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For Beverly LeBov Sloane. Love you, Mom!
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Hate is a bottomless cup; I will pour and pour.


—Medea (Euripides)






ONE


The ceremony starts in twenty minutes. I’m climbing out of the subway tunnel, a thousand unwanted smells in my hair. I’m not used to being around this many people—the stink of them, the heat, the noise. The noise especially. I just shared a subway car with a group of high school girls, and their laughter still swirls in my ears. I probably should have driven, but it’s been hard for me to drive long distances since Emily’s death. My thoughts start spinning along with the wheels, memories of road trips, of carpools and radio sing-alongs and petty arguments, and before I know it, I’m aiming straight for the divider.


The venue is just three blocks away. I walk slowly, slower than everyone around me, trying to catch my breath, to still my thoughts, to think of nothing but the sidewalk and the cold night air and where I need to be.


From half a block away, I recognize the Brayburn Club. I know it from the photo I found online. It’s located in a Gramercy Park brownstone with leaded windows and wide, majestic steps. It’s a week past New Year’s, but the Brayburn Club is still decorated for the holiday season, a lush wreath filling the front door, icicle lights dripping from the windowsills like fresh beads of sweat.


I pass a group of young women smoking last-minute cigarettes—friends of his, maybe?—and I think back to the time I caught Emily smoking weed with her friend Fiona. She must have been fourteen, always a little old for her years and bored of our small Hudson Valley town. I got so angry with her. Grounded her for two months. Her dad thought it excessive. We smoked pot when we were that age, Matt said, missing the point. Yes, we smoked pot when we were fourteen, but Emily wasn’t us. She was better than us.


I won’t do it again, Mom. I promise. Her voice in my head is as clear and real as the shrieking laughter of the girls on the train. I want to lose myself in it and never come back.


It isn’t until I’m at the top of the stairs, after I’ve handed the boy at the door my invitation and I’m in line for the coat check, that Emily’s voice quiets and I remember where I am and why I’m here.


“Anything else, ma’am?” says the coat check girl. She has a freshly scrubbed look and shiny dark hair and she’s wearing the Brayburn College colors—crimson jacket, gold blouse. “Anything else?” She says it like she’s prompting me from a script.


“No. Nothing else. Thank you.”


The girl’s nose scrunches up. She looks at me funny, and I wonder if she can sense what I’ve been up to. Who I am.


The evening’s main event is the first alumni dinner of the year. It will be held in the formal dining room—a four-course meal, capped off by a speech by a noted software developer from the class of ’98. But I won’t be staying for any of that.


They’re holding the ceremony first, in the club’s library—a sprawling room, with wall-sized bookshelves and grand arched ceilings painted with exotic birds and flowers. It smells of leather bindings and polished floors, and there’s a Christmas tree in the corner, decorated entirely in Brayburn colors. I imagine most people are calmed by this place—a respite from the stench and bellow of the city. I relax my shoulders and try my best to act as though I feel the same.


The seats are all filled by the time I’m in the room. A boy in a tuxedo offers me a glass of champagne from a tray. I take it for the sake of having something to hold, and slip in next to a group at the back, waiting.


There’s a man watching me. That used to happen all the time, and I used to find it flattering, but I don’t like it now. I’ve lost twenty-eight pounds since Emily’s death. I’ve stopped coloring my hair and wearing makeup and I had the bolt-ons removed, and so I am literally no longer the woman I once was. There is no reason to watch me. No flattering reason, anyway.


The man is around my age, with a thinning buzz cut, his jacket and tie cheap for the room. He smiles, and I turn away from him, the stem of the champagne glass tight between my fingers.


“Why are you here?” he says, and I think, Does he recognize me? I’m hoping my thoughts don’t show on my face.


“Excuse me?”


His smile is surprisingly warm. Disarming. “Are you a relative?”


“No.”


“Brayburn alum?”


“Yes.” The easier lie. “How about you?”


He says nothing. Just nods, as though he doesn’t believe me. Then he turns back around. Strange. But then everything is strange here. Like a dream, or maybe an acid trip, the colors too soft, the whispers too loud. I’m feeling a little nauseous. There are other people looking at me—two silver-haired women in the back row. Is my hair okay? Do I have something stuck to my shoe? I almost ask them that, but I stop myself just in time.


There is a podium at the front of the room, and a man pads up to it. He has thin lips, wispy hair, narrow shoulders, everything about him meager and unobtrusive. His name is Richard Waverly, and he’s the dean of the School of Humanities. He introduces himself as such, but I already know those things. I take a big swallow of champagne and then another and then the glass is done when I hadn’t even intended a sip. The room shimmers and blurs. The silver-haired women whisper like snakes.


