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For Dr. Mittl, who saw everything as it actually was.




Sunday



RACINE, APRIL 1977. A Polaroid with white edges. My Easter dress is robin’s egg blue; it ripples against the church’s red door like a flag. My father said it made my eyes look turquoise. He’s not in the frame, but I know he’s still alive and in front of me, taking the picture; not because I remember, but because the sky is dark and the March wind is whipping my long hair against my lips, bending the saplings next to the church, and yet I still look so completely, utterly unafraid.







IN ALL THINGS, I blame the husband.

Women who sleep with teenage boys, women who shoplift collectibles, women who lock their children in basements. Yes. Their rotten husbands drove them to it.

My mother said this was the result of having a perfect father. A knight. A prince. A hero who made every other man look small, ruinous.

And that is why, when the kidnapper cracks open our new skylight like an oyster and slithers in, landing dripping wet in my daughter’s bedroom, I don’t blame the defective latch, the alarm system, or the thin bronze shell of the new tin roof. The dotted line of fault doesn’t lead to my architect or contractor or engineer, whose chosen materials proved too delicate for my most paranoid calibrations. No. I know everything they could conjure or specify is no match for the muscle of conviction.

And oddly, lastly, I do not blame my intruder. And that explains everything that follows, doesn’t it?

I am angrier at my flawed ambitious husband than the man who crouches among my daughter’s stuffed animals, who stops to listen for a moment before He decides to snake toward her bed. I am angry before I even know the truth: of why our home, our tin roof, and why, why Sam’s favorite daughter. Who needs facts? My shaking body knows what it knows. That Sam is the one who leaves me alone at night with my anxiety attacks and my children and the thunder ripping open the sky, the lightning slashing our trees to toothpicks while the sounds of the storm cover the squeak of a criminal’s ladder unfolding against my house.

I stand at the top of our stairs with the portable phone in my hand, my thumb on the button that should produce a dial tone and doesn’t. Now there is no other sound but pounding heart and pouring rain. He is here, and He is smarter than I imagined.

ST. CATHERINE’S MATERNITY WARD, APRIL 2003. Jordan’s tiny eyes are shut tight inside the receiving blanket, as if she anticipated the flash. I look the way air travelers look when a bumpy flight finally lands. This is how all women feel, even after the third or fourth time. Yes. That’s what Sam tells me. What I tell myself. Everyone is afraid; all mothers have panic disorder; they are just better at hiding it.

I remember the day I found out I was pregnant with her. As I Ieft my gynecologist’s office, burdened with the news and the care of my other two children, I struggled getting them into their car seats. My hands shook as I brought the buckle ends together. Clattering. Jamie eyed them like china moving in the cabinet. Bad enough to flinch at the look of your mother’s scarred hands, but not to trust their movement?

“Your hands are shaky,” she said.

I said breezily, “Everyone looks different leaving the doctor’s office than they do arriving.”

Jamie’s eyes were wide but still soft. Compassionate, I thought, even at three and a half. I nodded twice for emphasis. Was this not true? Fear either evaporates or escalates. The paper examining gown crumples inside a wringing fist, or floats up, bouncy from the good news. I was not lying to her.

Mere minutes ago, she and Julia played with a dollhouse across from the receptionist’s desk. She hadn’t heard my legs rattling the stirrups, or seen my tears as I watched the ultrasound.

Still, those enormous eyes. She knows nothing, or everything.

I clasp my hands together tightly, to stop the shaking. Behind me in the parking garage, a car idles. I glance over my shoulder to be sure it is simply waiting for our space and not about to gun the engine and mow us down.

“Mommy?”

“What, Jamie?”

“You’re embarrassing me.”

“What a big word,” I said. “What a big, grown-up word.”





ISHOULD HAVE BEEN HAPPY. It was summer and the renovations were nearly complete. The shifting estimates, the money tussles, all behind us. In the end, I had what I wanted, my maze of hickory floors and cage of pale earth-tone walls. But in the kitchen, my new French windows rattled in their open frames, as if they knew something foreign was already roaring across the crisp gardens and green backyards. The wind pushed through the screens and across my oiled teak island, upending the linen napkins in their silver holder.

