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Truth is like the sun. You can shut it out for a time, but it ain’t going away.


ELVIS PRESLEY












AUTHOR’S NOTE


Readers familiar with Michigan’s Upper Peninsula will note that I’ve made a small adjustment to history for the sake of this story. While this novel takes place in the present day and Rachel’s narrative unfolds as if the Newberry Regional Mental Health Center is currently in operation, the health center shuttered its doors in 1992 and the renovated buildings now house a medium-security prison.









ONE


NOW


Rachel


Sometimes when I close my eyes, there is a rifle in my hands. My hands are small; my fingers are pudgy. I’m eleven years old. There’s nothing special about this particular rifle, nothing to distinguish it from any other Remington, except that this is the rifle that killed my mother.


In my vision, I am standing over my mother. The rifle is pointing at her chest. Her mouth is open, and her eyes are closed. Her chest is red.


My father runs into the front hallway. “Rachel!” he screams when he sees me. He drops to his knees, gathers my mother in his arms, looks up at me, his expression an unfamiliar jumble of shock and horror.


He rocks my mother for a long time, as if she is a baby. As if she is alive.


At last he lays her gently on the worn parquet floor and gets slowly to his feet. He takes the rifle from my trembling hands and looks at me with a sorrow greater than I can comprehend and turns the rifle on himself.


Not so, says the golden orb spider from the middle of her web in a corner of my room where the cleaners never sweep. Your father killed your mother and then he killed himself.


I don’t understand why the spider is lying. Spiders normally tell the truth.


“How do you know?” I can’t resist asking. She wasn’t there when my parents died. I was.


The spider regards me solemnly from eight shiny eyes. I know, she says. We all know.


Her spiderlings skitter about the edges of the web as insubstantial as dust motes, and nod.


I want to tell the spider that she is wrong, that I know better than anyone what happened the day my parents died, and I understand the consequences of my childhood crime better than she ever will because I’ve been living with them for fifteen years. Once you’ve taken someone’s life, it breaks you, shatters you into so many infinitesimal pieces that no one and nothing can put you together again. Ask any drunk driver who killed a pedestrian, any hunter who thought the friend or brother-in-law he shot was a deer.


Anyone who held a loaded rifle when she was too young to anticipate what was about to happen.


My therapists say I’m suffering from complicated grief disorder and promise I’ll get better in time. My therapists are wrong. I’m getting worse.


I can’t sleep, and when I do, I have nightmares. I get frequent headaches and my stomach hurts all the time. I used to think constantly about killing myself until I realized that living in a mental hospital for the rest of my life is the greater punishment. I eat, I sleep, I read, I watch TV, I go outside. I breathe the warm summer air, feel the sun on my skin, listen to the birds chirp and the insects hum. Watch the flowers bloom and the leaves turn and the snow fall, and through it all, always, always in the front of my mind and deep in my heart burns this terrible truth: I am the reason my parents will never see, smell, taste, laugh, or love again. My parents are dead because of me.


The police ruled my parents’ deaths a murder-suicide perpetrated by my father. All the news reports I’ve been able to find agree: Peter James Cunningham (age 45) murdered his wife, Jennifer Marie Cunningham (age 43), for undetermined reasons, and then turned the rifle on himself. Some speculate that I saw my father shoot my mother and that’s why I ran away; others that I found my parents’ bodies and this is what sent me over the edge. I would have told them that I was responsible if I had been able to speak. When I came out of my catatonia three weeks later, I made sure that everyone who would listen knew what I had done.


But to this day, no one believes me. Not even the spider.









TWO


I leave the spider to her offspring and check my watch, a cheap plastic model my aunt Charlotte bought at the dollar store after the last one she gave me was stolen, and head down two flights to the community room. One of the cable channels is showing the original Star Trek movie this afternoon and I promised my friend Scotty I’d make sure that nobody changes the channel. My footsteps echo in the empty stairwell. I’m wearing tennis shoes. Velcro fasteners—the only kind we’re allowed. The ceramic floor tiles are cracked or missing, the plaster on the walls and ceiling flaked and peeling. My room is in one of the oldest buildings, which dates from the hospital’s opening in 1895, back when it was called the Upper Peninsula Asylum for the Insane. “Newberry Regional Mental Health Center,” as it’s known today, is definitely better, but it still is what it is: one of two major adult psychiatric hospitals in the state of Michigan, this one in the Upper Peninsula, and the other in the Lower, where the mentally ill go to get better and the terminally insane live out their days. I fall somewhere in between.