Waverly says, “The recipient of the Martha L. Koch Humanitarian Award this year is a young man who exemplifies public service,” and that’s when I finally catch sight of him, standing in the rear corner of the room, his golden curls slicked down, his parents sentries on either side of him. I’d recognize them anywhere. The father is square-jawed and straight-backed, the mother blond and beaming. He’s quite a bit taller now, the son. Apparently, he had some growing to do, but the parents haven’t changed a bit. The mother especially, in her seasonal wrap dress, big diamond at her throat. Her death didn’t change you.


I say it out loud. “Her death didn’t change you.” The hissing women whip their heads around in unison. I can feel the heat of their glares. I aim my eyes at my empty glass and take a deep breath, but then Waverly says the boy’s name. A punch to my throat. “Harris Blanchard.”


He strides up to the podium, taller Harris with his slicked-down curls, with his expensive suit and shiny shoes, and I hear Emily’s voice again. His name is Harris, Mom. He’s really nice. I remember her Instagram bio, Emily’s motto from an Instagram account I’d only learned of after her death, her words on the lips of a defense lawyer as expensive as the gray suit Harris Blanchard is wearing to accept his Martha L. Koch award. My daughter’s Instagram bio. The defense lawyer’s sneer. “No fucks left to give.” What does that mean to you, Mrs. Gardener?


Harris Blanchard pulls a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolds it. My gaze pings on his mother, just as she mouths, I love you, sweetie, and I have no fucks left to give. The word bubbles up in my throat and escapes as a shriek. “Murderer!”


I start toward Harris Blanchard. I don’t get far.


I’m not always this way. That is to say, nine-tenths of the time I’m calm and cool and going about my business. I do website design out of my home, and when I meet with clients—usually at the one coffee shop in town, since my house is halfway up a mountain and hard to get to—I put on a dress or a nice pantsuit and heels and behave in a professional manner. I work hard. I don’t miss deadlines or pull diva fits when someone wants a change to the design, even an ill-advised one. From time to time, I catch up with old friends over lunch. I make jokes, even.


But Emily is always on my mind, a ragged bundle of memories, cocooned in a constant, gnawing pain. To keep the cocoon tight and the pain at bay, I take pills. In my old life, I had no anxiety that couldn’t be cured by my weekly hot yoga class. Obviously, things have changed since then.


The meds I take don’t mix well with alcohol, which has never been much of an issue until tonight, when, after arriving at Penn Station two hours early for Harris Blanchard’s award ceremony, I stopped at a touristy Italian place, where an organist was playing a Doors medley at an ear-shattering volume.


My ex-husband, Matt, loved the Doors. I suppose he still does, but it feels weird to talk about him in the present tense, as we’ve barely spoken in three years. I’d gone into this place solely to get a bite to eat, but by the time the organist had screamed “Mr. Mojo Risin’” into the mic for the tenth or twelfth or maybe the hundred and fiftieth time, I’d downed three vodka rocks, and the cocoon had burst open. Emily was with me. I could smell that fruity bubble gum she used to love, her lily of the valley shampoo. I could hear her laughing along with the girls on the subway, and when I looked at the coat check girl at the Brayburn Club, I could see her face. Get out of here, I wanted to tell her. Get away from him. And then I decided to drink that glass of champagne. …


My whole body aches. My throat from screaming, or maybe it’s the man in the cheap suit who did it. The way he’d pinned my arms to my back and wrestled me to the floor, my cheek hot against the smooth wood planks, that smell of pine and old books and his sleazy, spicy cologne. It was an overreaction on his part. A show of force, his forearms pressed between my shoulder blades as though I had any chance of getting away, when he had a hundred pounds on me, easy. I knew it. You didn’t fit in at that place any more than I did. And the way you looked at me. That smile … If I’d been sober, if the room hadn’t been spinning and shimmering like something out of a bad dream, I’d have figured that douchebag for the rent-a-cop he was.


“Why would you go to the ceremony in the first place?” Reena says. “I don’t understand why you’d want to be anywhere near that guy.” Reena is one of my two arresting officers, and she is very kind. She knows who I am. She remembers my name from the news five years ago—one of the few people who still do. At the time, she’d been pregnant with her first child, a girl, which made her sympathize with me instead of the rich golden-haired boy with the angelic blue eyes and the premed major. I couldn’t imagine anything worse, she had told me in the squad car, than losing a daughter like that.


Reena and I are in the 13th Precinct house now. I’m being booked, but you wouldn’t know it from the way she talks to me, as though I’m an old friend who’s hit on hard times. When she asks me why I went to the ceremony, her partner, a stoic young man named Officer Ruiz, raises his eyebrows at her and clicks his tongue once, like a warning shot.


Reena says, “Don’t reply.” Both of them have the Miranda warning in mind, I know. But I don’t care.


