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For Michael, Zack, and Lizzie—who always believed in me


And for Brendan—who showed me how to believe in magic
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The day after my son died, a bird walked into our house. I always start with the bird, even though I didn’t believe at first. I didn’t even see the bird that day; I was too afraid. But that tiny sparrow wouldn’t leave me alone. It knocked on my door and hopped in my house and showed up in my dreams. It wouldn’t stop until it sparked a light within me, and then, something so much more.


The day he walked into our house, my husband, Michael, and I sat at our kitchen table, my fingers brushing the scratches etched into the wood. I had bought the table seven years earlier because our old one was too small for our family of five. This was where we did homework and planned our Disney vacations and played Scattergories. But now, I stared at the untouched platters of sandwiches and salads.


It was the last week in August, a time when my three kids should have been mourning the last days of summer. This was an odd year of grades—Lizzie entering fifth, Zack seventh, and Brendan going into ninth. Plastic bags filled with school supplies were scattered across the kitchen counters, along with the piano lessons I’d prepared for my students.


We’d shopped for new sneakers, and their first-day-of-school outfits waited in their closets. Brendan didn’t really care about his—just jeans and a T-shirt—but Zack and Lizzie had spent hours trying on different combinations. They had also insisted on buying everything their teachers recommended, even the index cards and the Styrofoam balls I knew they’d never use.


“I only need a notebook and pen,” Brendan had said about his first day of high school.


I wanted to put the bags away, to put my lesson plans downstairs in my piano studio, but I stayed rooted to my chair. I couldn’t walk into Brendan’s empty room. Every few hours, my mother packed up the platters, snapping plastic lids onto the tray of sandwiches and smoothing tin foil over bowls of salad, preserving food none of us could eat.


Our dog, Snowy, whined and began scratching under the lamp table in the den. Michael’s sister Hedy called out to us. “I think Snowy has something.”


Michael rose and went into the den to check on her.


“Linda,” he yelled. “It’s a bird.” I jumped up, afraid it would fly near me. I was terrified of birds, ever since I was little and there was one trapped in our chimney for days. When we moved to the quiet suburbs of New Jersey, I wouldn’t let Michael hang a birdhouse. I was even reluctant to plant trees at first, in case they attracted birds. But Michael had no fear; he owned an exterminating company in New York City.


He ran back into the kitchen and reached for a pair of potholders. I watched him crawl under the end table in the den. He scooped out the bird and walked into the laundry room. I jerked at the scrape of the window opening. I held my breath until Michael walked back into the kitchen, his footsteps heavy and slow.


He didn’t sit down.


“It’s Brendan,” he whispered, his voice raw and broken. His hands, wrapped in the potholders, were cupped, as if he still cradled the bird. He stared down at them and smiled. “The bird. It’s Brendan.”


My knees buckled. I fumbled for the chair, my hand gripping the back of it. I still trembled with fear, but now anger burned as well. It was the wonder in his voice. No way could I look down at the empty space between Michael’s hands and feel his wonder.


“No,” I whispered.


“Yes. It’s Brendan,” he said and that spark in his voice grew stronger until it touched even the sorrow in his eyes. I stared at him, shaking, and yet part of me yearned to reach out and feel the electric air around him. Maybe, for just a moment, I could let that current of wonder flow through me. But no, I couldn’t. I tightened my grip on the chair until my fingers turned white.


He smiled down at his hands, and then pressed them against his heart. “It’s Brendan.”


“It’s Brendan!” he yelled again. “It’s Brendan.” Again and again. Michael’s three sisters and mother came running from the living room and gathered around him, alarmed by his frantic shouts of joy.


“Are you okay, honey?” his mother kept asking.


“The bird,” Michael answered. “It’s Brendan.”


She nodded and wrapped her arm around his and leaned forward, smiling at the empty space between his hands. “It’s Brendan,” she whispered.


I looked over at my father sitting at the table. His head was tilted as he frowned, shaking his head a little as he tried to understand. My mother never stopped moving. She swept away nonexistent crumbs on the table. I stood frozen behind my chair. Snowy ran into the kitchen and barked. Michael laughed and leaned down, showing Snowy his empty hands. “It’s Brendan,” he said. He wouldn’t stop saying it. “It’s Brendan.”
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Michael told everyone about the sparrow. He told the story to his uncles and my two brothers, to anyone who came into the house. His mother kept asking to hear the story again, her eyes wide with wonder. He kept his voice hushed and humbled, as if this bird were a legend thousands of years old. He told the story the same way each time. The bird never grew bigger; there wasn’t a flash of light or a crack of thunder when he realized it must be a sign from Brendan. He didn’t need to exaggerate; the story was enough for him.


