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For Zack











One need not be a chamber to be haunted,


One need not be a house;


The brain has corridors surpassing


Material place.


—Emily Dickinson
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Beatrice, The Island, 1977


THE SEASCAPE BEYOND the cottage window was beautiful in a monochromatic way. Tarnished silver clouds drifted in a somber sky, and pewter water shivered under restless whitecaps. Sparse evergreens framed the pale scene with their dark, slender trunks.


It was a charming vista, but a painful reminder of how dramatically Beatrice’s life had changed. San Francisco was all color, pastel houses marching along the steep hills, scarlet trolleys rattling along their rails, wisps of fog slipping through the vivid orange girders of the Golden Gate Bridge. The island was nothing like San Francisco, and it didn’t feel like home. She had to remind herself that she had been here only six weeks. It would take time.


She liked the cottage well enough. She had bought it sight unseen, but it lived up to the real estate agent’s description as a “charming woodsy getaway.” The door from the wraparound porch opened into a well-appointed kitchen, separated from a dining area by a short bar. A forties-style archway led to a small living room, where wide windows afforded a view of the water. The outside walls were a muted blue-gray, in keeping with the coastal setting. Thick juniper bushes curled along the foundation. The interior walls were cream and rose and butter yellow, warm colors for a cool climate. A short strand of beach, featured prominently in the real estate photographs, ran below the porch, linked to the cottage by a steep stony path.


The photographs and the descriptions had somehow failed to mention one significant detail. Steps from the cottage, a small cow barn nestled among the pines and firs, an unpainted lean-to jutting from one side. Beatrice couldn’t decide at first if the omission was an oversight or a deliberate effort by the sellers not to introduce a detraction. She doubted many buyers would see the barn as a bonus, nor would they be happy to learn about its occupants.


In any case, the purchase hadn’t disappointed her, even though her ownership felt temporary. It felt pretend, like setting up a doll-house, or like playing hide-and-seek, which was a better metaphor. The cottage—indeed, the island itself—was Beatrice’s hiding place. She was an animal gone to ground, a wounded creature seeking respite, pulling folds of solitude around herself for comfort.


Beatrice was unused to isolation. She had chosen this loneliness, and it brought relief of a sort, but it was the kind of relief that comes from the cessation of pain. She was learning that the absence of pain left space for other discomforts, like the weight of unrelenting silence and the yearning for places and people she loved.


The worst was missing Mitch. At night, in her sleep, she often turned to reach for him. When her groping hand found nothing but a cold pillow, an unused blanket, she woke, and lay aching with loss.


She doubted that Mitch, safe in their blue and yellow house above the bay, felt anything like she did. He had neither written nor telephoned. She could only assume he was still angry.


In fact, the heavy black telephone on the bar had rung only once since she moved in, and that was to remind her that the store at the ferry dock would sell any milk she couldn’t use.


Milk, for pity’s sake. Who would have thought?


Beatrice moved close to the window to watch a single intrepid boat, bristling with fishing gear, plow its way through the frigid waters of the strait. It was too far away for her to see the people on board, so it didn’t trouble her to watch its progress. It trailed an icy wake as it circled the distant silhouette of the big island and disappeared.


Thinking how cold those fishermen must be made Beatrice shiver and turn to the woodstove that dominated her living room. It hummed and crackled, filling the cottage with the spicy fragrance of burning pine. The fire was comforting, but the stove consumed an astonishing amount of wood. The cord stacked against the side of the cottage was shrinking with alarming speed in the face of the cold snap. She really shouldn’t put off calling Mr. Thurman to ask him to deliver more, but she dreaded doing it.


Mr. Thurman was a pleasant man. When she called him with her first order, he had rattled and jounced up the dirt road, the bed of his ancient Ford pickup piled high with logs. He had greeted her cheerfully and made quick work of the chore, accepting her payment with a tip of his flat wool cap.


But he hadn’t come alone. He would never come alone. Seeing him—them—had ruined what was left of that day. Remembering it, Beatrice pressed a hand to the base of her throat, where the borrowed misery lurked.


Regardless, she would have to order more wood. The radio said tonight would be even colder than the night before, which had glazed the boulders on her bit of beach with ice. She crouched beside the stove to stir up the embers and lift in fresh chunks of pine. She had just closed the glass-fronted door when Alice’s commanding call rang out.


Smiling for the first time that day, Beatrice straightened and leaned to one side to look through the archway. Through the window half of the kitchen door, she saw Alice and Dorothy standing below the porch, the two of them gazing expectantly up at the cottage.


Dorothy was tall and rangy, white with splotches of black on her sides and her crooked nose. Alice was tawny and petite, with big dark eyes and long eyelashes. She was considerably smaller than Dorothy, but there was no doubt that she was in charge. At this moment she clearly considered it her duty to inform the new dairy farmer that milking time had arrived.


Beatrice adjusted the stove damper, then crossed into the kitchen to pull on the rubber milking boots left by the previous owners, as well as the secondhand red-and-black Pendleton jacket, her last purchase in San Francisco. She had not expected cows, but she didn’t mind them. A woman alone could do worse for company than two easygoing cows.


The elderly couple who sold her the cottage were fortunate in their buyer. Beatrice had grown up in South Dakota. Her father had been a country GP who often helped out the local ranchers when the vet wasn’t available. Beatrice had gone with him on house calls from an early age, and sometimes their patients had not been people, but horses, cows, or the occasional pig that had cut itself on barbed wire. She was used to livestock.


She said, “Good evening, ladies,” as she stepped down from the porch and crunched across the graveled yard to the little barn. Her voice creaked, reminding her she hadn’t spoken aloud all day. As she set Dorothy and Alice to munching hay in their stanchions, she chatted to them, just to hear herself.


She started with Alice, who would stamp and low if she didn’t. “You must have been reading Betty Friedan,” she said, as she slid the milk bucket beneath the cow’s udder and sat down on the three-legged stool. “You’re a bossy little bossy, but that’s okay. I like that in a cow.” Alice gave a small, bovine grunt, and Beatrice took it for agreement.


For all the times she had helped her father treat animals, she had never actually milked a cow, though she had seen it being done. Now she found herself in possession of two of them. No one knew what might have become of the cows if she had refused to keep them, but she hadn’t done that. She had figured out how to accomplish the task of milking through trial and error, aided especially by the patient Dorothy. Now the chore went smoothly for the most part. If it didn’t, Alice never failed to apprise her of her errors, swishing her tail so it stung Beatrice’s cheek, or overturning the bucket with one impatient hind leg.


Beatrice appreciated Dorothy’s compliant ways, but she and Alice had more in common.
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After the next morning’s milking, Beatrice eyed the supply of milk and cream that had accumulated in the refrigerator and made a face. There was no excuse for not taking it down to the store. She had already managed that twice, after feeling guilty for letting a gallon of good milk go sour.


The experience hadn’t been too bad. The nun who managed the store and the tiny ferry terminal called herself Mother Maggie. She had accepted the milk and filled Beatrice’s grocery list with a minimum of questions, evidently unbothered by Beatrice’s reticence. She was far from young, perhaps too old to be operating a ferry dock, but she had a kind face beneath her short black veil. Even better for Beatrice, Mother Maggie’s ghosts were mercifully pale with age. As long as she was the only person in the store, Beatrice wouldn’t mind the chore.


