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For my sisters, Tricia, Sheri, and Cindy, without whom I wouldn’t know what family is.




Love is so short, forgetting is so long.


Pablo Neruda





one



[image: Images]


she became aware of a commotion behind her, yet it seemed important to keep scanning, searching for something out over the water, toward low mountains, a skiff of clouds. A bridge in the distance, familiar. And something else, something that shimmered on the periphery of . . . what, the horizon? Her vision? No, her mind. Something she was looking for. Voices called out; the people behind her. Seagulls shrieked from the pier on the right. Just past them, the masts of tall ships creaked slowly back and forth as though they’d been there forever, only she was just now seeing them.


“Hello?” A distinct male voice, closer. She tried to turn to see him, but her legs felt numb. No, they were cold. Ice cold. Dead legs. Was she dead? Where was she? What was this place?


She looked down and saw dark water to her knees. She held high heels in one hand and shouldered a large purse that made her neck ache. Her skirt was wet at the hem.


“Excuse me, are you okay?” Closer still.


“I don’t know,” she said, turning her head. That she could do, at least.


The man waded toward her from the beach, wearing only a skimpy bathing suit and a black swim cap strapped beneath his chin. She tried to move away from him—who was he? Why was he dressed like that? He was so exposed—his chest, his arms, his midsection—freckled and sun weathered, a thick white scar on his abdomen she didn’t want to see. Why was he so naked here with her? And then she noticed a crowd of people dressed similarly standing at the shore, men and women, some in wet suits, others in swimsuits. All with those black caps. All looking at her.


“I can’t feel my legs,” she admitted.


“I bet,” he said. “You’ve been in here nearly half an hour and the water’s only sixty degrees.” He stopped a few feet away. He seemed friendly, like someone’s brother, maybe. Laugh lines creased his face, but his smile was tentative. “Do you want to come out now?” He looked at her in a way that said she really should, so she nodded.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


She opened her mouth to tell him, but didn’t know what to say. He waded closer, slowly, carefully, like someone would approach a hurt dog or a crazy person.


“Do you live around here?” he asked. “Or did you come down from the cable car?”


Did he think she was crazy? She wished he would quit asking her questions. It hurt inside, trying to figure out how to answer. Her head throbbed now, or maybe it had all along.


She let him come right up to her and take her by the arm. His hand was warm, and his arm and body, and she realized she was freezing, even though the sun lit everything around them into a sharp, bright world she didn’t know.


“Want to try to walk back to the shore?” he asked, gently rotating her until they faced the crowd on the sand, a banner behind them that read Alcatraz Open Water Invitational. They were all going swimming, she guessed. All at once.


“Is she all right?” someone called.


“I think we’d better call 911,” he answered.


“Already did,” another replied.


“It’s only my legs,” she said. “They’re so cold. I’ll just put my shoes back on.”


“Okay,” he said, slowly walking her toward shore. “Let’s keep moving.”


She slid her feet like blocks across sandpaper. They hurt now. Everything hurt now. Something was changing inside her, trying to speed up to catch the cog, but there were only broken gears grinding against each other. She wanted to turn back and stay looking across the water, to find what she came for, but the man kept guiding her toward the crowd. Behind them were too many buildings, and behind those, a hill of more buildings.


She looked up and saw letters against the sky. Ghirardelli. Oh, she would love some chocolate.


A tall woman in a black swimsuit waded out and wrapped an arm around her shoulders as the man kept hold of her arm. They were so warm.


“You’re going to be okay,” the woman said, but she wasn’t sure. She heard a siren now, and shuddered.


An ambulance screamed down the pier next to the beach. Red lights, blue lights. Such a horrible loud sound. It hurt almost as much as trying to answer questions. She hated sirens, maybe the most of everything.


Others rushed forward with towels, swaddling her inside them, taking her shoes and bag away from her. People in uniforms pushed through the crowd, insisting she lie on the sand. Yes, that was good. She was exhausted.


“What’s your name?” they kept asking while checking her heart, her pulse, putting an oxygen mask on her face. “Where’s your ID? What day is it? Do you know where you are? Who’s the president of the United States?”


“Obama,” she finally murmured into the mask. It was the only answer she had, and as good as it felt to know her president, it was nowhere near enough.
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the color orange, the sweet of strawberries. The sound of women’s laughter in another room. It was the nurses, but they seemed to be friends, too, and all but one were nice to her.


Butter on bread. Hot showers. The silence of sleep. These were things she knew she liked immediately upon experiencing them. Had she always felt this way, or were these affections new?


The calendar on the dayroom wall said it was July 6, but this she found hard to believe. Clue one: the sky hung heavy and gray on the other side of the windows. She’d checked for latches, for sliders, wanting to let in some air, some normal life. The oxygen here got sucked away by outbursts of shouting, the crying jags that followed, the too-busy spinning of obsessive minds, and the thick, dull breathing of the sedated. But of course, the windows were not the kind that could be opened.


