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For the girls: Adeline, Violet, and Josephine







It was a Friday when the girl came into the Archives for the first time, the first Friday after they’d changed the clocks. Spring ahead, fall back: Kathleen had once learned some rhyme about that when she was a schoolchild, but she no longer remembered it. It had been some time since she’d been a schoolchild. This was early November, the leaves mostly down, lying wet and slick all over Boston.


Not so long ago, a few days, maybe a week, Kathleen had been out walking the dog in short sleeves, but today the sky—dark, glowering, low—seemed to be readying itself for some sort of inhospitable eruption. The planet appeared to be in a muddle, and she waited (they all waited) for something to happen.


Which it did. Not right away, but eventually.


Once when Kathleen’s daughter, Susannah, was in kindergarten, she had come home with a song she’d learned about her place in the world: Universe, Earth, North America, United States, Massachusetts, Boston, South Boston. That was years ago, of course, before Susannah left, when she was still young, unblemished, unashamed to love her mother, with sturdy little legs and a smile that turned strangers’ heads. There was a tune that went with the song, and some hand gestures. Kathleen thought of that now, imagining a camera zooming in on her, Google-mapping her all the way to her desk, and to the girl slouching in front of her.


This girl must not have heard the weather reports, because her jacket was thin and didn’t look waterproof. The girl had long orangey red hair, and skin that was nearly transparent—Kathleen could see the tiny blue veins snaking along her temples—and even through the jacket Kathleen could see that she was very, very thin. Legs like toothpicks, a chest that was nearly concave, collarbones poking out from the skin. This was an arresting look. In fact she could have stepped right out of the pages of one of the catalogs Kathleen occasionally received in the mail (catalogs that were likely meant for Susannah, because certainly Kathleen, a woman of fifty-seven, a widow, had no need for a $170 dress with ruffled tiers of diaphanous silk).


The hair really stood out, because of the color, and the thinness was almost hard to take; the girl could have been just as easily headed for an eating disorder clinic as for the runway. But here she was at the Massachusetts Archives, which was, you had to admit, a strange place for a girl this age (what age? Kathleen wasn’t sure) to be.


Neil was off somewhere, and the intern was helping somebody in the reading room. Later Kathleen was grateful for that; she was happy that she was the first one to talk to the girl, because what if somebody else had claimed her?


The girl held a cell phone in her hand, a tiny little thing but not so tiny that it didn’t have its own minuscule keyboard, and occasionally she dropped her eyes to look at the screen. Kathleen listened politely as the girl explained what she was there for. A school project, she said. Researching her family tree.


“Ah,” said Kathleen. “And you came to do it the old-fashioned way.” She liked that.


The girl blinked at her. Kathleen could see that she had tried to camouflage the paleness of her eyelashes by using mascara, and that the mascara had clumped in one corner of her eye. She resisted the urge to tell her about that, and later that night, at home, with the television on and Lucy (a border collie, though about as far away from the border as you could get) resting on the rug near the fire, that was a choice she regretted. In the same situation, she would have wanted to know. The girl was also wearing, on slightly chapped and cracked lips, a shade of lipstick that was a little bit off.


“Old-fashioned,” Kathleen repeated. “Instead of online.” After a beat she added “Good for you” in an approving way, and the girl smiled at that, showing front teeth that seemed too big for her mouth.


And then Kathleen saw it! Just like that, the resemblance to Susannah. Not in coloring—Susannah was darker—and while Susannah was tall she wasn’t as skinny, as coltish, as this girl, even when she had been this age. (Fourteen? Younger? Older?) But there was something about the mouth, the eyes, the expression. Something indescribable.


Thus encouraged, Kathleen went on. “Here’s where you sign up for a visitor’s badge.” She pushed the form toward her. Natalie Gallagher, the girl wrote carefully, gripping the pencil harder than she needed to. Kathleen handed her a badge, and the girl—Natalie—put it on. “Now,” said Kathleen, “your backpack isn’t allowed in. You’ll have to put your things in a locker.” She pointed. “Then you can meet me in the reading room.”


The girl slunk off, and returned a moment later, flushing. “It says I need a quarter,” she said. “I don’t have a quarter. So I put my stuff in the locker, but I couldn’t get the key. Will I be able to get my stuff back? Without the key?”


“No quarter?” Kathleen said. She took her purse from the floor near the desk and rummaged through her wallet. “Here,” she said, thrusting one at the girl. “You’d better get the key, just to be safe.”


“Thank you,” said the girl. She had manners.


A few minutes later Natalie appeared in the reading room with a sheet of paper in her hands. She pulled out a chair and sat across from Kathleen and regarded her with a gravity and a seriousness of purpose. They did not get many people this young in the Archives. Mostly it was older people: retirees with time on their hands, or people heading to Ireland who wanted to visit the village where their great-great-grandparents were born. Sometimes they got a Girl Scout or Boy Scout troop working on a badge. But a solitary teen? Unusual. Kathleen knew she was probably reaching, but this girl seemed like she had been sent from somewhere else as a messenger of sorts—a visitor from the Land of Susannah.


Kathleen had worked at the Archives for twenty-six years, since Susannah was a toddler. Part-time, at first, because she had to arrange for child care, and there was a certain point at which the cost of the child care would be higher than Kathleen’s salary; she had to be careful not to reach that point. These were the things she worried about back then.


In those twenty-six years how many people had come to her looking to research their family trees? Hundreds, maybe thousands. Maybe more. She should have counted them. Why hadn’t she counted? That would have been an interesting statistic to carry around with her, a way to measure the productivity of her life.


She retrieved some scrap paper from the pile and a pencil from the container of pencils and handed them to Natalie. Natalie took them both and tilted the paper at an angle and held the pencil above the paper, looking at Kathleen expectantly, as though this were an exam, and Kathleen the examiner.


“So,” said Kathleen. “What’s the assignment, exactly?”


“Oh.” The girl shifted in her chair. “Well, no assignment, exactly. It’s sort of an independent-study project. For extra credit, like. I’m the only one doing this. Other people are doing other stuff.” She paused. “My father did some of this a couple of years ago, but I don’t know, I guess I thought I could do something with it…” Here she gestured at a crumpled sheet of paper she had put on the table, crudely torn from a yellow legal pad.


“I see,” said Kathleen, tapping the table with the eraser of her own pencil. “And where’d you come from? Where’s your school?”


“Newburyport,” said the girl.


“Newburyport! That’s a haul, all the way down here from there. Somebody drive you? Your mother drive you?”


The girl looked down. “No,” she said. “I came on my own.”


“On your own? How?”


“Bus to South Station, then Red Line, then I took the shuttle.”


“Oh,” said Kathleen, impressed. “How’d you know to come here?”


The girl shrugged. “I Googled it,” she said.


“I see. Then you must have seen… you probably saw that you can actually do much of this online, at least to get started.”


“Yeah,” said the girl. It was almost a whisper, the way she spoke. “But I wanted to come. I like the bus. And besides, I kind of wanted to get away.”