It ended the same way each time, with his hands over his heart, his eyes closed as he let out a long, gentle sigh, before whispering, “It’s Brendan.”


When all in the house had sighed with him, he flung open the front door and told neighbors, strangers, even the mailman on our block. Everyone listened, of course. Who could say no to a desperate, grieving father?


I watched through the window when he flagged down a neighbor walking her dog. By now, I knew the way his body moved through each part of the story. He bent to scoop up the bird. Even from the house, I saw his face change when he looked down at the bird. My stomach tensed, but I couldn’t look away. When he finally pressed his hands to his heart, I did as well. And when he came to the end of the story, I joined in on that long sigh, my breath hissing out of me, unaware I was holding it.


This is what I remember from those early days: Michael ran toward the light. He pushed through the pain drowning him and opened the front door. He spread his arms wide and welcomed hope.


Me? I stayed locked inside, my nose pressed against the glass. I watched—I couldn’t look away—but always from a distance, holding my breath, too afraid to touch the light. Even when more birds came and then the songs, and then, oh, so much more, I shook my head no.


But Michael kept holding onto the light. He offered it to me, waiting, waiting, waiting, until it finally moved within me, until I finally believed I deserved the light shining inside me. And, once I did, it changed everything.


Everything.


I believed in the wonders all around me. I believed in magic.


I believed in my son.
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I was at a tea party on that last Tuesday in August. I stood in my mom’s kitchen, watching my daughter Lizzie place teapots on the table. It was the perfect day for a tea party, those last golden days of summer, before school started for my three children, and the piano lessons I gave in my basement studio started up again.


I’m not even sure Lizzie liked tea, but she loved planning the party and setting the table and the idea of three generations sipping tea. She was named after my sister, Elizabeth, who died when she was twelve and I was fourteen. I swore I’d never use a nickname for my daughter, only the full Elizabeth to honor my sister. But when I held her in my arms and looked down at her, she had her own spark, her own shimmer that said Lizzie. Still, she shared my sister’s giggle and the way she bubbled over with excitement and used ten words when only one was needed.


My father was getting ready to leave. Last year, he’d played the butler, wearing a suit and tie my mother picked out for him. He’d stood straight, a few inches over six feet, despite the emphysema destroying his remaining lung. Lung cancer had stolen the other one. He had an oxygen tank strapped to his back, but still, he bowed to my giggling daughter as he poured her tea, speaking in a silly British accent.


She was ten now, old enough to do it herself. Lizzie had talked about this party for weeks. She danced around the table, her dress flaring out as she straightened the china plate piled with cucumber sandwiches and shining the silver my mother had already polished. I was dressed in my usual leggings and shirt, but my mother had an outfit on. She wore white slacks and red lipstick that exactly matched the red stripes on her shirt and white shoes, since it was still nearly a week before Labor Day. She always followed the rules of fashion.


It was a moment of perfection, the kind you’d post on Instagram. Pastel teapots, lemon bars sprinkled with powdered sugar, and Lizzie skipping around, her brown curls bouncing on her shoulders. She was filled with happiness.


I have no photograph of that day, but that moment is etched deep inside me. The last second before Zack called and we rushed to the hospital. Before rumors swirled around us, and the police kept pulling us aside, asking questions we couldn’t answer. This was the Before.


A few months later, my mother returned the tea pots, forgotten in the panic of that day. She washed them, of course, even though they hadn’t held tea. She packed them carefully in the wooden crate I’d carried them in, tucking in towels around those perfect tea fairies, dressed in pastel colors.


I threw them all away, even the wooden crate and the towels protecting them.
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I rarely rushed my kids to the doctor. My mother-in-law Fran would flinch over the first sign of sickness—a runny nose, a fever—but I’d wave it away, knowing it was probably a virus. Maybe it was the small bit of knowledge I learned those years when my mother dragged me along to the doctor and hospital for my sister, until I was fourteen and we discovered the limits of modern medicine. For a few years after that, I wanted to be a doctor. You’re going to be the one that cures cancer friends scrawled in my high school yearbook. Instead, I chose music and teaching, knowing that doctors didn’t have most of the answers.


