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For George





Blood is thicker than evidence.

—WITNESS FOR THE PROSECUTION





PART I






 



THE DRIED LEAVES she had raked that morning rustled in the late-afternoon breeze. She turned to the door, thinking that perhaps it was footsteps she had heard, until the breeze died down and there was only silence, and Pete Conran’s car driving up across the street, home from work at 5:45, home from work every night at exactly 5:45, some families were like that. Ann Waring walked to the base of the stairs and called up. “Come on, girls, get a move on. Your father will be here any minute. Julia? Ali?”

Ali came down first, her bright orange knapsack falling from her shoulder, Ann’s younger daughter, still softly blurred, trying now to hide her excitement, unsure if it was quite appropriate. This tentativeness was new, one of the things that had happened this year.

“Did you remember to pack an extra sweater? It’s going to be cold up there.”

“Yes, Mom.” Disdainful of her worry, but wanting it still, the maternal vigilance that she was not yet used to leaving.

Ann smiled at her and called back up the stairs. “Julia?”

Julia came clumping down, her narrow face, beneath a wedge of thick bobbed hair, planed by resentment. Ann remembered when she had been, if never a blithe child, at least somehow lighter. She suspected that the change could not simply be ascribed to the past year, or to Julia’s nascent adolescence, when a shroud of sulkiness is to be expected, but that it had begun sometime when Ann’s back was turned, her attention elsewhere. She had tried to ferret through the past to find the moment that she had so carelessly missed, but it remained elusive, scrupulously guarded by Julia’s remoteness, and the only hard fact Ann was left with was her own discomfort with her elder daughter.

“I don’t know why you’re in such a hurry.” Julia’s voice was low, sharp. “You know he’s always late.”

“I keep thinking maybe he’ll surprise us.”

“That’s dumb.”

Ann knew that she was right, knew, too, that Julia blamed her for all the times she had waited, made them wait, for one thing or another, a sign, a change, sure that this time Ted would surprise them, just as Julia blamed her when she had stopped waiting, blamed her for that, too, in her intransigent thirteen-year-old heart.

Julia watched her mother closely, regretting it, as she always did, when she was aware of having hurt her, but repelled by how easy Ann made it. “Why do we have to go hunting anyway?”

“Because it’s your weekend to spend with your father.”

“But why do we have to go hunting?”

“I don’t know. Because his father took him.”

“So?”

Ann frowned, exasperated. Early on, Ted, resigned to what he referred to as the conspiracy of women beneath his roof, had decided that the best response was to raise his daughters not as sons, but as if they would be as naturally interested in the activities that he had previously presumed only sons, boys, would be. He brought them home model planes, he took them to his construction sites, he taught them how to throw a ball without pivoting their wrists, and they prospered. Only at times did Ann, who approved of the inclination as much as she disapproved of hunting, wonder how much of Ted’s emphasis on his daughters’ self-reliance was a subtle rebuke to herself.

“Just try it,” Ann snapped.

All three stopped when they heard Ted’s car driving up, embarrassed suddenly to look at each other, to witness their own stopping, the orbit they still formed around him, the hole he had left. Ann tensed when she heard the key in the front door.

Ted strode in, oblivious, his muscular body and dark, febrile eyes radiating confidence for the weekend, for all the pleasures that would follow, for his own power to obliterate the past. “Hey guys, you ready to bag some deer?”

“I told you, I don’t like you using your old set of keys.” Ann, hands on hips, unnatural, metallic. “You don’t live here anymore.”

He smiled easily. “We can fix that.”

Julia took a step forward. “I don’t want to go hunting. It’s disgusting.”

Ted took his eyes slowly from Ann, her auburn hair, just washed, falling to the neck of a white sweater he didn’t recognize. “It’s not disgusting. There are way too many deer. Half of them will starve to death this winter.”

“But why do we have to kill them?”

“Because that’s the way nature is. There aren’t a lot of pacifists out in the wild.”

“Try not to pollute their minds too much up there, okay?”

Ted laughed.

“There are no bears, are there, Dad?” Ali asked nervously.

“And lions and tigers and…”

“Stop it, Ted. You’re scaring them.”

“These girls don’t scare quite so easily, do you? Listen, guys, why don’t you go wait out in the car? I want to talk to your mother for a minute.”

They looked to Ann for affirmation, and Ted, noting this, always noting this, rolled up on the balls of his feet and then back, while she gave them the little nod they sought. Julia and Ali started for the door.

“Hold on there,” Ann called out. “Don’t you have a hug for your old mom?”

They came back to embrace her while Ted watched this, too; it was, after all, how it should be. Ann held them too long, greedily inhaling the duskiness of their necks. She stood up reluctantly and watched them go, Julia turning to her just once before she went out the door, making sure. Ann and Ted waited until they left.

He took a step closer. “Well? Have you thought about it?”

“About what?”

He scowled impatiently. The other night, her lips, her mouth, her very soul resisting, and then not, taking him as he took her, body admitting what mind could not: need, belonging. “Didn’t the other night mean anything to you?”

“Of course it did.” She looked away. “I’m just not sure what.”

“C’mon, Ann. You know as well as I do that the whole last year has been a mistake.”

“Maybe the other night was the mistake.”

“You don’t mean to tell me you’re happy like this?”

“I wasn’t happy before, either.”

“Never?”

“Not for a long time.” The end overshadowed the beginning, she made sure of that, so when she thought of them now there was only the endless litany of daily petty crimes, predictable, insoluble, an ever-increasing spiral that left them finally with no ground underfoot, just the marshy quagmire of resentment. “I can’t go back to how it was.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

“No?”

“I can change.”

“What do you want from me, Ted? You’re the one who left.”

“Stupidest thing I ever did. What I want is to make it up.”

“What makes you think it would be any different?”

“We still have passion.”

“If you ask me, passion is a great excuse for a whole lot of crap.”

He smiled. “A whole lot of fun, too.”

She smiled partially, meeting him, and then shook her head. This was what was new, what was different, this shaking off, a muscle tic so slight and fragile.

“What about all the good times?” he pressed on. “You think you’ll ever feel that way with anyone else? You won’t.”

“I know that, Ted,” she said quietly. “But I’m not sure that’s so terrible.”

“Goddamn it, Ann, what do you want from me?” His voice was harsh, edgy. “I’m doing everything I can to help you and the girls. What do you want?” He backed off, lowered his voice. “I’m sorry. All I’m asking is that you think about it before you sign the papers. For the girls’ sake.”

“That’s not playing fair.”

