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THE STRAIT





CHAPTER 1

Joyriding done right meant stealing home when nobody suspected, then slipping away for a solo backcountry gallop. When miles passed with no one in sight, it felt like the high point of eight-going-on-nine-year-old Greer’s life. He laced his fingers through Clipper’s mane, leaned forward, and drummed his heels on the sweating horse’s bare ribs.

Being a man would feel like this, he guessed, hoping to spy a hawk from the summit. They earned a view of faraway fields dotted with homes. He could see his school beyond the woods and farms across the distant two-lane highway. Fifteen miles north, the ground gave way to the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and from where Greer sat, the lighthouse looked like a ship. The strait did more than separate land from sky. Cold salt water under the horizon buffeted islands belonging to two countries. Beyond lay endless Canadian soil. Behind him, countless American mountains stacked their way to the Salish Sea.

Clipper snorted and stamped one front hoof. Greer steadied him with the two lead ropes he used as reins, then closed his eyes to soak in the scents. A breeze stirred, skittering leaves across the trail. The gelding blew and jumped sideways, flinging Greer from its back.

In the split second as the ropes pulled through his fingers and he went airborne, Greer heard hoofbeats signal the horse’s mad dash. Several thoughts crashed through his mind. The fall was going to hurt. He shouldn’t have lied and taken Clipper without permission. That morning, Papa had made him promise to be cleaned up and presentable by dinnertime because everyone was going to be there for the big gathering. And there wasn’t a kid on earth in more trouble.

Wincing, he brushed the dirt from his shoulder and hip. The hard landing, a launch into the willows tossing him smack onto his side, smarted. On the inside of his calves and thighs, his jeans were wet from the horse’s sweat, and the wind chilled him.

Holding his breath, Greer heard nothing. The telltale sound of flung rocks no longer echoed. Please let the horse be okay. He’d catch an earful when he got home.

There was another problem. Golden, crunchy maple leaves drifting trailside warned of waning days. In November, daylight died early, pitch by five o’clock. Greer couldn’t make the many miles home before dark. Walking would take three or four hours.

Wishing his boots were better broken in, he started jogging down the mountain trail, summing things up with what he planned to be his last words for hours so he could save his wind for the task at hand. “Dang it, Clip.”

[image: image]

Ever since he could remember, everyone made it clear to Greer that the best thing about being the baby of the family was having plenty of big brothers and sisters to help him out. It seemed to him more like he had a dozen parents. His three brothers and two sisters were all grown-ups and had husbands or wives or boyfriends or girlfriends, which brought all sorts of other people to the table for the big dinners. Caroline, the mother of his sister-in-law Maddie, acted like an aunty, too, because she was Momma’s best friend. Even though Momma and Papa were the only ones he lived with, it was hard to get a moment’s peace.

A long hour later, Greer realized that too much thinking took away his stride and home wasn’t getting closer quick enough to suit him. The river crossing was coming up and he’d still have a few miles to go.

Maybe the forest roads would be faster than the skinny trails. The old logging roads that his big brother Doug called scars in the land were a lot longer, but flatter. He could probably make better time on them, and they weren’t as confusing as all the intersecting dirt trails. If he were in a hurry and a-horseback, he’d definitely ride forest roads and push the horse. He nodded, pleased to have a way to make better progress and by dusk, was enveloped in the sound of the river’s riffles, scouting a place to ford.

The water ran wider here but shallower, not as fast as above the foothills. Greer slid one foot at a time in the cold crossing. In a knee-deep hole, his boots filled, but he stayed methodical even as the din of rushing water roared in his head.

Scrambling up the east bank, he couldn’t help but think how much he’d have felt like a man if he had Clipper under him, riding through the water like it was nothing. Shivering, he sat between two giant ferns to dump the water out of his boots. The sound of tires crunching on gravel then spinning caught his attention.

An expanse of dying daylight beyond heavy tree trunks made him realize that one of the dead-end forest roads lay just forty yards ahead. Maybe he could get a ride or, if the driver had a cell phone and could get service out here, he could call his parents.

Screams. He heard terrified screams, angry shouts, and more odd sounds. Frozen, Greer held his breath to hear better, but couldn’t understand the noises and felt a sudden pang about the creep of nightfall. He pulled his boots on, paused to listen, then stalked to the last of the trees bordering the forest road’s ditch.

The gravel track was a dead end. A big black SUV, its driver’s door gaping open and headlights on, blocked a small passenger car in the dead end. Two voices came from between those cars, a man and a woman. Shouts and cries.

Hunkered in the ditch, Greer saw and heard it all. The glare of the SUV’s headlights lit up the sight of a man in a suit roaring at a woman in a dress and a turtleneck. She cowered. He drew back one hand and belted her solidly across the right side of her face, deflating her last cry, sending her to the ground. Greer’s stomach clenched.

Realizing that the SUV’s headlights protected him from being seen, Greer crept closer, pausing at the open driver’s door. A silver pistol lay tucked between the floor and the leather driver’s seat.

This SUV was the kind of truck-like beast Doug called an urban assault vehicle, whatever that meant. New and fancy—without knowing how he knew this, Greer could be sure of it all the same—it seemed too clean to have ever before been on the dirt roads that laced these mountains. From the backseat of the other car came the sound of a baby crying.

The woman squealed, “No, no, no,” her cries increasing until the man buried his boot in her belly, muffling her pleas to a grunting bleat.

Someone ought to say something, Greer thought. Someone ought to do something. But there was no one else. Averting his gaze from the beating, Greer heard another kick, another groan. He eyed the shiny revolver, thinking about a rule, a big one: Never pick up a gun without direct, immediate permission from the adult in his family who stood right there that minute.

There were lots of rules with guns. Think of all guns as always loaded. That was another rule. Sure, he knew the rules. And he knew double-action revolvers cold. He knew this heavy one would take both hands to fire, and even then, he wouldn’t be a good shot. He just wasn’t big enough yet, not for this gun. This was like not being able to help Gram into the saddle. Someday, he’d be big enough for everything, like his brothers and sisters. That someday wasn’t now, but now a big man was beating a woman into the ground. Now was when somebody should do something.

Greer frowned. Only a minute ago, he’d been carefully crossing the river and thought he was alone in the woods. He’d have liked to run into some other people.

Thud. The next kick was followed by the woman retching. The baby in the car screamed. This had to stop.

Greer took the revolver, kneed the driver’s door shut, and walked toward them, both hands pointing the pistol at the man’s belly.

“Sir, you shouldn’t do that.”

The man lurched without moving his feet, jerking his fists back as he gaped.

Greer stepped past the woman and didn’t let himself wonder too long about the wet spots and dirt on her clothes. He swiveled and stopped beside her car, the revolver’s muzzle never faltering from the mean man’s stomach. Wasn’t gut-shooting the worst? He didn’t want to do it. He’d never pointed a gun at a living thing before. He knew better, like knowing better than to fight with someone smaller. Like knowing not to kick someone, especially someone on the ground, especially a girl. Everybody knew better than that.

The man stared openmouthed, blinking at the business end of his own pistol.

Finding the man too big to stare back at, Greer kept his focus where he kept the pistol pointed, on the center of the man’s body. Still, the man didn’t speak. Neither of the grown-ups talked, but gosh, that baby in the car’s backseat was a screamer.

“You go on now, ma’am.” Greer felt the tension in his jaw, heard the catch in his voice. He tightened his two-handed grip on the pistol.

She made a choking gasp, heaving for breath between sobs. Her hair hung in her face and she swayed as she pushed herself onto her bleeding knees.

Sick. The smell of someone being sick filtered out her mouth when she stumbled close. Greer felt his stomach turn, but things seemed a little better when she slumped into the car’s driver’s seat.

Her sudden stillness and silence made him nervous. She should leave, go home. Like he wanted to.

“You have a safe trip,” Greer said. That’s what Momma and Papa always said when someone drove away. His peripheral vision caught her mouthing something incomprehensible, shaking her head then freezing.

Nothing happened.

Desperate, Greer asked in soft terror, “Don’t you have people, ma’am?”

Her tires spun and the car rocketed forward, the right wheels crumbling the edge of the ditch, the left mirror an inch from scraping the big SUV as she fled. If Greer hadn’t already shut the door, she’d have hit it. Or stayed behind.

The man yelled an unholy shriek and kicked gravel as the car’s taillights disappeared. “You, you little fucker!”

Keeping his body very still, Greer chewed his lower lip.

The man pointed at him. “Put that gun down right now.”

Greer didn’t think about whether or not to obey. He crossed the distance to the SUV’s grille, felt the headlights’ heat on his body, and noticed the over-bright blaze on his guts while setting the pistol on the hood. Something cut into the beam right behind him. A large hand came down on his shoulder, spun him around.

“Where the fuck did you come from? What are you doing out here, you little shit?”

The man rocked with fury, the stunning effect of looking at the bore of his own revolver evaporated. Greer found himself now the one with no idea of what to do or say.

“What’s your name?” The man grabbed the pistol with one hand, flicked the other against Greer’s chest.

Greer took a sideways, balancing step against the SUV’s grille, scared to silence.

“I said, what the fuck is your name?”

He could pretend the man hadn’t meant to push him. “I . . . I’m Greer Donner.”

“Oh, Greer Donner, is it?” The man’s voice sneered, mocked.

Greer wondered what he’d said wrong. He knew what to do when a grown-up caught him at something and wanted to know his name. Give it all up. He nodded. “My parents are Ardy and Bella Donner. We live over on the old Ingle place by the end of—”

He gasped as the man grabbed the front of his shirt and shoved him sideways, sent him staggering across the road, tripping into the ditch. The man kept coming, and Greer scrambled backward until he hit a tree. His back rubbed against a big fir now, and he liked that more than a car grille against his spine.

The man shoved the gun’s barrel into the front of his slacks. Greer knew that this wasn’t an okay way to carry a gun, but he didn’t say anything, even when the man demanded, “Do you know who I am?” And then a two-word shout that sounded like a threat. “Do you?”

“No, sir. I . . . I’ve seen you in town, I think. Maybe.” Greer’s uncertainty was honest confusion. Was he being called out for his manners, for not knowing the man’s name? For interfering?

“What did she say to you?”

Greer shook his head. “I didn’t understand.”

“Greer Donner,” the man said, in a way that seemed bad, like it wasn’t enough and he was owed more. “Say your family’s names again.”

Greer repeated his parents’ names. He gave up his brothers’ names—Ben, Doug, and Frankie. He named his sisters—Clara and Emma—and told the man about the extra kind-of sister he had because Doug was married to Maddie who was called a sister-in-law, but seemed like another big sister or an aunty. Then he remembered to add Clara’s husband, Wes, even though Clara and Wes lived in Seattle, so he didn’t see them as much as he saw Ben or Doug or Maddie. Greer wondered if he should mention Emma’s boyfriend or Ben’s boyfriend, or any of Frankie’s girlfriends who came to holiday dinners when Frankie wasn’t in California. Should he name Maddie’s mother, since Caroline was like an aunty? Should he mention his gram? He tried for a smile instead. It would pay off, this being good, giving respectful answers to the mean man. It had to.

“If you ever speak of this to anyone, I’ll hurt them all.”

The man’s gaze mesmerized Greer as much as the words dropped his jaw. He knew a man speaking the truth when he heard it. This man was telling the truth. And it seemed the man had more talking to do. “You understand me?”

Greer held his breath. His head whipped because the man yanked his shirtfront, twisting the fabric, forcing a fist into Greer’s chest. Thrust against the tree this hard, Greer couldn’t breathe.

“I asked, do you understand me?” The man leaned his face into Greer’s. The rosy nose, framed by thick eyebrows and a bristling moustache, had black hairs curling from the nostrils.

Greer nodded because he’d cry if he spoke.

“Answer me. If you ever say anything to anyone, they all die.”

Greer wished the man would quit saying it. He got it. His chest shook and tears rained down his cheeks as he nodded, his lips helpless to form a whimpering response. When the man released his shirt, Greer crumpled to the forest floor and felt his guts rumble in the most warning way. He hoped he didn’t mess himself.

“Nothing happened here. Got me?”

Nodding as hard as he could, Greer managed to look up, giving his sincere, silent promise. He shouldn’t be here at all. He should have stayed at the bakery so Maddie could pick him up and bring him home. He shouldn’t have taken Momma’s horse.

Doug. In a fleeting instant, Greer closed his eyes and summoned an image of his brother in the forest. You weren’t supposed to have a favorite brother or sister, but it couldn’t be helped that Doug was the coolest guy ever. A guy as comfortable in the woods as Greer wanted to be. If only Doug were here.

But his brother didn’t appear. Greer tried harder, begging in his mind for his brother, for his papa. Papa would be great right now. Papa had guns, often carrying one in his coat when he logged with the big horses. Papa? Doug? Help me. Greer’s thoughts screamed in desperation and rank fear.

“Nothing happened!” the man screamed. “You will never speak of this to anyone or everybody dies.”

Greer opened his mouth, but bit back his own scream, stayed silent. Even if Doug were here, what would happen next? Maybe Doug could kick the living daylights out of this mean man in a fair fight, Greer thought, but what about when the man had a gun in his pants? And what about later, if he came in the night?

Momma and Papa and all his brothers and sisters would get killed.

“I’ll hurt them, little Greer Donner, son of Ardy and Bella on the old Ingle place. I’ll come in the night and kill everyone. I will shoot your whole family if you tell. Got it?” The man drew back his right palm. “Answer me.”

“Yessir!” Greer replayed the man’s promise, word for word, in his mind. I’ll come in the night. And kill everyone. I will shoot your whole family . . . if you tell. Too horrible to seize all at once, the threat had to be measured and weighed. But it was a promise, and Greer made one right back, striking a bargain for the lives of his entire family.

“I won’t tell, sir. I won’t ever tell.”

“You swear to that, boy.”

“Yessir. I swear. Sir.” He’d already said he wouldn’t tell, he could do no more. His word was good. Donners made good on their promises. What else could he do? Please, please believe me, he prayed in his mind, prayed to the mean man. I won’t tell. He scrunched his eyes tight against sudden, unbidden images of his murdered family. Would the man shoot them in the head or the body? Greer had caught glimpses on TV, in movies he wasn’t supposed to see, of people being shot.

A picture of his papa, with a surprised expression and half his skull blown away, solidified in Greer’s mind. He saw his momma lying on their hardwood floor, a black hole seeping red in the center of her chest, her arms at her sides. His mind’s eye brought him a picture of his brothers and sisters as a pile of corpses, arms and legs protruding everywhere. It was left for Greer to pull them out of the pile, to lay them out neatly, to get blankets and cover them so they wouldn’t be cold.

Greer swayed with strain. Bang! His eyelids stretched wide. At first he thought it was a gunshot, then he realized it was the slam of a car door. The man was in the big SUV. Tires flung gravel as he slam-shifted, maneuvering the vehicle back and forth in a one-eighty. Brake lights lit the scene red, bathed the dead end like the devil’s home. Greer remembered leaving the living room last month when Frankie came for the weekend and watched a horror movie. It had been way past Greer’s bedtime, but he wanted to be with his big brother. And on the TV, the devil kept showing up and doing bad things, sometimes to bad people, but sometimes to the good guys. Greer hadn’t had the endurance to see the movie through, and he’d had nightmares ’til morning.

Spinning tires, the SUV made the next forest road off this dead end and accelerated.

Greer gasped, freezing and terrified. His jeans were wet below the knees and also between his thighs. His face was wet. The night was black and getting colder. He bolted after the SUV, turning on instinct when the spur joined another road. That man leaving him alone should have felt better, should have been a burden released, but Greer felt no freedom and knew why.

What if the man decided to do it anyway? To just go kill his whole entire family? What if they were already dead when he got home? His heart thumped faster, commanded him to run harder.





CHAPTER 2

Maddie pumped coffee from the airpot on the bakery counter, took one bracing sip, and stopped. She was late. Dusk had fallen, and she shouldn’t be drinking any caffeine at all, for the same secret reason she wouldn’t have any champagne when it came time for a toast to her mom’s happiness tonight. She smiled, reveling in the thought, and hollered toward the back of the commercial kitchen where an oven door whooshed shut.

“Em? Is Greer here?”

“Oh, hey,” came a singsong voice, followed by the sound of a metal tray sliding onto a rack. “He was. Left you a note. Hey, try the bun by the register. I used muscovado sugar. Greer was going to be my test subject, but he said to save it for you.”

Maddie let one more mouthful of coffee melt the cinnamon icing. “Perfect,” she called to her favorite sister-in-law. “You used what?”

Emma pushed through the swinging half doors that separated the working bakery from the front sitting area and dusted her hands on her short apron. Her face was as red as her hair. “Muscovado sugar. Extra-yummy brown sugar from Mauritius. I would call this the Olympic Cinnamon Roll.”

Maddie unfolded the note under the little plate and read the fat scribble: Gone fishing with Doug.

“Huh.” Her husband hadn’t said anything to her about going fishing this afternoon with his baby brother. She pulled her long, sand-colored hair up into a knot and showed Emma the note.

Wrinkling her nose, Emma said, “What’s the deal? He acted like it was secret. Like, between him and you?”

“No idea,” Maddie said, tucking the note into her jeans pocket and heading for the door with her coffee and cinnamon roll. “I’ll call Doug’s cell. See you soon at your folks’ place?”

“Absolutely. I’m closing up early.” Emma nodded and thrust a large pink box forward. “I’m bringing lots of goodies, but take this now, will you? I made tons.”

[image: image]

Driving to her in-laws’ house, Maddie phoned her husband, but the immediate forwarding to his voicemail told her he was in an area with no service. That made sense if he was deep into the mountains up some creek, but she couldn’t help feeling a little steamed over his not letting her know beforehand that he was going fishing and would take Greer. She and Doug had both been home this morning when Bella called and asked if one of them could grab Greer after school, maybe pick him up at Emma’s bakery.

“I’m going to help Papa buck a couple loads of hay after work, but Mad’s going to town today,” Doug had said, eyeing Maddie, who’d nodded her ready agreement to tend the baby of the family.

If she got pregnant right away, she’d have a baby this summer before she and Doug turned thirty. Her toes curled with giddiness.

If Doug had communicated his change of plans, she wouldn’t have had to swing by the bakery. She could have gotten eighteen thousand more errands done in town. As her mom’s wedding day drew nearer, the to-do list grew. Every detail demanded a back-up plan. The contingency plan for rain, given that her mom and Malcolm had decided to hold an indoor/outdoor reception, meant heaters, tents, a whole additional dance floor, improved electrical wiring, and more. Not all guests returned RSVPs, so they were guessing on catering numbers. Why didn’t people RSVP anymore?

When Greer left her a message that it was a late day at school, she’d scored an extra hour, but she’d only managed a recount of RSVPs at the caterer’s while they tried to guess how many vegetarians might be dinner guests should the people who hadn’t yet committed actually show up. She still had to deal with decorations and flowers and enough seating, plus return calls to seven different people—seven!—who wanted to know about wedding gifts even though the invitation expressed a wish for no gifts.

A pregnancy announcement was exactly the secret gift she wanted to give her mom at the wedding reception. Her doctor said that stress was counterproductive to conception, so she took an ultraslow breath then exhaled for as long as she could. Think calm.
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Maddie rumbled the Jeep to a halt in front of her husband’s childhood home. His mom, in jeans and a sweatshirt, managed a wave while carrying a load of potted mums in from the old station wagon. In the mother-in-law department, Bella was perfect. Sunny and affable in nature, she would be a wonderful grandmother.

Maddie ached to tell Bella that she was trying like crazy to get pregnant, and she hoped Doug carried his parents’ legendary fertility. All of the kids but Greer had been annual accidents. As an only child, Maddie exulted in the kinship of her husband’s big, rowdy family. She waved with Emma’s bakery box. “I’ll help you with those flowers as soon as I get this inside.”

Bella’s quick smile came as she flipped her brown bob out of her eyes and lifted a tray of orange flowers in an attempted return wave. “Hey, you. What’s that?”

“Super-special cinnamon rolls,” Maddie said.

“Great. I’ve got two roasts on and vegetables in the crock pot. Where’s Greer?”

“With Doug, apparently. So, fishing, of course.”

Bella cocked her head. “But Doug went with Ardy to get hay this afternoon.”

Maddie pulled the note from her pocket. “Greer left this for me at Emma’s place. They must have finished up with hay early. Doug must have picked Greer up. I can’t reach him on the cell.”

Bella pursed her lips and began to say something, but waited when Maddie rushed to explain.

“You know, Greer left me a message this morning that it was a late day out of school for him.”

“It was an early day out for him.” Bella rested her hands on her slim waist.

“Late,” Maddie said. “He said it was a late day, so I didn’t have to be at the bakery ’til four.”

The truth was, she’d been there closer to four thirty. It was past five and dark now. She tried to swallow down the trepidation boiling up. She phoned the bakery where Emma worked and snarled as a recorded message played the business hours. Before Bella even hung up from trying to reach her husband, Maddie punched her cell’s speed dial for Emma’s cell phone, then made a face as it went straight to voicemail.

“It’s Maddie. Look, what time was Greer at your place? At the bakery? You know, when he left me that note. He’s not here, at your mom’s place. I . . . call me back soon as you can, okay?”

She helped Bella bring the flowers in from the car, oohed-and-aahed over Emma’s cinnamon rolls, and pretended not to cast looks out the windows. In the next half hour, Bella called her own mother-in-law, her husband, and the adult son now entrusted with watching over her youngest, but darkness dropped and she failed to reach anyone.

Maddie grew quieter through Bella’s frustrated calls. Her head pounded. The mouthful of coffee she’d allowed herself had not been enough to curb the caffeine-deprivation headache she’d battled all day.

Crunching gravel at last heralded the arrival of a beater pickup, and she flung herself out the front door, relief rising in her chest. Before Doug could stop the truck in his parents’ driveway, her gaze fixed on the passenger side. No little boy sat beside him. Her anticipated relief vanished. Maddie blinked, raising one hand.

Doug lowered the window as he braked, his longish hair dancing in the breeze, his ready smile turning into a quizzical look. “What’s up, babe?”

She explained, again pulling Greer’s note from her pocket as Doug climbed out of the truck, knowing it wasn’t a guy thing when he stayed unruffled, hugging her and trying to kiss her as she talked. Doug just wasn’t a fretter.

“You didn’t take Greer fishing? You didn’t pick him up?” That kid had flat-out lied to her in his note.

“Nuh-uh.” He smirked and shook his head. “You guys been to the barn?”

“The barn? No, why would I . . .” Her answer trailed off because Doug headed down the scruffier driveway toward the sagging, gambrel-roofed firetrap where the Donner pastures began. Maddie glanced at the house and saw Bella through the window, arms folded across her chest, holding the telephone between one ear and shoulder.

Hurrying after Doug, Maddie heard his voice coming from the far corner.

“Well, son of a bitch.”

She flipped on the barn’s exterior lights and found him leading a bay horse into the field. “What?”

“Clipper. Here. Standing on the wrong side of the gate.” He shook the two lead ropes in his hand, one running to each side of the horse’s halter, and pointed to the dried sweat caking its coat. The shoulders and haunches had once been wet with lather, the foam now dried bits of goo.

Maddie shook her head. “What’s going on?”

“I’m guessing the kid went riding on my mom’s new horse and at some point the damn thing came home without him. You’ve been had. I’ve been had. Greer pulled a fast one on us.” He untied the halter and slipped it off the horse.

Maddie closed her eyes. The kid could be unconscious, off a cliff, might have hit his head on a rock. He could be anywhere. Countless miles of trails snaked through thousands of square miles of backcountry. She’d hiked many of them, dirt-biked plenty, ridden a few on the old horse when Doug pressed her to mount up. At the end of his parents’ road, the National Forest and Olympic National Park stretched to the deep interior of the peninsula, more than a million acres of wildland. She swallowed. “Your mom’s new horse apparently doesn’t stay with a person like Tib does.”

Doug nodded. “Clipper’s still green. The average horse’s plan A is to run for its life and as a species, they don’t have a plan B.”

“He must have bucked or spooked or something,” Maddie said, frowning at the horse. “And Greer was riding bareback?”

“Looks that way. He’s too little to saddle a horse by himself.” Doug caught his father’s horse, clutching one lead rope around its neck, until he could get the halter fastened.

She opened the gate as he led the black Thoroughbred through. He tied the horse, then stepped in and out of the tack room, fetching a saddle while Maddie struggled with apprehension. Greer might be fine, just five minutes away right this second. Or he might be unconscious, facedown in a rain puddle.

“Should I saddle Clipper?” Her suggestion came with a worried nibble on her lips.

Doug tightened the cinch and shook his head as he reached for a bridle. “How about you go tell my mom. Maybe call everyone who’s coming for the dinner, ’cause they’ll need better clothes to go out looking for Greer. Then grab one of the dirt bikes—the Trail 90 would be best—and meet me out there. Make sure the gas tank’s full before you head out. Love you, babe.”

So it fell to Maddie to go back to the house and explain to her mother-in-law why Doug loped off on his father’s horse. She finished her explanation with a whimper. “I’m just so sorry, Bella.”

“Shush. It’s not your fault. You can have first dibs on smacking the little cuss around when we find him.” Bella made a weak try at a smile, phone in her hand, while she watched Doug as well as she could in the distance and darkness.

They could see casts from a flashlight at the end of the dirt road that served as their gateway to the vast acres of the Olympic Peninsula, then the sound of galloping came but quickly faded away.

Maddie considered the echo of hoofbeats and decided Doug had taken the uphill trail. She buckled on a motorcycle helmet and straddled the Trail 90. When she got there, she’d take the downhill trail. She bit off another apology when Bella waved her away, and gave the dirt bike, a rusty red thing older than she was, a vicious kick start.

She suspected how Greer had hatched the idea. This was the problem with five adult brothers and sisters having an eight-year-old for a sibling. The kid was too sly and sophisticated, had too many options, and took advantage of every one.
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Crisscrossing trails, once meeting Doug on the sweating black horse, later meeting his father on a snorting bay, still later seeing Emma on Greer’s pony, then sheriff’s deputies and neighbors, Maddie laid claim to the title of most piqued. Her little brother-in-law had set her up as the fall guy on the night of her own mother’s wedding-planning dinner.

Her mother held all possible empathy regarding the horror of a missing child. She had perfect priorities and would do all she could to ensure Bella’s little boy was safe, never mind that the evening was supposed to be all about wedding plans.

Putt-putting down forest roads, almost out of gas, and cold enough that her thighs hurt, Maddie found her mother-in-law at the trailhead near the family station wagon, casting about with a flashlight, sometimes hitting the car’s horn and calling out for her missing boy.

Maddie idled the bike and hung her head. The night’s wind had stiffened her face so she had to enunciate carefully to manage, “I am so, so sorry. And you know, I was late to the bakery to pick him up. I was late, Bella.”

“This is not your fault, Maddie. Go on back to the house and warm up. Your mom’s there.”
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Caroline Sommers had followed her daughter to the small western Washington town of Callum a few years earlier. Long single, she’d been delighted to meet a good man, be courted, and slowly fall in love. Planning a wedding in middle age, gray hair and all, really did take the cake. That her beau, Malcolm, was a family friend of Maddie’s in-laws tied them all together, made it all seem meant-to-be. Caroline was as welcome at the Donners’ home as her daughter.

Approaching the house, Maddie saw her mother through the window. She saw the exhale and resigned drop of the shoulders when she killed the bike’s engine and shook her head. Irritation fought with the feeling of how she’d been thrilled with everything until this afternoon.

“Greer’s missing,” she said as soon as she walked through the door.

Caroline nodded. “Bella left me a note.” She turned the paper on the table, rotating the soft script to face her daughter.

C- Greer was riding and the horse came home without him. Everyone’s out looking for him. Will you hold down the fort here? -Bella

Grimacing, Maddie threw the dirt bike keys on the table. Her husband had grown up eating at this table. This table was the place where little Greer was supposed to be sitting right that minute. “I’m going to kill him, Mom.”

“What gives? What am I missing?”

“I was supposed to pick him up. He was supposed to be with me.”

Caroline raised her eyebrows, waiting for more.

Maddie rubbed her hands together then wrapped her arms around herself. “After school, he was supposed to wait for me at Emma’s bakery. I was going to pick him up and bring him here. I was supposed to be taking care of him this afternoon.”

“Oh, Maddie.” Caroline took her daughter’s hands in hers, covered them fully, blew on the icy fingertips. “It’s not your fault. You do think he’s okay, right? He has to be okay.”

“I’m worried.” Maddie hastened to add, “But I’m going to strangle the kid first chance I get.”

“Everybody’s been here and left again. Ardy went out on the horse that came back without Greer. Malcolm is out walking the powerline from Bella’s car to where all those trails go off. Emma took Greer’s pony—”

“I saw her out there.”

“Ben and Ryan are out there on the neighbors’ four-wheelers. Clara and Wes were late getting out of the city and are driving to check other trailheads, figuring Greer might have headed for the nearest house instead of trying for home. Bella asked me to stay by the phone, so that’s what I’m doing.”

“He was supposed to wait for me at the bakery.” Maddie shoved her hands into her jeans pockets. Her fingers had been painfully cold for the last hour. She’d need better gloves to go back out into the night. And she had to go. The silence in Bella and Ardy’s house hollowed those left behind.

Caroline stood in the kitchen, opening the fridge, cupboards, knowing her way around Bella’s kitchen. “When all the Donners come in, the room fills. I’ll make these roasts and veggies into a stew that can simmer, let people warm up.”

Maddie nodded. Doug hadn’t had much of a coat on when he’d ridden out. Emma and her father had more time to prepare, had been better bundled because of Maddie’s calls warning everyone to wear outdoor clothes for what might turn into an all-night backcountry search party for Greer.

“The neighbors offered to go out. What else can we do?” Caroline asked.

“We’ll light the place up,” Maddie decided, flipping on every light switch as she walked down the hall to the closet where Bella and Ardy kept spare flashlights and candles.

They turned on every outside light, the shop lights that hung in the carport, and every light in the barn. Maddie thought of the lights and warmers she’d arranged for the wedding and wished she had them here right now to make the Donner house a beacon in the darkness to Greer and all those searching for him. She pulled Bella’s rain shell from a peg by the front door, happy to find gloves and a beanie in one pocket.

A knock at the door made her exchange glances with her mom before turning the knob.

“Good evening, ma’am,” said the man in a brown uniform on the doorstep. “I’m Deputy Osten. Mrs. Donner said Caroline Sommers was here.”

“I’m Caroline.”

“What’s happened?” Maddie asked. “Anything? Any news?”

“This is my daughter, Maddie,” Caroline said.

“I’m just about to go back out there,” Maddie added.

“Well, there’s not much news, really,” he said. “Midshift is coming on early and will be briefed about the lost boy. Swing shift is staying on until he’s found. We’re at the point of activating our search and rescue volunteers. Doug Donner—”

“That’s my husband,” Maddie said.

He nodded. “All right. He believes he found the horse’s tracks, and a hilltop southwest of here where the boy’s footprints are continuous and different in direction, using different trails than the horse’s. It’s slow tracking out there in the dark now. We’re calling out search dogs, but it will be some time before they can make a rendezvous. That’s all I have, just wanted to give you an update. Mrs. Donner is at the end of the road and is aware.”

They thanked the deputy, and Maddie followed him out after a quick, fierce hug with her mom.

As the patrol car pulled away, she refilled the Honda Trail 90’s gas tank. She wasn’t going out there on a low tank, and she double-checked the headlight. Maddie told herself that Greer wouldn’t be scared of the dark. The moon had risen fully in the time she’d been at her in-laws’ house. It was a half-moon, ghosting a yellow cast through high mist. As time passed, the night would offer enough light to make shadows behind trees, colder as the fog lifted. A few frogs called out and the trees rustled in their upper reaches.

A big, black SUV cruised past the house. Maybe the first of the volunteer searchers, Maddie hoped. She snapped the raincoat shut in anticipation of the increased cold she’d feel zipping to the trailhead at thirty miles per hour. The temperature would get colder until just before daybreak, but surely they wouldn’t be searching ’til dawn. Anyway, Greer knew what to do about being cold. He could keep moving, jogging at intervals to stay warm.

Maddie bit her lip. Keep moving? The kid knew that if he were lost, he should just stay put, hole up under a tree, and wait. She’d heard Doug say this in so many words right to the kid.

She considered the trails to try next. Doug found tracks southwest, but what direction was his tracking taking him now? In her earlier searching, she’d ridden at a painstaking pace over a lot of the little winding tracks. Now she wanted to go faster, to do the forest roads, most of which ran closer to town, dotted with dead ends. Some of those spurs connected to private property and other main roads. Shaking her head, Maddie pushed the bike to a wider spot to climb aboard and looked back at the house, a mirage firming out of the shadows. The porch lights would dissolve to pricks of light when she made the trailhead, but for now they cast a great glow in the yard. Inside, her mother paced past the window.

Turning away from the house, she saw only blackness. The exterior lights had just ruined her night vision, she realized.

Someone tackled her and she gasped, dropping the bike, staggering, grabbing at the wailing body that seized her.

“Greer.” Maddie hit her knees in the grass, pulling him into a hug, then jumped to her feet, half-dragging him to the old Jeep parked on the gravel.

Her hug loosened to a one-armed hold, but he kept wrapping his arms around her waist and thighs, snuggling under her arms, bawling. She shushed him and again managed to free one arm to open the Jeep’s driver’s door and pump the horn.

Greer stared at the house. Maddie saw her mother hurrying off the porch.

“I want my momma! I want Papa!”

“I’ll get them,” Maddie said.

“Don’t leave me.” He clawed at her, then buried his face under her arms and screamed, “I want Momma.”

She was ready for a temporary lie. “She’s coming. They’re both coming.” Maddie locked eyes with her mom and gave an overwhelmed expression.

“Just keep doing what you’re doing,” Caroline murmured, nodding at Maddie’s arms wrapped around the wriggling boy. “I’ll stay on the horn. Bella will come right home.”

She did. They all did, but not fast enough for Maddie, who was unable to console Greer. The kid was incoherent, seeming to have regressed with the stress of being lost in the dark and overtired. In minutes, Bella pulled up in the station wagon with Malcolm beside her.

“Oh, Greer, my baby,” Bella whispered, holding him, gently squeezing his every limb. “Are you all right? You’re not hurt? Oh, it’s all right, honey. You’re home now. It’s all right.”

Maddie watched Bella close her eyes and caress his cheek with hers. She was pretty sure she saw Bella actually sniff Greer, and she knew she’d think about that half moment later, consider the mothering, the nurturing, the worry. Someday, she’d have a child who would probably put her through this kind of agony. The baby would be a Donner. The stories of their childhoods were freaky funny, hair-raising horrible. Illicit rafting, tumbling in rapids, losing their clothes, decorating the neighborhood, joyriding on tractors, galloping bareback, playing hooky, wrestling, and brawling.

Anxiety at the prospect of all the misadventures a child could get into filled her. Fear stank. She thought she could smell fear reeking and dripping from the boy’s body.

“My precious son,” Bella said, leading him to the comfort of the house with Maddie in their wake.

Caroline pumped the Jeep’s horn a few more times, Malcolm at her side. From the porch, Maddie saw the cavalry return. Beside her, Bella and the boy paused on the first step. Greer closed his eyes.

“Dang it,” Maddie told him, knowing her voice sounded a bit cross. “Your note said you were going fishing with Doug.”

He opened his eyes and studied her. “Are you mad at me?”

“No, I’m just so glad you’re okay.”

He told her right back, “I’m really, really glad you’re okay. And Momma.”

She laughed. Then frowned as the kid peered at his mother and asked, “Is Papa okay?”

“Of course, honey. Papa’s fine. He’s fine.”

He turned to Maddie again as his mother pulled him up another step. “Where’s Doug?”

“Out with your papa, looking for you. Emma’s out there, too. So are Ben and Ryan. Heck, Clara and Wes are checking other trailheads. I was just going out to look for you again.”

He rolled his lips in. “But no one f-f-found me.”

Maddie laughed again. Bella shushed his coming cry and began guiding him up the last steps one by one.

“I’m so tired, Momma.”

She kept his hand in hers, wrangled him across the porch. A horse pulled up. A four-wheeler. Another. A dirt bike carrying a sheriff’s deputy. Adults rushed up the stairs and mobbed the kid in shouts.

Maddie stood on the lawn, holding the little horse Emma rode in on. So many bodies surrounded the boy, so many people clutched at him, traded him around for hard hugs in a dizzying swirl.

She peered into the crowd. Whose legs were those in slacks? Oh, it was Wes, Clara’s husband. Clara was here, too. She saw Greer wince as though afraid to look up when her father-in-law put a hand on his shoulder. She’d never seen the kid wince about his father touching him.

Emma left the crowd and took the pony from Maddie. Ardy Donner’s voice boomed and he hugged anyone within arm’s length, grabbing Maddie, Bella, then Greer. “What happened, son?”

Another four-wheeler shut off. “Clipper came home without you, buddy.” Ben. It was Ben’s voice. He gave Greer a thumbs up and ran a hand through his hair, which was so short, the helmet hadn’t messed it up. “Glad you’re okay.”

Greer went to tears as he repeated his brother’s words. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

The adults roared and slapped each other on the back and picked him up, passing him around for more rounds of hugs.

“Of course we’re all fine,” Maddie said in a voice that dripped regret and guilt. “It’s fine now. Don’t cry, Greer. We’re here for you.” She kissed her little brother-in-law.

“It’s behind us, son,” Ardy said, wiping a hand through his graying crew cut. “There’s nothing to be upset about now.”

Whoops and yells, the roar of dirt bikes, vehicles, and hoofbeats heralded each returning searcher. Maddie faded back as the family thundered home and up the porch steps. She conferred with the deputy, calling off the search. She phoned her husband’s grandmother and watched the crush of bodies this big family brought to bear, watched them settle with the return of the last man when Doug finally cantered home and they all pushed into the living and dining room.

When Ardy hugged her again, Maddie felt something heavy and hard in the right-hand cargo pocket, under the flap. Then Doug pulled her close and she sank into his kiss, absorbing his smile.

Greer spoke, eyeing them all in turn. “Who would take care of me if everybody died?”

“Greer!” Bella’s shock at the odd question sounded stunned enough to be a reprimand, but it was overwhelmed by rumbles from the crowd, rushed assurances and explanations, guffaws and snorts.

Maddie’s spine tingled. She saw the boy’s eyes fill, saw him chew his lips, stemming a spluttering bawl.

Her father-in-law’s voice rose above the din, not yelling, but measured and calm. “Did you get scared, son?”

Greer nodded and managed not to cry. “Yessir.”

“Well, that’s all right.” Ardy Donner shucked off his coat and spread it like a cape over his small son’s shoulders.

Engulfed, Greer pulled the coat hard around himself, poncho-style.

