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Which is the sound of the land


Full of the same wind


That is blowing in the same bare place…


 


– Wallace Stevens, from ‘The Snow Man’
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Christmas, 20 – –





She woke up late that morning, and knew:


Something had followed them home from Russia.


This scrappy bit of information had been offered up to Holly in a dream, she supposed, a glimpse into a truth she’d carried with her for – how long?


Thirteen years?


Thirteen years!


For thirteen years she’d known this, and not known – or so it seemed to her in her half-awake state on Christmas morning. She rose from bed and went down the hallway to her daughter’s bedroom, anxious to see that she was there, still asleep, perfectly safe.


Yes, there she was, Tatiana, one pale arm thrown over a pale coverlet. Dark hair spilled over a pillow. She was so still she could have been a painting. So peaceful she could have been –


But she wasn’t. She was fine. Holly felt reassured and went back to the bedroom, slipped into bed beside her husband again – but as soon as she did, she thought it once more:


It had followed them home!


This was something Holly had known, apparently, in her heart, or in her subconscious, or wherever it was inside her where bits of information like this hid themselves for years, until something made her aware of what she’d forgotten, or repressed, or –


Or was it something she’d willfully overlooked? Now she saw it:


Something had followed them home from Russia!


But what?


And then Holly thought, I must write this down before it slips away. It was that feeling she used to have when she was younger – the almost panicked desire to write about something she’d half glimpsed, to get it on the page before it dashed away again. Sometimes it had felt nearly nauseating, that desire to yank it out of herself and put it into written words before it hid away behind some organ deep inside her – some maroonish, liverish, gillish organ she’d have to pry behind, as if fingering it out of a turkey carcass, ever to get at it again. That’s what writing a poem used to feel like to Holly, and why she’d quit writing poems.


My God, though, this thought was like a poem – a secret, a truth, just out of reach. Holly would need time to pluck this out and examine it in the light, but it was in her, whether she’d known it or not until now. Like a poem that wanted to be written. A truth insisting on recognition. It was the explanation for so many things!


The cat, crawling off. Her back legs, her tail.


And her husband. The bump on the back of his hand, like a tiny third fist – a homunculus’s! – growing. They’d said it was benign, but how could such a thing be benign? They’d said to ignore it, but how? Something was bearing fruit inside her husband, or trying to claw its way out. How were they to ignore it?


(Although, to be fair to Dr. Fujimura, they had learned to ignore it, and it had eventually stopped growing, just as she’d said it would.)


And Aunt Rose. How her language had changed. How she’d begun to speak in a foreign language. How Holly’d had to stop taking her calls because she couldn’t stand it anymore, and how angry her cousins had been, saying She loved to talk to you. You were her favorite. You abandoned her while she was dying.


And then the hens. Ganging up on the other one, on the hen she’d so stupidly, so cavalierly, named Sally. Six weeks, and then –


Don’t think about Sally. Never think of that hen and her horrible name again.


And the water stain over the dining room table in the shape of a shadowy face – although they could never find anywhere that water would have seeped through their skintight, warranty-guaranteed roof. The roof company men had stood around in their filthy boots and stared up at it, refusing to take any blame.


Also, without explanation, the wallpaper had curled away in the bathroom. Just that one edge. You could never do anything to keep it in place. They’d tried every adhesive on the market, but the daisy wallpaper would stick fast for exactly three days and nights before it peeled away again.


Holly needed to write down these things, this evidence! The cat, Aunt Rose, the bump on her husband’s hand, the hens, the water stain, the wallpaper.


How long had it been since she’d woken up needing to write? God, how Holly used to need to write. Now she needed to write again. What time was it? She was still in bed, or in bed again. Had she already risen, looked in on her daughter? Or had that been a dream? She’d come back to bed and slipped again into sleep? Perhaps. Now she didn’t need to open her eyes to know that it was morning, that it was snowing.


Was there a pen in this room? If she found a pen before Eric and Tatiana woke up, would she be able to actually sit down and write? That broken habit. That abandoned necessity.


Holly thought she could. She would be able to write. She could feel it – the bitter ache of it. There was some awful pressure on her lungs. There was, she felt, something stoppered up in her torso. She imagined vomiting it out of herself, like vomiting up a swan – something with a long, tangled throat nestled inside her own throat – choking on its feathers and all its bony quills. How relieved she would feel afterward, lying on the bedroom floor beside the swan she’d vomited out of herself into the world.


Outside, the wind sounded like a nerve being yanked through the tree. It was Christmas morning, but late. It must be nearly nine o’clock. They never slept this late on Christmas morning! Far too much rum and eggnog last night. Was Tatty still asleep in her bed? Her pale arm, pale coverlet, pale pillow with a splash of dark hair, still. Holly had looked in on her, she remembered this, but it had been hours ago, hadn’t it? Surely Tatty would be up by now, ready to open presents. Where was she? Why hadn’t she come into the room to wake them up?


Because she was fifteen, of course. She was probably also still asleep. There would never again be a Christmas morning, crack-of-dawn Tatty coming in to slap their faces lightly with her damp, new, tiny hands. Instead, they’d all overslept on Christmas morning, and Holly had woken up with this little horror in her mind, that something had followed them home.


Something evil?


Well, perhaps not evil. But it had sapped them. It continued to sap them.


‘Oh, that’s motherhood,’ Thuy would say. ‘You’re just talking about motherhood. Children, they’re energy vampires…’


But don’t forget the cat. The wallpaper. Aunt Rose. Even when she was semi-lucid, even when the words were familiar English words, Aunt Rose had seemed to Holly to be reciting lines from ‘The Fire Sermon’: On Margate Sands I can connect nothing with nothing the broken fingernails of dirty hands my people humble people who expect nothing la la…


And there had also been their CDs, hadn’t there? All their favorites had been scratched, as if overnight – although, surely, it had been over a long period of time? Every one of their favorites had been ruined, and they’d never even bothered to replace them. They’d just left them there on a shelf, like their books, which they never took down to read now, or even to blow the dust off.


And speaking of the dust! My God, it was everywhere. It was Holly’s exhaustion. It was floating and impossible, still bearing cat fur in it after all these years without the cat, as well as strands of Tatiana’s long black hair. When Holly complained about the dust, Eric claimed he didn’t see it, that he had no idea what she was talking about, but that if it bothered her that much she should hire a housekeeper again.


And yes, she could have hired a housekeeper again, but she’d never even found the energy to do that, not after the last one, and her accident on the back steps, slipping on ice while taking out a bag of garbage. And even before that, her allergies, her rashes, and Holly’s guilt at paying another woman, a poorer woman, a Spanish-speaking woman, to do this intimate work for her that she should have been perfectly able to do for herself.


Dust, exhaustion, it was in the air. Repeat it, Holly thought. It is a refrain. As in a poem. Write it down. Write down the way some shadow face is finally peering around a corner on this Christmas morning (they’d slept so late) and shown itself.


Something that was here all along. Inside the house. Inside themselves. It had followed them all the way home from Russia.




* * *





But not the baby! Not Baby Tatty! Of course not the baby. They’d brought the baby Tatiana home from Russia. She was no follower, no revenant, no curse from another country.


No. Of course not Baby Tatty wrapped in her Ratty Blankie. Not Tatty the Beauty. Gorgeous Russian dancer, howler monkey, sweetheart, wanderer, love of their lives. Not Tatiana.


No. Some Thing. And the only thing it had in common with their daughter was that it came back with them from Russia.


Holly was still simply trying to wake up, imagining a pen in her hand, writing it down… How late was it? Ten o’clock?! Why was she still asleep, or asleep again, on Christmas morning? She patted the place beside her for Eric. Please, God, she thought, let him be gone. Let him be gone so I can have a few moments alone to write. She’d almost managed to open her leaden eyes. Please, God, let Eric have taken Tatty with him to the airport to pick up his parents. Please give me half an hour to write it down, to make sense of it, to look at this thing. Otherwise she would forget it, she knew, and then she would never know it, this thing she knew. It would never be a completed thought, let alone a poem, this thing that –


That had broken three of her mother’s iridescent water glasses! And scratched every one of their CDs, as if with a penknife. Left them unplayable. Unreplaced. Not even downloaded onto iTunes yet (but would they ever have gotten around to that?). The Water Music. The Four Seasons. The Patti Smith. Even the Beatles. Had Holly even heard those Beatles songs since then? Even on the radio of a passing car? It was as if those songs (‘Norwegian Wood’, ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’) had never been written, or played.


