
[image: Cover: Penitence, by Kristin Koval. ‘Gripping and propulsive’ Washingtion Post. Could you forgive the person who took your child from you?.]




Praise for Penitence



‘This story begins with a shocking act of violence but unfolds into a tender story of family, long-held secrets, and what ifs. Penitence is both a gripping page-turner and a loving exploration of what it really means to forgive’

Mary Beth Keane, bestselling author of Ask Again, Yes and The Half Moon

‘Penitence, riveting as a thriller, is a wise and profound novel. After a shocking tragedy unfolds in a small Colorado community, those intimately affected must grapple with their limitations and their buried histories. Kristin Koval relays their stories with great wisdom and compassion in this remarkable debut’

Claire Messud, bestselling author of The Emperor’s Children and This Strange Eventful History

‘Big-hearted, bold, and deftly plotted, Penitence tells a shocking tale of fratricide against the backdrop of two families linked by love, chance, and tragedy. I couldn’t put it down. Kristin Koval emerges as a remarkable new voice in fiction’

Adrienne Brodeur, bestselling author of Little Monsters and Wild Game

‘Deeply humane, spiky, yearning, heartfelt, rendered in brisk and often stunning prose, Kristin Koval’s Penitence poses so many rich and complicated questions about where and how guilt lives’

Lynn Steger Strong, author of Flight

‘Kristin Koval’s prose is crisp and readable and insightful… Penitence will grab you on its first page and hold you tight until the end’

Laura Spence-Ash, author of Beyond That, the Sea

‘Gripping and propulsive, Kristin Koval’s Penitence is an exploration of the struggles and impossible choices of two families linked by tragedy, guilt, blame and love’

The Washington Post

‘A propulsive, deftly woven story of loss and forgiveness’

People
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To Bea and Bernie, my mother and father






Each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve ever done.

—Bryan Stevenson









Prologue

Nora Sheehan sits in a jail cell in Lodgepole, Colorado, surrounded by three cinderblock walls and the kind of steel bars she’s only seen on television, gray and cold. She’s thirteen, the woman she might become still a shadow even though she’s ready to discard her childhood. A longing for her stuffed penguin—a gift on her fourth birthday from her older brother Nico—grips her with an intensity she doesn’t understand, and she twists her thin arms around her shoulders, a featherless bird warming herself with naked wings. She doesn’t look like the sort of girl who just shot her brother.

The two cops in the adjoining room, arguing about what to do next, don’t stop to think about whether or not Nora is cold. Lodgepole, a three-hour drive from the nearest small city, is not equipped to handle a murder or a murderer, and not equipped for a thirteen-year-old criminal of any kind. The older cop is thinking of his fourteen-year-old daughter, sleeping at home under a polka-dotted comforter, and her upcoming quinceañera, when she thinks she’ll become a woman. The younger cop is thinking of how quickly the life drained out of the three holes in the dead boy, how quickly a human body pales without its blood. Both wring their hands, at times squeezing so hard their fingertips blanch. This kind of thing doesn’t happen in their town. It only happens on the news. It can’t be real.

Angie Sheehan is at home, in the purple house on Pine Street with chipped paint, staring at the crime-scene tape covering the door to her son’s room. The same tape covers the door to her daughter’s room. Nico’s bed lies empty, and she wishes she could sink into the faint imprint his body made on the mattress, smell the sweetly masculine body spray he convinced her to buy to mask his burgeoning teenage odor. Angie shivers, not from shock or terror but because when her husband David left to find a lawyer, he left the front door cracked, and a cold draft winds through the house. I should go close that door, she thinks. We can’t afford a higher heating bill, not now. She’s alone with the noises of an empty home, noises that will rattle around the rest of her life. She closes her eyes against the crime-scene tape, the cold, and the leaden dawn leaking through the window at the end of the hallway.

Across town, David pounds on Martine Dumont’s door. He’s here because Martine didn’t answer her phone—why would she, at 5:25 a.m.?—and he’s already pressed the doorbell once, twice, three times. He stood behind her yesterday in Bea’s Market when he bought ginger molasses cookies, Nico’s favorite, so he knows she’s in town. He’s always felt a slight distaste for Martine because she handles the ugly divorces and represents criminals like the girl two counties over who left her newborn baby in the trash behind the high school. And because she’s Julian’s mother. When he watched her answer questions about that girl’s trial in a press conference, cool and collected, his distaste morphed into a revulsion that brought bile to his throat—how could a mother throw away her child, and how could Martine defend that mother? But now he needs her. He needs cool and collected. He pounds harder.

Martine, still blissfully asleep, not yet a part of the unfolding tragedy, is on the left side of the bed even though her husband Cyrus has been gone for more than a year. She fell asleep to the hoots of a great horned owl echoing through the house’s metal chimney, hoo-hoo-hoos cascading into each other in a gentle reverberation she felt rather than heard, a synesthesia pattering up and down her limbs. When the pounding finally wakes her, she jolts. Someone has died; that’s the only reason for a knock on the door at this hour. Julian, she thinks wildly, but only momentarily. He wouldn’t have named her as an emergency contact, not after all this time and not when he lives in New York. Someone warning of a fire, maybe, but it’s late in the season. Snow already blankets town, a dreary layer of heavy white slop that blew in from the northwest two nights ago and caught the snowplows by surprise. It cheered early-season skiers but depressed everyone else. The pounding is probably just a bear knocking over a trash can, searching for food to fatten up before hibernation. She puts on a pair of sweatpants, hopping to pull up the left leg, and stubs her toe on the nightstand. When she yells “Shit!” and leans on the edge of the bed to rub away the pain, her then-living husband, her younger self, and the little-boy versions of Julian and Gregory stare at her in a two-dimensional reproach from a silver picture frame on the nightstand.

Julian, who can’t remember the last time he spoke to his mother, is two time zones away and already at work. He’s a criminal defense attorney working in Manhattan, unaware the consequences of his long-ago actions have blossomed, an efflorescence he never anticipated. Martine will be on the news by tonight, her tight-lipped quote about her newest client repeated again and again in soundbites parsed by journalists to attract a schadenfreude-obsessed world. When he sees the headline, sitting in the back of an Uber on his way home at midnight, he’ll stop scrolling to skim the article, partly because the murder took place in Colorado and partly because it’s similar to cases he sometimes takes pro bono. When he sees Martine’s name, he’ll slow down and read more carefully. And when he sees the name of his hometown and the killer’s mother’s name—Angie Sheehan—he’ll turn his phone over and look out the Uber window, not seeing or hearing the honking cars crowding a blocked intersection.

And Nico? Nico is in the morgue.







Chapter One

OCTOBER 2016

Martine is fully awake by the time David finishes explaining what happened, or what he thinks might have happened. Not because he took a long time in the telling and gave her time to make the morning coffee but because he spat out the whole story in one breath and this shock eclipses the shock of her stubbed toe from moments before. She can’t process it as a murder so much as a blight, yet another on poor Angie, who was already sandwiched between caring for a mother with Alzheimer’s and a sick son—Nico, only fourteen, had recently been diagnosed with juvenile Huntington’s—even before this. Angie wore the strain of her life with grace, but Martine hasn’t seen her smile in a long time.

