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            You have often

            Begun to tell me what I am, but stopp’d

            And left me to a bootless inquisition,

            Concluding ‘Stay: not yet.’

            William Shakespeare, The Tempest

             

            Everlasting layers of ideas, images, feelings, have fallen upon your brain softly as light. Each succession has seemed to bury all that went before. And yet, in reality, not one has been extinguished.

            Thomas De Quincey,

‘The Palimpsest of the Human Brain’
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            Ruby

            May 2018, The Islands, Vermont

         

         From the open door of the coop, a needle of light fell across the hen’s egg – mute blue in a nest of pine shavings – a misshapen moon, or one of the pale-green pills the doctor prescribed for Clover. Ruby wrapped her fingers over it, turned her palm up. She considered the weight of the egg, how it moulded to the human grip so perfectly.

         Outside the coop the hens murmured and clucked in their dust baths, old tyres Ruby had filled with sand and wood ash. A happy sound, even though it was mid-morning and she’d only just let them out. Yesterday she hadn’t collected their eggs at all. Put it off, and off. Neglected them. Most nights now they took themselves to bed, a little assembly line heading up the ramp when the sun fell, a sad string of would-be mothers. She’d watch them from the porch, dragging herself down in the pitch dark to shut the coop door.

         She squeezed her fingers, pressed the egg tighter: still enough calcium that it didn’t break. That was good. She listened to the soft chatter outside and hated herself. Their beating flightless wings when they saw her coming, their dumb trust, following her around the yard, letting her reach in and take their brood. All that foraging and effort she’d been throwing into the trash or scrambling and feeding back to them. Lucas always said they should: scrambled eggs helped the hens regain nutrients lost while laying. He’d rattle out the list of benefits – protein, calcium, magnesium, vitamins A, E, B6 and 12 – and her thoughts would start to drift.

         Every few days Ethan Puckett pulled up in his truck and left a few groceries, cartons of milk, loaves of bread, meals in baking dishes still warm that Adelaide made for Ruby and Clover. Lasagne, macaroni and cheese, maple baked beans, venison. Ruby stacked the cleaned dishes on the bottom step for him to take. All of Clover’s food had to be pureed now because of the stroke; the left side of her mouth still sagged. The blender left Adelaide’s meals a bland lumpy grey. Neither Ruby nor Clover had much appetite. The hens ate Clover’s pureed dinners, as well as their scrambled selves. Ruby had been back home for almost a week. She was so angry with Adelaide and Clover that her stomach stayed clenched.

         Ruby stepped outside the dark coop and away from the heavy smell of bedding and manure. Maybe she should give the eggs to Ethan today. Instead of avoiding him when he pulled up, she could thank him for all he’d been doing, mention the heat, the fishing. And hand him a box of eggs. Adelaide could use them. Maybe Ethan could take the hens.

         The house phone was ringing. Clover was there but she probably wouldn’t answer. It was hard for her to stand and then she’d have to lumber across the kitchen because they still didn’t have a cordless phone; the caller would have given up. It kept ringing. Ruby put the basket down at the bottom of the steps, stamped up to the porch and let the screen door slam behind her against its aluminium frame. Clover was slouched in her day chair, staring at the TV; her mug of tea had turned milky grey beside her. She didn’t look up.

         The phone shook on the wall when it rang, like in a cartoon. Hello, Ruby said, glaring at Clover, but Clover just shrugged her right shoulder, the way she did, up to the ear, which meant something defeated like So what about it, or I don’t want to listen. She had The Price Is Right on loud, her housedress hiked to her knees, bare legs shocking white above inflamed ankles. A pair of pink plastic barrettes held her hair each side of her face, just above the ears. Ruby recognized them as her own, from years ago, and felt a slap of remorse. Clover’s post-stroke fingers grappling with the child’s clasp. The slippers were Ruby’s too: pink faux fur, matted and pilled and too tight on Clover’s swollen feet.

         Hello? she said again, the receiver on her shoulder, her hand against the vinyl wallpaper, the once-bright oranges sun-bleached into large spectral patches. There was a pause on the line, like whoever it was hadn’t expected it to be answered after so many rings and was gathering themselves to speak. A woman said, Ruby? Is this Ruby?

         Yes, she said, this is Ruby Chevalier. Who’s calling, please? She used the don’t-mess-with-me voice she’d rehearsed for journalists or investigators. Don’t say anything, the lawyer had told her. To anyone. She’d spoken as if Ruby couldn’t grasp how serious all this was. Ruby didn’t even know what it was she might mistakenly say. It wasn’t a journalist, though. Ruby could tell by the halting uncertainty, the out-breath like a sigh, the hesitation. When journalists called they spoke immediately and said things fast, like Hey Ruby, how’ve you been? Familiar, like they knew her, as if she’d be tricked into thinking they’d met before. Nathalie said they’d even waited outside the school, asking kids who she was, to point her out if she showed up. Ruby hadn’t left the house since she’d come back.

         The woman wasn’t from around here, the way she said Ruby. The exaggerated vowel sound. She said it again: Ruby. Ruby, this is Nessa. Nessa Garvey. From Philadelphia? Your aunt. Ruby opened her mouth to speak but didn’t really have anything to say.

         Ruby’s finger traced a faded petal on the wall. It was barely visible. One of the only times Nathalie had ever stepped inside their kitchen, she’d said to Ruby, Oh my God, That ’70s Show – a phone with a cord, the vinyl, orange and brown, the Formica table.

         The woman, Nessa Garvey, Aunt Nessa, started again. Please don’t hang up, she said. Please. Hear me for a minute. Ruby wanted to burst into tears. She glanced over at Clover but Clover wasn’t paying attention. She was writing possible prices for showroom merchandise on the back of an envelope with her right hand. She couldn’t work the other one anymore.

