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PRAISE FOR THE COMFORT OF MONSTERS


“On its face, The Comfort of Monsters is a riveting page-turner that begs to be read quickly, compulsively. But page by page, this electrifying debut by Willa Richards weaves an increasingly complicated and dark tale of guilt, fury, and the danger of building stories on that shakiest of foundations, memory. Every sentence is a delight in this taut and thrilling debut by Willa Richards.” 


Elizabeth Wetmore, author of Valentine 


“Richards has flipped the usual narrative, centering not on the crime itself but on the loss that ripples from it, on the grief that can’t be relieved even with the prospect of so-called ‘closure.’” 


New York Times Book Review 


“Willa C. Richards’s unflinching debut picks apart a tangled knot of violence, shame, secrecy, lust, and fearsome love. A dark, elegiac examination of sisterhood that’s impossible to forget.” 


Robin Wasserman, author of Girls on Fire 


“The Comfort of Monsters captivates with a cold case, and becomes an unflinching, unapologetic story of sexuality, victimhood, and the dangerous pull of memory… A remarkable debut.” 


Lydia Fitzpatrick, author of Lights All Night Long 


“Willa C. Richards has crafted a profound novel of depth, complication, and intelligence, exploring the inconstancy of our recollections and revealing the elusiveness of our deepest truths. This debut is both a thrill and a provocation.” 


Jamel Brinkley, author of A Lucky Man 


“In a glut of dead girl stories and true crime vehicles, Richards pulls off a wrenching and rewarding twist on both.” 


Publishers Weekly 


“Potent, gritty, and deeply comprehending, The Comfort of Monsters is written with a clear eye and an aching heart.” 


Amity Gaige, author of Sea Wife 


“The details of Jeffrey Dahmer’s murder spree transfixed a terrified nation. But this novel takes a more personal look at how the serial killer altered a family.” 


Washington Post 


“A novel with an electricity in every word that will tempt you to read quicker, but be sure to linger as well.” 


Chicago Review of Books 


“An intense and artful examination of the relationships between sex, power, violence, and identity, as well as the deeply subjective nature of human memory.” 


Los Angeles Review of Books 


“Richards turns tropes of crime fiction on their heads in this gripping, deftly crafted debut novel.” 


Oprah Daily 


“Delicate and heartrending.” 


CrimeReads 


“A wrenching debut... Meticulously researched and atmospheric, this is a perfect pick for book clubs and true crime aficionados.” 


Booklist 
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Memory is a mosquito
pregnant again
and out for blood. 


—GAYL JONES 


I have to say what is said. I don’t have to believe it myself.


—ANNE CARSON




PROLOGUE


Memory, of course, is also a story. It feels like the truth, especially when there is no one to dispute your recollection of events. But it is a story nonetheless—some moments have been elided, and others have been emphasized and made either luminous or horrific or both. Who, or what, does this editorializing is not clear to me. I know it’s not me or not exactly. And maybe that is what frightens me now: I can see how much of the story is out of my control. I don’t choose what is carried along year after year and what is discarded. (My sister, Dee, once took her shoes off during a long road trip north and threw them out the car window. We craned our necks to watch her white tennis shoes bump down the highway behind us.) And because now, more than ever, my sister’s case depends on these memories, I am terrified that crucial pieces of evidence have been lost along the way.




If you think of a torso as a box, you can see how someone might want to open it with his fingers. 


—BETH BACHMANN 


Modernity has eliminated the comfort of monsters because we have seen, in Nazi Germany and elsewhere, that evil works often as a system, it works through institutions as a banal (meaning “common to all”) mechanism. In other words evil stretches across cultural and political productions as complicity and collaboration. Modernity makes monstrosity a function of consent and a result of habit. 


—JACK HALBERSTAM




Federal Rules of Evidence


Article I. General Provisions


    RULE 102. PURPOSE


These rules should be construed so as to administer every proceeding fairly, eliminate unjustifiable expense and delay, and promote the development of evidence law, to the end of ascertaining the truth and securing a just determination.





MARCH 2019


Let me try to be clear about what this is: I have a layperson’s under standing of the law. Until several months ago, when I was fired, I was a library and circulation services assistant at Marquette Uni versity’s law library. I’d spent most of my five years there studying textbooks with anesthetizing titles like Evidentiary Foundations. (I often stole these books, stashing them away with the files from my sister’s case, so I could keep studying at home.) But even so, all I can say with confidence is that the most compelling story is the truest story. Unfortunately, it’s rarely the other way around.


What I’ve learned from Graham C. Lilly’s book, for example, is that when lawyers argue a case, they aren’t interested in the truth. Instead, they are concerned with curating a body of evidence that is favorable to their client. The fact finder, either a jury or a judge, is then tasked with evaluating that evidence and deciding what has occurred. During closing arguments, lawyers have one last chance to shape the meaning and weight of the presented evidence, and to construct a believable story, a series of plausible events, that is supported by the evidence. Legally speaking, evidence is any mat ter, verbal or physical, that can be used to support the existence of a factual proposition. In this particular case, I bear the burden of producing evidence that will persuade law enforcement of the following factual proposition: A man I knew as Frank Cavelli murdered my sister, Candace McBride. So far, I have failed.


This failure of persuasion, according to police, lies in the fact that I am missing the only piece of evidence that has ever mattered: my sister’s body. No body; no crime. They’ve repeated this mantra so often over the years that I’ve begun to hear it at all times, like it’s etched onto one of the very fine bones inside my ear. What the police mean to say is that my account of Dee’s disappearance is inconsequential. It’s not just that they don’t believe me, it’s that even if they did, without her body, my story does not legally matter. I’m sure this true. I’m also sure that they aren’t inclined to hear my story because of the unofficial form it takes. So, I’ve tried over the years to engage in a process of translation: to transform these memories into evidence and to apply the federal rules of evidence to these memories. This is an impossible endeavor. The language of the law was designed to exclude, to be cold and unfeeling, and above all else, to confuse. I’ve done my best.


