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For Esmée













Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


—from “The Stolen Child” by W. B. Yeats













Guatemala City, 2007


I stand in the shadowed doorway, staring at the heavy wooden door. I feel the sweat trickling down my neck. The air is hot and fragrant, the smells unfamiliar. Strong. I think the sweetness comes from the jacaranda, those trees that stand sentry along this street, an explosion of violet petals. The pavement is littered with their castoffs, like purple confetti after a parade. The impossible beauty of all that color, the cloying sweetness, brings tears to my eyes. But there is another scent, lingering beneath. Tainting it. It smells like something burned. Like something spoiled.


The phone call came this morning, to the hotel, where we have been staying. Waiting. I have learned such tremendous patience in the last five years, though sometimes I worry the line between patience and foolishness is a thin one. I have been made a fool before. Believed promises. Paid dearly for my optimism and blind faith. And yet, trust is like an affliction. Hope overriding all sensibility. This has become my religion: my faith, like all other faiths, driven by the most simple and primitive, selfish want. Accompanied by a willful and necessary blindness.


Our lawyer said to come right away. She didn’t explain. I assume this means the adoption paperwork has come through, that everything has been finalized. That we are finally being offered passage from the purgatory of that hotel room with its rocking ceiling fan and stiff sheets, with the garbage smell that rises from the Dumpsters two stories below and the thin walls like placental membranes separating us from the other couple, who is also waiting. We see them in the dim hallway, at breakfast in the



little café next to the hotel. They are from the Midwest, both of them tall and big and loud. We nod our unspoken acknowledgment to these, our fellow congregants, but we do not speak. And then, this morning, through these thin walls, we heard the sounds of their departure. The man’s husky voice, the woman’s exasperated huffs. And then the sound of a baby crying. Lying in that narrow bed, both of us were wide awake. Listening.


When the phone rang, I almost knocked it on the floor reaching for it. My heart fluttering like a bird inside my chest.


“You must come right away,” she said.


And now, here we stand at that doorway again. I have been here so many times now, it is as familiar as our own heavy door with its leadedglass window back in Brooklyn. I have studied the intricacies of it, the ornate carvings, the brass knocker shaped like a boar’s head. I know the hollow announcement the brass makes when it knocks against the wood.


“Wait,” you say.


And I can’t believe that you are asking me to wait even another moment. I stare at you in disbelief. But you just reach out and pluck one of those purple tissue paper petals from my hair. Smile. “Okay,” you say. “Go ahead.”




Lake Gormlaith, Vermont, June 2015


The girls.


I see the girls first, before the camp, before the lake even. As we drive the last stretch of the winding dirt road, through the dappled light, I can see them on the wide expanse of grass in front of Effie and Devin’s cabin. They are shadows at first, just silhouettes. Paper cutouts. But as we approach, they quickly come into focus. Sharpening.


They are both barefoot and beautiful. Plum, who is ten now, sits on the ground plucking dandelions, her long brown fingers nimbly weaving them into a chain. This is ten, I think: grass stains, nails bitten to the quick, scabby knees. Zu-Zu, who is thirteen, a dancer, pirouettes effortlessly across the grass. I am stunned, she is stunning: long legs, long neck, graceful hands. This is thirteen, I think: precipice, flight.


I turn to Jake, to see if he sees. I am so desperate for a moment of connection, to share a single glance imbued with something. Remorse? Regret? Sometimes it feels that he is so willful in his refusal to relinquish anything to me, even this: a single, goddamned moment of recognition. Even now. I just want him, for once, to feel what I feel. Instead, he stares straight ahead, navigates this last turn with his hands gripping the wheel, his eyes trained on the road. I don’t know why I persist. I don’t know how this could fix anything. I am alone now in this endless longing, the sole proprietor of this relentless ache. Maybe I always have been.




We used to make the six-hour drive from Brooklyn to visit Effie and Devin in Vermont three or four times a year. Once a season, sometimes more. It used to be our escape from the city, from our hectic lives. But over the years, it’s become an odd sort of self-torture. A masochistic game for which there are no rules. And so, over time, the frequency of these visits has decreased. It has been almost a year now since our last visit. I blame our busy schedules, our ridiculous obligations. But the truth is that it simply hurts too much; their family, this perfect beautiful family, feels like a cruel reminder of everything we’ve lost.


Crushed. This is what I feel as I watch the girls. A crippling heartache.


When they see us, they both stop what they are doing and come running. Jake slows to a stop in the driveway and rolls down his window, beaming at them. His face is like the sun, emerging from behind dark clouds. We have barely spoken since we left New York. But now his eyes are bright. I feel the flutter of something in my chest, but he still doesn’t look at me.


“Uncle Jake!” Plum says, leaning in through Jake’s open window for a hug, her feet lifting off the ground behind her. And then she is leaning across his lap and reaching for me in the passenger seat, placing the dandelion chain on my head. “Tessie!” she squeals. She is all bones and angles. She smells like grass.


Zu-Zu stands outside the car, long arms crossed against her body now, hands cupping her elbows. She is like a reed. Tall, willowy. Her hair is pulled back into a puff of a ponytail. The little glass earrings in her ears catch the light. She is three years older than Plum, but they share the same freckled toffee skin and startling green eyes, that magical, otherworldly beauty that only mixed children seem to have. Zu-Zu smiles as she waits for this ritual to end.


“Okay, okay,” Jake says. “Let me out!” And Plum, like a wriggly toddler, rights herself, scooting backwards so that Jake is able to open his door.


“Did you bring my cheesecake?” Plum asks.




“Greedy, greedy little monster,” Effie says as she comes out the camp’s back door, wiping her hands on her apron, a bohemian housewife in her long chevron sundress. Her hair is still long and dark (as it always has been) except for one silvery strand that frames her face. She keeps it in a sloppy bun today, suspended with a single chopstick.


“Well, hello!” Devin says as he comes out of the woods. He is covered in sawdust and carrying a toolbox. He sets it down and opens his arms.


And we go through all the motions; this particular choreography is one we know by heart: Devin shaking Jake’s hand and then pulling him in for a hug, Jake leaning down to kiss the top of Effie’s head. The smell of pipe smoke and cedar in Devin’s soft T-shirt when he embraces me. The way the girls circle us, waiting for the gifts we always bring from New York, which Jake pulls from the trunk like a magician: Zu-Zu’s favorite salt bagels from Ess-a-Bagel, Junior’s Cheesecake in its striped box for Plum. The girls disappearing into the camp, clutching their respective treats, the screen door banging behind them. Devin and Jake following behind, Devin’s large dark hand spread across Jake’s back.


We are old, old friends.


It isn’t until Effie and I make our way to each other that I forget the next move. We have been friends since we were just little girls. She is like a sister. She will know. She navigates me the way a blind person navigates her own home. She knows my configurations. Even in the dark, she knows when something is askew.


I am askew.


But she also knows better than to say anything. She will wait for me. She doesn’t ask questions for which I have no answers. This is our way with each other. And today I am grateful.


“Thank you so much for offering to do this,” she says instead, adjusting the dandelion crown I have forgotten is on my head. She is talking about Zu-Zu. She’s been accepted into a prestigious summer ballet intensive in the city, and we are bringing her back with us when we leave on Sunday. Effie’s sister, Colette, who



recently retired from the same company, has promised that she will be taken care of. Watched over. She will even be teaching some of Zu-Zu’s classes. But I know this world feels far away to Effie, a part of someone else’s dream.


Effie said she couldn’t bear to go. That it would be easier to say good-bye to Zu-Zu here than it would be leaving her in New York. And because Effie is my best friend, and because she asks so very little of me, I didn’t hesitate before offering to come up and get her. To take her back down with us after a nice visit. To make sure she gets settled in. It’s just a weekend, I thought. I miss them. The girls.


Effie leans forward and touches her forehead to mine.


“I’m afraid to let her go,” she whispers.


And I feel my throat constricting. It makes me think of a snake, swallowing a live mouse. The way all the unsaid things gather and squirm there as I try to swallow them down.


“I know,” I say, nodding, eyes brimming with tears I’m not ready to spill.