They’re standing in the foyer, frigid air sneaking past the door David left cracked behind him, snow from his boots melting onto the warm floors. He’s wearing shorts and a T-shirt even though the weather already qualifies the season as winter, and Martine looks up, embarrassed by the intimacy of the wiry hair on his calves. He’s a law enforcement ranger for the National Park Service and should be used to being outside, to feeling hot in the summer and cold in the winter, but the bare legs covered in goose bumps seem like a crack in his armor, an admission of how desperate he is. A gap in the floorboards sucks up the water pooling next to his right foot, absorbing it into the innards of her Victorian house.

“I’m sorry,” she says idiotically, because what does that really mean? That she’ll bring over a casserole? That the sorry could somehow ameliorate what happened? The words, emptier than they usually are, hang in the air between them.

David shifts his weight and dislodges another clump of snow from the top of his boots. More water to warp the already warped oak floor. His auburn hair, streaked with fading red on his temples, sticks up in greasy clumps, but his eyes lock on to hers like a too-firm handshake, unwilling to let go. “We need you. They took Nora to the jail.”

Martine looks at him silently, trying to maintain her poker face. It’s always been one of her best features as a lawyer: no one ever knows what she’s thinking.

“She’s only thirteen,” he says. “A kid. There must be different procedures for kids.”

“David, I’m retiring in a couple of months. I can refer you to a lawyer who will do a better job than me. I’ve just done one case like this, and it was only attempted murder.” She can’t take on new clients. She’s seventy-two and tired, tired of mean divorces and bitter custody cases and lawsuits for missed rent, tired of writing wills for worried parents and drafting contracts for the new liquor store and defending ski bums for public intoxication. The past few years she’s felt like a sin-eater, defending her clients for all their wrongs, keeping their secrets. Somewhere along the way, the magic of being a lawyer, of representing each person to the best of her abilities, of arguing and positing and compromising, wore off. She’s slowly been transferring her clients to another attorney in town who bought her practice, a younger woman still hungry for work, still building her client list. She knows David knows this because Lodgepole is a small town. Everyone knows everything about everybody.

David returns her look with his own poker face. “Angie said you’d say that. But Nora needs a lawyer.”

Yes, thinks Martine. But not me. Especially not for this family. Still, Nora is just a kid. She shouldn’t be in a jail cell. And the woman who bought her practice doesn’t do criminal defense work. She’s part of that new generation that only does what they want to do, as though they’re too good to get their hands dirty, and sends all those cases to a law firm in Waring, over an hour away.

“Angie said you should do it because of Diana. We can’t afford anyone else. We already took out a second mortgage to pay for Nico’s medical bills. You’re it, or she ends up with a public defender.”

She knew that was coming and nods her head once, not wanting to seem enthusiastic, or worse, like she knows she’s caught and has to do it. “Wait here. Give me five minutes to get dressed.”

He nods back and folds his arms across his chest, wrapped in his own layers of hell, impervious to the wind now surging through the open door, and she decides to not ask him to close it.



As Martine and David cross the empty parking lot in front of the jail, she’s grateful for one thing: the town is still asleep. When it wakes up, there will be a firestorm of attention, and not just from nosy neighbors in Lodgepole. She hated dealing with the media when she represented the sixteen-year-old who abandoned her baby, all those reporters looking for a story, looking for someone to blame. What, why, how. Whose fault. The teen mother’s fault. The teen father’s fault. The state’s fault, for not advertising its safe haven laws. Your fault, for representing a criminal. The mother’s mother’s fault. All those pointed fingers will now be pointed at Nora, at Angie and David. Maybe, once again, at Martine. She hesitates just a moment, then opens the glass doors leading into the lobby and steps inside.

It’s not much of a lobby, given that the jail is only an extension of Lodgepole’s small police department, built in the sixties next to the then-new red brick courthouse. The glass doors do little to keep cold air out. Angie at least has a coat, but like David, she wears shorts and a T-shirt, maybe what she slept in, and the unzipped puffy jacket hangs off one shoulder. Julian once loved Angie and Angie once loved Julian—decades ago, when they were in high school—and an unexpected tenderness for her overwhelms Martine, eclipsing her uncertainty about taking this case. Angie seems unaware she’s shivering, and Martine pulls the jacket all the way onto her shoulder and zips it, gently sweeping her uncombed hair to the side. The fluorescent ceiling lights give Angie’s face a sallow hue, and Martine feels like she’s seeing a future version of her, old Angie or about-to-be-interred Angie. For a moment, mired in the impossible pain Angie must feel, Martine forgets she’s here to work.

“I’m so sorry.” The empty words erupt from Martine’s mouth again before she can stop them, but Angie doesn’t hear her because she’s already moved toward the two cops sitting behind the desk.

“I want to see my daughter.”

The older one, Ignacio, clears his throat. In Martine’s experience, he’s gruff but fair. He seems baffled, though, unsure of the rules for a young teen who shot and killed her brother. “I don’t know if that’s allowed, Mrs. Sheehan.”

“Of course it’s allowed,” snaps Martine. “Nora’s thirteen.”

“The sheriff said she’d be back as soon as she showered. She’s in charge.”

“My daughter shouldn’t be in a jail cell.” Angie’s voice wavers and she looks at David for support. He grips her hand but doesn’t say anything, perhaps afraid his own voice might waver and betray his uncertainty about where his daughter belongs.

“That’s all we have. We don’t have another secure location for a kid who—” Ignacio stumbles, then stops. He seems unwilling to say the rest of it out loud.

“There’s a procedure for this,” the younger one, Colin, says, nodding his head as if it will support what he’s saying. “There must be. Mrs. Dumont is right. We can’t keep a kid in there.”

Ignacio pfffts, exasperated or frustrated or uncertain like David, and Martine steps forward, because this is ridiculous. “She can see her lawyer.” She taps her fingers on the desk and stands up as tall as her shrinking body allows. “Let me see her, or I’ll call Judge Castro and let him know what’s going on in this police department.”

Ignacio finally nods at Colin, and Colin leads Martine behind the desk and down a hall. The linoleum squeaks under her wet boots, and it’s hard to tell whether the dingy floor is gray or just coated with a layer of grime. The sound grates on her, and she tries to erase the noise from her steps by setting each foot down quietly, by making herself smaller and lighter, but before she can succeed, they’ve left the hallway and moved into the cell blocks with cement floors.

“You can talk in her cell.” Colin unlocks the door and motions for Martine to enter.

Nora stares at the floor. Goose bumps cover her bare arms the same way they covered David’s legs, tiny hairs protruding from each one, searching for heat or comfort or something other than this reality. Her hair, redder than David’s, hangs in strings down her back like yarn. Her shoulders barely fill out her T-shirt, as though they’re nothing more than a hanger in a closet.

“Get her a blanket, or a sweatshirt, or something,” Martine calls after Colin, hoping he hears her.

She sits on the edge of the hard bench facing Nora. She only took that case with the abandoned baby because no one else would, and her knowledge of criminal defense law is too basic for her to be defending a homicide. She has no idea where to start, what to say.

“Do you remember me, Nora? My name is Martine Dumont. I’m a—I’m a friend of your mother’s, and she asked me to talk to you. I’m going to be your lawyer.” Friend, is that what she is to Angie? She used to be friends with Angie’s mother, and together they broke up Angie and Julian after Diana died. Saying I am your mother’s ex-boyfriend’s mother would not be comprehensible, or even matter, to Nora. Friend will have to do.

Nora’s eyes, still aimed at the floor, dart back and forth, as though she’s searching for something in the cement.

“Are you okay?” asks Martine, her voice softening. Her history with this family shouldn’t matter. Nora is just a girl. She takes her jacket off and drapes it over Nora’s shoulders.