For decades now I’ve kept all of Dee’s files crammed inside my one-bedroom apartment on Milwaukee’s East Side. And I’ve been rehearsing my story. And recent events have convinced me I cannot wait any longer to argue this case. Otherwise I’m afraid Dee and I, and the rest of my family, will be forgotten, because our story will dissolve first into the annals of the local newspaper archives and then finally into meaninglessness. This has already happened once. Lately I’ve also become afraid that someone else will tell this story and their version will prove to be more compelling than mine.


Among the legacies of misogyny that live on today is a general distrust of women, a belief that we are conniving and cunning by nature. Still a fear exists that women are capable of controlling, using, and abusing men with their feminine wiles. Lest we believe that this hysteria peaked in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1693, the forty-fifth president of the United States has publicly propagated these biases saying, among other things, that he has seen women manipulate men with just a twitch of their eye, or perhaps another body part.


The social constructions surrounding gendered categories have had grave and lasting consequences. Consider, for example, early civil laws on the European continent, inherited from Roman codes, which were based on the inferiority and subjection of women. In these early courts, women were not allowed to be witnesses, and later, even after they were deemed legally competent to testify, their testimonies were almost ubiquitously cast as worthless.


Today, though the United States’ Federal Rules of Evidence indicate that “every person is competent to be a witness,” this language only calls attention to the courts’ long and ongoing history of exclusion. This storied history is very much not behind us.


I’m somewhat embarrassed to admit that a few years ago, I became emboldened when the MeToo movement picked up steam and everyone started saying they were going to “believe women.” Excellent, I remember thinking. I waited for Gary Wolski, Jr., the MPD detective who had been assigned to Dee’s case twenty-eight years ago, to call and say let’s hear your story. I waited for the MPD to call and say we’re sorry we didn’t believe you before, but we’re listening now. I waited for the Journal Sentinel, for BuzzFeed, for anyone to call and say let us help you tell your story. No one called. No one checked in. I reorganized my files for the six hundredth time. Finally, against my better judgment, I called Wolski. He picked up immediately.


“Ah, Christ, Margaret. I thought you might call,” he said, sighing. “I’m sorry.”


My heart leaped. An apology!


“Should I come into your office now? I have tapes. And the files. Or I could fax everything.”


“No, no, no,” he said. “That won’t be necessary. I just wanted to say I’m sorry for what happened between us.”


“Between us?”


“Yeah, I know now, uh, it wasn’t right.”


I paused. I recalibrated. “I’m not calling about that.”


“Oh.” He breathed a quiet and incriminating sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to MeToo me.”


“Should I?” I asked him sharply.We’d slept together once, a very long time ago, when I was in a bad way. I blamed him, of course, but I blamed myself more. He didn’t take the bait.


“Why did you call, then?” he asked. He suddenly sounded bored and eager to hang up. I was disoriented.


“I thought maybe, with the climate and everything,” I said, “maybe you guys could take another look at my testimony, my evidence.”


There was a long pause. I held my breath. And then I hung up on him. I didn’t need to hear what he was about to say because I’d heard it too many times before.


No body; no crime. 


Almost thirty years after Dee went missing, and twenty-three years after she was eligible to be declared legally dead, my mother proposed that we hire a psychic to help us find her body. Three decades before, I would have said, and I believe my mother would have agreed with me, that we weren’t the kind of people who hired psychics. But later I finally understood, given the right circumstances, anyone can become this kind of person.


For instance, I was initially resistant to hiring the psychic for all the obvious reasons: the expense, the fraudulent and unethical nature of their businesses, etc. But many of these reasons proved much less compelling than the only reason we had to hire him: We all wanted to find Dee’s body. And at some point, perhaps after watching the video my mother sent me, or perhaps after she begged in her bed at the nursing home, I began to entertain the idea that the psychic could be successful. Local law enforcement had given up on us decades ago, and we’d exhausted ourselves by holding weekly, then monthly, then annual canvasses looking for her body. We’d exhausted ourselves by sorting through bogus tips and prank calls. We’d exhausted ourselves by begging local and state and national presses to cover our story. We were exhausted. It was a permanent state.


Here is a piece of evidence with many stories behind it and also without any story at all: In America over half of all murdered women are killed by a current or former partner.





SEPTEMBER 1986


Dee was always my father’s favorite. Pete was Ma’s favorite. And I guess I was nobody’s favorite. Well, maybe I was Dee’s favor ite, or maybe I just believed that and was desperate to continue be lieving it. The idea was very comforting to me. My mother named my younger sister Candace, but my father quickly shortened this to Candy, which I quickly shortened to just Dee, and Dee stuck. Almost no one called her Candace, and only my father was ever allowed to call her Candy.


We were born thirteen months apart, so our father called us Irish twins. Dee and I loved this—we believed that we could read each other’s minds and that our heartbeats were synced. But when we were older, our mother made it clear to us that though we could say we were Irish, on account of our father’s grandfather, we were not actually twins. This was disappointing news to both of us. Even worse, we discovered that because of how our birthdays fell on the calendar, we would be two years apart in school.


So when I was a junior in high school, Dee was a freshman. And when Dee started high school, it became clear to me, rather quickly, that our experiences would be different. For starters, un like me, Dee was popular. I knew this was in part because she was rather classically pretty (and I was apparently a bit odd-looking; people said that my brow ridge cast a great shadow over my face so it looked like I was always wearing a mask), but also because she had the je ne sais quoi that some popular people seem to be born with: that special cocktail of charisma and confidence. (I definitely didn’t have that.) Sometimes this attribute doesn’t follow people once they leave the social bubbles of their schools, but sometimes it does. Anyway, Dee had a large group of girlfriends in high school, many of whom prided themselves on dating older boys.


One day during lunch Dee was standing in a circle of these girls as they chatted outside the cafeteria. I was sitting alone at a picnic table picking at a peanut butter sandwich and writing little poems in illegible cursive all over my notebooks. Every once in a while a group of boys, standing a good distance from Dee’s group, would cheer or hoot, and it took me almost ten minutes to figure out why.


