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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is a work of fiction and while certain aspects of it were inspired by my life, its characters, dialogue, and plot are purely imaginary. I owe an enormous debt to my children—Andrew, Maxwell, and Elena—for teaching me exactly how relentless and fierce a mother’s love can be. They provided material for the bravest moments in my story and tolerated my moods and periodic absences during the writing. For these and so many other reasons, A Wild Ride Up the Cupboards is dedicated to them. Also to Jim Bauer, a man who read every word and supported me no matter where he had wandered and what our state of matrimony. Thank you.







THE NOWHERE PLACE



THERE IS A STRETCHof Highway 63, about two hundred yards long, that runs from the massive Minnesota-shaped sign inscribedTHANK YOU FOR VISITING THE LAND OF TEN THOUSAND LAKESto a simple white plaque that bears a timidWELCOME TO IOWA.In the only full sentence he uttered during the summer he was six, Edward named the space between the Nowhere Place.

Still fields filled with prairie grass and wildflowers lined the road. There were no houses there, and no people. No movement. Each time we passed through I would look for deer or squirrels or even a stray cow from a neighboring farm; but there was none. There were insects here. I knew because I could hear the ceaseless, metallic hum of the cicadas. But this did not comfort me. Insects can survive atomic explosions, poisons, and plague. It made sense they would exist to defy nothingness.

“We’re nowhere now,” Edward would announce gravely as we entered. “We aren’t anywhere in the world.” He came to this concept early.

Still mostly silent then, he sat behind me, staring out the window. It was I who pointed to the signs and read their messages aloud as we hurtled past. I was marking our progress, proving my competence as a driver. You see, I have gotten us out of Minnesota. And forty seconds later: Look now, I’ve managed to reach Iowa. Matthew, asleep in his booster seat with his heavy melon head lolling to one shoulder, did not hear me. He was happy, rocked by our movement, tucked away in warm, storybook dreams.

But Edward, ever watchful, never sleepy, took the simple, square facts I gave him—we have left one state…we are entering another—and deconstructed them. In the elaborate folds of his brain, these truths fractured until their crystals of reality came apart and floated free. He worked them, like one of his thousand-piece jigsaw puzzles, and discovered they fit together to make a completely unexpected shape: We were, briefly, lost to the world. We were nowhere.

For a long time, Edward was fascinated with the Nowhere Place. Later, when he spoke regularly but in a halting way, he would ask if anyone lived there, if we could move there. Occasionally, he would tell other people about his desire to live in Nowhere—his grandparents and random children he met in the park who would look at him quizzically and then run away. Edward seemed to take comfort from the fact that there could be an actual lack of place. A tiny country stranded in the Midwest that he might call his own.

Because even then Edward knew, as I did, that a human being can be knocked off the continuum of this ordinary, sweaty, oxygen-filled existence and into the locked stillness of nowhere. It can happen in a second, simply because molecules, dust funnels, or ideas configure in a certain way. I shared my son’s obsession with the Nowhere Place, feeling daring each time I drove the distance and successfully reclaimed solid ground. I came to believe it was our momentum, traveling sixty or even sixty-five miles an hour, that anchored us and kept us safe. And that if we were to stop between the signs, all three of us might just tumble out of the car and out of our lives, into a nameless expanse of space.

1

DURING THE WINTER of Edward’s first-grade year, I would often dream that he was dead. These were long, complicated nightmares from which I would awaken—gasping, wild with grief, my heart pounding—into total darkness.

It was early January, a night so cold I had piled four blankets on the bed before getting in just hours before. I opened my eyes and lay still for a long time, letting my dream fade and listening to the ticking of snow crystals against the windowpane. Gradually, the rapid drumbeat in my chest died down. My eyes focused and shapes emerged: fuzzy gray outlines against black air. For weeks I had awakened every morning around three-thirty, but I had never once succeeded in falling back to sleep.

Jack turned and sighed, a gust of warm air against my neck. My husband could sleep through anything, including my thrashing and the stiff terror that followed. Edward could sleep through nothing, not even perfect silence. Now, I could feel him in the next room, alert and anxious, twitchy, concentrating hard on trying not to move. I imagined his thoughts streaming through the wall between us, spangling like stars.

A ghost of vapor hung over the radiator and the window above us was covered with rime. For a moment I burrowed backward into Jack, who radiated heat like a furnace. Still sleeping, he slipped his arms around me and I stayed inside them, contented, for a few minutes. But when my back began to perspire against his bare chest, I knew it was time to get up.

My body was so large at this point, my stomach so distended, I had to set myself up in order to vault out of bed. I twisted to the side of the mattress and flattened a palm squarely against Jack’s top shoulder, then shoved hard against his immovable bulk and made it over the edge on the first try. I stood, panting, and reached out to the wall to steady myself.

The wooden floor was hard and cold and my feet immediately started to ache. I needed socks, which presented a problem. Finding the socks wasn’t difficult. We’d given the larger bedroom, the “master,” to the boys, and set up a nursery in the smaller bedroom across the hall. Jack and I slept in an alcove meant for storage, or a tiny office. It was L-shaped, roughly the size of a Ping-Pong table with a little air pocket attached to the top. I could stretch out one arm and retrieve a pair of socks from the dresser. But putting them on was a different story.

During the day, Jack helped dress me: I would stand in line along with the boys as he moved from one of us to the next, folding white socks neatly over our ankles and tying bows on our shoes. Rather than wake him now, which he had told me to do, I decided to apply the socks myself. I took a deep breath and held it, bending over and reaching for one foot, terrified that I was squeezing the baby to death. After slipping the first one on, I rested for a few seconds before repeating the maneuver on the other side.

I knew I should let Edward alone but it was as if there were an invisible cord strung between us, pulling me toward him. I shuffled softly down the carpeted hall and pushed open the door. Jack had hung special room-darkening shades in the boys’room so the blackness was even thicker than in ours. Stepping inside was like moving through cloth and it took a full minute for me to see the outline of Matt sleeping under his covers, his breath sounds smoothly puttering, his humped-up body a miniature version of his father’s.

Edward didn’t raise his head from the pillow but the air was full of him, tight and crackling with his energy. Every night he waged the same battle with sleep: mind racing, eyes blinking. For twelve straight nights now he’d lost.

“Sweetheart, try to relax.” I knew this was pointless but found myself saying it every time I stared down at him. What I wanted was to walk over and smooth back his hair, or lie down on the bed and pull him in, cradling him as I did when he was a baby, when he would relax against me and let his eyelids sag until he fell asleep. But now his pale eyes were wrinkled and wary and I was afraid if I touched him he’d flinch and retract, like those tiny worms that coil into tight springs when you poke them with your finger.

“Close your eyes and think about Lake Superior.” I tried to make my voice rhythmic, hypnotic. “Think about the way the waves keep moving against the rocks. Pretend you’re walking on the water.” My voice trailed off as I left, closing the door behind me, wondering how many nights a child can go without sleep before he dies. The hallway seemed to swell and contract like a bellows and my throat filled with a metallic taste. I closed my own gritty eyes, leaned against the wall, and swallowed several times in order not to be sick.

Downstairs, I flipped on an overhead light, filled the teakettle, and lit a burner underneath. The kitchen was a bright place, far less ominous than the cold bedrooms upstairs. Gas hissed out and the stove flame burned red, then a clean, hot orange tipped with yellow and blue. I opened the cupboard where Jack had hidden a bag of espresso beans in a tin canister behind the blender we never used. He drank coffee only when he had to, when he was changing shifts and needed to stay awake all night. And he tried to do it when I wasn’t around, so I wouldn’t have to suffer. But I was not so kind to myself.

Every morning before he got up I took the canister down, opened it, and breathed in its scent. I craved coffee in a desperate, passionate way, like heroin or cocaine. I fantasized about how my hand would curve around the warm cup, how the steam would dampen my face. I wondered if this was the sort of desire that made junkies sell their children for a fix. Jack insisted real drug withdrawal was much worse; secretly, I doubted it. Sometimes I imagined I was having full-scale hallucinations: bugs crawling on my eyelids or purple snakes slithering across the floor. But I never drank any. I knew the consequences of doing the wrong things during pregnancy, even if I wasn’t sure exactly what all those wrong things were. I was determined never to do them again.

The window over the kitchen sink was black. With the light on inside, the houses behind ours weren’t visible. Nor was the clothesline in our yard, where a red towel that had hung through three blizzards was now completely frozen with one stiff corner pointing down toward the ground. The world was noiseless at four o’clock in the middle of winter and my movements—putting the kettle on the stove, setting a cup down on the countertop, shutting the cupboard door after getting a tea bag—seemed to pop rudely in midair.

This was the eighth month of my third, and easiest, pregnancy. Even so, every change had taken me by surprise. I’d forgotten all about the inhuman bulkiness of this stage, the shortness of breath, the leg cramps. And the certainty that the downward pressure inside my body had grown so intense, the baby must be about to drop right out onto the floor. I had imagined this far too often: the infant in my mind falling headfirst and bouncing several times, its skull breaking open like an eggshell before the small body skittered to a stop.

Just yesterday, the doctor had assured me it was pinched nerve endings and not fetal distress that was causing the currents of pain to run down my legs. Of course, he was a neurologist, not an obstetrician, and I had met him only that afternoon. But I liked Barry Newberg more than my own OB; he seemed smarter and his conclusions made sense to me. The fact that I believed in him was one of the things keeping me up tonight. The previous afternoon Newberg had also offered a possible diagnosis for Edward, one worse than anything I’d ever heard before or been able to dream up on my own.

I sat at the kitchen table, using one hand to balance a mug of tea on the shelf of my stomach. The tabletop was clear but for a cellophane-wrapped library book and a thick sheaf of cream-colored pages held together with a large industrial staple. For a moment, my hand hovered above the book but I pulled it away and lurched up out of my chair to look for a pen instead. I found one in the desk we’d tucked into a corner of the living room: blue with a fine, wet tip, the sort I used to edit galleys at the newspaper. I took this and an afghan, which I wrapped awkwardly around myself, and returned to the table.

The questionnaire began, as these things usually do, with easy questions. Name, address, parents’ names and marital status. Born: March 12, 1988. Age: 6. Grade in school: 1st. Siblings: one, Matthew, 4 years old. Then I turned the page. Developmental Milestones, it said. When did he first smile? That was easy. I remembered the day, how amazed we were, Jack and I, that this three-week-old baby could look so wise and amused by two ridiculously young, awkward parents. But then the questions got harder. When did he roll over? Sit? Stand assisted? Stand unassisted? Eat with a fork?

