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            One

         

         It was an unseasonably hot late summer day in Maine when Maggie’s daughter read about the shooting. The kind of hot you could sense just by looking: the sky that flat, empty blue. Along the back of Maggie’s yard, the trees stood motionless and silent, thick green spruces and pale, thin-stemmed birches. The heat was like a haze, a filter through which the world appeared grayer, more obscure, like fog on glass.

         It was just before noon, a Friday. In a little over a week, Maggie would be back to teaching, her life built around her classes and crowded with her students, but these final days of August were still long and shapeless, defined by the immediacy of Anna’s leaving. Maggie looked up from where she knelt in her garden, pushed a lock of hair off her damp brow, and surveyed her property: a shaggy two acres strewn with rocks and wildflowers, an old red barn, woods on three sides. Later, looking back, the stillness of the trees that day would seem different—tense, knowing, braced for something—but in the moment, they appeared only sleepy in the heat.

         Maggie tore a final handful of weeds from the garden, pushed herself to standing, closed and latched the fence gate, and headed for the back door. Inside, she let the screen flap shut behind her. The house was quiet. Anna was upstairs, packing. Maggie spied a few things—down comforter, windbreaker, old scuffed leather boots—in a pile by the front door. She had just turned on the faucet and was rinsing dirt from her hands when Anna shouted: “Mom?”

         “Yes?” Maggie called back over the rush of water.

         “Mom!”

         Even from a floor below, Maggie could hear the telltale edge in her voice. “What?” she said, twisting the faucet off, and paused, leaning on the knob.

         “Did you ever have Nathan Dugan?”

         Right away Maggie recognized the name. She prided herself on her memory of her students—would argue she could summon up any one of them given ten seconds—and with this one she didn’t miss a beat. “He was in my comp,” Maggie said. She straightened and stood still, waiting, hands dripping over the sink. She heard movement in Anna’s bedroom, footsteps hurrying down the hall. “Why?”

         “So you knew him?” Anna said, louder as she ran downstairs.

         “Of course,” Maggie replied, calmly, but felt a kernel of worry. “He was my student.” She pressed her wet palms to her jeans. “What is it, Anna?” she said as her daughter rushed into the room. She was still wearing the clothes she’d slept in—old T-shirt, plaid pajama bottoms—hair tied in a loose ponytail. But her expression was awake, alarmed: This was more than nerves, Maggie thought. Her eyes were wide, almost pleading, cheeks pale beneath her summer freckles. She carried her laptop under her arm. As she set it on the table, she kept her eyes on Maggie’s face.

         FATAL SHOOTING SPREE IN REED, ME MALL

         AT LEAST THREE DEAD

         SUSPECTED GUNMAN STUDENT AT CENTRAL MAINE STATE

         “Oh my God,” Maggie said. She could hear the stillness in her voice; she was conscious of the body’s instinct to freeze, flatten and protect itself. “Oh my God,” she repeated. It had happened again, happened here, just fifteen minutes down the road. As Anna scrolled down the screen, Maggie took in a photo of two teenagers standing outside the mall, hugging. A mother clutching her baby, her face such a raw mask of pain that Maggie felt indignant it had been put online. And suddenly: Nathan Dugan. Alleged gunman takes own life, the caption read. The picture was just his face. It was him, no question, though he looked considerably older—older than the number of years (four? five?) it had been since he was in her class. He was bigger now, heavier. His face seemed thicker. The buzz cut he’d worn as a freshman had grown past his ears. He had two faint lines of mustache, a cap with some kind of cartoon animal on it. His chin was raised, eyes angled down toward the camera, although his expression looked preoccupied, as if residing in his own private world. It was the thing that looked most the same about him. He’d worn that same look in class.

         “Is that him?” Anna asked. She had folded herself into a kitchen chair, arms wrapped around her knees.

         “That’s him.”

         “Was he creepy?”

         “Creepy,” Maggie repeated. “I wouldn’t say that.”

         Usually, this would have prompted a roll of the eyes—Maggie was a stickler for language, always looking for the best, the most accurate word—but her daughter had fallen quiet, reverent before the faint glow of the screen.

         “What was he like?”

         “He was—different.” A simplistic word, and an obvious one. Her mind roamed, looking for a better way, the right way, to describe him. “He wasn’t too engaged,” she said. Other details were returning. The way, during class, Nathan always kept his eyes on the desktop, jiggling one shoe—heavy brown boots with thick, ridged soles—on the dusty tiles. The pair of headphones he’d kept around his neck and, the minute class was over, clamped back on his ears. He sometimes brought his dog to class—a chocolate Lab, who slept with its flank pressed against the radiator. To Maggie’s recollection, Nathan never acknowledged the dog, and she didn’t either.

         “He didn’t seem to care much about being there,” she said. “He was restless.”

         “Restless how?” Anna asked. “Like anxious?”

         “No, I don’t think so,” Maggie said, with a glance at her daughter’s face. “More like—” She paused. “Distracted. Checked out.”

         She remembered how, if he spoke, which was rare, Nathan never raised his hand. He’d called her Mrs. Daley, even though she always told students to call her Maggie. She remembered his essays too—not the content so much as the look of them, long unbroken paragraphs and small, stifled font.

         “He wasn’t really a part of things,” she said. “Part of the group.” She thought again. “He was hard to get to know.”

         “Creepy, you mean.”

         She remembered his coat: a heavy olive-green parka with a hood trimmed in dirty, peppery gray fur. In winter, he’d never take it off. The coat would fill the small desk, the hood blocking Maggie’s view of the students behind him and giving the permanent impression that class was about to end. With another student, she would have said, Relax and stay awhile, but with Nathan, she was certain she’d said nothing—his response would have been too literal, too humorless. And the coat, surely, would have stayed on, in so doing growing only more visible to the rest of them.

         “Was he a good student?” Anna said, her eyes still on the laptop.

         “In a way,” Maggie said. “He was diligent, as I recall.”

         “Did he have friends?”

         “Not that I knew of.” She studied Nathan Dugan’s face. His cheeks looked rougher, acne-scarred maybe, though it was hard to tell on the screen. “But I wouldn’t have known, necessarily.”

         “Did you like him?”

         Maggie did not think of her students in those terms, made a point of it, like parents with their children. But in fact: No, she hadn’t liked him.

         “I don’t think of my students that way,” she said.