Kathleen considered this. “Fair enough,” she said. She went on. “If you don’t mind, I’ll use myself as an example. I’ve traced my family back to the early eighteen hundreds.” The girl didn’t react, so Kathleen continued. “How’d I do it? I took my time. Years.”


Natalie said, “Years?”


“Years.” This was one of the nuances of Kathleen’s job: you couldn’t ever be nosy, you couldn’t ever show more interest in a person’s family than he showed himself, but sometimes you had to encourage—even prod—in subtle and delicate ways. “To do research like I’ve done would be a major undertaking. But if you’ve got something to start with, well, in that case we might be able to go back a few generations pretty easily. And the thing about it is this. It’s like pulling a thread that unravels and unravels. One loose thread, and you can unknit an entire sweater. Because everyone is a part of someone else’s life story, once you find the connection.”


Quietly Natalie said, “Geez. I don’t know if I’m going to do all of that. I mean, I don’t think I’m going to go, like, overboard on it.” But Kathleen could see behind her eyes some glimmer of interest. Natalie finished, “I just want to get a good grade on the project.”


Undaunted, Kathleen detailed some of her search, then continued. “When I got stuck, I thought my way out of it. I took other avenues to get the answer. And I’ll show you what I got for it, if you wait here a minute.” She left the room and walked back to her desk, where she kept photocopied sheets of her descendant chart. When she returned to the room she saw that the girl had her cell phone out again. This was strictly not allowed, but Kathleen let the transgression pass because as she drew closer she saw that the girl’s shoulders were shaking; she was crying.


“Natalie?” She touched her gently on the shoulder, and the girl started. There was something like a caged animal in the look she gave Kathleen—she might have been baring her teeth. “Is everything okay?”


Natalie wiped at her eyes and, looking down, said, “Where’s the bathroom?”


“Near the lockers, where you left your bag.”


Abruptly Natalie stood, then set off toward the door of the reading room. Kathleen heard a ting, and when she looked down she saw that in her haste Natalie had knocked her cell phone to the ground. Kathleen picked it up, not meaning to read the message on the screen, well, okay, sort of meaning to read it, it was hard to pick the thing up without reading it, and she saw these words in the phone’s window:


WE KNOW SOMETHING ABT U NATALIE


Out loud Kathleen said, “Huh?” She read it again, and then she put the phone on top of the table, and by the time Natalie made her way back from the bathroom, her eyes dry but the mascara now smeared beneath them, Kathleen had busied herself at one of the cabinets.


Just like that; it was that quick. She was involved.
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“Okay?” Kathleen said when Natalie returned from the locker room. “Everything all right?”


Natalie shook her head and wiped fiercely at her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “Fine.”


“It doesn’t look like everything is fine. You don’t look fine.” Kathleen spoke softly—Neil called this her Library Voice—and so when Natalie grasped at the phone on the table, knocking into the chair next to her, the sound was surprisingly loud in the quiet room. “I’m fine,” she said. “But they’re stupid.”


“Who?”


“Stupid girls. The girls in my school. Everybody in my school is stupid. I hate them all.” She said this harshly, and the hand that gripped the cell phone was white-knuckled.


Kathleen didn’t know what to say to this. Some latent instinct arose in her; she had a mother’s urge to draw Natalie to her, to cradle her head and kiss her hair. But of course she couldn’t do that. Natalie would think she was crazy. She was now backing away from Kathleen, gathering her things, putting her phone into her jacket pocket. Kathleen said, “By the way. Why are you here instead of school?”


Natalie didn’t miss a beat; she looked directly into Kathleen’s eyes. “No school today,” she said. “Day off. Teachers’ in-service or something.”


“Ah,” said Kathleen. “I see.”


Natalie fiddled with one of her backpack straps and pushed her hair out of her face. “Anyway. Thank you for helping me.”


Kathleen could see now that Natalie had little gold hoops in her ears. Why was that sad? Earrings weren’t sad. And yet the sight of them was sad to Kathleen: the innocence of them, this girl’s small attempt to be beautiful.


“You’re certainly welcome,” said Kathleen. “That’s my job. But I don’t feel like I helped you much yet. We haven’t really gotten started. Are you leaving?”


“Yeah. I have to catch my bus back.”


“Well, do you think you’ll continue?”


Natalie blinked at her. “Of course I’ll continue,” she said. “Like you just said, I barely got started. I didn’t do anything yet. I’m not going to stop.”


Kathleen fought the urge to put her hand on Natalie’s jacket, to keep her there while she talked. “You know, you can probably get started from home. The indexes for a lot of facilities, ours included, are online. You have to go to the physical site for the primary source, of course, for the actual records. But I could walk you through some of it on the phone—”


Something in Natalie’s face changed; there was a hardening. “Okay,” she said.


“I didn’t mean you can’t come back.”


Natalie sniffled and wiped at her nose with the sleeve of her jacket. Silently Kathleen pushed the tissue box toward her, and kept talking. Natalie ignored the tissue box. “Of course you’re welcome to come back anytime. The whole public is welcome. I just meant that it’s a long way, that’s all that I was thinking. From Newburyport. If you don’t have rides. Or maybe you’d have rides sometimes?”


“No,” said Natalie shortly, unapologetically, lifting her chin an inch. “I don’t have rides.”


“In that case, I’ll give you my card.” Kathleen crossed the room to retrieve one of her cards from a little stack she kept near the pencils and the scrap paper. “That way you can get in touch if you want to. Email, call, however you want to do it.”


Susannah’s freckles were lighter, and disappeared altogether before she became a teenager. But again, there it was. Something behind Natalie’s eyes that tugged at Kathleen’s memories: Susannah as a toddler reaching out her arms to be picked up, Susannah as an eight-year-old on a bike with a white wicker basket, her braids flying out behind her.


“Here,” Kathleen said. “I’ll write my home number on the back.” She did, and then under the number she wrote IN CASE OF EMERGENCY.


Natalie took the card from Kathleen and studied it. Then she said, “Oh, and… here.” She held out a coin to Kathleen. “I didn’t know I would get the quarter back. From that locker. So here you go.”


“Thank you,” said Kathleen. “But I wasn’t worried about it, really.” She smiled. “It’s just a quarter.”


“Well.” Natalie scrunched up her face. “I don’t like to owe people I don’t know.”


Kathleen was taken aback by something in the girl’s tone, but she was impressed, too—it showed some resolve, the way Natalie straightened her shoulders and met Kathleen’s gaze levelly. Kathleen took the coin. It was warm and moist.


She glanced up at the clock on the wall. “But wait. What time is your bus?”


Natalie shrugged. “They come every hour.”


“Do you need to call someone, to let them know where you are? Your mother?”


Natalie looked down at her scuffed sneakers; her shoulders inched forward again. “My mother’s dead. So I can’t call her for anything.”


“Oh, dear.” Kathleen fixed her gaze on a spot on the side of Natalie’s neck—there was a cluster of freckles there, lone and defiant, like a constellation in an otherwise empty sky. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she whispered.