“I know.” He stepped so close that she became lost momentarily in the deep grooves that radiated from the corners of his eyes to his chin. They had been there since he was twenty, demarcations of experiences he had not yet had. “I love you.”

She swayed back suddenly. “You’d better go. The girls are waiting for you. Ted, promise me you’ll be careful up there. All that stuff they watch on TV, I don’t think they know that guns aren’t toys.”

He laughed. “Your problem is you worry too much. Always have. The only thing that’s gonna get shot is a bunch of Polaroids.” He headed for the door. When his hand was wrapped around the highly polished brass knob, he turned. “What are you doing this weekend?”

“Nothing much. I’m on duty at the hospital.”

His shoulders hunched. He dreaded her hospital stories, her obsessive recounting of the minute details, the shape and depth of wounds, the piecemeal erosion of the body by illness, how she swam in the specifics of the sick, the dying, until she was in danger of drowning in them, and taking him along. “Well, in between bedpans, I want you to think about us. That’s all. Just think about us. Okay?”

She nodded slowly. He watched her long enough to be certain, and then he nodded, too.

“Good,” he said, smiling. “That’s good.”

He didn’t try to kiss her goodbye; he was much too smart for that.

 

EMPTY HOUSES, even the cleanest of them, have a particular odor, the scent of particles left behind, motes and dust swelling to fill the recesses. She stood motionless where he had left her. There were times when she truly hated his smile, the cockiness of it, hated herself most for answering it, first at seventeen: I’ve been watching you. She remembered the first drive they ever took together, in a kelly-green Oldsmobile convertible that he had spent four months working on, his hands on the oversized steering wheel, the dark hairs on his fingers, his smile as he turned to her, I’ve been watching you, there had never been anyone else, though she sometimes regretted that, regretted that she had gotten in that car, had never gotten out, not really, not until it was too late. She was watching him, too.

She looked at her watch and hurried up the stairs, stripping off her jeans and sweater as she went into the blue-tiled bathroom and ran herself a bath. Ted’s weekends with the girls were the first time she had the spare hours for long soaks in the tub since they were born, and she had gotten into the habit of splurging on powders and mitts and creams she could ill afford. She took uneasily to luxury, though, and it retained the faint grimness of duty as much as pleasure, for she had constantly to remind herself, this is good, this is a step.

Ann was just putting on a three-year-old silk dress when the doorbell rang. She found her pumps and slid into them, making it downstairs by the fourth ring.

“Hello.”

Dr. Neal Frederickson stood before her, wearing a tweed jacket in place of the long white lab coat that was the only costume she had ever seen him in. The change, logical but somehow unexpected, was disconcerting, rendering the familiar unquantifiable, unsafe.

“Am I too early?” He registered the loss of equilibrium in her face.

“No. I’m sorry. Come in. Would you like, let’s see, would you like a drink?” As soon as she turned to lead him into the house, she realized that her dress was unzipped. “Oh, God.”

He smiled easily and zipped it, his knuckles grazing her skin.

“I’m sorry.” Her round cheeks reddened; the predisposition to blushing was one of the things she had never managed to leave behind.

“For what?”

“I don’t know.” She laughed, embarrassed. “I’ve never done this before.”

“You’ve never done what before?”

“Date. I’ve never gone on a date before. I mean, my husband, of course, but we were just kids. And that wasn’t dating. I don’t know what it was, but it was never quite dating. Jesus, listen to me.” She smiled. “You don’t want to hear all of this.”

“Of course I do. You can tell me over dinner. I’ve made reservations at the Colonnade.” He handed her the bouquet of yellow roses that they had both been trying not to notice, hoping it would change hands in some unremarked act of grace.

“Let me just put these in water.” She was relieved to have an excuse to turn away for just a moment.

 

THE COLONNADE, on the ground level of a turreted Victorian pile on the west side of town, had opened in the 1950s during a flush cycle of Hardison’s history, when the Jerret toy factory ten miles north was one of the most productive in the country. Families escaping Albany were moving to the wooded county, and there was even talk, though nothing came of it, of opening a new branch of the state university system within Hardison’s borders. Since then, the Colonnade had managed to prosper through two recessions, owing to its reputation as the only true and proper place to suitably mark an occasion. For more than forty years, it had been the place where young men took their sweethearts to propose marriage, and later, if it had turned out well, for anniversary celebrations; the place where graduations and promotions were toasted by people who rarely ate out; and where those who had moved away often took their new spouses with their new money when they brought them home to visit. It remained much as it had been when it first opened, with crimson floral carpeting, teardrop chandeliers from France, and white-draped tables placed far enough apart to allow for at least the semblance of privacy in a town that did not put much stock in such frivolities. Ann glanced about the room surreptitiously, thankful that no one she recognized was there.

“Has it been difficult going back to work?” Dr. Neal Frederickson asked.

“I thought it would be harder than it is. Of course, there have been an awful lot of changes in nursing since I left.” She remembered her earlier stint, fresh out of school, starched, pristine, how all the nurses would stand the moment a doctor entered the room. Her first day back she had stood, while the newer, younger nurses on duty stared at her in incomprehension. She hadn’t repeated that mistake.

“It must be hard to get used to the hours again.”

“I don’t mind. The younger nurses hate it, but I kind of enjoy working weekends. Ted has the kids, and the house is just so…empty.” She took a sip of the wine he had ordered with seemingly great discernment from the embossed list. “I need the money, of course. It was silly of me not to go back to work a long time ago. I can’t remember what I did all day.”

“How long have you been divorced?”

“I’m not.”

“You’re not divorced?”

“I mean, I will be. In a couple of weeks. Maybe three, they said. When the papers come.” She looked about the room, then back to him.

“It’s been five years for me.”

In fact, Ann had watched his ex-wife, Dina Frederickson, with some fascination as she cut through town in her Jeep, organizing Red Cross blood drives, going to aerobics classes in her turquoise sweat suit, and, most lately, running for town council. She was a wiry, frenetically cheerful woman staring out from black-and-white posters wrapped around trees on Main Street and in the hardware-store window, and Ann studied the image closely, wondering where divorce lay in the wide open-mouthed smile and the tightly permed hair and the lines about her eyes.

“It gets easier,” he added.

“Does it?”

“Yes.”

She smiled politely. She was a tourist in another country now, where everyone spoke a foreign language, a language she had never bothered to learn. No one had told her she would need it.

“You’ll see,” he promised. “It’s the little things. Eating when you want. Arranging books exactly how you want them. Even time itself seems to change when you don’t have to account for it to someone else. You rediscover your own prejudices. It’s really quite exciting.” A tiny bubble of spittle dangled from the corner of his mouth, and he blotted it gently with the tip of his linen napkin.