And the cat. The horror of that. And before that, the hen, their favorite. How the other chickens had turned on her. Not even pecked her to death, but just pecked her so close to death that she was only a forgotten brokenness, left behind them, as they went on with lives.


And the notebook full of poems snatched with her purse from the coffee shop, and her laptop full of poems from the hotel in California – from the safe.


And the housekeeper, Concordia, whom Tatty had loved, but who’d suffered from allergies and rashes she’d never before had when she began housekeeping for them, and then twisted her ankle on ice on the back steps (taking out their garbage, full of plastic bottles Holly should have recycled) and never come back.


And, my God, Holly had almost forgotten the daughter of her coworker Kay – a twenty-two-year-old hit by a car while crossing the street with the light at a crosswalk on a perfectly sunny day. How irrationally and completely Holly had felt that she herself should take some blame for that. After all, Holly had never liked Kay, and the day before the accident Holly had slapped an employee handbook onto Kay’s desk and told her to read it (she’d been so sick of Kay’s tardiness, her long lunches, her personal phone calls, but what difference did any of that really make?) and that night Kay had gone home with the handbook, in tears, and (who knew?) maybe she’d told her daughter that she was having trouble at work, maybe the daughter had been hurrying across the street the next day, worrying about her mother, and hadn’t looked both ways?


‘That’s insane,’ Eric had said to Holly. ‘If the universe works that way, it means that you yourself are God. I thought you were the atheist, the one who had no superstitions.’


But what if it hadn’t been insane? What if they’d brought something back with them from Russia? Something malevolent. Or something desperate to return to its origins? Maybe it wanted to go back!


Hadn’t one of the nurses in Russia warned them? Tried to warn them? That one with the drooping eyelid and the hair like a Renaissance princess, all down her side in a braid made of gold, seeming slicked with oil.


Had her name been Theodota?


She’d been the one who’d worn some strange thing in a bubble of glass pinned above her breast. It was a dried rose, she’d told Holly, that had been touched to the tomb of some saint – the patron saint of stomach ailments, one of which had plagued Theodota most of her life. The thing in the bubble had looked, to Holly, like some kind of tumor, something shriveled and internal, and she’d complained bitterly to Eric about the religious mania of the Siberian nurses. Weren’t they supposed to be done with religion in this godforsaken place?


‘No. That’s us,’ he said. ‘You’re confusing Russians with Americans. Americans are the ones who’ve forsaken God. The Russians have found Him again.’


He’d always defended religion, hadn’t he? Although he himself attended no church, prayed to no god. It was a way of defending his parents, she supposed, whom he always felt she was criticizing whenever she criticized religion or old-fashioned values or pickled foods.


Had it been in Siberia that the thing on Eric’s fist had begun to sprout, to grow just under the skin? Holly had a vague memory of one of those nurses, perhaps Theodota herself, at the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 taking a long look at his hand, shaking her head, trying to communicate something to him by speaking slowly and carefully in Russian, not a word of which Eric or Holly understood.


About Tatiana, Theodota had said, ‘No. Don’t name her Russian. Name her American. Or she’ll be back.’


The nurses had called her Sally. They had explained to Eric and Holly, ‘We give her American name so that in her life and in her death she will not be restless in America, try to return to Russia.’


‘But we want her to be proud of her Russian origins,’ Holly had tried, in turn, to explain, not sure if any of her English was being understood. ‘We want to call her Tatiana because it is a beautiful Russian name for a beautiful little Russian girl.’


The nurse had scowled and shaken her head vehemently. ‘Nyet, nyet, no,’ she said. ‘Sally. Or’ – here she softened, as though sensing that they might be able to compromise – ‘you name her Bonnie. Bonnie and Clyde, no?’


Holly had been smiling, but she was having a hard time keeping the spirit light. She said, ‘No. Tatiana.’


‘No,’ the nurse had said right back to her.


‘Oh my God,’ Holly had said, later, to Eric. ‘What is wrong with these people?’


Even Eric, at that point, had regained his sense of humor enough to shake his head in disbelief at the superstitions of these people in Siberia.


But that had been almost the least of it! On their second trip back to the orphanage, this time by train from Moscow, the conductor, wanting to practice his terrible English, had explained to them that he always wore, under his uniform, a cilice – which, it turned out, in his case, was a barbed cross on a chain. The conductor undid the buttons of his shirt to show the cross to them – primitive and the size of a child’s hand, hanging from a piece of twine – along with the scratches on his sparsely haired chest (could he have been even thirty years old?) that the cross’s barbs left there. He explained that the tracks of the Trans-Siberian Railway were laid over the graves of the prisoners who’d built it, as if that explained the need for the punishing barbed cross he wore against his skin.


Holly was appalled, while Eric had been charmed. Neither of them had expected this sort of thing from the Russians. They’d expected, maybe, searchlights and vodka bottles and barbed wire and an unfriendly, militaristic citizenry – although, in truth, they’d not even gotten that far in their imaginings. Had Eric and Holly even believed that Russia, that Siberia, existed until they were in it? Hadn’t they thought that the adoption agency was just being descriptive, calling it ‘Siberia’ – which to Holly had always been a way to describe a place, not an actual place. She’d perhaps actually thought, even as the adoption agency arranged plane tickets for them, that by ‘Siberia’ they just meant ‘off the beaten track’ or ‘desolate’. Not that the orphanage was actually in Siberia.


But it was Siberia they found themselves in. Siberia existed. There were vodka bottles and searchlights and barbed wire, as Holly had expected, and there were women wearing babushkas, wagons full of straw, grim men in uniforms, some beautiful young girls with fur hats – none of which surprised her. Although Holly was surprised by everything else. Everything. And, particularly, the superstition. At the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 the babies had coughs and fevers, so the nurses had asked Holly and Eric to wear cloves of garlic around their necks. They’d handed Holly and Eric actual cloves of garlic dangling from pieces of gray twine. To ward off germs? Or…?


In any other place, Holly would have balked, but, inside Pokrovka Orphanage #2, she slipped the garlic over her head happily, gratefully. She would have done anything at that moment – opened a vein, gorged on ashes, pledged her soul to Satan – to hold this baby they’d come all this way to hold.


Whose name would certainly not be Sally. Holly and Eric had known all along that they would call her Tatiana. It meant fairy queen in Russian.


Baby Tatty.




* * *





‘This is the baby,’ a nurse said, appearing suddenly in a doorway. Holly had expected an hour of paperwork first, or a long walk through a corridor. She’d pictured herself and Eric standing behind a vault door while a guard twisted a lock. Instead, they’d no sooner slipped the necklaces of garlic over their heads and sat down in the waiting room than they heard the words, heavily accented but in a musically feminine voice: This is the baby.


Holly had looked up to the open door to find that an astonishing amount of light was pouring from a window, or from a great wall of windows, somewhere behind that nurse, and the nurse’s hair, pale and cut close to her head, was glowing like a halo. That nurse (whom they never saw again, although they asked to) had a cherubic face, a stunning smile – straight teeth and glistening lips. She could have stepped off a cloud or out of a movie screen, bearing this child. She could have passed for any number of supernatural beings – angel, fairy, goddess – or an actress hired to play the part of one that day. It was hard to look away from her face, to look at what she was holding in her arms.


Eric always claimed that Tatty had been wrapped in a blue blanket, but Holly knew she hadn’t. Their daughter had been wrapped in a dirty-gray blanket, and it had looked to Holly as if the sun were trying to launder it, bleach it white, bless it. The sun was trying to make the baby shine. The sun wanted Holly to love the child, to take pity on her, to take her home. The sun couldn’t have known that no effort on its part was needed for that. Looking from the nurse’s face to the baby wrapped in gray in her arms, it was all Holly could do not to fall to her knees, not to cry aloud. Instead, she grabbed Eric so hard that, later, walking away from their first trip to the orphanage, they would laugh that she’d left him battered and bruised – and, in fact, she had. When Eric took off his shirt that night they saw that he had a purple mark in the shape of a small conch shell just above his elbow.