         From the living room, Anna’s cell phone started ringing: the aftermath beginning. Outside, remarkably enough, the world looked as it had just moments before. The sky seemed muted, absent of everything: wind, colors, clouds. Against all that emptiness, the old red barn stood proud, near pristine, etched starkly against the pale afternoon.

         
              

         

         Freshman Composition was a required course for all students at Central Maine State University, so it was one that most faculty resented teaching. It was invariably populated by freshmen who didn’t want to be there—athletes, slackers, diligent but uninterested math and science majors—but Maggie didn’t mind. She liked the challenge of convincing them to love a class they thought they didn’t want to take. She prided herself on coaxing even the most passive among them to care about their writing. Write about what matters, she insisted. Anything else is a waste of time.

         And they did—just last semester Tyler Barrington, a thickly bearded, 250-pound eighteen-year-old Forestry major and volunteer firefighter, produced lovely elegies to nature. Stacey Cole, who never spoke in class, wrote a moving description of silently building a campfire with her equally silent dad. After twenty-eight years, Maggie could rely on the arc of a semester: the way, in the beginning, the freshmen would be tentative, wary, fifteen variations on insecurity—the glibness, the shyness, the overwrought machismo; was there any teenage behavior without insecurity at the root?—but as the weeks passed, they gained confidence in their work. They came to care about their classmates’ essays, respond to them with earnest nods and furrowed brows, script careful comments in the margins. Maggie took them seriously, so they took themselves seriously. (This, she maintained, was the key to being a good teacher: Care so much it’s impossible for the students to not care back.)

         At the end of fifteen weeks, her students’ growth was palpable. On the last day, Maggie always delivered a speech. I’m proud of what you’ve accomplished, she told them, voice thick with feeling. I will truly miss this class. Often the students lingered, making promises to stay in touch, and Maggie smiled, knowing what they didn’t: that despite all good intentions, the course was done. Fifteen weeks: a closed loop. The nostalgic fever of that final hour wouldn’t last, and shouldn’t; they would head back to their lives, remember the class fondly, and that was fine. The class would begin again. Still, Maggie sometimes felt a sharp sense of loss, almost like grief, driving home on the evening of the last class, final papers huddled in shopping bags on her backseat.

         The irony was, outside the classroom, she was not a particularly emotional person. Unshakable—this was one of the more memorable words Tom had lobbed at her, out in the barn, where Anna wouldn’t hear. He hadn’t meant it kindly. You’re so closed off so rigid incapable of seeing things any other—one subject bled into the next, spilling onto the old barn floor. Maggie had been stunned, gutted. Tom had always been easygoing, gentle—passive, even—but suddenly the muck that had been collecting silently inside him for seventeen years exploded like a burst pipe. There was another woman. Naturally. A social worker, from Portland. She’s helped me realize how unfulfilled I am, he said, how lonely, and Maggie had not helped dispel these accusations by letting herself go empty, floating toward the ceiling, listening with a soothing sort of detachment, a faint humming sound in her ears.

         With students, though, Maggie took comfort in knowing that things would never get so messy. She could state her feelings safely, framed by the contents of their essays, the language and the themes. They were the students and she the teacher—it could go only so far. Even when her marriage was collapsing, and the first true glints of Anna’s anxiety were surfacing, and Maggie drove home down the dark wooded roads waiting for the evening when her husband’s unhappiness solidified into something—suitcase standing by the door, Anna weeping on the porch—even then Maggie had relied on this structure: Whatever else was happening with her family, in the classroom she could maintain a certain pose, fervent and energetic, tough but affectionate, never breaking character, for ninety minutes focused on nothing but the lesson, on the welfare of the bright young people assembled before her. It was one of the pleasures of teaching. You could forget everything else.

         
             

         

         What they knew so far was this: The gun was an AR-15. At eleven thirty, Nathan had entered the Millview Mall through the entrance by the food court, carrying a duffel bag holding two semiautomatic weapons and five spare magazines. He was a fifth-year senior, due to graduate in December, an Engineering major. (Maggie wondered about the reasons for the extra semester—failed classes, unfulfilled credits? Or something more fraught?) There was no word yet on why he’d done it. On the news, the same photo of him was shown repeatedly, over audio of the frantic 911 calls: There’s someone shooting! I think he just shot someone! He’d killed at least three people and critically wounded another. The police had found him dead at the scene.

         There were live aerial shots of the mall, of people who had been hiding in stores and in stockrooms now running into the parking lot where loved ones had gathered, clutching text messages confirming they were safe. In interviews, survivors were alternately shocked and weeping. They described the chaos, people huddling under tables in the food court or racing for the exits, the trampling of limbs. The sounds of screaming, then the tense, muffled quiet as they tried not to draw attention to themselves. There was the mother Maggie had seen on the Internet. She’d sat on the floor behind a jewelry kiosk, she said, breastfeeding her baby to keep her from making any sound; the baby now slept in her arms. Another woman had been in a Sears dressing room, and as she ran to the food court to find her son, she said, the security tag kept setting off alarms. The food court had been crowded, everyone said. The whole mall was crowded. Ninety degrees out. The mall was air-conditioned: It was someplace to be.

         From Maggie’s living room, fifteen minutes down the road, the helicopters over the mall were a faint but steady rattle. The kitchen phone rang frequently, the old rotary on the wall by the back door. Most of these calls were from Anna’s classmates’ mothers—not women Maggie was particularly close to, but they all checked in, a tribe of parents accounting for their children—while Anna hunkered down with her phone in the bay window, checking with friends to see if anyone knew anyone who had been there. It was not impossible, Maggie knew. Especially in the summer, Anna and her classmates were at the mall all the time. She found herself grateful, for once, that none of them rose before noon.

         Before long, Anna had heard something: Kim’s little brother’s best friend, CJ. He’d been working at the Sbarro in the food court. Then, minutes later: a junior, someone named Laura, a friend of Janie’s from the basketball team. They were both home now, Anna said, they were okay, but they had been there. Her voice was trembling, but Maggie nodded, kept nodding, trying to keep her as calm as possible. She could see how, for Anna, these personal connections were bringing the tragedy into ghastly focus, and was acutely aware of the anxieties that lay barely dormant inside her. In two days, Anna would be leaving, and Maggie was desperate to keep her from getting thrown off-course. Over the past year, she’d watched as her daughter pieced herself back together, as if seeing the path to college, she’d finally had the incentive to get better. She’d gotten off the Lexapro. She’d stopped starving herself, gained back some of the weight she’d lost. She had applied early to Bradford College in Boston and been accepted, the work ethic that had at times seemed obsessive, even symptomatic, paying off.

