














PRAISE FOR Hidden


“Jaskunas creates a hauntingly intricate weave of events in his first novel, which has the quality of a fever dream. … As much as Hidden is a novel of suspense, it is also an elegant exploration of vulnerability when it’s seeded by guilt and loss.”


—The New York Daily News


“Tautly written … No simple story of good and evil, this novel keeps you guessing. … Hidden is a well-told story of what an experience like Maggie’s would feel like from the inside—how it might feel to no longer trust your memory.”


—BookPage


“Hidden is a far better book than Ian McEwan’s Atonement, another novel that took on the subject of truth and memory.”


—LA Weekly


“A beautifully written, haunting, and ultimately hopeful story of what’s true and what’s not.”


—Washingtonian


“At the heart of this insightful, atmospheric novel are the complexities of truth.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A literary novel of mystery and suspense … a prickly, unnerving tale that’s perfect for a summer read.”


—Pages


“Jaskunas, a man writing in first person as a woman, gets a grip on your sleeve from the first line.”


—The Honolulu Advertiser


“The sophisticated and sinuous Hidden, one of the most hyped books of the summer, deserves the acclaim.”


—Metro New York


“Hidden has created an early buzz in the book world, and for good reason. Jaskunas has written a page-turner with psychological depths that resonate long afterwards. Hidden reads like a thriller and lingers like literature.”


—The Buffalo News


“Hidden is a joy to read: the prose, line by line, is breathtaking, the characters come alive in all their complexity, the plot drives to a conclusion both shocking and inevitable. Hidden is a truly wonderful debut.”


—Dan McCall, author of Jack the Bear and Triphammer


“This remarkable debut novel from a fine young writer deals on a high level with issues of memory, love, and guilt.”


—Alison Lurie, author of Imaginary Friends and Foreign Affairs


“Good news: Paul Jaskunas is here, and he’s a wonderful new voice in fiction, lyrical, smart, and frightening. Hidden moves us past mere trauma to the very heart of a woman all but murdered. We watch, spellbound, as her intelligence and sensitivity and pure grace float her back again to the world of the living, where there’s a mystery to solve, and even deeper wounds to heal.”


—Bill Roorbach, author of The Smallest Color and Big Bend


“Jaskunas’s masterful prose casts a spell on the reader. He transports you from reader to dreamer—then awakens you with a jolt. The truth.”


—Nanci Kincaid, author of Balls and Verbena


“Hidden is a beautifully written and intriguing novel, one that takes us into the world of a woman traumatized, a woman fighting quietly for her life.”


—Kim Wozencraft, author of Rush


‘“All a lie needs is telling,’ Paul Jaskunas writes, and his thoughtful narrator, Maggie Wilson, is living proof. She peels away the layers surrounding her own near-murder and resurrection so calmly it gives you chills. Hidden is a shifty, low-key thriller, half Spellbound, half Daphne du Maurier.”


—Stewart O’Nan, author of The Night Country


“Hidden is a page-turner: poignant and powerful. I was transfixed by the tale Paul Jaskunas has written, and haunted by Maggie Wilson, the wondrous heroine he has given us.”


—Chris Bohjalian, author of Midwives and Idyll Banter
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Part One








Summer 1996


At three-twenty in the morning, I am unconscious on the floor, and Jacobs and Castle are coming in their car.


The almanac says there is a quarter moon. The newspapers say it is partly cloudy. The house the police car approaches is mostly dark, except for the entryway light glowing from the open door and guestroom window to the left. My neighbor, an old man in his pajamas, stands on my porch waving frantically at the car.


Entering, the officers walk around broken glass, spilled juice, an overturned wicker basket of flowers. They hustle down a hall and into the guestroom, where there is an oak bed with four brass posts. At the foot of this bed I lie on the floor, my body curled on its side. Hair covers my face, and my left foot twitches at the ankle, tapping the bedpost softly.


Castle will write in the report: “Victim wearing white nightgown, bloodied but intact.”


I am proud of this room because of the bed, which I slept in as a child in my girlhood home, but most of all because of the painting by Nate’s grandfather hanging on the wall. It’s of our house, but more than our house. Standing before a lush forest, this gray Victorian home with its stained glass and red lattice has the gloss and glare of a vision that lacks nothing, that is complete and unified according to its own austerity and the generosity of its rooms. Out front, in the flowerbeds, marigolds bristle in the sun, and a boy and dog run through the grass. Nate says it’s him, though it is hard to tell. The boy is just a few strokes of the brush.


When they find me, I am still breathing. My pulse is slow. I have three wounds.


The house around me is not so brilliant as the picture. The gray paint has blistered in the heat, and the lattice, dulled by dust, is encased in spider silk. The marigolds have since been replaced with red impatiens that all summer have suffered neglect and wilted in the hot Indiana sun. The forest behind the house hides a ravine seething with crickets. Its tangled trees, crawling with vines, hold the night in their limbs.


