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         For Brigette, like crazy


   

      

         

         ORDINARILY AT THIS HOUR MY BROTHER, ERIC, would have been at his desk eating his usual Bavarian ham and brie on a wheat baguette, his cup of pumpkin soup, not too

         hot, a brown pear, slightly ripe, more crisp than soft. Ordinarily, as I said. But today at lunch he stood in his sterile,

         white-tiled, gleaming-steel-and-bright-fluorescent examining room with our mother, Hannah, who had been seeing ghosts. “I’ve

         been seeing ghosts,” she complained. She had said it this morning, too, when Eric had come by our house to make coffee and

         eggs, if I wanted them, as he had almost every day for several weeks now, to check on me, to make sure I wasn’t any more suicidal

         than usual. Eric had told our mother to visit his office at lunchtime, that he would take a look.

      


      This was their intimacy: her acknowledging his authority, Eric’s nonchalant acceptance of our mother’s acknowledgment. This

         was the love between them.

      


      “All right.” Eric laughed. “Mom’s nuts.”


      She touched the crinkly paper that covered his green vinyl examining table, absently tearing it between her long, fragile,

         blue-veined fingers. She was not even aware of this, her actions having become disconnected from her thoughts long ago. “It’s

         like on television,” she said. “You know how on 

          television sometimes there’s an image, like, like Bugs Bunny or something, and right next to him there’s a ghost of that

         image, like an entirely different Bugs Bunny?”

      


      Her face was pale, more than usual. A blue-purple vein ran beneath the skin of her temple like a trickle of red wine.


      “Sure,” my brother said, somewhat bemused.


      “That’s what I’ve been seeing.” Almost imperceptibly, the vein in her temple pulsed. It had grown more prominent in recent years,

         Eric noticed, her skin whiter, finer, more transparent.

      


      She’d become ghostlike herself.


      “You’re seeing double,” he said. “With televisions that’s called a double signal.” This was descriptive only, not a diagnosis.


      And somewhat dismissive.


      Our mother folded her arms. “Except, my young Dr. Airie, I know which image is real and which one isn’t.” She was proud, it

         seemed, her thin lips set.

      


      “Bugs Bunny isn’t real, Mom.”


      She giggled, rolled her eyes. “Eric.”

      


      “Are you seeing a double image right now?”


      “Not now,” she said firmly. “Just sometimes.”


      “Hmmm.” Eric, a doctor, my big brother, a fucking brain surgeon, wore a white lab coat. Beneath it, a pale blue cotton shirt

         monogrammed with the initials ERA, the E slightly larger, for Eric Richard Airie. He also wore a deep blue tie—silk, of course—with

         an elegant pattern of fleur-de-lis in gold thread. Hannah, his mother, our mother, wore a soft suede jacket, chocolate brown, a beige linen skirt, Italian leather boots. Outside, it was sweater weather,

         early fall. Another Labor Day had come and gone. “That could be her eyes,” Eric suggested, as if speaking to another doctor

         in the room, as if anyone else were listening. He walked to the wall, 

          turned off the lights, and removed a small black penlight from his lab-coat pocket. “Have you been to the optometrist, to,

         uh, Dr. Carewater—isn’t that his name?” He aimed it directly into our mother’s pupils, one after the other, watching them

         dilate, and on his face was a well-mannered look of medical concern.

      


      She blinked. “I thought of that.” Hannah, a physical therapist, a hand specialist, would have known if it were her eyes. “My eyes are fine,” she insisted.

         “A little myopia never caused this kind of trouble. Besides, it comes and it goes.” She repeated herself now, saying, “it comes and it goes, it comes and it goes, it comes and it goes,” turning the words into a song.

      


      “Okay.” Eric sucked his teeth. “It could just be that you’re crossing your eyes for some reason.” He walked to the wall and

         flicked the lights back on. His sandwich was waiting at his desk. The pumpkin soup, was it getting cold? “Can you remember

         when it happens? I mean, does it happen when you’re coming out of a dark room and into a bright one? Does it happen when you

         wake up, after your eyes have been closed for a long time?” He was looking for information, clues that would lead to an explanation,

         data upon which to configure a theory. He was rubbing his hands together. He was growing impatient, too, hungrier by the second.

      


      “Let me think.”


      They gave the examining room over to silence for a moment, and Eric looked at his clean, hairless fingers.


      Hannah tore at the paper on the examining table. Then she said, “During the day. I’ll be thinking, thinking about something,

         I suppose, and then I, and then I just realize that I’m seeing a ghost.”

      


      “You just realize it.”


      “It suddenly occurs to me that I’ve been seeing one.”


      

          “Thinking about what, specifically?”

      


      Our mother paused again, eyes unfocused, and then she made her characteristic statement. “Just lost, dear, just lost in my

         thoughts.” She had abandoned the crinkly paper and was now stroking the suede of her new brown jacket, combing it in the direction

         of the nap. When our mother wears something new, she beams, her face joyful—radiant as a young nun’s. “And there’s Pilot,”

         she said softly, her expression dropping. “I’ve been thinking about your brother.”

      


      I am Pilot.


      I am Pilot James Airie, Eric’s brother, younger by five years, named after our father’s passion—he flew for the airlines—a

         profession I have never even considered for myself.

      


      Eric moved to the sink and pulled up his sleeves. Ever since he had gone to medical school, he washed his hands compulsively,

         repeatedly, even at home. Ever since medical school, he had been aware of the risks, the bacteria and bacilli, the microbes

         thriving just out of sight. “There’s always Pilot,” he agreed.

      


      Once, there was Fiona, too. Fiona May Airie, our sister.


      Our mother hummed. It was a song no one had ever heard before, one that she made up every time she hummed it. It was, I believe,

         her way of trying to reassure Eric. She seemed always just on the verge of paying attention, her mind ready to wander away,

         her gray-green eyes unfocused and hazy. Humming underscored this quality, and it made Eric crazy. It makes everyone crazy.

      


      I know, because I do it, too.


      “Are you disoriented?” Eric asked, his tone saying, Look at me, listen.

      


      “Now?”


      He sighed. “When you’re seeing these ghosts.”


      “Disoriented?”


      “I mean,” he laughed softly, “more than usual?”


      

          She sang, “Don’t be cruel.”

      


      “Seriously.”


      “Disoriented,” our mother acknowledged. “Yes.”


      “Tired?”


      “Tired,” she admitted. “Yes, yes, that, too.”


      “Are you sleeping?”


      “Not so well.”


      “Are you, have you been talking to Dad?”


      “Your father is lost—”


      “—in the wild blue yonder.” Eric narrowed his eyes. He had heard our mother say this a billion times. “I know,” he said. When

         she spoke to our father, which was seldom, Hannah became lovesick, unfocused, a teenage girl pining for her boyfriend.

      


      She hummed again, a slight smile on her lips.


      “What about caffeine?”


      “I only drink tea, dear, you know that.”


      “No coffee?”


      This was a stupid question, her face told him. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


      “Okay.” Eric dried his hands and threw the paper towel into the mesh chrome wastebasket in the corner.


      Our mother’s hair, which was becoming gray, which until so very recently had been light chestnut, soft as mink, fell in uneven

         curls around her elegant face. It was a feminine face, a doll’s face, all too easy to see hurt in. It is my face, too, a patient’s

         face, a waiting-room face, transforming everyone who looks at it into a doctor. When I am alone, my face disappears, and I

         have no face at all. In someone’s presence, especially Eric’s or my father’s, I am all face and no insides, I am a network

         of tiny muscles and porcelain skin stretched over a surface of cartilage, bone, and teeth. She pushed her hair away.

      


      “Can you try to worry less?”

      


      

          Our mother laughed. “About Pilot?”

      


      “About Pilot, about Dad.” He took a step toward her. “About everything.”