“I wanted to see him. I wanted to see if he’s changed.”


Reena has large, dark, empathetic eyes, and like me she’s short, which allows her to gaze into my eyes directly.


I keep talking. “He’s taller now. Isn’t that interesting? Someone growing that much between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two? You know how tall Emily was when it happened? Four foot eleven. She was a late bloomer. I bet she’d be a lot taller than me now, if he’d given her the chance to grow up.”


Reena starts to say something, then stops.


“I know,” I say. “I know. Anything I say can and will. Go ahead. Hold it against me. I don’t give a crap.”


My head has cleared considerably. Enough to know that I’ve been charged with disturbing the peace, a violation, and drunk and disorderly conduct, a violation. When Reena initially told me this, I almost corrected her to add “violating an order of protection,” but stopped myself just in time. That order expired a year ago. Until tonight, I’ve done an excellent job of leaving the Blanchards alone.


Reena has removed something from my purse. She replaces it, quick and matter-of-fact, but I’m still able to get a glimpse. A fork from the Italian place. The memory comes to me in stabs, sharp and fleeting. Sliding it into my purse, my palms slippery on the handle. Kill him. Kill them all … I had thought it was a knife.


Reena hands me a voucher. “You’ll get all your possessions back once you’re released. You can make up to three phone calls. I’m going to take you to the holding cell now. My hunch is, you’ll get a DAT, so you won’t have to go through central booking. With any luck, you should be out of here and on your way home within a few hours. You’ll get your stuff back then; just give Officer Johnson the voucher. She’s the desk sergeant.”


She says all of this with a calm assurance, and in that sliver of time I feel protected, as though there’s a secret order in this world of which I am a member, and Reena is as well, and that secret, special sisterhood transcends her uniform and my handcuffs and binds us tighter than anything, even the air that keeps us alive.


We are mothers of girls.


I make two phone calls. The first is to a client—an artist from Woodstock whose website I’m designing—telling her I probably won’t be able to make our eight thirty meeting tomorrow morning. The second is to Luke. Both go straight to voicemail.


The holding cell is empty and quiet. It’s located in the building’s basement, away from the bustle of the precinct house, but with a sad, restless energy of its own. There is no natural light here. The floor is rough concrete, and the bars are gray under the fluorescent lights. The air is thick with the smell of sweat and with something else I can’t name.


There is a metal bench against the wall, a metal toilet in the center of the room. I sit on the concrete floor and close my eyes and try to escape the ghosts, the voices. Why do you do these things, Camille? Why do you insist on opening wounds?


My heart is starting to pound. I put my head between my knees and take deep, deep breaths and imagine I’m on the beach, atop a mountain, my feet soaking in a stream. I picture myself at home, at my laptop, out of trouble. None of it works. My pulse is speeding up. I can feel it in my neck, expanding and contracting, the room swelling around me, my breath short and ineffectual. Panic attack. Great. I think of my pills at home in my medicine cabinet. More than 120 miles away. Don’t scream. My old therapist’s voice in my head again. Don’t scream, Camille; find your calming place.


“Bitch, don’t you think that’s what I’m trying to do?” I say it out loud. My voice pitches up and quavers, and I actually start to laugh. Thank God I’m alone in the holding cell, or they’d cart me off. Maybe I should be carted off; maybe that would be an act of kindness. …


I put my hands to my face. I feel the cool of my palms, focus on it, as Joan would have advised if she were here. Joan, my old therapist, with her red-framed glasses, her wild steel-colored hair, jasmine incense burning in the corner of the dimly lit office. The soft leather couch. Joan’s dry hands on my shoulders and the sound of wind chimes, like children laughing in another room. Find your calming place. I can see her face in my mind, the smooth young skin incongruous with the prematurely gray hair, hazel eyes magnified by thick lenses, the gentle scold in them. Breathe deep, in and out. Feel the weight and substance of your own body. She died a year ago, Joan. A late-night fall from the top of a staircase, and she was gone, at thirty-five years old. Like me, she lived alone and secluded. No one heard her cries for help. It was over a week before her body was found, glasses broken, back broken.


I shut my eyes tighter, and Joan’s face becomes the face of Lisette Blanchard, Harris’s mother, with her chemically smoothed brow and unnaturally bright smile. Her hair highlighted like mine used to be. She was wearing a red velvet dress at the ceremony. A wrap dress. Emily used to call wrap dresses Mom Uniforms, and she wasn’t wrong. There’s something so safe about them. Basic, as Emily would have said, how they flatter every shape in such a demure, dull, predictable way.


Lisette Blanchard has the same eyes as her son—blue and twinkling and completely untroubled. Before the rent-a-cop wrestled me to the floor of the Brayburn Club library, I caught a glimpse of the two of them: Lisette and Harris Blanchard staring at me with those wide blue eyes, delicate mouths dropped open. Identical masks of pity.