Effie squeezes my hand. We are sisters, bound not by blood but by a thousand such unspoken things.


Devin and Jake grab our bags from the trunk and carry them down the narrow grassy path to the guest cottage in the woods behind the camp. I watch the leaves enclose them as they go. Jake is fairly tall, but Devin still dwarfs him. I listen to the receding sound of their voices, swallowed by the forest.


“Tessie,” Plum says, grabbing my hand. “Come see my room. I have a new turtle! And I built the Colosseum out of Legos!”


“A gift from my dad,” Effie says, laughing. “It took them almost a week to put it together. It took him, I mean . . .”


Effie’s father, like my own, is a history professor, the kind of grandfather who would spend a week putting together ruins made of Legos with his granddaughter.


Zu-Zu and Plum share the larger room upstairs. It has been partitioned since I last visited, divided by colorful scarves sewn



together and strung across the room on a makeshift pulley. Plum’s side is oddly tidy for a ten-year-old, with shelves housing her various Lego creations, including the impressive Colosseum, and a large terrarium where Harold, the turtle, idles.


I lean over and peer into the glass. He sits on a rock directly under the glow of a heat lamp. “Wow, that is one good-looking turtle,” I say.


“Shhh,” Plum says. “He’s sleeping.”


“Oh, so sorry,” I say, and tiptoe over to the divider, poking my head through to Zu-Zu’s side of the room.


Pale pink tights hang from the exposed rafters; a pile of dead pointe shoes sit like some odd monument in the corner. It is a chaos of clutter that is both child and teenager all at once: ratty stuffed animals and library books, a glossy poster of Misty Copeland in “Firebird,” and a mobile made from bottle caps hanging in the window. China teacups filled with jewelry, sticky tubes of lip gloss, and so many dirty clothes.


“Be careful,” Effie says. “Harold is probably not the only animal living up here.”


“Mom,” Zu-Zu says, and plops down on her bed, clutching the stuffed baby seal, Baby Z, I gave her when she was born. I bought him at the New England Aquarium when I still lived in Boston. He is threadbare now. Every bit of fur loved away.


I sit down next to her on the bed, and squeeze her and the seal together. Her hair smells like citrus.


“I don’t mind a little mess,” I say to her.


“Seriously,” Effie says to Zu-Zu. “Can I tell her about the you-know-what?”


Zu-Zu rolls her eyes.


“Tell me!” I say, eager for the scoop.


“So, yesterday, I come in here looking for my flip-flops and smell something funky. Rotten. So I search and search and search. Finally I realize the smell is coming from her backpack, which is shoved under her bed. And inside is her lunch box from the last day of school, which was three weeks ago, by the way. So I open it



up, and it’s grapes. And they’ve totally fermented, turned into some kind of hooch.”


I laugh. “That skill will come in handy in the dorms this summer.”


“And prison,” Zu-Zu says, smirking.


I love this girl.


“You can hold Harold if you want,” Plum says then, coming through the place where the divider parts and handing me her turtle. “He’s awake now.”


Downstairs I hear the door slam shut, Devin and Jake’s muffled voices below. We all sit down on Zu-Zu’s messy bed, and I want to curl up with all of them, even Harold, and never get up.


After lunch, the girls want to swim, and so we all walk down to the boat access area where there is a sort of grassy beach. The clouds have parted, and the sun is bright, sparkling in the water. Plum hoists an inner tube over one shoulder and Zu-Zu carries their towels, slung over her golden shoulders. Their feet are bare, the pink pads callused. Devin and Jake walk ahead with the girls, each drinking a beer, and Effie and I hang back.


“I’m so glad you’re here,” Effie says, leaning her head against my arm. “It’s been such a long time.”


I nod.


“You okay?” she asks, pulling away from me.


I nod again, but she frowns.


“We’ll talk tonight?” she asks, and reaches for my hand. And I think about how I used to be the one who fixed things. How I used to be the strong one. When did this happen to me? What have I become?


Effie spreads a soft blue blanket out on the grass, and she and I sit and watch the girls. When we were teenagers, we used to rub baby oil all over our bodies, squirt lemon juice concentrate in our hair, and lie in this exact spot, waiting for the sun. We used to swim the way the girls do now, fearlessly, out to the sandbar in the center of the lake where we stood and howled, and then leapt



into the murky depths. We used to live in the water. Fishes. Her grandma, Gussy, called us the Mermaids of Gormlaith. But I have no desire to go into the water now. I don’t remember the last time I even wore a bathing suit.


The sound of the girls’ voices, the joyful splashes, is the best music. I don’t even mind when they bicker and whine.


“Give me!” Plum hollers as Zu-Zu steals the tube away. “That’s mine.”


Devin and Jake have their suits on too and both of them ease into the water, tentatively at first, and then dive under. Jake emerges, shaking his hair like a wet dog, splattering Zu-Zu, who squeals. They dive and surface after long stretches under the water, surprising the girls. Each of the guys puts one of them on his shoulders for a chicken fight. Jake has Plum. She grips the side of his head, and he smiles and smiles. But he doesn’t look at me. Won’t. Can’t.


After the sun goes down, we eat outside at the picnic table, drink. Unlike at home, I am careful here, counting glasses. It is too easy lately to drink too much. To love the warm way it numbs. And I feel Jake watching me; he’s counting my drinks too.


The mosquitoes bite my ankles, and I let my skin prick and tingle and itch. I wait until I can barely stand it anymore before I scratch. I am sunburned from earlier, and relish in the tender pink sting of my shoulders.


“So tell us about this new writer Tess mentioned,” Devin says to Jake. “The kid.”


“Charlie.” Jake smiles. “He is definitely young. But he’s not like a lot of the other new kids coming up. You know, all style, no substance. More concerned with how many Instagram followers they have than with their writing. He’s kind of a throwback. He still writes on a typewriter, for Christ’s sake. He’s not on Facebook. He doesn’t have a Twitter account. It’s pretty incredible when you actually stop to think about it.” Jake plucks a raspberry from the bowl Effie has put in the center of the table for dessert and pops it in his mouth.




He’s talking about Charlie Hayden, a new client of his. Jake is a literary agent; he started his own boutique agency two years ago. We’d already mortgaged our house once for the adoption, so he had to borrow from his parents to get started. It was a gamble, one I was leery of, and the first year was a real struggle, but he slowly built a decent client list, hired a couple other young but well-regarded agents who brought their clients with them. And then a few months ago, he signed on this hotshot kid the National Book Foundation named one of the “5 under 35.” At twenty-five, Charlie’s the youngest of the bunch; he reminds me of an overgrown baby.


We had him over for dinner one night right after he signed with Jake. He talked about Mexico, where he backpacked for a year after he graduated Harvard. He bragged about the prostitutes he slept with, the drugs he took. He was pompous. A real ass. And then, he drank too much and got sick in our bathroom. But rather than calling him a cab, Jake ushered Charlie into the guest bedroom, brought him water, aspirin. Covered him with a blanket. In the morning, Charlie sat at our table drinking coffee and scarfing down the bacon and eggs Jake had made like nothing had happened. He sent us a thank-you note two days later on creamy stationery embossed with his monogram. I don’t care how good a writer he is; he’s a real douche bag.


Charlie’s first novel is going to go to auction on Monday, another reason why we need to get back to the city. Jake has been coddling him, as if he is an infant, or an orchid. He has held his hand from the messy first typed (yes, typed) draft to the finished copy, which went out on submission last week.


But as much as the kid irritates me, I must admit, I’ve read the book, and, if I were still in the industry, I would likely have jumped on it as well. I understand Jake’s enthusiasm; he and I have always been able to see promise. But something about the way Jake babies him sickens me. It’s as though Charlie is his son rather than his client, and a badly behaved son at that. And worst of all, he favors him over his other, better-mannered clients. At times, I wonder if



this is the kind of father he would have been. Coddling, permissive.