“You won’t have to stay here much longer. As soon as the sheriff gets back, she’ll drive you to Pinyon County Juvenile Detention Center—that’s the detention center where delinquent kids from western Colorado go while they wait for their trial to start. You’ll be with other kids there. You shouldn’t be in this jail cell.” Martine winces at the word delinquent. It’s the correct legal term for what Nora is, but it sounds both worse and better than it should. What kid wants to be called a delinquent? But also, Nora is much more, much worse, than a delinquent.

“She’ll be here soon, and I won’t be able to talk to you again until tomorrow, so we need to talk now,” Martine continues. “I know you were awake all night and you’re tired, but I need to ask you some questions, okay? Everything you say to me is subject to attorney-client privilege. That means I can’t talk to anyone about it, and what you say is safe with me.”

Nora holds perfectly still, her darting eyes now locked in a numb gaze at nothing. Martine has represented kids before, but always older teens, ones caught selling weed or alcohol, or driving under the influence. What could a thirteen-year-old understand about attorney-client privilege? What could Nora understand about what she’d done, about the consequences of killing a person?

“Can you tell me what happened last night in your house—what happened with Nico?”

Nora looks like an unfinished statue, a marble figure frozen in place by a sculptor who forgot to add life to his creation. Martine keeps her face still, but the silence between them grows, and she shifts her weight on the bench.

“Would yes-or-no questions help? Let’s try that. Did you call 911 last night to report that you shot Nico?”

Nothing.

“What did you say to the 911 operator?”

Nothing again.

Somehow Martine has already veered away from yes-or-no questions. Shit. She tries to reset.

“Does your dad keep his work gun in the house?”

Not only is Nora not speaking; she isn’t shaking her head yes or no. She’s almost catatonic.

“Did you shoot a gun last night?

“Did the gun go off by mistake?”

Martine feels her voice getting edgier, and she forces herself to stop asking questions and think through what she does and doesn’t know. Nora might need a guardian ad litem—her parents will be conflicted out because they’re the parents of both the killer and the victim—and she’ll definitely need a juvenile psychiatrist. Nora shot Nico point-blank three times: once in the eye and twice in the chest. It would be almost impossible to argue in court it was an accident. And if it was intentional, Nora must be having a mental health crisis. Otherwise, a thirteen-year-old could not have done this. Would that mean she could argue “not guilty by reason of insanity” and get Nora sentenced to a psychiatric facility where she could get help? She’s heard those arguments are hard to win, but perhaps the mere existence of a mental health issue would mitigate Nora’s eventual prison sentence, reduce it to something less than life. Then again, how will she argue anything if Nora won’t talk to her?

She closes her eyes and tries to remember the last time she saw Nora in town, to remember any shred of information that might help this conversation, but a jumble of images, mostly of Nico, appear instead. Nico before he was diagnosed, all knees and elbows as if his body was growing in uncoordinated spurts, racing to be tall before he was ready, smiling on the front page of the Lodgepole Ledger as the winner of the Juniors’ Slalom Skier of the Year award. Before that, Nora and Nico in town, giggling as seven- and eight-year-olds at the ice cream shop. And long ago, Nico as a toddler, whooshing down a slide in the playground, just a couple of years after Angie and David got married. She banishes Nico from her thoughts, refocuses on Nora, and says the first thing that comes to mind.

“I live across town from you, near the cemetery. I walk there in the morning with my dog, Jack.”

Nothing.

“Sometimes I see owls. Last night there was a great horned owl on my roof when I came back from my walk.” Martine opens up a photo on her phone and enlarges it so Nora can see the owl on the eaves, partially hidden by the cottonwood branches towering over her house.

Nora recoils from the photo, then closes her eyes, and Martine puts her phone away.

“I’m sorry,” she says, the words no longer empty, and lays her hand on top of Nora’s. “This is going to be hard.”



“The cops took a bunch of stuff,” says David, “and we’re not allowed in their rooms right now. They’re coming back for one more look later this morning. They took my work gun, too.”

He shoves open the door to Nico’s room and leans in without setting a foot inside. The bed is stripped, and the mattress, bed frame, and floor are splotchy with the remnants of last night’s violence. If Nico had been a girl, the stark red on the white mattress could have been a period stain, a sign of a normal life cycle instead of proof of an early end. The rest of the room is orderly, with books in their place and dresser drawers closed.

“Nico was in bed when—when it happened.” Angie’s voice breaks, and she looks down at the hallway carpet. David makes no move to comfort her, doesn’t take her hand or rub her back. He’s either stoic or stunned, and Martine, somewhat stunned herself, looks away uncomfortably and focuses on the bedroom.

Typical fourteen-year-old-boy decorations—a Ferrari poster, a skiing poster, and a Messi soccer shirt—cover one wall. But there’s also a row of old stuffed animals on top of a bookshelf, all birds: a rainbow-colored parrot, an ostrich whose plush neck can’t hold up its head, a bald eagle draped in an American flag. More birds, the two-dimensional kind, perch in a tree painted on one wall. Bark-covered limbs coated in green leaves stretch from the trunk and curl onto the ceiling and adjoining walls. Whole families of birds sit on branches and babies’ beaks gape in twig nests, hoping for a painted worm to drop into their mouths. A hummingbird flutters into a blue sky, only a faint whiff of wings visible, its perpetual motion barely arrested by the artist’s paintbrush. And on top of the tree: a misshapen owl. Now Martine understands Nora’s reaction.

“Nico liked birds?”

David nods. “It started with Sesame Street when he was little, you know? Because of Big Bird. When he started reading, he checked out every bird book he could from the library. We thought he’d outgrow it, but eventually it morphed into him loving birds of prey, because he once skied on a mountain called Birds of Prey. He was saving up to go to a falcon-hunting camp next summer.”

“Angie, you did a beautiful job painting this,” says Martine. Angie was a talented artist in high school, and Martine had heard she won a scholarship to the Rhode Island School of Design and then worked in a gallery in Soho after graduation.

“Nora helped, too,” says David. “Or tried to, anyway.”

Angie’s jaw tightens. “I painted this for Nico when he was little, then added to it for his birthday every year. When he turned fourteen, I added a falcon, but Nora snuck in one day when we were at a doctor’s appointment with Nico and tried to make it bigger. It ended up looking strange, and I transformed it into an owl as a temporary fix. I promised Nico I’d turn it back into a falcon when I could.”

“She was only trying to help. If you’d let her when she asked, that wouldn’t have happened,” mutters David. Angie glares at him, and he turns to Martine. “Nora loved to paint, too. Loves, I mean. She loves to paint.”

“And she loved Nico,” says Angie. “That’s why none of this makes sense.”

“Can I see Nora’s room? I need to see if there’s anything in there to help with her defense,” says Martine.

Angie looks down the hallway, but her eyes are glazed and filmy, focused on nothing as though she’s anywhere but here. “She loved Nico,” she says again.

David turns and opens the door to Nora’s room across the hall, again stopping on the threshold, barred by the crime-scene tape. “We can’t go in here, either.”

Nora’s room is nothing like Nico’s. A wrinkled duvet lies on the floor next to the unmade bed. Paintings and drawings on torn notebook pages and small canvases, mostly of rivers and mountains, cover the walls and the sides of a small dresser, and T-shirts and jeans hang out of open drawers, like a clothing bomb had exploded. Crumpled papers, soda cans, and empty bags from Bea’s Market overflow the small wastebasket.

“She doesn’t like to clean her room,” says David.