I exit the stairwell into a wall of sound. The corridor is crowded. Patients, nurses, patients with nurses in lockstep beside them—because after a meal, bulimics can’t be left alone. Orderlies, housekeepers, a doctor in a white coat. I hug the wall, keep my head down. I don’t speak to anyone. No one speaks to me. My therapists are always saying that I should get to know my roommates and the others in my therapy group, but it’s hard to see the point of making friends with someone who’s only going to leave. I navigate the glass-enclosed passageway between the dormitory and the administration building that gets as hot as Hades on a sunny day—unbreakable plexiglass, the staff makes sure new arrivals know—and open the door to the community room.


The community room is as dreary as you’d expect for a mental institution that’s over a hundred years old: dirt-stained cream-colored walls, worn green asbestos floor tile, heavy metal-framed, multi-paned windows so no one can jump out, vinyl chairs and couches patched with duct tape and bolted to the floor. It’s also noisy, the television turned up far too loud so it can be heard over the conversations of visitors and patients who are talking much too loudly so they can be heard over the noise of the television. And it smells, a combination of stale cooking odors and disinfectant that my aunt Charlotte says reminds her of a nursing home overlaid with the stink of cigarettes. Practically everyone at the hospital smokes. Cigarettes are free; a clever ploy by the tobacco companies to get us addicted and make us customers for life, or merely another calming drug in the hospital’s abundant arsenal, I couldn’t say. It’s lighters and matches we’re not allowed, along with shoelaces, drawstrings, plastic grocery store bags, trash can liners, and dozens of other ordinary yet potentially lethal items that people who don’t live in mental institutions get to use every day.


Even at that, there have been two successful suicides since I’ve been here. One girl unraveled a sweater and braided the yarn back together to make a rope, then tied the rope around her neck and threw the other end over a pipe near the bathroom ceiling and climbed up on the toilet and stepped off. Another drank a bottle of drain cleaner she stole from a cleaning cart when no one was looking. The cleaning woman lost her job over that. Still, when you consider that at least half the patients and probably more are here because they’ve either attempted suicide or have threatened to, you have to give the staff credit.


“Ur-sa!” Scotty calls from across the room when he sees me. He jumps up and flaps his hands. I smile and wave back. Scotty is a child in a man’s body, big and broad-shouldered with arms that look like they could crush you with a hug, but who’s soft as a marshmallow inside, with watery blue eyes and dishwater blond hair and a mental age of somewhere around nine. “Scotty” is not his real name, by the way; I only call him that because of his obsession with Star Trek, the same way he calls me “Ursula” because of my love for bears.


Scotty’s brother, Trevor, is also waiting on the sofa. My stomach does its usual flip-flop when I see him. I knew he would be here, of course—he and I have an appointment to talk privately after the movie—but I can’t help the effect he has on me. Trevor Lehto is twenty-eight, ten years younger than Scotty and two years older than me. Today he’s wearing a lumberjack shirt with the sleeves turned up to his elbows, Converse sneakers, and jeans, which work well with his brown hair and eyes and a scruffy beard that manages to look both natural and groomed. I also have brown hair and eyes and am wearing jeans and plaid because this is practically the uniform for men and women in the U.P., but Trevor pulls off the look in a way that people tend to notice. I’m reasonably certain I’m not the only person at the hospital who has a crush on him.


“Long time,” I say as I sit down on the other end of the sofa with Scotty between us. “You look good.”


I’m not just being polite. Trevor is deeply tanned, and judging by the corded muscles in his forearms, more fit than I’ve ever seen him. I guess six months’ backpacking in Northern Patagonia will do that for you.


“Thanks. I just got back. Of course, the first thing I had to do was come see this guy.”


He punches his brother on the arm. Scotty grins and punches back. I can’t help smiling as well. Scotty’s smile is as pure and as genuine as his heart. It doesn’t take much to make him happy, which is one of the reasons I like hanging with him. Some people think the reason I made friends with Scotty was so I could get close to Trevor, but this isn’t true. I understand that our friendship might seem strange given that my I.Q. is 120 and Scotty’s is maybe half that, but that’s a big part of the reason our friendship works. Scotty accepts me for who I am and doesn’t ask for anything in return. Most important, he doesn’t ask questions.


“How’d he get the black eye?” Trevor asks me. “He won’t tell me.”


“I don’t know. He won’t tell me either, and no one else is talking.”


While it’s possible that Scotty fell down the stairs or walked into a door on his own, it’s more likely that one of the orderlies hit or tripped him on purpose. Most of them are as big as football players, and some of them were before they blew out a knee or were otherwise injured and ended up here. Putting embittered, physically powerful people in charge of a powerless population is bound to end badly, and Scotty is an easy target. This is not the first time he’s shown up with unexplained cuts and bruises, and sadly, it won’t be the last. Trevor has been trying to find a decent halfway house near Marquette so he can keep an eye on his brother, but so far, nothing’s turned up. There aren’t many places willing to take a mentally challenged paranoid schizophrenic.