         It was nearly three thirty when Maggie’s cell phone finally buzzed once: call me, the screen said. Maggie glanced at her daughter, texting feverishly, then crept upstairs. “Hi,” she said, and closed the bedroom door.

         “Can you believe this goddamn thing?”

         Maggie sank to the edge of the bed. It was still unmade from that morning, covers peeled back neatly at one corner, like a tabbed page of a book. “I know.”

         “Walked right into the mall and started shooting. Fucking Christ.”

         It was one of the things she appreciated about Robert: his directness, lack of filter. Tom was always so even-tempered that when finally he’d burst she was blindsided, but Robert’s outrage relaxed her, most of the time.

         “It’s terrible,” she said, her mind roaming for another word, a bigger word, one that would do the thing justice. “It’s—unthinkable.”

         “You didn’t have him, did you?”

         In the open window, the curtains hung limp as tongues. The air didn’t move. The house wasn’t air-conditioned, so on rare days like this one, the heat collected like tide pools in the rooms upstairs.

         “As a matter of fact,” Maggie said, “I can’t believe it, but I did.” Then she laughed, though she wasn’t sure why.

         “Me too.”

         “Did you?” The sharpness of her relief took her by surprise. She sat up straighter. “And?”

         “And nothing,” Robert said. Maggie could picture how he looked, agitated, pushing one hand through his hair. “I checked my files. He was in my 101 four years ago and I don’t remember a damn thing about him. A future killer sitting in my classroom and his name doesn’t even ring a bell until I dredge up an old roster and see it sitting there.” Robert was clearly bothered, but his lapse was justified. Introduction to American Government was enormous, a lecture course with a reputation for being one of the simplest routes to satisfying a Gen Ed. The class was so large and so popular that it was held in a small theater. There was no attendance policy. Exams were fact-based, objective, dots to darken and feed through a machine—it was nearly impossible to really get to know students in a class like this.

         “It’s different.” She spread her free hand in her lap, bare and freckled, the nails rimmed with dirt. “A class like yours.”

         “Is it?”

         “It’s a lecture. It’s so much more impersonal.”

         “What class did you have him in?”

         “Comp, of course.”

         “Why of course?”

         “Does this seem like a kid who was taking upper-level writing classes?”

         “Why? Because he was a psychopath?”

         “No,” she said evenly. “Because he was an Engineering major. He wouldn’t have taken any writing class but mine.”

         “You never know, though, do you?”

         Maggie didn’t reply; she was generalizing, yes, but she knew she wasn’t wrong. She stared at the wall above her dresser, where the ceiling sloped steeply downward and the old flowered wallpaper was wrinkled and swollen, stained at the seams. Melted snow had crept through the roof last winter. Five, six feet of snow. Record-setting snow. Route 18 had been a tunnel of darkness, the ten-foot drifts on either side blocking the sun.

         “So he was a freshman when you had him,” Robert said.

         The connection wavered, and Maggie angled slightly toward the window. The reception in here was notoriously shaky; Anna frequently complained that the bay window in the living room was the only reliable spot in the house. Before Robert, this hadn’t affected her, as Maggie had never used a cell phone—she despised the cumbersome effort of texting, the electric warmth of metal against her cheek—but she didn’t want to talk with him in front of Anna. “Right,” she said. “A freshman.”

         “Was he a whack job?”

         “I wouldn’t call him that,” she said, bristling at the term.

         “What would you call him?”

         Through the cast-iron grate in the floor, Maggie heard the low hum of the news, the sharp dip and rise of Anna’s voice. “Well, I don’t know,” she said. “It was years ago, after all. Four years ago.”

         “Point taken,” Robert said. Then, thankfully, moved on. Maggie liked this about him too: He never prodded beneath the surface of a thing, wondering what was simmering there unsaid. In part, this was just his personality—big and broad and external, not attuned to nuance—but it was also because their relationship was still relatively new. Because he didn’t really know her. He wouldn’t know, for example, that she never forgot a student.

         “This is going to be hard on the school,” he said then. “Enrollment will take a hit.”

         It was just the kind of thing Robert thought about and Maggie didn’t. “But it didn’t happen on campus,” she said.

         “Doesn’t matter. He was a student. A current student. A killer in our midst, and nobody picked up on it.”

         Maggie gave a short laugh. “Sounds like an awful TV movie,” she said.

         “Bad for business is what it is,” Robert replied, which struck her as crass, though he was probably right; after four semesters on campus, Robert had a keener grasp of university politics than she did after almost thirty years. For better or worse, Maggie had always stayed away from all that: She focused on the students, cared little about the rest.

         Then he said, “I wish I could be with you right now.”

         It was disorienting on such a day, in such a moment, but Maggie felt a low flicker of desire. She closed her eyes and pictured Robert there beside her, his sure hands and strong shoulders. His thick hair, still brown but for two blasts of gray at the temples. Tom was a big man too, but lanky and unassuming. Robert was physical, vital, all volume and energy. He rode his bike to campus, swept her up in long kisses. He spoke what was on his mind.

         “I want to see you,” he said. “I want you, period.”

         She opened her eyes. “Well, you know,” she replied. She let the words just hang there, bloated with implication—well, you know, get a divorce. Well, you know, move out of your house. Robert and his wife were separated but still living together—he occupying one part of the house and she another—though Maggie had played no part in their separation (by the time she met him, on a committee of all things, Robert had already been sleeping in his guest bed). He’d assured her repeatedly that the marriage was over, he just didn’t feel he could leave yet. His wife was fragile, possibly depressed. He felt a responsibility to her; he was the reason they had moved to Stafford. Maggie felt uneasy about the arrangement, but understood it, even admired Robert for putting his wife’s feelings first. She knew, though, that other people would make assumptions. It was why they never went out in public, why they met mostly in Robert’s (larger, less conspicuous) office in Strathmere Hall. This summer, they had barely seen each other, with Anna home and neither of them teaching. A small town, a college campus: One never knew how things could be perceived.

         Now he asked, “When does that daughter of yours leave?”