Find your calming place, Joan would say if she were here, if she were alive. They don’t matter. Their pity doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but the sound of the chimes. The sound of wind chimes. The laughter of a child I no longer have.


I’m screaming now, trapped in that dream I’ll never wake up from. The nightmare I’ve been living for the past five years, where the rich boy takes my daughter from me and smiles and thrives and wins awards.


I scream until I have no voice left and my throat is raw and bloody-feeling. I scream until I’ve screamed every thought out of my head, and I no longer care about the nightmare, or anything.


I curl up on the floor, the concrete cold of it, my forehead smashed into my knees. You’re a mess, I tell myself. More of an observation than a judgment.


When Emily was seven years old, she caught a bad case of the stomach flu. Matt and I were up all night with her, presumably taking turns, though I couldn’t sleep during my supposed downtimes. I was so concerned about Emily getting dehydrated. Between trips to the bathroom, I was trying to feed her tiny sips of ginger ale from a plastic cup with a teaspoon, the way my own mother used to do when I got sick. Finally the fever broke. She fell asleep with her little head on my shoulder, the spoon to her lips. Because you’re my mommy, she said as she was drifting off. Because it’s your job to keep me okay.


It’s strange, being this alone, without my phone or my laptop or even the TV to interrupt my thoughts. City girl in the country, Matt used to call me. But it isn’t technology I crave; it’s the way it numbs me.


Matt lives in Colorado now, atop a mountain. He skis and works at a marijuana dispensary, a twentysomething free spirit trapped in a fifty-year-old body. He’s been aging backward since I first met him, but Emily’s death accelerated the process. Come with me, Cammy, Matt begged me three years ago, when our marriage was still hanging by the spindliest of threads. Come with me and let’s start all over. I said no, and he got angry. Blamed Luke. The way you sneak out to see him, to be near him. You’re attached to him, and it’s sick, Camille. You’re sick.


I’m relaxed now, the fight screamed out of me. I stretch my legs and close my eyes for what feels like hours. I drift off, and come back and drift off again, waiting for whatever it is that’s going to happen next.


As it turns out, what happens next is Luke.






TWO


When we’re outside the police station, Luke tells me I look like shit. He asks if I’ve eaten or slept since the last time I saw him, and even though the last time I saw him was five and a half months ago, he makes it sound like that’s a serious question.


I force out a laugh. “Of course I have.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“Stop it.”


“Well, I’m taking you out for pancakes, whether you want them or not.”


Luke says it like a tough guy. Well, as tough as any guy can sound when saying I’m taking you out for pancakes. I can’t help but smile at him. “Whatever you say, Sarge.”


I know it’ll make him roll his eyes, and it does. Luke Charlebois is a successful character actor with a master’s degree from NYU. He’s played Falstaff in a Shakespeare in the Park production of Henry IV, Part 1 and understudied Lennie in Of Mice and Men on Broadway. He’s been singled out in The New Yorker for his turn as a dying high school football coach in an Indie Spirit–nominated film, and he’s won three Obie Awards and received an Emmy nomination for Best Supporting Actor in a Limited Run Series. But it’s his current TV role, as tough-as-nails Sergeant Edwin “Sarge” Barkley on the network crime show Protect and Serve, that’s put Luke on the map. When he came to pick me up at the police station, no fewer than half a dozen cops asked him for his autograph.


“That line can and will be held against you,” says Luke, who is far too highbrow to be anything other than embarrassed by his cop-show fame, and far too sensitive to badger me for answers regarding my drunk and disorderly arrest. He knows me well enough to guess the reasons, and for him, I suppose, that’s enough.


I put a hand on each of his big shoulders and gaze up into his broad, dimpled face in the purple glow of the Manhattan night. It is the kindest face I’ve ever known. “I’m sorry.”


“For what?”


“Well … for one thing, dragging you out of your home at … what time is it, anyway?”


“I’m a New Yorker. We never sleep.”


“I think the saying is about the city. Not the people who live there.”


He kisses me on the forehead, and I’m aware of someone watching us. A fan of his, probably. They’re everywhere. “You know I love you,” he says, and I don’t care who’s watching.


“Luke?”


“Yeah?”


“Can I?”


He holds out his arms. I rest my face against his chest. Press my ear to his thick sweater and wind my arms around him, pulling his body close enough so I can hear the heartbeat. We stay like that for a long time, my head pressed against him, Luke tolerating my embrace in the gentlest of ways until finally I get it together enough to pull away. “Thank you.”


Maybe I am sick. Maybe something inside me got broken when Emily died, and it will always be there, rattling around, hurting me. I accept that. I’d rather be hurting forever over Emily than living the way Matt does, as though she never happened.


