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  To Ira, my remarkable husband.

  And to Adam, my wonderful son.

  And to all those teachers who go above and beyond.


  The present changes the past. Looking back

  you do not find what you left behind.

  —Kiran Desai,

  The Inheritance of Loss

  Woman must come of age by herself.

  She must find her true center alone.

  —Anne Morrow Lindbergh,

  Gift from the Sea


  Chapter One

  People would say it began with the snow. Yet in the end, I could see it started long before last winter.

  Danny was in his room while Joe and I argued about letting him drive that night.

  “Jesus Christ, Beth!” Joe said as he stepped from the bathroom. “You’ve got to let him grow up already. We’ve been through this a hundred times.”

  “Please, Joe.” I spoke softly, anxious to hide our quarrel from Danny. “I know you told him he could go to Noah’s, but another storm’s coming. It’s not safe for him to drive.”

  Joe leaned into the doorframe and sucked in a long breath. His citrus shaving cream perfumed the hallway.

  “If it wasn’t safe, do you think I’d let him go? You have to stop babying him.”

  My stomach twisted. What’s the matter with you, Joe? I wanted to say. I’m not babying him. I’m only treating him like a seventeen-year-old who just got his license. But my mouth filled with cotton; I couldn’t push the words out.

  “And don’t change our plans with Tom and Callie,” he went on. “I’ve been thinking of that steak all week. I’m not staying home to play chauffeur tonight. Danny doesn’t need us to drive him anymore.”

  That’s when Danny came out of his room.

  “Please, Mom.” His eyes found mine. “Dad said I could go. I already told Noah. And all the other parents said yes. Even the girls’. Please, Mom.”

  “Danny, I don’t know—”

  “Come on. You gotta let me. I won’t take Dad’s car. I’ll take the Buick. Airbags and anti-lock brakes, right?”

  “But—”

  “I’ll wear my seatbelt. Promise. And anyhow, it’s not even snowing yet.”

  Then Danny hugged me—just like that. Standing there in the hallway, in the summer scent, in the dead of winter, my son wrapped his arms around me. I felt the muscles he’d been working on since September.

  “Please, Mom.”

  Joe and I were at The Bay View Steakhouse with Callie and Tom Harris, our closest friends, when it happened. We had taken Tom’s Jeep because Tom knows storms brew quickly in the Northeast.

  That’s why I should have said no. No, Danny. You can’t drive to Noah’s later. It’s gonna snow again.

  That’s what my father would have urged me to say if only I’d have called him. Joe’s wrong on this one, honey. Just tell Danny he can’t take the car tonight. How long do you think he’ll stay mad at you? Dad would have told me what I already knew: A teenager’s resentment melts faster than snow.

  Before the accident, I hadn’t seen my father cry since the first time he heard me sing to my newborn son:

  Hush, little baby. Don’t say a word.

  Mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.

  “Your mother used to sing that to you, Beth,” Dad said, stroking Danny’s tiny hand. “She would’ve been so happy and so very proud of you.”

  Then my father reminded me—as he always did—that after my mother died, I began biting my lower lip, chewing on it until a frayed, bloody rim outlined its edge. What I remember is that when I was seven and eight, toothpaste burned when I brushed.

  After the accident, Dad came to see me every day for three weeks. Then I went back to work. Joe had headed off to JM Construction after only a week. Now everyone said I had to get back to Meadow Brook High School: Joe, Callie, even Bob Andrews, my principal, who had paid a visit and called a couple of times.

  “Take as long as you need,” Bob told me. “You’ve got plenty of unused sick days. But you know, Beth, the counseling center isn’t the same without you, kiddo. So . . . well . . . maybe it’s time to come back. Nobody else in Meadow Brook appreciates my ties.”

  I pictured my principal strumming his mustache and showing off his Beatles collection. Bob owns every Beatles CD and an assortment of Beatles ties, each illustrating a song. Whenever Bob wore one, he would find an excuse to come to the counseling center, where I’d guess the title and sing a line or two.

