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Prologue



THE SPRING MY brother, Roy, turned twelve we discovered an abandoned house in the gully by the old railroad tracks. Roy saw it first.

“Look at that.” He pointed and his skinny arm trembled.

The funny thing about this house was that its entire front half had been ripped away, as if a large claw had reached out of the sky and torn it clean off. The remaining rooms of the house were still furnished. Wallpaper, water-stained and peeling, hung on the decaying walls. Snow clung to the seat cushions. Rusted pots and pans languished in the kitchen cupboards. It was as if the house’s owners had stepped out for a moment and while they were gone someone had torn their home in half.

“What happened to it?” I asked.

Roy lay down under a crabapple tree, placed his chin on his hand, and stared at the house. I lay down next to him. “I don’t know,” he said. He scratched the back of his head, took a deep breath, and suggested we take a closer look.

“Are you crazy?” I asked.

“No,” he said. He got to his feet.

“What if it’s dangerous? What if it’s haunted?”

“Come on, Al.” He walked toward the house.

Over the next few months, Roy was drawn back to the abandoned house again and again. Each time he crossed its threshold, stepping over the splintered floorboards, he removed his baseball cap as if he were entering a church. All spring we lay in the field outside the ruined house. The ground warmed under us, the snow melted into runnels.

One day he asked me, “What do you think happened to them?”

“Who?”

“The people who used to live there.”

I glanced at him. He was squinting up into the trees. “Maybe they found a better house,” I said.

“No.” He rolled away from me. “That’s not it.”

“Then what do you think happened?”

“I think they just left one day. They got in their car and drove away and never came back.”

“Where’d they go?”

He turned toward me, pulled up a sliver of new grass, and said, “Maybe they’re still on the road.”









Part I

The Storm
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ISTARTED SKATING at nearly the same time I took my first steps. Mother taught me how on the outdoor rink at the local park. Every weekend she took me there and we skated in circles the wobbly gait of the swamp-skater, pushing off with the serrated tip. The spring after I turned fifteen, the ice melted as it did every April, and still I showed up, like clockwork, my skates slung over my shoulder. I watched the ice dissolve back into Allen’s Creek. Mother drove down and met me, popped open the passenger-side door of the family camper-van, and said, “Hop in. I’ve got a surprise for you.” That day I skated on an indoor rink for the first time. There was something in the long mile of that white room, in the coolness of the air and the smell of the ice—like the inside of a tin cup—and all the while outside I knew the sun was tapping on the roof, warming the tiles, begging to be let in. I was hooked. I joined the rink’s figure skating academy.

The girls at the Rochester Skating Academy in 1984 were a hardy bunch—great jumpers, who raced around the rink backwards at high speeds. I was the one in the corner by the sidewall pushing my wire-rim glasses up my nose, my stockings bunched at the knees. I did not jump. My spins were slow and careful. But I did have one thing going for me. I was good at Patch.

Patch was named for the sectioning of the ice into six-by-eight-foot strips or patches. The first thing to do when you get to your assigned patch is carve two adjacent circles, using an instrument called a scribe (which looks like an overgrown compass). On that huge number eight you try to skate the perfect figure. It’s harder than it looks—keeping the cut line of the blade arced, the skate moving at a good clip, never straying from the two circles. It was my favorite part of the day: the collective silence of concentration, drilling over and over a single blade turn, the subtle weight shifts, from front to back, right to left. This measured intricacy, the repetitive devotion it required—it was the closest you could get to praying on ice.

In late July, three months after I started my indoor skating career, I had an accident during morning Patch Hour. While practicing the 180-degree turn in the center of the eight, I slipped and fell. Sixteen pairs of eyes looked up from their patches and stared at me. I tried to stand up. My leg warmers slid down over my heels. I moved to adjust them, and then I saw it. In the center of the eight, at the fulcrum of the north and south circles, lay a spot of blood. A darkening stain ran across the crotch of my skating dress. I crossed my legs.

Moments later, in the bathroom at the Rochester Skating Rink, dark flowers of blood spread across the toilet water. I called Mother from a pay phone in the hall.

“It’s your first,” she whispered into the phone. She was at the architecture firm where she worked as a secretary.

“I’ve got blood all over me!”

“All right. I’ll meet you in the bathroom, the one by the soda machine.”

“Bring a bucket.”

“Oh stop,” she said. “It’s not that bad.”

I waited for Mother in the stall farthest from the door. When she entered, her low heels clip-clopped across the floor. She went straight for the last stall and opened the door. My skates were still on, the laces loosened. I had crammed half a roll of toilet paper between my legs. She slouched, one hand on her hip. “Alroy,” she whispered as she shook her head. It’s not my name. It’s ours, my brother’s and mine. A pet name she made up, combining Roy’s name and mine into a single shorthand. “That bad, Alroy?” she asked.

I nodded and gazed up at her.

My mother stood in her homemade wraparound skirt with the blue flowers. She had tucked a white summer blouse into its ribboned waist. She wore her hair short, in a Dorothy Hamill cut, and in the humidity it curled out around her ears like wings. She slid her purse off her shoulder, pulled out a pack of extrathick sanitary pads, a bottle of pills, and a collapsible camping cup. She crossed over to the sink, filled the cup with water, and thrust both her hands under my nose. One held the cup, the other two pink pills.

“Take these.”

I swallowed the pills. She ran her hand over my forehead. I pushed her away. She handed me a pad and backed up. Through the metal door I heard her sigh. She tapped her foot. I leaned back. The flusher jabbed me in the kidneys. I peeled the white adhesive strip off the back of the pad and slid my skating dress down.

Mother drove me home. After she set me up in bed with a bottle of Midol and a copy of the Psalms, she made no proud speech about my initiation into womanhood, offered no advice on the prevention of menstrual cramps or the application of sanitary pads. She cleared her throat, ran her fingers through her hair, and said, “I’ll tell Daddy. You tell Roy.”