“Thhh,” Scotty shushes as the movie begins. The room swells with a predictable chorus of groans and “Not this again!” and “Change the channel!” which is why I preset the correct channel earlier this morning and swiped the remote. I turn up the volume and stick the remote between the couch cushions.


The movie actually turns out to be a lot more enjoyable than I thought it would be, mainly because Scotty sits on the edge of the sofa leaning forward with his hands between his knees in rapt attention the entire two hours, while Trevor and I lean back against the cushions and trade eye rolls behind his back. Occasionally a woman across the room who is studiously pretending to read glances up from her book and looks pointedly from me to Trevor and back to me again, shooting daggers, which pleases me perhaps more than it should.


As soon as the credits are finished, Scotty gets to his feet. “May the Force be with you,” he intones. To anyone else, Scotty’s benediction would sound like gibberish: Muh-ah-fah-ee-ih-oo, spoken in a monotone with each word separated by a painful pause and forced out with great effort. I can’t explain why I’m able to understand his mouth-full-of-marbles speech any more than I can explain my ability to understand the spider. I don’t tell him that this is a line from Star Wars, and not Star Trek.


“Two weeks!” Trevor calls after him as Scotty pivots on his heel and makes a beeline for his room in the men’s wing. Scotty doesn’t reply.


Trevor stands up and stretches. “Phew, that was brutal. Are you ready to get started, or do you need a few minutes first?”


“Let’s do this.” I wouldn’t mind a pit stop before we sit down, but the public facilities on this floor are locked, and I don’t feel like going down to the main office to beg for the key. I leave the remote on the sofa for whoever wants it and follow Trevor to an empty table as far from the television as possible. When Trevor called saying that he’d decided to make journalism his major and asked if he could interview me for one of those Where are they now? follow-up stories, I realized that the Universe had given me a gift. For fifteen years, the idea that my father murdered my mother has stood unchallenged. I am the only one who knows that he did not. This interview is a chance to do something good with my useless waste of a life—possibly the only one I’ll get, since reporters haven’t exactly been knocking down my door.


Still, I’m nervous. Telling an aspiring reporter that I killed my mother and letting him publish my truth is bound to carry consequences: skepticism and ridicule if I am not believed, followed by more therapy, more nightmares, more drugs; maybe going on suicide watch again if it turns out I can’t handle the pressure, which I do not want to do, since I won’t be left alone for a second, not even when I pee—or, if my story is believed, a police investigation, my father’s exoneration, possibly jail time for me. Never mind that once Trevor knows I killed my mother he will never look at me the same way again. I’ve seen too many people spill their guts in group therapy believing that this will make them feel better, only to discover that revealing their deepest, darkest secrets invariably makes things a thousand times worse. Once you know that someone’s uncle molested her while her stepfather recorded it so they could sell the videos on the dark web, or that the cute guy you had a crush on when you were fourteen spent the first seven years of his life believing he was a girl because that’s how his mother dressed and treated him and at sixteen he was still struggling with gender issues, or that your new roommate’s parents tracked every morsel of food that passed her lips and if she gained so much as half a pound, she had to work out for hours in an exercise room that was more like a torture chamber, it’s hard to forget. I remind myself I want to do this. Trevor may have initiated this interview, but I am here by choice.


I sit. He sits. I wait.


“Okay if I record this?” He reaches into a green canvas messenger bag and places a digital recorder on the table between us without waiting for my answer. The bag looks new.


“Um, yeah. Sure,” I say, though the thought of him carrying away a recording of our conversation makes me queasy. It hasn’t been easy going from a terrified eleven-year-old so traumatized by what she’d done that she could neither move nor speak to where I am today, which—well, at least I can walk and talk. I’m told I was completely unresponsive to both verbal and physical stimuli when I arrived. I remember I could see and hear, but by the time I thought of what I wanted to do or say, speaking or moving just didn’t seem worth the effort. I know that sounds odd, but that’s the best way I can describe it. I wasn’t bored, because I had no sense of the passage of time. Hours felt like minutes, days like hours, the three weeks I spent trapped in an uncooperative body fed by a nasogastric tube and drained by a catheter morphed into a single, interminable day. I could move but only if someone did it for me; then I’d stay in that position until they moved me again, which I imagine came in handy when it was time to shift me between my wheelchair and my bed.