         Nessa. A name Ruby remembered on her own. She pushed open the screen door and stretched the cord to sit at the top of the steps. She balanced the phone between her cheek and shoulder to wipe her hand on her shirt because the receiver was slipping, and realized that in her other hand she was still holding the blue egg.

         Yeah, she said, go ahead. Her voice didn’t sound like her own.

         I don’t know if you remember. You used to live with me. You and your mother? Ruby didn’t say anything. Nessa. Maybe she wanted Ruby to say things to get Lucas in more trouble. The voice wasn’t rude or unkind, but it wasn’t friendly either. She sounded like she was reading from a page. The tremor that had started in Ruby’s lip moved up the muscles on her cheek. She couldn’t still herself.

         We’re having a— She stopped, cleared her throat, kept going. We’d like you to come here. You were her whole world. We’ve waited. We had to, you know, at first, but now we’ve waited for you, so you could be here. I’m making this call for her. To ask you. We don’t have to talk about—

         Nessa broke off.

         We don’t have to talk about your father. We’ve made all the arrangements for you. If you’ll come.

         Ruby held the receiver in her lap and looked east toward the Green Mountains, squinting against all the blue – the bright morning, the glare of the lake. The day would be fine. She should move the run to a fresh patch. She’d do that today. Clean out the coop, give them a fresh start; it wouldn’t take long. And she’d reseed the lawn from the sack of clover in the shed. The hens were foraging where the enclosure met the shale, pecking at the clawed brown earth and grey slates, the scratch grain gone and the morning dew long evaporated. One hen’s golden feathers caught the sun, her comb still radiant red, healthy. Beside her a blue-black Ameraucana camouflaged against the shale; beech leaves stirred above them; a motorboat cut across the water, tracing a dark gash in its wake. Everything was still beautiful. The hens were hers. She should keep them.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Nessa

            8 February 2004, Philadelphia

         

         Nessa heard her sister moving through the house, the creak of floorboards overhead, toilet flush, sink running, the front door clicking shut. Beside her Ronan slept, his lips parted, a soft snore on the breath in. Later she told the detectives she heard the car start on the street. The last sound that connected Deena to the world. Something could have happened right there outside as Nessa rolled back toward Ronan’s warm body, burrowed deeper under the comforter and slept.

         Maybe an hour after she heard the car, Nessa walked down toward the museum for the papers. She hadn’t worn a scarf or hat and the wind blowing from the river was sharp, stinging her face. Afterward, every detail of that morning became crystallized, refined through repetitions into a series of stills. The naked trees. Her breath making small quick clouds in the air. The patch of ice at the corner of Aspen. The empty sidewalk. The blank grey of it all, everything bare, giving away nothing.

         Back at the house she woke him. They drank coffee and read the papers. She repeated something Howard Dean had said about the war in Iraq. Ronan agreed. The Da Vinci Code was still number 1 on the bestseller list. Ronan handed her an article from the New York Times and tapped the headline. It was about the death of Kitty Genovese in Queens. Next month marked the fortieth anniversary. Nessa vaguely remembered the story from a college class. The bystander effect. Thirty-eight people had heard the woman being attacked and no one had done anything.

         She watched Ronan dress and pack his bag. One of his socks was black, the other navy blue, his hair sleep-matted at the back. She wished he wasn’t leaving. She listened to the sound of running water in the bathroom and was thinking about the word ablutions when her phone rang. It was Molly: Deena hadn’t shown up for her 7 a.m. shift.

         Nessa opened the curtains and looked out the window at the empty space below, where Deena parked her car.

         Later the detectives would tell her that Molly McKenna first called her at eight forty-five. When Ronan came back in, ready to go, Nessa was standing in the middle of her room, still holding the phone.

         They drove to the train and talked about the things that might have held Deena up – a flat tyre, an accident, an appointment she forgot. Getting out of the car at Suburban Station, Ronan gazed up at the art deco facade. Nessa smiled because she knew he was about to tell her how much he liked it, for maybe the hundredth time. His hair was still flattened and she’d forgotten to tell him his socks were mismatched. Later she would remember watching him look up, and would hold that moment: the last time she was seeing him or anyone before she could never see anything the same again.

         Back at the house she tried to read the New York Times article. Kitty Genovese’s brother said that he’d found it difficult to cope after her death and had enlisted in the Marines. All the time he was in Vietnam he had flashbacks about what had happened to his sister. He became obsessed with trying to save people.

         
            *

         

         The bare walls of Deena’s room were painted brilliant white. Everything was in its place. When they’d shared a bedroom at home, Deena’s side had been strewn with empty Coke cans, heaps of dirty clothes, stacks of books. Four years older but ten times messier. Nessa had had to patrol the demarcation line they’d agreed, kicking back wet towels and school kilts. But now Deena’s space was immaculate. If you start arranging my cans in the cupboard by colour we’re done, Nessa had joked when she’d moved in. On the bedside table, a black-and-white photograph of Ruby just after she was born softened the space. In it, Ruby’s head rests on Deena’s bare chest. It is their first moment together, Ruby’s small hand clutching a handful of her mother’s hair. Skin-to-skin, the midwife had said when she put Ruby on Deena’s chest.

         Deena’s bookcase was organized by category. Nursing and anatomy on the bottom shelf; above were self-help guides on mental health, ways of rebuilding yourself, books about living with narcissistic men, books on motherhood. Neatly stacked beside them were the journals she’d endlessly scribbled in since high school. The month, the year recorded on the spine of each book, from the age of fourteen. Then the gap, 1999 to 2002, the years with Lucas. He’d taken those and Deena hadn’t been able to get them back. The rest of the shelves were lined with novels and poetry. One volume was balanced horizontally on top: Adrienne Rich, Dark Fields of the Republic – paper strips slipped in to mark the poems she returned to.