It was a breezy fall day in Wisconsin. Though chilly, Dee and some of the other girls were still wearing short floral skirts with their Docs. Whenever a breeze came and lifted the girls’ skirts, these boys cheered. I didn’t know if the girls heard the boys or if they cared. Maybe they just enjoyed the pleasurable sensation of a cool breeze on the backs of their thighs. In any case, none of them seemed concerned, none of them clutched at their hems to keep them flat, and eventually one gust lifted Dee’s skirt up to show her underwear and a sliver of her butt. The boys screamed with joy. I felt, with absolute certainty, that I hated every single one of them.


Watching, I was suddenly afraid another, larger gust would reveal Dee’s underwear completely. This breach of privacy inspired a sinking dread in me. (As girls, Dee and I shared the same room and often the same clothes. I remembered her stepping into her underwear, our underwear, that very morning: an old ratty blue pair that had come in a cheap department-store pack of eight. She was fourteen.)


I leaped up from my picnic table and ran over to her. I gave her an aggressive hug from behind, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and pressing her spiny back into my stomach. Dee whipped her head around to see me. Some of the boys booed. Dee blushed. I kissed her cheekbone from behind and she shrugged me off.


“Pegasus,” she whispered into my ear. “Can you stop being so weird?”


“Sorry,” I said. She looked bewildered.


The lunch bell rang. Harried lunch attendants ushered us inside.


Later that day, one of the boys who’d apparently been particularly disappointed by my intervention keyed prude and slut into our parents’ car. I wasn’t sure how I could be both. Or maybe one was for me and one was for Dee.


“What did you do?” Dee screamed at me while we were inspecting the damage on the car. I stared at her with my mouth open, shocked that she would assume I’d provoked this treatment. I supposed that if one used the sick logic of our high school, I was, in fact, to blame.


“I don’t know,” I shouted back. “Maybe you should ask one of your blockhead fucking boyfriends.”


“Let’s go,” Dee said. We were aware that a small, whispering crowd was forming in the parking lot.


I never explained to Dee what happened that day. Maybe she knew. Maybe she didn’t. We never talked about it. I’d bet a lot of money that by the time we were both in college, she’d completely forgotten about the incident. I never forgot about it, though. And much later, after she disappeared, I would regret my unwillingness to even try to explain the dread I felt while I watched these boys watching her. It wasn’t, I might have told her, about some paternalistic desire to protect her from them or to shield her from their sight. It wasn’t a fear that they would hurt her or that she would be embarrassed. It’s difficult to explain. I suppose the dread came from an understanding that even then I was losing us: this we that had once been solely ours.





MARCH 2019


When she was eighty-one, my mother suffered two strokes in one year. After the first stroke, she was unable to move the left side of her body and in need of full-time care. After the second stroke, she was affected. Or that’s how she described the feeling. She felt she’d briefly crossed over to the other side, where, she explained to us, she saw a world she’d never believed possible. Among the visions she’d had in this other world were: her own death at the hands of a final stroke by the end of the year, and Dee’s body decomposing in a handmade grave somewhere in the city of Milwaukee.


My mother first saw the psychic on the Today show after her second stroke. Thomas Alexander was featured in a long segment detailing his most recent success stories. One of these successes—a cold case the psychic claimed he helped solve—caught my mother’s eye. A young woman’s murderer was finally found, though the killer himself was by then dead too. My mother watched the woman’s parents speak about what this discovery meant to them, and she was shot through with jealousy, then with a fresh spike of hope. The jealousy could be managed; the hope was more dangerous, because in our family, hope could travel like a virus we passed between us.


Though my mother wanted our support, logistically she needed it, confined as she was then to her bed at the Lutheran Home. Ma met with each of us (my brother, Pete, her sister, Suze, and Wolski) separately, in an apparent divide-and-conquer strategy. Though, in the end, she may not have needed to be so cautious. We were, every one of us, easier to convince than she expected.


My mother’s right eye nailed me against the wall of her room. Her left eye was still and murky. She waited to hear my objections. It was telling that I couldn’t think of many.


“He is going to be expensive,” I offered.


“So bury me in a cardboard box if you have to.”


“Ma,” I protested. “Please.”


“I’m serious. You know I don’t care what kind of damn container I’m in, but I want her next to me.”


“There are other options,” I said. “Still.” Though I knew this wasn’t true and so did she. We’d known this for twenty years now. I pressed my back into a bookshelf full of framed photos of her children, her grandchildren, her sister, my father in his navy uniform. One of the pictures, of Dee in middle school, toppled off the shelf. The rubber bands in Dee’s braces were magenta. I scrambled to set it right but couldn’t and ended up clutching the photo awkwardly. My sister’s twelve-year-old face shone up at me.


“Don’t give me that crap,” she said. “Not from you.” My mother tried a shake of her head. She looked like a doll being tossed by a toddler.


I nodded. “I’m sorry.”


“This is my last chance. I can tell, Pegasus,” she whispered to me (using Dee’s nickname for me was purposeful), and then she repeated, “This might be our last chance. I want her next to me and your father when I’m buried. I will not leave Dee’s plot empty. I won’t do it.”


I squeezed my eyes shut. We’d buried my father in Forest Home Cemetery after his heart attack. My mother had purchased a plot for herself then too, and after Dee had been missing for twenty years, she’d purchased a third plot for her youngest daughter with the hope that one day we might find her body and finally have a proper funeral for her.


She clutched frantically at the air with her right hand like she wanted me to go close to her, but a bout of nausea rose in my throat. I stayed where I was, so she clutched her own dead shoulder instead, crossing her right hand diagonally over her chest. Her left hand lay like a dismembered limb by her side. Outside the room there was another Lutheran Home resident yelling, You’re hurting me, you’re hurting me. I felt a little dizzy from the heat of the room, the smell of reheated food, the overlapping white noise of the residents’TVs on all at once.