When the nurse had stepped fully into the room, Holly stood, and the baby was placed in her arms.


Holly took her daughter in her arms, and before she saw or felt or heard her, she loved her – as if there were an organ and a part of the brain that was love’s eye or nose or ear. The first sense. It had never been needed before. Now Holly realized that it was, in fact, the sharpest of her senses.


The second sense: smell. Holly would always associate her daughter and her love for her daughter with that secondary sensory impression – the ripe, rich Allium sativum, muddy hoofprint of that clove in its torn papery wrapper around her neck, at her chest, between herself and her baby. And a dirty diaper. And the scent of sour milk and cereal soaked into the damp neckline of the ratty, tatty gown they’d dressed her in, as if to sell her to them – as if they’d need to be persuaded to snatch her up! – with a few faded daisies on it for good measure.


And Holly remembered how, then, too, she’d wanted to write it down. She’d wanted to say something about it on a piece of paper before she lost the words. But, of course, there was no time then. Even in the bathroom after they’d had to return their daughter to that nurse and walk away, Holly couldn’t write it down. With her naked ass on the cold porcelain, fishing through her purse while her husband paced around outside the thin door, she couldn’t find a pen.







* * *





Now, she needed to find a pen to write this down:


Something had followed them home from Siberia.


From the orphanage. Pokrovka Orphanage #2.


Holly needed a pen and a half hour alone before the in-laws and the roast in the oven and the Coxes. God, the Coxes. Who would sit at the table waiting for her to entertain them. And their terrible son, who seemed to have been born without a soul. Holly had not wanted to write in so many weeks, months, years – and if she didn’t do it now, if she could not wake up fully and find a pen, if she did not have a half hour alone, it would pass, and perhaps the desire would never, ever, come back.


She moved her hand over to Eric’s side of the bed, to the place she hoped to find empty, the place she needed to find vacant beside her, the sheets cool, Eric gone, so that she could have a few moments alone –


But he was there, and Holly felt him twitch awake, and then Eric sat up so fast the headboard slammed against the wall behind him, and Holly was fully awake then, too, realizing that there was far too much light in the bedroom, and Eric, realizing it, too, was out of bed fast, standing over her, shouting, ‘Jesus Christ. We overslept. Fuck. It’s ten thirty. My parents must already be sitting at the fucking airport, and the fucking Coxes will be here in an hour. Where in the hell is Tatiana? Why didn’t she wake us up? Jesus Christ. Holly. I gotta go!’


Then he was gone:


Holly had barely put her feet on the floor when she heard the sound of Eric’s car in the garage, and the garage door opening. Eric was not the kind of man to squeal his tires on the way out of the driveway, but nevertheless he did, and Holly heard it for what it was – the implication of blame. Of course. Of course if his parents were already waiting at the airport, worried or sick or complaining, it would somehow be her fault. When Eric’s siblings arrived later they would say, ‘Why in the world was Eric late to get Mom and Dad?’ – as if the question were the answer because both were directed at Holly.


And, as Eric had said, where the hell was Tatiana? Could she still be asleep? Had Holly peeked into her daughter’s room only an hour or two ago (pale arm, pale coverlet?) or had that been a dream? Was it before or after that when she’d woken with the need to write?


Holly was surprised and pleased that she still felt that need. But what, exactly, had she wanted to write down? That something had returned from Siberia with them? That it had somehow followed them? Was that the explanation she’d woken up with, the Thing that accounted for the unexplained tragedies of the last thirteen years?


And what were those? Nothing! They were all still alive, after all, weren’t they? What else was there, then, beyond the ordinary misfortunes one suffers in thirteen years in a typical American town? The average calamities of a normal family? There’d been a great many more joys than sorrows in these thirteen years!


Sure, she’d had her notebook and her laptop stolen. But the thief who’d snatched her purse at the coffee shop hadn’t been after her poems. He’d been after her cash. Purse snatching happened to a lot of women who left their purses on their tables when they got up to refill their coffee cups. And how stupid had it been to leave a laptop (hard drive not backed up!) in a big-city hotel and expect it to be safe in a safe?


And the rest of it? The housekeeper? Kay’s daughter’s accident? The cat had suffered the usual death of a domesticated animal, slipping out the door and dashing into the road. And the hen, Sally. What did they expect? Holly and Eric had known nothing about chickens and their habits when they’d gotten them. It was something the whole neighborhood had figured out at the same time when their town full of clueless academics and software company employees had passed the ordinance allowing backyard chickens.


And the changes to her marriage? Well, she and Eric were, simply, older. Holly sometimes forgot that. Instead of looking hard at Eric’s face, or her own in the mirror, on a daily basis, Holly had gotten used to looking, every morning, into the faces from the past that were framed on the wall in the hallway outside the bathroom:


She and Eric thirteen years earlier, standing with their backs to the bare institutional wall of the Pokrovka Orphanage #2, while, in Holly’s arms, the wide-eyed Baby Tatty looked up into her new mother’s eyes. In this photograph, each of their images held the suggestion of who, in thirteen years, they would be. Eric’s red hair was already a little gray at the temples, and his fitness, his physique (all that running and basketball: he’d been only forty-two then) was already beginning to diminish a little with his bad knee. His torso looked thin under his white shirt, and it was easy to imagine that the man in this photograph would grow even thinner as he aged instead of fatter.


And herself. Holly had been thirty-three, and her hair was still naturally blond. She hadn’t yet needed glasses, really (or had still been too vain to wear them), and although she, too, had weighed more then than she did now, that weight had been arranged differently on her. She’d worn her soft padding in other places.


And Baby Tatty already had the gaze that made her Tatiana. Those eyes were fiercely black, and her hair was already longer than Holly had ever seen on such a young child. In the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 the nurses had called her Jet-Black Rapunzel. Anyone looking at the photograph framed and nailed up in the hallway would have known that she’d become what she was now – a long-legged teenage beauty, still with that silken hair around her shoulders, and those dark eyes.


‘Tatiana?’ Holly called as she stepped into the hallway, rubbing her forehead. It was, she realized, true. She had a hangover. Not a serious one – but she feared that last rum and eggnog might haunt her all day.


‘Tatiana?’ she called out again. There was no answer. Could Tatiana have left the house? But where, why? If not, she couldn’t still be asleep. Now, she would have to have been willfully determined to make no sound in response to Holly’s calling her – which would have been some kind of punishment, perhaps, for Holly, for sleeping. Holly rubbed her eyes with a thumb and forefinger, sighed, readied herself to call out to her daughter again and then gasped, startled nearly to screaming when she found her daughter only inches away, staring at her, disapprovingly it seemed, and standing completely still in the bedroom’s threshold. ‘Tatty, Jesus,’ Holly said. It took her a second to catch her breath. ‘You scared me. How long have you been standing there?’


‘Merry Christmas,’ Tatiana said. ‘Sheesh. I thought you and Daddy were going to sleep until New Year’s Eve.’ She sighed that dramatic teenager sigh she’d perfected in the last year – a sigh that managed to convey in a single breath both bitterness and detachment, a sound that never failed to remind Holly of the snow in Siberia. Holly had expected that snow to accumulate, as it did in the northern Michigan of her childhood, and to organize itself into banks and walls. But it didn’t. It just drifted. Endless drifting. There was nothing, it seemed, that could stop it. It was snow, it was solid, it could be seen, but it was one with the wind. Exactly like that teenage-girl sigh.


‘We were tired,’ Holly said, trying not to sound overly apologetic. Why should she be?


‘I guess so,’ Tatty said.


‘I got up a couple of hours ago, and you were dead asleep, so I went back to bed.’


‘I wasn’t asleep,’ Tatty said. ‘I haven’t been asleep for hours. You know that.’


‘Well, you sure looked asleep.’ Always an argument, Holly thought. She passed by her daughter in the doorway, smelled mint on her, and tea tree oil shampoo, and L’Occitane Verbena, two bottles of which they’d bought at the mall because Tatty didn’t want to share a bottle with Holly, although Holly couldn’t wear it anyway, as it turned out. It gave her a headache. She added verbena to the list of flowers she couldn’t wear the scent of for more than ten minutes without feeling sick – lily of the valley, magnolia, gardenia.