Luke brushes a lock of hair out of my eyes. “When are you going to stop all this stuff?”


“With the Blanchards?”


He nods.


“Maybe when they die.” I’m joking, I think.


He sighs, condensation spilling out of his mouth. “That anger, Cam. That’s what I mean.”


“Look, I can’t help the way I—”


“And it isn’t doing a thing to them. You get that, don’t you? They’re going on with their night, drinking champagne, toasting their award-winner. They don’t think they’ve done anything wrong, and they never will. They see themselves as the victims. They see him as the victim.”


“How do you know that?”


He stares at me for what feels like a full minute.


I pull my coat closer. It’s cold out, but not with the energizing bite of a typical winter night. It’s more insidious, the chill seeping under the collar of my coat, through the weave of my tights, sliding down the back of my neck until my whole body is shivering and it feels more feverish than weather-related, not energizing at all. “I didn’t want to show you this,” Luke says.


He’s scrolling through his glowing phone, and then he’s handing it to me. I gape at the screen: The Blanchards grin back at me, hands grasping each other’s shoulders. Harris holding his golden award. A perfect little family.


Luke follows Lisette and Harris on Instagram (the father, Tom, doesn’t have an account). I know this. In fact, I was the one who asked him to do it, more than a year ago, figuring I’d get blocked if I tried. But the photo still gets to me. How could it not? Imagine looking at a posed picture of your child’s murderer. Imagine him basking in the warmth of his parents’ embrace. Imagine he’s staring straight at the camera, smiling up through his eyes, healthier and happier than you’ll ever be. …


“Read the caption,” Luke says.


I read, my fingernails digging into my palms.


Kudos to our Harris, recipient of the Martha L. Koch award!!! It seems like just yesterday you were a little boy, chasing Buster around the yard and dreaming of playing for the Yankees. Now you’re all grown up and surpassing OUR dreams. We couldn’t be prouder of the brilliant, thoughtful young man you’ve become!!!! #blessed


I skim the comments—hearts and happy faces and praying hands sprinkled throughout them like confetti.


“Did you see the last comment?” Luke says.


I do now. It’s from Lisette. I look up at him.


“You see what I’m saying? Do you understand?”


“There’s a video?”


“There’s always a video.”


I glance back down at the screen, read the rest of the comment:


To those of you who wrote us after seeing the video: Thank you, dear friends, for all your support. But this is a deeply disturbed woman. Please DON’T HATE HER. We DON’T. We forgive her, and you should too.


“‘We forgive her,’” I whisper.


“Do you understand, Cam?”


I don’t know what to say. I don’t understand anything in the world. Nothing makes sense. Nothing is fair. I haven’t understood anything since he killed her.


“Excuse me?”


It’s an older woman in a camel hair coat, and she seems to have appeared out of nowhere. She places a light hand on my shoulder, and my first thought is that she’s a Protect and Serve fan, wanting Luke’s autograph. “I won’t take up too much of your time.” She says it to me, though. Not Luke. “I know you’ve had a rough night.”


Condensation rushes from my nose. I glance at Luke, who is shaking his head. Then back at the woman. There’s something about her I know, but I can’t figure out what that thing is. “You’re a reporter,” I try. “I’ve seen you on TV.”


Luke hails a cab, steps back as it screeches to the curb. “We were just leaving,” he says.


“I’m not a reporter.” The woman clasps my wrist and stands very close to me, as though we’re not strangers at all but confidantes, in on the same secret. Her eyes are blue, and startlingly bright. I do know you. Where do I know you from? She takes my gloveless hand and presses something into it. A business card.


“It’s a group,” the woman says. “For people like us.”


“People like us?”


“I know who you are.” She is still holding my hand and grasps it tighter, her skin cool and dry. “I know how you feel.”


She leaves. As I slip into the cab, she hurries to the end of the street, her silver hair catching the glow of the streetlight. In a flash, I understand who she is and why she looked familiar to me. She’s one of the two women from the Brayburn Club—the ones whispering, like snakes.


I settle into the back seat and open my hand and stare at the business card: black, with one word written at the center in elegant white letters. No address. No phone number, email, or website. Just that one strange word: Niobe.


“What did that reporter give you?” says Luke once we are in the cab, speeding downtown through the empty streets toward an all-night diner on Greenwich that he knows of.


“She’s not a reporter.”


“Really?”


I don’t tell him where I’ve seen her before. I’m not sure why. I’ve only spent seconds with this woman, but I feel strange about those seconds, as though they’re something to be guarded. “She said she wasn’t.”


I almost don’t want to hand him the card, but I see he’s noticed it and so I do.


He looks at me. “What is this?”


It’s a group. For people like us. “I have no idea.”


