below it, which accommodated the drop. Instead, a sturdy wooden structure went up beside the injection chamber that had already been built. But when editorials in the Concord Monitor and the Union Leader criticized the barbarism of a public execution (they speculated that any paparazzi capable of crashing Madonna’s wedding in a helicopter would also be able to get footage of the hanging), the warden scrambled to conceal the scaffold. On short order, their best arrangement was to purchase an old big-top tent from a family-run Vermont circus that was going out of business. The festive red and purple stripes took up most of the prison courtyard. You could see its spire from Route 93: Come one, come all. The greatest show on earth.


  It was a strange thing, knowing that I was going to see Shay’s death. Although I’d witnessed the passing of a dozen parishioners; although I’d stood beside the bed while they took their last breaths—this was different. It wasn’t God who was cutting the thread of this life, but a court order. I stopped wearing my watch and kept time by Shay’s life instead. There were seventy-two hours left, forty-eight, and then twenty-four. I stopped sleeping, like Shay, choosing instead to stay up with him around the clock.


  Grace continued to visit once a day. She would only tell me that what had separated them before was a secret—something that had apparently been resolved after she visited June Nealon—and that she was making up for the time she’d lost with her brother. They spent hours with their heads bent together, trading memories, but Shay was adamant that he didn’t want Grace at the execution—he did not want that to be her last memory of him. Instead, Shay’s designated witnesses would be me, Maggie, and Maggie’s boss. When Grace came for her visit, I’d leave her alone with Shay. I would go to the staff cafeteria and grab a soda, or sit and read the newspaper. Sometimes I watched the news coverage of the upcoming execution—the American Medical Association had begun to protest outside the prison, with huge banners that read FIRST DO NO HARM. Those who still believed that Shay was, well, more than just a murderer began to light candles at night, thousands of them, spelling out a message that burned so brightly airplane pilots departing from Manchester could read it as they soared skyward: HAVE MERCY.


  Mostly, I prayed. To God, to Shay, to anyone who was willing to listen, frankly. And I hoped—that God, at the last minute, would spare Shay. It was hard enough ministering to a death row inmate when I’d believed him to be guilty, but it was far worse to minister to an innocent man who had resigned himself to death. At night, I dreamed of train wrecks. No matter how loud I shouted for someone to throw the switch to the rail, no one understood what I was saying.


  On the day before Shay’s execution, when Grace arrived, I excused myself and wandered into the courtyard between buildings, along the massive perimeter of the circus tent. This time, however, the officers who usually stood guard at the front entrance were missing, and the flap that was usually laced shut was pinned open instead. I could hear voices inside:


  ...don’t want to get too close to the edge...


  ...thirty seconds from the rear entrance to the steps...


  ...two of you out in front, three in back.


  I poked my head in, expecting to be yanked away by an officer—but the small group inside was far too busy to even notice me. Warden Coyne stood on a wooden platform, along with six officers. One was slightly smaller than the rest, and wore handcuffs, ankle cuffs, and a waist chain. He was sagging backward, a deadweight in the other officers’ hands.


  The gallows itself was a massive metal upright with a crossbeam, set on a platform that had a set of double trapdoors. Below the trap was an open area where you’d be able to see the body drop. Off to both the left and right of the gallows were small rooms with a one-way mirror in the front, so that you could look out, but no one could look in. There was a ramp behind the gallows, and two white curtains that ran the entire length of the tent—one above the gallows, one below it. As I watched, two of the officers dragged the smaller one onto the gallows platform in front of the open curtain.


  Warden Coyne pushed a button on his stopwatch. “And...cut,” he said. “That’s seven minutes, fifty-eight seconds. Nicely done.”


  The warden gestured to the wall. “Those red phones are direct hookups to the governor’s office and the attorney general—the commissioner will call to make sure there’s been no stay of execution, no last-minute reprieve. If that’s the case, then he’ll come onto the platform and say so. When he exits, I come up and read the warrant of execution, blah blah blah, then I ask the inmate if he has any final words. As soon as he’s finished, I walk off the platform. The minute I cross this taped yellow line, the upper curtain will close, and that’s when you two secure the inmate. Now, I’m not going to close the curtains right now, but give it a try.”


  They placed a white hood over the smaller officer’s head and fitted the noose around his neck. It was made of rough rope, wrapped with leather; the loop wasn’t made from a hangman’s knot, but instead passed through a brass eyelet.


  “We’ve got a drop of seven feet seven inches,” Warden Coyne explained as they finished up. “That’s the standard for a hundred-and-twenty-six-pound man. You can see the adjusting bracket above—that gold mark is where it should be lined up, at the eye bolt. During the actual event, you three—Hughes, Hutchins, and Greenwald—will be in the chamber to the right. You’ll have been placed a few hours ahead of time, so that you aren’t seen coming into the tent at all. You will each have a button in front of you. As soon as I enter the control chamber and close the door, you will push that button. Only one of the three actually electromagnetically releases the trapdoor of the gallows; the other two are dummies. Which of the three buttons connects will be determined randomly by computer.”


  One of the officers interrupted. “What if the inmate can’t stand up?”


  “We have a collapse board outside his cell—modeled after the one used at Walla Walla in ’94. If he can’t walk, he’ll be strapped onto it and wheeled up by gurney.”


  They kept saying “the inmate” as if they did not know who they were executing in twenty-four hours. I knew, though, that the reason they would not say Shay’s name was that none of them were brave enough. That would make them accountable for murder—the very same crime for which they were hanging a man.


  Warden Coyne turned to the other booth. “How’s that work for you?”


  A door opened, and another man walked out. He put his hand on the mock prisoner’s shoulder. “I beg your pardon,” he said, and as soon as he spoke I recognized him. This was the British man who’d been at Maggie’s apartment when I barged in to tell her Shay was innocent—Gallagher, that was his name. He took the noose and readjusted it around the smaller man’s neck, but this time he tightened the knot directly below the left ear. “You see where I’ve snugged the rope? Make sure it’s here, not at the base of the skull. The force of the drop, combined with the position of the knot, is what’s meant to fracture the cervical vertebrae and separate the spinal cord.”


  Warden Coyne addressed the staff again. “The court’s ordered us to assume brain death based on the measured drop and the fact that the inmate has stopped breathing. Once the doctor gives us the signal, the lower curtains will close as well, and the body gets cut down immediately. It’s important to remember that our job doesn’t end with the drop.” He turned to the doctor. “And then?”


  “We’ll intubate, to protect the heart and other organs. After that, I’ll perform a brain perfusion scan to fully confirm brain death, and we’ll remove the body from the premises.”


  “After the criminal investigation unit comes in and clears the execution, the body will go to the medical examiner’s staff—they’ll have an unmarked white van behind the tent,” the warden said, “and the special operations unit will transport the body back to the hospital, along with them.”


  I noticed that the warden did not speak the doctor’s name, either.


  “The rest of the visitors will be exiting from the front of the tent,” Warden Coyne said, pointing to the opened flaps of the doorway and spotting me for the first time.


  Everyone on the gallows platform stared at me. I met Christian Gallagher’s gaze and he nodded imperceptibly. Warden Coyne squinted, and as he recognized me, he sighed. “I can’t let you in here, Father,” he said, but before the officers could escort me out, I had already slipped from the tent and back into the building where Shay was even now waiting to die.


  ***


  That night, Shay was moved to the death tent. They had built a single cell there, one that would be manned round the clock. At first, it was just like any other cell...but two hours into his stay there, the temperature began to plummet. Shay kept shivering, no matter how many blankets were piled upon him.


  “The thermostat says it’s sixty-six degrees,” the officer said, smacking the bulb with his hand. “It’s May, for chrissake.”


  “Well, does it feel like sixty-six degrees to you?” I asked. My toes were numb. There was an icicle hanging from the bottom rung of my stool. “Can we get a heater? Another blanket?”


  The temperature continued to drop. I put on my coat and zipped it tight. Shay’s entire body was racked with tremors; his lips had started to turn blue. Frost swirled on the metal door of the cell, like a white feathered fern.


  “It’s ten degrees warmer outside this building,” the officer said. “I don’t get it.” He was blowing on his hands, a small exclamation of breath that hovered in the air. “I could call maintenance...”


  “Let me into the cell,” I ordered.


  The officer blinked at me. “I can’t.”


  “Why? I’ve been searched twice over. I’m not near any other inmates. And you’re here. It’s no different than a meeting in an attorney-client conference room, is it?”


  “I could get fired for this...”


  “I’ll tell the warden it was my idea, and I’ll be on my best behavior,” I said. “I’m a priest. Would I lie to you?”


  He shook his head and unlocked the cell with an enormous Folger Adam key. I heard the tumblers click into place as he secured me inside; as I entered Shay’s six-by-six world. Shay glanced up at me, his teeth chattering.


  “Move over,” I said, and sat down on the bunk beside him. I draped a blanket over us and waited until the heat from my body conducted through the slight space between us.


  “Why...is it so...cold?” Shay whispered.


  I shook my head. “Try not to think about it.”


  Try not to think about the fact that it is subzero in this tiny cell. Try not to think about the fact that it backs up to a gallows from which you will swing tomorrow. Try not to think about the sea of faces you will see when you stand up there, about what you will say when you are asked to, about your heart pounding so fast with fear that you cannot hear the words you speak. Try not to think about that same heart being cut from your chest, minutes later, when you are gone.


  Earlier, Alma the nurse had come to offer Shay Valium. He’d declined—but now I wished I’d taken her up on his behalf.


  After a few minutes, Shay stopped shaking so violently—he was down to an occasional tremor. “I don’t want to cry up there,” he admitted. “I don’t want to look weak.”


  I turned to him. “You’ve been on death row for eleven years. You’ve fought—and won—the right to die on your own terms. Even if you had to crawl up there tomorrow, there’s not a single person who’d think of you as weak.”


  “Are they all still out there?”


  By they, he meant the crowds. And they were—and were still coming, blocking the exits off 93 to get into Concord. In the end, and this was the end, it did not matter whether or not Shay was truly messianic, or just a good showman. It mattered that all of those people had someone to believe in.


  Shay turned to me. “I want you to do me a favor.”


  “Anything.”


  “I want you to watch over Grace.”


  I had already assumed he’d ask that; an execution bound people together much like any other massive emotional moment—a birth, an armed robbery, a marriage, a divorce. I would be linked to the parties involved forever. “I will.”


  “And I want you to have all my things.”


  I could not imagine what this entailed—his tools, maybe, from when he was a carpenter? “I’d like that.” I pulled the blanket up a little higher. “Shay, about your funeral.”


  “It really doesn’t matter.”


  I had tried to get him a spot in the St. Catherine’s cemetery, but the committee in charge had vetoed it—they did not want the grave of a murderer resting beside their loved ones. Private plots and burials were thousands of dollars—thousands that neither Grace nor Maggie nor I had to spend. An inmate whose family did not make alternate plans would be buried in a tiny graveyard behind the prison, a headstone carved only with his correctional facility number, not his name.


  “Three days,” Shay said, yawning.


  “Three days?”


  He smiled at me, and for the first time in hours, I actually felt warm to the core. “That’s when I’m coming back.”


  ***


  At nine o’clock on the morning of Shay’s execution, a tray was brought up from the kitchen. Sometime during the night, the frost had broken; and with it, the cement that had been poured for the base of the holding cell. Weeds from the courtyard sprouted in tufts and bunches; vines climbed up the metal wall of the cell door. Shay took off his shoes and socks and walked across the new grass barefoot, a big smile on his face.


  I had moved back to my outside stool, so that the officer watching over Shay would not get into trouble, but the sergeant who arrived with the food was immediately wary. “Who brought in the plants?”


  “No one,” the officer said. “They just sort of showed up overnight.”


  The sergeant frowned. “I’m going to tell the warden.”


  “Yeah,” the officer said. “Go on. I’m sure he’s got nothing else to think about right now.”


  At his sarcasm, Shay and I looked at each other and grinned. The sergeant left, and the officer handed the tray through the trapdoor. Shay uncovered the items, one by one.


  Mallomars. Corn dogs. Chicken nuggets.


  Kettle corn and cotton candy, s’mores.


  Curly fries, ice cream crowned with a halo of maraschino cherries. Fry bread sprinkled with powdered sugar. A huge blue Slurpee.


  There was more than one man could ever eat. And it was all the sort of food you got at a country fair. The sort of food you remembered from your childhood.


  If, unlike Shay, you’d had one.


  “I worked on a farm for a while,” Shay said absently. “I was putting up a timber-frame barn. One day, I watched the guy who ran it empty the whole sack of grain out into the middle of the pasture for his steers, instead of just a scoop. I thought that was so cool—like Christmas, for them!—until I saw the butcher’s truck drive up. He was giving them all they could eat, because by then, it didn’t matter.”


  Shay rolled the French fry he’d been holding between his fingers, then set it back on the plate. “You want some?”


  I shook my head.


  “Yeah,” he said softly. “I guess I’m not so hungry, either.”


  ***


  Shay’s execution was scheduled for ten a.m. Although death penalty sentences used to be carried out at midnight, it felt so cloak-and-dagger that now they were staggered at all times of the day. The family of the inmate was allowed to visit up to three hours prior to the execution, although this was not an issue, since Shay had told Grace not to come. The attorney of record and the spiritual advisor were allowed to stay up to forty-five minutes prior to the execution.


  After that, Shay would be alone, except for the officer guarding him.


  After the breakfast tray was removed, Shay got diarrhea. The officer and I turned our backs to give him privacy, then pretended it had not happened. Shortly afterward, Maggie arrived. Her eyes were red, and she kept wiping at them with a crumpled Kleenex. “I brought you something,” she said, and then she saw the cell, overrun with vegetation. “What’s this?”


  “Global warming?” I said.


  “Well. My gift’s a little redundant.” Maggie emptied her pockets, full of grass, Queen Anne’s lace, lady’s slippers, Indian paintbrushes, buttercups.


  She fed them to Shay through the metal mesh on the door. “Thank you, Maggie.”


  “For God’s sake, don’t thank me,” Maggie said. “I wish this wasn’t the way it ended, Shay.” She hesitated. “What if I—”


  “No.” Shay shook his head. “It’s almost over, and then you can go on to rescuing people who want to be rescued. I’m okay, really. I’m ready.”


  Maggie opened her mouth to speak, but then pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I’ll stand where you can see me.”


  Shay swallowed. “Okay.”


  “I can’t stay. I need to make sure that Warden Coyne’s talked to the hospital, so that everything happens like it’s supposed to.”


  Shay nodded. “Maggie,” he said, “promise me something?”


  “Sure, Shay.”


  He rested his head against the metal door. “Don’t forget me.”


  “Not a chance,” Maggie said, and she pressed her lips against the metal door, as if she could kiss Shay good-bye.


  Suddenly, we were alone, with a half hour stretching between us.


  “How are you doing?” I asked.


  “Um,” Shay said. “Never better?”


  “Right. Stupid question.” I shook my head. “Do you want to talk? Pray? Be by yourself?”


  “No,” Shay said quickly. “Not that.”


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Tell me about her again.”


  I hesitated. “She’s at the playground,” I said, “pumping her legs on a swing. When she gets to the top, and she’s sure her sneakers have actually kicked a cloud, she jumps off because she thinks she can fly.”


  “She’s got long hair, and it’s like a flag behind her,” Shay added.


  “Fairy-tale hair. So blond it’s nearly silver.”


  “A fairy tale,” Shay repeated. “A happy ending.”


  “It is, for her. You’re giving her a whole new life, Shay.”


  “I’m saving her again. I’m saving her twice. Now with my heart, and once before she was ever born.” He looked directly at me. “It wasn’t just Elizabeth he could have hurt. She got in the way, when the gun went off...but the other...I had to do it.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at the officer standing watch, but he had moved to a far corner and was speaking into his walkie-talkie. My words were thick, rubbery. “Then you did commit capital murder.”


  Shay shrugged. “Some people,” he said simply, “deserve to die.”


  I stood, speechless, as the officer approached. “Father, I’m really sorry,” he said, “but it’s time for you to leave.”


  At that moment, the sound of bagpipes filled the tent, and an accompanying swell of voices. The people outside, maintaining their vigil, had begun to sing:


  Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound...


  That saved a wretch like me.


  I once was lost, but now I’m found.


  Was blind, but now I see.


  I didn’t know if Shay was guilty of murder, or innocent and misunderstood. I didn’t know if he was the Messiah, or a savant who channeled texts he’d never read. I didn’t know if we were making history, or only reliving it. But I did know what to do: I motioned Shay forward, closed my eyes, and made the sign of the cross on his forehead. “Almighty God,” I murmured, “look on this your servant, lying in great weakness, and comfort him with the promise of life everlasting, given in the resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”


  I opened my eyes to find Shay smiling. “See you around, Father,” he said.


  Maggie
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  As soon as I left Shay’s cell, I stumbled out of the circus tent—that’s what this was, you know, a circus—and threw up on the grass in the courtyard.


  “Hey,” a voice said, “you all right?” I felt an arm steadying me, and I glanced into the dizzying sunlight to find Warden Coyne, looking just as unhappy to see me as I was to see him.


  “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you a glass of water.”


  He led me through dark, dismal corridors—corridors far more suited to an execution, I thought, than the beautiful spring day outside, with its brilliant blue sky and tufted clouds. In the empty staff cafeteria, he pulled out a chair for me, then went to the cooler to get me something to drink. I finished the whole cup of water, and still could taste the bitterness in my throat.


  “Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t mean to vomit on your parade.”


  He sat down in a chair beside me. “You know, Ms. Bloom, there’s a hell of a lot about me you don’t know.”


  “Nor do I want to,” I said, standing.


  “For example,” Warden Coyne continued blithely, “I don’t really believe in the death penalty.”


  I stared at him, snapped my mouth shut, and sank back into my chair.


  “I used to, don’t get me wrong. And I’ll perform an execution if I have to, because it’s part of my job. But that doesn’t mean I condone it,” he said. “Truth is, I’ve seen plenty of inmates for whom life in prison is just as well served. And I’ve seen inmates I wish would be killed—there are just some people you cannot find the good in. But who am I to decide if someone should be killed for murdering a child...instead of for murdering a drug addict during a deal that went bad...or even if we should be killing the inmate himself? I’m not smart enough to be able to say which life is worth more than the other. I don’t know if anyone is.”


  “If you know it’s not fair, and you still do this, how do you sleep at night?”


  Warden Coyne smiled sadly. “I don’t, Ms. Bloom. The difference between you and me is that you expect me to be able to.” He got to his feet. “I trust you know where you go from here?”


  I was supposed to wait at the Public Information Office, along with Father Michael, so that we could be brought to the tent apart from the witnesses for the state and the victim. But somehow, I knew that wasn’t what Warden Coyne had meant.


  And even more surprising...I think he knew that I knew that.


  ***


  The inside of the circus tent was painted with blue sky. Artificial clouds rose into the peaks, above the black iron of the gallows that had been constructed. I wondered if Shay would look at it and pretend that he was outside.


  The tent itself was divided by a line of correctional officers, who kept the witnesses for both sides separated, like a human dam. We had been warned about our behavior in the letters from the Department of Corrections: any name-calling or inappropriate actions would result in us being hauled out of the tent. Beside me, Father Michael was praying a rosary. On my other side sat Rufus Urqhart, my boss.


  I was shocked to see June Nealon sitting quietly in the front row across from us.


  Somehow I’d assumed she’d be with Claire, especially given the fact that Claire would be getting ready for her heart transplant. When she’d called to tell me she wanted Shay’s heart, I hadn’t asked any questions—I hadn’t wanted to jinx it. Now I wished I could go over to her and ask whether Claire was all right, if everything was on schedule—but I would run the risk of the officers thinking I was harassing her; and truth be told, I was afraid to hear her answer.


  Somewhere behind that curtain, Christian was checking to make sure the rope and noose were exactly as they should be to ensure as humane a hanging as possible. I knew this was supposed to comfort me, but to be honest, I had never felt more alone in my life.


  It was a hard thing, accepting to myself that I had befriended someone convicted of murder. Lawyers knew better than to become emotionally and personally involved with their clients—but that didn’t mean it didn’t happen.


  At exactly ten o’clock, the curtains opened.


  Shay seemed very small on the gallows platform. He wore a white T-shirt, orange scrub pants, and tennis shoes, and was flanked by two officers I’d never seen before. His arms were fastened behind him, and his legs were bound together with what looked like a strap of leather.


  He was shaking like a leaf.


  Commissioner Lynch walked onto the platform. “There has been no stay of execution,” he announced.


  I thought about Christian’s hands checking the knot against Shay’s neck. I knew the mercy of his touch; I was grateful that Shay’s last physical contact with a human would be gentle.


  The warden stepped onto the platform as Lynch exited, and he read the entire warrant aloud. The words slipped in and out of my mind:


  ...Whereas on the sixth day of March, 1997, Isaiah Matthew Bourne was duly and legally convicted of two counts of the crime of capital murder...


  ...said court pronounced sentence upon Isaiah Matthew Bourne in accordance with said judgment fixing the time for the execution for ten a.m. on Friday, the twenty-third of May, 2008...


  ...command you to execute the aforesaid judgment and sentence by hanging in a manner that produces brain death in said Isaiah Matthew Bourne...


  When the warden finished, he faced Shay. “Inmate Bourne, do you have any final words?”


  Shay squinted, until he found me in the front row. He kept his eyes on me for a long moment, and then drifted toward Father Michael. But then he turned to the side of the tent where the witnesses for the victim were gathered, and he smiled at June Nealon. “I forgive you,” he said.


  Immediately afterward, a curtain was drawn. It reached only to the floor of the gallows, and it was a translucent white. I didn’t know if the warden had intended for us to see what was happening behind it, but we could, in macabre silhouette: the hood being placed over Shay’s head, the noose being tightened against his neck, the two officers who’d secured him stepping backward.


  “Good-bye,” I whispered.


  Somewhere, a door slammed, and suddenly the trap was open and the body plummeted, one quick firecracker snap as the weight caught at the end of the rope. Shay slowly turned counterclockwise with the unlikely grace of a ballerina, an October leaf, a snowflake falling.


  I felt Father Michael’s hand on mine, conveying what there were not words to say. “It’s over,” he whispered.


  I don’t know what made me turn toward June Nealon, but I did. The woman sat with her back straight as a redwood, her hands folded so tightly in her lap that I could see the half-moons her own nails were cutting in her skin. Her eyes were tightly squeezed shut.


  After all this, she hadn’t even watched him die.


  ***


  The lower curtain closed three minutes and ten seconds after Shay had been hanged. It was opaque, and we could not see what was happening behind it, although the fabric fluttered with movement and activity. The officers in the tent didn’t let us linger, though—they hustled us out separate doors to the courtyard. We were led out of the prison gates and immediately inundated with the press. “This is good,” Rufus said, pumped up with adrenaline. “This is our moment.” I nodded, but my attention was focused on June. I could see her only briefly, a tiny crow of a woman ducking into a waiting car.


  “Mr. Urqhart,” a reporter said, as twenty microphones were held up to his face, a bouquet of black roses. “Do you have any comment?”


  I stepped back, watching Rufus in the limelight. I wished I could just vanish on the spot. I knew that Rufus didn’t mean to use Shay as a pawn here, that he was only doing his job as the head of the ACLU—and yet, how did that make him different from Warden Coyne?


  “Shay Bourne is dead,” Rufus said soberly. “The first execution in this state in sixty-nine years...in the only first world country to still have death penalty legislation on the books.”


  He looked out over the crowd. “Some people say that the reason we have a death penalty in this country is because we need to punish certain inmates. It’s said to be a deterrent—but in fact, murder rates are higher in death penalty jurisdictions than in those without it. It’s said to be cheaper to execute a man than to keep him in prison for life—but in fact, when you factor in the cost of eleven years of appeals, paid for with public funds, it costs about a third more to execute a prisoner than to sentence him to life in prison. Some people say that the death penalty exists for the sake of the victims’ family—that it offers closure, so that they can deal, finally and completely, with their grief. But does knowing that the death toll has risen above and beyond their family member really offer justice? And how do we explain the fact that a murder in a rural setting is more likely to lead to a death sentence than one that occurs in the city? Or that the murder of a white victim leads to the death penalty three and a half times more often than the murder of a black victim? Or that women are sentenced to death only two-thirds as often as men?”


  Before I realized what I was doing, I had stepped into the tiny circle of space that the media had afforded to Rufus. “Maggie,” he whispered, covering the mikes, “I’m working this here.”


  A reporter gave me my invitation. “Hey, weren’t you his lawyer?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Which I hope means I’m qualified to tell you what I’m going to. I work for the ACLU. I can spout out all the same statistics that Mr. Urqhart just did. But you know what that speech leaves out? That I am truly sorry for June Nealon’s loss, after all this time. And that today, I lost someone I cared about. Someone who’d made some serious mistakes—someone who was a hard nut to crack—but someone I’d made a place for in my life.”


  “Maggie,” Rufus hissed, pulling at my sleeve. “Save the true confessional for your diary.”


  I ignored him. “You know why I think we still execute people? Because, even if we don’t want to say it out loud—for the really heinous crimes, we want to know that there’s a really heinous punishment. Simple as that. We want to bring society closer together—huddle and circle our wagons—and that means getting rid of people we think are incapable of learning a moral lesson. I guess the question is: Who gets to identify those people? Who decides what crime is so awful that the only answer is death? And what if, God forbid, they get it wrong?”


  The crowd was murmuring; the cameras were rolling. “I don’t have children. I can’t say I’d feel the same way if one of them was killed. And I don’t have the answers—believe me, if I did, I’d be a lot richer—but you know, I’m starting to think that’s okay. Maybe instead of looking for answers, we ought to be asking some questions instead. Like: What’s the lesson we’re teaching here? What if it’s different every time? What if justice isn’t equal to due process? Because at the end of the day, this is what we’re left with: a victim, who’s become a file to be dealt with, instead of a little girl, or a husband. An inmate who doesn’t want to know the name of a correctional officer’s child because that makes the relationship too personal. A warden who carries out executions even if he doesn’t think they should happen in principle. And an ACLU lawyer who’s supposed to go to the office, close the case, and move on. What we’re left with is death, with the humanity removed from it.” I hesitated a moment. “So you tell me...did this execution really make you feel safer? Did it bring us all closer together? Or did it drive us farther apart?”


  I pushed past the cameras, whose heavy heads swung like bulls to follow my path, and into the crowd, which carved a canyon for me to walk through. And I cried.


  God, I cried.


  ***


  I turned on my windshield wipers on the way home, even though it was not raining. But I was falling apart at the seams, and sobbing, and I couldn’t see; somehow I thought this would help. I had upstaged my boss on what was arguably the most important legal outcome for the New Hampshire ACLU in the past fifty years; even worse—I didn’t particularly care.


  I would have liked to talk to Christian, but he was at the hospital by now, supervising the harvest of Shay’s heart and other organs. He’d said he’d come over as soon as he could, as soon as he had word that the transplant was going to be a success.


  Which meant that I was going home to a house with a rabbit in it, and not much else.


  I turned the corner to my street and immediately saw the car in my driveway. My mother was waiting for me at the front door. I wanted to ask her why she was here, instead of at work. I wanted to ask her how she’d known I’d need her.


  But when she wordlessly held out a blanket that I usually kept on the couch, one with fuzzy fleece inside, I stepped into it and forgot all my questions. Instead, I buried my face against her neck. “Oh, Mags,” she soothed. “It’s going to be all right.”


  I shook my head. “It was awful. Every time I blink, I can see it, like it’s still happening.” I drew in a shuddering breath. “It’s stupid, isn’t it? Up till the last minute, I was expecting a miracle. Like in the courtroom. That he’d slip out of the noose, or—I don’t know—fly away or something.”


  “Here, sit down,” my mother said, leading me into the kitchen. “Real life doesn’t work that way. It’s like you said, to the reporters—”


  “You saw me?” I glanced up.


  “On television. Every channel, Maggie. Even CNN.” Her face glowed. “Four people already called me to say you were brilliant.”


  I suddenly remembered sitting in my parents’ kitchen when I was in college, unable to decide on a career. My mother had sat down, propped her elbows on the table. What do you love to do? she had asked.


  Read, I’d told her. And argue.


  She had smiled broadly. Maggie, my love, you were meant to become a lawyer.


  I buried my face in my hands. “I was an idiot. Rufus is going to fire me.”


  “Why? Because you said what nobody has the guts to say? The hardest thing in the world is believing someone can change. It’s always easier to go along with the way things are than to admit that you might have been wrong in the first place.”


  She turned to me, holding out a steaming, fragrant bowl. I could smell rosemary, pepper, celery. “I made you soup. From scratch.”


  “You made me soup from scratch?”


  My mother rolled her eyes. “Okay, I bought soup someone else made from scratch.”


  When I smiled a little, she touched my cheek. “Maggie,” she said, “eat.”


  ***


  Later that afternoon, while my mother did the dishes and cleaned up in my kitchen, and with Oliver curled up at my side, I fell asleep on the living room couch. I dreamed that I was walking in the dark in my favorite Stuart Weitzman heels, but they were hurting me. I glanced down to discover I was not walking on grass, but on a ground that looked like tempered glass after it’s been shattered, like the cracked, parched landscape of a desert. My heels kept getting stuck in the crevasses, and finally I had to stop to pull one free.


  When I did, a clod of earth overturned, and beneath it was light, the purest, most liquid lava form of it. I kicked at another piece of the ground with my heel, and more beams spilled outward and upward. I poked holes, and rays shined up. I danced, and the world became illuminated, so bright that I had to shade my eyes; so bright that I could not keep them from filling with tears.


  June
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  This, I had told Claire, the night before the surgery, is how they’ll transplant the heart:


  You’ll be brought into the operating room and given general anesthesia.


  Grape, she’d said. She liked it way better than bubble gum, although the root beer wasn’t bad.


  You’ll be prepped and draped, I told her. Your sternum will be opened with a saw.


  Won’t that hurt?


  Of course not, I said. You’ll be fast asleep.


  I knew the procedure as well as any cardiac resident; I’d studied it that carefully, and that long. What comes next? Claire had asked.


  Sutures—stitches—get sewn into the aorta, the superior vena cava, and the inferior vena cava. Catheters are placed. Then you’re put on the heart-lung machine.


  What’s that?


  It works so you don’t have to. It drains blue blood from the two cava, and returns red blood through the cannula in the aorta.


  Cannula’s a cool word. I like how it sounds on my tongue.


  I skipped over the part about how her heart would be removed: the inferior and superior vena cava divided, then the aorta.


  Keep going.


  His heart (no need to say whose) is flushed with cardioplegia solution.


  It sounds like something you use to wax a car.


  Well, you’d better hope not. It’s chock-full of nutrients and oxygen, and keeps the heart from beating as it warms up.


  And after that?


  Then the new heart goes to its new home, I had said, and I’d tapped her chest. First, the left atriums get sewn together. Then the inferior vena cava, then the superior vena cava, then the pulmonary artery, and finally, the aorta. When all the connections are set, the cross clamp on your aorta is removed, warm blood starts flowing into the coronaries, and...


  Wait, let me guess: the heart starts beating.


  Now, hours later, Claire beamed up at me from her hospital gurney. As the parent of a minor, I was allowed to accompany her to the OR, gowned and suited, while she was put under anesthesia. I sat down on the stool provided by a nurse, amid the gleaming instruments, the shining lights. I tried to pick out the familiar face of the surgeon from his kind eyes, above the mask.


  “Mom,” Claire said, reaching for my hand.


  “I’m right here.”


  “I don’t hate you.”


  “I know, baby.”


  The anesthesiologist fitted the mask to Claire’s face. “I want you to start counting for me, hon. Backward, from ten.”


  “Ten,” Claire said, looking into my eyes. “Nine. Eight.”


  Her lids dropped, half-mast. “Seven,” she said, but her lips went slack on the last syllable.


  “You can give her a kiss if you want, Mom,” said a nurse.


  I brushed my paper mask against the soft bow of Claire’s cheek. “Come back to me,” I whispered.


  MICHAEL
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  Three days after Shay’s death, and two after his funeral, I returned to the prison cemetery. The headstones formed a small field, each one marked with a number. Shay’s grave didn’t have one yet; it was only a small raw plot of earth. And yet, it was the only one with a visitor. Sitting on the ground, her legs crossed, was Grace Bourne.


  I waved as she got to her feet. “Father,” she said. “It’s good to see you.”


  “You, too.” I came closer, smiled.


  “That was a nice service you did the other day.” She looked down at the ground. “I know it didn’t seem like I was listening, but I was.”


  At Shay’s funeral, I hadn’t read from the Bible at all. I hadn’t read from the Gospel of Thomas, either. I had created my own gospel, the good news about Shay Bourne, and spoke it from the heart to the few people who’d been present: Grace, Maggie, Alma the nurse.


  June Nealon had not come; she was at the hospital with her daughter, who was recovering from the heart transplant. She’d sent a spray of lilies to lay on Shay’s grave; they were still here, wilting.


  Maggie had told me that Claire’s doctor had been thrilled with the outcome of the operation, that the heart had started beating like a jackrabbit. Claire would be leaving the hospital by the end of the week. “You heard about the transplant?” I said.


  Grace nodded. “I know that wherever he is, he’s happy about that.” She dusted off her skirt. “Well, I was on my way out. I have to get back to Maine for a seven o’clock shift.”


  “I’ll call you in a few days,” I said, and I meant it. I had promised Shay that I would look after Grace, but to be honest, I think he wanted to be sure she’d be looking after me as well. Somehow, Shay had known that without the Church, I’d need a family, too.


  I sat down, in the same spot where Grace had been. I sighed, leaned forward, and waited.


  The problem was, I wasn’t sure what I was waiting for. It had been three days since Shay’s death. He had told me he was coming back—a resurrection—but he had also told me that he’d murdered Kurt Nealon intentionally, and I couldn’t hold the two thoughts side by side in my mind.


  I didn’t know if I was supposed to be on the lookout for an angel, like Mary Magdalene had seen, to tell me that Shay had left this tomb. I didn’t know if he’d mailed me a letter that I could expect to receive later that afternoon. I was waiting, I suppose, for a sign.


  I heard footsteps and saw Grace hurrying toward me again. “I almost forgot! I’m supposed to give this to you.”


  It was a large shoe box, wrapped with a rubber band. The green cardboard had begun to peel away from the corners, and there were spots that were watermarked. “What is it?”


  “My brother’s things. The warden, he gave them to me. But there was a note inside from Shay. He wanted you to have them. I would have given it to you at the funeral, but the note said I was supposed to give it to you today.”


  “You should have these,” I said. “You’re his family.”


  She looked up at me. “So were you, Father.”


  When she left, I sat back down beside Shay’s grave. “Is this it?” I said aloud. “Is this what I was supposed to wait for?”


  Inside the box was a canvas roll of tools, and three packages of Bazooka bubble gum.


  He had one piece of gum, I heard Lucius say, and there was enough for all of us.


  The only other item inside was a small, flat, newspaper-wrapped package. The tape had peeled off years ago; the paper was yellowed with age. Folded in its embrace was a tattered photograph that made me catch my breath: I held in my hands the picture that had been stolen from my dorm when I was in college: my grandfather and I showing off our day’s catch.


  Why had he taken something so worthless to a stranger? I touched my thumb to my grandfather’s face and suddenly recalled Shay talking about the grandfather he’d never had—the one he’d imagined from this photo. Had he swiped it because it was proof of what he’d missed in his life? Had he stared at it, wishing he was me?


  I remembered something else: the photo had been stolen before I was picked for Shay’s jury. I shook my head in disbelief. It was possible Shay had known it was me when he saw me sitting in the courtroom. It was possible he had recognized me again when I first came to him in prison. It was possible the joke had been on me all along.


  I started to crumple up the newspaper that the photo had been wrapped in, but realized it wasn’t newspaper at all. It was too thick for that, and not the right size. It was a page torn out of a book. The Nag Hammadi Library, it read across the top, in the tiniest of print. The Gospel of Thomas, first published 1977. I ran a fingertip along the familiar sayings. Jesus said: Whoever finds the interpretation of these sayings will not experience death.


  Jesus said: The dead are not alive, and the living will not die.


  Jesus said: Do not tell lies.


  Jesus said.


  And so had Shay, after having years to memorize this page.


  Frustrated, I tore it into pieces and threw them on the ground. I was angry at Shay; I was angry at myself. I buried my face in my hands, and then felt a wind stir. The confetti of words began to scatter.


  I ran after them. As they caught against headstones, I trapped them with my hands. I stuffed them into my pockets. I untangled them from the weeds that grew at the edge of the cemetery. I chased one fragment all the way to the parking lot.


  Sometimes we see what we want to, instead of what’s in front of us. And sometimes, we don’t see clearly at all. I took all of the bits I’d collected and dug a shallow bowl beneath the spray of lilies, covered them with a thin layer of soil. I imagined the yellowed paper dissolving in the rain, being absorbed by the earth, lying fallow under winter snow. I wondered what, next spring, would take root.
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  “There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.”


  —ALBERT EINSTEIN


  EPILOGUE


  Claire
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  I have been someone different now for three weeks. It’s not something you can tell by looking at me; it’s not even something I can tell by looking at myself in the mirror. The only way I can describe it, and it’s weird, so get ready, is like waves: they just crash over me and suddenly, even if I’m surrounded by a dozen people, I’m lonely. Even if I’m doing everything I want to, I start to cry.


  My mother says that emotion doesn’t get transplanted along with the heart, that I have to stop referring to it as his and start calling it mine. But that’s pretty hard to do, especially when you add up all the stuff I have to take just to keep my cells from recognizing this intruder in my chest, like that old horror movie with the woman who has an alien inside her. Colace, Dulcolax, prednisone, Zantac, enalapril, CellCept, Prograf, oxycodone, Keflex, magnesium oxide, nystatin, Valcyte. It’s a cocktail to keep my body fooled; it’s anyone’s guess how long this ruse might continue.


  The way I see it, either my body wins and I reject the heart—or I win.


  And become who he used to be.


  My mother says that I’m going to work through all this, and that’s why I have to take Celexa (oh, right, forgot that one) and talk to a shrink twice a week. I nod and pretend to believe her. She’s so happy right now, but it’s the kind of happy that’s like an ornament made of sugar: if you brush it the wrong way, it will go to pieces.


  I’ll tell you this much: it’s so good to be home. And to not have a lightning bolt zapping me from inside three or four times a day. And to not pass out and wake up wondering what happened. And to walk up the stairs—upstairs!—without having to stop halfway, or be carried.


  “Claire?” my mother calls. “Are you awake?”


  Today, we have a visitor coming. It’s a woman I haven’t met, although apparently she’s met me. She’s the sister of the man who gave me his heart; she came to the hospital when I was totally out of it. I am so not looking forward to this. She’ll probably break down and cry (I would if I were her) and stare at me with an eagle eye until she finds some shred of me that reminds her of her brother, or at least convinces herself she has.


  “I’m coming,” I say. I have been standing in front of the mirror for the past twenty minutes, without a shirt on. The scar, which is still healing, is the angriest red slash of a mouth. Every time I look at it, I imagine the things it might be yelling.


  I resettle the bandage that I’m not supposed to peel off but do when my mother isn’t there to see it. Then I shrug into a shirt and glance down at Dudley. “Hey, lazybones,” I say. “Rise and shine.”


  The thing is, my dog doesn’t move.


  I stand there, staring, even though I know what’s happened. My mother told me once, in her dump truck–load of fun facts about cardiac patients, that when you do a transplant the nerve that goes from the brain to the heart gets cut. Which means that it takes people like me longer to respond to situations that would normally freak us out. We need the adrenaline to kick in first.


  You can hear this and think, Oh, how nice to stay calm.


  Or you can hear this and think, Imagine what it would be like to have a brand-new heart, and be so slow to feel.


  And then, boom, just like that it kicks in. I fall down to my knees in front of the dog. I’m afraid to touch him. I have been too close to death; I don’t want to go there again.


  By now the tears are here; they stream down my face and into my mouth. Loss always tastes like salt. I bend down over my old, sweet dog. “Dudley,” I say. “Come on.” But when I scoop him up—put my ear against his rib cage—he’s cold, stiff, not breathing.


  “No,” I whisper, and then I shout it so loud that my mother comes scrambling up the stairs like a storm.


  She fills my doorway, wild-eyed. “Claire? What’s wrong?”


  I shake my head; I can’t speak. Because, in my arms, the dog twitches. His heart starts beating again, beneath my own two hands.
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  Death Penalty Information Center: www.deathpenaltyinfo.org.
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  INTRODUCTION


  In her fifteen novels, Jodi Picoult delves deep into the most troubling contemporary social issues, writing fiction that the New York Daily News calls “intelligent, often moving, and always ripe for book club discussion.” In Change of Heart, she examines a convicted killer on death row, Shay Bourne, who has taken the lives of Officer Kurt Nealon and his young stepdaughter, Elizabeth. When Shay discovers that his victim’s living daughter, Claire, is desperately in need of a heart transplant, he sees his only chance for salvation. Standing in his way, however, is the law and a mother filled with anger and revenge. On his side are some unexpected allies—a Catholic priest who had a hand in Shay’s sentencing; an ambitious attorney who, despite her deep convictions against capital punishment, is determined to see Shay die on his own terms; and a community that sees something in Shay that gives them hope. Picoult expertly intersects matters of the state and matters of the spirit to probe questions about the meaning of salvation and who has the power to determine the fate of the soul.


  QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION


  1.The author uses several famous quotations from some of the greatest thinkers in history, including Lewis Carroll, Voltaire, Woody Allen, Mother Teresa, Mark Twain, the Dalai Lama, Bono, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Albert Einstein. What effect do these philosophical tidbits have on the telling of this story? Which one resonated most with you?


  2.Discuss the theme of belief in this novel. What does Shay believe, and who believes in him? Apply this same question to Maggie, Michael, and June. Did this story call any of their beliefs into question? Which ones?


  3.When Shay is moved to the I-tier, some very strange things start happening—water turns to wine, Calloway’s pet robin is brought back to life, a tiny piece of gum becomes enough for all to share. Some call these miracles while others call them hijinks. What do you make of these incidents? Were you convinced that Shay had divine powers, and if so, at what point did you make that conclusion?


  4.Michael tells Maggie that “there’s a big difference between mercy and salvation.” What is that difference? Which characters are pursuing mercy and which are pursuing salvation? Which, do you think, is granted in the end for each of the main characters?


  5.Having lost a daughter and two husbands, June’s life is fraught with grief. How do you see that grief shaping her character and informing the choices that she makes? Do you think she makes choices in order to reconcile the past or in hopes of a better future?


  6.How do the three religions referenced in this book (Judaism, Christianity, Gnosticism) imagine the presence or reappearance of the divine? Compare Michael’s vision with Rabbi Bloom’s explanation of the Jewish Midrash and Shay’s depiction of heaven.


  7.Consider the passage where Maggie thinks “the penitentiary [Shay] was referring to was his own body.” In what ways are some of the other characters in this book (Claire, Maggie, Lucius) imprisoned by their bodies?


  8.Discuss June’s questions: “Would you give up your vengeance against someone you hate if it meant saving someone you love? Would you want your dreams to come true if it meant granting your enemy’s dying wish?” How do the characters answer this question?


  9.June thinks that if Claire accepted a heart transplant from Shay Bourne and had to absorb the emotional pain of her father’s and sister’s murders, it would be “better to have no heart at all.” This statement eerily echoes Shay’s own statement to June that her first daughter, Elizabeth, “was better off dead.” How do you feel about the adults in this novel making such grave choices over the life of a child? Do you feel as if they are being protective or presumptuous?


  10.Why do you think Shay never puts up a real fight for his innocence? Do you believe he is resigned to his fate or is an active participant in choosing it? Has he made the ultimate sacrifice, or is he just trying to make the most out of circumstances beyond his control?


  11.Does Change of Heart have a hero? If so, who is it?


  12.In Change of Heart, religion seems at times to bring characters together and at others to drive a wedge between them. Ultimately, do you think religion unites people or divides them?


  A CONVERSATION WITH JODI PICOULT


  Q:What was the seed that started this story? You’ve delved sympathetically into the minds of criminals in your previous novels, but what led you this time to death row?


  A:Most of my books begin with something I’m worrying about, and Change of Heart was no exception. As an American, I feel as if this country can be folded along a fault line of religion—all the controversial issues (abortion, gay rights, capital punishment) can often be judged along religious lines. It got me wondering why religion, which was historically meant to unite people, has become so divisive...and why we believe what we do. Who says that just because you’re right, that means someone else has to be wrong? Why do we believe the things that we do—because they’re right, or because it’s too scary to admit we don’t know the answers? I narrowed the focus along capital punishment because it’s one of the controversies in America that people have passionate opinions about—but often don’t know why they have those opinions, or bother to listen to the other side’s arguments...and because I myself didn’t know how I’d feel about the death penalty when I finished exploring its underlying issues.


  Q:Did you personally visit death row prisoners? What was that experience like? What did you expect going in, and what were you surprised by?


  A: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 that 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 came down, and she was willing to tell me everything I wanted and needed to know—including scenes you’ll see in Change of Heart—details that are top-secret, and that aren’t even given to prisoners who sue for the information. At one point I was talking to the warden in the death house, and I was having trouble juggling notebooks and papers. I leaned against the closest surface to take notes more easily...only to realize I was sprawled across the lethal injection gurney, which really freaked me out! What surprised me the most about death row was that everyone I met who worked there in Arizona said they did not believe in the death penalty—they’d seen too many feeble old men executed, because the system takes so long; they’d seen recidivist criminals whose crimes weren’t “eligible” for the death penalty. To them, justice didn’t seem particularly just, and yet they all also said they would continue to do their jobs. I went back a second time to meet a death row prisoner named Robert Towery. We are still pen pals—he calls me ma’am, asks after my kids, and is a brilliant artist (he has to make his own pigments, like Lucius in Change of Heart). He fills me in on the plots of Lost and Grey’s Anatomy. He is by all accounts a very nice guy—except for the fact that he committed armed robbery and told the victim he was going to anesthetize him...and instead injected the guy with battery acid and killed him. He says he was high at the time, and has been sober for over a decade now. It really made me think hard: We all know it’s wrong to execute someone innocent. But what about someone who’s guilty?


  Q:When did you first encounter the Gnostic gospels, and what did you find striking about them?


  A:I had first heard about them on a PBS documentary, and I was struck by the individuality they advocated in religious practice—the idea that it’s different for everyone, that there might be many paths up to the same spiritual peak. I remember thinking at the time what a different world this would have been if they’d been the dominant gospels, rather than the ones we’ve seen in the New Testament. Elaine Pagels, one of the foremost authorities on the Gnostic gospels, is a professor at Princeton, my alma mater. I was fortunate enough to badger her into a private tutorial, so that I could learn more about them. After Jesus’s death, Christianity was a mess—people believed all sorts of different things and studied many different gospels. One group, the Gnostic Christians, felt that being baptized was a good beginning, but that 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 just 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. As you can imagine, this sent the early Christian Church into a tizzy—and the Gnostic gospels were labeled heretical, and disappeared...until 1945, when two brothers dug up a jar while looking for fertilizer in Nag Hammadi, Egypt, and found fifty-one of those gospels. In the meantime, Irenaeus—the bishop of Lyons—codified the Church by deciding that there would be four main gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) and laying the cornerstones of the Nicene Creed. In doing that, Irenaeus said: “Believe this, and you’re Christian. If you don’t believe this, you’re not.” Now, there are a lot of good reasons—political and religious—why Orthodox Christianity had to reject the Gnostic movement in order to solidify its own beliefs...but something else was lost along with those gospels: the belief that people might reach spiritual enlightenment in a variety of ways, rather than one “right” way. “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. Which gets pretty interesting when you’re talking about a condemned man who happens to think that donating his heart to the sister of his victim is the way to save himself.


  Q:In your acknowledgments you say that “it’s very hard to write about religion responsibly.” Why do you think that’s so, and do you think it’s specific to religious culture in the United States?


  A:In this country, which was founded by people seeking religious freedom, there isn’t just the chance to practice what you want—there’s also the freedom of speech to preach it. The rise of the Evangelical movement in particular shows the difference between following one’s religion and feeling obligated to save the souls of others who haven’t found the same spiritual enlightenment you have. To the preacher, the act of trying to convert someone is doing that person a favor. To those who don’t wish to be converted, however, it’s very intrusive. To that end, it’s really hard to write about religion without preaching—but instead, with the intention to get people to understand why they believe what they do, and whether that necessarily means everyone else’s beliefs are rendered null and void. It’s interesting: I interviewed rabbis and priests and ministers for this book, and every last one of them was fantastic and admitted that they don’t really know which religion, if any, is the “right” one—and that there may be a lot of ways to reach spiritual enlightenment...but that openmindedness does not always filter down through the congregations, unfortunately! People who pick up Change of Heart aren’t going to find me preaching to them—because, as the book suggests, what I believe isn’t necessarily what they have to believe or should believe—but they will find me asking them to think hard about their beliefs.


  Q:This is a provocative book and will no doubt be controversial. What do you hope this novel might add to conversations about religion and capital punishment?


  A:I hope that instead of looking at religion as a set of absolutes, people who read Change of Heart might look at the book as a chance to start a conversation. As for the death penalty, I hope while exploring the reasons that capital punishment is allegedly good for us, we can be honest enough to admit those explanations don’t always stand up to logic—which means that if we keep capital punishment on the law books, we have to admit that it may not be fair, or cheaper, or a deterrent...but instead a way for us to permanently exclude from society someone who we think doesn’t belong there with us.


  Q:You constructed this story by interweaving the narratives of four main characters—June, Michael, Lucius, and Maggie. How difficult is it to juggle those four voices? Did you find yourself naturally wanting to give equal time to each character, or did you feel inclined to stay with one longer?


  A:When I write a book in multiple narratives, there are always one or two that are easier than others. In Change of Heart, Maggie was by far the most fun to write—she has a terrific, easy, funny voice. June was the most painful, and the one that caught me most unawares. When I as a writer thought I knew how I felt about capital punishment, I’d write one of June’s sections and flip-flop. Lucius was enjoyable, too, because he’s not your typical prisoner, and because he’s an instrument through which we get to hear and see Shay. Michael was the hardest for me—probably because he was the least openminded at first!


  Q:Why did you decide not to write from Shay’s point of view?


  A:Maggie, Michael, Lucius, and June correspond with Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Shay, as the messianic character, does not have his own voice in a “gospel”—and neither does Jesus in the New Testament.


  Q:A lot of work and research has been done recently on “restorative justice,” a mutual healing process where victims and offenders meet face-to-face. Do you think that this is a credible way of dealing with serious criminals?


  A:I think in many cases, what a victim wants more than anything is to hear that the perpetrator is sorry. And also, in many cases, the perpetrator needs to be able to say that to the victim and his or her family in order to move on. It certainly won’t work in all situations—as you see in Change of Heart—but I wish it was more prevalent in prison settings. To me, a successful restorative justice meeting is a better indicator of a change of heart for an inmate, and fosters more healing, than a life sentence where no reconciliation ever occurs.


  Q:What’s next for you?


  A:Handle with Care, which is about a wrongful birth suit. These cases are pretty fascinating—it involves a parent suing her OB for not being told earlier that a child was going to be severely impaired. Most parents who sue love their kids very much...but want to give them the best lives possible, which is very expensive given the level of physical impairment, so they sue. However, it means getting up in front of a jury and saying that if you’d known your child was going to be this handicapped, you would never have had the baby. Not only is that emotionally devastating, but it usually creates a lawsuit that circles back to questions of abortion rights, and who gets to decide what sort of life is or isn’t worth living. At what point should an OB counsel termination? Should a parent have the right to make that choice? How handicapped is too handicapped? As you can see, there are lots of thorny moral and ethical questions in this one—which is why I love it! In Handle with Care the stakes are a bit higher, because the OB—Piper Reece—and the mom—Charlotte O’Keefe—are best friends...until Charlotte’s daughter is born with osteogenesis imperfecta type III, a very severe form of brittle bone disease. These are children who, literally, will have hundreds of breaks over the course of a lifetime; you can lift up your infant and break her back; she can roll over and break her ribs. Thematically, the book explores the things that break apart in times of stress: bones, friendships, families.


  TIPS TO ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB


  1.Go to deathpenaltyinfo.org/state to see what your state laws are regarding capital punishment. Discuss the statistics you find there.


  2.You can write letters to inmates on death row by contacting Death Row Support Project, PO Box 600, Liberty Mills, IN 46946.


  3.Save the money you’d normally spend on wine or food at your next book club meeting. Instead, help sick kids like Claire by donating to a children’s hospital or research fund.


  4.Watch a video and listen to Jodi Picoult talk about Change of Heart at www.jodipicoult.com/heartvideo.
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  Author’s Note


  A Readers Club Guide


  For Marjorie Rose,

  Who makes flowers bloom onstage,

  Provides me with goss half a world away,

  And knows you’re never fully dressed without a green bag.

  BFFAA
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  In the interests of accuracy, I should state that although there was an OI convention in Omaha, I’ve changed the date. Also, I’ve slightly amended the way juries are picked in New Hampshire—it’s not by individual, as I’ve written, but it’s a lot more interesting to read that way!
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  And did you get what


  you wanted from this life, even so?


  I did.


  And what did you want?


  To call myself beloved, to feel myself


  beloved on the earth.


  —RAYMOND CARVER, “LATE FRAGMENT”


  PROLOGUE


  Charlotte


  February 14, 2002


  Things break all the time. Glass, and dishes, and fingernails. Cars and contracts and potato chips. You can break a record, a horse, a dollar. You can break the ice. There are coffee breaks and lunch breaks and prison breaks. Day breaks, waves break, voices break. Chains can be broken. So can silence, and fever.


  For the last two months of my pregnancy, I made lists of these things, in the hopes that it would make your birth easier.


  Promises break.


  Hearts break.


  On the night before you were born, I sat up in bed with something to add to my list. I rummaged in my nightstand for a pencil and paper, but Sean put his warm hand on my leg. Charlotte? he asked. Is everything okay?


  Before I could answer, he pulled me into his arms, flush against him, and I fell asleep feeling safe, forgetting to write down what I had dreamed.


  It wasn’t until weeks later, when you were here, that I remembered what had awakened me that night: fault lines. These are the places where the earth breaks apart. These are the spots where earthquakes originate, where volcanoes are born. Or in other words: the world is crumbling under us; it’s the solid ground beneath our feet that’s an illusion.


  •••


  You arrived during a storm that nobody had predicted. A nor’easter, the weathermen said later, a blizzard that was supposed to blow north into Canada instead of working its way into a frenzy and battering the coast of New England. The news broadcasts tossed aside their features on high school sweethearts who met up again in a nursing home and got remarried, on the celebrated history behind the candy heart, and instead began to run constant weather bulletins about the strength of the storm and the communities where ice had knocked out the power. Amelia was sitting at the kitchen table, cutting folded paper into valentines as I watched the snow blow in six-foot drifts against the glass slider. The television showed footage of cars sliding off the roads.


  I squinted at the screen, at the flashing blues of the police cruiser that had pulled in behind the overturned vehicle, trying to see whether the officer in the driver’s seat was Sean.


  A sharp rap on the slider made me jump. “Mommy!” Amelia cried, startled, too.


  I turned just in time to see a volley of hail strike a second time, creating a crack in the plate glass no bigger than my fingernail. As we watched, it spread into a web of splintered glass as big as my fist. “Daddy will fix it later,” I said.


  That was the moment when my water broke.


  Amelia glanced down between my feet. “You had an accident.”


  I waddled to the phone, and when Sean didn’t answer his cell, I called Dispatch. “This is Sean O’Keefe’s wife,” I said. “I’m in labor.” The dispatcher said that he could send out an ambulance, but that it would probably take a while—they were maxed out with motor vehicle accidents.


  “That’s okay,” I said, remembering the long labor I’d had with your sister. “I’ve probably got a while.”


  Suddenly I doubled over with a contraction so strong that the phone fell out of my hand. I saw Amelia watching, her eyes wide. “I’m fine,” I lied, smiling until my cheeks hurt. “The phone slipped.” I reached for the receiver, and this time I called Piper, whom I trusted more than anyone in the world to rescue me.


  “You can’t be in labor,” she said, even though she knew better—she was not only my best friend but also my initial obstetrician. “The C-section’s scheduled for Monday.”


  “I don’t think the baby got the memo,” I gasped, and I gritted my teeth against another contraction.


  She didn’t say what we were both thinking: that I could not have you naturally. “Where’s Sean?”


  “I... don’t... kno—oh, Piper!”


  “Breathe,” Piper said automatically, and I started to pant, ha-ha-hee-hee, the way she’d taught me. “I’ll call Gianna and tell her we’re on our way.”


  Gianna was Dr. Del Sol, the maternal-fetal-medicine OB who had stepped in just eight weeks ago at Piper’s request. “We?”


  “Were you planning on driving yourself?”


  Fifteen minutes later, I had bribed away your sister’s questions by settling her on the couch and turning on Blue’s Clues. I sat next to her, wearing your father’s winter coat, the only one that fit me now.


  The first time I had gone into labor, I’d had a bag packed and waiting at the door. I’d had a birthing plan and a mix tape of music to play in the delivery room. I knew it would hurt, but the reward was this incredible prize: the child I’d waited months to meet. The first time I had gone into labor, I’d been so excited.


  This time, I was petrified. You were safer inside me than you would be once you were out.


  Just then the door burst open and Piper filled all the space with her assured voice and her bright pink parka. Her husband, Rob, trailed behind, carrying Emma, who was carrying a snowball. “Blue’s Clues?” he said, settling down next to your sister. “You know, that’s my absolute favorite show... after Jerry Springer.”


  Amelia. I hadn’t even thought about who would watch her while I was at the hospital having you.


  “How far apart?” Piper asked.


  My contractions were coming every seven minutes. As another one rolled over me like a riptide, I grabbed the arm of the couch and counted to twenty. I focused on that crack in the glass door.


  Trails of frost spiraled outward from its point of origin. It was beautiful and terrifying all at once.


  Piper sat down beside me and held my hand. “Charlotte, it’s going to be okay,” she promised, and because I was a fool, I believed her.


  •••


  The emergency room was thick with people who’d been injured in motor vehicle accidents during the storm. Young men held bloody towels to their scalps; children mewed on stretchers. I was whisked past them all by Piper, up to the birthing center, where Dr. Del Sol was already pacing the corridor. Within ten minutes, I was being given an epidural and wheeled to the operating room for a C-section.


  I played games with myself: if there are an even number of fluorescent lights on the ceiling of this corridor, then Sean will arrive in time. If there are more men than women in the elevator, everything the doctors told me will turn out to be a mistake. Without me even having to ask, Piper had put on scrubs, so that she could fill in for Sean as my labor coach. “He’ll be here,” she said, looking down at me.


  The operating room was clinical, metallic. A nurse with green eyes—that was all I could see above her mask and below her cap—lifted my gown and swabbed my belly with Betadine. I started to panic as they hung the sterile drape in place. What if I didn’t have enough anesthesia running through the lower half of my body and I felt the scalpel slicing me? What if, in spite of all I’d hoped for, you were born and did not survive?


  Suddenly the door flew open. Sean blew into the room on a cold streak of winter, holding a mask up to his face, his scrub shirt haphazardly tucked in. “Wait,” he cried. He came to the head of the stretcher and touched my cheek. “Baby,” he said. “I’m sorry. I came as soon as I heard—”


  Piper patted Sean on the arm. “Three’s a crowd,” she said, backing away from me, but not before she squeezed my hand one last time.


  And then, Sean was beside me, the heat of his palms on my shoulders, the hymn of his voice distracting me as Dr. Del Sol lifted the scalpel. “You scared the hell out of me,” he said. “What were you and Piper thinking, driving yourselves?”


  “That we didn’t want to have the baby on the kitchen floor?”


  Sean shook his head. “Something awful could have happened.”


  I felt a tug below the white drape and sucked in my breath, turning my head to the side. That was when I saw it: the enlarged twenty-seven-week sonogram with your seven broken bones, your fiddlehead limbs bowed inward. Something awful already has happened, I thought.


  And then you were crying, even though they lifted you as if you were made out of spun sugar. You were crying, but not the hitched, simple cry of a newborn. You were screaming as if you’d been torn apart. “Easy,” Dr. Del Sol said to the OR nurse. “You need to support the whole—”


  There was a pop, like a burst bubble, and although I had not thought it possible, you screamed even louder. “Oh, God,” the nurse said, her voice a cone of hysteria. “Was that a break? Did I do that?” I tried to see you, but I could only make out a slash of a mouth, the ruby furor of your cheeks.


  The team of doctors and nurses gathered around you couldn’t stop your sobbing. I think, until the moment I heard you cry, a part of me had believed that all the sonograms and tests and doctors had been wrong. Until the moment I heard you cry, I had been worried that I wouldn’t know how to love you.


  Sean peered over their shoulders. “She’s perfect,” he said, turning to me, but the words curled up at the end like a puppy’s tail, looking for approval.


  Perfect babies didn’t sob so hard that you could feel your own heart tearing down the center. Perfect babies looked that way on the outside, and were that way on the inside.


  “Don’t lift her arm,” a nurse murmured.


  And another: “How am I supposed to swaddle her if I can’t touch her?”


  And through it all you screamed, a note I’d never heard before.


  Willow, I whispered, the name that your father and I had agreed on. I had had to convince him. I won’t call her that, he said. They weep. But I wanted to give you a prophecy to carry with you, the name of a tree that bends instead of breaking.


  Willow, I whispered again, and somehow through the cacophony of the medical staff and the whir of machinery and the fever pitch of your pain, you heard me.


  Willow, I said out loud, and you turned toward the sound as if the word was my arms around you. Willow, I said, and just like that, you stopped crying.


  •••


  When I was five months pregnant, I got a call from the restaurant where I used to work. The pastry chef’s mother had broken her hip, and they had a food critic coming in that night from the Boston Globe, and even though it was incredibly presumptuous and surely not a good time for me, could I possibly come in and just whip up my chocolate mille-feuille, the one with the spiced chocolate ice cream, avocado, and bananas brûlée?


  I admit, I was being selfish. I felt logy and fat, and I wanted to remind myself that I had once been good for something other than playing Go Fish with your sister and separating the laundry into whites and darks. I left Amelia with a teenage sitter and drove to Capers.


  The kitchen hadn’t changed in the years since I’d been there, although the new head chef had moved around the items in the pantries. I immediately cleared off my work space and set about making my phyllo. Somewhere in the middle of it all, I dropped a stick of butter, and I reached down to pick it up before someone slipped and fell. But this time, when I bent forward, I was acutely aware of the fact that I could not jackknife at the waist anymore. I felt you steal my breath, as I stole yours. “Sorry, baby,” I said out loud, and I straightened up again.


  Now I wonder: Is that when those seven breaks happened? When I kept someone else from getting hurt, did I hurt you?


  •••


  I gave birth shortly after three, but I didn’t see you again until it was eight p.m. Every half hour, Sean left to get an update: She’s being X-rayed. They’re drawing blood. They think her ankle might be broken, too. And then, at six o’clock, he brought the best news of all: Type III, he said. She’s got seven healing fractures and four new ones, but she’s breathing fine. I lay in the hospital bed, smiling uncontrollably, certain that I was the only mother in the birthing center who had ever been delighted with news like this.


  For two months now, we had known that you’d be born with OI—osteogenesis imperfecta, two letters of the alphabet that would become second nature. It was a collagen defect that caused bones so brittle they might break with a stumble, a twist, a sneeze. There were several types—but only two presented with fractures in utero, like we’d seen on my ultrasound. And yet the radiologist could still not conclusively say whether you had Type II, which was fatal at birth, or Type III, which was severe and progressively deforming. Now I knew that you might have hundreds more breaks over the years, but it hardly mattered: you would have a lifetime in which to sustain them.


  When the storm let up, Sean went home to get your sister, so that she could meet you. I watched the Doppler weather scan track the blizzard as it moved south, turning into an icy rain that would paralyze the Washington, D.C., airports for three days. There was a knock at my door, and I struggled to sit up a bit, even though doing so sent fire through my new stitches. “Hey,” Piper said, coming into the room and sitting on the edge of my bed. “I heard the news.”


  “I know,” I said. “We’re so lucky.”


  There was only the tiniest hesitation before she smiled and nodded. “She’s on her way down now,” Piper said, and just then, a nurse pushed a bassinet into the room.


  “Here’s Mommy,” she trilled.


  You were fast asleep on your back, on the undulating foam egg crate with which they had lined the little plastic bed. There were bandages wrapped around your tiny arms and legs, your left ankle.


  As you got older, it would be easier to tell that you had OI—people who knew what to look for would see it in the bowing of your arms and legs, in the triangular peak of your face and the fact that you would never grow much beyond three feet tall—but right then, even with your bandages, you looked flawless. Your skin was the color of the palest peach, your mouth a tiny raspberry. Your hair was flyaway, golden, your eyelashes as long as my pinkie fingernail. I reached out to touch you and—remembering—drew my hand away.


  I had been so busy wishing for your survival that I hadn’t given much thought to the challenges it would present. I had a beautiful baby girl, who was as fragile as a soap bubble. As your mother, I was supposed to protect you. But what if I tried and only wound up doing harm?


  Piper and the nurse exchanged a glance. “You want to hold her, don’t you?” she said, and she slid her arm as a brace beneath the foam liner while the nurse raised the edges into parabolic wings that would support your arms. Slowly, they placed the foam into the crook of my elbow.


  Hey, I whispered, cradling you closer. My hand, trapped beneath you, felt the rough edge of the foam pad. I wondered how long it would be before I could carry the damp weight of you, feel your skin against mine. I thought of all the times Amelia had cried as a newborn; how I’d nurse her in bed and fall asleep with her in my embrace, always worried that I might roll over and hurt her. But with you, even lifting you out of the crib could be a danger. Even rubbing your back.


  I looked up at Piper. “Maybe you should take her...”


  She sank down beside me and traced a finger over the rising moon of your scalp. “Charlotte,” Piper said, “she won’t break.”


  We both knew that was a lie, but before I could call her on it, Amelia streaked into the room, snow on her mittens and woolen hat. “She’s here, she’s here,” your sister sang. The day I had told her you were coming, she asked if it could be in time for lunch. When I told her she’d have to wait about five months, she decided that was too long. Instead, she pretended that you had already arrived, carrying around her favorite doll and calling her Sissy. Sometimes, when Amelia got bored or distracted, she would drop the doll on its head, and your father would laugh. Good thing that’s the practice version, he’d say.


  Sean filled the doorway just as Amelia climbed onto the bed, into Piper’s lap, to pass judgment. “She’s too small to skate with me,” Amelia said. “And how come she’s dressed like a mummy?”


  “Those are ribbons,” I said. “Gift wrapping.”


  It was the first time I lied to protect you, and as if you knew, you chose that moment to wake up. You didn’t cry, you didn’t squirm. “What happened to her eyes?” Amelia gasped, as we all looked at the calling card for your disease: the whites of your sclera, which instead flashed a brilliant, electric blue.


  •••


  In the middle of the night, the graveyard shift of nurses came on duty. You and I were fast asleep when the woman came into the room. I swam into consciousness, focusing on her uniform, her ID tag, her frizzy red hair. “Wait,” I said, as she reached for your swaddled blanket. “Be careful.”


  She smiled indulgently. “Relax, Mom. I’ve only checked a diaper ten thousand times.”


  But this was before I had learned to be your voice, and as she untucked the fold of the swaddling, she pulled too fast. You rolled to your side and started to shriek—not the whimper you’d made earlier, when you were hungry, but the shrill whistle I’d heard when you were born. “You hurt her!”


  “She just doesn’t like getting up in the middle of the night—”


  I could not imagine anything worse than your cries, but then your skin turned as blue as your eyes, and your breath became a string of gasps. The nurse leaned over with her stethoscope. “What’s the matter? What’s wrong with her?” I demanded.


  She frowned as she listened to your chest, and then suddenly you went limp. The nurse pressed a button behind my bed. “Code Blue,” I heard, and the tiny room was suddenly packed with people, even though it was still the middle of the night. Words flew like missiles: hypoxemic... arterial blood gas... SO2 of forty-six percent... administering FIO2.


  “I’m starting chest compressions,” someone said.


  “This one’s got OI.”


  “Better to live with some fractures than die without them.”


  “We need a portable chest film stat—”


  “There were no breath sounds on the left side when this started—”


  “No point waiting for the X-ray. There could be a tension pneumothorax—”


  Between the shifting columns of their bodies, I saw the wink of a needle sinking between your ribs, and then moments later a scalpel cutting below it, the bead of blood, the clamp, the length of tubing that was fed into your chest. I watched them sew the tube into place, where it snaked out of your side.


  By the time Sean arrived, wild-eyed and frantic, you had been moved to the NICU. “They cut her,” I sobbed, the only words I could manage to find, and when he pulled me into his arms, I finally let go of all the tears I’d been too terrified to cry.


  “Mr. and Mrs. O’Keefe? I’m Dr. Rhodes.” A man who looked young enough to be in high school poked his head into the room, and Sean’s hand grabbed mine tightly.


  “Is Willow all right?” Sean asked.


  “Can we see her?”


  “Soon,” the doctor said, and the knot inside me dissolved. “A chest X-ray confirmed a broken rib. She was hypoxemic for several minutes, which resulted in an expanding pneumothorax, a resultant mediastinal shift, and cardiopulmonary arrest.”


  “English,” Sean roared. “For God’s sake.”


  “She was without oxygen for a few minutes, Mr. O’Keefe. Her heart, trachea, and major vessels shifted to the opposite side of her body as a result of the air that filled her chest cavity. The chest tube will allow them to go back where they belong.”


  “No oxygen,” Sean said, the words sticking in his throat. “You’re talking about brain damage.”


  “It’s possible. We won’t know for a while.”


  Sean leaned forward, his hands clasped so tight that the knuckles stood out in bright white relief. “But her heart...”


  “She’s stable now—although there’s a possibility of another cardiovascular collapse. We’re just not sure how her body will react to what we’ve done to save her this time.”


  I burst into tears. “I don’t want her to go through that again. I can’t let them do that to her, Sean.”


  The doctor looked stricken. “You might want to consider a DNR. It’s a do not resuscitate order that’s kept in her medical file. It basically says that if something like this occurs again, you don’t want any extraordinary measures taken to revive Willow.”


  I had spent the last few weeks of my pregnancy preparing myself for the worst, and as it turned out, it wasn’t anywhere close.


  “Just something to think about,” the doctor said.


  •••


  Maybe, Sean said, she wasn’t meant to be here with us. Maybe this is God’s will.


  What about my will? I asked. I want her. I’ve wanted her all along.


  He looked up at me, wounded. And you think I haven’t?


  Through the window, I could see the slope of the hospital lawn, covered with dazzling snow. It was a knife-bright, blinding day; you never would have guessed that hours before there had been a raging blizzard. An enterprising father, trying to occupy his son, had taken a cafeteria tray outside. The boy was careening down the hill, whooping as a spray of snow arced out behind him. He stood up and waved toward the hospital, where someone must have been looking out from a window just like mine. I wondered if his mother was in the hospital, having another baby. If she was next door, even now, watching her son sled.


  My daughter, I thought absently, will never be able to do that.


  •••


  Piper held my hand tightly as we stared down at you in the NICU. The chest tube was still snaking out from between your battered ribs; bandages wrapped your arms and legs tight. I swayed a little on my feet. “Are you okay?” Piper asked.


  “I’m not the one you need to worry about.” I looked up at her. “They asked if we wanted to sign a DNR.”


  Piper’s eyes widened. “Who asked that?”


  “Dr. Rhodes—”


  “He’s a resident,” she said, as distastefully as if she’d said “He’s a Nazi.” “He doesn’t know the way to the cafeteria yet, much less the protocol for talking to a mother who’s just watched her baby suffer a full cardiac arrest in front of her eyes. No pediatrician would recommend a newborn be DNR before there was brain testing that proved irreversible damage—”


  “They cut her open in front of me,” I said, my voice quivering. “I heard her ribs break when they tried to start her heart again.”


  “Charlotte—”


  “Would you sign one?”


  When she didn’t answer, I walked to the other side of the bassinet, so that you were caught between us like a secret. “Is this what the rest of my life is going to be like?”


  For a long time, Piper didn’t respond. We listened to the symphony of whirs and beeps that surrounded you. I watched you startle, your tiny toes curling up, your arms open wide. “Not the rest of your life,” Piper said. “Willow’s.”


  Later that day, with Piper’s words ringing in my ears, I signed the do not resuscitate order. It was a plea for mercy in black and white, until you read between the lines: here was the first time I lied, and said that I wished you’d never been born.


  I


  Most things break, including hearts. The lessons of life amount not to wisdom, but to scar tissue and callus.


  —WALLACE STEGNER, THE SPECTATOR BIRD


  Tempering: to heat slowly and gradually.


  Most of the time when we talk about a temper, we mean a quickness to anger. In cooking, though, tempering is about making something stronger by taking your time. You temper eggs by adding a hot liquid in small increments. The idea is to raise their temperature without causing them to curdle. The result is a stirred custard that can be used as a dessert sauce or incorporated into a complex dessert.


  Here’s something interesting: the consistency of the finished product has nothing to do with the type of liquid used to heat it. The more eggs you use, the thicker and richer the final product will be.


  Or in other words, it’s the substance you’ve got when you start that determines the outcome.


  [image: images]


  CRÈME PATISSERIE


  2 cups whole milk


  6 egg yolks at room temperature


  5 ounces sugar


  11/2 ounces cornstarch


  1 teaspoon vanilla


  Bring the milk just to a boil in a nonreactive saucepan. In a stainless steel bowl, whisk the egg yolks, sugar, and cornstarch. Temper the yolk mixture with milk. Put the milk and yolk mixture back on the heat, whisking constantly. When the mixture starts to thicken, whisk faster until it boils, then remove from heat. Add vanilla and pour into a stainless steel bowl. Sprinkle with a bit of sugar, and place plastic wrap directly on top of the crème. Put in fridge and chill before serving. This can be used as a filling for fruit tarts, napoleons, cream puffs, éclairs, et cetera.


  Amelia


  February 2007


  My whole life, I’ve never been on a vacation. I’ve never even left New Hampshire, unless you count the time that I went with you and Mom to Nebraska—and even you have to admit that sitting in a hospital room for three days watching really old Tom and Jerry cartoons while you got tested at Shriners was nothing like going to a beach or to the Grand Canyon. So you can imagine how excited I was when I found out that our family was planning to go to Disney World. We would go during February school vacation. We’d stay at a hotel that had a monorail running right through the middle of it.


  Mom began to make a list of the rides we would go on. It’s a Small World, Dumbo the Flying Elephant, Peter Pan’s Flight.


  “Those are for babies,” I complained.


  “Those are the ones that are safe,” she said.


  “Space Mountain,” I suggested.


  “Pirates of the Caribbean,” she answered.


  “Great,” I yelled. “I get to go on the first vacation of my life, and I won’t even have any fun.” Then I stormed off to our room, and even though I wasn’t downstairs anymore, I could pretty much imagine what our parents were saying: There Amelia goes, being difficult again.


  It’s funny, when things like this happen (which is, like, always), Mom isn’t the one who tries to iron out the mess. She’s too busy making sure you’re all right, so the task falls to Dad. Ah, see, there’s something else that I’m jealous about: he’s your real dad, but he’s only my stepfather. I don’t know my real dad; he and my mother split up before I was even born, and she swears that his absence is the best gift he could ever have given me. But Sean adopted me, and he acts like he loves me just as much as he loves you—even though there’s this black, jagged splinter in my mind that constantly reminds me this couldn’t possibly be true.


  “Meel,” he said when he came into my room (he’s the only one I’d ever let call me that in a million years; it makes me think of the worms that get into flour and ruin it, but not when Dad says it), “I know you’re ready for the big rides. But we’re trying to make sure that Willow has a good time, too.”


  Because when Willow’s having a good time, we’re all having a good time. He didn’t have to say it, but I heard it all the same.


  “We just want to be a family on vacation,” he said.


  I hesitated. “The teacup ride,” I heard myself say.


  Dad said he’d go to bat for me, and even though Mom was dead set against it—what if you smacked up against the thick plaster wall of the teacup?—he convinced her that we could whirl around in circles with you wedged between us so that you wouldn’t get hurt. Then he grinned at me, so proud of himself for having negotiated this deal that I didn’t have the heart to tell him I really couldn’t care less about the teacup ride.


  The reason it had popped into my head was because, a few years ago, I’d seen a commercial for Disney World on TV. It showed Tinker Bell floating like a mosquito through the Magic Kingdom over the heads of the cheery visitors. There was one family that had two daughters, the same age as you and me, and they were on the Mad Hatter’s teacup ride. I couldn’t take my eyes off them—the older daughter even had brown hair, like I do; and if you squinted, the father looked a lot like Dad. The family seemed so happy it made my stomach hurt to watch it. I knew that the people on the commercial probably weren’t even a real family—that the mom and dad were probably two single actors, that they had most likely met their fake daughters that very morning as they arrived on set to shoot the commercial—but I wanted them to be one. I wanted to believe they were laughing, smiling, even as they were spinning out of control.


  •••


  Pick ten strangers and stick them in a room, and ask them which one of us they feel sorrier for—you or me—and we all know who they’ll choose. It’s kind of hard to look past your casts; and the fact that you’re the size of a two-year-old, even though you’re five; and the funny twitch of your hips when you’re healthy enough to walk. I’m not saying that you’ve had it easy. It’s just that I have it worse, because every time I think my life sucks, I look at you and hate myself even more for thinking my life sucks in the first place.


  Here’s a snapshot of what it’s like to be me:


  Amelia, don’t jump on the bed, you’ll hurt Willow.


  Amelia, how many times have I told you not to leave your socks on the floor, because Willow could trip over them?


  Amelia, turn off the TV (although I’ve only watched a half hour, and you’ve been staring at it like a zombie for five hours straight).


  I know how selfish this makes me sound, but then again, knowing something’s true doesn’t keep you from feeling it. And I may only be twelve, but believe me, that’s long enough to know that our family isn’t the same as other families, and never will be. Case in point: What family packs a whole extra suitcase full of Ace bandages and waterproof casts, just in case? What mom spends days researching the hospitals in Orlando?


  It was the day we were leaving, and as Dad loaded up the car, you and I sat at the kitchen table, playing Rock Paper Scissors. “Shoot,” I said, and we both threw scissors. I should have known better; you always threw scissors. “Shoot,” I said again, and this time I threw rock. “Rock breaks scissors,” I said, bumping my fist on top of your hand.


  “Careful,” Mom said, even though she was facing in the opposite direction.


  “I win.”


  “You always win.”


  I laughed at you. “That’s because you always throw scissors.”


  “Leonardo da Vinci invented the scissors,” you said. You were, in general, full of information no one else knew or cared about, because you read all the time, or surfed the Net, or listened to shows on the History Channel that put me to sleep. It freaked people out, to come across a five-year-old who knew that toilets flush in the key of E-flat or that the oldest word in the English language is town, but Mom said that lots of kids with OI were early readers with advanced verbal skills. I figured it was like a muscle: your brain got used more than the rest of your body, which was always breaking down; no wonder you sounded like a little Einstein.


  “Do I have everything?” Mom asked, but she was talking to herself. For the bazillionth time she ran through a checklist. “The letter,” she said, and then she turned to me. “Amelia, we need the doctor’s note.”


  It was a letter from Dr. Rosenblad, saying the obvious: that you had OI, that you were treated by him at Children’s Hospital—in case of emergency, which was actually pretty amusing since your breaks were one emergency after another. It was in the glove compartment of the van, next to the registration and the owner’s manual from Toyota, plus a torn map of Massachusetts, a Jiffy Lube receipt, and a piece of gum that had lost its wrapper and grown furry. I’d done the inventory once when my mother was paying for gas.


  “If it’s in the van, why can’t you just get it when we drive to the airport?”


  “Because I’ll forget,” Mom said as Dad walked in.


  “We’re locked and loaded,” he said. “What do you say, Willow? Should we go visit Mickey?”


  You gave him a huge grin, as if Mickey Mouse was real and not just some teenage girl wearing a big plastic head for her summer job. “Mickey Mouse’s birthday is November eighteenth,” you announced as he helped you crawl down from the chair. “Amelia beat me at Rock Paper Scissors.”


  “That’s because you always throw scissors,” Dad said.


  Mom frowned over her list one last time. “Sean, did you pack the Motrin?”


  “Two bottles.”


  “And the camera?”


  “Shoot, I took it out and left it on the dresser upstairs—” He turned to me. “Sweetie, can you grab it while I put Willow in the car?”


  I nodded and ran upstairs. When I came down, camera in hand, Mom was standing alone in the kitchen turning in a slow circle, as if she didn’t know what to do without Willow by her side. She shut off the lights and locked the front door, and I bounded over to the van. I handed the camera to Dad and buckled myself in beside your car seat, and let myself admit that, as dorky as it was to be twelve years old and excited about Disney World, I was. I was thinking about sunshine and Disney songs and monorails, and not at all about the letter from Dr. Rosenblad.


  Which means that everything that happened was my fault.


  •••


  We didn’t even make it to the stupid teacups. By the time our flight landed and we got to the hotel, it was late afternoon. We drove to the theme park and had just walked onto Main Street, U.S.A.—Cinderella’s Castle in full view—when the perfect storm hit. You said you were hungry, and we turned into an old-time ice-cream parlor. Dad stood in line holding your hand while Mom brought napkins over to the table where I was sitting. “Look,” I said, pointing out Goofy pumping the hand of a screaming toddler. At exactly the same moment that Mom let one napkin flutter to the ground and Dad let go of your hand to take out his wallet, you hurried to the window to see what I wanted to show you, and you slipped on the tiny paper square.


  We all watched it in slow motion, the way your legs simply gave out from underneath you, so that you sat down hard on your bottom. You looked up at us, and the whites of your eyes flashed blue, the way they always do when you break.


  It was almost like the people at Disney World had been expecting this to happen. No sooner had Mom told the man scooping ice cream that you’d broken your leg than two men from their medical facility came with a stretcher. With Mom giving orders, the way she always does around doctors, they managed to get you onto it. You weren’t crying, but then, you hardly ever did when you broke something. Once, I had fractured my pinkie playing tetherball at school and I couldn’t stop freaking out when it turned bright red and blew up like a balloon, but you didn’t even cry the time you broke your arm right through the skin.


  “Doesn’t it hurt?” I whispered, as they lifted up the stretcher so that it suddenly grew wheels.


  You were biting your lower lip, and you nodded.


  There was an ambulance waiting for us when we got to the Disney World gate. I took one last look at Main Street, U.S.A., at the top of the metal cone that housed Space Mountain, at the kids who were running in instead of going out, and then I crawled into the car that someone had arranged so Dad and I could follow you and Mom to the hospital.


  It was weird, going to an emergency room that wasn’t our usual one. Everyone at our local hospital knew you, and the doctors all listened to what Mom told them. Here, though, nobody was paying any attention to her. They said this could be not one but two femur fractures, and that might mean internal bleeding. Mom went into the examination room with you for the X-ray, which left Dad and me sitting on green plastic chairs in a waiting room. “I’m sorry, Meel,” he said, and I just shrugged. “Maybe it’ll be an easy one, and we can go back to the park tomorrow.” There had been a man in a black suit at Disney World who told my father that we would be comped, whatever that meant, if we wanted to return another day.


  It was Saturday night, and the people coming into the emergency room were much more interesting than the TV program that was playing. There were two kids who looked like they were old enough to be in college, both bleeding from the same spot on their foreheads and laughing every time they looked at each other. There was an old man wearing sequined pants and holding the right side of his stomach, and a girl who spoke only Spanish and was carrying screaming twin babies.


  Suddenly, Mom burst out of the double doors to the right, with a nurse running after her and another woman in a skinny pin-striped skirt and red high heels. “The letter,” she cried. “Sean, what did you do with it?”


  “What letter?” Dad asked, but I already knew what she was talking about, and just like that, I thought I might throw up.


  “Mrs. O’Keefe,” the woman said, “please. Let’s do this somewhere more private.”


  She touched Mom’s arm, and—well, the only way I can really describe it is that Mom just folded in half. We were led to a room with a tattered red couch and a little oval table and fake flowers in a vase. There was a picture on the wall of two pandas, and I stared at it while the woman in the skinny skirt—she said her name was Donna Roman, and she was from the Department of Children and Families—talked to our parents. “Dr. Rice contacted us because he has some concerns about the injuries to Willow,” she said. “Bowing in her arm and X-rays indicate that this wasn’t her first break?”


  “Willow’s got osteogenesis imperfecta,” Dad said.


  “I already told her,” Mom said. “She didn’t listen.”


  “Without a physician’s statement, we have to look into this further. It’s just protocol, to protect children—”


  “I’d like to protect my child,” Mom said, her voice sharp as a razor. “I’d like you to let me get back in there so I can do just that.”


  “Dr. Rice is an expert—”


  “If he was an expert, then he’d know I was telling the truth,” Mom shot back.


  “From what I understand, Dr. Rice is trying to reach your daughter’s physician,” Donna Roman said. “But since it’s Saturday night, he’s having trouble making contact. So in the meantime, I’d like to get you to sign releases that will allow us to do a full examination on Willow—a full bone scan and neurological exam—and in the meantime, we can talk a little bit.”


  “The last thing Willow needs is more testing—“Mom said.


  “Look, Ms. Roman,” Dad interrupted. “I’m a police officer. You can’t really believe I’d lie to you?”


  “I’ve already spoken to your wife, Mr. O’Keefe, and I’m going to want to speak to you, too... but first I’d like to talk to Willow’s sister.”


  My mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out of it. Mom was staring at me as if she were trying to do ESP, and I looked down at the floor until I saw those red high heels stop in front of me. “You must be Amelia,” she said, and I nodded. “Why don’t we take a walk?”


  As we left, a police officer who looked like Dad did when he went to work stepped into the doorway. “Split them up,” Donna Roman said, and he nodded. Then she took me to the candy machine at the far end of the hallway. “What would you like? Me, I’m a chocolate fiend, but maybe you’re more of a potato chip girl?”


  She was so much nicer to me when my parents weren’t sitting there—I immediately pointed to a Snickers bar, figuring that I’d better take advantage of this while I could. “I guess this isn’t quite what you’d hoped your vacation would be?” she said, and I shook my head. “Has this happened to Willow before?”


  “Yeah. She breaks bones a lot.”


  “How?”


  For someone who was supposed to be smart, this woman sure didn’t seem it. How do anyone’s bones break? “She falls down, I guess. Or gets hit by something.”


  “She gets hit by something?” Donna Roman repeated. “Or do you mean someone?”


  There had been one time in nursery school when a kid had run into you on the playground. You were pretty gifted at ducking and weaving, but that day, you hadn’t been fast enough. “Well,” I said, “sometimes that happens, too.”


  “Who was with Willow when she got hurt this time, Amelia?”


  I thought back to the ice-cream counter, to Dad, holding your hand. “My father.”


  Her mouth flattened. She fed coins into another machine, and out popped a bottled water. She twisted the cap. I wanted her to offer it to me, but I was too embarrassed to ask.


  “Was he upset?”


  I thought of my father’s face as we sped off toward the hospital following the ambulance. Of his fists, balanced on his thighs as we waited for word about Willow’s latest break. “Yeah—really upset.”


  “Do you think he did this because he was angry at Willow?”


  “Did what?”


  Donna Roman knelt down so that she was staring me in the eye. “Amelia,” she said, “you can tell me what really happened. I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you.”


  Suddenly, I realized what she thought I’d meant. “My dad wasn’t mad at Willow,” I said. “He didn’t hit her. It was an accident!”


  “Accidents like that don’t have to happen.”


  “No—you don’t understand—it’s because of Willow—”


  “Nothing kids do justifies abuse,” Donna Roman muttered under her breath, but I could hear her loud and clear. By now she was walking back toward the room where my parents were, and even though I was yelling, trying to get her to hear me, she wasn’t listening. “Mr. and Mrs. O’Keefe,” she said, “we’re putting your children into protective custody.”


  “Why don’t we just go down to the station to talk?” the officer was saying to Dad.


  Mom threw her arms around me. “Protective custody? What does that mean?”


  With a firm hand—and the help of the police officer—Donna Roman tried to peel her away from me. “We’re just keeping the children safe until we can get this all cleared up. Willow will be here overnight.” She started to steer me out of the room, but I grabbed at the doorframe.


  “Amelia?” my mother said, frantic. “What did you say?”


  “I tried to tell her the truth!”


  “Where are you taking my daughter?”


  “Mom!” I shrieked, and I reached for her.


  “Come on, sweetheart,” Donna Roman said, and she pulled at my hands until I had to let go, until I was being dragged out of the hospital kicking and screaming. I did this for five minutes, until I went totally numb. Until I understood why you didn’t cry, even though it hurt: there are kinds of pain you couldn’t speak out loud.


  •••


  I’d seen and heard the words foster home before, in books that I read and television programs I watched. I figured that they were for orphans and inner-city kids, kids whose parents were drug dealers—not girls like me who lived in nice houses and got plenty of Christmas presents and never went to sleep hungry. As it turned out, though, Mrs. Ward, who ran this temporary foster home, could have been an ordinary mom. I guess she had been one, judging from the photos that plastered every surface like wallpaper. She met us at the door wearing a red bathrobe and slippers that looked like pink pigs. “You must be Amelia,” she said, and she opened the door a little wider.


  I was expecting a posse of kids, but it turned out that I was the only one staying with Mrs. Ward. She took me into the kitchen, which smelled like dishwashing detergent and boiled noodles. She set a glass of milk and a stack of Oreo cookies in front of me. “You’re probably starving,” she said, and even though I was, I shook my head. I didn’t want to take anything from her; it felt like giving in.


  My bedroom had a dresser, a small bed, and a comforter with cherries printed all over it. There was a television and a remote. My parents would never let me have a television in my room; my mother said it was the Root of All Evil. I told Mrs. Ward that, and she laughed. “Maybe so,” she said, “but then again, sometimes The Simpsons are the best medicine.” She opened a drawer and took out a clean towel and a nightgown that was a couple of sizes too big. I wondered where it had come from. I wondered how long the last girl who’d worn it had slept in this bed.


  “I’m right down the hall if you need me,” Mrs. Ward said. “Is there anything else I can get you?”


  My mother.


  My father.


  You.


  Home.


  “How long,” I managed, the first words I had said out loud in this house, “do I have to be here?”


  Mrs. Ward smiled sadly. “I can’t say, Amelia.”


  “Are my parents... are they in a foster home, too?”


  She hesitated. “Something like that.”


  “I want to see Willow.”


  “First thing tomorrow,” Mrs. Ward said. “We’ll go up to the hospital. How’s that?”


  I nodded. I wanted to believe her, so bad. With this promise tucked into my arms like my stuffed moose at home, I could sleep through the night. I could convince myself that everything was bound to get better.


  I lay down, and tried to remember the useless bits of information you’d rattle off before we went to sleep, when I was always telling you to just shut up already: Frogs have to close their eyes to swallow. One pencil can draw a line thirty-five miles long. Cleveland, spelled backward, is DNA level C.


  I was starting to see why you carried those stupid facts like other kids dragged around security blankets—if I repeated them over and over, it almost made me feel better. I just wasn’t sure if that was because it helped to know something, when the rest of my life seemed to be a big question mark, or because it reminded me of you.


  I was still hungry, or empty, I couldn’t tell which. After Mrs. Ward had gone to her own bedroom, I tiptoed out of bed. I turned the light on in the hallway and went down to the kitchen. There, I opened up the refrigerator and let the light and cold fall over my bare feet. I stared at lunch meat, sealed into plastic packages; at a jumble of apples and peaches in a bin; at cartons of orange juice and milk lined up like soldiers. When I thought I heard a creak upstairs, I grabbed whatever I could: a loaf of bread, a Tupperware of cooked spaghetti, a handful of those Oreos. I ran back to my room and closed the door, spread my treasure out on the sheets in front of me.


  At first, it was just the Oreos. But then my stomach rumbled and I ate all the spaghetti—with my fingers, because I had no fork. I had a piece of bread and another and then another, and before I knew it only the plastic wrapper was left. What is wrong with me? I thought, catching my reflection in the mirror. Who eats a whole loaf of bread? The outside of me was disgusting enough—boring brown hair that frizzed with crummy weather, eyes too far apart, that crooked front tooth, enough fat to muffin-top my jeans—but the inside of me was even worse. I pictured it as a big black hole, like the kind we learned about in science last year, that sucks everything into its center. A vacuum of nothingness, my teacher had called it.


  Everything that had ever been good and kind in me, everything people imagined me to be, had been poisoned by the part of me that had wished, in the darkest crack of the night, that I could have a different family. The real me was a disgusting person who imagined a life where you had never been born. The real me had watched you being loaded into an ambulance and had let myself wish, for a half a second, that I could stay behind at Disney World. The real me was a bottomless soul who could eat a whole loaf of bread in ten minutes and still have room for more.


  I hated myself.


  I could not tell you what made me go into the bathroom that was attached to my room—wallpaper spotted with pink roses, shaped soaps curled in dishes next to the sink—and stick my finger down my throat. Maybe it was because I could feel the toxic stuff seeping into my bloodstream, and I wanted it out. Maybe it was punishment. Maybe it was because I wanted to control one part of me that had been uncontrollable, so the rest of me would fall into line. Rats can’t throw up, you’d told me once; it popped into my head now. With one hand holding up my hair, I vomited into the toilet until I was flushed and sweating and empty and relieved to learn that, yes, I could do this one thing right, even if it made me feel worse than I had before. With my stomach cinching and bile bitter on the back of my tongue, I felt horrible—but this time there was a physical reason I could point to.


  Weak and wobbly, I stumbled back to my borrowed bed and reached for the television remote. My eyes felt like sandpaper and my throat ached, but I could not fall asleep. Instead I flipped through the cable channels, through home decorating shows and cartoons and late-night talk shows and Iron Chef cooking contests. It was on Nick at Nite, twenty-two minutes into The Dick Van Dyke Show, that the old Disney World commercial came on—like a joke, a tease, a warning. It felt like a punch in the gut: there was Tinker Bell, there were the happy people; there was the family that could have been us on the teacup ride.


  What if my parents never came back?


  What if you didn’t get better?


  What if I had to stay here forever?


  When I started to sob, I stuffed the corner of the pillow deep into my mouth so Mrs. Ward wouldn’t hear. I hit the mute button on the television remote, and I watched the family at Disney World going round in circles.


  Sean


  It’s funny, isn’t it, how you can be 100 percent sure of your opinion on something until it happens to you. Like arresting someone—people who aren’t in law enforcement think it’s appalling to know that, even with probable cause, mistakes are made. If that’s the case, you unarrest the person and tell him you were just doing what you had to. Better that than take the risk of letting a criminal walk free, I’ve always said, and to hell with civil libertarians who wouldn’t know a perp if he spit in their faces. This was what I believed, heart and soul, until I was carted down to the Lake Buena Vista PD on suspicion of child abuse. One look at your X-rays, at the dozens of healing fractures, at the curvature of your lower right arm where it should have been straight—and the doctors went ballistic and called DCF. Dr. Rosenblad had given us a note years ago that should have served as a Get Out of Jail Free card, because lots of parents with OI kids are accused of child abuse when the case history isn’t known—and Charlotte’s always carried it around in the minivan, just in case. But today, with everything we had to remember to pack for the trip, the letter was forgotten, and what we got instead was a trip to the police station for interrogation.


  “This is bullshit,” I yelled. “My daughter fell down in public. There were at least ten witnesses. Why aren’t you dragging them in? Don’t you guys have real cases to keep you busy around here?”


  I’d been alternating between playing good cop and bad cop, but as it turned out, neither worked when you were up against another officer from an unfamiliar jurisdiction. It was nearly midnight on Saturday—which meant that it could be Monday before this was sorted out with Dr. Rosenblad. I hadn’t seen Charlotte since they’d brought us to the station to be questioned—in cases like this, we’d separate the parents so that they had less of a chance to fabricate a story. The problem was, even the truth sounded crazy. A kid slips on a napkin and winds up with compound fractures in both femurs? You don’t need nineteen years on the job, like I have, to be suspicious of that one.


  I imagined Charlotte was falling apart at the seams—being away from you while you were hurting would rip her to pieces, and then knowing that Amelia was God knows where was even more devastating. I kept thinking of how Amelia used to hate to sleep with the lights off, how I’d have to creep into her room in the middle of the night and turn them off when she’d fallen asleep. Are you scared? I’d asked her once, and she’d said she wasn’t. I just don’t want to miss anything. We lived in Bankton, New Hampshire—a small town where you could actually drive down the street and have people honk when they recognized your car; a place where if you forgot your credit card at the grocery store, the checkout girl would just let you take your food and come back to pay later. That’s not to say that we didn’t have our share of the seedy underbelly of life—cops get to see behind the white picket fences and polished doors, where there are all kinds of hidden nightmares: esteemed local bigwigs who beat their wives, honors students with drug addictions, schoolteachers with kiddie porn on their computers. But part of my goal, as a police officer, was to leave all that crap at the station and make sure you and Amelia grew up blissfully naïve. And what happens instead? You watch the Florida police come into the emergency room to take your parents away. Amelia gets carted off to a foster-care facility. How much would this lousy attempt at a vacation scar you both?


  The detective had left me alone after two rounds of interrogation. This was his way, I knew, of hanging me out to dry—assuming that the information he was gathering between our little sessions would be enough to scare me into confessing that I’d broken your legs.


  I wondered if Charlotte was in this building somewhere, in another interrogation room, or a lockup. If they wanted to keep us here overnight, they had to arrest us—and they had grounds for that. A new injury had occurred here in Florida—that, coupled with the old injuries on the X-ray, was probable cause, until someone could corroborate our explanations. But the hell with it—I was tired of waiting. You and your sister needed me.


  I stood up and banged on the glass mirror that I knew the detective was watching me through.


  He came back into the room. Skinny, redheaded, pimples—he couldn’t have been thirty yet. I weighed 225—all muscle—and stood six-three; for the past three years I’d won our department’s unofficial weight-lifting challenge during annual fitness testing. I could have snapped him in half if I wanted to. Which made me remember why he was questioning me in the first place.


  “Mr. O’Keefe,” the detective said. “Let’s go through this again.”


  “I want to see my wife.”


  “That’s not possible right now.”


  “Will you at least tell me if she’s okay?”


  My voice cracked on that last word, and it was enough to soften the detective. “She’s fine,” he said. “She’s with another detective right now.”


  “I want to make a phone call.”


  “You’re not under arrest,” the detective said.


  I laughed. “Yeah, right.”


  He gestured toward the phone in the middle of the desk. “Dial nine for an outside line,” he said, and he leaned back in his chair and folded his arms, as if to make it clear that he wasn’t giving me any privacy.


  “You know the number for the hospital where my daughter’s being kept?”


  “You can’t call her.”


  “Why not? I’m not under arrest,” I repeated.


  “It’s late. No good parent would want to wake his kid up. But then you’re not a good parent, are you, Sean?”


  “No good parent would leave his kid alone at a hospital when she’s scared and hurt,” I countered.


  “Let’s get through what we need to here, and then maybe you’ll be able to catch your daughter before she goes to bed.”


  “I’m not saying another word until I talk to her,” I bargained. “Give me that number, and I’ll tell you what really happened today.”


  He stared at me for a minute—I knew that technique, too. When you have been doing this as long as I have, you can ferret out truth by reading someone’s eyes. I wonder what he saw in mine. Disappointment, maybe. Here I was, a police officer, and I hadn’t even been able to keep you safe.


  The detective picked up the phone and dialed. He asked for your room and talked quietly to a nurse who answered. Then he handed the receiver to me. “You have one minute,” he said.


  You were groggy, shaken awake by that nurse. Your voice sounded small enough for me to carry around in my back pocket. “Willow,” I said. “It’s Daddy.”


  “Where are you? Where’s Mommy?”


  “We’re coming back for you, honey. We’re going to see you tomorrow, first thing.” I didn’t know that this was true, but I wasn’t going to let you think we’d abandoned you. “One to ten?” I asked.


  It was a game we played whenever there was a break—I offered you a pain scale, you showed me how brave you were. “Zero,” you whispered, and it felt like a punch.


  Here’s something you should know about me: I don’t cry. I haven’t cried since my father passed away, when I was ten. I’ve come close, let me tell you. Like when you were born, and almost died right afterward. Or when I saw the look on your face when, as a two-year-old, you had to learn how to walk again after being casted for five months with a hip fracture. Or today, when I saw Amelia being pulled away. It’s not that I don’t feel like breaking down—it’s that someone’s got to be the strong one, so that you all don’t have to be.


  So I pulled it together and cleared my throat. “Tell me something I don’t know, baby.”


  It was another game between us: I’d come home, and you’d recite something you’d learned that day—honestly, I’d never seen a kid absorb information like you. Your body might betray you at every turn, but your brain picked up the slack.


  “A nurse told me that a giraffe’s heart weighs twenty-five pounds,” you said.


  “That’s huge,” I replied. How heavy was my own? “Now, Wills, I want you to lie down and get a good night’s rest, so that you’re wide awake when I come get you in the morning.”


  “You promise?”


  I swallowed. “You bet, baby. Sleep tight, okay?” I handed the phone back to the detective.


  “How touching,” he said flatly, hanging it up. “All right, I’m listening.”


  I rested my elbows on the table between us. “We had just gotten into the park, and there was an ice-cream place close to the entry. Willow was hungry, so we decided we’d stop off there. My wife went to get napkins, Amelia sat down at a table, and Willow and I were waiting in line. Her sister saw something through the window, and Willow ran to go look at it, and she fell down and broke her femurs. She’s got a disease called osteogenesis imperfecta, which means her bones are extremely brittle. One in ten thousand kids are born with it. What the fuck else do you want to know?”


  “That’s exactly the statement you gave an hour ago.” The detective threw down his pen. “I thought you were going to tell me what happened.”


  “I did. I just didn’t tell you what you wanted to hear.”


  The detective stood up. “Sean O’Keefe,” he said. “You’re under arrest.”


  •••


  By seven on Sunday morning, I was pacing in the waiting room of the police station, a free man, waiting for Charlotte to be released. The desk sergeant who let me out of the lockup shuffled beside me, uncomfortable. “I’m sure you understand,” he said. “Given the circumstances, we were only doing our job.”


  My jaw tightened. “Where’s my older daughter?”


  “DCF is on their way here with her.”


  I had been told—professional courtesy—that Louie, the dispatcher at the Bankton PD who confirmed my claim to be an officer with the department, also told them you had a disease that caused your bones to break easily, but that DCF wouldn’t release Willow until they had confirmation from a medical professional. So I’d prayed half the night—although I have to admit I give less credit for our release to Jesus than I do to your mother. Charlotte watched enough Law & Order to know that once her rights had been read to her she was allowed a phone call—and to my surprise, she didn’t use it to contact you. Instead, she called Piper Reece, her best friend.


  I like Piper, honestly, I do. God knows I love her for whatever connections she used to cold-call Mark Rosenblad at three a.m. on a weekend and get him to phone the hospital where you were being treated. I even owe Piper for my marriage—she and Rob are the ones who introduced me to Charlotte. But all this being said, sometimes Piper is... just a little too much. She’s smart and opinionated and frustratingly right most of the time. Most of the fights I’ve had with your mother have had their roots in something Piper got her thinking about. The thing is, where Piper can carry off that brashness and confidence, on Charlotte, it seems a little off—like a kid playing dress-up in her mom’s closet. Your mother is quieter, more of a mystery; her strengths sneak up on you instead of smacking you front and center. If Piper’s the one you notice when you walk into a room, with her boy-cut blond hair and forever legs and her wide smile, Charlotte’s the one you find yourself thinking about long after you’ve left. But then again, that in-your-face fierceness that makes Piper so exhausting sometimes is also what got me out of the lockup in Lake Buena Vista. I suppose this means, in the grand cosmic tally, I have something else to thank her for.


  Suddenly a door opened, and I could see Charlotte—dazed, pale, her brown curls tumbling out of her ponytail elastic. She was blistering the officer escorting her: “If Amelia isn’t back here before I count to ten, I swear I’ll—”


  God, I love your mother. She and I think exactly alike, when it counts.


  Then she noticed me and broke off. “Sean!” she cried, and ran into my arms.


  I wish you could know what it feels like to find the missing piece of you, the thing that makes you stronger. Charlotte’s that, for me. She’s tiny, only five-two, but underneath her serpentine curves—the ones she’s always stressing out about because she’s not a size four like Piper—are muscles that would surprise you, developed from years of hauling flour when she was a pastry chef and—later—you and your equipment.


  “You all right, baby?” I murmured against her hair. She smelled like apples and suntan lotion. She’d made us all put it on before we even left the Orlando airport. To be safe, she’d said.


  She didn’t answer, just nodded against my chest.


  There was a cry from the doorway, and we both looked up in time to see Amelia barreling toward us. “I forgot,” she sobbed. “Mom, I forgot to take the doctor’s note. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s not anyone’s fault.” I knelt down and brushed her tears away with my thumbs. “Let’s get out of here.”


  The desk sergeant had offered to drive us to the hospital in a cruiser, but I asked him to call us a cab instead; I wanted them to stew in their own poor judgment instead of trying to make it up to us. As the taxi pulled up in front of the police department entrance, we three moved as a unit out the front door. I let Charlotte and Amelia slide into the cab before getting in myself. “To the hospital,” I told the driver, and I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the padded seat.


  “Thank God,” your mother said. “Thank God that’s over.”


  I didn’t even open my eyes. “It’s not over,” I said. “Someone is going to pay.”


  Charlotte


  Suffice it to say that the trip home wasn’t a pleasant one. You had been put into a spica cast—surely one of the biggest torture devices ever created by doctors. It was a half shell of plaster that covered you from knee to ribs. You were in a semireclined position, because that’s what your bones needed to knit together. The cast kept your legs splayed wide so that the femurs would set correctly. Here’s what we were told:


  1.You would wear this cast for four months.


  2.Then it would be sliced in half, and you would spend weeks sitting in it like an oyster on the half shell, trying to rebuild your stomach muscles so that you could sit upright again.


  3.The small square cutout of the plaster at your belly would allow your stomach to expand while you ate.


  4.The open gash between your legs was left so you could go to the bathroom.


  Here’s what we were not told:


  1.You wouldn’t be able to sit completely upright, or lie completely down.


  2.You couldn’t fly back to New Hampshire in a normal plane seat.


  3.You couldn’t even lie down in the back of a normal car.


  4.You wouldn’t be able to sit comfortably for long periods in your wheelchair.


  5.Your clothes wouldn’t fit over the cast.


  Because of all these things, we did not leave Florida immediately. We rented a Suburban, with three full bench seats, and settled Amelia in the back. You had the whole middle bench, and we padded this with blankets we’d bought at Wal-Mart. There we’d also bought men’s T-shirts and boxer shorts—the elastic waists could stretch over the cast and be belted with a hair scrunchie if you pulled the extra fabric to the side, and if you didn’t look too closely, they almost passed for shorts. They were not fashionable, but they covered up your crotch, which was left wide open by the position of the cast.


  Then we started the long drive home.


  You slept; the painkillers they’d given you at the hospital were still swimming through your blood. Amelia alternated between doing word search puzzles and asking if we were almost home yet. We ate at drive-through restaurants, because you couldn’t sit up at a table.


  Seven hours into our journey, Amelia shifted in the backseat. “You know how Mrs. Grey always makes us write about the cool stuff we did over vacation? I’m going to talk about you guys trying to figure out how to get Willow onto the toilet to pee.”


  “Don’t you dare,” I said.


  “Well, if I don’t, my essay’s going to be really short.”


  “We could make the rest of the trip fun,” I suggested at one point. “Stop off in Memphis at Graceland... or Washington, D.C....”


  “Or we could just drive straight through and be done with it,” Sean said.


  I glanced at him. In the dark, a green band of light from the dashboard reflected like a mask around his eyes.


  “Could we go to the White House?” Amelia asked, perking up.


  I imagined the hothouse of humidity that Washington would be; I pictured us lugging you around on our hips as we climbed the steps to the Air and Space Museum. Out the window, the black road was a ribbon that kept unraveling in front of us; we couldn’t manage to catch up to its end. “Your father’s right,” I said.


  •••


  When we finally got home, word had already spread about what happened. There was a note from Piper on the kitchen counter, with a list of all the people who’d brought casseroles she’d stashed in the fridge and a rating system: five stars (eat this one first), three stars (better than Chef Boyardee), one star (botulism alert). I learned a long time ago with you that folks who are trying to be kind would rather do it with a macaroni-and-cheese bake than any personal involvement. You hand off a serving dish and you’ve done your job—no need to get personally involved, and your conscience is clean. Food is the currency of aid.


  People ask all the time how I’m doing, but the truth is, they don’t really want to know. They look at your casts—camouflage or hot pink or neon orange. They watch me unload the car and set up your walker, with its tennis-ball feet, so that we can creep across the sidewalk, while behind us, their children swing from monkey bars and play dodgeball and do all the other ordinary things that would cause you to break. They smile at me, because they want to be polite or politically correct, but the whole time they are thinking, Thank God. Thank God it was her, instead of me.


  Your father says that I’m not being fair when I say things like this. That some people, when they ask, really do want to lend a hand. I tell him that if they really wanted to lend a hand, they wouldn’t bring macaroni casseroles—instead they’d offer to take Amelia apple picking or ice skating so that she can get out of the house when you can’t, or they’d rake the gutters of the house, which are always clogging up after a storm. And if they truly wanted to be saviors, they’d call the insurance company and spend four hours on the phone arguing over bills, so I wouldn’t have to.


  Sean doesn’t realize that most people who offer their help do it to make themselves feel better, not us. To be honest, I don’t blame them. It’s superstition: if you give assistance to the family in need... if you throw salt over your shoulder... if you don’t step on the cracks, then maybe you’ll be immune. Maybe you’ll be able to convince yourself that this could never happen to you.


  Don’t get me wrong; I am not complaining. Other people look at me and think: That poor woman; she has a child with a disability. But all I see when I look at you is the girl who had memorized all the words to Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody” by the time she was three, the girl who crawls into bed with me whenever there’s a thunderstorm—not because you’re afraid but because I am, the girl whose laugh has always vibrated inside my own body like a tuning fork. I would never have wished for an able-bodied child, because that child would have been someone who wasn’t you.


  •••


  The next morning I spent five hours on the phone with the insurance company. Ambulance trips were not covered by our policy; however, the hospital in Florida would not discharge anyone in a spica cast unless he or she was traveling by ambulance. It was a catch-22, but I was the only one who could see it, and it led to a conversation that felt like theater of the absurd. “Let me get this straight,” I said to the fourth supervisor I’d spoken with that day. “You’re telling me I didn’t have to take the ambulance; therefore you won’t cover the cost.”


  “That’s correct, ma’am.”


  On the couch, you were propped up on pillows, drawing stripes on your cast with markers. “Can you tell me what the alternative was?” I asked.


  “Apparently you could have kept the patient in the hospital.”


  “You do understand this cast is going to stay on for months. Are you suggesting I keep my daughter hospitalized for that long?”


  “No, ma’am. Just until transportation could be arranged.”


  “But the only transportation the hospital would allow us to leave in was an ambulance!” I said. By now your leg looked like a candy cane. “Would your policy have covered the additional stay?”


  “No, ma’am. The maximum number of nights allowed for injuries like these is—”


  “Yeah, we’ve been through that.” I sighed.


  “It seems to me,” the supervisor said tartly, “that given the option of paying for additional nights in the hospital or an unauthorized ambulance trip, you don’t have much to complain about.”


  I felt my cheeks flame. “Well, it seems to me that you are an enormous ass!” I yelled, and I slammed down the phone. I turned around and saw you, marker trailing out of your hand, precariously close to the fabric of the couch cushions. You were twisted like a pretzel, your lower half in the cast still facing forward, your head leaning back over your shoulder so that you could see out the window.


  “Swear jar,” you murmured. You had a canning jar that you’d covered with iridescent gift wrap, and every time Sean swore in front of you, you netted a quarter. Just this month alone, you were up to forty-two dollars—you’d kept count the whole way home from Florida. I took a quarter out of my pocket and put it into the jar on the table nearby, but you weren’t looking; your attention was still focused outside, on a frozen pond at the edge of the lawn, where Amelia was skating.


  Your sister had been ice skating since, well, since she was your age. She and Piper’s daughter, Emma, took lessons together twice a week, and there was nothing you wanted more than to copy your sister. Skating, however, happened to be a sport you’d never, ever be allowed to try. Once, you’d broken your arm when you were pretending to skate on one foot across the kitchen linoleum in your socks.


  “Between my foul language and your dad’s, you’re going to have enough cold, hard cash to buy a plane ticket out of here pretty soon,” I joked, trying to distract you. “Where to? Vegas?”


  You turned away from the window and looked at me. “That would be dumb,” you said. “I can’t play Blackjack till I’m twenty-one.”


  Sean had taught you how. Also Hearts, Texas Hold ’Em, and Five-Card Stud. I’d been horrified, until I realized that playing Go Fish for hours at a time might officially qualify as torture. “So the Caribbean, then?”


  As if you would ever travel unimpeded, as if you would ever take a vacation without thinking about this last one. “I was thinking of buying some books. Like Dr. Seuss stuff.”


  You read at a sixth-grade level, even though your peers were still sounding out the alphabet. It was one of the few perks of OI: when you had to be immobile, you’d pore over books, or get on the Internet. In fact, when Amelia wanted to rile you, she called you Wikipedia. “Dr. Seuss?” I said. “Really?”


  “They’re not for me. I thought we could ship them to that hospital in Florida. The only thing they had to read was Where’s Spot? and that gets really old after the fifth or sixth time.”


  That left me speechless. All I wanted to do was forget about that stupid hospital, to curse the insurance nightmare it had led to and the fact that you would be stuck in the four-month hell of a spica cast—and there you were, already past the pity party. Just because you had every right to feel sorry for yourself didn’t mean you ever took the opportunity to do so. In fact, sometimes I was sure that the reason people stared at you with your crutches and wheelchair had nothing to do with your disabilities, and everything to do with the fact that you had abilities they only dreamed of.


  The phone rang again—for the briefest of seconds I fantasized that it was the CEO of the health insurance company, calling to personally apologize. But it was Piper, checking in. “Is this a good time?”


  “Not really,” I said. “Why don’t you call back in a few months?”


  “Is she in a lot of pain? Did you call Rosenblad?” Piper asked. “Where’s Sean?”


  “Yes, no, and I hope earning enough to cover the credit card bills for the vacation we didn’t get to have.”


  “Well, listen, I’ll pick up Amelia for skating tomorrow, when I take Emma. One less thing for you to worry about.”


  Worry about it? I hadn’t even known Amelia had practice. It wasn’t just on the bottom of the totem pole; it wasn’t even on the totem pole.


  “What else do you need?” Piper asked. “Groceries? Gas? Johnny Depp?”


  “I was going to say Xanax... but now I might take door number three.”


  “It figures. You’re married to a guy who looks like Brad Pitt—with a better body—and you go for the long-haired artsy type.”


  “Grass is always greener, I guess.” Absently I watched you reach for the old laptop computer beside you and try to balance it on your lap. It kept toppling over, because of the angle of your cast, so I grabbed a throw pillow and set it on your lap as a table. “Unfortunately, right now, my side of the fence is looking pretty grim,” I told her.


  “Oops, I’ve got to go. Apparently, my patient’s crowning.”


  “If I had a dollar for every time I heard that one—”


  Piper laughed. “Charlotte,” she said. “Try taking down the fence.”


  I hung up. You were typing feverishly with two fingers. “What are you doing?”


  “Setting up a Gmail account for Amelia’s goldfish,” you said.


  “I highly doubt he needs one...”


  “That’s why he asked me to do this, instead of you...”


  Take down the fence. “Willow,” I announced, “shut down the laptop. You and I are going skating.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “Nope.”


  “But you said—”


  “Willow, do you want to argue, or do you want to skate?” You beamed, a smile the likes of which I had not seen on you since before we left for Florida. I pulled on a sweater and my boots, then brought my winter coat in from the mudroom to cover your upper half. I wound blankets around your legs and hoisted you onto my hip. Without the cast, you were elfin, slight. With it, you weighed fifty-three pounds.


  The one thing a spica cast was good for—practically made for—was balancing you on my hip. You leaned away from me a little bit, but I could still wrap one arm around you and maneuver us through the foyer and down the front steps.


  When Amelia saw us coming, tortoise-slow, navigating hummocks of snow and patches of black ice, she stopped spinning. “I’m going skating,” you sang, and Amelia’s eyes flew to mine.


  “You heard her.”


  “You’re taking her skating. Aren’t you the one who wanted Dad to fill in the skating pond? You called it cruel and unusual punishment for Willow.”


  “I’m taking down the fence,” I said.


  “What fence?”


  I wrapped the blankets underneath your bottom and gently set you down on the ice. “Amelia,” I said, “this is the part where I need your help. I want you to watch her—don’t take your eyes off her—while I go grab my skates.”


  I sprinted back to the house, stopping only at the threshold to make sure that Amelia was still staring at you, just like I’d left her. My skates were buried in a boot bin in the mudroom—I couldn’t tell you the last time I’d used them. The laces knotted them together like lovers; I slung them over my shoulder and then hoisted the computer desk chair with its rolling casters into my arms. Outside, I tipped it over, so that the seat was balanced on my head. I thought of African women in their bright skirts, with baskets of fruit and bags of rice set squarely on their heads as they walked home to feed their families.


  When I got to the little pond, I set the chair on the ice. I adjusted the back and the arms so that they sloped and flared to accommodate your cast. Then I lifted you up and set you into the snug mesh seat.


  I sat down to lace up my skates. “Hold on, Wiki,” Amelia said, and you grabbed the arms of the chair. She stood behind you and started to move across the ice. The blankets around your legs ballooned, and I called out to your sister to be careful. But Amelia already was. She was leaning over the back of the chair so that one arm held you close in the seat while she skated faster and faster. Then she quickly reversed direction, so that she was facing you, pulling the arms of the chair as she skated backward.


  You tilted your head back and closed your eyes as Amelia spun you in a circle. Amelia’s dark curls streamed out from beneath her striped wool cap; your laugh fluted across the ice like a bright banner. “Mom,” you called out. “Look at us!”


  I stood up, my ankles wobbling. “Wait for me,” I said, growing steadier with every step.


  Sean


  On my first day back at work, I came into the locker room to find a Wanted poster hanging near my dry-cleaned uniform. Written across the photo of my face, in bright red marker, was the word APPREHENDED. “Very funny,” I muttered, and I ripped down the flyer.


  “Sean O’Keefe!” said one of the guys, pretending to hold a microphone in his hand as he held it up to another cop. “You’ve just won the Super Bowl. What are you going to do next?”


  Two fists, pumped in the air. “I’m going to Disney World!”


  The rest of the guys cracked up. “Hey, your travel agent called,” one said. “She’s booked your tickets to Gitmo for your next vacation.”


  My captain hushed them all up and came to stand in front of me. “Seriously, Sean, you know we’re just pulling your chain. How’s Willow?”


  “She’s okay.”


  “Well, if there’s anything we can do... ,” the captain said, and he let the rest of his sentence fade like smoke.


  I scowled, pretending that this didn’t bother me, that I was in on the joke instead of being the laughingstock. “Don’t you guys have something constructive to do? What do you think this is, the Lake Buena Vista PD?”


  At that, everyone howled with laughter and dribbled out of the locker room, leaving me alone to dress. I smacked my fist into the metal frame of my locker, and it jumped open. A piece of paper fluttered out—my face again, with Mickey Mouse ears superimposed on my head. And on the bottom: “It’s a Small World After All.”


  Instead of getting dressed, I navigated the hallways of the department to the dispatch office and yanked a telephone book from a stack kept on a shelf. I looked for the ad until I found the name I was looking for, the one I’d seen on countless late-night television commercials: “Robert Ramirez, Plaintiff’s Attorney: Because you deserve the best.”


  I do, I thought. And so does my family.


  So I dialed the number. “Yes,” I said. “I’d like to make an appointment.”


  •••


  I was the designated night watchman. After you girls were fast asleep and Charlotte was showered and climbing into bed, it was my job to turn off the lights, lock the doors, do one last pass through the house. With you in your cast, your makeshift bed was the living room couch. I almost turned off the kitchen night-light before I remembered, and then I came closer and pulled the blanket up to your chin and kissed your forehead.


  Upstairs, I checked on Amelia and then went into our room. Charlotte was standing in the bathroom with a towel wrapped around herself, brushing her teeth. Her hair was still wet. I stepped up behind her and put my hands on her shoulders, twirled a curl around one of my fingers. “I love the way your hair does that,” I said, watching it spring back into the same spiral it had been a minute before. “It’s got a memory of its own.”


  “Mind of its own is more like it,” she said, shaking out her hair before she bent down to rinse out her mouth. When she straightened back up again, I kissed her.


  “Minty fresh,” I said.


  She laughed. “Did I miss something? Are we filming a Crest commercial?”


  In the mirror, our eyes met. I’ve always wondered whether she sees what I do when I look at her. Or for that matter, whether she notices the fact that my hair’s gotten thinner on the top. “What do you want?” she asked.


  “How do you know I want something?”


  “Because I’ve been married to you for seven years?”


  I followed her into the bedroom and watched as she dropped the towel and pulled on an oversize T-shirt to sleep in. I know you wouldn’t want to hear this—what kid does?—but that was another thing that I loved about your mother. Even after seven years, she still sort of ducked when she changed in front of me, as if I did not know every inch of her by heart.


  “I need you and Willow to come somewhere with me tomorrow,” I said. “A lawyer’s office.”


  Charlotte sank onto the mattress. “For what?”


  I struggled to put into words the feelings that were my explanation. “The way we were treated. The arrest. I can’t just let them get away with it.”


  She stared at me. “I thought you were the one who wanted to just get home and get on with our lives.”


  “Yeah, and you know what that meant for me today? The whole department thinks I’m some huge joke. I’m always going to be the cop who managed to get arrested. All I’ve got in my job is my reputation. And they ruined that.” I sat down beside Charlotte, hesitating. I championed the truth every day, but I didn’t always like speaking it, especially when it meant saying something that left me bare. “They took my family away. I was in that cell, thinking about you and Amelia and Willow, and all I wanted to do was hurt someone. All I wanted to do was turn into the person they already thought I was.”


  Charlotte lifted her gaze to mine. “Who’s ’they’?”


  I threaded my fingers through hers. “Well,” I said, “that’s what I hope the lawyer will tell us.”


  •••


  The waiting room walls of the law offices of Robert Ramirez were papered with the canceled settlement checks that he’d won for former clients. I paced with my hands clasped behind my back, leaning in to read a few. “Pay to the Order of $350,000.” “$1.2 million.” “$890,000.” Amelia was hovering over the coffee machine, a nifty little thing that let you put in a single cup and push a button to get the flavor you wanted. “Mom,” she asked, “can I have some?”


  “No,” Charlotte said. She was sitting next to you on the couch, trying to keep your cast from sliding off the stiff leather.


  “But they have tea. And cocoa.”


  “No means no, Amelia!”


  The secretary stood up behind her desk. “Mr. Ramirez is ready to see you now.”


  I pulled you onto my hip, and we all followed the secretary down the hall to a conference room enclosed by walls of frosted glass. The secretary held the door open, but even so, I had to tilt you sideways to get your legs through the clearing. I kept my eyes on Ramirez; I wanted to watch his reaction when he saw you. “Mr. O’Keefe,” he said, and he held out a hand.


  I shook it. “This is my wife, Charlotte, and my girls, Amelia and Willow.”


  “Ladies,” Ramirez said, and then he turned to his secretary. “Briony, why don’t you get the crayons and a couple of coloring books?”


  From behind me, I heard Amelia snort—I knew she was thinking that this guy didn’t have a clue, that coloring books were for little kids, not ones who were already wearing training bras.


  “The hundred billionth crayon made by Crayola was Periwinkle Blue,” you said.


  Ramirez raised his brows. “Good to know,” he replied, and then he gestured toward a woman standing nearby. “I’d like to introduce you to my associate, Marin Gates.”


  She looked the part. With black hair pulled back in a clip and a navy suit, she could have been pretty, but there was something off about her. Her mouth, I decided. She looked like she’d just spit out something that tasted awful.


  “I’ve invited Marin to sit in on this meeting,” Ramirez said. “Please, take a seat.”


  Before we could, though, the secretary reappeared with the coloring books. She handed them to Charlotte, black-and-white pamphlets that said ROBERT RAMIREZ, ESQUIRE across the top in block letters. “Oh, look,” your mother said, shooting a withering glance in my direction. “Who knew they’d invented personal injury coloring books?”


  Ramirez grinned. “The Internet is a wondrous place.”


  The seats in the conference room were too narrow to accommodate your spica cast. After three abortive attempts to sit you down, I finally hauled you back onto my hip again and faced the lawyer.


  “How can we help you, Mr. O’Keefe?” he asked.


  “It’s Sergeant O’Keefe, actually,” I corrected. “I work on the Bankton, New Hampshire, police force; I have for the past nineteen years. My family and I just got back from Disney World, and that’s what brought me here today. I’ve never been treated so poorly in my whole life. I mean, what’s more normal than a trip to Disney World, right? But no, instead, my wife and I wind up arrested, my kids are taken away from me and put into protective custody, my youngest daughter is alone by herself in a hospital, scared out of her mind...” I drew in my breath. “Privacy’s a fundamental right, and the privacy of my family was violated beyond belief.”


  Marin Gates cleared her throat. “I can see that you’re still very upset, Officer O’Keefe. We’re going to try to help you... but we need you to back up a bit and slow down. Why did you go to Disney World?”


  So I told her. I told her about your OI, and the ice cream, and how you fell. I told her about the men in black suits who led us out of the theme park and arranged for the ambulance, as if the sooner they got rid of us the better. I told her about the woman who’d taken Amelia away from us, about the interrogations that went on for hours at the police station, about the way no one there believed me. I told her about the jokes that had been made about me at my own station.


  “I want names,” I said. “I want to sue, and I want to do it fast. I want to go after someone at Disney World, someone at the hospital, and someone at DCF. I want people’s jobs, and I want money out of this to make up for the hell we went through.”


  By the time I finished, my face felt hot. I couldn’t look at your mother; I didn’t want to see her face after what I’d said.


  Ramirez nodded. “The type of case you’re suggesting is very expensive, Sergeant O’Keefe. Any lawyer that takes it on would do a cost-benefit analysis first, and I can tell you right away that, even though you’re seeking a money judgment, you’re not going to get one.”


  “But those checks in the waiting room...”


  “Were for cases where the plaintiff had a valid complaint. From what you’ve described to us, the people who worked at Disney World and the hospital and DCF were just doing their jobs. Doctors have a legal responsibility to report suspicions of child abuse. Without the letter from your hometown doctor, the police had probable cause to make the arrest in the state of Florida. DCF has an obligation to protect children, particularly when the child in question is too young to give a detailed account of her own health issues. As an officer of the law, I’m sure if you step back and remove the emotion from the facts here, you’ll see that, once the health-care information was received from New Hampshire, your kids were immediately turned over to you; you and your wife were released... sure, it made you feel awful. But embarrassment isn’t a just cause of action.”


  “What about emotional damages?” I blustered. “Do you have any idea what that was like for me? For my kids?”


  “I’m sure it was nothing compared to the emotional burden of living day in and day out with a child who has these particular health problems,” Ramirez said, and beside me, Charlotte lifted her gaze to his. The lawyer smiled sympathetically at her. “I mean, it must be quite challenging.” He leaned forward, frowning a little. “I don’t know much about—what’s it called? Osteo...”


  “Osteogenesis imperfecta,” Charlotte said softly.


  “How many breaks has Willow had?”


  “Fifty-two,” you said. “And did you know that the only bone that hasn’t been broken by a person in a skiing accident yet is one in the inner ear?”


  “I did not,” Ramirez said, taken aback. “She’s something else, huh?”


  I shrugged. You were Willow, pure and simple. There was nobody else like you. I knew it the moment I first held you, wrapped in foam so that you wouldn’t get hurt in my arms: your soul was stronger than your body, and in spite of what the doctors told me over and over, I always believed that was the reason for the breaks. What ordinary skeleton could contain a heart as big as the whole world?


  Marin Gates cleared her throat. “How was Willow conceived?”


  “Ugh,” Amelia said—until then, I’d forgotten she was with us—“that’s totally gross.” I shook my head at her, a warning.


  “We had a hard time,” Charlotte said. “We were about to try in vitro when I found out I was pregnant.”


  “Grosser,” Amelia said.


  “Amelia!” I passed you over to your mother and pulled your sister up by the hand. “You can wait outside,” I said under my breath.


  The secretary looked at us as we entered the waiting room again, but she didn’t say anything. “What are you going to talk about next?” Amelia challenged. “Your personal experience with hemorrhoids?”


  “That’s enough,” I said, trying hard not to lose my temper in front of the secretary. “We’ll be out soon.”


  While I headed back down the hall, I heard the secretary’s high heels clicking as she walked toward Amelia. “Want a cup of cocoa?” she asked.


  When I entered the conference room again, Charlotte was still talking. “...but I was thirty-eight years old,” she said. “You know what they write on your charts, when you’re thirty-eight? ‘Geriatric pregnancy.’ I was worried about having a Down syndrome child—I never had even heard of OI.”


  “Did you have amnio?”


  “Amnio won’t tell you automatically that a fetus has OI; you’d have to be looking for it because it’s already shown up in your family. But Willow’s case was a spontaneous mutation. It wasn’t inherited.”


  “So you didn’t know before Willow was born that she had OI?” Ramirez asked.


  “We knew when Charlotte’s second ultrasound showed a bunch of broken bones,” I answered. “Look, are we done here? If you don’t want this case, I’m sure I can find—”


  “Do you remember that weird thing at the first ultrasound?” Charlotte said, turning to me.


  “What weird thing?” Ramirez asked.


  “The tech thought the picture of the brain looked too clear.”


  “There’s no such thing as too clear,” I said.


  Ramirez and his associate exchanged a glance. “And what did your OB say?”


  “Nothing.” Charlotte shrugged. “No one even mentioned OI until we did another ultrasound at twenty-seven weeks, and saw all the fractures.”


  Ramirez turned to Marin Gates. “See if it’s ever diagnosed in utero that early,” he ordered, and then he turned back to Charlotte. “Would you be willing to release your medical records to us? We’ll have to do some research on whether or not you have a cause of action—”


  “I thought we didn’t have a lawsuit,” I said.


  “You might, Officer O’Keefe.” Robert Ramirez looked at you as if he was memorizing your features. “Just not the one you thought.”


  Marin


  Twelve years ago I was a senior in college, going nowhere fast, when I sat down at the kitchen table and had a talk with my mother (more on that later). “I don’t know what I want to be,” I said.


  This was hugely ironic for me, because I didn’t really know what I had been, either. Since I was five, I’ve known that I was adopted, which is a politically correct term for being clueless about one’s own origins.


  “What do you like to do?” my mother had asked, taking a sip of her coffee. She took it black; I took mine light and sweet. It was one of thousands of discrepancies between us that always led to unspoken questions: Had my birth mother taken her coffee light and sweet, too? Did she have my blue eyes, my high cheekbones, my left-handedness?


  “I like to read,” I said, and then I rolled my eyes. “This is stupid.”


  “And you like to argue.”


  I smirked at her.


  “Reading. Arguing. Honey,” my mother said, brightening, “you were meant to be a lawyer.”


  Fast-forward nine years: I’d been called back to the doctor’s office because of an abnormal Pap smear. While I was waiting for the gynecologist to come in, the life I didn’t have flashed before my eyes: the kids I’d put off having because I was too busy in law school and building my career; the men I hadn’t dated because I wanted to make law review instead; the house in the country I didn’t buy because I worked such long hours I never would have been able to enjoy that expansive teak deck, that mountain view. “Let’s go over your family medical history,” my doctor said, and I gave my standard answer: “I’m adopted; I don’t know my family medical history.”


  Even though I turned out to be fine—the abnormal results were a lab error—I think that was the day I decided to search for my birth parents.


  I know what you’re thinking: wasn’t I happy with my adoptive parents? Well, the answer was yes—which is why I hadn’t even entertained the thought of searching until I was thirty-one. I’d always been happy and grateful that I got to grow up with my family; I didn’t need or want a new one. And the very last thing I wanted to do was break their hearts by telling them I was mounting a search.


  But even though I knew my whole life that my adoptive parents desperately wanted me, somewhere in my mind, I knew that my birth parents didn’t. My mom had given me the party line about them being too young and not ready to have a family—and logically I understood that—but emotionally, I felt like I’d been tossed aside. I guess I wanted to know why. So after a talk with my adoptive parents—one during which my mother cried the whole time she promised to help me—I tentatively waded into the search that I’d been toying with for the past six months.


  Being adopted felt like reading a book that had the first chapter ripped out. You might be enjoying the plot and the characters, but you’d probably also like to read that first line, too. However, when you took the book back to the store to say that the first chapter was missing, they told you they couldn’t sell you a replacement copy that was intact. What if you read that first chapter and realized you hated the book, and posted a nasty review on Amazon? What if you hurt the author’s feelings? Better just to stick with your partial copy and enjoy the rest of the story.


  Adoption records weren’t open—not even for someone like me, who knew how to pull strings legally. Which meant that every step was Herculean, and that there were far more failures than successes. I’d spent the first three months of my search paying a private investigator over six hundred dollars to tell me that he had turned up absolutely nothing. That, I figured, I could have done myself for free.


  The problem was that my real job kept interfering.


  As soon as we finished showing the O’Keefes out of the law office, I rounded on my boss. “For the record? This kind of lawsuit is completely unpalatable to me,” I said.


  “Will you still say that,” Bob mused, “if we wind up with the biggest wrongful birth payout in New Hampshire?”


  “You don’t know that—”


  He shrugged. “Depends on what her medical records turn up.”


  A wrongful birth lawsuit implies that, if the mother had known during her pregnancy that her child was going to be significantly impaired, she would have chosen to abort the fetus. It places the onus of responsibility for the child’s subsequent disability on the ob-gyn. From a plaintiff’s standpoint, it’s a medical malpractice suit. For the defense, it becomes a morality question: who has the right to decide what kind of life is too limited to be worth living?


  Many states had banned wrongful birth suits. New Hampshire wasn’t one of them. There had been several settlements for the parents of children who’d been born with spina bifida or cystic fibrosis or, in one case, a boy who was profoundly retarded and wheelchair-bound due to a genetic abnormality—even though the illness had never been diagnosed before, much less noticed in utero. In New Hampshire, parents were responsible for the care of disabled children their whole lives—not just till age eighteen—which was as good a reason as any to seek damages. There was no question Willow O’Keefe was a sad story, with her enormous body cast, but she’d smiled and answered questions when the father left the room and Bob chatted her up. To put it bluntly: she was cute and bright and articulate—and therefore a much tougher hardship case to sell to a jury.


  “If Charlotte O’Keefe’s provider didn’t meet the standard of care,” Bob said, “then she should be held liable, so this doesn’t happen again.”


  I rolled my eyes. “You can’t play the conscience card when you stand to make a few million, Bob. And it’s a slippery slope—if an OB decides a kid with brittle bones shouldn’t be born, what’s next? A prenatal test for low IQ, so you can scrap the fetus that won’t grow up and get into Harvard?”


  He clapped me on the back. “You know, it’s nice to see someone so passionate. Personally, whenever people start talking about curing too many things with science, I’m always glad bioethics wasn’t an issue during the time polio, TB, and yellow fever were running rampant.” We were walking toward our individual offices, but he suddenly stopped and turned to me. “Are you a neo-Nazi?”


  “What?”


  “I didn’t think so. But if we were asked to defend a client who was a neo-Nazi in a criminal suit, could you do your job—even if you found his beliefs disgusting?”


  “Of course, and that’s a question for a first-year law student,” I said immediately. “But this is totally different.”


  Bob shook his head. “That’s the thing, Marin,” he replied. “It really isn’t.”


  I waited until he’d closed the door to his office and then let out a groan of frustration. Inside my office, I kicked off my heels and stomped to my desk to sit down. Briony had brought in my mail, neatly bound in an elastic band. I sifted through it, sorting envelopes into case-by-case piles, until I came to one that had an unfamiliar return address.


  A month ago, after I’d fired the private investigator, I had sent a letter to the court in Hillsborough County to get my adoption decree. For ten dollars, you could get a copy of the original document. Armed with that, and the fact that I had been born at St. Joseph Hospital in Nashua, I planned to do some legwork and ferret out the first name of my birth mother. I was hoping for a court intern who might not know what he or she was doing and would forget to white out my birth name on the document. Instead, I wound up with a clerk named Maisie Donovan, who’d worked at the county court since the dinosaurs died out—and who had sent me the envelope I now held in my shaking hands.


  COUNTY COURT OF HILLSBOROUGH, NEW HAMPSHIRE IN RE: ADOPTION OF BABY GIRL FINAL DECREE


  AND NOW, July 28, 1973, upon consideration of the within Petition and of the hearing and thereon, and the Court having made an investigation to verify the statements of the Petition and other facts to give the Court full knowledge as to the desirability of the proposed adoption;


  The Court, being satisfied, finds that the statements made in the Petition are true, and that the welfare of the person proposed to be adopted will be promoted by this adoption; and directs that BABY GIRL , the person proposed to be adopted, shall have all the rights of a child and heir of Arthur William Gates and Yvonne Sugarman Gates, and shall be subject to all the duties of such child; and shall hereafter assume the name of MARIN ELIZABETH GATES.


  I read it a second time, and a third. I stared at the judge’s signature—Alfred something-or-other. For ten dollars I had been given the earth-shattering information that


  1.I am female


  2.My name is Marin Elizabeth Gates


  Well, what had I expected? A Hallmark card from my birth mother and an invitation to this year’s family reunion? With a sigh, I opened my filing cabinet and dropped the decree into the folder that I’d marked PERSONAL. Then I took out a new manila folder and wrote O’KEEFE across the tab. “Wrongful birth,” I murmured out loud, just to test the words on my tongue; they were (no surprise) bitter as coffee grains. I tried to turn my attention to a lawsuit with the thinly veiled message that there are some children who should never be born, and winged a silent thank-you to my birth mother for not feeling the same way.


  Piper


  Technically, I was your godmother. Apparently, that meant that I was responsible for your religious education, which was sort of a colossal joke since I never set foot in a church (blame that healthy fear of the roof bursting into flames), while your mother rarely missed a weekend Mass. I liked to think of my role, instead, as the fairy-tale version. That one day, with or without the help of mice wearing tiny overalls, I’d make you feel like a princess.


  To that end, I rarely showed up to your house empty-handed. Charlotte said I was spoiling you, but I wasn’t draping you in diamonds or giving you the keys to a Hummer. I brought magic tricks, candy bars, kiddie videotapes that Emma had outgrown. Even when I visited directly from a stint at the hospital, I’d improvise: a rubber glove, knotted into a balloon. A hair net from the OR. “The day you bring her a speculum,” Charlotte used to say, “your welcome is officially rescinded.”


  “Hello,” I yelled as I walked through the front door. To be honest, I can’t remember a time I ever knocked. “Five minutes,” I said, as Emma tore up the stairs to find Amelia. “Don’t even take your coat off.” I wandered through the hallway into Charlotte’s living room, where you were propped up in your spica cast, reading.


  “Piper!” you said, and your face lit up.


  Sometimes, when I looked at you, I didn’t see the compromised twist of your bones or the short stature that came part and parcel with your illness. Instead, I remembered your mother crying when she told me that she had failed to get pregnant yet another month; I remembered her taking the Doptone out of my ears at an office visit so that she could listen to your hummingbird heartbeat, too.


  I sat down beside you on the couch and took your gift du jour out of my coat pocket. It was a beach ball—believe me, it wasn’t easy finding one of those in February. “We didn’t get to go to the beach,” you said. “I fell down.”


  “Ah, but this isn’t just a beach ball,” I corrected, and I inflated it until it was as firm and round as the belly of a woman in her ninth month. Then I pushed it between your knees, the ball wedged tight against the plaster, and began to strike the top of it with an open palm. “This,” I said, “is a bongo drum.”


  You laughed, and began to smack the plastic surface, too. The sound brought Charlotte into the room. “You look like hell,” I said. “When was the last time you slept?”


  “Gee, Piper, it’s really great to see you, too...”


  “Is Amelia ready?”


  “For what?”


  “Skating?”


  She smacked her forehead. “I totally forgot. Amelia!” she yelled, and then to me: “We just got home from the lawyer’s.”


  “And? Is Sean still on a rampage to sue the world?”


  Instead of answering, she rapped her hand against the beach ball. She didn’t like it when I ragged on Sean. Your mother was my best friend in the world, but your father could drive me crazy. He got an idea in his head, and that was the end of that—you couldn’t budge him. The world was utterly black-and-white for Sean, and I guess I’ve always been the kind of person who prefers a splash of color.


  “Guess what, Piper,” you interrupted. “I went skating, too.”


  I glanced at Charlotte, who nodded. She was usually terrified about the pond in the backyard and its constant temptation; I couldn’t wait to hear the details of this story. “I suppose if you forgot about skating, you forgot about the bake sale, too?”


  Charlotte winced. “What did you make?”


  “I made brownies,” I told her. “In the shape of skates. With frosting for the laces and blades. Get it? Ice skates with frosting?”


  “You made brownies?” Charlotte said, and I followed her as she headed toward the kitchen.


  “From scratch. The rest of the moms already blacklisted me because I missed the spring show for a medical conference. I’m trying to atone.”


  “So you whipped these up when? While you were stitching an episiotomy? After being on call for thirty-six hours?” Charlotte opened her pantry and rummaged through the shelves, finally grabbing a package of Chips Ahoy! and spilling them onto a serving platter. “Honestly, Piper, do you always have to be so damn perfect?”


  With a fork, she was attacking the edges of the cookies. “Whoa. Who peed in your Cheerios?”


  “Well, what do you expect? You waltz in here and tell me I look like crap, and then you make me feel completely inadequate—”


  “You’re a pastry chef, Charlotte. You could bake circles around— What on earth are you doing?”


  “Making them look homemade,” Charlotte said. “Because I’m not a pastry chef, not anymore. Not for a long time.”


  When I’d first met Charlotte, she had just been named the finest pastry chef in New Hampshire. I’d actually read about her in a magazine that lauded her ability to take unlikely ingredients and come up with the most remarkable confections. She used to never come empty-handed to my house—she’d bring cupcakes with spun-sugar icing, pies with berries that burst like fireworks, puddings that acted like balms. Her soufflés were as light as summer clouds; her chocolate fondant could wipe your mind clean of whatever obstacles had littered your day. She told me that, when she baked, she could feel herself coming back to center, that everything else fell away, and she remembered who she was supposed to be. I’d been jealous. I had a vocation—and I was a damn good doctor—but Charlotte had a calling. She dreamed of opening a patisserie, of writing her own bestselling cookbook. In fact, I never imagined she would find anything she loved more than baking, until you came along.


  I moved the platter away. “Charlotte. Are you okay?”


  “Let’s see. I was arrested last weekend; my daughter’s in a body cast; I don’t even have time to take a shower—yup, I’m just fantastic.” She turned to the doorway and the staircase upstairs. “Amelia! Let’s go!”


  “Emma’s gone selectively deaf, too,” I said. “I swear she ignores me on purpose. Yesterday, I asked her eight times to clear the kitchen counter—”


  “You know what,” Charlotte said wearily. “I really don’t care about the problems you’re having with your daughter.”


  No sooner had my jaw dropped—I had always been Charlotte’s confidante, not her punching bag—than she shook her head and apologized. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I shouldn’t be taking this out on you.”


  “It’s okay,” I said.


  Just then the older girls clattered down the stairs and skidded past us in a flurry of whispers and giggles. I put my hand on Charlotte’s arm. “Just so you know,” I said firmly. “You’re the most devoted mother I’ve ever met. You’ve given up your whole life to take care of Willow.”


  She ducked her head and nodded before looking up at me. “Do you remember her first ultrasound?”


  I thought for a second, and then I grinned. “We saw her sucking her thumb. I didn’t even have to point it out to you and Sean; it was clear as day.”


  “Right,” your mother repeated. “Clear as day.”


  Charlotte


  March 2007


  What if it was someone’s fault?


  The idea was just the germ of a seed, carried in the hollow beneath my breastbone when we left the law offices. Even when I was lying awake next to Sean, I heard it as a drumbeat in my blood: what if, what if, what if. For five years now I had loved you, hovered over you, held you when you had a break. I had gotten exactly what I so desperately wished for: a beautiful baby. So how could I admit to anyone—much less myself—that you were not only the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to me... but also the most exhausting, the most overwhelming?


  I would listen to people complain about their kids being impolite or surly or even getting into trouble with the law, and I’d be jealous. When those kids turned eighteen, they’d be on their own, making their own mistakes and being held accountable. But you were not the kind of child I could let fly in the world. After all, what if you fell?


  And what would happen to you when I wasn’t around to catch you anymore?


  After one week went by and then another, I began to realize that the law offices of Robert Ramirez were just as disgusted by a woman who would harbor these secret thoughts as I was. Instead, I threw myself into making you happy. I played Scrabble until I knew all the two-letter words by heart; I watched programs on Animal Planet until I had memorized the scripts. By now, your father had settled back into his work routine; Amelia had gone back to school.


  This morning, you and I were squeezed into the downstairs bathroom. I faced you, my arms under yours, balancing you over the toilet so that you could pee. “The bags,” you said. “They’re getting in the way!”


  With one hand, I adjusted the trash bags that were wrapped around your legs while I grunted under the weight of you. It had taken a series of failed attempts to figure out how one went to the bathroom while wearing a spica cast—another little tidbit the doctors don’t share. From parents on online forums I had learned to wedge plastic garbage bags under the lip of the cast where it had been left open, a liner of sorts so that the plaster edge would stay dry and clean. Needless to say, a trip to the bathroom for you took about thirty minutes, and after a few accidents, you’d gotten very good at predicting when you had to go, instead of waiting till the last minute.


  “Forty thousand people get hurt by toilets every year,” you said.


  I gritted my teeth. “For God’s sake, Willow, just concentrate before you make it forty thousand and one.”


  “Okay, I’m done.”


  With another balancing act, I passed you the roll of toilet tissue and let you reach between your legs. “Good work,” I said, leaning down to flush and then gingerly backing out of the narrow bathroom door. But my sneaker caught on the edge of the rug, and I felt myself going down. I twisted so that I’d land first, so that my body would cushion your blow.


  I’m not sure which of us started to laugh first, and when the doorbell and phone rang simultaneously, we started to laugh even harder. Maybe I would change my message. Sorry, I can’t come to the phone right now. I’m holding my daughter, in her fifty-pound cast, over the toilet bowl.


  I levered myself on my elbows, pulling you upright with me. The doorbell rang again, impatient. “Coming,” I called out.


  “Mommy!” you screeched. “My pants!”


  You were still half naked after our bathroom run, and getting you into your flannel pajama bottoms would be another ten-minute endeavor. Instead, I grabbed one of the trash bags still tucked into your cast and wrapped it around you like a black plastic skirt.


  On the front porch stood Mrs. Dumbroski, one of the neighbors who lived down the road. She had twin grandsons your age, who had visited last year, stolen her glasses when she fell asleep, and set a pile of raked leaves on fire that would have spread to her garage if the mailman hadn’t come by at just the right moment. “Hello, dear,” Mrs. Dumbroski said. “I hope this isn’t a bad time.”


  “Oh no,” I answered. “We were just...” I looked at you, wearing the trash bag, and we both started to laugh again.


  “I was looking for my dish,” Mrs. Dumbroski said.


  “Your dish?”


  “The one I baked the lasagna in. I do hope you’ve had a chance to enjoy it.”


  It must have been one of the meals that had been waiting for us on our return home from the hell that was Disney World. To be honest, we’d eaten only a few; the rest were getting freezer burn even as I stood there. There was only so much mac and cheese and lasagna and baked ziti that a human could stomach.


  It seemed to me that if you made a meal for someone who was sick, it was pretty cheeky to ask whether or not she’d finished it so you could have your Pyrex back.


  “How about I try to find the dish, Mrs. Dumbroski, and have Sean drop it off at your house later?”


  Her lips pursed. “Well,” she said, “then I suppose I’ll have to wait to make my tuna casserole.”


  For just a moment I entertained the thought of stuffing you into Mrs. Dumbroski’s chicken-wing arms and watching her totter under the weight of you while I went to the freezer, found her stupid lasagna, and threw it onto the ground at her feet—but instead I just smiled. “Thanks for being so accommodating. I’ve got to get Willow down for a nap now,” I said, and I closed the door.


  “I don’t take naps,” you said.


  “I know. I just said that to make her leave, so I wouldn’t kill her.” I twirled you into the living room and positioned a legion of pillows behind your back and under your knees, so that you could sit comfortably. Then I reached for your pajama bottoms and leaned over to tap the blinking button on the answering machine. “Left leg first,” I said, sliding the wide waistband over your cast.


  You have one new message.


  I slipped your right leg into the pants and shimmied them over the plaster at your hips.


  Mr. and Mrs. O’Keefe... this is Marin Gates from the Law Offices of Robert Ramirez. We’ve got something we’d like to discuss with you.


  “Mom,” you whined as my hands stilled at your waist.


  I gathered the extra fabric into a knot. “Yes,” I said, my heart racing. “Almost done.”


  •••


  This time, Amelia was in school, but we still had to bring Willow to the lawyer’s office. And this time, they were ready: beside the coffee machine were juice packs; next to the glossy architectural magazines was a small stack of picture books. When the secretary brought us back to meet the lawyers, we were not led to the conference room. Instead she opened the door to an office that was a hundred different shades of white: from the pickled wood floor to the creamy wall paneling to the pair of pale leather sofas. You craned your neck, taking this all in. Was it supposed to look like heaven? And if so, what did that make Robert Ramirez?


  “I thought the couch might be more comfortable for Willow,” he said smoothly. “And I also thought she might like to watch a movie instead of listening to the grown-ups talk about all this boring stuff.” He held up the DVD of Ratatouille—your favorite, although he couldn’t have known that. After we’d watched it for the first time, we’d cooked the real deal for dinner.


  Marin Gates brought over a portable DVD player and a very swanky pair of Bose headphones. She plugged it in, settled you on the couch, turned on the DVD, and popped the straw into a juice pack.


  “Sergeant O’Keefe, Mrs. O’Keefe,” Ramirez said. “We thought it would be better to discuss this without Willow in the room, but we also realized that might be a physical impossibility given her condition. Marin’s the one who came up with the idea of the DVD. She’s also been doing a great deal of work these past two weeks. We reviewed your medical records, and we gave them to someone else to review. Does the name Marcus Cavendish ring a bell?”


  Sean and I looked at each other and shook our heads.


  “Dr. Cavendish is Scottish. He’s one of the foremost experts on osteogenesis imperfecta in the world. And according to him, it appears that you have a good cause of action of medical malpractice against your obstetrician. You remembered your eighteen-week ultrasound being too clear, Mrs. O’Keefe... That’s significant evidence that your obstetrician missed. She should have been able to recognize your baby’s condition then, long before broken bones were visible at the later ultrasound. And she should have presented that information to you at a time in your pregnancy... that might have allowed you to change the outcome.”


  My head was spinning, and Sean looked utterly confused. “Wait a second,” he said. “What kind of lawsuit is this?”


  Ramirez glanced at you. “It’s called wrongful birth,” he said.


  “And what the hell does that mean?”


  The lawyer glanced at Marin Gates, who cleared her throat. “A wrongful birth lawsuit entitles the parents to sue for damages incurred from the birth and care of a severely disabled child,” she said. “The implication is that if your provider had told you earlier on that your baby was going to be impaired, you would have had choices and options as to whether or not to continue with the pregnancy.”


  I remembered snapping at Piper weeks ago: Do you always have to be so damn perfect?


  What if the one time she hadn’t been perfect was when it came to you?


  I was as rooted to my seat as you were; I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Sean spoke for me: “You’re saying my daughter never should have been born?” he accused. “That she was a mistake? I’m not listening to this bullshit.”


  I glanced at you: you had taken off your headphones and were hanging on every word.


  As your father stood up, so did Robert Ramirez. “Sergeant O’Keefe, I know how horrible it sounds. But the term wrongful birth is just a legal one. We don’t wish your child wasn’t born—she’s absolutely beautiful. We just think that, when a doctor doesn’t meet the standard of care a patient deserves, someone ought to be held responsible.” He took a step forward. “It’s medical malpractice. Think of all the time and money that’s gone into taking care of Willow—and will go into taking care of her in the future. Why should you pay for someone else’s mistake?”


  Sean towered over the lawyer, and for a second, I thought he might swat Ramirez out of his way. But instead he jabbed one finger into the lawyer’s chest. “I love my daughter,” Sean said, his voice thick. “I love her.”


  He pulled you into his arms, yanking the headphone jack out so that the DVD player overturned, knocking over the juice box onto the leather couch. “Oh,” I cried, digging in my purse for a tissue to blot the stain. That gorgeous, creamy leather; it would be ruined.


  “It’s all right, Mrs. O’Keefe,” Marin murmured, kneeling beside me. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Daddy, the movie’s not done,” you said.


  “Yes it is.” Sean pulled the headphones off you and threw them down. “Charlotte,” he said, “let’s get the hell out of here.”


  He was already striding down the hall, volcanic, as I mopped up the juice. I realized that both lawyers were staring at me, and I rocked back on my heels.


  “Charlotte!” Sean’s voice rang from the waiting room.


  “Um... thank you. I’m really sorry that we bothered you.” I stood up, crossing my arms, as if I were cold, or had to hold myself together. “I just... there’s one thing...” I looked up at the lawyers and took a deep breath. “What happens if we win?”


  II


  Sling me under the sea.


  Pack me down in the salt and wet.


  No farmer’s plow shall touch my bones.


  No Hamlet hold my jaws and speak


  How jokes are gone and empty is my mouth.


  Long, green-eyed scavengers shall pick my eyes,


  Purple fish play hide-and-seek,


  And I shall be song of thunder, crash of sea,


  Down on the floors of salt and wet.


  Sling me... under the sea.


  —CARL SANDBURG, “BONES”


  Folding: a gentle process in which one mixture is added to another, using a large metal spoon or spatula.


  Most of the time when you talk about folding, it involves an edge. You fold laundry, you fold notes in half. With batter, it’s different: you bring two diverse substances together, but that space between them doesn’t completely disappear—a mixture that’s been folded the right way is light, airy, the parts still getting to know each other.


  It’s a combination on the cusp, as one mixture yields to the other. Think of a bad hand of poker, of an argument, of any situation where one party simply gives in.
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  CHOCOLATE RASPBERRY SOUFFLÉ


  1 pint raspberries, pureed and strained


  8 eggs, separated


  4 ounces sugar


  3 ounces all-purpose flour


  8 ounces good-quality bittersweet chocolate, chopped


  2 ounces Chambord liqueur


  2 tablespoons melted butter


  Sugar for dusting ramekins


  Heat the raspberry puree to lukewarm in a heavy saucepan. Whisk the egg yolks with 3 ounces of sugar in large mixing bowl; whisk in the flour and raspberry puree, and return the mixture to the saucepan.


  Cook over medium-low heat, stirring constantly, until the custard is thick. Do not allow it to boil. Remove from heat, and stir in the chocolate until it is completely melted. Mix in the liqueur. Cover the base mixture with plastic to prevent a skin from forming.


  Meanwhile, butter six ramekins and dust with sugar. Preheat the oven to 425 degrees F.


  Whip the egg whites to stiff peaks with the remaining ounce of sugar. And here is the part where you will see it—the coming together of two very different mixtures—as you fold the egg whites into the chocolate. Neither one will be willing to give up its substance: the darkness of the chocolate will become part of the foam of the egg whites, and vice versa.


  Spoon the mixture into the ramekins, just 1/4 inch shy of the rim. Bake immediately. The soufflés are done when they are well risen, golden brown on top, with edges that appear dry—about 20 minutes. But do not be surprised if, when you remove them from the oven, they sink under the weight of their own promise.


  Charlotte


  April 2007


  You can’t live a life without impact. It was one of the first things doctors told us when they began explaining the catch-22 that was osteogenesis imperfecta: be active, but don’t break, because if you break, you can’t be active. The parents who kept their kids sedentary, or had them walk on their knees so that they would be less likely to fall and suffer a fracture, also ran the risk of never having their children’s muscles and joints develop enough to protect the bones.


  Sean was the risk taker when it came to you. Then again, he wasn’t the one who was home most often when you had a break. But he’d spent years convincing me that a few casts was small price to pay for a real life; maybe now I could convince him that two silly words like wrongful birth meant nothing when compared to the future they might secure for you. In spite of Sean’s exit from the lawyer’s office, I kept hoping they might call me again. I fell asleep thinking about what Robert Ramirez had said. I woke up with an unfamiliar taste in my mouth, part sweet and part sour; it took me days to realize this was simply hope.


  You were sitting in a hospital bed with a blanket thrown over your spica cast, reading a trivia book while we waited for your pamidronate infusion. At first, you’d come in every two months; now we only had to make biannual treks down to Boston. Pamidronate wasn’t a cure for OI, just a treatment—one that made it possible for Type IIIs like you to walk at all, instead of being wheelchair-bound. Before this, even stepping down could cause microfractures in your feet.


  “You wouldn’t believe it, looking at her femur breaks, but her Z score’s much better,” Dr. Rosenblad said. “She’s at minus three.”


  When you were born and had a Dexascan reading for bone density, your score was minus six. Ninety-eight percent of the population fell between plus and minus two. Bone constantly makes new bone and absorbs old bone; pamidronate slowed down the rate at which your body would absorb the bone; it allowed you to move enough to build up strength in your bones. Once, Dr. Rosenblad had explained it to me by holding up a kitchen sponge: bone was porous, the pamidronate filled in the holes a little.


  You’d had over fifty fractures in five years with the treatment; I couldn’t imagine what life would have been like without it.


  “I’ve got a good fact for you today, Willow,” Dr. Rosenblad said. “In a pinch, if you need a substitute for blood plasma, you can use the goop inside coconuts.”


  Your eyes widened. “Have you ever done that?”


  “I was thinking of trying it today...” He grinned at you. “Just joking. Got any questions for me before we get the show on the road?”


  You slipped your hand into mine. “Two sticks, right?”


  “That’s the rule,” I said. If a nurse couldn’t get the IV inserted in your vein in two tries, I’d make her get someone else to do it.


  It’s funny—when I went out with Sean and another cop and his wife, I was the shy one. I was never the life of the party; I didn’t strike up conversations with people standing in the grocery line behind me. But put me in a hospital setting, and I would fight to the death for you. I would be your voice, until you learned to speak up for yourself. I had not always been like this—who doesn’t want to believe a doctor knows best? But there are practitioners who can go an entire career without ever running across a case of OI. The fact that people told me they knew what they were doing did not mean I would trust them.


  Except Piper. I had believed her when she told me that there was no way we could have known any sooner that you would be born this way.


  “I think we’re good to go,” Dr. Rosenblad said.


  The treatments were four hours each, for three days in a row. After two hours of multiple nurses and residents coming in to get your vitals (honestly, did they think that your weight and height changed in the span of a half hour?), Dr. Rosenblad would be called in, and then you’d give a urine sample. After that came the blood draw—six vials while you clutched my hand so hard you left tiny half-moons with your fingernails on the canvas of my skin. Finally, the nurse would administer the IV—the part you resisted the most. As soon as I heard her footsteps in the hall, I tried to distract you by pointing out facts in your book.


  Flamingo tongues were eaten in ancient Rome as a delicacy.


  In Kentucky, it’s illegal to carry ice cream in your back pocket.


  “Hey, sugar,” the nurse said. She had a cloud of unnaturally yellow hair and wore a stethoscope with a monkey clipped to the side of it. She was carrying a small plastic tray with an IV needle, alcohol wipes, and two strips of white tape.


  “Needles suck,” you said.


  “Willow! Watch your language!”


  “But suck isn’t a swear word. Vacuums suck.”


  “Especially if you’re the one doing the housecleaning,” the nurse murmured, swabbing your arm. “Now, Willow, I’m going to count to three before I stick you. Ready? One... two!”


  “Three,” you yelped. “You lied!”


  “Sometimes it’s easier to not be expecting it,” the nurse said, but she was lifting the needle again. “That wasn’t a good one. Let’s give it another try—”


  “No,” I interrupted. “Is there another nurse on the floor who can do this?”


  “I’ve been putting in IVs for thirteen years—”


  “But not in my daughter.”


  Her face frosted over. “I’ll get my supervisor.”


  She closed the door behind us. “But that was only the first stick,” you said.


  I sank down beside you on the bed. “She was sneaky. I’m not taking any chances.”


  Your fingers ruffled the pages of your book, as if you were reading Braille. One factoid jumped out at me: The safest year of life, statistically, is age ten.


  You were halfway there.


  •••


  The nice part about your being kept overnight in the hospital was that I didn’t have to worry whether you’d wind up there, courtesy of a slip in the tub or an arm hooked on the sleeve of your jacket. As soon as they had finished the first infusion and flushed the IV and you were sleeping deeply, I crept out of the darkened room and went to the bank of pay phones near the elevators so that I could call home.


  “How is she?” Sean asked as soon as he picked up the phone.


  “Bored. Fidgety. The usual. How’s Amelia?”


  “She got an A on her math quiz and threw a fit when I told her she had to wash the dishes after dinner.”


  I smiled. “The usual,” I repeated.


  “Guess what we had for dinner?” Sean said. “Chicken cordon bleu, roasted potatoes, and stir-fried green beans.”


  “Yeah, right,” I said. “You can’t even boil an egg.”


  “I didn’t say I cooked. The take-out counter at the grocery store was just particularly well stocked tonight.”


  “Well, Willow and I had a culinary feast of tapioca pudding, chicken noodle soup, and red Jell-O.”


  “I want to call her before I go to work tomorrow. What time will she get up?”


  “Six, for the nurses’ shift change,” I said.


  “I’ll set my alarm,” Sean answered.


  “By the way, Dr. Rosenblad asked me about doing the surgery again.”


  This was—no pun intended—a bone of contention for Sean and me. Your orthopedic surgeon wanted to rod your femurs after you were out of your spica cast, so that, even if there were future breaks, they wouldn’t displace. Rodding also prevented bowing, since OI bone grows spirally. As Dr. Rosenblad said, it was the best way to manage OI, since you can’t cure OI. But although I was gung ho about doing anything and everything that might save you some pain in the future, Sean looked at the here and now—and the fact that a surgery meant you’d be incapacitated once again. I could practically hear him digging in his heels. “Didn’t you print out some article about how rodding stunts growth in OI kids—”


  “You’re thinking of the spinal rods,” I said. “Once they put them in to combat the scoliosis, Willow won’t get any taller. This is different. Dr. Rosenblad even said the rods have gotten so sophisticated, they’ll grow with her—they telescope out.”


  “What if she doesn’t have any more femur breaks? Then she’s having the surgery for nothing.”


  The chances of you not having another leg break were about as good as those of the sun not rising tomorrow morning. That was the other difference between Sean and me—I was the resident pessimist. “Do you really want to have to deal with another spica cast? If she winds up in one when she’s seven or ten or twelve, who’s going to be able to lift her then?”


  Sean sighed. “She’s a kid, Charlotte. Shouldn’t she be able to run around for a while before you take that away again?”


  “I’m not taking anything away,” I said, stung. “The fact is, she’s going to fall. The fact is, she’s going to break. Don’t cast me as the villain, Sean, just because I’m trying to help her in the long run.”


  There was a hesitation. “I know how hard it is,” he said. “I know how much you do for her.”


  It was as close as he could come to alluding to the disastrous visit in the lawyer’s office. “I wasn’t complaining—”


  “I never said you were. I’m just saying... we knew it wouldn’t be easy, right?”


  Yes, we’d known that. But I guess I also hadn’t realized it would ever be quite this hard. “I have to go,” I said, and when Sean said he loved me, I pretended I had not heard.


  I hung up and immediately dialed Piper. “What’s wrong with men?” I asked.


  In the background, I could hear the water running, dishes clattering in the sink. “Is that a rhetorical question?” she said.


  “Sean doesn’t want Willow to have rodding surgery.”


  “Hang on. Aren’t you in Boston for pamidronate?”


  “Yes, and Rosenblad brought it up today when we saw him,” I said. “He’s been urging us to do it for a year now, and Sean keeps putting it off, and Willow keeps breaking.”


  “Even though she’ll be better off in the long run?”


  “Even though.”


  “Well,” Piper said, “then I have one word for you: Lysistrata.”


  I burst out laughing. “I’ve been sleeping with Willow on the living room couch for the past month. If I told Sean I was going to stop having sex with him, it would be a pretty empty threat.”


  “There’s your answer, then,” Piper said. “Bring on the candles, oysters, negligee, the whole nine yards... and when he’s blissed out in a hedonistic coma, ask him again.” I heard a voice in the background. “Rob says that’ll work like a charm.”


  “Thank him for the vote of confidence.”


  “Hey, by the way, tell Willow that a person’s thumb is as long as his nose.”


  “Really?” I wedged my hand up to my face to check. “She’ll love that.”


  “Oh, shoot, that’s my call waiting. Why can’t babies get born at nine in the morning?”


  “Is that a rhetorical question?” I said.


  “And we come full circle. Talk to you tomorrow, Char.”


  After I hung up, I stared at the receiver for a long moment. She’ll be better off in the long run, Piper had said.


  Did she believe that, unconditionally? Not just about a rodding surgery but about any action that a good mother would undertake?


  I didn’t know if I could even muster the courage to sue for wrongful birth. Saying abstractly that there were some children who shouldn’t be born was hard enough, but this went one step further. This meant saying one particular child—my child—shouldn’t have been born. What kind of mother would face a judge and a jury, and announce that she wished her child had never existed?


  Either the kind of mother who didn’t love her daughter at all... or the kind of mother who loved her daughter too much. The kind of mother who would say anything and everything if it meant you’d have a better life.


  But even if I came to terms with that moral conundrum, the additional wrinkle here was that the person on the other end of the lawsuit was not a stranger—she was my best friend.


  I thought of the foam pad we had once used to line your car bed and your crib, how sometimes, when I lifted you out of it, I could still see the impression you’d made, like a memory, or a ghost. And then, like magic, it would disappear. The indelible mark I’d left on Piper, the indelible mark she’d left on me—well, maybe they weren’t permanent. For years, I’d believed Piper when she said tests wouldn’t have told us any earlier that you had OI, but she had been talking about blood tests. She’d never even alluded to the fact that other prenatal testing—like ultrasounds—might have picked up your OI. Had she been making excuses for me, or for herself?


  It won’t affect her, a voice in my head murmured. That’s what malpractice insurance is for. But it would affect us. In order to make sure you could rely on me, I would lose the friend I’d relied on since before you were born.


  Last year, when Emma and Amelia were in sixth grade, the gym teacher had come up behind Emma and squeezed her shoulders while she waited on the sidelines of a softball game. Innocuous, most likely, but Emma had come home saying that it creeped her out. What do I do? Piper had asked me. Give him the benefit of the doubt, or be a helicopter parent? Before I could even offer her my opinion, she’d made up her mind. It’s my daughter, she said. If I don’t go in and open up my mouth, I may live to regret it.


  I loved Piper Reece. But I would always love you more.


  With my heart pounding, I took a business card out of my back pocket and dialed the number before I could lose my nerve.


  “Marin Gates,” said a voice on the other end.


  “Oh,” I stumbled, surprised. I had been anticipating an answering machine this late at night. “I wasn’t expecting you to be there...”


  “Who is this?”


  “Charlotte O’Keefe. I was in your office a couple of weeks ago with my husband about—”


  “Yes, I remember,” Marin said.


  I twisted the metal snake of the phone cord around my arm, imagined the words I would funnel into it, send into the world, make real.


  “Mrs. O’Keefe?”


  “I’m interested in... taking legal action.”


  There was a brief silence. “Why don’t we schedule a time for you to come in and meet with me? I can have my secretary call you tomorrow.”


  “No,” I said, and then shook my head. “I mean, that’s fine, but I won’t be home tomorrow. I’m in the hospital with Willow.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “No, she’s fine. Well, she’s not fine, but this is routine. We’ll be home Thursday.”


  “I’ll make a note.”


  “Good,” I said, my breath coming in a rush. “Good.”


  “Give my best to your family,” Marin replied.


  “I’ve just got one question,” I said, but she had already hung up the phone. I pressed the mouthpiece against my lips, tasted the bitter metal. “Would you do this?” I whispered out loud. “Would you do this, if you were me?”


  If you’d like to make a call, said the mechanical voice of an operator, please hang up and try again.


  What would Sean say?


  Nothing, I realized, because I wouldn’t tell him what I’d done.


  I walked back down the hall toward your room. On the bed, you were snoring softly. The video you’d been watching when you fell asleep cast a reflection over your bed in reds and greens and golds, an early rush of autumn. I lay down on the narrow cot that had been converted from one of the guest chairs by a helpful nurse; she’d left me a threadbare blanket and a pillow that crackled like polar ice.


  The mural on the far wall was an ancient map, with a pirate ship sailing off its borders. Not long ago, sailors believed that the seas were precipitous, that compasses could point out the spots where, beyond, there’d be dragons. I wondered about the explorers who’d sailed their ships to the end of the world. How terrified they must have been when they risked falling over the edge; how amazed to discover, instead, places they had seen only in their dreams.


  Piper


  I met Charlotte eight years ago, in one of the coldest rinks in New Hampshire, when we were dressing our four-year-old daughters as shooting stars for a forty-five-second performance in the club’s winter skating show. I was waiting for Emma to finish lacing up her skates while other mothers effortlessly yanked their daughters’ hair into buns and tied the ribbons of the shimmering costumes around their wrists and ankles. They chatted about the Christmas wrapping paper sale the skating club was doing for fund-raising and complained about their husbands, who hadn’t charged the video camera batteries long enough. In contrast to this offhanded competence, Charlotte sat alone, off to one side, trying to coax a very stubborn Amelia into tying back her long hair. “Amelia,” she said, “your teacher won’t let you onto the ice like that. Everyone has to match.”


  She looked familiar, although I didn’t remember meeting her. I thrust a few bobby pins at Charlotte and smiled. “If you need them,” I said, “I also have superglue and marine varnish. This isn’t our first year with the Nazi Skating Club.”


  Charlotte burst out laughing and took the pins. “They’re four years old!”


  “Apparently, if you don’t start young, they’ll have nothing to talk about in therapy,” I joked. “I’m Piper, by the way. Proudly defiant skating parent.”


  She held out a hand. “Charlotte.”


  “Mom,” Emma said, “that’s Amelia. I told you about her last week. She just moved here.”


  “We came because of work,” Charlotte said.


  “For you or your husband?”


  “I’m not married,” she said. “I’m the new pastry chef over at Capers.”


  “That’s where I know you from. I read about you in that magazine article.”


  Charlotte blushed. “Don’t believe everything in print...”


  “You ought to be proud! Me, I can’t even bake a Betty Crocker mix without screwing it up. Luckily, that’s not part of my job description.”


  “What do you do?”


  “I’m an obstetrician.”


  “Well, that beats what I do, hands down,” Charlotte said. “When I deliver, people gain weight. When you deliver, they lose it.”


  Emma poked a finger into a hole in her costume. “Mine’s going to fall off because you don’t know how to sew,” she accused.


  “It won’t fall off,” I sighed, then turned to Charlotte. “I was too busy suturing to sew a costume, so I hot-glued the seams.”


  “Next time,” Charlotte told Emma, “I’ll sew yours when I do Amelia’s.”


  I liked that—the idea that she was already counting on us being friends. We were destined to be partners in crime, subversive parents who didn’t care what the establishment thought. Just then, the teacher stuck her head inside the locker room door. “Amelia? Emma?” she snapped. “We’re all waiting for you out here!”


  “Girls, you’d better hurry. You heard what Eva Braun said.”


  Emma scowled. “Mommy, her name’s Miss Helen.”


  Charlotte laughed. “Break a leg!” she said as they hurried into the rink. “Or does that only work if the stage isn’t made of ice?”


  I don’t know whether you can look at your past and find, woven like the hidden symbols on a treasure map, the path that will point to your final destination, but I have thought back to that moment, to Charlotte’s good-luck phrase, many times. Do I remember it because of the way you were born? Or were you born because of the way I remember it?


  Rob was braced over me, his leg moving between mine as he kissed me. “We can’t,” I whispered. “Emma’s still awake.”


  “She won’t come in here...”


  “You don’t know that—”


  Rob buried his face in my neck. “She knows we have sex. If we didn’t, she wouldn’t be here.”


  “Do you like to imagine your parents having sex?”


  Grimacing, Rob rolled away from me. “Okay, that effectively killed the mood.”


  I laughed. “Give her ten minutes to fall asleep and I’ll get the fire going again.”


  He pillowed his head on his arms, staring up at the ceiling. “How many times a week do you think Charlotte and Sean do it?”


  “I don’t know!”


  Rob glanced at me. “Sure you do. Girls talk about that kind of thing.”


  “Okay, first of all, no we don’t. And second of all, even if we did, I don’t sit around wondering how often my best friend has sex with her husband.”


  “Yeah, right,” Rob said. “So you’ve never looked at Sean and wondered what it would be like to sleep with him?”


  I came up on an elbow. “Have you?”


  He grinned. “Sean’s not my type...”


  “Very funny.” My gaze slid toward him. “Charlotte? Really?”


  “Well... you know... it’s just a curiosity. Even Gordon Ramsay’s got to think about Big Macs once or twice in passing.”


  “So I’m the high-maintenance gourmet meal and Charlotte’s fast food?”


  “It was a bad metaphor,” Rob admitted.


  Sean O’Keefe was tall, strong, physically fierce—orthogonal to Rob’s slight runner’s frame, his careful surgeon’s hands, his addiction to reading. One of the reasons I’d fallen for Rob was that he seemed to be more impressed with my mind than with my legs. If I’d ever considered what it would be like to roll around with someone like Sean, the impulse must have been quickly squashed: after all these years, and all these conversations with Charlotte, I knew him too well to find him attractive.


  But Sean’s intensity also carried over into his parenting—he was crazy about his little girls; he was deeply private and protective of Charlotte. Rob was cerebral, not visceral. What would it feel like to have so much raw passion focused on you at once? I tried to picture Sean in bed. Did he wear pajama pants, like Rob? Or go commando?


  “Huh,” Rob said. “I didn’t know you could blush way down to your—”


  I yanked the sheets up to my chin. “To answer your question,” I said, “I’m not even sure it’s once a week. Between Willow and Sean’s work schedule, they’re probably not even in the same room at night most of the time.”


  It was odd, I realized, that Charlotte and I had not discussed sex. Not because I was her friend but because I was her doctor—part of my medical questioning involved whether or not a patient was having any problems during intercourse. Had I asked her that? Or had I skipped over it because it seemed too personal to ask that of a friend instead of a stranger? Back then, sex was a means to an end: a baby. But what about now? Was Charlotte happy? Did she and Sean lie in bed, comparing themselves to me and Rob?


  “Well, go figure. You and I are in the same room at night.” Rob leaned over me. “How about we maximize that potential?”


  “Emma—”


  “Is lost in her dreams by now.” Rob pulled my pajama top over my head and stared at me. “As a matter of fact, so am I...”


  I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him slowly. “Still thinking about Charlotte?”


  “Charlotte who?” Rob murmured, and he kissed me back.


  •••


  Once a month, Charlotte and I went to a movie and then to a seedy bar called Maxie’s Pad—a place whose name absolutely cracked me up, given the gynecological connotation, although I’m quite sure that was lost on Maxie himself, a grizzled old Maine fisherman who, when we first ordered Chardonnay, had told us it wasn’t on tap. Even when the only films playing were really awful slasher flicks or teen comedies, I’d drag Charlotte out for the night. If I didn’t, there were stretches of time when she’d never have left the house.


  The best thing about Maxie’s was his grandson, Moose, a linebacker who’d been kicked out of college in the middle of a cheating scandal. He’d started bartending for his grandpa three years ago, when he was back home evaluating his options, and he’d never left. He was six-six, blond, brawny, and had the mental acuity of a spatula.


  “Here you go, ma’am,” Moose said, sliding a pale ale toward Charlotte, who barely even flicked a glance at him.


  There was something wrong with Charlotte tonight. She’d tried to back out of our standing date, but I wouldn’t allow it, and for the past few hours she’d been distant and distracted. I attributed it to concern over you—with the pamidronate treatment and the femur breaks and the rodding surgery, she had plenty on her mind—and I was determined to divert her attention. “He winked at you,” I announced as soon as Moose turned away to help another customer.


  “Oh, get out,” Charlotte said. “I’m too old to be flirted with.”


  “Forty-four is the new twenty-two.”


  “Yeah, well, talk to me when you’re my age.”


  “Charlotte, I’m only two years younger than you!” I laughed and took a sip of my own beer. “God, we’re pathetic. He’s probably thinking, Those poor middle-aged women; the least I can do is make their day by pretending I find them even remotely sexy.”


  Charlotte lifted her mug. “Here’s to not being married to a guy too young to rent a car from Hertz.”


  I was the one who’d introduced your mother and your father. I think it’s human nature that those of us who are married cannot rest easy until we find mates for our single friends. Charlotte had never been married—Amelia’s father had been a drug addict who’d tried to clean up his act during Charlotte’s pregnancy, failed miserably, and moved to India with a seventeen-year-old pole dancer. So when I was pulled over for speeding by a really good-looking cop who wasn’t wearing a wedding band, I invited him to dinner so that he could meet Charlotte.


  “I don’t do blind dates,” your mother told me.


  “Then Google him.”


  Ten minutes later she called me, frantic, because Sean O’Keefe was also the name of a recently paroled child molester. Ten months later, she married the other Sean O’Keefe.


  I watched Moose stack glasses behind the bar, the light playing over his muscles. “So how goes it with Sean?” I asked. “Have you managed to convince him to do it yet?”


  Charlotte startled, nearly knocking over her beer. “To do what?”


  “The rodding surgery for Willow. Hello?”


  “Right,” Charlotte said. “I forgot I’d told you about that.”


  “Charlotte, we talk every day.” I looked at her more carefully. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “I just need a good night’s sleep,” she replied, but she was looking down into her beer, running one finger along the rim of the glass until it sang to us. “You know, I was reading something at the hospital, some magazine. There was an article in there about a family who sued the hospital after their son was born with cystic fibrosis.”


  I shook my head. “That pass-the-buck mentality drives me crazy. Pin the blame on someone else to make yourself feel better.”


  “Maybe someone else really was at fault.”


  “It’s the luck of the draw. You know what an obstetrician would say if a couple had a newborn with CF? ‘Oh, they got a bad baby.’ It’s not a judgment call, it’s just a statement of fact.”


  “A bad baby,” Charlotte repeated. “Is that what you think happened to me?”


  Sometimes, I let myself run on without thinking—like right now, when I remembered too late that Charlotte’s interest in this subject was more than theoretical. I felt heat flood my face. “I wasn’t talking about Willow. She’s—”


  “Perfect?” Charlotte challenged.


  But you were. You did the funniest Paris Hilton impression I’d ever seen; you could sing the alphabet backward; your features were delicate, elfin, fairy-tale. Those brittle bones were the least important part of you.


  Suddenly Charlotte folded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “No, honestly, my mouth shouldn’t be able to function unless my brain’s engaged.”


  “I’m just exhausted,” Charlotte said. “I ought to call it a night.” When I started to get up off my stool, she shook her head. “Stay here, finish your beer.”


  “Let me walk you out to the car—”


  “I’m a big girl, Piper. Really. Just forget I even said anything.”


  I nodded. And, stupid me, I did.


  Amelia


  So there I was in the school library, one of the few places where I could pretend my life wasn’t totally ruled by your OI, when I stumbled across it: a photograph in a magazine of a woman who looked just like you. It was weird, like one of those FBI photos where they artificially age a kid who’s been kidnapped ten years, so that you might be able to recognize him on the street. There was your flyaway silk hair, your pointy chin, your bowed legs. I’d met other OI kids before and knew you all had similar features, but this was really ridiculous.


  Even more weird was the fact that this lady was holding a baby, and was standing next to a giant. He had his arm around her and was grinning out of the photo with a really heinous overbite.


  “Alma Dukins,” the text below it read, “is only 3'2''; her husband, Grady, is 6'4''.”


  “Whatcha doing?” Emma said.


  She was my best friend; we’d been best friends for, like, ever. After the whole Disney nightmare, when kids in school found out I’d been shipped off to a foster home overnight, she (a) didn’t treat me like a leper, and (b) threatened to deck anyone who did. Right now, she’d come up behind my chair and notched her chin over my shoulder. “Hey, that woman looks like your sister.”


  I nodded. “She’s got OI, too. Maybe Wills was switched at birth.”


  Emma sank into the empty chair beside me. “Is that her husband? My dad could totally fix his teeth.” She peered at the magazine. “God, how do they even do it?”


  “That’s disgusting,” I said, although I had been wondering the same thing.


  Emma blew a bubble with her gum. “I guess everyone’s the same height when you’re lying down doing the nasty,” she said. “I thought Willow couldn’t have kids.”


  I kind of thought that, too. I guess no one had ever really discussed it with you, because you were only five, and believe me I didn’t want to think about anything as repulsive as this, but if you could break a bone coughing, how would you ever get a baby out of you, or a you-know-what in?


  I knew if I wanted rugrats, I’d be able to have them one day. If you wanted kids, though, it wouldn’t be easy, even if it was possible. It wasn’t fair, but then again, what was when it came to you?


  You couldn’t skate. You couldn’t bike. You couldn’t ski. And even when you did play a game that was physical—like hide-and-seek—Mom used to insist that you get an extra count of twenty. I pretended to be bent out of shape by this so you wouldn’t feel like you were getting special treatment, but deep down I knew it was the right thing to do—you couldn’t get around as fast as I could, with your braces or crutches or wheelchair, and it took you longer to wiggle into a hiding spot. Amelia, wait up! you always said when we were walking somewhere, and I would, because I knew there were a million other ways I would leave you behind.


  I would grow up, while you’d stay the size of a toddler.


  I would go to college, move away from home, and not have to worry about things like whether I could reach the gas pump or the buttons on the ATM.


  I’d maybe find a guy who didn’t think I was a total loser and get married and have kids and be able to carry them around without worrying that I’d get microfractures in my spine.


  I read the finer print of the magazine article.


  Alma Dukins, 34, gave birth on March 5, 2008, to a healthy baby girl. Dukins, who has osteogenesis imperfecta Type III, is 3'2'' tall and weighed 39 pounds before her pregnancy. She gained 19 pounds during her pregnancy and her daughter, Lulu, was delivered by C-section at 32 weeks, when Alma’s small body could not accommodate the enlarging uterus. She weighed four pounds, six ounces, and was 161/2 inches long at birth.


  You were at the stage when you played with dolls. Mom said I used to do that, too, although I only remember dismembering mine and cutting off all their hair. Sometimes I would catch Mom watching you wrap your fake baby’s arm in a cast, and it was like a storm cloud passed over her face—she was probably thinking that chances were you’d never have a real baby, mixed with feeling relief that you wouldn’t have to know what it was like to watch your own kid break a million bones, like she did.


  But in spite of what my mother thought, here was proof that someone with OI could have a family. This Alma woman was Type III, like you. She didn’t walk like you could—she was wheelchair-bound. And yet she’d managed to find a husband, goofy smile and all, and have a baby of her own.


  “You ought to show Willow,” Emma said. “Just take it. Who’s going to know?”


  So I checked to see if the librarian was still on her computer, ordering clothes from Gap.com (we’d done our share of spying on her), and then I faked a coughing fit. I doubled over and tucked the magazine inside my jacket. I smiled weakly as the librarian glanced at me to make sure I wasn’t hacking out a lung on the floor or anything.


  Emma expected me to keep the magazine for you, to show you or even Mom that one day you could grow up and get married and have a kid. But I had stolen it for a completely different reason. See, this year, you were starting kindergarten. And one day you’d be a seventh grader, like me. And you might be sitting in this library and come across this stupid magazine and see what I had seen when I looked at it: the space between Alma and her husband, that baby, too huge in her arms.


  To me, this didn’t look like a happy family. It was a circus freak show, minus the big top. Why else would it be in a magazine? Normal families didn’t make the news.


  In English class I asked to go to the bathroom. There, I tore the page out of the magazine and ripped the picture into the tiniest pieces I could. I flushed them down the toilet, the best I could do to protect you.


  Marin


  People think of the law as a virtual hallowed hall of justice, but the truth is that my job more closely resembles a bad sitcom. I once represented a woman who was carrying a frozen turkey out of her local Stop-n-Save grocery store the day before Thanksgiving, when the turkey slipped through the plastic bag and fractured her foot. She sued the Stop-n-Save, but we also included the company that made the plastic bags, and she walked away—without crutches, mind you—several hundred thousand dollars richer.


  Then there was the case that involved a woman driving home at two a.m. on a back road at eighty miles per hour, who collided with a lost tractor trailer that had backed up across the road to turn around. She was killed instantly, and her husband wanted to sue the tractor-trailer company because they didn’t have lights along the side of the truck so that his wife could have seen it. We brought a wrongful death suit against the driver of the truck, citing loss of consortium—asking for millions to make up for the fact that the husband had lost his beloved wife’s company. Unfortunately, during the case, the defendant’s attorney uncovered the fact that my client’s wife had been on her way home from a rendezvous with her lover.


  You win some, you lose some.


  Looking at Charlotte O’Keefe, who was sitting in my office with her cell phone clutched in her hands, I was pretty sure which way this case was going to go. “Where’s Willow?” I asked.


  “Physical therapy,” Charlotte said. “She’s there till eleven.”


  “And the breaks? They’re healing well?”


  “Fingers crossed,” Charlotte replied.


  “You’re expecting a call?”


  She looked down, as if she was surprised to find herself holding her phone. “Oh, no. I mean, I hope not. I just have to be available if Willow gets hurt.”


  We smiled politely at each other. “Should we... wait a little longer for your husband?”


  “Well,” she said, coloring. “He’s not going to be joining us.”


  To be honest, when Charlotte had called me to set up a meeting and talk about representation, I’d been surprised. Sean O’Keefe had made his feelings pretty damn clear when he’d stormed out of Bob’s office. Her phone call indicated that he’d calmed down enough to pursue litigation, but now—looking at Charlotte—I was starting to get a sinking feeling. “But he does want to file a lawsuit, right?”


  She shifted on her chair. “I don’t understand why I can’t do this on my own.”


  “Besides the obvious answer—that your husband’s bound to find out sooner or later—there’s a legal reason. You and your husband are both responsible for the care and raising of Willow. Let’s say you hire a lawyer by yourself and settle with the doctor, and then you get hit by a car and die. Your husband can go back and sue the doctor on his own, because he wasn’t a party to your settlement and didn’t release the doctor from future liability. Because of this, any defendant is going to insist that any settlement that’s reached or judgment in a trial include both of the parents. Which means that, even if Sergeant O’Keefe doesn’t want to be part of this lawsuit, he’s going to be impleaded—that is, brought into the lawsuit—so that it won’t be litigated again in the future.”


  Charlotte frowned. “I understand.”


  “Is that going to be a problem?”


  “No,” she said. “No, it’s not. But... we don’t have money to hire a lawyer. We’re barely scraping by as it is, with everything Willow needs. That’s why... that’s why I’m here today to talk about the lawsuit.”


  Every plaintiff mill firm—Bob Ramirez included—began a case with a cost-benefit analysis. It’s what had taken us so long to contact the O’Keefes between meetings: I would review a claim with experts, I would do due diligence to ascertain other suits like this and what the payouts had been. Once I knew that the estimated settlement would at least cover the costs of our time and the experts’ fees, I’d call the prospective clients and tell them they had a valid complaint. “You don’t have to worry about attorney’s fees,” I now said smoothly. “That would become part of the settlement. However, realistically, you do need to know that most wrongful birth suits settle out of court for less money than a jury would award, because malpractice insurance companies don’t want the press. Of the cases that do go to court, seventy-five percent find in favor of the defendant. Your particular case, which hinges on a misread sonogram, might not sway the jury—sonograms don’t make the most convincing evidence at a trial. And there will be considerable public scrutiny. There always is, when someone brings a wrongful birth suit.”


  She looked up at me. “You mean people will think I’m in it for the money.”


  “Well,” I said simply. “Aren’t you?”


  Charlotte’s eyes welled with tears. “I’m in it for Willow. I’m the one who brought her into this world, so it’s up to me to make sure that she suffers as little as possible. That doesn’t make me a monster.” She pressed her fingers to the corners of her eyes. “Or does it?”


  I gritted my teeth and passed her a box of Kleenex. Well, wasn’t that the $64,000 question?


  It was probable that, by the time this lawsuit got to court, you would be old enough to fully understand the ramifications of what your mother was doing—just like I had, one day, when I was told about my adoption. I knew what it was like to feel as if your own mom didn’t want you. In fact, I’d spent my whole childhood inventing excuses for her. Daydream 1: She was desperately in love with a boy who’d gotten her pregnant, and her family couldn’t bear the stain of shame, so they sent her to Switzerland and told everyone she was at boarding school when, instead, she was having me. Daydream 2: She was headed off to the Peace Corps to save the world when she found herself pregnant—and realized she had to put the needs of others above her own desire for a baby. Daydream 3: She was an actress, America’s sweetheart, who would lose her family-values midwest audience if they learned that she was a single mom. Daydream 4: She and my father were poor, struggling dairy farmers who wanted their baby to have a better life than they could offer.


  I figured there was one seminal moment when a woman realized what it meant to be a mother. For my birth mom, maybe it was when she passed me to a nurse and said good-bye. For the mother who’d raised me, it was when she sat me down at the kitchen table and told me that I had been adopted. For your mother, it was making the decision to file this lawsuit in spite of the public and private backlash. Being a good mother, it seemed to me, meant you ran the risk of losing your child.


  “I wanted another baby so much,” Charlotte said quietly. “I wanted to experience that, with Sean. I wanted us to take her to the park and push her on the swings. I wanted to bake cookies with her and go to her school plays. I wanted to teach her how to ride a horse and water-ski. I wanted her to take care of me when I got old,” she said, looking up at me. “Not the other way around.”


  I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck. I didn’t want to believe that a person who had brought a baby into this world would quit so easily when the going got tough. “I think most parents know there’s going to be some bad to go with the good,” I said evenly.


  “I wasn’t naïve—I already had a daughter. I knew I’d take care of Willow when she was hurt. I knew I’d have to get up in the middle of the night when she had nightmares. But I didn’t know she was going to be hurt for weeks at a time, for years at a time. I didn’t know I’d be up with her every night. I didn’t know that she would never get better.”


  I looked down, pretending to straighten some papers. What if the reason my mother had given me away was that I didn’t measure up to what she had hoped for? “What about Willow?” I said, bluntly playing devil’s advocate. “She’s a smart kid. How do you think she’ll handle her mother saying she should never have been born?”


  Charlotte flinched. “She knows that’s not the truth,” she said. “I could never imagine my life without her in it.”


  A red flag went up in my mind. “Stop right there. Don’t say that. You can’t even hint at it. If you file this lawsuit, Mrs. O’Keefe, you have to be able to swear—under oath—that if you’d known about your daughter’s illness earlier, if you’d been given the choice, you would have terminated the pregnancy.” I waited until her gaze met mine. “Is that going to be a problem?”


  Her eyes slid away, focusing on something outside my window. “Can you miss a person you’ve never known?”


  There was a knock at the door, and the receptionist popped her head in. “Sorry to interrupt, Marin,” Briony said, “but your eleven o’clock is here.”


  “Eleven?” Charlotte said, jumping to her feet. “I’m late. Willow’s going to panic.” She grabbed her purse, slung it over her shoulder, and hurried out of my office.


  “I’ll be in touch,” I called after her.


  It wasn’t until that afternoon, when I began to think about what Charlotte O’Keefe had said to me, that I realized she’d answered my question about abortion with another question.


  Sean


  At ten o’clock on Saturday night, it became clear to me that I was going to hell.


  Saturday nights were the ones that made you remember every sleepy picture-postcard New England town had a split personality, that the healthy, smiling guys you saw featured in Yankee magazine might pass out drunk at the local bar. On Saturday nights, lonely kids tried to hang themselves from the closet racks in their dorm rooms and high school girls got raped by college boys.


  Saturday nights were also when you’d catch someone bobbing and weaving so bad in a car that it was only a matter of time before the drunk rammed into someone else. Tonight I was pulled over behind a bank parking lot when a white Camry crawled by, practically on the dotted yellow line. I flicked on my blues and followed the driver, waiting for the car to pull onto the shoulder.


  I stepped out and approached the driver’s window. “Good evening,” I said, “do you know why—” But before I could finish asking the driver to tell me why he thought I’d pulled him over, the window rolled down and I found myself staring at our priest.


  “Oh, Sean, it’s you,” Father Grady said. He had a shock of white hair that Amelia called his Einstein-do, and he was wearing his clerical collar. His eyes were glassy and bright.


  I hesitated. “Father, I’m going to have to see your license and registration...”


  “Not a problem,” the priest said, digging in his glove compartment. “You’re just doing your job.” I watched him fumble, dropping his license three times before he managed to hand it to me. I glanced inside the car but didn’t see any bottles or cans.


  “Father, you were all over the road there.”


  “Was I?”


  I could smell alcohol on his breath. “You have any drinks tonight, Father?”


  “Can’t say that I have...”


  Priests couldn’t lie, could they? “You mind stepping out of the car for me?”


  “Sure, Sean.” He stumbled out of the door and leaned against the hood of his Camry, his hands in his pockets. “Haven’t seen your family at Mass lately...”


  “Father, do you wear contact lenses?”


  “No...”


  This was the beginning of the test for horizontal gaze nystagmus, an involuntary jerking of the eyeball that could suggest drunkenness. “I’m just going to ask you to follow this light,” I said, taking a penlight out of my pocket and holding it several inches away from his face, a bit above eye level. “Follow it only with your eyes—keep your head still,” I added. “Understand?”


  Father Grady nodded. I checked his equal pupil size and tracking as he followed the beam, marking down a lack of smooth pursuit, and an end-point nystagmus as I moved the beam toward his left ear.


  “Thanks, Father. Now, can you stand on your right foot for me, like this?” I demonstrated, and he lifted his left foot. He wobbled but stayed upright. “Now the left,” I said, and this time, he pitched forward.


  “Okay, Father, one last thing—can you walk for me, heel to toe?” I showed him how and then watched him trip over his own feet.


  Bankton was so tiny we didn’t ride with partners. I could have probably let Father Grady go; no one would have been the wiser, and maybe he’d even put a good word in to heaven for me. But letting him go also meant I would be lying to myself—and surely that was just as grievous a sin. Who might be driving on the roads that led to his house... a teenager, coming home from a date? A dad flying back from a business trip out of town? A mom with a sick kid, headed to the hospital? It wasn’t Father Grady I was trying to rescue, it was the people he might hurt in his condition.


  “I hate to do this, Father, but I’m going to have to arrest you for driving under the influence.” I Mirandized him and gently led the priest into the back of the cruiser.


  “What about my car?”


  “It’ll be towed. You can get it tomorrow,” I said.


  “But tomorrow’s Sunday!”


  We were only about a half mile from the station, which was a blessing, because I didn’t think I could stand to make small talk with my priest after I’d arrested him. At the station, I went through the rigmarole of implied consent and told Father Grady I wanted him to take a Breathalyzer test. “You have the right to have a similar test or tests done by a person of your choosing,” I said. “You’ll be given the opportunity to request this additional test, if you want. If you do not permit a test at the direction of the law enforcement officer, you may lose your license for a period of one hundred and eighty days, not concurrent with any loss of license if found guilty of the charge of DUI.”


  “No, Seanie, I trust you,” Father Grady said.


  It didn’t surprise me when he blew a .15.


  Since my shift was ending, I offered to take him back home. The road snaked in front of me as I passed the church and drove up a hill to the little white house that served as the rectory. I parked in the driveway and helped him walk a relatively straight line to the door. “I was at a wake tonight,” he said, turning his key in the lock.


  “Father,” I sighed. “You don’t have to explain.”


  “It was a boy—only twenty-six. Motorcycle accident last Tuesday, you probably know all about it. I knew I’d be driving home. But there was the mother, sobbing her heart out, and the brothers, completely shattered—and I wanted to leave them with a tribute, instead of with all that loss.”


  I didn’t want to listen. I didn’t need to borrow anyone else’s problems. But I found myself nodding at the priest all the same.


  “So it was a few toasts, a few shots of whiskey,” Father Grady said. “Don’t you lose sleep over this, Sean. I know perfectly well that doing the right thing for someone else occasionally means doing something that feels wrong to you.”


  The door swung open in front of us. I’d never been inside the rectory before—it was homey and small, with framed psalms hanging on the walls for decoration, a crystal bowl of M&M’s on the kitchen table, and a Patriots banner behind the couch. “I’m just going to lie down,” Father Grady murmured, and he stretched out on the couch.


  I took off his shoes and covered him with a blanket I found in a closet. “Good night, Father.”


  His eyes opened a crack. “See you tomorrow at Mass?”


  “You bet,” I said, but Father Grady had already started to snore.


  •••


  When I had told Charlotte that I wanted to go to church the next morning, she asked if I was feeling all right. Usually, she had to drag me to Mass, but part of me had wanted to know if Father Grady was going to do a sermon about our encounter last night. Sins of the fathers, that’s what he could call it, I thought now, and I snickered. Beside me, in the pew, Charlotte pinched me. “Sssh,” she mouthed.


  One of the reasons I didn’t like going to church was the stares. Piety and pity were a little too close to each other for my tastes. I’d listen to a blue-haired old lady tell me she was praying for you, and I’d smile and say thanks, but inside, I was ticked off. Who’d asked her to pray for you? Didn’t she realize I did enough of that on my own?


  Charlotte said that an offer to help was not a comment on someone else’s weakness, and that a police officer ought to know that. But hell, if you wanted to know what I was really thinking when I asked a lost out-of-towner if he needed directions or gave a battered wife my card and told her to call me if she needed assistance, it was this: pull yourself up by your bootstraps and figure a way out of the mess you’ve gotten yourself into. There was a big difference, the way I saw it, between a nightmare you woke up in unexpectedly and a nightmare of your own making.


  Father Grady winced as the organist started a particularly rousing version of a hymn, and I tucked away my grin. Instead of leaving the poor guy a glass of water last night, I should have mixed him up a hangover remedy.


  Behind us, a baby started to wail. As mean-spirited as it was of me, it felt good to have everyone focused on a family other than ours. I heard the furious whispers of the parents deciding who would be the one to take the baby out of the church.


  Amelia was sitting on my other side. She elbowed me and mimed for a pen. I reached into my pocket and handed her a ballpoint. Turning over her palm, she drew five tiny dashes and a hangman’s noose. I smiled and traced the letter A on her thigh.


  She wrote: _A_A_


  M, I wrote with my finger.


  Amelia shook her head.


  T?


  _ATA_


  I tried L, P, and R, but no luck. S?


  Amelia beamed and scribbled it into the puzzle: SATA_


  I laughed out loud, and Charlotte looked down at us, her eyes flashing a warning. Amelia took the pen and filled in the N, then held up her hand so I could see. Just then, loud and clear, you said, “What’s Satan?” and your mother turned bright red, hauled you into her arms, and hurried outside.


  A moment later, Amelia and I followed. Charlotte was sitting with you on the steps of the church, holding the baby who’d been screaming during the whole Mass. “What are you doing out here?” she asked.


  “Thought we’d be safer when the lightning struck.” I smiled down at the baby, who was stuffing grass into his mouth. “Did we pick up an extra along the way?”


  “His mother’s in the bathroom,” Charlotte said. “Amelia, watch your sister and the baby.”


  “Do I get paid for it?”


  “I cannot believe you’d have the nerve to ask me that after what you just did during Mass.” Charlotte stood up. “Let’s take a walk.”


  I fell into step beside her. Charlotte had always smelled of sugar cookies—later I learned that it was vanilla, which she would rub on her wrists and behind her ears, perfume for a pastry chef. It was part of why I loved her. Here’s a news flash for the ladies: for every one of you who thinks we all want a girl like Angelina Jolie, all skinny elbows and angles, the truth is, we’d rather curl up with someone like Charlotte—a woman who’s soft when a guy wraps his arms around her; a woman who might have a smear of flour on her shirt the whole day and not notice or care, not even when she goes out to meet with the PTA; a woman who doesn’t feel like an exotic vacation but is the home we can’t wait to come back to. “You know what?” I said genially, wrapping an arm around her. “Life is great. It’s a gorgeous day, I’m with my family, I’m not sitting in that cave of a church...”


  “And I’m sure Father Grady enjoyed hearing Willow’s little outburst, too.”


  “Believe me, Father Grady’s got bigger problems on his plate,” I said.


  We had crossed the parking lot, heading toward a field overrun with clover. “Sean,” Charlotte said, “I’ve got a confession to make.”


  “Maybe you ought to take that inside, then.”


  “I went back to the lawyer.”


  I stopped walking. “You what?”


  “I met with Marin Gates, about filing a wrongful birth lawsuit.”


  “Jesus Christ, Charlotte—”


  “Sean!” She threw a glance toward the church.


  “How could you do that? Just go behind my back like my opinion doesn’t matter?”


  She folded her arms. “What about my opinion? Doesn’t that matter to you?”


  “Of course it does—but some bloodsucking lawyer’s opinion, I don’t give a shit about. Don’t you see what they’re doing? They want money, pure and simple. They don’t give a damn about you or me or Willow; they don’t care who’s screwed during the process. We’re just a means to an end.” I took a step closer to her. “So Willow’s got some problems—who doesn’t? There’s kids with ADHD and kids who sneak out at night to smoke and drink and kids who get beat up at school for liking math—you don’t see those parents trying to blame someone else so they can get cash.”


  “How come you were perfectly willing to sue Disney World and half of the public service system in Florida for cash? What’s different here?”


  I jerked my chin up. “They played us for fools.”


  “What if the doctors did, too?” Charlotte argued. “What if Piper made a mistake?”


  “Then she made a mistake!” I shrugged. “Would it have changed the outcome? If you’d known about all the breaks, all the trips to the ER, all we’d have to do for Willow, would you have wanted her any less?”


  She opened her mouth, and then resolutely clamped it shut.


  That scared the hell out of me.


  “So what if she winds up in a lot of casts?” I said, reaching for Charlotte’s hand. “She also knows the name of every bone in the freaking body and she hates the color yellow and she told me last night she wants to be a beekeeper when she grows up. She’s our little girl, Charlotte. We don’t need help. We’ve handled this for five years; we’ll keep handling it ourselves.”


  Charlotte drew away from me. “Where’s the we, Sean? You go off to work. You go out with the guys for poker night. You make it sound like you’re with Willow twenty-four/seven, but you have no idea what that’s like.”


  “Then we’ll get a visiting nurse. An aide...”


  “And we’ll pay her with what?” Charlotte snapped. “Come to think of it, how are we going to afford a new car big enough to carry Willow’s chair and walker and crutches, since ours is going on two hundred thousand miles? How are we going to pay off her surgeries, the parts insurance won’t cover? How are we going to make sure her house has a handicapped ramp and a kitchen sink low enough for a wheelchair?”


  “Are you saying I can’t provide for my own kid?” I said, my voice escalating.


  Suddenly, all the bluster went out of Charlotte. “Oh, Sean. You’re the best father. But... you’re not a mother.”


