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Prologue
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MY DAUGHTER LEFT three days ago.

“I’m not telling you where I am,” she says when she finally calls. “Don’t try to find me.”

I don’t say anything.

“I’m safe. That’s all you need to know,” she says.

“I’m glad you called me,” I tell her. “When are you coming home?”

“I’m not ever coming home,” she tells me.

She hangs up.
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She calls back a little before five. I’ve been crying. I try not to sound like I’ve been crying, but she can tell.

“Do you want to know where I am?”

“Yes.”

“I’m staying with Jude. She’s really nice.”

“She’s Rain’s friend?”

“Yeah. She’s really nice. She’s house-sitting. I’m not telling you where the house is. She has three kitties.”

“Can I have the phone number?”

“You can’t come get me.”

“I’m not going to. I’d like the phone number.”

She gives me the phone number.

“I’m not coming home,” she tells me.
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She calls me every day to tell me she is not coming home. I don’t say much. I tell her I miss her. I tell her I love her. I tell her what we had for supper, that we went to the mall and got new socks for Jack, and a belt. I don’t tell her about the crying. It feels odd, like being pregnant again, all this crying. How I used to just start crying when certain songs came on the radio. Dumb songs. I’d say, right out loud sometimes, “Oh that’s so true!” and then I’d start to cry. So now at odd moments, on my morning walk, driving in the car, when I’m just about to go to sleep, when I’m brushing my teeth, I start to cry. I don’t go on and on. I just cry a little. It’s like I never get to the real cry that’s in me. I just get the top layer. I’m not sure I even want to go down into that inky cavern.

Instead I cry with my mouth open and dragged down at the corners like a tragedy mask. I don’t make much noise. I don’t want to scare my son, who might hear me and think it’s his fault. He misses her too, I remind myself. He doesn’t say much about it, but sometimes he asks when she’s coming home. I know they talk on the phone when I’m not here.

One day I climb a wet mountain, going up over the old snow and half-melted ice. It’s more treacherous, I suppose, in this half-boiled February light and just-above-freezing temperature than in the frantic deep cold of January. The slick of water on top of the ice makes it slippier than when it’s just frozen and cold. And the whole trail, really, is ice, like a stream ran down the exact trail and froze there. But I go up anyway. I fall down a few times, but not badly, each time managing to catch myself by grabbing the wet branches of the little trees along the path. Sometimes I go off the trail altogether and crash through dry little bushes and branches along the side, then rejoin the trail farther up. It’s not too bad. I’ve chosen a fairly easy mountain, knowing the steep ones would be too hard and I’d have to turn back. And I really want to get to the top of something. I want to get to the top of this mountain even if there’s no view. So I go ahead. I get the back of my pants wet falling down, but I pluck the damp fabric away from my skin and keep going. I make it up and head right back down again. If it were summer, or even if it were sunny, I would stop and sit on a rock and let the sun warm me. As it is the sky is that white gray of February and the colors are all the dark colors of February—the rocks, the leafless trees, the dry bushes—so I just keep going. I think I’ll make it all the way up and all the way down and I do.

I want to explain about my walk to my daughter when she calls the third day, but I’m too tired. I keep waking up in the night and thinking that there’s something wrong. There is something wrong. She’s not here. I wake up and I think the phone just rang. And I don’t know who called. And then I imagine it was the police and she’s in trouble. So I lie awake for a while and I can’t get back to sleep and when I do get to sleep I dream strange dreams—the telephone bursts into flames, the door flies open, the sky cracks.

The next day winter break will be over and school will start. She shows up in the middle of the afternoon. I’ve just gotten back from the grocery store and I’m putting away the food. I got the treats she likes, to lure her back—certain ranch-flavored crackers, almond-poppy muffins, big seedless oranges, watermelon Pop-Tarts, bacon, pink lemonade.

She looks smaller.

“Hi Mom,” she tells me.

Then she goes right by me and she goes upstairs.

I hear her go into her room. She comes out again.

“Where’s Jack?” she calls down.

“He’s at Daddy’s,” I tell her. “He’s spending the night there.”

“Oh.”

I can hardly hear her. She goes into her room.

I finish putting the groceries away. When I’m done I want to get out of the house. I would like to go for a walk before it gets too dark and too cold, but I think I should say something.

I go upstairs. It’s like sticking my hand into the garbage disposal. That’s how I feel with her.

She’s in her room. She’s not listening to music. It’s quiet.

I go down the hall and I knock at her door.

“Augusta,” I tell her, “I missed you.”

“Yeah,” she says from in there.

I stand there, in the hall outside her room. I can see a little piece of her floor through the hole where she knocked out one of the boards two years ago when she was really mad. Sometimes I think she’s crazy.

“Do you need anything?” I ask her.