The first cut is a laceration an inch below my left clavicle. The second, a long tear on my upper arm. The third, a deep gash, arcs from the top of my crown to the left side of my forehead, which is pressed against the carpet when the officers arrive.


“Intruder probably entered thru front door, seized/struggled w/ victim in entryway, forced her into 1st flr. b.r. on north side of house. Victim unconscious and bleeding.”


When I think of myself on the floor, I imagine myself as a little girl. I can see her curled up on her side, her face and gown softened by the moon. Her fingers innocently grope, as if for an imagined Teddy, as her foot moves gently back and forth. I don’t see her blood. I don’t feel the pain. She is only sleeping in the moonlight, waiting for someone to touch her and say, “Stop dreaming, Maggie. It’s time to wake up.”





Summer 2002


In New Harmony, I’m a local eccentric. You spy me in the grocer’s and almost recall my story—something to do with a trial, the Dukes, a senseless crime. I might make you look twice, being a scandal of sorts, and you probably try to avoid my gaze.


Today I’m in Peterson’s searching for dinner. In this catchall pantry of a market, cans of Dinty Moore Stew collect dust along with cartons of night crawlers and shotgun shells. By the beer coolers, two teenage boys gossip about me. One says to the other, Isn’t she the one with a hole in her head? Something like that, says his friend.


In this town there are no secrets, not when you’re the village freak. Moments like these steal my appetite. I give up on dinner and head for the door. Once safe in my car, I stare through the storefront window at the boys, strangers to me, yet familiar with their John Deere caps perched high on their heads, sunburned skin, and pimply faces. Young men in this part of Indiana all seem to look the same. I know nothing about them, yet they know too much about me. If I had a hole in my head, I’d crawl inside it and disappear.


I tear out of the lot. In the mood for a drive, I don’t take the direct route home but turn at random down a gravel lane that winds for miles through the corn. Such roads are where I sometimes live. When you make your home in the country between one town and another, you have to drive a long ways almost every day. The car time is quiet, ruminative. The hours are full of haze and skunk. Sometimes, at dusk, when the muggy clouds mass low to the earth and no cars are in sight, I like to get lost. I rattle down weed-choked roads, into acres of land I didn’t know were there, past rusty oracles, an abandoned church and its cemetery, a junkyard of pickups sinking into the mud.


Mine is a secretive country. It was settled by people who came here to hide. Utopians who thought the end was near, they traveled from Germany centuries ago to make a home in the wilderness, where the fire and brimstone wouldn’t touch them. The end never came, but they left their mark. Not far from New Harmony is their labyrinth of hedges. The locals keep it pruned, and sometimes I go there when I’m upset. I now take a haphazard route around the county’s dusty perimeter and park by the labyrinth’s edge.


The good Christian was to commune with God as he made his way through the maze. I don’t know about that, but if you go in the evening when no one’s about, the labyrinth can be a peaceful place as it’s surrounded by woods and corn. Children have forced holes in the hedges, so it’s easy to walk from the outside straight to the brick hut in the center. To ignore the holes and pretend you have to find your own way can make you feel foolish. It helps to close your eyes and follow the path with a hand in the bush. I do this now. I concentrate on the sound of my feet on the soil, the breeze on my face, as I walk slowly through the maze. I let myself wind around corners, drifting away from the center, toward it, away again. In time, the labyrinth becomes more comfortable. I am only walking and breathing and learning the way. I feel the knot loosening, and my feet know before I do that I’ve arrived.


In all of Posey County, there’s no place where you may feel so alone as you do in the center of the labyrinth at sunset. There is no noise but for the crickets in the trees, and as darkness gathers, June bugs float from the rings of hedges all around you and glow in the humid air. I go inside the brick hut and sit down on a bench. The blue paint on the walls peels off in shreds, and in the rafters is a hornet’s nest. I’ve never seen a hornet emerge from it, but always it seems the gray, papery tumor may explode with black wings and buzzing above me. Still, I take my time here and try to remember how it was before. How I used to feel about myself on a lovely July night like this. I was not always a creature who sought solace in secret places. I had enthusiasms and friends. I recall swimming in a quarry pool, diving deep and touching rock, bursting through the water’s surface to find stars above, a boy on the bank waiting to kiss me. That was college, less than a decade ago. Before Nate and marriage and so much more. For just a year and a half, I was a Duke. Now I’m a Wilson again and twenty-eight, but not the same girl I used to be.


For example, I never knew this trembling around my eyes. This summer, I’ve had the seizures almost weekly. One is coming now. It pulses softly at first, a kind of summoning, a storm gathering a long ways off. The right side of my vision fractures like a stained-glass window, and the colors roil into an elliptical, throbbing chaos. The weightless mass of light and shadow burrows inside my brain. It’s as if my head is bound in bridle and bit, and someone is jerking at the reins. To brace myself, I dig my fingers into the bench, place a hand on the wall, but there’s no stopping it. I am thrown to my knees. I let myself go down and convulse in the dust.