And with that she left me and returned to work.

When Roy showed up outside my bedroom door later that afternoon, he was holding a portable radio. He had just come from his morning job as a groundskeeper at a local country club and was already dressed for his second summer job as a cashier at Tops Supermarket. The stiff red uniform vest, boxy and oversized, hung on his narrow frame. Wrapping a leg around the door, he leaned into the room. “Hey, little sister, who’s your superman? Hey, little sister, who’s the one you want?” he crooned along with Billy Idol. Then he pulled back, hit his head against the doorframe, and tumbled to the ground, moaning in mock pain.

“Roy-dee,” I hollered, from under the covers.

“Little Sister,” he hollered back, pulling himself up.

Billy Idol was not his music of choice. He was more a fan of the Police and the Who, but he knew this song drove me crazy. Whenever the local station played it, he rushed toward me, his arms out, singing at the top of his lungs.

I yelled over the sound of the radio. “I’m sick!”

“What?” he yelled back.

I pointed at the radio. He turned it down.

“I’m sick.”

He walked into the room. “How do I look?” Under the uniform vest he wore an orange Hawaiian shirt and maroon running pants.

“Terrible. Everything clashes.”

“Good!” His head bobbed up and down. “It’s your turn to do the dishes.”

“Will you do them?”

He glanced over at me. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing.”

His hands thrummed out a beat against the door. “I thought you said you were sick.”

I could feel the blood rushing to my head. My face grew hot. “I have my period.”

“Your what?”

“My period!”

The thrumming stopped. I could hear him breathing; his lungs were congested. “Oh,” he said.

He became engrossed in the pattern of his Hawaiian shirt. His hair was long; he had let it grow now that he was not in school. It ran over his ears and scrolled out around the base of his skull. The sun was shining in the window over the porch, and the evergreens’ bright needles shimmered in the windless afternoon. He stepped into the room, picked up my skates, and started swinging them by the laces.

“Don’t touch those,” I said. I reached across the bed, grabbed them from him, and shoved them under the blankets.

He cleared his throat. “It’s supposed to rain tonight,” he said.

“What do you want, Alroy?”

“It’s your turn to do the dishes.”

“You do them.”

“No, you.”

“No, you.”

“No, you.”

“Loser,” I said.

“Dweeb.”

“Mutant.”

“Moron!” And then he lost it. He broke into a grin. Paper white teeth, three dimples—one on either side and a little dent in his chin.

“Alroy,” I said.

He disappeared behind the door again. He coughed once. The breath rattled in and out of him. He had just recovered from a nasty bout of bronchitis. One hand on the door, the other on the doorframe, he leaned back into the room and smiled. From my position on the bed I saw only half of him. A slice of brown hair, tan skin, and the hideous orange and red.

Outside a mourning dove cooed. The sun beat down on us through the back window, no trace of the coming storm. It was four in the afternoon. I looked away. I felt a slip in the air, a nearly imperceptible change in temperature. I turned to catch him, but he had already left.

I fell asleep, my hands wrapped around my skates. I slept straight through without eating supper, without going to my evening job at the Sisters of Mercy Convent. And as I slept a storm gathered over Lake Ontario, ten miles to the north. At one o’clock the sky broke open. Rain pelted the ground, rivered into the gullies along Penfield Road. It rained all night, and it was raining the next morning when Roy left for work. Friday, July 27, 1984. Father stopped him at the front door.

“What are you going to do,” Father asked, “in the rain?”

Roy tossed the keys to the van from his right hand to his left and hitched up his shorts. “We’ll wash the golf carts,” he said.

At 5:51 A.M. Father opened the front door for him. Roy ducked into the driving storm. He was gone. It was not for another two hours, when it was too late, that I would walk into the kitchen and see. He had done the dishes after all.
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WHEN THE OFFICERS came by the house at seven that morning, the only sound was the rain on the roof, the water rushing out of the gutters. They stepped in out of the storm, stood in the front hall, their hats in their hands, the soft gray of their coats blending into the gray outside. There were two of them. The one on the left held out a badge, nestled in a brown leather case. But this—the official nature of the visit—wasn’t what worried me. It was the tilt of their heads, the shuffle of their feet. You could almost smell the pity. Mother held a hand to her throat and trembled. She begged them not to say it.

Mrs. Smith, there’s been an accident.

I ran when the officers told us—slammed out the front door, tore down the street. The rain soaked through my slippers. One of the officers came after me. He caught up with me in front of the Wilsons’ house, grabbed my shoulder, and pulled me to him. His mustache bristled in the damp air. His large hands lay heavy on my thin arms. “They need you,” he said.

“Who?”

“Your parents. They need you now. To be strong.”

After the officers left, our neighbor Mr. Henderson drove us in his acid green Dodge Dart over to the factory where Father worked. When we drove up to the plant, Father was standing on the curb waving his arm as if he were hailing a taxi. His tie was tucked in between two buttons on his shirtfront to keep it from dangling in the factory’s machinery. I moved to the front seat so that they could sit together in the back. The rain slowed.

“Where is he?” Father asked as he climbed in and sat down.

When Mother told him, Father tried to stand up in the back of the car. Mr. Henderson fiddled with his left turn signal and pulled back into the traffic. The rain poured down outside, and the old Dart’s defroster sputtered and coughed against the fogged windshield. Just as we got back to the house, the storm subsided. Sunlight washed over the leaves on the sugar maple in our front yard, and the tree glowed. I had never seen it light up like that—as green as a traffic light. That’s when we found them, the neighbors, scattered across the lawn.

They did not come with casseroles and frozen pies. They just got in their cars and drove to us, or opened their front doors, forgetting to close them, walked into our yard, and stood there. On the lawn, the doorstep, they all held some part of themselves: an arm pressed to a chest, a hand up across a forehead. Mrs. Henderson wore only one earring. Mrs. Wilson clutched a telephone to her chest, the wall cord trailing behind her as she ran across the street. By mid-morning there were twenty-five of them draped across the living room and the dining nook, sniffling into their hands, passing boxes of Kleenex.

