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If you think it long and mad,


the wind of banners


that passes through my life,


and you decide


to leave me at the shore


of the heart where I have roots,


remember


that on that day,


at that hour,


I shall lift my arms


and my roots will set off


to seek another land.


 


—Pablo Neruda, from “If You Forget Me”
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CHAPTER 1





The ambulance is still miles away when Dana awakens to the near dark of evening. It wails ribbon-thin in the smog over the highway as she opens her eyes where she lies sprawled across her couch in a suburb of Paterson, a stone’s throw from Manhattan but a different world entirely. She wakes to a headache throbbing at the backs of her lids, a library book lying beside her. She sits up and reaches for the book, marking her place with a tiny corner fold, giving it a little pat as she sets it on the coffee table.


Lately she can read a novel in two hours. She has always been an avid reader, but these days she can read much faster. The colors, the conversations, everything is much more vibrant and inclusive, as if opening a book releases genies trapped inside. The scenes and people between their covers sometimes seem more vivid than real life, with their sunny, pearl-toothed characters, the witty conversation, the handsome stranger squeezed into a subway car or knocking about on the street. Sometimes, when she finishes a book at record speed, Dana feels a slight letdown, as if a good friend has hung up the phone in the middle of a conversation.


Sometimes her house seems quiet as a tomb with Jamie gone. She’d hoped her son would choose a school in New York, but instead he’s chosen Boston College. He’s packed his things and gone away, and although Boston isn’t all that far, it seems to Dana that he’s journeyed to the edges of the earth. “He could have gone to Idaho,” her husband says when she complains to him, so she no longer does. Instead she bites her tongue, paints walls, and rearranges furniture; she reads books and lies awake at night and understands she wasn’t ready to be alone with Peter in a house without their son. When she allowed herself to think of it at all in the months before Jamie left, she told herself they’d be like couples on TV, empty-nesters walking hand in hand across exotic beaches, cooking gourmet meals, and falling into bed. She sighs. Peter comes home late most nights and often doesn’t even eat, let alone cook gourmet meals.


She struggles off the couch, crossing the room in tentative steps as the ambulance careens toward her neighborhood, its siren now a whisper in the heavy summer air of Ashby Lane. The afternoon comes back to her in tiny waves—her argument with Celia down the street, the way they both had far too much to drink, a faint memory of stumbling home to fall across her sofa in a deep, sangria-induced sleep. If Celia’s not an alcoholic now, she soon will be. Lately she always has a glass in her hand, sloshing liquid here and there as she teeters on her high-heeled wedges. Dana rubs her temples and thinks she might point out the benefits of AA the next time she and Celia get together. The two of them could go to a meeting in Manhattan, nearby but more anonymous than the ones in Paterson. She’ll offer. She won’t push, though. They aren’t close enough for that.


Her head throbs, and she remembers her aspirin is in the purse she left in her car when she ran down to Celia’s house at breakneck speed. The front door is still ajar, and she pushes through the screen, grabs her purse from the front seat, and rummages through it for the bottle. Outside, the ambulance is audible; its siren pierces the hum of traffic on the highway, and Dana glances up the street again, squinting in the thin light of a foggy evening. Something isn’t right. She feels it, this offness of things, and seconds later the siren’s wail is deafening. Standing by her car, she swallows the aspirin dry, watching as an ambulance rounds the corner and grinds to a halt in front of Celia’s house. Three paramedics run toward the front door, where Celia’s husband leans against the screen. Ronald. She can just make out the glare of light bouncing off his glasses as he throws the screen door wide. She doesn’t stop to think; she hurries down the street, past the three houses between hers and Celia’s, walking quickly on the hot concrete. By the time she gets to their yard, she’s running, and her sandals slip in a wet spot, a puddle, as she turns in to the driveway. She falls against Ronald’s car, throws her hands out hard against the hood to catch herself.


She rushes up the steps to the Steinhausers’ and nearly collides with Ronald in the doorway. He looks at her, but he doesn’t speak. He folds his arms over his chest as Dana slips across the threshold, where paramedics kneel on the new wood of Celia’s recently renovated living room. Their heads are bowed as if they’re praying, as if they’re studying the grain of the bamboo floor, and Dana is aware of a pungent odor in the air, a smell she recognizes. “God,” she says. “What—” And then she sees Celia.


“She wasn’t breathing,” Ronald says. He’s whispering, as if his wife is only resting here across the foyer, her dark hair splayed out in a puddle of her own blood, as if he doesn’t want to wake her. “I called 911,” he says, uncrossing one arm long enough to point out the medics, crouched on either side of Celia, who lies pale and still, an oddly colored aura forming from the blood around her head, “but it was the strangest thing. I couldn’t think of our address. It was only the old Wilmont one I remembered—3189 Wilmont. From where I grew up,” he continues, “in Cedar Rapids.” His voice buzzes like a fly. Dana pushes in close beside Celia and feels a sorrow so intense that for a moment she can’t breathe. Her neighbor looks so small and helpless lying on the floor. She must be cold—she must feel lonely with only these strange men around her, and Dana reaches out her hand to smooth back Celia’s hair.


“Hey!” The paramedic closest to her grabs her arm. “Get her outta here,” he says to Ronald, but Dana is already backing away as Ronald says, “There was an accident on the highway. A texter. A stupid fucking texter! Two hours we waited, sitting in traffic while my wife was lying here bleeding to—”


“Got a pulse,” one of the paramedics says, “but it’s weak.”


Ronald squats on the rug with his arms dangling loose at his sides. He squints at something under the sofa, and then he half crawls toward it. A phone. Celia’s phone, Dana notices, and she is unpleasantly reminded of their argument earlier that day.


“We better get her to the hospital,” one of the EMTs says. “We’re losing her.”


“No!” Ronald collapses sideways, nearly knocking Dana down. He crumples up like a flower on a broken stem, and she guides him to a chair, where he sits, his watery eyes riveted on the paramedics as they rush the stretcher through the door. Dana’s crying, too, but in a distant, disconnected way. It isn’t real at all, this pool of blood that used to be Celia, this assault on a room she helped redecorate, these booted men stomping through, barking orders, bruising the shiny bamboo with their muddy feet. Get out! she wants to tell them, but they’re already running the gurney to the ambulance. Ronald streaks across the room and out the door.