      “I don’t worry about you.” She placed a hand on his cheek, her fingers cool. It was always disappointing to Eric, but this

         is the temperature of women’s hands.

      


      “Please?”


      “I can try.” She sang, “I can try, I can try, I can try.”

      


      “Next time you’re seeing the ghosts,” he said, “give me a call, describe them.” Eric took a deep breath. “But now I have a

         patient coming, a real one.” He had food waiting—the sandwich, the soup—no doubt it had grown cold. “Not that you aren’t real,

         Mom.”

      


      “I’m already gone.” Our mother touched her jacket, stroking the nap of the suede downward, as though petting a cat. “Thank

         you, honey.” She gave my brother a swift kiss and clutched his hands, squeezing his fingers in a motherly way that means something

         about holding on, about not letting go, about regret.

      


      Only mothers can do this, I’ve noticed. Or old girlfriends.


      Eric watched her leave the room, her voluminous beige linen skirt sweeping the sterile air behind her. I imagine that he washed

         his hands once more because she had touched them and that he looked up to see his own movie-star, brain-surgeon face in the

         mirror above the sink.
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      I was looking in the mirror, too, staring and staring at my empty, empty face, when I decided that my brother would simply

         have to kill me.
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      Behind the house, the house we grew up in—or didn’t, depending on how it’s viewed—was a flagstone patio that led 

          to an old, kidney-shaped, in-ground swimming pool. Years ago, before Fiona disappeared, we used this pool constantly, swimming

         in it every summer day. When he wasn’t flying, our father lay in a deck chair beside it, his feet up, the Times spread over his chest, snoring through a smile. Our mother would bring out a tray of iced tea, a round slice of lemon over

         the lip of each glass—something she’d seen in House Beautiful, probably—and place it at the pool’s edge. We could swim up, all of us kids, and take our drinks. Usually our father’s had

         whiskey in it, too, and sometimes I would steal a sip and feel that strange stinging on my tongue, the delicious numbness

         that followed.

      


      Later, after Fiona disappeared, after the yard had been allowed to go fallow, and the pool had been emptied, and the weeds

         had grown into it and made cracks in the concrete, my mother had it filled in with earth.

      


      A truck arrived one day, and the backyard of our house was transformed.


      She mowed, tended, planted, groomed.


      When the pool was filled, our mother kept a garden there, growing yellow and orange marigolds around the perimeter to keep

         the bugs away. She planted the vegetables of her New England girlhood. She grew carrots and potatoes, beets, radishes and

         parsnips, string beans and turnips. For the past several years she had even been growing rhubarb. And now, this year, early

         fall, tall pink and green stalks rose, their broad, purple leaves waving hello to the house.

      


      Hello from the past.


      When she came home from Eric’s office that day, our mother was not seeing ghosts, I believe, because she was making a rhubarb

         pie. Not that anyone ever ate these pies our mother made. They had a strange, rubbery flavor, I’d always thought, like a sweetened

         bicycle tire. But she remembered being a little girl in Massachusetts, picking rhubarb and 

          bringing it home to our great-aunt Jenny, who would wash the stalks and make a cone out of a page of newspaper. She’d put

         sugar in the cone, and little Hannah would dip the stalks into it, skipping merrily back to the woods. I always imagined her

         bounding along, her reddish hair all crazy against a flushed face, an October wind fierce inside her pink girl ears. When

         I imagine our mother’s childhood it is the nineteenth century, even though she was born during the Second World War, and she

         wears a cape like Little Red Riding Hood.

      


      Sometimes I imagine Fiona that way, too.


      The past all blurs together.


      My own past, Hannah’s, my brother’s. Memory’s soft focus.
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      When I was a boy, I liked to hide in the woods behind our house in East Meadow, pretending to be the wolf boy. Alone, the

         English language forgotten, I’d growl, crawling through leaves. Once, a year or so before the pool was filled in, a year or

         so after Fiona disappeared, I sneaked into the house on a Sunday afternoon and removed a steak from the refrigerator. I snarled

         and tore at it with my teeth, right there on the kitchen floor. It felt slimy and tasted like blood. “Pilot,” our mother said.

         She stood behind me. I was eleven, on my hands and knees, a raw piece of meat in my mouth, on the kitchen floor, suddenly

         made aware of my actual identity—and disappointed by it, of course. “We were going to have that for dinner.”

      


      “It’s still good,” I said, my face hot.


      Eric appeared next to her. “Jesus Christ, Pilot, what the hell are you doing?”


      I am the wolf boy, I wanted to say. I’ll tear out your carotid artery with my bare hands.

      


      “He’s pretending to be a dog.”


      But today, in that same kitchen, Hannah had made a 

          rhubarb pie, and when I came downstairs in my old blue bathrobe, I could smell it, sweet and woodsy, filling the house. “Did

         you see Eric?” I asked.

      


      She only hummed.


      “What did he say?”


      “He said not to worry—not to worry, not to worry, not to worry.”

      


      I sat down at the kitchen table while she took the pie out of the oven.


      “I made a pie,” she announced.


      “I can see that.” I was insane, by the way. I had moved back home at the age of twenty-nine. I had been rescued by Eric, in

         fact, found on the beach in California, out of money, suicidal, experiencing one senseless epiphany after another.

      


      “It’s not ready to eat yet,” my mother warned. “Still too hot.”


      The theme of her kitchen was the teapot, and on the tablecloth was a cheerful pattern of fat ones, all yellow. I traced the

         outline of one of these yellow teapots with my finger and examined the pie she had placed in front of me, the crust underdone,

         and I asked, “Are you seeing any ghosts?”

      


      She had a mean streak sometimes. She said, “Just you.”
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      Recently, I’d been feeling my hands and feet grow light and I was afraid that if I moved, I’d float away, carried up into

         the air the way a child’s body floats to the surface of a pool when she’s pretending—

      


      “But I’m trying,” I said. “I really am.”


      Hannah put a hand over her mouth and left the room.


      —pretending that she has drowned.
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      Sometimes, in the woods, as the wolf boy, on my hands and knees, stalking a rabbit or a mouse or a squirrel, pretending, 

          I would stop, and in a moment of embarrassed self-consciousness I could not remember who I was—Pilot or Eric. More accurately,

         I couldn’t remember who I was supposed to be. I knew I wasn’t really the wolf boy. I knew that I was only a boy, a human being,

         who belonged to the house with the white-painted brick walls on the other side of the trees, past the open, overgrown lawn,

         behind the empty, unused, cracked pool and the buckling flagstones.

      


      I am the wolf boy, I wanted to say. I’ll tear out your carotid artery with my bare hands.
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      That day in the kitchen, the scent of my mother’s rhubarb pie strong in the air, the crust all melty and underdone, there

         was a dead-on collision of forgetfulness and memory. I found myself looking through the eyes of the wolf boy again. How long

         had it been?

      


      That day, our mother saw double, but I saw one thing.
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      One thing, twenty years old, clear for a fraction of an instant.
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      Later, I was on the phone with my brother.


      “Is there anything wrong with her?” I wanted to know.


      “It’s too early to tell,” Eric said. “I’m not sure.”


      I suddenly realized that I was standing in the living room. I said, “You’re the brainiac. I thought you understood these things.”


      His voice was dismissive, as usual. “It could be anything,” he said. “It’s probably just stress.”


      “Stress.”


      “Things bother her.”


      

          Our mother’s living room had become cluttered. Mismatched pillows and throw blankets, decorator styles and patterns merged

         recklessly—plaids with paisleys, stripes with florals. “I guess so.” I couldn’t remember walking into this room. I remembered

         how it used to be so tasteful, a page from a magazine.

      


      “And what about you?”


      “What about me?” I looked at the phone. Suddenly it was black. I had never noticed that this telephone was black. It had a

         rotary dial, too. I didn’t remember dialing it. I looked at my finger. What fucking year was this?