“No.”

She sounds tired. She’s probably exhausted. Probably didn’t sleep last night—out all night. Probably didn’t eat anything all day. She doesn’t like to eat in front of people, so when she’s not home she usually doesn’t eat.

I wish she could be little again. I would make her Cream of Wheat and read her stories. Story after story. Whatever she wanted.

“Okay,” I tell her. “I’m here.”

And I feel as if I’ve just put my foot on one of those little rocks sticking up out of the ice and I don’t know if it’s the kind that holds steady or the kind that topples over or the kind that has such a thin layer of ice on top that you can’t even see how treacherous it is till you try it.
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IT WASN’T ALWAYS like this. We used to have wonderful times. There were times when I felt as if I had won two prizes: my two children walking up the road with me. My girl. My boy. Living together in Maine.

There were times when our world seemed perfectly balanced. Later it’s easy to remember, when you’re mad at yourself and furious with how things came out, to remember only yelling in the kitchen on a winter night and feeling overwhelmed at the office. But I have to remember, too, the happy times when we were all tucked up in bed reading Mary Poppins on a winter evening. When we were at the beach with Cynthia and Bea and Sam in summer. When Augusta and I were looking at catalogues together on the green couch while Jack was building buildings in the dining room.

Those things are all true, too.
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I raised the kids alone. Their dad and I divorced when they were little, split up when they were two and three and got divorced a year later. When people ask me why we got divorced I say I don’t think you have to explain why people get divorced. I think you have to explain how people stay married. How people can stand each other day after day, year after year, rubbing against each other like two bad pennies. But actually I know the exact moment when I decided I had to get away from Ben.

We’d been in Boston at his parents’ house for Christmas. We were driving home in the beat-up blue Ford my mother had given us when she got a new one. At least it ran, unlike the rest of the cars that Ben had parked in our driveway to work on when he got around to it. The old green SAAB that just needed some brake work. The red VW that suddenly one day just stopped working.

Of course, the driver’s door of the Ford didn’t open. You could either slide across from the passenger side or else crawl in through the driver’s window. I was starting to mind things like that.

We’d been at his parents’ house, which was not like my parents’ house. Too many doilies on things. The TV on. Three cats. It was January. It was very cold. We were driving home with both kids in their car seats in the backseat. The car was a mess, full of our junk. Clothes. Blankets. The heat didn’t work right so we had the kids bundled up. Juice boxes. Animal crackers. Chewed-on bagels. Christmas wrapping paper. Stuff.

We were coming over the bridge at Bucksport. Ben had to get to work. We were all tired, anxious to get home. He was driving too fast. There was a cop waiting at the Bucksport side and as we slid around the curve he flashed his lights.

“Oh great,” Ben said, pulling over opposite the graveyard.

I didn’t say anything.

“This is typical,” he told me, rolling down his window, letting in the cold hard Bucksport air. “We weren’t going any faster than anyone else. They always stop people like us.”

That was the moment.

I wasn’t people like us. Okies in a beat blue Ford. Full of junk and dirty-faced children. I wasn’t like this. I’d grown up in Washington. I was meant for something. My children weren’t people like us. If I could have, I would have taken both children, right then, one under each arm, out of that wreck of a car and marched down Route 1 tromp tromp tromp down the highway past the narrow houses up to that flat high place between Bucksport and Ellsworth where you can see so far.
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It was a little more complicated than that, but eventually I did leave him. We both stayed in Maine and shared the raising of the children, but most of it fell to me.

I didn’t know how I was going to manage. Pay the mortgage. Raise the children. Fix the house. Buy the shoes. And somehow create a life of my own where I would be the star I was meant to be. How all that? I took a job at my mother’s radio stations. I worked part-time and then full-time and eventually took over the business. I bought another radio station and found myself going to radio conventions in places like New Orleans and Los Angeles. I always felt as if it were all happening by mistake—the accounting course I took at night so I could read the P&L, the suits and certain shoes I started wearing, learning to use a computer. Suddenly I was worried about ratings and margins and money and negotiating contracts and hiring people and firing people. I was sitting in my office, sitting behind a desk, being a boss, being a businesswoman.

And all this time I was raising my children, coming home at night, changing into soft clothes. Augusta sitting on my bed at night. “I need a private time with you, Mommy.” I was fixing supper, washing all the dishes. And sometimes it seemed as if I were doing a wonderful balancing act, balancing it all on the tip of my nose.

Looking back, there were times when I thought I was doing a wonderful job. Being a mother that read to my children, being a mother that talked really talked to my children, finding cool baby-sitters for them like the girl from the College of the Atlantic who practiced Zen and shaved her head and took them to the early-morning ceremony where she became an official Buddhist. Or my dear old friend Marie, who was cozy and sweet and baked them cookies and read them Narnia and held them in her lap and loved them. Sometimes I saw my kids on a weekend morning coming in from sledding with their bright bright cheeks and I thought: I am giving them a perfect childhood.