When the wind picked up, I headed first to my windows. They were beautiful in the show house; opened wider, left less to the imagination, than any windows I’d ever seen. I kept leaving the home show tour to return to the corner where they’d been installed, running my hand over the wood frames as if they were furniture. The Anderson Windows rep teased me: Back to visit your open window? Now I had them, and I couldn’t close them tightly enough. As I pulled in the last latch, defending against the grassy air, two fat raindrops hit my arm. I didn’t even stop to wipe them off.

I walked from room to room, battening down the hatches. I kept checking the burnished latches in my daughters’ rooms upstairs. Relocking, retucking. A mother or a warden? Jordan, my baby, was curled into her Raggedy Ann, blond silk hair against bright red yarn. Next door, Julia’s mop of curls was almost indistinguishable against our Maine coon cat, Willis. Across the hall, Jamie was asleep with her finger holding her place in her book. I slipped it out of her hand, put a Kleenex in as a bookmark, went back downstairs. I was wearing a path on the new Berber carpet, but couldn’t see it yet. My footprints would appear to me later, with enough time and close attention, like the shape of things only visible from the sky.

As the storm came inland, I gathered candles, matches, flashlights, laundry to fold, old mail to open, and spread it out in the den. I sat alone on my twelve-foot suede sofa and bit my nails in front of movies I knew the endings to. I let myself worry during the commercials. Every flash and boom in the sky was an assumption: that the lightning would find whatever was metallic and brittle in me.

When my nails were gone, I folded the laundry and packed my briefcase for Monday. I’d already assembled the girls’ backpacks. I wrote a note for the babysitter, Elizabeth, about picking them up from reading camp and taking them swimming. I opened mail from a week earlier. In the foot-high stack of catalogs, I pulled out the familiar blue Tiffany book. It was smaller than the others, modest considering its contents. On the back cover, a man in a gray suit with beautiful hands holds a turquoise box behind his back. It is like a poem, that photo. The curve of his thumb, the stripe of his suit. I tore it off and added it to my briefcase so I could look at it later. It joined a reporter’s notebook, an old award certificate from American Reporting, scraps of articles and scribbles, a story about child labor that is only in my head. So says Michael, my executive producer. “Claire,” he says, breathing it, coaxing it long past its solitary syllable, “you’re not in a Third-World slum, you’re in the suburbs. You need to learn the difference between a lead and a hunch.” But there is no difference in the shiver as it travels up your spine. How can they be told apart? Michael has never worked in a top-three market, never worked overseas like I have. He knows only one shade of evil, and I know a hundred. What I call experience he calls paranoia.

On the television, Hugh Grant carried Sandra Bullock through traffic. I couldn’t find the scissors—art project? School poster?—so I opened a Neiman’s package with my teeth. Inside the white tissue were three floral bathing suits for the girls and the pink silk nightgown I’d ordered to surprise Sam. Ordering from catalogs, as if I believed in the vibrant possibility of that paper world.

The gown looked impossibly skimpy in my lap. What movie was I not watching when I ordered this? I slipped off my tank top and shorts and pulled it on without bothering to close the shutters. The bodice was as tight as a pair of hands. My necklace of baby rings nestled just above the V-neck, as if pointing to where it was a size too small. But the silk brushing against my legs, across, between, was intoxicating after my cottony week. I fell into it like a hotel bed, allowing myself. My head settled in at the end of the suede couch and the storm found its rhythm, down a notch into steady rain. I slept.

They’d installed the new skylights the day before and all the dark corners of the house were flooded with light. The final touch. Sam hadn’t seen it yet; he was off somewhere again, gone three or four days—I couldn’t remember which—to somewhere. Golf outing, conference, convention. They all involved sport masquerading as business. His clients’ pharmaceutical names, those half words, blurred together in my memory the same way the names of the luxury hotels did. He told me, but I couldn’t absorb the information. Was that a true telling? When I never really grasped where he was or who he was with? I knew all I needed to know: that someone was serving him steak and fetching him fresh towels and I was home sorting his socks.