      


      “Pilot,” my brother said. “Stop humming.”


      “I really don’t know, Eric. Things are weird. I’m compelled to tell you the truth,” I said, “and things aren’t exactly right.”


      “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”


      “And besides, we’re talking about Hannah.”


      He exhaled. “I hate it when you call her that.”


      “It’s her name.”

      


      “She’s our mother.”

      


      “Anyway,” I said, “what about her?”


      “I don’t know, Pilot. It’s probably nothing.”


      Hannah, at that moment, was driving home from the cavernous housewares discount store that had replaced the old Kmart on Sky

         Highway. It was called Bed, Bath, and Beyond. Whenever she came home from Bed, Bath, and Beyond, Hannah spoke reverently of

         it, in a hushed voice, marveling at the selections of toaster ovens and bath towels. She was leaning down to reach an old

         Joan Baez tape that lay on the floor of her cream-colored early seventies Mercedes sports car, and when she looked back up

         she saw two entirely distinct Sky Highways. I knew this because at that moment, at that very second, in fact, I heard a soft

         beep inside the telephone line.

      


      

          “There’s another call,” I told Eric. “Hold on.” I pressed the plastic hang-up button on this old, black, rotary-dial telephone

         that I had never seen before in my life, and I said into it, “Hello?”

      


      “Pilot.” It was Hannah on her cellular. I could tell something was wrong.


      “What is it?”


      “I’ve pulled over.”


      “Where are you?”


      “Right in front of the turnpike.”


      “Is it the car?” It was a false question. I knew it wasn’t the car.


      “It’s me,” my mother said. “I’m seeing ghosts. I’m seeing a whole ghost Sky Highway. There’s a ghost Mobil station on the

         ghost corner. There’s a ghost dashboard right in front of me, a ghost steering wheel, everything. I don’t think I should drive

         home.”

      


      “I’ll come get you.”


      “Pilot,” our mother said. “No.” I waited for what I knew she would say. “Pilot, I just left a message for Eric. He can—”


      “I’m on the other line with him right now, which is why he’s not answering.” Which is why you resorted to calling me, I thought.

         “But Mom, I can handle this.”

      


      “Pilot, just—”


      I cut her off. “Eric?” I said. “That’s Hannah on the other line. I have to go.”


      “Is she all right?”


      “She’ll be fine,” I told him. “I have to go.”


      I was struck by the weirdness of things. I asked myself if failure can become insanity. For some reason I thought I heard

         people having a conversation upstairs, even though I knew no one was home. They were saying my name. I put on some old running

         sneakers I found in the hallway closet. I 

          hadn’t worn this particular pair of Converse low-tops since high school, which was more than ten years ago. One of the laces

         came undone, slipped through the metal eyelets and into my hand. It was just an old shoelace—worn, blackened from time, frayed

         at one end. But millions of thoughts flickered across my mind like moths against a patio light. A shoelace. I didn’t have

         time to tie this stupid shoe. I was off to rescue our mother, Hannah, who sat helpless, seeing ghosts, in her Mercedes by

         the highway.
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      Eric opened the door to his office and asked his secretary, “Diane, did my mother call?”


      “She’s on line two,” Diane said. “She’s holding.”


      He went back to his desk and clicked a button on his telephone, which was blinking red. “Mom?”


      Our mother was on the line. “What did Pilot tell you?” She sat in her Mercedes, the light fading from the sky, seeing double.


      “Nothing,” Eric answered. “Just that he had to go, and then he hung up.”


      “I’m seeing ghosts, so I pulled over.” She sighed. “I tried to call you, Eric, but you were, you were with a patient or something,

         so I called Pilot instead and he said he’d come get me, but—”

      


      “But there’s no car for him to drive. He’s so fucking stupid. How’s he going to—”


      “I guess he’ll walk, that’s all, and don’t call him stupid.”


      “Jesus Christ, Mom,” Eric said. “He is stupid. Where the hell are you, anyway?”

      


      “Right in front of the turnpike, across from the Mobil station.”


      “He’ll walk through the woods, I guess.”


      

          Her voice was resigned. “I guess so.”

      


      They imagined me, the two of them. They saw me leaving the house through the kitchen door. They saw my black Converse All

         Stars caking with mud as I stepped off the patio into the backyard. Did they imagine the feeling I had of the Earth separating

         from itself, its tectonic plates shifting deep beneath the forest floor, adjusting under the layers of leaves, mulch, dirt,

         and limestone? Of the trees encroaching, preparing to swallow me the way one paramecium absorbs another?

      


      “Will you come and get me, Eric?” our mother asked. “Please?”


      Did they know that things had become transparent again, clear as a blue sky seen through blue water? That I could actually

         see the cancer forming like a tulip bulb on the base of my mother’s optical nerve? I could look through the trees all the way

         to the highway, through her car, and through her hair and skin and cartilage and bone into the folds of tissue around her

         eyes, to see the muscles dilating, the tendrils of nerves and vessels of blood, and the radical cells dividing there, and

         dividing again, a tumor the size of the dot over a letter i. Eric had removed his lab coat and was slipping his dark gray suit jacket on, the telephone handset wedged precariously between

         his neck and shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said, and then he repeated a phrase our mother had used earlier that day. “I’m already

         gone.”
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      The woods behind our parents’ house were wide and tall and stretched all the way to the highway. Along the back of our yard

         the trees were deciduous—oak, maple, birch—whose leaves would drop in the fall to create a blanket of brown and gold through

         which, in childhood, I would crawl, breathing deeply the dry, acrid, wonderful smell. As these woods grew closer and closer

         to Sky Highway, however, the trees became 

          pine, and their needles remained green—seemed, in fact, to grow greener—as the bleak winter wore on. There were clearings

         here as familiar to me as my childhood bedroom. There were trees I had climbed so often I thought of them as furniture. I

         remembered particular saplings that had become full grown. I could pinpoint in the woods of my memory exactly where certain

         bushes had gathered, where a nest of brown-feathered thrushes had lived, where a bees’ nest hummed and quivered on a high

         branch.

      


      I walked toward the highway.


      I twisted and untwisted the shoelace, the one that had come undone in my hand, around and around my middle finger.


      Winter was coming.


      In the winter the woods were cold and empty, and the snow covered the ground like a white sheet of paper, and the shadows

         of the trees crossed the snow like black marks of ink. I’d crunch through the hard crust of ice and stand, shivering. Always

         there was the roaring sound of the highway in the distance, and always there was the sound of the wind in the trees. If I

         stayed out here long enough, I learned, I became numb, numb to the cold and more. For a time I could sit on that old broken

         concrete pipe in the clearing and listen to the cars on the highway and hear the high-pitched whistle of the wind in the treetops

         and the low falling of snow dropping from the branches and not feel a thing, become the wolf boy, my emotions too simple for

         language or memory.

      


      Black-feathered ravens lit on the branches high above and called out to each other obnoxiously, like teenage boys.


      The wolf boy—Pilot, Eric, whoever.


      These woods in spring thawed quickly, it seemed, messily. The floor became mud, and the melting of the snow created oozing

         black mulch, especially along the path that led to Thomas Edison, the junior high school Eric and I had attended. The tops

         of the trees were the first to green, naturally, 

          and as the warm light reached the ground, there soon sprouted one million fingers of fern, all beckoning seductively in the

         breeze.

      


      The summer filled the woods with bugs, flies that buzzed and gnats that shot at my ears, with crawling things that scurried

         under rocks and burrowed through the dirt and droppings of shit. Squirrels chased each other around tree trunks, fat as my

         mother’s teapots, gorging themselves on acorns. I would emerge from these woods in the summer covered with tiny red welts,

         bites of every variety, bee stings and scratches.