Clue two: none of the magazines on the coffee table were dated later than April, and some were years old. She rummaged through them, then noticed the address labels, all different and to private residences. Good Samaritans had donated them. Regular hospital waiting rooms surely didn’t have to rely on the kindness of others for magazines, but this was a psych ward. The only people waiting here were nuts, and they were waiting to get out. Which was why she would not be disagreeing with the nurses about what month it was, all evidence aside.


She sat thumbing through old news, desperate for distraction as the other patients acted out their various syndromes and maladies. The wandering mumbler with no teeth, the head jerker who stared into space. A guy so young he had pimples, who talked incessantly to no one in particular about God and his demons, one piston leg jumping to a beat no drummer could hear.


After three days of talking with doctors and police officers, it had finally sunk in: she was an amnesiac. She had absolutely no autobiographical memory, not in a general sense (name, rank, social security number) and not in a personal sense (Who am I? Where am I from? What happened to me?). Liking bread and butter held no secrets to her past, just as hot baths and deep sleep didn’t. They weren’t memories. They were pleasures, pure and simple.


The only parts left of her conscious memory were random chunks of useless information. How did she know, for instance, that the decor in this room was straight out of the early 1990s? The blue upholstery on the chairs was dingy and dull, the white laminate end tables scuffed. They had to be nearly twenty years old, but how did she know that, exactly? She didn’t even know her name.


Lucie Walker. That’s what her doctor had told her just that morning, coming through on rounds. One of the crackpot callers turned out not to be a crackpot after all, and everyone at San Francisco General now called her Lucie, which was better than the “ma’ams” and “misses” of the past few days. The Walker part was ironic, given that she’d apparently walked away from her life. Her “fiancé,” a man from Seattle, had now identified her from a photo shown on the TV news, the announcer having said, “Can you help us find Jane Doe?” Couldn’t they come up with something a little more clever than Jane Doe? And she’d been found; she just needed to be claimed.


So now this man from Seattle was coming all the way to San Francisco to retrieve her, like a piece of lost luggage with no ID tag. His name she forgot. Greg? Garrett? Something with a G. She didn’t think she knew anyone whose name began with G. Especially not a “fiancé.”


And that was the worst part of all of this. She didn’t know who she knew, or if she knew anyone at all. She didn’t know if anyone loved her or counted on her or might be missing her.


Inside her rib cage, sinew ripped from bone, steel fingers tearing her open. She gasped, an awful, crazy sound, and the incessant talker stopped talking. The mumbler let out a shout. The head jerker said, “Are you all right?”


Lucie dropped her head into her hands. What was happening? She knew this pain, this tearing open of something, but she had no knowledge of where it came from. Who did she miss? Who missed her? How could she not know that?


The man-whose-name-began-with-G had told the shrink he missed her, and even though she didn’t remember him—didn’t quite believe he was who he said he was, to be honest—she wondered if he was causing the tears. Or could it be her parents, her siblings? Her kids? No, Lucie thought. Please don’t let me be someone who abandoned her own children. Surely the man would have said something to the authorities if she had.


If she was a mother, she was a stylish one. The business suit she’d been wearing was Armani, the handbag Gucci, and the pumps Prada. Her short haircut had odd colors streaked through it: a flaxen white, an unearthly purple-red. The plain brown, she assumed, was hers.


And the makeup! Inside the massive, gaping leather handbag were several smaller bags, the largest containing enough makeup to paint a Las Vegas showgirl. Exactly how did she know about Las Vegas showgirls? Was this part of her history or brain fluff? Brain fluff, brain fluff, she thought, willing it to be so.


LUCIE HAD FIRST met Dr. Emma Gladstone (Dr. Emma, she called herself, like a TV personality) at the end of day one in the hospital. The doctor had sat on the edge of Lucie’s bed and explained that Lucie had a rare disorder—dissociative fugue. Dissociative. Wasn’t that what they called people with multiple personalities? Fugue, in addition to being some kind of amnesia, was a style of music composition, a melody played over and over in many voices. How did she know that? Many voices, multiple personalities. Did this mean something? Clue or random information?


“Here’s why we believe we have the correct diagnosis,” Dr. Emma said. “You have the classic markers: sudden, purposeful travel for no reason; not remembering details of your personal life; not knowing your identity.”


She looked up from her notes. The not-yet-named Lucie glanced away.


“With no evidence of head injury or physical trauma.” The doctor paused. “Meaning, we believe it was brought on by some kind of emotional trauma.”


Lucie shrugged. The only thing traumatizing was not remembering anything.


Dr. Emma put down the clipboard and sighed. “This is a really serious condition. Most people with it get most or all of their memory back, in time. With work. But a small percentage never do.”


“Well, that sucks.” The enormity of Lucie’s predicament was so vast all she could do was say something as dumb as that and look out the inoperable window. Whatever else Dr. Emma had told her that night filtered through without comprehension. She was transparent, a ghost. No identity. No past. No life.