At 2:00 a.m. something hits the roof and I wake up. Shaking, I go to the kitchen and wrestle with the childproof bottle of Xanax. It’s hard for me to open things; even after a year of physical therapy, my hand still doesn’t work right. The wind picks up, flinging small branches on the new tin roof above me. Bronze with flashes of green, the roof is beautiful but noisy. The price you pay, I was told too late. The squirrels thought it was a slide. The rain, a timpani. The new skylights are even louder. They treat me to a drum solo at the top of the stairs. The pill finally gets swallowed through my tears. I’m not the kind of person who can live in a noisy house.

A small but hard noise makes it way through my sniffing, half click, half squeak. I look up, as if the answer is written on the ceiling. It comes again, and with each breath I replace negative thoughts with positive ones. I stand at my farmhouse sink in the house that was never a farm and actually say my thoughts out loud, whispering into the new curved faucet/microphone: “People don’t break into houses on nights like this. It’s the storm. It’s the wind. It’s squirrels on the new tin roof.” I repeat, “Squirrels on the new tin roof.” As I say the word “tin” something above me, bigger than me, snaps, then shatters. Not squirrels, I know in my bones. It sounds like glass, broken glass.

The portable phone blinks on the other side of the room. The tongue and groove is silent as I move to it, but my limbs rattle in their sockets. The scissors are not in their Lucite holder with the markers and pens. I move past the laundry by the table in the hall, eyes scanning ahead. Where are the blue curved handles, the sharp steel points? Later, I will kick myself for the weapons I walked by: pointed pencils, heavy vases, poisonous sprays. I turn my engagement ring and diamond wedding band backward, into my palm, and continue up the stairs, as if I’m entering a subway at night.

On the landing, I stare into Jamie’s bedroom across the jungle of stuffed animals against one wall. I smell rain, damp cotton, leather. His boots, I will think later. His damp shirt. He is silent and hidden, but I imagine He can hear me shaking in the doorway, molars like maracas in my mouth. Finally I make out the contours of His face and eyes, human skin among the plush bears and cloth clowns and nylon-lashed dolls that line Jamie’s floor.

I shake but do not gasp, do not scream. Of course He is there; I expected Him, I heard Him coming for years, each night when Sam left me alone with my obsessions. I turned every creak of wood into a footstep, every flying branch into a burglar, every click into the release of the safety. I conjured Him, fear by fear, bone by bone, until He showed himself. Mine.

He is younger than He was in my nightmares.

The plush zoo muffles our sharp breathing, my heart pounding. There is a man in my daughter’s room. I don’t dare cast my eyes in her direction, don’t want to point her out to Him. I feel her sleeping, hear her soft breathing, out of rhythm with His and mine. I look only at Him.

It is beyond intimate: past sharing a bathroom, past putting your child’s bloody finger in your mouth. He stares at me. I stare back. Fear, meet Regret. Regret, may I present Fear.

He moves, but not toward me. Holds a finger to His lips, a warning, and glides soundlessly, on cat burglar feet, to Jamie’s canopy bed.

“No,” I cry, but it comes out mangled and small. A croak.

He scoops her up and though she is groggy, half-asleep, she looks oddly comfortable draped in His arms. Her sweet face, still flush with dreams. Her shiny auburn hair. Sam’s hair.

I drop to my knees and utter the only fearless words I have ever spoken:

“Take me,” I say. “Take me instead.”

I’m ashamed to admit I wasn’t completely relieved when He did.

CAVERN LAKE, 1979. The fish on my line was so small it had to be a minnow. But you can see it twisting, fighting like a marlin, bending the bamboo pole.

My father’s feet are dangling from the dock, but his eyes are on my face, not the camera, registering the shock of what we’d just done. If you look carefully, past the green pail of worms and the fiery promise of sun, a full day ahead of us, you can almost guess what happened next. How my father released the fish and we watched it swim back into its future. How he stopped trying to teach me to bait a hook and instead taught me to dive off the pier. And I suppose, if you are somewhat prescient, you might also see what happened before, as my mother lifted the Swinger camera to her eye and commented on what she saw through the viewfinder.

“The son you never had,” she said.