  I don’t know why, but I never forget lyrics. Tell me a phone number, it’s gone in a second. Lyrics, though, live in my head forever.

  But not in Joe’s; he rarely remembers the words. Yet he loved to sing. He even signed us up for a song contest when Danny was in fourth grade. Winter vacation, 1993. We had gone to one of those old-fashioned family hotels with a never-ending agenda of silly games—bingo, charades, Name That Tune. In this particular contest, the activities director shouted a word and family teams had just one minute to call out songs with that word in the lyrics. We won GRAND CATSKILL RESORT T-shirts when I came up with eleven tunes for star. Danny high-fived me that whole afternoon.

  He was good with lyrics too, even at that age. He loved music, though he never took up an instrument—unless you count his three-week stint with the trumpet, which he begged for when he was nine. That ended when the teacher told us Danny had to practice more, and Danny pleaded with me to let him quit.

  So I admit Joe was right when he used to say Danny had two speeds: no interest and passion. The summer after tenth grade, Danny went to the British Virgin Islands with a student group of volunteers and came back a do-goodnik craving spicy chicken and reggae.

  Joe smiled whenever he told anyone Danny helped build a house in Tortola. And to Danny he said, “Building’s good, son. It’s like I always say: If you can build a house, you can do anything.”

  When I heard that, it made me think of what Joe had said when we were dating: “Good fences don’t make good neighbors, Beth. People who can build good fences make good neighbors.”

  After Danny came back from Tortola, reggae seeped through our house, filling the air with sad tales trapped in happy beats. Danny taught me to dance to it, to let the music pull my hips while my feet stayed still. We sang along with Bob Marley: “Buffalo Soldier”; “Get Up, Stand Up”; “I Shot the Sheriff.” Sometimes Joe sang with us. And though he mangled the words, he tried all the same.

  But Joe stopped singing after the accident. I noticed the silence when he showered. No reggae or pop classics booming through the spray. No humming my wake-up call while he dressed for work.

  It didn’t matter, though, that morning I went back to Meadow Brook High School. I didn’t need help getting up; a nightmare jolted me awake.

  I see it still, this dream in which I race to the tennis courts for Danny’s match. Noah’s on Court 1. He’s playing without a partner.

  “Hey, Noah!” I call. “Where’s Dan?”

  Noah bounces a ball before serving. “Don’t know. Can’t help you.”

  I spot Eric’s mother in the parents’ line up. “Joan, have you seen Dan?”

  “Nope. Not here.”

  Coach Roberts stands behind Court 5.

  “Coach!” I scream. “Where’s Dan?”

  “Gone, ma’am. So sorry.”

  That dream clung to me as I pulled myself out of bed. And though hot sweat soaked my nightgown, my icy bones didn’t thaw. I wrapped myself in my navy flannel robe and worked my way downstairs.

  The coffee maker hissed as I called Callie. Tom answered the phone.

  “Hey, Tom. It’s Beth. Didn’t wake you, did I?”

  “No way. It would take a miracle to sleep around here on a school day.” Tom hesitated, as if deciding what to say next. “You okay?” he finally asked.

  I battled tears. “Sure. I just need to talk to Callie.”

  “She’s in the kitchen, I think. Hang on a sec.”

  I didn’t hear Tom call Callie, but I did hear Ellen, their older daughter: “Dad, it’s not fair! Mom said I could borrow her sweater, and stupid Mollie won’t take it off!”

  When Callie picked up, I cried.

  “Another dream?” she asked.

  “Yes. And Cal, I don’t think . . . I don’t think I can go back yet. It’s only three weeks since . . . since the accident.” As I said those words, I didn’t know that everything had already changed for me—even Meadow Brook High.

  “So here’s the deal,” Callie said, knowing I wasn’t ready for before-school hall traffic, well-wishers at my office door, and teens who have problems and futures. “I already spoke to Bob. He’s arranging first period coverage for me. It’s just my photo class. They can have a study hall. So get yourself together. I’m picking you up at eight.”