This morning, the six o’clock sunrise had woken her as it had each morning at the hospital, and once the noises entered her consciousness—the banging of breakfast carts, the chorus of toilets flushing, the too loud voices of patients and nurses alike—she could no longer sleep. Dr. Emma appeared not long after, hooded sweatshirt beneath her white doctor’s coat (clue three, Lucie thought, feeling stubborn about the whole “July” thing), large pink sunglasses parked on her head. Dimpled, rosy, fresh as a buttercup, probably just out of med school.


“You really have to be at work this early?” Lucie asked from her bed, groggy, out of sorts. She sat up and eased her legs around so that she was sitting at the edge of the bed, blanket wrapped around her waist.


“I’ve been on for hours,” Dr. Emma said, reaching for her buzzing phone, punching a button, then dropping it back in her white coat pocket. “I have wonderful news for you.”


Lucie tried to swallow, to breathe, as she learned that she did indeed have an identity, a name, and a home. Not to mention a fiancé. She nodded and attempted a smile. She knew she should feel happy at this news, overjoyed, in fact, but her heart knocked out of rhythm, once, twice.


“When’s he coming?” she asked.


“He wasn’t quite sure what flight he’d get on, but he was hoping to be here by noon or so. You might even be able to have lunch together.”


“And have we determined he’s legitimate?” she asked, hoping for a small portal of uncertainty to escape through.


“He scanned and e-mailed your birth certificate and pictures of you two together. Your wedding invitation. He got the DMV to send us your info. We’ve run a police background check on him to make sure he’s who he says he is, and he checks out. I mean, I suppose you could have a twin out there who’s also gone missing, but . . .”


The doctor smiled and leaned her head to the side. “What’s up?” she asked. She didn’t speak the way Lucie would have thought a psychiatrist would. She should be more formal. She should ask, “How are you feeling?” or “Does this make you uncomfortable?” But she just said, “What’s up?” and all of the terror and confusion Lucie had been stifling volcanoed to the surface.


“What if I’m not who he thinks I am?” Lucie heard the anguish in her voice and was surprised. Where did that come from? Why was she so emotional? She was a blank slip of paper, but she was acting the way a person with a past, present, and an identity would. It was as if she were watching from outside her body, feeling someone else’s pain as gut wrenchingly as if it were her own.


But it was. Clue one.


“After the two of you have had a chance to reconnect,” Dr. Emma said, “we’ll see how you’re feeling. Then we’ll need to sit down and talk—you, me, your fiancé—about your next steps.” After a shoulder squeeze and an encouraging smile, she left to continue her rounds.


Next steps. They assumed she’d be leaving; she must not be too crazy.


Lucie sighed, then stood and walked into the small bathroom. She’d been avoiding the mirror since she arrived. It was too disconcerting to stand in front of it and see a stranger staring back. Now, however, now she was actually someone. She needed to know the gory details. She turned on the light, stepped forward, and gripped the cool porcelain.


The hair was still alarming, but hair grew. She reached to touch the lines across her forehead. They were permanently etched. Lucie was glad she wasn’t a person who had succumbed to Botox. (Okay, she knew about Botox! That had to be a good sign.) She wasn’t young and she wasn’t old. She was somewhere in the middle.


Her features were acceptable, if plain: high, arching brows; a long, straight nose; freckles. A wide mouth, generous lips but crooked teeth—a picket fence knocked askew. She shook her head and stepped back, pulling off her gown to look down at her body. A few more freckles on her chest and arms, small breasts, a mole near her navel, a pinkish brown mark on her right thigh that reminded her of crop circles. That was enough for now. She quickly showered, pulled the gown back on, and returned to her bedside to ring the call button. The nice Filipino nurse from the night before was no longer on duty; the surly nurse of the day shift was back.


“Yes?” the mean nurse said from the doorway, as if stepping inside would admit defeat. It seemed to Lucie that the woman would be better suited to driving trucks.


“I need my clothes today,” Lucie said. “This morning, actually.” They’d taken her filthy suit and blouse and all her undergarments to launder them. All she had left were the scuffed pumps and bag.


“They’re in your closet.” Annoyed, the nurse shook her head and turned away, calling over her shoulder, “Have been since yesterday.”


“No one told me,” Lucie said, not loud enough for the nurse to hear. They must have returned them while she slept. She walked to the clothes cupboard, took out the plastic-covered clothing, and laid it on the bed.


The suit was structured unusually, cut in hard angles. An ecru kind of white, but they’d gotten all the stains out. She undressed and pulled on each piece of clothing she’d removed upon arriving at the hospital: the ivory silk bikinis, the body shaper–slip with built-in bra. Her body didn’t have any fat on it; she wasn’t sure why she needed the shaper, but Lucie had to wear something beneath the blouse, which was as thin as onionskin.


Then she attempted the makeup, but didn’t get very far before stuffing it all back in its bag.