She showered and changed. It felt good to put on something besides the wool pants that had gotten too big and the cable-knit sweater she had borrowed from Mitch and neglected to return. She wondered if he knew she had it. If he did, he would understand why she had kept it. It might even make him smile. She missed his smile. She missed his unlikely dimples.


She put on a fresh pair of slacks and a clean sweater, and took up her scissors to hack off a few strands of hair still straggling into her face. She had cut off most of her hair soon after she arrived on the island. The long dark strands lying on the floor around her—to say nothing of the ragged look of what was left—had put a period to what remained of her life. Her hair looked pretty rough, but there was no one to notice. Most of the time she covered it under her knit hat.


One of her patients had made the hat for her from leftover bits of yellow and purple yarn. It was a curious-looking creation, but the knit was smooth and regular, and the hat was warm enough for the damp cold of the island. Every time she wore it she thought of the young people she had worked with in the Haight: homesick kids, stoned kids, frightened kids. She cherished the hat, odd though it was, because it reminded her of them. They were sweet, but so hurt and confused, flower children struggling to accept that the Summer of Love wasn’t what they had imagined it would be.


Beatrice pulled on the hat and her secondhand Pendleton, wrinkling her nose at the clash of red plaid wool with yellow and purple knit, deciding it didn’t matter. She packed the bottles of milk into a straw-lined basket and set out in the crisp winter air for the hike down the hill.


Mother Maggie was the leader of a handful of nuns who made up a tiny island monastery. She took grocery orders and sometimes delivered them in the nuns’ dusty yellow station wagon. The other sisters taught in the little school and took occasional shifts with the ferry ramp. Their brown habits were familiar to everyone on the island, but tourists smiled and pointed at the unusual sight of nuns as ferry operators. They took snapshots with their cameras, as they might with wildlife or historical buildings.


When Beatrice emerged from the quiet of the woods into the clearing around the terminal, she wished for the thousandth time that she had succeeded, in the face of her disability, in developing a strategy for dealing with people. It was what she expected her patients to do, build tools to handle their challenges, but she had failed to do it for herself. She remained raw and vulnerable, and though it hurt her pride, she had fled her problem instead of solving it.


She was glad to see that it was Mother Maggie operating the ferry ramp, which meant she was also working in the store. She wouldn’t have to meet someone new. The ferry was churning its way back out into the bay as the nun trudged up from the dock, an orange safety vest zipped over her billowing habit. She caught sight of Beatrice and waved a welcome as she went into the store, leaving the door ajar behind her. By the time Beatrice reached it, Mother Maggie had shed the vest and exchanged her rain boots for Birkenstocks with thick gray socks.


“Good morning, Mother Maggie.” Beatrice set the basket on the counter beside the cash register. “Six quarts here.”


“Good morning to you, Beatrice,” Mother Maggie said with a smile. “We’ll be glad to have the milk. Are you settling in all right?”


“Fine, yes.”


“The groceries you ordered are in. I’ll bag them for you.”


“Thank you.”


The nun turned to put the milk in the big refrigerator behind her, saying over her shoulder, “Won’t you stay for a cup of coffee? I was just about to make some.”


Beatrice found, to her surprise, that she liked the idea of sitting down for coffee with Mother Maggie. She hadn’t been in company for weeks, and the shades that trailed behind the nun were so faint as to be nearly invisible, their energy almost spent. She could surely ignore them for a little while.


She said, “I’d love some coffee.”


“Good. Go grab a chair. I’ll just be a few moments.”


There were three wooden tables in the back of the room, arranged around a potbellied stove that hummed with warmth. Beatrice pulled a chair close to the stove.


She sat down and started to shrug out of her coat just as the door to the store clicked open with a jangle of its welcome bell. A tall, slender young woman stepped through.


Beatrice froze, one arm still in the sleeve of her jacket.


The woman wore an expensive-looking camel’s-hair coat, a creamy cashmere scarf around her throat, and a pair of elegant leather boots. She had fair hair tied back in a low ponytail and a shining leather handbag on a shoulder strap. She was exceptionally beautiful, with long legs and smooth skin, but her slender shoulders hunched as if she were carrying a burden.


As in fact she was. Two burdens. Beatrice saw them distinctly.


One, hovering above her like a storm cloud, was a threatening charcoal gray so dark it seemed lightning might flash through it.


The other clung to her legs, tiny and tragic, the lavender and indigo of confusion and grief. It was accompanied by the faint sound of a child weeping. Beatrice’s throat throbbed suddenly, painfully, choking her with anxiety.


Hastily, she thrust her other arm back into her jacket and blundered her way through the tables toward the door. Mother Maggie was saying to the newcomer, “Oh, hello. You just got off the ferry, didn’t you?”


Beatrice didn’t hear the woman’s answer. She was already out the door, abandoning her basket, forgetting her groceries, having not so much as nodded to the woman who had come in, nor said goodbye to Mother Maggie. Her mouth dry and her throat aching, she stumbled toward the forest path that led to her house. She fled.


She was ashamed of it, embarrassed by it, but she was helpless to do anything about it.


Most people saw their ghosts in the dark of night. Beatrice saw them in broad daylight, and it was intolerable.
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Anne, The Island, 1977


A SMALL WOMAN, wearing a man’s plaid wool jacket and with short dark hair bristling beneath a multicolored knit cap, brushed past Anne without so much as a glance as she hurried out through the door. It gave Anne an unfamiliar sensation. She had often wished people wouldn’t stare at her, but now, she found being ignored unnerving. She wasn’t used to it.


Even at this point in her life, when she felt so diminished, people looked at her. They had always done so, openly or covertly, since she was a girl of thirteen. It was her height, the straight sweep of her pale hair, the fortunate arrangement of nose and lips and dark blue eyes, the blessing of unblemished skin. The combination inevitably attracted attention, and the people staring at her—men, but women, too—couldn’t know how intrusive that was.


Anne understood she was physically beautiful. She had been told often enough. She had been complimented for her beauty, and not infrequently envied for it, but she had learned not to place her trust in it. It had not protected her. It had made her vulnerable instead. It was all too easy to equate admiration or desire with love.


The thought weakened her knees, even as a nun, plain and gray-haired, greeted her. Anne blinked and hugged herself, trying to recover her fragile composure.


“Come in.” The nun peered at her through black-framed glasses as she tied a printed apron over her habit. “Are you all right, young lady? You look a bit shaky.”


Anne’s voice sounded an octave higher than the nun’s, squeezing past the constriction in her throat. “I—I was startled.”


It wasn’t a credible reason. She should be accustomed to these bouts of anxiety. They weren’t the small woman’s fault. When Anne’s anxiety rose, it seemed to bloom from nowhere, like steam from a suddenly boiling kettle. It rendered her light-headed and unsteady. More than once, tormented by an attack of nerves, she had expected her heart to simply give out and let her fall dead in her tracks.


James would have told her to take one of her pills, but she was done with them. The respite they offered wasn’t real.


The nun said, “Perhaps you’re just cold from your ferry ride. It’s nippy on the water. Come over by the stove and warm yourself.”