In a couple of minutes the seizure subsides. A hole in my head or not, I’m medicated. I get up from the ground and sit on the bench, brushing the dust from my legs. That’s when I hear the child’s voice.


“Are you all right?”


I look up and see in the doorway a boy with scabs on his knees. He’s staring at me, frankly curious. I must have been a startling sight, a skinny young woman twitching on the ground. “I’m fine.”


“Do you live here?”


“I’m only visiting, like you.”


“I think you really do live here. I think you’re a fairy,” he says with a hop. “This is your hideout, and you’re going to give me three wishes.” A high giggle rises up from his tummy. He happily strides into the hut like he’s going to move in himself.


Something about a seizure—you feel a bit remade after each one, energized, and it seems I’ve the power to grant a wish or two. “So,” I say, “what will they be?”


“I wish you could live in a magic castle,” says the boy, flashing me an elfin smile.


“I think I can handle that. And your second wish?”


“That I could be a prince inside the castle with you.” He jumps onto the bench and beams at me.


“Granted,” I say. “And one more. Be careful to choose what you really want.”


“A great big bird to fly away to the castle on,” he says, throwing up his little arms like wings.


I hear the mother coming. She ducks her head in, a squat woman with fearful eyes. “Don’t bother the lady, Will,” she snaps at her son.


Ignoring her, I pat the boy on his head and say, “It was very nice to meet you, Mr. Will. Will you take care of the maze for me? I have to go now.”


I take my time walking back to the car. I could use a new castle, I think, and certainly a bird to carry me, but the prince I’d do without. I’ve had one already in this life, and it’s to his castle, my home, I must return now.


Passing through fields fragrant with summer rot, I soon come to my sprawling gray farmhouse. Standing alone against a forested ravine, it can take on a haunted look at night, and so to cheer myself I sometimes leave the lights blazing when I’m gone. Now the windows are lit up, and you might expect to find inside a bustling family sitting down to a country dinner. The rooms are empty, though, and so I look elsewhere for company.


In the cottage next to my house lives an old bachelor named Manny. He’s sitting on his porch, as he always does this time of day.


“Thought you’d never show up,” he says when I walk over. “The mosquitoes are drinking up all your gin.”


The cocktail he’s made me sits next to the rocking chair, on an overturned crate. He greets me with a kiss on the cheek, as if we haven’t seen each other in months.


“Hello, lover boy.”


“I like the ring of that.”


We settle down, and the radio’s talking about boys blown to bits in Afghan caves. It’s been a summer of distant explosions and talk of more war. We lighten up our daily dose with stiff drinks. Every day he carefully parts his white, silken hair in anticipation of my coming. He dabs cologne behind his ears and prepares his porch with a bucket of ice and lime wedges and tonic water. He always has plenty of gin.


Grateful for it, I drink his offering. I look through the trees dividing his property from mine. He is not so far away that he wouldn’t hear noises through an open window, I think.


I ask him, “Manny, can you try to remember something for me? Can you try to remember what woke you that night?”


“Not again,” he groans. “It was my bladder, it was the wind, it was the Holy Ghost!”


He reaches over to turn up the radio.


“Was it a car? Was there a car door slamming?”


“This is a hell of a sunset we’re having.”


“I’m asking you a question.”


“And I’m avoiding it. Drink your gin and watch the goddamn sun go down for once in your life.”


He smiles at himself and smacks his lips. Were it not for the transistor, the creaking of his rocker, it would be quiet here the way it’s quiet in wilderness. We are lost in low hills in the Wabash Valley. The corn fields are oceans, the crows our gulls, that radio tower a kind of lighthouse. We have been talking about war and recession and baseball. We’ve been talking about whatever comes along in the radio waves. But sometimes I make Manny talk about the past.


“Why can’t you remember?” I say.


“Why can’t you stop?”


I give up, sip my gin, and watch the goddamn sun as instructed. Manny turns off the radio.


“You stew too much. I can see how you stew. You know what I think?”


He thinks I should buy a plane ticket to the Caribbean. He thinks I should get laid on some beach and lose myself to a foreign city. Every Sunday he reads from the travel section of the newspaper descriptions of Bali, Morocco, Australia.


“When the time comes and you die, it’ll all come out in the wash,” he says. “What happened, why, how. But it’ll be a thin story in the breeze. It won’t matter one bit. Just a rumor in the breeze, whistling by, like the rest of your life.”


I don’t want to hear this. Manny doesn’t have any idea.


“A breeze, Maggie. Maggie out on a breeze.”


I wrap my arms around myself. “You think I don’t know what happened.”


Manny says nothing. He is afraid to answer.


“I do know.”


“Fine, then, you know. You’re still getting drunk on a porch with a seventy-six-year-old man.”


I laugh.


“You’re impossible,” he says. “I see how you stew. Let it all go away like a robin in winter.”


“Robins come back.”


“Don’t be smart.”