         Deena had painted the wooden floorboards white too. The order and blankness had initially bothered Nessa, as if Lucas was still bossing Deena around from a distance, making her think she was messy, making her shrink. But she was beginning to understand Deena’s need to control her environment, to be hyper-structured about everything. Lucas had taken so much. The desperation to keep order was her resisting him and all the things he’d said to her about who she was: lazy, chaotic, crazy, whatever. Maybe having order was her way of telling herself she was not those things; maybe it was even a fuck-you. Standing in the emptiness of Deena’s room, the possibility first occurred to Nessa that her sister might never come back.

         Nessa counted the scrubs hanging in Deena’s closet. She owned three – one wasn’t there. She had gotten ready for work. In the bathroom the hamper was empty. Her toothbrush sat in its holder. There was a framed card their mother had given Deena for graduation. A Dickens quote with a stethoscope spiralled around it: Have a heart that never hardens, and a temper that never tires, and a touch that never hurts. Deena had hung it in the bathroom. Probably because it was where she got ready every day, a reminder from her mother before she went in to the NICU.

         Sometimes their dad called Deena if he wasn’t feeling well. She’d take his blood pressure. She’d bring her stethoscope and let Ruby listen too. Ruby would compare hearts. She’d place the chest piece against her own. Mine’s quiet, Grandad. Yours is noisy. Another time she’d listened to their two hearts and said, Mine’s winning. It’s faster.

         Something must have happened at home. Deena was there, looking after him. Nessa ran downstairs to the phone.

         Joey answered. He was in a hurry, couldn’t talk. But he said, No, Dad’s asleep.

         He stopped at the news that Deena hadn’t shown up at work. He hadn’t talked to her since Friday.

         I’ll come in, he said.

         
            *

         

         The John Garvey stencilled on the side of the truck was faded, nearly gone, the & Son slightly brighter. Plaster dust, wood shavings, paint, receipts stuffed between the windshield and dashboard; it was just like their dad’s trucks growing up. The familiarity steadied Nessa. Her phone rang as they merged onto the Parkway. Molly. Deena still hadn’t shown up. The parking garage near the hospital had four levels; they checked every one. The guy in the security booth scanned the camera footage. She hadn’t arrived.

         They sat in Joey’s truck with the engine turning over, shivering, waiting for the air to blow hot. Nessa checked the time. One thirty. Six hours until Ruby would need to be collected from her weekend with Lucas.

         
            *

         

         Back at the house they went upstairs to Deena’s room. Joey stood in the middle of it, uncertain what to do. Nessa went into the bathroom and checked the medicine cabinet. Deena’s medication was there; beside it a bottle of Children’s Tylenol.

         Joey, maybe something happened to Ruby. Why didn’t I think of that already?

         Ruby was sick and Deena had gone over there. Everything made sense.

         They decided Nessa should call Lucas, ask to speak to Ruby.

         Joey sat next to her, leaning in so he could listen. She exhaled slowly as she dialled, trying to calm herself.

         This is Nessa, she said when he answered.

         Oh, hi Nessa. How are you?

         Joey shook his head slightly at her. This was off. She and Lucas were never polite.

         Can I speak with Ruby?

         She’s a bit busy right now.

         She made up something about Ruby’s fish having babies. He said nothing.

         Just let me talk to my niece, Lucas.

         Nessa? Ruby’s small voice.

         Ruby! How are you?

         Good. My grandmom’s here.

         What? Their mother had died over a year ago.

         Grandma’s there?

         Not our grandma. Clover.

         Nessa had never met Lucas’s mother. She wasn’t sure if Ruby had either. She didn’t think so.

         Did your mommy meet her too?

         How?

         You didn’t see your mom today?

         No. I’m at my dad’s.

         Nessa watched Joey as she spoke. She could see the worry.

         After she hung up, she tried calling Deena’s phone again.

         When the Police Department started investigating Deena’s disappearance, one of the detectives told Nessa she had made forty-eight calls to Deena’s number before midnight that Sunday. How many hundreds did she make to Deena that week, that month? Sometimes she still dialled her number if she had too much to drink.

         
            *

         

         By the time Nessa arrived at the bookstore, Deena had been missing for thirteen hours. She waited in the dark doorway on Walnut Street. The window was full of bursting red hearts. Valentine’s Day was coming. The temperature had fallen to the low twenties and her cheeks were raw. Calm down. Don’t fuck this up. She stamped her feet. The sidewalk was empty, but the traffic was steady. Her eyes teared from the cold, the oncoming headlights dissolving to streaks of white. She squeezed them shut and opened them again, looking toward the corner of 18th.

         Lucas and Ruby always came through the square. Nessa could feel a cold ache low in her back. Blocks of ice tightening in the depths of her, like she might never be warm again. Her mother had told her once that people felt fear in their kidneys. She pushed her hands deep into her pockets and counted backward from five. When she looked again, Ruby was there at the crossing, waving frantically as she and Lucas stepped onto the street. They reached the sidewalk and Ruby let go of his hand and hurtled toward Nessa, the pompom on her knitted hat bobbing. Lucas walked behind at a deliberate pace, carrying Ruby’s little suitcase. Nessa crouched, arms out, and Ruby flew straight into her. Her neck smelled like them. Their house, their kitchen, the fabric softener Deena used.

         Are all the babies okay?

         What?

         For a moment Nessa thought Ruby was asking about the babies in the hospital, the ones Deena took care of.

         The new baby fish, Ruby said. Nessa remembered then the phone call and the phantom babies. She and Joey had gone to the pet store earlier – he’d said they’d better. Ruby would be excited. There were no little goldfish, so they’d bought a bag of minnows.

         Oh, they’re great. There’s so many. They’re excited to see you.

         Lucas stepped into the doorway. Nessa’s arms tightened around Ruby and she took a step back.

         Nessa.