The phone was already ringing. There were still more people to tell. Mother picked up her blue address book. She opened to the A s and reached for the phone. Halfway there she froze. “I can’t do this,” she said. “I can’t tell people.”

I took the book. I told her that I’d do it. There was a phone in the basement, away from the crowd. Sitting on the floor in the half-dark, the address book balanced on my knee, the door to the toy cupboard at my back, I placed the black rotary-style phone on the floor next to me and I started dialing.

Almost everyone had already heard. Some knew more than I did. The boys who worked at the golf course knew. Some had gone home. Some had called their parents from the pro shop. Mrs. Whitman screamed the moment she heard my voice. “One of the boys told me, but I could not believe it,” she said. “When I heard your voice I knew it was true.”

Some people wanted details: what road, at what angle, when, how much damage. I could not answer their questions. I did not know what happened.

I called the girl up the street. Roy was to have had a date with her that night. A shy, studious boy, he had gone on very few dates. This would have been his third. She listened to me tell her that there had been an accident, that Roy was gone, and then she said, “Thank you for calling.” She hung up.

Upstairs, Mother’s tennis friends arrived. Fresh off the wet court, Mrs. Volkmouth led the pack of them. I sat on the stairs and watched as they congregated in the front hall—lost, stricken, useless—their freshly laundered tennis whites fluttering. Whenever anyone opened the front door, a breeze rattled the silver-plate crucifix and the pleated skirts flew up. Our foyer became a sea of floating white poplin.

The clergy descended—Father Haskins with the Sisters of Saint Joseph in tow. They organized things a bit, got a prayer circle going in the living room, and pulled Mother in. It wasn’t so bad. It gave her something to do. They wanted Father to join as well, but he just wandered from room to room clutching a dustrag in his hand.

I would have sat on the third step of the stairs by the front hall for the duration of that long, dark day if it weren’t for Mrs. Volkmouth. At some point she patted Mrs. McGill on the shoulder, stepped away from the tennis whites, walked into the living room, and planted herself on a brocade-covered footstool. Her Spalding tennis racket clasped in her right hand, she pressed the back of her left against her damp cheek. She needed something, I could tell. She caught sight of me and waved me over.

“Coffee.” Her voice was an octave lower than usual. “I must have coffee.” I poured her a cup of Father’s leftover morning brew. She took one sip, pursed her lips, and again she touched the back of her hand to her cheek. “It’s stale.” Her voice quavered when she spoke. She leaned forward, the mug cradled in her upturned palm, and said, “We need a fresh pot.”

I found the directions under Mr. Coffee’s lid and the filters in the low cupboard next to the canned goods. I made my first pot of coffee. The adults guzzled it down and came back asking for more. Once I started, I could not stop. I set up camp in the kitchen and served coffee all that morning and well into the afternoon. The house overflowed with strangers. I listened to Mother call out my brother’s name, and Father weep in the hall. I loved Mr. Coffee’s domed middle, his beige and fake chrome façade, the odd-sized serving pot, the beginning hiss as the first drops hit the hot glass.

As each new wave of mourners burst in the front door—wild-eyed, dropping their purses and umbrellas—they called Mother’s name. They pushed through the tennis ladies and the Sisters of Saint Joseph, found Mother at the center of the prayer circle. They gasped, they cried. That got everybody else in the circle crying. I followed behind the newcomers, picking up umbrellas and purses. I waited as they wept on Mother’s shoulder. When they finished, I asked if they took cream or sugar.

Morning passed into afternoon. I handed around more mugs of coffee. Father’s life insurance company called. Mother chose an undertaker. Then at three in the afternoon, Father started to climb the stairs, got halfway up, and froze. He looked down at his legs, scratched the back of his head, lowered himself onto a middle step, and remained there for the rest of the afternoon.

As I tapped the old grounds into the garbage under the sink and pulled out the box of filters, Mrs. Henderson joined me. Her youngest child, Mary Elizabeth, was my best friend.

“He’s gone,” she said. She touched my arm. “You know that, don’t you?”

I pointed at her mug of coffee. “Do you want cream in that?”

Mrs. Henderson grabbed my finger. “Alison,” she said. Then she paused and shifted her weight to her other hip. “A little cream would be nice.” She smiled.

Later, Mrs. Henderson made us dinner. She brought a plate of steak and mashed potatoes to Father where he sat perched on the middle stair, but he would not touch it. She said he wouldn’t even look up at her. After chasing the food around my plate for a half hour, I pushed back my chair, walked outside, picked up my bike, and went for a ride.

Following the wobbly circle of light from the lamp attached to my handlebars, I rode up and down the streets of our neighborhood. The Wilsons were home. It was Friday night—movie night. I was supposed to baby-sit for them. They had not found another sitter, and I watched them through the bay window. Mrs. Wilson bent over the table. The two brothers grabbed for the same roll on a dinner plate. I could see their mouths moving as they talked over each other.

When I got to the top of the street, I looked back at our small, white house with the Medina stone base. Reclaimed from the gully whose mouth opened out at the end of the road, our neighborhood had a damp, wild feel to it. The old houses, built right after World War II, had all but returned to the forest. Skunkweed and wild columbine grew along every back fence. Gullies and gorges opened up across the landscape. At the lazy end of every street there lurked a Dead End sign. If you ventured past the sign you would soon plunge into a swampy forest.

As I gazed out over the landscape, the neighborhood shrank; the enormous hill melted into a bump, the curving streets faded into narrow paths. I closed my eyes, released the brake, and kicked off. The wind cooled my face as the bike and I dropped down. I coasted all the way to the end of the street and came to an easy stop at the mouth of the gully. The dirt was mottled and pockmarked from the rain. A light fog crawled out of the blackness and made its way slowly up the street. I pushed my bike back onto the road and pedaled furiously toward home.