MY PURSE IS IN the bedroom,” I spit to Jamie through His fingers. He has me in a stranglehold with one arm, gently releases her with the other. Is He half tough? Back on the bed, she rubs her eyes to be sure she is seeing what she is seeing: her mother taken away in lingerie. A picture worth a thousand hours in therapy.

Those are my last words: My purse is in the bedroom. Not “take care of your sisters,” not “I love you.” If He kills me now, that’s the deathbed utterance. Later, I’ll obsess over my bad judgment. Does she even know how to use the cell phone in the zip-pered pocket? Is “send” one of her spelling words?

His hand cups my mouth. One finger presses against my cheekbone, another across the indent on the side of my nose. He tastes of earth. A gardener’s hand. Arborist. Botanist. Digger of shallow graves. My chin quivers beneath His knuckles. My tears slide into His grip and He squeezes harder.

I look back over my shoulder. Jamie is aglow from the night-light. My daughter, my beautiful, solemn first girl. The blue scissors sit on her desk with her reading camp homework. She has tears in her eyes, but doesn’t scream, or speak, or follow. My youngest child, Jordan, a small tiger of a girl, might have leapt on His back. My middle daughter, Julia, ever vigilant, the last one to fall asleep, could have split atoms with her scream. It seems He had chosen the right one.

Halfway down the stairs, I think I hear Julia turning over and sighing in her sleep. I imagine her damp curls lifting slightly off the pillow, one ear unwittingly picking up the steps in the hall. My heart sinks, remembering the last tuck of covers, my final breathy promise. I open my mouth and cry out against His fingers. He clamps His hand, yanks my waist. My toes grip the carpet, my heels brake and skid. No. I can’t leave them alone. What was I thinking? The rug burns on my feet are the penalty for changing my mind.

He pulls me harder; too late.

Had He taken one look at me in the nightgown, glistening with sweat, chest quivering with fear, and decided I was worth more than a six-year-old? He looked me square in the eye. Taking stock. If He thought in that moment, that split second when we sized each other up, the light just low enough to hide my flaws, that I was sexy, shiny and precious, something of value, He was in for a surprise.

On the steps outside He duct-tapes my mouth and wrists, then pulls me alongside Him. The flagstone scrapes the polish off my toes. Turning the corner by the picket fence, I smell my lilac bushes, feel my blue hydrangeas paint-brush rain on my calves. Drink up, I want to cry beneath the tape. Who the hell will water you now?

The driveway is long and steep. He drags me uphill. I let Him. That seems impossible now. But I was half-naked and wet and I’d bitten off the only weapons I had. The wind whips my hair against my lips, cheeks. Debris digs into my bare feet: nearly invisible shards of wood and tin, bent nails, fiberglass clippings, everything they intended to shop-vac tomorrow. The car door is open at the top of the street. My welcome wagon or my hearse. The streetlight above us is dark and so is the car’s interior.

He shoves me in the passenger seat. This is it, the next crime, what all my obsessions and Xanax were preparation for. I am graduating.

The seat is soft and warm against my wet legs. I blink back at my own relief. I am astonished by what I think: that it is not nearly as bad as I imagined. And that for the first time in ten years of marriage, the tables are turned: Sam will not know where I am.

PUERTO VALLARTA, SEPTEMBER 2005. A cheap digital print. Blurry, as if someone pulled it out of the printer in a hurry. Sam’s khaki pants are rolled up to his knees; he hoists a boxfish still on its line. You can see the strain in the muscles of his left forearm, the gold clasp of his watch, the one I gave him at our wedding. Why I even have this photo in the Box, I don’t know.

As I recall, I drove him to the airport for that trip, so he wouldn’t have to pay to park for a week. At the curb he handed his bags to the skycap, then gave me four small packages to mail from my office. “Don’t forget,” he added. I glanced at the first few addresses: Mexico City, Cancún.

“Isn’t this close to where you’re going?” I remembered something about a younger group of clients who wanted to surf and snorkel. A four-star dinner being catered on the beach.

“I want them to arrive after I leave.”

“Why?”

He hesitates, a blank space where another man would stutter or say “um.”

“They’re gifts—they have to be timed just right.”

“What about FedEx?”