“I’m riding with my wife!” he yells, but no one answers.


The ambulance wheels struggle and whir in the stones of the driveway; the siren shrieks. Celia’s rescuers speed down Ashby Lane and disappear around the corner, heading for the hospital, but Dana knows from the way they looked at one another, from the way they were all business, that they think it’s futile.


The paramedics are no sooner out the door than one set of shoes replaces another, all of them coming and going across the blemished, blood-smeared porch; policemen from an investigation unit scrape and scratch along the throw rugs in the living room, filling tiny plastic bags with items Dana can’t quite see. They usher her outside, taking down her name, her address, who she is, what she’s doing there, as if she’s the one who is extraneous instead of all of them with their black gestapo boots, their cigarette breath. “We’ll be in touch,” they say.


Dana stands fidgeting on the Steinhausers’ porch and takes a last look through the picture window at the living room, bright in the lights. She studies the drapes and squints at the cushions, as if the evidence is stuck inside the hard, rough cushion of the estate-sale chair or slumped along the corners of the couch—Celia would surely leave clues—and suddenly Dana feels certain she’s the likely one to find them. In the house a cell phone jingles. A young policeman with red hair holds a phone up to his ear.


She and Celia were friends, neighbors, sharing piecrust recipes and gossip and yard-sale outings, an occasional languid conversation over coffee or an afternoon trek through the mall with bags in hand. But not secrets. Not until today. She closes her eyes, and images from that afternoon crowd her mind—sangria, bloodred in a glass; Celia’s high, sand-colored shoes, the dog flopped beside the kitchen sink, a tiny rip in Celia’s screen door; her own hand pushing on the thin wood bridge across its middle; her own feet on the sidewalk, on the street, on her driveway; Celia lying in a pool of blood, the broken vase beside her head, the kitchen knife just so above her hand. But there are gaps—the memories are quick, sharp images of sights and sounds, like puzzle pieces scattered on a slippery, shifting floor.


“She didn’t make it,” she hears the red-haired cop announce to the room at large. “The detective on the case’ll be here in five.” He lowers the phone and extends his boot, nudging the front door shut. Dana hurries home, her heart pounding in her ears, her breath a ragged, frantic sound in the stifling summer night. The reality of her neighbor’s death settles into her bones and splinters through her skin. Collapsing on her front porch, she hugs her knees, rocking back and forth on the harsh, hot cement, and images of Celia’s sons flit across her mind—Tommy and John Jr., spending the summer with Celia’s ex on Martha’s Vineyard. They’ll stay there now, of course; they won’t come back—they’ll probably never set foot on Ashby Lane again. Her tears spot the gray flat of the porch. They make her heart beat far too fast, all these losses, these holes inside her soul. Lately every aspect of her life is blowing off like petals in a breeze. She feels as if she’s in a constant state of watching them fly away, of holding in her spread arms nothing more than empty stems of missing things.


She’ll call Peter, she decides, and for a second she feels a tiny bit better. Despite what she learned about him from Celia today, her husband is still a quintessential lawyer—down to earth, even though lately he’s become another empty stem, another missing thing. Dana sighs. He’s late again.


“Hello.” His voice is dull in the clamor of what sounds like an airport bar.


“Where are you?” she says, and there’s a scratching sound as Peter shifts the phone.


“I’m in a meeting.”


“Celia’s dead,” Dana says, and she thinks of hanging up, of leaving him with this earful of drama.


“What?”


“Celia’s—”


“No,” he says, “I heard you. I just … Jesus. Dead?”


“Dead. God. There was blood all over the—” Dana’s voice catches. She stops.


“Listen. Let me … I’m just going to stick you in my pocket for a second till I can—you know—till I can get out into the hall and—”


“Wait!” she says, but all she hears are the scratching, shuffling sounds of cloth against the phone, and finally she hangs up.


It isn’t the big things Peter does that make her want to leave him; it’s more the smaller things, like sticking her inside his pocket in the middle of a thought—these demeaning, shrinking things he does that make her feel as trivial as a sneeze.


She sets the phone down and tries to piece together moments from the afternoon, to put things in some kind of order. She was there. She was involved in Celia’s day, although she isn’t sure exactly how. She had far too much to drink. And then the incredible death—the shocking, horrible, inconceivable death, sticking like a dagger in her heart. She closes her eyes and tries to remember the last thing she said to Celia. She thinks it was “I don’t ever want to see you again.”

















CHAPTER 2





Love is such a muddle, Dana thinks, especially for people like her and Peter in lengthy, problematic marriages—difficult enough without neighbors butting in and, now, dying. Celia had served quite a nasty little tidbit to her that afternoon, amid a lot of drunken rambling, and Dana shoves it to the back of her mind to be dealt with later. The night is oppressive; tall buildings downtown trap the heat, leaking warm air into the suburbs even at nearly nine o’clock, and streaks of pink zig and zag through the gray sky. She leans back on her hands and squints, remembers that summer in New York, staring over the Hudson River at a pink sky. “Look!” she’d shouted, pointing.


“What?” Her companion was an earnest poet from the East Village.


“The sky! It looks like Oz if Oz were pink instead of green!”


The Poet had tucked his hair behind an ear, long hair, poetic hair, and puffed on the dying ash, the sweet heat of his pipe from Chinatown, exhaled his answer with a stream of smoke. “It’s only the pollution,” he said. “Good old New York filth.” She hadn’t married the Poet. She’d married Peter instead, his fresh good looks, his blue-eyed blondness seeping underneath her skin, erasing nights spent with the dark, sad Poet in his room with the broken wall. Where is he now? she wonders sometimes, nights when the sky is streaked with pink and she is nothing but a pocket wife. She glances at the trace of color still clinging to the sky and thinks she might reread her son’s collection of the Oz books—Ozma and Glinda and The Patchwork Girl—but it’s too sad; it makes her think of the Poet and of Jamie growing up and moving off to Boston.


A set of headlights bounces over the small hill at the end of their street. Seconds later Peter’s Lexus purrs in the driveway and Dana watches as he moves around inside it. The light of his Bluetooth fades away from his ear, dims in the dark car.