And now it was almost one o’clock, and no fiancé. Lucie drew a deep breath and released it. Yes, he was flying all the way from Seattle. No, he couldn’t be held responsible for flight schedules and taxi availability and San Francisco traffic. Was this impatience part of her personality or just nerves? Nerves, she decided. After all, she was blank. Maybe she could now choose any personality traits she wanted to. She picked up another magazine and tried to relax.


National Geographic, November 2006, older than the Newsweeks and InStyles she’d been thumbing through, information dispersing as quickly as she took it in. What good did it do her to know that Congress had rejected the latest eco-jobs bill or that chunky heels were back in fashion, if it was all old news? Did she care about things like this, anyway, she as in “she”? Clothes? What Congress was up to?


It was the cover of the National Geographic that attracted her. “Lucy’s Offspring Found!” it proclaimed, and she felt a stab of panic again, shame at the thought that she might have left behind her own offspring, even though no one had mentioned she had any. She couldn’t shake the fear that she was some kind of horrible human being. What if this man from Seattle knew that about her? If he was who he said he was, he would know all kinds of things about her, and he could use them against her without her even knowing if they were true. And then she had another thought: What if he was some kind of pervert, or abusive, and she wouldn’t remember that, and then—


Jesus, she thought, heart pounding. I have to get a grip. They’d checked him out. They did this sort of thing all of the time, right? Released crazy people to family members? To fiancés? She had to trust someone, she decided, because she could no longer trust herself.


Lucie settled back to read the story about her namesake—a pile of bones that lived over three million years before in Ethiopia. Something fluttered inside her as she read. She remembered this story. She remembered that the small ape-like human had been called “The Mother of Man,” had been the first ape discovered that walked on two feet, and that in those days, the 1970s, a surprising number of people had been upset to think they might have been descended from an African, much less an ape.


Lucie must have been a child when she first read about her, perhaps in school. Had it been just the name that intrigued her, knowing she shared it with the first woman found on earth? And now that they’d found the little hominid’s descendants, Lucie felt a wave of unexpected emotion. Lucy the ape was indeed a mother; Lucie the woman did indeed have roots, primal ones anyway. She blinked her eyes, swallowed salt.


This was not just a clue. It was real pain at thinking about family she’d left behind.


The double doors at the end of the hall opened, and Lucie looked up. A couple walked onto the ward, looking nervous about the Careful: AWOL Risk signs. She relaxed. Not her fiancé. At least she didn’t think the man was. He carried a video camera, and the woman had a workbag strapped around her shoulders and wore a suit not unlike Lucie’s. They strode busily to the nurses’ station, talked with the nurse behind the desk, who shook her head and pointed toward the door. A quiet disagreement ensued, and the supervising nurse appeared, joining in the heated discussion, all in sotto voce tones. They kept looking at Lucie.


“What?” she finally called across the room, exasperated, and again, the incessant talker shushed. The head jerker, this time, remained silent, as if he, too, wondered what was going on.


Wait. Sotto voce. How did she know about that? It was a musical term, wasn’t it?


The nurse walked out from behind the desk toward Lucie, the man and woman at her heels.


“These people are from the TV station that ran your photo,” the nurse explained. “Somehow”—here she glared at the two people—“they got someone to let them in. They know about your fiancé coming today and are requesting an interview. We’re about to kick them out of here, but if you want to talk to them, you can, as long as it’s off hospital grounds. Or you can say no.”


The woman ignored her and turned to Lucie, smiling in a too eager way, extending her hand.


“Ann Howe, Bay News Eight. And this is my cameraman.”


Lucie didn’t shake her hand. Was this all just a big hoax, like the crackpot calls that came in after the TV newscast? She’d overheard the nurses talking about it; they didn’t seem to realize how their voices carried along the tile corridors.


They’d gossiped about all of the things Lucie had supposedly been up to during her time in the city. People had reported seeing her riding the bus and eating in a diner. Picking fruit from trees on Russian Hill. Giving money to panhandlers near Fisherman’s Wharf. But worse were the weirdos who claimed Lucie was the female Antichrist, a yuppie Cassandra, a murderer’s daughter.


Was the fiancé just someone’s sick idea of a joke, and now they were going to spring it on her for one of those cruel TV shows? She backed away from the woman, trying to escape.


The reporter looked excited. “We were so happy to be instrumental in helping your fiancé find you, and our viewers have taken a special interest in your story. Has Mr. Goodall arrived? The traffic on 101 was a nightmare, so we’re running a little—”


The nurse moved in front of the woman, arms up as if to shield Lucie, and the ward door opened once more.


A man entered alone. He was tall and lean with a mess of black hair, tanbark skin, the broad cheekbones of someone descended from Native people. He appeared to have dressed in a hurry, or without thinking: baggy cargo shorts hanging from his hips, a wrinkled white business shirt misbuttoned. He ignored everyone else and looked only at Lucie, and though she didn’t know his face, she felt a shift inside at the sight of him—an easing up, a sense of relaxation for the first time in three days. He saw her, really saw her. He strode quickly to her side.


“Roll, roll, roll,” the woman murmured to the cameraman. “My god, are you getting this? It’s incredible.”