More than anything, I remember an overwhelming weariness no child should have to know. At times, it seemed like too much effort even to breathe. I was lost in a swirl of thoughts and memories outside my control: I am in the gun room. I lift the rifle to my shoulder. I shoot the lion in the great room. I shoot a zebra and a gazelle. I am a Big Game Hunter, and not an eleven-year-old girl who loves all creatures equally and wouldn’t hurt a fly. “What are you doing?” my mother yells when she sees me. “Put the gun down!” and so I do. There’s a big bang. My mother falls. She doesn’t get up. A scene that has looped in my head for the past fifteen years like a movie reel, unvarying in every detail.


He starts with a series of softball questions, which I lob back easily: What was it like spending my teenage years in a mental hospital (as bad as you’d think, and worse than you can possibly imagine); did I go to school (yes, we had classes, but I haven’t gotten my GED because I’m not planning on leaving, so what would be the point—though I don’t tell him that); do I have friends aside from his brother (none unless you count the spider, and calling our relationship “friendship” is a stretch in view of the way she constantly contradicts me, never mind that golden orb spiders only live for about a year and I’ve lost track of how many generations I’ve befriended); what would I like people to know about me that they don’t already (the perfect opening to tell him I killed my mother, but it’s a little early in the interview for that, so I merely shrug).


He shifts in his chair, signaling he’s about to shift to another topic. I get ready. I am very good at reading body language. In a place like this you have to be.


“Now let’s talk about your early years. Tell me what your life was like before you came to the hospital.”


“Okay if I smoke?” I ask, buying time so I can choose my words carefully from the mental script I’ve prepared. There’s so much riding on this interview. Trevor has to understand that my parents were as happy as any two people could be, that my father would no more kill my mother than Romeo would have killed Juliet. Once I establish that, I can tell him who did. Plus, I really do want a cigarette.


“Um, no. I guess not.” He waves his hand at the haze hanging over the room. “I’ll probably be dead from lung cancer by the time we finish the interview anyway.”


I laugh along with him and shake out a cigarette, then raise my hand and keep it up until one of the orderlies sees me and comes over and lights it for me.


“Before I came to the hospital,” I begin, feeding his exact words back to him, using the listening technique I learned from my therapists to send the subtle message that he and I are on the same page, “my childhood was very happy. My parents were one of those couples who truly loved each other. You know the kind I’m talking about: can’t leave for work in the morning without a kiss—a real one, and not just a peck; holding hands when they walk down the street; sitting next to each other on a sofa when they’re reading or watching television instead of sitting at opposite ends. My sister says our parents were more in love on the day they died than on the day they met, and I can believe it. We were both homeschooled, so we spent a lot of time together. The four of us along with my mother’s sister lived in this amazing two-story log cabin built by my great-great-grandfather on four thousand acres southeast of Marquette back in the timber baron days—but I guess you know that,” I add, thinking of the millions of words that have been written about us.


“It’s all right. I’d like to hear it in your own words.”


“Okay, then.” I take a drag on the cigarette while I consider the best way to direct the conversation where I want it to go, then tap off the ash into one of the thin aluminum ashtrays scattered around the room that are meant to be disposable but that the hospital never throws away because we’re a state-run facility and chronically underfunded.


“My parents were wildlife biologists, as I’m sure you also know. Our property was surrounded by tall cliffs on three sides and a large lake on the fourth, very isolated, very pristine. My parents used to say that living and working in this amazing ecological microsystem was like heaven on earth. And because my father’s parents owned the area my mother and father were studying, and my parents financed their own research, they didn’t have to answer to anyone, so how they conducted their work and what they chose to study was entirely under their control. My father’s focus was amphibians, while my mother studied black bears. They used to joke that my mother had twice as much testosterone as my father—because of their choices, you know.”


Trevor smiles and writes my parents’ joke in his notepad. “So, which did you prefer? Frogs or bears?”


“I loved anything that moved,” I answer diplomatically, though the truth is, amphibians really don’t do much for me, while I’m as crazy about black bears as my mother ever was, and always will be. “I used to go with my parents on their rounds. One day I’d be slogging around the ponds and creeks draped in mosquito netting and wearing hip waders like my father, collecting water samples and counting tadpoles and scooping up frogs, and the next, I’d be crouching alongside my mother in her observation blind watching a five-hundred-pound black bear nosing around our bait station a few feet away.”


“It sounds idyllic.”


“It was.”


I can’t quite tell if he genuinely means this, or if he’s challenging me to prove it. I hope I’m not overselling my childhood, and he thinks my memories are colored by wishful thinking and time. If anything, those years were more idyllic than I’ve described, as magical as a fairy tale: wild and beautiful surroundings, a hunting lodge as splendid as a castle in the middle of a mysterious, impenetrable forest; intelligent and loving parents who treated me like a princess, involving me in their work as if I were their peer while giving me the freedom to explore, learn, grow.