The waiter came to clear away their dinner plates and returned in a moment with dessert menus.

“What made you want to become a doctor?” she asked, anxious to change the subject. She remembered that somewhere, in some long-ago women’s magazine, she had read that it was best to ask questions, to appear interested, to be a listener.

Afterward, he drove her home to the two-story white wooden house and walked up the small stone path to her front door. It was a cold night for October, and she could see her breath snake before her. She thought of her girls, up on Fletcher’s Mountain, thought of them as literally sitting above her, looking down, shivering. “Thank you. It was a lovely dinner.”

“I have two tickets to the symphony in Albany next Friday. Would you like to go?”

“Oh. I don’t know. I mean, with the kids and all.”

“You just told me that your husband has the kids on weekends.”

“He does. Of course he does. I’d have to check on my schedule at the hospital.”

“Why don’t you call me on Monday?”

“Okay. Yes.”

They fumbled over whether to kiss goodnight or not and ended up patting each other’s forearms, and then she slipped inside.

 

ANN LAY IN THE QUEEN-SIZED BED in the dark, unable to sleep. She rearranged the pillows, pulling them against her torso so that she would not feel quite so alone, rearranged her legs, tried to rearrange her thoughts. Unable to, she turned on the light, and picked up the receiver of the telephone on her night table, slowly punching in the numbers.

She had always been happy to let others believe that she had originally quit nursing because of Ted, and that she hadn’t gone back sooner because of the girls. She had even adorned the myth with scattered barbs of resentment that he did little to dispute; it was one of the smaller prevarications of the marriage that was simpler for them both to accept. But the truth was, she had never been very good at it, and had felt a great secret relief when she left, for she lacked the one skill that was perhaps most important, the ability to forget, the talent of distance. Her first years, she would wake almost every night, haunted by patients she had been caring for, unable to sleep for worry, wondering if they had gotten through the night, or, as sometimes happened, she would return to find an empty bed, or, worse, a new face entirely. On particularly bad nights, she would sneak downstairs while Ted slept and, imitating the voice of a relative, the aunt who had spent the day weeping in the visitors’ waiting area, the sister who had argued with the attending physician for more pain medication, would call the hospital for patient information. Sometimes she would find Ted in the doorway, glowering at her, and she would promise to stop; but she couldn’t.

She had hoped that the intervening years had made a difference, and, in fact, in the eight months since she had returned to the hospital she had seemed able to sustain the precarious balance between caring and forgetting with, if not ease, at least a certain conscious wobbly mastery. Until yesterday, and the eighty-three-year-old man who had fallen down two flights of stairs and landed in bed number seven of the ICU, one of her three beds for the shift. The malnourished old man whose fragile arm, its skin hanging in sheets, she had watched from across the room rising in slow motion, creeping up inch by inch until the other nurses could not help watching it, too, this act of will, this arm reaching for the ceiling, for God. Ann went to him and bent over to hear his cracking whisper. “I have to pee.” She managed to get his shrunken gray penis into the plastic bottle, which he filled with a half inch of urine and then clutched to his chest, his one true possession. “I haven’t eaten in days,” he told her plaintively. “Please, can I have some food?”

“Hardison General. How may I direct your call? Hello? Hardison General.”

She hung up the telephone, turned off the light, and sank back into the night.

 

THE SUN ROSE in ever-widening bands of pink and gray over Fletcher’s Mountain, illuminating the rise of dense pines behind them and the vast carpet of fields, gridded by dairy farms, below. Ted stretched his knotted arms up to the sky, savoring the cold wet air against his unshaven face. A few feet away, Ali struggled with outspread fingers to gather her heavy deep-blond hair into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. There was something about the effort that was so private, so achingly feminine, that Ted, watching, wanted only to gather her up in his arms and shield her from all the men waiting in her future who, watching too, would be filled with desire. To keep her unmaimed. He remained still.

Julia studied him.

“C’mon, Sleeping Beauty,” he called to her when he felt her gaze planted, fixed, on him. “Time to get up.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“My, my, aren’t we touchy this morning. C’mon, Miss Waring, what do you think this is, some goddamned spa?”

“You and Ali go. I’ll meet you back here.”

“No. It’s going to be the three of us.”

“It used to be the four of us.”

“That’s right. And maybe it will be again. But right now, I count three on my fingers. So rise and shine, kiddo.”

He left Julia to climb sullenly from her sleeping bag while he picked up the rifle he had left by his pack and ran his hands down the cool steel choke, the smooth walnut stock. He had rarely used it since his father, an avid huntsman, had given it to him in a singular fit of generosity and affection when he was eleven. It had been his father’s favorite gun, and in his first days of possession, Ted had oiled and polished it each evening, vowing to live up to the trust that had inspired the gift. Ten months later, though, when his father succumbed to the cancer he had kept secret until he had to be rushed to the hospital, his liver, his kidneys shot, Ted put the gun away in the deepest recesses of his closet. He knew in his heart that his father would never have given him the gun if he had thought he would be able to use it himself next season. Ted, unable to grieve, thought only of this lie of love. He spit on a fingerprint and wiped it with his sleeve.

“Okay, girls,” Ted began. “I want you to pay close attention.”

They looked from him to the Winchester 30–06, which stood upright between them, its front sight just reaching Ali’s chin.

“This is the same gun my father taught me to shoot with.”

“Big deal,” Julia muttered.

Ted glared at her, and Julia, pitched forward, held his eyes, unflinching.

He looked away first. “There’s nothing to be scared of,” he went on, “but there are certain rules. The first is that you never aim a gun at anything you don’t intend to shoot. You got that? Okay. Now, I want each of you to hold it, just to get the feel.”

He passed the gun first to Ali, who could not quite lift it to her chest but settled for running her hands down the length of the rifle and back up, waiting for a sign that she had accorded it the proper respect. She handed it reverently to Julia only when she saw Ted smile. Julia grazed her hands quickly over the barrel and thrust it back at Ted.

With the Winchester balanced across his knees, Ted handed the girls three bullets, their brass casings matte in the morning light. He showed them how to load the bullets in the action, how to pull back the safety bolt and how to cock it forward to fire, and how to line the rear and front sights until they were one, and he told them how, when you fire, it was like a jolt of thunder ratcheting through your neck. He stood up. “Once you get the hang of it, it won’t seem so strange. Well, kids, let’s hit the trail. Go get your daypacks.”