“Niobe,” he says. “From Greek mythology.”


“I … guess? I’m not much of a Greek mythology fan.”


He nods slowly. “Weird.” He hands the card back to me, his gaze fixed on the cab’s TV screen, footage of colorfully dressed dancers in some Broadway show, spinning, then leaping, the grins never leaving their glitter-painted faces.


I watch Luke watching them. I’ve had a few actor friends in my life. They all seem to be obsessed with Greek mythology. “So,” I ask finally. “Who’s Niobe?”


“The wife of a king.” He says it quietly, his gaze still locked on the screen. “She lost her children.”


The diner is called the Acropolis and it’s nearly empty, which isn’t surprising. It’s four in the morning, after all, and OPEN 24 HOURS sign or not, it feels more like a daytime place, the lemon scent in the air a little too thick, the lighting too bright and cheery for the after-club crowd. There are potted plants everywhere.


We take a booth next to the window. “I Can See Clearly Now” is playing over the speaker system—a song I’ve heard at least four times in the past few days. I’m starting to feel mocked by it. A tired-looking waitress drops menus in front of us and walks away. I smile at Luke, my throat dry and ragged. “So, how’s the show going?”


“Fine, I guess,” he says. “I’ve been getting weird emails from this fan.”


“What kind?”


“You know what slash fiction is?”


I let out a laugh.


“So you do.”


“I’d think it would be flattering to have erotica written about you.”


“My character. Not me. Let’s not get carried away here.”


“Even more flattering. A testimony to your acting ability.”


He sighs, shakes his head. “All I can tell you is, I can’t do scenes with Lieutenant Mitchell without picturing him in leather chaps.”


I stifle another laugh. “I hope that, at least, they’re accurate procedurally.”


“You think I’m going to show this stuff to Jim Grady?” Jim Grady is the show’s on-set consultant—a retired NYPD detective who probably thinks slash fiction has something to do with vandalizing tires.


“Good point,” I say. “But still—”


“Can I just ask you one thing, Cam?”


My smile fades.


“Why were you at the Brayburn Club? How did you even know about the awards ceremony?”


“That’s two things.”


He just looks at me.


I take a swallow of my water. “If you must know,” I say, “I got an invitation.”


“What?”


“I’m serious. I was emailed an invitation to the ceremony. I don’t know why. I’ve gotten other things from Brayburn, though, over the last several months. I think one of the times when I was on their site, I got put on their mailing list.”


Luke purses his lips. Gives me flat eyes, like a disapproving parent.


“I look at their website, Luke. Sue me.”


The waitress is back. I don’t know how long she’s been standing there, but I think it’s just been for a few seconds. Luke orders a cup of tea, a short stack, a side of bacon. “She’ll have the same,” he says. He knows enough not to ask me first. Back home, I subsist on stacks of canned soup and frozen meals I buy based more on price than on content. I don’t care what I eat, as long as it fills me up and gives me enough energy to move through the day.


Before she leaves the table, the waitress takes a closer look at Luke, then me. “Aren’t you …” She breathes out the words.


Unlike the older woman on the street, I don’t assume she’s going to ask Luke for his autograph. The waitress is very young, with dyed orange hair, bars in her ears, elaborate tattoos snaking up both arms. The wrong demographic for Protect and Serve; the right one for a semi-viral video. “You’re—”


“I’m not anybody.”


But her gaze stays locked on my face, recognition dawning in her eyes. I’m newly aware of the sweat stains on my dress, the moldy scent of the holding cell in my clothes and hair, the blotches on my skin from crying. “I’m a hungry customer.” I try a smile. “That’s who I am.”


She gives me a weak smile back, her pale cheeks flushing red. She leaves quickly with our order.


I look at Luke. “I don’t like being more famous than you.” Out of the corner of my eye I can see her raising her phone to take a picture.


Luke spots her too. “Oh shit,” he says. “We should leave.”


But I’m already up and heading toward this girl.


“Camille,” Luke says. “Camille, wait.”


Within seconds I’m inches away from the waitress, glaring into the lens of her phone. “You want a close-up?”


“Uh … I …”


I swipe the phone out of her hand. Her mouth drops open, and she looks like Lisette, then Harris, then a combination of the two. I clutch the phone so tightly, my hand hurts. I want to smash it to the floor, but I don’t. I don’t. I can’t. You can’t do things like that. I stare at the screen—at my own face in the picture she’s taken, gaunt and unfamiliar. She’s about to text it to someone. It’s her, the waitress has typed, along with a goggle-eyed emoji and a half-dozen exclamation points. The crazy bitch from the Brayburn Club!!!!!!


I delete the text. Hand her back the phone. My voice is calm and quiet and feels as though it’s coming from somewhere else. “You know crazy when you see it, huh? You can diagnose these things?”