Martine nods. “No teenager does.”

“I never painted her walls because once she was born, I had two babies,” says Angie, crossing her arms across her chest. Her voice, devoid of emotion, contradicts her defensive posture. “There was no time to paint. And even as a toddler, she wanted to hang her own art.”

“They took her tablet and phone, and everything from her backpack. But her brushes and paints are still in here.” David points at them, stuffed onto a bookshelf in the corner.

“Once they’ve finished the initial investigation, I’d like to come back and look around more closely,” Martine says.

“Do you want some tea?” asks David. He takes Angie’s elbow and guides her to the kitchen.

“We can talk about Nico while it brews,” says Angie.

Nora, thinks Martine. We can talk about Nora. That’s the child you have left. The daughter you hired me to defend.

While David boils water, Angie and Martine look out the kitchen window at an aspen, its limbs full of golden leaves crinkled brown around the edges, a real tree full of real birds. Bird feeders stuffed with seeds hang from two branches, and robins and chickadees dive in, then skirt off when threatened by a raven.

“This was Nico’s favorite place in the house, other than in front of the Xbox. He sat here to do his homework, getting distracted by those birds.” David hands Martine and Angie steaming mugs, and they sit down at the oak kitchen table. Scratches and dings cover the surface, and in one corner, Angie’s name is etched into the wood. It’s Angie’s childhood kitchen table, a hand-me-down from her mother Livia, the same table in the same kitchen where Martine and Livia used to sit and drink coffee—when they were still friends. “The only time he didn’t was early summer, when blue jays came and stole the robins’ eggs, or if the eggs had already hatched, the babies. The jays ate them. The babies, I mean. Nico liked birds of prey, but for some reason he hated the blue jays for eating baby robins. He was sensitive, for a boy.”

He spoons three teaspoons of sugar into his mug. “Personally, I never feel bad for the robins. They have a whole forest to hide their nests, but they always choose to build a nest here.”

Martine sips her tea while David babbles but declines the sugar when he pushes it toward her. Twenty-five years have passed since she was last in this house, and she’s having heartburn from the awkward déjà vu. Martine never wanted to be in this house again, with or without Livia.

“What can you tell me about Nora?”

Angie and David look at her blankly, then David, as if he wasn’t listening to the question, says, “We told you what happened.”

“Yes, but I need to know about Nora, so I can figure out how to defend her. It’s not a question of whether she did it. She called 911, said she shot her brother. That’s a confession and it’ll be admissible in court.” David nods his head, jaw slack, and Martine continues. “We’ll have to figure out the best argument for her legal defense so we—”

“It was a mistake,” interrupts Angie. “They must have been playing with David’s gun.”

David sets a hand on top of Angie’s. “Let’s listen to what Martine has to say.”

“Well, the DA might try to argue it was intentional, since three shots were fired, and since those shots were aimed at Nico’s heart and head, he might be successful.” Martine says this as gently as she can, and phrases it passively so she won’t upset Angie and David any more than necessary. Stating outright the DA will argue the shooting was intentional because Nora shot Nico point-blank three times would only make things worse. “So if we can’t argue it was a mistake, we also need to know about Nora’s mental state, whether she’s fit to stand trial or whether her mental state can be used to mitigate the time she’ll serve.”

“The time she’ll serve,” repeats David, as though he’s trying out the words.

This is Julian’s area of expertise, and Martine wishes she could swallow her pride and call him, but he’s rebuffed her too many times. They aren’t estranged, not exactly, but asking for assistance on behalf of the girlfriend he hasn’t seen since high school probably won’t help reestablish their mother-son bond. She gives the best answer she can think of. “She’s going to serve time somewhere because it was a homicide. With the right facts and a best-case scenario in court, and depending on how she pleads, maybe we can get her sentenced to a mental health facility that can help her. For me to do that, I need to know everything you can tell me. What Nora liked to do in her spare time, how she did in school. What her personality is and has it changed recently. Whether she got along with Nico.”

David cups his hands around his mug and silence fills the room. Martine clears her throat but waits, and once he starts talking, he doesn’t stop for an hour. She takes notes on a yellow legal pad: Nora loved Nico, he wants to make that clear. Martine stars “Nora loved Nico” every time he says it, and by the time he finishes talking, there are ten stars, the blue ink smudged on most. It’s a hodgepodge of information: The two of them were Irish twins, only eleven months apart, and they did—or used to do—everything together. They loved fantasy, especially the Marvel movies and the Harry Potter movies. They played video games with their friends. Nora listened to rap and pop but hated country. They were on the ski team, but Nico was the better skier. They played soccer. Nora was—is—a good kid. That sentence gets seven smudged stars. Nora loved—loves—painting, just like Angie. She was on medication for depression because last year she started spending a lot of time in her room and stopped hanging out with the family. This happened right after Nico was diagnosed—here, Angie interrupts David and says, “We assumed that was what was making her sad.”

David agrees. “She and Nico figured out enough about Huntington’s to know what it meant for him. The doctors said that when it progressed, it would be like having muscular dystrophy, bipolar disorder, Alzheimer’s, Tourette’s, schizophrenia, and Parkinson’s all at the same time, and it scared all of us.”

“But Nico wasn’t that sick, not yet. It could have been normal middle school blues,” says Angie. “From girl drama. It’s hard to be a kid that age. Her depression could have been that.”

The two statements—the litany of symptoms Nico would eventually experience and the fact that he “wasn’t that sick, not yet”—bewilder Martine. And yet, maybe the two statements aren’t inconsistent. Isn’t that the way with every disease, that sometimes you’re fine until you’re not? The discordance in the conversation rubs like sandpaper on her skin, and even though she can’t ask the question, she wonders how long he had left.

“Maybe,” says David, in a tone that’s not quite brushing Angie off but also makes clear he doesn’t agree. He pulls a framed photo from the windowsill and hands it to Martine. “This picture is from two years ago, before Nico was diagnosed, when the doctors still thought his dropping grades and strange behavior were Asperger’s or ADHD. Nora had just gotten braces because of some spacing thing in her mouth.”

Nico is in the center of the picture, surrounded by David, Angie, Nora, and Livia. Nora is smiling, an open-mouthed, toothy grin, and the camera flash glints off her braces. Her hair is woven into a thick, shiny french braid slung over her shoulder. Her posture, hunched shoulders, mirrors David’s. In fact, everything about her comes from him, the sharp cheekbones, the arched eyebrows, the pale skin. Nico is smiling, too. He doesn’t look like David or Angie, and Martine wonders if that was another early, hidden sign of the juvenile Huntington’s. She knew a thinning face could be one of the symptoms for some neurodegenerative diseases because Cyrus had treated a couple of afflicted patients. But then again, maybe the face of who he might have become was simply hidden behind the sweetness of a little boy, behind the dimpled chin and hairless cheeks. Livia, body and head shrunken down to a fraction of their former size, like she’d been caught by an ancient headhunter, clutches her arm around Nora, as if to protect her granddaughter from some unseen danger.



When Martine finally gets home, she’s relieved Jack hasn’t peed in the house. If he makes a mistake, it’s always on Cyrus’s old Persian rug under the dining room table, and it’s getting harder and harder to get rid of the smell. Overseeing Nora’s transfer to the juvenile detention center, talking to the Sheehans, and responding to inquiries from the press had taken longer than she thought it would. Jack’s tail wags hopefully and she smiles at him as if he can read her face.