So when one of my kids showed signs of sickness, I’d wait, watchful, but not worried. I knew when it was serious, though. I took Zack in to see the doctor right away the time he had a strange rash that landed him in the hospital. I didn’t wait for an appointment the time Lizzie woke from a nap, her face flushed with fever from pneumonia. And when Brendan cried out, his crooked arm dangling by his side, I carried him to the car, nine months pregnant with Lizzie, and drove to the emergency room.


I always knew when to call for help.


Except, of course, for that last Tuesday in August.
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In those early days of loss, Michael and I built fires. Behind our shed were branches and logs from the pear tree he and Brendan had cut down that last summer. The pile was still a wild tangle of limbs and twigs.


Michael dragged a heavy branch through the grass. He chopped it into smaller pieces and tossed them into the fire pit. We sat in the wooden chairs around the fire. It was still September, but grief made us shiver. We wrapped ourselves in sweatshirts and blankets, feeling the cold no matter how hot the fire burned. Michael wore a baseball cap since he had no hair to keep him warm. Some days, the wind bit into us, but it was our countdown, our dissection of those last minutes before we raced to the hospital that chilled us. We sat around the fire and ran through that morning, staring at the flames, fueled by guilt.


It was my job to convince Michael we’d done nothing wrong. I used logic and my calm teaching voice, the same rational voice I had used to calm Zack down on the phone. I even used props; I dipped a twig into ashes and drew a timeline of that morning on the stone ledge surrounding the fire pit.


Each time, I started with Zack’s call.


Zack had left me three messages that morning, only seconds apart. There was no need to panic. He does this all the time, I thought, stabbing my stick into the stone ledge and drawing a smudged bullet point. He was almost thirteen and always left me messages. Most of them were about finding his basketball jersey or complaining that Brendan wouldn’t share his video game. They were brothers who loved to tease each other. Especially Zack. He’d make up silly phrases that infuriated Brendan like “Oh, my scouche de bouche.” Once he left me a series of messages telling me Brendan wouldn’t stop looking at him.


I drew a bullet point on my timeline. There is no need to panic.


I’d called Zack back, thinking this was a plea for them to have jalapeño chips and Mountain Dew soda at lunch. Maybe even ice cream.


“I can’t find Brendan,” he said, his voice thin and breathless.


And still, I didn’t panic.


Michael hunched over the fire now, the flames drawing shadows on his narrow face. He poked at the logs with a thick stick. “That’s when we should have called the police.”


Zack had called Michael at work. For five minutes or so on that day, we’d both known Zack couldn’t find his brother, and still we stayed calm. Sparks from the fire shot into the air; I waited until they settled before continuing with our defense.


Of course, I should have called the police. My son had called and whispered his brother was missing. Instead, I gave Zack a list of places to check. An hour before, when I’d left the house, Brendan was clacking away at his computer, lost in his virtual game world.


“He’s probably taking a break,” I said to Zack on the phone. “Check the backyard. The deck.”


My mind never leapt to horror, only logical explanations. He was out walking the dog. Maybe playing a trick on his brother, trying to scare him.


“I checked all those places,” Zack said. His footsteps echoed in the background, moving faster as he paced. I held my hand over the phone. My father was just about to leave the tea party; I sent him to check on the boys.


I still wasn’t worried. A little nervous, but mostly for the panic I heard in Zack’s voice. That’s a mark against me. I had such innocent thoughts. Maybe he’s in his closet, waiting to pounce on Zack. Playing a prank on his brother.


“Check his room again,” I said.


“I can’t,” he whispered. “His door is blocked by something. I can see fur under the crack. I think it’s a dog.”


The dog.


The dog haunted us now. Sitting by the fire, Michael and I stayed on this part a long time. Sometimes, I drew the dog as an X on the timeline. Sometimes it was a bullet point. But never a checkmark, never something good. Michael walked to the back of the shed, dragging another log over to the fire.


“That damn dog,” he said, as if it were real. If only it had been real. Michael picked up the ax lying on the grass. His legs had the lean lines of a runner, but his shoulders were thick with muscles. Rage gave him even more power. He swung the ax and hacked through the wood, little chunks flying through the air. “We should’ve called the police then.”