      


      One of those summers I discovered a nest of tiny green snakes, as bright as tubes of neon in a beer commercial, beneath an

         overturned rock. They swarmed and wriggled grotesquely, each one a miniature of its full-grown future.

      


      They would not change, I realized then, except to become larger.


      I had not changed, I realized now, except to become larger.


      Over the course of the next week or two, I dropped crickets and other bugs into this snake nest, and I watched the tiny green

         vipers or whatever they were attack and swallow the insects, their whispery little tongues sliding in and out of their mouths.

      


      I stopped for a moment, listening for the highway in the distance.


      When our father was a boy he trapped mink and muskrats, then sold their pelts to Sears and Roebuck. He had kept his traps

         in an old box in the garage. The same summer, the summer I found the snakes, Eric discovered our father’s old animal traps

         and set them, one by one, throughout the woods. He caught rabbits, squirrels, an adolescent raccoon, and, according to him,

         Halley the Comet, our family cat.

      


      That was the year before Fiona disappeared.


      

          And then came the year we lost her.

      


      And the year after.


      I was the wolf boy that year, and one afternoon I approached an empty trap and saw the scrap of meat, coagulated and raw,

         that Eric had placed in it. I moved my face toward it gingerly, just, as I believed, an animal—a real wolf—would do.

      


      I backed away, though, wary.


      In the fall I rejoiced at the pyrotechnics of death in these woods. The reds and golds, the explosions of leaves falling like

         slow-motion fireworks. In these woods death calls such beautiful attention to itself. It cascades in gorgeousness, opulent

         with colors. In people, death simply washes our color away, turning us blue and gray.

      


      But Eric had lied about Halley the Comet. He had sliced our cat’s leg off with a hunting knife—


      Today, it was fall. I started walking again.


      —a knife our father had given him. It was sleek, leather-sheathed, with a silver inlay of a rhinoceros embedded in the handle,

         and razor sharp.
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      While Hannah waited by the highway, I walked through layers of stiff, wiry branches that dragged against my wind-breaker and

         snapped back against my face. I had known these woods so well when I was the wolf boy. I had crept through the underbrush

         and had buried myself in the dry, brown leaves, leaves that made a crackling sound like the paper on Eric’s examining table.

         As a boy, I had climbed into these branches and waited for a silence to arrive like a hearse at a funeral home.

      


      There was a path somewhere that led to Sky Highway, and I remembered running along it full speed, my arms reaching 

          to touch the leaves of low hanging branches, my eyes closed, my head back. Where was it now? Early evening, the sun descended

         a single notch. Maybe it was this way. I walked into the clearing beyond which, I thought, must be the highway. Why did everything

         seem so unfamiliar? I could hear my own breathing, a dog panting. Along the junior high was another path that led to Sky Highway,

         I remembered. I thought I heard other people, two voices in mid-discussion. Above, the sky had become chemical yellow, striped

         with dark gray. I stopped to consider my position. Where the hell was I? The trees had become black, too, and I realized how

         heavily I had been inhaling and exhaling. I had to be careful. I have a tendency to hyperventilate. Could I see my breath?

         No. It was still too early in the season for that. Perhaps in the morning. I had moved off the path that led away from the

         house and now, looking back, could not regain it. I imagined the woods had somehow subsumed the house. Sometimes, I thought,

         these branches will lash out and swallow cars, houses, people. Had I been swallowed, too?

      


      Yes.


      I twisted the broken shoelace around my middle finger, cutting off the flow of blood, and I felt my artery throb.


      What I thought had been the path to the turnpike was merely a clearing under an enormous oak. Why didn’t I recognize it? A

         squirrel scurried around the trunk of the tree. I walked around it to get a better look at this animal, but he anticipated

         me and kept always on the other side.

      


      I was losing time.


      As a boy, I had loved the way the breezes moved through the forest, and when I was the wolf boy I could close my eyes and

         move, feeling my way through the crackling leaves and snapping, cheek-stinging branches, hearing the sounds of the highway

         in the distance, smelling the burnt smell of the 

          rotting leaves. I pushed my hands into my pockets to keep them from rising into the air like helium balloons. I dug my feet

         firmly into the earth as I walked. I closed and opened my eyes in a rhythm.

      


      One of my shoes was slipping on and off. But I didn’t care.


      I twisted the shoelace tighter around my finger—tighter and tighter.


      Where was the highway? I wished I had a cigarette. I hadn’t smoked in months, I realized, hadn’t even thought about it. But

         now the darkness was drifting through the trees and I was feeling light drops of rain. Perfect cigarette weather. My face

         had disappeared, too, so I touched it and discovered that it was wet. Rain? Tears? When I looked at my finger I saw the familiar

         smear of brownish blood. I was bleeding. It must have been from the snapping of the small branches against my skin. I was

         inside the thickest part of the woods now. Yet I could still hear those voices, and every now and then it seemed as though

         they were discussing my progress. I tasted the blood on my finger. It made me realize how hungry I was. I looked around with

         the eyes of the wolf boy, transformed. I would be coming out on the other side in a moment, I was sure of it, and I could

         hear the cars over the next rise, could sense the sky, smoggy and absolute, over the row of convenience stores and discount

         centers that I knew were there—the 7-Eleven, the Taco Bell, Marshalls, Amazing Drug Discounts, the Mobil station, Bed, Bath,

         and Beyond. I was Balboa nearing the Pacific. If I followed this path, it would lead me there, to Hannah, to our mother, Eric’s

         and mine, Hannah who had been seeing ghosts, who waited for Eric to rescue her, but who had no idea that it was only me, Pilot

         the wolf boy, who could rescue her truly; it was only her youngest son—starved for the taste of blood, and bleeding—who could

         save her.
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          Hair like a trillion twisted threads of gold, a mole like a drop of blood on her collarbone, her name was Katherine Jane

         DeQuincey-Joy. And right now she sat on a mattress in her small apartment—the enclosure, as she called it—with a view of these woods and allowed the telephone to ring. She knew who it was—either Mark or Michele—and

         she certainly didn’t want to speak to Michele. But when the answering machine answered and she heard Mark’s voice, plaintive,

         worried, pained, she couldn’t help herself. “Hello?” she said, knowing the mistake she was making, knowing it would be the

         last one of its kind.
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      I sat down in a clearing I thought I recognized from childhood. There was a tall maple, its branches like a parachute falling

         perpetually toward the flattened grasses and ferns. And with the quick-falling darkness I saw behind the limbs of the trees

         the sky smoothing over, its colors artificial and flat. I saw the rest of the woods leveling off like a painted backdrop.

         I lost my sense of language. I forgot who I was. The woods, I knew, were hungry to swallow things. The woods had already taken

         my mother’s house, and I could sense the trees and moss rolling forward like a wave to wash over the entire neighborhood,

         subsuming cars, backyard pools, carports, entire cul-de-sacs.

      


      I had already been swallowed long ago.


      I was an organ inside its body.


      I twisted the shoelace, threaded it between my fingers.


      The shoelace.

      


      It wasn’t long before the sky was completely dark, and I could hear almost nothing in my immediate surroundings. The sound

         around me dropped away to an icy stillness, and I 

          heard only the cars on the highway, the faraway whir of the engines. I saw lights moving overhead and thought of my father

         in his little seaplane, flying somewhere. Perhaps Eric had placed surveillance devices, electronic birds and metallic field

         mice, all listening to the sounds of the forest, all trying to detect my whereabouts. Overhead were satellites watching the

         movement of the trees. Somewhere, my father piloted his little plane through the flat, backdrop sky. If I stayed perfectly

         quiet, I thought, and did not move, they couldn’t find me.

      


      I’d had to sacrifice my mother. I knew the woods wanted her, and I wanted to help, but she was gone for now, Eric having made

         the move before I could find my way to her. He had simply gotten to her first.

      


      Nothing made sense anymore. But everything made perfect sense.
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      “What is wrong with him?” my mother was saying right now.