“I made a couple of calls from the office after we spoke,” Peter says, talking as he tromps up the driveway. “Apparently Donald almost tripped over his wife in the entrance to their living room. It’s a good thing Jamie’s back at school. Until they find out what the trouble is, no one’s really safe.” His voice is strained; it splatters out around his breathing, his huffing and puffing. He stops beside where she sits, leaning back on her hands. “The police. Until they uncover what it is.”


“What what is? And it’s Ronald, by the way.”


“What killed Celia.” Peter fishes in his pockets for a cigarette, and Dana breathes in the sulfur smell of the spent match, the smoke she craves tonight, although she hasn’t in years. It’s only when her body speeds up and her mind click-clacks like a runaway train that she even thinks of cigarettes and now, suddenly, of Peter beside her in bed, the two of them smoking after sex a million zillion years ago.


“It isn’t what,” Dana points out. “It’s who. It wasn’t a meteor or a tractor that struck her down in the prime of her life. It was definitely a who.” Her words sound silly, bouncing back at her from the thick night, and she crosses her arms over her chest. She shakes her head to clear it, fighting the confusion, the helplessness of not remembering exactly what happened earlier that day. Surely Peter will notice; he is a lawyer after all. “I saw her right before she died.”


He turns to look at her. She feels his eyes on the side of her face. “Oh, yeah? How come?”


“I was borrowing some sugar for dessert, but we didn’t get that far. We started talking, and we just …” She inhales deeply, holding her breath. A sudden unexpected rage tickles the back of her throat.


“What about?”


“This and that.” She almost says, You! She almost says, We talked about the picture Celia took of you at a table in Gatsby’s, leering down the blouse of your little tart of a secretary, but she doesn’t. Do people still say “tart,” she wonders? She has always liked the word. It sounds like what it is.


“What were you going to make for dessert?” Peter puffs out a row of smoke circles and pushes himself up off the porch.


“Tarts,” she says.


Peter snubs out his cigarette with the toe of a shiny, pricey shoe and stretches. “Let me put the car in the garage.”




*





At first she’d thought Celia was crazy—that she’d doctored the photo somehow out of jealousy. Ronald seemed like such an unfun, squirrelly little guy, running to the sink to wash up after their introduction, his handshake like an eel sliding over her palm. Still, the hungry look in Peter’s eyes was obvious, even in the totally inferior pixels of Celia’s cell, so there was no denying what she saw, no matter how or why it came to sit amid the badly taken photos that rolled ad nauseam throughout the Pic File section of Celia’s phone. “Look!” Celia had screeched that afternoon, stumbling across the room in her wedge shoes. Celia was only five-one and had recently taken to pumping herself up on these silly shoes that, Dana thought, she hadn’t mastered yet and so should save for emergencies.


“I’m looking,” Dana told her. “They probably work together,” and she vaguely remembers Celia making an unflattering, horsey sound and tottering back to the kitchen.


“They’re working you together,” she’d said.




*





Dana watches her husband from the front porch; she wishes she could talk to him the way she used to. If she could, she’d tell him that not remembering everything she did that afternoon terrifies her—these blank spots. She would say she’s lately felt the familiar and unnerving energy of her madness nudging at the edges of her brain, pulsing against the backs of her eyes; she’d share with him the doubts and questions jammed inside her, but she doesn’t. She can’t. Celia’s voice rattles in her brain, how she stood in the doorway to the kitchen, how she said, “Peter looked at me like he’d slit my throat if he had the chance.” For a moment Dana sees a coldness in his eyes that makes her turn away.

















CHAPTER 3





Dana waits for the sound of her husband falling into bed. She won’t bother with dinner; it’s far too hot to cook and lately eating has become a hassle. There are so many more important things to do, so many more interesting things to do; she has such energy now that there’s little time and, really, little need for food. And anyway, Celia is everywhere, slipping through the walls and air—Celia laughing at a yard sale, Celia handing her sangria, Celia lying silent in a bloody pool across the foyer. Dana reaches for her book on the coffee table, and a shudder moves like a current through her body. She sobs on the sagging couch cushion, dappling it with small wet dots as Peter’s snores slice through the silence of the house.


She turns the air conditioner lower and makes herself a cup of tea, sits down at the dining-room table with his cell phone. It takes her a minute to figure the thing out. It’s locked, but she fiddles with it until she finds the right combination of numbers—their anniversary date—and green arrow; the tiny icon of a padlock disappears, and she thumbs over to his contact list, looking for the Tart’s number—or photo, maybe. She isn’t really sure what she’s looking for. Affairs are clandestine by nature, and Celia wasn’t exactly lucid by the time Dana got to her house. “Daanaaa!” she’d called from her front porch. “Come on over! It’s life or death!” She’d yelled so loudly that their neighbor Lon Nguyen had stopped washing his car, his sponge midway between a sudsy bucket and the left front fender of an aging Miata, his rubber flip-flops sinking in the mud. Celia reeked of alcohol and something fruity, standing there in her doorway. She’d rushed Dana over to a chair and shoved the picture so close to her that at first she couldn’t make it out. “They’re fucking!” Celia yelled.


“Where were you when you took this?” was all Dana could think to say. And, “Could I have one of whatever’s on your breath?” She squinted over the photo of her husband and gulped down one sangria and then another, polishing off the bottle of vodka for good measure and feeling unusually calm until the drinks hit her all at once, making her fuzzy and far away, and she gagged on the burn of the two colliding liquors. “So where were you?” Dana said again.


“Across the room. I snapped the picture before they noticed me.”


“And after you snapped the picture?”


Celia laughed a humorless little laugh. “They noticed me. Peter did. Later, in the parking lot, he tried to get me to delete the photo. He never actually saw it. I wouldn’t show it to him. If he’d seen how bad it was—how unclear—he wouldn’t have been so worried. ‘This was about work,’ he told me. ‘You could have come over there. You could have met her.’ He was kind of shouting, and people were beginning to stare.”


“When was this?”


“Monday,” Celia said. “I was going to just delete it. I wasn’t even going to mention it to you, but then I …”


“Got drunk?”


“Yeah,” she says. “I guess.”