Her mouth is still open, her eyes aimed at the floor like a chastised kid.


“Look at me.”


She does. Her eyes are hard and defiant—at least they seem that way to me.


There’s part of me that understands. This girl is eighteen years old. Nineteen tops, meaning that she was around thirteen years old when Emily was killed, and likely didn’t follow the news. In other words, like most of the teenagers snapping and GIFing and spreading the video around, she has no idea of the backstory. But that doesn’t make me any less angry.


I can feel Luke behind me, his weight shifting. “I’m a human being,” I tell the waitress quietly. “I am not your entertainment.”


There may be a change in those eyes, a softening. But I’m not sure. It’s probably my imagination. Luke hands me my purse and phone, which is still powered off. I may never turn it on again.


I head out the door with him close behind me. For the length of the cab ride back to his apartment, we barely say a word.


Luke’s apartment is in a Brooklyn Heights brownstone—a lovely place, but small and with thin walls. He bought it a couple of years after graduating NYU and, despite his success, has never thought of upsizing. (“I like it here,” he says. “It’s home.”) So while it goes unsaid that I’ll be crashing on Luke’s couch tonight, it also goes unsaid that I need to be very quiet about it. His girlfriend, Nora, who spends most nights here, is an attorney with a morning commute. She needs her sleep. I get that. What I’m not quite prepared for is that he’s already made up the couch for me, sheets tucked neatly over the cushions, two fluffy pillows resting on a pale blue comforter. My throat clenches up and my vision blurs a little. When I thank him, it comes out the thinnest of whispers. “You’re so good to me.”


Luke waves it off. “I’m out of pancake mix, but I do have eggs and toast,” he whispers. “I can make it for you now. Or do you want to sleep first? Have breakfast in the morning, which is, of course, in about five minutes …” He turns to look at me, but I’m already on the couch. “I guess you want to sleep,” he says.


I grab his wrist. Pull him next to me. I don’t want to cry.


Luke puts his arm around me. “You want to listen?” He says it very softly.


I want it more than anything. A tear rolls down my cheek. Then another. He lies back on the couch, his head against the pillows. He pulls me to him.


“But … Nora …”


“She doesn’t mind,” he says. “She understands.”


I wipe the tears from my face, but more follow. He’s doing this because he feels as though he owes me. I know that. I’m taking advantage of him, of the fact of his being alive. It’s not right. But I’m not a good enough person to pull away.


“It’s okay,” Luke whispers. “It’s okay, Cam.”


Will I ever be whole again? Will I ever be normal? I rest my head on his chest, and as he strokes my hair, I find it. The heartbeat. My daughter’s heartbeat.


I fall asleep listening to it, forgetting my troubles, marveling at its strength.






THREE


It was my decision to donate Emily’s organs. It made Matt feel squeamish, I think, but I didn’t care. He owed it to me. It had been him, after all, who let Emily go to the fraternity party. As she lay in the hospital, slowly slipping out of even the artificial life the ventilator could provide, we agreed to donate her lenses, liver, kidneys, and heart.


I was told they all went to patients who needed them. But Luke, the heart recipient, was the only one to write me a letter. I wrote him back, and then we spoke on the phone. A friendship was born. Or, as Matt used to call it, an addiction.


Matt’s description may have been accurate, I don’t know. I do remember Luke’s and my first meeting—at the Applebee’s in Woodbury Commons, an enormous outlet complex off the New York Thruway, with a parking lot bigger than the entire town I live in. Luke chose the place, claiming it was a halfway point, though I knew from the map he had to travel a lot farther. I tried to tell him we could meet in the city, but he wouldn’t hear of it. “It’s the least I could …” he started. Then he stopped—embarrassed, I suppose, by his own indebtedness.


At any rate, we drank a couple of beers and talked about things I no longer remember. The weather, maybe? The news? What I do recall is the feel of the conversation—like a job interview you know you’ve aced, and you can’t wait to get past the formalities and go to work.


I could have watched him move and speak for hours, if only to marvel at the livingness of him, my daughter’s living, beating heart.


While we were waiting for his Uber to arrive, he asked if I wanted to listen to it and of course I said yes. The disparity in our heights made it easy, as though it had been planned. All I had to do was move closer and my ear was to his chest. When I put my arms around him, it was so satisfying, the final piece fitting into the jigsaw puzzle.


Maybe it was an addiction. Maybe it is.


When I wake up in the morning, my head is still resting on Luke’s chest and I realize I’ve been dreaming about my Emily. In the dream, we’ve been climbing a mountain. The air is thin and our breath is heavy, but we’re smiling, covered in sweat, both of our hearts beating so hard, it’s all we can hear. Almost there, Mom, Emily says. Soon we’ll be able to jump off together.