      Eric remained silent. He turned the radio on to an all-news station.


      Hannah put a hand over one of her eyes. “And what’s wrong with me?” The cancer cells inside her brain divided and multiplied, tendrils of aberrant DNA curling around her optical neurons. Her

         eyesight disintegrated one more degree. 

      


      “I think maybe we should schedule an MRI,” Eric said.


      “Do you think it’s neurological?”


      “Well.” He was driving his sleek black Jaguar sedan. I could feel that automobile moving smoothly, animal-like, through the

         faraway streets. “I don’t know.” I could see out through Eric’s eyes.

      


      “Is it a symptom of something you’ve heard of?”


      “I just want to make sure,” he said.


      

          Hannah looked out of the window. “Where’s Pilot?”

      


      “He’s probably on his way back by now. Maybe he discovered your car, saw that it was empty—”


      “Do you think we should have waited?”


      “I want to get you home. Are you still seeing ghosts?”


      “Yes.” Our mother began to sing, “Yes, I am, yes, I am, yes, I am.”

      


      “Please,” Eric said.


      “What?”


      “I can’t hear the radio.”


      She stopped. They listened to the announcer, who described break-ins and robberies, car heists, and drug seizures. There was

         a new war in a Latin American country. There was civil unrest in the Middle East. There was a whole new country in the Balkans.

         Someone had detonated a bomb at a local high school. Innocent animals were being tortured, it turned out, in the name of science.

         A group of scientists had found a way to extend the existence of human cells far beyond their natural life. There was reason

         for alarm, celebration, and dismay. My brother adjusted the balance. He fine-tuned the reception. This was, after all, a Blaupunkt.

         He drove his Jaguar sedan evenly, deliberately, the engine droning like a politician’s speech.

      


      “Mom,” he said during a commercial break, “do me a favor. Cover each eye and then tell me if you see any ghosts.”


      Our mother covered her right eye. “Ghosts,” she said.


      “Now your other one.”


      “More ghosts.”


      Eric nodded.


      “What does that mean?”


      “It means that it’s probably neurological. Aside from seeing double images, do things seem unfocused?”


      It was cancer.


      “Blurry?” she asked.


      

          “Yes, blurry.”

      


      She said, “Maybe a little.”


      They pulled into Hannah’s driveway. They did not notice the woods receding into the background, slipping away from the house

         like a wave returning to the ocean, like one animal that has been stalking another and isn’t quite ready to strike. Like the

         meaning of a word that escapes you. They got out of Eric’s car. “Can you walk okay?”

      


      “I can walk,” our mother said. “For Christ’s sake, I can walk.”

      


      “I’m just trying to help.”


      “I’m not dead yet,” she snapped.


      “Would you relax?”


      “Where’s Pilot? Where the hell is your brother?”


      I had twisted the shoelace around and around my finger until I felt like it would explode. I huddled down against the rough,

         damp trunk of a tree so no one could detect me. I knew what she meant. I knew exactly what our mother meant.

      


      I wasn’t dead yet, either.
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      They waited. Hannah paced back and forth across the old blue-and-white oriental carpet, humming nervously, her eyes unfocused,

         her ankles making that crick-crick-cricking sound. Eric sat on the old blue couch with his elbows on his knees and his fingers touching each other, tip to tip, like

         a spider and its reflection, his eyes on the door. It’s hard for me to imagine what he was expecting at this moment. Would

         I walk through the door, sneakers covered in mud? Would I stay gone forever? He went to the kitchen and straightened things

         up, compulsively washing the cups in the sink, the pot of coffee on the stove. Had he been in this kitchen only this morning?

         When he went back out to the living room, our mother was holding the door open, 

          peering into the dark front yard. “Mom, he probably won’t even come in that way.” Eric walked to the door and pulled it closed.

         She sighed and went back to pacing across the oriental.

      


      Eventually, my brother suggested she take an aspirin and lie down, that it might make the ghosts go away. She nodded, finding

         a blue Valium in her purse. But she couldn’t lie down, she said.

      


      “I have to go.” Eric held his hands out.


      “Go,” she said.


      And Eric left.


      And so she waited alone, ghosts everywhere, doubles of everything.


      And by eight o’clock I was still gone.


      And by nine.


      And by ten o’clock that night our mother had waited long enough. Long enough, she told herself.


      At eleven she called Eric.


      “He’s not back yet?” My brother’s voice was filled with incredulity, but not panic.


      “I thought he might have taken the car to your house.” Her voice was panicked.

      


      “No,” Eric said. “He’s not here. Besides, does he even have a set of keys for the Mercedes? And why would he come here?”

      


      Our mother made a high-pitched whimpering noise.


      “Mom,” Eric said. “Stay calm.”


      “Where is he?”


      “He probably took the car somewhere.” Eric sighed. “I’ll drive by and see if it’s still out there.”


      But I hadn’t taken the car.


      I was in the woods, experiencing one amazing realization after another.


      I was comprehending things.


      

         Understanding.

      


      Our mother sat in Dad’s old blue wing chair by the window with her hand covering her mouth, holding in a scream. This is what

         happened before, she was telling herself. This is exactly how it had felt when Fiona—

      


      Twenty minutes later, Eric drove his Jag by our mother’s car on Sky Highway. Naturally, the Mercedes remained exactly where

         she had left it. He drove to our mother’s house to see if I had returned in the meantime.

      


      And of course I had not.


      So Eric picked up the black, rotary-dial phone that sat heavily on the end table, and, with a look of resignation, he called

         the police.
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      She waited with the telephone in her lap—black, heavy, rotary-dial. Where did it come from? She waited while she paced every

         inch of the house, her feet touching every inch of floor, every weave of carpet. She waited while sitting in my room on the

         edge of my bed, looking at the pile of books and magazines I had left there, the National Geographics, the Smithsonians, the Playboy I had sneaked in under my shirt a few weeks ago. She waited and refused food, instead drinking endless cups of tea, all day

         and all night, ceaselessly, falling into a near-trance to take the place of sleep. She kept all the radios and televisions

         on. She listened to the local news. She saw those ghosts, double images of everything, shimmery and translucent. She saw two

         living room couches, two dining room tables. Our mother saw two pool/gardens in our backyard. She saw four police detectives

         at the front door, but when she let them in she heard only two voices. She tried to remain calm but her hand kept flying to

         her mouth and these sounds—these sounds, just the beginning of something, something high-pitched and awful— 

          kept coming out of her. She kept telling herself, Not again, not again, this can’t be happening again. She saw two Erics

         sitting on the blue couch. “Mom,” he kept arguing, “you have to tell him.”

      


      “When he comes back, when we find him, I’ll tell him then.” She meant my father. She hadn’t told my father I was missing.


      “I’m going to tell him.”


      “No,” our mother said, “you will not.”


      Eric sighed, rubbed his hands together. “Are you seeing the ghosts?”


      There were two couches, two blue wing chairs, two Erics, two of everything. “I’m seeing them right now.” Her eyes were filled

         with tears, as well, blurring the edges.

      


      “Stress,” he said. “It’s just stress.”


      There was a doubling of cancer cells at that moment deep inside the ganglia of nerves that let images travel electrically

         from her eye to her brain. They twisted like a helix around and around the wires leading to her eyes. Like the shoelace around

         and around my finger.

      


      “Go out,” Hannah told him, tears on her cheeks, finger pointing to the woods. “Go out and find your brother, goddamn it.”


      Eric reached for his jacket.


      Our mother put her hands to her face and said, “This couldn’t possibly be happening again, this couldn’t possibly be happening

         to me again.”

      


      After he left, she stood at the kitchen counter and looked at the woods, filled with double trees, double branches, double

         everything, and she knew that I was somewhere inside them, swallowed whole, knew I had been taken the same way Fiona had.