Anne stumbled after her on feet she could barely feel and accepted the chair the nun indicated, resting close to the potbellied stove. The burning wood filled the room with a resiny smell and a generous wave of warmth.


Anne loosened her scarf and extended her gloved hands toward the stove. When she spoke again, her voice had eased almost to its normal pitch. “Thank you, Sister.”


“It’s Mother, actually. Mother Margaret Theresa, but I go by Mother Maggie.”


“Ah. Mother. Of course.” Anne stripped off her gloves and held out her hand. It shook visibly, embarrassing her. “Anne Iredale.” At the touch of the nun’s hand, strong and dry and warm, she felt the burn of tears and lowered her eyelids to hide them.


“Ah, Miss Iredale! Yes, I’ve been expecting you.” The nun pulled a chair up beside her and sat. She fell silent, her eyes down, her hand on her wooden pectoral cross. Anne wore one, too, tucked beneath her sweater. Hers was small and gold, suspended on a gold chain.


Anne let her eyes close as she felt the nun’s prayers wrap around her, soothing her spirit the way the warmth from the stove soothed her chilled flesh. She released a long, sighing breath and opened her eyes to find Mother Maggie watching her.


“I’m sorry,” Anne said softly.


“Nothing to apologize for. I hope you’re feeling better. Maybe you need some food.”


“Probably.”


Anne couldn’t remember when she ate last. In Seattle, perhaps, when she got off the train at King Street Station. That had been noon the day before. A bowl of clam chowder, she recalled, though she hadn’t been able to finish it. It had been weeks since she ate a full meal, and the way her slacks hung on her reminded her of that every time she buttoned them. She blinked at the small cardboard menu Mother Maggie put into her hand.


“We have some homemade soup,” the nun said. “It’s off-season, so we don’t keep a pot going as we usually do, but it’s easy to warm up. Or I could give you scrambled eggs. Or my favorite, a cheese and pickle sandwich.” When Anne hesitated, Mother Maggie added, “If you don’t have the money just now, I can—”


“Oh, no,” Anne said. “I have money.” She had problems, but money wasn’t one of them. Not yet.


She considered for a moment. Scrambled eggs sounded good, but risky. If she found she couldn’t eat them, she would be wasting this kind woman’s effort. Soup seemed safer. “I would love a cup of soup, if it’s easy.”


“Easiest thing in the world. The next ferry’s not due for half an hour, so I have time.”


Mother Maggie rose and patted Anne’s shoulder before bustling off to the little kitchen behind the counter. At the comforting touch, tears rose again in Anne’s eyes. She found a handkerchief in the pocket of her coat and dabbed at them, marveling that she had any tears left to shed.


Soon she was seated at one of the café tables with a pottery bowl of steaming chicken soup and a plate with crackers and squares of cheese. Mother Maggie excused herself to attend to her ferry duties, urging Anne to enjoy her lunch while she was gone.


The soup was thick and savory, and Anne was glad of her choice. Her empty stomach accepted it without complaint. As she ate some of the crackers and all of the cheese, she gazed through the back window of the store, watching the ferry maneuver itself up to the dock. There were no foot passengers that she could see, but two cars drove off and disappeared up the road to the west.


Anne wondered who was in those cars. Families, perhaps, heading to their quiet island homes. Mothers, fathers. Children. Did they laugh together? Argue? Would they sit down to a family dinner, perhaps play a board game afterward?


A dog appeared from somewhere, breaking into her reverie. A border collie, Anne thought. It followed at Mother Maggie’s heels as she worked, then tagged after her, its flag of a tail waving, as she climbed the slope back to the store.


The dog followed the nun inside, and as Mother Maggie traded the orange vest for her apron, she called, “I hope you don’t mind dogs.”


“I love them. What is this one called?”


Mother Maggie grinned from behind the counter. “This is St. Peter. Petey for short.”


“So sweet. I would have loved to have a dog.”


“Why didn’t you?”


“My husband doesn’t like them.”


In fact, James was terrified of dogs. He pretended he just didn’t like them as a species, but she had seen him shrink from the neighbor’s gentle old Lab and had watched him cross the street to avoid a dog being walked. She hadn’t understood his fear until after they were married, when she saw the ugly scar on his calf from a dog bite. It upset her then and filled her with sympathy. It upset her even more now that she knew the truth. The well of her sympathy had run dry.


She held out her hand, and the dog trotted to her, sniffed her fingers with his graying muzzle, then retreated to curl up on a dilapidated cushion at the end of the counter. Anne rose with her bowl and plate and carried them to Mother Maggie. “The soup was delicious, thank you.”


“Glad to hear it,” Mother Maggie said, with a satisfied nod. “How about some coffee, or perhaps a cup of tea?”


Anne felt steadier for the food, and for being in the presence of Mother Maggie. According to the ferry schedule, there was one more boat she could catch, so she said, “A cup of tea would be lovely.” She had given up coffee. Her nervous state was already more than she could bear.


She endured her nerves every day until five o’clock. Cocktail hour, the time she could have a drink without troubling her conscience. In her current state, she could have drunk scotch for breakfast, but she would not give James the satisfaction of turning his lie about her into truth. Even though he couldn’t possibly know what she was doing. Even though he had no idea where she was.


Today, she wasn’t sure where she was going to find her cocktail, and that in itself made her anxious. It wasn’t until she had drunk a glass or two of wine, or even better, of scotch or vodka, that she felt relief from the flutter of anxiety that made her heart beat an uneven, panicked rhythm and sometimes made her feel she couldn’t catch a breath.


The nun brought her a cup of tea and a saucer with four homemade butter cookies on it. She smiled as she set it down. “You look as if some calories wouldn’t hurt you, Mrs. Iredale.”


“Anne, please.”


“Anne it is. May I join you?” Mother Maggie indicated the second chair at the table.


“Please do.” It was funny how the ingrained habit of good manners persevered even under stress. She wondered if that would ever fade. Perhaps she would become a crotchety old woman who snapped at people and shouted at children.


No. She would never shout at children.


Mother Maggie settled herself into the chair with a little groan of fatigue. She had brought a cup of tea for herself, but when Anne edged the cookie saucer closer to her, she shook her head. “Lent,” she said, wrinkling her nose with regret. “Cookies, among other things.”


Anne’s hand went to her heart, where she felt the edges of the cross under her sweater. “Lent,” she breathed. “Oh, dear. I missed Ash Wednesday.”


“Just last week,” Mother Maggie said. “Not too late to start your observance.”


Anne hid her dismay by lifting her teacup and taking a sip.


She had always appreciated Lent. It was a welcome season for her, a time to make sacrifices, to give from the bounty that was—that had been—hers and James’s. She loved the rituals, the ash mark on her forehead, the meatless Fridays, the cathartic emotions of Holy Week.


And she had adored dyeing Easter eggs with Benjamin. Ben, James insisted on calling him, because he thought it was more manly. Anne supposed one day her son’s friends might call him that, but she thought the name was beautiful in its original form. It was one of a thousand points of disagreement, things James resented out of all proportion.


But now it was Lent. Her usual Lenten sacrifice was her nightly cocktail when James came home from court, but she couldn’t tolerate that this year. She would think of something else. She would find something else to give up—even though she had already lost everything.