He waited until they were absorbed with the stuffing, reorganizing, and zipping of the small nylon packs he had bought them for the weekend, their heads bent in concentration, granting him a brief cache of privacy, and he carefully slid a flat silver flask from his own pack, took a long swallow of whiskey, and stashed it as the heat rolled down his throat and into his gut.

Julia, looking up, saw her father, his eyes closed, the flask at his mouth, and knew that this was, if not trouble, surely another sign of betrayal, and she inscribed it onto the tablet where she kept such careful score.

“Ready?” Ted called out happily.

“Ready,” Ali answered.

The three of them set off on the narrow trail that encircled the mountain, rising gradually about its craggy girth, Ali close behind Ted, Julia a few feet back, as the sun continued to step up into the sky, softening the last shards of cold.

“I’ll tell you what happened the very first time I went hunting,” Ted said, loudly enough for Julia to hear. “Would you like that?”

“I don’t care,” Julia muttered. Nevertheless, because Ted rarely alluded to his own childhood, she leaned into it, into him, panning for evidence.

“Well,” Ted went on, ignoring Julia’s sarcasm, as he had been attempting to ignore it all year, believing that it would eventually have to run its course, “it was on a mountain in Pennsylvania not unlike this one. And on that very first weekend, I tracked a bear.”

“A real bear?” Ali asked, always his best, his easiest audience.

“There are no bears up here,” Julia countered. “Or in Pennsylvania, either. Why do you listen to him, Ali? You know he always lies.”

“I’m not lying. I got up real early that morning, just as the sun was beginning to rise, and I wandered off by myself. Just me and this very Winchester. About a mile from our campsite, I saw these huge paw prints in the dirt. Big as your rear end, Ali.”

“What did you do?” she asked.

Ted felt Julia stepping up behind him, drawing closer despite herself.

“The very same thing you’d do. I followed them. Thought we’d have some bear meat for dinner.”

“People don’t eat bears,” Julia stated firmly, lagging back a little, pleased that she had found Ted out once more.

“You’ve never heard of bear burgers? A little ketchup, there’s nothing like them. Anyway, I kept following the tracks, my hand on the trigger, until I came to a clearing, and do you know what I found? A whole goddamned bear family, having Sunday brunch.”

“What were they eating?”

“Well, Ali, they had red-and-white-checked napkins tucked under their chins, and they were eating little campers, just like you. Dunking them headfirst into a vat of honey and chomping merrily away.” Ted laughed, an acidy, victorious laugh that echoed down the path.

“Dad,” Ali moaned.

“I told you, he always lies,” Julia reminded her sternly.

“That’s not lying, that’s telling tall tales. If you’re going to hunt, you’re going to have to tell tales. Now the next person is supposed to top that. Julia?”

“Whoever said I wanted to hunt, anyway?”

“Ssshhh,” Ali warned. “Look.”

Five feet away, a doe was poking its head out from behind a thick tree trunk, its chocolate eyes wide, cautious, curious, its large pointed ears quivering slightly so that they could see the short white hairs rippling within.

“Are we going to shoot it?” Ali asked.

“No, Ali, look. It’s a doe. It’s against the law to shoot does.”

“Why?”

“Because then there’d be no deer next year.”

They stood still as still, listening to their breath, and to the subterranean cracklings of the mountain that they had not noticed until now but that suddenly disturbed the very air between human and animal, while the doe, head cocked, returned their stare. Then, just as abruptly, it swiveled on its spindly legs and vanished back into the woods.

“I’m hungry,” Julia complained as soon as they started walking again. “When are we going to eat?”

 

WHILE TED NAPPED THAT AFTERNOON, sprawled atop his sleeping bag, his arms and legs splayed in the dirt, his open mouth streaked with saliva, Julia led Ali to a large pine a few yards away for the day’s lesson. It had been going on for years, this secret school of theirs: Julia grading Ali’s coloring books according to how well she stayed within the lines, Julia passing along inside information about teachers Ali would have and how best to work around them, Julia interpreting schoolyard events, the fiery vicissitudes of playground allegiances, Julia deciphering their parents’ arguments, which seeped through the vents of closed doors and expanded to fill the house like smoke, Julia handing up conclusions fully formed so that Ali, easygoing and lazy, became used to receiving information wrapped and tied by her.

Julia looked at Ali, her face so open, so hopeful of a cure. It worried her, all this softness. She knew how dangerous it could be. How easily bruised. Each lesson was aimed at tempering it, this boneless pliancy of Ali’s that others found so sweet. Julia had taken it upon herself to teach Ali what their mother could not. How to be hard and smart and knowing. How to survive. Things she needed to know. Once, Julia had made Ali climb beneath an entire block of parked cars, as if the weakness could be shimmied out of her. It is only adults, after all, who cling with such fervid sentimentality to the notion that childhood should be made to last as long as possible.

She took the nettle Ali had been playing with from her hand. She paused. Julia, at thirteen, had a perfect sense of timing.

“Don’t ever believe him,” she said in a low, fierce voice. “Never. Not ever.”

Ali nodded.

“Don’t ever believe anyone.”

 

THAT NIGHT, Ali, Julia, and Ted sat huddled about the small campfire Ted had taught them to build out of a pyramid of dry twigs. The low flames rippled about their feet, lighting the bottom half of their faces with a frail orange glow and filling their hair with the dust-rich scent of smoke.

“Okay, so maybe we won’t be bringing home any antlers for the den, but it sure feels good being up here where a person can breathe.” Ted scrunched a fistful of hard earth between his fingers.

“It sure feels good,” Ali agreed sleepily.

Ted smiled. Ali, whose doubts were still so easy to assuage, whose love did not have to be won anew each day but who loved him still, loved him even now. “C’mon, partner, I think it’s time for you to turn in.” He gathered Ali in his arms, surprised by the weight of her, the fleshiness of her eleven-year-old body, and tucked her into her sleeping bag. “I love you,” he whispered as he kissed her forehead, smudged with dirt.

“I love you, too,” she answered, quietly, so that Julia would not hear.

When he returned to the campfire, Julia quickly erased the secret messages she had been scrawling in the dirt and wrapped her arms tight about her bony knees. Ted sat down beside her, watching her angular profile in the fire’s flickering light.

“I’m not the enemy, you know,” he said softly.

“I never said you were.”

“You haven’t stopped saying it for the past year. Julia, whatever happened was between me and your mother. It had nothing to do with you.”

Julia remained silent, patient as a spy.

“It’s complicated,” Ted went on. “I don’t expect you to understand it when I don’t fully understand it myself. All I know is, it wasn’t all my fault. Sure, I make a lot more noise. And no one’s ever going to tell you that I don’t have a temper. But we both made a lot of mistakes. There were no angels living in that house.”