      


      Imperceptibly, without her knowledge, without her seeing, 

          the woods crept closer, waiting for her to turn away from the window, just for a split second, so they could roll over her,

         take her and the whole neighborhood with her.

      


      She boiled another kettle of water. She poured another cup of tea.
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      Across the woods, across the highway, across a parking lot of dull sedans, a cheap telephone was pressed hard to a woman’s

         delicate ear. And her eyes were closed, and her voice was hoarse, and she would be talking like this—arguing like this—for

         hours. And it was only this woman—Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy, her fingernails bitten beyond the quick, the acrid and strong

         taste of blood on her lips—it was only Katherine who could save me.
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      The telephone rang and she was on it instantly. “Yes?”


      “They found him.”


      Our mother breathed in a jagged breath. “… oh God, oh God….”


      “He’s, he’s had an episode.” It was Eric.


      “An episode?” Our mother sank into the wing chair, one hand to her forehead. “What do you mean? Is he all right?” She looked

         up and saw the ghost of the black, rotary-dial telephone on the ghost end table. In the background, she heard voices speaking

         over an intercom, that faint institutional hum. She knew exactly where Eric was calling from.

      


      “Pilot—he’s, he’s physically all right. I mean, there’s nothing to worry about.” His voice was rushed, a vein of worry running

         through it, a hint of warning. “He’s not harmed or anything. He hasn’t been hurt,” he said. “He’s just—”

      


      “Just what?” Hannah looked at the picture window, silvery 

          and reflective, and at the black sky outside. Where had I been? she wondered. Where the hell had I been?

      


      “He’s just sort of gone over the edge.”


      “Over the edge? Sort of?”


      Eric was regaining composure, formulating a theory. “It’s like he’s experienced some kind of psychotic break.” He allowed

         a pause. “Or something.” Right now he stood in the lobby of the East Meadow Community Hospital Emergency Services Center.

      


      “Or something.” Our mother nodded, repeating him, running her thin fingers through her thinning, graying hair. Then she put

         her hand on the back of her neck. She saw two blue couches opposite her. She saw two gaudy chandeliers hanging over two time-worn

         dining room tables. She saw two porcelain tea cups on the floor near her feet, the real and the ghost of each. “Okay.” This

         was not unexpected. This was within the realm of what she understood about me. “Okay.” This was not even surprising.

      


      I had gone over the edge before.


      “I’m having him admitted right away,” Eric announced. “And then I’ll come and get you, all right?” He was in control again,

         Hannah could hear it in his voice, a tightness forming around the consonants, a liquid fluidity in the vowels.

      


      “Did he say anything? Did he say why—”


      “I don’t think he even recognizes me, Mom.”


      “Oh God.”


      “Just hang on there. Are you seeing any ghosts right now?”


      “I’m so used to it I can’t tell the difference anymore.” She looked around, the first smile on her lips in three days—since

         I had disappeared. I was all right, she told herself. Eric had called and I was all right. “I see them everywhere.” I was

         alive, incoherent and insane, but alive.

      


      “Just wait.”


      “Eric, I’m waiting,” she said. “I’ve been waiting.”
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          With difficulty, her breath misting in the air outside, Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy removed herself—as well as her pocketbook,

         a disorganized clutch of papers, and yesterday’s edition of the New York Times—from her newly purchased but formerly owned, sapphire-blue VW Rabbit. It was a brightly lit fall morning. Glorious, in fact.

         The sun was runny as a broken egg, smearing its gooey yolk over the trees that rimmed the far side of the highway. But it

         stung her eyes like vinegar. Katherine had been up all last night arguing with Mark again, whom she would think of from now

         on as her ex, even though they had never really been married. And now she felt a pain forming, a thin coating of glass that shattered

         inside the back of her mouth when she swallowed.

      


      She was hungry, too—she knew this because her hands were trembling—yet she had no appetite, and she would have to face the

         entire day at the clinic without a break. She let a section of the Times slip away. It drifted as if in slow motion, the headlines announcing new diseases, old wars, mistaken identities, all blurring

         their way to the ground. If she tried to retrieve it, she knew, everything would fall—her pocketbook, the papers, the rest

         of the Times, her whole life. So she just stepped over it, closing her eyes momentarily and lifting her feet.

      


      She’d have some tea with lemon.


      Katherine smiled at two nurses who walked by, then stepped in through the clinic’s plate-glass doors. Her heels clacked down the long orange linoleum-tiled hallway. She said hello to her secretary, a large-eyed girl in a floral dress, who said,

         “Maryanne MacDonald is your first appointment.”

      


      “Thank you, Elizabeth.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      Katherine pushed the office door open with her shoulder, throwing everything—her pocketbook, the paperwork she 

          hadn’t looked at, the sections of the Times that hadn’t fallen—onto the hideous brown couch against the wall, let the door swing shut, and sat down heavily at her desk.

         It was covered in papers, pastel-colored sticky notes, psychological profiles to fill out, the clinical bureaucracy getting

         its long fingers in right away. It had been two weeks since she’d started at the East Meadow Psychiatric In-Patient Clinic,

         and her boxes from the old office in the city remained stacked in the corner by the empty shelves. Nothing had been hung on

         the wall, not even her diplomas. She’d meant to pick up something to throw over that couch—a blanket, a bedspread, anything. “Katherine?” her intercom said. It was Elizabeth again, her voice sweet as music. “I forgot to tell you, Dr. Lennox wants

         to know if you can take on a new client.”

      


      “Today?”


      “There’s an emergency client, a Pilot something-or-other, psychotic. Dr. Lennox has already admitted him.”


      Eyes closed, I was in a bed upstairs, my arms under the covers so they wouldn’t float away. Outside the window a single branch

         was reaching toward the room, unfurling itself to tap against the glass, keeping me awake, warning me. I had a scratch across

         my face that began at my temple, crossed my cheek, and ran all the way to my upper lip. I had an old shoelace wrapped tightly

         around my middle finger. I had a problem. I had a psychosis, is what they told me later.

      


      Downstairs, Katherine sighed. “A pilot?” she said. “Why the hell not?”


      A voice said, “Thanks, Kate.” Now the door was open. From behind it appeared the face of a man in his late forties, salt-and-pepper

         hair, slightly rumpled. It was Dr. Lennox. “He’s not a pilot, though,” he said. “That’s his name. His name is Pilot.”

      


      

          Katherine smiled. “Get me some tea?”

      


      “Milk?”


      “Lemon.”


      Dr. Lennox disappeared. Katherine tried to neaten up her desk, and when the psychiatrist returned, smiling, she had cleared

         just enough space for the Styrofoam cup. “His name is Pilot Airie,” Dr. Lennox said, placing a wedge of lemon on a white napkin.

         “Not even thirty years old.” He pointed to the window. “Found in the woods near the highway, been out there three days.”

      


      “Three days? Has he been medicated?” Katherine squeezed the lemon, dipping it into the water, teasing some color from the bag.

      


      “You bet.”


      I had been sedated like a zoo animal.


      “Family?”


      “They live in the area.”


      “Full admittance?”


      Lennox’s eyebrows rose as if on strings. “Absolutely.”


      “Has he been in therapy?” She took a sip. “I mean, was there any warning?”


      “I don’t think so,” Lennox said. He frowned briefly, then returned to his near-permanent smile.


      “What’s his name again?”


      “Pilot Airie.”


      “Unusual.”


      He settled into Katherine’s couch, haunches shifting. “The mother, Hannah Airie, is a physical therapist,” he said. “Hands,

         I think. She used to be with the hospital. The father’s an airline pilot.”

      


      “Explains the name.”


      “More importantly,” Lennox continued, “the brother—”


      “Also psychotic?”


      

          He shook his head. “Other end of the spectrum. He’s a consulting physician for the hospital.”

