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 SUMMARY: On her way home from school on a snowy December day in 1973, 14-year-old Susie Salmon ("like the fish") is lured into a makeshift underground den in a cornfield and brutally raped and murdered, the latest victim of a serial killer--the man she knew as her neighbor, Mr. Harvey. Alice Sebold's haunting and heartbreaking debut novel, The Lovely Bones, unfolds from heaven, where "life is a perpetual yesterday" and where Susie narrates and keeps watch over her grieving family and friends, as well as her brazen killer and the sad detective working on her case. As Sebold fashions it, everyone has his or her own version of heaven. Susie's resembles the athletic fields and landscape of a suburban high school: a heaven of her "simplest dreams," where "there were no teachers.... We never had to go inside except for art class.... The boys did not pinch our backsides or tell us we smelled; our textbooks were Seventeen and Glamour and Vogue." The Lovely Bones works as an odd yet affecting coming-of-age story. Susie struggles to accept her death while still clinging to the lost world of the living, following her family's dramas over the years like an episode of My So-Called Afterlife.Her family disintegrates in their grief: her father becomes determined to find her killer, her mother withdraws, her little brother Buckley attempts to make sense of the new hole in his family, and her younger sister Lindsey moves through the milestone events of her teenage and young adult years with Susie riding spiritual shotgun. Random acts and missed opportunities run throughout the book--Susie recalls her sole kiss with a boy on Earth as "like an accident--a beautiful gasoline rainbow." Though sentimental at times, The Lovely Bones is a moving exploration of loss and mourning that ultimately puts its faith in the living and that is made even more powerful by a cast of convincing characters. Sebold orchestrates a big finish, and though things tend to wrap up a little too well for everyone in the end, one can only imagine (or hope) that heaven is indeed a place filled with such happy endings. --Brad Thomas Parsons 



 
 
 
            The Lovely Bones
            Alice Sebold


            
            Inside the snow globe on my father's desk, there was apenguin wearing a red and white striped scarf. When I was little my fatherwould pull me into his lap and reach for the snow globe. He would turn it over,letting all the snow collect on the top, then quickly invert it. The two of uswatched the snow fall gently around the penguin. The penguin was alone inthere, I thought, and I worried for him. When I told my father this, he said,"Don't worry, Susie; he has a nice life. He's trapped in a perfect world."
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            ONE
            My name wasSalmon, like the fish; first name, Susie. I was fourteen when I was murdered onDecember 6, 1973. In newspaper photos of missing girls from the seventies, mostlooked like me: white girls with mousy brown hair. This was before kids of allraces and genders started appearing on milk cartons or in the daily mail. Itwas still back when people believed things like that didn't happen. 
            In my junior highyearbook I had a quote from a Spanish poet my sister had turned me on to, JuanRamon Jimenez. It went like this: "If they give you ruled paper, write theother way." I chose it both because it expressed my contempt for mystructured surroundings a la the classroom and because, not being some dopeyquote from a rock group, I thought it marked me as literary. I was a member ofthe Chess Club and Chem Club and burned everything I tried to make in Mrs.Delminico's home ec class. My favorite teacher was Mr. Botte, who taughtbiology and liked to animate the frogs and crawfish we had to dissect by makingthem dance in their waxed pans. 
            I wasn't killed by Mr.Botte, by the way. Don't think every person you're going to meet in here issuspect. That's the problem. You never know. Mr. Botte came to my memorial(fas?), may I add, as did almost the entire junior high school (I was never sopopular) and cried quite a bit. He had a sick kid. We all knew this, so when helaughed at his own jokes, which were rusty way before I had him, we laughedtoo, forcing it sometimes just to make him happy. His daughter died a year anda half after I did. She had leukemia, but I never saw her in my heaven. 
            My murderer was a manfrom our neighborhood. My mother liked his border flowers, and my father talkedto him once about fertilizer. My murderer believed in old-fashioned things likeeggshells and coffee grounds, which he said his own mother had used. My fathercame home smiling, making jokes about how the man's garden might be beautifulbut it would stink to high heaven once a heat wave hit. 
            But on December 6, 1973,it was snowing, and I took a shortcut through the cornfield back from thejunior high. It was dark out because the days were shorter in winter, and Iremember how the broken cornstalks made my walk more difficult. The snow wasfalling lightly, like a flurry of small hands, and I was breathing through mynose until it was running so much that I had to open my mouth. Six feet fromwhere Mr. Harvey stood, I stuck my tongue out to taste a snowflake. 
            "Don't let me startle you," Mr. Harvey said.
            Of course, in acornfield, in the dark, I was startled. After I was dead I thought about howthere had been the light scent of cologne in the air but that I had not beenpaying attention, or thought it was coming from one of the houses up ahead 
            "Mr. Harvey, "I said.
            "You're the older Salmon girl, right?"
            "Yes."
            "How are your folks?"
            Although the eldest inmy family and good at acing a science quiz, I had never felt comfortable withadults. 
            "Fine," Isaid. I was cold, but the natural authority of his age, and the added fact thathe was a neighbor and had talked to my father about fertilizer, rooted me tothe spot. 
            "I've built something back here," he said. "Wouldyou like to see?”
            "I'm sort of cold, Mr. Harvey," I said, "and mymom likes me home before dark."
            "Its after dark, Susie," he said.
            I wish now that I hadknown this was weird. I had never told him my name. I guess I thought my fatherhad told him one of the embarrassing anecdotes he saw merely as lovingtestaments to his children. My father was the kind of dad who kept a nude photoof you when you were three in the downstairs bathroom, the one that guestswould use. He did this to my little sister, Lindsey, thank God. At least I wasspared that indignity. But he liked to tell a story about how, once Lindsey wasborn, I was so jealous that one day while he was on the phone in the otherroom, I moved down the couch - he could see me from where he stood - and triedto pee on top of Lindsey in her carrier. This story humiliated me every time hetold it, to the pastor of our church, to our neighbor Mrs. Stead, who was atherapist and whose take on it he wanted to hear, and to everyone who ever said"Susie has a lot of spunk!" 
            "Spunk!" myfather would say. "Let me tell you about spunk," and he would launchimmediately into his Susie-peed-on-Lindsey story. 
            But as it turned out, myfather had not mentioned us to Mr. Harvey or told him the Susie-peed-on-Lindseystory. Mr. Harvey would later say these words to my mother when he ran into heron the street: "I heard about the horrible, horrible tragedy. What wasyour daughter's name, again?" 
            "Susie," mymother said, bracing up under the weight of it, a weight that she naively hopedmight lighten someday, not knowing that it would only go on to hurt in new andvaried ways for the rest of her life. 
            Mr. Harvey told her theusual: "I hope they get the bastard. I'm sorry for your loss." 
            I was in my heaven bythat time, fitting my limbs together, and couldn't believe his audacity."The man has no shame," I said to Franny, my intake counselor."Exactly," she said, and made her point as simply as that. Therewasn't a lot of bullshit in my heaven. 
            Mr. Harvey said it wouldonly take a minute, so I followed him a little farther into the cornfield,where fewer stalks were broken off because no one used it as a shortcut to thejunior high. My mom had told my baby brother, Buckley, that the corn in thefield was inedible when he asked why no one from the neighborhood ate it."The corn is for horses, not humans," she said. "Not dogs?"Buckley asked. "No," my mother answered. "Not dinosaurs?"Buckley asked. And it went like that. 
            "I've made a little hiding place," said Mr. Harvey. Hestopped and turned to me.
            "I don't seeanything," I said. I was aware that Mr. Harvey was looking at mestrangely. I'd had older men look at me that way since I'd lost my baby fat,but they usually didn't lose their marbles over me when I was wearing my royalblue parka and yellow elephant bell-bottoms. His glasses were small and roundwith gold frames, and his eyes looked out over them and at me. 
            "You should be more observant, Susie," he said.
            I felt like observing myway out of there, but I didn't. Why didn't I? Franny said these questions werefruitless: "You didn't and that's that. Don't mull it over. It does nogood. You're dead and you have to accept it." 
            
            
            "Try again,"Mr. Harvey said, and he squatted down and knocked against the ground. 
            "What's that?” I asked.
            My ears were freezing. Iwouldn't wear the multicolored cap with the pompom and jingle bells that mymother had made me one Christmas. I had shoved it in the pocket of my parkainstead. 
            I remember that I wentover and stomped on the ground near him. It felt harder even than frozen earth,which was pretty hard. 
            "It's wood,"Mr. Harvey said. "It keeps the entrance from collapsing. Other than thatit's all made out of earth." 
            "What is it?"I asked. I was no longer cold or weirded out by the look he had given me. I waslike I was in science class: I was curious. 
            "Come and see,"
            It was awkward to getinto, that much he admitted once we were both inside the hole. But I was soamazed by how he had made a chimney that would draw smoke out if he ever choseto build a fire that the awkwardness of getting in and out of the hole wasn'teven on my mind. You could add to that that escape wasn't a concept I had anyreal experience with. The worst I'd had to escape was Artie, a strange-lookingkid at school whose father was a mortician. He liked to pretend he was carryinga needle full of embalming fluid around with him. On his notebooks he woulddraw needles spilling dark drips. 
            "This isneato!" I said to Mr. Harvey. He could have been the hunchback of NotreDame, whom we had read about in French class. I didn't care. I completelyreverted. I was my brother Buckley on our day-trip to the Museum of Natural Historyin New York, where he'd fallen in love with the huge skeletons on display. Ihadn't used the word neato in public since elementary school. 
            "Like taking candy from a baby," Franny said.
            I can still see the hole like it was yesterday, and it was. Lifeis a perpetual yesterday for us. It was the size of a small room, the mud roomin our house, say, where we kept our boots and slickers and where Mom hadmanaged to fit a washer and dryer, one on top of the other. I could almoststand up in it, but Mr. Harvey had to stoop. He'd created a bench along thesides of it by the way he'd dug it out. He immediately sat down.
            "Look around," he said.
            I stared at it inamazement, the dug-out shelf above him where he had placed matches, a row ofbatteries, and a battery-powered fluorescent lamp that cast the only light inthe room, an eerie light that would make his features hard to see when he wason top of me. 
            There was a mirror onthe shelf, and a razor and shaving cream. I thought that was odd. Wouldn't hedo that at home? But I guess I figured that a man who had a perfectly goodsplit-level and then built an underground room only half a mile away had to bekind of loo-loo. My father had a nice way of describing people like him:"The man's a character, that's all." 
            So I guess I wasthinking that Mr. Harvey was a character, and I liked the room, and it waswarm, and I wanted to know how he had built it, what the mechanics of the thingwere and where he'd learned to do something like that. 
            But by the time the Gilberts'dog found my elbow three days later and brought it home with a telling cornhusk attached to it, Mr. Harvey had closed it up. I was in transit during this.I didn't get to see him sweat it out, remove the wood reinforcement, bag anyevidence along with my body parts, except that elbow. By the time I popped upwith enough wherewithal to look down at the goings-on on Earth, I was moreconcerned with my family than anything else. 
            My mother sat on a hardchair by the front door with her mouth open. Her pale face paler than I hadever seen it. Her blue eyes staring. My father was driven into motion. Hewanted to know details and to comb the cornfield along with the cops. I stillthank God for a small detective named Len Fenerman. He assigned two uniforms totake my dad into town and have him point out all the places I'd hung out withmy friends. The uniforms kept my dad busy in one mall for the whole first day.No one had told Lindsey, who was thirteen and would have been old enough, orBuckley, who was four and would, to be honest, never fully understand. 
            Mr. Harvey asked me if Iwould like a refreshment. That was how he put it. I said I had to go home. 
            "Be polite and havea Coke," he said. I’m sure the other kids would." 
            "What other kids?"
            "I built this forthe kids in the neighborhood. I thought it could be some sort ofclubhouse." 
            I don't think I believedthis even then. I thought he was lying but I thought it was a pitiful lie. Iimagined he was lonely. We had read about men like him in health class. Men whonever married and ate frozen meals every night and were so afraid of rejectionthat they didn't even own pets. I felt sorry for him. 
            "Okay," I said, "I'll have a Coke."
            In a little while hesaid, "Aren't you warm, Susie? Why don't you take off your parka," 
            I did. After this he said, "You're very pretty,Susie."
            "Thanks," Isaid, even though he gave me what my friend Clarissa and I had dubbed theskeevies. 
            "Do you have a boyfriend?"
            "No, Mr.Harvey," I said. I swallowed the rest of my Coke, which was a lot, andsaid, "I got to go, Mr. Harvey. This is a cool place, but I have togo." 
            He stood up and did his hunchback number by the six dug-in stepsthat led to the world. "I don't know why you think you're leaving."
            I talked so that I wouldnot have to take in this knowledge: Mr. Harvey was no character. He made mefeel skeevy and icky now that he was blocking the door. 
            "Mr. Harvey, I really have to get home."
            "Take off your clothes."
            "What?"
            "Take your clothesoff," Mr. Harvey said. "I want to check that you're still avirgin." 
            "I am, Mr. Harvey," T said.
            "I want to make sure. Your parents will thank me."
            "My parents?"
            "They only want good girls," he said.
            "Mr. Harvey," I said, "please let me leave."
            "You aren't leaving, Susie. You're mine now."
            Fitness was not a bigthing back then; aerobics was barely a word. Girls were supposed to be soft,and only the girls we suspected were butch could climb the ropes at school. 
            I fought hard. I foughtas hard as I could not to let Mr. Harvey hurt me, but my hard-as-I-could wasnot hard enough, not even close, and I was soon lying down on the ground, inthe ground, with him on top of me panting and sweating, having lost his glassesin the struggle. 
            I was so alive then. Ithought it was the worst thing in the world to be lying flat on my back with asweating man on top of me. To be trapped inside the earth and have no one knowwhere I was. I thought of my mother. 
            My mother would bechecking the dial of the clock on her oven. It was a new oven and she lovedthat it had a clock on it. "I can time things to the minute," shetold her own mother, a mother who couldn't care less about ovens. She would beworried, but more angry than worried, at my lateness. As my father pulled intothe garage, she would rush about, fixing him a cocktail, a dry sherry, and puton an exasperated face: "You know junior high," she would say."Maybe it's Spring Fling." "Abigail," my father would say,"how can it be Spring Fling when it's snowing?" Having failed withthis, my mother might rush Buckley into the room and say, "Play with yourfather” while she ducked into the kitchen and took a nip of sherry for herself. 
            Mr. Harvey started topress his lips against mine. They were blubbery and wet and I wanted to screambut I was too afraid and too exhausted from the fight. I had been kissed onceby someone I liked. His name was Ray and he was Indian. He had an accent andwas dark. I wasn't supposed to like him. Clarissa called his large eyes, withtheir half-closed lids, "freak-a-delic," but he was nice and smartand helped me cheat on my algebra exam while pretending he hadn't. He kissed meby my locker the day before we turned in our photos for the yearbook. When theyearbook came out at the end of the summer, I saw that under his picture he hadanswered the standard "My heart belongs to" with "SusieSalmon." I guess he had had plans. I remember that his lips were chapped. 
            "Don't, Mr.Harvey," I managed, and I kept saying that one word a lot. Don't. And Isaid please a lot too. Franny told me that almost everyone begged"please" before dying. 
            "I want you, Susie," he said.
            "Please," Isaid. "Don't," I said. Sometimes I combined them. "Pleasedon't" or "Don't please." It was like insisting that a key workswhen it doesn't or yelling "I've got it, I've got it, I've got it" asa softball goes sailing over you into the stands. 
            "Please don't."
            But he grew tired ofhearing me plead. He reached into the pocket of my parka and balled up the hatmy mother had made me, smashing it into my mouth. The only sound I made afterthat was the weak tinkling of bells. 
            As he kissed his wetlips down my face and neck and then began to shove his hands up under my shirt,I wept. I began to leave my body; I began to inhabit the air and the silence. Iwept and struggled so I would not feel. He ripped open my pants, not havingfound the invisible zipper my mother had artfully sewn into their side. 
            "Big white panties," he said.
            I felt huge and bloated.I felt like a sea in which he stood and pissed and shat. I felt the corners ofmy body were turning in on themselves and out, like in cats cradle, which Iplayed with Lindsey just to make her happy. He started working himself over me. 
            "Susie! Susie!" I heard my mother calling."Dinner is ready."
            He was inside me. He was grunting.
            "We're having string beans and lamb."
            I was the mortar, he was the pestle.
            "Your brother has anew finger painting, and I made apple crumb cake." 
            "Why don't you getup?" Mr. Harvey said as he rolled to the side and then crouched over me, 
            His voice was gentle,encouraging, a lover's voice on a late morning. A suggestion, not a command. Icould not move. I could not get up. 
            When I would not - wasit only that, only that I would not follow his suggestion?-he leaned to theside and felt, over his head, across the ledge where his razor and shavingcream sat. He brought back a knife. Unsheathed, it smiled at me, curving up ina grin. He took the hat from my mouth. 
            "Tell me you love me," he said. Gently, I did. The endcame anyway.
            Mr. Harvey made me lie still underneath him and listen to thebeating of his heart and the beating of mine. How mine skipped like a rabbit,and how his thudded, a hammer against cloth. We lay there with our bodiestouching, and, as I shook, a powerful knowledge took hold. He had done thisthing to me and I had lived. That was all. I was still breathing. I heard hisheart. I smelled his breath. The dark earth surrounding us smelled like what itwas, moist dirt where worms and animals lived their daily lives. I could haveyelled for hours.
            I knew he was going tokill me. I did not realize then that I was an animal already dying. 
 
 
            
            
            TWO
            I had earned my status as protecting misfit kids in the cafeteria.When someone taunted Give Saunders for walking like a girl, I would deliverswift vengeance with my foot to the taunter's less-protected parts. When theboys teased Phoebe Hart for her sizable breasts, I would give a speech on whyboob jokes weren't funny. I had to forget that I too had made lists in themargins of my notebook when Phoebe walked by: Winnebagos, Hoo-has, JohnnyYellows. At the end of my reveries, I sat in the back of the car as my fatherdrove. I was beyond reproach. I would overtake high school in a matter of days,not years, or, inexplicably, earn an Oscar for Best Actress during my junioryear. These were my dreams on Earth.
            When I first enteredheaven I thought everyone saw what I saw. That in everyone's heaven there weresoccer goalposts in the distance and lumbering women throwing shot put andjavelin. That all the buildings were like suburban northeast high schools builtin the 1960s. Large, squat buildings spread out on dismally landscaped sandylots, with overhangs and open spaces to make them feel modern. My favorite partwas how the colored blocks were turquoise and orange, just like the blocks inFairfax High. Sometimes, on Earth, I had made my father drive me by FairfaxHigh so I could imagine myself there. 
            Following the seventh,eighth, and ninth grades of middle school, high school would have been a freshstart. When I got to Fairfax High I would insist on being called Suzanne. Iwould wear my hair feathered or up in a bun. I would have a body that the boyswanted and the girls envied, but I'd be so nice on top of it all that theywould feel too guilty to do anything but worship me. I liked to think ofmyself-having reached a sort of queenly 
            After a few days in heaven, I realized that the javelin-throwersand the shot-putters and the boys who played basketball on the cracked blacktopwere all in their own version of heaven. Theirs just fit with mine-didn'tduplicate it precisely, but had a lot of the same things going on inside.
            I met Holly, who becamemy roommate, on the third day. She was sitting on the swing set. (I didn'tquestion that a high school had swing sets: that's what made it heaven. And noflat-benched swings-only bucket seats made out of hard black rubber thatcradled you and that you could bounce in a bit before swinging.) Holly satreading a book in a weird alphabet that I associated with the pork-fried ricemy father brought home from Hop Fat Kitchen, a place Buckley loved the name of,loved so much he yelled "Hop Fat!" at the top of his lungs. Now I knowVietnamese, and I know that Vietnamese is not what Herman Jade, who owned HopFat, was, and that Herman Jade was not Herman Jade's real name but one headopted when he came to the U.S. from China. Holly taught me all this. 
            "Hi," I said. "My name is Susie."
            Later she would tell meshe picked her name from a movie, Breakfast at Tiffany's. But that day itrolled right off her tongue. 
            "I’m Holly,"she said. Because she wanted no trace of an accent in her heaven, she had none. 
            I stared at her blackhair. It was shiny like the promises in magazines. "How long have you beenhere?" I asked. 
            "Three days."
            "Me too."
            I sat down on the swingnext to her and twisted my body around and around to tie up the chains. Then Ilet go and spun until I stopped. 
            "Do you like it here?" she asked.
            "No."
            "Me either."
            So it began.
            We had been given, inour heavens, our simplest dreams. There were no teachers in the school. Wenever had to go inside except for art class for me and jazz band for Holly. Theboys did not pinch our backsides or tell us we smelled; our textbooks wereSeventeen and Glamour and Vogue. 
            And our heavens expandedas our relationship grew. We wanted many of the same things. 
            Franny, my intakecounselor, became our guide. Franny was old enough to be ourmother-mid-forties-and it took Holly and me a while to figure out that this hadbeen something we wanted: our mothers. 
            In Franny's heaven, sheserved and was rewarded by results and gratitude. On Earth she had been asocial worker for the homeless and destitute. She worked out of a church namedSaint Mary's that served meals to women and children only, and she dideverything there from manning the phones to swatting the roaches-karate-chopstyle. She was shot in the face by a man looking for his wife. Franny walkedover to Holly and me on the fifth day. She handed us two Dixie Cups of lime Kool-Aid and we drank. "I’m hereto help," she said. 
            I looked into her smallblue eyes surrounded by laugh lines and told her the truth. "We'rebored." 
            Holly was busy trying toreach her tongue out far enough to see if it had turned green. 
            "What do you want?" Franny asked.
            "I don't know," I said.
            "All you have to dois desire it, and if you desire it enough and understand why-really know-it willcome." 
            It seemed so simple andit was. That's how Holly and I got our duplex. 
            I hated our split-levelon Earth. I hated my parents' furniture, and how our house looked out ontoanother house and another house and another-an echo of sameness riding up overthe hill. Our duplex looked out onto a park, and in the distance, just closeenough to know we weren't alone, but not too close, we could see the lights ofother houses. 
            Eventually I began todesire more. What I found strange was how much I desired to know what I had notknown on Earth. I wanted to be allowed to grow up. 
            "People grow up by living," I said to Franny. "Iwant to live."
            "That's out," she said.
            "Can we at least watch the living?" asked Holly.
            "You already do," she said,
            "I think she meanswhole lives," I said, "from beginning to end, to see how they did it.To know the secrets. Then we can pretend better." 
            "You won't experience it," Franny clarified.
            "Thank you, BrainCentral," I said, but our heavens began to grow. 
            There was the highschool still, all the Fairfax architecture, but now there were roads leadingout. 
            "Walk the paths," Franny said, "and you'll findwhat you need." So that's when Holly and I set out. Our heaven had an icecream shop where, when you asked for peppermint stick ice cream, no one eversaid, "It's seasonal"; it had a newspaper where our pictures appeareda lot and made us look important; it had real men in it and beautiful womentoo, because Holly and I were devoted to fashion magazines. Sometimes Holly seemedlike she wasn't paying attention, and other times she was gone when I wentlooking for her. That was when she went to a part of heaven we didn't share. Imissed her then, but it was an odd sort of missing because by then I knew themeaning of forever.
            I could not have what Iwanted most: Mr. Harvey dead and me living. Heaven wasn't perfect. But I cameto believe that if I watched closely, and desired, I might change the lives ofthose I loved on Earth. My father was the one who took the phone call onDecember ninth. It was the beginning of the end. He gave the police my bloodtype, had to describe the lightness of my skin. They asked him if I had anyidentifying features. He began to describe my face in detail, getting lost init. Detective Fenerman let him go on, the next news too horrible to interruptwith. But then he said it: "Mr. Salmon, we have found only a bodypart." 
            My father stood in thekitchen and a sickening shiver overtook him. How could he tell that to Abigail? 
            "So you can't be certain that she's dead?" he asked.
            "Nothing is ever certain," Len Fenerman said.
            That was the line myfather said to my mother: "Nothing is ever certain." 
            For three nights hehadn't known how to touch my mother or what to say. Before, they had neverfound themselves broken together. Usually, it was one needing the other but notboth needing each other, and so there had been a way, by touching, to borrowfrom the stronger one's strength. And they had never understood, as they didnow, what the word horror meant. 
            "Nothing is evercertain," my mother said, clinging to it as he had hoped she might. 
            My mother had been theone who knew the meaning of each charm on my bracelet-where we had gotten itand why I liked it. She made a meticulous list of what I'd carried and worn. Iffound miles away and in isolation along a road, these clues might lead apoliceman there to link it to my death. 
            In my mind I had waveredbetween the bittersweet joy of seeing my mother name all the things I carriedand loved and her futile hope that these things mattered. That a stranger whofound a cartoon character eraser or a rock star button would report it to thepolice. 
            After Len's phone call,my father reached out his hand and the two of them sat in the bed together,staring straight in front of them. My mother numbly clinging to this list ofthings, my father feeling as if he were entering a dark tunnel. At some point,it began to rain. I could feel them both thinking the same thing then, butneither of them said it. That I was out there somewhere, in the rain. That theyhoped I was safe. That I was dry somewhere, and warm. 
            Neither of them knew whofell asleep first; their bones aching with exhaustion, they drifted off andwoke guiltily at the same time. The rain, which had changed several times asthe temperature dropped, was now hail, and the sound of it, of small stones ofice hitting the roof above them, woke them together. 
            They did not speak. Theylooked at each other in the small light cast from the lamp left on across theroom. My mother began to cry, and my father held her, wiped her tears with thepad of his thumbs as they crested her cheekbones, and kissed her very gently onthe eyes. I looked away from them then, as they touched. I moved my eyes into thecornfield, seeing if there was anything that in the morning the police mightfind. The hail bent the stalks and drove all the animals into their holes. Notso deep beneath the earth were the warrens of the wild rabbits T loved, thebunnies that ate the vegetables and flowers in the neighborhood nearby and thatsometimes, unwittingly, brought poison home to their dens. Then, inside theearth and so far away from the man or woman who had laced a garden with toxicbait, an entire family of rabbits would curl into themselves and die. On themorning of the tenth, my father poured the Scotch down the kitchen sink.Lindsey asked him why. 
            "I'm afraid I might drink it," he said.
            "What was the phone call?" my sister asked.
            "What phone call?"
            "I heard you saythat thing you always say about Susie's smile. About stars exploding." 
            "Did I say that?"
            "You got kind of goofy. It was a cop, wasn't it?"
            "No lies?"
            "No lies," Lindsey agreed.
            "They found a body part. It might be Susie's,"
            It was a hard sock in the stomach. "What?"
            "Nothing is ever certain," my father tried.
            Lindsey sat down at thekitchen table. "I'm going to be sick," she said, 
            "Honey?"
            "Dad, I want you totell me what it was. Which body part, and then I'm going to need to throwup." 
            My father got down alarge metal mixing bowl. He brought it to the table and placed it near Lindseybefore sitting down. 
            "Okay," she said. "Tell me."
            "It was an elbow. The Gilberts' dog found it." He heldher hand and then she threw up, as she had promised, into the shiny silverbowl. Later that morning the weather cleared, and not too far from my house thepolice roped off the cornfield and began their search. The rain, sleet, snow,and hail melting and mixing had left the ground sodden; still, there was anobvious area where the earth had been freshly manipulated. They began there anddug.
            In places, the lab laterfound, there was a dense concentration of my blood mixed with the dirt, but atthe time, the police grew more and more frustrated, plying the cold wet groundand looking for girl. 
            Along the border of thesoccer field, a few of my neighbors kept a respectful distance from the policetape, wondering at the men dressed in heavy blue parkas wielding shovels andrakes like medical tools. 
            My father and motherremained at home. Lindsey stayed in her room. Buckley was nearby at his friendNate's house, where he spent a lot of time these days. They had told him I wason an extended sleepover at Clarissa's. 
            I knew where my body wasbut I could not tell them. I watched and waited to see what they would see. Andthen, like a thunderbolt, late in the afternoon, a policeman held up hisearth-caked fist and shouted. 
            "Over here!" he said, and the other officers ran tosurround him.
            The neighbors had gonehome except for Mrs. Stead. After conferring around the discovering policeman,Detective Fenerman broke their dark huddle and approached her. 
            "Mrs. Stead?" he said over the tape that separatedthem.
            “Yes.”
            "You have a child in the school?"
            "Yes."
            "Could you come with me, please?"
            A young officer led Mrs.Stead under the police tape and over the bumpy, churned-up cornfield to wherethe rest of the men stood. 
            "Mrs. Stead,"Len Fenerman said, "does this look familiar?" He held up a paperbackcopy of To Kill a Mockingbird. "Do they read this at the school?" 
            "Yes," she said, her face draining of color as shesaid the small word.
            "Do you mind if I ask you ..." he began.
            "Ninth grade,"she said, looking into Len Fenerman's slate blue eyes. "Susie'sgrade." She was a therapist and relied on her ability to hear bad news anddiscuss rationally the difficult details of her patients' lives, but she foundherself leaning into the young policeman who had led her over. I could feel herwishing that she had gone home when the other neighbors had left, wishing thatshe was in the living room with her husband, or out in the backyard with herson. 
            "Who teaches the class?"
            "Mrs. Dewitt," Mrs. Stead said. "The kids find ita real relief after Othello.”
            "Othello?"
            "Yes," shesaid, her knowledge of the school suddenly very important right now-all thepolicemen listening. "Mrs. Dewitt likes to modulate her reading list, andshe does a big push right before Christmas with Shakespeare. Then she passesout Harper Lee as a reward. If Susie was carrying around To Kill a Mockingbirdit means she must have turned in her paper on Othello already." 
            All of this checked out.
            The police made calls. Iwatched the circle widen. Mrs. Dewitt had my paper. Eventually, she sent itback to my parents, unmarked, through the mail. "Thought you would want tohave this," Mrs. Dewitt had written on a note attached to it. "I'm sovery very sorry." Lindsey inherited the paper because it was too painfulfor my mother to read. "The Ostracized: One Man Alone," I had calledit. Lindsey had suggested "The Ostracized," and I made up the otherhalf. My sister punched three holes down the side of it and fastened eachcarefully handwritten page into an empty notebook. She put it in her closet underher Barbie case and the box that held her perfect-condition Raggedy Ann andAndy that I'd envied. 
            Detective Fenermancalled my parents. They had found a schoolbook, they believed, that might havebeen given to me that last day. 
            "But it could beanyone's," my father said to my mother as they began another restlessvigil. "Or she could have dropped it along the way." 
            Evidence was mounting, but they refused to believe.
            Two days later, onDecember twelfth, the police found my notes from Mr. Botte's class. Animals hadcarried off the notebook from its original burial site-the dirt did not matchthe surrounding samples, but the graph paper, with its scribbled theories thatI could never understand but still dutifully recorded, had been found when acat knocked down a crow's nest. Shreds of the paper were laced among the leavesand twigs. The police unbraided the graph paper, along with strips of anotherkind of paper, thinner and brittle, that had no lines. 
            The girl who lived inthe house where the tree stood recognized some of the handwriting. It was notmy writing, but the writing of the boy who had a crush on me: Ray Singh. On hismother's special rice paper Ray had written me a love note, which I never read.He had tucked it into my notebook during our Wednesday lab. His hand wasdistinct. When the officers came they had to piece together the scraps of mybiology notebook and of Ray Singh s love note. 
            "Ray is not feelingwell," his mother said when a detective called his house and asked tospeak to him. But they found out what they needed from her. Ray nodded to heras she repeated the policeman's questions to her son. Yes, he had written SusieSalmon a love note. Yes, he had put it in her notebook after Mr. Botte hadasked her to collect the pop quiz. Yes, he had called himself the Moor. RaySingh became the first suspect. 
            "That sweet boy?" my mother said to my father.
            "Ray Singh isnice," my sister said in a monotone at dinner that night. I watched myfamily and knew they knew. It was not Ray Singh. 
            The police descended onhis house, leaning heavily on him, insinuating things. They were fueled by theguilt they read into Ray's dark skin, by the rage they felt at his manner, andby his beautiful yet too exotic and unavailable mother. But Ray had an alibi. Awhole host of nations could be called to testify on his behalf. His father, whotaught postcolonial history at Penn, had urged his son to represent the teenageexperience at a lecture he gave at the International House on the day I died. 
            At first Ray's absencefrom school had been seen as evidence of his guilt, but once the police werepresented with a list of forty-five attendees who had seen Ray speak at"Suburbia: The American Experience," they had to concede hisinnocence. The police stood outside the Singh house and snapped small twigsfrom the hedges. It would have been so easy, so magical, their answer literallyfalling out of the sky from a tree. But rumors spread and, in school, whatlittle headway Ray had made socially was reversed. He began to go homeimmediately after school. 
            All this made me crazy.Watching but not being able to steer the police toward the green house so closeto my parents, where Mr. Harvey sat carving finials for a gothic dollhouse hewas building. He watched the news and scanned the papers, but he wore his owninnocence like a comfortable old coat. There had been a riot inside him and nowthere was calm. I tried to take solace in Holiday, our dog. I missed him in away I hadn't yet let myself miss my mother and father, my sister and brother.That way of missing would mean that I had accepted that I would never be withthem again; it might sound silly but I didn't believe it, would not believe it.Holiday stayed with Lindsey at night, stood by my father each time he answeredthe door to a new unknown. Gladly partook of any clandestine eating on the partof my mother. Let Buckley pull his tail and ears inside the house of lockeddoors. There was too much blood in the earth. 
            On December fifteenth,among the knocks on the door that signaled to my family that they must numbthemselves further before opening their house to strangers-the kind but awkwardneighbors, the bumbling but cruel reporters - came the one that made my fatherfinally believe. 
            It was Len Fenerman, whohad been so kind to him, and a uniform. 
            They came inside, by nowfamiliar enough with the house to know that my mother preferred them to come inand say what they had to say in the living room so that my sister and brotherwould not overhear. 
            "We've found apersonal item that we believe to be Susie's," Len said. Len was careful. Icould see him calculating his words. He made sure to specify so that my parentswould be relieved of their first thought-that the police had found my body,that I was, for certain, dead. 
            "What?" mymother said impatiently. She crossed her arms and braced for anotherinconsequential detail in which others invested meaning. She was a wall.Notebooks and novels were nothing to her, Her daughter might survive without anarm. A lot of blood was a lot of blood. It was not a body. Jack had said it andshe believed: Nothing is ever certain. 
            But when they held upthe evidence bag with my hat inside, something broke in her. The fine wall ofleaden crystal that had protected her heart-somehow numbed her intodisbelief-shattered. 
            "The pompom,"Lindsey said. She had crept into the living room from the kitchen. No one hadseen her come in but me. 
            My mother made a soundand reached out her hand. The sound was a metallic squeak, a human-as-machinebreaking down, uttering last sounds before the whole engine locks. 
            "We've tested thefibers," Len said, "It appears whoever accosted Susie used thisduring the crime." 
            "What?" myfather asked. He was powerless. He was being told something he could notcomprehend. 
            "As a way to keep her quiet."
            "What?"
            "It is covered withher saliva," the uniformed officer, who had been silent until now,volunteered. "He gagged her with it." 
            My mother grabbed it outof Len Fenerman's hands, and the bells she had sewn into the pompom sounded asshe landed on her knees. She bent over the hat she had made me. 
            I saw Lindsey stiffen atthe door. Our parents were unrecognizable to her; everything wasunrecognizable. 
            My father led thewell-meaning Len Fenerman and the uniformed officer to the front door. 
            "Mr. Salmon,"Len Fenerman said, "with the amount of blood we've found, and the violenceI'm afraid it implies, as well as other material evidence we've discussed, wemust work with the assumption that your daughter has been killed." 
            Lindsey overheard whatshe already knew, had known since five days before, when my father told herabout my elbow. My mother began to wail. 
            "We'll be workingwith this as a murder investigation from this point out," Fenerman said. 
            "But there is no body," my father tried.
            "All evidence points to your daughter's death. I'm verysorry."
            The uniformed officer had been staring to the right of myfather's pleading eyes. I wondered if that was something they'd taught him inschool. But Len Fenerman met my father's gaze.
            "I'll call to check in on you later today," he said.
            By the time my fatherturned back to the living room, he was too devastated to reach out to my mothersitting on the carpet or my sister's hardened form nearby. He could not letthem see him. He mounted the stairs, thinking of Holiday on the rug in thestudy. He had last seen him there. Into the deep ruff of fur surrounding thedog's neck, my father would let himself cry. That afternoon the three of themcrept forward in silence, as if the sound of footsteps might confirm the news.Nate's mother knocked on the door to return Buckley. No one answered. Shestepped away, knowing something had changed inside the house, which lookedexactly like the ones on either side of it. She made herself my brother'sco-conspirator, telling him they would go out for ice cream and ruin hisappetite. 
            At four, my mother andfather ended up standing in the same room downstairs. They had come in fromopposite doorways. I worried that my sister, left alone, would do somethingrash. She sat in her room on the old couch my parents had given up on andworked on hardening herself. Take deep breaths and hold them. Try to stay stillfor longer and longer periods of time. Make yourself small and like a stone.Curl the edges of yourself up and fold them under where no one can see. 
            My mother looked at myfather: "Mother," she said, and he nodded his head. He made the phonecall to my only living grandparent, my mother's mother, Grandma Lynn. 
            My mother told her itwas her choice whether she wanted to return to school before Christmas - therewas only one week left - but Lindsey chose to go, 
            On Monday, in homeroom,everyone stared at her as she approached the front of the classroom. 
            "The principalwould like to see you, dear," Mrs. Dewitt confided in a hush. 
            My sister did not lookat Mrs. Dewitt when she was speaking. She was perfecting the art of talking tosomeone while looking through them. That was my first clue that something wouldhave to give. Mrs. Dewitt was also the English teacher, but more importantlyshe was married to Mr. Dewitt, who coached boys' soccer and had encouragedLindsey to try out for his team. My sister liked the Dewitts, but that morningshe began looking into the eyes of only those people she could fight against. 
            As she gathered herthings, she heard whispers everywhere. She was certain that right before sheleft the room Danny Clarke had whispered something to Sylvia Henley. Someonehad dropped something near the back of the classroom. They did this, shebelieved, so that on their way to pick it up and back again, they could say aword or two to their neighbor about the dead girl's sister. 
            Lindsey walked throughthe hallways and in and out of the rows of lockers - dodging anyone who mightbe near. I wished I could walk with her, mimic the principal and the way healways started out a meeting in the auditorium: "Your principal is yourpal with principles! " I would whine in her ear, cracking her up. 
            But while she wasblessed with empty halls, when she reached the main office she was cursed withthe drippy looks of consoling secretaries. No matter. She had prepared herselfat home in her bedroom. She was armed to the teeth for any onslaught ofsympathy. 
            "Lindsey,"Principal Caden said, "I received a call from the police this morning. I'msorry to hear of your loss." 
            She looked right at him.It was not so much a look as a laser. "What exactly is my loss?" 
            Mr. Caden felt he neededto address issues of children's crises directly. He walked out from behind hisdesk and ushered Lindsey onto what was commonly referred to by the students asThe Sofa. Eventually he would replace The Sofa with two chairs, when politicsswept through the school district and told him, "It is not good to have asofa here-chairs are better. Sofas send the wrong message." 
            Mr. Caden sat on TheSofa and so did my sister. I like to think she was a little thrilled, in thatmoment, no matter how upset, to be on The Sofa itself. I like to think I hadn'trobbed her of everything. 
            "We're here to helpin any way we can” Mr. Caden said. He was doing his best. 
            "I'm fine," she said.
            "Would you like to talk about it?"
            "What?"Lindsey asked. She was being what my father called "petulant," as in,"Susie, don't speak to me in that petulant tone." 
            "Your loss,"he said. He reached out to touch my sister's knee. His hand was like a brandburning into her. 
            "I wasn't aware Ihad lost anything," she said, and in a Herculean effort she made the motionsof patting her shirt and checking her pockets. 
            Mr. Caden didn't knowwhat to say. He had had Vicki Kurtz fall apart in his arms the year before. Ithad been difficult, yes, but now, in hindsight, Vicki Kurtz and her dead motherseemed an artfully handled crisis. He had led Vicki Kurtz to the couch-no, no,Vicki had just gone right over and sat down on it-he had said, "I’m sorryfor your loss," and Vicki Kurtz had burst like an overinflated balloon. Heheld her in his arms as she sobbed, and sobbed, and that night he brought hissuit to the dry cleaner's. 
            But Lindsey Salmon wasanother thing altogether. She was gifted, one of the twenty students from hisschool who had been selected for the statewide Gifted Symposium. The onlytrouble in her file was a slight altercation early in the year when a teacherreprimanded her for bringing obscene literature-Fear of Flying-into theclassroom. 
            "Make herlaugh," I wanted to say to him. "Bring her to a Marx Brothers movie,sit on a fart cushion, show her the boxers you have on with the little devilseating hot dogs on them!" All I could do was talk, but no one on Earthcould hear me. The school district made everyone take tests and then decidedwho was gifted and who was not. I liked to suggest to Lindsey that I was muchmore pissed off by her hair than by my dumbo status. We had both been born withmasses of blond hair, but mine quickly fell out and was replaced with agrudging growth of mousy brown. Lindsey's stayed and acquired a sort ofmythical place. She was the only true blonde in our family. 
            But once called gifted,it had spurred her on to live up to the name. She locked herself in her bedroomand read big books. When I read Are You There God? It's Me, Margaret, she readCamus's Resistance, Rebellion, and Death. She might not have gotten most of it,but she carried it around, and that made people-including teachers-begin toleave her alone. 
            "What I'm saying,Lindsey, is that we all miss Susie," Mr. Caden said. She did not respond. 
            "She was very bright," he tried. She stared blanklyback at him.
            "It's on yourshoulders now." He had no idea what he was saying, but he thought thesilence might mean he was getting somewhere. "You're the only Salmon girlnow." 
            Nothing.
            "You know who came in to see me this morning?" Mr.Caden had held back his big finish, the one he was sure would work. "Mr.Dewitt. He's considering coaching a girls' team," Mr. Caden said."The idea is all centered around you. He's watched how good you are, ascompetitive as his boys, and he thinks other girls would come out if you ledthe charge. What do you say?"
            Inside, my sister'sheart closed like a fist. "I'd say it would be pretty hard to play socceron the soccer field when it's approximately twenty feet from where my sisterwas supposedly murdered. " 
            Score! Mr. Caden's mouth opened and he stared at her.
            "Anything else?" Lindsey asked.
            "No, I ..."Mr. Caden reached out his hand again, There was a thread still - a desire tounderstand. "I want you to know how sorry we are," he said. 
            "I'm late for first period," she said.
            In that moment shereminded me of a character in the Westerns my father loved, the ones we watchedtogether on late-night TV. There was always a man who, after he shot his gun,raised the pistol to his lips and blew air across the opening. 
            Lindsey got up and tookthe walk out of Principal Caden's office slow. The walks away were her onlyrest time. Secretaries were on the other side of the door, teachers were at thefront of the class, students in every desk, our parents at home, police comingby. She would not break. I watched her, felt the lines she repeated over andover again in her head. Fine. All of it is fine. I was dead, but that wassomething that happened all the time - people died. As she left the outeroffice that day, she appeared to be looking into the eyes of the secretaries,but she was focusing on their misapplied lipstick or two-piece paisley crepe dechine instead. 
            At home that night shelay on the floor of her room and braced her feet under her bureau. She did tensets of sit-ups. Then she got into push-up position. Not the girl's kind. Mr.Dewitt had told her about the kind he had done in the Marines, head-up, orone-handed, clapping between. After she did ten push-ups, she went to her shelfand chose the two heaviest books-her dictionary and a world almanac. She didbiceps curls until her arms ached. She focused only on her breathing. The in.The out. I sat in the gazebo in the main square of my heaven (our neighbors,the O'Dwyers, had had a gazebo; I had grown up jealous for one), and watched mysister rage. 
            Hours before I died, mymother hung on the refrigerator a picture that Buckley had drawn. In thedrawing a thick blue line separated the air and ground. In the days thatfollowed I watched my family walk back and forth past that drawing and I becameconvinced that that thick blue line was a real place-an Inbetween, whereheaven's horizon met Earth's. I wanted to go there into the cornflower blue ofCrayola, the royal, the turquoise, the sky. 
            On their haunches they sat wailing. Other doors opened then, andwomen stepped out from where they lived alone or with roommates. I would stepoutside, Holly would go into an endless encore, the sun going down, and wewould dance with the dogs-all of us together. We chased them, they chased us.We circled tail to tail. We wore spotted gowns, flowered gowns, striped gowns,plain. When the moon was high the music would stop. The dancing stopped. Wefroze.
            Mrs. Bethel Utemeyer,the oldest resident of my heaven, would bring out her violin. Holly trodlightly on her horn. They would do a duet. One woman old and silent, one womannot past girl yet. Back and forth, a crazy schizoid solace they'd create. 
            All the dancers wouldslowly go inside. The song reverberated until Holly, for a final time, passedthe tune over, and Mrs. Utemeyer, quiet, upright, historical, finished with ajig. The house asleep by then; this was my Evensong. Often I found myselfdesiring simple things and I would get them. Riches in furry packages. Dogs. 
            Every day in my heaventiny dogs and big dogs, dogs of every kind, ran through the park outside myroom. When I opened the door I saw them fat and happy, skinny and hairy, leanand hairless even. Pitbulls rolled on their backs, the nipples of the femalesdistended and dark, begging for their pups to come and suckle them, happy inthe sun. Bassets tripped over their ears, ambling forward, nudging the rumps ofdachshunds, the ankles of greyhounds, and the heads of the Pekingese. And whenHolly took her tenor sax, set herself up outside the door that looked onto thepark, and played the blues, the hounds all ran to form her chorus. 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            
            
            THREE
            The odd thing aboutEarth was what we saw when we looked down. Besides the initial view that youmight suspect, the old ants-from-the-skyscraper phenomenon, there were soulsleaving bodies all over the world. 
            Holly and I could bescanning Earth, alighting on one scene or another for a second or two, lookingfor the unexpected in the most mundane moment. And a soul would run by a livingbeing, touch them softly on the shoulder or cheek, and continue on its way toheaven. The dead are never exactly seen by the living, but many people seemacutely aware of something changed around them. They speak of a chill in theair. The mates of the deceased wake from dreams and see a figure standing atthe end of their bed, or in a doorway, or boarding, phantomlike, a city bus. 
            On my way out of Earth,I touched a girl named Ruth. She went to my school but we'd never been close.She was standing in my path that night when my soul shrieked out of Earth. Icould not help but graze her. Once released from life, having lost it in suchviolence, I couldn't calculate my steps. I didn't have time for contemplation.In violence, it is the getting away that you concentrate on. When you begin togo over the edge, life receding from you as a boat recedes inevitably fromshore, you hold on to death tightly, like a rope that will transport you, andyou swing out on it, hoping only to land away from where you are. Like a phonecall from the jail cell, I brushed by Ruth Connors - wrong number, accidentalcall. I saw her standing there near Mr. Botte's red and rusted Fiat. When Istreaked by her, my hand leapt out to touch her, touch the last face, feel thelast connection to Earth in this not-so-standard-issue teenage girl. 
            On the morning ofDecember seventh, Ruth complained to her mother about having had a dream thatseemed too real to be a dream. When her mother asked her what she meant, Ruthsaid, "I was crossing through the faculty parking lot, and suddenly, downout of the soccer field, I saw a pale running ghost coming toward me." 
            Mrs. Connors stirred thehardening oatmeal in its pot. She watched her daughter gesticulating with thelong thin fingers of her hands-hands she had inherited from her father. 
            "It was female, Icould sense that," Ruth said. "It flew up out of the field. Its eyeswere hollow. It had a thin white veil over its body, as light as cheesecloth. Icould see its face through it, the features coming up through it, the nose, theeyes, the face, the hair," 
            Her mother took theoatmeal off the stove and lowered the flame. "Ruth," she said,"you're letting your imagination get the best of you." 
            Ruth took the cue toshut up. She did not mention the dream that was not a dream again, even tendays later, when the story of my death began to travel through the halls of theschool, receiving add-on nuances as all good horror stories do. They werehard-pressed, my peers, to make the horror any more horrible than it was. Butthe details were still missing-the what and when and who became hollow bowls tofill with their conjectures. Devil Worship. Midnight. Ray Singh. 
            Try as I might, I couldnot point Ruth strongly enough to what no one had found: my silver charmbracelet. I thought it might help her. It lay exposed, waiting for a hand toreach out, a hand that would recognize it and think, Clue. But it was no longerin the cornfield. 
            Ruth began writingpoetry. If her mother or her more approachable teachers did not want to hearthe darker reality she had experienced, she would cloak this reality in poetry. 
            How I wished Ruth couldhave gone to my family and talked to them. In all likelihood, no one but mysister would have even known her name. Ruth was the girl who got chosen next tolast in gym. She was the girl who, when a volleyball sailed in her direction,cowered where she stood while the ball hit the gymnasium floor beside her, andher teammates and the gym teacher tried hard not to groan. 
            As my mother sat in thestraight-backed chair in our hallway, watching my father run in and out on hisvarious errands of responsibility-he would now be hyperaware of the movementsand the whereabouts of his young son, of his wife, and of his remainingdaughter-Ruth took our accidental meeting in the school parking lot and wentunderground. 
            She went through oldyearbooks and found my class photos, as well as any activities photos like ChemClub, and cut them out with her mother's swan-shaped embroidery scissors. Evenas her obsession grew I remained wary of her, until that last week beforeChristmas when she saw something in the hallway of our school. 
            It was my friendClarissa and Brian Nelson. I'd dubbed Brian "the scarecrow" becauseeven though he had incredible shoulders that all the girls mooned over, hisface reminded me of a burlap sack stuffed with straw. He wore a floppy leatherhippie hat and smoked hand-rolled cigarettes in the student smoking lounge.According to my mother, Clarissa's penchant for baby blue eye shadow was anearly warning sign, but I'd always liked her for just this reason. She didthings I wasn't allowed to do: she lightened her long hair, she wore platformshoes, she smoked cigarettes after school. 
            Ruth came upon the twoof them, but they didn't see her. She had a pile of huge books she had borrowedfrom Mrs. Kaplan, the social science teacher. They were all early feministtexts, and she held them with their spines resting against her stomach so thatno one could see what they were. Her father, a building contractor, had madeher a gift of two super-strong elastic book bands. Ruth had placed two of themaround the volumes she planned to read over vacation. 
            Clarissa and Brian weregiggling. His hand was inside her shirt. As he inched it up, her gigglingincreased, but she thwarted his advances each time by twisting or moving aninch or two away. Ruth stood apart from this, as she did most things. She wouldhave passed it in her usual manner, head down/eyes averted, but everyone knewClarissa had been my friend. So she watched. 
            "Come on,honey," Brian said, "just a little mound of love. Just one." 
            I noticed Ruth's lip curlin disgust. Mine was curling up in heaven. 
            "Brian, I can't. Not here."
            "How 'bout out in the cornfield?" he whispered.
            Clarissa gigglednervously but nuzzled the space between his neck and shoulder. For now, shewould deny him. After that, Clarissa's locker was burgled. 
            Gone were her scrapbook,random photos stuck to the inside of her locker, and Brian's stash ofmarijuana, which he had hidden there without Clarissa's knowledge. Ruth, whohad never been high, spent that night emptying out the tobacco from hermother's long brown More 100s and stuffing them with pot. She sat in thetoolshed with a flashlight, looking at photos of me and smoking more grass thaneven the potheads at school could suck down. 
            Mrs. Connors, standingat the kitchen window doing dishes, caught a whiff of the scent coming from thetoolshed. 
            "I think Ruth ismaking friends at school," she said to her husband, who sat over his copyof the Evening Bulletin with a cup of coffee. At the end of his workday he wastoo tired even to speculate. 
            "Good," he said.
            "Maybe there's hope for her yet."
            "Always," he said.
            When Ruth tottered inlater that night, her eyes bleary from using the flashlight and from the eightMore cigarettes she'd smoked, her mother greeted her with a smile and told herthere was blueberry pie in the kitchen. It took a few days and somenon-Susie-Salmon-foe used research, but Ruth discovered why she had eaten theentire pie in one sitting. The air in my heaven often smelled like skunk-just ahint of it. It was a smell that I had always loved on Earth. When I breathed itin, I could feel the scent as well as smell it. It was the animal's fear andpower mixed together to form a pungent, lingering musk. In Franny's heaven itsmelled like pure, grade-A tobacco. In Holly's it smelled like kumquats. 
            I would sit whole daysand nights in the gazebo and watch. See Clarissa spin away from me, toward thecomfort of Brian. See Ruth staring at her from behind a corner near the home ecroom or outside the cafeteria near the nurse's station. At the start, thefreedom I had to see the whole school was intoxicating. I would watch theassistant football coach leave anonymous chocolates for the married scienceteacher, or the head of the cheerleading squad trying to capture the attentionof the kid who had been expelled so many times, from so many schools, even hehad lost count. I watched the art teacher make love to his girlfriend in thekiln room and the principal moon over the assistant football coach. I concludedthat this assistant football coach was a stud in the world of Kennet JuniorHigh, even if his square jaw left me cold. 
            On the way back to theduplex each night I would pass under old-time street lamps that I had seen oncein a play of Our Town. The globes of light hung down in an arc from an ironpost. I had remembered them because when I saw the play with my family, Ithought of them as giant, heavy berries full of light. I made a game in heavenof positioning myself so that my shadow plucked the berries as I made my wayhome. 
            After watching Ruth onenight I met Franny in the midst of this. The square was deserted, and leavesbegan to swirl around in an eddy up ahead. I stood and looked at her-at thelaugh lines that were clustered near her eyes and mouth. 
            "Why are you shivering?" Franny asked.
            And though the air wasdamp and chilly I could not say that that was why. 
            "I can't help thinking of my mother," I said, Frannytook my left hand in both of hers and smiled.
            I wanted to kiss herlightly on the cheek or have her hold me, but instead I watched her walk off infront of me, saw her blue dress trail away. I knew that she was not my mother;I could not play pretend. 
            I turned around and wentback to the gazebo. I felt the moist air lace its way up along my legs and arms,lifting, ever so slightly, the ends of my hair. I thought of spider webs in themorning, how they held small jewels of dew, how, with a light movement of thewrist, I used to destroy them without thinking. 
            On the morning of myeleventh birthday I had woken up very early. No one else was up, or so Ithought. I crept downstairs and looked into the dining room, where I assumed mypresents would be. But there was nothing there. Same table as yesterday. But asI turned around I saw it lying on my mother's desk in the living room. Thefancy desk with an always-clean surface. "The bill-paying desk" waswhat they called it. Swaddled in tissue paper but not yet wrapped was acamera-what I had asked for with a tinge of whining in my voice, so sure theywould not get it for me. I went over to it and stared down. It was anInstamatic, and lying beside it were three cartridges of film and a box of foursquare flashbulbs. It was my first machine, my starter kit to becoming what Iwanted to be. A wildlife photographer. 
            I looked around. No one.I saw through the front blinds, which my mother always kept at a half-slant -"inviting but discreet" - that Grace Tarking, who lived down thestreet and went to a private school, was walking with ankle weights strapped toher feet. Hurriedly I loaded the camera and I began to stalk Grace Tarking as Iwould, I imagined, when I grew older, stalk wild elephants and rhinos. Here Ihid behind blinds and windows, there it would be high reeds. I was quiet, whatI thought of as stealthy, gathering the long hem of my flannel nightgown up inmy free hand. I traced her movements past our living room, front hall, into theden on the other side. As I watched her receding form I had a brainstorm-Iwould run into the backyard, where I could see her with no barriers. 
            So I ran on tiptoe intothe back of the house, only to find the door to the porch wide open. 
            When I saw my mother, Iforgot all about Grace Tarking. I wish I could explain it better than this, butI had never seen her sitting so still, so not there somehow. Outside thescreened-in porch she was sitting on an aluminum fold-out chair that was facingthe backyard. In her hand she held a saucer and in the saucer was her customarycup of coffee. That morning there were no lipstick marks because there was nolipstick until she put it on for ... who? I had never thought to ask thequestion. My father? Us? 
            Holiday was sitting nearthe birdbath, panting happily, but he did not notice me. He was watching mymother. She had a stare that stretched to infinity. She was, in that moment,not my mother but something separate from me. I looked at what I had never seenas anything but Mom and saw the soft powdery skin of her face-powdery withoutmakeup-soft without help. Her eyebrows and eyes were a set-piece together."Ocean Eyes," my father called her when he wanted one of herchocolate-covered cherries, which she kept hidden in the liquor cabinet as herprivate treat. And now I understood the name. I had thought it was because theywere blue, but now I saw it was because they were bottomless in a way that Ifound frightening. I had an instinct then, not a developed thought, and it wasthat, before Holiday saw and smelled me, before the dewy mist hovering over thegrass evaporated and the mother inside her woke as it did every morning, Ishould take a photograph with my new camera. 
            When the roll came backfrom the Kodak plant in a special heavy envelope, I could see the differenceimmediately. There was only one picture in which my mother was Abigail. It wasthat first one, the one taken of her unawares, the one captured before theclick started her into the mother of the birthday girl, owner of the happy dog,wife to the loving man, and mother again to another girl and a cherished boy.Homemaker. Gardener. Sunny neighbor. My mother's eyes were oceans, and insidethem there was loss. I thought I had my whole life to understand them, but thatwas the only day I had. Once upon Earth I saw her as Abigail, and then I let itslip effortlessly back-my fascination held in check by wanting her to be thatmother and envelop me as that mother. 
            I was in the gazebothinking of the photo, thinking of my mother, when Lindsey got up in the middleof the night and crept across the hall. I watched her as I would a burglarcircling a house in a movie. I knew when she turned the knob to my room itwould give. I knew she would get in, but what would she do in there? Already myprivate territory had become a no man's land in the middle of our house. Mymother had not touched it. My bed was still unmade from the hurried morning ofmy death. My flowered hippo lay among the sheets and pillows, and so did anoutfit I'd discarded before I chose the yellow bell-bottoms, 
            Lindsey walked acrossthe soft rug and touched the navy skirt and red and blue crocheted vest thatwere two separate, heatedly despised balls. She had an orange and green vestmade from the same pattern. She took the vest and spread it out flat on thebed, smoothing it. It was ugly and precious all at once. I could see that. Shepetted it. 
            Lindsey traced theoutline of the gold tray I kept on my dresser, filled with pins from electionsand school. My favorite was a pink pin that said "Hippy-Dippy SaysLove," which I'd found in the school parking lot but had had to promise mymother I wouldn't wear. I kept a lot of pins on that tray and pinned to a giantfelt banner from Indiana University, where my father had gone to school. Ithought she would steal them-take one or two to wear-but she didn't. She didn'teven pick them up. She just swept her fingertips over everything on the tray.Then she saw it, a tiny white corner sticking out from underneath, She pulled.It was the picture. 
            A deep breath rushed outof her, and she sat down on the floor, her mouth still open and her hand stillholding the picture. The tethers were rushing and whipping around her, like acanvas tent come loose from its stakes. She too, like me until the morning ofthat photograph, had never seen the mother-stranger. She had seen the photosright after. My mother looking tired but smiling. My mother and Holidaystanding in front of the dogwood tree as the sun shot through her robe andgown. But I had wanted to be the only one in the house that knew my mother wasalso someone else-someone mysterious and unknown to us. The first time I brokethrough, it was an accident. It was December 23, 1973, 
            Buckley was sleeping. Mymother had taken Lindsey to the dentist. That week they had agreed that eachday, as a family, they would spend time trying to move forward. My father hadassigned himself the task of cleaning the upstairs guest room, which long agohad become his den. 
            His own father hadtaught him how to build ships in bottles. They were something my mother,sister, and brother couldn't care less about. It was something I adored. Theden was full of them. 
            All day at work hecounted numbers - due diligence for a Chadds Ford insurance firm - and at nighthe built the ships or read Civil War books to unwind. He would call me inwhenever he was ready to raise the sail. By then the ship would have been gluedfast to the bottom of the bottle. I would come in and my father would ask me toshut the door. Often, it seemed, the dinner bell rang immediately, as if mymother had a sixth sense for things that didn't include her. But when thissense failed her, my job was to hold the bottle for him, 
            "Stay steady," he'd say. "You're my firstmate."
            Gently he would draw the one string that still reached out ofthe bottle's neck, and, voila, the sails all rose, from simple mast to clippership. We had our boat. I couldn't clap because I held the bottle, but I alwayswanted to. My father worked quickly then, burning the end of the string offinside the bottle with a coat hanger he'd heated over a candle. If he did itimproperly, the ship would be ruined, or, worse still, the tiny paper sailswould catch on fire and suddenly, in a giant whoosh, I would be holding abottle of flames in my hands.
            Eventually my father builta balsa wood stand to replace me. Lindsey and Buckley didn't share myfascination. After trying to create enough enthusiasm for all three of them, hegave up and retreated to his den. One ship in a bottle was equal to any otheras far as the rest of my family was concerned. But as he cleaned that day hetalked to me. 
            "Susie, my baby, mylittle sailor girl," he said, "you always liked these smallerones." 
            I watched him as he lined up the ships in bottles on his desk,bringing them over from the shelves where they usually sat. He used an oldshirt of my mother's that had been ripped into rags and began dusting theshelves. Under his desk there were empty bottles - rows and rows of them we hadcollected for our future shipbuilding. In the closet were more ships-the shipshe had built with his own father, ships he had built alone, and then those wehad made together. Some were perfect, but their sails browned; some had saggedor toppled over after years. Then there was the one that had burst into flames inthe week before my death. He smashed that one first.
            My heart seized up. Heturned and saw all the others, all the years they marked and the hands that hadheld them. His dead father's, his dead child's. I watched him as he smashed therest. He christened the walls and wooden chair with the news of my death, andafterward he stood in the guest room/den surrounded by green glass. Thebottles, all of them, lay broken on the floor, the sails and boat bodies strewnamong them. He stood in the wreckage. It was then that, without knowing how, Irevealed myself. In every piece of glass, in every shard and sliver, I cast myface. My father glanced down and around him, his eyes roving across the room.Wild. It was just for a second, and then I was gone. He was quiet for a moment,and then he laughed-a howl coming up from the bottom of his stomach. He laughedso loud and deep, I shook with it in my heaven. 
            He left the room andwent down the two doors to my bedroom. The hallway was tiny, my door like allthe others, hollow enough to easily punch a fist through. He was about to smashthe mirror over my dresser, rip the wallpaper down with his nails, but insteadhe fell against my bed, sobbing, and balled the lavender sheets up in hishands. 
            "Daddy?"Buckley said. My brother held the doorknob with his hand. 
            My father turned but wasunable to stop his tears. He slid to the floor with the sheets still in hisfists, and then he opened up his arms, He had to ask my brother twice, which hehad never had to do before, but Buckley came to him. 
            My father wrapped mybrother inside the sheets that smelled of me. He remembered the day I'd beggedhim to paint and paper my room purple. Remembered moving in the old NationalGeographies to the bottom shelves of my bookcases. (I had wanted to steepmyself in wildlife photography.) Remembered when there was just one child inthe house for the briefest of time until Lindsey arrived. 
            "You are so specialto me, little man," my father said, clinging to him. 
            Buckley drew back and staredat my father's creased face, the fine bright spots of tears at the corners ofhis eyes. He nodded seriously and kissed my father's cheek. Something so divinethat no one up in heaven could have made it up; the care a child took with anadult. 
            My father draped thesheets around Buckley's shoulders and remembered how I would fall out of thetall four-poster bed and onto the rug, never waking up. Sitting in his study inhis green chair and reading a book, he would be startled by the sound of mybody landing. He would get up and walk the short distance to my bedroom. Heliked to watch me sleeping soundly, unchecked by nightmare or even hardwoodfloor. He swore in those moments that his children would be kings or rulers orartists or doctors or wildlife photographers. Anything they dreamed they couldbe. 
            A few months before Idied, he had found me like this, but tucked inside my sheets with me wasBuckley, in his pajamas, with his bear, curled up against my back, suckingsleepily on his thumb. My father had felt in that moment the first flicker ofthe strange sad mortality of being a father. His life had given birth to threechildren, so the number calmed him. No matter what happened to Abigail or tohim, the three would have one another. In that way the line he had begun seemedimmortal to him, like a strong steel filament threading into the future,continuing past him no matter where he might fall off. Even in deep snowy oldage. 
            He would find his Susienow inside his young son. Give that love to the living. He told himselfthis-spoke it aloud inside his brain-but my presence was like a tug on him, itdragged him back back back. He stared at the small boy he held in his arms."Who are you?" he found himself asking. "Where did you come from?" 
            I watched my brother andmy father. The truth was very different from what we learned in school. Thetruth was that the line between the living and the dead could be, it seemed,murky and blurred. 
 