  There was a shriek, and—instinct kicking in—both Charlotte and I sprinted across the parking lot, expecting to find Willow twisted on the pavement with a bone breaking through her skin. Instead, Amelia was holding the crying baby at arm’s length, a stain streaking the front of her shirt. “It barfed on me!” she wailed.


  The baby’s mother came hurrying out of the church. “I’m so sorry,” she said, to us, to Amelia, as Willow sat on the ground, laughing at her sister’s bad luck. “I think he might be coming down with something...”


  Charlotte stepped forward and took the baby from Amelia. “Maybe a virus,” she said. “Don’t worry. These things happen.”


  She stood back as the woman gave a wad of Baby Wipes to Amelia to clean herself off. “This conversation is over,” I murmured to Charlotte. “Period.”


  Charlotte bounced the baby in her arms. “Sure, Sean,” she said, too easily. “Whatever you say.”


  •••


  By six o’clock that night, Charlotte had caught whatever the baby had, and was sick as a dog. Vomiting like crazy, she’d sequestered herself in the bathroom. I was supposed to work the night shift, but it was blatantly clear that wasn’t going to happen. “Amelia needs help with her science homework,” Charlotte murmured, patting her face with a damp towel. “And the girls need dinner...”


  “I’ll take care of it,” I said. “What else do you need?”


  “To die?” Charlotte moaned, and she shoved me out of the way to kneel in front of the toilet again.


  I backed out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me. Downstairs, you were sitting on the living room couch eating a banana. “You’re gonna spoil your appetite,” I said.


  “I’m not eating it, Daddy. I’m fixing it.”


  “Fixing it,” I repeated. On the table in front of you was a knife, which you weren’t supposed to have—I made a mental note to yell at Amelia for getting you one. There was a slice down the center of the banana.


  You popped open the lid of a mending kit we’d taken from the hotel room in Florida, pulled out a prethreaded needle, and started to sew up the wound in the banana skin.


  “Willow,” I said. “What are you doing?”


  You blinked up at me. “Surgery.”


  I watched you for a few stitches, to make sure you didn’t poke yourself with the needle, and then shrugged. Far be it from me to stand in the way of science.


  In the kitchen, Amelia was sprawled across the table with markers, glue, and a piece of poster board. “You want to tell me why Willow’s out there with a paring knife?” I said.


  “Because she asked for one.”


  “If she asked for a chain saw, would you have gotten it out of the garage?”


  “Well, that would kind of be overkill for cutting up a banana, don’t you think?” Looking down at her project, Amelia sighed. “This totally sucks. I have to make a board game about the digestive system, and everyone’s going to make fun of me because we all know where the digestive system ends.”


  “Funny you should use that word,” I said.


  “G-R-O-double-S, Dad.”


  I started pulling pots and pans out from beneath the counter and set out a frying pan. “What do you say to pancakes for dinner?” Not that they had a choice; it was the only thing I knew how to cook, except for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.


  “Mom made pancakes for breakfast,” Amelia complained.


  “Did you know that dissolvable stitches are made out of animal guts?” you called out.


  “No, and now I kind of wish I didn’t...”


  Amelia rubbed a glue stick over her poster board. “Is Mom better yet?”


  “No, baby.”


  “But she promised me she’d help draw the esophagus.”


  “I can help,” I said.


  “You can’t draw, Dad. When we play Pictionary you always make a house, even when that has nothing to do with the answer.”


  “Well, how hard can an esophagus be? It’s a tube, right?” I rummaged for a box of Bisquick.


  There was a thump; the knife had rolled under the couch. You were twisting uncomfortably. “Hang on, Wills, I can get that for you,” I called.


  “I don’t need it anymore,” you said, but you hadn’t stopped squirming.


  Amelia sighed. “Willow, stop being such a baby before you pee in your pants.”


  I looked from your sister to you. “Do you have to go to the bathroom?”


  “She’s making that face she makes when she’s trying to hold it in—”


  “Amelia, enough.” I walked into the living room and crouched down beside you. “Honey, you don’t have to be embarrassed.”


  You flattened your lips together. “I want Mom to take me.”


  “Mom’s not here,” Amelia snapped.


  I hoisted you off the couch to carry you into the downstairs bathroom. I’d just wrangled your awkwardly cast legs into the doorframe when you said, “You forgot the garbage bags.”


  Charlotte had told me how she’d line them inside your cast before you went to the bathroom. In all the time you’d been in your spica, I hadn’t been pressed into duty for this—you were wildly self-conscious about having me pull down your pants. I reached around the doorframe to the dryer, where Charlotte had stashed a box of kitchen trash bags. “Okay,” I said. “I’m a novice, so you have to tell me what to do.”


  “You have to swear you won’t peek,” you said.


  “Cross my heart.”


  You untied the knot that was holding up the gigantic boxer shorts we’d pulled over your spica, and I lifted you up so that they would pool at your hips. As I pulled them off, you squealed. “Look up here!”


  “Right.” I resolutely fixed my eyes on yours, trying to maneuver the shorts off you without seeing what I was doing. Then I held up the garbage bag, which would have to be tucked in along the crotch line. “You want to do this part?” I asked, blushing.


  I held you under the armpits while you struggled to line the cast with the plastic. “Ready,” you said, and I positioned you over the toilet.


  “No, back more,” you said, and I adjusted you and waited.


  And waited.


  “Willow,” I said, “go ahead and pee.”


  “I can’t. You’re listening.”


  “I’m not listening—”


  “Yes you are.”


  “Your mother listens...”


  “That’s different,” you said, and you burst into tears.


  Once the floodgates opened, they opened universally. I glanced down at the bowl of the toilet, only to hear you cry louder. “You said you wouldn’t peek!”


  I snapped my eyes north, juggled you into my left arm, and reached for the toilet paper with the right.


  “Dad!” Amelia yelled. “I think something’s burning...”


  “Oh shit,” I muttered, giving only a passing thought to the swear jar. I stuffed a wad of paper into your hand. “Hurry up, Willow,” I said, and then I flushed the toilet.


  “I h-have to w-wash my hands,” you hiccuped.


  “Later,” I bit out, and I carried you back to the couch, tossing your shorts into your lap before racing to the kitchen.


  Amelia stood in front of the stove, where the pancakes were charring. “I turned off the burner,” she said, coughing through the smoke.


  “Thanks.” She nodded and reached around me onto the counter for... Were those what I thought they were? Sure enough, Amelia sat down and picked up the hot glue gun. She’d affixed about thirty of my good clay poker chips around the edge of her poster board.


  “Amelia!” I yelled. “Those are my poker chips!”


  “You have a whole bunch. I just needed a few...”


  “Did I tell you you could use them?”


  “You didn’t tell me I couldn’t,” Amelia said.


  “Daddy,” you called out from the living room, “my hands!”


  “Okay,” I said under my breath. “Okay.” I counted to ten, and then carried the pan to the trash to scrape out its contents. The metal lip grazed my wrist and I dropped the pan. “Sonofabitch,” I cried, and I switched on the cold-water faucet, thrusting my arm beneath it.


  “I want to wash my hands,” you wailed.


  Amelia folded her arms. “You owe Willow a quarter,” she said.


  •••


  By nine o’clock, you girls were asleep and the pots had been washed and the dishwasher was humming in the kitchen. I went around the house, turning out the lights, then crept into the dark bedroom. Charlotte was lying down with one arm thrown over her head. “You don’t have to tiptoe,” she said. “I’m awake.”


  I sank down beside her. “You feeling any better?”


  “I’m down a dress size. How are the girls?”


  “Fine. Although I’m sorry to say Willow’s patient didn’t survive.”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing.” I rolled onto my back. “We had peanut butter and jelly for dinner.”


  She patted my arm absently. “You know what I love about you?”


  “Hmm?”


  “You make me look so good by comparison...”


  I propped my arms behind my head and stared up at the ceiling. “You don’t bake anymore.”


  “Yeah, but I don’t burn the pancakes,” Charlotte said, smiling a little. “Amelia ratted you out when she came in to say good night.”


  “I’m serious. Remember how you used to make crème brûlée and petit fours and chocolate èclairs?”


  “I guess other things became more important,” Charlotte answered.


  “You used to say you’d have your own bakery one day. You wanted to call it Syllable—”


  “Syllabub,” she corrected.


  I may not have remembered the name right, but I knew what it meant, because I’d asked you: syllabub was the oldest English dessert, made when dairymaids would shoot warm milk straight from the cow into a pail that held cider or sherry. It was like eggnog, you told me, and you promised me you’d make me some to try, and the night you did you dipped a finger in the sweet cream and traced a trail down my chest that you kissed clean.


  “That’s what happens to dreams,” Charlotte said. “Life gets in the way.”


  I sat up, picking at a stitch on the quilt. “I wanted a house, a backyard, a bunch of kids. A vacation every now and then. A good job. I wanted to coach softball and take my girls skiing and not know every fucking doctor in the Portsmouth Regional Hospital emergency room by name.” I turned to her. “I may not be with her all the time, but when she breaks, Charlotte, I feel it. I swear I do. I’d do anything for her.”


  She faced me. “Would you?”


  I could feel its weight on the mattress: the lawsuit, the elephant in the room. “It feels... ugly. It feels like we’re saying we didn’t love her, because she’s... the way she is.”


  “It’s because we want her, because we love her, that I’d ever think about this in the first place,” Charlotte said. “I’m not stupid, Sean. I know people are going to talk, and say I’m after a big settlement. I know they’re going to think I’m the worst mother in the world, the most selfish, you fill in the blank. But I don’t care what they say about me—I care about Willow. I want to know that she’ll be able to go to college and live on her own and do everything she dreams of. Even if that means that the whole world thinks I’m horrible. Does it really matter what everyone else says if I know why I’m doing it?” She faced me. “I’m going to lose my best friend because of this,” she said. “I don’t want to lose you, too.”


  In her previous life as a pastry chef, I’d always been amazed to watch tiny Charlotte hauling fifty-pound bags of flour around. There was strength in her that went far beyond my own size and force. I saw the world in black and white; it was why I was a career cop. But what if this lawsuit and its uncomfortable name was only a means to an end? Could something that looked so wrong on the outside turn out to be undeniably right?


  My hand crept across the quilt to cover hers. “You won’t,” I said.


  Charlotte


  Late May 2007


  Your first seven breaks happened before you entered this world. The next four happened minutes after you were born, as a nurse lifted you out of me. Another nine, when you were being resuscitated in the hospital, after you coded. The tenth: when you were lying across my lap and suddenly I heard a pop. Eleven was when you rolled over and your arm hit the edge of the crib. Twelve and thirteen were femur fractures; fourteen a tibia; fifteen a compression fracture of the spine. Sixteen was jumping down from a stoop; seventeen was a kid crashing into you on a playground; eighteen was when you slipped on a DVD jacket lying on the carpet. We still don’t know what caused number nineteen. Twenty was when Amelia was jumping on a bed where you were sitting; twenty-one was a soccer ball that hit your left leg too hard; twenty-two was when I discovered waterproof casting materials and bought enough to supply an entire hospital, now stocked in my garage. Twenty-three happened in your sleep; twenty-four and twenty-five were a fall forward in the snow that snapped both forearms at once. Twenty-six and twenty-seven were nasty fractures, fibula and tibia tenting through the skin at a nursery school Halloween party, where, ironically, you were wearing a mummy’s costume whose bandages I used to splint the breaks. Twenty-eight happened during a sneeze; twenty-nine and thirty were ribs you broke on the edge of the kitchen table. Thirty-one was a hip fracture that required a metal plate and six screws. I stopped keeping track after that, until the ones from Disney World, which we had not numbered but instead named Mickey, Donald, and Goofy.


  Four months after you were put in the spica cast, it was bivalved. This meant that it was cut in half and secured with low-budget clips that broke within hours, so I replaced them with bright strips of Velcro. Gradually, we’d remove the top, so that you could practice sitting up like a clam on the half shell, and you could strengthen the stomach and calf muscles that had deteriorated. According to Dr. Rosenblad, you’d have a couple of weeks in the bottom of the shell; then you’d graduate to just sleeping in it. Eight weeks later you’d stand with a walker; four weeks after that, you’d be moving to the bathroom on your own.


  The best part, though, was that you could go back to preschool. It was a private school, held for two hours each morning in the basement of a church. You were a year older than other kids in the class, but you’d missed so much school because of breaks that we’d decided to repeat the year—you could read at a sixth-grade level, but you needed to be around other kids your age for socialization. You didn’t have many friends—children were either frightened by your wheelchair and walker or, oddly, jealous of the casts that you’d come to school wearing. Now, driving to the church, I glanced into the rearview mirror. “So what are you going to do first?”


  “The rice table.” Miss Katie, whom you ranked somewhere just shy of Jesus on the adoration scale, had set up an enormous sandbox full of colored rice grains, which kids could pour into different size containers. You loved the noise it made; you told me it sounded like rain. “And the parachute.”


  This was a game where one child ran under a brightly colored round of silk while the rest held on to its edges. “You’re going to have to wait a while for that, Wills,” I said, and I pulled into the parking lot. “One day at a time.”


  I unloaded your wheelchair from the back of the van and settled you into it, then pushed you up the ramp that the school had added this past summer, after you’d enrolled. Inside, other students were hanging their coats in their cubbies; moms were rolling up dried finger paintings that were hanging on a clothes rack. “You’re back!” one woman said, smiling down at you. Then she looked up at me. “Kelsey had her birthday party last weekend—she saved a goody bag for Willow. We would have invited her, but, well, it was at the Gymnastics Hut, and I figured she might feel left out.”


  As opposed to not being invited? I thought. But instead, I smiled. “That was very thoughtful.”


  A little boy touched the edges of your spica cast. “Wow,” he breathed. “How do you pee in that thing?”


  “I don’t,” you said, without cracking a smile. “I haven’t gone in four months, Derek, so you’d better watch out ’cause I could blow like a volcano any minute.”


  “Willow,” I murmured, “no need to be snarky.”


  “He started it...”


  Miss Katie came into the hallway as she heard the commotion of our arrival. She did the slightest double take when she saw you in the bivalved cast but quickly recovered. “Willow!” she said, getting down on her knees to your level. “It is so nice to see you!” She summoned her assistant, Miss Sylvia. “Sylvia, can you keep an eye on Willow while her mom and I have a talk?”


  I followed her down the hallway past the bathrooms with their impossibly squat toilets to the area that doubled as music room and gymnasium. “Charlotte,” Kate said, “I must have misunderstood. When you called to tell me Willow was coming, I thought she was out of that body cast!”


  “Well, she will be. It’s a gradual thing.” I smiled at her. “She’s really excited to be back here.”


  “I think you’re rushing things—”


  “It’s fine, really. She needs the activity. Even if she breaks again, a break after a few weeks of really great play is better for her body than just sitting around at home. And you don’t have to worry about the other kids hurting her, beyond the usual. We wrestle with her. We tickle her.”


  “Yes, but you do all that at home,” the teacher pointed out. “In a school environment... Well, it’s riskier.”


  I stepped back, reading her loud and clear: we’re liable when she’s on our grounds. In spite of the Americans with Disabilities Act, I routinely read on online OI forums of private schools who kindly suggested that a healing child be kept at home, ostensibly for the child’s best interests but more likely because of their own rising insurance premiums. It created a catch-22: legally, you had clear grounds to sue for discrimination, but once you did, you could bet that, even if you won your case, your child would be treated differently when she returned.


  “Riskier for whom?” I said, my face growing hot. “I paid tuition to have my daughter here. Kate, you know damn well you can’t tell me she’s not welcome.”


  “I’m happy to refund you tuition for the months she’s missed. And I would never tell you that Willow’s not welcome—we love her, and we’ve missed her. We just want to make sure she’s safe.” She shook her head. “Look at it from our point of view. Next year, when Willow’s in kindergarten, she’ll have a full-time aide. We don’t have that resource here.”


  “Then I’ll be her aide. I’ll stay with her. Just let her”—my voice snapped like a twig—“let her feel like she’s normal.”


  Kate looked up at me. “Do you think being the only child with a parent in the classroom is going to make her feel that way?”


  Speechless—fuming—I strode down the hall to where Miss Sylvia was still waiting with you, watching you show off the cast’s Velcro straps. “We have to go,” I said, blinking back tears.


  “But I want to play at the rice table...”


  “You know what?” Kate said. “Miss Sylvia will get you your own bag to take home! Thanks for coming to say hello to all your friends, Willow.”


  Confused, you turned to me. “Mommy? Why can’t I stay?”


  “We’ll talk about it later.”


  Miss Sylvia returned with a Ziploc full of purple rice grains. “Here you go, pumpkin.”


  “Tell me this,” I said, eyeing each of the teachers in turn. “What good is a life if she doesn’t get to live it?”


  I pushed you out of the school, still so angry that it took me a moment to realize you were deathly silent. When we reached the van, you had tears in your eyes. “It’s okay, Mom,” you said, with a resignation in your voice that no five-year-old ought to have. “I didn’t want to stay anyway.”


  That was a lie; I knew how much you had been looking forward to seeing your friends.


  “You know how, when there’s a rock in the water, the water just moves around the sides of it as if it’s not there?” you said. “That’s kind of how the other kids acted when you were talking to Miss Katie.”


  How could those teachers—or those other kids—not see how easily you bruised? I kissed you on the forehead. “You and I,” I promised, “are going to have so much fun this afternoon, you aren’t going to know what hit you.” I leaned down to hoist you out of your wheelchair, but one of the Velcro straps on the cast popped open. “Shoot,” I muttered, and as I jostled you to one hip to fix it, you dropped your Ziploc bag.


  “My rice!” you said, and you instinctively twisted in my arms to reach it, which is exactly the moment I heard the snap: like a branch breaking, like the first bite of an autumn apple.


  “Willow?” I said, but I already knew: the whites of your eyes had flashed, blue as lightning, and you were slipping away from me into the sleepy trance that would overcome you when it was a particularly bad fracture.


  By the time I settled you in the back of the van, your eyes were nearly closed. “Baby, tell me where it hurts,” I begged, but you didn’t answer. Starting at the wrist, I gently felt up your arm, trying to find the tender spot. I had just hit a divot beneath your shoulder when you whimpered. But you had broken bones in the arm before, and this one wasn’t stuck through the skin or twisted at a ninety-degree angle or any of the other hallmarks I associated with the kind of severe break that made you slip into a stupor. Had the bone pierced an organ?


  I could have gone back into the school and asked them to call 911, but there was nothing an EMT could do for you that I didn’t know how to do myself. So I rummaged in the back of the van and found an old People magazine. Using it as an immobilizer, I wrapped an Ace bandage around your upper arm. I winged a prayer that you wouldn’t have to be casted—casts made bone density drop, and each place a cast ended was a new weak point for a future break. You could get away with a Wee Walker boot or an Aircast or a splint most of the time—except for hip fractures, and vertebrae, and femurs. Those breaks were the ones that made you go still and quiet, like now. Those breaks were the ones that had me driving straight to the ER, because I was too scared to handle them on my own.


  At the hospital, I pulled into a handicapped spot and carried you into triage. “My daughter has osteogenesis imperfecta,” I told the nurse. “She’s broken her arm.”


  The woman pursed her lips. “How about you do the diagnosis after you get a medical degree?”


  “Trudy, is there a problem?” A doctor who looked too young to even be shaving was suddenly standing in front of us, peering down at you. “Did I hear you say OI?”


  “Yes,” I said. “I think it’s her humerus.”


  “I’ll take care of this one,” the doctor said. “I’m Dr. Dewitt. Do you want to put her in a wheelchair—”


  “We’re good,” I said, and I hoisted you higher in my arms. As he led us down the hall to Radiology, I gave him your medical history. He stopped me only once—to sweet-talk the technician into giving up a room quickly. “Okay,” the doctor said, leaning over you on the X-ray table, his hand on your forearm. “I’m just going to move this the tiniest bit...”


  “No,” I said, stepping forward. “You can move the machine, can’t you?”


  “Well,” Dr. Dewitt said, nonplussed. “We don’t usually.”


  “But you can?”


  He looked at me again and then made adjustments to the equipment, draping the heavy lead vest over your chest. I moved to the rear of the room so the film could be taken. “Good job, Willow. Now just one more of your lower arm,” the doctor said.


  “No,” I said.


  The doctor looked up, exasperated. “With all due respect, Mrs. O’Keefe, I really need to do my job.”


  But I was doing mine, too. When you broke, I tried to limit the number of X-rays that were done; sometimes I had them skipped altogether if they weren’t going to change the outcome of the treatment. “We already know she’s got a break,” I reasoned. “Do you think it’s displaced?”


  The doctor’s eyes widened as I spoke his own language to him. “No.”


  “Then you don’t really have to X-ray the radius and ulna, do you?”


  “Well,” Dr. Dewitt admitted. “That depends.”


  “Do you have any idea how many X-rays my daughter will have to get in the course of her lifetime?” I asked.


  He folded his arms. “You win. We really don’t need to X-ray the lower arm.”


  While we waited for the film to develop, I rubbed your back. Slowly, you were returning from wherever it was that you went when you had a break. You were fidgeting more, whimpering. Shivering, which only made you hurt more.


  I stuck my head out of the room to ask a technician if she had a blanket I might wrap around you and found Dr. Dewitt approaching with your X-rays. “Willow’s cold,” I said, and he whipped off his white coat and settled it over your shoulders as soon as he stepped into the room. “The good news,” he said, “is that Willow’s other break is healing nicely.”


  What other break?


  I didn’t realize I’d said it aloud until the doctor pointed to a spot on your upper arm. It was hard to see—the collagen defect left your bones milky—but sure enough, there was the ridge of callus that suggested a healing fracture.


  I felt a stab of guilt. When had you hurt yourself, and how could I not have known?


  “Looks like it’s about two weeks old,” Dr. Dewitt mused, and just like that, I remembered: one night, when I carried you to the bathroom in the middle of the night, I had nearly dropped you. Although you’d insisted you were fine, you had only been lying for my sake.


  “I am amazed to report, Willow, that you’ve broken one of the bones that’s hardest to break in the human body—your shoulder blade.” He pointed to the second image on the light board, to a crack clear down the middle of the scapula. “It moves around so much, it’s hardly ever fractured on impact.”


  “So what do we do?” I asked.


  “Well, she’s already in a spica cast... Short of mummification, the best thing is probably going to be a sling. It’s going to hurt for a few days—but the alternative seems like cruel and unusual punishment.” He bandaged your arm up against your chest, like the broken wing of a bird. “That too tight?”


  You looked up at him. “I broke my clavicle once. It hurt more. Did you know that clavicle means ‘little key’—not just because it looks like one but because it connects all the other bones in the chest?”


  Dr. Dewitt’s jaw dropped. “Are you some kind of Doogie Howser prodigy?”


  “She reads a lot,” I said, smiling.


  “Scapula, sternum, and xiphoid,” you added. “I can spell them, too.”


  “Damn,” the doctor said softly, and then he blushed. “I mean, darn.” His gaze met mine over your head. “She’s the first OI patient I’ve had. It must be pretty wild.”


  “Yes,” I said. “Wild.”


  “Well, Willow, if you want to come work here as an ortho resident, there’s a white coat with your name on it.” He nodded at me. “And if you ever need someone to talk to...” He took a business card out of his breast pocket.


  I tucked it into my back pocket, embarrassed. This probably wasn’t goodwill as much as it was preservation for Willow—the doctor had evidence of my own incompetence, two breaks up there in black and white. I pretended to be busy rummaging for something in my purse, but really, I was just waiting for him to leave. I heard him offer you a lollipop, say good-bye.


  How could I claim to know what was best for you, what you deserved, when at any moment I might be thrown a curveball—and learn that I hadn’t protected you as well as I should have? Was I considering this lawsuit because of you, or to atone for all the things I’d done wrong up to this point?


  Like wishing for a baby. Each month when I’d realized that Sean and I had again not conceived, I used to strip and stand in the shower with the water streaming down my face, praying to God; praying to get pregnant, no matter what.


  I hoisted you into my arms—my left hip, since it was your right shoulder that had broken—and walked out of the examination room. The doctor’s card was burning a hole in my back pocket. I was so distracted, in fact, that I nearly ran over a little girl who was walking in the door of the hospital just as we were walking out. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” I said, and backed up. She was about your age, and she held on to her mother’s hand. She wore a pink tutu and mud boots with frog faces on the toes. Her head was completely bald.


  You did the one thing you hated most when it happened to you: you stared.


  The little girl stared back.


  You’d learned early on that strangers would stare at a girl in a wheelchair. I’d taught you to smile at them, to say hello, so that they’d realize you were a person and not just some curiosity of nature. Amelia was your fiercest protector—if she saw a kid gawking at you, she’d walk right up and tell him that was what would happen if he didn’t clean his room or eat his vegetables. Once or twice, she’d made a child burst into tears, and I almost didn’t reprimand her because it made you smile and sit up straighter in your wheelchair, instead of trying to be invisible.


  But this was different; this was an equal match.


  I squeezed your waist. “Willow,” I chided.


  The girl’s mother looked up at me. A thousand words passed between us, although neither of us spoke. She nodded at me, and I nodded back.


  You and I walked out of the hospital into a late spring day that smelled of cinnamon and asphalt. You squinted, tried to raise your arm to shield your eyes, and remembered that it was bound tight against your body. “That girl, Mommy,” you said. “Why did she look like that?”


  “Because she’s sick, and that’s what happens when she takes her medicine.”


  You considered this for a moment. “I’m so lucky... my medicine lets me have hair.”


  I was careful not to cry around you, but this time I could not help it. Here you were, with three out of four extremities broken. Here you were, with a healing fracture I hadn’t even known occurred. Here you were, period. “Yes, we’re lucky,” I said.


  You put your hand against my cheek. “It’s okay, Mom,” you said. And just as I’d done for you in the ER, you patted my back, the very same spot you’d broken in your own body.


  Sean


  “Stop, goddammit!” I yelled as I sprinted across the empty park, holding the can of spray paint. The kid still had a lead on me, not to mention the benefit of being thirty years younger, but I wasn’t going to let him get away. Not even if it killed me, which, judging from the stitch in my side, it just might.


  It had been one of those unseasonably warm spring days that made me remember what it felt like to be a kid, listening to the slap of girls’ flip-flops as they walked past you at the town pool. I admit, during my lunch break, I’d put on some running shorts and taken a quick dip. We wouldn’t be swimming for a while—out of solidarity with you, since you couldn’t go into a pool until you were out of your spica cast. There was nothing you wanted to do more than swim—something you’d never really learned to do because of various breaks. Even after Charlotte had discovered fiberglass casts—which were waterproof and wicked expensive—you somehow managed to miss the swim-lesson season for one reason or another. When Amelia was being a particularly nasty preadolescent, she’d lord over you the fact that she was headed to a pool party or out to the beach. Then you’d spend the whole day sulking or, in one memorable case, getting on the Internet and submitting a bid request for an inground pool—something we had neither the land nor the money for. Sometimes I thought you were obsessed with water—frozen in the winter or chlorinated in the summer; all you wanted was exactly what you couldn’t have.


  Sort of like the rest of us, I guess.


  Now, my hair was still wet; I smelled of chlorine—and I was trying to figure out how I could mask that from you when I got home. The car windows were rolled down as I cruised by the local park, where a Little League game had recently broken up. And then I noticed a kid spray-painting graffiti on the dugout in broad daylight.


  I don’t know what frustrated me more—the fact that this boy was defacing public property or the fact that he was doing it right under my nose, without even the pretense of hiding. I parked far away and sneaked up behind him. “Hey,” I called. “You want to tell me what you’re doing?”


  He turned around, caught in the act. He was tall and whip-thin, with stringy yellow hair and a sad attempt at a mustache crawling over his upper lip. His gaze met mine, clear and defiant, and then he dropped the spray can and started running.


  I took off, too. The boy darted away from the park’s borders and crossed beneath an overpass, where his sneaker slipped in a puddle of mud. He stumbled, which gave me just enough time to throw my weight into him and shove him up against the concrete wall, with my arm pushing into his throat. “I asked you a question,” I grunted. “What the fuck were you doing?”


  He clawed at my arm, choking, and suddenly I saw myself through his eyes.


  I wasn’t one of those cops who liked to use my position to bully people. So what had set me off so quickly? As I fell back, I figured it out: it wasn’t the fact that the boy had been spray-painting the dugout, or that he hadn’t shown remorse when I first arrived on the scene. It was that he’d run. That he could run.


  I was angry at him because you, in this situation, couldn’t have escaped.


  The kid was bent over, coughing. “Jesus fucking Christ!” he gasped.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “Really sorry.”


  He stared at me like an animal that had been cornered. “Get it over with, already. Arrest me.”


  I turned away. “Just go. Before I change my mind.”


  There was a beat of silence and then, again, the sound of running footsteps.


  I leaned against the wall of the overpass and closed my eyes. These days, it felt like anger was a geyser inside of me, destined to explode at regular intervals. Sometimes that meant a kid like this one was on the receiving end. Sometimes it was my own child—I’d find myself yelling at Amelia for something inconsequential, like leaving her cereal bowl on top of the television, when it was an infraction I was just as likely to commit myself. And sometimes it was Charlotte I complained to—for cooking meat loaf when I’d wanted chicken cutlets, for not keeping the kids quiet when I was sleeping after a late-night shift, for not knowing where I’d left my keys, for making me think there might be someone to be angry with in the first place.


  I was no stranger to lawsuits. I’d sued Ford, once, after riding around in a cruiser gave me a herniated disk. And okay, maybe it was their fault and maybe it wasn’t, but they settled and I used the money to buy a van so we could move your wheelchairs and adaptive equipment around—and I’m quite sure that Ford Motor Company never even blinked when they cut the check for twenty thousand dollars in damages. But this was different; this wasn’t a lawsuit that blamed something that had happened to you—it was a lawsuit to blame the fact that you were here. Although I could easily earmark what we could do for you with a big settlement, I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that, in order to get it, I’d have to lie.


  For Charlotte, this didn’t seem to be a problem. And that got me thinking: What else was she lying about, even now, that I didn’t realize? Was she happy? Did she wish she could have started over, without me, without you? Did she love me?


  What kind of father did it make me if I refused to file a lawsuit that might net you enough money to live comfortably for the rest of your life, instead of scraping money here and there and taking on extra shifts at high school basketball games and proms so that we’d have enough to buy you a memory-foam mattress, an electric wheelchair, an adapted car to drive? Then again, what kind of father did it make me if the only way to net those rewards was to pretend I didn’t want you here?


  I leaned my head back against the concrete, my eyes closed. If you had been born without OI, and wound up in a car crash that left you paralyzed, I would have gone to an attorney’s office and had them look up every accident report that involved that make and model car to see if there was something faulty with the vehicle, something that might have led to the crash—so that the people responsible for hurting you would pay. Was a wrongful birth lawsuit really all that different?


  It was. It was, because when I even whispered the words to myself in front of the mirror while I was shaving, it made me feel sick to my stomach.


  My cell phone began to ring, reminding me that I’d been away from the cruiser longer than I’d intended. “Hello?”


  “Dad, it’s me,” Amelia said. “Mom never picked me up.”


  I glanced down at my watch. “School ended two hours ago.”


  “I know. She’s not home, and she’s not answering her cell phone.”


  “I’m on my way,” I said.


  Ten minutes later, a sullen Amelia swung into the cruiser. “Great. I just love being driven home in a cop car. Imagine the rumor mill.”


  “Lucky for you, Drama Queen, that the whole town knows your father’s a policeman.”


  “Did you talk to Mom?”


  I had tried, but like Amelia said, she wasn’t answering any phone. The reason why became crystal clear when I pulled into our driveway and saw her carefully extricating you from the backseat—not just confined by your spica cast but sporting a new bandage that bound your upper arm to your body.


  Charlotte turned as she heard us drive up, and winced. “Amelia,” she said. “Oh, God. I’m sorry. I totally forgot—”


  “Yeah, so what else is new?” Amelia muttered, and she stalked into the house.


  I took you out of your mother’s arms. “What happened, Wills?”


  “I broke my scapula,” you said. “It’s really hard to do.”


  “The shoulder blade, can you believe it?” Charlotte said. “Clear down the middle.”


  “You didn’t answer your phone.”


  “My battery died.”


  “You could have called from the hospital.”


  Charlotte looked up. “You can’t actually be angry with me, Sean. I’ve been a little busy—”


  “Don’t you think I deserve to know if my daughter gets hurt?”


  “Could you keep your voice down?”


  “Why?” I demanded. “Why not let everyone listen? They’re going to hear it all anyway, once you file—”


  “I refuse to discuss this in front of Willow—”


  “Well, you’d better get over that fast, sweetheart, because she’s going to hear every last ugly word of it.”


  Charlotte’s face turned red, and she took you out of my arms and carried you into the house. She settled you on the couch, handed you the television remote, then walked into the kitchen, expecting me to follow. “What the hell is the matter with you?”


  “With me? You’re the one who left Amelia sitting for two hours after school—”


  “It was an accident—”


  “Speaking of accidents,” I said.


  “It wasn’t a serious break.”


  “You know what, Charlotte? It looks pretty fucking serious to me.”


  “What would you have done if I called you, anyway? Left work early again? That would be one less day you were getting paid, which means we’d be doubly screwed.”


  I felt the skin on the back of my neck tighten. Here was the underlying message in that goddamn lawsuit, the invisible ink that would show up between the lines of every court document: Sean O’Keefe doesn’t make enough money to take care of his daughter’s special needs... which is why it’s come to this.


  “You know what I think?” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “That if the shoe was on the other foot—if I’d been with Willow when she got hurt—and I didn’t call you, you’d be furious. And you know what else I think? The reason you didn’t call me has nothing to do with my job or with your cell phone battery. It’s that you’ve already made up your mind. You’re going to do whatever the hell you want, whenever the hell you want, no matter what I say.” I stormed out of the house to my cruiser, still idling in the driveway, because God forbid I left my shift early.


  I smacked my hand on the steering wheel, inadvertently honking the horn. The noise brought Charlotte to the window. Her face was tiny and white, an oval whose features were blurred at this distance.


  I had asked Charlotte to marry me with petit fours. I went to a bakery and had them write a letter in icing on top of each one: MARRY ME, and then I mixed them up and served them on a plate. It’s a puzzle, I told her. You have to put them in order.


  ARMY REM, she wrote.


  Charlotte was still at the window, watching me with her arms crossed. I could barely see in her the girl I’d told to try again. I could no longer picture the look on her face when, the second time, she got it right.


  Amelia


  When Mom called me down to dinner that night, I moved with all the wild and crazy enthusiasm of a death row prisoner heading to an execution. I mean, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that nobody in this household was happy, and that it had something to do with the lawyer’s office we’d gone to. My parents had not done much to mask their voices when they were yelling at each other. In the three hours since Dad had left and returned again, since Mom had cried into the mixing bowl while whipping up her meat loaf, you’d been whimpering. So I did what I always did when you were in pain: I stuck my iPod headphones in my ears and cranked the volume.


  I didn’t do it for the reason you’d think—to drown out the noise you were making. I knew that’s what my parents thought: that I was totally unsympathetic. I wasn’t about to try to explain it to them, either, but the truth was, I needed that music. I needed to distract myself from the fact that, when you were crying, there was nothing I could do to stop it, because that just made me hate myself even more.


  Everyone—even you, in the bottom half of your spica cast, with your arm strapped up against your chest—was already sitting at the dinner table when I got there. Mom had cut your meat loaf into tiny squares, like postage stamps. It made me think of when you were little, sitting in your high chair. I used to try to play with you—rolling a ball or pulling you in a wagon—and every time I was told the same thing: Be careful.


  Once, you were sitting on the bed and I was bouncing on it, and you fell off. One minute we were astronauts exploring the planet Zurgon, and the next, your left shin was bent at a ninety-degree angle and you were doing that freaky zoning-out thing you did when you had a bad break. Mom and Dad went out of their way to say this wasn’t my fault, but who did they think they were kidding? I was the one who’d been jumping, even if it had been your idea in the first place. If I’d never been there, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.


  I slid into my chair. We didn’t have assigned seats, like some families did, but we all took the same ones for every meal. I was still wearing my headphones, with my music turned up loud—emo stuff, songs that made me feel like there were people with even crappier lives than mine. “Amelia,” my father said. “Not at the table.”


  Sometimes I think there’s a beast that lives inside me, in the cavern that’s where my heart should be, and every now and then it fills every last inch of my skin, so that I can’t help but do something inappropriate. Its breath is full of lies; it smells of spite. And just at this moment, it chose to rear its ugly head. I blinked at my father, cranked the volume, and said—too loudly, “Pass the potatoes.”


  I sounded like the biggest brat on earth, and maybe I wanted to be: like Pinocchio, if I acted like a self-centered teenager, eventually I’d become one, and everyone would notice me and cater to me instead of hand-feeding you your meat loaf and watching you to make sure you weren’t slipping in your chair. Actually, I’d just settle for having someone notice I was even a member of this family.


  “Wills,” my mother said, “you have to eat something.”


  “It tastes like feet,” you answered.


  “Amelia, I’m not going to ask you again,” Dad said.


  “Five more bites...”


  “Amelia!”


  They didn’t look at each other; as far as I knew they hadn’t spoken since this afternoon. I wondered if they realized that they could be on opposite sides of the globe right now, and still be having this dinner conversation, and it wouldn’t make a difference.


  You squirmed away from the fork Mom was waving in front of your face. “Stop treating me like a baby,” you said. “Just because I broke my shoulder doesn’t mean you have to treat me like I’m two years old!” To illustrate this, you reached for your glass with your free arm, but you knocked it over. Milk landed in part on the tablecloth and mostly smack in the middle of Dad’s plate. “Goddammit!” he yelled, and he reached toward me and ripped the headphones out of my ears. “You’re part of this family, and you’ll act that way at the dinner table.”


  I stared at him. “You first,” I said.


  His face turned a steamy red. “Amelia, go to your room.”


  “Fine!” I shoved my chair back with a screech and ran upstairs. With tears leaking out of my eyes and my nose running, I locked myself in the bathroom. The girl in the mirror was someone I didn’t know: her mouth twisted, her eyes dark and hollow.


  These days, it seemed as if everything pissed me off. I got pissed off when I woke up in the morning and you were staring at me like I was some zoo animal; I got pissed off when I went to school and my locker was near the French classroom when Madame Riordan had made it her personal mission to make my life horrible; I got pissed off when I saw a gaggle of cheerleaders, with their perfect legs and their perfect lives, who worried about things like who would ask them to the next dance and whether red nail polish looked trampy, instead of whether their moms would remember to pick them up from school or be otherwise occupied at the emergency room. The only times I wasn’t pissed off, I was hungry—like right now. Or at least I thought it was hunger. Both felt like I was being consumed from the inside out; I couldn’t tell the difference anymore.


  The last time my parents had been fighting—which was, like, yesterday—you and I were in our bedroom, and we could hear them loud and clear. Words slipped under the door, even though it was closed: wrongful birth... testimony... deposition. At one point I heard the mention of television: Don’t you think reporters would get wind of this? Is that what you really want? Dad said, and for a moment I thought how cool it would be to be on the news, until I remembered that being a poster child for dysfunctional family life wasn’t really how I wanted to spend my fifteen minutes of fame.


  They’re mad at me, you said.


  No. They’re mad at each other.


  Then we both heard Dad say, Do you really think Willow wouldn’t figure this out?


  You looked at me. Figure what out?


  I hesitated, and instead of answering, I reached for the book you had in your lap and told you I’d read out loud.


  Normally you didn’t like that—reading was just about the only thing you could do brilliantly, and you usually wanted to show it off, but you probably felt like I did at that moment: like there was a big Brillo pad in your stomach, and every time you moved, it grated your insides. I had friends whose parents had divorced. Wasn’t this the way it all started?


  I opened to a random page of facts and began to read out loud to you about unlikely and gruesome deaths. There was a Brink’s car guard who was killed when fifty thousand dollars’ worth of quarters fell out of a truck and crushed him. A gust of wind pushed a man’s car into a river near Naples, Italy, so he broke the window and climbed out and swam to shore, only to be killed by a tree that blew over and crushed him. A man who went over Niagara Falls in a barrel in 1911 and broke nearly every bone in his body later on slipped on a banana peel in New Zealand and died from the fall.


  You liked that last one best, and I’d gotten you to smile again, but inside, I was still miserable: how could anyone ever win when the world beat you down at every turn?


  That was when Mom came into the room and sat down on the edge of your bed. “Do you and Daddy hate each other?” you asked.


  “No, Wills,” she said, smiling, but in a way that made her skin look like it was stretched too tightly over the edges of her face. “Everything’s absolutely fine.”


  I stood up, my hands on my hips. “When are you going to tell her?” I demanded.


  My mother’s gaze could have cut me in half, I swear. “Amelia,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument, “there is nothing to tell.”


  Now, sitting on the edge of the bathtub, I realized what a total liar my mother was. I wondered if that was what I was destined for, if you could inherit that tendency the same way she had passed me the ability to double-joint my elbows, to tie a cherry stem into a knot with my tongue.


  I leaned over the toilet bowl, stuck my finger down my throat, and vomited, so that this time when I told myself I was empty and aching, I would finally be telling the truth.


  


  Blind Baking: the process of baking a pie crust without the filling.


  Sometimes, when you’re dealing with a fragile dough, it will collapse in spite of your best intentions. For this reason, some pie crusts and tart shells must be baked before the filling is added. The best method is to line the tart pan or pie plate with the rolled-out dough and place it in the fridge for at least 30 minutes. When you are ready to bake, prick the crust in several spots with a fork, line the pie plate or tart shell with foil or parchment paper, and fill it with rice or dried beans. Bake as directed, then carefully remove the foil and the beans—the shell will have retained its form because of them. I like seeing how a substance that weighs heavily can, in the end, be lifted; I like the feel of the beans, like trouble that slips through your fingers. Most of all, I like the proof in the pastry: it is the things we have to bear that shape us.
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  SWEET PASTRY DOUGH


  11/3 cups all-purpose flour


  Pinch of salt


  1 tablespoon sugar


  1/2 cup + 2 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, cut into small pieces


  1 large egg yolk


  1 tablespoon ice water


  In a food processor, combine the flour, salt, sugar, and butter. Pulse until coarse. In a small bowl, whisk the egg yolk and ice water. With the processor running, add the yolk mixture to the flour and butter until a ball forms. Remove the dough, wrap it in plastic, flatten to a disk, and chill for 1 hour.


  Roll the dough out on a lightly floured surface and place it in a tart pan with a removable bottom. Chill before baking.


  Preheat the oven to 375 degrees F. Remove the tart pan from the fridge, prick the crust all over with a fork, line the shell with foil, and fill with dried beans. Bake for 17 minutes, remove the foil and beans, and continue baking for another 6 minutes. Cool completely before filling.
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  APRICOT TART


  Sweet Pastry Dough tart shell—blind baked


  2–3 apricots


  2 egg yolks


  1 cup heavy cream


  3/4 cup sugar


  11/2 tablespoons flour


  1/4 cup chopped hazelnuts


  Peel the apricots, slice, and arrange in the bottom of a blind-baked tart shell.


  Combine the egg yolks, cream, sugar, and flour. Pour over the apricots and sprinkle with the hazelnuts. Bake in a preheated 350 degree F oven for 35 minutes.


  When you taste this one, you can still sense the heaviness left behind. It’s the shadow under the sweet, the question on the tip of your tongue.


  Marin


  June 2007


  Facebook is supposed to be a social network, but the truth is, most people I know who use it—me included—spend so much time online tweaking our profiles and writing graffiti on other people’s walls or poking them that we never leave our computers to actually socially interact. Perhaps it was bad form to check one’s Facebook in the middle of the workday, but once, I’d walked in on Bob Ramirez tooling around with his MySpace page and I realized that there was very little he could say to me without being a hypocrite.


  These days I used Facebook to join groups—Birth Mothers and Adoptees Searching, Adoption Search Registry. Some members actually found the people they were looking for. Even if that hadn’t happened to me, there was a nice comfort to logging on and reading the posts that proved I wasn’t the only one frustrated by this whole process.


  I logged in and checked my mini-feed. I’d been poked by a girl from high school who’d asked me to be her friend a week ago but whom I hadn’t seen in fifteen years. I had been dared to take a quiz on Flixster by my cousin in Santa Barbara. I’d been voted by my other friends as the person you’d most prefer to be stuck in handcuffs with.


  I glanced at the information just above this, my profile.


  NAME: Marin Gates


  NETWORKS: Portsmouth, NH / UNH Alumni / NH Bar Association


  SEX: Female


  INTERESTED IN: Men


  RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Single


  Single?


  I reloaded the page. For the past four months on my Facebook page that line had read: In a relationship with Joe McIntyre. I clicked on the home page and scrolled through the news feed. There it was: a picture of his face and a status update: Joe McIntyre and Marin Gates have ended their relationship.


  My jaw dropped open; I felt like I’d been sucker-punched.


  I grabbed my coat and stormed into the reception area. “Wait!” Briony said. “Where are you going? You’ve got a conference call at—”


  “Reschedule it,” I snapped. “My boyfriend just dumped me via Facebook.”


  It was not like Joe McIntyre was the One. I’d met him at a Bruins game with clients; he passed me in the aisle and spilled his beer down the front of my shirt. Not an auspicious beginning, but he had indigo eyes and a smile that contributed to global warming, and before I knew it, I’d not only promised that he could pay my dry-cleaning bill but also given him my phone number. On our first date, we found out that we worked less than a block away from each other—he was an environmental lawyer—and that we’d both graduated from UNH. On our second date, we went back to my place and didn’t get out of bed for two straight days.


  Joe was six years younger than me, which meant that at twenty-eight he was still playing the field and that at thirty-four I had traded in my wristwatch for a biological clock. I expected this fling to be a little fun: someone to go to a movie with on a Saturday night and get flowers from on Valentine’s Day. I wasn’t banking on forever; I fully figured that I would tell him sometime in the next few months that we were looking for different things in our lives right now.


  But I sure as hell wouldn’t have broken the news to him on Facebook.


  I strode around the corner and walked into the reception area of the law firm where he worked. It was much less grandiose than Bob’s, but then again, we were a plaintiff’s attorney, we weren’t trying to save the world. The receptionist smiled. “Can I help you?”


  “Joe’s expecting me,” I said, and I headed down the hall.


  When I opened the door to his office, he was dictating into a digital recorder. “Furthermore, we believe it’s in the best interests of Cochran and Sons to— Marin? What are you doing here?”


  “You broke up with me on Facebook?”


  “I was going to send a text, but I thought that would be worse,” Joe said, jumping up to close the door as a colleague wandered by. “C’mon, Marin. You know I’m not good at the touchy-feely stuff.” Then he grinned. “Well, the metaphorical touchy-feely stuff...”


  “You are such an insensitive troll,” I said.


  “This was a lot more civilized, if you ask me. What was the alternative? Some big argument where you tell me to fuck off and die?”


  “Yes!” I said, and then I took a deep breath. “Is there someone else?”


  “There’s something else,” Joe said soberly. “For God’s sake, Marin. You’ve blown me off the past three times I’ve tried to get together. What did you expect me to do? Just sit around waiting for you to have time for me?”


  “That’s not fair,” I said. “I was reading marriage license applications—”


  “Exactly,” Joe replied. “You don’t want to go out with me. You want to go out with your birth mother. Look, at first, I thought it was kind of hot—you know, you were so passionate when you talked about finding her. Except it turns out you’re not passionate about anything but that, Marin.” He slid his hands into his pockets. “You’re so busy living in the past, you’ve got nothing to give right now.”


  I could feel my neck heating up beneath the collar of my suit. “Do you remember those two amazing days—and nights—at my house?” I said, leaning toward him until we were a breath away. I watched his pupils dilate.


  “Oh yeah,” he murmured.


  “I faked it. Every time,” I said, and I walked out of Joe’s office with my head high.


  •••


  My birthday is January 3, 1973. I’ve known this, obviously, my whole life. The adoption decree I’d gotten from Hillsborough County was dated in late July, because of the six-month waiting period to finalize an adoption and the time it takes to schedule the hearing. There’s a lot of debate about that six-month period, in the adoptive community. Some people feel it should be longer, to give the birth mom time to change her mind; some people feel it should be shorter, to give the adoptive parents peace of mind that their newborn won’t be taken away. Where you fall on the spectrum, of course, depends on whether you have a baby to give away or one to receive.


  I was a few days late. My father used to say that he was counting on me being his little tax deduction, but then I foiled that by arriving in the new year. On the slip of paper that came home from the hospital with me, saved in my baby book, was a bassinet card with my name torn off—but I could still make out a loop in the middle of the last name that hadn’t been ripped away: a cursive y or g or j or q. I knew this about my former self, and I knew that my birth parents had lived in Hillsborough County, and that my mother had been seventeen. In the seventies, there was still a good chance that a seventeen-year-old would marry the father of her baby, and that had led me to the records room.


  Using a due date calculator on a pregnancy website, I figured out that I must have been conceived sometime around April tenth in order to be due on New Year’s Eve. (April tenth. A high school spring formal dance, I imagined. A midnight car ride to the shore. The waves on the sand, the sun breaking like a yolk over the ocean at dawn, he and she, sleeping in each other’s arms.) At any rate, if she found out she was pregnant a month later, that meant getting married in the early summer of 1972.


  In 1972, Nixon went to China. Eleven Israeli athletes were killed at the Munich Olympic games. A stamp cost eight cents. The Oakland A’s won the World Series, and M*A*S*H premiered on CBS.


  On January 22, 1973, nineteen days after I was born and living with the Gates family, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled on Roe v. Wade.


  Did my mother hear about that and curse her bad timing?


  A few weeks ago I had started scouring the records of Hillsborough County for marriage certificates from the summer of 1972. If my mother was seventeen, there must have been a parental consent form attached, too. Surely that would limit the numbers I had to wade through.


  I had blown Joe off for two consecutive weekends while I waded through over three thousand marriage certificate applications, and learned incredibly creepy things about my home state (like that a girl between thirteen and seventeen, and a boy between fourteen and seventeen, could marry with parental consent), and yet, I didn’t find an application that looked like it might belong to my birth parents.


  The truth is, even before Joe dumped me, I had resigned myself to giving up my search.


  I went back to work after I left his office, and somehow phoned in a performance the rest of the day. That night, I came back to my house, opened a bottle of wine and a tub of Ben & Jerry’s Coffee Heath Bar Crunch, and faced the truth: I had to decide if I really wanted to find my birth mother. Presumably, she had gone through significant moral contortions deciding whether or not to give me up; surely I owed her the same self-assessment in deciding whether or not to find her. Curiosity wasn’t good enough; neither was a medical scare that had left me wondering about my origins. Once I had a name: then what? Knowing where I came from did not necessarily mean I was brave enough to hear why I had been given away. If I was going to do this, I was going to be opening the door for a relationship that would change both of our lives.


  I reached for the phone and dialed my mother. “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “Trying to figure out how to TiVo The Colbert Report,” she said. “What are you doing?”


  I glanced down at the melting ice cream, the half-empty bottle of wine. “Embarking on a liquid diet,” I said. “And you have to push the red button to get the right menu on the screen.”


  “Oh, there it is. Good. Your father gets cranky when I watch the show and he falls asleep.”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Am I passionate?”


  She laughed. “Things must be really bad if you’re asking me that.”


  “I don’t mean romantically. I mean, you know, about life. Did I have hobbies when I was little? Did I collect Garbage Pail Kids cards or beg to be on a swim team?”


  “Honey, you were terrified of the water till you were twelve.”


  “Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best example.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Did I stick with things, even when they were hard? Or did I just give up?”


  “Why? Did something happen at work?”


  “No, not at work.” I hesitated. “If you were me, would you look for your birth parents?”


  There was a bubble of silence. “Wow. That’s a pretty loaded question. And I thought we’d already had this discussion. I said that I’d support you—”


  “I know what you said. But doesn’t it hurt you?” I asked bluntly.


  “I’m not going to lie, Marin. When you first started asking questions, it did. I guess a part of me felt like, if you loved me enough, you wouldn’t need to find any other answers. But then you had the whole scare at the gynecologist’s, and I realized this wasn’t about me. It was about you.”


  “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’m old and tough.”


  That made me smile. “You’re not old, and you’re a softy.” I drew in my breath. “I just keep thinking, you know, this is a really big deal. You dig up the box, and maybe you find buried treasure, but maybe you find something rotting.”


  “Maybe the person you’re afraid of hurting is yourself.”


  Leave it to my mother to hit the nail on the head. What if, for example, I turned out to be related to Jeffrey Dahmer or Jesse Helms? Wouldn’t that be information I’d be better off not knowing?


  “She got rid of me over thirty years ago. What if I barge into her life and she doesn’t want to see me?”


  There was a soft sigh on the other end of the phone. It was, I realized, the sound I associated most with growing up. I’d heard it running into my mother’s arms when a kid had pushed me off the swing at the playground. I’d heard it during an embrace before my newly minted prom date and I drove off to the dance; I’d heard it when she stood at the threshold of my college dorm, trying not to cry as she left me on my own for the first time. In that sound was my whole childhood.


  “Marin,” my mother said simply, “who wouldn’t want you?”


  •••


  Honestly, I am not the kind of person who believes in ghosts and karma and reincarnation. And yet, the very next day I found myself calling in sick to work so that I could drive to Falmouth, Massachusetts, to talk to a psychic about my birth mother. I took another swig of my Dunkin’ Donuts coffee and imagined what the meeting would be like; whether I would come out of it with information that would send me in the right direction for my adoption search, like the woman who’d recommended Meshinda Dows and her prophecies in the first place.


  The previous night I had joined ten adoption support groups online. I created a name for myself (Separ8tedatbirth@yahoo.com) and made lists from the websites in an empty Moleskine notebook.


  1.USE STATE REGISTRIES.


  2.REGISTER WITH ISRR—the Index of Search and Reunion Resources, the biggest registry there is.


  3.REGISTER WITH THE WORLD WIDE REGISTRY.


  4.TALK TO YOUR ADOPTIVE PARENTS... AND COUSINS, UNCLES, OLDER SIBLINGS...


  5.FIGURE OUT YOUR CONDUIT. In other words, who arranged the adoption? A church, a lawyer, a physician, an agency? They might be a source of information.


  6.FILE A WAIVER OF CONFIDENTIALITY, so if your birth mom comes looking for you, she knows that you want to be contacted.


  7.POST YOUR INFO REGULARLY. There are people who really do forward all over in the hope that your info gets to the right place!


  8.PLACE ADS IN THE PRIMARY NEWSPAPERS OF YOUR BIRTH CITY.


  9.ABOVE ALL ELSE, IGNORE ANY SEARCH COMPANY YOU SEE ON TV ADS OR TALK SHOWS! THEY ARE SCAMS!


  At two in the morning, I was still online in an adoption search chat room, reacting to horror stories from people who wanted to save me the trouble of making the same mistakes. There was RiggleBoy, who had contacted a 1-900 search number and given them his credit card information, only to be socked with a bill for $6500 at the end of one month. There was Joy4Eva, who’d found out that she was taken away from her birth family for neglect and abuse. AllieCapone688 gave me a list of three books that she used when she was getting started—which cost less than all she’d spent on private investigators. Only one woman had a happy ending: she’d gone to a psychic named Meshinda Dows, who had given her such accurate information that she found her birth mom in a week’s time. Try it, FantaC suggested. What have you got to lose?


  Well, my self-respect, for one. But all the same, I found myself Googling Meshinda Dows. She had one of those websites that takes forever to load, because there was a music file attached—in this case, an eerie mix of chimes and humpback whale songs. Meshinda Dows, the home page read, Certified psychic counselor.


  Who certified psychic counselors? The U.S. Department of Snake Oil and Charlatans?


  Serving the Cape Cod community for 35 years.


  Which meant she was within driving distance from my home in Bankton.


  Let me be your bridge to the past.


  Before I could chicken out, I clicked on the email link and sent her a message explaining my search for my birth mom. Within thirty seconds of sending it, I got a reply:


  Marin, I think I can be of great help to you. Are you free tomorrow afternoon?


  I did not question why this woman was online at three in the morning. I didn’t let myself wonder why a successful psychic would have an opening so quickly. Instead, I agreed to the sixty-dollar consultation fee and printed out the driving directions she gave me.


  Five hours after I’d left my house that morning, I pulled into Meshinda Dows’s driveway. She lived in a tiny house that was painted purple with red trim. She was easily in her sixties, but her hair was dyed jet black and reached her waist. “You must be Marin,” she said.


  Wow, already she was one for one.


  She led me into a room that was divided from the foyer with a curtain made of silk scarves. Inside were two couches facing each other across a square white ottoman. On the ottoman were a feather, a fan, and a deck of cards. The shelves in the room were covered with Beanie Babies, each sealed in a small plastic bag with a heart-shaped tag protector. They looked like they were all suffocating.


  Meshinda sat down, and I followed suit. “I take the money up front,” she said.


  “Oh.” I dug in my purse and pulled out three twenty-dollar bills, which she folded and stuck into her pocket.


  “Why don’t we start with you telling me why you’re here?”


  I blinked at her. “Shouldn’t you know that?”


  “Psychic gifts don’t always work that way, hon,” she said. “You’re a little nervous, aren’t you?”


  “I suppose.”


  “You shouldn’t be. You’re protected. You have spirits around you,” she said. She closed her eyes and squinted. “Your... grandfather? He wants you to know he’s breathing better now.”


  My jaw dropped open. My grandfather had died when I was thirteen, of complications from lung cancer. I had been terrified to visit him in the hospital and see him wasting away.


  “He knew something important about your birth mother,” Meshinda said.


  Well, that was convenient, since Grandpa couldn’t confirm or deny that now.


  “She’s thin and has dark hair,” the psychic continued. “She was very young when it happened. I’m getting an accent...”


  “Southern?” I asked.


  “No, not Southern... I can’t quite place it.” Meshinda looked at me. “I’m also getting some names. Strange ones. Allagash... and Whitcomb... no, make that Whittier.”


  “Allagash Whittier is a law firm in Nashua,” I said.


  “I think they have information. It might have been a lawyer there who handled the adoption. I’d contact them. And Maisie. Someone named Maisie has some information, too.”


  Maisie was the name of the clerk of the Hillsborough County court who’d sent me my adoption decree. “I’m sure she does,” I said. “She’s got the whole file.”


  “I’m talking about another Maisie. An aunt or a cousin... she adopted a baby from Africa.”


  “I don’t have an aunt or a cousin named Maisie,” I said.


  “You do,” Meshinda insisted. “You haven’t met her yet.” She wrinkled up her face, as if she was sucking on a lemon. “Your birth father is named Owen. He has something to do with the law.”


  I leaned forward, intrigued. Was that why I’d been attracted to the career?


  “He and your birth mom have had three more children.”


  Whether or not that was true, I felt a pang in my chest. How come those three got to stay, but I was given away? The old adage I’d been told over and over—that my birth parents loved me but couldn’t take care of me—had never quite rung true. If they loved me so much, why had I been dispensable?


  Meshinda touched a hand to her head. “That’s it,” she said. “Nothing else coming through.” She patted my knee. “That lawyer,” she advised. “That’s the place to start.”


  •••


  On the way back home, I stopped off at McDonald’s to eat something and sat outside at the human Habitrail playspace that was filled with toddlers and their caregivers. I called 411 and was connected to Allagash Whittier. By telling them I was an associate with Robert Ramirez, I was able to sweet-talk my way past the paralegals to a lawyer on staff. “Marin,” the woman said, “what can I do for you?”


  On the small bench where I sat, I curled a little closer into myself, to make the conversation more private. “It’s sort of a strange request,” I said. “I’m trying to find some information about a client your firm may have had in the early seventies. It would have been a young woman, around sixteen or seventeen?”


  “That shouldn’t be hard to find—we don’t get too many of those. What’s the last name?”


  I hesitated. “I don’t have a last name, exactly.”


  The line went silent. “Was this an adoption case?”


  “Well. Yes. Mine.”


  The woman’s voice was frosty. “I’d suggest you try the courthouse,” she said, and she hung up.


  I clutched the cell phone between my hands and watched a little boy shriek his way down a curved purple slide. He was Asian, his mother was not. Was he adopted? One day, would he be sitting here like I was, facing a dead end?


  I dialed 411 again, and a moment later was connected to Maisie Donovan, the adoption search administrator for Hillsborough County. “You probably don’t remember me,” I said. “A few months ago, you sent me my adoption decree...”


  “Name?”


  “Well, that’s what I’m looking for...”


  “I meant your name,” Maisie said.


  “Marin Gates.” I swallowed. “It’s the craziest thing,” I said. “I saw a psychic today. I mean, I’m not one of those nutcases who goes to psychics or anything... not that I have a problem with that if it’s something, you know, you like to do every now and then... but anyway, I went to this woman’s house and she told me that someone named Maisie had information about my birth mother.” I forced a laugh. “She couldn’t give me much more detail, but she got that part right, huh?”


  “Ms. Gates,” Maisie said flatly, “what can I do for you?”


  I bowed my head toward the ground. “I don’t know where to go from here,” I admitted. “I don’t know what to do next.”


  “For fifty dollars, I can send you your nonidentifying information in a letter.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Whatever’s in your file that doesn’t give away names, addresses, phone numbers, birth date—”


  “The unimportant stuff,” I said. “Do you think I’ll learn anything from it?”


  “Your adoption wasn’t through an agency; it was a private one,” Maisie explained, “so there wouldn’t be much, I imagine. You’d probably find out that you’re white.”


  I thought of the adoption decree she’d sent me. “I’m about as sure of that as I am that I’m female.”


  “Well, for fifty dollars, I’m happy to confirm it.”


  “Yes,” I heard myself say. “I’d like that.”


  After I wrote the address where I needed to send my check on the back of my hand, I hung up and watched the children bouncing around like molecules in a heated solution. It was hard for me to imagine ever having a child. It was impossible to imagine giving one up.


  “Mommy!” one little girl cried out from the top of a ladder. “Are you watching?”


  Last night on the message boards, I had first seen the labels a-mom and b-mom. They weren’t rankings, as I’d first thought—just shorthand for adoptive mom and birth mom. As it turned out, there was a huge controversy over the terminology. Some birth mothers felt the label made them sound like breeders, not mothers, and wanted to be called first mother or natural mother. But by that logic, my mom became the second mother, or the unnatural mother. Was it the act of giving birth that made you a mother? Did you lose that label when you relinquished your child? If people were measured by their deeds, on the one hand, I had a woman who had chosen to give me up; on the other, I had a woman who’d sat up with me at night when I was sick as a child, who’d cried with me over boyfriends, who’d clapped fiercely at my law school graduation. Which acts made you more of a mother?


  Both, I realized. Being a parent wasn’t just about bearing a child. It was about bearing witness to its life.


  Suddenly, I found myself thinking of Charlotte O’Keefe.


  Piper


  The patient was about thirty-five weeks into her pregnancy and had just moved to Bankton with her husband. I hadn’t seen her for any routine obstetric visits, but she’d been slotted into my schedule during my lunch break because she was complaining of fever and other symptoms that seemed to me like red flags for infection. According to the nurse who’d done the initial history, the woman had no medical problems.


  I pushed open the door with a smile on my face, hoping to calm down what I was sure would be a panicking mother-to-be. “I’m Dr. Reece,” I said, shaking her hand and sitting down. “Sounds like you haven’t been feeling too well.”


  “I thought it was the flu, but it wouldn’t go away...”


  “It’s always a good idea to get something like that checked out when you’re pregnant anyway,” I said. “The pregnancy’s been normal so far?”


  “A breeze.”


  “And how long have you been having symptoms?”


  “About a week now.”


  “Well, I’ll give you a chance to change into a robe, and then we’ll see what’s going on.” I stepped outside and reread her chart while I waited a few moments for her to change.


  I loved my job. Most of the time when you were an obstetrician, you were present at one of the most joyous moments of a woman’s life. Of course, there were incidents that were not quite as happy—I’d had my share of having to tell a pregnant woman that there’d been a fetal demise; I’d had surgeries where a placenta accreta led to DIC and the patient never regained consciousness. But I tried not to think about these; I liked to focus instead on the moment when that baby, slick and wriggling like a minnow in my hands, gasped its way into this world.


  I knocked. “All set?”


  She was sitting on the examination table, her belly resting on her lap like an offering. “Great,” I said, fitting my stethoscope to my ears. “We’ll start by listening to your chest.” I huffed on the metal disk—as an OB I was particularly sensitive to cold metal objects being placed anywhere on a person—and set it gently against the woman’s back. Her lungs were perfectly clear; no rasping, no rattles. “Sounds fine,” I said. “Now let’s check out your heart.”


  I slid aside the neckline of the gown to find a large median sternotomy scar—the vertical kind that goes straight down the chest. “What’s that from?”


  “Oh, that’s just my heart transplant.”


  I raised my brows. “I thought you told the nurse that you didn’t have any medical problems.”


  “I don’t,” the patient said, beaming. “My new heart’s working great.”


  •••


  Charlotte didn’t start seeing me as a patient until she was trying to get pregnant. Before that, we were still just moms who made fun of our daughters’ skating coaches behind their backs; we’d save seats for each other at school parent nights; occasionally we’d get together with our spouses for dinner at a nice restaurant. But one day, when the girls were playing up in Emma’s room, Charlotte told me that she and Sean had been trying to get pregnant for a year, and nothing had happened.


  “I’ve done it all,” she confided. “Ovulation predictors, special diets, Moon Boots—you name it.”


  “Have you seen a doctor?” I asked.


  “Well,” she said. “I was thinking about seeing you.”


  I didn’t take on patients I knew personally. No matter what anyone said, you couldn’t be an objective physician if it was someone you loved lying on your operating table. You could argue that the stakes for an OB were always high—and there’s no question I gave 100 percent every time I walked into a delivery—but the stakes were just that tiny bit higher if the patient was personally connected to you. If you failed, you were not just failing your patient. You were failing your friend.


  “I don’t think that’s the greatest idea, Charlotte,” I said. “It’s a tough line to cross.”


  “You mean the whole you’ve-got-your-hand-up-my-cervix-now-so-how-can-you-look-me-in-the-eye-when-we-go-shopping part?”


  I grinned. “Not that. Seen one uterus, seen them all,” I said. “It’s just that a physician should be able to keep her distance, instead of being personally involved.”


  “But that’s exactly why you’re perfect for me,” Charlotte argued. “Another doctor would try to help us conceive but wouldn’t really give a damn. I want someone who cares beyond the point of professional responsibility. I want someone who wants me to have a baby as much as I want to.”


  Put that way, how could I deny her? I called Charlotte every morning so that we could dissect the letters to the editor in the local paper. She was the first one I ran to when I was fuming at Rob and needed to vent. I knew what shampoo she used, which side of her car the gas tank was on, how she took her coffee. She was, simply, my best friend. “Okay,” I said.


  A smile exploded on her face. “Do we start now?”


  I burst out laughing. “No, Charlotte, I’m not going to do a pelvic exam on my living room floor while the girls are playing upstairs.”


  Instead, I had her come to the office the following day. As it turned out, there was no medical reason that she and Sean were having trouble getting pregnant. We talked about how eggs decline in quality after women hit their thirties, which meant it might take longer to happen—but could still happen. I got her started on folic acid and on tracking her basal body temperature. I told Sean (in what had to have been his favorite conversation with me to date) that they should have sex more often. For six months, I tracked Charlotte’s menstrual calendar in my own appointment book; I’d call on the twenty-eighth day and ask if she’d started her period—and for six months, she had. “Maybe we should talk about fertility drugs,” I suggested, and the next month, just before her appointment with a specialist, Charlotte got pregnant the old-fashioned way.


  Considering how long it took, the pregnancy itself was uneventful. Charlotte’s blood tests and urine cultures always came back clean; her blood pressure was never elevated. She was nauseated round the clock, and she’d call me after throwing up at midnight to ask why the hell it was called morning sickness.


  At her eleventh week of pregnancy, we heard the heartbeat for the first time. At the fifteenth, I did a quad screen on her blood to check for neural defects and Down syndrome. Two days later, when her results came in, I drove to her house during my lunch break. “What’s wrong?” she asked, when she saw me standing at the door.


  “Your test results. We have to talk.”


  I explained that the quad screen wasn’t foolproof, that the test was designed specifically to have a 5 percent screen positive rate, which means that 5 percent of all women who took the test were going to be told that they had a higher than average risk of having a Down syndrome baby. “Based on your age alone, your risk is one in two hundred and seventy of having a baby with Down,” I said. “But the blood test came back saying that, actually, your risk is higher than average—it’s one in one hundred and fifty.”


  Charlotte folded her arms across her chest.


  “You’ve got a few options,” I said. “You’re scheduled for an ultrasound in three weeks anyway. We can take a look during that ultrasound and see if anything is a red flag. If it does show something, we can send you for a level two ultrasound. If not, we can reduce your odds again to one in two hundred and fifty, which is nearly average, and assume the test was a false reading. But just remember—the ultrasound isn’t one hundred percent peace of mind. If you want absolute answers, you’ll have to have amniocentesis.”


  “I thought that could cause a miscarriage,” Charlotte said.


  “It can. But the risk of that is one in two hundred and seventy—right now, less than the chance that the baby has Down syndrome.”


  Charlotte rubbed a hand down her face. “So this amniocentesis,” she said. “If it turns out that the baby has...” Her voice trailed off. “Then what?”


  I knew Charlotte was Catholic. I also knew, as a practitioner, that it was my responsibility to give everyone all the information I had whenever possible. What they chose to do with it, based on their personal beliefs, was up to them. “Then you can decide whether or not to terminate,” I said evenly.


  She looked up at me. “Piper, I worked too hard to have this baby. I’m not going to give it up that easily.”


  “You should talk this over with Sean—”


  “Let’s do the ultrasound,” Charlotte decided. “Let’s just take it from there.”


  For all of these reasons, I remember very clearly the first time we saw you on the screen. Charlotte was lying down on the examination table; Sean was holding her hand. Janine, the ultrasound tech who worked at my practice, was taking the measurements before I went in to read the results myself. We would be looking for hydrocephalus, an endocardial cushion defect or abdominal wall defect, nuchal fold thickening, a short or absent nasal bone, hydronephrosis, echogenic bowel, shortened humeri or femurs—all markers used in the ultrasound diagnosis of Down syndrome. I made sure that the machine we used was one that had only recently arrived, brand-new, the ultimate technology at the time.


  Janine came into my office as soon as she finished the scan. “I’m not seeing any of the usual suspects for Down,” she said. “The only abnormality is the femurs—they’re in the sixth percentile.”


  We got readings like that all the time—a fraction of a millimeter for a fetus might look much shorter than normal and, at the next sonogram, be perfectly fine. “That could be genetics. Charlotte’s tiny.”


  Janine nodded. “Yeah, I’m going to just mark it down as something to keep an eye on.” She paused. “There was something weird, though.”


  My head snapped up from the file I was writing in. “What?”


  “Check out the pictures of the brain when you’re in there.”


  I could feel my heart sink. “The brain?”


  “It looks anatomically normal. But it’s just incredibly... clear.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  So the ultrasound machine was exceptionally good at its job—I could see why Janine would be over the moon, but I didn’t have time to rhapsodize about the new equipment. “I’m going to tell them the good news,” I said, and I went into the examination room.


  Charlotte knew; she knew as soon as she saw my face. “Oh, thank God,” she said, and Sean leaned over to kiss her. Then she reached for my hand. “You’re sure?”


  “No. Ultrasound isn’t an exact science. But I’d say the odds of having a normal, healthy baby just increased dramatically.” I glanced at the screen, a frozen image of you sucking your thumb. “Your baby,” I said, “looks perfect.”


  •••


  In my office, we did not advocate recreational ultrasounds—in layman’s terms, that means ultrasounds beyond those medically necessary. But sometime in Charlotte’s twenty-seventh week, she came to pick me up to go to a movie, and I was still delivering a baby at the hospital. An hour later, I found her in my office with her feet propped on the desk as she read a recent medical journal. “This is fascinating stuff,” she said. “ ‘Contemporary Management of Gestational Trophoblastic Neoplasia.’ Remind me to take one of these the next time I can’t fall asleep.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t think I’d be this late. She made it to seven centimeters and then stopped dead.”


  “It’s no big deal. I didn’t really want to see a movie anyway. The baby’s been dancing on my bladder all afternoon.”


  “Future ballerina?”


  “Or placekicker, if you believe Sean.” She looked up at me, trying to read my face for clues about the baby’s sex.


  Sean and Charlotte had chosen not to find out in advance. When parents told us that, we wrote it in their files. It had taken a Herculean effort for me to not peek during the ultrasound, so that I wouldn’t inadvertently give away the secret.


  It was seven o’clock; the receptionist had gone home for the day; the patients were all gone. Charlotte had been allowed to wait for me only because everyone knew we were friends. “We wouldn’t have to tell him that we know,” I said.


  “Know what?”


  “The baby’s sex. Just because we missed the movie doesn’t mean we can’t catch another one...”


  Charlotte’s eyes widened. “You mean an ultrasound?”


  “Why not?” I shrugged.


  “Is it safe?”


  “Absolutely.” I grinned at her. “Come on, Charlotte. What have you got to lose?”


  Five minutes later, we were in Janine’s ultrasound suite. Charlotte had hiked her shirt up beneath her bra, and her pants were pushed down low on her abdomen. I squirted gel onto her belly, and she squealed. “Sorry,” I said. “Cold.” Then I picked up the transducer and moved it over her skin.


  The picture of you rose on the screen like a mermaid coming up to the water’s surface: black one moment, and then slowly solidifying into an image we could recognize. There was a head, a spine, your tiny hand.


  I swept the transducer to a point between your legs. Instead of the crossed bones of a fetus cramped inside the womb, your soles touched each other, your legs practically forming a circle. The first break I saw was the femur. It was angulated, bent acutely, instead of being straight. On the tibia I could see a line of black, a new fracture.


  “So?” Charlotte said happily, craning her neck to see the screen. “When do I get to see the family jewels?”


  I swallowed, moving the transducer up to see the barrel of your chest and the beaded ribs. There were five healing fractures here.


  The room started spinning around me. Still holding the transducer, I leaned forward, settling my head between my knees. “Piper?” Charlotte said, coming up on her elbows.


  I had learned about osteogenesis imperfecta in medical school, but I had never actually seen a case. What I remembered about it were pictures of fetuses with in vitro fractures like yours. Fetuses that died at birth or shortly after.


  “Piper?” Charlotte repeated. “Are you okay?”


  Pulling myself upright, I drew in a deep breath. “Yes,” I said, my voice breaking. “But Charlotte... your daughter’s not.”


  Sean


  The very first time I heard the words osteogenesis imperfecta was after Piper drove Charlotte home, hysterical, from that off-the-cuff ultrasound in Piper’s office. With Charlotte sobbing in my arms, I tried to make sense of the words Piper was lobbing at me like missiles: collagen deficiency, bones angulated and thickened, beaded ribs. She had already called a colleague, Dr. Del Sol, who was a high-risk maternal-fetal-medicine physician at the hospital. We had an appointment for another ultrasound at 7:30 a.m.


  I had just come home from work—a construction detail that had been hellish because it had rained the entire afternoon and evening. My hair was still damp from the shower, my shirt sticking to the damp skin of my back. Amelia was upstairs watching TV in our bedroom, and I had been holding a container of ice cream, eating right out of it with a spoon, when Piper and Charlotte came into the house. “Damn,” I said. “You caught me right in the act.” Then I realized that Charlotte was crying.


  It never failed to amaze me how the most ordinary day could be catapulted into the extraordinary in the blink of an eye. Take the mother who was handing a toy to her toddler in the backseat one moment, and in a massive motor vehicle accident the next. Or the frat boy who was chugging a beer on the porch as we drove up to arrest him for sexually assaulting another student. The wife who opened the door to find a police officer bearing the news of her husband’s death. In my job, I’d often been present at the transition when the world as you knew it became the disaster you never expected—but I had not been on the receiving end before.


  My throat felt like it had been lined with cotton. “How bad?”


  Piper looked away. “I don’t know.”


  “This osteopatho—”


  “Osteogenesis imperfecta.”


  “How do you fix it?”


  Charlotte had drawn back from me, her face swollen, her eyes red. “We can’t,” she said.


  •••


  That night, after Piper had left and Charlotte had finally fallen into a fitful sleep, I got on the Internet and Googled OI. There were four types, plus three more that had recently been identified, but only two of them showed fractures in utero. Type II infants would die before birth, or shortly after. Type III infants would survive but could have rib fractures that caused life-threatening breathing problems. Bone abnormalities would get worse and worse. These children might never walk.


  Other words started jumping off the screen:


  Wormian bones. Codfish vertebrae. Intramedullary rodding.


  Short stature—some people grow only three feet tall.


  Scoliosis. Hearing loss.


  Respiratory failure is the most frequent cause of death, followed by accidental trauma.


  Because OI is a genetic condition, it has no cure.


  And


  When diagnosed in utero, the majority of these pregnancies end in pregnancy interruption.


  Below this was a photograph of a dead infant who’d had Type II OI. I could not tear my eyes away from the knotted legs, the shifted torso. Was this what our baby looked like? If so, wasn’t it better to be stillborn?


  At that thought, I squeezed my eyes shut, and prayed to God that He hadn’t been listening. I would have loved you if you’d been born with seven heads and a tail. I would have loved you if you never drew breath or opened your eyes to see me. I already loved you; that didn’t stop just because there was something wrong with the way your bones were made.


  I quickly cleared the search history so that Charlotte wouldn’t accidentally bring up the photograph when she was surfing the Net, and moved upstairs quietly. I stripped in the dark and slid into bed beside your mother. When I wrapped my arms around her, she shifted closer to me. I let my hand fall over the swell of her belly just as you kicked, as if to tell me not to worry, not to believe a word I read.


  •••


  The next day, after another ultrasound and an X-ray, Dr. Gianna Del Sol met us in her office to go over the report. “The ultrasound showed a demineralized skull,” she explained. “Her long bones are three standard deviations off the mean, and they’re angulated and thickened in a way that shows both healing fractures and new ones. The X-ray gave us a better picture of the rib fractures. All of this indicates that your baby has osteogenesis imperfecta.”


  I felt Charlotte’s hand slip underneath mine.


  “Based on the fact that we’re seeing multiple fractures, it seems like we’re talking about Type II or Type III.”


  “Is one worse than the other?” Charlotte asked. I looked into my lap, because I already knew the answer to that.


  “Type IIs normally do not survive after birth. Type IIIs have significant disabilities and sometimes early mortality.”


  Charlotte burst into tears again; Dr. Del Sol passed her a box of tissues.


  “It’s very hard to tell whether an infant has Type II or Type III. Type II can sometimes be diagnosed by ultrasound at sixteen weeks, Type III at eighteen. But every case is different, and your earlier ultrasound didn’t reveal any fractures. Because of that, we can’t give you an entirely accurate prognosis—beyond the fact that the best-case scenario is going to be severe, and the worst case will be lethal.”


  I looked at her. “So even when you think it’s Type II, and that a baby has no chance of survival, it might beat the odds?”


  “It’s happened,” Dr. Del Sol said. “I read a case study about parents who were given a lethal prognosis yet chose to continue the pregnancy and wound up with an infant with Type III. However, Type III kids are still severely disabled. They’ll have hundreds of breaks over the course of their lives. They may not be able to walk. There can be respiratory issues and joint problems, bone pain, muscle weakness, skull and spinal deformities.” She hesitated. “There are places that can help you, if termination is something you want to consider.”


  Charlotte was twenty-seven weeks into her pregnancy. What clinic would do an abortion at twenty-seven weeks?


  “We’re not interested in termination,” I said, and I looked at Charlotte for confirmation, but she was facing the doctor.


  “Has there ever been a baby born here with Type II or Type III?” she asked.


  Dr. Del Sol nodded. “Nine years ago. I wasn’t here at the time.”


  “How many breaks did that baby have when it was born?”


  “Ten.”


  Charlotte smiled then, for the first time since last night. “Mine only has seven,” she had said. “So that’s already better, right?”


  Dr. Del Sol hesitated. “That baby,” she said, “didn’t survive.”


  •••


  One morning, when Charlotte’s car was being serviced, I took you to physical therapy. A very nice girl with a gap between her teeth whose name was Molly or Mary (I always forgot) made you balance on a big red ball, which you liked, and do sit-ups, which you didn’t. Every time you curled up on the side of your healing shoulder blade, your lips pressed together, and tears would streak from the corners of your eyes. I don’t even think you knew you were crying, really—but after watching this for about ten minutes, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I told Molly/Mary that we had another appointment, a flat lie, and I settled you in your wheelchair.


  You hated being in the chair, and I couldn’t say I blamed you. A good pediatric wheelchair was best when it was fitted well, because then you were comfortable, safe, and mobile. But they cost over $2800, and insurance would pay for one only every five years. The wheelchair you were riding in these days had been fitted to you when you were two, and you’d grown considerably since then. I couldn’t even imagine how you’d squeeze into it at age seven.


  On the back of it, I had painted a pink heart and the words HANDLE WITH CARE. I pushed you out to the car and lifted you into your car seat, then folded the wheelchair into the back of the van. When I slid into the driver’s seat and checked you in the rearview mirror, you were cradling your sore arm. “Daddy,” you said, “I don’t want to go back there.”


  “I know, baby.”


  Suddenly I knew what I would do. I drove past our exit on the highway, to the Comfort Inn in Dover, and paid sixty-nine dollars for a room I had no plans to use. Strapped in your wheelchair, I pushed you to the indoor pool.


  It was empty on a Tuesday morning. The room smelled heavily of chlorine, and there were six chaise lounges in various states of disrepair scattered around. A skylight was responsible for the dance of diamonds on the surface of the water. A stack of green and white striped towels sat on a bench beneath a sign: SWIM AT YOUR OWN RISK.


  “Wills,” I said, “you and I are going swimming.”


  You looked at me. “Mom said I can’t, until my shoulder—”


  “Mom isn’t here to find out, is she?”


  A smile bloomed on your face. “What about our bathing suits?”


  “Well, that’s part of the plan. If we stop off home to get our suits, Mom’ll know something’s up, won’t she?” I stripped off my T-shirt and sneakers, and stood before you in a pair of faded cargo shorts. “I’m good to go.”


  You laughed and tried to get your shirt over your head, but you couldn’t lift your arm high enough. I helped, and then shimmied your shorts down your legs so that you were sitting in the wheelchair in your underpants. They said THURSDAY on the front, although it was Tuesday. On the butt was a yellow smiley face.


  After four months in the spica cast, your legs were thin and white, too reedy to support you. But I held you under the armpits as you walked toward the water and then sat you down on the steps. From a supply bin against the far wall, I took a kid’s life jacket and zipped it onto you. I carried you in my arms to the middle of the pool.


  “Fish can swim at sixty-eight miles an hour,” you said, clutching at my shoulders.


  “Impressive.”


  “The most common name for a goldfish is Jaws.” You wrapped your arm around my neck in a death grip. “A can of Diet Coke floats in a pool. Regular Coke sinks...”


  “Willow?” I said. “I know you’re nervous. But if you don’t close your mouth, a lot of water’s going to go into it.” And I let go.


  Predictably, you panicked. Your arms and legs started pinwheeling, and the combined force flipped you onto your back, where you splashed and stared up at the ceiling. “Daddy! Daddy! I’m drowning!”


  “You’re not drowning.” I lifted you upright. “It’s all about those stomach muscles. The ones you didn’t want to work on today at therapy. Think about moving slowly and staying upright.” More gently this time, I released you.


  You bobbled, your mouth sinking under the water. Immediately, I lunged for you, but you righted yourself. “I can do it,” you said, maybe to me and maybe to yourself. You moved one arm through the water, and then the other, compensating for the shoulder that was still healing. You bicycled your legs. And incrementally, you came closer to me. “Daddy!” you shouted, although I was only two feet away. “Daddy! Look at me!”


  I watched you moving forward, inch by inch. “Look at you,” I said, as you paddled under the weight of your own conviction. “Look at you.”


  •••


  “Sean,” Charlotte said that night, when I thought she might have already fallen asleep beside me, “Marin Gates called today.”


  I was on my side, staring at the wall. I knew why the lawyer had phoned Charlotte: because I hadn’t answered the six messages she’d left on my cell, asking me whether I had returned the signed papers agreeing to file a wrongful birth lawsuit—or if they’d somehow gotten lost in the mail.


  I knew exactly where those papers were: inside the glove compartment of my car, where I’d shoved them after Charlotte handed them to me a month ago. “I’ll get around to it,” I said.


  Her hand lighted on my shoulder. “Sean—”


  I rolled onto my back. “You remember Ed Gatwick?” I asked.


  “Ed?”


  “Yeah. Guy I graduated from the academy with? He was on the job in Nashua. Responded to a call last week about suspicious activity at a residence, made by a neighbor. He told his partner he had a bad feeling about it, but he went inside, just in time for the meth lab in the kitchen to blow up in his face.”


  “How awful—”


  “My point being,” I interrupted, “that you should always listen to your gut.”


  “I am,” Charlotte said. “I did. You heard what Marin said. Most of these cases settle out of court anyway. It’s money. Money that we could put to good use for Willow.”


  “Yeah, and Piper becomes the sacrificial lamb.”


  Charlotte got quiet. “She has malpractice insurance.”


  “I don’t think that protects her against backstabbing by her best friend.”


  She drew the sheet around her, sitting up in bed. “She would do it if it was her daughter.”


  I stared at her. “I don’t think she would. I don’t think most people would.”


  “Well, I don’t care what other people think. Willow’s opinion is the only one that counts,” Charlotte said.


  That, I realized, was the reason that I hadn’t signed those damn papers. Like Charlotte, I was only thinking of you. I was thinking of the moment you realized that I wasn’t a knight in shining armor. I knew it would happen eventually—that’s what growing up is all about. But I didn’t want to rush it. I wanted to be your champion for as long as I could keep you believing in me.


  “If Willow’s opinion is the only one that counts,” I said, “how are you going to explain to her what you’re doing? I mean, you want to lie on the witness stand—say you would have aborted her—that’s up to you. But to Willow, it might sound a hell of a lot like the truth.”


  Tears sprang to Charlotte’s eyes. “She’s smart. She’ll understand that it doesn’t matter what it looks like on the surface. She’ll know deep down that I love her.”


  It was a catch-22. My refusal to sign those papers didn’t mean Charlotte wouldn’t try to proceed without me. If I refused to sign those papers, the rift between the two of us would hurt you, too. But what if Charlotte’s prediction came true—that the money we’d get as a payout would go a long way toward justifying whatever wrong we’d done to get it? What if this lawsuit made it possible for you to have any adaptive aid you needed, any therapy not covered by insurance?


  If I really wanted what was best for you, how could I sign those papers?


  How could I not?


  Suddenly, I wanted to make Charlotte see how this was tearing me up inside. I wanted her to feel the same sick knot that I felt every time I opened up my glove compartment and saw that envelope. It was like Pandora’s box—she had opened it, and what had flown out but a solution to a problem we never imagined could be solved. Closing the lid now wouldn’t change anything; we couldn’t unlearn what we now knew to be possible.


  I guess, if I was being honest, I wanted to punish her for putting me into this situation, where there was no black and white but a thousand shades of gray.


  She was surprised when I grabbed her and kissed her. She backed away at first, looking at me, and then leaned into my body, trusting me to take her down a dizzy road where I’d taken her a thousand times before. “I love you,” I said. “Do you believe that?”


  Charlotte nodded, and as soon as she did, I tightened my fingers in her hair, forcing her head back and pinning her to the mattress. “Sean, you’re crushing me,” she whispered, and I covered her mouth with one hand and roughly ripped aside her pajama bottoms with the other. I forced my way inside her, even as she fought against me, even as I watched her back arch with surprise and maybe pain, even as her eyes filled with tears. “Doesn’t matter what it looks like on the surface,” I whispered, her own words striking her like a whip. “You know deep down that I love you.”


  I had started this wanting to make Charlotte feel like crap, but somehow, I wound up feeling like crap myself. So I rolled off her, yanking up my boxers. Charlotte turned away, curling into a ball. “You bastard,” she sobbed. “You fucking bastard.”


  She was right; I was one. I had to be, or I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did next: walk out to the car and get those papers from the glove compartment. Sit in the dark in the kitchen the whole of the night, staring at them, as if the words might rearrange themselves into something more acceptable. Knock down a shot of whiskey for each of the lines where Marin Gates had placed a little yellow Post-it arrow, pointing to the space where my signature was supposed to be.


  I fell asleep at the kitchen table, waking before the sun did. When I tiptoed into the bedroom, Charlotte was still sleeping. She was on her side curled like a snail, the sheet and comforter balled at the bottom of the bed. I pulled them over her gently, the way I sometimes did for you when you’d kicked your blankets loose.


  I left the papers, signed in all the right places, on the pillow beside her. With a note paper-clipped to the top. I’m sorry, I had written. Forgive me.


  Then I drove to work, wondering the whole time whether that message had been intended for Charlotte, for you, or for myself.


  Amelia


  Late August 2007


  Let’s just say right off the bat that we lived in the sticks, and although my parents seemed to think this was going to be a huge benefit to me later in life (Why? Because I’d know what green grass smelled like firsthand? Because we didn’t have to lock our front door?), I for one wished I’d had a vote when it came to settling down. Do you have any idea what it’s like not to be able to get a cable modem when even Eskimos have them? Or to go shopping for school clothes at Wal-Mart because the nearest mall is an hour and a half away? Last year in social studies, when we were studying cruel and unusual punishment, I wrote a whole essay about living where the retail opportunities were somewhere between zero and nil, and although everyone in my class totally agreed with me, I only got a B, because my teacher was the kind of Birkenstock-granola hippie who thought Bankton, New Hampshire, was the best place on earth.


  Today, though, all the planets must have aligned, because my mother had agreed to road-trip to Target with you and Piper and Emma.


  It had been Piper’s idea—right before the school year started she occasionally decided to do a mother-daughter shopping extravaganza. My mother usually had to be persuaded to come along, because we never seemed to have enough cash. Inevitably, Piper would wind up buying things for me, and my mother would feel guilty and swear she was never going shopping with Piper again. What’s the big deal? Piper would say. I like making the girls happy. What’s the big deal indeed? If Piper wanted to pad my wardrobe, I wasn’t about to deny her that one small joy.


  When Piper called this morning, though, I thought my mother would jump at the opportunity. You had once again managed to outgrow a pair of shoes without ever wearing them. Usually it was just one or the other—the left one got used while the right foot was stuck in a cast for a few months—but with the spica you’d worn this spring, both your feet had managed to grow a whole size, and the soles of your old shoes were barely even scuffed. Now—six months later, when you were officially learning to walk again—it had taken my mother a week to figure out that the reason you winced every time she made you use the walker to get to the bathroom by yourself had nothing to do with pain in your legs but actually with your feet being stuffed into too-tight sneakers.


  To my surprise, my mother didn’t want to go. She had been in a really weird mood; she had practically leapt out of her skin when I came up behind her while she was drinking a cup of coffee and reading some legal papers that looked totally boring and full of words like IN RE and WHOSOEVER. And when Piper called and I handed her the phone, Mom dropped it twice. “I can’t,” I heard her tell Piper. “I’ve got some really important errands to run.”


  “Please, Mom?” I said, dancing around in front of her. “I promise, I won’t even take a stick of gum from Piper. Not like last time.”


  Something I said must have struck a chord, because she looked down at those papers and then up at me. “Last time,” she repeated absently, and the next thing I knew, we were on our way to Concord, to go shopping. My mother was still a little out of it, but I didn’t notice. Piper’s van had a DVD system, and you and Emma and I had wireless headphones on so that we could listen to 13 Going on 30, which is the best movie ever. The last time I’d watched it had been at our house, and Piper had done the whole “Thriller” dance along with Jennifer Garner, leading Emma to proclaim that she just wanted to die of embarrassment on the spot, even though I secretly thought it was really cool that Piper could remember all the steps.


  Two hours later, Emma and I were running through the juniors’ section. Even though most of the styles seemed to have been made by Skanky Ho Enterprises, with V-necks that reached down to the belly button and pants so low-rise they could have been kneesocks, it was exciting to shop in an area that wasn’t the kids’ section. Across the aisle, Piper was pushing your wheelchair, navigating aisles that were completely not made for disabled people. Meanwhile, my mother—whose mood had deteriorated, if possible—kept kneeling down to try shoes on your feet. “Did you know those plastic thingies on the ends of the shoelaces are called aglets?” you asked.


  “As a matter of fact I did,” she said, exasperated, “because you told me the last time we did this.”


  I watched Emma reach up on her tiptoes to take down a blouse that would, as my mother would say, show the entire world your business. “Emma!” I said. “You’ve got to be kidding!”


  “You wear it with a camisole,” she said, and I pretended I had known that all along. The truth is that Emma could probably put that on and look like she was sixteen, because she was already five-five, and tall and thin like her mother. I didn’t wear camisoles. It was just too depressing to know that the roll at my belly stuck out farther than my boobs.


  I slipped my hand into the pocket of my sweatshirt. Inside was a plastic Ziploc bag. I’d been carrying them around for the past week. Twice now I’d made myself sick in places that weren’t bathrooms—once behind the gym at school, once in Emma’s kitchen, when she was upstairs looking for a CD. I’d do it when it got to the point where it was all I could think about—Would I be found out? Would it stop the ache in my belly?—and the only way to make it go away was to just give in and do it already, except after it happened, I hated myself for not holding out.


  “This would look good on you,” Emma said, holding up a pair of sweatpants big enough for an elephant.


  “I don’t like yellow,” I said, and I wandered across the aisle.


  Piper and my mother were in the middle of a conversation. Well, that’s not really accurate. Piper was in the middle of a conversation and my mother was physically present in the same general space. She was zoned out, nodding at the right times but not really listening. She thought she could fool people, but she wasn’t that great an actress. Take you, for example. How many fights had she had with Dad about whether or not to hire a lawyer, while you were sitting in the next room? And then, when you asked why they were arguing, she’d insist they weren’t. Did she really think you were so incredibly involved in Drake & Josh episodes that you weren’t hanging on every word?


  I wished she’d listen. I wished she could hear the things you asked me when we were lying in bed at night, before we fell asleep: Amelia, will we all live here forever? Amelia, will you help me brush my teeth, so I don’t have to ask Mom to do it? Amelia, can your parents ever send you back to the place you came from?


  Was it any wonder that I found myself staring in the mirror at my disgusting face and even more disgusting body? My mother was going to a lawyer to sue over a kid who had turned out less than perfect.


  “Where’s Emma?” Piper asked.


  “In the juniors’ section, scoping out tops.”


  “Decent ones, or the tight kind that look like ads for porn?” Piper asked. “Some of the clothing they make for kids your age must be illegal.”


  I laughed. “Emma could always hire a lawyer. We know a good one.”


  “Amelia!” my mother cried out. “Look what you made me do!” But she said this before she managed to knock over the entire display of blouses.


  “Oh, shoot,” Piper said, hurrying to fix the racks. Over her head, my mother gave me a tight-lipped shake of her head.


  She was angry at me, and I didn’t even know why. I slipped through the forest of girls’ clothing, my hands spread to brush against the vines of pant legs and sleeves. I ducked my head as I passed by Emma again. What had I done wrong?


  Then again, what didn’t I do wrong?


  It was almost like she was mad I had brought up the lawyer in front of Piper. But Piper was her best friend. This legal thing was front and center in our house, like a dinosaur at the dinner table that we all pretended wasn’t sticking its big, slimy face into the mashed potatoes. She couldn’t have forgotten to mention it to Piper, could she?


  Unless... she very intentionally hadn’t.


  Was this why she hadn’t wanted to go shopping with Piper? Why we hadn’t recently dropped by Piper’s house when we were in the neighborhood, the way we used to? When my mother talked about damages and getting enough money to really take care of you the way that would help you the most, I hadn’t really given much thought to the person who’d be on the receiving end of the lawsuit.


  If it was the doctor she had been seeing when she was pregnant... well, that was Piper.


  Suddenly I wasn’t the only person in my mother’s life who had turned out to be a disappointment. But instead of feeling let off the hook, I just felt sick.


  I stood up, turning corners blindly, until I found myself standing in the lingerie section. I was crying by then, and just my luck, the only Target employee who was on the floor instead of the cash registers happened to be standing right in front of me. “Hon?” she asked. “Are you okay? Are you lost?”


  As if I were five years old and had been separated from my mother. Which, actually, was not all that far off the mark.


  “I’m fine,” I said, ducking my head. “Thanks.” I pushed past her, heading through the bras, even as one got caught on my sleeve. It was pink and silky, with brown polka dots. It looked like the kind of thing Emma would wear.


  Instead of putting it back on its hanger, I stuffed it into my pocket, next to my Ziploc bags. I curled my fingers around it and checked to see whether the employee had been watching. The satin was cold between my fingers. I could swear it was pulsing, a secret heartbeat.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” the woman asked again.


  “Yes,” I said, the lie coming easily, reminding me that, even as much as I hated her right now, I was my mother’s daughter.


  Piper


  September 2007


  I’ve always said that the best part of my job is that I don’t do the work: that’s up to the prospective mother, and I basically monitor what’s going on and keep it running smoothly.


  “Okay, Lila,” I said, removing my hand from between her legs. “We’re at ten centimeters. Almost there. You’ve got to push for me now.”


  She shook her head. “You do it,” she muttered.


  She’d been in labor for nineteen hours; I completely understood why she wanted to pass the buck. “You are so beautiful,” her husband crooned, holding up her shoulders.


  “You are so full of shit,” Lila snarled, but as a contraction settled over her like a net, she bore down and pushed. I could see the fetal head swelling closer, and I held up my hand to keep it from popping out too fast and tearing the perineum. “Again,” I urged. This time, the fetal head rushed forward like a tide, and as the mouth and nose broke the seal of Lila’s skin, I suctioned them. The rest of the head was delivered, and I slipped the cord over it, supporting it as I turned the baby to control the shoulders. Five seconds later, the baby was balanced in the scale of my hands. “It’s a boy,” I said, as he announced, with a healthy cry, his own presence.


  The cord was clamped, and Lila’s husband cut it. “Oh, baby,” he said, kissing her on the mouth.


  “Oh, baby,” Lila echoed, as her newborn son was settled in her arms by the labor nurse.


  I smiled and resumed my position at the foot of the birthing chair. Now came the unceremonious part of the happy event: waiting around for the placenta to present itself like a late houseguest; checking the vagina, cervix, and vulva for lacerations and repairing them if necessary; doing a digital rectal exam. To be honest, the parents were usually so engrossed in the newest addition to their family, some women didn’t even notice what was going on below their waists anymore.


  Ten minutes later I congratulated the couple, stripped off my gloves, washed my hands, and headed outside to begin filling out the mountain of paperwork. I had barely taken two steps outside the patient’s door, though, when a man wearing jeans and a polo shirt approached. He looked lost, like a father who was staggering into the birthing pavilion to locate his wife. “Can I help you?” I asked.


  “Are you Dr. Reece? Dr. Piper Reece?”


  “Guilty as charged.”


  He reached into his back pocket and pulled out what looked like a folded blue brochure, which he handed to me. “Thanks,” he said, and he turned on his heel.


  I opened the document and saw the words WRONGFUL BIRTH ACTION.


  Birth of an unhealthy child.


  Parents’ right to recover is based on the defendant’s negligent deprivation of the parents’ right not to conceive a child or to prevent the child’s birth.


  Medically negligent.


  Defendant failed to exercise due care.


  Plaintiffs suffered injury or loss.


  I had never been sued before, although, like every other obstetrician, I had medical malpractice insurance. On some level, I’d known that my lack of lawsuits was sheer luck—that it would happen sooner or later. I just hadn’t expected it to feel like such a personal affront.


  There had certainly been tragedies during my career—babies that were stillborn, mothers whose complications during childbirth led to excessive bleeding and even brain death. I carried those incidents with me, every day; I didn’t need a lawsuit to make me revisit them over and over, and wonder what could have been done differently.


  Which disaster had precipitated this? My eyes scanned to the top of the page again, reading the plaintiffs’ names, which I’d somehow missed the first time around.


  SEAN AND CHARLOTTE O’KEEFE v. PIPER REECE.


  Suddenly I couldn’t see. The space between my eyes and the paper was washed red, like the blood that was pounding so loudly in my ears that I did not hear a nurse ask if I was all right. I staggered down the hall to the first door I could find—into a supply closet filled with gauze and linens.


  My best friend was suing me for medical malpractice.


  For wrongful birth.


  For not telling her earlier about your disease, so that she would have had the chance to abort the child she’d begged me to help her conceive.


  I sank down onto the floor and cradled my head in my hands. One week ago, we’d driven down to Target with the girls. I’d treated her to lunch at an Italian bistro. Charlotte had tried on a pair of black pants and we’d laughed about low-rise waistbands and how there should be support thongs for women over forty. We’d bought Emma and Amelia matching pajamas.


  We’d spent seven hours together in close quarters, and not once had she managed to mention that she was in the process of suing me.


  I pulled my cell phone out of the clip at my waist and speed-dialed her—number 3, outranked only by Home and Rob’s office. “Hello?” Charlotte answered.


  It took me a moment to find my voice. “What is this?”


  “Piper?”


  “How could you? Everything was fine for five years, and all of a sudden out of nowhere you slap a lawsuit on me?”


  “I really don’t think we should be talking on the phone—”


  “For God’s sake, Charlotte. Do I deserve this? What did I ever do to you?”


  There was a beat of silence. “It’s what you didn’t do,” Charlotte said, and the line went dead.


  •••


  Charlotte’s medical records were back at my office, a ten-minute drive from the hospital birthing pavilion. As I entered, my receptionist glanced up. “I thought you were at a delivery,” she said.


  “It’s over.” I walked past her, into the records room, and pulled Charlotte’s file, then headed back outside to my car.


  I sat in the driver’s seat with the file in my lap. Don’t think of this as Charlotte, I told myself. This is just any other patient. But when I tried to bring myself to open the manila folder with the bright tabs on the edge, I couldn’t do it.


  I drove to Rob’s practice. He was the only orthodontist in Bankton, New Hampshire, and pretty much had a monopoly on the adolescent market there, but he still went out of his way to make the dental experience something kids would enjoy. In one corner of the office was a projection TV, where a generic teen comedy was currently playing. There was a pinball machine and a computer station where patients could play video games. I walked up to his receptionist, Keiko. “Hi, Piper,” she said. “Wow, I don’t think we’ve seen you here in a good six months—”


  “I need to see Rob,” I interrupted. “Now.” I grasped the file in my hands more tightly. “Can you tell him I’ll meet him in his office?”


  Unlike my office, which was all the colors of the sea and designed to put a woman at ease, in spite of the plaster models of fetal development that dotted the shelves like little Buddhas, Rob’s was luxurious, paneled, masculine. He had an enormous desk, mahogany bookshelves, Ansel Adams prints on the wall. I sat down in his tufted leather chair and spun it around once. I felt small here. Inconsequential.


  I did the one thing I’d wanted to do for two hours now: burst into tears.


  “Piper?” Rob said as he came in to find me sobbing. “What’s the matter?” He was at my side in a second, smelling of toothpaste and coffee as he folded me into his embrace. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m being sued,” I managed. “By Charlotte.”


  He drew back. “What?”


  “Med mal. For Willow.”


  “I don’t get it,” Rob said. “You weren’t even at the delivery.”


  “This is about what happened before.” I glanced down at the file, still on the desk. “The diagnosis.”


  “But you did diagnose it. You referred her to the hospital when you found out.”


  “Apparently, Charlotte thinks I should have been able to tell her earlier—because then she could have had an abortion.”


  Rob shook his head. “Okay, that’s ridiculous. They’re die-hard Catholics. Remember that time you and Sean started arguing about Roe v. Wade and he left the restaurant?”


  “That doesn’t matter. I have other patients who are Catholic. You counsel termination no matter what, if it’s an option. You don’t make the decision for the couple, based on your own assumptions about them.”


  Rob hesitated. “Maybe this is about money.”


  “Would you ruin your best friend’s reputation as a doctor just to get a settlement?”


  Rob glanced down at the file. “If I know you, you documented every last detail of Charlotte’s pregnancy in there, right?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  “Well, what does it say in the file?”


  “I... can’t open it. You do it, Rob.”


  “Sweetheart, if you don’t remember, it’s probably because there’s nothing to remember. This is crazy. Just look through the file, and turn it over to the malpractice carrier. That’s what you have insurance for, right?”


  I nodded.


  “Do you want me to stay with you?”


  I shook my head. “I’m okay,” I said, even though I didn’t believe it. As the door closed behind him, I took a deep breath and opened the manila folder. I started at the very beginning, with Charlotte’s medical history.


  Not to be confused, I thought to myself, with our personal history.


  HEIGHT: 5'2''


  WEIGHT: 145


  Patient has been trying unsuccessfully to conceive for a year.


  I flipped the page—lab results that confirmed pregnancy; the blood tests for HIV, syphilis, hep B, anemia; urinalysis that screened for bacteria, sugar, protein. All had been normal, until the quad screen, and the elevated risk for Down syndrome.


  The eighteen-week ultrasound had been part of routine pregnancy care, but I’d also been looking to confirm Down syndrome. Had I been so focused on that one task I never thought to look for any other anomalies? Or had they simply not been there?


  I pored over the ultrasound report, scrutinized the pictures for any inkling of a break that I might have missed. I stared at the spine, at the heart, at the ribs, at the long bones. A fetus with OI might have had breaks at that point in time, but the collagen defect in the bones would have made them even more difficult to see. You couldn’t really fault a physician for not red-flagging something that appeared, for all intents and purposes, normal.


  The last image on the ultrasound report was of the fetal skull.


  I flattened my hands on either side of the page, pinning down a picture of the brain that was sharp and focused.


  Crystal clear.


  Not because of the quality of our new equipment, as I’d assumed at the time, but because of a demineralized calvarium, a skull that had not ossified correctly.


  As physicians, we’re taught to look for things that are abnormal—not things that are too perfect.


  Had I known back then, long before I knew you and your illness, that a demineralized calvarium was a hallmark of OI? Should I have known? Had I pushed down gently on Charlotte’s belly, to see if the fetal skull gave way to the pressure? I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember anything, except telling her that her baby didn’t seem to have Down syndrome.


  I couldn’t remember if I’d taken measures that I could point to, now, that could be used to prove this wasn’t my fault.


  I reached into my pocketbook and took out my wallet. Buried in the very bottom, among the gum wrappers and the pens from pharma companies, was a rubber-banded stack of business cards I had accumulated. I shuffled through them until I found the one I was looking for. Picking up Rob’s phone, I dialed the law firm’s number.


  “Booker, Hood and Coates,” the receptionist said.


  “I’m one of your medical malpractice clients,” I replied. “And I think I need your help.”


  •••


  That night, I could not sleep. I went into the bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror, trying to see if I already looked different than I had when the day had begun. Could you see doubt written on a face? Did it settle in the fine lines around the eyes, the bracket of the mouth?


  Rob and I had decided not to tell Emma what had happened, at least not until there was something concrete to tell. It occurred to me that Amelia might mention something now that school had started up again—but then, maybe Amelia didn’t know what her parents were doing, either.


  I sat down on the toilet seat and looked at the moon. Full, orange, it seemed to be balanced on the windowsill. The light spilled into the bathroom and across the tile floor, pooling in the bowl of the tub. It wouldn’t be long before dawn, and then I would be expected to go to work and take care of patients who were pregnant or trying to become pregnant, when I could no longer be sure of my own judgment.


  The few times I’d been so upset that I couldn’t sleep—like after my father died, and when my office manager stole several thousand dollars from the practice—I’d called Charlotte. Although I was the one who was used to being phoned in the middle of the night for an emergency, she hadn’t complained. She’d acted as if she’d been expecting me to call, and even though I knew she had a thousand things to do the next day with Willow or Amelia, she’d stay up with me for hours, talking about everything and nothing, until my mind stopped racing long enough for me to relax.


  I was licking my wounds, and I wanted to call my best friend. Except this time, she was the one who’d caused them.


  A daddy longlegs was crawling up the wall. It left me almost breathless. Everything I knew about physics and gravity told me that it should be tumbling to the ground. The closer it got to the ceiling, the more I was riveted. It tucked two legs around the curl at the top of the wallpaper, where the strip had begun peeling off.


  I’d asked Rob to fix it a thousand times; he’d ignored me. But now that I was looking at it—really looking—I realized I didn’t like this wallpaper at all. What we needed was a fresh start. A good, new coat of paint.


  I stood on the lip of the tub, reached up with my right hand, and in one swift pull, tore away a long tongue of wallpaper.


  Most of the strip, though, was still affixed to the wall.


  What did I know about removing wallpaper?


  What did I know about anything?


  I needed a steamer. But at three in the morning, I wasn’t going to get one, so I turned on the hot-water faucets in the bath and the sink, letting steam cloud the room. I tried to curl my fingernails under the edges, to scrape the strip free.


  There was a sudden rush of cold air. “What the hell are you doing?” Rob asked, bleary, standing in the doorway.


  “Stripping the wallpaper.”


  “In the middle of the night? Piper,” he sighed.


  “I couldn’t sleep.”


  He turned off the taps. “You have to try.” Rob led me by the hand back to bed, where I lay down and drew the covers over me. I curled onto my side, and he fitted his arm around my waist.


  “I could redo the bathroom,” I whispered when his even breathing told me he was asleep again.


  Charlotte and I had spent one day last summer reading every kitchen and bath makeover magazine in the Barnes & Noble racks. Maybe you should go minimalist, Charlotte had suggested, and then, turning the page, French provincial?


  Get an air tub, she’d suggested. A TOTO toilet. A heated towel rack.


  I’d laughed. A second mortgage?


  When I met with Guy Booker at the law firm, would he take inventory of this house? Of our mutual funds and retirement accounts and Emma’s college savings and all the other assets that could be taken away in a settlement?


  Tomorrow, I decided, I would get one of those steamers. And whatever other tools I needed to strip wallpaper. I would fix it all myself.


  •••


  “I think I dropped the ball,” I admitted as I sat across from Guy Booker at a gleaming, imposing conference table.


  My lawyer reminded me of Cary Grant—white hair with a raven’s wing of color at the temples, tailored suit, even that little divot in his chin. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” he said.


  He had told me that we had twenty days to file an answer to the complaint I’d been served—a formal pleading for the court. “You say that osteogenesis imperfecta can be diagnosed by a woman’s twentieth week of pregnancy?” he asked.


  “Yes—the lethal kind, anyway, by ultrasound.”


  “Yet the patient’s daughter survived.”


  “Right,” I said. Thank God.


  I liked that he was referring to Charlotte as “the patient.” It made it feel more clinical. It was one step farther away.


  “So she’s got the severe type—Type III.”


  “Yes.”


  He flipped through the file again. “The femur was in the sixth percentile?”


  “Right. That’s documented.”


  “But it’s not a definitive marker for OI.”


  “It can mean all sorts of things. Down syndrome, skeletal dysplasia... or a short parent, or the fact that we took a bad measurement. A lot of fetuses with standard deviations like Willow’s at eighteen weeks go on to be perfectly healthy. It’s not until a later ultrasound, when that number falls off the charts, that we know we’re dealing with some abnormality.”


  “So your advice would have been to wait and see, regardless?”


  I stared at him. Put that way, it didn’t seem like I’d made a mistake. “But the skull,” I said. “My technician pointed it out—”


  “Did she say to you that she thought there might be a medical issue?”


  “No, but—”


  “She said it was a very clear picture of the brain.” He looked up at me. “Yes, your ultrasound technician called attention to something unusual—but not necessarily symptomatic. It might have been a technical issue with the machine, or the position of the transducer, or just a damn good scan.”


  “But it wasn’t,” I said, feeling tears claw at the back of my throat. “It was OI, and I missed it.”


  “You’re talking about a procedure that isn’t a conclusive test for the presence of OI. Or in other words, had the patient been seeing another physician instead of you, the same thing would have happened. That’s not malpractice, Piper. That’s sour grapes, on the part of the parents.” Guy frowned. “Do you know of any physician who would have diagnosed OI based on the eighteen-week ultrasound of a demineralized calvarium, a shortened femur, and no obvious skeletal fractures?”


  I glanced down at the table. I could nearly see my own reflection. “No,” I admitted. “But they would have sent Charlotte for further testing—a more advanced ultrasound, and a CVS.”


  “You’d already suggested further testing once to the patient,” Guy pointed out. “When her quad screen came back with a greater chance of having a Down syndrome baby.”


  I met his gaze.


  “You advised amniocentesis then, didn’t you? And what was her response?”


  For the first time since I’d been handed that little blue folder, I felt the knot in my chest release. “She was going to have Willow no matter what.”


  “Well, Dr. Reece,” the lawyer said. “That sure as hell doesn’t sound to me like wrongful birth.”


  Charlotte


  I started lying all the time.


  At first it was just tiny white lies: responses to questions like “Ma’am, are you okay?” when the dental receptionist called my name three times and I didn’t hear her; or when a telemarketer phoned and I said that I was too busy to do a survey, when in fact I’d been sitting at the kitchen table staring into space. Then I began to lie in earnest. I’d cook a roast for dinner, completely forget it was in the oven, and tell Sean as he sawed through the blackened char that it clearly was the shoddy cut of meat the market had started stocking. I’d smile at neighbors and tell them, when they asked, that we were all doing well. And when your kindergarten teacher called me up and asked me to come to school because there had been an incident, I acted as if I had no idea what might have upset you in the first place.


  When I arrived, you were sitting in the empty classroom in a tiny chair beside Ms. Watkins’s desk. The transition to public school had been less divine than I’d expected it to be. Yes, you had a full-time aide paid for by the state of New Hampshire, but I had to argue every last right for you—from the ability to go to the bathroom by yourself to the chance to interact in gym class when the play wasn’t too strenuous and you weren’t in danger of suffering a break. The good news was that this took my mind off the lawsuit. The bad news was that I wasn’t allowed to stay and make sure you were doing all right. You were in a classroom with new kids who didn’t know you—and who didn’t know about OI. When I asked you after your first day what you did in school, you told me how you and Martha played with Cuisenaire rods, how you were on the same team for Capture the Flag. I’d been thrilled to hear about this new friend and asked if you wanted to invite her over to the house. “I don’t think she can, Mom,” you told me. “She has to cook dinner for her family.”


  As far as I knew, the only friend you’d made in this class was your aide.


  Your eyes flickered toward me when I shook the teacher’s hand, but you didn’t speak. “Hi, Willow,” I said, sitting down beside you. “I hear you had a little trouble today.”


  “Do you want to tell your mom what happened, or should I?” Ms. Watkins asked.


  You folded your arms and shook your head.


  “Willow was invited to participate in some imaginary play with two children this morning.”


  My face lit up. “But—that’s terrific! Willow loves to pretend.” I turned to you. “Were you being animals? Or doctors? Space explorers?”


  “They were playing house,” Ms. Watkins explained. “Cassidy was role-playing the mom; Daniel was the dad—”


  “And they wanted me to be the baby,” you exploded. “I’m not a baby.”


  “Willow’s very sensitive about her size,” I explained. “We like to say she’s just space-efficient.”


  “Mom, they kept saying that because I was littlest I had to be the baby, but I didn’t want to be the baby. I wanted to be the dad.”


  This, I could tell, was news to Ms. Watkins, too. “The dad?” I said. “How come you didn’t want to be the mom?”


  “Because moms go into the bathroom and cry and turn on the water so no one can hear them.”


  Ms. Watkins looked at me. “Mrs. O’Keefe,” she said, “why don’t you and I talk for a moment outside?”


  •••


  For five whole minutes we drove in silence. “It is not okay for you to trip Cassidy when she walks by you for snack.” Although I did have to give you some credit for ingenuity—there wasn’t much you could do to hurt someone without also hurting yourself, and this was a pretty clever, if diabolical, tactic. “The last thing you want, Willow, is for Ms. Watkins to think you’re a troublemaker after one week of school.”


  I did not tell you that, when we had gone into the hall and Ms. Watkins asked if there was something going on at home that might lead to you acting out in school, I had flat-out lied. “No,” I said, after pretending to think a minute. “I can’t imagine where she got that from. But then again, Willow’s always had a remarkable imagination.”


  “Well?” I prompted, still waiting for some recognition from you that you’d crossed a line you shouldn’t have. “Do you have something you want to say?”


  I glanced in the rearview mirror for your response. You nodded, your eyes full of tears. “Please don’t get rid of me, Mommy.”


  If I hadn’t been paused at a stoplight, I probably would have crashed into the car in front of me. Your narrow shoulders were shaking; your nose was running. “I’ll be better,” you said. “I’ll be perfect.”


  “Oh, Willow, honey. You are perfect.” I felt trapped by my seat belt, by the ten seconds it took for the light to change. As soon as it did, I pulled into the first side street I could. I turned off the ignition and slipped into the backseat to take you out of your car seat. It had been adapted, like your infant car bed—this was upright but foam lined the straps, because otherwise even braking could cause a fracture. I gently untangled you and rocked you in my arms.


  I had not talked to you about the lawsuit. I told myself that I was trying to keep you blissfully ignorant for as long as possible—much the same reason I hadn’t told Ms. Watkins about it. But the longer I put off this conversation, the greater the likelihood you’d find out about it from a classmate, and I couldn’t let that happen.


  Had I really been trying to protect you? Or had I just been protecting myself? Would this be the moment I’d point to, months from now, as the beginning of the unraveling between us: yes, we were sitting on Appleton Lane, under a sugar maple, the moment that my daughter started to hate me.


  “Willow,” I said, my throat suddenly so dry that I could not swallow. “If anyone’s been bad, it’s me. Do you remember when we went to visit that lawyer after your breaks at Disney World?”


  “The man or the lady?”


  “The lady. She’s going to help us.”


  You blinked. “Help us do what?”


  I hesitated. How was I supposed to explain the legal system to a five-year-old? “You know how there are rules?” I said. “At home, and at school? What happens if someone breaks those rules?”


  “They get a time-out.”


  “Well, there are rules for grown-ups, too,” I said. “Like, you can’t hurt someone. And you can’t take something that’s not yours. And if you break the rules, you get punished. Lawyers can help you if someone breaks a rule and hurts you in the process. They make sure that the person who did something wrong takes responsibility.”


  “Like when Amelia stole my glitter nail polish and you made her buy me another one with her babysitting money?”


  “Exactly like that,” I said.


  Your eyes welled up again. “I broke the rules in school and the lawyer’s going to make me move out of the house,” you said.


  “No one is moving,” I said firmly. “Especially not you. You didn’t break the rules. Someone else did.”


  “Is it Daddy?” you asked. “Is that why he doesn’t want you to get a lawyer?”


  I stared at you. “You heard us talking about that?”


  “I heard you yelling about it.”


  “It wasn’t Daddy. And it wasn’t Amelia.” I took a deep breath. “It was Piper.”


  “Piper stole something from our house?”


  “This is where it gets complicated,” I said. “She didn’t steal a thing, like a television or a bracelet. She just didn’t tell me something that she should have. Something very important.”


  You looked down at your lap. “It was something about me, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes,” I said. “But it’s nothing that would ever change the way I feel about you. There’s only one Willow O’Keefe on this planet, and I was lucky enough to get her.” I kissed the top of your head, because I wasn’t brave enough to look you in the eye. “It’s a funny thing, though,” I said, my voice knotting around a rope of tears. “In order for this lawyer to help us, I have to play a game. I have to say things I don’t really mean. Things that might hurt if you heard them and didn’t know I was really just acting.”


  Now I watched your face carefully to see if you were following me. “Like when someone gets shot on TV but not in real life?” you said.


  “Right,” I said. They’re fake bullets, so why do I still feel like I’m bleeding out? “You’re going to hear things, and maybe read things, and you’ll think to yourself, My mom would never say that. And you’d be right. Because when I’m in court, talking to that lawyer, I’m pretending to be someone else, even though I look the same and my voice sounds the same. I might fool everyone else in the world, but I don’t want to fool you.”


  You blinked up at me. “Can we practice?”


  “What?”


  “So I can tell. If you’re acting or not.”


  I drew in my breath. “Okay,” I said. “You were absolutely right to trip Cassidy today.”


  You stared at me fiercely. “You’re lying. I wish you weren’t, but you’re lying.”


  “Good girl. Ms. Watkins needs to pluck her unibrow.”


  A smile fluted across your face. “That’s a trick question, but you’re still lying, because even if she really does look like there’s a caterpillar between her eyes, that’s something Amelia would say out loud but not you.”


  I burst out laughing. “Honestly, Willow.”


  “True!”


  “But I didn’t say anything yet!”


  “You don’t have to say I love you to say I love you,” you said with a shrug. “All you have to do is say my name and I know.”


  “How?”


  When I looked down at you, I was struck by how much of myself I could see in the shape of your eyes, in the light of your smile. “Say Cassidy,” you instructed.


  “Cassidy.”


  “Say... Ursula.”


  “Ursula,” I parroted.


  “Now... ,” and you pointed to your own chest.


  “Willow.”


  “Can’t you hear it?” you said. “When you love someone, you say their name different. Like it’s safe inside your mouth.”


  “Willow,” I repeated, feeling the pillow of the consonants and the swing of the vowels. Were you right? Could it drown out everything else I would have to say? “Willow, Willow, Willow,” I sang; a lullaby, a parachute, as if I could cushion you even now from whatever blows were coming.


  Marin


  October 2007


  You have never seen anything like the amount of time and dead trees that go into a civil lawsuit. Once, during a suit brought against a priest for sexual assault, I had sat through a deposition of a psychiatrist that went on for three days. The first question was: What is psychology? The second: What is sociology? The third: Who was Freud? The expert was getting paid $350 an hour and wanted to make damn sure he took his time. I think we lost three stenographers to carpal tunnel syndrome before we finally got his answers on record.


  It was eight months since I’d first met with Charlotte O’Keefe and her husband, and we were still in the learning phase. Basically, it involved the clients going about their everyday lives and, every now and then, getting a call from me saying that I needed this document or that information. Sean was promoted to lieutenant. Willow started full-day kindergarten. And Charlotte spent the seven hours that Willow was in school waiting for the phone to ring, in case her daughter had another break.


  Part of getting ready for the depositions involved questionnaires called interrogatories that help lawyers like me see the strengths and weaknesses of the case, and whether or not it should settle. Discovery is aptly named: you are meant to find out if your case is a loser, and where the black holes are, before you’re sucked into them.


  Piper Reece’s interrogatory had landed in my inbox this morning. I’d heard, through the grapevine, that she had taken a leave of absence from her practice and had her mentor come out of retirement to cover for her.


  This entire lawsuit was predicated on the assumption that she had not told Charlotte about her baby’s medical condition early on—had not given her information that might have led to terminating the pregnancy. And there was a little piece of me that wondered if it had been an oversight on the obstetrician’s part or a subconscious slip. Were there obstetricians who—instead of recommending abortions—suggested adoption? Had one of them taken care of my own mother?


  I had finally received my nonidentifying letter from Maisie in the Hillsborough County Court Records Office. Dear Ms. Gates, the letter had read.


  The following information has been compiled from the court record of your adoption. Information in the record indicates the birth mother’s obstetrician contacted his attorney seeking advice for a patient who was considering adoption. The attorney was aware of the Gateses’ interest in adopting. The attorney met with the birth parents after you were born and made arrangements for the adoption.


  You were born in a Nashua hospital at 5:34 p.m. on January 3, 1973. You were discharged from the hospital on January 5, 1973, into the care of Arthur and Yvonne Gates. Their adoption of you became final on July 28, 1973, in Hillsborough County Court.


  Information recorded on the original birth certificate indicates the birth mother was seventeen when she gave birth to you. She was a Hillsborough County resident at the time. She was Caucasian, and her occupation was Student. The birth father was not identified on the birth certificate. At the time of the adoption, she was living in Epping, NH. The adoption petition identifies your religious affiliation as Roman Catholic. The birth mother and maternal grandmother signed a consent to your adoption.


  Please feel free to contact me if I can be of any additional assistance.


  Sincerely, Maisie Donovan


  I realized that the point of the nonidentifying letter was to give information that wasn’t specific—but there were so many other things I wanted to know instead. Had my father and mother broken up during the pregnancy? Had my mother been scared, in that hospital by herself? Had she held me even once, or just let the nurse take me away?


  I wondered if my adoptive parents, who had raised me decidedly Protestant, had known I was born Catholic.


  I wondered if Piper Reece had figured that, if Charlotte O’Keefe didn’t want to raise a child like Willow, someone else might be more than happy to have the chance.


  Clearing my head, I picked up the interrogatory she’d filled out and flipped through the pages to read her side of the story. My questions had begun generically and then gotten more medically specific at the end of the document. The first one, in fact, had been a complete softball: When did you first meet Charlotte O’Keefe?


  I scanned the answer and blinked, certain I’d read that wrong.


  Picking up the phone, I called Charlotte. “Hello?” she said, breathless.


  “It’s Marin Gates,” I said. “We need to talk about the interrogatories.”


  “Oh! I’m so glad you called. There must be a mistake, because we got one with Amelia’s name on it.”


  “That’s not a mistake,” I explained. “She’s listed as one of our witnesses.”


  “Amelia? No, that’s impossible. There is no way she’s testifying in court,” Charlotte said.


  “She can describe the quality of life in your family, and how OI has affected her. She can talk about the trip to Disney World, and how traumatic it was to be taken out of your custody and put in a foster home—”


  “I don’t want her having to relive that—”


  “She’ll be a year older by the time the trial starts,” I said. “And she may not need to be called as a witness. She’s listed just in case, as protocol.”


  “Maybe I shouldn’t even tell her, then,” Charlotte murmured, which reminded me why I had called in the first place.


  “I need to talk to you about Piper Reece’s interrogatory,” I said. “On it, I asked her when she first met you, and she said that you had been best friends for eight years.”


  There was a silence on the other end of the line.


  “Best friends?”


  “Well,” Charlotte said. “Yes.”


  “I’ve been your lawyer for eight months,” I said. “We’ve met half a dozen times in person and talked three times that much on the phone. And you never thought it might be the tiniest bit important to give me that little detail?”


  “It has nothing to do with the case, does it?”


  “You lied to me, Charlotte!” I said. “That has a hell of a lot to do with the case!”


  “You didn’t ask me if I was friends with Piper,” Charlotte argued. “I didn’t lie.”


  “It’s a lie of omission.”


  I picked up Piper’s interrogatory and read out loud. “‘In all of the years we’ve been friends, I never had any indication that Charlotte felt this way about her prenatal care. In fact, we had been shopping together with our daughters a week before I got served with what I feel is a baseless lawsuit. You can imagine how shocked I was.’ You went shopping with this woman the week before you sued her? Do you have any idea how cold-blooded that’s going to look to a jury?”


  “What else did she say? Is she doing all right?”


  “She’s not working. She hasn’t worked for two months,” I said.


  “Oh,” Charlotte said, her voice small.


  “Look, I’m a lawyer. I’m well aware that my job requires destroying the lives of people. But you apparently have a personal connection to this woman, in addition to a professional one. It’s not going to make you sympathetic.”


  “Neither is telling a court that I didn’t want Willow,” Charlotte said.


  Well, I couldn’t argue with that.


  “You may get what you want out of this lawsuit, but it’s going to come at a great cost.”


  “You mean everyone’s going to think I’m a bitch,” Charlotte said. “For screwing my best friend. And for using my child’s illness to get money. I’m not stupid, Marin. I know what they’re going to say.”


  “Is that going to be a problem?”


  Charlotte hesitated. “No,” she said firmly. “No, it’s not.”


  She’d already confessed to having problems getting her husband on board with this lawsuit. Now I’d found out that she had a hidden history with the defendant. What you didn’t tell someone was just as debilitating as what you did; I only had to look as far as my stupid nonidentifying letter to feel it firsthand.


  “Charlotte,” I said, “no more secrets.”


  •••


  The purpose of a deposition is to find out what happens to a person when he or she is thrown into the trenches of a courtroom. Conducted by the opposing party’s lawyer, it involves trying to impeach a potential witness’s credibility based on statements in the interrogatories. The more honest—and unflappable—a person is, the better your case begins to look.


  Today, Sean O’Keefe was being deposed, and it scared me to death.


  He was tall, strong, handsome—and a wild card. Of all the face-to-face meetings I’d had with Charlotte to prepare, he’d come to only one. “Lieutenant O’Keefe,” I had asked, “are you committed to this lawsuit?”


  He had glanced at Charlotte, and an entire conversation had unraveled between them in utter silence. “I’m here, aren’t I?” he had said.


  It was my belief that Sean O’Keefe would rather be drawn and quartered than led to a witness stand for this trial, which should not really have been my problem—except it was. Because he was Willow’s father, and if he screwed up on the stand, my case would be ruined. For this suit to succeed, the malpractice lawyers needed to believe that, when it came to wrongful birth, the O’Keefes presented a united front.


  Charlotte, Sean, and I rode up in the elevator together. I had specifically scheduled the deposition during the hours you were in school, so child care wasn’t an issue. “Whatever you do,” I said, last-minute quarterbacking, “don’t relax. They’re going to lead you down the path to hell. They’ll twist your words.”


  He grinned. “Go ahead, make my day.”


  “You can’t play Dirty Harry with these guys,” I said, panicking. “They’ve seen it before, and they’ll trap you with your own bravado. Just remember to keep calm, and to count to ten before you answer anything. And—”


  The elevator doors opened before I could finish my sentence. We stepped into the luxurious offices, where a paralegal in a fitted blue suit was already waiting. “Marin Gates?”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Mr. Booker’s expecting you.” She led us down the hall to the conference room, a panorama of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out toward the golden dome of the Statehouse. Tucked into one corner was the stenographer. Guy Booker was deep in conversation, his silver head bent. He stood up as we approached, revealing his client.


  Piper Reece was prettier than I expected. She was blond, lanky, with dark circles underneath her eyes. She wasn’t smiling; she stared at Charlotte as if she’d just been run through with a sword.


  Charlotte, on the other hand, was doing everything possible not to look at her.


  “How could you?” Piper accused. “How could you do this?”


  Sean narrowed his eyes. “You’d better stop right there, Piper—”


  I stepped between them. “Let’s just get this over with, all right?”


  “You have nothing to say?” Piper continued, as Charlotte settled herself at the table. “You don’t even have the decency to look me in the eye and tell me off to my face?”


  “Piper,” Guy Booker said, putting a hand on her arm.


  “If your client is going to be verbally abusive to mine,” I announced, “we’ll walk out of here right now.”


  “She wants abusive?” Sean muttered. “I’ll show her abusive...”


  I grabbed his arm and pulled him down into a chair. “Shut up,” I whispered.


  It was perhaps the first and only time in my life that I would ever have anything in common with Guy Booker—neither one of us relished being present at this deposition. “I’m quite sure my client can restrain herself,” he said, facing Piper as he stressed the last two words. He turned to the stenographer. “Claudia, you ready to get started?”


  I looked at Sean and mouthed the word calm. He nodded and cracked his neck on each side, like a prizefighter readying to head into the ring.


  That snap, that audible pop: it made me think of you, breaking a bone.


  Guy Booker opened a leather folder. It was buttery, most likely Italian. Part of the reason Booker, Hood & Coates won so many cases was the intimidation factor—they looked like winners, from their opulent offices to their Armani suits and their Waterman pens. They probably even had their legal pads hand-made and watermarked with their corporate seal. Was it any wonder that half the opponents threw in the towel after a single glance?


  “Lieutenant O’Keefe,” he said. His voice was smooth, no friction between the words. I’m your pal, I’m your buddy, his tone suggested. “You believe in justice, don’t you?”


  “It’s why I’m a police officer,” Sean answered proudly.


  “Do you think lawsuits can bring about justice?”


  “Sure,” Sean said. “It’s the way this country works.”


  “Would you consider yourself particularly litigious?”


  “No.”


  “I guess you must have had good reason, then, to sue Ford Motor Company in 2003?”


  Shocked, I turned toward Sean. “You sued Ford?”


  He was scowling. “What does that have to do with my daughter?”


  “You received a settlement, didn’t you? Of twenty thousand dollars?” He leafed through his leather folder. “Can you explain the nature of the complaint?”


  “I slipped a disk in my back, sitting in the cruiser seat the whole day. Those things are designed for crash test dummies, not real humans doing their jobs.”


  I closed my eyes. It would have been really nice, I thought, if either of my clients had been honest with me.


  “About Willow,” Guy said. “How many hours per day would you say you spend with her?”


  “Maybe twelve,” he said.


  “Of those twelve hours, how many is she asleep?”


  “I don’t know, eight, if it’s a good night.”


  “If it’s not a good night, how many times would you say you have to get up with her?”


  “It depends,” Sean said. “Once or twice.”


  “So the amount of time you’re with her, and not trying to get her back to sleep—that’s probably about four or five hours a day?”


  “Sounds fair.”


  “During those hours, what do you and Willow do?”


  “We play Nintendo. She beats the pants off me at Super Mario. And we play cards...” He blushed a little. “She’s a natural at Five-Card Stud.”


  “What’s her favorite TV show?” Guy asked.


  “Lizzie McGuire, this week.”


  “Favorite color?”


  “Magenta.”


  “What kind of music does she listen to?”


  “Hannah Montana and the Jonas Brothers,” Sean said.


  I could remember sitting on the couch with my mother and watching The Cosby Show. We’d make a bowl of microwave popcorn and eat the entire thing. It had never been the same after Keshia Knight Pulliam had gotten too old and had been supplanted by Raven-Symone. If I had been raised by my birth mother, would my childhood have been colored differently? Would we have been hooked on soap operas, PBS documentaries, Dynasty?


  “I hear Willow goes to kindergarten now.”


  “Yeah, she just started two months ago,” Sean said.


  “Does Willow have a good time in school?”


  “It’s hard for her sometimes, but I’d say she enjoys it.”


  “No one’s denying that Willow is a child with disabilities,” Guy said, “but those disabilities don’t prevent her from having a positive educational experience, do they?”


  “No.”


  “And they don’t prevent her from sharing good times with your family, do they?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  “In fact, would you say as Willow’s father that you’ve done a good job making sure she has a good, rich life?”


  Oh, no, I thought.


  Sean sat up a little straighter, proud. “Damn right I have.”


  “Then why,” Guy asked, going in for the kill, “are you saying that she should never have been born?”


  The words went through Sean like a bullet. He jerked forward, flattening his hands on the table. “Don’t you put words in my mouth. I never said that.”


  “Actually, you did.” Guy took a copy of the complaint from his folder and slid it across the table toward Sean. “Right here.”


  “No.” Sean set his jaw.


  “Your signature on this document represents the truth, Lieutenant.”


  “Hey, listen, I love my daughter.”


  “You love her,” Guy repeated. “So much that you think she’d be better off dead.”


  Sean reached for the complaint and crumpled it in his hand. “I’m not doing this,” he said. “I don’t want this; I never wanted this.”


  “Sean...” Charlotte stood up and grabbed his arm, and he rounded on her.


  “How can you say this won’t hurt Willow?” he said, the words torn from his throat.


  “She knows these are only words, Sean, words that don’t mean anything. She knows we love her. She knows that’s why we’re here.”


  “Guess what, Charlotte,” he said. “Those are only words, too.” And with that, he strode out of the conference room.


  Charlotte stared after him, and then at me. “I-I have to go,” she said. I stood up, not sure if I was supposed to follow her out or stay and try to patch up the damage with Guy Booker. Piper Reece was red-faced, staring into her lap. Charlotte’s low heels sounded like gunshots as she hurried down the hallway.


  “Marin,” Guy said, leaning back in his chair. “You can’t possibly think you’ve got a viable case here.”


  I could feel a bead of sweat running between my shoulder blades. “Here’s what I know,” I said, with much more conviction than I actually possessed. “You just saw firsthand how this illness has ripped their family apart. Seems to me a jury will see that, too.”


  I gathered my notes and my briefcase and walked down the hall with my head high, as if I actually believed what I’d said. And only when I was in the elevator alone, and the doors had shut behind me, did I close my eyes and admit that Guy Booker was right.


  My cell phone started to ring.


  “Shit,” I muttered, wiping my eyes, digging in my briefcase to answer it. Not that I wanted to: it was either Charlotte, apologizing for what had to be the biggest debacle of my career so far, or Robert Ramirez, firing me because bad news travels fast. But no number flashed on the screen; it was a private caller. I cleared my throat. “Hello?”


  “Is this Marin Gates?”


  “Speaking.”


  The elevator doors opened. On the far side of the lobby, I could see Charlotte pleading with Sean, who was shaking his head.


  For a moment I almost forgot I was still on the phone. “This is Maisie Donovan,” a reedy voice said. “I’m the clerk of—”


  “I know who you are,” I said quickly.


  “Ms. Gates,” she replied, “I have your birth mother’s current address.”


  Amelia


  I had been waiting for the bomb to drop. The best part of the stupid lawsuit was that it had been filed just as school was starting, when who was hooking up with whom was far more interesting than some random legal battle, so the news hadn’t spread through the halls like electricity through a conductor. We’d been back for two months now, studying vocabulary and slogging through assemblies on boring topics by boring people and sitting for the NECAP tests, and every day when the last bell rang I marveled at the fact that I’d somehow gotten another reprieve.


  Needless to say, Emma and I hadn’t been hanging out. On the first day of school, I’d cornered her when we were headed into the gym. “I don’t know what my parents are doing,” I’d said. “I always said they were aliens, and this only proves it.” Normally that would have made Emma laugh, but instead she just shook her head. “Yeah, that’s really funny, Amelia,” she said. “Remind me to crack jokes the next time someone you trust screws you over.”


  After that, I’d been too embarrassed to say anything to her. Even if I told her that I was on her side, and that I thought it was ridiculous my parents were suing her mother, why would she believe me? If I were in her shoes, I’d assume that I was spying, and that anything I said could be used against me. She didn’t tell people what had gone wrong between us—after all, that would embarrass her, too—so I figured she just said that we’d had a huge fight. And here’s what I learned when I kept my distance from Emma: that the people I had always assumed were my friends actually had been Emma’s, and just suffering my presence. I can’t say it surprised me to find this out, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t hurt when I was holding my lunch tray and walked by the table where they were all sitting, without anyone making room. Or when I took out my PB and J sandwich, which had as usual gotten crushed by my math textbook in my locker so that the jelly was oozing through like blood on a crime victim’s clothing, and didn’t have Emma to say, Here, have half of my tuna fish.


  After a few weeks, I had nearly gotten used to being invisible. In fact, I’d gotten quite skilled at it. I would sit in class so quiet and still that sometimes I could get flies to land on my hands; I slouched at the back of the bus so low that, one day, the driver headed back toward the school without even bothering to pull over at my stop. But one morning, I walked into homeroom and immediately knew something was different. Janet Efflingham’s mother worked as a receptionist at a law firm and had told everyone about a big stinking fight my parents had had in a conference room there during a deposition. The whole school knew that my mother was suing Emma’s.


  I would have thought this put Emma and me right back into the same sorry, pathetic lifeboat, but I had forgotten that the best defense is a good offense. I was sitting in math class, which was the hardest one for me, because my chair was behind Emma’s and we used to pass notes back and forth (Doesn’t Mr. Funke look hotter now that he’s getting divorced? Did Veronica Thomas get breast implants over the long Columbus Day weekend or what?), when Emma decided to go public—and take the collective sympathy of the school with her.


  Mr. Funke had a transparency up on the screen. “So if we’re talking about twenty percent of Millionaire Marvin’s earnings, and he’s made six millon dollars this year, what’s the amount of alimony he has to pay to Whining Wanda?”


  That’s when Emma said, “Ask Amelia. She knows all about being a gold digger.”


  Somehow, Mr. Funke seemed oblivious to the comment—although everyone else started snickering, and I could feel my cheeks burning. “Maybe it would help if your asshole mother learned how to do her stupid job,” I shot back.


  “Amelia,” Mr. Funke said sharply. “Go down to Ms. Greenhaus.”


  I stood up and grabbed my backpack—but the front pocket where I kept my pencils and my lunch money was still open, and a rain of pennies and quarters and dimes scattered over the floor in front of my desk. I almost knelt down to pick them up but then figured everyone would find that even more hilarious—a money-grubber’s daughter grubbing money?—and instead I just left all the coins behind and fled.


  I had no intention of going to the principal’s office. Instead, I turned right when I should have turned left and walked toward the gym. During the day, the phys ed staff left the double doors open for ventilation. I panicked for only a moment about a teacher seeing me leave the school, then remembered that no one noticed me. I wasn’t important enough.


  Outside, I slung my backpack over my shoulders and started running. I ran across the soccer field and through the trees that lined the neighborhood closest to the school. I ran until I came to the main road that cut through town, and then I finally let myself slow down.


  The CVS pharmacy was the last building you came to if you were heading out of town, and don’t think I hadn’t considered it. I wandered through the aisles. I slipped a Snickers bar into my pocket. And then I saw something even better.


  The only problem with being invisible in school was that, when I came home, I could still see myself. I could run hard and fast and never escape that.


  My parents, they didn’t seem to want the kids they had. So maybe I’d just offer up one who was completely different.


  Charlotte


  “I was on a website this morning,” I argued, “and a girl with Type III broke her wrist trying to lift up a half gallon of milk, Sean. How can you say that Willow’s not going to need some kind of special care or live-in help? And where’s that money going to come from?”


  “So she buys two quarts of milk instead,” Sean said. “We always said we weren’t going to let her define herself by her disability—but here you are, doing just that.”


  “The ends justify the means.”


  Sean pulled into our driveway. “Yeah. Tell that to Hitler.” He turned off the ignition; in the back, I could hear the soft sound of your snoring; whatever you’d done in school today had completely knocked you out. “I don’t know you,” he said quietly. “I don’t understand the person who’s doing this.”


  I had tried to calm him down after the deposition at Piper’s lawyer’s office—the deposition that never actually happened—but he was having none of it. “You say you’d do anything for Willow, but if you can’t do this, then you’re lying to yourself,” I said.


  “I’m lying,” Sean repeated. “I’m lying? You’re lying. Or at least you say you are, and that Willow will understand that all those awful things you say in front of a judge, well, you never meant them. Or at least I hope to God you’re lying, because otherwise you lied to me all those years ago about wanting to keep the baby.”


  We both got out of the car; I slammed the door harder than I had to. “It’s so damn convenient to be high and mighty when you’re living in the past, isn’t it? What about ten years from now? You’re telling me that when Willow’s got a state-of-the-art wheelchair, and she’s enrolled in a summer camp for Little People, when she’s got a pool in the backyard so she can build up her bone mass and muscles and a car adapted for her to drive like other kids her age, when it doesn’t matter if the insurance company refuses to pay for another set of braces because we can always cover it ourselves without you having to work double shifts—you’re telling me that she’s going to remember what was said in a courtroom when she was just a baby?”


  Sean stared at me. “Yeah. Actually, I am.”


  I took a step away from him. “I love her too much to let this opportunity go.”


  “Then you and I,” Sean said, “have very different ways of showing love.”


  He reached into the back and unbuckled your car seat. Your face was flushed; you slowly swam out of your dreams. “I’m out, Charlotte,” Sean said simply as he carried you into the house. “You do what you have to, but don’t drag me down with you.”


  I thought, not for the first time, that, under any other circumstance, a fight like this would have led me directly to Piper. I would have called her and given her my side of the story and not Sean’s. I would have felt better, knowing she’d listened.


  And I would have done what I learned directly from you: let time heal the break that had somehow come between your father and me, a fracture that hurt no matter which way we turned.


  “What the hell?” Sean asked, and I glanced up to find Amelia standing in the front hallway.


  She was eating an apple, and her hair had been dyed an unnatural electric blue. She smirked at me. “Rock on,” she said.


  You stared at her. “Why does Amelia have cotton candy on her head?”


  I sucked in my breath. “I can’t do this now,” I said, “I just can’t.” And I walked up the stairs as if each step was made of glass.


  •••


  During the last eight weeks of my pregnancy, there were three seconds every morning that were perfect. I’d float to the surface of consciousness, and for those few blissful moments, I would have forgotten. I’d feel the slow roll of you, the snare drum of your kicks, and I’d think everything was going to be fine.


  Reality always dropped like a curtain: that kick might have fractured your leg yet again. That turn you’d completed inside me could have hurt you. I’d lie very still on my pillow and wonder if you would die during delivery, or moments after. Or whether we would be lucky enough to win the jackpot: you’d survive, and be severely disabled. It was no small irony, I thought, that if your bones broke, so did my heart.


  Once, I had a nightmare. I had given birth and no one would talk to me, tell me what was going on. Instead, the obstetrician and the anesthesiologist and the nurses all turned their backs on me. “Where’s my baby?” I demanded, and even Sean shook his head and backed away. I struggled to a sitting position until I could look down between my legs and see it: what should have been a baby was just a pile of shattered crystal; between the shards I could see your tiny fingernails, a bloom of brain, an ear, a loop of intestine.


  I had woken up, screaming; it took hours to fall back asleep. That next morning, when Sean woke me up, I said I could not get out of bed. And I meant it: I was certain that the very act of living, for me, would be a threat to your survival. With every step I took you might be jarred; by contrast, with care, I might keep you from breaking apart.


  Sean had called Piper, who showed up at the house and talked to me about the logistics of pregnancy the way she’d describe them to a small child: the amniotic sac, the fluid, the cushion between my body and yours. I knew all this, of course, but then again, I thought I’d known other things that had turned out to be wrong: that bones grew stronger, not weaker; that a fetus not having Down syndrome must mean it was otherwise healthy. She told Sean maybe I just needed a day to sleep this off, and she’d check back in with me later. But Sean was still worried, and after calling in sick to work, he phoned our priest.


  Father Grady, apparently, made house calls. He sat down on a chair that Sean brought into the bedroom. “I hear you’re a little worried.”


  “That’s an understatement,” I said.


  “God doesn’t give people burdens they can’t handle,” Father Grady pointed out.


  That was all very well and good, but what had my baby done to piss Him off? Why would she have to prove herself by being hurt, before she even got here?


  “I’ve always believed that He saves truly special babies for parents He trusts,” Father Grady said.


  “My baby might die,” I said flatly.


  “Your baby might not stay in this world,” he corrected. “Instead, she’ll get to be with Jesus.”


  I felt tears in my eyes. “Well, let Him have someone else’s baby.”


  “Charlotte!” Sean said.


  Father Grady looked down at me with wide, warm eyes. “Sean thought maybe it would help if I came over to bless the baby. Do you mind?” He lifted his hand, left it hovering over my abdomen.


  I nodded; I was not about to turn down a blessing. But as he prayed over the hill of my belly, I silently said my own prayer: Let me keep her, and you can take everything else I have.


  He left me with a holy card propped on my nightstand and promised to pray for us. Sean walked him back downstairs, and I stared at that card. Jesus was stretched across the crucifix. He had suffered pain, I realized. He knew what it was like to feel a nail breaking through your skin, shattering the bone.


  Twenty minutes later, dressed and showered, I found Sean sitting at the kitchen table cradling his head in his hands. He looked so beaten, so helpless. I was so busy worrying about this baby myself, I had not seen what he was going through. Imagine making a career out of protecting people, and then not being able to rescue your own unborn child. “You’re up,” he said the obvious.


  “I thought maybe I’d go for a little walk.”


  “Good. Fresh air. I’ll come with you.” He stood too quickly, rattling the table.


  “You know,” I said, trying to smile, “I need to be by myself.”


  “Oh—right. No problem,” he said, but he looked a little wounded. I could not understand the physics of this situation: we were in the thickest, most suffocating mess together; how could we possibly feel so far apart?


  Sean assumed I needed to clear my head, think, reflect. But Father Grady’s visit had gotten me wondering about a woman who’d stopped going to our church a year ago. She lived a half mile down the street, and from time to time I saw her putting out her garbage. Her name was Annie, and all I knew about her was that she’d been pregnant, and then one day she wasn’t, and after that, she never came to Mass again. The rumor was that she’d had an abortion.


  I had grown up Catholic. I had been taught by nuns. There were girls who’d gotten pregnant, but they either disappeared from the class rosters or left for a semester abroad, returning quieter and skittish. But in spite of this, I’d voted Democratic ever since I turned eighteen. It might not be my personal choice, but I thought women ought to have one.


  These days, though, I was wondering if it wasn’t my personal choice because I was Catholic, or simply because I had never been forced to make it in practice, instead of theory.


  Annie’s house was yellow, with fairy-tale trim and gardens that were full of day lilies in the summertime. I walked up to the front door and knocked, wondering what I would say to her if she answered. Hi, I’m Charlotte. Why did you do it?


  It was a relief when no one answered; this was feeling more and more like a stupid idea. I’d started back down the driveway when suddenly I heard a voice behind me. “Oh, hi. I thought I heard someone on the porch.” Annie was wearing jeans, a sleeveless red shirt, and gardening gloves. Her hair was caught up in a knot on the back of her head, and she was smiling. “You live up the road, don’t you?”


  I looked at her. “There’s something wrong with my baby,” I blurted.


  She folded her arms across her chest, and the smile vanished from her face. “I’m sorry,” she said woodenly.


  “The doctors told me that if she lives—if—she’s going to be so sick. So, so sick. And I’m not supposed to think about it, but I don’t understand why it’s a sin if you love something and want to keep it from having to suffer.” I wiped my face with my sleeve. “I can’t tell my husband. I can’t tell him I’ve even thought about this.”


  She scuffed at the ground with her sneaker. “My baby would have been two years, six months, and four days old today,” she said. “There was something wrong with her, something genetic. If she lived, she would have been profoundly retarded. Like a six-month-old, forever.” She took a deep breath. “It was my mother who talked me into it. She said, Annie, you can barely take care of yourself. How are you going to take care of a baby like that? She said, You’re young. You’ll have another one. So I gave in, and my doctor induced me at twenty-two weeks.” Annie turned away, her eyes glittering. “Here’s what no one tells you,” she said. “When you deliver a fetus, you get a death certificate, but not a birth certificate. And afterward, your milk comes in, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” She looked up at me. “You can’t win. Either you have the baby and wear your pain on the outside, or you don’t have the baby, and you keep that ache in you forever. I know I didn’t do the wrong thing. But I don’t feel like I did the right thing, either.”


  There are legions of us, I realized. The mothers who have broken babies, and spend the rest of our lives wondering if we should have spared them. And the mothers who have let their broken babies go, who look at our children and see instead the faces of the ones they never met.


  “They gave me a choice,” Annie said, “and even now, I wish they hadn’t.”


  Amelia


  That night, I let you brush my hair and stick scrunchies all over it. Usually, you just made massive knots and annoyed me, but you loved doing it—your arms were too short for you to manage even a ponytail yourself, so when other girls your age were playing around with their hair and putting in ribbons and braids, you were stuck at the mercy of Mom, whose braiding experience was limited to challah. Don’t go thinking I’d suddenly developed a conscience or anything—I just felt bad for you. Mom and Dad had been yelling about you as if you weren’t there ever since they’d come home. I mean, for God’s sake, your vocabulary was better than mine half the time—they couldn’t possibly think this had all gone over your head.


  “Amelia?” you asked, finishing off a braid that hung right over my nose. “I like your hair this color.”


  I scrutinized myself in the mirror. I didn’t look like a cool punk chick, in spite of my best intentions. I looked more like Grover the Muppet.


  “Amelia? Are Mom and Dad going to get a divorce?”


  I met your gaze in the mirror. “I don’t know, Wills.”


  I was already anticipating the next question: “Amelia?” you asked. “Is it my fault?”


  “No,” I said fiercely. “Honest.” I pulled the barrettes and scrunchies out of my hair and started unraveling the knots. “Okay, enough. I’m not beauty queen material. Go to bed.”


  Everyone had forgotten to tuck you in tonight—not that I was expecting any better, with the pathetic level of parenting skills I was witnessing these days. You crawled into your bed from the open end—it still had bars on either side of the mattress, which you hated, because you said they were for babies even if they did keep you safe. I leaned down and tucked you in. Awkwardly, I even kissed your forehead. “’Night,” I said, and I jumped under my own covers and turned off the light.


  Sometimes, in the dark, the house felt like it had a heartbeat. I could hear it pulsing, waa waa waa, in my ears. It was even louder now. Maybe my new hair was some kind of superconductor. “You know how Mom always says that I can be anything when I grow up?” you whispered. “That’s a lie.”


  I came up on one elbow. “Why?”


  “I couldn’t be a boy,” you said.


  I smirked. “Ask Mom about that sometime.”


  “And I couldn’t be Miss America.”


  “How come?”


  “You can’t wear leg braces in a pageant,” you said.


  I thought about those pageants, girls too beautiful to be real, tall and thin and plastic-perfect. And then I thought of you, short and stubby and twisted, like a root growing wrong from the trunk of a tree, with a banner draped across your chest.


  MISS UNDERSTOOD.


  MISS INFORMED.


  MISS TAKE.


  That made my stomach hurt. “Go to sleep already,” I said, more harshly than I meant to, and I counted to 1036 before you started snoring.


  Downstairs, I tiptoed into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. There was absolutely no food in this house. I would probably have to eat ramen for breakfast. It was getting to the point, honestly, where if my parents didn’t go to the grocery store, they could be called to task for child abuse.


  Been there, done that.


  I rummaged through the fruit drawer and unearthed a fossilized lemon and a knob of ginger.


  I slammed the refrigerator door shut and heard a moan.


  Terrified—did people who broke into houses rape girls with blue hair?—I crept toward the kitchen doorway and looked into the living room. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness again, I saw it: the quilt draped across the back of the couch, the pillow my father had pulled over his head when he rolled over.


  I felt the same pang in my stomach that I had felt when you were talking about beauty queens. Moving back through the kitchen as silent as snow, I trailed my fingers along the countertop until they closed over the hilt of a carving knife. I carried it upstairs with me into the bathroom.


  The first cut stung. I watched the blood rise like a tide and spill down into my elbow. Shit, what had I done? I ran the cold water, held my forearm underneath it until the blood slowed.


  Then I made another parallel cut.


  They weren’t on my wrists, don’t think I was trying to kill myself. I just wanted to hurt, and understand exactly why I was hurting. This made sense: you cut, you felt pain, period. I could feel everything building up inside of me like steam heat, and I was just turning a valve. It made me think of my mother, when she made her pie crusts. She’d prick little holes all over the place. So it can breathe, she said.


  I was just breathing.


  I closed my eyes, anticipating each thin cut, feeling that wash of relief when it was done. God, it felt so good—that buildup, and the sweet release. I would have to hide these marks, because I would rather die than let anyone know I’d done this. But I was also proud of myself, a little bit. Crazy girls did this—the ones who wrote poetry about their organs being filled with tar and who wore so much black eyeliner they looked Egyptian—not good girls from good families. That meant either I was not a good girl or I did not come from a good family.


  Take your pick.


  I opened the tank of the toilet and stuck the knife inside. Maybe I would need it again.


  I stared at the cuts, which were pulsing now, just like the rest of the house, waa waa waa. They looked like the ties of railroad tracks. Like a tower of stairs you’d find on a stage. I pictured a parade of ugly people like me, we beauty queens who could not walk without braces. I closed my eyes, and I imagined where those steps would lead.


  III


  In this abundant earth no doubt


  Is little room for things worn out:


  Disdain them, break them, throw them by!


  And if before the days grew rough


  We once were lov’d, us’d—well enough,


  I think, we’ve far’d, my heart and I.


  —ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING, “MY HEART AND I”


  Hardball: one of the stages of sugar syrup in the preparation of candy, which occurs at 250 to 266 degrees Fahrenheit.


  Nougat, marshmallows, rock candy, gummies—these are all cooked to the hardball stage, when the sugar concentration is very high and syrup will form thick ropes when dripped from a spoon. (Be careful. Sugar burns long after it comes into contact with your skin; it’s easy to forget that something so sweet can leave a scar.) To test your solution, drop a bit of it into cold water. It’s ready if it forms a hard ball that doesn’t flatten when fished out but whose shape can still be changed with significant pressure.


  Which, of course, leads to the more colloquial definition of hardball: ruthless, aggressive, competitive behavior; the kind that’s designed to mold someone else’s thinking to match your own.
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  DIVINITY


  21/2 cups sugar


  1/2 cup light corn syrup


  1/2 cup water


  Pinch of salt


  3 large egg whites


  1 teaspoon vanilla


  1/2 cup chopped pecans


  1/2 cup dried cherries, blueberries, or cranberries


  I’ve always found it interesting that a candy with a name such as Divinity requires so much brutality to create.


  In a 2-quart saucepan, mix the sugar, corn syrup, water, and salt. Using a candy thermometer, heat to the hardball stage, stirring only until the sugar is dissolved. Meanwhile, beat the egg whites to stiff peaks. When the syrup reaches 260 degrees F, add it gradually to the egg whites while beating at high speed in a mixer. Continue to beat until the candy takes shape—about 5 minutes. Stir in the vanilla, nuts, and dried fruit. Quickly drop the candy from a teaspoon onto waxed paper, finishing each piece with a swirl, and let it cool to room temperature.


  Hardball, beating, beating again. Maybe this candy should have been called Submission.


  Charlotte


  January 2008


  It had started as a stain in the outline of a stingray on the ceiling in the dining room—a watermark, an indication that there was something wrong with the pipes in the upstairs bathroom. But the watermark spread, until it no longer looked like a stingray but a whole tide, and half the ceiling seemed to have been steeped in tea leaves. The plumber fussed around under the sinks and beneath the front panel of the tub for about an hour before he reappeared in the kitchen, where I was boiling down spaghetti sauce. “Acid,” he announced.


  “No... just marinara.”


  “In the pipes,” he said. “I don’t know what you’ve been flushing down there, but it’s eroding them.”


  “The only stuff we’ve been flushing is what everyone else flushes. It’s not like the girls are doing chemistry experiments in the shower.”


  The plumber shrugged. “I can replace the pipes, but unless you fix the problem, it’s just going to happen again.”


  It was costing me $350 just for this visit, by my calculation—we couldn’t afford it, much less a second visit. “Fine.”


  It would be another thirty dollars for paint to cover the ceiling, and that was if we did it ourselves. And yet here we were eating pasta for the third time this week, because it was cheaper than meat, because you had needed new shoes, because we were effectively broke.


  It was nearly six o’clock—the time Sean usually walked through the door. It had been almost three months since his disastrous deposition, not that you would have known it had ever happened, from our conversations. We talked about what the police chief had said to a local newspaper about an act of vandalism at the high school, about whether Sean should take the detectives’ exam. We talked about Amelia, who had yesterday gone on a word strike and insisted on pantomiming. We talked about how you had walked all the way around the block today without me having to run back and get your chair because your legs were giving out.


  We did not talk about this lawsuit.


  I had grown up in a family where, if you didn’t discuss a crisis, it didn’t exist. My mother had breast cancer for months before I realized it, and by then it was too late. My father lost three jobs during my childhood, but it wasn’t a topic of conversation—one day he’d just put on a suit again and head to a new office, as if there had been no interruption in the routine. The only place we were supposed to turn with our fears and worries was the confessional; the only comfort we needed was from God.


  I had sworn that, when I had my own family, all the cards would be on the table. We wouldn’t have hidden agendas and secrets and rose-colored glasses that kept us from seeing all the knots and snarls of an ordinary family’s affairs. I had forgotten one critical element, though: people who didn’t talk about their problems got to pretend they didn’t have any. People who discussed what was wrong, on the other hand, fought and ached and felt miserable.


  “Girls,” I shouted. “Dinner!”


  I heard the distant thunder of both your feet moving down the hallway upstairs. You were tentative—one foot on a step joined by another—whereas Amelia nearly skidded into the kitchen. “Oh, God,” she moaned. “Spaghetti again?”


  To be fair, it wasn’t like I’d just opened a box of Prince. I’d made the dough, rolled it, cut it into strands. “No, this time it’s fettuccine,” I said, unfazed. “You can set the table.”


  Amelia stuck her head in the fridge. “News flash, we don’t have any juice.”


  “We’re drinking water this week. It’s better for us.”


  “And conveniently cheaper. Tell you what. Take twenty bucks out of my college fund and splurge on chicken cutlets.”


  “Hmm, what is that sound?” I said, looking around with my brow furrowed. “Oh, right. The sound of me not laughing.”


  At that, Amelia cracked a smile. “Tomorrow, we’d better get some protein.”


  “Remind me to buy a little tofu.”


  “Gross.” She set a stack of dishes on the table. “Remind me to kill myself before dinner then.”


  You came into the kitchen and scooted into your high chair. We didn’t call it a high chair—you were nearly six, and you were quick to point out that you were a big girl—but you couldn’t reach the table without some sort of booster; you were just too tiny. “To cook a billion pounds of pasta, you’d need enough water to fill up seventy-five thousand swimming pools,” you said.


  Amelia slouched into the chair beside you. “To eat a billion pounds of pasta, you only have to be born into the O’Keefe family.”


  “Maybe if you all keep complaining, I’ll make something gourmet tomorrow night... like squid. Or haggis. Or calves’ brains. That’s protein, Amelia—”


  “A long time ago there was this guy, Sawney Beane, in Scotland, who ate people,” you said. “Like, a thousand of them.”


  “Well, luckily, we’re not that desperate.”


  “But if we were,” you said, your eyes lighting up, “I’d be boneless.”


  “Okay, enough.” I dumped a serving of steaming pasta on your plate. “Bon appétit.”


  I glanced up at the clock; it was 6:10. “What about Dad?” Amelia said, reading my thoughts.


  “We’ll wait for him. I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.”


  But five minutes later, Sean had not arrived. You were fidgeting in your seat, and Amelia was picking at the congealed mass of pasta on her plate. “The only thing more disgusting than pasta is ice-cold pasta,” she muttered.


  “Eat,” I said, and you and your sister dove into your dinners like hawks.


  I stared down at my meal, not hungry anymore. After a few minutes, you girls carried your plates to the sink. The plumber came back downstairs to say he was finished and left me a bill on the kitchen counter. The phone rang twice and was picked up by one of you.


  At seven thirty, I called Sean’s cell, and it immediately rolled over into the voice mail.


  At eight, I scraped the cold contents of my plate into the trash.


  At eight thirty, I tucked you into bed.


  At eight forty-five, I called the nonemergency line for dispatch. “This is Charlotte O’Keefe,” I said. “Do you know if Sean took on another shift tonight?”


  “He left around five forty-five,” the dispatcher said.


  “Oh, right, of course,” I replied lightly, as if I’d known that all along, because I didn’t want her to think I was the kind of wife who had no idea where her husband might be.


  At 11:06, I was sitting in the dark on a couch in the family room, wondering if it could still arguably be called a family room if one’s family was splintering apart, when the front door of the house opened gingerly. Sean tiptoed into the hallway, and I switched on the lamp beside me. “Wow,” I said. “Traffic must have been a bitch.”


  He froze. “You’re up.”


  “We waited for you for dinner. Your plate’s still on the table, if you’re in the mood for fossilized fettuccine.”


  “I went to O’Boys after my shift with some of the guys. I was going to call...”


  I finished his sentence for him. “But you didn’t want to talk to me.”


  He came closer, then, so that I could smell his aftershave. Licorice, and the faintest bit of smoke. You could blindfold me and I would be able to pick Sean out from a crowd with my other senses. But identification is not the same as knowing someone through and through—the man you fell in love with years ago might look the same and speak the same and smell the same yet be completely different.


  I supposed Sean could say that about me, too.


  He sat down on a chair across from me. “What do you want me to tell you, Charlotte? You want me to lie and say I look forward to coming home at night?”


  “No.” I swallowed. “I want... I just want things to go back to the way they were.”


  “Then stop,” he said quietly. “Just walk away from what you’ve started.”


  Choices are funny things—ask a native tribe that’s eaten grubs and roots forever if they’re unhappy, and they’ll shrug. But give them filet mignon and truffle sauce and then ask them to go back to living off the land, and they will always be thinking of that gourmet meal. If you don’t know there’s an alternative, you can’t miss it. Marin Gates had offered me a brass ring that I never, in my wildest dreams, would have considered—but now that she had, how could I not try to grab it? With every future break, with every dollar we moved further into debt, I would be thinking about how I should have reached out.


  Sean shook his head. “That’s what I thought.”


  “I’m thinking of Willow’s future...”


  “Well, I’m thinking about here and now. She doesn’t give a shit about money. She cares about whether her parents love her. But that’s not the message she’s going to hear when you get up in that damn courtroom.”


  “Then you tell me, Sean, what’s the answer? Are we just supposed to sit around and hope Willow stops breaking? Or that you—” I broke off abruptly.


  “That I what? Get a better job? Win the fucking lottery? Why don’t you just say it, Charlotte? You think I can’t support all of you.”


  “I never said that—”


  “You didn’t have to. It came through loud and clear,” he said. “You know, you used to say that you felt like I’d rescued you and Amelia. But I guess in the long run, I let you down.”


  “This isn’t about you. It’s about our family.”


  “Which you’re ripping apart. My God, Charlotte, what do you think people see when they look at you now?”


  “A mother,” I said.


  “A martyr,” Sean corrected. “No one’s ever as good as you when it comes to taking care of Willow. You don’t trust anyone else to get it right. Don’t you see how fucked up that is?”


  I felt a tightening at the back of my throat. “Well, excuse me for not being perfect.”


  “No,” Sean said. “You just expect that of the rest of us.” With a sigh, he walked to the fireplace hearth, where a pillow and a quilt were neatly stacked. “If you don’t mind, you’re sitting on my bed.”


  I managed to hold in my sob until I was upstairs. I lay down on Sean’s side of the mattress, trying to find the spot where he used to sleep. I turned my face in to the pillow, which still smelled of his shampoo. Although I had changed the sheets since he’d moved to the couch, I hadn’t washed his pillowcase, on purpose—and now I wondered why. So I could pretend he was still here? So that I’d have something of him if he never came back?


  On our wedding day, Sean told me that he’d step in front of a bullet to save me. I knew he’d wanted me to confess the same thing, but I couldn’t. Amelia needed me to take care of her. On the other hand, if that bullet had been heading straight for Amelia, I wouldn’t have thought twice before diving forward.


  Did that make me a very good mother, or a very bad wife?


  But this wasn’t a bullet, and it hadn’t been fired at us. It was an oncoming train, and the cost of saving my daughter was throwing myself onto the tracks. There was only one catch: my best friend was tied to me.


  It was one thing to sacrifice your own life for someone else’s. It was another thing entirely to bring into the mix a third party—a third party who knew you, who trusted you implicitly.


  It had seemed so simple: a lawsuit that acknowledged how hard it was for us, and that would make things so much better. But in my haste to see the silver lining, I missed the storm clouds: the fact that accusing Piper and convincing Sean would sever those relationships. And now, it was too late. Even if I called Marin and told her to stop everything, it wouldn’t make Piper forgive me. It wouldn’t keep Sean from judging me.


  You can tell yourself that you would be willing to lose everything you have in order to get something you want. But it’s a catch-22: all of those things you’re willing to lose are what make you recognizable. Lose them, and you’ve lost yourself.


  For a moment I imagined tiptoeing down the stairs and kneeling in front of Sean and telling him I was sorry. I imagined asking him to start over. Then I looked up to find that the door had opened a crack, and your little white triangle of a face was poking through. “Mommy,” you said, coming closer with your awkward gait and climbing onto the bed, “did you have a nightmare?”


  Your body tucked into mine, back to front. “Yeah, Wills. I did.”


  “Do you need me to stay here with you?”


  I wrapped my arms around you, a parenthesis. “Forever,” I said.


  •••


  Christmas had been too warm this year, green instead of white, Mother Nature’s confirmation that life wasn’t as it should have been. After two weeks of temperatures in the forties, winter returned with a vengeance. That night, snow fell. We woke up with our throats dry and the heat humming from the radiators. Outside, the air smelled of chimney smoke.


  Sean was already gone by the time I came downstairs at seven. He’d left behind a neatly folded stack of bedding in the laundry room and an empty coffee mug in the sink. You came downstairs rubbing your eyes. “My feet are cold,” you said.


  “Then put on slippers. Where’s Amelia?”


  “Still asleep.”


  It was Saturday; there was no reason to wake her up early. I watched you rubbing your hip, probably not even aware of what you were doing. You needed exercise to strengthen the muscles around your pelvis, although it still hurt you to do it after your femur fractures. “Tell you what. If you go get the paper, we can make waffles for breakfast.”


  I watched your mind work through the calculations—the mailbox was a quarter of a mile down the driveway; it was freezing out. “With ice cream?”


  “Strawberries,” I bargained.


  “Okay.”


  You went into the mudroom to pull your coat over your pajamas, and I helped you strap on your braces before stuffing your feet into low boots that could accommodate them. “Be careful on the driveway.” You zipped up your jacket. “Willow? Did you hear me?”


  “Yes, be careful,” you parroted, and you opened up the front door and headed outside.


  I stood at the doorway and watched for a few moments, until you turned around on the driveway, planted your hands on your hips, and said, “I’m not going to fall! Stop watching!”


  So I stepped back and closed the door—but through the window, I tracked you for a few more moments anyway. In the kitchen, I began to pull ingredients from the fridge and I plugged in the waffle iron. I took out the plastic batter bowl you liked so much, because it was light enough for you to lift and pour.


  I headed to the front porch again, to wait for you. But when I stepped outside, you were gone. I had a clear view from the driveway to the mailbox, and you were nowhere in it. Frantic, I stuffed my feet into a pair of boots and ran down the driveway. About halfway, I saw footsteps pressed into the snow that still blanketed the stiff grass, heading toward the skating pond.


  “Willow!” I yelled. “Willow!”


  Goddamn Sean, for not backing a load of fill into the pond like I’d asked him to.


  Suddenly, there you were, at the edge of the reeds that fringed the thin ice.


  You had one foot balanced on the surface. “Willow,” I said softly, so that I didn’t startle you, but when you turned around, your boot slipped and you pitched forward with your hands outstretched to break your fall.


  I had seen it coming. I had seen it, and so I was already moving as you turned to face me. I stepped onto ice, which was still too new and thin to support any weight, and felt the lettuce edge shatter underneath my foot. My boot filled with frigid water, but I was able to wrap my arms around you, to keep you from falling.


  I was soaked to midthigh, and your body was slung over my forearm like a sack of cake flour, the breath knocked out of you. I staggered backward, pulling my foot from the muck and the weeds that lined the bottom of the pond, and sat down hard to cushion your fall. “Are you all right?” I gasped. “Is anything broken?”


  You did a quick internal assessment and shook your head.


  “What were you thinking? You know better—”


  “Amelia gets to walk on the ice,” you said, your voice small.


  “First, you’re not Amelia. And second, this ice isn’t strong enough.”


  You twisted around. “Like me.”


  I turned you gently, so that you were sitting on my lap, with your legs on either side of mine. A spider, that’s what kids called it when they did it on swing sets, although you’d never been allowed. Too easily, a leg could snag on a chain, or get twisted with a friend’s limbs.


  “It’s not like you,” I said firmly. “Willow, you are the strongest person I know.”


  “But you still wish I didn’t have to use a wheelchair. Or go to the hospital all the time.”


  Sean had insisted that you were well aware of what was going on around you; I had naïvely assumed that, after the talk we’d had months ago, if you did have doubts about my words, they’d be assuaged by my actions. But I had been worried about the things you’d hear me say—not the messages you might still read between the lines. “Remember how I told you that I’d have to say things that I don’t mean? That’s all it is, Willow.” I hesitated. “Imagine you’re at school and your friend asks you if you like her sneakers, and you don’t—you think they’re incredibly ugly. You wouldn’t tell her you hate them, would you? Because it would make her sad.”


  “That’s lying.”


  “I know. And it’s wrong, most of the time, unless you’re trying not to hurt someone’s feelings.”


  You stared at me. “But you’re hurting my feelings.”


  The knife in my stomach twisted. “I don’t mean to.”


  “So,” you said, thinking hard, “it’s like when Amelia plays Opposite Day?”


  Amelia had invented that when she was about your age. Confrontational even then, she’d refuse to do her homework and then burst out laughing when we yelled at her, saying it was Opposite Day and she’d already finished it all. Or she’d terrorize you, calling you Glass Ass, and when you came to us in tears, Amelia would insist that on Opposite Day, this meant you were a princess. I’d never been able to tell if Amelia had invented Opposite Day because she was imaginative or because she was subversive.


  But maybe this was a way to unravel the tangled thicket that was wrongful birth, to spin a lie, like Rumpelstiltskin, into something golden. “Exactly,” I said. “Just like Opposite Day.”


  You smiled at me so sweetly that I could feel the frost melting around us. “Okay then,” you said. “I wish you’d never been born, too.”


  •••


  When Sean and I were first dating, I would leave treats in his mailbox. Sugar cookies cut in the shapes of his initials, a roll of babka, sticky buns with candied pecans, almond roca. I took literally the term sweet heart. I imagined him reaching in for his bills and catalogs and coming up instead with a jelly roll, a honey cake, a building block of fudge. “Will you still love me when I put on thirty pounds?” Sean would ask, and I’d laugh at him. “What makes you think I love you?” I’d say.


  I did, of course. But it was always easier for me to show love than to say it. The word reminded me of pralines: small, precious, almost unbearably sweet. I would light up in his presence; I felt like a sun in the constellation of his embrace. But trying to put what I felt for him into words diminished it somehow, like pinning a butterfly under glass, or videotaping a comet. Each night he’d wrap his arms around me and tip into my ear that sentence, bubbles that burst on contact: I love you. And then he’d wait. He’d wait, and even though I knew he did not want to pressure me before I was ready to make my confession, I would feel in that silence his disappointment.


  One day, when I came out of work still dusting flour off my hands so that I could rush to pick up Amelia from school, I found a small index card wedged under my windshield wiper. I LOVE YOU, it read.


  I tucked it into my glove compartment, and that afternoon, I made truffles and left them in Sean’s mailbox.


  The next day, when I left work, there was an eight-and-a-half-by-eleven-inch piece of paper taped on my windshield: I LOVE YOU.


  I called Sean. “I’m going to win,” I said.


  “I think we both are,” he replied.


  I’d baked a lavender panna cotta and left it on top of his MasterCard bill.


  He countered with poster board. You could read the message all the way from the front window of the restaurant, which made me the object of plenty of ribbing from the maître d’ and the head chef.


  “What’s your problem?” Piper said to me. “Just tell him how you feel, already.” But Piper didn’t understand, and I couldn’t explain to her. When you showed someone how you felt, it was fresh and honest. When you told someone how you felt, there might be nothing behind the words but habit or expectation. Those three words were what everyone used; simple syllables couldn’t contain something as rare as what I felt for Sean. I wanted him to feel what I felt when I was with him: that incredible combination of comfort, decadence, and wonder; the knowledge that, with just a single taste of him, I was addicted. So I cooked tiramisu and left it wedged between a package from Amazon.com and a flyer for a painting company.


  This time, Sean phoned me. “Opening someone else’s mailbox is a felony, you know,” he said.


  “So arrest me,” I answered.


  That day, I left work—trailed by the rest of the staff, who had come to view our courtship as a spectator sport—and found my car completely wrapped in butcher paper. Painted in letters as tall as me was Sean’s message: I’M ON A DIET.


  Sure enough, I baked him poppy scones, and they were still in the mailbox the next day when I went to leave off ginger cookies. And the next day, with those two items untouched, I couldn’t even fit the strawberry tart. I carried it up to his house instead, and rang the doorbell. His blond hair was backlit; his white tee stretched across his chest. “How come you’re not eating what I made for you?” I asked.


  He gave me a lazy smile. “How come you won’t say it back?”


  “Can’t you tell?”


  Sean crossed his arms. “Tell what?”


  “That I love you?”


  He opened the screen door, grabbed me, and kissed me hard. “It’s about time,” he said, with a grin. “I’m freaking starving.”


  •••


  You and I didn’t just cook waffles that morning. We made cinnamon bread and oatmeal cookies and blondies. I let you lick the spoon, the spatula, the bowl. Around eleven, Amelia loped into the kitchen, freshly showered. “What army’s coming for lunch?” she asked, but then she took a corn muffin, broke it open, and breathed in the steam. “Can I help?”


  We made a raspberry velvet cake and a plum tarte Tatin, apple turnovers and pinwheel cookies and macaroons. We baked until there was hardly anything left in my pantry, until I had forgotten what you’d said to me at the pond, until we had run out of brown sugar, until we did not notice your father being gone the whole day, until we could not eat another bite.


  “Now what?” Amelia asked, when every inch of counter space was covered with something we’d made.


  It had been so long that, once I started, I hadn’t been able to stop. And I suppose a part of me still functioned cooking for a restaurant crowd and not an individual family—much less one that was absent one member. “We could give it to our neighbors,” you suggested.


  “No way,” Amelia said. “Let them buy it.”


  “We’re not running a bakery,” I pointed out.


  “Why not? It could be like a vegetable stand, at the end of the driveway. Willow and me, we can make a big sign that says Sweets by Charlotte, and you can wrap everything in Saran Wrap...”


  “We could cover up a shoe box,” you said, “and put a slit in the top for the money, and charge ten dollars each.”


  “Ten dollars?” Amelia said. “Try a buck, peabrain.”


  “Mom! She called me peabrain...”


  I was imagining whitewashed walls, a glass display case, wrought-iron tables with marble tops. I was picturing rows of pistachio muffins in an industrial stove, meringues that melted in your mouth, the angel-wing ring of the cash register. “Syllabub,” I interrupted, and both you girls turned to me. “That’s what the name on the sign should be.”


  •••


  That night, by the time Sean came home, I was fast asleep, and he was gone by the time I woke up, too. The only way I even knew he’d stopped in was a used mug sitting lonely in the bowl of the sink.


  My stomach knotted; I pretended it was hunger, not regret. In the kitchen I made a piece of toast and took out a crisp white coffee filter for the machine.


  When Sean and I were first married, he would make coffee for me every morning. He didn’t drink coffee himself, but he was up early for his shift and would program the Krups machine so that a fresh pot would be waiting by the time I got out of the shower. I would come downstairs to find a mug waiting, with two spoonfuls of sugar already inside. Sometimes, it would be sitting on a note: SEE YOU LATER or I MISS YOU ALREADY.


  This morning the kitchen was cold, the coffeemaker silent and empty.


  I measured out the water and the coffee grounds, pushed a button so that the liquid would stream into the carafe. I reached for a mug in the cabinet and then, on second thought, took the one Sean had used out of the sink. I rinsed it clean and poured myself a cup of coffee. It tasted too strong, bitter. I wondered if Sean’s lips had touched the mug in the same place as mine.


  I had always been suspicious of women who described the dissolution of their marriages as something that happened overnight. How could you not know? I’d thought. How could you miss all those signs? Well, let me tell you how: you were so busy putting out a fire directly in front of you that you were completely oblivious to the inferno raging at your back. I could not remember the last time Sean and I had laughed about something together. I could not remember the last time I’d gone and kissed him, just because. I had been so focused on protecting you that I’d left myself completely vulnerable.


  Sometimes you and Amelia played board games, and when you rolled the dice, they got stuck in a crease of the couch or rolled onto the floor. Do-over, you’d say, and it was that easy to get a second chance. That’s what I wanted now: a do-over. Except, if I was being honest with myself, I wouldn’t know where to start.


  I dumped the coffee into the sink and watched it swirl down the drain.


  I didn’t need caffeine. And I didn’t need someone to make me coffee in the morning, either. Leaving the kitchen, I grabbed a jacket (Sean’s, it smelled like him) and headed outside to get the newspaper.


  The green box that held the local paper was empty; Sean must have taken it on the way out to wherever he’d gone. Frustrated, I turned and noticed the wheelbarrow full of baked goods that we had set out yesterday at the end of the driveway.


  The wheelbarrow was empty, except for the shoe box Amelia had fashioned into an honor-system cash register, and the cardboard sign you’d painted with glitter to read SYLLABUB.


  I grabbed the shoe box and ran back to the house, into your bedroom. “Girls,” I said, “look!”


  You both rolled over, still cocooned in sleep. “God,” Amelia groaned, glancing at the clock.


  I sat down on your bed and opened the shoe box. “Where did you get all the money?” you asked, and that was enough to make Amelia sit up in bed.


  “What money?” she asked.


  “From the stuff we baked,” I said.


  “Give me that.” Amelia grabbed the box and started organizing the money into piles. There were bills and coins, in all denominations. “There’s like a hundred dollars here!”


  You crawled out of your bed and onto Amelia’s. “We’re rich,” you said, and you took a fistful of dollars and tossed them overhead.


  “What are we going to do with it?” Amelia asked.


  “I think we should buy a monkey,” you said.


  “Monkeys cost way more than a hundred dollars,” Amelia scoffed. “I think we should get a TV for our bedroom.”


  And I thought we should pay down the debt on our MasterCard, but I doubted you girls would agree.


  “We already have a TV downstairs,” you said.


  “Well, we don’t need a stupid monkey!”


  “Girls,” I interrupted. “There’s only one way to get what we all want. We bake enough to make more money.” I looked at each of you in turn. “Well? What are you waiting for?”


  You and Amelia rushed to the adjacent bathroom, and then I heard running water and the methodic scrub of your toothbrushes. I pulled up the sheets on your bed and tucked in the blankets. On Amelia’s bed, I did the same thing, but this time when I smoothed the quilt under the mattress, my fingers swept free dozens of candy wrappers, the plastic bag from a loaf of bread, crumbling packets of graham crackers. Teenagers, I thought, sweeping them all into the trash can.


  In the bathroom, I could hear you two arguing about who had left the cap off the toothpaste. I reached into the shoe box and tossed another handful of cash into the air, listening instead to the hail of silver coins, the song of possibility.


  Sean


  I probably shouldn’t have taken the newspaper. That’s what I thought to myself as I sat in a booth at a diner two towns over from Bankton, nursing my glass of orange juice and waiting for the short-order cook to fry up my eggs. After all, it was the first thing Charlotte did every morning: sip a cup of coffee as she perused the headlines. Sometimes she’d even read the letters to the editor out loud, especially the ones that sounded as if they’d been written by nutcases one step away from a Ruby Ridge standoff. When I sneaked out at six a.m., pausing before I grabbed the paper, I realized that this was going to piss her off. And, okay, maybe that was enough incentive for me to drive off with it. But now that I’d unfolded it and scanned the front page, I categorically knew I should have left it where it was, in its box.


  Because right there, above the fold, was a story about me and my family.


  LOCAL COP FILES WRONGFUL BIRTH SUIT


  Willow O’Keefe is—in many ways—a normal five-year-old girl. She goes to full-day kindergarten at Bankton Elementary School, where she studies reading and math and music. She plays with her peers during recess. She buys lunch in the school cafeteria. But in one respect, Willow is not like other five-year-olds. Sometimes Willow uses a wheelchair, sometimes a walker, and sometimes, leg braces. That’s because, during the course of her short life, she’s suffered over sixty-two broken bones, due to a disease called osteogenesis imperfecta, a condition that Willow’s had since birth and that—her parents allege—should have been diagnosed by the obstetrician early enough to allow for an abortion. Although the O’Keefes love their daughter dearly, her medical bills have spiraled past routine insurance coverage, and now her parents—Lieutenant Sean O’Keefe of the Bankton Police Department and Charlotte O’Keefe—are among a growing number of patients suing their obstetrician-gynecologists for not providing them with information about fetal abnormalities that, they say, would have led them to terminate the pregnancies.


  More than half of the states in America recognize wrongful birth lawsuits, and many of these cases settle out of court for less money than a jury might award because medical malpractice insurance companies don’t want a child like Willow presented to a jury. But lawsuits like this often open a can of worms in terms of ethical complications: what do such lawsuits suggest about the value society places on disabled people? Who can judge parents, who see their disabled children suffering daily? Who—if anyone—has the right to choose what sorts of disabilities should determine abortion? And what is the effect on a child like Willow, who is old enough to hear her parents’ testimony?


  Lou St. Pierre, the president of the New Hampshire chapter of the American Association of People with Disabilities, says he understands why parents like the O’Keefes choose to file a lawsuit. “It can help with the incredible financial burden that a severely disabled child puts on a family,” says St. Pierre, who was born with spina bifida and is wheelchair-bound. “But the caveat is the message that’s being sent to that child: that disabled people can’t live rich, full lives; that if you aren’t perfect, you shouldn’t be here.”


  Most recently, in 2006, a $3.2 million settlement in a 2004 wrongful birth case was overturned by the New Hampshire Supreme Court.


  There was even a picture of the four of us—one that had been taken for a Meet Your Friendly Neighborhood Cop circular put out by the Bankton PD two years ago. Amelia didn’t have her braces yet.


  Your arm was in a cast.


  I threw the paper across the booth so that it landed in the far seat. Fucking journalists. What did they do, wait at the courthouse to see what was coming up on the docket? Anyone who read this article—and who wouldn’t? It was the local paper—would think I was in this for the cash.


  I wasn’t, and just to prove it, I took out my wallet and left twenty bucks on the table for a two-dollar meal I hadn’t even been served.


  Fifteen minutes later, after a quick stop at the precinct to look up Marin Gates’s address, I showed up at her house. It wasn’t at all what I was expecting. There were gnome garden statues, and the mailbox was a pig whose snout opened. The clapboards were painted purple. It looked like the kind of place Hansel and Gretel would live, not a no-nonsense attorney.


  When I rang the bell, Marin answered the door. She was wearing a Beatles Revolver T-shirt and sweatpants that said UNH down the leg. “What are you doing here?”


  “I need to talk to you.”


  “You should have called.” She looked around, trying to find Charlotte.


  “I’m here alone,” I said.


  Marin folded her arms across her chest. “I’m unlisted. How did you find out where I live?”


  I shrugged. “I’m a cop.”


  “That’s an invasion of privacy—”


  “Good. You can sue me when you finish suing Piper Reece.” I held up the morning paper. “Did you read this crap?”


  “Yes. There’s very little we can do about the press, except keep saying ‘No comment.’”


  “I’m out,” I said.


  “Sorry?”


  “I quit. I want out of this lawsuit.” Simply saying those words made me feel like I’d passed the weight of the world to some other sucker. “I’ll sign anything you want me to, I just want to make it official.”


  Marin hesitated. “Come inside so we can talk,” she said.


  If I’d been surprised by the outside of her house, I was stunned by the interior. There was one entire wall covered with Hummel figurines on shelves, and the other walls were spotted with needlepoint. Doilies bloomed like algae on the surface of the sofa. “Nice place,” I lied.


  She just stared at me, impassive. “I rent it fully furnished,” she explained. “The woman who owns the house lives in Fort Lauderdale.”


  On the dining room table was a stack of files, and a legal pad. All around the floor were crumpled pieces of paper; whatever it was she was writing wasn’t coming smoothly.


  “Look, Lieutenant O’Keefe, I know you and I haven’t gotten off to the best start, and I know the deposition was... challenging for you. But we’ll take another stab at that, and things are going to be different once we’re in court. I really do feel confident that the damages the jury will be willing to award—”


  “I don’t want your blood money,” I said. “She can have it all.”


  “I think I see the problem here,” Marin answered. “But this isn’t about you and your wife. This is about Willow. And if you really want to give her the kind of life she deserves, you need to win a lawsuit like this. If you pull out now, it just gives the defense one more hook to hang their hat on—”


  Too late, she realized that this might actually be something I’d want.


  “My daughter,” I said tightly, “reads at a sixth-grade level. She’s going to see that newspaper article, and a dozen others like it, I’m guessing. She’s going to hear her mother tell the whole wide world she wasn’t wanted. You tell me, Ms. Gates. Is it better that I sit in that courtroom actively undermining your chance of winning your case or that I step aside so there’s somewhere for Willow to turn when she needs to know that someone loves her, no matter what she’s like?”


  “Are you so sure you’ll be doing the right thing for your daughter?”


  “Are you?” I asked. “I’m not leaving here until you give me paperwork to sign.”


  “You can’t expect me to draft something on a Sunday morning when I’m not at the office—”


  “Twenty minutes. I’ll meet you there.” I had just opened the door to walk outside when I was stopped by Marin’s voice.


  “Your wife,” she asked. “What does she think about you doing this?”


  I turned slowly. “She doesn’t think about me,” I said.


  •••


  I didn’t see Charlotte that night, or the next morning. I assumed it would take that long for Marin to tell my wife that I’d dropped out of the lawsuit. However, even a guy who’s strong in his convictions understands self-preservation; there was no way I was headed home to talk to your mother until I had a few fortifying drinks under my belt—and, being a cop, had left enough time to let the alcohol pass safely through my system before I drove.


  Maybe then I’d be lucky enough to find her asleep.


  “Tommy,” I said, motioning to the bartender, and I pushed my empty beer glass toward him. I had come to O’Boys with some of the patrol officers after our shift, but they’d all left to go home to their wives and kids for supper by now. It was too late for a predinner drink and too early for the nighttime party crowd; other than Tommy and me, the only person in the bar was an old man who started drinking at three and stopped when his daughter came to pick him up at last call.


  The bell over the door jingled, and a woman walked in. She peeled off a tight leopard-print coat only to reveal an even tighter hot pink dress. It was outfits like this that always fucked up rape cases for the prosecution.


  “Cold out there,” she said, sliding onto a stool beside me. I stared resolutely down at my empty beer glass. Try wearing some clothes, I thought.


  Tommy passed me a fresh beer and turned to the woman. “What can I get you?”


  “A dirty martini,” she said, and then she turned to me and smiled. “You ever have one of those?”


  I took a sip of beer. “I don’t like olives.”


  “I like to suck the pimientos out,” she admitted. She unclipped her hair—blond, curly—so that it fell like a river to the middle of her back. “Beer tastes like Kitty Litter, if you ask me.”


  I laughed at that. “When was the last time you tasted Kitty Litter?”


  She arched her brows. “Haven’t you ever just looked at something and known how it’s going to taste?”


  She did say something, didn’t she? Not someone?


  I’ve never cheated on Charlotte. I’ve never even thought about cheating on Charlotte. God knows, I come across enough young women in my career to have the opportunity, if I wanted to take advantage. To be honest, Charlotte was all I’d ever wanted—even after eight years. But the woman I’d married—the one who had promised to buy vanilla ice cream for me in her wedding vows, even though it was a poor substitute for chocolate—was not the same one I saw these days in our house. That woman was single-minded and distant, so focused on what she might get that she couldn’t even see what she had.


  “My name’s Sean,” I said, facing the woman.


  “Taffy Lloyd,” she said, and she took a sip of her martini. “Like the candy. The Taffy part, not the Lloyd.”


  “Yeah, I got that.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t I know you?”


  “I’m pretty sure I’d remember meeting you before—”


  “No, I know it. I never forget a face—” She broke off, snapping her fingers. “You were in the newspaper,” she said. “You’ve got a little girl who’s really sick, right? How’s she doing?”


  I lifted my beer, wondering if she could hear my heart pounding as loud as I could. She recognized me from that article? If this woman did, how many others would? “She’s doing all right,” I said tersely, finishing my beer in another long swallow. “In fact, I’ve got to get home to her.” The hell with driving; I’d walk.


  I started to get up from my stool but was stopped by her voice. “I heard you’re not suing anymore.”


  Slowly, I turned. “That wasn’t in the newspaper.”


  Suddenly, she didn’t look ditzy at all. Her eyes were a piercing blue, and they were fixed on mine. “Why did you want out?”


  Was she a reporter? Was this a trap? I felt my guard rising, too late. “I’m just trying to do what’s best for Willow,” I muttered, shrugging into my jacket, cursing when my sleeve got tangled.


  Taffy Lloyd set a business card down on the bar in front of me. “What’s best for Willow,” she said, “is for this lawsuit not to happen.” With a nod, she swung her leopard coat over her shoulder and walked out the door, leaving behind most of her martini.


  I picked up the card and traced my finger over the raised black lettering:


  Taffy Lloyd, Legal Investigator

  Booker, Hood & Coates


  I drove. I drove routes I took in my police cruiser, great figure eights that looped closer and closer to the center of Bankton. I watched falling stars and drove where I thought they’d landed. I drove until I could barely keep my eyes open, until it was after midnight.


  I let myself into the house on a whisper and, in the dark, fumbled my way into the laundry room to get the sheets and pillowcase for the couch. Suddenly, I was exhausted, so tired I couldn’t even stand. I sank down on the sofa and buried my face in my hands.


  What I couldn’t understand was how this had gone so far, so fast. One minute I was storming out of the lawyer’s office; the next, Charlotte had set up another appointment. I couldn’t forbid her to do that—but to be honest, I had never figured she’d carry through with a lawsuit. Charlotte wasn’t the type to take a risk. But that’s where I’d messed up: This wasn’t about Charlotte, in her mind. This was about you.


  “Daddy?”


  I looked up to find you standing in front of me, your bare feet white as a ghost’s. “What are you doing up?” I said. “It’s the middle of the night.”


  “I got thirsty.”


  I walked into the kitchen, with you padding along behind me. You were favoring your right leg—although another father might simply have wondered if his daughter was still half asleep, I was thinking of microfractures and hip displacements. I poured you a glass of water from the tap and leaned against the counter as you drank it. “Okay,” I said, hoisting you into my arms, because I couldn’t bear to watch you navigate the stairs. “It’s way past your bedtime.”


  Your arms laced around my neck. “Daddy, how come you don’t sleep in your bed anymore?”


  I paused, halfway up the steps. “I like the couch. It’s more comfortable.”


  I crept into your bedroom, careful not to disturb Amelia, who was softly snoring in the bed beside yours. I tucked you under the covers. “I bet if I wasn’t like this,” you said, “if my bones weren’t all messed up—you’d still be sleeping upstairs.”


  In the dark, I could see the shine of your eyes, the apple curve of your cheek. I didn’t answer. I didn’t have an answer. “Go to sleep,” I said. “It’s too late to talk about this.”


  Suddenly, just like that, as if someone had spliced a future frame into a movie, I could see who you would become when you grew up. That stubborn resolve, the quiet acceptance of someone resigned to fighting an uphill battle—well, the person you resembled most at that moment was your mother.


  Instead of going downstairs, I slipped into the master bedroom. Charlotte was sleeping on her right side, facing the empty side of the bed. I sat down gingerly on the edge of the mattress, trying not to move it as I stretched out on top of the covers. I rolled onto my side, so that I was mirroring Charlotte.


  Being here, in my own bed, with my own wife, felt inevitable and uncomfortable at the same time—like getting to the end of a jigsaw puzzle and forcing the last piece into place, even though the edges don’t match up the way they ought to. I stared at Charlotte’s hand, curled into a fist against the covers, as if she was still ready to come up swinging even when she was unconscious. When I touched the edge of her wrist, her fingers opened like a rose. When I glanced up, I found her staring at me. “Am I dreaming?” she whispered.


  “Yes,” I said, and her hand closed around mine.


  I watched Charlotte as she drifted back to sleep, trying to pinpoint the divide between when she was here with me and when she was spirited away, but it happened too quickly for me to measure. Gently I slipped my hand from hers. I hoped, for a moment when she woke up, she’d remember that I’d been here. I hoped that it would make up for what I was about to do.


  •••


  There was a guy in the department whose wife had had breast cancer a few years ago. In solidarity, a bunch of us had shaved our heads when she went through chemo; we all did what we could to support George through his personal hell. And then his wife recovered, and everyone celebrated, and a week later, she told him she wanted a divorce. At the time, I thought it was the most callous thing a woman could possibly do: ditch the guy who’s stood beside you through thick and thin. But now, I was starting to see that what looks like garbage from one angle might be art from another. Maybe it did take a crisis to get to know yourself; maybe you needed to get whacked hard by life before you understood what you wanted out of it.


  I didn’t like being here—it was like having a bad flashback. Reaching out for a napkin underneath a pitcher in the center of the massive polished table, I mopped at my forehead. What I really wanted to do was admit that this was a mistake and run. Jump out the window, maybe.


  But before I could act on that sane thought, the door opened. In walked a man with prematurely silver hair—had I not noticed that the first time around?—followed by a blond woman wearing stylish glasses and a suit buttoned nearly to the throat. My jaw dropped; Taffy Lloyd cleaned up remarkably well. I nodded silently at her, and then at Guy Booker—the lawyer who’d made a fool out of me in this very office months ago. “I came to ask you what I can do,” I said.


  Booker looked at his investigator. “I’m not sure I understand what that means, Lieutenant O’Keefe...”


  “It means,” I said, “I’m on your side now.”


  Marin


  What do you say to the mother you’ve never met?


  Since Maisie had contacted me saying she had a valid address for my birth mother, I had drafted hundreds of letters. That was the way it worked: even though Maisie apparently had located my birth mother, I wasn’t allowed to contact her directly. Instead, I was supposed to write a letter to my mother and mail it to Maisie, who would play middleman. She’d contact my mother and say she had a very important personal matter to discuss and would leave a phone number. Presumably, when my birth mother heard this, she would know what the personal matter was and would call in. Once Maisie verified that the woman was indeed my birth mother, she’d either read aloud or mail the letter I’d written.


  Maisie had sent me a list of guidelines, which were supposed to help me write the letter:


  This is your introduction to the birth parent for whom you have been searching. This person is virtually a stranger to you, so your letter will serve as a first impression. In order to not overwhelm your birth parent, it is recommended that your letter be no more than two pages. As long as your handwriting is legible, it is more appreciated to receive a handwritten letter, since that gives a sense of your personality to the recipient.


  You should decide whether you want this first contact to be nonidentifying. If you want to use your name, please understand this makes it possible for the other party to locate you. You may want to wait until you get to know the other party before releasing your address or phone number.


  The letter should contain general information about you—age, education, occupation, talents or hobbies, marital status, and whether or not you have children. Including photographs of yourself and your family is much preferred. You may wish to explain why you are searching for your birth parent at this time.


  If your background includes any difficult information, this is not the time to share it. Negative adoption information—such as having been placed with an abusive family—is not appropriate. It’s better to share this information later, once a relationship has developed. Many birth parents report feelings of guilt over the decision to give a child up for adoption and fear that their decision, which was made for your benefit, might not have turned out as well as they’d wished. If negative information is shared at the outset, that information may overshadow all positive aspects of developing a rapport with you in the future.


  If you feel grateful to your birth parent for the decision she made, you may briefly share this. If you desire information about family medical history, you may mention this. You may want to consider waiting to ask about the birth father. This may be a painful subject at first.


  To reassure the birth parent that you want a mutually beneficial relationship, you may include a statement that you’d like to phone or meet but will respect her need for time to determine her comfort level regarding this.


  I had read Maisie’s guidelines so often I could practically recite them verbatim. It seemed to me that the really instructive information was missing. How much do you share to illustrate what you’re really like but not to turn someone off? If I told her I was a Democrat, for instance, and she turned out to be a Republican, would she throw my letter in the trash? Should I mention how I’d marched to raise funds for AIDS research and that I advocated same-sex marriage? And this didn’t even take into account the decision I had to make when it came to putting my letter down in black and white. I wanted to send a card—it felt like I was trying harder, as opposed to just a scribbled missive on a legal pad. But the cards I had spotlighted images as different as Picasso, Mary Engelbreit, and Mapplethorpe. The Picasso seemed too common; the Engelbreit, too Mary Sunshine; but Mapplethorpe—well, what if she hated him on principle? Get over it, Marin, I told myself. There aren’t any naked bodies on the card; it’s a damn flower.


  Now all I had to do was come up with the content to go inside.


  Briony pushed open the door to my office, and I hastily stuffed my notes into a folder. Maybe it wasn’t entirely PC to use my work time to feed my personal obsession, but the more involved I became with the O’Keefe case, the harder it was to put my birth mother out of my mind. Silly as it sounded, approaching her made me feel like I was saving my soul. If I had to represent a woman who wished she’d gotten rid of her child, then the least I could do was find my own mother and praise her for thinking differently.


  The secretary tossed a manila envelope onto my desk. “Delivery from the devil,” she said, and I glanced down to see the return address: Booker, Hood & Coates.


  I ripped it open and read the amended list of interrogatories.


  “You’ve got to be kidding,” I murmured, and stood up to get my coat. It was time to make a house call to Charlotte O’Keefe.


  •••


  A girl with blue hair answered the door, and I stared at her for a full five seconds before I recognized Charlotte’s older daughter, Amelia. “Whatever you’re selling,” she said, “we don’t need it.”


  “Amelia, right?” I forced a smile. “I’m Marin Gates. Your mom’s lawyer.”


  She scrutinized me. “Whatever. She’s not here right now. She left me to babysit.”


  From inside the house: “I’m not a baby!”


  Amelia flicked her eyes toward me again. “What I meant to say is that she left me to invalidsit.”


  Suddenly your face poked around the doorframe. “Hi,” you said, and you smiled. You were missing a tooth in front.


  I thought: The jury will love you.


  Then I hated myself for thinking that.


  “Did you want to leave a message?” Amelia asked.


  Well, I couldn’t very well tell her that her father had become a defense witness. “I was hoping to talk to your mother in person.”


  Amelia shrugged. “We’re not supposed to let in strangers.”


  “She’s not a stranger,” you said, and you reached out and pulled me over the threshold.


  I didn’t have a lot of experience with kids, and at the rate I was going, I might never, but there was something about your hand in mine, soft as a rabbit’s foot and maybe just as lucky. I let myself be led to the couch in the living room and looked around at the machine-made Oriental rug, the dusty face of the television, the battered cardboard boxes of games stacked high on the fireplace hearth. Monopoly was in full swing from the looks of it; there was a board in play set on the coffee table in front of the couch. “You can take over for me,” Amelia said, her arms folded. “I’m more of a communist than a capitalist anyway.”


  She vanished up the stairs, leaving me staring down at the game board. “Did you know which street gets landed on the most?” you asked.


  “Um.” I sat down. “Shouldn’t they all be equal?”


  “Not when you figure in the Get Out of Jail cards and stuff like that. It’s Illinois.”


  I glanced down. You had built three hotels on Illinois Avenue.


  And Amelia had left me with sixty dollars.


  “How did you know that?” I asked.


  “I read. And I like to know things no one else does.”


  I bet there was a great deal you knew that none of us did, or ever would. It was a little disconcerting to be sitting with an almost-six-year-old whose vocabulary probably rivaled mine. “So tell me something I don’t know,” I said.


  “Dr. Seuss invented the word nerd.”


  I laughed out loud. “Really?”


  You nodded. “In If I Ran the Zoo. Which isn’t as good as Green Eggs and Ham. Which is for babies, anyway,” you said. “I like Harper Lee better.”


  “Harper Lee?” I repeated.


  “Yeah. Haven’t you ever read To Kill a Mockingbird?”


  “Sure. I just can’t believe you have.” This was the first conversation I’d really had with the little girl who was the eye in the storm of this lawsuit, and I realized something remarkable: I liked you. I liked you a lot. You were genuine and funny and smart, and maybe your bones broke every now and then. I liked you for dismissing your condition as the least important part of you—nearly as much as I disliked your mother for highlighting it.


  “So, anyway, it was Amelia’s turn. Which means you get to roll,” you said.


  I glanced down at the board. “You know what? I hate Monopoly.” I did, truly. I had bad flashbacks from my childhood of a cousin who embezzled when he was the banker, of games that lasted four nights in a row.


  “You want to play something else?”


  Turning to the hearth again, and its toy detritus, I spied a dollhouse. It was a miniature of your home, with its black shutters and bright red door; there were even flowering shrubs for landscaping and long woven tongues of carpet. “Wow,” I said, touching the shingles reverently. “This is amazing.”


  “My dad made it.”


  I lifted the house up on its platform and settled it on top of the Monopoly board. “I used to have a dollhouse.”


  It had been my favorite toy. I remembered tufted red velvet chairs in the miniature living room, and an old-time piano that played music when I turned its crank. A claw-footed tub, and candy-striped wallpaper. It looked completely Victorian, nothing like the modern house where I had grown up; yet I used to pretend, as I organized the beds and sofas and kitchen furniture, that this was an alternate universe, the home where I might have lived if I hadn’t been given away.