“But why—I mean, it’s nice you care and all, but why exactly do you care?” By this time the room was swimming, and she’d wondered how she was going to get out of the chair, let alone back home. Celia’s face was nothing but a smudge, and all Dana can really remember after that is a lot of ranting about yard sales and women sticking together, struggling out of the estate-sale chair, weaving, trying to keep her balance in the spinning room, and at some point falling through the front door into the muggy summer afternoon. The next thing she remembers is waking up on her couch to a blinding headache and the realization that she’d left her purse in the car.


She scrolls through her husband’s phone. She isn’t at all sure what she’s looking for. Pictures, maybe, that he’s taken on his own. She shivers in the damp room. A chill falls like a shadow over her, and she remembers why she all but stopped drinking years before. She remembers the headaches, the migraines, the madness, and the fear that at heart she was an alcoholic like her father.


She scrolls over to his files, and Peter’s pictures pop up. There are several shots of Jamie and even a couple of her—a few from his last work picnic—ordinary photos, images of pedestrian moments in a pedestrian life. She yawns. She moves to his contact list and scrolls down, trying to remember the Tart’s name. Anna, was it? Hannah? And then there’s a mysterious initial. “C.” Celeste? Cynthia? On impulse she hits the number beside it, and there’s a faint click as her call goes straight to voice mail.


“Hello,” an oddly familiar voice says. “This is Celia. You know what to do.”


Dana hits redial and listens to the recording, and then she hits redial again. Peter’s hidden Celia’s number in his phone. She’d never think to look for it here, under “C.” She wouldn’t think to look for it at all. She feels sick. She feels as if she’s been punched in the stomach; she feels duped. She closes her eyes and sees Celia, bloody and dying at the edge of her living room while her dedicated, docile husband sat, oblivious and mired in traffic, while Dana dreamed sangria dreams four houses down. It makes sense now, the way Celia acted, her fury over Peter ogling his secretary in the restaurant. Dana shakes her head to clear it, but the images remain, the sounds and sights, the blood, the babbling husband, Celia’s stupid voice so easily retrieved from Peter’s phone. Kaleidoscopic, they separate and move and form again, each image less appealing than the one before.




*





She didn’t marry the Poet because she couldn’t slow herself down. Lying beside him on the dingy mattress in that place with the broken wall, she couldn’t relax. Night after night she lay awake, watching the rise and falling of his hairy chest, the shadows underneath his eyes, the neon light from a liquor store across the alley blinking at the sky. Like a signal, she’d told him, like a warning, and the Poet laughed. “Have a toke,” he said. “It’ll relax you. It will help you sleep,” and the Poet stuffed his Chinese pipe with small, soft lumps of hash. It didn’t make her sleep, though. Nothing did. Every week she slept less, walking through the downtown streets with the Poet, arm in arm, until late into the night, until his eyes were closing and he fell asleep exhausted on the mattress, leaving her to pace and write. Her classes flew by in a confusion of voices and raised hands—of papers written in the middle of the night, so brilliant, so esoteric. I think I’m channeling God, she told the Poet, her body nothing more than flesh on bones. He tells me what to say. But they didn’t understand—her professors, the other students. Only her dark Poet understood, and finally not even he could catch the words that tumbled from her brain onto the page in tiny, oddly slanted script that even she could barely read. The night he came home and found her on the roof, squatting at the edge in nothing but a slip—the night she said Jesus told her she could fly, the night she floated hundreds of handwritten pages into the winter sky over Avenue D, he’d driven her to Bellevue in a borrowed car.




*





The tea burns her throat. She hits redial once more and listens to Celia’s voice, torturing herself with the nasal, slightly southern sound of her dead neighbor. “You know what to do.”


She sinks onto the floor of the dining room and stares at the cell phone in her hand, scrolling through the contact list until she finds her son’s dorm number. “Celia’s dead,” she whispers into his voice mail, although she doesn’t think Jamie has ever actually met her. She stops; she counts to ten inside her head. “Never mind,” she says. “I love you,” and she holds her thumb down on the red arrow until the tiny screen goes mercifully black.


She blows on the cup, on the cooling tea, and thinks again of what Celia said—that Peter looked like he could slit her throat. Or does Dana only think she said that? She takes another sip of tea and feels a familiar rush of energy. She needs it now, this energy, this magic that has her staring at the ceiling many nights, that wakes her from her sleep and stuffs itself inside her days. It began when Jamie left for Boston, she thinks now, sitting cross-legged on the floor—after that endless, agonizing journey home from parents’ weekend, peppered with Peter’s mysterious phone calls at rest stops between Boston and New Jersey, her successful husband sitting on a picnic bench or standing in a clump of trees, his fleshy hand curved like a shield around his phone—“A client,” he said, or “this case I’m working on,” but Dana knew he was lying.




*





After Bellevue she had not returned to school. Her time at NYU is nothing but a haze of voices and trains and pigeon crap and neon lights, of barred windows and her mother taking her back home with her lips pursed in a little pout and a prescription for lithium in the zipped compartment of her bag. The only thing Dana remembers clearly from that time is the Poet, is feeling loved, is their naked bodies in the summer, soft and pink, like peaches on the lumpy mattress, and the bright orange blanket from the Andes wrapped around them when the snow fell down outside the window.


Manic depression, the doctors said—the great magical force that turned on her and tricked her into thinking she could fly. Episodic, they said. Her mother blamed the Poet and his pipe, Camus and Nietzsche and Sylvia Plath, but Dana knew better; she knew that the madness was a part of her; she knew that it crouched along her veins. Waiting. For a while she took the medicine that made the world around her such a faded, unbright place to be, let it hold her in its sagging, dimpled arms until with a sigh she shuffled into the rest of her life, eventually trading the drug for a tall, blue-eyed husband and a world more numbing than lithium could ever be.


There were times over the years when her demons won out, when she wore her lipstick too dark, her mascara too heavy, her dresses too short. When they did slip through—when they whispered in her ear, waking her from sleep, she drove her car into the city and looked for the Poet, who was no longer there. In corners of dark bars or perched on crumbling stoops near where he used to live, she sometimes thought she’d found him, and if she closed her eyes, it almost seemed she had—a certain look, a certain touch, a sweetness—but in morning, in the brighter light of day, she always realized her mistake.