Maddie heard the boy ask everyone in the room if he could keep his papa’s coat for a while, heard Ardy agree with a laugh and an affectionate rub on his son’s head. A thrumming rushed in her ears and an unwelcome coldness invaded her body. She remembered the hard weight and bulk in Ardy’s coat pocket when he hugged her. Having grown up in Canada, she found the familiarity her husband and his family had with handguns bizarre. A realization dawned—that coat pocket held a gun.





CHAPTER 3

THE SOUND

Gillian Trett luxuriated in the studio’s three hundred square feet of spanking-new bliss. One corner wall offered a few feet of countertop with a single basin sink. A compact three-burner stove nestled against a round-edged fridge-freezer that barely rose to the height of her shoulders. A beautiful shelf above the counter held a short stack of ceramic plates and bowls, and a few cobalt water tumblers, with the last glass offering a fistful of plain tableware. Behind the screen panels in the room’s opposite corner sat the smallest stacked washer and dryer unit available. Four shelves and a short rod stocked with two dozen padded clothes hangers hid there as well. On this open side of the screen, the Murphy bed waited to be dropped in an instant. The thick Berber rugs she’d chosen broke up the day’s last light on the slate floor. As a new second story over their garage, the studio afforded a unique view. The fore and aft windows overlooked the street and their little backyard.

She wanted to pretend the neighborhoods in view were in another city, a grander location. Instead of Seattle, what if that were London or Paris? Instead of the Space Needle, what if the city’s landmark were Big Ben or the Eiffel Tower?

The one small, walled-off room within the studio space held a private bathroom with a dainty pedestal sink below a cedar cabinet, but now she tried to imagine the studio wasn’t plumbed—it was a cabin in the Andes, a stone bothy shelter in Scotland, a yurt in Mongolia.

Before she married Paul, Gillian lived in a series of horrid, tiny apartments, usually shared with a stranger or her sister or both. A minimalist home would suit her. Suppose it were a third world micro-shelter, maybe a grass shack in Indonesia, Peru, or Tanzania?

This spare, beautiful home with sponge-painted walls in muted earth tones had never been lived in. The virginity was exciting, but also daunting and panic-inducing, like the feeling of being over thirty and having failed to truly live her own life. Tears threatened and she blinked until her contact lenses slid out of place then back again.

She heard a faint bleat from her cell phone inside the house, probably on her desk. She cursed her excellent hearing and crossed the studio, circling down the narrow wooden stairs into the garage. The concrete floor sucked warmth from her feet, right through the thin soles of her espadrilles. Her fingers grazed Paul’s BMW station wagon, unused all day. The metal was frigid. The phone stopped and restarted immediately as someone demanded her attention.

Inside, her cell’s ring quit. Gillian suspected the battery died. She plunked into her desk chair and cursed the photographs, Post-its, and folders sliding about in utter disarray, then shoved the chair backward to allow enough room to peer under the mess, swinging her head to flip her long, dark hair out of her face and onto her back. The hard motions earned a look of sulking reproach from Rima.

“Sorry, mutt,” Gillian said. She’d ignored an hour’s worth of hints about a walk and left the dog shut inside the house while she’d retreated to admire the studio. But didn’t everybody get distracted by a major household renovation and ignore a more important task to bask in the wonderful completion?

The coffee-colored mongrel chuffed and flumped to the floor, but wagged his tail, ever hopeful.

“Aha.” Gillian found the cell—its screen now black—between a sheaf of proofs and a fat folder of portraits.

She shoved the phone’s charging cord into the socket. Repowered, the phone flashed a message that she had missed texts and a voicemail from her sister, Becky, and a voicemail from Tilda Largent, her friend, mentor, and sometimes photo editor.

Becky’s face, displayed as Gillian swept a finger over the phone’s screen, radiated anxiety. Gillian’s eyebrows pinched together as she recalled, felt, and hated their past. She always answered Becky’s many texts, calls, and emails immediately. She was there for Becky, every time, and couldn’t imagine why she froze now.

The sisters’ bond had grown from adolescence, steeped in mutual desperation as their parents split a case of cheap beer every night on their way to opening the vodka. As the elder by four-and-a-half years, Gillian hung in there for Becky when they were teenagers. Now their lives had gone in different directions, and Gillian swallowed the guilt of not wanting to spend much time with Becky these days, although she refused filial guilt. After she got Becky moved out of their childhood apartment, the girls never looked back, never again saw or spoke to their perpetually inebriated parents. Even now, if either mentioned their upbringing, they referred to their parents as the people they didn’t talk about. The stain of their childhood, however, did not lift. Even though Gillian pretended things were fine and held her head high, there was something more than crippling about early and total neglect.

Sucking in her cheeks, holding her breath, Gillian deleted the unread texts and voicemail from Becky. A bizarre, foreign feeling washed over her, like she’d boarded a flight for Katmandu with no return ticket, like she’d sealed herself in a rocket for the moon. She checked the next voicemail, wishing Tilda had texted, and cocked her head to listen, shushing Rima’s whimpers.

“Gillian, your moon shot won the Hellman award. And I have an idea. Could be a breakthrough opportunity. My office at ten. There’s a guy you have to meet. Call and let me know if you can’t make it. Ciao.”

Her moon photograph won five thousand dollars.

Being married to a rocket scientist aside, Gillian hadn’t much to do with the heavens. And she knew of no other photographer whose portfolio for so long held not a single night sky shot. Puget Sound afforded little time without clouds anyway. Who even knew if the stars still existed above the rain? The wet weather made her nuts, ruining several outdoor shoots she had on the docket, slowing her freelance projects.

But that night, the light, the sky, Gillian captured it all. Her chosen focal length highlighted the texture of moon rocks above craters and seas. Paul told her they were mountains called the Peaks of Eternal Light and she’d gotten lost in the name.

Is five thousand dollars enough to start over, start a new life?

Wait, where did that sharp-clawed thought come from? She felt the heat of a blush over her wild, random idea of running away, starting over, escaping. For someone frugal, someone who once dreamed of a daring life, five thousand dollars could be the opportunity of a lifetime.

She refused to wonder how this notion was conceived. She wasn’t going to leave Paul. People did not leave a pleasant life in a nice city, a comfortable marriage of seven years with a good man. People hung on to that for all they were worth.

Daydreams carried her, just like in childhood. When Rima startled, scrambled to his feet, fur flying at the sound of the front door being unlocked and opened, followed by Paul’s voice, Gillian had no idea how long she’d been lost in thought.

Boiling with enthusiasm, Rima made a sliding run for the entryway.

“Good heavens, good dog.” Paul’s coos to Rima as he swung the door shut did little to calm the wagging, spinning animal.

Gillian unplugged her partially charged cell and left her desk. “Hey.”

Studying man and dog in the entryway, appreciation twisted her face. Him, the average-looking early-fifties guy with the stupendous scientific mind and the killer wit. Paul. Paul with the overgrown sense of decency and ethics, stroking the adoring dog. He smiled up at his wife, one hand on Rima, the unbuckled strap of his cycling helmet dangling around his face. “Hello. Have you used the car?”

“No.”

“Great.” He dropped his rainproof office satchel, kissed her, and headed purposefully out the side door into the garage, leaving her wondering.

She heard the car door open and close, then Paul reappeared at the threshold, eyebrows raised, one hand behind his back. She realized she was supposed to gather a sense of suspense.

“Yes?”

“Coming back from squash the other day, I procured . . .” he paused, rustling a bag in the hidden hand. Gillian reached halfheartedly for whatever he was hiding. He thrust the medium-size brown paper bag above his head and teased, “Guess.”

“Provisions? Food? I know you didn’t hunt. Did you gather?”

He brought his hands around her so fast, she still could not tell what he hid, and now he had her locked in his arms. Though they were nearly the same height, her delicate build let him bear hug her comfortably. Being a vegetarian without much interest in food kept her tiny, but she had married a shrimp. Paul liked to claim a height of five-six or five-seven, but whatever he said didn’t change the fact that he was no taller than her five feet five.

He dangled the prize, holding the paper bag out of reach, his longer arms defeating her leaps. Paul lowered the bag with care, and she couldn’t decide if he held something fragile or was teasing about the bag’s contents. Then he pulled out two antique cameras, one hooked on a finger by its stiff carrying handle and the other swinging from the strap of a leather case.

Her hands went to the larger one, dusting it, righting it, and bringing the viewfinder to her left eye.

Paul beamed. “My cross and dominant wife.” He put on his reading glasses to inspect the pieces with her. Not long after their marriage, he’d become old enough to succumb to the aids. If he noticed the way she averted her eyes when he peered, old-man-style, over the top of the frames, he never mentioned it.

“Ha ha,” Gillian responded, lost in the camera. Being cross-dominant—a right-handed person who naturally saw distance with her left eye—wasn’t a handicap in her job. The trait of looking through a camera’s lens with her left eye was only noticed by the highly observant. Paul commented on her cross-dominance during an early date when he brought her to enjoy the University’s best telescopes.

She turned the camera over, studying the black, textured body with silver trim. A small button on the bottom begged her right thumb to push and she obliged. The fat square on the front was a magic door that popped open, releasing the lens, pushing it out of the body on a bellows.

This camera had seen some sights, Gillian was certain. “Three feet to infinity.”

“Ah. We can’t see that far with X-ray telescopes.” When she didn’t respond, Paul tried again, gesturing to the little tab on the lens by her right index finger. “Is that the f-stop?”

She murmured negatively and pointed to a tab on the other side. “No, see the cute little f-stop suggestions by the focal length adjustment? Where did you find these?”

“At a penny sale on the way home from squash last weekend.”

Something dark flickered in her mind, but a stronger urge snuffed it. She forced her mind to the old cameras, unwanted by the seller, captivating new treasures for her. Incredible inventions, cameras. Pieces of history marking the development of history. Since she’d turned photography into her life’s passion, she’d become enamored with the idea of old cameras as a timeline. Other photographers were all about new technology, and the bulk of Gillian’s contract and freelance work was admittedly digital, but she loved her profession’s past. Nearly fifty antique cameras adorned the specially installed ledge ringing the office and living room of their vintage home. Thank goodness for the nine-foot ceilings that accommodated the high, wraparound wooden display shelves.

Just like with the construction of the studio over their formerly flat-roofed garage, they’d hired out the shelf-building work because Paul was the least handy man in America.

Her camera collection remained the only thing she bothered to dust and it had just grown by two. She wouldn’t open them until she was safe in the darkroom.

The smaller camera rested in a fitted leather Kodak case. The larger one read: Ensign Selfix 220 Made in England. “These are terrific. How much were they?”

“Pennies.” Paul smiled.

“Really, what did you pay?”

“Fifteen dollars for both.”

His pleasure at finding her gifts was honest and simple. Gillian pinged with guilt over being a more complicated person. She palmed the larger camera, its body about four by six inches, the works not much more than an inch thick. “A six-centimeter Ensign. Do you realize that I know this camera? Not this particular one, of course.” Gillian gently shook it between them. “But the Ensign Selfix . . . I know it. I’ve wanted one.”

He brightened further, a wide grin splitting his face. “What great luck on my part.”

“And mine.” She smiled, happier and more relaxed than she’d been all day. “Hey, I won the Hellman award, apparently.”

“Your misty spider webs in the sunrise?” Paul threw his head back and woo-hooed enough to get Rima spinning circles.

He was the one who had marveled over her moon shot, identifying by heart the mountains and craters she revealed at the lunar South Pole—he knew the names of countless features of the moonscape as well as stars both living and dead. But last week, the Seattle Times had selected Gillian’s sunrise shot of spider webs as a top five reader’s choice nominee. She told herself it didn’t matter that Paul misremembered which photo she’d submitted for the Hellman award—a juried contest she’d entered at Tilda’s suggestion months ago. He probably hadn’t grabbed onto the fact that Gillian would get what was to her a substantial cash prize.

Flicking a finger over her phone’s screen, she replayed Tilda’s voicemail message for Paul: “Gillian, your moon shot won the Hellman award. And I have an idea. Could be a breakthrough opportunity. My office at ten. There’s a guy you have to meet. Call and let me know if you can’t make it. Ciao.”

“A breakthrough opportunity.” The pleasure in Paul’s voice was clear. “That’s terrific. Ah, have you talked to your sister today?”

She shook her head and tried to flush away thoughts about the tremendous burden, the cloaking responsibility. She’d been five years old when she first realized she didn’t want to babysit a one-year-old. But she had to do it. Had to.

Rima squealed and pawed now in a fashion that reminded Gillian of clingy, needy Becky. She tried to calm the dog. “Shush. Settle down.”

Rima was having none of that. With Paul home and animated, a walk had to happen. Gillian’s protests were futile. Paul bundled them out the door for an obligatory wet tromp around long city blocks with a protracted sniffing-stop at the park. Gillian wiped gloss over pursed lips, knowing they’d turn scarlet in the cold wet evening just as her skin got paler and her hair spiraled. She expected she looked like a ghost.

Sometimes, she felt old parts of the city harbored remnants of spirits. Might the antique cameras have ghosts?

“I’ve got to clean them up, give them a try.” She thought it as they walked, said it as they came back in the house, where she picked up the bigger camera, releasing the lens feature to admire the bellows.

Paul lifted his chin toward the antique in her hands. “Give them a try? Surely you can’t get film for those old cameras anymore, can you?”

“The six-centimeter Ensign uses regular two-and-a-half-inch format.”

His mouth stayed open a beat as he considered that and wrinkled his brow. “Film like your Hasselblad uses? The two-and-a-half-inch people must have based their format on this earlier work.”

Gillian knew his musing came in angst over the Mars Climate Orbiter project, fouled by the use of two different measurement systems. Millions were wasted and the satellite disintegrated. Gillian smiled at how he cringed at such mistakes, imperial versus metric, old versus new. When his group of dreamers and number-crunchers worked on theoretical possibilities of human flight to Mars, they made a joking pact of mass suicide if ever they pulled a major miscommunication boner.

“Just how antique are these?” Paul asked, scanning the gifts and then some truly ancient pinhole box cameras the living room shelf displayed.

Gillian looked up from her two new old cameras. “The Ensign is from the sixties, maybe the fifties.”

Paul made a regretful snap of his fingers. “That would preclude it from having taken World War II pictures.”

She gave a wry smile. His love of history in general and the Second World War in particular was huge. For relaxation at home, when he wasn’t reading or working out, he watched the History Channel. Gillian had come to call it the Hitler Channel for all of its war coverage.

Bringing both cameras under the light for more careful study, she took in the features and wear. The second camera, a Kodak Bantam Anastigmat F-6.3, 53-millimeter, was adorable in its own way, in wonderfully good shape for an apparatus from the thirties. The leather case, with its hardened protector over the little lens, had saved it from casual knocks. Further, the old camera’s design of a smooth, hard shell meant it was built to survive. Its viewfinder folded neatly, and the lens withdrew into the body on a full bellows. She knew she’d not likely find the film—x828 or f828—available now. No matter, because it was merely a novelty, not a piece she would use in her work. Unless the inside held a spent cartridge of salvageable film with a worthy shot, this little Bantam would simply go up on the display shelf by the Brownies and vintage movie cameras and the humongous early Polaroid Land camera. They were objects she considered and dusted and not much else.

“I developed the film out of the Exakta that Tilda and I found at Pike Place last week.”

“Exakta,” he repeated slowly. “Ah, the one with water damage? You brought it home a couple of weeks ago with those orange peppers?”

“That one,” she agreed. She worked the Bantam’s film advance mechanism but could feel no pull of film on the roller. To be safe, she still wanted to open it in her darkroom. She wondered when it had last been opened and who had looked through its viewfinder. In all likelihood, if it held spent film, the silver would not give up its photos. Decades-old film lost images due to heat damage and other factors that took a toll over time. She’d be careful and slow, but developing truly aged film was often unproductive.

“Was it a waste, like you guessed?”

“The Exakta?” Gillian nodded. “Mostly it was a mottled mess, but there were a few shots you could make out. Old Seattle.”

“Really? Anything interesting?”

She shook her head. The goal with appealing photography was originality fused with universality. A picture had to mean something and represent something. Each shot had to be interesting and well-composed and . . . sold. This was her calling and her daily challenge, to scrape together an assignment and to find more for her portfolio, shots to sell. Freelancing meant always looking for an edge, a way to gain notice, jobs. She hadn’t found a niche, not here.

Her cell phone chimed and her sister’s picture—holding her smiling two-year-old son—appeared on the screen. Feeling bad and brave, Gillian turned the phone off. Off.
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Paul was uncharacteristically still, watchful, as Gillian finished her thirty minutes of pre-sleep yoga on the floor. She paid an inkling’s more attention, glancing sideways across the bed. He sat at his writing desk, a book abandoned on his lap.

“Our room over the garage,” he began, looking uncomfortable.

She blinked. “Yes? What about it?”

“If, well, if . . .” He measured his words. “If we didn’t rent it out right away . . .”

“We weren’t going to.” A sense of him having hidden something, or waited overlong to speak about what was on his mind, jumped at her. Has he been keeping something from me? Why did I not see it before?

She tried to put aside thoughts of the room above the garage—he’d imagined when he bought the home a dozen years back that the space might become his private office, but he proved to have plenty of space in the living room alcove. Seven years ago, when she moved in, he’d thought she might like a darkroom over the garage, but instead they did away with having a guest room and converted the spare bedroom to her darkroom. Slowly, he’d hired contractors and now the studio apartment above the garage was complete. They expected to start renting it out after the New Year.

And she’d made it perfect. It was space she coveted, though it didn’t fit her life. Just the life she dreamed of.

“Right, so if we didn’t rent it out now—”

“Paul.” Gillian took a breath and wondered what was eating on her nerves.

He froze, casting about the master bedroom and its resplendent furniture. She waited, waited for her annoyance to dissipate.

He swung to the edge of the bed. “Before my father died, his second wife died. Technically, she was my stepmother.”

“Would this be a warmer conversation under the covers?” Gillian rubbed her arms, always surprised at how cold the floor was at night. Her size-two body often left her a little cool. And she hated being cold.

“Sure. Let’s go to bed,” Paul said.

Did he want sex? Did she? She knew she’d be pleased once they started, she ought to get her mind in the moment. It would be fine.

It was. She got warm enough to throw back the sheets and they changed positions often enough to make a real mess out of the bed. Afterward, his arms slipped from her shoulders as he settled into sleep. It was contagious and she yawned too, taking great, shuddering gasps of air as she stretched. Sleep wanted her. The alternative was to let her mind wander, rehash, race. She replayed the seductive fantasy of the studio, a life apart from the one she’d fallen into.

And she was going to get manna from heaven, five thousand dollars.

If she let her imagination go, it might go too far.

Her senses sharpened at night, every creak of the house disrupted. She thought she heard a child’s faint cry, which made no sense in her world. Frowning, Gillian slipped out of bed, walked through the unlit house, and took the two cameras into her darkroom. In the absolute blackness, she opened them, one at a time. The Ensign was empty. The Bantam held one roll that was completely rewound, not even a tab of film protruding. She unshelved her notebook of film rescue numbers, found suggestions for the old Bantam Anastigmat, noting the times she’d use and the best solution strengths. She improved the dilution of all four, her developer, stop-bath, fixer, and the hypo-clearing agent, then set the jugs in the big sink to warm, adding water and a thermometer.

A drawer under the countertop yielded the bottle opener she used to crack open film rolls. She opened her developing tank to remove the reel, then killed the lights again. A whiff of ancient silver gelatin emanated as soon as she broke open the Bantam’s old film roll. Loading the exposed film onto the developing reel brought peace in the rhythmic back and forth of her wrists. Done, she dropped the reel into the canister and sealed it. Then she flipped on her red lights with the foot pedal and poured water into the canister for a good wetting.

The decisive move of letting the warmed developer solution slosh through the canister felt brave. Cycles of timing, pausing, and agitating the solution in the canister heightened her anticipation, as did the seconds ticking by as she worked through the following solutions, but when she could finally unwind the long negative strip she frowned. Blank, blank, blank. Was this film all unexposed? Someone had wound up an unshot roll? Fingertips on the edges of the wet strip, she paused at the other end—the beginning of the strip—where one shot had waited, perhaps for decades.

Black was white and white was black. Peering at the tiny wet frame, imagining the shades of gray reversed, she couldn’t be sure. She would have to wait for the negative to dry before she could make a print, but her best guess was that the shot showed a row of raggedy children, shoulder to shoulder, outdoors in a scarier time, the most evocative film rescue she’d developed.

The children might all be dead by now. Were they loved, missed? There was no one claiming this photo, no one to speak for the subjects, to tell their story, to stand up for them. Had anyone, ever?

There had never been anyone to speak for her. The resentment she’d felt since early childhood toward her ridiculously alcoholic parents boiled up, and she tamped its poison down for self-preservation. She saw her hands, red in the light, like a murder victim’s. Imagine the life she might have had if things had been different. She shook her head to clear her eyes. She could have sworn she heard a child’s cry emanate from the negative, and she half wanted to shred the entire strip. Another part of her wanted to bolt for the little studio apartment, to pretend, as she’d been pretending since childhood.

Desire, a side of herself she’d never known existed, suddenly flickered, begged for acknowledgment. The risks of a wholly different way of life terrified her. She covered her head with her hands, desperate to shut down the call.





CHAPTER 4

After sunrise, Gillian watched Paul collect a wooden cup, flakes of smelly green maté twigs and leaves, then the peculiar metal straw. His drink of choice took time to prepare, but he liked the ritual, gathering the gourd and bombilla, adding the yerba leaves to the bowl and then the scalding water.

Paul fell for maté in Brazil on a rocket launch project two years ago. Gillian accompanied him, carrying the new Hassy camera he’d given her. A proper camera for a real freelancer, he’d said. And she’d snapped exotic photos in a dream location for the first and last time. Before and since, she’d only imagined traveling remote locations, a rucksack slung over one shoulder banging into her khaki-clad legs, an oversize denim shirt making her look chic and weary, the epitome of an elite photojournalist.

Instead, she shot digitals of private events, products for ad agencies, and portraiture of every kind in the greater Seattle area. A bit of contract work, some assignments from local magazines and newspapers. And contests, she entered contests. True, some shots were spectacular, having earned a bit of gallery exhibit space and sales, resales even. She also developed rediscovered old film, usually for people who found a few rolls in their parents’ or grandparents’ estate. Sometimes the film was rescued from a cheapie 1970s Instamatic, occasionally from an expensive vintage camera. Sometimes the finds were startlingly precious, but often the customer couldn’t identify the people in the photos. Could that be my uncle or is it my dad? And Gillian would think, You should have asked him when he was alive. You should have had this film developed years and years ago. Yes, I can improve the shading, maybe sharpen the image. But identifying the time, the setting, the people, that’s a lost opportunity.

Gratifying as it was to give retirees shots they’d forgotten taking, it didn’t pay well. The darkroom was dabbling, not a great niche. Financially, it had been a bust. Meanwhile, Paul continued to teach advanced physics at the University, develop theoretical plans for contingencies in suborbital launches, improve satellite technology, and offer arguments on the best way to travel to Mars. By Friday afternoon, he’d have two days off when he wouldn’t need to think about work. He’d go to his fancy gym and sweat, and he’d come home wanting to eat, talk, read, walk the dog, and make love.

“Last night was wonderful,” he said between sips. “Did you get up after?”

“I did some darkroom work. Look, where exactly did you buy the cameras you gave me yesterday?”

He rolled his eyes to the side, thinking. “Ah, driving back from squash last Saturday, I took side streets to avoid a road closure. There was a penny sale, knickknacks, antiques, junk, everything, and I just pulled over when I saw old cameras on the sidewalk table. The house is actually walking distance, basically between Myron and Becky’s place and here. Did you find something good on one of the cameras?”

“Maybe so.”

Paul checked his watch, leaned forward, and kissed her hair. “You want to chat with the seller? Let’s take Rima on a morning stroll. We could walk and talk. We need to talk.”
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Paul routed their walk to a depreciating neighborhood—some trick in the Seattle real estate market. The decaying buildings, a few with scrubby businesses run out of makeshift apartments, left the area undecided about whether it was for living or working. No one dealt with the ivy and blackberries. Wind-blown garbage drifted and tree roots broke up the sidewalks.

The city’s streets glistened with old rain. Weathered concrete held pockets of water like dark jewels. Almost tripping over Rima when he stopped to sniff another dog’s pile on the sidewalk, Gillian shot mental daggers at both dogs.

“I should finish telling you about my stepmother,” Paul said, using an odd, special tone for the last word. When they’d first gotten to know one another, she and Paul had given each other the basics on their families, and it boiled down to the only family either of them had was Gillian’s sister, Becky.

He’d been shocked and tender at her bare story of breaking contact with her irredeemably alcoholic parents when Becky graduated high school. Paul’s parents had been enamored with their son, but his mother had died of a coronary when he was in grad school and his brainiac father died young of a massive stroke years before Gillian and Paul met. Paul dedicated several hours per week to his cardiovascular fitness in an effort to forestall the effects of bad genetics.

“My father’s second wife had a daughter,” Paul said. “An adult by the time my father and she married. That wife—Nancy was her name—that wife’s daughter was Elizabeth.”

“Nancy, Elizabeth.”

“Precisely. I met Nancy a couple of times. Nice lady. The daughter, Elizabeth, was an adult, out on her own like I was, when her mother and my father married. I met Elizabeth once on a trip to Houston, years and years ago.”

Gillian thought again about his father, all she’d heard from Paul about him, the poorly composed pictures she’d seen of the man. A physicist like his son, a man of academia. A man who would not have understood the appeal and tension of freelancing. “So, you’re saying . . .”

“Ah, she’s a stepsister, I suppose. I mean, she is, I just never really thought of her that way. I never really thought about her very much at all before, I suppose.”

“Before? Before now?”

“Indeed, and now she’s looked me up.”

“She’s looked you up?”

He nodded. “Precisely, yes, yesterday. She came to my office.”

“Out of the blue? What was that like?”

“It was fine. She, she asked for help.”

“And you want to give it to her?” Gillian asked, just to be clear.

He brought his head down, chin near his chest in some half gesture of assent. “I do. She used to live in south Texas—remember my father was working in Houston twenty, thirty years ago—but she’s been on the road. She lost everything in one of those hurricanes, and she needs a place to stay.”

Gillian fixed her gaze on the middle distance. “You want to give her the studio apartment.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve never even heard from her before?”

“Just yesterday afternoon. At work. She was waiting outside my office. I was in morning meetings.” He looked at his hands. Callus-free hands with neat fingernails.

“What’s she like?”

“I really don’t know her, Gillian.”

“Is she older or younger?”

“Younger. Quite a few years, I think. Probably late-twenties. She acts even younger, kind of . . . lost. Maybe a little silly or spacey.”

“Oh, good. You weren’t tormented by an older sister.”

He smiled, put one hand on the small of her back, and shook his head. “We never lived together, never knew each other. It didn’t matter if she was older or younger than me.”

Random thoughts snaked through Gillian’s mind. “An older sister would have done things like make you eat worms.”

“Did you make Becky eat worms?”

“Well, no. I ate the worm.” After that last tequila, she’d crashed at her shitty parents’ shitty apartment, and poor left-behind Becky had freaked. Then Gillian changed everything, became her sister’s mother.

“Gillian?” Paul jostled her arm.

She zeroed in. “So this sort of stepsister of yours, it seems you haven’t got any real connection to her. By the time you were working on your doctorate she’d have been established in some kind of life too, right? What’s her deal?”

“All right then. No contact with her to speak of in years and years. The answer to most of what we both might wonder about her is: I don’t know. But there is a child.”

“A child?” Gillian stopped, wide-eyed, told herself to quell her voice. But really, a child?

“Maybe two.”

“Two children?” She was stunned at the idea of anyone, much less three people, moving into the garage studio. That studio would be a perfect micro-home for her if it were anywhere else in the world, if she weren’t married, if everything were different. Wait, where did those bizarre thoughts come from? She shook her head.

“Ah, no,” Paul said. “I mean, I think the child’s about two years old.”

He was teasing, right? “That’ll be a treat,” Gillian said, trying for lightness, but not getting there.

When they’d walked another block and he said nothing more, she asked, “How long is she staying?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe you should find out how long.” Her soft suggestion was interrupted by Paul shooting an arm out to wave at a woman bringing her garbage cans to the street for collection.

“This is the place,” Paul said, before calling out in a louder voice to the woman, then following her to her front door. There, he stood on a stranger’s doorstep, explaining about having bought old cameras at her sale for his talented, beautiful wife.

Furious, high-pitched yapping echoed inside the home while Gillian waited on the sidewalk with a concerned Rima. Paul smiled, rubbed his jaw, and shook hands with the woman, who stood with her front door just half-open.

As the woman relaxed a bit, smiling slowly back at Paul, she peered at the sidewalk. Gillian half waved, unsure what exactly she was supposed to do, wondering if the woman would talk to them about the cameras, wondering how she ever expected to be involved in photojournalism if she couldn’t get up the gumption to talk to a perfect stranger. Photography was a fit for her because she could hide behind the lens in any setting. Coaxing information from someone, getting them to lower the unending, natural human guard—she didn’t try since Paul was willing to do it for her.

Rima wagged and pulled on the leash as Paul returned, happy to have him back from the stranger’s porch, wanting to get on with the walk.

“The lady said she had stuff from all over. She said she was de-cluttering, that some of the stuff was her daughter’s. One camera was in the house a long time, but she has no idea where the other came from or how long she’d had it.”

“How can someone have collector’s pieces like those cameras and not know where they came from?” Gillian snapped.

“A guy gave it to me.”

They turned. A young woman folded her arms across her chest and looked away, standing beside her mother, who was urging her with gestures to give a better answer.

“Can you tell me his name?” Gillian asked. “I developed the film inside one camera.”

“Um, John. I’m not seeing him anymore. He was weird.”

“How so?” Gillian asked.

“He said I was . . . unclean.” Anger flashed in her eyes.

“Unclean? He said that?” Gillian took a sharp breath, shaking her head, and saw Paul do the same thing. If she had a camera in hand, Gillian could have photographed the frustration in the girl’s voice, the resentment.

The girl’s stilted complaints continued. “And he said we were dirty because we have Moo and Scratches. Our dog and cat. Because we have them inside. He said that’s even worse. And he said my skirts are too short.” Here she shot a sideways look at her mother, who apparently shared this final opinion.

Paul’s suggestion came immediately. “This gentleman, this . . . John, can find someone with a longer skirt and you can find someone with a longer mind.”

“We don’t want no trouble,” her mother said.

Gillian pointed to Paul, smart, considerate, reliable, kind Paul. “It isn’t him. It’s not,” she said, trying to keep her voice from rising, aware of Paul looking oddly at her.
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“So, this picture that’s captured your interest,” Paul began as they came home and he bustled about, readying for his ride to work.

Her cell phone buzzed and she turned away. A new picture of Becky appeared, this one without her toddler son, but with a pouty face. Could she really not respond to her sister? Holding her breath, Gillian tapped the ignore icon. Becky’s image vanished and Gillian felt a naughty, otherworldly new freedom.

Paul hurried to the garage with his rainproof bag, grabbed his helmet and bike. Gillian pushed the button to open the garage for him. He paused in wheeling his bike outside to respond to his chiming cell phone.

“Ah, Becky’s asking if you got a new phone or something. Is yours dead? She says she can’t reach you.” He was looking at the screen and tapped, muttering, “Same phone, she’ll call you.”

Gillian was glad he didn’t see her face. Glad he didn’t know the darkness of her heart, that she’d about decided her ability to do the right thing was finite, and she’d met the end.

He tapped some more on his phone, slowly pushing his bike outside. “Since you’re okay with it, I’m texting Elizabeth that she can come stay in the studio. Letting her know where the key’s hidden.”

Gillian held her breath and thought, thought, thought. Kept her tongue, and closed her eyes, opening them when he called her name. His left foot clicked onto the bike’s pedal and he asked, “Working this weekend?”

Gillian nodded and made a face. “I hate weddings.”

He responded with the same comment he always made when she said this. “Except for one,” and his hopeful tone asked for a response.

She gave in to his kind, insistent face and agreed with used words. “Except for ours.”

He stepped onto the pedal, satisfied, mounting as his bike rolled away.
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Gillian replayed the voicemail Tilda left the day before, reveled in the glow of the Hellman award, and wondered how soon she’d get to collect the prize. Five thousand dollars was a serious chunk of money. Flushed with the thought of talking to Tilda in a post-award glow and eager for a new lead, Gillian loaded two cameras, a slim portfolio, and her notebook. A breakthrough opportunity. She realized she’d wanted to determine what kind of person she was, what kind of photographer. This could be the day when she moved from shooting weddings and senior portraits to the real deal of current events with deep human interest.

She shot out of the garage’s back door, heading for the alley shortcut to the nearest bus stop, and ran into a woman and child making for the exterior studio stairs.

“Oh!” the woman gasped, more startled than Gillian. She carried two white plastic bags in one hand, held her barely walking child’s hand with the other. Both mother and child were bundled in many more layers of clothes than Gillian, who was struck speechless.

“I’m so sorry,” the woman entreated, raising one burdened hand. Between her thumb and index finger was the key she’d apparently just retrieved from under the backyard bird feeder. “I didn’t see you. Paul said it was okay to come.”

Gillian gaped anew around the yard, at a loss.

“It’s Gillian, right? Thank you. Thank you so much for letting us stay.”

Gillian blinked. “I . . . I’m just heading out for the day. Paul’s gone to work already.”

“Do you know what it takes to start over? Besides courage?” The woman—Paul’s stepsister, Gillian reminded herself—looked down and swayed, peppering nervous glances back and forth. The toddler tugged on her hand, spluttering incomprehensible sounds.

“Five thousand dollars?” Gillian suggested, feeling half-crazy as the words slipped out.

The woman eyed her strangely and responded, “It takes kindness from others. Thank you so much. Thank you.”

“Oh, yes, well . . .” Gillian started to say something to or about the kid but failed, wholly out of her element. Their child-free life was a given; it had never borne discussion. Taken aback that the woman was already moving in, she thought, Did Paul and I really talk about this? She struggled to identify what about the woman—Ellen, was it?—was wrong. Something was wrong.

“Thank you. You won’t even notice us, I promise. We’ll be no bother, not any more, not at all.” The woman fled with her child up the back steps to the studio. More thanks echoed down, and the door up there clicked lightly as she snicked it shut.

Considering Paul’s original plan of making an entrance to the apartment accessible only from inside the garage, Gillian thought about their reasoning. If she wanted the studio for photography, she wouldn’t want to go outside in the rain, but if she wanted clients coming for photo sessions, outside stairs might be better, more separate and professional. She had tried to look to the future. An entrance from inside the garage was cozier for anyone inside the house to use the studio. The thought of renting it out made her want the stairs outside of the garage, as separate as possible from their domain.

They picked both, the long staircase outside and the tiny circular steps that dropped into the garage. The studio had exits from both ends, and now they had a shirttail relative with a little kid above their garage, able to walk into the house from the vehicle bay. They’d never before locked the door from the garage into the house. She tried to remember if it required a separate lock from the studio key. Not that she disliked the woman on sight, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off.

Well, the woman’s obsequious talk and behavior disturbed, left Gillian uneasy.

Had Paul said anything about charging rent to this stepsister? Gillian couldn’t remember. Probably not. Money was not a big deal to him, and the woman was family, however removed and unknown. She was in need. And Paul was exactly the kind of person who helped wholly, who knew what the right thing to do was and did it.

An epiphany of sorts washed over Gillian. Really, she’d been trying to decide what kind of person she was back in high school, even before she’d made the pact with then-fifteen-year-old Becky. This realization that stopped her was rear-ended by the thought that passing her thirty-third birthday meant nothing more than she should know by now what she wanted. Or she did know, but she should live with things the way they were.

In the alley, Gillian saw a nondescript older sedan. Frost crystallized on the last shaded section of the car’s hood. She squinted at the frost patterns and reached for her Canon. One snapshot of the car behind their back gate to log the photo for her memory, then minute focus at different angles on the icy, spider-stars of cold condensation.

A camera did more than provide a shield between her and whatever gathering or still life threatened her fragile peace. There was usually something worth preserving; her eye found and her shutter salvaged.
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On her shortcut to the bus stop, Gillian reflected that she was the kind of person who took public transportation whenever possible. It had been a necessity when she was younger and poor. After she met Paul, she found not only was there no shame in taking the bus instead of a car, there was a certain honor to commuting friendly. In the seven years they’d been married, Paul biked to his fellowship almost every workday, and Gillian knew the buses well. With just one transfer, she could get within two and a half blocks of Tilda’s home office.

The last uphill block from the final bus stop made her gear feel heavier. She’d doubled up on cameras, unsure what her meeting with Tilda would hold. A purveyor of custom digital photography, black and white development, and film restoration, as her card read, had to be ready.

The stone steps jutting from the north side of the brown brick building, the lower floor of which served as Tilda’s office, were slick with green moss, and cold. Gillian pressed her weight carefully on her toes to avoid slipping on the slime.

“Grab that, will you?” she said to someone inside Tilda’s doorway as she swung her bag over the threshold and saw her portfolio slipping from the large pocket of her black canvas bag. She leaned her bags into the wall to trap the escaping folder, both hands supporting the gear bag.

“Not a chance.”

She glanced over. He was about her age, giving a crooked grin and no quarter. Tall, powerfully built, with a face handsome enough to look godlike in all sorts of light or shadows, even under the fluorescent lights on Tilda’s threshold that never saw the sun.

“You the shooter?” he asked.

Gillian wondered who the man was and why he was at Tilda’s office when she’d been requested to come to talk about the award and more work. It somehow felt like she was being set up on a blind date without having been forewarned.

“I see you’ve met,” Tilda said, clattering on her stilettoes to the coffee station she kept on the hip-high, narrow table in the stone-floored foyer.

An over-slender smoker who always wore black and a grown-out shag, Tilda had taken Gillian under her wing a year earlier, pushing her to go for prestigious work. She chided Gillian with a three-syllable “wha-a-at?” whenever Gillian was tentative about a job, and she did it now as she turned back to them.

“Kevin Zebrist, Gillian Trett.” Tilda waved one hand back and forth then clattered to her office, with Gillian and Kevin following. When she swung into her desk chair, Gillian took an anticipatory breath, ready to hear more about her five-thousand-dollar win of the Hellman award.

“So,” Tilda said, “Kevin is a features writer who hunts up the best, and he’s gracing Seattle with his presence for a few months.”

Kevin gave a faux-humble shrug. “It’s a living.”

Gillian looked away from Kevin’s charming smile with determination. A Rolling Stones tune began. She tried to place it as Kevin stopped the music with a check of his cell phone. “Excuse me, I must take this.”

While he took his call in the foyer, Tilda stage-whispered, “He’s a two-time finalist for the Pulitzer in feature writing. Has his eyes on the prize. Did a stint embedded with troops in the Middle East. Just finished a terrific piece on elephants and said that if he’d had a good shooter—” she swept an underlining finger toward Gillian and lowered her voice further, “the photographer could have been Pulitzer-nominated for best feature photography.”