  “Look at this,” you said, and you showed me how the little porcelain toilet seat lifted up. I wondered if dollhouse men forgot to put it back down, too.


  In the refrigerator were little wooden steaks and milk bottles, and a tiny carton of eggs lined up like seed pearls. I raised the hinge of a woven basket to find two splinters of knitting needles and a ball of yarn.


  “This is where the sisters live,” you said, and you set mattresses onto the twin brass bed frames in one upstairs room. “And this is where their mom sleeps.” Next door, on the big bed, you placed two pillows and a crazy quilt the size of my palm. Then you took another blanket and pillow, and made up a bed on the pink satin couch in the parlor. “And this,” you said, “is for the daddy.”


  Oh my God, I thought. How they’ve screwed you up.


  Suddenly the front door opened and Charlotte entered, a winter chill caught in the folds of her coat. She was carrying groceries in recyclable green bags draped over her arms. “Oh, that’s your car,” she said, dumping the food onto the floor. “Amelia!” she called upstairs. “I’m home!”


  “Yay,” Amelia’s voice drifted down, devoid of enthusiasm.


  Maybe it wasn’t just you they were destroying.


  Charlotte leaned down and kissed your forehead. “How you doing, sweet pea? You’re playing with the dollhouse. I haven’t seen you take that out in ages...”


  “We have to talk,” I said, getting to my feet.


  “Okay.” Charlotte bent to gather some of the grocery bags; I did the same and followed her into the kitchen. She began to unpack: orange juice, milk, broccoli. Macaroni and cheese, dishwashing detergent, Ziploc bags.


  Bounty. Joy. Life: brands that were a recipe for existence.


  “Guy Booker’s added a witness for the defense,” I said. “Your husband.”


  Charlotte was holding a jar of pickles one moment, and the next, it had shattered all over the floor. “What did you say?”


  “Sean’s testifying against you,” I said flatly.


  “He can’t do that, can he?”


  “Well, once he asked to be released from the lawsuit—”


  “He did what?”


  The smell of vinegar rose; brine pooled on the tile floor. “Charlotte,” I said, stunned. “He told me he talked to you first.”


  “He hasn’t talked to me in weeks. How could he? How could he do this to us?”


  You came into the kitchen then. “Did something break?”


  Charlotte got down on her hands and knees and began to gather the pieces of glass. “Stay out of the kitchen, Willow.” I reached for the new roll of paper toweling just as Charlotte let out a sharp cry; a shard of glass had pierced her finger.


  It was bleeding. Your eyes went wide, and I hustled you toward the living room again. “Go get your mom a Band-Aid,” I said.


  By the time I got back to the kitchen, Charlotte was clutching her bloody hand against her shirt. “Marin,” she said, staring up at me. “What am I supposed to do?”


  •••


  It was probably a new experience for you, going to the hospital when you weren’t the one who was hurt. But it became clear very quickly that your mother’s cut had gone too deep, that a Band-Aid alone wasn’t going to be the answer. I drove her to the ER, with you and Amelia sitting in the back of the car, your feet propped up on cardboard boxes full of legal folders. I waited while a doctor sewed two stitches into the tip of Charlotte’s ring finger, as you sat beside her and held her good hand tight. I offered to stop at the pharmacy to fill the prescription for Tylenol plus codeine, but Charlotte said they still had plenty of painkillers at home left from your last break.


  “I’m fine,” she told me. “Really.” I almost believed her, too, and then I remembered the way she’d clutched your hand during the stitches, and what she still planned to say to a jury in a matter of weeks about you.


  I went back to the office, although the day was shot to hell. I took Maisie’s guidelines for writing a letter to one’s birth mother out of my top desk drawer and read through them one last time.


  Families were never what you wanted them to be. We all wanted what we couldn’t have: the perfect child, the doting husband, the mother who’d let us go. We lived in our grown-up dollhouses completely unaware that, at any moment, a hand might come in and change around everything we’d become accustomed to.


  Hello, I scrawled.


  I’ve probably written this letter a thousand times in my head, always reworking it to make sure it’s just right. It took me thirty-one years to start my search, although I’ve always wondered where I came from. I think I had to figure out first why I wanted to search—and I finally know the answer. I owe my birth parents a very big thank-you. And almost equally important, I feel like you’re owed the right to know that I’m alive, well, and happy.


  I work for a law firm in Nashua. I attended college at UNH and then went to law school at the University of Maine. I volunteer monthly to give legal advice to those who can’t afford it. I’m not married, but I hope that one day I will be. I like to kayak, read, and eat anything that’s chocolate.


  For many years I was reluctant to search for you, because I didn’t want to intrude or ruin anyone’s life. Then I had a health scare and realized I did not know enough about where I’d come from. To that end, I’d like to meet you and say thank you in person—for giving me the opportunity to become the woman I am now—but I will also respect your wishes if you aren’t ready to meet me now, or never will be.


  I’ve written and rewritten this, read and reread it. It’s not perfect, and neither am I. But I’m finally brave, and I’d like to think that maybe I inherited that from you.


  Sincerely, Marin Gates


  Sean


  The guys who were repaving this stretch of Route 4 had spent the last forty minutes debating who was hotter, Jessica Alba or Pamela Anderson. “Jessica’s one hundred percent real,” said one guy, who was wearing fingerless gloves and missing two-thirds of the teeth in his mouth. “No implants.”


  “Like you know,” said the foreman of the road crew.


  From down near the line of traffic, another worker held a Slow sign that might have been a warning for the cars and might equally have been a self-description. “Pam’s a thirty-six triple D—twenty-two—thirty-four,” he said. “You know who else got measurements like that? A freakin’ Barbie doll.”


  I leaned against the hood of my cruiser, bundled up in my winter gear, trying to pretend I was stone-deaf. Construction details were my least favorite part of being a cop, and a necessary evil. Without my blues flashing, the odds of some idiot striking one of the workers increased dramatically. Another guy approached, his breath punctuating the air in white balloons. “Wouldn’t toss either of them out of bed,” he said. “Would be even better if they were both there at once.”


  Here’s the funny thing: ask any of these guys, and they’d tell you I was a tough guy. That my badge and my Glock were enough to raise me a notch in their esteem. They’d do what I told them to do, and they expected drivers to do what I told them to do, too. What they didn’t know was that I was the worst kind of coward. At work, maybe, I could bark orders or collar criminals or throw my weight around; at home, I had taken to stealing out before anyone woke up; I had defected from Charlotte’s lawsuit without even having the guts to tell her I was going to do it.


  I’d spent enough time lying awake at night attempting to convince myself that this was courageous—that I was trying to find a middle ground where you would know you were loved and wanted—but the truth was, I got something out of this, too. I became a hero again, instead of a guy who couldn’t manage to take care of his own family.


  “Want to cast your vote, Sean?” the foreman asked.


  “Wouldn’t want to steal any of your fun,” I said diplomatically.


  “Oh, that’s right. You’re married. Not allowed to let that eye wander, not even onto Google...”


  Ignoring him, I took a few steps forward as a car sped up through the intersection instead of slowing down. All I’d have to do was point at the driver and he’d take his foot off the gas. It was that simple: the fear that I’d actually write him a ticket would be enough to make him think twice about what he was doing. But this driver didn’t slow down, and as the car screamed to a stop in the center of the intersection, I realized two things simultaneously: (1) it was a woman driving, not a man; and (2) it was my wife’s car.


  Charlotte got out of the van and slammed the door shut behind her. “You son of a bitch,” she said, striding over until she was close enough to start hitting me.


  I grabbed her arms, acutely aware that she had stopped not only traffic but the work of the construction detail. I could feel their eyes on me. “I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I had to do it.”


  “Did you think it could stay a secret until the trial?” Charlotte cried. “Maybe then everyone could have watched me when I found out my husband was a liar.”


  “Which one of us is the liar?” I said, incredulous. “Excuse me if I’m not willing to whore myself for money.”


  A bright flush rose on Charlotte’s cheeks. “Excuse me if I’m not willing to let my daughter suffer because we’re broke.”


  In that instant, I noticed a few things: that the right taillight on Charlotte’s van had burned out. That she had a bandage wrapped around one finger on her left hand. That it had started to snow again. “Where are the girls?” I asked, trying to peer into the dark windows of the van.


  “You have no right to ask that,” she said. “You gave up that right when you went to the lawyer’s office.”


  “Where are the girls, Charlotte?” I demanded.


  “Home.” She stepped away from me, her eyes bright with tears. “Somewhere I don’t ever want to see you again.”


  Wheeling around, she walked back to the car. Before she could open the door, though, I blocked her. “How can’t you see it?” I whispered. “Until you started all this, there was nothing wrong with our family. Nothing. We had a decent house—”


  “With a roof that leaks—”


  “I have a steady job—”


  “That pays nothing—”


  “And our children had a great life,” I finished.


  “What would you know about that?” Charlotte said. “You’re not the one who’s with Willow when we walk past the playground at her school and she watches kids doing things she’s never going to do—easy things, like jumping off the swings or playing kickball. She threw out the DVD of The Wizard of Oz, did you know that? It was in the kitchen trash because some horrible little kid at school called her a Munchkin.”


  Just like that, I wanted to punch the little shit’s lights out—never mind that he was six years old. “She didn’t tell me.”


  “Because she didn’t want you to fight her battles for her,” Charlotte said.


  “Then why,” I asked, “are you doing it?”


  Charlotte hesitated, and I realized I’d struck a nerve. “You can fool yourself, Sean, but you can’t fool me. Go ahead and make me out to be the bitch, the villain. Pretend you’re some white knight, if it works for you. It looks good on the surface, and you can tell yourself that you know her favorite color and the name of her favorite stuffed animal and what kind of jelly she likes on her peanut butter sandwiches. But that’s not what makes her who she is. Do you know what she talks about on the way home from school? Or what she’s most proud of? What she worries about? Do you know why she burst into tears last night and why, a week ago, she hid under her bed for an hour? Face it, Sean. You think you’re her conquering hero, but you don’t really know anything about Willow’s life.”


  I flinched. “I know it’s worth living.”


  She shoved me out of the way and got into the car, slamming the door and peeling away. I heard the furious honks of cars that had been stockpiled behind Charlotte’s van and turned around to find the construction foreman still staring at me. “Tell you what,” he said, “you can have Jessica and Pam.”


  •••


  That night I drove to Massachusetts. I didn’t have any destination in mind, but I pulled off at random exits and swung through neighborhoods that were buttoned up tight for the night. I turned off my headlights and trolled the streets like a shark in the deep of the ocean. There is so much you can tell about a family from the place they live: plastic toys give you the ages of their kids; a string of Christmas lights flag their religious affiliation; the kinds of cars in the driveway call out soccer mom or teenage driver or NASCAR fan. But even at the houses that were nondescript, I had no problem imagining the people inside. I would close my eyes and picture a father at the dinner table, making his daughters laugh. A mother who cleared the plates, but not before she touched the man’s shoulder in passing. I’d see a bookshelf full of bedtime stories, a stone paperweight crudely painted to look like a ladybug pinning down the day’s mail, a fresh stack of clean laundry. I’d hear the Patriots game on a Sunday afternoon, and Amelia’s iTunes playing through a speaker shaped like a donut, and your bare feet shuffling down the hallway.


  I must have gone to fifty different houses like this. Occasionally, I’d find a light on—usually upstairs, usually a teenager’s head silhouetted against the blue cast of a computer screen. Or a couple that had fallen asleep with the television still crackling. A bathroom light, to keep monsters away from a child. It didn’t matter if I was in a white neighborhood or a black one, if the community was wealthy or dirt-poor—houses are cellular walls; they keep our problems from bleeding into everyone else’s.


  The last neighborhood I visited that night was the one that drew my truck magnetically, my heart’s polar north. I parked at the base of my own driveway, headlights switched off, so that I would not give my presence away.


  The truth was, Charlotte was right. The more times I picked up shifts to pay for your incidentals, the less time I spent with you. Once, I’d held you in my arms while you slept, and I’d watched dreams screening across your face; now, I loved you in theory if not in practice. I was too busy protecting and serving the rest of Bankton to focus on protecting and serving you; that had fallen to Charlotte instead. It was a treadmill, and I’d been knocked off it by this lawsuit, only to find that you were impossibly, undeniably, growing up.


  That would change, I vowed. Carrying through with the step I’d taken when I went to Booker, Hood & Coates meant that I would actively spend more time with you. I’d get to fall for you all over again.


  Just then, the wind whipped through the open window of the truck, wrinkling the wrappers of the baked goods and reminding me why I’d come back here tonight. Stacked in a wheelbarrow were the cookies and cakes and pastries that you and Amelia and Charlotte had been baking for the past few days.


  I’d loaded them all—easily thirty wrapped packets, each one tagged with a green string and a construction paper heart—into my truck. You’d cut those out yourself; I could tell. Sweets from Syllabub, they read. I’d imagined your mother’s hands stroking pastry dough, the look on your face as you carefully cracked an egg, Amelia frustrating her way through an apron’s knot. I came here a couple times a week. I’d eat the first three or four; the rest I’d leave on the steps at the nearest homeless shelter.


  I reached into my wallet and took out all my money, the cashed sum of the extra shifts I’d taken on at work to keep from having to go home. This I stuffed, bill by bill, into the shoe box, payment in kind for Charlotte. Before I could stop myself, I tore the paper heart off one packet of cookies. With a pencil, I wrote a customer’s message across the blank back: I love them.


  Tomorrow, you’d read it. All three of you would be giddy, would assume the anonymous writer had been talking about the food, and not the bakers.


  Amelia


  On the way home from Boston one weekend, my mother reinvented herself as the new Martha Freaking Stewart. To that end, we had to detour totally out of the way to Norwich, Vermont, to King Arthur Flour, so that we could buy a crapload of industrial baking pans and specialty flours. You were already cranky about spending the morning at Children’s Hospital having new braces fitted—they were hot and stiff and left marks and bruises where the plastic rubbed into your skin, which the brace specialists tried to fix with a heat gun, but it never seemed to work. You wanted to go home and take them off, but instead, my mother bribed us with a trip to a restaurant—a reward neither one of us could turn down.


  This may not seem like such a big deal, but it was, to us. We didn’t eat out very much. My mom always said that she could cook better than most chefs anyway, which was true, but that really just made us sound less like losers than the truth: we couldn’t afford it. It was the same reason that I didn’t tell my parents when my jeans were becoming highwaters, why I never bought lunch although the French fries in the caf looked so incredibly delicious; it was the same reason why that Disney World Trip to Hell was so much of a disappointment. I was too embarrassed to hear my parents tell me that we were too broke to afford what I needed or wanted; if I didn’t ask for anything, I didn’t have to hear them say no.


  There was a part of me that was angry my mother was using the baking money to buy all those pans and tins when she could have been buying me a Juicy Couture cashmere hoodie that would make other girls in school look at me with envy, instead of like I was something stuck to the bottoms of their shoes. But no, it was critical that we have Mexican vanilla extract and dried Bing cherries from Michigan. We had to have silicone muffin pans and a shortbread form and edgeless cookie sheets. You were totally oblivious to the fact that every penny we spent on turbinado sugar and cake flour was one less cent spent on us, but then again, what did I expect: you still believed there was a Santa Claus, too.


  So I have to admit it surprised me a little when you let me choose the restaurant where we’d eat lunch. “Amelia never gets to pick,” you said, and even though I hated myself for this, I felt like I was going to cry.


  To make up for that, and because everyone expected me to be a jerk and why disappoint, I said, “McDonald’s.”


  “Eww,” you said. “They make four hundred Quarter Pounders out of one cow.”


  “Get back to me when you’re a vegetarian, hypocrite,” I answered.


  “Amelia, stop. We’re not going to McDonald’s.”


  So instead of picking a nice Italian place we probably all would have enjoyed, I made her stop at a totally skanky diner instead.


  It looked like the kind of place that had bugs in the kitchen. “Well,” my mother said, looking around. “This is an interesting choice.”


  “It’s nostalgic,” I said, and I glared at her. “What’s wrong with that?”


  “Nothing, as long as botulism isn’t one of your long-lost memories.” After glancing at a Seat Yourself sign, she walked toward an empty booth.


  “I want to sit at the counter,” you said.


  My mother and I both looked at the rickety stools, the long drop down. “No,” we said simultaneously.


  I dragged a high chair over to the table so that you could reach it. A harried waitress tossed menus at us, with a pack of crayons for you. “Be back in a minute for your order.”


  My mother guided your legs through the high chair, which was an ordeal, because with braces your legs didn’t move that easily. Right away you flipped over your place mat and began to draw on the blank side. “So,” my mother said. “What should we bake when we get home?”


  “Donuts,” you suggested. You were pretty psyched about the pan we’d bought, which looked like sixteen alien eyes.


  “Amelia, what about you?”


  I buried my face in my arms. “Hash brownies.”


  The waitress reappeared with a pad in hand. “Well, aren’t you just cute enough to spread on a cracker and eat,” she said, grinning down at you. “And a mighty fine artist, too!”


  I caught your gaze and rolled my eyes. You poked two crayons up your nose and stuck out your tongue. “I’ll have coffee,” Mom said. “And the turkey club.”


  “There’s more than one hundred chemicals in a cup of coffee,” you announced, and the waitress nearly fell over.


  Because we didn’t go out much, I’d forgotten how strangers reacted to you. You were only as tall as a three-year-old, but you spoke and read and drew like someone much older than your real age—almost six. It was sort of freaky, until people got to know you. “Isn’t she just a talkative little thing!” the waitress said, recovering.


  “I’ll have the grilled cheese, please,” you replied. “And a Coke.”


  “Yeah, that sounds good. Make it two,” I said, when what I really wanted was one of everything on the menu. The waitress was staring at you as you drew a picture that was about normal for a six-year-old but practically Renoir for the toddler she assumed you to be. She looked like she was going to say something to you, so I turned to my mother. “Are you sure you want turkey? That’s, like, food poisoning waiting to happen...”


  “Amelia!”


  She was mad, but it got the waitress to stop ogling you and leave.


  “She’s an idiot,” I said as soon as the waitress was gone.


  “She doesn’t know that—” My mother broke off abruptly.


  “What?” you accused. “That there’s something wrong with me?”


  “I would never say that.”


  “Yeah, right,” I muttered. “Not unless the jury’s present.”


  “So help me, Amelia, if your attitude doesn’t—”


  I was saved by the waitress, who reappeared holding our drinks, in glasses that probably were see-through plastic in a former life but now just looked filmy. Your Coke was in a sippy cup.


  Automatically, my mother reached out and began to unscrew the top. You took a drink, then picked up your crayon and began writing across the top of your picture: Me, Amelia, Mommy, Daddy.


  “Oh, my God,” the waitress said. “I have a three-year-old at home, and let me tell you, I can barely get her potty trained. But your daughter’s already writing? And drinking out of a regular cup. Honey, I don’t know what you’re doing right, but I want to get me some of that.”


  “I’m not three,” you said.


  “Oh.” The waitress winked. “Three and a half, right? Those months count when they’re babies—”


  “I’m not a baby!”


  “Willow.” Mom put a hand on your arm, but you threw it off, knocking over the cup and sending Coke all over the place.


  “I’m not!”


  Mom grabbed a stack of napkins and started mopping. “I’m sorry,” she said to the waitress.


  “Now that”—the waitress nodded—“looks more like three.”


  A bell rang, and she left to go back in the kitchen.


  “Willow, you know better,” my mother said. “You can’t get angry at someone because she didn’t know you have OI.”


  “Why not?” I asked. “You are.”


  My mother’s jaw dropped. Recovering, she grabbed her purse and jacket and stood up. “We’re leaving,” she announced, and she yanked you out of your chair. At the last minute she remembered the drinks and slapped a ten-dollar bill on the table. Then she carried you out to the car, with me trailing behind.


  We went to McDonald’s on the way home after all, but instead of making me feel satisfied, it made me want to disappear underneath the tires, the pavement, all of it.


  I had braces, too, but not the kind that kept my legs from bowing. Mine were the ordinary kind, the ones that had changed the whole shape of my head during the progression from palate expander to bands to wires. This much I had in common with you: the very second I got my braces, I began counting the days until they would be taken off. For those who’ve never had the displeasure, this is what braces feel like: you know those fake white vampire teeth you stick in your mouth at Halloween? Well, imagine that, and then imagine that they stay there for the next three years, with you drooling and cutting your gums on the uneven plastic bits, and that would be braces.


  Which is why, one particular Monday in late January, I had the biggest, soppiest smile on my face. I didn’t care when Emma and her posse wrote the word WHORE on the blackboard behind me in math class, with an arrow that pointed down at my head. I didn’t care when you ate all the Cocoa Puffs so that I had to have Frosted Mini-Wheats as a snack after school. All that mattered was that at 4:30 p.m. I was getting my braces off, after thirty-four months, two weeks, and six days.


  My mother was playing it incredibly cool—apparently she didn’t realize what a big deal this was. I’d checked; it was right on her calendar, like it had been for the past five months. I started to panic, though, when it was four o’clock and she set a cheesecake into the oven. I mean, how could she drive me into town to the orthodontist and not have to worry if her knife slipped out clean in an hour when she tested it?


  My father, that had to be the answer. He hadn’t been around much, but then again, that wasn’t radical. Cops worked when they had to, not when they wanted to—or so he used to tell me. The difference was that, when he was home, you could cut the air between him and my mother with that same knife she was using to test her cheesecake.


  Maybe this was all part of a calculated plan to throw me off. My father was going to show up in time to take me to the orthodontist; my mother would finish baking the cheesecake (which was my favorite anyway) and it would be part of a big ol’ dinner that included things like corn on the cob, caramel apples, and bubble gum—all forbidden foods that were written on the reminder magnet on our fridge with a fat X across it, and for once, I’d be the one everybody could not take their eyes off.


  I sat at the kitchen table, scuffing my sneaker on the floor. “Amelia,” my mother sighed.


  Squeak.


  “Amelia. For God’s sake. You’re giving me a headache.”


  It was 4:04. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  She wiped her hands on a dish towel. “Not that I know of...”


  “Well, when’s Dad going to get here?”


  She stared at me. “Honey,” she said, the word that’s a sweet, so that you know whatever’s coming next has to be awful. “I don’t know where your father is. He and I... we haven’t...”


  “My appointment,” I burst out, before she could say anything else. “Who’s taking me to the orthodontist?”


  For a moment, she was speechless. “You must be joking.”


  “After three years? I don’t think so.” I stood up, poking my finger at the calendar on the wall. “I’m getting my braces off today.”


  “You are not going to Rob Reece’s office,” my mother said.


  Okay, that’s the detail I left out: the only orthodontist in Bankton—the one I’d been seeing all this time—happened to be married to the woman she was suing. Granted, due to all the drama, I’d missed a couple of appointments since September, but I had no intention of skipping this one. “Just because you’re on some crusade to ruin Piper’s life, I have to leave my braces on till I’m forty?”


  My mother held her hand up to her head. “Not till you’re forty. Just until I find you another orthodontist. For God’s sake, Amelia, it slipped my mind. I’ve obviously had a lot going on lately.”


  “Yeah, you and every other human on this planet, Mom,” I yelled. “Guess what? It’s not all about you and what you want and what makes everyone feel sorry for your miserable life with some miserable—”


  She slapped me across the face.


  My mother had never, ever hit me. Not even when I ran into traffic when I was two, not even when I poured nail polish remover on the dining room table and destroyed the finish. My cheek hurt, but not as much as my chest. My heart had turned into a ball of rubber bands, and they were snapping, one by one.


  I wanted her to hurt as much as she’d hurt me, so I spat out the words that burned like acid in my throat. “Bet you wish I’d never been born, too,” I said, and I took off running.


  •••


  By the time I got to Rob’s office (I’d never called him Dr. Reece), I was sweaty and red-faced. I don’t think I’d ever run five whole miles in my life, but that’s what I had just done. Guilt is a better fuel than you can imagine. I was practically the Energizer Bunny, and it had a lot less to do with getting closer to the orthodontist than it did with getting away from my mother. Panting, I walked up to the receptionist’s desk, where there was a nifty computer kiosk to sign in. But I had only just settled my fingers on the keyboard when I noticed the receptionist staring at me. And the dental hygienist. And in fact, every single person in the office.


  “Amelia,” the receptionist says. “What are you doing here?”


  “I have an appointment.”


  “I think we all just assumed—”


  “Assumed what?” I interrupted. “That just because my mother’s a jerk, I’m one, too?”


  Suddenly Rob stepped into the reception area, snapping a pair of rubber gloves off his hands. He used to blow them up for Emma and me, and draw little faces on them. The fingers looked like the comb of a rooster and felt as soft as a baby’s skin.


  “Amelia,” he said quietly. He wasn’t smiling, not one iota. “I guess you’re here about your braces.”


  It felt like I had been walking in a forest for the past few months, a place where even the trees might reach out to grab you and nobody spoke English—and Rob had said the first rational, normal sentence I’d heard in a long time. He knew what I wanted. If it was so easy for him, why did nobody else seem to get it?


  I followed him into the examination room, past the snarky receptionist and the dental hygienist whose eyes went so wide I thought they might pop out of her head. Ha, I thought, walking beside him proudly. Take that.


  I expected Rob to say something like Look, let’s just get this over with and keep it strictly business, but instead, as he settled the paper bib over my shoulders, he said, “Are things okay for you, Amelia?”


  God, why couldn’t Rob have been my father? Why couldn’t I have lived in the Reece household, and Emma could have been in mine, so I could hate her instead of the other way around?


  “Compared to what? Armageddon?”


  He was wearing a mask, but I pretended that, behind it, he cracked a smile. I’d always liked Rob. He was geeky and small, not at all like my father. At sleepovers Emma would tell me my father was movie-star handsome and I’d tell her it was gross that she even thought about him like that; and she’d say if her dad was ever in a movie, it would be Revenge of the Nerds. And maybe that was true, but he also didn’t mind taking us to movies that starred Amanda Bynes or Hilary Duff, and he let us play with brace wax and fashion it into little bears and ponies when we were bored.


  “I’d forgotten how funny you can be,” Rob said. “Okay, open up... You may feel a little pressure.” He picked up a pair of pliers and began to break the bonds between the brackets and my teeth. It felt weird, like I was bionic. “Does that hurt?”


  I shook my head.


  “Emma doesn’t talk much about you these days.”


  I couldn’t speak, because his hands were in my wide-open mouth. But here’s what I would have said: That’s because she’s become an überbitch, and she hates my guts.


  “It’s obviously a very uncomfortable situation,” Rob said. “I have to admit I never thought your mother would let you come back to me for orthodontic care.”


  She didn’t.


  “You know, orthodontics is really just physics,” Rob said. “If you had brackets or bands on crooked teeth alone, it wouldn’t do anything. But when you apply force in different ways, things change.” He looked down at me, and I knew that he wasn’t talking about my teeth anymore. “Every action has an equal and opposite reaction.”


  Rob was cleaning the composite and cement off my teeth. I lifted my hand and put it to his wrist, so that he’d remove the electric toothbrush. My spit tasted tinny. “She’s ruined my life, too,” I said, and because of the saliva, it sounded like I was drowning.


  Rob looked away. “You’ll have to wear a retainer, or else there could be some shifting. Let’s get some X-rays and impressions, so that we can make one up for you—” Then he frowned, touching a tool to the backs of my two front teeth. “The enamel’s worn down a lot here.”


  Well, of course it was; I was making myself puke three times a day, not that you’d know it. I was just as fat as ever, because when I wasn’t puking, I was stuffing my disgusting face. I held my breath, wondering if this would be the moment someone realized what I’d been doing. I wondered if I’d actually been waiting for that all along.


  “Have you been drinking a lot of soda?”


  The excuse made me feel weak. I nodded quickly.


  “Don’t,” Rob said. “They use Coke to clean up blood spills on highways, you know. Do you really want that in your body?”


  It sounded like something you would have told me, from one of your trivia books. And that made my eyes fill with tears.


  “Sorry,” Rob said, lifting his hands. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  Me neither, I thought.


  He finished polishing my teeth with the toothpaste that felt like sand and let me rinse. “That is one gorgeous occlusion,” he said, and he held up a mirror. “Smile, Amelia.”


  I ran my tongue over my teeth, something I hadn’t been able to do in nearly three years. The teeth felt huge, slick, like they belonged in someone else’s mouth. I bared them—not a smile but more of a wolf’s grimace. The girl in the mirror had neat rows of teeth, like the string of pearls in my mother’s jewelry box that I’d stolen and hidden in one of my shoe boxes. I never wore them, but I liked the way they felt, so smooth and uniform, like a little army marching around your neck. The girl in the mirror could almost be pretty.


  Which meant she couldn’t be me.


  “Here’s something we give out to kids who’ve completed treatment,” Rob said, handing me a little plastic bag with his name printed on it. “Thanks,” I muttered, and I leapt out of the chair, yanking the bib off.


  “Amelia—wait. Your retainer—” Rob said, but by then, I had already fled into the reception area and out the front door. Instead of heading downstairs and out of the building, though, I ran upstairs, where they wouldn’t think to come after me (Not that they would. I wasn’t really that important, was I?), and locked myself in the bathroom. I opened the goody bag. There were Twizzlers and gummy bears and popcorn, all foods I hadn’t eaten in so long I couldn’t even remember how they tasted. There was a T-shirt that read SHIFT HAPPENS, SO WEAR YOUR RETAINER.


  The toilet bowl had a black seat. With one hand I held my hair back, with the other, I stuck my index finger down my throat. Here’s what Rob hadn’t noticed: the little scab on that finger, which came from digging into my front teeth every time I did this.


  Afterward, my teeth felt fuzzy and dirty and familiar again. I rinsed my mouth out with water from the sink and then looked in the mirror. My cheeks were flushed, my eyes bright.


  I did not look like someone whose life was falling apart. I did not look like a girl who had to make herself vomit to feel like she could do something right. I did not look like the kind of daughter who was hated by her mother, ignored by her father.


  To be honest, I didn’t know who the hell I was anymore at all.


  Piper


  In four months, I had been reborn. Once, I’d used a paper tape ruler to determine fundal height, now I knew how to figure out a rough opening for windows using a measuring tape. Once, I had used a Doppler stethoscope to hear fetal heart tones; now I used a stud finder to locate the sweet spots behind a plaster wall. Once, I’d done quadruple screens, now I installed screen porches. I had applied myself to the task of learning as much about remodeling as I had about medicine, and as a result, I could have been board-certified as a contractor by now.


  I had first remodeled the bathroom, then the dining room. I pulled up the carpets in the upstairs bedrooms to install parquet floors instead. I was planning to start faux-painting the kitchen this week. After a room was finished, it went back on my list to be renovated again, eventually.


  There was, of course, a method to my madness. Part of it was feeling proficient at something again—something I hadn’t known how to do before so I couldn’t possibly mess up. And part of it was thinking that, if I changed every bit of my surroundings, I might be able to find a spot where I felt comfortable again.


  My refuge of choice had become Aubuchon Hardware. No one I knew shopped at Aubuchon Hardware. Whereas I might run into former patients at the grocery store or the pharmacy, at Aubuchon I blissfully wandered the aisles in a state of complete anonymity. I went three or four times a week and gazed at the laser levels and the drill bits, the soldier rows of two-by-fours, the bloated tubes of PVC and their delicate cousins, copper piping. I sat on the floor with paint chips, whispering the names of the colors: Mulberry Wine, Riviera Azure, Cool Lava. They sounded like vacation photographs of places I’d always wanted to go.


  Newburyport Blue was from Benjamin Moore’s Historical Colors collection. It was a dark, grayish blue, like the ocean when it rains. I’d actually been to Newburyport. One summer, Charlotte and I had rented a house on Plum Island for our families. You were still small enough to be toted, with all the gear, through the tall grass to the beach. In theory, it had seemed like the perfect vacation: the sand was soft enough to break your fall; Emma and Amelia could pretend to be mermaids, with seaweed hair that had washed up on the shore; and it was close enough for Sean and Rob to commute down on their days off. There was only one caveat we hadn’t anticipated: the water was so cold that even standing up to your ankles made you ache to the core of your privates. You kids spent your days splashing in tide pools, which were shallow enough to be heated by the sun, but Charlotte and I were too big for those.


  Which is why one Sunday, when the guys had taken you kids to Mad Martha’s for breakfast, Charlotte and I decided to try boogie boarding, even if it resulted in severe hypothermia. We shimmied into our wet suits (“They’re supposed to be tight,” I told Charlotte when she moaned about the size of her hips) and carried the boards down to the water’s edge. I dipped my foot into the line of surf and gasped. “There’s no way,” I said, jumping backward.


  Charlotte smirked at me. “Getting cold feet?”


  “Very funny,” I said, but to my shock, she’d already begun high-stepping over the waves, frigid as they were, and swimming out to a point where she could ride one in.


  “How bad is it?” I yelled.


  “Like an epidural—I don’t have feeling below my waist,” she shouted back, and then suddenly the ocean heaved, flexing one long muscle that lifted Charlotte on her board and sent her screaming through the surf to land at my feet on the sand.


  She stood up, pushing her hair out of her face. “Chicken,” she accused, and to prove her wrong, I held my breath and started wading into the water.


  My God, it was cold. I paddled out on my board, bobbing beside Charlotte. “We’re going to die,” I said. “We’re going to die out here and someone’s going to find our bodies on the shore, like Emma found that tennis shoe yesterday—”


  “Here we go,” Charlotte shouted, and I looked over my shoulder to see an enormous wall of water looming down on us. “Paddle,” Charlotte yelled, and I did what she told me to do.


  But I hadn’t caught the wave. Instead, it crashed over me, knocking the breath from my lungs and tumbling me end over end underwater. My boogie board, roped to my wrist, smacked me on the head twice, and then I felt sand being ground into my hair and my face, my fingers clawing at broken shells, as the ocean floor rose at an angle beneath me. Suddenly, a hand grabbed the back of my wet suit and dragged me forward. “Stand up,” Charlotte said, using all her weight to move me far enough onto the sand to keep from getting pulled back by the tide.


  I had swallowed a quart of salt water; my eyes were burning, and there was blood on my cheek and my palms. “Jesus Christ,” I said, coughing and wiping my nose.


  Charlotte pounded me on the back. “Just breathe.”


  “Harder... than it sounds.”


  Slowly feeling returned to my fingers and my feet, and that was worse, because I’d been beaten up badly by the wave. “Thanks... for being my lifeguard.”


  “The heck with that,” Charlotte said. “I didn’t want to have to pay for the second half of the rental house.”


  I laughed out loud. Charlotte helped me to my feet, and we began to trudge up the beach, dragging the boards behind us like puppies on leashes. “What should we tell the guys?” I asked.


  “That Kelly Slater signed us for the world championships.”


  “Yeah, that’ll explain why my cheek is bleeding.”


  “He was overcome by the beauty of my butt in this wet suit, and when he made a pass at me you had to beat him off,” Charlotte suggested.


  The reeds were whispering secrets. To the left was a swath of sand where Amelia and Emma had been playing yesterday, writing their names with sticks. They wanted to see if the writing would still be there today, or if the tide would have washed it away.


  Amelia and Emma, it read.


  BFFAA. Best friends forever and always.


  I linked my arm with Charlotte’s, and together we started the long climb to the house.


  It struck me, now, as I sat on the floor of Aubuchon Hardware, with a flamenco fan of color chips in my hand, that I had never been back to Newburyport since then. Charlotte and I had talked about it, but she hadn’t wanted to commit to renting a house not knowing if you’d be in a cast that following summer. Maybe Emma and Rob and I would go down there next summer.


  But I wouldn’t go, I knew that. I really didn’t want to, without Charlotte.


  I took a quart of paint off the shelf and walked to the mixing station at the end of the aisle. “Newburyport Blue, please,” I said, although I did not have a particular wall in mind to paint it on yet. I’d keep it in the basement, just in case.


  •••


  It was dark by the time I left Aubuchon Hardware, and when I got back home, Rob was washing plates and putting them into the dishwasher. He didn’t even look at me when I walked into the kitchen, which is why I knew he was furious. “Just say it,” I said.


  He turned off the faucet and slammed the door of the dishwasher into place. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “I... I lost track of time. I was at the hardware store.”


  “Again? What could you possibly need there?”


  I sank down into a chair. “I don’t know, Rob. It’s just the place that makes me feel good right now.”


  “You know what would make me feel good?” he said. “A wife.”


  “Wow, Rob, I didn’t think you’d ever go all Ricky Ricardo on me—”


  “Did you forget something today?”


  I stared at him. “Not that I know of.”


  “Emma was waiting for you to drive her to the rink.”


  I closed my eyes. Skating. The new session had started; I was supposed to sign her up for private lessons so that she could compete this spring—something her last coach finally felt she was ready for. It was first come, first served; this might have blown her chance for the season. “I’ll make it up to her—”


  “You don’t have to, because she called, hysterical, and I left the office to get her down there in time.” He sat down across from me, tilting his head. “What do you do all day, Piper?”


  I wanted to point out to him the new tile floor in the mudroom, the fixture I’d rewired over this very table. But instead I looked down at my hands. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I really don’t know.”


  “You have to get your life back. If you don’t, she’s already won.”


  “You don’t know what this is like—”


  “I don’t? I’m not a doctor, too? I don’t carry malpractice insurance?”


  “That’s not what I mean and you—”


  “I saw Amelia today.”


  I stared at him. “Amelia?”


  “She came to the office to get her braces off.”


  “There’s no way Charlotte would have—”


  “Hell hath no fury like a teenager who wants her orthodontia removed,” Rob said. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure Charlotte had no idea she was there.”


  I felt heat rise to my face. “Don’t you think people might wonder why you’re treating the daughter of the woman who’s suing us?”


  “You,” he corrected. “She’s suing you.”


  I reeled backward. “I can’t believe you just said that.”


  “And I can’t believe you’d expect me to throw Amelia out of the office.”


  “Well, you know what, Rob? You should have. You’re my husband.”


  Rob got to his feet. “And she’s a patient. And that’s my job. Something, unlike you, that I give a damn about.”


  He stalked out of the kitchen, and I rubbed my temples. I felt like a plane in a holding pattern, making the turns with the airport in view and no clearance to land. In that moment, I resented Charlotte so much that it felt like a river stone in my belly, solid and cold. Rob was right—everything I was, everything I’d been—had been put on a shelf because of what Charlotte had done to me.


  And in that instant I realized that Charlotte and I still had something in common: she felt exactly the same way about what I’d done to her.


  •••


  The next morning, I was determined to change. I set my alarm, and instead of sleeping past the school bus pickup, I made Emma French toast and bacon for breakfast. I told a wary Rob to have a nice day. Instead of renovating the house, I cleaned it. I went grocery shopping—although I drove to a town thirty miles away, where I wouldn’t run into anyone familiar. I met Emma at school with her skating bag. “You’re taking me to the rink?” she said when she saw me.


  “Is that a problem?”


  “I guess not,” Emma said, and after a moment’s hesitation, she launched into a diatribe about how unfair it was for the teacher to give an algebra test when he knew he was going to be absent that day and couldn’t answer last-minute questions.


  I’ve missed this, I thought. I’ve missed Emma. I reached across the seat and smoothed my hand over her hair.


  “What’s up with that?”


  “I just really love you. That’s all.”


  Emma raised a brow. “Okay, now you’re skeeving me out. You aren’t going to tell me you have cancer or something, are you?”


  “No, I just know I haven’t exactly been... present... lately. And I’m sorry.”


  We were at a red light, and she faced me. “Charlotte’s a bitch,” she said, and I didn’t even tell her to watch her language. “Everybody knows the whole Willow thing isn’t your fault.”


  “Everybody?”


  “Well,” she said. “Me.”


  That’s good enough, I realized.


  A few minutes later, we arrived at the skating rink. Red-cheeked boys dribbled out of the main glass doors, their enormous hockey bags turtled onto their backs. It always had seemed so funny to me, the dichotomy between the coltish figure skaters and the lupine hockey players.


  The minute I walked inside I realized what I’d forgotten—no, not forgotten, just blocked entirely from my mind: Amelia would be here, too.


  She looked so different from the last time I’d seen her—dressed in black, with fingerless gloves and tattered jeans and combat boots—and that blue hair. And she was arguing heatedly with Charlotte. “I don’t care who hears,” she said. “I told you I don’t want to skate anymore.”


  Emma grabbed my arm. “Just go,” she said under her breath.


  But it was too late. We were a small town and this was a big story; the entire room, girls and their mothers, was waiting to see what would happen. And you, sitting on the bench beside Amelia’s bag, noticed me, too.


  You had a cast on your right arm. How had you broken it this time? Four months ago, I would have known all the details.


  Well, unlike Charlotte, I had no intention of airing my dirty laundry in public. I drew in my breath and pulled Emma closer, dragging her into the locker room. “Okay,” I said, pushing my hair out of my eyes. “So, you do this private lesson thing for how long? An hour?”


  “Mom.”


  “I may just run out and pick up the dry cleaning, instead of hanging around to watch—”


  “Mom.” Emma reached for my hand, as if she were still little. “You weren’t the one who started this.”


  I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything else. Here is what I had expected from my best friend: honesty. If she had spent the past six years of your life harboring the belief that I’d done something grievously wrong during her pregnancy, why didn’t she ever bring it up? Why didn’t she ever say, Hey, how come you didn’t... ? Maybe I was naïve to think that silence was implicit complacence, instead of a festering question. Maybe I was silly to believe that friends owed each other anything. But I did. Like, for starters, an explanation.


  Emma finished lacing up her skates and hurried onto the ice. I waited a moment, then pushed out the locker room door and stood in front of the curved Plexiglas barrier. At one end of the rink was a tangle of beginners—a centipede of children in their snow pants and bicycle helmets, their legs widening triangles. When one went down, so did the others: dominoes. It wasn’t so long ago that this had been Emma, and yet here she was on the other end of the rink, executing a sit-spin as her teacher skated around her, calling out corrections.


  I couldn’t see Amelia—or you or Charlotte for that matter—anywhere.


  My pulse was almost back to normal by the time I reached my car. I slid into the driver’s seat, turned on the engine. When I heard a sharp rap on the window, I nearly jumped out of my skin.


  Charlotte stood there, a scarf wrapped around her nose and mouth, her eyes watering in the bite of the wind. I hesitated, then unrolled the window partway.


  She looked as miserable as I felt. “I... I just had to tell you something,” she said, halting. “This was never about you and me.”


  The effort of not speaking hurt; I was grinding my back teeth together.


  “I was offered a chance to give Willow everything she’ll ever need.” Her breath formed a wreath around her face in the cold air. “I don’t blame you for hating me. But you can’t judge me, Piper. Because if Willow had been your child... I know you would have done the same thing.”


  I let the words hang between us, caught on the guillotine of the window’s edge. “You don’t know me as well as you think you do, Charlotte,” I said coldly, and I pulled out of the parking spot and away from the rink without looking back.


  •••


  Ten minutes later I burst into Rob’s office during a consultation. “Piper,” he said evenly, glancing down at the parents and preteen daughter, who were staring at my wild hair, my runny nose, the tears still streaking my face. “I’m in the middle of something.”


  “Um,” the mother said quickly. “Maybe we should just let you two talk.”


  “Mrs. Spifield—”


  “No, really,” she said, getting up and summoning the rest of the family. “We can give you a minute.”


  They hurried out of the office, expecting me to self-destruct at any moment, and maybe they weren’t that far off the mark. “Are you happy?” Rob exploded. “You probably just cost me a new patient.”


  “How about Piper, what happened? Tell me what I can do to help you?”


  “Well, pardon me if the sympathy card’s been played so often that the face has worn straight off. Jesus, I’m trying to run a practice here.”


  “I just ran into Charlotte at the skating rink.”


  Rob blinked at me. “So?”


  “Are you joking?”


  “You live in the same town. A small town. It’s a miracle you haven’t crossed paths before. What did she do? Come after you with a sword? Call you out on the playground? Grow up, Piper.”


  I felt like the bull must when he is let out of his pen. Freedom, relief... and then comes the picador, lancing him. “I’m going to leave,” I said softly. “I’m going to pick up Emma, and before you come home tonight, I hope you’ll think about the way you treated me.”


  “The way I treated you?” Rob said. “I have been nothing but supportive. I have not said a word, even though you’ve abandoned your whole OB practice and turned into some female Ty Pennington. We get a lumber bill for two thousand dollars? No problem. You forget Emma’s chorus recital because you’re talking plumbing at Aubuchon Hardware? Forgiven. I mean, how ironic is it that you’ve become the do-it-yourself queen? Because you don’t want our help. You want to wallow in self-pity instead.”


  “It’s not self-pity.” My cheeks were burning. Could the Spifields hear us arguing in the waiting room? Could the hygienists?


  “I know what you want from me, Piper. I’m just not sure I can do it anymore.” Rob walked to the window, looking out onto the parking lot. “I’ve been thinking a lot about Steven,” he said after a moment.


  When Rob was twelve, his older brother had committed suicide. Rob had been the one to find him, hanging from the rod in his closet. I knew all this; I’d known it since before we were married. It had taken me a while to convince Rob to have children, because he worried that his brother’s mental illness was printed in his genes. What I hadn’t known was that, these past few months, being with me had dragged Rob back to that time in his childhood.


  “Back then no one knew the name for bipolar disorder, or how to take care of it. So for seventeen years my parents went through hell. My whole childhood was colored by how Steven was feeling: if it was a good day or a bad day. And,” he said, “it’s how I got so good at taking care of a person who is completely self-absorbed.”


  I felt a splinter of guilt wedge into my heart. Charlotte had hurt me; in return, I’d hurt Rob. Maybe that’s what we do to the people we love: take shots in the dark and realize too late we’ve wounded the people we are trying to protect. “Ever since you got served, I’ve been thinking about it. What if my parents had known in advance?” Rob said. “What if they had been told, before Steven was born, that he was going to kill himself before his eighteenth birthday?”


  I felt myself go very still.


  “Would they have taken those seventeen years to get to know him? To have those good times that came between the crises? Or would they have spared themselves—and me—that emotional roller coaster?”


  I imagined Rob, coming into his brother’s room to get him for dinner, and finding the older boy slumped to the side of the closet. The whole time I’d known my mother-in-law, I’d never seen a smile rise all the way to her eyes. Was this why?


  “That’s not a fair comparison,” I said stiffly.


  “Why not?”


  “Bipolar illness can’t be diagnosed in utero. You’re missing the point.”


  Rob raised his gaze to meet mine. “Am I?” he said.


  Marin


  February 2008


  “Just be yourselves,” I coached. “We don’t want you to do anything special because of the camera. Pretend we’re not here.”


  I gave a nervous little smile and glanced at the twenty-two moon faces staring up at me: Ms. Watkins’s kindergarten class. “Does anyone have any questions?”


  A little boy raised his hand. “Do you know Simon Cowell?”


  “No,” I said, grinning. “Anyone else?”


  “Is Willow a movie star?”


  I glanced at Charlotte, who was standing just behind me, with the videographer I’d hired to film A Day in the Life of Willow, to be aired for the jury. “No,” I said. “She’s still just your friend.”


  “Ooh! Ooh! Me!” A classically pretty destined-to-be-cheerleader girl pumped her hand like a piston until I pointed to her. “If I pretend to be Willow’s friend today, will I be on Entertainment Tonight?”


  The teacher stepped forward. “No, Sapphire. And you shouldn’t have to pretend to be anyone’s friend in here. We’re all friends, right?”


  “Yes, Ms. Watkins,” the class intoned.


  Sapphire? That girl’s name was really Sapphire? I’d looked at the masking tape above the wooden cubbies when we first came in—names like Flint and Frisco and Cassidy. Did no one name their kids Tommy or Elizabeth anymore?


  I wondered, not for the first time, if my birth mother had picked out names for me. If she’d called me Sarah or Abigail, a secret between the two of us that was overturned, like fresh earth, when my adoptive parents came and started my life over.


  You were using your wheelchair today, which meant kids had to move out of the way to accommodate you if you approached with your aide to work at the art table or use Cuisenaire rods. “This is so strange,” Charlotte said softly. “I never get to watch her during school. I feel like I’ve been admitted to the inner sanctum.”


  I had hired the camera crew to film one entire day with you. Although you were verbal enough to hold your own as a witness during this trial, putting you on the stand would not have been humane. I couldn’t bring myself to have you in the courtroom when your mother was testifying out loud about wanting to terminate her pregnancy.


  We’d shown up on your doorstep at six a.m., in time to watch Charlotte come into your room to rouse you and Amelia. “Oh, my God, this sucks,” Amelia had groaned when she opened her eyes and saw the videographer. “The whole world’s going to see my bed hair.”


  She had jumped up and run to the bathroom, but with you, it took more time. Every transition was careful—from the bed to the walker, from the walker to the bathroom, from the bathroom back to the bedroom to get dressed. Because mornings were the most painful for you—the curse of sleeping on a healing fracture—Charlotte had given you pain medication thirty minutes before we arrived, then let it start working to ease the soreness in your arm while you dozed for a while before she helped you get out of bed. Charlotte picked out a sweatshirt that zippered up the front so that you wouldn’t have to raise your arms to slip it over your head—your latest cast had been removed only a week ago and your upper arm was still stiff. “Besides your arm, what hurts today?” Charlotte asked.


  You seemed to do a mental inventory. “My hip,” you said.


  “Like yesterday, or worse?”


  “The same.”


  “Do you want to walk?” Charlotte asked, but you shook your head.


  “The walker makes my arm ache,” you said.


  “Then I’ll get the chair.”


  “No! I don’t want to use the chair—”


  “Willow, you don’t have a choice. I’m not going to carry you around all day.”


  “But I hate the chair—”


  “Then you’ll just have to work hard so you get out of it faster, right?”


  Charlotte explained, on camera, that you were caught between a rock and a hard place—the arm injury, an old wound, was still healing, but the hip pain was new. The adaptive equipment—a walker to help you stand with support—meant putting pressure on your arm, which you could do for only short periods of time, and which left instead only the dreaded folding manual wheelchair. You hadn’t been fitted for a new one since you were two; at age six, you were nearly twice that size and complained of back and muscle pain after a full day’s use—but insurance wouldn’t upgrade your chair until you were seven.


  I had expected a flurry of morning activity, made even more overwhelming by all of your needs, but Charlotte moved methodically—letting Amelia run around trying to find lost homework while she brushed your hair and fixed it in two braids, cooked scrambled eggs and toast for breakfast, and loaded you into the car along with the walker, the thirty-pound wheelchair, a standing table, and the braces—to use during physical therapy. You couldn’t take the bus—jarring over bumps could cause microfractures—so Charlotte drove you instead, dropping Amelia off at the middle school on the way.


  I followed you in my own van. “What’s the big deal?” the cameraman asked when we were alone in the car. “She’s just small and disabled, so what?”


  “She also can snap a bone if you hit the brakes,” I said. But there was a part of me that knew the cameraman was right. A jury watching Charlotte tie her daughter’s shoes and strap her into a car seat like an infant would think your life was no worse than any baby’s. What we needed was something more dramatic—a fall or, better yet, a fracture.


  My God, what kind of person was I, wishing a six-year-old would get hurt?


  At the school, Charlotte lugged the equipment out of the van and set it in a corner of the classroom. There was a quick powwow with the teacher and your aide, Charlotte explaining which injuries were bothering you today. Meanwhile, you sat in your chair near the cubbies as children funneled around you to hang up their jackets and take off their boots. Your shoelace had come untied, and although you tried to lean over to fix it, your foreshortened arms couldn’t quite span the distance. A little girl bent down to help you. “I just learned how to tie them,” she said, matter-of-fact, and she looped the laces and knotted them. As she bounced off, you watched her. “I know how to tie my own shoes,” you said, but your voice had an edge to it.


  When it was time for snack, your aide had to lift you up to wash your hands, because the sink was too tall to accommodate your wheelchair. Five children jockeyed to sit next to you. But you got only about three minutes to eat because you were scheduled for physical therapy. That day alone, I’d learned, we’d be filming you at PT, OT, speech therapy, and visiting a prosthetic specialist. It made me wonder when or if you ever got to just be a kindergartner.


  “How do you think it’s going so far?” Charlotte asked as we walked down the hall to the physical therapy room, trailing you and your wheelchair and your aide. “Do you think it will be enough for a jury?”


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “That’s my job.”


  The physical therapy room was adjacent to the gymnasium. Inside, on the gleaming floor, a teacher was setting a line of kickballs down. There was a wall of glass, through which you could watch what was going on in the gym. It seemed cruel to me. Was it supposed to inspire a kid like you to work harder? Or just depress the hell out of you?


  Twice a week, you had PT with Molly in school. Once a week, you were taken to her office. She was a skinny redhead with a surprisingly low voice. “How’s the hip?”


  “It still hurts,” you told her.


  “Like I’d rather die than walk, Molly, hurts? Or just ouch, it hurts?”


  You laughed. “Ouch.”


  “Good. Then show me your stuff.”


  She lifted you out of your chair and set you upright on the floor. I held my breath—I hadn’t seen you moving without a walker—and you began to shuffle your feet in tiny hiccups. Your right foot lifted off the floor, your left one dragged, until you paused at the edge of a red mat. It was only an inch thick, but it took you ten whole seconds to lift your left leg enough to gain the clearance.


  She bounced a large red ball to the middle of the mat. “You want to start with this today?”


  “Yes,” you said, and your face lit up.


  “Your wish is my command,” Molly said, and she sat you down on the ball. “Show me how far you can reach with your left hand.”


  You reached across your body, putting an S curve into your spine. Even giving it all your effort, you could barely keep your shoulders from facing squarely forward. This put your eyes in line with the window, where your classmates were engaged in a raucous game of dodgeball. “I wish I could do that,” you said.


  “Keep stretching, Wonder Woman, and you just might,” Molly replied.


  But this wasn’t really true—even if you learned enough flexibility to dodge and weave, your bones wouldn’t withstand a firm hit.


  “You’re not missing anything,” I said. “I hated dodgeball. I was always the one picked last.”


  “I’m the one picked never,” you said.


  That, I thought, will be a great sound bite.


  Apparently, I wasn’t the only one. Charlotte glanced at the camera and then turned to the physical therapist, who had your belly bent over the ball and was rocking you back and forth. “Molly? How about using the ring?”


  “I was going to hold off another week or two before I did any weight-bearing exercises—”


  “Maybe we can work on the soft tissue? To improve her range?”


  She settled you on the floor. The soles of your feet touched together, a yoga pose I could manage only on a good day. Reaching onto the wall, Molly untied what looked like a gymnastics ring, which was dangling from the ceiling. She adjusted the height until it hovered just over your head. “Right arm this time,” she said.


  You shook your head. “I don’t want to.”


  “Just give it a try. If it hurts too much, we’ll stop.”


  You inched your arm higher, until your fingertips brushed the rubber ring. “Can we stop now?”


  “Come on, Willow, I know you’re tougher than that,” Molly said. “Wrap your fingers around and give it a squeeze...”


  To do that, you had to lift your arm even higher. Tears glazed your eyes, which made your sclera look electric. The cameraman zoomed in on your face, a close-up.


  “Ow,” you said, starting to cry in earnest as your hand clutched the ring. “Please, Molly... can I stop?”


  Suddenly Charlotte wasn’t sitting beside me anymore. She’d run to you, prized your fingers free. Tucking your arm close to your side, she cradled you. “It’s okay, baby,” she crooned. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry Molly made you try.”


  At that, Molly’s head snapped around—but she kept her mouth shut when she saw the camera rolling.


  Charlotte’s eyes were closed; she might have been crying, too. I felt like I was violating something private. So I reached over and put my hand on the long nose of the camera, gently forced it toward the floor.


  The videographer cut the power.


  Charlotte sat cross-legged with you curled in the bowl of her body. You looked embryonic, spent. I watched her stroke your hair and whisper to you as she stood, lifting you in her arms. Charlotte turned, so that she was facing us and you weren’t. “Did you get that on film?” she asked.


  •••


  Once, I watched a news story about two couples whose newborns had been switched by accident at the hospital. They learned only years later, when one baby was found to have some god-awful hereditary disease that the parents didn’t have in their genetic makeup. The other family was tracked down and the mothers had to trade their sons. One mother—the one who was getting a healthy child back, as a matter of fact—was absolutely inconsolable. “He doesn’t feel right in my arms,” she kept sobbing. “He doesn’t smell like my boy.”


  I wondered how long it took for a baby to become yours, for familiarity to set in. Maybe as long as it took a new car to lose that scent, or a brand-new house to gather dust. Maybe that was the process more commonly described as bonding: the act of learning your child as well as you know yourself.


  But what if the child never knew the parent quite as well?


  Like me, and my birth mother. Or you. Did you wonder why your mother had hired me? Why you were being followed around by a camera crew? Did you wonder, as we walked back to the classroom, whether your mother had brought you to tears on purpose, so that the jury would squirm?


  Charlotte’s words kept ringing in my ears: I’m sorry Molly made you try. But Molly hadn’t. Charlotte had insisted on it. Had she been doing it because she truly cared about the range of motion in your right arm after your latest break? Or because she knew it would bring you to tears for the camera?


  I was not a mother; I might never be. But I’d certainly had my share of friends who couldn’t stand their own mothers—either they were too absent or too smothering; they complained too much or they noticed too little. Part of growing up was distancing yourself from your mother.


  It was different for me. I’d grown up with a tiny buffer of space between my adoptive mother and myself. Once, in chemistry, I’d learned that objects never really touch—because of ions repelling, there’s always an infinitesimal space, so that even when it feels like you’re holding hands or rubbing up against something on the atomic level, you’re not. That was how I felt these days about my adoptive family: to the naked eye, we looked like a seamless, happy group. But I knew that, no matter how hard I tried, I’d never close that microscopic gap.


  Maybe this was normal. Maybe mothers—consciously or subconsciously—repelled their daughters in different ways. Some knew what they were doing—like my birth mother, handing me over to another family. And some, like Charlotte, didn’t. Her exploiting you on film for what she believed to be the greater good made me hate her, hate this case. I wanted to finish filming; I wanted to get as far away from her as possible before I did something that was forbidden in my line of work: tell her how I really felt about her and her lawsuit.


  But just as I was trying to figure out a way to wrap this up early, I got what I’d been wishing for—a crisis. Not in the form of you falling down but, instead, equipment failure: while Charlotte was packing up your equipment after school, she saw that your wheelchair tire had gone dead flat.


  “Willow,” she said, exasperated. “Didn’t you notice?”


  “Do you have a spare?” I asked, wondering if there was a closet in the O’Keefe house that had extra parts for wheelchairs and braces, just as there was one full of splints, Ace bandages, slings, and doll plaster. “No,” Charlotte said. “But the bike store might.” She pulled out her cell phone and called Amelia. “I’m going to be a little late... No, she didn’t break. But her wheelchair did.”


  The bike store didn’t have a size 22 wheel in stock, but they thought they might be able to order one in by the end of the week. “Which means,” Charlotte explained, “that either I can spend twice as much at a medical supply store in Boston or else Willow’s minus her chair for the rest of the week.”


  An hour late, we pulled up to the middle school. Amelia was sitting on top of her backpack, glowering. “Just so you know,” she said, “I have three tests tomorrow.”


  “Why didn’t you study while you were waiting for us?” you asked.


  “Did I ask you for your opinion?”


  By four o’clock I was exhausted. Charlotte was on the computer, trying to find discount wheelchair manufacturers online. Amelia was writing flash cards with French vocabulary on them. You were upstairs in your room, sitting on the floor with a pink ceramic pig on your lap.


  “Sorry about your chair,” I said.


  You shrugged. “Stuff like that happens a lot. Last time, the bike store had to get hair out from the front wheels because they stopped turning.”


  “That’s pretty disgusting,” I said.


  “Yeah... I guess it is.”


  I settled down beside you as the videographer moved inconspicuously to a corner of the room. “You seem to have a lot of friends at school.”


  “Not really. Most of the kids, they say stupid things like how lucky I am to get to ride in a wheelchair when they have to walk all the way down to the gym or around the playground or whatever.”


  “But you don’t think it’s lucky.”


  “No, because it’s only fun at first. It’s not so fun if you do it your whole life.” She looked up at me. “Those kids today? They’re not my friends.”


  “They all wanted to sit next to you at snack—”


  “What they wanted was to be in the movie.” You shook the ceramic pig in your lap. It jingled. “Did you know real pigs think, like we do? And they can learn tricks like dogs, only faster.”


  “That’s impressive. Are you saving up to buy one?”


  “No,” you said. “I’m giving my allowance money to my mother, so she can buy the tire for my wheelchair and not have to worry about how much it costs.” You pulled the black plug from between the pig’s legs, and a trickle of dimes and nickels, with the occasional wadded dollar, tumbled out. “Last time I counted I had seven dollars and sixteen cents.”


  “Willow,” I said slowly. “Your mother didn’t ask you to pay for that wheel.”


  “No, but if it doesn’t cost her any extra, she won’t have to get rid of me.”


  I was struck silent. “Willow,” I said, “you know your mother loves you.”


  You looked up at me.


  “Sometimes, mothers say and do things that seem like they don’t want their kids... but when you look more closely, you realize that they’re doing those kids a favor. They’re just trying to give them a better life. Do you understand?”


  “I guess.” You tipped over the piggy bank again. It sounded as if it were full of broken glass.


  “Can I talk to you?” I said as I walked into the study where Charlotte was poring over the results of a search engine.


  She jumped up. “I’m sorry. I know. You didn’t come here to film me surfing the Net for wheelchair tire patch kits.”


  I closed the door behind me. “Forget about the camera, Charlotte. I was just upstairs with Willow, counting her piggy bank savings. She wants to give it to you. She’s trying to buy her way into your good graces.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” Charlotte said.


  “Why? What great leap of logic would you make if you were six years old and you knew that your mother had filed a lawsuit because something was wrong when you were born?”


  “Aren’t you my lawyer?” Charlotte said. “Aren’t you supposed to be helping me instead of telling me I’m a rotten mother?”


  “I am trying to help you. I don’t know how the hell I’m going to cobble together a video for the jury from this footage, to be honest. Because right now, if they saw it, they might feel sorry for Willow—but they’d hate you.”


  Suddenly all of the fight went out of Charlotte. She sank back into the chair she’d been sitting on when I came into the room. “When you first mentioned wrongful birth, I felt like Sean did. Like it was the most disgusting term I’d ever heard in my life. All these years I’ve just gone along doing what needed to be done. I knew people watched me with Willow and thought, That poor girl. That poor mother. But you know, I never really pictured it that way. She was my baby and I was going to take care of her, and that was that.” Charlotte looked up at me. “Then, you and Robert Ramirez started talking, asking me questions. And I thought, Someone gets it. It felt like I’d been living underground, and for a moment, I’d been given this glimpse of the sky. Once you’ve seen that, how can you go back where you came from?”


  I felt my cheeks burn. I knew exactly what Charlotte was talking about, and I did not like thinking I had anything in common with her. But I remembered the day when I’d been told I was adopted, when I realized there was another mother, another father out there somewhere I had never met. For years, even when it wasn’t in the forefront of my mind, it was still present, an itch just beneath the skin.


  Lawyers were notorious for finding cases in the most unlikely places, especially ones with huge potential damages awards. But was the dissolution of this family really my fault? Had Bob and I created a monster?


  “My mother’s in a nursing home now,” Charlotte said. “She can’t remember who I am, so I’ve become the keeper of the memories. I’m the one who tells her about the time she baked brownies for the entire senior class when I ran for student council, and how I won by a landslide. Or how she used to collect sea glass with me during the summer and put it in a jar next to my bed. I wonder what memories Willow will have to tell me, if it comes to that. I wonder if there’s a difference between being a dutiful mother and being a good mother.”


  “There is,” I said, and Charlotte looked up at me, expectant.


  Even if I couldn’t articulate the difference as an adult, as a child, I had felt it. I thought for a moment. “A dutiful mother is someone who follows every step her child makes,” I said.


  “And a good mother?”


  I lifted my gaze to Charlotte’s. “Is someone whose child wants to follow her.”


  


  Interfering Agents: A substance added to sugar syrup in order to prevent it from crystallizing.


  We’ve all had a crystallizing moment, when suddenly everything begins to come together... whether we want it to or not. The same thing happens in the production of candy—there’s a time when the mixture starts to turn into something it wasn’t moments before. A single unincorporated sugar crystal can change the texture from smooth to grainy, and eventually, if you don’t prevent it, you get rock candy. But ingredients added to sugar syrup before boiling can keep that moment of crystallization from occurring. Common interfering agents are corn syrup, glucose, and honey; cream of tartar, lemon juice, or vinegar.


  If it’s not candy you’re trying to prevent from becoming crystal clear—but, instead, your life—well, the best interfering agent is always a lie well told.
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  CRÈME CARAMEL


  CARAMEL


  1 cup sugar


  1/3 cup water


  2 tablespoons light corn syrup


  1/4 teaspoon lemon juice


  CUSTARD


  11/2 cups whole milk


  11/2 cups light whipping cream


  3 large eggs


  2 large egg yolks


  2/3 cup sugar


  11/2 teaspoons vanilla extract1


  Pinch of salt


  You can make one large crème caramel, but I like to make individual ones in ramekins. To make the caramel, mix the sugar, water, corn syrup, and lemon juice in a medium nonreactive saucepan (a light-colored one, so you can see the color of the syrup). Simmer over medium-high heat, wiping the sides of the pan with a wet cloth to make sure there are no sugar crystals lurking that might cause crystallization. Cook for about 8 minutes, until the syrup turns from clear to gold, swirling the pan to make sure browning occurs evenly. Continue to cook for another 4 to 5 minutes, swirling the pan constantly, until large bubbles on the mixture’s surface turn honey-colored. Remove the pan immediately from the heat and pour a portion of the caramel into each of eight ungreased 5- or 6-ounce ovenproof ramekins. Allow the caramel to cool and harden, about 15 minutes. (Ramekins can be covered with plastic wrap and refrigerated for up to two days, but return them to room temperature before you move on to the next step.)


  To make the custard, heat the milk and cream in a medium saucepan over medium heat, stirring occasionally until a thermometer in the liquid reads 160 degrees F. Remove the mixture from the heat. Meanwhile, whisk the eggs, yolks, and sugar in a large bowl until just combined. Whisk the warm milk mixture, vanilla, and salt into the egg mixture until just mixed but not foamy. Strain the mixture through a mesh sieve into a large measuring cup and set it aside.


  Bring 2 quarts of water to a boil. Meanwhile, fold a dish towel to fit the bottom of a large roasting pan. Divide the reserved custard mixture among the ramekins and place the filled ramekins in the pan, making sure they do not touch. Set the pan on the center rack of a preheated 350 degree F oven. Fill the pan with boiling water to reach halfway up the ramekins and cover the entire pan loosely with aluminum foil, so that steam can escape. Bake 35 to 40 minutes, until a paring knife inserted halfway between the center and edge of the custard comes out clean.


  Transfer the custards to a wire rack and cool to room temperature. To unmold, slide a paring knife around the outer edge of each custard, hold a serving plate over the top of the ramekin, invert, and shake gently to release the custard. Serve immediately.


  Charlotte


  August 2008


  The 2008 Biennial Osteogenesis Imperfecta Convention was being held in Omaha, at a huge Hilton with a conference center, a big pool, and over 570 people who looked like you. As we walked into the registration area, I suddenly felt like a giant, and you turned to me from your wheelchair with the biggest smile on your face. “Mom,” you said, “I’m normal here.”


  We’d never been to a conference before. We’d never been able to find the money to come to one. But Sean had not slept at our house in months—and although you hadn’t asked why, it had less to do with you not noticing than with you not wanting to hear the answer. Frankly, neither did I. Sean and I had not used the word separation, but just because you didn’t put a name to something did not mean it wasn’t there. Sometimes, I caught myself wondering what Sean would like for dinner, or picking up the phone to call his cell before I remembered not to. Your face lit up when he came to visit you; I wanted to give you something else to look forward to. So when the flyer for this conference came via email from the OI Foundation, I knew that I’d found the perfect prize.


  Now, as I watched you eyeing a phalanx of girls your age roll by in their own wheelchairs, I realized we should have done this earlier. Even Amelia wasn’t making any sarcastic remarks—just taking in the small groups of people in wheelchairs, walkers, or on their own two feet, greeting each other like long-lost relatives. There were preteen girls—some who looked like Amelia, others who were short of stature, like you—taking pictures of each other with disposable cameras. Boys the same age were terrorizing the escalators, teaching each other how to ride their wheelchairs up and down them.


  A little girl with black ringlets walked up to you, her braces jingling. “You’re new,” she said. “What’s your name?”


  “Willow.”


  “I’m Niamh. It’s a weird name because there’s no v but it sounds like there is. You’ve got a weird name, too.” She looked up at Amelia. “Is this your sister? Does she have OI?”


  “No.”


  “Huh,” Niamh said. “Well, that’s too bad for her. The coolest programs are for kids like us.”


  There were forty information sessions over a three-day weekend—everything from “Financial Planning for Your Special-Needs Child” to “Writing the IEP” and “Ask a Doctor.” You had your own Kids’ Club events—arts and crafts, scavenger hunts, swimming, video game competitions, how to be more independent, how to improve your self-esteem. I hadn’t been too keen on giving you up for a day’s activities, but they were staffed by nurses. Preteens with OI had Game Night, and The Adventures of Bone Boy and Milk Maid. Even Amelia could attend special talks for non-OI siblings.


  “Niamh, there you are!” A teenage girl who looked about Amelia’s age came closer with a pack of kids trailing behind her. “You can’t just run off,” she said, grasping Niamh’s hand. “Who’s your friend?”


  “Willow.”


  The older girl crouched down so that she was eye level with you in your chair. “Nice to meet you, Willow. We’re just across the lobby over there playing Spit if you want to join us.”


  “Can I?” you asked.


  “If you’re careful. Amelia, can you push her—”


  “I’ve got it.” A boy stepped forward and took the handles of your chair. He had dirty blond hair that swept into his eyes and a smile that could have melted a glacier—or Amelia, at whom he kept staring. “Unless you’re coming?”


  Amelia, to my disbelief, blushed.


  “Maybe later,” she said.


  •••


  Although there had been handicapped-accessible rooms blocked out at the hotel, we didn’t book one. Amelia and I didn’t particularly want a roll-in shower, and the idea of using a loaner shower seat for you made my skin crawl. You could easily clean up in the bathtub and wash your hair under the faucet. We’d attended the keynote speech, which was about current research on OI, and gone to a sprawling buffet dinner—one that included low tables so that wheelchair users or very small people could see and reach the food.


  “Lights out,” I said, and Amelia buried herself under the covers, the iPod buds still in her ears. The screen glowed beneath the sheets. You rolled onto your side, your face already wreathed in dreams. “I love it here,” you said. “I want to stay here forever.”


  I smiled. “Well, it won’t be much fun when all your OI friends go back home.”


  “Can we come again?”


  “I hope so, Wills.”


  “Next time, can Dad come with us?”


  I stared at the digital alarm clock as one number bled into the next. “I hope so,” I repeated.


  •••


  This is how we wound up coming to the convention:


  One morning, when you and Amelia were at school, I was baking. It was what I did when you were gone now; there was a Zen rhythm to beating together the sugar and the shortening, to folding in the egg whites, to scalding the milk. My kitchen steamed with the smells of vanilla and caramel, cinnamon and anise. I’d whisk royal icing; I’d roll out perfect pie crusts; I’d punch down dough. The more my hands moved, the less likely I was to let my mind wander.


  Back then, it had been March—two months since Sean opted out of the lawsuit. For a few weeks after our row in the middle of the highway, I’d left the pillows and bedding on the fireplace hearth, a just-in-case, as close as I could come to an apology. He came to the house every now and then to see you girls, but when he did, I felt like I was intruding. I would balance my checkbook, I would clean the bathroom, while listening to your laughter downstairs.


  This is what I wish I’d had the guts to say to him: I made a mistake, but so did you. Aren’t we even now?


  Sometimes I missed Sean viscerally. Sometimes I was angry at him. Sometimes I just wanted to turn back time, to go back to the moment he had asked, What do you think about a vacation to Disney World? But mostly I wondered why the head could move so swiftly while the heart dragged its feet. Even when I felt sure of myself and confident, even when I started to think that you girls and I would be fine on our own, I still loved him. It felt like anything else permanent that has gone missing: a lost tooth, a severed leg. You might know better, but that doesn’t keep your tongue from poking at the hole in your gum, or your phantom limb from aching.


  So every morning I baked to forget, until the windows steamed and just breathing felt like sitting down at the finest table. I baked until my hands were red and raw and my nails were caked with flour. I baked until I stopped wondering why a lawsuit could move so exceedingly slowly. I baked until I didn’t wonder where next month’s mortgage payment would come from. I baked until it grew so hot in the kitchen that I wore only a tank top and jogging shorts under my apron, until I imagined myself under the golden dome of a flaky crust of my own making, wondering if Sean would break through before I suffocated.


  Which is why I was stunned when the doorbell rang in the middle of a fleet of beignets. I was not expecting anyone—I had nothing to expect anymore, period. On the porch stood a stranger, making me even more aware of the fact that I was only half dressed and my hair was grayed with confectioners’ sugar.


  “Are you Ms. Syllabub?” the man asked.


  He was short and round, with a double chin and a matching curve to his receding hairline. He was holding a plastic bag full of my shortbread, tied with a green ribbon.


  “That’s just a name,” I said. “But it’s not mine.”


  “But—” He glanced at my attire. “You’re the baker?”


  “Yes,” I said. “I’m the baker.” Not the gold digger, not the bitch, not even the mother. Something separate and apart, an identity as bright and clear as stainless steel. I held out my hand. “Charlotte O’Keefe.”


  He planted his feet squarely on the doormat. “I’d like to buy your pastries.”


  “Oh, you didn’t need to come up here for that,” I said. “You can just leave a couple of dollars in the honesty box.”


  “No, you don’t understand. I want to buy all of them.” He handed me a card, the kind with raised lettering. “My name’s Henry DeVille. I run a chain of Gas-n-Get convenience stores in New Hampshire, and I’d like to feature your baked goods.” He flushed. “Mostly because I can’t stop eating them.”


  “Really?” I said, a slow smile breaking over my face.


  “I was visiting my sister one day last month—she lives two roads up from here, but I had gotten lost, and I was starving. And since then I’ve made eight two-hour treks just to get whatever it is you’re selling on a particular day. I may not be the best judge of business, but I’m pretty much a Ph.D. when it comes to good desserts.”


  It had taken me a week to agree. I didn’t have the time or the inclination to drive all over New Hampshire delivering muffins in the morning; I didn’t know how much I could promise to produce. For every caveat I raised, Henry had a solution, and within a week I had run a draft contract past Marin that was sweet enough to get me to agree. To celebrate, I baked Henry an almond-blueberry coffeecake. He sat at my kitchen table, drinking coffee, eating cake with a newly minted businesswoman. “I’ve tried to pinpoint it,” he mused, watching me sign the contract. “There’s a certain something in your cooking that’s like nothing I’ve ever tasted. It’s addictive, really.”


  I smiled at him as best I could and pushed the paper across the table before he could change his mind. Because Henry DeVille was correct—there was an ingredient in my baking more concentrated than any extract, more pungent than any spice; an ingredient that everyone would recognize and no one was able to name: it was regret, and it rose when one least expected.


  •••


  The next morning, as part of the Be Fit! campaign that headed this year’s festival, you and I headed down to the exercise course, where participants could wheel or walk a quarter or a half mile. When you finished, clutching a certificate close to your chest, we had a quick breakfast before the day’s small group sessions. Amelia was sleeping in, but I was planning to attend a workshop on body image for young girls with OI.


  As soon as you were welcomed back to the Kids’ Zone—the nurse who gave you a high five, I noticed, had gotten you to lift your right arm higher than any physical therapist in the past four months—I headed to the ladies’ room to wash my hands before the session began. Like everything else at the hotel, the restrooms were OI-friendly: the outer door was propped open for easy access; a low table held extra soap and towels.


  As I ran the faucet, another woman entered, carrying a glass of milk—it was being served as part of the overall theme of keeping healthy; the problem with OI is a deficiency in collagen, not calcium. “I love this,” she said, grinning. “It’s got to be the only conference that serves milk between the sessions instead of coffee and juice.”


  “It was probably cheaper than shots of pamidronate,” I said, and she laughed.


  “I don’t think we’ve met yet. I’m Kelly Clough, mother of David, Type V.”


  “Willow, Type III. I’m Charlotte O’Keefe.”


  “Is Willow having fun?”


  “Willow’s in heaven,” I said. “She can barely wait to go to the zoo tonight.” The Henry Doorly Zoo was opening their facility after hours for the convention participants tonight; during breakfast, you had made a list of what animals you wanted to see.


  “For David it’s all about swimming.” She glanced at me in the mirror. “There’s something about you that’s really familiar.”


  “Well, I’ve never been to a convention before,” I said.


  “No, your name...”


  There was a flush, and a moment later, a woman our age came out of a room stall. She positioned her walker in front of the handicap-accessible sink and turned on the water. “Do you read Tiny Tim’s blog?” she asked.


  “Sure,” Kelly said. “Who doesn’t?”


  Well. Me, for one.


  “She’s the one who’s suing for wrongful birth.” The woman turned, wiping her hands on a towel before facing me. “I think it’s disgusting, frankly. And I think it’s even more disgusting that you’re here. You can’t play both sides. You can’t sue because a life with OI isn’t worth living and then come here and talk about how excited your daughter is to be with other kids like her and how great it is that she can go to the zoo.”


  Kelly had taken a step backward. “That’s you?”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “I can’t believe any parent would think that way,” Kelly said. “We all have to scrape the bottoms of our bank accounts to make things work. But I never, ever would wish I hadn’t had my son.”


  I felt myself shaking uncontrollably. I wanted to be a mother, like Kelly, who took her son’s disability in stride. I wanted you to grow up like this other woman, forthright and confident. I just also wanted the resources for you to be able to do it.


  “Do you know what I’ve spent the past six months doing?” the woman with OI said. “Training for the Paralympics. I’m on the swim team. If your daughter came home with a gold medal one day, would that convince you her life wasn’t a waste?”


  “You don’t understand—”


  “Actually,” Kelly said, “you don’t.”


  She turned on her heel, walking out of the restroom with the other woman trailing behind. I turned the water on full blast and splashed some onto my face, which felt as if it had gone up in flames. Then, with my heart still hammering, I stepped into the hallway.


  The nine o’clock sessions were filling. My cover had been blown; I could feel the needles of a hundred eyes on me, and every whisper held my name. I kept my gaze trained on the patterned carpet as I pushed past a knot of wrestling boys and a toddler being carried by a girl with OI not much bigger than himself. A hundred steps to the elevators... fifty... twenty.


  The elevator doors opened, and I slipped inside and punched a button. Just as the doors were closing, a crutch jammed between them. The man who had signed us in yesterday was standing on the threshold, but instead of smiling at me in welcome, like he had twelve hours earlier, his eyes were dark as pitch. “Just so you know—it’s not my disability that makes my life a constant struggle,” he said. “It’s people like you.” Then, with a rasping of metal, he stepped back and let the elevator doors close.


  I made it to the room and slid the key card inside, only to remember that Amelia was probably still sleeping. But—thank God—she was gone, downstairs eating breakfast or AWOL, and right now I didn’t care which. I lay down on the bed and pulled the covers over my head. Then, finally, I let myself burst into tears.


  This was worse than being judged by a jury of my peers. This was being judged by a jury of your peers.


  I was, pure and simple, a failure. My husband had left me; my mothering skills had been warped to include the American legal system. I cried until my eyes had swollen and my cheeks hurt. I cried until there was nothing left inside me. Then I sat up and walked to the small desk near the window.


  It held a phone, a blotter, and a binder listing the services offered by the hotel. Inside this were two postcards and two blank fax cover sheets. I took them out and reached for the pen beside the telephone.


  Sean, I wrote. I miss you.


  Until he moved out, Sean and I had never spent any time apart from each other, unless you counted the week before our wedding. Although he’d moved into the house where Amelia and I lived, I had wanted to create at least the semblance of excitement, so he’d bunked on the couch of another police officer in the days leading up to the ceremony. He’d hated it. I’d find him driving by in his cruiser while I was at work at the restaurant, and we’d sneak into the cold room in the kitchen and kiss intensely. Or he’d stop by to tuck Amelia in at night and then pretend to fall asleep on the couch watching TV. I’m onto you, I told him. And this isn’t going to work. At the ceremony, Sean surprised me with vows he’d written himself: I’ll give you my heart and my soul, he said. I’ll protect you and serve you. I’ll give you a home, and I won’t let you kick me out of it ever again. Everyone laughed, including me—imagine, mousy little Charlotte being the kind of sultry seductress who’d have that much control over a man! But Sean made me feel like I could fell a giant with a single word or a gentle touch. It was powerful, and it was a me I had never imagined.


  Somewhere, in the deep creases of my mind—the folds where hope gets caught—I believed that whatever was wrong between Sean and me was reparable. It had to be, because when you love someone—when you create a child with him—you don’t just suddenly lose that bond. Like any other energy, it can’t be destroyed, just channeled into something else. And maybe right now I’d turned the full spotlight of my attention on you. But that was normal; the levels of love within a family shifted and flowed all the time. Next week, it could be Amelia; next month, Sean. Once this lawsuit was over, he’d move back home. We’d go back to the way we used to be.


  We had to, because I couldn’t really swallow the alternative: that I would be forced to choose between your future and my own.


  The second letter I had to write was harder. Dear Willow, I wrote.


  I don’t know when you’ll be reading this, or what will have happened by then. But I have to write it, because I owe you an explanation more than anyone else. You are the most beautiful thing that’s ever happened to me, and the most painful. Not because of your illness, but because I can’t fix it, and I hate seeing those moments when you realize that you might not be able to do what other kids do.


  I love you, and I always will. Maybe more than I should. That’s the only reason I can give for all this. I thought that if I loved you hard enough, I could move mountains for you; I could make you fly. It didn’t matter to me how that happened—just as long as it did. I wasn’t thinking of who I might hurt, only who I could rescue.


  The first time you broke in my arms, I couldn’t stop crying. I think I’ve spent all these years trying to make up for that moment. That’s why I can’t stop now, even though there are times I want to. I can’t stop, but there isn’t a moment I don’t worry about what you’ll remember in the long run. Will it be the arguments I had with your father? The way your sister turned into someone we didn’t recognize? Or will you remember the way you and I once spent an hour watching a snail cross our porch? Or how I cut your lunch-box sandwiches into your initials? Will you remember how, when I wrapped you in a towel after your bath, I held you a moment longer than it took to dry you?


  I have always had a dream of you living on your own. I see you as a doctor, and I wonder if that’s because I’ve seen you with so many. I imagine a man who will love you like crazy, maybe even a baby. I bet you’ll fight for her as fiercely as I tried to fight for you.


  What I could never puzzle out, however, was how you’d get from where you are to where you might one day be—until I was given the materials to make a bridge. Too late I learned that that bridge was made of thorns, that it might not be strong enough to hold us all.


  When it comes to memories, the good and the bad never balance. I am not sure how I came to measure your life by the moments when it’s fallen apart—surgeries, breaks, emergencies—instead of the moments in between. Maybe that makes me a pessimist, maybe it makes me a realist. Or maybe it just makes me a mother.


  You will hear people saying things about me. Some are lies, some are truth. There’s only one fact that matters: I don’t want you to ever suffer another break.


  Especially one between you and me, because that might never set properly.


  Sean


  I was hemorrhaging money.


  Not only was my paycheck being stretched to cover the mortgage and the car payment and the credit card finance charges but now any cash I might have been able to sock away was being poured, forty-nine dollars per night, into the Sleep Inn motel, where I’d been living since the day Charlotte came to ream me out at the highway construction detail.


  This is why, when Charlotte told me she was leaving one Friday to take the girls to an OI convention for the weekend, I checked out of the Sleep Inn and let myself into my own house.


  It’s a weird thing, coming back home as a stranger. You know how, when you go into someone else’s house, it smells—sometimes like fresh laundry, sometimes like pine needles, but distinct from any other? You don’t notice it where you live until you haven’t been there for a while. The first night, I’d walked around soaking in the familiar: the newel post on the banister that still popped off because I’d never gotten around to fixing it; the herd of stuffed animals on your bed; the baseball I’d caught while on a trip to Fenway with a bunch of other cops back in ’90, a Tom Brunansky homer to center field in a game that put the Sox in first place over Toronto for the season.


  I went into my bedroom, too, and sat down on Charlotte’s side of the bed. That night, I slept on her pillow.


  The next morning, as I packed up my toiletries, I wondered if Charlotte would go to wash her face and be able to smell the scent of me on the towels. If she’d notice that I’d finished off the loaf of bread and the roast beef. If she’d care.


  It was my day off, and I knew what I had to do.


  The church was quiet at this time on a Saturday morning. I sat down in a pew, looking up at a stained-glass window that reached long, blue fingers down the aisle.


  Forgive me, Charlotte, for I have sinned.


  Father Grady, who was close to the altar, noticed me. “Sean,” he said. “Is Willow all right?”


  He probably thought the only time I’d willingly set foot in a church was if I had to pray hard for my daughter’s failing health. “She’s doing okay, Father. I actually was hoping I could talk to you for a minute.”


  “Sure.” He sank down into the pew in front of me, turning sideways.


  “It’s about Charlotte,” I said slowly. “We’re having some problems seeing eye to eye.”


  “I’m happy to talk to both of you,” the priest said.


  “It’s been months. I think we’re past that point.”


  “I hope you’re not talking about divorce, Sean. There is no divorce in the Catholic Church. It’s a mortal sin. God made your marriage, not some piece of paper.” He smiled at me. “Things that look impossible suddenly seem a lot better, once you get God onboard.”


  “God’s got to make exceptions every now and then.”


  “No way. If He did, people would go into marriage thinking there was a way out when the going got tough.”


  “My wife,” I said flatly, “plans to swear on a Bible in court and then say she wishes she’d aborted Willow. Do you think God would want me married to someone like that?”


  “Yes,” the priest said immediately. “The biggest purpose of marriage, after having children, is to support and help your spouse. You might be the one who manages to make Charlotte see she’s wrong.”


  “I tried. I can’t.”


  “A sacrament—like marriage—means living a life better than your natural instincts, so that you’re modeling God. And God never gives up.”


  That, I thought to myself, wasn’t entirely true. There were plenty of places in the Bible where God backed Himself into a corner and, instead of toughing it out, simply started over. Look at the great flood, at Sodom and Gomorrah.


  “Jesus didn’t get to drop that Cross,” Father Grady said. “He carried it all the way uphill.”


  Well, in one respect the priest was right. If I stayed in this marriage, either Charlotte or I was going to wind up being crucified.


  “How about you and Charlotte come see me together sometime next week?” Father Grady said. “We’ll figure this out.”


  I nodded, and he patted my hand and headed toward the altar again.


  Lying to a priest was a sin, too, but that was the least of my worries.


  •••


  Adina Nettle’s office was nothing like Guy Booker’s, although they apparently had gone to law school together. Adina, Guy said, was the one you wanted if you were getting a divorce. He’d used her twice now himself.


  She had overstuffed couches with those lacy things that look like they belong on valentines draped over the backs. She served tea but not coffee. And she looked like everybody’s grandmother.


  Maybe that’s why she got what she wanted in settlements.


  “You’re not too cold, Sean? I can turn down the air-conditioning...”


  “I’m fine,” I said. For the past half hour, I’d drunk three cups of Earl Grey and told Adina about our family. “We go back and forth to different hospitals, depending on what the problem is,” I said. “Omaha, for orthopedics. Boston, for pamidronate. Local hospitals for most breaks.”


  “It must be very difficult, not knowing what’s going to happen.”


  “No one knows what’s going to happen,” I said soberly. “We just have emergencies more often than most folks.”


  “Your wife must not be able to work, then,” Adina said.


  “No. We’ve been trying to make ends meet ever since Willow was born.” I hesitated. “And I can’t say it’s any easier with me living in a motel.”


  Adina made a note on her legal pad. “Sean, divorce is financially devastating to most people, and it’s going to be even more so for you, because you and Charlotte are living from paycheck to paycheck—plus you’ve got the added stressor of your daughter’s illness. And there’s a strange catch-22 here, too—if you want custody, that means you’re going to be working less, making even less money. When you’re not working, your children are with you. You won’t have any free time anymore.”


  “That doesn’t matter,” I said.


  Adina nodded. “Does Charlotte have job skills?”


  “She used to be a pastry chef,” I said. “She hasn’t worked since Willow was born, but last winter she started a little stand at the end of the driveway.”


  “A stand?”


  “Like a vegetable stand. But with cupcakes.”


  “If you cut back on your hours to be with the children, will you be able to afford to keep the house? Or will it have to be sold so that you can have two smaller households?”


  “I... I don’t know.” Our savings were shot to hell, that much was clear.


  “Based on what you’ve told me, with all of Willow’s adaptive equipment and her schedule, it seems that keeping her in one location would be easier for everyone involved... even when it comes to visitation...” Adina glanced up at me. “There is one other option. You could live at the house until the divorce is finalized.”


  “Wouldn’t that be—a little uncomfortable?”


  “Yes. It’s also cheaper, which is why a majority of couples who are in the process of divorcing choose to do it. And it’s easier on the children.”


  “I don’t get it—”


  “It’s very simple. We draw up a negotiated plan, so that you’re in the house when your wife isn’t and vice versa. That way you each have time with the girls while the divorce is pending, and the household expenses are no greater than they are right now.”


  I looked down at the floor. I didn’t know if I could be that generous. I didn’t know if I could stand to see Charlotte in the thick of this lawsuit and not want to kill her for the things she said. But then again, I would be right there, a call away, if you needed someone to hold you in the middle of the night. If you needed reinforcement to believe that the world would not be anywhere near as bright without you in it.


  “There’s only one catch,” Adina said. “It’s not ordinary in New Hampshire for a father to get physical possession of a child, especially in a case where the child has special needs and the mother has been a stay-at-home caretaker the child’s whole life. So how are you going to convince a judge that you’re the better parent?”


  I met the lawyer’s eye. “I’m not the one who started a wrongful birth lawsuit,” I said.


  •••


  After I walked out of the attorney’s office, the world seemed different. The road looked too clear, the colors too jarring. It was like getting a pair of glasses that were overcorrected, and I felt myself moving more carefully.


  At a stoplight, I looked out the window and saw a young woman crossing the street with a cup of coffee in her hand. She caught my eye and smiled. In the past, I would have looked away, embarrassed—but now? Were you allowed to smile back, to look, to acknowledge other women, if you’d taken the first steps to ending your marriage?


  I had two hours before my shift started, and I headed toward Aubuchon Hardware. The irony didn’t escape me—I was shopping at a home improvement mecca, although I didn’t currently have a home. But while staying in the house this weekend, I’d noticed that the ramp I’d built for your wheelchair three years ago was rotting out in one spot where we had some standing water this spring. My plan was to build you a new one today, so you’d see it when you returned from your conference.


  The way I figured it, I’d need three or four sheets of three-quarter-inch pressure-treated plywood, plus a stretch of indoor-outdoor carpeting to give traction under the wheels of your chair. I headed for the service desk to try to estimate the cost. “You’re talking about $34.10 a sheet,” the employee said, and I found myself backpedaling through the math. If the wood alone cost over a hundred bucks, I’d have to work more overtime, and that wasn’t even counting the cost of the carpet material. The more hours I spent at work, the less I would have with you girls. The more money I spent on the ramp, the less I’d have for another night’s motel room.


  “Sean?”


  Piper Reece was standing three feet away.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked, but before I could answer, she held up her hands, revealing a packet of wire connectors and a GFCI receptacle. “I’m replacing one. I’ve been pretty handy lately, but this is the first time I’ve fooled around with electricity.” She laughed nervously. “I keep seeing the headline: ‘Woman Found Electrocuted in Her Own Kitchen. Counter was not clean at the time of death.’ It’s supposed to be easy, right? Like, the chances of being zapped during a do-it-yourself project can’t be nearly as high as the chances of getting into a car accident on your way to the hardware store, right?” She shook her head and blushed. “I’m babbling.”


  I’ve got to go. The words were in my mouth, smooth and round like cherry pits, but what came out was this: “I could help you.”


  •••


  Stupid, stupid, stupid ass. That’s what I kept telling myself I was, once the back of my truck was loaded with three sheets of pressure-treated plywood and carpeting and I was headed to Piper Reece’s house. There was no real explanation for why I hadn’t simply turned my back and walked away from her except for this: in all the years I’d known Piper, I’d never seen her as anything but confident and self-assured—to the point where she was too sharp, too arrogant. Today, though, she’d been completely flustered.


  I liked her better this way.


  I knew the way to her house, of course. When I pulled onto her street, I experienced the slightest panic—would Rob be home? I didn’t think I could handle both of them at once. But his car was gone, and as I turned off the engine, I took a deep breath. Five minutes, I told myself. Install the freaking GFCI and get out of there.


  Piper was waiting at the front door. “This is really so nice of you,” she said as I stepped inside.


  The hallway hadn’t always been this color. And when I walked into it, I saw that the kitchen had been remodeled. “You’ve had some work done in here.”


  “Actually, I did it myself,” Piper admitted. “I’ve had a lot more time lately.”


  An uncomfortable silence settled over us like a shroud. “Well. Everything looks completely different.”


  She stared at me. “Everything is completely different.”


  I jammed my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “So the first thing you have to do is cut off the power at the circuit box,” I said. “I’m guessing that’s in the basement?”


  She led me downstairs, and I switched off the breaker. Then I walked into the kitchen. “Which one is it?” I asked, and Piper pointed.


  “Sean? How are you doing?”


  I deliberately pretended to hear her incorrectly. “Just taking out the busted one,” I said. “Look, it’s that easy, once you unscrew it. And then you have to take all the white wires and pigtail them together into one of these little caps. After that, you take the new GFCI and use your screwdriver to connect the pigtail over here—see where it says ‘white line’?”


  Piper leaned closer. Her breath smelled of coffee and remorse. “Yes.”


  “Do the same thing with the black wires, and connect them to the terminal that says ‘hot line.’ And last of all, you connect the grounding wire to the green screw and stuff it all back into the box.” With the screwdriver, I reattached the cover plate and turned to her. “Simple.”


  “Nothing’s simple,” she said, and she stared at me. “But you know that. Like, for example, crossing over to the dark side.”


  I put the screwdriver down gently. “It’s all the dark side, Piper.”


  “Well, still. I feel like I owe you a thank-you.”


  I shrugged, looking away. “I’m really sorry this all happened to you.”


  “I’m really sorry it happened to you,” Piper answered.


  I cleared my throat, took a step backward. “You probably want to go down and throw the breaker, so you can test the outlet.”


  “That’s all right,” Piper said, and she offered me a shy smile. “I think it’s going to work.”


  Amelia


  Okay, let me just tell you that it’s not easy to keep a secret in close quarters. My house was bad enough, but have you ever noticed how thin the walls of a hotel bathroom are? I mean, you can hear everything—which meant that when I needed to make myself sick, I had to do it in the big public restrooms in the lobby, which required sitting in a stall until I could peek left and right and not see any other pairs of shoes.


  After I’d gotten up this morning and found a note from Mom, I’d gone downstairs to eat and then found you in the kids’ area. “Amelia,” you said when you saw me. “Aren’t those cool?” You were pointing to little colored rods that some of the kids had affixed to the wheels of their chairs. They made an annoying clicking sound when you pushed, which to be honest would get awfully old awfully quick, but—to be fair—they were pretty awesome when they glowed in the dark.


  I could practically see you taking mental notes as you sized up the other kids with OI. Who had which color wheelchair, who put stickers on their walkers, which girls could walk and which ones had to use a chair, which kids could eat by themselves and which needed help being fed. You were placing yourself in the mix, figuring out where you fit in and how independent you were by comparison. “So what’s on the docket for this morning?” I asked. “And where’s Mom?”


  “I don’t know—I guess at one of the other meetings,” you said, and then you beamed at me. “We’re going swimming. I’ve already got on my bathing suit.”


  “That sounds kind of fun—”


  “You can’t come, Amelia. It’s for people like me.”


  I knew you didn’t mean to sound like such a snot, but it still hurt to be cut out. I mean, who else was left to ignore me? First Mom, then Emma, now even my little disabled sister was dissing me. “Well, I wasn’t inviting myself,” I said, stung. “I have somewhere to go anyway.” But I watched you wheel yourself into the pack as one of the nurses called the first group of kids to head toward the pool. You were giggling, whispering with a girl who had a bumper sticker on the back of her chair: HOGWARTS DROPOUT.


  I wandered out of the kiddie zone and into the main hallway of conference rooms. I had no idea what presentation my mother was planning to attend, but before I could even think about that, one of the signs outside the doors caught my attention: TEENS ONLY. I poked my head inside and saw a collection of kids my age with OI—some in wheelchairs, some just standing—batting around balloons.


  Except they weren’t balloons. They were condoms.


  “We’re going to get started,” the woman in the front of the room said. “Hon, can you close the door?”


  She was, I realized, talking to me. I didn’t belong here—there were special programs for siblings like me who didn’t have OI. But then again, looking around the room, I could see there were plenty of kids who weren’t as bad off as you were—maybe no one would know my bones were perfectly fine.


  Then I noticed the boy from yesterday—the one who’d come over to get that little girl Niamh when we were still registering. He looked like the kind of guy who would play the guitar and make up songs about the girl he loved. I’d always thought it would be amazing to have a guy sing to me; although what on earth could he find interesting enough about me to write a song about? Amelia, Amelia... take off your shirt and let me feel ya?


  I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me. The boy grinned, and I lost all sensation in my legs.


  I sat down on a stool beside him and pretended I was far too cool to notice the fact that he was close enough for me to feel his body heat. “Welcome,” the woman at the front of the room said. “I’m Sarah, and if you’re not here for Birds and Bees and Breaks, you’re in the wrong place. Ladies and gentlemen, today we’re going to talk about sex, sex, and nothing but sex.”


  There was some edgy laughter; the tips of my ears started to burn.


  “Nothing like beating around the bush,” the boy beside me said, and then he smiled. “Oops. Bad metaphor.”


  I looked around, but he was very clearly speaking to me. “Very bad,” I whispered.


  “I’m Adam,” he said, and I froze. “You’ve got a name, don’t you?”


  Well, yeah, but if I told it to him, he might know I wasn’t supposed to be here. “Willow.”


  God, that smile again. “That’s a really pretty name,” he said. “It suits you.”


  I stared down at the table and blushed furiously. This was a talk about sex, not a lab where we got to do it. And yet, no one had ever said anything to me even remotely resembling a come-on, unless Hey, dork, do you have an extra pencil? counted. Was I subliminally irresistible to Adam because my bones were strong?


  “Who can guess what your number one risk is if you have OI and you have sex?” Sarah asked.


  A girl’s hand inched up. “Breaking your pelvis?”


  The boys behind me snickered. “Actually,” Sarah said, “I have talked to hundreds of people with OI who are sexually active. And the only person I’ve ever known to break a bone during sex did it by falling off the bed.”


  This time, everyone laughed out loud.


  “If you have OI, the biggest risk in sexual activity is acquiring a sexually transmitted disease, which means”—she looked around the room—“you’re no different from someone without OI who has sex.”


  Adam pushed a piece of paper across the table to me. I unfolded it: R U Type I?


  I knew enough about your illness to understand why he’d think that. There were people who had Type I OI who went through their whole lives not even knowing it—just breaking a few more bones than ordinary folks. Then again, there were other Type I’s who broke as many bones as you did. Often, Type I’s were taller, and they didn’t always have those heart-shaped faces that you saw on Type IIIs, like you. I was normal height; I wasn’t in a wheelchair, I didn’t have any scoliosis—and I was in a session for kids with OI. Of course he thought I had Type I.


  I scribbled on the other side of the paper and passed it back: Actually, I’m a Gemini.


  He had really nice teeth. Yours were kind of messed up—that happened a lot with OI kids, along with hearing loss—but his looked all Hollywood white and perfectly even, like he could have starred in a Disney Channel movie.


  “What about getting pregnant?” a girl asked.


  “Anyone with OI—any type—can get pregnant,” Sarah explained. “Your risks would vary, though, depending on your individual situation.”


  “Would the baby have OI, too?”


  “Not necessarily.”


  I thought of that picture I’d seen in the magazine, of the lady with Type III who’d had a baby in her arms nearly the same size as she was. The problem wasn’t with the plumbing, though. It was with the partner. Every day wasn’t an OI convention; each of these kids was probably the only one with OI in his or her school. I tried to fast-forward you to my age. If I couldn’t even get a guy to notice my existence, how would you—tiny, freakishly smart, in your wheelchair or walker? I felt my hand rising, as if a balloon were attached to the wrist. “There’s just one problem with that,” I said. “What if nobody ever wants to have sex with you?”


  Instead of the laughter I expected, there was dead silence. I looked around, stunned. Was I not the only person my age absolutely positively sure I was going to die a virgin?


  “That,” Sarah said, “is a really good question. How many of you had a boyfriend or girlfriend when you were in fifth or sixth grade?” A smattering of hands rose. “How many of you have had a boyfriend or girlfriend after that?”


  Two hands, out of twenty.


  “A lot of kids who don’t have OI will be put off by a wheelchair, or by the fact that you don’t look the same way they do. And it’s totally clichéd, but believe me, those are the kids you don’t want to be with anyway. You want someone who cares about who you are, not what you are. And even if you have to wait for that, it’s going to be worth it. All you have to do is look around you at this convention to see that people with OI fall in love, get married, have sex, get pregnant—not necessarily in that order.” As the room broke up laughing again, she began to walk among us, handing out condoms and bananas.


  Maybe this was a lab after all.


  I had seen couples here who clearly both had OI; I’d seen couples where one partner did and one didn’t. If someone able-bodied fell in love with you, maybe it would take some of the stress off Mom, eventually. Would you come back to a convention like this and flirt with a kid like Adam? Or one of the wild boys who rode his wheelchair up and down the escalator? I couldn’t imagine that was easy on any account—not practically, on a daily basis, and not emotionally, either. Having another person with OI in your life meant you had to worry about yourself and about someone else.


  Then again, maybe that had nothing to do with OI, and everything to do with love.


  “I think we’re supposed to be partners,” Adam said, and just like that, I couldn’t breathe. Then I realized he was talking about the stupid banana and condom. “You want to go first?”


  I tore open the foil packet. Can you see someone’s pulse? Because mine was certainly banging hard enough under my skin.


  I started to unroll the condom along the length of the banana. It got all bunched up on top. “I don’t think that’s right,” Adam said.


  “Then you do it.”


  He peeled off the condom and tore open a second foil packet. I watched him balance the little disk at the top of the banana and smooth it down the length in one easy motion. “Oh, my God,” I said. “You are way too good at that.”


  “That’s because my sex life consists entirely of fruit right now.”


  I smirked. “I find that hard to believe.”


  Adam met my gaze. “Well, I find it hard to believe you have a hard time finding someone who wants to have sex with you.”


  I grabbed the banana out of his hand. “Did you know a banana is a reproductive organ of the plant it grows on?”


  God, I sounded like an idiot. I sounded like you, spouting off your trivia.


  “Did you know grapes explode if you put them in the microwave?” Adam said.


  “Really?”


  “Totally.” He paused. “A reproductive organ?”


  I nodded. “An ovary.”


  “So where are you from?”


  “New Hampshire,” I said. “How about you?”


  I held my breath, thinking maybe he was from Bankton, too, and in the high school, which was why I hadn’t met him yet. “Anchorage,” Adam answered.


  It figured.


  “So you and your sister both have OI?”


  He’d seen me with you in the wheelchair. “Yeah,” I said.


  “That must be kind of nice. To have someone in the house who gets it, you know?” He grinned. “I’m an only child. My parents took one look at me and broke the mold.”


  “Or the mold broke.” I laughed.


  Sarah passed by our table and pointed to the banana. “Wonderful,” she said.


  We were. Except for the fact that he thought my name was Willow and I had OI.


  A makeshift game of condomball had broken out, as groups of kids batted the inflated condoms around the room. “Hey, isn’t Willow the name of that girl whose mom is suing because of her OI?” Adam asked.


  “How did you know that?” I said, stunned.


  “It’s all over the blogs. Don’t you read them?”


  “I’ve... been busy.”


  “I thought the girl was way younger—”


  “Well, you thought wrong,” I interrupted.


  Adam tilted his head. “You mean, it’s you?”


  “Could you just kind of keep it quiet?” I asked. “I mean, it’s not something I feel like talking about.”


  “I bet,” Adam said. “It must suck.”


  I imagined how you must be feeling. You’d said a few things in our room, in those gray minutes before we fell asleep, but I think you kept a lot to yourself. I considered what it would be like to be noticed for only one trait—like being left-handed, or brunette, or double-jointed—instead of for the whole of you. Here was Sarah talking about finding someone who loved you for who you were, not what you appeared to be—and your own mother couldn’t even seem to manage it. “It’s like tug-of-war,” I said quietly, “and I’m the rope.”


  Underneath the table, I felt Adam squeeze my hand. He threaded our fingers together, his knuckles locking against mine. “Adam,” I whispered, as Sarah started to speak about STDs and hymens and premature ejaculation, and we continued to hold hands under the table. I felt as if I had a star in my throat, as if all I had to do was open my mouth for light to pour out of me. “What if someone sees us?”


  He turned his head; I felt his breath on the curve of my ear. “Then they’ll think I’m the luckiest guy in this room.”


  With those words, my body became electric, with all the power generating from the place our palms touched. I didn’t hear another word Sarah said for the next thirty minutes. I couldn’t think of anything but how different Adam’s skin was from mine and how close he was and how he wasn’t letting go.


  •••


  It wasn’t a date, but it wasn’t not a date, either. We were both planning on going to the zoo for that evening’s family activity, so Adam made me promise to meet him at the orangutans at six o’clock.


  Okay, he asked Willow to meet him there.


  You were so excited about going to the zoo that you could barely sit still the whole minibus ride over there. We didn’t have a zoo in New Hampshire, and the one near Boston was nothing to write home about. We’d been planning to go to Disney’s Animal Kingdom during our vacation at Disney World, but you remember how that turned out. Unlike you, my mother was practically a china statue. She stared straight ahead on the minibus and didn’t try to talk to anyone, as opposed to yesterday, when she was Miss Chatty. She looked like she might shatter if the driver hit a speed bump too fast.


  Then again, she wouldn’t be the only one.


  I kept checking my watch so often that I felt like Cinderella. Actually, I felt like Cinderella for a lot of reasons. Except instead of wearing a glittery blue dress, I was borrowing your identity and your illness, and my prince happened to be someone who’d broken forty-two bones.


  “Apes,” you announced as soon as we crossed through the gates of the zoo. They’d opened the place for the OI convention after normal business hours, which was cool because it felt like we’d been trapped here after the gates had been locked for the night, and practical because I’m sure it was—well—a zoo during the day, and most people with OI would have been bobbing and weaving to avoid being knocked by the crowds. I grabbed your chair and started to push you up a slight incline, which was when I realized there was something really wrong with my mother.


  She normally would have looked at me as if I’d grown a second head and asked why I was volunteering to push your chair when usually I whined bloody murder if she even asked me to unlatch your stupid car seat.


  Instead, she just marched along like a zombie. If I’d asked her what animals we passed, I bet she would have just turned to me and said Huh?


  I pushed you up close to the wall to see the orangutans, but you had to stand to see over it. You balanced yourself against the low concrete barrier, your eyes lighting when you saw the mother and her baby. The mother orangutan was cradling the teeniest little ape I’d ever seen, and another baby that was probably a few years old kept pestering her, pulling at her tail and swinging a foot in front of them and being a total pain in the butt. “It’s us,” you said, delighted. “Look, Amelia!”


  But I was busy glancing all around for Adam. It was six o’clock on the dot. What if he was blowing me off? What if I couldn’t even keep a guy interested in me when I was pretending to be someone else?


  Suddenly he was there, a fine sweat shining on his forehead. “Sorry,” he said. “The hill was killer.” He glanced at my mother and you, facing the orangutans. “Hey, that’s your family, right?”


  I should have introduced him. I should have told my mother what I was doing. But what if you said my name—my real name—and Adam realized I was a total liar? So instead I grabbed Adam’s hand and pulled him off to a side path that wound past a flock of red parrots and a cage where there was supposed to be a mongoose, but apparently it was an invisible one. “Let’s just go,” I said, and we ran down to the aquarium.


  Because of where it was tucked in the zoo, it wasn’t crowded. There was one family in there with a toddler in a spica cast—poor kid—looking at the penguins in their fake formal wear. “Do you think they know they’ve got a raw deal?” I asked. “That they’ve got wings, and can’t fly?”


  “As opposed to a skeleton that keeps falling apart?” Adam said. He tugged me into another room, a glass tunnel. The light was blue, eerie; all around us, sharks were swimming. I looked up at the soft white belly of a shark, the ridged diamond rows of its teeth. At the hammerheads, wriggling like Star Wars creatures as they passed us by.


  Adam leaned against the glass wall, staring up at the transparent ceiling. “I wouldn’t do that,” I said. “What if it breaks?”


  “Then the Omaha zoo has a huge problem.” Adam laughed.


  “Let’s see what else there is,” I said.


  “What’s your rush?”


  “I don’t like sharks,” I admitted. “They freak me out.”


  “I think they’re awesome,” Adam said. “Not a single bone in their body.”


  I stared at him, his face blue in the aquarium light. His eyes were the same color as the water, a deep, pure cobalt.


  “Did you know that they hardly ever find shark fossils, because they’re made of cartilage, and they decompose really fast? I’ve always kind of wondered if that’s true of people like us, too.”


  Because I am a moron, and destined to live alone my whole life with a dozen cats, at that very moment I burst into tears.


  “Hey,” Adam said, pulling me into his arms, which felt like home and totally strange all at once. “I’m sorry. That was a really stupid thing to say.” One of his hands was on my back, rubbing down each pearl of my spine. One was tangled in my hair. “Willow?” he said, tugging on my ponytail so that I’d look up at him. “Talk to me?”


  “I’m not Willow,” I burst out. “That’s my sister’s name. I don’t even have OI. I lied, because I wanted to sit in on that class. I wanted to sit next to you.”


  His fingers curled around the back of my neck. “I know.”


  “You... what?”


  “I Googled your family, during the break after the sex class. I read all about your mom and the lawsuit and your sister, who’s just as young as they said she was on the OI blogs.”


  “I’m a horrible person,” I admitted. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry I’m not the person you wanted me to be.”


  Adam stared at me soberly. “No, you’re not. You’re better. You’re healthy. Who wouldn’t want that for someone you really, really like?”


  And then, suddenly, his mouth was touching mine, and his tongue was touching mine, and even though I’d never done this and had only read about it in Seventeen, it wasn’t wet or gross or confusing. Somehow, I knew which way to turn and when to open and close my lips and how to breathe. His hands splayed on my shoulder blades, on the spot you’d once broken, on the place where I’d have wings if I had been born an angel.


  The room was closing in around us, just blue water and those boneless sharks. And I realized that Sarah had gotten part of her sex talk wrong: it wasn’t fractures you had to worry about, it was dissolving—losing yourself willingly, blissfully, in someone else. Adam’s fingers were warm on my waist, skirting the bottom of my shirt, but I was afraid to touch him, afraid that I would hold him too tightly and hurt him.


  “Don’t be scared,” he whispered, and he put my hand over his heart so that I could feel it beating.


  I leaned forward and kissed him. And again. As if I were passing him all those silent words I could not say, the ones that explained my biggest secret: that I might not have OI but I knew how he felt. That I was breaking apart, too, all the time.


  Charlotte


  On the flight home from the convention, I formulated a plan. When I landed, I would call Sean and ask him if he could come over to talk. I would tell him that I wanted to fight for what we had between us, just as hard as I wanted to fight for your future. I would say that I needed to finish what I had started but that I didn’t think I could do it without his understanding, if not his support.


  I’d tell him I loved him.


  It was a strange trip. You were exhausted after three days of interaction with other OI kids, and you fell asleep immediately, still clutching the piece of paper that listed the email addresses of your new friends. Amelia had been brooding ever since we had gone to the zoo—although I assumed it was a residual effect of my frantic reprimand there after she disappeared for two full hours. Once we had landed and collected our luggage, I told you girls to use the restroom, since it was a long ride back from Logan Airport to Bankton. I instructed Amelia to help you if you needed it, and I stood guard over our luggage cart outside. I watched a few families pass by, little kids wearing Mickey Mouse ears, mothers and daughters with matching cornrows and deep tans, fathers dragging car seats. Everyone in an airport is either excited to be going somewhere or relieved to be back home.


  I was neither.


  I took out my cell phone and dialed Sean. He didn’t pick up, but then again, he rarely did when he was at work. “Hi,” I said. “It’s me. I just wanted to tell you we landed. And... I’ve been doing some thinking. Do you think you might be able to come over tonight? To talk?” I hesitated, as if I expected an answer then and there, but this was a one-way conversation—not unlike all the others we’d had recently. “Well, anyway. I hope the answer’s yes. Bye,” I said, and I hung up the phone as you girls came out of the restroom, waiting for me to take the lead.


  •••


  Mailboxes made the best breeding grounds: I was certain, sometimes, that in that dark, cozy tunnel bills multiplied exponentially. As soon as we got home, I sent you and Amelia up to your rooms to unpack your suitcases while I sorted through the mail.


  It had not been in the box but, instead, left neatly in a pile on the counter for me. There was fresh milk and juice and eggs in the fridge, and the ramp you used to wheel yourself up to the front door had been rebuilt. Sean had been here while we were gone, and that made me think that maybe he was trying to wave a white flag, too.


  There was a bill from the credit card company, with its astronomical finance charge. Another one from the hospital—copayments for a visit six months ago. There was an invoice for our insurance premium. A mortgage payment. A phone bill. A cable bill. I began to sort the stack into bills and nonbills, and you could probably guess which stack was taller.


  In the nonbill pile were a few catalogs, some junk mail, a belated birthday card for Amelia from an ancient aunt who lived in Seattle, and a letter from the Rockingham County Family Court. I wondered if this had something to do with the trial, although Marin had told me that would take place in superior court.


  I opened the letter and started to read.


  In the Matter of Sean P. O’Keefe and Charlotte A. O’Keefe; Case Number 2008-R-00561


  Dear Ms. Charlotte A. O’Keefe,


  Please be advised that we have received in this office a Petition for Divorce in the above named matter. If you wish, you or your attorney may come to Rockingham County Family Court within ten days and accept service.


  Until further order of the court, each party is restrained from selling, transferring, encumbering, hypothecating, concealing, or in any manner whatsoever disposing of any property, real or personal, belonging to either or both parties except (1) by written agreement of both parties or (2) for reasonable and necessary living expenses or (3) in the ordinary and usual course of business.


  If you do not accept service within the ten days, the Petitioner may elect to have you served by alternate means.


  Very truly yours,


  Micah Healey, Coordinator


  •••


  I did not realize I’d cried out until Amelia skidded into the kitchen. “What’s the matter?”


  I shook my head. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak.


  Amelia snatched the letter out of my hand before I could recover. “Dad wants a divorce?”


  “I’m sure this is some kind of mistake,” I said, getting to my feet and retrieving the letter. Of course I had known it was coming, hadn’t I? When your husband moves out of the house for months, you cannot fool yourself into thinking all is normal. But still... I folded the letter in half, then folded it again. A magic trick, I thought desperately. And when I unfold it, all the writing will have disappeared.


  “Where’s the mistake?” Amelia snapped. “Wake up, Mom. That’s a pretty clear way of saying he doesn’t feel like having you in his life anymore.” She hugged her arms tight across her middle. “Come to think of it, there’s a lot of that going around lately.”


  She whirled around to storm upstairs, but I grabbed her arm. “Don’t tell Willow,” I begged.


  “She’s not nearly as dumb as you think. She can tell what’s going on, even when you try to hide it.”


  “That’s exactly why I don’t want her to know. Please, Amelia.”


  Amelia yanked free. “I don’t owe you anything,” she muttered, and she fled.


  I sank into a kitchen chair. Huge patches of my body seemed to have gone numb. Was that what Sean had felt? That I’d lost all sense—both literally and figuratively?


  Oh, God. He’d get my voice message on his cell phone, which—in light of this document—turned me into the world’s biggest fool.


  I had no idea how divorces worked. Could he get one if I said I didn’t want to? Once the complaint was filed with the court, could you change your mind? Could I change Sean’s?


  With shaking hands, I reached for the telephone and called Marin Gates’s private line. “Charlotte,” she said. “How was the convention?”


  “Sean’s suing for divorce.”


  The line went silent.


  “I’m sorry,” Marin finally said, and I think she really was. But a moment later, she was all business. “You need a lawyer.”


  “You are a lawyer.”


  “Not the kind who can help you with this. Call Sutton Roarke—she’s listed in the yellow pages. She’s the best divorce attorney I know.”


  I drew in my breath. “I feel... like such a loser. Like a statistic.”


  “Well,” Marin said quietly. “No one likes to hear they’re not wanted.”


  Her words made me think of Amelia’s, and felt like the snap of a whip. And they made me think of my testimony in court, which Marin and I had been practicing. But before I could respond, she spoke again. “I truly wish it hadn’t come to this, Charlotte.”


  I had so many questions: How did I tell you without hurting you? How could I possibly keep forging ahead with this lawsuit, knowing another one was pending? When I heard my voice, though, I was asking something entirely different. “What happens next?” I said, but Marin had already hung up the phone.


  •••


  I made an appointment with Sutton Roarke, and then went through the motions of cooking and feeding you girls dinner. “Can I call Daddy?” you asked as soon as we sat down. “I want to tell him about this weekend.”


  My head was throbbing, my throat felt like it had been beaten from the inside with fists. Amelia looked at me and then down at her peas. “I’m not hungry,” she said. Moments later, she asked to be excused, and I didn’t even try to keep her at the table. What was the point, when I didn’t feel like being there, either?


  I set the dirty dishes into the dishwasher. I wiped down the table. I put up a load of laundry, all with the motions of an automaton. I kept thinking that, if I did these ordinary things, maybe my life would bounce back into normal.


  As I sat on the lip of the tub, helping you with your bath, you talked enough for both of us. “Niamh and me, we’ve both got Gmail accounts,” you chattered. “And every morning at six forty-five, when we wake up before school, we’re going to get online and talk to each other.” You twisted around to look at me. “Can we invite her over sometime?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Mom, you’re not even listening. I asked about Niamh—”


  “What about her?”


  You rolled your eyes. “Just forget it.”


  We dressed you in your pajamas, and I tucked you in, kissed you good night. An hour later, when I went to check on Amelia, she was already under the covers, but then I heard her whispering and pulled back the sheets to find her on the telephone. “What!” she said, as if I’d accused her of something, and she curled the receiver into her chest like a second heart. I backed out of the room, too emotionally wrecked to wonder what she was hiding, distantly aware that she’d most likely learned that skill from me.


  When I went downstairs, a shadow moved in the living room, nearly scaring me to death. Sean stepped forward. “Charlotte—”


  “Don’t. Just... don’t, okay?” I said, my hand still covering my hammering heart. “The girls are already in bed, if you’ve come to see them.”


  “Do they know?”


  “Do you even care?”


  “Of course I do. Why do you think I’m doing this?”


  A small, desperate sound rose in my throat. “I honestly don’t know, Sean,” I said. “I realize things haven’t been great between us—”


  “That’s the understatement of the century—”


  “But this is like having a hangnail and getting your arm amputated as treatment, isn’t it?”


  He followed me into the kitchen, where I poured powder into the dishwasher and stabbed at the buttons. “It’s more than a hangnail. We’ve been bleeding out. You can tell yourself what you want to about our marriage, but that doesn’t mean it’s the truth.”


  “So the only answer is a divorce?” I said, shocked.


  “I really didn’t see any other way.”


  “Did you even try? I know it’s been hard. I know you’re not used to me sticking up for something I want instead of what you want. But, my God, Sean. You accuse me of being litigious, and then you go file for divorce? You don’t even talk about it with me? You don’t try marriage counseling or going to Father Grady?”


  “What good would that have done, Charlotte? You haven’t listened to anyone but yourself for a long time. This isn’t overnight, like you think. This has been a year. A year of me waiting for you to wake up and see what you’ve done to this family. A year of wishing you’d put as much effort into our marriage as you do into taking care of Willow.”


  I stared at him. “You did this because I’ve been too busy to have sex?”


  “No, see, that’s exactly what I mean. You take everything I say, and you twist it. I’m not the bad guy here, Charlotte. I’m just the one who never wanted anything to change.”


  “Right. So instead we’re just supposed to sit in a rut, trying to keep afloat for how many more years? At what point do we face foreclosure on the house or declare bankruptcy—”


  “Stop making this about money—”


  “It is about money,” I cried. “I just spent a weekend with hundreds of people who have rich, happy, productive lives, and who also have OI. Is it a crime to want the same opportunities for Willow?”


  “How many of their parents sued for wrongful birth?” Sean accused.


  I saw, for a blink of an eye, the faces of the women in the restroom who’d judged me just as harshly. But I wasn’t about to tell Sean about them. “Catholics don’t get divorced,” I said.


  “They don’t think about aborting babies, either,” Sean said. “You’re conveniently Catholic, when it suits you. That’s not fair.”


  “And you’ve always seen the world in black and white, when what I’m trying to prove—what I’m certain of—is that it’s really just a thousand shades of gray.”


  “That,” Sean said softly, “is why I went to a lawyer. That’s why I didn’t ask you to go to counseling, or to the priest. That world of yours, it’s so gray you can’t see the landmarks anymore. You don’t know where you’re headed. If you want to get lost in there, go ahead. But I’m not letting you take the girls down with you.”


  I could feel tears streaking down my face; I wiped them away with my sleeve. “So that’s it? Just like that? You don’t love me anymore?”


  “I love the woman I married,” he said. “And she’s gone.”


  That was when I broke down. After a moment of hesitation, I felt Sean’s arms come around me. “Just leave me alone,” I cried, but my hands clenched his shirt even more tightly.


  I hated him, and at the same time, he was the one I had turned to for comfort for the past eight years. Old habits, they died hard.


  How long until I forgot the temperature of his hands on my skin? Until I didn’t remember the smell of his shampoo? How long until I could not hear the sound of his voice, even when he wasn’t speaking? I tried to store up every sensation, like grain for the winter.


  The moment cooled, until I stood uncomfortably in the circle of his embrace, awkwardly aware that he didn’t want me there. Bravely, I took a step backward, putting inches between us. “So what do we do now?”


  “I think,” Sean said, “we have to be adults. No fighting in front of the girls. And maybe—if you’re okay with it—I could move back in. Not into the bedroom,” he added quickly. “Just the couch. Neither of us can afford to take care of two places, and the girls. The lawyer told me most people who are in the middle of a divorce stay in the same house. We just, you know, figure out a way so that if you’re here, I’m not. And vice versa. But we both get to be with the kids.”


  “Amelia knows. She read the letter from the court,” I said. “But not Willow.”


  Sean rubbed his chin. “I’ll tell her we’re working some things out between us.”


  “That’s a lie,” I said. “That suggests there’s still a chance.”


  Sean was quiet. He didn’t say there was a chance. But he didn’t say there wasn’t, either.


  “I’ll get you an extra blanket,” I said.


  That night in bed I lay awake, trying to list what I really knew about divorce.


  1.It took a long time.


  2.Very few couples did it gracefully.


  3.You were required to divide everything that belonged to both of you, which included cars and houses and DVDs and children and friends.


  4.It was expensive to surgically excise someone you loved from your life. The losses were not just financial but emotional.


  •••


  Naturally, I knew people who had been divorced. For some reason, it always seemed to happen when their kids were in fourth grade—all of a sudden, that year in the school phone directory, the parents would be listed individually instead of linked with ampersands. I wondered what it was about fourth grade that was so stressful on a marriage, or maybe it was just hitting that ten- to fifteen-year mark. If that was the case, Sean and I were precocious for our marital age.


  I had been a single mother for five years before I met and married Sean. Although I truly considered Amelia the one good element of a disastrous relationship, and never would have married her father, I also knew what it was like to have other women scan your left hand for an absent ring, or never to have another adult in the house to talk to after the kids were asleep. Part of what I loved about being married to Sean was the ease of it—letting him see me when my hair was Medusa-wild in the mornings and kiss me when my teeth weren’t brushed yet, knowing which television show to click on when we sat down with a mutual sigh on the couch, instinctively recognizing which drawer housed his underwear or T-shirts or jeans. So much of marriage was implicit and nonverbal. Had I gotten so complacent I’d forgotten to communicate?


  Divorced. I whispered the word out loud. It sounded like a snake’s hiss. Divorced mothers seemed to have evolved into their own breed. Some went to the gym incessantly, hell-bent on getting remarried as soon as possible. Others just looked exhausted all the time. I remembered Piper once having a dinner party and not knowing whether to invite a woman who had recently been divorced because she didn’t know whether it would be uncomfortable to be the only single in a room full of doubles. “Thank God that’s not us. Can you imagine having to date again?” Piper had shuddered. “It’s like being a teenager twice.”


  I knew there were couples who mutually decided that relationships were past repair, but it was still always one partner who brought up the solution of divorce. And even if the other spouse went along with it, she’d secretly be stunned at how quickly someone who claimed to care about you could imagine a life that didn’t include you.


  My God.


  What Sean had done to me was exactly what I’d done to Piper.


  I reached for the telephone receiver on my nightstand and, although it was 2:46 in the morning, dialed Piper’s number. The phone was next to her side of the bed, too, although she slept on the left and I slept on the right. “Hello?” Piper said, her voice thick and unfamiliar.


  I covered the base of the receiver. “Sean wants a divorce,” I whispered.


  “Hello?” Piper repeated. “Hello!” There was an angry, muffled sigh, and the sound of something being knocked over. “Whoever the hell this is, you shouldn’t be calling this late.”


  Piper used to be accustomed to waking up in the middle of the night; as an OB, she was on call most of the time. Much in her life must have changed if this was her reaction, instead of the assumption that someone was in labor.


  Much in everyone’s life had changed, and I had been the catalyst.


  The canned voice of the operator filled my ear. If you want to make a call, please hang up and try again.


  I pretended instead it was Piper. Oh, God, Charlotte, she would say. Are you all right? Tell me everything. Tell me every last little thing.


  •••


  The next morning I woke up with the panic of someone who knows she’s overslept because the sun is too high and bright in the sky. “Willow?” I called, leaping out of bed and running to your room. Every morning, you’d sing out to me, so that I could help you transition from bed to the bathroom and then back into your room to dress. Had I slept through it? Or had you?


  But your bedroom was empty, the sheets and comforters pulled tidy. Near Amelia’s bed were your unpacked suitcases, zipped up and ready to be carried to the attic.


  As I went downstairs, I heard you laughing. Sean was standing at the stove with a dish towel wrapped around his head, flipping pancakes. “It’s supposed to be a penguin,” you said. “Penguins don’t have ears.”


  “Why couldn’t you have just asked for something normal, like your sister did?” Sean said. “She’s got a perfect bear over there.”


  “Which would be cool,” Amelia said, “if I hadn’t asked for a lizard.” But she was smiling. When was the last time I’d seen Amelia smile before noon?


  “One penguin-slash-donkey, coming right up,” Sean said, sliding a pancake onto your plate.


  You both noticed me standing in the kitchen. “Mom, look who woke me up today!” you said.


  “I think maybe you’ve got that backward, Wills,” Sean said. His smile did not quite reach his eyes as he met my gaze. “I figured you could probably use a few extra hours of sleep.”


  I nodded and wrapped my robe tighter. Like origami, I thought. I could fold myself in half and then in half again, and so on, until I was someone else entirely. “Thank you.”


  “Daddy!” you cried. “The pancake’s on fire!”


  Not on fire, exactly, but charred and smoking. “Oh, shoot,” Sean said, whirling around to scrape it off the pan.


  “And here I thought you’d gone and learned how to cook.”


  Sean looked up over the open trash can. “It’s amazing what desperation—and a box of Bisquick—can do for a guy,” he admitted. “I thought, since I’ve got the day off, I’d hang out with the girls. Finish up the wheelchair ramp for Willow.”


  What he was telling me, I realized, was that this was the first step in our informal shared custody–shared household–split marriage situation. “Oh,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I guess I’ll just run some errands then.”


  “You should go out and have fun,” he suggested. “See a movie. Visit a friend.”


  I didn’t have any friends, anymore.


  “Right,” I said, forcing a smile. “Sounds great.”


  There was a fine line, I thought an hour later as I pulled out of the driveway, between being kicked out of your house and not being welcome there, but from my vantage point, they looked pretty much the same. I drove to the gas station and filled up, and then just... well... began to aimlessly tool around in the car. For all of your life, I’d either been with you or been waiting for a phone call to tell me you had broken; this freedom was almost overwhelming. I didn’t feel relieved, just untethered.


  Before I realized it, I had driven to Marin’s office. This would have made me laugh if it wasn’t so blatantly depressing. Grabbing my purse, I went inside and took the elevator upstairs. Briony, the receptionist, was on the phone when I entered, but she waved me back down the hallway.


  I knocked on Marin’s door. “Hi,” I said, peeking around the corner.


  She looked up. “Charlotte! Come on in.” As I sat down in one of the leather chairs, she stood up and came around to lean against the desk. “Did you talk to Sutton?”


  “Yes, it’s... overwhelming.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “Sean’s at my house now,” I blurted out. “We’re trying to work out a schedule, so that we’re both taking care of the girls.”


  “That sounds awfully mature.”


  I glanced up at her. “How can I miss him more when he’s two feet away from me than when he’s not around?”


  “You’re not really missing him. You’re missing the idea of what she could have been.”


  “He,” I corrected, and Marin blinked.


  “Right,” she said. “Of course.”


  I hesitated. “I know it’s office hours and everything, but would you want to go grab a cup of coffee? I mean, we could pretend that it’s an attorney-client thing...”


  “It is an attorney-client thing, Charlotte,” Marin said stiffly. “I’m not your friend... I’m your lawyer, and to be perfectly honest, that’s already required putting aside some of my personal feelings.”


  I felt a flush rise up my neck. “Why? What did I ever do to you?”


  “Not you,” Marin said. She looked uncomfortable, too. “I just— This is not the kind of case I would personally endorse.”


  My own lawyer thought I shouldn’t sue for wrongful birth?


  Marin stood up. “I’m not saying you don’t have a good chance of winning,” she clarified, as if she’d heard me out loud. “I’m just saying that morally—philosophically—well, I understand where your husband is coming from, that’s all.”


  I stood up, reeling. “I can’t believe I’m arguing with my own attorney about justice and accountability,” I said, grabbing my purse. “Maybe I should be hiring another firm.” I was halfway down the hallway when I heard Marin call after me. She was standing in the doorway, her fists clenched at her sides.


  “I’m trying to find my birth mother,” she said. “That’s why I’m not thrilled about your case. It’s why I won’t be having coffee with you or hoping that we’ll have a sleepover and do each other’s hair. If this world existed the way you want, Charlotte, with babies being disposable if they aren’t exactly what a woman wants or needs or dreams of, you wouldn’t even have a lawyer right now.”


  “I love Willow,” I said, swallowing hard. “I’m doing what I think is best for her. And you’re judging me for that?”


  “Yes,” Marin admitted. “The same way I judge my mother for doing what she thought was best for me.”


  For a few moments after she went back into her office, I stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall for support. The problem with this lawsuit was that it didn’t exist in a vacuum. You could look at it theoretically and think, Hm, yes, that makes perfect sense. But no real thought occurred in such sterile conditions. When you read a news article about me suing Piper, when you saw A Day in the Life of Willow on video, you brought with you preconceived notions, opinions, a history.


  It was why Marin had to swallow her anger while she worked on my case.


  It was why Sean couldn’t understand my reasoning.


  And it was why I was so afraid to admit that one day, looking back on this, you might hate me.


  •••


  Wal-Mart became my playground.


  I wandered up and down the aisles, trying on hats and shoes, looking at myself in mirrors, stacking Rubbermaid bins one inside the other. I pedaled an exercise bike and pushed buttons on talking dolls and listened to sample tracks from CDs. I couldn’t afford to buy anything, but I could spend hours looking.


  I didn’t know how I would support you kids by myself. I knew that alimony and child support figured into that somehow, but no one had ever explained the math to me. Presumably, though, I would have to be able to provide for you if any court was going to find me a fit parent.


  I could bake.


  The thought snaked into my mind before I could dismiss it. No one made a living with cupcakes, with pastries. True, I had been selling for a few months now; I’d made enough money to fly to the Omaha OI convention and to attract the attention of a string of service stations. But I couldn’t work for a restaurant or expand my market past the Gas-n-Get. At any moment, you might fall and need me.


  “Pretty sweet, huh?”


  I turned to find a Wal-Mart employee standing beside me, staring up at a trampoline that had been half erected to show actual size. He looked to be about twenty, and he had such severe acne that his face looked like a swollen tomato. “When I was a kid, I wanted a trampoline more than anything else in the world.”


  When he was a kid? He was still a kid. He had a lifetime of mistakes left to make.


  “So, you got children who like to jump?” he asked.


  I tried to picture you on this trampoline. Your hair would fly out behind you; you’d somersault and not break. I glanced at the price tag, as if this item was actually something I would consider. “It’s expensive. I think I may have to browse a little more before I decide.”


  “No prob,” he said, and he sauntered off, leaving me to trail my hands over shelves full of tennis racquets and stubbled skateboards, to smell the acrid wheels of the bicycles, strung overhead like haunches in a butcher’s shop, to envision you bouncing and healthy, a girl you would never be.


  •••


  The church I went to later that day was not my own. It was thirty miles north, in a town I knew only from the highway road sign. It smelled overpoweringly of beeswax, and the morning Mass had recently let out, so a number of parishioners were praying quietly in the pews. I slipped into one and said an Our Father under my breath and stared up at the Cross on the altar. All my life I’d been told that if I fell off a cliff, God was there to catch me. Why wasn’t that true, physically, for my daughter?


  There was a memory I’d been having lately: a nurse on the birthing ward looked at you in your foam-lined bassinet, with tiny bandages wrapped around your limbs. “You’re young,” she said, patting my arm. “You can have another one.”


  I could not recall whether you had just been born or if this was several days later. If anyone else was there to hear her, or if she’d even been real or just a trick of the drugs I was taking for pain. Did I make her up, so that she could say aloud what I had been thinking silently? This is not my baby; I want the one I’ve dreamed of.


  I heard a curtain open, and I stepped up to the empty confessional. I slid open the grate between me and the priest. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” I said. “It has been three weeks since my last confession.” I took a deep breath. “My daughter is sick,” I said. “Very sick. And I’ve started a lawsuit against the doctor who treated me when I was pregnant. I’m doing it for the money,” I admitted. “But to get it, I have to say that I’d have had an abortion, if I’d known about my baby’s illness earlier.”


  There was a viscous silence. “It’s a sin to lie,” the priest said.


  “I know... that’s not what brought me to Confession today.”


  “Then what did?”


  “When I say those things,” I whispered, “I’m afraid I might be telling the truth.”


  Marin


  September 2008


  Jury selection was an art, combined with pure luck. Everyone had theories about how best to select juries for different kinds of cases, but you never really knew if your hypothesis was right until after the verdict. And it was important to note that you didn’t really get to pick who was on your jury—just who was off it. A subtle difference—and a critical one.


  There was a pool of twenty jurors for voir dire. Charlotte was fidgeting beside me in the courtroom. Her living arrangement with Sean, ironically, made it possible for her to be here today; otherwise, she would have been stressing over child-care arrangements for you—which was going to be challenging enough during the trial.


  Usually when I tried a case, I hoped for a certain judge—but this time around it had been hard to know what to wish for. A female judge who had children might have sympathy with Charlotte—or might find her plea absolutely revolting. A conservative judge might oppose abortion on moral grounds—but also might agree with the defense’s position that a doctor shouldn’t be the one to determine which children were too impaired to be born. In the end, we had drawn Judge Gellar, the justice who’d sat the longest on the superior court in the state of New Hampshire and who, if he were to have it his way, would die on the bench.


  The judge had already called the potential jurors to order and explained the nuts and bolts of the case to them—the terminology of wrongful birth, the plaintiff and the defendant, the witnesses. He’d asked if anyone knew the witnesses or parties in the case, had heard about the case, or had personal or logistical problems with sitting on the case—like child-care issues or sciatica that made it impossible to sit for hours at a time. Various people raised their hands and told their stories: they’d read all the news articles about the lawsuit; they’d been pulled over for a traffic ticket by Sean O’Keefe; they were scheduled to be out of town for their mother’s ninety-fifth birthday celebration. The judge gave a little canned speech about how, if we chose to dismiss them, they shouldn’t take it personally and how we all truly appreciated their service—when, I bet, most of those jurors were hoping they would be allowed to leave and go back to their real lives. Finally, the judge called us up to the bench to conference about whether anyone should be dismissed. In the end, he struck two jurors for cause: a man who was deaf and a woman whose twins had been delivered by Piper Reece.


  That left a pool of thirty-eight individuals, who had been given questionnaires that Guy Booker and I had slaved over for weeks. Used to get a sense of the people in the pool—and to either strike jurors based on their answers or formulate further questions during the individual interviews—the survey we’d created had involved a complicated tango. I’d asked:


  Do you have small children? If so, did you have a positive birthing experience?


  Do you do any volunteer work? (Someone who volunteered at Planned Parenthood would be great for us. Someone who volunteered at the church home for unwed mothers—not so much.)


  Have you or any family member ever filed a lawsuit? Have you or any family member ever been a defendant in a lawsuit?


  Guy had added:


  Do you believe physicians should make medical decisions in the best interests of their patients or leave the decisions up to them?


  Do you have any personal experience with disability or with people who have disabilities?


  However, those were the easy ones. We both knew that this case hinged on jurors who could be open-minded enough to understand a woman’s right to terminate a pregnancy; to that end, I wanted to rule out pro-lifers, while Guy’s defense would be greatly enhanced if there were no pro-choice folks on the jury. We had both wanted to submit the question Are you pro-life or pro-choice? but the judge had not allowed it. After three weeks of arguing, Guy and I had finessed the question to this instead: Do you have any real-life experience with abortion, either personal or professional?


  An affirmative answer meant I could try to have the person stricken. A negative answer would allow us to pussyfoot more tenderly around the issue when it came to individual voir dire.


  Which was, finally, where we stood right now. After reviewing the questionnaires, I had separated them into piles of the people I thought I liked for this jury and the people I thought I didn’t. Judge Gellar would put each juror on the stand for questioning, and Guy and I had to either get the witness stricken for cause, accept him or her for the jury, or use one of our three precious peremptory strikes—a Get Off This Jury Now card that allowed us to remove a juror for no reason at all. The catch was knowing when to use these peremptory strikes and when to save them in case a more odious person came along.


  What I wanted for Charlotte’s jury were housewives who gave everything and thought nothing of it. Parents whose lives revolved around their kids. Soccer moms, PTA moms, stay-at-home dads. Victims of domestic violence who tolerated the intolerable. In short, I wanted twelve martyrs.


  So far, Guy and I had interviewed three people: a graduate student at UNH, a used car salesman, and a lunch lady at a high school cafeteria. I had used the first of my peremptory challenges to strike the grad student when I learned that he was the head of the Young Republicans on campus. Now, we were on our fourth potential juror, a woman named Juliet Cooper. She was in her early fifties, a good age for a juror, someone with maturity and not just hotheaded opinions. She had two teenage children and worked as a switchboard operator at a hospital. When she sat down in the witness stand, I tried to make her feel comfortable by offering up a wide smile. “Thanks for being here today, Mrs. Cooper,” I said. “Now, you work outside the home, is that correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “How have you been able to balance that with child rearing?”


  “I didn’t work when they were little. I thought it was important to be at home with them. It’s really only when they reached high school that I got a job again.”


  So far, so good—a woman whose children came first. I scanned her questionnaire again. “You said here that you filed a lawsuit?”


  I had done nothing more than state a fact she herself had written down, but Juliet Cooper looked like I’d just slapped her. “Yes.”


  The difference between witness examinations and jury selection interviews was that, in the former, you only asked questions to which you knew the answers. In the latter, though, you asked completely open-ended questions—because finding out something you didn’t know might help you remove the potential juror. What if, for example, Juliet Cooper had filed her own medical malpractice suit and it had turned out badly for her?


  “Can you elaborate?” I pressed.


  “It never went to trial,” she murmured. “I withdrew the complaint.”


  “Would you have a problem being fair and impartial toward someone who carried through with a lawsuit?”


  “No,” Juliet Cooper said. “I’d just think she was braver than me.”


  Well, that seemed to bode well for Charlotte. I sat down to let Guy begin his questioning. “Mrs. Cooper, you mention a nephew who’s wheelchair-bound?”


  “He served in Iraq and lost both his legs when a car bomb went off. He’s only twenty-three; it’s been devastating to him.” She looked at Charlotte. “I think there are some tragedies that you just can’t get past. Your whole life will never be quite the same, no matter what.”


  I loved this juror. I wanted to clone her.


  I wondered if Guy would strike this juror. But chances were, he was just as touchy about how disabilities would play for him as I was. Whereas I’d thought at first that mothers of disabled children would be locks for Charlotte, I had reconsidered. Wrongful birth—a term with which Guy was going to slather the courtroom—could be horribly offensive to them. It seemed that the better juror, from my point of view, would be either someone who had sympathy but no firsthand experience with disabilities or, like Juliet Cooper, someone who knew so much about disability that she understood how challenging your life had been.


  “Mrs. Cooper,” Guy said, “on the question that asked about religious or personal beliefs about abortion, you wrote something and then crossed it out, and I can’t quite read it.”


  “I know,” she replied. “I didn’t know what to say.”


  “It’s a very tough question,” Guy admitted. “Do you understand that the decision to abort a fetus is central to making a judgment in this case?”


  “Yes.”


  “Have you ever had an abortion?”


  “Objection!” I cried out. “That’s a HIPAA violation, Your Honor!”


  “Mr. Booker,” the judge said. “What on earth do you think you’re doing?”


  “My job, Judge. The juror’s personal beliefs are critical, given the nature of this case.”


  I knew exactly what Guy was doing—taking the risk of upsetting the juror, which he’d weighed to be less important than the risk of losing the trial because of her. There had been every chance I’d have had to ask an equally contentious question. I was just glad that it had been Guy instead, because it allowed me to play good cop. “What Mrs. Cooper did or didn’t do in her past is not at all integral to this lawsuit,” I declared, turning to the jury pool. “Let me apologize for my colleague’s invasion of your privacy. What Mr. Booker is conveniently forgetting is that the salient issue here isn’t abortion rights in America but a single case of medical malpractice.”


  Guy Booker, as the defendant’s attorney, would be using a combination of smoke and mirrors to suggest that Piper Reece had not made an error in judgment: that OI couldn’t be conclusively diagnosed in utero, that you can’t be blamed for not seeing something you can’t see, that no one has the right to say life’s not worth living if you’re disabled. But no matter how much smoke Guy blew in the jury’s direction, I would redirect them, remind them that this was a medical malpractice suit and someone had to pay for making a mistake.


  I was vaguely aware of the irony that I was championing the juror’s right to medical privacy when—on a personal level—it had made my life a nightmare. If not for the sealing of medical records, I would have known my birth mother’s name months ago; as it was, I was still in the great black void of chance, awaiting news from the Hillsborough Family Court and Maisie.


  “You can stop grandstanding, Ms. Gates,” the judge said. “And as for you, Mr. Booker, if you ask a follow-up question like this again, I’ll hold you in contempt.”


  Guy shrugged. He finished up his questioning, and then we both approached the bench again. “The plaintiff has no objection to Mrs. Cooper sitting on this panel,” I said. Guy agreed, and the judge called up the next potential juror.


  Her name was Mary Paul. She had gray hair pulled into a low ponytail and wore a shapeless blue dress and crepe-soled shoes. She looked like someone’s grandmother, and smiled kindly at Charlotte as she took the stand. This, I thought, could be promising.


  “Ms. Paul, you say here that you’re retired?”


  “I don’t know if retired is really the word for it...”


  “What kind of work were you doing previously?” I asked.


  “Oh,” she said. “I was a Sister of Mercy.”


  It was going to be a very long day.


  Sean


  When Charlotte finally came home from jury selection, you were soundly kicking my ass in Scrabble. “How did it go?” I asked, but I could tell before she even said a word; she looked like she’d been run over by a truck.


  “They all kept staring at me,” she said. “Like I was something they’d never seen before.”


  I nodded. I didn’t know what to say, really. What did she expect?


  “Where’s Amelia?”


  “Upstairs, becoming one with her iPod.”


  “Mom,” you said, “do you want to play? You can just join in, it doesn’t matter if you missed the beginning.”


  In the eight hours I’d been with you today, I hadn’t managed to bring up the divorce. We’d taken a field trip to the pet store and had gotten to watch a snake eat a dead mouse; we had watched a Disney movie; we had gone food shopping and bought SpaghettiOs—Chef Boyardee, which your mother called Chef MSG. We’d had, in short, the perfect day. I didn’t want to be the one who took the light out of your eyes. Maybe Charlotte had known this, which was why she’d suggested that I be the one to tell you. And maybe for that reason, too, she looked at me now and sighed. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said. “Sean, it’s been three weeks.”


  “It hasn’t been the right time...”


  You stuck your hand into the bag of letters. “We’re down to two-letter words,” you said. “Daddy tried to do Oz, but that’s a place and it’s not allowed.”


  “There’s never going to be a right time. Honey,” she said, turning to you, “I’m really wiped out. Can I take a Scrabble rain check?” She walked into the kitchen.


  “I’ll be right back,” I told you, and I followed her. “I know I have no right to ask you this, but—I’d like you to be there when I tell her. I think it’s important.”


  “Sean, I’ve had an awful day—”


  “And I am about to make it more awful. I know.” I looked down at her. “Please.”


  Wordlessly, she walked back into the family room with me and sat down at the table. You turned, delighted. “So you do want to play?”


  “Willow, your mom and I have some news for you.”


  “You’re going to move back home for good? I knew it. At school Sapphire said that once her father moved out he fell in love with a dirty whore and now her parents aren’t together anymore, but I said that you’d never do that.”


  “I told you so,” Charlotte said to me.


  “Wills, your mother and I... we’re getting divorced.”


  She looked at each of us. “Because of me?”


  “No,” Charlotte and I said in unison.


  “We both love you, and Amelia,” I said. “But your mom and I can’t be a couple anymore.”


  Charlotte walked toward the window, her back to me.


  “You’re still going to see both of us. And live with both of us. We’re going to do everything we can to make things easy for you, so not much has to change—”


  Your face was pinching up tighter and tighter as I spoke, becoming a flushed and angry pink. “My goldfish,” you said. “He can’t live in two houses.”


  You had a betta that we’d gotten you last Christmas, the cheapest concession to a pet we could provide. To everyone’s shock, it had lived longer than a week. “We’ll get you a second one,” I suggested.


  “But I don’t want two goldfish!”


  “Willow—”


  “I hate you,” you shouted, starting to cry. “I hate both of you!”


  You were out of your chair like a shot, running faster than I thought you could to the front door. “Willow!” Charlotte called out. “Be—”


  Careful.


  I heard the cry before I could reach the doorway. In your hurry to get away from me, from this news, you had not been cautious, and you were lying on the porch where you’d slipped. Your left femur was bent at a ninety-degree angle, breaking through the bloody surface of your thigh; the sclera of your eyes was an unholy blue. “Mommy?” you said, and then your eyes rolled back in your head.


  “Willow!” Charlotte screamed, and she knelt down beside you. “Call an ambulance,” she ordered, and then she bent closer to you and began to whisper.


  For a fraction of a second, as I looked at the two of you, I believed she was the better parent.


  •••


  Do not, if you can help it, break a bone on a Friday night. Even more important, do not break a femur the weekend of the annual convention of American orthopedic surgeons. Leaving Amelia home alone, Charlotte rode in the ambulance with you, and I followed in my truck. Although most of your serious breaks were handled by the orthopods in Omaha, this one was too severe to simply immobilize until they could assess it; we were headed to the local hospital, only to learn in the emergency room that the orthopedic surgeon called to consult was a resident.


  “A resident?” Charlotte had said. “Look, no offense, but I’m not letting a resident rod my daughter’s femur.”


  “I’ve done this kind of surgery before, Mrs. O’Keefe,” the doctor said.


  “Not on a girl with OI,” Charlotte countered. “And not on Willow.”


  He wanted to put a Fassier-Duval rod—one that would telescope as you grew—into your femur. It was the newest rod available, and it threaded into the epiphysis, whatever that was, which kept it from migrating, like the older rods used to. Most important, you wouldn’t be in a spica cast, which was the postoperative care for femur rodding in the past—instead, you’d be in a functional brace, a long leg splint, for three weeks. Uncomfortable, especially during the summertime, but nowhere near as debilitating.


  I was stroking your forehead while this battle raged. You had regained consciousness, but you didn’t speak, only stared straight ahead. It scared the crap out of me, but Charlotte said this happened a lot when it was a bad break; it had something to do with endorphins released by the body to self-medicate. And yet, you had started to shiver, as if you were in shock. I’d taken off my jacket to cover you when the thin hospital blanket didn’t seem to work.


  Charlotte had badgered and argued; she had dropped names—and finally she got the guy to call his attending at the convention center in San Diego. It was mesmerizing to watch, like an orchestrated battle: the push, the retreat, the turn toward you before the next round. And it was, I realized, something your mother was very, very good at.


  The resident reappeared a few minutes later. “Dr. Yaeger can get on a red-eye and be here for a ten o’clock surgery tomorrow morning,” he said. “That’s the best we can do.”


  “She can’t stay like this overnight,” I said.


  “We can give her morphine to sedate her.”


  They moved you onto a pediatric floor, where the murals of balloons and circus animals stood completely at odds with the shrieks of crying babies and the faces of shell-shocked parents wandering the halls. Charlotte watched over you while the orderlies slipped you from the stretcher to the bed—one sharp, hollow cry as your leg was moved—and gave instructions to the nurse (IV on your right side, because you were a lefty) when your morphine drip was set up.


  It was killing me, to watch you in pain. “You were right,” I said to Charlotte. “You wanted to put a rod in her leg and I said no.”


  Charlotte shook her head. “You were right. She needed time to get up and run around to strengthen her muscles and bones, or this might have happened even sooner.”


  At that, you whimpered, and then you started to scratch. You raked at your arms, at your belly.


  “What’s wrong?” Charlotte asked.


  “The bugs,” you said. “They’re all over me.”


  “Baby, there aren’t any bugs,” I said, watching as she scraped her arms raw.


  “But it itches...”


  “How about we play a game?” Charlotte suggested. “Poodle?” She reached up for your wrist and pulled it down to your side. “Do you want to pick the word?”


  She was trying to distract you, and it worked. You nodded.


  “Can you poodle underwater?” Charlotte asked, and you shook your head. “Can you poodle while you’re asleep?”


  “No,” you said.


  She looked at me, nodding. “Um, can you poodle with a friend?” I asked.


  You almost smiled. “Absolutely not,” you said as your eyes started to drift shut.


  “Thank God,” I said. “Maybe she’ll sleep through now.”


  But, as if I’d cursed your chances, you suddenly jumped—an exaggerated full-body tremor that made you come right off the bed, and dislodged your leg. Immediately, you screamed.


  We had just managed to calm you down again when the same thing happened: as soon as you began to fall asleep, you startled as if you were falling off a cliff. Charlotte pushed the nurse’s call button.


  “She’s jumping,” Charlotte explained. “It keeps happening.”


  “Morphine does that to some people,” the nurse said. “The best thing you can do is try to keep her still.”


  “Can’t we take her off it?”


  “If you do, she’s going to be thrashing around a lot more than she already is,” the nurse replied.


  When she left the room, you jerked again, and a low, long moan rose from your throat. “Help me,” Charlotte said, and she crawled onto the hospital bed, pinning down your upper body.


  “You’re crushing me, Mom...”


  “I’m just going to help you stay good and still,” Charlotte said calmly.


  I followed her lead, gently laying myself across your lower body. You whimpered when I touched your left leg, which had the break. Charlotte and I both waited, counting the seconds until your body tensed, your muscles twitched. I had once watched a blast at a building site that was covered with netting made of old tires and rubber so that the explosion stayed contained, manageable: this time, when your body leapt beneath ours, you didn’t cry.


  How had Charlotte known to do this? Was it because she’d been with you more times than I could count when a break happened? Was it because she’d learned to be proactive, instead of reactive, in a hospital? Or was it because she knew you better than I ever would?


  “Amelia,” I said, remembering that we’d left her behind, that it had been hours.


  “We have to call her.”


  “Maybe I should go get her—”


  Charlotte turned her head so that her cheek was pillowed on your belly. “Tell her to call Mrs. Monroe next door if there’s an emergency. You have to stay. It’ll take both of us to keep Willow quiet all night.”


  “Both of us,” I repeated, and before I could censor myself, I touched Charlotte’s hair.


  She froze. “I’m sorry,” I murmured, pulling away.


  Beneath me, you moved, a tiny earthquake, and I tried to be a blanket, a carpet, a comfort. Charlotte and I rode out the tremors, absorbing your pain. She wove her fingers through mine, so that our hands rested like a beating heart between us. “I’m not,” she said.


  Amelia


  Once upon a time there was a girl who wanted to put her fist through a mirror. She would tell everyone it was so that she could see what was on the other side, but really, it was so that she wouldn’t have to look at herself. That, and because she thought she might be able to steal a piece of glass when no one was looking, and use it to carve her heart out of her chest.


  So when no one was watching, she went to the mirror and forced herself to be brave enough to open her eyes just this one last time. But to her surprise, she didn’t see her reflection. She didn’t see anything at all. Confused, she stretched her hand up to touch the mirror and realized that the glass was missing, that she could fall through to the other side.


  That’s exactly what happened.


  Things got even stranger, though, when she walked through this other world and found people staring at her—not because she was so disgusting but because they all wanted to look like her. At school, kids at different lunch tables fought to have her sit with them. She always got the answers right when she was picked by a teacher in class. Her email inbox was overflowing with love letters from boys who could not live without her.


  At first, it felt incredible, like a rocket was taking off under her skin every time she was out in public. But then, it got a little old. She didn’t want to give out her autograph when she bought a pack of gum at the gas station. She would wear a pink shirt, and by lunchtime, the rest of the school was wearing pink shirts, too. She got tired of smiling all the time in public.


  She realized that things weren’t all that different on this side of the mirror. Nobody really cared about her here. The reason people copied her and fawned over her had very little to do with who she was, and far more to do with who they needed her to be, to make up for some gaping hole in their own lives.


  She decided she wanted to go back to the other side. But she had to do it when no one was watching, or they’d follow her there. The only problem was, there was never no one watching. She had nightmares about the people who trailed after her, who would cut themselves to pieces on the broken glass as they crawled through the mirror after her; how they’d lie bleeding on the floor and how the look in their eyes would change when they saw her on this side, unpopular and ordinary.


  When she couldn’t stand another minute, she started to run. She knew there were people following, but she couldn’t stop to think about them. She was going to fly through the space in the mirror, no matter what it took. But when she got there, she smacked her head against the glass—it had been repaired. It was whole and thick and impossible to break through. She flattened her palms against it. Where are you going? everyone asked. Can we come, too? She didn’t answer. She just stood there, looking at her old life, without her in it.


  •••


  I was really careful when I sat down on your bed. “Hey,” I whispered, because you were still pretty much out of it and might have been asleep.


  Your eyes slitted open. “Hey.”


  You looked really tiny, even with the big splint on your leg. Apparently, with the new rod in your femur, a future break wouldn’t be as bad as this one had been. On a TV show once I’d seen an orthopedic surgeon with drills, saws, metal plates, you name it—it was like she was a construction worker, not a doctor, and the thought of all that hammering and banging going on inside you made me feel like I was going to pass out.


  I couldn’t tell you why, too, this break had scared me the most. I guess maybe I was getting it confused with the other things that brushed up against it that were equally as terrifying: the letter about divorce, the phone call from Dad at the hospital telling me I’d have to stay home alone overnight. I hadn’t told anyone, because obviously Mom and Dad were completely wrapped up in what was happening to you, but I never actually slept. I stayed awake at the kitchen table holding the biggest knife we had, just in case someone broke into the house. I’d kept myself awake on pure adrenaline, wondering what would happen if the rest of my family never actually made it home.


  But instead, the opposite happened. Not only were you back but so were Mom and Dad—and they weren’t just putting on a good show for you, they were really together. They took turns watching over you; they finished each other’s sentences. It was as if I’d smashed through that fairy-tale mirror and wound up in the alternate universe of my past. There was a part of me that believed your latest break had linked them again, and if that was true, it was worth whatever pain you’d gone through. But there was another part of me that thought I was only hallucinating, that this happy family unit was just a mirage.


  I didn’t really believe in God, but I wasn’t above hedging my bets, so I had prayed a silent bargain: if we can be a family again, I won’t complain. I won’t be mean to my sister. I won’t throw up anymore. I won’t cut.


  I won’t I won’t I won’t.


  You, apparently, weren’t feeling quite as optimistic. Mom said that since you’d come through the surgery, you kept crying and you didn’t want to eat anything. It was supposed to be the anesthesia in your system that was making you weepy, but I decided to make it my personal mission to cheer you up. “Hey, Wiki,” I said, “you want some M&M’s? They’re from my Easter candy stash.”


  You shook your head.


  “Want to use my iPod?”


  “I don’t want to listen to music,” you murmured. “You don’t have to be nice to me just because I won’t be around here much longer.”


  That sent a chill down my spine. Had someone not told me something about your surgery? Were you, like, dying? “What are you talking about?”


  “Mom wants to get rid of me because things like this keep happening.” You swiped the tears from your eyes with your hands. “I’m not the kind of kid anyone wants.”


  “What are you talking about? It’s not like you’re a serial killer. You don’t torture chipmunks or do anything revolting, except try to burp ‘God Bless America’ at the dinner table—”


  “I only did that once,” you said. “But think about it, Amelia. Nobody keeps things that get broken. Sooner or later, they get thrown away.”


  “Willow, you are not being sent off, believe me. And if you are, I’ll run away with you first.”


  You hiccuped. “Pinkie promise?”


  I hooked your pinkie with mine and tugged. “Promise.”


  “I can’t go on a plane,” you said seriously, as if we needed to plot our itinerary now. “The doctor said I’ll set off metal detectors at the airport. He gave Mom a note.”


  One that I would probably forget, like I forgot the other doctor’s note on our last vacation.


  “Amelia,” you asked, “where would we go?”


  Back, I thought immediately. But I couldn’t begin to tell you how to get there.


  Maybe Budapest. I didn’t really know where Budapest was, but I liked the way the word exploded on my tongue. Or Shanghai. Or the Galápagos, or the isle of Skye. You and I could travel the globe together, our own little sisterly freak show: the girl who breaks, and the girl who can’t hold herself together.


  “Willow,” my mother said. “I think we need to have a talk.” She’d been standing at the threshold of the bedroom, watching us, I wondered for how long. “Amelia, can you give us a minute?”


  “Okay,” I said, and I slunk outside. But instead of going downstairs, which was what she meant, I hovered in the hallway, where I could hear everything.


  “Wills,” I heard my mother say, “no one’s throwing you away.”


  “I’m sorry about my leg,” you said, teary. “I thought if I didn’t break anything for a long time, you’d think I was just like any other kid—”


  “Accidents happen, Willow.” I heard the bed creak as my mother sat down on it. “Nobody is blaming you.”


  “You do. You wish you’d never had me. I heard you say it.”


  What happened after that—well, it felt like a tornado in my head. I was thinking about this lawsuit, and how it had ruined our lives. I was thinking of my father, who was downstairs for maybe only seconds or minutes longer. I was thinking of a year ago, when my arms were scar-free, when I still had a best friend and wasn’t fat and could eat food without it feeling like lead in my stomach. I was thinking of the words my mother said in response to you, and how I must have heard them wrong.


  Charlotte


  “Charlotte?”


  I had come to the laundry room to hide, figuring that the load of clothes spinning in the dryer would mask any sound I made while I was crying, but Sean was standing behind me. Quickly I wiped my eyes on my sleeves. “Sorry,” I said. “The girls?”


  “They’re both fast asleep.” He took a step forward. “What’s wrong?”


  What wasn’t wrong? I’d just had to persuade you that I loved you, breaks and all—something you’d never questioned until I undertook this lawsuit.


  Didn’t everyone lie? And wasn’t there a difference between, for example, killing a person and telling the police you hadn’t and smiling down at a particularly ugly baby and telling her mother how cute she was? There were lies we told to save ourselves, and then there were lies we told to rescue others. What counted more, the mistruth, or the greater good?


  “Nothing’s wrong,” I said. There I went, fibbing again. I couldn’t tell Sean what you’d said to me; I couldn’t bear to hear his I told you so. But, my God, was everything that came out of my mouth a lie? “It’s just been a really hard few days.” I folded my arms tightly across my waist. “Did you, um, did you need me for something?”


  He pointed to the top of the dryer. “I just came to get my bedding.”


  I knew I should be practicing, but I didn’t understand formerly married couples who remained congenial. Yes, it was in the best interests of the children. Yes, it was less stressful. But how could you forget that this particular “friend” had seen you naked? Had carried your dreams when you were too tired to? You could paint your history over any way you liked, but you’d always see those first few brushstrokes. “Sean? I’m glad you were here,” I said, honest at last. “It made everything... easier.”


  “Well,” he said simply, “she’s my daughter, too.” He took a step toward me to reach the bedding, and I instinctively backed away. “Good night,” Sean said.


  “Good night.”


  He started to take the pillows and quilt into his arms and then turned. “If I were like Willow, and I needed someone to fight hard for me when I couldn’t? I’d pick you.”


  “I’m not sure Willow would agree,” I whispered, blinking back tears.


  “Hey,” he said, and I felt his arms come around me. His breath was warm on the crown of my hair. “What’s this?”


  I tilted my face up to his. I wanted to tell him everything—what you had said to me, how tired I was, how much I was wavering—but instead we stared at each other, telegraphing messages that neither one of us was brave enough to speak out loud. And then, slowly, so that we both knew the mistake we were making, we kissed.


  I could not tell you the last time I had kissed Sean, not like this, not beyond a see-you-later-honey peck over the kitchen sink. This was deep and rough and consuming, as if we both meant to be left in ashes when we were through. His beard stubble scraped my chin raw, his teeth bit down, his breath filled my lungs. The room glittered at the edge of my vision, and I broke away for air. “What are we doing?” I gasped.


  Sean buried his face against my throat. “Who gives a damn, as long as we keep doing it.”


  Then his hands were slipping underneath my shirt, branding me; my back was touching the humming metal-and-glass fishbowl of the dryer as Sean pushed me against it. I heard the clink of his belt buckle striking the floor and only then realized I had been the one to throw it aside. Wrapping myself around him, I became a vine, thriving, tangled. I threw back my head and burst into bloom.


  It was over as quickly as it had started, and suddenly we were what we had been going into this: two middle-aged people who were lonely enough to be desperate. Sean’s jeans were puddled at his ankles; his hands were supporting my thighs. The handle of the dryer was cutting into my back. I let one leg fall to the floor and wrapped a sheet from his pile of bedding around my waist.


  He was blushing, a deep, rootless red. “I’m sorry.”


  “Are you?” I heard myself say.


  “Maybe not,” he admitted.


  I tried to finger-comb my hair back from the tangle on my face. “So what do we do now?”


  “Well,” Sean said. “There’s no rewind button.”


  “No.”


  “And you’re wearing my top sheet around your... you know.”


  I glanced down.


  “And the couch is wicked uncomfortable,” he added.


  “Sean,” I said, smiling. “Come to bed.”


  •••


  I thought that, on the day of the trial, I’d wake up with butterflies in my stomach or a raging headache, but as my eyes slowly adjusted to the sunlight, all I could think was It’s going to be okay. It did not hurt that there were muscles in my body that were deliciously sore, that left me rolling over and stretching to hear the music of the shower running, and Sean in it.


  “Mom?”


  I slipped on a robe and ran into your bedroom. “Wills, how do you feel?”


  “Itchy,” you said. “And I have to pee.”


  I positioned myself to carry you. You were heavy, but this was a blessing compared with a spica cast, which was the alternative. I helped you lift up your nightgown and settled you on the toilet seat, then waited for you to call me back in so that I could help you wash your hands. I decided that I would buy you a big bottle of Purell on the way home from court today. Which reminded me—you weren’t going to be happy about the arrangements I’d made for you. After much debate with Marin about leaving you home while I was in the courtroom, she had let me interview and choose a private pediatric nurse to be with you for the duration of the trial. The astronomical cost, she said, would be deducted from whatever damages we won. It was not ideal, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about your safety. “Remember Paulette?” I said. “The nurse?”


  “I don’t want her to come...”


  “I know, baby, but we don’t have a choice. I have to go somewhere important today, and you can’t be by yourself.”


  “What about Daddy?”


  “What about me?” Sean said, and he plucked you out of my arms and carried you downstairs as if you didn’t weigh anything.


  He was dressed in a coat and tie instead of his uniform. He’s coming to court with me, I thought, beginning to smile from the inside out.


  “Amelia’s in the shower,” Sean said over his shoulder as he settled you on the couch. “I told her she has to take the bus in today. Willow—”


  “A nurse is coming to stay with her.”


  He looked down at you. “Well, that’ll be fun.”


  You grimaced. “Yeah, right.”


  “How about pancakes for breakfast, then, to make it up to you?”


  “Is that all you can cook?” you asked. “Even I know how to make ramen noodles.”


  “Do you want ramen noodles for breakfast?”


  “No—”


  “Then stop complaining about the pancakes,” Sean said, and then he looked up at me soberly. “Big day.”


  I nodded and pulled the tie of my robe tighter. “I can be ready to go in fifteen minutes.”


  Sean stilled in the process of covering you with a blanket. “I figured we’d take separate cars.” He hesitated. “I have to meet with Guy Booker beforehand.”


  If he was meeting with Guy Booker, it meant that he was still planning to testify for Piper’s defense.


  If he was meeting with Guy Booker, it meant nothing had changed.


  I had been lying to myself, because it was easier than facing the truth: sex wasn’t love, and one single, stopgap Band-Aid of a night couldn’t fix a broken marriage.


  “Charlotte?” Sean said, and I realized he’d asked me a question. “Do you want some pancakes?”


  I was sure he did not know that pancakes were among the oldest types of baked goods in America; that in the 1700s, when there had been no baking powder or baking soda, they’d been leavened by beating air into the eggs. I was sure he did not know that pancakes went as far back as the Middle Ages, when they were served on Fat Tuesday, before Lent. That if the griddle was too hot, pancakes would get tough and chewy; if it was too cool, they’d turn out dry and tough.


  I was also sure he did not remember that pancakes were the very first breakfast I ever cooked for him as his wife, when we returned from our honeymoon. I had made the batter and spooned it into a Baggie, cut off a bottom corner, and used it to shape the pancakes. I’d served Sean a stack of hearts.


  “I’m not hungry,” I said.


  Amelia


  So let me tell you why I didn’t take the bus that morning: no one had bothered to check outside the front door, and it wasn’t until Paulette the nurse arrived and totally freaked out when she had to beat off an army of photographers and reporters that we realized how many people had gathered to snap the coveted picture of my parents leaving for court.


  “Amelia,” my father said tightly, “in the car. Now!”


  For once, I just did what he said.


  That would have been bad enough, but some of them followed us to my school. I kept an eye on them in the passenger mirror. “Isn’t this how Princess Diana died?”


  My father hadn’t spoken a word, but his jaw was set so tight I thought he might crack a tooth. At a red light, he faced me. “I know it’s going to be hard, but you have to pretend this is any other normal day.”


  I know what you’re thinking: this is the point where Amelia inserts a really snarky, inappropriate comment, like That’s what they said about 9/11, too, but I just didn’t have one in me. Instead, I found myself shaking so hard I had to slip my hands underneath my thighs. “I don’t know what normal is anymore,” I heard myself say, in the tiniest voice ever.


  My father reached out and brushed my hair off my face. “When this is all over,” he said, “do you think you might like to live with me?”


  Those words, they made my heart pump triple time. Someone wanted me; someone was choosing me. But I also sort of felt like throwing up. It was a nice fantasy, but if we were being totally realistic, what court would grant custody to a man who wasn’t even related to me by blood? That meant I’d be stuck with my mother, who would know by then that she was my second choice. And besides, what about you? If I lived alone with Dad, maybe I’d finally get some attention, but I’d also be leaving you behind. Would you hate me for it?


  When I didn’t answer and the light turned green, my father started driving again. “You can think about it,” he said, but I could tell he was a little bit hurt.


  Five minutes later, we were at the circular driveway of my school. “Are the reporters going to follow me in?”


  “They’re not allowed,” my father said.


  “Well.” I pulled my backpack onto my lap. It weighed thirty-three pounds, which was a third of my body weight. I knew this for a fact because last week the school nurse had a scale set up where you could weigh your bag and yourself, since kids my age weren’t supposed to be hauling around bags that were too heavy. If you divided your backpack weight by your body weight and got more than 15 percent, you were going to wind up with scoliosis or rickets or hives or God knew what. Everyone’s pack had been too heavy, but that didn’t keep teachers from assigning the same amount of homework.


  “Um, good luck today,” I said.


  “Do you want me to come in and talk to the guidance counselor or the principal? Tell them you might need extra attention today... ?”


  That was the last thing I needed—to stand out like even more of a sore thumb. “I’m fine,” I said, and I opened the truck door.


  The cars peeled off after my dad’s truck, which made it a little easier for me to breathe. At least that’s what I thought, until I heard someone call my name. “Amelia,” a woman said, “how do you feel about this lawsuit?”


  Behind her was a man with a TV camera on his shoulder. Some other kids walking into the school threw their arms around me, as if I were their friend. “Dude!” one of them said. “Can you do this on TV?” He held up his middle finger.


  Another journalist materialized from behind the bushes on my left. “Does your sister talk to you about how she feels, knowing her mother’s suing for wrongful birth?”


  Was this a family decision?


  Are you going to testify?


  Until I heard that, I’d forgotten: my name was on some stupid list, just in case. My mother and Marin had said that I’d probably never testify, that it was just a precaution, but I didn’t like being on lists. It made me feel like someone was counting on me, and what if I let them down?


  Why weren’t they following Emma? She went to this school, too. But I already knew the answer: in their eyes, in everyone’s eyes, Piper was the victim. I was the one related to the vampire who’d decided to suck her best friend dry.


  “Amelia?”


  Over here, Amelia...


  Amelia!


  “Leave me alone!” I shouted. I covered my ears with my hands and shoved my way into the school, blindly pushing past kids kneeling at their lockers and teachers navigating with their mugs of coffee and couples making out as if they wouldn’t see each other for years, instead of just the next forty-five minutes of class. I turned in to the first doorway I could find—a teachers’ bathroom—and locked myself inside. I stared at the clean porcelain rim of the toilet.


  I knew the word for what I was doing. They showed us movies about it in health class; they called it an eating disorder. But that was completely wrong: when I did it, everything fell into place.


  For example, when I did it, hating myself made perfect sense. Who wouldn’t hate someone who ate like Jabba the Hutt and then vomited it all up again? Someone who went to all the trouble to get rid of the food inside her but was still just as chubby as ever? And I understood that whatever I was doing wasn’t nearly as bad as the girl in my school who was anorexic. Her limbs looked like toothpick and sinew; no one in their right mind would ever confuse me with her. I wasn’t doing this because I looked in the mirror and saw a fat girl even though I was skinny—I was fat. I couldn’t even starve myself the right way, apparently.


  But I had sworn that I’d stop. I had sworn that I’d stop making myself sick, in return for a family that stayed together.


  You promised, I told myself.


  Less than twelve hours ago.


  But suddenly there I was, sticking my finger down my throat, throwing up, waiting for the relief that always came.


  Except this time, it didn’t.


  Piper


  I learned from Charlotte that baking is all about chemistry. Leavening happens biologically, chemically, or mechanically, and creates steam or gases that make the mixture rise. The key to great baked goods is to pick the right leavening agent for the batter or dough, so that bread has a smooth texture, popovers pop, meringue foams, and soufflés rise.


  This, Charlotte said to me one day, while I was helping her bake a birthday cake for Amelia, is why baking works. She wrote on a napkin:


  KC4H5O6 + NaHCO3 → CO2↑ + KNaC4H4O6 + H2O


  I got a B- in Orgo, I told her.


  Cream of tartar plus sodium bicarbonate gives you carbon dioxide gas and potassium sodium tartrate and water, she said.


  Show-off, I replied.


  I’m only saying it’s not as simple as beating eggs and flour together, Charlotte said. I’m trying to make this a teachable moment here.


  Pass me the damn vanilla extract, I said. Do they really teach that in culinary school?


  They don’t just hand over scalpels to med students, do they? You have to learn why you’re doing what you’re doing first.


  I shrugged. I bet Betty Crocker wouldn’t know a scientific equation if it flew out of her oven.


  Charlotte began to mix the batter. She knew it in principle: one ingredient in a bowl is a start. But two ingredients in a bowl, well, that’s a whole story.


  Here’s what Charlotte didn’t mention: that sometimes even the most careful baker can make a mistake. That the balance between the acid and the soda might be off, the ingredients not mixed, the salts trapped behind.


  That you’d be left with a bitter taste in your mouth.


  •••


  On the morning of the trial, I stayed in the shower for a very long time, letting the water strike my back like a punishment. Here it was: the moment I would face Charlotte in court.


  I had forgotten the sound of her voice.


  Besides the obvious difference, there was not much distinction between losing a best friend and losing a lover: it was all about intimacy. One moment, you had someone to share your biggest triumphs and fatal flaws with; the next minute, you had to keep them bottled inside. One moment, you’d start to call her to tell her a snippet of news or to vent about your awful day before realizing you did not have that right anymore; the next, you could not remember the digits of her phone number.


  Once the shock had worn off when I was served, I had gotten furious. Who the hell did Charlotte think she was, ruining my life in order to bolster her own? Anger, though, is too fierce a flame to last for long, and when it burned out, I was left numb and wondering. Would she get what she wanted from this? And what did she want? Revenge? Money? Peace of mind?


  Sometimes I woke up with words weighing down my tongue like stones, left over from a recurring nightmare where Charlotte and I met face-to-face. I had a thousand things to say to her, and not one of them ever came out. When I looked at her, to see why she wasn’t speaking, either, I noticed that her mouth had been sewn shut.


  I had not gone back to work. The one time I’d tried, I had been shaking so hard when I got to the front door that I never went inside. I knew of other doctors who had been sued for malpractice and went back to their routines, but this lawsuit went beyond the question of whether or not I could have diagnosed osteogenesis imperfecta in utero. It wasn’t skeletal breaks I had not seen in advance but rather the wishes of a best friend whose mind I’d thought I knew inside out. If I had not been able to read Charlotte correctly, how could I trust myself to understand the needs of patients who were virtual strangers?


  I had wondered for the first time about the terminology of running your own office as a doctor. It was called a practice. But shouldn’t we have gotten it right by the time we opened one?


  We were, of course, taking a huge financial hit. I had promised Rob that I would go back to work by the end of the month, whether or not the trial was over. I had not specified, however, what sort of work I’d go back to. I still could not imagine myself shepherding a routine pregnancy. What about pregnancy was routine?


  In the course of preparing with Guy Booker, I had gone back over my notes and my memories a thousand times. I almost believed him when he said that no physician would be blamed for not diagnosing OI at the eighteen-week ultrasound; that even if I had an inkling about it, the recommended course of action would have been to wait several weeks to see if the fetus was Type II or Type III. I had behaved responsibly as a doctor.


  I just hadn’t behaved responsibly as a friend.


  I should have been looking more closely. I should have pored over Charlotte’s records with the same thoroughness with which I would have pored over my own, had I been the patient. Even if I was in the right in a courtroom, I had failed her as a friend. And in a roundabout way, that was how I’d failed her as a doctor, too—I should have declined when she asked me to treat her in my practice. I should have known that somehow, some way, the relationship we had outside the examination room would color the relationship we had inside it.


  The water in the shower was running cold now; I turned it off and wrapped a towel around myself. Guy Booker had given me very specific instructions on what I should wear today: no business suits, nothing black, hair loose around my face. I’d bought a twinset at T.J. Maxx because I never wore them but Guy said that it would be perfect. The idea was to look like an ordinary mom, a person any woman on the jury might identify with.


  When I came downstairs, I heard music in the kitchen. Emma had left for the bus stop before I’d even gotten into the shower, and Rob—well, Rob had been at work by seven thirty every morning for the past three weeks. It was less of a burgeoning work ethic, I believed, than a burning desire to be out of the house by the time I awakened, just in case we’d have to have a civil conversation without Emma there to serve as a buffer.


  “It’s about time,” Rob said as I walked into the kitchen. He reached over to the radio and turned down the volume, then pointed to a plate on the table that was piled high with bagels. “The store only had one pumpernickel,” he said. “But there’s also jalapeño-cheddar, and cinnamon-raisin—”


  “But I heard you leave,” I said.


  Rob nodded. “And I came back. Veggie cream cheese, or regular?”


  I didn’t answer, just stood very still, watching him.


  “I don’t know if I ever got around to telling you,” Rob said, “but the kitchen? It’s so much brighter, now that you painted it. You’d be a hell of an interior designer. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I think you’re better suited to be an obstetrician, but still...”


  My head was starting to pound. “Look, I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but what are you doing here?”


  “Toasting a bagel?”


  “You know what I mean.”


  The toaster popped, Rob ignored it. “There’s a reason we have to say ‘for better or for worse.’ I’ve been a total asshole, Piper. I’m sorry.” He looked down at the space between us. “You didn’t ask for this lawsuit; it was lobbed at you. I have to admit, it made me think about things I thought I’d never have to think about again. But regardless of all that, you didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t provide any less than the standard of care for Charlotte and Sean. If anything, you went above and beyond.”


  I felt a sob rise in my throat. “Your brother,” I managed.


  “I don’t know how different my life would have been if he’d never been born,” Rob said quietly. “But I do know this: I loved him, while he was here.” He glanced up at me. “I can’t take back what I said to you, and I can’t erase my behavior these past few months. But I was hoping, all the same, that you might not mind me coming to court.”


  I didn’t know how he’d cleared his schedule, or for how long. But I looked up at Rob and saw behind him the new cabinets I’d installed, the track of blue lighting, the warm copper paint on the walls, and for the first time I did not see a room that needed perfecting; I saw a home. “On one condition,” I hedged.


  Rob nodded. “Fair enough.”


  “I get the pumpernickel bagel,” I said, and I walked right into his open arms.


  Marin


  An hour before the trial was supposed to start, I really didn’t know whether or not my client was planning to show up. I’d tried to call her all weekend, and had not been able to reach her landline or her cell. When I reached the courthouse and saw the news crews lining the steps, I tried to phone her again.


  You’ve reached the O’Keefes, the message machine sang.


  That wasn’t exactly true, if Sean was proceeding with a divorce. But then, if I had learned anything about Charlotte, it was that the sound bite offered to the public might not be what was true behind the scenes, and to be honest, I didn’t particularly care, as long as she didn’t confuse her rhetoric when I had her on the witness stand.


  I knew when she arrived. The roar on the steps was audible, and when she finally breached the door of the courthouse, the press poured in after her. I immediately hooked my arm through hers, muttering “No comment” as I dragged Charlotte down a hallway and into a private room, locking the door behind me.


  “My God,” she said, still stunned. “There are so many of them.”


  “Slow news day in New Hampshire,” I reasoned. “I would have been happy to wait for you out in the parking lot and take you through the back way, but that would actually have meant you’d returned my seven thousand messages this weekend, so that we could arrange a time to meet.”


  Charlotte stared blankly out the window at the white vans and their satellite dishes. “I didn’t know you called. I wasn’t home. Willow broke her femur. We spent the weekend at the hospital, having a rod surgically implanted.”


  I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment. Charlotte hadn’t been ignoring my calls; she’d been putting out a fire. “Is she all right?”


  “She broke it running away from us. Sean told her about the divorce.”


  “I don’t think any kid wants to hear something like that.” I hesitated. “I know you’ve got a lot on your mind, but I wanted to have a few minutes to talk to you about what’s going to happen today—”


  “Marin,” Charlotte said. “I can’t do this.”


  “Come again?”


  “I can’t do this.” She looked up at me. “I really don’t think I can go through with it.”


  “If this is about the media—”


  “It’s about my daughter. It’s about my husband. I don’t care how the rest of the world sees me, Marin. But I do care what they think.”


  I considered the countless hours I’d spent preparing for this trial, all the expert witnesses I’d interviewed and all the motions I’d filed. Somehow, in my mind, it was tangled up with the fruitless search for my mother, who had finally responded to Maisie the court clerk’s phone call, asking her to send along my letter. “Now’s a little late to break this news to me, don’t you think?”


  Charlotte faced me. “My daughter thinks I don’t want her, because she’s broken.”


  “Well, what did you think she’d believe?”


  “Me,” Charlotte said softly. “I thought she’d believe me.”


  “Then make her. Get up on that witness stand and say that you love her.”


  “That’s sort of at odds with saying I’d have terminated the pregnancy, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t think they’re mutually exclusive,” I said. “You don’t want to lie on the stand. I don’t want you to lie on the stand. But I certainly don’t want you judging yourself before a jury does.”


  “How can’t they? You even did it, Marin. You as much as admitted that, if your mother had been like me, you wouldn’t be here today.”


  “My mother was like you,” I confessed. “She didn’t have a choice.” I sat down on a desk across from Charlotte. “Just a few weeks after she gave birth to me, abortion became legal. I don’t know if she would have made the same decision if I’d been conceived nine months later. I don’t know if her life would have been any better. But I do know it would have been different.”


  “Different,” Charlotte repeated.


  “You told me a year and a half ago that you wanted Willow to have opportunities to do things she might not otherwise be able to do,” I said. “Didn’t you deserve the same?”


  I held my breath until Charlotte lifted her face to mine. “How long before we start?” she asked.


  •••


  The jury, which had looked so disparate on Friday, seemed to be a unified body already first thing Monday morning. Judge Gellar had dyed his hair over the weekend, a deep black Grecian Formula that drew my eyes like a magnet and made him look like an Elvis impersonator—never a good image to associate with a judge you are desperate to impress. When he instructed the four cameras that had been allowed in to report on the trial, I almost expected him to break out in a resounding chorus of “Burning Love.”


  The courtroom was full—of media, of disability-rights advocates, of people who just liked to see a good show. Charlotte was trembling beside me, staring down at her lap. “Ms. Gates,” Judge Gellar said. “Whenever you’re ready.”


  I squeezed Charlotte’s hand, then stood up to face the jury. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” I said. “I’d like to tell you about a little girl named Willow O’Keefe.”


  I walked toward them. “Willow’s six and a half years old,” I said, “and she’s broken sixty-eight bones in her lifetime. The most recent one was Friday night, when her mom got home from jury selection. Willow was running and slipped. She broke her femur and had to have surgery to put a rod inside it. But Willow’s also broken bones when she’s sneezed. When she’s bumped into a table. When she’s rolled over in her sleep. That’s because Willow has osteogenesis imperfecta, an illness you might know as brittle bone syndrome. It means she has been and always will be susceptible to broken bones.”


  I held up my right hand. “I broke my arm once in second grade. A girl named Lulu, who was the class bully, thought it would be funny to push me off the jungle gym to see if I could fly. I don’t remember much about that break, except that it hurt like crazy. Every time Willow breaks a bone, it hurts just as much as it would if you or I broke a bone. The difference is that hers break more rapidly, and more easily. Because of this, from her birth, osteogenesis imperfecta has meant a lifetime of setbacks, rehabilitation, therapy, and surgeries for Willow, a lifetime of pain. And what osteogenesis imperfecta has meant for her mother, Charlotte, is a life interrupted.”


  I walked back toward our table. “Charlotte O’Keefe was a successful pastry chef whose strength was an asset. She was used to hauling around fifty-pound bags of flour and punching dough—and now every movement of hers is done with finesse, since even lifting her daughter the wrong way can cause a break. If you ask Charlotte, she’ll tell you how much she loves Willow. She’ll tell you her daughter never lets her down. But she can’t say the same about her obstetrician, Piper Reece—her friend, ladies and gentlemen—who knew that there was a problem with the fetus and failed to disclose it to Charlotte so that she could make decisions every prospective mother has the right to make.”


  Facing the jury again, I spread my palms wide. “Make no mistake, ladies and gentlemen, this case is not about feelings. It’s not about whether Charlotte O’Keefe adores her daughter. That’s a given. This case is about facts—facts that Piper Reece knew and dismissed. Facts that weren’t given to a patient by a physician she trusted. No one is blaming Dr. Reece for Willow’s condition; no one is saying she caused the illness. However, Dr. Reece is to blame for not giving the O’Keefes all the information she had. You see, at Charlotte’s eighteen- week ultrasound, there were already signs that the fetus suffered from osteogenesis imperfecta—signs that Dr. Reece ignored,” I said.


  “Imagine if you, the jury, came into this courtroom expecting me to give you details about this case, and I did—but I held back one critical piece of information. Now imagine that, weeks after you’d rendered your verdict, you learned about this information. How would that make you feel? Angry? Troubled? Cheated? Maybe you’d even find yourself losing sleep at night, wondering if this information, presented earlier, might have changed your vote,” I said. “If I withheld information during a trial, that would be grounds for appeal. But when a physician withholds information from a patient, that’s malpractice.”


  I surveyed the jury. “Now imagine that the information I withheld might affect not just the outcome of the jury trial you sat on... but your whole future.” I walked back to my seat. “That, ladies and gentlemen, is exactly what brings Charlotte O’Keefe here today.”


  Charlotte


  I could feel Piper staring.


  As soon as Marin stood and started talking, she had a direct view of me from across the room, where she sat at a table with her attorney. Her gaze was blazing a hole in my skin; I had to turn away to stop it from burning.


  Somewhere behind her was Rob. His eyes were on me, too, like pinpricks, like lasers. I was the vertex, and they were the rays of the angle. Acute, somewhat less than the whole.


  Piper didn’t look like Piper anymore. She was thinner, older. She was wearing something we would have made fun of while we were shopping, an outfit we would have consigned to the Skating Moms crowd.


  I wonder if I looked different, too—or if that was even possible, given that, the very moment I’d sued her, I’d become someone she never thought I could be.


  Marin slipped into her seat beside me with a sigh. “Off and running,” she whispered as Guy Booker rose and buttoned his suit jacket.


  “I wouldn’t doubt that Willow O’Keefe’s had—what was it Ms. Gates said?—sixty-eight broken bones. But Willow also had a mad scientist birthday party in February. She’s got a poster of Hannah Montana hanging over her bed, and she got the highest grade on a districtwide reading test last year. She hates the color orange and the smell of cooked cabbage and asked Santa for a monkey last Christmas. In other words, ladies and gentlemen, in many ways Willow O’Keefe is no different from any other six-and-a-half-year-old girl.”


  He walked toward the jury box. “Yes, she is disabled. And yes, she has special needs. But does that mean she doesn’t have a right to be alive? That her birth was a wrongful one? Because that’s what this case is really about. The tort is called wrongful birth for a reason, and believe me, it’s a tough one to wrap your heads around. But yes indeed, this mother, Charlotte O’Keefe, is saying that she wishes her own child had never been born.”


  I felt a shock go through me, as sure as lightning.


  “You’re going to hear from Willow’s mother about how much her daughter suffers. But you’ll also hear from her father about how much Willow loves life. And you’ll hear him say how much joy that child’s brought into his life, and just what he thinks about this so-called wrongful birth. That’s right. You’re not misunderstanding me. Charlotte O’Keefe’s own husband disagreed with the lawsuit his wife started and refused to be part of a scheme to milk the deep pockets of a medical insurance company.”


  Guy Booker walked toward Piper. “When a couple first find out that they’re pregnant, they immediately hope the child will be healthy. No one wants a child to be born less than perfect. But the truth is, there are no guarantees. The truth is, ladies and gentlemen, that Charlotte O’Keefe is in this for two reasons, and two reasons only: to get some money, and to point the finger at someone other than herself.”


  There were times when I was baking that I opened the oven at eye level and was hit by a wave of heat so strong and severe that it temporarily blinded me. Guy Booker’s words had the same effect at that moment. I realized that Marin was right. I could say that I loved you and that I wanted to sue for wrongful birth and not contradict myself. It was a little like telling someone, after she’d seen the color green, to completely forget its existence. I could never erase the mark of your hand holding mine, or your voice in my ear. I couldn’t imagine life without you. If I’d never known you, the tale would be different; it would not be the story of you and me.


  I had never allowed myself to think that someone might have been responsible for your illness. We had been told that your disease was a spontaneous mutation, that Sean and I weren’t carriers. We had been told that nothing I might have done differently during my pregnancy would have saved you from breaking in utero. But I was your mother, and I had carried you under the umbrella of my heart. I was the one who had summoned your soul to this world; I was the reason you’d wound up in this broken body. If I hadn’t worked so hard to have a baby, you wouldn’t have been born. There were countless reasons, as far as I could see, that I was to blame.


  Unless it was Piper’s fault. If that was the case, then I was off the hook.


  Which meant that Guy Booker was also right.


  This lawsuit, which I’d filed because of you, which I’d sworn was all about you, was actually all about me.


  IV


  Do you remember still the falling stars


  that like swift horses through the heavens raced


  and suddenly leaped across the hurdles


  of our wishes—do you recall? And we


  did make so many! For there were countless numbers


  of stars: each time we looked above we were


  astounded by the swiftness of their daring play,


  while in our hearts we felt safe and secure


  watching these brilliant bodies disintegrate,


  knowing somehow we had survived their fall.


  —RAINER MARIA RILKE, “FALLING STARS”


  Proof: the part of a recipe where dough is allowed to rise.


  Twice, during the baking of bread, proof is required. Yeast is proofed in water and a small bit of sugar to make sure it’s still active before going any further in the recipe. But proofing also describes a step where the dough doubles in size, the moment when it suddenly grows in dynamic proportion to what you started out with.


  What makes the dough rise? The yeast, which converts glucose and other carbohydrates into carbon dioxide gas. Different breads proof differently. Some require only a single proofing; others need many. Between these stages, the baker is told to punch down the dough.


  It’s no surprise to me that—in baking, and in life—the cost of growth is always a small act of violence.
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  SUNDAY MORNING STICKY ROLLS


  DOUGH


  33/4 cups flour


  1/3 cup sugar


  1 teaspoon salt


  2 packages active dry yeast


  1 cup heated milk


  1 egg


  1/3 cup butter, softened


  CARAMEL


  3/4 cup dark brown sugar


  1/2 cup unsalted butter


  1/4 cup light corn syrup


  3/4 cup pecan halves


  2 tablespoons butter, softened


  FILLING


  1/2 cup pecans, chopped


  2 tablespoons sugar


  2 tablespoons brown sugar


  1 teaspoon cinnamon


  You once told me that the best part of a lazy Sunday is to wake up and smell something so delicious you follow your nose downstairs. This is one of those recipes that, like most breads, requires you to be thinking ahead—but then again, when wasn’t I thinking ahead for you?


  To make the dough, mix together 2 cups of the flour, 1/3 cup sugar, salt, and yeast in a large bowl. Add the heated milk, egg, and 1/3 cup butter, and beat at low speed for a minute. Add flour if necessary to make the dough easier to shape.


  On a lightly floured surface, knead dough for 5 minutes. This, I will add, was your favorite part—you would stand on a chair and throw your weight into it. When finished, put the dough into a greased bowl and flip it over once, so the greased side faces up. Cover and let it proof until it doubles in size, about 11/2 hours. It’s ready if you poke it and the mark of your finger is left behind.


  Caramel comes next: Stirring constantly, heat 3/4 cup brown sugar and 1/2 cup butter to boiling. Remove from the heat and add the corn syrup. Pour the mixture into a 13 by 9 by 2-inch ungreased pan. Sprinkle pecan halves over the mixture.


  For the filling, mix together the chopped pecans, 2 tablespoons sugar, 2 tablespoons brown sugar, and cinnamon. Set aside.


  Punch down the dough with your fist. Then, on a lightly floured surface, flatten it into a rectangle, about 15 by 10 inches. Spread it with 2 tablespoons of butter, then dust it evenly with the chopped pecan mixture. Beginning at the 10-inch side of the rectangle, roll the dough up tightly and pinch the edge closed. Roll it, stretch it, and mold it until it is cylindrical.


  Cut into eight even slices and place them in a pan, not quite touching. Wrap the pan tightly with foil and refrigerate for at least 12 hours. Dream of them rising, that proof again, evidence that some things grow bigger than we ever expect.


  Heat the oven to 350 degrees F and bake 35 minutes. When golden, remove from the oven. Immediately invert on a platter, and serve warm.


  Marin


  Minutes later


  I’ve always sort of wondered about the term bearing witness. Is it that testifying is such a hardship? Or is it childbirth lingo, the idea that a witness brings forth something new to the trial? That’s certainly true, but not in the way you’d imagine. Witness testimony is always flawed. It’s better than circumstantial evidence, sure, but people aren’t camcorders; they don’t record every action and reaction, and the very act of remembering involves choosing words and phrases and images. In other words, every witness who’s supposed to be giving a court facts is really just giving them a version of fiction.


  Charlotte O’Keefe, who was on the witness stand now, was not even really capable of bearing witness to her own life, in spite of the fact that she’d lived it. By her own admission, she was biased; by her own admission, she remembered her history only when it was entwined with Willow’s.


  I would make a lousy witness, of course. I didn’t know where my story started.


  Charlotte had knotted her hands in her lap and sailed through the first three questions:


  What’s your name?


  Where do you live?


  How many children do you have?


  She’d stumbled on the fourth question, though:


  Are you married?


  Technically, the answer to that was yes. But practically, it had to be spelled out—or Guy Booker would use Charlotte and Sean’s separation to his own legal advantage. I had coached Charlotte through the right response, and we had not managed to practice it yet without her bursting into tears. As I waited for her to answer, I found myself holding my breath.


  “Right now I am,” Charlotte said evenly. “But having a child with so many special needs—it’s caused a lot of problems in my marriage. My husband and I are separated right now.” She exhaled, a slow whistle.


  Good girl, I thought.


  “Charlotte, can you tell us about how Willow was conceived?” At the gasp of an elderly juror, I added, “Not the nuts and bolts... more like the decision you made to become a parent.”


  “I was already a parent,” Charlotte said. “I’d been a single mother for five years. When I met Sean, we both knew we wanted more children—but that didn’t seem to be in the cards. We tried to get pregnant for almost two years, and we were just about to start fertility treatments when, well, it just happened.”


  “How did that feel?”


  “We were ecstatic,” Charlotte replied. “You know how sometimes, your life is so perfect you’re afraid for the next moment, because it couldn’t possibly be quite as good? That’s what it felt like.”


  “How old were you when you became pregnant?”


  “Thirty-eight.” Charlotte smiled a little. “A geriatric pregnancy, they call it.”


  “Were you concerned about that?”


  “I knew that the odds of having a Down syndrome child were higher once you were over thirty-five.”


  I approached the stand. “Did you speak to your obstetrician about that?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you tell the court who your obstetrician was at the time?”


  “Piper Reece,” Charlotte said. “The defendant.”


  “How did you select the defendant as your ob-gyn?”


  Charlotte looked down at her lap. “She was my best friend. I trusted her.”


  “What did the defendant do to address your concerns about having a baby with Down syndrome?”


  “She recommended that I do some blood tests—a quad screen, it was called—to see if I had an even greater chance than the norm to have a baby with neural defects, or Down syndrome. Instead of my risk being one in two hundred and seventy, it was one in one hundred and fifty.”


  “What did she recommend?” I asked.


  “Amniocentesis,” Charlotte replied, “but I knew that carried a risk, too. Since I was scheduled to have a routine ultrasound anyway at eighteen weeks, she said we could read the results of that first, then make a decision about the amnio based on what we saw. It wasn’t as accurate as amnio, but there were supposedly certain things that might turn up that would suggest Down syndrome, or rule it out as less likely.”


  “Do you remember that ultrasound?” I asked.


  Charlotte nodded. “We were so excited to see our baby. And at the same time, I was nervous—because I knew the technician was going to be looking for those Down syndrome markers. I kept watching her, for clues. And at one point she tipped her head and said, ‘Hmm.’ But when I asked her what she’d seen, she told me that Dr. Reece would read the results.”


  “What did the defendant tell you?”


  “Piper came into the room, and I knew, just from her face, that the baby didn’t have Down syndrome. I asked her if she was sure, and she said yes—that the technician had even remarked on how clear the images were. I made her look me in the eye and tell me that everything looked all right—and she said that there was only one measurement that was the slightest bit off, a femur that was in the sixth percentile. Piper said that wasn’t something to worry about, since I was short, that by the next ultrasound, that same measurement could be up in the fiftieth percentile.”


  “Were you concerned about the sonogram images being clear?”


  “Why would I be?” Charlotte said. “Piper didn’t seem to be, and I assumed that was the whole point of an ultrasound—to get a good picture.”


  “Did Dr. Reece advise having a more detailed follow-up ultrasound?”


  “No.”


  “Did you have any other ultrasounds during your pregnancy?”


  “Yes, when I was twenty-seven weeks pregnant. It wasn’t a test as much as a lark—we did it after-hours in her office, to find out the sex of the baby.”


  I faced the jury. “Do you remember that ultrasound, Charlotte?”


  “Yes,” she said softly. “I’ll never forget it. I was lying on the table, and Piper had the wand on my belly. She was staring at the computer screen. I asked her when I’d get a chance to look, but she didn’t answer. I asked her if she was okay.”


  “What was her response?”


  Charlotte’s eyes looked across the room and locked with Piper’s. “That she was okay. But that my daughter wasn’t.”


  Charlotte


  “What are you talking about? What’s the matter?” I’d sat up on my elbows, looking at the screen, trying to make sense of the images as they jostled with my movements.


  Piper pointed to a black line that looked to me like all the other black lines on the screen. “She’s got broken bones, Charlotte. A bunch of them.”


  I shook my head. How could that be? I had not fallen.


  “I’ll call Gianna Del Sol. She’s the head of maternal-fetal medicine at the hospital; she can explain it in more detail—”


  “Explain what?” I cried, riding the high wire of panic.


  Piper pulled the transducer away from my belly, so that the screen went clear. “If it’s what I think it is—osteogenesis imperfecta—it’s really rare. I’ve only read about it, during medical school. I’ve never seen a patient who has it,” she said. “It affects collagen levels, so that bones break easily.”


  “But the baby,” I said. “It’s going to be okay, right?”


  This was the part where my best friend embraced me and said, Yes, of course, don’t be silly. This was the part where Piper told me it was the kind of problem that, ten years from now, we’d laugh about at your birthday party. Except Piper didn’t say any of that. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I honestly don’t know.”


  We left my car at Piper’s office and drove back to the house to tell Sean. The whole way, I ran a loop of memory in my mind, trying to think back to when these breaks might have happened—at the restaurant, when I’d dropped that stick of butter and bent down to retrieve it? In Amelia’s room, when I stumbled over a tangled pair of pajama pants? On the highway when I stopped short, so the seat belt tightened against my belly?


  I sat at the kitchen table while Piper told Sean what she knew—and what she didn’t. From time to time, I could feel you inside me, rolling a slow tango. I was afraid to touch my hands to my abdomen, and acknowledge you. For seven months we had been a unit—integrated and inseparable—but right now, you felt alien to me. Sometimes in the shower when I did a self–breast exam I had wondered what I would do if I were diagnosed—chemo, radiation, surgery?—and I had decided that I would want the tumor cut out of me right away, that I couldn’t bear sleeping at night and knowing it was growing beneath my skin. You—who had been so precious to me hours ago—suddenly felt that way: unfamiliar, upsetting, other.


  After Piper left, Sean became a man of action. “We’ll find the best doctors,” he vowed. “We’ll do whatever it takes.”


  But what if there was nothing that could be done?


  I watched Sean in his feverish zeal. Me, I was swimming through syrup, viscous and pendulous. I could barely move, much less take charge. You, who had once brought Sean and me so close together, were now the spotlight that illuminated how different we were.


  That night, I couldn’t fall asleep. I stared at the ceiling until the red flush from the LED numbers on the clock radio spread like wildfire; I counted backward, from this moment to the one where you were conceived. When Sean got out of bed quietly, I pretended that I was asleep, but that was only because I knew where he was headed: to look up osteogenesis imperfecta on the Internet. I’d thought about doing that, too, but I wasn’t as brave as he was. Or maybe I was less naïve: unlike him, I believed what we learned could actually be worse than what we already knew.


  Eventually, I did drift off. I dreamed that my water had broken, that I was having contractions. I tried to roll over to tell Sean, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t move at all. My arms, my legs, my jaw; somehow I knew that I was broken beyond repair. And somehow I knew that whatever had been inside me all these months had liquefied, was soaking into the sheets beneath me, was no longer a baby at all.


  •••


  The next day was a whirlwind: from a high-level ultrasound, at which even I could see the breaks, to a meeting with Gianna Del Sol to discuss the findings. She threw out terms that meant nothing at the time: Type II, Type III. Rodding. Macrocephaly. She told us that one other child with OI had been born at this hospital, years earlier, who’d had ten breaks—and who had died within an hour.


  Then she sent us to a geneticist, Dr. Bowles. “So,” he said, getting right down to business—no I’m so sorry you had to hear this news. “The best-case scenario here,” he said, “would be a baby that survives the birth, but even if that’s the case, a Type III might have cerebral hemorrhage caused by birth trauma or an increased circumference of the head compared to the rest of the body. She will most likely develop severe scoliosis, have surgeries for multiple broken bones, need rodding in her spine, or vertebrae fused together. The shape of her rib cage won’t allow her lungs to grow, which can lead to repeated respiratory infections, or even death.”


  Amazingly, this was a whole different run of symptoms from the ones Dr. Del Sol had given us already.


  “And of course, we’re talking hundreds of broken bones, and realistically a very good chance she’ll never walk. Basically,” the geneticist said, “what you’re looking at is a lifetime, however short, of pain.”


  I could feel Sean next to me, coiled like a cobra, ready to take out his own anger and grief on this man, who was talking to us as if it were not you, our daughter, who was the subject but a car whose oil we needed to change.


  Dr. Bowles looked at his watch. “Any questions?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Why didn’t anyone tell us before?”


  I thought of all the blood tests I’d taken, the earlier ultrasound. Surely if my baby was going to be this sick—this hurt for her whole life—something would have shown up earlier?


  “Well,” said the geneticist, “neither you nor your husband is a genetic carrier of OI, so it wouldn’t have been routinely tested for prior to conception, or flagged by the obstetrician as something to keep an eye on. It’s good news, actually, that the disease was a spontaneous mutation.”


  My baby is a mutant, I thought. Six eyes. Antennae. Take me to your leader.


  “If you have another child, there’s no reason to believe this will happen again,” he said.


  Sean came out of his seat, but I put a hand on his arm to restrain him.


  “How do we know whether the baby will...” I couldn’t say it. I lowered my eyes, so that he knew what I meant. “...at birth, or live longer?”


  “It’s very difficult to tell at this point,” Dr. Bowles said. “We’ll schedule repeated ultrasounds, of course, but sometimes a parent whose child has a lethal prognosis will end up with a baby that survives, or vice versa.” He hesitated. “There is another option—several places in this country will terminate a pregnancy for maternal or fetal medical reasons, even this far along.”