And the time when I took Augusta down to the boat to go out to Great Cranberry Island for a sleepover party and I watched her waiting with her backpack, sitting on a rock by the harbor with her smooth brown hair looking proud and a little worried. And I thought again: I am giving her the perfect childhood. Maine. No locks on the doors. No traffic jams. No vying.

I took them on hikes. I read to them all the time. I told them stories that went on and on. And every spring we went to the circus, each with a friend, all in my car. I left work early and we put on the radio loud and sang along with the oldies. It was early May and always the first warm day of the year, the sky that wonderful tremulous blue of early spring. I was certain my children were having a wonderful life.

It wasn’t of course—I was always worried. Worried about money. Worried about being alone forever. Worried about not being a good enough general manager at the radio stations, carrying the tottering pile of my family’s fortune, the family business—everything they had was invested in it, my mother told me—on my own shaky incompetent shoulders. I was worried that I had lost hold of who I was, the person I’d defined myself as being—living in Maine, writing stories, walking in the woods—to become a Rotarian, businesswoman, firer of employees, wrecker of lives. I was worried I wasn’t spending enough time with my children who were so great! though I went to every possible school event, drove them everywhere, went to every performance of every play, every game, everything.

I loved it all—loved the job and resented it. Loved our house and could never keep it nice enough. Loved the children and plucked at them, trying to make them right. How did other people do it?

Oh, I suppose I was in some ways a terrible mother. I yelled. I got impatient. I got mad. I worried over stupid things. I scolded over things that didn’t matter. But when I think over the whole long lumpy quilt of my life, the part that makes the most sense, the part that feels the most real and the most dear, is the part where I was cooking in the kitchen and Augusta was coloring at the table and Jack was working on his building. When the house was full of cinnamon and life.
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But that’s past now. And now we have the scraggly years again. Their scraggle this time. Their struggle. And I am exhausted by it. I feel impatient and deserted. And confused and tired and helpless. And when, after a particularly bitter confrontation, I call my useless log of a boyfriend to shout out my troubles he sighs his heavy sigh like a sofa collapsing and I grow even more impatient. I get so furious. I have to go. I have to grab up my jacket again. I have to storm out of the house. I have to march up the road past the forest past the houses which infuriate me with their lawns. I have to go to the road that turns and heads up Schoolhouse Ledge. I have to walk.
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This is how it was and it was nothing like this. There were things that started to happen. But then you don’t know. When your daughter is eleven, when your daughter starts to act different, you don’t know if it’s because her parents are divorced. You don’t know if it’s because her mother works too much, or because your daughter’s too smart for her classes, or because she has maybe a learning disability you never caught, or because her teacher has a learning disability or isn’t smart enough to teach your daughter. Or maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with school at all. Maybe she is becoming a teenager and this is how they act. Maybe they are supposed to be quiet like this and stay up in their rooms.

And then something happens and you think: I think there’s something wrong. I think maybe she’s smoking pot. But you don’t really believe it because she told you No Mommy I don’t do that, that was somebody else. And these are the things you think: Well I smoked pot. But I wasn’t only thirteen. I was seventeen when I smoked pot. And it was different then, wasn’t it? Wasn’t the pot different then? Wasn’t it lighter colored? Wasn’t it less somehow? But then you think: Don’t kids do things earlier now? And anyway she said she didn’t. And you’re not sure and you don’t want to not trust her.

I want to trust you, you tell her, looking into her face. I want to trust you when you tell me.

And they say to talk with your children, but she no longer talks to you, and it seems as if it just happened. One day it was just like that. rue, she had stopped coming down for breakfast. Stayed up in her room, ran out the door late for school, missed the bus and had to have a ride. But you think, well, that’s how they are, aren’t they, teenagers? And you try to remember how you were, but you were different and the times were different and it was so long ago. And she’s suddenly so angry at you, but then, another time, she’s just the same. She’s just your little girl. You sit with her and you talk about something, or you go shopping for school clothes and everything seems all right. And you forget how you stood in her room and how the center of your stomach felt so cold. When you found the cigarette. When you found the blue pipe. When you found the little bag she said was aspirin.

And there was that time after eighth-grade graduation when she and her best friend, Alexis, were going to sneak out, but they said they weren’t even after you found the cellar door open. But they said they weren’t and so you decided to believe them, like that other time when Julie’s mother called and told you that Julie and your daughter had stolen some things out of the store downtown and you grounded her and she cried and promised Never never. And the time she was supposed to be spending the night at Daisy’s but then you found out that her parents didn’t know; the girls weren’t there. And then there was something and then something else and then you were on a crazy train ride rumbling through a night landscape that you didn’t recognize and everything was different and everything normal was gone.