When I got there Roy’s best friend, Tim, was standing on the front stoop.

“Where you been?” he said.

I shrugged, dropped my bike on the lawn, and joined him on the steps. A slight boy, just a few inches taller than me, he had thick, straight hair that fell across his forehead in one great auburn thatch. Roy had met him in tenth grade, and they had been close since. They shared the same quiet, mischievous nature. Together they had spent the last month sneaking into the local university library at night and looking up information on black holes.

Tim moved to hug me, then changed his mind and let his hands hover in the air before sliding them into the pockets of his jeans. He swallowed several times, and I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down under the pale skin of his throat.

As soon as we were inside, we climbed the stairs up to Roy’s room. We passed Father on the way.

“Hello, Mr. Smith,” Tim said as we stepped around him.

Father did not reply.

We sat on Roy’s bed. The red-and-black-plaid bedspread curtained down around our ankles. The room smelled like him.

“I went to the junkyard,” Tim told me. “I had to see the van. I had to see it before I could believe that it was real.”

“Did you?” I asked.

“Yes.” He pulled at a loose string on the pillowcase. “I mean I saw the van.”

He described it to me. How he could find it only with the cautious help of the attendant. It wasn’t even a car anymore, it was so mangled. The van had been customized for camping. We called it the camper-van, and every summer Mother and Father took us on long road trips in it. Inside, behind the driving compartment, lay cupboards, a Coleman stove, and a platform that held a mattress. None of this was visible when Tim saw the van. The attendant kept checking his watch and shifting from one leg to the other. So Tim went away.

“It didn’t help. I still can’t believe it,” he said.

Tim left. The neighbors said good night. Once they were all gone, I realized I was alone in the house with my parents. I went back up to Roy’s room. Mother showed up outside his door. I was reading Einstein’s Relativity. I found it on Roy’s desk, lying open at chapter eight: “The Idea of Time in Physics.”

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I looked up at my mother. Her short brown hair curled around her tan face, her brow furrowed. There was a shine in her hazel eyes. She held a pile of laundry. It was Roy’s.

“Come downstairs.” She hovered in the doorway, her hand on the doorknob.

I looked down at the book. The words blurred. “I’m reading,” I said.

“What?”

“A book. One of Roy’s.”

“Come downstairs.”

I turned the page.

“Your father wants you.”

“He’s off the stairs?”

“Yes,” she said, and she smoothed the front of a dark green T-shirt with the cross-country invitational logo on it.

I turned the pages for a while longer. After pacing the hall and visiting the bathroom and washing my hands several times, I took the stairs on tiptoe and found my parents at the dining room table, huddled in a circle of light from the one low table lamp. Father held his mother’s rosary tightly in his left hand. Mother cradled Roy’s laundry in her lap. They put their arms out to me.

“Baby,” my father said. I walked into his embrace. “You’re all I have left,” he said. His face was wet with tears. I waited till he finished, then I went into the kitchen and poured myself a bowl of Cheerios.

That night I did not sleep. None of us did. I sat in Father’s enormous green easy chair in the living room and watched the night pass. Just after sunrise I heard the bedsprings squeak in my parents’ room, and Father’s feet pressed gingerly against the old floorboards. He came downstairs, opened the front door, and picked up the morning paper. In my hidden spot in the wing chair, he could not see me. I watched him scan the front page until his eyes caught something of interest. He grasped the paper tighter. He was not wearing his reading glasses, so he had to hold the paper at arm’s length. As he read, his hands began to shake. The shaking got so bad he could no longer hold the paper. It dropped to the floor. He tried to speak, but he could not. He tried to walk and he fell to his knees. He began to crawl. His arms and legs tangled in the hall rug. He called Roy’s name several times, and then his voice dissolved into a long wail. He clawed at his T-shirt.

I heard Mother’s footsteps as she ran down the stairs. She stopped three steps from the bottom and stared at Father. She whispered his name, examined the damage: the scratched arms, the torn shirt. She knelt down and placed a hand on his shoulder, a hand on his wet face. “Get up,” she said.

He climbed into her arms. She waited while he cried. When he quieted down, she helped him up. He blinked. He touched his breast pocket as if he were checking for his wallet. They disappeared up the worn carpet of the staircase.

For a moment the world was silent. Then Mr. Wilson appeared, running across the grass in his stocking feet, his shadow flung out in front of him, painted long by the early sun. He arrived at the front steps heaving for breath, another newspaper in his hands.

“Too late,” he said, and he gathered our paper, folding its fragile leaves of print. His socks were soaked with morning dew. “Where’s your father?”

I pointed at the ceiling.

Mr. Wilson held the paper out in front of me. “Did you read this?”

I shook my head.

“Good.” He folded it under his arm, tucking the front page out of sight. With his free hand he patted my shoulder.

I asked him, “Do you want some coffee?”

Shortly after that, the neighbors began to arrive. I gave over the coffee-making business to Mrs. Curtis, a nervous, pinched woman in a blue jumper. She brewed the coffee too weak, but I didn’t much care.

The sun was high in the sky when Father came back downstairs. The house had filled with people again. This time the visitors brought food—dozens of casseroles, a few turkey pot pies, a fresh salad with peas and mayonnaise that one of them called “a green pig salad.” The nuns returned. They led us in prayers. Sister Judith cornered me and recited the letters of St. Paul. Mother sat on the couch surrounded by her women friends. They read the Psalms together. She had a gentle reading voice. It wavered only slightly. She kept asking the priests, the nuns, even me when she called me over, “This is God’s will, isn’t it?”

Father wandered from room to room, straightening the pictures, clutching a level in his damp hand. His face was calm, almost blank. I stuck close to him. When he sat in the living room with a guest, I roamed the peopled rooms of our house, walking from bedroom, to porch, to kitchen.

Mr. Wilson caught up with me on the back porch. “About the newspaper,” he said.

I stared up at him.