Jake and I met when I was still working at Norton. I actually acquired his very first client’s debut novel—a writer who has since gone on to write six more novels, two of which have been made into films. For a while, we were considered a sort of power couple in the publishing world, for whatever the hell that’s worth. But I left publishing eight years ago, after we came back from Central America. When words on the page became just that. Words. As hollow and inconsequential as dust. Empty promises made of ink, so pathetically reliant on the paper beneath them.


I make my living now as a freelance copy editor, which requires that I look at each sentence as a mechanical structure, a mathematical equation. I hardly read anything for pleasure anymore besides menus and the occasional manuscript Jake asks me to peruse. I see only artifice now, and none of the art.


I reach for my wineglass when Jake is looking away and swallow. The wine is crisp and cold. It tastes like a bite from a ripe peach.


“He’s brilliant, really,” Jake says, nodding, like he has something to prove.


“He’s kind of a douche,” I say.


Plum looks up. “What’s a doosh?”


“Excuse my French,” I say, reaching for her hand. Plum has separated the delicate fish bones from the meat and laid them across the tablecloth in one remarkable piece. Fragile, yet intact. The ghost of her dinner.


Jake sips from his glass, swishes the wine in his mouth before swallowing. I study the lines of his jaw, which is always set and hard lately, muscles working under the flesh. Unlike most men his age, he’s still got a full head of hair, which he wears long enough that it falls in his eyes. Now he pushes it back, and gestures to me with his chin before looking at Devin.


“What is it our folks used to say, Never trust anyone over thirty?” he says, talking about me as if I’m not sitting right there. “Tess doesn’t trust anyone under thirty.”




His words are sharp.


“He’s just so affected,” I say, though I’m not talking about Charlie anymore, and he knows it.


I look to Effie. I need an ally.


“Everything about him. Seriously, who types on a manual typewriter? And you can hear it in his writing. The affectation, I mean.” This is not true at all, but I am feeling willful. Contrary. Emboldened by that cold, crisp wine.


Jake takes a deep breath, as if to calm himself before speaking.


“Tess hates everything I love,” he says.


Effie shoots me a look across the table.


Jake stretches his neck. This is what he does to keep from lashing out.


“Hey, you guys still need to introduce me to Sam Mason,” he says. “I just finished Small Sorrows. I don’t know how I’d never read it before.”


Sam Mason is a writer, a National Book Award–winning writer who lives in California but owns a camp on Lake Gormlaith. Sam and his wife, Mena, are friends with Effie and Devin, but we’ve never met them. Every time we come, Jake brings it up. Angling. It embarrasses me.


“He just did a benefit reading at the library,” Effie says. “It was really fun.”


“How is the library?” I ask, grateful to change the subject.


“Broke, as always,” she says, smiling sadly. “The basement flooded this spring, so the children’s room had to move up to the annex. A total nightmare. It’s going to cost a fortune for the repairs. But we have a few generous donors, like Sam and Mena, who keep coming through just when we need them.”


Effie drives the bookmobile for the library. Devin teaches art at the college and is also a pretty successful artist himself. He makes assemblages, these gorgeous little shadow boxes. A little bit like Joseph Cornell. They met here, at the lake, where they were both spending the summer twenty years ago. They got married here as well, on the little island in the middle of the lake. Even



though I’ve been to dozens of weddings, theirs is one I will always remember. We all had to take a boat out to the island. It was a blue-sky, brilliant-sun kind of day. Rows of white chairs were lined up underneath a canopy of leaves. Effie wore a chain of daisies in her hair. I was her maid of honor. I loaned her my grandmother’s cameo (something old and something borrowed), and we painted our toenails blue. Zu-Zu was her something new, though nobody except for Devin and me knew it yet. She came six months later, followed by Plum. I drove up from New York both times, was with Effie and Devin when each of them was born. We promised each other as kids that we’d share this. Before we knew the world could be so inequitable, so unkind.


Yet every time I begin to feel that painful snag of envy, I need to remind myself that Effie has suffered too. That I hold no monopoly on sorrow. That she has earned this happiness. All of it.


“And Tess told me you’re showing at Gagosian this winter?” I say, turning to Devin. “That is amazing. You must be so thrilled.”


“It’s not a done deal yet. But we’re talking,” he says. “Tessie, are you cold?”


I didn’t realize I was shivering, my teeth chattering. It is alarming to me how lately I sometimes forget my body, about its needs. Its limits. This past winter I went out to the porch of our brownstone to get our mail and completely forgot that I wasn’t wearing any socks or slippers. I stared at my numb feet, bewildered, before I realized what I’d forgotten.


I allow the wine to warm me and refuse the sweater Devin offers. “I have one in the car. I’m fine.”


“The long-suffering Tess,” Jake mutters.


“What?” I hiss.


“Nothing,” he says, and reaches for the wine.


“I’m going to bed,” Zu-Zu says, yawning. She stands up and comes around the table to stand behind me. She leans over my shoulders and hugs me. Her arms are so long and thin. I circle her wrists with my fingers. They feel fragile.




“Stay up a little longer?” I say. “We need to talk about all the fun things we’ll do with you in New York this summer.”


She yawns again. “Tomorrow. I have ballet early in the morning.”


“On a weekday?” I ask.


“Every day,” she says, and kisses my cheek. Her lips are warm. I close my eyes.


“Come on, Plum,” she says, always the mother hen. And Plum kisses us all and then follows behind her sister, dragging her feet in the cold grass, dangling the transparent fish bones from her fingers before tossing them into the compost pile by the back door.


I watch them as they disappear into the camp. I lean back and study their silhouettes behind the curtains in the upstairs window. Jake and Devin laugh and chat. Effie reaches for my hand, and I reach for the wine, but it’s empty. I reach for the second bottle, and it’s empty too.


“I’ll get another bottle,” I say. “Anybody want to share with me?” I avoid Jake’s eyes.


“Why not,” Devin says.


Inside the camp, I search the refrigerator, the countertops. The cupboards. But the wine is gone. Upstairs I hear the girls’ feet padding across the floor, the sound of their bedsprings as they crawl into bed. The tinkling sound of their voices. And I feel myself unraveling.


I open the refrigerator door again as if I could have possibly missed a bottle of wine the first time. And then I lean out the back door and say, “Hey! We’re out. I’ll run down to Hudson’s.” Moths flutter around the porch light. A few fireflies spark in the hedges.


“You okay to drive?” Effie asks.


“I’m fine. I’ve just had a couple of glasses.”


This is not true. I am fairly sure I drank the last bottle almost entirely by myself. But the store is just five or six miles away. Six deserted, dirt-road miles away. And we need more wine. If I stay here, I may keep unraveling, a loose thread pulled from a sweater. The wine is the knot that will anchor me in place.




I grab Jake’s keys from the pocket of his coat, feeling the same sinking quicksand feeling I got when I reached into his pocket three weeks ago. And so this time I ignore what I find inside. It is better not to read the string of texts on his phone. To try and decipher the cryptic narrative played out in gray and blue, to translate the emoticons and decode the messages tapped and then trapped inside their respective bubbles.




Meet me at Palo Santo at 6?


I only have an hour.


I’ll take it. XOXO


Let’s skip dinner.


Go straight for dessert? ;)





Standing in the narrow foyer of our brownstone, I’d scrolled backwards. Through weeks. Months. The conversation in reverse. The affair unfolding, Jake’s lies unfolding. A delicate origami bird suddenly disassembled, exposed to be nothing more than a blank piece of paper. A fabrication.


And so tonight, I simply take the keys. Do not touch the phone he has, once again, left thoughtlessly behind for me to find. It is better not to see the name in white hovering over the conversation like a ghost: Jess. It is best not to call the number and hear the soft voice at the other end of the line.


I have known about her for three weeks, but I haven’t said a word. For three weeks I have carried this secret, Jake’s secret, around like a rock in my pocket, weighing me down. I imagine if I were to walk into the lake, I would sink. Powerless to the pull of gravity. Of this, and all the other impossibly heavy stones.


I sit in the car and turn the heater on high. The warm air blasts cold at first and then hot through the vents, and I feel the chill begin to thaw. I will go buy the wine. The guys will go to bed, and Effie and I will stay up talking. And I will reach into that secret pocket, hold out my palm, show her this sharp stone.