“So, Anne. The sisters at the motherhouse told me you were coming. They didn’t explain, and of course your reason is completely confidential, but I’m curious as to why you would choose the island. We’re such a small community. There are bigger monasteries, ones much easier to get to.”


Anne turned the cup in its saucer, watching the tea spin widdershins against the plain china rim. “I know, but I thought, perhaps—I’ve thought of trying to discern my vocation.”


“You’re thinking of becoming a postulant?”


Anne looked up from the teacup. “Y-yes. I think so.”


“You sound as if you come from the East Coast. Boston, maybe?”


“Very near there.”


“This was a long way to travel if you’re not sure about your vocation.”


Anne looked away, out to the dull gray water and the mist-shrouded island on the other side of the strait. A stiff breeze raised lively whitecaps, and ridges of waves cut the water in lacy curves. She had always loved the sea, but now she saw it as a threat. A temptation.


She took another deliberate breath. At least she was no longer shaking. “Mother Maggie, I’m a lifelong Catholic. Cradle Catholic, as we say.”


“So am I. And grateful for it.”


“I’m grateful, too. It’s been a comfort.”


“I’ve often felt that way.” The nun paused. “That’s not a vocation, though, is it?”


Anne dropped her hands into her lap and twisted the fingers together. “I wish it were.”


“And why would that be, Anne? Why do you wish for a vocation to religious life?”


“Because I don’t know what else to do.”
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Beatrice, San Francisco, 1967


“THE CHRONICLE KEEPS calling it the Summer of Love,” Mitch said, as he hung his white coat on its hook. “I wish they wouldn’t.” He unwound the stethoscope from his neck and hung it over the coat. “Christ, Bea, they’re making it worse. Kids are pouring in from all over, and they have no idea what they’re going to do when they get here.”


“Sex, drugs, and love-ins,” she said.


“It wouldn’t be so concerning if it were just the love-ins.” Mitch put on his overcoat and stood by the door, waiting for her to change.


They had worked late in the community clinic, and Beatrice felt the familiar weight of weariness blended with satisfaction at having completed a long day. She said, with a rueful smile, “You understand why they come, though. Summer of love sounds romantic.”


“There is nothing romantic about venereal diseases and drug overdoses.”


“Not for you, obviously. Or me.”


Beatrice wore a tweed jacket for work, striving for a professional look. She and Mitch were the same age, but even at thirty-eight, his hair was enchantingly dusted with silver while hers remained stubbornly dark. She imagined his blunt features had made him look like an adult since he was a kid himself, despite the dimples. His round eyeglasses added a nice touch of gravitas. She, on the other hand, with small features and long straight hair, looked all too much like her patients.


“Maybe,” she mused, as she slid her arms out of the jacket, “I should cut my hair.”


“Why?” Mitch said. “Your hair is your signature. You look like a petite Joan Baez. Much prettier, though,” he added with a grin.


She twinkled her thanks for the compliment. “I look too much like the kids I treat.”


“I thought women liked to look young.”


“I’d like even better to be taken seriously.”


She hung up her jacket, exchanging it for a wool cardigan. It was July, but the fog had persisted all day. The evening air would be chilly.


He said, “They take you seriously, Dr. B. They keep coming back, don’t they?”


“Some of them.”


“Most of them.”


He held the door for her, then carefully locked the handle and the deadbolt. They only kept antibiotics and antiemetics in the clinic, along with basics like aspirin and cough medicine, but some street kids hung about the place in hopes of scoring more—narcotics, amphetamines, barbiturates. Marijuana and LSD and a half-dozen other psychotropic substances were freely available on every street corner, but for some, they weren’t enough.


The single most effective medicine they kept on hand was Enovid. The Pill. Mitch prescribed it liberally, because he thought the flower children gathered in the Haight-Ashbury district had enough problems without adding pregnancy to the list. Beatrice agreed. The last thing she wanted was to see a generation of drug-addicted infants come into the world.


As they walked, she cast him an affectionate glance. “You’re a good doctor, Mitch.”


He bumped her shoulder with his. “So are you, Dr. B.”


“Sometimes I don’t feel much like a doctor. It’s an uphill climb.”


“That’s just San Francisco.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “Everything’s uphill.”


They left Haight Street, caught the bus on Page, and climbed off on Steiner to walk the rest of the way.


They had managed, between their two incomes, to buy a crumbling fin de siècle Victorian house, its narrow profile slicing into the middle of a row of other such houses, gabled and scrolled and ornamented with curlicues and even tiny gargoyles at the roof corners. The house’s paint, where it hadn’t peeled off, was a cheery bright blue, and the gingerbread was painted yellow and white and green. There was a cutaway bay window in front and an overgrown scrap of garden at the back, overlooked by a miniature second-floor balcony with an ironwork balustrade. In clement weather they spent a lot of time there, planning the painting and repairs and rewiring they would one day do. Mitch called the house La Signora.


Mitch worked half the week in St. Mary’s Hospital, where he made a decent salary. The other half he worked for nearly nothing at the free clinic. Beatrice divided her time between the clinic and the modest private practice she conducted on the bottom floor of La Signora. Her office was two steps down from the sidewalk, a snug, peaceful place she loved.


By the time they reached home, the dinner hour had come and gone, as it often did. “How about a glass of wine and a bowl of pasta?” Mitch said.


“Perfect.”


As Mitch ran water in the pasta pot, she brought a glass of wine and set it at his elbow. He nodded his thanks, took a sip, then began salting the water as she set pasta bowls and forks at their kitchen table. The table was painted the same blue as the house. With the flowered pasta bowls and printed napkins, even a simple dinner took on a festive air.


Mitch had been raised by an uncle who was a good cook and had seen to it that Mitch could prepare his own meals when he needed to. In medical school, he said, being able to cook on a hot plate saved him and made him popular in the dormitory. Tonight, even short on time, he managed spaghetti aglio e olio. He set a glass bristling with breadsticks beside the wide pasta bowl and a small dish of black olives on the other side.


“You’re amazing,” Beatrice said. She scooped up a generous amount of grated Parmigiano and sprinkled it over the pasta. “You’d make someone a terrific wife.”


“So I’ve been told.” He flashed his dimples. “How about you?” he prompted, poking her ribs with one finger. “Would you care to apply?”


She smiled, but her mouth was too full of pasta to answer.


It was an old jest. They had met at the clinic three years before and had hardly been apart since, but neither of them was much interested in marriage. Careers instead of children, they decided. And as it happened, both their careers were very much about caring for children.


The two of them, Beatrice had observed more than once, were much alike in most ways, aside from their cooking skills. They loved their work and each other equally.


Mitch had made his way through his medical training a bit faster than she had gotten through her doctoral program. He liked the balance of his contrasting professional lives, the busy hum of the hospital and the color and energy of the community clinic. Beatrice thought one day she would like to focus strictly on private practice, but at the moment the clinic needed her. The work could be frustrating, but knowing how important it was to her patients—knowing it all too well, often painfully—it was still gratifying.


“I don’t think Linda Sullivan is going to make it out of here without a crisis,” she said, when she had finished her pasta.