“There’s an article in there about Roy, about the accident and—” He stopped and looked out through the rusted screens at the hazy view of the backyard. “Your parents don’t want you to read it. They asked that you just pray, just look for the answer in prayer. You understand?”

 

We weren’t good at much. Mother’s father was a farmer who lost three farms and died penniless. Father’s father, a telephone line repairman, died at thirty-six—complications from an ear infection. Nobody had made it to college. (Roy was going to be the first to do that. He had won a scholarship to Purdue University. He was going to study civil engineering.) But we had one talent: faith. With every ounce of our imagination we believed. My brother and I grew up in the shadow of this faith, in the great floodplain of belief. Christ was more real to me than the children I met at school. As I was walking to the school bus or down the path through the gully at the end of our street, Christ would appear to me, his long robes flowing, his white and bruised hands held out. He was my comforter, my most intimate friend. I knew only Catholics in those early days. And our only differences were Catholic differences: the Sisters of Saint Joseph as opposed to the Sisters of Mercy. Pope John Paul the First or Pope John Paul the Second. In these surroundings you’d be hard-pressed not to believe in the existence of God. It would be like saying you did not believe in oatmeal, or motorcars, or the laws of gravity.

I went into the upstairs bathroom. I sat down on the hamper. The sun strained through the frosted glass, and diffused light bounced off the tile and shimmered across the porcelain. It filled the small bathroom with an underwater glow. I called to Him, and Christ came to me there in the small, white-tiled bathroom. He sat on the edge of the tub, His white robe bunched up in His lap, His bare feet pressed into the worn tile floor. “Yes?” He said, and He leaned in toward me, listening.

“Where is Roy? When are you going to let him come back?”

Christ stood up. He wavered for a moment on the tile floor. He touched the ends of His sleeves, stared at His feet, and left. Without a word, He walked out through the wall next to the bathroom mirror. I watched His robe trail behind Him.

God was gone. It felt like somebody had suddenly taken the needle off the record, and for the first time, the music I had heard my whole life, the music that was all around us, just stopped. I had never heard such silence. I rubbed my ears for a moment. I thought that perhaps I had gotten something stuck in them, some water from the shower. I hopped on one foot and shook my head back and forth. But there was nothing.

Downstairs, the house had filled with boys. Hunched over the spread of food in the kitchen, squatting on the stairs, slouched in the hallway, they were everywhere. Thin and lanky, red-cheeked and bright-eyed, they wore their Jesuit boys’ school running gear. Mr. Bradley had brought over Roy’s teammates.

Mrs. Henderson leaned over to Mrs. Wilson, who was holding her youngest, and whispered, “The entire track team? What was he thinking?”

But it was the only thing that held Father’s attention in the last two days. “How’s it going, boys?” he asked. “Did you get some food?” He could not stop staring. It was as if he were trying to memorize them.

The Hendersons arrived, all six of them at the door. They had been in and out for the past two days, but this time they were organized. They each held a steaming casserole dish. Mother handed the dishes to me, and I set the precarious stack in the kitchen on top of the other oven-ready dishes that had arrived. Mary Elizabeth and I decided to escape the adults. We climbed the stairs and slipped into my bedroom. She pulled herself up on the bed, bounced once, and then stared back at me. I closed the door and whispered to her, “I yelled at him. That’s the last thing I did. The last time we talked, I yelled.”

“I knew you were going to say that,” Mary Elizabeth said. She told me that it didn’t matter. That Roy would understand. I let her comfort me until I got up the nerve to ask her about the article. “Did you read it?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Don’t tell me what it said. I’m not supposed to know.”

“Okay.”

“But will you keep it for me? In case I need it someday?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I said.

She looked out my bedroom window at her reflection in the blackened glass.

One by one the neighbors drifted out into the front yard and returned to their homes. As they slowly disappeared into the night, I slipped back into the kitchen and stared at the fresh, untouched pot of coffee. I didn’t drink coffee, but I poured myself a cup and tasted it. It made my lips pucker. Mary Elizabeth appeared at the door. “Put milk and sugar in it,” she said. “That’s what the grown-ups do.”

I looked into her brown eyes. Her dark ringlets hung limp against her shoulders. I didn’t want to put sugar in it. I wanted it hot and bitter on the tongue. I took another swallow, closed my eyes, and waited for the coffee to warm me.

Mary Elizabeth’s mother called her name, and she left the kitchen. I stepped into the backyard. I walked to the very back and stared up at the tall pines our grandfather had planted eighteen years before, the summer after Roy was born. The moon was out. The rope swing hung from a branch of the maple tree. It brushed the ground.

I wandered out to our hideout behind the garage, near the back fence. Throughout our childhood, Roy and I had built four separate forts on that same secret spot. He was a perfectionist and insisted we tear down the old one each spring and start from scratch. The forts were our territory, off limits to the adults, except for early in the construction process, when Father was enlisted to take Roy to the lumberyard to pick out his new two-by-fours and plywood. We got better at building as the years advanced, starting with a lopsided frame covered with sturdy plastic sheeting and finally moving up to this last fort. With shingled sides, two windows, and real roof tiles, it was too good to tear down. Even Roy admitted it. And so it had stood for two years. As I leaned against the back of the garage and stared into the fort, I heard Mother calling me from the house. I did not answer her. She called again. She began to panic. Her voice rose to a scream. “Where’s my child?” she demanded.

The house came to life as the guests began a mad search for me. The lights went on in my room, and the shadow of Mary Elizabeth crossed in front of the shade. Father called for me at the back door. “Baby,” he said. “My baby girl, where are you?”

I shrank further into the shadows.

Nighttime did not scare Roy. He walked into it as if he were walking into a cool lake, his head flung back, the night on the lip of the sky, the first stars punching through the darkness; he was prepared to drown in it. The long call of an evening train met him as the wind crashed through the tall branches of the evergreens and the day’s bright obviousness dissolved into the shapes of our imagination.