The dirt parking lot of Hudson’s is illuminated by the neon beer signs. It is late now, nearing midnight, and the lot is empty save for a rusted-out Buick and a big white pickup truck with Massachusetts plates parked at the gas pumps. The bed of the truck is loaded down with piles of lawn bags, landscaping equipment. The passenger window of the truck is cracked open, and a block-headed black dog with crudely cropped ears presses its nose against the glass. I can hear it growling at me, and I quicken my steps to the entrance of the store.


The electronic bell announces me as I enter. Inside the shop, the fluorescent lights are bright and buzzing. It makes me squint my eyes. I wander the aisles, scan the dusty shelves, until I find the same wine we were drinking with dinner. The one that reminds me of late-summer peaches. I grab a bottle, just one, and go to the counter.


The man in front of me is buying a twelve-pack. He is wearing stained white coveralls and has greasy hair to his shoulders, a pair of paint-splattered sunglasses on top of his head. He smells of gasoline. He pays for his beer and asks the kid to put forty dollars on pump 2 before heading outside.


I set the wine bottle down, pluck a handful of miniature Reese’s Cups from a plastic bucket on the counter, five cents each, and set them down next to the wine. I’ll leave them on the girls’ pillows while they sleep. When they were little I used to leave them gumdrops, and they were convinced there was a fairy named Star who came whenever I visited.




“That all for you?” the kid behind the counter asks. He’s a teenager. His face is littered with whiteheads, his eyes shifty.


“Yeah,” I say, fishing through my purse for my wallet. I swipe my debit card. “Thanks.”


Outside, the guy in the coveralls is pumping gas into the white truck. He watches me as I go to my car; I can feel his eyes on my back. And the dog growls again, its throaty threat growing ominously. When the growls turn into manic barking, I rush to my car and slam the door shut, feel my heart pounding in my throat.


It isn’t until I put the key in the ignition that I realize I probably should not be driving. This happens at home sometimes too. I’ll have a few glasses of wine with dinner, and not feel anything until I lie down in bed and begin to spin. It’s just six miles back to camp though, ten minutes on the road, I think, and turn the key.


There are no streetlights out here, but the moon is bright. I drive slowly, carefully, back to Effie and Devin’s, the bottle of wine nestled in a brown paper bag in the seat I usually occupy. I can’t get any radio stations here, so I turn the radio off and focus on the winding dirt road ahead of me. It’s just a few miles.


When we were teenagers, I would come to stay with Effie’s family at the camp, and we’d escape the adults by taking long walks or riding our bikes around the lake. We must have walked a thousand miles around and around the lake, up and down this road that leads away from the water and into town. I know its every turn. It is as familiar to me as the curve of Jake’s spine, that geography I study each night when he turns away from me. That trench that begins between his shoulders and travels the length of him.


I know where the road bends, this place where it turns away from the lake, where the trees become as thick as a fairy tale’s, as dark and terrifying as those in a dream. Strangely, I take comfort in this familiarity, in the way my whole body remembers this place.




And so I am startled when I hit a pothole and the car dips. I feel almost betrayed. By the road. By my own memory. The bottle of wine rolls off the passenger seat and onto the floor. I hear the glass crack, smell the tangy scent of it as it begins to spill. Shit. I slow the car and reach over, bending down to pick it up, or at least right it, with only my left hand on the wheel. But the bottle has broken. It’s too late. And when I sit up again, there is something in my headlights.


I slam my foot on the brakes, the car squealing to a stop, dust from the road rising up in the headlights like smoke. The seat belt presses against my shoulder like someone telling me to stay back. My heart pounds in my throat and in my hands, which clutch the steering wheel.


In the middle of the road, just a few feet in front of me, is a child.


A little girl.


The headlights bathe her in a pool of light. She is ghostly, pale. Naked from the waist up, wearing a tattered tutu and plastic rain boots, red with black spots like a ladybug. She is maybe four years old. Her belly is round. She has curly brown hair. Wild eyes.


Catching my breath, I pull the car to the side of the road, turn it off but leave the headlights on and slowly open the door. The car ding, ding, dings to remind me that the lights are on. She looks startled by the noise and squints in the bright light, so I reach in and turn them off, leaving the door open so at least I have the dome light to see by.


She doesn’t move.


Slowly, carefully, I walk toward her.


I can see now that she is bleeding, and I wonder if, somehow, I actually hit her. If I am responsible for the blood that is on her hands, dripping down her pale legs. But I know that is not possible. That the car stopped beforehand. That there was no collision. No impact.


“It’s okay,” I say as I move toward her as I would a wounded animal.




Her eyes dart from me to the woods and back.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” I say.


I walk closer then and squat down so that I am at her level. I reach my hand out to her, tentatively, but still she shrinks back. Afraid.


“My name is Tess,” I say. “What’s your name, sweetie?”


The cut is on her right hand. It looks new, deep. The blood on her legs is wet. I can see the blue rivers of her veins, which travel across the small expanse of her bare chest. It makes her seem even more vulnerable. Her skin is paper-thin. I feel my throat growing thick. The sensation is familiar. Ancient.


Her eyebrows furrow as she scowls. She doesn’t trust me.


There is an orange plastic bunny barrette in her hair. It’s come unfastened, and it holds precariously on to a curl. I resist the urge to snap it closed. I’m afraid to touch her.


“Are you cold?” I ask as softly as I can, but my voice sounds strange. Too loud. Too demanding. “I have a sweater,” I say. “In my car. I’ll get it for you. Stay here.”


I stand up again and walk slowly, my knees shaking, backwards toward the car. I fumble with the keys in my hands, trying to find the button to pop the trunk, where I remember putting my soft gray sweater. But instead of hitting the trunk release, I accidentally hit the panic button and the sound pierces the air like a scream. I scramble to find the button to shut it off, to make the blaring sound stop. The car lights flash off and on.


And she runs.


She scurries down the small embankment at the edge of the road and back up the other side, slipping into the woods. There is no light. I can’t see where she has gone. I look around, as though the answer is in the trees. But I am alone here.


Something surges in me, something primitive and insistent, and I follow her. I scramble down the embankment, feel the cold shock of water soaking through my sneakers, my socks, and then I am standing at the edge of the woods, which I know are thick and deep. It is impossibly dark. I listen for clues as to which direction



she’s gone, but there are too many sounds—the keening of frogs, the drone of crickets, the crush and crumble of twigs. I run, but I am aimless. What am I chasing? Which way do I go?


“Wait!” I holler. “Please!” I say, but my voice is swallowed by the night.


I feel the branches scratching every bit of exposed flesh on my body. I stop when a sharp branch stabs me in my ribs. I wince. I run deeper into the woods, but it is useless. I am dizzy with the scent of pine.


I stop and stand in the cold darkness, disoriented. The moon cannot reach me here. I turn in circles, looking for something. Some flash of her pale skin. Anything. But she is gone.


My shoulders feel hot, liquid adrenaline pooling in them in this odd aftermath. I am breathless, my heart pounding and my chest heaving. I turn toward the light of my car, which shines weakly through the trees behind me. I stumble through the brush back to the road. I leave the woods, leap across the trickling stream to the road. I go to my car, sit in the driver’s seat, and reach for my phone.


Suddenly behind me, there are headlights. I get out of the car again, clutching the phone, and shield my eyes from the bright lights as the car comes toward me. I wave my hands, trying to flag it down, but it simply speeds past. And then I see; it’s the white landscaping truck from Hudson’s. And it leaves a giant cloud of dust in its wake.


Asshole, I think. Masshole, I correct myself, watching the Massachusetts plates disappear into the darkness.


My fingers are cold, fumbling, but I am somehow able to conjure the illuminated keypad, press 911. I tap Send. But there is nothing. No signal. Still, I hold the useless phone to my ear. Try to think about how I will explain what I just saw to the operator.


And then I remember. I’ve been drinking. I am sitting here in a car, with a broken bottle of wine; the carpet drenched. The car reeks, tangy and alcoholic. What would a cop say? Could I get arrested?