‘Are we going to have breakfast? So we’re not opening gifts? Did Daddy go to the airport already? Wasn’t he supposed to take me?’ Hostile, rhetorical questions. Tatty wasn’t whining. The tone was reproachful, challenging.


‘Look,’ Holly said, turning around at the kitchen island, trying not to sound as defensive as she felt. ‘Why didn’t you just wake us up if you’ve been so anxious for all these things? Daddy flew out the door because Gin and Gramps are probably already at luggage claim. And I’ve got ten million things to do. Can’t you eat a bowl of cereal or something?’


‘What about presents?’


Holly parted her lips, shook her head, exhaled, turned to the coffeepot, punched the blue eye to turn it back on – the coffee had been set to brew at 7 a.m., and had long since grown cold in the glass decanter.


‘Presents will have to wait until Daddy gets back. You know what your presents are anyway.’


Tatiana turned then, and headed back toward her room. Her white tank top was almost too bright to look at with all her dark hair between her shoulder blades, and her hips swayed, and her white yoga pants were so high and tight between her legs it was almost obscene. The cheeks of her sweet baby bottom. Pulling against her crotch. Holly hated thinking what a man would think, looking at that beautiful bottom. And then she remembered, with the swiftness of a slap, that although her daughter might pretend to be, and look like, a woman now, she was, truly, just a child. And it was Christmas. Holly should have set an alarm. ‘Sweetheart,’ she called after Tatty, softening, sorry, but her daughter was already closing the bedroom door behind her.




* * *





It had been Christmas, too, the first time they went to Siberia, first saw Tatty, although, after all their exhaustion and elation and the weeks of preparation for their travels, Eric and Holly had completely forgotten about the holiday, or the significance of arriving at the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 for the first time on the morning of December 25.


But there were no signs of Christmas at the orphanage that day, since, for the Russians, Orthodox Christmas was still thirteen days away. Eric and Holly might have forgotten about it entirely, themselves, if it hadn’t been for the other American couple staying at the hostel run by the orphanage. That couple had thought to bring gifts for their new baby – blankets and booties wrapped in green and red paper – and fancy soaps and chocolates and silk scarves for the nurses. It was, Holly realized, exactly what they should have done themselves, but by then it was too late. They were seven thousand miles away from Macy’s.


‘It’s okay,’ the other American mother-to-be said to Holly. ‘They don’t really do Santa here or anything. Mostly they celebrate New Year’s, not Christmas. Just a lot of drinking. No one is expecting a present.’


But arriving at the orphanage bearing not a single gift for their child or her caretakers on December 25 mattered to Holly. Terribly. Unforgettably. Her first failure as a mother. What difference did it make if she was the only one who knew or cared about it? She was the only one who needed to know or care.




* * *





Holly looked to the tree. Tatty must have plugged it in. The miniature lights glowed dimly, like electrical pencil tips, in the brightness pouring in through the picture window. Those lights looked futile to Holly – not really lights in all this brightness. Just little nubs of effort. Overly effortful. She wanted to unplug them again, until later, when the darkness gave them some reason for being lit, but she didn’t, because Tatty wanted them on.


Tatty was excited, it seemed, for Christmas, although that was hard for Holly to appreciate. These days her daughter was so rarely excitable about anything except Tommy, being at that age where, if she’d been offered a million dollars, she would simply roll her eyes and languidly offer up her hand to take it. She’d managed to infuriate Holly the other day by saying ‘one of the reasons’ she’d been ‘dreading Christmas’ was that Tommy and his father would be in Jackson Hole the entire week. ‘No Tommy. Tommy’s my Jesus Christ.’


‘Tatty,’ Holly had said. ‘Don’t be blasphemous.’


‘Oh. Okay,’ Tatty said, and then pretended to hold a joint to her lips and inhale.


Holly had turned her back on her daughter fast.


But despite the fact that Eric and Holly had still been asleep, Tatty must have gotten out of bed and come to the living room to plug in the Christmas tree lights. Like a little girl again. And her disappointment that Eric was already gone indicated that she’d wanted to open her presents, as they’d always done, first thing on Christmas morning, before the relatives had to be picked up and the guests arrived – although this year there were no surprises for Tatiana under the tree. She knew perfectly well what her presents were, having been careful to write down the specifics (even with the ISBN numbers for some of them!) so that Holly could order them off the Internet.


Still, Tatty had woken up before Holly and Eric, and she’d come out here, alone, to turn on the Christmas tree lights, as if, despite her teenage ‘dread’ of family and holidays and Tommy out of town, she was excited about Christmas.


Holly went to her daughter’s closed bedroom door and said, ‘Honey? Tatty?’


No answer. Of course. There was never any answer at first, any longer, when Holly came calling. These days Tatty liked to make her mother work for it.


‘Tatty. Can you open the door?’ There was the sound of her daughter’s chair legs scraping against the wood floors. She must have been pushing herself back from her desk, away from her computer. It was such a familiar sound to Holly that she sometimes heard it in her imagination when her daughter wasn’t even in the house.


‘The door’s not locked,’ Tatiana said loudly enough for Holly to hear her but not so loud it would sound like Tatiana was actually inviting her mother in. It was intended to sound begrudging, and also exasperated, indicating that Holly should know full well that the door wasn’t locked. It was what she always said when Holly knocked on her door. Tatty made a point of insisting that she didn’t lock her bedroom door – that she did not now, nor had she ever, nor would she ever have a reason to lock her bedroom door – ever since Holly had secured a hook and eye to the door and jamb so that her daughter could be assured of privacy.


‘Be assured of privacy?’ Tatty had said, sounding affronted, when Holly had installed the lock. ‘Huh?’


‘Well,’ Holly had said. ‘When I was your age I was always worried that someone would walk in on me in my bedroom, so I wanted to make sure you felt that your privacy was being respected in our house.’


‘Uh, gosh, thanks,’ Tatty had said, narrowing her eyes and shaking her head. ‘And what would I be doing in here that I’d need privacy for, Mom?’


Holly had actually flushed then, as if some dirty thought she’d had was being read aloud. She shrugged. She said, ‘I don’t know. That’s the point! Now you can lock your door so Daddy and I can’t barge in.’


Tatiana had turned her back to her mother, returning to her computer, the screen of which displayed a half-written paper on the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution – an amendment so dull and obscure that Tatiana had been given extra credit for being willing to take it on.


Holly had simply stood and looked at her daughter’s shoulders, all that lovely, innocent hair cascading down her back.




* * *





Jet-Black Rapunzel, the nurses had called her.


So much lovely, inky, straight long hair, even at nineteen months of age.


And all these years later her skin was still like an infant’s – poreless and pristine. Even when she spent a summer day outside without sunscreen, Tatiana didn’t tan or burn. Her complexion was the color of milk stained with a drop of blue food coloring. At her temples, a darker blue, and sometimes under her eyes and around her mouth.


‘Yeah, but when has Tatty ever once spent a summer day outside without sunscreen?’ Thuy would have asked, laughing.


Locked up. In a tower. As if she were Rapunzel.


No. That had not been Holly’s mothering modus operandi. It had never been her MO. What she’d wanted for Tatiana, from the very beginning, was freedom. Wasn’t that why she’d installed the hook and eye for her, so that Tatiana could have secrets? So that she could –


What?


Conceal some kind of contraband?


Such as…?


Condoms?


Look at pornography on the Internet? Is that what Tatiana had thought her mother was giving her permission to do? Was that what Holly was giving Tatiana permission to do?


Christ, not consciously. None of those things had consciously crossed Holly’s mind. It was a symbolic gesture, wasn’t it? It was meant to let Tatiana know that she was trusted, that she had rights in their house.


And even if she did do something for which she needed privacy in her room, why not? Why not offer up that freedom to her? What would the point be of trying to dissuade a teenager from such things? Tatiana had friends whose parents tried to vet every image their children saw. Their neighbor, Mary Smithers, whose daughter used to wander over to play with Tatty until they moved away a few years ago, had asked Holly to please give her a call before she allowed Bethany to watch anything on the television. ‘We want to control what she’s seeing,’ Mary Smithers had said, not even shying away from the word control.