         She didn’t answer and avoided eye contact. Lucas’s gaze had always unnerved her. The first time they’d met he’d reminded her of the replicant in Blade Runner, the one played by Rutger Hauer. The very blue eyes. The stare. He was dressed up, as if he was heading to a law firm or bank. On a Sunday evening? He usually wore flannel lumberjack-type tops and cargo pants. Nessa lowered her head, breathed in Ruby again.

         Nessa, can we get ice cream? Ruby’s cheeks were bright from the cold.

         Yep. Two scoops even, to celebrate the baby fish.

         I thought there was just one fish in the tank, Lucas said. He checked his watch.

         Deena said she might be running behind. They’ve had a late admission and they’re short-staffed, so I’ll just go ahead with Ruby now.

         Nessa couldn’t hear her own voice, didn’t know if she had squeaked or shouted out.

         No. We’ll wait for Deena.

         Oh, didn’t she call you?

         No.

         Nessa tried to think.

         Hmm. She said she would. Did she call you at all today? She knew she might be running behind because this really sick baby was admitted late.

         I haven’t talked to Deena since Friday.

         Yeah. Okay. But it’s well below freezing, it’s too cold for Ruby out here. We’ll just head home now. You can talk to Deena later.

         He spoke without looking at her. I told you. I’ll give Ruby to her mother. No one else.

         Ruby’s face creased with worry.

         Please, Dad. I need to see the fish babies. And Nemo. And we’re getting ice cream. Please, please, please. I want to go with Nessa. She buried her face back into her aunt’s neck. Her breath was warm.

         Okay, Nessa said to Lucas, but she didn’t let go of Ruby. There’s about ten fish babies – you’ll have to come up with a lot of names.

         They’re called larvae, said Lucas. She’s an intelligent person. We don’t dumb things down.

         They both stared at the traffic as it travelled west. Across from them, old gas lamps lit up the oak and linden trees along Rittenhouse Square. Nessa’s first job in the city had been in an Irish restaurant a few blocks over. She had just started college. Those autumn mornings, cutting through the square, the leaves changing colour, on the cusp of a whole new life. Ruby squirmed to get down and Nessa let her, but kept hold of Ruby’s hand. Neither of them was wearing gloves or mittens and Nessa tried to warm the small hand in hers.

         Deena wasn’t coming. Lucas was going to take Ruby. It was happening.

         It’s cold, Nessa.

         I know, sweetie. She stared east toward Center City as if she were expecting Deena.

         We’re going home, Lucas said. He put out his gloved hand, but Ruby didn’t take it; she wrapped her arms around Nessa’s legs.

         Come on, Ruby. Your mom didn’t come, so we have to go back home.

         No, I’m going with Nessa. For ice cream and to see Nemo’s baby larvae.

         Ruby, we’re going. His voice had tensed. Ruby’s grip on Nessa’s legs tightened. Nessa put her hand on Ruby’s head. She could feel the sobs starting against her thigh.

         I want my mom. And Nessa.

         Please, Lucas. She’s upset. I’ll take her and you can talk to Deena later about what happened at work.

         Stop lying.

         He said it low and brutal under his breath. The shock of his words made her step back. How could he know?

         Stop making excuses for her.

         Ruby was crying. Please, Nessa.

         Lucas raised his finger toward Nessa’s face then pulled it back, a gesture she had seen him do with Deena, giving her a warning sign as if she were a disobedient child. He was struggling to control himself.

         You’re upsetting Ruby, he said. We’re leaving now.

         Lucas lifted Ruby from under the armpits, and she clenched the ends of Nessa’s coat as he pulled. Ruby wailed and Nessa tried to speak but her throat blocked her words. Lucas swung Ruby away and walked down Walnut Street, anger radiating from his raised shoulders, the coat taut across his back. Nessa watched Ruby kick and wrench, calling her as they disappeared.

         
            *

         

         The precinct was a room, fluorescent-lit and grimy, with a walk-up window at the far end. There were no chairs, just a bench along a wall. A tiny woman in a heavy beige overcoat that nearly touched the floor was talking to a uniformed officer through the hatch. She was wearing slippers. Joey and Nessa sat and waited. The woman couldn’t get somebody out of her apartment. Granddaughter’s boyfriend? Someone was high on drugs. Nessa couldn’t hear her. The woman had been pushed. When she turned to leave, her gaze met Nessa’s, her eyes rheumy and tired. High cheekbones made her appear taller or somehow less defeated. She used a cane. Had she walked here by herself?

         Nessa and Joey went up to the window. Without looking up, the officer reached to slide it shut, his head bent to the paperwork in front of him. After a few minutes Nessa went to knock but Joey put his hand on her arm and shook his head. They waited. How long had the woman in the beige coat been made to stand with her cane? The officer got up and left. In the background one cop was seated on a desk, telling a story, and a handful of others stood around listening, arms folded, laughing. Nessa wanted to bash the partition. None of them would make eye contact.

         She gestured palms up, shoulders raised. Are you fucking kidding me?

         Don’t, Joey said.

         There wasn’t even counter space to lean on. Nessa pressed her forehead against the glass. The officer came back over and tapped the window, shaking his head.

         Ma’am, don’t touch the glass. He turned his back again.

         Joey picked up a newspaper that had been left on the bench and leaned a shoulder against the wall. He ran his finger down the sports page, basketball scores, squinting at the small type. He was better at managing himself in situations like this. Nessa wanted to throttle someone. They waited. The red second hand on the wall clock jerked its way around. She lost count of how many times.

         A small female officer, with large eyeglasses and hair pulled back into a tight bun, slid the window open.

         How can I help you? She sat in the chair and didn’t look at them.

         We’d like to report a missing person, Nessa said. Our sister.

         How long has she been missing?

         Over fourteen hours.

         She’s an adult?

         Yes.

         The officer’s eyes stayed fixed on the computer screen, her eyebrows lifting a fraction above the frame of the glasses.