She leaned closer. “What mistakes?” she asked carefully.

“Leaving, for one.”

She watched, waiting, and smiled grimly when she realized that there would be no more.

Ted looked away. In fact, he had never really meant to leave, had certainly never meant to stay away. He had simply stormed out in the middle of an argument and not been able to figure out a route back until, as the hours turned into days and nights, spent on his partner’s foldout couch, it had hardened into fact, his leaving. When Ann called him at work three days later and told him that if he didn’t pick up his clothes in one hour she was going to take them to the town dump, he had wanted to find a way to admit his mistake, but he couldn’t; proving how little they needed each other had become one of their measuring sticks, though he had never really meant to win. So he had picked up his clothes where she had left them, in two large black plastic trash bags on the front steps, and a few weeks later he was looking for an apartment and a lawyer, and try as he might, he still couldn’t remember precisely what the argument had been about. “Look, things happen between a man and a woman. Things they can’t always control.” He paused. “I think you’re a little young for this.”

“I’m thirteen.”

“I know.”

“I know more than you think I do.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do.” He picked up a stick and prodded the last piece of wood deeper into the fire. He wanted to tell her how it feels like a ball you just can’t catch, how once it starts rolling away, there’s nothing you can do to stop it, the ball that is the two of you, or what the two of you used to be, and how you keep running and running after it and sometimes you even think you’ve caught it, but then it just slips away again. “It just got away from us,” he said.

Julia’s eyes remained fixed on him as she squinted from the smoke, listening intently.

“I’ve seen you and Ali argue,” Ted continued. “Sometimes you start off knowing what you’re arguing about but by the time you’re done, you have no idea. It’s about everything. Your mother and I got like that. But it’s different now.”

“What do you mean?”

The other night, resisting and then not. He studied Julia, weighing, balancing each word before he spoke, trying to predict effect and adjust accordingly. “I never meant to hurt your mother.” He paused. “Or you and Ali. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. If I tell you a secret, do you promise not to tell anyone, not even Ali?” He would bind Julia to him yet, bind her with secrets she would store in her hard, riven crevices. Surely she would carry them with her like a prize.

“Okay.”

“I’m trying to get Mom to give us, give me, a second chance. Maybe it’s not too late for us after all. What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re one tough customer, kid?”

“It’s a lot quieter without you guys yelling all the time.”

“See, that’s what I’m telling you.” Ted pounced on this with the instinct of turning liabilities into assets that had helped him build his construction business from scratch, a born salesman. “It won’t be like that again.”

“You promise?”

“I really promise.” He reached over, his hand hovering in midair an inch from Julia’s back, wondering if he would feel beneath his touch the flinch that had greeted his every attempted caress in the last year. His hand landed gently, and he could sense, even beneath the wool jacket, her muscles tense in rebellion. “I need you to believe me.”

“Why do you need me to believe you?”

“Because I want you to do me a favor.”

“What?”

“I want you to put in a good word for me with your mother. She’ll listen to you. Tell her how much I love her. Will you do that for me?”

“I don’t know.”

Ted leaned back, taking stock of his daughter once more, gauging his own progress before starting again in a quiet voice. “I’ve hated every minute of being away from you girls and Mom.” He smiled broadly, his cheeks dividing from eye to chin. “I think it’s going to work. I really do. First thing tomorrow, I want you to tell her we should all go out to dinner, okay? Okay, Julia? You remember how we used to go out to dinner every Sunday night, the four of us? It’ll be like that again, it’ll be just like that.” His knees cracked as he straightened out his legs, and he sighed deeply.

Julia blinked, longing, just for an instant, to be carried along, the way Ted had always carried them along with each new enthusiasm, each new project, in his shop, in their bedrooms as he helped them with their school assignments, on weekend outings that so often required some new gadget, some new toy. His enthusiasm and excitement for any plan, particularly in its seminal stages, was irresistible to them all. She rose quickly. “I think I’m going to go to sleep.”

“Okay, pal.”

He smiled at her and she smiled back, not as fully, not as long, but still.

As she walked away from him, though, she bit deep into the soft plump skin of the lower lip that had betrayed her, grinding her front tooth in and in and in until she tasted the salt of her own blood. She should, after all, know better.

“You sleep well,” Ted called after her. “And don’t forget. First thing when we get back on Sunday, right?”

Julia, far off in the dark, crawled into her sleeping bag.

Ted sat by the fire, watching it slowly die out, waiting until Julia’s eyes were shut and then pulling the flask from his pack, holding it tight in his hand, bringing it for long draughts to his lips and then resting it on his knee, the whiskey, the night, his daughters, all good.

 

BY MIDAFTERNOON, Ann had already read the paper, cleaned the girls’ rooms, and relined two kitchen shelves with a new green marbleized paper. She wandered restlessly about the house, rearranging magazines, flipping the radio on and off, seeing before her only endless empty Sunday afternoons, lined up one after another like dominoes through the length of her life in exile from her married self. She used the kitchen telephone.

“Sandy? Hi. What are you doing? You want to come over and keep your big sister company?”

Twenty minutes later, Sandy pulled into the driveway in her beat-up aqua Honda. Ann watched from behind the lace curtains of the living-room window as Sandy walked to the door with the rapid, determined bird steps that marked her progress to even the most casual of destinations. She was a smaller, more chiseled version of Ann, whittled by nervous energy and an incessant alertness. Head down, chin thrust forward, she nevertheless always managed to guard her rear. She was carrying an enormous leather bag whose omnipresence Ann found mystifying and enviable, with all its implications of an existence more varied and involved than her own. She opened the front door, smiling. “Thanks for coming over.”

“So where did Ted the Magnificent take the kids for the weekend?” Sandy asked as she followed Ann into the kitchen, settling down at the immaculate white Formica table and pouring herself a glass of the white wine Ann had set out.

“Hunting up at Fletcher’s Mountain.”

“He’s just bound and determined to turn those girls into good little men.”

“Shouldn’t girls have as much right to hunt as boys?”

“You’re learning,” she said, smiling. “But that’s not the point. I thought you disapproved of hunting.”

“I do.”

“I don’t know why you always let Ted get his way.”

“Sandy, he’s their parent, too.”

“A biological misfortune. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll have an accident up there. Sit on his rifle or something.”