 
            
            
            
            
            FOUR
            In the hours after I wasmurdered, as my mother made phone calls and my father began going door to doorin the neighborhood looking for me, Mr. Harvey had collapsed the hole in thecornfield and carried away a sack filled with my body parts. He passed withintwo houses of where my father stood talking to Mr. and Mrs. Tarking. He kept tothe property line in between two rows of warring hedge - the O'Dwyers' boxwoodand the Steads' goldenrod. His body brushed past the sturdy green leaves,leaving traces of me behind him, smells the Gilberts' dog would pick up andfollow to find my elbow, smells the sleet and rain of the next three days wouldwash away before police dogs could even be thought of. He carried me back tohis house, where, while he went inside to wash up, I waited for him. 
            After the house changedhands, the new owners tsk-tsked at the dark spot on the floor of their garage.As she brought prospective buyers through, the realtor said it was an oilstain, but it was me, seeping out of the bag Mr. Harvey carried and spillingonto the concrete. The beginning of my secret signals to the world. 
            It would be some timebefore I realized what you've undoubtedly already assumed, that I wasn't thefirst girl he'd killed. He knew to remove my body from the field. He knew towatch the weather and to kill during an arc of light-to-heavy precipitationbecause that would rob the police of evidence. But he was not as fastidious asthe police liked to think. He forgot my elbow, he used a cloth sack for abloody body, and if someone, anyone, had been watching, maybe they would havethought it strange to see their neighbor walk a property line that was a tightfit, even for children who liked to pretend the warring hedges were a hideout. 
            As he scoured his bodyin the hot water of his suburban bathroom-one with the identical layout to theone Lindsey, Buckley, and I shared-his movements were slow, not anxious. Hefelt a calm flood him. He kept the lights out in the bathroom and felt the warmwater wash me away and he felt thoughts of me then. My muffled scream in hisear. My delicious death moan. The glorious white flesh that had never seen thesun, like an infant's, and then split, so perfectly, with the blade of hisknife. He shivered under the heat, a prickling pleasure creating goose bumps upand down his arms and legs. He had put me in the waxy cloth sack and thrown inthe shaving cream and razor from the mud ledge, his book of sonnets, andfinally the bloody knife. They were tumbled together with my knees, fingers,and toes, but he made a note to extract them before my blood grew too stickylater that night. The sonnets and the knife, at least, he saved. At Evensong,there were all sorts of dogs. And some of them, the ones I liked best, wouldlift their heads when they smelled an interesting scent in the air. If it wasvivid enough, if they couldn't identify it immediately, or if, as the case maybe, they knew exactly what it was-their brains going, "Um steaktartare"-they'd track it until they came to the object itself. In the faceof the real article, the true story, they decided then what to do. That's howthey operated. They didn't shut down their desire to know just because thesmell was bad or the object was dangerous. They hunted. So did I. Mr. Harveytook the waxy orange sack of my remains to a sinkhole eight miles from ourneighborhood, an area that until recently had been desolate save for therailroad tracks and a nearby motorcycle repair shop. In his car he played aradio station that looped Christmas carols during the month of December. Hewhistled inside his huge station wagon and congratulated himself, felt full-up.Apple pie, cheeseburger, ice cream, coffee. Full. Better and better he wasgetting now, never using an old pattern that would bore him but making eachkill a surprise to himself, a gift to himself. 
            The air inside thestation wagon was cold and fragile. I could see the moist air when he exhaled,and this made me want to palpate my own stony lungs. 
            He drove the reed-thinroad that cut between two new industrial lots. The wagon fishtailed coming upout of a particularly deep pothole, and the safe that held the sack that heldmy body smashed against the inside hub of the wagon's back wheel, cracking theplastic. "Damn," Mr. Harvey said. But he picked up his whistlingagain without pause, 
            I had a memory of goingdown this road with my father at the wheel and Buckley sitting nestled againstme-one seat belt serving the two of us-in an illegal joyride away from thehouse. 
            My father had asked ifany of us kids wanted to watch a refrigerator disappear. 
            "The earth willswallow it!" he said. He put on his hat and the dark cordovan gloves Icoveted. I knew gloves meant you were an adult and mittens meant you weren't.(For Christmas 1973, my mother had bought me a pair of gloves. Lindsey ended upwith them, but she knew they were mine, She left them at the edge of thecornfield one day on her way home from school. She was always doing that -bringing me things.) 
            "The earth has a mouth?" Buckley asked.
            "A big round mouth but with no lips” my father said.
            "Jack," mymother said, laughing, "stop it. Do you know I caught him outside growlingat the snapdragons?" 
            "I'll go," I said. My father had told me that therewas an abandoned underground mine and it had collapsed to create a sinkhole. Ididn't care; I liked to see the earth swallow something as much as the nextkid.
            So when I watched Mr.Harvey take me out to the sinkhole, I couldn't help but think how smart he was.How he put the bag in a metal safe, placing me in the middle of all thatweight. 
            It was late when he gotthere, and he left the safe in his Wagoneer while he approached the house ofthe Flanagans, who lived on the property where the sinkhole was. The Flanagansmade their living by charging people to dump their appliances. 
            Mr. Harvey knocked onthe door of the small white house and a woman came to answer it. The scent ofrosemary and lamb filled my heaven and hit Mr. Harvey's nose as it trailed outfrom the back of the house. He could see a man in the kitchen. 
            "Good evening, sir," Mrs. Flanagan said. "Got anitem?"
            "Back of mywagon," Mr. Harvey said. He was ready with a twenty-dollar bill. 
            "What you got in there, a dead body?" she joked.
            It was the last thing onher mind. She lived in a warm if small house. She had a husband who was alwayshome to fix things and to be sweet on her because he never had to work, and shehad a son who was still young enough to think his mother was the only thing inthe world. 
            Mr. Harvey smiled, and,as I watched his smile break across his face, I would not look away. 
            "Old safe of myfather's, finally got it out here," he said. "Been meaning to do itfor years. No one remembers the combination." 
            "Anything in it?" she asked.
            "Stale air."
            "Back her up then. You need any help?"
            "That would be lovely," he said.
            The Flanagans neversuspected for a moment that the girl they read about in the papers over thenext few years-MISSING, FOUL PLAY SUSPECTED; ELBOW FOUND BY NEIGHBORING DOG;GIRL, 14, BELIEVED KILLED IN STOLFUZ CORNFIELD; WARNINGS TO OTHER YOUNG WOMEN;TOWNSHIP TO REZONE ADJOINING LOTS TO HIGH SCHOOL; LINDSEY SALMON, SISTER OFDEAD GIRL, GIVES VALEDICTORIAN SPEECH - could have been in the gray metal safethat a lonely man brought over one night and paid them twenty dollars to sink. 
            On the way back to thewagon Mr. Harvey put his hands in his pockets. There was my silver charmbracelet. He couldn't remember taking it off my wrist. Had no memory ofthrusting it into the pocket of his clean pants. He fingered it, the fleshy padof his index finger finding the smooth gold metal of the Pennsylvania keystone,the back of the ballet slipper, the tiny hole of the minuscule thimble, and thespokes of the bicycle with wheels that worked. Down Route 202, he pulled overon the shoulder, ate a liverwurst sandwich he'd prepared earlier that day, thendrove to an industrial park they were building south of Downingtown, No one wason the construction lot. In those days there was no security in the suburbs. Heparked his car near a Port-o-John. His excuse was prepared in the unlikelyevent that he needed one. 
            It was this part of theaftermath that I thought of when I thought of Mr. Harvey-how he wandered themuddy 
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            he seemed bluff and able. He was buzzing from having seen me inthe shattered glass. I watched him cut through the lawn, ambling as school kidsdid on their way toward the high school. He stopped just short of brushing Mr.Harvey's elderberry hedge with his palm.
            "What's this?" he asked again.
            Mr. Harvey stopped longenough to look at him and then turned back to his work. 
            "A mat tent."
            "What's that?"
            "Mr. Salmon," he said, "I'm sorry for yourloss."
            Drawing himself up, myfather gave back what the ritual demanded. 
            "Thank you." It was like a rock perched in his throat.
            There was a moment ofquiet, and then Mr. Harvey, sensing my father had no intention of leaving,asked him if he wanted to help. 
            So it was that, fromheaven, I watched my father build a tent with the man who'd killed me. 
            My father did not learnmuch. He learned how to lash arch pieces onto pronged posts and to weave moreslender rods through these pieces to form semiarches in the other direction, Helearned to gather the ends of these rods and lash them to the crossbars. Helearned he was doing this because Mr. Harvey had been reading about theImezzureg tribe and had wanted to replicate their tents. He stood, confirmed inthe neighborhood opinion that the man was odd. So far, that was all. 
            But when the basicstructure was done - a one-hour job - Mr. Harvey went toward the house withoutgiving a reason. My father assumed it was breaktime. That Mr. Harvey had gonein to get coffee or brew a pot of tea. 
            He was wrong. Mr. Harveywent into the house and up the stairs to check on the carving knife that he hadput in his bedroom. It was still in the nightstand, on top of which he kept hissketch pad where, often, in the middle of the night, he drew the designs in hisdreams. He looked inside a crumpled paper grocery sack. My blood on the bladehad turned black. Remembering it, remembering his act in the hole, made himremember what he had read about a particular tribe in southern Ayr. How, when atent was made for a newly married couple, the women of the tribe made the sheetthat would cover it as beautiful as they could. 
            It had begun to snowoutside. It was the first snow since my death, and this was not lost on myfather. 
            "I can hear you,honey," he said to me, even though I wasn't talking. "What isit?" 
            I focused very hard onthe dead geranium in his line of vision. I thought if I could make it bloom hewould have his answer. In my heaven it bloomed. In my heaven geranium petalsswirled in eddies up to my waist. On Earth nothing happened. 
            But through the snow Inoticed this: my father was looking toward the green house in a new way. He hadbegun to wonder. Inside, Mr. Harvey had donned a heavy flannel shirt, but whatmy father noticed first was what he carried in his arms: a stack of whitecotton sheets. 
            "What are thosefor?" my father asked. Suddenly he could not stop seeing my face. 
            "Tarps," saidMr. Harvey. When he handed a stack to my father, the back of his hand touchedmy father's fingers. It was like an electric shock. 
            "You know something," my father said. He met myfather's eyes, held them, but did not speak.
            They worked together,the snow falling, almost wafting, down. And as my father moved, his adrenalineraced. He checked what he knew. Had anyone asked this man where he was the dayI disappeared? Had anyone seen this man in the cornfield? He knew his neighborshad been questioned. Methodically, the police had gone from door to door. 
            My father and Mr. Harveyspread the sheets over the domed arch, anchoring them along the square formedby the crossbars that linked the forked posts. Then they hung the remainingsheets straight down from these crossbars so that the bottoms of the sheetsbrushed the ground. 
            By the time they hadfinished, the snow sat gingerly on the covered arches. It filled in the hollowsof my father's shirt and lay in a line across the top of his belt. I ached. Irealized I would never rush out into the snow with Holiday again, would neverpush Lindsey on a sled, would never teach, against my better judgment, mylittle brother how to compact snow by shaping it against the base of his palm.I stood alone in a sea of bright petals. On Earth the snowflakes fell soft andblameless, a curtain descending. 
            Standing inside thetent, Mr. Harvey thought of how the virgin bride would be brought to a memberof the Imezzureg on a camel. When my father made a move toward him, Mr. Harveyput his palm up. 
            "That's enough now," he said. "Why don't you goon home?"
            The time had come for myfather to think of something to say. But all he could think of was this:"Susie," he whispered, the second syllable whipped like a snake. 
            "We've just built atent," Mr, Harvey said. "The neighbors saw us. We're friendsnow," 
            "You know something," my father said.
            "Go home. I can't help you."
            Mr. Harvey did not smileor step forward. He retreated into the bridal tent and let the finalmonogrammed white cotton sheet fall down. 
            
 
 
            
            
            
            
            FIVE
            Part of me wished swiftvengeance, wanted my father to turn into the man he could never have been-a manviolent in rage. That's what you see in movies, that's what happens in the bookspeople read. An every man takes a gun or a knife and stalks the murderer of hisfamily; he does a Bronson on them and everyone cheers. What it was like: 
            Before my father left for Mr. Harvey's, my mother had beensitting in the front hall next to the statue they'd bought of St. (??)
            Every day he got up.Before sleep wore off, he was who he used to be. Then, as his consciousnesswoke, it was as if poison seeped in. At first he couldn't even get up. He laythere under a heavy weight. But then only movement could save him, and he movedand he moved and he moved, no movement being enough to make up for it. Theguilt on him, the hand of God pressing down on him, saying, You were not therewhen your daughter needed you. 
            Francis. She was gone when he came back. He'd called for her,said her name three times, said it like a wish that she would not appear, andthen he ascended the steps to his den to jot things down in a small spiralnotebook: "A drinker? Get him drunk. Maybe he's a talker." He wrote thisnext: "I think Susie watches me." I was ecstatic in heaven. I huggedHolly, I hugged Franny. My father knew, I thought.
            Then Lindsey slammed thefront door more loudly than usual, and my father was glad for the noise. He wasafraid of going further in his notes, of writing the words down. The slammingdoor echoed down the strange afternoon he'd spent and brought him into thepresent, into activity, where he needed to be so he would not drown. Iunderstood this - I'm not saying I didn't resent it, that it didn't remind meof sitting at the dinner table and having to listen to Lindsey tell my parentsabout the test she'd done so well on, or about how the history teacher wasgoing to recommend her for the district honors council, but Lindsey was living,and the living deserved attention too. 
            She stomped up thestairs. Her clogs slammed against the pine boards of the staircase and shookthe house. 
            I may have begrudged hermy father's attention, but I respected her way of handling things. Of everyonein the family, it was Lindsey who had to deal with what Holly called theWalking Dead Syndrome-when other people see the dead person and don't see you. 
            When people looked atLindsey, even my father and mother, they saw me. Even Lindsey was not immune.She avoided mirrors. She now took her showers in the dark. 
            She would leave the darkshower and feel her way over to the towel rack. She would be safe in thedark-the moist steam from the shower still rising off the tiles encased her. Ifthe house was quiet or if she heard murmurs below her, she knew she would beundisturbed. This was when she could think of me and she did so in two ways:she either thought Susie, just that one word, and cried there, letting hertears roll down her already damp cheeks, knowing no one would see her, no onewould quantify this dangerous substance as grief, or she would imagine merunning, imagine me getting away, imagine herself being taken instead, fightinguntil she was free. She fought back the constant question, Where is Susie now? 
            My father listened toLindsey in her room. Bang, the door was slammed shut. Thump, her books werethrown down. Squeak, she fell onto her bed. Her clogs, boom, boom, were kickedoff onto the floor. A few minutes later he stood outside her door. 
            "Lindsey," he said upon knocking. There was no answer.
            "Lindsey, can I come in?"
            "Go away," came her resolute answer.
            "Come on now, honey," he pleaded.
            “GO away!”
            "Lindsey," myfather said, sucking in his breath, "why can't you let me in?" Heplaced his forehead gently against the bedroom door. The wood felt cool and,for a second, he forgot the pounding of his temples, the suspicion he now heldthat kept repeating itself. Harvey, Harvey, Harvey. 
            In sock feet, Lindseycame silently to the door. She unlocked it as my father drew back and prepareda face that he hoped said "Don't run." 
            "What?" she said. Her face was rigid, an affront."What is it?"
            "I want to know howyou are," he said. He thought of the curtain falling between him and Mr.Harvey, how a certain capture, a lovely blame, was lost to him. He had hisfamily walking through the streets, going to school, passing, on their way, Mr.Harvey's green-shingled house. To get the blood back in his heart he needed hischild. 
            "I want to be alone," Lindsey said. "Isn't thatobvious?"
            "I'm here if you need me," he said.
            "Look, Dad,"my sister said, making her one concession for him, "I'm handling thisalone." 
            What could he do withthat? He could have broken the code and said, "I'm not, I can't, don'tmake me," but he stood there for a second and then retreated. "Iunderstand," he said first, although he didn't. 
            I wanted to lift him up,like statues I'd seen in art history books. A woman lifting up a man. Therescue in reverse. Daughter to father saying, "It's okay. You're okay. NowI won't let anything hurt." 
            Instead, I watched himas he went to place a call to Len Fenerman. 
            The police in thosefirst weeks were almost reverent. Missing dead girls were not a commonoccurrence in the suburbs. But with no leads coming in on where my body was orwho had killed me, the police were getting nervous. There was a window of timeduring which physical evidence was usually found; that window grew smallerevery day. 
            "I don't want tosound irrational, Detective Fenerman," my father said. 
            "Len, please."Tucked in the corner of his desk blotter was the school picture Len Fenermanhad taken from my mother. He had known, before anyone said the words, that Iwas already dead. 
            "I'm certainthere's a man in the neighborhood who knows something," my father said. Hewas staring out the window of his upstairs den, toward the cornfield. The manwho owned it had told the press he was going to let it sit fallow for now. 
            "Who is it, andwhat led you to believe this?" Len Fenerman asked. He chose a stubby,chewed pencil from the front metal lip of his desk drawer. 
            My father told him aboutthe tent, about how Mr. Harvey had told him to go home, about saying my name,about how weird the neighborhood thought Mr. Harvey was with no regular job andno kids, 
            "I'll check itout," Len Fenerman said, because he had to. That was the role he played inthe dance. But what my father had given him offered him little or nothing towork with. "Don't talk to anyone and don't approach him again," Lenwarned. 
            When my father hung upthe phone he felt strangely empty. Drained, he opened the door to his den andclosed it quietly behind him. In the hallway, for the second time, he called mymother's name: "Abigail." 
            She was in the downstairs bathroom, sneaking bites from themacaroons my father's firm always sent us for Christmas. She ate them greedily;they were like suns bursting open in her mouth. The summer she was pregnantwith me, she wore one gingham maternity dress over and over, refusing to spendmoney on another, and ate all she wanted, rubbing her belly and saying,"Thank you, baby” as she dribbled chocolate on her breasts. There was aknock down low on the door.
            "Momma?" Shestuffed the macaroons back in the medicine cabinet, swallowing what was alreadyin her mouth. 
            "Momma?" Buckley repeated. His voice was sleepy.
            "Mommmmm-maaa!"
            She despised the word.
            When my mother openedthe door, my little brother held on to her knees. Buckley pressed his face intothe flesh above them. 
            Hearing movement, myfather went to meet my mother in the kitchen. Together they took solace inattending to Buckley. 
            "Where'sSusie?" Buckley asked as my father spread Fluffernutter on wheat bread. Hemade three. One for himself, one for my mother, and one for his four-year-oldson. 
            "Did you put away your game?" my father asked Buckley,wondering why he persisted in avoiding the topic with the one person whoapproached it head-on.
            "What's wrong withMommy?" Buckley asked. Together they watched my mother, who was staringinto the dry basin of the sink. 
            "How would you liketo go to the 200 this week?" my father asked. He hated himself for it.Hated the bribe and the tease- the deceit. But how could he tell his son that, somewhere,his big sister might lie in pieces? 
            But Buckley heard theword zoo and all that it meant-which to him was largely Monkeys! - and he beganon the rippling path to forgetting for one more day. The shadow of years wasnot as big on his small body. He knew I was away, but when people left theyalways came back. When Len Fenerman had gone door to door in the neighborhoodhe had found nothing remarkable at George Harvey's. Mr. Harvey was a single manwho, it was said, had meant to move in with his wife. She had died sometimebefore this. He built doll-houses for specialty stores and kept to himself,That was all anyone knew. Though friendships had not exactly blossomed aroundhim, the sympathy of the neighborhood had always been with him. Each split-levelcontained a narrative. To Len Fenerman especially, George Harvey's seemed acompelling one. 
            No, Harvey said, hedidn't know the Salmons well. Had seen the children. Everyone knew who hadchildren and who didn't, he noted, his head hanging down and to the left a bit."You can see the toys in the yard. The houses are always morelively," he noted, his voice halting. 
            "I understand youhad a conversation with Mr. Salmon recently," Len said on his second tripto the dark green house. 
            "Yes, is there something wrong?"Mr. Harvey asked. He squinted at Len but then had to pause. "Let me getmy glasses," he said. "I was doing some close work on a SecondEmpire." 
            "Second Empire?" Len asked.
            "Now that myChristmas orders are done, I can experiment," Mr. Harvey said. Lenfollowed him into the back, where a dining table was pushed against a wall.Dozens of small lengths of what looked like miniature wainscoting were lined upon top of it. 
            A little strange,Fenerman thought, but it doesn't make the man a murderer. 
            Mr. Harvey got hisglasses and immediately opened up. "Yes, Mr. Salmon was on one of hiswalks and he helped me build the bridal tent." 
            "The bridal tent?"
            "Each year it'ssomething I do for Leah," he said. "My wife. I'm a widower." 
            Len felt he wasintruding on this man's private rituals. "So I understand” he said. 
            "I feel terribleabout what happened to that girl," Mr. Harvey said. "I tried toexpress that to Mr. Salmon. But I know from experience that nothing makes senseat a time like this." 
            "So you erect thistent every year?" Len Fenerman asked. This was something he could getconfirmation on from neighbors. 
            "In the past, I'vedone it inside, but I tried to do it outside this year. We were married in thewinter. Until the snow picked up, I thought it would work." 
            "Where inside?"
            "The basement, Ican show you if you want. I have all of Lean's things down there still." 
            But Len did not go further.
            "I've intruded enough," he said, "I just wantedto sweep the neighborhood a second time."
            "How's yourinvestigation coming?" Mr. Harvey asked. "Are you findinganything?" 
            Len never likedquestions like this, though he supposed they were the right of the people whoselives he was invading. 
            "Sometimes I thinkclues find their way in good time," he said. "If they want to befound, that is," It was cryptic, sort of a Confucius-says answer, but itworked on almost every civilian. 
            "Have you talked to the Ellis boy?" Mr. Harvey asked.
            "We talked to the family."
            "He's hurt some animals in the neighborhood, I hear."
            "He sounds like abad kid, I grant you," said Len, "but he was working in the mall atthe time." 
            "Witnesses?"
            "Yes."
            "That's my onlyidea," Mr. Harvey said. "I wish I could do more." 
            Len felt him to be sincere.
            "He's certainly abit tweaked at an angle," Len said when he called my father, "but Ihave nothing on him." 
            "What did he say about the tent?"
            "That he built it for Leah, his wife."
            "I remember Mrs.Stead told Abigail his wife's name was Sophie," my father said. Lenchecked his notes. "No, Leah. I wrote it down." 
            My father doubtedhimself. Where had he gotten the name Sophie? He was sure he had heard it too,but that was years ago, at a block party, where the names of children and wivesflew about like confetti between the stories people told to be neighborly andthe introductions to infants and strangers too vague to remember the followingday. 
            He did remember that Mr.Harvey had not come to the block party. He had never come to any of them. Thiswent to his strangeness by the standards of many in the neighborhood but not bymy father's own standards. He had never felt completely comfortable at theseforced efforts of conviviality himself. 
            My father wrote"Leah?" in his book. Then he wrote, "Sophie?" Thoughunaware of it, he had begun a list of the dead. On Christmas Day, my familywould have been more comfortable in heaven. Christmas was largely ignored in myheaven. Some people dressed all in white and pretended they were snowflakes,but other than that, nothing. 
            That Christmas, SamuelHeckler came to our house on an unexpected visit. He was not dressed like asnowflake. He wore his older brother's leather jacket and a pair of ill-fittingarmy fatigues. 
            My brother was in thefront room with his toys. My mother blessed the fact that she had gone early tobuy his gifts. Lindsey got gloves and cherry-flavored lip gloss. My father gotfive white handkerchiefs that she'd ordered months ago in the mail. SaveBuckley, no one wanted anything anyway. In the days before Christmas the lightson the tree were not plugged in. Only the candle that my father kept in thewindow of his den burned. He lit it after dark, but my mother, sister, andbrother had stopped leaving the house after four o'clock. Only I saw it. 
            "There's a manoutside!" my brother shouted. He'd been playing Skyscraper and it had yetto collapse. "He's got a suitcase." 
            My mother left hereggnog in the kitchen and came to the front of the house. Lindsey was sufferingthe mandatory presence in the family room that all holidays required. She andmy father played Monopoly, ignoring the more brutal squares for each other'ssake. There was no Luxury Tax, and a bad Chance wasn't recognized. 
            In the front hall mymother pressed her hands down along her skirt. She placed Buckley in front ofher and put her arms on his shoulders. 
            "Wait for the man to knock," she said.
            "Maybe it's Reverend Strick," my father said toLindsey, collecting his fifteen dollars for winning second prize in a beautycontest.
            "For Susie's sake, I hope not," Lindsey ventured. Myfather held on to it, on to my sister saying my name. She rolled doubles andmoved to Marvin Gardens.
            "That's twenty-four dollars," my father said,"but I'll take ten." "Lindsey," my mother called."It's a visitor for you." My father watched my sister get up andleave the room. We both did. I sat with my father then. I was the ghost on theboard. He stared at the old shoe lying on its side in the box. If only I couldhave lifted it up, made it hop from Boardwalk to Baltic, where I always claimedthe better people lived. "That's because you're a purple freak,"Lindsey would say. My father would say, "I'm proud I didn't raise asnob."
            "Railroads, Susie," he said. "You always likedowning those railroads,"
            To accentuate hiswidow's peak and tame his cowlick, Samuel Heckler insisted on combing his hairstraight back. This made him look, at thirteen and dressed in black leather,like an adolescent vampire. 
            "Merry Christmas,Lindsey” he said to my sister, and held out a small box wrapped in blue paper. 
            I could see it happen:Lindsey's body began to knot. She was working hard keeping everyone out,everyone, but she found Samuel Heckler cute. Her heart, like an ingredient in arecipe, was reduced, and regardless of my death she was thirteen, he was cute,and he had visited her on Christmas Day. 
            "I heard you madegifted," he said to her, because no one was talking. "Me too." 
            My mother rememberedthen, and she switched on her autopilot hostess, "Would you like to comesit?" she managed. "I have some eggnog in the kitchen." 
            
            "That would bewonderful," Samuel Heckler said and, to Lindsey's amazement and mine,offered my sister his arm. 
            "What's that?"asked Buckley, trailing behind and pointing to what he thought was a suitcase. 
            "An alto," Samuel Heckler said.
            "What?" asked Buckley. Lindsey spoke then."Samuel plays the alto saxophone."
            "Barely," Samuel said.
            My brother did not askwhat a saxophone was. He knew what Lindsey was being. She was being what Icalled snooty-wooty, as in "Buckley, don't worry, Lindsey's beingsnooty-wooty," Usually I'd tickle him as I said the word, sometimesburrowing into his stomach with my head, butting him and saying"snooty-wooty" over and over until his trills of laughter flowed downover me. 
            Buckley followed thethree of them into the kitchen and asked, as he had at least once a day,"Where's Susie?" 
            They were silent. Samuel looked at Lindsey.
            "Buckley," myfather called from the adjoining room, "come play Monopoly with me." 
            My brother had neverbeen invited to play Monopoly. Everyone said he was too young, but this was themagic of Christmas, He rushed into the family room, and my father picked him upand sat him on his lap. 
            "See this shoe?" my father said. Buckley nodded hishead.
            "I want you to listen to everything I say about it,okay?"
            "Susie?" my brother asked, somehow connecting the two.
            "Yes, I'm going to tell you where Susie is."
            I began to cry up in heaven. What else was there for me to do?
            "This shoe was thepiece Susie played Monopoly with," he said. "I play with the car orsometimes the wheelbarrow. Lindsey plays with the iron, and when your motherplays, she likes the cannon." 
            "Is that a dog?"
            "Yes, that's a Scottie."
            "Mine!"
            "Okay," myfather said. He was patient. He had found a way to explain it. He held his sonin his lap, and as he spoke, he felt Buckley's small body on his knee-the veryhuman, very warm, very alive weight of it. It comforted him. "The Scottiewill be your piece from now on. Which piece is Susie's again?" 
            "The shoe," Buckley said.
            "Right, and I'm thecar, your sister's the iron» and your mother is the cannon." 
            My brother concentrated very hard.
            "Now let's put allthe pieces on the board, okay? You go ahead and do it for me." 
            Buckley grabbed a fistof pieces and then another, until all the pieces lay between the Chance andCommunity Chest cards. 
            "Let's say the other pieces are our friends."
            "Like Nate?"
            "Right, we'll makeyour friend Nate the hat. And the board is the world. Now if I were to tell youthat when I rolled the dice, one of the pieces would be taken away, what wouldthat mean?" 
            "They can't play anymore?"
            "Right."
            "Why? "Buckley asked. He looked up at my father; myfather flinched.
            "Why?" my brother asked again.
            My father did not wantto say "because life is unfair" or "because that's how itis." He wanted something neat, something that could explain death to afour-year-old. He placed his hand on the small of Buckley's back. 
            "Susie isdead," he said now, unable to make it fit in the rules of any game."Do you know what that means?" 
            Buckley reached overwith his hand and covered the shoe. He looked up to see if his answer wasright. 
            My father nodded."You won't see Susie anymore, honey. None of us will." My fathercried. Buckley looked up into the eyes of our father and did not fullyunderstand. 
            Buckley kept the shoe onhis dresser, until one day it wasn't there anymore and no amount of looking forit could turn it up. In the kitchen my mother finished her eggnog and excusedherself, She went into the dining room and counted silverware, methodicallylaying out the three kinds of forks, the knives, and the spoons, making them"climb the stairs" as she'd been taught when she worked in Wanamaker'sbridal shop before I was born. She wanted a cigarette and for her children whowere living to disappear for a little while. 
            "Are you going toopen your gift?" Samuel Heckler asked my sister. 
            They stood at thecounter, leaning against the dishwasher and the drawers that held napkins andtowels. In the room to their right sat my father and brother; on the other sideof the kitchen, my mother was thinking Wedgwood Florentine, Cobalt Blue; RoyalWorcester, Mountbatten; Lenox, Eternal. 
            Lindsey smiled andpulled at the white ribbon on top of the box. 
            "My mom did the ribbon for me," Samuel Heckler said.
            She tore the blue paperaway from the black velvet box. Carefully she held it in her palm once thepaper was off. In heaven I was excited. When Lindsey and I played Barbies,Barbie and Ken got married at sixteen. To us there was only one true love ineveryone's life; we had no concept of compromise, or retries. 
            "Open it," Samuel Heckler said.
            "I'm scared."
            "Don't be."
            He put his hand on her forearm and - Wow!-what I felt when hedid that. Lindsey had a cute boy in the kitchen, vampire or no! This was news,this was a bulletin - I was suddenly privy to everything. She never would havetold me any of this stuff.
            What the box held wastypical or disappointing or miraculous depending on the eye. It was typicalbecause he was a thirteen-year-old boy, or it was disappointing because it wasnot a wedding ring, or it was miraculous. He'd given her a half a heart. It wasgold and from inside his Hukapoo shirt, he pulled out the other side. It hungaround his neck on a rawhide cord, Lindsey's face flushed; mine flushed up inheaven. 
            I forgot my father inthe family room and my mother counting silver. I saw Lindsey move toward SamuelHeckler. She kissed him; it was glorious. I was almost alive again. 
 
 
            
            
            
            
            S I X
            Two weeks before mydeath, I left the house later than usual, and by the time I reached the school,the blacktop circle where the school buses usually hovered was empty. 
            A hall monitor from thediscipline office would write down your name if you tried to get in the frontdoors after the first bell rang, and I didn't want to be paged during class tocome and sit on the hard bench outside Mr. Peterford's room, where, it waswidely known, he would bend you over and paddle your behind with a board. He'dasked the shop teacher to drill holes into it for less wind resistance on thedownstroke and more pain when it landed against your jeans. 
            I had never been lateenough or done anything bad enough to meet the board, but in my mind as inevery other kid's I could visualize it so well my butt would sting. Clarissahad told me that the baby stoners, as they were called in junior high, used theback door to the stage, which was always left open by Cleo, the janitor, whohad dropped out of high school as a full-blown stoner. 
            
            
            So that day I crept intothe backstage area, watching my step, careful not to trip over the variouscords and wires. I paused near some scaffolding and put down my book bag tobrush my hair. I'd taken to leaving the house in the jingle-bell cap and thenswitching, as soon as I gained cover behind the O'Dwyers' house, to an oldblack watch cap of my father's. All this left my hair full of staticelectricity, and my first stop was usually the girls' room, where I would brushit flat. 
            "You are beautiful, Susie Salmon."
            I heard the voice butcould not place it immediately. I looked around me. 
            "Here," the voice said.
            I looked up and saw thehead and torso of Ray Singh leaning out over the top of the scaffold above me. 
            "Hello," he said.
            I knew Ray Singh had acrush on me. He had moved from England the year before but Clarissa said he wasborn in India. That someone could have the face of one country and the voice ofanother and then move to a third was too incredible for me to fathom. It madehim immediately cool. Plus, he seemed eight hundred times smarter than the restof us, and he had a crush on me. What I finally realized were affectations-thesmoking jacket that he sometimes wore to school and his foreign cigarettes,which were actually his mother's-I thought were evidence of his higherbreeding. He knew and saw things that the rest of us didn't see. That morningwhen he spoke to me from above, my heart plunged to the floor. 
            "Hasn't the first bell rung?" I asked.
            "I have Mr. Morton for homeroom," he said. Thisexplained everything. Mr. Morton had a perpetual hangover, which was at itspeak during homeroom. He never called roll. "What are you doing upthere?"
            "Climb up and see,"he said, removing his head and shoulders from my view. I hesitated. 
            "Come on, Susie."
            It was my one day inlife of being a bad kid-of at least feigning the moves. I placed my foot on thebottom rung of the scaffold and reached my arms up to the first crossbar. 
            "Bring your stuff” Ray advised. I went back for my book bagand then climbed unsteadily up.
            "Let me helpyou," he said and put his hands under my armpits, which, even thoughcovered by my winter parka, I was self-conscious about. I sat for a moment withmy feet dangling over the side. 
            "Tuck them in," he said. "That way no one willsee us."
            I did what he told me,and then I stared at him for a moment. I felt suddenly stupid-unsure of why Iwas there. 
            "Will you stay up here all day?" I asked.
            "Just until English class is over."
            "You're cuttingEnglish!" It was as if he said he'd robbed a bank. 
            "I've seen everyShakespeare play put on by the Royal Shakespeare Company," Ray said."That bitch has nothing to teach me." 
            I felt sorry for Mrs. Dewittthen. If part of being bad was calling Mrs. Dewitt a bitch, I wasn't into it. 
            "I like Othello" I ventured.
            "It's condescendingtwaddle the way she teaches it. A sort of Black Like Me version of theMoor." 
            Ray was smart. Thiscombined with being an Indian from England had made him a Martian inNorristown. 
            "That guy in themovie looked pretty stupid with black makeup on” I said, 
            "You mean Sir Laurence Olivier."
            Ray and I were quiet.Quiet enough to hear the bell for the end of homeroom ring and then, fiveminutes later, the bell that meant we should be on the first floor in Mrs.Dewitt's class. As each second passed after that bell, I could feel my skinheat up and Ray's look lengthen out over my body, taking in my royal blue parkaand my kelly green miniskirt with my matching Danskin tights. My real shoes satbeside me inside my bag. On my feet I had a pair of fake sheepskin boots withdirty synthetic shearing spilling out like animal innards around the tops andseams. If I had known this was to be the sex scene of my life, I might haveprepared a bit, reapplied my Strawberry-Banana Kissing Potion as I came in thedoor. 
            I could feel Ray's bodyleaning toward me, the scaffolding underneath us squeaking from his movement.He is from England, I was thinking. His lips moved closer, the scaffold listed.I was dizzy-about to go under the wave of my first kiss, when we both heardsomething. We froze. 
            Ray and I lay down sideby side and stared at the lights and wires overhead. A moment later, the stagedoor opened and in walked Mr. Peterford and the art teacher, Miss Ryan whowe recognized by their voices. There was a third person with them. 
            "We are not takingdisciplinary action at this time, but we will if you persist," Mr.Peterford was saying. "Miss Ryan, did you bring the materials?" 
            "Yes." MissRyan had come to Kennet from a Catholic school and taken over the artdepartment from two ex-hippies who had been fired when the kiln exploded. Ourart classes had gone from wild experiments with molten metals and throwing clayto day after day of drawing profiles of wooden figures she placed in stiffpositions at the beginning of each class. 
            "I'm only doing theassignments." It was Ruth Connors. I recognized the voice and so did Ray. Weall had Mrs. Dewitt's English class first period. 
            "This," Mr. Peterford said, "was not theassignment."
            Ray reached for my hand and squeezed. We knew what they weretalking about. A xeroxed copy of one of Ruth's drawings had been passed aroundin the library until it had reached a boy at the card catalog who was overtakenby the librarian.
            "If I'm notmistaken," said Miss Ryan, "there are no breasts on our anatomymodel." 
            The drawing had been ofa woman reclining with her legs crossed. And it was no wooden figure witheyehooks connecting the limbs. It was a real woman, and the charcoal smudges ofher eyes-whether by accident or intent-had given her a leering look that madeevery kid who saw it either highly uncomfortable or quite happy, thank you. 
            "There isn't a noseor mouth on that wooden model either," Ruth said, "but you encouragedus to draw in faces." 
            Again Ray squeezed my hand.
            "That's enough,young lady," Mr. Peterford said, "It is the attitude of repose inthis particular drawing that clearly made it something the Nelson boy wouldxerox." 
            "Is that my fault?"
            "Without the drawing there would be no problem."
            "So it's my fault?"
            "I invite you torealize the position this puts the school in and to assist us by drawing whatMiss Ryan instructs the class to draw without making unnecessaryadditions." 
            "Leonardo da Vinci drew cadavers," Ruth said softly.
            "Understood?"
            "Yes," said Ruth.
            The stage doors openedand shut, and a moment later Ray and I could hear Ruth Connors crying. Raymouthed the word go, and I moved to the end of the scaffold, dangling my footover the side to find a hold. 
            That week Ray would kissme by my locker. It didn't happen up on the scaffold when he'd wanted it to.Our only kiss was like an accident - a beautiful gasoline rainbow. 
            I climbed down off thescaffold with my back to her. She didn't move or hide, just looked at me when Iturned around. She was sitting on a wooden crate near the back of the stage. Apair of old curtains hung to her left. She watched me walk toward her butdidn't wipe her eyes. 
            "SusieSalmon," she said, just to confirm it. The possibility of my cutting firstperiod and hiding backstage in the auditorium was, until that day, as remote asthe smartest girl in our class being bawled out by the discipline officer. Istood in front of her, hat in hand. 
            "That's a stupid hat," she said.
            I lifted the jingle-bellcap and looked at it. "I know. My mom made it." 
            "So you heard?"
            "Can I see?"
            Ruth unfolded the much-handled xerox and I stared.
            Using a blue ballpointpen, Brian Nelson had made an obscene hole where her legs were crossed. Irecoiled and she watched me. I could see something flicker in her eyes, aprivate wondering, and then she leaned over and brought out a black leathersketchbook from her knapsack. 
            Inside, it wasbeautiful. Drawings of women mostly, but of animals and men too. I'd never seenanything like it before. Each page was covered in her drawings. I realized howsubversive Ruth was then, not because she drew pictures of nude women that gotmisused by her peers, but because she was more talented than her teachers. Shewas the quietest kind of rebel. Helpless, really. 
            "You're really good, Ruth," I said.
            "Thank you,"she said, and I kept looking through the pages of her book and drinking it in.I was both frightened and excited by what existed underneath the black line ofthe navel in those drawings-what my mother called the "baby-makingmachinery." 
            I told Lindsey I'd never have one, and when I was ten I'd spentthe better part of six months telling any adult who would listen that Iintended on getting my tubes tied. I didn't know what this meant, exactly, butI knew it was drastic, required surgery, and it made my father laugh out loud.
            Ruth went from weird tospecial for me then. The drawings were so good that in that moment I forgot therules of school, all the bells and whistles, which as kids we were supposed torespond to. After the cornfield was roped off, searched, then abandoned, Ruthwent walking there, She would wrap a large wool shawl of her grandmother'saround her under the ratty old peacoat of her father's. Soon she noted thatteachers in subjects besides gym didn't report her if she cut. They were happynot to have her there: her intelligence made her a problem. It demandedattention and rushed their lesson plans forward. 
            And she began to takerides from her father in the mornings to avoid the bus. He left very early andbrought his red metal, sloped-top lunchbox, which he had allowed her to pretendwas a barn for her Barbies when she was little, and in which he now tuckedbourbon. Before he let her out in the empty parking lot, he would stop histruck but keep the heater running. 
            "Going to be okay today?" he always asked. Ruthnodded.
            "One for the road?"
            And without nodding thistime she handed him the lunchbox. He opened it, unscrewed the bourbon, took adeep swallow, and then passed it to her. She threw her head back dramaticallyand either placed her tongue against the glass so very little would make it toher mouth, or took a small, wincing gulp if he was watching her. 
            She slid out of the highcab. It was cold, bitterly cold, before the sun rose. Then she remembered afact from one of our classes: people moving are warmer than people at rest. Soshe began to walk directly to the cornfield, keeping a good pace. She talked toherself, and sometimes she thought about me. Often she would rest a momentagainst the chain-link fence that separated the soccer field from the track,while she watched the world come alive around her. 
            So we met each morningin those first few months. The sun would come up over the cornfield andHoliday, let loose by my father, would come to chase rabbits in and out of thetall dry stalks of dead corn. The rabbits loved the trimmed lawns of theathletic fields, and as Ruth approached she'd see their dark forms line upalong the white chalk of the farthest boundaries like some sort of tiny sportsteam. She liked the idea of this and I did too. She believed stuffed animalsmoved at night when humans went to sleep. She still thought in her father'slunchbox there might be minute cows and sheep that found time to graze on thebourbon and baloney. 
            When Lindsey left thegloves from Christmas for me, in between the farthest boundary of the soccerfield and the cornfield, I looked down one morning to see the rabbitsinvestigate: sniff at the corners of the gloves lined with their own kin. ThenI saw Ruth pick them up before Holiday grabbed them. She turned the bottom ofone glove so the fur faced out and held it up to her cheek. She looked up tothe sky and said, "Thank you." I liked to think she was talking tome. 
            I grew to love Ruth onthose mornings, feeling that in some way we could never explain on our oppositesides of the Inbetween, we were born to keep each other company. Odd girls whohad found each other in the strangest way-in the shiver she had felt when Ipassed. Ray was a walker, like me, living at the far end of our development,which surrounded the school. He had seen Ruth Connors walking alone out on thesoccer fields. Since Christmas he had come and gone to school as quickly as hecould, never lingering. He wanted my killer to be caught almost as much as myparents did. Until he was, Ray could not wipe the traces of suspicion offhimself, despite his alibi. 
            He chose a morning whenhis father was not going to work at the university and filled his father'sthermos with his mother's sweet tea. He left early to wait for Ruth and made alittle camp of the cement shot-put circle, sitting on the metal curve againstwhich the shot-putters braced their feet. 
            When he saw her walkingon the other side of the chain-link fence that separated the school from thesoccer field and inside which was the most revered of the sports fields-thefootball one-he rubbed his hands together and prepared what he wanted to say.His bravery this time came not from having kissed me - a goal he'd set himselfa full year before its completion - but from being, at fourteen, intenselylonely. 
            I watched Ruth approachthe soccer field, thinking she was alone, In an old home her father had gone toscavenge, he had found her a treat to go along with her new hobby-an anthologyof poems. She held them close. She saw Ray stand up when she was still some distanceaway. 
            "Hello, Ruth Connors!" he called and waved his arms.
            Ruth looked over, andhis name came into her head: Ray Singh. But she didn't know much more thanthat, She had heard the rumors about the police being over at his house, butshe believed what her father had said - "No kid did that" - and soshe walked over to him. 
            "I prepared tea andhave it in my thermos here," Ray said. I blushed for him up in heaven. Hewas smart when it came to Othello, but now he was acting like a geek. 
            "No thank you,"Ruth said. She stood near him but with a definite few feet more than usualstill in between. Her fingernails were pressed into the worn cover of thepoetry anthology. 
            "I was there thatday, when you and Susie talked backstage," Ray said. He held the thermosout to her. She made no move closer and didn't respond. 
            "Susie Salmon," he clarified.
            "I know who you mean," she said.
            "Are you going to the memorial service?"
            "I didn't know there was one," she said.
            "I don't think I'm going."
            I was staring hard athis lips. They were redder than usual from the cold. Ruth took a step forward. 
            "Do you want some lip balm?" Ruth asked.
            Ray lifted his woolgloves up to his lips, where they snagged briefly on the chapped surface that Ihad kissed. Ruth dug her hands in the peacoat pocket and pulled out her ChapStick. "Here," she said, "I have tons of them. You can keepit." 
            "That's sonice," he said. "Will you at least sit with me until the busescome?" 
            They sat together on theshot-putters' cement platform. Again I was seeing something I never would haveseen: the two of them together. It made Ray more attractive to me than he hadever been. His eyes were the darkest gray. When I watched him from heaven I didnot hesitate to fall inside of them. 