“Yeah, well, so’m I,” said Natalie. She retrieved her phone from her pocket and glanced at it. Kathleen thought she saw her shudder. “I have to go,” she said suddenly.


Kathleen said, “You know, it’s going to rain, it might be raining already. Do you have an umbrella?”


“No.” Natalie looked surprised at the question, as though Kathleen had asked her if she had an extra hand she might want to lend out.


“It’s supposed to pour, Natalie. You’ll get soaked.”


Natalie adjusted the straps of the backpack and zipped her jacket to the top of her neck. She shrugged. “I’ll be okay.”


“No,” said Kathleen. She thought of Susannah in a little yellow bumblebee-themed slicker, Susannah under a pink ballerina umbrella. “Take mine. I have a spare. Wait here.” She didn’t have a spare.


She went back to her desk to retrieve her umbrella. She half expected Natalie to be gone when she got back to the reading room, but Natalie was there, staring out into the middle distance, her cell phone tucked away somewhere. She took the umbrella from Kathleen. “Thanks,” she said, and, in a gesture that was unexpected and surprisingly formal, she reached out her hand to shake. “See you.”


“I hope so,” said Kathleen, and meant it. “Come back, and we’ll work on this together.”


Natalie nodded.


Kathleen watched the girl’s progress out the door. She made her way down the steps, slipping once and then catching herself with the handrail.


“Whoa,” said Neil, appearing beside Kathleen, whistling. “Who’s your friend?”


Kathleen shrugged, suddenly irritated by Neil, irritated by the weather, by Natalie’s disappearance down the steps, by the rain, by everything. “I don’t know,” she said.


“Where’d she come from?”


“Newburyport.” What had Natalie said? I don’t like to owe people I don’t know. That seemed like an odd thing for a young girl to articulate.


“Strange,” said Neil.


“Yes,” said Kathleen. My mother’s dead. So I can’t call her for anything. The poor girl. No wonder she looked so fragile and bewildered. So underfed! Poor thing, no mother. That explained why she was out in a rainstorm on a school day, why she was navigating Boston’s public transportation system on her own. She had nobody to tell her not to.
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Neil asked later why the girl wasn’t in school.


“Teachers’ in-service,” said Kathleen. They were taking a coffee break in the little room upstairs. It was a coffee break where neither person was drinking coffee. For Kathleen it was water; Neil was sucking at the green beverage he’d brought with him—some sort of concoction that included kale and hemp seed, whipped up earlier that morning in his $500 Vitamix blender. (“For cleansing,” he’d said.) “What did she want?”


So Kathleen told him about the project. “We didn’t get very far at all,” said Kathleen. “She said she had to get the bus back. Sort of odd, to come all the way here, for what was basically an introductory conversation.” She was still thinking about the resemblance between Natalie and Susannah. It was chewing at her.


“Yeah, that’s a shocker,” said Neil. “Seems like kids do everything online these days.”


Neil was somewhere in his thirties. Kathleen didn’t know his age exactly, but it seemed to her he was too young to say “these days.”


Kathleen nodded. “That’s what I told her!” she said, feeling pleased with this evidence of solidarity between them. “Not just kids,” she added. “Seems like most people do.”


“Right,” said Neil, and he took another sip of the smoothie. “And that’s fine, in certain cases.”


“Sure,” said Kathleen. “A good start. But eventually you want the primary source.”


“Of course you do,” said Neil.


She liked Neil because he was a good and careful worker and because, though he was young enough to be her son, he shared her appreciation of the old-fashioned nature of their work, her respect for the rolls of microfilm documenting births and deaths and marriages, her taste for ferreting out the details.


Example: There was a time, a couple of years ago, when she had all but given up on one branch of her family tree; then she discovered that the Massachusetts Catholic Order of Foresters had life insurance policies going way back. Her missing link, a great-great-uncle, who had died in 1879, was listed as a member. And voilà, another branch of the tree opened. Neil was the first person she told, and his excitement was real. (“You smart little fucker,” he said. If there was one thing Kathleen would change about Neil if she could, it would be his language. Salty. But he always apologized after.)


She liked Neil also because he never asked about Susannah. Neil seemed to accept the hole in her life without feeling the need to stick his finger into it, feeling around for the tender parts, the way most people did.


“Newburyport is a hike for a girl that age,” said Neil.


“That’s what I said,” said Kathleen, pleased again. “She said she took the bus.”


“Sure. The bus from Newburyport goes right into South Station.”


“How’d you know that?”


He shrugged. “I know lots of things.”


“Then the T, then the shuttle,” said Kathleen. “She said she likes the bus.”


“I like the bus,” said Neil. “Once I took the bus all the way across the country.”


“You didn’t!” said Kathleen, impressed. She was always finding out interesting things about Neil, like that he knew how to cook lobster thermidor and that once in New Zealand when he was in his twenties he had jumped off a bridge with a bungee cord attached to his ankles. She thought that maybe that came with being gay, the sense of adventure. Once she said that to him and he had laughed and said, “You don’t know many gay people, do you?”


Now he said, “So what’d you do? To help the girl.”


“I told her the cold, hard truth.” Kathleen smiled to show she didn’t think the truth was either hard or cold. To her it was a delight, the purest kind of pleasure.


“Which is?”


“Which is if she really wants to do it the right way, she’s going to have to come back here a few times,” said Kathleen. “It can be a long slog. She might hit snags, dead ends.”


“What’d she say about the long-slog part?”


“She said she didn’t mind.” There was eagerness in the way the girl had said that. Kathleen told Neil about that too. She had told Natalie to start by talking to her grandparents, if they were living. (“Nope,” said Natalie. “All dead.”) Then Kathleen had to explain that the Archives kept only the records from 1841 to 1920; to research her later generations she’d have to go to the municipal clerk’s office or the Department of Public Health registry in Dorchester.


“What’d she say about that?”


“Taken aback, at first.”


“Who isn’t?” asked Neil. They got a lot of people who came to the Archives expecting to find everything there, expecting to fly through six generations on the first visit. But the system was confusing if you didn’t know it intimately, the way Kathleen and Neil did. Early passenger lists for people arriving in Boston were held at the Archives. But census schedules from 1790 to 1930: microfilm copies of those were in Waltham. It was no easy feat, running all around the eastern part of the state, gathering that information. You had to be committed.


“But she seemed into it,” Kathleen told Neil. “And then she just… left. I guess that might be the last we’ll see of her.” She didn’t tell Neil about the cell phone, or the text. “But before she left, when she seemed excited about the project, a young person like that, it was enough to give you some hope about the world.”


“Ah, Kathleen. You’re always looking for a reason to hope,” said Neil.


Kathleen said, “Well.” She didn’t say, “Can you blame me?” Susannah’s hot little hand inside of hers, her hair in a braid down her back.


“You don’t need to look so hard, you know.” Neil smiled.


“Says you,” said Kathleen.


Kathleen thought about the formal way Natalie had reached out to shake her hand. Natalie’s hand was cold, and despite the length of the fingers, there was something birdlike about it; Kathleen felt that if she squeezed too hard she might break some of the fine bones just underneath the skin. You didn’t always see manners like that these days, the world had become so casual. Different from how it was when Kathleen studied with the nuns.