All of a sudden it just happened.

It seems like all of a sudden it just happened.

So now, when I try to remember how it went, it’s hard to remember. Augusta was a little girl. Jack was a little boy. I was working too much. There was always too much to do. We were sitting at a table. I was worried about something at work. I got mad about something. I brought my hands down hard on the kitchen table. Augusta cried. Maybe that was it. What made her change.

Whenever it got to be too much for me I would go out. I’d yank my coat off the hook and my mittens off the radiator and head out the door. Just get out and start walking. Up the road big firm steps as if I had somewhere to go. My kids were driving me nuts. This happened all the time now, ever since they started edging into adolescence. They were angry at me. They were scornful. My daughter was furious. My son was bored. I couldn’t even remember how it had been anymore; our sweet little household. The candlelit dinners. The fires. The books. The stories and the special treats and the rituals of family I had tended. It had been so long since someone hadn’t been mad or exhausted or sad.






2

[image: img]


I HAVE MY BOYFRIEND but he’s sick of me. His children are grown and he lives a quiet, orderly life. When we first started going out it was easy. I had two cute, cuddly children and every other weekend they went off to their father’s so we could have romantic every-other-weekend trysts—we went to restaurants, we went to movies, we went away for the weekend to inns. But in the last year or so my children have rarely gone to their father’s—or if they do it’s in the middle of the week, or just one goes—and though they beg to stay alone in the house I won’t let them. Instead I spend the weekend moodily shopping for large amounts of groceries to feed my daughter’s bulimia, or wearily cleaning up after them, doing the laundry, going on walks, going on unsatisfying dates with my boyfriend in which we stare glumly at each other across the restaurant table and then go home, he to his house and I to mine because it’s suddenly too weird to make love in the house of the children. It’s the children’s house. They have taken over. So I go for a walk.

If I walk fast, I don’t have to think. I can see the lights of the island across the water as I pass the place where the cliff opens out to the sea. The dark rocks far below. The lights are barely visible tonight because the fog’s so thick, but I have walked this walk so many times that I know every one of them by heart.

I take the road that goes down to the harbor, where the big fishing boats tied to the pier are ghostly in the yellowy lights of the dock, past the woods, past the stretch of summerhouses, around the cove, and down to what the children and I used to call the Magic Road—a quiet road, used mostly in the summer, that passes between tall trees on either side and then opens out to the harbor. They used to think it was a treat to go that way. Unlike most of the other curvy, hilly roads in town, that road was straight and flat and always perfectly paved. It never had the potholes and frost heaves of the other roads. It was never littered with leaves and branches after a storm in autumn. It was wonderful to bicycle on in summer, and sometimes we imagined that we felt the magic rising out of the road when we went there.

Tonight, going down the road toward the harbor, I walk as if I could walk all night. I think I could. I forget everything when I walk, when I’m into the rhythm of walking, and I could be any one of my selves—in any one of the years that I’ve lived in this town. I walked before I was married, when I was pregnant with one child, when I was pushing my new baby in her stroller, pregnant with the second. For a time I pushed them both, stuffed into a double stroller. They were so close in age that it was almost as if I had twins. I walked with them when they were little. And later, when they were older, I walked alone again, but sometimes they would still go out with me. My daughter used to walk with me and bring her friends sometimes. We went this way.

The harbor tonight is mysterious and beautiful like a painting. The yellow lights of the dock shine on the boats tied up alongside. The moored boats are just barely visible in the thick fog. The trucks are parked patiently in the lot. The ticket booth is closed for the winter. The harbormaster’s building, with its one light lit, is quiet and the harbor’s quiet, and the fog is full and thick and it could be another time.

I used to bring the children down here after supper. We’d feed the ducks on summer evenings. The children would race their plastic cars up and down the path and run past tourists, laughing. I’d bring them down after their baths, dressed in their Sleepy LaBeef T-shirts that they used as nightgowns, and they’d climb the big rocks and they’d be so proud.

Then there have been nights like this one, other nights, colder nights, when I came around here looking for my daughter. Driving around looking for my daughter in the night, after calling all of the numbers I’ve copied down. “No she’s not here, can I get your number?” “Give me your number, I’ll have her call you.” Put away in my little notebook, hidden in the bottom drawer of my desk. Ideas. Numbers. Names. Names of people I’ve never heard of. Names of people I’ve never seen. Boys who won’t leave their names. Boys who sound like men. Give me your number. Give me your name.