         His tone was playful, but still, it bothered her. He knew she didn’t like when he referred to Anna, not even lightly. “That’s not what’s keeping us from being together,” she said.

         “Oh, Maggie. A joke.” He sighed. “I just wish I could see you, that’s all.”

         “Well, I’m available,” she said, but cringed at the neediness in her voice. Most of the time, being the one who was legitimately unattached was a safe berth, a role that reassured her. Other times, like now, it made her feel insecure, a high school girl waiting for an invitation to the prom.

         “You know I hate this too,” Robert said. “But I wish you’d let me in a little.”

         Outside, the maple stood red-tipped, motionless in the heat. Maggie didn’t know how to reply. Tom had accused her of being closed off, but this was different. To put herself out there would be reckless, foolish. Until Robert left his wife, moved out of his house, there was no future here. Whatever he and Maggie were doing together remained within limits; sometimes their whole relationship felt scarcely real.

         Then he said, “Okay then,” with a suddenness that made clear Suzanne had just entered the room. “Thanks for calling,” he added, and like that, he was gone. Call Ended, the screen confirmed. She felt stung, though she had no right. She’d told Robert she wasn’t comfortable talking on the phone with his wife in earshot; even if they were separated, it seemed unnecessarily cruel. She placed the phone on one knee and fixed on the old oak dresser, the one that had been her parents’ and listed to one side. She pictured Robert’s house, a few blocks from the college, an elaborate Victorian she had several times driven by, not accidentally, on her way home from school. Pictured Suzanne appearing in his office doorway, sensing somehow he was on the phone. Maggie had seen her only once, at the university holiday party the previous winter, tall and pale, a native Southerner not cut out for the Maine cold. She’d spent all night by her husband’s side. At the time, Maggie had known Robert only a little, but found him so dynamic that she’d been surprised to find he’d married someone so obviously uncomfortable at a party. Her shoulders were slightly stooped, as if curved permanently inward. Fragile, Robert had described her, and Maggie had thought, even in that glimpse, she saw what he meant.

         Then again: There were two sides to any story. She’d heard this from Jim Whittier, the couples counselor in whose office she and Tom had spent seven excruciating hours. She preached it to her freshmen every semester, when teaching the significant personal experience essay—everything is a matter of perspective, she told them. Every story of what happened is just a version of what happened. Memory is subjective. Fact and truth are two different things.

         Maggie closed her eyes. She was overwhelmed by the desire to lie down. Robert had stayed here at her house just once, early on. A Saturday in March, when Anna’s weekend with Tom coincided with Suzanne’s visit to her family in South Carolina. It had snowed, and they had stayed inside all weekend, in bed mostly, emerging to make coffee and feed the fire and retrieve the paper—ordinary things, but off-limits they had taken on the quality of a dream. Maggie had sworn, after Tom’s affair, she would never be the other woman, and technically, she wasn’t. Still, late Sunday morning, when Robert’s car drove away, the sight of it had sent a storm of heat to her cheeks. How exposed they had been: Robert’s brazen red Jeep rambling down her snowy driveway, flanked with winter maples, visible as a cardinal in a bare tree.

         
              

         

         Over the course of the afternoon, the Nathan Dugan story grew more terrible and strange. An hour before the shooting, Nathan had posted a video on YouTube, describing his planned attack. The video was titled: Greatness Comes to Those Who Wait. The news had the sense not to show it—Maggie was especially thankful, with Anna watching—but reported that Nathan had been planning something bigger. In the food court, he’d fired thirty rounds and was headed toward the south end of the mall, with the Sears and the carousel, when the sirens outside grew audible and he turned the gun on himself.

         The assault rifle, they reported, had been purchased at the Walmart adjacent to the mall on Route 18. Nathan had been employed there as a part-time stocker since March; he’d been fired the week before. According to the manager, he’d been making customers uneasy. On two occasions, he’d followed shoppers around the store. Sort of like policing them, the manager said, threading one hand through his hair. I told him he couldn’t act that way. He explained that, when Nathan got defensive, he’d told him not to come back. He was angry, he said, stunned-looking. But I had no idea he was this far gone.

         Inside Nathan’s bedroom closet, police found fourteen firearms, several rounds of spare ammunition, and tactical gear including assault vests and silencers. He had been living with his mother, Marielle Dugan, in Reed, in the small, depressed neighborhood that sat behind the mall. The mother worked at the Big Lots in Millville. The parents had been divorced since Nathan was a child. He’d been raised by his mother, in New Hampshire; his father lived in Florida—this triggered a memory for Maggie. An essay Nathan had written for her class. About love for his father, maybe, a bonding trip they’d taken together. Hiking? Camping? Something. A former neighbor from New Hampshire reported that Nathan was often walking his dog, or with his mother. You never saw him with kids his age. This same neighbor recalled him patrolling the neighborhood with a BB gun, shooting mailboxes and trees.

         The guns in Nathan’s closet had all been purchased legally, over the past few years, some at the Walmart and others at a gun shop on Standish Road. Local news showed a picture of the gun shop: a red clapboard box, an American flag. There was a shot of Nathan’s house too, small and square, painted an incongruously cheerful lemon yellow. A clip of Nathan’s mother, standing on what appeared to be the front porch, looking shocked and small as she was bombarded with questions. He’s a good boy. Another woman, no evident authority on anything, spat into a microphone, asserting she didn’t believe any mother couldn’t have known there was a serious problem. Easy to blame the mother, Maggie thought.

         “Okay,” Maggie said, turning the TV off. “Dinner.”

         Anna was still curled in the window, glued to her phone. “Really?” she said, glancing up. “That feels wrong.”

         “What does?”

         “Acting like this is a normal day.”

         “Even on an abnormal day,” Maggie said, “one must eat.” She didn’t feel like eating either, but hoped the routine—the food—would be good for Anna. She retreated to the kitchen and pulled the chicken off the stovetop, slid two potatoes from the oven, went to set the pans on the table. Then she thought better of it and filled two plates.

         “I’m not very hungry,” Anna said from the kitchen doorway. Her cheek was pink where she’d peeled it from the windowpane.

         “You haven’t eaten all day.”

         “I know. I’ve been too upset.”

         In the past, Maggie might have pressed the issue, but today she’d let it slide. In forty-eight hours, Anna would be starting a new life at college, and Maggie wanted to send her into it with as much confidence as she could.

         “Well, you can keep me company, then,” Maggie said, pulling back a chair.