Eric and Holly had felt almost scandalized about this, as if they’d found out that Mary Smithers was sending Bethany to a nunnery. It was not the way they wanted to raise their child, not in this day and age. They wanted Tatiana to feel she had her own agency, a right to make her own decisions. This was something they’d determined together before they’d even brought her home from Russia, that they would raise their child to be a freethinker and that they would discuss all things freely. They pitied little Bethany, having a mother who didn’t trust her enough to be in the presence of a television. And Bethany had confided in Tatiana that ‘we don’t have Internet at our house because my parents don’t want me to see it’.


What sort of message did that send? That the outside world was obscene? That you should hide your child from it rather than give her the tools to protect herself?


‘Tatiana, you’re at the age when you might have things you don’t want your parents to know about!’ Holly had said to her daughter, wishing she didn’t sound as animated as she knew she sounded.


Tatiana didn’t miss a beat. She said, ‘I thought you said I never needed to keep any secrets from you.’


Holly could no longer recall how she’d responded to that, but Tatiana had never, it seemed, used that hook and eye, and whenever Holly knocked on her door Tatiana said, ‘God, Mom. Just come in. It’s not locked. I’m not ever going to be doing anything in here you’re not going to be able to witness.’




* * *





Now Holly turned the doorknob, and pushed her daughter’s door open to find that Tatiana had already changed out of her white tank top and yoga pants into the hideous red velvet dress that Grandma Gin had given to her for Christmas the year before. Eric’s mother was, unfortunately, a seamstress. And a knitter. And for every birthday and for every Christmas she made clothes for her loved ones, and loved to see her loved ones dressed in those clothes.


‘Oh, Tatty,’ Holly said. ‘You don’t have to wear that! Grandma Gin won’t even remember!’


‘Maybe I want to wear it,’ Tatiana said, turning to glare at her mother. ‘Maybe I love it.’


Holly stepped all the way into her daughter’s room to the familiar clash of scents – the sweet natural smell of Tatty’s hair and skin mixed with the perfumes and lotions she used, fruits and flowers and oils, and something else this morning, something slightly fetid, or rotten. Maybe Tatiana had left a banana or an apple in a drawer? Something fermented. Not putrid, but headed in that direction.


Her bed, at least, was neatly made. On her floor and desk were dozens of photographs of Tommy that Tatiana had printed up from her phone and left strewn and curled everywhere, but that was the only messiness. Everything else was folded, dusted, tucked away – tidying that Tatiana must have done because there were guests coming over. Although Tatty had grown testy and impatient with her parents in the last year or two, she was ever respectful of the other adults in her life, adhering strictly to all the codes of conduct one followed in deference to them – even the ones Holly found ridiculous, like calling Tommy’s father Mr. MacClean after all this time. Holly and Eric had insisted right away that Tommy, and all of Tatiana’s friends, call them by their first names.


Holly made a little circuit around her daughter, looking at the red dress:


The velvet was cheap, heavy – not really velvet. Some kind of polyester Gin must have bought at some thrift fabric shop. She would have bought a whole bolt of it, Holly knew, and made napkin rings or placemats with the leftovers. The dress went down to Tatty’s ankles like some kind of Old World costume. No neckline. Fake pearl buttons up the back. And the shoulders were ruffled. The pattern must have been from the eighties. It was awful.


‘Honey, how can you even get into that? You’ve filled out so much since last year –’ Her daughter had gone from an A cup to a C in the last twelve months, and they’d had to buy all new bras, and had taken half a dozen of her old tops to Goodwill since then.


‘Obviously, I let it out,’ Tatiana said, shaking her head.


‘What?’ Holly asked.


‘I let it out,’ Tatiana said. ‘You know, with scissors, with thread?’ She pantomimed sewing, and then Holly looked at the dress. It looked, in its way, flawless. Ginny was all about precision. The clothes she made were ugly and out of fashion, but they were meticulously constructed.


‘How?’ Holly asked.


‘Jeez, Mom. Like I said, with a needle, okay? It’s called sewing! Just forget it. What did you come in here for anyway?’


‘I just wanted to say Merry Christmas,’ Holly said, wishing she could sound more apologetic, less exasperated. She tried to soften it. ‘And I’m so sorry we overslept. When Daddy gets back with Gin and Gramps we’ll open presents right away, okay?’


There was a little twitch at the corner of Tatiana’s mouth. It broke Holly’s heart to see it! That was Tatty at four years old being told that she couldn’t go to the birthday party because she had a fever! Tatiana had never been the type to burst into tears. Instead, she bore emotions like –


Like an orphan, like a child who’d been abandoned and who’d understood, fully and early, that life was not fair.


‘Oh, Tatty, I wish I’d woken up earlier –’ Holly felt it this time, sincere remorse and sorrow.


‘Mom, jeez, I’m a big girl.’


Tatiana turned her back, as if on the whole idea that it had mattered – the oversleeping, the disappointment.


But it was Christmas morning! And maybe Tatty had thought this Christmas would be like all the Christmases of those early years – all those mornings that had started at dawn with Tatty’s clammy hands on their cheeks (‘Mommy! Daddy! It’s Christmas!’) and the ripping open of presents that were complete surprises. The stockings magically stuffed with little plastic animals and butterfly barrettes. That whole Santa hoax, which Holly had put an end to early, against Eric’s wishes – but, honestly, who thought that was a healthy myth? An intruder, bearing gifts. And then to find out it’s all been a lie, perpetrated by your parents?


But maybe Tatty, this morning, had wanted to relive those early years, and the excitement, but then her parents, exhausted from their jobs and a late Christmas Eve dinner with too much wine and then the rum and eggnog, had practically slept until noon!


‘Sweetheart,’ Holly said, and stepped over to her daughter. She reached out her arms and took the faux red velvet package of her daughter into her arms. Tatty was stiff, but she didn’t pull away. Holly breathed in the musky citrusy flowery scent of her. Some of that was store-bought, but some of it was just Tatty, the scent she was born with, that sweetness even the garlic around Holly’s neck hadn’t managed to extinguish. To Holly, that baby had smelled as if she’d been plucked from a nest made of viburnum switches in the branches of a balsam fir. It even occurred to her that the nurses might have sprayed the baby with something to cause her to smell like this. Since they’d seemed so eager to sell Tatiana to Holly and Eric – insisting ‘Never cries! Never sick!’ and dressing her in the little cotton dress with the faded daisies, surely the best thing they could find among the orphanage tatters – it didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility that they might have doused her in air freshener for special effect.


Holly inhaled, and continued to hold her fifteen-year-old baby in her arms. Tatiana didn’t pull away, and finally she softened and rested her forehead on her mother’s shoulder. They stayed that way for several seconds until Holly heard – vaguely, maybe from underneath a cushion or a pillow somewhere – the sound of her own cell phone playing Bob Dylan’s ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’, and she broke the embrace to hurry after it.




* * *





It was Eric on the phone:


‘Holly. We’re in the car already. Forty-five minutes from home.’


‘Are your parents okay?’ Holly asked. ‘Was their trip okay?’


‘Okay,’ Eric said, and the tone of it indicated to Holly that something was, actually, not okay, but also that his parents were in the car with him and he couldn’t say what it was that was wrong.


‘Okay…’ Holly said. ‘Should I be prepared for something unexpected?’ She instinctively lowered her voice when she asked it, although she knew that both of Eric’s parents were so deaf they’d never be able to hear her through Eric’s cell phone even if he had the speaker turned on.


‘Maybe,’ Eric said. ‘Some confusion. Didn’t expect it.’


Didn’t expect it. Holly inhaled and exhaled with her mouth away from the phone receiver so he wouldn’t hear. If it hadn’t been so predictable, and so fucking tragic, she would have snorted at him. She would have laughed. She would have said, ‘You didn’t expect it. Well, what the hell did you expect?’ How long was it going to take Eric to realize how elderly and infirm his parents had become?


Instead, Holly said, ‘Oh dear. Okay. We’ll just do our best. Just get them home, Eric.’