            It became a ritual forthe two of them. On the days that his father taught, Ruth brought him a littlebourbon in her father's flask; otherwise they had sweet tea. They were cold ashell, but that didn't seem to matter to them. 
            They talked about whatit was like to be a foreigner in Norristown. They read poems aloud from Ruth'santhology. They talked about how to become what they wanted to be. A doctor forRay. A painter/poet for Ruth. They made a secret club of the other oddballsthey could point out in our class. There were the obvious ones like MikeBayles, who had taken so much acid no one understood how he was still inschool, or Jeremiah, who was from Louisiana and so just as much a foreigner asRay. Then there were the quiet ones. Artie, who talked excitedly to anyoneabout the effects of formaldehyde. Harry Orland, who was so painfully shy hewore his gym shorts over his jeans. And Vicki Kurtz, who everyone thought wasokay after the death of her mother, but whom Ruth had seen sleeping in a bed ofpine needles behind the junior high's regulating plant. And, sometimes, theywould talk about me. 
            "It's sostrange," Ruth said. "I mean, it's like we were in the same classsince kindergarten but that day backstage in the auditorium was the first timewe ever looked at each other." 
            "She wasgreat," Ray said. He thought of our lips brushing past one another as westood alone in a column of lockers. How I had smiled with my eyes closed andthen almost run away. "Do you think they'll find him?" 
            "I guess so. Youknow, we're only like one hundred yards away from where it happened." 
            "I know," he said.
            They both sat on thethin metal rim of the shot-putters' brace, holding tea in their gloved hands.The cornfield had become a place no one went. When a ball strayed from thesoccer field, a boy took a dare to go in and get it. That morning the sun wasslicing right through the dead stalks as it rose, but there was no heat fromit. 
            "I found these here” she said, indicating the leathergloves.
            "Do you ever think about her?" he asked. They werequiet again.
            "All thetime," Ruth said. A chill ran down my spine. "Sometimes I think she'slucky, you know. I hate this place." 
            "Me too," Raysaid. "But I've lived other places. This is just a temporary hell, not apermanent one." 
            "You're not implying .. ."
            "She's in heaven, if you believe in that stuff."
            "You don't?"
            "I don't think so, no."
            "I do," Ruthsaid. "I don't mean la-la angel-wing crap, but I do think there's aheaven." 
            "Is she happy?"
            "It is heaven, right?"
            "But what does that mean?"
            The tea was stone-coldand the first bell had already rung. Ruth smiled into her cup. "Well, asmy dad would say, it means she's out of this shithole." 
            When my father knocked on the door of Ray Singh's house, he wasstruck dumb by Ray's mother, Ruana. It was not that she was immediatelywelcoming, and she was far from sunny, but something about her dark hair, andher gray eyes, and even the strange way she seemed to step back from the dooronce she opened it, all of these things overwhelmed him.
            He had heard the offhandcomments the police made about her. To their mind she was cold and snobbish,condescending, odd. And so that was what he imagined he would find. 
            "Come in andsit," she'd said to him when he pronounced his name. Her eyes, on the wordSalmon, had gone from closed to open doorways-dark rooms where he wanted totravel firsthand. 
            He almost lost hisbalance as she led him into the small cramped front room of their house. Therewere books on the floor with their spines facing up. They came out three rowsdeep from the wall. She was wearing a yellow sari and what looked like goldlame capri pants underneath. Her feet were bare. She padded across thewall-to-wall and stopped at the couch. "Something to drink?" she asked,and he nodded his head. 
            "Hot or cold?"
            "Hot."
            As she turned the cornerinto a room he couldn't see, he sat down on the brown plaid couch. The windowsacross from him under which the books were lined were draped with long muslincurtains, which the harsh daylight outside had to fight to filter through. Hefelt suddenly very warm, almost close to forgetting why that morning he haddouble-checked the Singhs' address. 
            A little while later, asmy father was thinking of how tired he was and how he had promised my mother topick up some long-held dry cleaning, Mrs. Singh returned with tea on a tray andput it down on the carpet in front of him. 
            "We don't have muchfurniture, I'm afraid. Dr. Singh is still looking for tenure." 
            She went into an adjoining room and broughtback a purple floor pillow for herself, which she placed on the floor to facehim. 
            "Dr. Singh is aprofessor?" my father asked, though he knew this already, knew more thanhe was comfortable with about this beautiful woman and her sparsely furnishedhome. 
            "Yes," shesaid, and poured the tea. It was quiet. She held out a cup to him, and as hetook it she said, "Ray was with him the day your daughter waskilled." 
            He wanted to fall over into her.
            "That must be why you've come," she continued.
            "Yes," he said, "I want to talk to him."
            "He's at schoolright now," she said. "You know that." Her legs in the goldpants were tucked to her side. The nails on her toes were long and unpolished,their surface gnarled from years of dancing. 
            "I wanted to comeby and assure you I mean him no harm," my father said. I watched him. Ihad never seen him like this before. The words fell out of him like burdens hewas delivering, back-logged verbs and nouns, but he was watching her feet curlagainst the dun-colored rug and the way the small pool of numbed light from thecurtains touched her right cheek. 
            "He did nothingwrong and loved your little girl. A schoolboy crush, but still." 
            Schoolboy crusheshappened all the time to Ray's mother. The teenager who delivered the paperwould pause on his bike, hoping that she would be near the door when she heardthe thump of the Philadelphia Inquirer hit the porch. That she would come outand, if she did, that she would wave. She didn't even have to smile, and sherarely did outside her house-it was the eyes, her dancer's carriage, the wayshe seemed to deliberate over the smallest movement of her body. 
            When the police had comethey had stumbled into the dark front hall in search of a killer, but beforeRay even reached the top of the stairs, Ruana had so confused them that theywere agreeing to tea and sitting on silk pillows. They had expected her to fallinto the grooves of the patter they relied on with all attractive women, but sheonly grew more erect in posture as they tried harder and harder to ingratiatethemselves, and she stood upright by the windows while they questioned her son. 
            "I'm glad Susie hada nice boy like her," my father said. "I'll thank your son forthat." 
            She smiled, not showing teeth.
            "He wrote her a love note," he said.
            "Yes."
            "I wish I had knownenough to do the same," he said. "Tell her I loved her on that lastday." 
            "Yes."
            "But your son did."
            "Yes."
            They stared at each other for a moment.
            "You must havedriven the policemen nuts," he said and smiled more to himself than toher. 
            "They came toaccuse Ray," she said. "I wasn't concerned with how they felt aboutme." 
            "I imagine it'sbeen hard for him," my father said. 
            "No, I won't allowthat," she said sternly and placed her cup back on the tray. "Youcannot have sympathy for Ray or for us." 
            My father tried to stutter out a protest.
            She placed her hand inthe air. "You have lost a daughter and come here for some purpose. I willallow you that and that only, but trying to understand our lives, no." 
            "I didn't mean to offend," he said. "I only . .."
            Again, the hand up.
            "Ray will be homein twenty minutes. I will talk to him first and prepare him, then you may talkto my son about your daughter." 
            "What did I say?"
            "I like that wedon't have much furniture. It allows me to think that someday we might pack upand leave” 
            "I hope you'llstay," my father said. He said it because he had been trained to be politefrom an early age, a training he passed on to me, but he also said it becausepart of him wanted more of her, this cold woman who was not exactly cold, thisrock who was not stone. 
            "With allgentleness," she said, "you don't even know me. We'll wait togetherfor Ray," 
            My father had left ourhouse in the midst of a fight between Lindsey and my mother. My mother wastrying to get Lindsey to go with her to the Y to swim. Without thinking,Lindsey had blared, "I'd rather die!" at the top of her lungs. Myfather watched as my mother froze, then burst, fleeing to their bedroom to wailbehind the door. He quietly tucked his notebook in his jacket pocket, took thecar keys off the hook by the back door, and snuck out. 
            In those first twomonths my mother and father moved in opposite directions from each other. Onestayed in, the other went out. My father fell asleep in his den in the greenchair, and when he woke he crept carefully into the bedroom and slid into bed.If my mother had most of the sheets he would lie without them, his body curledup tight, ready to spring at a moment's notice, ready for anything. 
            "I know who killed her," he heard himself say to RuanaSingh.
            "Have you told the police?"
            "Yes."
            "What do they say?"
            "They say that fornow there is nothing but my suspicion to link him to the crime." 
            "A father's suspicion ..." she began.
            "Is as powerful as a mother's intuition."
            This time there were teeth in her smile.
            "He lives in the neighborhood."
            "What are you doing?"
            "I'm investigatingall leads," my father said, knowing how it sounded as he said it. 
            "And my son ..."
            "Is a lead."
            "Perhaps the other man frightens you too much."
            "But I have to do something," he protested.
            "Here we are again,Mr. Salmon," she said. "You misinterpret me. I am not saying you aredoing the wrong thing by coming here. It is the right thing in its way. Youwant to find something soft, something warm in all this. Your searching led youhere. That's a good thing. I am only concerned that it be good, too, for myson." 
            "I mean no harm."
            "What is the man's name?"
            "GeorgeHarvey." It was the first time he'd said it aloud to anyone but LenFenerman. 
            She paused and stood.Turning her back to him, she walked over to first one window and then the otherand drew the curtains back. It was the after-school light that she loved. Shewatched for Ray as he walked up the road. 
            "Ray will come now.I will go to meet him. If you'll excuse me I need to put on my coat andboots." She paused. "Mr. Salmon," she said, "I would doexactly what you are doing: I would talk to everyone I needed to, I would nottell too many people his name. When I was sure," she said, "I wouldfind a quiet way, and I would kill him." 
            He could hear her in thehallway, the metal clank of hangers as she got her coat. A few minutes laterthe door was opened and closed, A cold breeze came in from the outside and thenout on the road he could see a mother greet her son. Neither of them smiled.Their heads bent low. Their mouths moved. Ray took in the fact that my fatherwas waiting for him inside his home. At first my mother and I thought it wasjust the obvious that marked Len Fenerman as different from the rest of theforce. He was smaller than the hulking uniforms who frequently accompanied him.Then there were the less obvious traits too-the way he often seemed to bethinking to himself, how he wasn't much for joking or trying to be anything butserious when he talked about me and the circumstances of the case. But, talkingwith my mother, Len Fenerman had shown himself for what he was: an optimist. Hebelieved my killer would be caught. 
            "Maybe not today ortomorrow," he said to my mother, "but someday he'll do somethinguncontrollable. They are too uncontrolled in their habits not to." 
            My mother was left toentertain Len Fenerman until my father arrived home from the Singhs'. On thetable in the family room Buckley's crayons were scattered across the butcherpaper my mother had laid down. Buckley and Nate had drawn until their headsbegan to nod like heavy flowers, and my mother had plucked them up in her arms,first one and then the other, and brought them over to the couch. They sleptthere end to end with their feet almost touching in the center. 
            Len Fenerman knew enoughto talk in hushed whispers, but he wasn't, my mother noted, a worshiper ofchildren. He watched her carry the two boys but did not stand to help orcomment on them the way the other policemen always did, defining her by herchildren, both living and dead. 
            "Jack wants to talkto you," my mother said. "But I'm sure you're too busy to wait." 
            "Not too busy."
            I saw a black strand ofher hair fall from where she had tucked it behind her ear. It softened herface. I saw Len see it too. 
            "He went over tothat poor Ray Singh's house," she said and tucked the fallen hair back inits proper place. 
            "I'm sorry we had to question him," Len said.
            "Yes," shesaid. "No young boy is capable of..." She couldn't say it, and hedidn't make her. 
            "His alibi was airtight."
            My mother took up a crayon from the butcher paper.
            Len Fenerman watched mymother draw stick figures and stick dogs. Buckley and Nate made quiet sounds ofsleep on the couch. My brother curled up into a fetal position and a momentlater placed his thumb in his mouth to suck. It was a habit my mother had toldus all we must help him break. Now she envied such easy peace. 
            "You remind me ofmy wife," Len said after a long silence, during which my mother had drawnan orange poodle and what looked like a blue horse undergoing electroshocktreatment. 
            "She can't draw either?"
            "She wasn't much of a talker when there was nothing tosay."
            A few more minutespassed. A yellow ball of sun. A brown house with flowers outside the door -pink, blue, purple. 
            "You used the past tense."
            They both heard thegarage door. "She died soon after we were married," he said. 
            "Daddy!"Buckley yelled, and leapt up, forgetting Nate and everyone else. 
            "I'm sorry," she said to Len.
            "I am too," he said, "about Susie. Really."
            In the back hall myfather greeted Buckley and Nate with high cheers and calls for"Oxygen!" as he always did when we besieged him after a long day.Even if it felt false, elevating his mood for my brother was often the favoritepart of his day. 
            My mother stared at LenFenerman while my father walked toward the family room from the back. Rush tothe sink, I felt like saying to her, stare down the hole and look into theearth. I'm down there waiting; I'm up here watching. 
            Len Fenerman had beenthe one that first asked my mother for my school picture when the police thoughtI might be found alive. In his wallet, my photo sat in a stack. Among thesedead children and strangers was a picture of his wife. If a case had beensolved he had written the date of its resolution on the back of the photo. Ifthe case was still open-in his mind if not in the official files of thepolice-it was blank. There was nothing on the back of mine. There was nothingon his wife's. 
            "Len, how are you?" my father asked. Holiday up and wiggling back and forth for my father topet him. 
            "I hear you went to see Ray Singh," Len said.
            "Boys, why don'tyou go play up in Buckley's room?" my mother suggested, "DetectiveFenerman and Daddy need to talk." 
 
 
            
            
            
            
            SEVEN
            “Do you seeher?" Buckley asked Nate as they climbed the stairs, Holiday in tow."That's my sister." 
            "No, "Nate said.
            "She was gone for a while, but now she's back. Race!"
            And the three ofthem-two boys and a dog-raced the rest of the way up the long curve of thestaircase. 
            I had never even letmyself yearn for Buckley, afraid he might see my image in a mirror or a bottlecap. Like everyone else I was trying to protect him. "Too young," Isaid to Franny. "Where do you think imaginary friends come from?" shesaid. 
            For a few minutes thetwo boys sat under the framed grave rubbing outside my parents' room. It wasfrom a tomb in a London graveyard. My mother had told Lindsey and me the storyof how my father and she had wanted things to hang on their walls and an oldwoman they met on their honeymoon had taught them how to do grave rubbings. Bythe time I was in double digits most of the grave rubbings had been put down inthe basement for storage, the spots on our suburban walls replaced with brightgraphic prints meant to stimulate children. But Lindsey and I loved the graverubbings, particularly the one under which Nate and Buckley sat that afternoon. 
            Lindsey and I would liedown on the floor underneath it. I would pretend to be the knight that waspictured, and Holiday was the faithful dog curled up at his feet. Lindsey wouldbe the wife he'd left behind. It always dissolved into giggles no matter howsolemn the start. Lindsey would tell the dead knight that a wife had to moveon, that she couldn't be trapped for the rest of her life by a man who wasfrozen in time. I would act stormy and mad, but it never lasted. Eventually shewould describe her new lover: the fat butcher who gave her prime cuts of meat,the agile blacksmith who made her hooks. "You are dead knight," shewould say. "Time to move on." 
            "Last night shecame in and kissed me on the cheek," Buckley said. 
            "Did not."
            "Did too."
            "Really?"
            "Yeah."
            "Have you told your mom?"
            "It's asecret," Buckley said. "Susie told me she isn't ready to talk to themyet. Do you want to see something else?" 
            "Sure, "said Nate.
            The two of them stood upto go to the children's side of the house, leaving Holiday asleep under thegrave rubbing. 
            "Come look," Buckley said.
            They were in my room.The picture of my mother had been taken by Lindsey. After reconsideration, she hadcome back for the "Hippy-Dippy Says Love" button too. 
            "Susie's room," Nate said. Buckley put his fingers tohis lips. He'd seen my mother do this when she wanted us to be quiet, and nowhe wanted that from Nate. He got down on his belly and gestured for Nate tofollow, and they wriggled like Holiday as they made their way beneath the dustruffle of my bed into my secret storage space.
            In the material that wasstretched on the underside of the box spring, there was a hole, and stuffed upinside were things I didn't want anyone else to see. I had to guard it fromHoliday or he would scratch at it to try and pry the objects loose. This hadbeen exactly what happened twenty-four hours after I went missing. My parentshad searched my room hoping to find a note of explanation and then left thedoor open. Holiday had carried off the licorice I kept there. Strewn beneath mybed were the objects I'd kept hidden, and one of them only Buckley and Natewould recognize. Buckley unwrapped an old handkerchief of my father's and thereit was, the stained and bloody twig. 
            The year before, athree-year-old Buckley had swallowed it. Nate and he had been shoving rocks uptheir noses in our backyard, and Buckley had found a small twig under the oaktree where my mother strung one end of the clothesline. He put the stick in hismouth like a cigarette. I watched him from the roof outside my bedroom window,where I was sitting painting my toenails with Clarissa's Magenta Glitter andreading Seventeen. 
            I was perpetually assignedthe job of watching out for little brother. Lindsey was not thought to be oldenough. Besides, she was a burgeoning brain, which meant she got to be free todo things like spend that summer afternoon drawing detailed pictures of a fly'seye on graph paper with her 130-pack of Prisma Colors. 
            It was not too hot outand it was summer, and I was going to spend my internment at home beautifying.I had begun the morning by showering, shampooing, and steaming myself. On theroof I air-dried and applied lacquer. I had on two coats of Magenta Glitterwhen a fly landed on the bottle's applicator. 1 heard Nate making dare andthreat sounds, and I squinted at the fly to try to make out all the quadrantsof his eyes that Lindsey was coloring inside the house. A breeze came up,blowing the fringe on my cutoffs against my thighs. 
            "Susie, Susie!" Nate was yelling. I looked down to seeBuckley on the ground.
            It was this day that Ialways told Holly about when we talked about rescue. I believed it waspossible; she did not. 
            I swung my legs aroundand scrambled through my open window, one foot landing on the sewing stool andthe other immediately in front of that one and on the braided rug and then downon my knees and out of the blocks like an athlete. I ran down the hall and sliddown the banister as we'd been forbidden to do. I called Lindsey's name andthen forgot her, ran out to the backyard through the screened-in porch, andjumped over the dog fence to the oak tree. 
            Buckley was choking, hisbody bucking, and I carried him with Nate trailing into the garage, where myfather's precious Mustang sat. I had watched my parents drive, and my motherhad shown me how a car went from park to reverse. I put Buckley in the back andgrabbed the keys from the unused terra-cotta pots where my father hid them. Isped all the way to the hospital. I burned out the emergency brake, but no oneseemed to care. 
            "If she hadn't beenthere," the doctor later told my mother, "you would have lost yourlittle boy." 
            Grandma Lynn predictedI'd have a long life because I had saved my brother's. As usual, Grandma Lynnwas wrong. 
            The adults changed as they surrounded him in the huge hospitalbed. He had seen them that serious only one other time. But whereas in thehospital, their eyes had been worried and then later not, shot through with somuch light and relief that they'd enveloped him, now our parents' eyes had goneflat and not returned. I felt faint in heaven that day. I reeled back in thegazebo, and my eyes snapped open. It was dark, and across from me stood a largebuilding that I had never been in.
            I had read James and theGiant Peach when I was little. The building looked like the house of his aunts.Huge and dark and Victorian. It had a widow's walk. For a moment, as Ireadjusted to the darkness, I thought I saw a long row of women standing on thewidow's walk and pointing my way. But a moment later, I saw differently. Crowswere lined up, their beaks holding crooked twigs. As I stood to go back to theduplex, they took wing and followed me. Had my brother really seen me somehow,or was he merely a little boy telling beautiful lies? 
            
            "Wow," Nate said, holding the twig and marveling athow over time red blood turned black.
            "Yeah," saidBuckley. His stomach felt queasy with the memory of it. How much pain he hadbeen in, how the faces of the adults looked. 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            EIGHT
            For three months Mr. Harvey dreamed of buildings. He saw a sliceof Yugoslavia where thatched-roofed dwellings on stilts gave way to rushing torrentsof water from below. There were blue skies overhead. Along the fjords and inthe hidden valleys of Norway, he saw wooden stave churches, the timbers ofwhich had been carved by Viking boat-builders. Dragons and local heroes madefrom wood. But there was one building, from the Vologda, that he dreamed aboutmost: the Church of the Transfiguration. And it was this dream - hisfavorite-that he had on the night of my murder and on the nights followinguntil the others came back. The not still dreams-the ones of women andchildren. I could see all the way back to Mr. Harvey in his mother's arms,staring out over a table covered with pieces of colored glass. His fathersorted them into piles by shape and size, depth and weight. His father'sjeweler's eyes looked deeply into each specimen for cracks and flaws. AndGeorge Harvey would turn his attention to the single jewel that hung from hismother's neck, a large oval piece of amber framed by silver, inside of whichsat a whole and perfect fly.
            "A builder" wasall Mr. Harvey said when he was young. Then he stopped answering the questionof what his father did. How could he say he worked in the desert, and that hebuilt shacks of broken glass and old wood? He lectured George Harvey on whatmade a good building, on how to make sure you were constructing things to last. 
            So it was his father'sold sketchbooks that Mr. Harvey looked at when the not still dreams came back.He would steep himself in the images of other places and other worlds, tryingto love what he did not. And then he would begin to dream dreams of his motherthe last time he had seen her, running through a field on the side of the road.She had been dressed in white. White capri pants and a tight white boat-neckshirt, and his father and she had fought for the last time in the hot caroutside of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. He had forced her out of the car.George Harvey sat still as stone in the back seat-eyes wide, no more afraidthan a stone, watching it all as he did everything by then-in slow-mo. She hadrun without stopping, her white body thin and fragile and disappearing, whileher son clung on to the amber necklace she had torn from her neck to hand him.His father had watched the road. "She's gone now, son," he said. "Shewon't be coming back." 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            NINE
            My grandmother arrived on the evening before my memorial in herusual style. She liked to hire limousines and drive in from the airport sippingchampagne while wearing what she called her "thick and fabulousanimal"-a mink she had gotten secondhand at the church bazaar. My parentshad not so much invited her as included her if she wanted to be there. In lateJanuary, Principal Caden had initiated the idea. "It will be good for yourchildren and all the students at school," he had said. He took it uponhimself to organize the event at our church. My parents were like sleepwalkerssaying yes to his questions, nodding their heads to flowers or speakers. Whenmy mother mentioned it on the phone to her mother, she was surprised to hear thewords "I'm coming."
            "But you don't have to, Mother."
            There was a silence onmy grandmother's end. "Abigail," she said, "this is Susan'sfuneral." 
            Grandma Lynn embarrassed my mother by insisting on wearing herused furs on walks around the block and by once attending a block party in highmakeup. She would ask my mother questions until she knew who everyone was,whether or not my mother had seen the inside of their house, what the husbanddid for a living, what cars they drove. She made a solid catalog of theneighbors. It was a way, I now realized, to try to understand her daughterbetter. A miscalculated circling, a sad, partnerless dance.
            "Jack-y," mygrandmother said as she approached my parents on the front porch, "we needsome stiff drinks!" She saw Lindsey then, trying to sneak up the stairsand gain a few more minutes before the required visitation. "Kid hatesme," Grandma Lynn said. Her smile was frozen, her teeth perfect and white. 
            "Mother," mymother said. And I wanted to rush into those ocean eyes of loss. "I'm sureLindsey is just going to make herself presentable." 
            "An impossibility in this house!" said my grandmother.
            "Lynn," saidmy father, "this is a different house than last time you were here. I'llget you a drink, but I ask you to respect that." 
            "Still handsome as hell, Jack," my grandmother said,
            My mother took mygrandmother's coat. Holiday had been closed up in my father's den as soon asBuckley had yelled from his post at the upstairs window - "Its Grandma!"My brother bragged to Nate or anyone who would listen that his grandmother hadthe biggest cars in the whole wide world, 
            "You look lovely, Mother," my mother said.
            "Hmmmm." Whilemy father was out of earshot, my grandmother said, "How is he?" 
            "We're all coping, but it's hard."
            "Is he still muttering about that man having done it?"
            "He still thinks so, yes."
            "You'll be sued, you know," she said.
            "He hasn't told anyone but the police."
            What they couldn't seewas that my sister was sitting above them on the top step. 
            "And he shouldn't. I realize he has to blame someone,but..."
            "Lynn, 77 or amartini?" my father said, coming back out into the hallway. 
            "What are you having?"
            "I'm not drinking these days, actually," my fathersaid.
            "Now there's yourproblem. I'll lead the way. No one has to tell me where the liquor is!" 
            Without her thick andfabulous animal, my grandmother was rail thin. "Starved down" was howshe put it when she'd counseled me at age eleven. "You need to getyourself starved down, honey, before you keep fat on for too long. Baby fat isjust another way to say ugly." She and my mother had fought about whetherI was old enough for benzedrine-her own personal savior, she called it, as in,"I am offering your daughter my own personal savior and you denyher?" 
            When I was alive,everything my grandmother did was bad. But an odd thing happened when shearrived in her rented limo that day, opened up our house, and barged in. Shewas, in all her obnoxious finery, dragging the light back in. 
            "You need help,Abigail," my grandmother said after having eaten the first real meal mymother had cooked since my disappearance. My mother was stunned. She had donnedher blue dishwashing gloves, filled the sink with sudsy water, and waspreparing to do every dish. Lindsey would dry. Her mother, she assumed, wouldcall upon Jack to pour her an after-dinner drink. 
            "Mother, that is so nice of you."
            "Don't mention it”she said. "I'll just run out to the front hall and get my bag o'magic." 
            "Oh no," I heard my mother say under her breath.
            "Ah, yes, the bago' magic," said Lindsey, who had not spoken the whole meal. 
            "Please,Mother!" my mother protested when Grandma Lynn came back. 
            "Okay, kids, clearoff the table and get your mother over here. I'm doing a makeover." 
            "Mother, that's crazy. I have all these dishes to do."
            "Abigail," my father said.
            "Oh no. She may getyou to drink, but she's not getting those instruments of torture near me." 
            "I'm not drunk," he said.
            "You're smiling," my mother said.
            "So sue him,"Grandma Lynn said. "Buckley, grab your mother's hand and drag her overhere." My brother obliged. It was fun to see his mother be bossed andprodded. 
            "Grandma Lynn?" Lindsey asked shyly.
            My mother was being ledby Buckley to a kitchen chair my grandmother had turned to face her. 
            "What?"
            "Could you teach me about makeup?"
            "My God in heaven, praise the Lord, yes!"
            My mother sat down andBuckley climbed up into her lap. "What's wrong, Mommy?" 
            "Are you laughing, Abbie?" My father smiled. And shewas. She was laughing and she was crying too.
            "Susie was a goodgirl, honey," Grandma Lynn said, "Just like you." There was nopause. "Now lift up your chin and let me have a look at those bags underyour eyes." 
            Buckley got down and movedonto a chair. "This is an eyelash curler, Lindsey," my grandmotherinstructed. "I taught your mother all of these things." 
            "Clarissa uses those," Lindsey said.
            My grandmother set therubber curler pads on either side of my mother's eyelashes, and my mother,knowing the ropes, looked upward, 
            "Have you talked toClarissa?" my father asked. 
            "Not really,"said Lindsey. "She's hanging out a lot with Brian Nelson. They cut classenough times to get a three-day suspension." 
            "I don't expectthat of Clarissa," my father said. "She may not have been thebrightest apple in the bunch, but she was never a troublemaker." 
            "When I ran into her she reeked of pot."
            "I hope you're notgetting into that” Grandma Lynn said. She finished the last of her 7 7 andslammed the highball glass down on the table. "Now, see this, Lindsey, seehow when the lashes are curled it opens up your mother's eyes?" 
            Lindsey tried to imagineher own eyelashes, but instead saw the star-clumped lashes of Samuel Heckler ashis face neared hers for a kiss. Her pupils dilated, pulsing in and out likesmall, ferocious olives. 
            "I standamazed," Grandma Lynn said, and put her hands, one still twisted into theawkward handles of the eyelash curler, on her hips. 
            "What?"
            "Lindsey Salmon, youhave a boyfriend” my grandmother announced to the room. 
            My father smiled. He wasliking Grandma Lynn suddenly, I was too. 
            "Do not," Lindsey said.
            My grandmother was aboutto speak when my mother whispered, "Do too." 
            "Bless you,honey," my grandmother said, "you should have a boyfriend. As soon asI'm done with your mother, I'm giving you the grand Grandma Lynn treatment.Jack, make me an aperitif." 
            "An aperitif is something you . . ." my mother began,
            "Don't correct me, Abigail."
            My grandmother got sloshed. She made Lindsey look like a clownor, as Grandma Lynn said herself, "a grade-A 'tute." My father gotwhat she called "finely drunkened." The most amazing thing was thatmy mother went to bed and left the dirty dishes in the sink. While everyone elseslept, Lindsey stood at the mirror in the bathroom, looking at herself. Shewiped off some of the blush, blotted her lips, and ran her fingers over theswollen, freshly plucked parts of her formerly bushy eyebrows. In the mirrorshe saw something different and so did I, an adult who could take care ofherself. Under the makeup was the face she'd always known as her own, untilvery recently, when it had become the face that reminded people of me. With lippencil and eyeliner, she now saw, the edges of her features were delineated,and they sat on her face like gems imported from some far-off place where thecolors were richer than the colors in our house had ever been. It was true whatour grandmother said-the makeup brought out the blue of her eyes. The pluckingof the eyebrows changed the shape of her face. The blush highlighted thehollows beneath her cheekbones ("The hollows that could stand some morehollowing," our grandmother pointed out). And her lips - she practiced herfacial expressions. She pouted, she kissed, she smiled wide as if she too hadhad a cocktail, she looked down and pretended to pray like a good girl butcocked one eye up to see how she looked being good. She went to bed and slepton her back so as not to mess up her new face. Mrs. Bethel Utemeyer was theonly dead person my sister and I ever saw. She moved in with her son to ourdevelopment when I was six and Lindsey five. My mother said that she had lostpart of her brain and that sometimes she left her son's house and didn't knowwhere she was. She would often end up in our front yard, standing under thedogwood tree and looking out at the street as if waiting for a bus. My motherwould sit her down in the kitchen and make tea for the two of them, and aftershe calmed her she would call her son's house to tell them where she was.Sometimes no one was home and Mrs. Utemeyer would sit at our kitchen table andstare into the centerpiece for hours. She would be there when we came home fromschool. Sitting. She smiled at us. Often she called Lindsey "Natalie"and reached out to touch her hair.
            When she died, her sonencouraged my mother to bring Lindsey and me to the funeral. "My motherseemed to have a special fondness for your children," he wrote. 
            "She didn't evenknow my name, Mom," Lindsey whined, as our mother buttoned up the infinitenumber of round buttons on Lindsey's dress coat. Another impractical gift fromGrandma Lynn, my mother thought. 
            "At least she called you a name," I said.
            It was after Easter, anda spring heat wave had set in that week. All but the most stubborn of thatwinter's snow had seeped into the earth, and in the graveyard of the Utemeyers'church snow clung to the base of the headstones, while, nearby, buttercupshoots were making their way up. 
            The Utemeyers' churchwas fancy. "High Catholic," my father had said in the car. Lindseyand I thought this was very funny. My father hadn't wanted to come but mymother was so pregnant that she couldn't drive. For the last few months of herpregnancy with Buckley she was unable to fit behind the wheel. She was souncomfortable most of the time that we avoided being near her for fear we'd bethrown into servitude. 
            But her pregnancyallowed her to get out of what Lindsey and I couldn't stop talking about forweeks and what I kept dreaming about for long after that: viewing the body. Icould tell my father and mother didn't want this to happen, but Mr. Utemeyermade a beeline for the two of us when it was time to file past the casket."Which one of you is the one she called Natalie?" he asked. We staredat him. I pointed to Lindsey. 
            "I'd like you tocome say goodbye," he said. He smelled of a perfume sweeter than what mymother sometimes wore, and the sting of it in my nose, and my sense of exclusion,made me want to cry. "You can come too," he said to me, extending hishands so we would flank him in the aisle. 
            It wasn't Mrs. Utemeyer.It was something else. But it was Mrs. Utemeyer too. I tried to keep my eyesfocused on the gleaming gold rings on her fingers. 
            "Mother," Mr.Utemeyer said, "I brought the little girl you called Natalie." 
            Lindsey and I bothadmitted later that we expected Mrs. Utemeyer to speak and that we had decided,individually, that if she did we were going to grab the other one and run likehell. 
            An excruciating secondor two and it was over and we were released back to our mother and father. 
            I wasn't very surprisedwhen I first saw Mrs. Bethel Utemeyer in my heaven, nor was I shocked whenHolly and I found her walking hand in hand with a small blond girl sheintroduced as her daughter, Natalie. The morning of my memorial Lindsey stayedin her room for as long as she could. She didn't want my mother to see thestill-applied makeup until it would be too late to make her wash it off. Shehad also told herself it would be okay to take a dress from my closet. That Iwouldn't mind. But it was weird to watch. 
            She opened the door tomy room, a vault that by February was being disturbed more and more, though noone, not my mother or father, nor Buckley or Lindsey, confessed to entering,nor to taking things that they didn't plan on returning. They were blind to theclues that each of them came and visited me there. Any disturbance, even if itcould not possibly be blamed on Holiday, was blamed on him. 
            Lindsey wanted to looknice for Samuel. She opened the double doors to my closet and reviewed themess. I hadn't been exactly orderly, so every time my mother told us to cleanup, I'd shoved whatever was on the floor or bed into my closet. 
            Lindsey had alwayswanted the clothes I owned first-run but had gotten them all as hand-me-downs. 
            "Gosh," shesaid, whispering into the darkness of my closet. She realized with guilt andglee that everything she saw before her was hers now. 
            "Hello? Knock-knock," said Grandma Lynn. Lindseyjumped.
            "Sorry to disturbyou, hon," she said. "I thought I heard you in here." 
            My grandmother stood inwhat my mother called one of her Jackie Kennedy dresses. She had neverunderstood why unlike the rest of us her mother had no hips-she could slideinto a straight-cut dress and fill it out just enough, even at sixty-two, tolook perfect in it. 
            "What are you doing in here?" Lindsey asked.
            "I need help withthis zipper," Grandma Lynn turned, and Lindsey could see what she hadnever seen on our own mother. The back of Grandma Lynn's black bra, the top ofher half-slip. She walked the step or two over to our grandmother and, tryingnot to touch anything but the zipper tab, zipped her up. 
            "How about that hookand eye up there," said Grandma Lynn. "Can you get that?" 
            There were powderysmells and Chanel No. 5 sprinkled all around our grandmother's neck. 
            "It's one of thereasons for a man - you can't do this stuff yourself." 
            Lindsey was as tall asour grandmother and still growing. As she took the hook and eye in either hand,she saw the fine wisps of dyed blond hair at the base of my grandmother'sskull. She saw the downy gray hair trailing along her back and neck. She hookedthe dress and then stood there. 
            "I've forgotten what she looked like," Lindsey said.
            "What?" Grandma Lynn turned.
            "I can'tremember," Lindsey said. "I mean her neck, you know, did I ever lookat it?" 
            "Oh honey,"Grandma Lynn said, "come here." She opened up her arms, but Lindseyturned into the closet. 
            "I need to look pretty," she said,
            "You are pretty," Grandma Lynn said.
            Lindsey couldn't get herbreath. One thing Grandma Lynn never did was dole out compliments. When theycame, they were unexpected gold. 
            "We'll find you anice outfit in here," Grandma Lynn said and strode toward my clothes. Noone could shop a rack like Grandma Lynn. On the rare occasions that she visitednear the start of the school year she would take the two of us out. We marveledat her as we watched her nimble fingers play the hangers like so many keys.Suddenly, hesitating only for a moment, she would pull out a dress or shirt andhold it up to us. "What do you think?" she'd ask. It was alwaysperfect. 
            As she considered myseparates, plucked and posed them against my sister's torso, she talked: 
            "Your mother's awreck, Lindsey. I've never seen her like this before." 
            "Grandma."
            "Hush, I'mthinking." She held up my favorite church dress. It was blackwatch woolwith a Peter Pan collar. I liked it mostly because the skirt was so big I couldsit in the pew cross-legged and flounce the hem down to the ground. "Wheredid she get this sack?" my grandmother asked. "Your dad, he's a messtoo, but he's mad about it." 
            "Who was that man you asked Mom about?"
            She stiffened on the question. "What man?"
            "You asked Mom ifDad still was saying that that man did it. What man?" 
            "Voila!"Grandma Lynn held up a dark blue minidress that my sister had never seen. Itwas Clarissa's. 
            "It's so short," Lindsey said.
            "I'm shocked atyour mother," Grandma Lynn said. "She let the kid get somethingstylish!" 
            My father called up fromthe hallway that he expected everyone downstairs in ten minutes. 
            Grandma Lynn went intopreparation overdrive. She helped Lindsey get the dark blue dress over herhead, and then they ran back to Lindsey s room for shoes, and then, finally, inthe hallway, under the overhead light, she fixed the smudged eyeliner andmascara on my sister's face. She finished her off with firmly pressed powder,whisking the cotton pad lightly in an upward direction along either side ofLindsey's face. It wasn't until my grandmother came downstairs and my mothercommented on the shortness of Lindsey's dress while looking suspiciously atGrandma Lynn that my sister and I realized Grandma Lynn didn't have a spot ofmakeup on her own face. Buckley rode between them in the back seat, and as theyneared the church he looked at Grandma Lynn and asked what she was doing. 
            "When you don'thave time for rouge, this puts a little life into them," she said, and soBuckley copied her and pinched his cheeks. 
            Samuel Heckler was standing by the stone posts that marked thepath to the church door. He was dressed all in black, and beside him his olderbrother, Hal, stood wearing the beat-up leather jacket Samuel had worn onChristmas Day.
            His brother was like adarker print of Samuel. He was tanned, and his face was weathered from ridinghis motorcycle full-tilt down country roads. As my family approached, Hal turnedquickly and walked away. 
            "This must beSamuel," my grandmother said. "I'm the evil grandma." 
            "Shall we go in?" my father said. "It's nice tosee you, Samuel."
            Lindsey and Samuel ledthe way, while my grandmother dropped back and walked on the other side of mymother. A united front. 
            Detective Fenerman wasstanding by the doorway in an itchy-looking suit. He nodded at my parents andseemed to linger on my mother. "Will you join us?" my father asked. 
            "Thank you," he said, "but I just want to be in thevicinity."
            "We appreciate that."
            They walked into thecramped vestibule of our church. I wanted to snake up my father's back, circlehis neck, whisper in his ear. But I was already there in his every pore andcrevice. 
            He had woken up with ahangover and turned over on his side to watch my mother's shallow breathingagainst the pillow, His lovely wife, his lovely girl. He wanted to place hishand on her cheek, smooth her hair back from her face, kiss her-but sleeping,she was at peace. He hadn't woken a day since my death when the day wasn'tsomething to get through. But the truth was, the memorial service day was notthe worst kind. At least it was honest. At least it was a day shaped aroundwhat they were so preoccupied by: my absence. Today he would not have topretend he was getting back to normal-whatever normal was. Today he could walktall with grief and so could Abigail. But he knew that as soon as she woke uphe would not really look at her for the rest of the day, not really look intoher and see the woman he had known her to be before the day they had taken inthe news of my death. At nearly two months, the idea of it as news was fadingaway in the hearts of all but my family-and Ruth. 
            She came with herfather. They were standing in the corner near the glass case that held achalice used during the Revolutionary War, when the church had been a hospital.Mr. and Mrs. Dewitt were making small talk with them. At home on her desk, Mrs.Dewitt had a poem of Ruth's. On Monday she was going to the guidance counselorwith it. It was a poem about me. 
            "My wife seems toagree with Principal Caden," Ruth's father was saying, "that thememorial will help allow the kids to accept it." 
            "What do you think?" Mr. Dewitt asked.
            "I think letbygones be bygones and leave the family to their own. But Ruthie wanted tocome." 
            Ruth watched my familygreet people and noted in horror my sister's new look. Ruth did not believe inmakeup. She thought it demeaned women. Samuel Heckler was holding Lindsey'shand. A word from her readings popped into her head: subjugation. But then Isaw her notice Hal Heckler through the window. He was standing out by theoldest graves in the front and pulling on a cigarette butt. 
            "Ruthie," her father asked, "what is it?"
            She focused again and looked at him. "What's what?"
            "You were staring off into space just now," he said.
            "I like the way the graveyard looks."
            "Ah kid, you're myangel," he said. "Let's grab a seat before the good ones gettaken." 
            Clarissa was there, witha sheepish-looking Brian Nelson, who was wearing a suit of his father's. Shemade her way up to my family, and when Principal Caden and Mr. Botte saw herthey fell away and let her approach. She shook hands with my father first. 
            "Hello, Clarissa," he said. "How are you?"
            "Okay," she said. "How are you and Mrs.Salmon?"
            "We're fine,Clarissa," he said. What an odd lie, I thought. "Would you like tojoin us in the family pew?" 
            "Um" - shelooked down at her hands - "I'm with my boyfriend." 
            My mother had enteredsome trancelike state and was staring hard at Clarissa's face. Clarissa wasalive and I was dead. Clarissa began to feel it, the eyes boring into her, andshe wanted to get away. Then Clarissa saw the dress. 
            "Hey," she said, reaching out toward my sister.
            "What is it, Clarissa?" my mother snapped.
            "Um, nothing,"she said. She looked at the dress again, knew she could never ask for it backnow. 
            "Abigail?" myfather said. He was attuned to her voice, her anger. Something was off. 
            Grandma Lynn, who stoodjust a bit behind my mother, winked at Clarissa. 
            "I was just noticing how good Lindsey looked,"Clarissa said. My sister blushed.
            The people in thevestibule began to stir and part. It was the Reverend Strick, walking in hisvestments toward my parents. 
            Clarissa faded back tolook for Brian Nelson. When she found him, she joined him out among the graves.Ray Singh stayed away. He said goodbye to me in his own way: by looking at apicture-my studio portrait-that I had given him that fall. 
            He looked into the eyesof that photograph and saw right through them to the backdrop of marbleizedsuede every kid had to sit in front of under a hot light. What did dead mean,Ray wondered. It meant lost, it meant frozen, it meant gone. He knew that noone ever really looked the way they did in photos. He knew he didn't look aswild or as frightened as he did in his own. He came to realize something as hestared at my photo-that it was not me, I was in the air around him, I was inthe cold mornings he had now with Ruth, I was in the quiet time he spent alonebetween studying. I was the girl he had chosen to kiss. He wanted, somehow, toset me free. He didn't want to burn my photo or toss it away, but he didn'twant to look at me anymore, either. I watched him as he placed the photographin one of the giant volumes of Indian poetry in which he and his mother hadpressed dozens of fragile flowers that were slowly turning to dust. 
            At the service they saidnice things about me. Reverend Strick. Principal Caden. Mrs. Dewitt. But myfather and mother sat through it numbed. Samuel kept squeezing Lindsey's hand,but she didn't seem to notice him. She barely blinked. Buckley sat in a smallsuit borrowed for the occasion from Nate, who had attended a wedding that year.He fidgeted and watched my father. It was Grandma Lynn who did the mostimportant thing that day. 
            During the final hymn,as my family stood, she leaned over to Lindsey and whispered, "By thedoor, that's him." 
            Lindsey looked over.
            Standing just behind LenFenerman, who was now inside the doorway and singing along, stood a man fromthe neighborhood. He was dressed more casually than anyone else, wearingflannel-lined khaki trousers and a heavy flannel shirt. For a moment Lindseythought she recognized him. Their eyes locked. Then she passed out. 
            In all the commotion ofattending to her, George Harvey slipped between the Revolutionary Wargravestones behind the church and walked away without being noticed. 
 
 
            
            
            