         So maybe she’s just met with some people and hasn’t come back yet.

         She didn’t show up for work today and left home like normal. And she didn’t collect her daughter. She’d never do that. Not show up.

         Is she on any mental health medication?

         What? It wasn’t a question Nessa had expected.

         You know. Antipsychotics, antidepressants, medication for bipolar disorder?

         Joey rubbed the wood grain on the counter, kept his head down.

         Effexor. It’s an antidepressant. She’s fine, though. It has nothing to do with this. It’s a small dosage.

         How do you know she’s not voluntarily missing?

         Excuse me?

         With friends. By choice.

         I live with her. She left for work and didn’t arrive. That’s never happened. She didn’t pick up her daughter from her estranged partner. She’d never do that. You’ll have her in your system. She’s had to file restraining orders. He’s hurt her in the past.

         The officer turned to them then, but her eyes were closed.

         We’ll have to fill out a 75-74A. She said it like a question, like Do you really want to do this?

         Okay, said Nessa.

         The window shut.

         
            *

         

         Name, gender and age of the person you are reporting?

         Deena Garvey. Female. Thirty years old.

         Height?

         Five-eight.

         Eyes?

         Brown.

         Hair?

         Dark. But with auburn tones.

         Okay, brown. She’s white?

         Yes.

         Complexion?

         Pale. With a spatter of freckles.

         A what?

         You know, they’re scattered across her nose and cheeks. But more so in the summer.

         Fair, the officer said, ticking a small box. Weight?

         Nessa wasn’t sure. Maybe 125. Deena had gotten thin.

         No distinguishing features. No tattoos. A NICU nurse. One child. Estranged from partner who is child’s father.

         A stay-away order, Nessa added. Can you write that?

         Blood type?

         A-positive. Nessa knew. They all were.

         The officer asked about her clothes, make of car, licence plate, time she left.

         Do you have a photograph?

         Nessa handed her a picture of Deena sitting on a swing in the park near the elementary school. She’d taken it the previous summer. The officer paperclipped it to the form.

         Has the missing person ever been fingerprinted?

         Next to her, Joey shifted his weight from one foot to the other and exhaled.

         Yes, Nessa said.

         By whom?

         The cop clicked the pen while Nessa hesitated.

         The Sixteenth District. Here in Philadelphia. A few years ago.

         Black spots dissolved in the air between them. Nessa squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. They were going to drag stuff up about Deena.

         Probable reason for current absence?

         Nessa glanced at Joey. Was this for real?

         Like I said, we think something has happened to her. She would never not get her daughter—

         Custody dispute?

         There was a burst of laughter at the back of the room. Both Nessa and the female cop looked over. The cop on the desk was being funny.

         Yes. No. I mean, there was. Not now. My sister has primary physical custody. He gets every other weekend. They share legal custody. But he isn’t happy about the judgment.

         Close contacts?

         There were only eight. Her, Joey, Dad, Molly, Kate, Lucas, Ronan and Tina.

         What relationship did they have with the missing person?

         Molly was her best friend, Nessa explained, the one who called to say she hadn’t arrived at work. Kate was Joey’s fiancée and was like part of the family. They’d been together since tenth grade. Lucas was Deena’s estranged partner and the father of their child. Ronan was Nessa’s boyfriend, visiting from Ireland. She felt stupid, adding that detail. How was that relevant? Tina. Nessa didn’t know what to call her.

         A sort-of friend. She has a daughter the same age as my sister’s.

         I don’t want to get caught in the middle, Tina had said to Nessa one afternoon, standing in her doorway. Ugg boots, designer faded jeans, tight ponytail, oversized sunglasses on top of her head. Tina had given Lucas a glowing character reference in the custody trial. Nessa hated her.

         She’s one of those women that’s always on the side of men.

         The officer looked up at her for the first time.

         I know some Tinas, she said. For just a second she held Nessa’s gaze, and then looked down again.

         A divisional detective would be in touch. Within a day. Maybe two. In the meantime they would check county and state detention centres and the medical examiner’s office. Nessa and Joey should call local hospitals. In most cases people are voluntarily missing. Don’t forget to call the precinct if Deena returns. She spun the form around for Nessa to sign. Absence reported by. Nessa’s hand was so cold the pen shook. Nessa Garvey. The officer signed her own name below: S. Hernandez.

         In the truck they waited for the ice to melt on the windshield.

         They’re going to look her up, Joey said. They’ll see the other stuff. They’ll think she’s gone off the rails again and done something to herself.

         Well, that’s just bullshit.

         I’m just saying. That’s what they’ll think.

         They didn’t speak during the short drive home. Nessa hadn’t been able to say what she needed to – about who Deena was, what had happened to her, how good a mother she was. That fucking form, diminishing Deena to ticked boxes and mental health history.

         Do you want me to sleep here tonight? Joey asked when they pulled onto Parrish Street. Nessa willed there to be lights on, Deena at home and all of this a mistake.

         No. Stay with Dad. I don’t know how we’re going to tell him.

         I’ll be back here first thing, Joey said. We’ll find her. We’ll get her.

         Nessa opened the door and climbed down, reached in and dragged her purse across the seat. Okay, she said.

         Her hand flew to her mouth.

         Oh fuck, the fish, Joey! They must be frozen solid.

         Joey reached under the driver’s seat. He held the bag up to the light. The minnows were floating upside down at the top of the slushy water.

         Here, give it to me, she said. I’ll bury them in the back.

         Give them the flush. It’ll be easier.

         I can’t.

         Joey waited while she walked up her front stoop, opened the door in the dark, keys in one hand, the bag of dead fish in the other, and stepped into the empty house.
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         Ruby handed the woman behind the counter of Middle Lake Post Office a tracking number on a slip of paper.

         I hope you’re Chevalier and that this is for those birds.