But for a few minutes that day, we really thought it was a dog trapped in Brendan’s room. He loved animals. He had no fear of them. He was the one who poked the dead possum and then wrapped him in a plastic bag. He hunted for the groundhog hiding under our shed. He grabbed a broom with his cousin Sean and chased a chipmunk around our house, Brendan lifting up couches with ease. Oh, how they’d laughed that day, Sean amazed at Brendan’s strength. It seemed reasonable that he’d found a stray dog and brought him into his room, maybe with a bowl of water, and then walked around the neighborhood looking for the owners. Scaring his little brother would have been an added bonus.


We never wondered that Tuesday morning why Zack didn’t start with the dog, and oh, that’s a black mark against us. I dipped my stick in ashes and scratched an X on our stone ledger. We never wondered why our own dog wasn’t barking and scratching, trying to get to this imaginary dog. We latched onto the idea of a dog, an explanation that seemed reasonable. Logical.


I’d called my neighbor Patty two doors down to check on Zack that morning. This was a point in our favor. I put a checkmark on our timeline. This is what a good parent would have done, right? Call a friend to check on her sons, even when she was still convinced a dog was in Brendan’s room.


“Do you want me to break down the door?” she’d asked. I hesitated for a half a second. This is a joke gone wrong. Tonight, we’ll all be sitting around the dinner table, laughing over the stupid joke Brendan played on his brother.


I’d said yes, but I counted that half second against me on our timeline. It’s not a bullet point, but an X, a black stain against the stone. Michael added an armful of leaves to the fire. We watched the flames lick at the leaves until they curled and disappeared into smoke. We needed more fire for this part, more ashes.


My father had arrived at my house. We still hadn’t called the police. Michael was in his office in New York City. I was in my mother’s kitchen, waiting. Frozen. That’s another X on the stone. Why did I just stand in the kitchen, waiting, staring at the perfect row of pictures on my mother’s fridge? Why didn’t I rush home? Instead, I sent my father, a man battling emphysema with a tank of oxygen strapped to his back. I don’t even think I told him to rush.


The marks on the timeline were closer together now, each X bleeding into the next one.


My mother no longer walked around the table setting up, pretending everything was fine. She stood by her phone, one hand on it, waiting for a signal from me. There was no screaming or crying; we stayed calm for Lizzie. She even smiled at her, as if everything were fine. We stayed strong.


My neighbor had called me back. Her voice was clipped. Scared. Fear swirled inside me, but still, I didn’t panic. I stayed strong. I nodded at my mother and she understood my code. She picked up the phone and called the police.


“Please, hurry,” she said. “This is a child.”


My father ran into our house. Despite the tank strapped to his shoulder, he raced up the stairs and pushed against Brendan’s blocked door. When it didn’t move, he sank to the floor and reached into the crack with his fingers, breathing hard as he gasped for air. He felt the brown fur that had frightened Zack. A minute later, paramedics burst up the stairs and through Brendan’s door, taking away our last shred of hope.


This wasn’t a prank. It wasn’t an animal lying on the floor, trapped inside.


It was Brendan.


Michael and I spent months on that morning, debating the ifs, onlys, and should haves. We collected them like the dried leaves scattered on our grass. We burned them in the fire, watched them singe, curl, and melt away. The fire eased some of our guilt, but then, those lines I scratched into stone were easy to erase. Even the shadow of the ashes washed away in the rain.


For me, the timeline of that morning was the small wound, one that burned fast and quick like the dried leaves in flame. It’s not the morning that scarred me, but the days, the months before that haunted me. Those wounds were bigger than the branches Michael dragged through the grass. The things I’d said and the things I never said outweighed the heavy logs behind the shed, the ones too wide to wrap my arms around, the ones I couldn’t even lift.


I didn’t offer my sins to the fire before me; I didn’t want absolution. I didn’t deserve it. I kept it all inside, buried deep, like the embers hidden beneath ash, waiting for that whisper of wind to stir it all into flames and consume me once again.
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My mother, Lizzie, and I rushed to the hospital. It was a twenty-minute drive, and we said almost nothing. My mother and I built a wall around our fear. I’d learned from her the power of pushing away pain and fear. There were no tears, not even a quiver in my voice when I turned to Lizzie. I smiled at her, squeezing her hand. I might have joked, trying to reassure her. I was good at it; she swung her legs back and forth, as if this ride were part of the tea party. My mother drove, her hands clutching the steering wheel, her knuckles blanched white.


“It might be diabetes,” she said at one point. “That runs in our family.”