“Okay, Jack. Good boy.” Thank God for dogs. He’s happy to see her every time she comes home, no matter how long he’s had to wait. She ruffles the scruffy fur around his ears. “Let’s go for a walk.”

They end up in the cemetery, Jack’s favorite place to play and Martine’s favorite place to think. There’s a chain-link fence enclosing the huge swath of grass and graves, and the caretaker doesn’t mind if dogs run around off-leash. Martine and Jack usually run into one or two neighbors, humans and dogs, and the playtime keeps Jack from getting lonely. She winces when Jack lifts a leg and pees on Ethel Sweeney’s gravestone—it’s one of the oldest in this historic graveyard, and Ethel might not approve—but before she can scold him, he takes off toward a yellow lab he loves.

The thought of talking to anyone about her day, about Nico and Nora and what this means for Angie and David, is overwhelming, and she wanders off to the left of the main path, trying to avoid the lab’s owner. The woman is a spinster gossip in a middle-aged body and would wheedle as much information out of Martine as she could. Where were the parents? Is Nora crazy? Did Nico suffer? How could she have shot her own brother? She’d somehow know just enough to make Martine wonder if there was a leak in the police department, and anything she learned would fly through the town’s gossip mill and end up in the news. The media has already latched on to the shooting, and the last thing Martine wants to do is reveal a detail a reporter might use to mold a story, to turn what happened into something it wasn’t or render Nora the villain in the public eye, all dependent on their mood. The district attorney is up for reelection, so what the public thinks will matter. She might not be an expert on juvenile homicide cases, but she knows she needs to carefully control the narrative on Nora.

She ends up by Diana’s gravestone, right next to an almost-identical one for Roberto, Livia’s already-dead husband. There’s a space on the other side for Livia, but none for Angie, reflecting either a belief in their eldest daughter’s immortality or the assumption she’d eventually rest in the Sheehan plot next to David.
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Nineteen ninety-one, ancient history that still won’t loosen its grasp on her. How had she been coerced into representing Nora, when she’d spent all the years since then doing the best she could to avoid everyone in the DeLuca family? She avoided eating in DeLuca’s, their Italian restaurant, and crossed the street if she saw Livia or Roberto on the sidewalk. Eventually, Roberto died and Livia got Alzheimer’s. By then, Angie was married to David and teaching high school art, caught up in being a mother and living her own life, and Martine relaxed and assumed she could forget the past.

When she’d seen Angie around town, she’d focused on her as she was then—an adult with her own life rather than Julian’s ex-girlfriend. Nico and Nora spent a lot of time at a playground Martine passed on her walks, and occasionally she watched them. They were, after all, Angie’s children. Nico was boisterous and loud, always running and laughing, full of the mischievous energy she’d loved about Julian and Gregory when they were young, and a tow-headed blond like Julian had once been. Nora was quieter, the kind of kid who sometimes climbed a tree to read in a comfortable nook, but she spent most of her time at Nico’s side. If Julian and Angie had stayed together, these could have been her grandchildren, and sometimes she imagined playing with them, riding on the rickety seesaw with Nico or pushing Nora in a swing. Even then, Martine already suspected she might never have her own. Julian had finally married, but he and his wife Mayumi were old enough that it might not be possible, and Gregory, a journalist with wanderlust, was always traveling, reporting on genocide in Myanmar or drought in Somalia or wildfires in Australia, so she kept her dreams of grandchildren to herself. She waved to Angie from across the park but never stopped to say hello.

As the kids got older, Martine saw the family around town less and less. When she did, David was never with them—he worked in the Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park and must have spent hours every day commuting. Some rangers spent weeks at a time up there, and she assumed he did the same. She sometimes saw Nora along the trail by the river, painting landscapes on an easel, and Nora usually smiled and waved, probably with no idea of who Martine was other than a lady she saw around town, but today in jail was the first time she’d seen Nora in months. At some point, Nora had morphed from the happy little girl who ran around a playground attached to her brother into the pubescent young teen who shot him.

Reconstructing the past in a way that might make sense of any of this feels insurmountable. The day’s pressure wells up in her chest, as if the devil himself is sitting on it, breaking her sternum, forcing her to feel everything she doesn’t want to feel. After Cyrus had his first heart attack, he told her the pain was like an elephant sitting on his ribs. After his second one, the one that killed him, her heart felt like it was breaking, but today she feels the pain Cyrus described. She should feel relief, because it’s not a heart attack and not an elephant, but she can’t, because this pain comes from the whole world, crushing her lungs with the weight of all its tragedies. It’s the stress of solving an unsolvable puzzle, of making sense of the nonsensical. It’s Nico and Nora and David and Angie. Above all, Angie.



Angie feels this, too, only she can’t articulate it. She’s in her house with its chipped purple paint, sitting on a couch bleached by time and sun, barely breathing. The lungs and heart are born to work independently of the brain, to function automatically, but she finds she must now tell them what to do. Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out. Beat, beat, beat. If her mind wanders and she forgets to concentrate, when she returns to the tasks of her heart and lungs, she realizes she hasn’t been breathing, and the thump of her heart has slowed to an echo.

David, sitting at the kitchen table, copies the important dates Martine gave them onto the calendar pages he printed out:




	Day 1 (October 13):

	Arrest




	Day 3 (October 15):

	Detention hearing




	Day 6 (October 18):

	Petition in delinquency filed




	Day 36 (November 17):

	Preliminary hearing




	Day 51 (December 2):

	Entry of plea




	Day 111 (February 1):

	Adjudicatory trial




	Day 166 (March 28):

	Sentencing






He’s methodical and organized, using blue pen for the day and green for the action on that day. Martine said it wasn’t all set in stone, that these dates only apply in the juvenile system, and if the DA charged Nora as an adult instead of a juvenile, the dates would change. Everything would change. When he pointed out what he thought was obvious, that Nora, at thirteen, was a juvenile, Martine looked at him, looked at Angie, and shook her head. He could see the pity in her eyes, and he knew what she was thinking: he and Angie couldn’t take any more. He hadn’t protested. They would cross that bridge when they came to it. He would focus on these dates for now. The detention hearing on day 3 would confirm that Nora would be held in a juvenile detention center. Martine was clear: there was no way the judge would grant bail and release her for home detention, not with a homicide. It was hard to catch everything Martine said because his ears were still ringing, either from the shots they heard in the night or just because, but he’ll google the meaning of petition in delinquency and adjudicatory trial later. The acrid smell from the discharge of his Sig Sauer .45 still lingers in his nostrils even though Angie says she doesn’t smell anything. He blows his nose so hard his ears pop, then returns to the calendar. When he finishes, he recaps each pen and stands to hang the next six months of his life, of Nora’s life, on the refrigerator, but finds he can’t walk. He stares down at his feet, still in the boots he wore that morning to Martine’s house.






Chapter Two

OCTOBER 2016

Angie can’t prevent her mind from returning to that night. One moment, she was going to bed, thinking of the week ahead. A week she thought would look like all her weeks since Nico got sick last year: doctor’s appointments; therapy appointments, physical and emotional; driving Nico to those appointments; finding time to drive Nora to soccer or school, or encouraging her to find her own rides. Laundry, cooking, and cleaning. Visiting her mother. Driving, more driving, always driving. Helping Nico with his schoolwork so he didn’t fall further behind. Food shopping, if she was lucky enough to have time to herself; otherwise, David did it. Tending to the depression Nico developed after he googled “juvenile Huntington’s disease” and figured out he’d eventually develop dementia—“Like Grandma Livia?” he’d asked, terror in his eyes—and die within five to ten years. She tried to be positive in the face of a prognosis that wasn’t positive, but at the end of every day, she sank into bed, drained.