“You owe me this,” Ma whispered. The nausea continued to bubble. It had moved into the soft palate of my mouth, which now watered. Suddenly, my mother began laughing. It was unlike the laughs Dee and I had shared with her as children, though. There was something dull and metallic about it: a knife in need of honing. She clutched her dead shoulder and laughed and laughed. The doctors had said this was something that could happen too. It was called emotional lability: It caused her to mix up her emotional reactions, to express them without provocation, to be confused. I had the awkward instinct to laugh with her, but when I looked into her eyes, I saw a deep well of fear and confusion. I just reached for her right, feeling hand. Her whole body went limp.


“Watch that video,” she said. “Just watch it.”


“Okay, Mama,” I whispered back. “Okay, okay.”


She laughed at me.


Across the street from the nursing home, my aunt Suze was sitting on the curb, smoking a cigarette and rebraiding her long gray hair. She had just gotten off work—her cheeks were flushed, there was a sweaty dew on her brow, and she was wearing dirty sneakers crusted with diner-floor filth. As I’d gotten older, I’d become more impressed by my aunt’s ability to waitress well into her sixties. Though of course she’d never looked at it like that: It’s got nothing to do with ability, Margaret, she’d scolded me once, it’s about need. Though she’d tried on a few different jobs over the years—a couple stints as a receptionist in various offices, some telemarketing gigs, even sales—she always seemed to go back to waitressing. She was an incurable extrovert, she was hugely anticipatory of her customers’ needs, and she was most content when she was in motion. So she was very good at what she did. Still, I knew the lifestyle wore her mind and her body down, though she wouldn’t admit it to us.


Though she was fifteen years younger than Ma, they’d always been close. When Pete, Dee, and I were young, she was like a second, much cooler mama to us. She’d watch us on weekends and sometimes take us camping or to the 7 Mile Fair, a big flea market near Illinois. She used to rubber-band big wads of her cash tips, tuck them into her fanny pack, and then hand the cash out to us at the flea market so we could buy whatever random shit caught our eye. These outings used to infuriate our parents, but she always laughed at the junk we brought home. She never had kids of her own, so she doted on us.


When she saw me, she crossed the street and then wrapped me in a tight hug. I breathed in her smell, which was mostly of the perfume called Red Door.


“How is she?” Suze asked. This was a question we rarely asked of each other anymore because the inanity of it was too overwhelming. Maybe my mother’s deteriorating condition had made it seem more appropriate again.


I shrugged. “She’s . . . animated.” I hoped this would serve as a warning.


“So what did you say?” she asked.


“I said sure. She wouldn’t hear much else.”


Suze hardened her face like she was receiving a bad diagnosis. “I figured.”


I wanted then to warn her about a shift I felt inside me. “Maybe she’s right?” I said. “I don’t know.” I looked past Suze onto the stretch of North Avenue that ran from the swamps in the suburbs all the way downtown where it eventually spilled over the bluffs and into Lake Michigan. “Maybe we have a chance here.” When I looked back at my aunt, she was gazing at me sharply. Though she tried to soften her face, I’d already caught an expression she hadn’t meant for me to see. There is no word for the specific mixture of pity and pain one feels toward a beloved who is sinking.


“Maybe,” she said, but it was obvious she didn’t mean it. She cupped one of my ears and then tugged on the lobe like she used to do when I was a kid.





FEBRUARY 1991


The year Dee went missing, she was a freshman at Mount Mary College, a small all-girls’ liberal arts school run by nuns. She had applied on a whim after receiving a glossy brochure in the mail. Dee was charmed by the quiet, stately campus and the school’s core curriculum, which, she explained one night at dinner, was rooted in humanity’s search for meaning. Pete laughed, teasing Dee that she was sending herself to the nunnery. But when they offered her a partial scholarship and she vowed to pay the rest of her tuition by working part-time at a nearby hair salon, he stopped teasing. Ma enjoyed the idea of Dee studying at an all-girls’ school: She felt Dee had gotten out of control in high school, lamenting her youngest daughter’s love interests, whom Ma described as a slew of degenerates. She thought maybe Dee would be more focused at Mount Mary.


Though I was not under any such illusions, I also supported Dee’s decision, because I had been disappointed in my own school of choice. I was a junior at UWM, on the East Side of Milwaukee, a school that felt large and impersonal, full of brutalist concrete buildings and dimly lit, orange-carpeted libraries. One rampant rumor held that UWM’s libraries were populated by perverts who sat and waited underneath the tables to fondle girls’ feet.


In retrospect, we both ended up at the wrong school. I would have been much better suited to the verdant humanism of Mount Mary, and Dee probably would have enjoyed those aspects of UWM that I abhorred: the larger classes, the boozy house parties, the proximity to Brady Street.


I hadn’t made many friends at UWM in my two years there, in part because I’d taken up a serious relationship when I was still a freshman. Dee was also trying to find her footing that year. Between work and school, she struggled to find a group of close friends like the one she’d leaned on in high school. So we were close then, maybe closer than we’d been since we were girls, I think because we both felt out of place. She spent a lot of nights at my place in Riverwest, and we often spent weekends together back at home. Maybe this lack of belonging had pushed us back toward each other, even while I could see that the contours of our new adult lives didn’t necessarily have room for the same kind of relationship we’d had as girls.


During her second semester at Mount Mary, she began seeing a man whose identity, to this day, remains opaque to me. It’s frightening now to consider how little I knew about this person. These are some of the facts I thought I knew: His name was Frank. He was thirty-five, he was recently divorced, and he was training to become a firefighter. He said he had worked most of his life for his parents, who owned a small cemetery in Menomonee Falls. He seemed to have a lot of money, or enough money to splurge on gifts for Dee, but he didn’t seem upper class. I thought that he was crude and that he was a bigot.


Was that all? Why didn’t I know more? What did I think then? Probably that I had time to get to know him. Probably that eventually I would understand what she liked about him. (It turned out that I had no time at all, and that fact still haunts me.) Or maybe I didn’t get to know Frank because, off the bat, I hadn’t liked him, and so I guessed he was a fad, another phase Dee would leave behind when she felt she’d gotten what she needed. She could be ruthlessly utilitarian.