I latched onto that idea, holding it tight. It was a logical explanation, something that could be fixed. Brendan didn’t play soccer or join in on the football games a few houses down like Zack did. He spent his afternoons at his desk, doing homework and playing video games. His eyes never leaving the screen, he’d pull open his drawer and reach for a pack of fruit gummies.


“Don’t worry, Mom. They have fruit in them. They have to be healthy,” he’d say and dump an entire pack into his mouth. Except for the yellow ones. Those he saved for his sister.


I didn’t wait for my mother to park. I ran into the emergency room. The nurse at the desk told me they hadn’t brought him in yet. My muscles melted in relief. If it were an emergency, he’d be here by now. I glanced at the others in the waiting room. I didn’t know their stories, but mine wasn’t serious.


The woman at the desk told me to take a seat. Another good sign. If it were an emergency, they’d rush me into his room. I sat on one of the hard plastic chairs lining the emergency room and built myself a fantasy. He was sitting up in the ambulance right now, making jokes, his cheeks stained red as he tried deflecting all the attention away from him.


It’s diabetes. I looked down at the floor, taking deep breaths, but my gaze kept turning to the woman next to me. She sat there, her hair tangled around her face, her legs splayed out. She kicked them back and forth while her fingers tapped the chair. Her rhythm was jerky and syncopated, and I couldn’t seem to breathe. My eyes kept blurring.


It’s that damn tapping. Why won’t she stop tapping?


I didn’t hear the nurse walk toward me until she stood over me and brushed her hand on mine. “You can come in now,” she said softly and I jumped up. My mother was still parking, but I knew she’d find me. She knew her way around hospitals. The woman next to me jumped up too.


“Hey,” she said. “How come she gets to go in before me? I was here longer. And I’m sicker than she is.”


The nurse ignored her and took my arm, guiding me away from the room. She barely touched me, but her grip felt like a vise.


The woman started shouting. “It’s not fair. I was here first. Why is she so lucky? She’s so lucky.”


I had the strangest urge to shake off the nurse’s arm and apologize. I wanted to pull away and tell this screaming woman she could go first, that of course, her problem was worse than my son’s. He’s laughing in the ambulance right now. He has diabetes. That can wait. But the nurse pulled me down the maze of hallways into a small room filled with chairs. She left and I let out the air in my lungs, still hearing the woman’s screams. This wasn’t an exam room, but a quiet place to talk about a treatment plan for diabetes. All I needed to do was sit in one of these chairs and wait for Michael. He was coming in from the city; it would be at least another hour. But we had time. Hospitals were slow, and we’d probably be here all afternoon. Eventually, they’d bring in a case worker and a dietitian, and together we’d learn how to manage his diabetes.


It’s going to be okay. I am the lucky one. I’ll stop buying gummy worms, even the ones with all fruit. I’ll make a plan and practice giving insulin shots to an orange.


I sat in the chair, letting the calm fill me. I’d never given shots before, but I could handle it. I was strong. I’d been in the emergency room many times with the kids for broken bones, stitches, even a concussion. When Zack was three, I’d brought him into the emergency room with the back of his head bleeding. Brendan had swung a baseball bat, unaware his brother had crept up behind him. They wanted to bundle a crying Zack onto a papoose board. I took one look at the straitjacket attached to the board and shook my head.


“I’ll keep him calm,” I said to the nurse.


She shook her head. “He’s going to jerk his head. He needs three staples so we’ll have to restrain him.”


But I knew I was enough to soothe him. I placed Zack on my lap, took a deep breath and wrapped my arms around him. I breathed into his neck, slow and deep, letting my calm settle over him. When his breathing slowed, I nodded and the doctor came closer and quickly squeezed the stapler into the back of his head. One. Two. Three.


Zack whimpered with each staple. I grimaced, but we never moved. I stayed strong and helped my son. That’s exactly what I’d do with Brendan’s needles. We’d figure it out together.


I closed my eyes for a moment, leaning into the chair, blocking out the sounds around me. But the screech of an ambulance shattered my peace. I opened the door. I stepped into the hallway. The paramedics rushed in, wheeling a stretcher. I couldn’t see their patient, only his bare feet, but I knew it was Brendan.


He wasn’t sitting up or laughing or playing a game on his phone. He was lying down, and oh, my God, someone was on top, kneeling on Brendan, pumping her hands against his heart. They didn’t bring him into the quiet room; they pushed into an exam room filled with doctors and nurses and beeping machines. I trailed after them, walking in a trance, half expecting the nurse to grab my arm and guide me away. My eyes never left my son. The top of his head was visible now.