On the lunch table somebody had left a copy of the Boston Globe. A headline caught Kathleen’s eye: “Mexico City votes to legalize gay marriage.”


Kathleen picked up the paper and studied it, studied the photograph of flag-waving activists all the way in Mexico City, the rainbow-colored banner—it looked like a parachute, really—that they held aloft. She had never been to Mexico. She scanned the article. “The Roman Catholics aren’t happy about this,” she told Neil. “Just so you know.”


“The Roman Catholics are never happy about anything,” said Neil. “Wouldn’t you say?”


“I would.” For the majority of Susannah’s life Kathleen had forced on her daughter the same rituals that had been forced on her when she was a child: the sacraments, Sunday Mass, Holy Days of Obligation. Inside the top drawer of Kathleen’s dresser was a framed photograph of Susannah in her First Communion dress, looking like a miniature bride in her veil (Susannah had insisted on the veil because her friend Lisa was going to have one).


She remembered clearly something Susannah told her after the service, as they were driving home. She said that her teacher had told them to expect a feeling of peace and joy to settle over them once they received the Host. “She said it would be wonderful,” said Susannah. “A feeling like I’d never had before.”


“And?” said Kathleen. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel.


Susannah sighed. “I didn’t feel anything.”


“Nothing?” said Kathleen.


“Nothing at all. It tasted like bread, and I didn’t feel anything.”


“Oh,” said Kathleen. “Well.” She didn’t know what else to say.


Now on Sundays she woke up early and took Lucy for long walks through the Arnold Arboretum. Walking along the paths, surrounded by fall color or snow-smacked trees resplendent in winter, Lucy’s ears flattened against her head the way they did in times of great exertion and concentration, Kathleen came as close as she ever did to worship. This was now her church.


Kathleen drank the last of her water.


“What’s the news on Henri?” she asked. Neil finished his smoothie and put the cap back on the bottle. Neil and Adam were in the process of adopting a baby from somewhere. Guatemala, was it? No, that couldn’t be it. The Dominican Republic? She could never remember. But she did know that the process was constantly being stymied by one bureaucratic detail or another. It seemed to Kathleen that by the time they actually got the baby he would be old enough for a driver’s license.


Neil’s partner, Adam, was a tall man with broad shoulders and thick black hair, the kind of man who would have been referred to as a catch by Kathleen and her friends when they were young. And look who’d caught him! Neil. Neil and Adam had Kathleen over to dinner occasionally, and she looked forward to those times perhaps more than she would admit to anyone. They lived in a brownstone in the South End, and if she didn’t feel like getting her old clunky car out she could take the T in and walk to their building, past the trendy restaurants, the fancy boutiques.


Adam had some sort of job in finance and made pots of money. Because of this he and Neil could afford the sort of modern and expensive décor that to Kathleen’s eye made the inside of their home look like a laboratory or an industrial kitchen. But never mind that: Neil was an excellent cook. In the summer he grew herbs in little clay pots on his deck so the salads and fish always had a wonderful flavor.


“Oh, that,” said Neil, sighing, as he rose from the table. “Nightmare. You don’t even want to know. It’s a mess over there, in Haiti.”


Haiti! Of course.


“But I do,” said Kathleen. She supposed that once Neil and Adam procured their baby and began toting it around in a backpack, that would be the end of the dinner invitations, the end of the long evenings sipping wine inside the industrial kitchen. The end for Neil and Adam, too, of some of their habits. The end of the Sunday-morning jogs, the leisurely brunches after. Probably they hadn’t realized that yet, how much a child changed your life.


“Actually, it’s Adam handling the phone calls and all of that,” said Neil. “He’s better at it. I get completely stressed out. You can’t imagine the red tape we’re wading through. And all the time the baby is getting older and older! And we’re missing out.”


Kathleen nodded. She thought Haiti should just give the baby to Neil and Adam. But she didn’t say that. Instead she said, “You’ll want to do something about some of that furniture in your apartment, won’t you?” She was thinking in particular about a glass coffee table with lethal corners. Imagine a baby toddling into that.


Neil squinted at her. “I guess so,” he said. “Yeah, we need to do some babyproofing. But we’ve got some time. We’re waiting for the call, and then Adam will fly down and handle the details. While he’s gone I can make whatever adjustments we need to make for Henri. Then, boom: parenthood.”


They went for a walk, as they often did. The wind was whipping the water in the harbor into a frenzy.


“This might turn into something,” said Neil, peering at the sky. “What do you think?”


“I think it already has,” said Kathleen, remembering the umbrella she’d given up.


They climbed the steps and Kathleen paused, as she always did, to admire the squat, fortresslike building, the letters carved into the stone: MASSACHUSETTS ARCHIVES. There was something about the beauty and permanence of those words that thrilled and awed her every time she looked at them. All the histories tucked away inside the building, all the individual lives recorded. Sometimes, when things were slow, she took a roll of microfilm, loaded it in the machine, and just looked. Death records from Boston in a certain year, for example. A man, age thirty-two, tuberculosis. A woman, twenty-three, in childbirth. Regular old cardiac arrest at age seventy, same as you might expect today. A fall down stairs, a fire, an automobile accident. Sometimes she lingered on the death records of children, reading the parents’ names, the street address, the country of origin if they were immigrants.


She didn’t do this every day. She didn’t even do it once a week. Maybe once a month, maybe more. But she believed that sometimes it was necessary, even important, to remind yourself of the smallness of your life, your place in the world, the insignificance of it all.


Kathleen returned to her desk and pulled out her chair. The red light on her phone was blinking, and she thought, Susannah, but the message was from a woman in Bedford who was following up on a visit from the month before. She took down the information.


For a lark, she opened Internet Explorer and typed this into the Google box: Newburyport. Public School Calendar. Up it came. What grade was this Natalie in? She didn’t know. Probably junior high school, maybe high school. Both schools had the same calendar. There was no holiday listed for today, no teachers’ in-service. Natalie was lying.


Kathleen, the child of two dour Irish Catholics, had gone to a school where the nuns would rap you on the knuckles with a ruler if you were caught in a lie, and you took it, biting your lips to keep the tears back: then you ended up with sore knuckles and bleeding lips both.


She left her desk and went through the door to the reading room. There had been someone else there in her absence, and the trays with the scrap paper and pencils were out of order, but that person was gone now so she went about the business of straightening up. On the floor, close to where Natalie’s cell phone had been, she saw a crumpled sheet of paper. She sat down at the table and flattened it as much as she could. This, she saw now, was the piece of paper Natalie had brought in with her.


Kathleen brought the paper back to her desk and spread it out next to her, pressing down hard to try to erase some of the wrinkles. Natalie’s father had already done quite a bit of work on this. Natalie was born in 1996; that made her thirteen. And this me with the jaunty exclamation point, that must be Natalie’s father.