  I watched Sean fit his teeth around the word he did not want to say out loud. “We don’t want an abortion.”


  The geneticist nodded.


  “How?” I asked.


  Sean stared at me, horrified. “Charlotte, do you know about those things? I’ve seen pictures—”


  “There are many different methods,” Bowles answered, looking directly at me. “Intact D and E is one, but so is induction after stopping the fetus’s heart.”


  “Fetus?” Sean said, exploding. “That’s not a fetus. That’s my daughter we’re talking about.”


  “If termination isn’t an option—”


  “Option? Fuck that. It should never even have been on the table,” Sean said. He reached for me, pulling me to my feet. “Do you think Stephen Hawking’s mother had to listen to this load of bullshit?”


  My heart was hammering and I could not catch my breath. I didn’t know where Sean was taking me, and I didn’t particularly care. I just knew that I couldn’t listen to that doctor for one more moment, talking about your life or lack thereof as if it were a textbook he was reading on the Holocaust, the Inquisition, Darfur: truths that were so awful and graphic that you instead skipped over them, conceding their horror without suffering the details.


  Sean dragged me down the hallway and into an elevator that was just closing. “I’m sorry,” he said, leaning against the wall. “I just... I couldn’t.”


  We were not alone inside. To my right was a woman about ten years older than I was, pushing one of those state-of-the-art wheelchairs with a child sprawled across it. This one was a boy in his teens, thin and angular, his head supported by a brace on the back of the chair. His elbows twisted, so that his arms were flailed outward; his glasses were askew on the bridge of his nose. His mouth was open, and his tongue—thick and jellied—filled the bowl of his mouth. “Aaaaah,” the boy sang. “Aaaaah!”


  His mother touched her hand to his cheek. “Yes, that’s right.”


  I wondered if she really understood what he was trying to say. Was there a language of loss? Did everyone who suffered speak a different dialect?


  I found myself staring at the woman’s fingers, stroking her son’s hair. Did this boy know his mother’s touch? Did he smile at her? Would he ever say her name?


  Would you?


  Sean reached for my hand and squeezed it tightly. “We can do this,” he whispered. “We can do it together.”


  I didn’t speak until the elevator stopped at floor three and the woman pushed her son’s wheelchair off into the hallway. The doors sealed shut again, isolating Sean and me in a vacuum. “Okay,” I said.


  •••


  “Tell us about Willow’s birth,” Marin said, pulling me back to the present.


  “She was early. Dr. Del Sol had scheduled a C-section, but instead, I went into labor and everything happened very quickly. When she was born, she was screaming, and they took her away from me to X-ray her, to do tests. It was hours before I saw Willow, and when I did, she was lying on a foam pad in a bassinet, with bandages wrapped around her arms and legs. She had seven healing fractures and four new breaks caused by the birth.”


  “Did anything else happen in the hospital?”


  “Yes, Willow broke a rib, and it pierced her lung. It was... it was the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen in my life. She went blue, and suddenly there were dozens of doctors in the room and they started doing CPR and stuck a needle in between her ribs. They told me her chest cavity had filled with air, which made her heart and trachea shift to the wrong side of her body, and then her heart had stopped beating. They did chest compressions—breaking even more of her ribs—and put in a chest tube to make the organs go back where they belonged. They cut her,” I said. “While I watched.”


  “Did you talk to the defendant afterward?” Marin asked.


  I nodded. “Another doctor told me that Willow had been without oxygen for a while, and that we wouldn’t know if there would be brain damage. He suggested that I sign a DNR form.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It means do not resuscitate. If anything like this happened to Willow again, the doctors wouldn’t intervene. They’d let Willow die.” I looked into my lap. “I asked Piper for advice.”


  “Because she was your physician?”


  “No,” I said. “Because she was my friend.”


  Piper


  I had failed.


  That’s what I thought, when I looked down at you, battered and buttressed, a fountain of a chest tube blooming out from beneath your fifth rib on the left side. I had been asked by my best friend to help her conceive, and this was the outcome. After the wrenching question about whether or not you belonged in this world, it seemed that you were giving Charlotte your own answer. Without saying a word, I walked up to Charlotte, who was staring down at you as you slept, as if glancing away for even a moment might give you incentive to code again.


  I had read your chart. The fractured rib had caused an expanding pneumothorax, a mediastinal shift, and cardiopulmonary arrest. The resultant intervention had caused nine further fractures. The chest tube had been inserted through the fascia and into the pleural space of your chest, sutured into place. You looked like a battlefield; the war had been fought on the broken ground of your tiny body.


  Without saying a word, I walked up to Charlotte and reached for her hand. “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “I’m not the one you need to worry about,” she replied. Her eyes were red-rimmed; her hospital robe askew. “They asked if we wanted to sign a DNR.”


  “Who asked that?” I had never heard of anything so stupid. Not even Terri Schiavo had been made DNR until tests indicated severe, irreversible brain damage. It was hard enough to get a pediatrician to be hands off when dealing with a severely preterm fetus with a high probability of death or lifetime morbidity—to suggest a DNR for a neonate on whom they’d just done the full-court press in terms of a code seemed improbable and impossible.


  “Dr. Rhodes—”


  “He’s a resident,” I said, because that explained everything. Rhodes barely knew how to tie his shoes, much less talk to a parent who’d been through an intense trauma with a child. Rhodes should never have brought up the DNR to Charlotte and Sean—particularly since Willow hadn’t yet been tested to see if she was mens sana. In fact, while he was ordering that test, he might have wanted to get one for himself.


  “They cut her open in front of me. I heard her ribs break when they... when they...” Charlotte’s face was white, haunted. “Would you sign one?” she whispered.


  •••


  She had asked me the same question, in not so many words, before you were even born. It was the day after her twenty-seven-week ultrasound, when I had sent her to Gianna Del Sol and the health-care team for high-risk pregnancies at the hospital. I was a good obstetrician, but I knew my limits—and I couldn’t provide her with the care she now needed. However, Charlotte had been traumatized by a stupid geneticist whose bedside manner was better suited to patients already in the morgue, and now I was doing damage control while she sobbed on my couch.


  “I don’t want her to suffer,” Charlotte said.


  I did not know how to tiptoe around the topic of a late-term abortion. Even someone who wasn’t Catholic, like Charlotte, would have a hard time swallowing that option—and yet, it was never chosen lightly. Intact D & Es were performed only by a handful of physicians in the country, physicians who were highly skilled and committed to ending pregnancies where there was a great maternal or fetal health risk. For certain conditions that weren’t apparent before the twelve-week cutoff for abortions, these doctors provided an alternative to giving birth to a baby with no chance of survival. You could argue that either outcome would leave a scar on the parent, but then again, as Charlotte had pointed out, there were no happy endings here.


  “I don’t want you to suffer,” I replied.


  “Sean doesn’t want to do it.”


  “Sean isn’t pregnant.”


  Charlotte turned away. “How do you fly across the country with a baby inside you, knowing you’ll be coming back without one?”


  “If it’s what you want, I’ll go with you.”


  “I don’t know,” she sobbed. “I don’t know what I want.” She looked up at me. “What would you do?”


  •••


  Two months later, we stood on opposite sides of your hospital NICU bassinet. The room, filled with so many machines to keep their tiny charges alive and functional, was bathed in a rich blue light, as if we were all swimming underwater. “Would you sign one?” Charlotte asked me again, when I didn’t answer the first time.


  You could argue that it was less traumatizing to terminate a pregnancy than it was to sign a DNR for a child who was already in this world. Had Charlotte made the decision to terminate at twenty-seven weeks, her loss would have been devastating but theoretical—she would not have met you yet. Now, she was forced to question your existence again—but this time, she could see the pain and suffering in front of her eyes.


  Charlotte had come to me for advice multiple times: about conceiving, about whether or not to have a late-term abortion, and now, about a do not resuscitate order.


  What would I do?


  I would go back to the moment Charlotte had asked me to help her have a baby, and I’d refer her to someone else.


  I’d go back to when we were more likely to laugh together than to cry.


  I’d go back to the time before you had come between us.


  I’d do whatever I had to, to keep you from feeling like everything was breaking apart.


  If you chose to stop a loved one’s suffering—either before it began or during the process—was that murder, or mercy?


  “Yes,” I whispered. “I would.”


  Marin


  “The learning curve was huge,” Charlotte said. “From figuring out how to hold Willow, or how to change her diaper without breaking a bone, to knowing that we might simply be carrying her in our arms and hear that little pop that meant she’d broken something. We found out where to order car beds and adapted infant carriers, so that the straps wouldn’t snap her collarbones. We started to understand when we had to go to the emergency room and when we could splint the break ourselves. We stocked our own waterproof casts in the garage. We traveled to Nebraska, because they had orthopedic surgeons who specialized in OI, and we started Willow on a course of pamidronate infusions at Children’s Hospital in Boston.”


  “Do you ever—well, for lack of a better term—get a break?”


  Charlotte smiled a little. “Not really. We don’t make plans. We don’t bother, because we never know what’s going to happen. There’s always a new trauma we have to learn to deal with. Breaking a rib, for example, isn’t like breaking your back.” She hesitated. “Willow did that last year.”


  Someone in the jury sucked in their breath, a whistling sound that made Guy Booker roll his eyes and that absolutely delighted me. “Can you tell the court how you’ve managed to pay for all this?”


  “That’s a huge problem,” Charlotte said. “I used to work, but after Willow was born, I couldn’t. Even when she was in preschool, I had to be ready to run if she had a break, and you can’t do that when you’re the head pastry chef at a restaurant. We tried to hire a nurse that we trusted to take care of her, but it cost more than my salary, and sometimes the agency would send along women who knew nothing about OI, who didn’t speak English, who couldn’t understand what I told them about taking care of Willow. I had to be her advocate, and I had to be there all the time.” She shrugged. “We don’t give big birthday or Christmas gifts. We don’t have IRAs or a college fund for the kids. We don’t take vacations. All of our money goes to pay for what insurance doesn’t.”


  “Like?”


  “Willow’s in a clinical study for her pamidronate, which means it’s free, but once she’s a certain age she can’t be part of the study anymore, and each infusion is over a thousand dollars. Leg braces cost five thousand dollars each, rodding surgeries are a hundred thousand. A spinal fusion, which Willow will have to have as a teen, can be several times that, and that’s not counting the flight to Omaha to have it done. Even if insurance pays for part of these things, the rest is left to us. And there are plenty of smaller items that add up: wheelchair maintenance, sheepskin to line casts, ice packs, clothes that can accommodate casts, different pillows to make Willow more comfortable, ramps for handicapped access into the house. She’ll need more equipment as she gets older—reachers and mirrors and other adaptations for short stature. Even a car with pedals that are easier to press down on, so they don’t cause microfractures in her feet, costs tens of thousands of dollars to get rigged correctly, and Vocational Rehabilitation will pay for only one vehicle—the rest are your responsibility, for life. She can go to college, but even that will cost more than usual, because of the adaptations necessary—and the best schools for kids like Willow aren’t nearby either, which means more travel expenses. We cashed out my husband’s 401(k) and took out a second mortgage. I’ve maxed out two credit cards.” Charlotte looked over at the jury. “I know what I look like to all of you. I know you think I’m in this for a big payday, that this is why I started this lawsuit.”


  I stilled, not sure what she was doing; this was not what we had practiced. “Charlotte, have you—”


  “Please,” she said. “Let me finish. It is about cost. But not the financial kind.” She blinked back tears. “I don’t sleep at night. I feel guilty when I laugh at a joke on TV. I watch little girls the same age as Willow at the playground, and I hate them sometimes—that’s how bitterly jealous I can get when I see how easy it is for them. But the day I signed that DNR in the hospital, I made a promise to my daughter. I said, If you fight, I will, too. If you live, I will make sure your life is the best it can possibly be. That’s what a good mother does, right?” She shook her head. “The way it usually works, the parent takes care of the child, until years later, when the roles are reversed. But with Willow and me, I’ll always be the one taking care of her. That’s why I’m here today. That’s what I want you to tell me. How am I supposed to take care of my daughter after I’m gone?”


  You could have heard a pin drop, a heart beat. “Your Honor,” I said. “Nothing further.”


  Sean


  The sea was a monster, black and angry. You were equally terrified and fascinated by it; you’d beg to go watch the waves crash against the retaining wall, but every time they did, you shivered in my arms.


  I had taken the day off work because Guy Booker had said that all witnesses had to come to the trial on the first day. But as it turned out, I couldn’t be in the courtroom anyway, until my testimony. I stayed for ten minutes—just long enough for the judge to tell me to leave.


  This morning, I’d realized that Charlotte thought I was coming to court to support her. I could see why, after the night before, she would expect that. In her arms, I had been explosive, enraged, and tender by turns—as if we were playing out our feelings in a pantomime beneath the sheets. I knew she was upset when I told her I was meeting Guy Booker, but she should have understood better than anyone why I still needed to testify against her in this lawsuit: you did what you had to do to protect your child.


  After leaving the courthouse, I’d driven home and told the hired nurse to take the afternoon off. Amelia would need to be picked up at school at three, but in the meantime, I asked what you wanted to do. “I can’t do anything,” you said. “Look at me.”


  It was true, your entire left leg was splinted. But all the same, I didn’t see why I couldn’t get a little creative to boost your spirits. I carried you out to the car, wrapped in blankets, and tucked you sideways across the backseat so that your leg was stretched along it. You could still wear your seat belt this way, and as you began to spot the familiar landmarks that led to the ocean, you got more and more animated.


  There was nobody at the beach in late September, so I could park sideways across the lot that butted up to the retaining wall, giving you a bird’s-eye view. The truck’s cab sat high enough for you to see the waves, creeping forward and slinking backward like great gray cats. “Daddy?” you asked. “How come you can’t skate on the ocean?”


  “I guess you can, way up in the Arctic, but for the most part, there’s too much salt in the water for it to freeze.”


  “If it did freeze, wouldn’t it be awesome if there were still waves? Like ice sculptures?”


  “That would be cool,” I agreed. I glanced over my headrest at you. “Wills? You okay?”


  “My leg doesn’t hurt.”


  “I wasn’t talking about your leg. I was talking about what’s going on today.”


  “There were a lot of TV cameras this morning.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Cameras make my stomach hurt.”


  I threaded my arm around the seat to reach your hand. “You know I’d never let any of those reporters bother you.”


  “Mom should bake for them. If they really loved her brownies or her toffee bars, they might just say thank you and leave.”


  “Maybe your mom could add arsenic to the batter,” I mused.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” I shook my head. “Your mom loves you, too. You know that, right?”


  Outside, the Atlantic reached a crescendo. “I think there are two different oceans—the one that plays with you in the summer, and the one that gets so mad in the winter,” you said. “It’s hard to remember what the other one’s like.”


  I opened my mouth, thinking that you hadn’t heard what I said about Charlotte. And then I realized that you had.


  Charlotte


  Guy Booker was just the sort of person that Piper and I would have laughed at if we’d come across him at Maxie’s Pad—an attorney who had gotten so big in his own head that he had a personalized license plate which read HOTSHOT on his mint green T-Bird. “This is really about the money, isn’t it?” he said.


  “No. But the money means the difference between good care and lousy care for my daughter.”


  “Willow receives Katie Beckett monies through Healthy Kids Gold, doesn’t she?”


  “Yes, but even so, that doesn’t cover all the medical expenses—and none of the out-of-pocket ones. For example, when a child’s in a spica cast, she needs a different kind of car seat. And the dental problems that are part and parcel of OI might run thousands of dollars a year.”


  “If your daughter had been born a gifted pianist, would you be asking for money for a grand piano?” Booker said.


  Marin had told me that he would try to get me angry, so that the jury would like me less. I took a deep breath and counted to five. “That’s comparing apples and oranges, Mr. Booker. This isn’t an arts education we’re talking about. It’s my daughter’s life.”


  Booker walked toward the jury; I had to suppress an urge to check if he left a trail of oil. “You and your husband don’t see eye to eye about this lawsuit, Ms. O’Keefe, correct?”


  “No, we do not.”


  “Would you agree that the cause of your pending divorce is that your husband, Sean, doesn’t support this lawsuit?”


  “Yes,” I said softly.


  “He doesn’t believe Willow was a wrongful birth, does he?”


  “Objection,” Marin called out. “You can’t ask her what his opinion is.”


  “Sustained.”


  Booker folded his arms. “Yet, you’re going through with the lawsuit anyway, even though it will most likely split up your family, aren’t you?”


  I pictured Sean in his coat and tie this morning, that tiny lift of spirit I’d had when I thought he was coming to court with me instead of against me. “I still think it’s the right thing to do.”


  “Have you had conversations with Willow about this lawsuit?” Booker asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “She knows I’m doing this because I love her.”


  “You think she understands that?”


  I hesitated. “She’s only six. I think a lot of the mechanics of the lawsuit have gone over her head.”


  “What about when she’s older?” said Booker. “I bet Willow’s pretty good when it comes to computer skills?”


  “Sure.”


  “Have you ever thought about the moment years from now when your daughter gets on the Internet and Googles herself? You? This case?”


  “Well, God knows I’m not looking forward to that, but I hope that, if it happens, I’ll be able to explain to her why it was necessary... and that the quality of her life that day is a direct result of the lawsuit.”


  “God knows,” Booker repeated. “Interesting choice of words. You’re a practicing Catholic, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “As a practicing Catholic, you’re aware that it’s a mortal sin to have an abortion?”


  I swallowed. “Yes, I am.”


  “Yet the premise of this lawsuit is that, if you’d known about Willow’s condition earlier, you would have terminated the pregnancy, right?”


  I could feel the eyes of the jury on me. I had known that there was a point where I would be put on display—the sideshow oddity, the zoo animal—and this was it. “I know what you’re doing,” I said tightly. “But this case is about malpractice, not abortion.”


  “That’s not an answer, Ms. O’Keefe. Let’s try again: if you’d found out that you were carrying a child who was profoundly deaf and blind, would you have terminated the pregnancy?”


  “Objection,” Marin cried. “That’s irrelevant. My client’s child isn’t deaf and blind.”


  “It goes to the mind-set of whether or not the child’s mother could have done what she says she could,” Booker argued.


  “Sidebar,” Marin said, and they both approached the bench, continuing to argue loudly in front of everyone. “Judge, this is prejudicial. He can ask what my client’s decision was regarding actual medical facts that the defendant did not share with her—”


  “Don’t tell me how to try my case, sweetheart,” Booker said.


  “You arrogant pig—”


  “I’m going to allow the question,” the judge said slowly. “I think we all need to hear what Mrs. O’Keefe has to say.”


  Marin gave me a measured look as she walked past the witness stand—a reminder that I had been called to the mat, and was expected to deliver. “Ms. O’Keefe,” Booker repeated, “would you have aborted a profoundly deaf and blind child?”


  “I... I don’t know,” I said.


  “Are you aware that Helen Keller was profoundly blind and deaf?” he asked. “What if you found out that the baby you were carrying was missing a hand? Would you have terminated that pregnancy?”


  I kept my lips pressed tight, silent.


  “Are you aware that Jim Abbott, a one-handed pitcher, pitched a no-hitter in major league baseball and won an Olympic gold medal in 1988?” Booker said.


  “I’m not Jim Abbott’s mother. Or Helen Keller’s. I don’t know how difficult their childhoods were.”


  “Well, then, we’re back to the original question: If you had known about Willow’s condition at eighteen weeks, would you have aborted her?”


  “I was never given that option,” I said tightly.


  “Actually, you were,” Booker countered. “At twenty-seven weeks. And by your own testimony, it wasn’t a decision you could make then. So why should a jury believe that you would have been able to make it several weeks earlier?”


  Malpractice, Marin had drilled into my head, over and over. That’s why you instigated this lawsuit. No matter what else Guy Booker claims, it’s about a standard of care and a choice you weren’t offered.


  I was shaking so hard that I slipped my hands beneath my thighs. “This case isn’t about what I might have done.”


  “Sure it is,” Booker said. “Otherwise, it’s a waste of our time.”


  “You’re wrong. This case is about what my doctor didn’t do—”


  “Answer the question, Ms. O’Keefe—”


  “Specifically,” I said, “she didn’t give me a choice about ending the pregnancy. She should have known something was wrong from that very first ultrasound, and she should have—”


  “Ms. O’Keefe,” the lawyer yelled, “answer the question!”


  I wilted against the chair and pressed my fingers to my temples. “I can’t,” I whispered. I looked down at the grain of the wood on the railing before me. “I can’t answer that question for you now, because now there is a Willow. A girl who likes pigtails but not braids, and who broke her femur this weekend, and who sleeps with a stuffed pig. A girl who’s kept me awake at night for the past six and a half years wondering how to get through the next day without an emergency, and planning, as a backup, how to go from crisis to crisis to crisis.” I looked up at the lawyer. “At eighteen weeks of pregnancy, at twenty-seven weeks of pregnancy, I didn’t know Willow like I do today. So I can’t answer your question now, Mr. Booker. But the reality is, nobody gave me a chance to answer it back then.”


  “Ms. O’Keefe,” the lawyer said flatly. “I’m going to ask you one last time. Would you have aborted your daughter?”


  I opened my mouth, and then I closed it.


  “Nothing further,” he said.


  Amelia


  That night, I ate dinner alone with my parents. You were sitting on the living room couch with a tray and Jeopardy! so that your leg could stay elevated. From the kitchen, I could hear the buzzer every now and then, and Alex Trebek’s voice: Ooh, I’m sorry, that’s incorrect. As if he really gave a damn.


  I sat between my mother and father, a conduit between two separate circuits. Amelia, can you pass the green beans to your mother? Amelia, pour your father a glass of lemonade. They weren’t talking to each other, and they weren’t eating—none of us were, really. “So,” I said cheerfully. “During fourth period, Jeff Congrew ordered a pizza into French class and the teacher didn’t even notice.”


  “Are you going to tell me what happened today?” my father asked.


  My mother lowered her eyes. “I really do not want to talk about it, Sean. It was bad enough getting through it.”


  The silence was a blanket so huge, it seemed to cover the entire table. “Domino’s delivered,” I said.


  My father cut two precise squares of his chicken. “Well, if you won’t tell me what happened, I guess I’ll be able to read all about it tomorrow in the paper. Or maybe, hey, it’ll be on the eleven o’clock news...”


  My mother’s fork clattered against her plate. “Do you think this is easy for me?”


  “Do you think this is easy for any of us?”


  “How could you?” my mother exploded. “How could you act like everything was getting better between us and then... then this?”


  “The difference between you and me, Charlotte, is that I’m never acting.”


  “It was pepperoni,” I announced.


  They both turned to me. “What?” my father said.


  “It’s not important,” I muttered. Like me.


  You called out from the living room. “Mom, I’m done.”


  So was I. I got up and scraped the contents of my plate, which was everything, into the trash. “Amelia, aren’t you forgetting to ask something?” my mother said.


  I stared at her dully. There were a thousand questions, sure, but I didn’t want to hear the answers to any of them.


  “May I be excused?” my mother prompted.


  “Shouldn’t you be asking Willow that?” I said sarcastically.


  As I passed you in the living room, you glanced up. “Did Mom hear me?”


  “Not by a long shot,” I said, and I ran up the stairs.


  What was wrong with me? I had a decent life. I was healthy. I wasn’t starving or maimed by a land mine or orphaned. Yet somehow, it wasn’t enough. I had a hole in me, and everything I took for granted slipped through it like sand.


  I felt like I had swallowed yeast, like whatever evil was festering inside me had doubled in size. In the bathroom, I tried to throw up, but I hadn’t eaten enough at dinner. I wanted to run barefoot till my feet bled; I wanted to scream, but I’d been silent for so long that I’d forgotten how.


  I wanted to cut.


  But.


  I had promised.


  I took the telephone handset off its cradle beside my mother’s bed and carried it into the bathroom for privacy, since any minute now, you would hobble upstairs to get ready for bed. I had programmed Adam’s number in. We hadn’t spoken in a few days, because he’d broken his leg and had surgery—he’d IMed me from the hospital—but I was hoping he was home now. I needed him to be home now.


  He had given me his cell number—I was surely the only kid over age thirteen who didn’t have one, but we couldn’t afford it. It rang twice, and then I heard his voice, and I nearly burst into tears. “Hey,” he said, “I was just going to call you.”


  It was proof that there was someone in this world who thought I mattered. I felt like I’d just been pulled back from a cliff. “Great minds think alike.”


  “Yeah,” he said, but his voice sounded thin and distant.


  I tried to remember how he had tasted. I hated that I had to pretend I knew, when in reality, it had already faded, like a rose you press into a dictionary under the Qs, hoping you can call back summer at any time, but then in December it’s nothing more than crumbling, brown bits of dried flower. Sometimes at night I’d whisper to myself, pretending that the words came out in the low, soft curve of Adam’s voice: I love you, Amelia. You’re the one for me. And then I’d open my lips the tiniest bit and pretend that he was a ghost, and that I could feel him sinking into me, onto my tongue, down my throat, into my belly, the only meal that could fill me.


  “How’s the leg?”


  “Hurts like hell,” Adam said.


  I curled the phone closer. “I really miss you. It’s crazy here. The trial started, and there were reporters all over the front lawn. My parents are certifiable, I swear—”


  “Amelia.” The word sounded like a ball being dropped from the Empire State Building. “I wanted to talk to you because, um, this isn’t working out. This long-distance thing—”


  I felt a pang between my ribs. “Don’t.”


  “Don’t what?”


  “Don’t say it,” I whispered.


  “I just... I mean, we might never even see each other again.”


  I felt a hook snag at the bottom of my heart, drawing it down. “I could come visit,” I said, my voice small.


  “Yeah, and then what? Push me around in a wheelchair? Like I’m some kind of charity case?”


  “I would never—”


  “Just go get yourself some football player—that’s what girls like you want, right? Not some guy who bumps into a fucking table and snaps his leg in half—”


  By now I was crying. “That doesn’t matter—”


  “Yes it does, Amelia. But you don’t understand. You’ll never understand. Having a sister who’s got OI doesn’t make you an expert.”


  My face was flaming. I hung up the phone before Adam could say anything else and held my palms to my cheeks. “But I love you,” I said, although I knew he couldn’t hear me.


  •••


  First the tears came. Then the fury: I picked up the phone and hurled it against the bathtub wall. I grabbed the shower curtain and pulled it down in one good yank.


  But I wasn’t mad at Adam; I was angry at myself.


  It was one thing to make a mistake; it was another thing to keep making it. I knew what happened when you let yourself get close to someone, when you started to believe they loved you: you’d be disappointed. Depend on someone, and you might as well admit you’re going to be crushed, because when you really needed them, they wouldn’t be there. Either that, or you’d confide in them and you added to their problems. All you ever really had was yourself, and that sort of sucked if you were less than reliable.


  I told myself that if I didn’t care, this wouldn’t have hurt so much—surely that proved I was alive and human and all those touchy-feely things, for once and for all. But that wasn’t a relief, not when I felt like a skyscraper with dynamite on every floor.


  That’s why I reached into the tub and turned on the water: so that I would drown out my sobs, so that when I grabbed the razor blade I’d hidden in the box of tampons and drew it over my skin like a violin’s bow, no one would hear the song of my shame.


  •••


  This past summer, my mother ran out of sugar and drove to the local convenience store mid-recipe, leaving us alone for twenty minutes—which is not that long a period of time, you’d think. But it was long enough to start a fight with you about which TV show we should watch; it was long enough to yell There’s a reason Mom wishes you were dead; it was long enough to watch your face crumple and feel my conscience kick in.


  “Wiki,” I’d said, “I didn’t really mean it.”


  “Just shut up, Amelia—”


  “Stop being such a baby—”


  “Well, you stop being such a dickhead!”


  That word, on your lips—it was enough to stop me in my tracks. “Where did you hear that?”


  “From you, you stupid jerk,” you said.


  Just then, a bird smacked into the window so loudly that we both jumped.


  “What was that?” you asked, standing on the couch cushions to get a better look.


  I climbed up next to you, careful, because I always had to be. The bird was little and brown, a swallow or a sparrow, I could never tell the difference. It was sprawled on the grass.


  “Is it dead?” you asked.


  “Well, how would I know that?”


  “Don’t you think we ought to check?”


  So we went outside and trudged halfway around the house. Big surprise, the bird was still exactly where it had been moments before. I squatted down and tried to see if its chest was moving at all.


  Nada.


  “We need to bury it,” you said soberly. “We can’t just leave it out here.”


  “Why? Things die all the time in nature—”


  “But this one was our fault. The bird probably heard us yelling and that’s why it flew into the window.”


  I highly doubted that the bird heard us at all, but I wasn’t going to argue with you.


  “Where’s the shovel?” you asked.


  “I don’t know.” I thought for a moment. “Hang on,” I said, and I ran into the house. I took the big metal mixing spoon Mom had in her bowl and carried it outside. There was still batter on it, but maybe that would be okay, like sending Egyptian mummies off to the afterlife with food and gold and their pets.


  I dug a small hole in the ground about six inches away from where the bird was. I didn’t want to touch it—that totally creeped me out—so I sort of flicked it into the hole with the edge of the spoon. “Now what?” I asked, looking up at you.


  “Now we have to say a prayer,” you said.


  “Like a Hail Mary? What makes you think the bird was Catholic?”


  “We could sing a Christmas carol,” you suggested. “That’s not really religious. It’s just pretty.”


  “How about instead we say something nice about birds?”


  You agreed to that. “They come in rainbow colors,” you said.


  “They fly well,” I added. Until about ten minutes ago, anyway. “And they make nice music.”


  “And birds remind me of chicken and chicken tastes really great,” you said.


  “Okay, that’s good enough.” I shoveled the soil on top of the dead bird, and then you crouched down and made a pattern on the top with bits of grass, like sprinkles on a cake. We walked side by side into the house again.


  “Amelia? You can watch whatever you want on TV.”


  I turned to you. “I don’t wish you were dead,” I admitted.


  When we sat down on the couch again, you curled up against my side, like you used to when you were a toddler.


  What I wanted to say to you, but didn’t, was this: Don’t use me as your model. I’m the last person you should look up to.


  For weeks after we buried that dumb bird, every time it rained, I would not sit near that window. Even now, I wouldn’t walk near that part of the yard. I was afraid that I’d hear something crunch and I’d look down and find the broken bones of the skeleton, the brittle wings, the chiseled beak. I was smart enough to look away, so that I’d never have to see what might surface.


  •••


  People always want to know what it feels like, so I’ll tell you: there’s a sting when you first slice, and then your heart speeds up when you see the blood, because you know you’ve done something you shouldn’t have, and yet you’ve gotten away with it. Then you sort of go into a trance, because it’s truly dazzling—that bright red line, like a highway route on a map that you want to follow to see where it leads. And—God—the sweet release, that’s the best way I can describe it, kind of like a balloon that’s tied to a little kid’s hand, which somehow breaks free and floats into the sky. You just know that balloon is thinking, Ha, I don’t belong to you after all; and at the same time, Do they have any idea how beautiful the view is from up here? And then the balloon remembers, after the fact, that it has a wicked fear of heights.


  When reality kicks in, you grab some toilet paper or a paper towel (better than a washcloth, because the stains don’t ever come out 100 percent) and you press hard against the cut. You can feel your embarrassment; it’s a backbeat underneath your pulse. Whatever relief there was a minute ago congeals, like cold gravy, into a fist in the pit of your stomach. You literally make yourself sick, because you promised yourself last time would be the last time, and once again, you’ve let yourself down. So you hide the evidence of your weakness under layers of clothes long enough to cover the cuts, even if it’s summertime and no one is wearing jeans or long sleeves. You throw the bloody tissues into the toilet and watch the water go pink before you flush them into oblivion, and you wish it was really that easy.


  I once saw a movie where a girl got her throat slashed, and instead of a scream, there was this low sigh—like it didn’t hurt, like it was just a chance to finally let go. I knew that feeling was coming, so I waited a moment between my second and third cuts. I watched the blood welling on my thigh and I tried to hold off as long as I could before I drew the razor across the skin again.


  “Amelia?”


  Your voice. I looked up, panicked. “What are you doing in here?” I said, folding my legs up, so that you couldn’t get a better glimpse of what you’d probably already seen. “Haven’t you ever heard of privacy?”


  You were teetering on your crutches. “I just wanted to get my toothbrush, and the door wasn’t locked.”


  “Yes it was,” I argued. But maybe I was wrong? I had been so focused on calling Adam, maybe I had forgotten. I fixed my meanest stare on you. “Get out!” I yelled.


  You hobbled back to our room, leaving the door open. I quickly lowered my legs and pressed a wad of toilet paper against the cuts I’d made. Usually I waited until they stopped bleeding before I left the bathroom, but I just pulled up my jeans with that strategically placed padding and went into our bedroom. I stared at you, practically daring you to say something to me about what you’d seen, so that I could scream at you again, but you were sitting on the bed, reading. You didn’t say anything to me at all.


  I always hated when my scars started to fade, because as long as I could still see them, I knew why I was hurting. I wondered if you felt the same way, once your bones healed.


  I lay back on my pillows. My thigh throbbed.


  “Amelia?” you said. “Will you tuck me in?”


  “Where’s Mom and Dad?” You didn’t really have to answer that—even if they were physically downstairs, they were so far removed from us that they might as well have been on the moon.


  I could still remember the first night I hadn’t needed my parents to tuck me in. I might have been about your age, in fact. Before that night, there had been a routine—lamps off, sheets cozied tight, kiss on the forehead—and monsters in the drawers of my desk and hiding behind books on the shelf. And then one day, I just put down the book I’d been reading and closed my eyes. Had my parents been proud of this newly self-sufficient kid? Or had they felt like they’d lost something they couldn’t even name?


  “Well, did you brush your teeth?” I asked, but then I remembered you had been trying to do just that when I was busy cutting. “Oh, forget your teeth. One night won’t make a difference.” I got out of bed and awkwardly leaned over yours. “Good night,” I said, and then I bobbed down like a pelican, fishing, and pecked your forehead.


  “Mom tells me a story.”


  “Then get Mom to tuck you in,” I said, throwing myself back on my own mattress. “I don’t have any stories.”


  You were quiet for a second. “We could make one up together.”


  “Whatever floats your boat,” I sighed.


  “Once upon a time there were two sisters. One of them was really, really strong, and one of them wasn’t.” You looked at me. “Your turn.”


  I rolled my eyes. “The strong sister went outside into the rain and realized the reason she was strong was because she was made out of iron, but it was raining and she rusted. The end.”


  “No, because the sister who wasn’t strong went outside when it was raining, and hugged her really tight until the sun came out again.”


  When we were little, we’d sometimes sleep in the same bed. It never started out that way, but in the middle of the night I’d wake up and find you vined around me. You gravitated toward warmth; me, I liked to seek out the cold spots in my sheets. I’d spend hours trying to move away from you in the little twin bed, but I never even thought of moving you back into your own. Polar north can’t get away from a magnet; the magnet finds it, no matter what.


  “Then what happened?” I whispered, but you had already drifted off to sleep, and I was left to dream my own ending.


  Sean


  By unspoken arrangement, I slept on the couch that night. Except “sleep” was too optimistic an outcome. I basically tossed and turned. The one time I did nod off, I had a nightmare that I was on the witness stand and looked at Charlotte, and when I started to respond to Guy Booker’s question, black gnats poured out of my mouth.


  Whatever wall Charlotte and I had broken down last night had been reconstructed twice as high and twice as thick. It was a strange thing, to still be in love with your wife and to not know if you liked her. What would happen when this was all over? Could you forgive someone if she hurt you and the people you love, if she truly believed she was only trying to help?


  I had filed for divorce, but that wasn’t what I really wanted. What I really wanted was for all of us to go back two years, and start over.


  Had I ever really told her that?


  I threw off the blanket and sat up, rubbing my hands down my face. Wearing just my boxers and a police department tee, I padded upstairs and slipped into our bedroom. I sat down on the bed. “Charlotte,” I whispered, but there was no response.


  I touched the bundle of quilts, only to realize it was a pillow trapped under the sheets. “Charlotte?” I said out loud. The bathroom door was wide open; I turned on the light, but she wasn’t inside. Starting to worry—Was she just as upset as I was about the trial? Had she been sleepwalking?—I walked down the hallway, checking your bathroom, the guest room, the narrow staircase that led to the attic.


  The last door was your room. I stepped inside and immediately saw her. Charlotte was curled on your bed, her arm wrapped tight around you. Even in her sleep, she wasn’t willing to let you go.


  I touched your hair, and then your mother’s. I brushed Amelia’s cheek. And then I lay down on the throw rug on the floor and pillowed my head on my arm. Go figure: with all of us together again, I fell asleep in a matter of minutes.


  Marin


  “Do you know what this is about?” I asked, as I hurried along the courthouse hallway beside Guy Booker.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” he said.


  We had been called to chambers before the start of the second day of the trial. Being called to chambers, this early on, was not usually a good thing—particularly not if it was something Guy Booker didn’t know about, either. Whatever pressing issue Judge Gellar had to address most likely was not one I wanted to hear.


  We were led in to find the judge sitting at his desk, his too-black hair a helmet. It reminded me of those old Superman action figures—you just knew that Superman’s coif never blew around in the wind when he flew, some marvel of physics and styling gel—and it was distracting enough for me not even to notice the second person in the room, who was sitting with her back to us.


  “Counselors,” Judge Gellar said. “You both know Juliet Cooper, juror number six.”


  The woman turned around. She was the one who—during voir dire—had been the target of Guy’s intrusive questions about abortion. Maybe the defense attorney’s hammering of Charlotte yesterday about the same issue had triggered a complaint. I stood up a little straighter, convinced that the reason the judge had convened us had little to do with me and much to do with Guy Booker’s questionable practice of the law.


  “Ms. Cooper will be excused from the jury. Beginning immediately, the alternate juror will be rotated into the pool.”


  No lawyer likes to have the jury change in the middle of a trial, but neither do judges. If this woman was being excused, it must have been for a very good reason.


  She was looking at Guy Booker, and very deliberately not looking at me. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t know I had a conflict of interest.”


  Conflict of interest? I had assumed it was a health issue, some emergency that required her to fly to the bedside of a dying relative or go immediately for chemo. A conflict of interest meant that she knew something about my client or Guy’s—but surely she would have realized this during jury selection.


  Apparently, Guy Booker felt the same way. “Is it possible to hear what the conflict is, exactly?”


  “Ms. Cooper is related to one of the parties in this case,” Judge Gellar said, and he met my gaze. “You, Ms. Gates.”


  •••


  I used to imagine that I saw my birth mother everywhere and just didn’t know it. I’d smile an extra moment longer at the lady who handed me my ticket at the movie theater; I’d make conversation about the weather with my bank teller. I’d hear the cultured voice of a receptionist at a rival firm and imagine that it was her; I’d bump into a lady in a cashmere coat in the lobby downstairs and stare at her face as I apologized. There were any number of people I could cross paths with who might be my mother; I could run into her dozens of times each day without ever knowing.


  And now she was sitting across from me, in Judge Gellar’s chambers.


  He and Guy Booker had left us alone for a few minutes. And to my surprise, even with almost thirty-six years’ worth of questions, the dam didn’t break down easily. I found myself staring at her hair—which was a frizzy red. All my life, I’d looked different from the other people in my family, and I had always assumed that I was a carbon copy of my birth mother. But I didn’t resemble her, not at all.


  She was holding on to her purse with a death grip. “A month ago I got a phone call from the courthouse,” Juliet Cooper said. “Saying that they had some information for me. I thought something like this might happen one day.”


  “So,” I said, but my voice was wheezy, dry. “How long have you known?”


  “Only since yesterday. The clerk mailed me your card a week ago, but I couldn’t make myself open it. I wasn’t ready.” She looked up at me. Her eyes were brown. Did that mean my father’s had been blue, like mine? “It was what happened in court yesterday—all those questions about the mother wanting to get rid of her baby—that made me finally get up the nerve to do it.”


  I felt as if I’d been pumped full of helium: surely, then, this meant that she hadn’t really wanted to give me up, just like Charlotte hadn’t really wanted to give up Willow.


  “When I got to the end of the card, I saw your name, and realized I knew it already, from the trial.” She hesitated. “It’s a pretty unique name.”


  “Yes.” What had you wanted to call me instead? Suzy, Margaret, Theresa?


  “You’re very good,” Juliet Cooper said, shyly. “In court, I mean.”


  There was three feet of space between us. Why wasn’t either of us crossing it? I had imagined this moment so many times, and it always ended with my mother holding me tight, as if she needed to make up for ever having let me go.


  “Thank you,” I said. Here’s what I hadn’t realized: the mother you haven’t seen for almost thirty-six years isn’t your mother, she’s a stranger. Sharing DNA does not make you fast friends. This wasn’t a joyous reunion. It was just awkward.


  Well, maybe she was as uncomfortable as I was; maybe she was afraid to overstep her bounds or assumed I held a grudge against her for giving me up in the first place. It was my job, then, to break the ice, wasn’t it? “I can’t believe that I spent all this time looking for you and you turned up on my jury,” I said, smiling. “It’s a small world.”


  “Very,” she agreed, and went dead silent again.


  “I knew I liked you during voir dire,” I said, trying to make a joke, but it fell flat. And then I remembered something else Juliet Cooper had said during jury selection: She used to be a stay-at-home mother. She’d only gone back to work when her children went to high school. “You have kids. Other kids.”


  She nodded. “Two girls.”


  For an only child, that was remarkable: Not only had I found my birth mother but I had gained siblings. “I have sisters,” I said out loud.


  At that, something shuttered in Juliet Cooper’s eyes. “They are not your sisters.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “I was going to write you a letter. I was going to send it to the Hillsborough court and ask them to forward it to you,” she said. “Listening to Charlotte O’Keefe brought it all back for me: there are just some babies who are better off not being born.” Juliet stood up abruptly. “I was going to write you a letter,” she repeated, “and ask you not to contact me again.”


  And just like that, my birth mother abandoned me for the second time in my life.


  •••


  When you’re adopted, you may have the happiest life in the world, but there’s always a part of you that wonders if you’d been cuter, quieter, an easy delivery—well, maybe then your birth mom wouldn’t have given you up. It’s silly, of course—the decision to give a child up for adoption is made months in advance—but that doesn’t keep you from thinking it all the same.


  I had gotten straight A’s in college. I’d graduated at the top of my law school class. I did this, of course, to make my family proud of me—but I didn’t specify which family I was talking about. My adoptive parents, sure. But also my birth parents. I think there was always a hidden belief that if my birth mother stumbled across me and saw how smart I was, how successful, she couldn’t help but love me.


  When in fact, she couldn’t help but leave me.


  The door of the conference room opened, and Charlotte slipped inside. “There was a reporter in the ladies’ room. She came after me with a microphone while I was going into a— Marin? Have you been crying?”


  I shook my head, although it was clear that I was. “Something in my eye.”


  “Both of them?”


  I stood up. “Let’s go,” I said brusquely, and I left her to follow in my wake.


  Dr. Mark Rosenblad, who treated you at Children’s Hospital in Boston, was my next witness. I decided to shake myself off autopilot and give the performance of a lifetime for the juror who’d taken Juliet Cooper’s place, who happened to be a fortyish man with thick glasses and an overbite. He smiled at me as I directed all my questions about Rosenblad’s qualifications in his general direction.


  With my luck, I’d lose the trial and have this guy ask me out on a date.


  “You’re familiar with Willow, Dr. Rosenblad?” I said.


  “I’ve treated her since she was six months old. She’s a great kid.”


  “What type of OI does she have?”


  “Type III—or progressively deforming OI.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It’s the most severe form of OI that isn’t lethal. Children who have Type III will have hundreds of broken bones over the course of a lifetime—not just from contact but sometimes caused by rolling over in their sleep or reaching for something on a shelf. They often develop severe respiratory infections and complications because of the barrel shape of their rib cages. Often Type III kids have hearing loss or loose joints and poor muscle development. They’ll get severe scoliosis that requires spinal rodding or even having the vertebrae fused together—although that’s a tricky decision, because from that moment on, the child won’t grow any taller, and these kids have short stature to begin with. Other complications can include macrocephaly—fluid on the brain—cerebral hemorrhage caused by birth trauma, brittle teeth, and for some Type IIIs, basilar invagination—the second vertebra moves upward and cuts off the opening in the skull where the spinal cord passes through to the brain, causing dizziness, headache, periods of confusion, numbness, or even death.”


  “Can you tell us what the next ten years will be like for Willow?” I asked.


  “Like many kids her age with Type III OI, she’s been on pamidronate since she was a baby. It’s improved the quality of her life significantly—prior to bisphosphonates, Type III kids would rarely walk and would have been wheelchair-bound. Instead of having several hundred breaks in her life, thanks to the pamidronate, she may have only a hundred—we’re not sure. Some of the research that’s coming back now through teenagers who began getting infusions as babies, like Willow, shows that the bones—when they do break—aren’t breaking along normal fracture patterns, and that makes them more difficult to treat. The bone’s getting denser because of the infusions, but it’s still imperfect bone. There’s also some evidence of jawbone abnormalities, but it’s unclear whether that’s related to the pamidronate or just part of the dentinogenesis that goes with OI. So some of these complications might occur,” Dr. Rosenblad said. “In addition, she’ll still have breaks, and surgeries to repair them. She was recently rodded in one thigh; I imagine the other will follow suit. Eventually she’ll have spinal surgery. She’s had pneumonia annually. Virtually all Type IIIs develop some sort of chest wall abnormalities, vertical collapse, and kyphoscoliosis, all of which lead to lung disease and cardiopulmonary distress. A number of individuals with Type III die due to respiratory or neurological complications, but with any luck, Willow will be one of our success stories—and will go into adulthood and live a fully functional and important life.”


  For a moment, I just stared at Dr. Rosenblad. Having met you, and talked to you, and even seen you struggling to wheel yourself up an incline or reach for something on a counter that was too tall, I found it hard to conceive that all these medical nightmares awaited you. It was, of course, the hook Bob Ramirez and I had planned to hang this lawsuit on from the get-go, but even I had come to take your life for granted.


  “If Willow does survive into adulthood, will she be able to take care of herself?”


  I couldn’t look at Charlotte while I asked this; I didn’t think I could stand to see her face at the use of if instead of when.


  “She’s going to need someone to take care of her, to some extent, no matter how independent she becomes. There are always going to be breaks and hospitalizations and physical therapy. Holding down a job will be difficult.”


  “Beyond the physical challenges,” I asked, “will there be emotional challenges as well?”


  “Yes,” Dr. Rosenblad said. “Kids with OI often have anxiety issues, because of the worry and avoidance behavior they exhibit to keep from suffering a break. They sometimes develop post-traumatic stress disorder after particularly severe fractures. In addition, Willow’s already started to notice she’s different from other kids and limited because of her OI. As kids with OI grow up, they want to be independent—but they can’t be as functionally independent as able-bodied teens. The struggle can cause kids with OI to become introverted, depressed, perhaps even suicidal.”


  When I turned around, I saw Charlotte. Her face was buried in her hands.


  Maybe a mother wasn’t what she seemed to be on the surface. Maybe Charlotte had sued Piper Reece because she loved Willow too much to let her go. Maybe my birth mother let me go because she knew she couldn’t love me.


  “In the six years you’ve treated Willow, have you gotten to know Charlotte O’Keefe?”


  “Yes,” the doctor replied. “Charlotte’s incredibly attuned to her daughter. She’s almost got a sixth sense when it comes to Willow’s level of discomfort, and for making sure steps are taken before it gets out of hand.” He glanced at the jury. “Remember Shirley MacLaine in Terms of Endearment? That’s Charlotte. Sometimes she’s so stubborn I want to sock her—but that’s because I’m the one she’s standing up to.”


  I sat back down, opening the questioning to Guy Booker. “You’ve been treating this child since she was six months old, correct?”


  “Yes. I was working at Shriners in Omaha at the time, and Willow was part of our pamidronate trials there. When I moved to Children’s in Boston, it made more sense to treat her closer to home.”


  “Now how often do you see her, Dr. Rosenblad?”


  “Twice a year, unless there’s a break in between. And let’s just say I’ve never seen Willow only twice a year.”


  “How long have you been using pamidronate to treat children with OI?”


  “Since the early nineties.”


  “And you said that, prior to the advent of pamidronate for OI, these children had a much more limited life in terms of mobility, correct?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “So would you say that the medical technology in your field has increased Willow’s health potential?”


  “Dramatically,” Dr. Rosenblad said. “She’s able to do things now that kids with OI couldn’t do fifteen years ago.”


  “So if this trial were taking place fifteen years ago, the picture you’d be painting for us of Willow’s life might be even more grim, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Dr. Rosenblad nodded. “That’s correct.”


  “Given that we live in America, where medical research is blooming in laboratories and hospitals like yours on a daily basis, isn’t it likely that Willow might see even more medical advances in her lifetime?”


  “Objection,” I said. “Speculative.”


  “He’s an expert in his field, Judge,” Booker countered.


  “He can give his opinion,” Judge Gellar said, “based on his knowledge as to what medical research is currently being done.”


  “It’s possible,” Dr. Rosenblad replied. “But like I also pointed out, the wonder drugs that we thought bisphosphonates were might, over the long term, reveal some other problems we hadn’t counted on for OI patients. We just don’t know yet.”


  “Conceivably, however, Willow could grow to adulthood?” Booker asked.


  “Absolutely.”


  “Could she fall in love?”


  “Of course.”


  “Could she have a baby?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Could she work outside the home?”


  “Yes.”


  “Could she live independently of her parents?”


  “Maybe,” Dr. Rosenblad said.


  Guy Booker spread his hands across the railing of the jury box. “Doctor, you treat illness, don’t you?”


  “Sure.”


  “Would you ever treat a broken finger by amputating the arm?”


  “That would be a bit extreme.”


  “Isn’t it extreme to treat OI then by preventing the patient from being born?”


  “Objection,” I called out.


  “Sustained.” The judge glared at Guy Booker. “I won’t have my courtroom turned into a pro-life rally, Counselor.”


  “I’ll rephrase. Have you ever encountered a parent whose child is diagnosed with OI in utero who chooses to terminate the pregnancy?”


  Rosenblad nodded. “Yes, often in cases where you’re talking about the lethal form of OI, Type II.”


  “What about the severe form?”


  “Objection,” I said. “What does this have to do with the plaintiff?”


  “I want to hear this,” Judge Gellar said. “You may answer the question, Doctor.”


  Rosenblad stepped through the minefield of his response. “Terminating a wanted pregnancy is no one’s first choice,” he said, “but when faced with a fetus who will become a severely disabled child, different families have different levels of tolerance. Some families know they’ll be able to provide enough support for a child with disabilities, some are smart enough to know, in advance, they won’t.”


  “Doctor,” Booker said, “would you call Willow O’Keefe’s birth a wrongful one?”


  I felt something at my side and realized that Charlotte was trembling.


  “I am not in a position to make that decision,” Rosenblad said. “I’m just the physician.”


  “My point exactly,” Booker answered.


  Piper


  I had not seen my ultrasound technician Janine Weissbach since she left my practice four years ago and went to work at a hospital in Chicago. Her hair, which had been blond, was now a sleek chestnut, and there were fine lines bracketing her mouth. I wondered if I looked the same to her, or if betrayal had aged me beyond recognition.


  Janine had been allergic to nuts, and once there had been a minor war between her and a nurse on staff who’d brewed hazelnut coffee. Janine broke out in hives just from the smell that permeated our little lounge; the nurse swore she didn’t realize that liquefied nuts counted when it came to allergy; Janine asked how she’d ever passed her nursing exam. In fact, the brouhaha had been the biggest upset in my practice... until, of course, this.


  “How is it that you came to know the plaintiff in this case?” Charlotte’s lawyer asked.


  Janine leaned closer to the microphone on the witness stand. She used to sing karaoke, I remembered, at a local nightclub. She had referred to herself as pathologically single. Now, though, she wore a wedding band.


  People changed. Even the people you thought you knew as well as you knew yourself.


  “She was a patient at the office where I was working,” Janine said. “Piper Reece’s ob-gyn practice.”


  “You’re employed by the defendant?”


  “I was for three years, but now I work at Northwestern Memorial Hospital.”


  The lawyer was staring off at a wall, as if she wasn’t even listening. “Ms. Gates,” the judge prompted.


  “Sorry,” she said, snapping to attention. “You’re employed by the defendant?”


  “You just asked me that.”


  “Right. Um, can you tell us the circumstances under which you met Charlotte O’Keefe?”


  “She came in for an eighteen-week ultrasound.”


  “Who else was there?”


  “Her husband,” Janine said.


  “Was the defendant there?”


  For the first time, Janine met my eye. “Not at first. The way we did it, I’d perform the ultrasound and discuss it with her; and she’d read the results and talk to the patient.”


  “What happened during Charlotte O’Keefe’s ultrasound, Ms. Weissbach?”


  “Piper had told me to be on the lookout for anything that might signify Down syndrome. The patient’s quad screen had shown a slightly elevated risk. I was excited to be working with a new machine—it had only just arrived, and was state of the art. I got Mrs. O’Keefe settled on the table, put some gel onto her abdomen, and then moved the transducer around to get several clear views of the fetus.”


  “What did you see?” the lawyer asked.


  “The femurs were measuring on the small side, which can sometimes be a flag for Down syndrome, but none of the other indicators were present.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yes,” Janine said. “Some of the images were incredibly clear. Particularly the one of the fetal brain.”


  “Did you mention these findings to the defendant?”


  “Yes. She said that the femur wasn’t off the charts, that it could simply be because the mother was short,” Janine answered.


  “What about the clarity of the images? Did the defendant have anything to say about that?”


  “No,” Janine said. “She didn’t.”


  The night I’d driven Charlotte home from her twenty-seven-week ultrasound, the one with all the broken bones visible, I’d stopped being her friend and started being a doctor. I sat at the kitchen table and used medical terminology, which almost acted like a sedative itself: the pain in Charlotte’s and Sean’s eyes dulled as I heaped them with information they could not understand. I talked to them about the physician I’d already called for a consultation.


  At one point, Amelia had flitted into the kitchen. Charlotte hastily wiped her eyes. “Hey, sweetie,” she said.


  “I came to say good night to the baby,” Amelia said, and she ran up to Charlotte where she sat and wrapped her arms as best as she could around her mother’s belly.


  Charlotte made a tiny sound, a mewling. “Not so tight,” she managed, and I knew what she was thinking: had this eager love broken some of your bones?


  “But I want her to come out,” Amelia said. “I’m sick of waiting.”


  Charlotte stood up. “I think I might go lie down, too.” She held out her hand for Amelia, and they walked out of the kitchen.


  Sean sank into the seat she’d vacated. “It’s me, right?” He looked up at me, haunted. “I’m the reason the baby’s like this.”


  “No—”


  “Charlotte had one kid who was perfectly fine,” he said. “Do the math.”


  “This is probably a spontaneous mutation. There’s nothing you could have done to prevent it.” I couldn’t have prevented it, either. But that didn’t keep me from feeling guilty, just like Sean. “You have to take care of her, because she can’t fall apart right now. Don’t let her look this up on the Internet before you see the doctor tomorrow; don’t tell her you’re worried.”


  “I can’t lie,” Sean said.


  “Well, you will, if you love her.”


  Now, all these years later, I wondered why I could not forgive Charlotte for following this very same advice.


  •••


  I didn’t like Guy Booker, but then again, when you choose malpractice insurance providers, you’re not going for the folks you want to have over for Christmas dinner. He was good at making someone squirm on the witness stand, like an insect being pinned by a collector who wanted to scrutinize it more closely. “Ms. Weissbach,” Booker said, standing up to do his cross-examination, “have you ever seen another fetus that had a similar finding in the measurement of the femur?”


  “Of course.”


  “Do you happen to know the outcome?”


  Charlotte’s lawyer stood up. “Objection, Your Honor. The witness is just a technologist, not a physician.”


  “She sees this every day,” Booker countered. “She’s specially trained to read sonograms.”


  “Sustained.”


  “Well,” Janine said, miffed. “For your information, it’s not so easy to read the results of an ultrasound. I may just be a technologist, but I’m also supposed to point out things that might be problematic.” She jerked her chin toward me. “Piper Reece was my boss. I was just doing my job.”


  She did not say anything more, but I could hear it all the same: Unlike you.


  Charlotte


  Something was wrong with my lawyer. She was fidgeting; she kept missing questions and forgetting answers. It got me wondering: Was doubt contagious? Had Marin sat next to me all day while I fought the urge to stand up and put an end to all this, and then awakened this morning with the same gut instincts?


  She had called in a witness I did not know—Dr. Thurber, who was British but had become the head of radiology at Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital at Stanford before moving to Shriners in Omaha and applying his knowledge as a radiologist to OI kids. According to the endless list of credentials Marin had led him through, Dr. Thurber had read thousands of ultrasounds during his career, had lectured throughout the world, and donated two weeks of his vacation every year to provide care to expectant mothers in impoverished countries.


  Basically, he was a saint. A really smart one.


  “Dr. Thurber,” Marin said, “for those of us who aren’t familiar with ultrasounds, can you explain the technology?”


  “It’s a diagnostic tool, in terms of obstetrics,” the radiologist said. “The equipment is a real-time scanner. Sound waves get emitted from a transducer, which is placed against the mother’s abdomen and moved around to reflect the contents of the uterus. The image gets projected onto a monitor—a sonogram.”


  “What are ultrasounds used for?”


  “To diagnose and confirm pregnancy, to assess fetal heartbeat and fetal malformations, to measure the fetus in order to assess the gestational age and growth, to see the location of the placenta, to determine the amount of amniotic fluid—among other things.”


  “When are ultrasounds traditionally performed during pregnancy?” Marin asked.


  “There’s no hard-and-fast rule, but sometimes scans can be done at about seven weeks to confirm pregnancy and rule out ectopic or molar pregnancies. Most women have at least one ultrasound performed between eighteen and twenty weeks.”


  “What happens during that ultrasound?”


  “By then, the fetus is large enough to check out the anatomy and to look for congenital malformations,” Dr. Thurber said. “Certain bones will be measured, to make sure the baby is the right size based on the date of conception. They’ll make sure organs are in the right place, and that the spine’s intact. Basically, it’s a confirmation that everything’s where it’s supposed to be. And of course, you get to go home with a picture that stays taped to your fridge for the next six months.”


  There were a few laughs on the jury. Had I had a picture of you, from your ultrasound? I couldn’t remember. When I think back to that day, I only feel this great tidal wash of relief, from the moment Piper told me you were healthy.


  “Dr. Thurber,” Marin asked, “did you have an opportunity to review the eighteen-week ultrasound that was performed on Charlotte O’Keefe?”


  “I did.”


  “And what did you see?”


  He glanced at the jury. “Based on the ultrasound, there was definite cause for concern. Normally when you do an ultrasound, you’re looking at the brain through the skull, so it’s usually a little fuzzy, a little bit muddy and gray, because of reverberation artifacts from the side of the skull that the ultrasound beam first hits. In Mrs. O’Keefe’s sonogram, however, the intracranial contents were crystal clear—even that near field of the cerebral hemisphere, which is normally obscured. This suggests a demineralized calvarium. There are several conditions in which the skull presents undermineralized, including skeletal dysplasia, and OI. One then has the obligation to look at the long bones, and in fact femur length is a part of every obstetric ultrasound. In Mrs. O’Keefe’s case, the femur was also measuring a bit short. The combination of the short femur and the demineralized skull is strongly suggestive of osteogenesis imperfecta.” He let the words hang in the courtroom. “In fact, had the technologist pushed down on Mrs. O’Keefe’s belly as she was doing the ultrasound, she would have been able to watch the screen and see the skull of the fetus being squashed out of shape.”


  I folded my hands over my stomach, as if you were still inside.


  “If Mrs. O’Keefe had been your patient, Doctor, what would you have done?”


  “I would have taken more images of the chest—looking for rib fractures. I would have measured all the other long bones to confirm that this was a generalized short-bone condition. And at the very least I’d have referred the case to a center with more experience.”


  Marin nodded. “What if I told you that Mrs. O’Keefe’s obstetrician did none of those things?”


  “Then,” Dr. Thurber said, “I’d say that physician made a very big mistake.”


  “Nothing further,” Marin said, and she slipped into the seat beside me. She immediately let out a heavy sigh.


  “What’s the matter?” I whispered. “He’s very good.”


  “Did it ever occur to you that you’re not the only one with problems?” Marin snapped.


  Guy Booker got up to cross-examine the radiologist. “They say hindsight is twenty-twenty, don’t they, Dr. Thurber?”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  “How long have you testified as an expert witness?”


  “For ten years,” the doctor said.


  “I’m guessing you don’t do this for free?”


  “No, I’m paid, like all expert witnesses,” Thurber replied.


  Booker looked at the jury. “Right. There sure seems to be a lot of money flying around these days, isn’t there?”


  “Objection,” Marin said. “Does he really expect the witness to answer his rhetorical questions?”


  “Withdrawn. Doctor, isn’t it true that osteogenesis imperfecta is very rare?”


  “Yes.”


  “So a small-town OB, for example, might go through her entire professional life without ever seeing a case?”


  “That’s true,” Thurber answered.


  “Isn’t it fair to say that only a specialist would have been looking for OI on an ultrasound?”


  “There is the old medical saying about hearing hoofbeats and assuming it’s a horse instead of a zebra,” Thurber agreed, “but any trained obstetrician should be able to look at an ultrasound and spot red flags. She might not be able to identify what they signify, but she would know them for their abnormality, and would recognize that the patient’s care needs to be taken to the next level.”


  “Is there any condition other than osteogenesis imperfecta that can give you such a clear image of the near field of the brain during an ultrasound?”


  “The lethal form of congenital hypophosphatasia, but it’s extremely rare and it still wouldn’t have changed the need for the patient to be referred to a tertiary-care center.”


  “Dr. Thurber,” Booker said, “do you ever get a particularly clear image of intracranial contents of the skull... on a healthy baby?”


  “Occasionally. If the plane of the ultrasound on a particular image happens by chance to go through one of the normal cranial sutures, instead of bone, the interior of the brain will be shown clearly. However, we take multiple pictures of the brain looking at different intracranial structures, and the sutures are very thin. It would be virtually impossible to see multiple pictures of the brain for multiple projections where the transducer manages to hit a suture every single time. If I saw one image that showed the near field of brain very clearly but the other images did not, I would assume that single image had been taken through a cranial suture. In this case, however, all of the images of the brain show the intracranial contents unusually well.”


  “How about that femur length? Have you ever measured a short femur during an eighteen-week ultrasound and then seen a perfectly healthy baby delivered?”


  “Yes. Sometimes the technologists’ measurement can be off by a hair because the fetus is moving around or in an odd position. They measure two or three times and take the longest axis, but even being a whisker off at eighteen weeks—we’re talking millimeters—can drop the percentile significantly. Many times when we see a borderline-short femur length, it’s just undermeasured.”


  Booker walked toward him. “As useful as ultrasound technology is, it’s not an exact science, is it? Certain images might be clearer than others?”


  “The clarity with which we see all structures in the fetus is variable, yes. It depends on many things—the size of the mother, the position of the fetus. There’s a continuum, really. On any given day we might not be able to see them well, or conversely we might be able to see everything clearly.”


  “At an eighteen-week ultrasound, Doctor, can you definitively say that a child is going to have Type III OI?”


  “You can tell that there’s something wrong skeletally. You can see indicators—like the ones that were in Charlotte O’Keefe’s file. As the gestational age increases, if you see broken bones, you can generally guess that the fetus has Type III OI.”


  “Doctor, if Charlotte O’Keefe had been your patient, and you’d seen the results of her eighteen-week ultrasound, and there were no broken bones, you would have recommended she have follow-up care?”


  “Based on the short femur length and demineralized calvarium? Absolutely.”


  “And once you saw broken bones on a subsequent ultrasound, would you have done what Piper Reece did: immediately refer Mrs. O’Keefe to a maternal-fetal-medicine practitioner at a tertiary-care center?”


  “Yes.”


  “But would you have conclusively diagnosed Mrs. O’Keefe’s fetus with OI at eighteen weeks, based solely on that first ultrasound?”


  He hesitated. “Well,” Thurber said. “No.”


  Amelia


  Sometimes I wonder what really constitutes an “emergency.” I mean, every teacher in my school knew about the trial and the fact that both of my parents were not only in it but squaring off against each other. The whole state knew, and maybe even the whole country, thanks to the newspaper and television coverage. Surely even if they thought my mother was insane or moneygrubbing, they felt a smidgen of sympathy for me, being trapped in the middle? And yet, I still got yelled at in math for not paying attention. I had a huge English test tomorrow, vocabulary, on ninety words that I was most likely never going to use in my life.


  To that end, I was making flash cards for myself. Hypersensitive, I wrote. Too too too sensitive. But wasn’t that the point? If you were sensitive, weren’t you bound to take things too seriously in the first place?


  Trepidation: fear. Use it in a sentence: I have trepidations about taking this stupid test.


  “Amelia!”


  I heard you calling, but I also knew I didn’t have to answer. After all, my mother—or maybe Marin—was paying that nurse who smelled like mothballs to watch over you. This was the second day she’d been here when I got off the bus, and to tell you the truth, I wasn’t impressed. She was watching General Hospital when she should have been playing with you.


  “Amelia!” you yelled, louder this time.


  I screeched the chair back from my desk and thundered downstairs. “What?” I demanded. “I’m trying to study.”


  Then I saw it: Nurse Ratched had barfed all over the floor.


  She was leaning against the wall, her face the color of Silly Putty. “I think I ought to go home... ,” she wheezed.


  Well, duh. I didn’t want to catch the bubonic plague.


  “Do you think you can watch Willow till your mother gets back?” she asked.


  As if I hadn’t been doing just that my whole life. “Sure.” I hesitated. “You are going to clean it up, first, right?”


  “Amelia!” Willow hissed. “She’s sick!”


  “Well, I’m not going to do it,” I whispered, but the nurse was already heading to the kitchen to mop up her mess.


  “I still have to study,” I said, after we were left alone. “Let me go up and get my notebook and flash cards.”


  “No, I’ll go upstairs instead,” you answered. “I kind of want to lie down.”


  So I carried you—you were that light—and settled you on the bed with your crutches next to you. You picked up your latest book to start reading.


  Scrutinize: to observe carefully.


  Stature: the full height of a human.


  I glanced at you over my shoulder. You were the size of a three-year-old, even though you were six and a half now. I wondered how small you’d stay. I thought about how there are kinds of goldfish that get bigger when you put them in large ponds and wondered if that would help: what if, instead of sitting in this bed, in this stupid house, I showed you the whole wide world?


  “I could quiz you,” you said.


  “Thanks, but I’m not ready yet. Maybe later.”


  “Did you know Kermit the Frog is left-handed?” you asked.


  “No.”


  Dissipated: dissolved, faded away.


  Elude: to escape from. I wish.


  “Do you know how big a grave is when it’s dug?”


  “Willow,” I said, “I’m trying to study here. Could you just shut up?”


  “Seven feet, eight inches, by three feet, two inches, by six feet,” you whispered.


  “Willow!”


  You sat up. “I’m going to the bathroom.”


  “Great. Don’t get lost,” I snapped. I watched you carefully lever your crutches so that you could hop your way off the bed. Usually Mom walked you to the bathroom—or, really, hovered—and then privacy kicked in and you booted her out and closed the door. “Do you need a hand?” I asked.


  “Nope, just some collagen,” you said, and I almost cracked a smile.


  A moment later, I heard the bathroom door lock. Scrupulous, devout, annihilate. Lethargic, lethal, subside. The world would be a much easier place if, instead of handing over superstuffed syllables all the time, we just said what we really meant. Words got in the way. The things we felt the hardest—like what it was like to have a boy touch you as if you were made of light, or what it meant to be the only person in the room who wasn’t noticed—weren’t sentences; they were knots in the wood of our bodies, places where our blood flowed backward. If you asked me, not that anyone ever did, the only words worth saying were I’m sorry.


  I made it through Lesson 13 and Lesson 14—devious, aghast, rustic—and glanced down at my watch. It was only three o’clock. “Wiki,” I said, “what time did Mom say she’d be home—” And then I remembered you weren’t there.


  You hadn’t been, for a good fifteen or twenty minutes.


  No one had to go to the bathroom that long.


  My pulse started racing. Had I been so engrossed in learning the definition of arbitration that I hadn’t heard a telltale fall? I ran to the bathroom door and rattled the knob. “Willow? Are you okay?”


  There was no answer.


  Sometimes I wonder what really constitutes an emergency.


  I lifted up my leg and used my foot to break down the door.


  Sean


  The soup that came out of the vending machine at the courthouse looked—and tasted—just like the coffee. It was my third cup today, and I still wasn’t quite sure what I was drinking.


  I was sitting near the window of my hiding place—my biggest accomplishment on this, the second day of the trial. I had planned to sit in the lobby until Guy Booker needed me—but I hadn’t counted on the press. The ones who hadn’t squeezed into the courtroom figured out who I was quickly enough and swarmed, leaving me to back away muttering No comment.


  I’d poked through the maze of the courthouse corridors, trying doorknobs until I found one that opened. I had no idea what this room was used for normally, but it was located almost directly above the courtroom where Charlotte was right now.


  I didn’t really believe in ESP or any of that crap, but I hoped she could feel me up here. Even more, I hoped that was a good thing.


  Here was my secret: in spite of the fact that I had defected to the other side, in spite of the fact that my marriage had crashed on the rocks, there was a part of me that wondered what would happen if Charlotte won.


  With enough money, we could send you to a camp this summer, so that you could meet other kids like you.


  With enough money, we could buy a new van, instead of repairing the one that was seven years old with spit and glue.


  With enough money, we could pay off our credit card debt and the second mortgage we’d taken out after the health insurance bills escalated.


  With enough money, I could take Charlotte away for a night and fall in love with her again.


  I truly believed that the cost of success for us shouldn’t be the cost of failure for a good friend. But what if we hadn’t known Piper personally, only professionally? Would I have endorsed a case like that against a different doctor? Was it Piper’s involvement I objected to—or the whole lawsuit?


  There were so many things we hadn’t been told:


  How it feels when a rib breaks, when I’m doing nothing more than cradling you.


  How much it hurts to see the look on your face when you watch your older sister skating.


  How even the people in a position to help have to cause pain first: the doctors who reset your bones, the folks who mold your leg braces by letting you play in them and get blisters, so that they know what to fix.


  How your bones were not the only things that would break. There would be hairline cracks we would not see for years in my finances, my future, my marriage.


  Suddenly I wanted to hear your voice. I took out my cell phone and started to dial, only to hear a loud beep as the battery died. I stared down at the receiver. I could go out to the car and get the charger, but that would mean running the gauntlet again. While I was weighing the costs and the benefits, the door to my sanctuary opened, and a slice of noise from the hallway slipped inside, followed by Piper Reece.


  “You’ll have to find your own hiding place,” I said, and she jumped.


  “You scared me to death,” Piper said. “How did you know that’s what I was doing?”


  “Because it’s why I’m here. Shouldn’t you be in court?”


  “We took a recess.”


  I hesitated, then figured I had nothing to lose. “How’s it going in there?”


  Piper opened her mouth, as if she were going to reply, and then shut it. “I’ll let you get back to your phone call,” she murmured, her hand on the doorknob.


  “It’s dead,” I said, and she turned around. “My phone.”


  She folded her arms. “Remember when there were no cell phones? When we didn’t have to listen to everyone’s conversations?”


  “Some things are better left private,” I said.


  Piper met my gaze. “It’s awful in there,” she admitted. “The last witness was an actuary who gave estimates on the out-of-pocket cost for Willow’s care, and the grand total, based on her life expectancy.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Thirty thousand annually.”


  “No,” I said. “I meant, how long will she live?”


  Piper hesitated. “I don’t like thinking of Willow in terms of numbers. Like she’s already a statistic.”


  “Piper.”


  “There’s no reason she won’t have a normal life expectancy,” Piper said.


  “But not a normal life,” I finished.


  Piper leaned against the wall. I had not turned the lights on—I didn’t want anyone to know I was in here, after all—and in the shadows her face looked lined and tired. “Last night I dreamed about the first time we had you over for dinner—to meet Charlotte.”


  I could recall that night like it was yesterday. I had gotten lost on the way to Piper’s house because I was so nervous. For obvious reasons, I’d never before been invited to someone’s house after giving her a speeding ticket; and I wouldn’t have gone at all, but the day before pulling Piper’s car over for doing fifty in a thirty-mile-an-hour zone, I’d gone to the house of my best friend—another cop—and found my girlfriend in his bed. I had nothing to lose when Piper called the department a week later and asked; it was impulsive and stupid and desperate.


  When I got to Piper’s, and was introduced to Charlotte, she’d held out her hand for me to shake and a spark had caught between our palms, shocking us both. The two little girls had eaten in the living room while the adults sat at the table; Piper had just served me a slice of caramel-pecan torte that Charlotte had made. “What do you think?” Charlotte had asked.


  The filling was still warm and sweet; crust dissolved on my tongue like a memory. “I think we should get married,” I said, and everyone laughed, but I was not entirely kidding.


  We had been talking about our first kisses. Piper told a story about a boy who’d enticed her into the woods behind the jungle gym on the pretext that there was a unicorn behind an ash tree; Rob talked about being paid five bucks by a seventh-grade girl for a practice run. Charlotte hadn’t been kissed, it turned out, till she was eighteen. “I can’t believe that,” I said.


  “What about you, Sean?” Rob asked.


  “I can’t remember.” By then, I had lost sense of everything but Charlotte. I could have told you how many inches away from my leg hers was beneath the table. I could have told you how the curls of her hair caught the candlelight and held on to it. I could not remember my first kiss, but I could have told you Charlotte would be my last.


  “Remember how we had Amelia and Emma in the living room,” Piper said now. “We were having such a good time no one thought to check on them?”


  Suddenly I could see it—all of us crowded into the tiny downstairs bathroom, Rob yelling at his daughter, who had commandeered Amelia into helping her dump dry dog food into the toilet bowl.


  Piper started to laugh. “Emma kept saying it was only a cupful.”


  But it had soaked up the water and swollen to fill the bowl. It was amazing, in fact, how quickly it had gotten out of control.


  Beside me, Piper’s laughter had turned the corner, and in that way emotion has of hopping boundaries, she was suddenly crying. “God, Sean. How did we get here?”


  I stood awkwardly, and then after a moment I slipped an arm around her. “It’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not,” Piper sobbed, and she buried her face against my shoulder. “I have never, ever in my life been the bad guy. But every time I walk into that courtroom, that’s exactly what I am.”


  I had hugged Piper Reece before. It was what married couples did—you went to someone’s house and you handed over the obligatory bottle of wine and kissed the hostess on the cheek. Maybe distantly I was aware that Piper was taller than Charlotte, that she smelled of an unfamiliar perfume instead of Charlotte’s pear soap and vanilla extract. At any rate, the embrace was triangular: you connected at the cheek, and then your bodies angled away from each other.


  But right now Piper was pressed against me, her tears hot against my neck. I could feel the curve and weight of her body. And I could tell the exact moment she became aware of mine.


  And then she was kissing me, or maybe I was kissing her, and she tasted of cherries, and my eyes closed, and the moment they did, all I could see was Charlotte.


  We both pushed away from each other, our eyes averted. Piper pressed her hands to her cheeks. I have never, ever in my life been the bad guy, she had said.


  There is a first time for everything.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, at the same time Piper began to speak.


  “I shouldn’t have—”


  “It didn’t happen,” I interrupted. “Let’s just say it didn’t happen, all right?”


  Piper looked up at me sadly. “Just because you don’t want to see something, Sean, doesn’t mean it wasn’t there.”


  I didn’t know if we were talking about this moment, or this lawsuit, or both. There were a thousand things I wanted to say to Piper, all of which began and ended with an apology, but what tumbled off my lips instead was this: “I love Charlotte,” I said. “I love my wife.”


  “I know,” Piper whispered, “I did, too.”


  Charlotte


  The movie that had been filmed to show a day in your life was the last bit of evidence that Marin would offer to the jury. It was the emotional counterpart to the cold, hard facts the actuary had given, about what it costs in this country to have a disabled child. It felt like ages since the video crew had followed you around school, and to be honest, I had worried about the outcome. What if the jury looked at our daily routine and didn’t find it remarkably different from anyone else’s?


  Marin had told me that it was her job to make sure the presentation came off in our favor, and as soon as the first images projected onto the courtroom screen, I realized I should not have worried. Editing is a marvelous thing.


  It began with an image of your face, reflected in the windowpane you were peering through. You weren’t speaking, but you didn’t have to. There was a lifetime of longing in your eyes.


  The view panned out the window, then, to watch your sister skating on the pond.


  Then came the first few strains of a song as I knelt down to strap on your braces before school, because you could not reach them yourself. After a moment I recognized it: “I Hope You Dance.”


  In the pocket of my jacket, my cell phone began to vibrate.


  We were not allowed to have cell phones on in court, but I’d told Marin that I had to be reachable, just in case—and we’d compromised with this. I slipped my hand into my pocket and looked at the screen to see who was calling.


  HOME, it read.


  On the projector screen, you were in class, and kids were funneling around you like a school of fish, doing some kind of spider dance at circle time, while you sat immobile in your wheelchair.


  “Marin,” I whispered.


  “Not now.”


  “Marin, my phone’s ringing—”


  She leaned closer to me. “If you pick up that phone right now instead of watching this film, the jury will crucify you for being heartless.”


  So I sat on my hands, getting more and more agitated. Maybe the jury thought it was because I couldn’t watch this. The phone would stop vibrating and then start a moment later. On the screen I watched you at physical therapy, walking forward toward the mat biting your lower lip. The phone vibrated again, and I made a small sound in the back of my throat.


  What if you’d fallen? What if the nurse didn’t know what to do? What if it was something even worse than a simple break?


  I could hear snuffling sounds behind me, purses being opened and rummaged through for Kleenex. I could see the jury riveted by your words, your elfin face.


  The phone buzzed again, an electrical shock to my system. This time I slipped it out of my pocket to see the text message icon. I hid the receiver under the table and flipped it open.


  WILLOW HURT—HELP


  “I have to get out of here,” I whispered to Marin.


  “In fifteen minutes... We absolutely cannot recess right now.”


  I looked up at the screen again, my heart hammering. Hurt, how? Why wasn’t the nurse doing something?


  You were sitting on the mat, your legs frogged. Above you a red ring dangled. You winced as you reached for it. Can we stop now?


  Come on, Willow, I know you’re tougher than that... wrap your fingers around and give it a squeeze.


  You tried, for Molly. But tears were streaming from your eyes, and the sound that came from you was a sharp, staccato burst. Please, Molly... can I stop?


  The phone was vibrating again. I wrapped my hand around it.


  And then I was on the mat with you, holding you in my arms, rocking you, and telling you that I would make it better.


  If I had been more aware of what was happening in the courtroom, I would have noticed that every woman on the jury was crying, and some of the men. I would have seen the TV cameras in the back of the gallery that were recording for playback on that night’s news. I would have seen Judge Gellar close his eyes and shake his head. But instead, the moment the screen went to black, I bolted.


  I could feel everyone watching me as I ran up the aisle and out the double doors, and they probably thought I was overcome with emotion or too fragile to look at you in Technicolor. The moment I shoved past the bailiffs I hit the redial button on my phone. “Amelia? What’s the matter?”


  “She’s bleeding,” Amelia sobbed, hysterical. “There was blood all over the place and she wasn’t moving and—”


  Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice was on the phone. “Is this Mrs. O’Keefe?”


  “Yes?”


  “I’m Hal Chen, one of the EMTs who—”


  “What’s wrong with my daughter!”


  “She’s lost a great deal of blood, that’s all we know right now. Can you meet us at Portsmouth Regional?”


  I don’t know if I even said yes. I didn’t try to tell Marin. I just ran—across the lobby, out the courthouse doors. I pushed past the reporters, who were caught unawares, who pulled themselves together just in time to focus their cameras and point their microphones at the woman who was sprinting away from this trial, headed toward you.


  Amelia


  When I had been really little and the wind blew like mad at night, I had trouble sleeping. My father would come in and tell me that the house wasn’t made of straw or sticks, that it was brick, and like the little pigs knew, nothing could tear it down. Here’s what the little pigs didn’t realize: the big bad wolf was only the start of their problems. The biggest threat was already inside the house with them, and couldn’t be seen. Not radon gas or carbon monoxide, but just the way three very different personalities fit inside one small space. Tell me that the slacker pig—the one who only mustered up straw—really could get along with the high-maintenance bricklayer pig. I think not. I’ll bet you if that fairy tale went on another ten pages, all three of those pigs would have been at each other’s throats, and that brick house would have exploded after all.


  When I broke down the door of the bathroom with my ninja kick, it gave more easily than I expected, but then again, the house was old and the jamb just splintered. You were in plain sight, but I didn’t see you. How could I, with all that blood everywhere?


  I started to scream, and then I ran into the bathroom and grabbed your cheeks. “Willow, wake up. Wake up!”


  It didn’t work, but your arm jostled, and out of your hand fell my razor blade.


  My heart started to race. You’d seen me cutting the other night; I’d been so angry, I couldn’t remember if I’d hidden the blade back in its usual hiding place. What if you had been copying what you’d seen?


  It meant this was all my fault.


  There were cuts on your wrist. By now, I was hysterical crying. I didn’t know if I should wrap a towel around you and try to stop the bleeding or call an ambulance or call my mother.


  I did all three.


  When the firemen came with the ambulance, they raced upstairs, their boots muddy on the carpet. “Be careful,” I cried, hovering in the doorway of the bathroom. “She’s got this brittle bone disease. She’ll break if you move her.”


  “She’ll bleed out if we don’t,” one of the firemen muttered.


  One of the EMTs stood up, blocking my view. “Tell me what happened.”


  I was crying so hard that my eyes had nearly swollen shut. “I don’t know. I was studying in my room. There was a nurse, but she went home. And Willow— And she—” My nose was streaming, my words curdled. “She was in the bathroom for a really long time.”


  “How long?” the fireman asked.


  “Maybe ten minutes... five?”


  “Which one?”


  “I don’t know,” I sobbed. “I don’t know.”


  “Where did she get the razor blade?” the fireman asked.


  I swallowed hard and forced myself to meet his gaze. “I have no idea,” I lied.


  


  Buckle: a cake made in one layer with berries in the batter.


  When you don’t have what you want, you have to want what you have. It’s one of the first lessons the colonists learned when they came to America and found that they couldn’t make the trifles and steamed puddings they’d loved in England because the ingredients didn’t exist here. That discovery led to a rash of innovation, in which settlers used seasonal fruits and berries to make quick dishes that were served for breakfast or even a main course. They came with names like buckle and grunt, crumble and cobbler and crisp, brown Betty, sonker, slump, and pandowdy. There have been whole books written on the origins of these names—grunt is the sound of the fruit cooking; Louisa May Alcott affectionately called her family home in Concord, Massachusetts, “Apple Slump”—but some of the strange titles have never been explained.


  The buckle, for one.


  Maybe it’s because the top is like a streusel, which gives it a crumbled appearance. But then why not call it a crumble, which is actually more like a crisp?


  I make buckles when nothing else is going right. I imagine some beleaguered Colonial woman bent over her hearth with a cast-iron pan, sobbing into the batter—and that’s where I imagine the name came from. A buckle is the moment you break down, you give in, because when you cook one, you simply can’t mess up. Unlike with pastries and pies, you don’t have to worry about getting the ingredients just right or mixing the dough to a certain consistency. This is baking for the baking impaired; this is where you start, when everything else around you has gone to pieces.
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  BLUEBERRY PEACH BUCKLE


  TOPPING


  1/3 cup unsalted butter, cut into small pieces


  1/2 cup light brown sugar


  1/4 cup all-purpose flour


  1 teaspoon cinnamon


  1 teaspoon fresh ginger, peeled and grated


  BATTER


  11/2 cups flour


  1/2 teaspoon baking powder


  Pinch of salt


  3/4 cup unsalted butter, room temperature


  3/4 cup dark brown sugar


  1 teaspoon vanilla extract


  3 large eggs


  2–3 cups wild blueberries (can substitute frozen if fresh are not available)


  2 ripe peaches, peeled, pitted, and sliced*


  Butter and flour an 8 by 8-inch pan; preheat the oven to 350 degrees F.


  First, make the topping: in a small bowl, combine the butter, brown sugar, flour, cinnamon, and ginger until it resembles coarse meal, and set aside.


  Then, make the batter by sifting together the flour, baking powder, and salt. Set this mixture aside, too.


  In the bowl of an electric mixer, using the paddle attachment, combine the butter and brown sugar until creamy and soft (3–4 minutes). Add the vanilla. Beat the eggs into the flour mixture one at a time until just combined. Fold in the berries and peaches. Spread the batter in the prepared pan and crumble the topping mixture on top. Bake for 45 minutes or until a tester comes out clean and the top of the buckle is golden.


  Charlotte


  I think you can love a person too much.


  You put someone up on a pedestal, and all of a sudden, from that perspective, you notice what’s wrong—a hair out of place, a run in a stocking, a broken bone. You spend all your time and energy making it right, and all the while, you are falling apart yourself. You don’t even realize what you look like, how far you’ve deteriorated, because you only have eyes for someone else.


  It is not an excuse, but it is the only answer I can give for why I would find myself here, by your bed; you with your wrist bandaged and broken from where the doctors had to press down to stop the bleeding; you with your broken ribs from the CPR they began when your heart stopped.


  I had been used to hearing that you’d broken a bone, or needed surgery, or would be casted. But there were words that had come out of the doctors’ mouths today that I never would have expected: blood loss, self-harm, suicide.


  How could a six-year-old girl want to kill herself? Was this the only way I’d sit up and take notice? Because yes, you had my attention.


  Not to mention my paralyzing regret.


  All of this time, Willow, I’d just wanted you to see how important you were to me, how I would do anything within my power to give you the best life possible... and you didn’t want that life at all.


  “I don’t believe it,” I whispered fiercely, even though you were still sleeping, drugged to rest through the night. “I don’t believe you wanted to die.”


  I ran my hand down your arm, until my fingers just brushed the gauze that had been wrapped around the deep cut on your wrist. “I love you,” I said, my voice hollow with tears. “I love you so much that I don’t know who I’d be without you. And even if it takes my whole life to do it, I’ll make you see why yours made a difference.”


  I would win this lawsuit, and with the money, I’d take you to see the Paralympics. I’d buy you a sports wheelchair, a service dog. I’d fly you halfway around the world to introduce you to people who, like you, beat the odds to become someone bigger than anyone ever expected. I would prove to you that being different isn’t a death sentence but a call to arms. Yes, you would continue to break: not bones but barriers.


  Your fingers twitched against mine, and your eyes slowly blinked open. “Hi, Mommy,” you murmured.


  “Oh, Willow,” I said, crying hard by now. “You scared us to death.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  I lifted your good hand and pressed a kiss into the palm for you to carry like a sweet, until it melted. “No,” I whispered. “I am.”


  Sean stirred from the chair where he was sleeping, in the corner of your room. “Hey,” he said, his whole face lighting up when he saw you were awake. He sat down on the side of the bed. “How’s my girl?” He brushed your hair away from your face.


  “Mom?” you asked.


  “What, baby?”


  You smiled then, the first real smile I’d seen on your face in ages. “You’re both here,” you said, as if that was what you’d wanted all along.


  •••


  Leaving Sean with you, I went downstairs to the lobby and called Marin back; she had left multiple messages on my voice mail. “It’s about time,” she snapped. “Here’s a news flash, Charlotte. You aren’t allowed to leave a trial in the middle, especially without telling your lawyer where the hell you’re going. Do you have any idea how foolish it looks when the judge asks me where my client is, and I can’t answer?”


  “I had to go to the hospital.”


  “For Willow? What did she break this time?” Marin asked.


  “She cut herself. She lost a lot of blood, and some of the intervention the doctors had to do broke some bones, but she’s going to be all right. She’s here for observation overnight.” I drew in my breath. “Marin, I can’t come to court tomorrow. I have to stay with her.”


  “One day,” Marin said. “I can get a continuance for one day. And... Charlotte? I’m glad Willow’s okay.”


  My breath tumbled out in a gasp. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.”


  Marin was quiet for a moment. “You’d better not let Guy Booker hear you say that,” she said, and then she hung up.


  •••


  I didn’t want to go back home, because there, I’d have to see the blood. I imagined it was everywhere—on the shower curtain, the tiled floor, the drain of the bathtub. I pictured myself using a bleach solution and a damp cloth and having to wring it into the sink dozens of times, my hands burning and my eyes scalded. I imagined the water running pink, and even after a solid thirty minutes of cleaning I would still smell the fear of losing you.


  Amelia was downstairs in the cafeteria, where I’d left her with a cup of hot chocolate and a cardboard boat of French fries. “Hey,” I said.


  She came halfway out of her chair. “Is Willow—”


  “She’s just waking up.”


  Amelia looked like she was going to faint, and I couldn’t blame her—she was the one who’d walked in on you, who had called the ambulance. “Did she say anything?”


  “Not a lot.” I reached out and covered her hand with mine. “You saved Willow’s life today. There is nothing I can say that would possibly make you understand how much I want to thank you.”


  “I wasn’t going to just let her bleed to death,” she said, but she was trembling.


  “Do you want to see her?”


  “I... I don’t know if I can yet. I keep picturing her in that bathroom...” She curled into herself, the way teenage girls do, like fiddlehead ferns. “Mom? What would have happened if Willow had died?”


  “Don’t even think about that, Amelia.”


  “I didn’t mean now... not today. I meant, like, years ago. When she was first born.” She looked up at me, and I realized she wasn’t trying to upset me, she was asking honestly what her life would have been like if it hadn’t taken a backseat to a sibling who had a serious disability.


  “I can’t tell you, Amelia,” I said honestly. “I’m just really, really glad she didn’t. Not then, and thanks to you, not today. I need both of you too badly.”


  As I stood up, waiting for Amelia to dump out the rest of her fries, I wondered whether the psychiatrist we would take you to would tell me that I had irrevocably damaged you. I wondered if the reason you’d slit your wrist was that, in spite of all the vocabulary you knew, you didn’t have the words to tell me to just stop already. I wondered how you even knew that slitting your wrist was one way to check out of this world.


  As if she could read my mind, Amelia spoke. “Mom? I don’t think Willow was trying to kill herself.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “Because she knows,” Amelia said, falling into step beside me. “She’s the only thing that’s holding our family together.”


  Amelia


  I wasn’t left alone with you until three hours after you woke up, when Mom and Dad went out into the hall to talk to one of your doctors. You looked at me, because you knew that we wouldn’t have very long before everyone else descended again. “Don’t worry,” you said. “I won’t tell anyone it was yours.”


  My knees nearly gave way underneath me; I had to hold on to that weird plastic crib rail on the side of the hospital bed. “What were you thinking?” I said.


  “I just wanted to see what it was like,” you said. “When I saw you—”


  “You shouldn’t have.”


  “Well, I did. And you looked... I don’t know... so happy.”


  Once in a science class my teacher had told a story about a woman who went into the hospital because she couldn’t eat anything, not one bite, and the doctors operated only to find a hair ball the whole size and shape of her stomach inside her. Later on, her husband mentioned that, yes, he’d seen her chewing on her hair every now and then, but he never imagined it had gotten so out of control. That’s what I felt like now: sick to my stomach, full of a habit that had grown so solid I couldn’t even swallow anymore.


  “It’s a stupid way to be happy. It’s what I did because I couldn’t be happy the normal way.” I shook my head. “I look at you, Wiki, with so much shit raining down on you, and you never let it get you down. But me, I can’t even be satisfied with all the good stuff in my life. I’m pathetic.”


  “I don’t think you’re pathetic.”


  “Oh yeah?” I laughed, but without any humor; it sounded flat as cardboard. “Then what am I?”


  “My big sister,” you said simply.


  I could hear the door open a crack, Dad’s voice thanking the doctor. Quickly I swiped a tear from my eye. “Don’t try to be like me, Willow,” I said. “Especially since I was only trying to be like you.”


  Then my father was in the room, and my mother. They glanced from your face to mine and back again. “What are you two talking about?” Dad asked.


  We did not look at each other. “Nothing,” we said, for once in unison.


  Piper


  “I don’t have to go to court tomorrow,” I said, still reeling, as I put the phone down and turned to face Rob.


  His fork stayed suspended in midair over his plate. “You mean she’s finally come to her senses and dropped this lawsuit?”


  “No,” I said, sitting down beside Emma, who was pushing her Chinese food around on her plate. I wondered how much to say with her present, then decided, if she was old enough to deal with this trial, she was old enough to hear the truth. “It’s Willow. She cut herself with a razor blade, apparently, pretty badly.”


  Rob’s silverware clattered to the table. “Jesus,” he said softly. “She was trying to kill herself?”


  Until he said that, it honestly hadn’t crossed my mind. You were only six and a half, for God’s sake. Girls your age were supposed to be dreaming of ponies and Zac Efron, not trying to commit suicide. But then again, all sorts of things happened that weren’t theoretically supposed to: Bumblebees flew; salmon swam upstream. Babies were born without the bone structure to bear their weight. Best friends were pitted against each other.


  “You don’t really think— Oh, Rob. Oh, God.”


  “Is she going to be okay?” Emma asked.


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I hope so.”


  “Well, if this isn’t a giant cosmic hint for Charlotte to set some priorities,” Rob said, “then I don’t know what is. I don’t even remember Willow ever complaining.”


  “A lot can change in a year,” I pointed out.


  “Especially when your mother is too busy wringing blood out of a stone to pay attention to her kids—”


  “Enough,” I murmured.


  “Don’t tell me you’re going to defend that woman.”


  “That woman used to be my friend.”


  “Used to be, Piper,” Rob repeated.


  Emma threw her napkin on the table, a red flag. “I think I know why she did it,” she whispered.


  We both turned to her at once.


  Emma was nearly white, her eyes bright with tears. “I know friends are supposed to save each other, but we’re not really friends anymore—”


  “You and Willow?”


  She shook her head. “Me and Amelia. I saw her once, in the girls’ bathroom. She was cutting her arm with a pop top from a soda can. She didn’t see me, and I turned around and ran. I was going to tell someone—you, or the guidance counselor—but then I sort of wished she would die. I thought maybe her mother deserved it, you know, for suing us. But I didn’t think— I never wanted Willow—” She broke down, crying. “Everyone does it—cuts. I figured it was just something she was going through, like the way she used to make herself throw up.”


  “She what?”


  “She didn’t think I knew, but I did. I could hear her, when I slept over at her house. She thought I was asleep, but she’d go into the bathroom and make herself sick—”


  “But she stopped?”


  Emma looked up at me. “I can’t remember,” she said, in a very tiny voice. “I thought so, but maybe I just stopped hanging around with her to see.”


  “Her teeth,” Rob added. “When I took off her braces, the enamel was worn down. It’s the kind of thing we attribute to either soda... or eating disorders.”


  When I was still practicing, I’d had a patient with bulimia who’d been pregnant. As soon as I managed to convince her to stop making herself vomit for the sake of her fetus, she started cutting. I’d consulted a psychiatrist and found out that the two often went hand in hand. Unlike anorexia, which was about being perfect all the time, bulimia was rooted in self-hatred. Cutting was a way of not committing suicide, ironically; it was a coping mechanism for someone who couldn’t control herself any other way, and like bingeing and purging, it became a dirty little secret that added to the cycle of anger at herself for not being who she really wished she could be.


  I could only begin to imagine what it was like to live in a house where the subliminal message was that daughters who did not measure up should not exist.


  It could have been a coincidence; Emma might have happened upon the one and only time Amelia tried to hurt herself; Rob’s armchair diagnosis might have been far off the mark. But all the same, if the warning signs were present and you noticed them, weren’t you obligated to offer the information?


  For God’s sake—that was the crux of this whole lawsuit.


  “If it were Emma,” Rob said quietly, “wouldn’t you want to know?”


  I blinked at him. “You don’t seriously think that Charlotte would listen to me if I told her her daughter was in trouble?”


  Rob tilted his head. “Maybe that’s exactly why you have to try.”


  •••


  As I drove through Bankton, I cataloged everything I knew about Amelia O’Keefe:


  She wore size 7 shoes.


  She didn’t like black licorice.


  She could skate like an angel, and make it look easier than it ever was.


  She was tough. Once, during a skating show, she’d done an entire program with a hole in her stockings and a blister rubbing her heel bloody.


  She knew all the words to the Wicked sound track.


  She bused her own plate, when I had to remind Emma to do it.


  She’d fitted seamlessly, easily, thoughtlessly into our own home life, so much so that, when they were smaller, Emma and Amelia had been called the Twins by most of the teachers in the elementary school. They’d borrowed clothes from each other; they’d gotten their hair cut in tandem; they’d had sleepovers in the same narrow twin bed.


  Maybe I was guilty of thinking of Amelia as an extension of Emma. Knowing ten concrete things about her did not make me an expert, but it was ten things more than her parents were paying attention to right now.


  I did not realize where I was heading until I pulled into the hospital access drive. The guard at the booth waited for me to unroll my window. “I’m a doctor,” I said, not quite a lie, and he waved me ahead to the parking lot.


  Technically, I still had operating privileges here. I’d known the OB staff well enough to be invited to their Christmas parties. But right now the hospital was so unfamiliar that when I walked through the sliding glass doors I nearly buckled at the smells: industrial cleaner and lost hope. I might not feel ready to take on a real patient yet, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t pretend to treat a fictional one. So I put on my best harried physician face and walked up to the elderly volunteer in a pink smock. “I’m Dr. Reece; I was called here on a consult... I need the room number for Willow O’Keefe?”


  Because it was after visiting hours, and because I wasn’t wearing a lab coat, I was stopped by the nurses at the pedi desk. None of them were familiar, which actually worked in my favor. I knew, of course, the name of Willow’s OI doctor. “Dr. Rosenblad at Children’s asked me to check in on Willow O’Keefe,” I said, in the no-nonsense tone that usually keeps nurses from second-guessing. “Is the chart outside the door?”


  “Yes,” one nurse said. “Did you want us to page Dr. Suraya?”


  “Dr. Suraya?”


  “The treating physician?”


  “Oh,” I said. “No. I won’t be more than a few minutes,” and I hurried down the hall as if I had a thousand things to do.


  The door to your room was ajar, and the lights were low. You were asleep on the bed, and Charlotte was asleep in a chair beside you. She was holding on to a book: 1,000,001 Things You Never Knew.


  Your arm was splinted, in addition to your left leg. Bandages wrapped your ribs tight. I could guess, even without reading your chart, what collateral damage had been done during the act of saving your life.


  I leaned down very gently and kissed the crown of your head. Then I tugged the book out of Charlotte’s hands and set it on the nightstand. I already knew she wouldn’t wake up—she slept so heavily. Sean was always saying she snored like a longshoreman, although the few times we had bunked together during family trips, I’d only noticed her making a soft, soughing sound when she slept. I had always wondered if this was because she was more comfortable with Sean to really let go or because he didn’t understand her the way I did.


  She mumbled in her sleep, and shifted, and I froze like a deer in headlights. Now that I was here, I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. Did I think that Charlotte wouldn’t be sleeping by your side? That she would welcome me with open arms when I said I was worried about you? Maybe the reason I had driven all the way here was that I needed to see for myself, even for a moment, that you were all right. Maybe when Charlotte woke up, she would smell my perfume and wonder if she’d dreamed about me. Maybe she would remember that she’d fallen asleep holding the book, and wonder who’d moved it for her.


  “You,” I whispered, “are going to be just fine.”


  As I slipped away down the hospital corridor, I realized I was talking to all three of us.


  Sean


  To my surprise, Guy Booker showed up just after nine p.m. to tell me that the judge had agreed to a one-day continuance—so I wouldn’t have to testify starting tomorrow morning.


  “That’s good, since she’s still at the hospital,” I told him. “Charlotte’s there with her. I came home with Amelia.”


  “How’s Willow doing?”


  “She’ll pull through okay. She’s a fighter.”


  “Well, I know it was awful to get that call. But you do realize how great this is for our case?” he said. “It’s too late to say the lawsuit’s made her suicidal, but then again, if she’d died today—” He broke off abruptly, but not before I grabbed him by the collar and threw him against the wall.


  “Finish your sentence,” I growled.


  The blood drained from Booker’s face.


  “You were going to say that, if she died, there wouldn’t be any damages, weren’t you, you son of a bitch?”


  “If you thought it, then the jury will think it, too,” Booker choked out. “That’s all.”


  I let him drop and turned my back. “Get out of my house.”


  He was bright enough to slink out the door without another word, but less than a minute later, the doorbell rang again. “I told you to get lost,” I said, but instead of Guy Booker, it was Piper on the front porch.


  “I... I’ll just go...”


  I shook my head. “You weren’t who I was expecting.”


  The memory of the kiss in the courthouse rose between us, pushing us each back a step. “I have to talk to you, Sean,” Piper said.


  “I told you, just forget—”


  “This isn’t about what happened this afternoon. This is about your daughter,” Piper said. “I think she might be bulimic.”


  “No, she has OI.”


  “You have another daughter, Sean. I’m talking about Amelia.”


  We were having this conversation with the door wide open, both of us shivering. I stepped back to let Piper inside. She stood uncomfortably in the front hall. “There’s nothing wrong with Amelia,” I said.


  “Bulimia’s an eating disorder. Which, by definition, is kept under wraps by the person who’s suffering from it. Emma’s heard her throwing up late at night. And Rob noticed during her last orthodontic checkup that the enamel’s been worn off the backs of her teeth—something that can be caused by repeated vomiting. Look, you can hate me for bringing this up, but especially given what we’re in the middle of right now, I would rather save Amelia’s life than know I had the chance to and didn’t.”


  I looked up at the stairs. Amelia was in the shower, or at least she was supposed to be. She wouldn’t go into the bathroom you shared; instead she was using the one attached to the master bedroom. Although I’d cleaned up any evidence of what had happened to you, Amelia said it still freaked her out.


  As a police officer, I sometimes had to consider the line between privacy and good parenting. I saw enough kids who appeared squeaky clean on the outside and were then busted for possession or theft or vandalism to know that people were never what you expected them to be—especially if they happened to be between the ages of thirteen and eighteen. I didn’t tell Charlotte, but sometimes I went through Amelia’s drawers just to see what she might be hiding. I’d never found anything. Then again, I had been looking for drugs, for alcohol—I had never thought to look for signs of an eating disorder. I wouldn’t even know what to look for. “She’s not skin and bones,” I said. “Maybe Emma got it wrong.”


  “Bulimics don’t starve themselves, they binge and then purge. You wouldn’t see a weight loss. And there’s one more thing, Sean. In school, in the girls’ bathroom, Emma saw Amelia cutting herself.”


  “Cutting?” I repeated.


  “Like with a razor blade,” Piper replied, and suddenly, I understood. “Just go talk to her, Sean.”


  “What do I say?” I asked, but she had already slipped out the door.


  As Amelia showered, I could hear the water running through the pipes. Pipes—the same pipes we’d had the plumber in to fix four times over the past year, because they kept leaking. He’d said it was acid, which hadn’t made sense at the time.


  Vomit was wicked acidic.


  I walked upstairs and went into the bedroom you and your sister shared. If Amelia was bulimic, shouldn’t we have noticed food disappearing? I sat down at the desk and rummaged through the drawers but didn’t find anything except for packets of gum and a few old exams. Amelia brought home straight A’s. How could a kid who worked so hard, who did so many things right, have gone so far off track?


  The bottom cabinet of Amelia’s desk didn’t close. I unhooked the drawer from its metal runners and pulled out a box of gallon-size Ziploc bags. I turned the box over in my hands as if I were examining a rare artifact. It didn’t really make sense for Amelia to have these up here when they were readily available in the pantry; it made even less sense for her to go to the trouble of hiding them behind the drawer. Then I turned to the bed. I pulled down the sheets but found only the stuffed, molting moose Amelia had slept with since I’d met Charlotte. I knelt beside the bed and ran my hands beneath the mattress.


  They came by the fistfuls: torn candy wrappers, bread loaf wrappers, empty packages of cookies and crackers. They fluttered over my feet like plastic butterflies. Closer to the head of the bed were satin bras with the price tags still attached—in sizes far too big for Amelia—makeup with CVS price stickers, pieces of costume jewelry still riveted to their plastic display squares.


  I sank to the floor, sitting in the center of all the evidence I hadn’t been willing to see.


  Amelia


  I was dripping wet and wrapped in a towel, and all I wanted to do was crawl into my pajamas and go to sleep and pretend today had never happened, but sitting on the floor in the middle of my room was my father. “Do you mind? I’m kind of not dressed...”


  He turned around, and that’s when I noticed everything piled on the floor in front of him. “What is all this?” he asked me.


  “Okay, so I’m a total pig. I’ll clean my room—”


  “Did you steal these?” He lifted a handful of cosmetics and jewelry. They were horrible things—makeup I’d rather die than wear, earrings and necklaces for old ladies—but somehow sneaking them into my pockets had made me feel like a superhero.


  “No,” I said, looking him in the eye.


  “Who’s the bra for?” he asked. “Thirty-six D.”


  “A friend,” I answered, and too soon realized I had screwed myself over: my father would know I didn’t have any friends.


  “I know what you’re doing,” he said, getting to his feet heavily.


  “Well, maybe you could tell me, then. Because I don’t really understand why we have to have an inquisition while I’m freezing and soaking wet—”


  “Did you make yourself throw up before you took that shower?”


  My cheeks burned with the truth. It was the perfect time, because the running water covered the sound of retching. I’d gotten it down to a science. But I tried for a laugh. “Oh, yeah, right. I do that before every shower. Which is clearly why I’m a size eleven when everyone else in my grade is a size zer—”


  He took a step forward, and I wrapped the towel more tightly around myself. “Just stop the lying,” he said. “Just... stop.” My father reached for me and yanked my wrist toward him. I thought he was trying to pull away the towel, but that was nowhere near as humiliating as what he was actually trying to see: my forearms and my thighs, with their gray-scale ladders of scars.


  “She saw me doing it,” I said, and I didn’t have to explain that I was talking about you.


  “Jesus Christ,” my father thundered. “What were you thinking, Amelia? If you were upset, why didn’t you come to us?”


  But I bet he knew the answer to that one.


  I burst into tears. “I never meant to hurt her. I just wanted to hurt myself.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. Because it’s the only thing I can manage to do right.”


  He grabbed my chin, forcing me to look into his eyes. “The reason I’m angry isn’t that I hate you,” my father said tightly. “It’s because I goddamn love you.” And then his arms were tight around me, the towel the thinnest barrier between us, and it wasn’t creepy or embarrassing; it was just what it was. “This stops right now, you hear me? There are treatment programs and things like that—and you’re going to get yourself fixed. But until then, I’m going to watch you. I’m going to watch you like a hawk.”


  The more he yelled, the more tightly he held on to me. And here’s the weirdest thing of all: now that the worst had happened—now that I’d been found out—it wasn’t disastrous. It felt, well, inevitable. My father was furious, but me, I couldn’t stop smiling. You see me, I thought, my eyes closing. You see me.


  Charlotte


  That night, I slept in the chair beside your hospital bed, and I dreamed of Piper. We were at Plum Island again and we were boogie-boarding, but the waves had gone red as blood and stained our hair and our skin. I rode in on a wave so majestic and forceful that it made the shore buckle. I looked behind me, but you were being thrashed underneath the cutting edge of the wave, rolling head over heels, your body raked over the sea glass and the porous stones. Charlotte, you cried, help me! I heard you, but I started walking away.


  I was awakened by Sean, shaking my shoulder. “Hey,” he whispered, looking at you. “She slept through the night?”


  I nodded, stretched the muscles of my neck. And then I noticed Amelia standing behind him. “Shouldn’t Amelia be in school?”


  “The three of us have to talk,” Sean said, in a tone that brooked no argument. He glanced down at you, asleep. “You think she’ll be okay for a few minutes, while we grab some coffee?”


  I left word at the nurses’ desk and followed Sean into the elevator, with Amelia trailing meekly behind. What the hell had happened between them?


  In the cafeteria, Sean poured coffee for both of us while Amelia lifted the tiny boxes of cereal and tried to decide between Cheerios and Cinnamon Toast Crunch. We sat at a table. At this hour of the morning, the large room was filled with residents cramming down bananas and lattes before making rounds. “I have to go to the bathroom,” Amelia said.


  “Well, you can’t,” Sean flatly replied.


  “If you have something to say, Sean, we can wait till she gets back—”


  “Amelia, why don’t you tell your mother why you can’t go to the bathroom?”


  She looked down at her empty plastic bowl. “He’s afraid... that I’ll throw up again.”


  I stared at Sean quizzically. “Has she got a virus?”


  “Try bulimia,” Sean said.


  I felt rooted to the chair. Surely I’d heard him wrong. “Amelia’s not bulimic. Don’t you think we’d know if Amelia was bulimic?”


  “Yeah. Just like we knew that she’s been cutting herself for a year or so now? Shoplifting all kinds of crazy shit—including razor blades—which is how Willow got her hands on one?”


  My jaw dropped. “I don’t understand.”


  “Nope,” Sean said, leaning back in his chair. “Neither do I. I can’t figure out why a kid who’s got two parents that love her, and a roof over her head, and a pretty damn good life would hate herself enough to do any of that.”


  I faced Amelia. “Is it true?”


  She nodded, and I felt a twinge in my heart. Had I been blind? Or had I just been so busy watching you break that I failed to notice my older daughter going to pieces?


  “Piper stopped by last night to tell me that Amelia might be having a problem. Apparently, we didn’t see it—but Emma has. Repeatedly.”


  Piper. At the name, I felt myself go as still as glass. “She came to the house? And you let her in?”


  “For God’s sake, Charlotte—”


  “You can’t believe anything Piper says. For all you know, this is part of some ploy to get us to drop the lawsuit.” Distantly I realized that Amelia had confessed to the behavior, but that hardly seemed to matter. All I could see was Piper, standing in my house, pretending to be the perfect mother when I’d screwed up.


  “You know, I’m starting to see why Amelia might have done this in the first place,” Sean muttered. “You are completely out of control.”


  “Brilliant, there’s your old MO,” I said. “Blame Charlotte, because then none of this is your fault.”


  “Did you ever consider that you’re not the only victim in the universe?” Sean said.


  “Stop it!”


  We both turned at the sound of Amelia’s voice.


  She had her hands pressed over her ears, and tears in her eyes. “Just stop it!”


  “I’m sorry, baby,” I said, reaching out to her, but she jerked away.


  “No you’re not. You’re just glad it wasn’t something else that happened to Willow. That’s all you ever care about,” Amelia accused. “You want to know why I cut? Because it hurts less than all of this.”


  “Amelia—”


  “Just stop pretending you care about me, okay?”


  “I’m not pretending.” Her sleeve had slipped, and I could see the scars tracking up to her elbow like some secret linear code. Last summer, Amelia had insisted on wearing long sleeves, even when it was ninety degrees outside. To be honest, I’d thought it was a sign of modesty. In a world where so many girls her age were hardly wearing anything, I thought it was refreshing that she wanted to be covered up. I hadn’t even begun to think that she might be not shy but truly calculating.


  And because I didn’t have the words for this—because I knew at this point Amelia would not want to hear anything I’d want to say—I reached for her wrist again. This time, she let me take it. I thought of all the times, as a child, she had fallen off her bike and run crying into the house; of the times I’d lifted her onto the counter to clean gravel out of a scraped knee and to set it healing with a brush of my lips and a Band-Aid; of how once she stood by me as I wrapped your leg in a makeshift magazine splint, wringing her hands and urging me to kiss it and make it better. Now, I drew her arm closer, and pushed up the sleeve, and pressed my lips to the fine white lines that marched up her arm like the marks on a measuring cup, yet one more attempt to count the ways I’d failed.


  Piper


  The next day, Amelia came to the courthouse. I saw her walking with Sean down the corridor to the room that he’d hidden in before. I wondered if you were still in the hospital, if—given the situation—that might not be a blessing.


  I knew I was the witness the jury had been waiting for—either to vilify or to vindicate. Guy Booker had begun his defense by putting the other two OBs who had bought into my practice on the stand as character references: Yes, I was an excellent physician. No, I’d never been sued before. In fact, I’d been named the New Hampshire Obstetrician of the Year by a regional magazine. Malpractice, they said, was a ridiculous charge.


  Then it was my turn. Guy had been asking me questions for three- quarters of an hour: about my training, my role in the community, my family. But when he asked me the first question about Charlotte, I could feel the atmosphere in the room change. “The plaintiff testified that you two were friends,” Guy said. “Is that true?”


  “We were best friends,” I said, and very slowly, she lifted her head. “I met her nine years ago. In fact, I was the one who introduced her to her husband.”


  “Were you aware of the fact that the O’Keefes were trying to conceive a child?”


  “Yes. To be honest, I think I wanted them to get pregnant just as much as they wanted it. After Charlotte asked me to be her doctor, we spent months looking at her ovulation cycle and doing everything short of fertility treatments to enhance conception—which is why it was such a thrill when we found out she was going to have a baby.”


  Booker entered some papers into evidence and handed them to me. “Dr. Reece, are you familiar with these pages?”


  “Yes, they’re notes I made in Charlotte O’Keefe’s medical file.”


  “Do you remember them?”


  “Not really. I’ve gone back and reviewed my notes, obviously, to prepare for this trial, but there wasn’t something so extraordinary that I remembered it immediately.”


  “What do the notes say?” Booker asked.


  I read from the pages. “Femur length measuring short at sixth percentile, within the curve of normality. Near field of fetal brain particularly clear.”


  “Did that strike you as unusual?”


  “Unusual,” I said, “but not abnormal. It was a new machine, and everything else on the fetus looked great. At eighteen weeks, based on that ultrasound, I fully expected the baby to be born healthy.”


  “Were you disturbed by the fact that you could see the intracranial contents so well?”


  “No,” I said. “We’re trained to see something that looks wrong, not something that looks too right.”


  “Did you ever see something that looked wrong on Charlotte O’Keefe’s sonogram?”


  “Yes, when we did one at twenty-seven weeks.” I glanced at Charlotte and remembered that moment when I first looked at the screen and tried to make the image into something it wasn’t, the sinking feeling in my stomach when I realized that I would have to be the one to tell her. “There were healing fractures of the femur and tibia, as well as several beaded ribs.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I told her that she needed to see another doctor, someone in maternal-fetal medicine who was better equipped to deal with a high-risk pregnancy.”


  “Was that twenty-seven-week ultrasound the first indication you had that there might be something wrong with the plaintiff’s baby?”


  “Yes.”


  “Dr. Reece, have you had other patients who were diagnosed with abnormal fetuses in utero?”


  “Several,” I said.


  “Have you ever advised a couple to terminate the pregnancy?”


  “I’ve presented that option to numerous families when malformations are diagnosed that aren’t compatible with life.”


  Once, I had a case where a thirty-two-week fetus had hydrocephaly—so much fluid on the brain that I knew the baby couldn’t be born vaginally, much less survive. The only way to deliver would have been C-section, but the fetal head was so large that the incision would have destroyed the mother’s uterus. She was young, it was her first pregnancy. I offered her the options, and eventually we drained the fluid from the head by piercing it with a needle, causing a cranial hemorrhage. The baby was then delivered vaginally, and died within minutes. I remembered showing up at Charlotte’s house that night with a bottle of wine, and telling her I had to drink the day away. I’d slept on her couch afterward, and had awakened to find her standing over me with a steaming mug of coffee and two Tylenol for my throbbing head. “Poor Piper,” she had said. “You can’t save them all.”


  Two years later, that same couple came back to me when they were having another baby—who was born, thank goodness, perfectly healthy.


  “Why didn’t you counsel termination for the O’Keefes?” Guy Booker asked.


  “There was no definitive reason to believe the baby would be born impaired,” I said, “but even beyond that, I never thought termination would be an option for Charlotte.”


  “Why not?”


  I looked up at Charlotte. Forgive me, I thought.


  “For the same reason she didn’t agree to amniocentesis when we thought there was a risk of Down syndrome,” I said. “She’d already told me she wanted this baby, no matter what.”


  Charlotte


  It was hard to sit here and listen to Piper giving a chronicle of our friendship. I imagine it had been just as hard for her when I had been the witness. “Were you close to the plaintiff after she gave birth?” Guy Booker asked.


  “Yes. We’d see each other once or twice a week, and we talked every day. Our kids would play together.”


  “What sorts of things did you do together?”


  God, what had we done? It didn’t really matter. Piper had been the kind of friend with whom I didn’t have to fill in the spaces with random conversation. It was okay to just be with her. She knew that sometimes I needed that—to not have to take care of anyone or anything, to simply exist in my own space, adjacent to hers. Once, I remembered, we told Sean and Rob that Piper had a conference in Boston at the Westin Copley Place, and that I was going along to talk about having a baby with OI. In reality, there had been no conference. We checked in to the Westin and ordered room service and watched three sappy movies in a row, until we could not keep our eyes open.


  Piper had paid. She always paid—treating me to lunch out, or coffee, or drinks at Maxie’s Pad. When I tried to go dutch, she’d make me put my wallet away. I’m lucky enough to be able to afford it, she said, and we both knew that I wasn’t.


  “Did the plaintiff ever have a conversation with you where she blamed you for her daughter’s birth?”


  “No,” Piper said. “In fact, the week before I was served, we went shopping together.”


  Piper and I had tried on the same red blouse in between Emma’s and Amelia’s buying fits, and to my shock, it had looked fantastic on both of us. Let’s both get one, Piper had said. We can wear them home and see if our husbands can tell us apart.


  “Dr. Reece,” Booker asked, “how has this lawsuit affected your life?”


  She sat up a little straighter in the chair. It wasn’t very comfortable; it hurt your back, made you wish you were somewhere else. “I’ve never been sued before,” Piper said. “This was the first time. It’s made me doubt myself, even though I know I didn’t do anything wrong. I haven’t practiced since. Every time I try to get back on that horse... well, it starts moving away from me. I suppose I understand that, even if you’re a good physician, bad things sometimes happen. Bad things that nobody wishes for, and that nobody can explain.” She looked directly at me, so intently that a shiver went down my spine. “I miss being a doctor,” Piper said, “but nowhere near as much as I miss my best friend.”


  “Marin,” I whispered suddenly, and my lawyer bent her head toward mine. “Don’t.”


  “Don’t what?”


  “Don’t... just don’t make it worse for her.”


  Marin raised her eyebrow. “You have got to be kidding,” she murmured.


  “Your witness,” Booker said, and she rose to her feet.


  “Isn’t it a violation of medical ethics to treat someone you know well on a personal level?” Marin asked.


  “Not in a small town like Bankton,” Piper said. “If that was the case, I wouldn’t have any patients. As soon as I realized there was a complication, I stepped down.”


  “Because you knew you were going to be blamed?”


  “No. Because it was the right thing to do.”


  Marin shrugged. “If it was the right thing to do, why didn’t you call in a specialist as soon as you saw complications during the eighteen-week ultrasound?”


  “There weren’t complications during that ultrasound,” Piper said.


  “That’s not what the experts have said. You heard Dr. Thurber say that the standard of care, after an ultrasound reading like Charlotte’s, would have been a follow-up ultrasound, at the very least.”


  “That’s Dr. Thurber’s opinion. I respectfully disagree.”


  “Hm. I wonder whom a patient would rather listen to: a doctor who’s established in his field, with numerous awards and citations... or a small-town OB who hasn’t been near a patient in over a year.”


  “Objection, Your Honor,” Guy Booker said. “Not only was that not a question but my witness doesn’t need to be vilified.”


  “Withdrawn.” Marin walked toward Piper, tapping a pen against her open palm. “You were best friends with Charlotte, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did you talk about?”


  Piper smiled a little. “Everything. Anything. Our kids, our pipe dreams. How we sometimes wanted to kill our husbands.”


  “But you never bothered to have a conversation about terminating this pregnancy, did you?”


  During interrogatories I had told Marin that Piper had not discussed aborting the baby with me. And the way I had remembered it up to this point, that’s exactly the way it was. But memory is like plaster: peel it back and you just might find a completely different picture.


  “Actually,” Piper said, “we did.”


  •••


  Although Piper and I were best friends, we didn’t touch very often. A quick hug sometimes, a pat on the back. But we weren’t like teenage girls, who walk with their arms twined around each other. Which was why it felt so strange to be sitting beside her on a couch, her arm wrapped around me while I cried against her shoulder. She was bony, birdlike, when I would have expected her to be strong and fierce.


  I had held my hands over the bowl of my belly. “I don’t want her to suffer.”


  Piper sighed. “I don’t want you to suffer.”


  I thought of the conversation Sean and I had had after we left the geneticist’s office the day before, after being told you had—at worst—lethal OI and—at best—severe OI. I had found him in the garage, sanding the rails of the cradle he’d been making in anticipation of your arrival. It’s like butter, he said, holding out the narrow piece of wood. Feel it. But to me, it looked like a bone, and I couldn’t bring myself to touch it. “Sean doesn’t want to do it,” I said.


  “Sean isn’t pregnant.”


  I asked you how an abortion was performed, and I asked you to be honest. I had pictured being on the plane, having flight attendants ask me when I was due, whether it was a boy or a girl, those same flight attendants not making eye contact on the flight home. “What would you do?” I asked her.


  She hesitated. “I’d ask myself what scares me the most.”


  That’s when I looked up at her, the one question on my lips that I had not been brave enough to ask Sean, or Dr. Del Sol, or even myself. “What if I can’t love her?” I whispered.


  Piper smiled at me, then. “Oh, Charlotte,” she said. “You already do.”


  Marin


  The defense called Dr. Gianna Del Sol to the stand, to establish that there was nothing she would have done differently if she’d been the primary physician to treat Charlotte instead of the referral. But when they called Dr. R. Romulus Wyndham, an OB and bioethicist with a list of credentials that took a half hour to run through, I started to worry. Not only was Wyndham smart but he was movie-star pretty, and he had the jury eating out of his hand. “Some tests that flag abnormality early are false positives,” he said. “In 2005, for example, a team from Reprogenetics kept growing fifty-five embryos that were diagnosed as abnormal during preimplantation genetic diagnosis. After a few days, they were shocked to find out that forty-eight percent of them—nearly half—were normal. Which means there’s evidence that embryos with genetically flawed cells might heal themselves.”


  “Why might that be medically important to a physician like Piper Reece?” Booker asked.


  “Because it’s proof that termination decisions made too early might not be prudent.”


  As Booker took his seat, I rose in one smooth motion. “Dr. Wyndham, that study you just cited—how many of those embryos had osteogenesis imperfecta?”


  “I... I don’t know that any of them did.”


  “What was the nature of the abnormality, then?”


  “I can’t say, precisely—”


  “Were they major abnormalities?”


  “Again, I’m not—”


  “Isn’t it true, Dr. Wyndham, the study could have been showing embryos with very minor abnormalities that corrected themselves?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “There’s also a difference between waiting to see what happens to a days-old embryo and a weeks-old fetus, isn’t there, in terms of the point when you can safely and legally terminate a pregnancy?”


  “Objection,” Guy Booker said. “If I can’t run a pro-life rally in court, she can’t run a pro-choice rally.”


  “Sustained,” the judge said.


  “Isn’t it true that if doctors followed your wait-and-see approach and withheld information about fetal conditions, it might make it harder to terminate a pregnancy—logistically, physically, and emotionally?”


  “Objection!” Guy Booker called out again.


  I walked toward the bench. “Please, Your Honor, this isn’t about abortion rights. It’s about the standard of care that my client should have received.”


  The judge pursed his lips. “All right, Ms. Gates. But make your point fast.”


  Wyndham shrugged. “Any obstetrician knows how hard it is to counsel patients with fetal abnormalities to terminate pregnancies when, in one’s medical opinion, the baby won’t survive. But it’s part of the job.”


  “It might be part of Piper Reece’s job,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean she did it.”


  •••


  We had a two-hour recess for lunch, because Judge Gellar had to go to the DMV to apply for a motorcycle license. Apparently, according to the clerk of the court, he planned to take a Harley cross-country next summer during his month off the bench. I wondered if that was what had made him dye his hair: black went better with leather.


  Charlotte left the minute court was recessed, so that she could visit you at the hospital. I hadn’t seen Sean or Amelia since this morning, so I stepped out onto the janitor’s loading dock, a door most reporters didn’t know existed.


  It was one of those late September days that felt like the long fingers of winter tugging the hem of New Hampshire—cold, bitter, with a biting wind. And yet, there still seemed to be a big crowd gathered on the front steps, which I could only just make out from where I was standing. A custodian pushed out the door and stood beside me to light up a cigarette. “What’s going on up there?”


  “Freaking circus,” he said. “That case about the kid with the funky bones.”


  “Yeah, I’ve heard it’s a nightmare,” I muttered, and hugging my arms to stay warm, I picked my way to the edge of the group in front of the courthouse.


  At the top of the stairs was a man I recognized from the news: Lou St. Pierre, the president of the New Hampshire chapter of the American Association of People with Disabilities. As if that wasn’t impressive enough, he had a degree from Yale Law, was a Rhodes scholar, and had won a gold medal in the breast stroke at the Paralympics. Now, he traveled both in his customized wheelchair and in a plane that he piloted himself to fly kids around the country for medical treatment. His service dog sat by the side of St. Pierre’s wheelchair, unflinching, while twenty reporters jammed microphones close to its nose. “You know why this lawsuit is so captivating? It’s like a train wreck. You can’t tear your eyes away, even though you’d rather not admit these kind of torts exist,” he said. “Plain and simple: this topic is loaded. This is exactly the kind of lawsuit that makes your skin crawl, because we’d all like to believe that we might love any child that comes into our family—instead of admitting that, in reality, we might not be that accepting. Prenatal testing reduces a fetus to one trait: its disability. It’s unfortunate that prenatal testing automatically makes the assumption that a parent might not want a child who’s disabled, and that it implies it’s unacceptable to live life with some sort of physical impairment. I know plenty of parents in the deaf community who would love a child just like them, for example. One person’s disability is another person’s culture.”


  As if on cue, his service dog barked.


  “Abortion’s already a hot-button issue: Is it okay to destroy a potential life? Termination takes that one step further: Is it okay to destroy this potential life?”


  “Mr. St. Pierre,” a reporter called out. “What about the statistics that say raising a disabled child is stressful to a marriage?”


  “Well, I agree. But there are also statistics that say it’s equally stressful to raise a child who’s a prodigy or an athletic superstar, and you don’t see any doctors advising parents to terminate those pregnancies.”


  I wondered who’d called in the cavalry—Guy Booker, no doubt. Since this case was technically a malpractice suit, he wouldn’t invite another attorney from outside his practice to cochair Piper’s defense, but he made sure to stage this impromptu news conference all the same to stack his odds of winning.


  “Lou,” another reporter asked. “Are you going to testify?”


  “That’s what I’m doing right now in front of all you good people,” St. Pierre preached. “And I’m going to keep on talking in the hopes that I can convince anyone who’s listening never to bring another lawsuit like this to the great state of New Hampshire.”


  Excellent. I’d lost my case because of a guy who wasn’t even a valid witness for the defense. I trudged back toward the loading dock door. “Who’s talking?” the custodian said, grinding his cigarette butt underneath his boot. “That dwarf?”


  “He’s a Little Person,” I corrected.


  The custodian stared at me blankly. “Isn’t that what I just said?”


  The door banged shut behind him. I was freezing, but I waited before following him inside: I didn’t feel like making small talk with him the whole way up the staircase. He was, in truth, the perfect example of the greased slope Charlotte and I were dancing down. If it was acceptable to want to terminate a fetus that had Down or OI, what about when medical advances made it possible to see your child’s potential beauty, or her level of compassion? What about parents who wanted only a boy and learned they had conceived a girl? Who would be allowed to set the bars for access, and for rejection?


  As much as it pained me to admit it, Lou St. Pierre was right. People were always saying they’d love any baby that came along, but that wasn’t necessarily true. Sometimes, it really did come down to the particular child in question. There had to be a reason why blond-haired, blue-eyed babies got plucked out of adoption agencies like ripe peaches but children of color and children with disabilities might linger in foster homes for years. What people said they would do and what people actually did were two very different things.


  Juliet Cooper had stated it clearly: there really were some babies who were better off not being born.


  Like you.


  And me.


  Amelia


  Whatever goodwill I thought might rain down on me from basking in my father’s attention after he discovered my little secret quickly disappeared when I started to realize that I had created a new hell of my own making. I was not allowed to go to school, which would have been awesome beyond belief if not for the fact that, instead, I had to sit in a courthouse lobby reading the same newspaper over and over. I had envisioned my parents realizing how badly they’d messed up and falling all over each other to take care of me, the way they did for you when you had a break. But instead, they’d just yelled so loud in the hospital cafeteria that all the residents watched us like we were a reality TV show.


  I wasn’t even allowed to visit you during the long lunch recess, when Mom went to the hospital. I guess I had become, officially, A Bad Influence.


  So I have to admit I was a little surprised when my mother showed up with a chocolate milk shake for me before court reconvened. I was sitting in this totally airless conference room, where my father had left me while he went over his testimony with some stupid lawyer. How my mother even found me in this building was a mystery, but when she stepped through the door, I was actually happy to see her.


  “How’s Willow?” I asked, because (a) I knew she expected it, and (b) I really did want to know.


  “She’s doing okay. The doctor says we might be able to take her home tomorrow.”


  “You kind of lucked out on the free babysitting,” I said.


  My mother’s eyes flashed, hurt. “You don’t really believe I think that way, do you?”


  I shrugged.


  “I brought you this,” she said, and she passed over the milk shake.


  I used to have a thing for chocolate Fribbles at Friendly’s. I’d beg my mom to get one, even though they were three times more expensive than kiddie cones. Sometimes, she said yes, and we’d split one and rhapsodize about chocolate ice cream, something you and Dad never really understood, having the rare misfortune to be born loving vanilla as you both were.


  “You want to share?” I asked quietly.


  She shook her head. “That one’s just for you. Provided it doesn’t come back up again.”


  I flicked my eyes toward her and then back down at the lid of the shake, but I didn’t say anything.


  “I think I understand,” my mother said. “I know what it’s like to start something and have it suddenly grow out of control. And you want to get rid of it, because it’s hurting you and everyone else around you, but every time you try to do that, it consumes you again.”


  I stared at her, dumbfounded. That was exactly what I felt like, every day of my life.


  “You asked me not too long ago what the world would be like without Willow in it,” my mother said. “So here’s what I think: if Willow had never been born, I’d still look for her in the aisles of the grocery store, or at the bank, or in the bowling alley. I’d stare at every individual face in a crowd, trying to find hers. There’s this weird part about having kids—you know when your family is finished, and when it’s not. If Willow hadn’t been born, that’s how the world would be for me—unfinished.”


  I slurped on the straw, on purpose, and tried not to blink, because then maybe the tears would reabsorb through osmosis.


  “The thing is, Amelia,” my mother continued, “if you weren’t here... I’d feel the same exact way.”


  I was afraid to look at her. I was afraid I had heard her wrong. Was this her way of saying that she didn’t just love me, which was a given for a mother, but she liked me? I imagined her making me open the lid of the shake to be sure I’d drunk it all. I would grumble, but deep down, I’d like that she was insisting. It meant she cared; it meant she wasn’t going to let me go that easily.


  “I did a little research today, at the hospital,” my mother said. “There’s a place just outside of Boston that takes care of kids with eating disorders. They have an inpatient program, and when you’re ready, you get to move to a residential program with other girls who are going through the same issues.”


  My head snapped up. “Inpatient? Like, as in, live there?”


  “Just until they can help you get this under control—”


  “You’re sending me away?” I said, panicking. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. My mother knew what it felt like; so why didn’t she understand that cutting me off was just like saying I’d never be good enough for this family? “How come Willow can break a thousand bones and she’s still perfect and gets to live at home, and I make one little mistake and get shipped off?”


  “Your father and I aren’t shipping you off,” my mother said. “We’re doing this to help you—”


  “He knows about it?” I felt my nose running. I had hoped that my father could be my last appeal; now, I found out he was a conspirator. The whole world hated me.


  Suddenly Marin Gates stuck her head into the room. “We’re ready to rock and roll,” she said.


  “I just need a minute—”


  “Well, Judge Gellar needs you now.”


  My mother looked at me, her eyes begging me to cut her a break. “You have to sit inside the courtroom now. Your dad’s testifying, and I can’t stay here and watch over you.”


  “Go to hell,” I said. “You can’t tell me what to do.”


  Marin, who was watching all this, whistled long and low. “Actually, she can,” she said. “Because you’re a minor, and she’s your mother.”


  I wanted to hurt my mother as bad as she’d hurt me, so I turned to the lawyer. “I don’t think you’re allowed to keep that title if you try to get rid of all of your kids.”


  I could see my mother flinch. She was bleeding, even if you couldn’t see the cut, and she knew, like me, that she deserved it. As Marin unceremoniously deposited me in the gallery next to a man wearing a red flannel shirt and suspenders who smelled like tuna fish, I made myself a promise: if my mother was going to ruin my life, there was absolutely no reason I couldn’t ruin hers.


  Sean


  On our wedding day, Charlotte made me forget all the vows I’d written and diligently memorized. There she was, walking down the aisle of the church, and those sentences were like fishing nets; they couldn’t possibly hold all the feelings I wanted to present to her. Now, as I sat across from my wife in a courtroom, I hoped my words would transform one more time. Into feathers, clouds, steam—anything that did not have the power to land a solid blow.


  “Lieutenant O’Keefe,” said Guy Booker, “weren’t you originally a plaintiff in this case?”


  He’d promised me that he’d make it short and sweet, that I would be off the stand so quickly I barely felt it. I didn’t trust him. It was his job to lie, cheat, and twist the truth into something the jury could believe.


  Something I sorely hoped he’d be successful at, this time around.


  “I was, at first,” I replied. “My wife had convinced me that this lawsuit was in Willow’s best interests, but I started to realize I didn’t feel that way at all.”


  “How so?”


  “I think this lawsuit’s broken our family apart. Our dirty laundry is running on the six o’clock news. I’ve started divorce proceedings. And Willow, she knows what’s going on. There was no hiding it, once it became public knowledge.”


  “You realize that wrongful birth suggests your daughter should never have been born. Do you wish that, Lieutenant O’Keefe?”


  I shook my head. “Willow may not be perfect, but—well—neither am I. Neither are you. She may not be perfect,” I repeated, “but she’s one hundred percent right.”


  “Your witness,” Booker said, and as Marin Gates got to her feet, I took a deep breath to galvanize myself, the same way I did before I ran into a building with the SWAT team.


  “You say that this lawsuit has broken your family apart,” she said. “But the same could be said of the divorce proceedings you initiated, isn’t that true?”


  I looked at Guy Booker. He’d anticipated this question; we’d practiced an answer. I was supposed to say something about how my actions had been a measure to protect the girls—not to drag them through the mud. But instead of saying that, I found myself looking at Charlotte. At that plaintiff’s table, she seemed so tiny. She was staring down at the wood grain, as if she didn’t trust herself to look me in the eye.


  “Yes,” I said quietly. “It is.”


  Booker stood up, and then figured he couldn’t object to his own witness, I guess, because he sat back down.


  I turned to the judge. “Sir? Do you mind if I talk directly to my wife?”


  Judge Gellar raised his brows. “It’s the jury that needs to hear you, son.”


  “With all due respect, Your Honor... I don’t think that’s true.”


  “Judge,” Booker said. “May I approach?”


  “No, Mr. Booker, you may not,” the judge said. “This man’s got something to say.”


  Marin Gates looked like she’d swallowed a firecracker. She didn’t know whether to ask me anything else or just let me hang myself. And maybe I was doing that; I didn’t really care. “Charlotte,” I said, “I don’t know what’s right anymore, except admitting that I don’t know that. No, we don’t have enough money. And no, we haven’t had it easy. But that doesn’t mean it hasn’t been worth the trip.”


  Charlotte lifted her face. Her eyes were wide and still. “Some guys at the station, they said they knew what they were getting into when they got married. Well, I didn’t. It was an adventure, and I was okay with that. See, you’re it, for me. You let me take you skiing, and you never mentioned you were afraid of heights. You sleep curled up against me, no matter how far I move to my side of the bed. You let me eat the vanilla half of your Dixie Cup, and you take my chocolate. You tell me when my socks don’t match. You buy Lucky Charms, because you know I like the marshmallows. You gave me two beautiful girls.


  “Maybe you expected marriage to be perfect—I guess that’s where you and I are different. See, I thought it would be all about making mistakes, but doing it with someone who’s there to remind you what you learned along the way. And I think we were both wrong about something. People always say that, when you love someone, nothing in the world matters. But that’s not true, is it? You know, and I know, that when you love someone, everything in the world matters a little bit more.”


  Silence settled over the courtroom. “We’re going to adjourn for the day,” Judge Gellar announced.


  “But I’m not finished—” Marin argued.


  “Yes, you are,” the judge said. “For God’s sake, Ms. Gates, that’s why you’re still single. I want this courtroom cleared, except for Mr. and Mrs. O’Keefe.”


  He banged his gavel, and there was a flurry of activity, and suddenly, I was sitting alone on the witness stand and Charlotte was standing behind the plaintiff’s table. She took a few steps forward, until she was standing level with me, her hands lightly resting on the wooden railing between us. “I don’t want to get a divorce,” she said.


  “Neither do I.”


  She shifted nervously from one foot to the other. “So what do we do?”


  I leaned forward slowly, so that she could see me coming. I leaned forward, and touched my lips to hers, sweet and familiar, home. “Whatever comes next,” I whispered.


  Amelia


  My parents’ oh-so-touching reconciliation was the talk of the courtroom. You would have thought the news media was True Confessions the way the reporters all lined up talking about this great romantic moment. The jury would fall for it unless they were a bunch of cynics, like me; the way I saw it, Marin could practically go home and break open the champagne.


  Which is exactly why I was a girl on a mission.


  While they were all swooning and sighing over the melodrama, I was sitting in that gallery, embarrassed as hell, and learning something new about myself: I didn’t have to vomit for poison to come out of me. I could sweat it out, scream it out, and sometimes just whisper. If I was going to the bulimia camp in Boston, then I was going out with a bang.


  I knew that the judge had deliberately played matchmaker and kept my mother and father in the courtroom together to work out Act Two of their drama, but that worked perfectly for me. I slipped out the back before Marin Gates could remember to come find me and ducked out of the courthouse without anyone noticing or caring who I was. I ran to the parking lot, to the mint green T-Bird.


  When Guy Booker came out and found me leaning against his car, he scowled. “You scratch the paint job and you’ll be doing community service for the next five years,” he said.


  “I’ll take my chances.”


  “What are you doing here, anyway?”


  “Waiting for you.”


  He frowned. “How’d you know this was my car?”


  “Because it’s so painfully subtle.”


  Booker smirked. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”


  “Long story.”


  “Well, then, skip it. It’s been an even longer day,” he said, unlocking the driver’s side door. He opened it, hesitating. “Go home, Amelia. Your mother doesn’t need to be worrying about where you are right now. She’s got a lot on her plate.”


  “Yeah,” I answered, folding my arms. “Which is why I figured you’d be interested in what I heard her say.”


  Marin


  I had Juliet Cooper’s address from the jury selection process. I knew that she lived in Epping, a tiny town to the west of Bankton. So as soon as court was adjourned for the day, I programmed the street into my GPS and started driving.


  An hour later I pulled into a small cul-de-sac, a horseshoe of modified Capes. Number 22 was just to the right of the circle as you came into it. It had gray siding and black shutters, a red lacquered door. There was a van in the driveway. When I rang the doorbell, a dog started barking.


  I could have lived here. This might have been my home. In another lifetime, I might have walked right through the door instead of approaching like a stranger; I might have had a room upstairs filled with horseback-riding ribbons and school yearbooks and the other detritus adults leave behind at their childhood residences. I could have told you where the silverware drawer was in the kitchen, where the vacuum cleaner was stashed, how to use the TV remote.


  The door opened, and Juliet Cooper was standing in front of me. Dancing at her feet was a terrier. “Mom?” a girl’s voice called. “Is it for me?”


  “No,” she said, her eyes never leaving my face.


  “I know you don’t want to see me,” I said quickly, “and I promise that I will go away and never speak to you again. But first, you have to tell me why. What is it about me that makes me so... so repulsive?”


  As soon as I spoke, I knew this was a mistake. Maisie at the family court would probably have had me arrested if she’d known I was here; every adoption search website strongly reminded adoptees not to do exactly this: ambush the birth mother, make her accept you on your time frame rather than hers.


  “See, here’s the thing,” I said. “After thirty-five years, I think you owe me five minutes.”


  Juliet stepped outside, closing the door behind her. She wasn’t wearing a coat, and on the other side of the door I could still hear the dog barking. But she didn’t say a word to me.


  What we all want, really, is to be loved. That craving drives our worst behavior: Charlotte’s insistent belief that you would one day forgive her for the things she said in court, for example. Or my mad chase to Epping. The truth was, I was greedy. I knew that my adoptive parents wanted me more than anything, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to understand why my birth mother hadn’t, and until I did, there would always be a part of me that felt like a failure.


  “You look just like him,” she said finally.


  I stared at her, although she still would not meet my gaze. Had it been a love affair that ended badly, with Juliet pregnant and my birth father refusing to support her? Had she gone on loving him, knowing their baby was somewhere in the world; had it eaten away at her even as she made a new life for herself with a husband and family?


  “I was sixteen,” Juliet murmured. “I was riding my bike home from school, through the woods, a shortcut. He came out of nowhere and knocked me off. He stuffed a sock in my mouth and pulled my dress up, and he raped me. Then he beat me up, so badly that the only way my parents recognized me was by my clothing. He left me bleeding and unconscious, and two hunters found me.” She lifted her face, so that she was looking directly at me, finally. Her eyes were too bright, her voice thin. “I didn’t speak for weeks. And then, just when I thought I could start over again, I found out I was pregnant,” she said. “He was caught, and the police wanted me to testify, but I couldn’t. I didn’t think I could stand to see his face again. And then, when you were born, a nurse held you up, and there he was in you: the black hair and the blue eyes, those fists swinging. I was glad there was a family that wanted you so badly, because I didn’t.”


  She took a deep, trembling breath. “I’m sorry if this isn’t the reunion you’d hoped for. But seeing you, it brings it all back, when I’ve worked so hard to forget it. So please,” Juliet Cooper whispered, “will you leave me alone?”


  Be careful what you wish for. I staggered backward, silent. No wonder she had not wanted to look at me; no wonder she had not welcomed the letter I wrote that Maisie had forwarded; no wonder she only wanted me to go away. I’d want the same thing.


  We had that much in common.


  I started down the stone steps to my car, trying to see through the rush of tears. At the bottom, I hesitated, then turned back. She was still standing there. “Juliet,” I said. “Thank you.”


  •••


  I think my car knew where I was headed long before I did. But when I pulled into the old white Colonial where I’d grown up, with the thicket of overgrown roses and the weathered gray trellis that never managed to tame them, I felt something burst inside me. This was the place where my photos were in the albums stacked in the front closet. This was the place where I knew how to work the garbage disposal. This was the place where, in an upstairs bedroom, I still kept pajamas and a toothbrush and a few sweaters, just in case.


  This was home, and these were my parents.


  It was dark out by now, nearly nine p.m. My mother would be wearing a fuzzy robe and slipper socks, and eating her nightly dish of ice cream. My father would be surfing the channels of the television, arguing that Antiques Roadshow was far more of a reality show than The Amazing Race. I let myself in through the side door, which we’d never locked the whole time I was growing up. “Hi,” I called out, so that they wouldn’t be alarmed. “It’s just me.”


  My mother stood up when I came into the living room. “Marin!” she said, hugging me. “What are you doing here?”


  “I was in the neighborhood.” This was a lie. I’d driven sixty miles to get here.


  “But I thought you were wrapping up that big trial,” my father said. “We’ve been watching you on CNN. Nancy Grace, eat your heart out...”


  I smiled a little. “I just... I felt like seeing you guys.”


  “Are you hungry?” my mother asked. It had taken her thirty seconds; surely that was a record.


  “Not really.”


  “Then I’ll get you a little ice cream,” my mother said, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Everyone can use a little ice cream.”


  My father patted the spot on the couch beside him, and I stripped off my coat and sank down into the cushions. They were not the ones I’d grown up with. I had jumped on those so often that they’d been rendered flat as pancakes; several years ago my mother had had the furniture reupholstered. These pillows were softer, more forgiving. “You think you’re going to win?” my father asked.


  “I don’t know. It’s not over till it’s over.”


  “What’s she like?”


  “Who?”


  “That O’Keefe woman?”


  I thought hard before I spoke. “She’s doing what she thinks is right,” I said. “I don’t think you can blame her for that.” Although I have, I thought. Although I was doing the same thing.


  Maybe you had to leave in order to really miss a place; maybe you had to travel to figure out how beloved your starting point was. My mother sat down beside me on the couch and passed over a bowl of ice cream. “I’m on a mint-chocolate-chip kick,” she said, and in unison, we lifted our spoons, so synchronized that we might have been twins.


  Parents aren’t the people you come from. They’re the people you want to be, when you grow up.


  I sat between my mother and my father, watching strangers on TV carry in Shaker rockers and dusty paintings and ancient beer tankards and cranberry glass dishes; people and their hidden treasures, who had to be told by experts that they’d taken something incredibly precious for granted.


  Amelia


  I tried looking it up on the Internet, but there’s nothing that tells you what you’re supposed to wear to court if you’re a witness. I figured, though, that I definitely wanted the jury to remember me. I mean, they’d had a parade of really boring doctors for the most part; compared to them, I planned to stand out.


  So I spiked my hair, which made it look even darker blue. I wore a bright red sweater and my purple high-top Converses, and my lucky jeans, the ones with the hole in the knee, because I wasn’t leaving anything to chance.


  It was pretty ironic, but even last night, my parents hadn’t slept in the same bed. Mom was overnight with you at the hospital; Dad and I were back home. Although Guy Booker had said he’d pick me up to go to court, I figured I could hitch a ride with my father and still make it look like I was unhappy to be dragged there. Guy and I had both decided that the longer we could keep my testimony a secret, the better.


  My father, who had already testified, was now allowed to be in the courtroom gallery, which left me alone in the lobby, which was perfect. Shaking, I stood next to a bailiff. “You okay?” she asked.


  I nodded. “Butterflies,” I said, and then I heard Guy Booker’s voice:


  “The defense calls Amelia O’Keefe.”


  I was led inside, but all hell had broken loose. Marin and Guy were up at the bench, arguing; my mother was in tears; my father was standing up, craning his neck around to locate me.


  “You can’t call Amelia,” Marin argued.


  Booker shrugged. “Why not? You’re the one who put her on the witness list.”


  “Is there a reason for calling this witness,” Judge Gellar asked, “beyond simply rubbing the opposing counsel’s face in the fact that you can?”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” Booker said. “Miss O’Keefe has information that this court needs to hear, given the implications of a wrongful birth lawsuit.”


  “All right,” the judge said. “Bring her in.”


  As I walked toward the front of the courtroom, I could feel everyone’s eyes on me. It felt like they were poking holes, and all my confidence was quickly leaking out. As I passed by my mother, I heard her whispering to Marin. “You promised,” she said. “You told me it was just a precaution...”


  “I had no idea he’d do this,” Marin whispered back. “Do you have any clue what she’s going to say?”


  Then I was in the little wooden cage, like I was a specimen for the jury to scrutinize under a microscope. They brought a Bible over to me and made me swear on it. Guy Booker smiled at me. “Can you tell us who you are, for the record?”


  “Amelia,” I said, and I had to lick my lips because they were so dry. “Amelia O’Keefe.”


  “Amelia, where do you live?”


  “Forty-six Stryker Lane in Bankton, New Hampshire.” Could he hear my heart? Because, God, it was like a bongo drum in my chest.


  “How old are you?”


  “Thirteen.”


  “And who are your parents, Amelia?”


  “Charlotte and Sean O’Keefe,” I said. “Willow’s my sister.”


  “Amelia, in your own words, can you explain to the court what this lawsuit is about?”


  I couldn’t look at my mother. I pulled my sleeves down, because my scars were burning. “My mom thinks that Piper should have known earlier that there was going to be a problem with Willow, and should have told her. Because then, she would have had an abortion.”


  “Do you think your mother’s telling the truth?”


  “Objection!” Marin shot up so fast it made me jump in the chair.


  “No, I’ll allow this,” the judge said. “You can give your answer, Amelia.”


  I shook my head. “I know she’s not.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because,” I said, making the words as neat and small as I could, “I heard her say so.”


  •••


  I shouldn’t have eavesdropped, but sometimes, that’s the only way to find out the truth. And—although I certainly wouldn’t admit this out loud—I was feeling sort of protective toward you. You had seemed so down after this latest break and surgery, and when you said Mom wants to get rid of me, it pretty much made me feel like my insides had gone to jelly. We all protected you, in our own ways. Dad blustered around, angry at anything that made life harder for you. Mom, well, she was apparently stupid enough to gamble everything in order to get more for you in the long run. And me, I guess I just lacquered a shell around myself, so that when you got hurt, it was easier to pretend I didn’t feel it, too.


  No one’s throwing you away, my mother had said, but you were already crying.


  I’m sorry about my leg. I thought if I didn’t break anything for a long time, you’d think I was just like any other kid—


  Accidents happen, Willow. Nobody is blaming you.


  You do. You wish you’d never had me. I heard you say it.


  I had held my breath. My mother could tell herself whatever she wanted to help herself get to sleep at night, but she wasn’t fooling anyone—especially you.


  Willow, my mother had replied, you listen to me. Everyone makes mistakes... including me. We say and we do things we wish we hadn’t. But you, you were never a mistake. I would not, in a thousand years—in a million years—have missed out on having you.


  I felt as if I’d been nailed to the wall. If that was true, then everything that had happened in the past year—this lawsuit, losing my friends, watching my parents split—was all for nothing.


  If this was true, then my mother had been lying all along.


  Charlotte


  There’s a cost for everything. You might have a beautiful baby girl, but you learn she’ll be disabled. You move heaven and earth to make that child happier, but you leave your husband and your other daughter miserable. There is no cosmic scale on which you can weigh your actions; you learn too late what choices ruin the fragile balance.


  As soon as Amelia finished talking, the judge turned to Marin. “Ms. Gates, your cross-examination?”


  “I don’t have any questions for this witness,” she said, “but I’d like to recall Charlotte O’Keefe to the stand.”


  I stared at her. She hadn’t said anything to me via whisper or note, so I stood up cautiously, unsure. Amelia was escorted past me by a bailiff. She was crying. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed.


  Stiffly, I sat down on the wooden chair. Stick to the message, Marin had said, over and over. But it had gotten harder and harder to remember what that message was.


  “Do you remember that conversation your daughter was just talking about?” Marin asked. Her voice struck like a bullet.


  “Yes.”


  “What were the circumstances?”


  “We’d just brought Willow home from the hospital, after the first day of testimony here. She broke her femur so badly it needed surgery.”


  “Were you upset?”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Was Willow?”


  “Very.”


  She walked toward me, waiting until I met her eye. And I saw in her the same veiled worry that I’d seen in Amelia when she stepped off that witness stand; in Sean, moments after the courtroom emptied the day before; in you, the night we’d had that very talk—the hidden fear that you might not be good enough for someone you loved. Maybe I felt that, too, and maybe that’s why I had started this lawsuit all those months ago—so that when you looked back on your childhood, you didn’t blame me for bringing you into a world full of hurt. But love wasn’t about sacrifice, and it wasn’t about falling short of someone’s expectations. By definition, love made you better than good enough; it redefined perfection to include your traits, instead of excluding them.


  All any of us wanted, really, was to know that we counted. That someone else’s life would not have been as rich without us here.


  “When you had that conversation with your daughter, Charlotte,” Marin began. “When you said all those things right in the middle of this lawsuit... were you lying?”


  “No.”


  “Then what were you doing?”


  “My best,” I whispered. “I was only doing my best.”


  Piper


  “That,” Guy Booker said, leaning closer to me, “is a slam dunk.” He stood up, buttoning his suit jacket, and faced the jury to begin his closing. “The plaintiff,” he said, “is a liar. She says this lawsuit isn’t about the money, but even her husband has told you that it is, and can’t support her in this lawsuit. She says she wishes that her daughter was never born, but then she tells her daughter the opposite. She tells you that she wished she had the choice to terminate her pregnancy, and she’s pointing a finger at Piper Reece, a hardworking physician whose only sin, ladies and gentlemen, was having the poor fortune to become friendly with Charlotte O’Keefe.”


  He spread his palms wide. “Wrongful birth. Wrongful birth. It just makes you itchy to say it, doesn’t it? Yet the plaintiff is saying that her daughter—her beautiful, smart, trivia-loving, beloved little girl—should never have existed. This mother discounts all of those positive traits and says they don’t cancel out the fact that her child has osteogenesis imperfecta. Yet you’ve heard the experts—who admitted that nothing Piper Reece did as a physician was negligent. In fact, as soon as Piper did see a complication during the plaintiff’s pregnancy, she did exactly what she was supposed to: she called in someone who could take care of it. And for this, ladies and gentlemen, she’s had her life ruined, watched her practice flounder, had her career and her confidence stripped away.”


  He stopped walking in front of the jury box. “You heard Dr. Rosenblad say something we all know: terminating a wanted pregnancy is nobody’s first choice. However, when parents are faced with the reality of a fetus who will become a profoundly disabled child, all the choices are bad. If you find in favor of the plaintiff, you’re buying into her faulty logic: that you can love your child so much you’d sue a doctor—a close friend—because you believe she should never have been born. You’re buying into a system that says obstetricians should determine which disabilities are worth living with and which aren’t. And that, my friends, is a dangerous track to walk. What kind of message does that send to people who live daily with handicaps? Which disabilities will be considered ‘too disabled’ to be worthy of a life? Right now, ninety percent of patients whose fetuses are diagnosed with Down syndrome choose to abort, even though there are thousands of people with Down who lead happy, productive existences. What happens when science becomes more advanced? Will patients choose to terminate fetuses with a potential for future heart disease? Or those that might get B’s instead of A’s? Or those who don’t look like supermodels?”


  He began to walk back to the defense table. “Wrongful birth, ladies and gentlemen, presumes that every baby should be perfect—and Willow O’Keefe isn’t. But I’m not perfect, either. Neither is Ms. Gates. Judge Gellar’s not even perfect, although I’ll admit he’s pretty darn close. I’ll even hazard a guess that all of you have some flaw, somewhere. So I ask you to think hard while you’re considering your verdict,” Booker said. “Look at this wrongful birth suit, and make the right choice.”


  When he sat down, Marin Gates rose. “It’s ironic that Mr. Booker would refer to choices, because that’s exactly what Charlotte O’Keefe wasn’t given.”


  She stood behind Charlotte, whose head was bowed. “This case isn’t about religion. It’s not about abortion. It’s not about the rights of the disabled. It’s not about whether Charlotte loves her daughter. It’s not about any of those issues that the defense would like you to believe. This case is about one thing only: whether Dr. Piper Reece provided the appropriate standard of care during Charlotte’s pregnancy.”


  After all this time, all these witnesses, I still didn’t know the answer to that myself. Even if I had looked at that eighteen-week ultrasound and found cause for concern, I would simply have recommended waiting to see what developed—and the outcome would have been the same. In that, I had saved Charlotte several months of an anxious pregnancy. But did that make me a good obstetrician or a negligent one? Maybe I had made assumptions about Charlotte, simply because I knew her too well, that I wouldn’t have made with another patient. Maybe I should have been looking more carefully for signs.


  Maybe if I had, having my best friend sue me would not have come as such a shock.


  “You’ve heard the evidence. You’ve heard that there was an anomaly during the eighteen-week ultrasound that suggested follow-up care, that flagged a fetal abnormality. Even if a physician wasn’t sure what that abnormality signified, ladies and gentlemen, it was up to her to look more closely and find out. Piper Reece did not do that after the eighteen-week ultrasound, pure and simple. And that, ladies and gentlemen, is negligence.”


  She walked toward me. “Willow, the child who was born as a result, is going to have special needs her whole life. They’re expensive, they’re significant, they’re painful. They’re ongoing, they’re cumulative, they’re traumatic. They’re overwhelming. They’re exacerbated by age itself. Your job today is to decide whether Willow will be able to have a better, fuller life, with all the appropriate care she needs. Will she get the surgeries she needs? The adapted vehicles? The specialists’ care? Will she continue to get therapy and walking aids—all out-of-pocket expenses for the O’Keefes, which have run them into significant debt? Today, these decisions are in your hands,” Marin said. “Today you have the opportunity to make a choice... the way Charlotte O’Keefe never did.”


  The judge said a few words to the jury, and then everyone began to file out of the courtroom. Rob walked up to the bar that separated the gallery from the front of the court and put his hands on my shoulders. “You okay?” he asked.


  I nodded. I tried to offer him a smile.


  “Thank you,” I said to Guy Booker.


  He stuffed a pad into his briefcase. “Don’t thank me yet,” he said.


  Charlotte


  “You’re making me dizzy,” Sean said as I entered the conference room. Amelia was pacing back and forth, her hands speared through her electric hair. As soon as she saw me, she turned.


  “So here’s the thing,” she said, talking fast. “I know you’re thinking about killing me, but that wouldn’t be the brightest move in a courthouse. I mean, there are cops all over the place, not to mention the fact that Dad’s here and he’d be obligated to arrest you—”


  “I’m not going to kill you,” I said.


  She stopped moving. “No?”


  How had I never noticed before how beautiful Amelia had become? Her eyes, under the fringe of that ridiculous hair, were huge and almond-shaped. Her cheeks were naturally pink. Her mouth was a tiny bow, a purse string holding her opinions tight. I realized that she did not look like me, or like Sean. Mostly, she resembled you.


  “What you did... what you said,” I began. “I know why.”


  “Because I don’t want to go to Boston!” Amelia blurted. “That stupid treatment facility. You’re just going to leave me behind there.”


  I glanced at Sean, and then back at her. “Maybe we shouldn’t have made that decision without you.”


  Amelia narrowed her eyes, as if she didn’t quite trust what she was hearing.


  “You may be angry at us, but that’s not really why you told Guy Booker you’d testify,” I continued. “I think you did it because you were trying to protect your sister.”


  “Well,” Amelia said. “Yeah.”


  “How could I be angry at you, then, for doing the same thing I’m trying to do?”


  Amelia threw herself into my arms with the force of a hurricane. “If we win,” she said, muffled against my chest, “can I buy a Jet Ski?”


  “No,” Sean and I said simultaneously. He stood up, his hands in his pockets. “If you win,” he said, “I was thinking I might move back home for good.”


  “What if I lose?”


  “Well,” Sean said, “I was still thinking I’d move back home for good.”


  I looked at him over the crown of Amelia’s head. “You drive a hard bargain,” I said, and I smiled.


  •••


  On the way to Disney World, during an airport layover, we had eaten in a Mexican restaurant. You had a quesadilla; Amelia had a burrito. I had fish tacos, and Sean had a chimichanga. The mild sauce was too hot for us. Sean convinced me to get a margarita (“It’s not like you’re the one who’ll be flying the plane”). We talked about fried ice cream, which was on the dessert menu and didn’t seem possible: wouldn’t the ice cream melt when it was put into the deep fryer? We talked about which rides we would go on first in the Magic Kingdom.


  Back then, possibility stretched out in front of us like a red carpet. Back then, we were all focused on what could happen, instead of what had gone wrong. On our way out of the restaurant, the hostess—a girl with pockmarks on her cheeks and a nose stud—gave us each a helium balloon. “What’s the point of this?” Sean said. “You can’t take them on the plane.”


  “Not everything has to have a point,” I replied, looping my arm through his. “Live a little.”


  Amelia nipped a hole in the neck of her balloon with her teeth and suctioned her lips over it. She took a deep breath, and then looked at us with a dazzling smile. “Hello, parents,” she said, but her voice was high and reedy, that of a Munchkin, not Amelia’s at all.


  “God only knows what’s in there—”


  “Duh, Mom,” Amelia trilled. “Helium.”


  “Me, too,” you said, and Amelia took your balloon and showed you how to breathe it in.


  “I really don’t think they should be sucking in helium—”


  “Live a little,” Sean said, grinning, and he nipped a corner of his balloon and sucked in.


  They all started talking at me, their voices a comedy, a bird chorus, a rainbow. “Do it, Mom,” you said. “Do it!”


  So I followed suit. The helium burned a little as I swallowed it, one great gulp. I could feel my vocal cords buzzing. “Maybe this isn’t so bad after all,” I peeped.


  We sang “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.” We recited the Lord’s Prayer. And when a man in a business suit stopped Sean to ask if he knew the way to Baggage Claim, Sean took a long drag of his balloon and said, “Follow the yellow brick road.”


  I cannot remember laughing as much as I did that day, or feeling so liberated. Maybe it was the helium, which made me lighter, made me feel like I could close my eyes and fly to Orlando with or without the plane. Or maybe it was the fact that, no matter what we said to one another, we were not ourselves.


  Four hours later, the jury had still not returned a verdict. Sean had driven to the hospital to check on you and had just called to say he was on his way back, had there been any news? Amelia was writing haikus on the white board in the conference room:


  Help, I’m clearly trapped


  Behind this very white board.


  Please do not erase.


  The rule for today


  Is that there are no more rules.


  Guess you’re out of luck.


  I headed to the bathroom for the third time since court had adjourned. I didn’t have to go, but I ran the water in the sink and splashed some on my face. I kept telling myself this was not such a big deal, but that was a lie. You did not drag your family to the verge of dissolution for nothing; to have gone through this with nothing to show would have been disastrous. If I had entered into this lawsuit to assuage my conscience, how could I reconcile an outcome where I left feeling even more guilty?


  I patted my face dry and dabbed at my sweater, where it had gotten wet. I tossed the toweling into the trash just as there was a flush in one of the stalls. The door opened as I stepped away from the sink, and I inadvertently smacked it back against the person who was trying to exit. “Sorry,” I said, and then I realized that the woman standing in front of me was Piper.


  “You know, Charlotte,” she said softly, “so am I.”


  I looked at her, silent. Of all the things to notice, I realized that she didn’t smell the way she used to. She’d changed her perfume or her shampoo.


  “So you admit it,” I said. “That you made a mistake.”


  Piper shook her head. “No, I didn’t. Not professionally, anyway. But on a personal level, well... I’m sorry that this is how things have turned out between us. And I’m sorry that you didn’t get the healthy baby you wanted.”


  “Do you realize,” I replied, “in all the years after Willow was born, you never said that to me?”


  “You should have told me you were waiting to hear it,” Piper said.


  “I shouldn’t have had to.”


  I tried not to remember how Piper and I had huddled together in the bleachers at the skating rink, reading the classified ads and trying to match up personal ads with each other. How we would take walks, pushing you in a stroller, punctuating the cold air with so many starbursts of conversation that three miles passed in no time at all. I tried not to remember that I had thought of her as the sister I’d never had, that I’d hoped you and Amelia would grow up just as close.


  I tried not to remember, but I would.


  Suddenly the door of the bathroom opened. “There you are,” Marin sighed. “The jury’s back.”


  She hurried out the door, and Piper quickly rinsed her hands under the faucet. I could feel her a half step behind me as we walked toward the courtroom again, but her legs were longer, and eventually she caught up.


  As we stepped in, side by side, a dozen camera flashes went off, and I could not see where I was headed. Marin pulled me forward by the wrist. I thought, although I could have imagined it, that I heard Piper whisper good-bye.


  The judge entered, and we all sat down. “Madame Foreman,” he said, turning to the jury, “have you reached a verdict?”


  The woman was small and birdlike, with glasses that made her eyes seem overly magnified. “Yes, Your Honor. In the case of O’Keefe versus Reece, we find for the plaintiff.”


  Marin had told me 75 percent of all wrongful birth cases were found in favor of the defendant. I turned to her, and she grabbed my arm. “That’s you, Charlotte.”


  “And,” the foreman said, “we award damages in the amount of eight million dollars.”


  I remember falling back into my chair, and the gallery erupting. My fingers felt numb, and I had to work to breathe. I remember Sean and Amelia, climbing over the bar to hold me tight. I heard the uproar from a group of parents of special-needs kids who’d taken up residence in the back of the court during the trial, and the names they’d called me. I heard Marin telling a reporter that this was the biggest wrongful birth payout in New Hampshire history, and that justice had been done today. I looked through the crowd, trying to find Piper, but she was already gone.


  Today, when I went to take you home from the hospital, I would tell you that this was finally over. I would tell you that you’d have everything you needed, for the rest of your life—and after mine ended. I’d tell you that I had won, that the verdict had been read out loud... although I didn’t really believe it.


  After all, if I had won this lawsuit, why was my smile as hollow as a drum, and my chest too tight?


  If I had won this lawsuit, why did it feel like I’d lost?


  


  Weeping: the release of extra moisture.


  In baking, just as in life, there are tears when something’s gone wrong. Meringues are only whipped egg whites and sugar; they are meant to be eaten right away. If you hesitate, water will seep between the filling and the meringue, and weeping—little beads that form on the snowy, white peaks—will occur. There are all sorts of theories on how to prevent this—from using only fresh egg whites to using superfine sugar, from adding cornstarch to precooking the meringue. Ask me, and I’ll tell you the only foolproof method:


  Do not bake while your heart is breaking.
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  LEMON MERINGUE PIE


  1 pie shell, blind-baked


  FILLING


  11/2 cups granulated sugar


  6 tablespoons cornstarch


  Pinch of salt


  11/3 cups cold water


  2 tablespoons unsalted butter


  5 egg yolks


  1/2 cup fresh lemon juice


  1 tablespoon grated lemon zest


  Prepare the pie shell. Meanwhile, combine the sugar, cornstarch, salt, and water in a nonreactive saucepan. Mix until there are no lumps, and whisk as the mixture gradually comes to a boil. Remove from the heat and add the butter.


  In a separate bowl, whisk the egg yolks. Add a small amount of the hot liquid mixture and whisk until smooth. Add the egg mixture to the saucepan and bring to a boil over medium heat, continuing to whisk as it thickens, approximately 2 minutes. Remove from the heat and stir in the lemon juice and zest.


  MERINGUE


  6 large egg whites at room temperature


  Pinch of cream of tartar


  Pinch of salt


  3/4 cup sugar


  On low speed, beat the egg whites, cream of tartar, and salt until combined. Increase the speed and whip until they form stiff peaks. Beat in the sugar, 1 tablespoon at a time.


  Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F. Add the filling to the pie shell and top it with the meringue. Make sure you spread the meringue all the way to touch the edges of the crust. Bake for 10 to 15 minutes. Let the pie cool for about 2 hours, then refrigerate to prevent weeping.


  Or just think happy thoughts.


  Willow


  March 2009


  In school we have Hundred Day. It falls in late November, and we have to bring in a hundred of something, anything. When Amelia was in first grade, she brought in a hundred chocolate chips, but by the time she made it off the bus, she was down to fifty-three. Me, I brought a list of seventy-five bones I’ve broken and the names of twenty-five more that I haven’t.


  A million is ten thousand hundreds. I can’t even think of ten thousand. Maybe there are that many trees in a forest or water molecules in a lake. Eight million is even more than that, and it is the number of dollars written on the big blue check that has been on our refrigerator for almost six months now.


  My parents talk about that check a lot. They say that pretty soon the van will officially wheeze itself to death and we’ll have to use the money to buy a new one, but then they find a way to keep the old one running. They talk about how the registration deadline for camps for kids like me is coming up, and how they’ll have to send in a deposit. I have the brochures next to my bed. In them, there are kids in every color who have OI, like me. They all look happy.


  Maybe that’s what happens to kids who go away somewhere. Amelia did, and when she came home, she had brown hair again and her own easel. She paints all the time—portraits of me while I’m sleeping, still lifes of coffee mugs and pears, landscapes in colors they’d never really be. I have to look really hard at her arms to see the silver scars, and even when she catches me looking, she hardly ever bothers to pull down her sleeves.


  It was Saturday. My father was parked in front of the television, watching the Bruins. Amelia was outside somewhere, sketching. My mother was sitting at the kitchen table, playing solitaire with the index cards of her recipes. She had over a hundred (if only she was in the first grade!), and she’d decided to put them together in a cookbook. It was a compromise, because she didn’t have to bake all the time anymore like she used to for Mr. DeVille. He still stocked her pies and tarts and macaroons when she went off on a tear in the kitchen, but now her big plan was to publish the book, and give all the money she made to the Osteogenesis Imperfecta Foundation.


  We didn’t need money, because ours was all tacked to the refrigerator.


  “Hey,” my mother said, as I climbed onto a chair. “What’s up?”


  “Nothing.” The mail, fanned out on the table like a bright scarf, caught my eye.


  “There’s something in there for you,” my mother said.


  It was a card—and inside was a picture of Marin with a boy who was probably around Amelia’s age. He had buck teeth and skin the color of chocolate. His name was Anton, and she had adopted him two months ago.


  We didn’t see Piper, and Amelia and Emma weren’t friends anymore. The sign in front of the building that used to be her office didn’t have her name on it now. It said GRETEL HANDELMAN, CHIROPRACTOR, instead. And then one Saturday morning my dad and I went out to get bagels, and there was Piper in line in front of us. My dad said hello and she asked how I was doing, but even though she was trying to smile, it looked all wrong, like a wire that was bent out of shape and wouldn’t ever really be straight again. She told my dad that she was working part-time at a women’s free health clinic in Boston, and that she was on her way there right now. Then she knocked over the cup full of straws at the cash register, and she was in such a hurry to leave that she forgot to pay until the girl who had brought her her coffee reminded her it wasn’t free.


  I missed Piper, but I think my mother missed her more. She didn’t really have any friends now. She didn’t hang out with anyone but me, Amelia, and Dad.


  It was kind of sad, actually.


  “Wanna bake?” I asked.


  My mother rolled her eyes. “You cannot seriously tell me you’re hungry. You just had lunch.”


  I wasn’t hungry, but I was bored.


  She looked up at me. “Tell you what. Go get Amelia, and we’ll figure out a plan of action. A movie, maybe.”


  “Really?”


  “Sure,” my mother said.


  We could treat ourselves to movies now. And we went out to restaurants. And I was going to get a sports wheelchair so that I could actually play kickball in the gym with my class. Amelia said the reason we could spend money all of a sudden was the check that was still on the refrigerator. At school there were jerks who said we were rich, but I knew that wasn’t really true. I mean, after all, my parents had never cashed the check. We still had a rusty old car and our little house and the same clothes. A lot of zeros didn’t mean anything, really, except security—my parents could splurge a little, because if their funds ran out, there was a backup. That meant they didn’t fight nearly as much, which wasn’t something you could buy at a store anyway. I didn’t know much about bank accounts, but I was smart enough to realize that checks didn’t do you any good unless they were deposited. My parents, though, didn’t seem to be in any great rush. Every few weeks my mother would say, I really ought to bring that to the bank, and my father would grunt in agreement, but somehow it never got done, and the check stayed tacked on the fridge.


  I went into the mudroom to get my boots and my coat, my mother’s voice trailing behind. “Be—”


  “Careful,” I finished. “Yeah, I know.”


  It was March, but it was still cold enough out for my breath to make funny shapes through my scarf: one that looked like a chicken and another that was a hippo. I started down the slope of the backyard carefully. There wasn’t snow anymore, but the ground still crunched under the soles of my boots. It made a sound like teeth biting.


  Amelia was probably in the woods; she liked to draw the birches because she said they were tragic, and that something so beautiful shouldn’t have to die so quickly. I dug my hands into my pockets and tucked my nose under the edge of my scarf. With each step, I thought of something I knew:


  The average woman consumes six pounds of lipstick in her lifetime.


  Three Mile Island is really only two and a half miles long.


  Cockroaches like to eat the glue on the backs of stamps.


  I hesitated as I came to the edge of the pond. The reeds were nearly as tall as I was, and I had to work hard to push myself through them without tangling one of my arms or legs. Right now, for the first time in months, I had no healing fractures, and I planned to keep it that way.


  My father told a story once about how he was out in his police cruiser when he realized all the cars in front of him were stopped dead. He slowed down and put the car into park, then opened the door to see what was going on. The minute he stepped onto the pavement, though, he landed flat on his back. Black ice; it was a miracle that he had even managed to brake safely.


  The ice on the pond was like that: so clear that I could see the weeds and sand right through it, like it was a pane of glass. I got down carefully on my hands and knees, and inched forward.


  I’d never been allowed on the ice, and like most things that you aren’t allowed to do, it was all I thought about.


  I couldn’t get hurt this way—I was moving so slowly, and I wasn’t standing up. My back was hunched like a cat’s, my eyes staring down at the surface. Where did the fish go in the winter? Could you see them, if you looked carefully?


  I moved my right knee, and my right hand. My left knee, and my left hand. I was breathing hard, not because it was so difficult but because I could not believe it was this easy.


  There was a moan that rippled across the surface of the pond, as if the sky was crying. And then suddenly, all around me, the ice became a spiderweb, and I was the bug stuck at its center.


  Grasshoppers have white blood Butterflies taste with their hind feet Caterpillars have about four thousand muscles...


  “Help,” I said, but I couldn’t yell and breathe at the same time.


  The water sucked at me all at once. I tried to grab for the ice, but it broke away in sheets; I tried to swim, but I didn’t know how without a life jacket. My jacket and pants and boots were a sponge, and it was so cold, cold like frostbite, cold like an ice-cream headache.


  An armadillo can walk underwater.


  Minnows have teeth in their throats.


  A shrimp can swim backward.


  You would think I’d have been scared. But I could hear my mother, telling me a story before I went to bed, about a coyote who wanted to capture the sun. He climbed the tallest tree, and he put it in a jar and brought it home. That jar, though, it couldn’t hold something so strong, and it burst. See, Wills? my mother had said. You are filled with light.


  There was glass above me, and the runny eye of the sun in the sky, and I beat my fists against it. It was like the ice had sealed itself on top of me again, and I couldn’t push through. I was so numb, I had stopped shivering.


  As the water filled my nose and mouth, as the sun got tinier and tinier, I closed my eyes and curled my fists around the things I knew for sure:


  That a scallop has thirty-five eyes, all blue.


  That a tuna will suffocate if it ever stops swimming.


  That I was loved.


  That this time, it was not me who broke.


  


  Recipe: (1) a set of instructions for preparing a dish; (2) something likely to lead to a certain outcome.


  Follow these rules, and you will get what you want: it’s the easiest prescription in the world. And yet, you can observe a recipe down to the letter, and it will not make a difference when the end product sits in front of you and you realize it’s not what you wanted.


  For a long time, I could only see you sinking. I pictured you, with your skin pale blue and your hair streaming out behind you like a mermaid’s. I would wake up screaming, beating the mattress with my hands, as if I could reach through the ice and drag you to safety.


  But that wasn’t you, no more than the skeleton you’d been given was you. You were more than that, lighter. You were the steam that fogged the mirror in the morning when Sean dragged me out of bed and forced me to take a shower. You were the crystals painting my car windshield after a night’s frost. You were the heat rising off the pavement like a ghost in the middle of the summer. You never left me.


  I do not have the money anymore. It was yours, after all. I slipped the check into the silk lining of the coffin when I kissed you good-bye for the last time.


  Here are the things I know for sure:


  When you think you’re right, you are most likely wrong.


  Things that break—be they bones, hearts, or promises—can be put back together but will never really be whole.


  And, in spite of what I said, you can miss a person you’ve never known.


  I learn this over and over again, every day I spend without you.
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  WILLOW’S SABAYON, WITH CLOUDS


  SABAYON


  6 egg yolks


  1 cup sugar


  2 cups heavy cream, whipped


  1/2 cup light rum or Grand Marnier


  Whisk the eggs and sugar in a double boiler. Once they are completely mixed, fold in the whipped cream. Remove from the heat, pass through a sieve, and add the rum.


  CLOUDS


  5 egg whites


  Pinch of salt


  1/3 cup sugar


  2 cups milk or water


  Place the egg whites and salt in a mixing bowl; on low speed, mix until smooth. Gradually increase the speed and sprinkle in the sugar. Beat until the whites hold a soft peak—this is meringue, the cloud I imagine you resting on nowadays. Meanwhile, simmer the milk or water. Take a spoonful of the meringue and gently drop it into the simmering liquid. Cook the meringue for 2 to 3 minutes and, with a slotted spoon, turn it over and continue cooking for another 2 to 3 minutes. Transfer the poached meringue to a paper towel. The clouds are fragile.


  SPUN SUGAR


  Cooking spray


  2 cups granulated sugar


  1 teaspoon corn syrup


  Spray a baking sheet with cooking spray, wiping any excess off with a paper towel.


  Place the sugar and corn syrup in a saucepan and cook over low heat. Stir occasionally, until the sugar is dissolved. Raise the heat to high and bring the mixture to a boil, until a candy thermometer registers 310 degrees F (hard-crack stage). Remove from the heat and cool slightly. Let the syrup stand to thicken, about 1 minute.


  Dip a fork into the sugar syrup and wave it back and forth over the baking sheet to paint long threads. The syrup will begin hardening almost immediately. With practice you can form the strands into lace, swirls, the letters of your name.


  To serve, spoon some of the sabayon sauce into a shallow bowl or onto a large plate and top with 2 poached meringues. Gently place a few threads of spun sugar around the meringue, not on top, or it will deflate.


  The outcome of this recipe is a work of art, if you can make it through the complicated preparation. Above all else: handle everything with care. This dessert, like you, is gone before you know it. This dessert, like you, is impossibly sweet.


  This dessert fills me, when I miss you the most.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Willow’s trivia came, in part, from The Book of Useless Information, edited by Noel Botham and the Useless Information Society (New York: Perigee, 2006).


  If you’d like to learn more about osteogenesis imperfecta or to make a donation, please visit www.oif.org.


  Handle with Care


  JODI PICOULT


  A Readers Club Guide
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  INTRODUCTION


  Another heart-wrenching, controversial novel by Jodi Picoult, Handle with Care introduces Willow, a smart and charming five-year-old who was born with a brittle bone disease called osteogenesis imperfecta. Over her lifetime, Willow will have hundreds of broken bones. Her mother, Charlotte, will do anything to give Willow the best life possible—even if she has to say under oath that Willow should never have been born. In pursuing a wrongful birth suit against her obstetrician (and best friend for nearly a decade), Charlotte is willing to put everything on the line in hopes of gaining the financial means necessary to take care of her daughter. Picoult constructs an emotionally complex novel, weaving tender and poignant moments into a difficult story of suffering and sacrifice. Charged with thought-provoking questions about medical ethics, morality, parenting, and honesty, Handle with Care asks just how far we would go to care for the ones we love.


  QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION


  1.Charlotte and Sean are faced with a very difficult decision when presented with the option of suing for wrongful birth. How did you feel about the lawsuit? The matter is complicated in many aspects, but especially because of Charlotte’s close friendship with Piper, her ob-gyn. How might the O’Keefes have considered and entered into the lawsuit if they had not had a personal relationship with Piper? Would your own reaction to it have changed?


  2.During the filming of a day in Willow’s life, Charlotte purposely asks Willow’s physical therapist to try some exercises that she knows Willow isn’t ready for yet, and Willow begins to cry in pain. Charlotte rushes to her daughter’s side, blaming the physical therapist, and when she asks if they got that on film, Marin—Charlotte’s lawyer—is angry at Charlotte for exploiting her daughter. Do you agree with Marin that Charlotte exploits Willow? Charlotte believes she is doing everything out of love for Willow, to win the case that will get her the care she needs, but does this take it too far? Where can we draw the line?


  3.Breaking is a theme in Handle with Care: bones break, hearts break, friendships break, families break. Consider examples from the book and discuss why you think certain breaks can or cannot be mended. Is there anything in the book that represents the unbreakable?


  4.The author inserts recipes throughout the book that highlight certain baking techniques, such as tempering, blind baking, and weeping. How do these recipes provide further insight into the story and into Charlotte’s character in particular?


  5.Throughout the story, the question is raised of what it means to be a mother. For Charlotte, it means doing anything in her power to provide the best life for Willow, but at the same time, her other daughter’s suffering goes unnoticed as she develops bulimia and begins cutting herself. For Marin, the question of what it means to be a mother addresses the issues of her adoption. Is a mother someone who gives birth to you and gives you away, or the woman who raises you? Discuss the different ideas about mothering that the author presents in this book. At what moments do certain characters fail or succeed at being a mother?


  6.The term wrongful birth suggests that some people should never have been born. If abortion had been legal when Marin was conceived, she likely would not have been born. Willow’s severe disability, had Charlotte known about it early enough, could have been cause for abortion. How do we determine what kind of life is worth living? Who has the right to say whether a pregnancy should be brought to term?


  7.Discuss the roles that honesty and deception play in this novel. How do the characters lie to themselves? To each other? Is it sometimes better not to know the truth?


  8.Charlotte is confident that the potential end of her lawsuit will justify the means, but Sean can’t handle the idea that the means may leave Willow thinking she is unloved or unwanted. Clearly, they both love their daughter, but express it in drastically different ways. What do each of their approaches say about love? Do Charlotte’s actions speak louder than Sean’s words?


  9.What message does the trial verdict send? Do you agree with the jury’s decision?


  10.How do you think Amelia’s testimony affects the outcome of the case?


  11.We follow Marin through the search for her birth mother, and what she eventually finds out about the circumstances surrounding her conception are truly devastating to her. Why do you think she thanks her birth mother for this information? Discuss Marin’s reaction to what she learns.


  12.Why do you think the O’Keefes never cash their $8 million check? How do you feel about what they end up doing with it?


  13.How do you feel about the ending? Why do you think the author chose to write it this way?


  ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB


  1.Try baking some of Charlotte’s recipes for your book club meeting. Discuss the different baking techniques you used; were you able to relate to Charlotte’s experience of making these treats?


  2.Learn more about osteogenesis imperfecta by visiting www.oif.org.


  3.Visit www.jodipicoult.com to view book trailers, see what Jodi’s up to, and find out about upcoming signings and appearances.


  A CONVERSATION WITH JODI PICOULT


  Q:What led you to OI as the topic for this book? Did the idea of a wrongful birth suit come first or second? Talk about the research required for writing this novel.


  A:The seed for Handle with Care began with an article I read about wrongful birth—a mother in New York who had sued her ob-gyn after her son was born with severe chromosomal abnormalities and won a multimillion-dollar settlement. It was clear from the article that she loved this child dearly—but that in order to give him a better lifestyle, she needed to tell the world she would have aborted the fetus if given the chance. That moral conundrum got me thinking: what if her child had not been profoundly mentally disabled, but just physically disabled? What if her child could hear her in court, saying that she wished he’d never been born?


  That led me to osteogenesis imperfecta. Also known as brittle bone disorder, it is a genetic bone disease characterized by fragile bones that break easily. It’s caused by a mutation on a gene that affects the body’s production of collagen in bones. It affects between twenty-five thousand and fifty thousand Americans—the range is large, because mild cases of OI often go undiagnosed. There are eight types of OI, ranging from lethal at birth to mild with few symptoms. A person with severe OI might experience hundreds of fractures and have a reduced life span. Other symptoms include short stature (people with severe OI are approximately three feet tall), hearing loss, curvature of the spine, respiratory failure, and loose joints and muscles. Physically, it’s a very difficult condition—but mentally, people who have OI are one hundred percent normal. Many kids with OI are even brighter than their able-bodied friends, because they do so much reading after a break, when they can’t run around.


  For research, I tried to walk a brief way in the shoes of a parent whose child has OI, by visiting multiple families with kids who were afflicted by the disorder. The first girl I met with OI, Rachel, had Type I—a milder form—but had suffered nearly fifty breaks in her eight years because her parents wanted her to live as normal a life as possible. Rather than having her walk on her knees or restrict her activities, they allowed her to do what she wanted... knowing that it would lead to broken bones. I remember asking Rachel what it felt like when that happened. “It feels like lightning under my skin,” she said, and I realized then that the pain these kids feel is just what you or I would feel if we broke a bone—it just happens much more frequently for them. From Rachel, I moved on to meetings with kids who had Type III OI—the most severe type you can get that isn’t lethal at birth. I remember the flash in five-year-old Hope’s eyes when the waitress at the restaurant mistook her for a toddler, due to her size; the pain in Jonathan’s mom’s voice when she talked about how she used to think about just leaving him and running away, because she was so afraid she’d be the one to cause another break. During my visit with Matthew, his mom asked me to take him out of his car seat—and I panicked. What if I was the one who snapped a bone this time? This, I realized, was what these parents went through on a daily basis.


  The kids I met who had OI were all sweet, bright, engaging, adorable—and much more than the sum of their disabilities. This was best illustrated in the case of a young woman who became my technical advisor for Handle with Care. Kara Sheridan is a Paralympian who swam in Athens for Team USA in 2004; she is currently a PhD student in clinical psychology and is busy planning her wedding. She also has Type III OI. When I asked her what she wished people would know about OI, she said it’s a challenging and painful condition, but it doesn’t mandate a tragic life. The moments she’s cherished the most have come about because of her condition, and are just as important a part of OI as the medical difficulties. She also pointed out that no child has OI alone—it affects families, friends, and loved ones by default.


  Many people shy away from a child in a wheelchair—but when you spend time with kids who have OI, you are not struck by how different they are from able-bodied children, you’re struck by how similar they are. They giggle, they flirt, they tease their brothers. They tell knock-knock jokes and whine about long car rides and hate broccoli. But they also know about things regular kids don’t: splints and braces and pamidronate infusions and spinal rodding. And when you watch them interacting with their parents, you realize that these mothers and fathers are just like the rest of us: willing to do whatever it takes to give their child the best life possible.


  Even if that means lying to a judge and jury.


  And suddenly, it’s a lot harder to tell whether that’s blatantly wrong... or impossibly right.


  Q:The characters in your books are always layered and complex, as are the issues that plague them. How do you create a character like Charlotte whom readers can love and hate at the same time?


  A:Well, for me, it’s a lot harder to create a flat character who’s either all villain or all hero. Most of us are a combination, aren’t we? Charlotte’s the best kind of character—one who is doing something that looks unpalatable, but is doing it for all the right reasons. In this way she reminds me a bit of Nina Frost from Perfect Match. You want to hate her—but can you really say that if it were you, you wouldn’t at least think about doing the same thing she does? Charlotte’s tragic flaw, in my opinion, is that she is so single-minded in her pursuit of making Willow’s life easier that she neglects the rest of her support system—her friends and her family.


  Q:How did you choose the recipes that appear throughout the book? Do you believe in the significance they hold for Charlotte? Are you a baker yourself?


  A:Before I got married, I was lucky enough to have a roommate who became one of my best friends. Now Katie works at the Smithsonian organizing special events—but prior to that, she went to culinary school. When I knew that I wanted Charlotte to be a baker, I turned to her and asked for help. Charlotte, as a baker, would believe that the sum of the ingredients is so much more than its parts—this is true for her when it comes to Willow, too, who is so much more than a litany of moments when she broke a bone or had a surgery or was sidelined to recuperate. I do bake (too much, if you ask my husband, who is constantly cursing me for a pan of brownies cooling on the stove that he is compelled to eat)—and often I have been struck by the metaphorical language of baking. I wanted Charlotte’s cookbook to be a collection of these terms, with accompanying recipes. So one day I emailed Katie a list—words like weeping, hardball, blind baking—and asked her to create recipes that might involve each term. I have to admit that rarely is my fact-checking process so delicious... I got to bake, and road test, every recipe in the book.


  Q:During the course of the trial, Amelia develops an eating disorder and starts cutting herself. Did you see this as the natural progression for her character? While conducting your research, did you find that these types of behaviors in siblings of disabled children were common?


  A:While doing research with a child psychiatrist about adolescent bulimics, I learned that cutting is very common for those girls. Apparently, bulimia involves a lot of self-hatred... and cutting figures into that. Siblings of disabled children aren’t always like Amelia, thank goodness—I’d hope that their families would do a better job of including them than the O’Keefes do. For Amelia, the difficulty of having a sibling with a disability is compounded by the fact that she feels she’s failed her sister (in Disney World, for example) and that there are very high stakes in the household for being a child who isn’t perfect (which would be Amelia’s interpretation of her mother’s lawsuit).


  Q:With the multiple narrators you’ve created, is there a character that you connect with most, or that you feel represents your own voice?


  A:I had great sympathy for all of the characters in this book—each of them has a valid point to make, in my opinion. So I’d have to say that at different times, I sided with each one!


  Q:Your narrators share their stories as though they are telling them to Willow. Why did you decide to construct the novel this way?


  A:I have always wanted to write a book in the second-person narrative voice, but it’s tricky and calls for the right kind of story. Because the whole book revolves around Willow, I wanted her to feel present and accounted for—hence the structure. Plus, given the behavior of these characters, they deserved to explain themselves directly to Willow. But I also wanted the reader to feel viscerally what it’s like to be at the center of this kind of controversy—and the second person narration helped foster the sense that the characters are talking to you.


  Q:As the author, do you ever feel as though you’re taking on the role of the jury? How did you decide what the ruling of the wrongful birth suit would be?


  A:I like to think of my reader in the role of the jury, actually. It’s my job as writer to present all sides of the story and then, based on the evidence, leave you to decide what was wrong and what was right. As for a ruling here, it wasn’t as important to me as the final twist of the book—but in order to have that final twist, I had to first have the jury rule a certain way... and that’s all I’m going to say before I give it away!


  Q:Why did you decide not to share Willow’s perspective until the end?


  A:Because the reader serves as Willow’s “stand-in” in the book—since the characters are explaining themselves to “you,” it makes you part of the action, and therefore part of the judgment of their behavior. And yet I felt the reader, after hearing everyone’s explanation about the wrongful birth issue, also deserved to hear directly from Willow to see how everything had affected her.


  Q:You’ve said before that you know how a book will end before you write the first word. Was this also true for Handle with Care? Do you ever change your mind about an ending as you get deeper into the story?


  A:I do know the ending before I write a single word, and I did here, too. I will tell you that I think Handle with Care is the saddest book I’ve written—and coming from me, that’s pretty dire! I never wavered on the ending, however, because there’s a bit of a morality lesson in there as well—it’s a real “Be careful what you wish for” moment.


  Q:What’s your next project?


  A:My 2010 book is about a teenage boy with Asperger’s syndrome. He’s hopeless at reading social cues or expressing himself well to others, and like many kids with AS, Jacob has a special focus on one subject—in his case, forensic analysis. He’s always showing up at crime scenes, thanks to the police scanner he keeps in his room, and telling the cops what they need to do... and he’s usually right. But then one day his tutor is found dead, and the police come to question him. All of the hallmark behaviors of Asperger’s—not looking someone in the eye, stimulatory tics and twitches, inappropriate affect—can look a heck of a lot like guilt to law enforcement personnel, and suddenly, Jacob finds himself accused of murder. I wanted to write a book about how our legal system works well for people who communicate a certain way—but lousy for those who don’t.
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  CASE 1: SLEEP TIGHT


  At first glance, she looked like a saint: Dorothea Puente rented out rooms to the elderly and disabled in Sacramento, California, in the 1980s. But then, her boarders started to vanish. Seven bodies were found buried in the garden, and traces of prescription sleeping pills were found in the remains, through forensic toxicology analysis. Puente was charged with killing her boarders so that she could take their pension checks and get herself plastic surgery and expensive clothing, in order to maintain her image as a doyenne of Sacramento society. She was charged with nine murders and convicted of three.


  In 1998, while serving two consecutive life sentences, Puente began corresponding with a writer named Shane Bugbee and sending him recipes, which were subsequently published in a book called Cooking with a Serial Killer.


  Call me crazy, but I wouldn’t touch that food with a ten-foot pole.


  1


  Emma


  Everywhere I look, there are signs of a struggle. The mail has been scattered all over the kitchen floor; the stools are overturned. The phone has been knocked off its pedestal, its battery pack hanging loose from an umbilicus of wires. There’s one single faint footprint at the threshold of the living room, pointing toward the dead body of my son, Jacob.


  He is sprawled like a starfish in front of the fireplace. Blood covers his temple and his hands. For a moment, I can’t move, can’t breathe.


  Suddenly, he sits up. “Mom,” Jacob says, “you’re not even trying.”


  This is not real, I remind myself, and I watch him lie back down in the exact same position—on his back, his legs twisted to the left.


  “Um, there was a fight,” I say.


  Jacob’s mouth barely moves. “And...?”


  “You were hit in the head.” I get down on my knees, like he’s told me to do a hundred times, and notice the crystal clock that usually sits on the mantel now peeking out from beneath the couch. I gingerly pick it up and see blood on the corner. With my pinkie, I touch the liquid and then taste it. “Oh, Jacob, don’t tell me you used up all my corn syrup again—”


  “Mom! Focus!”


  I sink down on the couch, cradling the clock in my hands. “Robbers came in, and you fought them off.”


  Jacob sits up and sighs. The food dye and corn syrup mixture has matted his dark hair; his eyes are shining, even though they won’t meet mine. “Do you honestly believe I’d execute the same crime scene twice?” He unfolds a fist, and for the first time I see a tuft of corn silk hair. Jacob’s father is a towhead—or at least he was when he walked out on us fifteen years ago, leaving me with Jacob and Theo, his brand-new, blond baby brother.


  “Theo killed you?”


  “Seriously, Mom, a kindergartner could have solved this case,” Jacob says, jumping to his feet. Fake blood drips down the side of his face, but he doesn’t notice; when he is intensely focused on crime scene analysis, I think a nuclear bomb could detonate beside him and he’d never flinch. He walks toward the footprint at the edge of the carpet and points. Now, at second glance, I notice the waffle tread of the Vans skateboarding sneakers that Theo saved up to buy for months, and the latter half of the company logo—NS—burned into the rubber sole. “There was a confrontation in the kitchen,” Jacob explains. “It ended with the phone being thrown in defense, and me being chased into the living room, where Theo clocked me.”


  At that, I have to smile a little. “Where did you hear that term?”


  “CrimeBusters, episode forty-three.”


  “Well, just so you know—it means to punch someone. Not hit them with an actual clock.”


  Jacob blinks at me, expressionless. He lives in a literal world; it’s one of the hallmarks of his diagnosis. Years ago, when we were moving to Vermont, he asked what it was like. Lots of green, I said, and rolling hills. At that, he burst into tears. Won’t they hurt us? he said.


  “But what’s the motive?” I ask, and on cue, Theo thunders down the stairs.


  “Where’s the freak?” he yells.


  “Theo, you will not call your brother—”


  “How about I stop calling him a freak when he stops stealing things out of my room?” I have instinctively stepped between him and his brother, although Jacob is a head taller than both of us.


  “I didn’t steal anything from your room,” Jacob says.


  “Oh, really? What about my sneakers?”


  “They were in the mudroom,” Jacob qualifies.


  “Retard,” Theo says under his breath, and I see a flash of fire in Jacob’s eyes.


  “I am not retarded,” he growls, and he lunges for his brother.


  I hold him off with an outstretched arm. “Jacob,” I say, “you shouldn’t take anything that belongs to Theo without asking for his permission. And Theo, I don’t want to hear that word come out of your mouth again, or I’m going to take your sneakers and throw them out with the trash. Do I make myself clear?”


  “I’m outta here,” Theo mutters, and he stomps toward the mudroom. A moment later I hear the door slam.


  I follow Jacob into the kitchen and watch him back into a corner. “What we got here,” Jacob mutters, his voice a sudden drawl, “is...failure to communicate.” He crouches down, hugging his knees.


  When he cannot find the words for how he feels, he borrows someone else’s. These come from Cool Hand Luke; Jacob remembers the dialogue from every movie he’s ever seen.


  I’ve met so many parents of kids who are on the low end of the autism spectrum, kids who are diametrically opposed to Jacob, with his Asperger’s. They tell me I’m lucky to have a son who’s so verbal, who is blisteringly intelligent, who can take apart the broken microwave and have it working again an hour later. They think there is no greater hell than having a son who is locked in his own world, unaware that there’s a wider one to explore. But try having a son who is locked in his own world and still wants to make a connection. A son who tries to be like everyone else but truly doesn’t know how.


  I reach out to comfort him but stop myself—a light touch can set Jacob off. He doesn’t like handshakes or pats on the back or someone ruffling his hair. “Jacob,” I begin, and then I realize that he isn’t sulking at all. He holds up the telephone receiver he’s been hunched over, so that I can see the smudge of black on the side. “You missed a fingerprint, too,” Jacob says cheerfully. “No offense, but you would make a lousy crime scene investigator.” He rips a sheet of paper towel off the roll, dampens it in the sink. “Don’t worry, I’ll clean up all the blood.”


  “You never did tell me Theo’s motive for killing you.”


  “Oh.” Jacob glances over his shoulder, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “I stole his sneakers.”


  ***


  In my mind, Asperger’s is a label to describe not the traits Jacob has but rather the ones he lost. It was sometime around two years old when he began to drop words, to stop making eye contact, to avoid connections with people. He couldn’t hear us, or he didn’t want to. One day I looked at him, lying on the floor beside a Tonka truck. He was spinning its wheels, his face only inches away, and I thought, Where have you gone?


  I made excuses for his behavior: the reason he huddled in the bottom of the grocery cart every time we went shopping was that it was cold in the supermarket. The tags I had to cut out of his clothing were unusually scratchy. When he could not seem to connect with any children at his preschool, I organized a no-holds-barred birthday party for him, complete with water balloons and Pin the Tail on the Donkey. About a half hour into the celebration, I suddenly realized that Jacob was missing. I was six months pregnant and hysterical—other parents began to search the yard, the street, the house. I was the one who found him, sitting in the basement, repeatedly inserting and ejecting a VCR tape.


  When he was diagnosed, I burst into tears. Remember, this was back in 1995; the only experience I’d had with autism was Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man. According to the psychiatrist we first met, Jacob suffered from an impairment in social communication and behavior, without the language deficit that was a hallmark of other forms of autism. It wasn’t until years later that we even heard the word Asperger’s—it just wasn’t on anyone’s diagnostic radar yet. But by then, I’d had Theo, and Henry—my ex—had moved out. He was a computer programmer who worked at home and couldn’t stand the tantrums Jacob would throw when the slightest thing set him off: a bright light in the bathroom, the sound of the UPS truck coming down the gravel driveway, the texture of his breakfast cereal. By then, I’d completely devoted myself to Jacob’s early intervention therapists—a parade of people who would come to our house intent on dragging him out of his own little world. I want my house back, Henry told me. I want you back.


  But I had already noticed how, with the behavioral therapy and speech therapy, Jacob had begun to communicate again. I could see the improvement. Given that, there wasn’t even a choice to make.


  The night Henry left, Jacob and I sat at the kitchen table and played a game. I made a face, and he tried to guess which emotion went with it. I smiled, even though I was crying, and waited for Jacob to tell me I was happy.


  Henry lives with his new family in the Silicon Valley. He works for Apple and he rarely speaks to the boys, although he sends a check faithfully every month for child support. But then again, Henry was always good with organization. And numbers. His ability to memorize a New York Times article and quote it verbatim—which had seemed so academically sexy when we were dating—wasn’t all that different from the way Jacob could memorize the entire TV schedule by the time he was six. It wasn’t until years after Henry was gone that I diagnosed him with a dash of Asperger’s, too.


  There’s a lot of fuss about whether or not Asperger’s is on the autism spectrum, but to be honest, it doesn’t matter. It’s a term we use to get Jacob the accommodations he needs in school, not a label to explain who he is. If you met him now, the first thing you’d notice is that he might have forgotten to change his shirt from yesterday or to brush his hair. If you talk to him, you’ll have to be the one to start the conversation. He won’t look you in the eye. And if you pause to speak to someone else for a brief moment, you might turn back to find that Jacob’s left the room.


  ***


  Saturdays, Jacob and I go food shopping.


  It’s part of his routine, which means we rarely stray from it. Anything new has to be introduced early on and prepared for—whether that’s a dentist appointment or a vacation or a transfer student joining his math class midyear. I knew that he’d have his faux crime scene completely cleaned up before eleven o’clock, because that’s when the Free Sample Lady sets up her table in the front of the Townsend Food Co-op. She recognizes Jacob by sight now and usually gives him two mini egg rolls or bruschetta rounds or whatever else she’s plying that week.


  Theo’s not back, so I’ve left him a note—although he knows the schedule as well as I do. By the time I grab my coat and purse, Jacob is already sitting in the backseat. He likes it there, because he can spread out. He doesn’t have a driver’s license, although we argue about it regularly, since he’s eighteen and was eligible to get his license two years ago. He knows all the mechanical workings of a traffic light, and could probably take one apart and put it back together, but I am not entirely convinced that in a situation where there were several other cars zooming by in different directions, he’d be able to remember whether to stop or go at any given intersection.


  “What do you have left for homework?” I ask, as we pull out of the driveway.


  “Stupid English.”


  “English isn’t stupid,” I say.


  “Well, my English teacher is.” He makes a face. “Mr. Franklin assigned an essay about our favorite subject, and I wanted to write about lunch, but he won’t let me.”


  “Why not?”


  “He says lunch isn’t a subject.”


  I glance at him. “It isn’t.”


  “Well,” Jacob says, “it’s not a predicate, either. Shouldn’t he know that?”


  I stifle a smile. Jacob’s literal reading of the world can be, depending on the circumstances, either very funny or very frustrating. In the rearview mirror, I see him press his thumb against the car window. “It’s too cold for fingerprints,” I say offhandedly—a fact he’s taught me.


  “But do you know why?”


  “Um.” I look at him. “Evidence breaks down when it’s below freezing?”


  “Cold constricts the sweat pores,” Jacob says, “so excretions are reduced, and that means matter won’t stick to the surface and leave a latent print on the glass.”


  “That was my second guess,” I joke.


  I used to call him my little genius, because even when he was small he’d spew forth an explanation like that one. I remember once, when he was four, he was reading the sign for a doctor’s office when the postman walked by. The guy couldn’t stop staring, but then again, it’s not every day you hear a preschooler pronounce the word gastroenterology, clear as a bell.


  I pull into the parking lot. I ignore a perfectly good parking spot because it happens to be next to a shiny orange car, and Jacob doesn’t like the color orange. I can feel him draw in his breath and hold it until we drive past. We get out of the car, and Jacob runs for a cart; then we walk inside.


  The spot that the Free Sample Lady usually occupies is empty.


  “Jacob,” I say immediately, “it’s not a big deal.”


  He looks at his watch. “It’s eleven-fifteen. She comes at eleven and leaves at twelve.”


  “Something must have happened.”


  “Bunion surgery,” calls an employee, who is stacking packages of carrots within earshot. “She’ll be back in four weeks.”


  Jacob’s hand begins to flap against his leg. I glance around the store, mentally calculating whether it would cause more of a scene to try to get Jacob out of here before the stimming turns into a full-blown breakdown or whether I can talk him through this. “You know how Mrs. Pinham had to leave school for three weeks when she got shingles, and she couldn’t tell you beforehand? This is the same thing.”


  “But it’s eleven-fifteen,” Jacob says.


  “Mrs. Pinham got better, right? And everything went back to normal.”


  By now, the carrot man is staring at us. And why shouldn’t he? Jacob looks like a totally normal young man. He’s clearly intelligent. But having his day disrupted probably makes him feel the same way I would if I was suddenly told to bungee off the top of the Sears Tower.


  When a low growl rips through Jacob’s throat, I know we are past the point of no return. He backs away from me, into a shelf full of pickle jars and relishes. A few bottles fall to the floor, and the breaking glass sends him over the edge. Suddenly Jacob is screaming—one high, keening note that is the soundtrack of my life. He moves blindly, striking out at me when I reach for him.


  It is only thirty seconds, but thirty seconds can last forever when you are the center of everyone’s scrutiny; when you are wrestling your six-foot-tall son down to the linoleum floor and pinning him with your full body weight, the only kind of pressure that can soothe him. I press my lips close to his ear. “I shot the sheriff,” I sing. “But I didn’t shoot no deputy...”