He shook his head. “That’s only reliable in the States.”

“You trust the mail?”

He shrugged, I sighed. Was it possible he was just as thrifty at the office? His partner, Hugh, a friend from prep school with the same hobbies, the same color hair, even the same car as Sam, was different in at least one essential way: he blew through money. Born into more, so he spent more, I suppose. I’d seen him drop a thousand dollars on oysters at client dinners; he had corporate memberships at ten different golf clubs across the country. “If you’re going to be a player, you have to act like a player,” he’d said. I couldn’t imagine him putting up with Sam’s penny pinching. Pens in bulk. Furniture bought at auction. How could they get anything done waiting for overseas airfares to drop?

Sam ran his hands through his hair, still longish and auburn, not a hint of gray. When the light landed just right, it still shone with the same possibilities as the first night we’d met. But it was dark when he came home most nights. I didn’t see him even when he was there.

“I trust you,” he said, and seemed to mean it. I wonder now if I trusted him back.

He kissed the girls on their foreheads, me on the cheek, and vanished through the revolving door. Handsome and spinning, and then he was gone. Through the passenger window I saw the skycap watch him go, shaking his head. I got out and handed the man five dollars.

I started to pull away from the curb and the packages tumbled off the seat. When I scooped them up I saw one of them was addressed to me. I smiled. One of Sam’s little non-presents. The month before, when he went to Florida, he’d wrapped up an oak leaf with a note that said, “Hate to leaf you like this.” His way of being adorable and frugal at the same damn time.

I sighed and started the long circle back to the highway. In the rearview mirror my daughters’three heads listed to the left, held back only by the curved edges of their car seats. I imagined Sam in the plane, banking southward.

“Can we go to the access road? Please, Mommy?”

Jamie, the oldest and most like Sam, clasped her hands together like a much smaller child, a matchstick girl, begging for food.

I had no excuses: no deadlines, no classes, no appointments, no landscapers to meet with, no plumbers to let in. They saw the softness in my eyes and knew they would win.

I nodded and turned left, took the road hugging the river, heading for a spot like the one my father had taken me as a child. It wasn’t as deserted as it used to be: developers had realized a muddy river was still a river, even if it ran past a junkyard and sat in a flight path. There was a bar and cantina there now, a deck strung with lights. A small boardwalk with shops that sold things drinkers would buy: sunglasses, trucker hats. Breath mints.

I turned right past the cantina, then an immediate left. The road turned to gravel, then dirt. Trees grew taller on both sides of us. I shifted into four-wheel drive, glad it was daylight. I’d taken the girls once at sunset and couldn’t stop looking in the rearview mirror for suspicious cars. Older makes, vans with dark windows. David’s Karmann Ghia. When I pictured him finding us, it was always on a road like that, gravelly, tree-lined, deserted, but at night.

We passed a minivan and a pair of young boys walking with binoculars swinging around their necks. Otherwise, we were alone. It’s fine, I told myself. I parked and let the girls out of their car seats. They climbed onto the silver hood of my Land Cruiser and lay down, three in a row, the engine warming their spines, the backs of their thighs. I stood next to them. In another week, there would be mosquitoes, mud, heat, but there was nothing in our way, not then.

Together we looked up and waited for the first plane to pass over. Three came in quick succession, too close to each other. I frowned. I wondered who was in charge, imagined the air traffic control room, the flight deck, the workers eating sloppy sandwiches and laughing at dirty jokes, not paying attention.

The planes were white and red; we held out for the silver and blue one, the corporate colors of the airline Hugh and Sam always flew. We had so many frequent-flier miles, Sam gave them away at Christmas. The girls cheered when they saw the first plane.

“’Bye, Daddy!” Jamie called.

“Can you see me, Daddy?” Little Jordan sat up and stretched her arms, the short blond hairs glistening in the light. “Here I am!”

I smiled despite myself. They believed their father could see them waving; who was I to set them right?

When the plane was past us, I turned to go and they begged for one more.

“We might know someone on that next one,” Julia pleaded with large eyes.

“Okay.” There was no good reason not to. That was my parenting style: all reasonable requests would be granted.