Kathleen stared at the paper for a while, and then she tried to find her way back into the work she’d been doing before Natalie came in. IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, she’d written on the back of the card she’d given her. She wasn’t sure why she did that, but later, after the rest of it happened, she was glad she had.
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First on Natalie’s list of things that made her sick: adults who always had to let you know what the rules were. Example: the man who sat next to her on the bus. The man had gray hair and wore a business suit; he reminded Natalie of her father. He was probably around her father’s age, although it was seriously hard to tell with adults sometimes. He had on a fancy raincoat, and he was carrying one of those umbrellas that fold up into the size of a safety pin but open up into a giant golf umbrella. Natalie looked at him and immediately thought: banker.


He was typing away rapidly on a laptop. When Natalie turned on her cell phone he shot a disapproving glance in her direction and said, “No cell phones.” He pointed to the sign at the front of the bus, which showed a cell phone with a big red X over it.


“Oh,” she said. “Sorry.”


“Don’t apologize to me,” he said, unsmiling. “I don’t make the rules.” He went back to his typing.


The bus’s progress up 95 was slow and arduous, packed with commuters. The rain had slowed everything down. Natalie looked steadily out the window. She could see the brake lights of dozens and dozens of cars. The bus driver leaned forward toward the windshield. When the passengers boarded at South Station he had been jolly and accommodating, offering bottles of water from the cooler up toward the front, making jokes about the weather. But as the bus wound its way through the terminals at Logan, he clammed up, and so did the passengers, everyone intent on getting home, and now she could almost feel the tension emanating from the driver’s seat.


She turned on her phone, surreptitiously this time, tucking it between her body and the window. Just to see the text one more time. WE KNOW SOMETHING ABT U NATALIE. From an unfamiliar number, no name identified with it.


She felt this like you would feel a punch in the gut: she felt hollowed out, almost gasping for breath. She had gotten almost the same text the day before, but she had chalked it up to a mistake; someone texting to the wrong number. This time, though, the text included her name.


The man hadn’t noticed that she’d turned on her phone. (Second on her list: grown-ups who pretended to care but didn’t really. The list was in no particular order.) She moved the phone a little bit closer to the man; she’d be happy to be called out again for the infraction, happier still to throw the thing out the window and allow it to be crushed on the highway. But he didn’t notice this time.


Who knew something about her? Knew what?


It was warm on the bus, and Natalie felt her skin heat from the inside out.


Third on the list: her skin.


Whenever she complained about her freckles, her mother said, “Look at Julianne Moore! She’s considered very beautiful. She’s famous for her freckles.” When Natalie asked her to come up with someone else, she never could; Natalie surmised from this that there was basically one person in the whole world who was considered beautiful with freckles, and it was Julianne Moore. It was not her, Natalie Gallagher.


But she digressed, as Ms. Ramirez liked to say. Ms. Ramirez was her English teacher, and she, by the way, had the most gorgeous skin Natalie had ever seen: it looked like caramel, and it was so smooth that Natalie imagined she’d never had a zit in her life. Also she had short hair, supershort, cut really close to her head, and you can’t get away with that sort of haircut if you’re not beautiful and if you do not have perfectly symmetrical features.


The boys in Natalie’s class found this sort of beauty disconcerting: they wanted blond hair, pillowy lips.


Fourth on the list: the boys in Natalie’s class, Christian Chapman excepted.


She had turned the sound off on the phone, so when the next text came in she felt the vibration against her leg. She didn’t look: she wouldn’t look.


She looked.


WE KNOW SOMETHING ABT UR MOTHER


Then another one, right on the heels of the first.


ASK UR MOTHER HOW OLD SHE IS


Both of these from the same number. Huh? Why was she supposed to ask her mother how old she was? She knew her mother’s age: thirty-three.


But the third one was from a different number, one that Natalie’s phone recognized. Hannah, the screen’s display told her.


U DONT KNOW DO U? BUT WE DO
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“Hello, my lady,” said Kathleen later that day. She was soaked, of course she was soaked, after giving away her umbrella, and on a day when she had taken the T to work instead of driving the Camry.


Lucy didn’t answer, per se, but she did greet Kathleen at the door, stretching, coming to life after a long day’s rest, the tags on her collar hitting against each other.


“And how was your day, sweetheart?” asked Kathleen. Lucy lifted her ears—they could stand up in triangles, or lie down flat on her head, like a rabbit’s ears, depending on Lucy’s state of mind—and looked at Kathleen. Kathleen said, “Yeah?” encouragingly, and then, “Really?”


There was a time, years ago, when Kathleen had paid a dog walker to take Lucy for a romp once during the day, but that proved to be expensive. Also, Kathleen didn’t like the dog walker; she felt that the girl didn’t understand Lucy’s particular temperament, that she saw her standoffishness as an annoyance.


Truth be told, before they got Lucy, Kathleen had wanted a golden retriever, a leaner, a lover, a dog who couldn’t get enough of you. She hadn’t known anything about border collies when they picked Lucy out, but Susannah, some vestiges of the movie Babe lingering in her imagination, had insisted. She did all of the research, she chose the breeder, she called for directions to the farm in Connecticut where Lucy, tiny, still watery-eyed and clumsy, had risen on her stumpy little legs and wobbled toward them.


“She never plays with the other dogs,” said the dog walker. She had some silly name that was also a color, like Cobalt or Coral. Stupid, Kathleen thought, to have a name like that, and although she understood that the girl had probably not named herself, still Kathleen held the fact of it against her. “She just wants me to throw the tennis ball, over and over. Or a stick, if I don’t have a tennis ball. Or a leaf! A pebble. Anything.”


Kathleen said, “And?”


Cobalt (Coral?) said, “And it’s sort of sad for the other dogs, the labs and retrievers, even the standard poodle, actually especially the standard poodle. They want to play with her, and she wants nothing to do with them.”


Kathleen, who did not particularly care if some dogs she had no responsibility for felt sad, said, “Well, she’s a border collie. That’s her temperament.” Because she had come to understand Lucy, and to admire her for her intelligence, and to respect her space, the way you might respect the space of an artist or a writer, someone doing Very Important Work who needed time alone to think about it.


After that, Kathleen stopped calling Cobalt/Coral. Instead she got up early and took Lucy for a long walk around Castle Island, and took her out again when she got home from work. On weekends they ventured farther. That seemed to suit both of them just fine.


“Hello, my lady,” she said again to Lucy now. She pushed her nose into Lucy’s fur and stroked her along the sides of her face. She thought that some people who observed this ritual would think that she was crazy, to love a dog so much. But there was such peace in loving an animal. At night, when Kathleen turned off her light to go to sleep and heard the little snorts coming from Lucy’s bed, the shiftings as she settled herself to sleep, and finally the deep, even breathing, she felt truly blessed and forgot about everything she had lost. This was love, for her, now. This was the love she had.
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Before that day, not too long before, came this day.