The way Dee always told it was that she had met Frank at a bar at the beginning of her spring semester. She had liked his confidence but also his composure. She said most men in the bars had a desperate, hungry air about them, like they’d steal you away if they thought they could. She said Frank was different. They’d gone on a few dates: coffee, then a Bucks game and a late dinner at his buddy’s Italian restaurant, where they got the whole candlelit dining room to themselves. Dee felt the whole thing was very adult; she liked that.


When she first told me about him that spring, I said I was happy for her and that I was excited to meet him. She said we’d definitely hang out together, but then she always seemed to find an excuse to put it off. This stung. And honestly, it got to the point where I wondered if she was making him up, and I said so once, while we were out to breakfast together.


“He’s an adult, Pegasus,” she said smartly. I rolled my eyes at her. She was a college freshman—she barely knew what that entailed. “He doesn’t have time to barhop like you and Leif.” This was a deliberate slight against my then-boyfriend, Leif, who admittedly did enjoy barhopping.


“So? Leif’s an adult too,” I told her. Leif was twenty-eight and gainfully employed at Ambrosia, a local chocolate factory. We’d recently moved in together: We paid our rent on time. What could be more adult than that? “He seems to make time for me. And for you.”


She shrugged because she knew I was right. Leif often cooked simple dinners for me and Dee. He’d been to Sunday dinner at Ma’s, where we’d watch the Packers game together. Sometimes Leif even watched long, boring Brewers games with Pete while they both crushed cans of Schlitz. “Yeah,” Dee said. She studied her eggs. “I’ll ask.”


I didn’t know at the time if he was refusing to meet me, or if she was reluctant to introduce us for some reason, but either way, something felt off. I tried to explain this to her, but she got defensive. “I said I’ll ask, dammit.”


When I did finally meet him, I could see why Dee might have wanted to keep us apart. He proposed we meet for custard, which I thought was kind of creepy, because it seemed like the type of outing an uncle or a brother would suggest. But I loved custard, and I loved Dee, and so I tried to push the thought away. But then he chose some Podunk custard stand in West Allis that I’d never heard of, which also annoyed me because everyone knows Kopp’s is the best.


Frank hugged me when we met. I didn’t like the feeling of his body against mine. I kept my arms awkwardly by my sides. When he pulled away, I felt like he was looking through my clothes. Some men seem to be able to do that—to make you feel totally naked. How did he make Dee feel?


“Finally!” he said. He clapped me on the back and grinned. He had dark, wavy hair that stayed glued in place even when he moved, on account of copious product. He smelled like cedar chips. He wore a gold chain that seemed too tight for his neck and a large gaudy graduation ring. He made a big show of paying for our custards, which came out to a whopping eight dollars. He seemed able to keep a part of his body touching Dee’s at all times. He didn’t look like her boyfriend, he looked like her boss. I made a note to tell her that later. We sat outside on the damp cement benches, even though it was chilly, and ate our custard in relative silence. I shivered and tried to hide it.


“Dee tells me you’re a writer,” Frank said. I nodded. “Have you published anything?” I shook my head. I tried to eat my custard faster, but my head ached already with cold. My mind was numb. I wished I were drinking. I knew he was trying. I locked eyes with Dee, and I could tell she was begging me to try too. Plus, while I’d heckled her for weeks about meeting him, I couldn’t think of a word to say to the guy. I knew I’d hear about that later.


“How is firefighting school?” I said. I didn’t know what it was called, but once I’d said that, I felt it was wrong. My cheeks went hot even though my brain still felt cold and slow. I pictured the vast glaciers that once crawled over North America. I felt much younger than I had in a long time.


He laughed. “It’s hard, honey,” he said. “It’s really hard.”


I refused to say anything after that. I threw the rest of my custard away too.


Damn, did I hear it after. Dee said I’d been rude, which stung, because it wasn’t true, and also because he was the one who’d been rude. She said I’d acted like a half-wit, which also stung, and made me self-conscious. I told her I didn’t like him, and she said I didn’t even try to get to know him. I wanted to tell her the things I had intuited about him, but I was scared she would stop talking to me. I was scared she would hate me. I thought she’d figure it all out soon enough. It was obvious to me that he wasn’t the right person for her, but if she wanted to enjoy the gifts he bought her and the adult trappings of their fling a little longer, maybe that was fine. That was my position on him at the time. But things only got worse from there, and I felt less and less certain that keeping my mouth shut was the right thing to do. And now I can’t believe I ever felt that way.


Leif and I met at a house party my sophomore year of college. He was a real wallflower type at big parties—nursing room-temperature beers or a finger of whiskey near the turntable, or spending long minutes examining the bookcases and leafing through chapbooks. But in smaller groups, or one-on-one, he was charming, boisterous, quick to joke. Later, this made me suspicious that the wallflower behavior was an act meant to cultivate a sense of mystery, but at the time it impressed me—I’d never seen someone so content to be alone at a party. Wasn’t mingling the whole point? Plus, we shared a sense of humor, which was rare in my world. I’d never met anyone except my sister who laughed at the same things I did.


I could tell Leif had been eyeing me from the moment I got there, but he waited until much later in the night to approach me. “You look like a poet,” he said to me. He offered his hand. “Leif.”


I took his hand and rubbed my thumb up and down the thick ligaments attaching his wrist to his fingers. His hands were cool and in need of lotion. I imagined myself rubbing cold cream into his skin. He smelled oddly of cocoa and Lysol. My mouth went a little dry. “Peg,” I said. “Why do you say that?”


“The way you’re noticing everything.”


“Why are you noticing what I’m noticing?” I asked. He had a messy mat of auburn hair that I wanted to put my fingers in, and his eyes reminded me of a set of green marbles spilled across a wood floor. They stayed moving.


He shrugged. “It’s the most interesting thing happening at this party.”


“Who’s your favorite poet?” I asked him.


He raised his eyebrows. “Bob Dylan,” he said. I laughed because I thought it was a joke. Leif frowned.