He tells me I’m skinny and should eat more, a common complaint, and struggles to his feet to find me a hot dog. Watching him limp, I think that perhaps I love Manny because he is weaker than I. He needs me at least as much as I need him. In the mornings, I take him on the walks his doctor has prescribed. I find him at dawn spreading chicken feed on the dirt around his untidy coop, where a rooster and two hens reside. These birds are Manny’s confidants, his family. He tells them about the adventures of his past, mumbling. I come to him and say, “Manny, why are you talking to the chickens?”


“Because they’re my girls.”


I take his hand and lead him slowly to the ravine behind our houses. We walk the heavily rooted path that slants into the high maples. Here it is shady and cool, and at the bottom is a parched creek. We make our way along the bed, hunting for the raspberries we know are here. As we eat them, he talks about his past—war days, Pacific memories like flashes of lightning illuminating his youth, and an Indiana girl who left him. I don’t know much about Manny. He is a longtime divorcé, childless, who once taught high school and sold hardware before retiring to his abandoned farmhouse. He loved and loves women, brags about fantastical conquests in far-off cities I’m not convinced he’s been to. At the end of our walks, he thanks me with fresh eggs and tells me I’m his beauty.


“One hot dog with everything,” he says, coming out to the porch. “Do I take care of you, or what?” He hands me the unwelcome treat on a plate. I will nibble at it to humor him.


The sky darkens to a deep blue velvet, and soon the news will be over. I should say good night and go to bed, but I don’t want to be alone. I think of how during the day, Manny is often not at home. He is playing blackjack on the riverboat casino or reading Jack London stories to children in the public school where he volunteers. And when he is home, he is fooling around with his guitar, or woodworking in the garage, and would he hear a noise if I was in trouble? Would I have time to call for help? Would I want help?


“He’s free,” I say.


“Who?”


“Nate. He’s moving to Louisville.”


“Louisville’s a long way off.”


“Two hours, if that. That’s not far. It’s a trip you could take on a whim,” I say.


Manny turns his face to me, close enough that I can smell the gin and cologne. “I’m sure as hell not losing sleep,” he says. “You losing sleep?”


It’s no use lying to Manny, one reason I like him. “I am.”


“Like a robin in winter,” he tries again.


I walk home in the near dark, through high summer grass I’m too lazy to mow. All around me, in my backyard, dandelions sprout in clumps. Maple saplings loom here and there, and at the edge of the yard, where fireflies fade and burn, you can see the forest encroaching, floating its spores into the grass. By August, the bramble will be at my door.


The cool buzz of the gin is a blessing I’ve come to crave. One drink more, and I could face what’s inside. Boxes and binders and stacks of history.


Today I picked up the copy of the case file, The People v. Nathan Duke, 1996. It was a big case. It’s standing in white towers in cardboard boxes inside my dining room. Transcripts, affidavits, police reports, motions, countermotions, crime scene photos. And last week I went to the newspaper offices after hours and made copies of clips about the trial. That’s not to mention what I found in the house. My journals, for instance, the wedding license, photos from the ceremony and reception. From the file cabinet: the house deed and car loan papers and bank account statements. You don’t know what might count in the end, what detail might reveal some fact you need, so I gathered every record of our married lives. Electricity bills, photo albums, Christmas cards. I put it all in the dining room.


I go inside, and the sudden brightness of the kitchen makes my head throb. Sweating, I stand at the sink and splash water on my face and arms. I sometimes touch the scar beneath my shoulder-length blond curls and trace its trajectory from the top of my crown to the top of my forehead. I do this now. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s that when people tell you you’ve no control over your mind, you start thinking of yourself as flesh and bone, and there’s comfort in resignation. The doctors say I’ve invented certain recollections out of half-fact. They say we do this all the time, even people who haven’t been hit with a rock.


Standing in the kitchen, I can feel the pressure of my life sitting in the dining room, behind the door. It’s waiting for me, the snapshots of the two of us in Maine, the good times on the beach. I can see for myself he was a handsome man with a winning smile, and I had a nice figure, and our bank account was full. I can understand what happened is a tragedy, and I am one of its victims.


But I’m suspended in the tragic action.


I walk through the door into the dining room and switch on the light. The documents are still here, standing in tall, imposing stacks, like a load left in the night by unwelcome visitors. Soon I’m going to go through everything.


Since the news in the spring I see Rita Corelli, my therapist, once a week in the afternoon. She works in Evansville, the city on the Ohio River about a half hour from my house. When I go there I never drive the most direct route, but take rarely traveled roads. I go easy around the curves and look at the fields. There is a rusty bridge along the way over a small creek, and once I stopped there. I got out and looked at the sunlight shining through the water, onto the smooth rocks and the coppery backs of crawdads moving stealthily beneath them. I take my time because to talk to Rita I need to feel close to myself, alone though not lonely, so I can speak about what happened and not be afraid.