“How can you say that? All weekend, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about them up there with no telephone…”

“No VCR, no Nintendo…”

“I’m serious.” She looked at Sandy, so empirical and so sure, never allowing anything to enter that she didn’t personally invite, no thought, no fear, Sandy, who at ten could terrify Ann with the force of her judgments. “Do you remember when Ted and I were first married and the only job he could get was assessing properties out of state?” She smiled shyly. “I used to stick these little love notes in his suitcase every Monday morning before he left. It started as a joke, but then”—she paused, remembering how shocked and happy she was then to be married, to be his, things she had never expected, and how fearful she was of losing it, creating an intricate web of superstitious rituals to protect herself—“then I began to believe that if I ever forgot, something would happen, the plane would crash, something.” She didn’t tell Sandy how she used to listen to the radio all day whenever Ted flew, waiting for news of disaster. “Do you want to hear something silly? I stuck notes in the girls’ packs before they left on Friday, just to be sure.”

Sandy frowned. “Think how much better off you’d be if you had forgotten just one of Ted’s notes and the plane had crashed. Did Ted have life insurance?”

“Stop it, Sandy. I wish you’d lay off him.”

“Okay, okay. So what did you do all weekend?”

“Do you promise not to tell anyone?”

“Tell anyone what?”

“I went out on a date.”

“Stop the presses, woman on the loose. I don’t get it. Why is it a secret? You’re separated, remember?”

The other night, on the couch like teenagers, furious and sweet and tasting faintly of sin. “I just don’t want Ted to know, that’s all. He’s so possessive,” she added.

“That’s one word for it. So who did you go on this sexual rampage with?”

“Good Lord, Sandy. We didn’t have sex.’”

“Of course not. God forbid. We all know that’s my department. Who did you sit on the porch swing with?”

“Neal Frederickson. He’s head of neurosurgery up at the hospital. He brought me those roses.”

They both turned to look. The pale yellow petals had fallen open, plush, promising.

“Not bad,” Sandy remarked, turning back and reaching into the red box of animal crackers on the table. “How was it?”

“Kind of awful.”

“I’m not sure you’re approaching this with quite the right attitude, Ann.”

“I don’t mean he was awful. I mean dating. Dating is awful. I don’t know how you’ve done it for so long.”

“Thanks.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Unfortunately, I think I do. Next thing, you’ll be lecturing me about my biological clock. I know you’re new to this, but certain things are off-limits on Sunday afternoons.”

“All I meant was, I got married so young, I’ve been wondering what I missed.”

“That sounds suspiciously like regret.”

“Regret? No. I wasn’t like you. I didn’t think there was another way out. Maybe there wasn’t for me, I don’t know. Anyway, your life has just seemed so much more romantic than mine.”

“Yeah, you just can’t beat those scintillating blind dates with used-car salesmen, those steamy nights getting intimate with a pint of Haagen-Dazs.”

“C’mon. You have a great job at the Chronicle. And you have a great guy. You should be nicer to John.”

“What makes you think I’m not nice to him?”

“I don’t know why you don’t just marry him. You’re been with him almost a year. Isn’t that some kind of record for you? And he’s already asked you twice.”

“Because then I’d have a lifetime of him bringing me home sneakers from that godforsaken sporting-goods store of his and trying to get me to exercise. Yech.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. You know how I feel about exercise.” She paused. “Sometimes I think that his insistence on getting married is just so he can check it off his list.” She made writing motions in the air. “College, check. Career, check. Marriage, check. You know what I mean?”

Ann stared at her blankly.

“Look,” Sandy said, changing course. “I’m just not all that sure I believe in marriage. Something happens to men after they get married, something hormonal.”

“Yeah, they become husbands.”

“Exactly.”

“Women change, too.”

“They become wives. I think that scares me even more.”

“Mom and Dad had a good marriage.”

Sandy frowned. It had been so good, so close, that there had been little room for anything else, not even Ann and Sandy, who would spend hours in the small bedroom they shared in the house just twenty miles from here trying endlessly to make sense of them, these parents they were a part of and yet not a part of at all. On rainy nights, the air was so crowded, so thick, that the room grew fogged with a particular odor all its own, a marshy blend of the worn green corduroy bedspreads of their bunk beds, of Magic Markers and cheap nail polish and menstrual blood, the thick, inescapable smell of their own breath in that tight room neither parent ever entered, as if they knew that it was in those dark, marshy confines that the girls rolled about their clues and their theories like cherished marbles.

“What they had wasn’t a good marriage,” Sandy said. “It was psychosis.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Ann said quietly. “Maybe they cursed us after all.”

Sandy put down her wineglass and looked curiously at Ann, her words new to the scale of their disparate memories. “What do you mean?”

“They made us believe, made me believe, that two people could be truly joined, could be almost indistinguishable from each other, and that anything less is failure.”

“But would you really have wanted that? I start gasping for air just thinking about it.”

“I don’t know anymore.” She took a sip of wine. “I’m just glad they didn’t live to see what a mess Ted and I made of things.”

 

ALI SAT IN THE ROOMY FRONT SEAT of the car between Julia and her father as they drove down Route 87, headed toward home. The trees on either side of the road were almost completely barren, save for the ragged green curtain of pines between the granite crags.

“Okay, so maybe we’re not the world’s greatest hunters. But this was only our first time up there. We’ll be back,” Ted promised. “We’ll get one next time.”

“We’ll be back,” Ali agreed.

“Julia? Would you like to go again?”

“I don’t know.”

Ted took his right hand off the steering wheel and reached over to feather the wedge of her hair. “Maybe we’ll even get Mom to come with us, huh Julia? I’ll tell you what. In the meantime, why don’t you hold on to your grandfather’s gun?”

Ted swerved the car into the parking lot of Burl’s Lounge, a low, black, windowless structure five miles outside of town, just across from the new mall. “You guys wait here,” he told them as he pulled up the parking brake and opened the door. “I’m just going to run in and use the john.”

Inside, he squinted in the darkness, banging his shin on a chair. The small stage where they had topless dancers in the afternoons, young girls, fifteen, sixteen, with hesitant curves not yet fully formed, girls who’d do anything for twenty bucks, was empty. Two men sat on barstools hunched over their bellies, silently watching a college football game on the TV overhead. The only other customer was a slatternly woman in a polka-dot wraparound dress, her bleached hair falling to her shoulders in dried-out husks. Ted hurried into the space between them, leaning across the dented wooden bar and rapping his fingers impatiently. “Jack Daniel’s,” he called out to the bartender, who continued to take an inventory of the name brand liquor. “Make it a double.”

His fingers continued working away as he watched his drink being poured, hardly noticing that the woman had risen from her stool to wait by his side.