A better mother would have all these things recorded in a baby book along with locks of hair and inky footprints. I had only flashes of memory: Edward sitting on the living room floor surrounded by pillows in case he toppled over, while Jack’s friend Paul sat behind him on the couch and played a guitar. Jack extending one long finger for Edward to use for balance as they waded through a creek near our apartment. Was Edward eleven months old? Thirteen?

When Edward was an infant, I had showed his pediatrician the dark spots on his back and side during a well-baby checkup. After he withdrew, years later, I’d returned to ask if there could be any connection. “Mothers,” she’d said, shaking her head, as if I were so silly to be worried about a little boy who’d suddenly stopped singing and begun chewing his clothes. That was back when she insisted mutism was just a phase he would grow out of. About six months later, she changed camps completely and decided he’d probably suffered some sort of brain damage. How, she wouldn’t say.

Recently, we had been referred to Barry Newberg. Very expensive, well educated, and new in town, he’d already discovered that one supposedly autistic child actually was suffering from a yeast allergy and cured the boy overnight with a drug called nystatin. That story had spread like a forest fire among desperate parents like us.

The day before, we had sat in his examining room, Edward and I. And this man who couldn’t have been much more than thirty read through every page of the medical records I’d brought while pulling compulsively on the dark curls over his forehead. I tried to match his stillness and be perfectly quiet, but the baby was jabbing around inside me and Edward had climbed from table to bookshelf. I tried to coax him down with a lollipop from a bowl on the doctor’s long oak desk. But Edward wouldn’t even look at me. “He’s fine,” Newberg said, waving without lifting his eyes from the pages. So I stopped.

Then he started the examination. Heart, blood pressure. He paused for a minute after measuring Edward’s head and I held my breath. Newberg wrapped the measuring tape around again. Edward, sucking on the lollipop, bobbed rhythmically like a toy on a spring so Newberg had to move with him. When the doctor glanced back at me, I thought he was about to say something so I waited, my throat tightening with fear. Instead, he walked over and slipped the tape around my head. Then he laughed. “Ah, good. It’s not an abnormality. Apparently, big heads just run in the family.”

The mood shifted, becoming almost jolly, and I had the feeling we’d escaped. Newberg pulled off Edward’s T-shirt and began examining his body, which was muscular and strong. Nothing to worry about there. In my head, I began planning dinner: grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, brownies to reward Edward for behaving. But then I looked up and saw Newberg studying Edward’s back, just standing over it, looking down, and everything went still. Even the baby stopped moving.

“Would you come here?” he asked, his back still to me as he leaned over Edward, who had had enough and was fishtailing, trying to squirm away. “How long has he had those?” Newberg pointed to those cocoa-colored Rorschach splatters I’d brought to the attention of the pediatrician six years before.

“Since he was born,” I said, trying to remember if this was true. “But they got bigger as he grew. They’ve been like this since around eighteen months.”

Barry Newberg kept moving his index finger across the largest one, as if he were hoping it would rub off. Edward had stopped wriggling and was laughing silently as he always did when he was tickled.

The doctor had me put one hand on Edward’s back so he wouldn’t fall off the table and went into a closet to get something that looked like the Lite-Brite I’d had as a little girl—a box with a slanted, black screen in front. He flipped off the fluorescent lights as he walked back. Now we were both standing over Edward in the dark and Newberg turned on the box and shone it down. Its beam was purple and smoky except where it hit Edward’s skin and there it was blue on the white parts, greenish on the parts that had been brown. My son’s back looked like a map now: mostly ocean with a few small floating landforms.

Later, while Edward played in the waiting room under the receptionist’s watch, the doctor took me into his office, where he put on a white coat, sat behind his desk, and told me the name of a disease that could explain everything that had happened to Edward. He said the words calcification and brain lesions and deformity. He didn’t show me any pictures but instead gave me the questionnaire and instructions to take Edward down the hall for a series of blood tests.

“Try not to kill yourself worrying,” he said quietly as he handed the forms across his desk. “I’m just being very cautious.”

Diagnosis required a minimum of three irregular spots, he explained, each one at least an inch across—and that’s exactly what Edward had. The bare minimum. Plus the loss of speech, insomnia, hyperactivity, the way his hand kept flying up in front of his eyes, and the eerie outbursts of uncontrollable laughter—all those could come from snarls of tumor that were sitting like roadblocks on the pathways of Edward’s brain. Newberg rattled off the list of symptoms like ingredients for a recipe and all the time I just stared out his window at a patch of bright, sunlit afternoon.

After the appointment, I went to the library and found the only book they had that described the eight-syllable disease whose name I’d written carefully on the back of an old bank receipt from my purse. I checked the book out, but I didn’t look at it then. Instead, I brought it home and set it on the table with the questionnaire inside. Now, alone in my bright kitchen, I reached for the book and let it fall open in my hands. What I saw made the air leave my body, only I didn’t realize it until I found myself struggling to breathe.

The child in the picture was no more than five, a girl, I thought, though it was hard to tell. Her hair was sparse and wispy and there was a cabbagy bump emerging from the right side of her head, making it look as if she had grown a second, external brain. As if to balance this, her left ear had a series of tuberous growths that dangled like jewelry and her cheeks and neck were covered with a variety of pustules, some like large pimples, others inflated to the size of golf balls.

I imagined stroking the head of this little girl. Would the bumps feel squishy or firm? My hand crawled and before I realized what I was doing, I pulled it back from the page as if this would prevent my ever coming in contact with such a child. And all the things I had dreaded—Edward’s ongoing silence; the pained and bewildered look in his eyes; the prospect of watching him grow into a teenager who rocked and stared into the palm of one hand while other boys his age were beginning to date and drive and shave—all of this receded as I saw his face and body erupting in a rapid time-lapse manner. Mottled outcroppings bursting out all over his smooth, perfect skin. The problems would still be there, underneath. But in addition there would be this horror: a permanent armor of fleshy, reptilian blight making him that much harder to hold.

At least, the way things were, people tended to forgive Edward his oddness and comment instead on his beauty. There seemed to be a place in their understanding for children who were mute but angelic-looking. What would happen to him if that, too, were lost?

The sky had lightened to a slightly grayer shade; when I raised my eyes to the window, I could see the corner of that long-forgotten towel sway in a sweep of wind. I closed the book and went through the medical section of the form, checking boxes quickly: no for a family history of cancer and heart disease, yes for alcoholism and diabetes. I made a note in the margin that Jack had been adopted and we had no information about his blood relatives. Then I began working on the more difficult questions: Did my mother have age spots? Did anyone in our family have soft tumors? A medical condition that involved calcium deposits? Unexplained thickening of the spine?

This disease was not, Newberg had explained to me, one for which there was a definitive test. Instead, it was more like a verdict a doctor might reach after reviewing all the evidence. That afternoon, I was due to return to Newberg’s office, to see him alone and present him with all the facts before deliberations began.

Inside me the baby shifted, kneeing the lining of my body, rotating and settling against my right lung. I raised my arms over my head and stretched back for air. Upstairs, the floor creaked in stages as Jack moved, first to the side of the bed, then the hallway, and into the bathroom. Because I was listening for it, I heard the muffled thunk of the toilet lid as he flipped it up against the porcelain tank, the stream of his urine as it hit the water. I felt Edward turn over in his bed and squeeze his eyes shut, pretending to sleep even though the rest of the house was waking up.

I turned to the final page and faced the hardest question: When did you first notice your child’s symptoms? There was only an inch of space in which to write my answer. One day when he was nearly four, when he went from a bright-eyed, laughing boy who talked in a high voice and asked Why nonstop to a silent zombie who looked as if his inner fire had gone out, turning him gray and cold and dead inside.

Three years, ten months, I wrote. After the next line, List symptoms in order of appearance, I dashed the words withdrawal, insomnia, rocking. I stared at my pen for a moment, then wrote another one: desolation. But before I rose, I shook my head and crossed it out with one broad stroke of ink.

Turning off the lights that were no longer necessary, I walked slowly up the stairs and down the hall. I pushed open the door to the boys’ room. Matt was moving fitfully under his blankets, but Edward was sitting up in bed staring straight ahead with unblinking eyes. I went to him and put my arm around his shoulder but he felt loose and deboned, as if the person who used to occupy his body was already gone.
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THE FIRST TIME I saw Jack he emerged through a haze of smoke and glittering dust, lit from behind by a string of colored Christmas lights. It was afternoon, but inside the Main Street bar of our small southern Minnesota college town the air was a perpetually muddy shade of dusk.

I was sitting in a booth with a group of people I didn’t particularly like—whose names I no longer even recall. Mariel, my roommate and best friend, had been awarded a Rhodes scholarship and gone off to Oxford the week before, leaving me alone. But then Jack was there, framed by lights and bottles, and he was all I saw. More massive than I had ever imagined a real man could be. He was perfectly proportioned, legs, arms, chest, and head all to scale; standing alone he looked simply large. But when Roy the bartender approached—slender but nearly six feet tall—Jack made him look like a child by comparison.

The girl who sat across from me waved and Jack tipped his head and nodded back at her. “Who is that?” I asked as I watched him order, holding up two long fingers in a peace sign.

“You mean Jack?”

I nodded. Apparently he had been ordering with the hand gesture: the bartender set two full beer glasses in front of him. Jack picked up the one on the right and drained it, then picked up the other glass and sat on a stool to drink from it more slowly.

“You don’t want him. Not that way.”

I swiveled to look at her. “Why not?” She was a girl who had slept with every one of the boys who sat around the table and I assumed she would tell me that she had been with Jack, too. I thought she was about to reveal some distasteful sexual predilection or fetish. Instead, she scrunched up her tiny white-powdered face and thought for a minute.

“Jack’s not the kind of guy you date,” she said finally. “He’s the kind of guy you call when the one you’re dating hits you and then Jack will come and kill him for you.”

I laughed, mostly to cover the heat that swept through me, then stood. I hadn’t touched my drink yet, but before I left the table I took the whole thing—an ounce and a half of cheap, oily whiskey—in one swallow. The girl reached out and tapped my arm. “I mean it,” she said. “Jack is really different.”

But of course, I could see that.

He was leaning on the bar now, drinking a third beer, or maybe a fourth, staring at the television overhead where a silent basketball game played through the watery gloom. I approached him and made my voice as low and strong as I could. “Do you have a cigarette?”

I must have been swaying a little because when he turned, Jack put a hand out to steady me. His palm covered the cup of my shoulder. “Yes.”

We both waited and he kept his hand on me while he looked straight down into my face. One of his eyes was darkly blue, the other a pale, nearly translucent green. At first, I thought it was the whiskey I’d drunk, or a trick of the colored lights that glittered behind him. But when I focused hard, the contrast between them only became brighter. He blinked, as if he knew why I was staring.

“May I have one?” I finally asked.