Gillian felt like a small child at the grown-ups’ table. Turning away, she watched Kevin tuck his cell in a chest pocket and help himself to the coffee and accoutrements. He tipped his cup at them with a grin, then strolled over and threw himself back into the chair beside Gillian. “Sorry ’bout that. Deadlines, you know.”

“Kids, can we get on track here?” Tilda looked from one to the other in a way that made her pointy nose seem like a finger. Gillian and Kevin shot each other final glances before turning back to their host like scolded schoolchildren.

“Kevin here is after a killer photojournalism piece,” Tilda said. “Gillian, how busy are you in the next few weeks or so?”

“Two weddings, so inflexible dates there. And I’ve got a calendar to do, puppies. Replacing someone else where the contract had a snafu. It’s due in a couple of weeks and I can work on it whenever.”

“A calendar?” Tilda frowned. “Work for hire?”

Gillian nodded, flitting her gaze to the window to avoid her mentor’s eyes and the tut-tut that came from Kevin Zebrist.

“No rights, no credits.” Tilda sighed.

Gillian shrugged. “It’s a living.”

“A calendar producer lost a photographer and they came to you?” Kevin asked.

Tilda frowned. “How are you going to shoot twelve months’ worth of scenes right now?”

Gillian ran through her ideas, pleased to have gotten the project assignment as much as having figured out how to pull it off. “We’re getting a sunny afternoon the latter part of next week and there are still some beautiful blooms in the better parks. I can get up to the Cascades for snow in an hour and a half. There are still some maples with their foliage in good fall colors. Believe me, I didn’t take the job without thinking about it.”

Kevin tipped his head sideways and raised his eyebrows. “And the puppies?”

“My sister volunteers at the shelter.”

He laughed. “No models’ releases needed.”

“Exactly.”

Waving hands interrupted them again. “Gillian, you know of Kevin’s work?”

She did now. She nodded.

“Oh, go on,” Kevin said, stretching his long legs forward, then relaxing, allowing his knees to spread wide.

“You go on,” Tilda demanded. “Find something. A legacy. It’s out there.” She pointed her fingers at them in turn. “You’re a writer. You’re a photographer. There’s a story out there. It’s speculative, but I know you two are going to poke around and come up with something fabulous.”

That was it. Gillian followed Kevin back to the foyer.

“So.” He pointed over his shoulder to Tilda’s office as he opened the door. “She says you’ve won some local prizes. Good job.”

Gillian wanted no to-do about the Hellman award now. Kevin Zebrist had been featured, had done the kind of travel and journalism she’d only dreamed about. Oh, how she used to picture herself in faraway countries, in sandals while snapping camels, in cotton capris seeing wild cats through a long lens, her camera bags forever slung around her shoulders. Oh, how that wasn’t the life that photography gave her, not even close.

Becky would have hated her traveling, incommunicado for months. And there was Paul, stable, and at home. So stable. Probably seventeen years older than Kevin, who looked to be about Gillian’s age, twice her size, grinning down at her with his lips pursed.

“Do you have a card?” she asked.

“I’ll just scribble your digits down.” He pulled out his cell and she gave him everything—her email, the house phone, her cell—as they walked down the stone steps of Tilda’s office. He didn’t reciprocate, but said he’d call.

“What do you think? Any ideas?” Gillian asked. She wanted to leave. She wanted to tug on his sleeve and ask him about photojournalism opportunities.

“It’s early days.” He flashed another winning grin. “But we’ll find several somethings.”

The initial guardedness in his voice meant more, she decided, eyeing him sideways with renewed curiosity. He means he’ll find it, she thought.

“So, let’s go tie one on,” he said, his voice as jokey as his expression.

Kevin’s usual charm, Gillian imagined. He was that kind. Probably, it usually worked, she thought. When she didn’t respond, he tried again, touching her arm briefly with two fingers before gesturing down the street to a pseudo-Irish pub.

“Come on, I’ll teach you all I know.”

Gillian gave her frostiest glare. “I taught myself.”

Kevin moved directly in front of her, forcing her to stand still. “So are you the go-get-a-drink kind?”

“It’s barely eleven in the morning.” She stepped around him, ready to walk away.

“Not in Bangkok.”

Gillian turned. “You’ve been to Thailand?”





CHAPTER 5

Gillian stopped dead in her backyard, struck by the realization that she recalled little of the journey home. How could she have been at a bus stop, waited, paid, gotten off at the right stop, transferred, and walked the blocks home in a Northwest mist with little memory of the event? Like I’d been drunk, she thought. Blacked-out drunk, unable to remember what she’d done and who she’d done it with.

Her earliest memories were of her old-before-their-time parents, wrinkled and reeking of poor hygiene, disappointing their daughters with an inability to keep the two-bedroom apartment clean or stocked with decent food, with the electricity being shut off every summer, a loss of water service, too. They never had trash removal service. Gillian sneaked her parents’ empties into neighbors’ dumpsters.

The girls ducked when the slapping started, when bottles were thrown. They hid under their cots or under junk in their little closet when it got uglier, but they did not turn on each other in the madness. They did not. And they never mumbled at each other like their stinking mother and father did. Sometimes Gillian thought it amazing she and her sister had learned to talk at all in a home with two drunks who usually grunted—uhhnn, mmm, aah, yee—for their wants, approvals, and unhappiness.

In middle school, the cool kids introduced Gillian to the easy way a kid can buy legal liquor in any drugstore or supermarket. The cap of the plastic bottles served as a shot glass. Teachers could only smell an interest in oral hygiene on her breath. The intoxication was guaranteed in a few mighty swallows. When Becky bawled and begged for her sister to stay sober, Gillian drank bigger swallows.

Even before graduating high school, Gillian didn’t come home on weekends. She couch surfed. The week before her eighteenth birthday, she moved in with a bunch of half friends who liked to party. She remembered little of the next year, just a series of bad roommates, bad boyfriends, bad jobs, bad hangovers.

Nineteen. Gillian hadn’t been blind drunk since she was nineteen. She’d been out on her own, scraping by with a couple of part-time jobs—one in a drugstore, the other in a clothing boutique. One night, she got plowed at a party near the old neighborhood, so she crashed at her parents’ apartment rather than trying for her shared hovel across the city.

Gillian stared at her reflection in the glass of the back door to the garage, and remembered Becky at fifteen, waking in the middle of the night to her big sister puking in the bathroom. Then Becky freaked. She had cried and pleaded before, but that one drunk night when Gillian staggered into her room, her pleas forced Gillian to sobriety in a gross minute.

Her little sister’s chin dimpled and quivered. Becky’s voice was so choked with hiccupping start-up sobs that she was hard to understand, but when she managed those words, the meaning lasted.

“Gillian? Gillian, please don’t be like them. Please. They . . . they don’t even like us. They don’t like me. Please like me. Please be like me. Oh, Gillian! Here, you can have my bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.”

Becky slid off her cot and crumpled on the worn, smelly carpet, her hands clasped, praying to a God she didn’t believe in, begging for comfort from a sister she shouldn’t believe in. A sister who’d abandoned her utterly, moving out more than a year before, with an attitude that it was every woman for herself.

That was the last time Gillian got hammered, and her fast track to sobriety. The look on her then-fifteen-year-old sister’s face remained the worst thing Gillian had ever caused. The low point in life, before her twentieth birthday.

I betrayed the one innocent who deserved commitment.

She’d decided then never to risk repeating her parents’ mistakes, knew then she’d never have kids. Her chin set, her determination, too, as her baby sister wailed. Gillian Trett decided she’d never get drunk on anything again, and the next afternoon, she met her sister at the end of the school day, walked home with her, told her she’d take care of her. The naked relief in Becky’s eyes made the hangover worth it.

Since then, Gillian’s pact never faltered. They never competed, they always shared, they damn well watched out for each other. They made themselves into two good, functional people, phoenixed from the home of two pickled parents. Gillian stayed, and they weathered Becky’s remaining adolescence under their parents’ roof, under the stench of alcohol. Right before Becky’s graduation, Gillian found a roommating situation. She and Becky moved out, cut the cord. It was done. They never talked to or about their parents.

They held hands as they walked those days and sometimes, they still did, Becky’s son or husband holding her other hand.

And Gillian still mentally apologized to Becky—I’m sorry, Becky-Bird—for scaring her at fifteen, for leaving her alone that first year after graduation, for getting shit-faced and coming home to an un-liked girl with no one in her corner, no one sober.
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“Hello,” Paul said, smiling from across the kitchen when Gillian kicked the door open, hurting her toe. Then his tone wrenched with concern. “Are you crying?”

“No, my contacts were bothering me, that’s all. Sorry, I’ve got to work.” She rushed past him to the darkroom, flicking on the switch that lit a red warning light in the hallway to deny anyone else entry to her space.

She didn’t cry for long. She got it together and turned to the dry negative she’d made in the wee hours that morning.

With the strip cut and the neg fit into her enlarger, Gillian hand-cranked the knobs and considered the shot on a larger scale, the light and dark areas of the image reversed. She changed the enlarger’s aperture then selected a cheap resin-coated paper to make a test print that would be striped by varying seconds of light. As soon as the solutions in the four baths were ready, she exposed the negative and began the cycles of timing and sloshing.

Ghostly images appeared, solidifying as she stared. Absorbed in the red light of her darkroom, Gillian wondered in what decade the film had been loaded and shot. She used tongs to lift the wet enlargement from the last bath, squeegeed the paper, and placed it on the drying screen.

The only background visible was undeveloped land. No cityscape. A woodsy scene. The people were definitely young, all boys. The two on the extreme left and right were the oldest, with four younger boys in between them. They had lived their lives, fulfilled their promise to whatever extent. But the day this old shot was taken, they were ratty, scrawny, in front of scrubby trees. These children looked old in youth.

Their tattered clothes, collars and pockets dangling, harked to a time long past. The trouser hems were rolled up on some of the kids, while others wore too-small clothes that left their ankles exposed. Oh, those children. Some of them were probably dead if her guess about the time frame—forties? fifties?—was correct. Some of them had gone on to make meaning out of their lives, surely. They had a story for having been standing in a clearing, looking dirty and whipped and somehow brave.

She was surprised to find she’d stood there thinking about dead people long enough for the print to dry. She wanted to make a better print—twenty-two seconds would be the best overall exposure, she could see that now from the test stripes—but Paul knocked on the darkroom door.

“Is it safe? You have a call on the house phone.”

She flicked off the red warning light to the hallway and came out, giving him an apologetic smile and a quick kiss before going to find the phone by the living room loveseat.
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Kevin’s phone voice, unknown yet familiar, was startlingly sexy, dark like his hair, bringing to mind his strong, stubbled jaw and his bulk. “Thought I was calling your cell. Got your numbers mixed up.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “What’s up? Do you have a story idea?”

“The notion of environmental memory,” he said slowly. “How about you, got anything?”

“One possibility, but . . .” she faltered, wondering what magic might exist in that old photograph. Remembering his hand on her arm, she basked as he encouraged her to try whatever seed might be germinating.

“Birds of a feather,” he said. “Maybe a piece on street people who are, by choice, gleaners. Dysfunctional families, their world. Nothing touristy. No lighthouses or ferries or Mount Rainier.”

“Right. No Cascade or Olympic Mountains. No waterfalls for that matter.” She spoke with a decisiveness that surprised her, even as she knew the legacy concept they sought was not in those clichéd images of the Pacific Northwest.

“Something human,” Kevin said.

“And deep and universal but—”

“Fresh.”

“Yes,” she said. They were on exactly the same wavelength. Wanting something was not the same as finding it, not at all. A whiff of Paul’s abandoned maté drink on the coffee table made her move to the kitchen. Even Becky, who thought Gillian had done as well in marrying Paul as she’d done in creating her own family with Myron Dasios, decreed that maté smelled like compost.

Gillian saw where she dropped her keys on the kitchen counter earlier. She didn’t remember throwing them down when she’d come home.

Paul came in, picking up his bombilla. She smiled and returned to the loveseat.

“You get me?” Kevin asked. “I’m making no sense at all, huh?”

“I get you,” she assured him as they hung up.

Had she told Paul about Kevin? About the tantalizing prospect of working with a journalist of his caliber? Gillian felt herself stall, flush a bit.

Paul gave her a hand up, and they went to the kitchen where he had opened a bottle, and poured modest servings. “A youngish Chardonnay. What do you think?”

She tried it, okayed it, accepted the single glass, all she would have. They sliced vegetables for a stir-fry dinner.

“Ahh,” he said with satisfaction as he sipped between chopping carrots. “Did you call Becky?”

“I will. After dinner.”

“I put a cordless upstairs for Liz.” He smiled. “She goes by Liz, apparently.”

“Upstairs,” Gillian echoed, thinking of their second floor, the master bedroom and bath.

“In the studio apartment, Gillian. Upstairs, as in, over the garage.”

“I thought you never had a line hooked up for the studio.”

“It’s an extension on our house phone line. The old wireless. Just so she’s not without a phone, in case she needs one. When we’re gone during the day, she might as well have a phone, don’t you think? I didn’t know if it would get the signal up there, but we checked and it does. I feel better with her having a telephone, since she’s there with her little kid, don’t you? She only has one of those pay-as-you-go cell phones with ten bucks on it.”

He pulled plates and tableware from the dishwasher, filing them into cabinets and drawers while he talked. Always the guy who looked for something that needed to be done and did it. He got the dishwasher emptied before they ate.

Gillian’s veggie stirring slowed. “So she’s using our phone.”

“Indeed.”

“Then we could actually interrupt each other on calls.”

“I don’t think she plans on using it regularly, if at all. She didn’t ask for it. I just gave it to her. I didn’t want her up there without a reliable phone.”

Her back was to him as he spoke and she felt herself stiffen. What was her problem? If the cordless phone worked in the studio, it was a cheap way to give Liz emergency telephone access. Adults do not listen to others’ conversations. She was not losing privacy, not really. Why did their phone extension in the studio make her recoil?

Gillian opened her mouth, but hesitated and was forming her thoughts when he said, “And I gave her a few hundred dollars. She didn’t have anything. All right?”

“Why ask me?” Gillian shrugged. Since he’d already done it, why, why? He didn’t need her approval.

“Our limit,” Paul said. “I’ve promised and you agreed, too. Remember? We agreed we wouldn’t spend five hundred or more without telling each other. And really, we’re supposed to talk first, before spending, so I’m sorry about that. I apologize.”

You gave her the studio, the phone, money, Gillian thought, reddening at the uncharitable stiffness of her thoughts. God, what’s the matter with me? I wish I didn’t feel this way.

The strongest feeling she knew was that of want, wanting something different, wanting to be something different. Hunching her shoulders, she tried to identify her problem. The money? Laughable. Not spending over five hundred dollars without consulting the other had been Paul’s suggestion. She suspected he’d been trying for reverse psychology, after seeing her discomfiture at him plunking dollars down on extravagances. Sometimes his expensive purchases were for her. He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t know not having money.

She felt him looking at her throughout their dinner and had to shake him off. “I’ve got to call Becky.”
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Her sister answered the phone with, “Are you mad at me?”

“No, God, why do you say that?” And then Gillian listened to what she already knew, that she hadn’t returned a number of calls and texts. She tried to tell Becky she was busy developing film, wondering how to research an antique photo she’d rescued, being romanced for a potential big-time photojournalism piece. She had the calendar to shoot, a corporate gig coming up, and two weddings, one of which would require a serious preshoot planning session. Becky changed to the topic of painting her son’s bedroom and maybe the hallway. Myron didn’t want pink in little Phillip’s room. She was hoping he’d like the butter color she’d picked out.

“Do you think that will be okay?” This was her sister, deferential, yet demanding.

Gillian clenched her eyes, her stomach. It shouldn’t be like this. Myron treated Becky as decently as Paul did Gillian. She counted to ten, then twenty, while Becky went on about paint-cleanup mess and worry about the fumes, and finally they disconnected. She rested her forehead on her hands.

Paul pushed aside his papers and asked, “Will you tell me what you’re thinking about?”

“The film in the Bantam.”

He snapped his fingers. “Ah, right, one of those cameras I got for you at the penny sale. Worthwhile?”

She gave a faint nod and stared at the black living room window that gave nothing back, poor reflection. “I would have to identify the photographer and the people in the photograph to whatever extent is possible.”

“So, something you might try to get published? Something you’d like to follow up beyond some guy named John? Tell me about it, will you? I’m interested.” His papers were in his lap, ignored.

“The negatives are black and white. The negative, I should say. There’s just one picture there.”

Paul’s smile was immediate. He leaned forward, nodding. “You love black and white.”

Maybe she loved it too much. She gave a wry grimace and said, “The shot is odd. People. Kids. It’s posed but there’s something . . . not right.”

He set the papers on the side table and watched her for more. Gillian wondered how long he would wait. How long would I make him wait? How long have I waited?

“Could I see the print?”

“I’ve only got a test print. I’ll have time to make a good one later this week, I think.”

He followed her into the darkroom, ducking around hanging strips of negatives, respectful of her space even as he demonstrated interest. He squinted against the stink of chemical baths in their rectangular tubs. The fresh solution she’d mixed last night made the smell especially sharp.

If she flipped the lights off, he was obliged to put his hands in his pockets and keep his feet immobile until she again blessed them with light. He knew how the darkroom, her domain, worked. They had rules. He was not to talk with his hands, swinging his arms around to emphasize what he was saying. He was not to bump into things in general, but he could talk all he wanted in the blackness. He’d grown to enjoy speaking like a disembodied voice in the indoor night. But now she kept the lights on and picked up the Bantam Anastigmat when he asked about the camera. She snapped the viewfinder up and squirted cleaner onto the glass plate.

“Do they still make film for it?” he asked, smiling, looking for eye contact, reaching for her.

“No.” She looked away, reaching to put the camera on the counter, but bumped his outstretched palm. The camera slipped to the floor, bounced, and broke apart, three pieces of black plastic clattering in all directions.

“Gillian, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” Paul dropped to his knees, picking up one piece then another, setting the two offerings on her work counter.

She winced, trying not to think how his tone echoed both the overapologetic emoting she so often heard from Becky, as well as the beseeching of his sudden stepsister, based on their two-second encounter this morning. “Stop. Stop apologizing.”

The curtness in her voice chilled the room, but she said nothing more. Paul paused then passed the last plastic half shell, eyeing it. “Oh, I don’t think it’s broken. And look, there’s something there, inscribed on the inside.”

Blinking over the pieces, she realized the camera was built to come apart in this way, but the sight of the body in parts still made her cringe. She took the last piece from him and leaned over to study this back section of the camera’s body. The inscription might have been scratched with a nail, carefully done, but sloppy too, the length of writing barely jammed into the small space that was usually covered by a plastic square that listed the patents and film suggestions.

They mouthed the name together: Alexandru Istok.

She clicked the camera pieces together, dropping her shoulders with relief as she decided they were undamaged, then pointed to the drying screen. “There’s the print.”

The paper still stank of the chemical bath and felt cool, but was dry. Paul bent his head and frowned at the fresh old photograph of young people, keeping his hands to himself. Gillian could almost see the questions forming in his mind. Who were they? Where were they? Who took the photo? Why? Her questions ranged to the more direct, personal, and cutting. Were they cold? Is that why their clothes were all done up, every single button, or was that a holdover from a more traditional time, when people wore hats, when men wore suit coats even walking in a field among cows? The young men at the left and right ends of the group both had caps snugged down. Were they freezing? Please, let them just be subscribing to an old-fashioned habit of formal dress. Let the children not be cold and shivering.

Paul stopped studying the row of boys, straightened his face, and said gently, “In their faces, they remind me of . . .”

She waited. He bent forward and peered at the photo again. When he stood up, his face drew tight and he pursed his lips. She watched him and knew he didn’t feel it, the pull, the thin coiling tug that reached from that ancient image into the deepest part of her soul. Didn’t he see hope and disappointment in those children’s faces? She shook her head and knew her tone would be clipped if she said anything, anything at all. She stayed silent.

Paul glanced again at the photograph. Each stripe, light to dark, afforded different aspects of the shot to come forward. A wry, wistful sadness came over his face. “Their eyes. It’s that same guarded expression as . . .” He rubbed his chin, ending with his lips sealed, his knuckles across his mouth.

“What?”

He looked at her with care then returned his gaze to the photograph, tapping a finger under the boys in the woods. “They’re afraid.”





CHAPTER 6

When Greer Donner awoke, he felt a sleepy-headed peace for several seconds before remembering.

I’ll come in the night and kill everyone. I will shoot your whole family if you tell.

He froze in bed, awake in a nightmare. He remembered listening again for his parents to go to bed, then taking a surveillance position at his window and fighting the drowsiness. Again, at some point sleep beat him down from his post.

The rowdy weekend full of family should have been fun, but his head was thick and spinning. There had been too much talk going on to keep up. Emma said they stayed over for him. Donners were stayers. Ben and Ryan and Wes had a weird, hard-to-follow conversation going about Greer getting dumped—that Clipper experienced a religious conversion that wouldn’t stand the test of a week’s time.

Wes was city, everything about him, but he was a good guy, like an uncle in the way Maddie was like an aunt, even though they said Maddie was really his sister-in-law and Wes was really a brother-in-law. Ben’s friend, Ryan, was like an uncle too and his job was like a doctor. He’d had questions.

“Are you sure you didn’t hurt your head when you fell off Clipper?” While Ryan quizzed him, Momma hovered.

“It hurt a little.” Greer remembered the man shoving him into the tree, the feel of the bark as his head and back whacked the trunk.

Papa gave a knowing nod and said it wouldn’t be the last time Greer came off a horse, it happened.

Momma fussed over him too much. “Maybe we should take you to the doctor.”

She’d argued for it throughout the weekend and into the school week. Greer kept shaking his head, just like he’d done that first night, when it had earned laughs from the Donner men, all of whom avoided doctoring of all kinds.

Greer pulled the blankets over his head. He had no weapon now. That first horrible night, as he tried to watch until daybreak, he kept one hand in the pocket of his papa’s oilskin jacket, palming the heavy revolver to be ready for the bad man. Papa’s pistol had a friction-fit leather trigger guard, tooled perfectly around the cylinder, and Greer debated removing it. When he awoke, tucked in with the jacket spread over his chest, the big right-hand pocket was empty. The jacket smelled like hay and sap and sweat, but the comfort of these scents vanished when he realized the gun was gone. He guessed his papa had taken the gun back.

“Hey, sleeping beauty,” Papa called from Greer’s bedroom door.

Greer sat up, stunned. He’d fallen asleep again. The sizzling sound and the scent of morning bacon came to him, along with a good voice, his momma’s murmurs out there at the table.

Greer kicked the covers off to pretend things were as good as they should have been, that there wasn’t this looming possibility of a big mean man coming to kill his whole entire family.

“Up and at ’em.” Papa pointed to the jeans and shirt and socks and underwear laid out on Greer’s dresser.

Reaching for his clothes after Papa left his room, Greer wondered if he’d noticed his momma putting out his school clothes the night before. He could imagine her doing it, see it well in his mind, but he didn’t know if he’d actually witnessed it. And hadn’t something very like that thought come to him earlier? Yes, Sunday with the horses. Momma and Papa were going for a ride. He’d imagined his papa lifting the western saddle high over Clipper’s back, but he’d been in the feed room getting carrots, and when he came out, Clipper was saddled and Momma was already mounting.

So, in his mind, he’d seen Papa lift the saddle, but he hadn’t seen it in real life that time.

Really, really, he didn’t want to be psychic. He didn’t even want to think about having some horrible, special ability to see what would happen before it happened. Dumber-than-posts girls at school talked about seeing things and all about their dreams. No one should want to see things that hadn’t happened yet. Bad things could happen.

What if the things he imagined were really going to happen?

Greer pictured his family as bodies in a big ugly bloody pile, arms and legs in a tangle, heavier than sacks of grain. He still couldn’t lift a bag of oats clean above his head, couldn’t lift a heavy saddle all the way up to a horse’s back. How would he ever move his brothers’ and sisters’ corpses?

“Come on, honey,” Momma called down the hallway. “You’re moving like the dead these days. You used to get yourself up. We need to get you to bed earlier, I think. Eat some breakfast and get your school things. The bus will be at the corner in ten minutes.”

He’d been whip-tired going to school the last couple of days. Now he stared at his breakfast plate and realized he didn’t remember coming to the table. Did it go both ways? Did things happen that he didn’t remember? Worse, would things he pictured in his mind actually happen?

No. Please, no. Please.
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Making it through the school days was tough going. At first, Greer resisted laying his head on his desk, but as the week wore on, he no longer cared what his teacher, Ms. Hedley, said. He closed his eyes at every opportunity. School was safe that way. He rested, knowing that he’d try to keep awake all night, the sole watchman for the Donner house.

He wanted to stay inside for recess, but Ms. Hedley made him go out.

On the playground, he walked like a zombie past his friends to the trees at the edge of the school yard. He threw his back into the largest fir, hard. Then again. His eyes closed, his hands twisted the shirt front at the top snap, and he shoved himself into the tree again, whacking his head against the trunk. He pictured that horrible man’s face right in front of his eyes, grabbing and shoving, yelling that he’d kill Greer’s entire family.

When the last bell rang and Ms. Hedley asked him to stay a minute, then asked if things were okay at home, Greer was stumped.

“Sure. Why?”

“You’ve been very quiet.” She gave him a sealed envelope. “Greer, your mom or dad has to sign this note tonight. You bring it back to me tomorrow.”

Soon, Greer had to sit at his desk after school while Momma told Ms. Hedley how she put him to bed early because he was hard to get up in the mornings nowadays. They talked about how he was distracted and not paying attention.

“We’re going to keep him busy in the day, stick to an ironclad schedule for the afternoons and evenings—especially on school nights,” Momma said to Ms. Hedley.

“I’m glad you’re keeping a close eye on your little guy,” his teacher said.

Greer frowned. Nobody with man-sized trouble ought to be called that.
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There would be unanswerable questions if he asked for a gun, or even if he said they should lock the doors—the Donners weren’t door lockers—every night. So should he get a gun himself without telling? Should he wait for them to fall asleep and sneak in there and get a pistol, load it, and wait at his window?

Probably so. That seemed like the smart thing to do, to be ready in case the man came tonight. He could get a gun from the closet shelf. Papa kept them unloaded and it would take time to get the right ammo, match it to each pistol and rifle. A shotgun! Yes, Papa’s scattergun would be best. The fat shells were unmistakable and they made the biggest hole in a chunk of plywood.

But maybe not. Papa always had Greer use a bench rest to zero in the duck-hunting shotgun. Greer figured he could fire one round, blast the mean man in half, if the moment came, but he’d have to make sure the magazine held buckshot, not birdshot. A pistol would be easier to fire than the scattergun. It had to be a big pistol, but not so big that Greer couldn’t steady-pull the trigger.

The mean man’s pistol was a big one.

But Greer hadn’t told anyone what the man had done. He’d never tell. So the man should stay away. If he kept his promise, then the man should stay away. That was the deal. But a man without honor wouldn’t necessarily keep his half of the bargain and Greer knew that man was not honorable.
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When Papa asked if he wanted to take a ride this beautiful Saturday morning and Greer answered honestly that he didn’t, both parents studied him. Greer knew that kind of notice and attention couldn’t be good.

“Sweetie,” Momma said, “are you sure you don’t want to take a little ride today?”

Greer nodded and shook his head, unable to speak, unable to stop the circular roll of his neck, wobbling his head about.

“Fishing?” Papa suggested. He took the funky motion of Greer’s head to be agreement. “Great, I’ll get my vest and river boots. Grab the special flies.”

The special flies were tied without hooks, even gentler than the barbless hooks the Donners made by filing the barbs off of store-bought fishhooks. Greer couldn’t stomach killing, so he cast flies that proved he’d attracted the trout or salmon, but never hooked and landed a fish. Everyone cocked their heads and smiled in appreciation of his squeamishness, accommodated him. Sure, he went along with Papa and Doug to go hunting or fishing, but he went for the time in the woods with the men, for the camping.

Greer knew they looked at each other up there, up above his head. He was afraid they wondered what was wrong with him, what he was hiding. But there was no way he was going to tell the secret and get them all killed.

Bang! Greer jumped, sucking in a great breath of alarm, but it was just Papa bombing in through the door.

He wished he knew if he could see the future. If he and Papa went off fishing, Momma would be alone. She’d be an easy kill.

“Chop, chop,” Papa said, then took Greer’s hand and led him to the door, tugging against Greer’s hesitant steps.

“Momma, would you come with us?”

She set her tea down. “Fishing? You want me to come with you and Papa?”

He nodded. She pursed her lips, considering something, then rose. Coming around the table, she tousled his hair and kissed his head. “Sure, honey. Let me do a couple of things to clean up.”

Then the phone rang and Papa had to go help Gram with something. There would be no man around.

“You want to come with me or stay here?” Papa asked.

“Stay here.”
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“What is it, honey?” Momma sat beside him on the sofa, smoothed his hair while she talked about how much she loved him. She ran her hand over the back of his head. He flinched then stiffened when she stroked his back. “Is something wrong?”

Greer chewed his lip. He wanted to be honest, but too many questions could cut close to the danger area. In his mind, he begged her, Please, don’t make me say it, ’cause I swore I wouldn’t tell. If I tell, he’ll come in the night and he’ll kill every—

He screwed his eyes shut, popped them open, because the image of his dead family was waiting, ugly and too real.

“Can you tell me what you’re thinking?”

Nothing worked for him there but a flat refusal, so that’s what he gave, with a shake of his head. He knew she wouldn’t put up with that noise for long. He could get away with “no” not very much at all.

She told him she wanted her happy boy back and sent him outside to do chores. It was a stupid day. If they lived through the night, tomorrow would be another stupid day.
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When his momma noticed red scrapes on his back as he changed into his pajamas, Greer knew he was caught and caught wasn’t good. He hummed while she spoke.

“How did you hurt your back?”

“I . . .” Greer twisted his mouth, considering how to get around this one without lying. Surely he couldn’t say he’d bashed himself into a tree just ’cause.

“Did someone hurt you? Someone at school?”

“No, Momma, no one at school hurt me.”

“Then what happened?”

“I don’t know.” The lie felt bad.

“No one is picking on you? Ethan’s brother isn’t bothering you?”

His friend Ethan had a big brother, a sixth grader. At the start of the school year Ethan’s brother said that since Greer’s brother Ben was gay that Greer probably was, too. Greer hadn’t started the shoving match, but he’d tried to finish it before teachers separated the boys.

“Greer, I want you to talk to me,” she said. “How’d you hurt your back?”

He nodded his understanding, knowing the family declarations about talking and truth-telling. The truth is the truth, and let the chips fall where they may, that’s what his parents said. Always speak up, never lie, be respectful. Never yell. Rules and promises. Always keep your promise. He closed his eyes, snapping with tiredness even as the usual nighttime dread of needing to be wary built in his bones.

“Greer?”

He swung off his bed, crawled underneath, and pushed his face hard into the angle of the floor and wall, shoving his nose into the crevice.

“Greer.”

He was still thinking. He needed time to figure this out, how to satisfy his family’s rules. Follow their rules while preventing their murders.

“Greer, come out. Now. Stop playing around.”

What if Papa’s pistol had just fallen out of the coat that night? Maybe it was here, under the bed. Greer’s heart thrummed with the marvelousness of the thought just as Momma caught his ankle and dragged him. As she pulled him out from under the bed, dust bunnies and a cobweb on his face, and reminded him she’d asked a question, he gave his most charming grin, thinking fast.

“I don’t know . . .” he blurted then cut himself off, thinking the rest of his sentence: . . . what to say right now. There. His words were so clear in his mind, he nodded.

Whew. Got it. Brilliant, as Frankie would say. He’d found salvation. How not to lie, not really. As hard as he’d thought the rest of his sentence, he felt his momma had gotten pretty close to a Donner-honest response from him. This could be a way to scrape through the talking time of regular waking hours.

“You don’t remember?”

“No.” And he thought: It’s just that I can’t tell ’cause then he’ll come kill everybody and—

“How can you not remember bruising your back, honey?”

He remembered everything and wished he couldn’t. He remembered when the man hit and kicked the woman. When she drove away. When the man told him to put the pistol down. When the man shoved him into the tree.

At the top of the list, he remembered what they’d promised each other.

Momma fussed at him and he played at being silly to put her off and she finally went away. Papa came and tucked him in and left. He heard his parents talking in their bedroom, but couldn’t make out the words. He held his breath and listened. Their light clicked off and weight fell on him with the darkness. Now it was all on him, the duty.

His parents made noises, mumbles, rustles, a laugh.

Blinking at the window ledge, he wondered if a minute or an hour had passed. The wind waved the trees out there. Maybe something moved in the woods. Silvery moonlight began in the east. In the far part of the back field, grass shone a ghostly pale gold. Greer pressed his forehead against the cold glass. By midnight, the moonlight had moved enough that he’d seen a good quarter of the yard. Before he’d taken up the job of night watchman, he hadn’t appreciated how the light changed by the hours in the blackness, but now he knew it well. In time, the moon’s light curved around the house, making it cast a shadow over the creepier areas by the trees. Seeing the west came later, when he was beyond rummy, fighting hard against the sleepiness.

That mean man could be out there watching the house. From the right part of the woods, he could be looking right into Greer’s bedroom window. Right now.

Greer put a hand over his mouth to stifle the whimper as pee squirted out.
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If he ever rode again, Greer decided, he’d never slouch in the saddle, never get casual and think he had it all wired. Never be looking for a hawk above the treetops, or be unprepared for the horse’s sudden lurch sideways in case wind kicked leaves across a trail. He’d never ride bareback or without a bridle. Like Doug and Papa and Momma said, the saddle and bridle supported the rider, gave control. He had to have control.

Never, ever again would he let his guard down.

“We were supposed to take care of each other,” Greer told his momma’s bay horse. Standing in the pasture was all he could manage. He’d seen how the grown-ups exchanged glances when he said he didn’t want to ride.

Clipper told no tales about what happened in the woods. Well, Clipper didn’t know, anyway. He’d probably been home by the time Greer happened upon the horror.

“Oh, leaves, how scary.” Greer mocked the grazing horse with overwrought gestures and faces. Rubbing his ribs, he recalled the fall, the scrape of one elbow on the trail. The sound of rocks scattering when Clipper galloped off, stranding him way out there. A loose horse was bad enough, left a boy in Big Trouble, but all that followed? Contempt for the horse’s panic rose with indignation. He yelled at the now placid animal.

“Dummy! It was just blowing leaves, you dummy.”

He hadn’t even been on his pony since that late afternoon when he came off Clipper and the world went bad. The little spotted gelding stood with the draft team now, indifferent as Clipper. Only old Tib watched him.

He found a stout branch, fallen from an apple tree, hefted it and swung, his jaw set as he imagined striking Clipper.

Reviewing the facts with shame, Greer couldn’t say it aloud, but thought the embarrassing truth. The horse hadn’t even bucked, just lurched in a bad spook. Words couldn’t express the frustration.

Everything would have been different if only he’d been home and presentable in time for Caroline and Malcolm’s big dinner that night. That was a promise he’d made to his papa that morning. If only he hadn’t fudged things with Maddie, snuck home when no one was there, and taken his momma’s horse without permission. He’d broken his word and by nightfall had made a devil’s deal with a mean stranger.

I’ll come in the night and kill everyone. I will shoot your whole family if you tell.

He used to be afraid of things like white water on the river, falling trees, or a loose bull. This was a whole new kind of fear.

Greer let the stick drop from his hands as tears wet his cheeks. The stomping squeeze in his chest was weird, sort of like regular pain, but not. Not like cutting his finger with the buck knife the time he’d let the blade slip while opening a bale of sweet orchard grass, more like when Tib stood on his foot and wouldn’t move even when Greer yelled and shoved against her shoulder.

That time, Momma rushed up waving her arms to shoo Papa’s big horse off of Greer’s pinned foot. When Tib swiveled her hoof on Greer’s boot, it hurt even worse than when Tib stood unmoving on his toe. The first step was the hardest. It really hurt. Sure, it was a lot worse than the sort-of-pain now in his chest. Along with breathing being incredibly hard, invisible pins and needles bugged him.

A thousand unseen needles poked the tip of his tongue, spread across his lips. He looked at his hands. Why were his fingers tingling?

Panting, inspecting his normal-looking fingertips, Greer shuffled for the barn that looked miles away even though a horse could amble across the field to the open stalls in minutes. Desperate for air, Greer turned his back on the horses and tried for the gate.

Now his whole face felt full of pins and needles. He rubbed both palms, smashing his lips, trying to wake them up. The rubbing made his nose run. It was all a trick. He yanked his tingling fingers away, realizing he was smothering himself. He inhaled harder and faster, unable to get each breath in soon enough for fulfillment.

Sucking in greedy gulps wasn’t enough. He was drowning in air. No one could swim in air. His chest pumped furiously and his head pounded. A roaring in his ears made him wonder who turned on all the TVs on channels that didn’t work, turned the volume all the way up, as far as it would go. But wait, he was at the barn and there weren’t any TVs here.

Stay up, on your feet, Greer commanded himself. He shouldn’t go down in the pasture. He could get stomped on if the horses spooked. One big draft hoof on his head or chest would kill him. Left foot, right foot. And again.

He dropped to his butt, stood again, sat again. There definitely wasn’t enough air on the ground. Everything, it took everything he had to stagger through the grayness of the grass. Why was the world going colorless?

Scooting himself to the fence on his knees, he braced one hand on the gate and put his all into breathing. His chest was beyond sore from the heaving strain. Muscles between his ribs screamed with coming cramps. He’d had cramps in his legs before that put him on the ground. Charley horses. Well, once his rib muscles seized up, it would all be over, wouldn’t it?

He couldn’t make it to safety. Just couldn’t. Unable to get in enough life-giving air, knowing he was dying right there, right then, he knew no more.
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When a hand grabbed his shoulder and shook him, Greer waited without opening his eyes. Next, he figured, he’d be shoved into a tree and a big fist would grind into his chest and a mean man’s voice would scare him to death.

The voice was nice, a woman’s. Was he dreaming of his momma? He sucked in a breath so deep he thought he’d ripped his insides. A voice called, long and drawn out because it had so far to travel down the cavern that had sucked him up. It was a woman’s voice, but it didn’t sound like his momma, so it was probably an angel and he really had died.

Greer awoke on his back at the pasture gate, Maddie shaking his shoulder.

“Wow, buddy. You were really conked out there. Just fell asleep in the sunshine?”

She was silhouetted, the sun behind her. His chest burned like he’d been dipped in scalding water, as though a horse had indeed parked on his scrawny body. He craned his neck back. Blue sky stretched so far that Greer could spy the moon. Seeing the moon in the daytime was a feature of the far Northwest. Knowing the stars like Maddie, who knew the sky even better than Doug, could fix Greer for life.

Maddie pulled him into a sitting position, her arm and a shin making a backrest for him. Greer looked carefully around. A wire basket with two eggs rested by his knees.

“Want to help me gather a few more?” Maddie asked. “I was hoping for some duck eggs, too.”