The next plane was smaller, a commuter. It swooped lower, displaying its underbelly: the landing gear, impossibly small, like a heavy woman with tiny feet; the square doors and latches, pieces and parts that could be opened or closed, broken or functioning. I closed my eyes. Behind my lids, the plane broke apart like a toy. I felt my lips form the word “stop,” the technique all my therapists advised. When you want to stop your own thoughts, you have to tell them to stop.

“Closer, closer!” my children cried. “Faster, faster.”

“Stop, stop,” I whispered.

The wind picked up and I opened my eyes. I watched my children instead of the sky. The shortest, lightest pieces of their hair blew back. In its wake, in its pull.

“I wish I was on that one!” Julia yelled and I wanted to cry out, a dagger to my heart.

No, no.

Not you, too.





HIS VOICE IS DARK, the phrases businesslike, but a slight accent warms the vowels in the center of the words. I think of the odd phrase, “Romance language.” He tells me I can pull off the duct tape. I wonder if He is too squeamish to do it, the same way I can’t bear to rip off the girls’ Band-Aids. Do we have that in common? I work the corners off gingerly, wincing, trying not to pull the small blond hairs around my lips.

“Don’t scream,” He says.

I breathe, stretch the corners of my mouth. “Can I speak?”

He doesn’t say no. “Did David send you?” I say hoarsely.

He looks at me for a few seconds, then turns to His door. Something about His spare movement, the economy and silence, reminds me of the last time I was in a room with David. Stealth, I think. The things you don’t see coming.

I hear an unwinding as He turns back to me, rope in His hands, scissors. That’s my answer. He wraps and knots my ankles first, reaches for my right wrist, cuts the duct tape, pulls. His fingers stop on the rough skin below my pinkie finger. The thicker flesh slows Him down. He looks at me but says nothing. Has He seen worse scarring in his line of work?

He pulls on the rope, cocks His head. Asks if it’s too tight. “Yes,” I decide to say quietly. My rings are still turned around; He doesn’t spin the rings on my left hand or pluck them off. He slides His finger between the rope and the softest part of my wrist. It reminds me of how I tested Rexie’s dog collar before she ran away. He pulls His finger out, does the same on my right wrist. Same outcome. He does not loosen the rope. There are tests for everything. Some of us shake formula onto the inside of our wrists, blow on hot pizza. Others pull on handcuffs, buy extra duct tape, put chairs under doors. He wants me to believe my comfort counts. The brainwashing, the first lie.

I mistake it for softness.

“Look, I need to call their babysitter, my mother-in-law, someone—”

The childproof lock snaps, and I jump.

“Please?”

“No.”

I’ve taught my daughters to do anything to avoid a strangers’ car: kick, bite, scream. I’ve done none of those things. I’ve asked nicely, but He is clearly not falling for politeness and charm; I will have to think my way out.

My eyes skitter across the seats, front and back. There is nothing weapon-like on them. In the movies there are always bottles to grab, hot cigarette lighters to wield. This car is empty. He looks at me taking inventory. I glance at the glove compartment; it’s probably locked. My toes curl into ooze: mud, only mud, at my feet. I hope it is mud and not something worse. I hope I am not bleeding. If He doesn’t kill me, I could die of lockjaw.

My mouth feels funny already. I think about tetanus shots, gunshots, pain. Stabbing, hanging, war, famine, flood. My brain edits them together in quick cuts, like a music video of death. Then the shaking comes.

“I have a blanket in the back,” He replies to my chattering teeth. Of course He would have this in the trunk: blankets, garbage bags, tape, rope. There is likely a shovel and axe there, too. His hands smelled of earth. I think of the trunk open, picture the contents. Still life of death.

Tears run down my cheeks. In between my body shaking, I shake my head no.

He turns on the car and slides the heating control from blue to red. The heater blows hot and dusty on my legs, but my body still shakes. He shifts out of park.

“Would you please,” I sniffle, “call my mother-in-law?”

Pause.

“Then will you at least tell me if you’re working fo—”

“I don’t know any David.”

“Maybe he’s using his middle name? Jonathan?”

He pulls out into the street and the momentum brings an object rolling across my right pinky toe.