“Yes,” he said again, releasing my shoulder to pull the pack from his shirt pocket. And I remember even now exactly how the room swirled, lights and colors running together, when he let me go.

Jack had been orphaned twice, once when his biological mother left him at a convent outside Rochester and again when his adoptive parents were killed in a car accident when he was sixteen.

What he did was a mystery. There was an inheritance, but it was small. And most of it he’d spent on the degree in religion and philosophy that it took him nearly a decade to finish. People from around the college who knew Jack—and there were many, though none seemed to know him very well—said he’d been passing through, enrolling in classes, hanging out at the bar, working odd jobs and disappearing, often midsemester, since the late seventies. No one knew his exact age. Finally, I asked him.

“You’re gray,” I said one evening and reached up, making a V with my fingers so I could touch the two vertical stripes in his beard.

“I’m old,” he said.

“How old?” I had been meeting him for a week, nearly every afternoon. We sat in a small booth of our own now, but he had never even kissed me.

He pulled out his wallet and for a moment I thought he had to check his driver’s license in order to answer. But he was only ordering and paying for another beer. After it arrived he drank, then said, “Twenty-eight. In June.”

“Oh.” Under the table, my leg brushed his and even through two layers of denim, I felt the heat along my thigh.

“Disappointed?”

“No, I just thought you were…um…older.” I whispered this, leaning in.

“I am,” he said.

And that’s when he kissed me, gently, as if he had never thought about it before but did it now simply because my face happened to be there.

We made love once in February, a dark, silent experience that made me feel as if my body were melting into the air. I had tried smoking pot, even hash, but never achieved the languid ecstasy my friends described; my muscles had relaxed, but there was a part of my brain that stayed alert, keeping watch in a twitchy, grandmotherly way. Now, for the first time in my life, my mind detached. Time passed. My thoughts bled together. And wherever Jack touched me, there was a rush of liquid fire that traveled the length of my body under my skin.

When he disappeared, in mid-March, just days before my twenty-first birthday, I quit attending classes. All my life, I had felt disconnected, at odds with the world, as if I were the wrong shape for the space that had been allotted for me. Mariel and I had shared this trait and it had brought us together, a friendship cemented by the fact that it was helpful for both of us to be with someone else who knew how this felt. But with Jack, for the first time, I’d had a sense of being whole and right—the way I’d heard other people describe the feeling of being home. When he left, my newfound equilibrium disappeared along with him and I sat in the bar from noon until well after dark each night, reading and smoking. I drank coffee until my legs shook and grew so thin my skin was rubbed raw where my bones poked through. I would have flunked out if my father had not intervened with the dean.

After the graduation ceremony, which I skipped, my parents picked me up and took me to their house and I stayed, sleeping and recuperating and applying idly for jobs, until Jack arrived. I can’t say now if I knew he would come. But six weeks to the day after I went home to their sprawling lake home west of Minneapolis, Jack appeared at the front door.

He wore leather sandals and a plain cotton shirt and a long beard. Despite his height and his broad chest, he looked to my Catholic mother like Christ. I still recall the way she stood, gazing up at him much the way I must have the first time we met, her hand still on the doorknob, a puzzled, horrified, interested expression on her face.

“I’m here for Rachel,” he said. And as I came forward, out of the shadow of the staircase where I’d been waiting, breathless, my mother simply nodded, let go of the doorknob, and stepped back.

I don’t think anyone was surprised when Jack and I eloped, three weeks later.

I hardly remember what happened next, only the sense of well-being I had waking up every day with this man. We read the same books and talked about them obsessively, laughing and arguing, often staying up until three or four in the morning because we couldn’t stop. Sex bled into everything we did; it wasn’t separate from our life but one of the many areas in which we worked perfectly together. And there was a way he touched me even when we weren’t making love that seemed to untangle my thoughts. Simply by running his fingers lightly over my arms, or placing one hand in the hollow under my ribs, he could draw pain or worry or frustration right out of me. Static left my body. I felt clean; I could breathe. This was something I couldn’t explain—and therefore tried not to think about. But I was addicted.

Jack had sold his last motorcycle on his way to find me and we used that money for the security deposit and first month’s rent on a tiny apartment in south Minneapolis. He took a job driving a cement truck for a commercial builder. I quit looking for professional work and began clerking for a natural foods co-op. I spent my days surrounded by exotic scents, lifting burlap bags of kidney beans, feeling them move and puddle like beads on my shoulder, pouring them into large plastic bins. For the first time in my life, I grew muscular. Though next to Jack, I still felt dainty.

We didn’t intend to have a baby right away; nor did we do much to prevent it. We’d go through random episodes where we used birth control, then periods where we were swept up by each other’s proximity. The fact that Jack and I could touch each other any time we chose was amazing to me, and in my adolescent mind it took precedence over the risks. So it was only two months into our marriage that I discovered I was pregnant.

I was sick a great deal in the beginning—penance for my greed and carelessness, I sometimes thought. Despite the fact that we could barely survive on what Jack made at the construction company, I quit my job because my sense of smell had become both more acute and distorted and the odors at the co-op made my nausea unbearable. The one thing I kept doing was their newsletter, a project that had been all but abandoned until I expressed an interest and began managing it like a school newspaper, collecting snippets from cashiers and stock people and the cheese buyer, then editing them fiercely. I was paid only in organic groceries, but given our situation this seemed reasonable.

Eventually, I grew so large and misshapen I had to wear Jack’s cast-off clothes, overalls and coats he had trimmed by a foot and hemmed. But Jack never seemed to mind. And when Edward was born, he appeared nothing short of magical: a strikingly beautiful and stoic baby with blond curls and huge, intelligent eyes. I think we became convinced having children made us stronger. Invulnerable, somehow.

I stayed home with Edward and spent my days dazzled by his serene Buddha-like presence. Throughout the day I wore him in a front pack and spoke to him as if he were another adult, often believing I saw understanding in his face. Sometimes, he would utter a series of soft, wet syllables that sounded like answers, but he almost never cried and though he slept far less than other babies, napping infrequently even in his first weeks of life, he would nurse contentedly for long, warm, quiet hours. We joined a playgroup through the co-op. There, I met other mothers like myself and we traded recipes and child care advice and occasionally babysat for one another. I left Edward only when I had to attend a meeting, because luckily my work on the newsletter had led to a couple very small commercial-writing jobs, paying ones, with an insurance firm and a large company that manufactured floor-cleaning products.

“Everything is working out better than I thought it would,” my father said gruffly one evening when I dropped by to show off the way Edward, not yet a year and a half old, could recite the words to The Cat in the Hat and turn the pages on cue, exactly as if he were reading.

But then, I told them I was pregnant again. My mother flushed and stayed silent and my father sighed loudly, rose to kiss me roughly on one cheek, and held up his hands, as if in surrender. “Go ahead,” he said as he lumbered out of the room, holding his newspaper. “Do whatever crazy thing you want. You and Jack always do. It’s like logic has no bearing whatsoever on your life.”

Then he was gone, which was just as well because there was no way to respond. What he said was true: with Jack, I felt safe and strong, exempt from the sort of mundane concerns other people faced. And watching Edward—his head bent over the book, small pink mouth forming the words while my mother looked on with awe—the wisdom of this seemed clear.

After Matthew was born, I assumed no questions remained about the life Jack and I had chosen. Our children were perfect: large like their father, and almost rudely healthy. While other parents in the neighborhood waited in pediatricians’ offices, combating chronic ear infections and colds, we hiked through the snow, pulling our two on a sled behind us. They were like little storybook heroes in coats with pointed hoods, their bright, red cheeks and glittering eyes showing above knitted scarves. One look at this tableau—my rugged husband and princes for sons—and even my parents had to admit I had done well. The only missteps we made were tiny ones. All financial. Temporary, though occasionally when I sat down to pay the bills I would feel a stir of fluttery panic.

Around the time Edward was born, Jack had opened a small construction and home-repair company. His carpentry was fine, slow, and careful. People who wanted their turn-of-the-century lake homes restored called him and were grateful for his precision. But he seemed never to care for the money end of things: invoices went past due until I found them and by then we would owe late fees and interest. Jack would special-order items for customers and then forget to charge them. I took control as best I could, but I had no experience. I’d grown up in a very comfortable home and never before considered what a person would do if there weren’t enough money to pay for electricity, or rent, or food. It puzzled me that somehow, around us, other couples were making this formula work: earning enough money to cover their needs plus allow for extra purchases. Vacations, private schools, wide-screen TVs. Our income and expenses never quite matched up and no matter how carefully I shopped, there was usually a shortfall. But when I showed our accounts to Jack, he tended to look vacant and surprised, as if I were asking him to comment on a problem real but remote from him, such as global warming or Third World hunger.

One night I sat down and opened the blue bank register—which I kept balanced in neat orderly columns no matter how paltry the amount—showing Jack the two-digit sum we had to live on for the last ten days of the month. He thought for a moment, then slowly stroked my hair with one large hand. “It’ll be fine.” His voice was thick, like whiskey and sex. I felt the muscles in my forehead release, the worry sloughing away, as he passed his hand over them. “We’ll work it out, honey. You know we will. We always do.”

He was holding both boys, the baby sleeping along the length of his forearm, Edward perched regally on his knee and paging through a book that had glossy black-and-white photographs of wild animals. It had been Jack’s gift to him on his second birthday the week before and the book’s shiny paper was already worn thin at the corners from so many turns in Edward’s warm little hand. Over and over, he returned to the page that showed African gazelles running across the savanna: noses pointing forward, tails flattened in back, dark bodies sleek as arrows.

 

I was torn between concern and relief on the night Jack told me his business was failing. It was May, the beginning of summer, a pink evening following a rain shower that had wet the sky so it seemed to glow. We were at the park near our apartment. Matt was in a baby swing that Jack pushed with his fingertips; Edward was squatting on the path, bottom sunk between pudgy knees, examining something close to the ground.

“I really think this is the best thing that could have happened,” Jack started. He squinted at Edward, who was poking one finger down toward the dirt. “Hey, little guy, don’t push the ants around, they’re just trying to build a house.” Edward’s finger halted, a quarter inch above the dome of a miniature sandhill, and he grew perfectly still, remaining in this position as if Jack’s voice had frozen him in time. “Good job,” Jack called softly, and the words floated out like a ribbon through the soft lavender air.

I was leaning against the metal framework of the swing set and reached back to curl my hands around a pipe as thick as the heavy end of a baseball bat. The light was dimming in rapid stages. One minute I could see Jack’s eyes but the next his face was only an impression above me—a skeletal outline with beard and hair and features roughening its terrain.

“But it’s the beginning of summer.” I held on tight, yet still it felt as if the ground were shifting beneath me in the wavering light. “You know business always picks up in June.”