“So, you were comfortable wandering the woods by yourself?”


“I was. Tramping around the woods on my own was no different for me than the way a city kid learns to navigate the subway.”


He nods as if I’ve confirmed something important, though I can’t imagine what, then pulls his messenger bag toward him and digs through it and comes up with a plain manila folder.


“I want to show you something. This is a copy of the police report. No photos,” he adds quickly. He riffles through the folder and pulls out a piece of paper and lays it on the table between us. “Right here.” He taps the middle of the page. “This is where it talks about your disappearance.”


Of course, he’s zeroed in on the most sensational part of my story, though if he’s hoping for a scoop, he’s exactly fifteen years too late. Anyone can google my name along with “missing girl” and find plenty of articles about my disappearance, from tabloids to the national news. MISSING GIRL FOUND! AND MIRACLE GIRL SURVIVES TWO-WEEK WILDERNESS ORDEAL—RETURNS TO CIVILIZATION UNABLE TO SPEAK, AND MY PERSONAL FAVORITE: REAL-LIFE MOWGLI SAVED BY WOLVES?


“The report says that by the time police arrived, you’d already gone missing,” he prompts, as if I don’t know the details of my own story. “They set up a search, but by then the ground was too trampled to know which way you’d gone. Then that night, it snowed, which wiped out any chance of picking up your trail in the morning. Still, they searched for days—helicopters, tracking dogs, the works—though as more and more time went by, everyone had to admit that you were most likely dead.”


“Right. Until two weeks later, a passing motorist found me lying beside the highway,” I cut in, trying to hurry things along so we can move on to the topic I came to discuss.


“Lying beside the highway unable to move or to speak,” he adds, which I’ll grant is a fairly dramatic detail. “And yet aside from that and a few scratches and bruises, physically you were in remarkably good shape. But here’s the thing, Rachel. I grew up in the Upper Peninsula. I know what the weather is like in early November. Temps below freezing at night, and with that fresh snowfall there’s no way you should have survived those two weeks on your own. Yet somehow, you did. I know you couldn’t remember anything at the time, but what about now? Is there anything at all that you can tell me? What did you eat? How did you keep warm? Where did you sleep?”


He looks so hopeful I’m tempted to make something up to satisfy him and his future readers. It occurs to me that I could tell him anything and no one could contradict me. Unfortunately, those days are as much a mystery to me now as they were then. Plus, I really hate when people don’t tell the truth.


“Sorry, no. I still don’t remember a thing. My therapists tried to help me get my memories back. I think they saw me as a personal challenge. I was this mystery girl, this wild child who turned up two weeks after she went missing with no idea of where she’d been or what she’d been doing. But eventually, we had to accept that those days are gone for good.”


“But are they really? Don’t scientists say we retain everything we’ve seen or heard? Those memories must be rattling around in your brain somewhere.”


“Well, yes. Technically, that’s true. I meant my memories are gone in the sense that I can’t access them. Believe me, we tried. The thing you have to understand about memories associated with childhood trauma is that the brain processes these differently than normal ones, sometimes burying them so deeply a person doesn’t even realize that the reason they’re struggling as an adult is because of something that happened to them when they were a child.”


What I don’t tell him is that I don’t want to remember those days, and never did, which no doubt was a big factor in my therapists’ collective failure. If whatever happened during that time was so disturbing that my brain felt the need to erase it, I don’t want to know.


“Could you just take a look? Please? Maybe reading the report will jog something loose.”


I take the folder he’s holding out to me, even though reading the details of that day is just about the last thing I want to do; basically, I’m throwing him a bone because he drove a hundred miles to interview me and we both know I haven’t given him much. I scan the pages quickly, feigning interest until I come upon a line drawing of a child next to a picture of a massive rifle, and then I really am interested. I read the associated paragraph:




After the daughter was recovered, the M.E. examined the girl and found no evidence of bruising on her limbs or torso consistent with having fired a Winchester Magnum. Given the size of the weapon relative to the girl’s height and weight as well as the lack of physical evidence, the M.E. ruled that the daughter did not fire the rifle.





My heart pounds. I place the folder carefully on the table and wipe my hands on my jeans and stick them under my legs to stop them from shaking. I don’t understand. I shot my mother. I killed her—I know I did. I’ve seen myself standing over her body with the rifle so many, many times.


And yet there’s no reason to think that this paragraph is anything other than fact. Whoever wrote this report couldn’t have made this up. The details are too specific. Too easy to disprove. Even I can see that the rifle in the picture—which is not the Remington I see in my visions—is so big, it would have been all but impossible for the eleven-year-old me to pick it up.