  Since he was little, those Bob Marley lyrics have soothed him. There were times I played that song twenty-four hours a day just to keep him calm; even Theo knew all the verses before he was three. Sure enough, the tension seeps out of Jacob’s muscles, and his arms go limp at his sides. A single tear streaks from the corner of his eye. “I shot the sheriff,” he whispers, “but I swear it was in self-defense.”


  I put my hands on either side of his face and force him to meet my eyes. “Okay now?”


  He hesitates, as if he is taking a serious inventory. “Yes.”


  I sit up, inadvertently kneeling in the puddle of pickle juice. Jacob sits up, too, and hugs his knees to his chest.


  A crowd has gathered around us. In addition to the carrot man, the manager of the store, several shoppers, and twin girls with matching constellations of freckles on their cheeks are all staring down at Jacob with that curious mix of horror and pity that follows us like a dog nipping at our heels. Jacob wouldn’t hurt a fly, literally or figuratively—I’ve seen him cup his hands around a spider during a three-hour car ride so that, at our destination, he could set it free outside. But if you are a stranger and you see a tall, muscular man knocking over displays, you don’t look at him and assume he’s frustrated. You think he’s violent.


  “He’s autistic,” I snap. “Do you have any questions?”


  I’ve found that anger works best. It’s the electric shock they need to tear their gaze away from the train wreck. As if nothing’s happened, the shoppers go back to sifting through the navel oranges and bagging their bell peppers. The two little girls dart down the dairy aisle. The carrot man and the manager do not make eye contact, and that suits me just fine. I know how to handle their morbid curiosity; it’s their kindness that might break me.


  Jacob shuffles along behind me as I push the cart. His hand is still twitching faintly at his side, but he’s holding it together.


  My biggest hope for Jacob is that moments like this won’t happen.


  My biggest fear: that they will, and I won’t always be there to keep people from thinking the worst of him.


  Theo


  I’ve had to get twenty-four stitches on my face, thanks to my brother. Ten of them left a scar cutting through my left eyebrow, after the time that Jacob knocked over my high chair when I was eight months old. The other fourteen stitches were on my chin, Christmas 2003, when I got so excited about some stupid gift that I crumpled the wrapping paper, and Jacob went ballistic at the sound. The reason I’m telling you this has nothing to do with my brother, though. It’s because my mother will tell you Jacob’s not violent, but I am living proof that she’s kidding herself.


  I am supposed to make exceptions for Jacob; it’s one of our unwritten house rules. So when we need to take a detour away from a detour sign (how ironic is that?) since it’s orange and freaks Jacob out, that trumps the fact that I’m ten minutes late for school. And he always gets the shower first, because a hundred billion years ago when I was still a baby Jacob took the first shower, and he can’t handle having his routine messed up. And when I turned fifteen and made an appointment to get my learner’s permit at the DMV—an appointment that got canceled when Jacob had a meltdown over buying a pair of new sneakers—I was expected to understand that these things happen. The problem is, something happened the next three times I tried to get my mom to take me to the DMV and, finally, I just stopped asking. At this rate, I’ll be riding my skateboard till I’m thirty.


  Once, when Jacob and I were little, we were playing in a pond near our house with an inflatable boat. It was my job to watch Jacob, even though he was three years older than I am and has had just as many swimming lessons as I have. We overturned the boat and swam up underneath it, where the air was heavy and wet. Jacob started talking about dinosaurs, which he was into at the time, and he wouldn’t shut up. Suddenly I began to panic. He was sucking up all the oxygen in that tiny space. I pushed at the boat, trying to lift it off us, but the plastic had created some kind of seal on the surface of the water—which only made me panic even more. And sure, with twenty-twenty hindsight, I know I could have swum out from underneath the boat, but at that moment it didn’t occur to me. All I knew, at the time, was that I couldn’t breathe. When people ask me what it’s like growing up with a brother who has Asperger’s, that’s what I always think of, even though the answer I give out loud is that I’ve never known anything different.


  I’m no saint. There are times I’ll do things to drive Jacob crazy, because it’s just so damn easy. Like when I went into his closet and mixed up all his clothes. Or when I hid the toothpaste cap so that he couldn’t put it back on when he was done brushing his teeth. But then I wind up feeling bad for my mom, who usually bears the brunt of one of Jacob’s meltdowns. There are times I hear her crying, when she thinks Jacob and I are asleep. That’s when I remember that she didn’t sign up for this kind of life, either.


  So I run interference. I’m the one who physically drags Jacob away from a conversation when he’s starting to freak people out by being too intense. I’m the one who tells him to stop flapping when he’s nervous on the bus, because it makes him look like a total nutcase. I’m the one who goes to his classes before I go to my own, just to let the teachers know that Jacob had a rough morning because we unexpectedly ran out of soy milk. In other words, I act like the big brother, even though I’m not. And during the times when I think it’s not fair, when my blood feels like lava, I step away. If my room isn’t far enough, I get on my skateboard and tool somewhere—anywhere that isn’t the place I am supposed to call home.


  That’s what I do this afternoon, after my brother decides to cast me as the perp in his fake crime scene. I’ll be honest with you—it wasn’t the fact that he took my sneakers without asking or even that he stole hair out of my brush (which is, frankly, Silence of the Lambs creepy). It was that when I saw Jacob in the kitchen with his corn-syrup blood and his fake head injury and all the evidence pointing to me, for a half a second, I thought: I wish.


  But I’m not allowed to say my life would be easier without Jacob around. I’m not even allowed to think it. It’s another one of those unwritten house rules. So I grab my coat and head south, although it is twenty degrees outside and the wind feels like knives on my face. I stop briefly at the skateboarding park, the only place in this stupid town where the cops even let you skate anymore, although it’s totally useless during the winter, which is like nine months of the year in Townsend, Vermont.


  It snowed last night, about two inches, but there’s a guy with a snowskate trying to Ollie off the stairs when I get there. His friend is holding a cell phone, recording the trick. I recognize them from school, but they’re not in my classes. I’m sort of the antiskater personality. I take AP everything, and I have a 3.98 average. Of course, that makes me a freak to the skating crowd, just like the way I dress and the fact that I like to skate make me a freak to the honors crowd.


  The kid who’s skating falls down on his ass. “I’m putting that on YouTube, bro,” his friend says.


  I bypass the skate park and head through town, to this one street that curls like a snail. In the very center is a gingerbread house—I guess you call them Victorians. It’s painted purple and there’s a turret on one side. I think that’s what made me stop the first time—I mean, who the hell has a turret on their house, besides Rapunzel? But the person who lives in that turret is a girl who’s probably ten or eleven, and she has a brother who’s about half her age. Their mom drives a green Toyota van, and their dad must be some kind of doctor, because twice now I’ve seen him come home from work wearing scrubs.


  I’ve been going there a lot, lately. Usually I crouch down in front of the bay window that looks into the living room. I can see pretty much everything from there—the dining room table, where the kids do their homework. The kitchen, where the mom cooks dinner. Sometimes she opens the window a crack and I can almost taste what they’re eating.


  This afternoon, though, nobody is home. That makes me feel cocky. Even though it’s broad daylight, even though there are cars going up and down the street, I walk behind the house and sit down on the swing set. I twist the chains around and then let them untangle, even though I am way too old for this kind of stuff. Then I walk up to the back porch and try the door.


  It opens.


  It’s wrong, I know that. But all the same, I go inside.


  I take off my shoes because it’s the polite thing to do. I leave them on a mat in the mudroom and walk into the kitchen. There are cereal bowls in the sink. I open the fridge and look at the stacked Tupperware. There’s leftover lasagna.


  I take out a jar of peanut butter and sniff inside. Is it just my imagination, or does it smell better than the Jif we have at our house?


  I stick my finger in and take a taste. Then, with my heart pounding, I carry the jar to the counter—plus another jar of Smucker’s. I take two slices of bread from the loaf on the counter and rummage in the drawers till I find the silverware. I make myself a PB&J sandwich as if it’s something I do in this kitchen all the time.


  In the dining room, I sit down in the chair that the girl always sits in for meals. I eat my sandwich and picture my mother coming out of the kitchen, carrying a big roast turkey on a platter. “Hey, Dad,” I say out loud to the empty seat on my left, pretending that I have a real father instead of just a guilty sperm donor who sends a check every month.


  How’s school? he would ask.


  “I got a hundred on my bio test.”


  That’s incredible. Wouldn’t be surprised if you wind up in med school, like I did.


  I shake my head, clearing it. Either I’ve imagined myself into a TV sitcom or I have some kind of Goldilocks complex.


  Jacob used to read to me at night. Well, not really. He read to himself, and he wasn’t reading as much as he was reciting what he’d memorized, and I just happened to be in the same general geographic location, so I couldn’t help but listen. I liked it, though. When Jacob talks, his voice rolls up and down as if every sentence is a song, which sounds really strange in normal conversation but somehow works when it’s a fairy tale. I remember hearing the story about Goldilocks and the Three Bears and thinking she was such a loser. If she’d played her cards right, she might have been able to stay.


  Last year, when I was a freshman at the regional high school, I got to start over. There were kids from other towns who knew nothing about me. I hung out the first week with these two guys, Chad and Andrew. They were in my Methods class and seemed pretty cool, plus they lived in Swanzey instead of Townsend and had never met my brother. We laughed about the way our science teacher’s pants were hemmed two inches too short and sat together in the caf at lunch. We even made plans to check out a movie if a good one was playing on the weekend. But then Jacob showed up in the caf one day because he’d finished his physics packet in some freakishly short amount of time and his teacher had dismissed him, and of course he made a beeline for me. I introduced him and said he was an upperclassman. Well, that was my first mistake—Chad and Andrew were so psyched at the thought of hanging out with an upperclassman that they started asking Jacob questions, like what grade he was in and if he was on a sports team. “Eleventh,” Jacob said, and then he told them he didn’t really like sports. “I like forensics,” he said. “Have you ever heard of Dr. Henry Lee?” He then yapped for ten straight minutes about the Connecticut pathologist who’d worked on major cases like O. J. Simpson and Scott Peterson and Elizabeth Smart. I think he lost Chad and Andrew somewhere around the tutorial on blood spatter patterns. Needless to say, the next day when we picked lab partners in Methods, they ditched me fast.


  I’ve finished my sandwich, so I get up from the dining room table and head upstairs. The first room at the top is the boy’s, and there are dinosaur posters all over the walls. The sheets are covered with fluorescent pterodactyls, and a remote-control T. rex lies on its side on the floor. For a moment, I stop dead. There was a time when Jacob was as crazy about dinosaurs as he is now about forensic science. Could this little boy tell you about the therizinosaurid found in Utah, with fifteen-inch claws that look like something out of a teen slasher flick? Or that the first nearly complete dinosaur skeleton—a hadrosaur—was found in 1858 in New Jersey?


  No, he’s just a kid—not a kid with Asperger’s. I can tell, just by looking into the windows at night and watching the family. I know, because that kitchen with its warm yellow walls is a place I want to be, not somewhere I’d run away from.


  I suddenly remember something. That day when Jacob and I were playing in the pond underneath the inflatable boat, when I started to freak out because I couldn’t breathe and the boat was stuck on top of us? He somehow broke the suction-cup seal of the boat on the surface of the water and wrapped his arms around my chest, holding me up high so that I could swallow huge gulps of air. He dragged me to the shore, and he sat beside me shivering until I could figure out how to speak again. It’s the last time I remember Jacob watching out for me, instead of the other way around.


  In the bedroom where I’m standing, there’s a whole wall of shelves filled with electronic games. Wii and Xbox, mostly, with a few Nintendo DS tossed in for good measure. We don’t have any gaming systems; we can’t afford them. The crap Jacob has to take at breakfast—a whole extra meal of pills and shots and supplements—costs a fortune, and I know that my mother stays up nights sometimes doing freelance editing jobs just so that she can pay Jess, Jacob’s social skills tutor.


  I hear the hum of a car on the quiet street, and when I peek out the window I see it: the green van turning in to the driveway. I fly down the stairs and through the kitchen, out the back door. I dive into the bushes, where I hold my breath and watch the boy spill out of the van first, wearing hockey gear. Then his sister gets out, and finally his parents. His father grabs a bag of equipment from the hatch, and then they all disappear into the house.


  I walk to the road and skate away from the gingerbread house. Underneath my coat is the Wii game I grabbed at the last minute—some Super Mario challenge. I can feel my heart pounding against it.


  I can’t play it. I don’t even really want it. The only reason I took it is because I know they’ll never even know it’s missing. How could they, when they’ve got so much?


  Jacob


  I may be autistic, but I can’t tell you what day of the week your mother’s thirty-second birthday fell on. I can’t do logarithms in my head. I can’t look at a patch of sod and tell you it has 6,446 individual blades of grass. On the other hand, I could tell you anything you ever wanted to know about lightning, polymerase chain reactions, famous movie quotes, and Lower Cretaceous sauropods. I memorized the periodic table without even trying; I taught myself how to read Middle Egyptian; and I helped my calculus teacher fix his computer. I could talk forever about friction ridge detail in fingerprint analysis and whether said analysis is an art or a science. (For example, DNA of identical twins is identical; we know that based on scientific analysis. But the fingerprints of identical twins differ in their Galton details—which evidence would you rather have if you were a prosecutor? But I digress.)


  I suppose these talents would make me a hit at a cocktail party if (a) I drank, which I don’t, or (b) I had any friends to invite me to a party, cocktail or not. My mother has explained it to me this way: imagine what it’s like to have someone with an intense stare come up to you and start talking about medium-velocity-impact blood spatter patterns caused by objects moving between 1.5 and 7.5 meters per second and how they differ from high-velocity-impact spatter from gunshots or explosives. Or even worse, imagine being the person talking, and not getting the hint when the victim of your conversation is desperately trying to escape.


  I was diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome long before it became the mental health disorder du jour, overused by parents to describe their bratty kids so that people think they’re supergeniuses instead of simply antisocial. To be honest, most kids in my school know what Asperger’s is now, thanks to some candidate on America’s Next Top Model. So many people have mentioned her to me that they must think we’re related. As for myself, I try not to say the word out loud. Asperger’s. I mean, doesn’t it sound like a Grade Z cut of meat? Donkey on the barbecue?


  I live with my mother and my brother, Theo. The fact that we emerged from the same gene pool is mind-boggling to me, because we could not be more different from each other if we actively attempted it. We look like polar opposites—his hair is fine and so blond it could pass for silver; mine is dark and gets bushy if I do not have it cut religiously every three weeks (actually, part of the reason I get it cut every three weeks is that three is a good, safe number, unlike four, for example, and the only way I can handle someone touching my hair is if I know it’s coming in advance). Theo is always caught up in what other people think of him, while I already know what people think of me—that I’m the weird kid who stands too close and doesn’t shut up. Theo listens to rap almost exclusively, which gives me a headache. He skateboards as if the wheels are attached to the bottoms of his feet, and I do mean that as a compliment, since I can barely walk and chew gum simultaneously. He puts up with a lot, I suppose. I get upset if plans don’t work out or if something in my schedule changes, and sometimes I just can’t control what happens. I go all Hulk—screaming, swearing, hitting things. I haven’t ever hit Theo, but I’ve thrown things at him and have wrecked some of his things, most notably a guitar that my mother then made me pay for in increments for the next three years of my life. Theo also is the one who suffers the brunt of my honesty:


  CASE IN POINT 1


  Theo walks into the kitchen wearing jeans so low that his underwear is showing, an oversize sweatshirt, and some weird medal around his neck.


  Theo: ’Sup?


  Me: Yo, homey, maybe you didn’t get the memo, but we live in suburbia, not the ’hood. Is it Tupac Appreciation Day or something?


  I tell my mother we have nothing in common, but my mother insists that will change. I think she’s crazy.


  I don’t have any friends. The bullying started in kindergarten, when I got my glasses. The teacher made a popular boy wear fake glasses so I’d have someone to connect with, but as it turned out, he didn’t really want to talk about whether archaeopteryx should be categorized as a prehistoric bird or a dinosaur. Needless to say, that friendship lasted less than a day. By now, I have gotten used to kids telling me to leave, to sit somewhere else. I never get called on the weekends. I just don’t get the social hints that other people do. So if I’m talking to someone in class and he says, “Man, is it one o’clock already?” I look at the clock and tell him that yes, it is one o’clock already, when in reality he is trying to find a polite way to get away from me. I don’t understand why people never say what they mean. It’s like immigrants who come to a country and learn the language but are completely baffled by idioms. (Seriously, how could anyone who isn’t a native English speaker “get the picture,” so to speak, and not assume it has something to do with a photo or a painting?) For me, being in social situations—whether that’s school, or Thanksgiving dinner, or the line at the movies—is like moving to Lithuania when you haven’t studied Lithuanian. If someone asks me what I’m doing for the weekend, I can’t respond as easily as Theo would, for example. I’ll stumble over how much information is too much, and so instead of giving a blow-by-blow description of my future plans, I’ll rely on someone else’s words. Doing my best De Niro Taxi Driver impression, I’ll say, “You talkin’ to me?” Mind you, it’s not just my peers that I misunderstand. Once, my health teacher had to take a phone call in the main office, and she told the class, “Don’t move—don’t even breathe.” Normal kids ignored the statement; a few Goody Two-shoes worked quietly at their desks. And me? I sat like a statue with my lungs on fire, until I was on the verge of passing out.


  I used to have a friend. Her name was Alexa, and she moved away in seventh grade. After that, I decided to treat school like an anthropological study. I tried to cultivate an interest in topics that normal kids talked about. But it was so boring:


  CASE IN POINT 2


  Girl: Hey, Jacob, isn’t this the coolest MP3 player?


  Me: It was probably made by Chinese kids.


  Girl: You want a sip of my Slushee?


  Me: Sharing drinks can give you mono. So can kissing.


  Girl: I’m going to go sit somewhere else...


  Can you blame me for trying to jazz up conversations with my peers a little, by talking about topics like Dr. Henry Lee’s take on the Laci Peterson murder? Eventually I gave up engaging in mundane chats; following a discussion about who was going out with whom was as hard for me as cataloging the mating rituals of a nomadic tribe in Papua New Guinea. My mother says sometimes I don’t even try. I say I try all the time, and I keep getting rejected. I’m not even sad about it, really. Why would I want to be friends with kids who are nasty to people like me, anyway?


  There are some things I really can’t stand.


  1.The sound of paper being crumpled. I can’t tell you why, but it makes me feel like someone’s doing that to all my internal organs.


  2.Too much noise or flashing lights.


  3.Having plans change.


  4.Missing CrimeBusters, which is on the USA Network at 4:30 every day, thanks to the wonders of syndication. Even though I know all 114 of the episodes by heart, watching them daily is as important to me as taking insulin would be to a diabetic. My whole day is planned around it, and if I can’t have my fix, I get shaky.


  5.When my mother puts my clothes away. I keep them in rainbow order, ROYGBIV, and the colors can’t touch. She does her best, but the last time, she completely forgot about indigo.


  6.If someone else takes a bite of my food, I have to cut off the part that his/her saliva has touched before I can eat any more of it.


  7.Loose hair. It freaks me out, which is why mine is military short.


  8.Being touched by someone I don’t know.


  9.Foods with membranes, like custards; or foods that explode in your mouth, like peas.


  10.Even numbers.


  11.When people call me retarded, which I am not.


  12.The color orange. It means danger, and there’s no rhyme for it in English, which makes it suspicious. (Theo wants to know why I can tolerate things that are silver, then, but I won’t even rise to the argument.)


  I have spent much of my eighteen years learning how to exist in a world that is occasionally orange, chaotic, and too loud. In between classes, for example, I wear headphones. I used to wear this great pair that made me look like an air traffic controller, but Theo said everyone made fun of me when they saw me in the halls, so my mother convinced me to use earbuds instead. I hardly ever go to the cafeteria, because (a) there’s no one for me to sit with and (b) all those conversations crossing each other feel like knives on my skin. Instead, I hang out in the teachers’ room, where if I happen to mention that Pythagoras did not really discover the Pythagorean theorem (the Babylonians used it thousands of years before Pythagoras was even a seductive gleam in his Grecian parents’ eyes), they do not look at me as if I have grown a second head. If things get really bad, pressure helps—like lying under a pile of laundry or a weighted blanket (a blanket with little poly pellets inside that make it heavier)—because the deep touch sensory stimulation calms me down. One of my therapists, a Skinner aficionado, got me to relax to Bob Marley songs. When I get upset, I repeat words over and over and talk in a flat voice. I close my eyes and ask myself, What would Dr. Henry Lee do?


  I don’t get into trouble because rules are what keep me sane. Rules mean that the day is going to go exactly the way I am predicting it to be. I do what I’m told; I just wish everyone else would do it, too.


  We have rules in our house:


  1.Clean up your own messes.


  2.Tell the truth.


  3.Brush your teeth twice a day.


  4.Don’t be late for school.


  5.Take care of your brother; he’s the only one you’ve got.


  The majority of these rules come naturally to me—well, except for brushing my teeth, which I hate doing, and taking care of Theo. Let’s just say my interpretation of rule number 5 doesn’t always synchronize with Theo’s interpretation. Take today, for example. I included him in a starring role in my crime scene, and he got furious. He was cast as the perpetrator...how could he not see that as the highest form of flattery?


  ***


  My psychiatrist, Dr. Moon Murano, often asks me to rate anxiety-producing situations on a scale of one to ten.


  CASE IN POINT 3


  Me: My mom went out to the bank and said she was going to be back in fifteen minutes and when it got to seventeen minutes, I started to panic. And then when I called her, she didn’t pick up on her cell, and I was sure she was lying dead in a ditch somewhere.


  Dr. Moon: On a scale of one to ten, how did that make you feel?


  Me: A nine.


  (Note: It was really a ten, but that’s an even number, and saying it out loud would make my anxiety level blow off the chart.)


  Dr. Moon: Can you think of a solution that might have worked better than calling 911?


  Me (doing my best Cher from Moonstruck impression): Snap out of it!


  I rate my days, too, although I haven’t told this to Dr. Moon yet. High numbers are good days; low numbers are bad days. And today is a one, between my fight with Theo and then the absence of the Free Sample Lady at the grocery store. (In my defense, I have worked out an algorithm to predict what she’s going to serve, and maybe I wouldn’t have been upset if it was the first Saturday of the month, when she hands out vegetarian items. But today was a dessert day, for God’s sake.) I have been in my room since we got home. I bury myself under my covers, and put a weighted blanket on top of that. I cue “I Shot the Sheriff” on my iPod on repeat and listen to that one song until 4:30, when it is time to watch CrimeBusters and I have to go into the living room, where the TV is.


  The episode is number 82, one of my top five ever. It involves a case where one of the CSI investigators, Rhianna, doesn’t show up for work. It turns out she is taken hostage by a man racked with grief over his wife’s recent death. Rhianna leaves behind clues for the rest of the team to solve, to lead them to where she is being kept.


  Naturally, I figure out the conclusion long before the rest of the CSI team does.


  The reason I like the episode so much is that they actually got something wrong. Rhianna gets dragged to a diner by her kidnapper and leaves a coupon for her favorite clothing store underneath her finished plate. Her colleagues find it, and need to prove it’s actually hers. They process it for prints, using a small-particle reagent followed by ninhydrin, when in reality, you’re supposed to use ninhydrin first. It reacts to the amino acid and then is followed by the small-particle reagent, which reacts with fats. If you used the small-particle reagent first, like they did in the episode, it would ruin the porous surface for the ninhydrin procedure. When I spotted the error, I wrote to the producers of CrimeBusters. They sent me back a letter and an officially licensed T-shirt. The T-shirt doesn’t fit me anymore, but I still keep it in my drawer.


  After watching the episode, my day definitely improves from a one to a three.


  “Hey,” my mother says, poking her head into the living room. “How are you doing?”


  “Okay,” I reply.


  She sits down beside me on the couch. Our legs are touching. She is the only person I can stand having close to me. If it were anyone else, I would have moved away a few inches by now. “So, Jacob,” she says, “I just want to point out that you did in fact survive the day without the free food sample.”


  It’s times like this I am glad I don’t look people in the eye. If I did, surely they would die on the spot from the contempt shooting out of mine. Of course I survived. But at what cost?


  “Teachable moment,” my mother explains, and she pats my hand. “I’m just saying.”


  “Frankly my dear,” I murmur, “I don’t give a damn.”


  My mother sighs. “Dinner at six, Rhett,” she says, even though it’s always at six, and even though my name is Jacob.


  At different times, the media have posthumously diagnosed certain famous people with Asperger’s. Here is just a sampling:


  1.Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart


  2.Albert Einstein


  3.Andy Warhol


  4.Jane Austen


  5.Thomas Jefferson


  I am 99 percent sure not a single one of them had a meltdown in a grocery store and wound up breaking a whole shelf of relish and pickle jars.


  Dinner proves to be a painful affair. My mother seems driven to start a conversation, although neither Theo nor I is inclined to hold up the other end of it. She has just gotten another packet of letters from the Burlington Free Press, and sometimes she reads them out loud at dinner and we make up politically incorrect responses that my mother would never in a million years write in her advice column.


  CASE IN POINT 4


  Dear Auntie Em,


  My mother-in-law insists on cooking roast beef every time my husband and I come to visit, even though she knows that I am a lifelong vegetarian. What should I do next time it happens?


  Steamed in South Royalton


  Dear Steamed,


  Turnip your nose at her and walk away.


  Sometimes the questions she gets are really sad, like the woman whose husband had left her and who didn’t know how to tell her kids. Or the mom dying of breast cancer who wrote a letter for her baby daughter to read when she grew up, about how she wished she could have been there for her daughter’s high school graduation, her engagement, her first child. Mostly, though, the questions come from a bunch of idiots who made bad choices. How do I get my husband back, now that I realize I shouldn’t have cheated on him? Try being faithful, lady. What’s the best way to win back a friend you’ve hurt with a nasty remark? Don’t say it in the first place. I swear, sometimes I can’t believe my mother gets paid to state the obvious.


  Tonight she holds up a note from a teenage girl. I can tell, because the ink of the pen is purple and because the i in Auntie Em has a heart over it where the dot should be. “Dear Auntie Em,” she reads, and just like always, I picture a little old lady wearing a bun and sensible shoes, not my own mother. “I like a guy who already has a girlfriend. I know he likes me cuz—God, don’t they teach you how to spell these days?”


  “No,” I answer. “They teach us to use spell-check.”


  Theo looks up from his plate long enough to grunt in the direction of the grape juice.


  “I know he likes me because,” my mother edits, “he walks me home from school and we talk for hours on the phone and yesterday I couldn’t take it anymore and I kissed him and he kissed me back...Oh, please, someone get this girl a comma.” Then she frowns at the loose-leaf paper. “He says we can’t go out but we can be friends with benefits. Do you think I should say yes? Sincerely, Burlington Buddy.” My mother glances at me. “Don’t all friends have benefits?”


  I stare at her blankly.


  “Theo?” she asks.


  “It’s a saying,” he mutters.


  “A saying that means what, exactly?”


  Theo’s face turns bright red. “Just Google it.”


  “Just tell me.”


  “It’s when a guy and a girl who aren’t going out hook up, all right?”


  My mother considers this. “You mean like...have sex?”


  “Among other things...”


  “And then what happens?”


  “I don’t know!” Theo says. “They go back to ignoring each other, I guess.”


  My mother’s jaw drops. “That is the most demeaning thing I’ve ever heard. This poor girl shouldn’t just tell that guy to go jump in a lake, she ought to slash all four of his car tires, and—” Suddenly she pins her gaze on Theo. “You haven’t treated a girl like that, have you?”


  Theo rolls his eyes. “Can’t you be like other mothers and just ask me if I’m smoking weed?”


  “Are you smoking weed?” she says.


  “No!”


  “Do you have friends with benefits?”


  Theo pushes back from the table and stands up in one smooth move. “Yeah. I have thousands. They line up outside the front door, or haven’t you noticed them lately?” He dumps his plate in the sink and runs upstairs.


  My mother reaches for a pen she’s tucked into her ponytail (she always wears a ponytail, because she knows how I feel about loose hair swishing around her shoulders) and begins to scrawl a response. “Jacob,” she says, “be a sweetheart and clear the table for me, will you?”


  And off goes my mother, champion of the confused, doyenne of the dense. Saving the world one letter at a time. I wonder what all those devoted readers would think if they knew that the real Auntie Em had one son who was practically a sociopath and another one who was socially impractical.


  I’d like a friend with benefits, although I’d never admit that to my mother.


  I’d like a friend, period.


  ***


  For my birthday last year my mother bought me the most incredible gift ever: a police scanner radio. It operates by receiving frequencies that regular radios cannot—ones assigned by the federal government in the VHF and UHF range above the FM stations, and which are used by police, fire, and rescue crews. I always know when the highway patrol is sending out the sanding trucks before they arrive; I get the special weather alerts when a nor’easter is coming. But mostly I listen to the police and emergency calls, because even in a place as small as Townsend you get a crime scene every now and then.


  Since Thanksgiving alone, I have gone to two crime scenes. The first was a break-in at a jewelry store. I rode my bike to the address I heard on the scanner and found several officers swarming the storefront for evidence. It was the first time I got to see spray wax being used on snow to cast a footprint, a definite highlight. The second crime scene was not really a crime scene. It was the house of a kid who goes to my school, who is a real jerk to me. His mother had called 911, but by the time they got there she was standing at the front door, her nose still bleeding, saying that she didn’t want to press charges against her husband.


  Tonight I have just gotten into my pajamas when I hear a code on the scanner that is different from any I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard plenty:


  10–52 AMBULANCE NEEDED.


  10–50 MOTOR VEHICLE ACCIDENT.


  10–13 CIVILIANS PRESENT AND LISTENING.


  10–40 FALSE ALARM, PREMISES SECURE.


  10–54 LIVESTOCK ON HIGHWAY.


  Right now, though, I hear this:


  10–100


  Which means, Dead body.


  I don’t think I’ve ever gotten dressed so quickly in my life. I grab a composition notebook, even though it’s a used one, because I don’t want to waste any time; and I scrawl down the address that keeps getting mentioned on the scanner. Then I tiptoe downstairs. With any luck my mother is already asleep and won’t even know I’m gone.


  It’s bitterly cold out, and there are about two inches of snow on the ground. I’m so excited about the crime scene that I am wearing sneakers instead of boots. The wheels of my mountain bike skid every time I go around a turn.


  The address is a state highway, and I know I have reached the right spot because there are four police cars with their flashing blues on. There is a wooden stake with police tape (yellow, not orange) fluttering in the wind, and a visible trail of footprints. An abandoned car, a Pontiac, sits on the side of the road covered in ice and snow.


  I take out my notebook and write: Vehicle has been abandoned for at least twelve hours, prestorm.


  I duck into the edge of the woods as another police car arrives. This one is unmarked and ordinary, except for the domed police light magnetically affixed to the top. The man who gets out of it is tall and has red hair. He is wearing a black overcoat and heavy boots. On one of his hands, he has a Dora the Explorer Band-Aid.


  I write this in my notebook, too.


  “Captain,” an officer says, coming out from between the trees. He’s dressed in a uniform, with heavy gloves and boots, too. “Sorry to call you in.”


  The captain shakes his head. “What have you got?”


  “A jogger found a body in the woods. Guy’s half naked and there’s blood all over him.”


  “Who the hell goes jogging at night in the dead of winter?”


  I follow them into the woods, careful to stay in the shadows. There are searchlights illuminating the area around the body, so that the evidence can be fully recorded.


  The dead man is lying on his back. His eyes are open. His pants are gathered around his ankles, but he is still wearing his underwear. The knuckles of his hands are bright red with blood, as are the bottoms of his palms, and his knees and calves. His jacket is unzipped, and he’s missing one shoe and one sock. All around him, the snow is pink.


  “Holy crap,” the captain says. He kneels down and snaps on a pair of rubber gloves that he takes from his pocket. He examines the body up close.


  I hear two more sets of footsteps, and another man steps into the pool of light, escorted by a uniformed officer. The uniformed officer takes one look at the dead guy, goes totally pale, and throws up. “Jesus H.,” the other man says.


  “Hey, Chief,” the captain replies.


  “Suicide or homicide?”


  “I don’t know yet. Sexual assault seems like a given, though.”


  “Rich, the guy’s covered in blood from head to toe and he’s lying here in his tighty whites. You think he got sexually assaulted and then committed hara-kiri?” The police chief snorts. “I know I don’t have the vast detective experience you do after fifteen years on the job in the metropolis of Townsend but—”


  I look down at the list in my notebook. What would Dr. Henry Lee do? Well, he’d examine the wounds up close. He’d analyze why there was only superficial blood—that pink transfer on the snow, without any dripping or spatter. He’d note the footprints in the snow—one set that matches the lone sneaker on the victim’s foot, and the other set that has been matched to the jogger who found the body. He’d ask why, after a sexual assault, the victim would still be wearing his underwear if other items of clothing were still removed.


  I am so cold I’m shaking. I stomp my frozen feet in their sneakers. Then I look down at the ground, and suddenly everything’s crystal clear.


  “Actually,” I say, stepping out of my hiding place, “you’re both wrong.”


  Rich


  I don’t know why I kid myself into thinking that I’ll get anything done on the weekends. I have the best intentions, but something always gets in the way. Today, for example, I was determined to build an ice rink in the backyard for Sasha, my seven-year-old. She lives with my ex, Hannah, but she’s with me from Friday night to Sunday, and she is currently planning on joining the U.S. Figure Skating team (if she doesn’t become a singing veterinarian). I figured she’d get a kick out of helping me flood the tarp I set up in the back, bordered by two-by-fours that I hammered into place all week long after work, just to get ready. I promised her that when she woke up on Sunday morning, she’d be able to skate.


  What I hadn’t counted on was the fact that it would be so freaking cold outside. Sasha started to whine as soon as the wind picked up, so I nixed the plan and drove her to dinner in Burlington instead—she’s a big fan of one place, where you can draw on the tablecloths. She falls asleep on the car ride home while I am still singing along to Hannah Montana songs on her CD, and I carry her upstairs to her bedroom. It’s a haven of pink in a bachelor pad. During the settlement, I got the house, but Hannah got nearly everything inside it. It’s weird to pick Sasha up from her other home and see her new stepdad sprawled on my old couch.


  She stirs a little while I get her undressed and into her nightgown, but then she sighs and curls on her side beneath the covers. For a minute, I just stare at her. Most of the time, being the only detective in a one-horse town is a losing battle. I get paid crap; I investigate cases that are too dull to even make the police log in the local paper. But I’m making sure that Sasha’s world, or at least this tiny corner of it, is a little bit safer.


  It keeps me going.


  Well...that and my twenty-year retirement bonus.


  Downstairs, I grab a flashlight and head out to the aborted ice rink. I turn on the hose. If I stay up for a few more hours, maybe there will be enough water in the tarp to freeze overnight.


  I don’t like breaking promises; I leave that to my ex.


  I’m not a bitter guy; I’m not. It’s just that, in my profession, it’s a lot easier to see actions as either right or wrong, without shades of explanation between them. I didn’t really need to know how Hannah realized her soul mate was not the guy she’d married but instead the one who serviced the coffee machines in the teachers’ room. “He started bringing hazelnut for me,” she said, and somehow I was supposed to be able to understand that meant I don’t love you anymore.


  Back inside, I open the fridge and grab a bottle of Sam Adams. I settle down on the couch, turn on a Bruins game on NESN, and pick up the newspaper. Although most guys turn to the stocks or sports page, I always go for the entertainment section, because of the column in the back. I’m hooked on an agony aunt—that’s the old-fashioned term for an advice column. She calls herself Auntie Em, and she’s my guilty pleasure.


  I’ve fallen in love with my best friend, and I know I’ll never be with him...so how do I get over him?


  My partner just walked out and left me with a four-month-old baby. Help!


  Can you be depressed if you’re only fourteen?


  There are two things I like about this column: that the letters are a constant reminder my life doesn’t suck as much as someone else’s, and that there is at least one person on this planet who seems to have all the answers. Auntie Em is forever coming up with the most practical solutions, as if the key to the great riddles of existence involves surgically cutting away the emotional component and looking at just the facts.


  She’s probably eighty years old and living with a horde of cats, but I kind of think Auntie Em would make a great cop.


  The last letter takes me by surprise.


  I’m married to a great guy, but I can’t stop thinking about my ex, and wondering if I made a mistake. Should I tell him?


  My eyes widen, and I can’t keep myself from checking the byline. The letter writer doesn’t live in Strafford, like Hannah, but instead hails from Stowe. Get a grip, Rich, I tell myself silently.


  I reach for the beer bottle, and I’m just about to take that first indescribable sip when my cell phone rings. “Matson,” I answer.


  “Captain? Sorry to bug you on your night off...”


  It’s Joey Urqhart, a rookie patrolman. I’m sure it’s my imagination, but the new officers get younger every year; this one’s probably still wearing a Pull-Up at night. No doubt, he’s calling to ask me where we keep the extra Kleenex down at the station or something equally inane. The new kids know better than to bother the chief, and I’m the second in command.


  “...it’s just that we got a report of a dead body and I figured you’d want to know.”


  Immediately, I’m on alert. I know better than to ask him questions—like if there are signs of foul play, or if we’re talking suicide. I’ll figure that out myself.


  “Where?”


  He gives me the address of a state highway, near a stretch of conservation land. It’s a popular place for cross-country skiers and snowshoers this time of year. “I’m on my way,” I say, and I hang up.


  I take one last, longing look at the beer I didn’t drink and spill it down the drain. Then I grab Sasha’s coat from the front hallway and rummage through the mudroom for her boots. They’re not there; they’re not on the floor of her bedroom, either. I sit down on the edge of her bed and gently shake her out of sleep. “Hey, baby,” I whisper. “Daddy’s got to go to work.”


  She blinks up at me. “It’s the middle of the night.”


  Technically, it’s only 9:30 P.M., but time is relative when you’re seven years old. “I know. I’m going to take you over to Mrs. Whitbury’s.”


  Mrs. Whitbury probably has a first name, but I haven’t ever used it. She lives across the street and is the widow of a guy who’d been on the job for thirty-five years, so she understands that emergencies happen. She babysat Sasha back when Hannah and I were together, and nowadays when Sasha is staying with me and I get an unexpected call.


  “Mrs. Whitbury smells like feet.”


  She does, actually. “Come on, Sash. I need you to get moving.” She sits up, yawning, as I pull on her coat, tie her fleece hat under her chin. “Where are your boots?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, they’re not downstairs. You’d better find them, because I can’t.”


  She smirks. “Wow, and you’re a detective?”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I lift her into my arms. “Wear your slippers,” I say. “I’ll carry you to the car.”


  I buckle her into her car seat even though we’re only going twenty yards, and that’s when I see them—the boots, lying on the rubber mats in the backseat. She must have kicked them off on the way home from Hanover, and I didn’t notice, since I’d carried her into the house.


  If only all mysteries were that easy to solve.


  Mrs. Whitbury opens the door as if she’s been expecting us. “I’m so sorry to bother you,” I begin, but she waves me off.


  “Not at all,” she says. “I was just hoping for a little company anyway. Sasha, I can’t remember, are you a fan of chocolate ice cream or cookie dough?”


  I set Sasha down inside the threshold. “Thanks,” I mouth to Mrs. Whitbury, and I turn to leave, already mentally mapping out the fastest route to the crime scene.


  “Daddy!”


  I turn back to find Sasha with her arms outstretched.


  For a long time after the divorce, Sasha couldn’t stand to have anyone leave her. We came up with a ritual that somehow, along the way, turned into a good-luck charm. “Kiss, hug, high five,” I say, kneeling down and putting the motions to the words. Then we press our thumbs together. “Bag of peanuts.”


  Sasha leans her forehead against mine. “Don’t worry,” we say in unison.


  She waves to me as Mrs. Whitbury closes the door.


  I stick a magnetic light on top of my car and drive twenty miles over the speed limit before realizing that the dead guy won’t be getting any deader if I’m five minutes late, and that there’s black ice all over the roads.


  Which reminds me.


  I never turned off the hose, and by the time I get home, Sasha’s rink might well have spread to the entirety of my back lawn.


  Dear Auntie Em, I think.


  I had to second-mortgage my house to pay my water bill. What should I do?


  Troubled in Townsend


  Dear Troubled,


  Drink less.


  I’m still smiling when I pull up to the spot where police tape is marking a crime scene. Urqhart meets me as I am checking out the abandoned vehicle, a Pontiac. I brush off a bit of snow from the window and peer inside with a flashlight to see a backseat full of empty gin bottles.


  “Captain. Sorry to call you in,” he says.


  “What have you got?”


  “A jogger found a body in the woods. Guy’s half naked and there’s blood all over him.”


  I start to follow him along a marked trail. “Who the hell goes jogging at night in the dead of winter?”


  The victim is half dressed and frozen. His pants are pooled around his ankles. I do a quick canvass of the other officers to see what evidence they’ve found—which is minimal. Except for all the blood on the man’s extremities, there’s no hint of an altercation. There are footprints that match the victim’s one remaining sneaker, and another set that apparently were made by the jogger (whose alibi already eliminated him as a suspect)—but the perp either brushed his own footprints away or flew in for the kill. I crouch down and am examining the crosshatch abrasions on the victim’s lower left palm when the chief arrives. “Jesus H.,” he says. “Suicide or homicide?”


  I’m not sure. If it’s homicide, where are the signs of a struggle? Or the defense wounds on the hands? It’s almost as if the skin’s been rubbed off raw instead of scratched, and there’s no trauma to the forearms. If it’s suicide, why is the guy in his underwear, and how did he kill himself? The blood is on his knuckles and knees, not his wrists. The truth is, we just don’t see this often enough in Townsend, Vermont, to make a quick judgment call.


  “I don’t know yet,” I hedge. “Sexual assault seems like a given, though.”


  Suddenly a teenager steps out of the edge of the woods. “Actually, you’re both wrong,” he says.


  “Who the hell are you?” the chief asks, and two of the patrolmen take a step forward to flank the boy.


  “Not you again,” Urqhart says. “He showed up at a robbery about a month ago. He’s some kind of crime scene groupie. Get lost, kid. You don’t belong here.”


  “Wait,” I say, vaguely remembering the teenager from that robbery scene. Right now, I’m laying odds that this kid’s the perp, and I don’t want him to bolt.


  “It’s really very simple,” the boy continues, staring at the body. “On episode twenty-six of Season Two, the whole CrimeBusters team got hauled up to Mount Washington to investigate a naked guy who was found at the summit. No one could figure out what a naked guy was doing on top of a mountain, but it turned out to be hypothermia. The same thing happened to this man. He became disoriented and fell down. As his core body temperature rose, he took off his own clothes because he felt hot...but in reality, that’s what made him freeze to death.” He grins. “I can’t believe you guys didn’t know that.”


  The chief narrows his eyes. “What’s your name?”


  “Jacob.”


  Urqhart frowns. “People who freeze to death don’t usually bleed all over the place—”


  “Urqhart!” the chief snaps.


  “He didn’t bleed all over the place,” Jacob says. “Blood spatter would show up in the snow, but instead, there’s just transfer. Look at the wounds. They’re abrasions on the knuckles, the knees, and the lower hands. He fell down and he scraped himself up. The blood on the snow came from him crawling around before he lost consciousness.”


  I look at Jacob carefully. One major flaw with his theory, of course, is that you don’t spontaneously start bleeding when you crawl around on the snow. If that were the case, there would be hundreds of elementary school children exsanguinating at recess during the winters in Vermont.


  There’s something just the tiniest bit...well...off about him. His voice is too flat and high; he won’t make eye contact. He’s bouncing on the balls of his feet and I don’t even think he realizes it.


  On the spot where he’s been bouncing, the snow has melted, revealing a patch of briars. I kick at the ground beneath my boots and shake my head. That poor, drunk, dead bastard had the misfortune to fall down in a field of brambles.


  Before I can say anything else, the regional medical examiner arrives. Wayne Nussbaum went to clown college before getting his medical degree, although I haven’t seen the guy crack a smile in the fifteen years I’ve been on the job. “Greetings, all,” he says, coming into the clearing of artificial light. “I hear you have a murder mystery on your hands?”


  “You think it could be hypothermia?” I ask.


  He considers this, carefully rolling the victim forward and examining the back of his head. “I’ve never seen it firsthand...but I’ve read about it. It certainly would fit the bill.” Wayne glances up at me. “Nice work—but you didn’t need to pull me away from the Bruins in overtime for death by natural causes.”


  I glance to the spot where Jacob was standing moments before, but he’s disappeared.


  Jacob


  I pedal home as fast as I can. I can’t wait to transcribe my notes from the crime scene into a fresh notebook. I plan to draw pictures, using colored pencils and scaled maps. I slip into the house through the garage, and I am just taking off my sneakers when the door opens behind me again.


  Immediately, I freeze.


  It’s Theo.


  What if he asks me what I’ve been doing?


  I have never been a very good liar. If he asks, I’m going to have to tell him about the scanner and the dead body and the hypothermia. And that makes me angry because right now I want to keep it all to myself instead of sharing it. I tuck my notebook into the back of my pants and pull my sweater down over it and then cross my hands behind my back to hide it.


  “What, now you’re going to spy on me?” Theo says, kicking off his boots. “Why don’t you get your own life?”


  It isn’t until he’s halfway up the stairs that I look at him and see how red his cheeks are, how his hair is windblown. I wonder where he’s been, and if Mom knows, and then the thought is gone, replaced by the vision of the dead man’s bare skin, blue underneath the floodlights, and the pink, stained snow all around him. I will have to remember all that, the next time I set up a crime scene. I could use food coloring in water, and spray it on the snow outside. And I’ll draw with red Sharpie on my knuckles and my knees. Although I am not too keen on lying in the snow in my underwear, I am willing to make the sacrifice for a scenario that will totally stump my mother.


  I am still humming under my breath when I get to my room. I take off my clothes and put on my pajamas. Then I sit down at my desk and carefully cut the page out of the old, used notebook so that I don’t have to hear the sound of paper being crumpled or torn. I take out a fresh spiral notebook and begin to sketch the crime scene.


  Go figure. On a scale of one to ten, this day’s turned out to be an eleven.


  CASE 2: IRONY 101


  Imette St. Guillen was an honors student pursuing a degree in criminal justice in New York. One winter night in 2006, she went out drinking with her friends, eventually splitting from them and heading to SoHo, where she called a friend to say she was at a bar. She never returned home. Instead, her naked body was found fourteen miles away, in a deserted area off the Belt Parkway in Brooklyn, wrapped in a flowered bedspread. Her hair had been cut off on one side, her hands and feet were secured with plastic ties, she’d been gagged with a sock, and her face was wrapped in packaging tape. She had been raped, sodomized, and suffocated.


  Blood was found on one of those plastic ties, but DNA evidence revealed that it didn’t belong to the victim. Instead, it was matched to Darryl Littlejohn, a bouncer who had been asked to remove the drunk young woman from the bar at around 4:00 A.M. Witnesses said they argued before leaving the bar.


  Fibers were also found in Littlejohn’s residence that matched those on the packing tape on the victim’s body.


  Littlejohn was also arraigned for a second kidnapping and assault of another college student who managed to get away from him after he impersonated a police officer, handcuffed her, and threw her into his van.


  And Imette St. Guillen, tragically, went from being a student of criminal justice to being the lesson taught by professors of forensic DNA analysis.


  2


  Emma


  I used to have friends. Back before I had children, when I was working at a textbook publishing company outside of Boston, I’d hang out with some of the other editors after hours. We’d go for sushi, or to see a movie. When I met Henry—he was a technical consultant on a computer programming textbook—my friends were the ones who encouraged me to ask him on a date, since he seemed too shy to ask me. They leaned over my cubicle, laughing, asking if he had a Superman side underneath all that Clark Kent. And when Henry and I got married, they were bridesmaids.


  Then I got pregnant, and suddenly the people I could relate to were enrolled in my birthing class, practicing their breathing and talking about the best deals on Diaper Genies. After we had our babies, three of the other mothers and I formed a casual playgroup. We rotated hosting duties. The adults would sit on the couch and gossip while the babies rolled around on the floor with a collection of toys.


  Our children got older and started to play with each other instead of beside each other. All of them, that is, except Jacob. My friends’ boys zoomed Matchbox cars all over the carpet, but Jacob lined them up with military precision, bumper to bumper. While the other kids colored outside the lines, Jacob drew neat little blocks in a perfect rainbow spectrum.


  I didn’t notice, at first, when my friends forgot to mention at whose house the next playgroup was taking place. I didn’t read between the lines when I hosted and two of the mothers begged off because of previous engagements. But that afternoon, Jacob got frustrated when my friend’s daughter reached for the truck whose wheels he was spinning, and he hit her so hard that she fell against the edge of the coffee table. “I can’t do this anymore,” my friend said, gathering up her shrieking child. “I’m sorry, Emma.”


  “But it was an accident! Jacob didn’t understand what he was doing!”


  She stared at me. “Do you?”


  After that, I didn’t really have friends anymore. Who had time, with all the early intervention specialists that were occupying every minute of Jacob’s life? I spent the entire day on the carpet with him, forcing him to interact, and at night I stayed up reading the latest books about autism research—as if I might find a solution that even the experts couldn’t. Eventually, I met families at Theo’s preschool—who were welcoming at first but distanced themselves when they met Theo’s older brother; when they invited us for dinner and all I could talk about was how a cream of transdermal glutathione had helped some autistic kids, who couldn’t produce enough of the substance themselves to bind to and remove toxins from the body.


  Isolation. A fixation on one particular subject. An inability to connect socially.


  Jacob was the one diagnosed, but I might as well have Asperger’s, too.


  ***


  When I come downstairs at seven in the morning, Jacob is already sitting at the kitchen table, showered and dressed. An ordinary teenager would sleep in till noon on a Sunday—Theo will, certainly—but then again, Jacob isn’t ordinary. His routine of getting up for school trumps the fact that it’s a weekend and there’s no urgency to leave the house. Even when it is a snow day and school is canceled, Jacob will get dressed instead of going back to bed.


  He is poring over the Sunday paper. “Since when do you read the paper?” I ask.


  “What kind of mother doesn’t want her son to be aware of current events?”


  “Yeah, I’m not falling for that one. Let me guess—you’re clipping Staples coupons for Krazy Glue?” Jacob goes through that stuff like water; it’s part of the process used to get fingerprints off objects, and it’s a common occurrence in this household for something to go missing—my car keys, Theo’s toothbrush—and then to resurface beneath the overturned fish tank Jacob uses to fume for prints.


  I measure out enough coffee into the automatic drip to make me human and then get started on breakfast for Jacob. It’s a challenge: he doesn’t eat glutens and he doesn’t eat caseins—basically, that means no wheat, oat, rye, barley, or dairy. Since there’s no cure yet for Asperger’s, we treat the symptoms, and for some reason, if I regulate his diet his behavior improves. When he cheats, like he did at Christmas, I can see him slipping backward—stimming or having meltdowns. Frankly, with 1 in 100 kids in the United States being diagnosed on the spectrum, I bet I could have a top-rated show on the Food Network: Alimentary Autism. Jacob doesn’t share my culinary enthusiasm. He says that I’m what you’d get if you crossed Jenny Craig with Josef Mengele.


  Five days of the week, in addition to having a limited diet, Jacob eats by color. I don’t really remember how this started, but it’s a routine: all Monday food is green, all Tuesday food is red, all Wednesday food is yellow, and so on. For some reason this helped with his sense of structure. Weekends, though, are free-for-alls, so this morning my breakfast spread includes defrosted homemade tapioca rice muffins, and EnviroKidz Koala Crisp cereal with soy milk. I fry up some Applegate Farms turkey bacon and set out Skippy peanut butter and gluten-free bread. I have a three-inch binder full of food labels and toll-free numbers that is my chef’s Bible. I also have grape juice, because Jacob mixes it with his liposome-enclosed glutathione—one teaspoon, plus a quarter teaspoon of vitamin C powder. It still tastes like sulfur, but it’s better than the previous alternative—a cream he rubbed on his feet and covered with socks because it smelled so bad. The downside of the glutathione, though, pales in comparison to its upside: binding and removing toxins that Jacob’s body can’t do itself, and leaving him with better mental acuity.


  The food is only part of the buffet.


  I take out the tiny silicone bowls we use for Jacob’s supplements. Every day he takes a multivitamin, a taurine capsule, and an omega-3 tablet. The taurine prevents meltdowns; the fatty acids help with mental flexibility. He lifts the newspaper up in front of his face as I set down the two treatments he hates the most: the oxytocin nasal spray and the B12 shot he injects himself, both of which help with anxiety.


  “You can hide but you can’t run,” I say, tugging down the edge of the newspaper.


  You would think that the shot is the worst for him, but he actually lifts up his shirt and pinches his stomach to inject himself without much fanfare. However, for a kid who’s got sensory issues, using a nasal spray is like waterboarding. Every day I watch Jacob stare down that bottle and finally convince himself he will be able to handle the feeling of the liquid dripping down his throat. And every day, it breaks my heart.


  It goes without saying that none of these supplements—which cost hundreds of dollars each month—are covered by medical insurance.


  I put a plate of muffins in front of him as he turns another page in the paper. “Did you brush your teeth?”


  “Yes,” Jacob mutters.


  I put my hand down on the paper so that it blocks his view. “Really?”


  The few times Jacob lies, it’s so obvious to me that all I have to do is raise an eyebrow and he caves. The only times I’ve ever even seen him attempt dishonesty are when he’s asked to do something he doesn’t want to do—like take his supplements or brush his teeth—or to avoid conflict. In those cases, he’ll say what he thinks I want to hear. “I’ll do it after I eat,” he promises, and I know he will. “Yes!” he crows suddenly. “It’s in here!”


  “What?”


  Jacob leans over, reading aloud. “Police in Townsend recovered the body of fifty-three-year-old Wade Deakins in a wooded area off Route 140. Deakins succumbed to hypothermia. No foul play was indicated.” He scoffs, shaking his head. “Can you believe that got buried on page A fourteen?”


  “Yes,” I say. “It’s gruesome. Why would anyone want to read about a man who froze to death?” I suddenly pause in the act of stirring half-and-half into my coffee. “How did you know that article was going to be in the paper this morning?”


  He hesitates, aware he’s been caught in the act. “It was a lucky guess.”


  I fold my arms and stare at him. Even if he won’t look me in the eye, he can feel the heat of my gaze.


  “Okay!” he confesses. “I heard about it on the scanner last night.”


  I consider the way he’s rocking in his seat and the blush that has continued to work its way up his face. “And?”


  “I went there.”


  “You what?”


  “It was last night. I took my bike—”


  “You rode your bike in the freezing cold to Route 140—”


  “Do you want to hear the story or not?” Jacob says, and I stop interrupting. “The police found a body in the woods and the detective was leaning toward sexual assault and homicide—”


  “Oh my God.”


  “—but the evidence didn’t support that.” He beams. “I solved their case for them.”


  My jaw drops. “And they were okay with that?”


  “Well...no. But they needed help. They were totally going in the wrong direction given the wounds to the body—”


  “Jacob, you can’t just crash a crime scene! You’re a civilian!”


  “I’m a civilian with a better understanding of forensic science than the local police,” he argues. “I even let the detective take the credit.”


  I have visions of the Townsend Police showing up at my house today to berate me (at best) and arrest Jacob (at worst). Isn’t it a misdemeanor to tamper with a police investigation? I imagine the fallout if it becomes public knowledge that Auntie Em, the advice expert, doesn’t even know where her own son is at night.


  “Listen to me,” I say. “You are absolutely not to do that again. Ever. What if it was a homicide, Jacob? What if the killer had come after you?”


  I watch him consider this. “Well,” he says, entirely literal, “I guess I would have run really fast.”


  “Consider it a new house rule. You are not to sneak out of here unless you tell me first.”


  “Technically, that wouldn’t be sneaking,” he points out.


  “Jacob, so help me—”


  He bobs his head. “Don’t sneak out to go to a crime scene. Got it.” Then he looks directly at me, something that happens so infrequently I find myself catching my breath. “But, Mom, seriously, I wish you could have seen it. The crosshatch marks on the guy’s shins and—”


  “Jacob, that guy died a horrible, lonely death and deserves a little respect.” But even as I say it, I know he can’t understand. Two years ago, at my father’s funeral, Jacob asked if the casket could be opened before the burial. I thought it was to say good-bye to a relative he’d loved, but instead, Jacob had put his hand against my father’s cold, rice-paper cheek. I just want to know what dead feels like, he had said.


  I take the newspaper and fold it up. “You’ll write a note to the detective today apologizing for getting in his way—”


  “I don’t know his name!”


  “Google it,” I say. “Oh, and you can consider yourself grounded until otherwise notified.”


  “Grounded? You mean, like I can’t leave the house?”


  “Not unless you’re going to school.”


  To my surprise, Jacob shrugs. “I guess you’ll have to call Jess, then.”


  Dammit. I’ve forgotten about his social skills tutor. Twice a week, Jacob meets with her to practice social interaction skills. A graduate student at UVM who plans to teach autistic kids, Jess Ogilvy is terrific with Jacob. He adores her, just as much as he dreads what she makes him do: look cashiers in the eye, initiate conversation with strangers on the bus, ask bystanders for directions. Today they have planned to visit a local pizza parlor so that Jacob can practice small talk.


  But in order to do that, he’ll have to be allowed out of the house.


  “Muffin?” he asks innocently, handing me the platter.


  I hate it when he knows he’s right.


  ***


  Ask the mom of one autistic kid if vaccines had anything to do with her child’s condition, and she will vehemently tell you yes.


  Ask another, and she’ll just as vehemently tell you no.


  The jury’s still out, literally. Even though a handful of parents have sued the government—alleging that vaccinations caused their children’s autism—I haven’t gotten my class action suit check in the mail, and I’m not banking on it.


  Here are the facts:


  1.In 1988, the Centers for Disease Control recommended a change to infant immunizations schedules in America, adding three hepatitis B shots (including one at birth) and three haemophilis B shots, all given before the baby is six months old.


  2.Drug companies stepped up to the challenge by providing multiple-dose containers of vaccines preserved with thimerosal, an antibacterial made up of 49 percent ethyl mercury.


  3.Although the effects of mercury poisoning had been identified in the 1940s, the Food and Drug Administration and the CDC didn’t consider the effects of the dosage that newborns would receive because of these shots. The drug companies didn’t raise a red flag, either, even though the new regimen meant an average two-month-old at a well-baby checkup got a single-day dose of mercury one hundred times greater than the government’s long-term safe exposure level.


  4.The symptomology of autism looks an awful lot like the symptomology of mercury poisoning. To give you an example: when scientists studied the migration of mercury into primate brains, they noticed that the primates began to avoid eye contact.


  5.Between 1999 and 2002, thimerosal was quietly removed from the majority of childhood vaccines.


  There’s the opposing argument, too. That ethyl mercury—the kind in the vaccines—leaves the body faster than methyl mercury, the kind that is a poison. That in spite of the fact that most vaccines are now mercury-free, autism is still on the rise. That the CDC, the World Health Organization, and the Institute of Medicine completed five large studies, none of which have found a link between vaccines and autism. Those facts are compelling, but the next one is all I needed to convince me there’s some sort of connection:


  1.My son looked like any other two-year-old until he had a round of shots that included DTaP, Hib, and hepatitis B.


  I don’t think it’s a causal link. After all, out of 100 children receiving the same vaccine schedule, 99 will never become autistic. But just like we probably all have markers for cancer in our genes, if you smoke two packs a day you’re more likely to develop it than if you don’t. Kids with a certain predisposition in their genes can’t get rid of mercury as easily as most of us can and, as a result, wind up on the spectrum.


  I’m not one of these parents who swings so far to the other side that she eschews immunization. When Theo was born, he had his shots. In my opinion, the benefits of vaccination still outweigh the risks.


  I believe in vaccines, I do. I just believe in spreading them out.


  ***


  It is because of Jess Ogilvy that Jacob went to his junior prom.


  It was not something I ever expected him to do, to be honest. There are a lot of moments I used to consider “definites” for a child of mine that, after Jacob’s diagnosis, became “wishes” instead. Going to college. Holding down a job. Finding someone to love him. I suppose Theo bears the brunt of all my dreams. I hope for Jacob to blend into the world more seamlessly, but I hope for his brother to leave his mark.


  Which is why, when Jacob announced last spring that he planned to go to his Spring Fling, I was surprised. “With whom?” I asked.


  “Well,” Jacob said. “Jess and I haven’t quite worked that out yet.”


  I could see why Jess had suggested it: the photographs, the dancing, the table conversation—all of these were skills he needed to know. I agreed with her, but I also didn’t want to see Jacob hurt. What if no one he asked would go with him?


  Don’t think I’m a bad mother; I’m just a realistic one. I knew that Jacob was handsome, funny, and so smart it sometimes left me reeling. It was hard, though, for others to see him in that light. To them, he just seemed odd.


  That night, I went into Jacob’s room. The pleasure of seeing him excited for once about initiating a social interaction was tempered by the thought of a string of girls laughing in his face. “So,” I said, sitting down on the edge of his bed. I waited for him to put down his reading material—the Journal of Forensic Sciences. “The prom, huh?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Jess thinks it’s a good idea.”


  “How about you? Do you think it’s a good idea?”


  Jacob shrugged. “I guess. But I’m a little worried...”


  I seized on this. “About what?”


  “My date’s dress,” Jacob said. “If it’s orange, I don’t think I could deal with it.”


  A smile tugged at my mouth. “Trust me. No girl wears orange to a prom.” I picked at a thread on his blanket. “Is there any particular girl you’re thinking of asking?”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “That way I won’t be disappointed,” he said, matter-of-fact.


  I hesitated. “I think it’s terrific that you’re trying this. And even if it doesn’t work out—”


  “Mom,” Jacob interrupted, “of course it will work out. There are 402 girls in my school. Assuming that one of them finds me remotely attractive, the probability of getting one of them to say yes is statistically in my favor.”


  As it was, he had to ask only 83. One finally said yes—Amanda Hillerstein, who had a younger brother with Down syndrome and was kindhearted enough to see past Jacob’s Asperger’s, at least for one night.


  What ensued was a two-week crash course in prom etiquette. Jess worked with Jacob to make small talk during dinner. (Appropriate: Are you visiting colleges this summer? Inappropriate: Did you know there’s a place in Tennessee called the Body Farm where you can study how corpses decay?) Me, I worked with him on everything else. We practiced how to walk close to a girl instead of keeping a full foot of space between you. We practiced how to look at the camera when someone takes your photograph. We practiced how to ask your date if she’d like to dance, although Jacob drew the line at slow dancing (“Do I really have to touch her?”).


  The day leading up to the prom, a thousand pitfalls raced through my head. Jacob had never worn a tuxedo; what if the bow tie aggravated him and he refused to put it on? He hated to bowl because he disliked the thought of putting his feet in shoes that had housed someone else’s feet moments before. What if he pitched a fit about his rented patent leather loafers for the same reason? What if the prom decorating committee had not gone with an under the sea theme, like they’d planned, but a disco party instead—with flashing lights and mirrored balls that would overstimulate Jacob’s senses? What if Amanda wore her hair loose, and Jacob took one look at her and ran back up to his room?


  Amanda, bless her heart, had offered to drive since Jacob couldn’t. She pulled up in her Jeep Cherokee at 7:00 on the dot. Jacob was waiting for her with a wrist corsage he’d picked out at the florist that afternoon. He’d been standing at the window, watching, since 6:00.


  Jess had come over with a video camera to record the event for posterity. We all held our breath as Amanda stepped out of her car in a long peach gown.


  “You said she wouldn’t wear orange,” Jacob whispered.


  “It’s peach,” I corrected.


  “It’s in the orange family,” he said, all he had time for before she knocked. Jacob yanked the door open. “You look beautiful,” he announced, just like we’d practiced.


  When I took their picture on the front lawn, Jacob even looked at the camera. It remains, to this day, the only photo I have of him where he’s doing that. I admit, I cried a little as I watched him extend his crooked elbow to escort his date to her car. Could I have asked for a better outcome? Could Jacob have done a finer job of remembering every lesson we’d worked on so diligently?


  Jacob opened Amanda’s door and then walked around to the passenger side.


  Oh no, I thought.


  “We totally forgot about that,” Jess said.


  And sure enough, Jess and I watched Jacob slide into his usual position in a car, the backseat.


  Theo


  “This is it,” I say, and my mother pulls the car over in front of some random house I’ve never seen before.


  “When do you want me to come get you?” she asks.


  “I don’t know. I’m not sure how long it’s going to take us to write up the lab report,” I say.


  “Well, you have your cell phone. Call me.” I nod and get out of the car. “Theo!” she yells. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  A backpack. If I’m doing schoolwork with an imaginary lab partner, I should at least be smart enough to carry a freaking notebook.


  “Leon’s got everything,” I say. “It’s on his computer.”


  She peers over my shoulder to the front door of the house. “Are you sure he’s expecting you? It doesn’t look like anyone’s home.”


  “Mom, I told you. I talked to Leon ten minutes before we left the house. I’m supposed to go in the back door. Relax, okay?”


  “Make sure you’re polite,” she says, as I shut the car door. “Please and thank—”


  You, I mutter under my breath.


  I start up the driveway and along a path that leads around the house. I have just turned the corner when I hear my mother pull away.


  Of course it looks like there’s no one here. I planned it that way.


  I don’t have a lab report to do. I don’t even know anyone named Leon.


  This is a new neighborhood for me. A lot of professors who work at UVM live here. The houses are old and have little brass plaques on them with the years they were built. The really cool thing about old houses is that they have crappy locks. You can jimmy them open most of the time with a credit card slipped in the right way. I don’t have a credit card, but my school ID works just as well.


  I know that no one’s home because there aren’t any footprints on the driveway after last night’s snow—something my mother didn’t notice. On the porch, I kick the snow off my sneakers and walk inside. The house smells like old people—oatmeal and mothballs. There’s a cane propped inside the entryway, too. But—weird—there’s also a Gap hoodie hanging up. Maybe their granddaughter left it behind.


  Like last time, I go to the kitchen first.


  The first thing I see is a bottle of red wine on the counter. It’s about half full. I pop the cork and take a swig, and nearly spit the shit out all over the countertop. How come people drink if it tastes like this? Wiping my mouth, I rummage through the pantry for something to make me forget the taste of the wine, and find a box of crackers. I rip it open and eat a few. Then I check out the contents of the fridge and make myself a Black Forest ham and sage-cheddar sandwich on a baguette. No ham and cheese for this house. It’s even too fancy for good ol’ yellow mustard—I have to use champagne mustard instead, whatever that is. For a second I worry it will taste like the wine, but if there’s alcohol in it, you could have fooled me.


  Trailing crumbs, I walk into the living room. I haven’t taken my sneakers off, so I’m leaving behind a trail of melting snow, too. I pretend I’m superhuman. I can see through walls; I can hear a pin drop. Nobody could ever take me by surprise.


  The living room is exactly what you’d be expecting. Couches with crackly leather and stacks of paper everywhere, so many dusty books that even though I don’t have asthma I feel it coming on.


  A woman and a man live here. I can tell because there are books on gardening and little glass bottles lined up on the mantel. I wonder if they sit in this room and talk about their kids, way back when. I bet they finish each other’s sentences.


  Remember when Louis found a piece of felt on the driveway after Christmas...


  ...and he took it to show-and-tell as proof of Santa Claus?


  I sit down on the couch. The television remote is on the coffee table, so I pick it up. I put my sandwich down beside me on the couch and turn on the entertainment system, which is much nicer than you’d think for ol’ Grandpa and Grandma. They have shelves of CDs, with every kind of music you can imagine. And a state-of-the-art, flat-screen HDTV.


  They have TiVo, too. I punch buttons until I reach the screen to show what they’ve recorded.


  Antiques Roadshow.


  The Three Tenors on Vermont Public TV.


  And, like, everything on the History Channel.


  They’ve also taped a hockey game on NESN and a movie that aired last weekend—Mission Impossible III.


  I double-click that one—because it’s hard to believe Mr. and Mrs. Professor watching Tom Cruise kick ass, but sure enough, there it is.


  So I decide to let them have that one. The rest, I delete.


  Then I start adding programs to tape.


  The Girls Next Door


  My Super Sweet 16


  South Park


  And for good measure, I go to HBO and add a dollop of Borat.


  When that movie came out, it was playing at the same theater as Pirates of the Caribbean 3. I wanted to see Borat, but my mother said I had to wait a decade or so. She bought us tickets to Pirates and said she would meet us in the parking lot after the film, because she had to go grocery shopping. I knew that Jacob would never have suggested it, so I told him that I wanted to let him in on a secret—but he had to promise not to tell Mom. He was so psyched about the secret he didn’t even care that we were breaking the rules, and when I sneaked into the other theater after the opening credits, he came along. And in a way, I guess he did keep his promise—he never actually told my mother that we’d gone to see Borat.


  She figured it out when he started quoting lines from the film, like he always does. Very nice, very nice, how much? I like to make sexy time!


  I think I was grounded for three months.


  I have a fleeting vision of Mrs. Professor turning on her TiVoed programs and seeing the Playboy bunnies and having a heart attack. Of her husband having a stroke when he finds her.


  Immediately, I feel like shit.


  I erase all the programming and put back in the original shows. This is it. This is the last time I’m breaking in somewhere, I tell myself, even though there’s another part of me that knows this won’t be true. I’m an addict, but instead of the rush some people get from shooting up or snorting, I need a fix that feels like home.


  I pick up the telephone, intending to call my mother and ask her to come pick me up, but then on second thought I put down the receiver. I don’t want there to be any trace of me. I want it to feel like I was never here.


  So I leave the house cleaner than it was when I first entered. And then I start walking home. It’s eight miles, but I can try to hitch once I reach the state highway.


  After all, Leon’s got the kind of parents who wouldn’t mind dropping me off.


  Oliver


  I’m feeling pretty good, because this Friday, I won my case against the pig.


  Okay, so technically, the pig was not the one who filed the lawsuit. That honor belongs to Buff (short for Buffalo, and I swear I am not making this up) Wings, a three-hundred-pound motorcyclist who was riding his vintage Harley down a road in Shelburne when a gigantic rogue pig wandered off the side of the road and directly into his path. As a result of the accident, Mr. Wings lost an eye—something he showed the jury at one point, by lifting up his black satin patch, which of course I objected to.


  Anyway, when Wings got out of the hospital, he sued the owner of the land from which the pig wandered. But it turned out to be more complicated than that. Elmer Hodgekiss, the owner of the pig, was only renting the property from a landlord who lived down in Brattleboro—an eighty-year-old lady named Selma Frack. In Elmer’s lease was a direct clause that said no pets, no animals. But Elmer defended his forbidden pig keeping (and his equally subversive chicken keeping for that matter) on the grounds that Selma was in a nursing home and never visited the property and what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.


  I was representing Selma Frack. Her caretaker at the Green Willow Assisted Living Facility told me that Selma picked me out of the phone book because of my Yellow Pages ad:


  Oliver O. Bond, Esquire, it read, with a graphic that looked like 007’s gun—except it was OOB, my initials. When you need an attorney who won’t be shaken OR stirred.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I came up with that myself.”


  The caretaker just stared at me blankly. “She liked the fact that she could read the font. Most of them lawyers, their print is too tiny.”


  In spite of the fact that Buff Wings wanted Selma’s insurance to cover his medical bills, I had two strikes in my favor.


  1.Buff Wings’s convoluted argument was that Selma should be held responsible even though she (a) didn’t know about the pig, (b) had expressly banned the pig, and (c) had evicted Elmer Hodgekiss as soon as she learned that he had loosed his killer pig on the general populace.


  2.Buff Wings had chosen to represent himself.


  I had trotted out experts to refute Wings’s claims about damages—both emotional and physical. For example, did you know that there is a guy from Ohio who actually is an expert on driving with one eye? And that in almost all states you can continue to drive—even a motorcycle—as long as your other eye has 20/20 vision? And that in certain circumstances, the term blind spot can be politically incorrect?


  After the judge had ruled in our favor, I followed Selma and her caretaker to the elevator at the courthouse. “Well,” the caretaker said, “all’s well that ends well.”


  I glanced down at Selma, who’d been asleep for most of the proceedings. “It’s all fun and games till somebody loses an eye,” I replied. “Please extend my congratulations to Mrs. Frack on her victory in court.”


  Then I ran down the stairs to the parking lot, punching my fist in the air.


  I have a hundred percent success rate in my litigation.


  So what if I’ve only had one case?


  ***


  Contrary to popular belief, the ink is not still drying on my bar certificate.


  That’s pizza sauce.


  But it was an honest accident. I mean, since my office is above the town pizza joint, and Mama Spatakopoulous routinely blocks my ascension on the staircase to thrust a plate of spaghetti or a mushroom-and-onion pie into my hands, it would be downright rude to turn her down. Coupled with that is the fact that I can’t really afford to eat, and turning away free food would be stupid. Granted, it was dumb of me to grab a makeshift napkin from a stack of papers on my desk, but the odds of it being my bar certificate (as opposed to my recent Chinese takeout order) had been pretty slim.


  If any new clients ask to see my bar certificate, I’m just going to tell them it’s being framed.


  Sure enough, as I am headed back inside, Mama S. meets me with a calzone. “You gotta wear a hat, Oliver.”


  My hair is still dripping wet from my shower at the high school locker room. Ice has started to form. “You’ll take care of me when I have pneumonia, won’t you?” I tease.


  She laughs and pushes the box at me. As I jog up the stairs, Thor starts barking his head off. I open the door just a crack, so that he doesn’t come flying out. “Relax,” I say. “I was only gone for fifteen minutes.”


  He launches all twelve pounds of himself at me.


  Thor’s a miniature poodle. He doesn’t like to be called a poodle within hearing distance—he’ll growl, and can you blame him? What guy dog wants to be a poodle? They should only come in female denominations, if you ask me.


  I do the best I can for him. I gave him the name of a mighty warrior. I let his hair grow out, but instead of making him look less effeminate, it only makes him look more like a mop head.


  I pick him up and tuck him into my arm like a football, and then I notice that there are feathers all over my office. “Oh, crap,” I say. “What’d you do, Thor?”


  Setting him down, I survey the damage. “Great. Thank you, mighty guard dog, for protecting me from my own damn pillow.” I drag the vacuum out of the closet and start to suck up the debris. It’s my own fault, I know, for not putting away my bedding before running my errand. My office is currently also doubling as my living quarters. Not permanently, of course, but do you know how expensive it is to pay rent on a law office and an apartment? Plus, being in town, I can walk to the high school every day—and the janitor there has been very cool about letting me use the locker room as my own personal shower. I gave him some free advice about his divorce, and this is his thanks.


  Usually, I fold up my blanket and tuck it with my pillow in the closet. I hide my little thirteen-inch TV inside a cavernously empty filing cabinet. That way, if a client comes in to retain my services, they won’t get the vibe that I’m hideously unsuccessful.


  I’m just new in town, that’s all. Which is why I spend more time organizing the paper clips on my desk than actually doing any legal work.


  ***


  I graduated with honors from the University of Vermont seven years ago with a degree in English. Here’s a little nugget of wisdom for you, just in case you’re interested: You can’t practice English in the real world. What skills did I have, honestly? I could outread anyone in a quick draw? I could write a totally smoking analytical essay about the homoerotic overtones of Shakespeare’s sonnets?


  Yeah, that and $1.50 will get you a cup of coffee.


  So I decided that I needed to stop living in the theoretical and start experiencing the physical. I answered a classified ad I’d found in the Burlington Free Press to be a farrier’s apprentice. I traveled around the countryside and learned to spot what was normal gait for a horse and what wasn’t. I studied how to trim a donkey’s hoof and how to shape a horseshoe around an anvil, nail it into place, file it down, and watch the animal take off again.


  I liked being a farrier. I liked the feel of fifteen hundred pounds of horse pressed up against my shoulder as I bent the leg to examine the hoof. But after four years I got restless. I decided to go to law school, for the same reason everyone else goes to law school: because I had no idea what else to do.


  I’ll be a good lawyer. Maybe even a great one. But here I am, at twenty-eight, and my secret fear is that I’m going to be just another guy who spends his whole life making money by doing something he’s never really loved to do.


  ***


  I have just put the vacuum back in the closet when there is a tentative knock at the door. A man stands there in Carhartt coveralls, feeding the seam of a black wool cap through his hands. He reeks of smoke.


  “Can I help you?” I ask.


  “I’m looking for the lawyer?”


  “That’s me.” On the couch, Thor begins to growl. I shoot him a dirty glance. If he starts scaring away my potential clients, he’ll be homeless.


  “Really?” the man says, peering at me. “You don’t look old enough to be a lawyer.”


  “I’m twenty-eight,” I say. “Wanna see my driver’s license?”


  “No, no,” the man says. “I, uh, I got a problem.”


  I usher him into the office, closing the door behind him. “Why don’t you have a seat, Mr....”


  “Esch,” he says, settling down. “Homer Esch. I was out in my backyard this morning burning brush and the fire got out of control.” He looks up at me as I sit down at my desk. “It kind of burned down my neighbor’s house.”


  “Kind of? Or did?”


  “Did.” He juts out his jaw. “I had a burn permit, though.”


  “Great.” I write that down on a legal pad: LICENSED TO BURN. “Were there any casualties?”


  “No. They don’t live there no more. They built another house across the field. This was just a shed, pretty much. My neighbor swears he’s suing me for every penny he put into that place. That’s why I came to you. You’re the first lawyer I found who’s open on a Sunday.”


  “Right. Well. I may have to do a little research before I can take your case,” I say, but I’m thinking: He burned the guy’s house down. There’s no way to win this one.


  Esch takes a photograph out of the inner pocket of his coveralls and pushes it across the table. “You can see the place in the background here, behind my wife. My neighbor says it’s twenty-five thousand dollars I’ll have to pay out.”


  I glance at the photo. Calling this place a shed is generous. Me, I’d have said shack. “Mr. Esch,” I say, “I think we can definitely get that down to fifteen.”


  Jacob


  Here are all the reasons I hate Mark, the boyfriend Jess has had since last September.


  1.He makes her cry sometimes.


  2.Once, I saw bruises on her side, and I think he’s the one who gave them to her.


  3.He always wears a big orange Bengals sweatshirt.


  4.He calls me Chief, when I have explained multiple times that my name is Jacob.


  5.He thinks I am retarded, even though the diagnosis of mental retardation is reserved for people who score lower than 70 on an IQ test, and I myself have scored 162. In my opinion, the very fact that Mark doesn’t know this diagnostic criterion suggests that he’s a lot closer to actual retardation than I am.


  6.Last month I saw Mark in CVS with some other guys when Jess was not around. I said hello, but he pretended that he did not know me. When I told Jess and she confronted him, he denied it. Which means that he is both a hypocrite and a liar.


  I was not expecting him to be at today’s lesson, and for that reason I start to feel out of control right away, even though being with Jess usually calms me down. The best way I can describe it is like being in the path of a flash flood. You might be able to sense that a catastrophe is imminent; you might feel the faintest mist on your face. But even when you see that wall of water rushing toward you, you know you are powerless to budge an inch.


  “Jacob!” Jess says, as soon as I walk in, but I see Mark across the room sitting in a booth, and just like that, I can hardly even hear her voice.


  “What’s he doing here?”


  “You know he’s my boyfriend, Jacob. And he wanted to come today. To help.”


  Right. And I want to be drawn and quartered, just for giggles.


  Jess links her arm through mine. It took me a while to get used to that, and to the perfume she wears, which isn’t very strong but to me smelled like an overdose of flowers. “It’s going to be fine,” she says. “Besides, we said we’re going to work on being friendly to people we don’t know, right?”


  “I know Mark,” I reply. “And I don’t like him.”


  “But I do. And part of being social means being civil to someone you don’t like.”


  “That’s stupid. It’s a huge world. Why not get up and walk away?”


  “Because that’s rude,” Jess explains.


  “I think it’s rude to stick a smile on your face and pretend you like talking to someone when in reality you’d rather be sticking bamboo slivers under your fingernails.”


  Jess laughs. “Jacob, one day, when we wake up in the world of the Painfully Honest, you can be my tutor.”


  A man comes down the stairs that lead up from the entryway of the pizza place. He has a dog on a leash, a miniature poodle. I step into his path and start patting the dog.


  “Thor! Down!” he says, but the dog doesn’t listen.


  “Did you know poodles aren’t French? In fact the name poodle comes from the German word Pudel, which is short for Pudelhund, or splashing dog. The breed used to be a water dog.”


  “I didn’t know that,” the man says.


  I do, because before I used to study forensics, I studied dogs. “A poodle took Best in Show at Westminster in 2002,” I add.


  “Right. Well, this poodle’s going to take a whiz if I don’t get him outside,” the man says, and he pushes past me.


  “Jacob,” Jess says, “you don’t just accost someone and start rattling off facts.”


  “He was interested in poodles! He has one!”


  “Right, but you could have started off by saying, ‘Hey, that’s a really cute dog.’ “


  I snort. “That’s not informative at all.”


  “No, but it’s polite...”


  At first, when Jess and I started working together, I used to call her a few days before our lesson just to make sure it was still on—that she wasn’t sick, or expecting to have some kind of emergency. I’d call whenever I was obsessing about it, and sometimes that was three in the morning. If she didn’t pick up her cell phone, I’d freak out. Once, I called the police to report her missing, and it turned out that she was just at some party. Eventually, we agreed that I would call her at 10:00 P.M. on Thursdays. Since I meet with her on Sundays and Tuesdays, that means I don’t have to spend four days out of touch and worrying.


  This week she moved out of her dorm room and into a professor’s house. She is babysitting for the house, which sounds like an immense waste of time, because it’s not as if the house is going to touch the stove if it’s hot or eat something poisonous or fall down its own stairs. She will be there for the semester, so next week we are going to meet there for our lesson. In my wallet I have the address, and the phone number, and a special map she’s drawn, but I’m a little nervous about it. It will probably smell like someone else, instead of Jess and flowers. Plus I have no idea what it looks like yet, and I hate surprises.


  Jess is beautiful, although she says this was not always the case. She lost a lot of weight two years ago after she had an operation. I’ve seen pictures of her before, when she was obese. She says that’s why she wants to work with kids whose disabilities make them targets—because she remembers being one, too. In the pictures, she looks like Jess, but hidden inside someone larger and puffier. Now, she is curvy, but only in the right places. She has blond hair that is always straight, although she has to work hard to make that happen. I have watched her use this contraption called a flat iron that looks like a sandwich press but actually sizzles her curly, wet hair and turns it smooth and silky. When she walks into a room, people look right at her, which I really like, because it means they are not looking at me.


  Lately I have been thinking that maybe she should be my girlfriend.


  It makes sense:


  1.She has seen me wear the same shirt twice in a row and doesn’t make a big deal about it.


  2.She is getting a master’s degree in education, and is writing an enormous paper about Asperger’s syndrome, so I am hands-on research for her.


  3.She is the only girl, other than my mother, who can put her hand on my arm to get my attention without making me want to jump out of my skin.


  4.She ties her hair back into a ponytail without me even having to ask.


  5.She is allergic to mangoes and I don’t like them.


  6.I could call her whenever I want, not just Thursdays.


  7.I would treat her so much better than Mark.


  And of course, the most important reason of all:


  8.If I had a girlfriend, I’d appear to be more normal.


  “Come on,” Jess says, tapping me on the shoulder. “You and I have work to do. Your mom says this place has a gluten-free pizza. They make it on some kind of special crust.”


  I know what love is. When you find the person you are supposed to love, bells ring and fireworks go off in your head and you can’t find words to speak and you think about her all the time. When you find the person you are supposed to love, you will know by staring deeply into her eyes.


  Well, that’s a deal breaker for me.


  It is hard for me to explain why it is so difficult to look into people’s eyes. Imagine what it would be like if someone sliced your chest with a scalpel and rummaged around inside you, squeezing your heart and lungs and kidneys. That level of complete invasion is what it feels like when I make eye contact. The reason I choose not to look at people is that I don’t think it’s polite to rifle through someone’s thoughts, and the eyes might as well be glass windows, they’re that transparent.


  I know what love is, but only theoretically. I don’t feel it the way other people do. Instead, I dissect it: Oh, my mother is putting her arms around me and telling me how proud she is of me. She is offering me her last French fry even though I know she wants it. If p then q. If she acts this way, then she must love me.


  Jess spends time with me that she could otherwise spend with Mark. She doesn’t get angry with me, except for the time when I took all the clothes out of her closet in her dorm room and tried to organize them like mine. She watches CrimeBusters when we are together, although the sight of blood makes her faint.


  If p then q.


  Maybe I’ll tell Jess my idea today. And she will say yes to being my girlfriend and I will never have to see Mark again.


  ***


  In psychoanalytic theory there is a phenomenon called transference. The therapist becomes a blank screen, onto which the patient projects some incident or feeling that began in childhood. For example, a patient who spends sessions silent might be asked by the therapist if there is a reason she doesn’t feel comfortable making free associations. Is it because she is afraid the therapist will find her comments stupid? And then, lo and behold, the patient breaks down. That’s what my father used to call me. Stupid. Suddenly, with the dam broken, the patient will begin to recall all sorts of repressed childhood memories.


  My mother never called me stupid; however, it would not be a far reach for someone to look at my feelings for Jess and assume that, in the context of our relationship as tutor and pupil, I am not in love.


  I’m just in transference.


  ***


  “A medium gluten-free pizza,” I say to the mountainous woman at the cash register, who is Greek. If she’s Greek, why does she have an Italian restaurant?


  Jess nudges me.


  “Please,” I add.


  “Eye contact,” Jess murmurs.


  I force myself to look at the woman. She has hair growing on her upper lip. “Please,” I repeat, and I hand her the money.


  She gives me back my change. “I’ll bring it over when it’s ready,” the woman says, and she turns back to the wide mouth of the oven. She sticks an enormous paddle inside, like a tongue, and pulls out a calzone.


  “So how’s school going?” Jess asks.


  “It’s okay.”


  “Did you do your homework?”


  She doesn’t mean my academic homework, which I always do. She means my social skills homework. I grimace, thinking about our last lesson. “Not quite.”


  “Jacob, you promised.”


  “I didn’t promise. I said I would try to strike up a conversation with someone my own age, and I did.”


  “Well, that’s great!” Jess says. “What happened?”


  I had been in the library at the bank of computers, and there was a kid sitting next to me. Owen is in my Advanced Placement physics class. He is really quiet and very smart, and if you ask me, he has a little bit of Asperger’s in him. It’s like gaydar; I can tell.


  For fun, I had been on a search engine researching fracture pattern interpretation in the skull, and how you can differentiate between blunt-force trauma and ballistic trauma using concentric fractures, and that factoid seemed to be the perfect opening salvo for a conversation. But I remembered Jess saying that not everyone is wowed by someone who’s the human equivalent of a Snapple cap. So instead, I said this:


  Me: Are you going to take the AP test in May?


  Owen: I don’t know. I guess.


  Me (snickering): Well, I sure hope they don’t find semen!


  Owen: What the hell?


  Me: An AP test—acid phosphatase test—it’s used with a forensic light source to test for presumptive semen. It’s not as conclusive as DNA, but then again, when you get a rapist who’s had a vasectomy, there won’t be any sperm, and if an AP test and a 530-nanometer trispot is all you’ve got—


  Owen: Get the fuck away from me, freak.


  Jess has gone all red in the face. “The good news,” she says evenly, “is that you tried to initiate a conversation. That’s a really big step. The fact that you chose to discuss semen is unfortunate, but still.”


  By now we have reached the table in the back where Mark is waiting for us. He is chewing gum with his mouth wide open, and wearing that stupid orange sweatshirt. “Hey, Chief,” he says.


  I shake my head and take a step backward. That sweatshirt, he wasn’t wearing it when I first saw him. I bet he put it on on purpose, because he knows I don’t like it.


  “Mark,” Jess says, after glancing at me, “the sweatshirt. Take it off.”


  He grins at her. “But it’s more fun when you do it, baby,” he says, and he grabs Jess and tugs her into the booth, practically onto his lap.


  Let me just come out and say I don’t get the sex thing. I don’t understand why someone like Mark, who seems completely hell-bent on exchanging bodily fluids with Jess, isn’t equally excited to talk about the fact that snot, bleach, and horseradish can all give you false positives for blood during presumptive tests. And I don’t understand why neurotypical guys are obsessed with girl breasts. I think it would be an enormous pain to have those sticking out in front of you all the time.


  Fortunately, Mark does take off the orange sweatshirt, and Jess folds it up and puts it on the seat where I can’t see it. It’s bad enough just knowing it’s there, frankly. “You get me mushroom?” Mark asks.


  “You know Jacob isn’t a fan of mushroom...”


  There is a lot I’d do for Jess, but not mushrooms. Even if they’re touching the crust on the far side of the pizza, I might have to vomit.


  She pulls her cell phone out of her pocket and sets it on the table. It is pink and has my name and number programmed into it. It might be the only cell phone that has my name in it. Even my mother’s cell phone lists our number as HOME.


  I stare down at the table, still thinking about Mark’s sweatshirt.


  “Mark,” Jess says, sliding his hand out of the back of her shirt. “Come on. We’re in public.” Then she addresses me. “Jacob, while we’re waiting for the food, let’s practice.”


  Practice waiting? I don’t really need to. I’m fairly proficient at it.


  “When there’s a lull in the conversation, you can toss out a topic that gets people talking again.”


  “Yeah,” Mark says. “Like: Chicken nuggets are neither chicken nor nuggets. Discuss.”


  “You’re not helping,” Jess mutters. “Are you looking forward to anything this week in school, Jacob?”


  Sure. Rampant dismissal and abject humiliation. In other words, the usual.


  “In physics I have to explain gravity to the rest of the class,” I say. “The grade’s half on content and half on creativity, and I think I’ve found the perfect solution.”


  It took me a while to think of this, and then when I did I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it before.


  “I’m going to drop my pants,” I tell her.


  Mark bursts out laughing, and for a second, I think maybe I’ve misjudged him.


  “Jacob,” Jess says, “you will not drop your pants.”


  “It completely explains Newton’s law—”


  “I don’t care if it explains the meaning of life! Think about how inappropriate that would be. Not only would you embarrass your teacher and make him angry but you’d be teased by other students for doing it.”


  “I don’t know, Jess...you know what they say about guys with long IEPs...,” Mark says.


  “Well, you don’t have an IEP,” Jess answers, smiling. “So there goes that theory.”


  “You know it, baby.”


  I have no idea what they’re talking about.


  When Jess is my girlfriend, we will eat pizza without mushrooms every Sunday. I’ll show her how to enhance the contrast of fingerprints on packing tape, and I will let her read my CrimeBusters journals. She’ll confide that she has quirks, too, like the fact that she has a tail that she keeps hidden under her jeans.


  Okay, maybe not a tail. No one really wants a girlfriend with a tail.


  “I have something to talk about,” I say. My heart starts pounding, and my palms are sweaty. I analyze this the way Dr. Henry Lee would analyze any other piece of forensic evidence and store it away for the future: Asking girls out can cause changes to the cardiovascular system. “I would like to know, Jess, if you would like to accompany me to a movie this Friday night.”


  “Oh, Jacob—well done! We haven’t practiced that in a whole month!”


  “On Thursday I’ll know what’s playing. I can look it up on Moviefone.com.” I fold my napkin into eighths. “I could go out on Saturday instead if it’s better for you.” There is a CrimeBusters marathon, but I am willing to make a sacrifice. Surely that will show her how serious I am about this relationship.


  “Holy shit,” Mark says, grinning. I can feel his eyes on me. (That’s the other thing about eyes; they can be hot as lasers, and how would you ever know when they’re about to be turned on full force? Better not to risk it, and to avoid eye contact.) “He isn’t showing you some communication skill, Jess. The retard is actually asking you out.”


  “Mark! For God’s sake, don’t call him—”


  “I’m not a retard,” I interrupt.


  “You’re wrong. Jacob knows we’re just friends,” Jess says.


  Mark snorts. “You fucking get paid to be his friend!”


  I stand up abruptly. “Is that true?”


  I guess I have never thought about it. My mother arranged for me to meet with Jess. I assumed Jess wanted to do it because she (a) is writing that paper and (b) likes my company. But now I can picture my mother ripping another check out of the checkbook and complaining like always that we don’t have enough to cover our expenses. I can picture Jess opening the envelope in her dorm room and tucking that check into the back pocket of her jeans.


  I can picture her taking Mark out for pizza, using cash that came from my mother’s bank account.


  Gluten-rich mushroom pizza.


  “It’s not true,” Jess says. “I am your friend, Jacob—”


  “But you wouldn’t be hanging out with Forrest Gump if you didn’t get that sweet check every month,” Mark says.


  She turns on him. “Mark, go away.”


  “Did you say what I think you said? Are you taking his side?”


  I start rocking back and forth. “Nobody puts Baby in a corner,” I quote under my breath.


  “This isn’t about sides,” Jess says.


  “Right,” Mark snaps. “It’s about priorities. I want to take you skiing for the afternoon and you blow me off—”


  “I didn’t blow you off. I invited you along to a standing appointment I had, one that I couldn’t just change at the last minute. I already explained to you how important plans are to someone with Asperger’s.”


  Jess grabs Mark’s arm, but he shakes her off. “This is bullshit. I might as well be fucking Mother Teresa.”


  He storms out of the pizza place. I don’t understand what Jess likes about him. He is in the graduate school of business and he plays a lot of hockey. But whenever he’s around, the conversation always has to be about him, and I don’t know why that’s okay if it’s Mark talking but not if it’s me.


  Jess rests her head on her folded arms. Her hair is spread out over her shoulders like a cape. From the way her shoulders are moving, she is probably crying.


  “Annie Sullivan,” I say.


  “What?” Jess looks up. Her eyes are red.


  “Mother Teresa saved the poor and the sick, and I’m not poor or sick. Annie Sullivan would have been a better example to use, because she’s a famous teacher.”


  “Oh, God.” Jess buries her face in her hands. “I can’t handle this.”


  There is a lull in the conversation, so I fill it. “Are you free on Friday now?”


  “You can’t be serious.”


  I consider this. Actually, I am serious all the time. Usually I get accused of not having a sense of humor, although I am capable of that, too.


  “Does it matter to you that Mark is the first guy who’s ever told me I’m pretty? Or that I actually love him?” Her voice is climbing, each word another step on a ladder. “Do you even care if I’m happy?”


  “No...no...and yes.” I am getting flustered. Why is she asking me all these things? Mark’s gone now; and we can get back to business. “So I made a list of the things people sometimes say that really mean they’re tired of listening to you, but I don’t know if they’re right. Can you check it?”


  “Jesus Christ, Jacob!” Jess cries. “Just get lost!”


  Her words are huge and fill the entire pizza place. Everyone is watching.


  “I have to go talk to him.” She stands up.


  “But what about my lesson?”


  “Why don’t you think about what you’ve learned,” Jess says, “and get back to me?”


  Then she stomps out of the restaurant, leaving me alone at the table.


  The pizza lady brings out the pie, which I will have to eat by myself now. “Hope you’re hungry,” she says.


  I’m not. But I lift up a slice anyway and take a bite and swallow. It tastes like cardboard.


  Something pink winks at me from the other side of the napkin dispenser. Jess has left behind her cell phone. I would call her to tell her I have it, but obviously, that won’t work.


  I tuck it into my pocket and make a mental note. I will just bring it to her when we meet on Tuesday, when I have figured out what it is that I am supposed to have learned.


  ***


  For over a decade now, we have received a Christmas card from a family I do not know. They address it to the Jenningses, who lived in the house before we did. There is usually a snowy scene on the front, and then inside there is printed gold lettering: HAPPY HOLIDAYS. FONDLY, THE STEINBERGS.


  The Steinbergs also include a photocopied note that chronicles everything they have been doing over the years. I’ve read about their daughter, Sarah, who went from taking gymnastics lessons to being accepted at Vassar to joining a consulting firm to moving to an ashram in India and adopting a baby. I’ve come to know Marty Steinberg’s big career breaks at Lehman Brothers and his shock at being out of a job in 2008, when the company folded; and how he went on to teach business at a community college in upstate New York. I’ve seen Vicky, his wife, go from being a stay-at-home mom to an entrepreneur selling cookies with the faces of pedigreed dogs on them. (One year there were samples!) This year, Marty took a leave of absence, and he and Vicky went on a cruise to Antarctica—apparently a lifelong dream that was now possible since Eukanuba had bought out Vicky’s company. Sarah and her partner, Inez, got married in California, and there was a picture of Raita, now three, as the flower girl.


  Each Christmas season, I try to get to the Steinbergs’ letter before my mother does. She tosses them into the trash, saying things like Don’t these people ever get the message when the Jenningses don’t send a card back? I fish the card out and put it in a shoe box I have reserved specially for the Steinbergs in my closet.


  I don’t know why reading their holiday cards makes me feel good, the same way a warm load of laundry does when I’m lying underneath it, or when I take the thesaurus and read through an entire letter’s words in one sitting. But today, after I come home from my meeting with Jess, I suffer through the obligatory conversation with my mother (Mom: How did it go? Me: Fine.) and then go straight up to my room. Like an addict who needs a fix, I go right for the Steinberg letters and I reread them, from the oldest to the most recent.


  It gets a little easier to breathe again, and when I close my eyes I don’t see Jess’s face on the backs of my lids, grainy like a drawing on an Etch A Sketch. It’s like some kind of cryptogram, and A really means Q and Z really means S and so on, so the twist of her mouth and the funny note that jumped in her voice are what she really wanted to say, instead of the words she used.


  I lie down and imagine showing up on the doorstep of Sarah and Inez.


  It is so good to see you, I’d say. You look exactly like I thought you would.


  I pretend that Vicky and Marty are sitting on the deck of their ship. Marty is sipping a martini while Vicky writes out a postcard with a picture of Valletta, Malta, on the front.


  She scrawls, Wish you were here. And this time, she addresses it directly to me.


  Emma


  Nobody dreams of being an agony aunt when they grow up.


  Secretly, we all read advice columns—who hasn’t scanned Dear Abby? But sifting through the problems of other people for a living? No thanks.


  I thought that, by now, I’d be a real writer. I’d have books on the New York Times list and I’d be feted by the literati for my ability to combine important issues with books that the masses could relate to. Like many other writer wannabes, I’d gone the back route through editing—textbooks, in my case. I liked editing. There was always a right and a wrong answer. And I had assumed that I’d go back to work when Jacob was in school full-time—but that was before I learned that being an advocate for your autistic child’s education is a forty-hour-a-week profession in and of itself. All sorts of adaptations had to be argued for and vigilantly monitored: a cool-off pass that would allow Jacob to leave a classroom that got too overwhelming for him; a sensory break room; a paraprofessional who could help him, as an elementary school student, put his thoughts into writing; an individualized education plan; a school counselor who didn’t roll her eyes every time Jacob had a meltdown.


  I did some freelance editing at night—texts referred to me by a sympathetic former boss—but it wasn’t enough to support us. So when the Burlington Free Press ran a contest for a new column, I wrote one. I didn’t know about photography or chess or gardening, so I picked something I knew: parenting. My first column asked why, no matter how hard we were trying as moms, we always felt like we weren’t doing enough.


  The paper got over three hundred letters in response to that test column, and suddenly, I was the parenting advice expert. This blossomed into advice for those without kids, for those who wanted kids, for those who didn’t. Subscriptions increased when my column bumped from once a week to twice a week. And here’s the really remarkable thing: all these people who trust me to sort out their own sorry lives assume that I have a clue when it comes to sorting out my own.


  Today’s question comes from Warren, Vermont.


  Help! My wonderful, polite, sweet twelve-year-old boy has turned into a monster. I’ve tried punishing him, but nothing works. Why is he acting up?


  I lean over my keyboard and start to type.


  Whenever a child misbehaves, there’s some deeper issue driving the action. Sure, you can take away privileges, but that’s putting a Band-Aid over a gaping wound. You need to be a detective and figure out what’s really upsetting him.


  I reread what I’ve written, then delete the whole paragraph. Who am I kidding?


  Well, the greater Burlington area, apparently.


  My son sneaks out at night to crime scenes, and do I heed my own advice? No.


  I am saved from my hypocrisy by the sound of the telephone ringing. It’s Monday night, just after eight, so I assume it’s for Theo. He picks up on an extension upstairs and a moment later appears in the kitchen. “It’s for you,” Theo says. He waits till I pick up and disappears into the sanctuary of his bedroom again.


  “This is Emma,” I say into the receiver.


  “Ms. Hunt? This is Jack Thornton...Jacob’s math teacher?”


  Inwardly, I cringe. There are some teachers who see the greater good in Jacob, in spite of all his quirks—and there are others who just don’t get him and don’t bother to try. Jack Thornton expected Jacob to be a math savant when that’s not always part of Asperger’s—in spite of what Hollywood seems to think. Instead, he’s been frustrated by a student whose handwriting is messy, who transposes numbers when doing calculations, and who is far too literal to understand some of the theoretical concepts of math, like imaginary numbers and matrices.


  If Jack Thornton is calling me, it can’t be good news.


  “Did Jacob tell you what happened today?”


  Had Jacob mentioned anything? No, I would remember. But then again, he probably wouldn’t confess unless he was directly asked. More likely, I would have read the clues through his behavior, which would have seemed a little off. Usually when Jacob’s even more withdrawn, or stimming, or conversely too talkative or manic, I know something’s wrong. In this way, I am a better forensic scientist than Jacob would ever guess.


  “I asked Jacob to come up to the board to write out his homework answer,” Thornton explains, “and when I told him that his work was sloppy, he shoved me.”


  “Shoved you?”


  “Yes,” the teacher says. “You can imagine the reaction of the rest of the class.”


  Well, that explains why I didn’t see a deterioration in Jacob’s behavior. When the class started laughing, he would have assumed he’d done something good.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ll talk to him.”


  No sooner have I hung up the phone than Jacob appears in the kitchen and takes the carton of milk out of the fridge.


  “Did something happen in math class today?” I ask.


  Jacob’s eyes widen. “You can’t handle the truth,” he says, in a dead-on imitation of Jack Nicholson, as sure a sign as any that he’s squirming.


  “I already talked to Mr. Thornton. Jacob, you cannot go around shoving teachers.”


  “He started it.”


  “He did not shove you!”


  “No, but he said, ‘Jacob, my three-year-old could write more neatly than that.’ And you’re always saying that when someone makes fun of me I should stick up for myself.”


  The truth is, I have said that to Jacob. And there’s a piece of me rejoicing in the fact that he initiated an interaction with another human, instead of the other way around—even if the interaction wasn’t socially appropriate.


  The world, for Jacob, is truly black and white. Once, when he was younger, his gym teacher called because Jacob had a meltdown during kickball when a kid threw the big red ball at him to tag him out. You don’t throw things at people, Jacob tearfully explained. It’s a rule!


  Why should a rule that works in one situation not work in another? If a bully taunts him and I tell him it’s all right to reciprocate—because sometimes that’s the only way to get these kids to leave him alone—why shouldn’t he do the same with a teacher who humiliates him in public?


  “Teachers deserve respect,” I explain.


  “Why do they get it for free, when everyone else has to earn it?”


  I blink at him, speechless. Because the world isn’t fair, I think, but Jacob already knows that better than most of us.


  “Are you mad at me?” Unfazed, he reaches for a glass and pours himself some soy milk.


  I think that’s the attribute I miss seeing the most in my son: empathy. He worries about hurting my feelings, or making me upset, but that’s not the same as viscerally feeling someone else’s pain. Over the years, he’s learned empathy the way I might learn Greek—translating an image or situation in the clearinghouse of his mind and trying to attach the appropriate sentiment to it, but never really fluent in the language.


  Last spring, we were filling one of his prescriptions at the pharmacy and I noticed a rack of Mother’s Day cards. “Just once I’d like you to buy one of those for me,” I said.


  “Why?” Jacob asked.


  “So I know you love me.”


  He shrugged. “You already know that.”


  “But it would be nice,” I said, “to wake up on Mother’s Day and, like every other mother in this country, to get a card from her son.”


  Jacob thought about this. “What day is Mother’s Day?” he asked.


  I told him, and then I forgot about the conversation, until May 10. When I went downstairs and started my Sunday morning coffee-making routine, I found an envelope propped up against the glass carafe. In it was a Mother’s Day card.


  It didn’t say Dear Mom. It wasn’t signed. In fact, it wasn’t written on at all—because Jacob had only done what I’d told him to do, and nothing more.


  That day, I sat down at the kitchen table and laughed. I laughed until I started to cry.


  Now, I look up at my son, who isn’t looking at me. “No, Jacob,” I say. “I’m not mad at you.”


  ***


  Once, when Jacob was ten, we were walking the aisles of a Toys “R” Us in Williston when a little boy jumped out from an endcap wearing a Darth Vader mask and brandishing a light saber. “Bang, you’re dead!” the boy cried, and Jacob believed him. He started shrieking and rocking, and then he swept his arm through the display on the shelves. He was doing it to make sure he was not a ghost, to make sure he still could leave an impact in this world. He spun and flailed, trampling boxes as he ran away from me.


  By the time I tackled him in the doll section, he was completely out of control. I tried singing Marley to him. I shouted at him to make him respond to my voice. But Jacob was in his own little world, and finally the only way I could make him calm was to become a human blanket, to pin him down on the industrial tile with his arms and legs flung wide.


  By then, the police had been called on suspicion of child abuse.


  It took fifteen minutes to explain to the officers that my son was autistic, and that I wasn’t trying to hurt him—I was trying to help him.


  I’ve often thought, since then, about what would happen if Jacob was stopped by the police while he was on his own—like on Sundays, when he bikes into town to meet Jess. Like the parents of many autistic kids, I’ve done what the message boards suggest: In Jacob’s wallet is a card that says he’s autistic, and that explains to the officer that all the behaviors Jacob is exhibiting—flat affect, an inability to look him in the eye, even a flight response—are the hallmarks of Asperger’s syndrome. And yet, I’ve wondered what would happen if the police came in contact with a six-foot, 185-pound, out-of-control boy who reached into his back pocket. Would they wait for him to show his ID card, or would they shoot first?


  This is in part why Jacob isn’t allowed to drive. He has had the state drivers’ manual memorized since he was fifteen, and I know he’d follow traffic rules as if his life depended on it. But what if he got pulled over by a state trooper? Do you know what you were doing? the trooper would say, and Jacob would reply: Driving. Immediately, he’d be tagged as a wise guy when, in fact, he was only answering the question literally.


  If the trooper asked him if he ran a red light, Jacob would say yes—even if it had happened six months earlier, when the trooper was nowhere nearby.


  I know better than to ask him whether my butt looks fat in a particular pair of jeans, because he’ll tell me the truth. A police officer would not have that history to help color Jacob’s answer.


  Well, at any rate, they are not likely to stop him while he’s riding into town on his bicycle—unless they take pity on him because it’s so cold. I learned a long time ago to stop asking Jacob if he wants a ride. The temperature matters less to him than his independence, in this one small thing.


  Hauling the laundry basket into Jacob’s room, I place his folded clothes on the bed. When he comes home from school, he’ll put them away on his own, with the collars all lined up precisely and the boxer shorts arranged by pattern (stripes, solids, polka dots). On his desk is an overturned fish tank with a small coffee cup warmer, a tinfoil dish, and one of my lipstick containers beneath it. Sighing, I lift the fingerprint fuming chamber and reclaim my makeup, careful not to disturb the rest of the precisely ordered items.


  Jacob’s room has the nuclear precision of an Architectural Digest feature: everything has its place; the bed is made neatly; the pencils on the desk sit at perfect right angles to the wood grain. Jacob’s room is the place entropy goes to die.


  On the other hand, Theo is messy enough to make up for both of them. I can barely kick my way through the field of dirty clothes tangled on his carpet, and when I set the basket down on Theo’s bed, something squeaks. I don’t put away Theo’s laundry, either—but that’s because I can’t bear to see the drawers haphazardly stuffed with clothes that I distinctly remember folding on the laundry counter.


  I glance around and spy a glass with something green festering inside it, beside a half-eaten container of yogurt. I place these into the empty basket to go back downstairs and then, in a fit of kindness, try to pull the bedding into some semblance of order. It’s when I am shaking the pillowcase into position around Theo’s pillow that the plastic case falls down and hits my ankle.


  It’s a game—something called Naruto, with a manga cartoon character brandishing a sword.


  It’s played on the Wii, a gaming system we’ve never owned.


  I could ask Theo why he has this, but something tells me I do not want to hear the answer. Not after this weekend, when I learned that Jacob’s been running away at night. Not after last night, when his math teacher called to tell me he’s acting out in class.


  Sometimes I think the human heart is just a simple shelf. There’s only so much you can pile onto it before something falls off an edge and you are left to pick up the pieces.


  I stare at the video game for a moment, and then I slip it back into the pillowcase again before leaving Theo’s room.


  Theo


  I taught my brother how to stick up for himself.


  It happened when we were younger—I was eleven and he was fourteen. I was on a jungle gym on the playground and he was sitting on the grass, reading a biography that the librarian had purchased just for him about Edmond Locard, the father of fingerprint analysis. Mom was inside, having one of a bazillion IEP meetings to make sure that Jacob’s school could be as safe a place for him as his home.


  Apparently, that didn’t include the playground.


  Two boys on incredibly sweet skateboards were doing tricks on the stairs when they spotted Jacob. They walked over, and one of them grabbed his book.


  “That’s mine,” Jacob said.


  “Then come and get it,” the kid said. He tossed the book to his buddy, who tossed it back, playing monkey in the middle with Jacob, who kept grabbing at it. But Jacob isn’t exactly a natural athlete, and he never caught it.


  “It’s a library book, you cretins,” Jacob said, as if that might make a difference. “It’s going to get ruined!”


  “That would suck.” The boy tossed the book into a huge mud puddle.


  “Better rescue it,” his friend added, and Jacob dove for the book.


  I called out to him, but it was too late. One of the boys knocked Jacob’s feet out from underneath him, so that he landed facefirst in the puddle. He sat up, soaking wet, spitting dirt.


  “Happy reading, ’tard,” the first boy said, and they both laughed and skated away.


  Jacob didn’t move. He sat in the puddle, holding the book to his chest. “Get up,” I said, and I held out my hand to help him.


  With a grunt, Jacob stood. He tried to turn the pages in the book, but they were glued together with mud. “It’ll dry,” I said. “You want me to get Mom?”


  He shook his head. “She’ll be mad at me.”


  “No, she won’t,” I said, even though he was probably right. His clothes were totally destroyed. “Jacob, you’ve got to learn to fight back. Do whatever they do, only ten times worse.”


  “Push them into a puddle?”


  “Well, no. You can just...I don’t know. Call them names.”


  “Their names are Sean and Amahl,” Jacob said.


  “Not those names. Try You dickhead. Or Cut it out, prick.”


  “That’s swearing...”


  “Yeah. But it will get them to think twice before they cream you again.”


  Jacob started rocking. “During the Vietnam War, the BBC was worried about how to pronounce the name of a bombed village—Phuoc Me—without offending their listeners. They decided to use the name of a nearby village instead. Unfortunately, it was called Ban Me Tuat.”


  “Well, maybe the next time a bully is holding your face down in a mud puddle you can shout out the names of Vietnamese villages.”


  “I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog too!” Jacob quoted.


  “You might want to go a little more hard-core,” I suggested.


  He thought for a moment. “Yippee kay yay, motherfucker!”


  “Nice. So next time a kid like that grabs your book, what do you say?”


  “Pussbucket asshole, give it back!”


  I burst out laughing. “Jacob,” I said. “You just might be gifted at this.”


  ***


  I honestly do not have any intention of going into another house. But then on Tuesday I have an absolutely crappy day at school. First, I get a 79 on a math test, and I never get Cs; second, I am the only kid whose yeast doesn’t manage to grow in the lab we’re doing in bio; and third, I think I am getting a cold. I cut last period, because I just want to huddle in bed with a cup of tea. In fact, it’s the craving for tea which makes me think about that professor’s house I was in last week, and as luck would have it, I am only three blocks away when the thought enters my mind.


  There’s still no one in the house, and I don’t even have to jimmy the back door; it’s been left unlocked. The cane is still leaning against the entryway wall, and that same hoodie is hanging, but now there’s a wool coat, too, and a pair of work boots. Someone’s finished the bottle of red wine. There’s a Bose stereo on the counter that wasn’t there last week, and a hot pink iPod Nano is charging in its dock.


  I push the power button and see that Ne-Yo is cued up.


  Either these are the hippest professors ever or their grandkids need to stop leaving their shit lying around.


  The teakettle is sitting on the stove, so I fill it up and turn on the burner while I rummage around the cabinets for a tea bag. They are hiding on a shelf behind a roll of tinfoil. I choose Mango Madness, and while my water is heating, I scroll through the iPod. I am impressed. My mom can barely figure out how to use iTunes, and yet here is some elderly professor couple whizzing through technology.


  I suppose they might not be that old. I’ve imagined them that way, but maybe the cane is for arthroscopic surgery, because the professor plays hockey on the weekends and blew out his knee as a goalie. Maybe they’re my mom’s age and the hoodie belongs to their daughter, who’s my age. Maybe she goes to my school. Or even sits next to me in biology.


  I slip the iPod into my pocket and pour the water from the whistling kettle, and that’s when I realize that I can hear a shower running above me.


  Forgetting my tea, I creep into the living room, past the monster entertainment system, and up the stairs.


  The water sound is coming from the master bathroom suite.


  The bed’s unmade. It’s a quilt with roses embroidered all over it, and there is a pile of clothes on a chair. I pick up a lacy bra and run my hand over the straps.


  That’s when I realize that the bathroom door’s ajar, and that I can sort of see the shower reflected in the mirror.


  My day has gotten considerably better in the past thirty seconds.


  There’s steam, so I can only make out the curves when she turns and the fact that her hair reaches her shoulders. She’s humming, and she’s wicked off-key. Turn, I silently beg. Full frontal.


  “Oh, crap,” the woman says, and suddenly she opens the door of the shower. I see her arm emerge as she blindly feels around for her towel, which is hanging on a rack beside the shower door, and wipes her eyes. I hold my breath, staring at her shoulder. Her boob.


  Still blinking, she lets go of the towel and turns.


  In that second, our eyes meet.


  Jacob


  People say things all the time they don’t mean, and neurotypical folks manage to figure out the message all the same. Take, for example, Mimi Scheck in school. She said she’d die if Paul McGrath didn’t ask her to the Winter Formal, but in reality, she would not have died—she would just have been really sad. Or the way Theo sometimes smacks another kid’s shoulder and says “Get out!” when that really means he wants his friend to keep talking. Or that time my mom muttered “Oh, that’s just great” when we got a flat tire on the highway although it clearly was not great; it was a colossal hassle.


  So maybe when Jess told me to get lost on Sunday, she really meant something else.


  ***


  I think I might be dying of spinal meningitis. Headaches, dementia, stiffness of the neck, high fever. I have two out of the four. I don’t know if I should ask my mother to take me for a lumbar puncture or just ride it out until I die. I have already prepared a note explaining how I’d like to be dressed at my funeral, just in case.


  It is equally possible, I suppose, that the reason I have a severe headache and stiff neck is I have gotten no sleep since Sunday, when I last saw Jess.


  She didn’t send me pictures of her new house in advance, like she promised. I sent her forty-eight emails yesterday to remind her, and she didn’t respond to any of them. I can’t call to remind her to send the pictures because I still have her cell phone.


  Last night at about four in the morning, I asked myself what Dr. Henry Lee would do, if confronted with the evidence that:


  1.No photos ever arrived by email.


  2.None of my forty-eight messages were acknowledged.


  Hypothesis One would be that Jess’s email account is not functional, which seems unlikely because it is connected with the entirety of UVM. Hypothesis Two would be that she is actively choosing to not communicate with me, which would indicate anger or frustration (see above: Just get lost). But that doesn’t make sense, since she specifically told me at our last meeting that I should tell her what I’d learned...which implies another meeting.


  Incidentally, I have made a list of what I learned at our last meeting:


  1.Gluten-free pizza tastes disgusting.


  2.Jess is not available to go to a movie this Friday night.


  3.Her cell phone sounds like a bird chirping when you power it down.


  4.Mark is a dim-witted moron. (Although, in fairness, this is (a) redundant and (b) something I already knew.)


  The only reason I went to school today, feeling as awful as I do, is that if I stayed home I know my mother would insist I miss my lesson with Jess, and I can’t do that. I have to give her back her phone, after all. And if I see her face-to-face, I can ask her why she didn’t answer my emails.


  Usually it is Theo’s job to walk me to the UVM campus, which is only a half mile from school. He drops me off at Jess’s dorm room, which she has always left unlocked for me, so that I can wait for her until she gets out of her anthropology class. Sometimes I do my homework while I’m waiting, and sometimes I look through the papers on her desk. Once I sprayed her perfume on my clothes and went around smelling like her for the rest of the day. Then Jess shows up and we go to the library to work, or sometimes to the student union or a café on Church Street.


  I could probably get to Jess’s dorm while comatose, but today—when I really do need Theo’s help to find my way to a new location—he leaves school because he’s sick. He searches me out after sixth period and tells me he feels like crap and is going home to die.


  Don’t, I tell him. That would really upset Mom.


  My immediate first instinct is to ask him how I am supposed to get to Jess’s if he goes home sick, but then I remember Jess telling me that not everything is about me, and that putting yourself in someone else’s shoes is  part of social interactions. (Not literally. I would not fit in Theo’s shoes. He wears a ten and a half, while I wear a twelve.) So I tell Theo to feel better and then I go to the guidance counselor, Mrs. Grenville. We examine the map Jess has given me and decide that I should take Bus H-5 and get off at the third stop. She even draws a route in highlighter pen from the bus stop to the house.


  As it turns out, the map is a very good one, even if it’s not drawn to scale. After I get off the bus, I turn right at the fire hydrant and then count six houses on the left. Jess’s new temporary home is an old brick house with ivy growing up the sides. I wonder if she knows that the tendrils of ivy can break apart mortar and brick. I wonder if I should tell her. If someone told me, I would lie in bed at night wondering if the whole house was going to crumble around me.


  I am still very nervous when I ring the front doorbell, because I have never seen the inside of this house before and that makes me feel like my bones have gone to jelly.


  No one answers, so I go around the back.


  I glance down at the snow and make a mental note of what I see, but it isn’t really important because The Door Is Unlocked, and that must mean Jess is expecting me. I feel myself relaxing already: it’s just like her dorm room; I will go in and wait, and when she returns, everything will be back to normal.


  ***


  There are only two times that Jess has gotten angry with me, and both occurred while I was waiting for her to show up. The first was when I took all her clothes out of her closet and arranged them according to the electromagnetic color spectrum, like mine. The second time was when I sat down at her desk and noticed the calculus problem set she was working on. She’d done half the problems wrong, so I fixed them for her.


  ***


  Theo is the person who made me understand that the rules of violence are based on threat. If there is an actual problem, there are only two options:


  1.Retaliation


  2.Confrontation


  It’s gotten me into trouble.


  I have been sent to the principal’s office for smacking a boy who threw a paper airplane at me during English class. When Theo ruined one of my forensic experiments-in-progress, I went into his bedroom with a pair of scissors and systematically hacked his comic book collection to bits. Once in eighth grade, I found out that a group of kids were making fun of me, and as if someone had flipped an electrical switch inside me, I went into a frantic rage. I huddled in a cubicle in the school library, crafting a hit list of the people I hated and how I would like their lives to end: knife wound in the locker room at gym, bomb in their locker, cyanide in their Diet Coke. As is the Aspergian nature, I’m fanatically organized about some things and disorganized about others, and as luck would have it I lost that piece of paper. I figured someone (maybe me) had thrown it out, but my history teacher found it and gave it to the principal, who called my mother.


  She yelled at me for seventy-nine straight minutes, mostly about how violated she felt by my actions, and then she got even more angry because I couldn’t really understand why something I did had upset her. So she took ten of my CrimeBusters notebooks and ran them through her bill shredder page by page, and suddenly, her point was crystal clear. I was so furious that, that night, I dumped the bin of shredded paper over her head while she was asleep.


  Luckily, I didn’t get suspended—most of the administration of the school knew me well enough to know I was not a threat to public safety—but my mother’s lesson was enough to make me see why I could never do anything like that again.


  I say all this by way of explanation: Impulsiveness is part of what it means to have Asperger’s.


  And it never ends well.


  Emma


  I am allowed to work at home on my column, but every Tuesday afternoon I have to trot downtown to meet with my editor. Mostly it’s a therapy session—she tells me what’s wrong with her life and expects me to dole her out advice, the way I do for the masses in the paper.


  I don’t mind, because I think that one hour a week of counseling is a pretty fair trade for a paycheck and health insurance. But it also means that on Tuesdays, when Jacob meets with Jess, she is responsible for getting him back to our house.


  Tonight, as soon as I walk through the door, I find Theo in the kitchen. “How do you feel?” I ask, pressing my palm against his forehead. “Do you have a fever?”


  I’d called home from Burlington, like I usually do before I leave the office, only to find out that Theo was sick and frantic because he’d left school without remembering that today is the day he walks Jacob to his appointment with Jess. A second call to the guidance department kept me from panicking: Mrs. Grenville had talked to Jacob about taking a bus to Jess’s new house and said he felt confident about doing it on his own.


  “It’s just a cold,” Theo says, ducking away. “But Jacob’s not home yet and it’s past four-thirty.”


  He doesn’t really need to say any more: Jacob would rather saw off his arm with a butter knife than miss an episode of CrimeBusters. But Jacob’s only fifteen minutes later than normal. “Well, he was meeting Jess somewhere new today. Maybe it’s a little farther away than her dorm was.”


  “But what if he never got there?” Theo says, visibly upset. “I should have just stayed in school and walked him there like usual—”


  “Honey, you were sick. Besides, Mrs. Grenville thought this might be a good opportunity for Jacob to be independent. And I think I’ve got Jess’s new phone number on my email; I can call if it makes you feel better.” I wrap my arms around Theo. It’s been too long since I hugged him; at fifteen, he ducks away from physical affection. But it’s sweet to see him worried about Jacob. There might be friction between them, but at heart, Theo loves his brother. “I’m sure Jacob’s fine, but I’m glad he’s got you looking out for him,” I say, and in that instant, I make a snap decision to capitalize on the goodwill Theo’s feeling for Jacob. “Let’s go out for Chinese tonight,” I suggest, even though eating out is a luxury we can’t afford; plus, it’s harder to find food Jacob can eat if I don’t make it myself.


  An unreadable expression crosses Theo’s face, but then he nods. “That would be cool,” he says gruffly, and he slides away from my grasp.


  The door to the mudroom opens. “Jacob?” I call, and I go to meet him.


  For a moment, I can’t speak. His eyes are wild and his nose is running. His hands flap at his sides as he shoves me into the wall and runs up to his room. “Jacob!”


  He has no lock on his bedroom door; I removed it years ago. Now, I push the door open and find Jacob inside his closet, underneath the tendrils of shirt cuffs and sweatpants, rocking back and forth and emitting a high, reedy note from his throat.


  “What’s the matter, baby?” I say, getting down on my hands and knees and crawling into the closet, too. I wrap my arms tight around him and start singing:


  “I shot the sheriff...but I didn’t shoot the deputy.”


  Jacob’s hands are flapping so hard that he is bruising me. “Talk to me,” I say. “Did something happen with Jess?”


  At the sound of her name, he arches backward, as if he’s been pierced by a bullet. He starts smacking his head against the wall so hard that it dents the plaster.


  “Don’t,” I beg, using every bit of strength I have to drag him forward, so that he cannot hurt himself.


  Dealing with an autistic meltdown is like dealing with a tornado. Once you are close enough to see it coming, there’s nothing to do but weather the storm. Unlike a child having a temper tantrum, Jacob doesn’t care if his behavior is making me react. He doesn’t make sure he’s not hurting himself. He isn’t doing it in order to get something. In fact, he’s not in control of himself at all. And unlike when he was four or five, I am not big enough to control him anymore.


  I get up and turn off all the lights in the room and pull down the blackout shades so that it is dark. I put on his Marley CD. Then I start pulling clothes off the hangers in his closet and pile them on his body—which at first makes him scream harder and then, as the weight builds, calms him down. By the time he falls asleep in my arms, I have ripped my blouse and my stockings. The CD has repeated four times in its entirety. The LED display on his alarm clock reads 8:35 P.M.


  “What set you off?” I whisper. It could have been anything—an argument with Jess, or the fact that he didn’t like the layout of the kitchen in her new accommodations, or the realization too late that he was missing his favorite TV show. I kiss Jacob on the forehead. Then, gently, I disengage myself from the knot of his arms and leave him curled on the floor with a pillow under his head. I cover him with the rainbow postage-stamp summertime quilt that’s been folded up for the season in his closet.


  Muscles stiff, I walk downstairs again. The lights have all been turned off, except for one in the kitchen.


  Let’s go out for Chinese tonight.


  But that was before I knew that I would be sucked into the black hole that Jacob can become at any given moment.


  There is a cereal bowl on the counter, with a puddle of soy milk still in the bottom. The Rice Chex box stands beside it like an accusation.


  Motherhood is a Sisyphean task. You finish sewing one seam shut, and another rips open. I have come to believe that this life I’m wearing will never really fit.


  I carry the bowl to the sink and swallow the tears that spring to the back of my throat. Oh, Theo. I’m so sorry.


  Again.


  CASE 3: BRAGGED, TAUNTED, “KAUGHT”


  Dennis Rader was a married man with two grown children, a former Cub Scout leader, and president of his Lutheran church. He also—after a thirty-one-year investigation—was revealed to be the serial killer known as BTK, short for Bind, Torture, and Kill—his method for murdering ten people in the Wichita, Kansas, area between 1974 and 1991. After the killings, letters were sent to the police bragging of the killings and offering grisly details. Following a twenty-five-year silence, those letters and packages resumed in 2004, claiming responsibility for a murder for which he had not been suspected. DNA was taken from beneath the fingernails of a victim, and authorities gathered eleven hundred DNA samples, attempting to find the serial killer.


  In one of BTK’s communications—a computer disk mailed to KSAS-TV—metadata from the Microsoft Word document revealed that the author was someone named Dennis, as well as a link to the Lutheran Church. Searching on the Internet, police were able to find a suspect: Dennis Rader. By obtaining his daughter’s DNA and comparing it with DNA samples found on the victims, the police were able to make a familial match—giving them enough probable cause for arrest. He has been sentenced to 175 years to life.


  So to all of you who surf for Internet porn or spend your free time writing anarchist manifestos: Beware. You can’t ever really get rid of something on your computer.


  3


  Rich


  I’ve faced down a lot of harrowing situations in my twenty years on the job: suicides in progress, felons on the run after an armed robbery, rape victims too traumatized to tell me their story. None of these, however, compare to having to work an audience made up of seven-year-olds.


  “Can you show us your gun again?” one kid asks.


  “Not a great idea,” I say, glancing at the teacher, who already asked me to remove my holster and weapon before coming into the class for Job Day—a request I had to refuse, since technically, I was still on the clock.


  “Do you get to shoot it?”


  I look over the ammo-obsessed boy’s head at the rest of the class. “Any other questions?”


  A little girl raises her hand. I recognize her; she might have come to one of Sasha’s birthday parties. “Do you always get the bad guys?” she asks.


  There’s no way to explain to a child that the line between good and evil isn’t nearly as black and white as a fairy tale would lead you to believe. That an ordinary person can turn into a villain, under the right circumstances. That sometimes we dragon slayers do things we aren’t proud of.


  I look her in the eye. “We sure try,” I say.


  On my hip, my cell phone starts to vibrate. I flip it open, see the number of the station, and stand up. “I’m going to have to cut this short...So one more time—what’s the number one rule of crime scenes?”


  The class sings the answer back to me: “Don’t touch something wet if it’s not from you!”


  As the teacher asks them all to thank me with a round of applause, I crouch down near Sasha’s desk. “What do you think? Did I embarrass you beyond repair?”


  “You did okay,” she says.


  “I can’t stay to have lunch with you,” I apologize. “I have to go down to the station.”


  “That’s all right, Daddy.” Sasha shrugs. “I’m used to it.”


  The hell with a bullet. What kills me is disappointing my kid.


  I kiss her on the crown of her head and let the teacher walk me to the door. Then I drive right to the station and get a quick briefing from the sergeant who took the original complaint.


  Mark Maguire, a UVM graduate student, is slouched in the waiting room. He’s wearing a baseball cap pulled low over his face and is bouncing his leg up and down nervously. I watch him for a second through the window before I head out to meet him.


  “Mr. Maguire?” I say. “I’m Detective Matson. What can I do for you?”


  He stands up. “My girlfriend’s missing.”


  “Missing,” I repeat.


  “Yeah. I called her last night, and there was no answer. And this morning, when I went to her place, she was gone.”


  “When was the last time you saw her?”


  “Tuesday morning,” Mark says.


  “Could there have been some emergency? Or an appointment she didn’t tell you about?”


  “No. She never goes anywhere without her purse, and it was still in the house...along with her coat. It’s freezing out. Why would she have gone somewhere without her coat?” His voice is wild, worried.


  “You two have a fight?”


  “She was kind of pissed off at me this weekend,” he admits. “But we’d talked it out. We were good again.”


  I bet, I think. “Have you tried calling her friends?”


  “No one’s seen her. Not her friends, not her teachers. And she’s not the kind of person who cuts classes.”


  We do not usually open up a missing person’s case until thirty-six hours have passed—although that’s not a hard-and-fast rule. The extent of the net to be cast is determined by the missing person’s status: at risk, or at no apparent risk. And right now, there’s something about this guy—some hunch—that makes me think he’s not telling me everything. “Mr. Maguire,” I say, “why don’t you and I take a ride?”


  ***


  Jess Ogilvy is doing pretty damn well for a grad student. She lives in a tony neighborhood full of brick houses and BMWs. “How long has she lived here?” I ask.


  “Only a week—she’s house-sitting for one of her professors, who’s in Italy for the semester.”


  We park on the street, and Maguire leads me to the back door, which isn’t locked. That’s not an uncommon occurrence around here; in spite of all my warnings about being safe instead of sorry, a lot of folks make the incorrect assumption that crime could not and does not happen in this town.


  In the mudroom, there’s a mélange of items—from the coat that must belong to the girl to a walking stick to a pair of men’s boots. The kitchen is tidy, and there is a mug in the sink with a tea bag in it. “I didn’t touch anything,” Maguire says. “This was all here when I showed up this morning.” The mail is stacked neatly in a pile on the table. A purse lies on its side, and I open it to find a wallet with $213 still in it.


  “Did you notice anything missing?” I ask.


  “Yeah,” Maguire says. “Upstairs.” He leads me to a guest bedroom where the drawers of a single dresser are half open, clothes spilling out of them. “She’s a neat freak,” he says. “She’d never leave the bed unmade, or have clothes lying around the floor like this. But this box with the gift wrap on it? It had a backpack inside that’s gone now. It still had the tags on it. Her aunt got it for her for Christmas, and she hated it.”


  I walk to the closet. Inside are several dresses, as well as a few button-down men’s shirts and pairs of jeans. “Those are mine,” Maguire says.


  “You live here, too?”


  “Not officially, as far as the professor goes. But yeah, I’ve been staying over most nights. Until she kicked me out, anyway.”


  “She kicked you out?”


  “I told you, we kind of had a fight. She didn’t want to talk to me on Sunday night. But Monday, we’d worked things out.”


  “Define that,” I say.


  “We had sex,” Maguire replies.


  “Consensual?”


  “Jesus, dude. What kind of guy do you think I am?” He seems truly affronted.


  “What about her makeup? Her toiletries?”


  “Her toothbrush is missing,” Maguire says. “But her makeup’s still here. Look, shouldn’t you be calling in backup or something? Or posting an AMBER Alert?”


  I ignore him. “Did you try contacting her parents? Where do they live?”


  “I called them—they’re in Bennington, and they haven’t heard from her, and now they’re in a panic, too.”


  Great, I think. “Has she ever disappeared like this before?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve only been going out with her for a few months.”


  “Look,” I say. “If you stick around, she’ll probably call, or just come back home. Sounds to me like she needed to cool off for a while.”


  “You gotta be kidding me,” Maguire says. “If she left on purpose, why would she forget to take her wallet but remember her cell phone? Why would she use a backpack she couldn’t wait to return for store credit?”


  “I don’t know. To throw you off her trail, maybe?”


  Maguire’s eyes flash, and I know the moment before he springs that he is going to come after me. I throw him off with one quick move that twists his arm behind his back. “Careful,” I mutter. “I could arrest you for that.”


  Maguire tenses in my hold. “My girlfriend’s gone missing. I pay your salary, and you won’t even do your job and investigate?”


  Technically, if Maguire is a student, he’s not paying my salary, but I am not about to press the point. “Tell you what,” I say, releasing him. “I’ll take one more look around.”


  I wander into the master bedroom, but clearly Jess Ogilvy hasn’t been sleeping there; it is pristine. The master bathroom reveals slightly damp towels, but the shower floor is already dry. Downstairs, there’s no sign of disorder in the living room. I walk around the perimeter of the house and then check the mailbox. Inside is a note, printed from a computer, asking the postman to hold the mail until further notified.


  Who the hell types a note to the postman?


  Snapping on a pair of gloves, I slip the note into an evidence bag. I’ll have the lab run a ninhydrin test for prints.


  Right now, my hunch is that if they don’t match Jess Ogilvy’s, they’re going to match Mark Maguire’s.


  Emma


  I don’t know what to expect when I go into Jacob’s room the next morning. He slept through the night—I checked on him every hour—but I know from past experience that he won’t be expressive until those neurotransmitters aren’t raging through his bloodstream anymore.


  I called Jess twice—on her cell, and at her new residence—but only got voice mail. I’ve sent her an email, asking her to tell me what happened at yesterday’s session, if there was anything out of the ordinary. But until I hear back from her, I have to deal with Jacob.


  When I peek in at 6:00 A.M., he’s not sleeping anymore. He’s sitting on his bed with his hands in his lap, staring at the wall across from him.


  “Jacob?” I say tentatively. “Honey?” I walk closer and gently shake him.


  Jacob continues to stare at the wall in silence. I wave a hand in front of his face, but he doesn’t respond.


  “Jacob!” I grab his shoulders and pull on them. He topples to the side and just lies where he has fallen.


  Panic climbs the ladder of my throat. “Speak to me,” I demand. I am thinking catatonia. I am thinking schizophrenia. I am thinking of all the lost places Jacob could slip to in his own mind, and not return.


  Straddling his big body, I strike him hard enough across the face to leave a red handprint, and still he doesn’t react.


  “Don’t,” I say, starting to cry. “Don’t do this to me.”


  There is a voice at the door. “What’s going on?” Theo asks, his face still hazy with sleep and his hair sticking up in hedgehog spikes.


  In that instant, I realize that Theo might be my savior. “Say something that would upset your brother,” I order.


  He looks at me as if I’m crazy.


  “There’s something wrong with him,” I explain, my voice breaking. “I just want him to come back. I need to make him come back.”


  Theo glances down at Jacob’s slack body, his vacant eyes, and I can tell he’s scared. “But—”


  “Do it, Theo,” I say.


  I think it’s the quiver in my voice, not the command, which makes him agree. Tentatively, Theo leans close to Jacob. “Wake up!”


  “Theo,” I sigh. We both know he’s holding back.


  “You’re going to be late for school,” Theo says. I watch closely, but there’s no recognition in Jacob’s eyes.


  “I’m getting in the shower first,” Theo adds. “And then I’m gonna mess up your closet.” When Jacob just stays silent, the anger Theo usually keeps hidden rolls over him like a tsunami. “You freak,” he shouts, so loud that Jacob’s hair stirs with the force of his breath. “You stupid goddamn freak!”


  Jacob doesn’t even flinch.


  “Why can’t you be normal?” Theo yells, punching his brother in the chest. He hits him again, harder this time. “Just be fucking normal!” he cries, and I realize tears are streaming down Theo’s face. For a moment, we are caught in this hell, with Jacob unresponsive between us.


  “Get me a phone,” I say, and Theo turns and flies out the door.


  As I sink down beside Jacob, the bulk of his weight sways toward me. Theo reappears with the telephone, and I punch in the page number for Jacob’s psychiatrist, Dr. Murano. She calls me back thirty seconds later, her voice still rough with sleep. “Emma,” she says. “What’s going on?”


  I explain Jacob’s meltdown last night, and his catatonia this morning. “And you don’t know what triggered it?” she asks.


  “No. He had a meeting with his tutor yesterday.” I look at Jacob. A line of drool snakes from the corner of his mouth. “I called her, but she hasn’t phoned me back yet.”


  “Does he look like he’s in physical distress?”


  No, I think. That would be me. “I don’t know...I don’t think so.”


  “Is he breathing?”


  “Yes.”


  “Does he know who you are?”


  “No,” I admit, and this is what really scares me. If he doesn’t know who I am, how can I help him remember who he is?


  “Tell me his vitals.”


  I put the phone down and look at my wristwatch, make a count. “His pulse is ninety and his respirations are twenty.”


  “Look, Emma,” the doctor says, “I’m an hour away from where you are. I think you need to take him to the ER.”


  I know what will happen then. If Jacob is unable to snap out of this, he’ll be a candidate for a 302 involuntary commitment in the hospital psych ward.


  After I hang up, I kneel down in front of Jacob. “Baby, just give me a sign. Just show me you’re on the other side.”


  Jacob doesn’t even blink.


  Wiping my eyes, I head to Theo’s room. He’s barricaded himself inside; I have to bang heavily on the door to be heard over the beat of his music. When he finally opens it, his eyes are red-rimmed and his jaw is set. “I need your help moving him,” I say flatly, and for once Theo doesn’t fight me. Together we try to haul Jacob’s big frame out of his bed and downstairs, into the car. I take his arms; Theo takes his legs. We drag, we push, we shove. By the time we reach the mudroom door, I am bathed in sweat and Theo’s legs are bruised from where he twice stumbled under Jacob’s weight.


  “I’ll get the car door,” Theo says, and he runs into the driveway, his socks crunching lightly on the old snow.


  Together, we manage to get Jacob to the car. He doesn’t even make a sound when his bare feet touch the icy driveway. We put him into the backseat headfirst, and then I struggle to pull him to a sitting position, practically crawling into his lap to fasten his seat belt. With my head pressed up against Jacob’s heart, I listen for the click of metal to metal.


  “Heeeeere’s Johnny.”


  The words aren’t his. They’re Jack Nicholson’s, in The Shining. But it’s his voice, his beautiful, tattered, sandpaper voice.


  “Jacob?” I cup my hands around his face.


  He is not looking at me, but then again, he never looks at me. “Mom,” Jacob says, “my feet are really cold.”


  I burst into tears and gather him tight in my arms. “Oh, baby,” I reply, “let’s do something about that.”


  Jacob


  This is where I go, when I go:


  It’s a room with no windows and no doors, and walls that are thin enough for me to see and hear everything but too thick to break through.


  I’m there, but I’m not there.


  I am pounding to be let out, but nobody can hear me.


  This is where I go, when I go:


  To a country where everyone’s face looks different from mine, and the language is the act of not speaking, and noise is everywhere in the air we breathe. I am doing what the Romans do in Rome; I am trying to communicate, but no one has bothered to tell me that these people cannot hear.


  This is where I go, when I go:


  Somewhere completely, unutterably orange.


  This is where I go, when I go:


  To the place where my body becomes a piano, full of black keys only—the sharps and the flats, when everyone knows that to play a song other people want to hear, you need some white keys.


  This is why I come back:


  To find those white keys.


  ***


  I am not exaggerating when I say that my mother has been staring at me for fifteen minutes. “Shouldn’t you be doing something else?” I finally ask.


  “Right. You’re right,” she says, flustered, but she doesn’t actually leave.


  “Mom,” I groan. “There has got to be something more fascinating than watching me eat.” There’s watching paint dry, for example. Or watching the laundry cycle.


  I know that I’ve given her a scare today, because of what happened this morning. It’s apparent in (a) her inability to leave my side for more than three seconds and (b) her willingness to cook me Ore-Ida Crinkles fries for breakfast. She even forced Theo to take the bus today, instead of being driven into school like usual, because she didn’t want to leave me at home alone and had already decided that I was going to have a sick day.


  Frankly, I don’t understand why she’s so upset, when I am the one who went missing.


  Frankly, I wonder who Frank was, and why he has an adverb all to himself.


  “I’m going to take a shower,” I announce. “Are you coming, too?”


  That, finally, shocks her into moving. “You’re sure you feel all right?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll come up and check on you in a few minutes, then.”


  As soon as she is gone, I put the plate with the French fries on the nightstand. I am going to take a shower; I just have something to do first.


  I have my own fuming chamber. It used to be the home of my pet fish, Arlo, before he died. The empty fish tank sits on the top of my dresser now, inverted. Underneath the fish tank is a coffee cup warmer. I used to use a Sterno, but my mother wasn’t very enthusiastic about fire (even one burning at low level) in my room, hence the electric warmer. On top of this I make a little boat out of aluminum foil, and then I squeeze in a small nickel-size dollop of Krazy Glue. I take the mug of cocoa (nondairy, of course) my mother brought me and stick it in the chamber, too—it will provide humidity in the air, even though I won’t want to drink it after the fuming, when white scum is floating around on its surface. Finally, I place inside the drinking glass that has a known sample on it—my test fingerprint—to make sure everything is working.


  There’s only one thing left to do, but it makes my stomach clench.


  I have to force myself to sort through the clothes I was wearing yesterday to find the item I want to fume, the one I took home from her house. And that of course makes me think of everything else, which means the corners of my mind go black.


  I have to actively work to not be sucked into that hole again.


  Even through the latex glove I’ve slipped on I can feel how cold the metal is. How cold everything was, last night.


  ***


  In the shower, I scrub really hard, until my skin is too pink and my eyes are raw from staring into the stream of water. I remember everything.


  Even when I don’t want to.


  Once, when I was in third grade, a boy made fun of the way I talked. I didn’t understand why his impression of me, with words falling flat as pancakes, would be funny to anyone. I didn’t understand why he kept saying things like Take me to your leader. All I knew was that he followed me around on the playground, and everywhere he went, people would laugh at me. What is your problem? I finally asked, turning around to find him right on my heels.


  What is your problem? he parroted.


  I’d really prefer it if you could find something else to do, I said.


  I’d really prefer it if you could find something else to do.


  And before I knew what I was really planning, my fingers closed into a fist and punched him square in the face.


  There was blood everywhere. I didn’t like having his blood on my hand. I didn’t like having it on my shirt, which was supposed to be yellow.


  The boy, meanwhile, was knocked unconscious, and I was dragged to the principal’s office and suspended for a week.


  I don’t like to talk about that day, because it makes me feel like I am full of broken glass.


  I never thought I’d see that much blood again on my hands, but I was wrong.


  ***


  It only takes ten minutes for the cyanoacrylate—the Krazy Glue—to properly work. The monomers in its vapors polymerize in the presence of water, amines, amides, hydroxyl, and carboxylic acid—all of which happen to be found in the oils left by fingerprints. They stick to those oils, creating a latent image, which can be made more visible by dusting with powder. Then, the image can be photographed and resized and compared to the known sample.


  There’s a knock on my door. “You okay in there?”


  “No, I’m hanging from a closet rod,” I say.


  This is not the truth.


  “That’s not funny, Jacob,” my mother replies.


  “Fine, I’m getting dressed.”


  This is not the truth, either. I am actually wearing my underwear and a T-shirt right now.


  “Okay,” she says. “Well, give a holler when you’re done.”


  I wait until her footsteps fade down the hall, and then I remove the glass from beneath the fish tank. Sure enough, there are several prints. I dust them with a dual-use powder, which has contrast on both white and black surfaces. Then I dust the prints on the second item, too.


  I photograph them at close range with the digital camera I got for Christmas two years ago and load the images into my computer. It’s always a good idea to photograph your latent prints prior to lifting them, just in case you destroy them during the process. Later, in Adobe Photoshop, I can invert the colors of the ridges and resize the prints. I can begin an analysis.


  I carefully tape over the print to preserve it, intending to hide what I took away from her house in a place where no one will ever find it.


  My mother, by then, is tired of waiting. She opens the door. “Jacob, put on a pair of pants!”


  She holds her hand over her eyes but enters my bedroom all the same.


  “No one told you to come in,” I say.


  She sniffs. “You’ve been using Krazy Glue again, haven’t you? I told you I don’t want you fuming while you’re in the room—that can’t be good for you.” She pauses. “Then again, if you’re fuming, you must be feeling better.”


  I don’t say anything.


  “Is that your cocoa in there?”


  “Yes,” I say.


  She shakes her head. “Come on downstairs,” my mother sighs. “I’ll make you a fresh cup.”


  ***


  Here are some facts about forensics:


  1.Forensics is defined as the scientific methods and techniques used in connection with the detection of crime.


  2.The word forensic comes from the Latin forensis, which means “before the forum.” In Roman times, a criminal charge was presented in front of a public group in the forum. The accused and the victim would give testimony, and the one who had the best argument would win.


  3.The first written account of forensics to solve cases was during the Song Dynasty in China in 1248. After a person was killed with a sickle, an investigator told everyone to bring their sickles to a specified location, and when the flies were drawn to one by the smell of blood, the murderer confessed.


  4.The earliest incidence of fingerprint use to determine identity was in the seventh century, when a debtor’s fingerprints were attached to a bill, as proof of the debt for the lender.


  5.Forensic science is a lot easier to perform when you aren’t personally involved.


  The tips of your fingers, the palms of your hands, and the soles of your feet aren’t smooth. They are friction-ridged skin, series of lines with contours and shapes, like a topographical map. Along those lines are sweat pores, and if they become contaminated with sweat, ink, blood, or dirt, they’ll leave a reproduction of those lines on the object that’s been touched. Or, in less fancy terms, a fingerprint.


  If the print can be seen, it can be photographed. If it can be photographed, it can be preserved and compared to a known sample. It’s an art as much as it’s a science: since I don’t have an AFIS terminal in my house to scan the latent print and spit out fifty candidates with matching similarities, I have to rely on the naked eye. The goal is to find ten to twelve similarities between the known sample and the latent print—that’s what most examiners would conclude to be a match.


  On my computer screen, I set images of the two prints. I place my cursor on the core, the centermost part of the print. I mark a delta—a small triangular formation to the left of the core. I note ending ridges and bifurcations and a circular whorl. A bifurcation, then two ridges, then another bifurcation downward.


  Just like I assumed: This is a match.


  That makes me feel like I am going to throw up, but I swallow and force myself to do what needs to be done.


  Like yesterday.


  Shaking my head clear, I take a small Tupperware container that I’ve filched from the kitchen and place the evidence inside. Then I rummage around in my closet until I find Jemima Puddle-Duck. She’s a stuffed animal that I used to sleep with when I was a kid, and because she is white, she is up on a shelf above the rest of my clothes that have actual pigmentation. I place her facedown in my lap and, using a box cutter, make an incision in the place where she might have had a heart.


  The Tupperware has to be jammed inside, and it makes Jemima look like she has an unsightly rib cage, but it works. I suture her with the same thread I used last week to fix a hole in my sock. I’m not very good at it—I stick myself nearly every stitch—but I get the job done.


  Then I take out a notebook and start writing.


  When I am done, I lie down on my bed. I wish I were at school. It’s harder, when I’m not working at something.


  “I shot the sheriff,” I whisper. “But I swear it was in self-defense.”


  ***


  I’ve often thought about how a person could commit the perfect crime.


  Everyone always talks about the proverbial icicle—stab someone and the murder weapon will melt—but it’s a long shot (a) that you will be able to grip that icicle long enough to inflict a wound and (b) that it won’t break off when it hits the skin before puncturing it. Mescaline sprinkled over someone’s salad would be subtler—the brown powder would be virtually indistinguishable mixed with vinaigrette, and you wouldn’t taste the bitter flavor, especially if there was chicory or arugula in the mix. But what if you only made your victim have a bad trip instead of die, and plus, where would you get your stash? You could take someone sailing and shove him overboard, preferably after getting him drunk, and say he fell accidentally—but then, you would need to have a boat. A mix of Vicodin and alcohol would slow the heart excessively, but your victim would have to pretty much be a party animal for a detective to not find that suspicious. I’ve heard of people who try to burn down a house after committing murder, but that never really works. The arson inspectors can trace where the fire started. Plus, a body has to be charred beyond recognition—and dental work—to not point a finger back at you. I wouldn’t recommend anything that leaves blood, either. It’s messy; you’ll need lots of bleach to clean it, and there’s bound to still be a drop left behind.


  The conundrum of the perfect crime is complicated, because getting away with murder has very little to do with the mechanism of the killing and everything to do with what you do before and after. The only way to really cover a crime is to not tell a soul. Not your wife, not your mother, not your priest. And, of course, you have to have killed the right kind of person—someone who isn’t going to be looked for. Someone who nobody wants to see again.


  Theo


  Once, a girl came up to me in the cafeteria and asked me if I wanted to go to Jesus Camp. You will be saved, she told me, and man, I was tempted. I mean, it’s been pretty clear to me for a while that I’m going to hell, because of all the secret thoughts I’m not supposed to have about Jacob.


  You always read these books about kids who have autistic siblings and who are constantly looking out for them, who love them to death, who do a better job defusing their tantrums than the adults. Well, I’m not one of those people. Sure, when Jacob used to wander off I’d feel sick in the pit of my stomach, but it wasn’t because I was worried about him. It was because I had to be an awful brother to be thinking what I was: Maybe he’ll never be found, and I can get on with my life.


  I used to have dreams that my brother was normal. You know, that we could fight about ordinary things, like whose turn it was to control the television remote, or who got to ride shotgun in the car. But I was never allowed to fight with Jacob. Not when I’d forget to lock my bedroom door and he came in and stole my CDs for some forensics project; not when we were little and he’d walk around the table at my birthday party, eating cake off the plates of my friends. My mother said it was a house rule, and she explained it like this: Jacob’s different from the rest of us. Gee, you think? And by the way, since when does being different net you a free pass in life?


  The problem is, Jacob’s difference doesn’t confine itself to Jacob. It’s like the time my mother’s red shirt bled in the wash and turned all my clothes pink: my brother’s Asperger’s has made me different, too. I could never have friends over, because what if Jacob had a meltdown? If I thought it was weird to see my brother peeing on the heater to watch steam rise, what the hell would someone from school think? That I was a freak, no doubt, by association.


  True confession number one: When I’m walking down the hall in school and I see Jacob at the other end of the corridor, I intentionally divert my path to avoid him.


  True confession number two: Once, when a bunch of kids from another school started making fun of Jacob as he attempted to play kickball—a hot mess if ever there was one—I pretended that I didn’t know him; I laughed along, too.


  True confession number three: I truly believe that I have it worse than Jacob, because he’s oblivious most of the time to the fact that people want nothing to do with him; but I am one hundred percent aware that they’re all looking at me and thinking, Oh, that’s the bizarre kid’s brother.


  True confession number four: I don’t sit around thinking about having kids, normally, but when I do it scares the shit out of me. What if my own son winds up being like Jacob? I’ve already spent my whole childhood dealing with autism; I don’t know if I can handle doing it for the rest of my life.


  Any time I think of one of these things, I feel like crap. I’m pretty much useless: not Jacob’s parent, and not one of his teachers. I’m just here as the benchmark alternative, so that my mother can look from Jacob to me and measure the distance between an AS kid and a so-called normal one.


  When that girl asked me to go to Jesus Camp, I asked her if Jesus was going to be there. She looked confused, and then said no. Well, I said, isn’t that a little like going to hockey camp and not playing hockey? As I walked away, the girl told me Jesus loved me.


  How do you know? I asked.


  Once, after Jacob had raged through my room like a tropical storm and destroyed most of what was important to me, my mother came in to commiserate. Deep down, he loves you, she told me.


  How do you know? I asked.


  I don’t, she admitted. But it’s what I have to believe to keep going.


  ***


  I’ve looked in my jacket, my pants. I’ve scoured the driveway. But I can’t find the iPod, and that means it’s lost somewhere between here and her house.


  What if she knows I tried to take it?


  What if she tells someone?


  ***


  By the time I get home from school, life is back to normal. My mother is typing away on her laptop at the kitchen table, and Jacob is in his room with the door closed. I make myself ramen noodles and eat them in my room with Coldplay blasting as I do my French homework.


  My mother’s always telling me I can’t listen to music when I do my homework. Once, she barged in and accused me of not working on my English paper when it was what I’d been doing all along. How good could it possibly be, she said, if you’re not concentrating?


  I told her to sit down and read the stupid paper on my computer.


  She did, and shut up pretty quickly. I got an A on that project, as I recall.


  I guess that somehow the gene pool in our family got all mixed up, and as a result, Jacob can only focus on one thing, an extreme obsession, while I can do sixteen thousand things at a time.


  When I finish my homework I’m still hungry, so I go downstairs. My mother is nowhere to be found—and there’s no freaking food in the house, for a change (not)—but I notice Jacob sitting in the living room. I look up at the clock, but I hardly have to—if it’s 4:30 in our house, it must be CrimeBusters.


  I hesitate at the doorway, watching him pore over his notebooks. Half of me is ready to slink away without being seen by Jacob, but the other half remembers what he looked like this morning. In spite of all I’ve said about wishing he was never born, seeing him like that—like the light had gone out inside him, sort of—made me feel like I’d been punched over and over in the gut.


  What if I’d been born first, and was the one who wound up with Asperger’s? Would he be standing here wishing I wouldn’t notice him, too?


  Before I can even let myself get good and guilty, Jacob starts talking. He doesn’t look at me—he never does—but that probably means all his other senses are more finely tuned. “It’s episode twenty-two today,” he says, as if we have been in the middle of a conversation. “An oldie but a goodie.”


  “How many times have you seen this one?” I ask.


  He glances down at his notebook. “Thirty-eight.”


  I’m not a huge fan of CrimeBusters. In the first place, I think the acting is bad. In the second place, this has to be the richest CSI lab ever, with all its bells and whistles. Something tells me that the fuming chamber at the state lab in Vermont looks a lot more like Jacob’s duct-taped old fish tank than the CrimeBusters version, which is jazzed up with blue neon lights and lots of chrome. Plus, the investigators seem to spend a lot more time figuring out who’s going to jump into bed with whom than they do solving crimes.


  All the same, I sit down next to my brother on the couch. There’s a good foot of space between us, because Jacob isn’t crazy about being touched. I know better than to talk when the show is on—instead, I limit my editorial comments to the moments when there are commercials for erectile dysfunction drugs and OxiClean.


  The story line involves a girl who’s found dead after a hit-and-run. There’s a paint scrape on her scooter, so the sexy CSI takes it to the lab. Meanwhile, the dude who does the autopsies finds a bruise on the girl’s body that looks like a fingerprint. The crusty old CSI photographs it and takes it to the lab and gets a hit—some retired government employee who’s drinking his prune juice and using a Clapper when Crusty and Sexy show up. They ask him if he’s had a car accident lately, and he says that his car was stolen. Unfortunately for him, the CSIs find it parked in the attached garage. Caught red-handed, he admits that he was driving and that his foot hit the accelerator instead of the brake. When Sexy examines the car, though, she finds the driver’s seat pushed back too far for the old man’s height, and the stereo set to hip-hop. Sexy asks if anyone else drives Grandpa’s car just as a teenage boy enters. Gramps admits that after hitting the girl on her scooter, he banged his head, so his grandson drove him home. Needless to say, no one believes him, but it’s his word against theirs until Crusty finds a piece of tooth lodged in the steering wheel, which gets matched to the grandson. The kid’s arrested, and his grandfather gets released.


  The whole time I am watching this, Jacob is scribbling away in his notebooks. He has shelves full of them, all filled with crime scenarios that aired on this TV show. “What do you write down in there?” I ask.


  Jacob shrugs. “The evidence. Then I try to deduce what will happen.”


  “But you’ve seen this one thirty-eight times,” I say. “You already know how it’s going to turn out.”


  Jacob’s pen keeps scratching across the page. “But maybe it’ll end differently this time,” he says. “Maybe today, the kid won’t get caught.”


  Rich


  On Thursday morning my phone rings. “Matson,” I say, answering.


  “The CDs are in alphabetical order.”


  I frown at the unfamiliar voice. Sounds like some kind of speakeasy password. The CDs are in alphabetical order. And the bluebird wears fishnet stockings. And just like that, you get entry to the inner sanctum.


  “I beg your pardon?” I say.


  “Whoever took Jess hung around long enough to alphabetize the CDs.”


  Now I recognize the voice—Mark Maguire. “I assume your girlfriend hasn’t returned yet,” I say.


  “Would I be calling you if she had?”


  I clear my throat. “Tell me what you noticed.”


  “I dropped a handful of change on the carpet this morning, and when I picked it up, I realized that the tower that holds the CDs had been moved. There was a little sunken spot in the carpet, you know?”


  “Right,” I say.


  “So these professors—they’ve got hundreds of CDs. And they keep them in this four-sided tower that spins. Anyway, I noticed that all the Ws were organized together. Richard Wagner, Dionne Warwick, Dinah Washington, the Who, John Williams, Mary Lou Williams. And then Lester Young, Johann Zumsteeg—”


  “They listen to the Who?”


  “I looked on all four sides—and every single CD is in order.”


  “Is it possible they always were, and you didn’t notice?” I ask.


  “No, because last weekend, when Jess and I were looking for some decent music to listen to, they sure as hell didn’t look that way.”


  “Mr. Maguire,” I say. “Let me call you right back.”


  “Wait—it’s been two days now—”


  I hang up and pinch the bridge of my nose. Then I dial the state lab and talk to Iris, a grandmother type who has a little crush on me, which I milk when I need my evidence processed fast. “Iris,” I say, “how’s the prettiest girl in the lab?”


  “I’m the only girl in the lab.” She laughs. “You calling about your mailbox note?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Came up clean. No prints at all.”


  I thank her and hang up the phone. It figures that a perp who alphabetizes CDs is smart enough to wear gloves while leaving a note. We probably won’t get any prints off the computer keyboard, either.


  On the other hand, the spices might be organized by indigenous regions.


  If Mark Maguire is involved with his girlfriend’s disappearance, and wants to lead us on a very different profiling track, he might conceivably alphabetize CDs—the least likely thing I’d ever expect of Mark Maguire.


  Which could also explain why it took him twenty-four more hours to do it.


  In any case, I am going to take a look at those CDs myself. And the contents of Jess Ogilvy’s purse. And anything else that might indicate where she is, and why she’s there.


  I stand up and grab my jacket, heading past dispatch to tell them where I am going, when one of the desk sergeants pulls at my sleeve. “This here’s Detective Matson,” he says.


  “Good,” another man barks. “Now I know who to get the chief to fire.”


  Behind him, a woman in tears twists the leather straps of her handbag.


  “I’m sorry,” I say, smiling politely. “I didn’t catch your name?”


  “Claude Ogilvy,” he replies. “State Senator Claude Ogilvy.”


  “Senator, we’re doing everything we can to find your daughter.”


  “I find that hard to believe,” he says, “when you haven’t even had anyone in this department investigating it.”


  “As a matter of fact, Senator, I was just on my way to your daughter’s residence.”


  “I assume, of course, that you’re meeting the rest of the police force there. Because I certainly wouldn’t want to find out that two whole days had gone by without this police department taking my daughter’s disappearance seriously—”


  I cut him off midsentence by taking his arm and propelling him toward my office. “With all due respect, Senator, I’d prefer it if you didn’t tell me how to do my own job—”


  “I damn well will tell you whatever I want whenever I want until my daughter is brought back safe and sound!”


  I ignore him and offer a chair to his wife. “Mrs. Ogilvy,” I say, “has Jess tried to contact you at all?”


  She shakes her head. “And I can’t call her. Her voice-mail box is full.”


  The senator shakes his head. “That’s because that idiot Maguire kept leaving messages—”


  “Has she ever run away before?” I ask.


  “No, she’d never do that.”


  “Has she been upset lately? Worried about anything?”


  Mrs. Ogilvy shakes her head. “She was so excited about moving into that house. Said it beat out the dorms any day...”


  “How about her relationship with her boyfriend?”


  At that, Senator Ogilvy stays blissfully, stonily silent. His wife spares him a quick glance. “There’s no accounting for love,” she says.


  “If he hurt her,” Ogilvy mutters. “If he laid a finger on her—”


  “Then we will find out about it, and we will take care of it,” I smoothly interject. “The first priority, though, is locating Jess.”


  Mrs. Ogilvy leans forward. Her eyes are red-rimmed. “Do you have a daughter, Detective?” she asks.


  Once, at a fairground, Sasha and I were walking through the midway when a rowdy group of teenagers barreled between us, breaking the bond between our hands. I tried to keep my eye on her, but she was tiny, and when the group was gone, so was Sasha. I found myself standing in the middle of the fairground, turning in circles and screaming her name, while all around me rides spun in circles and wisps of cotton candy flew from their metal wheels onto a spool and the roar of chain saws spitting through wood announced the lumberjack contest. When I finally found her, petting the nose of a Jersey calf in a 4-H barn, I was so relieved that my legs gave out; I literally fell to my knees.


  I haven’t even responded, but Mrs. Ogilvy puts her hand on her husband’s arm. “See, I told you, Claude,” she murmurs. “He understands.”


  Jacob


  The sensory break room at school has a swing hanging from the ceiling. It’s made of rope and stretchy blue material, and when you sit inside it, it wraps you like a cocoon. You can pull the sides close so that you can’t see out and no one can see in, and spin in circles. There are also mats with different textures, wind chimes, a fan. There’s a fiber-optic lamp that has hundreds of points of light that change from green to purple to pink. There are sponges and Koosh balls and brushes and Bubble Wrap and weighted blankets. There’s a noise machine that only an aide is allowed to turn on, and you can choose to listen to waves or rain or white noise or a jungle. There’s a bubble tube, about three feet tall, with plastic fish that move in lazy circles.


  In school, part of my IEP is a cool-off pass—a COP. If I need to, at any time, even during an exam, my teachers will allow me to leave the classroom. Sometimes, the outside world gets a little too tight for me, and I need a place to relax. I can come to the sensory break room, but the truth is, I hardly ever do. The only kids who use the sensory break room are special needs, and walking through the door, I might as well just slap a big fat label on myself that says I’m not normal.


  So most of the time when I need a break, I wander around the hallways. Sometimes I go to the cafeteria to get a bottle of Vitaminwater. (The best flavor? Focus, kiwi-strawberry, with vitamin A and lutein for clarity. The worst? Essential. Orange-orange. Need I say more?) Sometimes I hang out in the teachers’ room, playing chess with Mr. Pakeeri or helping Mrs. Leatherwood, the school secretary, stuff envelopes. But these past two days, when I leave my classroom I head right for that sensory break room.


  The aide who staffs the room, Ms. Agworth, is also the Quiz Bowl teacher. Every day at 11:45 she leaves to make photocopies of whatever it is she’s using in Quiz Bowl later that day. For this very reason, I’ve made it a point to use my COP pass at 11:30 for the past two days. It gets me out of English, which is a blessing in disguise, since we are reading Flowers for Algernon and just last week a girl asked (not in a mean way but truly curious) whether there were any experiments under way that might cure people like me.


  Today, I enter the sensory break room and make a beeline for the Koosh balls. Holding one in each hand, I wrestle my way into the swing and pull the material closed around me. “Morning, Jacob,” Ms. Agworth says. “You need anything?”


  “Not right now,” I murmur.


  I don’t know why people with AS are so sensitive to things like texture and color and sound and light. When I don’t look someone in the eye, and when other people very pointedly look away from me so they don’t appear to be staring, I sometimes wonder if I even really exist. The items in this room are the sensory equivalent of the game Battleship. Instead of calling out coordinates—B-4, D-7—I call for another physical sensation. Each time I feel the weight of a blanket on my arm, or the pop of Bubble Wrap under my body when I roll on it, it’s a direct hit. And at the end of my sensory break, instead of sinking my battleship, I’ve just found a way to locate myself in the grid of this world.


  I close my eyes and slowly spin inside this dark, close ball. “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,” I murmur.


  “What’s that, Jacob?” Ms. Agworth says.


  “Nothing,” I shout. I wait until I’ve swung in three more slow pivots, and then I emerge.


  “How are you doing today?” she asks.


  It seems like a pretty gratuitous question, given the fact that I wouldn’t be in this room if I were able to tolerate sitting in class like neurotypical people. But when I don’t answer, she doesn’t pry. She just keeps reading her trivia books and jotting down notes.


  The largest fish in the world is a whale shark, at fifty feet. Four million marshmallow Peeps are made each day.


  (That sort of makes me wonder who on earth is buying them when it’s not Easter.)


  It takes the average adult man thirteen minutes to eat his dinner.


  “I’ve got one for you, Ms. Agworth,” I say. “The word ass is in the Bible 170 times.”


  “Thanks for that, Jacob, but it’s not really appropriate.” She shuffles her papers and looks down at her watch. “You think you’d be okay for a few minutes, if I ran down to the office to make some copies?”


  Technically, she is not supposed to leave me alone. And I know there are certain other autistic kids who use the sensory room that she’d never stop watching like a hawk—Mathilda, for example, would probably fashion a noose out of the rope on the swing; Charlie would start tearing the shelves off the walls. But me, I’m a pretty safe bet. “No problem, Ms. A,” I say.


  In fact, I am counting on it. And the moment the door closes behind her again, I pull the cell phone out of my pocket. As soon as I flip it open and press the power button, it lights up: little blue squares around each number, and a picture of Jess and Mark on the screen saver.


  I cover Mark’s face with my thumb.


  It’s Thursday, and today I’m allowed to call her. I already broke the rules and called her twice before from this phone—dialing her own cell number, even though I knew I would be automatically dumped into voice mail. Hey, so, this is Jess, and you know what to do.


  I am already starting to forget the notes in the song of her voice.


  Today, though, instead of hearing her message, I heard a tinny voice telling me that this wireless customer’s mailbox is full.


  I’m prepared for this. I have memorized the phone number she gave me a week ago, the one that belongs to the new house. I dial it, even though I have to do it twice because it’s unfamiliar and the numbers get tangled in my head.


  A machine picks up. Hey, this is Jess at the Robertsons’ house. They’re out of town, but you can leave a message for me!


  I hang up and dial it again.


  Hey, this is Jess at the Robertsons’ house.


  I wait till the beep, and then I hang up. I turn off the power button on the cell phone, too. Then I speak my message, the same words I say to her every Thursday: See you in three days.


  Emma


  By Thursday, Jacob looks like the old Jacob, but he still isn’t back to normal. I can tell by the way he’s distracted—I’ll set a full dinner plate down in front of him and he won’t eat until I remind him that it’s time to pick up his fork and dig in—and by the moments I catch him rocking or bouncing on the balls of his feet. His meds don’t seem to be helping. And I’ve heard from teachers at his school that he’s been spending nearly half the day in the sensory break room.


  I’ve called Jess Ogilvy twice, but her voice-mail box is full. I’m afraid to bring her name up to Jacob, but I don’t know what else to do. So after dinner on Thursday, I knock on the door of his bedroom and let myself inside. “Hi,” I say.


  He looks up from a book he is reading. “Hey.”


  It took me two years to realize that Jacob had not learned to read along with the rest of his kindergarten class. His teacher said he was among the most gifted language arts students, and sure enough, every night, he would pick out a book from a big basket in his room and read it aloud. But one day I realized that what everyone assumed was reading was actually just Jacob’s photographic memory. If he’d heard the book once, he could spit it back. Read this, I had said, handing him a Dr. Seuss book, and he’d opened it up and started the story. I’d stopped him, pointing to a letter.


  What’s that?


  A B.


  And what sound does a B make?


  He hesitated. Buzz, he said.


  Now, I sink down beside him on the bed. “How are you feeling?”


  “Interrupted,” Jacob says.


  I take the book out of his hands. “Can we talk?” He nods. “Did you and Jess have a fight on Tuesday?”


  “No.”


  “When you went to her house, she didn’t say anything to upset you?”


  He shakes his head. “No, she didn’t say anything.”


  “Well, I’m a little lost here, Jacob, since you came home from your tutoring session very upset...and I think there’s still something bothering you.”


  Here is the thing about Asperger’s syndrome: Jacob won’t lie. So when he says he didn’t have an argument with Jess, I believe him. But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t traumatized by something else that relates to her. Maybe he walked in on her having sex with her boyfriend. Maybe he got freaked out by her new residence.


  Or maybe it has nothing to do with Jess, and he ran across an orange construction zone sign on the way home that required him to take a detour.


  I sigh. “You know that I’m here when you’re ready to talk about it. And Jess, too. She’s there if you need her.”


  “I’m going to see her again on Sunday.”


  “Same bat-time,” I say. “Same bat-channel.”


  I hand him back his book and realize that tucked beneath his arm is the old Jemima Puddle-Duck toy he used to carry as a child. Jacob carried her so fiercely that I had to sew a leopard cape onto her back because her fur kept rubbing bald. It was a ritual piece, according to Dr. Murano—something Jacob could hold to calm himself down. She described it as a way to reboot, to remind him that he’s all right. Over the years, Jemima was retired to make room for more discreet objects that could be tucked in his pockets: a photo-booth strip of the two of us, so folded and faded you could barely see our faces; a small green pebble a teacher brought him back from Montana; a piece of sea glass Theo gave him for Christmas one year. In fact, I haven’t seen this stuffed animal in ages; she’s been buried in his closet.


  It is hard to see your eighteen-year-old son clutching a stuffed toy. But that’s what autism is, a slippery slope. One minute, you convince yourself that you are so far up that hill you can’t see the bottom anymore, and the next, it’s covered with black ice, and you are falling fast.


  ***


  Auntie Em’s column, Thursday, January 14, Teen Edition:


  The best parenting advice I ever got was from a labor nurse who told me the following:


  1.After your baby gets here, the dog will just be a dog.


  2.The terrible twos last through age three.


  3.Never ask your child an open-ended question, such as “Do you want to go to bed now?” You won’t want to hear the answer, believe me. “Do you want me to carry you upstairs, or do you want to walk upstairs to go to bed?” That way, you get the outcome you want and they feel empowered.


  Now that my children are older, not much has changed.


  Except we do not have a dog.


  The terrible twos last through age eighteen.


  And questions still shouldn’t be open-ended, because you won’t get an answer to “Where were you last night till two A.M.?” or “How did you get a D on your math test?”


  There are two deductions you can glean from this. That parenting isn’t a noun but a verb—an ongoing process instead of an accomplishment. And that no matter how many years you put into the job, the learning curve is, well, fairly flat.


  ***


  I leave Jacob’s room, intending to watch the evening news. But when I reach the living room, Theo is tuned to some god-awful MTV show about spoiled girls who are shipped off to third-world countries by their parents to learn humility. “Don’t you have homework to do?” I ask.


  “Done.”


  “I want to watch the news.”


  “I was here first.”


  I stare as a girl shovels elephant dung into a large plastic bag in Burma. “Eeew,” she squeals, and I glance at Theo. “Please tell me you’d rather open your mind to current affairs than watch this.”


  “But I’m supposed to tell the truth,” Theo says, grinning. “House rules.”


  “Okay, let’s try this: if I watch this program with you, I might be suitably moved to send you to Burma to broaden your horizons by cleaning up elephant dung.”


  He tosses me the remote control. “That is such blackmail.”


  “And yet it worked,” I say, flipping the channel to a local broadcast. A man is shouting into a microphone. “All I know,” he cries, “is that it’s a crime for a local police department to sit on the disappearance of a young girl, instead of actively pursuing an investigation.”


  A white banner flashes beneath the face: STATE SENATOR CLAUDE OGILVY.


  “Hey,” Theo says. “Isn’t that the name—”


  “Ssh...”


  The reporter’s face fills the screen. “Townsend Police Chief Fred Huckins says that the disappearance of Jess Ogilvy is a priority and urges anyone with information to contact the department at 802-555-4490.”


  Then a picture of Jacob’s social skills tutor appears, with the phone number below it.


  Theo


  “Live from Townsend,” the reporter wraps up, “I’m Lucy McNeil.”


  I look at my mother. “That’s Jess,” I say, the obvious.


  “Oh my God,” she murmurs. “That poor girl.”


  I don’t understand. I totally don’t understand.


  My mother grabs my arm. “This information doesn’t leave this room,” she says.


  “You think Jacob isn’t going to find out? He reads the papers. He’s online.”


  She pinches the bridge of her nose. “He’s so fragile right now, Theo. I can’t throw this at him yet. Just give me a little while so I can figure out how.”


  I take the remote out of her hand and turn the TV off. Then, muttering some excuse about an essay, I run upstairs to my room and lock the door.


  I walk in circles, my arms braced behind my head, like I’m cooling off after running a marathon. I run through everything I heard that senator say, and the reporter. The police chief, for God’s sake, who said the disappearance is a priority.


  Whatever the fuck that means.


  I wonder if it will turn out to be a big hoax, like that college girl who vanished and later said she was abducted and it turned out that she was making the whole story up to get attention. I kind of hope that’s what happens, because the alternative is something I don’t want to think about.


  Here’s all I really need to know:


  Jess Ogilvy is missing, and I was one of the last people to see her.


  Rich


  On the answering machine at the Robertsons’ house, there are six messages. One is from Mark Maguire, asking Jess to call him when she gets back. One is from a dry cleaner, letting her know that her skirt is ready. One is identified by caller ID as E. Hunt. The message says, “Hi, Jess, this is Jacob’s mom. Can you give me a call?” The other three messages are hang-ups, and all three came from the number registered to Jess Ogilvy’s mobile phone.


  That tells me either she’s a battered woman in hiding, trying to get the nerve to call her boyfriend and failing, or her boyfriend is covering his ass after accidentally killing her.


  I spend Friday crossing off the names in Jess Ogilvy’s Day-Timer. My first call is to the two girls whose names pop up the most often in the history of months past. Alicia and Cara are grad students, like Jess. Alicia has cornrowed hair that hangs to her waist, and Cara is a tiny blonde wearing camouflage cargo pants and black work boots. Over coffee at the student center, they admit they haven’t seen Jess since Tuesday.


  “She missed an exam with the Gorgon,” Cara says. “Nobody misses an exam with the Gorgon.”


  “The Gorgon?”


  “Professor Gorgona,” she explains. “It’s a seminar course on special education.”


  GORGONA, I write in my notes. “Has Jess ever gone away for a few days before?”


  “Yeah—once,” Alicia says. “She went to Cape Cod for a long weekend and didn’t tell us beforehand.”


  “She went with Mark, though,” Cara adds, and she wrinkles her nose.


  “I take it you aren’t a fan of Mark Maguire?”


  “Is anyone?” Alicia says. “He doesn’t treat her right.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “If he says jump, she doesn’t even ask ‘How high?’ She goes out and buys a pogo stick.”


  “We haven’t seen a lot of her since they started hooking up,” Cara says. “Mark likes to keep her all to himself.”


  So do most abusive partners, I think.


  “Detective Matson?” Alicia asks. “She’s going to be okay, right?”


  A week ago, Jess Ogilvy was probably sitting here where I am, drinking coffee with her friends and freaking out about the Gorgon’s upcoming exam.


  “I hope so,” I say.


  ***


  People don’t just disappear. There’s always a reason, or an enemy with a grudge. There’s always a loose thread that starts to unravel.


  The problem is that Jess Ogilvy is, apparently, a saint.


  “I was surprised when she missed the exam,” Professor Gorgona says. A slight woman with a white bun and a trace of a foreign accent, she doesn’t seem nearly as threatening as Alicia and Cara made her out to be. “She’s my star student, really. She’s getting her master’s and writing an honors thesis at the same time. Graduated with a 4.0 from Bates and worked with Teach for America for two years before she decided to make a career out of it.”


  “Is there anyone who might be jealous of the fact that she does so well in class?” I ask.


  “Not that I’ve noticed,” the professor says.


  “Did she confide in you about any personal problems?”


  “I’m not exactly the warm and fuzzy type,” the professor says wryly. “Our communication was strictly adviser-advisee in an academic sense. The only extracurricular activities I even know she participated in are education-related: she organizes the Special Olympics here in town, and she tutors an autistic boy.” Suddenly the professor frowns. “Has anyone contacted him? He’ll have a hard time coping if Jess doesn’t show up for her scheduled appointment. Changes in routine are very traumatic for kids like Jacob.”


  “Jacob?” I repeat, and I open the Day-Timer.


  This is the boy whose mother left a message on the answering machine at the professor’s house. The boy whose name is entered into Jess’s schedule on the day she disappeared.


  “Professor,” I say, “you wouldn’t happen to know where he lives?”


  ***


  Jacob Hunt and his family reside in a part of Townsend that’s a little more run-down than the rest of it—the part you have to work harder to find behind the picture-postcard town green and the stately New England antique homes. Their house is just beyond the condos that are filled with the recently separated and newly divorced, past the train tracks for an Amtrak route that’s long defunct.


  The woman who opens the door has a blue stain on her shirt and dark hair wound into a messy knot and the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen. They’re pale, like a lioness’s, nearly golden, but they also look like they’ve done their share of crying, and we all know that a sky with clouds in it is much more interesting than one that doesn’t have any. I’d place her in her early forties. She’s holding a spoon, which is dribbling its contents onto the floor. “I don’t want any,” she says, starting to close the door.


  “I’m not selling anything,” I say. “You’re, um, dripping.”


  She glances down, and then sticks the spoon into her mouth.


  That’s when I remember why I’m here. I hold up my badge. “I’m Detective Rich Matson. Are you Jacob’s mother?”


  “Oh, God,” she says. “I thought he’d already called you to apologize.”


  “Apologize?”


  “It’s really not his fault,” she interjects. “Granted, I should have known that he was sneaking out, but with him, this hobby is almost a pathology. And if there’s any way I can convince you to keep this quiet—not a bribe, of course, just maybe a handshake agreement...You see, if it becomes public knowledge, then my career could really take a hit, and I’m a single mom who’s barely scraping by as is...”


  She is babbling, and I have no idea what the hell she is talking about. Although I did hear the word single. “I’m sorry, Ms. Hunt—”


  “Emma.”


  “Emma, then. I...have no idea what you’re talking about. I came because your son is tutored by Jess Ogilvy—”


  “Oh,” she says, sobering. “I heard about Jess on the news. Her poor parents must be frantic. Are there any leads yet?”


  “That’s why I’m here to speak to your son.”


  Those eyes of hers darken. “You can’t possibly think Jacob had anything to do with her disappearance?”


  “No, but he was the last appointment in her date book before she disappeared.”


  She folds her arms. “Detective Matson, my son has Asperger’s syndrome.”


  “Okay.” And I’m red-green color-blind. Whatever.


  “It’s high-functioning autism. He doesn’t even know Jess is missing yet. He’s had a hard time lately, and the news could be devastating to him.”


  “I can be sensitive about the subject.”


  She measures me for a moment with her gaze. Then, turning, she heads into the house, expecting me to follow. “Jacob,” she calls as we reach the kitchen.


  I stand in the entryway, waiting for a child to appear. After all, Jess Ogilvy is a teacher and Professor Gorgona referred to a boy she worked with. Instead, a behemoth teenager who’s taller than I am, and probably stronger, shuffles into the room. This is who Jess Ogilvy tutored? I stare at him for a second, trying to place the reason he looks so familiar out of context, and suddenly it comes to me: hypothermic man. This kid identified the cause of death before the medical examiner did.


  “You?” I say. “You’re Jacob Hunt?”


  Now his mother’s rushed apologies make sense. She probably thought I’d come to slap a fine on the kid, or arrest him for interfering with a crime scene.


  “Jacob,” she says drily, “I think you’re already acquainted with Detective Matson.”


  “Hi, Jacob.” I hold out a hand. “Nice to officially meet you.”


  He doesn’t shake it. He doesn’t even look me in the eye. “I saw the article in the paper,” he says, his voice flat and robotic. “It was buried in the back. If you ask me, someone dying of hypothermia is worthy of at least page two.” He takes a step forward. “Did the full autopsy results come back? It would be interesting to know if the alcohol lowered the freezing point for the body, or if there’s not a significant change.”


  “So, Jake,” I say.


  “Jacob. My name is Jacob, not Jake.”


  “Right, Jacob. I was hoping to ask you a few questions?”


  “If they’re about forensics,” he says, growing animated, “then I am more than happy to help. Have you heard about the research coming out of Purdue, on desorption electrospray ionization? They found that the sweat from finger pores slightly corrodes metal surfaces—anything from a bullet to a piece of a bomb. If you spray the fingerprints with positively charged water, the droplets dissolve chemicals in the fingerprints and transfer minute amounts that can be analyzed by mass spectrometer. Can you imagine how handy it would be to not only get fingerprint images but also identify the chemicals in them? You could not only place a suspect at a crime scene but also get proof that he handled explosives.”


  I look at Emma Hunt, begging for help. “Jacob, Detective Matson needs to talk to you about something else. You want to sit down for a minute?”


  “A minute. Because it’s almost four-thirty.”


  And what, I wonder, happens at 4:30? His mother doesn’t react at all to his comment. I feel a little like Alice in Wonderland, in the Disney video that Sasha likes to watch on her weekends with me, and everyone is in on the Unbirthday routine but me. Last time we’d watched it, I realized that being a parent wasn’t all that different. We’re always bluffing, pretending we know best, when most of the time we’re just praying we won’t screw up too badly.


  “Well, then,” I say to Jacob. “I guess I’d better start.”


  Emma


  The only reason I let Rich Matson into my house is because I’m still not entirely sure that he doesn’t want to punish Jacob for showing up at his crime scene last weekend, and I will do whatever I have to do to make that whole nightmare go away.


  “Jacob,” I say, “Detective Matson needs to talk to you about something else. You want to sit down for a minute?”


  We are racing against a clock, not that Matson would understand. “A minute. Because it’s almost four-thirty,” Jacob tells me.


  I don’t know how anyone could look at Jacob and think he’d be a viable witness. Sure, his mind is a steel trap. But half the time, there’s no lock to get inside it.


  The detective sits at the kitchen table. I turn down the flame on the stove and then join him. Jacob is struggling to look in Matson’s direction, but his eyelids keep fluttering, as if he’s staring into the sun, and finally he gives up and lets his gaze slide away.


  “You have a friend named Jess, right?” the detective asks.


  “Yes.”


  “What do you and Jess do together?”


  “We practice social skills. Conversations. Good-byes. Things like that.” He hesitates. “She’s my best friend.”


  This doesn’t surprise me. Jacob’s definition of a friend isn’t legitimate. To him, a friend might be the kid whose locker is next to his in school, who therefore has an interaction at least once a day to say, Could you move over? A friend is someone who he’s never met but who doesn’t actively taunt him in school. Jess may be paid by me to meet with Jacob, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that she honestly cares about him and connects with him.


  The detective looks at Jacob, who, of course, is not looking at him. I watch people falter over that normal courtesy of communication all the time—after a while, it feels like staring, so they look away from Jacob, mirroring his behavior. Sure enough, after a moment, Matson stares down at the table as if there’s something fascinating in the wood grain. “Right now, Jacob, Jess is missing. And it’s my job to find her.”


  I suck in my breath. “That’s what you call sensitive?”


  But Jacob doesn’t seem to be surprised, which makes me wonder if he’s seen the news, or read about the disappearance in the papers or online. “Jess is gone,” he repeats.


  The detective leans forward. “Were you supposed to meet with her last Tuesday?”


  “Yes,” Jacob says. “At two thirty-five.”


  “And did you?”


  “No.”


  Suddenly, Jacob’s breakdown makes perfect sense. To travel to Jess’s unfamiliar new residence—which already would have set off his alarm bells—and then to never have Jess show up...Well, talk about a perfect storm for an AS kid. “Oh, Jacob. Was that why you had a meltdown?”


  “Meltdown?” Matson echoes.


  I glance at him briefly. “When Jacob’s routine is disrupted, he gets very agitated. This was a double whammy, and by the time he came home—” I break off, suddenly remembering something else. “You walked home from Jess’s place? Alone?”


  It isn’t that he wouldn’t know the way—Jacob is a veritable human GPS; he can take one look at a map and have it memorized. But knowing geography and knowing how to follow directions are two very different things. Getting from point A to point B to point C inevitably trips him up.


  “Yes,” Jacob says. “It wasn’t so bad.”


  It was nearly eight miles. In the freezing cold. I suppose I should consider us lucky: on top of everything else, Jacob could have wound up with pneumonia.


  “How long did you wait for her?”


  Jacob looks up at the clock. He starts rubbing the tips of his fingers against his thumbs, back and forth. “I have to go now.”


  I notice the detective staring at Jacob as he fidgets, and I know damn well what he’s thinking. “I bet when you see someone who doesn’t make eye contact and who can’t sit still, you immediately assume guilt,” I say. “Me, I assume he’s on the spectrum.”


  “It’s four-thirty.” Jacob’s voice is louder, more urgent.


  “You can go watch CrimeBusters,” I tell him, and he bolts into the living room.


  The detective stares at me, dumbfounded. “Excuse me, I was in the middle of an interrogation.”


  “I thought this wasn’t an interrogation.”


  “A young girl’s life might be at stake, and you think it’s more important for your son to watch a television show?”


  “Yes,” I snap.


  “It doesn’t strike you as odd that your son isn’t upset by his tutor’s disappearance?”


  “My son didn’t even get upset when his grandfather died,” I reply. “It was a forensics adventure for him. His feelings about Jess going missing will be determined only by how it affects him—which is the way he measures everything. When he realizes that his Sunday session with Jess might not take place, then he’ll get upset.”


  The detective looks at me for a long moment. I think he’s going to give me a lecture about obstruction of justice, but instead, he tilts his head to one side, thoughtful. “That must be really hard on you.”


  I don’t remember the last time anyone has said those words to me. I would not trade Jacob for the world—for his tenderness, his incredible brain, his devotion to following rules—but that doesn’t mean it’s been an easy ride. An ordinary mother doesn’t worry about whether her son being shunned at a school concert hurts him as much as it hurts me. An ordinary mother doesn’t call Green Mountain Power when the electricity goes out to say that one of the residents has a disability that requires immediate intervention—because missing CrimeBusters actually qualifies, when it comes to Jacob. An ordinary mother doesn’t lie awake at night wondering if Theo will ever accept his brother enough to watch over him when I’m gone.


  “It’s my life,” I say, shrugging.


  “Do you work outside the home?”


  “Are you interviewing me, too?”


  “Just making conversation until the commercial break,” he says, smiling.


  Ignoring him, I stand up and stir the blueberries I am cooking down for tonight’s pie filling.


  “Your son, he took us by surprise the other night,” Matson continues. “We’re not used to minors crashing our crime scenes.”


  “Technically, he’s not a minor. He’s eighteen.”


  “Well, he’s got more forensic scientific knowledge than guys I know who are four times his age.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “You’ve got pretty eyes,” the detective says.


  Fumbling, I drop the spoon into the pot. “What did you just say?”


  “You heard me,” Matson replies, and he walks into the living room to wait for the opening credits of CrimeBusters to finish.


  Jacob


  I have never been a big fan of I Love Lucy. That said, every time I see the episode when Lucy and Ethel are working at the candy factory and get behind on the packaging, it makes me laugh. The way they stuff the candy into their mouths and inside their uniforms—well, you know it’s going to end with Lucy wailing her famous wail.


  Having Detective Matson ask me these questions makes me feel like Lucy at the candy factory. At first, I can keep up—especially after I realize that he is not angry at me for coming to the hypothermic man’s crime scene. But then it begins to get more complicated. The questions stack up like that candy, and I am still trying to wrap the last one when he sends the next one my way. All I want to do is take his words and stuff them somewhere where I don’t have to hear them anymore.


  Detective Matson is standing in front of me as soon as the first commercial airs. It’s for Pedi Paws, a new incredible pet nail trimmer. That makes me think of the miniature poodle at the pizza place that we saw, and that makes me think of Jess, and that makes me feel like there’s a bird caught inside my rib cage.


  What would he say if he knew that right now, in my pocket, is Jess’s pink cell phone?


  “Just a couple more questions, Jacob,” he promises. “I’ll make sure I’m done in ninety seconds.”


  He smiles, but it’s not because he’s happy. I had a biology teacher like that once. When I corrected Mr. Hubbard’s mistakes in class, he smiled with the left side of his mouth. I assumed that meant he was grateful. But that weird half smile apparently meant he was annoyed with me, even though if someone’s smiling it is supposed to signify that they’re cheerful. So I got sent to the principal’s office for my bad attitude when, really, it was just because the expressions on people’s faces are not always reflections of how they feel inside.


  He glances at my notebook. “What’s that for?”


  “I take notes on the episodes,” I tell him. “I have over a hundred.”


  “Episodes?”


  “Notebooks.”


  He nods. “Was Mark at Jess’s place when you got there?”


  “No.” Now, the commercial on television is for denture cream. Secretly I am very scared of losing all my teeth. Sometimes I dream about waking up and finding them rolling around on my tongue like marbles. I close my eyes so I don’t have to watch. “You know Mark?”


  “We’ve met,” the detective says. “Did you and Jess ever talk about him?”


  My eyes are still closed, so maybe that’s why I see what I do: Mark with his hand sliding up Jessica’s shirt at the pizza place. His hideous orange sweatshirt. The earring in his left ear. The bruises I saw once on Jessica’s side when she reached for a book on a high shelf, two uneven purple ovals like quality stamps on a cut of beef. She told me she’d fallen off a stepladder, but she looked away when she said it. And unlike me, who looks away out of comfort, she does it in moments of discomfort.


  I see Mark smiling with only half his mouth, too.


  Now the commercial is for Law & Order: SVU, a promo, which means that the next image on the screen will be CrimeBusters again. I pick up my pen and turn the page in my notebook.


  “Did Jess and Mark fight?” the detective asks again.


  On the TV, Rhianna is in the woods with Kurt, and they’re investigating a dead dog with a human finger found undigested in its stomach.


  “Jacob?”


  “Hasta la vista, baby,” I murmur, and I make up my mind that, no matter what this detective says to me, I’m not speaking again until my show is over.


  Theo


  So I’m headed downstairs to get something to eat when I hear a voice in the kitchen I do not recognize. This is pretty extraordinary—I’m not the only one who doesn’t have friends as a result of Jacob’s Asperger’s; I can probably count on one hand the number of people my mother has ever trusted enough to invite over. The fact that the voice is male is even more bizarre. And then I hear my mom refer to him as Detective Matson.


  Holy crap.


  I run back upstairs and lock myself in my room. He’s here because of Jess Ogilvy, and I’m officially freaked out.


  And, for the record, still hungry.


  Here’s what I know for sure: Jess was alive and well at about 1:00 P.M. on Tuesday. I know this because I saw her—all of her. Her tits, let me just say, rank right up there as masterworks of art.


  I’d say we were equally surprised when she reached for her towel, wiped her eyes, and looked in the mirror. She certainly didn’t expect to find some random guy in her house, watching her naked. And I sure as hell didn’t expect the object of my momentary lust to be my brother’s tutor.


  “Hey!” she yelled, and in one smooth move she grabbed the towel and wrapped it around herself. Me, meanwhile, I was totally paralyzed. I stood there like an idiot until I realized she was pissed and she was coming after me.


  The only reason I got away is that the floor of the bathroom was wet. When she stumbled, I flew out of the master bedroom, where I’d been standing, down the stairs. In my hurry, I crashed into some of the furniture and knocked a whole mess of papers off the kitchen counter, but I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was get the hell out of that house and join a monastery or hop on a plane to Micronesia—anything that would put me far away by the time Jess Ogilvy asked my brother and my mom whether they were aware that Theo Hunt was a Peeping Tom, a total perv.


  But sometime between now and then, Jess Ogilvy got dressed, left her house, and vanished. Is she wandering around with amnesia? Or hiding out and plotting some kind of revenge scheme against me?


  I don’t know.


  I can’t tell the cops, though, without incriminating myself.


  It’s just past five-thirty when I get the nerve to leave my bedroom. I can smell blueberry pie cooking (the only good thing about Blue Food Fridays, if you ask me) and know it will be ready at six—like everything else, we eat on a schedule to keep Jacob calm.


  The door to his room is open, and he’s standing on his desk chair, slipping one of his CrimeBusters journals back into its predetermined spot on a shelf.


  “Hey,” I say to him.


  He doesn’t answer. Instead, he sits down on the bed with his back to the wall and picks up a book on his nightstand.


  “I saw that the cops were here.”


  “Cop,” Jacob murmurs. “Singular.”


  “What did he want to talk to you about?”


  “Jess.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  Jacob draws his knees up to his chest. “If you build it, he will come.”


  My brother may not communicate the way the rest of us do, but after all this time, I’ve learned to read him loud and clear. When he doesn’t feel like talking, he hides behind someone else’s words.


  I sit beside him, just staring at the wall while he reads. I want to tell him that I saw Jess alive on Tuesday. I want to ask him if he did as well, and if that’s part of the reason he doesn’t want to talk to the police, either.


  I wonder if he’s got something to hide, too.


  For the first time in my life, Jacob and I just might have something in common.


  Emma


  It all starts with a mouse.


  After our weekly Saturday shopping excursion (thank goodness, the Free Sample Lady had been replaced temporarily by a sullen teenager handing out vegetarian cocktail wieners at the door of the grocery store), I leave Jacob sitting at the kitchen table with the remainders of his lunch while I do a cursory cleaning of his room. He forgets to bring glasses and bowls of cereal downstairs to the kitchen, and if I don’t play middleman, we wind up with thriving colonies of mold that have bonded to my dishes like concrete. I pick up a bevy of mugs from his desk and spot the tiny face of a field mouse struggling to survive this winter by taking up residence behind Jacob’s computer.


  I am embarrassed to admit I have a very typical female reaction and go completely ballistic. Unfortunately, I am holding a half-full glass of chocolate soy milk at the time, and most of it spills over Jacob’s comforter.


  Well, it has to be washed. Although it’s the weekend, and that’s problematic. Jacob doesn’t like seeing his bed stripped; it has to be made at all times unless he happens to be in it. Usually I wash his sheets while he’s at school. Sighing, I pull fresh sheets out of the linen closet and tug the winter comforter off his bed. He can make do for a night with his summertime quilt, an old postage-stamp design in all the rainbow colors—ROYGBIV—in correct order, which my mother sewed for him before she died.


  The summer quilt is kept in a black trash bag on the upper shelf of his closet. I pull it down and shake out the blanket inside.


  A backpack rolled into its center tumbles to the floor.


  It’s clearly not one that belongs to the boys. Flesh-colored with red and black stripes, it seems to be trying to be a Burberry knockoff, but the stripes are too wide and the colors too bright. There is still a Marshalls’ tag on the strap, with the price ripped off.


  Inside is a toothbrush, a satin blouse, a pair of shorts, and a yellow T-shirt. The blouse and shorts are both plus-size. The T-shirt is much smaller and says SPECIAL OLYMPICS on the front and STAFF on the back.


  At the very bottom of the backpack is a notecard still inside its torn envelope. There’s a picture of a snowy landscape, and the inside reads, in spidery handwriting: Merry Christmas Jess, Love Aunt Ruth.


  “My God,” I murmur. “What did you do?” I close my eyes for a moment, and then I bellow Jacob’s name. He comes running into his room, stopping abruptly when he sees me holding the backpack in my arms.


  “Oh,” he says.


  He sounds as if I’ve caught him in a white lie: Jacob, did you wash your hands before dinner?


  Yes, Mom.


  Then how come the bar of soap’s still dry?


  Oh.


  But this isn’t a white lie. This is a girl who’s missing. A girl who could be dead by now. A girl whose backpack and clothes my son inexplicably has.


  Jacob starts to flee downstairs, but I grab his arm to stop him. “Where did this come from?”


  “A box at Jess’s place,” he grinds out, shutting his eyes tight until I let go.


  “Tell me why you have this. Because a lot of people are searching for Jess, and this does not look good.”


  His hand starts twitching at his side. “I told you I went to her house Tuesday, like I was supposed to. And things weren’t right.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “There were stools knocked over in the kitchen, and papers all over the floor, and all the CDs were thrown on the carpet. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t right...”


  “Jacob,” I say. “Focus. How did you get this backpack? Does Jess know you have it?”


  There are tears in his eyes. “No. She was already gone.” He starts to walk in a small circle, his hand still flapping. “I went in, and the mess...and I was scared. I didn’t know what happened. I called out her name and she wouldn’t answer and I saw the backpack and the other things and I took them.” His voice is a roller coaster, reeling off-track. “Houston, we have a problem.”


  “It’s okay,” I say, wrapping my arms around him and holding him with the deepest pressure, the way a potter would center the clay on her wheel.


  But it isn’t okay. It won’t be, until Jacob gives Detective Matson this new information.


  Rich


  I am not in a good mood.


  It’s Saturday, and although I am supposed to have Sasha for the weekend, I had to cancel as soon as it became apparent that we had an ongoing investigation that demanded my full resources. Basically, I’m going to eat, sleep, and breathe Jess Ogilvy until I find her, dead or alive. Not that that seemed to sway my ex, who made sure to give me a fifteen-minute tongue-lashing about parental responsibility and how on earth was she supposed to carry on with her life when my emergencies kept interrupting? It wasn’t worth pointing out that this was not my emergency, technically, or that the disappearance of a young woman might take precedence over rescheduling a date night with her new spouse, Mr. Coffee. I tell myself that missing one weekend with Sasha is worth it if I can make sure that Claude Ogilvy gets to have another weekend with his daughter.


  En route to Jess’s home, where a team of CSIs is entrenched, I get a call from the local FBI field agent, who has been trying to ping the girl’s cell phone. “You’re not getting a signal,” I repeat. “So what does that mean?”


  “Several things,” the agent explains. “The GPS locator only works when the phone’s active. So it could be at the bottom of a lake right now. Or she could be alive and well and just have run out of juice.”


  “Well, how am I supposed to know which of those it is?”


  “Guess once you find a body, it’ll be pretty clear,” he says, and then I drive through one of Vermont’s notorious dead zones and the call is dropped.


  When the phone rings again, I am still cursing out the FBI (which is good for one thing and one thing only: screwing up a perfectly sound local investigation), so you can imagine how surprised I am to hear Emma Hunt on the end of the line. I had left her my card yesterday, just in case. “I was hoping you might be able to come back to my house,” she says. “Jacob has something he needs to tell you.”


  I have a team of investigators waiting for me on-site. I have a surly boyfriend who might be a murderer and a state senator breathing down my boss’s neck, demanding my job if I don’t find his missing kid. But I put on my flashing blues and do an illegal U-turn. “Give me ten minutes,” I tell her.


  I’m in a slightly better mood now.


  ***


  I have, fortunately, three whole hours before CrimeBusters airs. We are sitting in the living room—Emma and Jacob on one couch, me on a side chair. “Tell the detective everything you told me, Jacob,” Emma says.


  His eyes roll upward, as if he is reading something printed on the ceiling. “I went to her house that day, like I was supposed to. Things weren’t right. There were stools knocked over in the kitchen, and papers all over the floor, and all the CDs were thrown on the carpet. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t right.” His voice seems almost computerized, it’s that mechanical. “She was already gone. I went in, and the mess...and I was scared. I didn’t know what happened. I called out her name and she wouldn’t answer and I saw the backpack and the other things and I took them. Houston, we have a problem.” He nods, satisfied. “That’s it.”


  “Why did you lie to me about going to Jess’s?” I ask.


  “I didn’t lie,” he says. “I told you I didn’t have my session with her.”


  “You didn’t tell me about the backpack, either,” I point out. It sits between us, on a coffee table.


  Jacob nods. “You didn’t ask.”


  Wiseass, I think, just as Emma jumps in. “A kid with Asperger’s, like Jacob, is going to be painfully literal,” she says.


  “So if I question him directly, he’ll answer directly?”


  “He,” Jacob interjects testily, “is sitting within earshot.”


  That makes me grin. “Sorry,” I say, addressing him. “How did you get into Jess’s house?”


  “She used to leave her dorm room open for me, and when I got to her house, that door was left open, too. So I went in to wait.”


  “What did you see when you went inside?”


  “The kitchen was a mess. Stools were knocked over; and the mail was all over the floor.”


  “How about Jess? Was she there?”


  “No. I called her name, and she didn’t answer.”


  “What did you do?”


  He shrugs. “I cleaned up.”


  I sink back into the cushions of the chair. “You...cleaned up.”


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  My mind is racing through all the tampered evidence sacrificed to Jacob Hunt’s obsessive-compulsive tendencies. “You know all about preserving evidence at crime scenes,” I say. “What on earth would make you destroy it?”


  Just like that, Emma bristles. “My son’s doing you a favor by speaking with you, Detective. We didn’t have to call and give you this information.”


  I tamp down my frustration. “So you cleaned up the mess you saw downstairs?”


  “Right,” Jacob says. “I picked up the stools and I set the mail back onto the kitchen counter. And I put all the CDs that had been knocked over in alphabetical order.”


  “Alphabetical order,” I repeat, remembering Mark Maguire’s call, and my theory about an anal-retentive kidnapper. “You’re kidding me.”


  “That’s what his room’s like,” Emma says. “Jacob’s a big fan of everything being in its right place. For him, it’s the spatial equivalent of knowing what’s coming next.”


  “So when did you take the backpack?”


  “After I cleaned up.”


  The backpack still has its tags on, just like Maguire said. “Would you mind if I hang on to it, for the case?”


  Suddenly, Jacob lights up. “You have to take it. You’re going to need to run DNA tests on the straps and you can do an AP on the underwear inside. It might be worth spraying the whole thing with Luminol, to be honest. And you can probably get prints off the card inside with ninhydrin, but you’ll want to compare them against my mother’s since she handled the card when she first found the backpack. Which reminds me, you can look through it now if you want. I have latex gloves upstairs in my room. You don’t have a latex allergy, do you?” He is halfway out of the room when he turns back. “We have a grocery bag somewhere, don’t we? That way Detective Matson can carry this back to the lab.”


  He runs upstairs, and I turn to Emma. “Is he always like that?”


  “And then some.” She looks up at me. “Is anything Jacob said helpful?”


  “It’s all food for thought,” I say.


  “Everything changes if there are signs of a struggle,” she points out.


  I raise a brow. “You’re a closet CSI, too?”


  “No, in spite of Jacob’s best efforts to teach me.” She glances out the window for a moment. “I’ve been thinking about Jess’s mother,” she says. “The last time she talked to her daughter, was it about stupid things, you know? Did they have a fight about how she never called, or how she had forgotten to send a thank-you card to her aunt?” She faces me. “I used to say I love you every time I tucked my boys in at night. But now, they go to bed after I do.”


  “My dad used to say that living with regrets was like driving a car that only moved in reverse.” I smile faintly. “He had a stroke a few years ago. Before that, I used to screen his calls because I didn’t have time to talk about whether the Sox would make it into the playoffs. But afterward, I started to call him. Every time, I’d finish by saying I loved him. We both knew why; and it didn’t sit right after all the time I hadn’t said it. It was like trying to bail out an ocean of water with a teaspoon. He died eight months ago.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  I laugh tightly. “And I don’t know why the hell I’m telling you this.”


  At that moment, Jacob reappears, clutching a pair of latex gloves. I snap them on and carefully lift the backpack just as my cell rings. “Matson,” I say.


  It’s one of the lieutenants in the department, asking how much longer I’m going to be.


  “I have to run.” I lift the grocery bag into my arms.


  Jacob ducks his head. “I’d be interested in hearing the test results, naturally.”


  “Naturally,” I reply, although I have no intent of sharing them. “So what’s on CrimeBusters today?”