  “Cal, I can’t.” My voice came slow and thick.

  “Sure you can. You have to go back to work. You can’t just sit around and cry all day. That doesn’t do anyone any good.”

  I couldn’t think of what to say, so I poured a cup of coffee and waited for Callie to tell me what to do next.

  “Beth, you hear me? You have to get ready now.”

  Silently, I took a swig from my favorite mug, the one with MOM written on it.

  “Just put on your gray dress with that scarf I gave you for your birthday,” Callie instructed. “And don’t worry about make-up or anything. I’ll be there soon. Bob’ll have my head if I’m not in by second period.”

  “Callie?” I took a moment, but all I could say was, “Thank you.”

  Then I called Dad to check in—despite the early hour. I needed his familiar Hey, honey. How’s my girl? In the last few weeks, I had come to count on him as a bellows for my lungs, as if I couldn’t get enough air until I’d hear my father’s voice.

  I lied and told him I was fine.

  “Callie’s picking me up. I don’t know what I’d do without her.” I swallowed hard. “And without you, Dad. Thanks.”

  “Oh, honey, I’ll always be here for you. And please eat something before you go. Not just coffee. You’re getting awfully thin.”

  I lied again when I said I would. Instead, I refilled my mug and took it upstairs, where I sat on the floor outside the closed door to Danny’s room. As I warmed my hands on the word MOM, the memory of my dream stabbed me. And with the pain, I felt the truth: Danny is dead. He is never coming back.

  Joe knocked into me when he dashed from the hall bathroom. I didn’t feel the splash of coffee, didn’t feel the burn. A few days later, I would notice the blister above my knee.

  “Beth?” Joe said, studying me as if I were a ghost. “What are you doing on the floor?”

  I couldn’t answer, but in my head I screamed Fuck you, Joe! Fuck you! You killed my son!


  Chapter Two

  The crash came minutes later. I hopped to my feet, flew down the steps. “Joe? What was that?”

  In the kitchen, a shattered vase. Orange marigolds, red tulips, and slivers of glass on the wet tile floor by Joe’s feet. “What happened?” I asked again.

  Joe said nothing as he moved to the coffee pot.

  Without a word, I picked up the flowers: remnants of arrangements from the teachers’ union, Joe’s business associates, friends, neighbors, people we scarcely knew. Every day my father had mixed fresh flowers and old in blended condolence. By the time I went back to work, a strange assortment crowded the vase on the kitchen table.

  Joe topped off his thermos. “I couldn’t look at those stinking flowers anymore,” he finally said, focusing on turning the lid as if that took full concentration. “I just couldn’t look at them.”

  Then sidestepping fragments, Joe came toward me. “Sorry,” he said, his voice softer now. “That must have scared Moose.”

  I stayed quiet, avoiding conversation, avoiding Joe’s touch, as I sopped up water and glass.

  Back upstairs, I fiddled with the scarf around the neck of the lady in the mirror and noticed that her dress hung like a poor hand-me-down. Moose nuzzled my thigh.

  “I know, old boy. The noise scared you, didn’t it?” I stroked his golden head. “Wanna go out?”

  I blinked, and there was Danny, just six years old and begging for a dog. Joe had begged too, after one of the guys on his construction crew told him about a yellow Lab with a litter of pups.

  “Come on, Red. Please,” Joe had said, calling me by my hair color as he did when he wanted something.

  “It’s not the right time, Joe. I’m starting a new job in September, and you’re never home anymore. Who’s gonna take care of a dog?”

  “But you know what they say. Man’s best friend and all? Don’t you want Danny to have a best pal?”

  Moose followed me downstairs after I gave up on fixing the scarf. I let him out the kitchen door, picked up a condolence card from the pile on the table, and tried to recall who Donna, Sam, and Jordan Rogers were. It came to me when I looked out the window and saw Moose circle the basketball post. Jordan and Danny had played on the same team in the sixth-grade basketball league.