*





She sticks her cup in the sink; she walks to the front door and slips out onto the porch, where moths circle the yard lights. They dance and dip and buzz inside the glass, their fragile bodies knocking up against the metal sides, the tips of their wings sticking on the scorching bulbs, and Dana feels like one of them, adrenaline pumping through her veins, her nose pressed up against the glass.


She won’t sleep. She knows the signs. She feels the starting of a long night of shadows just at the corner of her eye, disappearing when she turns her head, like the game she played with her cousins growing up. Freeze, she thinks it was. She was very good at it; she often won.


It’s not entirely unpleasant, this restlessness, this energy, the sharpness of her thoughts, her swift responses, intuitive, clever. The clarity will in time give way to chaos. Her quick, bright thoughts will start to come too fast, will crash into one another, but she’ll get help, she tells herself; she’ll get help before things reach that point. Right now she needs the clarity her illness brings her. Right now the world is crystal clear, a honed and beauteous thing, allowing her to solve the mystery of her neighbor’s death, to bring back the soggy, foggy afternoon, to recover the missing moments and fill in all the blanks until she knows she had nothing to do with Celia’s violent departure.


It all began with that photo in the cell. If only she could see it one more time, she thinks, and shuffles the thought to the back of her mind as she steps into her sandals and locks the door behind her, sliding into the front seat of the Toyota. She’ll go to Manhattan. Maybe she’ll stop off somewhere for a drink to calm her nerves, and then she’ll go to a bookstore downtown to browse, to clear her head, to figure things out. She thinks of the Poet. It’s exactly the kind of night he would have gone out to a pub or leafed through some esoteric titles at the bookstore near Sheridan Square. Hot, sultry nights like this, he’d burn up in that apartment with only the fan whirring, loud and ineffectual, by the window.


She adjusts her rearview mirror. St. Christopher remains motionless on the visor until she turns to fasten her seat belt. It’s dark inside the car, so all she really sees is a brief flicker of light, which she thinks might be his tiny metal head catching the quick glance of a passing car. She smiles. He’s traveled with her many times across the bridge. He’s waited patiently inside her car while she drank or ate or shopped, while she walked down lamplit streets in search of the Poet. St. Christopher has never failed her; St. Christopher has never run away. As she turns the key, he seems to shift his gaze to the left, toward Celia’s house, and Dana nods. “You’re right.” She inches out the car door and around to the backyard, nearly tiptoeing all the way to the Steinhausers’, where yellow tape crinkles in the balmy night and clues lie thick as fog inside the tainted walls of Celia’s house.


She finds the Steinhausers’ key on her ring and unlocks the dead bolt on the back door. She meant to return it after watching the dog while they were away—a weekend in New York, a Broadway play—but she never did. The house is damp and still—a cache of angry words and ghosts and spilled wine. She flips on the flashlight from the glove box of the Toyota and lets it play across the room; she squats down where hours earlier Ronald hunched, staring at the phone under the sofa. She thinks he grabbed it, assumed he’d grab it, but she isn’t sure—there was so much noise and confusion, so much blood. She shines the flashlight under the couch, under the estate-sale chair she helped pick out; she shines it under every stick of furniture in the living room.


A car trolls down the street and stops. Its lights bounce through the living-room window, and she ducks through the house, locking the back door carefully behind her. She doesn’t stop until she’s in her car; she turns the key, inches down the driveway to the street.




*





The Poet came every day to Bellevue. He sat beside her in the jumble of loud and angry voices. He held her hand and kissed her fingers one by one as the patients lined up for medication in small paper cups, their faces round, blank beads on a long, thin string of fear. She took her paper cup and smiled a thank-you, showed the nurse her tongue and spit the pills into her hand when no one was around. After a few days, her mother shuttled Dana off to a private hospital on Long Island, and the Poet was barred from any further contact. “Leave my daughter alone,” her mother told him when he phoned the house. “If you ever cared about her at all, don’t call here again. For her sake. And, by the way,” she added in a particularly venomous and untrue appendage, “the doctors say there was so much pot in Dana’s system it was no wonder she had a breakdown,” or so Dana imagines. She never knew exactly what her mother said; it was years before Dana knew she’d told him anything at all. She thought he’d simply had enough, that a girlfriend who went mad was more than he could handle, and really, who could blame him for walking away?




*





She turns on the radio, moves her head to the music, fishes around inside her purse for the toll. Peter was right; she should have bought an E-ZPass into Manhattan months ago. She’ll buy one this week, she tells herself; she can’t use his car—she doesn’t even want to now.


She speeds across the bridge, slick with intermittent rain. Behind her a car honks, a light, quick tap of the horn, a reminder to keep moving—a suggestion, nothing more. She glances into her rearview mirror at the tailgating car, far too close on the slick bridge. Light rushes down from a streetlamp, illuminating a small, round white face behind the windshield. In the dank and wobbly light, it’s barely discernible, but for Dana, her feet planted on the threshold between brilliance and madness, the face is clear and luminescent, unmistakably the face in Celia’s phone.


It’s over in a moment; the car behind her disappears in traffic, but she finds she no longer wants to go into the city. She turns around, but she can’t bring herself to go home. Not just yet. She’ll drive around until she gets her bearings, until she slows herself down. The snoring husband she no longer trusts, the house that fills her with foreboding, another night to pace and ramble as the sun claws its way up from the ground, lighting the sky with a bright, unwelcome day—these things are bad enough without Celia strapped across the backs of Dana’s eyelids, dying on a bamboo floor, her blood like flames licking out from the splayed, crimped ends of her hair.

















CHAPTER 4





It isn’t the murder on Ashby Lane that has Jack Moss staring at the blank wall across from his desk in Paterson. The drama from the night before, the violence in a middle-class New Jersey suburb, is not particularly jarring to a veteran detective who cut his teeth in Manhattan.


It is the departure of his wife that makes him slump, listless, in his swivel chair, his eyes riveted to the ugly mint green of the station wall, to the black marks around the window. He’s had no sleep. His thoughts slog through his brain, sifting through suspects in the Steinhauser killing. The husband? A rejected lover? An angry boss? No signs of forced entry, so she might have known her killer. There was an unlocked window on the side of the house, no footprints on account of gravel under the window. He picks up a pen and scribbles down his thoughts, but they are perfunctory and lackluster on the white page.