One night, after a late dinner, he had called me out to the backyard. “Come on, Little Sister. Let’s go check out the fort.”

I did not answer. I stood in the circle of light by the back door, unable to dive into the darkness, afraid of every shape, every shadow.

He begged. “I’ll give you my Twizzlers,” he said.

But I would not budge.

“Jeez!” he cried, and let out an exasperated sigh. He stormed back toward the house and stood over me, his hands on his hips. Then Roy did something new. He took me by the hand and walked me out into the darkness. When we got to the center of the yard, he leaned over and whispered, “There is no night, Al. There’s only the dark part of the day.”

The night after he died, light from the house spilled out against the lawn, and my parents’ voices rose across the neighborhood as they called my name into the evening air. Above me the trees rustled, every branch visible, their shadows thrown up against the sky. The grass grew silvery, the color of ice, of frozen lake water on sunny afternoons. Father was on the lawn walking toward me, but still he did not see me. From my hidden corner, I listened to Mother’s voice calling for me. I stepped deeper into the yard. I remained in the darkness and let her think, for a few terrible minutes, that she had lost us both.
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THREE WEEKS LATER, a young man walked down our driveway, ducked around the lilac bush, stepped into the backyard, and stuck out his hand. “Hello, Mrs. Smith,” he said. “Remember me?”

Mother wiped the wood stain off her fingers, set down her paintbrush, and shook his hand.

“I’m Paul. I sold your son the encyclopedias,” he said. “I just came by with the purchase order.”

Paul looked across the yard. The garage door was open. Just inside stood a workbench fashioned from two wooden horses and a length of plywood.

“Where’s Roy?” Paul grinned and slapped his hands together. “Is he all packed for school?”

Mother sunk down onto the picnic bench and stared at her wet paintbrush.

“Mrs. Smith?” Paul ventured. “Are you okay?”

She turned the paintbrush over in her palm and stared deep into its bristles. Paul looked over toward me where I stood in the garden, a trowel held loosely in my hand. He raised his eyebrows as if to ask for help. He was just about to speak when Father pushed back the screen door and walked into the yard. He headed straight for Mother and put his hand on her shoulder.

“We forgot about the encyclopedias,” Mother said.

Paul started to back out of the yard. “If this is a bad time I can always—”

“No,” Father said, and he looked at Paul. He let his gaze rest for a beat too long on Paul’s broad shoulders. Paul was larger than Roy, more the football player type. But his skin had the same warm, freckled tan. Paul crossed his arms over his white T-shirt. He tried to smile, and the corners of his mouth quivered, bringing out the dimples in his cheeks.

Father offered Paul a seat at the picnic table.

“Roy died, Paul,” Father said.

In June, Paul had come to the door selling mail-order encyclopedias for college students. Roy showed some interest, and Mother and Father bought him a set, on installment. They were to arrive, two each month, at his Purdue dorm for the first year of college. By the end of his freshman year, he would have a complete set. As Paul searched for something to say, Mother got up, walked back to the garage, put on a pair of safety goggles, and fired up her circular saw. Paul rubbed the back of his neck and stared down at the purchase order, now crumpled in his hand. “The thing is, sir,” he said. “There’s a no-refund policy on these encyclopedias.”

When Paul left I followed him. I caught up with him near the Hendersons’ driveway and tagged along until he turned and looked back at me. He made a small gesture with his hand, inviting me to join him. Paul held a clipboard and blue zipper bag of checks. As we walked, he bounced them against his thigh. “What’s your mother building?” Paul asked.

“A camper-van,” I said.

Paul stopped then, in the middle of the street, and looked down at me as if he were really taking me in for the first time. He was perfectly still for a moment, then he flicked his thumb against the zipper of his money bag and asked, “How can you build a camper-van?”

“I don’t know, but she’s doing it.”

Paul’s hair was parted in the middle, forming two tapering feathers that cascaded down his forehead. The soft breeze caught them and lifted them away from his face. They trembled in the wind and then settled back into an upside-down V right above his eyebrows. Paul started walking. I followed along. It was late in the day and the sun was just sliding down below the roofs of the tiny houses on our street. As we passed from house to house, sunlight fell on us for a moment and then disappeared behind the shingled façades. In that occasional, intermittent light, I gazed up at Paul. The sun caught him from behind, and the white outline of his T-shirt glowed.

“Where do you go to school?” Paul asked.

“Our Lady of Mercy.”

“Oh, the girls’ school.”

I nodded.

“The one with all the nuns. God, they’re creepy. Look like a bunch of penguins with rulers.”

I nodded again. I did not find nuns particularly creepy, but Paul could have said anything at that moment and I would have happily agreed. I liked him. I liked Paul for the simple fact that he didn’t know Roy was gone. He was part of a near-extinct breed, those people who had somehow missed the newspaper article, the television coverage, the local radio reports, and the endless web of phone calls. The Before-People.

The Before-People had me in their thrall. And here I was walking alongside one of them: Paul, the Encyclopedia Boy. Just a few minutes ago he knew nothing about Roy’s death. Just a few minutes ago Roy was still alive inside Paul’s head. I imagined him there in Paul’s mind, right under that perfect hair: Roy packing for college, Roy reading encyclopedias. In that innocence, that powerful ignorance, Roy lived.

I half-expected Paul to step through some hole in time and show me the path back to Roy, but he was entirely unaware of his special status. When we reached the end of the road, he paused, stared down at me, and gave me a quizzical look. “I got to be going. It was nice meeting you, okay,” he said, and he started to walk away.

I grabbed his arm and stopped him. I pulled something out of my pocket, brushed it off, and handed it to him. It was half of an Oreo cookie. Crumbling, broken, covered in pocket lint. Paul took it, nodded, and without hesitation, brought the cookie to his mouth. He just popped it in there, lint and all, thanked me, and walked away.
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IRETURNED FROM my walk with Paul in time to watch Mother line up her tools against the back wall of the garage. The front of her shirt was speckled with sawdust, her safety goggles were propped up on her forehead; she pulled her work gloves off her hands and slapped them against each other. A cloud of dust rose up, and she stepped away from it, waving her hand in front of her face. She sneezed once, tucked the gloves into the waist of her jeans, and slid her hands into her pockets. Father sat close by and stared at the lawn.