“So you mean Rimbaud?” I asked.


“I believe the term is intertexuality.” He made air quotes around the word.


“I think actually it’s just plagiarism.” I made air quotes back at him.


He laughed. “What about you, then?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “Kurt Cobain?” We both laughed.


“No, really,” he said. “Come on.”


“Lorine Niedecker,” I said without hesitation because it was the first name that popped into my head and because I’d read these lines about her earlier in the day: Niedecker lived in southern Wisconsin for the rest of her life. She scrubbed hospital floors, read proof for a local magazine, and worked other menial jobs to support herself and her writing. She endured near-poverty . . . 


Leif recited Niedecker’s poem Poet’s Work, which happened to be a favorite of mine. I tried not to look impressed. He knew. Very quickly I learned this about Leif: Lines of poetry stuck to his brain the way gum, once hardened, will stick to the underside of chairs.


Thirty minutes after we’d met, he tried to kiss me on the mouth, and I backed myself against the wall.


“Too soon?” His eyes were dopey with beer.


“Much,” I said.


He held his hands up by his face like he’d been ordered to do so. “You got it, baby,” he said.


I was under the spell of an intoxicating sense of invincibility, which is to say I was twenty. Leif and I dated for about a year and then we moved in together, a secret to which only Dee was privy. Leif was twenty-eight, which was much too old for my mother’s and Pete’s tastes. I suspected Pete was particularly worked up about it because Leif was only a year older than he was. Why can’t you date someone your own age? Pete had whined when he found out about Leif. Because men my age are animals, I’d told him smartly. Over a series of laborious Sunday dinners, Leif gradually charmed my mom and brother (or so I’d thought), but I knew they’d never come around to us living together in Riverwest. So, after we moved in together that spring, I told them I was living with two friends from school in a flat on the East Side.


When I look back now, I see how it was over almost before it began, but at the time I felt the whole hot promise of a life with him. I still remember our belongings on the sidewalk outside that apartment building. There was trash everywhere. Springtime turns the city of Milwaukee briefly into a landfill; the snowmelt from the most stubborn snowbanks reveals heaps of trash: cigarette butts, dog shit, shredded newspapers and magazines, vomit, crushed cans, and plastic bags whipped into stringy ropes. Each year, after resident weatherman John Malan has determined the city won’t be visited by any more snowstorms, they send inmates out to collect all the winter trash in white plastic bags. Afterward they cart the trash away to the landfills west of the city, and they bring out pressurized hoses and spray down the sidewalks and the streets with water pumped fresh out of Lake Michigan. I love the smell of cold water on concrete. That’s spring to me, not tulips or daffodils or rain, but Lake Michigan’s cold bathwater washed over the whole city.


There were still blackened snowbanks in front of the building in Riverwest when we unloaded our furniture. We were young enough then to be thrilled by things like a kitchen table belonging only to us. Our first night we spent there, Leif made steak and we drank red wine out of the bottle and ate on the living room floor, which was filthy, and then we fucked on the floor. We were covered in dust. At the end of the night, the soles of our bare feet were black. It’s hard to believe now. Showering without a shower curtain, air-drying our damp bodies in that dirty apartment, Leif shaking sheets out for us to sleep on top of the mattress on the floor, the way he held me that first night to make sure I knew it was safe in there. He checked and rechecked the locks.


Riverwest was, and remains, one of the few somewhat mixed neighborhoods in Milwaukee, a city that is intractably segregated. And Riverwest was, and still is, often described as dangerous. As far as I could tell, though, the reputation was unearned and due mostly to the fact that the neighborhood’s western border was Holton Street. This street, to many Milwaukeeans, represented a kind of tenuous border between the wealthier, mostly white East Side and the poorer, mostly Black communities on the North Side of the city. Riverwest was like a long, funky, porous borderland between these two parts of the city. So, of course, Leif loved it there. He said it was like living in a liminal zone: a place with its own rules and its own separate zones of possibility. I teased him that he was only glad it was safe for him to smoke weed on the streets there, although I knew that wasn’t what he meant.


Frankly, I often felt more afraid on campus than I ever did in Riverwest. Once during my first semester as a freshman at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee, I left the library after dark and walked across campus to my dorm. I had gotten in the habit of spending long afternoons that blurred into late nights reading, or doing homework, or writing in the library. I avoided my dorm room, which wasn’t conducive to studying and which also smelled permanently dank, like the primate house at the county zoo. I would stay at the library until I couldn’t stand the hunger anymore, and then I might walk to Oakland Gyros and flirt with the boys behind the counter who sometimes gave me extra fries for free. On this particular night, a Friday, I was trying to avoid being witness to the excessive alcohol consumption I knew was taking place in my dorm room, but as usual, by nine-thirty, my stomach was growling and my focus was shot.


The fall chill had just sunk its teeth into the city, so that already layers upon layers of clothing were necessary in order to be outside. I’d forgotten a hat, so I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up over my head and went out to brave some kind of disgusting sleeting rain.


I hadn’t decided what to eat or where when I saw a group of boys, already absolutely loaded, headed in my direction. I thought maybe I could cross the street to avoid passing them, but cars whizzed by in both directions. I stuffed my hands into my sweatshirt pocket and focused on the cement. Probably harmless, I thought. Probably you will be fine. They were loud, though, and judging by the way they were walking and monopolizing the sidewalk, the case of PBR they’d just drunk had them all feeling like kings. I inched to the edge of the sidewalk. When they got close, one of them, whose face I never saw, bumped into my shoulder with his whole body, even though I was taking pains to be as far away from them as possible. I stumbled off the sidewalk and into the wet grass. Rain and mud leaked through my canvas sneakers and soaked my socks. The boys laughed. They passed, and when I thought that was the worst of it, and I was already letting out a breath, the same boy turned around and said loudly to my back, “Your hood won’t keep you from getting raped, you know.”