She punched the end button on her telephone. As usual, the line would not be cut off at first, and Holly had to punch end again and again until the connection was severed. When she put the phone down and turned around, Tatiana was standing on the other side of the kitchen island, smoothing her black hair with one of her elegant hands – long-fingered, nails painted red (to match her dress?). She asked, grimly, ‘What’s wrong, Mom?’


Holly shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Tatty. Daddy’s got his parents in the car, and he just said, “Confusion.” They’re getting older, sweetheart. It’s hard for them to travel. But they’ll be here soon, and we can take care of them. I better take a shower.’


Holly smiled at Tatty, who did not return her smile. Christ. Was Tatty, like Eric, going to take offense now at any suggestion Holly made that Gin and Gramps were old? How long was this denial going to last? Was Holly the only one who could see what was going on here – that this elderly couple should not be traveling alone, should not be living on their own? Was she the only one who’d noticed how quickly and completely things had been going downhill for Gin and Gramps in the last couple of years? She turned in the direction of the bathroom. To her back, Tatiana said, ‘Merry-juana Christmas.’


Holly inhaled sharply, but she checked the impulse to turn around. She could not turn around. If she did, she would have to face some expression she didn’t want to see on her daughter’s face – disapproval, contempt, dislike? She didn’t want to see it or to acknowledge it – especially not now, with addled family members and unpleasant colleagues (and friends, good friends, don’t forget them) on the way. She would never have time to get everything ready before they all arrived for Christmas dinner. She still had a shower to take, and a roast to cook, and a table to set, and a bed to be made, and –


And then it came back to her like a bit of breeze stirred up gently by a few cold fingers:


That something she’d wanted so badly to write about when she woke up.


She’d wanted, needed, to write it down because it was the beginning of something she had to understand, or to express, or to unearth, or to face, yet she still hadn’t found two seconds to grab a pen and to be alone to write.


Something had followed them home.


And it had been here in the house with them for thirteen years now. Holly had known it was here! But it was only this morning that she’d woken up knowing that she’d known.


If only she hadn’t overslept. Certainly, now, there was no time to write. But if she hadn’t overslept, would she have had this revelation and this need to write?


In the bathroom, she yanked the shower curtain open. Tatty’s tea tree oil shampoo bottle had fallen from the edge of the tub into the bottom of it, and Holly huffed, bent down, picked it up. It was too big, this bottle, to balance with the others in the porcelain corner. She’d told Tatty they needed to buy the smaller bottle, for this very reason, but Tatty had stood in the aisle at Whole Foods with the two shampoo bottles, one in each hand, and said, ‘Mom. God. The nine-ounce bottle costs two dollars less than the thirty ounce. Do you know how much money we’re wasting, not to mention plastic?’


‘Tatty, honey,’ Holly had said, ‘we don’t always have to buy the economy size of everything. There’s a little thing called convenience. It’s more convenient not to have a gigantic bottle of shampoo in the bathroom, or an industrial-sized jar of peanut butter in the pantry.’


‘Yeah, Mom, and that’s why we’re always running out of things, including money.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Holly asked. When had she ever said anything to Tatty about money? Whatever money troubles she and Eric had, they were both in agreement that Tatty was never, never, to be troubled by them. They’d both been far too aware as children of their parents’ financial woes. This would not be their child’s burden.


Still, even as Holly stood in the aisle of Whole Foods denying her daughter the enormous sea-foam-green bottle of organic tea tree oil shampoo, she was also taking it out of Tatty’s hand and putting it in the cart. This, she knew, was not the hill she wanted to die on, not here at Whole Foods, where, she would have liked to have pointed out to Tatty, no one for whom money was much of an issue shopped. Why did they even bother with economy sizes in a place that charged, unabashedly, eleven dollars for certain tiny loaves of bread?


But what did her daughter know about the economy of any of this? She was fifteen. She was clueless. Plus, she’d been indoctrinated by the school system. Tatty would allow herself to die of thirst in the desert before she’d sip water that had been bottled in plastic. Holly wasn’t even sure that she herself had ever even heard the word sustainability until a couple of years ago, but Tatiana chanted it like a mantra, along with the name of its evil twin, waste.


Holly had just shoved the shampoo bottle into the corner again when it rolled, with the heavy solid sound a human head might make, lopped off, back into the bottom of the tub. This time she picked it up and took it to the linen closet. Tatty would have to fetch it and return it there from now on if this was the kind of jumbo bottle it took to make her happy in this world.


Holly hurried back to the shower, where the water rattled against the shower curtain, warming. No time, no time. The tiles were cold on Holly’s bare feet. She stepped over to the little lilac bathroom rug and picked her nightgown up off the floor, tossed it into the laundry basket. She thought, as she did nearly every time she opened that wicker basket, of Baby Tatty, who, as a toddler, would crawl into that basket and pull the lid down over herself.


It had been a glorious game, one of those family ritual games that become so much a part of daily life it seems impossible that a time could ever come when it would not be played:


‘Where’s Tatty? Oh, no, Eric, where’s our baby? I can’t find her anywhere!’


After five minutes of this, the Jet-Black Rapunzel would leap from the wicker basket and scream, ‘I’m here!’




* * *





But, the first time, it had not been funny at all. Holly had gone that morning into Tatty’s bedroom expecting to find her in the Big Girl Bed, with which they’d only a few weeks earlier replaced her crib. Tatiana wasn’t in it. Instead, a Barbie doll, with the covers up to her plastic chin, had her head resting on Tatty’s pink pillow. Her blank blue eyes stared into Holly’s own:


German Barbie, Second Edition, with her absurd blond braids and fixed expression of surprised delight. It was the Barbie Tatty had insisted on when Holly had excitedly pointed out Imperial Russian Princess Barbie to her on the Internet. Although Holly had ended up buying them both, the Imperial Princess never budged from the shoebox in which Tatty kept her at the bottom of the toy box, while the German Barbie slept with Tatty every night.


‘Tatty?’


Ridiculously, Holly had spoken her daughter’s name to the awful doll. Of course, the doll said nothing, and a wave of horror passed through Holly’s body then, a kind of nausea, beginning in her stomach but sliding up her spine and into her brain. Panic.


Had she honestly thought, or only felt, primevally, in her Irish bones:


Changeling?


Holly yanked the covers off German Barbie then to find no three-year-old Tatty under there with her.


‘Tatty?!’ By now, Holly was angry. She thought, she’s punishing me. Which was also ridiculous! A toddler doesn’t punish her mother.


The rest was a blur of very precise imagery, as if Holly’s horror had been turned into a mental slideshow – fifty very clear slides of herself crashing through the house while holding, inexplicably, German Barbie in her hand by the waist, like a weapon, or like proof of something, or like Tatty herself.


‘Please! Tatty! Please! Mommy can’t find you!’


It might have been the last place left in the house to look – the laundry basket. Holly had already torn through all the closets. Looked under the beds. She’d stumbled down to the basement. She’d checked the dryer, behind the furnace. She was crying by the time she reached the laundry basket, no longer even calling out her daughter’s name. She was feeling the breath of the nurse from the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 who’d whispered into her neck, Name her American.


‘Sally?’ she’d called out, clearly having lost her mind by then. Had she thought that Tatiana might somehow answer to that first name, the one the nurses had given her in Siberia? Tatiana had never even been told about that name. Not even later, when Holly stupidly named their doomed hen Sally, had she or Eric ever told Tatty that Sally had once been her name. So it must have been some primitive, maternal instinct, calling out that infant name in search of her lost daughter.


Still, there was no answer. Time stopped. Holly would never know how long it had taken her to lift the wicker lid of the laundry basket (lifetimes seemed to pass) and to peer into it to find her daughter squatting – froglike, staring up, feigning innocence while attempting, like a much older child or an adult, to suppress a smile, eyes cartoonishly wide with the pleasure of all this, inside the basket.


Holly had staggered backward, leaned against the bathroom wall. She’d wiped German Barbie’s alpine apron across her tear-filled eyes while Tatty clambered out of the basket. Tatty knew, of course, that something was wrong. She threw her arms around Holly’s legs and started, herself, to cry.


‘No, no,’ Holly had said, kneeling down on the cold tile, taking Tatty fully in her arms. ‘You didn’t mean to scare Mommy. You were being funny. But it scared Mommy because she loves you so, so, so, so much.’