The next moment, she and David woke to shots, loud bangs that jolted them out of a deep sleep. At first, they thought someone had thrown a rock through a window. But when they rushed out of their bedroom, there was Nora in her sweats, the same ones she’d been wearing for three days, standing in the hallway on her cell phone.

She had David’s gun in one hand and red splatters on her face. For a moment, Angie wondered why Nora was painting in the middle of the night, but there was blood, so much blood, in Nico’s room. She heard David barking orders at someone—it must have been her, it couldn’t have been Nora—but she was frozen in place and couldn’t do anything other than watch him stuff towels into Nico’s wounds. The police and EMTs were there in minutes, pushing them out the bedroom door and into the hallway. Blue-and-red lights flashed in the driveway and a group of neighbors huddled outside. The ringing in her ears echoed into a roar that overwhelmed all other sounds, a jet taking off that never stopped throttling its engines. The rest of that night is obscured, like an ugly watercolor covered by angry broad strokes of black. She can’t remember the last time she saw Nico, whether she turned to look at him one last time or didn’t get the chance.

Since then, she’s asked David over and over what happened next. Each time, he says the same thing, expressionless, his emotion below the surface the way it always is. They talked to Sheriff Nelson on the front lawn while Ignacio and Colin talked to Nora in a police car. They took Nico away in a zipped black bag—her child, in a body bag—a bigger version of the evidence bags holding Nora’s bloody clothes, and took Nora away in handcuffs.

“I remember from here,” Angie always says at this point in the retelling.

But she doesn’t want to. She felt, still feels, imprisoned in an alternate reality, in a narrow tunnel, suffocated by walls contracting around her. Maybe that’s why she keeps asking David to repeat the story of that night. This feels like a nightmare, the kind she used to have every few years, when she’d wake from someone dying, knowing it wasn’t real but with the palpable sensation it was. She’d break away from the terror with a jerk, as if someone knocked the wind out of her, heart racing and sweat gathering under her breasts, half-aware she only needed to wake up all the way to make it disappear, and in the morning call whoever her brain thought had died so she could hear their voice. What she really wants during David’s retelling is for him to say this is the nightmare, to wake and comfort her, then let her peek through the children’s doors to lay eyes on their sleeping bodies, chests rising and falling synchronously with their breath.

This reality persists, though. Every day she wakes up into the nightmare. The police finally tore down the crime-scene tape blocking the children’s rooms, but the doors are still closed and one torn corner of tape remains embedded in a groove in the wooden doorframe, a yellow reminder she can’t scrape off because she can’t bring herself to touch it. David took Nico’s mattress to the dump and ordered a new one. Angie cleaned Nico’s room, scrubbing the blood splatters out of the carpet and off the walls with chemical cleaners that induced a splitting headache. She reorganized the shelves and stuffed his school backpack into the closet without opening it to see what was inside. There was no blood in Nora’s room, but she tidied the shelves, made Nora’s bed, washed the dirty clothes strewn on the floor and put them in drawers. David tried to take some of those clothes to Nora, and they fought about that, bitterly, because Martine said the kids were required to wear state-issued sweats. What use was taking clothes to Nora she couldn’t wear, it was pointless, but he insisted, then returned after the visit and stuffed the jeans and T-shirts back into the wrong drawers. She wasn’t sure what bothered her more, the idea of Nora in a prison uniform or David thinking he could—or should—bring her new clothes. Nora killed Nico. Her brother, their son. Didn’t he understand that?

Their children’s rooms (Is a dead child still “her” child?) are both on the first floor, one on the left side at the front of the hallway, the other on the right of the back, the hallway an umbilical cord connecting two children who never shared a womb but seemed to live in attached worlds. Every day Angie paces the length of the house, from the front door through the TV room to the kitchen and down the children’s hallway to their bathroom at the end and back again, over and over. David is gone, either at work or visiting Nora, and the pacing is the only thing Angie can do to keep her racing heart from exploding, to keep her frothing thoughts from bubbling over. She feels her pulse in her face, in her hands, in the bulging vein in her neck, and counts the steps in each direction. When she talks on the phone to David or Martine, the only people she’s willing to speak to, she’s dimly aware she’s speaking too quickly, tripping over her words the same way she’s tripping over her thoughts, but she can’t slow down. Her pants have begun to hang from her hips and David makes her drink a cup of water when he gets home, but food hardens in her mouth like concrete drying in the sun and she can’t convince herself to swallow anything. The pants hang because of the not-eating or the pacing or the heart that won’t stop racing, who knows, and each time she says this to David, he frowns and begs her to eat a piece of toast with peanut butter, to sit next to him on the couch and take deep breaths, but all she can think about is the new mattress he ordered, and she always turns to him and repeats the same question.

“But who will sleep on it?”



The funeral is small, because Angie is unwilling to face a world of people who know one of her children killed the other. When she googled Nico’s and Nora’s names, something she knew she shouldn’t do but did anyway, articles from across the country popped up. The dangers of guns in the home, the violence of today’s teens because of video games and movies. Other articles speculated: drugs, maybe, or mental health. Because Nora is a minor, most identified her only as Nico’s “thirteen-year-old sister” but he only had one sister, one sibling, so it was clear who the media meant. The Lodgepole Ledger was the kindest, sticking to facts, writing only about Nico and his accomplishments as a young skier before he got sick, but she made the mistake of reading the comments and cried at what she saw: trolls condemning Nora as evil or blaming her and David as parents. In the days since, she’s avoided eye contact if she leaves the house, always studying the ground or her feet or the sky.

Inside St. John’s Catholic Church is a safe space, though, with only Father Lopez, David, David’s parents, and Martine. No Nora, because the state wouldn’t allow her to leave the juvenile detention center for the funeral. And no Livia, because Angie hasn’t told her about Nico’s death and the funeral would only confuse her. Angie’s mother hasn’t recognized Nico or Nora in a long time, and most days she doesn’t even know who Angie is. And even if Livia was still Livia, Nora was her favorite. A funeral for a forgotten grandchild shot by a favorite grandchild would be too disturbing.

The service is closed casket. Even though the undertaker mended the holes in Nico created by the gun wielded by Nora, he couldn’t fully repair Nico’s face. David said this to Angie last night using those carefully chosen words, as though he, too, was afraid to say the real words, the uglier ones, aloud, and Angie nodded in response, grateful for the solidarity of their fear. It was the only solidarity she felt with him, the only thing that kept her from saying what she believes: this funeral is his fault, the gun in the house is his fault, it’s all his fault.

She’s been to other funerals, of course. Her own sister, her father. She cried at both. And she was weepy at the fire chief’s funeral four years ago when he died not fighting a fire but in a car crash, even though she barely knew him. She won’t cry today, though. Not because she doesn’t want to. She can’t. She feels every emotion, a whole carousel of emotions, except the one that would elicit tears.