Mother looked up and saw me. “Where have you been?” Mother asked.

“Talking to Paul.”

“Who?”

“The Encyclopedia Boy.”

“You can’t do that. You can’t just wander off like that now.” She ran her hand through her hair. The thick curls flattened under her fingers and then bounced back to life. She pursed her lips. “Your father was beside himself.”

I looked over at Father where he sat on the lawn chair, his hands folded over his chest. “Baby,” he said. “You’re all I have left.”

Mother widened her eyes, brushed the sawdust off her shirtfront, and marched toward the house.

Mother marched everywhere now. She had gotten Father and me through the wake and the funeral. She had organized everything. She never cried. And now she pushed on as if she were going to steer the sinking ship of our family back to shore. Our parents had scheduled the annual two-week camping trip to Cape Cod for that August. It was to be Roy’s last family vacation before college. Mother held on to the idea of that vacation with a tenacious zeal.

Somewhere between the wake and the funeral, the newspaper article and the police report, the undertaker’s office and the church, Mother bought a new van—the same make and model as the one destroyed in the accident. Then the tools came out of the garage, and she started making regular trips to the camping supply store. She bought a Coleman stove, lanterns, camping dishes, sleeping bags, and two twin pup tents. Everything that was lost in the accident, she replaced. She built what she could not buy: the platform in the back for the bed, the shelves that held our camping supplies, the wooden cupboard that served as a portable kitchen cabinet. She drew pictures of the lost things, estimated their measurements, and marched over to the lumberyard with her pencil drawings in her purse. She bought wood, screws, nails, and stain. Then she hauled it all back to our garage.

Mother had a policy for living that she often shared with her children. Her trim figure perched on the edge of a lawn chair, she would lean back in one of her rare moments of reflection and say, “Keep the best and forget the rest.” Not once did I hear her complain about the poverty of her childhood, about her parents’ broken marriage or her own early loneliness. She was a jolly and playful woman with a quick laugh and a ready smile. She simply erased the bad stuff. If Roy or I said something she did not approve of, she would turn, stare right through us, and reply, “You did not say that.” If she heard a story she did not like, she would put her hand out toward the speaker like a traffic cop and stop them mid-sentence. The room would fall silent, and she would say sweetly, “That did not happen. Next topic.” And then she would smile. She always smiled.

When I was twelve Roy showed me a page from his European history textbook. It was about the rise of the Soviet Empire. The page contained photos of a group of men in tweed suits sitting around a table. At first I thought the photos were identical, but as I looked more closely I saw that in the second photograph a man, third to the right, had been inked out. In his place sat a pile of black files.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“They’re doctored photos.” Roy told me about an organization called the Kremlin. “If they didn’t like you, they erased you. Just inked you out of the story. So then whatever you said or did didn’t exist anymore.”

“Like Mom does?” I asked.

He cocked his head to one side and laughed.

From that day on we had a secret code for Mother’s rewriting of reality. After she made one of her pronouncements, she usually left the room as conversation came to an abrupt halt. And when she did, Roy would lean over and whisper, “She’s playing Kremlin, Al.”

Then Father would rustle his paper and look down at us sternly from his easy chair. “Don’t make fun of your mother,” he would say. But his mouth always quivered into a smile.

The night of the Encyclopedia Boy, Father and I sat on the lawn and looked up at the house. Down the center of the yard, we saw the trail where Mother had just walked, the leaves of grass pressed flat, their silvery backs shining against the dark earth. We listened as Mother rattled the pots and pans in the kitchen. I looked back at the garage, the wooden sawhorses, and the tools, and then I looked at my father. “What’s she doing?”

The sun set behind us. The cicadas began their nightly song. Finally he spoke. “She’s playing Kremlin, baby.”
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MY MOTHER WAS a convert. She grew up poor in rural New York, near Buffalo. Her first years were spent living in a one-room efficiency in the Basom Rooming House, where her parents tended bar at night in exchange for rent. She spent her nights at the Basom Pub. When her bedtime rolled around, her mother lined up three chairs and gave her a sweater for a pillow. She slept there behind the bar. It wasn’t till she was eight years old that my grandparents scraped together the money to buy a small farm in West Shelby, down the road from Basom.

A couple times in her childhood she went to sleep-away camp—the free Christian kind, the kind that recruited. She had playmates, and three square meals a day. She had swim hour and games. And she gave her life to Christ every summer, walking up to the edge of the water, stepping into the arms of the preacher, letting the current rush around her as he leaned her back in the baptismal waters. Then she would return home to her drunken father and her stoic, unhappy mother and she would have to put Christ aside for another year.

She was the first person in her family to go to high school, and when she graduated, she left the farm for Rochester. She found a job as a bank teller and lived with other working girls in downtown Rochester, sometimes four girls in a two-room apartment. She moved a lot back then—my father is fond of telling people that it was easier for her to move than to pay rent. She dated some Catholic boys. Sometimes, on the weekends, she stayed out all night with them. When the bars closed at 2:00 A.M., my mother and the boys drove around till they found an all-night diner where they drank coffee and ate cinnamon buns till four. Then they would head over to church for the Policemen’s Mass. Police officers who worked the Sunday beat could not attend services at any other time, so the Church offered this early-morning Mass for them. This was before Vatican II, when Masses were celebrated in Latin. Mother followed along in her missal, reading the English translation.

Something happened to her during those brief, early-morning Policemen’s Masses. Perhaps she was still a little drunk on the cheap beer, perhaps the arms of Christ felt safer than a boy’s arm, tucked around her waist, but something touched her. When she tells the story now, she will say that God spoke to her, that she was called by God. “Faith is His greatest gift,” she says. “And His greatest mystery.”