The nurse ran to the desk and picked up a phone. “Security on eleven, please. Security on eleven.” Her voice echoed from overhead.


The dark-haired man was oblivious to the commotion, to everything but Lucie. His face twisted in emotion, his hands reached out as he arrived in front of her. She flinched, she must have, because he pulled back and wrapped his arms around his torso, saying, “Oh, Luce, oh god. I’m . . . I’m sorry.” Tears filled his eyes. It was extraordinary, she thought, and it made her own eyes well.


Lucie looked into his face. She saw intelligence there, tenderness in the expression lines and subtle creases at the corners of his mouth. She knew he wanted to comfort her, but he seemed to be the one who’d been hurt.


“It’s okay,” she said, more to make him stop crying than because it was. “Am I really . . . her? Me?”


“Lucie, of course it’s you.” He looked at her in disbelief. “God. Jesus. How can I . . . ?”


She didn’t know him at all, and yet, there was something that told her she did. “It’s okay,” she said again and reached out to embrace him, to let him embrace her. They stood together as if connected; their arms knew where to go, their bodies how to shift to accommodate the other. His cheek rested against her hair. Her head knew where to nest along his smooth neck; she inhaled and knew his scent. Lucie marveled at this, that their physical selves seemed to know each other so well, even though her mind was still trying to find clues to make it all fit.


Two security guards busted through the doors as if in a barroom scene of a Western, moving immediately to the cameraman and blocking his lens. The news reporter argued, the nurse yelled over her, and the man wept silently into Lucie’s ridiculous hair. He was real. He knew her. He loved her. And he was the only one who could help her figure out who she was.


“Shhh,” she whispered, stroking his back, letting her hands traverse the hills and valleys that were his shoulder blades and ribs and vertebrae. As if by instinct, the fingertips of her right hand fit themselves into a deep notch formed by the muscles just above the waistband of his shorts. Outside, while she hadn’t been looking, the fog had rolled back, leaving the sun to burn the city white as ash.


“Shhh,” she said again.
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what’s your name again?” she asked, her voice familiar and soothing against his ear. He’d just stopped crying, finally, but at that he lost it again. Lucie really didn’t know who he was.


“Uh, Grady,” he said, wondering if he should quit hugging her and shake her hand instead. Shake her shoulders, yell, “Lucie, wake up! It’s me!”


But he just said, “Goodall, Grady Goodall,” and stepped back.


She looked at him the same way she had five years before, when they first met at the aerospace job fair: that curious look women have when a man has been staring at them too long. And he had been staring at her that day, although nothing about her had been very descript until he got up close, and then everything was: the way light glowed from beneath her skin, the sea glass green of her eyes. She was taller than most women, slim and elegant. He hadn’t thought of another woman since, even when things were difficult between them. Lucie wasn’t the easiest person to love, but Grady had a feeling he wasn’t, either.


“How old am I?” she asked now, her fingers drifting to her forehead. She was the same, so much the same, even without her hair fixed or her makeup on, her freckles exposed. She’d lost weight; her clothes were no longer formfitting, but still. She looked like herself, only she wasn’t.


“Your birthday’s in two months. September fourth.” Oh, man, he thought. How would she take this? For the past five years, she’d been increasingly freaked out about turning forty. “We’re having a big party, because, well . . .”


Lucie leaned her head at him in a way he’d never seen before. She was curious, that’s all, curious why he’d paused.


“Because it’s your fortieth,” he continued, “and, well, because that’s our wedding day.” They’d scheduled a happy event to counteract the dreaded birthday, though it hadn’t worked out that way. That’s why she’d run, as far as he knew—to avoid the whole thing. To put as much distance between the two of them as she could. It was the only reason that made sense to him.


Lucie’s brows rose. “Oh,” she said.


She was surprised, but he couldn’t tell if this made her happy or angry, if she thought it was a good thing or a bad one. Here he’d spent five years trying to learn her every expression and squint and lip tightening, so he’d know how to react, how to please, how to love her best, and he could no longer even pretend to read her face. Dissociative fugue was what she had, according to the doctor on the phone, a serious disorder brought on by emotional trauma, but this Lucie seemed far less emotionally traumatized than he’d ever seen her.


A woman and man were being hustled out of the ward by uniformed guards. Grady had never been on a psych ward, but he’d expected this kind of thing. The woman yelled, “Grady! Tell your friends and family how it feels to have found Lucie safe and unharmed!”


“What?” he asked, looking from the reporter to Lucie as it dawned on him. How the hell had they found out he’d be here? But it figured. The media had latched on to his story like big fat ticks, like the bloodsucking vampires they were.


Lucie turned toward the reporter. “This is private. Please, leave us alone.” There was none of the old Lucie ire in her voice, but it was a forceful enough statement. The two disappeared through the door, and Grady wished he’d been able to be that effective with reporters for the past week.


The nurses turned away, shaking their heads, clearing the other patients out of the room. Then they, too, found other places to be.