  “Episode sixty-seven. The one where a mutilated woman is found in a shopping cart outside a box store.”


  “I remember that one. Keep an eye on—”


  “—the store manager,” Jacob finishes. “I’ve seen it already, too.”


  He walks me to the door, his mother trailing behind. “Thanks, Jacob. And Emma?” I wait until she glances up. “Say it when you wake them up in the morning, instead.”


  ***


  When I reach Jess Ogilvy’s place, the two CSIs who have been processing the house are standing outside in the freezing cold, staring at a cut window screen.


  “No prints?” I say, my breath fogging in the cold.


  But I already know the answer. So would Jacob, for that matter. The chances of prints being preserved in temperatures as low as these are pretty slim.


  “No,” the first investigator says. Marcy’s a bombshell with a knockout figure, a 155 IQ, and a girlfriend who could probably knock my teeth out. “But we did find the window jimmied to break the lock, too, and a screwdriver in the bushes.”


  “Nice. So the question is, was this a B and E gone bad? Or was the screen cut to make us think that?”


  Basil, the second investigator, shakes his head. “Nothing inside screams breaking and entering.”


  “Yeah, well, that’s not necessarily true. I just interviewed a witness who says otherwise and who, um, cleaned up.”


  Marcy looks at Basil. “So he’s a suspect, not a witness.”


  “No. He’s an autistic kid. Long story.” I look at the edge of the screen. “What kind of knife was used?”


  “Probably one from the kitchen. We’ve got a bunch to take back to the lab to see if any of them have traces of metal on the blade.”


  “You get any prints inside?”


  “Yeah, in the bathroom and off the computer, plus a few partials around the kitchen.”


  But in this case, Mark Maguire’s prints won’t raise a red flag; he’s admitted to living here part-time with Jess.


  “We also got a partial boot print,” Basil says. “The silver lining to it being crap weather for prints on the sill is that it’s perfect for footwear impressions.” Underneath the overhang of the gutter I can see the red splotch of spray wax he’s used to make a cast. He’s lucky to have found a protected ledge; there’s been a dusting of fresh snow since Tuesday. It’s the heel, and there’s a star in the center, surrounded by what look like the spokes of a compass. Once Basil photographs it, we can enter it into a database to see what kind of boot it is.


  The sound of a car driving down the street is punctuated by the slam of a door. Then footsteps approach, crunching on the snow. “If that’s the press,” I say to Marcy, “shoot first.”


  But it’s not the press. It’s Mark Maguire, looking like he hasn’t slept since I last saw him. “It’s about fucking time you got around to looking for my girlfriend,” he shouts, and even from a few feet away, the fumes of alcohol on his breath reach me.


  “Mr. Maguire,” I say, moving slowly toward him. “You happen to know if this screen’s always been cut?”


  I watch him carefully to see his reaction. But the truth is, I can amass all the evidence I want against Mark Maguire and I still have nothing to arrest him for unless a body is recovered.


  He squints at the window, but the sun is in his eyes, as well as the brilliant reflection of snow on the ground. As he moves a little closer, Basil steps behind him and shoots a jet of spray wax on the boot print he left behind.


  Even from this far away I can make out the star, and the spokes of a compass.


  “Mr. Maguire,” I say, “we’re going to have to take your boots.”


  Jacob


  The first time I saw a dead person was at my grandfather’s funeral.


  It was after the service, where the minister had read aloud from the Bible, even though my grandfather did not routinely go to church or consider himself religious. Strangers got up and talked about my grandfather, calling him Joseph and telling stories about parts of his life that were news to me: his service during the Korean War, his childhood on the Lower East Side, his courtship of my grandmother at a high school carnival kissing booth. All of their words landed on me like hornets, and I couldn’t make them go away until I could see the grandfather I knew and remembered, instead of this impostor they were all discussing.


  My mother was not crying so much as dissolving; that is the one way I can describe the fact that tears had become so normal for her it looked strange to see her face smooth and dry.


  It should be noted that I do not always understand body language. That’s quite normal, for someone with Asperger’s. It’s pointless to expect me to look at someone and know how she is feeling simply because her smile is too tight and she is hunched over and hugging her arms to herself, just as it would be pointless to expect a deaf person to hear a voice. Which means that when I asked to have my grandfather’s coffin opened, I shouldn’t be blamed for not realizing it would upset my mother even more.


  I just wanted to see if the body inside was still my grandfather, or maybe the man all those speakers had known, or something entirely different. I am skeptical about lights and tunnels and afterlives, and this seemed the most logical way to test my theories.


  Here is what I learned: Dead isn’t angels or ghosts. It’s a physical state of breakdown, a change in all those carbon atoms that create the temporary house of a body so that they can return to their most elemental stage.


  I don’t really see why that freaks people out, since it’s the most natural cycle in the world.


  The body in the coffin still looked like my grandfather. When I touched his cheek, though, with its crosshatched wrinkles, the skin no longer felt like human skin. It was cold, and slightly firm, like pudding that’s been left too long in the refrigerator and has developed a virtual hide as a surface crust.


  I may not understand emotion, but I can feel guilt about not understanding it. So when I finally cornered my mother, hours after she ran sobbing from the sight of me poking The-Thing-That-Used-to-Be-My-Grandfather’s cheek, I tried to explain why she shouldn’t be crying. “He’s not Grandpa,” I told her. “I checked.”


  Remarkably, this did not make her feel better at all. “That doesn’t mean I miss him any less,” my mother said.


  Pure logic suggests that if the entity in the coffin is not fundamentally the person you used to know, you cannot miss him. Because that’s not a loss; that’s a change.


  My mother had shaken her head. “Here’s what I miss, Jacob. I miss the fact that I won’t get to ever hear his voice again. And that I can’t talk to him anymore.”


  This wasn’t really true. We had Grandpa’s voice immortalized on old family videos that I sometimes liked to watch when I couldn’t sleep at night. And it wasn’t that she couldn’t talk to him that was hard for her to accept; it was that he could no longer talk back.


  My mother had sighed. “You’ll get it, one day. I hope.”


  I would like to be able to tell her that, yes, now I get it. When someone dies, it feels like the hole in your gum when a tooth falls out. You can chew, you can eat, you have plenty of other teeth, but your tongue keeps going back to that empty place, where all the nerves are still a little raw.


  ***


  I am headed to my meeting with Jess.


  I’m late. It’s 3:00 A.M., which is really Monday, not Sunday. But there’s no other time for me to go, with my mother watching over me. And although she will probably argue that I broke a house rule, technically, I didn’t. This isn’t sneaking out to a crime scene. The crime scene is three hundred yards away from where I’m headed.


  My backpack is full of necessities; my bike whispers on the pavement as I pedal fast. It’s easier not being on foot this time, not having to support more than my own weight.


  Directly behind the yard of the house into which Jess had moved is a small, scraggly forest. And directly behind that is Route 115. It runs across a bridge over the culvert that siphons the runoff from the woods in the spring, when the water level is high. I noticed it last Tuesday when I took the bus from school to Jess’s new residence.


  My mind is full of maps—from social flowcharts (Person is frowning → Person keeps trying to interrupt → Person takes step backward = Person wants to leave this conversation, desperately) to grids of relativity, like an interpersonal version of Google Earth. (Kid says to me, “You play baseball? What position? Left out?” and gets a big laugh from the rest of the class. Kid is one person out of 6.792 billion humans on this planet. This planet is only one-eighth of the solar system, whose sun is one of two billion stars in the Milky Way galaxy. Put that way, the comment loses its importance.)


  But my mind also functions geographically and topographically, so that at any given moment I can locate myself (this shower stall is on the upper level of the house at 132 Birdseye Lane, Townsend, Vermont, United States, North America, Western Hemisphere, Planet Earth). So by the time I got to Jess’s new house last Tuesday, I completely understood where it lay in relation to everywhere else I’d ever been.


  Jess is just where I left her five days ago, propped against the damp stone wall.


  I lean my bike against the far end of the culvert and squat down, shining a flashlight into her face.


  Jess is dead.


  When I touch her cheek with the backs of my knuckles, it feels like marble. That reminds me, and so I open up my backpack and pull out the blanket. It is a silly thing, I know, but so is leaving flowers on a grave, and this seems to make more sense. I tuck it around Jess’s shoulders and make sure it covers her feet.


  Then I sit down beside her. I put on a pair of latex gloves and I hold Jess’s hand for a moment before taking out my notebook. In it, I begin to write down the physical evidence.


  The bruises underneath her eyes.


  The missing tooth.


  The contusions on her upper arms, which are, of course, covered up by her sweatshirt right now.


  The leathery yellow scrapes on her lower back, which are also covered by that sweatshirt.


  To be honest, I’m a little disappointed. I would have expected the police to be able to read the clues I left behind. But they haven’t found Jess, and so I have to take the next step.


  Her phone is still in my pocket. I have carried it everywhere with me, although I’ve only turned it on five times. Detective Matson would have subpoenaed Jess’s cell phone records by now; they’ll see the instances when I called her residence to listen to her voice on the answering machine, but they will assume it was Jess herself who made the call.


  He’s probably tried to locate her by GPS, too, which nearly all phones have now and which can be accessed by the FBI using a computer program that will pinpoint an active phone within a range of a few feet. This was first piloted in emergency response programs, namely, the 911 call. As soon as dispatch picks up on the other end, they begin to track, just in case an officer or an ambulance has to be sent out.


  I decide to make it easy for them. I sit down next to Jess again, so that our shoulders are touching. “You are the best friend I ever had,” I tell her. “I wish this had never happened.”


  Jess, of course, does not respond. I cannot say whether she has ceased to be or if this is just her body and the thing that makes Jess Jess has gone somewhere else. It makes me think of my meltdown—of the room with no windows, no doors, the country where nobody speaks to each other, the piano with only black keys. Maybe this is why funeral dirges are always in a minor key; being on the other side of dead isn’t that different from having Asperger’s.


  It would be incredible to stay and watch. There is nothing I would like more than to see the police swarm in to rescue Jess. But that would be too risky; and so I know I’ll just get on my bike and be safe and sound in my bed before the sun or my mother rises for the day.


  First, though, I power up her pink Motorola. It feels like I should recite something, a tribute or a prayer. “E.T., phone home,” I finally say, and then I press 911 and place the little receiver on the stone beside her.


  Through the speakers I can hear the voice of the dispatcher. What is your emergency? she says. Hello? Is anybody there?


  I am halfway through the woods when I see the flashing lights in the distance on Route 115, and I smile to myself the whole rest of the way home.


  CASE 4: SOMETHING’S FISHY


  Something Stella Nickell loved: tropical fish. She dreamed of opening her own store.


  Something Stella Nickell did not love: her husband, whom she poisoned in 1986 with Excedrin capsules she’d laced with cyanide in order to collect on his life insurance policies.


  She first attempted to poison Bruce Nickell with hemlock and foxglove, but neither worked on him. So instead she contaminated Excedrin capsules. In order to cover her tracks, she also placed several packages of poisoned Excedrin in three different stores—leading to the death of Sue Snow, who had the bad luck to have been shopping at one of them. The drug manufacturers released the batch numbers of the pills to warn consumers, which was when Stella Nickell came forward and told authorities she had two bottles of contaminated pills that had been purchased from two different stores. This seemed unlikely, since out of thousands of bottles that had been checked in that region, only five were found to have tainted capsules. What were the odds of Stella having two of those?


  While examining the Excedrin capsules, the FBI lab found an essential clue: green crystals were mixed in with the cyanide. These turned out to be Algae Destroyer—a product used in fish tanks. Stella Nickell had an aquarium and had bought Algae Destroyer at a local fish store. According to the police, Stella had crushed some algae tablets for her beloved fish in a bowl and then, later, used the same bowl to mix the cyanide. Stella’s estranged daughter subsequently went to the police and testified that her mother had planned to kill Bruce Nickell for years.


  Talk about the mother of all headaches.


  4


  Rich


  Sometimes I’m just too damn late.


  Last year, the day after Christmas, a thirteen-year-old girl named Gracie Cheever never came downstairs. She was found hanging from a closet rack. When I arrived with the CSIs who were photographing the scene, the first thing I noticed was what a mess Gracie’s room was—cereal bowls stacked high and papers and dirty laundry thrown on the floor—no one ever asked this kid to clean up. I looked through her journals and learned that Gracie was a cutter; Gracie hated her life and herself; Gracie hated her face and thought she was fat, and wrote down every morsel she ate and every time she cheated on her diet. And then, on one page: I miss my mom. I asked one of the patrol officers if the mother was dead, and he shook his head. “She’s in the kitchen,” he said.


  Gracie was the older child of two. She had a younger sister with Down syndrome, and boy, did her mom live for that kid. She home-schooled her; she did the girl’s physical therapy on mats in the family room. And while her mother was busy being a saint, Gracie’s dad was molesting her.


  I took Gracie’s journal back to the station, and I Xeroxed it twice. It was covered with blood, because while she was writing, she was cutting herself. One copy I gave to the medical examiner. The second I brought to the chief. Someone in this family needs to know what was going on, I told him.


  After Gracie was buried, I called her mother and asked to meet with her. We sat down in the living room, in front of a blazing fire. At that appointment, I gave her a copy of the journal and told her I’d marked the pages that she really needed to read. She stared at me with glassy eyes and told me the family was starting fresh. She thanked me, and then, while I was watching, she threw the journal into the flames.


  I am thinking of Gracie Cheever now as I move gingerly around the culvert where Jess Ogilvy’s body has been located. She is wrapped in a quilt, and fully dressed. There’s a fine sheen of frost on her clothes and her skin. Wayne Nussbaum snaps off the latex gloves he’s been using to examine the body and instructs his assistants to wait for the CSIs to finish their photographs of the scene before moving the victim back to the hospital for an autopsy.


  “First impression?” I ask.


  “She’s been dead awhile. Days, I’m thinking, although it’s hard to say. The cold weather made a nice makeshift morgue.” He tucked his bare hands under his armpits. “I doubt she was killed here. The scrapes on her back look like they were caused by being dragged postmortem.” As an afterthought, he asks, “Did any of your guys find a tooth?”


  “Why?”


  “Because she’s missing one.”


  I make a mental note to tell my investigators to search for that. “Knocked out with a punch? Or taken as a trophy after death?”


  He shakes his head. “Rich, you know I’m not playing a guessing game with you at four in the morning. I’ll call you with my report.”


  As he walks off, the flash of a CSI photographer illuminates the night.


  In that instant, we all look like ghosts.


  ***


  Mark Maguire swallows when he sees the backpack that has been returned from the lab. “That’s the one her aunt gave her,” he murmurs.


  He is shell-shocked. Not only has he been told his girlfriend is dead but, seconds afterward, he was arrested for her murder. It was 7:00 A.M. when the officers went to his apartment to pick him up. Now, during the interrogation, he is still wearing the clothes he wore to bed last night: sweatpants and a faded UVM tee. From time to time he’s shivered in the drafty conference room, but that only makes me think of Jess Ogilvy’s blue-cast skin.


  My time line is shaping up. The way I see it, Maguire was fighting with Jess, punched her—knocking out her tooth and inadvertently killing her. Panicking, he cleaned up the evidence and then tried to cover his tracks by making it look like a kidnapping: the cut screen, the overturned CD rack and kitchen stools, the mailbox note, the backpack full of Jess’s clothes.


  I take the clothes out of the backpack—mostly plus-sizes far too big for Jess’s tiny frame. “A smarter criminal who was leaving a red herring would have picked clothes that actually still fit her,” I muse. “But then again, Mark, you aren’t very smart, are you?”


  “I already told you, I had nothing to do with—”


  “Did you knock out her tooth when you were fighting with her?” I ask. “Is that the way a guy like you gets off? By beating up his girlfriend?”


  “I didn’t beat her up—”


  “Mark, you can’t win here. We’ve got her body, and there are bruises clear as day on her arms and her neck. How long do you think it’s going to take us to tie them to you?”


  He winces. “I told you—we were having a fight, and I did grab her arms. I pinned her up against the wall. I wanted...I wanted to teach her a lesson.”


  “And this lesson went a little too far, didn’t it?”


  “I never killed her. I swear to God.”


  “Why did you bring her body out into the woods?”


  He looks up at me. “Please. You have to believe me.”


  I rise to my feet and loom over him. “I don’t have to believe anything you say, you little prick. You already lied to me once about fighting with her on the weekend, when it turns out you fought with her on Tuesday, too. I’ve got your boots outside the window with a cut screen, your handprints on her throat, and a dead girl who was cleaned up and moved. You ask any jury in this country, and that looks a hell of a lot like a guy who killed his girlfriend and wanted to conceal it.”


  “I never cut that screen. I don’t know who did. And I didn’t beat her up. I got mad, and I shoved her...and I left.”


  “Right. And then you came back, and you killed her.”


  Maguire’s eyes fill with tears. I wonder if he really is sorry about Jess Ogilvy’s death, or just sorry that he’s been caught. “No,” he says, his voice thick. “No, I loved her.”


  “Did you cry this much when you were cleaning up her blood in the bathroom? How about when you had to wipe all the blood off her face?”


  “I want to see her,” Maguire begs. “Let me see Jess.”


  “You should have thought of that before you murdered her,” I say.


  As I walk away from him, intending to let him stew in his own guilt for a few minutes before I come back in to break his confession, Maguire buries his face in his hands. That’s when I realize that they are completely uninjured—no bruising, no cuts, which you’d expect if you hit someone hard enough to make her lose a tooth.


  Theo


  By the time I was five, I knew that there were differences between Jacob and me.


  I had to eat everything on my plate, but Jacob was allowed to leave behind things like peas and tomatoes because he didn’t like the way they felt inside his mouth.


  Whatever kids’ tape I was listening to in the car while we drove took a backseat to anything by Bob Marley.


  I had to pick up all my toys after I was done playing, but the six-foot line of Matchbox cars that Jacob had spent the day arranging perfectly straight was allowed to snake down the hallway for a month until he got tired of it.


  Mostly, though, I was aware of being the odd guy out. Because the minute Jacob had any kind of crisis—and that happened constantly—my mom would drop everything and run to him. And usually the thing she dropped was me.


  Once, when I was about seven, my mother had promised me she’d take us to see Spy Kids 3-D on a Saturday afternoon. I had been excited all week, because we didn’t often see movies, much less 3-D ones. We didn’t have the extra money for it, but I had gotten a free pair of glasses in our cereal box and begged and begged until my mother said yes. However—big surprise—it turned out to be a nonissue. Jacob had read all of his dinosaur books and started flapping and rocking at the thought of not having something new to read for bedtime, and my mother made an executive decision to take us to the library instead of the theater.


  Maybe I would have been okay with this, but at the library, there was a big honking display case taking advantage of the movie tie-in with reading in general. BE A SPY KID! it said, and it was full of books like Harriet the Spy and stories about the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew. I watched my mother take Jacob to the nonfiction section—567 in the world of Dewey decimals, which even I knew meant dinosaurs. They sat down right in the aisle, as if dragging me to the library and ruining my day didn’t matter at all. They started to read a book about ornithopods.


  Suddenly, I realized what I had to do.


  If my mother only noticed Jacob, then that’s what I would become.


  It was probably seven years of frustration that boiled over just then, because I can’t really explain why else I did what I did. I mean, I knew better.


  Libraries are places where you are supposed to be quiet.


  Library books are sacred, and don’t belong to you.


  One minute I had been sitting in the children’s room, in the comfy green chair that looked like a giant’s fist, and the next, I was screaming my head off and yanking books off the shelves and ripping out the pages, and when the librarian said Whose child is this? I kicked her in the shins.


  I was gifted at throwing a fit. I’d been watching a master, after all, my whole life.


  A crowd gathered. Other librarians ran in to see what was going on. I only hesitated once during my tantrum, and that was when I saw my mother’s face hovering at the edge of the group that was staring at me. She had gone white, like a statue.


  Obviously, she had to get me out of there. And obviously, that meant Jacob couldn’t check out the books he wanted to bring home. She grabbed him by the wrist as he started to have his own meltdown, and lifted me with her free arm. My brother and I both kicked and screamed the whole way into the parking lot.


  When we reached the car, she set me down. I did what I’d seen Jacob do a thousand times; I went boneless as spaghetti and collapsed on the pavement.


  All of a sudden, I heard something I’d never heard before. It was louder than both my yelling and Jacob’s combined, and it was coming out of my mother’s mouth.


  She screamed. She stamped her feet. Aaaaaauuuurrrrrgggh, she cried. She flopped her arms and kicked and tossed her head back and forth. People stared at her from all the way across the parking lot.


  I stopped right away. The only thing worse than having the whole world looking at me going crazy was having the whole world look at my mother going crazy. I closed my eyes, feverishly wishing that the ground would open up and just swallow me.


  Jacob, on the other hand, kept shrieking and throwing his fit.


  “Do you think I don’t want to lose it every now and then?” my mother shouted, and then she pulled herself together and buckled a squirming Jacob into his seat in the car. She dragged me up from the asphalt and did the same with me.


  But none of that is the reason I’m telling you this story. It’s because that day was the first day my mother cried in front of me, instead of bravely trying to hold it all inside.


  Emma


  From Auntie Em’s column:


  When did they stop putting toys in cereal boxes?


  When I was little, I remember wandering the cereal aisle (which surely is as American a phenomenon as fireworks on the Fourth of July) and picking my breakfast food based on what the reward was: a Frisbee with the Trix rabbit’s face emblazoned on the front. Holographic stickers with the Lucky Charms leprechaun. A mystery decoder wheel. I could suffer through raisin bran for a month if it meant I got a magic ring at the end.


  I cannot admit this out loud. In the first place, we are expected to be supermoms these days, instead of admitting that we have flaws. It is tempting to believe that all mothers wake up feeling fresh every morning, never raise their voices, only cook with organic food, and are equally at ease with the CEO and the PTA.


  Here’s a secret: Those mothers don’t exist. Most of us—even if we’d never confess—are suffering through the raisin bran in the hopes of a glimpse of that magic ring.


  I look very good on paper. I have a family, and I write a newspaper column. In real life, I have to pick superglue out of the carpet, rarely remember to defrost for dinner, and plan to have BECAUSE I SAID SO engraved on my tombstone.


  Real mothers wonder why experts who write for Parents and Good Housekeeping—and, dare I say it, the Burlington Free Press—seem to have their acts together all the time when they themselves can barely keep their heads above the stormy seas of parenthood.


  Real mothers don’t just listen with humble embarrassment to the elderly lady who offers unsolicited advice in the checkout line when a child is throwing a tantrum. We take the child, dump him in the lady’s cart, and say, “Great. Maybe you can do a better job.”


  Real mothers know that it’s okay to eat cold pizza for breakfast.


  Real mothers admit it is easier to fail at this job than to succeed.


  If parenting is the box of raisin bran, then real mothers know the ratio of flakes to fun is severely imbalanced. For every moment that your child confides in you, or tells you he loves you, or does something unprompted to protect his brother that you happen to witness, there are many more moments of chaos, error, and self-doubt.


  Real mothers may not speak the heresy, but they sometimes secretly wish they’d chosen something for breakfast other than this endless cereal.


  Real mothers worry that other mothers will find that magic ring, whereas they’ll be looking and looking for ages.


  Rest easy, real mothers. The very fact that you worry about being a good mom means that you already are one.


  ***


  During a short fit of writer’s block, I make myself a tuna sandwich and listen to the midday news. The local station is so awful that I like to watch it for the entertainment value. If I were still in college, I’d play a drinking game and take a swig of beer every time the anchors mispronounced a word or dropped their notes. My favorite recent mistake was when the anchor reported on a Vermont senator’s proposed overhaul of Medicaid. Instead of cutting to the video of his speech, they showed a clip of a polar bear plunge by a bunch of local octogenarians.


  Today’s top story, however, is not funny at all.


  “Early Monday morning,” the anchor reads, “the body of Jessica Ogilvy was found in the woods behind her residence. The twenty-three-year-old UVM student had gone missing last Tuesday.”


  The plate on my lap falls to the floor as I stand up, tears in my eyes. Although I’d known this was a possibility—a probability, really, as days went by and she wasn’t found—that doesn’t make her death any easier.


  I had often wondered what the world would have looked like if there were more people like Jess around, young men and women who could see someone like Jacob and not laugh at his quirks and flaws but instead celebrate the ways they made him interesting and worthy. I imagined the boys who would one day be in a class Jess taught and who would not have to struggle with the self-esteem and bullying issues that Jacob had struggled with in grade school. And now, none of that would happen.


  The story cuts to a reporter, whose segment has been filmed close to the spot where Jess’s body was found. “In this very sad turn of events,” she says soberly, “investigators responded to a 911 call placed from Ogilvy’s cell phone and traced the call here, to a culvert behind Ogilvy’s home.”


  This was taped near dawn; the sky is striped with pink. In the background are the crime scene investigators, setting up markers and taking measurements and photos. “Shortly afterward,” the reporter continues, “authorities took Ogilvy’s boyfriend, twenty-four-year-old Mark Maguire, into custody. An autopsy report is still pending...”


  If I had blinked, I probably would never have seen it. If the reporter had not shifted her feet, I would never have seen it. The image was that quick—the tiniest flash on the side of the screen before it was gone.


  A quilt with rainbow patchwork, ROYGBIV over and over.


  I freeze the frame—a newfangled feature of the satellite system we use—and run the clip backward before letting it play again. This time maybe I will see that it was only a trick of the eye, a flutter of the reporter’s scarf that I mistook for something else.


  It is still there, so I run the tape backward a second time.


  I once saw madness defined as doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results. My heart is pounding so fiercely now that I can feel it beating at the base of my throat. I race upstairs to Jacob’s closet, where I’d found Jess’s backpack a few days earlier, wrapped in the rainbow quilt.


  Which is missing.


  I sink down on his bed and smooth my hand over his pillow. Right now, at 12:45, Jacob is in physics class. He told me this morning that they are doing a lab on Archimedes’ principle, trying to determine the density of two unknown materials. What mass, when inserted into a medium, causes it to displace? What floats, and what sinks?


  I will go to the school and pick the boys up, making up an excuse—a dentist’s visit, a haircut appointment. But instead of coming home we will drive and drive until we cross the border into Canada. I will pack suitcases for them, and we will never come back here.


  Even as I am thinking this, I know it could never happen. Jacob would not understand the concept of never coming back home. And somewhere, in a police station, Jess’s boyfriend is being blamed when he might be innocent.


  Downstairs, with numb fingers, I pick through the stack of bills that I haven’t sorted. I know it’s in here somewhere...and then I find it, beneath the second notice from the phone company. Rich Matson’s business card, with his cell phone number scrawled on the back.


  Just in case, he had said.


  Just in case you happen to think that your son might be involved in a murder. Just in case you are confronted with the glaring evidence that you have failed as a mother. Just in case you are caught between what you want and what you should do.


  Detective Matson has been honest with me; I will be honest with him.


  His voice mail picks up immediately after I dial the number. The first time, I hang up, because all of my intended words have become jammed together like putty. The second time, I clear my throat. “This is Emma Hunt,” I say. “I...I really need to speak with you.”


  Still holding the phone like an amulet, I wander into the living room again. The news program is over; now there is a soap opera on. I rewind the action until the segment about Jess Ogilvy plays again. I deliberately keep my eyes trained to the other side of the screen, but it’s still there: a flag on the field, a nanosecond of truth in all the shades of the color spectrum.


  No matter how hard I try, I can’t unsee that damn quilt.


  Jacob


  Jess is dead.


  My mother tells me after school. She stares at me when she says it, as if she’s trying to find clues in my expression, the same way I scrutinize the tilt of someone’s eyebrows and the position of their mouth and the size of their pupils and try to connect them with an emotion. For a moment I think, Does she have Asperger’s, too? But then, just when it seems that she is analyzing my features, hers change, and I can’t tell what she’s feeling. Her eyes look tight at the edges, and her mouth is pinched. Is she mad at me, or is she just upset about Jess being dead? Does she want me to react to news I already know? I could act like I’m shocked (jaw dropped, eyes round), but that would also mean I’m lying, and then my lying face (eyes looking up at ceiling, teeth biting down on bottom lip) would do a hostile takeover of my shocked face. Besides, lying is right up there on the House Rules list. To recap:


  1.Clean up your own messes.


  2.Tell the truth.


  Regarding Jess’s death: I have done both.


  ***


  Imagine what it would be like if you were suddenly dropped from America into England. Suddenly bloody would be a swear word, not a description of a crime scene. Pissed would be not angry but drunk. Dear would mean expensive, not beloved. Potty isn’t a toilet but a state of mind; public school is private school, and fancy is a verb.


  If you were dropped into the UK and you happened to be Korean or Portuguese, your confusion would be expected. After all, you don’t speak the language. But if you’re American, technically, you do. So you’re stuck in conversations that make no sense to you, in which you ask people to repeat themselves over and over, in the hope that eventually the unfamiliar words will fall into place.


  This is what Asperger’s feels like. I have to work so hard at the things that come naturally to others, because I’m just a tourist here.


  And it’s a trip with a one-way ticket.


  Here are the things I will remember about Jess:


  1.For Christmas she gave me a piece of malachite the exact size and shape of a chicken egg.


  2.She is the only person I’ve ever met who was born in Ohio.


  3.Her hair looked different indoors than it did outdoors. When the sun was shining, it was less yellow and more like fire.


  4.She introduced me to The Princess Bride, which is possibly one of the greatest movies in the history of filmmaking.


  5.Her mailbox at UVM was number 5995.


  6.She fainted at the sight of blood, but she still came to my presentation this fall in physics about spatter patterns, and she listened with her back to the PowerPoint presentation.


  7.Even though there were times when she probably was sick of hearing me talk, she never, ever told me to shut up.


  I am the first person to tell you that I do not really understand love. How can you love your new haircut, love your job, and love your girlfriend all at once? Clearly the word doesn’t mean the same thing in different situations, which is why I have never been able to figure it out with logic.


  The physical side of love terrifies me, to be honest. When you are already hypersensitive to the feeling of anything against your skin or to people standing close enough to touch you, there is absolutely nothing about a sexual relationship that makes it an experience you look forward to attempting.


  I mention all this as a disclaimer to the last thing I will remember about Jess:


  8.I could have loved her. Maybe I already did.


  ***


  If I were going to create a science fiction series on television, it would be about an empath—a person who can naturally read the auras of people’s emotions and, with a single touch, can take on their feelings, too. It would be so easy if I could look at someone who was happy, touch him on the arm, and suddenly fill with the same bubbles of joy that he’s feeling, instead of anguishing over whether I’d misinterpreted his actions and reactions.


  Anyone who cries at a movie is a closet empath. What’s happening on that screen bleeds through the celluloid, real enough to evoke emotion. Why else would you find yourself laughing at the hijinks of two actors who, offscreen, can’t stand each other? Or crying over the death of an actor who, when the camera is turned off, will dust himself off and grab a burger for dinner?


  When I watch movies, it’s a little different. Each scene becomes a catalog card of possible social scenarios in my mind. If you ever find yourself arguing with a woman, try kissing her to throw her off guard. If you are in the middle of a battle and your buddy is shot, friendship means you have to go back under fire to rescue him. If you want to be the life of the party, say, “Toga!”


  Later, if I find myself in that particular situation, I can shuffle through my file cards of movie interactions and mimic the behavior and know, for once, that I will be getting it right.


  Incidentally, I have never cried at a movie.


  Once, I was telling Jess everything I knew about dogs.


  1.They evolved from a small mammal called miacis, a tree dweller that lived 40 million years ago.


  2.They were first domesticated by Paleolithic cavemen.


  3.No matter the breed, a dog has 321 bones and 42 permanent teeth.


  4.Dalmatians are born all white.


  5.The reason they turn in a circle before lying down is because when they were wild animals, this helped mat the long grass into a bed.


  6.Approximately one million dogs have been named the primary beneficiaries in their owners’ wills.


  7.They sweat through the pads of their feet.


  8.Scientists have found that dogs can smell the presence of autism in kids.


  You’re making that up, she said.


  No. Really.


  How come you don’t have a dog?


  There were so many answers to that question, I didn’t really know where to begin. My mother, for one, who said that anyone who could not remember to brush his teeth twice daily did not have the fortitude to take care of another living creature. My brother, who was allergic to nearly anything with hair on it. The fact that dogs, which had been my passion after dinosaurs but before crime scene analysis, had fallen out of favor.


  The truth is that I would probably never want a dog. Dogs are like the kids in school I cannot stand: the ones who hang around and then leave when they realize they are not getting what they want or need from the conversation. They travel in packs. They lick you and you think it’s because they like you, but it’s really just because your fingers still smell like your turkey sandwich.


  On the other hand, I think cats have Asperger’s.


  Like me, they’re very smart.


  And like me, sometimes they simply need to be left alone.


  Rich


  Once I leave Mark Maguire to steep in his own conscience for a few minutes, I grab a cup of coffee in the break room and check my voice mail. I have three new messages. The first is from my ex, reminding me that tomorrow is Open School Night for Sasha—an event that, by the looks of things, I’m going to have to miss yet again. The second is from my dentist, confirming an appointment. And the third is from Emma Hunt.


  “Emma,” I say, returning her call. “What can I do for you?”


  “I...I saw that you found Jess.” Her voice is husky, full of tears.


  “Yes. I’m sorry. I know you were close to her.”


  There are sobs on the other end of the line.


  “Are you okay?” I ask. “Do you need me to call someone for you?”


  “She was wrapped in a quilt,” Emma chokes out.


  Sometimes, when you do what I do for work, it gets easy to forget that, after you close the file on a case, there are people who suffer with the fallout for the rest of their lives. They’ll remember one little detail about the victim: a single shoe lying in the middle of the road, a hand still clutching a Bible, or—in this case—the juxtaposition between being tenderly tucked into a quilt and being murdered. But there’s nothing I can do for Jess Ogilvy now except bring the person who killed her to justice.


  “That quilt,” Emma sobs, “belongs to my son.”


  I freeze in the act of stirring cream into my coffee. “Jacob?”


  “I don’t know...I don’t understand what that means...”


  “Emma, listen. It might not mean anything at all, and if it does, Jacob will have an explanation.”


  “What do I do?” she cries.


  “Nothing,” I tell her. “Let me. Can you bring him down here?”


  “He’s in school—”


  “Then after school,” I say. “And, Emma? Relax. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”


  As soon as I hang up, I take my full mug of coffee and empty it in the sink; that’s how distracted I am. Jacob Hunt admitted to being at the house. He had a backpack full of Jess Ogilvy’s clothes. He was the last person known to see her alive.


  Jacob may have Asperger’s syndrome, but that doesn’t preclude his being a murderer.


  I think of Mark Maguire’s flat-out denials about hurting his girlfriend, his unscarred hands, his crying. Then I think of Jacob Hunt, who cleaned up Jess’s house when it looked like it had been vandalized. Had he left out the intrinsic detail that he was the one who’d wrecked it?


  On the one hand, I have a boyfriend who’s a jackass but who’s grief-stricken. I have his boot prints outside a cut screen.


  On the other hand, I have a kid who’s obsessed with crime scene analysis. A kid who doesn’t like Mark Maguire. A kid who’d know how to take a murder and make it look like Mark Maguire did it and then attempted to cover his tracks.


  I have a kid who’s been known to hang out at crime scenes in the past.


  I have a homicide, and I have a blanket that links Jacob Hunt to it.


  The division between an observer and a participant is nearly invisible; you can cross it before you even know you’ve stepped over the line.


  Emma


  On the way home from school, I am gripping the steering wheel so hard that my hands are shaking. I keep looking in the rearview mirror at Jacob. He looks like he did this morning—wearing a faded green T-shirt, his seat belt snugly fastened over his chest, his dark hair falling into his eyes. He is not stimming or withdrawn or exhibiting any of the other hallmarks of behavior that flag the fact something is upsetting him. Does that mean he didn’t have anything to do with Jess’s death? Or he did, and it simply doesn’t affect him the way it would affect someone else?


  Theo has been talking about math—a problem he did that no one else in the class understood. I am not absorbing a single word. “Jacob and I have to swing by the police station,” I say, training my voice to be as level as possible. “So Theo, I’m just going to drop you off at home first.”


  “What for?” Jacob asks. “Did he get back the results on the backpack?”


  “He didn’t say.”


  Theo looks at me. “Mom? Is something going on?”


  For a moment I want to laugh: I have one child who cannot read me at all, and another who reads me too well. I don’t answer but pull up to our mailbox instead. “Theo, hop out and get the mail, and you can let yourself into the house. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” I leave him standing in the middle of the road and drive off with Jacob.


  But instead of heading to the police station, I stop off at a strip mall and park. “Are we getting a snack?” Jacob asks. “Because I’m actually quite hungry.”


  “Maybe later.” I get out of the driver’s seat and sit beside him in the back of the car. “I have something to tell you. Some very bad news.”


  “Like when Grandpa died.”


  “Yes, a lot like that. You know how Jess has been gone for a while, so you couldn’t have your meeting on Sunday? The police found her body. She’s dead.” I watch him carefully as I speak, ready to mark a flicker of his eye or a twitch of his hand that I might read as a clue. But Jacob, completely impassive, just looks at the headrest in front of him.


  “Okay,” he says after a moment.


  “Do you have any questions?”


  Jacob nods. “Can we get a snack now?”


  I look at my son, and I see a monster. I’m just not sure if that’s his real face or if it’s a mask made of Asperger’s.


  Honestly, I’m not even sure it matters.


  ***


  By the time I reach the police station with Jacob, my nerves are strung as tight as the strings on a violin. I feel like a traitor, bringing my own son to Detective Matson, but is there an alternative? A girl is already dead. I couldn’t live with myself, with this secret, if I didn’t acknowledge Jacob’s involvement.


  Before I can even ask for him to be paged by dispatch, the detective walks into the station lobby. “Jacob,” he says, and then he turns to me. “Emma. Thanks for bringing him in.”


  I don’t have any words left to say. Instead, I look away.


  Just like Jacob.


  The detective puts a hand on my shoulder. “I know this isn’t easy...but you did the right thing.”


  “Then why doesn’t it feel that way?” I murmur.


  “Trust me,” Matson says, and because I want to—because I need someone else to take the wheel for just a moment while I struggle to breathe—I nod.


  He turns back to Jacob. “The reason I asked your mom to bring you here,” Matson says, “is because I want to talk to you. I could really use your help with some cases.”


  My jaw drops open. That is a blatant lie.


  Predictably, Jacob swells with pride. “I suppose I have time for that.”


  “That’s great,” Matson replies, “because we’re stumped. We’ve got some cold cases—and a few active ones—that have us scratching our heads. And after seeing you draw conclusions about the hypothermic guy, I know that you’re incredibly well-versed in forensic criminology.”


  “I try to keep up-to-date,” Jacob says. “I subscribe to three journals.”


  “Yeah? Impressive.” Matson opens up the door that leads into the bowels of the police station. “Why don’t we go somewhere a little more private?”


  Using his love of CSI to entrap Jacob into giving a statement about Jess’s death is like holding out a syringe of heroin to an addict. I am furious at Matson for being so underhanded; I am furious at myself for not realizing that he would have his priorities, just like I had mine.


  Flushed with anger, I start to follow them through the doorway but am stopped by the detective. “Actually, Emma,” he says, “you’ll have to wait here.”


  “I have to go with him. He won’t understand what you’re asking him.”


  “Legally, he’s an adult.” Matson smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.


  “Really, Mom,” Jacob adds, his voice brimming with self-importance. “It’s fine.”


  The detective looks at me. “Are you his legal guardian?”


  “I’m his mother.”


  “That’s not the same thing,” Matson says. “I’m sorry.”


  For what? I wonder. For seducing Jacob into believing he’s on his side? Or for doing the same to me?


  “Then we’re leaving,” I insist.


  Matson nods. “Jacob, it’s your decision. Do you want to stay with me, or do you want to go home with your mom?”


  “Are you kidding?” Jacob beams. “I want to talk to you, one hundred percent.”


  Before the door closes behind them, I have already taken off at a dead run toward the parking lot.


  Rich


  All is fair in love, war, and interrogation. By that I mean that if I can convince a suspect I’m the second coming of his long-dead grandma and the only way to salvation is to confess to me, so be it. None of which accounts for the fact that I cannot get Emma Hunt’s face out of my mind, the minute she realized that I had betrayed her and was not going to allow her to sit in on my little chat with her son.


  I can’t bring Jacob into the interrogation room, because Mark Maguire is still there cooling his heels. I’ve left him with a sergeant who’s currently doing a six-month stint with me to figure out whether or not he wants to take the test to make detective. I can’t unarrest Mark until I know for sure I’ve got the right suspect in my sights.


  So instead, I lead Jacob to my office. It’s not much bigger than a closet, but it has boxes of case files all over the place and a few crime scene photos tacked up on the corkboard behind my head—all of which should get his adrenaline flowing. “You want a Coke or something?” I ask, motioning to the only other spare seat in the room.


  “I’m not thirsty,” Jacob says. “I wouldn’t mind something to eat, though.”


  I rummage through my desk drawers for emergency candy—if I’ve learned anything on the job it’s that when everything seems to be going to hell in a handbasket, a pack of Twizzlers can help you gain some perspective. I toss him some from my stash of last year’s leftover Halloween candy, and he frowns.


  “They’re not gluten-free,” Jacob says.


  “Is that a bad thing?”


  “Do you have any Skittles?”


  I cannot believe we’re negotiating candy, but I rummage through the bowl and come up with a packet of Skittles.


  “Sweet!” Jacob says. He tears a corner and tips the edge right into his mouth.


  I lean back in my chair. “You mind if I tape this? That way, I can have it typed up just in case we come up with any terrific insights.”


  “Oh, sure. If that’s helpful.”


  “It will be,” I say, and I hit the button on the tape recorder. “So how’d you know that guy died of hypothermia, anyway?”


  “Easy. There weren’t any defense wounds to his arms; there was blood but no overt trauma...and of course the fact that he was in his underwear was a dead giveaway.”


  I shake my head. “You made me look like a genius in front of the medical examiner,” I say.


  “What’s the most bizarre case you’ve ever heard about?”


  I think for a moment. “A young guy jumps off the top of a building, intending to commit suicide, but sails past an open window at the exact moment a gunshot is fired through it.”


  Jacob grins. “That’s an urban legend. It was debunked by the Washington Post in 1996 as part of a speech given by a former president of the American Academy of Forensic Sciences, to show the legal complications of forensic analysis. But it’s a good one, all the same.”


  “How about you?”


  “The Texas Eyeball Killer. Charles Albright—who taught science—killed prostitutes and surgically removed their eyeballs as trophies.” He grimaces. “Obviously that’s the reason I never really liked my bio teacher.”


  “There are a lot of people in this world you’d never suspect as murderers,” I say, watching Jacob carefully. “Don’t you think?”


  For just the tiniest flicker of a moment, a shadow crosses over his face. “You’d know better than me,” he says.


  “Jacob, I’m sort of in a predicament. I’d like to pick your brain about a current case.”


  “Jess’s,” he states.


  “Yes. But that’s tricky, because you knew her. So if we’re going to talk openly, you’ll have to waive your rights to not discuss it. You get what I’m saying?”


  He nods and begins to recite Miranda. “I have the right to remain silent. Anything I say can and will be used against me in a court of law. I have the right to have an attorney present during questioning. If I cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for me...”


  “Exactly,” I murmur. “I actually have a copy of that here. If you can initial it here, and sign at the bottom, then I can prove to my chief that you didn’t just memorize it—you understood what it meant.”


  Jacob takes a pen from me and quickly scrawls his name across the paper I’ve prepared. “Now can we talk about it?” he asks. “What have you got?”


  “Well, the backpack was a disappointment.”


  “No prints?”


  “Only ones we could match to Jess herself,” I say. “Something else interesting turned up at the house—a screen was cut and the window jimmied open.”


  “You think that’s how the perp got inside?”


  “No, because the door wasn’t locked. We did, however, find boot prints under the window that matched footwear Jess’s boyfriend owns.”


  “There was a great CrimeBusters episode once where the exterior footprints didn’t show up until it snowed—” Jacob breaks off, editing himself. “So Mark kills Jess and then tries to make it look like something else—a break-in—by cutting the screen and knocking over the stools and the mail and the CDs?”


  “Something like that.” I glance down at his hands—like Maguire’s, they are injury-free. “What’s your take? How hard would it be to reorganize a crime scene to mislead the investigators?”


  Before he can answer, my cell phone rings. I recognize the number; it’s Basil, who’s accompanied the medical examiner back to the hospital. “Could you excuse me for a minute?” I ask Jacob, and I step into the hall and close the door behind me before answering the phone. “What have you got?”


  “In addition to the scrapes on her back and contusions on the throat and upper arms, there are some more in the periorbital region—”


  “English, Basil.”


  “Raccoon eyes,” he says. “She’s got a broken nose and a skull fracture. Cause of death is subdural hematoma.”


  I try to imagine Jacob Hunt throwing a right hook to Jess Ogilvy’s face, hard enough to crack her skull. “Great. Thanks.”


  “That’s not all,” Basil answers. “Her underwear was on backward, but there’s no evidence of sexual assault. Her face was washed clean—there were traces of blood in the hairline. And that missing tooth? We found it.”


  “Where?”


  “Wrapped up in toilet paper, and tucked into the front pocket of her sweatpants,” Basil says. “Whoever did this didn’t just dump Jess Ogilvy. He cared about her.”


  I hang up the phone and immediately think of Sasha, who lost a tooth just a month ago when she was staying at my place. We wrapped it in tissue paper and put it in an envelope with the Tooth Fairy’s name on it, for good measure. Naturally, I had to call my ex to ask her what the going rate was—$5, if you can believe it, which means my whole mouth is worth $160. After Sasha was asleep and I swapped the envelope for a nice crisp Lincoln, I held it, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do with a baby tooth. I imagined the Tooth Fairy to have those empty glass jar lamps that hold seashells, only hers would hold thousands of tiny cuspids. Since I didn’t subscribe to that kind of décor, I figured I’d just toss the damn thing, but at the last minute, I couldn’t do it. This was my daughter’s childhood, sealed in an envelope. How many chances would I have to hold on to a piece of her life?


  Had Jacob Hunt felt the same way when he held Jess’s tooth?


  With a deep breath, I walk back into my office. The gloves are off. “You ever been to an autopsy, Jacob?”


  “No.”


  I settle back down behind my desk. “The first thing the ME does is take a huge needle and stick it into the jelly of the eye so he can draw out the vitreous humor. If you run a tox screen on it, you can see what was in the victim’s system at the moment of death.”


  “What kind of toxicity test?” Jacob asks, not fazed at all by the gruesome image I just presented. “Alcohol? Prescription meds? Or illegal drugs?”


  “Then the medical examiner cuts the torso open with a Y incision and peels back the skin. He’ll saw through the ribs to make a little dome that he can lift up like the top of a jar, and then he starts pulling out the organs, one by one...weighing them...cutting slices he can look at under a microscope.”


  “A census taker once tried to test me. I ate his liver with some fava beans and a nice Chianti.”


  “Then the medical examiner takes his saw and cuts off the whole top of the skull and pops it open with a chisel. He reaches in, and he pulls her brain out. You know the sound a brain makes when it’s being pried out of a skull, Jacob?” I imitate it, like a seal breaking.


  “Then it gets weighed, right?” Jacob asks. “The average human brain weighs three pounds, but the biggest one on record was five pounds, one-point-one ounces.”


  “All that stuff I just described,” I say, leaning forward. “All of that just happened to your friend Jess. What do you think about that?”


  Jacob sinks deeper in his chair. “I don’t want to think about that.”


  “I want to tell you some of the things that were found at Jess’s autopsy. Maybe you can tell me how they might have happened.”


  He brightens considerably, ready to play the game.


  “There were bruises that showed someone had grabbed her by the arms, and choked her around the neck.”


  “Well,” Jacob muses, “were they fingertip bruises or handprints?”


  “You tell me, Jacob. You’re the one who grabbed Jess by the arms, aren’t you?”


  His face, when he realizes he is trapped, looks a great deal like his mother’s. Jacob’s hands curl over the arms of his chair, and he shakes his head. “No.”


  “What about choking her? You’re not going to lie to me about doing that, are you?”


  He closes his eyes and winces, as if he’s in pain. “No...”


  “So what made you choke her?”


  “Nothing!”


  “Was it a fight? Did she say something you didn’t like?” I press.


  Jacob moves to the edge of his chair and starts rocking. He won’t look me in the eye, no matter how loud my voice gets. I wish I’d had the foresight to videotape this conversation instead of audiotaping it. If this kid’s demeanor isn’t a Hallmark card for guilt, frankly, I don’t know what is. “Nothing made me choke Jess,” Jacob says.


  I ignore this completely. “Did you choke her till she stopped breathing?”


  “No—”


  “Did you hit her in the face?”


  “What? No!”


  “Then how did her tooth get knocked out?”


  He looks at me, and that takes me by surprise. His stare is direct, open, with emotion so raw that I feel compelled to turn away, like he usually does. “That was an accident,” Jacob confesses softly, and only then do I realize I have been holding my breath.


  Oliver


  This morning, I managed to teach Thor to balance a paper clip on top of his nose. “All right,” I say, “let’s give it another whirl.” The way I figure it, if I can get him to balance and multitask—roll over, maybe, or bark to the tune of “Dixie”—we can get on Letterman.


  I have just placed the paper clip on top of his nose again when a crazy woman bursts in. “I need a lawyer,” she announces, breathless.


  She’s probably in her late thirties or early forties—there are some lines around her mouth and her dark hair has a few strands of gray in it—but her eyes make her look younger. They’re like caramel, or butterscotch, and why the hell am I looking at a potential client and channeling ice cream toppings? “Come right in!” I stand up, offering her a chair. “Sit down and tell me what the problem is.”


  “We don’t have time for that. You have to come with me right now.”


  “But I—”


  “My son is being interrogated at the police station, and you have to stop it. I’m retaining you on his behalf.”


  “Awesome,” I say, and Thor drops the paper clip. I pick it up so he doesn’t swallow it in my absence and grab my coat.


  I know it’s totally mercenary of me, but I’m hoping that she’s going to lead me to the BMW parked outside the pizza place. Instead, she veers to the right, to the battered Volvo that probably has 300,000 miles on it. So much for asking for my retainer in cash. I slide into the passenger seat and stick out my hand. “I’m Oliver Bond.”


  She doesn’t shake it. Instead, she slips the key into the ignition and peels out of the parking spot with a recklessness that makes my jaw drop. “Emma Hunt,” she says.


  She takes a corner, and the back wheels spin. “You, um, should probably tell me a little more about what’s going on...” I gasp as she runs a red light.


  “Do you watch the news, Mr. Bond?”


  “Oliver, please.” I tighten my seat belt. The police station is only a mile or two away, but I’d like to be alive when we reach it.


  “Have you followed the story about the UVM student who went missing?”


  “The one whose body was just found?”


  The car screeches to a stop in front of the police station. “I think my son might be responsible,” she says.


  ***


  Alan Dershowitz, the famous Jewish lawyer, was once asked if he’d defend Adolf Hitler. “Yes,” he said. “And I’d win.”


  When I fell asleep during my torts class, the professor—who spoke in a monotone and made law slightly less exciting than watching paint dry—poured a bottle of water over my head. “Mr. Bond,” he intoned, “you strike me as the kind of student on whom admission should not have been wasted.”


  I sat up, sputtering and soaked. “Then with all due respect, sir, you should be struck harder,” I suggested, and I got a standing ovation from my classmates.


  I offer these anecdotes to the proverbial jury as examples of the fact that I have never lived my life by shirking a challenge, and I’m not about to start right now.


  ***


  “Let’s go.” Emma Hunt turns off the ignition.


  I put my hand on her arm. “Maybe you should start by telling me your son’s name.”


  “Jacob.”


  “How old is he?”


  “Eighteen,” she says. “He has Asperger’s syndrome.”


  I’ve heard the term, but I’m not about to pretend I’m an expert. “So he’s autistic?”


  “Technically, yes, but not in a Rain Man kind of way. He’s very high-functioning.” She looks longingly at the police station. “Can’t we discuss this later?”


  “Not if you want me to represent Jacob. How did he get here?”


  “I drove him.” She takes a long, shaky breath. “When I was watching the news today, and they were reporting from the crime scene, I saw a quilt that belongs to Jacob.”


  “Is it possible that other people have it, too? Like, anyone who happened to shop at Kohl’s last season?”


  “No. It’s handmade. It was upstairs in his closet, or so I thought. And then I heard the reporter say that they’d arrested Jess’s boyfriend for the murder.”


  “Was Jacob her boyfriend?”


  “No. That’s someone named Mark. I don’t know him, but I couldn’t stand the thought of him going to jail for something he didn’t do. I called the detective in charge of the case, and he said if I brought Jacob down here, he’d talk to him and take care of everything.” She buries her face in her hands. “I didn’t realize that meant he’d ambush Jacob. Or tell me I couldn’t sit in on the interview.”


  “If he’s eighteen, that’s true,” I point out. “Did Jacob agree to talk to him?”


  “He practically raced into the police station, once he was told he could help analyze a crime scene.”


  “Why?”


  “It would be like you getting a high-profile celebrity murder case after years of practicing property law.”


  Oh. Well, that I could understand. “Did the police tell you Jacob was under arrest?”


  “No.”


  “So you just brought him down here voluntarily?”


  She crumples in front of me. “I thought they were going to talk to him. I didn’t know he would be considered a suspect right away.” Emma Hunt is crying now, and I know less about what to do with a crying woman than I would with a greased piglet on a New York City subway. “I was just trying to do the right thing,” she sobs.


  When I was a farrier, I worked with a mare that had a fracture in the pedal bone. Weeks of rest hadn’t helped her; the owners were talking about putting her down. I convinced them to let me hot-fit a straight bar shoe to the hoof, and I wrapped it instead of nailing it. At first, the mare didn’t want to walk, and who could blame her? It took a week of coaxing to get her to take a step from her stall, and then I worked with her for thirty minutes a day, until a year later, I led her out to a field and watched her fly across the open space, fast as a rumor.


  Sometimes, you need someone else to help you take the first step.


  I put my hand on her shoulder; she jumps at the contact and stares up at me with those crazy molten eyes of hers. “Let’s see what we can do,” I say, and I hope like hell she cannot tell that my knees are shaking.


  At the dispatch desk, I clear my throat. “I’m looking for an officer...”


  “Which one?” the bored sergeant asks.


  My face floods with heat. “The one who’s doing the interview with Jacob Hunt,” I say. Why hadn’t I thought to ask her the guy’s name?


  “You mean Detective Matson?”


  “Yes. I’d like you to interrupt that interview he’s doing.”


  The sergeant shrugs. “I’m not interrupting anything. You can wait. I’ll let him know you’re here when he’s done.”


  Emma isn’t listening. She’s edged away from me, toward a door that leads down the hallway of the police department. It’s on a locked mechanism controlled by dispatch. “He’s down there,” she murmurs.


  “Well, I think right now the best course of action is to play by their rules until—”


  Suddenly the door buzzes and opens. A secretary wanders into the waiting area carrying a FedEx box for pickup.


  “Now,” Emma says. She grabs my wrist and pulls me through the windfall of that open doorway, and in tandem, we start to run.


  Jacob


  I am here as living proof to tell you that dreams really do come true.


  1.I am sitting with Detective Matson, shooting the shit.


  2.He’s sharing details of an open investigation with me.


  3.Not once has he yawned or checked his watch or in any way indicated that he is not enjoying speaking to me at length about crime scene investigation.


  4.He wants to talk to me about the crime scene surrounding Jess’s disappearance—a crime scene that I orchestrated.


  Seriously, it doesn’t get much better than this.


  Or so I think until he begins firing questions at me that feel like bullets. And his mouth is smiling halfway, and I cannot remember if that means he’s happy or not. And the conversation moves from the practical—the weight of the human brain, the nature of postmortem toxicity tests—to the personal.


  The fascination of creating a liver slide to look at microscopically loses some of its entertainment value when Detective Matson forces me to remember that the liver in question belonged to someone I actually knew, someone I laughed with and looked forward to seeing, which is far from how I feel about most social interactions. As theoretical as I would like death to be, it turns out there is a significant difference when it’s corn syrup and food coloring instead of the real McCoy. Although I can logically understand that Jess is gone, which therefore means there’s no point wishing she weren’t since she’s not able to reverse the situation, it doesn’t account for the fact that I feel like a helium balloon is caught inside me, and that it keeps inflating, and that it might actually tear me apart.


  Just when I think things cannot get any worse, Detective Matson accuses me of being the one to hurt Jess.


  You’re the one who grabbed Jess by the arms, aren’t you?


  I wasn’t. And I tell him so.


  What about choking her? You’re not going to lie to me about doing that, are you?


  I know the answer, of course, but it’s bogged down in the syntax. It’s like when someone asks you at dinner, You don’t want that last piece of steak, do you? when of course you do. If you say yes, are you saying that you want the last piece of steak? Or that you don’t want it?


  So what made you choke her?


  Was it a fight? Did she say something you didn’t like?


  If Jess were here, she’d tell me to take a deep breath. Tell the person you need him to speak more slowly, she’d say. Tell him you don’t understand.


  Except Jess isn’t here.


  “Nothing made me choke Jess,” I finally manage to say, which is the absolute truth. But my face is red, and my breath feels like sawdust spilling out of me.


  Once, when we were little and Theo called me a mental midget, I threw a couch pillow at him and, instead, it knocked over a lamp my mother had gotten from her grandmother. How did this happen? my mother asked, when she retained the power of speech again.


  A pillow knocked it off the table.


  It was unequivocally the truth, but my mother’s hand came down and swatted me. I don’t remember it hurting. I remember being so embarrassed that I thought my skin might melt off. And even though she apologized later, there was always a disconnect for me: telling the truth was supposed to set you free, wasn’t it? So how come it got me in trouble when I told a new mother that her baby looked like a monkey? Or when I read another kid’s paper in class during a peer edit and said it was abysmal? Or when I told my mother that I felt like an alien who’d been sent down to analyze families, since I never really seemed to be a part of ours?


  Or now?


  Did you choke her until she stopped breathing? Did you hit her in the face?


  I think of Lucy and Ethel at that candy factory. Of one time when I went into the ocean and could not get out of the oncoming waves before the previous one drove me to my knees. On CrimeBusters, at the end, the CSIs interrogate the suspects and the suspects always crack in the face of cold, hard evidence.


  None of this is happening the way I planned it to.


  Or maybe it’s just that my plan is working a little too well.


  I never meant to hurt Jess, and that’s why the next question spears me like a javelin. “Then how did her tooth get knocked out?” Detective Matson asks.


  I watch it unfolding in front of me, an instant invisible replay. Lugging Jess down the stairs, dropping her on the final riser. I’m sorry! I had cried, even though that was not necessary; she could not hear me anymore.


  Whatever words I am using, though, are falling short, since Detective Matson doesn’t understand me. So I decide to take a drastic step, to show him the inside of my mind right here and right now. I take a deep breath, and then I stare directly into his eyes.


  It’s like having strips of my skin pulled off from the inside. Like needles in every nerve center of the brain.


  God, it hurts.


  “That was an accident,” I whisper. “But I saved it. I put it in her pocket.”


  Another truth, but one that makes him jump in his seat. I’m sure he can hear my pulse as loudly as I can. That’s a sign of arrhythmia. I hope I do not die right here in Detective Matson’s office.


  My eyes slide to his left, his right, and then up—anywhere so that I don’t have to see him directly again. That’s when I notice the clock, and realize that it’s 4:17.


  Without any traffic it takes sixteen minutes to get from the police station to my house. That means we will not get home till 4:33, and CrimeBusters begins at 4:30. I stand up, both of my hands fluttering in front of my chest like hummingbirds, but I don’t even care anymore about trying to stop them. It feels like the moment on the TV show when the perp finally caves in and falls to the metal table, sobbing with guilt. I want to be watching that TV show, instead of living it. “Are we done now?” I ask. “Because I really have to go.”


  Detective Matson gets up, and I think he might open the door for me, but instead he blocks my exit and leans closer, until he is too close for me to breathe, because what if I wind up with some of the air that he exhaled? “Did you know you fractured her skull?” he says. “Did that happen at the same time you knocked out her tooth?”


  I close my eyes. “I don’t know.”


  “What about her underwear? You put it on backward, didn’t you?”


  At that, my head whips up. “It was on backward?” How was I supposed to know? There were no labels, like there are in my boxer shorts. Shouldn’t the graphic of the butterfly have gone on the front, rather than back?


  “Did you take her underwear off her, too?”


  “No, you just said it was on her...”


  “Did you try to have sex with her, Jacob?” the detective asks.


  I am utterly silent. Just thinking about that makes my tongue swell up like a monkey’s fist knot.


  “Answer me, goddammit!” he yells.


  I scramble for words, any words, because I do not want him to yell at me again. I will tell him that I had sex with Jess eighty times that night if that’s what he needs to hear, if that makes him open the door.


  “You moved her after she died, Jacob, didn’t you?”


  “Yes! Of course I moved her!” Isn’t that obvious?


  “Why?”


  “I needed to set up the crime scene, and that’s where she had to be.” He, of all people, should understand.


  Detective Matson tilts his head. “Is that why you did this? You wanted to commit a crime and see if you could get away with it?”


  “No, that’s not why—”


  “Then what is?” he interrupts.


  I try to find a way to put into words all the reasons I have done what I did. But if there is one subject I do not understand—not internally, much less externally—it’s the ties that bind us to each other. “Love means never having to say you’re sorry,” I mutter.


  “Is this a joke to you? Some big joke? Because I don’t see it that way. A girl’s dead, and there’s nothing funny about that.” He comes closer, until his arm is brushing mine, and I can barely concentrate because of the buzzing in my head. “Tell me, Jacob,” he says. “Tell me why you killed Jess.”


  Suddenly the door slams open, striking him in the shoulder. “Don’t answer that,” a strange man yells. Behind him stands my mother, and behind her are two uniformed officers, who have just raced down the hall, too.


  “Who the hell are you?” Detective Matson asks.


  “I’m Jacob’s attorney.”


  “Oh, really,” he says. “Jacob, is this your lawyer?”


  I glance at the man. He’s wearing khaki pants and a dress shirt but no tie. He has sandy hair that reminds me of Theo’s and looks too young to be a real lawyer. “No,” I reply.


  The detective smiles triumphantly. “He’s eighteen years old, Counselor. He says you’re not his lawyer, and he hasn’t asked for one.”


  I am not stupid. I’ve watched enough CrimeBusters to know where this is headed. “I want a lawyer,” I announce.


  Detective Matson throws up his hands.


  “We’re leaving now.” My mother elbows her way closer. I reach for my coat, which is still draped over the back of the chair.


  “Mr....what’s your name?” the detective asks.


  “Bond,” my new lawyer says. “Oliver Bond.” He grins at me.


  “Mr. Bond, your client is being charged with the murder of Jessica Ogilvy,” Detective Matson says. “He’s not going anywhere.”


  CASE 5: THE NOT-SO-GOOD DOCTOR


  Kay Sybers was fifty-two years old and, by anyone’s standards, unhealthy. She’d been a smoker years ago; she was overweight. But she didn’t show signs of medical problems until one evening in 1991, when (after a dinner of prime rib and Chardonnay) she had trouble breathing and developed shooting pain down her left arm. Those are classic signs of a heart attack—something her husband, Bill, should have recognized. After all, he was a Florida physician who doubled as the county coroner. Instead of calling an ambulance or whisking her to the ER, though, he attempted to draw blood from her arm. He wanted to run a few tests that day at work, he said. Yet hours later, Kay was dead. Concluding that she had died from a coronary, Bill Sybers decided against an autopsy.


  A day later, based on an anonymous tip of suspicious activity, Kay Sybers was scheduled for autopsy. The toxicology reports came back inconclusive, and Kay was buried. However, suspicions arose again when rumors circulated that Bill Sybers was sleeping with a lab technician at his workplace. Kay’s body was exhumed, and forensic toxicologist Kevin Ballard screened for succinylcholine, a drug that increases the release of potassium and paralyzes the muscles, including the diaphragm. In the tissues, he discovered succinylmonocholine, a by-product of succinylcholine and proof of the poison’s presence in Kay’s body.


  Ironically, although Bill Sybers seemed in a hurry to bury his wife and hide the evidence, the embalming process helped preserve the succinylmonocholine and made it easier to detect.


  5


  Rich


  The minute after I arrest Jacob Hunt, all hell breaks loose. His mother cries out and starts shouting at the same moment that I put my hand on Jacob’s shoulder to lead him back to the room where we do our fingerprints and mug shots—but from his reaction, you would have thought I’d just run him through with a sword. He takes a swing at me, which sets off his lawyer, who—being a lawyer—is no doubt already wondering how to keep his client from being charged for assault on an officer as well. “Jacob!” his mother shrieks, and then she grabs my arm. “Don’t touch him. He doesn’t like to be touched.”


  I gingerly test my jaw where he’s decked me. “Yeah, well, I don’t like to be punched,” I mutter, and I twist Jacob’s arms behind his back and handcuff him. “I need to type up some paperwork for your son. Then we’ll drive him down to the courthouse for his arraignment.”


  “He can’t handle all this,” Emma argues. “At least let me stay with him, so that he knows it’s going to be all right—”


  “You can’t,” I say flatly.


  “You wouldn’t interrogate someone deaf without an interpreter!”


  “With all due respect, ma’am, your son isn’t deaf.” I meet her gaze. “If you don’t leave, I’m going to arrest you as well.”


  “Emma,” the lawyer murmurs, taking her arm.


  “Let go of me,” she says, shaking him off. She takes a step toward her flailing son, but one of the other officers stops her.


  “Get them out of here,” I order as I start to drag Jacob down the hall to the processing room.


  It’s like trying to wrestle a bull into the backseat of a car. “Look,” I say, “you just have to relax.” But he is still struggling against my hold when I finally shove him into the small space. There’s a fingerprinting machine in there, plus the camera we use for mug shots, expensive equipment that in my mind’s eye I’m seeing shattered by Jacob’s tantrum. “Stand here,” I say, pointing to a white line on the floor. “Look at the camera.”


  Jacob lifts up his face and closes his eyes.


  “Open them,” I say.


  He does—and rolls them toward the ceiling. After a minute, I take the damn picture anyway, and then his profile shots.


  It’s when he’s turned to his right that he notices the fingerprint machine and goes very still. “Is that a LiveScan?” Jacob murmurs, the first coherent words he’s said since I placed him under arrest.


  “Yup.” I stand at the keypad and suddenly realize that there is a much easier way to go about processing Jacob. “You want to see how it works?”


  It’s like a switch has been flipped; the crazed tornado has morphed into a curious kid. He takes a step closer. “They’re digital files, right?”


  “Yeah.” I type Jacob’s name onto the keypad. “What’s your middle initial?”


  “T.”


  “Date of birth?”


  “December twenty-first, 1991,” he says.


  “You wouldn’t happen to know your social security—”


  He rattles off a string of numbers, looking over my shoulder at the next entry. “Weight: 185 pounds,” Jacob says, growing more animated. “Occupation: Student. Place of Birth: Burlington, Vermont.”


  I reach for a bottle of Corn Huskers lotion that we use to make sure the ridges are slightly damp and all friction skin is captured and realize Jacob’s hands are still cuffed behind him. “I’d like to show you how this machine operates,” I say slowly, “but I can’t do it if you’re in handcuffs.”


  “Right. I understand,” Jacob says, but he’s staring at the screen on the LiveScan machine, and I think if I’d told him that he’d have to give up one of his limbs in return for seeing the scan in action, he would have eagerly agreed. I unlock the cuffs and wipe his fingertips down with the lotion before taking his right hand in mine.


  “First we do the thumb flats,” I say, pressing Jacob’s down one at a time. “Then we do flats of the fingers.” It’s a simultaneous impression, the four fingers of each hand pressed on the glass surface at once. “Once the computer’s got these loaded, the other images are matched up against them. You roll side to side, thumbs inward, fingers outward,” I say, illustrating with the first of his fingers and following through with the rest.


  When the machine rejects one of the rolled fingers, Jacob’s eyebrows shoot up. “That is remarkable,” he says. “It won’t enter a shoddy print?”


  “Nope. It lets me know when I’ve lifted the finger too soon or if the print is too dark, so I can redo the scan.” When I finish with his fingers, I press his palm flat on the surface—it’s the type of print we find most often on windows, if a criminal’s been peeking inside—and then I scan a writer’s palm print, the curved edge of the hand along the pinkie finger down to the wrist. By the time I switch to Jacob’s left hand, he’s practically doing it himself. “It’s that easy,” I say, as the images line up on the screen.


  “So you’ll send out searches to AFIS right from here?” Jacob asks.


  “That’s the plan.” Having a digital LiveScan that connects to the Automated Fingerprint Identification System is a godsend; I am old enough to remember when it was far more complicated than it is now. The prints are sent to the state central depository, which documents the arrest and sends it along to the FBI. After I lock Jacob up, I will come back to see if there are any other crimes in his past for which he has a record.


  I’m guessing there will not be any other hits, but that doesn’t mean this is the first time Jacob’s acted out. It only means it’s the first time he’s been caught.


  The printer spits out a card that I’ll put in his arrest folder, along with his mug shots. At the top, all of Jacob’s biographical information is listed. Below are ten small squares, each with a rolled print. Under those are the ten fingertip digits, lined up like an army of soldiers.


  In that instant, I happen to notice Jacob’s face. His eyes are shining; his mouth is bent into a smile. He’s been arrested for murder, yet he’s on cloud nine, because he’s gotten to see a LiveScan system up close and personal.


  I hit a button, and a second card is printed. “Here.” I hand it to him.


  He starts to bounce on the balls of his feet. “You mean...I can keep it?”


  “Why the hell not,” I say. While he’s entranced by the printout, I grasp his elbow to lead him to the lockup. This time, he doesn’t go ballistic when I touch him. He doesn’t even notice.


  ***


  Once, I was called in to a suicide. The guy had OD’d on sleeping pills when he was supposed to be babysitting for his sister’s twins. The kids were ten-year-old boys, holy terrors. When they couldn’t wake up their uncle, they decided to horse around with him. They covered his face with whipped cream and put a cherry on his nose, which is the first thing I saw when I took a look at the body stretched out on the living room couch.


  Those kids never realized the guy was dead.


  Eventually, of course, they would have been told. And even though my work was done at that point, I thought about the twins a lot. You just know that after they found out, they were never quite the same. I was probably one of the last people to see those boys when they were still just two kids, when death was the farthest thing from their minds.


  That’s what haunts me at night. Not the dead bodies I find, but the live ones I leave in my wake.


  ***


  When I lock Jacob inside our holding cell, he doesn’t react—and that scares me more than his earlier outburst. “I’m coming back for you,” I say. “I just have to finish doing a little paperwork, and then we’ll go to the courthouse. Okay?”


  He doesn’t answer. In his right hand, he clutches the fingerprint card. His left hand is flapping against his thigh.


  “Why don’t you sit down?” I say.


  Instead of taking a seat on the bunk, Jacob immediately sinks down onto the concrete floor.


  We have a video camera pointed into the cell, so that someone is always watching over a perp. I should be going through the paperwork, which takes forever, but instead, I swing into dispatch to stare at the monitor. For ten whole minutes, Jacob Hunt doesn’t move, unless you count the way his hand is fluttering. Then, very slowly, he scoots backward until he is leaning against the wall, pressed against the corner of the cell. His mouth is moving.


  “What the hell is he saying?” I ask the dispatcher.


  “Beats me.”


  I walk out of dispatch and crack the door that leads to the holding cell. Jacob’s voice is faint:


  All around in my hometown,

  They’re trying to track me down.

  They say they want to bring me in guilty

  For the killing of a deputy.


  I swing open the door and walk up to the cell. Jacob is still singing, his voice rising and falling. My footsteps echo on the concrete, but he doesn’t stop, not even when I am standing on the other side of the bars, directly in front of him, with my arms crossed.


  He sings through the chorus two more times before he stops. He doesn’t look at me, but I can tell from the way his shoulders square that he knows I’m here.


  With a sigh, I realize that I’m not going to leave this kid alone again. And I’m not going to get my paperwork done unless I can convince him it’s another lesson in police procedure. “So,” I say, unlocking the cell door, “have you ever filled out an intake form?”


  Oliver


  As soon as I hear the detective say that he’ll arrest Emma Hunt if she doesn’t shut up, I snap out of the panic I am in, a panic induced by the sentence he spoke just slightly before that: Then we’ll drive him down to the courthouse for his arraignment.


  What the hell do I know about arraignments?


  I have won a couple of civil suits. But a criminal arraignment is a whole different animal.


  We are in Emma’s car, driving to the courthouse, but that was a struggle. She didn’t want to leave the police station without Jacob; the only way I managed to convince her to leave was by pointing her in the direction of where her son would be heading. “I ought to be with him,” she says, running a red light. “I’m his mother, for God’s sake.” As if that triggers something else in her mind, she grimaces. “Theo. Oh my God, Theo...He doesn’t even know we’re here...”


  I don’t know who Theo is, and to be honest, I don’t have time to care. I am busy wondering where I am supposed to stand in the courtroom.


  What do I say?


  Do I speak first, or does the prosecutor?


  “This is a total misunderstanding,” Emma insists. “Jacob’s never hurt anyone. This couldn’t be his fault.”


  Actually, I don’t even know which courtroom to go to.


  “Are you even listening?” Emma asks, and I realize at that moment she must have asked me a question.


  “Yes,” I say, figuring I have a 50 percent chance of being right.


  She narrows her eyes. “Left or right,” she repeats.


  We are sitting at a stop sign. “Left,” I murmur.


  “What happens at the arraignment?” she asks. “Jacob won’t have to talk, will he?”


  “No. The lawyer does. I mean, I do. The whole point of an arraignment is just to read the charges and set bail.” This much I remember from law school, anyway.


  But it’s not the right thing to say to Emma. “Bail?” she repeats. “They’re going to lock Jacob up?”


  “I don’t know,” I say, totally honest. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”


  Emma parks in the courthouse lot. “When will he get here?”


  I don’t know the answer to that. What I do know is that it’s nearly the end of the business day, and if Detective Matson doesn’t get his ass in gear, Jacob’s going to be spending the night at the county jail—but there’s no way I’m going to tell Emma that.


  It’s quiet inside the courthouse; most of the cases are through for the day. However, mine is just beginning, and I need a crash course in criminal law before my client figures out I’m a total fraud. “Why don’t you wait here?” I suggest, pointing to a chair in the lobby.


  “Where are you going?”


  “To do, um, some paperwork that needs to be filed before Jacob arrives,” I say, trying to look as confident as possible, and then I make a beeline for the office of the clerk.


  It’s just like nurses in a hospital tend to know more than the doctors most of the time; if you really want to get the answer to a question about court, you should spend more time buttering up the clerks than the judges. “Hello,” I say to the small, dark-haired woman peering into a computer screen. “I’m here for a criminal arraignment.”


  She flicks a glance upward. “How nice for you,” she says flatly.


  My gaze falls on a nameplate on her desk. “I wonder, Dorothy, if you could tell me in which courtroom that might take place?”


  “The criminal courtroom would be a safe bet...”


  “Right.” I smile, as if I knew this all along. “And the judge...?”


  “If it’s Monday, it’s Judge Cuttings,” she says.


  “Thanks. Thanks very much,” I reply. “Really nice to meet you.”


  “The highlight of my day,” Dorothy intones.


  I am about to walk out the door when I turn back at the last moment. “One more thing...”


  “Yes?”


  “Am I, um, supposed to say anything?”


  She looks up from her computer. “The judge will ask you whether your client pleads guilty or not guilty,” Dorothy answers.


  “Great,” I say. “I really appreciate that.”


  In the lobby, I find Emma hanging up her cell phone. “So?” she asks.


  I sink into the empty seat beside her. “Piece of cake,” I tell her, and I hope I can convince myself.


  ***


  Emma and I sit through three drug possession charges, one B and E, and an indecent exposure charge before Jacob is brought into the courtroom. From my vantage point in the gallery, I can tell the moment Emma notices he’s here: she sits up a little straighter, and her breath catches in her throat.


  If you have spent any time in a courtroom, you’ll know that high school football players—the mean ones with no necks—grow up and become bailiffs. Two of these behemoths are manhandling Jacob, who’s doing his damnedest to get the hell away from them. He keeps craning his neck, looking at the people in the courtroom, and as soon as he spots Emma, his entire body sags with relief.


  I stand up, heading down from the gallery, because it’s showtime, and realize too late that Emma’s following me. “You have to stay here,” I whisper over my shoulder as I take my place at the defendant’s table beside my client.


  “Hi,” I say to Jacob under my breath. “My name’s Oliver. Your mom hired me to be your lawyer, and I’ve got it all under control. Don’t say anything to the judge. Just let me do the talking.”


  The whole time I’m speaking, Jacob is looking at his lap. The minute I finish, he twists in his seat. “Mom,” he calls out, “what’s going on?”


  “Counselor,” the bigger bailiff says, “either shut your client up or he’s going back in the holding cell.”


  “I just told you not to talk to anybody,” I tell Jacob.


  “You told me not to say anything to the judge.”


  “You can’t talk to anybody,” I clarify. “Do you understand?”


  Jacob glances down at the table.


  “Jacob? Hello?”


  “You told me not to talk to anybody,” he mutters. “Will you make up your mind already?”


  Judge Cuttings is a hard-boiled New Englander who, in his time off, runs a llama farm and who, in my opinion, looks a little like a llama himself. He has just announced Jacob’s name when Dorothy the clerk enters through a side door and passes him a note. Looking down his long nose at it, he sighs. “I have two arraignments for Mr. Robichaud that need to be done in another courtroom. Since he’s currently here with his clients, I’ll do those first, and then we’ll take the prisoner’s case.”


  The minute he says the word prisoner, Jacob jumps to his feet. “I need a sensory break,” he announces.


  “Shut up,” I murmur.


  “I need a sensory break!”


  Dozens of thoughts are running through my mind: How do I get the kid to stop talking? How do I get the judge to forget everything that’s unfolding before his eyes? How would a seasoned lawyer handle a situation like this, when a client becomes a loose cannon? How long before I am seasoned enough to stop second-guessing myself?


  The minute Jacob takes a step, the two bailiffs are on top of him. He starts screaming, a high, keening sound. “Let go of him!” Emma shrieks behind me. “He doesn’t understand! He’s allowed to get up in school when things are overwhelming—”


  “This isn’t school,” the judge thunders. “This is my courtroom, and you, madam, will be leaving it.”


  The second bailiff releases Jacob and steps into the gallery to pull Emma outside. “I can explain,” she cries, but her voice gets fainter as she’s forced down the aisle.


  I look from her to my client, who has gone boneless and is being dragged out a different door. “Take your stinking paws off me, you damned dirty ape!” Jacob yells.


  The judge narrows his eyes at me.


  “It’s from Planet of the Apes,” I mutter.


  “I’m mad as hell, and I’m not going to take this anymore,” he replies. “That’s from Network. I highly recommend you watch the movie after you get your client under control.”


  I duck my head and hurry down the aisle. Emma stands outside the courtroom door, flushed and angry, her eyes shooting daggers at the bailiff. “Your kid can wait till the courtroom’s empty,” he says to me. “That’s when we’ll arraign him. And the mother can’t come back inside until then.”


  He enters the courtroom again; the door opens with a gasp. That leaves me standing alone in the hallway with Emma, who grabs my hand and pulls me toward the staircase. “What...what are you doing?”


  “He’s down there, isn’t he? Come on.”


  “Hold it.” I dig in my heels and fold my arms. “What was that all about?”


  “I hate to say I told you so, but I told you so. That’s Asperger’s. Sometimes Jacob seems totally normal—brilliant, even—and sometimes the tiniest thing can set him off into a full-fledged fit.”


  “Well, he can’t behave like that in a courtroom. I thought he knew all about crime scenes and cops and the law. He has to be respectful and quiet or this will be disastrous.”


  “He’s trying,” Emma insists. “That’s why he asked for a sensory break.”


  “A what?”


  “A place he can go to away from all the noise and confusion, so that he can calm himself down. At school, that’s one of the special accommodations he gets...Look, can we talk about this later and just go see him?”


  Jacob was getting his sensory break...in a holding cell. “You aren’t allowed down there.”


  She flinches, as if I’ve struck her. “Well,” Emma says, “are you?”


  To be honest, I am not sure. I poke my head inside the courtroom. The bailiff stands just inside the door, arms folded. “Can I go talk to my client?” I whisper.


  “Yeah,” he says. “Go ahead.”


  I wait for him to take me to Jacob, but he doesn’t budge. “Thanks,” I say, and I duck out the door again and head past Emma, down the stairs.


  I hope that’s where the holding cells are.


  After five minutes of detours through the custodial closet and the boiler room, I find what I’m looking for. Jacob is sitting in the corner of this cell, one hand flapping like a bird, his shoulders hunched, his voice thready and singing Bob Marley.


  “How come you sing that song?” I ask, coming to stand in front of the bars.


  He pauses in the middle of the chorus. “It makes me feel better.”


  I consider this. “You know any Dylan?” When he doesn’t answer, I step forward. “Look, Jacob. I know you don’t know what’s going on. And to be honest, neither do I. I’ve never done this before. But we’re going to figure it out together. All you have to do is promise me one thing: Let me do the talking.” I wait for Jacob to nod, to acknowledge me, but it doesn’t happen. “Do you trust me?”


  “No,” he says. “I don’t.” Then he gets to his feet. “Will you give a message to my mom?”


  “Sure.”


  He curls his hands around the bars. His fingers are long, elegant. “Life is like a box of chocolates,” he whispers. “You never know what you’re gonna get.”


  I laugh, thinking the boy can’t be all that bad off if he’s able to joke around. But then I realize that he’s not kidding. “I’ll tell her,” I say.


  ***


  When I return, Emma is pacing. “Is he okay?” she asks, the minute I turn the corner. “Was he responsive?”


  “Yes and yes,” I assure her. “Maybe Jacob’s stronger than you think he is.”


  “You’re basing this insight on the five minutes you’ve spent with him?” She rolls her eyes. “He has to eat by six. If he doesn’t—”


  “I’ll get him a snack from the vending machines.”


  “It can’t have caseins or glutens—”


  I have no freaking idea what that means. “Emma, you have to relax.”


  She rounds on me. “My older son, who’s autistic, has just been arrested for murder. He’s stuck in a jail cell somewhere in the basement, for God’s sake. Don’t you dare tell me to relax.”


  “Well, it won’t do Jacob any good if you lose it in the courtroom again.” When she doesn’t respond, I sit down on a bench across the hall. “He wanted me to tell you something.”


  The hope on her face is so naked that I have to look away.


  “Life is like a box of chocolates,” I quote.


  With a sigh, Emma sinks down beside me. “Forrest Gump. That’s one of his favorites.”


  “Movie buff?”


  “An intense one. It’s almost like he’s studying for a test he’ll have to take later.” She glances at me. “When he feels something overwhelming, he doesn’t always have the words for it, so he quotes someone else’s.”


  I think about Jacob spouting Charlton Heston when the bailiff grabbed him and smile broadly.


  “He sets up crime scenes for me,” Emma says softly. “So that I can look at the forensic evidence and work backward. But I should have been working forward. We never really talked about what happens after. What happens now.”


  “I know you’re upset, but we have a lot of time to figure it out. Today’s arraignment is just a rubber stamp.”


  She stares at me. When I was in college, the girls that I always found myself drooling over were the ones who had dabs of toothpaste on their chins, or who stuck pencils through their messy hair to keep it away from their faces. The ones who slayed me were so far removed from caring how they looked that they circled back to a natural, artless beauty. Emma Hunt might be a decade older than me, but she’s still a knockout. “How old are you?” she asks after a moment.


  “I don’t really think that chronological age is a decent measure of—”


  “Twenty-four,” she guesses.


  “Twenty-eight.”


  She closes her eyes and shakes her head. “I was twenty-eight a thousand years ago.”


  “Then you look great for your age,” I say.


  Blinking, she focuses fiercely on me. “Promise,” she demands. “Promise me that you’re going to get my son out of here.”


  I nod at her, and for a moment I want to be a white knight; I want to be able to tell her I know law as well as I know how to shoe a skittish mare, and I don’t want it to be a lie. Just then the bailiff peers around the corner. “We’re ready,” he says.


  I only wish I could say the same.


  ***


  The courtroom is different when it’s empty. Dust motes hang in the air, and my footsteps sound like gunshots on the parquet flooring. Emma and I walk to the front of the gallery, where I leave her sitting just behind the bar as I cross through to sit at the defense table.


  It’s déjà vu.


  Jacob is led out by the bailiffs. He’s handcuffed, and I hear Emma suck in her breath behind me when she notices. But then again, he left the courtroom violent; there’s no reason to assume he wouldn’t pull the same trick twice. When he sits down beside me, the handcuffs jingle in his lap. He presses his lips together in a flat line, as if he’s trying to show me he remembers my instructions.


  “All rise,” the bailiff says, and when I stand up, I grab Jacob’s sleeve so he will, too.


  Judge Cuttings enters and sits down heavily in his chair, his robes billowing around him like a storm. “I trust you’ve talked to your client about his behavior in the courtroom, Counselor?”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” I answer. “I’m sorry about the outburst. Jacob’s autistic.”


  The judge frowns. “Are you concerned about competency?”


  “Yes,” I reply.


  “All right. Mr. Bond, your client is here to be arraigned on a charge of first-degree murder pursuant to 13 VSA, section 2301. Do you waive the reading of the rights on his behalf at this time?”


  “Yes, Your Honor.”


  He nods. “I’m going to enter a not guilty plea on his behalf, because of the competency issue.”


  For a moment, I hesitate. If the judge enters the plea, does that mean I don’t have to?


  “Are there any other issues with the charge as it stands today, Counselor?”


  “I don’t think so, Your Honor...”


  “Excellent. This is bound over for a competency hearing fourteen days from today at nine A.M. I’ll see you then, Mr. Bond.”


  The larger bailiff approaches the defense table and hauls Jacob to his feet. He lets loose a squeak, and then, remembering the rules of the courtroom, squelches it. “Hang on a minute,” I interrupt. “Judge, didn’t you just say we could go?”


  “I said you could go, Counselor. Your client, on the other hand, is charged with murder and being held pending his competency hearing at your own request.”


  As he leaves the bench to return to chambers, as Jacob is pulled out of the courtroom again—silent, this time—headed to a two-week stay in jail, I gather the courage to turn around and confess to Emma Hunt that I’ve just done everything I told her I wouldn’t.


  Theo


  My mother doesn’t cry very often. The first time, like I said, was at the library when I had a tantrum instead of Jacob. The second time was when I was ten years old and Jacob was thirteen and he had homework for his life skills class—an extracurricular he hated because he was one of only two autistic kids, and the other boy didn’t have AS but was lower on the spectrum and spent most of the class lining up crayons end to end. The other three kids in the class had Down syndrome or developmental disabilities. Because of this, a lot of time was spent on things like hygiene—stuff Jacob already knew how to do—with a little bit of social skills tossed in. And one day, his teacher assigned the class to make a friend before the next time they all met.


  “You don’t make a friend,” Jacob said with a scowl. “It’s not like they come with directions like you’d find on a box of macaroni and cheese.”


  “All you have to do is remember the steps that Mrs. LaFoye gave you,” my mother said. “Look someone in the eye, tell them your name, ask them if they’d like to play.”


  Even at ten, I knew that this protocol would surely lead to getting your ass kicked, but I wasn’t going to tell Jacob that.


  So the three of us trekked to the local playground, and I sat down next to my mother on a bench while Jacob set out to make a friend. The problem was, there was no one his age there. The oldest kid I could see was about my age, and he was hanging upside down from the monkey bars. Jacob walked up to him and twisted sideways so that he could look the kid in the eye. “My name is Jacob,” he said in his voice, which I’m used to but which is weird to everyone else—flat as a sheet of aluminum, even in places where there should be exclamation points. “Do you want to play?”


  The kid did a neat flip onto the ground. “Are you, like, some kind of retard?”


  Jacob considered this. “No.”


  “News flash,” the boy said. “You are.”


  The kid ran off, leaving Jacob standing alone under the monkey bars. I almost got up to rescue him, but then he started to turn in a slow circle. I couldn’t figure out what he was doing, and then I realized he liked the sound his sneaker made when it crunched a dry leaf underneath the sole.


  He walked on his tiptoes, very precisely crushing the leaves, until he reached the sandbox. A pair of tiny kids—one blond and one with red pigtails—were busy making pizzas out of sand. “Here’s another one,” the first girl said, and she slapped a glob of sand onto the wooden railing so that the other girl could decorate it with pepperoni rocks and mozzarella grass.


  “Hi, I’m Jacob,” my brother said.


  “I’m Annika, and I’m going to be a unicorn when I grow up,” the blonde said.


  Pigtails didn’t look up from the pizza assembly line. “My little brother threw up in the bathroom and slipped in it and landed on his butt.”


  “Do you want to play?” Jacob asked. “We could dig for dinosaurs.”


  “There aren’t any dinosaurs in the sandbox, just pizza,” Annika said. “Maggie’s the one who gets to put on the cheese and stuff, but you can be the waiter.”


  Jacob looked like a giant in the sandbox beside those two girls. A woman was staring daggers at him, and I would have bet fifty bucks it was either Annika’s or Maggie’s mom, wondering if the thirteen-year-old playing with her precious little daughter was a perv. Jacob picked up a stick and began to outline a skeleton in the sand. “The allosaurus had a wishbone, like other meat-eating dinosaurs,” he said. “Just like you’d find on a chicken.”


  “Here’s another one,” Annika said, and she dumped a pile of sand in front of Maggie. You could practically draw a line between the little girls and Jacob. They weren’t playing together as much as they were playing next to each other.


  Jacob looked up at that moment and grinned at me. He tipped his head toward the girls as if to say, Hey, check it out, I made two friends.


  I glanced at my mother, and that’s when I saw her crying. Tears were rolling down her cheeks and she wasn’t doing anything to try to wipe them away. It was almost as if she didn’t know it was happening.


  There were plenty of other times in my life that it would have made more sense for my mother to cry: when she had to go to the school to talk to the principal about something Jacob had done to get himself into trouble, for example. Or when he had one of his tantrums in the middle of a crowded space—like last year, in front of the Santa Claus pavilion at the mall while a bazillion kids and parents watched the nuclear meltdown ensue. But then, my mother had been dry-eyed, her face wiped clean of expression. In fact, during those moments, my mother looked a little like Jacob did.


  I don’t know why seeing my brother with two little girls in a sandbox was a straw that broke the so-called camel’s back, for her. I just know that, at that moment, I remember feeling like the world had turned itself inside out. It’s the child who’s supposed to cry, and the mom who makes it all better, not the other way around, which is why mothers will move heaven and earth to hold it together in front of their own kids.


  Even then I knew that if Jacob was the one who made her cry, I was the one who had to stop it.


  ***


  Of course I know where they are; my mother has called me from the courthouse. But that doesn’t keep me from being unable to concentrate on Civitas or Geo until they come home.


  I wonder if my teachers will accept that as an excuse: Sorry I didn’t get my homework done: my brother was being arraigned.


  Sure, my geometry teacher will say. Like I haven’t heard that one a thousand times.


  The minute I hear the door open, I run into the mudroom to find out what happened. My mother walks in, alone, and sits down on the bench where we usually dump our school backpacks.


  “Where’s Jacob?” I ask, and very slowly she looks up at me.


  “In jail,” she whispers. “Oh, my God, he’s in jail.” She bends at the waist until she is doubled over.


  “Mom?” I touch her shoulder, but she doesn’t move. It scares me to death, and it’s eerily familiar.


  It takes me a second to place it—the way she’s staring off into space, the way she won’t respond: this is how Jacob looked last week, when we couldn’t get him to come back to us.


  “Come on, Mom.” I slip an arm around her waist and lift her. She feels like a bag of bones. I guide her upstairs, wondering why the hell Jacob is in jail. Aren’t you supposed to be guaranteed the right to a speedy trial? Could it have been that speedy? If only I’d done my Civitas homework, maybe I’d understand what had happened, but this much I know: I am not about to ask my mother.


  I sit her down on the bed and then I kneel and take off her shoes. “Just lie down,” I suggest, which seems like something she’d say if the tables were turned. “I’ll get you a cup of tea, okay?”


  In the kitchen I set the kettle to boil and have a tsunami of déjà vu: the last time I did this—boil a kettle, take out a tea bag, and hook its paper tag over the edge of a mug—I was in Jess Ogilvy’s house. It’s really just a matter of luck that Jacob’s the one sitting in jail right now, and I’m here. It could easily have been the other way around.


  Part of me is relieved about that, which makes me feel like total crap.


  I wonder what the detective said to Jacob. Why my mother brought him down there in the first place. Maybe that’s why she’s so messed up now: not grief but guilt. That much, I understand. If I’d gone to the cops and told them I had seen Jess alive and naked earlier that day, would it have made matters worse for Jacob, or better?


  I don’t really know how my mother takes her tea, so I put in milk and sugar and carry it upstairs. She is sitting up now, the pillows piled behind her. When she sees me, she tears up. “My boy,” she says, as I sit down beside her. She cups her hand around my cheek. “My beautiful boy.”


  She might be talking about me, and she might be talking about Jacob. I decide it doesn’t really matter.


  “Mom,” I ask. “What’s going on?”


  “Jacob has to stay in jail...for two weeks. Then they’ll take him to court again to see if he’s competent to stand trial.”


  Okay, I may not be a rocket scientist, but sticking someone who may not be able to handle a trial in jail doesn’t seem like the best way to see if they’re able to handle a trial. I mean, if you can’t handle a trial, how the hell could you handle jail?


  “But...he hasn’t done anything wrong,” I say, and I look carefully at my mother, to see if she knows more than I do.


  If she does, she’s not showing it. “That doesn’t seem to matter.”


  Today in Civitas we talked about the cornerstone of our country’s legal system: that you’re innocent until proven guilty. Locking someone up in jail while you try to figure out what to do next doesn’t seem like you’re giving him the benefit of the doubt. It sounds like you’re already assuming he’s screwed, so he might as well get comfortable in his future living quarters.


  My mother tells me how Jacob got suckered into talking to the detective. How she ran to find him a lawyer. How Jacob was arrested in front of her. How he decked the bailiffs when they tried to grab his arms.


  I don’t understand why this lawyer wasn’t able to get Jacob released and back home. I read enough Grisham novels to know that happens all the time, especially for people who don’t have a previous record.


  “So what happens now?” I ask.


  I don’t just mean for Jacob, either. I mean for us. All those years I wished Jacob didn’t exist, and now that he’s not in the house, it’s like there’s an elephant in the room. How am I supposed to make a can of soup for dinner, knowing that my brother is in a cell somewhere? How am I supposed to get up in the morning, go to school, pretend that this is life as usual?


  “Oliver—that’s the lawyer—says that people get unarrested all the time. The police get some new evidence, and they let the original suspect go.”


  She is holding on to this like it’s a lucky charm, a rabbit’s foot, an amulet. Jacob will be unarrested, and we can all go back to the way we were. Never mind that the way we were wasn’t that terrific, or that unarrested doesn’t mean the slate is wiped entirely clear so you forget what happened. Imagine spending twenty years in prison for a crime you never committed before you’re acquitted thanks to DNA evidence. Sure, you’re free now, but you don’t get back those twenty years. You don’t ever stop being “that guy who used to be in prison.”


  Because I don’t know how to say this to her—and I’m sure she wouldn’t want to hear it, anyway—I reach for the remote control on her nightstand and turn on the TV that’s sitting on the dresser across the room. The news is on, the weatherman predicting a storm sometime next week. “Thanks, Norm,” the anchorwoman says. “Breaking news in the case of the murder of Jessica Ogilvy...Police have arrested eighteen-year-old Jacob Hunt of Townsend, Vermont, in connection with the crime.”


  Beside me, my mother freezes. Jacob’s school photo fills the screen. In it, he is wearing a striped blue shirt and, as usual, not staring at the camera. “Jacob is a senior at Townsend Regional High School and was tutored by the victim.”


  Holy shit.


  “We’ll have more on this story as it develops,” the anchor promises.


  My mother lifts the remote control. I figure she is going to turn off the television, but instead, she hurls it at the screen. The remote breaks apart, and the TV screen cracks. She rolls onto her side.


  “I’ll get the broom,” I say.


  ***


  In the middle of the night, I hear noises in the kitchen. I creep downstairs to find my mother, rummaging through a drawer to find the phone book. Her hair is loose, her feet are bare, and there’s a toothpaste stain on her shirt. “Why isn’t it listed under ‘Government,’ ” she mutters.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I have to call the jail,” she says. “He doesn’t like it when it’s dark. I could bring him a night-light. I want them to know that I can bring him a night-light, if that helps.”


  “Mom,” I say.


  She picks up the telephone.


  “Mom...you need to go to bed.”


  “No,” she corrects. “I need to call the jail—”


  “It’s three in the morning. They’re asleep.” I look at her. “Jacob’s asleep.”


  She turns her face to mine. “Do you really think so?”


  “Yeah,” I say, but the word has to squeeze itself out around the knot in my throat. “Yeah, I do.”


  Here are the things I am afraid of:


  That the subject Jacob loves the most has stopped being an interest and has started to become an obsession.


  That this is why he’s in jail in the first place.


  That when he was last with Jess, something made him feel scared, or cornered, which is what makes him snap.


  That you can love someone and hate him at the same time.


  That age has nothing to do with who is the older brother.


  ***


  If you think having a brother who’s got Asperger’s makes me a pariah, imagine having one who’s in jail. The next day I am in school—yes, more on that later—and everywhere I go, I hear the whispers.


  I heard he cut off her finger with a knife and kept it.


  I heard he hit her with a baseball bat.


  I always thought he was creepy.


  The reason I’m taking up space in my classes today—and believe me, that’s all I’m doing, since my brain is too busy blocking the gossip I overhear—is that my mother thought it was the best plan. “I have to go to the jail,” she said, which I had figured would happen. “You can’t stay home for two weeks. You have to go back sometime.”


  I knew she was right, but didn’t she also realize that people were going to ask about Jacob? Make assumptions? And not just the kids. Teachers would come up to me full of fake sympathy when what they really wanted was some dirt they could take back to the teachers’ lounge. The whole thing made me feel sick to my stomach.


  “What am I supposed to say if someone asks?”


  My mother hesitated. “Tell them your brother’s attorney said you can’t talk about it.”


  “Is that true?”


  “I have no idea.”


  I took a deep breath. I was going to come clean, to tell her about breaking into Jess’s house. “Mom, I have to talk to you about something...”


  “Can I take a rain check?” she said. “I want to be there when the doors open at nine. There’s plenty of cereal for breakfast, and you can take the bus.”


  Now, I’m sitting in biology next to Elise Howath, who is a pretty good lab partner even if she’s a girl, when she slips a note to me.


  I’m really sorry to hear about your brother.


  I want to thank her, for being nice. For being the first person to give a shit about Jacob instead of crucifying him like the media and the stupid court already have for what he’s done.


  What he’s done.


  I grab my backpack and run out of class, even though Mr. Jennison is still yammering away, and he doesn’t even comment (which tells me, more than anything, that this is not my life but a parallel universe). I keep walking down the hall without a hall pass, and no one stops me. Not when I cruise past the principal’s office and the guidance department. Not when I bust through the double doors near the gym into the blinding light of afternoon and start walking.


  Apparently in the public schools, if you have a relative arrested for murder, the administration and teachers pretend you are invisible.


  Which, to be honest, isn’t really all that different from the way I was treated before.


  I wish I had my skateboard with me. Then I could move faster, maybe outdistance the facts that keep circling in my head:


  I saw Jess Ogilvy alive and well. Shortly after that, Jacob went to her house.


  Now she’s dead.


  I’ve seen my brother put a chair through a wall and smash a window with his hand. I’ve been in his way, sometimes, when he has a meltdown. I’ve got the scars to prove it.


  You do the math.


  My brother is a murderer. I test the words under my breath and immediately feel a pain in my chest. You can’t say it the way you’d say My brother is six feet tall or My brother likes scrambled eggs, even if they are all accurate facts. But the Jacob I knew a week ago is no different than the Jacob I saw this morning. So does that mean I was too stupid to notice some major flaw in my brother? Or that anyone—even Jacob—might suddenly turn into a person you never imagined?


  I sure as hell qualify.


  All my life I’ve thought I have nothing in common with my brother—and it turns out we are both criminals.


  But you didn’t kill anyone.


  The voice echoes in my head, an excuse. For all I know, Jacob’s got his reasons, too.


  That makes me run faster. But I could be a goddamned bullet and still not manage to outstrip the sad fact that I’m no better than those assholes at school: I have already assumed my brother is guilty.


  Behind the school, if you go far enough, you hit a pond. It’s a community hot spot in the winter—on weekends someone lights a bonfire and brings marshmallows to roast; and a few enterprising hockey dads sweep the ice with wide shovels so that pickup games can break out all across its surface. I step onto the ice, even though I don’t have skates with me.


  It’s not crowded on a weekday. A few moms with toddlers, pushing milk crates as they learn to skate. An old man in those black figure skates that always make me think of Holland, or the Olympics. He’s doing figure eights. I dump my backpack on the edge of the snow and shuffle my feet little by little, until I am standing dead center.


  Every year there’s a competition in Townsend to see when the ice will fully melt. They stick a pole in the ice that’s attached to some kind of digital clock, and when the ice melts enough for the pole to tilt, it trips a switch and records that moment in time. People put money down on which day and hour the ice will melt, and the person with the closest guess gets the jackpot. Last year, I think it was about $4,500.


  What if the moment the ice melted was right now?


  What if I went under?


  Would those kids skating around hear the splash? Would the old man come to my rescue?


  My English teacher says a rhetorical question is one that’s asked even though an answer isn’t expected: Is the Pope Catholic? Or Does a bear crap in the woods?


  I think it’s a question that has an answer you don’t really want to hear.


  Does this dress make me look fat?


  Are you really that stupid?


  If the ice melts and no one sees me go under, did I ever really exist?


  If I were the one in jail, would Jacob believe the worst of me?


  Just like that, I sit down in the middle of the pond, on the ice. It’s cold through my jeans. I picture myself freezing from the inside out. They will find me and I’ll be a sculpture, a statue.


  “Hey, kid, you okay?” The old man has skated over to me. “You need some help?”


  Like I said: an answer you don’t really want to hear.


  ***


  I didn’t sleep much last night, but when I did, I dreamed. I dreamed that I was breaking Jacob out of jail. I did it by reading through all his CrimeBusters notebooks and copying the behavior of cat burglars. As soon as I rounded the corner of the prison where Jacob was being kept in a cell, he was ready. Jacob, I said, you have to do exactly what I tell you to do, and he did, which is how I knew it was a dream. He was quiet, and he followed my lead, and he didn’t ask any questions. We tiptoed past the guard booth, and we both hopped into a giant trash bin, covering ourselves with paper and garbage. The custodian finally came and wheeled us right through the buzzers and the locked gate, and just as he was about to dump the giant trash bin into the Dumpster outside, I yelled, Now! and Jacob and I jumped out and started running. We ran for hours, until the only things following us were falling stars, and then we finally stopped in a field of tall grass and laid down on our backs on the ground.


  I didn’t do it, Jacob told me.


  I believe you, I said, and it was really true.


  ***


  On that day when Jacob was supposed to make a friend for homework, those two little girls he met in the sandbox had to leave. They ran off without saying good-bye, leaving my thirteen-year-old brother alone and digging in the sand.


  I was afraid to look at my mother again. So instead, I walked to the sandbox and sat down on the edge. My knees came up to my chin; I was too big for the space—it was crazy to see my brother squeezed into it. I picked up a rock and started to paw through the sand with it. “What are we looking for?” I asked.


  “Allosaurus,” Jacob replied.


  “How are we going to know when we find it?”


  Jacob’s face lit up. “Well, its vertebrae and skull won’t be as heavy as those of other dinosaurs. That’s what the name means, translated: different lizard.”


  I imagined any kid Jacob’s age watching him play paleontologist in a sandbox and wondered if he’d ever have a friend.


  “Theo,” he suddenly whispered, “you know we’re not really going to find allosaurus in here.”


  “Um, yeah.” I laughed. “But if we did, that would be some story, wouldn’t it?”


  “The news vans would come,” Jacob said.


  “Screw the news, we’d be on Oprah,” I told him. “Two kids who find a dinosaur skeleton in a sandbox. We might even wind up on the Wheaties box.”


  “The fabulous Hunt brothers.” Jacob grinned. “That’s what they’d call us.”


  “The fabulous Hunt brothers,” I repeated, and I watched Jacob dig to the bottom with his shovel. I wondered how long it would be before I outgrew him.


  Jacob


  I don’t really understand what’s happening.


  At first I thought maybe this was protocol, like the way that my mother was wheeled out of the hospital after she gave birth to Theo, even though she could easily have walked and carried him in her arms. Maybe it was a liability issue, which is why the bailiffs had to get me out of the courtroom (this time they were a little more hesitant to touch me). I assumed they would lead me to the front of the building, or maybe to a loading dock where defendants could be picked up and taken home.


  Instead, I was stuffed into the back of a police car and driven two hours and thirty-eight minutes to jail.


  I do not want to be in jail.


  The officers who drop me off are not the same ones who take me into the jail. This new one wears a different colored uniform and asks me the same questions that Detective Matson asked me at the police station. There are fluorescent lights on the ceiling, like they have at Walmart. I don’t enjoy going to Walmart for this very reason—the lights spit and hiss sometimes due to their transformers, and I worry that the ceiling will collapse on me. Even now, I cannot speak without glancing up at the ceiling every few moments. “I’d like to call my mother now,” I say to the officer.


  “Well, I’d like a winning lottery ticket, but something tells me neither of us is going to get what we want.”


  “I can’t stay here,” I tell him.


  He’s still typing on his computer. “I don’t remember asking for your opinion.”


  Is this man particularly thickheaded? Or is he trying to annoy me? “I’m a student,” I explain, the same way I might explain mass spectrometry to someone who doesn’t have a clue about trace evidence analysis. “I have to be at school by seven forty-seven in the morning, or else I won’t have time to get to my locker before class.”


  “Consider yourself on winter break,” the officer says.


  “Winter break isn’t until February fifteenth.”


  He punches a button on the keyboard. “All right. Stand up,” he says, so I do. “What’s in your pockets?”


  I glance down at my jacket. “My hands.”


  “So you’re a wiseass,” the officer says. “Empty them, come on.”


  Confused, I hold my palms up in front of me. There’s nothing in them.


  “Your pockets.”


  I pull out a stick of gum, a green pebble, a piece of sea glass, a strip of photographs of my mother and me, and my wallet. He takes them all. “Hey—”


  “The money will be logged in to your account,” he says. I watch him write notes on a piece of paper, and then he opens my wallet and takes out my money and my picture of Dr. Henry Lee. He starts to count the money, and by accident, he drops the pile. When he gathers it back up, it’s out of order.


  Sweat breaks out on my forehead. “The money,” I say.


  “I didn’t take any, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


  I see a twenty rubbing up against a dollar bill, and the five-dollar bill is backward, with President Lincoln facedown.


  In my wallet, I make sure that everything is in order from the smallest denomination to the biggest, and everything faces up. I have never taken cash out of my mother’s wallet without her permission, but sometimes when she is unaware I sneak into her purse and organize her money for her. I just don’t like the thought of all that chaos; the coin pocket is already haphazard enough.


  “You okay?” the officer says, and I realize he is staring at me.


  “Could you...” I can barely speak, my throat has gotten so tight. “Could you just put the bills in order?”


  “What the hell?”


  With my hand curled to my chest, I point a single finger at the stack of bills. “Please,” I whisper. “The ones go on top.”


  If at least the money looks the way it is supposed to, that’s something that hasn’t changed.


  “I don’t believe this,” the officer mutters, but he does it, and once that twenty is resting safely at the bottom of the pile, I let out the breath I’ve been holding.


  “Thanks,” I say, even though I noticed at least two of the bills are still upside down.


  Jacob, I tell myself, you can do this. It doesn’t matter if you are in another bed tonight instead of your own. It doesn’t matter if they do not let you brush your teeth. In the grand scheme of things, the world will not stop spinning. (That is a sentence my mother likes to use when I get nervous about a change in routine.)


  Meanwhile the officer leads me to another room, one not much bigger than a closet. “Strip,” he says, and he folds his arms.


  “Strip what?” I answer.


  “All of it. Underwear, too.” When I realize he wants me to take off my clothes, I am so surprised that my jaw drops.


  “I’m not changing in front of you,” I say, incredulous. I won’t even change for gym class in the locker room. I have a doctor’s note from Dr. Moon saying that I do not have to, that I can participate in class while wearing my normal clothes.


  “Again,” the officer says, “I didn’t ask you.”


  On television I’ve seen inmates wearing jumpsuits, although I never really gave much thought to what happened to their clothes. But what I am remembering now is bad. Very Bad, with capital letters. On television, the jumpsuits are always orange. Sometimes it is enough to make me change the channel.


  I can feel my pulse accelerate at the thought of all that orange, touching my skin. Of the other inmates, wearing the same color. We would be like an ocean of hazard warnings, a sea of danger.


  “If you don’t take off your clothes,” the officer says, “I will do it for you.”


  I turn my back to him and peel off my coat. I pull my shirt over my head. My skin is white, like a fish belly, and I don’t have rippling stomach muscles like the Abercrombie & Fitch guys; this embarrasses me. I unzip my jeans and pull down my underwear and then remember my socks. Then I crouch into a ball and carefully organize my clothes so that the olive khaki pants are on the bottom, then the green shirt, finally the green boxers and socks.


  The officer takes the clothes and starts shaking them out. “Hands out at your sides,” he says, and I close my eyes and do what he says, even when he makes me turn around and bend down and I can feel his fingers moving me apart. A soft cloth sack hits my chest. “Get dressed again.”


  Inside it is clothing but not my own. Instead, there are three pairs of socks, three pairs of underwear, three T-shirts, thermal pants, a thermal top, three pairs of dark blue pants and matching shirts, rubber flip-flops, a jacket, a hat, gloves, a towel.


  This is a huge relief. I won’t be wearing orange after all.


  ***


  I have been to one sleepover in my life. It was at the home of a boy named Marshall, who has since moved to San Francisco. Marshall had a lazy eye and was, like me, often the butt of classmates’ jokes in second grade. Our mothers were the ones who organized the sleepover, after mine learned that Marshall could spell the names of most dinosaurs from the Cretaceous period as well.


  My mother and I talked for two whole weeks about what would happen if I woke up in the middle of the night and wanted to come home (I’d call). What would happen if Marshall’s mother served something for breakfast that I didn’t like (I would say No thank you). We talked about how Marshall might not have his clothes organized in his closet the way I do and how he had a dog and dogs sometimes drop hair on the floor without intending to.


  The night of the sleepover my mother dropped me off after dinner. Marshall asked if I wanted to watch Jurassic Park, and I said yes. But when I started telling him during the video what was anachronistic and what was downright fictionalized, he got angry and told me to shut up and I went to play with his dog instead.


  The dog was a Yorkshire terrier with a pink bow in its hair even though it happened to be male. It had a very small pink tongue, and it licked my hand, which I thought I would like but which I wanted to wash off immediately.


  That night when we went to sleep Marshall’s mother put a rolled blanket between us to divide up his full-size bed. She kissed him on the forehead and then she kissed me, which was strange because she was not my mother. Marshall told me that in the morning if we got up early we could watch TV before his mother got up and caught us. Then he fell asleep, but I didn’t. I was awake when the dog came into the room and burrowed underneath the covers, scratching me with its tiny black toenails. And I was still awake when Marshall wet the bed in his sleep, too.


  I got up and called my mother. It was 4:24 A.M.


  When she arrived, she knocked on the door, and Marshall’s mother answered it in her bathrobe. My mother thanked her on my behalf. “I guess Jacob’s an early riser,” she said. “Very early.” She tried to laugh a little, but it sounded like a brick falling.


  When we got into the car, she said, “I’m sorry.”


  Even though I didn’t meet her gaze, I could feel her looking at me. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” I answered.


  ***


  I have to fill out a form for visitors. I can’t imagine who might want to come, so I write down my mother’s name and my brother’s name and our address, and their birth dates. I add Jess’s name, too, although I know she can’t visit, obviously, but I bet she would have wanted to.


  Then a nurse examines me, taking my temperature and checking my pulse, just like at the doctor’s office. When she asks me if I’m on any medication, I tell her yes, but she gets angry when I don’t know the names of the supplements, when I can only tell her the colors, or the fact that it comes in a syringe.


  Finally, I am taken to the place where I will be staying. The officer walks me down a hallway until we reach a booth. Inside, another officer pushes a button, and the metal door in front of us slides open. I am given another laundry bag, this one with two sheets and two blankets and a pillowcase.


  The cells are on the left side of a hallway that has a metal grate instead of a floor. Each cell has two beds, a sink, a toilet, and a television inside it. Each cell also has two men inside. They look like the same people you would see on the street, except of course they have all done something bad.


  Well, maybe not. After all, I’m here, too.


  “You’ll stay here for a week while you’re evaluated,” the officer says. “Based on your behavior, you might be moved to the minimum-security population.” He nods at one cell, which, unlike the others, has a smaller window. “That’s the shower,” the officer says.


  How am I supposed to make sure I shower first when there are so many other people around?


  How am I going to brush my teeth when I don’t have my toothbrush with me?


  How will I take my shot in the morning, and my supplements?


  As I think about these details, I feel myself starting to lose control.


  It’s not like a tsunami, although I’m sure that’s what it looks like to someone on the outside. It’s more like a packet of mail that’s wrapped tight several times with a rubber band. When it snaps, the band stays in place—out of habit, or out of muscle memory, I don’t know—and then one tiny move of the packet and it begins to unravel. Before you know it, there is nothing holding that packet of letters together.


  My hand starts moving a little, my fingers playing a beat on my thigh.


  Jess is dead and I am in jail and I missed CrimeBusters today and my right eye has a tic now that I can’t stop.


  We stop walking when we reach the cell at the end of the hallway. “Home sweet home,” the officer says. He unlocks the door to the cell and waits for me to move inside.


  The minute he locks the door again, I grab the bars. I can hear the lights buzzing overhead.


  Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid didn’t go to jail; instead they jumped off a cliff. “Kid, the next time I say ‘Let’s go someplace like Bolivia,’ ” I mutter, “let’s go someplace like Bolivia.”


  My head hurts, and out of the corners of my eyes, I am seeing red. I shut them, but the sounds are still there and my hands feel too big for my body and my skin is getting tighter. I picture it stretching so hard that it splits.


  “Don’t worry,” a voice says. “You’ll get used to it.”


  I spin around and hold my hands clutched in front of my chest, the way I used to walk sometimes when I wasn’t concentrating on looking like everyone else. I’d assumed the officer had put me in a special cell for people who have to be in jail but shouldn’t really be. I had not realized that I, like everyone else, would have a roommate.


  He is wearing all his blue clothes plus his jacket and hat, pulled down to his eyebrows. “What’s your name?”


  I stare at his face without looking him in the eye. He has a mole on his left cheek, and I have never liked people with moles. “I am Spartacus.”


  “No shit? Then I hope you’re in here for killing your parents.” He gets up from the bunk and walks behind me. “How about I call you Bitch instead?” My hands grip the bars more tightly. “Let’s get some things straight, so that you and me, we get along. I get the bottom bunk. I get to go out to the exercise yard before you do. I pick the TV channel. You don’t fuck with me, and I won’t fuck with you.”


  There is a common behavior in dogs that are put together in close quarters. One will snap at the other until the beta dog knows that the alpha dog is to be obeyed.


  I am not a dog. Neither is this man. He is shorter than I am. The mole on his cheek is raised, and shaped like a beehive.


  If Dr. Moon were here she’d ask, What’s the number?


  Sixteen. On a scale of one to ten, ten being the highest, my anxiety level is a sixteen. Which is the worst number, because it’s (a) even, (b) has an even square root, and (c) its even square root has an even square root.


  If my mother were here, she’d start singing “I Shot the Sheriff.” I stick my fingers in my ears so I cannot hear him and I close my eyes so I cannot see him and I start to repeat the chorus without any breaks between the words, just a ribbon of sound that I can imagine circling me like a force field.


  Suddenly he grabs my shoulder. “Hey,” he says, and I start to scream.


  His hat has fallen off so that I can see he is a redhead, and everyone knows that people with red hair don’t really have red hair, they have orange hair. And worse, his hair is long. It falls all around his face and his shoulders, and if he leans any closer it might land on me.


  The sounds that I make are high and piercing, louder than the voices of everyone who is telling me to shut the fuck up, louder than the officer who tells me he’ll write me up if I do not stop. But I can’t, because by now, the sound is oozing out of all my pores and even when I press my lips together my body is screaming. I grab the bars of the cell door—contusions are caused by blood vessels that are broken as the result of the blow—and smack my head against them—cerebral contusion associated with subdural hematoma in the front lobe is associated with mortality—and again—each red blood cell is one-third hemoglobin—and then just as I predicted my skin cannot contain what’s happening inside me and it splits and the blood runs down my face and into my eyes and mouth.


  I hear:


  Get this fucking nutcase out of my house.


  And


  If he’s got AIDS I’m gonna sue this state for everything it’s got.


  My blood tastes like pennies, like copper, like iron—Blood makes up seven percent of the total body weight—


  “On the count of three,” I hear. Two people grab my arms and I am moving, but my feet don’t feel like they belong to me and it’s too yellow under the lights and there is metal in my mouth and metal on my wrists and then I don’t see or hear or taste anything at all.


  I think I might be dead.


  I make this deduction from the following facts:


  1.The room that I am in is monochromatic—floor, walls, ceiling all the color of pale flesh.


  2.The room is soft. When I walk, it feels like walking on a tongue. When I lean against the walls, they lean against me, too. I cannot reach the ceiling, but it stands to reason it is the same. There’s one door, without any windows, or a knob.


  3.There is no noise except for my breathing.


  4.There is no furniture. Just a mat, which is flesh-colored, too, and soft.


  5.There is a grate in the middle of the floor, but when I look down inside it, I cannot see anything. Maybe that’s the tunnel that leads back to earth.


  Then again, there are other factors that lead me to believe that I might not actually be dead after all.


  1.If I were dead, why would I be breathing?


  2.Shouldn’t there be other dead people around?


  3.Dead people don’t have fierce headaches, do they?


  4.Heaven probably does not have a door, knob notwithstanding.


  I touch my hand to my scalp and find a bandage shaped like a butterfly. There is blood on my shirt that has dried brown and stiff. My eyes are swollen, and there are tiny cuts on my hands.


  I walk around the grate, giving it a wide berth. Then I lie down on the mat with my arms crossed over my chest.


  This is what my grandfather looked like, in his coffin.


  This is not how Jess looked.


  Maybe she’s what is inside that grate. Maybe she is on the other side of that door. Would she be happy to see me? Or angry? Would I look at her and be able to tell the difference?


  I wish I could cry, like other humans do.


  Emma


  Jacob’s medicines and supplements fill two full gallon-size Ziploc bags. Some are prescription—antianxiety meds given by Dr. Murano, for example—and others, like the glutathione, I get online for him. I am waiting outside the visitors’ entrance of the jail, holding these, when the door is unlocked.


  My mother used to tell me how, when she was a little girl, her appendix burst. That was back in the day before parents were allowed to stay with their children during hospitalizations, and so my grandmother would arrive four hours before visiting hours began and would stand at the front of a roped-off queue that my mother could see from her hospital bed. My grandmother would just stand there, smiling and waving, until they let her in.


  If Jacob knows I’m waiting for him, if he knows that I will see him every day at nine o’clock—well, that’s a routine he can cling to.


  I would have expected there to be more people waiting with me for the front door to open, but maybe for the rest of the mothers who have come to jail to visit their sons, this is old hat. Maybe they are used to the routine. There is only one other person waiting with me, a man dressed in a suit and carrying a briefcase. He must be a lawyer. He stamps his feet. “Cold out,” he says, smiling tightly.


  I smile back. “It is.” He must be a defense attorney, coming in here to see his client. “Do you, um, know how this works?”


  “Oh, first time?” he says. “It’s a piece of cake. You go in, give up your license, and go through the metal detectors. Kind of like checking in for a flight.”


  “Except you don’t go anywhere,” I muse.


  He glances at me and laughs. “That’s for damn sure.”


  A correctional officer appears on the other side of the glass door and turns the lock. “Hey, Joe,” the lawyer says, and the officer grunts a greeting. “You see the Bruins last night?”


  “Yeah. Answer me this. How come the Patriots and the Sox can win championships but the Bs are still skating like crap?”


  I follow them to a control booth, where the officer steps inside and the lawyer hands over his driver’s license. The lawyer scribbles something on a clipboard and hands his keys to the officer. Then he walks through a metal detector, heading down a hall where I lose sight of him.


  “Can I help you, ma’am?” the officer asks.


  “Yes. I’m here to visit my son. Jacob Hunt.”


  “Hunt.” He scans a list. “Oh, Hunt. Right. He just came in last night.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, you’re not approved yet.”


  “For what?”


  “Visitation. You’ll probably be clear by Saturday—that’s when visiting hours are, anyway.”


  “Saturday?” I repeat. “You expect me to wait till Saturday?”


  “Sorry, ma’am. Until you’re cleared, I can’t help you.”


  “My son is autistic. He needs to see me. When his routine gets changed, he can get incredibly upset. Even violent.”


  “Guess it’s a good thing he’s behind bars, then,” the officer says.


  “But he needs his medication...” I lift the two Ziploc bags and set them on the lip of the counter.


  “Our medical staff can administer prescription meds,” the officer says. “I can get you a form to fill out for that.”


  “There are dietary supplements, too. And he can’t eat glutens, or caseins—”


  “Have his doctor contact the warden’s office.”


  Jacob’s diet and supplements, however, weren’t mandated by a doctor—they were just tips, like a hundred others, that mothers of autistic kids had learned over the years and had passed down to others in the same boat, as something that might work. “When Jacob breaks the diet, his behavior gets much worse...”


  “Maybe we should put all our inmates on it, then,” the officer says. “Look, I’m sorry, but if we don’t get a doctor’s note, we don’t pass it along to the inmate.”


  Was it my fault that the medical community couldn’t endorse treatments that autistic parents swore by? That money for autism research was spread so thin that even though many physicians would agree these supplements helped Jacob to focus or to take the edge off his hypersensitivity, they couldn’t scientifically tell you why? If I’d waited for doctors and scientists to tell me conclusively how to help my son, he would still be locked in his own little world like he was when he was three, unresponsive and isolated.


  Not unlike, I realize, a jail cell.


  Tears fill my eyes. “I don’t know what to do.”


  I must look like I’m about to fall apart, because the officer’s voice gets softer. “Your son have a lawyer?” he asks.


  I nod.


  “Might be a good place to start,” he suggests.


  From Auntie Em’s column:


  What I Know Now That I Wish I’d Known Before I Had Kids


  1.If you stick a piece of bread in a VCR, it will not come out intact.


  2.Garbage bags don’t work as parachutes.


  3.Childproofing is a relative term.


  4.A tantrum is like a magnet: eyes cannot help but lock onto you and your child when it happens.


  5.Legos are not absorbed by the digestive tract.


  6.Snow is a food group.


  7.Kids know when you are not listening to them.


  8.A Brussels sprout covered in cheese is still a Brussels sprout.


  9.The best place to cry is in a mother’s arms.


  10.You’ll never be as good a mother as you want to be.


  From my car, I call Oliver Bond. “They won’t let me in to see Jacob,” I say.


  In the background I can hear a dog bark. “Okay.”


  “Okay? I can’t see my son, and you think that’s okay?”


  “I meant okay, as in tell me more. Not okay as in...Just tell me what they said.”


  “I’m not on some approved visitors list,” I shout. “Do you think Jacob has any idea that he needs to tell the jail who can and cannot visit him?”


  “Emma,” the lawyer says. “Take a deep breath.”


  “I can’t take a deep breath. Jacob does not belong in jail.”


  “I know. I’m sorry about that—”


  “Don’t be sorry,” I snap. “Be effective. Get me in to visit my son.”


  He is quiet for a moment. “All right,” Oliver says finally. “Let me see what I can do.”


  ***


  I can’t say it’s a surprise to find Theo at home, but I am so mentally drained that I don’t have the fortitude to ask him why he is here, instead of at school. “They wouldn’t let me in to see Jacob,” I say.


  “How come?”


  Instead of answering, I just shake my head. In the buttery light of late morning, I can see the softest down on Theo’s cheek and jaw. It reminds me of the first time I noticed that Jacob was growing hair underneath his armpits, and I was unnerved. It was one thing to be needed so fiercely by a child; it was another thing to have to take care of a grown man.


  “Mom?” Theo says, hesitant. “Do you think he did it?”


  Without thinking, I slap him hard across the face.


  He falls back, reeling, his hand pressed to his cheek. Then he runs out the front door.


  “Theo!” I call after him. “Theo!” But he is already halfway down the block.


  I should follow him; I should apologize. I should confess that the reason I hit him wasn’t what he said but because he gave voice to all the unutterable thoughts I’ve been thinking.


  Do I believe Jacob is capable of murder?


  No.


  The easy answer, the knee-jerk reaction. This is my son we are talking about. The one who still asks me to tuck him in at night.


  But I also remember Jacob knocking over Theo’s high chair when I told him he could not have another glass of chocolate soy milk. I remember the time he hugged a hamster to death.


  Mothers are supposed to be their children’s biggest cheerleaders. Mothers are supposed to believe in their children, no matter what. Mothers will lie to themselves, if necessary, to do this.


  I step outside and walk down the driveway, in the direction Theo ran. “Theo,” I call. My voice does not sound like my own.


  ***


  I have clocked 193 miles today on my car, driving to Springfield and then back home and returning again. At five-thirty I am again in the lobby of the jail visitors’ entrance, with Oliver Bond standing beside me. He left a message on my cell phone instructing me to meet him here, explaining that he’d arranged a special visit for me while he sorted out long-term visiting plans.


  I was so happy to hear this that I didn’t even dwell on the phrase long-term.


  At first, I hardly recognize Oliver. He isn’t wearing a suit, like he was yesterday; instead, he’s in jeans and a flannel shirt. This makes him seem even younger. I glance down at my own clothes—which look like something I’d wear to a staff meeting at the newspaper. What made me think I had to dress up for jail?


  Oliver leads me to the booth. “Name?” the officer asks.


  “Emma Hunt,” I say.


  He looks up. “No, the name of the person you’re here to visit.”


  “Jacob Hunt,” Oliver interjects. “We’ve arranged a special visit through the superintendent’s office.”


  The officer nods and hands me a clipboard to sign. He asks for my ID.


  “Give him your keys,” Oliver says. “He’ll hold them while you’re inside.”


  I pass them to the officer and then step toward the metal detector. “Aren’t you coming?”


  Oliver shakes his head. “I’ll be waiting out here.”


  A second officer arrives to lead me down the hall. Instead of turning in to a room where there are tables and chairs set up, though, he leads me around the corner to a small cubicle. At first, I think it is a closet, but then I realize it’s a visiting booth. A stool is pushed beneath a window that looks into a mirror image of this room. A handset is stuck to the wall. “I think there’s been a mistake,” I say.


  “No mistake,” the officer tells me. “Noncontact visits only for inmates in protective custody.”


  He leaves me in the tiny chamber. Had Oliver known I wouldn’t be able to see Jacob face-to-face? Had he not told me because he knew it would upset me, or had he not been given this information? And what is protective custody?


  The door on the other side of the glass opens, and suddenly Jacob is there. The officer who’s brought him points to the telephone on the wall, but Jacob has seen me through the glass. He presses his palms flat against it.


  He has blood on his shirt and in his hair. His forehead is covered with a line of purple bruises. His knuckles are scraped raw, and he is stimming like crazy—his hand twitching at his side like a small animal, his entire body bouncing on his toes. “Oh, baby,” I murmur. I point to the phone in my hand and then to the spot where he should have a receiver, too.


  He doesn’t pick it up. He smacks his palms against the Plexiglas that separates us.


  “Pick up the phone,” I cry, even though he cannot hear me. “Pick it up, Jacob!”


  Instead, he closes his eyes. He sways forward and rests his cheek against the window, spreads his arms as wide as they can go.


  I realize he is trying to embrace me.


  I put the receiver down and step up to the window. I mimic his position, so that we are mirrors of each other, with a glass wall between us.


  Maybe this is what it is always like for Jacob, who tries to connect with people and can’t ever quite manage it. Maybe the membrane between someone with Asperger’s and the rest of the world is not a shifting invisible seam of electrons but, instead, a see-through partition that allows only the illusion of feeling, instead of the actual thing.


  Jacob steps away from the window and sits on the stool. I pick up the phone, hoping he will follow my lead, but he isn’t making eye contact. Eventually, he reaches for his receiver, and for a moment, I see some of the joy that used to spread across his face when he discovered something startling and came to share it with me. He turns the receiver over in his hands and then holds it to his ear. “I saw these on CrimeBusters. On the episode where the suspect turned out to be a cannibal.”


  “Hey, baby,” I say, and I force myself to smile.


  He is rocking as he sits. His free hand, the one not holding the receiver, flutters, as if he is playing an invisible piano.


  “Who hurt you?”


  He touches his fingers gingerly to his forehead. “Mommy? Can we go home now?”


  I know precisely the last time Jacob called me that. It was after his middle school graduation, when he was fourteen. He had received a diploma. Mommy, he had said, running up to show me. The other kids had heard him, and they burst out laughing. Jacob, they teased, your mommy’s here to take you home. Too late, he had learned that, when you’re fourteen, looking cool in front of your friends trumps unadulterated enthusiasm.


  “Soon,” I say, but the word comes out like a question.


  Jacob doesn’t cry. He doesn’t scream. He just lets the receiver drop from his hand, and then he puts his head down.


  I automatically reach toward him, and my hand smacks into the Plexiglas.


  Jacob’s head lifts a few inches, and then falls. His forehead strikes the metal plate of the counter. Then he does it again.


  “Jacob! Don’t!” But of course, he can’t hear me. His receiver dangles from its metal umbilicus, where it fell when he let go.


  He keeps hitting his head, over and over. I throw open the door to the visitation booth. The officer who brought me there is standing outside, leaning against the wall. “Help me,” I cry, and he glances over my shoulder to see what Jacob is doing, then runs down the hallway to intervene.


  Through the window of the visitation booth, I watch him and a second officer grab Jacob by the arms and haul him away from the window. Jacob’s mouth is twisted, but I cannot tell if he is screaming or sobbing. His arms are pinned behind his back so that he can be handcuffed, and then one of the officers shoves him in the small of the back to propel him forward.


  This is my son, and they are treating him like a criminal.


  The officer returns a moment later, to take me back to the jail lobby. “He’s going to be fine,” I am told. “The nurse gave him a sedative.”


  When Jacob was younger and more prone to tantrums, a doctor put him on olanzapine, an antipsychotic. It got rid of his tantrums. It also got rid of his personality, period. I would find him sitting on the bedroom floor with one shoe on, the other still on the floor beside him, staring unresponsively at the wall. When he began to have seizures, we took him off the drug and never experimented with any others.


  I picture Jacob lying on his back on the floor of a cell, his pupils dilated and unfocused, as he slips in and out of consciousness.


  As soon as I reach the lobby, Oliver approaches with a big smile on his face. “How’d it go?” he asks.


  I open my mouth and burst into tears.


  I fight for Jacob’s IEPs, and I wrestle him to the ground when he goes ballistic in a public place. I have carved a life out of doing what needs to be done, because you can rail to the heavens, but in the end, when you’re through, you will still be ankle-deep in the same situation. I am the one who’s strong, so that Jacob doesn’t have to be.


  “Emma,” Oliver says, and I imagine he is as embarrassed as I am to find me sobbing in front of him. But to my surprise, he folds his arms around me and strokes my hair. Even more surprising...for a moment, I let him.


  This is what you can’t explain to a mother who doesn’t have an autistic child: Of course I love my son. Of course I would never want a life without him. But that doesn’t mean that I am not exhausted every minute of the day. That I don’t worry about his future, and my lack of one. That sometimes, before I can catch myself, I imagine what my life would have been like if Jacob did not have Asperger’s. That—like Atlas—I think just for once it would be nice to have someone else bear the weight of my family’s world on his shoulders, instead of me.


  For five seconds, Oliver Bond becomes that person.


  “I’m sorry,” I say, pushing away from him. “I got your shirt all wet.”


  “Yeah, Woolrich flannel is really delicate. I’ll add the dry-cleaning bill to the retainer.” He approaches the control booth and retrieves my license and keys, then leads me outside. “Now. What happened in there?” Oliver asks.


  “Jacob hurt himself. He must have been smacking his head against something—his forehead is completely bruised, and there were bandages, and blood all over his scalp. He started to do it again just now in the visitation booth, and they gave him a tranquilizer. They won’t give him his supplements, and I don’t know what he’s eating, or if he’s eating at all, and—” I break off, meeting his gaze. “You don’t have children, do you?”


  He blushes. “Me? Kids? I, um...no.”


  “I watched my son slip away once, Oliver. I fought too hard to bring him back to let him go again. If Jacob is competent to stand trial, he won’t be after two weeks of this. Please,” I beg. “Can’t you do anything to get him out?”


  Oliver looks at me. In the cold, his breath takes shape between us. “No,” he says. “But I think you can.”


  Jacob


  1


  1


  2


  3


  5


  8


  13


  And so on.


  This is the Fibonacci sequence. It can be defined explicitly:


  [image: diagram]


  It can be defined recursively, too:


  a0 = 1


  a1 = 1


  an = an-2 + an-1


  This means that it is an equation based on its previous values.


  I am forcing myself to think in numbers, because no one seems to understand what I say when I speak English. It is like a Twilight Zone episode where words suddenly have changed their meaning: I say stop and it keeps going; I ask to leave and they lock me up tighter. This leads me to two conclusions:


  1.I am being punk’d. However, I don’t think my mother would have let the joke go on for quite this long, which leads me to:


  2.No matter what I say, no matter how clearly I say it, no one understands me. Which means I must find a better method of communication.


  Numbers are universal, a language that transcends countries and time. This is a test: if someone—just one person—can understand me, then there is hope that he’ll understand what happened at Jess’s house, too.


  You can see Fibonacci numbers in the flowering of an artichoke or the scales of a pinecone. You can use their sequence to explain how rabbits reproduce. As n approaches infinity, the ratio of a(n) to a(n −1) approaches phi, the golden ratio—1.618033989—which was used to build the Parthenon and appears in compositions by Bartók and Debussy.


  I am walking, and with every step I let another number in the Fibonacci sequence come into my head. I move in smaller and smaller circles to the middle of the room, and when I get there, I start over.


  1


  1


  2


  3


  5


  8


  13


  21


  34


  55


  89


  144


  An officer comes in, carrying a tray. Behind him is a nurse. “Hey, kid,” he says, waving his hand in front of me. “Say something.”


  “One,” I reply.


  “Huh?”


  “One.”


  “One what?”


  “Two,” I say.


  “It’s dinnertime,” the officer tells me.


  “Three.”


  “You gonna eat this, or throw it again?”


  “Five.”


  “I think it’s pudding tonight,” the officer says, pulling the cover off the tray.


  “Eight.”


  He inhales deeply. “Yum.”


  “Thirteen.”


  Finally, he gives up. “I told you. It’s like he’s on a different planet.”


  “Twenty-one,” I say.


  The nurse shrugs and lifts up a needle. “Blackjack,” she says, and she plunges the syringe into my bottom while the officer holds me still.


  After they are gone, I lie on the floor, and with my finger, I write the equation of the Fibonacci sequence in the air. I do this until it gets blurry, until my finger is as heavy as a brick.


  The last thing I remember thinking before I disappear is that numbers make sense. You cannot say the same about people.


  Oliver


  The Vermont public defender’s office is not called the public defender’s office but rather something that sounds like it was ripped from the pages of a Dickens novel: the Office of the Defender General. However, like in all public defender’s offices, the staff is overworked and underpaid. Which is why, after I send Emma Hunt off with her own homework, I head to my apartment-office to complete my own.


  Thor greets me by jumping up and nailing me right in the groin. “Thanks, buddy,” I wheeze, and I brush him off. He’s hungry, though, so I feed him leftover pasta mixed with kibble while I look up the information I need on the Internet and make a phone call.


  Although it’s 7:00 P.M.—long past office hours—a woman picks up. “Hi there,” I say. “My name’s Oliver Bond. I’m a new attorney in Townsend.”


  “We’re closed now—”


  “I know...but I’m a friend of Janice Roth, and I’m trying to track her down?”


  “She doesn’t work here anymore.”


  I know this. In fact, I also know that Janice Roth recently got married to a guy named Howard Wurtz and that they moved to Texas, where he had a job waiting with NASA. Public record searches are the best friend of the defense attorney.


  “Oh, shoot—really? That’s a bummer. I’m a friend of hers from law school.”


  “She got married,” the woman says.


  “Yeah, to Howard, right?”


  “Did you know him?”


  “No, but I know she was crazy about him,” I say. “By any chance, are you a defender general, too?”


  “Sadly, yes,” she sighs. “You’re in private practice? Believe me, you’re not missing out.”


  “Nah, you’ll get into heaven long before me.” I laugh. “Look, I have a really quick question. I’m new to practicing criminal law in Vermont, and I’m still learning the ropes.”


  I’m new to practicing criminal law, period, but I don’t tell her that.


  “Sure, what’s up?”


  “My client’s a kid—eighteen—and he’s autistic. He sort of flipped out in court during the arraignment and now he’s locked up until his competency hearing. But he can’t adapt to jail. He keeps trying to hurt himself. Is there any way to speed up the wheels of justice here?”


  “Vermont’s decidedly crappy when it comes to psychiatric care for inmates. They used to use the state hospital as a lockup for competency exams, but it lost its funding, so now Springfield gets most of the cases, since they’ve got the best medical care,” she says. “I once had a client being held pending competency who liked to slick himself head to toe—he did it the first night with a one-pound block of butter at dinner, and with deodorant before a visit with me.”


  “A contact visit?”


  “Yeah, the officers didn’t care. I guess they thought the worst he could do was rub me down with something. Anyway, with that guy, I filed a motion to set bail,” the attorney says. “That gets you back in front of the judge. Put his shrink or counselor on the stand to back up your story. But waive your client’s appearance, because you don’t want a repeat performance in the courtroom that will piss off the judge. Your main job is to convince the judge he’s not a danger if he’s not locked up, and if he’s running around like a lunatic in court, that sort of messes up your case.”


  Motion to set bail, I write down on a pad in front of me. “Thanks,” I say. “That’s awesome.”


  “No problem. Hey, you want Janice’s email?”


  “Absolutely,” I lie. She reads it to me, and I pretend to write it down.


  When I hang up, I go to the fridge and pull out a bottle of Poland Spring. I pour half into Thor’s bowl and then raise the bottle in a toast. “To Janice and Howard,” I say.


  ***


  “Mr. Bond,” Judge Cuttings says the next day, “aren’t we waiting for our competency evaluation in this case?”


  “Your Honor,” I reply, “I don’t think we can.”


  The courtroom is empty, with the exception of Emma, Dr. Murano, and the prosecutor—a woman named Helen Sharp, who has very short red hair and pointed canine teeth that make me think of a vampire, or a pit bull. The judge looks at her. “Ms. Sharp? What are your feelings?”


  “I don’t know anything about this case, Judge,” she says. “I literally got notice of this hearing this morning. The defendant is charged with murder, you ordered a competency hearing, it’s the State’s position that he remain locked up until then.”


  “With all due respect, Your Honor,” I reply, “I think the court should listen to my client’s mother and psychiatrist.”


  The judge waves me on, and with a gesture, I motion Emma to come forward to the witness stand. She has dark shadows beneath her eyes, and her hands are shaking. I watch her move them from the railing to her lap, so that the judge cannot see. “Please state your name and address,” I say.


  “Emma Hunt...132 Birdseye Lane in Townsend.”


  “Is Jacob Hunt, the defendant in this case, your son?”


  “Yes, he is.”


  “Can you tell us how old Jacob is?”


  Emma clears her throat. “He turned eighteen in December.”


  “Where does he live?”


  “With me, in Townsend.”


  “Is he in school?” I ask.


  “He goes to Townsend Regional High School; he’s a senior.”


  I look directly at her. “Ms. Hunt, does Jacob have any particular medical condition that makes you concerned for his safety while he’s in jail?”


  “Yes. Jacob’s been diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome. It’s high-functioning autism.”


  “How does Asperger’s affect Jacob’s behavior?”


  She pauses for a moment, glancing down. “When he decides to do something, he needs to do it immediately,” Emma says. “If he can’t, he gets very agitated. He hardly ever shows emotion—either happy or sad—and he can’t relate to the conversations of kids his own age. He takes words very, very literally—if you asked him to eat with his mouth closed, for example, he’d tell you that’s impossible. He has hypersensitivity issues: bright lights, loud noises, and light touches set him off. He doesn’t like being the center of attention. He needs to know exactly when something is going to happen, and if his routine gets disrupted, he becomes extremely anxious and acts in a way that makes him stand out even more: flapping his hands at his sides, or talking to himself, or repeating movie lines over and over. When things are really overwhelming, he’ll go somewhere to hide—his closet, or under his bed—and he’ll stop speaking.”


  “Okay,” says Judge Cuttings. “So your son is moody, literal, and wants to do things his way and on his own timetable. That sounds very much like a teenager.”


  Emma shakes her head. “I’m not explaining this well. It’s more than just being literal, or wanting a routine. An ordinary teenager decides not to interact...for Jacob, it’s not a choice.”


  “What sorts of changes have you seen since your son’s incarceration?” I ask.


  Emma’s eyes fill with tears. “He’s not Jacob,” she says. “He’s hurting himself, on purpose. He’s regressing in his speech. He’s started stimming again—flapping his hands, bouncing on his toes, walking in circles. I’ve spent fifteen years trying to make Jacob a part of this world instead of allowing him to isolate himself...and a single day in that jail reversed everything.” She looks at the judge. “I just want my son to come back, before it’s too late to reach him.”


  “Thank you,” I say. “Nothing further.”


  Helen Sharp stands up. She is easily six feet tall. Did I not notice that when she walked in? “Your son...has he ever been incarcerated before?”


  “No!” Emma answers.


  “Has he ever been arrested before?”


  “No.”


  “Are there other times you’ve witnessed a backslide in your son’s behavior?”


  “Yes,” Emma says. “When plans change at the last minute. Or when he’s upset and can’t verbalize that.”


  “Then isn’t it possible that his current behavior has nothing to do with incarceration, and everything to do with him feeling guilty for committing a horrific crime?”


  Heat floods Emma’s face. “He would never do what you’ve accused him of doing.”


  “Maybe, ma’am, but at this point your son’s been charged with first-degree murder. You understand that, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” Emma says tightly.


  “And your son has been placed in protective custody, so his safety isn’t at issue—”


  “If his safety wasn’t at issue, would he have to be in a padded cell in the first place?” Emma retorts, and I want to run up there and give her a high five.


  “Nothing further,” the prosecutor says.


  I stand up again. “The defense calls Dr. Moon Murano.”


  Jacob’s psychiatrist’s name may sound like that of someone who grew up on a commune, but that was her parents. She must have rebelled and joined the Young Republicans, because she’s turned up for court in a power suit, killer heels, and a bun so tight it is practically functioning as a face-lift. I walk her through her credentials and then ask her how she knows Jacob.


  “I’ve been working with him for fifteen years,” she says. “In conjunction with his Asperger’s diagnosis.”


  “Tell us a little about Asperger’s,” I say.


  “Well, the syndrome was discovered by Dr. Hans Asperger in 1944, but it wasn’t known in the English-speaking world until the late 1980s, and it wasn’t classified as a psychiatric disorder until 1994. Technically, it’s a neurobiological disorder that affects several areas of development. Unlike some other children on the autism spectrum, kids with Asperger’s are very bright and verbal and crave social acceptance...they just don’t know how to get it. Their conversations might be one-sided; they might be focused on a very narrow topic of interest; they might use repetitive language or a monotone voice. They won’t be able to read social cues or body language and therefore can’t identify the feelings of people around them. Because of this, someone with Asperger’s is often considered to be odd or eccentric, which leads to social isolation.”


  “Well, Doctor, there are a lot of folks in the world who are odd or eccentric and haven’t been diagnosed with Asperger’s, right?”


  “Of course.”


  “So how do you diagnose it?”


  “It’s theory of mind: the child who chooses privacy versus the child who can’t connect but wants to, desperately, and cannot put himself in the shoes of another child to better understand how to facilitate that.” She glances at the judge. “Asperger’s is a developmental disability, but it’s a hidden one. Unlike, for example, a mentally challenged individual, a child with Asperger’s might look normal and even sound fairly normal and appear incredibly competent, yet he will have crippling difficulties with communication and social interaction.”


  “Doctor, how often do you see Jacob?” I ask.


  “I used to see him weekly when he was younger, but now we’re down to once a month.”


  “And he’s a senior in public school?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “So he doesn’t have any educational delays due to his Asperger’s?”


  “No,” Dr. Murano says. “As a matter of fact, Jacob’s IQ is probably higher than yours, Mr. Bond.”


  “I don’t doubt that,” Helen Sharp murmurs.


  “Does Jacob have any special accommodations at school?”


  “He has an individualized education plan—an IEP—which is mandated by law for children with disabilities. Ms. Hunt and I meet with the principal and Jacob’s teachers four times a year to review strategies that will help him function well at school. What’s normal to certain high school students would set Jacob off into a tailspin.”


  “Such as?”


  “Commotion in a classroom is going to be very overwhelming for Jacob. Flashing lights. Being touched. Crumpled paper. Something that’s unexpected in terms of sensation—like darkness in preparation for a video or film—is hard for Jacob if he doesn’t know in advance that it’s going to happen,” Murano says.


  “So his accommodations are meant to keep him from becoming overstimulated?”


  “Exactly.”


  “How’s he doing in school this year?”


  “He got all A’s and one B the first semester,” Dr. Murano says.


  “Before he was incarcerated,” I ask, “When was the last time you saw Jacob?”


  “Three weeks ago, for a routine visit.”


  “How was Jacob doing?”


  “Very, very well,” the psychiatrist says. “In fact, I commented to Ms. Hunt that Jacob initiated a conversation with me, instead of the other way around.”


  “And this morning?”


  “This morning, when I saw Jacob, I was appalled. I haven’t seen him in a state like this since he was three years old. You need to understand, this is something chemical in his brain, mercury poisoning of a sort, caused by vaccinations—”


  Oh crap.


  “—it’s only the diligent biomedical treatment regimen and Emma Hunt’s commitment to her son’s social interaction that’s brought Jacob to the point he was prior to incarceration. You know who really ought to be tossed in jail? The drug companies that are getting rich off the vaccinations that triggered a wave of autism in the nineties—”


  “Objection!” I yell.


  “Mr. Bond,” the judge says, “you can’t object to your own witness.”


  I smile, but it’s really a grimace. “Dr. Murano, thanks for your political opinion, but I don’t think that’s necessary right now.”


  “But it is. I’m seeing the same pattern: a sweet, interactive, social child has suddenly isolated himself, removing himself from stimuli, not interacting with people. We don’t know enough about the autistic brain to understand what it is that brings these kids back to us, and why only some of them manage to return. But we do understand that a severely traumatic incident—like incarceration—can lead to a permanent regression.”


  “Do you have any reason to believe that if Jacob was released to the care of his mother, he’d be a danger to himself or others?”


  “Absolutely not,” Dr. Murano says. “He follows rules to the letter. In fact, that’s an Asperger’s trait.”


  “Thank you, Doctor,” I finish.


  Helen Sharp taps her pen on the desk in front of her. “Dr. Murano, you just referred to Jacob as a boy, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, I suppose I did.”


  “Well, he’s actually eighteen years old.”


  “That’s true.”


  “He’s legally an adult,” Helen says. “He’s responsible for his actions, isn’t he?”


  “We all know there’s a chasm between legal responsibility and emotional capacity.”


  “Does Jacob have a guardian?” Helen asks.


  “No, he has a mother.”


  “Has his mother applied to be his legal guardian?”


  “No,” Dr. Murano says.


  “Have you applied to be his legal guardian?”


  “Jacob only turned eighteen a month ago.”


  The prosecutor stands up. “You said that it’s very important to have Jacob adhere to a stable routine?”


  “It’s critical,” the psychiatrist says. “Not knowing what’s happening to him right now is likely what led to this breakdown.”


  “So Jacob needs to be able to predict his schedule, in order to feel secure?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Well, what if I were to tell you, Doctor, that in the Southern State Correctional Facility, Jacob will rise at the same time every day, will eat his meals at the same time every day, will shower at the same time every day, will go to the library at the same time every day, and so on. Why isn’t that perfectly in line with what Jacob’s accustomed to?”


  “Because it’s not what he’s accustomed to. It is such a deviation from his ordinary daily routine, such an unplanned break, that I worry it’s irrevocably affected him.”


  Helen smirks. “But Dr. Murano, you do understand that Jacob’s been charged with the murder of his social skills counselor?”


  “I understand that,” she says, “and I find it very difficult to believe.”


  “Do you know what the evidence is against Jacob at this point?” Helen asks.


  “No.”


  “So you’re basing your assumption of his guilt or innocence on what you know of Jacob, and not on the evidence.”


  Dr. Murano raises a brow. “And you’re basing your assumption on the evidence, without ever having met Jacob.”


  Oh, snap, I think, grinning.


  “Nothing further,” Helen murmurs.


  Judge Cuttings watches Dr. Murano step off the witness stand. “Does the prosecution have any witnesses?”


  “Your Honor, we would like a continuance, given the short notice we had—”


  “If you want to make a motion to review, Ms. Sharp, that’s fine, provided we get that far,” the judge says. “I’ll hear arguments now, counselors.”


  I stand up. “Judge, we want that competency hearing, and you can review the bail again after it’s completed. But at this point, I have a young man who’s deteriorating psychologically by the minute. I ask you to put limitations on him, on his mom, on his psychiatrist, even on me. You want him to come in here every day and check in with you? Great, I’ll bring him. Jacob Hunt has a constitutional right to bail, but he also has human rights, Your Honor. If he’s kept in jail much longer, I think it’s going to destroy him. I’m asking—no, I’m begging—you to set bail in a reasonable amount and release my client until after the competency hearing.”


  Helen looks at me and rolls her eyes. “Judge, Jacob Hunt has been charged with the first-degree murder of a young woman he knew and supposedly liked. She was his teacher, they spent leisure time together, and the facts surrounding this crime—without getting into details—include incriminating statements the defendant made to the police and strong forensic evidence linking him to the crime scene. We believe this is a very, very strong case for the State. If the defendant is doing this poorly even before his bail hearing, Judge, you can imagine how much incentive he’ll have to flee the jurisdiction if you let him out now. The victim’s parents are already devastated by the loss of their daughter and they’re terrified that this young man, who’s been exhibiting violent behavior inside a jail cell and who doesn’t know right from wrong, might be released. We ask that no bail be considered until after the competency hearing.”


  The judge looks into the gallery at Emma. “Ms. Hunt,” he says. “Do you have any other children?”


  “Yes, Your Honor. I have a fifteen-year-old son.”


  “I assume he requires attention, not to mention food and carpooling.”


  “Yes.”


  “You do understand that if the defendant were released into your custody, you’d have to be responsible for him twenty-four hours a day, and that this could significantly affect your own freedom of movement, as well as your responsibilities to your younger son?”


  “I will do anything I have to do in order to get Jacob home,” Emma says.


  Judge Cuttings takes off his reading glasses. “Mr. Bond, I am going to release your client on certain conditions. First, his mother will have to post the family home as surety on bail. Second, I’m going to require that the defendant be on home electronic monitoring, that he not attend school, that he stay in the house at all times, and that either his mother or another adult over the age of twenty-five be with him at all times. He is not allowed to leave the state. He’ll have to sign a waiver of extradition, and he is required to see Dr. Murano and follow all her directives, including taking medication. Finally, he will comply with the competency evaluation when it is scheduled, and you will get in touch with the prosecutor to determine when and where that might take place. The prosecution does not need to file a motion; I am going to set this case down for review on the day the competency evaluation comes back.”


  Helen packs herself up. “Enjoy your reprieve,” she tells me. “This one’s a slam dunk for my side.”


  “Only because you’re a giant,” I mutter.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “I said you haven’t met my client.”


  She narrows her eyes and stalks out of the courtroom.


  Behind me, Emma is locked in an embrace with Moon Murano. She looks up at me. “Thank you so much,” she says, her voice breaking like waves over the syllables.


  I shrug, as if I do this all the time. In reality, I’ve sweated through my dress shirt. “Anytime,” I reply.


  ***


  I lead Emma to the clerk’s office to fill out paperwork and pick up the sheets that Jacob has to sign. “I’ll meet you in the lobby,” I say.


  Although Jacob was not in court, he had to be here while we deliberated on his behalf. And now, he needs to sign the conditions of his release and the waiver of extradition.


  I haven’t seen him yet. In all honesty, I’m a little scared to do so. The testimony from his mother, and from Moon Murano, made him out to be a vegetable.


  When I approach the holding cell, he’s lying on the floor, knees curled to his chest. On his head, he’s sporting a bandage. The skin around his eyes is black and blue, and his hair is matted.


  Christ, if I’d had him in the courtroom, he would have gotten out of jail in ten seconds flat. “Jacob,” I say quietly. “Jacob, it’s me, Oliver. Your lawyer.”


  He doesn’t move. His eyes are wide open, but they don’t flicker as I come closer. I motion for the deputy to open the door of the cell and squat down beside him. “I have some papers I need you to sign,” I tell him.


  He whispers something, and I lean in.


  “One?” I repeat. “Actually, it’s several. But hey, you don’t have to go back to jail, buddy. That’s the good news.”


  For now, anyway.


  Jacob wheezes. It sounds like one, two, three, five.


  “You’re counting. You’re down for the count?” I stare at him. This is like playing charades with someone who has no arms and no legs.


  “Ate,” Jacob says, loud and clear.


  He’s hungry. Or was hungry?


  “Jacob.” My voice is firmer. “Come on already.” I start to reach for him but see his whole body tense an inch before my hand makes contact.


  So I back off. I sit down on the floor beside him.


  “One,” I say.


  His eyelids blink once.


  “Two.”


  He blinks three times.


  That’s when I realize that we’re having a conversation. We’re just not using words.


  One, one, two, three. Why five, and not four?


  I take my pen out of my pocket and write the numbers on my hand until I see the pattern. It’s not ate, it’s eight. “Eleven,” I say, staring at Jacob. “Nineteen.”


  He rolls over. “Sign these,” I say, “and I will take you to your mother.” I push the papers toward him on the floor. I roll the pen in his direction.


  At first Jacob doesn’t move.


  And then, very slowly, he does.


  Jacob


  Once Theo asked me if there was an antidote for Asperger’s, would I take it?


  I told him no.


  I am not sure how much of me is wrapped up in the part that’s Asperger’s. What if I lost some of my intelligence, for example, or my sarcasm? What if I could be afraid of ghosts on Halloween instead of the color of the pumpkins? The problem is that I do not remember who I was without Asperger’s, so who knows what would remain? I liken it to a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that you peel apart. You can’t really get rid of the peanut butter without taking some of the jelly as well, can you?


  I can see my mother. It’s like the sun when you’re underwater, and brave enough to open your eyes. She’s unfocused and slightly runny and too bright to see clearly. I am that far below the surface.


  I have a sore throat from screaming so loud; I have bruises that reach to the bone. The few times I fell asleep, I woke up crying. All I wanted was someone who understood what I had done, and why. Someone who gave a damn as much as I did.


  When they gave me that injection at the jail, I dreamed that my heart had been cut out of my chest. The doctors and the correctional officers passed it around in a game of Hot Potato and then tried to sew it back into place, but it only made me look like the Frankenstein monster. See, they all exclaimed, you can’t even tell, and since that was a lie, I could trust nothing they said anymore.


  I would not take the jelly without the peanut butter, but sometimes, I wonder why I could not have been lunch meat, which everyone prefers.


  There used to be a theory that autistic brains didn’t work right because of the gaps between the neurons, the lack of connectivity. Now there’s a new theory that autistic brains work too well, that there is so much going on in my head at once I have to work overtime to filter it out, and sometimes the ordinary world becomes the baby tossed out with the bathwater.


  Oliver—who says he is my lawyer—spoke to me in the language of nature. That’s all I’ve ever wanted: to be as organic as the whorl of seeds in a sunflower or the spiral of a shell. When you have to try so hard to be normal, that means you’re not.


  My mother walks forward. She’s crying, but there’s a smile on her face. For God’s sake, is it any wonder I can’t ever understand what you people are feeling?


  Usually, when I go where I go, it’s a room with no doors and no windows. But in jail, that was the world, and so I had to go somewhere else. It was a metal capsule, sunk to the bottom of the sea. If anyone tried to come for me, with a knife or a chisel or a crust of hope, the ocean would sense the change and the metal would implode.


  The problem was the same rules applied to me, trying to get out.


  My mother is five steps away. Four. Three.


  When I was very small, I watched a Christian television program on a Sunday morning geared to kids. It was about a special-needs boy playing hide-and-seek with some other children in a junkyard. The other kids forgot about him, and a day later, the police found him suffocated in an old refrigerator. I did not get a religious message out of that, like the Golden Rule or eternal salvation. I got: Do not hide in old refrigerators.


  This time, when I went where I went, I thought I’d gone too far. There was no more pain and nothing mattered, sure. But no one would find me, and they’d eventually stop looking.


  Now, though, my head is starting to hurt again, and my shoulders ache. I can smell my mother: vanilla and freesia and the shampoo she uses that comes in a green bottle. I can feel the heat of her, like asphalt in the summer, the minute before she wraps her arms around me. “Jacob,” she says. My name rises on the roller coaster of a sob. My knees give with relief, with the knowledge that I have not faded away after all. 


  CASE 6: BITE ME


  You probably know who Ted Bundy is—a notorious serial killer who was linked to the murder of thirty-six victims, although many experts believe that number is closer to one hundred. He would approach a woman in a public place, gain trust by feigning injury or impersonating an authority figure, and then abduct her. Once the victim was in his car, he’d hit her in the skull with a crowbar. He strangled all but one of his victims. Many bodies were driven miles away from where they disappeared. While on death row, Bundy admitted that he decapitated over a dozen of his victims and kept their heads for a while. He visited the bodies and applied makeup to the corpses or engaged in sexual acts. He kept souvenirs: photos, women’s clothing. To this day, many of his victims remain unknown.


  It is widely believed that the expert testimony by Dr. Richard Souviron, a forensic dentist, was what secured Bundy’s conviction and eventual execution. Bite marks were found on the buttocks of the victim Lisa Levy. The first was a complete bite mark. The second was rotated so that there were two impressions of the lower teeth. This gave authorities more places to compare dental records against the mark, which increased the odds of a match.


  The analysis of the bite marks was possible only because a particularly savvy crime scene investigator who was taking pictures at the scene included a ruler in the photo of the bite mark, in order to show scale. Without this photograph, Bundy might have been acquitted. The bite mark had degraded past identifiable by the time the case was presented in court, so the only useful evidence of its original size and shape was that photograph. 


  6


  Rich


  “Care to do the honors?” Basil asks me.


  We are crowded into Jessica Ogilvy’s bathroom—me and the pair of CSIs who have been combing the house for evidence. Marcy’s taped up the windows with black paper and is standing ready with her camera. Basil has mixed the Luminol to spray all over the tub, the floor, the walls. I flip the light switch and plunge us into darkness.


  Basil sprays the solution, and suddenly the bathroom lights up like a Christmas tree, the grout between the tiles glowing a bright, fluorescent blue.


  “Hot damn,” Marcy murmurs. “I love it when we’re right.”


  Luminol glows when it meets the correct catalyst—in this case, the iron in hemoglobin. Jacob Hunt might have been smart enough to clean up the mess he’d left behind after murdering Jess Ogilvy, but there were still traces of blood that would go far toward convincing a jury of his guilt.


  “Nice work,” I say, as Marcy takes a furious run of photographs. Assuming the blood matches the victim’s, this latest piece of the puzzle helps me map out the crime. “Jacob Hunt comes for his appointment with the victim,” I muse, thinking aloud. “They argue, maybe knocking over the CD rack and the mail and a few stools, and he corners her—right here, apparently—beating her up and eventually striking a blow that kills her.” As the Luminol loses its glow, I flip on the lights. “He cleans up the bathroom, and then he cleans up the victim, dressing her and dragging her to the culvert.”


  I glance down at the floor. In full light, you can’t see the chemical, and you can’t see the blood at all. “But Jacob’s a CSI buff,” I say.


  Basil grins. “I read this article in Esquire about how women find us sexier than firemen—”


  “Not all women,” Marcy qualifies.


  “And so,” I continue, ignoring them, “he comes back to the scene of the crime and decides to cover his tracks. The thing is, he’s smart—he wants to pin this on Mark Maguire. So he thinks to himself, If Mark did this, how would he try to cover it up? As a kidnapping. So he puts on Mark Maguire’s boots and stomps around outside, and then cuts the screens in the windows. He cleans up the CDs and the mail and the overturned stools. But he also knows Mark would be sharp enough to want to throw investigators off the trail a little, so he types up the note for the mailman and packs a bag full of the victim’s clothes and takes it with him—both hints that Jess left of her own accord.”


  “You’re losing me,” Marcy says.


  “Jacob Hunt doctored his crime scene to look like it had been committed by someone else—someone who would doctor a crime scene to hide his involvement. It’s fucking brilliant.” I sigh.


  “So what are you thinking?” Basil asks. “Lovers’ quarrel?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know.” Yet.


  Marcy shrugs. “Too bad perps never seem inclined to talk.”


  “Good thing victims do,” I say.


  ***


  Wayne Nussbaum is up to his elbows in the chest cavity of a dead man from Swanton when I snap on a mask and booties and enter the room. “I can’t hang around anymore,” I say. For the past forty-five minutes I’ve been cooling my heels in Wayne’s office.


  “Neither can he,” Wayne replies, and I notice the ligature marks around the guy’s neck. “Look, it’s not like I could have predicted a murder-suicide would throw me off schedule.” He lifts a gleaming red organ in his palm, his eyes dancing. “Come on, Detective. Have a heart.”


  I don’t crack a smile. “That the kind of stuff you learn at clown college?”


  “Yeah. It comes after Pie Throwing 101.” He turns to his diener, a young woman who assists him during autopsies. Her name is Lila, and she once tried to hit on me by inviting me to a rave in South Burlington. Instead of flattering me, it just made me feel really old.


  “Lila,” he says, “give me ten minutes.”


  He strips off his gloves and jacket and booties as soon as we’re out of the sterile atmosphere and walks beside me down the hall to his office. He shuffles files on his desk until I see one with Jess Ogilvy’s name on the tab. “I don’t know what else I can tell you that my report didn’t already spell out, crystal clear,” Wayne says, sitting down. “The cause of death was a subdural hematoma, due to a basilar skull fracture. He popped her so hard he drove her skull into her brain and killed her.”


  I knew that. But it wasn’t really why Jess Ogilvy had died. That was because she’d said something to Jacob Hunt that had set him off. Or maybe she had refused to say something to him—such as I feel the same way about you.


  It would be simple enough to assume that a boy who fell for his tutor—and was rebuffed—might lash out at her.


  Wayne skims through his report. “The lacerations on her back—drag marks—were made postmortem. I’d assume they occurred when the body was moved. There were bruises, however, that were made premortem. The facial ones, of course. And a few on her upper arms and throat.”


  “No semen?”


  Wayne shook his head. “Nada.”


  “Could he have worn a condom?”


  “Highly unlikely,” the medical examiner says. “We didn’t get any pubic hairs or any other physical evidence concurrent with rape.”


  “But her underwear was on backward.”


  “Yeah, but that only proves that your perp hasn’t shopped for lingerie—not that he’s a rapist.”


  “Those bruises,” I say. “Can you tell how old they are?”


  “Within a day or so,” Wayne replies. “There’s not really a reliable technique to determine the age of a bruise beyond color and immunohistochemical methods. Bottom line is, people heal at different rates, so although I could look at two bruises and say one occurred a week before the other, I can’t look at two bruises and say one occurred at nine A.M. and the other occurred at noon.”


  “So conceivably, the choke marks around her throat—and the fingerprint bruises on her arms—those could have happened minutes before she died?”


  “Or hours.” Wayne tosses the folder to a pile on the side of his desk. “He could have threatened her and then come back to beat her to death.”


  “Or it could have been two different people at two different times.” My gaze meets his.


  “Then Jessica Ogilvy truly did have the shittiest day on record,” the coroner says. “I suppose you could charge the boyfriend with assault. It seems like an unnecessary complication, though, if your perp already confessed to moving the body.”


  “Yeah. I know.” I just didn’t understand why that bothered me so much. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Why did you stop being a clown?”


  “It wasn’t fun anymore. Kids screaming in my face, barfing their birthday cake in my lap...” Wayne shrugs. “My clients here are much more predictable.”


  “I guess.”


  The coroner looks at me for a long moment. “You know the hardest case I ever did? Motor vehicle accident. Woman rolls her SUV on the highway, and her baby pops right out of the car seat and suffers severe spinal injuries and dies. They brought the whole car seat into the morgue. I had to put that dead baby back into the seat and show how the mother didn’t buckle it the right way, which is why the kid fell out.” Wayne stands up. “Sometimes you have to keep reminding yourself that you’re in this for the victim.”


  I nod. And wonder why that label makes me think not of Jess Ogilvy but of Jacob Hunt.


  ***


  The boy who answers the door at the Hunt household looks nothing like his brother, but the minute I show my badge, the color drains from his face. “I’m Detective Matson,” I say. “Is your mother home?”


  “I, uh...I plead the Fifth,” the kid says.


  “That’s great,” I tell him. “But it wasn’t a particularly probing question.”


  “Who’s at the door?” I hear, and then Emma Hunt steps into my line of sight. The minute she recognizes me, her eyes narrow. “Did you come to check up on me? Well, I’m here, with the boys, just like the judge ordered. Close the door, Theo. And you,” she says, “can talk to our lawyer.”


  I manage to wedge my foot in the door just before it closes. “I have a search warrant.” I hold up the piece of paper that will allow me to comb through Jacob’s bedroom and take away what might constitute evidence.


  She takes the paper out of my hand, scans it, and then lets the door swing open again. Without speaking, she turns on her heel. I follow her into the house, pausing when she picks up the phone in the kitchen and calls her baby-faced lawyer. “Yes, he’s here now,” she says, cupping her hand around the receiver. “He gave the paper to me.”


  She hangs up a moment later. “Apparently I don’t have a choice.”


  “I could have told you that,” I say cheerfully, but she turns away and walks upstairs.


  I keep a few steps behind until she opens a door. “Jacob? Baby?” I stand in the hallway and let her talk softly to her son. I hear words like required and legal, and then she reappears with Jacob at her side.


  It takes me by surprise. The kid’s whole face is black and blue; a butterfly bandage disappears into his hairline. “Jacob,” I say. “How are you doing?”


  “How does it look like he’s doing?” Emma snaps.


  I’d been told by Helen Sharp that Jacob was released into his mother’s custody pending the competency hearing. She had said that, apparently, Jacob couldn’t handle jail well. We had laughed about it. Who can handle jail well?


  My job, as a detective, is to go behind the scenes and see what strings are controlling the puppets. Sometimes that means collecting evidence, or swearing out arrest warrants, or getting background information, or conducting interrogations. But it usually also means I miss what is going on onstage. It was one thing to arrest Jacob and send him off to his arraignment; it is another thing entirely to see this boy in front of me again in this condition.


  He doesn’t look like the kid I interviewed a week ago. No wonder his mother wants my head.


  She takes Jacob’s hand to lead him down the hallway, but we are all stopped by the thin, reedy sound of the boy’s voice. “Wait,” Jacob whispers.


  Emma turns, her face lighting up. “Jacob? Did you say something?”


  I get the sense that, if he has been saying anything, it’s not a lot. He nods, his mouth working for a moment before another syllable is forced out. “I want...”


  “What do you want, baby? I’ll get it for you.”


  “I want to watch.”


  Emma faces me, her eyebrows raised in a question.


  “Not possible,” I tell her flatly. “He can stay in the house, but he can’t be anywhere near the room.”


  “Can I speak to you for a moment?” she asks evenly, and she walks into Jacob’s bedroom, leaving him in the hallway. “Do you have any idea what kind of hell it is to watch your child become completely unresponsive?”


  “No, but—”


  “Well, this is the second time for me. I haven’t even been able to get him out of his bed,” she says. “And as I recall, the last thing you said to me was that I should trust you. I did, and you stabbed me in the back and arrested my son, after I offered him up to you on a silver platter. From where I’m standing, my son wouldn’t be hanging on by a thread if it weren’t for you. So if watching you load up your goddamn boxes with his possessions is what brings him back to the world of the living, then I would hope for the sake of common decency you’d simply let him.”


  By the time she finishes, her eyes are glittering and her cheeks are flushed. I open my mouth, about to talk about search and seizure cases and the Supreme Court, but then change my mind. “Jacob?” I stick my head out the door. “Come on in.”


  He sits down on the bed, and Emma leans against the doorjamb with her arms crossed. “I’m, uh, just going to take a look around,” I say.


  Jacob Hunt is a wicked neat freak. One weekend with Sasha and I’m forever finding tiny socks wedged into the couch or cereal underfoot in the kitchen or books left strewn across the living room floor. But something tells me this isn’t the case with Jacob. His bed is made with military precision. His closet is so organized it looks like an advertisement. I’d assume he has a full-blown case of OCD, except for the fact that there are exceptions to the rule: his math notebook, lying open, is a disaster—loose-leaf pages haphazardly stuffed, papers falling out, handwriting so messy it looks like modern art. The same goes for a bulletin board on one wall, which is overstuffed with papers and pictures and photographs overlapping each other. Dirty dishes and mugs litter his desk.


  Directly across from the desk is a small table with an overturned fish tank that has been kitted out like a fuming chamber. Jacob sees me looking at it. “What do you get prints off?” I ask.


  “Don’t answer that, Jacob,” Emma interjects.


  “Toothbrushes,” he replies. “Mugs. I once got a great partial off a manila folder with magnetic powder.”


  His mother and I both stare at him—Emma because he’s probably said more in the last second than in the past three days; and I because there are CSIs who don’t even know that technique for getting prints off a porous surface.


  I pick up the trash bin beside the desk and begin to leaf through it. There are several drafts of an English essay. There’s a gum wrapper. What’s extraordinary about the contents is not what they are but how they are: instead of being balled up or crumpled, each piece of garbage has been folded into crisp eighths. Even the tiny gum wrapper. The trash is stacked, like laundry.


  The first item I take is Jacob’s police scanner—now I know how he managed to get to the crime scene for the hypothermic guy. Jacob’s hand begins to flap a little harder. “That...that’s mine.”


  Emma puts her hand on his shoulder. “Remember what I said?”


  I quickly procure the items that are in the fuming chamber: a mug, a mirror, the tank itself. I look under Jacob’s bed, but there is only a pair of slippers and two plastic bins—one filled with back issues of the Journal of Forensic Sciences, the other filled with Legos. From his bookshelf I take the complete DVD series of CrimeBusters, and then I see the composition notebooks. He told me he has more than a hundred, and he wasn’t lying. I pull the first one down.


  “You can’t have those,” Jacob cries.


  “I’m sorry, Jacob.” Episode 74, I read. Silent Witness, 12/4/08.


  Two teenagers out for a joyride run over a deaf man, who turns out to be already dead.


  This is followed by a list of evidence. Solved, it reads, 0:36.


  Emma has her head bent close to Jacob’s now. She’s murmuring, but I cannot hear the words. Turning my back to them, I flip through the entries. Some are repeats of episodes; Jacob seems to have written about each of them when they aired, even if he’d seen the show before. Some of them have the disclaimer that Jacob could not solve the crime before the TV detectives did.


  There are kidnappings. Stabbings. Cult ritual murders. One episode catches my eye: Joffrey puts on her boyfriend’s boots and leaves prints in the mud behind the house to mislead investigators.


  Stuck between the pages is a pink index card, and as I scan it I realize this is a note Jacob has written to himself:


  I am miserable. I can’t stand it anymore.


  The people who supposedly care don’t.


  I get my hopes up and everyone eventually lets me down. I finally know what’s wrong with me: all of you. All of you who think I’m just an autistic kid, so who really cares? Well, I hate you. I hate all of you. I hate how I cry at night because of you. But you are just people. JUST PEOPLE.


  So why do you make me feel so small?


  Was this written a week ago, a month, a year? Was it in response to bullying in school? To a teacher’s criticism? To something Jess Ogilvy said?


  It could point to motive. I quickly close the journal and stick the notebook into the box. You can’t see that index card anymore, but I know it’s there, and it feels too private, too raw to be considered simply evidence. All of a sudden I am flooded by the image of Jacob Hunt huddled in this room after a whole day of trying unsuccessfully to blend in with the hundreds of kids in his school. Who, out of all of us, hasn’t felt marginalized at some point? Who hasn’t felt like they don’t belong?


  Who hasn’t tried...and failed?


  I had been the fat kid, the one who was stuck in the soccer goal during gym class and cast as a rock in the school play. I’d been called Doughboy, Lardass, Earthquake Boy, you name it. In eighth grade, after a graduation ceremony, a kid had come up to me. I never knew your real name was Rich, he’d said.


  When my dad got laid off and we had to move to Vermont for his new job, I spent the summer reinventing myself. I ran—a half mile the first day, and then a whole one, and gradually more. I ate only green things. I did five hundred sit-ups every morning before I even brushed my teeth. By the time I got to my new school, I was a totally different guy, and I never looked back.


  Jacob Hunt can’t exercise himself into a new personality. He can’t move to another school district and start over. He’ll always be the kid with Asperger’s.


  Unless, instead, he makes himself the kid who killed Jess Ogilvy.


  “I’m all done here,” I say, stacking the boxes. “I just need you to sign the receipt for the property so you can eventually get it back.”


  “And when might that be?”


  “When the DA’s done with it.” I turn to say good-bye to Jacob, but he’s staring at the empty spot where his fuming chamber was located.


  Emma walks me downstairs. “You’re wasting your time,” she says. “My son isn’t a murderer.”


  I push the inventory receipt toward her, silent.


  “If I were Jess’s parents, I’d want to know the police were actively trying to find the person who killed my child instead of basing their entire case on the ridiculous notion that an autistic boy with no criminal history—a boy who loved Jess—killed her.” She signs the receipt I give her and then opens the front door. “Are you even listening?” she says, her voice rising. “You’ve got the wrong person.”


  There have been times—albeit very rarely—that I wished this were the case. When I snapped handcuffs on an abused wife who’d gone after her husband with a knife, for example. Or when I arrested a guy who’d broken into a grocery store to steal formula for his baby because he couldn’t afford it. But just like then, I can’t contradict the evidence that’s in front of me now. I may feel bad for someone who’s committed a crime, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t committed it.


  I pick up the boxes and, at the last moment, turn back. “I’m sorry,” I say. “For what it’s worth...I’m really sorry.”


  Her eyes flash. “You’re sorry? For what, exactly? Lying to me? Lying to Jacob? Throwing him into jail without giving any thought to his special needs—”


  “Technically, the judge did that—”


  “How dare you,” Emma shouts. “How dare you come in here as if you’re on our side, and then turn around and do this to my son!”


  “There are no sides,” I yell back at her. “There’s just a girl, who died alone and scared and who was found a week later frozen solid. Well, I’ve got a girl, too. What if it had been her?” By now my face is flushed. I am inches away from Emma. “I didn’t do this to your son,” I say, more softly. “I did this for my daughter.”


  The last thing I see is Emma Hunt’s jaw drop. She doesn’t speak to me as I heft the boxes more firmly in my arms and walk down her driveway, but then, it’s never the differences between people that surprise us. It’s the things that, against all odds, we have in common.


  Jacob


  My mother and I are riding in the car to the office of the state psychiatrist, who happens to work out of a hospital. I am nervous about this because I don’t like hospitals. I have been in them twice: once when I fell out of a tree and broke my arm, and once when Theo got hurt after I knocked over his high chair. What I remember about hospitals is that they smell white and stale, the lights are too bright, and every time I’ve been in one I’ve either been in pain or been ashamed or maybe both.


  This makes my fingers start to flutter on my leg, and I stare at them as if they are disconnected from my body. For the past three days, I’ve been doing better. I’m taking all my supplements again and my shots, and it hasn’t felt quite as much as if I’m constantly swimming in a bubble of water that makes it harder to understand what people say or to focus on them.


  Believe me, I know it’s not normal to flap my hands or walk in circles or repeat words over and over, but sometimes it’s the easiest way to make myself feel better. It’s like a steam engine, really: Fluttering my hands in front of my face or against my leg is my exhaust valve, and maybe it looks weird, but then again, just compare it to the folks who turn to alcohol or porn to alleviate pressures.


  I haven’t been out of the house since I left the jail. Even school is off-limits now, so my mother has found textbooks and is home-schooling both Theo and me. It’s sort of nice, actually, not having to stress out about the next time I will be accosted by another student and will have to interact; or if a teacher will say something I don’t understand; or if I’ll need to use my COP pass and look like a total loser in front of my peers. I wonder why we never thought of this before: learning without socialization. It’s every Aspie’s dream.


  Every now and then, my mother looks at me in the rearview mirror. “You remember what’s going to happen, right?” she asks. “Dr. Cohn is going to ask you questions. All you have to do is tell the truth.”


  Here’s the other reason I’m nervous: the last time I went off to answer questions without my mother, I wound up in jail.


  “Jacob,” my mother says, “you’re stimming.”


  I slap my free hand over the one that’s fluttering.


  When we get to the hospital, I walk with my head ducked down so that I do not have to see sick people. I have not vomited since I was six years old; the very thought of it makes me sweat. Once when Theo got the flu, I had to take my sleeping bag and quilt and stay in the garage because I was afraid I’d catch it. What if coming here for a stupid competency interview turns out to be much worse than anyone anticipates?


  “I don’t understand why he couldn’t come to us,” I mutter.


  “Because he’s not on our side,” my mother says.


  The way competency works is this:


  1.The State of Vermont hires a psychiatrist who will interview me and tell the judge everything the DA wants to hear.


  2.My lawyer will counter this with Dr. Moon, my own psychiatrist, who will tell the judge everything Oliver Bond wants to hear.


  Frankly, I don’t see the point, since we all know this is how it’s going to shake out, anyway.


  Dr. Martin Cohn’s office is not as nice as Dr. Moon’s. Dr. Moon decorates in shades of blue, which have been proven to enhance relaxation. Dr. Martin Cohn decorates in industrial gray. His secretary’s desk looks like the one my math teacher uses. “Can I help you?” she asks.


  My mother steps forward. “Jacob Hunt is here to see Dr. Cohn.”


  “You can go right in.” She points to another doorway.


  Dr. Moon has that, too. You go into her office through one door and exit through the other, so that no one who’s waiting will see you. I know it’s supposed to be about privacy, but if you ask me, it’s like the psychiatrists themselves are buying into that stupid belief that therapy is something to hide.


  I put my hand on the doorknob and take a deep breath. This time you’re coming back, I promise myself.


  ***


  A joke:


  A guy is flying in a hot-air balloon and he’s lost. He lowers himself over a cornfield and calls out to a woman. “Can you tell me where I am and where I’m headed?”


  “Sure,” this woman says. “You are at 41 degrees, 2 minutes, and 14 seconds north, 144 degrees, 4 minutes, 19 seconds east; you’re at an altitude of 762 meters above sea level, and right now you’re hovering, but you were on a vector of 234 degrees at 12 meters per second.”


  “Amazing! Thanks! By the way, do you have Asperger’s syndrome?”


  “I do!” the woman replies. “How did you know?”


  “Because everything you said is true, it’s much more detail than I need, and you told me in a way that’s of no use to me at all.”


  The woman frowns. “Huh. Are you a psychiatrist?”


  “I am,” the man says. “But how the heck could you tell?”


  “You don’t know where you are. You don’t know where you’re headed. You got where you are by blowing hot air. You put labels on people after asking a few questions, and you’re in exactly the same spot you were in five minutes ago, but now, somehow, it’s my fault!”


  ***


  Dr. Martin Cohn is smaller than I am and has a beard. He wears glasses without rims, and as soon as I come into the room, he walks toward me. “Hello,” he says. “I’m Dr. Cohn. Take a seat.”


  The chairs are metal frames with pleather cushions. One is orange, and that’s totally not happening. The other is gray and has a sunken circle in the middle, as if the cushion has simply given out.


  When I was younger and I was asked to take a seat, I’d lift it up. Now I know that it means I am supposed to sit down. There are many statements that do not mean what they say: Mark my words. Hang around. Just a second. Get off my back.


  The psychiatrist takes out a pen from his pocket. He sits down, too, and puts his yellow pad on his lap. “What’s your name?”


  “Jacob Thomas Hunt,” I say.


  “How old are you, Jacob?”


  “Eighteen.”


  “Do you know why you’re here?”


  “Don’t you?”


  He writes something down on his paper. “Do you know that you’ve been charged with a crime?”


  “Yes. Thirteen VSA, section 2301. Murder committed by means of poison, or by lying in wait, or by willful, deliberate and premeditated killing, or committed in perpetrating or attempting to perpetrate arson, sexual assault, aggravated sexual assault, robbery or burglary, shall be murder in the first degree. All other kinds of murder shall be murder in the second degree.”


  I would have thought reciting the entire statute would impress Dr. Cohn, but he doesn’t register any emotion.


  Maybe he’s got Asperger’s, too.


  “Do you understand whether that’s a major or minor charge, Jacob?”


  “It’s a felony that carries a minimum sentence of thirty-five years to life in prison.”


  Dr. Cohn looks up over his glasses. “What about probation?” he asks. “Do you know what that is?”


  “It’s when you have to check in with a court officer for a certain amount of time,” I say. “You have to follow rules and give reports, you have to have a job, you have to live somewhere where they know your address, you have to stay out of trouble, you have to not drink alcohol...”


  “Right,” Dr. Cohn says. “Tell me, Jacob, what should your lawyer focus on in order to defend you?”


  I shrug. “My innocence.”


  “Do you understand what a plea of guilty or not guilty means?”


  “Yes. Guilty means that you admit you committed the crime and that you need to be punished for it. Not guilty means you don’t admit you committed the crime and you don’t think you should be punished for it...but it’s not the same as being innocent, because in our legal system you get found guilty or not guilty. You don’t get found innocent, even if you are, like me.”


  Dr. Cohn stares at me. “What’s a plea bargain?”


  “When the prosecutor talks to the lawyer and they agree on a sentence, and then they both go before the judge to see if the judge will accept that, too. It means you don’t have to have a trial, because you’ve admitted to the crime by taking the plea.”


  These are all easy questions, because the end of every CrimeBusters episode is a trial, where the evidence is relayed to a judge and jury. If I’d known the questions were going to be this simple, I wouldn’t have been so nervous. Instead, I’d been expecting Dr. Cohn to ask me about Jess. About what happened that afternoon.


  And of course I couldn’t tell him, which would mean I’d have to lie, and that would be breaking the rules.


  “What’s an insanity plea?” Dr. Cohn asks.


  “When you claim you’re not guilty because you were dissociated from reality at the time you committed the crime and can’t be held legally responsible for your actions. Like Edward Norton in Primal Fear.”


  “Great flick,” the psychiatrist says. “Jacob, if your lawyer thinks you shouldn’t testify, would you agree to that?”


  “Why wouldn’t I want to testify? I’m going to tell the truth.”


  “When can you speak out in the courtroom?”


  “I can’t. My lawyer told me not to talk to anyone.”


  “What do you think your chances are of being found not guilty?”


  “One hundred percent,” I say, “since I didn’t do it.”


  “Do you know how strong the case is against you?”


  “Obviously not, since I haven’t seen the discovery—”


  “You know what discovery is?” Dr. Cohn asks, surprised.


  I roll my eyes. “Pursuant to Rule Sixteen of the Vermont Rules of Discovery, Rules of Procedure for the Superior Court, the Prosecution is required to turn over all the evidence they have in the case, including the photographs, documents, statements, physical examinations, and any other material that they intend to use at the trial, and if they don’t turn it over, then I’m allowed to go free.”


  “Do you understand the difference between the defense, the prosecution, the judge, the jury, the witnesses...?”


  I nod. “The defense is my team—my lawyer and the witnesses and me, because we’re defending me against the crime the prosecution’s charged me with. The judge is the man or woman who has authority over everyone in the courtroom. He runs the trial and listens to the evidence and makes decisions about the law, and the judge I met a few days ago wasn’t very nice and sent me to jail.” I take a breath. “The jury is a group of twelve that listens to the facts and hears the evidence and the arguments of the lawyers and then goes into a room where no one can hear them or see them and they decide the outcome of the case.” As an afterthought I add, “The jury is supposed to be twelve peers, but technically that would mean every single person on the jury should have Asperger’s syndrome, because then they’d really understand me.”


  Dr. Cohn makes another note. “Do you have confidence in your lawyer, Jacob?”


  “No,” I say. “The first time I met him I wound up in jail for three days.”


  “Do you agree with how he’s handling the case?”


  “Obviously not. He needs to tell them the truth so that the charges will be dismissed.”


  “That’s not how it works,” Dr. Cohn says.


  “It worked that way in My Cousin Vinny,” I tell him. “When Joe Pesci tells the court that the car isn’t the same as the one the witness identified because it had different tires. And it worked that way on CrimeBusters, episode eighty-eight. Do you want me to tell you about it?”


  “No, that’s okay,” Dr. Cohn says. “Jacob, what would you do if a witness told a lie on the stand?”


  I feel my fingers start to flutter, so I clamp my other hand down on top of them. “How would I know?” I say. “Only the liar knows that he’s lying.”


  Oliver


  On paper, Jacob Hunt not only looks competent to stand trial but looks like a damn prelaw student, one who is probably more qualified to defend himself than I am.


  Only the liar knows that he’s lying.


  It’s the third time I’ve read Jacob’s answers to Dr. Cohn, the state shrink, and the third time that statement has jumped out at me. Is Jacob Hunt brilliant, with a photographic memory that I could have used back in law school? Or is he just snowing his mother...and everyone else?


  Either way, during my last pass through the report, I realized that I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of challenging his competency—especially in a place like Vermont. No, if anyone’s feeling incompetent right now, it’s me—because I have to tell Emma that I’m not even going to fight the State on this one.


  I drive to the Hunts’—since Emma and Jacob are basically under house arrest, I can’t very well ask them to meet me at my office. Thor’s riding in my lap, half tucked beneath the steering wheel.


  I pull into the driveway and cut the ignition but don’t make a move to get out of the car. “If she goes haywire,” I tell the dog, “I’m counting on you to defend me.”


  Because it’s cold today—just above zero degrees—I carry Thor inside my coat and head to the front door. Emma answers before I can even knock. “Hi,” she says. “It’s good to see you.” She even smiles a little, which makes her soft around all the edges. “Frankly, when you’re stuck in the house, even a visit from the electric company meter reader is a highlight of the day.”


  “And here I thought you were starting to like me.” Thor pops his head between the buttons of my coat. “Would it be okay to bring him in? It’s really cold in the car.”


  She eyes the dog warily. “Is it going to pee on my carpet?”


  “Only if you keep looking at him like that.”


  I set Thor on the floor of the mudroom and watch him trot away. “I don’t like dog hair,” Emma murmurs.


  “Then aren’t you lucky you weren’t born a spaniel?” I take off my coat and fold it over my arm. “I got the competency results back.”


  “And?” In one heartbeat, Emma is focused, intense.


  “Jacob’s competent to stand trial.”


  She shakes her head, as if she hasn’t quite heard me right. “You saw what happened during the arraignment!”


  “Yes, but that’s not the legal definition of competency, and according to the state psychiatrist—”


  “I don’t care about the state psychiatrist. Of course they’re going to find someone who says what the DA wants. Aren’t you at least going to fight back?”


  “You don’t understand,” I tell her. “In Vermont you could be Charlie Manson and you’d still be found competent to stand trial.” I sit down on one of the benches in the mudroom. “You ever hear of a guy named John Bean?”


  “No.”


  “In 1993, he tied his mother up and built a funeral pyre for her with furniture he’d chopped into pieces. He threw bleach in her eyes, but his mother was able to escape. At his first appearance before a court, Bean told the judge he was the reincarnation of Jesus Christ. The judge said that his statements were bizarre and indicated an inability to comprehend what was happening. When he was charged with kidnapping for the same event, he refused counsel. He wanted to plead guilty, but the court wouldn’t accept that, so he was given a public defender. Bean told an evaluator that he believed he was the father of the public defender’s children and that she was the author of a comic strip and was a cross between Janet Reno and Janet Jackson. Through the next eight years of representation, he never discussed his case with his attorney—who raised the competency issue with the court—”


  “I don’t see what this has—”


  “I’m not done,” I say. “The defense shrink said Bean reported having computer chips inside him that were letting him be programmed. The state psychiatrist found him psychotic. During the trial, Bean tore the radiator out of the wall, threw the court television, and got hold of one of the officers’ guns. He told his attorney that he was seeing serpents coming out of people’s heads in the courtroom, and that angels were controlling the witness. He was convicted, and before sentencing, he told the court that in Riverside Park they put a memorial stone in the name of the Freddie Mercury Foundation, after Freddie Mercury had killed a Catholic priest. After that, he said Tony Curtis said he would be Bean’s father, and he used the greater power of Simon the Pig—the same power that had created the Nazi government—to bring him into his house and feed him human flesh. Oh, and a cat talked to him subliminally.”


  Emma stares at me. “None of this has anything to do with Jacob.”


  “It does,” I say, “because in the State of Vermont, in spite of everything I just told you, John Bean was found competent to stand trial. That’s legal precedent.”


  Emma sinks down onto the bench beside me. “Oh,” she says, her voice small. “So what do we do now?”


  “I, uh, think we need to plead insanity.”


  Her head snaps up. “What? What are you talking about? Jacob’s not insane—”


  “You just told me he wasn’t competent to stand trial, and now you’re telling me he’s too competent to use an insanity defense. You can’t have it both ways!” I argue. “We can look at the discovery when it comes in...But from what you’ve told me, there’s a pretty strong case against Jacob, including a confession. I really believe it’s the best way to keep him out of jail.”


  Emma paces the mudroom. A shaft of sunlight falls across her hair and her cheek, and suddenly I remember an art history course I took in college: in Michelangelo’s Pietà, Raphael’s Madonna and Child, da Vinci’s Madonna of the Rocks, Mary was never seen smiling. Was it because she knew what was coming down the pike?


  “If the insanity defense works,” Emma asks, “does he get to come home?”


  “It depends. The judge has the right to put him in a secure treatment facility until he’s sure Jacob won’t hurt anyone again.”


  “What do you mean, ‘secure treatment facility’? You’re talking about a mental hospital?”


  “Pretty much,” I admit.


  “So my son can either go to jail or be put in a mental hospital? What about the third option?”


  “What third option?”


  “He’s free to go,” Emma says. “He’s acquitted.”


  I open my mouth to tell her that’s a huge gamble, to say that she’d have a better chance of teaching Thor to knit, but instead, I take a deep breath. “Why don’t we go ask Jacob?”


  “No way,” Emma replies.


  “Unfortunately, that’s not your choice.” I stand up and walk into the kitchen. Jacob is picking through a bowl of blueberries and giving the smaller ones to Thor.


  “Did you know he likes fruit?” Jacob asks.


  “He’ll eat anything that’s not nailed down,” I say. “We have to talk about your case, dude.”


  “Dude?” Emma’s come into the room and is standing behind me, arms folded.


  I ignore her and approach Jacob. “You passed the competency test.”


  “I did?” he says, beaming. “Did I do really well?”


  Emma steps forward. “You did great, baby.”


  “We need to start thinking about your defense,” I say.


  Jacob puts down the bowl of blueberries. “I have some cool ideas. There was this time on CrimeBusters when—”


  “This isn’t a TV show, Jacob,” I say. “This is really important. This is your life.”


  He sits down at the kitchen table and lifts Thor onto his lap. “Did you know that the guy who invented Velcro got the idea from taking his dog for a walk in the Alps? When the burrs caught on its fur, he thought about how something with hooks could catch onto anything with a loop.”


  I sit down across from him. “Do you know what an affirmative defense is?”


  He nods and spits back the legal definition: “It’s a reason for finding the defendant not guilty, such as self-defense, defense of another person, or not guilty by reason of insanity. The defendant has to raise it a certain amount of time before a trial, usually in writing.”


  “What I’ve been thinking, Jacob, is that your best odds at this trial involve an affirmative defense.”


  His face lights up. “Right! Of course! Defense of another person—”


  “Who were you defending?” I interrupt.


  Jacob looks down at Thor and plays with the tags on his collar. “Surely you can’t be serious,” he says. “I am serious...and don’t call me Shirley.”


  “Do you really think you’re in a position to be making jokes right now?”


  “It’s from Airplane!” Jacob says.


  “Well, it’s not funny. The State has a really good case against you, Jacob, which is why I think we need to use an insanity defense.”


  Jacob’s head snaps up. “I’m not crazy!”


  “That’s not what it means.”


  “I know what it means,” he says. “It means that a person isn’t responsible for criminal conduct if, as a result of mental disease or defect, he lacked the capacity to understand right from wrong at the moment the act was committed.” He stands up, knocking Thor to the floor. “I don’t have a mental disease or defect. I have a quirk. Right, Mom?”


  I glance at Emma. “You have got to be kidding me.”


  She hikes her chin up a notch. “We’ve always said that Asperger’s isn’t a disability...just a different ability.”


  “Great,” I say. “Well, Jacob, either I run the insanity defense or you can take that quirk of yours right back to prison.”


  “No, actually, in the State of Vermont, you can’t run an insanity defense if I tell you that you can’t,” Jacob answers. “It’s all in the Vermont Supreme Court case of State versus Bean, one-seventy-one Vermont Reports two-ninety, seven-sixty-two Atlantic Reporter second twelve fifty-nine, two thousand.”


  “Jesus Christ, you know that case?”


  “Don’t you?” He raises his brows. “Why can’t you just tell them the truth?”


  “Fine, Jacob. What’s the truth?”


  No sooner have I asked than I realize my mistake. Any lawyer knows to be careful what you ask when representing a criminal defendant, since anything he says might incriminate himself. If he gets on the stand later and denies what he told you earlier, you’re left in a quandary and have to either withdraw from representation (which would prejudice him) or tell the court that he’s not being truthful (which would prejudice him even more). Instead of asking what happened, you dance around the truth and the facts. You ask the client how he’d answer certain questions.


  Or in other words, I just royally screwed up. Now that I’ve asked him for the truth, I can’t let him get up on the stand and incriminate himself.


  So I stop him from answering.


  “Wait, I don’t want to hear it,” I say.


  “What do you mean you don’t want to hear it! You’re supposed to be my lawyer!”


  “The reason we can’t tell the court the truth is that facts speak a lot louder in a courtroom.”


  “You can’t handle the truth,” Jacob yells. “I’m not guilty. And I’m definitely not insane!”


  I scoop up Thor and stalk into the mudroom, Emma following. “He’s right,” she says. “Why do you have to plead insanity? If Jacob’s not guilty, shouldn’t the judge get to hear that?”


  I spin around so quickly she falls back. “I want you to think about something. Say you’re on the jury for this case, and you’ve just listened to a long list of facts that tie Jacob to the murder of Jess Ogilvy. Then you get to watch Jacob on the stand explaining his version of the truth. Which story would you believe?”


  She swallows, silent, because this point (at least) she cannot argue: Emma knows very well what Jacob looks like and sounds like to other people, even when Jacob doesn’t know it himself. “Look,” I tell her, “Jacob has to accept that this insanity defense is the best chance we’ve got.”


  “How are you going to convince him?”


  “I’m not,” I say. “You are.”


  Rich


  The teachers at Townsend Regional High School all know Jacob Hunt, even if they haven’t had him in class. This is partly due to his current infamy, but I get the sense that, even before he was arrested for murder, he was the kind of kid everyone could spot in the halls—because he stuck out like a sore thumb. After interviewing staff for several hours, and hearing how Jacob used to sit by himself during lunch and how he’d move from class to class wearing bulky headphones to block out the noise (and the rude comments of classmates), there is a part of me wondering how Jacob managed to wait eighteen years to commit murder.


  What I’ve learned is that Jacob twisted his schoolwork around his passion for CSI. In English class, when he had to read a biography and give an oral report, he chose Edmond Locard. In math, his independent research project involved Herb Macdonald’s angled impact of the point of origin of blood spatter.


  His guidance counselor, Frances Grenville, is a thin, pale woman whose features resemble a garment that’s been washed so often its original color has faded. “Jacob would do anything to fit in,” she says, as I sit in her office, thumbing through Hunt’s file. “Quite often, that would make him the butt of jokes. In a way, he was doomed if he tried to fit in, and doomed if he didn’t.” She shifts uncomfortably. “I used to worry he’d bring a gun into school one day, you know, to get even. Like that boy over in Sterling, New Hampshire, a few years back.”


  “Did Jacob ever do that? Get even, I mean.”


  “Oh, no. Honestly, he’s the sweetest child. Sometimes he’d come here during free periods and do his homework in the outer office. He fixed my computer when it crashed, once, and even recovered the file I’d been working on. Most of the teachers love him.”


  “And the rest?”


  “Well, some are better with special needs kids than others, but you didn’t hear it from me. A student like Jacob can be challenging, to say the least. There’s some deadwood in this school, if you know what I mean, and when you get a kid like Jacob who challenges a lesson plan you’ve been too lazy to adapt for the past twenty years—and when it turns out he’s right—well, that doesn’t always sit well.” She shrugs. “But you can ask the staff. On the whole, Jacob interacted much more fluidly with them than with his peers. He wasn’t caught up in the usual high school adolescent drama—instead, he wanted to talk about politics, or scientific breakthroughs, or whether Eugene Onegin was really Pushkin’s tour de force. In many ways, having Jacob around was like talking to another teacher.” She hesitates. “No, actually, it was like talking to the kind of enlightened scholar that teachers wish they could grow up to be—before bills and car payments and orthodontist appointments get in the way.”


  “If Jacob wanted so badly to fit in with students, what was he doing in the teachers’ room?” I ask.


  She shakes her head. “I suppose there’s only so many times you can take being rebuffed before you need some validation,” Mrs. Grenville says.


  “What do you know about his connection to Jessica Ogilvy?”


  “He enjoyed spending time with her. He referred to her as his friend.”


  I glance up. “How about as his girlfriend?”


  “Not that I know of.”


  “Did Jacob ever have a girlfriend in school?”


  “I don’t think so. He took a girl to prom last year, but he talked more about Jess, who’d encouraged him to do it, than about his actual date.”


  “Who else did Jacob hang around with?” I ask.


  Mrs. Grenville frowns. “Here’s the thing,” she says. “If you asked Jacob for a list of his friends, he’d probably be able to give you that list. But if you asked those same kids for their lists, Jacob wouldn’t be on them. His Asperger’s leads him to mistake proximity for emotional connection. So, for example, Jacob would say he’s friendly with the girl he’s paired with as a lab partner in physics, even though that might not be a reciprocal feeling.”


  “So he wasn’t considered a discipline problem?”


  Mrs. Grenville purses her lips. “No.”


  I place the open school file on her desk and point to a note inside it. “Then why was Jacob Hunt suspended for assault last year?”


  ***


  Mimi Scheck is the kind of girl I drooled over in high school, in spite of the fact that she wasn’t aware we even inhabited the same building for four years. She has long black hair and a body made for worship, artfully showcased in clothes that reveal just an inch of skin above the waistline of her jeans when she reaches up or bends down. She also looks so nervous that she’d bolt, if not for the fact that Mrs. Grenville just closed the door of her office.


  “Hi, Mimi,” I say, smiling. “How are you doing today?”


  She looks from me to the guidance counselor, her lips pressed tight. Then she melts into the couch, anguished. “I swear, I didn’t know about the vodka until I got to Esme’s.”


  “Well. That’s interesting...but it’s not why I asked to speak to you today.”


  “It’s not?” Mimi whispers. “Oh, crap.”


  “I wanted to ask you about Jacob Hunt.”


  Her face goes beet red. “I don’t really know him very well.”


  “You were involved in an incident last year that led to his suspension, right?”


  “It was all just a big joke,” she says, rolling her eyes. “I mean, how was I supposed to know he couldn’t even take a joke?”


  “What happened?”


  She sinks down farther on Mrs. Grenville’s couch. “He was always hanging around. It was creepy, you know? I mean, I’d be, like, talking to my friends and he’d be standing there eavesdropping. And then I got a forty on a math quiz because Mr. LaBlanc is the biggest jerk ever and I got really mad and asked to be excused to go to the bathroom. But I never went to the bathroom, I just went around the corner and started crying because if I failed math again my parents were going to take away my phone and make me give up my Facebook account—and Jacob walked up to me. I guess he’d left class for one of his weirdo breaks or something, and he was headed back. He didn’t say anything, he just kept staring at me, and I told him to get lost. So he said he would stay with me because that’s what friends do, and I said that if he really wanted to be my friend, he’d go into math class and tell Mr. LaBlanc to go fuck himself.” Mimi hesitated. “So he did.”


  I glance at the guidance counselor. “And that’s why he was suspended?”


  “No. He got detention for that.”


  “And then?” I ask.


  Mimi’s gaze slides away. “The next day a bunch of us were hanging out in the commons when Jacob showed up. I guess I sort of ignored him. I mean, it’s not like I was actively being mean to him or anything. And he just went crazy and came after me.”


  “He hit you?”


  She shakes her head. “He grabbed me and threw me up against a locker. He could have killed me, you know, if a teacher hadn’t stopped him.”


  “Can you show me how he grabbed you?”


  Mimi looks at Mrs. Grenville, who nods, encouraging her. We both stand up, and Mimi takes a step forward until she has backed me against the wall. She has to reach up because I am taller than she is, and then gingerly, she wraps her right hand around my throat. “Like this,” she says. “I had bruises for a week.”


  The same bruises, I realize, that Jess Ogilvy had revealed at her autopsy.


  Emma


  As if I need any further reminder after Oliver Bond’s visit that my life is not and never will be what it was, my editor calls. “I was hoping you could come in this afternoon,” Tanya says. “There’s something we need to discuss.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Tomorrow morning?”


  “Tanya,” I say, “Jacob’s under house arrest. I’m not allowed to leave.”


  “Well, that’s sort of why I wanted to meet...We think that it might be best for everyone right now if you took a leave of absence from your column.”


  “Best for everyone?” I repeat. “How is losing my job best for me?”


  “It’s temporary, Emma. Just until this...blows over. Surely you understand,” Tanya explains. “We can’t really endorse advice from—”


  “From a writer whose son was accused of murder?” I finish for her. “I write anonymously. No one knows about me, much less Jacob.”


  “For how long? We’re in the news business. Someone’s going to dig this up, and then we’ll be the ones who look like idiots.”


  “By all means,” I say hotly. “We wouldn’t want you to look like idiots.”


  “We’re not cutting you off. Bob’s agreed to keep you at half salary plus benefits if you do freelance editing of the Sunday section for us in return.”


  “Is this the part where I’m supposed to fall to my knees in gratitude?” I ask.


  She is quiet for a moment. “For what it’s worth, Emma,” Tanya says, “you’re the last person in the world who deserves this. You’ve already got your cross to bear.”


  “Jacob,” I say, “is not a cross to bear. He’s my son.” My hand is shaking where it holds the phone. “Go edit your own fucking Sunday section,” I tell her, and I hang up.