Here sat Natalie Gallagher: thirteen, tall for her age, young for high school (the cursed early admittance to kindergarten, never a problem before, now came at her with a pitchfork), skin that blushed furiously, betraying—always, everywhere, odiously—what she was thinking. Also: flat chest, flatter than flat, no sign of the burgeoning curves that seemed to be growing overnight in the bodies of girls like Hannah Morgan, Natalie’s erstwhile best friend.


It was early October, though it could have been spring, so mild had the temperatures been. It was so mild, in fact, that Natalie’s house, an old, crumbling colonial revival in the downtown area, which normally was drafty and chilly, with a creaking old heating system that had been updated in a patchwork way, had been surprisingly bearable.


Natalie supposed this was all due to global warming, which her Science teacher, Mr. Guzman, a tall, twiggy man with wool sweaters worn thin at the elbows, talked about at length any chance he got. And while she tried to take Mother Earth’s needs into account most of the time, she couldn’t help but revel—a little—in the mercy of the season, and in the fact that her teeth, when she wakened in her tiny slanted room, did not begin immediately to chatter.


But this was not Science class, this was English, and Ms. Ramirez stood at the front. Natalie sat toward the back, which she did in every class where the students were allowed to choose their own seats. Hannah Morgan and Taylor Grant had chosen seats near the door but toward the front of the room; this gave them the twin advantage of being able to leave quickly when they wished but also to waylay anyone else leaving if they chose to do so. Which, sometimes, they did.


In Mr. Guzman’s class, seats were assigned, and he had placed Natalie front and center, where she felt as bare and exposed as a telephone pole sticking out of the snow. When, in the first week of school, the boy behind her had tapped her on the shoulder to ask her to sit down a little lower so he could see the board, her humiliation had been so sudden and extreme, and her blushing so furious, that she had to ask permission to go to the bathroom, and had then moved in what seemed like half time across the floor, as though through a viscous liquid.


No, she much preferred Ms. Ramirez’s class, both for her position in the back of the room and for the subject matter, which stirred her imagination, which made her happy in a way that very few things did these days. So far they had read Sandra Cisneros and Shakespeare; also John Steinbeck and a rash of the Romantic poets. Ms. Ramirez had been going on for some time about an upcoming “independent-study project,” to be worked on from now until January, whose details Natalie was hungrily awaiting. She was (she inched forward) literally on the edge of her seat.


“And now,” said Ms. Ramirez on this day in early October. “What you’ve all been waiting for. Your independent-study assignment.” The class groaned in unison. Natalie, who hadn’t meant to, felt herself groaning along with them, carried along by their displeasure as though by a rip current.


Ignoring these signs of discontent, Ms. Ramirez went on with the details: due in mid-January, the assignment could be anything they wanted that taught them something.


“I want to know three things,” Ms. Ramirez continued. “Why you chose what you chose, how you went about it, and what you learned doing it. That’s it. Not so bad. You can really take the reins here, do something exciting and interesting.”


Scarcely had Ms. Ramirez finished her sentence when Taylor Grant’s hand shot up, and Ms. Ramirez, in her terse and (Natalie thought) wonderful way, nodded at her.


“Um?” said Taylor. “That’s it? That’s the whole assignment?” She glanced at Hannah Morgan, and in return she received from Hannah a look of approval.


Nine years and some months ago, on her first day of kindergarten, arriving, like the other kids, with an oversized backpack, a lunchbox tenderly filled by her mother the night before, and her heart in her throat, Natalie had first heard Hannah Morgan’s giggle. The giggle had changed not a whit since then, but you could say, truthfully, that everything else had.


Eight years ago, beginning of first grade: Natalie and Hannah had declared themselves best friends. They were both only children. This was unusual—everyone else in their class had at least one sibling, many of them more—and they started a private club, the Only Child Club, with themselves as the sole members. They made business cards, red construction paper cut into uneven rectangles, and passed them out to their parents.


Also in first grade: the first play date at Hannah Morgan’s house. Hannah Morgan lived in a big bright house on the other side of town. The house had a swimming pool and a gigantic kitchen and a massive carpeted basement whose centerpiece was a pool table imported from England. (“Snooker,” Hannah told Natalie when Natalie, following her down the stairs, her mouth agape, could scarcely contain her amazement. “That’s what they call it in England.” This was said in an important, reverent tone that Natalie would soon learn Hannah adopted when talking about many of her family’s possessions. Natalie couldn’t think of anything in her own home that required such a tone, and for this she respected Hannah.)


Seven years ago: first sleepover. Hannah’s bedroom had its own attached bathroom, with its own white cupboard into which Hannah’s mother had set small white wicker baskets to hold Hannah’s headbands and barrettes. Her bed had a yellow canopy. How Natalie envied Hannah that canopy, and the matching throw pillows, and the big pastel wooden letters spelling Hannah’s name that were strung onto a white ribbon and hung on the wall.


In the morning Mrs. Morgan, a lovely, doting woman who wore expensive yoga clothes that gave the paradoxical impression of sweatless exertion, made them pancakes; they sat at the massive island and ate themselves silly, and then, holding their bellies, down they went to the basement to choose from Hannah’s complete selection of Disney movies.


Hannah’s eleventh birthday. Mrs. Morgan—Mr. Morgan being, as ever, unavailable (“working,” both Hannah and her mother said as reverently as Hannah said the word snooker, and while it was never explained to Natalie exactly what he did, she knew that the work involved dealing with other people’s money)—took them on a trip to New York City to see Wicked at the Gershwin. They ate big plates of spaghetti at Carmine’s. They shared a double bed at the Marriott Marquis, where they were hermetically sealed forty-four stories high and bathed in ambient light from the neon signs, the glories of the city spread out before them. In the morning they sat in Duffy Square and polished off bagels as big as their heads, their friendship forever secure.


Or not.
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It had been dusk when the bus started out from Boston, Natalie’s journey from the Archives to South Station having taken longer than she’d expected, but now it was fully dark, an inky blackness replacing the craggy outlines of the trees along the side of the highway.


People always say that in Boston you’re better off being on the road in a snowstorm than a rainstorm because at least people know how to drive in the snow, at least they take care. People didn’t take the rain seriously, and then: bam. A string of cars laid out on the highway.


On the shoulder, there was a car that had skidded off the road and sat at a crazy angle, its hazard lights flashing.


A woman behind Natalie said, “Jesus Christ, does he know how to drive this thing in the rain?” Natalie couldn’t tell if the driver heard her, but the woman had a North Shore accent and a loud, brash voice that let you know she hoped he did. For some reason, even though Natalie had lived in Newburyport her entire life, she’d always been a little bit afraid of such women: receptionists in the doctor’s office or the school, clerks at the supermarket, women so loud and confident. Unafraid.


Her mother did not have this way of speaking; she hadn’t grown up here. “Whisked away from the Kansas farmland” is what her father used to say, and it was true that Natalie’s mother had lived most of her life on a farm, with real chickens scratching around in the dust, a horse in the barn, the whole deal. (“Not what you think,” her mother said grimly when Natalie asked about the farm. “No red-and-white-checked aprons, if that’s what you’re imagining.”)