         Anna dropped into her seat at the kitchen table and set her phone beside her, briefly considering her food. Maggie studied her daughter’s face surreptitiously, felt a pang of tenderness at the beads of sweat gathering in the tiny blond hairs above her lip. The kitchen was too warm. Thoughtless, to turn the oven on. Still, she began slicing into her chicken as Anna looked up, saying, “Did I tell you the latest about Laura Mack?”

         In the absence of information about the victims, Laura’s story was the main anecdote to have emerged from the afternoon; she’d overheard Anna rehashing it several times.

         “You did.” Maggie nodded. “Janie’s friend.”

         “But did I tell you she heard the gunshots?”

         “No,” Maggie said, and paused, fork in midair. “No, I don’t think so.”

         “She actually heard the shooting. And the people, you know, screaming. Dying, maybe.” Her eyes welled with tears, a quick pool that surfaced then receded, and she shook her head hard. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

         This was not an idle comment; Maggie understood how her daughter’s brain could get stuck on a thing, a needle skipping in a deep groove. “That must have been frightening,” she said, carefully. “I’m just glad she’s okay.”

         “I mean, she’s alive,” Anna said, pinching her bottom lip. “But she’s not okay. She’ll probably never be okay.”

         Her phone buzzed then, and Anna glanced down, picked it up.

         “What time are you due at Kim’s?” Maggie asked, forcing herself to take a bite.

         “Soon.” Anna looked up. “I need to shower, actually. I’m disgusting.”

         “Will you eat something later, at least?” Maggie asked—she couldn’t help it.

         “Don’t worry,” Anna said, scraping back her chair. Maggie traced the sound of her feet racing up the creaky staircase, the bedroom door shutting, mournful strains of that Adele song seeping through the floor. Then she set her fork down too. Briefly, she closed her eyes, felt the tension that had been collecting in her jaw all afternoon release in a slow ache. When she opened them, it was remarkably all still there—the high beamed ceilings, the soft pile of logs by the woodstove, the sun-bleached pillows piled in the window seat. It was on these days, the worst days, that Maggie was struck hardest by her affection for this old place. She was painfully aware that, in other rooms tonight, other houses, other mothers were not so lucky.

         The ring of the phone startled her—probably another of Anna’s friends’ parents, she thought, even while she braced herself for the possibility of something worse—but as she picked up, she saw Tom’s name on the machine. “Hi,” she said, sliding the phone under her chin.

         “Maggie?” He sounded panicked, breathless.

         “Tom?” She moved the phone to her hand. “What is it?”

         “You’re home?”

         “Well, yes—”

         “And Anna’s there?”

         “She’s right upstairs.”

         “She’s okay?”

         “Yes,” she said. “Yes. She’s here. She’s fine.”

         Tom blew out a long breath. “I just heard,” he said. “I was in a meeting all day. And no one called.”

         “Oh.” Maggie paused. “I’m sorry. I assumed she had.” She did feel sorry, and so refrained from pointing out the irony: Tom, a graphic designer, was forever glued to screens.

         “I tried her phone five minutes ago—”

         “She’s here. She’s in the shower. She’s going out.”

         “Right.” He expelled another breath. Maggie waited, letting him absorb the fact of Anna’s safety, standing at the sink by the window. Just past seven, and the sun was already sinking behind the trees.

         “Okay.” When Tom spoke again, the panic seemed to have left him, in its place a tender matter-of-factness. “So, how is she?” he said.

         Four years later, this was still the place Maggie and her ex-husband met and merged, the soft center of their bitterness: How is she? They both knew the potential it had to feed their daughter’s anxieties, a thing like this. They had become wary, vigilant, after years of apparent ignorance. None of those things struck you as unusual? Jim Whittier had asked, in what would be their final session, and Maggie had felt a blast of fury—weren’t therapists supposed to use language that was neutral, non-judgmental, non-blaming?—just before she began to cry.

         Because the truth was, over the course of Anna’s childhood, there had been things that marked her as extra-nervous, extra-sensitive. Little things. The way she’d sobbed over dead animals by the roadsides. The way she’d fretted about the fish in the fountain at the mall, afraid they might swallow the pennies and die. She’d always loved to read but couldn’t bear books with sad endings, avoided small spaces and locked doors and darkness—but wasn’t this true of many children? How was a parent to tell the difference between a phase and something more deep-seated and real? By the time she was ten, Anna’s fears had turned toward the hypothetical: fear of being homeless, being abandoned, kidnapped, abducted, shot. Sometimes she came into their room at night, frightened not by a nightmare but by a story of her own making, a fire she’d convinced herself was sidling through the walls or a robber she’d heard crawling across the roof. It’s all in your head, Maggie would say, trying to erase her fears. Maggie’s mode of response had always been firm and forward-looking, determinedly positive. For these hadn’t seemed like problems, or symptoms. If anything, they seemed evidence of Anna’s intellect and imagination. She was a straight-A student, a talented writer, a fast and dedicated swimmer. True, Maggie hadn’t been inclined to poke too hard or look too closely—if Anna seemed fine, she was fine. It was impossible to imagine that she wasn’t.

         Later, Maggie would go picking through the rubble, turning moments over in her hands. The time she’d arrived to pick up Anna at Janie’s house and watched from the car as she jumped rope, her movements light and buoyant, but on her face a driven sort of grimness. The time, after a swim practice, she’d discovered her counting tiles around the lip of the pool. But it was when Tom left that whatever trouble had long been brewing inside their daughter had hardened into fact: a rapid and distressing thinness. An obsession with swimming that was joyless and strange. A call from the coach when she collapsed one day after practice. Panic disorder, diagnosed Theresa Massey, the counselor at the high school whom Anna began seeing sophomore year. Tom, living in Portland by then, had proposed that Anna was acting out to give them a reason to be in contact, hoping their worry for her might bring them back together—it’s not uncommon, he said, no doubt quoting the social worker girlfriend, in whom he’d evidently been confiding about their daughter. Maggie’s daughter. Fuck you, she said. The outrage had nearly split her in two.

         “She’s spooked,” Maggie said now, watching the sky. The sunset was incongruously, inappropriately beautiful, sweeping strokes of red and purple thickening into a band of deep gold. “Naturally. She’s unnerved.”

         “Unnerved how?”