My entire body is trembling now; I can barely get the keys in the ignition. I try to break down what needs to be done into manageable steps. Increments. Start the car. Drive back to Effie and Devin’s. Use the landline. Call the police. Tell them what I saw. I catalog the details, recite them like a prayer. Pink tutu, ladybug rain boots. I’ve been drinking.


Then, as I start to pull away, I realize I need to be able to find this spot again. There is nothing but my own memory of this road to rely on. I need to be able to recall where I am, where I found her, where I lost her.


I search the car frantically for something, anything, I can leave behind. Something more substantial than the scraps of paper in my purse. Something that won’t just blow away. But there is nothing but the broken bottle of wine. Jake and Devin unloaded everything we had out of the car after we arrived.


This time I am able to find the button to pop the trunk without setting off any alarms, and I get out of the car and open the trunk. I find the sweater I’d wanted to give her. I pull it out and set it at the edge of the road. A marker. An offering.


And then I get in the car again, turn the key, and drive.




“Where the hell have you been?” Jake says, meeting me in the back doorway. His eyes are wide. He grabs me by the elbow, too hard. “I was just about to go after you.”


Before we go into the warm, bright kitchen, he leans close to me, still clutching my elbow.


“Did you get pulled over?” he hisses quietly. This is the way we speak to each other lately. In hushed whispers we don’t want anyone else to hear. His tone is almost always accusatory, as though I am the one at fault. If it weren’t so sad, it would be laughable.


“No,” I say. I shake my elbow loose from his grip and go into the house.


Effie and Devin are in the kitchen. There is a teakettle on the stove, flames beneath it. Devin is washing our dinner dishes at the sink. Effie smiles when I come in, but her smile disappears when she realizes I’m frantic.


“We need to call the police. There’s a girl,” I start. “In the road. I found a little girl.”


A collective look of horror passes across their faces.


“Oh no,” Effie starts, her hand fluttering around near her throat. “Were you in an . . . accident?”


I shake my head. “No, no, she was just standing there.”


“What do you mean?” Devin asks.


“I looked down for one second, and when I looked up again, she was in the middle of the road. Like a deer or something.”


“Where is she now?”


I shake my head.




“You left her there?” Jake says.


I shake my head again, feel tears filling my eyes at the realization of what has just happened. What I saw. “She ran into the woods, and I followed her. But it’s so dark out.” The last three words are just a hush: “I lost her.”


“How old do you think she was?” Devin asks, drying his hands on a dishtowel, and reaching for the telephone on the wall.


“I don’t know, maybe three? Four?”


“Jesus,” Effie gasps.


“She didn’t have a shirt on. She was just wearing a tutu, like for dress-up. And ladybug rain boots. But she’s hurt. A cut on her hand, I think. There was a lot of blood.” I can barely catch my breath. “Oh my God.”


Effie motions for me to sit down on the bench in the kitchen nook. I put my elbows on the cold Formica, rest my head in my hands.


“Do you want me to call?” Devin asks, motioning to the phone.


“No, no.” I shake my head, looking up at him. “It’s okay.”


Devin hands me the phone, and I dial 911.


“911. What is your emergency?”


The teakettle on the stove starts to rattle, steam, scream. Effie hurries up out of the nook and pulls it from the flame. Sorry, she mouths.


“There’s a girl in the woods between Gormlaith and Hudson’s. She’s hurt.” But all of the carefully rehearsed details have slipped away now. Words once again fail. “I just saw her . . . but she ran away.”


“Ma’am, you’re going to need to slow down,” the operator says.


As I try to explain what happened, to make sense of it to the dispatcher (to myself), Effie makes coffee with a French press. I study her as she pours the boiling water into the glass cylinder, as she presses the plunger and the water muddies and swirls. The intricacy, the complexity of this task seems somehow ludicrous now. Frivolous.




“Ma’am, where are you right now?” The dispatcher sounds irritated.


“At the lake,” I say. “Gormlaith. At my friends’ camp. I couldn’t get a signal on my phone.” I give her Effie and Devin’s address. There is no address for that dark bend in the road, the place where she disappeared.


“Okay, ma’am, I’m sending a deputy right out. Stay where you are, please.”


Devin brings a blanket and puts it over my shoulders. Effie pours us all cups of coffee, begins the process with the teakettle and French press again. And after all that effort, the coffee is bitter. Gritty with loose grounds and too strong. Still, I take a long swallow, feel as it burns my throat. Clears my head.


Jake has pulled on a long-sleeve shirt and put on pants. His cheeks are flushed with wine and sun. He looks boyish. Handsome.


“Should we drive down there?” he says to Devin.


Devin shakes his head. “Nobody should be driving anywhere.”


The coffee burns in my chest.


“Do you remember exactly where you saw her?” Devin asks me gently, putting his large hand on my shoulder. It makes me feel safe. Small.


“About halfway between here and Hudson’s,” I say. “Maybe two, two and a half miles away? You know where the road splits and then starts to curve away from the lake?”


“That’s not too far,” Devin says to Jake, grabbing a flannel shirt from the back of a chair by the stove. “We’ll walk. You guys stay here and wait for the cops.”


Effie nods and finally grabs a cup of coffee for herself.


“You need a jacket?” Devin asks Jake, and suddenly, I remember the sweater.


“Wait. I left a sweater on the side of the road,” I say. “To mark the spot.”


“Oh, good,” Devin says, smiling. “That was smart.”


“Do you have a flashlight?” Jake asks Effie.




Effie pulls open a drawer and grabs a flashlight, tries it. The beam seems weak. She shakes it, tries the switch again, and the light surges, blinds me. “Oh, sorry,” she says, and clicks it off.


“It’s going to be okay,” Devin says, squeezing my shoulder. “We’ll find her.”


Jake leads the way out the door without speaking to me. The screen door slams shut behind them, but I can hear the sound of their footsteps as they walk quickly down the road.


Plum and Zu-Zu come down the stairs then. I’d almost forgotten about them. They stand in the kitchen doorway, both of them rubbing sleep from their eyes. Zu-Zu yawns. She clutches the tattered seal under her arm, and she could be three again instead of thirteen.


“What happened?” asks Plum.


The officer takes nearly a half hour to arrive. When he pulls into the gravel driveway, Effie ushers the girls back upstairs to bed, and I go outside to greet him. Devin and Jake are still gone.


The night is dark. No flashing blue and red lights. No sirens.


He gets out of the car and slams his door shut, adjusting his holster on his hip as he walks toward me. He’s a beefy guy, short but thick with red, shiny cheeks and a blond, stubbly buzz cut. He’s young, maybe mid-twenties, but he moves slowly, like an arthritic old man. Like he’s got all the time in the world.


“You the one called in about a girl?” he asks.


I nod, standing in the doorway, shivering.


“I’m Sergeant Strickland,” he says. “Can we go inside?”


“Oh,” I say. “Of course. I’m sorry.”


Inside the bright warm kitchen, I motion for him to sit down, but he shakes his head and pulls a pad out of his back pocket.


I grab my coffee, which is cold now, and sit back down in the kitchen nook.


“At approximately what time did you spot her?” he says.


I try to recall the clock on the dash, but I can’t remember. “Maybe eleven forty-five, midnight?”




He glances down at his watch. “And it’s one A.M. now.”


“Yes. I called 911 as soon as I got here. I’ve been waiting for you.”


“Where were you going?” he asks. “When you saw her?”


“What?” I say, confused.


He is leaning against the counter. I watch a carpenter ant, fat and sluggish, crawl across the Formica. “Awfully late on a Thursday night for you to be out driving around. Where exactly were you going?”


“Oh,” I say. “I was at Hudson’s. Buying wine.” My throat thickens. Why did I tell him that?


“At midnight?” he says, one bushy eyebrow rising.


I shake my head. “We ran out,” I say.


“So you were drinking?”


“No,” I say, eyes burning. “I mean, yes, we had a glass of wine with dinner.”


“Awfully late to be eating supper,” he says.


I should have known to say supper. Dinner makes me sound like I’m not from around here.