But it took an hour to calm Tatty down.


They had to go back to her bedroom and try the whole trick again:


This time they pretended they were Tatty, together, tucking German Barbie into the Big Girl Bed as if German Barbie were Tatiana. Then they pretended that they were sneaking out of the Big Girl Bed into the bathroom, climbing into the basket. They laughed as they did this, but quietly, secretly. Climbing into the basket had been, apparently, quite a feat. Tatty had to make several attempts before she could get it right a second time. And it must have taken truly super-toddler control to stay in that basket, squatting on Eric’s T-shirts and socks and a damp green towel at the bottom of the basket, there in the wicker dark with just a bit of light shining through the lid, listening to Mommy call her name.


Holly and Tatty played the game. This time Mommy marched straight into the bathroom, lifted the lid of the laundry basket, and screamed in delight, ‘Tatty!’ And Tatty burst into laughter, sprang up with her small hands above her head, and cried out, ‘I’m here!’ Holly held up German Barbie and said, ‘I thought the fairies had come and exchanged my pretty Baby Tatty with this doll!’


‘No!’ Tatty said. ‘This is me!’


‘Brilliant, really,’ Eric had said that evening when Holly recounted the event of the morning to him as he stood beside their bed, changing out of his traveling clothes into a T-shirt and shorts. ‘She’s a genius,’ he said. ‘I mean, that’s a level of sophistication that you really wouldn’t expect from a three-year-old. Not to mention the self-discipline.’


Holly had to agree. It thrilled her that Eric felt that way about it, too. In the morning, she and Tatty reenacted the whole thing for Daddy. And then, for two years afterward, they played the laundry basket game at least once a week – ‘Where’s Tatty? Tatty?’ – with Mommy’s panic and Tatty’s stealth being the crucial ingredients to the fun and hilarity. Until finally, surreptitiously, as if in a dream, those years were over, and Tatty had grown too big to hide in the laundry basket.




* * *





Holly bent her head under the stream of shower water, which was too hot – but that was better than too cold, and there was barely enough time left to shower and get ready for the guests, and for Christmas dinner, let alone adjust the temperature of the water. Her hair felt dry and rustically cut. She’d gotten it trimmed a week ago, and it was too short. It felt unfamiliar to her, like a wig, or like a doll’s hair. She wouldn’t bother to shampoo and condition it. What was the point, since she wouldn’t have time to blow it out or use the curling iron? She had far too much to do to fuss with her personal appearance. Now however Holly was going to look when Eric’s siblings got here – and Pearl and Thuy, and the awful Coxes – was going to be some compromised vision of what she’d wanted to look like. She’d wanted to look rested and joyful and lovely, but she wouldn’t.


Oh, God…


When Holly remembered the Coxes she also remembered, with the sharpness of a poke of a pencil in the side, that she had to assemble the ingredients for the vegan dish Mindy Cox had suggested Holly make for her horrible son.


Bulgur and sweet potato pilaf.


Jesus.


As if Christmas dinner weren’t already hard enough to assemble. Whatever happened to polite people not discussing religion, politics, or money with people outside their own families, and everyone eating, and being grateful for, whatever they were served at a dinner party?


Or, if they couldn’t manage that, staying home?


Why must everyone be informed of the tastes and requirements and politics of everyone else’s diets? Their lactose intolerances. Their tree nut allergies. Their aversion to farm-raised salmon, red meat, gluten. Nearly every night of her entire childhood life Holly had carefully eaten around the things on her plate that horrified her. The soft-boiled carrots. The stringy, deep maroon Mystery Meat. She would dig to the bottom of her salad to find the iceberg lettuce that had remained untouched by the French dressing without ever considering asking her sister to please not drench her salad in French dressing.


She’d even deluded her poor mother into believing that she, her youngest daughter, ‘ate like a bird’, when, in truth, Holly, as a child, had been ravenous, nauseated, polite. And thank God she had been, since how many meals did she ever really even get to eat that had been prepared by her mother before her mother died? And how hard must it have been for that poor woman simply to prepare a meal? What if Holly had decided to announce one night that she would only eat eggs laid by cage-free chickens, or that she was philosophically opposed to Cheez Whiz?


And after Holly’s mother could no longer stand in the kitchen long enough to heat up a pot of Campbell’s soup, the job of feeding the family had gone to Janet and Melissa – both of them teenagers, clueless, desperate, grief-stricken, and, Holly supposed, resentful, although she could not remember a single word or event that might have indicated that. Somehow they’d managed to keep the family running on Swanson’s lasagna, frozen meatballs, and pizzas – and it would never have occurred to anyone to announce that he or she did not eat processed foods.


The shower water continued to run in a burning rivulet down Holly’s spine, and she felt as if that heat, that water, might unzip her. She imagined it doing so, the flesh opening at her spine, and how it would feel, then, to step out of her body.


Who would she be then? Where would she go? She recalled the sense she’d had, looking down at her dead mother’s blank face, that one might actually do that. Escape her body. That the body was a kind of cage. That the self, the soul, was cage-free. That being cage-free was the goal, attained by death.


Ha! That had been before she and Eric had themselves owned cage-free chickens! Free-range life hadn’t worked out so well for their chickens, had it? Some bloody feathers and screeching. They’d called those hens, until the bloody feathers and gang violence, by endearing names. Petunia. Patrice. Sally. But they were not tame, sweet, happy birds. They should have been kept under lock and key.


Holly closed her eyes as the water fell on her face. God, how she would have loved to stuff the plug into the drain and just let the tub fill with scalding water, lie back in it, close her eyes. Why was she so tired? She’d woken up less than an hour earlier, later than she’d slept in years.




* * *





Was it the eggnog and rum?


But how cozy that had been, cuddled up on the couch with Eric in the living room, lit up only by the lights of the Christmas tree. Tatiana had gone to bed already, and there was the hush of the house and the snowfall outside and all their memories of that first Christmas – Siberia, Baby Tatty, the ratty blanket, and that baby’s enormous eyes. She’d already had lustrous dark hair, but she was not the Jet-Black Rapunzel yet. The nurses weren’t calling Tatiana that until Eric and Holly returned, fourteen weeks later, to legally and completely claim her:


How shocked they’d been to find how much their child had changed in those weeks – her hair grown down around her shoulders, and her face narrower, her eyes no longer shockingly large, more in proportion to her changed face.


Was it possible, they’d asked themselves, that Tatiana was even more beautiful fourteen weeks later than she’d been during their first visit?


Of course.


And she’d grown even more beautiful every month since!


Eric had gotten up from the couch and fixed them another rum and eggnog. He brought it back, and they talked some more about that Christmas and their first glimpse of Tatiana. It was what they’d reminisced about every Christmas since then. Their daughter. About how nervous they’d been. About the garlic necklaces. About the vicious dog that had chased them down the street the first time they’d left the hostel to go to the Pokrovka Orphanage #2, and how they’d arrived sweating in their down coats and must have looked to the nurses like crazy people.


Until after midnight, Holly and Eric had sat with their drinks in the light of the Christmas tree, long after Tatiana had gone to her room to sleep. So many years having passed in what had seemed like an instant, they laughed again about how no one had seemed to know where, or if, the Pokrovka Orphanage #1 existed, and how distinctly Russian that seemed. How everything in the country was referred to by its number, but the number seemed never to correspond to any order or sequence. If there was a bus #37, it was sure to arrive at bus stop #4 long before bus #1. What they hadn’t talked about was that they’d forgotten, then, that it was even Christmas that day. They’d arrived at the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 on December 25 to see the baby who would be theirs, and they’d failed to bring a single gift.


No gifts! Not for their child, and not for her caretakers, and although the day was not their Russian Orthodox Christmas, those nurses must have been only too aware of the tradition of gifts on December 25 after so many hundreds of other American families had passed through the orphanage at the end of December bearing them.


And the other American couple who were staying at the hostel had brought Christmas gifts! They hadn’t forgotten, arriving at the orphanage with the kinds of things that young Siberian women could never be able to buy for themselves – perfume, complexion soap, leather gloves. And for the child they wanted to adopt, those parents had brought bibs and booties and a hand-knitted sweater.