  Moose licked my hand on his way in and trudged to the stairway, leaving huge, muddy paw prints on the blond oak floor in the hall. I watched him lumber up the steps, his rear legs buckling as he reached the top, and waited for the creak of floorboards when he’d plop down outside Danny’s room.

  The doorbell made me jump. I opened the front door, and Callie hugged me as if we hadn’t seen each other in a year.

  “I’m okay. Really, Cal.” She wouldn’t let go. “Why didn’t you just honk?”

  “I did. A zillion times. Your neighbors must think I’m nuts, bangin’ on the horn like that. Guess you were upstairs, huh?”

  “I was getting dressed.” My voice sounded flat. I knew I’d have to lie my way through the day. Time had evaporated. Fifteen minutes maybe. I couldn’t explain it.

  “Let’s just do something with that scarf,” Callie said, placing me at arm’s length. She unknotted the silk. “Wouldn’t want anyone to think you’ve lost your touch. You know what they say at school.”

  “No. What?” I tried to sound as if I cared.

  “That you’re one classy lady. A regular fashion plate.” Callie slid the scarf from my neck and folded it lengthwise. In an instant, she fastened it around me like a tie. “That’s better. All set.”

  A bubble of acid burst in my chest. All set, with a hole in my center.

  We pulled into the teachers’ parking lot three minutes before second period. Thinking in minutes meant back to work. Forty-two minutes per class. Three minutes in between. Sign in at least ten minutes before the first bell. Leave no earlier than thirty minutes after the last. Only the principal’s buddies, the teachers who partied with him and the assistant principal, didn’t watch the clock. They came in late, left early. Danny’s death had promoted me, temporarily, to that higher caste. Callie must have bargained with Bob, I thought. She’d get me back to work if she could have extra time that morning.

  We ran from the far end of the lot toward the entrance near the art room. I slowed down as we approached the building.

  “Sorry,” Callie called over her shoulder.

  “Go ahead, Cal. I’ll let Bob know we’re here.”

  Callie stopped. She turned to face me. “You can do this. You have to. Any problems, just come to the art room.”

  I nodded and tried to smile. “Go on. I’m fine.” My list of lies grew.

  “I’ll come by your office, Beth. Fifth period, for lunch.” The door banged as Callie zipped into school.

  I stood outside and listened for the bell, the start of second period classes. The building hushed. I pulled in a slow breath and opened the door. “I love you, Danny,” I whispered. Then I walked into Meadow Brook High.

  My first thought was that I should have gone around front. From there I could make it to the main office in seconds, then slip into the counseling center. Instead, I now had to weave through the art and music hallways, where a student’s poster screamed: LIFE WITHOUT ART IS DETH. The missing A didn’t bother me nearly as much as it would have only a month before, when I’d bolted into the art room after Callie had posted another student’s misspelled announcement: SMOKEING CAN KILL YOU.

  Peter Stone, the assistant principal, cornered me before I was able to duck into the office.

  “Well, well. If it isn’t Beth Maller. It’s about time, I’d say. Oh, and welcome back.”

  “It’s good to be back.” Another lie.

  “You know, when Marie’s husband died, she came back to work the next week,” Peter went on. “And the counseling center doesn’t run right when we’re short a counselor. Debra and Steve had to divide your caseload.” Peter moved closer, looking down at me. “But I’m sure you know that. It’s just a good thing all the college applications got out in January.”

  I stepped back, eager to distance myself from his odor of sweat and Marlboros.

  “I’ll let Bob know I’m here.”

  “Bob’s in a meeting with the superintendent. Just tell the secretaries you’re back.” Peter checked his watch. “Better late than never, I suppose.”

  I hoped he would let me go then, but Peter’s eyes narrowed, holding me in their glare. “And I don’t know why Bob told Mrs. Harris she could come in late too. Wasn’t easy getting coverage for her this morning. But hey, that’s why they pay me the big bucks.”

  Peter chuckled as he walked down the hall. I wasn’t surprised he hadn’t said anything about Danny. I had worked with Peter Stone long enough to know that there’s a rock where his heart should be—and a grudge like a boulder when it comes to me.