“We were catching up. We’re visiting, my husband and I. From New York.”


I see something pass across his face, disgust, I think. He thinks I’m a summer person. A flatlander.


“I grew up here,” I say as if I have to defend my native status. As though this has anything to do with a half-naked child in the middle of the road in the middle of the night.


“So you were having supper, drinking wine, catching up,” he says, sneering, “and then you decided to get in your car and get more alcohol.”


I shake my head. But yes, what he’s said is exactly what happened.


“Can I tell you about the girl, please?” I say.


“I’m just trying to establish the events leading up to the sighting, ma’am,” he says, scratching his pen against his notepad. “Shit,” he mutters. “Out of ink. Would you happen to have a pen?”




I stand up and go to the bookcase where Effie keeps a coffee mug full of pens. I grab one and hand it to him.


I sit back down. The bench is cold and hard. I stare into the coffee mug.


“Okay, so you left Hudson’s and were on your way back here. What happened next?”


“I hit a pothole, or something, and . . .” I start to tell him about the wine bottle falling on the floor and then stop myself. “. . . I was distracted. When I looked up again, she was standing in the middle of the road.”


“Lots of deer up here,” he says. “Wild animals. Just last week, got a call in about a rabid raccoon.”


I shake my head. “It wasn’t a raccoon,” I say. “It was a girl.”


“How do you know?”


“How do I know what?”


“That it wasn’t an animal? No streetlights on the road there. Could have been your eyes playing a trick on you. How much exactly would you say you’d been drinking?”


I can’t believe where this is going. I want a different officer. I want to start over. My whole body feels flushed, feverish. I rub my shoulder, which is fiery now with the sunburn. I feel bruised.


“I know the difference between a girl and an animal,” I say, baffled. And I wish that Jake and Devin were still here. That Effie would come down from upstairs. “I stopped the car and got out. I talked to her.”


He scratches, scratches. Shakes the pen. “This one’s out too.”


I take a deep breath, get up, and grab another pen and hand it to him.


“Did you ask her what she was doing outside in the middle of the night? Did you ask her where her parents were, if they knew where she was? Probably just snuck out of the house to meet a boy.”


I feel like someone punched me in the throat. “What are you talking about?” I say. “She was a baby.”




“Wait,” he says. His smirk disappears. “How old was she exactly?”


“I told the 911 operator. She was maybe only three or four years old. She was wearing a pink tutu and rain boots. She had blood on her hands and her legs. She wasn’t wearing a shirt.”


He stands up straight, moves away from the counter. He has stopped scratching on the pad. He’s listening now.


“Before I could do anything, she ran away. She got scared,” I say. “Oh, wait, the alarm, I forgot. I accidentally hit the panic button, and it set off the car alarm. I think that’s why she ran.”


He looks at me and his face is serious now, angry even. “So she took off into the woods, a half-naked little girl who’s bleeding, and you decide the best thing to do is to leave the scene, after you’d been drinking, and drive home?”


“Yes,” I say, exasperated now. “I mean, no. I followed her. Into the woods. But it was so dark, I lost her.” Something catches in my chest. Fabric snagging on a barbed wire fence. I remember the twig poking me in the rib, consider lifting my shirt, looking for proof. Instead, my finger taps at the spot, feels the tender place.


He scratches his head, looks mystified. By my story. By me.


“Did you consider calling 911?”


I feel like screaming.


“I couldn’t get a signal on my phone,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I came back here to call for help.”


I am trying to stay calm, to be rational. Reasonable.


“Please,” I say. My ribs ache. “Can you please just send someone out there to look for her? She’s little and scared and hurt.”


Something softens in him. For just a moment. Maybe he has a little girl at home.


“Can you give me an idea of where exactly you think you saw her?”


“My husband and our friend went back, they’re there now.”


“They been drinking too?”


“They walked,” I say. Jesus Christ.


He goes outside, the screen door slamming behind him. I can



hear him on his radio, initiating a search of the area. Dispatching a team. And despite how rattled I am, I feel grateful he’s finally doing something.


Effie comes downstairs without the girls.


“You okay?” she asks.


I shake my head. I feel like a child, like I’ve been scolded.


The door opens again, and he peeks his head into the kitchen. “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to come with me.”


Effie and I go outside. The air is so cold now; it’s dropped at least ten degrees. I think about the little girl out there by herself, and my chest aches.


The officer gets into the driver’s side of the cruiser, slams his door shut, and turns his lights on. They paint the dark night red and blue.


Effie hugs me. I start to open the passenger door, and the officer rolls down the window. “In the back. Pretend it’s one of your New York taxi cabs.”


I obey, but I can’t get myself buckled in with the elaborate seat belts, and so he has to come around and latch me in. The seats are hard, plastic. As he leans over me and locks the belt into place I feel like a child. “You don’t have any weapons on you, ma’am?” he asks then, and I feel like a criminal.


“It’ll be okay,” Effie says, but her voice is unconvincing. “They’ll find her.”


I nod and nod, trying to convince myself, and her both.


Effie reaches through the window and squeezes my hand, but he rolls up the window and she has to pull her hand away. I turn to look at him but see only the pixelated blur created by the wire mesh between us.




By the time we get back to the spot in the road, that dark bend where the trees swoon, making a cavern of leaves, the other officers have started to arrive. I can’t help but wonder why it took Sergeant Strickland so long to get to Effie’s, when these guys seemed to materialize out of thin air.


I see Jake speaking to one of them at the edge of the road. Devin is talking to another. Within only minutes, there are police dogs straining at their leashes and the crush of boots on damp leaves. The darkness is filled with red and blue lights, the bright beams of flashlights cutting through the darkness. And then a helicopter buzzes overhead. As I get out of the cruiser, I feel like I’ve stepped onto the set of a movie.


It is only June and so cold; I tremble thinking of her out there by herself.


The dogs bark, and their voices echo. When Effie and I were kids, we loved to holler our names out toward the water, listen as they bounced back to us. A magical call and response. I have watched Plum and Zu-Zu do the same.


Strickland goes over to another officer, who is standing outside his cruiser. The other cop towers over him. He could be a former Marine; he has that ex-military air about him. Strickland looks back at me and motions for me to come over.


“Ms. Waters, this is Lieutenant Andrews. He’s the officer who’ll be in command of the search.”


“This the RP?” the lieutenant asks Strickland.


“RP?” I say.




“Reporting party,” he says. “You the one who called it in?”


“Yes.” I nod. Finally, someone in charge around here. Someone taking this seriously.


“Problem is, ma’am,” he says, and clucks his tongue, “we haven’t gotten any calls in about a little girl.”


I shake my head. I don’t understand. I called in about a little girl. I called. “What do you mean?” I ask.


“You say you saw a girl out here, but nobody’s called in to report a missing kid.”


“Maybe they don’t know,” I say. “Her parents. Maybe they don’t realize yet.”


I think about all those stories of girls who go missing from their beds, stolen away in the middle of the night while their parents are sleeping. Oblivious until morning when they go to their child’s empty room.


I am shaking now from the cold. My whole body is trembling, my teeth are chattering. Bone hitting bone.


“Can’t you put out some sort of Amber Alert or something?” I say.


“Not without a missing persons report,” the lieutenant says.


I am so confused.


“Wait. So I found a girl. But she’s not lost, because no one has called in to say they lost her?” I look at him in disbelief. “She’s four years old. She’s bleeding. Somebody has to find her.” I spin on my heel to look for someone, anyone to back me up here. I feel crazy.


The helicopter is so loud overhead now, I can barely hear the lieutenant when he speaks again. The carnival lights and the sound of panting dogs are too much; this feels like a dream. A nightmarish, fever dream.


“We’ve got dogs out,” he says. “And there are heat sensors on the helicopter. If there’s a girl out there, she’ll be glowing.”


“Glowing?” I think of her standing in the yellow light of my headlights. I recall the blue rivers that ran under the surface of her



paper-thin white flesh. The way she seemed somehow illuminated.


“Infrared. It picks up body heat. If she’s out there we’ll find her.”


“Oh,” I say. “Okay.”