“Yeah, but…” Jack stopped and backed away from the baby to light a cigarette. I stepped forward to take his place and began pushing the swing with a flat hand. “Look, I’m no businessman.” He tipped his head up and exhaled, wisps rising from his mouth and nose. “And the truth is, this place is starting to make me itch. The traffic and all the people. I’ve never been a city person. Maybe it’s time for us to start over somewhere else, somewhere better.”

There was something about the way those words drifted to me in the wake of the swing—Matt’s small body arcing out into space but returning every time, Edward rising from his crouch and walking toward us, blond curls wafting in the breeze—that made them seem prophetic. By the time we gathered the boys and walked back to our apartment, Jack and I were already talking about Minnesota’s North Shore, the length of which he had driven once on his motorcycle. A place he remembered as cool and wooded, peaceful, untouched.

Jack spent the next few weeks selling off equipment from the business to pay our way, and I took care of everything else: renting the U-Haul trailer and finding a residential hotel where we could stay for a month or so while we got settled. We set off on a particularly sticky day in late June. The softness of spring was entirely gone. It had stormed the night before, then grown warmer throughout the morning hours so the air felt thick, as if the molecules had swelled with water until they were too large to breathe. We put the boys in their car seats and directed all the air-conditioning vents toward where they sat in back. Jack drove. I closed my eyes for a long time and listened to the kissy sounds of the tires against damp asphalt.

“My parents think we’re crazy.” I said this aloud while thinking the word stupid, which was the one my father had actually used.

Jack said nothing. I opened my eyes and saw him looking straight ahead into a glittering lemon sun. Outside, the world had changed. Buildings had been replaced by trees, the highway winding through a vast greenness that started with the tall grass and extended into the sky on the points of fir trees as slender and rangy as the giraffes in the pages of Edward’s book.

Miles passed. Finally I spoke again. “You didn’t respond.”

“You didn’t ask a question.” He continued staring out but reached with one hand to touch my hair and smooth it back, and even after he pulled his hand away I could feel the imprint of where he had touched my forehead. Like gold coins left where his fingertips had been.

Twenty minutes later, we stopped at a roadside oasis to fill up the gas tank and let the boys out of their seats to play in the grassy area behind where the semi-trucks parked. When I opened the door, there was a cool, clean, silvery rush. The air seemed thinner, as I imagined it would be in the mountains, and it had a faint, steely taste to it. I got out of the car and stood, the wind from a hundred lakes stirred into a single force around me. Suddenly I felt smaller than I ever had before.

Jack started the gas pump and stood next to the car, his elbows planted on the roof. When he saw me looking at him from the other side he smiled, straightened to his full height, and opened his arms wide. “Here’s your answer,” he said.

It was evening by the time we reached the North Shore. The sky was gold and rose and smoke-colored. We crossed a long bridge and curved around the base of a hill dotted with houses that jutted out of the face of the earth. To our right, the lake appeared and widened with every mile. Below us lights bloomed, the town of Aurora sparkling, cupped in the crevice between hill and water.

I looked up and saw a sign looming ahead. Its blue background faded into the dusk but there were bright white letters with the outline of a boat sailing across the top of them. From the backseat Edward spoke, though I hadn’t known he was awake, nor did I know until that very moment that he could read.

“Aw-row-ra.” The sounds were separate, each one tentative but clear.

Jack, who seemed not at all surprised, only nodded and answered Edward. “Yes,” he said.

3

AT FIRST, AURORA was glorious. All through July, the air was light and cool and full of the empty blue scent of water. It was a novelty to make warm foods in summer, so I did—meat loaf or roasted chicken, baby potatoes crackling inside their red skins.

And after we had finished dinner and washed and dried the dishes, we would walk down to a shore covered not with sand but with glossy black rocks big enough for Edward to step on. Suddenly older and less babyish, he seemed to feel no fear. He walked out onto the lake—Jack trailing him a respectful distance behind—as far as the exposed tips of rock would allow him to go. Then he would stand, balanced on the water and looking like a boy-shaped cutout against the darkening sky. He would face the horizon, gazing toward a place where lake and air faded into each other, while Jack waited and I stood on the shore holding Matt and watching the gulls above Edward’s head circle and coast and cry.

Then we would walk home, bathe the boys, and read them stories. And once they were snugly tucked into their beds, Edward on the top trundle and Matt curled into a soft ball in the bed below him, Jack and I would leave through the sliding glass door and stand on the deck to watch the sun set.

It was an August of the northern lights—the aurora borealis for which the city had been named. We stepped out into darkness that rolled like velvet unfurling with trails of burst-open stars. The colors weren’t substantial, just faint watercolor streaks of blue and pink against a backdrop of deep, hazy plum. Jack caught me by the shoulders and held me against him as the cool breeze played with our clothes.

“It was the right thing to do.” He lifted me, setting me gently on the rough planks of the railing, leaning against my body, holding me in place with one giant hand. “I think we’ve finally found our home.” Jack slipped his other hand beneath my shirt. The upstairs windows were open an inch or two, so we would hear the boys if they woke up. But they didn’t. And as Jack and I began to move together, I stared into the smooth blackness of space and felt us fitting ourselves into the nucleus of this new world. Our family. Our home.

Nearly every day, I took the boys to a tiny lakeside park with an old wooden play structure, peeling from years of sun and wet spray, the chains for all but one of the swings hanging loosely to one side so the seats pointed down toward the sand. In the beginning, the boys took turns in the one balanced swing while I pushed from behind. Then we would walk together to the edge of Lake Superior and I would imagine it was an ocean—but colder, darker, without the taint of salt. I would tell all this to Edward and he would stare intently, either listening and considering or simply letting the rhythm of all my words play over the lapping sound of the water. But after a week of swinging and talking, Edward was no longer content. All he wanted was to walk on the water.

The first few times, I stopped him. Jack wasn’t there to follow him and I had to stay with Matt. I envisioned having to make a decision: whether to put the baby down on a rock and let him scrabble for himself while I saved Edward from drowning, or watch my older son sink. Each time I held him back, Edward grew furious. He said nothing but tensed his body in my arms, straining toward the water, until I had no choice but to carry both boys back to the car. Finally, I let him venture out. The lake was calm, the tide a frothing tongue of water that rolled relentlessly but never crashed or peaked.

Bare-armed, his hair curling in the damp, sneakers gripping the rocks like suction cups, Edward began, carefully, walking out. Rock to rock. He was tall for three, so I could stand onshore and follow his solid form, moving across the water.

One day, a voice broke my concentration: “Aren’t you worried he’ll fall in?”

A blonde woman in overalls had appeared beside me with a little girl. And I realized in that moment that I hadn’t talked to another woman, face-to-face, since the weekend before when I wrote a check at the grocery store.

“He never has,” I answered. But at the same time, I felt my grip on Matt tightening. “We don’t really understand it. He can just…do things.”

“Hmmm.” The woman rubbed her lips silently back and forth while the child butted her mother’s knee occasionally with the hump of a shoulder.

“Oh.” The woman looked down suddenly, as if she were surprised. “This is Ingrid.” She smoothed her daughter’s windblown hair and the little girl closed her eyes, like a cat being stroked. “I’m Carrie.”

“Matt.” I held forth the baby, who was curled up like a possum, hiding his face from the damp wind. “And Rachel.”

I rearranged the blanket I was holding so it would cover Matt’s head, and Carrie and I turned back toward the water, watching as Edward veered in a line that angled to the north, away from us. He stopped, some thirty yards directly out from a painted blue knob of wood that stood onshore: a bulbous thing over four feet high whose head was rotting softly from constant moisture and had the mashed-in look of a severely dented hard-boiled egg. I could not fathom its original purpose, but Edward treated it very seriously. He walked back to shore and touched the post, once, then swiveled precisely ninety degrees and came back to me.

“Ask him to play, Ingrid,” the woman said. She nudged the girl’s head with her hip and instantly Ingrid’s eyes flew open. She had pink cheeks, the perfect porcelain features of a china doll. “Wanna play?” she asked Edward.

He nodded slowly and leaned in as if he were going to kiss her but stopped an inch short of her cheek and simply stared. Then he straightened and turned to look back at the blue post.

 

Jack had found work immediately, as assistant manager of a development project being built on the site of an old army barracks next to the airstrip over the hill. It was one of the few spots in Aurora with no view of the lake, but the owner insisted the city’s population would double when the new paper mill—still just an open field with a sign announcing its construction—opened its doors; workers would flood into town desperate for good, cheap, convenient housing. That’s why he was converting the old Quonset huts into town houses with white carpeting, small verandas, and wide, windowless living rooms that ran the length of each anterior wall. The job paid almost nothing, but it came with free housing, so we moved into an end unit where the stairs leading up to the two perfectly square bedrooms were oddly misaligned—like teeth prior to orthodontia. I told myself ours had been built before Jack took over. Surely standards would rise now that he was on the job.

Shortly after we met at the lake, Carrie invited us all for dinner. Their house was tiny but set on the end of a pier, a cottage full of shining wood: the floors, the moldings, even the countertops. Carrie’s husband, Doug, taught art at the college that lay in the valley behind Aurora’s steep hill. He wore an embroidered shirt with laces and three earrings in his left ear. His sculptures, made of clay and a heavy cast metal with a coppery sheen, were scattered throughout the house.

“Beer?” he asked when we walked in carrying the baby and a fruit salad.

“Of course,” Jack said. Doug reached into the refrigerator and handed Jack a smoke-colored bottle. I watched my husband as he stood, dwarfing the elfin kitchen. Jack twisted off the cap with a quick swivel of one palm, tipped his head back to drink—a third of the bottle’s contents in one swallow—and grinned down at Doug. “Jesus, that’s good.”

Doug had used a church key and was pouring his beer into a glass very slowly, squinting at it as if he were conducting an experiment. When he was done, it looked like a photograph in a magazine: six inches of chocolaty darkness, with a layer of clean, light foam. He raised the glass. “Scottish,” he said. “The best there is.”

By the time I’d put the fruit salad in the refrigerator and talked to Carrie for a few minutes, the men were sitting in the living room. There was music playing, the hollow sound of African drums and the high, thin song of a flute.

“I have two sections this semester, which is more than I like to teach,” Doug was saying. “The kids are great but, you know, mostly they’re just passing the time in my class. Looking for a couple easy credits. And it takes so much time away from my work.” He waved in the direction of the pieces that stood on desks and bookshelves, the dining room hutch, and Jack nodded gravely.