  Callie used to say Peter was allergic to work. But, in fact, Peter and I were allergic to each other. Callie once asked what I’d do if someone held a gun to my head and made me choose: sleep with Charles Manson or sleep with Peter Stone. “That’s simple,” I told her. “I’d say Pull the trigger.”

  Back then, I didn’t know why Peter disagreed with me about everything from students’ schedules to before-school clubs. I was the Honor Society adviser the year that group decided it wanted breakfast meetings. Peter fought me. “If those kids are so damn smart,” he said, “they’re smart enough to eat beforethey come to school. I won’t have them hanging out in the counseling center, munching bagels and missing homeroom.”

  Bob, however, sided with me on breakfast meetings—one of the few times he and Peter didn’t play their authority as a duet. But the next fall they chose Alan, a science teacher, for the Honor Society position.

  A few years later, when Danny was in middle school, I applied for the junior class advisership. “It’s a good thing there’re only a couple of chairs in your office, Beth,” Bob said. “’Cause if I gave you more, we’d just have groups of kids jammed in to chat with you. But . . .” Bob paused and fingered his mustache, “. . . but you see, Lana asked for an advisership this year.” Lana, a math teacher, has long legs and short skirts. And she drinks with Bob and Peter on New Year’s and Super Bowl Sunday. “So . . . well, Peter and I think Lana would do a good job with the juniors. Not that you wouldn’t, of course. But we’ve decided to give Lana a shot at it.”

  By that time, Joe and I had started a college fund for Danny. I planned to add the adviser’s stipend to that account. Dad wanted to contribute too. When he had something left at the end of the month, he’d insist we take it.

  “Don’t you think we can afford to educate our own son?” Joe asked my father one Sunday when the three of us brunched on the bagels and tuna Dad had brought. Danny, who’d slept at Noah’s, had just called for a ride home.

  “By the time Danny graduates,” Joe said, “we’ll have enough so he can go to any college he wants. Even without your help.”

  “Dad, what Joe means,” I blurted out, “is that we’re really grateful. You’re always so generous with us, but we—”

  “Your father knows what I mean, Beth. And I’d bet he’s real glad we’ll be able to do this by ourselves. Aren’t you, Al?” Joe pushed back from the table. “I’m gonna get Danny.”

  “Honey, is everything okay?” Dad asked as I opened a box of Earl Grey.

  “Sure.” I handed him a mug, the tea bag bobbing near the top. “But I guess maybe Joe feels you don’t believe he can take care of us. And he can, Dad. Really. He’s doing well now. And he’s proud of having his own company.”

  “I know. He should be. And I don’t mean to step on his pride. It’s just that . . .” my father started, dunking the tea bag with a spoon, “. . . it just makes me feel good to help with Danny’s future, is all.”

  As he did that morning, Joe always set the tone in our house. The next time Dad came for brunch, Joe made pancakes. Danny, already dressed for his Little League pitching debut, drenched his with syrup—then claimed he wasn’t hungry—while Joe showed my father the blueprints for a project he had bid on. When Moose buried his head in the mixing bowl Joe had given him to lick, Danny laughed so hard chocolate milk flew from his mouth to a corner of the building plans. And Joe didn’t get angry. Had I won a contest that day, gotten to choose a vacation anywhere, I’d have said No thanks. There wasn’t a place I would rather have been.

  On the day I went back to work, Meadow Brook High School looked different than it had back then, different even than just a month earlier. It seemed dingier. Grayer, somehow. Yet the details in the main office hadn’t changed: a clutter of pink discipline forms; copy for the next day’s homeroom announcements; yellow plastic flowers in a dime-store vase. I thanked Lucille and Carol, the secretarial duo, for the fruit basket they’d sent from the office staff. My thank-you note, anchored with a green push pin, decorated the staff bulletin board.

  Bob’s door was closed. His secretary, Mary Grant, hugged me. “This must be so hard for you. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

  “Thanks, Mary. And thank you for coming to see me after the funeral and for bringing Liz. I was glad she visited.”