         “I mean, unnerved in a normal way,” Maggie clipped, but she couldn’t blame him for asking. “She’s okay, though,” she said, adding, “They all are, from what I can tell.”

         “Thank God,” he said. “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.”

         From upstairs, Maggie heard the shower shut off, a deep shudder in the pipes. The line went quiet, though she could hear Tom’s breaths. Now that his panic had receded, the space between them felt once again vast, unswept and groundless. Maybe Anna hadn’t been entirely wrong: Without their concern for her to unite her parents, a tide pulled back and left them stranded.

         “Is she packed?” Tom asked.

         “Getting there,” Maggie said. From upstairs, she could hear the bumping of dresser drawers. “They’re having a sleepover tonight,” she offered.

         “Oh?”

         “The three of them. At Kim’s.”

         “Well,” he said. “That’s probably a nice thing. Comforting, I mean.”

         “Right,” Maggie said. She had felt the same way. It was endearing, the girls reverting to their adolescent rituals in the final few days before heading off to college. In junior high, sleepovers had been their Friday-night routine: renting movies from Reel Video, staying up all night whispering, eating pizza from Romeo’s and slathering frosting on saltines. This was before boyfriends, before the divorce, before Anna would refuse to let pizza or frosting cross her lips. Even then, though, Kim and Janie had always stood by her, and Maggie was grateful for their loyalty. It was they who had sought out Maggie three years ago, showing up together at her office on campus, Kim wiping at her eyes while Janie did the talking, telling her they thought Anna might be cutting. (Maggie would never forget the pause she took before the meaning of the word sank in—foolishly, she’d first thought they meant skipping school.)

         “Did you know him?” Tom was saying.

         “Who?”

         “This Dugan kid?”

         Maggie detected a faint tapping sound. Naturally, Tom was at the computer. There was another sound too—the drone of a vacuum, or a hair dryer. She hated that she noticed, hated that she cared. She knew, of course, that Tom had had girlfriends (after the inevitable breakup with the social worker), but this new one, Felicia, seemed to have stuck. She was younger, and worked in marketing. Anna said they’d met online. Maggie didn’t know much more than this, though evidently she would be meeting her on Sunday. She was coming to campus for drop-off, information Tom had relayed in an email titled heads-up.

         Tom said, “Because I read that he went to the college—”

         “Yes, I know he went to the college, Tom. He was my student.”

         “Oh,” Tom said, and paused. “My God, Mag.” Silence, this time a kind of awe, swelled on the line. The tapping ceased. Maggie closed her eyes. She could picture just how Tom looked when absorbing news that was sad or shocking: the moment’s stillness, then the flexing of his hands, just slightly, as if making sure that, cast in the light of this newly altered world, everything still worked. “When?”

         “Four years ago,” she said. “The year you left,” she added, then felt low. “Anna’s freshman year of high school.”

         “Which class? Comp?”

         “Comp, yes.”

         “Jesus,” he said. “What was he like?”

         Maggie stared at the darkening sky, strewn now with torn purple clouds. She knew she wouldn’t be able to get away with the sort of non-answer she’d given Robert. Of all people, Tom knew how much she poured into her students. Of the many surreal aftershocks of divorce, this one had never stopped surprising her: Though her marriage had ended four years ago, and Tom now lived in Portland with another woman, it was he who really knew her—or knew her as much as any one person could really know another.

         “Do you?” Tom was saying. “Remember him? Anything off about him?”

         Off—this wasn’t the right word either. It implied a student who was imbalanced, truly and unmistakably, and surely Nathan Dugan had not been that.

         “Not really, no,” she said. “Not exactly.” She watched the night gathering outside the window. Soon it would be dark out, true dark. From the corner of her eye, she saw a shadowy movement in the garden. Quickly she crossed the kitchen and flung open the screen door, but by the time she stepped outside, the creature was running back to the woods.

         
              

         

         Maggie had taught in a basement annex of the English building that semester: Room 14C. It was not a good room. Cold in winter, warm in summer. In the coldest months, the radiator had emitted ghostly clanks and bangs. The windows were narrow rectangles at the top of the wall, like holes in an aquarium lid, level with the brick footpath on the quad. Through them she could check the weather—the softly piling snow or pelting rain—and the rush of boots and sneakers, which would thicken and disperse between classes. From Room 14C, Maggie was aware of the world outside, though the world—save a thin band of light that fell on the footpath in the evenings—was, certainly, unaware of them.

         She remembered that class, Nathan Dugan’s. Even after twenty-eight years, each of Maggie’s classes remained a distinct imprint in her mind: a sense, a shape. The configuration of chairs, the time of day, the size and appearance of the room. And the mood, which was about the distribution of boys and girls, shy students and talkers. Unlike Robert’s lectures, a writing class was a delicate infrastructure; so much relied on the particular alchemy of the fifteen personalities in the group. From that class, Nathan’s class, Maggie remembered Ashley Shay, a sturdy, red-cheeked girl from Washington County with a big laugh and an easy confidence—a girl who faintly glowed with self-esteem (which perhaps had been of particular note to Maggie then, as her own daughter’s problems consumed her). Hannah Chaffee dressed like a hippie, in long skirts and braids, an eyebrow ring; she wrote a starkly moving essay about an abortion she’d had at sixteen (certain phrases still resurfaced sometimes for Maggie—the gasp of the aspiration machine). Katie Sutton had described the heartbreak of her parents selling her childhood home, a farmhouse—cedar logs, red door, lovely parents hauling wood and heating cocoa; it had been overly sentimental, and couldn’t have been entirely truthful, but still Maggie had been charmed—jealous maybe—of the impossibly perfect light in which Katie still viewed her mom and dad.

         They were that kind of class: sensitive and serious, a class of girls mostly, eager to share and listen, making it even more regrettable that Nathan was getting in the way. This, Maggie knew, was why she wasn’t cut out for teaching high school, where more concern was directed toward the students who were disruptive—the sullen ones, the lazy ones, the ones who needed to be corrected and chased. In college, the students were responsible for themselves. Her job, as she saw it, was not to pay undue attention to the troublemakers but to minimize them, prevent them from ruining the experience for everybody else. Under the best of circumstances, it happened organically, for the other students were so invested in the class that the outlier was shamed into caring about it too.