I flinch. “Something’s on my feet.”

He leans over, rooting with His right hand, driving with His left. He pulls something up and tosses it onto His side of the dash as if He knew what it was. From where I sit, it looks like a statue, yellowed ivory. The Virgin Mary?

“Are you Catholic?”

“Why?” He says coolly. “Do you want me to pray for you?”

I look back at the dark house: Night-lights glow pale green inside three windows. As we pull farther away, they look as small as fireflies. Do I say a prayer, ask God for what I was owed? Protect my daughters in their beds, keep them safe? Yes. But after I mouth the words, something else sweeps across my heart: a hobo’s relief. Off in the night carrying only your wits. This may be an indication of how badly I need a vacation.

I swallow hard, go back to thinking, to who and why. A journalist again. David has a motive. I am the what, now is the when. I list what I know: A Cutlass, velour interior, at least fifteen years old. Was I right to fear the older cars? He looks Latin, yet is over six feet tall. He may or may not be Catholic. I stare at His hands and wrists, arms flexing on the wheel. No tattoos or distinguishing marks. Like me, He could be anybody. He doesn’t look familiar.

Why? Is He just someone random, someone who wants money? There have been hundreds of men in my house with their muddy boots, crumpled work gloves, sawdusty hair. Some arrive at dawn; the subcontractors, closer to ten. They have seen the ten-thousand-dollar appliances. They installed the bathtub that cost more than their trucks. Each day I come home to their evidence—the coffee cups, cigarette butts, sticky bakery papers from their donuts. Their DNA, crumpled underfoot. They have held my keys; opened my door, refrigerator, and mailbox; left their Gatorade and their handwritten bills, stained with varnish and glue from the job. I remember most of them, not all. The window guy was the only one I worried about. But none of them look like Him. Him, I would remember. Two nights before, at midnight, a car drove down our driveway and I heard something bang against the construction Dumpster. I ran outside with a flashlight, fearing they’d dumped a body, a baby, a limb. Sitting on top of the pile of wood and fiberglass, shining in the dark night, was a microwave without a door. Michael’s voice rang in my ear: A hunch, not a lead.

Who. I think of Jamie still in her bed, the description I didn’t have to give of the freckle on her ring finger, the small scar on her chin. A framed school photo I could have handed the police, the one with the clenched smile, a stranger’s version of her.

Do my daughters know what I look like? I imagine the police asking for a description, and them going to the box of sixty-four crayons, pulling out “wheat,” drawing me. Choosing a darker color for my scarred hand. Jordan, asking me last year as I winced doing the dishes: “Does it still hurt, Mommy? Will it always?”

They’ll find my cell phone, I tell myself. They will. My feet are just muddy, not bloody. My lips all but move with the sentences. I replace worst-case-scenario thinking with best case.

It’s quiet on the turnpike. There is only a small parade of oddballs who travel in the middle of the night. We are joining the broke, the desperate, the hopped-up-on-caffeine.

A few trucks, one other car approach. At the first roar of their passing, I raise my bound wrists up in the darkness, wave to them.

He snatches them like a man snares a fly in the air. They go down easily, quickly outmuscled, doll-like in their sockets.

“Do that again,” He threatens, “and you go in the trunk.”

Where. I swallow hard. Is this a standard threat, or does He know about me? Has He been in an elevator with me when it clanks to a stop? At Josh’s surprise party last year, the host asked us to hide in a closet; I struggled to find air amidst the dark wool coats, bit my lip until it cracked. I think of the trunk closing, the line of light going then gone, and then the click. The final metallic click. Like a gun safety.

“No,” I cry, head shaking. “Don’t put me in the trunk!”

“Don’t make me then.”

There is no more warmth on the velour seats. There is not enough strength in the armor of my body. I see thin fingernail, small bones, skull, palate. Visions of tissue parade through my head. No sugarplums, no soft sheep. I pick the hard world apart.

This is obsession, counting the haystack. There is enough to go forever. I cover my eyes. If it has to end, I have to end it. “Stop,” I whisper. I pinch the fleshy part of my left hand until it hurts. “Stop,” I say again. It is like learning to crash-land a plane.
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