“My wholesome midwestern beauty,” Natalie’s father called her. “Raised on whole milk straight from the cow. That’s why her skin glows.”


(“What were you running from?” Natalie asked. “Never mind that,” said her mother.)


Why had she told the woman at the Archives her mother was dead? She didn’t know, not really, except that there was something satisfying in the lie, some power it gave her over her own story.


The bus lurched, and a voice from the back of the bus said, “Jesus H. Christ.”
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Four months ago: on a July morning so bright and hot and humid that even the birds seemed to be mollified, a morning so scorching that the garbage cans began to stink like tenement trash the moment they were set out at the curbs to be collected, Natalie’s father moved out. He didn’t go a great distance, just to Amesbury, just across the river, but as far as Natalie and her mother were concerned he could have been headed for Mars.


He moved first into a small, white studio apartment that belonged to a friend of a friend. When that friend reclaimed it, he moved again, into another apartment, which Natalie had yet to see, because she had been, for the past three weeks, studiously ignoring her father’s phone calls and messages and requests for visits, having found, as her mother slipped deeper into the fog and haze that they may as well begin calling depression, that it was easier to be angry than sad.


When Natalie thought about that day, which she tried not to do often, the memory rose to her mind, unbidden: her father’s grim determination packing his bags into his car, her mother’s bedroom door tightly closed, its occupant ensconced in a state of desperate melancholy from which she would not emerge until later that evening, when they ordered take-out from Pizza Factory and sat together in the kitchen. Natalie’s mother ate none of it, and Natalie, ravenous, bereft, confused, consumed four pieces, crust and all.


And from there: downhill, all of it.


After he left—two days after, because she spent the first day sitting on a bench near Cashman Park, looking out at the boats on the river—Natalie tried to call Hannah. But Hannah had become suddenly, astonishingly unavailable, even invisible. She was a regular missing person, and, when calls to Hannah’s cell phone went unanswered, Natalie took to calling her home number directly and speaking to Mrs. Morgan. Hannah was swimming at the Ipswich Country Club with a friend (which friend, Mrs. Morgan did not say, leaving Natalie to exercises in tortured, anguished guesswork). The closest Natalie had ever been to a country club was the pool at the Y, which, of course, didn’t count at all.


Then, suddenly, Hannah was gone for two weeks at a sleepaway camp in Waterford, Maine. (Where was Waterford, Maine, and why had Natalie never heard of the camp plan?) A bit of Internet research, conducted clandestinely in her room, although her mother, to be sure, was not checking in on her, revealed that the camp offered horseback riding and waterskiing; that there was an amphitheater-style campfire (what did that even mean?); that the dining room was large and rustic; and many other facts that, taken together, caused Natalie’s throat to constrict and a low rumble to begin in her ears. Hannah was away! Hannah had gone to this special place and had said not a word to Natalie about it. Not a word. Witness the glories of the place, the toothy grins of the campers featured on the website, happiness incarnate.


And it was that fast. Not quite overnight, but fast enough that Natalie felt dizzy from it all, unmoored, unanchored, the way she felt the first time she did a somersault underwater, when she didn’t know which way was up.
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Now Natalie closed her eyes and leaned against the window. She was suddenly very, very tired. Truly, she wasn’t worried about the bus ride. She had always felt safe in cars driven by other people. That probably came from all the times her dad used to drive her around when she was little. He was in pharmaceutical sales and he used to take her on calls. His territory covered a great distance—up into New Hampshire, down through Boston and a little bit south—and she’d fall asleep in the car, waking to find herself in the parking lot of a medical office building, or in a strip mall where a doctor’s office was squeezed in next to a burrito joint or a hair salon. “Wait here,” her dad would say, and she knew enough not to try to unbuckle her seat belt, not to open the door that he’d locked. Sometimes he left her with a book to look at, or a toy to play with, but sometimes he left her with nothing at all. She didn’t mind that. She had always had a vivid imagination; she and Christian Chapman had worked together on writing a book when they were in kindergarten (“my early readers, my little Einsteins,” the teacher had called them).


Natalie remembered Christian in first grade, crying because another boy had taken his kickball at recess. He had been small then, and easily teased, with a little-boy buzz cut and a slender, almost girlish body. In fifth grade he moved away. She couldn’t remember where. Was it Oregon? Montana? Somewhere wide open and exotic. He had recently returned. It all had something to do with his dad’s job. During his absence Christian had grown, broadened, strengthened; he had taken up the skateboard and the snowboard, and the little-boy buzz cut had become fashionably floppy.


She sat behind Christian in English class now, and every so often, if she bent forward, she caught a whiff of something that could have been cologne or could have been merely the fresh clean smell of the outdoors but either way made her think of the snow-covered mountains or ranches from which he had just moved (it was Montana, definitely Montana).


Thinking about that, she must have dozed off because when she awoke the bus had passed Exit 56 on the highway and was approaching Exit 57.


Once, not too long ago, maybe last year, Natalie had said to Hannah, “Your house is so much nicer than mine.” She said it in the gentle, teasing manner all the girls used sometimes, when they wanted the other person to disagree: My hair looks awful today. My butt looks so big in these jeans. You said that so the other person could say, No it doesn’t, your hair looks great, or, Are you kidding me? I’d kill to be skinny like you. You wheedled compliments out of people, you made a little game of it. Everyone did it. But Hannah didn’t play that time. She took Natalie’s hand and said simply, “Stay here, then. Any time. What’s mine is yours.”


When was that? A year ago? Maybe less? Sitting in the bus, listening to the man next to her tapping at his keyboard—he had picked up his pace, a staccato rap rap rap, and he was frowning intently at the screen—Natalie could nearly taste the lemonade Hannah’s mother brought out to them at the pool; she could see the glass pitcher sweating on the slate table, the bright stack of beach towels in the basket. Hannah’s mother had once been a flight attendant (“back when it was okay to call us stewardesses”), and she still had a way of looking at you that made you think she could take care of everything, that she could find a spot for your overhead luggage even when you thought all of the compartments were full. Now her sole purpose seemed to be making Hannah and her father happy, and exercising in her lovely, matching Lululemon clothes.


Stay here, then. Any time. What’s mine is yours. The feel of Hannah’s hands on hers, the pillow sham grazing her cheek. (It was a double bed, big enough for two.) She remembered thinking, This must be what it feels like to have a sister.


In the absence of siblings, she and Hannah had created elaborate lives for their American Girl dolls, and intricate, complicated friendships among them. Now Natalie felt a sudden longing for those dolls and their tender, wide-eyed innocence, their gentle compliance with costume changes and tea parties and ornate hairstyles. The glossy catalogs that the company sent out. They had spent hours poring over those. You could get the palomino horse, which came with its own saddle! You could get a canopy bed! Natalie never got the palomino horse or the canopy bed or any of the rest of it. Truth be told, she didn’t have a brand-new doll either. Hers was a castoff from a babysitter (“Are you insane, Natalie? Those dolls cost a hundred dollars!”), but she gamely brushed the doll’s matted hair and tried not to notice the stain on her dress.