Finally, he was alone with Lucie for what felt like the first time.


She walked to a chair with an open magazine lying on it, picked it up, and sat down, indicating for him to sit as well. Should he sit next to her? Across from her? No, that was too far for private conversation. He chose the chair at a ninety-degree angle.


“Anything interesting in there?” he asked, nodding at the magazine, trying to contain his legs so that his toe didn’t touch her foot, or his knee bump her knee. It was an old National Geographic, definitely not her kind of magazine. Lucie loved design, loved fashion and highbrow stuff. What she was doing with him, he’d never known.


“Yes,” she said, but didn’t explain. “May I ask you questions?”


“Yeah. Yes. Of course.” His voice rose and sank; his fingers flexed and released. He was missing his swim; it was the hour he always swam. He longed for the cool blue void, embracing him in the silent way that calmed him. Water had been his place for as long as he could remember, a quiet escape from the loud family of women he loved but would never understand. Growing up, he’d spent most of his free time swimming in the community pool and, in summer, swimming in the bone-numbing waters of the Puget Sound. In high school he’d been on the swim team, and he went to the University of Washington on a partial swimming scholarship. For the past week—when he wasn’t out looking for Lucie, or making phone calls, or tacking up flyers—he’d submerged himself in the lap pool at the gym, staying under as long as he could, coming up only when his lungs screamed for air.


“How long have I been gone?” she asked.


A lifetime, he could have said. An eternity. “Eight days, almost nine,” he answered, like it was a casual thing. Eight days, twenty-two hours, and sixteen minutes, he didn’t say.


She startled, her cheeks flushing. “Really? But I only got here three days ago.” Her brows pinched together and down, a more familiar look: Lucie dismayed. “This is all so . . .” She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, they were filled with tears. The old Lucie didn’t cry. “I’m sorry,” she said. “This is all just happening so fast, and I have no idea where I’ve been, or . . .” She drew a breath. “Do you know why I came to San Francisco? Why I was in the water?”


He shook his head; if only he did. He put his hands over his heart. “You’ve been right here,” he said, feeling idiotic and corny, but it was true and the words were coming out before he could reel them back. It was as if some inner version of him had woken to soothe this seemingly gentle and sad person. “You’ve been here with me the whole time, Luce. I swear.”


She looked at him the way a dog might look at its owner: with caring and curiosity, but also with the detachment of another species. “This has been hard for you,” she said. “My being gone.”


But not hard for her, he realized. Her pain now came from not knowing herself. As far as their relationship went, she’d been wiped clean, no sorrows or regrets or pain or even anger anymore. He was almost jealous.


Embarrassed, he pulled out the photos he’d brought. The doctor had said they might help her remember. “They said I should bring these. There’s a few of you and me at a fund-raiser we went to for your work . . .”


She took them, and he noticed she wasn’t wearing her ring, the full-carat number that was so expensive she’d offered to go in on it with him. She hadn’t parted from it since she opened the little blue box the previous Valentine’s Day, but now it seemed to be gone, unless the hospital had it in safekeeping.


She was going through the pictures too fast. She’d loved the photos of them all dressed up at that big gala, and now she just shuffled them to the back without really looking.


“And that’s you with all my family, and then one with just my mom, and, uh, yeah, that’s my niece . . .”


“Are you—is your family Native American? Or . . .”


She knew this, he thought, then shook his head. She didn’t.


“My dad was from the Puyallup tribe. My mom’s Irish. The rest of us are mutts.” He attempted a smile.


She looked up. “Where’s my family?”


He hadn’t thought this through. Of course she’d ask that. He drew a breath.


“Your parents died when you were fifteen.” He had to tell her. She needed to know.


She flinched, but didn’t ask for details. “How about other relatives? I must have some—”


“Your aunt. She raised you after that, but you don’t like her and you’re not in touch anymore. I’ve never met her.” He knew nothing about her past, really. These were the only things she’d ever divulged about her childhood.


“Oh,” she said, swallowing, then straightened the photos into a neat pile. “I have to ask you something more personal.”


Like none of this had been. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Shoot.”


She leaned her head at him again in that new way. “Do I have a birthmark?”


His eyes went hot again. “The top of your right thigh. Three dots in a row.” Three scars, Grady knew, pink and raised, each the size of a cigarette tip. “It’s not a birthmark, but you won’t talk about it. You get mad when I ask, actually, so I quit trying.”


“Oh,” she said, her eyes widening, then “oh” again, but she kept asking questions.


Lucie didn’t seem nearly as disoriented as Grady felt, talking about her as if she were some other person. Of course she wanted to know everything that had happened the day she went missing. He told her, as best he could, leaving out a few parts. He wasn’t proud of that, but she’d returned to him in a way that suggested a new beginning, even though it might all go wrong again. For now, though, he could hope.


THE DAY SHE disappeared should have been a happy one for them. Lucie was going downtown to have her first fitting at Lana Tang’s, the designer she’d always dreamed would make her wedding dress.