He wanted to go to sleep for ten or twenty years and wake up as a big, strong man who could handle anything, but he was supposed to say yes when a grown-up asked for a hand, especially if it was family, so he nodded, pushed himself up, and searched for eggs in loose hay around the barn and the out-of-control snowberry bushes near the pastures.

She wasn’t going to make too much of things. What luck. Maddie was neat that way. He made a mental note to ask Doug about what happened when Maddie was a kid like him. He was pretty sure he’d heard mention of something sneaky, maybe some hiding. Greer sniffed and wiped his face with the back of his sleeve when Clipper, Tib, the draft team, and his pony looked at him across the fence.

“Are you mad at Clipper, Greer?” Maddie had little to do with horses.

“No.”

“I am.” Maddie grinned “I wish he hadn’t dumped you.”

He nodded and headed for the house with her eggs, glad she hadn’t made it more plain, saying Greer fell off. “I like Clipper.”

Maddie caught up and faced him, offering a giggle. “Sure, Greer. I’m kidding. I think it’s great that you can ride horses.”

Sweat prickled his scalp. “I don’t want to ride anymore.”

She opened her mouth but said nothing, just squeezed Greer’s thin shoulder.

Greer knew his in-laws weren’t born to a life with horses. Maddie and Wes made no bones about despising a horse’s fidelity, having before declared their faith no more able to stand a storm than could toilet paper. Whatever all of that meant, Greer had no idea but he was starting to believe some things a guy could never understand. He’d never understand why people did mean things. And he didn’t know what to do about it, save keeping a promise not to tell. It was all on him.

Soon Doug and Maddie would leave for her island. They’d just come by this morning for eggs. Greer sat down on the top porch step as she went inside.

“Man, that kid’s gotten quiet,” Maddie said to someone inside.

Greer peeked into the living room and watched Doug swirl his wife in a hug. “Ups and downs, like anyone else.”

But Maddie muttered she could see a difference. A week back, she had called Greer a little stinker for sticking her with being the fall guy over his solo ride. He’d told her he was sorry, so sorry he’d been out there.

Greer flung the door open and crossed the threshold. He hadn’t counted on a draft whooshing the door shut behind him and the slam made him quake. He caught Maddie studying him and knew he’d blown acting normal.

“You’re jumpy, buddy.”

The bang had startled him, that’s all. They looked at him way too much these days. He didn’t want that attention and he gave them a grin that should have put them off, then headed for his bedroom. In the hallway, Greer paused at a stray comment.

“You know,” came Maddie’s voice, “your baby brother is more than a little weird.”

Greer crept back, slid down the wall, and flopped around the corner for a low peek. They were on the sofa, all over each other.

Doug laughed. “You say that about all my brothers. And my sisters.”

“And it’s true, but this kid is seriously weird.”

“You know I’m his protector,” Doug warned her. The protector status was Donner family lore. Ben, the first surviving son, had been told as a toddler that he was the protector of the new baby, Clara. In turn, Clara had been assigned to watch over the next born, Doug. As he grew, Doug watched over Emma. Emma was supposed to know where Frankie was. In elementary school, she had used her fists for Frankie’s defense back when he was in a wheelchair. Their lives had been fantastic. The stories of the older kids’ childhood thrilled Greer and scared the hooey out of strangers and even most in-laws.

Maddie snorted at Doug even as she snuggled against his chest. “Oh, please. You’re going to beat me up now?” Donner-style didn’t scare Maddie, who fit with Doug like Momma fit with Papa. Greer grinned as they tumbled, touching each other in that way, unaware of his watching.

“Looks like it,” Doug said.

They jostled until Doug hollered uncle over Maddie’s shrieks and Papa’s yell from the kitchen that they not knock the house down and maybe check the woodstove.

“What’s everyone want to do today?” Papa asked, coming in from the kitchen with Momma, where they’d probably been smooching just like Doug and Maddie.

“Let’s not waste a chance to be outside,” Momma said as Doug opened the woodstove door and poked the fire.

Papa pointed at Greer against the wall, then Maddie and Doug in turns. “Greer, I’d like to see you a-horseback today. Maddie, do you and Doug want to ride?”

Maddie raised a hand. “No, thanks. Not me. Not after what Bella’s new horse did to Greer.”

“Oh, you could use Greer’s pony if you don’t trust Clipper,” Momma said. “That pony can carry you.”

“No, really, I’ll pass on riding,” Maddie said. She tugged on Doug’s hand. “Help me.”

“She’s chicken,” Doug told everybody, ducking and laughing as Maddie swatted him.

Greer felt the corners of his mouth turn up as he stood there, liking his brother. Doug teased his wife only a little, always kindly. Maddie liked to point out that she’d been in the family nearly as long as Greer. Doug swatted her for that. She smacked him back. Momma smiled and cast Maddie an adoring look. Papa went out on the front porch, gathering another armload from the woodpile and Maddie rose to help Momma clear the table in one go. They chatted like girlfriends as they swung into the kitchen.

Doug bumped Greer’s shoulder and whispered, “Hey, can you keep a secret?”

Greer swallowed then burst out, “Of course I can!” He could keep a secret like the lives of his whole family depended on it.

Doug studied him before smiling. “Maddie’s not on birth control anymore.”

Greer peered up at his brother, not understanding the man again. “Huh?”

“I mean, we’re hoping she gets pregnant. I’m going to be a daddy, buddy. You’re going to be an uncle. Someday soon, I hope.”

Gulping, Greer added a baby to the pile of dead bodies the bad man would make out of his whole entire family if Greer ever told anyone what he saw out in the woods. A little dead baby at the top of the pile.

Doug paused, looking at Greer extra long.

Tears welled up and Greer looked away from his brother.

“Hey, this is a good thing,” Doug said, alarm in his voice. “Don’t look sad. Or mad. Okay?”

“Okay.” Greer nodded agreement to get Doug off his back. Trying to picture Doug and Maddie’s baby-to-be, he wondered where a bad man would shoot a baby. In the head or body?

Doug squeezed his shoulder. “You okay, bud?”

Greer nodded again, pulling away, going for the kitchen to get milk, just for something to do.

Doug followed him, reached for him. Greer ducked away and got himself a glassful of milk. He drank deep gulps, feeling the chill, sure his insides were coated white, grateful that Doug’s attention was diverted by the women in the room.

“So, Maddie,” Momma was asking, “are you and your mom working on wedding plans this week? We sure didn’t get any of that done last week, did we?”

“The Great Greer Roundup took precedence.” Maddie laughed. “Yeah, with her new job, we’ll have no weekday time. I’m going to run a few ideas by her today or tomorrow. And I’ve got a list of to-dos. Clara recommended this terrific photographer in the city, and then that woman suggested a planning session before the wedding. The pictures are going to be epic.”

Momma nodded, distracted when they all heard Papa blow through the front door, hollering from the porch for his wife and youngest. “Baby? Greer? Let’s go.”

Baby. Imagine a shot-dead baby on the top of the pile the bad man would make of the family. Greer closed his eyes against all the noise, found the commotion was inside his head. He tightened up. Papa boomed back out of the house with another slamming fling of the door. Greer didn’t mean to jump. His glass slipped through his fingers and crashed. Cold milk seeped into his socks. He squelched a yelp and felt his chest heave for breath. Almost sobbing, he struggled to get his wind back and tried to avoid their looks. Why did they have to stare at him?

Everybody stopped joshing with everybody else. Doug and Maddie eyed him. Momma did, too. Papa was suddenly there, looking down at him. This wasn’t good.

Momma gave him a fresh glass of milk and brought the kitchen garbage can over for quick disposal of the sopping mess.

“Watch out for the broken pieces there, buddy,” Papa said.

Doug reached for the shards. “I’ve got this.”

Greer avoided their stares, fixing his gaze straight ahead. That made him look right at the belly of the person standing farthest back. Maddie. He held his breath to stop making so much noise wheezing and whistling and panting. He flinched hard when Momma put an arm around his shoulders.

“Greer, calm down,” she told him. “You dropped a glass. It’s not something to get upset about. No one else is upset, see?”

He nodded. Sure he saw. No one else was upset. But no one else knew there was a man out there who would come kill them all if Greer didn’t keep his mean secret.





CHAPTER 7

Caroline Sommers ticked the requirements off, one to a fingertip. For something old, did she count? Malcolm pronounced their love an old love, although they were a new couple. It wasn’t an insult, but an affirmation that their affection and commitment were the real thing, burnished and enduring, the old kind of love.

Something new. Being a local branch manager was new for Caroline. She’d worked for the same banking corporation in Seattle for years before moving west to be closer to her daughter. This position was the first good job to open since she’d been here. That’s the way it was in small towns, low turnover, high stability. When she came to the peninsula, Maddie and Doug were freshly married and Caroline had thought—hoped—they would start a family. She’d taken a career step back to part-time bookkeeping, daydreaming about grandmotherly days, and not bothering to color her hair as the gray accents in her short auburn waves spread. When days with grandchildren hadn’t arrived, she settled in, and soon enough, took up with Malcolm. He talked about liking the structure and stimulation of keeping his administrative position with the county, then Caroline landed the job of bank branch manager.

Borrowing Maddie’s pale blue silk scarf because it looked smashing over the cream suit Caroline had chosen for the big day prompted this silly question: Was it all right to count the scarf for both borrowed and blue? Dressing for her first day on the new job, she’d set the scarf aside, saving it for the special occasion, though it would have made a lovely accent over her lilac sweater and skirt.

Covering the traditional bases for their nuptials was a lark. She didn’t need things old, new, borrowed, or blue. She had all she needed, a good man who wanted to share the rest of his life with her. And Malcolm wanted the rest of his life to start as soon as possible. Caroline reveled in how her daughter was handling so many of the details, bringing options, finding a clubhouse to rent, the best caterer, the superlative photographer coming all the way from Seattle.

“She’s got Frankie Donner and his gang lined up to do music, so there will be dancing—”

“There must be dancing.” Malcolm looked grave, then waltzed them from her car.

“Emma’s promising a cake that she says will be the most gorgeous thing ever. She let me just point and pick among all these options for how many tiers and the shape and the flavors and fillings. And she says this cake is her gift to us.”

He laughed. “Basically, the Donners are throwing us a wedding.”

After they got the marriage license, he held her car door open, and said good-bye with a kiss and sweet mention of looking forward to their evening together. Then he walked back into the county courthouse to the desk job he’d worked for over thirty years. She drove away beaming, late for her first day at her new job, although the bank president had excused her for the special purpose of applying for the marriage license this morning.

The license was valid for sixty-three days. They’d marry in the winter, had picked the date.

Malcolm only wanted it to be on a Thursday—they’d both been born on Thursdays, and had had far to go. He said they’d done it, gone the distance. Now they just wanted the deed done.
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A sheriff’s deputy pulled his patrol car out of the bank’s parking lot as Caroline drove in. She pursed her lips. Had there been an accidental alarm trigger? Protocol was for a bank employee to exit the building and meet the responding law enforcement officer. Early morning false alarms were caused by a failure to correctly follow the opening procedures. Maybe a bank employee had come out to speak to the deputy but was already back inside.

Her low-heeled sandals made muted clicks over the tiled lobby. Bella had helped her pick out the shoes. In a small town, dress could be more casual. No serious heels, they’d decided. From the ankles up was enough to look businesslike and stylish. This was a job of managing bank employees as well as overseeing the business’s efficiency and production. She looked forward to the human resources management aspects of her position more than overseeing the bank’s financial services. And she wouldn’t make her tellers wear high heels.

Shirley, the plumpish head teller, stood at the far till, brown suit matching her hair, glasses perched on the end of her nose, watching at turns the teller helping a drive-through customer and the front lobby.

“Did we have an alarm?” Caroline asked.

Shirley shook her head, then rolled her eyes while Lena, the head of the loan department, waved and walked toward Caroline’s private office.

Shirley’s gaze? That was a stink eye. Perhaps she was one of those middle-aged women who automatically hated every younger woman with a knockout figure and more impressive credentials.

Caroline kept a smile as Lena followed Caroline into her office and closed the door. From her desk, Caroline could see the tellers’ sideways surveillance of all.

“No alarm,” Lena explained. “The sheriff’s deputy was here for a private matter. So he was directed to do follow-up at home, in the evening.”

Caroline leaned forward and smiled. “Listen, you’re right to let me know any developments I’ve missed, but you haven’t quite done that here.”

“Right, um, the police were here for Mr. Brayton.”

Caroline’s mind leaped with possible concerns on the job, because Harold Brayton was the bank president, but Lena said it was a private matter. She tilted her head. “They were here for him? Where is he?”

“He’s in his office. They came to see him because he called in a report earlier. Last week. They were just checking in.” Lena gave half a shrug and turned as though to clear her mind, not to gossip. Then she dropped her voice to a whisper that lacked hissing, just imparted confidentiality. She didn’t move as she said the words. No motion or emotion interfered with the low-volume message. “His wife . . . is gone, I guess. She didn’t come home all last weekend.”

“Oh? Goodness’ sake.” Caroline glanced out at the row of tellers behind the counter, one serving a customer, the others feigning busyness. The count was long done, and it was a slow morning.

Lena nodded, her cheeks pink. “I think Harry—Mr. Brayton, I mean—um, is embarrassed. He was probably thinking she’d call, but . . . nothing. Sort of a hush-hush thing, I think it is.”

Well, you seem to know about it, Caroline thought.

“I showed the deputy into his office,” Lena continued, “closed the blinds, you know?”

They both glanced out the office at the president creaming his coffee when Lena paused. Caroline considered the woman and was glad her Venetian blinds were open, noting how Lena checked to see if other employees were still watching them. Yes, several were sneaking peeks.

“I feel bad for him,” Lena said. “Everyone could see the police car in the parking lot, and some of the girls were talking about his wife running off.”

“Well, you phrased it well when you said it was a private matter.” Caroline had not yet met the president’s wife, and now they might never meet. She couldn’t help imagining him being there earlier with the police, the poor man.

Lena gave a halfhearted nod and returned to her desk.

Caroline had met Lena before landing the job of bank manager. Bella introduced them once in passing, perhaps in the grocery store aisle.

Lena stayed professional in their formal introductions last week when Harold Brayton showed her around. Caroline appreciated Lena’s not trying to trade on her friendship with Bella for a special relationship with her new branch manager.

“I attract great people,” the bank president had allowed when he shook Caroline’s hand with a welcome last week. He was a large man, broad-shouldered with natural authority. Black hair curled from his nostrils, crowning a moustache that bristled when he gave Caroline a rundown on their staff.

Ah, but the personalities of these employees—there were some sharp-eyed women at the bank—were forces to behold. The unspoken pecking order began to reveal itself the previous week when she’d been introduced to her two department heads. Lena’s work was always early, a neat sheet of reports on top and her in-basket clear. Her performance evaluations were tops. It made sense that this former teller with college degrees, including a master’s, had been promoted, while Shirley, who’d wanted to head the loan department—and even applied for Caroline’s branch manager job—remained the head teller. That was the rub. Caroline had nodded, understanding a warning that Shirley could be her problem employee. Judging from the attitude this morning, the teller matron made no secret of despising the radiant, newly chosen head of the loan department and customer services. Lena couldn’t help being blessed with near Barbie-doll proportions. And it was easy to see why she had gotten the promotion, why Shirley had been passed over.

Caroline bit in a sigh. Her computer’s in-box held the standard weekly security review report. She clicked back to a monthly review and frowned over an after-hours alert in the entries under the boss’s access code. He strode the floor now, cup in hand. Quite the coffee drinker.

The latent rivalry between Shirley and Lena showed in miffed expressions and pointed ignoring in the break room, making Caroline think about private coffees or lunches with Lena and Shirley, clearing the air. Malcolm said she was a natural people person and she knew he was right. The dynamics would have Caroline rubbing her temples if she didn’t nip the drama at the bud. She’d seen enough of these sorts of intra-office competitions when she worked at larger offices in the city, but small towns were no different. People everywhere had their insecurities.
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“Bella thinks the world of you. She’s really happy for you and excited about your—I don’t mean to push into your personal life, but your wedding coming up. I mean, congratulations.”

Lena had caught Caroline on the sidewalk, about to enter Olympic Cake and Coffee right after work. The bakery was a perfect venue for an unplanned meeting and soon the cappuccino cheesecake remnants on white ceramic plates were all that lay between them.

Caroline blushed, tilting her head in a natural demureness that belied her deep pleasure in having such a friend as Bella. She hadn’t been sure how well acquainted Lena and Bella were, but she should have guessed Lena knew something of Bella’s personal life. Bella had graduated high school in this small town, weathered personal tragedy and scandal here. She knew nearly everyone’s story. And who knew Bella’s? Caroline shook her head.

Bella wasn’t just her daughter’s mother-in-law, she was Caroline’s best friend. She was no small part of Caroline deciding to move from Seattle in the first place. Bella had introduced Caroline to Malcolm. And Caroline knew he’d once harbored feelings for Bella. Though he’d let it go, he’d pined for her family back when there were five young Donner children decades ago. Then Bella had chosen Ardy, again. The couple who’d raised their first batch as divorced parents remarried and had Greer.

Poor Bella, she’d phoned for a shoulder to cry on about Greer. The boy had gotten goosey and jerky. Though she’d missed those years raising Maddie, Caroline was pretty sure that all kids had quirks, went through periods of regression and that’s all there was to it. She smiled. “Bella is a wonderful person, on every level. We’d be friends even if our kids hadn’t married, though that is how we met.”

“That’s right. I forgot.” Lena’s voice spiked then dwindled. “You’re in-laws.”

Caroline tipped back in the wrought iron chair as Lena’s voice grew quieter. Stilled by the wetness of the woman’s eyes and the way she suddenly spoke in an odd monotone, her lips barely moving, Caroline caught her breath, the better to listen.

Lena asked, “Do you have a lot of kids, too? I can’t imagine how wonderful that would be. A nice, huge family, all you could want.”

“I have one child,” she said. “It’s my only daughter who’s married to her middle son. Middle of the adult sons.” And she stopped herself from saying that the cappuccino cheesecake had been crafted by Bella’s second daughter, because if Lena really knew Bella, she’d know that, too.

Emma left them their privacy, her attention on a new customer, a deputy walking in, showing her a small photograph.

Lena’s face turned rosy. A part of Caroline wondered if Lena was a bit of a faker, pretending intimacy that she didn’t earn. They heard Emma tell the deputy, “She came in here sometimes,” then murmur in confidential tones.

“Is something else on your mind, Lena? Here, we can be comfortable talking about anything.”

“Girl stuff. The man I’ve been seeing.” Hoarseness covered something like shame or unbearable stress.

Caroline had the distinct feeling of almost seeing the light with her subordinate’s hints. Now Lena whispered something about people who snipe at others, building themselves up by tearing others down. She guessed the woman on the other side of the table was guessing, too, making a leap of logic.

Scooping the last bit of dark chocolate sauce onto her fork, Caroline made it plain. “He’s married?”

Lena winced as she admitted the truth with a nod. She’s blushing, Caroline decided, looking at Lena long enough to watch the woman’s color deepen.

The metal chair scraped the tile floor like fingernails on a chalkboard as Lena tucked herself all the way into the table. “Have you ever known someone you experienced the ends of the spectrum with?”

“That would be my first husband,” Caroline replied promptly. She was not normally given to a lot of girly chat and sharing with acquaintances and less-close friends, but neither was she the sort of woman who shuns someone seeking friendship or connection. In her few days on the job so far, Caroline paid due attention to the wavy line between personal and professional, friends and personnel. She wanted to mention Lena to Bella, gauge the response. Her guess was that Bella didn’t actually know Lena well. Bella was just so friendly and had been in this little town so long, she seemed to have a passing acquaintance with everybody.

Lena nodded, then blinked as though remembering something she’d forgotten. So, Caroline wondered, had Bella told Lena about Caroline’s first life, how her husband had stolen Maddie, slipped away for two decades and how Caroline nearly went mad with pain? No, Bella didn’t tell. The place a child holds in a mother’s heart was universal, yet personal, not a thing to thrust in front of others, but a gift to keep close.

Lena had things to say, however. She was searching. Wait, Lena was talking about trying to get close to her boyfriend’s wife.

“Lena, you’re saying you pretended to befriend her?”

“No, I sort of . . . well, in a way. Kind of. Said hi, asked her about her day and stuff, that sort of thing.”

“Why?”

“You know, sort of the ‘enemy of my enemy’ thing. I mean, the friend of my friend. I mean . . . you know what? I don’t know what I mean. But I did try with her, even though it was a risk to be her friend.” She looked down, away.

Before Caroline long considered the woman’s words and attitude, she set down her fork. “Are you happy with what you’re saying?”

“No, okay?” Lena acquiesced, needing to ask as well. “But don’t judge me, all right?”

“Why ever shouldn’t I?”

Startled by the response, Lena hesitated. “You shouldn’t judge anybody. No one should.”

“Who told you that? It’s simply not true, at any rate. We assess people and situations all day, every day, and we’re better for it every time we make good assessments.” Caroline lifted her chin, not high enough for rudeness, but sure of her argument.
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Lena brought a pink box of Emma’s cookies in to share the next day, leaving it in the bank’s little employee break room. She fluttered her hands, offering the treats to any takers, and the tellers descended on them like crows.

“That was lovely,” Lena said in an aside to Caroline as she turned to go back to her desk. “A little after-work relax time is such a great recharge.”

An uncomfortable admission or two over dessert notwithstanding, Caroline thought.

“The teacher’s pet already, I see.”

Caroline turned and saw her head teller frowning by the coffeepot. She couldn’t let Shirley’s smirking comment about the head of the loan department go unnoticed. She summoned Shirley to her private office and braced herself to hear another version of the friction between Shirley and Lena.

“It’s best to maintain a professional decorum,” Caroline began. “There’s no special treatment or favors. Let’s put an end to any griping. Your work is fine here and Lena’s is fine.”

“Right.” Shirley’s curtness begged for more soothing.

“Let it go, all right? I’m aware that she was a teller under you and that you applied for the promotion, but she is the new head of the loan department. It is her job, not yours. You will have other opportunities.” She waved the woman to her office door, ready to be free of a sulking presence.

“Well, my qualifications are real, not that I’m stacked,” Shirley said. Caroline whirled but was cut off with the rest of Shirley’s blurt. “I didn’t get my job on my back.”

Caroline blinked. “Pardon?”

“Oh, nothing.”

“Oh, there’s no ‘nothing,’ you can be sure. Please sit down.” Caroline wanted to let her prior warning stand, but she had to add to it now. She stepped past Shirley. Her glass office wall displayed meetings to every teller, every customer in line for service, unless the blinds were closed, which invoked more gossip than any meeting should.

“I’d rather not.”

Caroline felt her face redden. This was double-tough, this being the boss bit, with problem employees. She indicated her visitor’s chair. “Shirley, I am not entertaining debate over your preferences on the matter. Take a seat.”

Shirley rolled her eyes but obeyed when Caroline pointed again and closed the door.

“Please explain your comment.”

“Lena carries on with the boss, that’s all.” Shirley’s blurt sounded petulant, a child crying no fair. “She’s only got online degrees from diploma mills anyway.”

Well. Across the lobby was Harold Brayton, perhaps Lena’s sometimes lover. His office blinds were open, but he sometimes closed them. Caroline leaned back and stared at Shirley, then glanced to ensure no one else had heard through her office door. No, tellers were counting and stamping papers, the loan officer was bent over two folders’ worth of papers, and one customer waited in line.

“You will not speak of any affair again, at all, while you work for me. You will not. Are we clear?”

Her head teller stiffened. “Yes.”

Caroline wanted to dismiss the information even as something unknown niggled in her mind. So. So, Lena had gotten the plum job, but if Shirley’s mean-spirited whispers about Lena and the boss were true, an affair with the boss was involved. She tried not to view the other woman with new eyes. She’d have to allow the right amount of intimacy and friendship within a working relationship.
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“It’s a coven in there,” she told Malcolm when he asked how her job was going.

He roared. Their lives were organized, but it had taken so long to get to this point. Why was it such a challenge for so many people to get matched up? She thought about interpersonal competition and all that was hidden.
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By Friday afternoon, Caroline was ready for the workweek to be over and thought the weekend wouldn’t be enough time to recover. She’d hoped to get away for a lunch with Bella, but they never set a time and Caroline worked through. When she saw Bella enter the bank lobby, Greer in tow, it was the high point of her day. She stepped out of her office, almost running into her boss.

“Oh, excuse me,” they said together.

He did a double take, his gaze switching between the customers who’d just entered and his new branch manager. Then Harold Brayton nodded and headed for his office.

“Hey, what’s the matter with you?” Bella asked Greer, grabbing his arm to keep him with her.

Caroline turned and looked fully at mother and son. Greer had stopped dead, resisting his mother when she tried to tow him along farther into the bank.

“Greer?” Bella said. “Come say hi.”

“Hello, Greer,” Caroline called. He was such a sweet boy. She and Bella talked about how adorable it was that he wanted to be just like his dad, just like his big brothers. He was a helper. Bella told her he’d recently taken it upon himself to help out with laundry, for instance. How darling was that?

Bella leaned to hand Caroline an envelope, while Greer tugged on his mother’s other hand, pulling for the door. “Music ideas from Frankie. Cake thoughts from Emma.”

“Thank you.” Caroline brightened, a moment of personal pleasure outshining work. She glanced at Greer and frowned. The boy’s face was ashy, sweaty. Was he overwarm in that camo jacket over his jeans and T-shirt? Caroline wondered if he’d been getting car sick on the drive.

Greer yanked free of Bella and ran out of the bank.

“Goodness. ’Bye,” Caroline said as Bella flew out the door after her boy, calling an apology over her shoulder.

As she headed back to her office, Caroline’s laughter fused with amazement at how Bella had it in her to raise a youngster. She and Malcolm were beyond child-bearing, though they’d discussed the idea for the sake of thoroughness. He’d have liked to have had them, he said, when he was younger, but not now. They were in their mid-fifties and it was too late. She agreed. Maddie was her first and last child, plenty old enough to be a mother herself. Caroline waited for a grandchild without pressuring her daughter on the subject.

Someone touched her arm and she turned to see her boss.

“You know them?” he asked, his baritone voice lower still as he gestured to the empty lobby where the woman and boy had come and gone.

“Oh, yes, that was my good friend Bella and her son Greer.”

He paused, nodding thoughtfully. “Bella. Greer.”

“Yes, the Donners. My daughter is married to one of her adult sons, Doug.”

“She’s got adult kids and that boy . . . Greer.” He nodded again. “I could use a hand with things like raking leaves and lawn mowing. Odd jobs. Good work for a kid.”

“Well, he’s only eight but we could ask,” Caroline said. She waved out the window, where Bella sprinted past, now trying the other direction to find her son.





CHAPTER 8

Bella peered into store windows as she speed-walked down the sidewalk, looking for Greer. As soon as she’d cleared the bank’s doors, her last glimpse was of her son scurrying like a bunny down the street and taking the next corner.

She stood at an intersection, casting about in every direction. Where in the world had he run off to? The park? Emma’s bakery? One of his buddies’ homes? The latter thought left her summoning a mental checklist of the boys who lived in town, whom he knew less well than the playmates who lived nearer their rural home. Once she found Greer, she could dial in on what she wanted to work on, which was why he’d run off in the first place.

His teacher had called two weeks earlier because she suspected a forged signature on the note she’d sent about Greer falling asleep in class. Bella felt her annoyance bubbling over, irritation spitting out. She’d kept the evenings quiet, put him to bed early, but he was still hard to get up in the mornings and frankly, a bit of a toad.

Walking down the next block, peering into storefronts, and wracking her mind, she decided to give up the foot chase and go back to her car.

Had five minutes passed? Ten? She tried not to slip into full-blown worry mode. She’d surprised him at school, picking him up instead of him taking the bus home. He didn’t know she’d had a call from his teacher. Arriving just before school let out, she learned he’d been surly, earning demerits in class that morning. And that afternoon. And the day before. She’d planned to talk to him and spend time with him, just the two of them.

He’d been a bit neglected, perhaps, with so much going on in the family. Some weekends it was a full house with everybody’s lives wide open. There had been so much going on. Ben and Ryan were trying to get approved as a foster family. Clara and Wes were talking about buying a condo in Kauai. Doug and Maddie returned to Vancouver Island at intervals for her to work at a remote First Nations dig. Emma was half in, half out, always talking about the dying bakery. Caroline and Malcolm’s coming wedding was a huge distraction. Frankie was on the verge of scoring some kind of major gig, stuck in Los Angeles for an eternity. And some weekends, it was just her and Ardy and Greer. Sometimes she thought Greer was trying to turn himself into a little Donner man early. She wanted to keep her last little boy as a real little boy a bit longer.

Bella paused, foot on the car’s brake before swerving into the nearest parking space.

Greer stood with his back against the trunk of a Sitka spruce at the edge of the town’s park, one hand gripping the front of his shirt at his sternum. The tree’s lower limbs were pruned away for traffic visibility, but the upper branches reached down, sheltering the one she’d named in her womb.

Ardy would have blessed naming the child anything imaginable, he was so happy to be reconciled, to raise this one under the same roof. Their years as the best divorced couple had done everything to prepare them to rear this last boy. Life fell beautifully into place, wrinkle-free. Theirs was an existence as perfect as it gets, raising their young son as middle-aged parents. She studied the boy now and her smile faded.

Greer looked odd. Ready and watching, yet trying to be unnoticed.

“Am I in trouble, Momma?”

“No, Greer, you’re not in trouble.” She reached for him, and although he didn’t return the gesture, he didn’t pull away when she took him by the hand.

He was near tears. “I shouldn’t have left you. I’m sorry.”

“Okay. Why did you run off like that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you give me a better answer?”

He looked down. “I thought I was going to be sick.”

She held the back of her hand against his forehead. A bit warm.

He let her lead him all the way to the car and didn’t protest when she opened the door and shut him inside. Before getting into the driver’s seat, she counted to five, trying to consider everything. Handling his running off, well, it didn’t need to be a big deal. But she didn’t want to miss anything either. They’d missed things with their older kids, back when those kids were . . . children. Oh, they’d missed things. Think of Emma. But just look at her now, lovely and long past winning her battle with sugar and fat. These days she lorded it over her old seduction, took pleasure in offering pink boxes of delights, watching flaky, powdery treats get snatched up. But childhood? Poor Emma. And poor Ben and poor Frankie too, in different ways. With Greer, they’d done everything right.

“I’d like an explanation, Greer.”

It was as though he was pretending not to hear her, but different somehow, like a desperation of sorts or an unnamed distraction had grabbed his attention, his very being. Or was she making excuses for him in her own mind? Parents did that, failed to see bad behavior for what it was.

Bella frowned and touched her son’s shoulder. “Talk to me.”

Greer shook his head.

“That’s a really poor answer, Greer. It’s not respectful.” She got nothing. She couldn’t tolerate this bolting and sulking business for long. What in the world was going on in his little head? “Put your seat belt on.”

He obeyed. She took him to their doctor’s office and waited the hour and a half it took to break in on their pediatrician. In minutes, the doctor pronounced Greer the healthiest boy he’d seen all year.

At home, she pointedly left her seat belt on and clasped her palm over his small hand when he reached to release his buckle. “Are you keeping something from me?”

His eyes went wide and his body seemed to coil. Ready to pounce—no, flee. His lips never parted.

Bella tightened her hand over his seat belt buckle. “Tell me. Now.”

When he reached for the car’s door handle and looked like he’d try to worm out of his seat belt, she released the buckle and held his shirt collar with her right hand, twisting to seize the waistband of his jeans with her left.

“Greer, I think you are keeping something from me and I don’t want you to keep anything from me. Tell me. Tell me now.” She watched him swallow, watched him weigh his choices. “Do you have a secret?”

He wouldn’t look at her.

Aha. She prompted again, softening the grip of her right hand into a stroke while hooking the fingers of her left hand through his jeans’ nearest belt loop. Laying it on about how they were not getting out of this car until he talked and how he was not to keep things from her or Papa, she kept her voice light, but insistent. “You know exactly what your papa would say about this, young man. In this family, we talk to each other.”

He studied his knees.

Well, dammit. “Greer, you may nod your head yes or shake your head no. I am going to ask you something and you will answer me immediately. Yes or no. Do you have a secret?”

He ducked his chin down, barely raising it to qualify as a nod.

“Let’s go inside.” She released her hold and waved him inside, keeping an eye on him, but her voice light as they went inside.

“Okay, mister. Let’s hear it.”

He looked at her, wordless.

“Greer, this secret you’re keeping from me? Now you have to tell me.”

He swallowed, looked away, then turned away.

She grabbed his shoulders, spun him to face her, snapped her fingers in his face. “Who told you this secret?”

He shot glances around the great living and dining room. She pointed to the sofa, and after he sat, snuggled in beside him, wrapping both arms around his tense body, kissing his hair. “Sweetie, you can tell me anything, always. I promise. And we always keep our promises, don’t we?”

“We keep our promises.” He sounded like a robot.

She frowned at his odd tone. “Please tell me now who told you a secret.”

Her little son croaked, then peeped a syllable. “Doug.”

She cocked her head, thinking.

He sat up straight, nodding, his face red. “Doug told me a secret. And I won’t tell anyone.”

She pursed her lips. Well, he kind of had her now with Doug and Maddie on the island—she called it her island—unreachable for a while. She hugged him again, told him he could go, then watched him slink out of the room, frowning when he headed for his bedroom instead of the barn or anywhere outside to play.

She eyed the clock, decided Ardy would be home in less than an hour—he was spot-logging a small job—so they’d talk soon. She dialed Doug, sighed with the message that the cell phone was beyond the service area. She dialed Maddie and left a message for her or Doug to call back as soon as they could.

Okay, sometimes, given that Ben and Clara and Doug and Emma and Frankie were all adults and the bulk of her child-rearing was long past, raising a little one at this age was a bit tiring. She pushed herself up from the sofa and called for Greer to come do his homework at the dining table. And she winced at the sting of his snide oh-kay.
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“Momma, how do you know if you’re someone who can see things that are going to . . . that might happen?” Greer looked up from his math textbook, a face full of emotion. Bella thought she saw fear and hope for an answer, then annoyance when she smiled at his cuteness.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, how?” Greer insisted, saying his simple words slowly as he pushed away from her, eager to understand. “How do you know?”

“Sweetie.” She reached for him, then sighed when he stiffened and refused her hug. “I don’t understand yet what you’re asking me. Can you give me an example? A ‘for instance’ or something like that?”

He shook his head. She cocked hers and eyed him. “Can you tell me exactly what you thought of that made you have this question?”

“No.”

“No?” She let offense into her tone, hands on her hips, eyebrows raised. “Greer, I think you need to find your manners and put them back on. Should we look around and see if we can’t find them? Maybe they’re under your bed. Maybe at the back of your closet. Could you have left your manners at the barn? Let’s go check.”

He slumped into his chair and swung his heels against the rails. She paused, waiting. Usually teasing him about where he’d left his manners worked a treat when he was being a pill, which wasn’t often.

“Greer, I think it’s high time you cough up and tell me what is going on in that little cement head of yours.” She poked him in the ribs and smirked, trying for some fun to ease him out of his mood.

He headed down the hall and she followed him into his bedroom where he belly flopped on the floor, crawling under his bed. She hauled him out by his ankles, couldn’t think what to say, to ask. A dust bunny stuck to his wet face. He’d been crying, just a little.

“What’s going on with you?”

He shook his head.

Bella sighed and told him to lie down for a nap. This secret business with Doug, she noted, would have to be cleared up right away. Still, she could be letting Greer just escalate an unnecessary drama, making something out of nothing. A high threshold for alarm had always been a good Donner hallmark. It’s how she and Ardy had begun a life together in high school. A life well-lived accounted for possibility, adjusted to the wonder and strangeness brought by years in the natural world under the gamut of humanity.

He sat up in bed and wrapped his arms around himself. He was such a good little guy, her Greer. He sank down in the pillow and crossed his arms. Was he just tired? She thought she heard him up once in the night. Just being overtired could make anyone weird and cranky. She scooted to sit on the floor, her face beside his, and playfully uncrossed his arms.

He screwed his eyes shut but popped them open, like he’d seen a ghost.

Bella patted his hands, jostled his shoulders, and kissed him smack dab in the forehead. “Talk to me, buddy. Just tell me what’s on your mind.”

“No, Momma, please.”

He was so serious. When was the last time she heard her youngest laugh?
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Her little boy didn’t want to fish that weekend, or ride. He wanted to stay in his room. Bella didn’t like any of this. Ardy’s answer was to put the lad to work. Ardy believed no father was more delighted with his kids, each having won some struggle. Greer would get there, too, he promised, kissing Bella.

Their firewood pile was already substantial, but he announced over pancakes and sausage that Greer should have a second helping because he and Greer were going to work their tails off, cutting, splitting, and stacking all day and the next day, too.

Bella stood ready to deal with the kid’s fast reasons why he needed to stay inside instead of work, but he seemed perfectly happy to be pressed into hard labor at his father’s side.
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The school nurse called Monday because Greer was crying out of control at recess. He refused to tell her what was wrong and she sent him to the school counselor.

“You don’t need to come pick him up. He’s fine, absolutely fine. We just wanted to let you know. Let’s not make too much of this.” The nurse had obviously seen more than her fair share of upset kids. “I did wonder if you’ve had a death in the family. He was asking me provocative questions about what happens when people die.”

“What people?”

“He was asking in general.”

“We haven’t had a death in the family. I’ll talk to him about this. If he’ll talk to me. He’s been kind of odd when we talk these days.”

“Perhaps a death in the extended family? A family friend? A pet?”

“No!”

“Now, now. I know he’s your baby and this is upsetting.”

“He’s not my first child,” Bella reminded the woman. “I’m not a new mother. I’m not hysterical. This is different. Greer’s been different lately.”

Bella called the pediatrician and spoke to his nurse about Greer’s behavior.

“Well,” this nurse said, “having some virus, say some new flu bug perhaps, could make your boy more susceptible to other problems. Say, if he was possibly going to be upset about, oh, maybe not being allowed to watch TV one night, then being a little sick or ill could make him grumpier. He’d have a bigger fit. You see?”

“Of course I see that. I’ve raised five children to adulthood,” Bella all but shouted. Everyone in her doctor’s office knew she had adult kids. The school knew. Why would they speak to her this way? She wanted to throttle everyone she’d talked to about Greer for weeks. She’d seen her little son clutch his head and cover his eyes. When she asked if he had a headache, she didn’t believe his denial.

This nurse echoed the family doctor and the pediatrician. “There’s nothing wrong with his noggin that doesn’t just need some growing up.”

They thought she was being silly to want the boy’s head x-rayed or scanned.

It took all Bella had to wait for Greer to come in from the school bus that afternoon.

He was fine. Absolutely fine.

But he didn’t engage, only said, “I don’t know,” to anything she asked. What was he thinking about? Did he have a good day? Did he have homework for tomorrow? Where was his spelling list? What was the next book he had to read and do a book report on? She told him to lie down and take a nap. He surged for his bedroom.