Maybe she’s down here, driving around. Late, long after I want to be in bed. ired from all day at work, but driving around. Dinnertime past. I brought home Chinese food and it sits on the counter in its cartons, getting cold. My son is up in his room—No, that’s all right, I’m not hungry—waiting. And I’m down here, driving around looking for my daughter.

So many nights like that, and then the nights when I do find her—barefoot in town, standing near a pay phone with a scrawny boy in a big army jacket and lank blond hair.

“I was just trying to call you,” she tells me as she gets into the car. “Can you give Nicky a ride home?”

She calls him Nicky to tell me that he’s not a boyfriend. He’s too young, too small, too scrawny to be her boyfriend—he’s just a kid she knows, someone she takes care of.

It’s cold out so I have to let him into the car.

“Where are your shoes?” I ask her.

“Oh I left them somewhere. I had to give them to somebody to wear. Rain was so cold. Anyway, I always go barefoot. You know that.”

These are the definitions she has set for herself: she always goes barefoot, she’s no good at school, she loves drugs, she smokes, she doesn’t like rich people, she’s against war, she wears only thrift-store clothes, she doesn’t comb her hair.

One by one I release my own rules for my daughter. Rules about when she comes in. Rules about what she wears. Rules about school. Rules about what constitutes sickness. Rules about what constitutes sanity. And each edge she pushes.

Each rule I relinquish brings me closer to some unimaginable abyss. The open chasm. But where it begins, in all this darkness, I can’t see. I can only feel my way, feel my way, following her in the darkness. She runs out so quickly and so confidently, calling back lies to me over her shoulder, and I follow her wherever she’s going, stumbling along after her in the dark, on the uneven ground where there is gravel, bits of rock, sudden small holes, ice heaves, and somewhere out there, unexpected, without warning, there is a deep vast crater and that’s where she’s headed. I don’t know where it is and I don’t know how deep it is and I don’t know why she is drawn to it, drawn to it as if in the center of that crater there were a bright light a warmth a magic place that she is drawn to. I can only follow her, rushing along after her voice in the darkness, driving around after her in the darkness, calling to her, catching at her sleeve, at her arm, at her shoulder for a moment, as she hurtles forward. Worrying that I will fall, that I will fall and stumble and fall on the uneven ground, that I will skin my own knees, that she will fall, that I will not catch her in time, will not hold her back, will let her go.
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It’s been years since I’ve felt part of the town. When the children were little, before I worked all the time, I used to know people. When we walked downtown for the mail, to get milk, I would see people and I knew their names. At school concerts I knew the other parents, I could talk to them. I knew the teachers. But then, as things got stranger and I got busier, I stopped knowing everyone. My children were in trouble too much. Other parents didn’t want my children to play with their children. At first it wasn’t like that.

At first it was just a warning, but I didn’t get it. One day, two women whom I used to walk with when the children were little stopped me on the street downtown.

“I don’t know why you let Jack and Augusta hang out with Ronnie,” one of them told me.

“What?” It took me by surprise. I thought we were going to chat.

“I mean it. He’s no good. He’s trouble. I won’t let Jared around him.”

I was furious. Ronnie is a big, loping boy with hooded eyes. His mother left, moved out of state. He lives with his father, a lonely man in a wool plaid shirt. One time I was walking by their house and I could hear his father yelling at Ronnie. I could hear Ronnie crying.

“He hasn’t had much of a chance, has he?” I asked her now.

“Well, you take the more global view,” she retorted. “I guess I’m not that kind. I want to protect my children.”

“I think a town like ours can help a boy like Ronnie. I don’t think you can give up on a kid when he’s fourteen.”

“Fifteen,” she said as if that’s cut it.

I should have paid attention, because a year or two later, people would be warning other parents about my children. “I keep them away. I don’t let them over. They’re no good.”

And by then I suppose they were right.
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I became busier and busier. Work. Meetings. Off in my car. The only times I went to anything was when I had to. Teacher conferences were no longer the contented exchanges of pleasantries and congratulations they had been when the children were younger. Now I dreaded every phone call from the school. Jack had done something. Been sent out of class. Augusta was in trouble again. She smelled like smoke. She skipped school. She swore in class. She looked stoned. She was missing again. She fell asleep. She said she was sick.

In the car, driving somewhere—to the store, maybe—she starts in on me. “I just want to be free,” she tells me. “I need to be free. You can’t control me. I want to be my own person. That’s my right. You can’t control me. Someday I’m just going to go. I’ll just leave. You’ll see.”
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I want to think it’s just drugs. She’s taking drugs. I know that. She is taking all kinds of drugs. I find marijuana in her room. I know it’s not the gentle grass of the sixties. They treat it with something now, don’t they? It’s powerful. I remember the last time I smoked, years ago. And there are pills. I find big messy capsules full of beige powder on the floor of her room. I find what I think is probably blotter acid. I find little white pills. What are they? I don’t know.