         I’m Ruby Chevalier. She couldn’t see over the counter but could hear the peeping.

         Glad you’re here. It’s about time. Boy, are they noisy.

         Ruby and Lucas had mail-ordered twenty chicks from a farm in Iowa. All different breeds. Ruby was going to be in charge of them. The woman came out from the back and handed Ruby a brown cardboard box with a grid of circular holes punched all over it.

         They’re loud and they smell. Can you manage by yourself?

         Ruby hoisted the box against her chest, tilting it slightly, and an alarmed crescendo rose from within.

         Yep, she said as she pushed open the doors with her back. The truck was waiting at the bottom of the steps.

         Sounds like they made it, Lucas said. Well done.

         He leaned over and rubbed her head. She hadn’t done anything but collect them, but she felt proud.

         She tried to see in through one of the holes but it was completely dark inside. Pushing a finger through one near the bottom, she touched a small body, could feel the fluff and the strange hollow bones beneath. She wanted to squeeze the box she was so happy, couldn’t wait to hold a chick in her hand. Lucas took a fishing knife from his tackle kit at Ruby’s feet and slit the yellow plastic straps. She parted the lid. Twenty little heads, brown, gold, black, grey, trilled together. Reaching in, she picked up a chick the colour of honey.

         I think it’s one of the Rhode Island Reds, she whispered.

         I think you’re right, he whispered back.

         The next one she lifted up looked like a chick from an Easter card – pale yellow that faded down to white, and pitch-black eyes. Her finger touched a thread of crust on the underside.

         There’s something on her.

         Lucas leaned over. That’s the umbilical cord. Don’t touch it. It will fall off itself.

         In one corner a ball of blue-grey fluff lay flat and lifeless. Ruby knew it had died but, before she could ask, Lucas scooped it up with a piece of newspaper and put it in the pocket on the driver’s-side door.

         Forget about it. This can happen. Let’s get them home.

         He put the truck into gear.

         Lucas had written out instructions for Ruby. The chicks would stay upstairs in the bathroom for the first week. He’d strung an infrared light over their brooder. It had to be 95 degrees. Even their water had to be warm. She had to take the temperature of the water with the thermometer, fill the dispensers, open the box and immediately bring each chick to drink. Chicks ingested the yolk in their eggs and could survive for seventy-two hours after hatching. But they could easily get dehydrated. That must be what had happened to the blue-grey chick in the box. That first day she lifted each of the nineteen chicks, tipped beaks toward the water drops and checked their vents.

         In the mornings Ruby changed the bedding, filled the dispenser and scattered the starter feed. At night she snuck into the glowing red room just to be near them and listen to their small sounds. When they moved the brooder to the coop outside, she still went, careful always to lock it when she left so that nothing could take them from her.

         By September they were pullets and had started to lay. Every morning Ruby sprinted down the track to the mailbox, then searched for eggs on the way back up. The day the Ameraucanas first laid, she had nothing to carry them in, and she cupped the eggs against her chest with the mail, a large yellow envelope and smaller white ones. She rushed back to the house.

         There’s blue ones! Look. She held out the tiny eggs in her hands.

         Good news and bad news, said Lucas, taking the letters Ruby handed him. Eggs and bills. He flicked through the pile. And don’t start getting hen shit on my mail.

         At the sink, Clover showed Ruby how to clean the eggs. Clover’s hands were large, her knuckles deformed and fingers stiffened by arthritis. She rolled the small egg in her palm under warm running water. Cold water makes the pores open and it might absorb bacteria. Always use warm running water. Ruby had the paper towels ready. Each egg had to be patted fully dry or salmonella might get through the shell.

         Where did you get this?

         Lucas was holding up the large yellow envelope.

         From the mailbox. She stood stock-still. Was she in trouble?

         Who sent this?

         I don’t know. Ruby hadn’t even noticed it, she’d been running too hard to get to the coop.

         Lucas tucked it quickly under his arm and left the kitchen, but as he went, for a flash of a second, Ruby saw her name in thick black marker on the front.

         
            *

         

         Lucas and Ruby were working on multiplication at the kitchen table. Clover was about to go out to the garden; she was talking about weeding when there was a knock at the door. Clover opened it and two women were standing there, both holding files. We’re here from the Department of Education, said the taller woman. Clover didn’t say anything. She picked up her gloves from the counter and went outside.

         Lucas stayed sitting. Take a seat, he said, and gestured around the kitchen. Welcome to the third-grade classroom.

         Neither of them sat. The taller woman gestured toward Ruby. Her eyebrows moved close together like she was worried, her mouth turned down. Can we speak alone, Mr Chevalier?

         Lucas stared at her.

         It’s sensitive, the woman said.

         Whatever you have to say about Ruby’s education can be said in front of her.

         The two women exchanged a look. The taller one pulled out a chair and sat down across from Lucas. She spread her elbows wide on the table, touching the corner of Ruby’s math worksheet. Ruby moved it away.

         Mr Chevalier, we have written you multiple letters. The compulsory education laws in Vermont say a child has to go to school from age six. You haven’t submitted the curriculum for your home-schooling programme. It’s required.

         Lucas leaned forward, his elbows also on the table. My curriculum is based on experiential learning. Your curriculum form doesn’t accommodate that. I can’t predict when there might be a storm or weather event, an ecological change, a gyrfalcon visiting the lake, a screech owl outside. We have to drop tools and see those things. There’s no section on your forms that allows for discovery, for Ruby to set goals for her own learning, there’s no section for boredom, for being alone with her thoughts.

         The tall woman leaned forward when Lucas was finished. Our job is to make sure that no child is excluded from educational opportunities, Mr Chevalier.

         She used her right hand when she talked, fingers together, slicing the air between them.

         We can’t assess or sanction your curriculum if we don’t know what it is.