Bella frowned over the way he jumped when she pushed a sticky dresser drawer shut with a bang.
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“We’re going to see someone special,” Bella told her cranky son when she got a referral from her doctor. Greer wouldn’t look at her, just stared at the mountains beyond town.
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Bella jumped when Maddie called. “You left a message while we were out of town.”

“I actually wanted to talk to Doug.”

“He’s right here,” Maddie said. “I’ll pass you to him.”

Bella listened to her say something to Doug. Even though she couldn’t make out words, the tone of their voices was happy music, so lighthearted, easy, and contented. Doug sounded so much like his father at that age, she felt a tug of nostalgia.

“What’s up?” Doug asked.

“Greer’s being a little pill and the best I can get out of him is that you told him a secret. He ran off on me when we were in town for errands.”

“He ran off? You have no idea where he is? Have you called Ben and Emma?”

“No, he’s here with me now. It was a few days ago. Listen, what’s this secret business between you two?”

There was a quiet pause. “Seriously?”

“Yes. Please tell me what it is.”

Doug laughed. “It’s no reason for drama. Want me to beat the crap out of the kid?”

“I’m serious. Is anything going on? Anything at all I should be aware of?”

“Nah. But I do kind of want to thump on him.”

“Doug, I’ve been called by the school over him acting up.”

“Look, I’ll talk to him about this secret business.” His voice caught on the last two words. Mocking her? “Put him on the phone.”

Bella pursed her lips. Greer was in his bedroom. She set the kitchen cordless down and roused her youngest to the living room. “Your brother wants to talk to you.” Slipping back to the kitchen, she brought her handset to her ear, setting aside the guilty pangs as she eavesdropped.

“Dude, are you being respectful?” Doug’s question to Greer hung in silence. “Dude, don’t be giving Momma a hard time. And what I said to you before, that’s quiet for now. Between brothers. I asked you if you could keep a secret and you agreed, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” came Greer’s murmur.

“You gonna man up?”

“Yessir.”

They hung up with mumbled good-byes. For Donner guys, a breathtaking display of emotion. Bella clicked her phone off and set it aside quietly, in case Greer came in. She wouldn’t want him to know she’d listened in on his conversation.

The phone rang again and she ignored it, still considering her youngest.

Emma’s voice rang out on the recording in progress. “Mom? Momma?”

Bella picked up, listening to guy problems, ticking off answers in her mind as she struggled to not say the obvious and stay with Emma’s rant about how her boyfriend berated her. Her daughter didn’t used to talk so fast, the city had done this to her. If only Emma would see that such a life was not for her. Emma was trying to be two people, trying to be like her sister, the city-smooth Clara, with the big-money career and cultured husband, yet remain the country girl of her heart. For three years now, Emma sous-cheffed at a four-star Seattle hotel bistro three days a week, roommating, aching over a guy who did not treat her well. When she came home at intervals, recently breathing life into a dying coffee shop with sweet and savory baking, she looked so much more relaxed, sounded happy. The big city had stolen several of her kids. Something else was stealing her baby.

Emma said something about a little apartment above the bakery, her gluten-free recipes being ignored, working a ten-hour shift at the bistro, and more about her boyfriend standing her up for dinner tonight and not responding to her texts.

“Mom,” Emma sighed, “this is like the third time this month he’s just dropped off the radar.”

Quit that guy. Quit that job. Come home and make your life here where you love it.

But she couldn’t be so blunt to her daughter. She had to let Emma work her own way to the solution. This was the kind of girl-talk she shared with Caroline, whose daughter, Maddie, felt every bit like a daughter to Bella. From the moment Doug and Maddie had taken up together, Bella thought Maddie was born to be in the roughhousing Donner clan, that Doug had chosen his perfect woman.

Oh, she loved Clara’s Wes, loved Ben’s partner, Ryan. But that city guy Emma was with? He was a setback. The one time Emma brought him out to meet everyone had been a stiff dinner. The guy raised his eyebrows at just about anything—wasn’t cool with Ben having a boyfriend. But now Emma said she was going to bring him out again almost in the same breath as she fussed about how he ignored her or the slighting comments he made. This wasn’t the guy for Emma. Even Greer had said so. Bella kept her mirth inside as Emma talked, but remembered Greer’s indignation when the guy had called Greer “Greg” then stuck to calling him “sport” and “little dude.” Ugh.
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“Hey there.” Maddie looked up from her herb garden on the cabin’s south side. Her delight at the surprise visit basted Bella in glorious goodwill.

“I’m so glad you two are back. I’d really like a word with Doug.”

“He’s inside, cooking dinner.”

Bella was impressed by that. Doug, the guy who moved like a whisper in the woods, was being domestic. She crossed the worn little porch, flooded with memories. Ardy had built this cabin in his senior year of high school, to take care of Bella, his scandalously pregnant classmate and girlfriend, rejected by her parents. He had seen only good in their premature entry to parenthood. Bella had been pregnant with Frankie when she left the cabin, divorced Ardy, and moved with four children under five years old to the home she’d suddenly been able to buy with an inheritance. During the many years they’d been divorced, she and Ardy raised the children in determined cooperation. When their romance relit, Greer was the result.

Doug was the only one of the adult kids who hadn’t moved away to the city or beyond at that point, so he’d announced he’d be the protector of the next whelp. The one to stick, the one most like their father, the fisher, the woodsman, the first to marry.

“Doug, this secret you told Greer. I need to know.” Bella wondered if her daughter-in-law had other ideas about this secret business, or if Maddie was outside just giving them space, or just gardening.

When he was younger, Greer drove Maddie to distraction during the times she kept an eye on him. Bella and all the rest of the family assured her Donner kids bled and got lost and had catastrophes, and it would all come out in the wash. Maddie had worried about him falling out of a chair, down the front steps, anything.

Thinking of Maddie’s early efforts at babysitting Greer, Bella felt her face dimple. She was sure her young daughter-in-law would get calmer about children after Maddie and Doug had their first. She remembered being a new mother herself. Was it easier or harder now that she was older? Why was Greer so off? She buttonholed Doug now.

He laughed, told her he had nothing inappropriate in secret with Greer and she’d know soon enough. She could see him digging in his heels.

“I’d like to know now. Something is going on with that boy.”

“I don’t know about that,” Doug said. “But nothing he and I have talked about has anything to do with him acting up at school.”

“Doug, please just tell me.”

“Nope.”

From listening in on Doug and Greer’s talk on the phone, she’d known it would be tough going to get Doug to talk. “You are a stubborn, stubborn guy. Very black and white.”
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Bella went home pissed but waited until Greer was in bed to talk to Ardy.

“There’s something going on.” She repeated every odd moment with Greer, drilling in on how she wanted to know what secret the brothers shared. “Neither one of them will give it up. I’d like you to talk to him.”

“Huh.” Ardy ran both hands through his short crop. He flexed his hands, pumped his biceps. Yes, he was still a hard body. “I really don’t know if I can get the better of Doug at this point in life.”

“I’m being serious, Ardy.”

“Me, too. Pretty sure I could whip Frankie.”

“Ardy . . .”

“Or either of the girls.”

“Stop it.”

“Maybe Ben, but I’m not sure. See, Doug does more hard work than Ben. His hatchery job is pretty physical. Want Ben to talk to Greer?”

“What? Why?” Bella asked.

Ardy shrugged. “You know, to find out if he’s, well, gay.”

“You think that’s what’s going on with Greer?” Bella felt her face stretch from having her eyebrows up so high. “You think he’s falling asleep in school and forgetting and dropping things and freaking out and giving up everything he used to like to do and being a regular little snot in general, you think that’s his way of coming out of the closet?”

Ardy raised his shoulders, helpless. “I dunno. Could it be? The thing is, I’m not going to make the mistake I made with Ben back when. I’m not going to, you know, freak out.”
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It was a normal day, no incidents, and Bella about decided life was normal. “How about you go help Papa feed the horses.”

Greer looked out the window, looked surprised. “It’s dark.”

There it was again, that sense of fear. “Then you can set the table for me.” The phone trilled and she ignored it, letting the machine pick up. She handed Greer three plates with a splay of tableware. He trundled obediently through the swinging doors to the dining table.

“Hi, it’s Caroline,” the musical voice crackled over the answering machine. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, well, it’s for my boss, actually. You may have noticed him when you dropped in the other day. Anyway, he’s looking for a youngster to do yard work. Would that work out for Greer, do you think? Give me a call whenever.”

Bella smiled. Her daughter-in-law’s mother had become her most constant companion, a confidante. They knew the private details of each other’s unique past struggles. Leave it to Caroline. Maybe a job was just what Greer needed.

Gasps. She heard the sound of gasping, as though people were running and fighting in the dining room, but there was no commotion.

“What’s going on in there, buddy?” she called. “Did you wash up?”

No response.

“Greer? You sound like a steam engine in there. What’s going on?”

Gasping, gasping. Gasping.

Bella stepped through. “Greer?”

He gripped the table, his chest heaving, mouth agape, chugging air faster and harder than she had ever seen anyone breathe. His cheeks were pale and blue and gray all at the same time. A sheen of sweat made his skin slimy. Her eyes widened at his wild-eyed, unfocused gaze, and then she saw him glimpse her, the sight of her concern, real and scared as she stared at him.

“Can’t . . . breathe.” He slumped against the table, collapsing before she reached him.

“Greer!” She lunged, banging a chair, knocking one hip against the table’s corner as she rushed to grab him. He slipped halfway to the floor. Her palms clasped his sinking shoulders and she guided him to the hardwood. She held him to her body, shaking him gently, then away, peering at his face. His eyelids revealing slits of white. She lowered his body to the floor, placed him on his side, and whirled for the telephone, punching three digits.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“Help! My son can’t breathe!” She shouted their address at the telephone, asked them again to send an ambulance, send paramedics, send help.

She told Greer to hang on, she was getting help, hang on, she loved him.





CHAPTER 9

Cries in the night, chortles and soft voices in the garage studio filtered into Gillian’s sleep, ruining the pleasure of unconscious rest. She sat up in bed, sick with the sound, the unmet wants. She remembered her sister as a toddler, crying when Gillian went away to first grade, still crying when Gillian came home.

She smothered herself with a pillow. Her day would be full, the puppy calendar to photograph at various locations, a phone consult on a well-paying wedding shoot coming up on the peninsula, she wanted to show Kevin the old photo of the boys in the woods, and she half expected him to call with a hot journalism idea he’d want her to photograph.

Fitful through the dark hours, she finally fell hard, but forced herself up when she awoke alone and heard Paul in the kitchen. This could not continue. She dressed in a rush and tried not to be too pointed about her agenda.

While he steeped maté, she selected a ruby red Mexican grapefruit, sliced it into sixths, then used the long, thin knife to cut each piece from the rind, keeping most of the pith with the fruit, not minding when some of the tough yellow-orange skin stuck as well. She tossed the works into the blender’s beaker with a glass of water and some ice cubes. Before she could power it up, Rima scrambled away.

Paul followed the dog and tried to massage wilted ears back to semi-erect. “There, there. It will be over in a minute.”

Quiet returned as Gillian killed the blender’s power. An exceptionally high-end model, its jetlike roar had always distressed the dog. Seven years with Paul—not counting the year of early, then serious dating before they married—meant she’d had a dog for years, for most of Rima’s life. She’d never had a dog before. A photographer who might take an assignment to any far-off, war-torn locale couldn’t have a dog and could only have a very understanding husband. Even Paul—the best person she knew—wasn’t so understanding, was he?

She’d been approaching twenty-five when they met and found herself drawn to how he was unlike every other guy she’d known. The others were irresponsible boys, even if they were twenty-five or thirty. Paul was a man, learned, a rocket scientist. He was so fit, she hadn’t realized he was so much older, and once she did, it didn’t seem to matter, because he was so good to her.

She passed her smoothie over when he reached for a taste from her glass.

“Quite a head on it,” Paul said, letting the floating pulp lodge in his neat, gray moustache.

She closed her eyes to force the sudden smile away, then opened them to him stirring his maté. He returned her smoothie, and she chewed a bit of pulp. The four-hundred-fifty-dollar blender did a fabulous job at pulverizing the whole fruits and vegetables she drank, but the whipping added air to the mix, making foam float on every glassful. She’d have bought a blender used at a thrift shop. She had, back in days of taking care of Becky. And when she moved in with Paul, she’d brought the old thing with her. Even with its cracked, yellowed plastic base, it served her.

He earned six digits every year, guaranteed. Of course he could buy a four-hundred-and-fifty-dollar blender, a twenty-five-hundred-dollar fly-wheel rowing machine, a Beamer station wagon with an ultra-fancy sports rack on top.

He told her she didn’t have to scrimp. He didn’t know from scrimping, had no idea. She used to gather extra napkins in fast food joints, stuff her pockets with them, save them for toilet paper at home because her parents wouldn’t bring in household staples. As a kid, she’d saved jelly jars, using them for water glasses and cereal bowls.

Paul saved glass for others’ recycling, depositing the mixed paper, plastics, and cardboard in separate bins every week. He ate meat but was happy to accommodate her vegetarian habit, a move she’d made for economy and stuck with through strictest grit.

She refused to think about why she was contemplating her last crummy little studio apartment, one she’d only shared with Becky and then had all to herself after Becky married Myron. Life hadn’t changed between Paul and Gillian. Every good, decent day was like the last. They had real connections, but a new fear had arisen from an unknown place in her mind: this wasn’t going to be enough to sustain the rest of her life.

Still wearing pink goo above his upper lip, Paul tried a crooked grin and she smiled back, close-lipped, before reaching for a towel and handing it to him.

She held the grapefruit knife, fiddling, then asked, “Have you talked to her much?”

“Who?” Paul looked up, puzzled.

She pointed up, in the direction of the studio. Her hearing was much more acute than his. He wouldn’t have been disturbed in the night by Liz’s child.

“Oh. No, not at all, not really.”

She kept her voice casual. “What do you know about her?”

“How do you mean?” He looked startled, blank.

Her question had been under her skin and now he was, too. Her voice became sharp. “Well, really, she shows up from . . . where? Where did she live? What does she do for money? We don’t know anything about her.” The woman was nearly living in their house and had no explanations. Why didn’t he find it as odd and off-putting as she did?

He zipped up his neon cycling jacket. “When it comes to it, how well do you know anyone?”

Ready to retort what she thought to be true—I know everything about you—Gillian stopped because the corollary wasn’t true and that was her choice. Her inability to come clean with him made her look away and shut her mouth. She’d come clean with herself in recent weeks, acknowledging a longing for a different life, its call undeniable, but a game changer. She’d have to tell him. She’d have to hurt him.

They went outside together, she handing him the black nylon pannier with his work folders. He fit the pannier hooks onto the bike’s rear rack. The road bike cost nearly three thousand dollars, and he hadn’t blinked when he bought it last summer. Gillian blinked now, over and over. As he buckled his helmet, he touched her arm, and that’s when she realized he’d been speaking to her.

“If you want to know more about her, go talk to her.” He nudged his chin upward, where they could see Liz in the window above the garage, casting a look down at them as she bounced the baby on her hip.

[image: image]

Apple weather is the last harbinger of hope. Gillian escaped into her work, feeling blue with the coming dark of winter’s shorter days. She wanted to love the scents, the wetness, and the slow mulching of crisp fallen leaves on earth. If only she could grow things like Becky could. But then again, she’d never tried. Her sister did enough homemaking for both of them, tending her little yard, dabbling in every craft, raising her son, snipping fresh rosemary for the lamb she served her laughing Greek husband. The relief she’d felt when Becky and Myron married ranked as the high point of Gillian’s twenties.

After returning to the shelter with the puppies she’d photographed in the snow—Gillian had found some wild Oregon grape with spiny leaves in glorious red for the December shot, stuck with conifers for the November close-up with a Lab mix, and a snow-crusted ridge in the background of the January photo—Gillian pulled the Beamer over to check a text. Kevin: still thinking. She smiled and almost teased him with a name: Alexandru Istok.

Instead, she googled the foreign-sounding name, stopping the thought. What was foreign in this country? She found a Seattle address, then directions. Instinct told her not to let her first contact be a cold call. If she phoned ahead, she could be put off, misjudged. But a stranger coming to the house might not be a good thing either. Such an arrival would test her, test everyone there. Bravery floated by as she drove to the Istok address.

Please let him be there, a man who scratched his name in the camera’s hidden spot, perhaps more than half a century ago, a man who took the photo of a half dozen boys. Let there be a history worth telling.

An ivy-covered rock pillar protected the mailbox and bore the right numbers in a mortar hollow among the stones. The house was set back on the lot, giving it a grander appearance than other old homes on the block. A winding stone path brought her past overgrown hedges and various plants that might have been an ordered garden of ornamentals in its day but looked uncared-for now.

There was no doorbell or weighted metal knocker. She rapped her bony knuckles on the cold door and steadied her breathing. Shuffling and a voice or voices roused within. Then the door opened so fast, she startled.

“Yeah?” He was about twenty, dark-eyed with black hair, needing a shave and a clean shirt. The hems of his filthy jeans stuck into the tongues of his enormous high-tops, and he stepped onto the worn rubber doormat as he swung the door shut, causing Gillian to step back when his body brushed within inches of hers. He rubbed his hands against opposite forearms, one hand smearing black grease and the other covering then uncovering a blurry tattoo. And he steadfastly didn’t look behind him when she glanced uncertainly at the doorway he body-blocked.

“I’m Gillian Trett. I’m researching a photograph I developed from film inside an antique camera and came to this address because of the name inscribed inside.”

He looked at her, unmoving, without comprehension. She remembered now that the woman had one camera in her house a long time and the daughter acquired the other from a guy named John.

His gaze narrowed and his arms folded across his chest as he half turned to go back inside. “You’re researching a photo?”

Gillian cleared her throat and looked up at the kid again, thinking this was the worst thing about being petite, tipping her head back to address her juniors towering over her. “Yes, that’s it. I’m a photographer and I develop forgotten film in old cameras. I’ve made a print from film that was in a Bantam Anastigmat that has the name Alexandru Istok scratched inside.”

“Alex. That’s my grandfather.”

“Wonderful. Could I talk to him?” She nodded, trying to will him to cooperation.

He frowned and scuffed one foot on the doormat, chancing a quick glance over his shoulder. “Look, I didn’t exactly ask about the camera.”

“You didn’t ask about it,” she echoed. His unease was contagious. She lifted her chin. “How did it come to be at someone else’s garage sale?”

He looked away as he spoke. “I gave it to a girl.”

You gave it to her to get laid, Gillian thought, depreciating him on a mental balance sheet. He hadn’t bought the girl a gift, he’d swiped an old relic from his grandfather’s possessions. She thought of legacies, misunderstandings, and missed opportunities to share, to learn, to love. The camera had meant little to the girl who’d been the object of his so-called affection.

He gave half a head shake, ending with his lower jaw thrust forward. “I sort of forgot about it. She’s not really my girlfriend anymore anyway.”

“So the camera . . .” Gillian prompted. But nothing came back from the young man, no effort. “Is he going to want it returned?”

He hesitated. “I can ask him.”

Of course you can ask him, Gillian thought, feeling her teeth clench and telling herself to keep her face impassive. Now was a fine time for him to ask about taking the camera. He was not trying to right a wrong. His quandary wasn’t how to get the camera back, but how not to expose his theft. Whether or not Grandfather Alexandru wanted his camera back, wanted the old picture that he’d never developed, was not this young man’s concern. Gillian shook her head, trying to choose her words.

He cleared his throat. “He’s not here right now. He’s at work.”

“Where does he work?” Gillian asked, thinking that Alexandru Istok could be no spring chicken, that the kid was the one who should be at work somewhere.

He told her the name of the business—the Sartineau Shop—and she repeated it, eyeing the grease on his arm again with the mention of a shop.

“What does your grandfather do?”

“He’s a bow maker.”

Intrigued, Gillian asked, “Like, archery bows?”

“Like music bows. For violins and cellos and stuff.” The kid waved his left arm in a vague bowing motion.

Early in their relationship, Paul took Gillian to a few concerts, symphonies, and operas. Though she’d never developed an interest in live performances and knew precious little about musical instruments, her photographer’s eye knew the right hand bowed and the left hand fingered stringed instruments. When a photographic composition was not quite what she wanted, she sometimes flipped a slide, negative, or digital image to change the perspective, but she had to be mindful not to misrepresent things. She could not show a left-handed mayor signing a document with his right hand. She would not have developed a photograph that showed a musician bowing backward as the kid had pantomimed. She considered the young man before her. Did he ever dance around and play air guitar? Did he know to strum with his right hand when he did?

“Music bows.” She savored the words, thinking of wood and hair drawing sound from wood and gut. Whatever she thought about performances, she knew the tools of music were eminently good photographic studies, and she was delighted to find a craftsman secreted away in this odd neighborhood, linked to the antique camera and its mysterious photo of boys in the woods.

A fond glance at the unkempt front garden showed, on second thought, clumps of herbs, intentional plantings that told a story. She knew the photos captured here would support the piece. There was a green metal chair amid the overgrowth in the west end of the front yard. Mint and oregano wafted, and now she realized this was an herb garden, not weeds. Sun would streak through the tall cedars on the neighbor’s lot at the end of the day, cast an orange glow on the foliage, on the skin of someone seated in the chair under her watchful lens. She could breathe life into an old man’s story.
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Gillian wanted to rush to the Sartineau Shop and meet Alexandru Istok, but it was time for her phone consult on the big wedding. She put on a chipper voice, dug out her notebook, and spent as much time talking about colors and lighting and shots and packages as the client wanted, happy to finally schedule the shoot scouting date. After, the day was shot.

Drawn up the studio steps after she pulled the Beamer into the garage, Gillian was surprised when the door opened and she was ushered into what was now someone else’s apartment.

“Hello. Come in, come in.” The woman turned and sat on the floor, kissing the baby, pointing. “Look, it’s Gillian. It’s Uncle Paul’s wife. So, she’s your auntie. It’s Aunt Gillian. She’s come to see us. Yay!”

“Hello,” Gillian said, looking from mother to baby and back again. “Sorry but we’ve never been introduced, really.”

“Liz. I’m Liz.” She rose from the floor in greeting, then sank back down beside her baby again. “Thank you so much for letting us stay. It’s so kind of you. We really appreciate it, don’t we, sweetie?” She kissed the baby’s head and it chortled, patted her face, then reached for the table.

A beat-up stuffed toy, possibly a puppy, flopped below the perfect square table Gillian had picked out for the studio. The baby—Was it a toddler? At what age did a baby turn into a toddler?—waddled off its butt and propped itself up on chubby hands, struggling to balance on one arm and reach for the puppy. Liz clapped and showered the child with encouragement that turned to glee.

“Was that your car in the alley before? The first day you came?” Gillian asked. The pictures she shot of the frost patterns on that shaded car hood had come out well.

“Hmm?”

“That first day you came, there was a car in the alley. I thought it was yours.”

“Oh, that old junker went away, parted out or to the crusher,” Liz said. “Wow. You look really nice.”

Pausing, surprised, Gillian considered her clothes, compared everything she could see. They both wore sweaters, slacks, and plain shoes. Gillian’s clothes were knockoff designer stuff, sleek-fitting and black with good blends of wool and Spandex, and she’d dressed up her outfit with the addition of a light, draping scarf. Liz’s royal blue pants and drab purple sweater of slubby yarn full of pulls had stains, baby wear. And the baby touched Liz’s hair and face, leaving stickiness, mussing the hair from the plain barrettes. Gillian made a note to not let the baby get at her hair, which looked tony with ease, down or in a ponytail.

The beautiful studio was still neat, but every used item newly there stood out to Gillian, the pacifier in the sink, the clothes tucked on the shelves, the plastic bags folded neatly on top of the fridge under an iPhone with credit cards rubber-banded around it.

Liz helped the baby stand and Gillian sank to her knees to engage. The motion made her scarf fly and the child keyed on the scarf, teetering in uncertain steps toward the prize. Gillian flapped one end of her scarf. The baby giggled.

Removing the scarf, a painted silk featherweight beauty of night sky tones that Becky had made, Gillian noticed the baby watching her fingers as she undid the light knot and shook out the fabric. The soft flutter, like wings in slow motion, drew the eye.

Gillian opened her mouth to speak, but only shook her head. The baby’s smile and shining eyes were enchanting. It was in love with the scarf. Was it the motion? The color? The newness? She wanted to capture that expression, and one hand slid for her mirrorless Olympus camera ever dangling on her neck, its strap cutting into her skin after she removed the scarf.

Draping the silky fabric around the child, lulled by its delight, Gillian looked up to see Liz beaming. Gillian frowned, realizing she didn’t know if the baby was a boy or girl. There was so much they didn’t know about this woman who was in the moment, clapping and praising her baby and the scarf.

“Ooh, how pretty!”

Encouraged by the enthusiasm, the child turned a clumsy half circle, toddling like a little drunk with as much sideways sway as forward motion while pattering about the room, chortling away with unintelligible speech.

It’s talking, really talking to us, but we don’t understand, Gillian realized. How many times does this happen to children? They communicate their wants and thoughts as best they can, but remain unheard.

When the baby stepped on a dragging end of the scarf, an immediate change showed in its face and posture as betrayal wrecked the day. For that split second, for that child, the world went wrong as it tripped. Both women lunged to protect it from the fall. Both failed.

Liz gathered the baby up, kissing and whispering, talking about love, how it would be all right, how it was scary, but things would be fine as soon as they were cried out. She twirled her baby, murmuring away.

Gillian knelt in stiff horror, staring at her abandoned scarf, the scarf she’d let the baby play with. She drew herself up to leave, cringing. I’m no good, no good at this. I played with a child for two minutes and hurt it.





CHAPTER 10

Six in the morning was black as a dirge in the Northwest winter. Gillian arose before Paul and sequestered herself in the darkroom. Before he left for the university, he called his good-bye and I-love-you from the other side of the closed door.

In the eerie red light, she sharpened the grainy image of the boys in the woods. She’d done a good job rescuing the negative, but there was only so much she could do to bring the people and brushy background into better relief with one enlargement exposure. The contrast in some areas was poor, without a great depth of field to provide clarity. With a great deal of consideration, light, timing, and luck, she could draw out a single area of the shot, but the entire frame required compromises.

When the print was dry, she texted Kevin: Meet up?

Starbucks, he texted an intersection.
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When he moved to kiss her hello at the coffee shop, she leaned her face away. He took the rejection easily, passing her cup and chiding her for sticking with a simple Americano while he succumbed to steamed milk, espresso, amaretto syrup, and whipped cream with a shake of black chocolate on top. She brought her drink to the table he indicated, one with a leather journal and an empty cup on it. Sitting with both palms around the hot mug, pressed against the glass wall, Gillian watched him stow his wallet back in his jeans. Not her fault she had the butt view. Not her fault he had such a great butt either. The jeans were just right, snug and roomy all at the same time. The dark leather jacket swung wide from his broad shoulders, the lower edge skipping around a firm belly. And his hair. Was he the last guy willing to let it get long enough to creep over his collar in that sexy, come-hither way?

She raised her coffee and scalded her lips to regain her senses, forcing herself to think about the possibilities of the old photo, to wonder about a group of kids in the woods, so many decades past. Still, it was nothing more than an option to pursue, this story. Gillian reminded herself that she was part of a team.

“I think I’ve got something,” Gillian said.

“I’m sure you do,” he said immediately, grinning an appraisal down at her. His sideways glance let her know that he was not a man who minded playing with words, nor one who minded that she was married.

She made her voice light as she filled him in on the Istok story, sitting back when he told her to go for it.

“I think you have untapped potential,” he said.

Why, Gillian wondered, shaking her head? “Are you planning something on your own, actually? You seem to be stepping back a bit from the idea of working together.” If you’re skunking me, doing a project on your own without photography, tell me now.

He shook his head, stretching his right hand toward her. “No secrets. Deal?”

She slid her palm onto his. “Deal.” Opening her slim portfolio, she thumbed to the black and white oversize print she’d done of the children in the woods. One shot. Minor mottling—probably heat damage—was centered at the top and bottom, ruining a bit of the sky and the ground, but not the people, the six kids who were now adults, old and worn. Or dead.

“You have a beautiful eye,” Kevin said.

“I didn’t take that shot.”

“But you found it, saw something there. And besides, Tilda showed me other examples of your work. I can categorically state that you have a beautiful eye. And beautiful eyes.” He looked at her and said enough by saying nothing. Gillian felt nude under his knowing gaze and wondered how much he guessed about her.

With the photo centered on the table in front of him, Kevin squinted at it again and that was it. He switched to personal questions and re-covered how she was married, childless. He learned what Paul did for a living and seemed to take in her carefully modulated voice when she talked about her husband.

He told her he was free, nothing held him back, not even a goldfish. “Able to leave at a moment’s shout.”

What a life that would be, Gillian thought, telling herself to get back on track, to redirect the conversation. “If you don’t think you need to come along, I’ll go see Istok at the Sartineau Shop on my own.”

He nodded. “Good. Okay, just try some interviews, see if there really is something there. Just try it. You want to try, don’t you?”

She leaned forward with immediate passion. “I do, yes.” Gillian discovered this as she said it. She wanted to try the unknown.

“It’s not rocket science,” Kevin said, leaving Gillian in laughter.

[image: image]

The Sartineau Shop occupied the ground floor of a gray, multistory building. Gillian gave herself a pep talk. Her resolve grew and she smiled at the thought of Kevin’s interest—of all sorts—and of the path she had started herself down.

I will always remember this day.

A small office area in the glass front stretched out to a showroom. In one of those neighborhoods where the industrial works overlap old residences, it could be mistaken for an odd home or a business of any sort. Nothing on the outside prepared Gillian for the first words she heard as she walked inside.

“Time to cut your throat.”

In the large workshop area beyond the office’s front counter, a bearded, black-haired man in his forties bent over a vise, talking to himself and his work.

“Shave you back, you silly frog, get you smooth. Give in already.” Then he looked up, his round eyes showing embarrassment over being caught babbling.

“I’m here to talk to Alexandru Istok,” she told him.

He grinned and nudged his head over his shoulder at the other two people in the studio, thirty feet away, looking at a handsome display of bows. An old man, perhaps eighty or ninety years old, and a woman about middle forties, him in black pants and a long-sleeved, white shirt buttoned all the way up to the collar, her in a full-length leather coat, cashmere sweater over her tailored slacks, a silver bead necklace pouring over her breasts in a swirl that danced every bit of light. They were an unmatched couple, having a diplomatic difference, seller and buyer.

She wondered how old Alex had been when the grandson was born. How old were the parents of the young man at the Istok house? Pretty old.

“My daughter needs a much better bow,” the woman said, her insistent voice making it clear she was repeating herself.

Everything about her seemed to make the younger man in the workshop area bug out his eyes and suck in his full cheeks to stem laughter. His full beard bristled as he twisted his mouth, and he was careful to stay seated, out of their sight. Gillian found herself drawing her cheeks in to tamp down a sympathetic grin. She recognized the woman’s type—one of those people whose child is the world and who imposes her world on others.

The woman waved the violin bow, pointing it at the old man, all about her wants. Neither gave any indication they were aware of Gillian at the other end of the shop, or even the other worker, who puffed his upper lip, stifling a snort as he winked at Gillian.

The woman’s tone grew instructive, haughty. She waved the bow like a conductor’s baton. “But it says Tourte right on there. It’s stamped in the wood.”

“It is a Tourte copy.” The old man ran one hand over his longish, stiff gray hair and kept his face serious, displaying none of his much younger coworker’s mirth.

“You’re saying it’s an imitation?” the woman asked, the beginnings of doubt creeping into her voice.

“I am. It is.” He sounded every inch the master.

She faltered, frowning at the bow. “But you can appraise it for me?”

“Of course. And I can tell from here it is merely a copy, not an original Tourte.”

The woman sniffed. “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.”

“And of counterfeiting,” the younger man whispered to Gillian with a conspirator’s wink, his chin tucked well down.

Gillian saw now that the wooden rods behind him were bows-to-be. Beautiful wood, old wood, wood with a story. She wanted to draw a camera from her bag, not the Bantam of course, but one of her pro shooters. Her mind inventoried what she’d loaded. Not the Hassy, the Nikon and the Canon digital SLR in its padded nylon case.

Delight with the bow makers’ esoteric world and the way this young-Santa-Claus-looking man drew her in, grew. She bet there were dimples under that curly black beard as he grinned. Stepping all the way up to the customer counter, she peered, her gaze playing over the tools and shavings and long, straight strands of off-white hair on the work table in front of the bearded man, as she continued to eavesdrop on the conversation at the shop’s other end. The back and forth between the old man and well-to-do woman, as he tried to please her and not spoil it all while she continued to flaunt what little she knew, intrigued Gillian as much as the workspace and tools surrounding the young man.

Power tools and hand tools, modern and ancient. Loving her old cameras while appreciating the technological capabilities of her high-end gear, Gillian nodded at the bow makers’ workshop. The past and the present could come together for the future. And photographs, perhaps her coming photojournalism, would record and celebrate this melding.

But not everyone appreciated everything on the offer. The customer’s voice was a mixture of snobby and bored. “We already have a good intermediate bow. It’s imported pernambuco.”

“Imported pernambuco,” the old man said, his face impassive, his English clear but accented.

“Not the native kind,” the young man whispered to Gillian. She hadn’t more than a passing idea what kinds of wood were native and which were not. She looked at the older man, studied the way he clasped his hands behind his back while listening to his customer.

Alexandru Istok, she considered, tasting the name in her mind. Grandpa Alex? No, Grandfather. Grandfather Istok? Grandfather Alex? She wanted a shot of his grandfatherly status and wished the photo would show cute little kids on his knees, not the young man at the Istok home who needed manners. She whispered to the young man, content to bide her time in this new world of bow making. “I’m a photographer and I’d love to photograph bow making.”

Leaning farther over the work bench, the bearded guy muttered to Gillian. “Last week, a woman who looked,” he jerked his thumb over in a semidiscreet flick, “just like that bought a five-thousand-dollar bow for her four-year-old kid.”

“Five thousand dollars,” Gillian said. “How expensive can a bow get?”

“It would make you blush.” He beamed in appreciation when she flushed in response to his tease. Then he waved to the open end of the counter. “I’m Mario. Mario Sartineau. Would you like to see the shop?”

Gillian nodded and stepped around to the walk-through, slipping out of the customer’s sight with Mario Sartineau.

He pointed to shelves and drawers in the workshop, announcing the contents of one after the other as he showed off his raw supplies. “Ebony. And here, bone, like ivory. There’s the abalone, our mother of pearl, and some tortoise shell. Only the legal kinds, all of this. And here’s horn, there’s antler, different kinds. These are reject sticks. There’s our unworked wood supply. It’s got to last a lifetime.”

Fascinated, she looked wherever he pointed, eager for the photographs she could render of his materials. Next he showed her lengths of thick hair nestled in long boxes. “Mongolian and Manchurian. All from stallions, of course.”

“Of course,” Gillian agreed, her mind spinning to make up something here. “Because it’s . . . easier to pull out stallions’ tails than it is to pull the . . . the girl horses’ tails.”

Guffawing, Mario regarded her with interest. “Mares get pee on their tails. This hair,” he pointed to the shop supply again, “has not been sprayed with urine every day, several times a day, for years.”

“I had no idea,” Gillian said, stopping herself from blurting that she’d never peed on her hair and glad she hadn’t pinned it up or braided it today, cocking her head slightly to induce a back and forth toss of her thick, draping ponytail.

When he waved her on to look at his stocks of wood, she made sure to sway enough to make her hair swing as she moved. He noticed. Good. She could joke about mares’ tails with the best of them, she could slip into a conversation and learn, extract. She could be a real photojournalist.

“I’m Gillian Trett,” she said, extending her hand, hoping her formal self-introduction didn’t set them back.

“A nice Italian girl. My mother will be so pleased.”

She laughed. There was something so harmless and friendly in his playful flirting. “I do a little freelancing, sometimes for the Seattle Times.” Well, she’d offered them photos just for the credit, won their readers’ choice, and sold them some work. It counted. And Kevin certainly sold a lot to them, and she might be working with him on a project.

Mario raised his eyebrows and one corner of his mouth, then folded his arms across his chest. “And you’re either in the wrong place or a plant.”

“A pothos?” she suggested, thinking of Paul’s magnificent green houseplant that had crept all over the living room and foyer as it grew.

“A spy,” he decided with a delighted grin. “Probably from the Von Peltz shop.”

“You have no idea,” she said, just for a comeback.

After the customer left, the older man turned to Mario and Gillian, his disapproving expression making it clear that he’d understood the mirth and sniggers the younger man had displayed behind the customer’s back. Gillian noticed the old man’s almost-black eye color as he swept a curious glance at the visitor in the shop area and shook a finger at the younger man. “That is not a very good kind of service you were doing, Mario. Cannot you be helpful in both ends of the shop?”

Sensing a long time teasing bond between the two men and delighted to peer into their inner sanctum, Gillian paused, nearly held her breath as she watched them.

“Alex,” Mario taunted right back, “cannot you get with the modern world and consider the carbon fiber sticks?” The young man’s instant retort and bugged eyes let Gillian know this was old ground for both of them. She ached to move on to the antique photo, now that Mario had called the old man Alex.

Wiping his hands together, as though cleaning them of dust, Alex pointed to a yellow pad near the telephone, then waved a hand at Mario. “What does Janos decide?”

“Something exotic. Snake.”

“Snakewood? A frog of snakewood he wants?”

“Snakeskin. On the wrap.”

“And what else?”

“Engraved frog, cut-back, round heel. Gold mount, short winding. And he wants to be surprised on the eye.”

“And that restoration call?”

“The guy thinks it is primarily re-hairing he needs.” Both men laughed and Mario talked about re-cambering the bow.

Alex pointed back to the yellow pad with notes on the special order. “Back to Janos . . .”

“He wants a new bow case, but he’ll bring in a favorite of his for the new bow.” Mario’s voice lightened as Alex looked questioningly at Gillian standing in the shop area. “She works for the newspaper.”

The senior man seemed interested within a natural reserve. Gillian wondered if she should correct Mario and if the grandson was merely putting her off to tell her that Alex would not talk about the old times.

Alex stepped around a small work table and swept it clean of wood shavings as he eyed Gillian. “I knew you were here for something unusual. It is obvious you do not play a stringed instrument.”

Mario nodded with this comment and Alex continued. “But we hoped maybe you were here to buy a bow for your son or daughter, or maybe your husband is an important violinist.” He edged the slightest smile to one corner of his mouth before letting his mouth drop again as Gillian denied his suggestion with a shake of her head.

“Why is it obvious that I don’t play?”

“Same as that woman who just left. You have fingernails.”

She looked at her fingertips. The nails weren’t long, just slightly more than serviceable. Unpolished but shaped, with less than an even quarter-inch of natural white showing beyond all ten nail beds.

“You cannot play a stringed instrument with fingernails,” Mario explained.