  A tiny cry escapes as I realize the magnitude of what I’ve just done. I’m a single parent; I hardly make any money as is; I can’t work outside the home right now—how am I going to afford to live without a job? I could call my old boss from the textbook company and beg for freelance assignments, but it’s been twenty years since I worked there. I could scrape by on whatever savings we’ve got, until this is over.


  And when will that be?


  I admit that I’ve taken our legal system for granted. I assumed that the innocent prevail, that the guilty get their due. But as it turns out, it isn’t as simple as saying you’re not guilty if you’re not guilty. As Oliver Bond has pointed out, the jury has to be convinced. And connecting with strangers is Jacob’s weakest link.


  I keep waiting to wake up. To have someone surprise me with the hidden camera and tell me this is all a big joke: that of course Jacob is free to go, that of course there has been some mistake. But no one surprises me, and I wake up every morning and nothing has changed.


  The worst thing that could happen would be if Jacob goes to prison again, because they don’t understand him there. On the other hand, if he’s hospitalized, he’ll be with doctors. Oliver said that he’d be kept in a secure treatment facility until the judge could be sure that he wouldn’t hurt anyone again. Which means that he’d have a chance, however slight, of getting out one day.


  I pull myself up the stairs heavily, as if my feet have been cast in lead. At Jacob’s door, I knock. He is sitting on his bed, Flowers for Algernon folded on his chest. “I finished,” he says.


  As part of our new home-schooling protocol, I have to make sure he keeps up with the school curriculum, and this novel was the first assignment for his English class. “And?”


  “It was stupid.”


  “I always thought it was sad.”


  “It’s stupid,” Jacob reiterates, “because he never should have had the experiment done.”


  I sit down beside him. In the narrative, Charlie Gordon, a retarded man, undergoes a surgical procedure that triples his IQ, only to have the experiment ultimately fail and leave him with subnormal intelligence again. “Why not? He got to see what he was missing.”


  “But if he never had that procedure, he would never know he was missing it.”


  When Jacob says things like this—truths so raw most of us won’t even admit them in silence, much less speak them out loud—he seems more lucid than anyone else I know. I do not believe my son is insane. And I do not believe that his Asperger’s is a disability, either. If Jacob didn’t have Asperger’s, he wouldn’t be the same boy I love so fiercely: the one who watches Casablanca with me and can recite all of Bogey’s dialogue; the one who remembers the grocery list in his head when I’ve inadvertently left it sitting on the counter; the one who never ignores me if I ask him to get my wallet out of my handbag or run upstairs to get a ream of paper for the printer. Would I have rather had a kid who doesn’t struggle so hard, who could make his way in the world with less resistance? No, because that child wouldn’t have been Jacob. The crises may be what stick in my mind when it comes to him, but the in-between moments are the ones I would not have missed for the world.


  Still, I know why Charlie Gordon had the procedure done. And I know why I am about to have a conversation with Jacob that makes my heart feel like it’s turned to ash. It’s because, whenever possible, humans err on the side of hope.


  “I have to talk to you about what Oliver said,” I begin.


  Jacob sits up. “I’m not crazy. I’m not letting him say that about me.”


  “Just hear me out—”


  “It’s not the truth,” Jacob says. “And you always have to tell the truth. House rules.”


  “You’re right. But sometimes, it’s okay to tell a little lie, if it gets you to the truth in the long run.”


  He blinks. “Saying I’m insane isn’t a little lie.”


  I look at him. “I know you didn’t kill Jess. I believe you. But you have to get twelve strangers on a jury to believe you. How are you going to do that?”


  “I’m going to tell them the truth.”


  “Okay. Pretend we’re in court, then, and tell it to me.”


  His eyes flicker across my face and then fix on the window behind me. “The first rule of Fight Club is don’t talk about Fight Club.”


  “That’s exactly what I mean. You can’t use movie quotes in a courtroom to say what happened...But you can use a lawyer.” I grasp his arms. “I want you to promise me that you’ll let Oliver say whatever he has to in order for you to win this case.”


  He jerks his chin down. “One martini, please,” he mutters. “Shaken, not stirred.”


  “I’m going to take that as a yes,” I say.


  Theo


  If a school day is seven hours long, six of those are eaten up by blocks of time that are full of nothing but crap: teachers yelling at kids who misbehave, gossip as you walk to your locker, recap of a math concept you understood the first time it was explained. What being home-schooled has taught me, more than anything, is what a waste of a life high school is.


  When it’s just me and Jacob, sitting at the kitchen table, I can blow through my work in about an hour’s time if I leave the reading stuff for before I fall asleep. It helps that my mother second-guesses the curriculum a lot. (“We’re skipping this part. If imaginary numbers were meant to be learned, they would have made themselves real,” or “For God’s sake, how many times have you studied the Puritans now, since first grade? A hundred? Let’s just move on to the Reformation.”) At any rate, I like being home-schooled. By definition, you’re an outcast, so you don’t have to worry about sounding stupid if you give the wrong answer or if that hot girl from your English class is checking you out when you go up to the whiteboard to write your equation for the math homework. I mean, we don’t even have a whiteboard here.


  Since Jacob works on different stuff than I do, he’s buried in his work on one end of the table and I’m at the other. I finish before him, but then again, I did even when we worked on regular homework before. He may be freaking brilliant, but sometimes whatever’s cooking in his brain doesn’t quite translate onto the page. I guess it’s a little like being the world’s fastest bullet train but your wheels don’t fit the rails.


  As soon as I finish my French homework (Que fait ton frère? Il va à la prison!), I close my textbook. My mom looks up from her cup of coffee. Usually, she’s typing away at her computer, but she hasn’t even been able to focus on that today. “Done,” I announce.


  She stretches out her lips, and I know it’s supposed to be a smile. “Great.”


  “You need me to do anything?” I ask.


  “Turning back time would be nice.”


  “I was thinking more along the lines of the grocery store,” I suggest. “We have, like, nothing to eat here.”


  It’s true, and she knows it. She isn’t allowed to leave the house as long as Jacob’s stuck here, and that means we’re on a slow road to starvation unless I do something about it. “You can’t drive,” she says.


  “I’ve got my skateboard.”


  She arches a brow. “Theo, you cannot skateboard with groceries.”


  “Why not? I’ll use those green bags I can loop over my arms, and I won’t buy anything heavy.”


  It doesn’t take her very long to be convinced, but then we hit another snafu—she has only ten bucks in her wallet, and I can’t very well pretend to be Emma Hunt when I hand over her credit card. “Hey, Jacob,” I say, “we need to borrow some money.”


  He doesn’t look up from his history book. “Do I look like a bank?”


  “Are you kidding me?” My brother has, I swear, every dollar he’s ever been given for a birthday, Christmas, you name it. I have only seen him spend money once, on a thirty-five-cent pack of gum.


  “Don’t,” my mother says quietly. “Let’s not get him upset.” Instead, she rummages in her wallet and pulls out her ATM card. “Stop off at the bank in the shopping center, and take out some cash. My PIN is 4550.”


  “Really?” I say, beaming. “You just gave me your PIN?”


  “Yes, so don’t make me regret it.”


  I grab the card and head out of the kitchen. “So, is it your computer password, too?”


  “Soy milk,” she says. “And gluten-free bread, and no-salt ham. And anything else you want.”


  I make the executive decision to not take my skateboard and instead walk to the bank. It’s only two miles into town anyway. I keep my head ducked and tell myself it’s because of the wind, but really it’s because I don’t want to run into anyone I know. I pass cross-country skiers on the golf course and a pair of joggers. When I get to the bank, I realize that it’s after hours and I don’t know how to get into the little lobby where the ATM is located. Instead, I walk around to the back of the building, where there is a drive-up machine. I stand behind a Honda and wait my turn.


  ENTER AMOUNT, the screen reads. I type in $200, and then I hesitate and cancel the transaction. Instead of doing a withdrawal, I look up the account balances.


  Could we really have only $3,356 in our savings account? I try to remember whether my mother gets statements from more banks than just this one. If there’s a safe in our house where she keeps money.


  I know that the Townsend Inn hires fifteen-year-olds as busboys for the restaurant. And I am pretty sure that, if I can get a lift into Burlington, I could work at the McDonald’s. Clearly, if someone needs to be employed, it’s me—since my mother can’t leave the house right now, and since Jacob has proven himself pathologically incapable of holding down a job.


  He’s had three. The first was working at a pet store in town, back when he was obsessive about dogs. He got fired for telling his boss that she was stupid to keep the dog food in the back of the store, since the bags were so heavy. The second job he had was bagging groceries at a food co-op, where the cashiers kept telling him to “get his ducks in a row” as the items came down the conveyor belt and then got mad because he wouldn’t listen, when in reality Jacob probably just didn’t understand. The third job was selling concessions at a snack bar during the summer at the town pool. I guess that worked out fine for the first hour or so, but when lunchtime came and there were six kids shouting to him for sno-cones and hot dogs and nachos all at once, he took off his apron and just walked out.


  A car drives up behind me, which makes me feel like a moron. I shuffle my feet and punch the Withdrawal button, and then enter $200 on the keypad. When the money comes out of the mouth of the machine, I stuff it into my pocket. And then I hear my name being called.


  “Theo? Theo Hunt, is that you?”


  I feel guilty, as if I’ve been caught in the act of doing something I shouldn’t be. But it’s not, like, illegal to walk up to a drive-up ATM, is it?


  The door of the car behind me opens, and out steps my biology teacher, Mr. Jennison. “How are you doing?” he asks.


  I remember how once, when my mother was getting on Jacob’s back because he refused to make small talk at a distant cousin’s wedding, he said that he would have asked Aunt Marie how she was doing if he really truly cared...but he didn’t, so pretending he did would be a big lie.


  There are times when Jacob’s world makes a lot more sense to me than the one the rest of us live in. Why do we ask people how they’re doing when we don’t give a crap about the answer? Is Mr. Jennison asking me that question because he’s worried about me, or because it’s something to say to fill up the air between us?


  “I’m okay,” I say, because old habits die hard. If I were like Jacob, I would have answered directly: I can’t sleep at night. And sometimes, when I run too fast, I can’t breathe. But in reality, someone who asks you how you’re doing doesn’t want to hear the truth. He wants the pat answer, the expected response, so that he can go on his merry way.


  “You need a lift? It’s freezing out here.”


  There are some teachers I have really liked, and others I’ve really disliked, but Mr. Jennison doesn’t fall into either category. He’s nondescript, from his thinning hair to his lectures; the kind of teacher whose name I’ll probably forget by the time I go to college. I’m pretty sure that—until recently—he could say the same about me: I was an average student in his class who didn’t excel or fail enough to leave an impression. Until, of course, all this happened.


  Now I’m the boy at the center of six degrees of separation: Oh yeah, my aunt was Theo’s third-grade teacher. Or I sat behind him at a school assembly once. I am the kid whose name they will toss out at cocktail parties years from now: That autistic murderer kid? I was in his brother’s class at Townsend High.


  “My mom’s double-parked across the street,” I mumble, realizing too late that, if our car was indeed in town, it would most likely be at this drive-through ATM right now. “Thanks anyway,” I say, and I leave in such a hurry that I almost forget to take the transaction receipt.


  I jog all the way to the grocery store, as if I’m expecting Mr. Jennison to tail me in his car and call me a liar to my face. Only once do I think about taking the $200 and hopping on a bus and leaving for good. I imagine sitting in the backseat next to a pretty girl who shares her trail mix with me, or an old lady who’s knitting a cap for her newborn grandson, who asks me where I’m headed.


  I imagine telling her that I’m going to visit my big brother at college. That we’re really close and that I miss him when he’s away at school.


  I imagine how cool it would be if small talk wasn’t lies.


  ***


  When I’m getting ready to go to sleep that night, my toothbrush goes missing. Furious—this isn’t the first time this has happened, believe me—I stalk down the hall to my brother’s room. Jacob’s got an audiotape of Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s on First” routine playing on an old tape deck. “What the hell did you do with my toothbrush this time?” I ask.


  “I didn’t touch your stupid toothbrush.”


  But I don’t believe him. I glance at the old fish tank he uses for a fuming chamber, but it’s not there—it was seized as evidence.


  Abbott’s and Costello’s voices are so faint, I can barely make out the words. “Can you even hear that?” I say.


  “It’s loud enough.”


  I remember once, at Christmas, when my mom got Jacob a watch. She had to return it because the ticking noise drove him crazy.


  “I’m not crazy,” Jacob says, and for a second I wonder if I’ve spoken out loud.


  “I never said you were!”


  “Yes, you did,” Jacob says.


  He’s probably right. His memory’s like a steel trap. “Considering all the shit you steal from my room for your fuming chamber and your crime scenes, I think we can call it even.”


  What’s the guy’s name on first base?


  No. What is on second.


  I’m not asking you who’s on second.


  Who’s on first.


  I don’t know.


  He’s on third, we’re not talking about him.


  Okay, so I know some people find that comedy routine hilarious, but I’ve never been one of them. Probably the reason Jacob likes it so much is that it makes perfect sense to him, since the names are taken literally.


  “Maybe it got thrown out,” Jacob says, and at first I think it’s Costello’s line, until I realize that he’s talking about my toothbrush.


  “Did you do it?” I ask.


  Jacob stares at me. It always gives me a jolt when that happens, because he spends so much time not looking me in the eye. “Did you?” he replies.


  Suddenly I’m not sure what we’re talking about, but I don’t think it’s oral hygiene. Before I can respond, my mother sticks her head in the doorway. “Which one of you does this belong to?” she asks, holding up my toothbrush. “It was in my bathroom.”


  I grab it from her. On the cassette deck, Abbott and Costello are arguing over the canned laugh track.


  Now that’s the first thing you’ve said right.


  I don’t even know what I’m talking about!


  “I told you so,” Jacob says.


  Jacob


  When I was little, I convinced my brother that I had superpowers. Why else would I be able to hear what our mother was doing upstairs when we were downstairs? Why not say that the reason fluorescent bulbs made me dizzy was that I was so sensitive to light? When I missed a question Theo asked me, I told him it was because I could hear so many conversations and background noises at once, that sometimes it was hard for me to focus on just one sound at a time.


  For a while, it worked. And then my brother figured out I wasn’t gifted with extrasensory perception. I was just strange.


  Having Asperger’s is like having the volume of life at full blast all the time. It’s like a permanent hangover (although I admit I have only been drunk once, when I tried Grey Goose straight to see the effect it would have on me and was dismayed to learn that, rather than giggling, like everyone on television who’s drunk, I only felt more displaced and disoriented, and the world only got more fuzzy and indistinct). All those little autistic kids you see smacking their heads against walls? They’re not doing it because they’re mental. They’re doing it because the rest of the world is so loud it actually hurts, and they’re trying to make it all go away.


  It’s not just sight and sound that are ratcheted up, either. My skin is so sensitive that I can tell you whether my shirt is cotton or polyester just by its temperature against my back. I have to cut all the labels out of my clothes so they don’t rub because they feel like coarse sandpaper. If someone touches me when I am not expecting it, I scream—not out of fear but because it sometimes feels like my nerve endings are on the outside rather than the inside.


  And it’s not just my body that’s hypersensitive: my mind is usually in overdrive. I’ve always thought it strange when someone describes me as robotic or flat, because if anything, I’m always panicked about something. I don’t like to interact with people if I can’t predict how they are going to respond. I never wonder what I look like from someone else’s point of view; I would never even have thought to consider that if my mother had not brought it to my attention.


  If I give a compliment, it’s not because it’s the right thing to say, it’s because it’s true. Even routine language doesn’t come easily to me. If you say thank you, I have to rummage around in my database brain for you’re welcome. I can’t chat about the weather just for the sake of filling up silence. The whole time I’m thinking, This is so fake. If you’re wrong about something, I will correct you—not because I want to make you feel bad (in fact, I am not thinking of you at all) but because facts are very important to me, more important than people are.


  Nobody ever asks Superman if X-ray vision is a drag; if it gets old looking into brick buildings and seeing guys beat their wives or lonely women getting wasted or losers surfing porn sites. Nobody ever asks Spider-Man if he gets vertigo. If their superpowers are anything like mine, it’s no wonder they’re always putting themselves in harm’s way. They’re probably hoping for a quick death.


  Rich


  Mama Spatakopoulous will not talk to me until I agree to eat a little something, which is how I wind up with a full plate of spaghetti and meatballs as I ask her questions about Jess Ogilvy. “Do you remember this girl?” I ask, showing her a photo of Jess.


  “Yes, poor thing, I saw on the news what happened.”


  “I understand that she came here a few days before she was killed?”


  The woman nods. “With her boyfriend, and that other one.”


  “You mean Jacob Hunt?” I show her a picture of Jacob, too.


  “That’s him.” She shrugs.


  “Do you have any security cameras in here?”


  “No. Why? Is the neighborhood dangerous?”


  “I just thought I might be able to see the interaction that afternoon,” I say.


  “Oh, I can tell you that,” Mama Spatakopoulous says. “It was a big fight.”


  “What happened?”


  “The girl, she got very upset. She was crying, and eventually she ran out. She stuck the Hunt kid with the bill and a whole pizza.”


  “Do you know why she was upset?” I ask. “What they were fighting about?”


  “Well,” the woman says, “I couldn’t hear everything, but it seemed like he was jealous.”


  “Ms. Spatakopoulous.” I lean forward. “This is very important: did you hear anything Jacob said in particular that was threatening to Jess? Or see him physically attack her in any way?”


  Her eyes widen. “Oh, it wasn’t Jacob who was jealous,” she says. “It was the other one. The boyfriend.”


  ***


  When I intercept Mark Maguire, he is leaving the student center with two of his buddies. “How was lunch, Mark?” I ask, stepping away from the lamppost against which I’ve been leaning. “Did you order pizza? Was it as good as Mama Spatakopoulous’s?”


  “You’ve got to be kidding,” he says. “I’m not talking to you.”


  “I’d think as a grieving boyfriend you’d want to do just that.”


  “You know what I want to do? Sue the shit out of you for what you did to me!”


  “I let you go,” I say, shrugging. “People get unarrested all the time.” I fall into step beside him. “I just had a really interesting chat with the pizza lady. She seems to remember you and Jess fighting when you were there.”


  Mark starts walking, and I fall into step beside him. “So what? So we fought. I already told you that.”


  “What was that fight about?”


  “Jacob Hunt. Jess thought he was some helpless moron, and the whole time he was using that act to get her interested in him.”


  “Interested how?”


  “He wanted her,” Mark says. “He played pathetic so that she’d be in the palm of his hand. At the restaurant, he had the nerve to ask her out. In front of me, like I wasn’t even there. All I did was put Hunt in his place—and remind him that his mommy was buying him Jess’s company.”


  “How did she react?”


  “She got pissed.” He stops in his tracks and faces me. “Look, maybe I’m not the most sensitive guy...”


  “Gee, I didn’t notice.”


  Mark glares at me. “I’m trying to make a point here. I said and did things I’m not proud of. I’m jealous; I wanted to be number one on Jess’s list. Maybe I crossed the line a few times, trying to make sure of that. But I never would have hurt her, never. The reason I started the fight at the pizza place in the first place was to protect her. She trusted everyone; she only saw the good in people. I could read right through Hunt’s bullshit, even if Jess couldn’t.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He folds his arms. “My freshman year roommate still played with Pokémon cards. He never showered, and he pretty much lived in the computer lab. I probably said less than ten sentences to him all year. He was fucking brilliant—graduated early and went to go design missile systems for the Pentagon or something. He probably had Asperger’s, too, but no one ever slapped a label on him other than nerd. All I’m saying is that there’s a difference between being mentally retarded and being socially retarded. One’s a handicap. The other’s just a Get Out of Jail Free card.”


  “I think current psychiatry might trump you, Mark. There’s a difference between being socially awkward and being clinically diagnosed with Asperger’s.”


  “Yeah.” He meets my gaze. “That’s what Jess used to say, and now she’s dead.”


  Oliver


  When I step into the kitchen at the Hunts’ house for the second day in a row, Emma is cooking something at the stove while Jacob sits at the kitchen table. I look from his face, bent toward the table over a gruesome collection of crime scene photography, to his mother’s. “Go ahead,” Emma says.


  “The Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits discrimination by the State or local government, including in the courts,” Jacob recites, in his monotone. “In order to be protected by the Americans with Disabilities Act, you have to have a disability or have a relationship with someone with a disability. A person with a disability is defined as a person with a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities...like communication...or is a person who is perceived by others as having such an impairment.”


  He flips a page; now the pictures are of bodies in a morgue. Who the hell publishes this kind of book?


  “Dr. Moon and my mother say I have quirks, but other people, like my teachers and the kids at school and that judge, might assume I have a disability,” Jacob adds.


  I shake my head. “I don’t really understand.”


  “There’s a logical and valid legal reason for you to speak for me,” Jacob says. “You may use the insanity defense, if you think it will work best during the trial.” He stands up, tucking the book under his arm. “But for the record, I personally subscribe to the belief that normal is just a setting on the dryer.”


  I nod, considering this. “What movie is that from?”


  Jacob rolls his eyes. “Not everything’s from a movie,” he says, and he walks off.


  “Wow.” I walk toward Emma. “I don’t know how you did that, but thank you.”


  “Don’t underestimate me,” she answers, and with a spatula, she flips the fish that is being sautéed in a pan.


  “Was that the only reason you asked me to come over?”


  “I thought that was what you wanted,” Emma says.


  “It was. Until I smelled what you were cooking.” I grin. “I’ll knock ten bucks off my retainer if you feed me lunch.”


  “Don’t you have a built-in cafeteria downstairs from your office?”


  “A guy gets sick of red sauce every now and then,” I say. “Come on. Surely you could use a little grown-up conversation after being cooped up in the house.”


  Emma makes a pretense of looking around the kitchen. “Sure...where’s the other grown-up?”


  “I’m ten years older than Jacob,” I remind her. “So what are we eating?”


  “Sea bass with garlic.”


  I sit down at one of the counter stools and watch her carry a pot of boiling something to the sink and dump it in a colander. The steam curls the hair around her face. “One of my favorites,” I say. “I’m so glad you invited me.”


  “Fine,” she sighs. “Stay already.”


  “All right, but only if you can contain your enthusiasm for my company.”


  She shakes her head. “Make yourself useful and set the table.”


  There’s an intimacy to being in someone else’s kitchen that makes me homesick—not for my apartment over the pizza place but for my childhood home. I grew up as the youngest of a big family in Buffalo; sometimes even now I miss the sound of chaos. “My mom used to cook fish on Fridays,” I say as I open and close drawers, trying to find the silverware.


  “Are you Catholic?”


  “No—Norwegian. Fish is a Scandinavian aphrodisiac.”


  Emma’s cheeks flush. “Did it work?”


  “My parents had five kids,” I say, and I gesture at the sea bass. “Foreplay on a platter.”


  “I guess I could go along with the metaphor,” Emma murmurs. “My ex’s cooking could be considered contraception.”


  “Would it be rude to ask how long you’ve been a single parent?”


  “Yes,” Emma says. “But the short answer is, since Jacob’s diagnosis.” She takes some milk out of the refrigerator and pours it into a pan, then begins to whip the contents with a hand mixer. “He’s not involved with Jacob or Theo, except for the monthly child support.”


  “Well, you should be proud of doing it all on your own.”


  “Yeah, I’m proud. I have a son accused of murder. What mother wouldn’t think of herself as a huge success after that?”


  I look up at her. “Accused,” I repeat. “Not convicted.”


  For a long moment she looks at me, as if she is afraid to believe there could be someone else who believes Jacob might not be guilty. Then she begins to make up individual plates. “Jacob, Theo!” she yells, and the boys file into the kitchen.


  Jacob takes his and immediately returns to the living room and the television. Theo thunders down the stairs, takes one look at me sitting at the table, and frowns. “Shouldn’t he be buying us lunch?” he asks.


  “It’s lovely to see you, too,” I answer.


  He looks at me. “Whatever.”


  As he shuffles back upstairs with his meal, Emma fixes plates for the two of us. “Usually we all sit down to dinner together,” she says, “but sometimes it’s nice to have a break from each other, too.”


  “I imagine that’s hard when you’re all under house arrest.”


  “It’s pretty sad when the high point of my day is walking to the end of the driveway to get the mail.” Leaning down, she sets a plate in front of me.


  There’s a block of white fish, creamy white mashed potatoes, and a tiny hill of white rice.


  “Meringues for dessert?” I guess.


  “Angel food cake.”


  I poke at the food with my fork.


  She frowns. “Is the fish undercooked?”


  “No, no—it’s great. I’ve just, um, never seen anyone color-coordinate a meal before.”


  “Oh, it’s February first,” she says, as if that explains everything. “The first of every month is a White Food Day. I’ve been doing it so long I forget it’s not normal.”


  I taste the potatoes; they’re out of this world. “What do you do on the thirty-first? Burn everything to a black crisp?”


  “Don’t give Jacob any ideas,” Emma says. “Would you like some milk?”


  She pours me a glass, and I reach for it. “I don’t get it. Why does the color of his food matter?”


  “Why does the texture of velvet send him into a panic? Why can’t he stand the hum of an espresso machine? There are a million questions I don’t have answers for,” Emma replies, “so the easiest thing to do is just roll with the punches and keep him from having a meltdown.”


  “Like he did in court,” I say. “And jail.”


  “Exactly. So Monday’s food is green, Tuesday’s is red, Wednesday’s is yellow...you get the idea.”


  I think for a moment. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but it seems like sometimes Jacob’s more adult than you or me—and other times, he gets totally overwhelmed.”


  “That’s him. I truly think he’s smarter than anyone I’ve ever met, but he’s also more inflexible. And he takes every little thing that happens to heart, because he’s the center of his universe.”


  “And yours,” I point out. “He’s the center of your universe, too.”


  She ducks her head. “I guess.”


  Maybe my Scandinavian parents knew what they were doing, because maybe it’s the fish and maybe it’s the way she looks in that moment—surprised, and a little flustered—but to my shock I realize I’d like to kiss her. However, I can’t because she’s my client’s mother, and because she would probably knock me flat on my ass.


  “I assume you have a plan of attack,” she says.


  My eyes widen—is she thinking the same thing about me? I tamp down an image of me pinning her to the table.


  “The quicker the better,” Emma says, and my pulse triples. She glances over her shoulder to the living room, where Jacob is slowly shoveling rice into his mouth. “I just want this whole nightmare to be over.”


  And with those words, I come crashing back to my sad little reality. I clear my throat, totally professional. “The most damaging discovery is the confession Jacob made. We need to try to get rid of it.”


  “I thought I was going to be able to sit with Jacob in the interrogation room. If I’d been there, it would never have gotten this far, I just know it. They had to be asking him questions he didn’t understand, or firing them at him too fast.”


  “We have a transcript. The questions were pretty straightforward, I think. Did you tell Matson that Jacob had Asperger’s before they started talking?”


  “Yes, when he came to interview Jacob the first time.”


  “First time?”


  Emma nods. “He was going through Jess’s appointment book, and Jacob’s social skills lesson was on it, so the detective asked him a few questions.”


  “Were you there to help translate?”


  “Right here at the kitchen table,” Emma says. “Matson acted like he completely understood Jacob’s issues. That’s why, when he told me to bring Jacob to the station, I assumed it was going to be the same sort of interview and that I could be part of it.”


  “That’s good, actually,” I tell her. “We can probably file a motion to suppress.”


  “What’s that?”


  Before I can answer, Jacob comes into the kitchen with his empty plate. He sets it in the sink and then pours himself a glass of Coca-Cola. “Under the Fifth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, you have a right to remain silent, unless you waive that right, and in certain circumstances if the police don’t read you your Miranda rights or properly ask you to waive them, anything you say can be used against you. A defense attorney can file a motion to suppress in order to prevent that evidence from coming before the jury.” Then he walks back to the living room.


  “That’s just plain wrong,” I mutter.


  “It is?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “How come he gets to drink Coke on White Food Day?”


  It takes a moment, and then, for the very first time, I hear the music of Emma Hunt’s laugh.


  Emma


  I did not expect to feed Jacob’s lawyer lunch.


  I didn’t expect to enjoy his company so much, either. But when he makes a joke about White Food Day—which is, let’s face it, as ridiculous as everyone in the fairy tale pretending the emperor is beautifully clothed instead of stark naked—I can’t help myself. I start to giggle. And before I know it, I am laughing so hard I cannot catch my breath.


  Because when you get right down to it, it’s funny when I ask my son, How did you sleep? And he answers: On my stomach.


  It’s funny when I tell Jacob I’ll be there in a minute and he starts counting down from sixty.


  It’s funny that Jacob used to grab my collar every time I came home, his interpretation of “catch you later.”


  It’s funny when he begs for a forensics textbook on Amazon.com and I ask him to give me a ballpark figure and he says, Second base.


  And it’s funny when I move heaven and earth to give Jacob white food on the first of the month and he breezily pours himself a glass of Coke.


  It’s true what they say about Asperger’s affecting the whole family. I’ve been doing this for so long, I forgot to consider what an outsider would think of our pale rice and fish, our long-standing routines—just like Jacob has no capacity to put himself in the shoes of someone else he encounters. And, as Jacob has learned one rebuff at a time, what looks pitiful from one angle looks absolutely hilarious from another.


  “Life’s not fair,” I tell Oliver.


  “That’s the reason there are defense attorneys,” he replies. “And Jacob’s right about the legal jargon, by the way. I’m going to file a motion to suppress because the police were on notice that they weren’t dealing with someone mentally able to truly understand his Miranda rights—”


  “I know my Miranda rights!” Jacob yells from the other room. “You have the right to remain silent! Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law—”


  “I’ve got it, Jacob, I’m good,” Oliver calls back. He stands up and puts his plate on the counter. “Thanks for lunch. I’ll let you know what happens with the hearing.”


  I walk him to the door and watch him unlock his car. Instead of getting into it, though, he reaches into the backseat and then walks toward me again, his face sober. “There’s just one more thing,” Oliver says. He reaches for my hand and presses a miniature-size Milky Way into it. “Just in case you want to sneak it in before Brown Thursday,” he whispers, and for the second time that day, he leaves me smiling.


  CASE 7: BLOOD IS THICKER THAN WATER


  Ernest Brendel’s sister didn’t believe her brother’s friend, who came to tell her, one fall day in 1991, that Ernest had been kidnapped—along with his wife, Alice, and young daughter, Emily—as part of a mafia scheme. But Christopher Hightower insisted that they needed ransom money, and as proof, he took her outside to Ernest’s Toyota, the car he’d driven there. He pointed to the backseat, which was soaked through with blood. There was more blood in the trunk. Eventually, police would match that blood evidence to Ernest Brendel. But they’d also prove that Hightower—not the mafia—was to blame for Brendel’s death.


  To most people, Chris Hightower was a commodities broker with ties to his Rhode Island community. He taught Sunday school and worked with at-risk kids. But one fall day in 1991, he went on a murder rampage, killing his friend Ernest Brendel and Brendel’s family. Facing financial trouble and estranged from his wife, Hightower purchased a crossbow and drove to Brendel’s house. He hid in the garage and fired an arrow into Brendel’s chest when the man arrived back home. While trying to escape, Brendel was shot twice more. He managed to crawl into the second car in the garage, a Toyota, where Hightower smashed his skull with a crowbar.


  Hightower then picked Emily up from an after-school program at the YMCA by offering Brendel’s license as proof that he was a family friend who could be trusted to take the girl home. When Alice Brendel arrived home that night, she and Emily were drugged with sleeping pills. It was the last time anyone from the Brendel family was seen alive.


  The next day Hightower bought a brush, a hose, some muriatic acid, and a fifty-pound bag of lime. He scrubbed the garage with muriatic acid to clean up the blood. He cleaned the car with baking soda and washed away more blood.


   Six weeks later a woman walking a dog stumbled over two shallow graves. One housed the remains of Ernest Brendel. The second held Alice Brendel—found with a scarf wrapped around her neck—and Emily, who was believed to have been buried alive. In the grave was an empty bag of lime. In the Toyota that Hightower had been driving, police found the torn corner of that bag of lime, as well as the Home Depot receipt for the lime and the muriatic acid.


  Hightower was convicted and is serving three life sentences. With friends like that, who needs enemies?


  7


  Theo


  I’ve done the math: eventually, I’m going to be the one who has to take care of my brother.


  Don’t get me wrong. I’m not such a colossal ass that I’m going to totally ignore Jacob when we’re grown up and when (I can’t even imagine this) Mom isn’t around. What sort of pisses me off, though, is the silent assumption that, when Mom is unable to pick up after Jacob’s messes anymore, three guesses who’ll have to take over.


  Once, I read this news story on the Internet about a woman in England whose son was retarded—big-time retarded, not disabled the way Jacob is disabled but, like, unable to brush his own teeth or remember to go to the bathroom when the urge strikes. (Let me just say here that if Jacob wakes up one day and needs an adult diaper, I don’t care if I’m the last person on earth—I’m not changing it.) Anyway, this woman, she had emphysema and she was slowly dying, and it got to a point where she could barely sit up in a wheelchair all day, much less help her son out. Then there was a photo of her with her son, and although I was expecting a kid my age, Ronnie was easily in his fifties. He had a chin full of thick stubble and a potbelly poking out from his Power Rangers T-shirt, and he was giving his mother this big, gummy smile while he hugged her in her wheelchair, where she sat with tubes running into her nose.


  I couldn’t take my eyes off Ronnie. It was like I suddenly realized that one day, when I was married with a houseful of rug rats and doing the corporate thing, Jacob might still be watching his stupid CrimeBusters episodes and eating yellow foods on Wednesdays. My mom and Dr. Moon, Jacob’s shrink, always talked about this abstractly, as evidence of why they thought vaccines had something to do with autism, and why autism was a relatively new phenomenon (“If it’s really been around forever, where are all the autistic kids who’ve grown up and become adults? Because believe me, even if they’d been diagnosed as something else we’d know who they are.”) But until that very second I hadn’t made the connection that, one day, Jacob would be one of those adults with autism. Sure, he might be lucky enough to hold down a job like all those Aspies in Silicon Valley, but when he had a meltdown and started destroying his cubicle at said job, we all know who they’d call first.


  Ronnie clearly never had grown up and never would, and that was why his mother was being featured in this newspaper, the Guardian: she had placed an ad asking for a family that would take in Ronnie and treat him like their own when she was dead. He was a sweet boy, she said, even if he still wet the bed.


  Good freaking luck, I had thought. Who takes on someone else’s crap willingly? I wondered what kind of people would respond to Ronnie’s mom. Mother Teresa types, maybe. Or those families that you always see in the back pages of People magazine who foster-parent twenty special needs kids and somehow manage to shape them into a family. Or, worse, maybe some lonely old perv who figured a fellow like Ronnie wouldn’t realize if he was copping a feel every now and then. Ronnie’s mom said a group home wasn’t an option, since he’d never been in one and couldn’t adapt to one at this point. All she wanted was someone who might love him the way she did.


  Anyway, the article got me thinking about Jacob. He could handle a group home, maybe, if he were still allowed to shower first in the morning. But if I tossed him into one (and don’t ask me how you even go about getting a spot), what would that say about me? That I was too selfish to be my brother’s keeper, that I didn’t love him.


  Well, still, a little voice in my head said, you never signed on for this.


  Then I realized: Neither did my mother, but it didn’t make her love Jacob any less.


  So here’s the deal: I know that, down the road, Jacob will be my responsibility. When I find a girl I want to marry, I’m going to have to propose with this contingency—that Jacob and me, we’re a package deal. When I least expect it, I might have to make excuses for him, or talk him down from his freak-out session, like my mom does now.


  (I am not saying this out loud, but there is a part of me that’s been thinking if Jacob is convicted of murder—if he’s imprisoned for life—well, mine gets a little bit easier.)


  I hate myself for even thinking that, but I’m not going to lie to you.


  And I guess it doesn’t matter if it’s guilt that gets me to take care of Jacob in the future, or love, because I’ll do it.


  It just would have been nice to be asked, you know?


  Oliver


  Mama Spatakopoulous is standing at my office-apartment door with the day’s offering. “We had a little extra rigatoni,” she says. “And you’re working so hard, you look skinnier every day.”


  I laugh and take the container out of her hands. It smells incredible, and Thor starts jumping around my ankles to make sure I don’t forget to give him his cut of the bounty. “Thanks, Mrs. S.,” I say, and as she turns to leave, I call her back. “Hey—what food do you know that’s yellow?” I’ve been thinking about how Emma feeds Jacob, according to his color scheme. Hell, I’ve been thinking about Emma, period.


  “You mean like a scrambled egg?”


  I snap my fingers. “Right,” I say. “Omelets, with Swiss cheese.”


  She frowns. “You want me to make you an omelet?”


  “Hell no, I’m sticking to the rigatoni.” Before I can explain the rest, my office phone starts to ring. Excusing myself, I hurry back inside and pick it up. “Oliver Bond’s office,” I say.


  “Note to self,” Helen Sharp replies. “That line’s a little more effective when you hire someone else to deliver it.”


  “My, uh, secretary just stepped out to use the restroom.”


  She snorts. “Yeah, and I’m Miss America.”


  “Congratulations,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “What’s your talent? Juggling the heads of defense attorneys?”


  She ignores me. “I’m calling about the suppression hearing. You subpoenaed Rich Matson?”


  “The detective? Well...yeah.” Who else was I supposed to subpoena, after all, in a motion that would try to suppress Jacob’s confession at the police station?


  “You don’t have to subpoena him. I have to have Matson there, and I go first.”


  “What do you mean you go first? It’s my motion.”


  “I know, but this is one of those weird cases where, even though it’s your motion, the State has the burden of proof, and we have to put on all the evidence to prove the confession is good.”


  For practically every other motion, it’s the other way around—if I want a ruling, I have to work my ass off to prove why I deserve it. How on earth was I supposed to know the exception to this rule?


  I’m glad Helen’s not in the room with me, because my face is bright red. “Well, jeez,” I say, feigning nonchalance. “I know that. I was just seeing if you were on your toes.”


  “While I have you on the phone, Oliver, I have to tell you. I don’t think you can play this case both ways.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You can’t claim your client’s insane and that he didn’t understand his Miranda rights. He recited them from memory, for God’s sake.”


  “Where’s the conflict?” I ask. “Who the hell memorizes Miranda verbatim?” Thor starts to bite my ankles, and I spill a little rigatoni into his dog dish. “Look, Helen. Jacob couldn’t do three days in jail. He certainly can’t do thirty-five years. I’m going to negotiate this case any way I can to make sure he doesn’t get locked up again.” I hesitate. “I don’t suppose you would consider letting Jacob just live with his mom? You know, put him on probation for the long haul?”


  “Sure. Let me get right back to you on that, after my lunch with the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, and Santa,” Helen says. “This is murder, or have you forgotten that? You may have a client with autism, but I’ve got a dead body, and grieving parents, and that trumps everything. Maybe you can toss the special needs label around to get funding in schools or special accommodations, but it doesn’t preclude guilt. See you in court, Oliver.”


  I slam down the phone and look down to find Thor lying on his side in a happy pasta coma. When the phone rings again, I grab it. “What?” I demand. “Was there some other legal procedure I’ve managed to screw up? Did you want to tell me you’re going to tattle to the judge?”


  “No,” Emma says hesitantly. “But what legal procedure did you screw up?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were...someone else.”


  “Apparently.” There is a beat of silence. “Is everything okay with Jacob’s case?”


  “Couldn’t be better,” I tell her. “The prosecution’s even doing my homework for me.” I want to change the topic as quickly as possible, so I ask after Jacob. “How are things in the Hunt household today?”


  “Well, that’s sort of why I’m calling. Do you think you could do me a favor?”


  A dozen favors run through my mind, most of which would greatly benefit me and my current lack of a love life. “What is it?”


  “I need someone to stay with Jacob while I run out to do an errand.”


  “What errand?”


  “That’s sort of personal.” She draws in her breath. “Please?”


  There has to be some neighbor or relative better suited to the task than I am. But then again, maybe Emma doesn’t have anyone else she can ask. From what I’ve seen these past few days, that’s one hell of a lonely household. Still, I can’t resist asking, “Why me?”


  “The judge said someone over twenty-five.”


  I grin. “So all of a sudden I am old enough for you?”


  “Forget I even asked,” Emma snaps.


  “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” I say.


  Emma


  Asking for help doesn’t come easily to me, so you’d better believe that, if I actually do make a request, I’ve exhausted all other options. Which is why I don’t feel great about making myself even more beholden to Oliver Bond by asking him to stay with Jacob while I run out of the house for this appointment. Even worse is scheduling the appointment, which feels like the physical manifestation of conceding defeat.


  The bank is quiet on a Wednesday. There are a few retirees meticulously filling out deposit slips, and one of the tellers is talking to another about why Cabo is a better vacation destination than Cancún. I stand in the center of the bank, eyeing the banner advertising twelve-month CDs and a small table filled with logo paraphernalia—a stadium blanket, a mug, an umbrella—that can be mine if I open a new checking account.


  “Can I help you?” a woman asks.


  “I have an appointment,” I say. “To see Abigail LeGris?”


  “You can take a seat,” she says, and she points to a bank of chairs outside a cubicle. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”


  I’ve never been rich, and I’ve never needed to be. Somehow, the boys and I have cobbled along on my writing and editing income, and the checks that Henry faithfully sends each month. We don’t need much. We live in a modest house; we don’t go out on the town very often or take vacations. I shop at Marshalls and a local thrift store that has recently become trendy for teenagers. The bulk of my expenses involve Jacob—his supplements and his therapies, which aren’t covered by insurance. I think I got so used to making those accommodations fiscally that I stopped seeing them as accommodations and instead view them as the norm. But that said, sometimes I have lain awake at night and wondered what would happen if, God forbid, there was a car accident and we had medical bills that skyrocketed. If some remarkable therapy became available to Jacob that required a payout we could not afford.


  In my laundry list of contingencies, I never thought to include the legal fees incurred when your son is accused of murder.


  A woman with dyed jet-black hair and a suit that’s wearing her instead of the other way around steps out of the cubicle. She has a very tiny nose stud and doesn’t look much older than twenty. Maybe this is what happens to snowboard chicks whose knees get arthritic, to Goth girls whose eyeliner aggravates dry-eye syndrome—they are forced to grow up like the rest of us. “I’m Abby LeGris,” she says.


  When she shakes my hand, her collared shirt gaps a little, and I can see the edge of a Celtic tattoo on her neck.


  She leads me into her cubicle and gestures for me to take a seat. “So,” she says. “How can I help you today?”


  “I was hoping to talk about a second mortgage. I, well, I need a little extra cash.” As I say the words, I’m wondering if she can ask me what I’ll use that cash for. If it’s illegal to lie to a bank about that sort of thing.


  “So basically you’re looking for a line of credit,” Abigail says. “That means you only pay us back for the portion you use.”


  Well, that sounds reasonable.


  “How long have you lived in your home?” she asks.


  “Nineteen years.”


  “Do you know how much you owe currently on your mortgage?”


  “Not exactly,” I say. “But we got the loan here.”


  “Let’s look you up,” Abigail says, and she asks me to spell my name so that she can find me on her computer system. “Your home’s worth $300,000, and your first mortgage was for $220,000. Does that sound right?”


  I can’t remember. All I can see is the night Henry and I danced through the house that was ours, our bare feet echoing on the wood floor.


  “The way it works, banks lend a portion of the equity of a home, around eighty percent. So that’s $240,000. Then we subtract the amount of the first mortgage loan and...” She looks up from her calculator. “You’re talking about a $20,000 line of credit.”


  I stare at her. “That’s all?”


  “In today’s market, it’s important for the client to have a vested interest in the house. Makes them less likely to default on the loan.” She smiles at me. “Why don’t we fill in some of the other blanks here,” Abigail says. “Starting with your employer?”


  I’ve read statistics that say references aren’t checked more than fifty percent of the time, but surely a bank must fall in the other half. And once they call Tanya and realize I’ve quit, they’ll be wondering how I’m going to pay one mortgage, much less two. Saying I am picking up the slack with self-employment won’t help, either. I’ve been a freelance editor long enough to know that, for institutions like banks and future employers, self-employed translates to “nearly jobless but scraping by.”


  “I’m currently unemployed,” I say softly.


  Abigail leans back in her chair. “Well,” she says. “Do you have other sources of income? Rental property? Dividends?”


  “Child support,” I manage.


  “I’m going to be totally honest with you,” she says. “It’s not likely you’ll get a loan without another source of income.”


  I cannot even look at her. “I really, really need the money.”


  “There are other credit sources,” Abigail says. “Car title loans, loan predators, credit cards—but the interest will kill you in the long run. You’re better off asking someone close to you. Is there a family member who might be able to help?”


  But my parents are both gone, and it is a family member I’m trying to help. I’m the one—I’m always the one—who takes care of Jacob when things are falling apart.


  “I wish there was something I could do,” Abigail says. “Maybe once you get another job...”


  I mumble my thanks and leave her cubicle while she is still speaking. In the parking lot, I sit in my car for a moment. My breath hangs in the cold air, like thought balloons of all the things I wish I could explain to Abigail LeGris. “I wish there was something I could do, too,” I say out loud.


  ***


  It isn’t fair to Jacob or to Oliver, but I don’t go right home. Instead, I drive past the elementary school. It’s been a long time since I’ve had reason to go there—after all, my boys are grown now—but in the winter, they flood a front field into an ice rink, and kids bring their skates. During recess, little girls spin in circles on the ice; boys chase hockey pucks from one end to the other.


  I pull over across the street, where I can watch. The kids who are playing outside are tiny—I’d say first or second graders—and it seems impossible that Jacob was ever that small. When he’d been a student here, his aide had taken him onto the ice rink with a pair of borrowed skates and had Jacob push two stack milk crates around. It was the way most toddlers learned to skate, and they’d quickly graduate to the tripod method, where a hockey stick provided a third leg for balance, before feeling confident enough to glide off without any props. But Jacob, he never did get past those milk crates. In skating—as with most physical things—he was clumsy. I remember coming to watch him, and seeing his feet splay out from beneath him, so that he’d land in a heap on the ice. If it wasn’t slippery, I wouldn’t keep falling, he said to me, apple-cheeked and breathless after recess, as if having something to blame made all the difference.


  A sharp rap at my window makes me jump. I roll it down to find a police officer standing there. “Ma’am,” he says, “can I help you?”


  “I was just...I had something in my eye,” I lie.


  “Well, if you’re all right now, I have to ask you to move along. This is a bus zone; you can’t stay here.”


  I glance at the kids on the ice again. They look like molecules colliding. “No,” I say softly. “I can’t.”


  ***


  When I get back home and open the door, I hear the sound of someone being beaten to a pulp. Unhh. Ow. Ooof. And then, to my horror, Jacob’s laughter.


  “Jacob?” I call, but there’s no answer. Still wearing my coat, I rush into the house toward the sounds of the fight.


  Jacob stands—perfectly unharmed—in front of the television in the living room. He’s holding what looks like a white remote control. Oliver stands beside him, holding a matching remote control. Theo is sprawled behind them on the couch. “You so suck at this,” he says. “Both of you.”


  “Hello?” I take a step into the room, but their eyes are all glued to the television. On the screen, two 3-D cartoon figures are boxing. I watch as Jacob moves his remote control, and the figure on the screen swings his right arm and knocks down the other character.


  “Ha!” Jacob exclaims. “I knocked you out.”


  “Not yet,” Oliver says, and he swings his arm without looking first, hitting me.


  “Ouch,” I say, rubbing my shoulder.


  “Oh, jeez, sorry,” Oliver says, lowering his remote control. “I didn’t see you there.”


  “Obviously.”


  “Mom,” Jacob says, his face animated in a way I haven’t seen in weeks, “this is the coolest thing. You can golf and play tennis and bowl—”


  “And assault people,” I say.


  “Technically, it’s boxing,” Oliver interjects.


  “And where did this come from?”


  “Oh, I brought it over. I mean, everyone likes playing the Wii.”


  I stare at him. “So you didn’t think there was anything wrong with bringing a violent video game system into my house without asking my permission first?”


  Oliver shrugs. “Would you have said yes?”


  “No!”


  “I rest my case.” He grins. “Besides, we’re not playing Call of Duty, Emma. We’re just boxing. It’s a sport.”


  “An Olympic sport,” Jacob adds.


  Oliver tosses his remote to Theo. “Take over for me,” he instructs, and he walks me into the kitchen. “So how was your errand?”


  “It was...” I start to answer but become distracted by the state of the kitchen. I missed it when I first ran through, trying to find the source of the moans and groans I was hearing, but now I see that pots and pans are crammed into the sink, and nearly every mixing bowl we own is stacked on the counter. A pan still sits on the range. “What happened here?”


  “I’m going to clean up,” Oliver promises. “I just got distracted playing with Theo and Jake.”


  “Jacob,” I correct automatically. “He doesn’t like nicknames.”


  “He didn’t seem to mind when I called him that,” Oliver says. He crosses in front of me to the oven and punches buttons to turn it off before grabbing a rainbow pot holder that Theo made me once for Christmas when he was small. “Have a seat. I saved you some lunch.”


  I sink into a chair—not because he told me to but because I honestly cannot remember the last time someone cooked for me, instead of the other way around. He transfers the warmed food to a plate he removes from the refrigerator. When Oliver leans forward to set it in front of me, I can smell his shampoo—like fresh-cut grass and pine trees.


  There is an omelet with Swiss cheese. Pineapple. Corn bread. And on a separate plate, yellow cake.


  I look up at him. “What is this?”


  “It’s from one of your mixes,” he says. “Gluten-free. But the icing Jake and I made from scratch.”


  “I wasn’t talking about the cake.”


  Oliver sits down at the kitchen table and reaches across to snag a piece of pineapple off the plate. “It’s Yellow Wednesday, right?” he says, matter-of-fact. “Now eat it, before the omelet gets cold.”


  I take a bite, and then another. I eat the whole block of corn bread before I realize how hungry I am. Oliver watches me, grinning, and then bounces up just like his avatar did on the television screen after Jacob decked him. He opens the refrigerator. “Lemonade?” he asks.


  I set down my fork. “Oliver, listen.”


  “You don’t have to thank me,” he answers. “Really. This was way more fun for me than reading discovery.”


  “There’s something I have to tell you.” I wait for him to sit down again. “I don’t know how I’m going to pay you.”


  “Don’t worry. My babysitting fees are pretty cheap.”


  “I’m not talking about that.”


  He looks away from me. “We’ll figure something out.”


  “How?” I demand.


  “I don’t know. Let’s just get through the trial and then we can sort it out—”


  “No.” My voice falls like an ax. “I don’t want your charity.”


  “Good, because I can’t afford to give it,” Oliver says. “Maybe you can do some paralegal work for me or editing or something.”


  “I don’t know anything about law.”


  “That makes two of us,” he replies, and then he grins. “Kidding.”


  “I’m serious. I’m not going to let you try this case if we can’t work out some kind of payment schedule.”


  “There is one thing you could help me out with,” Oliver admits. He looks like a cat that’s devoured the whole carton of half-and-half. Like a guy waiting under the covers, watching a woman undress.


  Where the hell did that thought come from?


  Suddenly, my cheeks are burning. “I hope you aren’t about to suggest that we—”


  “Play a game of virtual tennis?” Oliver interrupts, and he holds up a small electronic game cartridge he’s taken from his pocket. He widens his eyes, all innocence. “What did you think I was going to say?”


  “Just so you know,” I say, grabbing the cartridge out of his hand, “I have a wicked serve.”


  Oliver


  At the police station, Jacob admitted that chipping Jess Ogilvy’s tooth was an accident. That he moved her body and set up a crime scene around it.


  Any juror who hears that is going to make the very simple and logical leap that he’s confessed to murder. After all, it’s not like dead bodies are lying around all over the place to feed the passions of autistic kids who are obsessed with criminology.


  Which is why my best hope of keeping Jacob out of prison for life is to strike that entire police interview before it can be admitted as evidence. In order to do this, we have to have a suppression hearing, which means that—once again—Emma and Jacob and I have to face the judge.


  The only problem is that the last time I had Jacob in a courtroom, things didn’t exactly go swimmingly.


  This is why I’m wound tight as a spring beside my client as we watch Helen Sharp lead the detective through a direct examination. “When did you first become involved with this case?” she asks.


  “On the morning of Wednesday, January thirteenth, I received information that there was a missing person from Jess Ogilvy’s boyfriend, Mark Maguire. I investigated, and on January eighteenth, after an extensive search, Ms. Ogilvy’s body was found in a culvert. She had died of internal bleeding as the result of a head trauma, had multiple contusions and abrasions, and was wrapped in the defendant’s quilt.”


  Jacob furiously writes something down on the pad I’ve placed in front of him and tips it toward me. He’s wrong.


  I take the pad from him, suddenly hopeful. An oversight like this bit of mistaken evidence would be just the kind of detail Jacob might have neglected to mention to anyone. It wasn’t your quilt?


  It’s not technically internal bleeding, he scrawls. It’s blood pooling between the dura that covers the brain and the arachnoid, which is the middle layer of the meninges.


  I roll my eyes. Thanks, Dr. Hunt, I write.


  Jacob frowns. I’m not a doctor, he scribbles.


  “Let’s back up a minute,” Helen says. “Did you speak to the defendant before finding Ms. Ogilvy’s body?”


  “Yes. As we went through the victim’s calendar, I interviewed everyone who’d come in contact with her on the day she was last seen, and the ones who were supposed to meet with her. Jacob Hunt was due to have a tutoring session with Ms. Ogilvy at 2:35 P.M. on the afternoon of her disappearance. I met with him to inquire whether or not that meeting had taken place.”


  “Where did you meet?”


  “At the defendant’s home.”


  “Who was present when you got to the house that day?” Helen asks.


  “Jacob Hunt and his mother. I believe his younger brother was upstairs.”


  “Had you ever met Jacob before this day?”


  “Once,” the detective says. “He showed up at a crime scene I was working several days earlier.”


  “Did you think he might be a suspect?”


  “No. Other officers had seen him on-site before, too. He liked to show up and offer unsolicited advice about crime scene analysis.” He shrugs. “I figured he was just a kid who wanted to play cop.”


  “When you first met with Jacob, did anyone tell you he had Asperger’s syndrome?”


  “Yes,” Matson says. “His mother. She said Jacob had a very hard time communicating and that a lot of his behaviors which might look like guilty behavior to an outside observer were actually the symptoms of his autism.”


  “Did she ever tell you that you couldn’t speak with her son?”


  “No,” Matson says.


  “Did the defendant tell you that he didn’t want to speak with you?”


  “No.”


  “Did he give you any indication on that first day you met that he didn’t understand what you were saying, or who you were?”


  “He knew exactly who I was,” Matson replies. “He wanted to talk about forensics.”


  “What did you discuss during that initial meeting?”


  “I asked him if he’d seen Jess for his appointment, and he said no. He also told me that he knew Jess’s boyfriend, Mark. That was pretty much it. I left my card with his mother and said that she should give a call if anything else came up, or if Jacob remembered something.”


  “How long did this conversation last?”


  “I don’t know; all together five minutes maybe?” Matson says.


  The prosecutor nods. “When did you next learn that Jacob Hunt knew something more about this case?”


  “His mother called and said Jacob had some new information about Jess Ogilvy. Apparently he’d forgotten to tell us that, when he was at her house, waiting for her, he tidied up some things and alphabetized the CDs. The victim’s boyfriend had mentioned that the CDs had been reorganized, and that made me want to talk to Jacob some more.”


  “Did Jacob’s mother tell you he wouldn’t understand you if you asked him questions?”


  “She said that he might have trouble understanding questions that were phrased a certain way.”


  “During that second conversation, did Jacob say he didn’t want to talk to you, or that he didn’t understand your questions?”


  “No.”


  “Did the defendant’s mother have to translate for him, or tell you to rephrase your questions?”


  “No.”


  “And how long did this second conversation last?”


  “Ten minutes, tops.”


  “Did you have another conversation with Jacob Hunt?” Helen asks.


  “Yes, the afternoon after we discovered Jess Ogilvy’s body in the culvert.”


  “Where did that conversation with the defendant take place?”


  “The police station.”


  “Why did Jacob come in to speak to you again?”


  “His mother called me,” Matson says. “She was very upset because she believed her son had something to do with the murder of Jess Ogilvy.”


  Suddenly Jacob stands up and faces the gallery, so that he can see Emma. “You thought that?” he asks, his hands balled into fists at his sides.


  Emma looks like she’s been hit in the stomach. She looks at me for help, but before I can do or say anything, the judge smacks his gavel. “Mr. Bond, control your client.”


  Jacob starts flapping his left hand. “I need a sensory break!”


  Immediately, I nod. “Your Honor, we need a recess.”


  “Fine. Take five minutes,” the judge says, and he leaves the bench.


  The minute he’s gone, Emma steps over the bar. “Jacob, listen to me.”


  But Jacob’s not listening; he’s emitting a high-pitched hum that has Helen Sharp covering her ears. “Jacob,” Emma repeats, and she puts her hands on either side of his face, forcing him to face her. He closes his eyes.


  “I shot the sheriff,” Emma sings, “but I didn’t shoot the deputy. I shot the sheriff, but I did not shoot the deputy. Reflexes got the better of me...and what is to be must be.”


  The bailiff standing in the room shoots her a dirty glance, but the tension melts out of Jacob’s shoulders. “Every day the bucket a-go a well,” he sings, in his flat monotone. “One day the bottom a-go drop out.”


  “That’s it, baby,” Emma murmurs.


  Helen is watching every move, her mouth slightly agape. “Gee,” she says, “my kid only knows the words to ‘Candy Man.’ ”


  “Hell of a song to be singing when you’re on trial for murder,” the bailiff mutters.


  “Do not listen to him,” Emma says. “You listen to me. I believe you. I believe you didn’t do it.”


  Interestingly, she doesn’t look Jacob in the eye when she says this. Now, he’d never have noticed—since he’s not looking her in the eye, either. But by Emma’s own reasoning with the detective, if you assume that someone who doesn’t look you in the eye is either lying or on the autism spectrum—and Emma isn’t on the autism spectrum—what does that imply?


  Before I can interpret this any further, the judge comes back, and Helen and Rich Matson take their places again. “Your only job here is to stay cool,” I whisper to Jacob, as I lead him back to the defense table. And then I watch him take a piece of paper, fold it into an accordion pleat, and begin to fan himself.


  “How did Jacob get to the police station?” Helen asks.


  “His mother brought him down.”


  Jacob fans a little faster.


  “Was he placed under arrest?”


  “No,” the detective says.


  “Was he brought in a cruiser?”


  “No.”


  “Did a police officer accompany his mother to the police department?”


  “No. She brought her son in voluntarily.”


  “What did you say when you saw him there?”


  “I asked if he could help me with some cases.”


  “What was his response?”


  “He was extremely excited and very willing to go with me,” Matson says.


  “Did he indicate that he wanted to have his mother in the room, or that he wasn’t comfortable without her?”


  “To the contrary—he said he wanted to help me.”


  “Where did the interview take place?”


  “In my office. I started to ask him about the crime scene he’d crashed a week earlier, which involved a man who died of hypothermia. Then I told him I’d really like to pick his brain about Jess Ogilvy’s case, but that it was a little trickier, since it was still an open investigation. I said he’d have to waive his rights to not discuss it, and Jacob quoted me Miranda. I read along as he recited it verbatim, and then I asked him to read over it and initial it and sign at the bottom so that I knew he understood, and hadn’t just memorized some random words.”


  “Was he able to answer your questions intelligibly?” Helen asks.


  “Yes.”


  Helen offers the Miranda form into evidence. “No further questions, Your Honor,” she says.


  I stand up and button my suit jacket. “Detective, the very first time you met with Jacob, his mother was there, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did she stay the entire time?”


  “Yes, she did.”


  “Great,” I say. “How about the second time you met with Jacob? Was his mother there?”


  “Yes.”


  “In fact, she’s the one who brought him to the station at your request, correct?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But when she asked you if she could stay with him, you refused?”


  “Well, yeah,” Matson says. “Since her son is eighteen.”


  “Yes, but you were also aware that Jacob is on the autism spectrum, isn’t that true?”


  “It is, but nothing he’d said previously had led me to believe he couldn’t be interrogated.”


  “Still, his mother told you he had a hard time with questions. That he got confused under pressure, and that he couldn’t really understand subtleties of language,” I say.


  “She explained something about Asperger’s syndrome, but I didn’t pay a lot of attention to it. He seemed perfectly capable to me. He knew every legal term imaginable, for God’s sake, and he was more than happy to talk.”


  “Detective, when you told Jacob what happens during an autopsy, didn’t he quote Silence of the Lambs to you?”


  Matson shifts in his chair. “Yes.”


  “Does that indicate that he really understood what he was doing?”


  “I figured he was trying to be funny.”


  “It’s not the first time Jacob’s used a movie quote to answer one of your questions, is it?”


  “I can’t recall.”


  “Let me help you, then,” I say, grateful to Jacob for his verbatim memory of the conversation. “When you asked him if Jess and her boyfriend, Mark, fought, he said ‘Hasta la vista, baby,’ didn’t he?”


  “That sounds about right.”


  “And he quoted a third movie line to you at one point during your interrogation, didn’t he, Detective?”


  “Yes.”


  “When was that?”


  “I asked him why he’d done it.”


  “And he said?”


  “Love means never having to say you’re sorry.”


  “The only crime Jacob Hunt committed,” I argue, “is quoting from a movie as sappy as Love Story.”


  “Objection,” Helen says. “Are we doing closings now? Because nobody sent me the memo.”


  “Sustained,” the judge answers. “Mr. Bond, save the editorial commentary for yourself.”


  I turn back to Matson. “How did that third interview, at the station, end?”


  “Abruptly,” the detective replies.


  “In fact Ms. Hunt arrived with me, saying that her son wanted a lawyer, didn’t she?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And once she made that announcement, what did Jacob say?”


  “That he wanted a lawyer,” Matson answers. “Which is when I stopped questioning him.”


  “Nothing further,” I say, and I sit down beside Jacob again.


  ***


  Freddie Soto is a former cop whose oldest son is profoundly autistic. After working for the state police in North Carolina for years, he went back to school and got his master’s in psychology. Now, he specializes in teaching law enforcement professionals about autism. He’s written articles for the FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin and for Sheriff magazine. He was a consultant for ABC News on a 20/20 special about autism and the law and false confession. He helped develop the state of North Carolina’s 2001 curriculum about why law enforcement needs to recognize autism, a curriculum now in use in police departments around the globe.


  His fee for expert testimony is $15,000 plus first-class plane fare, which I didn’t have. But we started talking on the phone, and when he heard that I had been a farrier, he divulged that he had partial ownership of a racehorse that wound up with flat feet. The horse meant everything to his son, so he had fought to keep the animal from being euthanized. When I suggested pads to keep the soles from bruising and wedges on the hooves with integral frog supports and a soft packing material underneath to realign the hoof pasterns by reducing the weight on the heels without crushing the horns and deforming the heels, he said he’d testify for free if I agreed to fly down to North Carolina and take a look at his horse when the trial was through.


  “Can you tell us, Mr. Soto, would someone with Asperger’s syndrome have the same difficulties dealing with law enforcement personnel as someone who is autistic?” I ask.


  “Naturally, since Asperger’s is on the autism spectrum. For example, a person with Asperger’s might be nonverbal. He might have a hard time interpreting body language, like a command presence or a defensive pose. He may have a meltdown if confronted by flashing lights or sirens. His lack of eye contact may lead an officer to believe he’s not listening. He may appear stubborn or angry. Instead of answering a question asked by an officer, he might repeat what the officer has said. He’ll have trouble seeing from someone else’s point of view. And he will tell the truth—relentlessly.”


  “Have you ever met Jacob, Mr. Soto?”


  “I have not.”


  “Have you had a chance to review his medical records from Dr. Murano?”


  “Yes, fifteen years’ worth,” he says.


  “What in those medical records fits the possible indicators for Asperger’s?”


  “From what I understand,” Soto replies, “Jacob is a very bright young man who has trouble making eye contact, doesn’t communicate very well, speaks in movie quotes from time to time, exhibits stimulatory behavior, such as flapping his hands, and sings certain songs repetitively as a means of self-calming. He also can’t break down complex questions, has trouble judging personal space and interpreting body language, and is supremely honest.”


  “Mr. Soto,” I ask, “have you also had a chance to read the police reports and the transcript of Jacob’s recorded statement with Detective Matson?”


  “Yes.”


  “In your opinion, did Jacob understand his Miranda rights at the time they were given?”


  “Objection,” Helen says. “Your Honor, Miranda is intended to prevent violations of an individual’s Fifth Amendment rights purposefully by the police; however, there’s nothing that requires the police to know all the inner workings of any particular individual defendant’s developmental abilities. The test under a motion to suppress is whether the police officer fulfilled his obligation, and that shouldn’t be flipped around to ask whether Jacob Hunt has some unknown disorder that the officer should have identified.”


  There is a tug on the bottom of my suit jacket, and Jacob passes me a note:


  “Your Honor,” I say, and I read exactly what Jacob’s written: “The test under Miranda is whether a defendant knowingly and voluntarily has waived his right to silence.”


  “Overruled,” the judge says, and I glance at Jacob, who grins.


  “It’s highly doubtful that Jacob truly understood Miranda, given the way Detective Matson behaved. There are things a law enforcement agency can do to make sure autistic people understand their rights in that sort of situation, and those measures were not implemented,” Soto replies.


  “Such as?”


  “When I go to police departments and work with the officers, I recommend talking in very short, direct phrases and allowing for delayed responses to questions. I tell them to avoid figurative expressions, like Are you pulling my leg? Or You think that’s bright? I suggest that they avoid threatening language and behavior, that they wait for a response or eye contact, and that they don’t assume a lack thereof is evidence of disrespect or guilt. I tell them to avoid touching the individual and to be aware of a possible sensitivity to lights, sounds, or even K-9 units.”


  “Just to be clear, Mr. Soto, were any of those protocols followed, in your opinion?”


  “No.”


  “Thanks,” I say, and I sit down beside Jacob as Helen rises to cross-examine my witness. I am excited—no, I am beyond excited. I have just knocked it out of the park. I mean, honestly, what are the odds of finding an expert like this, in a field no one has even heard of, who can win your motion for you?


  “What stimuli inside Detective Matson’s office would have set Jacob off?” Helen asks.


  “I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”


  “So you don’t know if there were loud noises or bright lights, do you?”


  “No, but I have yet to find a police department that’s a warm and welcoming space,” Soto says.


  “So in your opinion, Mr. Soto, in order to effectively interrogate someone who has Asperger’s syndrome, you have to take them down to Starbucks and buy them a vanilla latte?”


  “Obviously not. I’m just saying that measures could have been taken to make Jacob more comfortable, and by being more comfortable, he might have been more aware of what was going on at the time instead of being suggestible enough to do or say whatever it took to get out of there as quickly as possible. A kid with Asperger’s is particularly prone to making a false confession if he thinks it’s what the authority figure wants to hear.”


  Oh, I want to hug Freddie Soto. I want to make his racehorse run again.


  “For example,” he adds, “when Jacob said, Are we done now? Because I really have to go, that’s a classic response to agitation. Someone who knew about Asperger’s might have recognized that and backed off. Instead, according to the transcript, Detective Matson hammered Jacob with a series of questions that further confused him.”


  “So it’s your expectation that police officers need to know what each individual defendant’s triggers are in order to effectively interrogate them?”


  “It sure wouldn’t hurt.”


  “You do understand, Mr. Soto, that when Detective Matson asked Jacob if he knew his Miranda rights, Jacob actually recited them verbatim rather than waiting for the detective to read them aloud?”


  “Absolutely,” Soto replies. “But Jacob could probably also recite to you the entire script of The Godfather: Part II. That doesn’t mean he has any real understanding of or emotional attachment to that particular film.”


  Beside me, I see Jacob open his mouth to object, and immediately, I grab his forearm where it rests on the table. Startled, he turns to me, and I shake my head, hard.


  “But how do you know he doesn’t understand his Miranda rights?” Helen asks. “You yourself said he’s very bright. And he told the detective he understood them, didn’t he?”


  “Yes,” Soto admits.


  “And by your own testimony, didn’t you also say Jacob is supremely honest?”


  My brilliant witness, my stellar find, opens and closes his mouth without answering.


  “Nothing further,” Helen says.


  I am about to tell the judge that the defense rests when, instead, something else entirely pops out of my mouth. “Mr. Soto,” I ask, getting to my feet, “would you agree that there is a difference between a true understanding of the law and a photographic memory of the law?”


  “Yes. That’s exactly the difference between someone with Asperger’s and someone who truly understands Miranda rights.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Soto, you can step down,” I say, and I turn back to the judge. “I’d like to call Jacob Hunt to the stand.”


  ***


  Nobody is happy with me.


  During the recess I asked for before Jacob’s testimony, I told him that all he had to do was answer a few questions. That it was okay to speak out loud when I asked questions, or if the judge or Helen Sharp asked questions, but that he shouldn’t say anything other than the answers to those questions.


  In the meantime, Emma danced around us in circles, as if she was trying to find the best spot to sink her knife into me. “You can’t put Jacob on the stand,” she argued. “That’s going to traumatize him. What if he breaks down? How’s that going to look?”


  “That,” I said, “would be the best that could possibly happen.”


  That shut her up pretty quickly.


  Now, Jacob is visibly nervous. He’s rocking on the chair in the witness stand, and his head is bent at some strange angle. “Can you tell us your name?” I ask.


  Jacob nods.


  “Jacob, you have to speak out loud. The stenographer’s writing down your words, and she has to be able to hear you. Can you tell me your name?”


  “Yes,” he says. “I can.”


  I sigh. “What is your name?”


  “Jacob Hunt.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Eighteen.”


  “Jacob, do you know what the Miranda warning says?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you tell me?”


  “You have the right to remain silent. 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. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense.”


  “Now, Jacob,” I ask, “do you know what that means?”


  “Objection,” Helen argues as Jacob starts to hit his fist against the side of the witness box.


  “I’ll withdraw the question,” I say. “Jacob, can you tell me what the Second Amendment to the Constitution says?”


  “A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms shall not be infringed,” Jacob recites.


  Atta boy, I think. “What does that mean, Jacob?”


  He hesitates. “You’ll shoot your eye out, kid!”


  The judge frowns. “Isn’t that from A Christmas Story?”


  “Yes,” Jacob replies.


  “Jacob, you don’t know what the Second Amendment really means, do you?”


  “Yes, I do: A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms shall not be infringed.”


  I look at the judge. “Your Honor, nothing further.”


  Helen is already on the prowl. I watch Jacob shrink back in his seat. “Did you know Detective Matson wanted to talk to you about what happened to Jess?”


  “Yes.”


  “Were you willing to talk to him about that?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you tell me what it means to waive your rights?”


  I hold my breath as Jacob hesitates. And then slowly, beautifully, the right fist he’s been banging against the wooden railing unfurls and is raised over his head, moving back and forth like a metronome.


  Emma


  I was furious when Oliver pulled this stunt. Wasn’t he the one who’d said putting Jacob on the witness stand would only be detrimental to the trial? Even if it was a judge here, not a jury of twelve, Jacob was bound to suffer. Thrusting him into a situation certain to make him have a meltdown simply for the sake of being able to say to the judge, See, I told you so, seemed cruel and pointless, the equivalent of jumping off a building in order to command attention, which you’d be too dead to enjoy in the aftermath. But Jacob rose to the occasion—granted, with stims and tics. He didn’t freak out, not even when that Dragon Lady of a prosecutor started in on him. I have never been so proud of him.


  “I’ve listened to all the evidence,” Judge Cuttings says. “I’ve observed the defendant, and I do not believe that he voluntarily waived his Miranda rights. I also believe that Detective Matson was on notice that this defendant has a developmental disorder and yet did nothing to address that disability. I’m going to grant the motion to suppress the defendant’s statement at the police station.”


  Once the judge leaves, Oliver turns around and gives me a high five as Helen Sharp begins to pack up her briefcase. “I’m sure you’ll be in touch,” Helen says to Oliver.


  “So what does it mean?” I ask.


  “She’s going to have to make her case without Jacob’s confession. Which means that the prosecutor’s job just got a lot harder.”


  “So it’s good.”


  “It’s very good,” Oliver says. “Jacob, you were perfect up there.”


  “Can we go?” Jacob asks. “I’m starving.”


  “Sure.” Jacob stands up and starts walking down the aisle. “Thanks,” I say to Oliver, and I fall into place beside my son. I am halfway up the aisle when I turn around. Oliver is whistling to himself, pulling on his overcoat. “If you want to join us for lunch tomorrow...Fridays are blue,” I tell him.


  He looks up at me. “Blue? That’s a tough one. Once you get past the blueberries and yogurt and blue Jell-O, what’s left?”


  “Blue corn chips. Blue potatoes. Blue Popsicles. Bluefish.”


  “That’s not technically blue,” Oliver points out.


  “True,” I reply, “but it’s still allowed.”


  “Blue Gatorade’s always been my favorite,” he says.


  ***


  On the way home, Jacob reads the newspaper out loud from his spot in the backseat. “They’re building a new bank downtown, but it’s going to eliminate forty parking spaces,” he tells me. “A guy was taken to Fletcher Allen after he crashed his motorcycle into a snow fence.” He flips the page. “What’s today?”


  “Thursday.”


  His voice races with excitement. “Tomorrow at three o’clock Dr. Henry Lee is going to be speaking at the University of New Hampshire, and the public is welcome!”


  “Why is that name familiar?”


  “Mom,” Jacob says, “he’s only the most famous forensic scientist ever. He’s worked on thousands of cases, like the suicide of Vince Foster and JonBenét Ramsey’s murder and the O. J. Simpson trial. There’s a phone number here for information.” He starts rummaging in my purse for my cell phone.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Calling for tickets.”


  I glance at him in the rearview mirror. “Jacob. We cannot go see Dr. Lee. You aren’t allowed to leave your house, much less the state.”


  “I left the house today.”


  “That’s different. You went to court.”


  “You don’t understand. This is Henry Lee. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I’m not asking to go out to a movie. There’s got to be something Oliver can do to get a furlough or something for the day.”


  “I don’t think so, babe.”


  “So you’re not even going to try? You’re just going to assume that the answer’s no?”


  “That’s right,” I tell him, “since the alternative to having you under house arrest is being thrown back in jail. And I am a hundred percent sure that the warden would not have given you a day pass to see Henry Lee speak, either.”


  “I bet he would, if you told him who Henry Lee was.”


  “This isn’t up for discussion, Jacob,” I say.


  “You left the house yesterday...”


  “That’s completely different.”


  “Why? The judge said you had to watch over me at all times.”


  “Me, or another adult—”


  “See, he already made exceptions for you—”


  “Because I wasn’t the one who—” Realizing what I am about to say, I snap my mouth shut.


  “Who what?” Jacob’s voice is tight. “Who killed someone?”


  I turn in to our driveway. “I didn’t say that, Jacob.”


  He stares out the window. “You didn’t have to.”


  Before I can stop him, he jumps out of the car while I’m still pulling to a stop. He runs past Theo, who stands at the front door with his arms crossed. A strange car is parked in the driveway, with a man behind the wheel.


  “I tried to get him to leave,” Theo says, “but he said he would wait for you.” With that information, he goes back into the house and leaves me face-to-face with a small, balding man with a goatee shaved in the shape of a W. “Ms. Hunt?” he says. “I’m Farley McDuff, the founder of Neurodiversity Nation. Maybe you’ve heard of us?”


  “I’m afraid I haven’t...”


  “It’s a blog for people who believe that atypical neurological development is a matter of simple human difference and, as such, should be celebrated instead of cured.”


  “Look, this isn’t a very good time right now—”


  “There’s no time like the present, Ms. Hunt, for those in the autism community to stand up for the respect they deserve. Instead of having neurotypicals try to destroy diversity, we believe in a new world where neurological plurality is accepted.”


  “Neurotypical,” I repeat.


  “Another word for what’s colloquially called ‘normal,’ ” he says. “Like you.” He smiles at me, but he cannot hold my gaze for more than a heartbeat. He thrusts a pamphlet into my hand.


  MAJORITISM—An unrecognized condition.


  Majoritism is an incapacitating developmental condition which affects 99% of the population in areas of mental function, including self-awareness, attention, emotional capacity, and sensory development. The effects begin at birth and cannot be cured. Luckily, the number of those afflicted by majoritism is decreasing, as a better understanding of autism emerges.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I say. I step around him, intent on getting inside my house.


  “Why is it so delusional to think that a person who feels someone else’s grief or pain isn’t hampered by that excess of emotion? Or that imitating others in order to fit in to the crowd is more acceptable than doing what interests you at any given moment? Why isn’t it considered rude to look a total stranger in the eye when you first meet him, or to invade his personal space by shaking hands? Couldn’t it be considered a flaw to veer off topic based on a comment someone else makes instead of sticking to your original subject? Or to be oblivious when something in your environment changes—like a piece of clothing that gets moved from a drawer to a closet?”


  That makes me think of Jacob. “I really have to go—”


  “Ms. Hunt, we think that we can help your son.”


  I hesitate. “Really?”


  “Do you know who Darius McCollum is?”


  “No.”


  “He’s a man from Queens, New York, who has a passion for anything transit-related. He wasn’t much older than Jacob the first time he took over the E train headed from the World Trade Center to Herald Square. He’s taken city buses out for a spin. He tripped the emergency brakes on an N train and impersonated a transit worker in uniform in order to fix it himself. He’s posed as a railroad safety consultant. He’s been convicted more than nineteen times. He also has Asperger’s.”


  A shiver goes down my spine that has nothing to do with the cold. “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Do you know of John Odgren? At age sixteen he stabbed a student to death at a suburban high school in Sudbury, Massachusetts. He’d previously had knives and a fake handgun confiscated at school but didn’t have a history of violent behavior. He has Asperger’s, and a special interest in weapons. But as a result of the stabbing, the link between Asperger’s and violence was raised—when in fact medical experts say there’s no known link between Asperger’s and violence, and in fact kids diagnosed with the disorder are far more likely to be teased as victims than to be perpetrators themselves.” He takes a step forward. “We can help you. We can rally the autistic community to spread the word. Imagine all the mothers who’ll stand behind you, once they realize their own autistic children might be targeted by neurotypicals once again—not just to be ‘fixed’ this time around but possibly to be charged with murder over what might otherwise be a misunderstanding.”


  I want to say that Jacob is innocent, but—God help me—I can’t make the words come out of my mouth. I don’t want my son to be the poster child for anything. I just want my life to go back to the way it used to be. “Mr. McDuff, please get off my property, or I’ll call the police.”


  “How convenient that they’d already know the quickest route here,” he says, but he moves back toward his car. He hesitates at the door, a small, sad smile twitching at the corner of his mouth. “It’s a neurotypical world, Ms. Hunt. We’re just taking up space in it.”


  ***


  I find Jacob at his computer. “Tickets are thirty-five dollars each,” he says, without turning to face me.


  “Have you ever heard of a group called Neurodiversity Nation?”


  “No. Why?”


  I shake my head and sit down on his bed. “Never mind.”


  “According to MapQuest, it will take three hours and eighteen minutes to get there.”


  “To get where?” I ask.


  “UNH? Remember? Dr. Henry Lee?” He pivots in his chair.


  “You can’t go, Jacob. Period. I’m very sorry, but I’m sure Dr. Lee will be speaking again sometime in the future.”


  Will you be in prison then?


  The thought jumps into my head like a cricket onto a picnic blanket, and it is equally unwelcome. I walk toward his desk and stare down at him. “I need to ask you something,” I say quietly. “I need to ask you, because I haven’t, and I need to hear your voice saying the answer. Jess is dead, Jacob. Did you kill her?”


  His face collapses around a frown. “I did not.”


  The breath I have not realized I am holding rushes out of me. I throw my arms around Jacob, who stiffens in the sudden embrace. “Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you for that.”


  Jacob doesn’t lie to me. He can’t. He tries, but it is so blatantly obvious that all I have to do is give a beat of silence before he caves in and admits the truth.


  “You do realize that keeping me locked up in this house for weeks or months could be considered criminal behavior. That good parents do not treat their children like caged animals.”


  “And you do realize that even if we had Oliver go before the judge to ask for an exception, Dr. Lee’s speech would be over before the judge scheduled the hearing?” I point out. “I’m sure it will be recorded. We can listen to the podcast.”


  “That’s not the same!” Jacob yells.


  The cords of his neck stand out in relief; he is dangerously close to losing control again. I moderate my voice so that it spreads like a balm. “Take a deep breath. Your Asperger’s is showing.”


  “I hate you,” Jacob says. “This has nothing to do with my Asperger’s. It’s about being made a slave in my own household.” He shoves me aside, heading for the hallway.


  I use every ounce of strength I can to hold him back. I know better, but sometimes, when Jacob is being particularly supercilious, I can’t help but argue back. “You walk out that door, and you’ll be in jail before morning. And this time, I swear, I won’t try to get you out,” I tell him. “I may be six inches shorter than you and fifty pounds lighter, but I am still your mother, and no means no.”


  He struggles against the restraint of my arms for a few seconds, and then all the fight goes out of him. Almost too easily, he sinks onto his bed and puts a pillow over his head.


  Without another word, I back out of Jacob’s bedroom and close the door behind me. I lean against the wall for a moment, sagging under the weight of the relief his admission has brought me. I had been telling myself that the reason I hadn’t directly asked Jacob earlier if he had murdered Jess was that I was afraid he’d be disappointed in me for even believing it was a possibility. But the real reason I’d waited so long was that I was afraid to hear his answer. How many times, after all, had I asked Jacob a question only to hope for a white lie?


  Do I have too many wrinkles?


  I just baked these—it’s a new recipe. What do you think?


  I know you’re angry, but you don’t really wish your brother had never been born, do you?


  Even today on the witness stand, the expert Oliver had found said Aspie kids don’t lie.


  Then again.


  Jacob told me Jess didn’t talk to him that Tuesday he was supposed to meet with her, but he didn’t tell me she was dead.


  Jacob told me that he’d been to Jess’s house, but he neglected to mention that he’d found it in a state of disarray.


  And he never mentioned taking his rainbow quilt anywhere.


  Technically, he had told me the truth. And at the same time, he had lied by omission.


  “Mom?” Theo yells. “I think I set the toaster on fire...”


  I hurry downstairs. By the time I am extricating the charred bagel with two knives, I’ve convinced myself that everything Jacob hasn’t told me has been an oversight, a typical Aspie side effect of having so much information that some of it gets lost or forgotten.


  I have convinced myself that this could not have been deliberate.


  Jacob


  The term stir-crazy comes from the early 1900s. Stir was slang for prison, based on the Gypsy word stariben. Stir-crazy was actually a play on an older expression, stir-bugs, which described a prisoner who became mentally unstable due to being locked up too long.


  You can attribute my next actions to the fact that I was stir-crazy, or to the correct stimulus: the fact that Dr. Henry Lee, my idol, was going to be 188.61 miles away from me, and I was not going to be able to meet him. In spite of my mother’s assertions that if I went to college I would have to go somewhere local, where I could live at home and benefit from her help and organization, I had long assumed that, one day, I’d apply to the University of New Haven (never mind that as a high school senior I was already over a month past deadline). I would get into the criminalist program he’d founded there, where I would be plucked from undergraduate obscurity by Dr. Lee himself, who would notice my attention to detail and my inability to be distracted by girls or frat parties or loud music emanating from dorm windows and would invite me to help him solve a real current case and consider me his protégé.


  Now, of course, I had an even more pressing reason to meet him.


  Imagine, Dr. Lee, I would begin. You have set up a crime scene to point to someone else’s involvement and wind up a suspect yourself. And then together we would analyze what might have been conceived differently, to prevent it from happening the next time.


  ***


  My mother and I argue about the same things over and over, such as why she refuses to treat me normally. This would be a classic example, where she is taking my desire to see Dr. Lee and twisting it into a pretzel so that it seems like an unreasonable Aspie request, instead of one grounded in reality. There are many instances where I want to do things other kids my age do:


  1.Get a license and drive a car.


  2.Live on my own at college.


  3.Go out with my friends without her having to call their parents first and explain my quirks.


  a. It should be noted, of course, that this would apply to a time when I currently had friends.


  4.Get a job so that I have money for the above.


  a. It should be noted that she did let me get a job, and unfortunately to date the only people who’ve chosen to hire me were completely unreasonable asses who couldn’t see the big picture, like whether being five minutes late on a shift is truly going to cause a global catastrophe.


  Instead, I watch Theo sail out the door while she waves good-bye to him. Unlike me, he will be allowed to get his driver’s license sooner or later. Imagine how incredibly humiliating it will be for me to be driven around by my younger brother, the same child who used his own poop to paint a mural on the garage door once.


  My mother argued that I could not have it both ways. I could not ask to be treated like an ordinary eighteen-year-old and also demand clothing with the tags cut out and refuse to drink orange juice because of its name. Maybe I did feel that I could have it both ways—be disabled sometimes and normal at other times—but then again, why couldn’t I? Let’s say that Theo sucked at growing vegetables but was really good at bowling. My mother might treat him like a slightly remedial student if she was teaching him to grow rutabagas, but when she hit the lanes with him, she’d ditch the slow voice. Not all humans have one standard, so why should I?


  At any rate, whether I have simply been cooped up too long or whether I am suffering acute mental distress from my soon-to-be missed opportunity with Dr. Lee, I do the only thing that seems justifiable at the time.


  I call 911 and tell them I am being abused by my mother.


  Rich


  It’s like one of those pictures in celebrity magazines I read at the dentist’s office: “What’s Different?” The first shot shows Jess Ogilvy with a big smile on her face and Mark Maguire’s arm draped over her shoulder. It’s a photograph we took from her nightstand.


  The second picture was taken by my CSI team and shows Jess with her eyes closed and ringed with bruises, her skin frozen a solid, pale blue. She is draped with a postage-stamp quilt that looks like a painter’s color wheel.


  Ironically, she is wearing the same sweatshirt in both photos.


  There are obvious differences—the physical trauma being the biggest one. But there’s something else about her I cannot put my finger on. Did she lose weight? Not really. Was it the makeup? Nah, she wasn’t wearing any in either shot.


  It’s the hair.


  Not the cut, which would be easy. It’s straight in the picture of Jess and her boyfriend. In the crime scene print, though, it’s curled and frizzy, a cloud around her battered face.


  I pick up the photo and study it at closer range. It seems likely that curls were the default setting for her hair, given that she would have gone to the trouble to style it when out with her boyfriend. Which means that her hair got wet while the body was out in the elements...something easily assumed, except for the fact that she was protected from rain and snow by the concrete culvert where she was dumped.


  So her hair was wet when she was killed.


  And there was blood in the bathroom.


  Was Jacob a Peeping Tom, too?


  “Captain?”


  I look up to find one of the street cops standing in front of me. “Dispatch just got a call from a kid who says he’s being abused by a parent.”


  “Don’t need a detective for that, do you?”


  “No, Captain. It’s just...the kid? He’s the one you arrested for that murder.”


  The photo flutters out of my hand, onto the floor. “You gotta be kidding,” I mutter, and I stand up and grab my coat. “I’ll take care of it.”


  Jacob


  Immediately, I realize I’ve made a colossal mistake.


  I begin hiding things: my computer, my file cabinet. I shred papers that are sitting on my desk and tuck a stash of journals from forensics associations in the bathtub. I figure all of these things can be used against me, and they’ve already taken so much of what was mine.


  I don’t think I can be arrested again, but I am not entirely sure. Double jeopardy only refers to the same crime, and only after an acquittal.


  I will say this for the boys in blue—they are speedy. Less than ten minutes after my 911 call, there is a knock at the door. My mother and Theo, who are still downstairs trying to reinstall the fire alarm Theo set off with some abortive kitchen snack, are caught completely unawares.


  It’s stupid, I know, but I hide underneath my bed.


  Rich


  “What are you doing here?” Emma Hunt demands.


  “Actually, we received a call through 911.”


  “I didn’t call 91—Jacob!” she yells, and she turns on her heel and flies up the stairs.


  I step into the house to find Theo staring at me. “We don’t want to donate to the police athletic league,” he says sarcastically.


  “Thanks.” I point up the staircase. “I’m, uh, just going to...go...?” Without waiting for him to answer, I head toward Jacob’s room.


  “Abusing you?” Emma is shrieking when I reach the doorway. “You’ve never been abused a day in your life!”


  “There’s physical abuse and there’s mental abuse,” Jacob argues.


  Emma whips her head in my direction. “I have never laid a hand on that boy. Although right now, I’m incredibly tempted.”


  “I have three words for you,” Jacob says. “Doctor! Henry! Lee!”


  “The forensic scientist?” I am completely not following.


  “He’s speaking at UNH tomorrow, and she says I can’t go.”


  Emma looks at me. “Do you see what I’m dealing with?”


  I purse my lips, thinking. “Let me talk to him alone for a minute.”


  “Seriously?” Her eyes widen. “Were you not in the same courtroom I was in three hours ago, when the judge told you accommodations should have been made when you questioned Jacob?”


  “I’m not questioning him now,” I tell her. “Not professionally, anyway.”


  She throws up her hands. “I don’t care. Do what you want. Both of you.”


  When her last footstep fades down the stairs, I sit down beside Jacob. “You know you’re not supposed to call 911 unless you’re in serious trouble.”


  He snorts. “So arrest me. Oh, wait, you already did.”


  “You ever hear of the boy who cried wolf?”


  “I didn’t say anything about wolves,” Jacob replies. “I said I was being abused, and I am. This is the one chance I have to meet Dr. Lee and she won’t even consider it. If I’m old enough to be tried as an adult, how come I’m not old enough to walk to the bus stop and travel down there on my own?”


  “You’re old enough. You’ll just wind up with your ass in jail again. Is that what you want?” From the corner of my eye, I spy a laptop peeking out of a pillowcase. “Why is your computer under the covers?”


  He pulls it free and cradles it in his arms. “I thought you’d steal it from me. Just like you took my other stuff.”


  “I didn’t steal that, I had a warrant to seize it. And you’ll get it back, one day.” I glance at him. “You know, Jacob, your mother is only protecting you.”


  “By locking me up in here?”


  “No, the judge did that. By not letting you break your bail requirements.”


  We are both quiet for a second, and then Jacob glances at me from the corner of his eye. “I don’t understand your voice.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It should be angry because I made you come all the way out here. But it’s not angry. And it wasn’t angry when I talked to you at the police station, either. You treated me like I was just a friend of yours, but then you arrested me at the end, and people don’t arrest their friends.” He clasps his hands between his knees. “Frankly, people don’t make sense to me.”


  I nod in agreement. “Frankly, people don’t make sense to me, either,” I say.


  Theo


  Why do the cops keep coming to our stupid house?


  I mean, given that they’ve already arrested Jacob, shouldn’t they let justice take its course?


  Okay, I get that Jacob was the one to summon them this time. But surely a phone call would have been just as effective to get him to call off his request for help. And yet, the police—this one guy in particular—keeps showing up. He chats up my mother, and now I can hear him yapping with Jacob about maggots that land on bodies within ten minutes of death.


  Tell me how, exactly, this has any bearing on the 911 call, hmm?


  Here’s what I think: Detective Matson isn’t even here to talk to Jacob.


  He’s certainly not here to talk to my mother.


  He’s come because he knows that in order to get to Jacob’s room, he has to pass mine, and that means at least two glimpses inside.


  Maybe someone has reported missing the Wii game I took.


  Maybe he’s just waiting for me to crack, to fall at his feet and confess that I was at Jess Ogilvy’s place shortly before my brother, so that he can tell that bitch prosecutor to put me on the witness stand to testify against Jacob.


  For these reasons and a dozen more I haven’t thought of yet, I close my door and lock it, so that when Detective Matson passes by again, I don’t have to look him in the eye.


  Jacob


  I would not have thought it possible, but Rich Matson is not a complete and utter ass.


  For example, he told me that you can tell the sex of an individual by looking at the skull, because a male skull has a square chin and a female chin is rounded. He told me that he’s been to the Body Farm in Knoxville, Tennessee, where an acre of land is covered with corpses rotting in all different stages, so that forensic anthropologists can measure the effects of weather and insects on human decay. He has pictures and promised to mail me a few.


  This is still not Dr. Henry Lee–worthy, but it makes a decent consolation prize.


  I learn that he has a daughter who, like Jess, faints at the sight of blood. When I tell him that Jess used to do this, too, his face twists, as if he’s smelled something awful.


  After a while I promise him not to call the police on my mother again, unless she is causing me dire bodily harm. And he convinces me that an apology to her might go a long way right now.


  When I walk him downstairs, my mother is pacing in the kitchen. “Jacob has something to tell you,” he announces.


  “Detective Matson is going to send me photographs of decomposing bodies,” I say.


  “Not that. The other thing.”


  I push my lips out and then suck them in. I do it twice, as if I’m melting the words in my mouth. “I shouldn’t have called the cops. Asperger’s impulsiveness.”


  My mother’s face freezes, and so does the detective’s. Only after I’ve said it do I realize that they’re probably assuming Jess’s death was Asperger’s impulsiveness, too.


  Or in other words, talking about my Asperger’s impulsiveness was a bit too impulsive.


  “I think we’re all set here,” the detective says. “You two have a nice evening.”


  My mother touches his sleeve. “Thank you.”


  He looks at her as if he is about to tell her something important, but instead he says, “You have nothing to thank me for.”


  When he leaves, a lick of cold air from outside wraps around my ankles.


  “Would you like me to make you something to eat?” my mother asks. “You never had lunch.”


  “No thanks. I’m going to lie down,” I announce, although I really just want to be alone. I’ve learned that when someone invites you to do something and you really don’t want to, they don’t particularly want to hear the truth.


  Her eyes fly to my face. “Are you sick?”


  “I’m fine,” I tell her. “Really.”


  I can feel her staring at me as I walk up the stairs.


  I don’t plan to lie down, but I do. And I guess I fall asleep, because all of a sudden Dr. Henry Lee is there. We are crouched down on either side of Jess’s body. He examines the tooth in her pocket, the abrasions on her lower back. He looks up the cavities of her nostrils.


  Oh yes, he says, crystal clear. I understand.


  I can see why you had to do what you did.


  CASE 8: ONE IN SIX BILLION


  In the 1980s and ’90s, over fifty women in the Seattle-Tacoma, Washington, area were murdered. Most of the victims were prostitutes or teen runaways, and most of the bodies were dumped in or near the Green River. Dubbed the Green River Killer, the murderer was unknown until science managed to catch up to crime.


  In the early 1980s, while performing autopsies on the victims, pathologists and medical technologists were able to recover small amounts of DNA in semen left behind by the killer. These were retained as evidence, but then-current scientific techniques proved worthless, since there wasn’t enough material for testing.


  Gary Ridgway, who was arrested in 1982 on a prostitution charge, was a suspect in the Green River killings, but there wasn’t any evidence to formally link him to the crimes. In 1984, he passed a polygraph test. In 1987, while searching his home, the King County Sheriff’s department took a saliva sample from Ridgway.


  By March 2001, improvements in DNA typing technology had identified the source of the semen on the victims’ bodies. In September 2001, the lab received results: they were able to get a comparative match between the DNA in that semen and the DNA in Ridgway’s saliva. A warrant was issued for his arrest.


  The DNA results linked Ridgway to three of the four women listed as victims in his indictment. Sperm samples taken from one of these victims, Carol Ann Christensen, were so conclusive that not more than one person in the world, excluding identical twins, would exhibit that particular DNA profile. Ridgway was charged with three more murders after microscopic paint evidence found with the bodies matched paint at his workplace. In return for confessing to more of the Green River murders, Ridgway was spared the death penalty and is currently serving forty-eight life sentences with no possibility of parole.


  8


  Oliver


  A month later I am sprawled on the couch in the Hunts’ living room, caught in a weird déjà vu: I am scanning the discovery that’s been sent to me, which includes Jacob’s journals on CrimeBusters, while he sits on the floor in front of me watching on TV the very same episode I’m reading about. “Want me to tell you how it ends?” I ask.


  “I already know.” Not that that’s kept him from writing down yet another journal entry, this one in a brand-new composition-style notebook.


  Episode 49: Sex, Lies, and iMovie


  Situation: After a suicide note is spliced into the credits of a feature at a film festival, a B-movie director is found dead in the back of a car—but the team suspects foul play.


  Evidence:


  Trailer from festival


  Cuttings from editing studio—who is the blonde and is she really dead or just acting?


  Hard drive of director’s computer


  Director’s collection of rare butterflies—red herring, entomology not involved


  Acid in pipes


  Solved: By ME! 0:24.


  “You figured it out in twenty minutes?”


  “Yeah.”


  “The butler did it,” I say.


  “No, actually, it’s the plumber,” Jacob corrects.


  So much for making a joke.


  We’ve gotten into a routine: instead of staying at my office during the day, I do my trial preparation here at the Hunts’. That way, I can watch Jacob if Emma needs to run out, and I have my client available to answer any questions I’ve got. Thor likes it, because he spends most of the day curled up in Jacob’s lap. Jacob likes it, because I bring the Wii with me. Theo likes it because if I bring guacamole on Green Monday for his brother, I slip a personal-size nongreen sausage pizza into the fridge for him.


  I don’t really know if Emma likes it.


  Theo walks past us in the living room to a file cabinet in the back. “You still doing your homework?” Jacob asks.


  There’s not really any malice in his tone—it’s flat, like everything else Jacob says—but Theo flips him the bird. Usually Theo’s the one to finish his work first, but today, he seems to be dragging.


  I wait for Jacob to tell him to go fuck himself, but instead, he just fixes his glassy gaze on the television again.


  “Hey,” I say, approaching Theo.


  He startles and takes the piece of paper he’s scanning and stuffs it into his jeans pocket. “Stop sneaking up on me.”


  “What are you doing in here anyway? Isn’t this your mother’s file cabinet?”


  “Isn’t this none of your business?” Theo says.


  “No. But Jacob is. And you should apologize.”


  “I should also have five servings of vegetables a day, but that rarely happens,” he replies, and he heads back into the kitchen to finish his homework.


  I know Jacob well enough by now to pick up on the cues that flag his emotions. The fact that he’s rocking back and forth slightly means whatever Theo just said rattled him more than he’s letting on. “If you tell your mother he does that shit to you,” I say, “I can bet you it will stop.”


  “You don’t tell on your brother—you take care of him. He’s the only one you’ve got,” Jacob recites. “It’s a rule.”


  If I could only make the jury see how Jacob lives from one decree to another; if I could make the connection between a kid who won’t even break one of his mother’s rules much less the law governing our country; if I could somehow prove that his Asperger’s makes it virtually impossible for him to cross that line between right and wrong—well, I could win his case.


  “Hey, after lunch I want to talk to you about what’s going to happen later this week when we—”


  “Shh,” Jacob says. “The commercial’s over.”


  I flip the page and see an entry that doesn’t have an episode number.


  I start reading, and my jaw drops. “Oh, shit,” I say out loud.


  ***


  A month ago, after the suppression hearing, I’d called Helen Sharp. “I think you need to give up,” I told her. “You can’t prove the case. We’re willing to take probation for five years.”


  “I can win this without his police department confession,” she said. “I’ve got all the statements that were made at the house before Jacob was in custody; I have the forensic evidence at the scene and eyewitness evidence that goes to motive. I’ve got his history of violence, and I’ve got the defendant’s journals.”


  At the time, I’d shrugged it off. Jacob’s journals were formulaic, and every other piece of evidence she listed was something I could excuse away on cross.


  “We’re going forward,” Helen had said, and I’d thought, Good freaking luck.


  Here’s what the journal says:


  At Her House. 1/12/10.


  Situation: Girl missing.


  Evidence:


  Clothes in pile on bed


  Toothbrush missing, lip gloss missing


  Victim’s purse and coat remain


  Cell phone missing...cut screen...boot prints outside match up with boyfriend’s footwear.


  “Jesus Christ, Jacob,” I explode, so loud that Emma comes running in from the laundry room. “You wrote about Jess in your CrimeBusters journals?”


  He doesn’t respond, so I stand and turn off the TV.


  “What do you mean?” Emma says.


  I pass her the photocopy of the notebook. “What were you thinking?” I demand.


  Jacob shrugs. “It was a crime scene,” he says simply.


  “Do you have any idea what Helen Sharp is going to do with this?”


  “No, and I don’t care,” Emma replies. “I want to know what you’re going to do about it.” She folds her arms and moves a step closer to Jacob.


  “I don’t know, to be honest. Because after all the work we did to get the police station statement thrown out, this brings it all back in.”


  Jacob repeats what I said, and then repeats it again: Brings it all back. Brings it all back. The first time I heard him do it, I thought he was mimicking me. Now I know it’s echolalia; Emma explained it to me as just the repetition of sounds. Sometimes Jacob does that by reciting movie quotes, and sometimes it’s an immediate parroting of something he’s heard.


  I just hope no one hears him doing it in court, or they’ll assume he’s a wiseass.


  “Bring it all back,” Jacob says again. “Bring what all back?”


  “Something that’s going to make the jury assume you’re guilty.”


  “But it’s a crime scene,” Jacob says again. “I just wrote down the evidence like usual.”


  “It’s not a fictional crime scene,” I point out.


  “Why not?” he asks. “I’m the one who created it.”


  “Oh my God,” Emma chokes. “They’re going to think he’s a monster.”


  I want to put my hand on her arm and tell her I will be able to keep that from happening, but I cannot make that kind of promise. Even having been with Jacob for the past month, like I have, there are still things he does that strike me as utterly chilling—like now, when his mother is hysterical and he turns away without registering any remorse and cranks up the volume on his TV show. Juries, which are supposed to be about reason, are actually always about the heart. A juror who watches Jacob stare blankly through the graphic testimony about Jess Ogilvy’s death will deliberate his fate with that image etched in her mind, and it cannot help but sway her decision.


  I cannot change Jacob, which means I have to change the system. This is why I’ve filed a motion, and why we’re going to court tomorrow, although I haven’t yet broken the news to Emma yet.


  “I need to tell you both something,” I say, as Emma’s watch begins to beep.


  “Hold on,” she says, “I’m timing Theo on a math quiz.” She faces the kitchen. “Theo? Put your pencil down. Jacob, lower that volume. Theo? Did you hear me?”


  When there’s no answer, Emma walks into the kitchen. She calls out again, and then I hear her footsteps overhead, in Theo’s room. A moment later, she is back in the living room, her voice wild. “He never did his math quiz. And his coat and sneakers and backpack are missing,” she says. “Theo’s gone.”


  Theo


  Let me just say that I think it’s pretty insane that a kid who’s fifteen, like me, can fly across the country without a parent. The hardest part was getting the ticket, which turned out to not be very hard at all. It was no secret that my mother keeps an emergency credit card buried in her file cabinet, and honestly, didn’t this count as an emergency? All I had to do was dig it out, get the number off the front and the PIN code on the back, and book my ticket on Orbitz.com.


  I had a passport, too (we’d driven up to Canada once on a vacation that lasted approximately six hours, after Jacob refused to sleep in the motel room because it had an orange carpet), which was stored one file folder away from the emergency credit card. And getting to the airport was a piece of cake; it took two hitched rides, and that was that.


  I wish I could tell you I had a plan, but I didn’t. All I knew was that, directly or indirectly, this was my fault. I hadn’t killed Jess Ogilvy, but I’d seen her the day she died, and I hadn’t told the police or my mother or anyone else—and now Jacob was going to be tried for murder. In my mind, it was like a chain reaction. If I hadn’t been breaking into houses at the time, if I hadn’t been in Jess’s, if I had never locked eyes with her—maybe that missing link would have broken the string of events that happened afterward. It was no great secret that my mother was totally freaking out about where the money would be coming from for Jacob’s trial; I figured that if I was ever going to remove my karmic debt, I might as well start by finding the solution to that problem.


  Hence: this visit to my father.


  On the plane, I am sitting between a businessman who’s trying to sleep and a woman who looks like a grandmother—she’s got short white hair and a light purple sweatshirt with a cat on it. The businessman is shifting in his seat because he’s got a kid behind him who keeps kicking it.


  “Jesus H. Christ,” he says.


  I’ve always wondered why people say that. Why the H? I mean, what if his middle name was Stanley?


  “I’m stuck on the last one,” the grandma says.


  I pull my iPod earphone free. “Sorry?”


  “No, that doesn’t fit.” She is hunched over a crossword puzzle in the back of the US Airways magazine. It had been filled out halfway. I hate that; doesn’t the jerk who is sitting in the seat on the previous flight think someone else might want to try it on his own? “The clue is Regretted. And it’s four letters.”


  Theo, I think.


  Suddenly the businessman comes out of his seat and twists around. “Madam,” he says to the kid’s mom, “is there any chance you could keep your brat from being so incredibly rude?”


  “That’s it,” the grandma says. “Rude!”


  I watch her write it in pencil. “I, uh, think it’s spelled differently,” I suggest. “R-U-E-D.”


  “Right,” she says, erasing it to make the correction. “I admit to being a horrendous speller.” She smiles at me. “Now, what’s bringing you out to sunny California?”


  “I’m visiting someone.”


  “Me, too. Someone I’ve never met—my first grandbaby.”


  “Wow,” I say. “You must be pretty stoked.”


  “If that’s a good thing, then yes, I guess I am. My name’s Edith.”


  “I’m Paul.”


  Okay, I don’t know where the lie came from. I shouldn’t have been surprised—after all, I’d hidden my involvement in this whole nightmare for over a month now, and I was getting really good at pretending I wasn’t the same person I was back then. But once I made up the name, the rest kept coming. I was on school break. I was an only child. My parents were divorced (Ha! Not a lie!), and I was going to see my dad. We were planning on taking a college tour of Stanford.


  At home, we don’t talk about my father. In world studies class we learned about indigenous cultures who no longer speak the names of the dead—well, we no longer say the name of the person who quit when the going got tough. I don’t really know the details of my parents’ split, except that I was still a baby when it happened, and so of course there’s a piece of me that thinks I must have been the straw that broke the camel’s back. But I do know that he tries to pay off his guilt by sending my mom a child support check every month. And I also know that he has replaced Jacob and me with two little girls who look like china dolls and who probably have never broken into a house or stimmed a day in their short lives. I know this because he sends us a Christmas card every year, which I throw out if I get to the mail before my mother does.


  “Do you have brothers or sisters?” Edith asks.


  I take a sip of the 7-Up I bought for three bucks. “Nope,” I say. “Only child.”


  “Stop it,” the businessman says, and for one awful moment I think he’s going to tell this woman who I really am. Then he turns around in his seat. “For the love of God,” he says to the little kid’s mom.


  “So, Paul,” Edith says, “what do you want to study at Stanford?”


  I am fifteen, I have no idea what I want to do with my life. Except fix the mess I’ve made of it.


  Instead of answering, I point down at her crossword puzzle. “Quito,” I say. “That’s the answer to forty-two across.”


  She gets all excited and reads aloud the next clue. I think about how happy she’ll be if we finish this crossword puzzle. She’ll get off the plane and tell her son-in-law, or whoever is picking her up, about the nice young man she met. About how helpful I was. How proud my parents must be of me.


  Jacob


  My brother is not as smart as I am.


  I am not saying this to be mean; I’m just stating a fact. For example, he has to study all his vocabulary words if he wants to do well on a test; I can look at the page and it’s stuck in my head for easy retrieval after that first glance. He would leave the room if two adults started discussing adult things, like current events; I would just pull up a chair and join the conversation. He doesn’t care about storing information away like a squirrel would save nuts for the winter; it’s only interesting to Theo if it has current real-life applications.


  However, I am not nearly as intuitive as my brother. This is why when I begin to let some of that stored information bleed free—like for example how Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak released the Apple I computer on April Fool’s Day 1976—and the person I am speaking with begins to go glassy-eyed and make excuses, I will keep talking, although Theo would easily read the clues and shut up.


  Being a detective is all about intuition. Being a good crime scene investigator, however, requires great thoroughness and intelligence. Which is why, while my mother is rendered immobile by her panic over Theo’s disappearance and Oliver is doing stupid things like patting her shoulder, I go to Theo’s bedroom and get on his computer.


  I am very good with computers. I once took my guidance counselor’s laptop apart and put it back together, motherboard and all. I could probably configure your wireless network in my sleep. Here is the other reason I like computers: when you are talking to someone online, you don’t have to read expressions on faces or interpret tones of voice. What you see is what you get, and that means I don’t have to try so hard when I interact. There are chat rooms and message boards for Aspies like me, but I don’t frequent them. One of the house rules in the family is to not go to websites my mother has not vetted. When I asked her why, she made me sit down with her and watch a television show about sexual predators. I tried to explain that the website I wanted to chat on wasn’t quite the same thing—that it was only a bunch of people like me trying to connect without all the bullshit that’s part of face-to-face meetings—but she wouldn’t take no for an answer. You don’t know what these people are like, Jacob, she said to me. In fact, I did. It was the people in the real world I didn’t understand.


  It takes only a few clicks to delve into his cache—even though he thinks he’s emptied it, nothing is ever really gone on a computer—and to see where he was last surfing the Net. Orbitz.com, flights to San Jose.


  When I bring downstairs the printout of the webpage that has his ticket information on it, Oliver is trying to convince my mother to call the police. “I can’t,” she says. “They won’t want to help me.”


  “They don’t get to pick and choose their cases—”


  “Mom,” I interrupt.


  “Jacob, not now,” Oliver says.


  “But—”


  My mother looks at me and starts crying. I watch one tear make an S-curve down her cheek. “I want to talk to you,” I say.


  “I’m getting the phone,” Oliver says.


  “I’m dialing 911.”


  “I know where Theo is,” I tell them.


  My mother blinks. “You what?”


  “It was on his computer.” I hand her the printed page.


  “Oh my God,” my mother says, holding her hand up to her mouth. “He’s going to Henry’s.”


  “Who’s Henry?” Oliver asks.


  “My father,” I answer. “He walked out on us.”


  Oliver takes a step backward and rubs his chin.


  “He’s connecting in Chicago,” I add. “His plane leaves in fifteen minutes.”


  “You can’t catch him before he takes off,” Oliver says. “Does Henry know? About Jacob?”


  “Of course he knows about me. He sends checks every year for my birthday and Christmas.”


  “I meant does Henry know about the murder charge?”


  My mother looks down at the fault line between the cushions of the couch. “I don’t know. He might have read about it in the papers, but I didn’t talk to him about it,” she admits. “I didn’t know how to tell him.”


  Oliver holds out the phone. “Now’s the time to figure that out,” he says.


  I don’t like to think of Theo on a plane; I don’t like planes. I understand Bernoulli’s principle, but for the love of God, no matter how physical forces are being exerted on the wings for lift, the hardware weighs a million pounds. For all intents and purposes, it should fall out of the sky.


  My mother takes the phone and starts to dial a long-distance number. It sounds like the notes of a game show theme song, but I can’t remember which one.


  “Christ,” Oliver says. He looks at me.


  I don’t know how I’m supposed to respond. “We’ll always have Paris,” I say.


  ***


  When Theo was eight, he became convinced that there was a monster living underneath the house. He knew this because he could hear its breath every night when the radiators in his room hissed awake. I was eleven and very into dinosaurs at the time, and as thrilling as it was for me to assume that there might be a sauropod rooting around under the foundations of our house, I knew this was not likely:


  1.Our house was built in 1973.


  2.To build it, there would have been an excavation.


  3.The probability of the world’s sole long-lost dinosaur surviving the excavation and residing beneath my basement floor would be pretty slim.


  4.Even if it had survived, what the hell would it be eating?


  “Grass clippings,” Theo said, when I told him all this. “Duh.”


  One of the reasons I like having Asperger’s is that I don’t have an active imagination. To many—teachers and guidance counselors and shrinks included—this is a great detriment. To me, it’s a blessing. Logical thinking keeps you from wasting time worrying, or hoping. It prevents disappointment. Imagination, on the other hand, only gets you hyped up over things that will never realistically happen.


  Like running into a hadrosaur on your way to the bathroom at 3:00 A.M.


  Theo spent two weeks freaking out in the middle of the night when he heard the hiss from heating registers in his room. My mother tried everything—from warm milk before bedtime to an illustrated diagram of the heating system of the house to an unnecessary dose of children’s Benadryl at night to knock Theo out—but like clockwork, he’d start screaming in the middle of the night and would run out of his room and wake both of us.


  It was getting old, frankly, which is why I did what I did.


  After my mother tucked me in, I stayed up with a flashlight hidden under my pillow and read until I knew she had gone to bed, too. Then I took my pillow and blankets and sleeping bag and camped outside Theo’s bedroom door. That night, when he woke up screaming and tried to run to my mother’s room to wake her up, too, he tripped over me.


  He blinked for a second, trying to figure out if he was dreaming. “Go back to bed,” I said. “There’s no stupid dinosaur.”


  I could tell he didn’t believe me, so I added, “And if there is, he’ll kill me first before he gets to you.”


  This actually worked. Theo crawled back into bed, and we both fell asleep again. My mother was the one who found me sprawled on the floor the next morning.


  She panicked. Assuming I’d had some kind of seizure, she started shaking me. “Stop, Mom,” I finally said. “I’m fine!”


  “What are you doing out here?”


  “I was sleeping...”


  “In the hallway?”


  “Not the hallway,” I corrected. “In front of Theo’s room.”


  “Oh, Jacob. You were trying to make him feel safe, weren’t you?” She threw her arms around me and held me so tight I thought I just might have a seizure after all. “I knew it,” she babbled. “I knew it! All those books; all those idiot doctors who said kids with Asperger’s have no theory of mind and can’t empathize...You do love your brother. You wanted to protect him.”


  I let her embrace me, because it seemed to be what she wanted to do. Behind Theo’s door, I could hear him starting to stir.


  What my mother had said was not technically inaccurate. What those doctors and books all say about how Aspies like me cannot feel anything on behalf of others—that’s total bullshit. We understand when someone else is in pain; it just affects us differently than it affects other humans. I see it as the next step of evolution: I cannot take away your sadness, so why should I acknowledge it?


  In addition, I hadn’t slept in front of Theo’s door because I wanted to protect him. I’d slept in front of his door because I was exhausted after a week of midnight crying, and I only wanted to get a good night’s rest. I was looking out for my own best interests.


  You could say, actually, that this was the impetus behind what happened with Jess, too.


  Oliver


  Emma wants to call US Airways and make them stop the plane from departing, but the entire system is automated. When we finally do reach a human employee, he’s in Charlotte, North Carolina, and has no way of contacting the Burlington gate. “Here’s the thing,” I tell her. “You can beat him there by flying direct to San Francisco. It’s almost the same distance to Palo Alto from the San Jose airport.” She looks over my shoulder at the computer screen, which has the flight I’ve found. “With the layover in Chicago that Theo’s going to make, you’ll still get in an hour before he does.”


  She leans forward, and I can smell the shampoo in her hair. Her eyes flicker over the flight information, hopeful—and then land on the bottom, and the price. “$1,080? That’s ridiculous!”


  “Same-day fares aren’t cheap.”


  “Well, that’s not in my budget,” Emma says.


  I click on the button to purchase the ticket. “It’s in mine,” I lie.


  “What are you doing! You can’t pay for that—”


  “Too late.” I shrug. The truth is, financially, I’m a little shaky now. I have one client, and she can’t afford to pay me, and worse, I’m okay with that. Surely I missed the Bloodsucking Your Client class in law school, since all evidence points to me being the poster boy for Financially Ruined Defense Attorneys. But at the same time, I’m thinking that I can sell my saddle—I have a beautiful English one that’s in storage below the pizza place. No use having it when I don’t have a horse anyway.


  “I’ll add it to the bill,” I say, but we both know I probably won’t.


  Emma closes her eyes for a moment. “I don’t know what to say.”


  “Then just be quiet.”


  “You shouldn’t have to get involved in this mess.”


  “Lucky for you the only other thing I had to do today was organize my sock drawer,” I joke, but she’s not laughing.


  “I’m sorry,” Emma replies. “It’s just...I don’t have anyone else.”


  Very slowly, very deliberately, so that she will not startle or pull away, I thread my fingers through hers and squeeze her hand. “You have me,” I say.


  ***


  If I were a better man, I wouldn’t have eavesdropped on Emma’s conversation with her ex-husband. Henry, she said. It’s Emma.


  No, actually, I can’t really call back later. It’s about Theo.


  He’s fine. I mean, I think he’s fine. He’s run away from home.


  Well, of course I know that. He’s on his way to your place.


  Yes, California. Unless you’ve moved lately.


  No, I’m sorry. That wasn’t an insult...


  I don’t know why. He just took off.


  He used my credit card. Look, can we just talk about this when I get there?


  Oh. Did I forget to mention that?


  If all goes well, I’ll land before Theo.


  Meeting us at the airport would be great. We’re both on US Airways.


  Then there is a hesitation.


  Jacob? she replies. No, he won’t be joining me.


  ***


  It is decided that I will camp out for the night to be the over-twenty-five-year-old adult watching Jacob while Emma hauls Theo’s ass back across the country. At first, after she leaves, it seems like a piece of cake—we can play the Wii. We can watch TV. And, thank God, it’s Brown Thursday, which is relatively easy: I can cook Jacob a burger for dinner. It isn’t until an hour after she leaves that I remember my hearing tomorrow—the one I had not yet told Emma about, the one I will have to take Jacob to by myself.


  “Jacob,” I say, while he is engrossed in a television show about how Milky Way bars are made. “I have to talk to you for a second.”


  He doesn’t respond. His eyes don’t even flicker from the screen, so I step in front of it and turn it off.


  “I just want to have a little chat.” When Jacob doesn’t answer, I keep speaking. “Your trial starts in a month, you know.”


  “A month and six days.”


  “Right. Well, I’ve been thinking about how...hard it might be for you to be in court all day long, and I figured we need to do something about it.”


  “Oh,” Jacob says, shaking his head. “I can’t be in court all day. I have schoolwork to do. And I have to be home by four-thirty so that I can watch CrimeBusters.”


  “I don’t think you get it. It’s not your call. You go to court when the judge says you go to court, and you get to come home when he’s ready to let you go.”


  Jacob chews on this information. “That’s not going to work for me.”


  “Which is why you and I are going back to court tomorrow.”


  “But my mother’s not here.”


  “I know that, Jacob. I didn’t plan for her to be away. But the fact of the matter is, the whole reason we’re going is something you said to me.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes. Do you remember what you told me when you decided I could run an insanity defense?”


  Jacob nods. “That the Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits discrimination by the state or local governments, including the courts,” he says, “and that some people consider autism to be a disability, even if I don’t happen to be one of them.”


  “Right. But if you do consider Asperger’s syndrome to be a developmental disability, then under the ADA you’re also entitled to provisions in court that will make the experience easier for you.” I let a slow smile loose, like a card that’s been played close to the chest. “Tomorrow, we’re going to make sure you get them.”


  Emma


  From Auntie Em’s column archives:


  Dear Auntie Em,


  Recently I have been dreaming about my ex. Should I consider this a sign from a higher power and call him to say hi?


  Sleepless in Strafford


  Dear Sleepless,


  Yes, but I wouldn’t tell him you are calling because he’s starring in your dreams. Unless he happens to say, “Gosh, it’s so strange that you called today, because I dreamed about you last night.”


  Auntie Em


  I asked Henry out on our first date, because he didn’t seem to be picking up on hints that I was his for the taking. We saw the movie Ghost and went out to dinner afterward, where Henry told me that, scientifically, ghosts could simply not exist. “It’s basic physics and math,” he said. “Patrick Swayze couldn’t walk through walls and tag along behind Demi Moore. If ghosts can follow someone, that means their feet apply force to the floor. If they go through walls, though, they don’t have any substance. They could either be material or be unmaterial, but they can’t be both at the same time. It violates Newton’s rule.”


  He was wearing a T-shirt that said FULL FRONTAL NERDITY, and his corn silk hair kept falling into his eyes. “But don’t you wish it could be true?” I asked him. “Don’t you wish love was so strong it could come back to haunt you?”


  I told him the story of my mother, who one night had woken up at 3:14 A.M. with a mouth full of violet petals and the scent of roses so thick in the air that she could not breathe. An hour later she was roused by a phone call: her own mother, a florist by trade, had died of a heart attack at 3:14 A.M. “Science can’t answer everything,” I told Henry. “It doesn’t explain love.”


  “Actually it does,” he told me. “There have been all kinds of studies done. People are more attracted to people with symmetrical features, for example. And symmetrical men smell better to women. Also, people who have similar genetic traits are attracted to each other. It probably has something to do with evolution.”


  I burst out laughing. “That is awful,” I said. “That is the most unromantic thing I’ve ever heard.”


  “I don’t think so...”


  “Oh, really. Say something that will sweep me off my feet,” I demanded.


  Henry looked at me for a long moment, until I could feel my head growing lighter and dizzier. “I think you might be perfectly symmetrical,” he said.


  ***


  On our second date, Henry took me to Boston. We had dinner at the Parker House, and then he hired a hansom cab to take us around the Boston Common. It was late November, and frost crouched in the bare branches of the trees; when we settled into the back of the carriage, the driver handed us a heavy wool blanket to put over our laps. The horse was spirited, stamping its feet and snorting.


  Henry was telling me riddles. “The ratio of an igloo’s circumference to its diameter?”


  “I give up.”


  “Eskimo pi,” he said. “How about half of a large intestine?”


  “I don’t know...”


  “A semicolon.”


  “That’s not a math or science joke,” I said.


  “I’m a Renaissance Guy.” Henry laughed. “Eight nickels?”


  I shook my head.


  “Two paradigms,” he said.


  The puns weren’t, by definition, funny. But on Henry’s lips, they were. Lips that were curved at the ends and that always seemed a little embarrassed to smile, lips that had kissed me good night on our first date with a surprising amount of force and intensity.


  I was staring at his lips when the horse dropped dead.


  Technically, it wasn’t dead. It had slipped on a patch of black ice, and its front legs had buckled. I had heard one snap.


  We rolled in slow motion out of the hansom cab, Henry twisting so that he would cushion my fall. “You all right?” he asked, and he helped me to my feet. He held the rough blanket around me while the police came, and then animal control. “Don’t watch,” Henry whispered, and he turned my face away when the officer pulled out a pistol.


  I tried to focus on the words on Henry’s T-shirt, where his coat was gaping open: DOES THIS PROTON MAKE MY MASS LOOK FAT? But the sound was like the world cracking in half, and the last thing I remember was wondering who wore a T-shirt in the winter, and if that meant his skin was always warm, and if I would ever get to lie against it.


  ***


  I woke up in an unfamiliar bed. The walls were cream-colored, and there was a dresser made of dark wood with a television on it. It was very clean and...corporate. You fainted, I told myself. “The horse,” I said out loud.


  “Um,” a voice said quietly. “He’s in that big carousel in the sky?”


  I rolled over to find Henry pressed against the far wall, still wearing his coat. “You don’t believe in heaven,” I murmured.


  “No, but I figured you would. Are you...are you okay?”


  I nodded gingerly, testing. “What’s wrong? Don’t women swoon around you all the time?”


  He grinned. “It was a little Victorian of you.”


  “Where are we?”


  “I got a room at the Parker House. I thought you might need to lie down for a while.” His cheeks bloomed a bright red. “I, um, don’t want you to get the wrong idea, though.”


  I came up on an elbow. “You don’t?”


  “Well...n-not unless you want me to,” he stammered.


  “Well, that’s a little Gothic,” I said. “Henry, can I ask you something?”


  “Okay.”


  “What are you doing all the way over there?”


  I held out my hand and felt the mattress give under his weight as Henry crawled onto it. I felt his mouth come down against mine, and I realized that this relationship would not be what I’d imagined it to be: me, playing teacher to the shy young computer science geek. I should have known from watching Henry work at the office: programmers moved slowly and deliberately, and then waited to see the reaction. And if they did not succeed the first time, they would try over and over again, until they broke through that fifth dimension and got it right.


  Later, when I was wearing Henry’s T-shirt and his arms were wrapped around me, when we had turned on the television and were watching a show on primates in the Congo with the volume muted, when he had fed me chicken nuggets from the kids’ room service menu, I thought how clever I’d been to see past what other people saw in Henry. The silly T-shirts, the Star Wars canteen in which he stored his coffee, the way he could barely look a woman in the eye—beneath that exterior was a man who touched me as if I were made of glass, who focused with such intensity on me that sometimes I had to remind him to breathe when we were making love. I never imagined at the time that Henry wouldn’t be able to love anything other than me—not even a baby he’d made. I never imagined that all that passion between us would pool beneath the tangled threads of Jacob’s genetic code, waiting for just the perfect storm to dig in its roots, to burst and blossom into autism.


  ***


  Henry is waiting for me when I get off my plane. I walk toward him, stopping an awkward foot away. I lean forward to embrace him just as he turns away toward the arrivals monitor, which means I close my arms around nothing but air. “He should be landing in twenty minutes,” Henry says.


  “Good,” I reply. “That’s good.” I look at him. “I’m really sorry about this.”


  Henry stares down the empty corridor past the security barrier. “You going to tell me what’s going on, Emma?”


  For five minutes, I tell him about Jess Ogilvy, about the murder charge. I tell him I’m sure Theo’s escape had something to do with all of this. When I’m finished, I listen to the call for a passenger about to miss his plane and then muster the courage to meet Henry’s gaze. “Jacob’s on trial for murder?” he says, his voice shaky. “And you didn’t mention it?”


  “What would you have done?” I challenge. “Fly back to Vermont to be our white knight? Somehow I doubt that, Henry.”


  “And when this hits the papers out here? How am I supposed to explain to my seven- and four-year-old that their half brother is a murderer?”


  I reel back as if he’s slapped me. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that,” I murmur. “And if you knew your son at all, if you had ever actually spent time with Jacob instead of just sending a check every month to ease your conscience, you’d know that he’s innocent.”


  A muscle tics in Henry’s jaw. “Do you remember what happened on our fifth anniversary?”


  That time of my life, when we were trying every intervention and therapy possible to get Jacob to connect with the world again, is a dark blur.


  “We were out at a movie—the first time we’d been alone in months. And suddenly this strange man walks down the aisle and crouches down and starts talking to you, and a minute later you walk out with him. I sat there thinking, Who the hell is this guy and where is my wife going with him? And I followed you into the lobby. Turned out that he was the father of our babysitter—and an EMT. Livvie had called him in a panic because Theo was bleeding like crazy. He went to the house, put a butterfly bandage on Theo, and came and got us.”


  I stare at Henry. “I don’t remember any of this.”


  “Theo wound up getting ten stitches in his eyebrow,” Henry says. “Because Jacob had gotten angry and knocked over his high chair when Livvie had her back turned.”


  Now it is coming back to me—the panic we came home to with Jacob in total meltdown mode and Theo hysterically crying, a knot the size of his tiny fist rising over his left eye. Henry making the hospital run while I was left behind to calm Jacob. I wonder how it is possible to put something so far out of one’s mind, to rewrite history. “I can’t believe I forgot that,” I say softly.


  Henry glances away from me. “You were always good at seeing what you wanted to see,” he answers.


  And then suddenly, we both notice our son.


  “What the hell?” Theo says.


  I fold my arms. “My thoughts exactly,” I reply.


  ***


  It is a strange thing to be in an airport and to not be celebrating a reunion or a departure. It is even stranger to sit in the backseat of Henry’s car and listen to him making small talk with Theo as if Theo isn’t smart enough to know that, at some point, a colossal bomb is going to drop.


  When Theo went into the restroom at the airport, Henry came up with a plan. “Let me talk to him,” Henry said.


  “He won’t listen to you.”


  “Well, he ran away from you,” Henry pointed out.


  The freeways here are white as bone and clean. There’s no cracking from frost heaves, like in Vermont. Shiny and happy and new. No wonder Henry likes it. “Theo,” I say, “what were you thinking?”


  He twists in his seat. “I wanted to talk to Dad.”


  In the rearview mirror, Henry meets my gaze. I told you so.


  “Haven’t you ever heard of a phone?”


  But before he can answer, Henry pulls into a driveway. His house has Spanish tiles on its roof and a plastic, child-size princess castle on the front lawn. That makes my chest tighten.


  Meg, Henry’s new wife, bursts out the front door. “Oh, thank goodness,” she says, clasping her hands together when she sees Theo in the front seat. She is a tiny blonde with überwhite teeth and a shiny ponytail. Henry approaches her, leaving me to wrestle my own bag out of the trunk. Standing beside each other, with their blue eyes and golden hair, they look like a poster for the quintessential Aryan family. “Theo,” Henry says, all fatherly, too little too late, “let’s go into the library and talk a little.”


  I want to hate Meg, but I can’t. She immediately surprises me by linking her arm through mine and leading me into the house. “You must have been worried sick,” she says. “I know I would have been.”


  She offers me coffee and a slice of lemon–poppy seed cake while Theo and Henry vanish deeper into the house. I wonder if the cake was just lying around, if she is the sort of mother who makes sure there is a homemade baked good at all times on the kitchen counter, or if she’d popped it in the oven after Henry told her I was coming. I’m not quite sure which image upsets me more.


  Her daughters (well, Henry’s, too) dart across the living room threshold to get a peek at me. They are sprites, little towheaded fairies. One of them wears a pink sequined tutu. “Girls,” Meg says. “Come on in here and meet Ms. Hunt.”


  “Emma,” I say automatically. I wonder what these little girls make of a stranger who has the same last name they do. I wonder if Henry has ever explained me to them.


  “This is Isabella,” Meg says, lightly touching the taller girl on the crown of her head. “And this is Grace.”


  “Hello,” they chime, and Grace pops her thumb in her mouth.


  “Hi,” I answer, and then I don’t know what to say.


  Did Henry feel there was some balance to his second life, having two girls instead of two boys? Grace tugs on her mother’s shirt and whispers in her ear. “She wants to show you what she does in ballet,” Meg says apologetically.


  “Oh, I love ballet,” I say.


  Grace puts her arms in the air and touches her fingertips together. She begins to turn in a circle, wobbling only a little. I clap for her.


  Jacob used to spin. It was one of his stims, when he was little. He’d go faster and faster until he crashed into something, usually a vase or another breakable item.


  I already know it’s not true by looking at her, but if little Grace turned out to be autistic, would Henry run away again?


  As if I’ve conjured him, Henry ducks into the room. “You were right,” he says to me. “He won’t talk without you there.” Whatever small satisfaction this gives me vanishes as Grace sees her father. She stops spinning and hurls herself at him with the force of a tropical storm. He lifts her into his arms and then tousles Isabella’s hair. There is an ease to Henry that I have not seen in him before, a quiet confidence that this is where he belongs. I can see it etched on his face, in the tiny lines that now fan out from his eyes, lines that were not there when I loved him.


  Meg takes Grace on her hip and grasps Isabella’s hand. “Let’s give Daddy a chance to talk to his friends,” she says.


  Friends. I loved him; I created children with him, and this is what we have been demoted to.


  I follow Henry down a corridor to the room where Theo is waiting. “Your family,” I say. “They’re perfect.” But what I’m really saying is, Why didn’t I deserve this with you?


  Oliver


  “Well, Mr. Bond,” the judge says. “Here you are again.”


  “Like a bad penny,” I reply, smiling.


  Jacob and I are in court again, this time without Emma. She had called late last night and left a message saying that she and Theo would be flying home today. I hoped to have good news for her when she arrived; God knows she would need some by then.


  The judge glances over the half-moons of his glasses. “We’ve got a motion before the court for accommodations during the trial of Jacob Hunt. What are you looking for, Counselor?”


  Sympathy for a client who is incapable of showing any himself...but I can’t admit that. After Jacob’s last outburst in court, I thought about asking the judge to let him watch the proceedings from a separate room, but I need him in full view of the jury in order to make my defense work. If I’m playing the disability card, they have to be able to see Asperger’s manifesting itself in its full glory. “First, Your Honor,” I say, “Jacob needs sensory breaks. You’ve seen how he can get agitated by courtroom procedure—he has to be able to get up and leave the courtroom when he feels the need to do so. Second, he would like to have his mother sitting at the defense table beside him. Third, due to Jacob’s sensitivity to stimuli, we ask that Your Honor not use his gavel during the proceedings, and that the lights be turned down in the courtroom. Fourth, the prosecution needs to ask questions in a very direct and literal manner—”


  “For God’s sake,” Helen Sharp sighs.


  I glance at her but keep talking. “Fifth, we request that the length of the day in court be abbreviated.”


  The judge shakes his head. “Ms. Sharp, I’m quite sure you have objections to those requests?”


  “Yes, Your Honor. I don’t have a problem with numbers one, three, and five, but the others are absolutely prejudicial.”


  “Mr. Bond,” the judge says, “why are you asking for your client’s mother to sit at counsel table?”


  “Well, Your Honor, you’ve seen Jacob’s outbursts. Emma Hunt serves as a coping mechanism for him. I think that, given the stress of a court experience, having his mother beside him would be beneficial to all involved.”


  “And yet, Ms. Hunt is not with us today,” the judge points out. “But the defendant seems to be faring well.”


  “Ms. Hunt wanted to be here, but there has been a...family emergency,” I say. “And in terms of stress, there’s a huge difference between coming to court for a motion and coming for a full-blown murder trial.”


  “Ms. Sharp,” the judge asks, “what is the basis for your objection to having the defendant’s mother sit at counsel table?”


  “It’s twofold, Your Honor. There’s a concern about how to explain to the jury the defendant’s mother’s presence there. She’s testifying as a witness, so she will clearly be identified as the defendant’s mother, and as the court well knows, it is not good protocol to allow anyone other than the attorney and clients to sit at counsel table. Giving her the elevated position at table awards her more importance in the eyes of the jury, and it becomes an unexplained incident that negatively impacts the State. Moreover, we’ve heard all too often that the defendant’s mother interprets for him. She intervenes at his school with teachers, with strangers, with police officers. She’s the one who burst into the station and told the detective she had to be present at the interrogation. Judge, what’s to prevent her from writing an entire script for Jacob and passing it to him or whispering in his ear during the course of the trial to coach him into saying or doing something inappropriate and prejudicial?”


  I stare at her for a moment. She’s really good.


  “Mr. Bond? How do you respond?” the judge asks.


  “Judge, Jacob’s mother’s presence at counsel table is the equivalent of having a Seeing Eye dog for a defendant who’s blind. The jury will understand if told that it’s not just an animal in the courtroom—it’s a necessity, an accommodation being made for the defendant because of his disability. Jacob’s mother, and her proximity to him during the trial, can be explained the same way,” I say. “What you’re ruling on today, Judge, is what accommodations need to be made to ensure that my client has a fair trial. That right, and those accommodations, are assured to him pursuant to the Americans with Disabilities Act and, even more important, pursuant to the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Amendments of the United States Constitution. Does this mean giving Jacob some minor concessions that other defendants don’t get in court? Yes, because those other defendants don’t have to deal with the crippling inability to communicate effectively and to interact with other people like Jacob does. For them, a trial is not a gigantic mountain standing between them and freedom, without even having the most basic tools with which they can begin climbing.”


  I glance surreptitiously at the judge and make the snap decision to tone it down a little. “So how do we explain Jacob’s mother’s position to the jury? Easy. We say that the judge has given her a right to sit at counsel table. We say that this isn’t usual practice, but in this case she has a right to sit there. As for her role in the trial, Your Honor, I will have her agree not to speak to Jacob but instead to communicate with him via writing, and those notes can be turned in to the court at the close of the day or during each recess, so that Ms. Sharp gets to see exactly what dialogue is going on between them.”


  The judge removes his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose. “This is an unusual case, with unusual circumstances. I’ve certainly had a good number of defendants come in front of me who had a hard time communicating...But in this case, we have a young man facing very serious charges and possible incarceration for the rest of his life, and we know he has a diagnosed inability to communicate the way the rest of us do...so it would be an oversight to expect him to behave in a courtroom the way the rest of us would.” He looks at Jacob, who—I imagine—is still not meeting his gaze. “What a fair trial looks like for this defendant may well be different from what it looks like for others, but that’s the nature of America—we make room for everyone, and that’s what we’re going to do for Mr. Hunt.” He looks down at the motion before him. “All right. I’m going to allow for the sensory breaks. We will ask the bailiff to set up a special room at the back of the courtroom, and anytime the defendant feels the need to leave, he is to pass a note to you, Mr. Bond. Is that satisfactory?”


  “Yes,” I say.


  “Then, Counselor, you may approach and ask me to call for a recess. You will explain to your client that he may not leave the courtroom until the recess has been called and he’s been excused by the court.”


  “Got it, Your Honor,” I reply.


  “As for your third request, I will not use my gavel for the duration of this trial. However, I’m not going to turn down the lights. It’s a security hazard for the bailiffs. Hopefully, having sensory breaks will help compensate, and I have no objection to the defendant turning out the lights in the break room in the rear of the court.”


  Jacob tugs on my coat. “Can I wear sunglasses?”


  “No,” I say curtly.


  “Third, I’ll shorten the court sessions. We will break the trial into three forty-five-minute sessions in the morning, two in the afternoon, with fifteen-minute breaks in between. We will adjourn at four P.M. every day. I assume that will be satisfactory, Mr. Bond?”


  “Yes, Your Honor.”


  “I agree to allow the defendant’s mother to sit at counsel table; however, they can only communicate in writing, and those notes must be turned in to the court at every break. Finally, in regard to your request for the prosecution’s questioning to be direct and simple,” the judge says, “that I will deny. You can ask whatever short, literal questions you like, Mr. Bond, but the defendant has no constitutional right to direct how the State chooses to present its case.” He sticks my motion back inside a folder. “I trust that’s all satisfactory, Mr. Bond?”


  “Of course,” I say, but inside, I’m doing handsprings. Because all of these little quirks and concessions are greater than the sum of their parts: the jury cannot help but see that Jacob’s different from your average defendant, from the rest of us.


  And should be judged accordingly.


  Theo


  I wake up sneezing.


  When I open my eyes, I’m in a pink room and there are feathers tickling my nose. I jackknife upright in the narrow little bed and remember where I am—one of the girls’ rooms. There are mobiles with glittery stars and piles of stuffed animals and a pink camouflage rug.


  I sneeze again, and that’s when I realize I’m wearing a pink feather boa.


  “What the fuck,” I say, unspooling it from my neck, and then I hear giggling. I lean over the side of the bed and find my father’s younger kid—I think her name is Grace—hiding under the bed.


  “You said a bad word,” she tells me.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “What are you doing here?” she asks. “This is my room.”


  I flop back down on the mattress. Between the time my flight arrived and the Talk, I probably got all of four hours of sleep. No wonder I feel like shit.


  She slips out from underneath the bed and sits down beside me. She’s really little—I’m not good with kid ages, though. She has purple nail polish on her toes, and she’s wearing a plastic tiara.


  “How come you’re not in school?”


  “Because it’s Friday, silly,” Grace says, although this doesn’t make any sense to me. “You have really big feet. They’re bigger than Leon.”


  I’m wondering who Leon is, but then she takes a stuffed pig and holds it up against the bare sole of my foot.


  My watch is on the nightstand, next to a book about a mouse too shy to tell anyone her name. I read it last night before I went to bed. It’s only 6:42 A.M., but we are leaving early. We’ve got a plane to catch.


  “Are you my brother?” Grace asks.


  I look at her. I try really hard, but I can’t see a single feature we have in common. And that’s really weird, because my mom has always told me I remind her of my dad. (For the record, now that I’ve seen for myself, it’s not true. I’m just blond, that’s all, and everyone else in my household has dark hair.) “I guess you could say that,” I tell her.


  “Then how come you don’t live here?”


  I look around at the princess poster on the wall, the china tea set on a table in the corner. “I don’t know,” I say, when the real answer is Because you have another brother, too.


  ***


  This is what happened last night:


  I got off the plane and found my parents—both of them—waiting for me outside airport security. “What the hell?” I blurted out.


  “My thoughts exactly, Theo,” my mother said curtly. And then, before she could tear me a new one, my father said we were going to his house to discuss this.


  He made stupid conversation for the twenty-minute drive, while I felt my mother’s eyes boring holes into the back of my skull. When we reached his home, I got a glimpse of a really pretty woman who had to be his wife before he led me into the library.


  It was very modern, and totally unlike our house. There were windows that made up one entire wall, and the couch was black leather and full of right angles. It looked like the kind of room you see in magazines at doctors’ offices, and not anywhere you’d want to live. Our couch was made of some red, stain-proof fabric, and yet there was a stain on the arm from where I spilled grape juice once. The zippers on two of the pillows were broken. But when you wanted to flop down and watch TV, it fit you perfectly.


  “So,” my father said, gesturing to a seat. “This is a little awkward.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I mean, I don’t really have much of a right to tell you that running away was a stupid thing to do. And that you scared your mother to death. And I’m not going to tell you that she’s out for blood—”


  “You don’t have to tell me that.”


  He clasps his hands between his knees. “Anyway, I’ve been thinking about it, and I’m not going to tell you any of those things.” He looks at me. “I figured you came all the way out here so that I would listen.”


  I hesitate. He seems so familiar to me, but that’s crazy—given that I talk to him twice a year, on Christmas and my birthday. And yet, maybe that’s what being related to someone does for you. Maybe it lets you pick up where you left off, even if that was fifteen years ago.


  I want to tell him why I’m there—the story of Jacob’s arrest, the truth behind my own breaking and entering, the phone message I never gave my mother from the bank, denying her the second mortgage loan—but all the words jam in my throat. I choke on the sentences until I cannot breathe, until tears spring to my eyes, and what comes out finally is none of these things.


  “Why didn’t I matter?” I say.


  This is not what I wanted. I wanted him to see me as the responsible young man I’ve become, trying to save my family, and I wanted him to shake his head and think, I sure fucked up. I should have stayed with him, gotten to know him. He turned out so well. Instead, I’m a blubbering mess, with my nose running and my hair in my eyes and I’m so tired; I’m suddenly so freaking tired.


  When you expect something, you’re sure to be disappointed. I learned that a long time ago. But if this had been my mother sitting next to me, her arms would have wrapped around me in an instant. She would have rubbed my back and told me to relax, and I would have let myself melt against her until I felt better.


  My father cleared his throat, and didn’t touch me at all.


  “I’m, uh, not very good at this kind of thing,” he said. He shifted, and I wiped my eyes, thinking he was trying to reach out to me, but instead he took his wallet out of his back pocket. “Here,” he says, holding out a few twenties. “Why don’t you take this?”


  I look at him, and before I know it, a laugh has snorted its way out of me. My brother is about to be tried for murder, my mother wants my head on a silver platter, my future’s so dim I might as well be buried in a coal mine—and my father can’t even pat me on the back and tell me I’m going to be okay. Instead, he thinks sixty bucks is going to make everything better.


  “I’m sorry,” I say, laughing in earnest now. “I’m really sorry.”


  It strikes me that I’m not the one who should be saying that.


  I don’t know what I was thinking, coming out here. There are no silver bullets in life, there’s just the long, messy climb out of the pit you’ve dug yourself.


  “I think maybe you should go get Mom,” I say.


  I’m sure my father thinks I’m crazy, laughing my ass off like this when a minute before I was sobbing. And as he gets up—relieved to get the hell away from me, I’m sure—I realize why my father seems familiar. It’s not because we have anything in common, much less share a genetic code. It’s because, with his obvious discomfort and the way he won’t look at me now and the fact that he doesn’t want physical contact, he reminds me so much of my brother.


  ***


  I don’t speak to my mom the whole time my father is driving us to the airport. I don’t say a word when my father gives her a check, and she looks at the number written on it, and cannot speak. “Just take it,” he says. “I wish...I wish I could be there for him.”


  He doesn’t mean it. What he really wishes is that he was capable of being there for Jacob, but my mother seems to understand this, and whatever money he’s given her helps, too. She gives him a quick goodbye hug. Me, I hold out my hand. I don’t make the same mistake twice.


  We don’t talk in the departure lounge, or as we’re boarding, or during takeoff. It isn’t until the pilot gets on the loudspeaker to mumble about our cruising altitude that I turn to my mother and tell her I’m sorry.


  She is flipping through an in-flight magazine. “I know,” she says.


  “Really sorry.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Like, about stealing your credit card number. And all of that.”


  “Which is why you’re paying me back for these tickets—return trips, too—even if it takes you till you’re fifty-six,” she says.


  The flight attendant walks by, asking if anyone would like to purchase a beverage. My mother holds up her hand. “What do you want?” she asks me, and I say tomato juice. “And I’ll have a gin and tonic,” she tells the flight attendant.


  “Really?” I am impressed. I didn’t know my mother drank gin.


  She sighs. “Desperate times call for desperate measures, Theo.” Then she looks up at me, her brow wrinkled in thought. “When was the last time you and I were alone like this?”


  “Um,” I say. “Never?”


  “Huh,” my mother says, considering this.


  The flight attendant returns with our drinks. “Here you go,” she chirps. “You two getting off in L.A. or continuing on to Hawaii?”


  “I wish,” my mother says, and when she twists the bottle top of the gin, it makes a sighing sound.


  “Don’t we all?” The flight attendant laughs, and she moves down the aisle.


  The page my mother has stopped at in her magazine is a tourism spread of Hawaii, actually, or at least something equally tropical. “Maybe we should just stay on the plane and go there,” I say.


  She laughs. “Squatters’ rights. Sorry, sir, we’re not vacating seats Fifteen A and B.”


  “By dinnertime, we could be sitting on a beach.”


  “Getting tan,” my mother muses.


  “Drinking piña coladas,” I suggest.


  My mother raises a brow. “Virgin for you.”


  There is a pause, as we both imagine a life that will never be ours.


  “Maybe,” I say after another moment, “we should bring Jacob along. He loves coconut.”


  This will never happen. My brother won’t get on a plane; he’d have the Mother of all Meltdowns before that happened. And you can’t exactly row a boat to Hawaii. Not to mention the fact that we are categorically broke. But still.


  My mother lays her head on my shoulder. It feels weird, like I’m the one taking care of her, instead of the other way around. Already, though, I’m taller than her, and still growing. “Let’s do that,” my mother agrees, as if we have a prayer.


  Jacob


  I have a joke:


  Two muffins are in an oven.


  One muffin says, “Wow, it’s really hot in here.”


  The other one jumps and says, “Yikes! A talking muffin.”


  This is funny because


  1.Muffins don’t talk.


  2.I am sane enough to know that. In spite of what my mother and Oliver and practically every psychiatrist in Vermont seem to think, I have never struck up a conversation with a muffin in my entire life.


  3.That would just be plain corny.


  4.You got that joke, too, right?


  My mother said that she would be talking to Dr. Newcomb for a half hour, yet it has been forty-two minutes and she still has not come back into the waiting room.


  We are here because Oliver said we have to be. Even though he managed to get all those concessions at court for me, and even though all of those help him prove his insanity defense to the jury (although don’t ask me how—insanity is not equivalent to disability, or even quirkiness), apparently we also have to meet with a shrink he’s found whose job it will be to tell the jury that they should let me go because I have Asperger’s.


  Finally, when it has been sixteen minutes longer than my mother said it would be—when I have started to sweat a little and my mouth has gone dry, because I’m thinking maybe my mother forgot about me and I will be stuck in this little waiting room forever—Dr. Newcomb opens the door. “Jacob?” she says, smiling. “Why don’t you come in?”


  She is a very tall woman with an even taller tower of hair and skin as smooth and rich as dark chocolate. Her teeth gleam like headlights, and I find myself staring at them. My mother is nowhere in the room. I feel a hum rise in my throat.


  “Where’s my mom?” I ask. “She said she’d be back in a half hour, and now it’s forty-seven minutes.”


  “We took a little longer than I expected. Your mom went out the back way and is waiting for you just outside,” Dr. Newcomb says, as if she can read my mind. “Now, Jacob, I’ve had a lovely talk with your mom. And Dr. Murano.” She sits down and offers me the seat across from her. It’s upholstered in zebra stripes, which I don’t really like. Patterns in general make me uneasy. Every time I look at a zebra, I can’t figure out whether it’s black with white stripes or white with black stripes, and that frustrates me.


  “It’s my job to examine you,” Dr. Newcomb says. “I have to give a report back to the court, so what you say here isn’t confidential. Do you understand what that means?”


  “Intended to be kept secret,” I say, rattling off the definition and frowning. “But you’re a doctor?”


  “Yes. A psychiatrist, just like Dr. Murano.”


  “Then what I tell you is privileged,” I say. “There’s doctor-patient confidentiality.”


  “No, this is a special circumstance where I’m going to tell people what you say, because of the court case.”


  This whole procedure is starting to sound even worse—not only do I have to speak to a psychiatrist I don’t know, but she plans to blab about the session. “Then I’d rather talk to Dr. Moon. She doesn’t tell anyone my secrets.”


  “I’m afraid that’s not an option,” Dr. Newcomb says, and then she looks at me. “Do you have secrets?”


  “Everyone has secrets.”


  “Does having secrets sometimes make you feel bad?”


  I sit very upright on the chair, so that my back doesn’t have to touch the crazy zigzagged fabric. “Sometimes, I guess.”


  She crosses her legs. They are really long, like a giraffe’s. Giraffes and zebras. And I am the elephant, who cannot forget.


  “Do you understand that what you did, Jacob, was wrong in the eyes of the law?”


  “The law doesn’t have eyes,” I tell her. “It has courts and judges and witnesses and juries, but no eyes.” I wonder where Oliver dug this one up. I mean, honestly.


  “Do you understand that what you did was wrong?”


  I shake my head. “I did the right thing.”


  “Why was it right?”


  “I was following the rules.”


  “What rules?”


  I could tell her more, but she is going to tell other people, and that means that I will not be the only one who gets into trouble. But I know she wants me to explain; I can tell by the way she leans forward. I shrink back in the chair. It means touching the zebra print, but it’s the lesser of two evils.


  “I see dead people.” Dr. Newcomb just stares at me. “It’s from The Sixth Sense,” I tell her.


  “Yes, I know,” she says, and she tilts her head. “Do you believe in God, Jacob?”


  “We don’t go to church. My mom says religion is the root of all evil.”


  “I didn’t ask what your mom thinks about religion. I asked what you think about it.”


  “I don’t think about it.”


  “Those rules you mentioned,” Dr. Newcomb says.


  Didn’t we get off this topic?


  “Do you know that there’s a rule against killing people?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well,” Dr. Newcomb asks, “do you think it would be wrong to kill somebody?”


  Of course I do. But I can’t say that. I can’t say it because to admit to this rule would break another one. I stand up and start walking, bouncing up and down on my toes because sometimes it helps me jog the rest of my brain and body into sync.


  But I don’t answer.


  Dr. Newcomb isn’t giving up, though. “When you were at Jess’s house on the day she died, did you understand that it’s wrong to kill somebody?”


  “I’m not bad,” I quote. “I’m just drawn that way.”


  “I really need you to answer the question, Jacob. On the day that you were at Jess’s house, did you feel like you were doing something wrong?”


  “No,” I say immediately. “I was following the rules.”


  “Why did you move Jess’s body?” she asks.


  “I was setting up a crime scene.”


  “Why did you clean up the evidence at the house?”


  “Because we’re supposed to clean up our messes.”


  Dr. Newcomb writes something down. “You had a fight with Jess during your tutoring session a couple of days before she died, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did she say to you that day?”


  “ ‘Just get lost.’ ”


  “But you went to her house on Tuesday afternoon anyway?”


  I nod. “Yes. We had an appointment.”


  “Jess was obviously upset with you. Why did you go back?”


  “People are always saying things that aren’t true.” I shrug. “Like when Theo tells me to get a grip. It doesn’t mean hold something, it means calm down. I assumed Jess was doing the same kind of thing.”


  “What were your reactions to the victim’s responses?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “When you got to Jess’s house, did you yell at her?”


  At one point I had leaned right down into her face and screamed at her to wake up.


  “Yes,” I say. “But she didn’t answer me.”


  “Do you understand that Jess is never coming back?”


  Of course I understand that. I could probably tell Dr. Newcomb a thing or two about body decomposition. “Yeah.”


  “Do you think Jess was scared that day?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “How do you think you would have felt, if you were the victim?”


  For a moment, I consider this. “Dead,” I say.


  Oliver


  Three weeks before we go to trial, we start jury selection. You would think that, with autism being diagnosed at the rate it currently is, finding a jury of Jacob’s peers—or at least parents who have children on the spectrum—would not be as difficult as it is. But the only two jurors with autistic children who are in our initial pool are the ones Helen uses her peremptory strikes against to get them removed.


  In between my stints in court, I receive the reports from Dr. Newcomb and Dr. Cohn, the two psychiatrists who’ve met with Jacob. Unsurprisingly, Dr. Cohn has found Jacob quite sane—the State’s shrink would declare a toaster sane—and Dr. Newcomb has said that Jacob was legally insane at the time the crime was committed.


  Even so, Newcomb’s report isn’t going to be that much help. In it, Jacob comes off sounding like an automaton. The truth is, jurors might want to be fair, but their gut instinct about a defendant has a great deal to do with the verdict rendered. Which means that I’d better stack the odds to make Jacob look as sympathetic as possible, since I have no intention of letting him actually testify. With his flat affect, his darting eyes, his nervous tics—well, that would just be a disaster.


  A week before the trial begins, I turn my attention to getting Jacob ready for court. When I reach the Hunt household, Thor bolts out of the car and runs to the porch, his tail wagging. He’s gotten pretty attached to Theo, to the point where I sometimes wonder if I ought to just leave him curled up on the kid’s bed overnight, since he seems to have taken up residence there anyway. And God knows Theo needs the company—in the wake of his cross-country journey, he’s been grounded until he’s thirty—although I keep telling him that I can probably find a reason to appeal.


  I knock, but no one answers the door. I’ve gotten used to letting myself inside, though, so I walk in and watch Thor trot upstairs. “Hello,” I call out, and Emma steps forward with a smile.


  “You’re just in time,” she says.


  “For what?”


  “Jacob got a hundred on a math test, and as a reward I’m letting him set up a crime scene.”


  “That’s macabre.”


  “Just another day in my life,” she says.


  “Ready!” Jacob calls from upstairs.


  I follow Emma, but instead of heading to Jacob’s room, we continue on to the bathroom. When she pushes open the door, I gag, my hand pressed against my mouth.


  “What...what is this?” I manage.


  There is blood everywhere. It’s like I’ve stepped into the lair of a serial killer. One long line of blood arcs horizontally across the white shell of the shower wall. Facing that, on the mirror, are a series of drops in various elongated shapes.


  Even more strange, Emma doesn’t seem to be the least bit upset that the walls of the shower and the mirror and sink are completely drenched with blood. She takes one look at my face and starts laughing. “Relax, Oliver,” she says. “It’s just corn syrup.”


  She reaches over to the mirror, dabs her finger to the mess, and holds it up to my lips.


  I can’t resist the urge to taste her. And yeah, it is corn syrup, with red dye, I’m guessing.


  “Way to contaminate a crime scene, Mom,” Jacob mutters. “So you remember that the tail of the bloodstain usually points in the direction the blood was traveling...”


  All of a sudden I can see Jess Ogilvy standing in the shower, and Jacob across from her, standing right where Emma is.


  “I’ll give you a hint,” Jacob tells Emma. “The victim was right here.” He points to the bath mat between the shower stall and the mirror over the sink.


  I can easily picture Jacob with a bleach solution, wiping down the mirror and the tub at Jess Ogilvy’s place.


  “Why the bathroom?” I ask. “What made you choose to set your crime scene here, Jacob?”


  Those words are all it takes to make Emma understand why I’m so shaken. “Oh, God,” she says, turning. “I didn’t think...I didn’t realize...”


  “Blood spatter’s messy,” Jacob says, confounded. “I thought my mom would be less likely to yell at me if I did it in the bathroom.”


  A line from Dr. Newcomb’s report jumps out at me: I was following the rules.


  “Clean it up,” I announce, and I walk out.


  ***


  “New rules,” I say, when the three of us are sitting at the kitchen table. “First and foremost: No more crime scene staging.”


  “Why not?” Jacob demands.


  “You tell me, Jake. You’re on trial for homicide. You think it’s smart to create a fake murder a week before your trial? You don’t know what neighbors are peeking through your curtains—”


  “(A) Our neighbors are too far to see through the windows and (B) that crime scene upstairs was nothing like what was at Jess’s house. This one showed the arterial bleed in the shower and also the cast-off pattern of blood flung from the knife that killed the victim behind her, on the mirror. At Jess’s—”


  “I don’t want to hear it,” I interrupt, covering my ears.


  Every time I think I have a chance to save Jacob’s ass, he does something like this. Unfortunately, I waver between thinking that behavior like what I’ve just witnessed proves my case (how could he not be considered insane?) and thinking that it’s chillingly off-putting to a jury. After all, Jacob’s not talking to imaginary giant rabbits, he’s pretending to kill someone. That looks pretty fucking deliberate to me. That looks like practice so that, in reality, he might get it perfect.


  “Rule number two: you need to do exactly what I tell you in court.”


  “I’ve been to court, like, ten times now,” Jacob says. “I think I can figure it out.”


  Emma shakes her head. “Listen to him,” she says quietly. “Right now, Oliver’s the boss.”


  “I’m going to give you a stack of Post-its every time we walk into that courtroom,” I tell him. “If you need a break, you hand me a note.”


  “What kind of note?” Jacob says.


  “Any note. But you only do it if you need a break. I’m also going to give you a pad and a pen, and I want you to write stuff down—just like you would if you were watching CrimeBusters.”


  “But there’s nothing interesting going on in that courtroom—”


  “Jacob,” I tell him flatly, “your life is being decided in there. Rule number three: you can’t talk to anyone. Not even your mother. And you,” I say, turning to Emma, “cannot tell him how he’s supposed to feel, or react, or what he should look like or how he should act. Everything you two pass back and forth is going to be read by the prosecution and the judge. I don’t even want you two discussing the weather, because they’re going to interpret it, and if you do anything suspicious, you’re going to be kicked off that counsel table. You want to write Breathe, that’s fine. Or It’s okay, don’t worry. But that’s as specific as I want you to get.”


  Emma touches Jacob’s arm. “You understand?”


  “Yes,” he says. “Can I go now? Do you have any idea how hard it is to get corn syrup off a wall once it dries?”


  I completely ignore him. “Rule number four: you will wear a button-down shirt and a tie, and I don’t want to hear that you haven’t got the money for it because this isn’t negotiable, Emma—”


  “No buttons,” Jacob announces, in a tone that brooks no argument.


  “Why not?”


  “Because they feel weird on my chest.”


  “All right,” I say. “How about a turtleneck?”


  “Can’t I wear my lucky green sweatshirt?” Jacob asks. “I wore it when I took my SATs, and I got 800 on the math section.”


  “Why don’t we go up to your closet and find something?” Emma suggests, and we all trudge upstairs again, this time to Jacob’s room. I studiously avoid looking into the bathroom as we pass.


  Although the police still have his fuming chamber as evidence, Jacob has configured a new one, an overturned planter. It’s not transparent, like his fish tank, but it must be getting the job done, because I can smell the glue. Emma throws open the closet door.


  If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it. Chromatically ordered, Jacob’s clothes hang side by side, not quite touching. There are jeans and chinos in the blue area; and a rainbow of long- and short-sleeved tees. And yes, in its correct sequence, the lucky green sweatshirt. It looks like a Gay Pride shrine in there.


  There is a fine line between looking insane in court and looking disrespectful. I take a deep breath, wondering how to explain this to a client who cannot think beyond the feeling of a placket of buttons on his skin. “Jacob,” I say, “you have to wear a shirt with a collar. And you have to wear a tie. I’m sorry, but none of this will work.”


  “What does the way I look have to do with you telling the jury the truth?”


  “Because they still see you,” I answer. “So you need to make a good first impression.”


  He turns away. “They’re not going to like me anyway. Nobody ever does.”


  He doesn’t say this in a way that suggests he feels sorry for himself. More like he’s just telling me a fact, relating the way the world works.


  After Jacob leaves to clean up his mess, I remember that Emma’s in the room with me. “The bathroom. I...I don’t know what to say.” She sinks down onto Jacob’s bed. “He does this all the time—sets up scenes for me to solve. It’s what makes him happy.”


  “Well, there’s a big difference between using a bottle of corn syrup to get your jollies and using a human being. I don’t need the jury to be wondering how far a leap there is from one to the other.”


  “Are you nervous?” she asks, turning to face me.


  I nod. I probably shouldn’t be admitting this to her, but I can’t help it.


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure,” I say. “Anything.”


  “Do you believe he killed Jess?”


  “I already told you that doesn’t matter to a jury—we’re utilizing the defense most likely to—”


  “I’m not asking you as Jacob’s lawyer,” Emma interrupts. “I’m asking you as my friend.”


  I draw in my breath. “I don’t know. If he did, I don’t believe it was intentional.”


  She folds her arms. “I just keep thinking that if we could get the police to reopen the case, to look harder at Jess’s boyfriend—”


  “The police,” I say, “think they’ve found their murderer, based on the evidence. If they didn’t, we wouldn’t be going to court on Wednesday. The prosecutor thinks she’s got enough proof to make a jury see things her way. But Emma, I’m going to do everything I can to keep that from happening.”


  “I have a confession to make,” Emma says. “When we saw Dr. Newcomb? I was supposed to meet with her for a half hour. I told Jacob that I’d be thirty minutes. And then I very intentionally kept talking for another fifteen. I wanted Jacob to get rattled, because I was late. I wanted him stimming by the time he met with her, so that she’d be able to write about all that behavior in the court report.” Emma’s eyes are dark and hollow. “What kind of mother does that?”


  I look at her. “One who’s trying to save her son from going to prison.”


  Emma shivers. She walks to the window, rubbing her arms, even though it is downright hot in the room. “I’ll find him a collared shirt,” she promises. “But you’ll have to get it on him.”


  CASE 9: PAJAMA GAME


  Early in the morning on February 17, 1970, the officers at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, responded to a call from Army Doctor Jeffrey MacDonald. They arrived to find his pregnant wife, Colette, and two young daughters dead from multiple stab wounds. Colette had been stabbed thirty-seven times with a knife and an ice pick, and MacDonald’s torn pajama top was draped on top of her. On the headboard of the bed, in blood, was the word PIG. MacDonald himself was found with minor wounds, beside his wife. He said he’d been hurt by three males and a woman in a white hat who chanted, “Acid is groovy, kill the pigs.” When the men attacked him, MacDonald said that he pulled his pajama top over his head and used it to block the jabs of the ice pick. Eventually, he said, he was knocked unconscious.


  The Army didn’t believe MacDonald. The living room, for example, didn’t show signs of a struggle, except for an overturned table and plant. Fibers from the torn pajama top were not found in the room where it was torn but rather in the bedrooms of his daughters. They theorized that MacDonald killed his wife and daughters and tried to cover up the murders by using articles about the Manson Family in a magazine that was found in the living room. The Army dropped the case because of the poor quality of the investigative techniques, and MacDonald was honorably discharged.


  In 1979 MacDonald was tried in a civilian court. A forensic scientist testified that the doctor’s pajama top, which he said had been used to block his attackers, had forty-eight clean, cylindrical holes that were too tidy for a violent attack—to make a hole that shape, the top would have had to be immobile, something that was very unlikely if MacDonald was defending himself from someone trying to stab him. The scientist also showed how, by folding the top a certain way, those forty-eight holes could have been created by twenty-one jabs—the exact number of times Colette MacDonald had been stabbed with an ice pick. The holes lined up with the pattern of her wounds, indicating that the pajama top had been placed on her before she was stabbed and not used in self-defense by MacDonald. He was sentenced to life in prison for three murders and still maintains that he is innocent.


  9


  Theo


  It isn’t the first time I’ve wrestled my brother into a coat and tie. “Jesus, Jacob, cut it out before you give me a black eye,” I mutter, holding his hands pinned over his head and straddling his body, which twists like a fish that’s suddenly found itself on a dock. My mother is working her hardest to make a knot in his tie, but Jacob’s thrashing so much that it’s practically a noose.


  “Do you really need to button it?” I yell, but I doubt she can hear me. Jacob’s got us beat in sheer decibels. I bet the neighbors can hear him, and I wonder what they think. Probably that we’re sticking pins in his eyeballs.


  My mother manages to fasten one of the tiny buttons on the oxford shirt collar before Jacob bites her hand. She makes a little squeak and jerks her fingers away from his neck, leaving one of the buttons still unfastened. “That’s good enough,” she says, just as Oliver arrives to pick us all up for the first day of the trial.


  “I knocked,” he says, but obviously we wouldn’t have heard him downstairs.


  “You’re early,” my mother answers. She is still wearing a bathrobe.


  “Well, let’s see the finished product,” Oliver says, and my mom and I both step away from Jacob.


  Oliver looks at him for one long moment. “What the hell is this?” he asks.


  Okay, I’ll admit, Jacob’s not going to win any fashion awards, but he’s in a coat and tie, which were the criteria. He is wearing a polyester suit the color of an egg yolk that my mother found at a thrift store. A pale yellow shirt, with a stretchy golden knit tie.


  “He looks like a pimp,” Oliver says.


  My mother presses her lips together. “It’s Yellow Wednesday.”


  “I don’t care if it’s polka-dot Sunday,” Oliver says. “And neither does anyone on that jury. That’s the kind of suit Elton John wears to a gig, Emma, not what a defendant wears to trial.”


  “It was a compromise,” my mother insists.


  Oliver runs a hand down his face. “Didn’t we talk about a blue blazer?”


  “Fridays are blue days,” Jacob says. “I’m wearing one then.”


  “And coincidentally you are also wearing it today,” Oliver replies. He glances at me. “I want you to help me, while your mother goes and gets dressed.”


  “But—”


  “Emma, I don’t have time to fight with you right now,” Oliver tells her.


  My mother is planning to wear a very simple dark gray skirt with a blue sweater. I was here when Oliver went through her entire closet channeling his inner Heidi Klum and picked out what he said would be “dark and conservative.”


  Angry, my mother huffs out of Jacob’s room. I fold my arms. “I just got him into those clothes. No way I’m getting him out of them.”


  Oliver shrugs. “Jacob, take that off.”


  “Gladly,” Jacob explodes, and he rips the clothes off his own body in seconds flat.


  Oliver tackles him. “Get the pin-striped shirt and the blazer and the red tie,” he orders, squinting into Jacob’s open closet. The second I do, Jacob takes one look at the clothing—styles he hates, plus they’re the wrong color—and lets out a bloodcurdling scream.


  “Holy shit,” Oliver murmurs.


  I reach for Jacob’s hands and pin them over his head again. “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I say.


  ***


  The last time I had to dress my brother in a coat and tie we were headed to my grandfather’s funeral. My mother was not herself that day, which is maybe why Jacob didn’t put up as big a fight about the clothes as he did today. Neither of us owned a coat and tie, so my mother had borrowed them from a neighbor’s husband. We were younger then, and a man’s jacket fit neither of us. We sat on the side of the viewing room where the coffin was with our clothes swimming on us, as if we’d been bigger before our grief hit.


  In reality, I didn’t know my grandfather very well. He’d been in a nursing home since my grandmother died, and my mom dragged us to visit him twice a year. It smelled like pee, and I used to get totally creeped out by the old people in their wheelchairs, whose skin seemed stretched too shiny and tight over bony knuckles and knees. The one good memory I had of my grandfather involved sitting on his lap when I was really little and having him pull a quarter out of my ear. His breath smelled like whiskey, and his white hair, when I touched it, was stiff as a Brillo pad.


  But still, he was dead, and I thought I should feel something...because if I didn’t, that meant I was no better than Jacob.


  My mother had, for the most part, left us to our own devices while she accepted the condolences of people whose names she didn’t even know. I sat next to Jacob, who was staring straight ahead at the casket. It was black and propped up on fancy sawhorses that were covered with red velvet drapes. “Jacob,” I whispered. “What do you think happens after?”


  “After what?”


  “After, you know. You die. Do you think you still get to go to heaven even if you never went to church?” I thought about this for a moment. “Do you think that you recognize people in heaven, or is it like moving to a new school and starting over?”


  Jacob looked at me. “After you die, you decompose. Calliphoridae arrive on a body within minutes of death. The blowflies lay eggs in open wounds or natural orifices even before death, and their larvae hatch out in twenty-four hours. So even though maggots can’t live underground, the pupal cases might be buried alive with the corpse and do their work from inside the coffin.”


  My jaw dropped.


  “What?” Jacob challenged. “Did you really think embalming lasted forever?”


  After that, I didn’t ask him any more questions.


  ***


  Once Jacob has been forced into his new formal wear, I leave Oliver to deal with the fallout and go to my mother’s bedroom. She doesn’t answer when I knock, so I push the door open a little bit and peek inside. “In here,” she calls from her closet.


  “Mom,” I say, and I sit down on her bed.


  “Is Jacob dressed?” She pokes her head around the doorframe.


  “Pretty much.” I pick at a thread on her quilt.


  In all the years we have lived here, my mother has slept on the left side of the bed. You’d think by now she would have branched out and taken over the whole damn thing, but no. It’s like she’s still waiting for someone to crawl into the other side.


  “Mom,” I repeat. “I have to talk to you.”


  “Sure, baby. Shoot,” she says. And then, “Where the hell are my black heels?”


  “It’s kind of important. It’s about Jacob.”


  She steps out of the closet and sits down beside me on the bed. “Oh, Theo,” she sighs. “I’m scared, too.”


  “It’s not that—”


  “We’re going to do this the way we’ve done everything when it comes to Jacob,” she promises. “Together.”


  She gives me a tight squeeze, which only makes me feel more miserable, because I know I’m not going to say what I want to say to her, what I need to say.


  “How do I look?” she asks, drawing away from me.


  For the first time, I notice what she’s wearing. Not the conservative skirt and blue sweater and pearls that Oliver picked out for her but instead, a totally out-of-season bright yellow sundress. She grins at me. “It’s Yellow Wednesday,” she says.


  Jacob


  The first job from which I was fired was a pet store. I will not give the name of the chain, because I’m not sure if that’s printable, and I have enough legal trouble to last me a lifetime right now. However, I will say—objectively—that I was the best employee they had and that, in spite of this, they still dismissed me.


  Even though when someone bought a corgi puppy, I offered facts along with Puppy Chow. (It’s related to the dachshund! Its name is Welsh and means dwarf dog!)


  Even though I didn’t steal from the cash register, like one of my coworkers.


  Even though I didn’t tell on that coworker.


  Even though I wasn’t rude to customers and never bitched when it was my turn to clean the public restrooms.


  What my boss (Alan, who was nineteen and an extremely viable candidate for Proactiv) told me was that customers had complained because of my appearance.


  No, I did not have snot running down my face. I wasn’t drooling. I didn’t wear my pants halfway to my knees, like the coworker I referenced above. All I did, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, was refuse to wear the store uniform. It was a blue button-down shirt. I wore it on Fridays, but honestly, it was bad enough I had to deal with buttons—was I supposed to put up with wearing colors on their off days, too?


  No one had complained, by the way. And it was easy to spot me as an employee because, even when I wasn’t wearing the uniform, I still wore a tag as big as a newborn’s head that read, HELLO MY NAME IS JACOB, CAN I HELP YOU?


  The real reason I was fired was that, after several weeks of making excuses to Alan about why my uniform did not appear on my body unless I happened to be scheduled to work on a Friday, I finally told him that I was autistic and that I had a thing about clothing colors, not to mention buttons. So in spite of the fact that the puppies genuinely loved me, and that I sold more of them than any other person working here; in spite of the fact that even at the moment I was fired one of the employees was texting her boyfriend instead of ringing up a customer and another one was flirting with Steve in Amphibians—in spite of all these things, I was made a scapegoat because of my disability.


  Yeah, I’m playing the Asperger’s card.


  All I know is that before I told Alan I had AS he was willing to make excuses along with me, and afterward, he just wanted me gone.


  This is the story of my life.


  ***


  We ride to the courthouse in Oliver’s car. My mother is in the front seat, and Theo and I are in the back. I spend most of the trip looking at the things I took for granted, sights I hadn’t seen while I was cooped up under house arrest: the Colony diner, with its busted neon sign, advertising EAT AT THE COLON. The picture window of the pet store where I used to work, with a Gordian knot of puppies on view. The movie theater where I lost my first tooth and the cross on the side of the road where a teenager once died en route to school during an ice storm. The Restwood Bible Church billboard that reads, FREE COFFEE! ETERNAL LIFE! MEMBERSHIP HAS ITS PRIVILEGES!


  “Okay,” Oliver says, after he pulls into a parking spot and turns off the ignition. “Here we go.”


  I open my door and step out of the car, and suddenly there are a thousand sounds hitting me like arrows and so much light that everything goes white. I can’t hold my hands up to my eyes and my ears at the same time, and somewhere in between the screaming I can hear my name and my mother’s voice and Oliver’s. They multiply before my eyes, microphones like cancer cells, and they are coming closer.


  Oliver: Shit—I should have thought of this...


  Mom: Jacob, close your eyes, baby. Can you hear me? Theo? Have you got ahold of him?


  And then there is a hand on my arm, but who can say if it belongs to my brother or to one of the strangers, the ones who want to cut my veins lengthwise and bleed me dry, the ones with headlight eyes and cavern mouths who want a piece of me to stick into their pockets and take away, until there’s nothing left.


  I do what any ordinary person would do when faced with a horde of wild animals gnashing their teeth and wielding microphones: I run.


  It feels fantastic.


  Keep in mind I have been in a cage that’s twenty by forty feet, two stories high. I may not be as fast as I’d like to be, because I am wearing dress shoes and also I am a natural klutz, but I manage to get far enough away to not hear their voices anymore. I can’t hear anything, really, but the wind whistling in my ears and my breathing.


  And then suddenly I’m knocked off my feet.


  “Fuck it,” Oliver wheezes. “I’m getting too old for this.”


  I can barely speak because he’s lying flat on my back. “You’re...twenty-eight...,” I grunt.


  He rolls off me, and for a moment we are both sprawled on the pavement underneath a sign at a gas station. UNLEADED $2.69.


  “I’m sorry,” Oliver says after a moment. “I should have seen that coming.”


  I push up on my elbows to look at him.


  “There are a lot of people who want to see what happens with your case,” he says, “and I should have prepared you.”


  “I don’t want to go back there,” I say.


  “Jake, the judge is going to put you back in jail if you don’t.”


  I run through the list of rules in my head, the ones Oliver gave me for court behavior. I wonder why he didn’t give the reporters the same rules, because clearly shoving a microphone up my nostrils doesn’t qualify as good etiquette. “I want a sensory break,” I announce, one of the appropriate responses to Oliver when we are at the trial.


  He sits up and draws his knees into his chest. A car pulls up to the gas pump a few feet away, and the guy who gets out looks at us strangely before swiping his credit card. “Then we’ll ask the judge for one as soon as we get inside.” He tilts his head. “What do you say, Jake? You ready to fight with me?”


  I roll my toes in the bells of the dress shoes. I do it three times, because that’s lucky. “I love the smell of napalm in the morning,” I answer.


  Oliver looks away from me. “I’m nervous,” he admits.


  This doesn’t seem like a great thing to hear from one’s attorney before going into a trial, but I like the fact that he’s not lying to me. “You tell the truth,” I say.


  It’s a compliment, but Oliver interprets it as a directive. He hesitates. “I’ll tell them why you’re not guilty.” Then he gets up, dusting off his pants. “So what do you say?”


  This phrase has always seemed to be a trick question. Most of the time it’s uttered by a person when you haven’t even said a damn thing, but of course, the minute you point out that you haven’t said anything, you have.


  “Do I have to go through all those people again?” I ask.


  “Yeah,” Oliver says, “but I’ve got an idea.”


  He leads me to the edge of the parking lot, where Theo and my mom are anxiously waiting. I want to tell Oliver something, but it fades in the face of this more immediate problem. “Close your eyes,” he instructs, so I do. Then I feel him grab my right arm, and my mother grabs my left. My eyes are still closed, but I start to hear the humming of the voices, and without even realizing it, I make the same sound in the back of my throat.


  “Now...sing!”


  “I shot the sheriff...but I didn’t shoot no deputy—” I break off. “I can still hear them.”


  So Theo starts singing. And Oliver, and my mother. All of us, a barbershop quartet but without the harmony, up the stairs of the courthouse.


  It works. Probably because they are so surprised by the musical number, the Red Sea of reporters parts and we walk right up the middle.


  I’m so amazed that it takes me a while to remember what was stuck like a fish bone in my throat before we walked up the steps of the courthouse.


  1.I said to Oliver the verbal equation we’ll call p: “You tell the truth.”


  2.He replied with q: “I’ll tell them why you’re not guilty.”


  3.In the logic equation of this conversation, I had made the assumption that p and q were equivalent.


  4.Now I realize that’s not necessarily true.


  Before Jess and I started to work together, I had to go to social skills class at my school. This was largely populated by kids who, unlike me, were not particularly interested in joining the social scene. Robbie was profoundly autistic and spent most of the sessions lining crayons from end to end across the room. Jordan and Nia were developmentally disabled and spent all their time in special ed instead of being mainstreamed. Serafima was probably the most similar to me, although she had Down syndrome. She wanted to be part of the action so badly she’d crawl into the lap of a stranger and hold his face between her hands, which was cute when she was six but not so much when she was sixteen.


  Lois, the teacher, had all sorts of interactive games that we had to participate in. We’d role-play and have to greet each other as if we hadn’t been sitting in the same room together for the past half hour. We’d have contests to see how long we could keep eye contact. Once, she used an egg timer to show us when we should stop talking about a topic so that someone else could have a turn in the conversation, but that stopped quickly when Robbie went ballistic the first time the buzzer went off.


  Every day we had to end with a circle time, where we each gave a compliment to the person next to us. Robbie always said the same thing, no matter whom he was placed beside: I like terrapins.


  (He did, too. He knew more about them than anyone I’ve ever met since and probably ever will, and if not for him I’d still be confusing them with box turtles.)


  Jordan and Nia always gave compliments based on appearance: I like that you brush your hair. I like that your skirt is red.


  One day Serafima told me that she liked hearing me talk about mitochondrial DNA. I turned to her and said that I didn’t like the fact that she was a liar, since she had just that very day used the hand signal we agreed on as a class—a peace sign raised in the air—to tell Lois that she was tired of the topic, even though I hadn’t gotten to the part about how all of us in this world are related.


  That was when Lois called my mother, and my mother found Jess.


  I worked on compliments with Jess, too, but it was different. For one thing, I really wanted to give them to her. I did like the way her hair looked like the stringy silk you pull out of a corn husk before it goes into the boiling water, and how she drew smiley faces on the white rubber rims of her sneakers. And when I went on and on about forensic science, she didn’t wave a peace sign in the air; instead, she’d ask more questions.


  It was almost like that was her way of getting to know me—through how my mind worked. It was like a maze; you had to follow all the twists and turns in order to figure out where I started from, and I was amazed that Jess was willing to put in the time. I guess I didn’t really think about the fact that my mother must have been paying her to do that, at least not until that idiot Mark Maguire said so at the pizza place. But still, it wasn’t like she was sitting there counting down the minutes she had to suffer with me. You would have realized that, if you’d seen her.


  My favorite session with Jess was the one where we practiced asking a girl to the dance. We were sitting at a Wendy’s because it was raining—we had gotten caught in a sudden downpour. While it passed Jess decided to get a snack, although there wasn’t much fast food that was gluten- and casein-free. I had ordered two baked potatoes and a side salad without dressing, while Jess had a cheeseburger. “You can’t even have French fries?”


  “Nope,” I said. “It’s all about the coating, and the oil they’re fried in. The only fast-food fries that are gluten-free are at Hooters.”


  Jess laughed. “Yeah, I won’t be taking you there.” She peered at my bare potato, my undressed salad. “You can’t even have a little butter?”


  “Not unless it’s soy.” I shrug. “You get used to it.”


  “So this,” she said, turning the cheeseburger over in her hand, “is the kiss of death for you?”


  I felt my face go bright red. I didn’t know what she was talking about, but hearing her say the word kiss was enough to make me feel like I’d just eaten a butterfly instead of a cucumber. “It’s not like an allergy.”


  “What would happen if you ate it?”


  “I don’t know. I’d get upset more easily, I guess. The diet just works, for some reason.”


  She looked at the bun and picked a seed off it. “Maybe I should go cold turkey, too.”


  “Nothing upsets you,” I told her.


  “Little do you know,” Jess said, and then she shook her head and went back to the topic of the day. “Go ahead. Ask.”


  “Um,” I said, looking into my potato, “so do you want to go to the dance with me?”


  “No,” Jess said flatly. “You’ve got to sell it, Jacob.”


  “I’m, uh, going to the dance and I thought since you might be there, too—”


  “Blah blah blah,” she interrupted.


  I forced myself to look Jess in the eye. “I think you’re the only person who gets me.” I swallowed hard. “When I’m with you, the world doesn’t feel like a problem I can’t figure out. Please come to the dance,” I said, “because you’re my music.”


  Jess’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, Jacob, yes!” she shouted, and then all of a sudden she was out of her seat and pulling me up and hugging me, and I could smell the rain in her ponytail and I didn’t mind at all that she was in my space and too close. I liked it. I liked it so much that you know what happened and I had to push her away before she noticed or (worse) felt it hard against her.


  An old couple that was sitting across from us was smiling. I have no idea what they thought we were up to, but chances are Autistic Kid with Social Skills Tutor was not high on the list. The elderly woman winked at Jess. “Looks like that’s one cheeseburger you won’t forget.”


  There’s a lot about Jess I won’t forget. Like the way her fingernails were painted with sparkly purple polish that day. And how she hated barbecue sauce. How when she laughed, it wasn’t a tiny, delicate thing but a sound that came from her belly.


  So much time is spent with people superficially. You remember all the fun you had but nothing specific.


  I’ll never forget anything about her.


  Oliver


  When Jacob and Emma and I reach the defense table, the courtroom is already full and Helen Sharp is reviewing her notes. “The fun room’s great,” she says, sliding a glance toward me. “Gotta get me one of those.”


  By fun room, she means the sensory break zone, which has been erected at the rear of the courtroom. There are heavy soundproof curtains that seal it off from the gallery. Inside there are rubber balls with knobs on them and a vibrating pillow and a Lava lamp and something that reminds me of the long fabric tongues in a car wash. Emma swears all of these function as soothing devices, but if you ask me, they might just as easily have come from a fetish porn movie set.


  “If you’re going to ask the wizard for something, Helen,” I suggest, “start with a heart.”


  The bailiff calls us to attention, and we stand for the arrival of Judge Cuttings. He takes one look at the four cameras in the back of the courtroom. “I’d like to remind the media they are here only by my decree—a decision that can be changed at any minute if they become intrusive in any way. And the same goes for the gallery—outbursts will not be tolerated during this trial. Counselors, please approach.”


  I walk toward the bench with Helen. “Given the previous experiences we’ve had during closed court sessions,” the judge says, “I thought it might be prudent to check in with you before we begin. Mr. Bond, how is your client this morning?”


  Well, he’s on trial for murder, I think. But other than that, he’s doing swell.


  I have a brief flash of myself sitting on Jacob’s chest so that I can button his shirt, of him sprinting down the divided highway. “Never better, Your Honor,” I say.


  “Are there any other problems we need to be made aware of?” the judge asks.


  I shake my head, heartened by the fact that the judge seems to truly care about Jacob’s welfare.


  “Good. Because a lot of people are watching this trial, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to be made to look like a fool,” he snaps.


  So much for human charity.


  “And you, Ms. Sharp? You’re prepared?”


  “One hundred percent, Your Honor,” Helen says.


  The judge nods. “Then let’s begin with the prosecution’s opening argument.”


  Emma offers me a brave smile as I sit down on Jacob’s other side. She turns around to locate Theo, who is tucked in the back of the gallery, and then faces forward as Helen begins to speak.


  “Four months ago, Jess Ogilvy was a bright, beautiful girl full of hopes and dreams. A graduate student at the University of Vermont, she was working toward a master’s in child psychology. She balanced her studies with part-time jobs—like her recent position as caretaker for a professor’s home at sixty-seven, Serendipity Way, Townsend...and student teaching, and tutoring special needs kids. One of her pupils was a young man with Asperger’s syndrome—the same young man, Jacob Hunt, who sits before you as a defendant today. Jess helped Jacob specifically with social skills—teaching him how to engage others in conversation, how to make friends, and how to interact in public—all tasks that were difficult for him. Jess and Jacob met twice a week, on Sundays and on Tuesdays. But on Tuesday, January twelfth, Jess Ogilvy did not tutor Jacob Hunt. Instead, that young man—the same one she had treated with kindness and compassion—murdered her in a brutal and vicious attack inside her own residence.”


  Behind the prosecutor’s table, a woman starts weeping quietly. The mother; I don’t have to turn around to see that. But Jacob does, and his face twists as he registers something familiar about her—maybe the same line of jaw her daughter had, or the color of the hair.


  “Two days before her death, Jess took Jacob out for pizza on Main Street in Townsend. You’ll hear evidence from Calista Spatakopoulous, the owner of the restaurant, that Jacob and Jess got into a heated argument that ended with Jess telling Jacob to ‘just get lost.’ You’ll hear from Mark Maguire, Jess’s boyfriend, that when he saw her later that night and on Monday, she was fine—but that she’d disappeared by Tuesday afternoon. You’ll hear from Detective Rich Matson of the Townsend Police Department, who will tell you how officers searched for any sign of Jess for five days to see if she’d been abducted, and finally tracked a GPS signal on her cell phone to find her bruised and battered body lying lifeless in a culvert several hundred yards from her home. You’ll hear the medical examiner testify that Jess Ogilvy had abrasions on her back, choke marks around her neck, a broken nose and bruises on her face, a broken tooth...and that her underwear was on backward.”


  I scan the faces of the jurors, each of whom is thinking, What kind of animal would do that to a girl? and then glancing furtively at Jacob.


  “And, ladies and gentlemen, you will get to see the quilt that Jess Ogilvy’s body was found wrapped in. A quilt that belonged to Jacob Hunt.”


  Beside me, Jacob’s started to shake. Emma puts her hand on his arm, but he knocks it off. With a finger, I push the Post-it pad I’ve set in front of him a little closer. I uncap the pen I’ve given him, willing him to take out his frustration in writing instead of having an outburst.


  “The evidence we present will clearly show that Jacob Hunt murdered Jess Ogilvy with premeditation. And at the end of this trial, when the judge instructs you to decide who’s responsible, we are confident that you will find that Jacob Hunt killed Jess Ogilvy—a vibrant young woman who considered herself his teacher, mentor, and friend—and then...” She walks to the prosecutor’s table and rips the top piece of paper off her legal pad.


  Suddenly, I realize what she’s about to do.


  Helen Sharp crumples the paper in one fist and lets it drop to the floor. “He threw her away like trash,” she says, but by that time, Jacob’s started to scream.


  Emma


  The minute the prosecutor reaches for the legal pad, I can finish the end of her sentence. I start to rise from my seat, but it’s too late; Jacob’s out of control, and the judge—who has no gavel—is pounding his fist. “Your Honor, can we have a brief recess?” Oliver yells, struggling to be heard over Jacob’s shrieks. “No...wire hangers...ever!” Jacob screams.


  “We’ll take ten minutes,” the judge says, and suddenly one bailiff is moving toward the jury to escort them out of the courtroom and another one is coming toward us to take us to the sensory break room. “Counsel, I want to see you at the bench.”


  The bailiff is taller than Jacob and is shaped like a bell, heavy in his hips. He wraps one beefy hand around Jacob’s arm. “Let’s go, buddy,” he says, and Jacob tries to jerk away from him, and then starts thrashing. He clips the bailiff hard enough to cause him to grunt, and then suddenly Jacob goes boneless, all 185 pounds of him, and falls heavily to the floor.


  The bailiff reaches down for him, but I throw myself on top of Jacob instead. “Don’t touch him,” I say, well aware that the jury is straining to see what’s going on even as they’re being shooed away, certain that every one of those cameramen has his lens trained on me.


  Jacob’s crying into my shoulder, making small snuffling sounds as he tries to catch his breath. “Okay, baby,” I murmur into his ear. “You and I, we’re going to do this together.” I tug until he starts to sit up, and then I wrap my arms around him, struggling to bear the brunt of his weight as we get to our feet. The bailiff opens the gate of the bar for us and leads us down the gallery aisle to the sensory break room. As we pass, the entire courtroom falls dead silent until we are ensconced within the black curtains and all I can hear outside is the tidal swell of a murmur of sound: What was that?...Never seen anything like it...The judge won’t stand for stunts...A ploy to get sympathy, I’ll bet...


  Jacob buries himself beneath a weighted blanket. “Mom,” he says from beneath it. “She crumpled paper.”


  “I know.”


  “We have to fix the paper.”


  “It’s not our paper. It’s the prosecutor’s paper. You have to let it go.”


  “She crumpled the paper,” Jacob repeats. “We have to fix it.”


  I think of the woman on the jury who looked at me with abject pity on her face the moment before she was hustled out of the courtroom. That’s a good thing, Oliver would say, but he is not me. I have never wanted to be pitied for having a child like Jacob. I’ve pitied other mothers, who could slip by on loving their children maybe only 80 percent of the time, or less, instead of giving it their all every minute of every day.


  But I have a son who is on trial for murder. A son who behaved the same way the afternoon of Jess Ogilvy’s death as he did minutes ago when a piece of paper was torn apart.


  If Jacob is a murderer, I will still love him. But I will hate the woman he’s turned me into—one whom others talk about when her back is turned, one whom people feel sorry for. Because although I’d never feel that way about a mother whose child has Asperger’s, I would feel that way about a mother whose child took the life of another mother’s child.


  Jacob’s voice is a hammer at the back of my head. “We have to fix it,” he says.


  “Yes,” I whisper. “We do.”


  Oliver


  “That must be a record, Mr. Bond,” Judge Cuttings drawls. “We made it a whole three minutes and twenty seconds without an outburst.”


  “Judge,” I say, thinking on the fly, “I can’t predict everything that’s going to set this kid off. That’s part of why you’re allowing his mother to be here. But you know, with all due respect, Jacob doesn’t just get ten hours of justice. He gets as much justice as he needs. That’s the whole purpose of the constitutional system.”


  “Gee, Oliver, I don’t mean to interrupt,” Helen says, “but aren’t you forgetting the all-American marching band and the flag that’s supposed to drop from the rafters right now?”


  I ignore her. “Look. I’m sorry, Your Honor. I’m sorry in advance if Jacob makes you look silly or makes me look silly or—” I glance at Helen. “Well. As I was saying, I certainly don’t want my client having fits in front of the jury; it doesn’t do my case any good, either.”


  The judge peers over his glasses. “You’ve got ten minutes to pull your client together,” he warns. “Then we’re coming back in and the prosecution will have a chance to refinish her closing.”


  “Well, she can’t crumple the paper again,” I say.


  “I believe you lost that motion,” Helen replies.


  “She’s right, Counselor. If Ms. Sharp is inclined to crumple a boatload of paper, and your client goes ballistic every time, it’s to your own detriment.”


  “That’s okay, Judge,” Helen says. “I won’t be doing that again. From now on, only folded paper.” She bends down, picks up the little ball that sent Jacob sky-high, and tosses it in the trash can beside the stenographer’s table.


  I glance down at my watch—by my calculations I have four minutes and fifteen seconds to get Jacob’s perfectly Zen butt into the chair beside me at the defense table. I stalk up the aisle and slip between the black curtains of the sensory break room. Jacob is hidden under a blanket, and Emma sits doubled over a vibrating pillow. “What else aren’t you telling me?” I demand. “What else sets him off? Paper clips? When the clock reads a quarter to twelve? For Christ’s sake, Emma, I’ve only got one trial to convince the jury Jacob didn’t snap in a fit of rage and kill Jess Ogilvy. How am I supposed to do that when he can’t even make it ten minutes without losing control?”


  I’m yelling so loudly that even those stupid curtains probably can’t drown me out, and I wonder if the television cameras are picking everything up with their microphones. But then Emma lifts her face, and I see how red her eyes are. “I’ll try to keep him calmer.”


  “Aw, shit,” I say, all the bluster fizzing out of me. “You’re crying?”


  She shakes her head. “No. I’m fine.”


  “Right, and I’m Clarence Thomas.” I reach into my pocket and pull out a Dunkin’ Donuts napkin, press it into her hand. “You don’t have to lie to me. We’re on the same side.”


  She turns away and blows her nose, then folds—folds, not crumples—the napkin and tucks it into the pocket of her yellow dress.


  I pull the blanket off Jacob’s head. “Time to go,” I say.


  For a minute I think he’s coming, but then he rolls away from me. “Mom,” he mutters. “Fix it.”


  I turn to Emma, who clears her throat. “He wants Helen Sharp to smooth out the paper first,” she says.


  “It’s already in the trash can.”


  “You promised,” Jacob says to Emma, his voice rising.


  “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. “Fine.”


  I stalk down the aisle of the courtroom and fish through the trash at the stenographer’s feet. She stares as if I’ve lost my mind, which isn’t entirely impossible. “What are you doing?”


  “Don’t ask.” The paper is underneath a candy wrapper and a copy of the Boston Globe. I tuck it into my jacket pocket and walk back to the sensory break room, where I remove it and smooth it out as best as I can in front of Jacob. “That’s the best I can do,” I tell him. “So...what’s the best you can do?”


  Jacob stares at the paper. “You had me at hello,” he says.


  Jacob


  I hated Mark Maguire before I even laid eyes on him. Jess had changed—instead of focusing only on me when we had our sessions, she’d answer her cell phone or fire back a text message, and every time she did, she smiled. I assumed that I was the reason for her distraction. After all, everyone else seemed to get sick of me quick enough when we were in the middle of a conversation, and it was bound to happen with Jess, although that was my greatest fear. Then one day she said she wanted to tell me a secret. “I think I’m in love,” she said, and I swear to you, my heart stopped beating for a second.


  “Me, too,” I burst out.


  ***


  CASE STUDY 1: Let me stop here for a minute and just talk about prairie voles. They are part of only a tiny fraction of the animal kingdom that practice monogamy. They mate for twenty-four hours, and then, just like that, they’re together for life. However, the montane vole—which is a close relative, sharing 99 percent of the prairie vole’s genetic makeup—has no interest in anything except a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am one-night stand. How come? When prairie voles have sexual intercourse, the hormones oxytocin and vasopressin flood the brain. If the hormones are blocked, prairie voles behave more like those slutty montane voles. Even more interesting, if prairie voles get injections of those hormones but then are prevented from having sex, they still become slavishly devoted to their would-be mates. In other words: you can make a prairie vole fall in love.


  The opposite, though, isn’t true. You can’t give a shot of hormones to a montane vole and make it lovesick. It just doesn’t have the right receptors in the brain. It does, however, get a flood of dopamine to the brain when it mates, the hormonal equivalent of Man, that feels good. It’s just missing the other two hormones, the ones that help pinpoint that ecstasy to a particular individual. Sure enough, if you genetically modify mice, removing the genes that affect oxytocin or vasopressin, they can’t recognize mice they’ve already met.


  I am a prairie vole, trapped in the body of a montane vole. If I think I’ve fallen in love, it’s because I’ve considered it analytically. (Heart palpitations? Check. Lack of stress in her company? Check.) And it seems to me to be the most likely explanation for what I feel, although I could not truly tell you the difference between feelings for a romantic interest versus feelings for a close friend. Or in my case, my only friend.


  Which is why, when Jess told me she was in love, I reciprocated.


  Her eyes widened, and so did her smile. “Oh my God, Jacob,” she said. “We’ll have to double-date!”


  That was when I realized we weren’t talking about the same thing.


  “I know you like having time alone for our sessions, but it’s good for you to meet people, and Mark really, truly wants to get to know you. He’s a part-time ski instructor over at Stowe, and he thought maybe he could give you a free lesson.”


  “I don’t think I’d be very good at skiing.” One of the hallmarks of Asperger’s is that we can barely walk and chew gum at the same time. I am forever tripping over my feet or stumbling on a curb; I could easily see myself falling off a chairlift or snowballing down a mountain.


  “I’ll be there to help, too,” Jess promised.


  And so, the following Sunday, Jess drove me to Stowe and got me fitted for rental skis and boots and a helmet. We hobbled outside and waited near the ski school sign until a black blur whizzed down the hill and sprayed us in a tsunami of powdered snow. “Hey, babe,” Mark said, pulling off his helmet so that he could grab Jess and kiss her.


  In one glance I could tell that Mark Maguire was everything I was not:


  1.Coordinated


  2.Attractive (if you’re a girl, I mean)


  3.Popular


  4.Muscular


  5.Confident


  I could also tell that I was one thing Mark Maguire was not:


  1.Smart


  “Mark, this is my friend Jacob.”


  He leaned down into my face and yelled, “Hey, dude, cool to meet you!”


  I yelled back, “I’m not deaf!”


  He grinned at Jess. He had perfect, white teeth. “You’re right. He is funny.”


  Had Jess told him I was funny? Had she meant that I made her laugh because I told good jokes or because I was a joke?


  In that instant I hated Mark Maguire viscerally, because he’d made me doubt Jess, and up until then I had known, unequivocally, that we were friends.


  “So what do you say we give the bunny hill a try?” Mark asked, and he held out a pole so that he could drag me to the rope tow. “Like this,” he said, showing me how to grab on to the moving rope, and I thought I had it right but my left hand got screwed up with my right and I wound up spinning backward and collapsing on the little kid behind me. The guy running the rope tow had to shut it off while Mark hauled me to my feet again. “You okay, Jacob?” Jess asked, but Mark brushed her off.


  “He’s doing great,” Mark said. “Relax, Jake. I teach retarded kids all the time.”


  “Jacob is autistic,” Jess corrected, and I turned around so fast that I forgot about the skis and fell down in a heap again. “I’m not retarded,” I shouted, but that statement is somewhat less resonant when one cannot even untangle one’s own legs.


  I will say this for Mark Maguire: he taught me how to snowplow efficiently enough to make it down the bunny hill twice, solo. Then he asked Jess if she wanted to take a run up the big hill while I practiced. They left me in the company of seven-year-olds in pink snowsuits.


  ***


  CASE STUDY 2: In laboratory studies, scientists have learned that, when it comes to love, a very tiny portion of the brain is actually involved. For example, friendship lights up receptors all over the cerebral cortex, but this isn’t true with love, which activates parts of the brain more commonly associated with emotional responses like fear and anger. The brain of a person in love will show activity in the amygdala, which is associated with gut feelings, and in the nucleus accumbens, an area associated with rewarding stimuli that tends to be active in drug abusers. Or, to recap: the brain of a person in love doesn’t look like the brain of someone overcome by deep emotion. It looks like the brain of a person who’s been snorting coke.


  That day at Stowe, I did two runs with the help of a kid who was learning to snowboard, then inched myself toward the main ski lift. I leaned against a rack where people could store their skis while they were in the lodge getting hot chocolate and chicken nuggets, and I waited for Jess to come back to me.


  ***


  Mark Maguire is wearing a suit. He has dark circles under his eyes and I almost feel bad for him, because he must be missing Jess, too, until I remember how he hurt her.


  “Can you state your name for the record?” the prosecutor asks.


  “Mark Maguire.”


  “Where do you live, Mr. Maguire?”


  “Forty-four Green Street in Burlington.”


  “How old are you?”


  “I’m twenty-five,” he says.


  “And what do you do for a living?”


  “I’m a grad student at UVM and a part-time ski instructor at Stowe.”


  “How did you know Jess Ogilvy, Mr. Maguire?”


  “She’d been my girlfriend for five months.”


  “Where were you on Sunday, January tenth, 2010?” Helen Sharp asks.


  “At Mama’s Pizza in Townsend. Jess had a tutoring session with Jacob Hunt, and I liked to come along every now and then.”


  That is not true. He just didn’t like that she was spending time with me and wouldn’t give me up for him.


  “So you know Jacob?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you see him in the courtroom today?”


  I stare down at the table so I can’t feel the serrated edges of Mark’s eyes. “He’s sitting over there.”


  “Let the record reflect that the witness has identified the defendant,” the prosecutor says. “How many times, before January tenth, had you met Jacob?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe five or six?”


  The prosecutor walks toward the witness box. “Did you get along with him?”


  Mark is looking at me again, I can tell. “I didn’t really pay attention to him,” he says.


  ***


  We are in Jess’s dorm room watching a TV movie about the JonBenét Ramsey murder case, which of course was one in which Dr. Henry Lee was involved. I tell Jess what is true and what Hollywood has changed. She keeps checking her voice-mail messages, but there aren’t any. I am so excited about the movie that for a while I don’t realize she is crying. You’re crying, I say, the obvious, and I don’t get it because she didn’t know JonBenét and usually people who cry at someone’s death knew them very well. I’m just not very happy today, I guess, Jess says, and she stands up. When she does, she makes a sound like a dog that’s been kicked. She has to stand on a chair to reach a high shelf where she keeps her extra toilet paper and Ziploc bags and Kleenex. When she grabs the box of tissues, her sweater rides up on the side and I can see them, red and purple and yellow like a tattoo, but I’ve watched enough CrimeBusters to know bruises when I see them.


  What happened to you? I ask, and she tells me she fell down.


  I’ve watched enough CrimeBusters to know that’s what girls always say when they don’t want you to know that someone is beating them up.


  ***


  “We ordered pizza,” Mark says, “the kind that Jacob can eat, without wheat in the crust. While we were waiting for it, Jacob asked Jess out. Like on a date. It was hilarious, but when I laughed at him, she got pissed off at me. I didn’t have to sit around and take that, so I left.”


  Even worse than Mark’s stare, it turns out, is my mother’s.


  “Did you talk to Jess at any point after that?” Helen asks.


  “Yeah, on Monday. She called me and begged me to come over that night, and I did.”


  “What was her state of mind?”


  “She thought I was mad at her—”


  “Objection,” Oliver says. “Speculation.”


  The judge nods. “Sustained.”


  Mark looks confused. “What was her emotional state?” Helen asks.


  “She was upset.”


  “Did you continue to argue?”


  “No,” Mark says. “We kissed and made up, if you get my drift.”


  “So you spent the night?”


  “Yes.”


  “What happened on Tuesday morning?”


  “We were having breakfast and we started to fight again.”


  “About what?” Helen Sharp asks.


  “I don’t even remember. But I got really angry, and I...I sort of shoved her.”


  “You mean your fight became physical?”


  Mark looks down at his hands. “I didn’t mean to. But we were yelling and I grabbed her and pushed her against the wall. I stopped right away, said I was sorry. She told me to leave, so I did. I only had my hands on her for a minute.”


  My head snaps up. I grab the pen in front of me and write so hard on the legal pad that it rips through the paper. HE IS LYING, I write, and I push the pad toward Oliver.


  He glances at it, and writes:?


  BRUISES ON HER NECK.


  Oliver rips off the piece of paper and tucks it into his pocket. Meanwhile, Mark covers his eyes, and his voice cracks. “I called her all day long, to apologize again, and she wouldn’t answer her phone. I figured she was ignoring me, and I deserved it, but by Wednesday morning I was getting worried. I went over to her place, figuring I could catch her before she went to class, but she wasn’t there.”


  “Did you notice anything unusual?”


  “The door was open. I went in, and her coat was hanging up and her purse was on the table, but she didn’t answer when I called. I looked all over for her, but she was gone. There were clothes all over the bedroom, and the bed was messed up.”


  “What did you think?”


  “At first, I figured she might have left on a trip. But she would have told me that, and she had a test that day. I called her phone, but no one answered. I called her parents and her friends, and no one had seen her; and she hadn’t told anyone she was leaving. That’s when I went to the police.”


  “What happened?”