The children sat a couple feet away in the little nook off the living room, a cathedral-shaped space with plenty of windows that Carrie had turned into Wonderland with glittery scarves, colored rugs, and an old wooden trunk full of puppets. I thought of our town house, its sharp corners and cheap white carpet. There was a pile of stuffed animals and toys in one corner of the boys’ room. But their favorite was downstairs: a large plastic car, big enough for the baby to get in and paddle with his chunky feet. Nearly every day, Edward would open the door and hoist Matt inside, then climb on the roof and sit straight as a visiting nobleman while his brother scrabbled to maneuver the car in the circle from front hall to living room to kitchen and back again.

Now, Edward sat at Ingrid’s side and watched her dress his brother in a baseball jersey with the number 24 and an apron. The sharp, exotic scent of cumin and red pepper floated from the kitchen along with a sizzling sound. I closed my eyes and imagined a house like this, just down the pier, with soft, cloth playthings instead of plastic ones and dark wood instead of white walls. I would walk downtown with Carrie to buy spices by the bagful, red lentils that needed to be soaked for two days, big yellow onions in papery husks. Our children would go to school together.

“So, Carrie says you just moved here.” Doug’s voice jostled me out of my daydream and I opened my eyes reluctantly. “What do you do?”

I was staring at a photo of Doug and Carrie’s wedding—outdoors, on the beach. He was in a soft gray suit with no tie and she wore a crown of purple flowers woven through her shining hair. Jack and I had gone to a justice of the peace, worn jeans, uttered only the essential words while standing on the cement floor in front of his bench. When I turned to say “I will,” there stood my new husband in profile, looking dark and otherworldly—his face made of sharp planes and lines and eyes of two entirely different hues. As abstract, it occurred to me now, as any one of Doug’s sculptures.

“Right now,” Jack said as if he were thinking and choosing his words very carefully, “I’m working construction for a big developer.” He raised one hand, as if to erase the last word. “But what I love is saving old things. Back in Minneapolis, I had my own company, did restoration work. Some building. All vintage design.” He stretched, looked at me and shrugged, then reached over to take my hand. “Business was good. I never mastered the money side of things, though.”

I pressed my palm against his, enjoying as I always did the way my hand fit entirely inside. Doug hooted and ran one hand through his unruly hair. He reminded me of the theater boys in high school, the ones who’d worn long feather earrings and leather boots.

“Right on!” he crowed, holding up his glass and clinking it with Jack’s nearly empty bottle. “If Carrie didn’t handle the checkbook we’d be flat broke. But artists aren’t meant to deal with that shit. Money has nothing to do with what we are. Man, sometimes I think it’s what screws us all up.”

Darkness had fallen. Carrie set three large candles on the dining room table and we ate in the dappled light of dancing flames and shadows. I drank a half glass of beer—my first since becoming pregnant with Matt—which made me limp and woozy. Halfway through the meal I ended up leaning against Jack’s shoulder, listening to the chatter of our children and the tap of fork tines against ceramic plates, the haunting tattoo of drumbeats coming from the next room, and I remember thinking that I could stay happily suspended there forever. Perhaps the reason this moment stands out so clearly in my memory is that it was the last time I would ever feel that particular brand of contentment and hope. I think of it now as the end of youth.

 

Winter came early that year. It began with a snowstorm on Halloween: seventy-two inches in two days. We couldn’t take the boys trick-or-treating. Snow fell until it covered the bottom halves of the windows—for a short while this was pleasant, like being sealed into the soft, white center of an ice cream cone. Mesmerizing and surreal. But then January came and for weeks the sky was the color of granite, the wind so harsh it scratched exposed skin raw.

And then we were poor. It had happened almost without my seeing, like the way a flower wilts and shrivels and dies. The first period, between Halloween and Thanksgiving, had seemed familiar. I thought back to the times when Edward was an infant and Jack had just started his business, when money ran short and I’d had to cash all the government bonds my grandmother had left me in her will. In those early years we wore our clothes until they were faded a uniform, fuzzy gray, and drove an old Volvo. That sort of poverty hadn’t stopped us from buying books and movie tickets and organic baby food. There were steak dinners at my parents’ house and always enough work coming in to provide us with a trickle of income.

But for the fact that my parents weren’t in town, that’s what it was like in Aurora at first. There was a temporary, surmountable feeling to our financial problems. We even met Carrie and Doug at the Mexican restaurant on Huron once, pretending we weren’t terribly hungry and ordering carefully so when the bill came it could be paid with the $20 I’d saved back from the week’s grocery account.

But since late November—when the developer had run out of money and told Jack one Friday that he no longer had a job and we were now, according to the contract he’d signed when he was hired, expected to pay full rent on our condo—we had been living like real poor people. We ate generic noodles and rice. We ran out of heating oil in December and didn’t have enough money to pay for a shipment, so I had to go to a county office and apply for emergency assistance. I dreaded opening the mailbox, my stomach greasy with apprehension when I heard the mail carrier click the lid shut, because I knew it would contain nothing but bills we couldn’t pay.

I’d quit calling my parents, in part because we couldn’t afford it but also because I was afraid I would pour out my story, weeping, admitting that my father had been right. Instead, I wrote short cheerful notes, pretending I was too busy with the boys to talk. At any other time in our lives, I probably would have told Mariel the truth. But she had stayed in England, applied to graduate school, and had written just a few weeks before to say she was involved with a man she’d met in Trafalgar Square one Sunday—a brilliant young barrister who took her to Paris for weekends. I was ashamed. It appeared I alone had made all the wrong choices in life.

Jack worked as a drywaller, when he could find the work, and at night he went to school. The only thing Aurora needed, it seemed, was more law enforcement; unemployment had risen to 12 percent and the port authority was rumored to be controlled by mafiosi. When Jack went to the Jobs Advocacy Center that fall the worker there took one look at him—six foot six and so broad through the shoulders he could carry a hot-water heater like a keg of beer—and signed him up for police training. Now, the only time Jack was home was when he was sleeping. Or drinking. He’d switched to a cheap brand of beer and late at night when he came home too tired to sleep he would sit in the living room, staring at the television, opening bottles until he lost consciousness on the couch. I tried sitting with him, talking to him, but he was vacant; often he had to search hard to think of the words he wanted to use. Once, he said he hated this place. He still held my hand if I reached for him, but his fingers were limp. And his eyes were empty, recessed in dark pouches the dusky purple color of a bruise. Mornings, no matter how early I awoke, he was gone and I had to figure out how to fill the long, silent hours. The boys and I went to the county library nearly every day, because it was bright and warm and, best of all, it was free.

The building was shaped like a ship, perched on a pier on the western shore of Lake Superior, looking as if it were about to set sail. The children’s section was bright, full of cloth books and the sort of stimulating, educational playthings I knew my boys needed. But even here, there were reminders of our situation. Tables by the entrance displayed “Friends of the Library” trinkets for sale: colored erasers and plastic key chains. Almost all the children would stop to finger these items on their way in and out. But Edward was fascinated—particularly by the things that were shaped like balls—and had begun crying loudly when I made him put back the toys he picked up. Twice, I’d spent a precious dollar to buy one, because I couldn’t quiet him any other way.

For days, I’d been meaning to discuss this with Jack. Clearly, our older son was sensitive and he was picking up on the stresses in our home. It had occurred to me to take the boys to Minneapolis for a visit, but I was reluctant to drive the icy highways alone and loathe to show up at my parents’ house beaten and in need of their help. Together, I was sure Jack and I could come up with a better plan, but lately he had been gone even more than usual. And when he finally came through the door, in from the dark and frigid cold, he looked numb with exhaustion. Each night, I put off our talk. In the morning, before we set off for the library, I put one of the toys I’d already bought into my pocket; if Edward made a scene again, I would slip it onto the table and then pick it up and hand it to him, pretending it was new.

It was a Tuesday in late January. We made it past the trinket table without incident and I led the boys to the children’s section where Carrie was waiting. She was five months pregnant, wearing a pouchy pair of men’s overalls along with thermal shirts and layers of wool scarves and shawls. She managed to make even this outfit look glamorous. Her face glistened like a pearl and I flushed, hot with resentment. Suddenly, it seemed cruel to me that while I was perpetually exhausted and worried, I’d been saddled with someone so perfect for my only friend.

I turned away from her and tried to swallow the ugliness of this thought. Carrie had done nothing to deserve it. Besides, I’d waited all week for Tuesday—because it was story-hour day. While Edward and the other children drank juice, ate cookies, and listened to the librarian read books, I would talk to Carrie about preschools, forgetting, at least for a short time, that we could never afford such a luxury. Then I would walk through the stacks, with Matt in the backpack holding a cookie or dozing against my neck, and assemble a stack of books to take home. Every night while I waited for Jack, I sat propped on pillows in our bed and read; it was only then, during the few hours when the boys were asleep and I was lost in a story about someone else’s life, that I ever felt at ease anymore.

But for two weeks in a row, I had not been able to spend the hour looking for books because Edward had begun to cry as soon as the square, brown-haired librarian began herding the children toward the stairs. He refused to go, putting his arms around my leg and squeezing until it truly hurt. He made an endless humming sound as if he were screaming deep down inside where no one could see. This morning, I could hardly breathe as the clock overhead ticked toward ten.

Carrie and I were sitting on plastic chairs, red and blue ones, watching the children play in a cardboard castle. Ingrid, her long blonde hair adorned with seven or eight small butterfly clips that sparkled, sat Edward in a chair and announced, “You’re the king.” He said nothing but looked at her serenely—almost regally, I thought. “Hold this like one of those king things.” She was two months younger than Edward and when they were standing she barely reached his shoulder. But she peered up and poked him to make him listen, then held out a toy bat that she gripped exactly like a scepter. He did not respond. “Here.” She used her other hand to curl his fingers around the bat, but when she let go, he did, too. The bat clattered to the floor and he didn’t look down.

“You’re a dumb boy,” she said, and moved away to talk on the phone in a toy kitchen.

At 10:03 A.M. the story-hour lady arrived. She was like a miniature version of the building itself, her small, stout ship of a body sailing across the children’s section with the boys and girls trailing behind like dinghies. I put my hand on Edward’s back and gave him a push in the direction of the other children. He turned and looked at me with a gray, cardboard face. Carrie tried to be helpful: she made Ingrid take Edward’s hand and whispered that she should lead the way to the story room.

He went. Carrie and I stood, tensely watching their two blond heads bob away. Edward was taller than all the other children but he walked more slowly, dragging on Ingrid’s hand and scuffing the toes of his tennis shoes against the carpet. Carrie clutched my arm and breathed out noisily as the children disappeared.

“See!” she said. “I knew he would do just great today.”

We piled our coats and Matt’s diaper bag in an out-of-the-way corner and walked toward Adult Fiction. I found three novels that fit my new criteria for late-night reading: literary but uplifting, engaging but never dark. It had gotten hard to find books that did not frighten me; everything had spiraled out of control so rapidly, I’d become irrationally certain my life would expand to include any new problems I read about.