“If I cut my nails, I’ll suddenly be able to play? That is terrific news.”

Clapping hands heralded the older man’s pleasure at her jest. He turned and reached for something on the desk behind them and suddenly was coming at her with a pair of fingernail clippers, roaring in laughter as she waved in protest. Then he relinquished the clippers to the table and gestured at her bag. “What do you have in there?”

Was he always so curious? That’s what she needed to be, she decided, thinking about Mario’s ease in inviting her into his workspace without knowing why she was there. Gillian shook her head and turned the gesture into a nod.

“Cameras. I’m a photographer.”

He pointed at her bag. “That is your real business?”

She nodded, gave him her name, and slipped one hand into her bag to withdraw the Canon digital, abandoning talk of the antique for the time being. She wanted more, much more, and she raised the Canon halfway to her left eye.

“May I?” she asked. Mario nodded, looking complimented, so she snapped him first, snapped the shop, then turned to Alex, who inclined his chin and looked away, posing in a shaft of sunlight from the far window. She caught his profile, noting his right ear was pierced. She was dying to see if his left ear was also pierced and ached to get to the heart of the photo from the antique camera, to cut her teeth in photojournalism with actual journalism.

She pulled the relic from her bag, unwinding the leather strap, opening the case, flipping up the viewfinder, and releasing the bellows. “Have you seen this camera before?”

Mario raised one eyebrow. Alex cocked his head and nodded, eyeing the camera like an old acquaintance, one he had history with. Don’t read into things, she told herself. She wondered if the old photograph was a positive or a negative thing, if she was bringing up bad memories or something long forgotten. Well, it must be forgotten for an undeveloped photo to sit in a camera for decades.

Let the image speak, she told herself when she failed to think what to say. She took a breath, pulled an oversize white envelope from her bag, and unsheathed the large black and white photograph, slipping it to the table between her and Alex, the stiff paper oriented so both had to turn their heads slightly to see it right side up.

It had been the first shot on the reel, the most protected, with the rest of the film wound around it. Why hadn’t the rest of the film been shot?

She sensed Mario eyeing her, the unmoving older man, and the photo. She watched Alex. Stiff, stiff Alex, with the frozen face and hands suddenly like claws as they withdrew to rest far back on his hips, almost behind his back. He did not swallow or gulp, didn’t seem to breathe. He didn’t ask, not anything, not where the photo came from or why she was showing it to him or what did she want with him. He looked with an unfocused gaze to the middle ground, neither at Gillian nor at Mario, who was leaning in with curiosity, brow furrowed as he looked at the photo. And finally, Alex flicked a glance sideways to the door, the front windows. When he looked back, Alexandru Istok swallowed and forced another glance at what lay on the table. He pointed to the young man on the left end of the photo. “That is me.”

If he’s in the picture . . . Gillian mulled. “Who took this photograph?”

“My sister. She was that way, like a woman even as a girl, making over things. She found a camera. ‘Let’s take a picture,’ she said. That was what she wanted.”

Gillian smiled in spite of herself, enjoying the meter of his speech. But a mental groan echoed through her brain with the new problem. Now there was a different consideration of photographic copyright. Was his sister dead? Was he her heir? Even if the shot was taken on Alexandru Istok’s camera, the photo was not his if he wasn’t the shooter. Permission for reprinting had just become more difficult.

“Do you recall what year this picture was taken?”

“Nineteen forty-four.”

Her breath caught. The war wasn’t over.

Alex shook his head, his eyes misty. “I thought no one remembers those times. No one remembers an old bow maker.”

She considered the photo again. Kids standing shoulder to shoulder in a line. On either end were the oldest of the boys, but it was so hard to guess their ages. Twenty? Twelve? Something in-between. Gillian stared at each face and body, for so long her eyes misted, then dried, and she blinked furiously to restore her contact lenses. They were people with possibility, with promise. They had fulfilled that cachet or not, to varying degrees. Undoubtedly, most were dead, but they’d all had potential, all might lead her somewhere, give her a vicarious breath of new life. A legacy.

Alex let his breath out slowly, rubbed his forehead, and did not meet her gaze. “How have you come to have this? Why? Why now?”

She watched him massage a distended vein in his temple. No, not a vein—the regular thumping in the knotty cord under the skin signaled an artery. Gillian forced her gaze more directly to his eyes. “I developed it from that old camera, which was recently given to me.”

His shoulders started to slump, then froze, as though not allowing himself the luxury of defeat. He rotated the photograph back to her and she faced it, an eight-by-ten landscape framing six boys in the woods.

She smiled up at him. He seemed catatonic. “Mr. Istok? Alexandru? Alex?”

His lips parted, but he was mute. Perhaps his eyes watered. He stared without blinking, then looked away, then back again, and ran a hand over his head.

“Where was this photo taken?”

“Romania. We were in Romania again by then.”

“These children, who are they?”

“They are Jews. Orphans.” He pointed at the picture and stepped back. “We were all orphans then.”

Her hand went to her mouth and her eye half-closed in sympathy. Those children had already been tugging on her heart. Orphans. “What were you doing? What happened to everybody?”

“I got them out. Delivered them.”

This, Gillian thought, is it. She stared at the photo, reveling in the thought of the children’s rescue. She turned the print on the table so that it again faced the old man.

Alexandru Istok looked straight at Gillian and, with a quick flip of his wrist, turned the photograph over, slapping it facedown.





CHAPTER 11

Emma accepted the small brown paper sack her brother’s boyfriend dispensed as a new piece of standard equipment for every adult in the Donner family.

“The problem,” Ryan explained, “is a lack of carbon dioxide. What happens when Greer hyperventilates is, he doesn’t have enough carbon dioxide in his system. That insufficiency causes the tingling in his fingertips and lips. The tingling and numbness feels weird, makes him more anxious, he hyperventilates even more, and if he keeps blowing off all of his carbon dioxide, he passes out. With the bag over his nose and mouth, we let him breathe in his own exhaled carbon dioxide, which rebalances his blood chemistry.”

Emma frowned as she tucked the bag into her hip pocket. She was at the folks’ house early because her mom got Frankie to promise a quick visit home before he jetted back to LA, and Ryan was to explain this hyperventilating business to all the adult kids.

They had quizzed Greer hard after the first episode, when Bella called the ambulance, terrified that he really couldn’t breathe. Within days, he’d panted to the point of making himself black out again. She’d heard about Greer acting up lately and her mom’s frustration with no good answers.

“But why does he do it?” Emma asked. “Why does he hyperventilate?”

Ryan’s response, “He’s gotten excited about something, that’s all,” did nothing to erase Emma’s frown. She heard that her littlest brother only mumbled and shrugged, seeming to accept this new problem of hyperventilation. Her mom left the table where she’d been sipping coffee in silence and pushed into the kitchen.

Emma lowered her voice. “Mom said that Dad asked you and Ben to talk to Greer.”

“He asked me what happens when people die. Look, I’ve got to get to work. You two can tell Frankie what I told you about using the paper bag to correct the effects of hyperventilation, right?”

Emma nodded, thinking.

“’Bye, Em, ’bye, Bella.” Ryan gave Emma’s shoulder a squeeze and blew a kiss toward the kitchen. Bella came out for a proper hug before letting him out the door.

Emma could hear her dad and Greer back from feeding the horses, their voices mingling with Ryan’s. They’d make the guy late for work.

She soaked in the peace. It still felt like home, this rambling country house on a hillside that looked across the pastures, woods, and the strait. They’d all grown up here, except for the very early years in the cabin, which only Ben and Clara remembered. This home was a perfect place for Greer to grow up.

“What’s Dad say about Greer?” Emma was the one who started calling her parents Mom and Dad instead of the Momma and Papa names they’d grown up using. She’d hoped Clara would too, being the big-city lawyer, but Clara seemed to like the country clash. Or maybe she just could not follow Emma on anything. Ben and Frankie did join Emma in calling the folks Mom and Dad and Doug sometimes did, too.

“He says Greer’s having a bad patch. He says all Donner men have them.”

“Not Doug,” Emma said, because her junior year of high school, when Doug had fought their dad most nights, didn’t count. Doug could move his mind first and farthest and he stuck to what he believed was right.

“No, I guess not,” her mom agreed.

They both looked outside where Frankie had just arrived, late as usual, and Ryan was trying to leave. Both guys were shaking hands with Ardy, around Greer who had packed himself in the middle of the men. She heard her dad ask if Frankie had a safe trip.

“And the doctor isn’t too worried about this hyperventilation thing?” Emma knew her mom had taken the kid to more than a few appointments.

“Oh . . .” Bella’s exasperation came with a mighty exhalation. “I’ve talked to the family doc and the pediatrician and the school nurse. I want to get that boy squared away. He’s had diarrhea and the clinic found nothing wrong with him. We’ve done allergy testing, too. Nothing, no answers.”

“Allergies?”

Bella lowered her voice. They could hear the guys on the front porch now, talking. “I’ve gotten a referral to a psychiatrist even though everyone says there’s nothing wrong with him. They gave me a giant questionnaire to start off with and it all feels wrong. I’m dreading the appointment.”

“Maybe nothing’s wrong with him,” Emma said. “Why are you so sure something is?”

“He’s just different. He’s like a bundle of stress. Like he worries, and he never used to worry.”

“What’s he worried about?”

“I don’t know. He doesn’t say he’s worried, that’s just what I think. It’s like he’s fretting. He has the hardest time getting up in the morning even though I put him to bed early. His teacher says he falls asleep in class.”

“So he’s not sleeping,” Emma said. “Don’t lots of kids go through a nightmare phase?”

“Not my kids,” Bella said.

Not while we were asleep, Emma thought. Greer was all right, really. The family would pull him through this little rough spot. He was eight. What real problems could he possibly have? She rose and closed the box of pastries she’d brought. Ryan had scarfed up two of the three jelly puffs, and she wanted to save one for Frankie.

Bella, hands on her hips, wasn’t done. “His schoolwork has crashed. His answers on an English test last week were just scrawls and he left most of a math quiz blank.”

“He earned good grades the first quarter. He showed me.” Emma defended the youngest best, unwilling to hear her baby brother get dumped on. She didn’t want her parents’ expectations set too high. “Isn’t it okay if he’s not a stellar student?”

“He’s not even a substellar student. He’s carrying Ds and Fs at this point. Emma, last week he was suspended for a day.”

“Suspended?”

Bella nodded. “I get a call. ‘Mrs. Donner, we need you to come pick up your son.’ ‘Is he sick?’ ‘No.’ ‘Was he fighting?’ ‘No. It’s a language offense,’ they say. And he’s out of school for the rest of the week for making threats.”

Emma was stunned. “Threats?”

Bella nodded, her mouth a grim line. “Greer tripped. His teacher says he trips and drops things a lot lately. Anyway, he tripped and fell and another boy laughed at him and Greer got mad, enraged is the way his behavior was described by the PE teacher who saw the incident. Greer told the boy who was laughing that he’d, quote, ‘Shoot the boy’s entire family.’”

“Wow.”

“Yes, wow. And I cannot imagine why my recently rotten son would say something like that. I had no words. ‘That is one irritable little boy,’ his teacher says. Mandatory meeting with the school counselor and Greer only says he’s sorry and he doesn’t know why he said it.”

“Wow.” Amazement pitched Emma’s voice high.

“Hey, all.” Frankie burst in the door with his characteristic limp, roughing up a smiling Greer, who swung back, half-hitting, half-hugging, playing as well with Ardy, who swatted his boys, man and child, inside.

“Come here, punk,” Emma said to Greer, her arms wide. He grinned and bear-hugged her, beaming.

“Coffee?” Bella offered after exchanging cheek kisses with Frankie.

He held up a hand as he nodded. “I’ll get it, Mom.” But Bella was already through the swinging doors, Ardy following, reaching for her waist.

Emma could hear them getting it on, having kiss time in the kitchen. Really. She hugged Frankie with unassuming affection. By the family rule, she’d been his keeper, the one assigned to watch over him. They both lived in Seattle now, but hardly ever managed to see one another—not to mention Clara and Wes—except when they came to the folks’ place. Yet Frankie was her favorite. After his childhood tractor accident, she held him apart, wracked by guilt. But he’d never held the wreck against her, not even when it became clear he’d been maimed for life. You’re only a year older, Em. You weren’t responsible for me.

She beamed as Frankie reached for the last jelly puff. Greer beat him to it. Frankie screamed in fake horror. “Brilliant. I’m going to have to kill you now, small fry.”

The disturbed look plastered across Greer’s face was beyond creepy. Emma shook his shoulder. “Greer, you know no one really means it when they say that.”

“If people don’t mean it . . .” the boy said, but didn’t finish the thought. He stared at the wall across the room, rapt, his mouth hanging open.

“Yo! Monkey boy.” Frankie waved his hands in front of his little brother’s face. “You know that as the one next up from you in the age chain, I’m your primary protector?”

Greer nodded. “I protect everybody.”

Emma snorted as Frankie got good and tuned up, ready to wax on.

“Well, punk, that means I’m also the one who’s allowed to thump on you.” Frankie eyed the last of the powdery puff pie in Greer’s hand.

“But you’re not hardly ever here.” The boy twisted his mouth, looking pouty and his voice slowed. “I don’t know if it’s good or bad for everyone to be scattered all over. How do you know if everyone’s okay?”

Was it bugging the little guy that Frankie was leaving on another road trip of guitar gigs?

Ardy was there, a hand on his youngest son’s shoulder. “I make sure everyone’s okay. That’s my job ’cause I’m the daddy. I’ll always take care of you.”

“Maybe we should all go away with Frankie,” Greer said to four perplexed adults.
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Doug called that afternoon to say he couldn’t stay, but he’d had a good day and would bring their main course. Emma knew what that meant and put dibs on cooking. Her mom would have fried the fish, but Emma pictured crusting the trout or salmon with pecans and parmesan under the broiler. In her Seattle bistro job, she only got to prep and plate.

She thought and dreamed again about the little apartment over the local bakery and coffee shop. She didn’t want to turn thirty crashing at her parents’ place on the days she came back from the city. And she didn’t want two lives, two jobs, two homes. The coffee shop was dying because the owner didn’t implement a modern attitude. Keep up the Wi-Fi. Let the high school kids loiter there. Put cardamom in some coffee. Do soup, sandwiches, and salad so the lunch and dinner crowd could come. Be Panera in the country. Offer Emma’s killer gluten-free recipes, her crustless quiche, her chocolate bark that didn’t spike an insulin response because she had experimented so carefully with stevia. She crafted grain-free treats that won raves. She did things with coconut palm sugar. Imagine a steady trade of special orders, making the best wedding cakes on the peninsula.

Of course, Caroline had agreed, we’d be honored for you to make our cake.

This was a debut, an opportunity to make the most of. What if she flipped her life again? What if instead of roommating in the city and supplementing her sous-cheffing with the coffee-shop-cum-patisserie country job, she went all the way with the latter? She’d be clear of all that irregularity the demands of her double life implied. No more commuting two hours one way. The coffee shop had faltered for years under the current owner. Emma’s time there provided a much-needed boost, but it wasn’t boosting her.

There was a man in the city she saw, one she needed to stop seeing. She could leave. She could come back to the hometown for good, making her own way if only she were brave enough to get a loan.

“We’re going to lie down for a nap,” Bella said.

Emma looked up from her daydream. They’d lazed away the morning in companionable quiet, visiting occasionally, reading, puttering.

“You, too, Greer.” Ardy steered his youngest down the hallway ahead of them.

“But Emma’s here,” the boy protested.

“She’ll still be here. Just an hour or so nap, buddy.”

This was new. Emma raised an eyebrow but said nothing as her parents and baby brother headed down the hallway.

Maybe someday . . . a good guy. Maybe kids?
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Come late afternoon, Emma threw the door open as Doug arrived with a stringer of fresh rainbow trout.

“Hey you,” he said. “You didn’t bring any of those cinnamon rolls, did you? I’d be a big hero to Maddie if I brought some of those home.”

Emma shook her head. “No such luck. I’m hardly there anymore and I think it’s hardly open. The dinosaur cut the hours again.”

“Who?”

“The coffee shop owner, Doug.”

“Wish you’d take the place over,” he said.

This brother of hers had always been able to find the bone. Emma kept her counsel, but felt a thrum in her core. She could do it.

“Doug!” Greer rushed into the living room, but his excitement at the arrival was cut off by a gasp.

Emma watched her baby brother stare at the fish. Then Greer melted. He plunked on his butt and covered his head with his arms.

“No, no, no,” he wailed, fists over his eyes.

“Greer?” Emma said. “What’s with you?”

She reached for him but he blew past his parents, who were coming down the hall, and went straight to his room, slamming the door.

“What’s going on?” Bella asked.

“I don’t know,” Emma said, pointing behind her. “He just went to pieces when Doug came in.”

Bella and Ardy looked at one another and made faces. It was too much. It had to be faced, figured out.

“Greer,” Ardy hollered, “get out here right now.”

After a quiet pause, Greer came down the hall.

“What’s the deal, buddy?” Ardy demanded.

“I pictured that!” Greer pointed an accusing finger at Doug. “In my head!”

They all looked, puzzled. Bella spoke softly. “What are you upset about?”

“I thought he’d bring trout home and he did!”

While Ardy told Greer to quit winding himself up over nothing, while Bella looked hurt when the boy shoved away from her hugs, and Doug watched it all in expressionless silence, Emma decided she didn’t want to have kids.
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On her drive back to Seattle for four days of city life, Emma wished her mother would talk to her while she was on the highway. Oh, not when you’re driving, sweetie.

This meant two hours of quiet car time to mull the questionnaire she saw her mom completing in advance of taking Greer to the shrink.

No, there had been no death in the family, no, they hadn’t even lost a pet. No, the parents weren’t on the verge of divorce. There wasn’t violence in the household. No, there wasn’t a second language spoken at home, everyone was on the same page, so to speak. No, there was no history of an anxiety disorder in the family. No, he didn’t enjoy his usual activities of late. No, he didn’t get along as well as he used to with others. No, he wasn’t being bullied at school—they had asked about this six ways to Sunday. The school’s contribution was the complaint that he fell asleep in class and didn’t care about his grades anymore. No, no, no.

She knew her mom talked to the second- and fourth-grade teachers as well, in case Greer’s friends in other grades had some undiscovered calamity, but there was nothing to discover.

The post-psychiatrist-visit phone call came Monday, while Emma was chopping a mass of onions that would go into soups, stir-fry, and the next day’s quiches. Emma answered on the third ringing chime. “Oh, Mom. How’d it go?”

“He seemed disappointed in the answers to that list of questions. He wanted to do a lot of testing. He’s diagnosed schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, but not in children. He wants to refer us to another specialist.”

Emma didn’t like the sound of this. “Mom, Greer’s not crazy. He’s your basic, weirdo little Donner kid.”

Her knuckles turned white as she grasped the knife in the onslaught of her mom’s experience. The psychiatrist had covered a lot of the same ground on Greer as other medical professionals. He’d read the doctors’ charts and reports that Bella and Ardy sent ahead of the appointment. But when she pressed on about how Greer said he was fine and wouldn’t talk about anything bothering him, the doctor talked about something called selective mutism. He was intrigued and told Bella that psychotherapy might help so now they had an appointment with another doctor.

“Selective mutism?” Emma repeated.

“Yes. I’ve never heard of it before. Have you?”

“Er, no. Mutism, like, silent?” Emma scraped the chopped onions into a large steel bowl with the side of her chef’s knife, then went into the office, plopping down in the desk chair since nobody else was around.

“I didn’t really get it. It doesn’t make sense to me. Nothing about this does.”

Emma allowed herself an exasperated snort as she started clicking away on the bistro’s computer. The mountains and trees prevented a decent connection at her folks’ house, making cell service unreliable and the Internet connection ungodly slow. “Mom, go to Ben’s place and look it up online, that way you know as much as you can before you start talking to the doctor.”

“Can you look it up?”

“Yeah, I am, right now,” Emma said, squinting at the computer screen. “But it’s . . . I think you must have misunderstood, because Greer is anything but mute, and these articles are about, you know, really being silent. Like, kids who don’t talk.”

“It’s a kid thing? Like this happens to a lot of kids?” Bella asked.

“Well, I guess so, but this isn’t really what Greer’s deal is, is it? You need something else.”

“No, yes,” Bella said. “Anyway, the guy they referred us to doesn’t specialize in treating children. And they really recommend we take Greer someplace that treats just kids. Then he said, ‘Talk to him about his feelings, be consistent, and don’t criticize regressive behavior.’ Don’t you think advice should be helpful?”

“I do.”

“And that’s not the worst of it. Are you ready? Then the psychiatrist said that Greer shows signs of having been abused.”

“Abused?”

“Yes. That’s the thing. They think he’s been abused. This was after the guy spent time alone with Greer. That was his best guess.”

They needed help, great help. Something was wrong and getting worse. “Mom, I’ve got this. Wait for me.”
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The others all promised to spend more weekends home, in a show of solidarity, keeping Greer busy enough that he had to fall deeply asleep, hopefully too tired for nightmares. In fact, the adult kids coordinated, Ben and Doug spending Greer-time during the week and making way for the nonlocals on Saturdays and Sundays so that the almost-empty nest stayed full.

“Clara, could you go home this weekend?”

“Oh, Wes would be so thrilled,” Clara said, in a tone that Emma couldn’t decipher. “Aren’t you going?”

“Can’t.” Her priorities changed. Emma prowled the city with a determined set to her jaw, glad that Frankie had no qualms about talking on the cell phone while driving. He’d talk on an airplane if he could get away with it.

“What are you looking for?” he asked again.

“A coffeehouse in the city where you played guitar years and years ago.”

“But there were so many,” he laughed.

“Figure it out. I need you to remember this one location.”

“Why?”

“It will help me find someone who can help Greer.”

“Oh.” Frankie’s voice sobered, and he prodded her back. “Was I playing with other people? Was it an open mic?”

“Your show. And you had a CD for sale.”

“And some of your cakes were for sale?”

“No, no. Way before I went to cooking school.” That’s what she always called it, not the culinary arts institute. Emma denied herself the prestige she’d earned. She was just Emma. “We were sixteen, seventeen, maybe a bit older . . .”

“Remember the day of the week?”

“Probably a Friday or Saturday night. Oh.” She snapped her fingers. “The night Clara first introduced Wes to us.” She remembered her awe. Clara and Wes, meeting early in college, set for life, even before they went to law school. Clara always had a plan for success. The Donner family hotshot. But Clara was willing to bring Emma along, had tried to fix her up. Her office was lousy with lawyers that Clara wanted to set Emma up with. Emma had started telling her sister no thanks, and now she really meant it. She was going to talk to the bank in her hometown about a loan that would surprise them all.

Frankie blew raspberries, working to recall. “That was forever ago. But Clara can get us close to the right date, then I can look it up on old notes, I bet.”

“Do.” She set her hopes now not just on finding this man again, but that he would have the words to restore Greer to the happy little boy he’d been not long ago.

He’d had that fall when Clipper spooked out from under him, but came home fine. Sure, he’d been a long time getting back, lost in the dark and probably more scared than he’d admit, but he’d been lost before. Half a day once when he wandered onto the wrong trail while hiking with Ben and Ryan. Doug had probably left him unattended too long while fishing, wading far and deep. Gram had left him at a store once when she was doing errands, but Gram forgetting him in town was one of Greer’s personal favorites, a story he loved to tell and hear. How he used to laugh about that.

Her mom said Greer never laughed anymore.
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Frankie came through because it was for Greer and everyone seemed to think the boy was falling over the edge. Within days, he called his sister, rattling off dates and locations of his early gigs, the unpaid ones, back when he was still in school.

Those had been fun days, he told her, before the money came.

She could not imagine his life. He wasn’t even wigged out about the Greer Thing.

He probably got his first woodie, Frankie told her.

“Honestly, Frankie.” But then she considered it, drumming her nails on her cell. “Really? Could you talk to him about it?”

“Tried. He told me to beat it. Don’t know if he was messing with me. Hey, I can go around to those coffeehouses with you. I’ll be back for a day, midweek,” he offered. Then he told her to hang on as he checked a waiting call.

“That won’t work,” Emma said when he came back. “You won’t know which place I was killing time around, outside, half a block away.”

“I don’t get it, you. What’s up?”

“Long time ago,” she said, “well, then, that night, I met someone, a counselor type. We talked just a bit, there outside—”

“You never said anything,” Frankie said.

Emma’s answer was quick, kind, and light. “Never needed to.”

He seemed to consider this. “I could still go around with you to these places, help you find what you’re looking for.”

She smiled at the thought. If it was part of the solution, if she was right and could find a particular counselor to help the kid, well, it would be grand to help her help Greer.

“You’re a good guy, Frankie.”

Emma drove through Seattle past numerous coffeehouses, thinking she was warm at two or three buildings with façades, knowing for sure when she found a garden spot along a sidewalk. The stone wall down the block gave her memories, thick ones, good ones, of a few passing minutes of her life that she’d held to her heart ever since. The wall was merely where she’d met a kind man, one who started talking to her with a hunch, then left her with the gift of clarity.

Now she stood before the cold rocks on a misty day and looked up, across a small park to office buildings beyond. Could it be this easy?

Inside were several businesses, including a counseling service run as a co-op, a married couple and two other individuals.

“Is there a male counselor here?”

“Yes,” the receptionist said. “We have two women and two male psychologists.”

“Is one of the guys called Joe?”

With the affirmative response, Emma the Conqueror went back to her parents’ house flushed with pleasure.

“I found him,” she said, thrilled, certain she carried the passport to the family’s migration back to sanity and calm and beauty. She proffered a business card: Joe MacLean, Psychologist. Bella and Ardy leaned over the card then peered at their daughter.

“And you think this guy will help? He’s better than our doctor and the shrinks the doc sent us to?” Bella leaned back, doubtful.

“I know he’ll help.” Maybe an outsider was exactly what they needed to help Greer break through.

“How do you know?” Ardy asked.

“He’s not a medical doctor, not a psychiatrist,” Bella added.

“He can help Greer,” Emma said.

They never knew, no one did. She’d never told anyone about the chance encounter way back when she was a hundred and fifty pounds bigger than she was now, back when she’d worn years of misery as a habit. No one but Emma knew how his simple words—the symptom can become the problem—had freed her from a habit of self-destruction.





CHAPTER 12

Deputy Nate Osten reread the confidential email, printed it, and considered his next move over a sack of tacos. The Virginia State Police report of a death investigation that began as a missing person/boating accident report was several years old but spoke of another life.

Harold Brayton had become a rich man when his first wife drowned on the other side of the country.

Osten had arrived at the station early to deal with the time-zone problem, hoping for gold in the computer and finding more than a few flakes. He’d been panning for a couple of weeks, ever since he’d come in for his regular swing shift patrol and a day shift deputy passed a request to him: check on a missing person report from a man who’d declined follow-up contact at work.

Standing in Harold Brayton’s living room in the early evening—after bankers’ hours—he’d eyed the desktop computer and asked if Brayton had looked at the search history. That was a screwup.

“Of course! Pinterest, Pinterest, Etsy. Woman shit.”

Osten had tried to put himself in his complainant’s frame of mind. Imagine coming home from work and the wife just isn’t there. Call her cell, text her, nothing. Ask her friends and the neighbors? Brayton said his wife didn’t really have friends, she just took care of the kid. And then he got annoyed.

“The other deputy already got all of this information.”

“Look, man, I’m just—”

“I am Mr. Brayton.”

Osten paused. “Yes, sir.”

“I am the president of the First Union Bank. The big bank at First and Washington. Do you know what I’m talking about? Are you going to find my wife?”

“We’re sure trying. That’s why I’m here. Now, do you two have an app installed for locating a lost cell phone?”

“Her cell is still either turned off or the battery is dead.”

And then Osten made the stupid suggestion of having an expert search the computer’s hard drive.

A part of him—the part with a high index of suspicion from a few years as a city cop and a solid foundation in crime stats—acknowledged that the woman might not be missing at all, that a murder may have occurred and he was talking to the perpetrator. Uxoricide had already been Brayton’s path to wealth, and Osten wondered what the current wife was worth as a dead woman.

He talked to the man about credit cards, took in the brusque wave and snapping retort that he was once again suggesting something that Brayton had already thought of, and promised they would stay on the missing person report with diligence.

Who the hell waits all weekend before reporting his wife missing?

The day shifter told him that Brayton said everybody knows you have to wait three days to report someone missing. And Brayton had not liked the one-week follow-up bringing a deputy to his work place. Since the department’s policy for missing adults not thought to be endangered was a weekly check-in with the complainant and any other follow-up that made good sense, Osten had dutifully taken a picture of the missing woman around town, including a stop at Olympic Coffee and Cake, where the now-gorgeous Emma Donner recognized the missing woman from the photo.

She came in here sometimes. And Emma told him she always charged on the same Visa, even just a cup of coffee, because her husband liked the complete accounting provided by charging everything. She used the free Wi-Fi at Olympic Coffee and Cake and recently asked if she could use Emma’s phone.

And when he told her that the husband had reported her missing, Emma asked, What’s his story?

A woman walking off on her husband wasn’t the biggest deal in the world, but it raised some eyebrows and, truth be told, raised the specter of crime until the curiosity was satisfied. But this was just one cop’s view, not the town’s. Meanwhile, the full facts remained unknown.

Just think. The woman left no word, as far as he could tell from the casual questions he’d asked of neighbors and at a few shops. And he only asked when the opportunity ripened before him and he could yawn as though a casual half interest was his motivation to inquire. All he learned was that the banker’s wife hadn’t any obvious friends that she would have told of big plans to run away. And all indications were she’d run away. People did. True, she’d left no word and that was odd as balls. But a decent job of running away pretty much demands not blabbing about the plan.

Osten’s sixty-four-dollar question—What happened to Betsy Brayton?—was a parlor thinking game of sorts, a cop’s puzzle to mull.

The scuttlebutt—from one bank employee regarding another, no less—was that the husband had a mistress. Mistresses can make pretty good suspects, he knew. Modern women could kill quick as a man. The sheriff didn’t get that, but he’d been a small-town cop since forever, like his daddy before him. Nate Osten had hired on as a cop in Seattle for five years before a slot opened in his home county and he’d realized his dream to become a deputy in the town where he’d grown up. He’d dealt with crack houses and raids and drive-by shootings. Bringing his city-cop attitudes back home had been a hidden blessing that he cloaked in a country boy attitude he didn’t always feel.

When he talked to the detective and the sheriff about the possibility that the woman hadn’t run off, that the man had killed his wife, both pointed out that Osten had absolutely nothing to show foul play. He agreed and countered that early is a better time to suspect than late. They agreed and wished him good luck. He’d have to identify an unchecked piece of information, find the right witness, imagine the right scenario.

Osten tapped his fingers, thinking. To get good answers, you had to ask good questions.

Emma Donner asked a damn good question. It made him dig into the Braytons’ pasts. Now he knew they were new arrivals in this small town. Through plenty of computer searching, Osten had drawn a picture of their past, but there were holes. He knew that Harold and Betsy Brayton had only recently married. They’d only been residents of this town and of this state for a year. She was previously from Texas, he from Virginia.

And those facts did not amount to a sack of hammers. Osten still didn’t know Brayton. Then he’d found the right guy at the previous jurisdiction. Brayton was a widower and had been interviewed about his first wife’s death.

He tapped his fingers harder, faster.
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“Hey, Nate, can you talk to a walk-in before you go out on the street? It’s a guy here about a child abuse issue.” The clerk manning the front desk turned before Osten managed a response.

Osten went to the vantage view of the little lobby at the front of the building. The civilian stood on the balls of his feet, his back to the window, but Osten recognized him. Rudy Donner Junior, also known as Ardy Donner.

Child abuse? Ardy Donner was the kind of man who would not call the police about a child abuser, he’d just go tear the abuser limb from limb.

Osten sighed before stepping into the lobby to hear the man out. He’d grown up with the Donners’ first batch of kids. They weren’t best friends, but they’d been in high school classes together. As a kid, Osten had visited both Bella Donner’s old house, where the Donners still lived, and Ardy’s cabin, where Doug and his wife now lived. He’d played football with Ben and Doug, once had his eye on the older girl, Clara. Emma, the younger girl, had been a blimp back in their school days but was quite the looker now. Hell, she was downright hot and didn’t seem to know it, carried none of the high-maintenance affect some hotties wafted.

“Shit,” Osten muttered to himself, shaking his head. He’d take this one call in house, get on the street, and as soon as he was clear, get back to his thinking game. He sighed while pushing the heavy door ajar. “Mr. Donner?”

Ardy Donner turned with an air of someone there to get things done. Osten nodded him back to a small interview room, gesturing for him to take a seat, glad when he complied. The man held a vague authority over him, the way adults do when they’d known you as a kid, told you to wipe your boots off before coming inside, or settle down, or lay off the kid at the bottom of the tackle pile.

“Here’s the deal,” Ardy Donner said. “My youngest has been acting up to the point of us having to take him to a head doctor, and they say he acts like an abused child, so I think you should investigate the family so that’s cleared up.”

Osten stifled the immediate urge to tell him no and managed, “What?”

“Please. I’ve got to get something going here. Our last little one is losing his noodle.”

“A doctor told you your kid acts like an abused kid—”

A vigorous nod followed. “Says he shows classic signs.”

“And you want the sheriff’s department to investigate your entire family as possible child abusers?”

Ardy Donner’s eager thumbs-up showed Osten that he’d accomplished nothing in the direction of making sense.

“Look, Mr. Donner—”

“Ardy,” the man suggested, hands and arms spread wide in ready amiability.

“Uh huh.” Osten could only think of him as Mr. Donner, even though several guys he went to school with had grown up and become Mr. Donners.

“Just investigate us so you can show for sure that no one abused Greer. I’m at the end of my rope here.” Ardy produced a list of over a half-dozen people.

Osten scanned the paper. The first name listed was Ardy Donner, then Bella, then the adult children: Ben, Clara, Doug, Emma, and Frankie. Next to Ben’s name, Ardy had written Ryan Vesey. Next to Clara’s, in parentheses, was Wes Fine. There was a question mark by the name Gram.

Jesus. “Mr. Donner, I can’t just investigate you and everyone else on your list because you want me to.”

Jumping to his feet with the frustration of it all, Ardy demanded, “Then buddy, you try living with Bella when she’s upset.”

“Well, no sir, that’s not going to happen either.”

“Can’t I hire someone to do it?”

Osten paused, not quite having the nerve to retort: Hire someone to live with your wife?

“Sure, you can hire a private investigator,” he said at last.

Ardy waved like he’d already considered the idea. “But that wouldn’t be as good as a sheriff’s investigation.”

“If a private investigator found evidence of child abuse, that person would be obligated to share the information with our department.”

Ardy swung his arms and yelled enough to make Osten get out of his chair and open the office door to answer the knock of a day shifter checking on them. Ardy raked his hair and slapped his knees as he doubled over then straightened up again. “Of course, it would be reported. I’d report it. I want it found out, if there’s anything to find out. That’s the point. And I want to clear everyone who’s not doing anything bad to my son.”

“Has your kid said someone hurt him or something?”

“No, no, nothing like that.”

Osten waited. Ardy ducked his chin as he struggled to explain, opening his mouth, faltering, finally just spreading his hands and saying nothing.

“What’s your kid doing that makes the doctor say he’s been abused?”

“Well, hell, he’s just gotten strange,” Ardy said with a wave, and went into a litany of what sounded like standard little-kid-being-a-jerk behavior.

Studying this father before him, judging the anger, the demands and purported intentions, Osten finally excused himself down the hallway, gritted his teeth, and wrote down a name and phone number. When he passed the notepaper over, he kept his face expressionless. “This private investigator gal does polygraphs. She even does them for police departments and—”

“Lie detector tests?”

“Yeah,” Osten said, thinking about a pretty good study he’d read that called the device as good as a Ouija board. He’d tried to get his previous department to send him for polygraph training. He loved training.

With Mr. Donner’s hurried, determined exit, Osten sat for a minute, still thinking on the man’s bizarre request, his report of his son getting strange. Strange had to be pretty damn strange for a Donner. He shook his head and suppressed a grin before putting his feet up on the conference table and getting back to his fourth taco, now cold.

Ardy Donner uncorking himself in the office was an unwelcome interruption in Nate Osten’s mealtime thinking. He was happier puzzling and now got back to the riddle no one else in the twelve-officer department was working on. Nodding through what he knew, separating out what he suspected, he considered it all again, adding the call he’d had this week from the clinic, adding in the police report in his email from Virginia: the missing persons report that became a death investigation. Wife number one. What’s Brayton’s story? This question of Emma’s had sent him on a background investigation, made him learn about the first missing wife, the dead one on the other side of the country. Great question, Emma.

His mind wandered when he considered Emma. No kidding, she’d weighed two of him in high school. Now he wondered about Emma’s story as he hit the street.
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After handling a minor traffic accident, kids smoking outside the supermarket and a squabble between roommates, Osten drove past the town’s little marina. By now he could spot Brayton’s powerboat in slip B10. He thought about a boat he’d never seen, Brayton’s powerboat back in Virginia, back with the first wife, the one who supposedly fell off and drowned while Brayton was napping in the cabin. And he thought about the Virginia cop’s email.

I didn’t believe him. He refused a polygraph. That was pretty much it. Made him rich.

Hey, if it worked in one ocean, it could work in another. Suppose Brayton’s first wife hadn’t fallen off a boat in the Atlantic while he slept? Suppose Brayton had pushed her. Now he owned a boat on this salt bay, accessing the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and had another missing wife.

If he could get witnesses that saw Brayton take his boat out around the time his wife went missing, if he could catch Brayton in a demonstrable lie, well, he’d have something to work with. Until yesterday—as the sheriff and the detective pointed out—he had almost nothing. Then the gay guy at the clinic called. If he hadn’t, it would be easier to put away the niggling suspicion. Now, the worst possibility pestered.

I did counsel her that when a woman tries to leave is the most dangerous time, that that’s when a domestic abuser is most likely to kill. I made it clear to her that she needed an exit strategy, but I don’t think she’d gotten there.

And when the guy, who was some kind of a nurse-doctor, shared this confidential exchange, Osten wondered if she announced her exit, if it was the precipitating factor in the final dispute. Brayton had not mentioned an argument or a divorce plan. He specifically denied it, just said she was missing.

But Osten wasn’t the only guy in town who figured Brayton had more than a little to do with the wife’s disappearance. There was the guy at the clinic.

Thank God he’d called.
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He pulled his patrol car past Brayton’s house, a nice house.

When he’d stood in the Brayton living room and noticed the error message on the screen, it had been in the early days of the investigation, but he should have been warier, kept his eyes better open to the possibility that he wasn’t doing follow-up to a day shifter’s missing person report but rather keeping a feeler out for a potential crime. He could have been standing in the crime scene. He’d asked about the computer’s search history, and then he’d hamstrung his own investigation with the comment about an expert search.