Jake comes to me then and puts his arm across my shoulder. I realize I am still just wearing a T-shirt. I am freezing. Because I am cold, I forget for a minute that I don’t want him touching me. About how strange this gesture of his feels. How forced.


“Hey, what did you guys do with my sweater?” I say. I can barely talk. I am so cold; my whole body is trembling.


“Your sweater?”


“Yeah, the gray one I put on the road to mark the spot.”


Jake shakes his head. “Oh, shit. I forgot about that. This is the place though, right?”


I nod, speechless. I do recall this bend in the road. I know it the same way I know, when I wake in the middle of the night (without even opening my eyes), what time it is. I know the nuances of darkness. It is no different here.


“Where are you going?” he asks.


I walk away from him, down the road, looking for the sweater I remember putting out here. Where the hell is it? And then it hits me.


She came back for it.




Time passes. How much time, I have no idea. The sky begins to soften with light, though it will be another hour or two before the sun comes up. The officers traipse through the woods. The dogs bark. The radios crackle, disembodied voices speaking a language I don’t understand. A code of numbers. The secret language of emergency.


I sit with Devin and Jake at the edge of the road. Someone found a blanket and I wear it over my shoulders like a cape. Effie pulls up in Devin’s truck, parking next to us. She jumps down out of the cab and passes Devin a Thermos.


“Coffee,” she says. “And muffins.” She hands me a warm paper bag. I unroll the top, and my face is hit with steam and the heady scent of wild blueberries.


“Where are the girls?” I ask.


“Back at home,” she says. “They’re still sleeping.”


“Alone?” I say, feeling my stomach flip.


“They’re fine.”


“But what if there’s someone bad out there? What if this little girl somehow got away from someone?” My mind is spinning. I think about Plum cartwheeling across the grass. About someone taking her.


“Tess, they’re fine. The camp is locked. I’m headed back now, but you need to eat something. Please, eat a muffin.”


I reach into the bag and pull out a muffin, but by the time I get the paper peeled from the bottom, I can’t remember feeling hungry.




After Effie leaves, a van with WCAX-TV emblazoned on the side shows up. They set up large bright lights, and the female reporter primps and preens in front of a mirror her assistant holds up for her. Her heels sink into the soft grass at the edge of the road. I notice a run in her stocking.


Someone directs them to me. Tells them I am the one who saw the girl. It happens so quickly. Before I can even think about saying no, the bright lights are in my face. The dreamy feeling of déjà vu rushes over me, disorienting. I have been here before.


But it is too late now, and before I can even think of what to say, how to appeal to everyone watching to keep an eye out for her, the cameraman takes aim at me, and the reporter says, “Just try to relax. Tell us what you saw.”


She turns to the camera then, juts her chin out and tilts her head.


“We’re here with Tess Waters, who is visiting from New York. Earlier tonight, she says she was driving back to a camp on Lake Gormlaith where she’s staying, when she found a young child in the road. According to Ms. Waters, the girl appeared to be wounded, but ran off into the woods before she had a chance to help her.”


The reporter, whose lipstick is smudged on her front tooth, turns to me then, as if I have suddenly appeared. Like I haven’t been standing there the whole time.


“Can you tell us a little bit about the girl you saw?”


I repeat what I have been saying all night. Pink tutu. Ladybug rain boots.


The reporter nods, holds the microphone to my face.


“She was scared,” I say. “She’s just a baby.”


She nods again. Scowls. “You said she was hurt?”


“Yes, her hand. Her hand was bleeding.”


The reporter tilts her head again, smiles in some odd approximation of sympathy or pity, and then turns back to the camera. I can see every pore in her face. The orange line of her makeup at



her jaw. I notice that one of her earrings is missing a back. It makes me anxious, reminds me of something, though I can’t pinpoint what.


“Officers say that there have been no reports of a missing child and no other witnesses. But the search will continue. For this lost little girl.”


When the lights turn off, I say to her, “You’re missing the back of your earring. You should take it out before you lose it.”


She looks confused and then fumbles with her earring. She nods. “Oh, thank you.”


And then she is climbing into the back of the news van, her dirty heels disappearing inside. The van stays put though. Someone says something about a press conference being scheduled, and then there are other vans pulling up. WPTZ, WVNY. I go through the same routine with three other broadcasters. I am seeing spots from the bright lights.


Other people seem to come out of the woods then. There is suddenly a crowd. Cars park at the edge of the road. It is like an impromptu parade. Part of me would not be surprised at all if a marching band arrived next. Majorettes. Balloons. I am delirious. Dizzy and exhausted. There’s a terrifying sense of excitement buzzing and humming among the people who walk up and down the road, as if she might just wander out again and reveal herself. As if this is only some elaborate game of hide-and-seek.


When the sun fills the sky with light, my head starts to pound. The wine, I realize. The alcohol has run its course, metabolized into pure sugar, depleted my body, and now I will pay with the headache. Nausea. I am hungover. This is the part I usually sleep through. A bottle of ibuprofen on the nightstand, a glass of water.


I need water. I am overwhelmed with a terrible thirst.


“I need water,” I say to Jake, who is cracking his neck. He nods, and I stand up, cross the road, and go to where I saw someone passing out water bottles to the officers earlier. I drink as if I haven’t had water in days. In years.




Sergeant Strickland and Lieutenant Andrews are standing just a few feet away, near the tree line. They are talking loudly enough for me to hear them. Strickland is being scolded.


“We’ve been out here for three hours now. The helicopter isn’t picking up anything. The dogs aren’t picking up anything. You think maybe you jumped the gun a bit, Sergeant?”


“She says she saw a naked little kid out here. What was I supposed to do, sir? It’s SOP.”


“You’re supposed to talk her off the ledge, is what you’re supposed to do. And now she’s talked to the media”—he gestures to the crowd—“we’ve got a full-blown circus on our hands.”


Strickland’s face is red, his thick neck straining at his uniform collar. I feel something like rage growing in me.


I stand up and walk over to them. My legs feel weak, useless.


The lieutenant seems surprised to see me and reddens a bit. Then he stiffens his posture, pushes his chest out, and clears his throat.


“Ms. Waters . . .” he says.


“I’m not crazy. She’s real,” I say, as calmly as I can. “I saw her.”


“Of course, ma’am,” the lieutenant says, smiling at me condescendingly. “And we’re doing everything we can to locate the juvenile. But if you could please refrain from conducting any more interviews, we’d appreciate it. We’ll hold a press conference in a few hours. In the meantime, how about we don’t feed the lions?”


I nod, feel tears stinging my eyes.


I peer up at the sky then, at the helicopter, which circles and circles overhead. At the weak glow on the horizon that will eventually become the sun. At the last few stars pulsing like fireflies in the sky.




Back at the camp, Jake stretches, yawns. “I’m sorry, I need to go to bed. Just for a little bit.”


It is dawn. 5 A.M. The sky is overcast, and mist hovers over the lake like ghosts. The surface of the water is still, though the air is not still at all. The loons are crying out, their wings beating against the water as they take flight. They seem disoriented by the helicopter that circles over the lake.


“Come to bed?” Jake says, motioning for me. “You need sleep too. Just an hour or two. Then we can figure out what to do.”


“What did the lieutenant guy say?” Effie asks softly. She is enclosed in Devin’s arms. Like a nesting doll. “What’s next?”


“He says they’ll keep searching,” I say. “There are a lot of empty camps, abandoned buildings. Places where a little kid might hide.” This is what Andrews promised me before he told me to go home. I worry now he would have said anything to get me to leave. That he would have done anything, said anything to pacify me. To talk me down off the ledge.


“If she’s little, I imagine she couldn’t have gotten very far,” Effie says.


I nod. “He said the farthest a child her age could go in twenty-four hours would be less than two miles.”


I imagine the circumference of this invisible circle. Two miles, radiating out from that spot in the road where I found her.


“They didn’t see anything with the helicopters? The dogs?”


I shake my head.


“I don’t think they believe me.”




“That’s ridiculous,” Effie says. “Of course they believe you. Why would somebody make something like that up?”


I shake my head.