      


      Katherine nodded. “I’ve met him.” She had been introduced around—had smiled to my brother, in fact, from across the hall.

         Eric had lifted his hand in a small wave of hello.

      


      Airie.

      


      She’d thought it sounded familiar.


      Dr. Lennox was still smiling. “Pilot has been in the hospital all morning.”


      I lay in bed, faceup. I knew the movements of every person around me. I heard the thoughts of every human being who knew me.

         I heard this chattering coming from the light fixture above my head, an electronic discussion.

      


      Katherine shrugged. There was little to do, anyway, she told herself. Just make sure the medication was taking hold. Begin

         me on the snaking path toward normalcy. This is all that can be done with schizophrenics these days. “I’ll skip lunch. I’m

         not hungry, anyway.”

      


      She had no idea what she was in for.


      “Thanks, Kate.” Dr. Lennox was standing now, hands in his pockets, nodding and smiling. He gestured toward the door with his

         head.

      


      Katherine raised her Styrofoam cup.


      I twisted my shoelace.


      Alone again in an office with a stack of cardboard boxes, an ugly brown couch and chair, an oversize wood-laminated desk,

         a window overlooking the parking lot, Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy looked through this window, across the parking lot, at

         the highway, its mid-morning traffic still heavy, and across the highway to the wide patch of trees, still green but fading,

         yellow at the edges. I had spent three days in those woods, and Katherine tried to imagine it. Had I been quiet the whole

         time, she wondered, catatonic, like a predator 

          waiting for its prey? Or the other way around? Had I grown hungry? Was I hiding from something in particular? Why would anyone

         name their son Pilot? The intercom buzzed again. “Katherine?” Elizabeth said. “Your next appointment is here.”
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      I remember Fiona in still images, like a series of old photographs.


      In one of these images I just see her face, the wide cheekbones, the gray-green eyes—like mine—and the light brown freckles

         across the bridge of her nose. I remember the dimple on the left side of her cheek. I remember her wispy blond hair curling

         at her temples. I remember Fiona, my sister, smiling shyly.

      


      In another one of these pictures that I keep inside my head Fiona is standing by our backyard pool. There is a puddle of water

         beneath her. Reflective, it is shining in the light of the sun. She is smiling brightly. Fiona has a daisy-patterned towel

         wrapped tightly around her shoulders, and she wears her red one-piece bathing suit, a matching flower made of thread positioned

         between her nonexistent breasts. Behind the pool, on the other side of the yard, the leaves of the trees and bushes are emerald

         and yellow. At the base of the yard, at grass level, there is a blackness encroaching. I can see Fiona’s feet splayed out,

         ballet style. There were lessons, I think, practices and recitals. Her toes are round, and her toenails are painted a garish

         pink. There is movement behind her, it seems, or almost-movement, near-movement, about-to-be-movement. There is a ripple on

         the surface of the water. There is a rustling in the treetops. Her hair is scraggly and wet at the side of her face. The flowers

         of the towel are represented by a washed-out, Kodachrome yellow. In this 

          picture of Fiona, which I have carried around inside my head because it is the only way I can remember her and because our

         mother has taken all the real pictures and hidden them away somewhere, there are tiny bumps of gooseflesh rising on the skin

         of her arms. There is a blur of red inside her mouth. There is a gurgling sound coming from somewhere inside her.
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      “How do you feel?” my brother was saying.


      “What?”


      Had my eyes been open?


      “How do you feel, Pilot? Are you all right?” I was in a bed, in a bed in a hospital, the hospital where my brother worked,

         my arms trapped under the covers. The light above him was filled with electric voices, an argument over how I should be murdered,

         the methods and timing. If I could just keep them arguing, I thought, if I could just contribute to their indecision, I’d

         buy some time. “Can you understand me?”

      


      “Understand you?” I narrowed my eyes. “In the picture,” I informed him, “there is darkness encroaching, there is a shadow

         falling over her, just touching her. It is the photographer.” Beneath the covers I felt the shoelace. It was still twisted

         around my finger, a reminder.

      


      “Jesus,” my brother said. “Come on, Pilot.”


      “In the picture,” I said. The voices inside the light fixture continued to argue, squawking like a yardful of chickens. The

         light formed a halo around Eric’s head.

      


      I was in a room suddenly, a room so far and deep inside the woods that everything was white.


      “We found you in the woods,” my brother was saying. “What the hell were you doing out there?”


      “Someone,” I said, “had to rescue Hannah.”


      “Pilot, Jesus Christ.”


      

          “Eric.” Inside the light fixture the voices couldn’t decide. Keep arguing, I thought. Continue the debate. There was a gray

         nylon curtain hanging behind him. “There is a small dot,” I said, “on the very base of her optical nerve.”

      


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Hannah.” I twisted the shoelace. I wound it around and around my finger.


      “Mom?”


      “You are the fucking brain surgeon,” I said. “But you are aware of this, aren’t you? You just don’t want to admit it.”


      “You were out there for three days,” Eric said. “Did you know that?”


      “It’s cancer.” I heard a tittering inside the lights. “I know what you’re doing,” I said. “I knew it then. I know it now.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “You’ve followed through.” I looked at him. “Haven’t you?”


      “Followed through on what, little brother?”


      “All your plans.”


      “Pilot, for Christ’s sake.”
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      Eric would slip into my room at night and kneel beside my bed, as if in prayer. “I’m going to kill you,” he would say. “You

         better not say a word or I’ll do it right now. I’m going to cut your throat from ear to ear. I’m going to take you out into

         the woods and hang you in the big tree. I’m going to put Drano in your applesauce. I’m going to kill you like no one has ever

         been killed in the entire history of murder.” I would close my eyes as tightly as possible in the darkness. Sometimes I would

         put my hands over my ears. But Eric would pull them away. “I’m going to take Dad’s gun out of the closet,” he once said, “and

         I’m going to march you out into the woods, way out there so no one can hear you scream, and I’m going to put one bullet in

         your left leg.”

      


      

          “Stop it,” I whispered.

      


      “And then I’m going to put one bullet in your right leg,” he whispered back. “And then another—”


      “Eric, please.”


      “—in your left hand, shattering all those little bones in your fingers, the metacarpals and phalanges. And then I’m going

         to shoot you in your elbow, and that’s just four bullets, there’s two more to go.”

      


      “Please, stop,” I said. His voice was velvety, like a radio announcer’s.


      “And then I’m going to shoot you in the stomach, and you’re going to lie there and squirm and bleed all over yourself, you

         stupid little whiner. You’ll probably throw up and taste your own stomach acids and the dinner you had mixed with your own—”

      


      I was crying.


      “—blood, you stupid fucking little crybaby. And then, when I’m totally bored with you, when I can’t think of more interesting

         ways to torture you, I’m going to put the gun right up to your forehead, and as slowly as I can, I’m going to pull the trigger,

         and I’ll watch your brains ooze out of the back of your skull. Not that you’ve got a whole lot in there anyway.”

      


      I closed my eyes even tighter and held my breath, letting a blackness cover everything, and when I lifted my eyelids, Eric

         was gone.

      


      Until morning I’d lie in silence, waiting for him to return. Sometimes, when Eric and I were doing the dishes together, when

         our mother or father had left the room, he would whisper, “I’m going to kill you,” putting his finger over his mouth to keep

         me silent.

      


      I didn’t doubt him. I never doubted him. And I kept silent, too.


      I never told anyone.
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         I never told anyone.
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      Her hair was as insane as I was. Blond and black at the same time, it fell in curling, twisting spirals across her shoulders,

         almost to the middle of her back. The rest of her was tastefully disheveled in wrinkled gray wool pants, a satiny shirt. Her

         eyes, like Fiona’s, were green. But this woman’s eyes were brighter, more focused than any I’d ever seen—wide and, at the

         same time, sharp. “Pilot Airie,” she said, and her voice was in performance mode, overtly professional, “my name is Katherine

         DeQuincey-Joy.” Her shirt, pale green, open at the collar, revealed a gold chain and an antique locket with a Celtic design

         on it. She had a birthmark on her collarbone, a mole, like someone had pricked her skin with a needle and a tiny globule of

         blood had formed there and hardened, and then it turned black.