I don’t usually want to go, but once I’m there, I feel better. In the afternoon her office is full of light, so all Rita’s jewelry shines back at me-—long, silver earrings, turquoise bracelets. Slender and lithe in silk and suede, she moves with the pleasing assurance of a dancer. Seated on the edge of her chair, with unwavering intensity, Rita hears every word I say.


We are talking about the day this April when the media broke the news about Benjamin Hodge. While in prison, he confessed to prosecutors that he’d attacked a woman named Maggie Duke nearly six years ago. Once the press found out, Nate and I were the center of attention again.


“Do you remember the kind of day it was then?”


“It was a clear day, completely clear. The weather was cool and snappy.”


“Did you go to work?”


“No. In the morning I went on a long drive to nowhere to avoid the phone calls from reporters. By the time I got back it was dark, and that night I watched the news.”


She says nothing, as she always does when I fall silent too quickly. She looks at me dead on, her eyes bright with interest, not pity. I have often thought she is beautiful.


“Just to see. I was curious. I wanted to know who he was, what he looked like. I didn’t care about the story itself. I knew what it was, and didn’t believe it, so I turned the sound down all the way. I sat very still and thought about how it’s only news, only television, and none of it matters. So I saw him. Ben Hodge came on the screen, and I watched.”


“How did he look to you?”


“He was in an orange prison suit. He was real tall and skinny and wore tinted glasses. The news kept replaying the same footage—him walking from some government building with cuffs on, toward a van, then ducking into the van. He looked at the camera as he went. They kept replaying this, about four times. I remember his walk was very awkward—he sort of slouched, he seemed uncomfortable with himself. And I didn’t recognize him. I’d never seen him in my life.”


“Was there anything else about the newscast you remember?”


“There was footage from the trial—Nate and his lawyers, me in a green dress with the prosecutor, leaving the courthouse. I looked scared. I wouldn’t face the cameras. Seeing that on television, I could feel very sorry for the girl and her troubles, as if I was watching someone else. When the segment was over, I didn’t turn off the TV. I kept watching through the sports and the weather, and the national news and the entertainment news. I let the TV roll on without sound, and I didn’t get up from the couch. While watching, I decided I was going to be strong. I’d get to the bottom of it. The thing was, Rita, the most important thing, like a stone sitting in my gut, was that I’d never seen that man.”


My head’s down. Sometimes when I ramble I can’t look at her, so I look at my hands like I’ve got to convince my own flesh of something. I often get hot and tearful inside when I talk to her, though right now I’m being good and strong. I look up and meet her gaze, so she knows it.


Then I tell her how I’ve copied all the court documents. I tell her I’m thinking I’ll go through them soon.


“And you feel that’s necessary?” She shows no judgment.


“Yes.”


“Tell me why.”


I look at my hands. I’m searching for the right words, and this isn’t easy. There are not many words for instincts.


“To get close to it all. To know it close, so I own every little fact, because I deserve to. And to justify what I did.”


“What did you do?”


I keep looking at my hands.


“I don’t know.”


This is a lie. I know what I did. I told the only version of events I was aware of, and I did not do so weakly. I spoke from the gut, throwing my voice to the back of the courtroom so everyone would make no mistake. So no one would confuse me with the brain-damaged creature the defense described me as to impeach my testimony. I was, in the words of the papers that took care to report the story, “strong,” “unflustered,” “convincing.”


And so I damned him. Mary Starr, the prosecutor, turned to Nate, pointed at him. She asked me, Is that the man you saw in the doorway? I did not look at Nate. I looked at the air around his body.


Yes.


What?


Yes, that is the man I saw in the door.


He looked at me then. I didn’t look back. I was waiting for the next question, staring at Mary, who rocked back and forth on her heels as she does when excited.


And what did he do?


He hit me.


How did he hit you?


He hit me with something in his hand.


Which hand, Maggie?


His left.


Is your husband left-handed?


He is.


And where did he hit you, Maggie?


In the head.


I lied to Rita. I know what I did. I pointed at the man I’d married and asked the world to hide him. The world obeyed, and I’ve had to live with that.


Shortly after he was incarcerated, he began to send me letters—one, two, sometimes three a week. My mother—I was living with my parents then and would for four years after the injury—always got the mail. She handed Nate’s letters over with reluctance, saying, “You don’t have to open or read this, and I don’t think you should, but you’re a grown woman.” She didn’t need to say it. The first dozen letters I gave back to my mother, unopened, and she surely threw them away. After he’d been sentenced and the letters continued, I did not reject them, but wrapped them, unopened, in a silk scarf, as one would store love letters.


The day I finally opened a letter was the day I went running again for the first time.