“Is she the redhead? The one who follows that guitarist around?”


“Yes, and taking whatever drug he hands her, as if it came out of a box of chocolates.”


“You can’t fix them if they don’t want to be fixed, Bea.”


“I know, but …” She pressed a hand to the base of her throat, where she always felt things. Her father had called her out every time she did it.


Busy Bea, there you go again. Borrowing other people’s troubles.


She had always dropped her hand under her father’s scrutiny, but that didn’t make the ache go away. She told Mitch now, “Linda had a nasty childhood, and this guy—this boy—”


“Bea.” Mitch put out a hand and took hers away from her throat. “Stop.”


She slumped back in her chair. “I do try.”


“Empathy is a fine quality, but not when it affects your private life.”


Her little gift was more than empathy, of course. A lot more. But she didn’t want to elaborate on that. “You’re right, of course.”


“And your father said the same thing I just did, as I recall?”


She gave him a lopsided smile. “Yes, smarty-pants. You recall perfectly.”


Her father, in fact, had never known how intense her gift was. After the uproar when it first surfaced, when she was eight, he hadn’t understood. He had gained some clarity about her gift as the incidents mounted up, but she had never tried to tell him the true extent of what she felt. Even Mitch, who was so close to her, who shared so much of her life, didn’t understand.


She pushed away from the table and picked up his plate and then her own. “I’m thinking of refusing to see Linda again, in any case. She was clearly stoned today, and that’s a waste of my time.” She started for the sink, saying over her shoulder, “And hers. Wasted her high. Should have been making tie-dye shirts or something.”


“I’m pretty sure half the patients I saw today were either stoned or about to get stoned.”


“That does not surprise me. It’s like a pot cloud when you step out the door into the street. They probably get high just walking through it.” She ran water into the sink and squirted in some detergent.


“No doubt. I hate to add prescription medications on top of all that.”


Beatrice chuckled as she turned off the faucet. “You can’t fix them if they don’t want to be fixed.”


He wrinkled his nose in acknowledgment. “You know they’re terrified, Bea.”


“I do.” She resisted the urge to touch her throat again.


“Jack Persons got his draft notice. He’s going to run, I think. Canada, or Mexico.”


“I can’t blame him.”


“No, of course not.” He blew out a breath and reached for the wine bottle. “Come on, let’s not think about them any more tonight. Leave those dishes, and let’s forget work for a while. Bring your glass. I think the fog has cleared, and there should be a moon.”


Side by side, they climbed the stairs to the second floor and went out onto the little balcony. There they settled into the two macramé sling chairs that hung from the beams and watched a crescent moon glimmer above the East Bay. The last of the fog nestled here and there, hiding the cars and the lower neighborhoods, muffling the traffic noises. A guitar sounded from Alamo Square, with two plaintive voices attempting a Peter, Paul and Mary song.


Beatrice sipped the last of the wine in her glass and set it at her feet. She leaned back, taking care not to dislodge the openwork of the macramé. “I love it here,” she said, for the hundredth time.


“I do, too,” Mitch answered.


“My father wrote again. He still thinks I could practice in our little town. He’ll refer patients to me, he says.”


“That should keep you busy,” Mitch said. She wasn’t looking at him, but she heard the smile in his voice.


“Hardly.”


“It’s sweet that he wants you near him, though.” He meant that, as Bea knew. His own parents had passed away when he was still small, and though his uncle had tried, it hadn’t been the same. He added, “I would guess he’s lonely.”


“I worry about that.” She lifted her face into the moonlight, thinking of her father and his cramped, old-fashioned office with its single exam room and tiny waiting room. “But there wouldn’t be enough for me to do. Truly, Dad treats as many horses as he does people. He always jokes he’d be doing the exact same work if he’d become a vet.”


“I don’t think I’d want a vet treating my pneumonia.”


“You sure?” She grinned at him. “Most ailments aren’t all that different between humans and horses. Or cows. Or pigs, or cats, or …”


Mitch laughed. Moonlight glistened on his round eyeglasses and glittered on the silver in his hair. She watched him without turning her head, appreciating the line of his jaw and strong profile of his nose.


He was Italian, but the dark tones of his skin and the coarseness of his straight black hair reminded Beatrice of the Pine Ridge Indians who came to her father’s office. Her father had a special affinity for them, and they rewarded him with glimpses into their rich culture. He treasured the gifts they brought him, and so did the young Beatrice. Their living room mantel boasted a beautiful pair of beaded moccasins on a stand. A cured bearskin hung on one wall, and an intricately carved bison figure had the place of honor on her father’s office desk. As a girl, she was fascinated by those things, and by the artisans who made them.


There were a few from the Pine Ridge Reservation, though, who struggled with alcohol, or its substitute, codeine cough syrup, and that experience had prepared her for clinic work in the Haight. For the young people she and Mitch served, it wasn’t alcohol or codeine, but heroin. Mitch treated the overdoses while Beatrice tried to persuade the kids to extricate themselves from their drug-saturated culture. That meant leaving the city. Going home. It was a hard decision for them to make.


It was a frustrating way to practice, and it made her grateful for her little list of private patients. She specialized in adolescents, which she had always wanted to do.


She didn’t realize she had put her hand to her throat again until Mitch pushed at her with his foot. “What?” she said, startled.


“Stop thinking about work.”


Beatrice smoothed the crease between her brows with a forefinger, blowing out a breath to release her tension. “Sorry. Train of thought led me back to Linda Sullivan.”


“Come on, Bea. Climb into my macramé and we’ll snuggle.”


“The ropes will break!”


“Maybe. Then we’ll go bump. Let’s try it.”


Giggling, she struggled out of her own hammock and wriggled her bottom into his. It wasn’t big enough for the two of them, so she ended up more on Mitch’s lap than in the seat. He snuggled her against him, murmuring, “There you are,” in a throaty voice that stirred her blood.


As she had predicted, in the middle of a sweet, suggestive kiss, one of the ropes broke.


They slid to the floor, giggling like children, and behind an inadequate curtain of hanging macramé, they skinnied out of most of their clothes and made love on the deck, hidden from their neighbors by the balustrade. Moonlight shone on their bare flesh, but the foghorn sounded from the bay. The mist was coming back to envelop their colorful city in its cool silver folds.


Beatrice sighed with contentment. She pressed her face into Mitch’s warm shoulder and wished she could save this perfect moment, cork it up in the empty wine bottle, keep it forever.
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Beatrice, The Island, 1977


THE TELEPHONE SHRILLED, startling Beatrice into instant wakefulness, just as in her days in San Francisco. It didn’t happen often then, only when one of her patients experienced an emergency. Now that she had no practice and no patients, it shouldn’t happen at all.


Beatrice and Mitch had each had their own telephone line, arranged to have specific rings. Mitch had hospital call, so his phone line rang many times more than hers. She got very good at sleeping through it, only waking to her own. He used to tease her, saying shrink hours were like banker’s hours, half of everyone else’s.


Now there was only one telephone, and the unfamiliar jangle of it startled Beatrice. She sat up in bed, blinking at the reflective hands of the clock on the dresser. It was three in the morning.