It was after eleven when he got home. Ann was still there, but only because it would have taken all the joy out of her departure if she’d left him while he crouched in the Steinhausers’ living room with his evidence bag. If she’d pulled her little red Honda onto the highway as he sped toward home, her leaving would have lost its bite. Instead she’d struggled out to her car with several fairly random items, he’d thought at the time—an overnight bag and a few books, a small reading light that fastened to a headboard, her UNICEF coffee mug with ethnically diverse children holding hands around the rim.


“Where’re you going?” he’d called to her, but she’d only stepped up her trek to the car, hadn’t even turned around—a small blond lemming with her sights on the cliff.


Celia Steinhauser’s being clubbed with a vase in her foyer wasn’t something he had planned to ruin his anniversary, although he had put himself on the case. He knew the name. Steinhauser. Same as Kyle’s GED teacher. He’d phoned his wife as he sped toward the victim’s house and then called her again from the Steinhausers’ front porch. Finally he’d called her from the lobby outside the emergency room at the hospital, where the dead woman’s husband informed him, sobbing, that the vase was something they’d bought together at an art show, that Celia thought its unusually heavy weight was a good thing at the time—their dog wouldn’t bang into a table and send it crashing to the floor—and that, on top of everything else, the dog went missing after Celia was attacked. Jack had patted the man on the back and slipped through the automatic doors into the swampy heat of the parking lot. “Sorry, sweetheart!” he’d nearly shouted into Ann’s voice mail, as sirens clotted the air and screamed toward the ER. “I’m on my way.”


At the time he hadn’t realized why she didn’t answer either her cell or the house phone in the kitchen, but after she’d left, when he walked inside and saw the cake from the French bakery, the scripted “Happy Anniversary” in purple buttercream, when it was, in essence, hours too late, he knew. He also knew that her anger had been building for a long time. He’s never really understood the milkiness of women; he doesn’t want to. He thinks it might be worse, the way they take a sharp, hard thing and stretch it into smoke and wisps of summer nights—ghosts that curl around the bedpost and lie in wait outside the kitchen door. Men, Jack thinks, deal with things head-on, and then they dust themselves off and blunder through their lives.
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He gets up from his desk and stretches. All night he tossed and turned, and now he’s dying for a cigarette even though he hasn’t smoked in years. He walks into the break room and tries not to look at the half-empty box of doughnuts on the table in the middle of the room. “Hey, Rob,” he says, and his partner nods, gesturing toward his mouth and then the open doughnut box.


“How’s the case coming along?” he says. “The woman on Ashby Lane?”


Jack pours himself a cup of coffee from the machine, muddy and tasteless. “Night shift left a report on my desk. Said somebody might’ve been at the crime scene last night after we left.”


“Who?”


“No idea. The patrolman said there was a light inside the house, but the place was locked up tight as a drum. No forced entry. Said it was possible it was headlights coming through a window from the street behind.”


“Huh. Murderer returning to the scene of the crime?”


“Could be. Anything on the missing girl?”


“They found her car not far from where she worked, stripped, with some blood on the front seat. I got two calls from Lenora at the prosecutor’s office,” Rob tells him. “Lenora the Luscious.” He rolls his eyes. “She wants an update on both cases.”


“Already? Crap!” The first assistant prosecutor has been even more of a pain than usual lately, her spike heels inches from whatever case they’re on. Jack gulps down the coffee and nearly gags. His stomach is a huge knot, between Ann leaving and his eating only crusts of burned things he found in the oven in the middle of the night—the charred remains of potatoes and roasted brussels sprouts.


Probably the missing teenage girl is with her boyfriend in the city, which is usually how these things turn out, but he’s hardly an authority when it comes to kids. His one remaining son is living with a girl named Maryanne in a place even felons avoid if they have a choice. Rosie’s Rooms, not far from Jack’s office. Jack hasn’t met the girlfriend and quite possibly he never will. He hears just scraps of things from Margie, who is totally unreliable as a witness—or anything else, for that matter. If he interviewed his ex-wife on a case, he’d toss out most of what she said. Still, Margie’s all he’s got now, the only connection to their son. And if it’s true what she told him when she dropped the ball with her AA program a few months back, he might soon have a grandchild. Sometimes he believes this, but usually he doesn’t, since it wouldn’t be the first time Margie’s lied about a pregnancy. She told him she was pregnant a few weeks after she threw Jack out. She wasn’t. It was just one of the cards she played.


He holds his pencil between the first and second fingers of his right hand, exactly the way he held a cigarette for twenty-seven years. Margie told him in a more lucid call, in which she was much vaguer about Maryanne’s pregnancy, that Kyle’s almost finished with his free prep courses. He’s ready for the GED, which she gratefully attributed to his teacher’s ability to get through to him. Ms. Steinhauser. Not exactly a common name, which is why Jack jumped on the case. His own inability to reach his son is a constant torment, a constant reminder that he wasn’t there for either of his boys through all the years that led up to Joey’s dying in Afghanistan, to the day he ran over a roadside bomb on some random, unremembered mission. And Jack wasn’t there for Margie when their son’s death knocked her off the wagon so suddenly and with such force that she, too, might have died if Kyle hadn’t come home from school in time to find her unconscious and barely breathing. He dropped out right after that, in his junior year, two months to the day after his brother’s death. Jack doesn’t blame him. He blames himself.


He sits with his office door ajar, listening to conversation in the break room. Lenora, he decides as a slightly lilting voice drifts up the hall. He frowns. The star assistant prosecutor is an iron fist in a silk glove, as Rob has pointed out more than once, his eyes sparking at the mere mention of her name. She knows her way around the precinct—burrowed in like a little tick from the time she first hired on, earning a reputation for moving through her cases and sometimes theirs with the savvy and precision of a twenty-year veteran. She’s pretty, but she’s not exactly warm and fuzzy. He yawns. She looks young enough to be his daughter, but probably she isn’t. Jack knows from Ann’s arsenal of creams and lotions, and from the hefty charges she’s run up on credit cards, that money really can buy youth. At least women think so. Lenora is cool. Impenetrable. She makes him think of the desserts in the tearoom where his mother dragged him once on a nightmare visit to see his aunt and her two giggly daughters, reminds him of the small porcelain princess tops stuck in skirt-shaped scoops of vanilla ice cream.