He’s not moving.


Doctors and nurses ran around him, yelling things I didn’t understand. I wanted Brendan to move, even a twitch of his foot. Anything. Someone grasped my elbow and I looked down at a small man, dressed all in black. Around his neck was a white collar.


A priest. I shook my head. Why is there a priest in this room with me?


He squeezed my elbow and nodded at me, but, still I didn’t understand. I wanted to go back to the quiet room or even back to the waiting room next to the tapping woman who screamed I was lucky.


Why is he standing so close to me? Why is he holding onto me? Tremors raced through my arms and legs. This wasn’t the touch of a priest welcoming you to service. This was one of comfort. Support.


Oh, my God.


I stared down at him, suddenly realizing he’d been in the quiet room with me.


They brought me into a private room with a priest. I didn’t notice because I was too busy building my fantasy. I was too busy proving I was strong and could handle this crisis. I’d never even noticed the priest sitting next to me. Still, I stayed strong. I stood tall, not saying a single word.


He reached out and held my elbow, trying to prop me up as if I were going to fall. I tried shifting away, but my feet were trapped in quicksand. The hospital room was big and bright but felt small and dark. Too many people hovered over my son. They never glanced my way, never offered answers to the questions I couldn’t push through my lips. They were too busy trying to get my son to breathe. I started counting how many were in the room, but I couldn’t focus, especially with the priest standing at my side.


I inched my arm away from him, but his hand stayed, cupping the air between us. He was much shorter than me, and yet strong enough to keep me frozen there, even when he wasn’t touching me. He mumbled something and at first I thought he was praying, but, gradually his words pierced my fog.


“Is this your son?”


“How old is he?”


His voice was low, as if we were whispering in the confessional and he was waiting to hear my secrets.


“What’s his name?”


“Is your husband coming soon?”


He kept asking me these questions and, finally, frustrated with his distractions, I spat out one word answers. I just wanted him to shut up.


“Fifteen.”


“Brendan.”


“Soon.”


I could barely see Brendan through the wall of nurses surrounding him. Next to his gurney was a digital clock, with red numbers ticking minutes and seconds. I focused on those numbers, time ticking by, absurdly grateful for each second.


A nurse ran to one of the carts, and now I could see more of Brendan. There was a sheet draped over him, twisted high, revealing his bare legs. I jerked my gaze back at the clock, almost embarrassed at his legs. They were sturdy and strong, peppered with dark hair. They weren’t the baby legs I’d kissed and tickled after his bath. They weren’t the skinny legs of a ten-year-old hiking the mountains of Vermont or even the legs of a thirteen-year-old biking the trail. These were the legs of a man.


When did that happen?


I shivered at the goosebumps on my arms. The priest kept asking me questions. He wouldn’t shut up. I had my own questions. What happened? Why isn’t he breathing? Is he going to be okay?


At that moment, though, I could only focus on a simple fact: Brendan wasn’t wearing socks. Brendan loved socks, even as a baby, even in the summer, even at the beach. He lost a toenail when he was four and socks became this protective layer he insisted on. Just the week before, he’d slipped on a pair of thick, woolen socks Michael had bought him for their weekend camping in the snow. I laughed. “It’s August. Way too hot for those.”


He shrugged, a dismissive one he’d perfected long before he became a teenager. “They’re comfy. And you know I hate cold toes.”


His feet were bare now, with a hint of blue shading his toes. They must be cold. I looked over my shoulder at the cabinets lining the wall. I tried moving to search for extra sheets or socks. This was something I could do to help my son. I had to get socks, but the priest moved closer, squeezing my elbow and blocking my way. I couldn’t escape from him and those damn questions he kept asking.


“Please,” I whispered and for a moment, he stopped mumbling to listen, but I wasn’t talking to him. “Please.”


No one stopped or turned around. I didn’t even know who I was begging. The doctors. Brendan. Maybe even God. No one listened, but the priest moved even closer.


He dragged a chair behind me. “Why don’t you sit?”


I shook my head. He didn’t care. He slid the chair until it touched the back of my knees. I sat down, hoping he’d go away, but he only moved behind me, his hands resting on the chair.


I could hear him breathe. He was too close. I jumped up and kicked the chair away. And he only moved closer.