I didn’t make any sudden movements. I walked like I hadn’t heard a thing. They kept walking too. I made myself keep moving. Down the block, I spotted a pay phone, and I called Peter. He picked me up ten minutes later and drove me to Ma’s. During those ten minutes, I tried to make myself very small. I pretended I was invisible. I didn’t say anything in the car, and Pete didn’t ask. I studied his movements: the assuredness with which he drove, which was the same way I remembered my father driving when I was a girl. Was Pete capable of this kind of behavior? It seemed impossible. Pete squeezed my knee. I jerked away from his hand. He tried not to notice.


“Ma and Dee will be thrilled to have you home,” he said.


I said nothing.


At home, Ma fed me a reheated slice of Cornish pie, a meat pie in a buttery crust that I slathered in ketchup and practically inhaled. Then Dee and I curled up on the couch together with her head on my legs and my hands in her hair and we watched Full House until we fell asleep.


Later, when I told Leif about this incident, he was shocked: He said what to you? I was often confused when men were outraged by these stories; I assumed so many of them had witnessed or participated in some degree of it at one time or another. Maybe the outrage was a performance for my benefit? Or maybe fewer of them participated than I suspected? Or maybe these stories manufactured, in their minds, some scale of heinousness that easily reassured them that their own transgressions were comparatively minor. Was it in this way that the men I knew often didn’t see themselves as the problem? Sometimes I worried that telling these stories would only assure them of their superiority rather than forcing them into reflection: Jesus, well, at least I’ve never done that. 





MARCH 2019


The psychic’s face appeared out of a headline I clicked on. He was small and blond, with bones like a bird. Television beautiful, Dee used to say about people whose faces appeared too smooth, too perfect, to believe. But we must believe. 


Television beautiful had become Internet beautiful. When I clicked on the boy’s face with my own tiny computer, a different man appeared in the video. A freelance reporter for Vox stood grim-faced in tight khakis and a denim button-up in front of a vacant lot. (Most people who’d never been to Milwaukee underestimated the unpredictability of the weather and came either underdressed or overdressed. He was the former; he struggled to keep his teeth from chattering.)


“This is 924 North Twenty-fifth Street,” he said, “where the famed cannibal and serial killer once lived.” He motioned behind him where a crowd of people had gathered with homemade signs. “A celebrity psychic, in collaboration with the popular Netflix series Dark Tourist and a local cigar bar and former whorehouse (also reportedly haunted), will be hosting a special series here in Milwaukee commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the serial killer’s death.”


A few weak boos from the crowd gathered behind the news anchor. A bead of sweat formed on his temple despite the spring chill. Dried, pulverized leaves blew through the alley next to the empty lot. A garbage can tipped over and the wet contents spilled across the cement. More boos. A block away, a siren. Photos of young men on the posters. Old photos. Ages frozen. Fourteen, eighteen, twenty-five, nineteen, seventeen, twenty-two. Signs that said: Grief vampire, just stay away. The families, the anchor reported, were protesting the psychic’s show. An old woman holding a baby girl on her hip spoke into the anchor’s mike.


“Those men,” she said, “none of them, none, have ever gotten the respect, in death, they deserve. They’re going to let a serial killer speak from the grave before they’ll let us speak.”


I recognized her. From almost thirty years ago. She’d protested the murderer’s insanity plea outside the courthouse. One of those dead men’s sisters. She looked as if she’d been crushed down by time, an aluminum can that had been pressed flat by a giant hand. I supposed that was how I looked too.


“We won’t see one cent of this damn money. They’re selling those tickets for two hundred dollars. So they can walk around and continue to glorify this monster? So these people can drink old-fashioneds and hear what he did to my baby brother? To talk to that monster from the other side? That damn cigar bar sells T-shirts with his picture on it. Now, you tell me that isn’t exploitative.”


A gust of wind blew a flattened cereal box against the anchor’s shins; he was anxious to finish the segment. I thought I saw snowflakes caught up in a gust of wind. They wouldn’t land. “Thomas Alexander, Netflix, and the local cigar bar have put forth a joint statement reiterating that they have the utmost respect for the people of Milwaukee, they understand the sensitive nature of their enterprise here, and therefore they will proceed with absolute deference. Local businesses have also noted that the exposure could be good for tourism. A spokesperson for Thomas Alexander has said that the special-edition tours will run every other Friday and Saturday through the summer. The show will air on Netflix on November twenty-eighth, the day the Milwaukee Cannibal was killed in a Wisconsin prison by fellow inmate Christopher Scarver.”


After this video ended, another began, and I knew immediately that it was the video my mother had wanted me to watch. Four point two million people had recently watched this clip. The family had that average-American look going for them—the man wore a baseball cap and a blue pocket tee, and the woman wore a white blousy button-up and tasteful silver hoops in her ears. The couple was graying, though not completely gray yet, and they were plump in their middle age. I wondered if only I, or someone like me or Ma, could see the few things that were really different about them: the almost imperceptible sag of the shoulders, a few uncontrollable nervous tics, and most prominently, the deadness in their eyes.


The most remarkable part about the video was that, by the end of it, after the psychic told them who had murdered their daughter, this deadness disappeared. It had been either destroyed or replaced, temporarily or permanently. I wasn’t sure it mattered what had happened to it or where it had gone. All I knew was that I wanted the deadness gone from my mother’s eyes; I wanted her to be like these people. Hell, I wanted to be like these people. I began then to become wed to the idea that this was possible. Apparently, so did Pete. He watched this video too, and after, he called the psychic, and just like that, Thomas Alexander was hired.


I once believed Pete named his eldest daughter, Dana, in homage to Dee, though he denied this. In the end I began to believe him, if only because my niece Dana turned out nothing like Dee. For starters, Dee had a head full of messy blond curls she was constantly teasing out, whereas Dana had dark brown hair that she wore in long straight greasy strands. Her mother, Helena, was constantly begging Dana to wash her hair. Dana’s refusal was a kind of stand, though against what none of us were entirely sure. I supported it, which endeared me to her, though it did me no favors with my brother or my sister-in-law.