Given the size of the weapon relative to the girl’s height and weight as well as the lack of physical evidence, the M.E. ruled that the daughter did not fire the rifle.





It’s impossible. Yet the truth is right in front of me in black and white.


I didn’t kill my mother. I couldn’t have. According to the police report, I never even fired that rifle.









THREE


I close my eyes, sway, grab the edge of the table to keep from passing out. My throat is so tight I can barely breathe. Fifteen years. Fifteen years in a mental hospital serving a self-imposed life sentence for a crime I didn’t commit. It’s crazy. Nuts. Insane. I feel like a fool. Two sentences in the middle of a police report I never read prove my entire life has been shaped by a lie. Defined by it.


Memories of those wasted years crash over me in waves.


—It’s my twelfth birthday. I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor of a padded cell strapped into a straitjacket. My arms ache and my nose itches and I have to pee. My voice is hoarse from yelling for help. By the time an orderly slides back the viewing slot in the door, I have wet and soiled my pants.


—I’m fifteen. I’m lying on my back on a narrow gurney counting the fluorescent lights that pass overhead as I’m wheeled down a long hallway. My arms and legs are buckled into leather straps. My therapist has promised that this will be the last electroconvulsive therapy session I will need. I don’t believe her.


—Last week. I’m so doped up after yet another random medication change, all I want to do is sleep. An orderly wakes me up anyway and drags me out of bed to stand in line in front of the nurses’ station with the other patients waiting for meds. Outside, the sky turns red and then green. Crickets chirp, while somewhere down the hall a violin plays. I dig at my arms until they bleed, trying to quiet the ants that are crawling under my skin.


“Are you all right?”


So many years. So much humiliation. So much suffering. All of it for nothing. I want to scream, smash my fist into the wall, rip up the police report and throw it in Trevor’s face, climb onto the table and announce to the room that I don’t belong here, and never did.


“Rachel? Are you okay? Talk to me.”


He looks genuinely worried. I can imagine how I look to him: pale, sweating, shaking. He probably thinks I’m about to have a heart attack. Maybe I am.


“Actually,” I say, “I’m not okay. I’m sorry. Must be a reaction to my new meds. Can we finish this later? Maybe by phone?”


“Of course. Do you want me to call someone? Is there anything I can do?”


“I’ll be fine,” I lie. “I’m just a little dizzy, is all.”


“If you’re sure …”


“I’m sure.” I force a smile, put out my hand. “Thanks for understanding.”


Of course he’s disappointed, but I can’t help that. He shakes my hand, turns off the recorder and gathers up his things, gives me his card, says it was a pleasure talking to me, hopes I feel better soon, promises to check back in a few days to see how I’m doing, tells me to call in the meantime if I remember anything important or if I just want to talk. Meanwhile, all I can think is Hurry up, leave, go. The second the door closes behind him, I cross my arms on the table and lay down my head.




Given the size of the weapon relative to the girl’s height and weight as well as the lack of physical evidence, the M.E. ruled that the daughter did not fire the rifle.





How could I not have known this? Why do I not remember? When I came out of my catatonia, I told everyone I killed my mother. Why didn’t anyone think to tell me not only that I didn’t kill her, but that I couldn’t have? I could have spent my teenage years at the lodge, gone to a university, gotten a degree, carried on my mother’s research, fallen in love, gotten married. Instead, I’ve accomplished absolutely nothing, giving up my future in exchange for my parents’—a sacrifice I now know was entirely pointless and without cause. The perfect storm of misunderstandings and wrong assumptions that brought me to this moment makes me physically ill. After no one believed me when I came out of my catatonia and told them I killed my mother, I stopped talking about it. My aunt and sister never asked what was keeping me at the hospital because they thought my therapists were addressing my issues. My therapists didn’t know the reason for my lack of progress because I never told them I still believed I killed my mother. And round and round it went. A tragedy of errors.


And yet … I know with absolute certainty that if I were to close my eyes right now, I’d see myself standing over my mother’s body with the rifle. I have no idea why my brain conjures up this image, why I see it over and over, why my visions feel so real when, clearly, they are not. I understand that children sometimes think they are to blame when something bad happens; “magical thinking,” it’s called when two unrelated events are conflated in the child’s mind and become inextricably linked: “I was mad at my mommy and she got in a car accident, so it’s my fault she got hurt.”


But I wasn’t three or four or five. I was eleven—an intelligent, perceptive, well-educated, way-more-mature-than-most-kids-her-age eleven—certainly old enough to understand the relationship between cause and effect. Something must have happened to make me think I killed my mother. Maybe I came into the hallway after my parents were dead and picked up the rifle and stood looking down at their bodies. Maybe my poor traumatized brain took that snippet of genuine memory and twisted it until I became convinced that I pulled the trigger. Maybe … I can understand my brain wiping out my memory of that terrible day in order to protect me, but why would it replace the truth with something so much worse?