“Buy you another?” she asked after he had gulped the liquor down in one swallow and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Another day, sugar. Right now, I have a wife and two kids waiting for me.”

“Don’t they all.”

The two men pitched back, laughing, and Ted pivoted to them, his face inverted, incalculable. They stopped short and glanced back to the football game. Ted stared at them a moment longer and then hurried back into the day.

“That’s better,” he exclaimed as he climbed into the car and started the ignition. He turned on the radio and they drove off, while Willie Nelson sang one of his slow, mournful songs, just his rickety voice and his guitar.

 

“SO, ARE YOU GOING to see him again?” Sandy asked.

“Who?”

“What, you have others? Doctor what’s-his-name?”

“Neal. Neal Frederickson. I don’t know. He wants me to go to Albany with him next weekend, but…”

“But what?”

“Sandy, Ted wants us to get back together.”

“Give me a fucking break. You’re not actually considering it, are you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You just managed to get rid of him.”

“I’ve known Ted for as long as I can remember. Everything in my life, good and bad, has something to do with him. I know we were on some damned roller coaster the last few years, but…”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this. A roller coaster is an amusement, Ann. I fail to see what’s amusing about this. What about all that stuff you told me just a few months ago, about how tired you were of the battling? Or how he never listens to you? Hell, what about all the nights you didn’t even know where he was? How can you just forget about all that?”

“I’m not forgetting about it. But you always see things in such absolutes, Sandy, black and white, good and bad, and marriage is a muddy business.”

“So who told you to play in the mud?”

“We’ve been talking. I think he’s changed. We both have. Maybe we’ve learned not to expect so much from each other.”

“Are you sure that’s the lesson you want to learn from all this?”

Ann looked at Sandy, inviolate, staunch. She would never understand the home Ann had found, the home she had lost, would never understand how the edges of love can get so ragged and hazy that you can no longer distinguish where it begins and ends. “It’s not like he fooled around. He loves the kids. And they still need him. They’ve been having a hard time with this, particularly Julia. He says he loves me.”

“You’re too trusting.”

“You’re too cynical.”

Old words, so old they hardly bothered to listen to them.

“You just don’t understand what it’s like to have that much history with someone,” Ann added. She smiled. “Look, all I said was that I was thinking about it. There’s still the grapefruit problem, after all.”

“The grapefruit problem?”

Ann laughed. “Every night Ted used to eat a whole grapefruit. Just cut it up like an orange and, well, I don’t know what he did, but it involved a whole lot of lip-smacking and slurping.” She paused to slobber loudly. “It turned my stomach. It got to the point where I’d be thinking about that grapefruit all evening, just dreading it, and then when I saw it come out, I’d have to leave the room. Ted and his goddamned grapefruits. I used to fantasize about him choking to death on one of them. Or beating him senseless with a bag of them. I still don’t know if I could face it. So until I have the grapefruit problem solved, my marital status is on hold.”

They were laughing when they heard the car drive up, the doors open and shut, and Ted, Julia, and Ali enter the house. Ann bolted from the kitchen to greet them, taking Julia and Ali in her arms, swallowing the outside that clung to them, the smoke that stained their hair, the traces of pine and dirt, while Sandy and Ted, leaning against the rifle he had planted butt-down on the floor, eyed each other suspiciously.

“I know you’d all love for me to stay and take part in this tearful reunion,” Sandy said, “but it’s time for me to go save my hardworking boyfriend from the rigors of counting the jockstraps in his store. Ann, do you want to have lunch tomorrow?”

She was still fingering their hair, their faces. “Sure,” she answered distractedly. “I’ll call you at work.”

“Okay. Bye, girls.”

Julia and Ali straightened up. “Bye,” Ali said, smiling.

Sandy left without having exchanged one word with Ted.

 

“WHAT WAS SHE DOING HERE?” Ted asked.

“She’s my sister. So how was your weekend, girls?”

“We saw a doe,” Ali said, rushing out, “but we didn’t shoot it. I ate two hot dogs last night.”

“Two? That is impressive. Julia? Did you have a good time?”

“Grumpy over here had a better time than she’d care to admit.”

Ann turned to Ted, probing, prodding his eyes, his voice, testing, sniffing. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. Ted shifted his weight, picking up the gun by the barrel and moving it forward an inch for better balance. “As a matter of fact,” he went on, annoyed at her sniffing, her constant sniffing, “I’m going to leave the gun here for safekeeping.”

“Damn it, Ted, you know I don’t want that thing in the house.”

“Lighten up.”

She frowned and, seeing this, seeing the ball that was them off in the mid-distance, he backtracked, eased up. “I told you, you worry too much.”

“You came back in great shape.”

He ignored this. “We missed you, didn’t we, girls?”

She turned to Julia and Ali. “Well, I’m glad you had a good time.”

“Maybe next time you’ll come along.” Ted looked at Ann and decided not to pursue this. “How was your weekend?”

“Fine.”

“What did you do?”

“I worked, remember?”

“Of course. Anyone die on you?”

“You know, some people think what I do is important. Some people actually respect me for it.”

“I respect you.”

“Right.”

“When have I been anything less than supportive of you going back to work?”

She was suddenly too tired for this. “Let’s just drop it, Ted.” The other night was nothing after all, just residue.

Ted saw this, the exhaustion and forfeiture in her eyes, his most implacable enemies, impossible to engage, and, frustrated, frightened, he looked skittishly about the room, stopping only when he came to the roses.

“Nice flowers. Where did you get them?”

“I bought them.”

“You bought yourself roses?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. I just can’t remember you buying yourself roses before, that’s all.”

“You keep telling me anyone can change. Doesn’t that include me?”

Ted shrugged, his mouth twisting into a sarcastic half-moon that jabbed and poked her.

“If you must know,” she added sharply, “a man gave them to me.”

“Who?”

“Neal Frederickson.”

“And just who the hell is Neal Frederickson?”

“Head of neurosurgery.”

“Bully for him. How long has this been going on?”

“I’m not really sure that’s any of your business.” Testing him, testing herself, her defiance still raw, its boundaries and its effect still unknown, so that, in its unfamiliarity, she went further than she had meant to.

 

ALI STOOD BY THE COUCH, still in her jacket, watching them, listening. They no longer knew she was there, no longer knew anything but themselves, didn’t even notice when she walked right past them, right beneath them, away from them, scared of them, tired of them, walked right away from them into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator door, and stood in the cool white light, perfectly still.