         Ruby is reading way ahead of her age level and the material I’m giving her is intellectually engaging, not the generic dumbed-down primers taught in your schools. Test her. In any area. She’s doing the long division and pre-algebra that you require from students years ahead of her and she can do it in her head in applied situations, but she can also grow her own food, gut a fish and name every plant out there. Lucas pointed to the door.

         I am sure your daughter is very bright, Mr Chevalier.

         It helps that she escaped your curriculum in these formative years.

         Ruby stared at the worksheet. She wondered if she should say Lucas was a really good teacher.

         There’s also the question of Ruby’s socialization. Her opportunity to play with children her own age, Mr Chevalier. This has also been reported—

         Reported? Lucas interrupted her. He was angry.

         Ruby, said the smaller woman, why don’t you show me the lake? We’ll let your father and Ms Marshall talk in private.

         Lucas nodded. Go, Ruby.

         On the steps Ruby heard Lucas say, She’s an interfering bitch. The smaller woman glanced back at Ruby. They both pretended they hadn’t heard. Who was an interfering bitch? Someone had reported her not being in school. Clover was bent over in the vegetable garden, digging. She straightened up and watched them, her hand on the spade. They walked across the grass toward the shoreline. The woman kept sinking in her high shoes. Who was the interfering bitch? Not Clover. She never meddled. Who else was there? Only the Pucketts lived on their road, Ethan and Adelaide. They were old and didn’t have children. They kept themselves to themselves and never said anything about her not going to school. Her mother? Ruby doubted it was her. She didn’t know where her mother was, only that she had left a long time ago. It was the wrong thing to bring her up with Lucas. He got annoyed. She left us. She was disloyal. She betrayed us. She was messed-up.

         I guess kitten heels was the wrong choice today.

         Ruby had no idea what kitten heels were. The woman pointed to the mountains across the lake. What are those? she asked.

         Mountains? Why didn’t the woman know this?

         Do you know which ones?

         Ruby understood then that she and Lucas were being tested. She told the woman everything she knew about the Green Mountains: they were part of the Berkshires, part of the Appalachians, part of a chain which ran all the way from Quebec to Alabama, the state was named after them – Vert Mont, from the French for green and mountain. The Abenaki had taken refuge there. She told her what she knew about the Abenaki and how their name translated as people of the dawnlands.

         The woman said she was impressed.

         Would you like to see my pullets? Ruby asked.

         
            *

         

         A fisherman has a catch of ninety-six salmon and has just four crates to evenly distribute them. How many fish in each crate?

         Ruby was barely listening. Packs of children were walking down the sidewalk, dragging Hannah Montana and Jonas Brothers backpacks, holding lunchboxes, getting out of cars and off buses. Everyone was in T-shirts. Girls had braided hair. She’d worn the wrong thing. Clover had said to wear the dress but hadn’t been sure.

         Ruby, pay attention, said Lucas, because she hadn’t answered.

         Twenty-four, she said, twenty-four salmon per crate.

         Lucas parked the truck and they sat there for a moment, looking out at the other kids, running, talking, girls holding hands, as they filed toward the building. She didn’t know anyone. She wanted to say to Lucas, What if no one likes me, but he would say it was a frivolous thought. It was important to be able to be by yourself. They waited. Ruby sat in the truck. This was her real test today, meeting other people. She wouldn’t tell him that.

         Weird fact? asked Lucas.

         Yeah, she said.

         He thought for a second. What’s the only mammal that sees in ultraviolet light?

         She knew straight away it was a trick question because they’d read an article last year in a nature magazine that claimed reindeer were the only mammals to see ultraviolet. Lucas had pointed out that it was wrong. Not one, Ruby said, at least three – rats, bats, reindeer.

         Let’s go do this, then, he said, and they got out of the truck. They walked past the flagpoles, up the steps and through the glass doors into the reception area of Middle Lake Elementary. She was in school. Lucas stood with her at the front desk. A woman with a big smile and glasses on a cord around her neck came out to meet them.

         I’m Principal Clarke. You’re very welcome, Ruby. Lucas was still standing there. We’ll take it from here, Mr Chevalier. Thank you.

         The principal led Ruby to a small room and before they stepped in she looked behind her. Lucas was gone. She was in school on her own. In the room she was given an exam to see what grade she’d be placed into. It seemed easy. There were no tricks like Lucas would give her to make sure every question was read correctly. When she’d finished, she pushed the sheets across the table to Principal Clarke, who gave her a cup of juice and two chocolate-chip cookies. She told Ruby that she had to mark the test, and Ruby was welcome to read any of the books on the shelves. Ruby drank the juice straight down and hid the cup in the trash can in the corner. Like getting rid of the evidence. Lucas said it wasn’t just the sugar that caused tooth decay – the acid in the juice ate away at the enamel. So far she’d had zero cavities.

         She searched the book covers and chose a hazy-blue one with a picture of a boy throwing his arms up in the air, a falcon overhead. She sank into a beanbag in the corner of the room. The boy was alone in a home that he had made in the hollow of a tree while a blizzard blew outside. He had run away to the Catskill Mountains and wrote by the light of a candle he’d made from deer fat poured in a turtle shell.

         Principal Clarke put down her pencil and took off her glasses. Congratulations, Ruby, it looks like you’re going into the third grade. Ruby stood to put the book back on the shelf, but the principal said, You can take that home to read if you like.

         The corridor walls were covered in sheets of construction paper and posters. Cut-out letters spelled Welcome Back! Lucas would hate the exclamation point. In computer coding an exclamation point is called a shriek, a sound no one likes.

         They stopped at a door and Principal Clarke peered through the square window above Ruby’s head. She tapped a few times and waved at someone.

         This is Miss Bukowski’s third-grade classroom. From now on this is where you’ll come by yourself every morning. You can’t be truant anymore.