I sit up and drag a hand through my hair. The cigarette barely smolders in the ashtray. I use what’s left of it to light another and lean back with my feet on the table and look around the room. It’s strange to think that for everyone else, everything is continuing exactly as it was before, while for me, nothing will ever again be the same. For fifteen years, I was a bad person. I was the girl who killed her mother and caused her father to take his own life; who robbed the world of two talented and insightful scientists who could have gone on to make important discoveries; who was doing the only thing she could think of to make amends by living out her self-imposed penance in the worst place she knew. Take all of that away, and who am I?


I smoke and think and think and smoke until the dinner bell rings. The room empties quickly, not because people are in a hurry to eat the spectacularly bland and overcooked cafeteria food, but because the community room is locked during mealtimes since there aren’t enough staff to keep an eye on both places at once and we have to clear out. I stub out the cigarette and swing my legs off the table, then stick Trevor’s card in my pocket and get to my feet, working my way against the crowd and back to my room like a salmon swimming upstream. No one stops me or questions where I’m going. Skipping meals is only a problem if you have an eating disorder, which I do not, though I’m thin enough it would be easy to convince someone I did if I had a reason to. For that matter, there are a lot of neuroses and psychoses I can fake. Mood disorders are the easiest, but I also do a mean schizophrenic. I used to pretend that I had a different disorder every time I got a new roommate, like trying on a new shirt or coat, which might seem manipulative or maybe even cruel, but was really just harmless fun. All my roommates were going to move on eventually, so what did it matter if they took the wrong impression of me with them? Making them think I was bipolar, or that I suffered from antisocial personality disorder, or obsessive-compulsive disorder, or paranoid personality disorder was better than telling them what was really wrong with me.


A diagnosis which apparently no longer applies.


I stagger up the stairs and collapse onto my bed like a drunk. I pick up the stuffed bear toy that’s comforted me since I was a child and rub my thumb over the bald spot on the top of his head. When I first arrived at the hospital unable to move or to speak, my therapists tried to reach me using this bear. Tell me what’s bothering you, Rachel, they’d say in a high, squeaky voice while they danced the bear in front of me and wiggled its arms surreptitiously with their fingers. What are you afraid of? It’s okay, you can tell me. As if a confession to a stuffed animal could erase the memory of what I’d seen. What I’d done.


What I didn’t do.


I sigh and look toward the corner. The spider wisely says nothing.


I roll onto my back and link my arms behind my head and stare at the brown stains on the mattress of the bunk above me. When I was little, I used to look for shapes in these stains the way other people see things in clouds: a bear, a whale, a man and a woman kissing, my father and mother—which, considering that these are merely urine stains contributed by countless bedwetters over untold decades, only shows how desperately I missed them. A kiss like you see in movies, a Rhett Butler– Scarlett O’Hara kiss, the kiss of two people who were madly and passionately in love.


Not the kiss of a man who was about to murder his wife.


My father killed my mother and then he killed himself.


I try the spider’s words out loud. They don’t feel real.


It was an accident. It had to be. Maybe my father was cleaning the rifle while my mother was nearby and he somehow pulled the trigger. Maybe the rifle went off all on its own. Maybe he was startled when a wood rat ran across the floor, or a fighter jet flew low overhead, or by a sudden clap of thunder. The accident could have happened in a thousand different ways for a thousand different reasons. All I know is that my father would never deliberately hurt my mother for all the reasons I was going to lay out to Trevor.


Trevor. I shudder to think how close I came to confessing that I was the one who killed her. That would have been the end of my credibility right there—assuming a long-term patient in a mental hospital has any credibility to begin with. He’s probably kicking himself right now for setting up the interview, thinking how irresponsible I am for agreeing to talk to him and then almost immediately sending him away. I’m sure he only gave me his card out of politeness and has written off the story as a total bust.


At any rate, it doesn’t matter what he thinks of me because there’s no way I’m going to get in touch with him. Why would I want to help him work up a rehash of the same old Rachel’s-father-murdered-her-mother-and-then-he-killed-himself?


My eyes fill. I was so close. I had everything figured out. After I proved my father’s innocence, either through the court system or in the court of public opinion, I was going to take my own life. Not out of despair and hopelessness as my father took his (an act of selfishness I struggle with to this day; how could he leave me when I needed him most? How could he choose death with my mother over life with me?), but with courage and integrity as a final act of contrition. I’d even figured out how I was going to do it, something brilliant and original that no one at the hospital has tried before but that would absolutely work as I intended it to. Now what am I supposed to do?