The bus pulled into the station. The man next to Natalie looked up and sighed, then glanced at Natalie for confirmation, as though they were complicit in their annoyance with the weather and the traffic. Still stung from his admonishing about the cell phone, she didn’t meet his eyes.


“Finally,” said the woman behind her. “For the love of God, I thought we’d never make it home alive.” She spoke as if to someone, but when Natalie finally turned around to look the seat beside her was empty.


Natalie had planned on walking home, but her house was more than two miles away and the rain was falling so thickly it looked almost like a solid wall. She still had the umbrella from the lady at the Archives, but it didn’t seem up to the task; using it would be like trying to cut a steak with a spoon (this was her father’s saying).


She would have to call her mother.
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Susannah had gone away on a rainy night. She didn’t take an umbrella. A rain jacket, but no umbrella.


There had been a lot for the parents to worry about back then, a bunch of teenage suicides in Southie, one after another after another: a cluster, they’d called it in the news, as though they were talking about produce. The parents were on edge, the kids too: Who was next? When? Where?


Three weeks before the awful day, Deidre Jordan’s mother calling her, Do you know what our daughters are doing?


And Kathleen, stupidly, hadn’t known. She’d said, What?


Heroin, said Deidre Jordan’s mother. Drugs.


Kathleen, not believing her, searching Susannah’s room, her backpack, the bathroom cabinets, finding nothing, not a scrap of evidence, no needles, syringes, no plastic bags, nothing. Coffee grinders, she’d heard that was an accessory too. No coffee grinder, nowhere in the house.


Alcohol, she understood. She’d grown up around alcohol, two parents who drank more than they should have and then pretended nothing was wrong. But heroin? A mystery. And because it was a mystery and she didn’t believe it and she didn’t know what to do, she did nothing.


She called Deidre Jordan’s mother back. I think you’re mistaken, she told her. I think you have my daughter mixed up with somebody else.
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Three weeks later, she was gone. How had this happened? Kathleen had worked this over and over and over again in her mind, and still she couldn’t quite envisage the specifics of the situation.


Deidre Jordan had said… what? Come with me? And Susannah had gone.
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It was Detective Bradford who had explained to Kathleen the difference between a missing person and a runaway. He was portly and mustached, and Kathleen pictured him eating food out of a can in a bleak studio kitchen: inhaling it, really, SpaghettiOs through the nose, canned green beans pierced with a fork and inserted into his mouth. But he was kind, and he took time with her, and though the fee he named at first was exorbitant he ended up charging her only half of it. (“Didn’t do much,” he said in the end. “Wasn’t much to do.”)
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There was nothing for dinner, and nothing for breakfast the next day either, and it was raining too hard to walk Lucy.


“Sorry, old girl,” Kathleen said. “I’m off to the Stop and Shop, and I’d invite you, but I don’t think you’d be allowed in.” Lucy seemed to understand. It was possible that she nodded.


The Stop and Shop was busy, the parking lot full of weary people pushing sopping wet carts toward even wetter cars. You’d think that there was a snowstorm coming, not just rain and more rain. The bananas had been ravaged, and Kathleen was poking through them, looking for a suitable bunch, when a voice behind her said, “Mrs. Lynch?”


She turned and saw a young woman. Familiar? She squinted at the woman’s curly dark hair. She was pushing a cart with a baby seat perched on top of it in that way that always made Kathleen nervous but apparently was very safe. (In Kathleen’s mothering days, you carried your baby around or pushed it in a baby carriage—none of these complicated and ponderous pieces of equipment.) Yes, the woman was familiar.


“I thought that was you,” the young woman said. She pointed at herself and said, “Melissa. Melissa Henderson. Susannah’s friend.” The girl leaned eagerly toward Kathleen and said, “God! I haven’t seen you in I don’t know how long.”


Kathleen felt her face freeze in an unnatural smile. “Melissa,” she said slowly, remembering. “Of course.” Of course. Melissa Henderson, one of Susannah’s best friends at one point: junior high, and early high school. The more she looked at the young woman under the unforgiving fluorescent supermarket lights (correction: unforgiving to Kathleen, not to Melissa), the easier it was to recall her fifteen years ago. She had an image of this girl and Susannah coming out of the bathroom with makeup on, laughing, all lip gloss and hair and perfume. Beautiful! Both of them. Beautiful hair, beautiful skin, beautiful and optimistic, all of life ahead of them.


“This is Mabel,” this girl, Melissa Henderson, visitor from happier times, said to Kathleen. She turned the shopping cart around so that Kathleen could see inside. “My daughter.” She laughed. “It still seems funny to say that, you know? Daughter. Baby doesn’t feel weird. But daughter does. It seems so permanent, you know?”


Kathleen peered inside the car seat. The baby was very tiny, so new. She was wearing a small pink hat and was sleeping with intense concentration, one fist raised above her head. Kathleen felt a sort of reverence and peace descend briefly on her. “My Lord,” she said. “She’s so beautiful!”


“I know,” said Melissa Henderson. “I mean, I think so too.”


“It sort of takes my breath away,” Kathleen said to Melissa. Somewhere in the store, one of the fluorescent lights was blinking. Kathleen couldn’t see it, exactly, but she could sense it pulsing in a nearby aisle. This baby’s skin looked like it was made of silk. “Is she your first?”


“The one and only,” said Melissa proudly. “And by the way, after delivering her I can’t imagine going through that again. Ever.”


Kathleen did not pursue this line of conversation. She did not believe in sharing details from labor and delivery. To her, these were private, excruciating moments, to be relived and remembered only in your own mind, if at all.


Instead she said, “What is she, about two months?” Kathleen couldn’t stop looking at the baby. She wanted to pick her up and feel the heavy weight of her head against her neck.


“Three,” said Melissa. “But she was born early. She’s a real peanut.”


The inside of the car seat was pink, and the blanket tucked over the baby was pink too. It was an oasis of pink. When the baby opened her mouth and made a little mewling sound Melissa plucked a tiny pacifier, also pink, from somewhere inside the car seat and put it between Mabel’s lips. Mabel sucked twice and then let it fall out; not once during the entire transaction did she open her eyes.


“I imagine she keeps you plenty busy,” said Kathleen.


“I’ll say.”


“They do, at first.” Kathleen tore her gaze away from the baby and looked more closely at Melissa Henderson. She was still carrying some baby weight, that was clear, and who could blame her, but otherwise she looked only a little bit older than she had when she and Susannah had sat up in Susannah’s room, the door closed tightly, doing God knows what. She added, “Though you look well rested enough to me.”


“Well,” said Melissa, “maybe that’s because I’m visiting my parents. I’ve got some extra sets of hands.” She went on from there: she lived out in Oregon now, on the shores of some lake Kathleen had never heard of, and her husband worked for Nike. They went hiking all the time. Biking. Skiing. “Not so much anymore,” she allowed, casting a loving look inside the car seat. “But of course this is even better.” At the end of her monologue Melissa Henderson sighed blissfully and said, “We love it so much there, we’ll probably never move back here.”
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