I spring away from Luke, my face flushing. “What time is it?”


“Huh?”


The sun’s pressing through the windows, and the door to Luke’s bedroom is open, Nora having left for work. I yank my phone from the nearby charger, power it up, and look at the screen. Eight a.m. My screen is striped with texts, three of them from women I used to know, mothers of Emily’s closest friends. Their names are Lisa, Denise, and Sylvie, and when I read their texts, it’s hard not to picture the three of them clustered around a cauldron.


Camille!! Are you okay?


Saw what happened at the Brayburn club. If you need someone to talk to, I’m here. …


Honey, you need help. Please seek it. I’m begging you, as a caring friend.


The final text is from Glynne Barrett, the Woodstock artist. It’s the only one I don’t delete: Does 2 p.m. work for you?


I text back quickly: Yes!


“I need to get home.”


Luke says something about giving me a ride to Penn, but I tell him the subway’s faster—I’ll probably make it there before he’s able to get his car out of the garage. I kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you,” I tell him. Even though he hates it when I thank him for anything. “And please thank Nora for me. It can’t be easy, sleeping alone while you’re out there on the couch …” I decide not to finish the thought. “Anyway. I wish you guys would come up and visit me sometime. I have a big house. Lots of room. I’d like to return the favor.”


“Thanks, Cam. We just might do that.”


Once we’ve said our goodbyes and my hand is on the doorknob, Luke touches my shoulder. I turn around and look into his eyes and know exactly what’s on his mind. Luke is so easy to read. I often wonder if it’s because of his acting training—that Stanislavskian tearing down of walls over years and years and years—or if it’s simply me, the connection we share. “I’ll be okay,” I tell him.


“Can you promise me something?”


“Depends.”


“The next time you plan on doing something like you did last night, can you call me first?”


Interesting choice of words. I never planned on doing what I did last night. I’m not that crazy, and I tell him so.


He says nothing.


“Come on, Luke. You know me.” I start out the door, but he blocks my way.


“There’s this one director on Protect and Serve. He meets the leads privately once a week, shows us our worst takes.”


“He sounds like an asshole.”


“Most people think so. But I find it helpful.”


“Like a ‘scared straight’ thing? Only it’s bad acting instead of drugs?”


“Yes. Exactly.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


“I’m not going to show you the video. But … I took a look at it last night, after you fell asleep. And I think you need to watch it. On your own. When you get home.”


“To scare myself straight.”


“Yeah. Kind of.”


He’s serious. I can’t believe this.


“I had some drinks to calm my nerves. They didn’t mix well with my antianxiety meds, which … I guess is kind of ironic, really. When it comes to calming a person down, two rights can make one hell of a wrong.”


“Camille.”


“That wasn’t me at the Brayburn Club, Luke. It was a bad chemical reaction.”


He sighs heavily. Says it again. “Camille.” It makes me hate my own name, that tone of his. It annoys me nearly as much as the concern-trolling of Lisa, Denise, and Sylvie, who, by the way, I haven’t spoken to in probably a year.


Luke isn’t like them. He has a good heart, in every sense. He just doesn’t know me quite as well as he believes he does. I give him a forced smile, a hug goodbye. “Your concerns are duly noted, Sarge.”


I say it because I know it will piss him off.


When I get back to the Rhinecliff station, there’s a ticket on my car. I parked in the short-term lot rather than the overnight one and thus overstayed my welcome; I hadn’t expected, after all, to spend the night in jail. But the car hasn’t been towed, and I choose to take that as a positive.


It’s twenty degrees colder up here than it was in the city—a bracing cold that bites at my cheeks and makes my eyes water. And as I drive over the Kingston-Rhinecliff Bridge, over the frozen tundra of the Hudson River, the crumbling piles of ice blending into the dull sky, I think about how I used to love the winter when Emily was alive. I was in a poetry workshop back then, and I wrote some terrible haikus about the “kindest season,” how it buried the dead leaves and blown-down branches of fall beneath a blanket of white and put everything to sleep. Winter was, I believed, a chance to hide all the year’s mistakes, to freeze them dry. It was a chance at rebirth.


What a load of crap that was.


My phone dings. An incoming text, but I don’t even glance at it. After an arrest and a parking ticket, the last thing I need is to get pulled over for texting and driving. It dings again and then, when I’m over the bridge and heading up Route 209, it rings into the Bluetooth and I answer it.


“Oh, hello, Camille.” It’s Glynne Barrett, and she sounds strange—as though she’s surprised to hear from me, even though she’s the one who called. “I just texted you.”


I glance at the clock on my dashboard. It’s 1:25. “Hi, Glynne. See you at the coffee place? I just have to run by my house to pick up my laptop, so I may be, like, five minutes late—”
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