Adrenaline jolted through her heart, and a hundred possibilities sprang to her mind as she reached for the extension. Mitch was ill. A friend had died. Someone was in trouble.


Out of habit, she said, “Dr. Bird speaking.”


Oh, damn. She hadn’t meant to say that at all.


“Dr. Bird, I’m sorry to bother you …”


How many emergency calls started just like that? Pretty much all of them.


“I’m sorry to bother you, but the medicine isn’t working. I feel like I’m having a heart attack …”


“I’m sorry to bother you, but Bobby told me he wishes he would just die, and I’m so worried …”


“I’m sorry to bother you, but Anna’s gone off her rocker again, calling her managers at two a.m., she’s going to lose her job …”


“I’m sorry to bother you. You don’t know me, but Abby, you know, the postmistress? She said you’re a doctor. The nurse isn’t on the island tonight, and—”


The caller, a woman, sounded young, her voice high and tight. Beatrice felt the shift in herself, the change from woman woken from a deep sleep to professional with a job to do.


It was like changing gears on a car, or a channel on the radio. One moment she was plain Beatrice Bird, middle-aged, weary, preoccupied. The next she was the person who had taken an oath to help people, to put their needs above her own.


She swung her legs out from under her blankets, and her throat began to ache with the need to do something to help. She said, “I didn’t catch your name?”


“Oh! Sorry.” There was a rising, panicked tone in the young woman’s voice. “I’m Terry Bachelor, and it’s my little boy. He’s all over rash, and he’s so hot, I—I don’t know what to do!”


Beatrice said, with the firmness of long practice, “Well, Terry, first I want you take a deep breath. You’ll want to be calm. Is there anyone else with you?”


“No!” Terry wailed. “I’m all alone, and I just—” The expected sobs tore through the telephone wires, and Beatrice drew a deep breath of her own.


“Terry. Terry, breathe. I can hear how tense you are, and that doesn’t help, now does it?”


“Sorry, sorry,” the young woman repeated.


“No need to be sorry. The thing is, Terry, I’m a psychologist, not a medical doctor.”


“Oh, God!” Terry’s voice rose again. “What am I going to do?”


Beatrice was sitting on the edge of her bed now, facing the uncurtained window. The woods beyond were invisible in the dark, but her own pale face, with its uneven thatch of short hair, was mirrored there. She remembered once wishing she could look older. That wish had come true, and sooner than she had expected.


Mitch would hate her cropped hair, but that hardly mattered now. This young woman—Terry—was falling apart on the other end of the telephone line. She would help her if she could. She would do what she knew how to do.


Beatrice spoke a little louder to cut through the girl’s sobs. “Terry. Can you hear me?”


“Y-yes. Yes. S-sorry.”


Beatrice didn’t waste time telling her again not to apologize. She simply said, “Good, Terry, that’s good.” Always use their names, she had been taught. Speak their names, acknowledge their need. “We’re going to talk this through together, you and I, and figure out what you need to do. First, you’ll feel better if you don’t panic, and I can help you with that. I want you to take in a breath, counting to four, then exhale to a count of six. Can you do that?”


Terry sniffled, then began the breathing exercise. Beatrice could hear her damp inhalation, and then her noisy exhalation.


“One more time, okay, Terry? Breathe in, and feel your shoulders relax. As you breathe out, feel your feet on the floor. Then tell me if you feel a bit calmer.”


Terry did as she asked. “I—I think I feel calmer. It’s just scary.”


“Of course it is. How old is your boy?”


“He’s two. Just turned two.”


“And you’re alone there with him?”


“I am now.”


The telling response. Flowing beneath Terry’s fear, Beatrice sensed the current of anger and resentment.


“Are you married?”


“Yes, but my husband’s away.”


“I see. A work trip?”


“No.” There was a little pause as Terry sniffled, then blew her nose. “No,” she said in a shaky voice. “He went fishing with his buddies.”


Details. Details that had nothing to do with a sick child and everything to do with an angry spouse.


“No neighbors nearby?”


“No. Our place is way out on the Point.”


Beatrice turned away from her reflection in the night-dark glass and tried to imagine the young woman on the other end of the line. This would be easier if she could see her face, but since she couldn’t, she would rely on the childish sound of her voice, the inadvertent revelations in her choice of words, and the actual fact of a sick child in an isolated house. And that unique feeling behind her forehead, the one she had been familiar with since she was small.


“Tell me, Terry,” Beatrice said, “what is your boy’s temperature? And what’s his name?”


“It’s Joshua,” Terry said. “I haven’t taken his temperature. I’ve never done that, and I’m afraid I’ll do it wrong.”


Two years old, and she’d never taken the child’s temp? That was revelatory, too.


“Do you have a thermometer?”


“I think so. Somewhere. He’s just so hot, and this rash is all over his chest—and he’s breathing really fast.”


“Where is he?”


“In his crib.”


“Asleep?”


“Y-yes,” Terry answered, her voice dropping. “Do you think that’s okay?”


“Well, Terry,” Beatrice said cautiously, “I’m inclined to think that’s a very good sign, but I’m not a pediatrician. You sound as if you’re feeling a bit calmer now. You’ve done very well. Do you think you could take Joshua’s temperature, and then call the emergency hospital on San Juan? They’ll want to know how high it is, and maybe have some suggestions for you. Then you can call me back and tell me what they said.”


“Okay. I guess so,” Terry said doubtfully. “You have to put it in his—in his bottom, don’t you?”


“Yes. Just put a little Vaseline on it, and it slides right in. He probably won’t wake up.”


“Okay.” She didn’t sound confident, but at least she wasn’t hysterical anymore.


“Do you know how to read it?”


“Not really.”


“Okay. Well, I’ll talk you through it. Go look for the thermometer, and I’ll hang on.”


There was a clunk as Terry put the phone down. Beatrice sat where she was, bemused by the strangeness of this event. In the silence, she thought about how swiftly she had returned to therapist mode, how natural it was to ask questions and make suggestions and coax a patient—okay, Terry wasn’t her patient, but at least a person in trouble—to think rationally and take productive action.


She waited. She had to pee, but she didn’t want Terry coming back to the telephone and finding her gone. She crossed her legs and pulled her quilt across her lap against the chill. It occurred to her she didn’t know the number of the hospital on San Juan Island, so she pushed off the quilt in order to rummage in the bedside stand for the phone book for Island County, then tucked herself under the quilt again.


Terry came back at last, and when she picked up the phone, she sounded better. “I found it, Dr. Bird,” she said.


“If you have some alcohol to dip it in, that would be a good idea.”


Terry went to do that, and Beatrice looked back at her image in the window. It was too bad about her hair, but she hadn’t had much choice. She couldn’t face a beauty salon, with its stylists and customers all lined up under bright lights, their ghosts trailing behind them—


“Okay!” Terry said breathlessly into the phone. “I did that. Now what?”


Terry didn’t have an extension for her telephone, she discovered, so Beatrice described the process of taking a rectal temperature as clearly as she could. “Then bring the thermometer back to the phone and I’ll tell you how to read it.”


That was the hardest part, it turned out, but finally Terry understood how to read the bar of mercury, and to align it with the proper number. She said, at last, “101. That’s high, isn’t it? Is that bad?”