He looks up as Lenora and Rob approach the doorway. Their voices drift in from the hall and hang in air stale and humid from the ancient, crappy air conditioner. Lenora’s voice is surprisingly slow, contrasting the quick tap-taps of her designer heels. It has a slight trace of long-abandoned southern roots. Alabama, he thinks he remembers Rob telling him. Or Arkansas.


“I’ll get back to you when I hear from the parents,” Rob tells her, and her answer is eclipsed by the sudden gasping sound of the A/C in its death throes.


“Morning, Jack.” She pokes her head in, points her airbrushed face, her perfect nose, toward a stack of papers on his desk. “Rob has his hands full with the missing-teen case. He tells me you’re working the homicide, the Steinhauser murder, on your own for now.”


Jack nods. “I’m good.”


“You sure? The media’s going nuts on this one. Attractive woman. Hero to the downtrodden, teacher of the underprivileged. A regular Mother Teresa. I’m already starting to get pressure down at the office. They want it cleared up quick—like yesterday.” She snaps her fingers. The faint smell of flowers sticks in the damp air. “I really need your help.”


“I’m on it.” Jack nods again, hopes he doesn’t look as lousy as he feels. He clears his throat. “Got some interviews lined up this morning,” he tells her, and she smiles. Her teeth are crazy white. He thinks again of the ice-cream princesses.


“Rob,” she says. “Don’t let this missing-teen case turn into another headliner,” and she waves a little wave and takes off down the hall. Jack can’t help himself; he follows her with his eyes.


When she’s left—when the clicking of her heels grows faint and disappears, Rob abandons his post in the doorway and sits down finally at his desk. “She is really …”


“Yeah,” Jack says. “She is really. You look like a fawn.”


“I think she might like me.” Rob’s eyes are still a little glazed, his mouth half open. He is seriously starstruck.


“Just might.” Jack drags himself to his feet. “Close your mouth, will ya,” he says, and then he walks out to the break room, grabs another cup of muddy coffee, pins his hopes on the caffeine.


He swivels his chair over to the reports on the Steinhauser case. The husband is due in soon. Ronald. They met briefly at the hospital, and then there were the phone calls back and forth about the family dog that had gone missing after the murder. He senses that Ronald’s hiding something, but the question is never whether people are hiding something, it’s whether what they’re hiding is what he needs to solve the case, especially a murder case, which this clearly is. He knows he has to be on his toes, but he feels as if he’s moving through a fog; the day is thick like honey. He walks over to the men’s room and splashes cold water on his face. When he gets back to his desk, Ronald is already there.


“Mr. Steinhauser,” he says, and Ronald clears his throat, sticks out a shaky little hand. “Good to see you again,” Jack says. “Thanks for coming in.”


“Sure,” Ronald says, and Jack is surprised by the strength of his grip.


“Follow me,” Jack says, and together they tromp down the hall to the interrogation room. “Have a seat.” He reaches out, pulls a chair over closer, sits down as Ronald sags onto the chair on the other side of the table.


Jack picks up his pen. “So.” He thumbs through the police report, looks at the places where he’s penciled in an R. “You ever find the dog?”


“No,” Ronald says. “But I’ll go back tonight and search the neighborhood.” He leans forward over the table.


“You got home at eight-thirty last night. That right, Ronald?”


“Yes.” Ronald nearly whispers. He’s leaning in so close that Jack can smell his breath, still pungent with last night’s scotch; it wafts out in small, rancid puffs.


“Was that normal for you, getting home so late?”


“No. There was an accident. A rear-end collision. It was like dominoes, all the cars. This young woman, this texter, was … um, texting.”


“What time do you generally get home?”


“It varies,” Ronald says. “Usually between six and six-thirty.”


“Did you phone your wife to tell her you’d be late?”


“No.”


“Why not?” Jack leans back in his seat, waving the pen like a small baton in the air over his ear.


Ronald shrugs. “I don’t know why. She—Celia. My wife taught class sometimes in the evenings. I lose track of when. Lost track.”


“So you thought she might be at work?”


“I guess so. I didn’t actually stop to figure out if it was her work night or not.”


“Why’s that?” Something’s definitely off. If Jack were two hours late getting home, he wouldn’t even think about whether Ann was at the house or not; he’d just speed-dial her and leave a message if she didn’t answer. He feels almost smug for a second, and then he remembers Ann taking off in the Honda, half the contents of their bedroom crammed into the backseat.


“Why’s what, Detective?”


“Why didn’t you stop to figure out if she’d be home or not?”


“I don’t know.”


“Hazard a guess,” Jack says, and he flips the pen around again, twirling it.


“She would have been pissed,” Ronald says.


“Seems like she would’ve been more pissed when you didn’t call her. I know my wife would hit the roof if I came strolling in two hours late without calling.”


Ronald shrugs.


“You two having problems?”


“Well,” Ronald says, “I guess. Nothing major.”


“Another guy?”


Ronald looks down at his shoes. “Not that I know of,” he says, but he is clearly lying. He fidgets with his fingers, folds them in his lap.


“Your wife have any enemies you know of?”


“No,” Ronald says. “Everybody liked Celia. Her students, the neighbors, everybody.”


“How about you? You like your wife?”


“Of course. I loved my wife, Detective. Always have.”


“Women are funny,” Jack says, and he leans over his paperwork like he’s reading it. “Mysteries.”


“I’m not sure what you—”


“Were you aware that Celia—sorry. Were you aware that Mrs. Steinhauser withdrew five thousand dollars from the bank three days before she died?”


“No. She—We—”


“Had a joint account?”


“Yes.”


“Well, apparently she had another one. A savings. Her name only. Same bank.”


“I didn’t know,” Ronald says, and Jack believes him.


“Was she planning on going somewhere?”


“No. Not that I knew of. Not that she told me about.”


“That kind of cash—maybe she was going on a little vacation? Putting money down on an apartment?”


Ronald clears his throat. His foot taps against the chair leg, his shiny black shoe.