‘Oh, my God,’ Holly had said, fingering the delicate, tiny sweater the woman from Nebraska had brought with her – into the sleeves of which she was just then stuffing the rosy, pudgy arms of the son she desperately wanted. What was that sweater knitted from? Angora? Cashmere? Mohair? Holly knew nothing about yarn, about knitting, about what kind of animals offered up such a softness. Were they baby camels, some sort of special llama? Were the animals sheared, or skinned? And how was it that this yarn was like dental floss, unbreakable, while also seeming to be made of cloud?


‘This is exquisite,’ Holly had said, fingering that sweater, and she’d meant it. ‘What in the world is it made of?’


But the Nebraskan woman had never really told her. Instead, she’d said, as if Holly herself must be a knitter and would know what this meant, ‘Little billions.’


Little billions?


Was that some kind of knitting strategy, or a brand, or a pattern?


‘Well, it’s incredible,’ Holly said, neither wanting to reveal that she did not know what ‘little billions’ were, or to hear a long explanation of what they might be.


‘Thank you,’ the Nebraskan had said, then pulled her ruddy Russian baby away from Holly and turned her back. Over the woman’s shoulder, that little boy looked teary-eyed with joy, as if he’d finally found the great love of his life, and the sweater he’d been born to wear, and the mother in whose arms he’d been born to be held. The woman from Nebraska was sexless and ageless and humorless, Holly thought – but she had a passionate soul, which Holly saw fully, shining brightly, the next morning when the woman and her small, quiet husband got the news that the boy in the sweater had been given, the night before, to the sister of the biological father. Apparently that had been the plan all along, but the sister had procrastinated on the paperwork until she was told that an American couple was there, ready to take the baby home with them.


It was the Nebraskans’ second trip to Siberia (as required by Russian law) in their quest to take possession of this boy. Until this, they’d never heard a word about a sister, and this was the very day they thought they would fly home with him, bringing him to the nursery it took Holly almost no imagination to picture: filled with stuffed animals, decorated with stenciled airplanes, a crib made up with pale blue sheets.


Instead, that morning, the Nebraskan woman went to the boy’s empty crib at the Pokrovka Orphanage #2, took the mattress out of it, held it in her arms (nothing but a plastic-covered mattress, not even a sheet left on it), and walked straight out the door of the orphanage into the snow, without stopping for her coat. As far as Eric and Holly knew, she had never come back.


Though of course, she had to have come back. Her husband had stayed behind, standing speechless at a window for a long time before he turned on the nurses, demanding answers:


‘Where is our boy? Who is this “sister”?!’


But the nurses would tell him nothing. The nurses in the Pokrovka Orphanage #2 had, it seemed, taken vows of silence. You could not have tortured information out of them about anything – not the other adoptive parents, not the other babies, not the biological parents of the babies, not what was behind ‘that door’ – the one that was always kept closed (and which Holly would regret opening, later) – or what would happen to all the babies who were not adopted:


Nothing.


It was all a secret. The entire country was a secret, and Siberia was the vast white secret at the center of it. At the Pokrovka Orphanage #2, all Eric and Holly could be sure of was what they could see before them, that which they could weigh in their arms, that which they could explore with their senses. Otherwise, there was only an inscrutable expanse beyond the rattling institutional windows and the paperwork – the reams and reams of paperwork, which, despite its meticulous detail, revealed nothing about anything at all.


Later, when Holly thought of that woman from Nebraska (although she tried not to), she imagined her still walking. That woman could have made a circuit of Asia several times by now, cradling that mattress in her arms.


And what of the Russian aunt, cradling the boy in his soft and delicate sweater? Where were they now, these many years later? Holly imagined a boy standing at the center of a long line. He would have a thin mustache, acne, maybe a facial twitch. And the sweater that his Nebraskan mother had knitted for him would either have unraveled long ago or been sold. Holly tried not to think of him, either, because when she did she could not help but think of Tatiana in that line behind him – her hair cropped short, and her shoes comfortable, practical, caked with mud.


‘Tragic,’ Eric had called it.


‘Well, they could have adopted another baby,’ Holly pointed out. ‘There were a billion of them.’


‘Well, they wanted that baby,’ Eric had said, angrily. ‘Just like we wanted Tatiana. They’d already bonded. They’d imagined a whole life with him.’


‘It was time to start imagining again, I guess,’ Holly had said, feeling that she would somehow be betraying her own good luck, the fate that had brought Tatiana so effortlessly into her arms, if she admitted that what had happened to the Nebraskans could have happened to anyone. Eric had simply looked at her with what she felt was disapproval, and they never spoke of the Nebraskans again after that.




* * *





Holly stepped out of the shower. The drain made the heaving sucking sounds it always made as it emptied the tub. She stepped onto the lilac rug, wrapped herself in her towel, stepped over to the bathroom window, and looked out.


Snowy day. A surprisingly white one. Usually in this part of the state, with the wind blowing off Lake Erie and then over the decaying auto factories before it fell into their yard, the snow was gray, nothing like the Bing Crosby snowfalls of her youth. Usually that gray snow didn’t shine in the branches, but, instead, just fuzzed up the landscape, which was mostly flatness and emptiness at this time of year, although some dead leaves still held on to the tree branches and here and there a stubborn evergreen would point its arrow at the gray sky.


But this was a lot of snow. And it was Christmas-white. This could almost be called a blizzard, Holly supposed, and she thought of Eric on the road home with his parents. She pictured his windshield and the wipers barely keeping up with the white piling up on him. It made for a prettied-up landscape, but the driving would be treacherous.


Again, she thought of her dream, and waking from it, and the need to write something, to make or create or weave something from the materials of her psyche.


But what was the hurry?


Jesus, she’d had plenty of time to write in the last twenty years, and she hadn’t written then. She’d had one whole summer off – the summer before they’d adopted Tatty, and what had she done with all that time? Instead of writing she’d rented herself a booth in a local antiques mall and filled it with junk she bought at garage sales, which no one but she herself would ever want. She’d completely wasted the months of June, July, and August – the months for which she’d been awarded a nice little grant from the Virginia Woolf Foundation for a manuscript of fifteen poems she’d submitted to them along with a page detailing how she’d use the money to ‘take time off from my job to finish my first poetry collection, the title of which will be Ghost Country, from the title poem of the collection – an ode to my lost ovaries’.


She’d written not a single line of poetry. Instead, there was not a mote of dust on a single item in Holly’s booth at the antiques mall that summer. She put a thousand miles on the car driving from one estate sale to the next, thrilling herself with surprises:


A ceramic doll she found at a multifamily sale at a trailer park, with ruby flecks for eyes. A last rites box, with a half-empty bottle of holy water tucked into it from an estate sale across the street from a Catholic church. She bought doilies and doorknobs and tiny primitive paintings in tarnished silver frames. But the only thing she sold that summer was the one thing she hadn’t wanted to sell – a wreath woven by some bereaved Victorian mother out of her little boy’s flaxen hair.


The wreath was glued to a portrait of the boy, who looked like an ugly girl in his lacy dress. Under his chin, in a woman’s ink-blotched script, was written Our Beloved Boy Charles.


Holly had been stunned one day to come into the antiques mall and find that wreath gone. She’d asked the owner of the antiques booth (Frank, of the handlebar mustache, who worked the register there ten hours a day, six days a week) who’d purchased it, but Frank couldn’t remember his customers, ever. And the buyer hadn’t written a check or used a credit card, apparently. There was nothing left but the price tag, which Holly had written out herself, plucked from it, and placed in the cash register to prove the mourning wreath had been bought, not stolen. The $325 had been credited to the rent Holly paid to Frank for the booth.


It was during the period of this grant that Holly realized that it wasn’t time she’d needed in order to write the poems that would finish the collection. What she needed, she decided, was a child. She emptied the antiques booth and began to order books off Amazon about overseas adoption.




* * *





The steam from inside the bathroom was sucked out into the hallway when Holly opened the door. Once it had escaped, it disappeared so quickly it was as if it had a will of its own, as if it had been a caged animal waiting for this opportunity to escape.
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‘Spine-tingling... intrigues until the very last page”
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