         With Nathan, it was different; his disruptiveness wasn’t laziness or insolence, something he could be manipulated into changing. The very inattentiveness that made him uncomfortable to be around made him impervious to change. Maggie could only try to alleviate the uneasy feeling that was generated by his presence. More than Nathan himself, this was what she remembered: the feeling in the room. How, if he was absent, the atmosphere loosened. How, when he was there, it shifted and morphed to accommodate him, like a river around a rock. When she broke the class into small groups to trade papers, she took care to partner Nathan with students she felt might be less bothered by him. On the occasions he spoke in class, he’d usually start talking over someone, prompting Maggie to remind him to raise his hand, and the student to flash her a sympathetic look. From time to time, in classes with problematic students, Maggie would feel the others looking at her, trying to commiserate and empathize, to wince or roll their eyes; tempting as it was to indulge those moments of connection, they were nonetheless something she tried to avoid. With Nathan’s classmates, though, Maggie sometimes let herself reciprocate—a tight smile, a quick nod, grateful, apologetic, an affirmation of how they were feeling, assurance that she felt that way too.

         One such incident, that spring, was with Meredith Kenney. Meredith was the kind of student who was endlessly positive—praised every paper, agreed with every comment—because she either lacked a critical edge or was simply too nice to offend. Not surprisingly, her own writing tended to be safe, somewhat narrow, until, that April, her brother was killed in Afghanistan by a roadside bomb. Maggie had been notified by the dean of students, excusing Meredith’s absences; when she returned to class, the death was on her face. But to Maggie’s surprise, her first week back Meredith volunteered to read out loud about her brother—a flood of raw, shocked feeling—reducing her classmates to a stunned silence. It was Nathan who jumped in quickly, immediately pointing out the technical flaws in her description of the IED. The rest of the class turned, appalled, to Maggie. That may be factually correct, she said, cutting Nathan off midsentence. But let’s consider what’s really important here. She was filled with rage; it was almost freeing. Nathan didn’t reply. So she let his ignorant comment land, like a foul smell in the corner, and pivoted away from it. Focused all her energies on Meredith, on her essay. On the other students, the better students, who now had their hands high, ready to commend Meredith for being so brave.

         
              

         

         Maggie woke on the couch to the ringing of the phone. The windows were black; it looked late, felt late. She hurried to the kitchen and, upon seeing an unlisted number, felt the blast of worry she always did if the phone rang at night and Anna wasn’t home.

         “Maggie?” The voice was familiar but not immediately placeable.

         “Yes?” She stood in the darkened kitchen, the phone in both hands. “Yes? Who’s this?”

         “It’s Bill,” he said. “Bill Wall. I apologize for calling at this hour.”

         “Oh—Bill.”

         “Did I wake you?”

         “No, no,” she said as her eyes moved to the clock—eleven thirty-nine. “It’s fine. I was awake.” She flipped the switch above the toaster and pulled the top of her bathrobe closed, squinting into the light of the hanging lamp.

         “Not easy to sleep after a day like this,” Bill said.

         His voice sounded different, she thought, thinner than it did at school, though in fact she had never spoken to him on the phone.

         “No,” she said, “it isn’t.” She took a seat at the kitchen table, waited. Outside, the crickets chirped their sleepy, syrupy night song.

         “I’m calling about one of your former students,” Bill said, clearing his throat.

         “Yes.” Maggie paused, disoriented. “Nathan Dugan—”

         “Well, no. A different student. A Luke Finch.”

         Luke Finch: Maggie stared at the nicked kitchen table as the memory gathered in her mind. Luke had been in that same comp class, Nathan’s class. Thin-faced, narrow-shouldered. Huddled in his desk, chest pressed forward and knees locked. There was a melancholy about him, Maggie remembered, yet its source never made itself known. He spoke only if called on. He often doodled when Maggie was talking, though she understood this wasn’t necessarily a mark of rudeness; for certain kids—shy ones, usually—it was a form of concentration, a distraction that actually helped them focus more.

         “I remember Luke,” she said.

         “Same class as Dugan.”

         “Yes,” she said. He was from Maine, she thought, north of Augusta. And then—maybe because today it seemed so indiscriminate, so plausible—she was seized with a quick fear that he was dead. “Is he all right, Bill? He wasn’t—”

         “No, no. He’s fine.” Bill cleared his throat again, as if gathering loose strands of thought. “He put something online,” he said. “Something he wrote about that class.”

         Maggie leaned one hip against the counter. This was surprising. Like Luke himself, his essays tended to be quiet, unrevealing. “Okay,” she said. “What is it?”

         “A post on Facebook,” Bill said. “You know, social media—”

         “Yes, I’m aware of Facebook,” she said, with a laugh. “I may be our resident Luddite, but not even I am that out of touch.” Bill didn’t laugh. Maggie was struck then by the peculiarity of the moment, these two parts of her life intersecting: her worn bathrobe, Bill Wall’s voice on the telephone, the stick of butter softening on the table, bugs bumping gently against the screen. “What does it say?”

         “He talks about Dugan,” Bill said. “About that class, and things he observed about him. Some are relatively innocuous, but he also mentions some unusual behaviors. And he suggests Dugan wrote a paper that was potentially—well, incriminating.”

         Maggie tensed. “Incriminating?”

         “That’s the implication,” Bill said.

         “Is that the word he used?”

         “Well, no, I don’t think he—”

         “I’d like to know his exact words. Please.”

         As she waited, Maggie could feel emotion welling inside her—heartbeat thumping, some unformed dread rising—and tried to remain empty, to stay on the surface. She reminded herself that, for Bill Wall, the word incriminating might apply quite broadly, especially tonight.

         “Here it is,” Bill said. “The Facebook post.” Again, he paused, clearing his throat. “I won’t read the whole thing. You won’t have any trouble finding it. But he says here that Dugan wrote, and I’m quoting, ‘a paper that was really weird. So today when I heard what he did there was a part of me that didn’t feel surprised.’”

         “‘Really weird,’” Maggie repeated.

         “Yes.”

         “Weird? Weird how?”

         “That’s what I was hoping you could tell me.”

         “I’m sorry, Bill, but I really don’t remember,” she said, and this was not untrue. What she remembered about Nathan Dugan was the quality of his presence. About his papers she remembered only the feeling of them, airless and dense. “He may have written something about his father,” she said. “But I can’t recall the details.” She paused. “It’s been years. Four years.”

         “Yes. Four,” Bill said. Was he trying to imply that she’d been negligent? That she didn’t pay attention to her students, didn’t remember every single one of them? The irony—Maggie almost laughed out loud.