 

JULIA REGISTERED ALI’S EXIT, but she remained rooted, even as she, too, knew that she no longer existed in this world of theirs. Ann’s arms remained taut about her torso, while Ted flailed and floundered with increasing abandon, cutting the air with his hands, the right one gripping the nine-pound Winchester as if it were nothing.

“Damn it,” Ted yelled. “Damn right, it’s my business.”

“I’m free now, remember?” Each word faster, easier than the last, a coil of words, all new, all brazen, and intoxicating. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“You know damn well what I wanted, and that’s not it.”

“I can do whatever I please,” Ann reminded him.

“Is that so? Well, for starters, I don’t happen to think your running around is the best thing for our daughters.”

“Running around? Running around? I have dinner with a very nice man for the first time since you left and that’s running around?”

Ted nodded. “You’re just doing this to make me jealous. Okay. I can accept that.”

“Oh, God, why does everything have to do with you? Can’t anything I do just have to do with me?”

“Who else is there?” he demanded.

“Don’t be silly. No one. There’s no one.” She stopped. Lowered her voice. “Can’t we just stop this? What’s the point? We weren’t going to do this anymore, remember? Just listen to us.” She shook her head.

“I asked you a question,” he insisted, beyond her now, she had seen him like this countless times before, when nothing she said could bring him back. “Who else is there?”

“Ted, please. Stop. Just stop.”

But he couldn’t. “Is that it? Is that what it comes down to? Your freedom? That’s it, isn’t it? Isn’t it, Ann?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“What difference does it make what I want? You obviously couldn’t care less what I want.”

“Ted, stop. You’re not making any sense.”

“I’m just beginning to make sense. Yeah, I’m finally just beginning to make sense. I want you to tell me. Tell me, Ann. Is that it?”

“Yes, okay?” Yelling now, too. “Yes. Is that what you want to hear? Yes. I can’t wait for those papers to come. I can’t wait to sign them. God, I can’t wait.”

His arms waved madly, cutting through her words, the steel choke of the rifle catching the light for just an instant. “Christ, am I an idiot. A fucking idiot. You want to know how stupid I am? Huh, Ann? I’m asking you a question. Do you want to know how incredibly stupid I am? I’ll tell you. I thought there was a chance for us. I spent the entire weekend thinking about us. What a fucking idiot I am. I actually thought the other night meant something to you.”

“Ted.”

His eyes were glittery and hard. “Idiot. I believed you, Ann. I believed you when you said you were going to think about us, too. But you’re out running around with some fucking doctor.”

“When you get like this you never hear a word I say. Will you please calm down and listen?”

“What’s there to listen to? You already told me everything I need to know. You lied to me, Ann.”

She flared. “I lied to you? What did you think, I was going to sit here like some nineteen-year-old imbecile waiting for you to want me back? It took me a while, but even I had to grow up eventually.”

 

ALI REACHED BEHIND THE MILK to get a bottle of orange juice and carefully poured herself a glass. She held it with both hands, her eyes wide open as she drank, swallowing slowly, her parents’ voices filling the kitchen, clotting the air, filling her as she poured more juice, listening to them, only voices now, no longer her parents, just voices…

“From now on, I’ll go out with whoever I please, whenever I please. And you can damn well call me for an appointment when you want to talk. Better yet, call my lawyer. How dare you come home like this? As a matter of fact, I’m going to call my lawyer first thing tomorrow morning and have him renegotiate your visitation rights.”

“You think I’m going to stand by and let you go out with half the town?”

The pulp had stuck to the sides of the glass. Ali wiped it with her forefinger, then brought it to her mouth and licked it off, looking at nothing at all.

“You don’t have a choice.”

“This is my house.”

“Was, Ted, was. The second I get off the phone with my lawyer, I’m going to call a locksmith and have him change the locks.”

“And every time I walk down the street I’m going to run into one more bozo you’re screwing? If you think I’m going to let that happen, you’ve got another thing coming. Never. Do you hear me? Never.”

And then Julia’s voice. Julia’s shriek. “Stop! Don’t!”

A single explosion ripped through the house.

 

ALI RAN TO THE EDGE of the living room and saw Julia and Ted embraced, a tight bramble of arms and legs, the gun lost somewhere within, frozen. Slowly, slowly they began to untwine, pulling away a limb, a neck. They turned as one toward the base of the stairwell, where Ann lay slumped, her head on the first step, the opening of a deep red tunnel above her left eye.

Ted broke free and ran to her. “Oh my God. Oh, God. God.” His hand was wet, dripping with her, as he pressed his palm against the wound, trying to hold her in. “Ann?” Pushing the blood, the muscle, back in as it ran between his fingers and onto the carpet. “Call an ambulance,” he barked at Julia, still stuck, immobile. “Hurry up. Christ. Call an ambulance!” he screamed. He managed to get her head onto his thighs, brushing her hair away from the miasma of red. “Ann? Ann?” Julia and Ali watched, transfixed, until Ted yelled one last time, “Call a fucking ambulance!”

 

THEY COVERED HER FACE with a white sheet before they strapped her down. The police arrived just as the ambulance workers were carrying out the stretcher.

“Okay, what happened here?” the first officer asked, taking his notepad from his jacket pocket, concentrating on flipping it open, clicking his pen, the professional tasks that shielded him from the horror he had seen when he lifted the sheet.

“My wife.” Ted looked pleadingly into the officer’s eyes, for understanding, for help, for the words that would never come, she’s going to be okay.

“He did it.” Julia stepped forward, shaking, her eyes glazed. “He shot her.”

Ted swiveled to face her, shocked. “Julia? Tell them what happened.” Each word slow, precise. “It was an accident. Tell them. You lunged at me, didn’t you? If you hadn’t leapt at me that way, the gun would never have gone off. It was an accident.”

Julia looked back at the officer, his pen poised above his pad. “He shot her,” she exclaimed, her voice high and shrill and fast as it rose to the very edge of a cry. “He shot my mother.”

The pen pressed against the paper, leaving a tumor of black ink, while the officer stared at Julia. He turned, finally, to the father. “You’re going to have to come with me.”

“This is crazy.” Ted’s voice grew giddy with distress as the officer put his arm around him and led him firmly to the door, while his partner, who had been lurking in the doorway, picked up the rifle with two handkerchiefs. “I don’t know why she’s saying this. Tell them, Julia, just tell them the truth. Please. Tell them what really happened. It was an accident.”

But Julia remained silent until long after she heard the car, its siren wailing, lurch and fade away, silent when Ali began to whimper in an endless keening moan, silent when Sandy arrived, ashen, dazed, bumping into the remaining policeman on her way to them, still standing in the center of the room.
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