“No, that’s not really very high,” Beatrice said. “I still think you should call the hospital, just for your peace of mind. Do you know the number?”


“No.”


Beatrice wondered again how old this young woman was. She had met such people in the Haight, girls and sometimes boys who barely possessed the skills to care for themselves, yet had left their homes and their families, drawn by the illusion of freedom, not just in their attitudes but in their behavior, in their sexual lives.


As she read out the number for the hospital, she thought of what she would do if this were actually her patient. There would be a list of things for Terry to do, homework that would include learning basic life skills and coping mechanisms for times like this.


But, again, this wasn’t her patient. She didn’t have patients anymore.


She said, “Call me back, Terry, after you’ve spoken to the hospital.”


The call ended, and Beatrice hurried to the bathroom. She didn’t bother turning on the light. The sky was beginning to lighten above the treetops. It would be milking time before long. She might as well make coffee, perhaps listen to the radio while she waited for Terry’s call.


The percolator had not yet stopped its gurgling when the telephone rang again. Beatrice switched off the radio and picked it up. “Terry?”


“Yes, Dr. Bird, it’s me. Terry.”


“Did you reach the hospital?”


“Yes. They said it sounds like an allergic reaction. I’m supposed to give him Benadryl. And children’s Tylenol.”


“Do you have those things?”


“I don’t know.”


Beatrice suppressed a groan of irritation. “You haven’t looked?”


“Well, I—the thing is, my husband should have—I mean, he’s the one who does the shopping and everything.”


The coffeepot stopped, and Beatrice poured herself a cup one-handed. “Terry, I’m sure they have both those things at the little store.”


“But they’re closed.”


“They’ll be open in a couple of hours.”


“How will I get there?” the young woman said, her voice rising again as if she were on the point of tears.


It was notable, Beatrice thought, that the little one had slept through the whole exercise. By the time she got Terry settled on a plan to ask one of the sisters to bring her the medication in their station wagon, the sky beyond her windows was bright enough to see by. Alice, standing beside the barn, was gazing expectantly at the cottage.


“Now, Terry,” Beatrice said. She tried to keep her voice neutral, neither authoritative nor pleading. “I don’t know you, but I can guess you’re not used to managing on your own.”


“No, I’m not,” Terry sniffled. “Gerald always does these things.”


In a clinical situation, Beatrice would have asked questions, gently directed the conversation, but this wasn’t a therapy session. It wasn’t for her to guide this helpless girl into the 1970s and leave the 1950s-style feminine dependency behind. Terry was going to have to figure this out on her own.


Dorothy had joined Alice, and the two cows, one black and white, one golden brown, had begun to low, demanding her presence. Alice’s voice was gently insistent. Dorothy’s sounded like a tuba with a cat down its throat.


“The thing is, Gerald’s not here at the moment, is he? And you’re all your baby has.”


“What do you mean?”


“Only that when things need doing—food prepared or medicine given—you’re the only one there to do them.”


“But I—Gerald should—”


This would have been a good time, in her office, to let the silence stretch, to let the girl work out the concept on her own. Instead, with the mooing of the cows becoming more demanding, she said, “I’m afraid I have to go milk my cows now, Terry.”


“You have to what?”


“Yes, they won’t wait. I know you can handle things. You know what to do.”


“Wait, you milk cows? By yourself ?”


“Of course. And I have to do it now, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll say goodbye.”


Beatrice gave Terry a moment to respond, but it was clear the girl didn’t know what to say. She nodded to herself as she hung up the phone. She had done what she could, but that was a young woman who needed real therapy. It was classic, of course. She could guess at what Terry’s parents had been like, and for that matter, what her husband must be like, but she wouldn’t. She was just a neighbor. A voice in the night.


As she went to put on her milking boots, her throat burned with her frustration and regret over her own situation. What a waste. What a mess. And all her fault.


At least, she told herself, as she filled the manger with hay and closed the stanchion bars around the cows’ heads, she was doing right by Dorothy and Alice. They munched cheerfully as she set her stool by Alice, pressed her forehead into the cow’s warm flank, and began her chore.


As her bucket began to ring under the fragrant streams of milk, she felt better. Cows, as her father had often said, were the best of creatures. They knew what they wanted, and they knew what their job was. They were sweet, if a little selfish. They were perfectly satisfied by a feed of hay and a swiftly emptying udder.


Best of all, they had no ghosts.
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Beatrice, South Dakota, 1937


She was eight years old the first time her gift caused her trouble, and it was pure, unsuspecting innocence.


She was in the third grade. She loved school and was reading books far above her grade level. She had lost her mother at an early age, but she adored her father, and they spent hours together when he was free. A Mrs. O’Reilly came in to cook and clean for them. She was a middle-aged widow with thinning hair and thick glasses who firmly believed children should be seen and not heard, but she was kind enough to young Beatrice, and she made wonderful brownies. She frequently lectured William Bird on his failings as a parent, but he mostly ignored her. The Bird home life was relatively peaceful. Beatrice was a happy kid.


Her classmate Erick Ericksen was not. Because the classroom was arranged alphabetically, his desk was right behind hers. He struggled with his schoolwork, and his clothes told the story of an impoverished home.


Being poor wasn’t unusual in their small town. The Depression had hit as hard in South Dakota as anywhere, and no one had much money. The farm wives who came in to cook school lunches could see that Erick, with his homely haircut and too-thin face, wasn’t getting much to eat at home, and he wasn’t the only one. The cooks slipped extra cookies or an apple to any student who seemed in need. Beatrice didn’t know until she was much older that her father helped cover the cost of such things.


Everything seemed as usual that cold January day. School had just resumed after the winter holiday. The theme the third grade had been assigned was due, and their plump, elderly teacher, Miss Snow, was coming through the room, collecting their handwritten papers.


Beatrice had just gotten her essay out of her desk and set it on the corner for Miss Snow when she began to feel strange. Her throat began to ache, just at the base, a pinching sort of hurt. She touched her neck, wondering what it meant, and then—suddenly—she knew there was something wrong with Erick.


There was no reason for her to know. She wasn’t any closer to Erick than she was to her other classmates, but she was eight. She didn’t question her knowledge. She just knew.


She twisted abruptly in her seat and stared at him. “What is it?” she hissed.


He stared back. “What?” There was no paper on his desk, no theme to hand in.


“What’s wrong, Erick?” He gaped but didn’t answer, and the ache in her throat grew sharper. She jumped to her feet and leaned over him, her fists on his desk. “Tell me!” she said. “Something’s wrong! I need to know!”


She couldn’t have explained why she needed to know, but the need drove all other thoughts out of her mind. She sensed Miss Snow’s alarmed presence beside her, smelled the faint smell of mothballs on the teacher’s cardigan, and felt her cold, rather shaky hand falling on her shoulder. It didn’t distract her. She said, “Erick! You have to say! What is it?”


Color flooded Erick’s freckled face, a rush of red that spread across his cheeks and down his throat, and then as quickly faded, leaving his cheeks ashen. His mouth opened, but he couldn’t seem to speak. He gave a choking gasp, dropped his head to his desk, covered it with both hands, and sobbed, brokenly, steadily, a sound that would have shattered the hardest heart.