  “Well, you know how much my daughter likes you.” Mary took my hands in her cool, slender fingers. “Beth . . .” She held me at arm’s length and caught my eyes. Tears welled in hers as she swallowed what she was about to say. “Umm . . . I guess you want to see Bob, but the superintendent’s in with him.”

  “Could you just tell him I came by to thank him for letting Callie come in late today too? I don’t know how I’d have gotten here without her.”

  “You bet. And Beth . . .” Mary paused, as if rehearsing the next line in her head. My eyes fixed on the strand of pearls that brushed the neckline of her dress. I used to wonder how she achieved her high-maintenance look on a school secretary’s salary. Her husband had moved out years ago.

  “Beth,” Mary continued, “I’m glad you’re back. I know Liz missed seeing you around here.”

  Though Liz Grant wasn’t my student, we’d often chat in the cafeteria before school. In the months before Danny died, Liz seemed to appear for a container of orange juice whenever I bought my coffee. Once, she walked me back to the counseling center, said she had to see her counselor about adding an elective during lunch period. Debra Greene, who had the sophomores A through L, wasn’t in yet, so I invited Liz to wait with me. She studied a photo of Danny, one I kept on the low metal bookcase in my office. “Wow! He’s a hunk, Mrs. Maller! Think I could meet him someday?”

  Liz was the first student to welcome me back to Meadow Brook. She sat, ramrod straight, at the round worktable in the counseling center. Her blond hair, ponytailed in a red scrunci, swayed as she turned toward me.

  “Mrs. Maller, hi! I’ve been waiting for you.” Ann Richardson had excused her from gym, Liz told me. The class was at the end of a fitness cycle, boys pumping iron in the weight room and girls pumping up the volume in aerobics. Liz said she knew the routine so well she could even lead it.

  Everyone assumed Liz worked on her tight body; she barely feathered the ground when she walked. And she favored small things: skimpy skirts, dainty jewelry, miniature dogs. She once showed me a picture of her toy poodle. A black fuzz ball, he looked like something you’d pick off the floor and wonder where it came from.

  “Isn’t he the cutest, Mrs. Maller? His name’s Cori, short for Licorice, which I think is the world’s grossest candy, don’t you? But it’s a great name for a dog, don’t you think?” I’d smiled, having learned not to answer once Liz got going. Her train of thought derailed easily. If I interrupted, she’d labor to get back on track—repeating the story, adding details, building speed.

  I didn’t feel ready for Liz Grant that day I returned to Meadow Brook. But there she was. I took a deep breath and recited my line: “It’s good to see you, Liz.” She followed me into my office. “But this isn’t the best time, sweetie. I have so much to catch up on. How about right after school?”

  “Please, Mrs. Maller.” Liz curled into one of the brown chairs that faced my desk and braided her ponytail as she talked. “I’ve missed you so much, and this is my only free time, well, not free, actually, but I don’t really need gym, right? I mean, I work out every day at home, and Ms. Richardson said it was okay for me to miss today so I didn’t even change into gym clothes, and if I go back now it’ll be such a waste. So please, don’t make me go.” Liz paused for only a split second. “And I have select chorus after school so I can’t see you then, and I just want to talk ’cause I’m so used to seeing you and it’s different when you’re not here. But wow! You look great. You’ve lost weight.”

  I stopped thumbing the mail on my desk, looked at Liz, and realized I hadn’t forgotten how to smile.

  Sue, the counselors’ secretary, waved as she came in from her break, then shrugged as if to say Sorry I wasn’t here to run interference when she saw Liz in my office. The strange thing was, though, once I realized I couldn’t escape, I didn’t mind the chatter. Maybe I needed this respite from grief, this role in which I pretended to be the same as before.

  A steady flow of students followed Liz. And although I’d thought the kids would rub my grief raw, in a strange sort of way they lessened the pain.