      


      Or were Fiona’s eyes blue? I panicked to remember.


      Green. Yes, gray-green.

      


      I touched my face and felt the scratch across my cheek. I wondered if I looked tough or pathetic. “Hello,” I said. I decided

         on pathetic. I was sitting up now, although I felt impossibly bewildered.

      


      “I am a psychologist with the clinic, Pilot. I met your mother in the hallway just a few minutes ago, and she told me what

         happened.” Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy spoke slowly, deliberately, her eyes like twin televisions broadcasting concern. 

      


      I said, “My mother doesn’t know what happened.”


      “That’s why I wanted to talk to you,” she said. “Just for a few minutes to see how you’re doing. Is that okay?”


      “Oh, Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy,” I echoed her formality, 

          “I do not believe at this moment in time that I am doing so well, as a matter of fact.” The voices inside the light fixture

         erupted into a riot of conversation. I had just given them a fresh supply of ammunition. I had made an admission. Thankfully, they had not yet decided how I should be done away with.

      


      “Really?” she said.


      I nodded.


      I knew that, somehow, Eric’s would be the deciding vote, that he was in charge. Perhaps his communication gear was faulty.

         Perhaps he was out of range, trying to get through. Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy had a long neck, and beneath the pale green

         fabric of her shirt I could see the shape of her body, her skin-colored lace bra—practical yet elegant. She said, “Why do

         you say that, Pilot?”

      


      “Can you turn out the light?” I asked. “I can’t hear you.”


      She furrowed her brow. “If I turn out the light, you can hear me better?” She gave me an expectant look, eyes expanding, as

         if to suspend logic, as if to give me credit for an explanation that was clearly nuts.

      


      Then she looked at my hand, at the shoelace I had twisted around and around my aching middle finger.


      “Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy,” I wanted to know, “are we far enough away from the woods?”


      “You’re safe,” she said. “You’re very, very safe here. I promise. No one can hurt you. And you can just call me Katherine,

         if you like. Or Kate.”

      


      “You’d be surprised, Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy,” I said. “They lash out, the trees and the branches, and before you know

         it—”

      


      “What does, Pilot?” She leaned toward me, hands almost touching the hospital blanket. “What lashes out?”


      “The woods.”


      She paused. Could she be electronic, too? Could Eric 

          have sent her? “Do you hear anything, Pilot? Do you hear voices talking when they’re not really there?”

      


      “I hear arguments,” I admitted. “But they are there.” I knew what she was getting at. I had trouble getting at it myself. They weren’t there. But they were. Both things were true.

      


      “What kind of arguments?”


      “In the light fixtures. About what to do with me,” I said, “my execution and disposal.”


      “Who is arguing?”


      I begged her slowly: “I asked you, please, if you could please turn out the light, please.”


      Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy backed away from the bed. “I’m sorry.” Her fingers found the light switch.


      Instantly the room went dim. “Thank you.” The murmuring of voices quieted without their electric lifeline, their wires and

         diodes, receptors and interceptors.

      


      “Would you like to stay here for a while, Pilot?”


      “Am I out of the woods?”


      “Are you speaking metaphorically?”


      I smiled. I would have to explain this. “Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy, imagine,” I said. “Katherine, please, imagine a tunnel,

         a man in the tunnel like an amoeba—”

      


      “Okay.”


      “—and the way it moves through the solution to a problem—” Fuck, I thought. I was losing my place.


      She nodded. “Yes.”


      “—the way it swallows its pride, taking them inside, an intelligence the size of an ocean, and catching—”


      “Would you like to stay here, Pilot?” she asked again, smiling. “Stay here at the clinic for a little while, and we’ll make

         sure you’re safe, until you feel better?”

      


      I couldn’t breathe. I touched the scratch on my face. My middle finger, wrapped tightly by the shoelace, throbbed painfully.

         “I think that would be good.”

      


      

          Katherine put her hand, her thin, cool, smooth hand—could this be electronic? no—on mine and squeezed it lightly, just lightly.

         Like a mother. Or an old girlfriend.

      


      “I think that would be really, really good,” I said.


      Like regret.


      She smelled like lemons.
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      When I closed my eyes I saw Fiona’s face like a prairie. My sister’s eyes like twin moons on an alien horizon. Her chin was

         a bluff to climb over. My memory of her was a fading map of a terrain I was no longer familiar with. Everything was different

         now.

      


      I missed her so much.
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      Katherine Jane DeQuincey-Joy was hiding her hands beneath her desk because she had chewed her nails down to nothing—beyond nothing—and there was a bright halo of blood around each one of her fingertips. “I’m really glad you could come,” she was

         saying. “I know how busy you must be, and—”

      


      “I’ll make time for this,” Eric broke in. “Whenever you need me, just call, and I’ll make myself available.” His hands were

         beautiful, Katherine noticed, the nails the perfect shape for a man, clear, with no trace of white, not dull but not shining.

         Dramatically, he said, “This is my brother.” She didn’t know that Eric checked his fingernails each morning in his chrome-and-black

         bathroom, holding a pair of silver clippers above a polished wastebasket.

      


      Katherine nodded. “So I don’t have to tell you what Pilot is experiencing, what he’s—”


      “It’s all too familiar.” Eric’s face was perfectly tanned, she 

          noticed, with wide cheekbones, and blue, blue eyes. His figure was athletic, finished. His pose, however, was concerned,

         even distressed.

      


      “Dr. Lennox’s initial diagnosis,” she began, “is, is that Pilot has some form of schizophrenia, whether it’s schizoaffective

         disorder or—” Eric closed his eyes, face upturned. “But naturally we would rather believe,” she rushed to say, “that this

         is a response to trauma of some kind, whether real or imagined, rather than”—she cleared her throat—“well, rather than late-onset

         adult schizophrenia, which I don’t have to tell you is more—”

      


      “—degenerative,” my brother finished.


      “Dr. Lennox said your mother indicated that Pilot has had other episodes?”


      Eric leaned forward, his long, perfectly manicured fingers touching each other habitually. Was he aware of this habit? “Pilot

         has always been psychologically—I don’t know—fragile. He had an episode when he was very young,” he said. “Around eleven. But we had always chalked that up to an event.”

      


      “An event?”


      “When we were children our little sister disappeared.”


      Katherine was silent, her eyes wide.


      “It was very traumatic, and Pilot suffered—” Eric seemed about to describe something more specific, but then he said, “Well,

         he suffered.”

      


      “What was that particular episode like?”


      He looked away. “It wasn’t like this one, really. It was more about being dissociative. He was down on all fours, snarling

         and growling like a dog, pretending he couldn’t understand English. He was getting lost in a game of make-believe, I guess.”

      


      I am the wolf boy, I wanted to say. I’ll tear out your carotid artery with my bare hands.

      


      

          “Were there any particular symptoms of schizophrenia then?” Katherine asked. “I mean, that you can see from your medical

         perspective now?”

      


      Eric ran his tongue across his teeth. “Pilot was not always very coherent in those days, and he was always drawn to the woods.”

         His eyes flickered toward the window. “I guess the early signs of psychosis were present.”

      


      Katherine couldn’t help but turn and look out there, too. The sky was darkening, the blue growing deeper. “May I ask what

         happened to your sister?”

      


      “We never found her.”


      “She was abducted?”


      “Children are abducted every day.” My brother looked at Katherine directly for the first time, it seemed. “And not all of

         them are recovered.” His head was cocked at a slight angle now. “Just buy a carton of milk.”
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