Angie glues her eyes to the casket during the funeral mass. It’s larger than it should be for a child because Nico was big for his age, and the size feels like an insult: an adult-sized casket for someone who never got to be an adult, for a child who never got to live his life’s dreams. When Nico’s behavior first went haywire, and the doctors diagnosed him with Asperger’s and ADHD, she adjusted the dreams she had for his life. Maybe he wouldn’t go to Middlebury or the Rhode Island School of Design, but they’d help him find the right college, the right job. Maybe he’d work outdoors as a park ranger or a ski coach, where his differences wouldn’t impact his success. Then, when they said the first diagnosis was wrong, that he had juvenile Huntington’s, she adjusted her dreams again. She thought they had a few good years left, years where he could still be a normal kid—attend school, ski with the family even if he couldn’t race anymore, or go on vacation to Disney or the beach—they’d find a way to squeeze in as much life as possible before the disease took over, when the dementia would steal who he was even before the disease stole his life. Now the remainder of those dreams lie in a wooden box. Inside this box lies her son, flat on his back, arms laid out by his side or perhaps folded across his chest. The lines in the light wood pucker into swirling imperfections at the corner, just past the metal handle someone will hold when they lower it into the ground. We begin our lives in one container, she thinks. A uterus. And we finish in another. A box.

Is she really supposed to leave him alone in that dark container? To abandon him?

Her stomach rebels against the cloying incense burning by the alter, and she breathes in through her mouth and out her nose to quiet the nausea. When she was little, she thought that smell was God, but God must be absent today or this wouldn’t be happening. Unless—and now her heart somersaults—this is a mistake, a joke. She looks around, waiting for a sign. A sign from God, a God her mother believes in but Angie doesn’t. Or better than a sign from God, a message from her son. I am right here, Mom. Now she listens, not to Father Lopez but for the sound of Nico’s voice, the emphasis he used to put on the words right here during hide-and-seek when she couldn’t find him. He would spring from his spot, usually inside his wicker hamper, eyes sparkling with laughter. I tricked you. I got you. His pudgy four-year-old fingers would wrap around her cheeks and squeeze a smile out of her. She remembers the softness of the skin on those fingers, the sometimes sticky feel if he’d been sneaking honey from the jar in the pantry.

Now she waits, holding her breath. She hopes.

But nothing. Nico is not here. Nico is not anywhere.

The only sound in the church is Father Lopez’s nasal intonation of Our Fathers and Hail Marys.

God is not here. God is not there. God is not anywhere.

A mirthless hysteria she almost can’t control threatens to froth up and bubble over. Dr. Seuss is rhyming and chanting during her son’s funeral service. Not here, not there, not anywhere.

Questions spin in her head. She’s mostly blamed David for what happened, because of the gun, but now she turns on herself. What had she done, what kind of mother was she, to let this happen to Nico? How had she ended up as the mother of the children that appeared in that Google search? Maybe the media trolls who pointed fingers at her were right. Maybe she was a bad mother. Maybe this is her fault.

Lint on her black dress catches her eye, and she picks it off, then picks at an imperfection in the seam, pulling at a thread until she tugs it loose and unravels it entirely. She starts on a second thread, but David nudges her and shakes his head like she’s a small child misbehaving in mass. A desperate imperative to unthread and rethread the dress, as if she were Livia fixing a ripped shirt with a sharp needle, engulfs her.

For a brief moment, she wishes she were burying her mother instead, because at least life would be happening in order, the way it’s supposed to happen. She slaps her own face at this thought, hard, the hand rising of its own volition and smacking her cheekbone, the pain soaking her skin like rain, because this is what her mother must have felt when Diana died, only maybe Livia had wished for Angie’s death, had blamed her the way Angie now blames Nora. David pulls her hand from her face and squeezes it when his parents turn, shocked, to the percussive clap of her palm and cheek colliding.

How is she to comprehend Nico’s death, the death of her child?

Warmth spreads across her cheek, the warmth of violence, of physical pain, something she welcomes because at least she understands it, and later she’ll be able to see the mark of her hand, the fingerprints fanning out on her cheek like bloodstained lace.



After the funeral, they leave the church separately: David to visit Nora, and Angie to visit Livia. In the empty parking lot, him with one hand on the door of his black pickup truck and her shivering next to the minivan, he looks at her expectantly.

“You should be visiting Nora, not your mother,” he says. His voice strains, either from the effort of saying those words or to stop himself from saying others. He hasn’t shaved in days, and the brick-colored scruff on his cheekbones only magnifies how haggard he looks, like red buds on a blanched aspen at the end of winter.

“I can’t,” says Angie. The drive to the nursing home in Waring is only one hour and the drive to the juvenile detention center in Rimrock Junction is three, but that’s not why she chooses to visit Livia instead of Nora. She hasn’t been to visit her daughter yet because she’s not sure what to say, how to be when she’s with her. She worries she’ll lose control of her anger, let it run freely through Nora’s misery, stampeding past and over the guilt and sadness she can plainly see during Nora’s court appearances—and intellectually understands, but can’t bring herself to sympathize with. Nora stole more than a life when she shot Nico. Who knows how long he had left to live, five or eight or ten years, but all anyone wants is more time. That’s what Nora stole. Time.

“I’m not ready,” she adds flatly. She doesn’t know if she’ll ever be. Seeing Nora, looking into the same eyes that looked down the barrel of David’s gun and lined it up with Nico, that must have watched David when he unholstered that gun and locked it in the safe, registered the combination so she, too, could unlock it—she’d have to meet those eyes and forgive those eyes, that face, that child. A mother is supposed to love her daughter, but Angie tingles with fury at Nora, a fury she’s not sure she could control in person. A fury that might dip into hate.

Something like pain crosses David’s face, and she wishes she could reach out and hug him, or that he would reach out and hug her, but neither of them moves toward the other.

“You’re the adult here,” he says. “You need to be ready. You have to be there for your daughter.”

“She’s not the victim,” says Angie. “No one has to be there for her.” That sounds cruel, even to her own ears, but it’s satisfying to throw some of her pain in David’s direction. She climbs into the minivan and starts the engine, a nondefinitive end to a conversation they’ve had three times. Someone does have to be there for Nora, but she feels tangled in the absurd paradox of how to keep loving Nora without betraying Nico. She pulls away without looking back at him.

Maybe she’s right; maybe she is, and always has been, a bad mother. David visits Nora whenever he can, driving three hours each way without complaining. He brings things—not just clothes, but candy, chips, stuffed animals—even though he’s never allowed to give them to her, no matter how much he begs, and instead can only give her snacks from the detention center’s vending machines. Nora still hasn’t spoken, but David says he talks about television shows or what he saw in the forest when he was working. What would Angie talk about? Is she supposed to say Hey, Nora, you’re grounded for shooting your brother? Or how about Hey, Nora, we just went to the funeral for the brother you killed and it was a beautiful service? Or what she really wants to say: I will never be able to forgive you. She already knew there was no how-to guide for being a parent—that became clear when she realized she’d eventually need to provide the same caretaking to her son she was already providing to her mother, when she learned he’d be left with less mental capacity than an old woman with Alzheimer’s—but there’s definitely no guide for this. And even if there were, she clearly violated it. Otherwise, Nora never would have done what she did. She, Angie, must have somehow caused Nora to turn into a monster. Maybe she, Angie, is the monster.

It’s easier to visit Livia. If Angie does or says the wrong thing, her mother will forget about it before Angie leaves.

The road snakes down the valley and out of the box canyon, then up and onto the Waring Mesa. As the lodgepole pines and spruce give way to aspens and then scrub brush, she turns the volume up on the radio and focuses on the view. Eventually the blaze of autumn will fade and the leaves will wither, dropping to the ground before being buried by a white blanket, but for now the aspens still hold their leaves and the chokecherries hue a deep red. The minivan isn’t great on the curves, and she could easily end up in the San Moreno River, but she leans in and doesn’t let up on the gas. The loud music is a barrier against the angry voice in her head, and she sings along, belting out the lyrics without caring who can hear because the volume is so loud she can’t hear the voice outside her head, either.