  But in the moments when no one waited to see me, I felt as if I were sleepwalking in a once-familiar place. I looked at the two posters that brightened the beige walls of my office. WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH, THE TOUGH GET GOING masked a crack behind my desk. The other poster hung to the left of the door: WHAT’S POPULAR IS NOT ALWAYS RIGHT; WHAT’S RIGHT IS NOT ALWAYS POPULAR. And in smaller letters across the bottom: MAKE A DIFFERENCE! DO THE RIGHT THING.

  That poster, which I used with students in the peer leadership program, always reminded me of how I’d met Callie. She had introduced herself ten-and-a-half years earlier, on my first day in Meadow Brook. “Great poster,” she’d said. “If you want, I can laminate it for you. Just bring it by the art room.” Later, she admitted the introduction had been secondary. What Callie had really wanted was for me to get two seniors out of her studio art class.

  Now, on my first day back, I studied my office—a dull, ugly space I used to think was funky and sweet. Hodgepodge furnishings crammed the small room: a gray desk rimmed in dented chrome; a tan, vinyl armchair with a cross of black tape in the corner; two fabric chairs, the color of Hershey bars; and a matching low bookcase for supplies, PSAT and SAT materials, and family pictures in plain Lucite frames. Danny and my father at Shea Stadium—Danny in a Mets sweatshirt too large for his twelve-year-old body. Joe and me the following year in the parking lot of the Clam Shack in Maine, where we’d stopped on the way to visit Danny at camp. Danny just last year. I wiped dust from the close-up of his face: backward baseball cap, smiling eyes, corny grin.

  A whirlpool of longing churned inside me. I stared at my mail: faculty meetings, conferences, a note from a science teacher asking me to down-level a student in honors biology. Things that used to seem important. How could I work in this place teeming with teenagers who laughed and shouted, took tests, played sports?

  Between visitors, I touched base with the other counselors. Steve, who had come to the district a few years before I had, enjoyed his reputation as guidance chairperson and winning soccer coach. Debra Greene was the newest addition to the counseling center—and a kid herself. After her interview the year before, when Bob had said she was “adorable,” I knew I’d be working with her.

  Steve met with Debra and me during fourth period, when student traffic lulled. I tried to seem interested in who was failing what class, who already heard from which college, and who had in-school suspension. I thanked Steve and Debra for filling in for me, for “pitch-hitting” I must have said, because Steve chuckled when he corrected me. “You mean pinch -hitting, Beth. Thought the guys taught you better.”

  The guys. Those words cracked me open. I held back tears—or tried to, at least—as Bob entered the counseling center. He ushered in Dr. Sullivan, the superintendent of schools.

  “Beth,” Dr. Sullivan said, “I’m so sorry about your loss.” I dabbed my eyes as I stood to greet him. “The Board asked that I extend their condolences.” I struggled to say something but couldn’t find my voice.

  Fifth period, Callie wanted to drag me to the faculty room. But I couldn’t bring myself to go.

  “She’s not ready,” Sue said from behind her desk, looking at Callie as if I weren’t there. “Just eat in Beth’s office today.”

  Sue would have been a good journalist: accurate, terse, just the facts. If she walked into a restaurant in her tailored suit and matching pumps, you’d guess she was a reporter.

  When I was pregnant with Danny, Joe and I often played “guess the profession” at the Bay View Diner. Had I seen Sue back then, I never would have guessed she was a school secretary. “Journalist,” I would have said. “Newspaper. TV, maybe.” Joe always smiled, despite some of my ridiculous conjectures–or perhaps because of them.

  I was teaching second grade then, and school used me up. After work, I’d barely conquer the stairs of our new house. And Joe was so busy he didn’t even have time to figure out what was wrong with the stove, which didn’t always light. Yet despite our handyman’s special, my father was proud of our move to Bay View.

  “This house will be perfect for you,” Dad said when we drove him by before we went to contract. “After all, Joe’s a handy man. You two’ll fix it up real nice. Why, I bet a year from now, no one’ll recognize the place. And the best thing is, it’s less than half an hour from my house.”