“You’re so strong,” he murmured. His hand latched onto my elbow. I clenched my fists, fighting the urge to whirl around and hit him. Part of me hated that I was so strong. I was the mother. I was supposed to be screaming and crying, falling to the ground. Or rushing the doctor, tugging on his arm, begging him to save my son.


But I was strong. I stood there tall, my face composed, shaking only on the inside. I watched the numbers on the clock. I didn’t ask a single question.


“You’re so strong,” the priest murmured again.


God, how I hated him.
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I grew up believing. My body absorbed the rituals of a Catholic mass before I even understood them. I knew when to kneel, when to stand, when to dip into the font of holy water and cross myself, shivering when drops of holiness trickled down my neck. I never rubbed away the drops. I loved the idea of the sacred melting into my skin.


We lived a block away from our church. Every Sunday, my mother laid out our church clothes, even for my father. She loved to dress up and was disappointed when hats and gloves went out of style. My two older brothers, Jimmy and Allan, wore slacks and a collared shirt, with wide stripes that were fashionable in the seventies. My mother liked to sew and made matching dresses for me and my sister, Elizabeth, with pearled buttons and touches of lace. I was ten and had a fur muff, with white rosary beads slipped inside.


We walked to church, our own parade of six. We arrived early so we could slip into the pew my mother claimed as ours. My brothers and I fought not to be the first one in; no one wanted to sit on the end and shake hands with a stranger. Most of the time, I was bored and watched the old ladies, the ones who sat in the middle of the church, their heads draped with black lace, rosary beads dripping from their fingers. Their lips moved in unending prayer. When they’d fingered each bead, they circled around and started all over again.


The organist played the opening chords and I snapped to attention. This was my reward. I loved to sing, especially on my swing set in the backyard. I pumped my legs, moving higher until the swing set started to rock out of the cement holding it to the ground. I sang, feeling the wind move around me, adding its own harmony. My father loved to sing too. Each time we stood to sing in church, he pushed back his shoulders and expanded his ribs. His voice rang out, a loud baritone that made little kids giggle and babies turn around, their eyes wide. He smiled, as if he, too, were on that swing, feeling the wind all around him. I tried to match him with my thin soprano.


Each time we got to my favorite part of the hymn—the Amen—I opened my mouth wide and let the Ahhh flow out of me in one long breath. The organist held the chord, drawing out the first part of the Amen. The music swelled inside me, building suspense. I leaned forward, moving onto my toes, my stomach wrapped in knots, waiting for the second half of the Amen.


It felt like riding the wooden roller coaster at Coney Island, each clickety-clack drawing me closer to the mountaintop of God, inch by inch, before teetering on the top just for a second. The organ filled the church and that space inside me. I stood on my tippy toes, holding onto that Ahhh as long as I could. Finally, the organist moved into the final chord and the second half of the Amen burst out of me, carrying me down the mountain in one long swoosh. The chord trailed off, and I ended on a long, soft sigh, safe once again.
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The priest in the hospital kept trying to get me to sit down. I mostly stared at the clock next to the hospital bed that day, but I couldn’t keep track of the numbers. I didn’t want to see the backs of the nurses and doctors hunched over Brendan or his bare legs and cold feet. I needed to see his face, so loved, so familiar.


So much of me was in his face. He had my blue eyes and my brown hair. His hair sprouted in all different directions and, on the back of his head was a cowlick, which I used to play with when he was a baby. I tried taming the swirl as he grew older, slicking it down with gel, but, within minutes, it would spring back up, laughing at me. Whenever he unleashed another sarcastic comment, his mouth twisted into a smirk. Also all me.


From Michael he got his insatiable appetite and his long, lean muscles. And his absurd sense of humor. They shared a giant repertoire of private jokes that mostly involved nuts and meat. He was the best of both of us and yet, there was so much that was just him, that made him our son, our Brendan. I needed to see that.


I moved forward. The priest let me go, no longer worried I’d fling myself onto Brendan. I stepped to the right.


I need to see his face. Then everything will be all right. I shifted a little more. There. Brendan’s face.


My breathing slowed. I held onto this image of my son instead of the doctors and the paddles they kept putting on his chest. I ignored the beeps and the shouted commands and the way his body jerked into the air. I stared at my son. His glasses were gone.


He never let me see him without his glasses, not since fifth grade.


Once when he was thirteen, I snuck into his room when he was sleeping, just to see his face without his glasses. He must have heard me because he was sitting up with his glasses on in the dark.