So I tell myself it’s drugs. She’s stoned a lot of the time. Either she’s getting high or else she’s coming down off something. But I’m afraid it’s something else. I’m afraid it’s more than that. I’m afraid of her.
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When I cleaned her room, I found old packages of cookies. She’d lied about these just as adamantly as about the drugs. “No, I didn’t eat them. Ronnie did. He came over one night and took a package.” Her lies were clumsy and inaccurate, but I allowed them. I didn’t want her to think I doubted her. Why not? I didn’t want to have her look at me that way and say, “You never believe me! You always think I’m lying! You don’t trust me!”

By this time she was not going to school. She stayed only sometimes at the house. She crashed with friends or said she did. She went to parties and returned days later, barefoot, dirty, saying she had to sleep, and then would sleep all day and wake sad and hungry and furious with me.

Where was I all that time? I was there. I was trying to make sense of it. I was still trying to put it into a box it might fit neatly.

I didn’t know if it was adolescent behavior or craziness or my fault or all three. It happened so quickly. So quickly she went from being a somewhat difficult, kind of moody girl to what she finally became, which made me feel crazy.

There were nights when I took a flashlight and walked around the town up this same road through the same dark, looking for her.

There were nights when I drove around to every place that maybe kids might go, looking for her.

There were the phone calls I made, “I’m sorry, I know it’s late, but have you seen my daughter?”

And there were the odd, strained conversations with the other parents, when we would commiserate, “Oh it’s hard, I know, teenagers!” rolling our eyes, sitting on the chilly metal bleachers at the baseball game. We exchanged complaints the way we used to exchange photographs of our babies.

“You should see her room!”

“I know! and every night the same old fight about homework!”

And I’m thinking: Homework? That was long gone, the idea of homework.

The last time I went to a game we went over the usual: eating disorders, worries about drugs, staying out late, driving, drinking and driving. I didn’t dare introduce the next tier: stealing, staying out all night, hitchhiking to Boston, screaming at the top of her lungs, holding up a knife one time, holding it up and looking at me, telling me what she would like to do with it—my daughter! my daughter! my girl.

I stayed away after that, from the games, from the other mothers with their smug problems and their rolling eyes.

It’s as if I have a disease and none of them want to catch it. My daughter has a disease. My family is disintegrating, and though they don’t say it I know what they are thinking—she got divorced, she didn’t go to church, she wasn’t on the PTO, she worked too much. All my sins corroborated by the terrible fix I’m in. I know what they tell one another in their kitchens, where they take cookies out of ovens that are always clean, where their families eat together at the table, father mother sister brother—not like at our house, where Jack sits and eats with forced heartiness while Augusta sits and glares at me until I let her go.
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One time in the middle of everything I was driving home from work listening to All Things Considered, and there was a story about a young boy somewhere in America who had died playing baseball in Little League. And they said he had died because he had been hit in the chest with a ball. And they did a little story about how a number of kids die every year from getting hit in the chest with a ball, which is why the catchers wear chest pads. Because the chests of children are still soft, the bones still flexible, the force of the blow, if it’s hard enough, can push the bones inward. If the ball hits the chest of the child in a certain way, at a certain angle, when the heart is expanded to a certain degree, it just kills him.

I want to say how we went from being the three of us in the house eating supper at the table into the dark whirling storm of the next few years, but even now, looking back, I don’t know what happened. There wasn’t any one thing. There wasn’t any map to follow, certain roads I see now I should have avoided. It was the divorce. It was my working. It was my anger. It was their father. It was me. It was living in Maine. It was the school. It was genetic. It was a baseball—flung out through the late sun of the afternoon, angled just right, flying through the air—that hit my daughter.
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ONE MORNING, just as I am leaving for work, I get a call from my daughter.

“I don’t feel good,” she tells me in her sick voice. “I can’t be here. But they won’t let me leave. I need you. I want to go home.”

I tell her to wait for me at school. She’s playing me, but I am stupidly, gamely, predictably thrilled that she called me. It’s like the other little shabby bits that I dredge up out of our sad and futile relationship: proof that she loves me, that she needs me.

“I’ll be right there,” I tell her in my mommy voice.

I call the office, tell them I’ll be late. They’re used to this by now. I’m often late. My life’s a crisis that they don’t quite comprehend. They don’t know all the figures on the landscape, but they know what the landscape looks like—it’s been bombed. I imagine them, all of them, at their desks, exchanging glances. They are broadcasters reporting on distant wars. “She’s going to be late,” they tell one another. “Another shelling.” I have been humbled. I am stumbling through the rubble. Work’s just incidental to my life.