  “So you’ll come for dinner often. Right, Dad?”

  “Sure, honey. Once that baby’s born, wild horses wouldn’t keep me away.”

  Joe stared at the road. I had asked him not to tell my father about my emergency visit to Dr. Feinman’s office the day before, after I started spotting at school. The doctor’s hands were cold on the inside of my knees when he pushed them apart. “If you’re determined to keep working,” Dr. Feinman had said, “you go straight home after work and get off your feet. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that you’ve already had two miscarriages, Beth. We’re not going for a third, are we?”

  Now glimpses of “guess the profession,” driving Dad by the house, and Dr. Feinman flitted through my mind as Sue told Callie we should eat in my office. Yes, Sue would have been a good journalist, all right. Just the facts: I wasn’t ready—not for lunch with the teachers and not for troubled students. But I couldn’t see that then.


  Chapter Three

  That first day back at Meadow Brook High School, Callie and I signed out thirty minutes after the last bell. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sharp March light after a day under yellow fluorescents, but the crisp outdoor air was a quickly-welcomed change from stuffy school heat. After two steps, my heel found a rut in the parking lot, battered by February’s storms. I stumbled, and Callie placed a hand on my back to guide me to her white Volvo.

  We cracked open the car windows as the baseball team boarded the bus for a pre-season game. Zach Stanish, the captain, called to us: “Hi, Mrs. Harris! Hey, Mrs. Maller!” I waved toward the sound, a voice like my son’s. Hey, Mom! Danny would call as he’d bolt to his room after school, hitting every other step as if the stairway had too many risers. I had tried all day to keep the memory strings fastened. Now Zach’s tug untied them.

  “We don’t have to talk,” Callie said, popping a caramel into her mouth and offering me one, “but I’m here if you want to.” I nodded and looked away, aware that if I spoke, my words would yank the scab off my still-fresh wound.

  Truth be told, I felt guilty I’d been able to focus on anything in Meadow Brook other than the pictures in my office. I didn’t want to let Danny go, not even for a moment. But I already knew—despite the cord that stretched from his photos to my heart and gut—that each day he would have to take up ever-so-slightly less space in my mind. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to do my job. And then what else would I do?

  Callie and I didn’t speak as we headed west on the boulevard. I was grateful we could share silence without awkwardness. With anyone but Callie, I would try to fill space with sound—especially with Joe, now that our silences felt heavy.

  Callie broke the stillness when a black Pathfinder swerved in front of us at the entrance to the parkway.

  “Goddamn SUVs! They think they own the whole freakin’ world.”

  “Callie Harris in road rage? I don’t believe it. And your husband drives a Jeep. Remember?”

  “Yeah, but Tom’s not an animal like that moron.”

  The Pathfinder pulled to the left and roared ahead. We merged with highway traffic, then Callie glanced at me.

  “There’s something I have to tell you.” She sounded intense, as if her outburst had been a prelude to what she was about to say. “And I know you’re not gonna like it.”

  “What?”

  Callie took her right hand off the wheel, placed it on my left. “It’s about Ann. Ann Richardson.” She hesitated for a second. “I have to tell you because everyone at school’ll be talking about it tomorrow.”

  “Just tell me, Cal!”

  She pulled her hand back as if I’d slapped it. I hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but Ann Richardson was one of the good guys, a gym teacher who never complained about students, even the hard core kids with attitude.

  Callie cleared her throat. “Well, some of my seventh period girls have gym during sixth, and they were talking about a sign someone put on the door to the phys ed office.”

  “And?”

  “And . . .” Callie looked in the rearview mirror, clicked her directional. “And it was really bad.”

  I turned to face her. “Come on, Cal. What’d it say?”

  “DYKES SHOULD DIE! That’s what it said. DYKES SHOULD DIE! READ THE BIBLE, MS. RICHARDSON.”

  A shiver worked up my spine as I watched white sunlight glint off passing cars.

  “Why are the kids picking up on that now?”
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