            
            TEN
            At the statewideGifted Symposium each summer, the gifted kids from seventh to ninth grade wouldget together for a four-week retreat to, as I always thought of it, hang out inthe trees and pick one another's brains. Around the campfire they sangoratorios instead of folk songs. In the girls' showers they would swoon overthe physique of Jacques d'Amboise or the frontal lobe of John KennethGalbraith. 
            But even the gifted hadtheir cliques. There were the Science Nerds and the Math Brains. They formedthe superior, if somewhat socially crippled, highest rung of the gifted ladder.Then came the History Heads, who knew the birth and death dates of everyhistorical figure anyone had ever heard of. They would pass by the othercampers voicing cryptic, seemingly meaningless life spans: "1769 to1821," "1770 to 1831." When Lindsey passed the History Heads shewould think the answers to herself. "Napoleon." "Hegel" 
            There were also theMasters of Arcane Knowledge. Everyone begrudged their presence among thegifteds. These were the kids that could break down an engine and build it backagain-no diagrams or instructions needed. They understood things in a real, nottheoretical, way. They seemed not to care about their grades. 
            Samuel was a Master. Hisheroes were Richard Feynman and his brother, Hal. Hal had dropped out of highschool and now ran the bike shop near the sinkhole, where he serviced everyonefrom Hell's Angels to the elderly who rode motorized scooters around theparking lots of their retirement homes. Hal smoked, lived at home over theHecklers' garage, and conducted a variety of romances in the back of his shop. 
            When people asked Halwhen he was going to grow up, he said, "Never." Inspired by this,when the teachers asked Samuel what he wanted to be, he would say: "Idon't know. I just turned fourteen." 
            Almost fifteen now, RuthConnors knew. Out in the aluminum toolshed behind her house, surrounded by thedoorknobs and hardware her father had found in old houses slated fordemolition, Ruth sat in the darkness and concentrated until she came away witha headache. She would run into the house, past the living room, where herfather sat reading, and up to her room, where in fits and bursts she wouldwrite her poetry. "Being Susie," "After Death," "InPieces," "Beside Her Now," and her favorite-the one she was mostproud of and carried with her to the symposium folded and refolded so oftenthat the creases were close to cuts - "The Lip of the Grave." 
            Ruth had to be driven tothe symposium because that morning, when the bus was leaving, she was still athome with an acute attack of gastritis. She was trying weird all-vegetableregimes and the night before had eaten a whole head of cabbage for dinner. Hermother refused to kowtow to the vegetarianism Ruth had taken up after my death. 
            "This is not Susie,for Chrissakes!" her mother would say, plunking down an inch-thick sirloinin front of her daughter. 
            Her father drove herfirst to the hospital at three A.M. and then to the symposium, stopping home onthe way to pick up the bag her mother had packed and left at the end of theirdriveway. 
            As the car pulled upinto the camp, Ruth scanned the crowd of kids lining up for nametags. Shespotted my sister among an all-male group of Masters. Lindsey had avoided puttingher last name on her nametag, choosing to draw a fish instead. She wasn'texactly lying that way, but she hoped to meet a few kids from the surroundingschools who didn't know the story of my death or at least wouldn't connect herto it. 
            All spring she'd wornthe half-a-heart pendant while Samuel wore the other half. They were shy abouttheir affection for each other. They did not hold hands in the hallways atschool, and they did not pass notes. They sat together at lunch; Samuel walkedher home. On her fourteenth birthday he brought her a cupcake with a candle init. Other than that, they melted into the gender-subdivided world of theirpeers. The following morning Ruth was up early. Like Lindsey, Ruth was afloater at gifted camp. She didn't belong to any one group, She had gone on anature walk and collected plants and flowers she needed help naming. When shedidn't like the answers one of the Science Nerds provided, she decided to startnaming the plants and flowers herself. She drew a picture of the leaf orblossom in her journal, and then what sex she thought it was, and then gave ita name like "Jim" for a simple-leaved plant and "Pasha" fora more downy flower. 
            By the time Lindseystumbled into the dining hall, Ruth was in line for a second helping of eggsand sausage. She had made a big stink about no meat at home and she had to holdto it, but no one at the symposium knew of the oath she'd sworn. Ruth hadn'ttalked to my sister since before my death, and then it was only to excuseherself in the hallway at school. But she'd seen Lindsey walking home withSamuel and seen her smile with him. She watched as my sister said yes topancakes and no to everything else. She had tried to imagine herself being mysister as she had spent time imagining being me. 
            As Lindsey walkedblindly to the next open spot in line, Ruth interceded. "What's the fishfor?" Ruth asked, nodding her head toward my sister's nametag. "Areyou religious?" 
            "Notice thedirection of the fish," Lindsey said, wishing simultaneously that they hadvanilla puddings at breakfast. They would go great with her pancakes. 
            "Ruth Connors, poet," Ruth said, by way ofintroduction.
            "Lindsey," Lindsey said.
            "Salmon, right?"
            "Pleasedon't," Lindsey said, and for a second Ruth could feel the feeling alittle more vividly-what it was like to claim me. How people looked at Lindseyand imagined a girl covered in blood. Even among the gifteds, who distinguishedthemselves by doing things differently, people paired off within the first fewdays. It was mostly pairs of boys or pairs of girls-few serious relationshipshad begun by fourteen-but there was one exception that year. Lindsey andSamuel. 
            "K-I-S-S-I-N-G!" greeted them wherever they went.Unchaperoned, and with the heat of the summer, something grew in them likeweeds. It was lust. I'd never felt it so purely or seen it move so hotly intosomeone I knew. Someone whose gene pool I shared. 
            They were careful andfollowed the rules. No counselor could say he had flashed a light under the densershrubbery by the boys' dorm and found Salmon and Heckler going at it. They setup little meetings outside in back of the cafeteria or by a certain tree thatthey'd marked up high with their initials. They kissed. They wanted to do morebut couldn't. Samuel wanted it to be special. He was aware that it should beperfect. Lindsey just wanted to get it over with. Have it behind her so shecould achieve adulthood-transcend the place and the time. She thought of sex asthe Star Trek transport. You vaporized and found yourself navigating anotherplanet within the second or two it took to realign. 
            "They're going todo it," Ruth wrote in her journal. I had pinned hopes on Ruth's writingeverything down. She told her journal about me passing by her in the parkinglot, about how on that night I had touched her-literally, she felt, reachedout. What I had looked like then, How she dreamed about me. How she hadfashioned the idea that a spirit could be a sort of second skin for someone, aprotective layer somehow. How maybe if she was assiduous she could free usboth. I would read over her shoulder as she wrote down her thoughts and wonderif anyone might believe her one day. 
            When she was imaginingme, she felt better, less alone, more connected to something out there. Tosomeone out there. She saw the cornfield in her dreams, and a new worldopening, a world where maybe she could find a foothold too. 
            "You're a reallygood poet, Ruth," she imagined me saying, and her journal would releaseher into a daydream of being such a good poet that her words had the power toresurrect me. 
            I could see back to anafternoon when Ruth watched her teenage cousin undress to take a bath whileRuth sat on the bathroom rug, locked in the bathroom so her cousin couldbabysit her as she'd been told. Ruth had longed to touch her cousins skin andhair, longed to be held. I wondered if this longing in a three-year-old hadsparked what came at eight. That fuzzy feeling of difference, that her crusheson female teachers or her cousin were more real than the other girls' crushes.Hers contained a desire beyond sweetness and attention, it fed a longing,beginning to flower green and yellow into a crocuslike lust, the soft petalsopening into her awkward adolescence. It was not so much, she would write inher journal, that she wanted to have sex with women, but that she wanted todisappear inside of them forever. To hide. The last week of the symposium wasalways spent developing a final project, which the various schools wouldpresent in competition on the night before the parents returned to pick thestudents up. The competition wasn't announced until the Saturday breakfast ofthat final week, but the kids had already begun planning for it anyway. It wasalways a better-mousetrap competition, and so the stakes were raised year afteryear. No one wanted to repeat a mousetrap that had already been built. 
            Samuel went in search ofthe kids with braces. He needed the tiny rubber bands orthodontists doled out. Theywould work to keep the tension tight on the guiding arm of his mousetrap.Lindsey begged clean tinfoil from the retired army cook. Their trap involvedreflecting light in order to confuse the mice. 
            "What happens ifthey like the way they look?" Lindsey asked Samuel. 
            "They can't seethat clearly," Samuel said. He was stripping the paper off the wire twistsfrom the camp garbage bag supply. If a kid looked strangely at ordinary objectsaround the camp, he or she was most likely thinking of how it would serve theultimate mousetrap. 
            "They're pretty cute," Lindsey said one afternoon.
            Lindsey had spent thebetter part of the night before gathering field mice with string lures andputting them under the wire mesh of an empty rabbit hutch. 
            Samuel watched themintently. "I could be a vet, I guess," he said, "but I don'tthink I'd like cutting them open." 
            "Do we have to killthem?" Lindsey asked. "It's a better mousetrap, not a better mousedeath camp." 
            "Artie'scontributing little coffins made out of balsa wood," Samuel said,laughing. 
            "That's sick."
            "That's Artie."
            "He supposedly had a crush on Susie," Lindsey said.
            "I know."
            "Does he talk abouther?" Lindsey took a long thin stick and poked it through the mesh. 
            "He's asked about you, actually," Samuel said,
            "What did you tell him?"
            "That you're okay, that you'll be okay."
            The mice kept runningfrom the stick into the corner, where they crawled on top of one another in auseless effort to flee. "Let's build a mousetrap with a little purplevelvet couch in it and we can rig up a latch so that when they sit on thecouch, a door drops and little balls of cheese fall down. We can call it WildRodent Kingdom." 
            Samuel didn't press mysister like the adults did. He would talk in detail about mouse couchupholstery instead. By that summer I had begun to spend less time watching fromthe gazebo because I could still see Earth as I walked the fields of heaven.The night would come and the javelin-throwers and shot-putters would leave forother heavens. Heavens where a girl like me didn't fit in. Were they horrific,these other heavens? Worse than feeling so solitary among one's living, growingpeers? Or were they the stuff I dreamed about? Where you could be caught in aNorman Rockwell world forever. Turkey constantly being brought to a table fullof family. A wry and twinkling relative carving up the bird. 
            If I walked too far andwondered loud enough the fields would change. I could look down and see horsecorn and I could hear it then - singing-a kind of low humming and moaningwarning me back from the edge. My head would throb and the sky would darken andit would be that night again, that perpetual yesterday lived again. My soulsolidifying, growing heavy, I came up to the lip of my grave this way many timesbut had yet to stare in. 
            I did begin to wonderwhat the word heaven meant. I thought, if this were heaven, truly heaven, itwould be where my grandparents lived. Where my father's father, my favorite ofthem all, would lift me up and dance with me. I would feel only joy and have nomemory, no cornfield and no grave. 
            "You can have that," Franny said to me. "Plentyof people do."
            "How do you make the switch?" I asked.
            "It's not as easyas you might think," she said. "You have to stop desiring certainanswers." 
            "I don't get it."
            "If you stop askingwhy you were killed instead of someone else, stop investigating the vacuum leftby your loss, stop wondering what everyone left on Earth is feeling," shesaid, "you can be free. Simply put, you have to give up on Earth." 
            This seemed impossible to me. Ruth crept into Lindsey's dormthat night.
            "I had a dream about her," she whispered to my sister.Lindsey blinked sleepily at her. "Susie?" she asked.
            "I'm sorry about the incident in the dining hall,"Ruth said.
            Lindsey was on thebottom of a three-tiered aluminum bunk bed. Her neighbor directly above herstirred. 
            "Can I get into bed with you?" Ruth asked. Lindseynodded. Ruth crawled in next to Lindsey in the narrow sliver of the bed.
            "What happened in your dream?" Lindsey whispered.
            Ruth told her, turningher face so that Lindsey's eyes could make out the silhouette of Ruth's noseand lips and forehead. "I was inside the earth," Ruth said, "andSusie walked over me in the cornfield. I could feel her walking over me. Icalled out to her but my mouth filled with dirt. She couldn't hear me no matterhow much I tried to yell. Then I woke up." 
            "I don't dreamabout her," Lindsey said. "I have nightmares about rats nibbling atthe ends of my hair." 
            Ruth liked the comfortshe felt next to my sister - the heat their bodies created. 
            "Are you in love with Samuel?"
            "Yes."
            "Do you miss Susie?"
            Because it was dark,because Ruth was facing away from her, because Ruth was almost a stranger,Lindsey said what she felt. "More than anyone will ever know." 
            The principal of Devon Junior High was called away on a familymatter, and it was left up to the newly appointed assistant principal ofChester Springs School to create, overnight, that year's challenge, She wantedto do something different from mousetraps.
            CAN YOU GET AWAY WITHCRIME? HOW TO COMMIT THE PERFECT MURDER, announced her hurriedly drawn-upflier. 
            The kids loved it. Themusicians and poets, the History Heads and artists, were teeming and bubblingabout how to begin. They shoveled down their bacon and eggs at breakfast andcompared the great unsolved murders of the past or thought of ordinary objectsthat could be used for fatal wounds. They began to think of whom they couldplot to kill. It was all in good fun until 7:15, when my sister walked in. 
            Artie watched her get inline. She was still unaware, just picking up on the excitement in theair-figuring the mousetrap competition had been announced. He kept his eye onLindsey and saw the closest flier was posted at the end of the food line overthe utensils tray. He was listening to a story about Jack the Kipper thatsomeone at the table was relaying. He stood to return his tray. 
            When he reached mysister, he cleared his throat. All my hopes were pinned on this wobbly boy."Catch her," I said. A prayer going down to Earth. 
            "Lindsey," Artie said. Lindsey looked at him."Yes?"
            Behind the counter thearmy cook held out a spoon full of scrambled eggs to plop on her tray. 
            "I'm Artie, from your sister's grade."
            "I don't need anycoffins," Lindsey said, moving her tray down the metalwork to where therewas orange juice and apple juice in big plastic pitchers. 
            "What?"
            "Samuel told me youwere building balsa wood coffins for the mice this year. I don't wantany." 
            "They changed the competition," he said.
            That morning Lindsey haddecided she would take the bottom off of Clarissa's dress. It would be perfectfor the mouse couch. 
            "To what?"
            "Do you want to gooutside?" Artie used his body to shadow her and block her passage to theutensils. "Lindsey," he blurted. "The competition is aboutmurder." 
            She stared at him. Lindsey held on to her tray. She kept hereyes locked on Artie.
            "I wanted to tell you before you read the flier," hesaid. Samuel rushed into the tent,
            "What's going on?" Lindsey looked helplessly atSamuel.
            "This year'scompetition is how to commit the perfect murder," Samuel said. 
            Samuel and I saw thetremor. The inside shakeoff of her heart. She was getting so good the cracksand fissures were smaller and smaller. Soon, like a sleight-of-hand trickperfected, no one would see her do it. She could shut out the whole world,including herself. 
            'I'm fine," she said. But Samuel knew she wasn't. He andArtie watched her back as she departed.
            "I was trying to warn her," Artie said weakly.
            Artie returned to histable. He drew hypodermics, one after another. His pen pressed harder andharder as he colored in the embalming fluid inside, as he perfected thetrajectory of the three drops squirting out. Lonely, I thought, on Earth as itis in heaven. 
            "You kill people by stabbing and cutting andshooting," Ruth said. "It's sick."
            "Agreed," Artie said.
            Samuel had taken mysister away to talk. Artie had seen Ruth at one of the outside picnic tableswith her big blank book. 
            "But there are good reasons to kill," Ruth said.
            "Who do you thinkdid it?" Artie asked. He sat on the bench and braced his feet up under thetable on the crossbar. 
            Ruth sat almostmotionless, right leg crossed over left, but her foot jiggled ceaselessly. 
            "How did you hear?" she asked.
            "My father toldus," Artie said. "He called my sister and me into the family room andmade us sit down." 
            "Shit, what did he say?"
            "First he said thathorrible things happened in the world and my sister said, 'Vietnam,' and he wasquiet because they always fight about that whenever it comes up. So he said,'No, honey, horrible things happen close to home, to people we know.' Shethought it was one of her friends." 
            Ruth felt a raindrop.
            "Then my dad brokedown and said a little girl had been killed. I was the one who asked who. Imean, when he said 'little girl,' I pictured little, you know. Not us." 
            It was a definite drop,and they began to land on the redwood tabletop. 
            "Do you want to go in?" Artie asked.
            "Everyone else will be inside," Ruth said.
            "I know."
            "Let's get wet."
            They sat still for awhile and watched the drops fall around them, heard the sound against theleaves of the tree above. 
            "I knew she wasdead. I sensed it," Ruth said, "but then I saw a mention of it in mydad's paper and I was sure. They didn't use her name at first. Just 'Girl,fourteen.' I asked my dad for the page but he wouldn't give it to me. I mean,who else and her sister hadn't been in school all week?" 
            "I wonder who toldLindsey?" Artie said. The rain picked up. Artie slipped underneath thetable. "We're going to get soaked," he yelled up. 
            And then as quickly asthe rain had started, it ceased. Sun came through the branches of the tree aboveher, and Ruth looked up past them. "I think she listens," she said,too softly to be heard. And they listed the dead they knew. 
            Grandmother,grandfather, uncle, aunt, some had a parent, rarer was a sister or brother lostyoung to an illness - a heart irregularity-leukemia - an unpronounceabledisease. No one knew anyone who had been murdered. But now they knew me. Undera rowboat that was too old and worn to float, Lindsey lay down on the earthwith Samuel Heckler, and he held her. 
            "You know I'm okay,"she said, her eyes dry. "I think Artie was trying to help me," sheoffered. 
            "You can stop now,Lindsey," he said. "We'll just lie here and wait until things quietdown." 
            Samuel's back was flushagainst the ground, and he brought my sister close in to his body to protecther from the dampness of the quick summer rain. Their breath began to heat thesmall space beneath the boat, and he could not stop it-his penis stiffenedinside his jeans. Lindsey reached her hand over. 
            "I'm sorry . .." He began.
            "I'm ready," my sister said.
            At fourteen, my sistersailed away from me into a place I'd never been. In the walls of my sex therewas horror and blood, in the walls of hers there were windows. 
            It became commonknowledge at the symposium who my sister was and how I had died. 
            "Imagine being stabbed," someone said.
            "No thanks."
            "I think it's cool."
            "Think of it - she's famous."
            "Some way to get famous. I'd rather win the NobelPrize."
            "Does anyone know what she wanted to be?"
            "I dare you to ask Lindsey."
            "How to Commit the Perfect Murder" was an old game inheaven. I always chose the icicle: the weapon melts away. He was sure that ifhe just stared hard enough, just looked long enough, he would find the clues heneeded in the casements of the windows, in the green paint coating theshingles, or along the driveway, where two large stones sat, painted white.
            When my fatherwoke up at four A.M., the house was quiet. My mother lay beside him, lightlysnoring. My brother, the only child, what with my sister attending thesymposium, was like a rock with a sheet pulled up over him. My father marveledat what a sound sleeper he was-just like me. While I was still alive, Lindseyand I had had fun with that, clapping, dropping books, and even banging pot lidsto see if Buckley would wake up. 
            Before leaving thehouse, my father checked on Buckley - to make sure, to feel the warm breathagainst his palm. Then he suited up in his thin-soled sneakers and lightjogging outfit. His last task was to put Holiday's collar on. 
            It was still earlyenough that he could almost see his breath. He could pretend at that early hourthat it was still winter. That the seasons had not advanced. 
            The morning dog walkgave him an excuse to pass by Mr. Harvey's house. He slowed only slightly - noone would have noticed save me or, if he had been awake, Mr. Harvey. My fatherwas 
            By late summer 1974, there had been no movement on my case. Nobody. No killer. Nothing.
            My father thought ofRuana Singh: "When I was sure, I would find a quiet way, and I would killhim." He had not told this to Abigail because the advice made a sort ofbaseline sense that would frighten her into telling someone, and he suspectedthat someone might be Len. 
            Ever since the day he'dseen Ruana Singh and then had come home to find Len waiting for him, he'd feltmy mother leaning heavily on the police. If my father said something thatcontradicted the police theories - or, as he saw them, the lack of them-mymother would immediately rush to fill the hole left open by my father's idea."Len says that doesn't mean anything," or, "I trust the policeto find out what happened." 
            Why, my father wondered,did people trust the police so much? Why not trust instinct? It was Mr. Harveyand he knew it. But what Ruana had said was when I was sure. Knowing, thedeep-soul knowing that my father had, was not, in the law's more literal mind,incontrovertible proof. The house that I grew up in was the same house where Iwas born. Like Mr. Harvey's, it was a box, and because of this I nurtureduseless envies whenever I visited other people's homes. I dreamed about baywindows and cupolas, balconies, and slanted attic ceilings in a bedroom. Iloved the idea that there could be trees in a yard taller and stronger thanpeople, slanted spaces under stairs, thick hedges grown so large that insidethere were hollows of dead branches where you could crawl and sit. In my heaventhere were verandas and circular staircases, window ledges with iron rails, anda campanile housing a bell that tolled the hour. 
            I knew the floor plan ofMr. Harvey's by heart. I had made a warm spot on the floor of the garage untilI cooled. He had brought my blood into the house with him on his clothes andskin. I knew the bathroom. Knew how in my house my mother had tried to decorateit to accommodate Buckley's late arrival by stenciling battleships along thetop of the pink walls. In Mr. Harvey's house the bathroom and kitchen werespotless. The porcelain was yellow and the tile on the floor was green. He keptit cold. Upstairs, where Buckley, Lindsey, and I had our rooms, he had almostnothing. He had a straight chair where he would go to sit sometimes and stareout the window over at the high school, listen for the sound of band practicewafting over from the field, but mostly he spent his hours in the back on thefirst floor, in the kitchen building dollhouses, in the living room listeningto the radio or, as his lust set in, sketching blueprints for follies like thehole or the tent. 
            No one had bothered himabout me for several months, By that summer he only occasionally saw a squadcar slow in front of his house. He was smart enough not to alter his pattern.If he was walking out to the garage or the mailbox, he kept on going. 
            He set several clocks. Oneto tell him when to open the blinds, one when to close them. In conjunctionwith these alarms, he would turn lights on and off throughout the house. Whenan occasional child happened by to sell chocolate bars for a school competitionor inquire if he would like to subscribe to the Evening Bulletin, he wasfriendly but businesslike, unremarkable. 
            He kept things to count,and this counting reassured him. They were simple things. A wedding ring, aletter sealed in an envelope, the heel of a shoe, a pair of glasses, an eraserin the shape of a cartoon character, a small bottle of perfume, a plasticbracelet, my Pennsylvania keystone charm, his mother's amber pendant. He wouldtake them out at night long after he was certain that no newsboy or neighbor wouldknock on his door. He would count them like the beads on a rosary. For some hehad forgotten the names. I knew the names. The heel of the shoe was from a girlnamed Claire, from Nutley, New Jersey, whom he had convinced to walk into theback of a van. She was littler than me. (I like to think I wouldn't have goneinto a van. Like to think it was my curiosity about how he could make a hole inthe earth that wouldn't collapse.) He had ripped the heel off her shoe beforehe let Claire go. That was all he did. He got her into the van and took hershoes off. She started crying, and the sound drove into him like screws. Hepleaded with her to be quiet and just leave. Step magically out of the vanbarefoot and uncomplaining while he kept her shoes. But she wouldn't. Shecried. He started working on one of the heels of the shoes, prying it loosewith his penknife, until someone pounded on the back of the van. He heard men'svoices and a woman yelling something about calling the police. He opened thedoor. 
            "What the hell areyou doing to that kid?" one of the men yelled. This man's buddy caught thelittle girl as she flew, bawling, out of the back. 
            "I'm trying to repair her shoe."
            The little girl washysterical. Mr. Harvey was all reason and calm. But Claire had seen what I had,his look bearing down, his wanting something unspoken that to give him wouldequal our oblivion. 
            Hurriedly, as the menand woman stood confused, unable to see what Claire and I knew, Mr. Harveyhanded the shoes to one of the men and said his goodbyes. He kept the heel. Heliked to hold the small leather heel and rub it between his thumb andforefinger-a perfect worry stone. 
            I knew the darkestplace in our house. I had climbed inside of it and stayed there for what I toldClarissa was a whole day but was really about forty-five minutes. It was thecrawlspace in the basement. Inside ours there were pipes coming down that Icould see with a flashlight and tons and tons of dust. That was it. There were nobugs. My mother, like her own, employed an exterminator for the slightestinfestation of ants. 
            When the alarm had goneoff to tell him to shut the blinds and then the next alarm, which told him toshut off most of the lights because the suburbs were asleep after that, Mr.Harvey would go down into the basement, where there were no cracks that lightcould peek through and people could point to, to say he was strange. By thetime he killed me he had tired of visiting the crawlspace, but he still liked tohang out in the basement in an easy chair that faced the dark hole beginninghalfway up the wall and reaching to the exposed baseboards of his kitchenfloor. He would often drift off to sleep there, and there he was asleep when myfather passed the green house at around 4:40 A.M. 
            Joe Ellis was an uglylittle tough. He had pinched Lindsey and me under water in the pool and kept usfrom going to swim parties because we hated him so much. He had a dog that hedragged around no matter what the dog wanted. It was a small dog and couldn'trun very fast, but Ellis didn't care. He would hit it or lift it painfully bythe tail. Then one day it was gone, and so was a cat that Ellis had been seentaunting. And then animals from all over the neighborhood began disappearing. 
            What I discovered, whenI followed Mr. Harvey's stare to the crawlspace, were these animals that hadgone missing for more than a year. People thought it stopped because the Ellisboy had been sent to military school. When they let their pets loose in themorning, they returned in the evening. This they held as proof. No one couldimagine an appetite like the one in the green house. Someone who would spreadquicklime on the bodies of cats and dogs, the sooner for him to have nothingleft but their bones. By counting the bones and staying away from the sealedletter, the wedding ring, the bottle of perfume, he tried to stay away fromwhat he wanted most-from going upstairs in the dark to sit in the straightchair and look out toward the high school, from imagining the bodies thatmatched the cheerleaders' voices, which pulsated in waves on fall days duringfootball games, or from watching the buses from the grammar school unload twohouses down. Once he had taken a long look at Lindsey, the lone girl on theboys' soccer team out running laps in our neighborhood near dark. 
            What I think was hardestfor me to realize was that he had tried each time to stop himself. He hadkilled animals, taking lesser lives to keep from killing a child. By August,Len wanted to establish some boundaries for his sake and for my father's. Myfather had called the precinct too many times and frustrated the police intoirritation, which wouldn't help anyone be found and just might make the wholeplace turn against him. 
            The final straw had beena call that came in the first week of July. Jack Salmon had detailed to theoperator how, on a morning walk, his dog had stopped in front of Mr. Harvey'shouse and started howling. No matter what Salmon had done, went the story, the dogwouldn't budge from the spot and wouldn't stop howling. It became a joke at thestation: Mr, Fish and his Huckleberry Hound. 
            Len stood on the stoopof our house to finish his cigarette. It was still early, but the humidity fromthe day before had intensified. All week rain had been promised, the kind ofthunder and lightning rainstorm the area excelled at, but so far the onlymoisture of which Len was aware was that covering his body in a damp sweat. Hehad made his last easy visit to my parents' house. 
            Now he heard humming-afemale voice from inside. He stubbed out his cigarette against the cement underthe hedge and lifted the heavy brass knocker. The door opened before he let go. 
            "I smelled your cigarette," Lindsey said.
            "Was that you humming?"
            "Those things will kill you."
            "Is your father home?"
            Lindsey stood aside to let him in.
            "Dad!" my sister yelled into the house. "It'sLen!"
            "You were away, weren't you?" Len asked.
            "I just got back."
            My sister was wearing Samuels softball shirt and a pair ofstrange sweatpants. My mother had accused her of returning home without onesingle item of her own clothing.
            "I'm sure your parents missed you."
            "Don't bet onit," Lindsey said. "I think they were happy to have me out of theirhair." 
            Len knew she was right.He was certainly sure my mother had seemed less frantic when he had visited thehouse. Lindsey said, "Buckley's made you the head of the police squad inthe town he built under his bed." 
            "That's a promotion."
            The two of them heard myfather's footsteps in the hallway above and then the sounds of Buckley begging.Lindsey could tell that whatever he'd asked for our father had finally granted.My father and brother descended the stairs, all smiles. 
            "Len," he said, and he shook Len's hand.
            "Good morning,Jack," Len said. "And how are you this morning, Buckley?" 
            My father took Buckley'shand and stood him in front of Len, who solemnly bent down to my brother. 
            "I hear you've made me chief of police," Len said.
            "Yes sir."
            "I don't think I deserve the job."
            "You more thananyone," my father said breezily. He loved it when Len Fenerman droppedby. Each time he did, it verified for my father that there was a consensus-agroup behind him- that he wasn't alone in all this. 
            "I need to talk to your father, kids."
            Lindsey took Buckleyback into the kitchen with the promise of cereal. She herself was thinking ofwhat Samuel had shown her; it was a drink called a jellyfish, which involved amaraschino cherry at the bottom of some sugar and gin. Samuel and Lindsey hadsucked the cherries up through the sugar and booze until their heads hurt andtheir lips were stained red. 
            "Should I getAbigail? Can I make you some coffee or something?" 
            "Jack," Lensaid, "I'm not here with any news-just the opposite. Can we sit?" 
            I watched my father andLen head into the living room. The living room seemed to be where no livingever actually occurred. Len sat on the edge of a chair and waited for my fatherto take a seat. 
            "Listen, Jack," he said. "It's about GeorgeHarvey."
            My father brightened. "I thought you said you had nonews."
            "1 don't. I have something I need to say on behalf of thestation and myself."
            "Yes." 
            "We need you to stopmaking calls about George Harvey." 
            "But.. ." 
            "I need you tostop. There is nothing, no matter how much we stretch it, to connect him toSusie's death. Howling dogs and bridal tents are not evidence." 
            "I know he did it," my father said.
            "He's odd, I agree, but as far as we know he isn't akiller."
            "How could you possibly know that?"
            Len Fenerman talked, butall my father could hear was Ruana Singh saying what she had to him, and ofstanding outside Mr. Harvey's house and feeling the energy radiating out tohim, the coldness at the core of the man. Mr. Harvey was at once unknowable andthe only person in the world who could have killed me. As Len denied it, myfather grew more certain. 
            "You are stoppingyour investigation of him," my father said flatly. 
            Lindsey was in thedoorway, hovering as she'd done on the day Len and the uniformed officer hadbrought my hat with the jingle bell, the twin of which she owned. That day shehad quietly shoved this second hat into a box of old dolls in the back of hercloset. She never wanted my mother to hear the sound of those beadlike bellsagain. 
            There was our father,the heart we knew held all of us. Held us heavily and desperately, the doors ofhis heart opening and closing with the rapidity of stops on an instrument, thequiet felt closures, the ghostly fingering, practice and practice and then,incredibly, sound and melody and warmth. Lindsey stepped forward from her placeby the door. 
            "Hello again, Lindsey," Len said.
            "Detective Fenerman."
            "I was just telling your father . . ."
            "That you're giving up."
            "If there was any good reason to suspect the man ..."
            "Are youdone?" Lindsey asked. She was suddenly the wife to our father, as well asthe oldest, most responsible child. 
            "I just want you all to know that we've investigated everylead."
            My father and Lindseyheard her, and I saw her. My mother coming down the stairs, Buckley raced outof the kitchen and charged, propelling his full weight into my father's legs, 
            "Len," mymother said, pulling her terry-cloth robe tighter when she saw him, "hasJack offered you coffee?" 
            My father looked at his wife and Len Fenerman.
            "The cops arepunting," Lindsey said, taking Buckley gently by the shoulders and holdinghim against her. 
            "Punting?"Buckley asked. He always rolled a sound around in his mouth like a sourballuntil he had its taste and feel. 
            "What?"
            "Detective Fenerman is here to tell Dad to stop buggingthem."
            "Lindsey," Len said, "I wouldn't put it likethat."
            "Whatever," shesaid. My sister wanted out, now, into a place where gifted camp continued, whereSamuel and she, or even Artie, who at the last minute had won the PerfectMurder competition by entering the icicle-as-murder-weapon idea, ruled herworld. 
            "Come on,Dad," she said. My father was slowly fitting something together. It hadnothing to do with George Harvey, nothing to do with me. It was in my mother'seyes. That night, as he had more and more often, my father stayed up by himselfin his study. He could not believe the world falling down around him-howunexpected it all was after the initial blast of my death. "I feel likeI'm standing in the wake of a volcano eruption," he wrote in his notebook."Abigail thinks Len Fenerman is right about Harvey." 
            As he wrote, the candlein the window kept flickering, and despite his desk lamp the flickeringdistracted him. He sat back in the old wooden school chair he'd had sincecollege and heard the reassuring squeak of the wood under him. At the firm hewas failing to even register what was needed of him. Daily now he faced columnafter column of meaningless numbers he was supposed to make square with companyclaims. He was making mistakes with a frequency that was frightening, and hefeared, more than he had in the first days following my disappearance, that hewould not be able to support his two remaining children. 
            He stood up andstretched his arms overhead, trying to concentrate on the few exercises thatour family doctor had suggested. I watched his body bend in uneasy andsurprising ways I had never seen before. He could have been a dancer ratherthan a businessman. He could have danced on Broadway with Ruana Singh. Hesnapped off the desk light, leaving only the candle. 
            In his low green easychair he now felt the most comfortable. It was where I often saw him sleep. Theroom like a vault, the chair like a womb, and me standing guard over him. Hestared at the candle in the window and thought about what to do; how he hadtried to touch my mother and she had pulled away over to the edge of the bed.But how in the presence of the police she seemed to bloom. 
            He had grown used to theghostly light behind the candle's flame, that quivering reflection in thewindow. He stared at the two of them - real flame and ghost-and began to worktoward a doze, doling in thought and strain and the events of the day. 
            As he was about to letgo for the night, we both saw the same thing: another light. Outside. 
            It looked like apenlight from that distance. One white beam slowly moving out across the lawnsand toward the junior high. My father watched it. It was after midnight now,and the moon was not full enough, as it often was, to see the outlines of thetrees and houses. Mr. Stead, who rode his bike late at night with a flashinglight on the front powered by his pedals, would never degrade the lawns of hisneighbors that way. It was too late for Mr. Stead anyway. 
            My father leaned forwardin the green chair in his study and watched the flashlight move in thedirection of the fallow cornfield. 
            "Bastard," he whispered. "You murderousbastard."
            He dressed quickly fromthe storage closet in his study, putting on a hunting jacket that he hadn't hadon since an ill-fated hunting trip ten years earlier. Downstairs he went intothe front hall closet and found the baseball bat he'd bought for Lindsey beforeshe favored soccer. 
            First he shut off theporch light they kept on all night for me and that, even though it had beeneight months since the police said I would not be found alive, they could notbring themselves to stop leaving on. "With his hand on the doorknob, hetook a deep breath. 
            He turned the knob andfound himself out on the dark front porch. Closed the door and found himselfstanding in his front yard with a baseball bat and these words: find a quietway. 
            He walked through hisfront yard and across the street and then into the O'Dwyers' yard, where he hadfirst seen the light. He passed their darkened swimming pool and the rusted-outswing set. His heart was pumping, but he could not feel anything but theknowledge in his brain. George Harvey had killed his last little girl. 
            He reached the soccerfield. To his right, far into the cornfield but not in the vicinity he knew byheart-the area that had been roped off and cleared and combed and bulldozed-hesaw the small light. He clenched his fingers tighter around the bat by hisside. For just a second he could not believe what he was about to do, but then,with everything in him, he knew. 
            The wind helped him. Itswept along the soccer field alongside the cornfield and whipped his trousersaround the front of his legs; it pushed him forward despite himself. Everythingfell away. Once he was among the rows of corn, his focus solely on the light,the wind disguised his presence. The sound of his feet crushing the stalks wasswept up in the whistle and bustle of the wind against the broken plants. 
            Things that made no sense flooded his head-the hard rubber soundof children's roller skates on pavement, the smell of his father's pipetobacco, Abigails smile when he met her, like light piercing his confusedheart-and then the flashlight shut off and everything went equal and dark. Hetook a few more steps, then stopped. "I know you're here," he said.
            I flooded the cornfield,I flashed fires through it to light it up, I sent storms of hail and flowers,but none of it worked to warn him. I was relegated to heaven; I watched. 
            "I'm here forit," my father said, his voice trembling. That heart bursting in and out,blood gorging the rivers of his chest and then cinching up. Breath and fire andlungs seizing, releasing, adrenaline saving what was left. My mother's smile inhis mind gone, mine taking its place. 
            "Nobody's awake," my father said. "I'm here tofinish it." Pie heard whimpering. I wanted to cast down a spotlight likethey did in the school auditorium, awkwardly, the light not always hitting theright place on the stage. There she would be, crouching and whimpering and now,despite her blue eye shadow and Western-style boots from Bakers', wetting herpants. A child.
            She didn't recognize myfather's voice infused with hate. "Brian?" Clarissa's quavering voicecame out. "Brian?" It was hope like a shield, My father s handloosened on the bat, letting it fall. "Hello? Who's there?" 
            With wind in his ears, Brian Nelson, the beanstalk scarecrow,parked his older brother's Spyder Corvette in the school lot. Late, alwayslate, sleeping in class and at the dinner table but never when a boy had aPlayboy or a cute girl walked by, never on a night when he had a girl waitingfor him out in the cornfield. Still, he took his time. The wind, gloriousblanket and cover for what he had planned, whipped past his ears.
            Brian moved toward thecornfield with his giant torch light from his mother's under-the-sink disasterkit. Finally he heard what he would later say were Clarissa's cries for help. 
            My father's heart waslike a stone there, heavy, carried inside his chest as he ran and fumbledtoward the sound of the girl's whimpering. His mother was knitting him mittens,Susie was asking for gloves, so cold in the cornfield in winter, Clarissa!Susie's silly friend, Makeup, prissy jam sandwiches, and her tropical tan skin. 
            He ran blind into herand knocked her down in the darkness. Her screaming filled his ear and pouredinto the empty spaces, ricocheting inside of him. "Susie!" hescreamed back. 
            Brian ran when he heardmy name-full-speed-ahead awake. His light hopped over the cornfield, and, forone bright second, there was Mr. Harvey. No one but me saw him. Brian's lighthit his back as he crawled into the high stalks and listened, again, for thesound of whimpering. 
            And then the light hittarget and Brian dragged my father up and off Clarissa to hit him. Hit him onthe head and back and face with the survival-kit flashlight. My father shoutedand yelped and moaned. And then Brian saw the bat. 
            I pushed and pushedagainst the unyielding borders of my heaven. I wanted to reach out and lift myfather up, away, to me. 
            Clarissa ran and Brianswung. My father's eyes caught Brian's but he could barely breathe. 
            "You fucker!" Brian was black and white with blame.
            I heard mumblings in thedirt. I heard my name. I thought I could taste the blood on my father's face,reach out to draw my fingers across his cut lips, lie down with him in mygrave. But I had to turn my back in heaven, I could do nothing- trapped in myperfect world. The blood I tasted was bitter. Acid. I wanted my father's vigil,his tight love for me. But also I wanted him to go away and leave me be. I wasgranted one weak grace. Back in the room where the green chair was still warmfrom his body, I blew that lonely, flickering candle out. 
            I stood in the room beside him and watched him sleep. During thenight the story had come unwound and spun down so that the police understood:Mr. Salmon was crazy with grief and had gone out to the cornfield seekingrevenge. It fit what they knew of him, his persistent phone calls, hisobsession with the neighbor, and Detective Fenerman having visited that sameday to tell my parents that for all intents and purposes my murderinvestigation had entered a sort of hiatus. No clues were left to pursue. Nobody had been found.
            The surgeon had tooperate on his knee to replace the cap with a purselike suture that partiallydisabled the joint. As I watched the operation I thought of how much likesewing it seemed, and I hoped that my father was in more capable hands than ifhe had been brought to me. In home ec my hands had been clumsy. Zipper foot orbaster, I got them all confused. 
            But the surgeon had beenpatient. A nurse had filled him in on the story as he washed and scrubbed hishands. He remembered reading about what had happened to me in the papers. Hewas my father's age and had children of his own. He shivered as he stretchedhis gloves out over his hands. How alike he and this man were. How verydifferent. In the dark hospital room, a fluorescent bar light buzzed justbehind my father's bed. As dawn approached it was the only light in the roomuntil my sister walked in. My mother and sister and brother woke to the soundsof the police sirens and came down into the dark kitchen from their bedrooms. 
            "Go wake yourfather," my mother said to Lindsey. "I can't believe he slept throughthis.” 
            And so my sister hadgone up. Everyone now knew where to look for him: in only six months, the greenchair had become his true bed. 
            "Dad's nothere!" my sister yelled as soon as she realized. "Dad's gone. Mom!Mom! Dad's gone!" For a rare moment Lindsey was a frightened child. 
            "Damn!" my mother said.
            "Mommy?" Buckley said.
            Lindsey rushed into thekitchen. My mother faced the stove. Her back was a riddled mass of nerves asshe went about making tea. 
            "Mom?" Lindsey asked. "We have to dosomething."
            "Don't you see ...?" my mother said, stopping for a moment with a box of Earl Grey suspendedin the air. 
            "What?"
            She put the tea down,switched on the burner, and turned around. She saw something herself then:Buckley had gone to cling to my sister as he anxiously sucked his thumb. 
            "He's gone off after that man and gotten himself introuble."
            "We should go out,Mom," Lindsey said. "We should go help him." 
            "No."
            "Mom, we have to help Daddy."
            "Buckley, stop milking your thumb!"
            My brother burst intohot panicked tears, and my sister reached her arms down to pull him in tighter.She looked at our mother. 
            "I'm going out to find him," Lindsey said.
            "You are doing nosuch thing," my mother said. "He'll come home in good time. We'restaying out of this." 
            "Mom," Lindsey said, "what if he's hurt?"
            Buckley stopped cryinglong enough to look back and forth from my sister to my mother. He knew whathurt meant and who was missing from the house. 
            My mother gave Lindsey ameaningful look. "We are not discussing this further. You can go up toyour room and wait or wait with me. Your choice." 
            Lindsey was dumbfounded.She stared at our mother and knew what she wanted most: to flee, to run outinto the cornfield where my father was, where I was, where she felt suddenlythat the heart of her family had moved. But Buckley stood warm against her. 
            "Buckley," shesaid, "let's go back upstairs. You can sleep in my bed." 
            He was beginning tounderstand: you were treated special and, later, something horrible would betold to you. 
            When the call came fromthe police, my mother went immediately to the front closet. "He's been hitwith our own baseball bat!" she said, grabbing her coat and keys andlipstick. My sister felt more alone than she had ever been but also moreresponsible. Buckley couldn't be left by himself, and Lindsey wasn't even ableto drive. Besides, it made the clearest sense in the world. Didn't the wifebelong most at the husband's side? But when my sister was able to get Nate'smother on the line- after all, the commotion in the cornfield had awakened thewhole neighborhood-she knew what she would do. She called Samuel next. Withinan hour, Nate's mother arrived to take Buckley, and Hal Heckler pulled up toour house on his motorcycle. It should have been exciting - clutching on toSamuel's gorgeous older brother, riding on a motorcycle for the first time-butall she could think of was our father. 
            My mother was not in hishospital room when Lindsey entered; It was just my father and me. She came upand stood on the other side of his bed and started to cry quietly. 
            "Daddy?" she said. "Are you okay, Daddy?"
            The door opened a crack.It was Hal Heckler, a tall handsome slash of a man. 
            "Lindsey," hesaid, "I'll wait for you out in the visitors' area in case you need a ridehome." 
            He saw her tears whenshe turned around. "Thanks, Hal. If you see my mother ..." 
            "I'll tell her you're in here."
            Lindsey took my father'shand and watched his face for movement. My sister was growing up before myeyes. I listened as she whispered the words he had sung to the two of us beforeBuckley was born: 
            Stones and bones; snow and frost; seeds and beans and polliwogs.Paths and twigs, assorted kisses, We all know who Daddy misses! His two littlefrogs of girls, that's who. They know where they are, do you, do you?
            I wish a smile had comecurling up onto my father's face, but he was deep under, swimming against drugand nightmare and waking dream. For a time leaden weights had been tied byanesthesia to the four corners of his consciousness. Like a firm waxen cover ithad locked him away tight into the hard-blessed hours where there was no deaddaughter and no gone knee, and where there was also no sweet daughterwhispering rhymes. 
            "When the dead aredone with the living," Franny said to me, "the living can go on toother things." 
            "What about the dead?" I asked. "Where do wego?"
            She wouldn't answer me. Len Fenerman had rushed to the hospitalas soon as they put the call through. Abigail Salmon, the dispatcher said,requesting him.
            My father was insurgery, and my mother was pacing back and forth near the nurses' station. Shehad driven to the hospital in her raincoat with only her thin summer nightgownbeneath it. She had her beating-around-the-yard ballet flats on her feet. Shehadn't bothered to pull her hair back, and there hadn't been any hair elasticsin her pockets or purse. In the dark foggy parking lot of the hospital she hadstopped to check her face and applied her stock red lipstick with a practicedhand. 
            When she saw Lenapproaching from the end of the long white corridor, she relaxed. 
            "Abigail," he said when he grew closer.
            "Oh, Len," shesaid. Her face puzzled up on what she could say next. His name had been thesigh she needed. Everything that came next was not words. 
            The nurses at theirstation turned their heads away as Len and my mother touched hands. Theyextended this privacy veil habitually, as a matter of course, but even so theycould see this man meant something to this woman. 
            "Let's talk in thevisitors' area," Len said and led my mother down the corridor. 
            As they walked she toldhim my father was in surgery. He filled her in on what had happened in thecornfield. 
            "Apparently he said he thought the girl was GeorgeHarvey."
            "He thoughtClarissa was George Harvey?" My mother stopped, incredulous, just outsidethe visitors' area. 
            "It was dark out,Abigail. I think he only saw the girl's flashlight. My visit today couldn'thave helped much. He's convinced that Harvey is involved." 
            "Is Clarissa all right?"
            "She was treatedfor scratches and released. She was hysterical. Crying and screaming. It was ahorrible coincidence, her being Susie's friend." 
            Hal was slumped down ina darkened corner of the visitors' area with his feet propped up on the helmethe'd brought for Lindsey. When he heard the voices approaching he stirred. 
            It was my mother and acop. He slumped back down and let his shoulder-length hair obscure his face. Hewas pretty sure my mother wouldn't remember him. 
            But she recognized thejacket as Samuel's and for a moment thought, Samuel's here, but then thought,His brother. 
            "Let's sit,"Len said, indicating the connected modular chairs on the far side of the room. 
            "I'd rather keepwalking," my mother said. "The doctor said it will be an hour at leastbefore they have anything to tell us." 
            "Where to?"
            "Do you have cigarettes?"
            "You know I do," Len said, smiling guiltily. He had toseek out her eyes. They weren't focusing on him. They seemed to be preoccupied,and he wished he could reach up and grab them and train them on the here andnow. On him.
            "Let's find an exit, then."
            They found a door to asmall concrete balcony near my father's room. It was a service balcony for aheating unit, so even though it was cramped and slightly chilly, the noise andthe hot exhaust of the humming hydrant beside them shut them into a capsulethat felt far away. They smoked cigarettes and looked at each other as if theyhad suddenly and without preparation moved on to a new page, where the pressingbusiness had already been highlighted for prompt attention. 
            "How did your wife die?" my mother asked.
            "Suicide."
            Her hair was coveringmost of her face, and watching her I was reminded of Clarissa at her mostself-conscious. The way she behaved around boys when we went to the mall. Shewould giggle too much and flash her eyes over at them to see where they werelooking. But I was also struck by my mother's red mouth with the cigarettegoing up and away from it and smoke trailing out. I had seen this mother onlyonce before-in the photograph. This mother had never had us. 
            "Why did she kill herself?"
            "That's thequestion that preoccupies me most when I'm not preoccupied by things like yourdaughter's murder." 
            A strange smile came across my mother's face.
            "Say that again," she said.
            "What?" Lenlooked at her smile, wanted to reach out and trace the corners of it with hisfingertips. 
            "My daughter's murder," my mother said.
            "Abigail, are you okay?"
            "No one says it. Noone in the neighborhood talks about it. People call it the 'horrible tragedy'or some variation on that, I just want it to be spoken out loud by somebody. Tohave it said aloud. I’m ready-I wasn't ready before." 
            My mother dropped hercigarette onto the concrete and let it burn. She took Lens face in her hands. 
            "Say it” she said,
            "Your daughter's murder."
            "Thank you."
            And I watched that flatred mouth move across an invisible line that separated her from the rest of theworld. She pulled Len in to her and slowly kissed him on the mouth. He seemedto hesitate at first. His body tensed, telling him NO, but that NO became vagueand cloudy, became air sucked into the intake fan of the humming hydrant besidethem. She reached up and unbuttoned her raincoat. He placed his hand againstthe thin gauzy material of her summer gown. My mother was, in her need,irresistible. As a child I had seen her effect on men. When we were in grocerystores, stockers volunteered to find the items on her list and would help usout to the car. Like Ruana Singh, she was known as one of the pretty mothers inthe neighborhood; no man who met her could help but smile. When she asked aquestion, their beating hearts gave in, 
            But still, it had onlyever been my father who stretched her laughter out into the rooms of the house andmade it okay, somehow, for her to let go. 
            By tacking on extrahours here and there and skipping lunches, my father had managed to come homeearly from work every Thursday when we were little. But whereas the weekendswere family time, they called that day "Mommy and Daddy time."Lindsey and I thought of it as good-girl time. It meant no peeps out of us aswe stayed quiet on the other side of the house, while we used my father's thensparsely filled den as our playroom. 
            My mother would start preparing us around two.
            "Bath time,"she sang, as if she were saying we could go out to play. And in the beginningthat was how it felt. All three of us would rush up to our rooms and put onbathrobes. We would meet in the hallway-three girls - and my mother would takeus by the hands and lead us into our pink bathroom. 
            Back then she talked tous about mythology, which she had studied in school. She liked to tell usstories about Persephone and Zeus. She bought us illustrated books on the Norsegods, which gave us nightmares. She had gotten her master's in English-havingfought tooth and nail with Grandma Lynn to go so far in school-and still heldon to vague ideas of teaching when the two of us were old enough to be left onour own. 
            Those bath times blurtogether, as do all the gods and goddesses, but what I remember most iswatching things hit my mother while I looked at her, how the life she hadwanted and the loss of it reached her in waves. As her firstborn, I thought itwas me who took away all those dreams of what she had wanted to be. 
            My mother would liftLindsey out of the tub first, dry her, and listen to her chatter about ducksand cuts. Then she would get me out of the tub and though I tried to be quietthe warm water made my sister and me drunk, and we talked to my mother abouteverything that mattered to us. Boys that teased us or how another family downthe block had a puppy and why couldn't we have one too. She would listenseriously as if she were mentally noting the points of our agenda on a stenopad to which she would later refer. 
            "Well, first thingsfirst," she summed up. "Which means a nice nap for the two ofyou!" 
            She and I would tuckLindsey in together. I stood by the bed as she kissed my sister on her foreheadand brushed back her hair from her face. I think competition started there forme. Who got the better kiss, the longer time after the bath with Mom. 
            Luckily, I always wonthis. When I look back now I see that my mother had become - and very quicklyafter they moved into that house-lonely. Because I was the oldest, I became herclosest friend. 
            I was too little to knowwhat she was really saying to me, but I loved to be hushed to sleep by the softlullaby of her words. One of the blessings of my heaven is that I can go back tothese moments, live them again, and be with my mother in a way I never couldhave been. I reach my hand across the Inbetween and take the hand of that younglonely mother in mine. 
            What she said to afour-year-old about Helen of Troy: "A feisty woman who screwed thingsup." About Margaret Sanger: "She was judged by her looks, Susie,Because she looked like a mouse, no one expected her to last," GloriaSteinem: "I feel horrible, but I wish she'd trim those nails." Ourneighbors: "An idiot in tight pants; oppressed by that prig of a husband;typically provincial and judgmental of everyone." 
            "Do you know whoPersephone is?" she asked me absently one Thursday. But I didn't answer.By then I'd learned to hush when she brought me into my room. My sister's andmy time was in the bathroom as we were being toweled off. Lindsey and I couldtalk about anything then. In my bedroom it was Mommy's time. 
            She took the towel anddraped it over the spindle knob of my four-poster bed. "Imagine ourneighbor Mrs. Tarking as Persephone," she said. She opened the drawer ofthe dresser and handed me my underpants. She always doled out my clothespiecemeal, not wanting to pressure me. She understood my needs early. If I wasaware I would have to tie laces I would not have been able to put my feet intosocks. 
            "She's wearing along white robe, like a sheet draped over her shoulders, but made out of somenice shiny or light fabric, like silk. And she has sandals made of gold andshe's surrounded by torches which are light made out of flames ..." 
            She went to the drawer to get my undershirt and absentmindedlyput it over my head instead of leaving it to me. Once my mother was launched Icould take advantage of it-be the baby again. I never protested and claimed tobe grown up or a big girl. Those afternoons were about listening to mymysterious mother.
            She pulled back thetough-cord Sears bedspread, and I scooted over to the far side along the wall.She always checked her watch then and afterward she would say, "Just for alittle while” and slide off her shoes and slip in between the sheets with me. 
            For both of us it wasabout getting lost. She got lost in her story. I got lost in her talk. 
            She would tell me aboutPersephone's mother, Demeter, or Cupid and Psyche, and I would listen to heruntil I fell asleep. Sometimes my parents' laughter in the room beside me orthe sounds of their late-afternoon lovemaking would wake me up. I would liethere in half-sleep, listening. I liked to pretend that I was in the warm holdof a ship from one of the stories my father read to us, and that all of us wereon the ocean and the waves were rolling gently up against the sides of theship. The laughter, the small sounds of muffled moaning, would usher me backunder into sleep. But then my mother's escape, her half-measure return to theoutside world, had been smashed when I was ten and Lindsey nine. She'd missedher period and had taken the fateful car trip to the doctor. Underneath hersmile and exclamations to my sister and me were fissures that led somewheredeep inside her. But because I didn't want to, because I was a child, I chosenot to follow them. I grabbed the smile like a prize and entered the land ofwonder of whether I would be the sister to a little boy or to a little girl. IfI had paid attention, I would have noticed signs. Now I see the shifting, howthe stack of books on my parents' bedside table changed from catalogs for localcolleges, encyclopedias of mythology, novels by James, Eliot, and Dickens, tothe works of Dr. Spock. Then came gardening books and cookbooks until for herbirthday two months before I died, I thought the perfect gift was Better Homesand Gardens Guide to Entertaining. When she realized she was pregnant the thirdtime, she sealed the more mysterious mother off. Bottled up for years behindthat wall, that needy part of her had grown, not shrunk, and in Len, the greedto get out, to smash, destroy, rescind, overtook her. Her body led, and in itswake would be the pieces left to her. It was not easy for me to witness, but Idid. Their first embrace was hurried, fumbled, passionate. 
            "Abigail," Lensaid, his two hands now on either side of her waist underneath the coat, thegauzy gown barely a veil between them. "Think of what you're doing." 
            "I'm tired ofthinking," she said. Her hair was floating above her head because of thefan beside them-in an aureole. Len blinked as he looked at her. Marvelous,dangerous, wild. 
            "Your husband," he said.
            "Kiss me, "she said. "Please."
            I was watching a beg forleniency on my mother's part. My mother was moving physically through time toflee from me. I could not hold her back. 
            Len kissed her foreheadhard and closed his eyes. She took his hand and placed it on her breast. Shewhispered in his ear. I knew what was happening. Her rage, her loss, herdespair. The whole life lost tumbling out in an arc on that roof, clogging upher being. She needed Len to drive the dead daughter out. 
            He pushed her back intothe stucco surface of the wall as they kissed, and my mother held on to him asif on the other side of his kiss there could be a new life. 
            On my way home from the junior high, I would sometimes stop atthe edge of our property and watch my mother ride the ride-on mower, looping inand out among the pine trees, and I could remember then how she used to whistlein the mornings as she made her tea and how my father, rushing home onThursdays, would bring her marigolds and her face would light up yellowy indelight. They had been deeply, separately, wholly in love-apart from herchildren my mother could reclaim this love, but with them she began to drift.It was my father who grew toward us as the years went by; it was my mother whogrew away. Beside his hospital bed, Lindsey had fallen asleep while holding ourfather's hand. My mother, still mussed, passed by Hal Heckler in the visitors'area, and a moment later so did Len. Hal didn't need more than this. He grabbedhis helmet and went off down the hall.
            After a brief visit tothe ladies' room, my mother was heading in the direction of my father's roomwhen Hal stopped her. 
            "Your daughter's in there," Hal called out. Sheturned.
            "Hal Heckler,"he said, "Samuel's brother. I was at the memorial service." 
            "Oh, yes, I'm sorry. I didn't recognize you."
            "Not your job," he said. There was an awkward pause.
            "So, Lindsey called me and I brought her here an hourago."
            "Oh."
            "Buckley's with a neighbor," he said.
            "Oh." She wasstaring at him. In her eyes she was climbing back to the surface. She used hisface to climb back to. 
            "Are you okay?"
            "I'm a little upset-that's understandable, right?"
            "Perfectly," he said, speaking slowly. "I justwanted to let you know that your daughter is in there with your husband. I'llbe in the visitors' area if you need me."
            "Thank you,"she said. She watched him turn away and paused for a moment to listen to theworn heels of his motorcycle boots reverberate down the linoleum hall. 
            She caught herself then,shook herself back to where she was, never guessing for a second that that hadbeen Hal's purpose in greeting her. 
            Inside the room it wasdark now, the fluorescent light behind my father flickering so slightly it litonly the most obvious masses in the room. My sister was in a chair pulled upalongside the bed, her head resting on the side of it with her hand extendedout to touch my father. My father, deep under, was lying on his back. My mothercould not know that I was there with them, that here were the four of us sochanged now from the days when she tucked Lindsey and me into bed and went tomake love to her husband, our father. Now she saw the pieces. She saw that mysister and father, together, had become a piece. She was glad of it. 
            I had played ahide-and-seek game of love with my mother as I grew up, courting her attentionand approval in a way that I had never had to with my father. 
            I didn't have to playhide-and-seek anymore. As she stood in the darkened room and watched my sisterand father, I knew one of the things that heaven meant. I had a choice, and itwas not to divide my family in my heart. 
            Franny came to watch with us in the beginning.
            "Its one of mysecret pleasures," she admitted. "After all these years I still loveto watch the souls that float and spin in masses, all of them clamoring at onceinside the air." 
            "I don't see anything," I said that first time.
            "Watch closely," she said, "and hush."
            But I felt them before Isaw them, small warm sparks along my arms. Then there they were, fireflieslighting up and expanding in howls and swirls as they abandoned human flesh. 
            "Likesnowflakes," Franny said, "none of them the same and yet each one,from where we stand, exactly like the one before." 
            Late at night the airabove hospitals and senior citizen homes was often thick and fast with souls.Holly and I watched sometimes on the nights when sleep was lost to us. We cameto realize how these deaths seemed choreographed from somewhere far away. Notour heaven. And so we began to suspect that there was a place more all-encompassingthan where we were. 
            Buckley entered kindergarten that year and immediately arrivedhome with a crush on his teacher, Miss Koekle. She held his hand so gentlywhenever she had to lead him to the bathroom or help explain an assignment thather force was irresistible. In one way he profited-she would often sneak him anextra cookie or a softer sit-upon-but in another he was held aloft and apartfrom his fellow kindergartners. By my death he was made different among the onegroup-children-in which he might have been anonymous.
            "If when she returned to junior high in the fall of 1974,Lindsey was not only the sister of the murdered girl but the child of a"crackpot," "nutcase," "looney-tunes," and thelatter hurt her more because it wasn't true.
            The rumors Lindsey andSamuel heard in the first weeks of the school year wove in and out of the rowsof student lockers like the most persistent of snakes. Now the swirl had grownto include Brian Nelson and Clarissa who, thankfully, had both entered the highschool that year. At Fairfax Brian and Clarissa clung to each other, exploitingwhat had happened to them, using my father's debasement as a varnish of coolthey could coat themselves with by retelling throughout the school what hadhappened that night in the cornfield. 
            Ray and Ruth walked byon the inside of the glass wall that looked out on the outdoor lounge. On thefalse boulders where the supposed bad kids sat, they would see Brian holdingcourt. His walk that year went from anxious scarecrow to masculine strut.Clarissa, giggly with both fear and lust, had unlocked her privates and sleptwith Brian. However haphazardly, everyone I'd known was growing up. 
            Samuel would walk Lindsey home and then go down the main roadand thumb his way to Hal's bike shop. He counted on buddies of his brother's torecognize him, and he reached his destination in various pasted-together bikesand trucks that Hal would fine-tune for the driver when they pulled up.
            He did not go inside ourhouse for a while. No one but family did. By October my father was justbeginning to get up and around. His doctors had told him that his right legwould always be stiff, but if he stretched and stayed limber it wouldn'tpresent too much of an obstacle. "No running bases, but everythingelse," the surgeon said the morning after his surgery, when my father woketo find Lindsey beside him and my mother standing by the window staring out atthe parking lot. 
            Buckley went right frombasking in the shine of Miss Koekle home to burrow in the empty cave of myfather's heart. He asked ceaseless questions about the "fake knee,"and my father warmed to him. 
            "The knee came fromouter space," my father would say. "They brought pieces of the moonback and carved them up and now they use them for things like this." 
            "Wow," Buckley would say, grinning. "When canNate see?"
            "Soon, Buck, soon," my father said. But his smile grewweak.