“Did you need something, Mother?” he teased with a smile.


It became our game. Sometimes, I waited outside the bathroom while he finished showering. He’d open the door, wrapped in a towel, his glasses all steamed up. He couldn’t see through the fog, but he’d nod at me and walk toward his room, his hand brushing against the wall to guide him.


I moved farther from the priest. I needed to be closer to Brendan. He looked as if he were sleeping. For a second, I thought he was smiling, maybe even dreaming. But my eyes were too blurred with tears. I rubbed them away. My fingers itched to run through his hair, something he’d never let me do when he was awake.


I moved an inch forward. My hands shook with the need to touch him. I put my hands behind my back. My fingers grabbed onto each other, and I dug my nails into the backs of my hand, carving out tiny wounds.


I moved a step closer.


And that’s when I saw the ring of bruises around his neck.
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The first thing people noticed about Brendan were his eyes. They were the color of the sky, an endless blue that drew you in, with a thick frame of eyelashes he inherited from his father. When he was a baby, strangers would lean into his stroller, captivated by his eyes. If they lingered for a moment, the next thing they noticed was his stare. He loved to stare. I used to wedge him between pillows and prop a black-and-white cloth book in front of him, convinced I was raising a reader. For hours, he sat with me, barely moving, staring at books until he fell asleep.


Even once he was crawling and walking and had a playpen filled with toys, he loved to stare. He’d line up his elephant and tiger and hippo in a row on the coffee table and then sit back and stare at them, his hand tugging on the cowlick at the back of his head. Sometimes, he’d hold one in his hand, rotating it slowly, examining it from each angle. But most of the time, he just looked at them. I bought him a jungle mat with palm trees and a watering hole, but he never bothered playing with it. Staring at his animals was enough.


When he was two, a woman stood behind me on a supermarket line. The cashier was new, fumbling as she hunted for the prices of peppers and lettuce. I held Brendan in my arms as he watched her punch in the numbers. The woman behind us reached out and tickled him on the foot.


When he turned to look at her, she cooed and began her mission to make him laugh. She flashed her rings and played peek-a-boo. She scrunched up her lips and blew raspberries in his face and paused, waiting for his giggle.


Brendan didn’t look away or duck his face into the crook of my shoulder. He stared at her, an unblinking laser that never wavered. Finally, the woman dropped her hands. “What’s wrong with him?” she asked.


“Nothing,” I said. “He’s just shy. And quiet.”


She shook her head and backed away, turning toward her cart.


My cheeks burned. For a moment, I wished Brendan were the kind of baby who smiled at others. I wished others could hear his belly laugh—a contagious laugh he’d inherited from his Papa Ben, the kind that took over his body and made him roll on the floor.


I’d felt the weight of his stare many times, the one that drilled deep inside you. Sometimes, he’d tilt his head for a long moment and then nod, as if saying, Yes, I finally understand you. A tiny bob of his head that made you believe he somehow had discovered all your secrets.


He learned not to stare at strangers as he grew older, but he still drifted into his own world. In my favorite picture of Brendan, he’s leaning on an ottoman, his eyes dreamy and soft, watching something only he could see.


Lizzie took that picture sometime during his last summer. Zack was usually outside playing baseball or basketball with his friends, but Lizzie loved spending time with Brendan in his room. When my afternoon piano lessons started, she’d run into his room. He’d sit at his desk, doing homework or playing a video game, while she jumped on his bed and spun around in the extra desk chair until she was dizzy. Then she’d grab his phone and take pictures of the two of them.


When the police finally returned his phone, I’d scrolled through it, searching for answers. There were pictures and videos of the two of them, mostly distorted through an app that made them look like they were inside a funhouse mirror.


I found no answers, but I did find that picture of him, lost in his hidden world. Daydreaming, his teachers called it. He spent most of his time in class staring out the window, but since his grades were good, no one seemed to mind.


I’d asked him about that hidden world, maybe a year before he died. I watched him stare out the window for a long time, his body swaying, his mouth curved in a mysterious smile. He seemed so happy, staring at secrets only he could see. I wanted to know what he saw. Was he hypnotized by the trees moving in the wind? Or remembering the pranks he played when he had sleepovers with his cousins Sean and AJ? Perhaps, he was simply wondering what was for dinner that night.


“What do you see?” I finally asked.


He jerked out of his dream world and smiled at me. He shook his head and walked away without saying a word.
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