I’d always loved to run, but for months after I was hurt I was reluctant to set foot outside my parents’ house. That year, I became afraid of the dark, of being naked, of unlocked doors and windows. I turned that home into a box of phobias, staged tantrums when my needs weren’t met. My parents coddled me. They let me sleep with one lamp on. They allowed me to stay locked up as long as I wanted, forcing doctors to visit me, rather than I them. But one day, staying still became more terrifying than movement. I couldn’t hide any longer. When everyone was out, I put on my shoes and left. Coatless, hatless, I walked out the door, leaving it open and unlocked. I went down to the end of our street, crossed the highway, and moved stealthily into the next neighborhood. I walked through it and the next, then suddenly into some patch of woods, then along a busy avenue. By the time the sun began to set, I was like a stray dog, not lost, but choosing the way that would afford me the greatest freedom of movement. In the dark, I began to run. My stride was wild and lurching. I paid no mind to where I was going. Hours later, spent, I found myself on the other side of Indianapolis, unsure of how to return. I called home collect and reached my mother, who was frantic. Somehow she found me in her car.


Later that night, while my parents snored away in the next room, I sat down and ripped open one of Nate’s letters.


Maggie, it read,


Are you reading this? Why don’t you write, call, visit? Am I dead? Your silence is incredible. It’s this prison I’m in, the brick piled up to the lights. I write every week, and still you’re silent. You can free me. I actually, fuck me, hope you will. You’ve got courage. I knew that the first time I saw you. Now I’m waiting for you to act. Take one step, write a letter and let me know you’re there—N


I put that note in my pocket and carried it with me for days. Every now and then I would take it out and reread it, as I considered the best response. Writing back wasn’t an option. I couldn’t start a conversation. The trick was to face the situation as it was, to endure him and refuse him at the same time. I read the letter over and over until I’d memorized the words, and by then, they had little effect on me. Familiarity deprived them of force.


The letter felt heavy in my pocket. The words were stones. I felt their weight and still do and can only hope I someday won’t.


People wonder why I live here, but they’re afraid to ask. No one can look me in the eye and say, “Why would you return to the house where a stranger did such things to your body?” Because if they did say those words, I would be forced to reply, “It was no stranger.” And they, if honest, would retort, “The evidence is clear on that point.” At once, I would turn away, thinking, “Mine were the only eyes that saw.”


But who wants to talk about particulars? People dance around the story, asking, “Have you thought of moving closer to town?” I dismiss the question with a nervous laugh, saying, “The house I have is lovely. I like my neighbor and would miss this rolling countryside.” And all these things are true. The house is lovely. I do enjoy the country. It’s also true that, seeing as I won the property in the divorce, I pay not a dime to reside here, and that’s been crucial for a woman of limited means strapped with high medical bills.


But I returned to the land for other reasons.


After that first run in Indianapolis, I routinely left the house, often at strange hours, early in the morning or late at night. I’d go running or on long walks, and this habit drove my mother mad. Once, after I did not return from one of my moonlit rambles until full dawn, she wept on my bed, holding my head to her chest. I pulled away from her, took her hand into mine, and told her it would be best if I moved.


She shook her head in a fitful way, as if trying to scare away a bee on her nose. “You’re not well.”


“I’m well enough to walk all night long and still want more. I’m well enough to live alone.”


For months, there followed much discussion between me and my parents about where I would move to. They tried to sell me on a housing complex a stone’s throw from their backyard. They would pay the rent and visit every other day. I pretended to consider the suggestion, but I didn’t want to be dependent on my parents or so close to home. One night at dinner I announced I would move back to New Harmony.


My mother went red in the face and told me I’d never, in all my years, said anything so ridiculous. I told her I was sick and tired of feeling weak. I didn’t want to be a patient any longer. I wanted to live on my own, and where could I afford to do that? Only in New Harmony. And besides, I added, it would do me good to reclaim that house. “When I go back,” I said, “I’ll make the land mine, not his, not ours, just mine—the place where I live and work.”


Of course, this, too, was not the full truth.


That I had begun to doubt, I kept secret. That I still, even now, must be sure of all that happened here, I’ve never revealed.


I did not tell my mother, for example, that I’ve much to learn from this house. I can’t explain to her that I want to know how night falls, how the moon makes the halls glow. She couldn’t understand why I roam the rooms when I can’t sleep, trying to memorize how the floors creak beneath my feet.


It’s not a healthy life. I know that. I’m not concerned. What I long for is clarity, and that doesn’t come easily to one with a split-open skull. People of my condition must pursue uncommon strategies of survival. I live like someone enduring a siege. The high-ceilinged rooms of this house conceal me with their thick walls, wood beams, the cherry moldings around the doors. Every corner holds idiosyncrasies that are like treasures to me. The kitchen door moans like a cat in heat. The faucets cough when asked for hot water. And always in the morning and at dusk, the heating ducts amplify an attic dove’s plaintive coo. Such curiosities I count as part of my own defense. The house, the land spreading around it galvanize me toward my central purpose.


Am I sick to live inside the heart of this memory? To reenact the moment at night? I sometimes do. I get up at two and go downstairs and imagine the sound of the car. I stand in the entryway and stare at the door, trying to remember how it opened, the expression on my husband’s face.