            When Buckley took theseconversations and brought them to our mother-"Daddy's knee is made out ofmoonbone," he would tell her, or "Miss Koekle said my colors werereally good" - she would nod her head, She had become aware of what shedid. She cut carrots and celery into edible lengths. She washed out thermosesand lunchboxes, and when Lindsey decided she was too old for a lunchbox, mymother caught herself actually happy when she found wax-lined bags that wouldkeep her daughter's lunch from seeping through and staining her clothes. Whichshe washed. Which she folded. Which she ironed when necessary and which shestraightened on hangers. Which she picked up from the floor or retrieved fromthe car or untangled from the wet towel left on the bed that she made everymorning, tucking the corners in, and fluffing the pillows, and propping upstuffed animals, and opening the blinds to let the light in. By November, myfather had mastered what he called an "adroit hobble," and whenBuckley egged him on he would do a contorted skip that, as long as it made hisson laugh, didn't make him think of how odd and desperate he might look to anoutsider or to my mother. Everyone save Buckley knew what was coming: the firstanniversary. 
            In the moments whenBuckley sought her out, she often made a barter of it. She would focus on himfor a few minutes, and then she would allow herself to drift away from herhouse and home and think of Len. Buckley and my father spent the crisp fallafternoons out in the fenced-in yard with Holiday. My father would sit in theold iron lawn chair with his leg stretched out in front of him and propped up slightlyon an ostentatious boot scraper that Grandma Lynn had found in a curio shop inMaryland. 
            Buckley threw thesqueaky cow toy while Holiday ran to get it. My father took pleasure in theagile body of his five-year-old son and Buckley's peals of delight when Holidayknocked him over and nudged him with his nose or licked his face with his longpink tongue. But he couldn't rid himself of one thought: this too-this perfectboy-could be taken from him. 
            It had been acombination of things, his injury not the least among them, that had made himstay inside the house on an extended sick leave from his firm. His boss acteddifferently around him now, and so did his coworkers. They trod gently outsidehis office and would stop a few feet from his desk as if, should they be toorelaxed in his presence, what had happened to him would happen to them-as ifhaving a dead child were contagious. No one knew how he continued to do what hedid, while simultaneously they wanted him to shut all signs of his grief away, placeit in a file somewhere and tuck it in a drawer that no one would be asked toopen again. He called in regularly, and his boss just as easily agreed that hecould take another week, another month if he had to, and he counted this as ablessing of always having been on time or willing to work late. But he stayedaway from Mr. Harvey and tried to curb even the thought of him. He would notuse his name except in his notebook, which he kept hidden in his study, whereit was surprisingly easily agreed with my mother that she would no longerclean. He had apologized to me in his notebook. "I need to rest, honey. Ineed to understand how to go after this man. I hope you'll understand." 
            But he had set hisreturn to work for December 2, right after Thanksgiving. He wanted to be backin the office by the anniversary of my disappearance. Functioning and catchingup on work-in as public and distracting a place as he could think of. And awayfrom my mother, if he was honest with himself. 
            How to swim back to her,how to reach her again. She was pulling and pulling away-all her energy wasagainst the house, and all his energy was inside it. He settled on buildingback his strength and finding a strategy to pursue Mr. Harvey, Placing blamewas easier than adding up the mounting figures of what he'd lost. Grandma Lynnwas due for Thanksgiving, and Lindsey had kept to a beautifying regime Grandmahad set up for her through letters. She'd felt silly when she first putcucumbers on her eyes (to diminish puffiness), or oatmeal on her face (tocleanse the pores and absorb excess oils), or eggs yolks in her hair (to makeit shine). Her use of groceries had even made my mother laugh, then wonder ifshe too should start to beautify. But that was only for a second, because she wasthinking of Len, not because she was in love with him but because being withhim was the fastest way she knew to forget. 
            Two weeks before GrandmaLynn's arrival, Buckley and my father were out in the yard with Holiday. Buckleyand Holiday were romping from one large pile of burnished oak leaves to anotherin an increasingly hyper game of tag. "Watch out, Buck," my fathersaid. "You'll make Holiday nip." And sure enough. My father said hewanted to try something out. 
            "We have to see ifyour old dad can carry you piggyback style again. Soon you'll be too big." 
            So, awkwardly, in thebeautiful isolation of the yard, where if my father fell only a boy and a dogwho loved him would see, the two of them worked together to make what they bothwanted- this return to father/son normalcy-happen. When Buckley stood on theiron chair-"Now scoot up my back," my father said, stooping forward,"and grab on to my shoulders," not knowing if he'd have the strengthto lift him up from there-I crossed my fingers hard in heaven and held mybreath. In the cornfield, yes, but, in this moment, repairing the most basicfabric of their previous day-to-day lives, challenging his injury to take amoment like this back, my father became my hero. 
            "Duck, now duckagain," he said as they galumphed through the downstairs doorways and upthe stairs, each step a balance my father negotiated, a wincing pain. And withHoliday rushing past them on the stairs, and Buckley joyous on his mount, heknew that in this challenge to his strength he had done the right thing. 
            When the two ofthem-with dog-discovered Lindsey in the upstairs bathroom, she whined a loudcomplaint. 
            "Daaaaddd!"
            My father stood upstraight. Buckley reached up and touched the light fixture with his hand. 
            "What are you doing?" my father said.
            "What does it look like I'm doing?"
            She sat on the toiletlid wrapped in a large white towel (the towels my mother bleached, the towelsmy mother hung on the line to dry, the towels she folded, and placed in abasket and brought up to the linen closet.. ,). Her left leg was propped up onthe edge of the tub, covered with shaving cream. In her hand she held myfather's razor. 
            "Don't be petulant," my father said.
            "I'm sorry,"my sister said, looking down. "I just want a little privacy is all." 
            My father lifted Buckleyup and over his head. "The counter, the counter, son," he said, andBuckley thrilled at the illegal halfway point of the bathroom counter and howhis muddy feet soiled the tile. 
            "Now hop down." And he did. Holiday tackled him.
            "You're too young to shave your legs, sweetie," myfather said.
            "Grandma Lynn started shaving at eleven."
            "Buckley, will yougo in your room and take the dog? I'll be in in a while." 
            "Yes, Daddy."
            Buckley was still alittle boy who my father could, with patience and a bit of maneuvering, get upon his shoulders so they could be a typical father and son. But he now saw inLindsey what brought a double pain. I was a little girl in the tub, a toddlerbeing held up to the sink, a girl who had forever stopped just short of sittingas my sister did now. 
            When Buckley was gone,he turned his attention to my sister. He would care for his two daughters bycaring for one: "Are you being careful?" he asked. 
            "I just started," Lindsey said. "I'd like to bealone, Dad."
            "Is that the sameblade that was on it when you got it from my shaving kit?" 
            "Yes."
            "Well, my beardstubble dulls the blade, I’ll go get you a fresh one." 
            "Thanks, Dad,"my sister said, and again she was his sweet, piggyback-riding Lindsey. 
            He left the room andwent down the hallway to the other side of the house and the master bathroomthat he and my mother still shared, though they no longer slept in the sameroom together. As he reached up into the cabinet for the package of freshrazors, he felt a tear in his chest. He ignored it and focused on the task.There was only a flicker of a thought then; Abigail should be doing this. 
            He brought the razorblades back, showed Lindsey how to change them, and gave her a few pointers onhow best to shave. "Watch out for the ankle and the knee," he said."Your mother always called those the danger spots," 
            "You can stay if you want," she said, ready now to lethim in.
            "But I might be a bloody mess." She wanted to hitherself. "Sorry, Dad," she said. "Here, I'll move-you sit."
            She got up and went tosit on the edge of the tub. She ran the tap, and my father lowered himself ontothe toilet lid. 
            "It's okay,honey," he said. "We haven't talked about your sister inawhile." 
            "Who needs to?" my sister said. "She'severywhere."
            "Your brother seems to be all right."
            "He's glued to you."
            "Yes," hesaid, and he realized he liked it, this father-courting his son was doing. 
            "Ouch,"Lindsey said, a fine trickle of blood beginning to spread into the white foamof the shaving cream, "This is a total hassle." 
            "Press down on thenick with your thumb. It stops the bleeding. You could do just to the top ofyour knee," he offered. "That's what your mother does unless we'regoing to the beach." 
            Lindsey paused. "You guys never go to the beach."
            "We used to."
            My father had met mymother when they were both working at Wanamaker's during the summer break fromcollege. He had just made a nasty comment about how the employee's loungereeked of cigarettes when she smiled and brought out her then-habitual pack ofPall Malls. "Touche," he said, and he stayed beside her despite thereeking stink of her cigarettes enveloping him from head to toe, 
            "I've been tryingto decide who I look like," Lindsey said, "Grandma Lynn or Mom." 
            "I've alwaysthought both you and your sister looked like my mother," he said. 
            "Dad?"
            "Yes?”
            "Are you stillconvinced that Mr. Harvey had something to do with it?" 
            It was like a stickfinally sparking against another stick-the friction took. 
            "There is no doubt in my mind, honey. None."
            "Then why doesn't Len arrest him?"
            She drew the razorsloppily up and finished her first leg. She hesitated there, waiting. 
            "I wish it was easyto explain," he said, the words coiling out of him. He had never talked atlength about his suspicion to anyone. "When I met him that day, in hisbackyard, and we built that tent-the one he claimed he built for his wife,whose name I thought was Sophie and Len took down as Leah-there was somethingabout his movements that made me sure." 
            "Everyone thinks he's kind of weird."
            "True, I understandthat," he said. "But then everyone hasn't had much to do with himeither. They don't know whether his weirdness is benign or not." 
            "Benign?"
            "Harmless."
            "Holiday doesn't like him," Lindsey offered.
            "Exactly. I'venever seen that dog bark so hard. The fur on his back stood straight up thatmorning." 
            "But the cops think you're nuts."
            " 'No evidence' isall they can say. Without evidence and without-excuse me, honey-a body, theyhave nothing to move on and no basis for an arrest." 
            "What would be a basis?"
            "I guess somethingto link him to Susie. If someone had seen him in the cornfield or even lurkingaround the school. Something like that." 
            "Or if he hadsomething of hers?" Both my father and Lindsey were heatedly talking, hersecond leg lathered but left unshaved, because what radiated as the two sticksof their interest sparked flame was that I was in that house somewhere. Mybody-in the basement, first floor, second floor, attic. To keep fromacknowledging that horrible-but oh, if it were true, so blatant so perfect soconclusive as evidence-thought, they remembered what I wore that day,remembered what I carried, the Frito Bandito eraser I prized, the David Cassidybutton I'd pinned inside my bag, the David Bowie one I had pinned on theoutside. They named all the clutter and accessories that surrounded what wouldbe the best, most hideous evidence anyone could find-my corpse cut up, my blankand rotting eyes. 
            My eyes; the makeupGrandma Lynn had given her helped but did not solve the problem of how mucheveryone could see my eyes in Lindsey's. When they presented themselves - acompact flashing past her when in use by a girl at a neighboring desk, or anunexpected reflection in the window of a store-she looked away. It wasparticularly painful with my father. What she realized as they talked was thatas long as they were on this subject-Mr. Harvey, my clothes, my book bag, mybody, me-the vigilance to my memory made my father see her as Lindsey and notas a tragic combination of his two daughters. 
            "So you would want to be able to get in his house?"she said.
            They stared at eachother, a flicker of recognition of a dangerous idea. In his hesitation, beforehe finally said that that would be illegal, and no, he hadn't thought of that,she knew he was lying. She also knew he needed someone to do it for him. 
            "You should finish shaving, honey," he said.
            She agreed with him andturned away, knowing what she'd been told. Grandma Lynn arrived on the Mondaybefore Thanksgiving. With the same laser-beam eyes that immediately sought outany unsightly blemish on my sister, she now saw something beneath the surfaceof her daughter's smile, in her placated, tranquilized movements and in how herbody responded whenever Detective Fenerman or the police work came up. 
            When my mother refusedmy father's help in cleaning up after dinner that night, the laser eyes werecertain. Adamantly, and to the shock of everyone at the table and the relief ofmy sister- Grandma Lynn made an announcement. 
            "Abigail, I amgoing to help you clean up. it will be a mother/daughter thing." 
            "What?"
            My mother had calculatedthat she could let Lindsey off easily and early and then she would spend therest of the night over the sink, washing slowly and staring out the windowuntil the darkness brought her own reflection back to her. The sounds of the TVwould fade away and she would be alone again. 
            "I just did mynails yesterday," Grandma Lynn said after tying on an apron over hercamel-colored A-line dress, "so I'll dry." 
            "Mother, really. This isn't necessary."
            "It is necessary,believe me, sweetie," my grandmother said. There was something sober andcurt in that sweetie. 
            Buckley led my father bythe hand into the adjoining room where the TV sat. They took up their stationsand Lindsey, having been given a reprieve, went upstairs to call Samuel, 
            It was such a strangething to see. So out of the ordinary. My grandmother in an apron, holding adish towel up like a matador's red flag in anticipation of the first dishcoming her way. 
            They were quiet as theyworked, and the silence-the only sounds being the splash of my mother's handsplunging into the scalding water, the squeak of plates, and the clank of thesilver- made a tension fill the room which grew unbearable. The noises of thegame from the nearby room were just as odd to me. My father had never watchedfootball; basketball his only sport. Grandma Lynn had never done dishes; frozenmeals and takeout menus were her weapons of choice. 
            "Oh Christ,"she finally said. "Take this." She handed the just-washed dish backto my mother. "I want to have a real conversation but I'm afraid I'm goingto drop these things. Let's take a walk." 
            "Mother, I need to ..."
            "You need to take a walk."
            "After the dishes."
            "Listen," mygrandmother said, "I know I'm whatever I am and you're whatever you are,which isn't me, which makes you happy, but I know some things when I see themand I know something is going on that isn't kosher. Capisce?" 
            My mother's face waswavering, soft and malleable-almost as soft and malleable as the image of herthat floated on the sullied water in the sink. 
            "What?"
            "I have suspicions and I don't want to talk about themhere."
            Ten-four, Grandma Lynn,I thought. I'd never seen her nervous before. 
            It would be easy for thetwo of them to leave the house alone. My father, with his knee, would neverthink to join them, and, these days, where my father went or did not go, mybrother, Buckley, followed. 
            My mother was silent.She saw no other option. As an afterthought they removed their aprons in thegarage and piled them on the roof of the Mustang. My mother bent down andlifted the garage door. 
            It was still earlyenough so the light would hold for the beginning of their walk. "We couldtake Holiday," my mother tried. 
            "Just you and yourmother," my grandmother said. "The most frightening pairingimaginable." 
            They had never beenclose. They both knew it, but it wasn't something they acknowledged very much.They joked around it like two children who didn't particularly like each otherbut were the only children in a large, barren neighborhood. Now, never having triedto before, having always let her daughter run as fast as she could in whateverdirection she wished, my grandmother found that she was suddenly catching up. 
            They had passed by theO'Dwyers' and were near the Tarkings' before my grandmother said what she hadto say. 
            "My humor buried myacceptance," my grandmother said. "Your father had a long-term affairin New Hampshire. Her first initial was F and I never knew what it stood for. Ifound a thousand options for it over the years." 
            "Mother?"
            My grandmother keptwalking, didn't turn. She found that the crisp fall air helped, filling herlungs until they felt cleaner than they had just minutes before. 
            "Did you know that?"
            "No."
            "I guess I nevertold you," she said. "I didn't think you needed to know. Now you do,don't you think?" 
            "I’m not sure why you're telling me this."
            They had come to thebend in the road that would lead them back around the circle. If they went thatway and did not stop, eventually they would find themselves in front of Mr. Harvey'shouse. My mother froze. 
            "My poor, poorsweetie," my grandmother said. "Give me your hand." 
            They were awkward. Mymother could count on her fingers how many times her tall father had leaneddown and kissed her as a child. The scratchy beard that smelled of a colognethat, after years of searching, she could never identify. My grandmother tookher hand and held on as they walked the other way. 
            They walked into an areaof the neighborhood where newer families seemed to be moving in more and more. Theanchor houses, I remembered my mother calling them, because they lined thestreet that led into the whole development-anchored the neighborhood to anoriginal road built before the township was a township. The road that led toValley Forge, to George Washington and the Revolution. 
            "Susie's deathbrought your father's back to me," my grandmother said. "I never letmyself mourn him properly." 
            "I know," my mother said.
            "Do you resent me for it?"
            My mother paused. "Yes."
            My grandmother pattedthe back of my mother's hand with her free one. "Good, see, that's anugget.'* 
            "A nugget?"
            "Something that'scoming out of all this. You and me. A nugget of truth between us." 
            They passed the one-acrelots on which trees had been growing for twenty years. If not exactly towering,they were still twice as tall as the fathers who had first held them andstomped the dirt around them with their weekend work shoes. 
            "Do you know howalone I've always felt?" my mother asked her mother. 
            "That's why we're walking, Abigail," Grandma Lynnsaid.
            My mother focused hereyes in front of her but stayed connected to her mother with her hand. Shethought of the solitary nature of her childhood. How, when she had watched hertwo daughters tie string between paper cups and go to separate rooms to whispersecrets to each other, she could not really say she knew how that felt. Therehad been no one else in the house with her but her mother and father, and thenher father had gone. 
            She stared at the topsof the trees, which, miles from our development, were the tallest thingsaround. They stood on a high hill that had never been cleared for houses and onwhich a few old farmers still dwelled. 
            "I can't describe what I'm feeling," she said."To anyone."
            They reached the end ofthe development just as the sun was going down over the hill in front of them.A moment passed without either of them turning around. My mother watched thelast light flicker in a drain-off puddle at the end of the road. 
            "I don't know what to do," she said. "It's allover now."
            My grandmother was notsure what she meant by "it," but she did not press harder. 
            "Shall we head back?" my grandmother offered.
            "How?" my mother said.
            "To the house, Abigail. Head back to the house."
            They turned and beganwalking again. The houses one after another, identical in structure. Only whatmy grandmother thought of as their accessories marked them as different. Shehad never understood places like this-places where her own child had chosen tolive. 
            "When we get to theturn to the circle," my mother said, "I want to walk past it." 
            "His house?"
            "Yes."
            I watched Grandma Lynn turn when my mother turned.
            "Would you promiseme not to see the man anymore?" my grandmother asked. 
            "Who?"
            "The man you'reinvolved with. That's what I've been talking about." 
            "I'm not involvedwith anyone," my mother said. Her mind flew like a bird from one rooftopto the next. "Mother?" she said, and turned. 
            "Abigail?"
            "If I needed to getaway for a while, could I use Daddy's cabin?" 
            "Have you been listening to me?"
            They could smell something in the air, and again my mother'sanxious, agile mind slipped away. "Someone is smoking," she said.
            Grandma Lynn was staringat her child. The pragmatic, prim mistress that my mother had always been wasgone. She was flighty and distracted. My grandmother had nothing left to say toher. 
            "They're foreigncigarettes," my mother said. "Let's go find them!" 
            And in the fading lightmy grandmother stared, flabbergasted, as my mother began to follow the scent toits source. 
            "I'm heading back," my grandmother said. But my motherkept walking.
            She found the source ofthe smoke soon enough. It was Ruana Singh, standing behind a tall fir tree inher backyard. 
            "Hello," my mother said.
            Ruana did not start as Ithought she would. Her calmness had become something practiced. She could makea breath last through the most startling event, whether it was her son beingaccused of murder by the police or her husband running their dinner party as ifit were an academic committee meeting. She had told Ray he could go upstairs,and then she had disappeared out the back door and not been missed. 
            "Mrs. Salmon” Ruanasaid, exhaling the heady smell of her cigarettes. In a rush of smoke and warmthmy mother met Ruana's extended hand. "I'm so glad to see you." 
            "Are you having a party?" my mother asked.
            "My husband is having a party. I am the hostess."
            My mother smiled.
            "This is a weird place we both live," Ruana said.
            Their eyes met. Mymother nodded her head. Back on the road somewhere was her own mother, but forright now she, like Ruana, was on a quiet island off the mainland. 
            "Do you have another cigarette?"
            "Absolutely, Mrs.Salmon, yes." Ruana fished into the pocket of her long black cardigan andheld out the pack and her lighter. "Dunhills," she said. "I hopethat's all right." 
            My mother lit hercigarette and handed the blue package with its golden foil back to Ruana."Abigail," she said as she exhaled. "Please call meAbigail." 
            Up in his room with hislights off, Ray could smell his mother's cigarettes, which she never accusedhim of pilfering, just as he never let on that he knew she had them. He heardvoices downstairs-the loud sounds of his father and his colleagues speaking sixdifferent languages and laughing delightedly over the oh-so-American holiday tocome. He did not know that my mother was out on the lawn with his mother orthat I was watching him sit in his window and smell their sweet tobacco. Soonhe would turn away from the window and switch on the small light by his bed toread. Mrs. McBride had told them to find a sonnet they'd like to write a paperon, but as he read the lines of those available to him in his Norton Anthologyhe kept drifting back to the moment he wished he could take back and do overagain. If he had just kissed me on the scaffold, maybe everything would haveturned out differently. 
            Grandma Lynn kept on thecourse she had set with my mother, and, eventually, there it was-the house theytried to forget while living two houses down. Jack was right, my grandmotherthought. She could even feel it in the dark. The place radiated somethingmalevolent. She shivered and began to hear the crickets and see the firefliesgathering in a swarm above his front flower beds. She thought suddenly that shewould do nothing but sympathize with her daughter. Her child was living insidethe middle of a ground zero to which no affair on her own husband's part couldoffer her insight. She would tell my mother in the morning that the keys to thecabin would always be there for her if she needed them. That night my motherhad what she considered a wonderful dream. She dreamed of the country of India,where she had never been. There were orange traffic cones and beautiful lapislazuli insects with mandibles of gold. A young girl was being led through thestreets. She was taken to a pyre where she was wound in a sheet and placed upon a platform built from sticks. The bright fire that consumed her brought mymother into that deep, light, dreamlike bliss. The girl was being burned alive,but, first, there had been her body, clean and whole. 
            For a week Lindsey cased my killer's house. She was doingexactly what he did to everyone else.
            She had agreed to trainwith the boys' soccer team all year in preparation for the challenge Mr. Dewittand Samuel encouraged her to take on: qualifying to play in the all-male highschool soccer league. And Samuel, to show his support, trained alongside herwith no hope of qualifying for anything, he said, other than "fastest guyin shorts." 
            He could run, even ifkicking and fielding and noticing a ball anywhere within his vicinity were allbeyond him, And so, while they did laps around the neighborhood, each timeLindsey shot a look toward Mr. Harvey's house, Samuel was out in front, settingthe pace for her-unaware of anything else. 
            Inside the green house,Mr. Harvey was looking out. He saw her watching and he began to itch. It hadbeen almost a year now, but the Salmons remained bent on crowding him. It hadhappened before in other towns and states. The family of a girl suspected himbut no one else did. He had perfected his patter to the police, a certainobsequious innocence peppered with wonder about their procedures or uselessideas that he presented as if they might help. Bringing up the Ellis boy withFenerman had been a good stroke, and the lie that he was a widower alwayshelped. He fashioned a wife out of whichever victim he'd recently been takingpleasure in in his memory, and to flesh her out there was always his mother. 
            He left the house everyday for an hour or two in the afternoon. He would pick up any supplies heneeded and then drive out to Valley Forge Park and walk the paved roads and theunpaved trails and find himself suddenly surrounded by school tours at GeorgeWashington's log cabin or the Washington Memorial Chapel. This would buoy himup-these moments when the children were eager to see history, as if they mightactually find a long silver hair from Washington's wig caught on the rough endof a log post. 
            Occasionally one of thetour guides or teachers would notice him standing there, unfamiliar even ifamiable, and he would be met with a questioning stare. He had a thousand linesto give them; "I used to bring my children here." "This is whereI met my wife." He knew to ground whatever he said in connection to someimagined family, and then the women would smile at him. Once an attractive,heavy woman tried to engage him in conversation while the park guide told thechildren about the winter of 1776 and the Battle of the Clouds. 
            He had used the story ofwidowhood and talked about a woman named Sophie Qchetti, making her hisnow-deceased wife and true love. It had been like luscious food to this woman,and, as he listened to her tell him about her cats and her brother, who hadthree children, whom she loved, he pictured her sitting on the chair in hisbasement, dead. After that, when he met a teacher's questioning glare he wouldshyly back off and go somewhere else inside the park. He watched mothers withtheir children still in strollers walk briskly along the exposed paths. He sawteenagers who were cutting school necking in the uncut fields or along theinterior trails. And at the highest point of the park was a small wood besidewhich he sometimes parked. He would sit in his Wagoneer and watch lonely menpull up beside him and get out of their cars. Men in suits on their lunch houror men in flannel and jeans would walk quickly into that wood. Sometimes theywould cast a look back in his direction - an inquiry. If they were closeenough, these men could see, through his windshield, what his victims saw-hiswild and bottomless lust. On November 26, 1974, Lindsey saw Mr. Harvey leavingthe green house, and she began to hang back from the pack of running boys.Later she could claim she had gotten her period and all of them would hush up,even be satisfied that this was proof that Mr. Dewitt's unpopular plan-a girlat regionals! -would never work out. 
            I watched my sister andmarveled. She was becoming everything all at once. A woman. A spy. A jock. TheOstracized: One Man Alone. 
            She walked, clutchingher side in a false cramp, and waved the boys on when they turned to noticeher. She kept walking with her hand on her waist until they turned the cornerat the far end of the block. At the edge of Mr. Harvey's property was a row oftall, thick pines that had been left untrimmed for years. She sat down by oneof them, still feigning exhaustion in case any neighbor was looking out, andthen, when she felt the moment was right, she curled up in a ball and rolled inbetween two pines. She waited. The boys had one more lap. She watched them passher and followed them with her eyes as they cut up through the vacant lot andback to the high school. She was alone. She calculated she had forty-fiveminutes before our father would begin to wonder when she'd be home. Theagreement had been that if she trained with the boys' soccer team, Samuel wouldescort her home and have her back by five o'clock. 
            The clouds had hungheavy in the sky all day, and the late-fall cold raised goose bumps along herlegs and arms. The team runs always warmed her, but when she reached the lockerroom where she shared the showers with the field hockey team, she would beginto shiver until the hot water hit her body. But on the lawn of the green house,her goose bumps were also from fear. 
            When the boys cut up thepath, she scrambled over to the basement window at the side of Mr. Harvey'shouse. She had already thought of a story if she was caught. She was chasing akitten that she'd seen dart in between the pine trees. She would say it wasgray, that it was fast, that it had run toward Mr. Harvey's house and she'dfollowed it without thinking. 
            She could see inside tothe basement, where it was dark. She tried the window, but the latch lock waspushed in. She would have to break the glass. Her mind racing, she worriedabout the noise, but she was too far along to stop now. She thought of myfather at home, ever mindful of the clock near his chair, and took hersweatshirt off and balled it around her feet. Sitting down, she braced her bodywith her arms and then kicked once, twice, three times with both feet until thewindow smashed-a muffled cracking. 
            Carefully, she loweredherself down, searching the wall for a foothold but having to jump the finalfew feet onto the broken glass and concrete. 
            The room appeared tidyand swept, different from our own basement, where heaps of holiday-markedboxes-EASTER EGGS AND GREEN GRASS, CHRISTMAS STAR/ORNAMENTS - never made itback on the shelves my father had built. 
            The cold air fromoutside came in, and she felt the draft along her neck pushing her out of theshimmering semicircle of shattered glass and into the rest of the room. She sawthe easy chair and a little table beside it. She saw the large alarm clock withluminous numbers sitting on the metal shelving. I wanted to guide her eyes tothe crawlspace, where she would find the bones of the animals, but I knew, too,that regardless of drawing a fly's eyes on graph paper and excelling that fallin Mr. Botte's biology class, she would imagine the bones were mine. For this,I was glad she went nowhere near them. 
            Despite my inability toappear or whisper, push or usher, Lindsey, all alone, felt something. Somethingcharged the air in the cold, dank basement and made her cringe. She stood onlya few feet from the open window, knowing that she would, no matter what, bewalking farther in and that she had to, no matter what, calm and focus herselfto look for clues; but right then, for one moment, she thought of Samuelrunning ahead, having thought he would find her on his last lap, then runningback toward the school, thinking he would find her outside, and then assuming,but with the first trace of a doubt, that she was showering, and so he toowould be showering now, and then waiting for her before he did anything else.How long would he wait? As her eyes mounted the stairs to the first floorbefore her feet followed, she wished that Samuel were there to climb down afterher and trace her movements, erasing her solitude as he went, fitting into herlimbs. But she had not told him on purpose - had told no one. What she wasdoing was beyond the pale-criminal - and she knew it. 
            If she thought about itlater, she would say that she had needed air and so that was what had gottenher up the stairs. Small flecks of white dust collected at the tips of hershoes as she mounted the stairs, but she didn't notice them. She twisted the knobof the basement door and reached the first floor. Only five minutes had passed.She had forty left, or so she thought. There was still a bit of light seepingin through the closed blinds. As she stood, again, hesitating, in this houseidentical to our own, she heard the thwack of the Evening Bulletin hit thestoop and the delivery boy ring the bell on his bike as he passed. 
            My sister told herselfthat she was inside a series of rooms and spaces that, gone throughmethodically, might yield what she needed, provide her the trophy she couldtake home to our father, earning her freedom from me that way. Competitionalways, even between the living and the dead. She saw the flagstones in thehall-the same dark green and gray as ours-and imagined crawling after me whenshe was a baby and I was just learning to walk. Then she saw my toddler bodyrunning delightedly away from her and into the next room, and she rememberedher own sense of reaching out, of taking her first steps as I teased her fromthe living room. 
            But Mr. Harvey's housewas much emptier than ours, and there were no rugs to lend warmth to the decor.Lindsey stepped from the flagstones onto the polished pine floors of what inour house was the living room. She made echoes up the open front hall, thesound of every movement reaching back for her. 
            She couldn't stop thememories slamming into her. Every one had a brutal report. Buckley ridingpiggyback on my shoulders down the stairs. Our mother steadying me as Lindseylooked on, jealous that I could reach, with the silver star in my hands, thetop of the Christmas tree. Me sliding down the banister and asking her to join.Both of us begging the comics off our father after dinner. All of us runningafter Holiday as he barked and barked. And the countless exhausted smilesawkwardly dressing our faces for photos at birthdays, and holidays, and afterschool, Two sisters dressed identically in velvet or plaid or Easter yellows.We held baskets of bunnies and eggs we had sunk in dye. Patent leather shoeswith straps and hard buckles. Smiling hard as our mother tried to focus hercamera. The photos always fuzzy, our eyes bright red spots. None of them, theseartifacts left to my sister, would hold for posterity the moments before andthe moments after, when we two girls played in the house or fought over toys.When we were sisters. 
            Then she saw it. My backdarting into the next room. Our dining room, the room that held his finisheddollhouses. I was a child running just ahead of her. She hurried after me. 
            She chased me throughthe downstairs rooms and though she was training hard for soccer, when shereturned to the front hall she was unable to catch her breath. She grew dizzy. 
            I thought of what mymother had always said about a boy at our bus stop who was twice as old as usbut still in the second grade. "He doesn't know his own strength, so youneed to be careful around him." He liked to give bear hugs to anyone whowas nice to him, and you could see this dopey love drop into his features andignite his desire to touch. Before he was removed from regular school and sentsomewhere else no one talked about, he had picked up a little girl named Daphneand squeezed her so hard that she fell into the road when he let go. I waspushing so hard on the Inbetween to get to Lindsey that I suddenly felt I mighthurt her when I meant to help. 
            My sister sat down onthe wide steps at the bottom of the front hall and closed her eyes, focused onregaining her breath, on why she was in Mr. Harvey's house in the first place.She felt encased in something heavy, a fly trapped in a spider's funnel web,the thick silk binding up around her. She knew that our father had walked intothe cornfield possessed by something that was creeping into her now. She hadwanted to bring back clues he could use as rungs to climb back to her on, toanchor him with facts, to ballast his sentences to Len. Instead she saw herselffalling after him into a bottomless pit. 
            She had twenty minutes.
            Inside that house mysister was the only living being, but she was not alone, and I was not her onlycompany. The architecture of my murderer's life, the bodies of the girls he'dleft behind, began to reveal itself to me now that my sister was in that house.I stood in heaven. I called their names: 
            Jackie Meyer. Delaware, 1967. Thirteen.
            A chair knocked over,its underside facing the room. Lying curled toward it, she wore a stripedT-shirt and nothing else. Near her head, a small pool of blood. FloraHernandez. Delaware, 1963. Eight. 
            He'd only wanted totouch her, but she screamed. A small girl for her age. Her left sock and shoewere found later. The body, unrecovered. The bones lay in the earthen basementof an old apartment house. Leah Fox. Delaware, 1969. Twelve. 
            On a slipcovered couchunder a highway on-ramp, he killed her, very quietly. He fell asleep on top ofher, lulled by the sound of cars rushing above them. Not until ten hours later,when a vagrant knocked on the small shack Mr. Harvey had built out of discardeddoors-did he begin to pack himself and Leah Fox's body up. Sophie Cichetti,Pennsylvania, 1960. Forty-nine. 
            A landlady, she haddivided her upstairs apartment into two by erecting a Sheetrock wall. He likedthe half-circle window this created, and the rent was cheap. But she talked toomuch about her son and insisted on reading him poems from a book of sonnets. Hemade love to her on her side of the divided room, smashed her skull in when shestarted to talk, and brought her body to the bank of a creek nearby. LeidiaJohnson. 1960. Six. Buck's County,Pennsylvania. He dug an arched cave inside a hill near the quarry and waited.She was the youngest one. 
            Wendy Richter. Connecticut, 1971. Thirteen.
            She was waiting for herfather outside a bar. He raped her in the bushes and then strangled her. Thattime, as he grew conscious, coming up out of the stupor that often clung on, heheard noises. He turned the dead girl's face toward his, and as the voices grewcloser he bit down on her ear. "Sorry, man," he heard two drunk mensay as they walked into the nearby bushes to take a leak. 
            I saw now that town offloating graves, cold and whipped by winds, where the victims of murder went inthe minds of the living. I could see his other victims as they occupied hishouse- those trace memories left behind before they fled this earth-but I letthem go that day and went to my sister. 
            Lindsey stood up themoment I focused back on her. Together the two of us walked the stairs. Shefelt like the zombies in the movies Samuel and Hal loved. One foot in front ofthe other and staring blankly straight ahead. She reached what was my parents'bedroom in our house and found nothing. She circled the hallway upstairs.Nothing. Then she went into what had been my bedroom in our house, and shefound my killer's. 
            It was the least barrenroom in the house, and she did her best not to displace anything, To move herhand in between the sweaters stacked on the shelf, prepared to find anything intheir warm insides-a knife, a gun, a Bic pen chewed on by Holiday. Nothing. Butthen, as she heard something but could not identify what it was, she turnedtoward the bed and saw the bedside table and, lying in the circle of light froma reading lamp left on, his sketchbook. She walked toward it and heard anothersound, again, not putting the sounds together. Car pulling up. Car braking witha squeak. Car door slamming shut. 
            She turned the pages ofthe sketchbook and looked at the inky drawings of crossbeams and braces orturrets and buttresses, and she saw the measurements and notes, none of whichmeant anything to her. Then, as she flipped a final page, she thought she heardfootsteps outside and very close. 
            As Mr. Harvey turned thekey in the lock of his front door, she saw the light pencil sketch on the pagein front of her. It was a small drawing of stalks above a sunken hole, a detailoff to the side of a shelf and how a chimney could draw out smoke from a fire,and the thing that sunk into her: in a spidery hand he had written"Stolfuz cornfield." If it were not for the articles in the paperafter the discovery of my elbow, she would not have known that the cornfieldwas owned by a man named Stolfuz. Now she saw what I wanted her to know. I haddied inside that hole; I had screamed and fought and lost. 
            She ripped out the page.Mr. Harvey was in the kitchen making something to eat-the liverwurst hefavored, a bowl of sweet green grapes. He heard a board creak. He stiffened. Heheard another and his back rose and blossomed with sudden understanding. 
            The grapes dropped onthe floor to be crushed by his left foot, while my sister in the room abovesprang to the aluminum blinds and unlocked the stubborn window. Mr. Harveymounted the stairs two at a time, and my sister smashed out the screen,scrambling onto the porch roof and rolling down it as he gained the upstairshall and came barreling toward her. The gutter broke when her body tipped pastit. As he reached his bedroom, she fell into the bushes and brambles and muck. 
            But she was not hurt.Gloriously not hurt. Gloriously young. She stood up as he reached the window toclimb out. But he stopped. He saw her running toward the elderberry. Thesilk-screened number on her back screamed out at him. 5! 5! 5! Lindsey Salmonin her soccer shirt. Samuel was sitting with my parents and Grandma Lynn whenLindsey reached the house. 
            "Oh my God,"my mother said, the first to see her through the small square windows thatlined either side of our front door. 
            And by the time mymother opened it Samuel had rushed to fill the space, and she walked, withoutlooking at my mother or even my father hobbling forward, right into Samuel'sarms. 
            "My God, my God, myGod," my mother said as she took in the dirt and the cuts. My grandmothercame to stand beside her. 
            Samuel put his hand onmy sister's head and smoothed her hair back. 
            "Where have you been?"
            But Lindsey turned toour father, lessened so now-smaller, weaker, than this child who raged. Howalive she was consumed me whole that day. 
            "Daddy?"
            "Yes, sweetheart."
            "I did it. I brokeinto his house." She was shaking slightly and trying not to cry. My motherbalked: "You what?" 
            But my sister didn't look at her, not once.
            "I brought you this. I think it might be important."
            She had kept the drawingin her hand, crumpled tightly into a ball. It had made her landing harder, butshe had come away anyway. 
            A phrase my father hadread that day appeared in his mind now. He spoke it aloud as he looked intoLindsey's eyes. 
            "There is nocondition one adjusts to so quickly as a state of war." 
            Lindsey handed him the drawing,
            "I'm going to pick up Buckley," my mother said.
            "Don't you even want to look at this, Mom?"
            "I don't know whatto say. Your grandmother is here. I have shopping to do, a bird to cook. No oneseems to realize that we have a family. We have a family, a family and a son,and I'm going." 
            Grandma Lynn walked mymother to the back door but did not try to stop her. 
            My mother gone, mysister reached her hand out to Samuel. My father saw what Lindsey did in Mr.Harvey's spidery hand: the possible blueprint of my grave. He looked up. 
            "Do you believe me now?" he asked Lindsey.
            "Yes, Daddy."
            My father-so grateful-had a call to make.
            "Dad, "she said.
            "Yes."
            "I think he saw me."
            I could never have imagined a blessing greater to me than thephysical safety of my sister that day. As I walked back from the gazebo Ishivered with the fear that had held me, the possibility of her loss on Earthnot just to my father, my mother, Buckley, and Samuel, but, selfishly, the lossof her on Earth to me.
            Franny walked toward mefrom the cafeteria. I barely raised my head. 
            "Susie," she said. "I have something to tellyou." She drew me under one of the old-fashioned lampposts and then out ofthe light. She handed me a piece of paper folded into four.
            "When you feel stronger, look at it and go there." Twodays later, Franny's map led me to a field that I had always walked by butwhich, though beautiful, I'd left unexplored. The drawing had a dotted line toindicate a path. Searching nervously, I looked for an indentation in the rowsand rows of wheat- Just ahead I saw it, and as I began to walk between the rowsthe paper dissolved in my hand. I could see an old and beautiful olive treejust up ahead.
            The sun was high, and infront of the olive tree was a clearing. I waited only a moment until I saw thewheat on the other side begin to pulse with the arrival of someone who did notcrest the stalks. 
            She was small for herage, as she had been on Earth, and she wore a calico dress that was frayed atthe hem and the cuffs. She paused and we stared at each other. 
            "I come here almostevery day," she said. "I like to listen to the sounds.” 
            All around us, I realized,the wheat was rustling as it moved against itself in the wind. 
            "Do you know Franny?" I asked. The little girl noddedsolemnly.
            "She gave me a map to this place."
            "Then you must beready," she said, but she was in her heaven too, and that called fortwirling and making her skirt fly out in a circle. I sat on the ground underthe tree and watched her. 
            When she was done shecame toward me and breathlessly sat herself down. "I was FloraHernandez," she said. "What was your name?" 
            I told her, and then Ibegan to cry with comfort, to know another girl he had killed. 
            "The others will be here soon,'* she said.
            And as Flora twirled,other girls and women came through the field in all directions. Our heartachepoured into one another like water from cup to cup. Each time I told my story,I lost a bit, the smallest drop of pain. It was that day that I knew I wantedto tell the story of my family. Because horror on Earth is real and it is everyday. It is like a flower or like the sun; it cannot be contained. 
 
 
            
            
            FIFTEEN At first no one stopped them, and it was something hismother enjoyed so much, the thrill of her laughter when they ducked around thecorner from whatever store and she uncovered and presented the pilfered item tohim, that George Harvey joined in her laughter and, spying an opportunity,would hug her while she was occupied with her newest prize.
            It was a relief for bothof them, getting away from his father for the afternoon and driving into thenearby town to get food or other supplies. They were scavengers at best andmade their money by collecting scrap metal and old bottles and hauling theminto town on the back of the elder Harvey's ancient flatbed truck. 
            When his mother and hewere caught for the first time, the two of them were treated graciously by thewoman at the cash register. "If you can pay for it, do. If you can't,leave it on the counter as good as new," she said brightly and winked atthe eight-year-old George Harvey. His mother took the small glass bottle of aspirinout of her pocket and placed it sheepishly on the counter. 
            Her face sank, "No better than the child," his fatheroften reprimanded her.
            Getting caught becameanother moment in his life that brought fear-that sick feeling curling into hisstomach like eggs being folded into a bowl-and he could tell by the closedfaces and hard eyes when the person walking down the aisle toward them was astore employee who had seen a woman stealing. 
            And she began handinghim the stolen items to hide on his body, and he did it because she wanted himto. If they got outside and away in the truck, she would smile and bang thesteering wheel with the flat of her hand and call him her little accomplice.The cab would fill with her wild, unpredictable love, and for a little while, untilit wore off and they spied something glinting on the side of the road that theywould have to investigate for what his mother called its"possibilities"-he did feel free. Free and warm. He remembered theadvice she gave him the first time they drove a stretch of road in Texas andsaw a white wooden cross along the road. Around the base of it were clusters offresh and dead flowers. His scavenger's eye had been drawn immediately by thecolors. 
            "You have to beable to look past the dead," his mother said. "Sometimes there aregood trinkets to take away from them." 
            Even then, he couldsense they were doing something wrong. The two of them got out of the truck andwent up to the cross, and his mother's eyes changed into the two black pointsthat he was used to seeing when they were searching. She found a charm in theshape of an eye and one in the shape of a heart and held them out for GeorgeHarvey to see. 
            "Don't know whatyour father would make of them, but we can keep them, just you and me." 
            She had a secret stashof things that she never showed his father. 
            "Do you want the eye or the heart?"
            "The eye," he said.
            "I think these roses are fresh enough to save, nice for thetruck."
            That night they slept inthe truck, unable to make the drive back to where his father was working atemporary job splitting and riving boards by hand. 
            The two of them sleptcurled into each other as they did with some frequency, making the inside ofthe cab an awkward nest. His mother, like a dog worrying a blanket, movedaround in her seat and fidgeted. George Harvey had realized after earlierstruggles that it was best to go limp and let her move him as she wished. Untilhis mother was comfortable, no one slept. 
            In the middle of thenight, as he was dreaming about the soft insides of the palaces in picturebooks he'd seen in public libraries, someone banged on the roof, and GeorgeHarvey and his mother sat bolt upright. It was three men, looking through thewindows in a way George Harvey recognized. It was the way his own father lookedwhen he was drunk sometimes. It had a double effect: the whole gaze was leveledat his mother and simultaneously absented his son. He knew not to cry out. 
            "Stay quiet. Theyaren't here for you," she whispered to him. He began to shiver underneaththe old army blankets that covered them. 
            One of the three men wasstanding in front of the truck. The other two were banging on either side ofthe truck's roof, laughing and lolling their tongues. 
            His mother shook herhead vehemently, but this only enraged them. The man blocking the truck startedrocking his hips back and forth against the front end, which caused the othertwo men to laugh harder. 
            "I'm going to moveslow," his mother whispered, "and pretend I'm getting out of thetruck. I want you to reach forward and turn the keys in the ignition when I sayso." 
            He knew he was beingtold something very important. That she needed him. Despite her practiced calm,he could hear the metal in her voice, the iron breaking up through fear now. 
            She smiled at the men,and as they sent up whoops and their bodies relaxed, she used her elbow toknock the gear shift into place. "Now," she said in a flat monotone,and George Harvey reached forward and turned the keys. The truck came to lifewith its rumbling old engine. 
            The faces of the menchanged, fading from an acquisitive joy and then, as she reversed back to agood degree and they stared after her, uncertainty. She switched into drive andscreamed, "On the floor!" to her son. He could feel the bump of theman's body hitting the truck only a few feet from where he lay curled upinside. Then the body was pitched up onto the roof. It lay there for a seconduntil his mother reversed again. He had had a moment of clarity about how lifeshould be lived: not as a child or as a woman. They were the two worst thingsto be. His heart had beat wildly as he watched Lindsey make for the elderberryhedge, but then immediately he had calmed. It was a skill his mother, not hisfather, had taught him-to take action only after calculating the worst possibleoutcome of each choice available. He saw the notebook disturbed and the missingpage in his sketchbook. He checked the bag with the knife. He took the knifewith him to the basement and dropped it down the square hole that was drilledthrough the foundation. From the metal shelving, he retrieved the group ofcharms that he kept from the women. He took the Pennsylvania keystone charmfrom my bracelet and held it in his hand. Good luck. The others he spread outon his white handkerchief, and then he brought the four ends together to form asmall hobo sack. He put his hand inside the hole under the foundation and gotdown on the floor on his stomach to push his arm in all the way to theshoulder. He groped, feeling with the free fingers of his hand as the otherheld the hobo sack, until he found a rusty jut of a metal support over whichthe workmen had poured the cement. He hung his trophy bag there and thenwithdrew his arm and stood. The book of sonnets he had buried earlier thatsummer in the woods of Valley Forge Park, shedding evidence slowly as he alwaysdid; now, he had to hope, not too slowly. 
            Five minutes at the mosthad gone by. That could be accounted for by shock and anger. By checking whateveryone else thought to be valuables-his cuff links, his cash, his tools. Buthe knew no more time than that could be overlooked. He had to call the police. 
            He worked himself up. Hepaced briefly, drew his breath in and out rapidly, and when the operatoranswered he set his voice on edge. 
            "My home has beenbroken into. I need the police," he said, scripting the opening of hisversion of the story as inside he calculated how quickly he could leave andwhat he would carry with him. When my father called the station, he requestedLen Fenerman. But Fenerman couldn't be located. My father was informed that twouniforms had already been sent out to investigate. What they found when Mr.Harvey answered his door was a man who was tearfully upset and who in everyaspect, save a certain repellent quality that the officers attributed to thesight of a man allowing himself to cry, seemed to be responding rationally tothe reported events. 
            Even though theinformation about the drawing Lindsey had taken had come in over the radio, theofficers were more impressed by Mr. Harvey's readily volunteering to have hishome searched. He also seemed sincere in his sympathy for the Salmon family. 
            The officers grewuncomfortable. They searched the house perfunctorily and found nothing exceptboth the evidence of what they took to be extreme loneliness and a room full ofbeautiful dollhouses on the second floor, where they switched topics and askedhim how long he had been building them. 
            They noticed, they saidlater, an immediate and friendly change in his demeanor. He went into hisbedroom and got the sketchbook, not mentioning any stolen drawing. The policetook note of his increasing warmth as he showed them the sketches for thedollhouses. They asked their next question delicately. 
            "Sir," anofficer said, "we can take you down to the station for furtherquestioning, and you do have the right to have a lawyer present but-" 
            Mr. Harvey interruptedhim, "I would be happy to answer anything here. I am the wronged party,though I have no wish to press charges against that poor girl." 
            "The young womanthat broke in," the other officer began, "she did take something. Itwas a drawing of the cornfield and a sort of structure in it..." 
            The way it hit Harvey,the officers would tell Detective Fenerman, was all at once and veryconvincing. He had an explanation that fit so perfectly, they did not see himas a flight risk- largely because they did not see him first and foremost as amurderer. 
            "Oh, the poorgirl," he said. He placed his fingers to his pursed lips. He turned to hissketchbook and flipped through it until he came to a drawing that was very muchlike the one Lindsey had taken. 
            
            
            "There, it was adrawing similar to this one, correct?" The officers-now audience-nodded."I was trying to figure it out," Mr. Harvey confessed. "I admitthe horror of it has obsessed me. I think everyone in the neighborhood hastried to think how they could have prevented it. Why they didn't hearsomething, see something. I mean, surely the girl screamed. 
            "Now here," hesaid to the two men, pointing to his drawing with a pen. "Forgive me, butI think in structures, and after hearing about how much blood there was in thecornfield and the churned-up nature of that area where it was found, I decidedthat perhaps..." He looked at them, checking their eyes. Both officerswere following him. They wanted to follow him. They had had no leads, no body,no clues. Perhaps this strange man had a workable theory. "Well, that theperson who did it had built something underground, a hole, and then I confess Ibegan to worry at it and detail it the way I do the dollhouses, and I gave it achimney and a shelf, and, well, that's just my habit," He paused. "Ihave a lot of time to myself." 
            "So, did it work out?" one of the two officers asked.
            "I always did think I had something there."
            "Why didn't you call us?"
            "I wasn't bringingback their daughter. When Detective Fenerman interviewed me I mentioned how Isuspected the Ellis boy, and I turned out to be dead wrong. I didn't want tomeddle with any more of my amateur theories." 
            The officers apologizedfor the fact that the following day Detective Fenerman would be calling again,most likely wanting to go over the same material. See the sketchbook, hear Mr.Harvey's assertions about the cornfield. All of this Mr. Harvey took as part ofbeing a dutiful civilian, even if it had been he who was victimized. Theofficers documented my sister's path of break-in from the basement window andthen out through the bedroom window. They discussed the damages, which Mr.Harvey said he would take care of out-of-pocket, stressing his awareness of theoverwhelming grief the Salmon father had displayed several months ago, and howit now seemed to be infecting the poor girl's sister. I saw the chances of Mr.Harvey's capture diminish as I watched the end of my family as I had known itignite. 
            After picking up Buckleyfrom Nate's house, my mother stopped at a payphone outside the 7-Eleven onRoute 30. She told Len to meet her at a loud and raucous store in the mall nearthe grocery store. He left immediately. As he pulled out of his driveway, thephone in his house was ringing but he didn't hear it. He was inside the capsuleof his car, thinking of my mother, of how wrong it all was and then of how hecould not say no to her for reasons he couldn't hold on to long enough toanalyze or disclaim. 
            My mother drove theshort distance from the grocery store to the mall and led Buckley by the hand throughthe glass doors to a sunken circle where parents could leave their children toplay while they shopped, 
            Buckley was elated."The circle! Can I?" he said, as he saw his peers jumping off thejungle gym and turning somersaults on the rubber-covered floor. 
            "Do you really want to, honey?" she asked him.
            "Please," he said.
            She phrased it as amotherly concession. "All right," she said. And he went off in thedirection of a red metal slide. "Be good," she called after him. Shehad never allowed him to play there without her. 
            She left his name withthe monitor who watched over the play circle and said that she would beshopping on the lower level near Wanamaker's. 
            While Mr. Harvey wasexplaining his theory of my murder, my mother felt a hand brush across the backof her shoulders inside a trashy store called Spencer's. She turned withexpectant relief, only to see Len Fenerman's back as he made his way out of thestore. Passing glow-in-the-dark masks, black plastic eight balls, fuzzy trollkeychains, and a large laughing skull, my mother followed after him. 
            He did not turn around.She kept following him, at first excited and then annoyed. In between footfallsthere was enough time to think, and she did not want to think. 
            Finally, she saw himunlock a white door that was set flush into the wall, which she had nevernoticed before. 
            She could tell by thenoises up ahead in the dark corridor that Len had brought her into the innerworkings of the mall-the air filtration system or the water pumping plant. Shedidn't care. In the darkness she imagined herself to be within her own heart,and a vision of the enlarged drawing from her doctor's office entered her headand simultaneously she saw my father, in his paper gown and black socks,perched on the edge of the examining table as the doctor had explained to themthe dangers of congestive heart failure. Just as she was about to let go intogrief, cry out, and stumble and fall into confusion, she came to the end of thecorridor. It opened into a huge room three stories high that throbbed andbuzzed and throughout which there were tiny lights mounted higgledy-piggledy onmetal tanks and drums. She paused and listened for any sound other than thedeafening thrumming o£ air being sucked out of the mall and reconditioned to bepushed back in. Nothing. 
            I saw Len before shedid. Standing alone in the almost-darkness he watched her for a moment,locating the need in her eyes. He was sorry for my father, for my family, buthe fell into those eyes. "I could drown in those eyes, Abigail," hewanted to say to her, but he knew that this he would not be allowed. 
            My mother began to makeout more and more shapes within the bright interconnected jumble of metal, andfor a moment I could feel the room begin to be enough for her, the foreignterritory enough to soothe her. It was the feeling of being unreachable. 
            If it had not been forLen's hand stretching out and grazing her fingers with the tips of his own, Imight have kept her to myself there. The room could have remained simply abrief vacation from her life as Mrs. Salmon. 
            But he did touch her,and she did turn. Still, she could not really look at him. He accepted thisabsence on her part. 
            I swirled as I watchedit and held on to the bench in the gazebo, gulping air. She could never know, Ithought, that while she was clutching Len's hair and he was reaching his handaround to the small of her back, bringing her in closer, that the man who hadmurdered me was escorting two officers out his front door. 
            I felt the kisses asthey came down my mother's neck and onto her chest, like the small, light feetof mice, and like the flower petals falling that they were. Ruinous andmarvelous all at once. They were whispers calling her away from me and from herfamily and from her grief. She followed with her body. 
            While Len took her handand brought her away from the wall into the tangle of pipes where the noiseoverhead added its chorus, Mr. Harvey began to pack his belongings; my brothermet a small girl playing Hula-Hoop in the circle; my sister and Samuel laybeside each other on her bed, fully dressed and nervous; my grandmother downedthree shots in the empty dining room. My father watched the phone. 
            My mother grabbed atLen's coat and shirt greedily, and he helped her. He watched as she tugged ather own clothes, pulling her sweater over her head, then her mother-jumper, andher turtleneck, until she was left in her underpants and camisole. He stared ather. 
            Samuel kissed the backof my sister's neck. She smelled of soap and Bactine, and he wanted, even then,never to leave her. 
            Len was about to saysomething; I could see my mother notice his lips just as they parted. She shuther eyes and commanded the world to shut up-screaming the words inside herskull. She opened her eyes again and looked at him. He was silent, his mouthset. She took her cotton camisole over the top of her head and stepped out ofher underwear. My mother had my body as it would never become. But she had herown moonlit skin, her ocean eyes. She was hollow and lost and abandoned up. 
            Mr. Harvey left hishouse for the final time while my mother was granted her most temporal wish. Tofind a doorway out of her ruined heart, in merciful adultery. 
            1 year to the day after my death, Dr. Singh called to say hewould not be home for dinner. But Ruana would do her exer cises no matter what.If, as she stretched out on the rug in the one warm spot that the house seemedto hold in the winter, she could not help but turn over and over again her husband'sabsences in her mind, she would let them consume her until her body pled forher to let him go and to focus-as she leaned forward, her arms outstretchedtoward her toes now-and move, to shut her brain off and forget everything butthe slight and pleasant yearning of muscles stretching and her own bodybending.
            Reaching almost to thefloor, the window in the dining room was interrupted only by the metalbaseboard for the heat, which Ruana liked to keep turned off because the noisesit made disturbed her. Outside, she could see the cherry tree, its leaves andflowers all gone. The empty bird feeder swung slightly on its branch. 
            She stretched until shewas quite warm and she'd forgotten herself, and the home she stood in fell awayfrom her. Her age. Her son. But still, creeping in on her was the figure of herhusband. She had a premonition. She did not believe it was a woman, or even astudent who worshipped him, that made him late more and more often. She knewwhat it was because it was something she too had had and had severed herselffrom after having been injured long ago. It was ambition. 
            She heard sounds now.Holiday barking two streets over and the Gilberts' dog answering him and Raymoving around upstairs. Blessedly, in another moment, Jethro Tull eruptedagain, shutting out all else. 
            Except for theoccasional cigarette, which she smoked as secretly as she could so as not togive Ray license, she had kept herself in good health. Many of the women in theneighborhood commented on how well she kept herself and some had asked her ifshe would mind showing them how, though she had always taken these entreatiesmerely as their way of making conversation with their lone foreign-bornneighbor. But as she sat in Sukhasana and her breath slowed to a deep rhythm,she could not fully release and let go. The niggling idea of what she would doas Ray grew older and her husband worked increasingly long hours crept up theinside of her foot and along her calf to the back of her knee and began toclimb into her lap. The doorbell rang. 
            Ruana was happy for theescape, and though she was someone to whom order was also a sort of meditation,she hopped up, wrapped a shawl that was hanging on the back of a chair aroundher waist, and, with Ray's music barreling down the stairs, walked to the door.She thought only for a moment that it might be a neighbor. A complainingneighbor - the music - and she, dressed in a red leotard and shawl. Ruth stoodon the stoop, holding a grocery sack. 
            "Hello," Ruana said. "May I help you?"
            "I'm here to see Ray."
            "Come in."
            All of this had to behalf-shouted over the noise coming from upstairs. Ruth stepped into the fronthall. 
            "Go on up," Ruana shouted, pointing to the stairs.
            I watched Ruana take inRuth's baggy overalls, her turtleneck, her parka. I could start with her, Ruanathought to herself. Ruth had been standing in the grocery store with her motherwhen she saw the candles among the paper plates and plastic forks and spoons.At school that day she had been acutely aware of what day it was and eventhough what she had done so far- lain in bed reading The Bell Jar, helped hermother clean out what her father insisted on calling his toolshed and what shethought of as the poetry shed, and tagged along to the grocery store - hadn'tconsisted of anything that might mark the anniversary of my death, she had beendetermined to do something. 
            When she saw the candlesshe knew immediately that she would find her way over to Ray's house and askhim to come with her. Because of their meetings at the shot-put circle, thekids at school had made them a couple despite all evidence to the contrary.Ruth could draw as many female nudes as she might wish and fashion scarves onher head and write papers on Janis Joplin and loudly protest the oppression ofshaving her legs and armpits. In the eyes of her classmates at Fairfax, sheremained a weird girl who had been found K-I-S-S-I-N-G a weird boy. 
            What no one understood -and they could not begin to tell anyone-was that it had been an experimentbetween them. Ray had kissed only me, and Ruth had never kissed anyone, so,united, they had agreed to kiss each other and see. 
            "I don't feelanything” Ruth had said afterward, as they lay in the maple leaves under a treebehind the teachers' parking lot. 
            "I don't either” Ray admitted.
            "Did you feel something when you kissed Susie?"
            "Yes."
            "What?"
            "That I wantedmore. That night I dreamed of kissing her again and wondered if she wasthinking the same thing." 
            "And sex?"
            "I hadn't reallygotten that far yet," Ray said. "Now I kiss you and it's not thesame." 
            "We could keeptrying," Ruth said. "I'm game if you don't tell anyone." 
            "I thought you liked girls," Ray said.
            "I'll make you adeal," Ruth said. "You can pretend I'm Susie and I will too." 
            "You are so entirely screwed up," Ray said, smiling.
            "Are you saying you don't want to?" Ruth teased.
            "Show me your drawings again."
            "I may be screwedup," Ruth said, dragging out her sketchbook from her book bag, it was nowfull of nudes she'd copied out of Playboy, scaling various parts up or down andadding hair and wrinkles where they had been airbrushed out "but at leastI'm not a perv for charcoal." 
            Ray was dancing around his bedroom when Ruth walked in. He worehis glasses, which at school he tried to do without because they were thick andhis father had only sprung for the least expensive, hard-to-break frames. Hehad on a pair of jeans that were baggy and stained and a T-shirt that Ruthimagined, and I knew, had been slept in.
            He stopped dancing assoon as he saw her standing at the doorway holding the grocery bag. His handswent up immediately and collected his glasses, and then, not knowing what to dowith them, he waved them at her and said, "Hello." 
            "Can you turn it down?" Ruth screamed.
            "Sure!"
            When the noise ceasedher ears rang for a second, and in that second she saw something flicker acrossRay's eyes. 
            He now stood on theother side of the room, and in between them was his bed, where sheets wererumpled and balled and over which hung a drawing Ruth had done of me frommemory. 
            "You hung it up," Ruth said.
            “I think it's really good."
            "You and me and nobody else,"
            "My mom thinks it's good."
            "She's intense,Ray” Ruth said, putting down the bag. "No wonder you're sofreak-a-delic." 
            "What's in the bag?"
            "Candles,"said Ruth. "I got them at the grocery store. It's December sixth." 
            "I know."
            "I thought we mightgo to the cornfield and light them. Say goodbye." 
            "How many times can you say it?"
            "It was an idea," Ruth said. "I'll goalone."
            "No, "Ray said. I'll go."
            Ruth sat down in herjacket and overalls and waited for him to change his shirt. She watched himwith his back toward her, how thin he was but also how the muscles seemed topop on his arms the way they were supposed to and the color of his skin, likehis mother's, so much more inviting than her own. 
            "We can kiss for a while if you want."
            And he turned, grinning.He had begun to like the experiments. He was not thinking of me anymore-thoughhe couldn't tell that to Ruth. 
            He liked the way shecursed and hated school. He liked how smart she was and how she tried topretend that it didn't matter to her that his father was a doctor (even thoughnot a real doctor, as she pointed out) and her father scavenged old houses, orthat the Singhs had rows and rows of books in their house while she was starvedfor them. He sat down next to her on the bed. 
            "Do you want to take your parka off?"
            She did.
            And so on theanniversary of my death, Ray mashed himself against Ruth and the two of themkissed and at some point she looked him in the face. "Shit!" shesaid. "I think I feel something." 
            When Ray and Ruth arrived at the cornfield, they were silent andhe was holding her hand. She didn't know whether he was holding it because theywere observing my death together or because he liked her. Her brain was astorm, her usual insight gone.
            Then she saw she had notbeen the only one to think of me. Hal and Samuel Heckler were standing in thecornfield with their hands jammed in their pockets and their backs turnedtoward her. Ruth saw yellow daffodils on the ground. 
            "Did you bring those?" Ruth asked Samuel.
            "No," Hal saidanswering for his brother. "They were already here when we got here." 
            Mrs. Stead watched fromher son's upstairs bedroom. She decided to throw on her coat and walk out tothe field. It was not something she even tried to judge, whether or not shebelonged there. 
            Grace Tarking waswalking around the block when she saw Mrs. Stead leaving her house with apoinsettia. They talked briefly in the street. Grace said that she was going tostop at home but she would come and join them. Grace made two phone calls, oneto her boyfriend, who lived a short distance away in a slightly richer area,and one to the Gilberts. They had not yet recovered from their strange role inthe discovery of my death-their faithful lab having found the first evidence.Grace offered to escort them, since they were older and cutting acrossneighbors' lawns and over the bumpy earth of the cornfield would be a challengeto them, but yes, Mr. Gilbert had said, he wanted to come. They needed this, hetold Grace Tarking, his wife particularly-though I could see how crushed hewas. He always covered his pain by being attentive to his wife. Though they hadthought briefly of giving their dog away, he was too much comfort to both ofthem. 
            Mr. Gilbert wondered ifRay, who ran errands for them and was a sweet boy who had been badly judged,knew, and so he called the Singh household. Ruana said she suspected her sonmust already be there but that she would be along herself. 
            Lindsey was looking outthe window when she saw Grace Tarking with her arm in Mrs. Gilbert's andGrace's boyfriend steadying Mr. Gilbert as the four of them cut across theO'Dwyers' lawn. 
            "Something's going on in the cornfield, Mom," shesaid.
            My mother was readingMoliere, whom she had studied so intensely in college but hadn't looked atsince. Beside her were the books that had marked her as an avant-gardeundergraduate: Sartre, Colette, Proust, Flaubert. She had pulled them off theshelves in her bedroom and promised herself she would reread them that year. 
            "I'm notinterested," she said to Lindsey, "but I'm sure your father will bewhen he gets home. Why don't you go up and play with your brother?" 
            My sister had dutifullyhovered for weeks now, paying court to our mother regardless of the signals shegave. There was something on the other side of the icy surface. Lindsey wassure of it. She stayed by my mother, sitting by her chair and watching ourneighbors outside the window. 
            By the time darkness fell, the candles the latecomers had hadthe foresight to bring lit the cornfield. It seemed like everyone I'd everknown or sat next to in a classroom from kindergarten to eighth grade wasthere. Mr. Botte saw that something was happening when he'd come out of theschool after preparing his classroom for the next day's annual animal digestionexperiment. He'd strolled over, and, when he realized what it was, he lethimself back into the school and made some calls. There had been a secretarywho had been overcome by my death. She came with her son. There had been someteachers who hadn't come to the official school memorial.
            The rumors of Mr.Harvey's suspected guilt had begun to make their way from neighbor to neighboron Thanksgiving night. By the next afternoon it was the only thing theneighbors could talk about-was it possible? Could that strange man who hadlived so quietly among them have killed Susie Salmon? But no one had daredapproach my family to find out the details. Cousins of friends or fathers ofthe boys who cut their lawn were asked if they knew anything. Anyone who mightknow what the police were doing had been buddied up to in the past week, and somy memorial was both a way to mark my memory and a way for the neighbors toseek comfort from one another. A murderer had lived among them, passed them onthe street, bought Girl Scout cookies from their daughters and magazine subscriptionsfrom their sons. 
            In my heaven I buzzedwith heat and energy as more and more people reached the cornfield and littheir candles and began to hum a low, dirgelike song for which Mr. O'Dwyercalled back to the distant memory of his Dublin grandfather. My neighbors wereawkward at first, but the secretary from the school clung to Mr. O'Dwyer as hisvoice gave forth, and she added her less melodious one. Ruana Singh stoodstiffly in an outer circle away from her son. Dr. Singh had called as she wasleaving to say he would be sleeping overnight in his office. But other fathers,coming home from their offices, parked their cars in their driveways only toget out and follow their neighbors. How could they both work to support theirfamilies and watch their children to make sure they were safe? As a group theywould learn it was impossible, no matter how many rules they laid down. Whathad happened to me could happen to anyone. 
            No one had called myhouse. My family was left undisturbed. The impenetrable barrier that surroundedthe shingles, the chimney, the woodpile, the driveway, the fence, was like alayer of clear ice that coated the trees when it rained and then froze. Ourhouse looked the same as every other one on the block, but it was not the same.Murder had a blood red door on the other side of which was everythingunimaginable to everyone. When the sky had turned a dappled rose, Lindseyrealized what was happening. My mother never lifted her eyes from her book. 
            "They're having aceremony for Susie," Lindsey said. "Listen." She cracked thewindow open. In rushed the cold December air and the distant sound of singing. 
            My mother used all herenergy. "We've had the memorial," she said. "That's done forme." 
            "What's done?"
            My mother's elbows wereon the armrests of the yellow winged-back chair. She leaned slightly forwardand her face moved into shadow, making it harder for Lindsey to see theexpression on her face. "I don't believe she's waiting for us out there. Idon't think lighting candles and doing all that stuff is honoring her memory.There are other ways to honor it." 
            "Like what?"Lindsey said. She sat cross-legged on the rug in front of my mother, who sat inher chair with her finger marking her place in Moliere. 
            "I want to be more than a mother."
            Lindsey thought shecould understand this. She wanted to be more than a girl. 
            My mother put theMoliere book on top of the coffee table and scooted forward on the chair untilshe lowered herself down onto the rug. I was struck by this. My mother did notsit on the floor, she sat at the bill-paying desk or in the wing chairs orsometimes on the end of the couch with Holiday curled up beside her. She tookmy sister's hand in hers. 
            "Are you going to leave us?" Lindsey asked.
            My mother wobbled. Howcould she say what she already knew? Instead, she told a lie. "I promise Iwon't leave you." 
            What she wanted most wasto be that free girl again, stacking china at Wanamaker's, hiding from hermanager the Wedgwood cup with the handle she broke, dreaming of living in Parislike de Beauvoir and Sartre, and going home that day laughing to herself aboutthe nerdy Jack Salmon, who was pretty cute even if he hated smoke. The cafes inParis were full of cigarettes, she'd told him, and he'd seemed impressed. Atthe end of that summer when she invited him in and they had, both for the firsttime, made love, she'd smoked a cigarette, and for the joke he said he'd haveone too. When she handed him the damaged blue china to use as an ashtray, sheused all her favorite words to embellish the story of breaking and then hiding,inside her coat, the now homely Wedgwood cup. 
            "Come here,baby," my mother said, and Lindsey did. She leaned her back into mymother's chest, and my mother rocked her awkwardly on the rug. "You aredoing so well, Lindsey; you are keeping your father alive." And they heardhis car pull into the drive. 
            Lindsey let herself beheld while my mother thought of Ruana Singh out behind her house, smoking. Thesweet scent of Dunhills had drifted out onto the road and taken my mother faraway. Her last boyfriend before my father had loved Gauloises. He had been apretentious little thing, she thought, but he had also been oh-so-serious in away that let her be oh-so-serious as well. 
            "Do you see thecandles, Mom?" Lindsey asked, as she stared out the window. 
            "Go get your father," my mother said. My sister met myfather in the mud room, hanging up his keys and coat. Yes, they would go, hesaid. Of course they would go.
            "Daddy!" Mybrother called from the second floor, where my sister and father went to meethim. 
            "Your call," my father said as Buckley bodycheckedhim.
            "I'm tired ofprotecting him," Lindsey said. "It doesn't feel real not to includehim. Susie's gone. He knows that." 
            My brother stared up at her.
            "There is a partyfor Susie," Lindsey said. "And me and Daddy are taking you." 
            "Is Mommy sick?" Buckley asked.
            Lindsey didn't want tolie to him, but she also felt it was an accurate description of what she knew. 
            "Yes."
            Lindsey agreed to meetour father downstairs while she brought Buckley into his room to change hisclothes. 
            "I see her, you know," Buckley said, and Lindseylooked at him.
            "She comes andtalks to me, and spends time with me when you're at soccer." 
            Lindsey didn't know whatto say, but she reached out and grabbed him and squeezed him to her, the way heoften squeezed Holiday. 
            "You are sospecial," she said to my brother. "I'll always be here, no matterwhat." 
            My father made his slowway down the stairs, his left hand tightening on the wooden banister, until hereached the flagstone landing. 
            His approach was loud.My mother took her Moliere book and crept into the dining room, where hewouldn't see her. She read her book, standing in the corner of the dining roomand hiding from her family. She waited for the front door to open and close. 
            My neighbors andteachers, friends and family, circled an arbitrary spot not far from where I'dbeen killed. My father, sister, and brother heard the singing again once theywere outside. Everything in my father leaned and pitched toward the warmth andlight. He wanted so badly to have me remembered in the minds and hearts ofeveryone. I knew something as I watched: almost everyone was saying goodbye tome. I was becoming one of many little-girl-losts. They would go back to theirhomes and put me to rest, a letter from the past never reopened or reread. AndI could say goodbye to them, wish them well, bless them somehow for their goodthoughts. A handshake in the street, a dropped item picked up and retrieved andhanded back, or a friendly wave from a distant window, a nod, a smile, a momentwhen the eyes lock over the antics of a child. 
            Ruth saw my three familymembers first, and she tugged on Ray's sleeve. "Go help him" shewhispered. And Ray, who had met my father on his first day of what would provea long journey to try to find my killer, moved forward. Samuel came away too.Like youthful pastors, they brought my father and sister and brother into thegroup, which made a wide berth for them and grew silent. 
            My father had not beenoutside the house except to drive back and forth to work or sit out in thebackyard, for months, nor had he seen his neighbors. Now he looked at them,from face to face, until he realized I had been loved by people he didn't evenrecognize. His heart filled up, warm again as it had not been in what seemed solong to him - save small forgotten moments with Buckley, the accidents of lovethat happened with his son. 
            He looked at Mr. O'Dwyer."Stan," he said, "Susie used to stand at the front window duringthe summer and listen to you singing in your yard. She loved it. Will you singfor us?" 
            And in the kind of gracethat is granted but rarely, and not when you wish it most-to save a loved onefrom dying-Mr. O'Dwyer wobbled only a moment on his first note, then sang loudand clear and fine. Everyone joined in. 
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            I remembered those summer nights my father spoke of. How thedarkness would take forever to come and with it I always hoped for it to cooldown. Sometimes, standing at the open window in the front hall, I would feel abreeze, and on that breeze was the music coming from the O'Dwyers' house. As Ilistened to Mr. O'Dwyer run through all the Irish ballads he had ever learned,the breeze would begin to smell of earth and air and a mossy scent that meantonly one thing: a thunderstorm.
            There was a wonderfultemporary hush then, as Lindsey sat in her room on the old couch studying, myfather sat in his den reading his books, my mother downstairs doing needlepointor washing up. 
            I liked to change into along cotton nightgown and go out onto the back porch, where, as the rain beganfalling in heavy drops against the roof, breezes came in the screens from allsides and swept my gown against me. It was warm and wonderful and the lightningwould come and, a few moments later, the thunder. 
            My mother would stand atthe open porch door, and, after she said her standard warning, "You'regoing to catch your death of cold," she grew quiet. We both listenedtogether to the rain pour(down and the thunder clap and smelled the earthrising to greet us. 
            "You look invincible," my mother said one night.
            I loved these times,when we seemed to feel the same thing. I turned to her, wrapped in my thingown, and said: 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            
            