Beatrice jumped back, bumping into Miss Snow. The teacher hissed, “Beatrice Bird, what did you do? What did you say to Erick?”


In moments a different classmate was on the run to the principal’s office. The rest of the class was up, out of their seats, gawping at the boy huddling over his desk, near hysterics now as he clutched the back of his head and wept. Miss Snow ordered Beatrice to move back, away from the outburst.


Beatrice did as she was told. With her palm pressed to her throbbing forehead, she stood beside Miss Snow’s desk as the tumult overtook the classroom. Erick’s cries intensified. Beatrice’s sense of something wrong didn’t abate, but Erick was beyond explanations.


Beatrice had never seen anyone cry so hard. Answering tears of her own dripped down her cheeks, and for some reason she couldn’t comprehend, she kept thinking of screams, though no one was screaming. It was like a nightmare, screams running through her mind while the compulsion to know what was wrong with Erick wouldn’t release her.


The principal arrived, then the school nurse, and in short order Beatrice’s father. He and the principal ushered the sobbing boy out and took him home, leaving Miss Snow to try to salvage what was left of the school day.


Everyone learned soon enough what it was all about. The uproar was not because Beatrice made Erick Ericksen cry. It was because of what the principal and Dr. Bird found when they took the boy home.


Erick’s father had beaten his mother half to death. They found her in her bedroom, covered in blood, barely breathing. Her husband had left her there, told Erick and his younger sister their mother didn’t feel well, and shoved them out the door to go to school with orders not to talk about it. Erick, nine years old, had listened to his mother scream for help the night before. He had even battered on the locked bedroom door, but his father wouldn’t open it.


When the morning came he was torn between fear of his father, the need to help his mother, and the responsibility of getting his little sister to school. When Beatrice demanded to know what was wrong, all of his grief and confusion and fear burst forth in a solid fit of hysterics.


Once the furor had settled down, with Mrs. Ericksen safely in the hospital and Mr. Ericksen less safely ensconced in the county jail, Beatrice’s father asked her to explain what had happened at school.


William Bird was, as Mrs. O’Reilly never ceased pointing out, not a strict parent. He told Mrs. O’Reilly often that with a child like Beatrice, he had no need to be strict. Mrs. O’Reilly was unimpressed.


“Got a mind of her own, that girl!” Mrs. O’Reilly would say dourly. “Leaps before she looks. Acts first, repents later. Takes any chance comes her way—”


William usually stopped her at that point. “I know, Mrs. O’Reilly” was his customary mild response. “Beatrice is impulsive. But she has a good heart, the best heart, and an outstanding mind. I think we can trust her to do what’s right.”


Mrs. O’Reilly would set down her plate of brownies with a thump and wander back to the kitchen, muttering all the way. Beatrice would cover her laugh with her hand, and her father would wink at her, and Beatrice would think no more about any of it.


It was different this time, but not because William felt he had to be strict. He was worried, and so, Beatrice would find out, was Mrs. O’Reilly.


William sat Beatrice down at the dining room table and took the seat across from her. “Tell me about it,” he said, as he took off his cowboy hat. “Miss Snow says you wanted Erick to tell you what was wrong, and you wouldn’t take no for an answer. Why was that?”


Beatrice sat chewing on her thumbnail, trying to find the words to explain. William waited, polishing his glasses, his round face creased with concern.


“I just—I had to know,” Beatrice finally said.


“What does that mean, you had to know?”


“Something was wrong, and I had to know—I needed to know—what it was.”


“But why, Bea? Why would you need to know?”


She thought for a long time, wrinkling her forehead. Finally she said, “Daddy, I think it was because Erick needed to know. He needed to know if his mother was okay, didn’t he?”


“It seems that way, yes.”


“So he needed to know, and that made me need to know.”


William frowned. She couldn’t help him, because she didn’t understand herself. It wouldn’t be the last time for such a conversation, and none of the following ones produced any real answer except that Beatrice was just made that way.


“Fey,” Mrs. O’Reilly said, when people asked about the doctor’s daughter after the incident. “Second sight.”


William told Mrs. O’Reilly to stop saying things like that, but his orders to the housekeeper had no more effect than her admonishments about his talents as a father. It didn’t matter much until Beatrice reached middle school, when anything different about any student was fodder for teasing and gossip. At that point—although she had other incidents like the one with Erick, if not so dramatic—Beatrice began keeping things to herself.


Mrs. O’Reilly nodded satisfaction at this development, proclaiming that Dr. Bird’s daughter had “grown out of it.” “Always said she would,” she boasted. “Just needed a firm hand, that girl.”


William smiled at that, but both he and Beatrice knew the truth.


Once, Beatrice knew Mrs. O’Reilly needed extra money. She had an image in her mind of a rocking chair, not Mrs. O’Reilly’s. She didn’t know whose it was, but she knew the money wasn’t for Mrs. O’Reilly herself. She told her father, and William, used to her ways by then, gave the housekeeper a generous bonus for Christmas. Mrs. O’Reilly wept when she opened the envelope. She never explained why. Talkative though she was, she spoke very little about herself, and the Birds didn’t ask. William said, “None of our business, Bea. If Mrs. O’Reilly wants us to know, she’ll tell us.” She never did.


Another time, when Beatrice accompanied her father on a call to one of the small ranches outside of town to help a mare in foal, she met the owner in the barn. Mrs. Clayman was a thin, dry little woman, widowed two years before, aging too fast as she tried to keep her place going with only one ranch hand to help her. When the foal was safely delivered, she offered William and Beatrice coffee in her kitchen, and as she served it, Beatrice knew, without a word being said, that Mrs. Clayman was pregnant, and terrified.


Beatrice was a doctor’s daughter. She was only twelve, but she understood how pregnancies happened. She didn’t know why Mrs. Clayman was afraid until she overheard two women gossiping in the mercantile about the widow woman pregnant by her hired hand. Bea asked Mrs. O’Reilly about it.


The housekeeper sniffed and tossed her head. “No better than she should be, that Margaret Clayman. No respect for her husband’s memory, and him barely cold in his grave.”


Beatrice turned to her father. “Why do people care about Mrs. Clayman having a baby? Everybody has babies.”


William sighed. “Yes, everybody has babies, but someone decided a long time ago that only married women are supposed to have babies. Poor Mrs. Clayman isn’t married anymore.”


“Maybe they should be talking about her hired hand and not her.”


Her father gave a snort that was half amusement, half irritation. “Exactly right. It takes two to make a baby happen.”


“So they talk about the woman but not the man.”


“Afraid so.”


“That’s not fair, Dad.”


He reached out to touch her cheek, then to stroke her hair. “You’re right, busy Bea. It’s not fair. It’s not fair at all.”


There were other incidents, most less consequential than Mrs. Clayman’s pregnancy. By the time Beatrice was fourteen, she had gotten used to knowing things without being told. Sometimes she understood them. Just as often she didn’t. Sometimes they upset her. Sometimes they seemed so trivial she barely noticed them.


All she knew for sure about her talent was that she could neither predict it nor control it. It was part of the fabric of her life, knitted into the pattern of it just as Mrs. O’Reilly knitted designs into scarves and mittens and hats.


Beatrice never suspected it would one day control her.
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