I checked out my books and was on my way back to the children’s section when I heard Edward, crying in the loud, ceaseless whine that had suddenly, about two weeks ago, taken the place of his speech. When I turned the corner, he was standing by the castle, and the librarian with the helmet of brown hair was holding on to the back of his collar. She brightened a little when I walked toward them, but in a vicious way.

She pushed Edward forward but held on to his shirt, facing me with her hands resting on his shoulders, as if she owned him now and was considering whether to give him back. “This child,” she said loudly, “does not belong in our story hour.”

Her voice, that one sentence, was like the loud cracking noise that happens seconds before a building collapses. I knew everything was about to crumble at my feet.

What she said simply confirmed what I had suspected, avoided, feared for weeks. I stood, trying to control my mounting panic, silent. But the librarian seemed to interpret my pause as a question. “He walks around the room the entire time the story is being read,” she broadcast. “He turns the lights on and off. When we ask him to sit down with all the other children, it’s like he doesn’t even hear us.”

Two mothers with whom Carrie and I had once talked briefly about peewee soccer were sitting in chairs against the wall, staring at me, openly curious, wondering how I was going to respond. I realized Edward was still crying. I reached down and took his hand, pulling him forward, and at the same time the librarian gave him a little shove so he tumbled right into me.

“Don’t try bringing him back for a while,” she said. “At least three months.” Still, I did not speak. This must have made her angry because she began stamping one blocky foot. “If I were you,” she said. “I would get some help for him. There’s obviously something very wrong.”

If only she knew. For three days, he had not spoken. Not one word. He was round-cheeked and golden-haired but sometimes his whole face looked dead. He’d chewed holes in some of his clothes. Overnight, he would no longer let me hug him. The day before, I’d found him on his bed holding one hand in front of his eyes and turning it slowly.

The helmet-haired librarian started to walk away. Carrie came hurrying toward us, having heard the commotion, asking me what had happened. I tried to speak but something rose in my throat—either a sob or a scream, I couldn’t tell. And I couldn’t risk it. Our friendship had been forever spoiled by this day and somehow I knew that my life had changed, completely, in the past hour. I would never again believe in the fantasy of a home and a family like hers. I scooped up Edward and, carrying both boys, followed Helmet Head to her desk. “Where?” I asked. She turned, clearly annoyed that I was still there. “Where can I get help for him?”

“I don’t know.” She sat behind the desk. Even so, she appeared, at that moment, to be above me. “This is a library, not a social service agency.”

I’m not stupid, I wanted to scream at her. Or at least, I didn’t use to be. Instead, I took a deep breath and tried once more. “But the library helps people find things, right? We just moved here. My husband is…” I stopped. The librarian flicked her hand at me. My belly felt full of sand. I turned, the boys swinging around my moving body like tassels, to get our coats and leave this place.

“Maybe he’s autistic,” she called after us, her voice loud but gentler than before. “If you ask me, that’s the first thing you should check into.”

“How?” I moaned.

She shrugged her shoulders. “Call the school district, maybe?” Already, she was staring at something on her desk. We had been dismissed.

I hated her. Yet, I did exactly what she had told me to do. When I got home, I looked up the number in the telephone book and called and repeated everything the librarian had said. I explained our financial situation and was given the first available appointment for Edward to see the district psychologist—in two months. Then I made toasted peanut butter sandwiches for Edward’s lunch, sat down in the rocking chair with the baby sleeping on me, and cried. But my tears were angry, and crying didn’t make me feel any better.

Later, I found Edward on the floor in his room, staring at the wheel of a toy car that was spinning around and around. I tried to read him a story, to prove the evil librarian wrong, but he just chewed on his sleeve and stared wordlessly out the window at the house next door. Finally, I picked him up and held him on my lap, trapping him inside my arms no matter how much he struggled against me. Near dusk, when Jack came home from work to change for class, he found us there, still clenched together.
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WE LEFT AURORA the week Jack graduated from the police academy and returned to Minneapolis, where we lived with my parents during an interminably long, cold spring. My father made one phone call and we were issued medical assistance for disabled and chronically ill children. I kept the card in my purse but always felt dirty after touching it. Each time someone used a word like disabled, it seemed more and more to become the truth. I imagined Edward responding to the weight of these expectations: he had a label, a file in a county office somewhere, identification and records and bracelets and buttons and pins that stamped him defective. And so, he was.

In the evenings, sometimes he closed his eyes tight and squealed like an animal that had been caught. But the rest of the time he walked in circles of his own making, staring into the palm of his hand as he moved. He would eat hungrily but never at the table and always furtively, as if he were ashamed. His only point of connection with us came through string. He went through skeins of it, making loops around his own ankles and fingers and arms, then throwing the length of what remained on the spool, lassolike, around my arm or my mother’s, Jack’s enormous feet as he lay sprawled and exhausted in a chair. I worried that through his obsession, Edward would strangle Matt inadvertently, but I didn’t want to stop him from binding himself, even in this unusual way, to his brother. So I trailed the boys during the hours they spent together, reaching in to loosen and unwind the string whenever Edward wound it around Matt’s creased little neck.

I took Edward to a series of doctors during those months, and they threw out a glossary’s worth of words: schizophrenia, childhood disintegration, and brain damage OUO, code that a nurse translated for me in a whisper: “of unknown origin.” But each time, when I began with our long and complicated history—Edward’s perfect babyhood and early language skills, his sudden dissociation in Aurora, the intermittent days of near normal speech—they would check their books and sigh and say he didn’t really fit in one category or another. And when they said this, I knew the next step would be for them to send us on to someone else: another phone call, another three to four weeks of waiting, another appointment that gave me an irrational kind of hope.

Each time, I would ask about autism, shuddering because I could still hear the librarian pronouncing the word. If he had it, it seemed to me she had caused it somehow, putting a curse on him with her cruelty. It had been six months since that January day and still, I hated her in a way I could taste as bitter and acrid as tar on my tongue. But when they turned to the A’s in their diagnostic manuals, all these doctors lined up against the evil story-hour lady. The onset was too late, they said. He did not pull away from us in infancy. He had none of the physical traits such as toe-walking and digital hyperextension; one sweet older psychologist with white hair demonstrated, holding his hands taut with the fingers bent backward so they resembled bird wings.

While I sat in waiting rooms, trying to keep both Matt and Edward entertained with coloring books and plastic toys, Jack searched for a job, taking tests in police stations and sheriff’s offices throughout the thirty-mile-wide circle of the metro area, eventually finding one in what we both knew was the roughest, most dangerous precinct in the city.

“It’s money,” he said to me in bed that night. We slept on a foldout couch in the basement rec room of my parents’ home, like teenagers only pretending to be on their own. Because Edward had begun wandering in the middle of the night, the boys slept in the room with us, on a mattress Jack had pulled off a bed upstairs and carried down three flights. “They’re offering decent health insurance. And we could get out of here.”

“People get shot there,” I whispered. I didn’t tell him I was already certain he would be killed. We’d lost all our money and our brilliant little boy had gone insane. Jack’s death seemed like the next logical step.

He picked up one of my hands, which had been lying loosely on my hip, and pressed the palm into his bare chest. We were no longer so haggard as we had been over the winter in Aurora, but sex remained infrequent. Once, we had found each other by chance in the tiny bathroom off the laundry and he’d pushed into me while the boys watched television with my parents upstairs. And a few times, we had both been awake in the middle of the night when even Edward slept, snoring audibly beside us; but our lovemaking then had been tentative and quick. Jack seemed not quite himself and I was distracted anyway by the constant task of finding out the truth about Edward.

Most nights, we contented ourselves simply with lying next to each other, me in an old T-shirt of his that hung to my knees and Jack naked to the waist, wearing long, loose flannel pants. Now, he moved my hand back and forth, over the foot-and-a-half span of his rib cage; I could feel the muscles there, and the steady bass beat of his heart under every spot I touched.

“Nothing can hurt me.” He sounded more sure than he had in months and this filled me with a sudden joy. I’d tried not to blame Jack for what had happened to our son, but the coincidence nagged at me. Our descent into poverty, Jack’s depression, those long, cold, lonely days in Aurora—all of it seemed related to Edward’s silence. Maybe this was the end, the way out: Jack would be valiant and we would be fine. I trembled with the pleasure of believing in him again. “As long as I have you and the boys and a home of our own.” His mouth was warm against my ear. “I promise, everything will be good.”

As soon as he took the job, this began to come true. Edward awoke clearheaded one morning and said a full sentence before relaxing back into a reverie that seemed more dreamy than disordered. We found a dilapidated 1920s-era house for a price we could actually afford in a school district that had come highly recommended. There was a lot of work to do, but Jack and I were eager to take it on: this house would allow us to leave my parents’ basement and establish the sort of home we’d planned when we were first married—a small, vintage place with natural wood and a garden out back. Even the children appeared pleased, spending hours out in the yard with me, clearing weeds and stacking the loose bricks that lined the fence. Edward seemed aware of us for the first time since Christmas. I spent the first weeks in our new home blissful, washing down the musty basement walls with a bleach solution while the children napped, believing our new life would restore Edward the way Aurora had dismantled him.

My fervor died out with Edward’s first regression. It was a morning like all the others, a clear summer day. Jack kissed me and left, brawny and handsome in his uniform. I baked muffins before the heat set in. But when I went to wake the boys, I found Edward lying curled on his side in bed, staring into the cup of his hand and sighing a persistent, rhythmic roller-coaster sound. Even when I picked him up and tried to turn his head, his eyes didn’t unlock. He kept gazing away. He giggled breathily and closed his eyes when I said his name. And over the next two years, it went like this over and over again. Periods of clarity that never quite achieved normalcy, followed by spirals down in which new symptoms emerged and accumulated. But through it all, one thing seemed consistent to me: with each passing week, Edward was sleeping less and less.

Despite the legion of doctors who disagreed, he was called autistic as soon as he went to school. “I don’t much care about his specific pathology,” said the district’s special ed consultant when I talked to her prior to his kindergarten year. She was firm but not unkind; she put her hand on Edward’s knee as she spoke and kept it there even when he began pinching the skin over her knuckles so he could watch it turn white. “I have to find a way to support him in the mainstream classroom, and the only way I know of is to put a label on him.”

She wrote down the name of a local pediatrician and tucked the paper into my hand. “Take him here. This doc works with us all the time. He knows what the system requires.”

For the past year and a half, since he’d entered school, the system had required us to refer to Edward as a child with “pervasive developmental disorder,” a category broader than traditional autism, the doctor had explained, so it would accommodate children like ours who didn’t quite fit. And I’d used the phrase so many times, sometimes I simply believed it. But since the weeks we saw him miraculously and completely healed last spring, I’d refused. What Edward had was not pervasive; it could disappear like a puff of smoke and reveal a warm, real child underneath. There had to be another answer. I only hoped Barry Newberg hadn’t found it.