  “Detective Matson told me I couldn’t file a missing person’s report for thirty-six hours, but he came with me to Jess’s place. I didn’t get the sense he was taking me seriously, to be honest.” Mark looks at the jury. “I skipped class and stayed at the house, in case she came back. But she didn’t. I was sitting in the living room when I realized that someone had organized all the CDs, and I told the police that, too.”


  “When the police began a formal investigation,” Helen Sharp asks, “were you cooperative in giving them forensic samples?”


  “I gave them my boots,” Mark says.


  The prosecutor turns around and looks at the jury. “Mr. Maguire, how did you find out what had happened to Jess?”


  He sets his jaw. “A couple of cops came to my apartment and arrested me. When Detective Matson was interrogating me, he told me Jess was...was dead.”


  “Were you released from custody shortly thereafter?”


  “Yes. When they arrested Jacob Hunt.”


  “Mr. Maguire, did you have anything to do with Jess Ogilvy’s death?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  “Do you know how she sustained a broken nose?”


  “No,” Mark says tightly.


  “Do you know how her tooth got knocked out?”


  “No.”


  “Do you know how she got abrasions on her back?”


  “No.”


  “Did you ever strike her in the face?”


  “No.” Mark’s voice sounds like it is wrapped up in wool. He has been looking down at the floor, but when he lifts his face now, everyone can see how his eyes are wet, how he is swallowing hard. “When I left her,” he says, “she looked like an angel.”


  As Helen Sharp finishes, Oliver stands up and buttons his suit jacket. Why do lawyers always do that? On CrimeBusters, the actors playing lawyers do it, too. Maybe it’s so that they look professional. Or they need something to do with their hands.


  “Mr. Maguire, you just testified that you were actually arrested for the murder of Jess Ogilvy.”


  “Yes, but they had the wrong guy.”


  “Still...for a little while, anyway, the police believed you were involved, isn’t that true?”


  “I suppose.”


  “You also testified that you grabbed Jess Ogilvy during your fight?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where?”


  “On her arms.” He touches his biceps muscle. “Here.”


  “You choked her, too, didn’t you?”


  He goes beet red. “No.”


  “You are aware, Mr. Maguire, that the autopsy revealed bruises around Jess Ogilvy’s neck, as well as on her upper arms?”


  “Objection,” the prosecutor says. “Hearsay.”


  “Sustained.”


  “You are aware that you’re testifying here today under oath?”


  “Yes...”


  “So let me ask you again if you choked Jess Ogilvy.”


  “I didn’t choke her!” Mark argues. “I just...put my hands on her neck. For a second!”


  “While you were fighting?”


  “Yes,” Mark says.


  Oliver raises his eyebrows. “Nothing further,” he says, and he sits back down beside me.


  Me, I duck my head, and smile.


  Theo


  I was nine when my mother made me go to a therapy group for siblings of autistic kids. There were only four of us—two girls with faces that looked like ground over a sinkhole, who had a baby sister who apparently never stopped screaming; a boy whose twin was severely autistic; and me. We all had to go around a circle and say one thing we loved about our sibling, and one thing we really hated.


  The girls went first. They said they hated the way the baby kept them up all night, but they liked the fact that her first word had not been Mama or Dada but instead Sissy. Then I went. I said that I hated when Jacob took my stuff without asking and how it was okay for him to interrupt me to give some dinosaur fact nobody cared about but that if I interrupted him he’d get really angry and have a meltdown. I liked the way he said things, sometimes, that were hilarious—even though they weren’t meant to be—like when a camp counselor told him swimming would be a piece of cake and he freaked out because he thought he’d have to eat underwater and surely would drown. Then it was the other boy’s turn. But before he could speak the door burst open and his twin brother ran inside and sat down on his lap. The kid reeked—and I mean reeked. All of a sudden their mom poked her head into the room. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Harry doesn’t like anyone but Stephen to change his diaper.”


  Sucks to be Stephen, I thought. But instead of getting totally embarrassed, like I would have been, or pissed off, like I also would have been, Stephen just laughed and hugged his brother. “Let’s go,” he said, and he held his twin’s hand and led him out of the room.


  We did other stuff that day with the therapist, but I wasn’t concentrating. I couldn’t get out of my head the image of nine-year-old Harry wearing a giant diaper, of Stephen cleaning up the messes. There was one more thing I liked about my own sibling with autism: he was potty-trained.


  At our lunch break, I found myself gravitating toward Stephen. He was sitting by himself, eating apple slices from a plastic bag.


  “Hey,” I said, climbing into the seat next to him.


  “Hey.”


  I opened the straw of my juice pack and poked it into the cardboard box. I stared out the window, trying to figure out what he was looking at.


  “So how do you do it?” I asked, after a minute.


  He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. He picked an apple slice out of the bag, chewed it, swallowed. “It could have been me,” he said.


  ***


  Mama Spatakopoulous can’t fit into the witness chair. She has to push and wedge, and finally the judge asks the bailiff to get a seat that might be more comfortable. If it were me up there, I’d want to hide under the stupid chair in embarrassment, but she seems to be perfectly happy. Maybe she thinks it’s a testimonial to how good her food is.


  “Mrs. Spatakopoulous, where do you work?” asks the Dragon Bitch, a.k.a. Helen Sharp.


  “Call me Mama.”


  The prosecutor looks at the judge, who shrugs. “Mama, then. Where do you work?”


  “I own Mama S’s Pizzeria, on Main Street in Townsend.”


  “How long have you run the restaurant?”


  “Fifteen years this June. Best pizza in Vermont. You come by, I’ll give you a free sample.”


  “That’s very generous of you...Mama, were you working the afternoon of January tenth, 2010?”


  “I work every afternoon,” she says proudly.


  “Did you know Jess Ogilvy?”


  “Yes, she was a regular. Good girl, with a good head on her shoulders. Helped me salt the walkway once after an ice storm because she didn’t want me to throw my back out.”


  “Did you speak to her on January tenth?”


  “I waved to her when she came in, but it was a madhouse.”


  “Was she alone?”


  “No, she came with her boyfriend, and the kid she tutored.”


  “Do you see that kid in the courtroom today?”


  Mama S. blows my brother a kiss.


  “Had you ever seen Jacob before January tenth?”


  “Once or twice, he came in with his mama to get pizza. Got celiac problems, like my father, God rest his soul.”


  “Did you talk to Jacob Hunt that afternoon?” the prosecutor asks.


  “Yes. By the time I brought the pizzas they had ordered, he was sitting alone at the table.”


  “Do you know why Jacob Hunt was sitting alone?” Helen Sharp asks.


  “Well, they were all fighting. The boyfriend was angry at Jacob, Jess was angry at the boyfriend for being angry at Jacob, and then the boyfriend left.” She shakes her head. “Then Jess got angry at Jacob, and she left.”


  “Did you hear what they were fighting about?”


  “I had eighteen take-out orders to fill; I wasn’t listening. The only thing I heard was what Jess said, before she left.”


  “Which was what, Mama S.?”


  The woman purses her lips. “She told him to get lost.”


  The prosecutor sits back down, and then it is Oliver’s turn. I don’t watch cop shows. I don’t really watch anything, unless it’s CrimeBusters, since Jacob hogs the TV. But being in court is kind of like watching a basketball game—one side scores, and then the other takes the ball back and scores, and this goes on and on. And just like basketball, I bet it all comes down to the last five minutes.


  “So you really don’t know what the argument was about,” Oliver says.


  “No.” She leans forward. “Oliver, you look very handsome in your fancy suit.”


  He smiles, but it looks a little painful. “Thanks, Mama. So, you were in fact paying attention to your customers.”


  “I’ve got to make a living, don’t I?” she says, and then she shakes her head. “You’re losing weight, I think. You’ve been eating out too much. Constantine and I are both worried about you...”


  “Mama, I kind of need to get through this?” he whispers.


  “Oh. All right.” She turns to the jury. “I didn’t hear the argument.”


  “You were behind the counter?”


  “Yes.”


  “Near the ovens.”


  “Yes.”


  “And there were other people working around you?”


  “Three, that day.”


  “And there was noise?”


  “The phone, and the pinball, and the jukebox were all going.”


  “So you’re not really sure what upset Jess in the first place?”


  “No.”


  Oliver nods. “When Jacob was sitting alone, did you talk to him?”


  “I tried. He wasn’t big on conversation.”


  “Did he ever make eye contact with you?”


  “No.”


  “Did he do anything threatening?”


  Mama S. shakes her head. “No, he’s a good boy. I just left him alone,” she says. “It seemed to be what he wanted.”


  ***


  My whole life, Jacob’s wanted to be part of the group. This is one of the reasons why I never brought friends home. My mother would have insisted we include Jacob, and frankly, that would have pretty much guaranteed the end of the friendship for me. (The other reason is I was embarrassed. I didn’t want anyone to know what my household was like; I didn’t want to have to explain Jacob’s antics, because even though my mother insisted they were just quirks of his, to the rest of the free world, they looked freaking ridiculous.)


  Every now and then, though, Jacob managed to infiltrate my separate life, which was even worse. It was the social equivalent of when I once built a house of cards using all fifty-two of them and Jacob thought it would be funny to poke it with his fork.


  In elementary school I was a total social outcast because of Jacob, but when we got to middle school, there were people from other towns who didn’t know about my brother with Asperger’s. Through some miracle I managed to become friends with two guys named Tyler and Wally, who lived in South Burlington and played Ultimate Frisbee. They invited me to play after school, and when I told them sure and didn’t have to even call my mom to check if it was okay, that only made me seem cooler. I didn’t explain that the reason I didn’t have to call was because I spent as much time away from my house as possible, that my mother was used to me not coming home until it got dark out and, half the time, probably didn’t even notice I was gone.


  It was, and I am not just saying this, the best day of my life. We were flinging the Frisbee around the softball field, and a few girls who had stayed after for field hockey practice came to watch in their short skirts, with the sun all caught up in their hair. I jumped extra high, showing off, and when I worked up a sweat, one of the girls let me have a drink from her water bottle. I got to put my mouth where hers had been a minute before, which was practically like kissing her, if you want to get technical.


  And then Jacob showed up.


  I don’t know what he was doing there—apparently it had to do with some kind of testing that was being administered at my school instead of his, and he was waiting with his aide for my mother to come pick him up. But the minute he saw me and called out my name, I knew I was screwed. At first I pretended I didn’t hear him, but he ran right onto the field. “Friend of yours, Hunt?” Tyler asked, and I just laughed it off. I whipped the Frisbee in his direction, extra hard.


  To my surprise, Jacob—who couldn’t catch a freaking cold if he tried—nabbed the Frisbee and started to run with it. I froze, but Tyler took off after him. “Hey, retard,” he yelled at Jacob. “I’m gonna kick your ass!”


  He was faster than Jacob, big surprise, and he tackled my brother to the ground. He lifted his hand to deck Jacob, but by then I was on his back, yanking him off and straddling his body as the Frisbee went spinning into the street. “You don’t fucking touch him,” I yelled into Tyler’s face. “If anyone’s going to beat up my brother, it’s going to be me.”


  I left him in the dirt, coughing, and then took Jacob’s hand and walked him to the front of the school, where I couldn’t hear the girls whispering about me and my dork of a brother, where there were enough teachers milling around to keep Tyler and Wally from jumping me in revenge.


  “I wanted to play,” Jacob said.


  “Well, they didn’t want you to play,” I told him.


  He kicked at the dirt. “I wish I could be the big brother.”


  Technically, he was, but he wasn’t talking about age. He just didn’t know how to say what he meant. “You could start by not stealing someone’s goddamn Frisbee,” I said.


  And then my mother drove up and rolled down the window. She was smiling a huge smile. “I thought I was only picking up Jacob, but look at that,” she said. “You two found each other.”


  Oliver


  I am sure that the jury isn’t absorbing anything that Marcy Allston, the CSI, is saying. She’s so drop-dead gorgeous that I can practically imagine the dead bodies she stumbles across sitting up and panting.


  “The first time we came to the house, we dusted for fingerprints and found some on the computer and in the bathroom.”


  “Can you explain the process?” Helen asks.


  “The skin of your fingers, the palms of your hands, and the soles of your feet aren’t smooth—they are friction ridge skin, with lines that start, stop, and have certain contours or shapes. Along those lines of skin are a series of sweat pores, and if they become contaminated with sweat, blood, dirt, dust, and so on, they leave a reproduction of those lines on the object that’s been touched. My job is to make that reproduction visible. Sometimes you need a magnifying glass to do it, sometimes you need a light source. Once I make the print visible, it can be photographed, and once it can be photographed I can preserve it and make a comparison against a known sample.”


  “Where do those known samples come from?”


  “The victim, the suspects. And from AFIS, a fingerprint database for all criminals in the United States who have been processed.”


  “How do you make the comparison?”


  “We look at specific areas and find patterns—deltas, whorls, arches, loops—and the core, the centermost part of the fingerprint. We make a visual comparison between the known fingerprint and the unknown one, looking for general shapes that match, and then we look at more specific details—ending ridges, or bifurcations where one line might split into two. If approximately ten to twelve similarities occur, a person trained in fingerprint identification will be able to determine whether the two fingerprints came from the same individual.”


  The prosecutor enters into evidence a chart that shows two fingerprints, side by side. Immediately, Jacob sits up a little straighter. “This fingerprint on the right was found on the kitchen counter. The one on the left is a known sample taken from Jacob Hunt during his arrest.”


  As she walks through the ten little red flags that show similarities between the prints, I look at Jacob. He is grinning like mad.


  “Based on your comparison, did you come to a conclusion?” Helen asks.


  “Yes. That this was Jacob Hunt’s fingerprint in the kitchen.”


  “Was there anything else of note during your processing of the house?”


  Marcy nods. “We found a kitchen window screen that had been cut from the outside, and the sash jimmied and broken. A screwdriver was found in the bushes below the window.”


  “Were there any fingerprints on the sash, or on the screwdriver?”


  “No, but the temperature that day was extremely cold, which often compromises fingerprint evidence.”


  “Did you find anything else?”


  “A boot print beneath the windowsill. We made a wax cast of the print and were able to match it to a boot on the premises.”


  “Do you know who that boot belonged to?”


  “Mark Maguire, the victim’s boyfriend,” Marcy said. “We determined that these were boots he kept at the house, since he often stayed there overnight.”


  “Did you find anything else in the house?”


  “Yes. Using a chemical called Luminol, we found significant traces of blood in the bathroom.”


  Jacob writes a note on the pad and gives it to me:


  Bleach + Luminol = false positive for blood.


  “At some point did you receive a 911 call from the victim’s cell phone?” Helen asks.


  “Yes. Early on January eighteenth, we responded to a culvert approximately three hundred yards from the home where Jess Ogilvy had been house-sitting, and found the victim’s body.”


  “What was the position of the body?”


  “She was propped up with her back against the cement wall, and her arms were folded in her lap. She was fully clothed.”


  “Was there anything else noteworthy about how the body was found?”


  “Yes,” Marcy replies. “The victim was wrapped in a distinctive, handmade quilt.”


  “Is this the quilt that you found with the victim that day?” the prosecutor asks, and she offers Marcy a bulky roll of fabric in all the colors of the rainbow, the pattern marred by dark brown areas of dried blood.


  “That’s the one,” Marcy says, and as it is entered into evidence, I can hear Emma draw in her breath.


  Helen thanks her witness, and I stand up to cross-examine. “How long have you been a CSI?”


  “Four years,” Marcy says.


  “So not that long, then.”


  She raises a brow. “How long have you been a lawyer?”


  “Have you seen a lot of dead bodies at crime scenes?”


  “Fortunately, not as many as I would if I worked in Nashua or Boston,” Marcy says. “But enough to know what I’m doing.”


  “You said that you found a fingerprint at Jess Ogilvy’s house, in the kitchen, that belongs to Jacob.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Can you say that the presence of that fingerprint identifies him as a murderer?”


  “No. It only places him at the scene of the crime.”


  “Is it possible that Jacob might have left the fingerprint there at some other point?”


  “Yes.”


  “You also found Mark Maguire’s boot prints beneath a window sash that had been jimmied and cut,” I say. “Is that correct?”


  “Yes, we did.”


  “Did you find Jacob’s boot prints anywhere outside?”


  “No,” Marcy says.


  I take a deep breath. I hope you know what you’re doing, I think silently, looking back once at Jacob. “And the blood in the bathroom—were you able to determine whether it belonged to the victim?”


  “No. We tried to run a DNA test, but the results were not conclusive. There were traces of bleach in the swabs, and bleach often compromises DNA tests.”


  “Isn’t it true, Ms. Allston, that when sprayed on bleach, Luminol also gives a positive reading?”


  “Yes, sometimes.”


  “So the traces of blood you found might be traces of bleach instead.”


  “It’s possible,” she concedes.


  “And the alleged blood in the bathroom might simply have been Jess cleaning the tile floor with Clorox?”


  “Or,” Marcy says, “your client cleaning blood off the tile floor with Clorox, after he murdered her.”


  I wince and immediately back off. “Ms. Allston, you can tell a lot about a body from the way that person is positioned at death, can’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Was there anything that struck you about Jess Ogilvy’s body when it was found?”


  Marcy hesitates. “She wasn’t discarded. Someone had taken the time to sit her upright and to wrap her in a quilt, instead of dumping her.”


  “Someone who cared for her?”


  “Objection,” Helen interrupts, and like I expect, it’s sustained by the judge.


  “Do you know my client, Ms. Allston?”


  “Actually, I do.”


  “How?”


  “He’s a crime scene junkie. He’s been at a few I’ve been called to, and he starts giving us advice we don’t particularly want or need.”


  “Have you ever let him help out at a crime scene?”


  “Absolutely not. But it’s pretty clear he’s fascinated by all that stuff.” She shakes her head. “Only two kinds of people show up at crime scenes: the serial killers who are checking their handiwork, and the crazies who think police work is like the television shows and want to help solve the crime.”


  Great. Now she’s got the jury wondering which of those two categories Jacob fits. I decide to cut my losses before I completely implode. “Nothing further,” I say, and Helen gets up to redirect.


  “Ms. Allston, did Jacob Hunt show up at the culvert when you were processing the body?”


  “No,” she says. “We didn’t see him at all.”


  Helen shrugs. “I guess this time, there was nothing for him to solve.”


  Jacob


  If I do not become a crime scene investigator famous in my field, like Dr. Henry Lee, I am going to become a medical examiner. It is the same work, really, except that your canvas is smaller. Instead of processing an entire house or a stretch of woods to determine the story of the crime, you coax the story out of the dead person on your autopsy table.


  There are many things that make dead bodies preferable to live ones:


  1.They don’t have facial expressions, so there’s no worry about mistaking a smile for a smirk, or any of that nonsense.


  2.They don’t get bored if you’re hogging the conversation.


  3.They don’t care if you stand too close or too far away.


  4.They don’t talk about you when you leave the room, or tell their friends how annoying you are.


  You can tell, from a dead body, the sequence of events that occurred: if the abdominal gunshot wound caused the peritonitis and septicemia; if those complications were the cause of death, or if it was the respiratory distress syndrome they led to that was the final blow. You can tell if the person died in a field or was left in the trunk of a car. You can tell if a person’s been shot in the head before the body was set on fire or vice versa. (When the skull is removed, you can see the blood that has started seeping as a result of the brain being boiled, a thermal injury. If you don’t see that, it usually means that execution was the cause of death, not the fire. Admit it: you wanted to know.)


  For all these reasons, I am very attentive when Dr. Wayne Nussbaum takes the stand to testify. I know him; I’ve seen him before at crime scenes. Once, I wrote him a letter and got his autograph.


  He lists his credentials: Yale University Medical School followed by rotations in pathology and emergency medicine before becoming an assistant medical examiner for the State of New York and, finally, twenty years as chief medical examiner in Vermont. “Did you perform an autopsy on Jess Ogilvy?” asked Helen Sharp.


  “I did. On the afternoon of January eighteenth,” he said. “The body was brought to my office in the morning but had to thaw.”


  “What was the temperature outside when she was found?”


  “Twelve degrees, which allowed for excellent preservation.”


  “How was she dressed?”


  “She was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt and a light jacket. She had on a bra, but her underwear was on backward. There was a tooth wrapped in toilet paper in a small front pocket of the sweatpants, and her cell phone was zipped into the pocket of her jacket.”


  Usually on CrimeBusters, when a medical examiner takes the stand, it is a five-minute testimony, tops. Helen Sharp, however, walks Dr. Nussbaum through his findings three times: once verbally, a second time with a diagram of a body while Dr. Nussbaum draws his findings in red marker; and finally with photographs he’d taken during the autopsy. Me, I’m loving every minute. I don’t know about that lady on the jury, though, who looks like she is about to throw up.


  “You said, Doctor, that you took samples of Jess Ogilvy’s urine, heart blood, and vitreous humor from her eyes for toxicology purposes?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “What’s the purpose of those exams?”


  “They let us know what foreign substances are in the victim’s bloodstream. In the case of the heart blood and the vitreous humor, it’s at the time of death.”


  “What were the results?”


  “Jessica Ogilvy did not have any drugs or alcohol in her system at the time of death.”


  “Did you take photographs of the body during the autopsy?”


  “Yes,” he says. “It’s routine procedure.”


  “Did you make any notations as to unusual marks or bruises on the body?”


  “Yes. The victim had bruises on her throat consistent with choking and bruises on her arms consistent with being restrained. The bruises were reddish violet and had sharp edges, which suggested that they occurred within twenty-four hours of death. In addition, the skin on her lower back had been scraped postmortem, most likely as a result of being dragged. You can see the difference in the photograph, here, between the two sorts of bruises. The postmortem one is yellowish and leathery.” He pointed to another photograph, this one of Jess’s face. “The victim was badly beaten. She had suffered a basal skull fracture, bruises around the eyes, and a broken nose. She was missing a front tooth.”


  “Were you able to tell if those injuries were pre- or postmortem?”


  “The fact that bruising occurred indicates the injury was prior to death. The tooth; well, that I can’t say for sure, but it did seem to be the one tucked in her pocket.”


  “Can you punch someone so hard in the face that they lose a tooth?”


  “Yes, it’s possible,” Dr. Nussbaum says.


  “Would someone who had been punched hard in the face present with the same sorts of injuries you found on the victim’s body?”


  “Yes.”


  “Doctor,” Helen Sharp asks, “after having done the autopsy and studied the results from the toxicology labs, did you form an opinion within a reasonable degree of medical certainty about the manner of death?”


  “Yes, I ruled it a homicide.”


  “What was the cause of Jess Ogilvy’s death?”


  “Blunt head trauma, which led to subdural hematoma—bleeding inside the skull, consistent with a blow or a fall.”


  “How long does it take to die from a subdural hematoma?”


  “It can be immediate, or it can take hours. In the victim’s case, it was relatively soon after injury.”


  “Did the bruises you found on Jess Ogilvy’s neck and arms contribute to her death?”


  “No.”


  “How about the tooth that was knocked out?”


  “No.”


  “And there were no drugs or alcohol in her system?”


  “No, there were not.”


  “So, Dr. Nussbaum,” Helen Sharp says, “the sole cause of fatal injury to Jess Ogilvy that you found during the autopsy was a basal skull fracture that caused internal bleeding in the skull?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Your witness,” the prosecutor says, and Oliver stands up.


  “All those injuries you found on Jess Ogilvy’s body,” he says. “You have any idea who caused them?”


  “No.”


  “And you said that a subdural hematoma could be caused by either a blow or a fall.”


  “Correct.”


  “Isn’t it possible, Doctor,” Oliver asks, “that Jess Ogilvy tripped and fell and suffered a subdural hematoma?”


  The medical examiner looks up and smiles a little.


  It’s one of those smiles I hate, the kind that might mean You are so smart but might also mean You moron. “It’s possible Jess Ogilvy tripped and fell and suffered a subdural hematoma,” Dr. Nussbaum says. “But I highly doubt that she tried to strangle herself, or knocked out her own tooth, put on her underwear backward, dragged herself three hundred yards away, and wrapped herself in a quilt in a culvert.”


  I laugh out loud—that’s such a great line it might have been scripted for CrimeBusters. My mother and Oliver both look at me, and that expression’s easy to read. They’re both one hundred percent pissed off.


  “Perhaps now’s a good time for a serenity break?” the judge asks.


  “Sensory!” Oliver snaps. “It’s a sensory break!”


  Judge Cuttings clears his throat. “I’ll take that as a yes.”


  ***


  In the sensory break room, I lie underneath the weighted blanket. My mother’s in the bathroom; Theo has his head on the vibrating pillow. He talks through his teeth and sounds like a robot. “Tickle me, Elmo,” he says.


  “Jacob,” Oliver says after a minute and thirty-three seconds of silence. “Your behavior in this courtroom is making me very angry.”


  “Well, your behavior in this courtroom is making me very angry,” I say. “You still haven’t told them the truth.”


  “You know it’s not our turn yet. You’ve seen trials on television. The prosecution goes first, and then we get to undo the damage Helen Sharp’s done. But Jacob, Jesus. Every time you have an outburst or you laugh at something a witness says, that adds to the damage.” He looks at me. “Imagine you’re a juror, and you’ve got a daughter about Jess’s age, and then the defendant laughs out loud when the medical examiner talks about the gruesome way Jess died. What do you think that juror’s saying to himself?”


  “I’m not a juror,” I say, “so I don’t really know.”


  “What the medical examiner said at the end was pretty amusing,” Theo adds.


  Oliver frowns at him. “Did I ask you for your opinion?”


  “Did Jacob ask you for yours?” Theo says, and then he tosses me the pillow. “Don’t listen to him,” Theo tells me, and he slips out of the sensory break room.


  I find Oliver staring at me. “Do you miss Jess?”


  “Yes. She was my friend.”


  “Then why don’t you show it?”


  “Why should I?” I ask, sitting up. “If I know I feel it, that’s what counts. Don’t you ever look at someone who’s hysterical in public and wonder if it’s because they really feel miserable or because they want others to know they’re miserable? It kind of dilutes the emotion if you display it for the whole world to see. Makes it less pure.”


  “Well, that’s not how the majority of people think. Most people, confronted with photographic evidence of the autopsy of someone they loved, would get upset. Maybe even cry.”


  “Cry? Are you kidding?” I mimic a phrase I’ve heard kids say at school. “I would have killed to be at that autopsy.”


  Oliver turns away. I’m pretty sure I hear him wrong.


  Did you?


  Rich


  The running joke among those of us sequestered for the trial involves the sensory break room. If the defendant can get some special accommodation, why not the witnesses? Me, I want a Chinese food take-out room. I tell this to Helen Sharp when she comes to let me know that I’m testifying next.


  “Dumplings,” I say, “have been scientifically proven to enhance witness focus. And General Tso’s chicken clogs the arteries just enough to increase blood flow to the brain—”


  “And here all this time I thought your disability was your short—”


  “Hey!”


  “—attention span,” Helen says. She smiles at me. “You have five minutes.”


  I’m only half kidding. I mean, if the court was willing to bend over backward for Jacob Hunt’s Asperger’s syndrome, how long will it be before this is used as a precedent by some career criminal who insists that going to jail will inflame his claustrophobia? I’m all for equality, but not when it erodes the system.


  I decide to take a leak before court reconvenes and have just turned the corner toward the hallway where the restrooms are located when I smack directly into a woman who’s walking in the opposite direction. “Whoa,” I say, steadying her. “I’m sorry.”


  Emma Hunt looks up at me with those incredible eyes of hers. “I bet,” she says.


  In another lifetime—if I had another job, and she had a different kid—maybe we would have been talking over a bottle of wine, maybe she would be smiling at me, instead of looking like she’d just been confronted by her worst nightmare. “How are you holding up?”


  “You have no right to ask me that.”


  She tries to push past me, but I block her with an outstretched arm. “I was just doing my job, Emma.”


  “I have to get back to Jacob—”


  “Look, I’m sorry this happened to you, because you’ve already had to go through a lot. But the day Jess died, a mother lost her child.”


  “And now,” she says, “you are going to make me lose mine.”


  She pushes at my arm. This time, I let her go.


  ***


  It takes ten minutes for Helen to walk me through my credentials—my rank as captain, my training as detective in Townsend, the fact that I’ve been doing this since before Jesus was born, yada yada, all the stuff a jury wants to hear to know they are in good hands. “How did you become involved in the investigation into Jess Ogilvy’s death?” Helen begins.


  “Her boyfriend, Mark Maguire, came to the police station and reported her missing on January thirteenth. He hadn’t seen her since the morning of the twelfth and had been unable to make contact with her. She had no planned trips, and her friends and parents did not know where she was, either. Her purse and coat were at her house, but other personal items were missing.”


  “Such as?”


  “Her toothbrush, her cell phone.” I glance at Jacob, who raises his brows expectantly. “And some clothes in a backpack,” I finish, and he smiles and ducks his head, nodding.


  “What did you do?”


  “I went with Mr. Maguire to the house and listed the items that were missing. I also took a typed note found in the mailbox, asking for the mail to be held, and sent it to the lab for fingerprints. Then I told Mr. Maguire that we’d have to wait and see if Ms. Ogilvy returned.”


  “Why did you send the note to the lab?” Helen asks.


  “Because it seemed strange to type a note to your mailman.”


  “Did you get results back from the laboratory?”


  “Yes. They were inconclusive; no fingerprints were found on the paper. That led me to believe that it was possibly a note typed by someone smart enough to wear gloves when placing it. A red herring, to make us think Jess had run away on her own.”


  “What happened next?”


  “I received a call from Mr. Maguire a day later, saying that a rack of CDs had been knocked over and then alphabetized. It didn’t seem to be a clear sign of foul play—after all, this was something that Jess might have done, and in my experience, felons don’t tend to be neat freaks. However, we formally opened an investigation into Ms. Ogilvy’s disappearance. A CSI team was dispatched to her residence to gather evidence. I took her date book from her purse, which was found in the kitchen, and began to follow up on the meetings she had prior to her disappearance and was scheduled to have afterward.”


  “Did you attempt to contact Jess Ogilvy during this investigation?”


  “Numerous times. We called her cell phone, but it went right into voice mail, until even that was full. With the help of the FBI, we attempted to ping her cell phone.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Using a GPS locator built into the device, the FBI has a software program which can find coordinates within a meter of actual physical location anywhere in the world, but in this case, the results were inconclusive. The phone has to be powered up in order for that software to work, and apparently, Jess Ogilvy’s was not,” I say. “We also screened the messages that came into her residence. One was from Mr. Maguire. One was from a vendor, one from the defendant’s mother, and three were missed calls that originated from Jess Ogilvy’s own cell phone number. Based on the time stamps of the answering machine, it suggested that Ms. Ogilvy was still alive somewhere at the time the calls were placed—or that we were being led to believe this by whoever had her cell phone.”


  “Detective, when did you first meet the defendant?”


  “On January fifteenth.”


  “Had you seen him before?”


  “Yes—at a crime scene a week earlier. He crashed an investigation.”


  “Where did you meet Mr. Hunt on January fifteenth?”


  “At his house.”


  “Who else was present?”


  “His mother.”


  “Did you take the defendant into custody at that time?”


  “No, he wasn’t a suspect. I asked him questions about his appointment with Jess. He said that he had gone to her house for the two thirty-five appointment but did not meet with her. He indicated that he walked home. He also revealed that Mark Maguire was not present when he arrived at Ms. Ogilvy’s place. When I asked him whether he had ever seen Jess fight with her boyfriend, he said, ‘Hasta la vista, baby.’”


  “Did you recognize that statement?”


  “I believe it’s attributed to the former governor of California,” I say. “Before he entered politics.”


  “Did you ask the defendant anything else at that meeting?”


  “No, I was...dismissed. It was four-thirty, and at four-thirty he watches a television show.”


  “Did you see the defendant again?”


  “Yes. I received a call from Emma Hunt, his mother, indicating that Jacob had something else to tell me.”


  “What did Jacob say during that second conversation?”


  “He presented me with Jess Ogilvy’s missing backpack, and some of her clothing. He admitted that he had gone to her house and found signs of a struggle, which he cleaned up.”


  “Cleaned up?”


  “Yes. He righted stools and picked up the mail, which had been thrown on the floor, and restacked the CDs and alphabetized them. He took the backpack, because he thought she might need it. He then proceeded to show me the backpack and the items inside.”


  “Did you take Jacob into custody at that time?”


  “I did not.”


  “Did you take the clothes and backpack with you?”


  “Yes. We tested them, and the results were negative. There were no prints, no blood, no DNA.”


  “Then what happened?” Helen asks.


  “I met the CSI team at Jess Ogilvy’s home. They had found trace evidence of blood in the bathroom, and a cut screen in the kitchen window, as well as a broken window sash. They also found a boot print outside the house that seemed to match the boots worn by Mark Maguire.”


  “What happened after that?”


  I face the jury. “Early Monday morning, January eighteenth, shortly after three A.M., Townsend Dispatch received a 911 call. All 911 calls are traced through GPS technology so responders can reach whoever is making the call. This call originated from a culvert approximately three hundred yards from the home where Jess Ogilvy was residing. I responded to the call. The victim’s body—and her phone—were found there, and she was wrapped in a blanket. There’s a video clip from the midday news that aired on WCAX—” I hesitate, waiting for Helen to take the tape and enter it as evidence, to pull the television monitor closer to the jury so that they can see it.


  There is utter silence as the reporter’s face fills the screen, her eyes watering in the cold, while crime scene investigators move along behind her. The reporter shifts her feet, and Helen freezes the image.


  “Do you recognize that blanket, Detective?” she asks.


  It is a multicolored quilt, definitely hand-sewn. “Yes. It was wrapped around Jess Ogilvy’s body.”


  “Is this the same blanket?”


  She holds up the quilt, with its bloodstains ruining the pattern here and there. “That’s it,” I say.


  “What happened after that?”


  “With the discovery of the body, I had several officers arrest Mark Maguire for the murder of Jess Ogilvy. I was interrogating him when I received another call.”


  “Did the caller identify him- or herself?”


  “Yes. It was Jacob Hunt’s mother, Emma.”


  “What was her demeanor?” Helen asks.


  “She was frantic. Extremely upset.”


  “What did she tell you?”


  The other lawyer, the one who looks like he’s still in high school, objects. “That’s hearsay, Your Honor,” he says.


  “Counsel, approach,” the judge says.


  Helen speaks quietly. “Judge, I would make an offer of proof that the mother called because she had just seen the news clip with that quilt on the screen and was able to link it to her son. Therefore, Your Honor, it’s an excited utterance.”


  “The objection’s overruled,” the judge says, and Helen approaches me again.


  “What did the defendant’s mother tell you?” she repeats.


  I don’t want to look at Emma. I can already feel the heat of her gaze, the accusations. “She told me that the quilt belonged to her son.”


  “Based on the results of your conversation, what did you do?”


  “I asked Ms. Hunt to bring Jacob down to the station, so that we could speak further.”


  “Did you place Jacob Hunt under arrest for the murder of Jess Ogilvy?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “I dismissed all charges against Mr. Maguire. I also executed a search warrant for the defendant’s house.”


  “What did you find there?”


  “We found Jacob Hunt’s police scanner, a self-constructed fuming chamber for fingerprinting, and hundreds of black-and-white composition notebooks.”


  “What was in those notebooks?”


  “Jacob used them to record information about CrimeBusters episodes he watched. He’d write down the date the episode aired, and the evidence, and then whether or not he solved the crime before the television detectives did. I saw him writing in one the first time I came to his house to speak to him.”


  “How many did you find?”


  “A hundred and sixteen.”


  The prosecutor enters one into evidence. “Do you recognize this, Detective Matson?”


  “It’s one of those notebooks. The one with the most recent entries.”


  “Can you turn to the fourteenth page of this notebook and tell us what you find there?”


  I read aloud the subject heading.


  At Her House. 1/12/10.


  Situation: Girl reported missing by her boyfriend.


  Evidence:


  Clothes in pile on bed


  Toothbrush missing, lip gloss missing


  Victim’s purse and coat remain


  Cell phone missing


  Luminol bathroom—blood detected


  Knapsack taken with clothing & mailbox note—red herring for kidnapping


  Cut screen—boot prints outside match up with boyfriend’s footwear


  Cell phone traced by 911 call to location of body in culvert


  “Is there anything intriguing about this entry in particular?”


  “I don’t know if it’s a CrimeBusters episode, but it’s the exact crime scene we found at Jess Ogilvy’s residence. It’s the exact way we found Jess Ogilvy’s body. And all this information is information nobody should have had,” I say. “Except for the police...and the killer.”


  Oliver


  I knew that Jacob was going to have trouble when those journals were presented as evidence. I wouldn’t want the equivalent of my diary being read to a jury. Not that I keep a diary, or not that I would recount the evidence at a murder scene in one. So I am expecting it when he starts rocking a little bit as Helen enters the journal into evidence. I can feel the stiffening of his spine, the way he is breathing hard, the fact that he barely blinks.


  When Jacob leans toward the table, I meet Emma’s gaze over his head. Now, she mouths, and sure enough, Jacob shoves a piece of paper into my hands.


  F#, it reads.


  It takes me a moment to realize that he’s passed me a note, just like I told him to do if he needed a sensory break.


  “Your Honor,” I say, standing up. “Could we take a short recess?”


  “We just had a recess, Mr. Bond,” Judge Cuttings says, and then he looks at Jacob, whose face is bright red. “Five minutes,” he announces.


  With me on one side and Emma locked on the other, we hustle Jacob up the aisle to the sensory break room. “Just hold it together for another thirty seconds,” Emma soothes. “Ten more steps. Nine...eight...”


  Jacob ducks inside and spins around to face us. “Oh my God!” he shrieks, a smile splitting his face. “Wasn’t that awesome?”


  I just stare at him.


  “I mean, that was the whole point. They finally got it. I set up a crime scene and the cops figured the whole thing out, even the red herrings.” He pokes me in the chest with his finger. “You,” Jacob says, “are doing a great job.”


  Behind me, Emma bursts into tears.


  I don’t look at her. I can’t. “I’ll fix it,” I say.


  ***


  There is a moment when I stand up to do the cross-examination of Detective Matson that I think we might have a pissing contest instead. He takes a look at Emma—her eyes still red, her face still puffy—and narrows his gaze at me, as if her condition is my fault instead of his. And that only makes me want to sink him even more.


  “The first time you met with Jacob at his house, Detective,” I begin, “he quoted the movie Terminator to you, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And the second time you met with Jacob...he recommended a variety of tests for you to run on the backpack?”


  “Yes.”


  “How many?”


  “Several.”


  I grab the legal pad that’s in front of Jacob. “Did he recommend a DNA test on the straps of the backpack?”


  “Yes.”


  “And an AP test on the underwear inside.”


  “I guess.”


  “Luminol?”


  “That sounds about right.”


  “And what about ninhydrin on the card inside?”


  “Look, I don’t remember them all, but that’s probably true.”


  “In fact, Detective,” I say, “Jacob seemed to know your job better than you do.”


  He narrows his eyes. “He certainly knew the crime scene better than I did.”


  “Those composition notebooks that you found. Did you read them all?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did the other hundred and fifteen notebooks contain?”


  “Synopses,” he says. “Of episodes of CrimeBusters.”


  “Do you know what CrimeBusters is, Detective?”


  “I think you’d have to be living under a rock to not know,” he says. “It’s a police procedural television show that’s probably syndicated on Mars by now.”


  “You ever watch it?”


  He laughs. “I try not to. It’s not exactly realistic.”


  “So the cases aren’t true crime.”


  “No.”


  “Then is it fair to say that the hundred and sixteen journals you seized from Jacob’s room are full of descriptions of fictional crime scenes?”


  “Well, yes,” Matson says, “but I don’t think the one he wrote in the hundred and sixteenth journal was fictional at all.”


  “How do you know?” I take a few steps toward him. “In fact, Detective, there was media coverage of Jess Ogilvy’s disappearance before you got hold of this notebook, wasn’t there?”


  “Yes.”


  “Her name was on the news, her parents were asking for help solving the crime?”


  “Yes.”


  “You testified that Jacob would show up at crime scenes looking to help, correct?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Did he ever offer up information that was surprising to you?”


  Matson hesitates. “Yes.”


  “So isn’t it possible, especially given that he knew this particular victim, that he wasn’t using the notebook to brag about a murder...but rather, like he did with every CrimeBusters episode, using it to help solve the case?”


  I turn to the jury before he can even answer. “Nothing further,” I say.


  Helen stands up at the prosecutor’s table. “Detective Matson,” she says, “can you read the notation at the bottom of the first page of the notebook?”


  “It says SOLVED: ME, twenty-four minutes.”


  “What about the notation at the bottom of the entry on page six?”


  “SOLVED: THEM, fifty-five minutes...Good one!”


  She walks toward Matson. “Do you have any idea what that notation indicates?”


  “Jacob told me, when I first saw him writing in the journals. He marks down whether he solved the crime before the TV detectives did, and how long it took.”


  “Detective,” Helen says, “can you read the notation at the bottom of page fourteen, the entry entitled ‘At Her House’ that you read for us earlier?”


  He glances down at the page. “It says SOLVED: ME.”


  “Anything else notable about that line?”


  Matson looks at the jury. “It’s underlined. Ten times.”


  Theo


  At dinner, I’m the one who sees my brother stealing the knife.


  I don’t say anything at first. But it’s perfectly clear to me, the way he pauses in the middle of his yellow rice and scrambled eggs to carve the kernels off an ear of corn—and then pushes the knife with his thumbs to the edge of the table, so that it falls into his lap.


  My mother yammers on about the trial—about the coffee machine at the courthouse which only dispenses cold coffee; about what Jacob is going to wear tomorrow; about the defense, which will present its case in the morning. I don’t think either of us is listening, because Jacob is trying to not move his shoulders while he wraps the knife in a napkin and I am trying to study his every move.


  When he starts to get up from the table and my mother cuts him off with a sharp, forced cough, I am sure she’s going to call him on his stolen cutlery. But instead, she says, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  “May I be excused?” Jacob mutters, and a minute later he’s scraped his plate and heads upstairs.


  “I wonder what’s the matter,” my mother says. “He hardly ate.”


  I shovel the rest of my food into my mouth and then mumble a request to be excused. I hurry upstairs, but Jacob’s not in his room. The bathroom door is wide open, too. It’s like he’s just vanished.


  I walk into my own bedroom, and all of a sudden I’m grabbed and pulled against the wall, and there’s a knife at my throat.


  Okay, I’m just going to say it’s pretty depressing that this is not the first time I’ve found myself in this scenario with my brother. I do what I know works: I bite his wrist.


  You’d think he’d see it coming, but he doesn’t; the knife clatters to the floor, and I elbow him in his soft gut. He doubles over, grunting. “What the fuck are you doing?” I yell.


  “Practicing.”


  I reach for the knife and stick it inside my desk drawer, the one I keep locked, where I’ve learned to keep the things I don’t want Jacob to get. “Practicing murder?” I say. “You crazy motherfucker. This is why you’re going to get convicted.”


  “I wasn’t going to actually hurt you.” Jacob sits down heavily on my bed. “There was someone looking at me funny today.”


  “I’d think a lot of people in that courtroom were looking at you funny.”


  “But this one guy followed me to the bathroom. I have to be able to protect myself.”


  “Right. And what do you think is going to happen tomorrow morning when you walk into the courthouse and the metal detectors start beeping? And the stupid reporters all watch you pull a steak knife out of your sock?”


  He frowns. This is one of those harebrained Aspie schemes of his, the ones he never thinks through. Like when he called the cops on my mom two months ago. To Jacob, I’m sure it seemed perfectly logical. To the rest of the free world, not so much.


  “What if there’s nothing wrong with me?” Jacob says. “What if the reason I act like I do and think like I do is that I’m left out all the time? If I had friends, you know, maybe I wouldn’t do things that look strange to everyone else. It’s like bacteria that only grows in a vacuum. Maybe there’s no such thing as Asperger’s. Maybe all there is is what happens to you when you don’t fit in.”


  “Don’t go telling your lawyer that. He needs Asperger’s to exist big-time right now.” I look at Jacob’s hands. His cuticles are bitten down to the skin; often he draws blood. My mother used to have to wrap Band-Aids around all his fingers before she sent him to school. Once, in the hallways, I heard two girls calling him the Mummy. “Hey, Jacob,” I say quietly. “I’ll tell you something no one else knows.”


  His hand flutters on his thigh. “A secret?”


  “Yeah. But you can’t tell Mom.”


  I want to tell him. I’ve wanted to tell someone for so long now. But maybe Jacob is right: in the absence of having space in the world, the thing that’s left behind just gets bigger and more unrecognizable. It swells in my throat; it steals all the air in the room. And suddenly, I’m blubbering like a baby; I’m wiping my eyes with my sleeves and trying to pretend that my brother isn’t in court; my brother isn’t going to jail; that this isn’t karmic payment for all the bad things I’ve done and all the bad thoughts I’ve had.


  “I was there,” I blurt out. “I was there the day Jess died.”


  Jacob doesn’t look at me, and maybe that’s easier. He flutters his hand a little faster and then brings it up to his throat. “I know,” he says.


  My eyes widen. “You do?”


  “Of course I do. I saw your footprints.” He stares just over my shoulder. “That’s why I had to do it.”


  Oh my God. She told Jacob that I’d been spying on her naked and that she was going to go to the cops, and he shut her up. Now I’m sobbing; I can barely catch my breath. “I’m sorry.”


  He doesn’t touch me or hug me or comfort me, the way my mom would. The way any other human would. Jacob just keeps fanning his fingers, and then he says I’m sorry I’m sorry like I did, an echo that’s been stripped of its music, like rain on tin.


  It’s prosody. It’s part of Asperger’s. When Jacob was little, he would repeat questions I asked and throw them back at me like a baseball pitch instead of answering. My mother told me this was like his movie quotes, a verbal stim. It was Jacob’s way of feeling the words in his mouth when he had nothing to say in return.


  But all the same, I let myself pretend it’s his robotic, monotone way of asking for my forgiveness, too.


  Jacob


  That day when we come home from court, instead of watching CrimeBusters, I choose a different video instead. It is a home movie of me when I was a baby, only one year old. It must be my birthday because there is a cake, and I am clapping and smiling and saying things like Mama and Dada and milk. Every time someone says my name I look up, right into the camera.


  I look normal.


  My parents are happy. My dad’s there, and he’s not even in any videos we have of Theo. My mother doesn’t have the line between her eyes that she has now. Most people take home movies, after all, to capture something they want to remember, not a moment they’d rather forget.


  That’s not the case later on in the video. All of a sudden, instead of sticking my fingers in a cake and offering up a big gummy smile, I’m rocking in front of the washing machine, watching the clothes turn in circles. I’m lying in front of the television, but instead of watching the programming, I’m lining up Lego pieces end to end. My father isn’t in the film anymore; instead there are people I don’t know—a woman with frizzy yellow hair and a sweatshirt with a cat on it who gets down on the floor with me and moves my head so that I focus on a puzzle she’s set down. A lady with bright blue eyes is having a conversation with me, if you can call it that:


  Lady: Jacob, are you excited about going to the circus?


  Me: Yes.


  Lady: What do you want to see at the circus?


  Me: (No answer)


  Lady: Say, At the circus, I want to see...


  Me: I want to see clowns.


  Lady (gives me an M&M): I love clowns. Are you excited about the circus?


  Me: Yeah, I want to see clowns.


  Lady (gives me three M&M’s): Jacob, that’s great!


  Me: (I stuff the M&M’s into my mouth)


  These are the movies my mother took as evidence, as proof that I was now a different child than the one she’d started with. I don’t know what she was thinking when she recorded them. Surely she didn’t want to sit and watch all this over and over, the visual equivalent of a slap in the face. Maybe she was keeping them in the hope that one day a pharmaceutical executive might arrive unexpectedly for dinner, watch the tapes, and cut her a check for damages.


  As I’m watching, there’s a sudden streak of silver static that makes me cover my ears, and then there’s another segment of video. It’s been accidentally taped over my Oscar-worthy autistic toddler film, and in it I am much older. It is only a year ago, and I am getting ready for my junior prom.


  Jess took the video. She came over that afternoon while I was getting ready so that she could see the final result of our preparations. I can hear her voice. Jacob, she says, for God’s sake, get closer to her. She’s not going to bite you. The video swings like an amusement park ride, and I hear Jess’s voice again. Oops, I suck at this.


  My mother has a camera and is taking a picture of me with my date. The girl’s name is Amanda, and she goes to my school. She’s wearing an orange dress, which is probably the reason I refuse to get closer to her, even though I usually do what Jess wants.


  On television, it’s like I’m watching a make-believe show and Jacob isn’t me, he’s a character. It’s not really me who closes his eyes when my mother tries to take a picture on the front lawn. It’s not really me who walks to Amanda’s car and sits in the back like I always do. Oh no, my mother’s voice says, and Jess starts laughing. We totally forgot about that, she says.


  Suddenly the camera turns around fast, and Jess’s face is fishbowl-close. Hello, world! she says, and she pretends to swallow the camera. She’s smiling.


  Then there’s a line of red that moves down the television screen like a curtain, and suddenly I am only three years old again and I am stacking a green block on top of a blue block on top of a yellow block, just like the therapist has shown me. Jacob! Good work! she says, and she pushes a toy truck toward me as a reward. I flip it over and spin its wheels.


  I want Jess to be on the screen again.


  “I wish I knew how to quit you,” I whisper.


  Suddenly, my chest feels like it’s shrinking, the way it sometimes does when I am standing with a group of kids in school and I realize I’m the only one who did not get the punch line of the joke. Or that I am the punch line of the joke.


  I start to think maybe I’ve done something wrong. Really wrong. Because I do not know how to fix it, I pick up the remote control and rewind the tape almost back to the beginning, to the time when I was no different from anyone else.


  Emma


  From Auntie Em’s archives:


  Dear Auntie Em,


  How do I get a boy’s attention? I am hopeless at flirting, and there are so many other girls out there who are prettier and smarter than I am. But I’m sick of never being noticed; maybe I can reinvent myself. What can I do?


  Baffled in Bennington


  Dear Baffled,


  You don’t have to be anyone except who you already are. You just have to get a guy to take a second look. For this, there are two approaches:


  1.Stop waiting: take the initiative and go talk to him. Ask him if he got the answer to number 7 on your math homework. Tell him he did a great job in the school talent show.


  2.Start walking around naked.


  But it’s your choice.


  Love,


  Auntie Em


  When I can’t sleep, I pull a cardigan over my pajamas and sit outside on the porch steps and try to imagine the life I might have had.


  Henry and I would be waiting, with Jacob, for college acceptance letters. We might pop out a bottle of champagne and let him have a glass to celebrate once he made his choice. Theo would not hole himself up in his room doing his absolute best to pretend he doesn’t belong to this family. Instead, he would sit at the kitchen table, doing crosswords in the daily paper. “Three letters,” he’d say, and he’d read the clue. “Hope was often found here.” And we’d all guess at the answer—God? Sky? Arkansas?—but Jacob would be the one to get it right: USO.


  Our boys would be listed on the honor roll quarterly. And people would stare at me when I went shopping for groceries, not because I was the mother of that autistic boy, or worse, the murderer, but because they wished they were as lucky as me.


  I don’t believe in self-pity. I think it’s for people who have too much time on their hands. Instead of dreaming of a miracle, you learn to make your own. But the universe has a way of punishing you for your deepest, darkest secrets; and as much as I love my son—as much as Jacob has been the star around which I’ve orbited—I’ve had my share of moments when I silently imagined the person I was supposed to be, the one who got lost, somehow, in the daily business of raising an autistic child.


  Be careful what you wish for.


  Picture your life without Jacob, and it just may come true.


  I listened to the testimony today. And yes, as Oliver has said, it’s not our turn yet. But I watched the faces of the jury as they stared at Jacob, and I saw the same expression I’ve seen a thousand times before. That mental distancing, that subtle acknowledgment that there is something wrong with that boy.


  Because he doesn’t interact the way they do.


  Because he doesn’t grieve the way they do.


  Because he doesn’t move or speak the way they do.


  I fought so hard to have Jacob mainstreamed at school—not just so that he could see the way other kids behaved but because other kids needed to see him, and to learn that different isn’t synonymous with bad. But I cannot say, honestly, that his classmates ever learned that lesson. They gave Jacob enough rope to hang himself in social situations, and then set the blame squarely on his shoulders.


  And now, after all that work to shoehorn him into an ordinary school setting, he is in a courtroom peppered with accommodations for his special needs. His only chance at acquittal hinges on his diagnosis on the spectrum. To insist that he is just like anyone else, at this moment, would be a sure prison sentence.


  After years of refusing to make excuses for Jacob’s Asperger’s, this is the only chance he has.


  And suddenly, I am running, as if my life depends on it.


  ***


  It’s after 2:00 A.M. and the pizza parlor is dark, the Closed sign flipped on the door, but in the tiny window above, a light is burning. I open the door to the narrow staircase that leads to the law office, climb the steps, knock.


  Oliver answers, dressed in sweats and a T-shirt that has an old, faded picture of a man with furry, ursine arms. SUPPORT THE SECOND AMENDMENT, it reads. His eyes are bloodshot, and he has ink stains on his hands. “Emma,” he says. “Is everything okay?”


  “No,” I say, pushing past him. There are take-out containers on the floor, and an empty two-liter jug of Mountain Dew lies on its side. Thor, the dog, is asleep with his chin notched over the green plastic bottle. “No, everything’s not okay.” I face him again, my voice catching. “It’s two in the morning. I’m in my pajamas. I just ran here—”


  “You ran here?”


  “—and my son’s going to prison. So no, Oliver, everything is not okay.”


  “Jacob’s going to get acquitted—”


  “Oliver,” I say. “Tell me the truth.”


  He moves a stack of papers off the couch and sits down heavily. “You know why I’m awake at two in the morning? I’m trying to write my opening statement. Want to hear what I’ve got so far?” He lifts up the paper he’s holding. “Ladies and gentlemen, Jacob Hunt is...” He stops.


  “Is what?”


  “I don’t know,” Oliver says. He crumples it into a ball, and I know he’s thinking of Jacob’s meltdown, just like I am. “I don’t fucking know. Jacob Hunt is saddled with an attorney who should have stayed a farrier, that’s what. I shouldn’t have said yes to you. I shouldn’t have gone to the police station. I should have given you the name of some guy who can do criminal law in his sleep, instead of pretending a novice like me might have half a chance of pulling this off.”


  “If this is your way of trying to make me feel better, you’re doing a really lousy job,” I tell him.


  “I told you I suck at this.”


  “Well. At least now you’re being honest.” I sit down beside him on the couch.


  “You want honest?” Oliver says. “I have no idea if that jury is going to buy the defense. I’m scared. Of losing, of the judge laughing me out of court as a total sham.”


  “I’m scared all the time,” I admit. “Everyone thinks I’m the mother who never gives up; that I’d drag Jacob back from the edge of hell a hundred times if I had to. But some mornings I just want to pull the covers over my head and stay in bed.”


  “Most mornings I want to do that,” Oliver says, and I swallow a smile.


  We are leaning against the back of the couch. The blue light from the streetlamps outside turns us both into ghosts. We aren’t in this world anymore, just haunting its edges.


  “You want to hear something really sad?” I whisper. “You’re my best friend.”


  “You’re right. That is really sad.” Oliver grins.


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Are we still playing True Confessions?” he asks.


  “Is that what we’re doing?”


  He reaches toward me and rubs a strand of my hair between his fingers. “I think you’re beautiful,” Oliver says. “Inside and out.”


  He leans forward the tiniest bit and breathes in, closing his eyes, before he lets the hair fall back against my cheek. I feel it inside me, as if I’ve been shocked.


  I don’t pull away.


  I don’t want to pull away.


  “I...I don’t know what to say,” I stammer.


  Oliver’s eyes light up. “Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine,” he quotes. He moves slowly, so that I know what’s coming, and kisses me.


  I should be with Jacob, by court order. I am already breaking rules. What’s one more?


  His teeth catch my lip. He tastes like sugar. “Jelly beans,” he murmurs against my ear. “My biggest vice. After this.”


  I tangle my hands in his hair. It’s thick and golden, wild. “Oliver,” I gasp, as he slides his hands under my camisole. His fingers span my ribs. “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to sleep with your clients.”


  “You’re not my client,” he says. “And I’m not nearly as attracted to Jacob.” He peels back the cardigan I’m wearing; my skin burns. I cannot remember the last time someone treated me as if I were the hallowed museum piece that he had received permission to touch.


  Somehow we have inched ourselves down onto the couch. My head falls to the side, along with my best intentions, when his mouth closes over my breast. I find myself staring directly into Thor’s eyes. “The dog...”


  Oliver lifts his head. “Jesus,” he says, and he stands up, grabbing Thor like a football in one arm. “You’ve got lousy timing.” He opens a closet and tosses a handful of Milk-Bones on a pillow inside, then sets Thor down and closes the door.


  When he turns around again, I draw in my breath. Somehow, his T-shirt has gotten lost between the cushions. His shoulders are wide and strong, his waist tapered, his sweats riding low. He has the easy beauty of someone young enough to dismiss how lucky he is to look like that without trying.


  Me, on the other hand: I’m lying on a ratty couch in a cramped room with a jealous dog in the nearby closet, with freckles and wrinkles and fifteen more pounds than I ought to have and—


  “Don’t,” Oliver says softly, as I pull the edges of my cardigan together again. He sits down on the edge of the couch beside me. “Or I will have to kill Thor.”


  “Oliver, you could have any girl you want. Any girl your age.”


  “You know what young wine is? Grape juice. There are some things worth the wait.”


  “That argument would have been much more convincing coming from someone who hadn’t just finished off a trough of Mountain Dew—”


  He kisses me again. “Shut the hell up, Emma,” he says amiably, and he puts his hands over mine where they rest on the edges of my sweater.


  “It’s been forever.” The words are quiet, hidden against his shoulder.


  “That’s because,” Oliver says, “you were waiting for me.” He slips aside the sweater again and kisses my collarbone. “Emma. Is everything okay?” he asks, for the second time this night.


  Except this time, I say yes.


  ***


  I should have gotten rid of the king-size bed. There is something horribly depressing about only having to tuck in half the sheets each morning, because the other side always remains pristine. I never cross the Mason-Dixon Line of my marriage and sleep, every now and then, on Henry’s side. I’ve left it for him, for whoever might take his place.


  That turned out to be Theo, during thunderstorms, when he was afraid. Or Jacob when he was sick and I wanted to keep an eye on him. I told myself that I liked the extra space anyway. That I deserved to spread out if I wanted to, even though I have always slept curled on my side like a fiddlehead fern.


  Which is why, I suppose, it feels perfect when the pink fingers of the morning stroke the sheet that Oliver’s tossed over us sometime in the night, and I realize that he’s curled around me: a comma, his knees tucked up behind mine and his arm tight around my waist.


  I shift, but instead of letting go of me, Oliver tightens his grasp. “What time is it?” he murmurs.


  “Five-thirty.”


  I turn in his embrace, so that I am facing him. There’s stubble on his cheeks and his chin. “Oliver, listen.”


  His eyes squint open. “No.”


  “No, you’re not going to listen? Or no, you’re not Oliver?”


  “I’m not going to listen,” he replies. “It wasn’t a mistake, and it wasn’t just a onetime, what-the-hell night. And if you keep fighting me on this, I’ll make you read the fine print on the retainer you signed, which very clearly states that the attorney’s sexual services are included in the fee.”


  “I was going to tell you to come over for breakfast,” I say drily.


  Oliver blinks at me. “Oh.”


  “It’s Thursday. Brown day. Gluten-free bagels?”


  “I prefer Everything,” he answers, and then he blushes. “But I guess I made that fairly obvious last night.”


  I used to wake up in the morning and lie in bed for thirty seconds, when whatever I had dreamed might still be possible, before I remembered that I had to get up and make whatever breakfast fit the color code and wonder whether we would survive the day without some schedule change or noise or social conundrum triggering a meltdown. I had thirty seconds when the future was something I anticipated, not feared.


  I wrap my arms around Oliver’s neck and kiss him. Even knowing that, in four and a half hours, this trial will start again; even knowing that I have to hurry home before Jacob realizes I am missing; even knowing that I have likely made a mess of things by doing what I’ve done...I have figured out a way to stretch those thirty seconds of bliss into one long, lovely moment.


  Three letters: a place where hope was found.


  Joy.


  Him.


  Yes.


  If this happened...well, maybe anything can.


  He puts his hands on my shoulders and gently pushes me away. “You have no idea how much it’s killing me to say no,” Oliver says, “but I’ve got an opening argument to write, and my client’s mother is, well, incredibly demanding.”


  “No kidding,” I say.


  He sits up and pulls my camisole out from under his head, helps me stretch it over my head. “This isn’t nearly as much fun in reverse,” he points out.


  We both dress, and then Oliver frees Thor from his banishment and hooks a leash onto his collar, offering to walk me partway home. We are the only people on the streets at this hour. “I feel like an idiot,” I say, glancing down at my slippers and my pajama bottoms.


  “You look like a college student.”


  I roll my eyes. “You are such a liar.”


  “You mean lawyer.”


  “Is there a difference?”


  I stop walking and look up at him. “This,” I say. “Not in front of Jacob.”


  Oliver doesn’t pretend to misunderstand me. He keeps walking, tugging at Thor’s leash. “All right,” he says.


  We part ways at the skateboarding park, and I walk quickly with my head ducked against the wind—and the view of drivers in passing cars. Every now and then, a smile bubbles up from inside me, rising to the surface. The closer I get to home, the more inappropriate that feels. As if I am cheating somehow, as if I have the audacity to be someone other than the mother I am expected to be.


  By 6:15 I am turning the corner of my street, relieved. Jacob wakes up like clockwork at 6:30; he’ll be none the wiser.


  But as I get closer, I see that the lights are on in the house, and my heart skips a beat. I start running, panicked. What if something happened to Jacob in the middle of the night? How stupid have I been, leaving him? I hadn’t scribbled a note, I hadn’t taken my cell phone, and as I throw open the front door, I am nearly bent double by the weight of what might have gone wrong.


  Jacob stands at the kitchen counter, already making his own brown breakfast. There are two place settings. “Mom,” he blurts, excited, “you’ll never guess who’s here.”


  Before I can, though, I hear the downstairs toilet flush, and the running of the faucet, and the footsteps of the guest, who enters the kitchen with an uncomfortable smile.


  “Henry?” I say.


  CASE 10: WOODN’T YOU LIKE TO GET AWAY WITH MURDER?


  On November 19, 1986, Helle Crafts, a Pan Am flight attendant from Connecticut, disappeared. Her husband was suspected shortly after she vanished: Richard Crafts told authorities that he hadn’t left the house on November 19, but credit card records showed that he’d purchased new bedding. Shortly before his wife disappeared, he also had bought a large freezer and rented a wood chipper.


  When a witness recalled seeing a wood chipper near the Housatonic River, police searched the Crafts home. Blood found on the mattress matched Helle’s. A letter addressed to Helle was found near the Housatonic, and divers recovered a chain saw and cutting bar, which still had human hair and tissue in its jaws. Based on this, a more thorough evidence search was begun.


  Here’s what they found:


  2660 hairs.


  One fingernail.


  One toenail.


  One tooth cap.


  Five droplets of blood.


  (A fingernail in a U-Haul rented by Crafts chemically matched nail polish in Helle’s bathroom, too, but it was thrown out of court because of the lack of a search warrant.)


  From this evidence, in 1989, Crafts was found guilty of his wife’s murder and sentenced to ninety-nine years in prison.


  This case made Dr. Henry Lee famous. Leave it to him, a forensic hero, to secure a murder conviction...even without a body.
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  Emma


  For just a moment, I am certain that I’m hallucinating. My ex-husband is not standing in my kitchen, is not coming forward to awkwardly kiss my cheek.


  “What are you doing here?” I demand.


  He looks at Jacob, who is pouring chocolate soy milk into a glass. “For once in my life, I wanted to do the right thing,” Henry says.


  I fold my arms. “Don’t flatter yourself, Henry. This has less to do with Jacob than it does with your own guilt.”


  “Wow,” he says. “Some things never change.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “No one’s allowed to be a better parent than you are. You have to be the gold standard, and if you’re not, you’ll cut everyone else down to make sure of it.”


  “That’s pretty funny, coming from a man who hasn’t seen his son in years.”


  “Three years, six months, and four days,” Jacob says. I had forgotten he was still in the room. “We went out to dinner in Boston because you flew in for work. You ate beef tenderloin, and you sent it back because it was too rare at first.”


  Henry and I look at each other. “Jacob,” I say, “why don’t you go upstairs and take the first shower?”


  “What about breakfast—”


  “You can eat it when you come back down.”


  Jacob hustles upstairs, leaving me alone with Henry. “You have got to be kidding,” I say, furious. “You think you can just show up here like some white knight and save the day?”


  “Considering that I’m the one who cut the check for the lawyer,” Henry says, “I have a right to make sure he’s doing his job.”


  That, of course, makes me think of Oliver. And the things we did that were not job-related.


  “Look,” Henry says, the bluster falling from him like snow from a tree limb. “I didn’t come here to make things more difficult for you, Emma. I came to help.”


  “You don’t just get to be their father, now, because your conscience reared its ugly head. You’re either a father twenty-four/seven or not at all.”


  “Why don’t we ask the kids if they want me to stick around or leave?”


  “Oh, right. That’s like dangling a brand-new video game in front of them. You’re a novelty, Henry.”


  He smiles a little. “Can’t remember the last time I’ve been accused of that.”


  There is a commotion as Theo clatters down the stairs. “Wow, you are here,” he says. “Weird.”


  “It’s because of you,” Henry replies. “After you came all the way to see me, I realized I couldn’t sit at home and pretend this wasn’t happening.”


  Theo snorts a laugh. “Why not? I do it all the time.”


  “I’m not listening to this,” I say, moving around the kitchen. “We have to be in court by nine-thirty.”


  “I’ll come,” Henry said. “For moral support.”


  “Thank you so much,” I say drily. “I don’t know how I’d get through the day if you weren’t here. Oh, wait. I’ve gotten through five thousand days without you here.”


  Theo skirts between us and opens the refrigerator. He pulls out a carton of grapefruit juice and drinks directly from it. “Gosh. What a happy little family unit we are.” He glances overhead as the water in the pipes stops running. “I call the shower next,” he says, and he heads back upstairs.


  I sink down into a chair. “So how does this work? You sit in the courtroom and act concerned while your real family is waiting just outside the escape hatch?”


  “That’s not fair, Emma.”


  “Nothing’s fair.”


  “I’m here for as long as I need to be. Meg understands that I’ve got a responsibility to Jacob.”


  “Right. A responsibility. But somehow she’s neglected to invite him to sunny California to meet his stepsisters—”


  “Jacob won’t get on a plane, and you know it.”


  “So your plan is to just come step into his life and then step out of it again after the trial?”


  “I don’t have a plan—”


  “What about afterward?”


  “That’s why I came.” He takes a step closer. “If...if the worst happens, and Jacob doesn’t come home...well, I know you’ll be there for him to lean on,” Henry says. “But I thought you might need someone to lean on, too.”


  There are a hundred comebacks running through my head—most of which ask why I would trust him now when he has a track record of abandoning me. But instead, I shake my head. “Jacob’s coming home,” I say.


  “Emma, you have to—”


  I hold up the flat of my hand, as if I can stop his words midstream. “Help yourself to breakfast. I need to get dressed.”


  I leave him sitting in the kitchen, and I go upstairs to my bedroom. Through the wall I can hear Theo singing in the shower. I sit down on the bed, clasp my hands between my knees.


  When the boys were little, we had house rules. I’d write them on the bathroom mirror when they were in the tub so that the next time the room steamed up, they would magically appear: commandments for a toddler and his painfully literal autistic brother, laws that were not to be broken.


  1.Clean up your own messes.


  2.Tell the truth.


  3.Brush your teeth twice a day.


  4.Don’t be late for school.


  5.Take care of your brother; he’s the only one you’ve got.


  One night Jacob had asked me if I had to follow the rules, too, and I said yes. But, he pointed out, you don’t have a brother.


  Then I will take care of you, I said.


  However, I didn’t.


  Oliver will stand up in court today, and maybe the next day and the next, and try to accomplish what I have unsuccessfully tried to do for eighteen years now: make strangers understand what it is like to be my son. Make them feel sympathy for a child who cannot feel it himself.


  When Theo’s done in the bathroom, I go in. The air is still thick with heat and steam; the mirror’s fogged. I can’t see the tears on my face, but it’s for the best. Because I may know my son, and I may believe viscerally that he is not a murderer. But the odds of a jury seeing this as clearly as I do are minimal. Because no matter what I tell Henry—or myself, for that matter—I know that Jacob isn’t coming home.


  Jacob


  Theo is still getting dressed when I knock on his door. “What the fuck, dude?” he says, holding up a towel to his body. I close my eyes until he tells me it’s okay to look, and then I walk into his room.


  “I need help with my tie,” I say.


  I am very proud of the fact that I got dressed today without any issues. I was a little freaked out by the buttons on the shirt, which felt like hot coals on my chest, but I put on a T-shirt underneath, and now it isn’t quite as painful.


  Theo stands in front of me in his jeans and a sweatshirt. I wish I could wear that to the courthouse. He straightens my collar and starts to loop the ends of the tie around and around so that it will be a tie, instead of the knot I’ve managed to make twice. The tie is like a long, skinny knit scarf; I like it a lot more than the striped thing Oliver made me wear yesterday.


  “There you go,” Theo says. Then he hunches his shoulders. “So what do you think about Dad?”


  “I don’t think about Dad,” I say.


  “I mean about him being here.”


  “Oh,” I say. “I guess it’s good.”


  (In reality, I don’t think it’s either good or bad. It’s not as if it’s going to make much difference, after all, but it seems like normal people would have a more positive reaction to seeing a close family member, and he did travel 3,000 miles on a plane, so I have to give him credit for that.)


  “I thought Mom was going to blow her stack.”


  I don’t know what he means by that, but I nod and smile at him. You’d be surprised at how far that response can get you in a conversation where you are completely confused.


  “Do you remember him?” Theo asks.


  “He called on my birthday, and that was only three and a half months ago—”


  “No,” Theo interrupts. “I mean, do you remember him from back then? When he lived with us?”


  I do, actually. I remember being in bed between him and my mother, and holding my hand up to his cheek while he slept. It was scratchy with incoming beard, and the texture used to intrigue me, plus I liked the sound it made when he scraped it. I remember his briefcase. He had floppy disks inside in different colors that I liked to sort by spectrum, and paper clips in a small container that I would line up on the floor of his office while he worked. Sometimes, though, when he was doing programming and got stuck or excited, he yelled, and that usually made me yell, and he would call for my mother to take me so that he could get some work done.


  “He took me apple picking once,” I say. “He let me ride on his shoulders and showed me how the apple pickers get the apples out of their baskets without bruising them.”


  For a while, I kept a list of apple facts as I learned them, because what I remembered about my father was that he at least had a passing interest in pomology, enough of one to take me out to an orchard for the day. I know, for example, that:


  1.The world’s top apple producers are China, the United States, Turkey, Poland, and Italy.


  2.It takes about thirty-six apples to create a gallon of cider.


  3.Red Delicious is the most widely grown variety in the United States.


  4.It takes the energy of fifty leaves to produce a single apple.


  5.The largest apple ever picked weighed three pounds.


  6.Apples float because a quarter of their volume is air.


  7.Apple trees are related to roses.


  8.Archaeologists have found evidence of apples being eaten as early as 6500 B.C.


  “That’s cool,” Theo says. “I don’t remember anything about him at all.”


  I know why; it is because Theo was only a few months old when my father left. I don’t remember that day, but I do remember a lot leading up to it. My mother and father often fought right in front of me. I was there, but I wasn’t there—those were the days when I would find myself completely entranced by the static on the television screen or the lever of the toaster. My parents assumed that I was not paying attention, but that isn’t the way it works. I could hear and see and smell and feel everything at once back then, which is why I had to focus so hard to pay attention to only one of the stimuli. I’ve always sort of pictured it like a movie: imagine a camera that can record the entire world at once—every sight, every sound. That’s very impressive, but it isn’t particularly useful if you want to specifically hear a conversation between two people, or see a ball coming toward you while you’re standing at bat. And yet, I couldn’t change the brain I’d been born with, so instead I learned how to narrow the world with makeshift blinders, until all I noticed was what I wanted to notice. That’s autism, for those who’ve never been there themselves.


  Anyway, this is also why, even though my parents might have assumed my attention was otherwise occupied, I can remember the fights they had verbatim:


  Do you remember me, Emma? I live here, too...


  For God’s sake, Henry. Are you really jealous of the time I spend with your own son?


  And


  I don’t care how we’re going to pay for it. I’m not going to pass up a treatment for Jacob just because—


  Because what? Say it...You don’t think I make enough money.


  Your words, not mine.


  And


  I want to come home from my fucking job to my fucking house and not have ten fucking strangers on my living room floor. Is that so much to ask?


  Those strangers are the ones who are going to bring Jacob back to us—


  Wake up, Emma. He is what he is. There’s not some miracle locked inside him waiting to come out.


  And


  You’ve worked late every night this week.


  Well, what have I got to come home to?


  And


  What do you mean, you’re pregnant? We said no more. We already have too much on our plate—


  I didn’t exactly get pregnant by myself, you know.


  You’d know. You’re the one who takes the pills.


  You think I tricked you? Jesus, Henry, I’m glad to know you think so highly of me. Just get out. Get out of here.


  And one day he did.


  Suddenly, my father knocks on Theo’s door and pokes his head into the room. “Boys,” he says. “How, um, how are you doing?”


  Neither of us says a word.


  “Jacob,” he asks. “Can we talk?”


  ***


  We sit down in my room, with me on the bed and my father on my desk chair. “Are you...okay with me being here?”


  I look around. He isn’t messing anything up on my desk, so I nod.


  This makes him feel better, I think, because his shoulders relax. “I owe you an apology,” he says. “I don’t really know how to put this into words.”


  “That happens to me,” I tell him.


  He smiles a little and shakes his head. Theo looks so much like him. I’ve heard this all my life from my mother, but now I can also see that there’s a lot of my father that reminds me of me. Like the way he ducks his head before he starts a sentence. And how he drums his fingers on his thighs.


  “I wanted to apologize to you, Jacob,” he says. “There are some people—like your mother—who just won’t give up. I’m not one of those people. I’m not saying it’s an excuse, only a fact. I knew enough about myself, even back then, to understand that this wasn’t a situation I could handle.”


  “By this,” I say, “you mean me.”


  He hesitates, and then he nods. “I don’t know as much about Asperger’s as your mother does,” he says. “But I think maybe we’ve all got something in us that keeps us from connecting to people, even when we want to.”


  I like the concept: that Asperger’s is like a flavoring added to a person, and although my concentration is higher than those of others, if tested, everyone else would have traces of this condition, too.


  I make myself look my father in the eye. “Did you know apples can rust?” I say.


  “No,” he says, his voice softer. “No, I did not.”


  ***


  In addition to the list of apple facts, I have kept another list for my father, of questions I might ask if the chance arose:


  1.If it hadn’t been for me, would you have stayed?


  2.Were you ever sorry you left?


  3.Do you think one day we could be friends?


  4.If I promised to try harder, would you consider coming back?


  It is worthwhile to note that while we were sitting in my room we discussed apples, the medical examiner’s testimony of yesterday, and the article in Wired magazine about whether Asperger’s was on the rise in Silicon Valley due to the preponderance of math-and-science genes in the geographical area. Yet I did not ask him a single one of these questions, which are still on a list in the back of my bottommost left desk drawer.


  ***


  We all ride to the courthouse together in my father’s rental car. It is silver and smells like pine trees. I am sitting in my usual seat in the back behind my father, who is driving. My mother sits next to him, and Theo’s beside me. As we drive I look at the spaces between the power lines on the telephone poles, which narrow at the ends and then widen in the middle, like giant canoes.


  We are five minutes from the courthouse when my mother’s cell phone rings. She nearly drops it before she manages to answer the call. “I’m fine,” she says, but her face gets red. “We’ll meet you in the parking lot.”


  I suppose I should be nervous, but I’m actually excited. Today is the day that Oliver gets to tell everyone the truth about what I did.


  “Now, Jacob,” my mother says. “You remember the rules?”


  “Let Oliver do the talking,” I mutter. “Pass him a note if I need a break. I’m not a moron, Mom.”


  “That’s a matter of opinion,” Theo says.


  She twists around in her seat. Her pupils are large and dark, and a pulse beats in the hollow of her throat. “It’s going to be harder for you today,” she says quietly. “You’re going to hear things said about you that might not make sense. Things that maybe you even think aren’t true. But just remember, Oliver knows what he’s doing.”


  “Is Jacob testifying?” my father asks.


  My mother turns to him. “What do you think?”


  “I was just asking, for God’s sake.”


  “Well, you can’t come in at the third act and expect me to tell you what you’ve missed,” she snaps, and silence fills the car like sarin gas. I start to whisper the Fibonacci sequence under my breath, to make myself feel better, and Theo must feel the same way, because he says, “So...are we there yet?” and then laughs hysterically, as if he’s told a really funny joke.


  As we drive in, Oliver is leaning against his truck. It is an old pickup that, he says, is more suited to a farrier than an attorney, but it still gets him from point A to point B. We are parked in the back of the courthouse, away from the cameras and the television news vans. He glances up as we drive by, but this isn’t my mother’s car, so he doesn’t realize it’s us. It isn’t until we park and step out of the rental car that Oliver sees my mother and comes forward with a big smile on his face.


  And then he notices my dad.


  “Oliver,” my mother says, “this is my ex-husband, Henry.”


  “Are you kidding?” Oliver looks at my mother.


  My father sticks out his hand to shake Oliver’s. “Nice to meet you.”


  “Um. Right. Pleasure.” Then he turns to me. “Oh, for the love of God...Emma, I can’t let him go into the courtroom like this.”


  I look down. I’m wearing brown corduroy pants and a brown shirt, with a brown tweed blazer and the stretchy brown tie that Theo tied for me.


  “It’s Thursday, and he’s dressed in a jacket and tie,” my mother says tightly. “You might imagine that this morning I had a lot on my plate.”


  Oliver turns to my father. “What does he look like to you?”


  “A UPS driver?” my father says.


  “I was thinking Nazi.” Oliver shakes his head. “We don’t have time for you to go home and change, and you’re too big to fit into my—” Suddenly he breaks off and sizes up my father with one glance. “Go trade shirts with him in the bathroom.”


  “But it’s white,” I say. “Exactly. The look we’re going for is not modern-day serial killer, Jake.”


  My father glances at my mother. “See,” he says. “Aren’t you glad I came?”


  ***


  The first day I met Jess for social skills training I happened to be fearing for my very life. I had been in Mrs. Wicklow’s English class that year. It wasn’t a particularly interesting class, and Mrs. Wicklow had the bad fortune to have a face that looked a little like a sweet potato—long and narrow, with a few sprouting hairs at the chin and an orange spray-on tan. But she always let me read aloud when we were doing plays, even if I sometimes had trouble remembering my place, and the time I forgot my notebook on the day of the open-book exam she let me take it the next day. One day, when she was out with the flu, a boy in the class named Sawyer Trigg (who had been suspended once for bringing NyQuil to school to sell in the cafeteria) ignored the substitute teacher and plucked bits of the spider plant off, then stuck it to his chin with gum. He jammed wadded-up paper under his shirt and started prancing through the aisles between our desks. “I’m Mrs. Witchlow,” he said, and everyone laughed.


  I laughed, too, but only to fit in. Because you’re supposed to respect teachers, even if they’re not there. So when Mrs. Wicklow came back, I told her what Sawyer had been doing, and she sent him to the principal. Later that day, he slammed me up against my locker and said, “I could fucking kill you, Hunt.”


  Well, I spent the rest of the day in an utter panic, because he could kill me, I had no doubt of that. And when Jess arrived at the school to meet me for the first time, I had a butter knife in my pocket stolen from the cafeteria—the best I could do on short notice—just in case Sawyer Trigg was lurking in the shadows of the hallways.


  She told me that what I said to her was private, and that she wouldn’t tell my mother about anything I wanted to keep a secret between us. I liked that—it sounded like having a best friend, at least the way it is always portrayed on television—but I was too distracted to comment. “Um, Jacob?” Jess said, when she caught me looking over my shoulder for the eighth time. “Is everything okay?”


  That was when I told her everything about Mrs. Wicklow and Sawyer Trigg.


  She shook her head. “He’s not going to kill you.”


  “But he said—”


  “That’s his way of letting you know he’s mad at you for tattling on him.”


  “You’re not supposed to make fun of teachers—”


  “You’re not supposed to tell on your peers, either,” Jess said. “Especially if you want them to like you. I mean, Mrs. Wicklow has to be nice to you; it’s part of her contract. But you have to earn the trust of your classmates. And you just lost that.” She leaned forward. “There are all kinds of rules, Jacob. Some of them are explicit, like not making fun of teachers. But others are like secrets. They’re the ones you’re supposed to know, even if they never get said.”


  That was exactly what I never seemed to understand: those unwritten rules that other people seemed to pick up as if they had a social radar device that was missing in my own brain.


  “Did you laugh when Sawyer made fun of Mrs. Wicklow?”


  “Yes.”


  “He thought you were on his side, that you were enjoying the performance. So imagine how he felt when you tattled on him.”


  I stared at Jess. I wasn’t Sawyer, and I had been adhering to a rule; whereas he was deliberately breaking one. “I can’t,” I said.


  A few minutes later, my mother came to pick me up. “Hello,” she said, smiling at Jess. “How did it go?”


  Jess looked at me, making sure she caught my eye. Then she turned to my mother. “Jacob got another boy in trouble today. Oh, and he stole a knife from the school cafeteria.”


  I felt my heart go to stone in my chest, and my mouth was dry as cotton. I thought this girl was going to be my friend, was going to keep my secrets. And the first thing she did was turn around and tell my mother everything that had happened today?


  I was furious; I never wanted to see her again. And I felt soft and spongy in my stomach, too, as if I had just gotten off an amusement park ride, because I knew my mother was going to want to follow up on this conversation on the drive home.


  Jess touched my arm to get my attention. “That,” she said, “is how Sawyer felt. And I will never do that to you again. Will you?”


  The next day I went to school, and I waited near Sawyer’s locker. “What are you doing here, prick?” he asked.


  “I’m sorry,” I told him, and I really, truly meant it.


  Maybe it was my face, or the tone of my voice, or just the fact that I sought him out—but he stood there for a second with his locker open and then he shrugged. “Whatever,” Sawyer said.


  I decided that was his way of saying thanks. “Are you still thinking of killing me?”


  He shook his head and laughed. “I don’t think so.”


  I’m telling you, Jess Ogilvy was the best teacher I’ve ever had. And she would have understood, better than anyone, why I had to do what I did.


  Oliver


  What happened last night was the single most remarkable experience of my sexual history, unless you count the time I was a sophomore in college and got a letter published in Penthouse—the difference being, of course, that that was fictional, whereas last night really happened.


  I’ve been thinking about it. (Okay, I’ve been thinking of nothing but it.) Once Emma and I had both admitted our biggest fears to each other, we were on equal footing. Vulnerability trumps age. When you’re emotionally bare, the leap to being physically bare isn’t all that far.


  I woke up this morning with her hair loose over my arm and her body warm against mine and I decided that I didn’t care if she had slept with me out of desperation or frustration or even distraction—I wasn’t going to let her go. I had charted every inch of her last night; I wanted to return to that territory until I knew it better than anyone ever had or ever would.


  Which meant I had to get her son acquitted, because otherwise, she’d never want to see me again.


  To that end, I came to court this morning intending to give Jacob the best defense in the history of the State of Vermont. I was single-minded and focused and determined, until I saw her emerge from another man’s car.


  Her ex’s.


  He has a right to be here, I suppose—he’s Jacob’s father—but Emma had led me to believe that he wasn’t really in the picture.


  I don’t like the way Henry held on to her when we were walking up the steps of the courthouse. I don’t like the fact that he’s bigger than I am. I don’t like the fact that the one time I touched Emma’s arm, as we were about to come into the courtroom, Theo saw me do it and his brows shot up to his hairline, so I had to immediately pretend it was an accidental brush of the hand.


  I really don’t like the fact that I’m preoccupied with Emma when I ought to be focused solely on her son.


  As the jury files in, I take my seat beside Jacob. He looks like he’s had sixty cups of coffee. He’s bouncing, even though he’s seated next to me at the defense table. Emma is on his right side, and I swear, I can feel the heat of her skin even with her son between us. “I don’t like this,” Jacob mutters.


  You and me both, kid. I think. “What don’t you like?”


  “Her hair.”


  “Whose hair?”


  “Hers,” Jacob says, and he points to Helen Sharp without glancing at her.


  Today the prosecutor is wearing her hair loose around her face. It’s auburn and brushes her shoulders. It actually makes her look almost compassionate, although I know better. “Well,” I say. “It could be worse.”


  “How?”


  “It could be longer.”


  This makes me think of Emma last night, with her hair free and falling down her back. I’d never seen it like that, because of Jacob.


  “It’s a bad omen,” Jacob says, and his fingers flutter on his thigh.


  “There seems to be a lot of that going around,” I say, and I turn to Emma. “What’s Henry doing here?”


  She shakes her head. “He showed up this morning when I was out for my run,” she stresses, and doesn’t meet my eye. Conversation closed.


  “Make sure you tell the truth,” Jacob states, and Emma and I both jerk our heads toward him. Is Jacob more intuitive than either of us gave him credit for?


  “All rise,” the bailiff says, and the judge strides in from his chambers.


  “If the defense wishes to deliver an opening statement,” Judge Cuttings says, “you may begin.”


  I would have preferred to give my opening statement back when Helen had given hers, so that the whole time the jury was watching Jacob’s reactions during the prosecution’s turn, they could have been thinking his inappropriate affect was because he has Asperger’s—not because he is a sociopathic killer. But the judge didn’t give me that opportunity, and so now, I just have to leave an impression that’s twice as deep.


  “The truth,” Jacob whispers again. “You’ll tell them what happened, right?”


  He is talking about the jury, I realize; he is talking about Jess’s murder. And there is so much riding on that one question that suddenly I have no idea how to answer Jacob without it becoming a lie. I hesitate, and then take a deep breath. “Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya,” I murmur to Jacob. “You killed my father. Prepare to die.”


  I know he’s grinning as I stand up and face the jury. “During a trial, lawyers ask the jury to see in shades of gray. You’re supposed to look at both sides of an issue. To not prejudge anything. To wait until you’ve heard all the evidence to make a decision. The judge has instructed you to do this, and will instruct you to do this again at the end of the trial.”


  I walk toward them. “But Jacob Hunt doesn’t know how to do that. He can’t see shades of gray. To him, the world is black or white. For example, if you ask Jacob to pitch a tent, he will toss it at you. Part of Jacob’s diagnosis with Asperger’s syndrome means that he won’t understand the concept of a metaphor. To him, the world is a literal place.” I glance over my shoulder at Jacob, who’s staring down at the table. “You might have also noticed that yesterday, during this trial, Jacob didn’t look the witnesses in the eye. Or that he didn’t show much emotion when the prosecution enumerated the horrors of a murder scene. Or that he might not be able to sit through testimony for long periods of time and needs a break in that room in the back. In fact, there may be many moments during this trial where it seems to you that Jacob is acting rudely, or immaturely, or even in a manner that makes him appear guilty. But ladies and gentlemen, Jacob cannot help it. Those behaviors are all hallmarks of Asperger’s syndrome, a neurological disorder on the autism spectrum with which Jacob’s been diagnosed. People with Asperger’s might have a normal or even exceptional IQ but will also show severe deficiencies in social and communication skills. They might be obsessed by routine or rules, or be fixated on a certain subject. They can’t read expressions very well, or body language. They are overly sensitive to lights, textures, smells, and sounds.


  “You are going to hear from Jacob’s doctors and his mother about his limitations, and how they’ve tried hard to help Jacob overcome them. Part of what you’re going to hear is Jacob’s very concrete sense of what’s right and what’s wrong. In his world, rules are not just important, they’re infallible. And yet, he has no understanding of the underlying bases of those rules. He can’t tell you how his behavior might affect another person, because it is impossible for Jacob to put himself in someone else’s metaphorical shoes. He might be able to recite to you every line from CrimeBusters episode forty-four, but he can’t tell you why the mother is upset in scene seven of the show, or how the loss of a child impacted the parents in that show. If you ask Jacob, he can’t explain it. Not because he doesn’t want to, and not because he’s a sociopath, but because his brain simply doesn’t function that way.”


  I walk behind the defense table and put my hand lightly on Jacob’s shoulder. Immediately he flinches, just like I figured, beneath the jury’s watchful eye. “If you spend some time with Jacob,” I say, “you’ll probably think there’s something...different about him. Something you can’t quite put your finger on. He may seem odd, or quirky...but you probably also won’t think of him as insane. After all, he can hold a legitimate conversation with you; he knows more about certain subjects than I’ll ever know; he isn’t running around listening to voices in his head or setting small animals on fire. But the definition of legal insanity, ladies and gentlemen, is very different than what we typically think of when we think of the word insanity. It says that, at the moment an act was committed, the defendant—as a result of a severe mental disease or defect—was unable to appreciate the wrongfulness of his acts. What that means is that a person with a neurological disorder like Asperger’s who commits a crime—a person like Jacob—can’t be held responsible in the same way you or I should be held responsible. And what you will hear from the witnesses for the defense is proof that having Asperger’s syndrome makes it impossible for Jacob to understand how his actions might cause harm to someone else. You will hear how having Asperger’s syndrome might lead a person like Jacob to have an idiosyncratic interest that becomes overwhelming and obsessive. And you will see, ladies and gentlemen, that having Asperger’s syndrome impaired Jacob’s ability to understand that what he did to Jess Ogilvy was wrong.”


  Behind me, I hear whispering. From the corner of my eye, I see a dozen notes, stacked on my side of the defense table. Jacob is rocking back and forth, his mouth tight. After a minute he starts to write notes to Emma as well.


  “No one is suggesting that Jess Ogilvy’s death is anything less than a tragedy, and our sympathies must lie with her family. But don’t compound that tragedy by creating a second victim.”


  I nod, and sit back down at the table. The notes are brief and angry:


  NO.


  YOU HAVE TO TELL THEM.


  WHAT I DID WAS RIGHT.


  I lean toward my client. “Just trust me,” I say.


  Theo


  Yesterday, I was sitting alone in the back of the courtroom squished between a woman who was knitting a newborn baby cap and a man in a tweed jacket who kept texting on his phone during the testimony. No one knew who I was, and I liked it that way. After Jacob’s first sensory break, when I went to the little curtained room and the bailiff let me slip inside, my secret identity was not so much of a secret anymore. The knitting woman, I noticed, moved to a spot on the other side of the courtroom, as if I had some dread contagious disease instead of just a last name shared with the defendant. The man in the tweed coat, though, stopped texting. He kept asking me questions: Had Jacob ever been violent before? Did he have the hots for Jess Ogilvy? Did she turn him down? It didn’t take long for me to figure out he was some kind of reporter, and after that, I just stood in the back near one of the bailiffs.


  Today, I’m sitting next to my father, a guy I don’t know at all.


  When Oliver starts talking, my father leans toward me. “What do you know about this guy?”


  “He likes long walks on the beach, and he’s a Scorpio,” I say.


  Here’s what I really know. Oliver was rubbing my mom’s arm today. Not in the oh-you’re-about-to-fall-are-you-okay way, but in a sweet-child-o’-mine mode. What the fuck is that all about? He’s supposed to be saving my brother’s ass, not hitting on my mother.


  I know I should be relieved that my father is here, but actually, I’m not. I’m sitting here wondering why we are spectators at a murder trial, instead of on the first base line at Fenway, watching the Sox play. I’m wondering how I learned to tie a tie, like I did for Jacob today, considering that my own father wasn’t the one to teach it to me. I’m wondering why sharing the same DNA with a person doesn’t make you automatically feel like you have something in common.


  As soon as Oliver finishes his statement, I turn to my father. “I don’t know how to fish,” I say. “I mean, I wouldn’t know how to stick a worm on a hook, or how to use a pole, or anything like that.”


  He just stares at me, frowning a little.


  “It would have been cool if we’d fished,” I say. “You know. Like in that pond behind the school.”


  This, of course, is just plain stupid. I was six months old when my father left us. I could barely hold myself upright, much less a fishing pole.


  My father ducks his head. “I get seasick,” he says. “Even just standing on a dock. Always have.”


  After that, we don’t really talk at all.


  ***


  I went to Dr. Moon once. My mother thought it would be a good idea for me to talk to a shrink about feelings I might be having, given the fact that my brother sucked up all the time and energy in our household like some giant karmic Hoover. I can’t say I remember much about her, except that she smelled like incense and told me I could take off my shoes, because she herself could think better without shoes, and maybe I would, too.


  On the other hand, I do still remember what we talked about. She said that, sometimes, it would be hard for me to be the younger brother, because I had to do all the stuff the older brother usually did. She told me that this might frustrate Jacob and make him mad, and that would make him act even more immature. In this she was the psychological equivalent of a weather forecast: she could tell me with precise probability what was coming, but she was completely unequipped to help me prepare for the storm.


  She looks different on the witness stand than she does when she is at her office. For example, she is wearing a business suit, and her crazy long hair is tamed into a bun. Oh, and she’s wearing shoes. “At first, Jacob was diagnosed with general autism spectrum disorder. Then we tweaked his diagnosis to pervasive developmental disorder. It wasn’t until sixth grade that we amended his diagnosis to Asperger’s syndrome, based on his inability to interpret social cues and to interact with peers in spite of his high IQ and verbal ability. For kids Jacob’s age, that progression of diagnoses is very common. It doesn’t mean he didn’t always have Asperger’s—he did—it just means that we didn’t necessarily have the correct language to label it.”


  “Can you give a definition of Asperger’s syndrome for people who aren’t familiar with it, Doctor?” Oliver asks.


  “It’s a developmental disorder that affects the way information is processed in the brain, and it’s considered to fall at the upper end of the autism spectrum. People with Asperger’s are often very intelligent and very competent—in this, they differ from profoundly autistic children, who can’t communicate at all—but they have crippling disabilities in the area of social interaction.”


  “So someone with Asperger’s might be smart?”


  “Someone with Asperger’s might even have a genius-level IQ. However, when it comes to making small talk, he’ll be completely inept. He has to be taught social interaction as if it’s a foreign language, the way you or I would need to be taught Farsi.”


  “Lawyers sometimes have trouble finding friends,” Oliver says, raising some laughter on the jury. “Does that mean we all have Asperger’s?”


  “No,” Dr. Moon responds. “A person with Asperger’s desperately wants to fit in but simply can’t understand social behavior that’s intuitive to the rest of us. He won’t be able to read gestures or facial expressions to assess the mood of the person he’s speaking to. He won’t be able to interpret a nonverbal cue, such as a yawn signifying boredom when he’s hogging the conversation. He won’t be able to understand what someone else is thinking or feeling; that kind of empathy is unnatural to him. He truly is the center of his own universe and will react based on that principle. For example, I had a patient who caught his sister shoplifting and ratted her out—not because he thought he was morally responsible to report his sister’s crime but because he didn’t want to be known as the boy whose sister had a criminal record. Whatever a child with Asperger’s does, he does because he’s thinking of how it will affect him, not anyone else.”


  “Are there other hallmarks of the disorder?”


  “Yes. Someone with Asperger’s might have difficulty organizing and prioritizing rules and tasks. He’ll tend to focus on details instead of the big picture and often will become obsessed for months or years at a time by one specific subject. And he can talk about that subject—even if it’s a sophisticated topic—for hours at a time. For this reason, the disorder is sometimes referred to as the Little Professor syndrome. Children with Asperger’s speak in such an adult manner they often get along better with their parents’ friends than with their own peers.”


  “Does Jacob have that sort of obsessive focus on one subject?”


  “Oh, yes. He’s had several over the years—dogs, and dinosaurs, and most recently, forensic science.”


  “What else might we notice about a person with Asperger’s syndrome?”


  “He’ll adhere slavishly to routine and rules. He’s painfully honest. He will dislike making eye contact. He might have hypersensitivity to light or noise or touch or taste. For example, right now, Jacob is probably working very hard to block out the sound of the fluorescent lights in this courtroom, which you and I can’t even hear. One moment a child with Asperger’s might present as an extremely bright, if awkward, child—and the next, when his routine is disrupted, he might have a meltdown that lasts between ten minutes and several hours.”


  “Like a toddler’s tantrum?”


  “Exactly. Except it’s a lot more debilitating when the child is eighteen and 180 pounds,” Dr. Moon says.


  I can feel my father staring at me, so I turn to him. “Does that happen a lot?” he whispers. “The tantrums?”


  “You get used to it,” I say, although I’m not sure this is true. In reality, you don’t ever change the hurricane. You just learn how to stay out of its path.


  Oliver is walking toward the jury now. “Will Jacob ever be cured of Asperger’s?”


  “At present,” the shrink says, “there’s no cure for autism. It’s not something you outgrow; it’s a condition you have forever.”


  “Dr. Murano, which of the symptoms you’ve related here today has Jacob manifested over the years?”


  “All of them,” she says.


  “Even now, at age eighteen?”


  “Jacob’s gotten much better at rolling with the punches if a routine is disrupted. Although it’s still upsetting, now he has coping mechanisms he can draw upon. Instead of having a screaming fit, like he did at age four, he’ll find a song or a movie and repeat the lyrics or lines over and over.”


  “Doctor, this court has allowed Jacob to take sensory breaks when necessary. Can you explain what that is?”


  “It’s a way for Jacob to get away from the overstimulation that’s upsetting him. When he feels like he’s spiraling out of control, he can remove himself and go to a place that’s quiet and less chaotic. In school, he has a room where he can pull himself together again, and in court, he has the same type of area. Inside are all sorts of materials that Jacob can use to calm himself down—from deep-pressure weighted blankets to a rope swing to fiber-optic lamps.”


  “You said that kids with Asperger’s have an affinity for rules. Is that true of Jacob?”


  “Yes. For example, Jacob knows that school starts at eight-twelve A.M. and because of that rule, he is on time every day. However, one week his mother told him that he would be late for school because he had a dentist appointment. He had a meltdown, put his fist through a wall in his bedroom, and could not be calmed down enough to be taken to the dentist. In Jacob’s mind, he was being asked to break a rule.”


  “He punched in a wall? Do kids with Asperger’s have a propensity for violence?” Oliver asks.


  “That’s a myth. In fact, a child with Asperger’s is more likely to not misbehave than neurotypical children are, simply because he knows that’s the rule. However, a child with Asperger’s also has a very low fight-orflight threshold. If he feels cornered in any way—verbally, physically, or emotionally—he might either run or strike out blindly.”


  “Have you ever seen Jacob do that?”


  “Yes,” Dr. Moon says. “At school last year he was given detention for swearing at a teacher. Apparently a young woman tricked him into behaving inappropriately by saying she’d be his friend if he did it. Afterward, he retaliated by shoving her and was suspended.”


  “What triggered the violent response in Jacob?”


  “Being belittled, I imagine.”


  “Did you talk to him about the episode?” Oliver asks.


  “I did.”


  “Did you explain why his violent response wasn’t appropriate?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you think he understood that what he did was wrong?”


  She hesitates. “Jacob’s sense of right and wrong isn’t based on an internalized moral code. It’s based on what he has been told to do, or not to do. If you asked him whether it’s right to hit someone, he would tell you no. However, he would also tell you that it’s wrong to make fun of someone—and in his mind, the young woman broke that rule first. When Jacob hit her, he was not thinking of how he might hurt her, or even of how his actions would be going against a rule of behavior. He was thinking of how she’d hurt him, and he simply...reacted.”


  Oliver approaches the witness stand. “Dr. Murano, if I told you that Jacob had argued with Jess Ogilvy two days before she died, and that she’d told him to get lost, how would you think that had affected his behavior?”


  She shakes her head. “Jess was very important to Jacob, and if they had a fight, he would have been extremely upset. In going to her house that day, he was clearly manifesting that he didn’t know how to behave. He stuck to his routine rather than let the argument run its course. Most likely, Jacob’s mind processed the fight like this: Jess told me to get lost. I can’t possibly get lost because I always know where I am. Therefore she didn’t really mean what she said, so I will just go on as if she never said it. Jacob would not have understood from Jess’s language that she might truly not have wanted to see him. It’s this inability to put himself in Jess’s frame of mind that separates Jacob from his peers. Whereas another child may just be socially awkward, Jacob is dissociated entirely from empathy, and his actions and perceptions revolve around his own needs. He never stopped to imagine what Jess was feeling; all he knew was how much she was hurting him by arguing with him.”


  “Does Jacob know that it’s against the law to commit murder?”


  “Absolutely. With his fixation on forensic criminology, he probably could recite the legal statutes as well as you could, Mr. Bond. But for Jacob, self-preservation is the one inviolable rule, the one that trumps everything else. So just like he lost his temper with the girl at school who’d humiliated him—and truly didn’t understand why that was problematic, given what she’d done to him first—well, I can only imagine that’s what happened with Jess, too.”


  Suddenly Jacob stands up. “I didn’t lose my temper!” he shouts, as my mother grabs his arm to make him sit down again.


  Of course, the fact that he’s losing his temper at this very second sort of negates what he’s saying.


  “Control your client, Mr. Bond,” the judge warns.


  When Oliver turns around, he looks the way soldiers do in movies when they crest a hill and see a swarm of enemy forces below them—and realize that, no matter what, they don’t have a prayer. “Jacob,” he sighs. “Sit down.”


  “I need a break,” Jacob yells.


  Oliver looks at the judge. “Your Honor?” And then suddenly, the jury is being led out and Jacob is practically running to the sensory break room.


  My father looks completely lost. “What happens now?”


  “We wait fifteen minutes.”


  “Should I...Are you going to go back there with them?”


  I have, every time so far. I’ve hung out in a corner, playing with some Koosh balls, while Jacob gets his act together. But now, I glance up at my father. “Do what you want,” I say. “I’m staying here.”


  ***


  In my first memory, I’m really sick and I can’t stop crying. Jacob is around six or seven, and he keeps asking my mother—who has been up with me all night—to get breakfast ready. It is early; the sun hasn’t even come up yet.


  I’m hungry, Jacob says.


  I know, but I have to take care of Theo right now.


  What’s the matter with Theo?


  His throat hurts, very bad.


  There’s a moment where Jacob takes this information in. I bet if he had ice cream his throat would feel better.


  Jacob, my mother says, stunned. You’re thinking about how Theo feels?


  I don’t want his throat to hurt, Jacob says.


  Ice cream! Ice cream! I yell. It’s not even really ice cream I’m screaming for—it’s soy-based, like everything else in the freezer and fridge. But it’s still something that’s supposed to be a treat, not a breakfast food.


  My mother gives in. Okay. Ice cream, she says. She puts me in my booster seat and gives me a bowl. She gives Jacob a bowl, too, and pats his head. I’m going to have to tell Dr. Moon that you were looking out for your brother, she says.


  Jacob eats his ice cream. Finally, he says. Peace and quiet.


  My mother still holds that up as an example of Jacob transcending his Asperger’s to exhibit empathy for his poor, sick kid brother.


  Here’s what I see, now that I’m older:


  Jacob got a bowl of ice cream for breakfast and didn’t even have to be the one to beg for it.


  Jacob got me to stop making a racket.


  My brother wasn’t trying to help me that day. He was trying to help himself.


  Jacob


  I am lying underneath the blanket that feels like a hundred hands pressing down on me, like I’m deep at the bottom of the sea and cannot see the sun or hear what’s happening on the shore.


  I didn’t lose my temper.


  I don’t know why Dr. Moon would think that.


  I don’t know why my mother didn’t stand up and object. I don’t know why Oliver isn’t telling the truth.


  I used to have nightmares where the sun was coming too close to the earth and I was the only one who knew it, because my skin could sense a change in temperature more accurately than anyone else’s. No matter what I did to try to warn people, nobody ever listened to me, and eventually trees started to burst into flame and my family was burned alive. I would wake up and see the sunrise, and I’d freak out all over again, because how could I really be sure that my nightmare had been a nightmare after all and not actually a premonition?


  I think the same thing is happening now. After years of imagining I’m an alien in this world—with senses more acute than those of normal people, and with speech patterns that don’t make sense to normal people, and behaviors that look odd on this planet but that, on my home planet, must be perfectly acceptable—it has actually become true. Truth is a lie and lies are the truth. The members of the jury believe what they hear, not what’s right in front of their eyes. And no one is listening, no matter how loud I am screaming inside my own head.


  Emma


  The space beneath the blanket feels like it has a heartbeat. In the dark, I find Jacob’s hand and I squeeze it. “Honey,” I say, “we have to go.”


  He turns to me. In the blackness I can see the reflection of his eyes. “I didn’t lose my temper with Jess,” he mutters.


  “We can talk about that later...”


  “I didn’t hurt her,” Jacob says.


  I stop and stare at him. I want to believe him. God, I want to believe him. But then I imagine that quilt I sewed for him, wrapped around the body of a dead girl.


  “I didn’t mean to hurt her,” Jacob corrects.


  Nobody looks into the face of a newborn son and imagines all the things that will go wrong in his life. Instead, you see nothing but possibility: his first smile, his first steps, his graduation, his wedding dance, his face when he is holding his own baby. With Jacob, I was constantly revising the milestones: when he willingly looks me in the eye, when he can accept a change in plans without falling apart, when he wears a shirt without meticulously cutting out the tag in the back. You don’t love a child for what he does or doesn’t do; you love him for who he is.


  And even if he is a murderer, by design or by accident, he is still mine.


  ***


  “Not connecting with his peers,” Helen Sharp says. “Being the center of his own universe. Self-preservation is the one inviolable rule. Temper tantrums and anger management issues...Sounds to me, Dr. Murano, like Asperger’s is the new selfish.”


  “No. It’s not an unwillingness to consider someone else’s feelings, it’s an inability to do it.”


  “Yet this is a relatively new diagnosis, isn’t it?”


  “It first appeared in the DSM-IV manual in 1994, but it wasn’t new by any means. There were plenty of people with Asperger’s prior to that who simply weren’t labeled.”


  “Such as?”


  “Steven Spielberg, the director. John Elder Robison, the author. Satoshi Tajiri, who created the Pokémon phenomenon. Peter Tork, of the band the Monkees. They were all diagnosed formally with Asperger’s as adults.”


  “And they are all extremely successful, aren’t they?” Helen asks.


  “It seems that way.”


  “They’ve led very productive lives interacting with other people?”


  “I assume so.”


  “Do you think any of them have trouble relating to others socially?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Do you think any of them might have experienced a moment where they were picked on, or felt marginalized?”


  “I don’t know, Ms. Sharp.”


  “Really? Have you seen Peter Tork’s old haircut? I’ll go out on a limb and say yes, they have been teased. And yet none of these men with Asperger’s is on trial for murder, are they?”


  “No. Like I said, there isn’t a causal link between Asperger’s and violence.”


  “If Asperger’s doesn’t make someone violent, how can it be an excuse for someone like Jacob committing a horrific act of violence?”


  “Objection!” Oliver says. “That’s prejudicial.”


  “Sustained,” the judge replies.


  The prosecutor shrugs. “Withdrawn. Dr. Murano, how did you formalize your diagnosis of Jacob’s Asperger’s?”


  “I had an IQ test administered, and an assessment of adaptive skills, to see how Jacob would handle certain social situations. I did interviews with Emma Hunt and with his teachers, to get a sense of Jacob’s history of behavior. Asperger’s doesn’t show up overnight. I saw videotapes of him prior to age two, when he was still meeting developmental milestones for neurotypical children, and then the subsequent decline in behavior and interpersonal connections. And I observed him during a number of sessions, both in my office and at his school in social settings.”


  “There’s no blood test, or any other scientific test, that can be administered to see if a child has Asperger’s, is there?”


  “No. It’s based primarily on observation of repetitive behavior and interests, and a lack of social interaction that impairs everyday functioning, without a significant delay in language.”


  “So...it’s a judgment call?”


  “Yes,” Dr. Murano says. “An educated one.”


  “If Jacob had seen another psychiatrist, isn’t it possible he or she might have determined that Jacob doesn’t have Asperger’s?”


  “I highly doubt it. The diagnosis most often confused with Asperger’s is attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, and when they put Aspie kids on ADHD medicine and they don’t respond, it’s often clear that the diagnosis needs to be revisited.”


  “So the criteria you used to diagnose Jacob were his inability to communicate with other people, his trouble reading social cues, his desire for routine and structure, and his fixation on certain topics?”


  “Yes, that’s about right,” the psychiatrist says.


  “Say I have a seven-year-old who is completely obsessed with Power Rangers and who has to have his cookie and milk every night before bedtime, who isn’t very good about telling me what happens in school every day or sharing his toys with his younger brother. Does my seven-year-old have Asperger’s?”


  “Not necessarily. Let’s say you have two three-year-olds in the sandbox. One says, ‘Look at my truck.’ The other responds, ‘I have a doll.’ That’s parallel play, and it’s normal at that age. But if you study those same two children at age eight, and one says, ‘Look at my truck,’ the appropriate response is something like ‘That’s a cool truck’ or ‘Can I touch it?’ or some other sentence that continues the interaction with the child who made the conversational overture. However, a kid with Asperger’s might still say, in response, ‘I have a doll.’ When the playmate walks away, the kid with Asperger’s won’t understand why. In his mind, he’s responded to the sentence and kept the conversation going. He doesn’t comprehend that what he said wasn’t a valid rejoinder.”


  “Or,” Helen Sharp says, “the kid with the doll might just be really self-centered, right?”


  “With Asperger’s that’s often the case.”


  “But without Asperger’s, it’s occasionally the case, too. My point, Doctor, is that the diagnosis you make and the assumptions you have about Jacob are not based on anything other than your own opinion. You’re not looking at a tox screen or brain waves—”


  “There are a variety of psychiatric disorders where clinical observation is the only method of diagnosis, Ms. Sharp. This happens to be one of them. And any psychiatrist in this country will tell you that Asperger’s syndrome is a valid disorder. It may be difficult to describe to someone else in concrete terms, but when you see it, you know what it is.”


  “And just to be clear. You feel that having Asperger’s syndrome affected Jacob’s behavior the day Jess Ogilvy was murdered.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Because Jacob couldn’t handle social situations well. And he wasn’t empathetic. And his frustration sometimes led to anger management problems.”


  “That’s right,” Dr. Murano says.


  “Which are traits you find in someone with Asperger’s.”


  “Yes.”


  “What a coincidence,” the prosecutor says, folding her arms. “They’re also traits you find in cold-blooded killers.”


  ***


  Once Jacob told me that he could hear plants dying. They scream, he said. I thought for certain this was ridiculous until I talked to Dr. Murano about it. Kids with Asperger’s, she said, have senses we can’t even imagine. We filter out sounds and sights that are constantly barraging their brains, which is why sometimes it seems like they’re off in their own little world. They’re not, she said. They’re in our world, but they’re more engaged in it than we’ll ever be.


  I went home that day and I looked up plant death on the Internet. As it turned out, plants under stress emit ethylene gas, and scientists in Germany have created a device that measures the energy of those molecules as vibrations—or sound.


  Now I wonder if it gets tiring, bearing witness to the last gasp of nature. If it’s not only plants my son hears but the gnash of an angry ocean. A shy sunrise. A breaking heart.


  Oliver


  My high school guidance counselor, Mrs. Inverholl, once had me take an aptitude test to figure out my future. The number one job recommendation for my set of skills was an air traffic accident investigator, of which there are fewer than fifty in the world. The number two job was a museum curator for Chinese-American studies. The number three job was a circus clown.


  I’m pretty sure lawyer wasn’t even on the list.


  Sometime after I graduated from college I heard through the grapevine that this same guidance counselor had taken an early retirement and moved to a Utopian community in Idaho, where she renamed herself Blessing and now raises alpacas.


  Frances Grenville doesn’t look like she’s in any danger of starting a llama farm anytime soon. She is wearing a blouse buttoned to the throat, and her hands are clasped so tightly in her lap that I imagine her nails are leaving marks on the skin. “Mrs. Grenville,” I say, “where are you employed?”


  “At Townsend Regional High School.”


  “And how long have you been a guidance counselor there?”


  “This is my tenth year.”


  “What are your responsibilities?” I ask.


  “I help students with college search and selection. I write recommendations for students applying to college. And I work with students who face behavioral issues during their school career.”


  “Do you know Jacob?”


  “I do. Because he has an IEP, I’ve been intimately involved in the organization of his school day, to accommodate his special needs.”


  “Can you explain what an IEP is?”


  “An individualized education program,” she says. “It’s an educational plan mandated by federal law to improve educational results for children with disabilities. Each IEP is different, based on the child. For Jacob, for example, we created a list of rules to be adhered to in a school setting—because he functions well with strictures and routines.”


  “Have you met with Jacob for reasons other than his learning needs?”


  “Yes,” Mrs. Grenville says. “There have been instances where he’s gotten into trouble with teachers for acting out in class.”


  “How so?”


  “In one case, he kept telling his biology teacher that he was wrong when the teacher made certain factual statements in class.” She hesitates. “Mr. Hubbard was teaching the structure of DNA. He paired adenine with adenine instead of pairing it with thymine. When Jacob told him this was incorrect, Mr. Hubbard got angry. Jacob didn’t realize the teacher was angry and kept pointing out the inaccuracy. Mr. Hubbard sent him to the principal’s office for being disruptive in class.”


  “Did he explain to you why he didn’t know his teacher was angry?”


  “Yes. He said that Mr. Hubbard’s angry face looks a lot like other people’s when they’re happy.”


  “Does it?”


  Mrs. Grenville purses her lips. “I have noticed that Mr. Hubbard has a tendency to smirk when he gets frustrated.”


  “Do you happen to know if it is incorrect to pair adenine with adenine?”


  “As it turns out, Jacob was right.”


  I glance back at the defense table. Jacob is smiling from ear to ear.


  “Were there any other incidents when you had to help Jacob?”


  “Last year, he got into trouble with a young woman. She was very upset over a poor grade and somehow communicated to Jacob that if he really wanted to be her friend, he’d tell the math teacher to go...” She looks down at her lap. “Fornicate with himself. Jacob was given detention for that, and later confronted the young woman and grabbed her by the throat.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “A teacher saw him and pulled him away from the girl. Jacob was suspended for two weeks. He would have been expelled if not for his IEP and the understanding that he was provoked.”


  “What have you done to modify Jacob’s social behavior in school?”


  “He attended social skills class, but then Emma Hunt and I discussed getting a private tutor for Jacob instead. We thought he might be able to better work on specific situations that tended to upset him, so that he could deal with them more constructively.”


  “Did you find a tutor?”


  “Yes. I contacted the university, and they put feelers out in their education department.” She looks at the jury. “Jess Ogilvy was the first student to respond to the request.”


  “Had Jacob been meeting with her?”


  “Yes, since last fall.”


  “Mrs. Grenville, since Jacob began his tutoring with Jess Ogilvy, have there been any incidents of him losing his temper?”


  She shakes her head. “Not one,” she says.


  “Your witness,” I say to Helen.


  The prosecutor stands up. “Mr. Hubbard—the biology teacher—he was angry and Jacob didn’t realize it?”


  “No.”


  “Would you say that’s a problem for Jacob? Knowing when someone’s angry at him?”


  “From what I know about Asperger’s, yes.”


  “The other incident you raised involved Jacob cursing out a teacher on a dare and then attacking the girl who dared him, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Had Jacob been told before to not use physical violence to solve problems?”


  “Certainly,” the counselor says. “He knew that was a school rule.”


  “But he broke that rule?” Helen asks.


  “He did.”


  “Even though, according to your own testimony, following rules is very important to Jacob?”


  “Even though,” Mrs. Grenville says.


  “Did he have any explanation for you as to why he broke that rule?”


  Mrs. Grenville shakes her head slowly. “He said that he just snapped.”


  Helen considers this. “You also said, Mrs. Grenville, that since starting his tutoring sessions, Jacob hasn’t lost his temper in school.”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Apparently he was saving that for after school,” Helen says. “Nothing further.”


  ***


  Court adjourns early that day because Judge Cuttings has a doctor’s appointment. As the room empties, I gather up my files and stuff them into my briefcase. “So,” I say to Emma, “I’d like to come over and talk to you about your testimony.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Theo and Henry making their way toward us.


  “I thought we discussed this,” Emma says pointedly.


  We did. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to go back to my office while I know Henry is under her roof.


  “You can never be too ready,” I tell her. “We have two cars. No sense in all of you being crammed into one. Would anyone like to ride with me?”


  I am staring straight at Emma. “That’s a good idea,” she says. “Jacob, why don’t you go?”


  Which is how I wind up trailing Henry’s rental car with Jacob sitting beside me in the passenger seat of the truck—and only after a small fit, because he prefers to ride in the backseat and there isn’t one. He fiddles with the radio, which is AM stations only because my truck is old enough to have been built by Moses. “You know why you can pick up AM stations better at night?” Jacob says. “Because the ionosphere reflects radio signals better when the sun isn’t radiating the heck out of the upper atmosphere.”


  “Thanks,” I say. “I couldn’t have gone to sleep tonight without knowing that.”


  Jacob looks at me. “Really?”


  “No, I’m kidding.”


  He folds his arms. “Haven’t you been listening to yourself in court? I don’t ‘get’ sarcasm. I’m totally self-centered. Oh, and at any moment I might just go totally crazy.”


  “You’re not crazy,” I tell him. “I’m just trying to get the jury to see you as legally insane.”


  Jacob slumps in his seat. “I’m not a big fan of labels.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “When I first got my diagnosis, my mother was relieved, because she saw it as something that would be helpful. I mean, teachers don’t look at kids who are reading eight grade levels above where they should be and doing complex mathematical proofs in third grade and think they need special help, even if they are being teased all the time. The diagnosis helped me get an IEP, which was great, but it also changed things in a bad way.” Jacob shrugs. “I guess I expected it to be like this other girl in my grade who has a port-wine stain on half her face. People go right up to her and ask about it, and she says it’s a birthmark and that it doesn’t hurt. End of story. No one ever asks if they can catch it like a virus, or doesn’t want to play with her because of it. But you tell someone you’re autistic, and half the time they talk louder to you, like you might be deaf. And the few things that I used to get credit for—like being smart, or having a really excellent memory—were all of a sudden just things that made me even more weird.” He is quiet for a moment, and then he turns to me. “I’m not autistic; I have autism. I also have brown hair and flat feet. So I don’t understand why I’m always ‘the kid with Asperger’s,’ ” Jacob says.


  I keep my eyes on the road. “Because it’s better than being the kid who killed Jess Ogilvy,” I reply, and after that, we don’t talk at all.


  ***


  It figures; Henry’s showed up on a day when the food is not noticeably Aspergian. Emma’s made steak and baked potatoes and gravy and gluten-free brownies. If Henry notices the lack of a green vegetable—or anything on the plate that isn’t brown, for that matter—he doesn’t mention it.


  “So, Henry,” I say. “You do programming?”


  He nods. “Right now I’m parsing XML for a point-and-click web app for the iPhone that’ll spice up four hundred contemporary American ethnic dishes with Chinese herbs and sauces.” He launches into a fifteen-minute discussion of esoteric computer programming that none of us can follow.


  “Guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” I say.


  “Actually, I work for Adobe,” Henry says.


  Theo and I are the only ones who find that funny. I wonder if Henry’s ever been diagnosed. “And you’re remarried, right?” I look at Emma when I say this.


  “Yes. I’ve got two girls,” he says, and then hurries to add, “in addition to the two boys, of course.”


  “Of course,” I answer, and I break a brownie in half. “So when are you leaving?”


  “Oliver!” Emma says.


  Henry laughs. “Well, I guess that depends on how long the trial goes on.” He leans back in his chair. “Emma, that was a great dinner.”


  Just wait till Blue Friday, I muse.


  “I’d better go find myself a hotel, since I’ve been up for about thirty-six straight hours and I’m bound to crash and burn soon,” Henry says.


  “You’ll stay here,” Emma announces, and both Henry and I look at her, surprised. “Well, it’s silly to have you stay a half hour away when we’re all going to the same place tomorrow morning, isn’t it? Theo, your father can sleep in your room and you can have the couch.”


  “What?” Theo yelps. “Why do I have to give up my room? What about Jacob?”


  “Let me put it to you this way,” Emma answers. “Do you want to sleep on the couch or do you want to help me when Jacob has a meltdown?”


  He shoves away from the table, angry. “Where are the extra freaking pillows?”


  “I don’t want to put anyone out—” Henry says.


  “Emma,” I interrupt, “can I have a few minutes?”


  “Oh, right. You wanted to go over testimony?” She turns to Jacob. “Honey, can you clear the table and load the dishwasher?”


  He stands up and starts clearing as I drag Emma upstairs. “We need to go somewhere quiet,” I say, and I lead her into her own bedroom.


  I’ve never been in here. It’s peaceful—all cool greens and sea blues. There’s a Zen garden on the dresser with a rake and three black stones. In the sand, someone has written H-E-L-P.


  “The only part I’m still nervous about is the cross-exam,” Emma says, all she can manage to get out before I grab her and kiss her. It’s not gentle, either. It’s the physical equivalent of pouring into her all the feelings I can’t put into words.


  When she breaks away from me, her mouth is rosy and swollen, and that makes me take a step toward her again, but she puts her hand on my chest to hold me off. “Oh my God,” she says, with a slow smile. “You’re jealous.”


  “Well, what the hell was that all about? ‘It’s silly to have you stay a half hour away...’ ”


  “It is. He’s the boys’ father, not some stranger who just came in off the street.”


  “So he’s going to be sleeping right on the other side of this wall?”


  “Sleeping would be the operative word in that sentence,” Emma says. “He’s here for Jacob. Believe me, there’s no ulterior motive for Henry.”


  “But you used to love him.”


  Her eyebrows shoot up. “Do you think I’ve been sitting here for fifteen years pining for him? Waiting for the moment he would walk through that door again so I could hide him in a bedroom upstairs and seduce him?”


  “No,” I tell her. “But I wouldn’t put it past him.”


  She stares at me for a moment, and then she bursts out laughing. “You haven’t seen his perfect little wife and his perfect little girls. Believe me, Oliver, I’m not the great love of his life, the one he’ll never forget.”


  “You are to me,” I say.


  The smile fades from her face, and then she rises up on her toes and kisses me back.


  “Don’t you need this?”


  At the sound of Jacob’s voice we jump apart, putting a few feet of space between us. He stands in the doorway, one hand still on the knob and the other one holding my legal briefcase.


  “Were you just...” He stumbles over his words. “Are you two...” Without saying anything else, he throws my briefcase hard at me, so forcefully that I grunt when I catch it. He runs down the hallway into his room and slams the door.


  “What did he see?” Emma asks frantically. “When did he walk in?”


  Suddenly Henry is standing in the doorway, looking quizzically down the hall where Jacob’s gone and then at Emma. “Everything all right up here?”


  Emma faces me. “I think maybe you ought to go home,” she says.


  Emma


  When I walk into Jacob’s room, he is hunched over his desk, humming Marley and writing furiously across his green blotter:


  1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144, 233


  I take the pencil out of his hand, and he turns in his swivel chair. “Do I make you horny, baby?” he says, bitter.


  “No movie quotes,” I tell Jacob. “Especially not Austin Powers. I know you’re upset.”


  “Let me think about that. My mother is supposed to be practicing her testimony with my lawyer and instead she has her tongue halfway down his throat? Yeah, that might make me a little upset.”


  I tamp down the flash of anger that rises inside me. “First of all, I’m completely ready to testify. And second of all, I didn’t expect to kiss him. It just happened.”


  “Things like that don’t just happen,” Jacob argues. “You want them to happen or you don’t.”


  “Well, all right then, I suppose after fifteen years of being alone I don’t mind being attractive to someone.”


  “Not someone,” he says. “My lawyer.”


  “He’s completely focused on your trial, Jacob.”


  “I don’t care about him. I mean, if he isn’t doing his job I can just fire him. But you,” he yells. “How could you do this to me right now? You’re my mother!”


  I stand up, toe to toe with him. “One who’s given up her whole life to take care of you,” I say. “One who loves you so much she would trade places with you in a heartbeat. But that doesn’t mean I don’t deserve to be happy, too.”


  “Well, I hope you’re really happy when I lose this trial because you were too busy being a slut.”


  And just like that, I slap him.


  I don’t know which one of us is more surprised. I have never struck Jacob in my life. He holds his palm to his cheek as the red print of my hand rises on his skin. “I’m sorry. Oh, God, Jacob, I’m sorry,” I say, the words somersaulting over each other. I pull his hand down so that I can see the damage I’ve done. “I’ll get you some ice,” I say, but he is staring at me as if he’s never seen me before.


  So instead of leaving, I sit him down on the bed and I pull him against me the way I used to when he was little and the world became too much for him to bear. I rock, so that he doesn’t have to.


  Slowly, he relaxes against me. “Jacob,” I tell him. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” It is only after he nods that I realize I’ve repeated the very same words Jacob said earlier to me about Jess Ogilvy.


  ***


  In all the years that Jacob has had tantrums and meltdowns and panic attacks, I have restrained him; sat on him; held him like a vise—but I have never hit him. I know the unwritten strictures: Good parents don’t spank. Reward works better than punishment. Yet it only took a single moment of frustration, of realizing that I couldn’t simultaneously be whom he needed me to be and whom I wanted to be—for me to snap.


  Is that what happened to Jacob, too?


  Oliver has called four times tonight, but I didn’t pick up the phone when I recognized the number on the caller ID. Maybe this is my penance; maybe I just don’t know what to say.


  It is just after two in the morning when my bedroom door opens a crack. I sit up immediately, expecting Jacob. But instead Henry enters. He’s wearing pajama bottoms and a T-shirt that reads THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE 127.0.0.1. “I saw your light on,” he says.


  “Can’t sleep?”


  Henry shakes his head. “You?”


  “No.”


  He gestures to the edge of the bed. “May I?”


  I shift over. He sits down on my side of the bed, but I see him staring at the pillow beside me. “I know,” I say. “It must seem a little weird.”


  “No...It’s just that now, I sleep on the left side of the bed, like you. And I’m wondering how that happened.”


  I lean back against the headboard. “There are lots of things I don’t have the answers for.”


  “I...don’t know exactly what all the yelling was about,” Henry says delicately. “But I did hear it.”


  “Yeah. We’ve had better nights.”


  “I owe you an apology, Emma,” he says. “First of all, for showing up like this. I should have asked, at least. You’ve got enough on your plate without having to deal with me. I guess I was really only thinking of myself.”


  “Luckily, I have a lot of practice with that.”


  “That’s the other thing I have to apologize for,” Henry says. “I should have been here all the other nights there was yelling, or...or tantrums, or anything else that was part of raising Jacob. I probably learned more about him today in that courtroom than I’ve known in the eighteen years he’s been alive. I should have been here to help during all the bad times.”


  I smile a little. “I guess that’s the difference between us. I wish you’d been here for the good times.” I look over his shoulder, into the hallway. “Jacob is sweet, and funny, and so smart he leaves me reeling sometimes. And I’m sorry you never got to know that part of him.”


  He reaches across the quilt and squeezes my hand. “You’re a good mom, Emma,” he says, and I have to look away, because that makes me think of my argument with Jacob.


  Then Henry speaks again. “Did he do it?”


  I turn to him slowly. “Does it matter?”


  ***


  I can only remember one concrete instance when I blew up at Jacob before. It was when he was twelve and had not acknowledged the fact that it was my birthday with a card or a gift or even a hug, although I had dropped enough hints in the weeks prior. So one evening when I made dinner, I slapped it on the table in front of him with more force than usual and waited in vain—like always—for Jacob to thank me. “How about a little gratitude?” I exploded. “How about some recognition that I’ve done something for you?”


  Confused, Jacob glanced at his plate, and then at me.


  “I make your dinner. I fold your laundry. I drive you to school and back. Did you ever wonder why I do that?”


  “Because it’s your job?”


  “No, it’s because I love you, and when you love someone, you do things for them without complaining about it.”


  “But you are complaining,” he said.


  That was when I realized Jacob would never understand love. He would have bought me a birthday gift if I’d told him explicitly to do so, but that wouldn’t really have been a gift from the heart. You can’t make someone love you; it has to come from inside him, and Jacob wasn’t wired that way.


  I remember storming out of the kitchen and sitting on the porch for a while, under the light of the moon, which isn’t really light at all, just a pale reflection of the sun.


  Oliver


  “Jacob,” I say, as soon as I see him the next morning, “we need to talk.”


  I fall into step beside him as we move across the parking lot, putting enough space between us and his family to ensure privacy. “Did you know there’s not really a term for a man-whore?” Jacob asks. “I mean, there’s gigolo, but that suggests money was exchanged—”


  “All right, look,” I sigh. “I’m sorry you walked in on us. But I’m not going to apologize for liking her.”


  “I could fire you,” Jacob says.


  “You could try. But it’s up to the judge, since we’re in the middle of the trial.”


  “What if he found out about your misconduct with clients?”


  “She’s not my client,” I say. “You are. And if anything, my feelings for your mother only make me more determined to win this case.”


  He hesitates. “I’m not talking to you anymore,” Jacob mutters, and he increases his speed until he is nearly sprinting up the steps of the courthouse.


  ***


  Ava Newcomb, the forensic shrink hired by the defense, is the linchpin of my case. If she cannot make the jury understand that some of the traits associated with Asperger’s might have caused Jacob to kill Jess Ogilvy without really understanding why that was wrong, then Jacob will be convicted.


  “Dr. Newcomb, what’s the legal definition of insanity?”


  She is tall, poised, and professional—right out of central casting. So far, I think, so good. “It states that, at the time an act was committed, the defendant was not able to know right from wrong due to a severe mental defect or illness.”


  “Can you give us an example of a mental defect or illness that qualifies?”


  “Something that suggests psychotic breaks from reality, like schizophrenia,” she says.


  “Is that the only kind of mental defect that constitutes legal insanity?”


  “No.”


  “Does Asperger’s syndrome cause someone to have psychotic breaks?”


  “No, but there are other symptoms of Asperger’s that might prevent someone from distinguishing right from wrong at a particular moment in time.”


  “Such as?”


  “The intense fixation on a subject that someone with Asperger’s has can be overwhelming and obsessive—to the point where it impedes function in daily activities or even crosses the boundary of the law. I once had a patient who was so focused on horses that he continually was arrested for breaking into a local stable. Jacob’s current special interest is forensic analysis and crime scene investigation. It was evident in my interview with him, as well as in his obsession with the television show CrimeBusters and the detailed journals he kept about each episode’s plot.”


  “How might a fixation like that contribute to some of the evidence we’ve heard in this courtroom?” I ask.


  “We have heard that Jacob was increasingly popping up at crime scenes, thanks to his police scanner,” the psychiatrist says. “And Jess Ogilvy’s death was part of an elaborate crime scene. The evidence was arranged to look at first glance like a kidnapping, then eventually revealed the victim. It is possible that the opportunity to create a crime scene, instead of just observing fictional ones, led Jacob to act in a way that went against rules, laws, and morality. At the time, he would only have been thinking about the fact that he was creating a real crime scene that would be solved by law enforcement officials. In this way, an Aspergian fixation on forensic analysis led Jacob to the delusional belief that, at that moment, Jess’s death was a necessary part of his study of forensic science. As chilling as it seems to us, the victim becomes collateral damage during the pursuit of a greater goal.”


  “But didn’t Jacob know that murder is illegal?”


  “Absolutely. He is the poster child for following rules, for seeing things as either right or wrong with no mitigating circumstances. However, Jacob’s actions wouldn’t have been voluntary at that moment. He had no understanding of the nature and consequences of his actions, and he couldn’t have stopped if he wanted to.”


  I frown slightly. “But we’ve also heard that Jess Ogilvy and Jacob were extremely close. Surely that would have affected him?”


  “Actually, that’s another reason we can conclude that Asperger’s played a role in what happened to Jess. People with Asperger’s have a greatly impaired theory of mind—they can’t put themselves into someone else’s position to imagine what the other person might be thinking or feeling. To the layperson, it’s a lack of empathy. So for example, if Jess were crying, Jacob wouldn’t try to comfort her. He might know that people with tears in their eyes are usually sad, but he’d be making a cognitive judgment, not an emotional one. For someone with Asperger’s, this lack of empathy is a neurobiological deficit, and it affects behavior. In Jacob’s case, it would have lessened his ability to perceive the impact of his own actions on Jess.”


  “But still, Doctor,” I say, playing devil’s advocate, “there’s a big difference between not handing someone a hankie when she’s crying and killing her so that she can be a pawn in a crime scene setup.”


  “Of course there is.” The psychiatrist turns to the jury. “And this is probably the hardest thing for the layperson to understand. We’re always looking for motive in a crime that’s as horrific as this one is. I’ve considered this from my discussions with Jacob and with Dr. Murano, and I think that the answer lies in the argument Jess and Jacob had the Sunday before her death.


  “The calling card for Asperger’s is impaired social interaction. To that end, someone with Asperger’s has a very naïve and limited understanding of relationships, which might lead him to seek contact in an inappropriate way. This leads to disappointment, and even anger, if a relationship doesn’t work out the way he’s anticipated.” She looks at Jacob. “I don’t know what was said between Jacob and Jess the afternoon of her death, but I believe Jacob had a crush on his tutor. Ironically, his rigid sense of right and wrong—which you’d think would deter criminal behavior—might actually have backfired here. If Jess rebuffed Jacob’s advances, he would have felt that she’d done something wrong to him, that he was the victim.”


  “And then what?” I ask.


  “He snapped. He lashed out without realizing what he was physically doing at the time he did it.”


  “Nothing further,” I say, and I sit down. I glance at Jacob, who is glaring at me. Emma stares straight ahead. She seems determined to not acknowledge my existence today.


  Helen Sharp stands up. “There are a lot of kids who’ve been diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome. So are you telling us that the world’s full of ticking time bombs? That at any moment, if we look at one of those kids the wrong way, he might come after us with a carving knife?”


  “No, in fact, it’s the opposite. People with Asperger’s aren’t prone to violence. Since they don’t have an active theory of mind, they aren’t motivated to hurt someone; in fact, they’re not thinking about that person’s feelings at all. If someone with Asperger’s does become violent, it’s during the single-minded pursuit of a special interest, during a state of panic, or during a moment of complete ignorance about appropriate social interaction.”


  “Isn’t it true, Doctor, that most defendants who claim insanity do so because of a psychotic break from reality?”


  “Yes.”


  “But Asperger’s isn’t a psychotic disorder?” Helen says.


  “No. It would fall more in line with personality disorders, which are characterized by perceptual and interpersonal distortions.”


  “In legal terms, doesn’t the absence of psychotic episodes suggest that the person is personally—and criminally—responsible for his or her actions?”


  The psychiatrist shifts. “Yes, but there might be a loophole for Asperger’s. We can’t scientifically prove that someone with Asperger’s has a very different experience of subjective reality than someone who doesn’t have Asperger’s, and yet the extreme sensitivity to light and sound and taste and touch and texture indicate that this is the case. If that could be measured, there would be strong parallels between Asperger’s and psychosis.”


  There is a sharp jab in my side as Jacob elbows me. He passes me a blank piece of paper.


  “If that were true,” Helen says, “wouldn’t this suggest that someone with Asperger’s has a hard time being aware of reality and his role in it?”


  “Exactly. Which is why it might very well contribute to legal insanity, Ms. Sharp.”


  “But didn’t you also say that Jacob’s fixation on forensics led him to use Jess Ogilvy’s death to create his own crime scene?”


  “Yes.”


  “And wouldn’t such premeditation and careful calculation suggest he knew very well what he was doing at the moment?”


  Dr. Newcomb shrugs. “It’s a theory,” she says.


  “You also mentioned a lack of empathy.” Helen approaches the witness stand. “You said it’s one of the features of Asperger’s syndrome?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Would you consider that an emotional measure or a cognitive one?”


  “Emotional.”


  “Is lack of empathy part of the test for legal insanity, Doctor?”


  “No.”


  “Isn’t it true that the determination for legal insanity is whether the defendant knew right from wrong at the time the act was committed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that an emotional measure or a cognitive one?”


  “A cognitive one.”


  “So lack of empathy simply means someone is cold, heartless, without remorse,” Helen says. “But it doesn’t necessarily mean he’s unaware of the nature and consequence of his actions.”


  “They often go hand in hand,” Dr. Newcomb says.


  “Do they?” Helen asks. “A mafia hit man has no empathy when he offs his victims, but that doesn’t make him legally insane, just psychopathic.”


  Jacob elbows me again, but I am already getting to my feet. “Objection,” I say. “Is there a question buried under Ms. Sharp’s grandstanding?”


  “If I may,” Dr. Newcomb says, turning to the judge for his permission. “Ms. Sharp seems to be trying hard to draw a parallel between someone with Asperger’s and a psychopath. However, people with Asperger’s don’t demonstrate the superficial charm that psychopaths do, nor do they try to manipulate others. They don’t have enough interpersonal skills to do it well, frankly, and that usually makes them the prey for psychopaths, rather than the predators.”


  “And yet,” Helen qualifies, “Jacob has a history of aggression, doesn’t he?”


  “Not to my knowledge.”


  “Did he or did he not have an argument with Jess two days before her death, one that was overheard by employees of Mama S’s Pizzeria?”


  “Well, yes, but that wasn’t a physical assault—”


  “Okay, what about the fact that he was given detention last year for trying to strangle a classmate?”


  A flurry of blank notes land in front of me, and again, I sweep them aside. “Just hang on,” I say through my teeth to Jacob, and then I signal to the judge. “Objection—”


  “I’ll rephrase. Did you know that Jacob was given detention for physically assaulting a girl in his grade?”


  “Yes, I remember Dr. Murano mentioning that to me. Yet it seems the trigger was the same: an interpersonal relationship that didn’t quite match Jacob’s intentions. He felt humiliated, and he—”


  “Snapped,” the prosecutor interrupts. “Right?”


  “Right.”


  “And that’s why Jess Ogilvy was killed.”


  “In my opinion, yes.”


  “Tell me this, Doctor,” Helen says. “Had Jacob still snapped when he was alphabetizing the CD collection in her residence, after her death?”


  “Yes.”


  “How about when he moved Jess’s body three hundred yards to a culvert behind the house?”


  “Yes.”


  “Had he still snapped when he sat her upright and carefully covered her with his quilt and set her hands in her lap?”


  Dr. Newcomb jerks her chin the slightest bit.


  “And had he still snapped days later when he went back to visit Jess’s body and phoned 911 so that the police would find her?”


  “Well,” the psychiatrist says quietly. “I guess so.”


  “Then tell me, Doctor,” Helen Sharp asks. “When did Jacob snap out of it?”


  Emma


  “They’re lying,” Jacob says heatedly, as soon as we are alone. “They’re all lying.”


  I have been watching him grow more tightly wound with each passing minute of the forensic psychiatrist’s cross-examination; even though Jacob passed multiple notes to Oliver, he didn’t ask for a break until Helen Sharp finished going for the kill. I didn’t know what would happen, to be honest—if he would refuse to let me join him for the recess, if he’d still be holding a grudge from last night’s episode—but apparently, I am the lesser of the two evils at the defense table, which is why I’m granted admission to the sensory break room and Oliver is not.


  “We talked about this, Jacob,” I say. “Remember? How saying you’re legally insane doesn’t mean anything; it just gives the jury something to use to find you not guilty. It’s a tool, like telling the school district you have Asperger’s. That didn’t change who you were...it only made it easier for teachers to understand your learning style.”


  “I don’t care about the defense,” Jacob argues. “I care about what those people are saying I did.”


  “You know how the law works. The burden of proof is on the prosecution. If Oliver can find witnesses who’ll weave another scenario about what could have happened, the jury might find reasonable doubt, and then they can’t convict.” I reach for Jacob’s hand. “It’s like giving someone a book, baby, and saying there might be more than one ending.”


  “But I didn’t want her to die, Mom. It wasn’t my fault. I know it was an accident.” Jacob’s eyes are full of tears. “I miss her.”


  My breath freezes in my throat. “Oh, Jacob,” I whisper. “What did you do?”


  “The right thing. So why can’t we tell the jury that?”


  I want to block out his words, because I am about to testify, and that means I cannot lie if the prosecutor asks what Jacob’s told me about Jess’s death. I want to run until all I can hear is the rush of my blood, instead of his confession. “Because,” I say softly, “sometimes the hardest thing to hear is the truth.”


  Oliver


  Here’s what I know:


  Before we took that last sensory break, Jacob was a jittery, wild mess.


  Now that we’re back in session, Emma’s on the witness stand, and she’s a jittery, wild mess.


  After I lead her through the basics of her identity and her relationship to Jacob, I walk up to the witness box and pretend to fumble and drop my pen. As I bend down, I whisper to her: Just breathe.


  What the hell could have happened in the fifteen minutes they were gone?


  “What do you do for a living, Ms. Hunt?”


  She doesn’t answer, just stares into her lap.


  “Ms. Hunt?”


  Emma’s head jerks up. “Can you repeat the question?”


  Focus, sweetheart, I think. “Your job. What do you do?”


  “I used to write an advice column,” she says quietly. “I was asked to take a leave of absence after Jacob’s arrest.”


  “How did you get into that business?”


  “Desperation. I was a single parent with a newborn, and a three-year-old who’d suddenly developed autistic behaviors.” As she speaks, her voice gets stronger and picks up steam. “There were therapists in and out of my house all day long who were trying to keep Jacob from completely slipping away from me. I had to find work, but I couldn’t leave the house.”


  “How did Jacob’s diagnosis come about?”


  “He was a perfectly healthy, happy baby,” Emma says, and she looks at Jacob. For a moment she can’t speak, and she shakes her head. “We gave him his shots, and within a week this very loving, interactive, verbal boy stopped being the child I knew. Suddenly he was lying on his side, spinning the wheels of his toy trucks instead of zooming them around the living room.”


  “What did you do?”


  “Everything,” Emma says. “I put Jacob through applied behavior analysis, occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech therapy. I put him on a gluten-free, casein-free diet. I gave him a regimen of vitamins and supplements that had been successful for other parents of autistic kids.”


  “Did it work?”


  “To some extent. Jacob got to the point where he wasn’t isolating himself. He could function in the world, with limitations. Eventually, his diagnosis changed from a generic autism spectrum disorder to pervasive developmental disorder to, finally, Asperger’s.”


  “Is there a silver lining to that diagnosis?”


  “Yes,” Emma says. “Jacob has an amazing, dry sense of humor. He’s the smartest person I know. And if I want someone to keep me company when I’m running errands or unloading the dishwasher or just taking a walk, he’s quick to volunteer. He’ll do anything I ask him to. And he’ll also not do something, if I ask. I’m probably the only mother who’s never had to worry about her son doing drugs or drinking underage.”


  “But there must be times that it’s hard for you, as a parent.”


  “All the things I listed that make Jacob a perfect kid—well, that’s what makes him different from the average kid. All his life, Jacob’s wanted to fit in with his peers, and all his life, I’ve watched him be teased or turned down. You can’t imagine what it’s like to force a smile when your son wins a medal at his Pee Wee T-ball team banquet for getting hit by the most pitches. You have to close your eyes when you drop him off at school and he gets out of the car, wearing a big pair of headphones to help block out the noise of the busy hallways, and then as he walks away, you see other kids teasing him behind his back.”


  “If I were to come to your house on a Tuesday,” I say, “what would I notice?”


  “The food. If it’s Tuesday, all the food has to be red. Raspberries and strawberries and tomato soup. Sushi-grade tuna. Shaved rare roast beef. Beets. If it’s not red, Jacob will get very agitated, and sometimes he’ll go to his room and stop speaking to us. There’s a color for each day of the week, for food and for clothing. In his closet, his clothes hang in rainbow order, and the different colors aren’t allowed to touch.”


  She turns to the jury, as we’ve practiced. “Jacob craves routine. He gets up at six-twenty every morning—whether it’s a school day or a weekend—and he knows exactly what time he has to leave for school and when he’ll get back home. He never misses an episode of CrimeBusters, which is on the USA Network at four-thirty every day of the week. He writes notes in his journals while he’s watching, even though in some cases he’s seen the episode a dozen times. He always puts his toothbrush on the left side of the sink when he’s done using it, and he sits behind the driver in the backseat of the car, even when he’s the only other passenger.”


  “What happens when Jacob’s routine is disrupted?”


  “It’s very upsetting for him,” Emma says.


  “Can you explain?”


  “When he was little, he’d scream or throw a tantrum. Now he’s more likely to withdraw. The best way I can explain it is that you’ll be looking right at Jacob, and he’s not with you.”


  “You have another son, don’t you?”


  “Yes. Theo is fifteen.”


  “Does Theo have Asperger’s?”


  “No.”


  “Are Theo’s clothes arranged in rainbow order?”


  She shakes her head. “Most of the time they’re in a heap on his floor.”


  “Does he eat only red food on Tuesdays?”


  “He eats anything that’s not nailed down,” Emma says, and some of the women on the jury laugh.


  “Are there times that Theo doesn’t feel like talking to you?”


  “Absolutely. He’s a very ordinary teenager.”


  “Is there a difference between Theo withdrawing and Jacob withdrawing?”


  “Yes,” Emma says. “When Theo doesn’t communicate with me, it’s because he doesn’t want to. When Jacob doesn’t communicate with me, it’s because he can’t.”


  “Did you take steps to help Jacob adapt better to social situations?”


  “Yes,” Emma says. She pauses, clears her throat. “I hired a private tutor to help him practice those skills—Jess Ogilvy.”


  “Did Jacob like Jess?”


  Emma’s eyes fill with tears. “Yes.”


  “How do you know?”


  “He was comfortable with her, and there aren’t many people he’s comfortable with. She got him to do—She got him to do things that he wouldn’t normally...” Emma breaks off and buries her face in her hands.


  What the fuck?


  “Ms. Hunt,” I say, “thank you. Nothing fur—”


  “Wait,” she interrupts. “I just...I’m not finished.”


  This is news to me. I shake my head just the tiniest bit, but Emma is staring at Jacob. “I just...I wanted to say...” She turns to the jury. “Jacob told me he didn’t want her to die; that it wasn’t his fault—”


  My eyes widen. This is unscripted territory, dangerous ground. “Objection,” I blurt out. “Hearsay!”


  “You can’t object to your own witness,” Helen says, delighted.


  But I don’t have to give my own witness enough rope to hang herself, either, and the rest of us as well. “Then I’m finished,” I say, sitting down beside Jacob, suddenly afraid that I’m not the only one.


  Jacob


  She told them.


  My mother told them the truth.


  I look at the jury, at each of their expectant faces, because now they must know I am not the monster that all these other witnesses have made me out to be. Oliver cut my mother off before she could say the rest, but surely they understand.


  “Before we begin the cross-examination, counselors,” the judge says, “I’d like to make up some of the ground we lost yesterday with an early dismissal. Do either of you object to finishing out this witness’s testimony before we adjourn for the day?”


  That’s when I look at the clock and see that it is four o’clock.


  We are supposed to leave now, so I can be home in time for CrimeBusters at 4:30.


  “Oliver,” I whisper. “Say no.”


  “There is no way I’m leaving your mother’s last words in the jury’s minds all weekend long,” Oliver hisses back at me. “I don’t care how you deal with it, Jacob, but you’re going to deal with it.”


  “Mr. Bond,” the judge says, “would you care to let us in on your conversation?”


  “My client was just letting me know the delay in adjournment is agreeable to him.”


  “I’m tickled pink,” Judge Cuttings says, although he doesn’t look tickled or pink. “Ms. Sharp, your witness.”


  The prosecutor stands up. “Ms. Hunt, where was your son on the afternoon of January twelfth?”


  “He went to Jess’s house for his lesson.”


  “What was he like when he came home?”


  She hesitates. “Agitated.”


  “How did you know?”


  “He ran up to his room and hid in the closet.”


  “Did he exhibit any self-destructive behaviors?”


  “Yes,” Emma says. “He hit his head against the wall repeatedly.”


  (It is interesting for me to hear this. When I have a meltdown, I don’t remember the meltdown very well.)


  “But you were able to calm him down, weren’t you?”


  “Eventually.”


  “What techniques did you use?” the prosecutor asks.


  “I turned off the lights and put on a song that he likes.”


  “Was it Bob Marley’s ‘I Shot the Sheriff’?”


  “Yes.”


  (It’s 4:07, and I’m sweating. A lot.)


  “He uses a song called ‘I Shot the Sheriff’ as a calming technique?” Helen Sharp asks.


  “It has nothing to do with the actual song. It happened to be a melody he liked, and it would soothe him when he was having a tantrum when he was little. It just stuck.”


  “It certainly ties in to his obsession with violent crime, doesn’t it?”


  (I’m not obsessed with violent crime. I’m obsessed with solving it.)


  “Jacob’s not violent,” my mother says.


  “No? He is on trial for murder,” Helen Sharp replies, “and last year he assaulted a girl, didn’t he?”


  “He was provoked.”


  “Ms. Hunt, I have here the report of the school resource officer who was called in after that incident.” She gets it stamped as evidence (now it is 4:09) and gives it to my mother. “Can you read the highlighted passage?”


  My mother lifts the paper. “A seventeen-year-old juvenile female stated that Jacob Hunt walked up to her, slammed her against the lockers, and pinned her by the throat until he was forcibly removed by a staff member.”


  “Are you suggesting that’s not violent behavior?” Helen Sharp asks.


  Even if we leave now, we will be eleven minutes late for CrimeBusters.


  “Jacob felt cornered,” my mother says.


  “I’m not asking you how Jacob felt. The only person who knows how Jacob felt is Jacob. What I’m asking you is whether you would categorize slamming a young woman up against a locker and pinning her by her neck as violent behavior.”


  “This victim,” my mother says, her voice hot, “is the same charming girl who said that if Jacob told his math teacher to go fuck himself she’d be his friend.”


  One of the ladies on the jury shakes her head. I wonder if it’s because of what Mimi did or because my mother said fuck.


  Once during a ratings sweep episode of CrimeBusters that was aired live, like a Broadway show, an extra dropped a hammer on his foot and said the f-bomb and as a result the network was fined. The censors bleeped it, but for a while it was circulating on YouTube in its full blue glory.


  CrimeBusters is airing in thirteen minutes.


  Oliver nudges my shoulder. “What is the matter with you? Stop it. You look crazy.”


  I look down. I’m slapping my hand hard against the side of my leg; I haven’t even realized I am doing it. But now I’m even more confused. I thought I was supposed to look crazy.


  “So this girl was mean to Jacob. I think we can both agree on that, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “But that doesn’t negate the fact that he was violent toward her.”


  “What he did was just,” my mother replies.


  “So, Ms. Hunt, you’re saying that if a young woman says something to Jacob that isn’t very nice or that hurts his feelings, he’s justified in acting violent toward her?”


  My mother’s eyes flash, like they always do before she gets really, really, really mad. “Don’t put words in my mouth. I’m saying that my son is kind and sensitive and that he wouldn’t intentionally hurt a fly.”


  “You’ve heard the evidence in this case. Are you aware that Jacob argued with Jess two days before she was last seen alive?”


  “That’s different—”


  “Were you there, Ms. Hunt?”


  “No.”


  Right now is the last commercial for Law & Order: SVU, which is the show that is on the network before CrimeBusters. There will be four thirty-second spots and then the opening bars of music. I close my eyes and start to hum.


  “You said that one of the behaviors that’s indicative of Jacob’s Asperger’s is that he gets uncomfortable around people or circumstances he doesn’t know, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And that he sometimes withdraws from you?”


  “Yes,” my mother says.


  “That he has a hard time expressing his feelings to you verbally?”


  “Yes.”


  It’s the one where a child falls into a well and when Rhianna is lowered in to save the little boy, she shines a flashlight and there is a complete human skeleton there are pearls there are diamonds but the bones belong to a man it’s an heiress who disappeared in the sixties and at the end you learn that she was actually a he—


  “Wouldn’t you agree, Ms. Hunt, that your other son, Theo, exhibits every single one of these behaviors from time to time? In fact, that every teenager on the planet exhibits them?”


  “I wouldn’t exactly—”


  “Does that make Theo insane, too?”


  It’s 4:32 it’s 4:32 it’s 4:32.


  “Can we please leave now?” I say, but the words are as loose as molasses and they don’t sound right; and everyone is moving slowly and slurring their words, too, when I stand up to get their attention.


  “Mr. Bond, control your client,” I hear, and Oliver grabs my arm and yanks me off my feet.


  The prosecutor’s lips pull back from her teeth like a smile, but it’s not a smile. “Ms. Hunt, you were the one who contacted the police when you saw Jacob’s quilt on the news broadcast, isn’t that true?”


  “Yes,” my mother whispers.


  “You did it because you believed your son had killed Jess Ogilvy, didn’t you?”


  She shakes her head (4:34) and doesn’t answer.


  “Ms. Hunt, you thought your own son had committed murder, isn’t that true?” the lawyer says with a voice that’s a hammer.


  Ms. Hunt


  (4:35)


  Answer the


  (no)


  question.


  Suddenly the room goes still, like the air between the beats of a bird’s wings, and I can hear everything rewinding in my head.


  Control your client.


  You look crazy.


  The hardest thing to hear is the truth.


  I stare at my mother, right into her eyes, and feel the fingernails on the chalkboard of my brain and belly. I can see the chambers of her heart, and the ruby cells of her blood, and the twisting winds of her thoughts.


  Oh, Jacob, I hear, instant replay. What did you do?


  I know what she is going to say a minute before she says it, and I can’t let her do that.


  Then I remember the prosecutor’s words: The only person who knows how Jacob felt is Jacob.


  “Stop,” I yell as loud as I can.


  “Judge,” Oliver says, “I think we need to adjourn for the day—”


  I get to my feet again. “Stop!”


  My mother comes out of her seat on the witness stand. “Jacob, it’s okay—”


  “Your Honor, the witness has not answered the question—”


  I cover my ears with my hands because they are all so loud and the words are bouncing off the walls and the floor and I stand on my chair and then on the table and finally I jump right into the middle of the space in front of the judge, where my mother is already reaching for me.


  But before I can touch her I am on the floor and the bailiff has his knee in my back and the judge and jury are scrambling and suddenly there is quiet and calm and no more weight and a voice I know.


  “You’re okay, buddy,” Detective Matson says. He reaches out a hand, and he helps me to my feet.


  Once at a fair, Theo and I went into a hall of mirrors. We got separated, or maybe Theo just left me behind, but I found myself walking into walls and looking around corners that didn’t really exist, and finally, I sat down on the floor and closed my eyes. That’s what I want to do now, with everyone staring at me. Just like then, there’s no way out that I can foresee.


  “You’re okay,” Detective Matson repeats, and he leads the way.


  Rich


  Most of the time if a town cop comes into the sheriff’s domain, a pissing contest ensues: they don’t want me telling them how to run their outfit any more than I want them screwing up one of my crime scenes. But with Jacob on the loose in the courtroom, they probably would have welcomed the National Guard’s help if it had been available, and when I hop over the bar and grab Jacob, everyone else steps away and lets me, as if I actually know what I am doing.


  His head is bobbing up and down as if he is having a conversation with himself, and one of his hands makes a weird stretching motion against his leg, but at least he isn’t yelling anymore.


  I walk Jacob into a holding cell. He turns away from me, shoulders pressed to the bars.


  “You okay?” I ask, but he doesn’t answer.


  I lean against the bars from the outside of the cell, so that we are practically back-to-back. “There was a guy once who killed himself in a holding cell in Swanton,” I say, as if this is ordinary conversation. “The officers booked him and left him there to sleep off a good drunk. He was standing like you, but with his arms crossed. Wearing a flannel shirt, button-down. Security camera on him the whole time. You probably can’t guess how he did it.”


  At first, Jacob doesn’t answer. Then he turns his head slightly. “He made a noose by tying the arms of the shirt around his neck,” he answers. “So it looked like he was standing up against the bars on the security camera, but actually, he’d already hanged himself.”


  A laugh barks out of me. “Goddammit, kid. You’re really good.”


  Jacob pivots so that he is facing me. “I shouldn’t be talking to you.”


  “Probably not.”


  I stare at him. “Why did you leave the quilt? You know better than that.”


  He hesitates. “Of course I left the quilt. How else would anyone know that I was the one who set this all up? You still missed the tea bag.”


  Immediately I know he is talking about the evidence at Jess Ogilvy’s house. “It was in the sink. We didn’t get any prints off the mug.”


  “Jess was allergic to mango,” Jacob says. “And me, I hate the taste.”


  He had been too thorough. Rather than forgetting to erase this evidence, he’d left it on purpose, as a test. I stare at Jacob, wondering what he is trying to tell me.


  “But other than that,” he says, smiling, “you got it right.”


  Oliver


  Helen and I stand in front of Judge Cuttings like recalcitrant schoolchildren. “I don’t ever want to see that happen again, Mr. Bond,” he says. “I don’t care if you have to medicate him. Either you keep your client under control for the remainder of this trial or I’m going to have him handcuffed.”


  “Your Honor,” Helen says. “How is the State supposed to have a fair trial when we have a circus sideshow going on every fifteen minutes?”


  “You know she’s right, Counselor,” the judge replies.


  “I’m going to ask for a mistrial, Your Honor,” I say.


  “You can’t when it’s your client causing the problems, Mr. Bond. Surely you know that.”


  “Right,” I mutter.


  “If there are any motions you two want to make, think hard before you make them. Mr. Bond, I will hear you with warning before we start.”


  I hurry out of chambers before Helen can say anything that infuriates me even more. And then, just when I think things can’t get any worse, I find Rich Matson chatting up my client. “I was just keeping him company until you got here,” Matson explains.


  “Yeah, I bet.”


  He ignores me, turning to Jacob instead. “Hey,” the detective says. “Good luck.”


  I wait until I can’t hear his footsteps anymore. “What the hell was that all about?”


  “Nothing. We were talking about cases.”


  “Oh great. Because that was such a good idea the last time you two sat down for a chat.” I fold my arms. “Listen, Jacob, you need to straighten out. If you don’t behave, you’re going to jail. Period.”


  “If I don’t behave?” he says. “Schwing!”


  “You can’t possibly be old enough to remember Wayne’s World. And regardless, I’m not the one who’s the defendant. I’m totally serious, Jacob. If you pull another stunt like that, the prosecution is going to throw your ass in jail or else declare a mistrial, and that means doing this all over again.”


  “You promised that we’d adjourn at four o’clock.”


  “You’re right. But in a courtroom the judge is God, and God wanted to stay late. So I don’t care if we’re here till four in the morning, or if Judge Cuttings announces that we’re all going to get up and do the hokey pokey. You are going to park your butt in that chair next to me and not say a damn thing.”


  “Will you tell the jury why I did it?” Jacob asks.


  “Why did you do it?”


  I know better than to ask that. But at this point I am not thinking of perjury. I am thinking that Jacob and I need to be on the same page once and for all.


  “Because I couldn’t leave her,” he says, as if this should be obvious.


  My jaw drops. Before I can ask another question—Did she spurn you? Did you try to kiss her, and did she struggle too much? Did you hold her too close, and suffocate her accidentally?—a bailiff comes into the holding cell area. “They’re ready for you.”


  I motion to the bailiff to open the cell. We are the last ones into the courtroom, with the exception of the judge and jury. Emma’s eyes go straight to her son. “Is everything okay?”


  But before I can fill her in, the jury files in and the judge returns. “Counsel,” he says, settling himself on the bench. “Approach.” Helen and I move closer. “Mr. Bond, have you spoken with your client?”


  “Yes, Your Honor, and there will be no further outbursts.”


  “I can hardly contain myself,” Judge Cuttings says. “You may continue, then.”


  Knowing what I know now, that insanity defense is looking stronger and stronger. I just hope the jury got that message, loud and clear. “The defense rests,” I announce.


  “What?” Jacob explodes behind me. “No it doesn’t!”


  I close my eyes and start to count to ten, because I’m pretty sure it’s not a good idea to kill your client in front of an entire jury, and then a paper airplane sails over my shoulder. It’s one of Jacob’s notes, which I unfold:


  I WANT TO TALK.


  I turn around. “Absolutely not.”


  “Is there a problem, Mr. Bond?” the judge asks.


  “No, Your Honor,” I reply, at the same moment Jacob says “Yes.”


  Scrambling, I face the judge again. “We need a sensory break.”


  “We’ve been in session for ten seconds!” Helen argues.


  “Do you rest, Mr. Bond?” asks Judge Cuttings. “Or is there more?”


  “There’s more,” Jacob says. “It’s my turn to talk. And if I want to take the stand, you have to let me.”


  “You’re not taking the stand,” Emma insists.


  “You, Ms. Hunt, do not have leave to speak! Am I the only person here who knows we’re in a court of law?” Judge Cuttings roars. “Mr. Bond, put on your final witness.”


  “I’d like a brief recess—”


  “I bet you would. I’d like to be in Nevis instead of here, but neither one of us is going to get what we want,” the judge snaps.


  Shaking my head, I walk Jacob to the witness stand. I am so angry I can barely see straight. Jacob will tell the jury the truth, like he’s told me, and dig his own grave. If not with the substance of what he says then with the style: no matter what’s been said up to this point, no matter what’s been said by the witnesses, all the jury is going to remember is this awkward boy who speaks in bursts of words and fidgets and doesn’t register appropriate emotion and can’t look them in the eye—all traditional expressions of guilt. It doesn’t matter what Jacob says; his demeanor will convict him before he even opens his mouth.


  I open the gate for him so that he can step inside. “It’s your funeral,” I murmur.


  “No,” Jacob says. “It’s my trial.”


  I can tell the moment he realizes that this wasn’t such a great idea. He’s been sworn in, and he swallows hard. His eyes are wide and dart all over the courtroom.


  “Tell me what happens when you get nervous, Jacob,” I say.


  He licks his lips. “I walk on my toes, or bounce. Sometimes I flap or talk too fast or laugh even though it’s not funny.”


  “Are you nervous now?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  He pulls his lips back in a smile. “Because everyone’s looking at me.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Also the lights are too bright. And I don’t know what you’re going to say next.”


  Whose goddamn fault is that? I think. “Jacob, you told the court that you wanted to talk.”


  “Yes.”


  “What do you want to tell this jury?”


  Jacob hesitates. “The truth,” he says.


  Jacob


  There’s blood all over the floor and she is lying in it. She doesn’t answer even though I call her name. I know I need to move her so I lift her up and take her into the hallway and when I do there is even more blood that comes from her nose and her mouth. I try not to think about the fact that I am touching her body and she is naked; it isn’t like in the movies where the girl is beautiful and the boy is backlit; it’s just skin against skin and I am embarrassed for her because she doesn’t even know she isn’t wearing clothes. I don’t want to get blood on the towels so I wipe her face with toilet paper and flush it.


  There is underwear on the floor and a bra and sweatpants and a shirt. I put the bra on first and I know how because I watch HBO and have seen them being taken off; all I have to do is reverse it. The underwear I don’t understand because there is writing on one side and I don’t know if it’s the front or the back, so I just put it on her any which way. Then the shirt and the sweatpants and finally socks and Ugg boots, which are the hardest because she cannot press down with her feet.


  I pick her up over my shoulder—she is heavier than I thought she would be—and try to get her down the stairs. There is a turn on the landing and I trip over my feet and we both fall. I land on top of her and when I roll her over her tooth is knocked out. I know it didn’t hurt her but it still makes me feel like I am going to be sick. The bruises and the broken nose for some reason weren’t nearly as bad as seeing her with that missing front tooth.


  I sit her up in an armchair. Wait here, I say, and then I laugh out loud because she can’t hear me. Upstairs I mop up the blood with more toilet paper, the whole roll. It is still smeary and wet. In the laundry closet I find bleach and I pour it on the floor and use another roll of toilet paper to dry it all off.


  It does cross my mind that I might get caught, and that is when I decide not just to clean up but to make a crime scene that leads in a different direction. I pack a bag of extra clothes and take her toothbrush. I type a note and stick it in the mailbox. I put on a pair of boots too big to be hers and walk around outside, cut the screen, put the kitchen knife in the dishwasher, and turn on the quick cycle. I want to be obvious, because Mark is not too smart.


  I make sure to wipe away the footprints on the porch and the driveway.


  Inside, I put the backpack on my shoulders and make sure I am not forgetting anything. I know I should leave the stools knocked over and the CDs scattered on the living room floor but I just can’t. So I pick up the stools and the mail and then I organize the CDs the way I think she would have liked them.


  I try to carry her into the woods but she gets heavier with every step so instead after a while I have to drag her. I want her to be somewhere where I know she won’t have to sit in wind or rain or snow. I like the culvert because I can get to it from the highway, instead of going past her house.


  I think about her even when I’m not here; even when I know the police are all looking and I could so easily be distracted by tracking their progress or lack thereof. That’s why when I come back to visit I bring my quilt. It was something I always liked and I think if she could talk she would have been really proud of me for wrapping her in it. Good job, Jacob, she would have said. You’re thinking of someone else for a change.


  Little did she know, that was all I was thinking about.


  ***


  When I’m done the courtroom is so quiet I can hear the pop and hiss of the radiator and the building stretching its beams. I look at Oliver, and at my mother. I expect them to be pretty pleased, because everything should make sense now. I can’t read their faces, though, or the faces of the jury. One woman is crying; and I don’t know if she’s sad because I was talking about Jess or because she’s happy to finally know what really happened.


  I’m not nervous now. If you want to know, I’ve got so much adrenaline in my bloodstream I could probably run to Bennington and back. I mean, holy cow, I have just outlined how I set up a crime scene with a dead body after successfully fooling the police into believing it was a kidnapping attempt. I have connected all the dots that the State raised as evidence in this trial. It is like the best episode of CrimeBusters ever, and I am the star.


  “Mr. Bond?” the judge prompts.


  Oliver clears his throat. He rests one hand on the railing of the witness stand, looking away from me. “All right, Jacob. You told us a lot about what you did after Jess’s death. But you haven’t told us about how she died.”


  “There isn’t much to tell,” I say.


  Suddenly, I realize where I’ve seen that expression on everyone’s face in this courtroom. It’s the one on Mimi Scheck’s face, and Mark Maguire’s face, and everyone else who thinks that they have absolutely nothing in common with me.


  I start to get that burning sensation in my stomach, the one that comes when I realize too late I might have done something that actually wasn’t such a great idea.


  And then, Oliver throws me a lifeline. “Jacob, are you sorry for killing Jess?”


  I smile widely. “No,” I say. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all along.”


  Oliver


  Here’s the bittersweet thing: Jacob has made himself look more insane than I ever could with a witness’s testimony. Then again, he’s also made himself look like a ruthless murderer.


  Jacob is once again sitting at the defense table, holding his mother’s hand. Emma is white as a sheet, and I can’t blame her. After listening to Jacob’s testimony—a detailed description in his own words of how to clean up after a mess of your own making—I find myself in the same position.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” I begin, “there’s been a lot of evidence produced here about how Jess Ogilvy died. We’re not disputing that evidence. But if you’ve been paying attention at this trial, you also know that you can’t judge this book by its cover. Jacob is a young man with Asperger’s syndrome, a neurological disorder that precludes him from having empathy for others in the same way you or I might. When he talks about what he did with Jess’s body, and at Jess’s residence, he doesn’t see his involvement in a horrific murder. Instead, as you’ve heard, he takes pride in the fact that he set up a complete crime scene, a crime scene worthy of inclusion in a journal, just like an episode of CrimeBusters. I’m not going to ask you to excuse him for Jess Ogilvy’s death—we grieve with her parents for that loss, and do not seek to diminish the tragedy in any way. However, I am going to ask you to take the information you’ve been given about Jacob and his disorder, so that when you question whether he was criminally responsible at the time of Jess’s death—whether he understood right from wrong in that moment the way you understand right from wrong—you will have no choice but to answer no.”


  I walk toward the jury. “Asperger’s is a tough nut to crack. You’ve heard a lot about it these past few days...and I bet you’ve thought, So what? Not being comfortable in new situations, wanting to do things the same way every day, finding it hard to make new friends—these are struggles we’ve all faced from time to time. Yet none of these traits impair our ability to make judgments, and none of us are on trial for murder. You might be thinking that Jacob doesn’t fit your impression of a person with a diagnosable neurological disorder. He’s smart, he doesn’t look crazy in the colloquial sense of the word. So how can you be certain that Asperger’s syndrome is a valid neurological disorder, and not just the latest label du jour for a kid with problems? How can you be sure Asperger’s provides an explanation of his behavior at the moment a crime was committed—instead of just a fancy legal excuse?”


  I smile. “Well, I offer an example from Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart. In the fifties and sixties the Court was involved in deciding a number of obscenity cases. Since obscenity isn’t protected under the First Amendment, they had to determine whether a series of pornographic films met the legal definition of obscenity, and so they’d screen them. Every week, on what was known as Obscenity Tuesday, the justices watched these films and rendered decisions. It was in Jacobellis v. Ohio that Justice Stewart became legendary in the legal field for saying that hard-core pornography was hard to define but that—and I quote—‘I know it when I see it.’ ”


  I turn to Jacob. “I know it when I see it,” I repeat. “You haven’t just listened to experts and seen medical files and seen forensic evidence—you’ve also watched and heard Jacob. And based on that alone, it must be clear to you that he’s not just a kid with a few personality quirks. He’s a kid who doesn’t communicate particularly well and whose thoughts are often jumbled. He talks in a monotone and doesn’t show a great deal of emotion, even when it seems warranted. Yet he was brave enough to stand up in front of you and try to defend himself against one of the most serious charges a young man like him could ever face. What he said—and how he said it—might have been upsetting to you. Shocking, even. But that’s because a person with Asperger’s—a person like Jacob—is not your typical witness.


  “I didn’t want my client to testify. I’ll be honest with you. I didn’t think that he could do it. When you’re a witness in a trial, you have to practice saying things in a way that works to make your case. You have to present yourself in a manner that is sympathetic to the jury. And I knew Jacob could not—and would not—do that. Hell, I could barely get him to wear a tie here...I certainly couldn’t make him express remorse, or even sadness. I couldn’t tell him what he should and shouldn’t say in front of you. To Jacob, that would have been lying. And to Jacob, telling the truth is a rule that has to be followed.”


  I look at the jurors. “What you have here is a kid who isn’t working the system, because he’s physically and psychologically incapable of working the system. He doesn’t know how to play to your sympathies. He doesn’t know what will help or hurt his chances of acquittal. He simply wanted to tell you his side of the story—so he did. And that’s how you know that Jacob’s not a criminal trying to squeak through a loophole. That’s how you know that his Asperger’s can and did and still does impair his judgment at any given moment. Because any other defendant—any ordinary defendant—would have known better than to tell you what Jacob did.


  “You and I know, ladies and gentlemen, that the legal system in America works very well if you happen to communicate a certain way, a way Jacob doesn’t. And yet everyone in this country is entitled to a fair trial—even people who communicate differently from the way that works best in court.” I take a deep breath. “Maybe for justice to be done, then, in Jacob’s case, we simply need people who are willing to listen a little more closely.”


  As I take my seat again, Helen stands up. “When I was a little girl I remember asking my mother why, instead of saying toilet paper on the wrapper, it said bath tissue. And you know what my mom told me? You can call it whatever you want, but all the words in the world can’t dress up what it is. This isn’t a case about a young man who has a hard time holding a conversation, or making friends, or eating something other than blue Jell-O on Wednesday—”


  Friday, I mentally correct. Jacob reaches for his pencil and starts to write a note, but before he can, I pluck the pencil out of his hand and slip it into my coat pocket.


  “It’s a case about a boy who committed a cold-blooded murder and then, using his brains and his fascination with crime scenes, tried to cover his tracks. I don’t contest that Jacob has Asperger’s syndrome. I don’t expect any of you to contest it, either. But that doesn’t absolve him of responsibility for this brutal, vicious killing. You’ve heard from the crime scene investigators who went to the house and found traces of Jess’s blood all over the bathroom floor. You’ve heard Jacob himself say that he washed it away with bleach and then flushed the toilet paper away. Why? Not because there’s a rule about where toilet paper goes when you’re done with it...but instead, because he didn’t want anyone to know he had cleaned up that mess. He told you, ladies and gentlemen, about how he set up that entire crime scene, and how much thought he put into it. He deliberately tried to lead police down the wrong trail, to make them think Jess had been kidnapped. He slit the screen and used Mark Maguire’s boots to leave footprints, to purposefully suggest that someone else was responsible for the crime. He dragged Jess’s body the length of three football fields and left it outside, so that it would be harder for people to find. And when he grew tired of playing his own little game of CrimeBusters, he took Jess’s cell phone and dialed 911. Why? Not because it was easier for him to interface with a dead body than a live one but because it was all part of Jacob Hunt’s perverse plan to selfishly discard Jess Ogilvy’s life in order to allow him to play forensic detective.”


  She faces the jury. “Mr. Bond can call this whatever he wants, but that doesn’t change what it is: a young man who committed a brutal murder and who actively, over a period of days, covered it up with careful clues to mislead the police. That, ladies and gentlemen, is the MO of a calculating killer—not a kid with Asperger’s syndrome.”


  Emma


  From the archives of Auntie Em:


  Dear Auntie Em,


  What do you do if all signs point to the fact that the world as you know it is going to come to a crashing halt?


  Sincerely,


  HumptyDumptyWasPushed


  Dear Humpty,


  HELP!


  Love,


  Auntie Em


  Three days later, the jury is still deliberating.


  We have settled into a routine: in the morning, Oliver brings Thor over for breakfast. Jacob takes him into the yard to throw a ball while Henry and Theo slowly animate themselves with coffee. Henry’s been teaching Theo C# programming to create his own computer game, which has fascinated Theo to no end. In the afternoons, Oliver and I play Scrabble, and every now and then Jacob will call out obscure, legitimate words from the couch where he’s watching CrimeBusters: Qua! Za! We don’t turn on the news or read the paper, because all they talk about is Jacob.


  We are not allowed to leave the house for two reasons: technically, Jacob is still under arrest, and we must be in a spot where we can get to the courthouse in twenty minutes when the jury returns. It is still strange to me to turn a corner in my own house and find Henry there—I expected him to leave by now, to come up with the excuse that one of his daughters has strep or his wife has to visit a dying aunt—but Henry insists he’s here until the verdict comes back. Our conversation is full of clichés, but at least it is a conversation. I’m making up for lost time, he says. Better late than never.


  We’ve become a family. An unorthodox one, and one cobbled together by someone else’s tragedy, but after years of being the only parent in this house, I will take what I can get.


  Later, while the boys are getting ready for bed, Oliver and I take Thor for a walk around the block before he goes back to his apartment over the pizza place. We talk about the horse that stepped on his ankle and broke it. We talk about how I used to want to be a writer. We talk about the trial.


  We don’t talk about us.


  “Is it good or bad if the jury can’t reach a verdict?”


  “Good, I think. It probably means someone’s holding out on a conviction.”


  “What happens next?”


  “If Jacob’s convicted,” Oliver says, as Thor runs back and forth in front of us, lacing up the path, “he’ll go to prison. I don’t know if it will be the same one he was in. If he’s found not guilty by reason of insanity, the judge will probably want another psychiatric evaluation.”


  “But then he’ll come home?”


  “I don’t know,” Oliver admits. “We’ll get Ava Newcomb and Dr. Murano to put together an outpatient treatment plan, but it depends on Judge Cuttings. He could weigh the fact that Jacob committed murder and decide that he can’t ignore that, and isolate him from the rest of the community.”


  He has told me this before, but it never seems to sink in. “In a state mental hospital,” I finish. As we reach my driveway again, I stop walking, and Oliver stops, too, his hands in the pockets of his jacket. “I fought my whole life to have Jacob treated like ordinary kids in regular school, with regular programming,” I say, “and now his only chance of staying out of jail means playing the Asperger’s card.”


  “I honestly don’t know what’s going to happen,” Oliver says. “But it’s better to be prepared.”


  “I haven’t told Jacob yet.”


  He looks down at his shoes. “Maybe you should.”


  As if we have conjured him, the door opens and Jacob stands in silhouette in his pajamas. “I’m waiting for you to say good night,” he tells me.


  “I’ll be right there.”


  Jacob looks at Oliver, impatient. “Well?”


  “Well what?”


  “Will you just kiss her good-bye already?”


  My jaw drops with surprise. Since my fight with Jacob, Oliver and I have been careful to steer clear of each other in his company. But now Oliver takes me into his arms. “I don’t have to be asked twice,” he says, and he presses his lips against mine.


  ***


  When Jacob was little, I used to sneak into his bedroom after midnight and sit on a rocking chair next to his bed so that I could watch him sleep. There was a wonderful magic brush that painted him when he was unconscious. In his bed, I could not tell that the hand curled under the covers was the same one that had stimmed fiercely that afternoon when a girl at the park came into the sandbox where he was happily playing alone. I couldn’t tell that those eyes, closed, winced when I asked him to look right at me. I couldn’t watch him, easy and relaxed in his dreams, and think this was the same boy who could not remember the sequence of words to ask the lunch lady for apple juice instead of milk.


  When Jacob slept, the slate was wiped clean, and he could have been any child. Any ordinary child.


  Instead, during his waking hours, he was extraordinary. And that truly was the definition for him—outside the perimeter of the norm. At some point in the English language, that word had acquired positive connotations. Why hadn’t Asperger’s?


  You could say I was different. I had willingly traded my own future for Jacob’s, giving up whatever fame or fortune I might have achieved in order to make sure his life was a better one. I had let every relationship slide, with the exception of the one I’d built with Jacob. I had made choices that other women would not have made. At best that made me a fierce, fighting mother; at worst, it made me single-minded. And yet, if I walked into a crowded room, people did not mystically part from me as if there was an invisible magnetic field, a polarizing reaction between my body and theirs. People did not turn to their friends and groan, Oh, God, save me—she’s heading this way. People didn’t roll their eyes behind my back when I was talking. Jacob might have acted strangely, but he’d never been cruel.


  He simply didn’t have the self-awareness for it.


  Now, I sink down on that same chair I used to sit on years ago, and I watch Jacob sleep again. He isn’t a child anymore. His face has the planes of that of an adult; his hands are strong and his shoulders sculpted. I reach out and brush his hair back from where it has fallen over his forehead. In his sleep, Jacob stirs.


  I do not know what kind of life I’d have had without Jacob, but I don’t want to know. If he hadn’t been autistic, I could not love him any more than I already do. And even if he is convicted, I could not love him any less.


  I lean down, just like I used to, and I kiss him on the forehead. It is the age-old, time-honored way for mothers to test for fever, to give a blessing, to say good night.


  So why does it feel like I’m saying good-bye?


  Theo


  My sixteenth birthday is today, but I’m not expecting much. We’re still waiting, six days later, for the jury to reach a verdict. I’m guessing, actually, that my mother won’t even remember—which is why I am struck speechless when she yells “Breakfast” and I come downstairs with my hair still wet from my shower and there’s a chocolate cake with a candle in it.


  Granted, it’s Brown Thursday and it’s no doubt gluten-free, but beggars can’t be choosers.


  “Happy birthday, Theo,” my mother says, and she starts the round of singing. My dad, my brother, and Oliver all join in. I have a big, fat smile on my face. As far as I know, my father has never been to one of my birthday parties, unless you count the minute I was delivered in the hospital, and that wasn’t really a party, I imagine.


  Was it worth it? A little voice inside me curls like the smoke from the candle. Was it worth all this to get a family like the ones you used to spy on?


  My mother puts her arm around my shoulders. “Make a wish, Theo,” she says.


  A year ago, this is exactly what I would have wished for. What I did wish for, with or without the cake. But there’s something in her voice, like a string made of steel, that suggests there’s a right answer here, one collective heart’s desire for all of us.


  Which just happens to rest in the hands of twelve jurors.


  I close my eyes and blow out the candle, and everyone claps. My mother starts to cut slices from the cake and gives me the first one. “Thanks,” I say.


  “I hope you like it,” my mother replies. “And I hope you like this.”


  She hands me an envelope. Inside is a note, handwritten:


  Your debt is paid.


  I think of my crazy trip to California to find my father, of how much money those tickets had cost, and for a second I can’t talk.


  “But,” she says, “if you do that again, I’ll kill you.”


  I laugh, and she wraps her arms around me from behind and kisses the top of my head.


  “Hey, there’s more.” My father hands me an envelope, which has a cheesy “To My Son” Hallmark card inside, and forty bucks.


  “You can start saving for a faster router,” he says.


  “That’s awesome!”


  Then Oliver hands me a package wrapped in Bounty paper towels. “It was this or a pizza box,” he explains.


  I shake it. “Is it a calzone?”


  “Give me a little credit here,” Oliver says.


  I rip it open and find the Vermont Driver’s Manual.


  “After this trial’s over, I thought you and I could make an appointment at the DMV and finally get that learner’s permit.”


  I have to look down at the table, because if I don’t, everyone’s going to realize I’m totally about to cry. I remember how, when I was little, my mother would read us these ridiculous fairy tales where frogs turned into princes and girls woke up from comas with a single kiss. I never bought into any of that crap. But who knows? Maybe I was wrong. Maybe a person’s life can change in an instant after all.


  “Wait,” Jacob says. Until now, he’s been watching, his face bisected by a smile—and this is an improvement. At all my birthday parties growing up, the unwritten rule was that Jacob had to help me blow out the candles. It was easier to share my moment than to have him ruin the festivities with a meltdown. “I’ve got a present for you, too, Theo.”


  I don’t think, in all the years that I’ve been alive, Jacob’s ever gotten me a present. I don’t think he’s ever gotten anyone a present, unless you count the perfume I pick out at CVS for Christmas and give to my mother, after putting both my name and Jacob’s on the tag. Giving gifts just isn’t on my brother’s radar.


  “What’s he got?” Oliver murmurs, as Jacob hightails it upstairs.


  “I don’t know,” my mother answers.


  A minute later, Jacob’s back. He is holding a stuffed duck he used to sleep with when he was small. “Open it,” he says, holding it out.


  I take it and turn it over in my hands. There’s no wrapping; nothing to be opened. “Um,” I say, laughing a little. “How?”


  Jacob turns the duck upside down and pulls on a loose thread. It unravels a little, and some of the stuffing comes out in a clump. I poke my finger into the hole and feel something smooth and hard.


  “Is that where my Tupperware went?” my mother says when I pull it out of the chest cavity of the duck. Inside, there’s something I cannot quite make out. I open the lid and find myself staring at a pink iPod Nano. Gingerly, I pick it up, knowing even before I turn it over that Jess Ogilvy’s name is etched into the metal on the back.


  “Where did you get that?” my mother whispers, from somewhere on the other end of the vacuum I’ve fallen into.


  “You wanted it, didn’t you?” Jacob says, still excited. “You dropped it on the way out of her house that day.”


  I can barely move my lips. “What are you talking about?”


  “I already told you—I know you were there. I saw the tread from the bottom of your sneakers, the same ones I used here for my fake crime scene. And I knew you’d been taking other stuff from other houses—”


  “What!” my mother says.


  “—I saw the video games in your room.” Jacob beams at me. “At Jess’s, I cleaned up for you, so no one would know what you did. And it worked, Theo. No one ever found out that you killed her.”


  My mother gasps.


  “What the hell is going on?” Oliver asks.


  “I didn’t kill her!” I say. “I didn’t even know she lived there. I didn’t think anyone was home. I was going to look around, maybe take a CD or two, but then I heard water running upstairs and I peeked in. She was naked. She was naked and she saw me. I freaked out, and she got out of the shower and she slipped. She hit her face on the edge of the sink, and that’s when I ran. I was afraid she’d catch me.” I can’t breathe; and I’m sure that my heart’s turned to clay in my chest. “She was alive when I left, in the bathroom. And then all of a sudden the news says she’s dead and her body’s found outside. I knew I wasn’t the one who moved her out there...someone else had, someone who probably murdered her. I thought maybe she told Jacob about me, when he came for his lesson. And they had a fight about it. And that Jacob...I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought.”


  “You didn’t kill Jess,” my mother says.


  I shake my head, numb.


  My mother looks at Jacob. “And you didn’t kill Jess.”


  “I just moved her body.” He rolls his eyes. “I’ve been telling you that the whole time.”


  “Jacob,” Oliver asks, “was Jess alive when you got to the house?”


  “No! But I saw that Theo had been there, so I did what was right.”


  “Why didn’t you call your mother, or an ambulance?” my father asks. “Why would you set up a crime scene to cover up for Theo?”


  Jacob stares right at me. It hurts; it actually hurts. “House rules,” he says simply. “Take care of your brother; he’s the only one you’ve got.”


  “You have to do something,” my mother says to Oliver. “It’s new evidence. Theo can testify—”


  “He might be implicated or charged with withholding—”


  “You have to do something,” my mother repeats.


  Oliver is already reaching for his coat. “Let’s go,” he says.


  Jacob and I are the last ones out of the kitchen. The cake is still sitting on the table, along with my other presents. It already looks like a museum exhibit, untouched. You’d never guess that, five minutes ago, we were celebrating. “Jacob?” My brother turns around. “I don’t know what to say.”


  He awkwardly pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry,” Jacob replies. “That happens to me all the time.”


  Jacob


  Today is April 15. It is the day, in 1912, that the Titanic sank. It’s the day, in 1924, that Rand McNally published its first road atlas. It’s the day, in 1947, that Jackie Robinson first played for the Brooklyn Dodgers. It is also the birthday of Leonardo da Vinci, author Henry James, the girl who plays Hermione in the Harry Potter movies, and my brother Theo.


  I used to be jealous of Theo’s birthday. On mine, December 21, the most impressive thing that happened was the explosion of Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, in 1988. Frank Zappa was born on my birthday, but honestly, that doesn’t compare to da Vinci, does it? Plus, my birthday is on the shortest day of the year. I’ve always felt like I’d gotten shafted. Probably Frank Zappa did, too.


  Today, though, I was not jealous of Theo’s birthday. In fact, I couldn’t wait to give him the present I’d been keeping for him.


  Oliver says that, at the courthouse, Theo and I will both have a chance to talk. Apparently, it is not enough for the jury to know, as the medical examiner testified, that Jess’s facial bruises were caused by a basilar skull fracture in the periorbital region, blood dissecting along fascial planes and creating the appearance of contusion. Or in other words, what looked like a girl who was beaten might very well have been a girl who simply fell down and hit her own head. Apparently, the jury—and the judge—need to hear Theo and me explain the same exact thing in different words.


  I guess I’m not the only one who doesn’t always understand what’s been said.


  My mother is driving, with Oliver in the passenger seat, and I’m in the back with Theo. My father is at our house, in case the court happens to call in the twenty minutes it takes for us to get there in person. Every time the car goes over a frost heave it makes me think of jumping on a mattress, something Theo and I used to do together when we were little. We used to believe that, if we got enough bounce going, we could reach the ceiling, but I don’t think we ever did.


  After all those years of Theo sticking up for me, I finally got to be the big brother. I did the right thing. I don’t know why that’s so difficult for these jurors to comprehend.


  Theo opens his fist; inside it is the pink iPod that used to be Jess’s. From his pocket, he takes out a white tangle of wires—his earbuds. He sticks them in his ears.


  To all of those experts who said that because I have Asperger’s I can’t empathize:


  So there.


  People who can’t empathize surely don’t try to protect the people they love, even if it means having to go to court.


  Suddenly Theo pulls one of the earbuds out and offers it to me. “Listen,” he says, and I do. Jess’s music is a piano concerto that swirls behind my eyes. I bend my head toward my brother so that the wires reach, so that, for the rest of the journey, we stay connected.


  CASE 11: MY BROTHER’S KEEPER


  Theo Hunt had been engaging in risky behavior. His Peeping Tom excursions had escalated into entering empty homes and taking souvenirs—electronic games and MP3 devices. On the afternoon of January 12, 2010, he entered the home of a local college professor. Unbeknownst to him, the house sitter—graduate student Jess Ogilvy—was upstairs showering. He made himself a cup of tea and then heard noises overhead and went to investigate.


  It’s hard to know who was more surprised—Ogilvy, who found a strange boy in her bathroom while she was stark naked, or Theo Hunt, who realized that he knew the girl in the shower, who tutored his older brother, Jacob. Ogilvy reached for a towel and exited the stall, but she stumbled, striking her head on the edge of the sink. As she struggled to her feet again, Theo Hunt ran—overturning the CD rack, several stools, and the mail on the counter during his speedy exit.


  Two hours later Theo’s brother, Jacob, arrived for his weekly tutoring session. A student of forensic science, he was surprised to notice a familiar footprint on the porch—the Vans sneaker tread that matched a pair belonging to his brother. Upon entering the unlocked house, Jacob found it in disarray. He called out but received no answer. Further investigation upstairs led to the discovery of Jess Ogilvy lying naked in a pool of blood.


  Making the assumption that his brother was involved in her death—possibly during an altercation in the midst of a botched robbery—Jacob proceeded to alter the crime scene so that it would point away from Theo. He cleaned up and dressed the body and moved it downstairs (stumbling once on the staircase, which resulted in Ogilvy’s front tooth being knocked out postmortem). Using bleach, he cleaned up the bathroom to remove blood evidence. He picked up the overturned furniture and CDs and mail and proceeded to create a crime scene that might have been interpreted by authorities at first glance as a kidnapping, and at second glance as a cover-up perpetrated by Ogilvy’s stupid jerk of a boyfriend, Mark Maguire. In order to do this, Hunt had to put himself in the mind of a borderline idiot who might attempt (poorly) to make a murder scene look like a kidnapping. He packed some of Ogilvy’s clothes and toiletries in a backpack but made sure that they were not clothes routinely worn by Ogilvy, which someone less astute (like Mark Maguire) would never have realized. He left a typed note—allegedly from Ogilvy herself—asking for the mail to be temporarily stopped, as if she had decided to take a trip. He then cut the screen in the kitchen with a butcher knife—a red herring for forced entry. Finally, he walked below this screen outside wearing Mark Maguire’s boots, so that the police could trace this “cover-up” back to Ogilvy’s boyfriend. Then Hunt carried Ogilvy’s body to a culvert several hundred yards from the house and waited for investigators to piece together the information he’d left them.


  Jacob Hunt neglected to realize, at the time, that he might be implicating himself in the murder. He neglected to consider that the scene he’d come across (at worst, murder at his brother’s hand, and at best, a death accidentally caused by Theo) might instead be a death by natural causes: a slippery floor, a skull fracture, and a hematoma. None of this, however, really matters.


  In the years afterward, Jacob’s motive for restructuring the crime scene and moving the body was hotly debated. Some felt that, as there can be crimes of passion, there can be crime scenes of brotherly love. Others felt that Jacob’s fixation on forensic science came into play: he wanted to experience the thrill a murderer might feel, waiting for the authorities to figure out the trail he’d left behind.


  Think whatever you want. The only thing that really matters is this:


  I’d do it all over again.


  HOUSE RULES


  Jodi Picoult


  A Readers Club Guide
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  INTRODUCTION


  Life in the Hunt family is not exactly easy. Emma’s elder son, Jacob, has Asperger’s syndrome and lives a life driven by routine. Certain meals must be prepared on certain days, certain television shows much be watched at certain times, and all change must be planned for weeks in advance. Any unannounced break from the routine could send Jacob into a panic.


  Like many other kids with AS, Jacob has a fixation on a particular subject—in his case, forensic science. Jacob keeps a police scanner in his room and likes to show up at crime scenes, providing analysis of the situation to stunned police officers—and Jacob’s analysis is usually correct. But when his social skills tutor is found dead, the police turn their attention to Jacob. He is ultimately arrested and charged with murder, and he has to stand trial to prove his innocence.


  Due to Asperger’s syndrome, Jacob has trouble making eye contact and has constant tics and twitches, which seem suspicious to law officers and a jury. Jacob knows he is innocent, but he can’t seem to make anyone around him understand.


  In House Rules, bestselling author Jodi Picoult explores how a family deals with the effects of autism, and how those who communicate differently are challenged by a justice system that will not accommodate them.


  QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION


  1.House Rules is narrated by five characters: Emma, Jacob, and Theo Hunt; lawyer Oliver Bond; and Detective Rich Matson. How do each of these characters bring a different perspective to the novel? How would the reading experience have been different if one of the narrators’ perspectives was removed from the novel?


  2.How do you feel about Jacob’s initial decision to cover up Jess’s death and falsely implicate Mark Maguire? Do you think he was fully aware of the consequences of his actions from the beginning? If not, is there a point in the novel where he begins to realize the enormity of what he’s done?


  3.“I don’t get into trouble because rules are what keep me sane....I do what I’m told; I just wish everyone else would do it, too.” Discuss what an ideal world for Jacob would be like. Other than a strict adherence to the rules, what values do you think Jacob would like for others to hold as strongly as he does?


  4.Emma maintains that she loves both of her sons equally, although she acknowledges that most of her time and attention is taken up by Jacob. What are your feelings regarding the way Emma treats Theo? Do you hold her or Jacob accountable for letting Theo go unnoticed and friendless to the point of breaking into other people’s homes? Why or why not?


  5.“It’s wrong, I know that. But all the same, I go inside.” Discuss Theo’s hobby of breaking into and stealing from other people’s houses. What are his reasons for doing so, and what does he gain from these experiences—other than a few cups of tea and a video game he can’t use?


  6.“It’s a room with no windows and no doors, and walls that are thin enough for me to see and hear everything but too thick to break through. I’m there, but I’m not there. I am pounding to be let out, but nobody can hear me.” Children with Asperger’s syndrome can have what Emma refers to as an “autistic meltdown,” where they are helpless to their sudden, overwhelming panic. This quote describes how Jacob feels when he has entered this state. Discuss the range of emotions Emma feels during Jacob’s meltdowns. Do her feelings differ when they are in public as opposed to when they are in private?


  7.After seeing Jacob’s rainbow quilt on the news, Emma describes herself as feeling “caught between what you want and what you should do”. Ultimately, she decides to call Detective Matson and bring Jacob down to the police station. Do you think Emma does the right thing? What do you think she is trying to accomplish by doing so?


  8.How does Theo’s interaction with his father in San Francisco change his attitude toward Henry? Why does he erupt into laughter when Henry offers him a few twenty-dollar bills? Is the short trip also a turning point for Emma? If so, how?


  9.Henry plays a significant role in the novel, even if he didn’t play a significant role in Jacob and Theo’s lives prior to the trial. Yet despite his importance, the author does not grant him the opportunity to narrate a single chapter from his point of view. Why do you think this is?


  10.“...if I can convince a suspect I’m the second coming of his long-dead grandma and the only way to salvation is to confess to me, so be it.” The delicate balance between right and wrong is a balance Jodi Picoult often explores in her novels. Detective Matson may be the perfect example. Take a look at some of his actions throughout the novel. Can any of them be considered absolutely right or absolutely wrong? Or do they all fall into the gray area in between? Ultimately, what is your group’s verdict on him? Is he a “good cop” or a “bad cop”?


  11.Emma and Oliver come together romantically when they are both in times of distress; Emma is drained from the trial and a lifetime of trying to protect her son, and Oliver is frightened and insecure about his competence as a lawyer. Do you think their relationship will last past the trial? What are some of the obstacles they face, and how might they overcome them?


  12.Oliver has to fight for the accommodations necessary to give Jacob a fair trial. In your opinion, whose responsibility is it to ensure each suspect is given this fair trial? Ultimately, do you think Jacob receives the fair trial he deserves?


  13.Discuss how the balance of honesty versus deception is played out in the novel. Which characters are willing to compromise honesty to get what they want? Are any of the characters not willing to compromise honesty, no matter what the cost?


  14.The final case study in the book—Case 11: My Brother’s Keeper—outlines the events that occurred in the course of the novel. It ends with a single line: “I’d do it all over again.” Does this line reveal anything new about Jacob? Does it change your feelings toward him in any way?


  ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB


  1.Learn more about Asperger’s syndrome and autism by visiting the Autism Society of America’s website at www.autism-society.org.


  2.Emma mentions that she had to fight for Jacob’s Individualized Education Program (IEP), just like she and Oliver had to fight for Jacob’s accommodations in the courtroom. Research the availability of IEPs in your state. What is the process for obtaining one?


  3.There are many ways to help children with Asperger’s syndrome and autism, whether by volunteering your time or donating money to research programs. Visit www.networkforgood.org/topics/health/autism/to learn about programs in your area.


  4.Emma prepares gluten-free, casein-free (GFCF) meals for Jacob because she believes this type of diet helps him function. Research what foods can be consumed on this type of diet, and try to plan a day’s worth of GFCF meals. Discuss with the group what it would be like to suddenly make this dietary switch in your own family.


  5.If your group is interested in learning more about Jodi Picoult’s upcoming projects, try following her on Facebook, Twitter (@jodipicoult), or her website at www.jodipicoult.com.


  A CONVERSATION WITH JODI PICOULT


  Q. How did you first decide upon Asperger’s syndrome as the focus for this novel?


  A. I have a cousin who’s autistic. Several times, my aunt found herself in a public place trying to control one of his meltdowns—and people who didn’t understand why she was restraining him contacted authorities and made allegations of abuse. As he got older and moved into a group home, his frustrations became more intense because of his size—he’d break in windows with his fist, for example—and several times the police were called. It got me thinking that the legal system works really well, if you communicate a certain way. But if you don’t, it all goes to hell in a handbasket really quickly. A lot of the hallmark behaviors of autism—flat affect, stimming, not looking someone in the eye—could very easily be misinterpreted as signs of guilt.


  Q. You have been known to do extensive research about the topics in your books. What was the research process like for this novel?


  A. In addition to meeting with attorneys to get the legal information accurate, I met with six teens with Asperger’s, and their parents, face-to-face. Even though some of the kids were very awkward in a direct setting, I needed to experience that to understand how the rest of the world would feel coming in contact with Jacob. But kids with Asperger’s, who are so smart, shine when you let them answer questions on paper. So another thirty-five teens and their parents answered lengthy questionnaires for me about themselves, their reactions to situations, their lives, their hopes, their frustrations. It made for some incredible reading, and many of their direct experiences wound up in Jacob’s life. One of these young women with Asperger’s syndrome was so detailed in her writing and so open about her experiences that she volunteered to help me further. She read the manuscript for accuracy and told me, based on Jacob’s voice, what seemed consistent and what, in her opinion, Jacob would never say or do. The last bit of research I did was incredibly fun—I shadowed a CSI for a week. I got to learn blood spatter analysis, to do presumptive semen tests, to check out crime scenes, and to observe an autopsy. It was fascinating!


  Q. When your central characters are in a real-life situation that affects so many people around the world—in this case, dealing with the effects of Asperger’s syndrome and autism on a family—is there more pressure on you as the author to “get it right”?


  A. It doesn’t really matter whether it’s Asperger’s or a rape victim or a cancer patient—when research subjects open up to me with such honesty I always feel a responsibility to “get it right.”


  Q. If you could say one thing to the families who are dealing with the effects of having an autistic child, what would it be?


  A. That you’re not alone—and that, hopefully, more and more people will come to understand that a child who’s “different from” is not one who is “lesser than.”


  Q. In a previous interview, you referred to your novels taking part in a long line of “moral and ethical fiction.” When you first began writing, did you have the intention of using your work as a springboard for conversation about moral and ethical issues? Or did that come later on?


  A. I think I started gravitating toward that sort of niche as I kept writing. I have always written about subjects that engage me—questions I can’t answer myself. They apparently tend to be big moral and ethical issues! But I never lose sight of the fact that before I was a writer, I was a teacher. I still am. My classroom’s just gotten a little bigger.


  Q. House Rules is your seventeenth novel. Do you feel your writing has changed since your first novel? If so, was it an intentional change, or is it something you’ve noticed over time?


  A. I think my writing has become “cleaner.” By that I mean that technically I’ve improved—I might turn a metaphor in five words now, where years ago, it would have taken me a paragraph. I can’t say it was intentional—but you know what they say about practice making perfect...!


  Q. Why did you choose to end the book when you did, rather than going into what happens to the characters in the aftermath of the trial?


  A. Because at heart, this is Jacob’s book. And remember, to Jacob, there was never any real mystery here, was there?


  Q. Could you talk for a moment about Emma’s character and her struggles throughout the book? You’ve said that your characters’ voices come to you, that they take on a life of their own. Did you find yourself agreeing with Emma’s choices as the novel progressed?


  A. I think Emma is a very typical, very overwhelmed mom. A lot of the moms of autistic kids I met are so consumed with being their child’s advocate that there’s no room for anything else—least of all themselves. It’s why so many marriages end in divorce when a child is diagnosed on the spectrum. Emma’s journey in this book is one of unwinding—allowing herself to define herself as being more than just Jacob’s mother, because that idea has been completely eroded by his autism.


  Q. If the main characters in this novel had favorite books, what do you think they would be?


  A. What a great question! I think Jacob’s would be, clearly, anything written by Dr. Henry Lee. Oliver would love Presumed Innocent by Turow—it’s probably why he decided to go to law school. Theo would read Vonnegut. He wouldn’t understand Vonnegut, but he’d think it’s the kind of thing a rebel would read. Rich—I think he’s a closet softy, the kind of guy who’s got a dog-eared copy of The Sun Also Rises in his nightstand. And dare I hope that Emma reads Jodi Picoult novels?


  Q. Could you give us a glimpse into your next project?


  A. Sing You Home, the 2011 book, is the story of Zoe Baxter, who has spent ten years trying to get pregnant. After multiple miscarriages and infertility issues, it looks like her dream is about to come true—she is seven months pregnant. But a terrible turn of events takes away the baby she has already fallen for and breaks apart her marriage to Max. In the aftermath, she throws herself into her career as a music therapist—using music clinically to soothe burn victims in a hospital; to help Alzheimer’s patients connect with the present; to provide solace for hospice patients. When Vanessa—a guidance counselor—asks her to work with a suicidal teen, their relationship moves from business to friendship and then, to Zoe’s surprise, blossoms into love. When Zoe allows herself to start thinking of having a family, again, she remembers that there are still frozen embryos that were never used by herself and Max.


  Meanwhile, Max has found peace at the bottom of a bottle—until he is redeemed by an evangelical church, whose charismatic pastor—Clive Lincoln—has vowed to fight the “homosexual agenda” that has threatened traditional family values in America. But this mission becomes personal for Max when Zoe and her same-sex partner say they want permission to raise his unborn child.


  Sing You Home explores what it means to be gay in today’s world, and how reproductive science has outstripped the legal system. Are embryos people or property? What challenges do same-sex couples face when it comes to marriage and adoption? What happens when religion and sexual orientation—two issues that are supposed to be justice-blind—enter the courtroom? And most important, what constitutes a “traditional family” in today’s day and age?


  Also—in a very unique move—readers will get to literally hear Zoe Baxter’s voice. I am collaborating with Ellen Wilber, a dear friend who is also a very talented musician, to create a CD of original songs, which will correspond to each of the chapters. This CD will be packaged with each hardcover book. So—literally—stay tuned!
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  In recent years, the imprint has placed a strategic emphasis on publishing for diverse audiences through the acquisition of the African American–oriented press Strebor Books, the launch of Atria Books Español, and co-publishing agreements with Beyond Words Publishers and Cash Money Records. Atria Books also publishes literary fiction and topical nonfiction in trade paperback under the Washington Square Press imprint, and popular fiction and nonfiction under the Emily Bestler Books imprint, launched in 2011.


  Atria—books that entertain and enlighten.
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  Ask Atria


  AskAtria is a place where you can ask all your questions about book publishing—ask an editor, a publicist, a publisher, or a marketer!


  Visit vyou.com/AskAtria
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    We hope you enjoyed reading this Atria Books eBook.

    


    Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Unbound/Emily Bestler Books and Simon & Schuster.

  


  
    
      CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

    

  


  
    or visit us online to sign up at

    eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com
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