“Any pressing credit-card debt? Overdue bills, that sort of thing?”


Ronald squints, screws up his face like he’s pondering this. “We did. Yes. We had a large credit-card balance on one of our cards, on the … Anyway, we’d talked—well, mostly Celia talked—at length about paying it off, or paying it down at least.”


“Any particular rush on that, Ronald?”


“No. Well, yes. We wanted to do some traveling in the fall.”


“That right?”


“She was a—you know this already—she was a teacher. A lot of her students were from South America, Central America. She spoke a little Spanish. We thought about going to Guatemala, Costa Rica—someplace like that.”


“So you wanted to start out with a clean slate.”


Ronald chuckles. “Well, cleaner slate.”


Jack smiles, leans back in his seat. “So you can rack up the debt all over again.”


“Right. Part of the marriage vows—till debt do us part.”


Jack laughs. He leans in again over the table and scratches his head with the pencil. “Thing is, Ronald. Wouldn’t she—Mrs. Steinhauser—wouldn’t she just write a check for that?”


Ronald stops smiling.


Jack looks at his watch. One of the neighbors is due in three minutes. A Lon Nguyen. He gets up, watching Ronald rise to his feet and stand there in his shiny shoes.


“Thanks for coming in, Mr. Steinhauser. Ronald.” He holds out his hand. Ronald shakes it for the second time that morning, but this time his grip is limp and sticky.


“I’m at the St. Giles Hotel, over by—You’ll let me know,” Ronald says, “if anything … if you turn up anything.”


Jack looks at him. “Depends on what it is.” He hands Ronald his card, tells him to call if he thinks of something that might be helpful. “Oh,” he says when Ronald’s stepped into the hall. “You go back inside your house last night, Ronald?”


“No. Went straight from the hospital to the hotel. Drank myself into a stupor, to be honest.”


“Got somebody to corroborate that?”


“The bartender. I told him what happened. It was on the TV, the whole sordid—It came on while we were sitting there—”


“Who else has a key to your house?” Jack sticks his hands in his pockets, peers at Ronald over the tops of his reading glasses. “Anybody?”


“Not a soul. Only me. Celia, of course, and the boys, but they’re … Wait a minute. A neighbor. Dana Catrell still has the extra key. She took care of our house a week or two ago while we were away. I was trying to … reconnect with my wife, I suppose. Fat lot of good that did.”
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Lon Nguyen is smaller than Jack expected. He looks like a kid, slipping in off the elevator and padding down the hall in his shorts and flip-flops. He stands for a minute in the doorway, watching people in the cluttered office as they sit for questioning or come in with reports.


“Detective Moss?”


“Yes.” Jack stands up, sticks out his hand. Nguyen takes it in a brief, obligatory shake, and Jack heads back down the hall to the interrogation room with Lon Nguyen in tow. Jack can tell he hates the looks of it. A lot of people do; they get skittish in a closed room, claustrophobic. “Relax,” he says. “We can leave the door open. We’re just here for privacy.” He goes in first and sits down, motions for Nguyen to take a seat. “So your neighbor,” Jack says. “You saw her the day she died?”


Nguyen nods. “Yes.”


“When was that, Mr. Nguyen?”


“It was in afternoon. I was outside. When summer is hot and so much smog, I wash my car often.”


“What time was this?”


He shrugs. “Shortly after I return from work.”


“Say five?”


“Maybe.”


“Five-thirty?”


“More like five-thirty.”


“And Celia?”


Nguyen stares at the floor or maybe at his flip-flops, Jack can’t tell.


“What was Mrs. Steinhauser doing when you saw her?”


“She was yelling.”


“Where was she?”


“In her front yard, out by the street.”


“Who was she yelling at?”


“My neighbor.”


“What’s your neighbor’s name?”


“Dana.”


Jack looks down at his notes. “Dana Catrell?”


“I don’t know their last name,” he says.


“Their last name?”


“Dana and her husband and their son.”


“Okay. So what was she yelling?”


“She tell Dana to come to her house.”


“Why?”


Lon shrugs again.


“What did Celia—Mrs. Steinhauser—say, more or less?”


“‘Come here right away. It is matter of life and death.’”


“Then what happened?”


“Dana close her door and run to Celia’s home.”


“Then what?”


“I finish washing my car and I enter inside my house.”


“That it?”


“Yes. That is it.”


“Did you see anyone else at the Steinhausers’?”


“No.”


“Did you happen to notice when Dana Catrell left their house?”


“No. I was already inside.”


“Did you hear anything? Besides what you told me, of course.”


“No. Nothing else.”


“All right, then.” Jack stands up, and Nguyen is on his feet and halfway out the door before he can even extend his hand. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Nguyen,” he says as the man bolts out, mumbling what Jack assumes are parting words. By the time he picks up his notes and steps into the hall, Nguyen is nowhere in sight.


Jack stretches his arms over his head and yawns. He’ll call Dana Catrell, have her come down and see what she’s got to say. He hasn’t spoken to her himself. One of the officers at the scene jotted down her name and phone number—said she was a neighbor, a friend, maybe; it’s in his notes. At this point in the investigation, she’s the last person to see Celia Steinhauser alive, and he hopes she’s more forthcoming than Nguyen. Man, he’d have told Ann a few days ago, sitting at the table after dinner. It was like pulling teeth talking to that guy.


It’s you, Jack, she would have said, clearing the dishes, stacking them in the sink for him to get to later. She’d turn to him, catch him on his way to the back door, trap him with her words. You’re too tough on everyone, and he’d walk out back and stare at the crap in his neighbors’ yard.


He stuffs all his notes on the murder into a file and walks back toward his office, makes a turn through the outside door to clear his head. As he steps into the parking lot, the air is hot and soggy. He pushes from his mind thoughts of Ann, her car bumping off the driveway onto the road, the cake at home, melting on the kitchen counter. Instead, he replays bits of his two interviews, and something about Ronald’s nags at him. He can’t put his finger on it. It’s a feeling, that’s all, but he’ll check out the guy’s alibi first chance he gets. He’s already got a call in for the night-shift bartender at the hotel where Steinhauser’s staying. And then there’s the neighbor, the last one known to see the dead woman alive and the only other person with a key.
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