I drive over to the high school, park the car, walk into the building. Augusta’s sitting on the floor in the hallway, leaning up against the wall next to her friend Rain. They’re both wearing overalls. Rain had her head shaved. Her nose is pierced. Augusta wants her lip pierced. Rain’s got her navel pierced. Augusta wants her eyebrow pierced.

“Hi, Martha,” Augusta says sarcastically.

“Hi.”

I stand in front of them, looking down. Augusta’s wearing Birks. Rain is wearing what we used to call engineer boots. They’re both such pretty girls.

“What’s going on?”

“I have to go home.”

“Are you sick?”

“Nursie says I’m not sick. Nursie said I had to call you. I can’t take this. Psychically I can’t take it.”

“Have you got a fever?”

“I don’t have a fever.”

“Are you going to throw up?”

“I’m not bulimic.”

“I think you need to stay in school.”

“But Martha!”

“You don’t understand, Martha,” Rain tells me seriously. “This place is bad for us. They’re so fucking dumb here. They don’t get it.”

“A lot of things are dumb,” I tell them. “You just have to get through it.”

“I can’t, Mommy!”

“You have to. This is what you have to do right now. Go to school. Get through it. Then you get to pick.”

“But I don’t feel good.”

“Do you think I feel good? Do you think I love going into work every day? You just do it. You do it because that’s what you do.”

“Why don’t you just quit then?”

“Because your father doesn’t give me any fucking child support.”

The minute I say it, I can’t believe I’ve said it. I’ve never said it. I’ve never admitted it before. I’ve always been oblique, even though I know she knows. But now I’ve not only said it, I said it with “fucking.” Two more things to feel guilty about. But I’m rabid. I’m sick of all this—everything not going right. Phone calls from the school. Phone calls from Augusta. Everything always off-kilter.

“Just go to school,” I tell her finally.

“No,” she says.

I want to yell but I’ve quit yelling. I stand there in my work suit furious and hopeless. I hated school too. I know what she means. The dead hallway. The inevitable classes. I always hated it. The teachers droning on and on about stuff that doesn’t matter, that is separate from life. The windows. The floors. The desks. I hated school. I probably taught them to hate school; passed it along like a blight.

“Fine,” I say instead of ranting. And I go out.

Halfway to the car I realize I can’t just leave. I turn and go back into the school, but they’re gone.

I go down to Bill’s office. He’s the vice principal and an old friend by now. It’s his job to call the parents of the children who go astray. We’re well acquainted.

“I don’t know what to do with her,” I tell him.

He rolls his eyes.

“I’m so sick of this.”

“You and me both,” he tells me.

He gestures toward his telephone. “Just got a call from Smoky. Two girls, name of Augusta and Rain, just seen headed for the far field.”

“What are they doing?”

“Just walking there. So far, just walking out there.”

The phone rings. He picks it up, his eyes on me. Speaks into the phone. “Yeah. Right. Okay. Nah. I got the mother here. She’ll go after them.”

He hangs up the phone.

“They’re headed down the road,” he tells me.

I sigh and run out, down the hall, past a couple of kids going from one class to another. Run across the parking lot. And it just registers, as I run toward my car, how blue the sky is today, how warm the early spring sun, what a beautiful day it’s turning out to be.

But I go the wrong way. Either they’ve already been picked up, or they’ve gone into the woods, or they went the other way. I drive futilely up and down a few times. No one. Finally, knowing they’re gone, I head for home. Maybe they’ll come here. I think of hiding the car and waiting in the house, just in case, but they’re too shrewd for that. So I just go in, heavily, and call my office.

“Anything going on?”

There are a couple of messages for me. But nothing I have to do right this minute.

I call the school. “Anything?”

I can imagine Bill smiling his grim smile. “Nothing here. Any luck?”

“No. I drove up and down but I didn’t see them. You call Rain’s mother?”

“Sure.”

“Okay. Well, let me know if you hear anything.”

“Will do.”

“I guess I’ll be at the office.”

I think I ought to eat something, but food, like so much of my life these days, seems like an odd chore, disconnected to anything else—hunger, desire. I take something, a bagel, an apple, a piece of cheese, in case I can stand to eat it later. I leave the house and go out down our plain steps into our plain yard, and again I am struck by the beauty of the day. I can smell spring, even though it’s not quite here yet. The sun feels warm on my shoulders. I’m still wearing my work clothes, but I’d love to rip them off, pull on a pair of old jeans and a T-shirt, feel the air on my skin for the first time in months! Feel the air on my winter arms, turn my winter face to the sun. I’d like it if I didn’t have anything to do this afternoon. No work. No looking for lost daughters. No obligations.