Tonight is one of my sleepless nights. Well before dawn, I creep downstairs for milk and cookies. Sitting down with my snack in the dining room, I try to get used to the power of the documentation stacked around me. I pick up a transcript at random and thumb through it. Officer Jacobs, talking about the way he found me. Officer Jacobs describing the head as “split wide open.” Talking about the blood in the carpet “squishing under our feet,” and the nightgown “ripped, from the neck and halfway down.” Saying, “there was this stream of drool coming out of her mouth and her foot was jerking, banging against the bed.” I sit there and eat my cookies and read this. I say to myself these are only facts. I say to myself this is only evidence. It’s only a transcript, words on paper, typed by Annie French, court reporter. I thumb through the transcript and say to myself it’s only paper.


Officer Jacobs saying, “I arrived with Officer Castle at three-twenty a.m., approximately.” Saying, “her pulse was extremely slow.”


Months ago, while doing laundry in the basement, I came upon Nate’s deer-hunting rifle. It was in its rack by the water heater, gleaming in the dark. At once, I knew I was going to keep it.


In the fall, he would go to the woods with his father and bring home deer. The rifle never left its rack but for those few times. After the trial, while I was still living with my parents in Indianapolis, his father came down here, boxed up his things, and took them away. Only he must not have seen the gun.


I forgot about it until they let Nate free. After I read in the paper how he’s moved to Louisville, I bring the gun up from the basement. I put it on the kitchen table and get used to its being there.


Later that week, I watch the evening news with the gun in my lap. I eat Ritz crackers and watch Peter Jennings and put my hands on the metal to get comfortable with the feel. During one of the commercials, I turn it toward my face and look down the hole. I flip the safety off and on. The news is talking about the stock market sinking and how we might be “facing a long-lasting recession.” The news is showing pictures of people on Wall Street, and I want to learn how to shoot this thing.


I ask Manny to teach me. One morning I’m outside looking across his backyard at five tin cans on a wood fence. Manny’s different with his own gun in his arms. He is a relaxed man with more fluids flowing through him, eyes that see farther, a heart beating nice slow beats inside his caved-in chest. He’s wearing an orange hunting cap even though it’s eighty-five degrees and so humid you can’t breathe.


“You look careless,” he says to me. I’m standing with the gun pointing into the sky, the butt balanced on my toe like a pool cue. “You look like you’re going to kill one or both of us inside a half hour,” he says. “Listen.”


And he tells me always to treat the rifle as if it’s loaded, even when it’s not, and never to point at anything I couldn’t shoot. He tells me to direct it at the ground when idle, and to keep the action unloaded unless prepared to fire. He explains how to load so the cartridge slides into place. He shows me how to cradle the stock against the inside of my shoulder, how to stand with my feet apart and back straight. “Go ahead,” he says. “There’s no magic to it. You just aim the best you can and let go.”


Shooting cracks me open. The crush of the butt knocks me back. I nearly lose my balance, and there is a pain in my shoulder.


“Did I hit something?”


“You hit something. I don’t know what. But something.”


“I didn’t open my eyes,” I say.


I fire again. This time, I’m almost ready for the bolt of the gun in my arms. The violence makes my insides shudder. Manny looks at me.


“Powerful, isn’t it?” he says. I nod. “Maybe I’ll take you hunting sometime. Whitetail in November. I haven’t gone in years.”


“Did you ever shoot a deer?”


“Sure. Not that often, though. I missed more than I hit. I always had the shakes.” He holds out one of his hands, pale and bluish and somehow not belonging to the world around it. It trembles a little. “The shakes.”


“What’s it like to shoot a deer?”


“You’re impressed with yourself for a while. You’re a king. But then you’ve got a big mess on your hands.”


I’m thinking about the woods in winter and seeing a buck caught against a snowy thicket.


Manny raises his rifle and shoots, and the fence splinters. I raise my gun, imagining the tension behind the trigger. I anticipate the force, and just knowing it’s there in the gun is remarkable. When I twitch my finger there’s a flash of light against my eyelids, and when I open them, pieces of can are falling into lazy onion grass.


Ready for bed, I walk through the house, switching off the lights. These rooms are too spacious at night. I can pace acres inside them. When Nate’s father took away his belongings, he confiscated the furniture. All that was left was one table, a heavy walnut piece warped slightly out of shape and cracked. I kept that for the dining room, but had to raid secondhand shops and my parents’ basement for the rest. And so I’ve half-furnished the house, designating some rooms for living, others for neglect. The living room, too large a space for me, is a dusty wasteland home to a tattered yellow couch I built forts with as a girl, and the master bedroom is for the ghosts alone. The cozy front parlor, though, is all mine, with a sensational red couch, walls lined with books, and a crumbling old fireplace. I’ve decorated the space with charms from my parents’ home—a family of cornhusk dolls, tiny pewter mugs, a painting of the ocean by a dead uncle.