         “It’s a long time,” she said. “Luke may not be remembering things entirely clearly.”

         “That may be,” Bill allowed. “Nonetheless, his post is already generating a fair amount of attention. We should be prepared, just in case.”

         “Prepared?” A hum had started to gather in her ears. “Prepared for what?”

         “It’s not impossible it could lead to questions,” Bill said. “About Nathan’s performance in your class—his behavior, and what he wrote. Fortunately, these shouldn’t be too difficult to answer. I assume you kept the required student writing samples.”

         “Well, yes,” she said. In fact, she had a barn full of them—but there were hundreds. Thousands. Unlike most faculty, who accepted papers electronically, even required them, Maggie still insisted on hard copies: real, bound, to be read in their solid, substantive form. “I mean, I always do,” she said. “I always have.”

         “Good,” Bill said. His relief was palpable through the phone. “Let’s meet tomorrow then, my office, and bring whatever you—”

         This time, Maggie let out a short laugh. “Do you really think that’s necessary? On a Saturday?”

         Again, Bill paused, a silence that stretched so long Maggie wondered if he’d lost his train of thought. But when he spoke again, his tone was considered. “It will probably amount to nothing,” he said. “But with something like this—you never can tell. It could get picked up by media outlets. It could blow up and go viral. You know how these things online can go.”

         In fact, Maggie didn’t know. She had managed to keep her life largely and deliberately unburdened by technology. Eight basic cable channels, an answering machine, a flip phone her daughter decried as prehistoric. Go viral—the very phrase struck her as both menacing and silly.

         “You know,” she said, “lots of students write ‘really weird’ stuff, Bill.”

         “I’m sure that’s true,” Bill said. “But they don’t kill innocent people.”

         Maggie said nothing. The hum was rising. “My apologies again for calling so late,” Bill said, then confirmed the details for the next afternoon and wished her good night. For several minutes Maggie continued to sit there, receiver pressed to shoulder, then stood and hung up the phone. It was now almost midnight, but she was fully awake. Her heart was pounding, though she couldn’t quite say why. In the window above the sink, she studied the reflection of the kitchen, moth-speckled, the lamp behind her like a bright moon. Really weird. That could mean anything. Not to mention these students were eighteen. Eighteen, and encouraged to write freely. It was frankly impossible that some of what they wrote wouldn’t be really weird. And Luke Finch, with his shy bearing and benign doodles, might have had an especially low tolerance for weirdness. He might be overreacting to something he remembered, or merely thought that he did. Memory is always subjective.

         Tomorrow, Maggie would ease her mind, confirm her instincts. For now, she peered into the darkness of the yard, but with the light on inside, she could see only her own reflection staring back.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         The party tonight was at Gavin’s house, which was unfortunate but not surprising. For party purposes, Gavin’s was ideal. It was isolated (even for Stafford), the last house on a dead-end road, where the noise wouldn’t draw attention from the neighbors. Gavin lived with his dad, who traveled sometimes for work and had the added bonus of being largely oblivious, the kind of parent who wouldn’t notice a new water ring on the coffee table or a bottle of watered-down rum in the liquor cabinet. Over the past two years, Anna and Gavin had been able to have sex in his basement without worrying that his dad would ever notice or care. It was a place she had thought she’d never see again; it felt strange, going back.

         Kim and Janie had insisted it was fine, possibly obligatory, that Anna come to Gavin’s party. It had been almost three months since graduation, when Anna had broken up with him on the football field. It might be insulting if you don’t go, Janie had said, which made a kind of sense at the time.

         Tonight, the prospect of going to a party of any kind felt wrong, even disrespectful, though Anna was grateful to have something to distract her racing mind. She’d spent all afternoon online. Prayers for all the victims, she’d seen repeatedly on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter. So glad Laura is OK!! Just before she’d left for Kim’s, where the three of them were convening before the party, she’d gotten a voicemail from her dad—call me back right away, Anna—and been startled by the panic in his voice. When she returned the call, he answered, already choked up. Even his girlfriend had gotten on the line. Are you doing okay, sweetie? We’ll see you Sunday, okay? Felicia was always overly affectionate with Anna (the opposite of her mother, who had never once called Anna sweetie), and while Anna often found her cloying, tonight she didn’t mind.   

         Now, as they sat in Kim’s room drinking orange juice and vodka, Janie read her text exchange with Laura. She’d been locked in the dressing room at the Gap. Oh my God, Kim said. Poor Laura. Anna didn’t say anything. All afternoon she’d been thinking about what Laura must have gone through, how the gunshots must have sounded, like the hollow bangs she sometimes heard echo deep in the woods behind her house. How fearful she must have been knowing the shooter was still loose in the mall, that she might be his next target. Knowing that people were dying, that she was hearing the sounds of their lives ending—how Laura would carry around that memory, be traumatized by it, for the rest of her life. Now she imagined the Gap dressing room: Laura trapped inside, frightened face in the mirror, music playing, clothes heaped on the floor, the collision of the ordinary and the end of the world. Anna had always been afraid of things happening—stupid things, freak things, fears that in her rational mind she knew were (basically) unrealistic—but tonight, what she felt most of all was the not-impossibility of terrifying things.

         She forced herself to focus on the rest of Kim and Janie’s conversation—who else might be at this party and the implications of his/her presence—and then the three of them finished their drinks and approved one another’s not-trying-too-hard outfits (jeans and T-shirts, minimal makeup) and drove to Gavin’s house, arriving a strategic forty-five minutes late.

         As Anna walked down Gavin’s driveway, being there had an unexpectedly calming effect. His blue truck, his house where she’d spent so many nights in high school, the sounds of rowdy shouts and laughter rising into the night sky—the sameness reassured her. In the backyard, a comfortable cushion of about fifteen classmates was gathered loosely around a keg. As soon as she spotted Gavin, though, Anna felt guilty. She hadn’t seen him since the breakup. It wasn’t like she’d been deliberately hurtful—I just think we’re too different. She hadn’t meant to say it that way. She had assumed, abstractly, they would part ways before they left for college, but it had just come out, a blurt of feeling. She wished she’d done it differently. She noticed him notice her—he gave a short nod in her direction, she returned a quick smile—then, in a single motion, sweep his hair off his face with one hand and take a deep drink from his red cup.
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