Now a sleek new laptop sat where the desktop computer had been. Osten could see it from the front window. And he had an idea where the old computer was.
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Osten drove to the office of the obvious choice, a she-dinosaur with a Ouija board who was at least as good as the average fifteen-year-old at messing with computers. This polygrapher was old enough to qualify for Medicare, a slick chick who’d moved to town and run her mouth about how incompetent the small-town cops were, hung up a shingle, and done defense work. Defense work. She had dyed-blonde hair, a too-small sweater, Capri pants meant for someone much younger, and an attitude.

“Hey there, kid,” she greeted Osten.

“You doing forensics on the Brayton computer?”

A stony stare came back. The woman set her feet on her desk, crossed her ankles.

“How about on Brayton’s missing wife’s computer?” Osten tried when the old gal still didn’t answer.

Nothing.

“He’s a wife beater,” Osten said. “If you find this gal—if she’s even alive—you’d be setting her up for damage if you give him a location and he shows up, surprises her somewhere. I’m here to ask you to tell us first if you find her.”

“If you thought there was a crime involved, you should have seized the computer instead of suggesting he get an expert to search it.”

Osten rubbed his forehead. He’d be kicking himself about the slip for a long time. The thought that Brayton was involved in his wife’s disappearance—that he’d murdered her—had been young when he’d stood in the man’s living room. But his belief in the possibility grew by the day, even if the rest of the sheriff’s department thought he was running a little hot on the idea. He held a hand up. “Don’t tell me my job.”

“Don’t tell me mine.” Her retort was too quick, a six-year-old’s answer.

Osten softened his approach. “Do you know about his past? His last wife drowned. His story was she fell off their boat. He got a nice life insurance payout. That’s motive.”

From her hesitation and quick blink, Osten knew the death was news.

“And by the way, Miss Polygraph, he refused a polygraph in that investigation.”

Fake blonde hair suffered a thorough patting. “Found her car.”

That rankled. Osten had checked the national database daily for her car and not seen a hit. He’d attached a request to the car’s plate so that if any cop anywhere ran the vehicle in a federal check, he’d be notified. He waited, rather than ask.

“Towed out of Sea-Tac.”

Huh. Maybe the airport cops hadn’t run the plate when they impounded the car. Maybe they could tell him when the car had been left at the airport. Maybe they’d find Betsy Brayton on surveillance camera archives. But maybe it would show Harold Brayton driving the car, planting it at the airport to throw the local sheriff’s department off.

He made his tone as friendly as he could. “You’ve been checking flight manifests?”

“No matches yet.”

He had nothing. But if he could identify a person who gave Brayton a ride back from Sea-Tac Airport, maybe picked him up halfway, say on Bainbridge Island, after he’d planted her car at the airport parking lot, then he’d have something. Brayton was likely smart enough to leave a false trail for police after he’d murdered another wife.

He began to plan the conversation in which he’d ask Harold Brayton to take a polygraph about this wife’s disappearance. And he wondered how good this old bird in front of him was at detecting countermeasures.





CHAPTER 13

Seeing the psychologist in Seattle wasn’t as bad as Greer feared, but it wasn’t good either. Papa and Momma made sure they left plenty of time for this expedition to the city. Through the long drive east and the ferry ride, Momma kept her voice light. Every time she pointed out an unusual building with fancy bricks or Victorian windows, or a vendor on the sidewalk and wondered aloud if they should look at those books or crafts or snacks later on, Papa would say sure, sounds like fun.

Greer wasn’t buying it.

The building was way fancier than anything back at home. Well, it was Seattle, and they’d had to get off the boat in big, fat downtown, and then follow Emma’s directions to a particular place and then try to find a parking space and then walk back to the office, which had expensive-looking furniture on thick carpet and ornate molding where the walls met the ceiling in the waiting room by a receptionist.

Momma and Papa went in first, and he reckoned they said stuff about him. Had they talked about him when he was in school yesterday?

When they summoned him from the waiting room, he was wondering what they’d said to take him out of school today.

The first thing the man said was a surprise.

“Would you like for your parents to stay in the room with us?”

When Greer shrugged, Momma and Papa sat down again on each side of Greer, three across the sofa. That part didn’t last long and wasn’t much different from the other doctors Momma had been dragging him to for weeks. Everybody talked about how it was a good thing to talk. Greer looked out the window at the unfamiliar giant buildings and didn’t move.

But then the man excused his parents and shut the door behind them. With his parents in that carpeted waiting room with dark, cushy furniture and potted plants, and the sunshine coming from behind the man making him look like a shadow, Greer went on full alert, guts drawn up tight. Even if the man didn’t try anything tricky, it seemed only smart to be wary, so wary Greer stayed. He watched the man wipe his glasses. He steadied his breathing, he waited and wondered how long he’d have to sit in this office with this man.

Dr. MacLean didn’t wear a white coat and that was good. He didn’t have a beard or a sweater or a pipe, like Emma said he did years ago, but he had a gaze that Greer hadn’t figured on. It was like he already understood, or like anyone could say anything to him. Greer knew better than to slip up and get careless. Just because they were all the way over here in Seattle didn’t mean he could be sloppy about keeping a secret that protected his whole entire family back in their home county.

“I’d like to get to know you a bit, Greer. Can you tell me what you’d like to be when you grow up?”

Big, Greer thought, giving one sure nod. It was going to take forever until he got big. If he was big, he’d be a man like his papa and Ben and Doug and Frankie. Able to help Gram up into the saddle or lift a bale of hay or drive Papa’s draft team hauling logs. Able to kill a man.

“A man.” Greer guessed it would be maybe an hour before he could leave this room, this too-big building in the too-big city.

MacLean smiled. “You want to be a man when you grow up?”

Greer nodded.

“Can you tell me something else? Can you tell me if there’s anything you’re sad or mad about?” When Greer said nothing, the man asked, “Is there anything you’d like to talk to someone about?”

There was no good reason to talk. What a strange man with strange questions. Greer looked out the window and saw a beautiful crow leaving a power pole for freedom in the sky. He wanted wings, thought of his parents, and chanced a look at Dr. MacLean. The man was still waiting for an answer. Was the man not going to speak, time was not going to move on until Greer responded?

Dr. MacLean looked thoughtful, not too prying. “Is there anything you’re happy about?”

This was kind of funny, in a way. Greer’s smile flickered. His grades had slipped so far that Momma and Papa decided he couldn’t do yard work or other odd jobs for Caroline’s terrifying boss, not for now. That was pretty happy-making. He studied the room, thinking, comparing, not paying attention while the man talked on.

Dr. MacLean paused then moved to the big chair by Greer’s sofa. “Do you know what your parents and I talked about?”

Greer looked up from the door inventory he’d been doing—one in here, four in the waiting room—and shook his head. They probably hadn’t talked about how many doors there were in each room. For the time he’d been in here with Momma and Papa, he had thought about asking what they said in here about him while he was out there, but then they said he’d be okay and they left him. It would be fine, that’s what they’d told him. They said he could talk to this man. And the man talked, but Greer didn’t listen.

One door. One way out.

Maybe the furniture had this mottling of leaves and flowers because that would hide the barf stains. People did throw up in here, right? He couldn’t be the first person to feel his head tilt with queasiness in this place.

“Your mother said that you got upset about your brother bringing some fish home.”

Greer confessed with a nod, mildly surprised that the man coughed up what they had said. Although everyone claimed there would be no secrets, he just plain knew better. There had to be secrets. That’s the way things were.

“You have three big brothers, don’t you?”

Greer nodded and drummed his heels on the sofa.

“Which brother brought the fish home?”

Maybe that wasn’t a puke stain on the floor. Maybe it was part of the design in the pattern. Warm earthy colors. The rug looked soft, but maybe it would feel itchy if he just plopped right down on it, face-first.

“Was it Ben who brought fish home?”

Greer looked at the man. Ben almost never fished. This man knew nothing about his family, hadn’t paid attention to anything Momma and Papa must have told him, not even the basic stuff.

“Was it Frankie?”

His brothers’ and sisters’ names were always called out in order. They were born one a year, pretty much boy-girl-boy-girl-boy. First there’d been Adam, who died as a baby, then Ben, Clara, Doug, Emma, and Frankie. Almost twenty years after Frankie, when Momma was going to have Greer, they’d known he’d have a G name. They’d thought he’d be a girl.

He was so glad he’d been born a boy.

“Did Frankie bring fish home, Greer?”

Frankie fished even less than Ben. Frankie lived in the city and traveled with his guitar all the time. And it still irked Greer that in guessing who brought trout—one didn’t say fish, but the kind: trout—Dr. MacLean had skipped right from Ben to Frankie.

He scowled. “It was Doug.”

“Why did it bother you for Doug to bring fish home?”

“It was trout.”

“Your mother told me you got upset when Doug brought trout home.”

Uncertain what this man was trying to wrangle out of him, Greer shut his open mouth, pressing his lips tight.

The man just looked curious, his eyebrows pinched together.

Greer felt pierced to the heart over how Dr. MacLean could stab him with stuff, with not getting the way life had turned out. He took a long, shuddering breath, remembering those trout on Doug’s stringer and how he’d pictured them before Doug walked in the door with the silvery bodies.

He could see things that would happen. And now he looked away, shaking his head in fury at how right his imagination had been. Through the window, a raven taunted a sparrow. Several other small birds began to harass the raven. The smooth blackness of the bird, the deep sheen beckoned the watcher. Trancelike, Greer stared. That bird had no problems, not really. He could just fly away from those little birds.

Dr. MacLean cocked his head. “Can you tell me why you got upset?”

Greer’s shoulders dropped with facing this man who asked the same thing over and over. There was nothing for it but to wade in. He stemmed the shaky breaths long enough to get it out. “I guessed it.” And he didn’t mean to wail as he spoke.

“You guessed what?”

“I pictured it. Before it happened.” There. Now this man would know he was like a psychic. If he was. And if he was, didn’t that mean that the bad man was going to kill everyone, since he could picture their dead bodies?

Greer sucked in his lower lip, but not fast enough to stem the shaking sobs that bubbled up his throat. He wasn’t alone on the sofa anymore, the doctor sat there, talking softly about stuff, but Greer didn’t listen.

Dr. MacLean peered, like he could see inside, and Greer knew there were things inside that no one was supposed to see, that he couldn’t say. He squinted against unwanted memories. The woman gurgling on the ground, the man’s belly beyond the shaking pistol barrel. The promise he’d had to give to save his family. The threat of what would happen if he didn’t keep his promise to the man.

Then came the thought of things that hadn’t happened yet. Momma and Papa and Ben and Clara and Doug and Emma and Frankie all dead. Maybe Maddie and Wes and Ryan, too. Maybe Gram. Maybe Caroline. Maybe Malcolm. Maybe Maddie’s baby that no one but Greer even knew was coming.

There was no telling where it would end. All cold, bloody corpses in the house for Greer to sort out and take care of. There couldn’t be enough tears to cover it.

Did it end when he died and no sooner?

Dr. MacLean was still talking but Greer turned the voice into a hum while he looked for other things to think about even as he agreed with some of the stuff Dr. MacLean said with sobbing nods.

He imagined his parents in the waiting room where there was a big glass door to outside, and the door to this room and a door to the bathroom and, down a hallway, for sure one door to another office. There was only one door in Dr. MacLean’s room. There was only one way out.

It will happen because I can see their bodies, Greer decided. But he never saw his own dead body with his family.

The mean man in the woods never said he’d kill Greer.

The thought was striking in every way. The man would kill if Greer broke his word. If Greer never, ever told anyone anything . . . Greer didn’t like the solution, but it was there. Bothered as he was that he never saw his own corpse in his mind’s eye, he studied on the awfulness and finally decided it was just the man’s very best punishment, leaving Greer alive, not dead. Ugliness grew large in his mind as he pondered.

He’ll kill my family, but leave me. Leave me to clean up and live with the way it is.

He had reckoned it all up one side and down the other. There was one way out.

His chest shook and his chin crumpled. Next thing he knew, he was bawling bad. After five minutes of crying and comforting and trying to get it together and losing it again and starting over, Dr. MacLean asked again.

“Why did it upset you that you thought Doug would catch trout?”

This was the kind of question that had to be answered with words. Greer frowned, preferring those he could nod or shake his head to. “B-be-because I don’t like to guess right. It’s not good. I don’t like to see what will happen.” His sniffles turned to sobs and he nodded gratefully when the doctor asked if he’d like to take a little break.
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Joe MacLean gave a thoughtful pause and studied the world beyond the window, giving his new patient a few moments to quell the anxiety. There was old ground to be re-covered, rather than trusting that previous professionals had thoroughly surveyed the possibilities. He had the notes, suggestive of an anxiety disorder or possibly a more significant disturbance trending toward psychosis, but he had to try again.

“Greer, do you know the difference between good touching and bad touching?”

The boy paused, his eyes up and to the left, and then he looked at the man.

MacLean watched Greer consider the question and repeated, “Do you understand the difference between those two things?”

The boy nodded.

“Can you explain it to me, so I can see if we understand it in the same way?”

“Bad touching is hurting someone.” The answer was quick and bitter.

MacLean paused to see if something would be added, weighed the response, then asked, “What’s good touching like?”

The boy shrugged, staying stony.

“Have you ever had a good touch?” MacLean asked, his tone conversational. And when the boy stayed silent, he added, “Never? A million times?”

The boy laughed and gave all the assurance about healthy hugs by his momma and papa and gram and big brothers and sisters and his teacher and friends and friends’ parents. A child with so many adult siblings, well, there was a lot of contact opportunity, and the exponent factor in contact through friends of friends was staggering.

“Have you ever had a bad touch?”

The child looked away.

MacLean kept his tone chatty. “Greer, tell me, do you know what private parts are?”

Greer hesitated and nodded.

“I think it’s the parts that a swimsuit covers. What do you think?” After an agreeable nod, MacLean added, “Greer, have you ever had a touch on your private parts?”

The boy shook his head.

“Really? My folks cleaned me up when I was a little boy. I was young then, but I remember them washing me. It happened to everyone, I thought.”

A nod. “But that’s not bad.”

“Okay, let’s talk about bad touches.” Dr. MacLean waited for another nod then asked, “Can you tell me about any bad touches you’ve had on your private parts?”

“Never.”

MacLean nodded. “You could never tell me?”

“I’ve never had any bad touches.”

“What do you think someone should do if they got a bad touch?”

“Run and yell and fight and tell everyone.”

MacLean grinned. “That’s a pretty good answer.”

The boy grinned back, lips sealed. MacLean could see his pleasure in having gotten an answer right. There had no doubt been an awful lot of “no” in the descent. Anxious, tiresome doctor visits, concerned parents, school problems, disturbed sleep.

“Are there things you can’t talk about?”

A slight rise of the face and a greater drop served as assent. MacLean let that cook for quite some time before asking in the softest voice possible how the boy felt.

“I’m scared,” Greer whispered in stilted, struggling sobs.

MacLean nodded. “I want to find out why. I want you to feel safe. What might happen if you did talk about things you feel like you can’t talk about?”

When the boy violently shook his head, MacLean talked about the size of some undertakings, about people sometimes thinking they couldn’t take things back, about not wanting to hurt anyone. About how Greer was safe right then, and he could say whenever he felt unsafe or scared. When they went past their time, MacLean unobtrusively pressed a button that would trigger calming reassurances from a coworker to the parents fermenting apprehension in the waiting room. The boy nodded when MacLean went back to the idea of stuff that couldn’t be talked about.

Finally, little Greer Donner nodded and sighed when MacLean murmured with him about fears, about wants, about death.

But deep into his first session with the Donner child, Joe MacLean came out of his chair and knelt before the boy, the notepad abandoned, the pen laid to rest on the paper. The child’s desperate bid for clarity had come clean.

The boy and the man exhaled together.

MacLean knew he didn’t have the kid’s problem pegged when Greer admitted relief in telling his shocker, but he had a glimmer of how to better help the boy. Little answers could get them to big answers.

Finally, MacLean asked Greer to accompany him to the waiting room and they stepped out of his office to the boy’s frightened-stiff parents. Down the hallway, a woman in tinted glasses opened a door to reveal a solid golden retriever in her office. The woman smiled and beckoned.

MacLean looked at Greer and pointed to the woman. “Here’s someone else for you to talk to.”

“I don’t want to talk to anyone else.”

“Well,” MacLean said, “you can watch TV or read or play any of the games in the waiting room. This lady will hang out with you, play a game if you want, whatever you like. I’m going to talk to your parents for a few minutes.”

Ardy Donner tousled his son’s hair, leaned over, and kissed the top of his head, his other hand on the small of his wife’s back. Bella whispered something in the kid’s ear and got what she wanted from Greer, a giggle.

Things were not fitting. MacLean kept himself from scratching his head and asked the woman partner, “Would you please schedule a pre-admission consult at Southbank ASAP?”

“Absolutely.” She smiled as though she’d been given a great offer and went to her knees in front of Greer, looking to the boy for a plan of what they might do. “I’m going to make one brief call then maybe you’d like to see my dog.”

The boy drew himself up on a chair and the Donner parents followed MacLean into his office. He closed the door firmly and indicated his comfortable sofa, choosing the seat closest to them, the better to communicate with low voices, the better to keep things calm. He knew they expected him to help, because their daughter Emma swore he could help. They were counting on her promise, paying him hundreds of dollars. She told us you got to the heart of things. They believed in their daughter as much as their youngest son.

I remember Emma, he’d assured them. They’d liked that.

They would not like him firing them.

Bella leaned forward, responding as MacLean eyed them carefully. Ardy’s arm went around her shoulders.

“I think this is a very troubled boy.” MacLean’s tone was grave and he weighed their reaction. Their nods and frowns were real. He continued. “I’d like to confirm what is known in his life in the last year. Any losses, threats of parental loss especially. Who he’s close to and who he has friction with. Everyone who takes care of him, ever. Let’s rule some things out.”

“Say it.” Ardy beckoned with his chin.

MacLean nodded. “I tend to think that he has not been molested—”

“Everyone in the family took lie detector tests,” Ardy said.

“Pardon?”

“Well, you know, that head doctor before, he said he thought Greer was abused or molested. Said it was usually someone close, in the family or a friend. So we all took the test.”

MacLean blinked. “You had your family take polygraph tests about whether or not they had molested Greer?”

Ardy gave a quick nod. “Sure. I went first.”

This was a new parental response. MacLean told them he disagreed with what some of the other doctors had said. Not an anxiety disorder. Post-traumatic stress disorder. And that was a thing that could have a sleeper effect. It could have initiated two years ago. And it often arose from violence.

“We’re not violent,” Ardy said.

“No,” Bella agreed, “other than we always let the kids pound the stuffing out of each other.”

She looked at the office door and they all considered her young son beyond the threshold. MacLean scooted closer and asked them to make an effort to not respond with volume at what he was going to tell them, so that Greer couldn’t hear them lose it.

Ardy’s jaw thrust forward and he dropped one hand to his knees, pulling himself to the edge of the couch, twisting so he could keep his arm across Bella’s shoulders.

Then MacLean told them that he could not help Greer. That he was in over his head. That he was going to immediately refer them to someone else he anticipated could help.

“But this is only the first time you’ve seen him.” Bella’s words were measured.

He knew she wondered at the hidden meaning. “I’m referring you not just to another doctor, but to a team. Believe me, it is better to alter a treatment plan sooner rather than later, and your son’s case is urgent. They can do a better job because they have more experience with this type of case.”

His phone buzzed and he pressed a button. A man’s voice came on the speaker announcing a pre-admission consult schedule. MacLean nodded. “You can both come back to Seattle—without Greer for this appointment—that day?”

“Oh, that’s Caroline and Malcolm’s wedding day,” Bella said, shaking and nodding her head, catching up. “But of course, we can come.”

Ardy was already nodding. “If that’s what we need to do for him.”

“The Southbank facility is excellent,” MacLean told them. “And I believe it’s what Greer needs. Immediately.”

Ardy looked away and asked from the corner of his mouth, “You really think they can help him?”

“I believe so. And I believe he needs that level of help.”

“But you can’t help him?” His tone was sour.

MacLean shook his head and tapped the folders of chart notes he’d received. “I’m afraid we have all underestimated just how distressed Greer is.”

“What in the world did he say?” Bella asked, her voice so tight the words were strangled.

MacLean looked at the parents he was about to gut with the truth. “He told me he wants to die.”





CHAPTER 14

Gillian blushed about the opportunities she’d missed so far, and she planned an in-depth interview with Alexandru Istok. She hadn’t confirmed the name of the grandson on her first visit to the Istok home. She hadn’t left the Sartineau Shop with something solid, just tantalizing bits. She hadn’t, she hadn’t. She turned to Kevin for tips.

In their electronic exchanges, he went on about getting feelings in addition to facts. A fast emailer and texter, he prompted Gillian about matching a subject’s body posture, and he de-emphasized note-taking. Have some idea of where things might go, but beware of constraints, Kevin told her. This, he didn’t explain. Worried about stumbling, she called him, listening to everything he had to say about interview techniques, feeling things out, and exploratory questions.

“You said it was more about feelings,” she said.

“You’re not dealing with fiction,” he reminded her. “It’s verifiable information. Verify it.”

“I don’t get that note you sent about matching body posture,” she said, fiddling with an unfamiliar, small envelope on the kitchen counter. She opened it. Two concert tickets, tomorrow night.

“I’ll have to show you,” Kevin said.

They made a coffee date and talked on about the possibilities in the story. She launched into rapture about her plans for follow-up photos, the pierced ear, the glimpse of Puget Sound through the west window. How in the first golden minutes of sunrise, the light shimmered off the water and she shot his face thrust into that brief light. And she needed Kevin to capture the words, the heart of the story. “I may have put him off. I should have talked to him privately, not at work.”

He said it was never too late to start over, and his list of suggestions went on. She swore she wouldn’t finish as she’d started, she’d do much better. He said he was enjoying a glass of champagne as they chatted and encouraged her to do the same. She had black coffee and knew she wouldn’t get to sleep for hours that night.

When she got off the phone, Gillian noticed Paul looking at her from across the house via a narrow line of sight afforded by the kitchen’s half wall and the way the dining room spilled into the living room, ending in the alcove where he sat reading at his desk. They were thirty-five feet apart, but within hearing distance, and she cataloged her end of the conversation with Kevin, thinking about what she’d said aloud. She tried not to be the first to look away, but folded. Paul cleared his throat just as the house phone rang and she flinched hard.

“That’s quite a startle reflex you have,” he said, his voice sober. Then he picked up the phone.

She’d hoped he hadn’t noticed her involuntary jerk. She hated it, tried to control it. Then an urgent thought seized, tensing her from spine to toes. Please, don’t let the caller be Kevin canceling, she begged silently. She wanted to talk to him more, but not here, not now, not in front of Paul. Even if she stepped away from earshot, there was the burden of the phone line being shared with Liz. All sense of privacy and normalcy vanished with this stepsister’s arrival.

After Paul disconnected politely with a telemarketer, she said, “We should cancel that landline.”

He noted her cell in her hand, gave a small smile, and said, “Perhaps you’ve found another righteous man.”

“Why don’t you say what you’re really thinking?” Gillian challenged, unwilling to say what she was thinking. And she immediately wanted to atone, to say she was being crabby. But being grumpy wasn’t the reason for her resentment, and the insincerity required to give a pretend apology repelled her. She wanted to stop faking.

His expression was reproachful as he came over and indicated the photo before her, the print she’d made of the orphans in the woods. He didn’t hide the shade of hurt in his voice. “I’m talking about your bow maker, the story you’ve discovered. What you were talking to that guy about.”

She felt dazed and pushed Kevin and a confrontation about wants from her mind to say, “What about the story?”

“Well, the children were Jewish?” Paul asked.

“Jewish.” Gillian felt the prickle in her skin. His reasonable, interested tone made fingernails on her spine’s blackboard. Why did the Nazis, why did anyone single anyone else out by faith? Wait, Alex had mentioned this in the bow shop. She should have . . .

“Yes,” Paul said, kneeling beside her, more into the topic as he talked. “The children this Istok guy saved, what else do you know about them?”

She raised an eyebrow at him, then another. “He hasn’t talked much about them. I suppose I’m not going about the interview process well. Kevin should do it. He has all the journalism experience.”

“Sounds like he and Tilda are giving you a chance. You can get your due.”

“No.” Her voice was so clipped, she thought she’d ended things. I cannot get my due.

After a few moments of silence, Paul tried again. “You could send the information to Yad Vashem.” Then he had to tell her about the garden in Israel where The Burning was remembered, where the names and stories of gentiles who saved Jewish people were honored, and those rescuers were called the Righteous Among the Nations.

“Like Schindler,” she said finally.

“Like that,” he agreed, leaning forward to study her, confusion and concern on his face. “Do you have a headache or something?”

Gillian nodded and shook her head all at once, forcing her palms onto her eyes, her ears, her temples, wishing she could turn off her senses. Couldn’t he hear that baby babbling up there?
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After they went up to bed and the house grew quieter, she counted three occasions when she heard the child’s voice, along with Liz’s. A child could call forever. Paul heard nothing. Was it just his age that made him deaf to the call?

In the morning, he asked, “Will you be working late again tonight?”

She paused before nodding, needing to decide everything, knowing she hadn’t yet chosen.

“With the gentleman Tilda introduced you to? Kevin Zebrist?”

They nodded together on that one.

Gillian ignored Becky’s calls and texts and emails that night and the next morning. She was separating, breaking new ground, but risked breaking Becky.
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Alexandru Istok whistled as he opened his front door, sounding like a songbird.

“Jill?” he asked, hesitation playing on his face and voice.

“Gillian. Thank you for meeting me, Mr. Istok.” Excitement made her rise to her toes. Was this a story of redemption or forgiveness? Of righting an old wrong? Please, let it be a great story. She cocked her head and smiled as she offered her hand. With the door open, she detected an off smell inside the house.

The pause before he shook hands was brief, but there, then he beckoned Gillian inside with a nod and said, “Please. You may call me Alex.”

The living room drapes were drawn. Before her eyes adjusted to the dimness, Gillian’s stomach flipped at the deeply unpleasant smell of body odor, vomit, and alcohol. Then she noticed an old woman on the couch. She wore a scarf around her head, a faded housedress, the back hem drooping halfway down her calves, knees spread, exposing the birdlike legs of a drinker, a wastebasket in her lap, her eyes half-closed, and a bit of drool in one corner of her mouth.

“That is my sister Agnes. And you met my grandson John on your first visit?”

Gillian nodded. John, she repeated mentally. She should have gotten John to say his name, his full name when she introduced herself to him.

“I am going to have some coffee,” Alex said. “Would you like some coffee, too?”

“Yes,” she said. The communing would help, serve as breaking of bread. She could detox from all the caffeine after this project was done. She followed him into a dated kitchen. The stove shone spotlessly and the countertops gleamed. Whatever the off smell, however Agnes dressed, the home was no hovel.

While Alex busied with a silver coffeepot, filling it with scalding water from a kettle on the stove, Gillian felt a sudden dread, wondering if his sister would join them. She thought of her own sister and reminded herself to spend some real time with Becky. She’d put her sister off too much lately and itched with guilt for the sloughing.

Alex set cups on saucers then gestured to her and the fresh pot, saying, “Please,” to indicate Gillian should pour herself a cup. Never before had she tasted such strong, sweet coffee. It wasn’t bad, just different, apart from the straight black decaf she was habituated to, found on every block in downtown Seattle.

Agnes began to make loud, incomprehensible wails. Gillian flinched, the sound so like what her parents had splattered through her childhood.

“Let us sit in the garden,” Alex said, opening a back door from the kitchen to another overgrown mass of herbs surrounding green metal chairs and a table.

There, wonderful scents of oregano, sage, rosemary, and mint lifted.

Seeing her pull the large envelope from her bag, Alexandru cast his gaze down and waved a hand over the photo still contained in the envelope. “It was in the time of . . . it was called O Porajmos. The Devouring. The Holokosto.”

She repeated his words and waved the envelope at the old man. “Do you know the names of the children in the photograph?”

He looked at her and away. “The little one was called Igor. He did not know his family name, just Igor.”

“And you’re here?” She brandished the print, cocked her head, inviting him to look again, stuck on why he’d turned the photo over in the bow shop.

Still looking away, he let one index finger point to the left side of the paper. From her first meeting of Alexandru Istok’s grandson, she’d not imagined that Istok himself might be in the photo. Her mind rattled with the interviewing tips Kevin repeated during their coffee date. Seek to be able to capture the subject’s essence as briefly as possible. Use the bag of tricks to get him talking, use your body language, match his. Establish an unspoken connection by matching his posture then adjusting yours in a more focused or intimate manner and he may well follow. Kevin acted it out, and she’d been torn between awe of all he did as an interviewer and distaste at discovering how much of Kevin’s action was premeditated and calculated.

Should she make the same sweeping gesture with her hand Alex did? Say please as a welcome? Too much, she warned herself. Too much copying and thinking and not enough listening to his story. Not at all. Still she tried it, leaning forward until she matched Alex’s pose, then sitting up in her habitually erect manner, a notebook in her lap and pencil in hand.

He still sat inclined, hands resting on his thighs, waiting. She had not magically pulled him along by momentarily matching his posture. Begin, she told herself, and cleared her throat.

“How old are you in that picture?”

He flashed both palms spread, then just his right hand, then his index finger. “Sixteen. About sixteen.”

“Before you came here, where did you live? Where all have you lived?”

He pursed his lips and released a long exhalation.

Gillian felt the tug of satisfaction tease the corners of her mouth as he smiled back, his perfect white teeth glimmering, mirroring her. The jarringly flawless teeth of peoples who’d had little or no dental care abounded in photos from around the world. She longed to take those photos.

“Places’ names change,” Alex said. “There are . . . different countries. Borders change. People change. Everything changes.”

Gillian nodded, ready to acknowledge all that had been skewed during and after the last world war, but wanting particularly to stake out his world, his changes. Before she managed to phrase her questions though, she had to think. Wetting her lips, she made a point of opening the notebook, flipping to a clean page, clicking her pen, and she scanned him.

He saved her. “Romania, of course, Moldova, Ukraine. Transnistria.”

I’ll talk to Paul, she thought. And she’d read up, do research. But Paul would know off the top of his head where allegiances had moved during the forties. “And where else have you traveled?”

“We went through Bulgaria on our way to Turkey. We came to America from Canada, to Canada by way of Britain.”

“To Britain,” Gillian prompted, “by way of?”

“By way of boat.”

“To Britain from Turkey?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me about your family. Who were you traveling with?”

He shook his head. “Just my sister. We never saw anyone else again after the deportations.”

Deportations. Gillian half closed her eyes, but would not allow the wince, then caught the inside of one cheek in her teeth. She should have asked more openly, instead of injecting her presumption that other family remained. “Will you tell me more about the journeys? About how they started and what they were like?”

“All right.” He waited.

She tried harder. “And about your family back then?”

“My father, his father, my uncles,” Alex pantomimed bowing as he talked, “they were lautari. We made bows. We played music.”

Lautari. Gillian scribbled a phonetic approximation of the word and asked, “They taught you how to make bows?”

He hesitated then nodded. “Bows were in our blood. I played when I was very young. I knew to stand to the side when I yanked hair from horses’ tails so I would not be kicked. I knew how to get the mortise out without hurting the bow. I never broke one.” He smiled slyly, gauging her interest, her impression of his skills. He clasped his hands together, stilled.

Finding out she would have to ask the right question was at once an irritation and a challenge. Gillian wanted to meet the murkiness of the unknown cleanly. She straightened her spine, pushed her shoulders down and back. “How did you end up making bows here in Seattle?”

He told her about coming to America decades ago. Eventually, he found a bow maker in Seattle who needed an apprentice. The man’s son was uninterested. Not until Norbert Sartineau was nearly in the grave did Mario want to learn.

“So Norbert took you on.” She reveled in the serendipity of an aging bow maker taking in an immigrant apprentice with Old World bow-making skills. “You needed each other. How wonderful. How interesting. I’d like to hear everything.”

Alex talked of orphans, of being an orphan himself, responsible for his little sister, of guiding the children out of wartime Romania, hoping to be paid for his trouble, setting them on their path to Israel before that country attained nationhood. He nodded with a sideways lean of his head as he spoke and Gillian kept her pen still, not wanting to distract him before he finished. Then she scribbled notes, block lettering new names: O Porajmos. Bukovina. Golta.

“I’d like to have something to show the guy I’m working with—” Gillian cut herself off, regretting the word choice. No matter how she ranked this in her mind, how she marked her place in the world, things were not as they seemed. Tilda—who’d asked for an outline or an indication of the project’s direction and scope—was not her boss. This was spec work. Gillian tried to think of herself as in charge.

“The coffee is cold. And I have no more to tell.”

“I’m a much better photographer than I am an interviewer. I would love to take your portrait, if you wouldn’t object. I’ll show you everything after I make prints, give you copies, if you like.”

Alex pulled his head back until his jaw was even with the front of his chest, both eyebrows raised. Not put off, perhaps, but surprised, Gillian decided, because she’d already taken his photo at the bow shop.

He rose in an instant, his knees startlingly agile for a man of his years, his step light enough that he was silent as he moved inside. Agnes was snoring on the couch, and Alex padded to the near end of the living room. There he gazed straight out the window. Gillian followed, stood by his right shoulder, and rose to her toes. Puget Sound was just visible, the water a heaving deep blue. Many days, heavy rain or low clouds would keep the view obscured, but for now, they could see it.

Gillian smiled and slipped a camera from her bag.

He knew just where to stand to see the water in the bow shop, too. At this angle, she saw the piercing hole in his left earlobe, accenting his jaw line. One of her photographs would have to show that pierced ear. Her fingers swept the camera’s body.

He let his shoulders drop, relaxation seeping through him. “I wanted to live near the sea.”

Punctuating his sentence with a shutter release, Gillian knew she’d taken a good shot and she chewed his words. Thinking of Kevin’s encouragement of her doing these interviews, she smiled and knew she could do better, but as a photographer, she’d just captured the man’s essence with a click. Alex hadn’t had to tell her about wanting to be near the sea. She’d seen his desire. Finally, it was coming. She wasn’t having to wrack her mind for how best to elicit the responses. Flow, helped by the sight of dark water and light waves, sailboats and freighters, commenced.

“It’s the world,” he said. “From the edge of any sea, you can travel. I don’t, but I could. You can. There.” He pointed to the waving salt water, gateway to the Pacific.

“You prefer to travel by water?”

He nodded. “We escaped, in the end, by sea. The Black Sea. After I came here, came to work for Norbert Sartineau and learn his ways, I put traveling away.”

“Please tell me more about escaping with the children.”

Alex talked of travel over land, leaving Romania, tromping along the coast, heading for Bulgaria, through desperate little villages and war damage. Of finding a rowboat with a barely functioning motor, of stealing, of running out of fuel or possibly killing the engine because the fuel was bad quality, partly kerosene, contaminated with rainwater. And then rowing. Rowing and rowing.

“Before the boat?” Gillian pressed with a whisper. “Tell me more?”

He talked of the forests and untended farms, of un-dug potatoes he’d pulled from the earth and handed out raw to the children. Slipping into alleys and checking garbage heaps. Eating undercooked pigeon, a dead one they’d found at the side of a dusty track. Feeding so many mouths was an overwhelming challenge.

He shrugged as Gillian marveled. And she soaked in his sense that it was simply what had to be done. There was no other choice to make, caring for the children was what anyone would have done. Leading them to safety, to freedom, it was expected. The boys were foundlings, someone else’s children, but found children fell to the responsibility of whatever adult or half adult was there, didn’t they?

“You saved those children,” she marveled. “Jewish orphans.”

He allowed one judicious nod.

Gillian gave a wry smile, thinking how her heart clutched when Becky talked about something tragic happening to her and Myron, leaving Gillian and Paul to raise their little Phillip. She swallowed, feeling overwhelmed and empty at the same time.

“There is a special place to honor people like you, people who saved Jewish people during the Holocaust,” she told him. After Paul’s mention, she’d read remembrances on the Yad Vashem website for hours, weeping at the tragedies and heroics of those who had aided their fellow human beings, not for money but because it was the right thing to do.

Alexandru Istok raised his eyebrows at her, then his chin. She lightened things by asking, “Did those children think of you as a brother or an uncle? Did they call you Alex or Alexandru?”

He nodded again, giving Gillian a great flush of pleasure in guessing right and an overwhelming fear that the spontaneous thoughts, the gut instincts and guesses, wouldn’t come often enough. What had she missed, not guessed? What else might she lose in this and other stories because she didn’t listen to a little whispering voice in her head that something was amiss, missing?

“Tsigani.”

She scribbled. “Was that your nickname?”

Alexandru shook his head. “People, others, in Romania from the beginning, they called us Tsigani, Gypsies. Roma.”

Gillian cocked her head, delighted at the exotic theme, the special subculture ready to suffuse her great photo essay project. She recalled the shot she’d taken of Alex at the Sartineau Shop and she wondered how many men deep into their eighties or nineties had pierced ears. She smiled, but her elation faltered when he made a fist and began to strike it against his other palm, punctuating the past.

“In Romania, they made us walk away from where we lived, they put us on the trains going east. We crossed the first river and could not come back. Not for two years, not until the Russian army pushed the Romanian and German armies out of the land between the rivers. And in those two years, we endured more cold and ate less food than you could ever imagine. Many days we ate nothing. Sometimes dogs ate our dead. We ate dogs. Usually it was a bit of thin soup from bad flour or cornmeal. We crafted things. We looked everywhere for something to sell, to trade, to eat. The adults had to work, anyone who got sick died. Our whole clan . . . missing, starved, died, gone in two years. Only Agnes and I survived.”

“That camera was something you were going to sell?”

“She found it after we were back in Romania.” He laughed. “No one bought it. We tried. I tried so hard. I had to take care of her. And when she gathered those children, I had to mind them, too.”

Gillian gulped, with too many sordid feelings. “When did you come to America?”

“1946. We tried to come earlier.”

The answers left Gillian thinking of a million possibilities. 1946. Romania. She was suddenly glad she’d married a guy with a fascination for World War II, a history buff. Not buff like Kevin, not at all, but Paul could get her up to speed on the second war to end all wars.

“The deportation,” she asked, her voice a whisper with the terrible word, “when did that happen?”

“1942.”

Whu-hump. Agnes fell off the couch and awoke wailing, muttering, spitting. Gillian cast her eyes away from the sound and raised her chin, instinctively looking at the ceiling beyond Agnes.

Alex spoke in a rapid language Gillian did not understand, but she caught the tone of reprimand and explanation. And she thought she caught the word photographia.

Gillian held her breath and looked at them. Agnes sprawled on the floor between them, her mouth hanging open. Alex pointed at Gillian, and Agnes turned to look at her, at the photo and envelope in one of Gillian’s hands, the notebook in the other, the camera hanging around her neck. Agnes rubbed one thumb and index finger together, extending that hand toward Gillian.

Agnes took the old photo, Gillian reminded herself.