I double-check the lock on the front door and the windows, then go upstairs to the tiny bedroom I’ve made my own. Nothing in the room comes from our marriage. I dressed the new bed in my grandmother’s quilt and hung two paintings of the Wabash River and New Harmony’s hills. Paneled with lacquered oak, the room is fit for a B&B, and I feel safe here.


That night, I fall asleep and dream about the gun. I’m hunting. I’m following tracks in the snow. I’m in woods, which are full of noise—twigs exploding, trees creaking, snapping in the luminous gray. I don’t have it in mind I’m out to kill. It’s something else I’m doing. Searching for a deer, yes, but when I find it I’m going to take possession of it somehow, and this is what the gun is for. I’m young, with pigtails adorned with blue ribbons. I have ambition in me that is quiet and soft like the snow under my feet. The dark tracks are speaking to me like secrets. They are hidden and personal and unequivocally there. I move around trees, over logs, across a stream. I notice droppings and branches chewed raw by deer teeth. As I go on, I feel more and more acquainted. Until I see it. A sudden fact beneath a curved bough. It looks at me with dark eyes and blinks. I raise my gun.


I’m the deer. I’m outrunning the bullet. I’m leaping over logs and around trees, moving fast and deep into the thicket. I’m outrunning it. I have space to run forever, and leap. I awake winded and accomplished.


That morning I eat breakfast in the dining room and thumb through Officer Jacobs’s testimony again.


Her foot wouldn’t stop banging the bed.


Traces of blood on the doorknob.


Shards of glass and juice.


Reading the transcript, I realize I’m finally ready to do this.





Fall 1994


The lawyers know how it works. They always start with the simple ones.


Like how old were we?


I was twenty-one, he was twenty-five.


What year was it?


Nineteen ninety-four.


And how did we meet?


I was majoring in history at Indiana University in Bloomington, and he was in the business school. One night I was a guest, he was a host, and there were a lot of people in the room between us. My roommate Julie, whose sister knew him, had told me a lot of older men would be there, and there would be plenty to drink.


He was the kind of man you notice at once. He wasn’t a tall man or a stunningly attractive man, but he had presence. It was, I think, in the way he moved. As we came into the house, he was crossing the room to shake a man’s hand. His steps were sudden, his face embattled and proud. He said his name, “Nate Duke,” and flashed a smile that convinced you something very clever and delightful had just popped out of his mouth. “Pleased to meet you.” That was the first time I saw him.


What was I wearing?


A black dress too nice for what the evening was—a beer-guzzling gathering of business school students in wrinkled denim and plaid. I shyly kept to the periphery, feeling conspicuous in my cocktail dress, which I’d worn only because my roommate wanted us to impress the older men. All I desired was to watch people and drink too much.


About that night there are only a few memories, touchstones that stand in sharp relief against the half-drunk recollection of a shadowy room, the mingling of young, anxious voices. Waiting alone for my roommate to bring me a drink, I have my eye out for the redheaded host, who’s been circulating the apartment, chatting and laughing with friends. Then I see him through the door of the bedroom. A girl in a gray skirt is leaving the room, but he doesn’t follow. He lingers in front of a mirror on the wall and looks at himself. I can see in the glass how he licks his lips, how his green eyes shine with vanity. His gaze suddenly locks onto my own, flickering with interest. This is how he first noticed me. Me admiring him admiring himself.


Not long after this I am thinking of leaving, but as I begin to look for Julie, he appears at my side.


“Nate Duke,” he says.


He’s confident in a way I haven’t seen in a man before. I can’t see him anywhere, and suddenly he pops up next to me, showing off his name like it’s a gold coin.


“You’re Maggie Wilson, aren’t you?”


“How did you know?”


“I always know the names of my prettiest guests,” he says. “You can’t leave yet. I want to introduce you to people. You’ve been looking lonely all night.”


“You’ve been watching?”


“How could I not?”


There’s a quick, drunken familiarity between us. It’s strange how I immediately want him to stay close, how I’m jealous of other women who might distract him away. I remember how he places a hand on the small of my back as he guides me through the kitchen onto a porch, where there are people he introduces me to.


“This is my friend Maggie Wilson. She’s a very smart girl and she’s trying to decide whether she likes me or not.”


“Do you?” someone says.


“I don’t think so,” I lie.


Everyone laughs. “That’ll have to change. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to like her,” says Nate.


A short man with a mop of black hair and thick glasses lurches across the porch to Nate’s side. “This is Tokes. We go to business school together. He’s a real smart kid, aren’t you, Tokes?”


Tokes’s eyes are blurred with drink as he touches me on the wrist and says, “Be careful of this guy, Duke. He’s an animal.”


“Shut up, Tokes.”


“Let me tell you about Nate. He knows everybody. And everybody knows him. Some people love ’im, some people hate ’im. Isn’t that the size of it?” He throws his arm around Nate and pounds his back. Tokes staggers and spills his beer on my dress and shoes.
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