I clutch my bear to my chest, burying my face in his fur and clinging to him as if he were an anchor, a lifeline, the only thing keeping me from sinking into an ocean of failure and despair so crushing I can barely breathe. Everything I sacrificed was to no purpose. Everything I believed was a lie.


I cry harder than I have in my life, harder than when I came out of my catatonia and realized my nightmares were true and my parents really were gone, great wracking sobs that turn my stomach inside out and convulse my entire body. I weep for the poor eleven-year-old orphan so traumatized by her parents’ deaths she had to be committed to a mental institution, for the desperately lonely and suicidal teenager she became, for the twenty-six-year-old woman I am today, who was so convinced that her life had no value she believed that living in a mental hospital was the best that she deserved. I weep for my parents, for the tragedy that destroyed our family, for all the things that never were that should have been.


At last there are no more tears. I sit up and wipe my face with my shirtsleeve and go to the bathroom for a wad of toilet paper to blow my nose. My eyes are so swollen I can barely see. I lean over the sink and splash cold water on my face, then wet a washcloth to soothe my burning eyes and lie down again on my bed. It’s hard to believe that for fifteen years I could have been so wrong. My visions are so persistent. So consistent. So real.


So, what if I am not mistaken? What if the medical examiner is wrong? I wish I’d thought to ask Trevor to leave his copy of the police report behind. There could be details in it that the police overlooked because they didn’t fit the narrative the crime scene seemed to tell. Details that only I can understand the significance of because I lived at the lodge. These were my parents. I know things about them and their relationship that didn’t even make it into the police report because no one ever interviewed me.


But then what? Combing over the report and identifying conflicting details and inconsistencies won’t change anything because this is the report that convicted my father in the first place. And if reading the report triggers a memory, or I find something in it that I want to look into further, how am I supposed to investigate from here?


I am standing over my mother holding a rifle.


The M.E. ruled that the daughter did not fire the rifle.


Am I a killer, or am I not? There’s only one way to find out. I have to go back to the happiest and most horrible place I know.


Home.









FOUR


THEN


Jenny


I should have seen something. Heard something. I should have known.


If only I had looked out the window a few minutes earlier, I might have been able to pull our neighbors’ son out of our pool in time to revive him. A few minutes before that, and I might have prevented him from falling in.


The police, the EMTs, my husband—even the Yangs say I did all I could. As soon as I saw the dark shadow at the bottom of our pool and realized what it was, I yelled at my daughter to run next door as fast as she could and tell Mrs. Yang to call 911. I sprinted across the yard and kicked off my shoes and dove into the pool and grabbed a handful of T-shirt and hauled the boy out and laid him on the pool deck and started CPR, though I’ve never done CPR on a toddler and I had no idea if I was doing it right. I didn’t stop until the EMTs arrived and took over, but it wasn’t enough. By then, our neighbors’ only child was dead.


I told the police officer who questioned me that I had no idea how the boy got access to our swimming pool. The pool is fenced, as anyone can see, and my husband and I are extremely conscientious about keeping the gate shut because we moved into this house two months ago and our daughter is only eight and doesn’t yet know how to swim. Yes, the gate was open when I got there. No, I don’t know how it got that way. No, I couldn’t say exactly where our daughter was when the boy fell in. All I know is that when I finished whatever I was doing in the kitchen and went into the great room, Diana was sitting on the floor in front of the television watching a Disney movie.


The officer asked if he could speak with Diana in my presence. I told him sure. Diana confirmed what I’d already said, then sat down cross-legged on the floor at his request to demonstrate how she had been watching television with her back to the windows and her hands folded demurely in her lap. No, she didn’t hear any strange noises coming from the backyard. Yes, the movie she had been watching, Robin Hood, is her favorite, though she also likes Beauty and the Beast and The Little Mermaid.


“Let me know if you remember anything else,” the officer said kindly enough when he finished with us and gave me his card.


The card is stuck to the fridge. I have no intention of calling. Because as much as I wish it could be otherwise, in my heart, I know my daughter is somehow involved. There’s just no way the Yang boy could have ended up at the bottom of our pool without her help. Whether she figured out how to open the gate and was playing by the pool and left the gate open when she came into the house and didn’t see the toddler wander in, or she saw him fall and didn’t think to come and get me, perhaps thinking that the boy could swim, I can’t say.


What I do know, what I didn’t tell the police officer, and what I absolutely won’t tell my husband, now or ever, is that after I came into the great room and before I looked out the windows, I saw that my daughter’s clothes were wet.
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