And where Dee had always seemed to be at the center of attention, no matter the setting, Dana was perennially reserved. She spoke only if someone spoke to her first, and even then she often seemed eager to end interactions with adults. She abhorred eye contact, and she rolled her eyes at most things people said. In these ways, Dana reminded me more of myself, though it pains me to admit this because it would be a great tragedy for her to become anything like me at all.


But even though she looked nothing like Dee, and acted nothing like Dee, her presence always called my sister to mind. It’s difficult to explain. When Dana was near me, my memories of Dee, and of our girlhood, seemed to float easily, almost heavenly, to the surface of my consciousness, where they became suddenly clearer, more accessible, even more honest, than they often were when I tried in vain to recall them on my own: lying in bed drunk, or staring at a data-entry form at work, or stuck in traffic on I-94. I don’t know why, but I felt closest to Dee, or to what I had left of her, when I was near Dana. I never told anyone about this, maybe because it embarrassed me, or because it was too difficult to explain. I wondered if the same thing would happen with my youngest niece, Sophie, as she grew older, but though I loved Soph desperately, she did not bring Dee to mind the way Dana did.


Though it sounds strange, I was aware of this effect from the minute my niece was born. The night Helena went into labor, I hoped, prayed, even, that she would give birth to a boy. I’m ashamed to admit this, but I couldn’t bear the thought of trying to love a girl child who was not Dee. But of course my “prayers” were neither heard nor answered, which I did not take personally, because I’d never been much of a believer. True faith is not a fair-weather practice. I, of all people, know that.


At the hospital fourteen years ago, when Pete handed the baby to me and I looked at her face, how unbelievably alien and ugly, the raw pink vulnerability of her, still wet with her mother’s insides, I cried. And it wasn’t just because she was a girl and not a boy, but also because I sensed that night, already, that I needed her. There is no word for the feeling of finding something you didn’t even know you needed and realizing you’ve found it, that before, you had been just barely alive. I cried too because I understood then that we aren’t even born unburdened: Already at birth we carry so much.


Perhaps more profoundly than any of us, Dana understood the gravity of our involvement with Thomas Alexander. No one in our family listened to her except maybe me, and I don’t think even I heard what she wanted me to hear.


Pete and Helena had given her an iPhone at twelve. Not long after, she boasted an Instagram following of thousands, and she followed thousands more. Apparently, this was “typical” for people her age, or so she told me. I didn’t know if all her followers were real. I’d read an article about bots which I sent to her, but she never responded. I knew many, maybe even most, of the people she followed were celebrities. One of these celebrities was Thomas Alexander. When she heard the news of our mother’s plan to hire him, she scolded Pete and me and rolled her eyes. I was at dinner at Pete’s when Dana tried to tell her father what she knew about the psychic.


“You have no idea how famous he is,” she said. She looked to her little sister, Sophie, who was twelve, for confirmation.


Sophie bobbed her head. “He has, like, millions of followers.”


“So?” Pete asked. “Why do I give a damn about his followers? That doesn’t matter.”


“No,” Dana said. She made eye contact with me briefly, frowned, and then studied her food. “It does. Look at it this way: Followers are like money. The more you have, the more powerful you are.”


I laughed at this, but Dana cut her eyes at me, glaring.


“Dana,” Pete said. “Enough. It’s already done. I don’t want to hear about it.”


I did want to hear about it, so after dinner, as I was on my way out, I nodded for Dana to walk me to my car. She mindlessly twirled the ends of her dark hair between her fingers. Dee hadn’t had that habit, exactly, but the way Dana was doing it made me think of Dee.


“So what’s the deal?” I asked her.


Dana looked past my right shoulder and into the street, where a group of boys were tossing a football. I hated the noise of them. I wondered if she did too. “I don’t think you guys get it,” she said.


“What do you mean?” I felt sometimes like Dana spoke in code purposefully, in order to frustrate us, though maybe it was just the years between us.


“Whatever he says, millions of people will hear it, and they will probably believe him.” One of the boys threw the football in our direction, and it rolled toward Dana’s feet. She kicked the ball back into the street, and the boys snorted and laughed. “That will be her story.”


“I’m sure your father can write a nondisclosure agreement for us,” I said. She shrugged. “That means—”


“I know what it means.”


I raised my eyebrows at her.


“Okay. Still. What if you don’t like what he says?”


“I’ve been doing this my whole life, babe. I’ve grown accustomed to hearing things I don’t like,” I told her. She put her hands on her hips. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”


She was unconvinced. “Just get your story straight,” she said. “That’s all I’m saying.”


I once read that watching a video right after an event can overlay and alter the actual memory of the experience. I wondered if that was true for photos and stories too. Can looking at a picture of a moment replace the memory of the moment with what you see in the photo? What is the difference between the memory and the photo of the remembered moment? I don’t think I know. (What do I remember of the moment Dee left me for good—Leif’s hard hands on the sharp part of my cheekbones, the sour taste of my own saliva dripping from my open mouth, the sweet rush of wetness between my legs, Dee’s face folding in on itself like a paper fan snapped shut, her small hand opening to show me an acid tab, the crush of a camera shuttering open and closed.) Could telling a different story of what happened replace your original memory of the event? I felt, after Dee disappeared, my memories from that summer beginning to drip and harden like stalactites forming in a dark cave. Dana didn’t know it, but I’d spent most of my life guarding these fragile formations fiercely, even though I hated many of them. I was not eager to allow anyone to replace them— they were all I had left of Dee.





APRIL 1991


We’d been dating for a year and living together for two months when I first met Leif’s brother, Erik. Though they had been close as kids, their relationship was strained that year because, at the age of seventeen, Erik had run away from their parents’ house and revealed to Leif that he was gay. Leif had called Erik and asked if they could meet to talk. Erik proposed some seedy bar in Walker’s Point, and Leif said he didn’t want to go alone. I suspected he was using me as a buffer. I wanted a buffer too (though for what, exactly, I wasn’t sure), so I asked Dee to come along. I was relieved when she said Frank was busy.
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