At the front desk, Angie refuses to meet the receptionist’s eyes, as if she hasn’t known her for years now, hasn’t seen her each time she checks in to visit Livia. Angie knows everything there is to know about her life. But the receptionist also knows about Angie’s life, and that’s the problem. The receptionist is one of the good ones, and the kindness of her pity would hurt more than the cruelty of internet trolls. Instead, she walks straight to her mother’s room.

“Hi, Mommy,” she says, as brightly as she can. “I’m here.”

Livia’s on the couch, her body enveloped by plush cushions, clutching rosary beads. Her face lights up the way it does for every visitor, and she claps her hands, dropping the beads on the floor. Over the past few years, as her memory clouded, the anger and grief that seized her after Diana’s death lost their grip and she softened into a different person, more like the mother Angie remembered from early childhood. She wished her father could have seen the change, because his last years were dominated by an angry and hard wife. When Angie once complained, tired of how stoic Livia seemed even as he lay dying of cancer, he’d sighed. You have to be a hard person to survive a hard life, he’d whispered. She had her own life, a history in a small Italian village you know nothing about and can’t understand. Then he’d turned over and fallen asleep.

Angie sinks into the couch next to Livia and sets the rosary back into her hands. Alzheimer’s has done nothing to diminish Livia’s memory of her Our Fathers and Hail Marys, even if she has no idea why she says them. The beads and cross are wooden, worn to a silky smoothness. She’s had them restrung at least five times, though sometimes the number of restringings stretches out in Livia’s current versions of the story.

The skin covering her talon-like hands is like velvet, prone to damage if rubbed the wrong way, and Angie reaches for the peppermint lotion on the side table and rubs it into the backs of Livia’s hands. An ache wrenches her gut and tears wallow up through her throat. More than anything, she wishes her mother could comfort her, wrap her in the kind of hug she used to get from Roberto as a child. Livia was never an easy mother—and Diana’s death sucked away what little softness she once had—but Angie would take any bit of her old mother now, because at least she understood what it was like to lose a child.

When Livia first moved here, she was still occasionally herself, but as the Alzheimer’s advanced, the lucid periods retreated. Now Angie must shift conversations away from the present and into the past, the only place Livia still lives. As her awareness of the present has faded, so has her reluctance to talk about her history. Her memories of forty, fifty, sixty years ago have reemerged like mittens found at the bottom of a melting snowdrift. They have whole conversations about when Livia came to America to marry Roberto, the sisters and brothers Livia left behind in Calabria, and the aunt, not much older than Livia herself, who raised them, sometimes skipping meals so the youngest siblings could eat. The stories shift sometimes, their shapes pliant, obedient only to the whims of Livia’s tangled neurons, but the characters are always the same, and Angie wonders if Livia’s constant writing and rewriting of her history is what softened and transformed her into a mother Angie wants to remember.

“Do you want to go outside to see the aspens? The leaves are still yellow.”

“I can see them from here,” says Livia.

Angie tugs her mother up and transfers her into a wheelchair, supporting almost all of her weight with one arm. Her mother is lighter and easier to help than she used to be, and Angie settles Livia into the chair, then wheels her over to the window. Sometimes Angie feels like all she does is sit at windows and watch what’s going on outside, separated from the real world by a pane of glass, something so thin she could break it by punching her fist through it, if only she had the energy. Today, though, the glass pane is a welcome respite, a giant screen allowing her to spectate with no pressure to do anything other than watch leaves flutter to the ground.

“Look!” Livia says. “It’s—it’s that guy with the mask. There! Do you see him?”

“Yes, Mommy. It’s a raccoon. I think he’s confused about what time it is, because they usually come out at night.” She says this gently, always careful not to speak to Livia like a small child who can’t understand what’s being said, even if that’s sometimes the case. “He’s probably trying to eat a lot before winter, like the bears.”

Livia nods, as if she does understand. Sometimes Angie brings watercolors so they can paint, and that’s easier than keeping up conversations about what’s on the other side of the window, but she has something she wants to talk about, something she hopes happened long enough ago that Livia might still remember. The first few days after Nora shot Nico, Angie thought only of her own pain. But her recognition today at the funeral—this was what her mother felt, all those years ago—dismayed her. Before then, she’d only ever thought about Diana’s death from her own point of view, but now she needs to remember it in a way she’s always avoided. Maybe understanding Livia’s pain over losing a child will subdue her own.

“Mommy, I want to talk to you about Diana,” she says, then waits to see what part of Livia is here today. She shouldn’t push, she knows she shouldn’t, but Nico’s funeral, his everyday absence, his forever absence, gnaws at her.

Her mother’s eyes brighten at the mention of Diana, the way they always did for Nora. “Diana. Such a beautiful child. She has green eyes, like my mother. We made cannoli together last week, did you know that? It was for her fifth birthday party. They were perfectly shaped, and Diana dipped the ends in chocolate chips.”

Angie nods, hoping Livia stays in the moment. She doesn’t remember this story and wonders if it’s her own memory failing or if this is her mother confabulating. It’s not lying, Dr. Bartlett says. She’s just filling in memory gaps with whatever she can come up with.

“And then Angela came in and…” Livia slows down and looks right and left, as if she’s checking the room. Her eyes, milky with cataracts, leak yellowed fluid, not quite tears but not quite nothing.

“What next?”

Livia lowers her voice to a whisper. “Li ha rovinati. Mangiò uno, e quando l’ho beccata, ha rovesciato il vassoio e sono caduti a terra. She ruined them like she ruins everything. She broke them all.”

More and more, her mother has been reverting to her first language, forgetting her English. Livia refused to teach Angie and Diana any Italian—after she came to America she lapsed into it only when she was angry or scared—but Roberto taught Angie enough that she understands most of what Livia just said. It’s not the first time Livia’s softer self has been mean—the personality change is part of Alzheimer’s but will always be uneven is the other thing Dr. Bartlett says—but even as she tells herself this, she knows it’s not true, not for this. Angie presses her lips together but says nothing.

“Diana è qui? Did she come visit me?”

“No, Mommy, she can’t come visit you. She died, remember?”

Livia sits up straight. “No.”

“I’m sorry, but she did. She was seven and I was seventeen, remember?” Angie says, her voice hardening. For the second time today, she wraps herself in a cloak of cruelty.

Livia’s lips quiver and real tears well in her eyes.

“It was a long time ago. You never spoke to me about Diana again, even though I lost her, too. But I need to know something, Mommy. It’s important.” The made-up cannoli story, blaming Angie for something that never happened, still stings and she presses on. “I want to know when you stopped hurting after she died.”

Livia’s eyes glaze over until they’re vacant, the brightness draining out of her the way life drained out of Nico. Her mouth slackens, and she looks around, disoriented.

Angie reaches for her mother’s pale forearm, for the thin and velvety skin hanging like a decaying sail, sagging and wrinkled, and gathers it all in her hands, the skin and the bone. One of her first memories is of stomping on just-frozen puddles in the early fall, her yellow rubber boots fracturing the thin, glassy ice floating on top of the water. The cracks in the ice spread in a web as she pushed her toe into the glassy surface, then shattered as she smashed her heel down, splashing water and sending ice fragments flying. She squeezes her mother’s arm now, gently pushing her fingers into that sagging skin the way she pushed her toe into the thin ice, then walks out of the room without looking back.
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