         In Miss Bukowski’s room all the children looked up. Ruby counted ten of them. Principal Clarke said, I’ll leave her with you, Miss Bukowski, and went back into the hallway. Miss Bukowski’s dress had turquoise-and-green swirling patterns and nearly reached her ankles. She wore Converse high-tops. She had long brown hair with blonde streaks through it and she smiled, a good smile.

         Everybody, she announced, this is Ruby Chevalier and she will be joining us in the third grade. The whole class said, Hi Ruby, holding up their hands to wave hello at her. Ruby lifted her hand slightly to wave back. There were five girls and five boys. She would unbalance them. They stared. She stared back. No one said anything until one of the boys said, Awkward, and all the others looked at Miss Bukowski. Ruby started to laugh. She couldn’t help it, and they laughed, and she laughed harder, the relief spilling out of her. Miss Bukowski thought it was funny too. Then she stopped and said, Okay, Ruby, let’s get started. You take the desk next to Nathalie. She pointed toward a girl with long dark hair and glasses. She was wearing a headscarf with beads hanging from it in braided bits of hair. Ruby had seen this before but couldn’t remember where. She sat in the empty desk. Nathalie’s school bag was at her feet and there was a picture of a pirate wearing the same headscarf as she was. Ruby remembered then. She’d seen it hundreds of times, on notebooks, lunch bags, T-shirts. It was everywhere. Pirates of the Caribbean: The Case of the Black Pearl. Ruby didn’t know what to think. Lucas would say this girl was batshit crazy. Ruby forced a smile. Nathalie waited for Miss Bukowski to turn her back to the class and then leaned over and whispered, her eyes huge behind her glasses, I love your name. Ruby Chevalier. It sounds like a buccaneer.

         
            *

         

         While Clover cooked dinner, Ruby pulled down the dictionary to look up definitions because she had been told she was two words that she didn’t know the meaning of. Truant, said the dictionary, is one who shirks duty, especially one who stays out of school. Also the Old Irish for wretch. She searched for wretch. The first definition said a miserable person: one who is profoundly unhappy or in great misfortune, and the second one said a despicable or vile person. Her cheeks burned and it took her a few moments to be brave enough to find the second word. Buccaneer.

         She’d been called a pirate, a freebooter. An adventurer.
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         Why’s your mother an old woman? one of the boys asked Ruby on the playground, his elbows wide, thumbs hooked in the loops of his jeans like he was going to have an argument.

         Ruby was still trying to understand the question when Nathalie answered for her.

         That’s her grandmother, you idiot.

         The boy opened his mouth like a fish: Ohhhhhhh, he said, as if some great mystery had been solved.

         It had never occurred to Ruby that people might think Clover was her mother.

         At the end of the day when everyone ran to their moms or dads in their compact cars, SUVs or trucks, Ruby slid into the front seat of Clover’s blue 1975 Pontiac Bonneville. Clover called it the Blue Boat. It smelled like cigarettes, her Jergens hand cream and air fresheners. Everyone knew Clover and her car because she never drove at more than twenty miles per hour and she parked haphazardly around the Islands wherever suited her, sideways across three pull-in spaces or right out in front of the post office, blocking a lane of traffic, instead of out back where there was a lot.

         Lucas called the Pontiac a gas-guzzler and an embarrassment. When he drove just like her, parked wherever he wanted and ignored the rules, Ruby started repeating what he said – A Clover manoeuvre – and he would laugh; he loved her mimicking his phrases. Every Saturday morning Clover shuffled outside with a bottle of Windex and newspaper to clean the Blue Boat’s windows, empty the ashtray and take a brush to the seats and floor mats. Lucas would wink at Ruby and Ruby would wink back.

         How does that idiot think your grandmother’s your mother?

         Nathalie was like her shadow. Every time Ruby turned, Nathalie was right there by her side. In line at lunch, attached to her at recess. Every day was the same. Ruby had never spent so much time with someone. And Nathalie never stopped talking. She chattered away full throttle about everything, shaking her head so that the beads in her braids clicked together. Miss Bukowski didn’t even have to turn around when she was facing the whiteboard. She would just say Nathalie … in her warning voice. It occurred to Ruby that there had been an empty desk next to Nathalie for a reason. When Ruby told Lucas that Nathalie was always fastened to her he compared her to a sea lamprey, vampire fish that bit holes into the sides of other fish and sucked everything out of them. She stopped mentioning Nathalie to him after that. The devotion didn’t confuse her anymore. Nathalie was her best friend.

         Ruby told Nathalie about being on the lake, gutting fish, piloting boats. Nathalie was rapt. While she was definitely vegetarian, she rated all adventures highly, especially those on the water and anything to do with pirating. She invented plans every day and talked about their future: what we’ll do when the snow comes, what we’ll do next summer, what we’ll be. Ruby loved her like she’d known her forever.

         Nathalie asked her questions she had never considered before.

         Why do you call your dad Lucas instead of Dad?

         Ruby didn’t know why. She thought maybe Lucas had tried to get her to say Dad but everyone around them that they’d ever met called him Lucas. Same with Clover.

         Maybe because I’m an only child?

         I’m one too, said Nathalie, but I say Dad and Grandmom.

         
            *

         

         Miss Bukowski assigned the class their first project. She said it would involve research. They were to look at the nature around them, select one thing – it could be a fish, a tree, a bird, an insect, waterfowl, mountains, rocks, whatever – and make a presentation to the class. Three projects from last year’s third grade hung on the back wall of the classroom. The best was on the cormorant. It told the whole story: how it had nearly died out because DDT made its eggs brittle and unsustainable, but that it had come back, so much so that it was destroying parts of the lake, especially Young Island, which locals called Bird Island. The guano, or droppings, of the cormorant were acidic and had killed all the vegetation. Everything on that island had been stripped and other birds couldn’t nest.
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