            SNAPSHOTS
            On a summer evening in 1975, my mother turned to my father andsaid:
            "Have you ever made love in the ocean?"
            And he said, "No."
            "Neither haveI," my mother said. "Let's pretend it is the ocean and that I amgoing away and we might never see each other again." 
            The next day she left for her father's cabin in New Hampshire.
            With the camera myparents gave me, I took dozens of candids of my family. So many that my fatherforced me to choose which rolls I thought should be developed. As the cost ofmy obsession mounted, I began keeping two boxes in my closet. "Rolls to besent out" and "Rolls to hold back." It was, my mother said, theonly hint of any organizational skills I possessed. 
            I loved the way theburned-out flashcubes of the Kodak Instamatic marked a moment that had passed,one that would now be gone forever except for a picture. When they were spent,I took the cubed four-corner flashbulbs and passed them from hand to hand untilthey cooled. The broken filaments of the flash would turn a molten marble blueor sometimes smoke the thin glass black. I had rescued the moment by using mycamera and in that way had found a way to stop time and hold it. No one couldtake that image away from me because I owned it. 
            That same summer, Lindsey or Buckley or my father would open thefront door and find a casserole or a bundt cake on the front stoop. Sometimesan apple pie-my father's favorite. The food was unpredictable. The casserolesMrs. Stead made were horrible. The bundt cakes Mrs. Gilbert made were overlymoist but bearable. The apple pies from Ruana: heaven on Earth.
            In his study during thelong nights after my mother left, my father would try to lose himself byrereading passages from the Civil War letters of Mary Chestnut to her husband.He tried to let go of any blame, of any hope, but it was impossible. He didmanage a small smile once. 
            "Ruana Singh bakesa mean apple pie," he wrote in his notebook. In the fall he picked up thephone one afternoon to hear Grandma Lynn. 
            "Jack," mygrandmother announced, "I am thinking of coming to stay." 
            My father was silent,but the line was riddled with his hesitation. 
            "I would like tomake myself available to you and the children. I've been knocking around inthis mausoleum long enough." 
            "Lynn, we're justbeginning to start over again," he stammered. Still, he couldn't depend onNate's mother to watch Buckley forever. Four months after my mother left, hertemporary absence was beginning to take on the feel of permanence. 
            My grandmother insisted.I watched her resist the remaining slug of vodka in her glass. "I willcontain my drinking until" - she thought hard here-"after fiveo'clock, and," she said, "what the hell, I'll stop altogether if youshould find it necessary." 
            "Do you know what you're saying?"
            My grandmother felt aclarity from her phone hand down to her pump-encased feet. "Yes, I do. Ithink." 
            It was only after he gotoff the phone that he let himself wonder, Where will we PUT her? It was obviousto everyone. By December 1975, a year had passed since Mr. Harvey had packedhis bags, but there was still no sign of him. For a while, until the tapedirtied or the paper tore, store owners kept a scratchy sketch of him taped totheir windows. Lindsey and Samuel walked in the neighborhood or hung out atHal's bike shop. She wouldn't go to the diner where the other kids went. Theowner of the diner was a law and order man. He had blown up the sketch of GeorgeHarvey to twice its size and taped it to the front door. He willingly gave thegrisly details to any customer who asked-young girl, cornfield, found only anelbow. 
            Finally Lindsey askedHal to give her a ride to the police station. She wanted to know what exactlythey were doing. 
            They bid farewell toSamuel at the bike shop and Hal gave Lindsey a ride through a wet Decembersnow. 
            From the start,Lindsey's youth and purpose had caught the police off guard. As more and moreof them realized who she was, they gave her a wider and wider berth. Here wasthis girl, focused, mad, fifteen. Her breasts were perfect small cups, her legsgangly but curved, her eyes like flint and flower petals. 
            While Lindsey and Halwaited outside the captain's office on a wooden bench, she thought she sawsomething across the room that she recognized. It was on Detective Fenerman'sdesk and it stood out in the room because of its color. What her mother hadalways distinguished as Chinese red, a harsher red than rose red, it was thered of classic lipsticks, rarely found in nature. Our mother was proud of herability to wear Chinese red, noting each time she tied a particular scarfaround her neck that it was a color even Grandma Lynn dared not wear. 
            "Hal," shesaid, every muscle tense as she stared at the increasingly familiar object onFenerman's desk. 
            “Yes.”
            "Do you see that red cloth?"
            "Yes."
            "Can you go and get it for me?"
            When Hal looked at her, she said: "I think it's mymother's."
            As Hal stood to retrieveit, Len entered the squad room from behind where Lindsey sat. He tapped her onthe shoulder just as he realized what Hal was doing. Lindsey and DetectiveFenerman stared at each other. 
            "Why do you have my mother's scarf?"
            He stumbled. "She might have left it in my car oneday."
            Lindsey stood and facedhim. She was clear-eyed and driving fast toward the worst news yet. "Whatwas she doing in your car?" 
            "Hello, Hal," Len said.
            Hal held the scarf inhis hand. Lindsey grabbed it away, her voice growing angry. "Why do youhave my mother's scarf?" 
            And though Len was thedetective, Hal saw it first-it arched over her like a rainbow-Prismacolorunderstanding. The way it happened in algebra class or English when my sisterwas the first person to figure out the sum of x or point out the doubleentendres to her peers. Hal put his hand on Lindsey's shoulder to guide her."We should go," he said. And later she cried out her disbelief toSamuel in the back room of the bike shop. When my brother turned seven, he builta fort for me. It was something the two of us had said we would always dotogether and something my father could not bring himself to do. It reminded himtoo much of building the tent with the disappeared Mr. Harvey. 
            A family with fivelittle girls had moved into Mr. Harvey's house. Laughter traveled over into myfather's study from the built-in pool they had poured the spring after GeorgeHarvey ran. The sound of little girls-girls to spare. 
            The cruelty of it becamelike glass shattering in my father's ears. In the spring of 1976, with mymother gone, he would shut the window of his den on even the hottest eveningsto avoid the sound. He watched his solitary little boy in among the threepussy-willow bushes, talking to himself. Buckley had brought empty terra-cottapots from the garage. He hauled the boot scraper out from where it layforgotten at the side of the house. Anything to make walls for the fort. Withthe help of Samuel and Hal and Lindsey, he edged two huge boulders from thefront of the driveway into the backyard. This was such an unexpected windfallthat it prompted Samuel to ask, "How are you going to make a roof?" 
            And Buckley looked athim in wonder as Hal mentally scanned the contents of his bike shop andremembered two scrap sheets of corrugated tin he had leaning up against theback wall. 
            So one hot night myfather looked down and didn't see his son anymore. Buckley was nestled insidehis fort. On his hands and knees, he would pull the terra-cotta pots in afterhim and then prop a board against them that reached almost up to the wavy roof.Just enough light came in to read by. Hal had obliged him and painted in bigblack spray paint letters KEEP OUT on one side of the plywood door. 
            Mostly he read theAvengers and the X-Men. He dreamed of being Wolverine, who had a skeleton madeof the strongest metal in the universe and who could heal from any woundovernight. At the oddest moments he would think about me, miss my voice, wish Iwould come out from the house and pound on the roof of his fort and demand tobe let in. Sometimes he wished Samuel and Lindsey hung out more or that myfather would play with him as he once had. Play without that always-worriedlook underneath the smile, that desperate worry that surrounded everything nowlike an invisible force field. But my brother would not let himself miss mymother. He tunneled into stories where weak men changed into stronghalf-animals or used eye beams or magic hammers to power through steel or climbup the sides of skyscrapers. He was the Hulk when angry and Spidey the rest ofthe time. When he felt his heart hurt he turned into something stronger than alittle boy, and he grew up this way. A heart that flashed from heart to stone,heart to stone. As I watched I thought of what Grandma Lynn liked to say whenLindsey and I rolled our eyes or grimaced behind her back. "Watch out whatfaces you make. You'll freeze that way." 
            One day, Buckley camehome from the second grade with a story he'd written: "Once upon a timethere was a kid named Billy. He liked to explore. He saw a hole and went insidebut he never came out. The End." 
            My father was toodistracted to see anything in this. Mimicking my mother, he taped it to thefridge in the same place Buckley's long-forgotten drawing of the Inbetween hadbeen. But my brother knew something was wrong with his story. Knew it by howhis teacher had reacted, doing a double take like they did in his comic books.He took the story down and brought it to my old room while Grandma Lynn wasdownstairs. He folded it into a tiny square and put it inside the now-emptyinsides of my four-poster bed. On a hot day in the fall of 1976, Len Fenermanvisited the large safety box in the evidence room. The bones of theneighborhood animals he had found in Mr. Harvey's crawlspace were there, alongwith the lab confirmation of evidence of quicklime. He had supervised theinvestigation, but no matter how much they dug, or how deep, no other bones orbodies had been found on his property. The blood stain on the floor of his garagewas my only calling card. Len had spent weeks, then months, poring over a xeroxof the sketch Lindsey had stolen. He had led a team back into the field, andthey had dug and then dug again. Finally they found an old Coke bottle at theopposite end of the field. There it was, a solid link: fingerprints matchingMr. Harvey's prints, which were all over his house, and fingerprints matchingthose on my birth certificate. There was no question in his mind: Jack Salmonhad been right from the beginning. 
            But no matter how hardhe looked for the man himself, it was as if George Harvey had evaporated intothin air when he hit the property line. He could find no records with that nameattached. Officially, he did not exist. 
            What he had left behindwere his dollhouses. So Len called the man who sold them for him, and who tookcommissions from select stores, and the wealthy people who ordered replicas oftheir own homes. Nothing. He had called the makers of the miniature chairs, thetiny doors and windows with beveled glass and brass hardware, and themanufacturer of the cloth shrubs and trees. Nothing. 
            He sat down among theevidence at a barren communal desk in the basement of the station. He lookedthrough the stack of extra fliers that my father had made up. He had memorizedmy face, but still he looked at them. He had come to believe that the best hopein my case might be the recent rise in development in the area. With all theland churning and changing, perhaps other clues would be found that would providethe answer he needed. 
            In the bottom of the boxwas the bag with my jingle-bell hat. When he'd handed it to my mother, she hadcollapsed on the rug. He still couldn't pinpoint the moment he'd fallen in lovewith her. I knew it was the day he'd sat in our family room while my motherdrew stick figures on butcher paper and Buckley and Nate slept toe to toe onthe couch. I felt sorry for him. He had tried to solve my murder and he hadfailed. He had tried to love my mother and he had failed. 
            Len looked at thedrawing of the cornfield that Lindsey had stolen and forced himself toacknowledge this: in his cautiousness, he had allowed a murderer to get away.He could not shake his guilt. He knew, if no one else did, that by being withmy mother in the mall that day he was the one to blame for George Harvey'sfreedom. 
            He took his wallet outof his back pocket and laid down the photos of all the unsolved cases he hadever worked on. Among them was his wife's. He turned them all face-down."Gone," he wrote on each one of them. He would no longer wait for adate to mark an understanding of who or why or how. He would never understandall the reasons why his wife had killed herself. He would never understand howso many children went missing, He placed these photos in the box with myevidence and turned the lights off in the cold room. But he did not know this: 
            In Connecticut onSeptember 10, 1976, a hunter on his way back to his car saw something shiny onthe ground. My Pennsylvania keystone charm. Then he saw that the ground nearbyhad been partially dug up by a bear. Exposed by the bear were the unmistakablebones of a child's foot. My mother made it through only one winter in NewHampshire before she got the idea of driving all the way to California. It wassomething she had always thought she would do but had never done. A man she metin New Hampshire had told her about the work to be had in wineries in thevalleys above San Francisco. It was easy to get, it was physical, and it couldbe, if you wanted it to be, very anonymous. All three sounded good to her. 
            This man had also wantedto sleep with her, but she said no. By then, she knew this wasn't the road outanymore. From the first night with Len in the innards of the mall she had knownthe two of them weren't building anything. She could not even really feel him. 
            She packed her bags forCalifornia and sent cards to my brother and sister from every town she stoppedin. "Hello, I'm in Dayton. Ohio's state bird is the cardinal.""Reached the Mississippi last night at sunset. It certainly is a bigriver." 
            In Arizona, when she waseight states beyond the farthest she had ever been, she paid for her room andbrought a bucket of ice with her from the machine outside. The next day shewould reach California, and to celebrate she had bought herself a bottle ofchampagne. She thought of what the man in New Hampshire had said, how he hadspent one whole year scraping the mold out of the giant casks that held wine.He had lain flat on his back and had to use a knife to peel back the layers ofmold. The mold had the color and consistency of liver, and no matter how hardhe bathed he would still attract fruit flies for hours afterward. 
            She sipped champagnefrom a plastic cup and looked at herself in the mirror. She forced herself tolook. 
            She remembered sittingin our living room then, with me and my sister, my brother and father, on thefirst New Year's Eve that all five of us had stayed up. She had shaped the dayaround making sure Buckley got enough sleep. 
            When he woke up afterdark he was sure that someone better than Santa would come that night. In hismind he held a big bang image of the ultimate holiday, when he would betransported to toyland, 
            Hours later, as heyawned and leaned into my mother's lap and she finger-combed his hair, myfather ducked into the kitchen to make cocoa and my sister and I served Germanchocolate cake. When the clock struck twelve and there was only distantscreaming and a few guns shot into the air in our neighborhood, my brother wasunbelieving. Disappointment so swiftly and thoroughly overtook him that mymother was at a loss for what to do. She thought of it as sort of an infantPeggy Lee's "Is that all there is?" and then bawling. 
            She remembered my fatherhad lifted Buckley up into his arms and started singing. The rest of us joinedin. "Let ole acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind, should oleacquaintance be forgot and days of auld lang syne!" 
            And Buckley had staredat us. He captured the foreign words like bubbles floating above him in theair. "Lang syne?" he said with a look of wonder. 
            "What does that mean?" I asked my parents.
            "The old days," my father said,
            "Days longpast," my mother said. But then, suddenly, she had started pinching thecrumbs of her cake together on her plate. 
            "Hey, Ocean Eyes," my father said. "Where'd yougo on us?"
            And she remembered thatshe had met his question with a closing off, as though her spirit had atap-twist to the right and she was up on her feet asking me to help her cleanup. In the fall of 1976, when she reached California, she drove directly to thebeach and stopped her car. She felt like she had driven through nothing butfamilies for four days - squabbling families, bawling families, screamingfamilies, families under the miraculous strain of the day by day- and she wasrelieved to see the waves from the windshield of her car. She couldn't helpthinking of the books she had read in college. The Awakening. And what hadhappened to one writer, Virginia Woolf. It all seemed so wonderful backthen-filmy and romantic-stones in the pocket, walk into the waves. 
            She climbed down thecliffs after tying her sweater loosely around her waist. Down below she couldsee nothing but jagged rocks and waves. She was careful, but I watched her feetmore than the view she saw-I worried about her slipping. 
            My mother's desire toreach those waves, touch her feet to another ocean on the other side of thecountry, was all she was thinking of-the pure baptismal goal of it. Whoosh andyou can start over again. Or was life more like the horrible game in gym thathas you running from one side of an enclosed space to another, picking up andsetting down wooden blocks without end? She was thinking reach the waves, thewaves, the waves, and I was watching her feet navigate the rocks, and when weheard her we did so together-looking up in shock. It was a baby on the beach. 
            In among the rocks was asandy cove, my mother now saw, and crawling across the sand on a blanket was ababy in knitted pink cap and singlet and boots. She was alone on the blanketwith a stuffed white toy-my mother thought a lamb. 
            With their backs to mymother as she descended were a group of adults-very official andfrantic-looking-wearing black and navy with cool slants to their hats andboots. Then my wildlife photographer's eye saw the tripods and silver circlesrimmed by wire, which, when a young man moved them left or right, bounced lightoff or on the baby on her blanket. 
            My mother startedlaughing, but only one assistant turned to notice her up among the rocks;everyone else was too busy. This was an ad for something, I imagined, but what?New fresh infant girls to replace your own? As my mother laughed and I watchedher face light up, I also saw it fall into strange lines. 
            She saw the waves behindthe girl child and how both beautiful and intoxicating they were-they couldsweep up so softly and remove this girl from the beach. All the stylish peoplecould chase after her, but she would drown in a moment-no one, not even amother who had every nerve attuned to anticipate disaster, could have saved herif the waves leapt up, if life went on as usual and freak accidents peppered acalm shore. 
            That same week she foundwork at the Krusoe Winery, in a valley above the bay. She wrote my sister andbrother postcards filled with the bright fragments of her life, hoping in apostcard's limited space she would sound cheery. 
            On her days off, shewould walk down the streets of Sausalito or Santa Rosa-tiny upscale towns whereeveryone was a stranger-and, no matter how hard she tried to focus on thehopeful unfamiliar, when she walked inside a gift shop or cafe the four wallsaround her would begin to breathe like a lung. She would feel it then, creepingup the side of her calves and into her gut, the onslaught, the grief coming,the tears like a small relentless army approaching the front lines of her eyes,and she would breathe in, taking a large gulp of air to try to stop herselffrom crying in a public place. She asked for coffee and toast in a restaurantand buttered it with tears. She went into a flower shop and asked fordaffodils, and when there were none she felt robbed. It was such a small wish-abright yellow flower. The first impromptu memorial in the cornfield opened inmy father the need for more. Yearly now, he organized a memorial, to whichfewer and fewer neighbors and friends came. There were the regulars, like Ruth,and the Gilberts, but more and more the group was filled out by kids from thehigh school who, as time went by, knew only my name and even that only as alarge dark rumor invoked as a warning to any student that might prove too mucha loner. Especially girls. 
            Each time my name wassaid by these strangers it felt like a pinprick. It was not the pleasantsensation that it could be when my father said it or when Ruth wrote it in herjournal. It was the sensation of being simultaneously resurrected and buriedwithin the same breath. As if in an economics class I had been ushered overinto a column of transmutable commodities: the Murdered. A few teachers, likeMr. Botte, remembered me as a real girl. Sometimes on his lunch hour he wouldgo and sit in his red Fiat and think about the daughter he had lost toleukemia. In the distance, out past his window, the cornfield loomed. Often, hewould say a prayer for me. In just a few short years, Ray Singh grew sohandsome that a spell radiated from him when he walked into a crowd. His adultface had still not settled on him, but, now that he was seventeen, it was justaround the corner. He exuded a dreamy asexuality that made him attractive toboth men and women, with his long lashes and hooded eyelids, his thick blackhair, and the same delicate features that were still a boy's. 
            I would watch Ray with alonging different from that which I had for anyone else. A longing to touch andhold him, to understand the very body that he examined with the coldest ofeyes. He would sit at his desk and read his favorite book-Gray's Anatomy-anddepending on what he was reading about he would use his fingers to palpate hiscarotid artery or his thumb to press down and follow the longest muscle in hisbody-the sar-torius, which ran from the outside of his hip to the inside of hisknee. His thinness was a boon to him then, the bones and muscles clearlydistinguished beneath the skin. 
            By the time he packedhis bags for Penn, he had committed so many words and their definitions tomemory that I grew worried. With all that, how could his mind contain anythingelse? Ruth's friendship, his mother's love, my memory would be pushed to theback as he made way for the eye's crystalline lens and its capsule, thesemicircular canals of the ear, or my favorite, the qualities of thesympathetic nervous system. 
            I need not have worried.Ruana cast about the house for something, anything, that her son might bringwith him that was equal in heft and weight to Gray's and that would, she hoped,keep the flower-gathering side of him alive. Without his knowing, she tuckedthe book of Indian poetry into his luggage. Inside was the long-forgotten photoof me. When he unpacked inside Hill House dormitory, my picture fell on thefloor by his bed. Despite how he could dissect it-the vessels of the globe ofmy eye, the surgical anatomy of my nasal fossae, the light tincture of myepidermis-he could not avoid them, the lips he had once kissed. In June 1977,on the day of what would have been my graduation, Ruth and Ray were alreadygone. The day classes ended at Fairfax, Ruth moved to New York City with hermother's old red suitcase full of new black clothes. Having graduated early,Ray was already at the end of his freshman year at Penn. 
            In our kitchen that sameday, Grandma Lynn gave Buckley a book on gardening. She told him about howplants came from seeds. That radishes, which he hated, grew fastest, but thatflowers, which he loved, could grow from seeds as well. And she began to teachhim the names: zinnias and marigolds, pansies and lilacs, carnations andpetunias, and morning glory vines. 
            Occasionally my mothercalled from California. My parents had hurried and difficult conversations. Sheasked after Buckley and Lindsey and Holiday. She asked how the house washolding up and whether there was anything he needed to tell her. 
            "We still missyou," he said in December 1977, when the leaves had all fallen and beenblown or raked away but even still, with the ground waiting to receive it,there had been no snow. 
            "I know that," she said.
            "What about teaching? I thought that was your plan."
            "It was” sheconceded. She was on the phone in the office of the winery. Things had slowedup after the lunch crowd, but five limos of old ladies, three sheets to thewind, were soon due in. She was silent and then she said something that no one,least of all my father, could have argued with. "Plans change." 
            In New York, Ruth was living in an old woman's walk-in closet onthe Lower East Side. It was the only thing she could afford, and she had nointention of spending much time there anyway. Daily she rolled her twin-sizedfuton into the corner so she could have a little floor space in which to dress.She visited the closet only once a day, and she never spent any time there ifshe could help it. The closet was for sleeping and having an address, a solidif tiny perch in the city.
            She worked service barand walked every inch of Manhattan on her off hours. I watched her pound thecement in her defiant boots, sure that women were being murdered wherever shewent. Down in stairwells and up inside beautiful highrises. She would linger atstreetlights and scan the facing street. She wrote small prayers in her journalat the cafes and the bars, where she stopped to use the bathroom after orderingthe cheapest thing on the menu. 
            She had become convinced that she had a second sight that no oneelse had. She didn't know what she would do with it, save taking copious notesfor the future, but she had grown unafraid. The world she saw of dead women andchildren had become as real to her as the world in which she lived. In thelibrary at Penn, Ray read about the elderly under the boldface heading"The Conditions of Death." It described a study done in nursing homesin which a large percentage of patients reported to the doctors and nurses thatthey saw someone standing at the end of their bed at night. Often this persontried to talk to them or call their name. Sometimes the patients were in such ahigh state of agitation during these delusions that they had to be given asedative or strapped to their beds.
            The text went on toexplain that these visions were a result of small strokes that often precededdeath. "What is commonly thought of by the layman as the Angel of Death,when discussed at all with the patient's family, should be presented to them asa small series of strokes compounding an already precipitous state ofdecline." 
            For a moment, with hisfinger marking the place in the book, Ray imagined what it would be like if,standing over the bed of an elderly patient, remaining as open as he could topossibility, he might feel something brush past him as Ruth had so many yearsago in the parking lot, Mr. Harvey had been living wild within the NortheastCorridor from the outlying areas of Boston down to the northern tips of thesouthern states, where he would go to find easier work and fewer questions andmake an occasional attempt to reform. He had always liked Pennsylvania and hadcrisscrossed the long state, camping sometimes behind the 7-Eleven just downthe local highway from our development, where a ridge of woods survived betweenthe all-night store and the railroad tracks, and where he found more and moretin cans and cigarette butts each time he passed through. He still liked todrive close to the old neighborhood when he could. He took these risks early inthe morning or late at night, when the wild pheasants that had once beenplentiful still traversed the road and his headlights would catch the hollowglowing of their eye sockets as they skittered from one side of the road to theother. There were no longer teenagers and young children sent to pickblackberries just up to the edge of our development, because the old farm fencethat had hung so heavily with them had been torn down to make room for morehouses. He had learned to pick wild mushrooms over time and gorged on themsometimes when staying overnight in the overgrown fields of Valley Forge Park.On a night like this I saw him come upon two novice campers who had died aftereating the mushrooms' poisonous look-alikes. He tenderly stripped their bodiesof any valuables and then moved on. Hal and Nate and Holiday were the only onesBuckley had ever allowed into his fort, The grass died underneath the bouldersand when it rained, the insides of the fort were a fetid puddle, but it stayedthere, though Buckley went there less and less, and it was Hal who finallybegged him to make improvements. 
            "We need towaterproof it, Buck," Hal said one day "You're ten-that's old enoughto work a caulking gun." 
            And Grandma Lynncouldn't help herself, she loved men. She encouraged Buck to do what Hal said,and when she knew Hal would be coming to visit, she dressed up, 
            "What are youdoing?" my father said one Saturday morning, lured out of his den by thesweet smell of lemons and butter and golden batter rising in pans. 
            "Making muffins," Grandma Lynn said.
            My father did a sanitycheck, staring at her. He was still in his robe and it was almost ninetydegrees at ten in the morning, but she had pantyhose and makeup on. Then henoticed Hal in an undershirt out in the yard. 
            "My God, Lynn," he said. "That boy is youngenough ..."
            "But he's de-lec-ta-ble!"
            My father shook his headand sat down at the kitchen table. "When will the love muffins be done,Mata Hari?" 
            In December 1981, Len did not want to get the call he got fromDelaware, where a murder in Wilmington had been connected to a girl's bodyfound in 1976 in Connecticut. A detective, working overtime, had painstakinglytraced the keystone charm in the Connecticut case back to a list of lost propertyfrom my murder,
            "It's a dead file," Len told the man on the other end.
            "We'd like to see what you have."
            "GeorgeHarvey," Len said out loud, and the detectives at neighboring desks turnedtoward him. "The crime was in December 1973. The murder victim was SusieSalmon, fourteen." 
            "Any body for the Simon girl?"
            "Salmon, like the fish. We found an elbow," Len said.
            "She have a family?"
            "Yes."
            "Connecticut has teeth. Do you have her dentals?"
            "Yes."
            "That may save the family some grief," the man toldLen,
            Len trekked back to theevidence box he had hoped never to look at again. He would have to make a phonecall to my family. But he would wait as long as possible, until he was certainthe detective in Delaware had something. 
            For almost eight years after Samuel told Hal about the drawingLindsey had stolen, Hal had quietly worked through his network of biker friendsto track George Harvey down. But he, like Len, had vowed not to report anythinguntil he was sure it might be a lead. And he had never been sure. When late onenight a Hell's Angel named Ralph Cichetti, who admitted freely he had spentsome time in prison, said that he thought his mother had been killed by a manshe rented a room to, Hal began asking his usual questions. Questions that heldelements of elimination about height and weight and preoccupations. The manhadn't gone by the name George Harvey, though that didn't mean anything. Butthe murder itself seemed too different. Sophie Cichetti was forty-nine. She waskilled in her home with a blunt object and her body had been found intactnearby. Hal had read enough crime books to know that killers had patterns,peculiar and important ways they did things. So as Hal adjusted the timing chainof Cichetti's cranky Harley, they moved on to other topics, then fell silent.It was only when Cichetti mentioned something else that every hair on Hal'sneck stood up.
            "The guy built dollhouses," Ralph Cichetti said. Halplaced a call to Len.
            I would lay thesephotographs down in my mind, those gathered from my constant watching, and Icould trace how one thing-my death-connected these images to a single source.No one could have predicted how my loss would change small moments on Earth.But I held on to those moments, hoarded them. None of them were lost as long asI was there watching. At Evensong one night, while Holly played her sax andMrs. Bethel Utemeyer joined in, I saw him: Holiday, racing past a fluffy whiteSamoyed. He had lived to a ripe old age on Earth and slept at my father's feetafter my mother left, never wanting to let him out of his sight. He had stoodwith Buckley while he built his fort and had been the only one permitted on theporch while Lindsey and Samuel kissed. And in the last few years of his life,every Sunday morning, Grandma Lynn had made him a skillet-sized peanut butterpancake, which she would place flat on the floor, never tiring of watching himtry to pick it up with his snout. 
            I waited for him tosniff me out, anxious to know if here, on the other side, I would still be thelittle girl he had slept beside. I did not have to wait long: he was so happyto see me, he knocked me down. 
            Years passed. The treesin our yard grew taller. I watched my family and my friends and neighbors, theteachers whom I’d had or imagined having, the high school I had dreamed about.As I sat in the gazebo I would pretend instead that I was sitting on thetopmost branch of the maple under which my brother had swallowed a stick andstill played hide-and-seek with Nate, or I would perch on the railing of astairwell in New York and wait for Ruth to pass near. I would study with Ray.Drive the Pacific Coast Highway on a warm afternoon of salty air with mymother. But I would end each day with my father in his den, 
            At twenty-one Lindsey was many things I would never become, butI barely grieved this list anymore. Still, I roved where she roved. I collectedmy college diploma and rode on the back of Samuel's bike, clinging on to himwith my arms wrapped around his waist, pressing into his back for warmth .. .
            Okay, it was Lindsey. Irealized that. But in watching her I found I could get lost more than withanyone else. 
            On the night of theirgraduation from Temple University, she and Samuel rode his bike back to myparents' house, having promised my father and Grandma Lynn repeatedly that theywould not touch the champagne tucked inside the bike s pannard until theyreached the house. "After all, we're college graduates!" Samuel hadsaid. My father was soft in his trust with Samuel- years had gone by when theboy had done nothing but right by his surviving daughter. 
            But on the ride backfrom Philadelphia down Route 30, it began to rain. Lightly at first, smallpinpricks flashing into my sister and Samuel at fifty miles per hour. The coolrain hit the hot dry tar of the road and lifted up smells that had been bakedin all day under the hot June sun. Lindsey liked to rest her head betweenSamuel's shoulder blades and take in the scent of the road and the scrappyshrubs and bushes on either side. She had been remembering how the breeze inthe hours before the storm had filled all the white gowns of the graduatingseniors as they stood outside Macy Hall. Everyone looked poised, for just amoment, to float away. 
            Finally, eight milesaway from the turnoff that led to our house, the rain grew heavy enough tohurt, and Samuel shouted back to Lindsey that he was going to pull off. 
            They passed into aslightly more overgrown stretch of road, the kind that existed between twocommercial areas and that gradually, by accretion, would be eliminated byanother strip mall or auto parts store, The bike wobbled but did not fall onthe wet gravel of the shoulder. Samuel used his feet to help brake the bike, thenwaited, as Hal had taught him, for my sister to get off and step a few feetaway before he got off himself. 
            He opened the visor ofhis helmet to yell to her. "This is no good," he said, "I'mgoing to roll her under those trees." 
            Lindsey followed behindhim, the sound of rain hushed inside her padded helmet. They picked their waythrough the gravel and mud, stepping over branches and litter that had gatheredat the side of the road. The rain seemed to be getting heavier still, and mysister was glad she had changed out of the dress she'd worn to commencement andinto the leather pants and jacket that Hal had insisted on getting her despiteher protests that she looked like a pervert. 
            Samuel wheeled the bikeinto the stand of oaks close to the road, and Lindsey followed. They had gonethe week before to get haircuts at the same barber shop on Market Street, andthough Lindsey's hair was lighter and finer than Samuel's, the barber had giventhem identical short, spiky cuts. Within a moment of removing their helmetstheir hair caught the large drops that filtered through the trees, andLindsey's mascara began to bleed. I watched as Samuel used his thumb to wipethe traces from Lindsey's cheek. "Happy graduation” he said in thedarkness, and stooped to kiss her. 
            Since their first kissin our kitchen two weeks after my death, I had known that he was - as my sisterand I had giggled with our Barbies or while watching Bobby Sherman on TV-herone and only. Samuel had pressed himself into her need, and the cement betweenthe two of them had begun to set immediately. They had gone to Temple together,side by side. He had hated it and she had pushed him through. She had loved itand this had allowed him to survive. 
            "Let's try and find the densest part of this underbrush,"he said.
            "What about the bike?"
            "Hal will probably have to rescue us when the rainstops,"
            "Shit!" Lindsey said.
            Samuel laughed andgrabbed her hand to start walking. The moment they did, they heard the firstthunderclap and Lindsey jumped. He tightened his hold on her. The lightning wasin the distance still, and the thunder would grow louder on its heels. She hadnever felt about it the way I did. It made her jumpy and nervous. She imaginedtrees split down the middle and houses on fire and dogs cowering in basementsthroughout the suburbs. 
            They walked through theunderbrush, which was getting soaked despite the trees. Even though it was themiddle of the afternoon, it was dark except for Samuel's safety light. Stillthey felt the evidence of people. Their boots crunched down on top of tin cansand pushed up against empty bottles. And then, through the thick weeds anddarkness both of them saw the broken window panes that ran along the top of anold Victorian house. Samuel shut off the safety light immediately. 
            "Do you think there's someone inside?" Lindsey asked.
            "It's dark."
            "It's spooky."
            They looked at eachother, and my sister said what they both were thinking. "It's dry!" 
            They held hands in theheavy rain and ran toward the house as fast as they could, trying not to tripor slide in the increasing mud. 
            As they drew closer,Samuel could make out the steep pitch of the roof and the small wooden crosswork that hung down from the gables. Most of the windows on the bottom floorhad been covered over with wood, but the front door swung back and forth on itshinges, banging against the plaster wall on the inside. Though part of himwanted to stand outside in the rain and stare up at the eaves and cornices, herushed into the house with Lindsey. They stood a few feet inside the doorway,shivering and staring out into the pre-suburban forest that surrounded them.Quickly I scanned the rooms of the old house. They were alone. No scary monsterslurked in corners, no wandering men had taken root. 
            More and more of theseundeveloped patches were disappearing, but they, more than anything, had markedmy childhood. We lived in one of the first developments to be built on theconverted farmland in the area-a development that became the model andinspiration for what now seemed a limitless number-but my imagination hadalways rested on the stretch of road that had not been filled in with thebright colors of shingles and drainpipes, paved driveways and super-sizemailboxes. So too had Samuel's. 
            "Wow!" Lindsey said. "How old do you think thisis?"
            Lindsey's voice echoedoff the walls as if they stood alone in a church. 
            "Let's explore," said Samuel.
            The boarded-up windowson the first floor made it hard to see anything, but with the help of Samuel'ssafety light they could pick out both a fireplace and the chair rail along thewalls. 
            "Look at thefloor," Samuel said. He knelt down, taking her with him. "Do you seethe tongue and groove work? These people had more money than theirneighbors." 
            Lindsey smiled. Just asHal cared only for the inner workings of motorcycles, Samuel had becomeobsessed with carpentry. 
            He ran his ringers overthe floor and had Lindsey do it too. "This is a gorgeous old wreck/' hesaid. 
            "Victorian?" Lindsey asked, making her best guess.
            "It blows my mindto say this," Samuel said, "but I think it's gothic revival. Inoticed cross-bracing on the gable trim, so that means it was after I860." 
            "Look," said Lindsey. In the center of the floorsomeone had once, long ago, set a fire.
            "And that is a tragedy," Samuel said.
            "Why didn't they use the fireplace? There's one in everyroom."
            But Samuel was busylooking up through the hole the fire had burned into the ceiling, trying tomake out the patterns of the woodwork along the window frames. 
            "Let's go upstairs, " he said.
            "I feel like I'm ina cave," said Lindsey as they climbed the stairs. "It's so quiet inhere you can barely hear the rain." 
            Samuel bounced the softside of his fist off the plaster as he went. "You could wall someone intothis place." 
            And suddenly it was oneof those awkward moments that they had learned to let pass and I lived toanticipate. It begged a central question. Where was I? Would I be mentioned?Brought up and discussed? Usually now the answer was a disappointing no. It wasno longer a Susie-fest on Earth. 
            But something about thehouse and the night-markers like graduations and birthdays always meant that Iwas more alive, higher up in the register of thoughts-made Lindsey dwell on memore in that moment than she normally might. Still, she didn't mention it. Sheremembered the heady feeling she had had in Mr. Harvey's house and that she hadoften felt since-that I was with her somehow, in her thoughts and limbs-movingwith her like a twin. 
            At the top of the stairsthey found the entrance to the room they had stared up at. 
            "I want this house," Samuel said.
            "What?"
            "This house needs me, I can feel it."
            "Maybe you shouldwait until the sun comes out to decide," she said. 
            "It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen," hesaid.
            "Samuel Heckler," my sister said, "fixer ofbroken things."
            "One to talk," he said.
            They stood for a momentin silence and smelled the damp air coming through the chimney and flooding theroom. Even with the sound of rain, Lindsey still felt hidden away, tuckedsafely in an outside corner of the world with the one person she loved morethan anyone else. 
            She took his hand, and Itraveled with them up to the doorway of a small room at the very front. Itjutted out over what would be the entrance hall of the floor below and wasoctagonal in shape. 
            "Oriels,"Samuel said. "The windows"-he turned to Lindsey-"when they'rebuilt out like that, like a tiny room, that's called an oriel," 
            "Do they turn you on?" Lindsey asked, smiling.
            I left them in the rainand darkness. I wondered if Lindsey noticed that when she and Samuel began tounzip their leathers the lightning stopped and the rumble in the throat of God-thatscary thunder-ceased. In his den, my father reached out to hold the snow globein his hand. The cold glass against his fingers comforted him, and he shook itto watch the penguin disappear and then slowly be uncovered by the gentlyfalling snow. 
            Hal had made it backfrom the graduation ceremonies on his motorcycle but instead of calming myfather-providing some assurance that if one motorcycle could maneuver the stormand deliver its rider safe to his door, another one could too-it seemed tostack the probabilities in the reverse in his mind. 
            He had taken what couldbe called a painful delight in Lindsey's graduation ceremony. Buckley had satbeside him, dutifully prompting him when to smile and react. He often knewwhen, but his synapses were never as quick now as normal people's - or at leastthat was how he explained it to himself. It was like reaction time in theinsurance claims he reviewed. There was an average number of seconds for mostpeople between when they saw something coming-another car, a rock rolling downan embankment - and when they reacted. My father's response times were slowerthan most, as if he moved in a world where a crushing inevitability had robbedhim of any hope of accurate perception. Buckley tapped on the half-open door ofmy father's den. 
            "Come in," he said.
            "They'll be okay,Dad." At twelve, my brother had become serious and considerate. Even if hedidn't pay for the food or cook the meals, he managed the house. 
            "You looked good in your suit, son," my father said.
            "Thanks." Thismattered to my brother. He had wanted to make my father proud and had takentime with his appearance, even asking Grandma Lynn that morning to help trimthe bangs that fell in his eyes. My brother was in the most awkward stage ofadolescence-not boy, not man. Most days he hid his body in big T-shirts andsloppy jeans, but he had liked wearing the suit that day. "Hal and Grandmaare waiting for us downstairs," he said. 
            "I'll be down in a minute."
            Buckley closed the doorall the way this time, letting the latch snap into place. 
            That fall my father haddeveloped the last roll of film that I'd kept in my closet in my "rolls tohold back" box, and now, as he often did when he begged just a minutebefore dinner or saw something on TV or read an article in the paper that madehis heart ache, he drew back his desk drawer and gingerly lifted the photos inhis hand. 
            He had lectured merepeatedly that what I called my "artistic shots" were foolhardy, butthe best portrait he ever had was one I took of him at an angle so his facefilled the three-by-three square when you held it so it was a diamond. 
            I must have beenlistening to his hints on camera angles and composition when I took thepictures he held now. He had had no idea what order the rolls were in or whatthey were of when he had them developed. There were an inordinate number ofphotos of Holiday, and many a shot of my feet or the grass. Gray balls of blursin the air which were birds, and a grainy attempt at a sunset over thepussy-willow tree. But at some point I had decided to take portraits of mymother. When he'd picked the roll up at the photo lab my father sat in the carstaring at photos of a woman he felt he barely knew anymore. 
            Since then he had takenthese photos out too many times to count, but each time he looked into the faceof this woman he had felt something growing inside him. It took him a long timeto realize what it was. Only recently had his wounded synapses allowed him toname it. He had been falling in love all over again. 
            He didn't understand howtwo people who were married, who saw each other every day, could forget whateach other looked like, but if he had had to name what had happened-this wasit. And the last two photos in the roll provided the key. He had come home fromwork-I remember trying to keep my mother's attention as Holiday barked when heheard the car pull into the garage. 
            "He'll comeout," I said. "Stay still." And she did. Part of what I lovedabout photography was the power it gave me over the people on the other side ofthe camera, even my own parents. 
            Out of the corner of myeye I saw my father walk through the side door into the yard. He carried hisslim briefcase, which, years before, Lindsey and I had heatedly investigatedonly to find very little of interest to us. As he set it down I snapped thelast solitary photo of my mother. Already her eyes had begun to seem distractedand anxious, diving under and up into a mask somehow. In the next photo, themask was almost, but not quite, in place and the final photo, where my fatherwas leaning slightly down to give her a kiss on the cheek-there it was. 
            "Did I do that toyou?" he asked her image as he stared at the pictures of my mother, linedup in a row. "How did that happen?" 
            "The lightning stopped," my sister said. The moistureof the rain on her skin had been replaced by sweat.
            "I love you," Samuel said.
            "I know."
            "No, I mean I loveyou, and I want to marry you, and I want to live in this house!" 
            "What?"
            "That hideous, hideouscollege shit is over!" Samuel screamed. The small room absorbed his voice,barely bouncing back an echo from its thick walls. 
            "Not for me, it isn't," my sister said.
            Samuel got up off thefloor, where he had been lying beside my sister, and came to his knees in frontof her. "Marry me." 
            "Samuel?"
            "I'm tired of doingall the right things. Marry me and I'll make this house gorgeous." 
            "Who will support us?"
            "We will," he said, "somehow."
            She sat up and thenjoined him kneeling. They were both half-dressed and growing colder as theirheat began to dissipate. 
            "Okay."
            "Okay?"
            "I think I can," my sister said. "I mean,yes!"
            Some cliches Iunderstood only when they came into my heaven full speed. I had never seen achicken with its head cut off. It had never meant much to me except somethingelse that had been treated much the same as me. But that moment I ran around myheaven like ... a chicken with its head cut off! I was so happy I screamed overand over and over again. My sister! My Samuel! My dream! 
            She was crying, and heheld her in his arms, rocking her against him. 
            "Are you happy, sweetheart?" he asked.
            She nodded against hisbare chest. "Yes," she said, then froze. "My dad." Sheraised her head and looked at Samuel. "I know he's worried." 
            "Yes," he said, trying to switch gears with her.
            "How many miles is it to the house from here?"
            "Ten maybe," Samuel said. "Maybe eight."
            "We could do that," she said.
            "You're nuts."
            "We have sneakers in the other pannard."
            They could not run inleather, so they wore their underwear and T-shirts, as close to streakers asanyone in my family would ever be. Samuel, as he had for years, set a pace justahead of my sister to keep her going. There were hardly any cars on the road,but when one passed by a wall of water would come up from the puddles near theside of the road and make the two of them gasp to get air back in their lungs.Both of them had run in rain before but never rain this heavy. They made a gameof who could gain the most shelter as they ran the miles, waltzing in and outto gain cover under any overhanging trees, even as the dirt and grime of theroad covered their legs. But by mile three they were silent, pushing their feetforward in a natural rhythm they had both known for years, focusing on thesound of their own breath and the sound of their wet shoes hitting thepavement. 
            At some point as shesplashed through a large puddle, no longer trying to avoid them, she thought ofthe local pool of which we had been members until my death brought thecomfortably public existence of my family to a close. It had been somewherealong this road, but she did not lift her head to find the familiar chain-linkfence. Instead, she had a memory. She and I were under water in our bathingsuits with their small ruffled skirts. Both of our eyes were open under water,a new skill- newer for her-and we were looking at each other, our separatebodies suspended under water. Hair floating, small skirts floating, our cheeksbulging with captured air. Then, together, we would grab on to each other andshoot up out of the water, breaking the surface. We sucked air into ourlungs-ears popping-and laughed together. 
            I watched my beautifulsister running, her lungs and legs pumping, and the skill from the pool stillthere-fighting to see through the rain, fighting to keep her legs lifting atthe pace set by Samuel, and I knew she was not running away from me or towardme. Like someone who has survived a gut-shot, the wound had been closing,closing-braiding into a scar for eight long years. 
            By the time the two ofthem were within a mile of my house, the rain had lightened and people werebeginning to look out their windows toward the street. 
            Samuel slowed his paceand she joined him. Their T-shirts were locked onto their bodies like paste.Lindsey had fought off a cramp in her side, but as the cramp lifted she ranwith Samuel full-out. Suddenly she was covered in goose bumps and smiling earto ear, 
            "We're gettingmarried!" she said, and he stopped short, grabbed her up in his arms, andthey were still kissing when a car passed them on the road, the driver honkinghis horn. When the doorbell rang at our house it was four o'clock and Hal wasin the kitchen wearing one of my mother's old white chefs aprons and cuttingbrownies for Grandma Lynn. He liked being put to work, feeling useful, and mygrandmother liked to use him. They were a simpatico team. While Buckley, theboy-guard, loved to eat. 
            "I'll get it,"my father said. He had been propping himself up during the rain with highballs,mixed, not measured, by Grandma Lynn. 
            He was spry now with athin sort of grace, like a retired ballet dancer who favored one leg over theother after long years of one-footed leaps. 
            "I was so worried," he said when he opened the door.
            Lindsey was holding herarms over her chest, and even my father had to laugh while he looked away andhurriedly got the extra blankets kept in the front closet. Samuel draped onearound Lindsey first, as my father covered Samuel's shoulders as best he couldand puddles collected on the flagstone floor. Just as Lindsey had coveredherself up, Buckley and Hal and Grandma Lynn came forward into the hallway. 
            "Buckley," Grandma Lynn said, "go get sometowels."
            "Did you manage the bike in this?" Hal asked,incredulous.
            "No, we ran," Samuel said.
            "You what?"
            "Get into thefamily room," my father said. "We'll set a fire going." 
            While the two of them sat with their backs to the fire,shivering at first and drinking the brandy shots Grandma Lynn had Buckley servethem on a silver tray, everyone heard the story of the bike and the house andthe octagonal room with windows that had made Samuel euphoric.
            "And the bike's okay?" Hal asked.
            "We did the best wecould” Samuel said, "but we'll need a tow." 
            "I'm just happy that the two of you are safe," myfather said.
            "We ran home for you, Mr. Salmon."
            My grandmother andbrother had taken seats at the far end of the room, away from the fire. 
            "We didn't want anyone to worry” Lindsey said.
            "Lindsey didn't want you to worry, specifically."
            The room was silent fora moment. What Samuel had said was true, of course, but it also pointed tooclearly to a certain fact- that Lindsey and Buckley had come to live theirlives in direct proportion to what effect it would have on a fragile father. 
            Grandma Lynn caught mysister's eye and winked. "Hal and Buckley and I made brownies," shesaid. "And I have some frozen lasagna I can break out if you'd like."She stood and so did my brother-ready to help. 
            "I'd love some brownies, Lynn," Samuel said.
            "Lynn? I likethat," she said. "Are you going to start calling Jack Jack?" 
            "Maybe."
            Once Buckley and GrandmaLynn had left the room, Hal felt a new nervousness in the air. "I thinkI'll pitch in," he said. 
            Lindsey, Samuel, and myfather listened to the busy noises of the kitchen. They could all hear theclock ticking in the corner, the one my mother had called our "rusticcolonial clock." 
            "I know I worry too much," my father said.
            "That's not what Samuel meant," Lindsey said. Samuelwas quiet and I was watching him,
            "Mr. Salmon,"he finally said-he was not quite ready to try "Jack." "I'veasked Lindsey to marry me." 
            Lindsey's heart was inher throat, but she wasn't looking at Samuel. She was looking at my father. 
            Buckley came in with aplate of brownies, and Hal followed him with champagne glasses hanging from hisfingers and a bottle of 1978 Dom Perignon. "From your grandmother, on yourgraduation day," Hal said. 
            Grandma Lynn camethrough next, empty-handed except for her highball. It caught the light andglittered like a jar of icy diamonds. 
            For Lindsey, it was asif no one but herself and my father were there. "What do you say,Dad?" she asked. 
            "I'd say," hemanaged, standing up to shake Samuel's hand, "that I couldn't wish for abetter son-in-law." 
            Grandma Lynn exploded onthe final word. "My God, oh, honey! Congratulations!" 
            Even Buckley let loose,slipping out of the knot that usually held him and into a rare joy. But I sawthe fine, wavering line that still tied my sister to my father. The invisiblecord that can kill. The champagne cork popped. 
            "Like a master!" my grandmother said to Hal, who waspouring.
            It was Buckley, as myfather and sister joined the group and listened to Grandma Lynn s countlesstoasts, who saw me. He saw me standing under the rustic colonial dock andstared. He was drinking champagne. There were strings coming out from allaround me, reaching out, waving in the air. Someone passed him a brownie. Heheld it in his hands but did not eat. He saw my shape and face, which had notchanged-the hair still parted down the middle, the chest still flat and hipsundeveloped-and wanted to call out my name. It was only a moment, and then Iwas gone. 
            Over the years, when I grewtired of watching, I often sat in the back of the trains that went in and outof Suburban Station in Philadelphia. Passengers would get on and off as Ilistened to their conversations mix with the sounds of the train doors openingand closing, the conductors yelling their stops, and the shuffle and staccatoof shoe soles and high heels going from pavement to metal to the soft thumpthump on the carpeted train aisles. It was what Lindsey, in her workouts,called an active rest; my muscles were still engaged but my focus relaxed. Ilistened to the sounds and felt the train's movement and sometimes, by doingthis, I could hear the voices of those who no longer lived on Earth. Voices ofothers like me, the watchers. 
            Almost everyone inheaven has someone on Earth they watch, a loved one, a friend, or even astranger who was once kind, who offered warm food or a bright smile when one ofus had needed it. And when I wasn't watching I could hear the others talking tothose they loved on Earth: just as fruitlessly as me, I'm afraid. A one-sidedcajoling and coaching of the young, a one-way loving and desiring of theirmates, a single-sided card that could never be signed. 
            The train would be stillor stop-starting from 30th Street to near Overbrook, and I could hear them saynames and sentences; "Now be careful with that glass." "Mindyour father." "Oh, look how big she looks in that dress.""I'm with you, Mother," "... Esmeralda, Sally, Lupe, Keesha,Frank ..." So many names. And then the train would gain speed, and as itdid the volume of all these unheard phrases coming from heaven would growlouder and louder; at its height between stations, the noise of our longingbecame so deafening that I had to open my eyes. 
            I saw women hanging orcollecting wash as I peered from the windows of the suddenly silent trains.They stooped over baskets and then spread white or yellow or pink sheets alongthe line. I counted men's underwear and boys' underwear and the familiarlollipop cotton of little girls' drawers. And the sound of it that I craved andmissed-the sound of life-replaced the endless calling of names. 
            Wet laundry: the snap,the yank, the wet heaviness of double-and queen-sized sheets. The real soundsbringing back the remembered sounds of the past when I had lain under thedripping clothes to catch water on my tongue or run in between them as if theywere traffic cones through which I chased Lindsey or was chased by Lindsey backand forth. And this would be joined by the memory of our mother attempting to lectureus about the peanut butter from our hands getting on the good sheets, or thesticky lemon-candy patches she had found on our father's shirts. In this waythe sight and smell of the real, of the imagined, and of the remembered allcame together for me. 
            After I turned away fromEarth that day, I rode the trains until I could think of only one thing: 
            "Hold still,"my father would say, while I held the ship in the bottle and he burned away thestrings he'd raised the mast with and set the clipper ship free on its blueputty sea. And I would wait for him, recognizing the tension of that momentwhen the world in the bottle depended, solely, on me. 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            
            