Now, Grady considered how much he should tell her about the fight they’d had. He’d been stupid and gone out drinking after work the night before with a couple of Boeing underlings, had too much, and come home late and fallen asleep on the couch. When he woke she was staring at him, angry.


“Do you want out of this thing or what?” She meant the wedding. She meant being with her. The worst part was she was right; that’s what he was thinking. They’d been fighting almost constantly as Lucie freaked out over every wedding detail, and he’d seriously wondered if they should just call the whole thing off. Hence the drinking. Hence the sleeping on the couch. But he decided not to tell her that now, not here, when they’d just been reunited and she looked so fragile and tired.


Instead he said, “We were stressed out about the wedding, and everything else, and we got into an argument before you left.” It was a form of the truth, an extreme minimization of the events. He couldn’t risk losing her again—his time alone without her had set in concrete his desire to be with her, to love and honor and cherish no matter what, and all of this had been a pretty damn big what. Absence hadn’t just made his heart grow fonder; it had made him realize that every good thing in his life had happened because of Lucie—he’d become more of a man with her in the past five years than in all the thirty-seven years before he met her.


In spite of her faults, her sharp tongue and impatience with him, he knew the soft Lucie beneath, too, the Lucie who’d somehow been so damaged in childhood she couldn’t even talk about it. That was the Lucie he’d always loved and wanted to make happy, and he wondered if maybe that was the Lucie who’d emerged from the harder shell of the old one. Grady had always been an honest man, honest to a fault, but he’d never been given such a free pass at a second chance. He wouldn’t lie. He’d just be selective about which parts he told her, and not only in his favor. Hell, no. Lucie had gone berserk before she left.


“So, we had a fight, and you left early for your appointment. I should have made you stay, Luce, that’s what I should have done, until we worked it out.” Saying it, he realized it was true. He should have. “But you left so fast, and I wasn’t thinking. I was mad.”


“What day was it?”


She cared only about facts, it seemed, but it was a relief.


“Tuesday.”


“I mean the date.”


“June twenty-eighth.” Grady still felt sick at those words. “Tuesday, June twenty-eighth.”


“Did I make it to the appointment?” Lucie asked. “With the dressmaker?”


Grady shook his head. “Her assistant called about an hour later to ask if you were still coming. That’s when I knew something was wrong. You love that designer, man. You drive by her store downtown just to look in the window and see what’s new, and you slow way down”—here he couldn’t help smiling—“and the other cars get all pissed off and honk, but my Lucie, she doesn’t care, she just—”


“What’s the designer’s name again?” she asked, and Grady felt his shoulders slump.


“Lana Tang.”


“Oh. Right.” She stared at a spot in the carpet, then looked up. “I’m really into all that stuff, huh? Like this?” She plucked at her suit jacket.


He shrugged. “Yeah. You like nice things.”


“Like what else?”


He shifted in the chair. The seat cushions were thin, and the chair too small, and the space between him and Lucie too close not to touch, but he kept his legs tight against the chair frame.


“I don’t know. You just love shopping. You always say it’s cheaper than a psychiatrist.” Shit. Why had he said that?


She grimaced but continued. “So, then what happened? When you heard I hadn’t gone to the dress shop?”


Dress shop. It was something his mother would say.


“I got in my car and drove the route I thought you would have. I should’ve called the police right away, but I thought maybe you’d broken down or something, had a flat tire.”


She nodded. “That would make sense.”


He sighed. He’d known she’d left him. He did drive around looking for her, leaving text and voice messages on her cell phone, knowing it was futile, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. You don’t call the police because your girlfriend leaves you, when you’ve been a complete asshole and deserve every ounce of her fury. It wasn’t until they found her car that he realized something even worse had happened.


“And then the police called. Your car was abandoned in a loading zone, unlocked, and your wallet was on the passenger seat, but it had been stripped.” He knew she’d withdrawn six hundred dollars for the designer. Her credit cards were overextended; they always were, but Grady didn’t mention that.


Lucie gasped. “I was robbed? Abducted? I keep thinking something like that must have happened, that maybe I was hit over the head or something, or . . .” Her voice faded. They both knew she had no injuries, no physical trauma of any kind. She’d had every kind of exam and test available, it seemed, to check her brain, her internal organs. Her heart and her head, Grady thought. Uninjured but not unaltered.


He continued. “Well, that’s what we thought happened, too, at first. The weird thing was that they found the car by the train station. Not the designer’s.”


Though Grady had wondered if she’d boarded a train to somewhere, it just seemed too illogical. Why take a train when you have a perfectly good car? It made no sense, but nothing that had happened did. So while both dreading and waiting for whatever horrible news was to come (Had she been kidnapped? Was she injured? Jesus Christ . . . alive?) he scoured the train schedules and tables to keep the uglier thoughts at bay. He tried to remember if she’d ever talked about taking a trip anywhere, but they’d only discussed going to Hawaii that winter for their honeymoon. Did she have friends elsewhere, in other cities? Not that he knew of. The only relative she had was her aunt, who lived up near Everett, and Lucie had never expressed desire to see her again. Just the opposite, in fact.