As morning dawned in our kitchen that January day after my nightmare—the questionnaire still lying on the table where I had left it just hours before—the air turned suddenly, unseasonably warm. Outside the window over the sink, icicles sparkled in sunlight and dripped water from their tips; when I glanced at the thermometer that hung there it read 34 degrees. Behind me, Matthew sat in his booster seat, singing preschool songs as he ate his Cheerios.

Jack was on days until the end of the week and he stepped behind me, his leather belt creaking as he bent over my shoulder to say good-bye. I closed my eyes and leaned back for a minute, breathing him in. He smelled official, like wool and oil.

“I could call in sick.” He had draped his arms over me and I looked down at the sleeves of his blue uniform, embossed at the cuffs with the letters M.P.D., hanging over my turnip-shaped body. “I’ll go with you.”

“No.” I relaxed into the space he made with his arms and the weight of his coat, but only for a minute. Then I straightened and made my voice casual. “You go. I’m going to drop Matt off at my mother’s early and try to get some work done before I go to the doctor’s office. I have deadlines later this week.”

This was not completely true. I did have a deadline coming up, one, but the article had been written for two days and needed only a final proofread. The fact was, for reasons I didn’t fully understand, I wanted to keep Barry Newberg to myself. Also, I couldn’t picture Jack sitting in the doctor’s office; in my mind he didn’t fit in any of the chairs.

Before he left, Jack walked around the table to cup one hand around each of the boy’s faces. Edward tipped his head, one cheek resting in Jack’s palm, and closed his eyes as if he could finally fall asleep there at the table in his father’s hand. Under the table, his feet stopped twitching. But Matt quivered with energy and grinned through Jack’s fingers.

“Be good,” Jack said. I couldn’t tell which one he was addressing. Or whether, perhaps, he meant me.

“Daddy?” Matt held a spoon that dripped milk above his bowl. “What if I was twenty miles tall?”

“Maybe you will be.” Jack had opened the door and he stood with one hand on the knob. Fresh cool air swept in. The baby turned and leaned an elbow into my ribs—a sharp, pleasant sensation. “You can be a giant, if you try.”

Edward was humming, a tinny noise. Then he cleared his throat. “I will be a giant.” His voice was sure and musical, though for days even his one-word responses—no, yes—had been raw. “Like my dad. He’s very tall.”

The three of us stopped and turned, stunned as we always were to hear Edward form words. He would appear to us like this, breaking through at odd moments, then retreat again so that it always felt like a sighting of a unicorn. I often found myself wondering later if I’d only imagined it.

After Jack left, both boys were silent but for the taps of their spoons against ceramic bowls. The refrigerator motor whirred; I ran water in the dishes in the sink and watched soap bubbles glisten with color in the sunlight. The phone’s abrupt ring startled all of us. Inside me, the baby lurched, and I felt the boys jump behind me, heard their spoons clatter.

“Hi. I didn’t wake you?” Mariel sounded breathless. By eight o’clock, she’d likely been up for three hours tending her horses. We’d chosen very different lives after college but lately I’d begun to see how similar the outcomes were. She, too, rose to feed and brush and love creatures who nuzzled her hand and whinnied but never spoke.

“No, I was up getting Edward ready for school.” Despite the season, I pictured Mariel outside in a green field, drinking from a ceramic mug, her long ropes of dark hair lifting in a prairie wind. As if Iowa were a whole different world where spring had already come.

“Oh, right. Uh…are you okay? The baby?”

I looked at the clock, then down at Edward, who seemed to be counting something off using the same three fingers over and over. “Merry, can I call you back? I’ve got about two minutes to get him out the door.”

“Yeah. I’m at my mother’s new place. Do you have the number?”

“You’re in town? Why?” I clenched the phone between my cheek and shoulder, moving around the table to put my hands on Edward’s arms and coax him out of his chair. We walked to the back door and I began handing him his winter clothes, piece by piece.

“I’ll tell you everything later.” I’d been wrong, she wasn’t out of breath. Her voice was tight and low. Controlled. “But one of the reasons is I was hoping we could get together.”

“Don’t you have classes?” Edward was struggling. His snow pants had twisted so the left leg was behind him. I hunched over him, feeling a twinge of tired muscles in my thighs, and saw that the pant leg was inside out.

“Winter break. And, uh, Scott’s managing the farm.”

I was on the floor now, my hand stuck up through Edward’s clothes, tugging at the cotton lining of his pants. It had been six months since I’d seen Mariel. During college, we’d lived together and often, at night, she would drag her futon into my room so we could keep talking in sleepy voices as we lay in bed. But it wasn’t enough. At least once a week we went to a vegetarian place in the basement of an old Victorian where we ate blue chips with black bean hummus and drank Turkish coffee, spending long hours arguing about world events and consoling each other over men. These days, our conversations took place mostly over the telephone but I needed them; once I’d fed Edward chocolate chips right out of the bag so he wouldn’t make siren noises while we were talking.

“I have an appointment with Edward’s doctor at two. And some work I should do…”

“Newspaper stuff?”

“Yes.” Next to her title, associate professor, her conferences, and her papers on classical theory, both the doctor’s appointment and my job sounded too small to discuss. I glanced up again; we were truly late now. “I can probably drop Matt off at my parents’ house a little early if you can drive out this way to meet me.”

Mariel sighed. “Thanks. I’ll be at the bagel shop at eleven-thirty. You get there when you can.”

I hung up. Edward was tilting his head, staring out the window at the sparkle of icicles dripping from the gutter. He looked thoughtful and I hated to disturb him but in the distance I heard the far-off sound of the school bell. I handed him his jacket, mittens, scarf, and hat; Edward put them on, one layer at a time. When he was done, he was as padded as a hockey player. If you didn’t look at his hollow eyes, Edward still looked robust and strong.

A pair of stretched-out sweatpants hung on a hook by the door. I pulled them on, yanking the waistband up over my medicine ball of a stomach, but they kept rolling down. I was breathing hard as I picked up Matt and took him to the living room couch with a blanket, gave him his orange juice in a spill-proof plastic cup, and turned on the TV.

When I got back to the kitchen, I found Edward slumped in the corner behind the door. But he had put on his backpack without my asking. It was brightly colored with lions and bears from a Disney movie we’d seen that fall. In the theater, Matt had laughed and bounced in his seat; Edward faced the screen but his eyes had seemed to grow custard skins and his face was blank in the red light of the exit sign.

I glanced back through the doorway at Matt. He was chewing on the spout of his cup and watching the television calmly. Already, he was soaking up everything he saw: the fuzzy ABC’s that danced across the screen, the skits describing up and down, the songs about skin color. At four, he could hold a pencil and write his own name. He could add small numbers. This should have proved Jack and I could raise a child right, but most of the time Matt’s abilities seemed more like an amazing and undeserved fluke.

“You’ll stay right there?” I asked again as I put on Jack’s old motorcycle jacket and pulled on a pair of long leather gloves. Matt nodded without removing his eyes from the television screen where Maria and Oscar were arguing.

Outside the air was much softer than I’d expected, like an April breeze that had suddenly blown into January. I walked with Edward down the damp sidewalk in front of our house, across the street, and along the dirt path that cut across the park to the distant corner of the school yard. I could still see our house from here; I turned to look at the blank windows and make sure nothing had changed. Matthew hadn’t run out in his footed pajamas, frantic because I’d left. The neighborhood was perfectly quiet, glittering in the sunlight. I knew we were very late, but time seemed to stop as I stood, looking at the silent world.

Suddenly dark clouds gathered on the horizon, rolling the way they do before a thunderstorm. The sky smelled like rain, which was impossible in Minnesota in the middle of winter. But the wind sharpened and licked wetly at our exposed skin. Inside me, a voice insisted: anything is possible.

Ten steps into the park, I was exactly halfway between our house and the edge of the school property. When I leaned over to kiss Edward’s cheek it felt cool and smooth, like suede. “You go now,” I said. But I held on to his shoulders. Finally when I took away my hands, he moved forward. I stayed and watched him until he got to the end of the park, squinting so I could keep his whole body framed in the circle of my vision. Blue coat, bouncing backpack, shuffling, booted feet. And a small, round head that bobbed gently, like a balloon tied to the end of an invisible string.
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I MET MARIEL between classes during my sophomore year in high school. I was carrying a stack of books, hurrying to keep up with a throng of students that moved like one body. She was standing on the stairs, separate from the crowd, yelling to someone in a throaty voice so masculine that I had what I never could have known at the time was a purely chemical response. She was just one year ahead of me, a junior, but looked easily twenty-five. A gypsy earth goddess with round, pink cheeks and yards of kinky, black hair, she wore layered scarves that had glittery fringe along the edges and her earrings—crescent moons—dangled nearly to her shoulders.

She and I had been best friends since, and until I met Jack there had never been anyone else who knew me so well and loved me without reason. Mariel’s family no longer lived in the house I passed on my way to drop off Matt at my mother’s. Her parents had divorced shortly after she finished high school and then her father had disappeared. Merry heard one rumor that he’d moved to Las Vegas with a girlfriend, another that he’d gone to Belize and gotten involved in something shady—drugs or money laundering, no one ever said specifically. All we knew was that two years later, when he came back to Minneapolis for a visit, he was arrested and put in prison. He’d been released since, but Mariel said neither of them had called the other. She had erased him from her life, as if a human being could be nullified. Her mother still taught at the university and had helped Mariel get her position in Iowa, around the same time I was giving birth to Matt.

The road grew wider as I passed Mariel’s old house and began rounding the lake. Yet, I always felt squeezed at this point, breathless. There was a two-dimensional quality to my family’s neighborhood; it was picture-perfect and orderly. Even the accumulated snow—pocked and dirty on Jack’s and my side of town—appeared fresh and sculpted. With its columns and strangely cheerful bright red door, my parents’ house looked like a manor, sitting up higher than all the rest in the neighborhood on the curved end of a cul-de-sac. I stiffened and clutched the steering wheel, suddenly aware of my own hard weight pressing against the seat. I looked into the rearview mirror at Matthew in his car seat, a talisman against the way this place seemed to rise and tower above me.

I parked my minivan in the driveway. Back when I drove a sagging Volvo station wagon with Grateful Dead stickers on the back windshield, my parents’ next-door neighbors had complained and asked if we would park it on the street outside their development. I was proud that at least this car could sit in front of their house, and angry at myself for knowing it.