Devin says, “I spoke with some of our neighbors who came out when they saw what was going on. Folks are really shaken up about this. I don’t think it’ll be hard to organize some volunteers. I’m going to talk to Billy Moffett, see about using the back room at Hudson’s to set up headquarters. People are going to want to help.”


“Does anybody have any idea who she might belong to?” Jake asks. “It’s so weird nobody’s reported her missing.”


Devin shakes his head. “No idea. Nobody I talked to seems to know of any local kids that fit that description. Could belong to one of the summer families, but it’s still pretty early in the season. Most folks don’t come up to the lake until the Fourth of July.”


Jake yawns again. “Sorry,” he says again and shakes his head. “Man, I am so tired. Come to bed,” he says to me. “Just for a little bit.”


“Go,” Effie says, reaching for my hand. “We should all get some sleep. There’s nothing we can do right now. The police are still looking. If they find something, I’m sure they’ll call.”


And because I am exhausted, delirious, I agree. I don’t have the energy to argue with her. With anyone.


I follow Jake along the narrow wooded path to the guest cottage. He looks thinner lately, his clothes hanging just a bit looser on his already lean frame. He’s been running more, eating better. The subtle changes in his appearance feel like glaring clues now. Something I should have noticed. How could I have been so inattentive? So stupid?


I study the familiar back of his head; he’s grown his hair out a bit lately as well. It’s more like it was when we first met now: softly curling over the back of his collar, framing his face. I remember I used to marvel at the color of his hair. It’s brown, but the individual strands are a thousand colors: blond, auburn, and



the occasional deep amber. Unlike many of his peers, there are no gray hairs in that spectrum. He still has the same boyish grin he’s always had, though he wears a trimmed beard and mustache to hide the scars that remain from the cleft lip he was born with. The methotrexate his mother took for the crippling rheumatoid arthritis she suffers from is to blame. Though he never talks about it, I know he was teased as a kid; his mother told me one night not long after I met her. Her eyes filled with tears as she talked about the way he would come home from school crying. Sometimes, when I feel angry with him, I need only to focus on that scar, and all of a sudden, I feel an inexplicable tenderness toward him. There’s a vulnerability there still, I know, a persistent wound that won’t heal.


Birds flutter and sing in the trees. The sun burns through the mist. The dew is already evaporating from the grass.


Inside the cabin, it smells like cedar. There is a small desk, a bookcase stuffed with discarded library books. A record player and a collection of albums. Our suitcases sit waiting at the foot of the Hansel-and-Gretel-style cupboard bed, which is made up with clean white sheets and a heavy down comforter. I kick off my sneakers and peel off my socks before climbing up the built-in steps and into the bed. I don’t bother to take off my clothes. I am too tired. And as wound up as I am, I cannot resist the pull of the feathers, the pillow that cradles my head.


Jake peels off his clothes except for his boxer shorts and climbs in next to me. He gets too hot for pajamas when he sleeps. At home, he sleeps naked. And even then, he throws all of the covers off in the middle of the night, his body like a steaming furnace.


Now, he curls around me, and it takes my breath away. First, because his body feels unfamiliar. He is much thinner, his muscles wiry and taut. Second, because I don’t remember the last time he has enclosed me like this. I know it is because the bed is small, because there is no place for him to go. At home, in our king-size bed, I sometimes cannot find him in the middle of the night. My



limbs search for the familiar sharp bone of his ankle, the hot spot of flesh of his hip. But now, we are forced together. And I try to take comfort in the way his chest rises and falls against my back. The way his fingers interlace with mine.


I am too tired to feel sadness. To feel anything but exhaustion.


And I fall instantly and deeply asleep.




“Try to think of something else,” you say. I lie on my stomach on the bed, peering up at the TV. I hear the crackle of the paper in which the syringes are sealed. My entire body clenches in response. I will each muscle to relax, try to concentrate on my breath.


“Ready?” You are straddling me, your knees on either side of my back.


For four months now we have gone through this ritual, two, sometimes three times a day, yet I am still startled by how cold the needles are. I close my eyes when the first one goes in. Try not to think of the sting but only of the drugs that are entering my bloodstream, the magic elixirs that will turn my body into a vessel rather than this barren wasteland. Everything I have read suggests that visualizing can help. Dreaming the hormonal cocktail’s journey, imagining the bursts of testosterone and estrogen as they make their way through to my reluctant ovaries.


“Almost done,” you offer, and I can hear the apologetic smile in your voice. I squeeze my fingers into fists.


For four months, we have found ourselves here. Me facedown on the bed, you straddling me like a horse. In the morning after breakfast, during our lunch breaks from work, and as soon as we get home at night. We have become accustomed to this. We are like junkies, I think. Addicts stuck in a futile ritual.


We sit, breathless on the bed, hold hands. Wait.


Because after the needles, there is hope. Hope: that rush, that euphoric buzz. Hope like an opiate.


And later, we make love. We make love with intention, with a purpose. And despite what I have heard about couples losing their passion



when sex becomes just a means to an impossible end, I feel more passionate than I ever have. My entire body tingles and pulses with desire. But the desire is bigger than flesh.


I have wanted this my whole life. I realize this now, only now that I am not able. Now that we have waited too long, assumed too much. How did I become so distracted? How did I convince myself that this didn’t matter? That the very core of my being could be ignored? Do I blame you for this? Do I blame you for blinding me to my own wants?


Maybe. Maybe a little. Sometimes when I think about the needles, I wish that you were the one who had to go through this. That your body was the one to be punished in order to make up for our ambivalence. I dream the cold needle slipping into your flesh, the hands reaching up inside your body. The dyes injected into my failing fallopian tubes filling your body instead. Because you were the one who assured me that we had plenty of time. That tomorrow, tomorrow we could chase this particular dream. That if we put that boiling pot on the back burner it wouldn’t burn out. That possibility wouldn’t simply evaporate, leaving only the black-bottomed pot behind. Hot to the touch and empty.


Is this why you agreed? To taking out a mortgage on the house? To walking me into the lab each and every morning for the last four months where the phlebotomist stuck me with a needle, pulled my blood from me, all in the name of Hope? Of sorry? Was this your grand apology? Did you know, even as we sat, breathless on the bed, my back aching from the sting of the needles, that it was too late and that it was your fault?


I try not to think about this. Instead, as the needle pricks and the drugs rush in, I squeeze my eyes shut until I see a constellation-filled sky. And then I make the same wish on a zillion imaginary stars.




I wake with a start, sweating, my heart pounding, and sit up, disoriented. I don’t know where I am. The pale curtains in the window are aglow with the morning sun. The bed is empty. Jake is not here.


Overhead I hear the helicopter, feel the way it makes the walls of the cottage shudder and hum, and suddenly I remember. I feel crushed by the realization of what has happened, of what I found last night. Of what I lost. I take comfort in the sound of the helicopter though, because it means they are still searching.


I am drenched in sweat. I pluck the wet cotton of my T-shirt from my skin. Brush the damp hair away from my face and twist it into a ponytail. My neck feels clammy. I look at my watch. It is 9 A.M. I open up the little Dutch door of the cottage to a bright June morning.


There are sounds coming from the camp. A television? Voices. I slip on my sneakers; they are still wet from my plunge into the little stream at the edge of the road. They squish and squeak as I make my way back up the path to the camp.


Inside, the girls are sitting in the kitchen nook eating leftover blueberry muffins and bacon. Zu-Zu’s hair is pulled back into a tight bun. She is wearing her leotard and tights, a thin cotton blouse that reveals one knobby shoulder. She is sitting on the bench, one leg curled under her, a pair of purple warm-up booties on her feet. Plum is still in her pajamas. I notice a smear of blueberry on her cheek and resist the urge to lick my thumb and wipe it away.


“I heard the helicopters last night,” Plum says, her mouth full.



She motions upward. “It sounded like they were right over our room!”


I don’t know how much Effie has told them, and so I just nod. “I know. It’s loud.”


In the living room, Jake and Devin are watching the TV. The news is on, and they are talking about the girl, showing the clip of me talking to the reporter.
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