After five long days, the police finally tracked her through Amtrak records to Sacramento. Why had it taken them so long, he demanded, but got no satisfying answers. Although they didn’t say it, he knew they thought she was just trying to get the hell away from him. Their interest in the case waned. There was no other suspicious activity. Her credit cards had not been used, by her or anyone. Grady hadn’t canceled them, just in case she needed them, but he’d kept a close eye on their activity. Nothing. Her driver’s license was discovered the next day in the lost and found at Seattle’s King Street Station. She’d only needed it to purchase the ticket, not to board the train.


Grady immediately called the Sacramento Police Department to report that his missing fiancée might be there, just in case the Seattle authorities hadn’t. The next available flight to Sacramento wasn’t until the following day—should he drive? Take the (dear god) train? And then what? Wander the city, calling “Lucie, Lucie,” as if he were looking for a lost dog? Fuck, he thought. What the fuck am I supposed to do?


He was beginning to wonder if maybe she had just run away to start a new life, and so he did what he always did when life felt beyond hopeless: he called Dory, his youngest and most understanding sister. Should he let Lucie go or keep looking for her? he asked her on the phone, but thank god, Dory said, “Kahkwa pelton,” the old Chinook phrase their father had used when he thought they were being too silly or stupid. Very little of his language had stuck with his offspring, but this expression resounded often at family gatherings.


“Of course you have to keep looking for her,” Dory said. “I’ll go to Sacramento with you. We’ll get on the news there, so people know to be looking for her,” she said, even though he knew she couldn’t get the time off at work. “We’ll find her, Grady, we will.”


And he’d booked the tickets for the next day, and printed hundreds more flyers to post in Sacramento. Just two hours before they were scheduled to leave, the Seattle detective called Grady with news of a woman who’d been found in the San Francisco Bay.


At first Grady thought the woman had drowned, hearing that, and had grim visions of having to visit a morgue to identify the remains. But of course, the woman had only been knee-deep. Grady didn’t believe it could be Lucie. She’d never do that. Not his Lucie, who was always in such control of, well, everything. And then he clicked the link to the Bay News 8 story and saw the green-tinged police photo that was Lucie but not Lucie: disheveled, dirty, scared. He grieved almost as deeply as if she had drowned, seeing her that way, frightened and alone. It had taken an interminable day and a half to convince the authorities that he was her fiancé.


“Do you remember being on the train?” he asked her now.


Lucie looked at her lap and shook her head.


Surely she’d taken the bus from Sacramento to San Francisco. She’d done a lot of things after leaving their house, and it seemed impossible she couldn’t remember any of it, but Grady needed to believe her.


Her hands fidgeted, picking at the edges of the suit jacket sleeves. For the first time, he noticed broken fingernails, the raw skin of her palms. He tried to imagine what she’d had to do to survive and couldn’t let himself. All Grady knew was that he needed to take her home, to draw a hot bath, the way she liked it, with bath salts and almond oil. To feed her soup. To hold her and whisper to her that she would always be safe with him, always, from now on.


“Can you come back tomorrow?” She looked up. “Maybe we could talk more then.”


Her upper lip had beaded with sweat. She stood.


“Oh.” Grady stood, too. “I thought you’d want to get out of here. Go home.” He had to stop himself from taking her arm and steering her out of that place into fresh air, away from the other patients, who were disturbed and maybe even violent, but she shook her head.


“I just need a little . . . time.”


“Oh,” he said. “Okay. So, tomorrow. Maybe nine, ten in the morning?” Lucie was an insomniac, usually falling asleep in the predawn hours.


“Make it seven,” she said. “I can’t sleep once the sun’s up. It’s too weird.” She leaned close to whisper, “The people in here are all crazy.”


He closed his eyes at the smell of her skin. It was her smell, her skin, her voice, and he reveled in it. In so many ways, she was still his Lucie.


He opened his eyes. He was alone.





four


helen
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the children shouted and ran about the room, more boisterous than usual this afternoon, and Helen knew her days working with them were numbered. She no longer had the strength or stamina to chase down the troublemakers, or lift a crying child out of the fray. It used to be it was the boys who were unruly, but these days the girls were just as wild.


The Tulalip Boys and Girls Club relied on volunteers like Helen: retired schoolteachers and professionals, many who’d fled the city for tall trees and blue water in the smaller towns of northwestern Washington. Helen had lived near the Tulalip Reservation most of her adult life, however, settling there with her late husband, Edward Ten Hands, nearly forty years before. She’d miscarried five times, then stopped trying, her sister telling her it wasn’t such a bad thing to be a favorite aunt instead. With no children to raise, Helen got her teaching certification, like a booby prize, and taught kindergarten through second grade at Tulalip Elementary for nearly thirty years.
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“A wonderful book; lovely ... just perfect.”
—Garth Stein, New York Times bestselling author