For a few minutes I stand in my shabby yard in front of my house and allow myself to imagine a day without duties. A day without phone calls and hurry. I’d let my shoulders slump. They always seem up around my ears these days, hunched for the next hit. I’d go for a walk, but a different kind of a walk—not the kind where you hurry because you’ve only got half an hour and then have to be back to do something else, but a long walk, an ambling kind of a walk. A walk not for exercise (eat food, walk body) but a walk for the joy of it. An amble. A ramble. A meandering through the town, through the woods. I would taste the air of springtime. I would let my thoughts roam.

But it’s time to go.

I hop into my car. The sun shines through the sunroof and I love the feel of it. I back out of the driveway fast and I snap the wheel around and plunge out onto the road. As I’m passing a big stretch of woods on my way up 198, I see Rain’s mother, Jenny, heading toward me in her determined little blue-black Volvo. I stick my arm out the window, wave at her, and from inside her car she waves back. I pull over. She swoops around, pulls in behind me, gets into my car.

There’s no preamble. We hardly know each other.

“Any ideas?”

“None.”

Rain, it turns out, has been missing for four days.

“She always has to tell me where she is. That’s my only rule,” Jenny tells me. “But she called and told me she was going to take off for a concert in Boston with Jude. I told her I thought it was fine that she wanted to go to the concert, but that this wasn’t the time for it. That she had work to do. That she had to go to school now. But she went anyway. The first I heard she was back was when Bill called to tell me she’d left again with Augusta.”

“Where do you think they went?”

“God knows. They’ll go anywhere. But not far, they don’t have any money. Probably they’re at somebody’s house now. One of their loser friends.”

“Getting high.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

Jenny looks away. I guess she doesn’t think it’s so bad for kids to get high.

“I’ve decided I’m going to take her to her father’s.”

“Really?”

“I can’t take it anymore. It’s too hard on Phoebe. It’s too hard on me. It’s gotten too crazy. She’s stoned all the time. She’s stealing from me. We had this money we were saving in a little china jar in the kitchen. You know, putting spare change in. We were going to buy bicycles with it. For all of us. And I went in one day and all the money was gone. And I just went into her room and I held up the jar and I looked at her. And she didn’t even apologize. All she said was, ‘I just borrowed it. I was going to put it back.’ ”

Jenny is so gentle and pretty. She’s younger than I am. We were in birth class together a long time ago. She wears tons of rings and long skirts and works in an office answering the phones.

She’s divorced, too, but she lives with someone.

So now she’s thinking about sending Rain to her father’s. That’s what some of us do. When it gets too rough. When it gets too crazy. I’ve thought about it myself. Sending Augusta to her father’s.

We talk about the girls as if they were soldiers apart from us.

And while we’re talking there in the car I see them coming out of the woods just up ahead.

I put my hand out. “Wait,” I whisper. “I see them.”

“Where?”

“There—right there, up ahead. Is Rain wearing a blue backpack?”

“She’s got one.”

We’re whispering. As if the car itself were invisible, like if we’re very quiet they won’t know we’re there.

“Come on.”

Together, as quietly as we can, we open our doors, and we go quietly into the forest, but just as we get out of the car they see us, and they turn and disappear into the trees.

We go after them, but we don’t know which way to go. We stand calling, yelling into the sunny woods. They’re gone. Jenny goes bravely up the trail in her long skirt. She is wearing maybe a dozen silver bracelets on her wrist, and they make a merry sound and catch the light as it shines through the trees. I feel large and ungainly coming along behind her in my big suit and my big shoes. But they’re gone. It doesn’t matter anyway. They’re gone.

We stand together in the sunny woods.

“Nice day for a hike,” Jenny says ruefully.

I feel like we’re best friends now.
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At the car we hug each other. Because it’s daytime it feels like an adventure, not a nightmare. They’re missing, but the sun is out. We’ve seen them and the woods are cheerful.

“Augusta knows her way through the woods,” I tell Jenny, hoping it’s true. “Call me if you hear anything.”

We exchange all our numbers.

And I drive off to work.
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One minute I’m standing in the woods, then all of a sudden I’m sitting at my desk. It’s funny, working during a crisis. It frees you, somewhat, from taking anything too seriously. I’m actually running the company better than when I was all on top of it with all my anxieties and pickiness. It’s a good machine and it chugs ahead. People come to me with their problems and worries and they seem so tiny that I can fix them easily. They’re a relief. A relief from my life, which is so unwieldy and so crazy right now.

It’s still light when I leave work. Late March. The days feel so luxuriously long after the short, brutal days of real winter. I’m buoyed up by my busyness. I turn on the radio and listen to the Oldies Request Hour on Magic 95.7 with the Humble but Nonetheless Mighty John. Somebody calls in a request for “Chapel of Love,” which Augusta and I used to sing along to in perfect, pristine a cappella—the only song we ever got quite right.
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