She found a priest at the Knights of Columbus, Father Flannigan, and asked him to teach her how to become Catholic. All that summer she drove her beat-up old convertible down Route 20 to the tiny lake town where Father Flannigan worked as a chaplain at a Catholic sleep-away camp. Three nights a week Father Flannigan taught her the Catechism, and by August, just after her twenty-first birthday, she was ready to commit herself to the Catholic Church.

The church where she attended those early Masses was called Saint Joseph’s, and it was where my father attended Mass, where he was baptized and received his first communion and was confirmed. It was at Saint Joseph’s where he served as an altar boy and where he first apprenticed to become a priest, before he got sick. But Mother did not know that then. It would be four more years before she would meet my father and he would take her to Saint Joseph’s late at night, after a date. There, in front of the retable, my father got down on one knee before God and my mother, pulled out a ring, and proposed.

There is one way I like to picture my mother in her youth: in her car, the tiny box of the convertible with its top folded down, opening out to the night air, the radio blasting, a kerchief wrapped around her hair, her head flung back, driving under the stars and a moonless sky, heading toward Father Flannigan, driving to God.
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AFTER DINNER, MOTHER and Father watched the news while I read on the back porch. At nine o’clock, my parents walked out onto the porch.

“Bedtime,” Father said.

“Sweet dreams,” Mother said.

We kissed each other good night, retired to our bedrooms, turned off the lights, and lay in the dark. In those days sleep did not come at night. Instead we stumbled upon it during the day. Curled up on the back porch lounge, head down at the kitchen table, sprawled along the grass in the backyard—sleep took us when we least expected it. And when it came for one of us, when it wrapped us in its sweet blanket of forgetting, the other two breathed a sigh of relief. Once Father left the breakfast table to fetch his glasses and did not return. After a few minutes, Mother went after him. She found him lying on the living room sofa, sound asleep. She unfolded a light summer blanket, spread it over him, and let him be.

We went to our beds at night out of habit. We went because it was expected of us. But despite our best efforts, despite warm milk and freshly laundered sheets, and (in Mother’s case) sleeping pills, sleep eluded us. At night we skulked around the house. Within the first week we had worked out a system. To uphold the façade that we were getting a good night’s sleep, we had to avoid each other in our nocturnal wanderings. So we took turns. We lay in our beds and listened to every squeaking floorboard—a creak in the hall, the refrigerator door opening, a light snapping on in the living room. And we waited until the silence fell back around the house. Then another of us pushed back the covers and took our turn traveling from room to room, peering out the front door into the dark neighborhood.

The night of the Encyclopedia Boy, I was restless. I kept seeing the sun flashing in and out between the houses on our street and landing on Paul with his broad, vacant grin. As I lay there, my heart pounding, I heard Father crying. The soft S s and O s of my parents’ speech crept through the wall like an animal scratching and digging into the chalk white plaster.

When they grew silent, it was Mother who walked the house first, her muffled sighs floating through the rooms. She lingered in the bathroom, ran the faucet, sipped water from one of the small paper cups by the sink, and sat on the toilet seat. She went to Roy’s room next, pulled the folded T-shirts out of the drawers of his bureau, and dumped them into the hamper. She stripped the bed, piled the sheets on top. I listened to the hum and rattle of the washer-dryer and imagined her waiting in the basement for the cycle to finish. She’d sit there, on the bottom stair, feet set wide apart, elbows on her knees. The curl in her hair came out at night, in the heat, the damp. At those moments she looked like her son, the same wild brown hair falling around the ears.

She returned to bed. Father got up. He poured himself a bowl of cornflakes. The spoon rasped against the porcelain as he ate. Then I crept outside and lay on the back lawn, the cool grass tickling my neck. I listened to the barking of the neighborhood dogs. Their howls and whines formed a sort of Morse code in my mind as they called out across the damp, lush backyards. I imagined that they were planning an escape. When the barking reached a fever pitch, I knew that Shadow must be nearby. Moments later, I felt a cool muzzle nudging my hand.

Part shepherd, part Lab, Shadow had shown up one day years ago, hovering at the end of the drive, mud splattered and hungry, her skinny legs buckling. In seconds, Roy was out the front door and folding her in his arms. He put her in the tub, and before Mother had a chance to protest, he was rubbing the life back into her. We named her Shadow. After that, Shadow showed up every morning looking for Milk-Bones, which we readily supplied, and then slunk back down the road toward the gully. Roy and I had campaigned several times to adopt her, but Mother refused, saying Shadow was wild and it would be wrong to tame her. So we contented ourselves with feeding her on the sly and luring her down to the grassy fields at the end of the gully by the river, where we played fetch for hours.

The night air had grown cool, and the wind off the lake pitched up across our neighborhood and shook the trees. I pressed my face into Shadow’s neck and breathed in the raw smell of the forest. In my right hand I held a paper bag. Shadow pounced on it, plunging her muzzle into the bag’s side. I wrestled it from her and shoved the bag deep into the front pocket of my jeans. “No, Shadow,” I whispered. “It’s not for you.”

I pulled a Milk-Bone from my other pocket, and she ate it out of my palm.

Then Mother came downstairs again and stood at the back door, her hazy outline hovering behind the bowed screen. Shadow and I hid in the bushes by the lilac trees and watched as Mother fingered the iron latch on the door. The door yawned open. She stepped out onto the cement walk by the back porch and blinked, adjusting her eyes to the darkness, and slid her arms up across her hips until she cupped her elbows in her open palms. She wore a short white nightgown with a pattern of yellow daisies tied together in bunches. It fell just below her knees. Her shoulders rose for a moment, and I could almost hear her inhale as her chest expanded, taking in the humid summer night. She headed straight for the garage, where she bent down and pulled up on the door handle with one hard yank. The rattle of the casters along the door’s grooves echoed across the yard. She ducked inside.
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