I used my key to let us in. I was kneeling on the hard tile of the foyer, helping Matt take off his coat and boots, when my mother appeared at the top of the winding staircase, calling hello. As she descended, I watched from below and saw the age in her face. The skin on her cheeks was thin and transparent while the flesh on her jaw and neck seemed to have loosened and grown thick. I wondered when this had begun to happen. Had I been too distracted by Edward to notice that my mother was suddenly growing old? She hugged me and put her hands on the huge mound of my body. “Soon,” she said. “Maybe by Valentine’s Day?”

“Oh, God,” I groaned. No matter how hard I tried not to, I always reverted to sounding like an adolescent here. “If it takes that long, I swear I’ll slit my wrists.”

My mother pursed her lips, but then she laughed. “I remember.” She nodded as she led us to the kitchen, a room twenty-four feet long with arched windows. The table was set with a white cloth and her dessert china—gold-rimmed plates and cups and saucers etched with pictures of fruit. And my throat grew hollow when I realized she’d prepared for us, like we were company. I looked furtively at my watch: it was almost eleven o’clock. In thirty minutes, Mariel would be waiting for me. I imagined her peering out the window of the bagel shop, one foot tapping inside her riding boot.

“Sit. Eat.” My mother waved toward the cake sitting in the middle of the table. It was a recipe her mother had handed down: rolled pastry with poppy seed paste spiraled through and an egg-white wash that made it hard and shiny. I’d never liked this cake, but every time my mother served it, it seemed to be the wrong time to admit I found it dry and sinister tasting. I cut a piece, took a bite, and choked twice as I tried to swallow.

Matt sat in front of his plate, crumbling the cake between fat fingers, making a mound of silty black stuff. I checked my watch again: Mariel was no doubt on her way to the bagel shop. My mother got up and went to the cookie jar, where she pulled out two chocolate-covered graham crackers. “Here you go, sweetheart,” she said, dropping them onto Matt’s plate. Each cracker made a small thunking sound that echoed through the kitchen.

We sat for a few minutes, chewing. Somewhere a clock ticked. “You shouldn’t have a drug test after this, you know,” she said conversationally, as if it were something we’d been discussing.

I was amazed. I’d had no idea she even knew what a drug test was, or how it worked. But for one panicked minute I wondered if she knew about the plastic bag hidden beneath a stack of sheets in our linen closet, infusing them with its sharp, green, woody smell. In the next moment, I recognized this as paranoia: my mother was only making conversation in the random, desperate way she always did with me. And I was being rude. “After what?” I asked, leaning forward as if I were intensely interested. The baby protested, pushing hard against me as my body compressed.

My mother held up a bite of cake and waved it at me. “Poppy seeds. They show up as some sort of opium.”

“Mother,” I said, opening my arms wide around my enormous stomach. “Who would test me?”

She laughed once, then cleared her throat as if she were embarrassed. “I don’t know. I’m just saying, for the future. Barb’s son was rejected for a job because his drug test turned positive after he ate poppy seed cake. This very cake—I gave her the recipe.” My mother nodded twice, her penciled-in eyebrows tight, blonde hair bobbing with each movement.

I watched her face. “Don’t tell me you feel guilty.”

“Well, I did start the whole thing. I sent a cake over when she had her hysterectomy and he liked it, so I sent more. Then next thing you know, he was turned down for a job even though Barb really thought this might be the one.” She paused and looked at her hands. “Raising children is hard.”

“Mother.” I put my hand on her arm and she flinched slightly, but I kept it there. “Barb’s son is an art student who takes his poppy seeds with about a quart of rum and a couple grams of cocaine. I really don’t think you’re to blame.”

She pulled her arm away and adjusted the sleeve of her blouse. “You always see the dark side, Rachel.” She rose and began stacking our dishes, waving me away when I tried to help. “Why is that? We didn’t raise you that way. Why do you insist on painting the world so bleak?”

I had no answer but simply watched as she worked, hands wrapping the leftover cake in plastic as neatly as if it were a package. Unlike me, my mother could not bear to stay angry or even remember an exchange of harsh words. Within moments, she was smiling at Matt, who had climbed down from his chair with chocolate-smeared fingers and lips. She wiped him off and turned back to me, fresh, all unpleasantness forgotten. “So, what are your plans today?”

“I’m going to meet Mariel.” I stopped myself from checking my watch. “And then, I have a doctor’s appointment.”

She glanced at my body. “But didn’t you just…?”

“Not for me. For Edward.”

“Oh.” She folded her hands together in her lap. A reflex, though it always made me wonder if true believers could pray no matter where they happened to be, or who else was around.

I got up to leave, but suddenly the list of unanswered questions appeared in my head, lines of type with spaces after. I turned. “I’m wondering.” I cleared my throat. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” I dug through my purse and pulled out the questionnaire. “This doctor thinks Edward may have a disease that causes tumors on the brain,” I said bluntly, unfolding the sheets of paper on the table. My mother winced and sucked her mouth in, which made her look ancient, a waterfall of drooping skin. “It’s not likely, but he thinks it’s possible. I need to know if anyone in your family has had any of these things.”

I handed her the sheet. There were boxes to check for various symptoms; three checks meant a family tendency, five a diagnosis. I breathed slowly as she put on her reading glasses and scanned the form, eyes moving from the top to the bottom and back up. Swiftly, the thought came to me that I would hate her if she checked five, even four. But I doubted she could do it, even if the checks belonged on the page, because she would hate herself, too.

A minute ticked by. “This one.” She pointed to a section marked “Skin Discoloration.” “I think…my aunt Mamie had some spots.” My mother rubbed the back of her own left hand with the palm of her right. “Here.” She rose suddenly and went to the hallway where I could hear her climbing the staircase, her rings tapping against the banister as she pulled herself along. I rinsed the plates she’d stacked by the sink and put them in the dishwasher before following her upstairs.

She was in one of the guest rooms, on her knees, hands inside the bottom drawer of a dresser that was neatly set with a lace runner and silver candlesticks. “My cousin Martin went through a phase where he collected old clippings. Newspaper announcements, things like that. At one point, he gave Grandma Mary a scrapbook full of them as a gift. I paged through it after she died, and I seem to remember she stuck some other things there. It’s possible there are medical records of some sort.”

My mother pulled items out one by one and set them neatly in piles on the floor. Holiday tablecloths with painted turkeys and elves, napkin rings, trivets and doilies. Eventually, she withdrew a leather-bound album; she straightened, opened the book, and began riffling through the pages. I peered into the drawer, surprised at what I saw. It was rare to find disorder in this house, but under the stacks of things was a pool of loose photographs, three or four layers deep, their surfaces so slick that when I touched one they all shifted, revealing dozens of others. Women with fleshy, clear-eyed peasant faces and scarves tied over their hair. Slim young men with hands clasped, watch chains looping from the pockets of their suits. Groups of couples lined up in front of lake cabins, smiling broadly. Fat children in wading pools.

I picked up a shot of my grandparents, Mary and Ted. They were at a table against the darkened windows of a restaurant or country club, talking to people who sat with their backs to the camera. There was a clutter of glasses and cups on the table. My grandmother was laughing, her head thrown back, a strange turquoise hat with a half veil perched precariously on top of her bouffant hair.

Then I spotted a picture of a man I recognized, though I could not recall where I had seen him before. I picked it up and brought it closer to my face, but this did not help me remember. He was a man around my age, perhaps twenty-five or twenty-six. His face was dark and sober, chin pointed, lips full. Though his hair was neatly combed—a smooth wave to one side over the forehead, trimmed high over the ears, small sideburns—it seemed ready to burst into something wilder, the way the fur on an animal’s neck springs up when it is provoked. And his eyes, wide and nearly black, were lit with something that looked like fear.

“Who is this?” I turned, still crouched. It was too hard to get up. My mother had moved to stand by the door, the open book in her hands. She took a few steps toward me, then stopped.

“My brother Mickey,” she said softly.

“The one who died?”

“One of them.” And with that, the memories started streaming back to me. A photo that had hung in my grandmother’s hallway—not this particular one but another taken from the same time period. The same man with a thinner face, a khaki uniform, a dog at his feet. And another, a black-and-white portrait of a ten-or eleven-year-old boy with an entirely different expression: round, clear eyes, smooth cheeks, and an easy smile. My mother rarely talked about her childhood and I realized, now, how little I knew about the boys who would have become my uncles.

“There was Frank,” my mother said, as if reading my mind. “He died young, before I was born. And then there was Mickey.” She gestured at the photo I held, then repeated, “He was my brother, too.”

“How much older?” I asked, gripping the edge of the dresser to stand, still clutching the photograph in my other hand.

“Almost four years. He was just turning three when Frank died and my parents always felt…”

“What?”

“He changed then. My mother thought he had a lot of psychological problems because of what happened to Frank. They shared a bedroom and Frank took care of Mickey; I think Mickey worshiped him. Poor baby. One day, he woke up and the older brother he adored was just…gone.”

“It was scarlet fever, right?” I asked. Bits of the stories I’d heard were coming back to me.

“Yes. Frank came down with it on a Monday and he was dead and buried by the weekend.” She shivered. “My parents were so devastated, they probably never realized Mickey was suffering, too.”

“Suffering how?”

She shrugged. “Later there were problems in school. He couldn’t seem to concentrate. He was smart. I know he was. When he served in Korea the air force made him an air traffic controller, and you have to be smart to have that job.”

“But what happened to him in school?”

My mother stared into the empty air, as if she were seeing a picture I couldn’t. “He was an outcast in grade school, for one thing. He was handsome, but strange somehow, and the teachers thought he was dumb. The other kids didn’t like him. I remember that.” She took a breath and I was afraid she would stop, but she didn’t. “And he couldn’t read. I mean, eventually he learned well enough so he could read a newspaper, or write a letter. But he was old: fourteen, maybe? Early on, he had a really terrible time.”

“Was it like dyslexia?”

“No, it wasn’t that. In fact, he was amazingly good with numbers and directions. It was more…” She put one finger to her forehead as she always did when she was trying to put her thoughts into words. “Like he just didn’t connect things somehow. Then in high school, things improved. At least, for a while. But later…” Her voice cracked and she swallowed. “After Mickey died, Grandma Mary told me she hadn’t prayed hard enough. Because she’d used up all her prayers on Frank.”

I studied every inch of Mickey’s skin, what was showing in the photo, and it was clear: no patches or bumps. “And you’re just telling me this now?” I tried to make my voice gentle, but the impatience cut through. “Didn’t you ever think it might have something to do with what’s happening to Edward?”

Just then, I heard Matt downstairs, calling for me. My mother looked startled, whether by his voice or my question, I couldn’t tell. “No.” She took the photo from me and stared into it just as I had, as if it might answer my question. “Truthfully, I never did.”
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