            EIGHTEEN
            When her fathermentioned the sinkhole on the phone, Ruth was in the walk-in closet that sherented on First Avenue. She twirled the phone's long black cord around herwrist and arm and gave short, clipped answers of acknowledgment. The old womanthat rented her the closet liked to listen in, so Ruth tried not to talk muchon the phone. Later, from the street, she would call home collect and plan avisit. 
            She had known she wouldmake a pilgrimage to see it before the developers closed it up. Her fascinationwith places like the sinkhole was a secret she kept, as was my murder and ourmeeting in the faculty parking lot. They were all things she would not giveaway in New York, where she watched others tell their drunken bar stories,prostituting their families and their traumas for popularity and booze. Thesethings, she felt, were not to be passed around like disingenuous party favors.She kept an honor code with her journals and her poems. "Inside,inside," she would whisper quietly to herself when she felt the urge totell, and she would end up taking long walks through the city, seeing insteadthe Stolfuz cornfield or an image of her father staring at his pieces ofrescued antique molding. New York provided a perfect background for herthoughts. Despite her willed stomping and pitching in its streets and byways,the city itself had very little to do with her interior life. 
            She no longer lookedhaunted, as she had in high school, but still, if you looked closely at hereyes you could see the skittery rabbit energy that often made people nervous.She had an expression of someone who was constantly on the lookout forsomething or someone that hadn't yet arrived. Her whole body seemed to slantforward in inquiry, and though she had been told at the bar where she workedthat she had beautiful hair or beautiful hands or, on the rare occasions when anyof her patrons saw her come out from behind the bar, beautiful legs, peoplenever said anything about her eyes. She dressed hurriedly in black tights, ashort black skirt, black boots, and a black T-shirt, all of them stained fromserving double-duty as work clothes and real clothes. The stains could be seenonly in the sunlight, so Ruth was never really aware of them until later, whenshe would stop at an outdoor cafe for a cup of coffee and look down at herskirt and see the dark traces of spilled vodka or whiskey. The alcohol had theeffect of making the black cloth blacker. This amused her; she had noted in herjournal: "booze affects material as it does people." 
            Once outside theapartment, on her way for a cup of coffee on First Avenue, she made up secretconversations with the bloated lap dogs - Chihuahuas and Pomeranians-that theUkrainian women held on their laps as they sat on their stoops. Ruth liked theantagonistic little dogs, who barked ardently as she passed. 
            Then she walked, walkedflat out, walked with an ache coming up through the earth and into the heel ofher striking foot. No one said hello to her except creeps, and she made a gameof how many streets she could navigate without having to stop for traffic. Shewould not slow down for another person and would vivisect crowds of NYUstudents or old women with their laundry carts, creating a wind on either sideof her. She liked to imagine that when she passed the world looked after her,but she also knew how anonymous she was. Except when she was at work, no oneknew where she was at any time of day and no one waited for her. It was animmaculate anonymity. 
            She would not know thatSamuel had proposed to my sister and, unless it trickled down to her throughRay, the sole person she had kept in touch with from school, she would neverfind out. While still at Fairfax she had heard my mother had left. A freshripple of whispers had gone through the high school, and Ruth had watched mysister cope with them as best she could. Occasionally the two of them wouldmeet up in the hallway. Ruth would say a few words of support if she couldmanage them without doing what she thought of as harming Lindsey by talking toher. Ruth knew her status as a freak at school and knew that then-one night atthe gifted symposium had been exactly what it felt like-a dream, where elementslet loose came together unbidden outside the damning rules of school. 
            But Ray was different.Their kisses and early pushing and rubbings were objects under glass toher-memories that she kept preserved. She saw him every time she visited herparents and had known immediately that it would be Ray she took when she wentback to see the sinkhole. He would be happy for the vacation from his constant studyinggrind, and, if she was lucky, he would describe, as he often did, a medicalprocedure that he had observed. Ray's way of describing such things made herfeel as if she knew exactly what it felt like-not just what it looked like. Hecould evoke everything for her, with small verbal pulse points of which he wascompletely unaware. Heading north on First, she could tick off all the placesshe'd formerly stopped and stood, certain that she had found a spot where awoman or girl had been killed. She tried to list them in her journal at the endof each day, but often she was so consumed with what she thought might havehappened in this or that dark overhang or tight alleyway that she neglected thesimpler, more obvious ones, where she had read about a death in the paper andvisited what had been a woman's grave. 
            She was unaware that shewas somewhat of a celebrity up in heaven. I had told people about her, what shedid, how she observed moments of silence up and down the city and wrote smallindividual prayers in her journal, and the story had traveled so quickly thatwomen lined up to know if she had found where they'd been killed. She had fansin heaven, even though she would have been disappointed to know that oftenthese fans, when they gathered, resembled more a bunch of teenagers poring overan issue of TeenBeat than Ruth's image of low dirgelike whisperings set to acelestial timpani. 
            I was the one who got tofollow and watch, and, as opposed to the giddy choir, I often found thesemoments as painful as they were amazing. Ruth would get an image and it wouldburn into her memory. Sometimes they were only bright flashes-a fall down thestairs, a scream, a shove, the tightening of hands around a neck-and at othertimes it was as if an entire scenario spun out in her head in just the amountof time that it took the girl or woman to die. 
            No one on the streetthought anything of the downtown girl dressed in black who had paused in themiddle of midtown foot traffic. In her art student camouflage she could walkthe entire length of Manhattan and, if not blend in, be classified andtherefore ignored. Meanwhile, for us, she was doing important work, work thatmost people on Earth were too frightened even to contemplate. The day afterLindsey and Samuel's graduation I joined her on her walk. By the time she gotup to Central Park it was well past lunchtime, but the park was still busy.Couples sat on the clipped grass of the Sheep Meadow. Ruth peered at them. Herardentness was off-putting on a sunny afternoon, and when the open faces ofyoung men caught sight of her they closed down or looked away. She zigzagged upand across the park. There were obvious places where she could go, like theRambles, to document the history of violence there without even leaving thetrees, but she preferred those places people considered safe. The coolshimmering surface of the duck pond tucked into the busy southeast corner ofthe park, or the placid man-made lake, where old men sailed beautifulhand-carved boats. 
            She sat on a bench on apath leading to the Central Park Zoo and looked out across the gravel atchildren with their nannies and lone adults reading books in various patches ofshade or sun. She was tired from the walk uptown, but still she took herjournal out from her bag. She placed it open on her lap, holding the pen as herthinking prop. It was better to look like you were doing something when youstared into the distance, Ruth had learned. Otherwise it was likely thatstrange men would come over and try to talk to you. Her journal was her closestand most important relationship. It held everything. 
            Across from her a littlegirl had strayed from the blanket where her nanny slept. She was making her wayfor the bushes that lined a small rise before giving way to a fence separatingthe park from Fifth Avenue. Just as Ruth was about to enter the world of humanbeings whose lives impinged on one another by calling out to the nanny, a thincord, which Ruth had not seen, warned the nanny to wake. She immediately sat boltupright and barked an order at the little girl to return. 
            In moments like this shethought of all the little girls who grew into adulthood and old age as a sortof cipher alphabet for all of those who didn't. Their lives would somehow beinextricably attached to all the girls who had been killed. It was then, as thenanny packed up her bag and rolled up the blanket, preparing for whatever camenext in their day, that Ruth saw her-a little girl who had strayed for thebushes one day and disappeared. 
            She could tell by theclothes that it had happened some time ago, but that was all. There was nothingelse-no nanny or mother, no idea of night or day, only a little girl gone. 
            I stayed with Ruth. Herjournal open, she wrote it down. "Time? Little girl in C.P, strays towardbushes. White lace collar, fancy." She closed the journal and tucked itinto her bag. Close at hand was a place that soothed her. The penguin house atthe zoo. 
            We spent the afternoontogether there, Ruth sitting on the carpeted seat that ran the length of theexhibit, her black clothes making only her face and hands visible in the room.The penguins tottered and clucked and dived, slipping off the habitat rockslike amiable harns but living under water like tuxedoed muscles. Children shoutedand screamed and pressed their faces against the glass. Ruth counted the livingjust as much as she counted the dead, and in the close confines of the penguinhouse the joyous screams of the children echoed off the walls with suchvibrancy that, for a little while, she could drown out the other kinds ofscreams. That weekend my brother woke early, as he always did. He was in theseventh grade and bought his lunch at school and was on the debate team and,like Ruth had been, was always picked either last or second to last in gym. Hehad not taken to athletics as Lindsey had. He practiced instead what GrandmaLynn called his "air of dignification." His favorite teacher was notreally a teacher at all but the school librarian, a tall, frail woman with wiryhair who drank tea from her thermos and talked about having lived in Englandwhen she was young. After this he had affected an English accent for a fewmonths and shown a heightened interest when my sister watched MasterpieceTheatre. 
            When he had asked myfather that year if he could reclaim the garden my mother had once kept, myfather had said, "Sure, Buck, go crazy." 
            And he had. He had goneextraordinarily, insanely crazy, reading old Burpee catalogs at night when hewas unable to sleep and scanning the few books on gardening that the schoollibrary kept. Where my grandmother had suggested respectful rows of parsley andbasil and Hal had suggested "some plants that really matter"-eggplants, cantaloupes, cucumbers, carrots, and beans - my brother had thoughtthey were both right. 
            He didn't like what heread in books. He saw no reason to keep flowers separated from tomatoes andherbs segregated in a corner. He had slowly planted the whole garden with aspade, daily begging my father to bring him seeds and taking trips to thegrocery with Grandma Lynn, where the price of his extreme helpfulness infetching things would be a quick stop at the greenhouse for a small floweringplant. He was now awaiting his tomatoes, his blue daisies, his petunias, and pansiesand salvias of all kinds. He had made his fort a sort of work shed for thegarden, where he kept his tools and supplies. 
            But my grandmother waspreparing for the moment when he realized that they couldn't grow all togetherand that some seeds would not come up at certain times, that the fine downytendrils of cucumber might be abruptly stopped by the thickening undergroundbosses of carrot and potato, that the parsley might be camouflaged by the morerecalcitrant weeds, and bugs that hopped about could blight the tender flowers.But she was waiting patiently. She no longer believed in talk. It never rescuedanything. At seventy she had come to believe in time alone. 
            Buckley was hauling up abox of clothes from the basement and into the kitchen when my father came downfor his coffee. 
            "What ya got there,Farmer Buck?" my father said. He had always been at his best in themorning. 
            "I'm making stakes for my tomato plants," my brothersaid. "Are they even above ground yet?"
            My father stood in the kitchenin his blue terry-cloth robe and bare feet. He poured his coffee from thecoffee maker that Grandma Lynn set up each morning, and sipped at it as helooked at his son. 
            "I just saw themthis morning," my brother said, beaming. "They curl up like a handunfolding." 
            It wasn't until myfather was repeating this description to Grandma Lynn as he stood at thecounter that he saw, through the back window, what Buckley had taken from thebox. They were my clothes. My clothes, which Lindsey had picked through foranything she might save. My clothes, which my grandmother, when she had movedinto my room, had quietly boxed while my father was at work. She had put themdown in the basement with a small label that said, simply, SAVE. 
            My father put down his coffee.He walked out through the screened-in porch and strode forward, calling Buckleys name. 
            "What is it, Dad?" He was alert to my father's tone.
            "Those clothes areSusie's," my father said calmly when he reached him. 
            Buckley looked down atmy blackwatch dress that he held in his hand. 
            My father steppedcloser, took the dress from my brother, and then, without speaking, he gatheredthe rest of my clothes, which Buckley had piled on the lawn. As he turned insilence toward the house, hardly breathing, clutching my clothes to him, itsparked. 
            I was the only one tosee the colors. Just near Buckley's ears and on the tips of his cheeks and chinhe was a little orange somehow, a little red. 
            "Why can't I use them?" he asked. It landed in myfather's back like a fist.
            "Why can't I use those clothes to stake my tomatoes?"
            My father turned around.He saw his son standing there, behind him the perfect plot of muddy, churned-upearth spotted with tiny seedlings. "How can you ask me thatquestion?" 
            "You have to choose. It's not fair," my brother said.
            "Buck?" My father held my clothes against his chest.
            I watched Buckley flareand light. Behind him was the sun of the goldenrod hedge, twice as tall as ithad been at my death. 
            "I'm tired of it!" Buckley blared. "Keesha's daddied and she's okay!"
            "Is Keesha a girl at school?"
            "Yes!"
            My father was frozen. Hecould feel the dew that had gathered on his bare ankles and feet, could feelthe ground underneath him, cold and moist and stirring with possibility. 
            "I'm sorry. When did this happen?"
            "That's not thepoint, Dad! You don't get it." Buckley turned around on his heel andstarted stomping the tender tomato shoots with his foot. 
            "Buck, stop!" my father cried. My brother turned."You don't get it, Dad," he said.
            "I'm sorry,"my father said, "These are Susie's clothes and I just ... It may not makesense, but they're hers-something she wore." 
            "You took the shoe, didn't you?" my brother said. Hehad stopped crying now. "What?"
            "You took the shoe. You took it from my room.""Buckley, I don't know what you're talking about." "I saved theMonopoly shoe and then it was gone. You took it! You act like she was yoursonly!"
            "Tell me what youwant to say. What's this about your friend Keesha's dad?" 
            "Put the clothes down."
            My father laid them gently on the ground.
            "It isn't about Keesha's dad."
            "Tell me what it isabout." My father was now all immediacy. He went back to the place he hadbeen after his knee surgery, coming up out of the druggie sleep of painkillersto see his then-five-year-old son sitting near him, waiting for his eyes toflicker open so he could say, "Peek-a-boo, Daddy." 
            "She's dead."
            It never ceased to hurt. "I know that."
            "But you don't actthat way. Keesha's dad died when she was six. Keesha said she barely eventhinks of him." 
            "She will," my father said.
            "But what about us?"
            "Who?"
            "Us, Dad- Me andLindsey. Mom left because she couldn't take it." 
            "Calm down.Buck," my father said. He was being as generous as he could as the air fromhis lungs evaporated out into his chest. Then a little voice in him said, Letgo, let go, let go. "What?" my father said. 
            "I didn't say anything."
            Let go. Let go. Let go.
            "I'm sorry,"my father said. "I'm not feeling very well." His feet had grownunbelievably cold in the damp grass. His chest felt hollow, bugs flying aroundan excavated cavity. There was an echo in there, and it drummed up into hisears. Let go. 
            My father dropped downto his knees. His arm began to tingle on and off as if it had fallen asleep.Pins and needles up and down. My brother rushed to him. 
            "Dad?"
            "Son." Therewas a quaver in his voice and a grasping outward toward my brother. 
            “I’ll get Grandma." And Buckley ran.
            My father whisperedfaintly as he lay on his side with his face twisted in the direction of my oldclothes: "You can never choose. I've loved all three of you." 
            That night my father lay in a hospital bed, attached to monitorsthat beeped and hummed. Time to circle around my father's feet and along hisspine. Time to hush and usher him. But where?
            Above his bed the clockticked off the minutes and I thought of the game Lindsey and I had played inthe yard together: "he loves me/he loves me not" picked out on adaisy's petals. I could hear the clock casting my own two greatest wishes backto me in this same rhythm: "Die for me/don't die for me, die for me/don'tdie for me. I could not help myself, it seemed, as I tore at his weakeningheart. If he died, I would have him forever. Was this so wrong to want? 
            At home, Buckley lay inbed in the dark and pulled the sheet up to his chin. He had not been allowedpast the emergency room where Lindsey had driven them, following the shriekingambulance inside which lay our father. My brother had felt a huge burden ofguilt descend in the silences from Lindsey. In her two repeated questions:"What were you talking about? Why was he so upset?" 
            My little brother'sgreatest fear was that the one person who meant so much to him would go away.He loved Lindsey and Grandma Lynn and Samuel and Hal, but my father kept himstepping lightly, son gingerly monitoring father every morning and everyevening as if, without such vigilance, he would lose him. 
            We stood - the deadchild and the living-on either side of my father, both wanting the same thing.To have him to ourselves forever. To please us both was an impossibility. 
            My father had onlymissed nighttimes twice in Buckley's life. Once after he had gone into thecornfield at night looking for Mr. Harvey and now as he lay in the hospital andthey monitored him in case of a second heart attack. 
            Buckley knew he shouldbe too old for it to matter, but I sympathized with him. The good-night kisswas something at which my father excelled. As my father stood at the end of thebed after closing the Venetian blinds and running his hands down them to makesure they were all down at the same slant-no rebel Venetian stuck to let thesunlight in on his son before he came to wake him-my brother would often getgoose bumps on his arms and legs. The anticipation was so sweet. 
            "Ready, Buck?"my father would say, and sometimes Buckley said "Roger," or sometimeshe said "Takeoff," but when he was most frightened and giddy andwaiting for peace he just said "Yes!" And my father would take thethin cotton top sheet and bunch it up in his hands while being careful to keepthe two corners between his thumb and forefinger. Then he would snap it out sothe pale blue (if they were using Buckley's) or lavender (if they were usingmine) sheet would spread out like a parachute above him and gently, what feltwonderfully slowly, it would waft down and touch along his exposed skin-hisknees, his forearms, his cheeks and chin. Both air and cover somehow there inthe same space at the same time-it felt like the ultimate freedom andprotection. It was lovely, left him vulnerable and quivering on some edge andall he could hope was that if he begged him, my father would oblige and do itagain. Air and cover, air and cover-sustaining the unspoken connection betweenthem: little boy, wounded man. 
            That night his head layon the pillow while his body was curled in the fetal position. He had notthought to close the blinds himself, and the lights from the nearby housesspotted the hill. He stared across his room at the louvered doors of hiscloset, out of which he had once imagined evil witches would escape to join thedragons beneath his bed. He no longer feared these things. 
            "Please don't letDaddy die, Susie," he whispered. "I need him," 
            When I left my brother, I walked out past the gazebo and underthe lights hanging down like berries, and I saw the brick paths branching outas I advanced.
            I walked until thebricks turned to flat stones and then to small, sharp rocks and then to nothingbut churned earth for miles and miles around me. I stood there. I had been inheaven long enough to know that something would be revealed. And as the lightbegan to fade and the sky turn a dark, sweet blue as it had on the night of mydeath, I saw someone walking into view, so far away I could not at first makeout if it was man or woman, child or adult. But as moonlight reached thisfigure I could make out a man and, frightened now, my breathing shallow, Iraced just far enough to see. Was it my father? Was it what 1 had wanted allthis time so desperately? 
            "Susie," theman said as I approached and then stopped a few feet from where he stood. Heraised his arms up toward me. 
            "Remember?" he said.
            I found myself smallagain, age six and in a living room in Illinois. Now, as I had done then, Iplaced my feet on top of his feet. 
            "Grandaddy," I said.
            And because we were allalone and both in heaven, I was light enough to move as I had moved when I wassix and he was fifty-six and my father had taken us to visit. We danced soslowly to a song that on Earth had always made my grandfather cry. 
            "Do you remember?" he asked.
            "Barber!"
            "Adagio for Strings," he said.
            But as we danced andspun-none of the herky-jerky awkwardness of Earth-what I remembered was how I'dfound him crying to this music and asked him why. 
            "Sometimes you cry,Susie, even when someone you love has been gone a long time." He had heldme against him then, just briefly, and then I had run outside to play againwith Lindsey in what seemed like my grandfather's huge backyard. 
            We didn't speak any morethat night, but we danced for hours in that timeless blue light. I knew as wedanced that something was happening on Earth and in heaven. A shifting. Thesort of slow-to-sudden movement that we'd read about in science class one year.Seismic, impossible, a rending and tearing of time and space. I pressed myselfinto my grandfather's chest and smelled the old-man smell of him, the mothballversion of my own father, the blood on Earth, the sky in heaven. The kumquat,skunk, grade-A tobacco. 
            When the music stopped,it could have been forever since we'd begun. My grandfather took a step back,and the light grew yellow at his back. 
            "I'm going," he said.
            "Where? "I asked.
            "Don't worry, sweetheart. You're so close."
            He turned and walkedaway, disappearing rapidly into spots and dust. Infinity. 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            
            
            NINETEEN
            When she reached KrusoeWinery that morning, my mother found a message waiting for her, scrawled in theimperfect English of the caretaker. The word emergency was clear enough, and mymother bypassed her morning ritual of an early coffee drunk while staring outat the grapevines grafted on row upon row of sturdy white crosses. She openedup the part of the winery reserved for public tastings. "Without turningon the overhead, she located the phone behind the wooden bar and dialed thenumber in Pennsylvania. No answer. 
            Then she dialed theoperator in Pennsylvania and asked for the number of Dr. Akhil Singh. 
            "Yes," Ruanasaid, "Ray and I saw an ambulance pull up a few hours ago. I imaginethey're all at the hospital." 
            "Who was it?"
            "Your mother, perhaps?"
            But she knew from thenote that her mother had been the one who called. It was one of the children orit was Jack. She thanked Ruana and hung up. She grabbed the heavy red phone andlifted it up from underneath the bar. A ream of color sheets that they passedout to customers-"Lemon Yellow = Young Chardonnay, Straw-colored =Sauvignon Blanc..."-fell down and around her feet from where they had beenkept weighted by the phone. She had habitually arrived early ever since takingthe job, and now she gave a quick thanks that this was so. After that, all shecould think of were the names of the local hospitals, so she called the ones towhich she had rushed her young children with unexplained fevers or possiblebroken bones from falls. At the same hospital where I had once rushed Buckley:"A Jack Salmon was seen in emergency and is still here." 
            "Can you tell me what happened?"
            "What is your relationship to Mr. Salmon?"
            She said the words she had not said in years: "I'm hiswife."
            "He had a heart attack."
            She hung up the phoneand sat down on the rubber-and-cork mats that covered the floor on the employeeside. She sat there until the shift manager arrived and she repeated thestrange words: husband, heart attack. 
            When she looked up latershe was in the caretaker's truck, and he, this quiet man who barely ever leftthe premises, was barreling toward San Francisco International Airport. 
            She paid for her ticketand boarded a flight that would connect to another in Chicago and finally landher in Philadelphia. As the plane gained height and they were buried in theclouds, my mother listened distantly to the signature bells of the plane whichtold the crew what to do or what to prepare for, and she heard the cocktailcart jiggling past, but instead of her fellow passengers she saw the cool stonearchway at the winery, behind which the empty oak barrels were stored, andinstead of the men who often sat inside there to get out of the sun sheimagined my father sitting there, holding the broken Wedgwood cup out towardher. 
            By the time she landedin Chicago with a two-hour wait, she had steadied herself enough to buy a toothbrushand a pack of cigarettes and place a call to the hospital, this time asking tospeak to Grandma Lynn. 
            "Mother," my mother said. "I'm in Chicago and onmy way."
            "Abigail, thankGod," my grandmother said. "I called Krusoe again and they said you wereheaded for the airport." 
            "How is he?"
            "He's asking for you."
            "Are the kids there?"
            "Yes, and Samuel. Iwas going to call you today and tell you. Samuel has asked Lindsey to marryhim." 
            "That's wonderful," my mother said.
            "Abigail?"
            "Yes." Shecould hear her mother's hesitation, which was always rare. 
            "Jack's asking for Susie, too."
            She lit a cigarette as soon as she walked outside the terminalat O'Hare, a school tour flooding past her with small overnight bags and bandinstruments, each of which had a bright yellow nametag on the side of the case.HOME OF THE PATRIOTS, they read.
            It was muggy and humidin Chicago, and the smoky exhaust of double-parked cars made the heavy airnoxious. 
            She burned through thecigarette in record time and lit another, keeping one arm tucked hard acrossher chest and the other one extended on each exhale. She was wearing her wineryoutfit: a pair of faded but clean jeans and a pale orange T-shirt with KRUSOEWINERY embroidered over the pocket. Her skin was darker now, which made herpale blue eyes seem even bluer in contrast, and she had taken to wearing herhair in a loose ponytail at the base of her neck. I could see small wisps ofsalt and pepper hair near her ears and at her temples. 
            She held on to two sidesof an hourglass and wondered how this could be possible. The time she'd hadalone had been gravitationally circumscribed by when her attachments would pullher back. And they had pulled now-double-fisted. A marriage. A heart attack. 
            Standing outside theterminal, she reached into the back pocket of her jeans, where she kept theman's wallet she had started carrying when she got the job at Krusoe because itwas easier not to worry about stowing a purse beneath the bar. She flicked hercigarette into the cab lane and turned to find a seat on the edge of a concreteplanter, inside of which grew weeds and one sad sapling choked by fumes. 
            In her wallet werepictures, pictures she looked at every day. But there was one that she keptturned upside down in a fold of leather meant for a credit card. It was thesame one that rested in the evidence box at the police station, the same oneRay had put in his mother's book of Indian poetry. My class photo that had madethe papers and been put on police fliers and in mailboxes. 
            After eight years itwas, even for my mother, like the ubiquitous photo of a celebrity. She hadencountered it so many times that I had been neatly buried inside of it. Mycheeks never redder, my eyes never bluer than they were in the photograph. 
            She took the photo outand held it face-up and slightly cupped in her hand. She had always missed myteeth-their small rounded serrations had fascinated her as she watched me grow.I had promised my mother a wide-open smile for that year's picture, but I wasso self-conscious in front of the photographer that I had barely managed aclose-lipped grin. 
            She heard theannouncement for the connecting flight over the outdoor speaker. She stood.Turning around she saw the tiny, struggling tree. She left my class portraitpropped up against its trunk and hurried inside the automatic doors. On theflight to Philadelphia, she sat alone in the middle of a row of three seats.She could not help but think of how, if she were a mother traveling, therewould be two seats filled beside her. One for Lindsey. One for Buckley. Butthough she was, by definition, a mother, she had at some point ceased to be onetoo. She couldn't claim that right and privilege after missing more than half adecade of their lives. She now knew that being a mother was a calling,something plenty of young girls dreamed of being. But my mother had never hadthat dream, and she had been punished in the most horrible and unimaginable wayfor never having wanted me. 
            I watched her on theplane, and I sent a wish into the clouds for her release. Her body grew heavywith the dread of what would come but in this heaviness was at least relief.The stewardess handed her a small blue pillow and for a little while she fellasleep. 
            When they reachedPhiladelphia, the airplane taxied down the runway and she reminded herself bothwhere she was and what year it was. She hurriedly clicked through all thethings she might say when she saw her children, her mother, Jack, And then,when they finally shivered to a halt, she gave up and focused only on gettingoff the plane. 
            She barely recognizedher own child waiting at the end of the long ramp. In the years that hadpassed, Lindsey had become angular, thin, every trace of body fat gone. Andstanding beside my sister was what looked like her male twin. A bit taller, alittle more meat. Samuel. She was staring so hard at the two of them, and theywere staring back, that at first she didn't even see the chubby boy sitting offto the side on the arm of a row of waiting-area seats. 
            And then, just beforeshe began walking toward them-for they all seemed suspended and immobile forthe first few moments, as if they had been trapped in a viscous gelatin fromwhich only her movement might free them-she saw him. 
            She began walking downthe carpeted ramp. She heard announcements being made in the airport and sawpassengers, with their more normal greetings, rushing past her. But it was asif she were entering a time warp as she took him in. 1944 at Camp Winnekukka.She was twelve, with chubby cheeks and heavy legs-all the things she'd feltgrateful her daughters had escaped had been her son's to endure. So many yearsshe had been away, so much time she could never recover, 
            If she had counted, as Idid, she would have known that in seventy-three steps she had accomplished whatshe had been too afraid to do for almost seven years. It was my sister whospoke first: 
            "Mom," she said.
            My mother looked at mysister and flashed forward thirty-eight years from the lonely girl she'd beenat Camp Winnekukka. 
            "Lindsey," my mother said.
            Lindsey stared at her.Buckley was standing now, but he looked first down at his shoes and then overhis shoulder, out past the window to where the planes were parked, disgorgingtheir passengers into accordioned tubes. 
            "How is your father?" my mother asked.
            My sister had spoken theword Mom and then frozen. It tasted soapy and foreign in her mouth. 
            "He's not in thegreatest shape, I'm afraid," Samuel said. It was the longest sentenceanyone had said, and my mother found herself disproportionately grateful forit. 
            
            "Buckley?" mymother said, preparing no face for him. Being who she was-whoever that was. Heturned his head toward her like a racheted gun. "Buck," he said. 
            "Buck," she repeated softly and looked down at herhands. Lindsey wanted to ask, Where are your rings? "Shall we go?"Samuel asked.
            The four of them enteredthe long carpeted tunnel that would bring them from her gate into the mainterminal. They were headed toward the cavernous baggage claim when my mothersaid, "I didn't bring any bags." 
            They stood in an awkward cluster, Samuel looking for the rightsigns to redirect them back to the parking garage, "Morn," my sistertried again.
            "I lied toyou," my mother said before Lindsey could say anything further. Their eyesmet, and in that hot wire that went from one to the other I swore I saw it,like a rat bulging, undigested, inside a snake: the secret of Len. 
            "We go back up theescalator," Samuel said, "and then we can take the overhead walkwayinto the parking lot." 
            Samuel called forBuckley, who had drifted off in the direction of a cadre of airport securityofficers. Uniforms had never lost the draw they held for him. 
            They were on the highwaywhen Lindsey spoke next. "They won't let Buckley in to see Dad because ofhis age." 
            My mother turned aroundin her seat. "I'll try and do something about that," she said,looking at Buckley and attempting her first smile. 
            "Fuck you," my brother whispered without looking up.
            My mother froze. The caropened up. Full of hate and tension- a riptide of blood to swim through. 
            "Buck," shesaid, remembering the shortened name just in time, "will you look atme?" He glared over the front seat, boring his fury into her. 
            Eventually my motherturned back around and Samuel, Lindsey, and my brother could hear the soundsfrom the passenger seat that she was trying hard not to make. Little peeps anda choked sob. But no amount of tears would sway Buckley. He had been keeping,daily, weekly, yearly, an underground storage room of hate. Deep inside this,the four-year-old sat, his heart flashing. Heart to stone, heart to stone. 
            "We'll all feelbetter after seeing Mr. Salmon," Samuel said, and then, because even hecould not bear it, he leaned forward toward the dash and turned on the radio.It was the same hospital that she had come to eight years ago in the middle ofthe night. A different floor painted a different color, but she could feel itencasing her as she walked down the hall-what she'd done there. The push ofLen's body, her back pressed into the sharp stucco wall. Everything in herwanted to run-fly back to California, back to her quiet existence working amongstrangers. Hiding out in the folds of tree trunks and tropical petals, tuckedaway safely among so many foreign plants and people. 
            Her mother's ankles andoxford pumps, which she saw from the hallway, brought her back. One of the manysimple things she'd lost by moving so far away, just the commonplace of hermother's feet-their solidity and humor-seventy-year-old feet in ridiculouslyuncomfortable shoes. 
            But as she walkedforward into the room, everyone else-her son, her daughter, her mother-fellaway. 
            My father's eyes wereweak but fluttered open when he heard her enter. He had tubes and wires comingout of his wrist and shoulder. His head seemed so fragile on the small squarepillow. 
            She held his hand andcried silently, letting the tears come freely. 
            "Hello, Ocean Eyes," he said. She nodded her head.This broken, beaten man-her husband.
            "My girl," he breathed out heavily.
            "Jack."
            "Look what it took to get you home,"
            "Was it worth it?" she said, smiling bleakly.
            "We'll have to see," he said. To see them together waslike a tenuous belief made real.
            My father could seeglimmers, like the colored flecks inside my mother's eyes-things to hold on to.These he counted among the broken planks and boards of a long-ago ship that hadstruck something greater than itself and sunk. There were only remnants andartifacts left to him now. He tried to reach up and touch her cheek, but hisarm felt too weak. She moved closer and laid her cheek in his palm. 
            My grandmother knew howto move silently in heels. She tiptoed out of the room. As she resumed hernormal stride and approached the waiting area, she intercepted a nurse with amessage for Jack Salmon in Room 582. She had never met the man but knew hisname. "Len Fenerman, will visit soon. Wishes you well." She foldedthe note neatly. Just before she came upon Lindsey and Buckley, who had gone tojoin Samuel in the waiting room, she popped open the metal lip of her purse andplaced it between her powder and comb. 
 
 
            
            
            TWENTY By the time Mr. Harvey reached the tin-roofed shack inConnecticut that night, it promised rain. He had killed a young waitress insidethe shack several years before and then bought some new slacks with the tipshe'd found in the front pocket of her apron. By now the rot would have beeneclipsed, and it was true, as he approached the area, that no rank smellgreeted him. But the shack was open and inside he could see the earth had beendug up. He breathed in and approached the shack warily. He fell asleep besideher empty grave.
            
            
            At some point, to counter the list of the dead, I had begunkeeping my own list of the living. It was something I noticed Len Fenerman didtoo. When he was off duty he would note the young girls and elderly women andevery other female in the rainbow in between and count them among the thingsthat sustained him. That young girl in the mall whose pale legs had grown toolong for her now-too-young dress and who had an aching vulnerability that wentstraight to both Len's and my own heart. Elderly women, wobbling with walkers,who insisted on dyeing their hair unnatural versions of the colors they had inyouth. Middle-aged single mothers racing around in grocery stores while theirchildren pulled bags of candy off the shelves. When I saw them, I took count.Living, breathing women. Sometimes I saw the wounded-those who had been beatenby husbands or raped by strangers, children raped by their fathers-and I wouldwish to intervene somehow.
            Len saw these woundedwomen all the time. They were regulars at the station, but even when he wentsomewhere outside his jurisdiction he could sense them when they came near. Thewife in the bait-'n'-tackle shop had no bruises on her face but cowered like adog and spoke in apologetic whispers. The girl he saw walk the road each timehe went upstate to visit his sisters. As the years passed she'd grown leaner,the fat from her cheeks had drained, and sorrow had loaded her eyes in a waythat made them hang heavy and hopeless inside her mallowed skin. When she wasnot there it worried him. When she was there it both depressed and revived him, 
            He had not had much towrite in my file for a long time, but a few items had joined the log of oldevidence in the last few months: the name of another potential victim, SophieCichetti, the name of her son, and an alias of George Harvey's. There was alsowhat he held in his hands: my Pennsylvania keystone charm. He moved it aroundinside the evidence bag, using his ringers, and found, again, my initials. Thecharm had been checked for any clues it could provide, and, besides itspresence at the scene of another girl's murder, it had come up clean under themicroscope. 
            He had wanted to givethe charm back to my father from the first moment he was able to confirm it wasmine. Doing so was breaking the rules, but he had never had a body for them,just a sodden schoolbook and the pages from my biology book mixed in with aboy's love note. A Coke bottle. My jingle-bell hat. These he had cataloged andkept. But the charm was different, and he meant to give it back. 
            A nurse he'd dated inthe years after my mother left had called him when she noticed the name JackSalmon on a list of patients admitted. Len had determined that he would visitmy father in the hospital and bring my charm along with him. In Len's mind hesaw the charm as a talisman that might speed my father's recovery. 
            I couldn't help butthink, as I watched him, of the barrels of toxic fluids that had accrued behindHal's bike shop where the scrub lining the railroad tracks had offered localcompanies enough cover to dump a stray container or two. Everything had beensealed up, but things were beginning to leak out. I had come to both pity andrespect Len in the years since my mother left. He followed the physical to tryto understand things that were impossible to comprehend. In that, I could see,he was like me. Outside the hospital, a young girl was selling small bouquetsof daffodils, their green stems tied with lavender ribbons. I watched as mymother bought out the girl's whole stock. 
            Nurse Eliot, who rememberedmy mother from eight years ago, volunteered to help her when she saw her comingdown the hall, her arms full of flowers. She rounded up extra water pitchersfrom a supply closet and together she and my mother filled them with water andplaced the flowers around my father's room while he slept. Nurse Eliot thoughtthat if loss could be used as a measure of beauty in a woman, my mother hadgrown even more beautiful. Lindsey, Samuel, and Grandma Lynn had taken Buckleyhome earlier in the evening. My mother was not ready to see the house yet. Shefocused solely on my father. Everything else would have to wait, from the houseand its silent reproach to her son and daughter. She needed something to eatand time to think. Instead of going to the hospital cafeteria, where the brightlights made her think only of all the futile efforts that hospitals containedto keep people awake for more bad news-the weak coffee, the hard chairs, theelevators that stopped on every floor-she left the building and walked down thesloped sidewalk leading away from the entrance. 
            It was dark out now, andthe parking lot where she had once driven in the middle of the night in hernightgown was spotted with only a few cars. She hugged the cardigan her motherhad left behind tightly to her. 
            She crossed the parkinglot, looking into the dark cars for signs of who the people inside the hospitalwere. There were cassette tapes spread out on the passenger seat of one car,the bulky shape of a baby's carseat in another. It became a game to her then,seeing what she could in each car. A way not to feel so alone and alien, as ifshe were a child playing a spy game in the house of her parents' friends. AgentAbigail to Mission Control. I see a fuzzy dog toy, I see a soccer ball, I see awoman! There she was, a stranger sitting in the driver's side behind the wheel.The woman did not see my mother looking at her, and as soon as she saw her facemy mother turned her attention away, focusing on the bright lights of the olddiner she had as her goal. She did not have to look back to know what the womanwas doing. She was girding herself up to go inside. She knew the face. It wasthe face of someone who wanted more than anything to be anywhere but where shewas. 
            She stood on thelandscaped strip between the hospital and the emergency room entrance andwished for a cigarette. She had not questioned anything that morning. Jack hadhad a heart attack; she would go home. But now here, she didn't know what shewas supposed to do anymore. How long would she have to wait, what would have tohappen, before she could leave again? Behind her in the parking lot, she heardthe sound of a car door opening and closing-the woman going in. 
            The diner was a blur toher. She sat in a booth alone and ordered the kind of food-chicken-friedsteak-that didn't seem to exist in California. She was thinking about this whena man directly across from her gave her the eye. She registered every detail ofhis appearance. It was automatic and something she didn't do out west. Whileliving in Pennsylvania after my murder, when she saw a strange man whom shedidn't trust, she did an immediate breakdown in her mind, It wasquicker-honoring the pragmatics of fear-than pretending she shouldn't thinkthis way. Her dinner arrived, the chicken-fried steak and tea, and she focusedon her food, on the gritty breading around the rubbery meat, on the metallictaste of old tea. She did not think she could handle being home more than a fewdays. Everywhere she looked she saw me, and at the booth across from her shesaw the man who could have murdered me. 
            She finished the food,paid for it, and walked out of the diner without raising her eyes above waistlevel. A bell mounted on the door jingled above her, and she started, her heartjumping up in her chest. 
            She made it back acrossthe highway in one piece, but she was breathing shallowly as she passed backacross the parking lot. The car of the apprehensive visitor was still there. 
            In the main lobby, wherepeople rarely sat, she decided to sit down and wait for her breathing to comeback again. 
            She would spend a fewhours with him and when he woke, she would say goodbye. As soon as her decisionwas made, a welcome coolness flew through her. The sudden relief ofresponsibility. Her ticket to a far-away land. 
            It was late now, afterten, and she took an empty elevator to the fifth floor, where the hall lightshad been dimmed. She passed the nurses' station, behind which two nurses werequietly gossiping. She could hear the lilt and glee of nuanced rumors beingexchanged between them, the sound of easy intimacy in the air. Then, just asone nurse was unable to suppress a high-pitched laugh, my mother opened myfather's door and let it swing shut again. Alone. 
            It was as if there was avacuum hush when the door closed. I felt I did not belong, that I should gotoo. But I was glued. 
            Seeing him sleeping inthe dark, with only the low-wattage fluorescent light on at the back of thebed, she remembered standing in this same hospital and taking steps to severherself from him. 
            As I saw her take myfather's hand, I thought of my sister and me sitting underneath the graverubbing in the upstairs hallway. I was the dead knight gone to heaven with myfaithful dog and she was the live wire of a wife. "How can I be expectedto be trapped for the rest of my life by a man frozen in time?" Lindsey'sfavorite line. 
            My mother sat with myfather's hand in hers for a long while. She thought how wonderful it would beto climb up on the fresh hospital sheets and lie beside him. And howimpossible. 
            She leaned close. Evenunder the smells of antiseptics and alcohol, she could smell the grassy smellof his skin. When she'd left, she had packed her favorite shirt of my father'sand would sometimes wrap it around her just to have something of his on. Shenever wore it outside, so it kept his scent longer than it might have. Sheremembered one night, when she missed him most, buttoning it over a pillow andhugging it to her as if she were still a high school girl. 
            In the distance beyondthe closed window she could hear the hum of far-off traffic on the highway, butthe hospital was shutting down for the night. Only the rubber soles of thenight nurses' shoes made sounds as they passed in the hallway. 
            Just that winter she hadfound herself saying to a young woman who worked with her at the tasting bar onSaturdays that between a man and a woman there was always one person who wasstronger than the other one. "That doesn't mean the weaker one doesn't lovethe stronger," she'd pleaded. The girl looked at her blankly. But for mymother what mattered was that as she spoke, she had suddenly identified herselfas the weaker one. This revelation sent her reeling. What had she thought allthose years but the opposite? 
            She pulled her chair asclose to his head as she could and laid her face on the edge of his pillow towatch him breathing, to see the flutter of his eye beneath his eyelid when hedreamed. How could it be that you could love someone so much and keep it secretfrom yourself as you woke daily so far from home? She had put billboards androads in between them, throwing roadblocks behind her and ripping off therearview mirror, and thought that that would make him disappear? erase theirlife and children? 
            It was so simple, as shewatched him, as his regular breathing calmed her, that she did not even see ithappening at first. She began to think of the rooms in our house and the hoursthat she had worked so hard to forget spent inside of them. Like fruit put upin jars and forgotten about, the sweetness seemed even more distilled as shereturned. There on that shelf were all the dates and silliness of their earlylove, the braid that began to form of their dreams, the solid root of aburgeoning family. The first solid evidence of it all. Me. 
            She traced a new line onmy father's face. She liked the silvering of his temples. Shortly aftermidnight, she fell asleep after trying as hard as she could to keep her eyesopen. To hold on to everything all at once while she looked at that face, sothat when he woke she could say goodbye. 
            When her eyes wereclosed and they both slept silently together, I whispered to them: 
            Stones and bones; snow and frost; seeds and beans and polliwogs.Paths and twigs, assorted kisses, We all know who Susie misses . ..
            Around two A.M. it beganto rain, and it rained down on the hospital and on my old home and in myheaven. On the tin-roofed shack where Mr. Harvey slept, it was raining too. Asthe rain beat its tiny hammers above his head, he dreamed. He did not dreamof" the girl whose remains had been removed and were now being analyzedbut of Lindsey Salmon, of the 5! 5! 5! hitting the border of elderberry. He hadthis dream whenever he felt threatened. It had been in the flash of her soccershirt that his life had begun to spin out of control. It was near four when Isaw my father's eyes open and saw him feel the warmth of my mother's breath onhis cheek even before he knew she was asleep. We wished together that he could holdher, but he was too weak. There was another way and he took it. He would tellher the things he had felt after my death-the things that came into his mind sofrequently but that no one knew but me. 
            But he did not want towake her. The hospital was silent except for the sound of rain. Rain wasfollowing him, he felt, darkness and damp-he thought of Lindsey and Samuel atthe doorway, soaked and smiling, having run all that way to relieve him. Heoften found himself repeatedly commanding himself back to center. Lindsey.Lindsey. Lindsey. Buckley. Buckley. Buckley. 
            The way the rain lookedoutside the windows, lit up in circular patches by the lights in the hospitalparking lot, reminded him of the movies he had gone to see as a boy-Hollywoodrain. He closed his eyes with the breath of my mother reassuringly exhalingagainst his cheek and listened to it, the slight patter on the slim metalwindow sills, and then he heard the sound of birds - small birds chirping, buthe could not see them. And the idea of this, that there might be a nest rightoutside his window where baby birds had woken in the rain and found theirmother gone, made him want to rescue them. He felt my mother's limp fingers,which had loosened their hold on his hand in sleep. She was here, and thistime, despite all, he was going to let her be who she was. 
            It was then that Islipped inside the room with my mother and father. I was present somehow, as aperson, in a way I had never been. I had always hovered but had never stoodbeside them. 
            I made myself small inthe darkness, unable to know if I could be seen. I had left him for hours everyday for eight and a half years as I had left my mother or Ruth and Ray, mybrother and sister, and certainly Mr. Harvey, but he, I now saw, had never leftme. His devotion to me had made me know again and again that I had beenbeloved. In the warm light of my father's love I had remained Susie Salmon - agirl with my whole life in front of me. 
            "I thought if I wasvery quiet I would hear you” he whispered. "If I was still enough youmight come back." 
            "Jack?" my mother said, waking. "I must havefallen asleep,"
            "It's wonderful to have you back," he said.
            And my mother looked athim. Everything stripped away. "How do you do it?" she asked. 
            "There's no choice, Abbie," he said. "What elsecan I do?"
            "Go away, start over again," she said.
            "Did it work?"
            They were silent. I reached out my hand and faded away.
            "Why don't you comelie down up here?" my father said. "We have a little time before theenforcers come on duty and kick you out." 
            She didn't move.
            "They've been niceto me," she said. "Nurse Eliot helped me put all the flowers in waterwhile you slept." 
            He looked around him and made out their shapes."Daffodils,"
            he said.
            "It's Susie's flower."
            My father smiledbeautifully. "See," he said, "that's how. You live in the faceof it, by giving her a flower." 
            "That's so sad," my mother said.
            "Yes," he said, "it is."
            My mother had to balancesomewhat precariously on one hip near the edge of his hospital bed, but theymanaged. They managed to stretch out together beside each other so they couldstare into each other's eyes. 
            "How was it seeing Buckley and Lindsey?"
            "Incredibly hard," she said. They were silent for amoment and he squeezed her hand.
            "You look so different," he said.
            "You mean older."
            I watched him reach upand take a strand of my mother's hair and loop it around her ear. "I fellin love with you again while you were away," he said. 
            I realized how much Iwished I could be where my mother was. His love for my mother wasn't aboutlooking back and loving something that would never change. It was about lovingmy mother for everything-for her brokenness and her fleeing, for her beingthere right then in that moment before the sun rose and the hospital staff camein. It was about touching that hair with the side of his fingertip, and knowingyet plumbing fearlessly the depths of her ocean eyes. My mother could not bringherself to say "I love you." 
            "Will you stay?" he asked.
            "For a while."
            This was something.
            "Good," hesaid. "So what did you say when people asked you about family inCalifornia?" 
            "Out loud I said Ihad two children. Silently I said three. I always felt like apologizing to herfor that." 
            "Did you mention a husband?" he asked. And she lookedat him. "No."
            "Man," he said.
            "I didn't come back to pretend, Jack," she said.
            "Why did you come back?"
            "My mother calledme. She said it was a heart attack and I thought about your father." 
            "Because I might die?"
            "Yes."
            "You were sleeping," he said. "You didn't seeher."
            "Who?"
            "Someone came in the room and then left. I think it wasSusie."
            "Jack?" my mother asked, but her alarm was only athalf-mast.
            "Don't tell me you don't see her."
            She let go.
            "I see hereverywhere," she said, breathing out her relief. "Even in Californiashe was everywhere. Boarding buses or on the streets outside schools when Idrove by. I'd see her hair but it didn't match the face or I'd see her body orthe way she moved. I'd see older sisters and their little brothers, or twogirls that looked like sisters and I imagined what Lindsey wouldn't have in herlife-the whole relationship gone for her and for Buckley, and then that wouldjust hit me, because I had left too. It would just spin onto you and even to mymother." 
            "She's beengreat," he said, "a rock. A spongelike rock, but a rock." 
            "So I gather."
            "So if I tell youthat Susie was in the room ten minutes ago, what would you say?" 
            "I'd say you were insane and you were probably right."
            My father reached up andtraced the line of my mother's nose and brought his finger over her two lips.As he did, the lips parted ever so slightly. 
            "You have to lean down," he said, "I'm still asick man."
            And I watched as myparents kissed. They kept their eyes open as they did, and my mother was theone to cry first, the tears dropping down onto my father's cheeks until he wepttoo. 
            After I left my parentsin the hospital, I went to watch Ray Singh. We had been fourteen together, heand I. Now I saw his head on his pillow, dark hair on yellow sheets, dark skinon yellow sheets. I had always been in love with him. I counted the lashes ofeach closed eye. He had been my almost, my might-have-been, and I did not wantto leave him any more than I did my family. 
            On the listing scaffoldbehind the stage, with Ruth below us, Ray Singh had gotten close enough to meso that his breath was near mine. I could smell the mixture of cloves andcinnamon that I imagined he topped his cereal with each morning, and a darksmell too, the human smell of the body coming at me where deep inside therewere organs suspended by a chemistry separate from mine. 
            From the time I knew itwould happen until the time it did, I had made sure not to be alone with RaySingh inside or outside school. I was afraid of what I wanted most-his kiss.That it would not be good enough to match the stories everyone told or those Iread in Seventeen and Glamour and Vogue. I feared that I would not be goodenough-that my first kiss would equal rejection, not love. Still, I collectedkiss stories. 
            "Your first kiss isdestiny knocking," Grandma Lynn said over the phone one day. I was holdingthe phone while my father went to get my mother. I heard him in the kitchen say"three sheets to the wind." 
            "If I had it to doover again I would have worn something stupendous -like Fire and Ice, butRevlon didn't make that lipstick back then. I would have left my mark on theman." 
            "Mother?" my mother said into the bedroom extension.
            "We're talking kiss business, Abigail."
            "How much have you had?"
            "See, Susie,"Grandma Lynn said, "if you kiss like a lemon, you make lemonade," 
            "What was it like?"
            "Ah, the kissquestion," my mother said. "I'll leave you to it." I had beenmaking my father and her tell it over and over again to hear their differenttakes. "What I came away with was an image of my parents behind a cloud ofcigarette smoke-the lips only vaguely touching inside the cloud. A moment laterGrandma Lynn whispered, "Susie, are you still there?" 
            "Yes, Grandma."
            She was quiet for awhile longer. "I was your age, and my first kiss came from a grown man. Afather of a friend." 
            "Grandma!" I said, honestly shocked.
            "You're not going to tell on me, are you?"
            "No."
            "It waswonderful," Grandma Lynn said. "He knew how to kiss. The boys whokissed me I couldn't even tolerate. I'd put my hand flat against their chestsand push them away. Mr. McGahern knew how to use his lips." 
            "So what happened?"
            "Bliss," shesaid. "I knew it wasn't right, but it was wonderful- at least for me. Inever asked him how he felt about it, but then I never saw him alone afterthat." 
            "But did you want to do it again?"
            "Yes, I was always searching for that first kiss."
            "How about Grandaddy?"
            "Not much of akisser," she said. I could hear the clink of ice cubes on the other end ofthe phone. "I've never forgotten Mr. McGahern, even though it was just fora moment. Is there a boy who wants to kiss you?" 
            Neither of my parentshad asked me this. I now know that they knew this already, could tell, smiledat each other when they compared notes. I swallowed hard on my end."Yes." 
            "What's his name?"
            "Ray Singh."
            "Do you like him?"
            "Yes."
            "Then what's the holdup?"
            "I'm afraid I won't be good at it."
            "Susie?"
            "Yes?"
            "Just have fun, kid."
            But when I stood by my locker that afternoon and I heard Ray'svoice say my name-this time behind me and not above me-it felt like anythingbut fun. It didn't feel not fun either. The easy states of black and white thatI had known before did not apply.
            I felt, if I were to say any word, churned. Not as a verb but asan adjective. Happy + Frightened = Churned.
            "Ray," I said,but before the name had left my mouth, he leaned into me and caught my openmouth in his. It was so unexpected, even though I had waited weeks for it, thatI wanted more. I wanted so badly to kiss Ray Singh again. The following morningMr. Connors cut out an article from the paper and saved it for Ruth. It was adetailed drawing of the Flanagan sinkhole and how it was going to be filled in.While Ruth dressed, he penned a note to her. "This is a crock ofshit," it said. "Someday some poor sap's car is going to fall into itall over again." 
            "Dad says this isthe death knell for him," Ruth said to Ray, waving the clipping at him asshe got into Ray's ice blue Chevy at the end of her driveway. "Our placeis going to be swallowed up in subdivision land. Get this. In this article theyhave four blocks like the cubes you draw in beginning art class, and it'ssupposed to show how they're going to patch the sinkhole up." 
            "Nice to see youtoo, Ruth," Ray said, reversing out of the driveway while making eyes atRuth's unbuckled seat belt. 
            "Sorry," Ruth said. "Hello."
            "What does the article say?" Ray asked.
            "Nice day today, beautiful weather."
            "Okay, okay. Tell me about the article."
            Every time he saw Ruthafter a few months had passed, he was reminded of her impatience and hercuriosity-two traits that had both made and kept them friends. 
            "The first threeare the same drawing only with different arrows pointing to different placesand saying 'topsoil/ 'cracked limestone,' and 'dissolving rock.' The last onehas a big headline that says, 'Patching it' and underneath it says, 'Concretefills the throat and grout fills the cracks " 
            "Throat? "Ray said.
            "I know” said Ruth. "Then there's this other arrow onthe other side as if this was such a huge project that they had to pause asecond so readers could understand the concept, and this one says, "Thenthe hole is filled with dirt" Ray started laughing.
            "Like a medicalprocedure," Ruth said. "Intricate surgery is needed to patch up theplanet." 
            "I think holes in the earth draw on some pretty primalfears." "I'll say," Ruth said. "They have throats, forGod's sake! Hey, let's check this out."
            A mile or so down the road there were signs of new construction.Ray took a left and drove into the circles of freshly paved roads where thetrees had been cleared and small red and yellow flags waved at intervals fromthe tops of waist-high wire markers. Just as they had lulled themselves intothinking that they were alone, exploring the roads laid out for a territory asyet uninhabited, they saw Joe Ellis walking up ahead.
            Ruth didn't wave andneither did Ray, nor did Joe make a move to acknowledge them. 
            "My mom says he still lives at home and can't get ajob." "What does he do all day?" Ray asked. "Look creepy, Iguess."
            "He never got overit Ray said, and Ruth stared out into the rows and rows of vacant lots untilRay connected with the main road again and they crossed back over the railroadtracks moving toward Route 30, which would take them in the direction of thesinkhole. 
            Ruth floated her arm outthe window to feel the moist air of the morning after rain. Although Ray hadbeen accused of being involved in my disappearance, he had understood why, knewthat the police were doing their job. But Joe Ellis had never recovered frombeing accused of killing the cats and dogs Mr. Harvey had killed He wanderedaround, keeping a good distance from his neighbors and wanting so much to takesolace in the love of cats and does- For me the saddest thing was that theseanimals smelled the brokenness in him-the human defect-and kept away. 
            Down Route 30 near Eels Rod Pike, at a spot that Ray and Ruthwere about to Pass, I saw Len coming out of an apartment over Toe's bar. Hecarried a lightly stuffed student knapsack out to his car. The knapsack hadbeen the gift of the young woman who owned the apartment. She had asked him outfor coffee on the day after they met down at the station as part of acriminology course at West Chester College. Inside the knapsack he had acollection of things-some of which he would show my father and some that nochild's parent needed to see. The latter included the photos of the graves ofthe recovered bodies-both elbows there to each case-
            When Len called tnehospital, the nurse had told him Mr. Salmon was with his wife and family. Nowhis guilt thickened as he pulled his car into the hospital parking lot and satfor a moment with the sun coming through the windshield, baking in the heat. 
            I could see Len workingon how to state what he had to say. He could work with only one assumption inhis head-after almost seven years of ever more dwindling contact since late1975, what my parents would hope for most was a body or the news that Mr.Harvey had been found. What he had to give them was a charm. 
            He probed his knapsackand locked up the car, passing by the girl outside with her replenished bucketsof daffodils. He knew the number of my father's room, so he did not botherannouncing himself to the fifth-floor nurses' station but merely tapped lightlyon my father's open door before walking in. 
            My mother was standing withher back toward him. When she turned, I could see the force of her presence hithim. She was holding my father's hand. I suddenly felt terribly lonely. 
            My mother wobbled a bitwhen she met Len's eyes, and then she led with what came easiest. 
            "Is it ever wonderful to see you?" she tried to joke.
            "Len," my father managed. "Abbie, will you tiltme up?"
            "How are youfeeling, Mr. Salmon?" Len asked as my mother pressed the up arrow buttonon the bed. 
            "Jack, please," my father insisted.
            "Before you getyour hopes up," Len said, "we haven't caught him." 
            My father visibly deflated.
            My mother readjusted thefoam pillows behind my father's back and neck. "Then why are youhere?" she asked. 
            "We found an item of Susie's," Len said.
            He had used almost the samesentence when he'd come to the house with the jingle-bell hat. It was a distantecho in her head. 
            The night before, asfirst my mother watched my father sleeping and then my father woke to see herhead beside his on his pillow, they had both been staving off the memory ofthat first night of snow and hail and rain and how they had clung to eachother, neither of them voicing aloud their greatest hope. Last night it hadbeen my father who'd finally said it: "She's never coming home." Aclear and easy piece of truth that everyone who had ever known me had accepted.But he needed to say it, and she needed to hear him say it. 
            "It's a charm offher bracelet," Len said. "A Pennsylvania keystone with her initialson it." 
            "I bought that forher," my father said. "At Thirtieth Street Station when I went intothe city one day. They had a booth, and a man wearing safety glasses etched ininitials for free. I brought Lindsey one too. Remember, Abigail?" 
            "I remember," my mother said,
            "We found it near a grave in Connecticut."
            My parents were suddenlystill for a moment-like animals trapped in ice-their eyes frozen open andbeseeching whoever walked above them to release them now, please. 
            "It wasn'tSusie," Len said, rushing to fill the space. "What it means is thatHarvey has been linked to other murders in Delaware and Connecticut. It was atthe grave site outside Hartford where we found Susie's charm." 
            My father and motherwatched as Len fumbled to open the slightly jammed zipper of his knapsack. Mymother smoothed my father's hair back and tried to catch his eye. But my fatherwas focused on the prospect Len presented-my murder case reopening. And mymother, just when she was beginning to feel on more solid ground, had to hidethe fact that she'd never wanted it to begin again. The name George Harveysilenced her. She had never known what to say about him. For my mother,connecting her life to his capture and punishment spoke more about choosing tolive with the enemy than about having to learn to live in the world without me. 
            Len pulled out a largeZiploc bag. At the bottom corner of the bag my parents could see the glint ofgold. Len handed it to my mother, and she held it in front of her, slightlyaway from her body. 
            "Don't you need this, Len?" my father asked.
            "We did all thetests on it." he said. "We've documented where it was found and takenthe required photographs. The time may come when I would have to ask for itback, but until then, it's yours to keep." 
            "Open it, Abbie," my father said.
            I watched my mother holdopen the bag and lean over the bed. "It's for you, Jack," she said."It was a gift from you." 
            As my father reached in, his hand shook, and it took him asecond to feel the small, sharp edges of the keystone against the flesh of hisfingers. The way he drew it out of the bag reminded me of playing the gameOperation with Lindsey when we were little. If he touched the sides of theZiploc bag an alarm would go off and he would have to forfeit.
            "How can you besure he killed these other girls?" my mother asked. She stared at the tinyember of gold in my father's palm. 
            "Nothing is ever certain," Len said.
            And the echo rang in herears again. Len had a fixed set of phrases. It was this same phrase that myfather had borrowed to soothe his family. It was a cruel phrase that preyed onhope. 
            "I think I want you to leave now," she said.
            "Abigail?" my father queried.
            "I can't hear any more."
            "I'm very glad to have the charm, Len," my fathersaid.
            Len doffed an imaginarycap to my father before turning to go. He had made a certain kind of love to mymother before she went away. Sex as an act of willful forgetting. It was thekind he made more and more in the rooms above the barbershop. I headed southtoward Ruth and Ray, but I saw Mr. Harvey instead. He was driving an orangepatchwork car that had been pieced together from so many different versions ofthe same make and model that it looked like Frankenstein's monster on wheels. Abungee cord held the front hood, which fluttered up and down as it caught theoncoming air. 
            The engine had resistedanything but a shimmer above the speed limit no matter how hard he pressed thegas pedal. He had slept next to an empty grave, and while he'd been sleeping hehad dreamed of the 5! 5! 5! waking near dawn to make the drive to Pennsylvania.The edges of Mr. Harvey seemed oddly blurred. For years he had kept at bay thememories of the women he killed, but now, one by one, they were coming back. 
            The first girl he'd hurtwas by accident. He got mad and couldn't stop himself, or that was how he beganto weave it into sense. She stopped going to the high school that they wereboth enrolled in, but this didn't seem strange to him. By that time he hadmoved so many times that he assumed that was what the girl had done. He hadregretted it, this quiet, muffled rape of a school friend, but he didn't see itas something that would stay with either one of them. It was as if somethingoutside him had resulted in the collision of their two bodies one afternoon.For a second afterward, she'd stared. It was bottomless. Then she put on hertorn underpants, tucking them into her skirt's waistband to keep them in place.They didn't speak, and she left. He cut himself with his penknife along theback of his hand. When his father asked about the blood, there would be aplausible explanation. "See," he could say, and point to the place onhis hand. "It was an accident." 
            But his father didn'task, and no one came around looking for him. No father or brother or policeman. 
            Then what I saw was whatMr. Harvey felt beside him. This girl, who had died only a few years later whenher brother fell asleep smoking a cigarette. She was sitting in the front seat.I wondered how long it would take before he began to remember me. The onlysigns of change since the day Mr. Harvey had delivered me up to the Flanagans'were the orange pylons set around the lot. That and the evidence that thesinkhole had expanded. The house's southeast corner sloped downward, and thefront porch was quietly sinking into the earth. As a precaution, Ray parked onthe other side of Flat Road, under a section of overgrown shrubbery. Even so,the passenger side skimmed the edge of the pavement. "What happened to theFlanagans?" Ray asked as they got out of his car. 
            "My father said thecorporation that bought the property gave them a settlement and they tookoff." 
            "It's spooky around here, Ruth," Ray said. Theycrossed the empty road. Above them the sky was a light blue, a few smoky cloudsdotting the air. From where they stood they could just make out the back ofHal's bike shop on the other side of the railroad tracks.
            "I wonder if HalHeckler still owns that?" Ruth said. "I had a crush on him when wewere growing up." 
            Then she turned toward thelot. They were quiet. Ruth moved in ever-diminishing circles, with the hole andits vague edge as their goal. Ray trailed just behind Ruth as she led the way.If you saw it from a distance, the sinkhole seemed innocuous-like an overgrownmud puddle just starting to dry out. There were spots of grass and weedssurrounding it and then, if you looked close enough, it was as if the earthstopped and a light cocoa-colored flesh began. It was soft and convex, and itdrew in items placed on top of it. 
            "How do you know it won't swallow us?" Ray asked."We're not heavy enough," Ruth said. "Stop if you feel yourselfsinking."
            Watching them Iremembered holding on to Buckley s hand the day we went to bury therefrigerator. While my father was talking to Mr. Flanagan, Buckley and I walkedup to the point where the earth sloped down and softened, and I swore I felt itgive ever so slighdy beneath my feet. It had been the same sensation as walkingin the graveyard of our church and suddenly sinking into the hollow tunnelsthat the moles had dug among the headstones. Ultimately it was the memory ofthose very moles-and the pictures of their blind, nosy, toothsome selves that Isought out in books - that had made me accept more readily being sunk insidethe earth in a heavy metal safe. I was mole-proof, anyway. 
            Ruth tiptoed up to whatshe took to be the edge, while I thought of the sound of my father's laughteron that long-ago day. I made up a story for my brother on the way home. Howunderneath the sinkhole there was a whole village inside the earth that no oneknew about and the people who lived there greeted these appliances like giftsfrom an Earthly heaven. "When our refrigerator reaches them," I said,"they will praise us, because they are a race of tiny repairmen who loveto put things back together again." My father's laughter filled the car. 
            "Ruthie," Ray said, "that's close enough."
            Ruth's toes were on thesoft part, her heels were on the hard, and there was a sense as I watched herthat she might point her fingers and raise her arms and dive right in to bebeside me. But Ray came up behind her. 
            "Apparently," he said, "the earth's throatburps."
            All three of us watched the corner of something metal as itrose.
            "The great Maytag of 'sixty-nine," Ray said. But itwas not a washer or a safe. It was an old red gas stove, moving slow.
            "Do you ever think about where Susie Salmon's body endedup?" asked Ruth.
            I wanted to walk outfrom underneath the overgrown shrubs that half hid their ice blue car and crossthe road and walk down into the hole and back up and tap her gently on theshoulder and say, "It's me! You've done it! Bingo! Score!" 
            "No," Ray said. "I leave that to you."
            "Everything ischanging here now. Every time I come back something is gone that made it notjust every other place in the country," she said. 
            "Do you want to goinside the house?" Ray asked, but he was thinking of me. How his crush hadcome when he was thirteen. He had seen me walking home from school ahead of him,and it was a series of simple things: my awkward plaid skirt, my peacoatcovered in Holiday's fur, the way what I thought of as my mousy brown haircaught the afternoon sun so that the light moved fluidly from spot to spot aswe walked home, one behind the other. And then, a few days later, when he hadstood in social science class and accidentally read from his paper on Jane Eyreinstead of the War of 1812-I had looked at him in a way he thought was nice. 
            Ray walked toward thehouse that would soon be demolished, and that had already been stripped of anyvaluable doorknobs and faucets late one night by Mr. Connors, but Ruth stayedby the sinkhole. Ray was already inside the house when it happened. As clear asday, she saw me standing there beside her, looking at the spot Mr. Harvey haddumped me. 
            "Susie," Ruthsaid, feeling my presence even more solidly when she said my name. But I saidnothing. 
            "I’ve written poemsfor you," Ruth said, trying to get me to stay with her. What she hadwished for her whole life happening, finally. "Don't you want anything,Susie?" she asked. Then I vanished. 
            Ruth stood therereeling, waiting in the gray light of the Pennsylvania sun. And her questionrang in my ears: "Don't you want anything?" 
            On the other side of the railroad tracks, Hal's shop wasdeserted. He had taken the day off and brought Samuel and Buckley to a bikeshow in Radnor. I could see Buckley's hands move over the curved front-wheelcasing of a red minibike. It would be his birthday soon, and Hal and Samuelwatched him. Hal had wanted to give Samuel's old alto sax to my brother, but myGrandma Lynn had intervened. "He needs to bang on things, honey," shesaid. "Save the subtle stuff." So Hal and Samuel had chipped intogether and bought my brother a secondhand set of drums.
            Grandma Lynn was at themall trying to find simple yet elegant clothes that she might convince mymother to wear. With fingers made dexterous from years of practice, she pulleda near-navy dress from a rack of black, I could see the woman near her alighton the dress in greenish envy. At the hospital, my mother was reading aloud tomy father from a day-old Evening Bulletin, and he was watching her lips moveand not really listening. Wanting to kiss her instead. And Lindsey. I could seeMr. Harvey take the turn into my old neighborhood in broad daylight, pastcaring who spotted him, even depending on his standard invisibility-here, inthe neighborhood where so many had said they would never forget him, had alwaysthought of him as strange, had come easily to suspect that the dead wife hespoke of by alternate names had been one of his victims. Lindsey was at homealone. 
            Mr. Harvey drove byKate's house inside the anchor area of the development. Nate's mother waspicking the wilted blossoms from her front kidney-shaped flower bed. She lookedup when the car passed. She saw the unfamiliar, patched-together car andimagined it was a college friend of one of the older children home for thesummer. She had not seen Mr, Harvey in the driver's seat. He turned left ontothe lower road, which circled around to his old street. Holiday whined at myfeet, the same kind of sick, low moan he would let out when we drove him to thevet. 
            Ruana Singh had her backto him. I saw her through the dining room window, alphabetizing stacks of newbooks and placing them in carefully kept bookshelves. There were children outin their yards on swings and pogo sticks and chasing one another with waterpistols. A neighborhood full of potential victims. 
            He rounded the curve atthe bottom of our road and passed the small municipal park across from wherethe Gilberts lived. They were both inside, Mr. Gilbert now infirm. Then he sawhis old house, no longer green, though to my family and me it would always be "thegreen house." The new owners had painted it a lavendery mauve andinstalled a pool and, just off to the side, near the basement window, a gazebomade out of redwood, which overflowed with hanging ivy and children's toys. Thefront flower beds had been paved over when they expanded their front walk, andthey had screened in the front porch with frost-resistant glass, behind whichhe saw an office of some sort. He heard the sound of girls laughing out in thebackyard, and a woman came out of the front door carrying a pair of pruningshears and wearing a sun hat. She stared at the man sitting in his orange carand felt something kick inside her-the queasy kick of an empty womb. She turnedabruptly and went back inside, peering at him from behind her window. Waiting.He drove down the road a few houses further. 
            There she was, myprecious sister. He could see her in the upstairs window of our house. She hadcut all her hair off and grown thinner in the intervening years, but it washer, sitting at the drafting board she used as a desk and reading a psychologybook. It was then that I began to see them coming down the road. 
            While he scanned thewindows of my old house and wondered where the other members of my familywere-whether my father's leg still made him hobble-I saw the final vestiges ofthe animals and the women taking leave of Mr. Harvey's house. They straggledforward together. He watched my sister and thought of the sheets he had drapedon the poles of the bridal tent. He had stared right in my father's eyes thatday as he said my name. And the dog-the one that barked outside his house-thedog was surely dead by now. 
            Lindsey moved in thewindow, and I watched him watching her. She stood up and turned around, goingfarther into the room to a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. She reached up andbrought another book down. As she came back to the desk and he lingered on herface, his rearview mirror suddenly filled with a black-and-white cruisingslowly up the street behind him. 
            He knew he could notoutrace them. He sat in his car and prepared the last vestiges of the face hehad been giving authorities for decades-the face of a bland man they might pityor despise but never blame. As the officer pulled alongside him, the womenslipped in the windows and the cats curled around his ankles. 
            "Are youlost?" the young policeman asked when he was flush with the orange car. 
            "I used to livehere," Mr. Harvey said. I shook with it. He had chosen to tell the truth. 
            "We got a call, suspicious vehicle."
            "I see they'rebuilding something in the old cornfield," Mr. Harvey said. And I knew thatpart of me could join the others then, swoop down in pieces, each body part hehad claimed raining down inside his car, 
            "They're expanding the school."
            "I thought theneighborhood looked more prosperous," he said wistfully. 
            "Perhaps you shouldmove along," the officer said. He was embarrassed for Mr. Harvey in hispatched-up car, but I saw him jot the license plate down. 
            "I didn't mean to scare anyone."
            Mr. Harvey was a pro, butin that moment I didn't care. With each section of road he covered, I focusedon Lindsey inside reading her textbooks, on the facts jumping up from the pagesand into her brain, on how smart she was and how whole. At Temple she haddecided to be a therapist. And I thought of the mix of air that was our frontyard, which was daylight, a queasy mother and a cop-it was a convergence ofluck that had kept my sister safe so far. Every day a question mark. Ruth didnot tell Ray what had happened. She promised herself she would write it in herjournal first. When they crossed the road back to the car, Ray saw somethingviolet in the scrub halfway up a high dirt berm that had been dumped there by aconstruction crew. 
            "That'speriwinkle," he said to Ruth. "I'm going to clip some for mymom." 
            "Cool, take your time," Ruth said.
            Ray ducked into theunderbrush by the driver's side and climbed up to the periwinkle while Ruthstood by the car. Ray wasn't thinking of me anymore. He was thinking of hismother's smiles. The surest way to get them was to find her wildflowers likethis, to bring them home to her and watch her as she pressed them, firstopening their petals flat against the black and white of dictionaries orreference books. Ray walked to the top of the berm and disappeared over theside in hopes of finding more. 
            It was only then that Ifelt a prickle along my spine, when I saw his body suddenly vanish on the otherside. I heard Holiday, his fear lodged low and deep in his throat, and realizedit could not have been Lindsey for whom he had whined. Mr. Harvey crested thetop of Eels Rod Pike and saw the sinkhole and the orange pylons that matchedhis car. He had dumped a body there. He remembered his mother's amber pendant,and how when she had handed it to him it was still warm. 
            Ruth saw the womenstuffed in the car in blood-colored gowns. She began walking toward them. Onthat same road where I had been buried, Mr. Harvey passed by Ruth. All shecould see were the women. Then: blackout. That was the moment I fell to Earth. 
            
            
            TWENTy-TWO
            Ruth collapsinginto the road. Of this I was aware. Mr. Harvey sailing away unwatched, unloved,unbidden-this I lost. 
            Helplessly I tipped, mybalance gone. I fell through the open doorway of the gazebo, across the lawnand out past the farthest boundary of the heaven I had lived in all theseyears. 
            I heard Ray screaming inthe air above me, his voice shouting in an arc of sound. "Ruth, are youokay?" And then he reached her and grabbed on. 
            "Ruth, Ruth," he yelled. "What happened?"
            And I was in Ruth's eyesand I was looking up. I could feel the arch of her back against the pavement,and scrapes inside her clothes where flesh had been torn away by the gravel'ssharp edges. I felt every sensation-the warmth of the sun, the smell of theasphalt-but I could not see Ruth. 
            I heard Ruth's lungsbubbling, a giddiness there in her stomach, but air still filling her lungs.Then tension stretching out the body. Her body. Ray above, his eyes-gray,pulsing, looking up and down the road hopelessly for help that was not coming.He had not seen the car but had come through the scrub delighted, carrying abouquet of wildflowers for his mother, and there was Ruth, lying in the road. 
            Ruth pushed up againsther skin, wanting out. She was fighting to leave and I was inside now,struggling with her. I willed her back, willed that divine impossible, but shewanted out. There was nothing and no one that could keep her down. Flying. Iwatched as I had so many times from heaven, but this time it was a blur besideme. It was lust and rage yearning upward. 
            "Ruth," Ray said. "Can you hear me, Ruth?"
            Right before she closedher eyes and all the lights went out and the world was frantic, I looked intoRay Singh's gray eyes, at his dark skin, at his lips I had once kissed. Then,like a hand unclasping from a tight lock, Ruth passed by him. 
            Ray's eyes bid meforward while the watching streamed out of me and gave way to a pitiful desire.To be alive again on this Earth. Not to watch from above but to be-the sweetestthing- beside. 
            Somewhere in the blueblue Inbetween I had seen her-Ruth streaking by me as I fell to Earth. But shewas no shadow of a human form, no ghost. She was a smart girl breaking all therules. And I was in her body. 
            I heard a voice callingme from heaven. It was Franny's. She ran toward the gazebo, calling my name.Holiday was barking so loud that his voice would catch and round in the base ofhis throat with no break. Then, suddenly, Franny and Holiday were gone and allwas silent. I felt something holding me down, and I felt a hand in mine. Myears were like oceans in which what I had known, voices, faces, facts, began todrown. I opened my eyes for the first time since I had died and saw gray eyeslooking back at me. I was still as I came to realize that the marvelous weightweighing me down was the weight of the human body. 
            I tried to speak.
            "Don't," Ray said. "What happened?"
            I died, I wanted to tellhim. How do you say, "I died and now I'm back among the living"? 
            Ray had kneeled down.Scattered around him and on top of me were the flowers he'd been gathering forRuana. I could pick out their bright elliptical shapes against Ruth's darkclothes. And then Ray leaned his ear to my chest to listen to me breathing. Heplaced a finger on the inside of my wrist to check my pulse. 
            "Did you faint?" he asked when these checked out.
            I nodded. I knew I wouldnot be granted this grace on Earth forever, that Ruth's wish was onlytemporary. 
            "I think I'mfine," I tried, but my voice was too faint, too far away, and Ray did nothear me. My eyes locked on to his then, opening as wide as I could make them.Something urged me to lift up. I thought I was floating back to heaven,returning, but I was trying to stand up. 
            "Ruth," Ray said. "Don't move if you feel weak. Ican carry you to the car."
            I smiled at him, one-thousand-watted. "I'm okay," Isaid.
            Tentatively, watching mecarefully, he released my arm but continued to hold on to my other hand. Hewent with me as I stood, and the wildflowers fell to the pavement. In heaven,women were throwing rose petals as they saw Ruth Connors. 
            I watched his beautifulface break into a stunned smile. "So you're all right," he said.Cautious, he came close enough to kiss me, but he told me he was checking mypupils to see if they were equal in size. 
            I was feeling the weightof Ruth's body, both the luscious bounce of breasts and thighs but also anawesome responsibility. I was a soul back on Earth. AWOL a little while fromheaven, I had been given a gift. By force of will I stood as straight as Icould. 
            "Ruth?"
            I tried to get used to the name. "Yes," I said.
            "You've changed," he said. "Something'schanged."
            We stood near the centerof the road, but this was my moment. I wanted so much to tell him, but whatcould I say then? "I'm Susie, I have only a little time." I was tooafraid. 
            "Kiss me," I said instead.
            "What?"
            "Don't you wantto?" I reached my hands up to his face and felt the light stubble of abeard that had not been there eight years ago. 
            "What's happened to you?" he said, bewildered,
            "Sometimes catsfall ten flights out of the windows of highrises and land on their feet. Youonly believe it because you've seen it in print." 
            Ray stared at me,mystified. He leaned his head down and our lips touched, tender. At the roots Ifelt his cool lips deep down inside me. Another kiss, precious package, stolengift. His eyes were so close to me I saw the green flecks in the gray. 
            I took his hand, and wewalked back to the car in silence. I was aware that he dragged behind,stretching my arm out behind me as we held hands and scanning Ruth's body tomake sure she was walking fine. 
            He opened the door ofthe passenger side, and I slid into the seat and placed my feet on the carpetedfloor. When he came around to his side and ducked inside he looked hard at meonce more. 
            "What's wrong? "I asked.
            He kissed me lightlyagain, on the lips. What I had wanted for so long. The moment slowed down, andI drank it in. The brush of his lips, the slight stubble of his beard as itgrazed me, and the sound of the kiss-the small smack of suction as our lipsparted after the pushing together and then the more brutal breaking away. Itreverberated, this sound, down the long tunnel of loneliness and making do withwatching the touch and caress of others on Earth. I had never been touched likethis. I had only been hurt by hands past all tenderness. But spreading out intomy heaven after death had been a moonbeam that swirled and blinked on andoff-Ray Singh's kiss. Somehow Ruth knew this. 
            My head throbbed then,with the thought of it, with me hiding inside Ruth in every way but this-thatwhen Ray kissed me or as our hands met it was my desire, not Ruth's, it was mepushing out at the edges of her skin. I could see Holly, She was laughing, herhead tilted back, and then I heard Holiday howling plaintively, for I was backwhere we had both once lived. 
            "Where do you want to go?" Ray asked.
            And it was such a widequestion, the answer so vast. I knew I did not want to chase after Mr. Harvey.I looked at Ray and knew why I was there. To take back a piece of heaven I hadnever known. 
            "Hal Heckler's bike shop," I stated firmly.
            "What?"
            "You asked," I said.
            "Ruth?"
            "Yes?"
            "Can I kiss you again?"
            "Yes," I said, my face flushing.
            He leaned over as theengine warmed and our lips met once more and there she was, Ruth, lecturing agroup of old men in berets and black turtlenecks while they held glowinglighters in the air and called her name in a rhythmic chant. Ray sat back andlooked at me. "What is it?" he asked. 
            "When you kiss me I see heaven," I said.
            "What does it look like?"
            "It's different for everyone."
            "I want details," he said, smiling. "Facts."
            "Make love to me," I said, "and I'll tellyou."
            "Who are you?"he asked, but I could tell he didn't know what he was asking yet. 
            "The car is warmed up," I said.
            His hand grabbed theshiny chrome stick on the side of the steering wheel and then we drove-normalas day-a boy and a girl together. The sun caught the broken mica in the oldpatched pavement as he made the U-turn, 
            We drove down to thebottom of Flat Road, and I pointed to the dirt path on the other side of EelsRod Pike, which led up to a place where we could cross the railroad tracks. 
            "They'll have tochange this soon," Ray said as he shot across the gravel and up onto thedirt path, The railroad stretched to Harrisburg in one direction andPhiladelphia in the other, and all along it buildings were being razed and oldfamilies were moving out and industrial tenants in. 
            "Will you stay here," I asked, "after you're donewith school?" "No one does," Ray said. "You knowthat." I was almost blinded by it, this choice; the idea that if I’dremained on Earth I could have left this place to claim another, that I couldgo anywhere I wanted to. And I wondered then, was it the same in heaven as onEarth? What I'd been missing was a wanderlust that came from letting go? Wedrove onto the slim patch of cleared earth that ran along either side of Hal'sbike shop. Ray stopped and braked the car. "Why here? "Ray asked."Remember," I said, "we're exploring."
            I led him around to the back of the shop and reached up over thedoorjamb until I felt the hidden key. "How do you know about that?"
            "I've watchedhundreds of people hide keys," I said. "It doesn't take a genius toguess." 
            Inside it was as Iremembered it, the smell of bike grease heavy in the air. 
            I said, "I think Ineed to shower. Why not make yourself at home?" 
            I walked past the bedand turned on the light switch on the cord-all the tiny white lights aboveHal's bed glittered then, the only light save the dusty light coming from thesmall back window. 
            "Where are yougoing?" Ray asked. "How do you know about this place?" His voicehad a frantic sound it hadn't just a moment before. 
            "Give me just a little time, Ray," I said. "ThenI'll explain."
            I walked into the smallbathroom but kept the door slightly ajar. As I took Ruth's clothes off andwaited for the hot water to heat up, I hoped that Ruth could see me, could seeher body as I saw it, its perfect living beauty. 
            It was damp and musty inthe bathroom, and the tub was stained from years of having anything but waterpoured down its drain. I stepped up into the old claw-foot tub and stood underthe water. Even at the hottest I could make it, I still felt cold. I calledRay's name. I begged him to step inside the room. 
            "I can see you through the curtain," he said, avertinghis eyes.
            "It's okay," I said. "I like it. Take yourclothes off and join me."
            "Susie," he said, "you know I'm not likethat."
            My heart seized up."What did you say?" I asked. I focused my eyes on his through thewhite translucent liner Hal kept for a curtain-he was a dark shape with ahundred small pinpoints of light surrounding him. 
            "I said I'm not that kind."
            "You called me Susie."
            There was silence, andthen a moment later he drew back the curtain, being careful to look only at myface. 
            "Susie?"
            "Join me," I said, my eyes welling up. "Please,join me."
            I closed my eyes and waited. I put my head under the water andfelt the heat of it prickling my cheeks and neck, my breasts and stomach andgroin. Then I heard him fumbling, heard his belt buckle hit the cold cementfloor and his pockets lose their change.
            I had the same sense ofanticipation then as I sometimes had as a child when I lay down in the backseat and closed my eyes while my parents drove, sure we would be home when thecar stopped, that they would lift me up and carry me inside. It was ananticipation born of trust. Ray drew back the curtain. I turned to face him andopened my eyes. I felt a marvelous draft on the inside of my thighs. "It'sokay, "I said. He stepped slowly into the tub. At first he did not touch me,but then, tentatively, he traced a small scar along my side. We watchedtogether as his ringer moved down the ribbony wound. "Ruths volleyballincident, nineteen seventy-five," I said. I shivered again. 
            "You're not Ruth," he said, his face full of wonder. Itook the hand that had reached the end of the cut and placed it under my leftbreast.
            "I've watched youboth for years," I said. "I want you to make love to me." 
            His lips parted tospeak, but what was on his lips now was too strange to say out loud. He brushedmy nipple with his thumb, and I pulled his head toward me. We kissed. The watercame down between our bodies and wet the sparse hair along his chest andstomach. I kissed him because I wanted to see Ruth and I wanted to see Hollyand I wanted to know if they could see me. In the shower I could cry and Raycould kiss my tears, never knowing exactly why I shed them. 
            I touched every part ofhim and held it in my hands. I cupped his elbow in my palm. I dragged his pubichair out straight between my fingers. I held that part of him that Mr. Harveyhad forced inside me. Inside my head I said the word gentle, and then I saidthe word man. 
            "Ray?"
            "I don't know what to call you."
            "Susie."
            I put my fingers up tohis lips to stop his questioning. "Remember the note you wrote me?Remember how you called yourself the Moor?" 
            For a moment we bothstood there, and I watched the water bead along his shoulders, then slip andfall. 
            Without saying anythingfurther, he lifted me up and I wrapped my legs around him. He turned out of thepath of the water to use the edge of the tub for support. When he was inside ofme, I grabbed his face in my hands and kissed him as hard as I could. After afull minute, he pulled away. "Tell me what it looks like," 
            "Sometimes it lookslike the high school did," I said, breathless. "I never got to gothere, but in my heaven I can make a bonfire in the classrooms or run up anddown the halls yelling as loud as I want. But it doesn't always look like that.It can look like Nova Scotia, or Tangiers, or Tibet. It looks like anythingyou've ever dreamed." 
            "Is Ruth there?"
            "Ruth is doing spoken word, but she'll come back."
            "Can you see yourself there?"
            "I'm here right now," I said.
            "But you'll be gone soon."
            I would not lie. I bowed my head. "I think so, Ray.Yes."
            We made love then. Wemade love in the shower and in the bedroom and under the lights and fakeglow-in-the-dark stars. While he rested, I kissed him across the line of hisbackbone and blessed each knot of muscle, each mole and blemish. 
            "Don't go.” hesaid, and his eyes, those shining gems, shut and I could feel the shallowbreath of sleep from him. 
            "My name isSusie," I whispered, "last name Salmon, like the fish." I leanedmy head down to rest on his chest and sleep beside him. 
            When I opened my eyes,the window across from us was dark red and I could feel that there was not muchtime left. Outside, the world I had watched for so long was living andbreathing on the same earth I now was. But I knew I would not go out. I hadtaken this time to fall in love instead-in love with the sort of helplessness Ihad not felt in death-the helplessness of being alive, the dark bright pity ofbeing human-feeling as you went, groping in corners and opening your arms tolight-all of it part of navigating the unknown. 
            Ruth's body wasweakening. I leaned on one arm and watched Ray sleeping. I knew that I wasgoing soon. 
            When his eyes opened ashort while later, I looked at him and traced the edge of his face with myfingers. 
            "Do you ever think about the dead, Ray?"
            He blinked his eyes and looked at me.
            "I'm in med school."
            "I don't meancadavers, or diseases, or collapsed organs, I mean what Ruth talks about. Imean us." 
            "Sometimes I do," he said. "I've alwayswondered."
            "We're here, youknow," I said. "All the time. You can talk to us and think about us.It doesn't have to be sad or scary." 
            "Can I touch youagain?" He shook the sheets from his legs to sit up. 
            It was then that I sawsomething at the end of Hal's bed. It was cloudy and still. I tried to convincemyself that it was an odd trick of light, a mass of dust motes trapped in thesetting sun. But when Ray reached out to touch me, I didn't feel anything. 
            Ray leaned close to meand kissed me lightly on the shoulder. I didn't feel it. I pinched myself underthe blanket. Nothing. 
            The cloudy mass at theend of the bed began to take shape now. As Ray slipped out of the bed andstood, I saw men and women filling the room. 
            "Ray," I said,just before he reached the bathroom. I wanted to say I’ll miss you," or"don't go," or "thank you." 
            "Yes."
            "You have to read Ruth's journals."
            "You couldn't pay me not to," he said.
            I looked through theshadowy figures of the spirits forming a mass at the end of the bed and saw himsmile at me. Saw his lovely fragile body turn and walk through the doorway. Atenuous and sudden memory. 
            As the steam began tobillow out from the bathroom, I made my way, slowly, to the small child's deskwhere Hal stacked bills and records. I began to think of Ruth again, how Ihadn't seen any of it coming-the marvelous possibility that Ruth had dreamed ofsince our meeting in the parking lot. Instead, I saw how hope was what I hadtraded on in heaven and on Earth. Dreams of being a wildlife photographer,dreams of winning an Oscar in junior year, dreams of kissing Ray Singh oncemore. Look what happens when you dream. 
            In front of me I saw aphone and picked it up. Without thinking, I punched in the number to my house,like a lock whose combination you know only when you spin the dial in yourhand. On the third ring, someone picked up. 
            "Hello?"
            "Hello, Buckley," I said.
            "Who is this?"
            "It's me, Susie."
            "Who's there?"
            "Susie, honey, your big sister."
            "I can't hear you," he said.
            I stared at the phonefor a minute, and then I felt them. The room was full now of these silentspirits. Among them were children as well as adults. "Who are you? Wheredid you all come from?" I asked, but what had been my voice made no noisein the room. It was then that I noticed it. I was sitting up and watching theothers, but Ruth was lying sprawled across the desk. 
            "Can you throw me atowel?" Ray yelled after shutting off the water. When I did not answer hepulled back the curtain. I heard him get out of the tub and come to thedoorway. He saw Ruth and ran toward her. He touched her shoulder and, sleepily,she roused. They looked at each other. She did not have to say anything. Heknew that I was gone. I remembered once, with my parents and Lindsey andBuckley, riding backward on a train into a dark tunnel. That was how it felt toleave Earth the second time. The destination somehow inevitable, the sightsseen in passing so many times. But this time I was accompanied, not rippedaway, and I knew we were taking a long trip to a place very far away. 
            Leaving Earth again waseasier than coming back had been. I got to see two old friends silently holdingeach other in the back of Hal's bike shop, neither of them ready to say aloudwhat had happened to them. Ruth was both more tired and more happy than she hadever been. For Ray, what he had been through and the possibilities this openedup for him were just starting to sink in. 
            
            
 
 
            
            
            
            
            TWENTY-THREE
            The next morning thesmell of his mothers baking had sneaked up the stairs and into Ray's room wherehe and Ruth lay together. Overnight, their world had changed. It was thatsimple. 
            After leaving Hal's bikeshop, being careful to cover any trace that they had ever been there, Ray andRuth drove in silence back to Ray's house. Later that night, when Ruana foundthe two of them curled up together asleep and fully clothed, she was glad thatRay had at least this one weird friend. 
            Around three A.M., Rayhad stirred. He sat up and looked at Ruth, at her long gangly limbs, at thebeautiful body to which he had made love, and felt a sudden warmth infuse him.He reached out to touch her, and just then a bit of moonlight fell across thefloor from the window where I had watched him sit and study for so many years.He followed it. There on the floor was Ruth's bag. 
            Careful not to wake her,he slid off the bed and walked over to it. Inside was her journal. He lifted itout and began to read: 
            "At the tips offeathers there is air and at their base; blood. I hold up bones; I wish likebroken glass they could court light ... still I try to place these pieces backtogether, to set them firm, to make murdered girls live again." 
            He skipped ahead:
            "Penn Station,bathroom stall, struggle which led to the sink. Older woman. 
            "Domestic. Ave. C. Husband and wife.
            "Roof on Mott Street, a teenage girl, gunshot.
            "Time? Little girlin C.P. strays toward bushes. White lace collar, fancy." 
            He grew incredibly coldin the room but kept reading, looking up only when he heard Ruth stir. 
            "I have so much to tell you," she said. Nurse Eliothelped my father lower himself into the wheelchair while my mother and sisterfussed about the room, collecting the daffodils to take home.
            "Nurse Eliot,"he said, "I'll remember your kindness but I hope it will be a long timebefore I see you again." 
            "I hope sotoo," she said. She looked at my family gathered in the room., standingawkwardly about. "Buckley, your mother's and sister's hands are full. Itsup to you." 
            "Steer her easy, Buck," my father said.
            I watched the four ofthem begin to trail down the hall to the elevator, Buckley and my father firstwhile Lindsey and my mother followed behind, their arms full of drippingdaffodils. 
            In the elevator goingdown, Lindsey stared into the throats of the bright yellow flowers. Sheremembered that Samuel and Hal had found yellow daffodils lying in thecornfield on the afternoon of the first memorial. They had never known whoplaced them there. My sister looked at the flowers and then my mother. Shecould feel my brother's body touching hers, and our father, sitting in theshiny hospital chair, looking tired but happy to be going home. When theyreached the lobby and the doors opened I knew they were meant to be there, thefour of them together, alone. While Ruana's hands grew wet and swollen paringapple after apple, she began to say the word in her mind, the one she hadavoided for years: divorce. It had been something about the crumpled, clingingpostures of her son and Ruth that finally freed her, She could not remember thelast time she had gone to bed at the same time as her husband. He walked in theroom like a ghost and like a ghost slipped in between the sheets, barelycreasing them. He was not unkind in the ways that the television and newspaperswere full of. His cruelty was in his absence. Even when he came and sat at herdinner table and ate her food, he was not there. 
            She heard the sound ofwater running in the bathroom above her and waited what she thought was a considerateinterval before calling up to them. My mother had called that morning to thankher for having talked to her when she called from California, and Ruana haddecided to drop off a pie. 
            After handing a mug ofcoffee each to Ruth and Ray, Ruana announced that it was already late and shewanted Ray to accompany her to the Salmons', where she intended to run quietlyto the door and place a pie on their doorstep. 
            "Whoa, pony," Ruth managed. Ruana stared at her.
            "Sorry, Mom,"Ray said. "We had a pretty intense day yesterday." But he wondered,might his mother ever believe him? 
            Ruana turned toward thecounter and brought one of two pies she had baked to the table, where the scentof it rose in a steamy mist from the holes cut into the crust. "Breakfast?"she said. 
            "You're a goddess!" said Ruth. Ruana smiled.
            "Eat your fill andthen get dressed and both of you can come with me." 
            Ruth looked at Ray whileshe said, "Actually, I have somewhere to go, but I'll drop by later." 
            Hal brought the drum set over for my brother. Hal and mygrandmother had agreed. Though it was still weeks before Buckley turnedthirteen, he needed them. Samuel had let Lindsey and Buckley meet my parents atthe hospital without him. It would be a double homecoming for them. My motherhad stayed with my father for forty-eight hours straight, during which theworld had changed for them and for others and would, I saw now, change againand again and again. There was no way to stop it.
            "I know weshouldn't start too early," Grandma Lynn said, "but what's yourpoison, boys?" 
            "I thought we were set up for champagne," Samuel said.
            "We are later," she said. "I'm offering anaperitif."
            "I think I'mpassing," Samuel said. "I'll have something when Lindsey does." 
            "Hal?"
            "I'm teaching Buck the drums,"
            Grandma Lynn held hertongue about the questionable sobriety of known jazz greats. "Well, howabout three scintillating tumblers of water?" 
            My grandmother steppedback into the kitchen to get their drinks. I had come to love her more afterdeath than I ever had on Earth. I wish I could say that in that moment in thekitchen she decided to quit drinking, but I now saw that drinking was part ofwhat made her who she was. If the worst of what she left on Earth was a legacy ofinebriated support, it was a good legacy in my book. 
            She brought the ice overto the sink from the freezer and splurged on cubes. Seven in each tall glass.She ran the tap to make the water as cold as it would come. Her Abigail wascoming home again. Her strange Abigail, whom she loved. 
            But when she looked upand through the window, she swore she saw a young girl wearing the clothes ofher youth sitting outside Buckley's garden-shed fort and staring back at her.The next moment the girl was gone. She shook it off. The day was busy. Shewould not tell anyone. When my father's car pulled into the drive, I wasbeginning to wonder if this had been what I'd been waiting for, for my familyto come home, not to me anymore but to one another with me gone. 
            In the afternoon lightmy father looked smaller somehow, thinner, but his eyes looked grateful in away they had not in years. 
            My mother, for her part,was thinking moment by moment that she might be able to survive being homeagain. 
            All four of them got outat once. Buckley came forward from the rear passenger seat to assist my fatherperhaps more than he needed assistance, perhaps protecting him from my mother.Lindsey looked over the hood of the car at our brother-her habitual check-inmode still operating. She felt responsible, just as my brother did, just as myfather did. And then she turned back and saw my mother looking at her, her facelit by the yellowy light of the daffodils. 
            "What?"
            "You are thespitting image of your father's mother," my mother said. 
            "Help me with thebags," my sister said. 
            They walked to the trunktogether as Buckley led my father up the front path. 
            Lindsey stared into thedark space of the trunk. She wanted to know only one thing. 
            "Are you going to hurt him again?"
            "I'm going to doeverything I can not to," my mother said, "but no promises thistime." She waited until Lindsey glanced up and looked at her, her eyes achallenge now as much as the eyes of a child who had grown up fast, run fastsince the day the police had said too much blood in the earth, yourdaughter/sister/child is dead. 
            "I know what you did."
            "I stand warned."
            My sister hefted the bag.
            They heard shouting.Buckley ran out onto the front porch. "Lindsey!" he said, forgettinghis serious self, his heavy body buoyant. "Come see what Hal got me!" 
            He banged, And he bangedand he banged and he banged. And Hal was the only one still smiling after fiveminutes of it. Everyone else had glimpsed the future and it was loud. 
            "I think now wouldbe a good time to introduce him to the brush," Grandma Lynn said. Halobliged. 
            My mother had handed thedaffodils to Grandma Lynn and gone upstairs almost immediately, using thebathroom as an excuse. Everyone knew where she was going: my old room. 
            She stood at the edge ofit, alone, as if she were standing at the edge of the Pacific. It was stilllavender. The furniture, save for a reclining chair of my grandmother's, wasunchanged. 
            "I love you, Susie," she said.
            I had heard these wordsso many times from my father that it shocked me now; I had been waiting,unknowingly, to hear it from my mother. She had needed the time to know thatthis love would not destroy her, and I had, I now knew, given her that time,could give it, for it was what I had in great supply. 
            She noticed a photograph on my old dresser,which Grandma Lynn had put in a gold frame. It was the very first photographI’d ever taken of her-my secret portrait of Abigail before her family woke andshe put on her lipstick. Susie Salmon, wildlife photographer, had captured awoman staring out across her misty suburban lawn. She used the bathroom,running the tap noisily and disturbing the towels. She knew immediately thather mother had bought these towels-cream, a ridiculous color for towels-andmono-grammed-also ridiculous, my mother thought. But then, just as quickly, shelaughed at herself. She was beginning to wonder how useful her scorched-earthpolicy had been to her all these years. Her mother was loving if she was drunk,solid if she was vain. When was it all right to let go not only of the dead butof the living-to learn to accept? 
            I was not in thebathroom, in the tub, or in the spigot; I did not hold court in the mirrorabove her head or stand in miniature at the tip of every bristle on Lindsey'sor Buckley's toothbrush. In some way I could not account for-had they reached astate of bliss? were my parents back together forever? had Buckley begun totell someone his troubles? would my fathers heart truly heal?-I was doneyearning for them, needing them to yearn for me. Though I still would. Thoughthey still would. Always. 
            Downstairs Hal washolding Buckley's wrist as it held the brush stick. "Just pass it over thesnare lightly." And Buckley did and looked up at Lindsey sitting acrossfrom him on the couch. 
            "Pretty cool, Buck," my sister said.
            "Like a rattlesnake."
            Hal liked that."Exactly," he said, visions of his ultimate jazz combo dancing in hishead. 
            My mother arrived backdownstairs. When she entered the room she saw my father first. Silently shetried to let him know she was okay, that she was still breathing the air in,coping with the altitude. 
            "Okay,everyone!" my grandmother shouted from the kitchen, "Samuel has anannouncement to make, so sit down.1" 
            Everyone laughed andbefore they realigned into their more closed selves-this being together so hardfor them even if it was what they all had wanted-Samuel came into the roomalong with Grandma Lynn. She held a tray of champagne flutes ready to befilled. He glanced at Lindsey briefly. 
            "Lynn is going to assist me by pouring," he said."Something she's quite good at," my mother said. "Abigail?"Grandma Lynn said. "Yes?"
            "It's nice to see you too." "Go ahead,Samuel," my father said. "I wanted to say that I'm happy to be herewith you all." But Hal knew his brother. "You're not done, wordsmith.Buck, give him some brush." This time Hal let Buckley do it withoutassistance, and my brother backed Samuel up.
            "I wanted to say that I'm glad that Mrs. Salmon is home, andthat Mr. Salmon is home too, and that I'm honored to be marrying theirbeautiful daughter." "Hear! Hear!" my father said.
            My mother stood to holdthe tray for Grandma Lynn, and together they distributed the glasses across theroom. 
            As I watched my familysip champagne, I thought about how their lives trailed backward and forwardfrom my death and then, I saw, as Samuel took the daring step of kissingLindsey in a room full of family, became borne aloft away from it. 
            These were the lovelybones that had grown around my absence: the connections--sometimes tenuous,sometimes made at great cost, but often magnificent-that happened after I wasgone. And I began to see things in a way that let me hold the world without mein it. The events that my death wrought were merely the bones of a body thatwould become whole at some unpredictable time in the future. The price of whatI came to see as this miraculous body had been my life. 
            My father looked at thedaughter who was standing there in front of him. The shadow daughter was gone. 
            With the promise thatHal would teach him to do drum rolls after dinner, Buckley put up his brush anddrumsticks, and the seven of them began to trail through the kitchen into thedining room, where Samuel and Grandma Lynn had used the good plates to serveher trademark Stouffer's frozen ziti and Sara Lee frozen cheesecake. 
            "Someone'soutside," Hal said, spotting a man through the window. "It's RaySingh!" 
            "Let him in” my mother said.
            "He's leaving."
            All of them save my fatherand grandmother, who stayed together in the dining room, began to go after him, 
            "Hey, Ray!"Hal said, opening the door and nearly stepping directly in the pie. "Waitup!" 
            Ray turned. His mother was in the car with the engine running.
            "We didn't mean tointerrupt," Ray said now to Hal. Lindsey and Samuel and Buckley and awoman he recognized as Mrs. Salmon were all crowded together on the porch. 
            "Is that Ruana?" my mother called. "Please askher in."
            "Really, that'sfine," Ray said and made no move to come closer. He wondered, Is Susiewatching this? 
            Lindsey and Samuel brokeaway from the group and came toward him. 
            By that time my motherhad walked down the front path to the driveway and was leaning in the carwindow talking to Ruana. 
            Ray glanced at hismother as she opened the car door to go inside the house. "Anything butpie for the two of us," she said to my mother as they walked up the path. 
            "Is Dr. Singh working?" my mother asked.
            "As usual” Ruanasaid. She watched to see Ray walking, with Lindsey and Samuel, through the doorof the house. "Will you come smoke stinky cigarettes with me again?" 
            "It's a date," my mother said.
            "Ray, welcome, sit," my father said when he saw himcoming through the living room. He had a special place in his heart for the boywho had loved his daughter, but Buckley swooped into the chair next to myfather before anyone else could get to him. Lindsey and Samuel found twostraight chairs from the living room and brought them in to sit by the sideboard.Ruana sat between Grandma Lynn and my mother and Hal sat alone on one end.
            I realized then thatthey would not know when I was gone, just as they could not know sometimes howheavily I had hovered in a particular room. Buckley had talked to me and I hadtalked back. Even if I hadn't thought I'd been talking to him, I had. I becamemanifest in whatever way they wanted me to be. 
            And there she was again,alone and walking out in the cornfield while everyone else I cared for sattogether in one room. She would always feel me and think of me. I could seethat, but there was no longer anything I could do. Ruth had been a girl hauntedand now she would be a woman haunted. First by accident and now by choice. Allof it, the story of my life and death, was hers if she chose to tell it, evento one person at a time. 
            It was late in Ruana and Ray's visit when Samuel started talkingabout the gothic revival house that Lindsey and he had found along an overgrownsection of Route 30. As he told Abigail about it in detail, describing how hehad realized he wanted to propose to Lindsey and live there with her, Ray foundhimself asking, "Does it have a big hole in the ceiling of the back roomand cool windows above the front door?"
            "Yes," Samuelsaid, as my father grew alarmed. "But it can be fixed, Mr. Salmon. I'msure of it." 
            "Ruth's dad owns that," Ray said. Everyone was quietfor a moment and then Ray continued.
            "He took out a loanon his business to buy up old places that aren't already slated for destruction.He wants to restore them," Ray said. 
            "My God, "Samuel said. And I was gone.
 
 
            
            
            
            
            BONES
            You don't notice thedead leaving when they really choose to leave you. You're not meant to. At mostyou feel them as a whisper or the wave of a whisper undulating down. I wouldcompare it to a woman in the back of a lecture hall or theater whom no onenotices until she slips out. Then only those near the door themselves, likeGrandma Lynn, notice; to the rest it is like an unexplained breeze in a closedroom. 
            Grandma Lynn diedseveral years later, but I have yet to see her here. I imagine her tying it onin her heaven, drinking mint juleps with Tennessee Williams and Dean Martin.She'll be here in her own sweet time, I'm sure. 
            If I'm to be honest withyou, I still sneak away to watch my family sometimes. I can't help it, andsometimes they still think of me. They can't help it. 
            After Lindsey and Samuelgot married they sat in the empty house on Route 30 and drank champagne. Thebranches of the overgrown trees had grown into the upstairs windows, and theyhuddled beneath them, knowing the branches would have to be cut. Ruth's fatherhad promised he would sell the house to them only if Samuel paid him in laboras his first employee in a restoration business. By the end of that summer, Mr.Connors had cleared the lot with the help of Samuel and Buckley and set up atrailer, which during the day would be his work quarters and at night could beLindsey's study room. 
            In the beginning it wasuncomfortable, the lack of plumbing and electricity, and having to go home toeither one of their parents' houses to take showers, but Lindsey buried herselfin school work and Samuel buried himself in tracking down the right eradoorknobs and light pulls. It was a surprise to everyone when Lindsey found outshe was pregnant. 
            "I thought you looked fatter," Buck said, smiling.
            "You're one to talk," Lindsey said.
            My father dreamed thatone day he might teach another child to love ships in bottles. He knew therewould be both sadness and joy in it; that it would always hold an echo of me. Iwould like to tell you that it is beautiful here, that I am, and you will oneday be, forever safe. But this heaven is not about safety just as, in itsgraciousness, it isn't about gritty reality. We have fun. We do things thatleave humans stumped and grateful, like Buckley's garden coming up one year,all of its crazy jumble of plants blooming all at once. I did that for mymother who, having stayed, found herself facing the yard again. Marvel was whatshe did at all the flowers and herbs and budding weeds. Marveling was what shemostly did after she came back-at the twists life took. 
            And my parents gave myleftover possessions to the Goodwill, along with Grandma Lynn's things. Theykept sharing when they felt me. Being together, thinking and talking about thedead, became a perfectly normal part of their life. And I listened to mybrother, Buckley, as he beat the drums. 
            Ray became Dr. Singh,"the real doctor in the family," as Ruana liked to say. And he hadmore and more moments that he chose not to disbelieve. Even if surrounding himwere the serious surgeons and scientists who ruled over a world of black andwhite, he maintained this possibility: that the ushering strangers thatsometimes appeared to the dying were not the results of strokes, that he hadcalled Ruth by my name, and that he had, indeed, made love to me. 
            If he ever doubted, hecalled Ruth. Ruth, who had graduated from a closet to a closet-sized studio onthe Lower East Side. Ruth, who was still trying to find a way to write downwhom she saw and what she had experienced. Ruth, who wanted everyone to believewhat she knew: that the dead truly talk to us, that in the air between theliving, spirits bob and weave and laugh with us. They are the oxygen webreathe. Now I am in the place I call this wide wide Heaven because it includesall my simplest desires but also the most humble and grand. The word mygrandfather uses is comfort. 
            So there are cakes andpillows and colors galore, but underneath this more obvious patchwork quilt areplaces like a quiet room where you can go and hold someone's hand and not haveto say anything. Give no story. Make no claim. Where you can live at the edgeof your skin for as long as you wish. This wide wide Heaven is about flatheadnails and the soft down of new leaves, wild roller coaster rides and escapedmarbles that fall then hang then take you somewhere you could never haveimagined in your small-heaven dreams. 
            One afternoon I was scanning Earth with my grandfather. We werewatching birds skip from top to top of the very tallest pines in Maine andfeeling the bird's sensations as they landed then took flight then landedagain. We ended up in Manchester visiting a diner my grandfather rememberedfrom his days traveling up and down the East Coast on business. It had gottenseedier in the fifty intervening years and after taking stock we left. But inthe instant I turned away, I saw him: Mr. Harvey coming out of the doors of aGreyhound bus.
            He went into the dinerand ordered a cup of coffee at the counter. To the uninitiated, he still lookedevery bit as ordinary as he could, except around the eyes, but he no longerwore his contacts and no one took the time to look past his thick lensesanymore. 
            As an older waitresspassed him a Styrofoam cup full of boiling coffee, he heard a bell over thedoor behind him tinkle and felt a cold blast of air. 
            It was a teenage girlwho had sat a few rows ahead of him for the last few hours, playing her Walkmanand humming along with the songs. He sat at the counter until she was doneusing the bathroom, and then he followed her out. 
            I watched him trail herin the dirty snow along the side of the diner and out to the back of the busstation, where she would be out of the wind for a smoke. While she stood there,he joined her. She wasn't even startled. He was another boring old man in badclothes. 
            He calculated hisbusiness in his mind. The snow and cold. The pitched ravine that dropped offimmediately in front of them. The blind woods on the other side. And he engagedher in conversation. 
            "Long ride," he said.
            She looked at him atfirst as if she couldn't believe he was talking to her. 
            "Um hmmm," she said.
            "Are you traveling alone?"
            It was then that I noticed them, hanging abovetheir heads in a long and plentiful row. Icicles. 
            The girl put out hercigarette on the heel of her shoe and turned to go. 
            "Creep," she said, and walked fast.
            A moment later, theicicle fell. The heavy coldness of it threw him off balance just enough for himto stumble and pitch forward. It would be weeks before the snow in the ravinemelted enough to uncover him. But now let me tell you about someone special: 
            Out in her yard, Lindseymade a garden. I watched her weed the long thick flower bed. Her fingerstwisted inside the gloves as she thought about the clients she saw in herpractice each day- how to help them make sense of the cards life had dealtthem, how to ease their pain. I remembered that the simplest things were theones that often eluded what I thought of as her big brain. It took her foreverto figure out that I always volunteered to clip the grass inside the fence so Icould play with Holiday while we did yard work. She remembered Holiday then,and I followed her thoughts. How in a few years it would be time to get herchild a dog, once the house was settled and fenced-in. Then she thought abouthow there were now machines with whipcords that could trim a fence post to postin minutes-what it had taken us hours of grumbling to achieve. 
            Samuel walked out toLindsey then, and there she was in his arms, my sweet butterball babe, born tenyears after my fourteen years on Earth: Abigail Suzanne. Little Susie to me.Samuel placed Susie on a blanket near the flowers. And my sister, my Lindsey,left me in her memories, where I was meant to be. 
            And in a small house five miles away was a man who held mymud-encrusted charm bracelet out to his wife.
            "Look what I foundat the old industrial park," he said. "A construction guy said theywere bulldozing the whole lot. They're afraid of more sinkholes like that onethat swallowed the cars." 
            His wife poured him somewater from the sink as he fingered the tiny bike and the ballet shoe, theflower basket and the thimble. He held out the muddy bracelet as she set downhis glass. 
            "This little girl's grown up by now," she said.Almost.
            Not quite. I wish you all a long and happy life.
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