Agnes began talking at Gillian in incomprehensible, drunken gusts, still reaching for Gillian and the photo, rubbing her thumb and finger together. Was she asking for money?

Take her picture, Gillian told herself, but couldn’t. She did not want to capture the debasement.

“Bah!” Alex threw a dismissive, double-handed wave at Agnes and turned away, stepping past his sister, out the front door, where he stood with his back to them.

“Phhht . . . shteff . . .” Agnes shifted, blocking Gillian’s exit, reaching.

That was when Gillian noticed deep purple on the heels of the old drunk’s palms, the bruises on her knees, exposed as Agnes’s gown hiked up when she shifted on the floor. Gillian winced at the ugly marks, but knew, reminding herself: these are the bruises of someone who falls, not of someone who is hit.

But Agnes looked beaten.

“Can you tell me about Alexandru saving the children? Do you remember?”

Agnes murmured unintelligibly, noises, not words.

“Do you?” Gillian pressed.

“Do you, do you, do you,” Agnes hissed, until the sound became a single sloppy syllable. “D’you, d’you, d’jew, jew. Jew.”

Agnes pointed at the photograph in Gillian’s hands and gave a spitty grin that showed several missing teeth. “You Jew, too?”

Shaking her head, murmuring for the woman to stop, to settle down, Gillian backed away, ready to give up. Agnes lurched toward the threshold. Her stained cotton dress did not do enough to hide floppy breasts and bony hips. She snorted, mucus emerging from one nostril as she hocked something up in the back of her throat and cackled again. “Jew too you.” Her delight in the rhyme left her gasping. “You Jew, too.”

Gillian drew herself against the living room wall to squeeze past the drunk. “If you could let me—”

“Me, me, me,” Agnes wailed.

The reek of cheap alcohol curdled the air as Agnes hissed and shouted. Gillian felt her stomach flip. She would have to step around Agnes to join Alex past the front door and make her exit.

“I just need to step—”

“Stepfff . . .” Agnes spluttered, reaching for Gillian again. “Let me see. Me see. Me see!” She belched, grabbing at the photo.

Shaking, Gillian faced the photograph toward her. Agnes grabbed for it, slapping at the matte finish, seizing it between one thumb and forefinger. Grubby fingers on the face of a photograph tightened Gillian’s scalp. Even though she could reproduce the picture infinitely, it was still wrong to manhandle a photograph.

Another stained, slick hand grabbed. Agnes’s roughness would result in a torn picture unless Gillian gave up.

She relinquished to Agnes’s double grip. Agnes waved the photo, stabbed it with one finger, and shook both hands at Gillian’s face, spluttering saliva. Then knotty fingers bent the photograph, tore it lengthwise, beheading children. Half of the photo dropped to the floor.

“Ha!” Agnes cackled, then tore again, down the middle. Another quarter fell away. She stared, entranced, her lips moving, then licked the edge of the spiraling rip and continued to work her destruction. Clutching ever smaller bits of the print, Agnes crumpled to the floor, crying, rubbing the remaining scrap of the photograph on her face, her mouth.

Horrified by the woman in general, her descent almost to a drunken blackout, and the treatment of the print, Gillian quit, brushed past, and rushed outside.

Alex was gone. The Istoks’ wild front garden gave no comfort. Gillian hurried to the street, feeling guilty for leaving the old woman in this nearly incapacitated state, uncared for, but firm that she owed no babysitting. She could still hear Agnes coughing, crying, and yelling.





CHAPTER 15

Gillian shut drunks from her thoughts and told herself to get out of her mood, get grateful for her comfortable life. She read online and scanned Paul’s history books for hours. She studied the Tsigani culture and the prejudice against them. She read until her eyes watered, and she kissed Paul the next chance she had, really kissed him when he came into the kitchen from the garage.

She didn’t want to hurt him. She didn’t. He was a good man, a wonderful person. He would be a good man the next day and the day after. He would certainly answer a plain question with a solid response, with more than a grunt. If only she’d ask, if only she didn’t fear the answer. She should try.

Paul held her close. “Hello to you, too.” Then he sniffed at a small saucepan on the stove.

“It’s gruel,” she said, stirring the thin, flavorless soup she’d made out of water and a few spoonfuls of flour and cornmeal. She’d told herself to collect the water from a rain puddle in their alley but couldn’t manage to truly subject herself to the dinner the Istoks ate as interned children.

Paul looked boggled. “Gruel? Porridge?”

She nodded. “What’s the first thing you think of when you hear . . . Romania?”

He grinned. “I used to have the hots for Nadia Comaneci.”

“Pardon?”

“When you were in diapers, or maybe not even born—”

Gillian threw her hands up, shrinking from his comment. Don’t remind me you’re a half-generation older than me, she thought, shutting down.

“—she was the fantasy of many a boy,” Paul explained, “who liked to watch girls in leotards. She was very, very flexible. Comaneci was the first 10 in women’s gymnastics at the Olympics, on the Romanian team.”

“So, you having the hots for her—and I don’t even want to do the math to discover how pedophilic that might have been on your part—that’s the extent of your exposure to Romanians?”

“I’ve read books since then.”

“Very impressive.”

He nodded agreement with such enthusiasm Gillian felt herself smiling despite wanting to be serious. Of course he read. It was so natural when he read through their peaceful evenings. It was a decent life, it was.
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In the bedroom, Gillian skipped the yoga mat and slipped into the splits, reaching for one socked toe with both hands. Her lower back complained almost immediately and she thought of the extra hours in the desk chair, of arching her back with aching want.

“Stiff tonight?” Paul asked from the bed, putting down his book.

“A bit.”

“Me, too,” he said, hopeful and playful and ignored.

She went into the next pose and the next, skipping the downward-facing dog and tucking one hand between her legs to raise her weight onto her palms and point both legs to her left as she wavered, trying for balance and flexibility, feeling dicey.

“You’ve got a certain Comaneci-esque flexibility to you,” Paul said, trying for a leer over his glasses.

“You’ll wreck my pose,” Gillian warned. Her wrists were starting to shake and the stretch didn’t feel warm, long, or good. Her body would pop with pain if she stayed one more second.

“I’d like to,” he said.

“Oh, forget it.” Gillian closed her eyes as she fell the few inches to the hardwood. The thump on the floor felt deserved. After a listening pause, pleased to hear nothing, she rose and pulled a book of matches from the nightstand drawer, then lit a fat candle stuck on a wooden saucer. She usually lit the single candle before stretching. The night felt off with having switched her regimen. Soon the melded colors in the wax gave off the medley of built-in scents, bayberry, pumpkin, and apple. She closed her eyes to inhale as she sank back to the floor and realized it sounded like a sniffle.

Paul slid across the bed, then slid his hands across her shoulders, freezing when she tensed. She inhaled sharply as he began to massage, gentle as a whisper. He swallowed and continued to stroke her, fingertips plying her neck.

“Gillian, I wish you’d talk to me.”

He was right to ask, she thought. They had not talked about so much. She looked at the ceiling and asked, “Have you ever heard of Transnistria?”

Paul nodded. “What do you want to know?”

She lurched into a rapid regurgitation of the Istok story, sparing no details she’d learned. She spoke of their suffering, aching to escape. She told him of their deprivation and loneliness and freezing in the night. Once Alexandru found a large manure dump composting away against the last remaining wall of an old barn. In the center was warmth, eye-watering, foot-warming, ashy heat from decomposing manure. It kept them warm that night, old manure and each other.

As much as she had always found Paul’s World War II study a peculiar interest, there was no denying the breadth of things to know about the middle of the last century. He filled in gaps, how Romania had changed sides during the war, and they talked about the risks for so many people, the individual moments and decisions. The chance Alex had taken in guiding dead strangers’ children, risking himself and his sister when surely he could have gone faster and safer without extra bodies—especially needy children—was beyond description. And for what? For one’s own humanity? What of people who hadn’t such grace to fall back on? Gillian closed her eyes, unwilling to see when her mind paraded nebulous horrors.

“There are too many Holocaust horror stories to know them all, hear them all,” Paul said. But he expounded on, beyond her endurance, with another half-dozen heart-breaking accounts.

“Oh, God, stop,” she gasped at last. “It’s too much.” She rose and swung her head to bring her hair off her shoulders as she faced him, her arms snugged around her body. A stray hair dangling past the length of her mane grazed the candle’s flame and the acrid stench of burning hair threatened her with real nausea.

He nodded. “I would say so.”

“Refugees,” she said slowly, realizing as she spoke that she had nothing to say regarding another person’s life and choices.

“Precisely. And it pales by comparison, but I did talk to Liz, about where she came from, all of that, since you wondered.” He waited for her to respond, apparently ready to wait as long as it took. When she looked at him, he continued. “She is a refugee. She was wiped out in the hurricane. One of the hurricanes on the gulf coast. She got out of there with not much more than the clothes on her back and a car that hardly worked. She tried to start a new life, but with a small child and no real skills, she’d been living in her car and barely scraping by. She couldn’t get ahead no matter where she was. I think she tried several relocations. Things dwindled. She’s alone in the world. Finally, she set her sights on finding me, us.”

“Finding you,” Gillian said, for the record. And then she asked without thinking, “You’re not charging her rent, are you?”

“Ah, we are so lucky, so fortunate,” he said, “We have so much.”

They did. Gillian shuddered and looked away, no longer wanting to acknowledge what she could lose. Worse than her integrity and his trust, she risked a future she would not allow herself to name out loud.

“She doesn’t even have a car now,” Paul said. “She got rid of her old one. We have so much, Gillian. And she’s family. We don’t have much family.”

“She’s lying.”

Paul did a double take, mouth hanging.

She knew she’d shocked him as much by her words as the indifferent shrug and flip she did with her hair. “She told you she has a cheapie pay-as-you-go cell phone. She has an iPhone. And credit cards. I saw. Who knows what else she’s lying about?”

“There must be a reasonable explanation.”

She slipped into bed.

When he joined her, he said, “You worked late last night.”

She had. And she listened in the night for the baby, longing for the garage studio tenants to be gone, wondering how soon she’d summon the strength to leave.
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On the morning ferry, before her drive west to scout locations for the peninsula wedding shoot, Gillian made use of the time on her cell.

“Speak up,” Tilda said, instead of hello.

“Have you talked to Kevin?” Gillian asked. “I’ve got this story of a guy who was in World War II—”

“On which side?”

“He was a kid, an orphan. I, I seem to have found a little Schindler story and the hero is living in the city.”

“Wha-a-at?” As Gillian told her about the Istoks, Tilda cut in. “Yad Vashem, here we come. Gillian, do you have any idea how few Americans are listed as Righteous?”

“He wasn’t American then,” she said, thinking she needed help just to figure out which of the million details she’d need to gather. Was Alex a naturalized citizen? When? She didn’t want to lead with his immigration, but rather with the bones of the past they’d fleshed out over sweet coffee. She wanted to give him—no, to leave him—his honor. This was the right way to start.

“And a Seattle story? Gillian, this is gold. Swing by my office later. I’ve got your check for the Hellman award.”

Hours later, on the return ferry, she texted Kevin and asked him to meet.

[image: image]

He beat her to the coffee shop, had her Americano waiting.

“You’re late. This is my second.” He rose and kissed her, on the lips, in what could have passed for a greeting, but on the other side of that kiss was more. Gillian let her eyes close for a second. There was possibility and freedom and breath. She felt him searching for a connection she couldn’t give as he slid his large hand over hers.

“You’re trouble, Gillian Trett.”

She sobered up in an instant. A vaguely familiar man at another table looked at them too long. “Nobody wants trouble.”

All she’d been expecting was to tell him more about the hardship and rescue of the children. She had a stunning workshop photo of old Alex, the boyhood hero, but it was her mention of Alex’s and Agnes’s ages coupled with John, the mannerless twenty-something, that raised Kevin’s eyebrows.

“Grandpa Alex had a kid in his fifties, I’m betting.”

Not every life had to follow the usual plan, she wanted to scream. Not every life did. She sat mute, wishing the Istok story would settle in one direction. Getting started, making a big change to a new future—A photojournalist? Something else?—beckoned. Straight photography had been all right, but it wasn’t big enough to fill her void. Kevin had a job that he loved, that she admired. She disliked her envy of him, yet felt creeped out by his laughter over Alex having had a child in middle age who apparently also had had a child in middle age.

She cleared her throat, her mind, ideas solidifying even as she spoke. “A complete picture . . . depiction, I mean. His boyhood, where he first learned bow making and went through all this hardship and was heroic. And he lands here, eventually apprentices, becomes an award-winning bow maker. What do you think?”

Thanks to the Internet, she’d found current mentions of Alex as a distinguished bow maker, and no mention at all of his past. She was going to break this story. Telling Kevin what she hoped for with the Istok piece, she showed him the first photos she’d captured at the Sartineau Shop of prized bows, beautiful works of art. She luxuriated in pleasure with his low whistle over the portrait of Alex that she had already pegged as a cover shot. Knowing her pale skin showed a blush easily, she gave in to the excitement of her find.

“Alex was deported with his family in 1942 because they were Gypsies. They lived for almost two years in the Transnistria area. Jews—Jewish people, I mean—were deported there, too. Only he and his sister were still alive when they came back in 1944. And they traveled with these younger orphans. One just started following them. Two were together at a bombed-out building. One they found at the side of the road and recognized from the camps in Transnistria.” She didn’t say that she’d had to look everything up, that she’d laughed at river names like Dniester and Bug. She did say they had to keep their hero’s sister out of the story.

“I think you’re really onto something,” Kevin said. “With the war history, the local angle, bow making, well, it’s great. I wouldn’t have thought of it.”

She bet he would. “And now?”

“And now, get going. Take it to the next level and get the guy to spill it. Get more sources. Get the story.” He thumped the photo of Alex staring out at Puget Sound and read Gillian’s caption beneath it about the man who escaped by sea, finding permanent refuge on faraway shores. “This is a closer. A great summation shot.”

Gillian shook her head, steeped in the history she’d learned. “Paul says that, after Germany, Romania is the country that was hardest on Jewish people and Gypsies during World War II.”

“Ooh, Paul says.” Kevin laughed, then shrugged off the wrath in her eyes.

She’d never before been one of those women who used her husband’s words to bolster a point or let his words stand in for fact or a personal opinion. And now she’d done a Paul-says in a professional setting. “Well,” she muttered, trying not to sound like she was apologizing, “he knows a lot about World War II. I’ll use lots of sources and subject matter experts for—”

Kevin flipped one hand in a dismissive wave. “Forget it. I know what you mean. I know what he means, too. For what it’s worth, it’s okay to say Jews and it’s not so much okay for you to call Roma Gypsies.”

Was he bent on making her feel like an amateur or was she stuck behaving like one? Gillian opened her mouth to respond but cut herself off when Kevin talked again.

“Look how this story can explode Roma myths: a guy who’s a bow maker from way back and is now making elite bows right here in Seattle. It’s pretty cool, him creating these new roots, not a typical Roma. You’re sure that’s what his heritage is? Roma?”

She nodded, distracted by noticing a man across the coffee shop glancing at her. She’d seen him before and tried to think where.

“You need corroboration,” Kevin said.

“I know.”

“Independent, but also . . .”

“What?”

“You must talk to the great-aunt,” Kevin said, chin down to his chest so that he looked at her with his eyes at the top of the sockets, peering through his eyebrows. The angle bathed his jaw in the light while his eyes were shadowed, accentuating his cheekbones. Dammit, he was handsome and young and strong-looking and interesting and exciting.

Gillian looked, looked away. “There’s nothing great about her. She’s a bigot and a drunk.”

“You have to talk to her. It’s part of the story. She adds something.” He tapped the black and white picture of the children in the woods. “She took this picture.”

“Will you help me?” Gillian hesitated. It was hard to ask, but she wanted him to be more than a sounding board on this project.

“I’ll help you in lots of ways,” he rasped, leaving nothing to be guessed. “In a New York minute.”

“Are those really faster minutes?” Trying for something mundane didn’t make their chemistry any duller.

“They are. They really are.” His cell rang and this time she placed the Stones tune, “Satisfaction.”

“I can dig into this better as soon as my regular work slows down,” she said. Portraiture sessions were going to make her scream now that she had a taste of photojournalism. It would take an afternoon and evening away to do that wedding shoot, and then many more hours at home to sort, edit, and upload those photos so the family could access them.

His eyes were in his lap, on his cell.

“I’m going to pop in at the bow shop as soon as I can,” she said.

“Right. Good idea. Back to work.” He lingered in the coffee shop and blew her a kiss as she walked away.
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The Sartineau Shop’s yellow lights made the darkness beyond the windows starker. Gillian felt like a moth drawn to the warm glow and counted it all as a good omen for how the interview would go. Setting aside her natural apprehension, she was grateful for the promise of no family interruptions here.

Mario held a bow delicately between his thumb and fingertips.

A young man in a dress shirt and tie accepted the elegant piece and said, “It seems like it would be good for sensitive hands. My teacher says I’ve got sensitive hands.”

Mario nodded gravely and stifled a gulp. Gillian got it. The bow would be wasted on a student violinist.

She glanced to the back of the shop then back at Mario and mouthed, Alex?

He shook his head. She bit her lip. She could still get bow shop photos. The dusky light made a difference. She studied the bows and tools, thinking of craftsmanship and how long the Sartineau Shop had produced fine bows. The thick rubber mats on the floor at the work stations had wear marks from Mario and Alex’s heels. She’d looked up the hand tools, read about bow making and fancied that the ancient patina on the knives, burins, and planers bolstered the finished art. Perhaps the scent of rosin and varnish lingered for decades with a whisper of the birth. She wished the shop had a real wood floor instead of the linoleum of printed parquet. She eyed the canvas aprons hanging on hooks and the nicked safety goggles beside the power tools. And she knew the photographs she’d capture today.

A concert poster on the wall featured someone named Janos, a famed soloist. She remembered the commissioned bow. Then she remembered the hidden concert tickets at home, unused. Shame rose within her core. Paul was just the sort of man who would hope his wife would attend a concert with him, but then not mention it when she preempted the date, saying she was busy before he even asked.

Derailed, Gillian studied the customer who was inspecting a dark sword of a bow. He twisted his mouth, glanced at Gillian, and asked Mario, “Is this bow light or, you know, a pretty good weight?”

“It is sixty-three grams,” Mario said.

They talked more, of the heuristic quality, the lack of temperamentalness. Gillian wondered if they would soon name the bow and if the moniker would be masculine or feminine. The customer left after Mario carefully wrapped the bow for him and charged nine hundred dollars to the man’s Visa card.

“It’s amazing to me what bows are worth,” Gillian said. She had a four-digit check in her purse. The Hellman award. To her, it was a lot of money. She wanted a connoisseur’s knowledge of fine things, instruments, wines, and woods—concerts even—though she refused to dwell on the fact that these were things Paul knew and would share with her.

Mario smiled. “Great sticks cost five digits. Janos’s bow—it’s weeks from done—will cost a pile. A benefactor is buying it for him.” He pointed at the door, indicating the departed customer. “I made the bow he bought, but if he’d paid more, bought one of Alex’s, he’d have one that would triple in value.”

“I’m impressed, but I don’t understand it,” Gillian told him. “Alex says no one remembers bow makers.”

“His bows are worth more than mine,” Mario said, shaking his head.

“He’s really good then?” she asked. “Must be his young start in the old world. Bow making is in his family.”

Mario stared briefly and shook his head. “Alex is an old man. I’m young, relatively.”

She shook her head with incomprehension. “Just your age difference affects the price of your bows?”

“A dead bow maker’s bows go up in value much faster than a live artisan’s. Do the math. I’ll be around longer than Alex. It’ll be a while ’til my bows shoot up in value just because I’m dead and gone. Not so with Alex. He’s an old duffer, you know. He says no one remembers bow makers, but he’s wrong.”

“Alex said you play better than him.” It had been a quick compliment as he talked about Mario’s father mentoring Alex.

“At playing, I am. I wish I’d worked at it.” He fixed his gaze. “I wish I’d played for my father, and I really wish I’d been interested in bow making when he wanted to teach me.”

Gillian gave a sympathetic face over his painful, unpayable debenture and blurted, “Having an opportunity doesn’t mean you have to take it.”

He nodded, made a stabbing motion with his right hand. “You know, how on the gamba they stab and on the cello and violin, they pull?”

Gillian shook her head. “Gamba?”

“Viola da gamba,” Mario said.

“I guess Alex and I don’t talk about musical instruments much, though we talked about bows a bit, how he learned bow making in Europe when he was young.”

“He can tell some tales,” Mario said, friendliness falling away.

Their moment vanished as a middle-aged couple entered. They both looked up at the sound of jingling bells above the door, and he went to greet them. She waved her camera, and Mario nodded agreement to her taking pictures of his tools and inventory. While the shoppers browsed bows, Mario came to her at the work stations behind the customer counter.

“So you only came here for Alex?” Mario teased, sniffing and wiping at his dry eyes. “You want an old Gypsy when I’m available?”

“I need to talk to him,” Gillian said softly. “I was hoping to do it here. Have you ever met his sister?”

Mario shook his head and talked of a special bow he was building, of their stock of wood, the ribbons of horsehair, and the tools she was photographing.

When the bells jingled the shoppers’ exit, Gillian made her voice casual and said, “You were about to tell me something?”

Mario pretended fixation on an old bow on the work counter. She saw most of the hair was frayed away.

“This is bad,” he said. “It pulls too hard on one side and stresses the bow.” He snipped the remaining hairs with scissors, just a few inches from the mortise. “Should have been done long ago,” he muttered.

She watched him work, photographed his hands.

“Want to know a secret?” he asked her.

“I would love to know a secret.”

He hesitated, then picked up another bow, swallowing and pausing so long she decided he’d changed his mind about what he would say.

“You can wash bow hair. Instead of re-hairing. It can be washed clean. Unless it’s too far gone.” Mario showed her an abused bow, the hair brittle with carelessness, a hard glob of rosin stuck in the middle of the remaining frayed hairs. “And never leave an uncleaned bow in the heat. Well, never leave any bow in great cold or heat, but one that’s choked with rosin? The rosin warms up and turns into a mess like this. This can’t be fixed with a bow hair comb-over.” Mario forced a grin that fell when he saw her dark look. He turned away.

Gillian leaned around his shoulder to make him look at her. “What stories has Alex told you?”

“Me? Nothing, really. It was my old man he told stories to.”

She tried to picture a younger Alex Istok, getting in with Mario’s father, an established bow maker. Alex told her about him, a fine bow maker whose son did not want to learn the business, a man who was happy to have a worker who came from eastern Europe with experience at bows, about Mr. Norbert Sartineau dying not long after Mario at last came home to learn.

“What stories?” she asked again.

“My father told me . . .” Mario shook his head and seemed to change his mind. His voice changed from the low tone of sharing a secret to conversational and casual. “Did you know I learned bow making from Alex?”

She nodded.

“I wish to hell I’d learned from my father, wish I’d wanted it when I was younger. Isn’t that the way? We don’t want what we have, what’s right in front of us. My father was a master craftsman and he wanted so badly to teach me, and I wanted no part of it. For forever. I was stupid and stubborn and went away for twenty-five years. And by the time I came back, he was feeble and he’d put all his effort into Alex, taught him everything. Alex worked his ass off at it, absorbed everything my dad told him, day and night, worked, worked, worked. And I kind of hate him for it. And before he died, my father told me—” He stopped himself.

A cool dread descended as Gillian asked in a whisper what Mario’s dead father had said about Alex Istok.

Mario gave her a solemn appraisal. “His first bows were nothing.”

Heaviness settled in her gut. “What are you saying?”

“Alex’s first bows were terrible. Worse than amateur. The bow you would make if some tools and a stick blank and a hank of hair were thrown at you. Alex knew nothing—nothing—about making a bow.”

Gillian closed her eyes, sick. Alexandru Istok had lied to her about bow making in the Old World. She wondered what else Alex had lied about.





CHAPTER 16

It happened again. The baby cried or cooed in the night, and the sound nearly wrung Gillian insane.

After Paul biked off to work, there was a knock at the door while Gillian was packing cameras, batteries, light deflectors, and more to shoot for hours. She answered in a rush and had to ask the middle-aged woman to repeat herself.

“I’m with Super Kids Day Care and I’m here for a background check on Liz Cohen. She’s applied for a position with us.”

“Liz Cohen applied for . . .” Gillian’s echo faltered and she rubbed her forearms. The prickle on her skin was electric and uncomfortable. There was something off about Liz using Paul’s surname. When Gillian and Paul married, neither had mentioned the possibility of Gillian changing her last name. She had never considered that Liz and Paul might share a name. Well, why would they? Liz was an adult when her mother married Paul’s father; why would they share anything? Did this woman from the day care think Liz was Paul’s wife?

Gillian felt herself slipping as though in an unstoppable, finger-straightening fall from a cliff.

“Super Kids,” the woman said, pointing one hand down the street. “We’re just two blocks away. It’s a great environment. Ms. Cohen popped in, and she was fantastic. Even for an irregular employee, however, we check residence and references. In her case, two stops in one.”

Irregular employee. Under the table, Gillian thought. Liz is establishing a life here, up there in our studio with her child.

Gillian answered the woman’s bland questions, feeling oddly out, the butt of a joke. Then she slipped into the garage, listening at the base of the stairs for cries, straining, needing to hear the baby. Failing. She went into the backyard with Rima and considered how the studio had only two windows, one to the yard and one to the street. Liz could look only forward or back, there was no other choice.

If she saw Liz in the window, she’d wonder if the woman was avoiding her.

Gillian crept up the exterior stairs, turned the knob to the studio’s main door. Then she ran away, calling apologies over her shoulder.
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She shot a corporate gig, a financial company’s annual luncheon party, finishing formal portraits of several new appointees then dozens of candids, all on autopilot, consumed by sparking conflict in the back of her mind. In her sweater pocket, she found a love note from Paul. There was a point of diminishing returns, but she didn’t know where.

Done, she started to call him but decided to surprise him at his office. She weaved through the University complex, then the maze of hallways lined with posters of Delta, Atlas, and Saturn V rockets, past his colleagues, past the man she’d seen looking at her when she and Kevin shared time in public.

Had the man mentioned to Paul that he’d seen her with Kevin? Was she imagining his extra looks, the sidelong glances, and swallowed sighs?

Did Paul always rub his jaw this much, hesitating to speak? Of course not. Paul was direct, kind. And honest always. He thanked her for dropping in, smiled, and kissed her warmly.

“I can’t stay,” she told him. Without thinking, without knowing what words were coming out of her mouth, she said, “I want to ask you something, but I don’t want you to ask me why I’m asking.”

Paul nodded agreement and waited expectantly.

Again, words came from some unknown corner of her mind. “Do you have even one old picture of Liz?” She’d never considered the thought.

He shook his head. She cocked hers. He shrugged and said, “I don’t have any old pictures. Of her or her mother. My dad wasn’t a picture taker, nothing like you.”

“How do you even know that that’s actually your stepsister?”

He gaped. “Gillian.”

Should she tell him now that she’d be working late with Kevin, talking about layout and storming for ideas?
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In the parking lot, she called Alex at the Sartineau Shop and asked if she could come to his house to talk sometime soon. She thought of how he had stepped outside when his sister thrashed on the floor and wondered how much he’d seen of her ripping up the photo of the children. Surely he’d seen how revolted Gillian was by the old alcoholic, and surely he felt the same way.

She managed to say, “I need to talk to Agnes for this story.”

There was a very long pause. She repeated herself, and then heard, “I do not wish you to write of what the men did to her. You see, there must be a limit.”
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How do reporters do it? Gillian wondered aloud to her computer screen. She had dozens of photos to sort through and upload but wanted to do editing on her Istok piece. More, she wanted to plan it. The trepidation she felt from Alex’s last comment was worse than daunting. Raking her hands through her hair, Gillian flipped her fingers free at the base of her scalp before she made a mass of tangles, wondering where Paul was, then forcing herself back to task. Where would Tilda send this piece? Would it go national? International? It had the potential. She had to get it right.

Unravel the possibilities, the ideas. Make a to-do list.

She didn’t want to spend too much time considering what final shots she needed. The larger problem was what questions to ask and how. Really, she decided, she needed to go over the details with Kevin. He could give her a better handle on how to produce a spread like what she was trying to envision. No wonder so many photo essay pieces were done by two people instead of one person doing both photos and writing. Kevin, I need you, she thought. Don’t bail on me, on this project. He hadn’t texted today, hadn’t called, not a single email.

The jangle of the house phone gave her such a start she gasped.

Please don’t let the caller be Alex Istok, canceling.

But it was Becky, incoherent with sobs.

“Becky-Bird?” Gillian told herself to calm down, not let the squeal of terror on the end of the line scare her. From the sound of the cries, she was ready to swear someone was trying to kill her sister. Reaching for her cell phone, ready to call police while she stayed on the other line, she begged, then demanded Becky tell her what was wrong. But it was too hard to understand her sister on the phone. Gillian said she’d be there in ten minutes, she’d take the car.

For the first time in her life, Gillian walked in the Dasios house without knocking, shouting for her sister as she crossed the doorway. The home, an old two-bedroom bungalow, was overbright with every light on. The hallway linen closet door was open. Drawers on the little kitchen desk gaped. Gillian ran to the master bedroom and gaped at the sight of pulled-open dresser drawers, the closet door agape, clothes everywhere, boxes open that had been on the closet shelf. Everything was inside out, as though a burglar had searched room to room. But the television and stereo and computers were in place, as though the robber took nothing. She ran to little Phillip’s bedroom, dreading and panting.

“Becky.” Gillian felt fear drain away when she saw her sister sitting by the phone, cradling a pillow, her face red and wrinkled from crying. She was as whole as she could be. Phillip was in his pajamas on the rug, holding a plastic airplane to his chest.

“It’s Myron. I’m afraid he’s . . .” Tears broke Becky’s voice.

“Take a breath. Take several.” Gillian rubbed her sister’s back, patted her shoulder, shush-shushed her like she used to do when they were in school, back at home, and their mother and father were deep into a third bottle. How Becky used to get scared when the parents started throwing things. How Gillian petted her as they hunkered in their little closet.

“He’s having an affair,” Becky panted, tears building in her eyes with each word until her shaking shoulders spilled them down her cheeks, and she wailed in earnest. “See, there’s this woman at the shop.”

“The shop?” Gillian echoed without comprehension.

Becky slapped the floor and Phillip looked at his mother uncertainly then grinned and kicked his feet in the air. “The shop where Myron works. Hello?”

“Sure,” Gillian nodded. Her brother-in-law managed a sporting goods store, one of a national chain, and was forever offering Gillian and Paul discounts. Paul accepted the occasional pack of squash balls. “Go on.”

“Well, she’s unattached and I saw her look at him and he was really friendly to her, introduced her to me as the wonderful Miss Whatever and she was all giggles.”

“Oh, Becky—”

“She’s really slim, like you.” Swallowing hard, Becky stiffened as though reliving the hideous moment of being introduced to a female employee giggling with Myron.

Gillian held her breath. Here it comes. Her sister was a curvy, healthy-looking size ten or twelve. But she knew Becky couldn’t wait, needed instant reassurance, complete support. “You’re beautiful, Becky-Bird.”

Becky went on cataloging her hurts, apologizing that she wasn’t good enough, that her husband didn’t love her enough, that the woman at the store was more attractive and knew things, that Gillian had been ignoring her and Becky was so sorry if Gillian was mad at her about something. She was sorry.

Her sister’s victim-laden self-pity carried a horrid echo. Gillian blinked at the thought and recalled her morning, being in the yard with Rima then creeping up the outside studio stairs, turning the doorknob, letting it swing softly open.

To satisfy her want, she’d violated Liz’s space, violated everything.

But their tenant hadn’t complained about the intrusion. She’d come off like a beggar, pleading, “I didn’t mean to . . . please. Please. I’m sorry. I’ll be quieter. We’ll be so quiet. You won’t hear us again.”

Gillian had fled, mouthing apologies over her shoulder as she hurried off to work.

“Gillian!”

She snapped her attention back to the present and the persistent scent of spilled milk, to the mess in the house and Becky’s stressed expression.

“Don’t you think it’s bad enough if he’s flirting with another woman? I mean, flirting at all is just like cheating, isn’t it?” Becky sniffled and her face crumpled in demeaned shame.

“Well, maybe he’s not flirting,” Gillian answered, struggling to catch up to her sister’s sadness. “Besides, there’s flirting and there’s . . . flirting.” She pinched her knees together, feeling a flush color her face even as she pulled the inner skin of her cheeks onto her teeth, hollowing her face more than usual.

Becky’s chin quivered as she whispered, “Myron was going to work late on inventory. With her, I suppose. But I drove by a half hour ago and the store is dark.”

“So? I have no idea where Paul is right now.” It was his gym night.

Becky began to cry again and Phillip sat up, frowning. Gillian leaned over, wanting to pepper him with smooches until he laughed. What a muddle life was. When Becky was pregnant, they’d both been nervous, knowing but not saying that many adult children repeat their parents’ mistakes. But Becky hadn’t become a raving drunk. I wouldn’t let her. She didn’t let me, back in the day. The unspoken fears slowly gave way to the special satisfaction of Becky creating a family of her own in the wake of what they’d left behind.

Silly-Philly, the laughing, roly-poly toddler who’d entered the world as a ten-pound person, knew one set of grandparents, Myron’s mother and father. As far as she and Becky knew, their parents still lived in the city and had no doubt moved into ever-cheaper situations as time passed. When their daughters moved out together and didn’t come back, the cord was severed.

Gillian’s lower eyelids filled and she opened her eyes fully, then took the boy by the hand and injected a world of childish enthusiasm into her voice. “Come on, you. Let’s go watch a movie.” She caught Becky’s shoulder with her other hand and steered them both to the living room, where she found an animated dinosaur show on the digital recorder’s queue, parking the willing Phillip in front of the TV.

Then she pushed her sister with, “How about we straighten this place up a bit?”

Gillian’s mind ran while they neatened the gaping drawers and doors. In the bedroom, Becky admitted she’d been looking for proof her husband was cheating, and she wailed her doubts again.

Finally, Becky stamped her foot. “Are you even paying attention to me? What’s with you?”

“There’s a woman sleeping, living in the studio . . .” Gillian took a breath, answering in an honest rush. She shut her eyes against the memory of Liz’s pleading voice.

Paul’s stepsister, Gillian reminded herself. There, that made it sound like something that she should kindly tolerate. Paul’s sister. Paul’s family. She thought of the Istok family, especially his stinking, spitting hag of a sister, Agnes.

Becky waved a hand in Gillian’s face. Gillian focused and saw wide-eyed concern.

“There’s a woman sleeping in your studio? Who is she?”

“A while back, Paul got a call and . . . it’s his sister.”

Becky raised her eyebrows. “Paul’s sister? Since when does he have a sister?”

“Stepsister.”

“You never mentioned her.”

Gillian gave an inexplicable shrug and wave, lips clamped.

“Well, it’s good that she’s family, not like a regular other woman, like someone who might, you know, get involved with Paul.” Becky cast a moping gaze down the hallway, holding her eyes wide open as though stemming tears. The sound of her son’s giggles over his movie roiled gently.

“It will be fine, Becky. Myron loves you, I’m sure he does. He adores his family.”

“He wants another baby. So do I.”

Gillian swallowed. “That’s terrific.”

“There’s a name for people like you. Childless by choice. You can’t understand what it’s like. It’s so hard sometimes. I’m fat.” Her sister’s face was dark.

Gillian felt her back stiffen. “You’re not fat. You look fine.”

“You’re a size two and it’s easy for you and I feel terrible—”

“Stop it. Stop doing this. Damn it, Becky. You’ve got to stop asking and waiting and hoping. You’ve got to think better of yourself.”

Gillian stormed out the front door for air and city noise.

Myron drove in with a toot of the car’s horn and little Phillip charged with joyous shouts. “Daddy, Daddy!”

“My gift from God and my wife,” Myron said, lifting his son.

Watching her sister automatically go to hug and kiss her husband, receive the same from him, Gillian didn’t know whether to laugh or weep, but whispered, “Oh, Becky-Bird.”

“My dear,” Myron said, kissing Gillian’s cheek, “you could use about ten pounds on you.”

She shrugged her shoulders to her ears and sucked her neck into her body, resisting as she agreed. “Yes. About ten pounds would be perfect.”

Becky latched onto her, but Gillian pulled free.

“What?”

“I have to go. I’ve got to work, prep to interview a guy. It’s a complicated project.” How could she still have not told Becky about Alex? Why did the whole thing leave her thinking about Paul, getting irritated, then thinking about Kevin and getting excited? Gillian tried to explain. “His sister’s just awful. She would remind you of . . . those people we don’t talk about.”

Becky’s eyes went wide.

Myron smiled. “You will be remembered for your photographs, dear Gillian.”

“No one remembers photographers.” She hugged Becky good-bye because the sisters stuck forever.

Sticking forever was hard.
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Paul wasn’t home and Rima’s persistence let her know he hadn’t been there. His gym nights, squash with friends at the club, came twice weekly, more if she was working extra hours. Healthy eating and hard work, good friends and good ethics. In addition to being hard to live up to, Gillian found he’d become surprisingly hard to live with.

She heard Liz’s child giggling again, thumping sounds of play, and stormed up the stairs.

I’m going to get you. I’m going to get you.

It was bad luck that Liz played with her child in words that Gillian and Becky’s perma-drunk mother used. The blaring came back, the uncertain enunciation of the inebriated. I’m going to get you. You being bad? I’ll get you.

Yes, Gillian thought, you got me. I’m bad. I am a bad person.

She wanted to kick the studio door in, then heard Liz coo, “I love you, I love you, I love you. I’m going to eat you up. Run, sweetie. Run! I’ll help you. Look at you go.”

Gillian knocked. Liz answered the door laughing, covering her child with kisses, calling it Little Bit, then her face straightened. “I’m sorry. Was I too loud?”

“I was just wondering if you needed anything, how you’re doing.” Gillian felt like she was playing poker.

Liz tried a huge smile. “Paul said that maybe you’d invite your sister over and we could meet her.”

Why would he say that? Gillian shrank from his pretending they were all one big, happy family. “My sister’s . . . having a bit of stress. Maybe it’s not the best timing for a get-together.”

Liz looked away. “I understand.”

She’s just like Becky, Gillian thought. Liz looks like nothing so much as a dejected girl-woman who feels unwanted.

“Tell me about the storm. A hurricane, was it?”

Liz looked at her blankly.

Gillian made herself look right back at the woman. “It must have been awful.”

Blinking rapidly, starting and stopping, Liz rushed her words out. “I tried to turn things around. You know? A hundred and eighty degrees. It, it’s very different here . . . from Texas. We had all that flooding and those storms. Hurricanes, yes.”

There was no hurricane, Gillian realized, not one that had affected Liz’s life. She opened her mouth but shut it, not trusting herself to say anything nice.

Liz beamed. “Paul said you photographed storms when you two visited an observatory. He said you’re a really good photographer.”

Gillian found herself talking about photojournalism, finding an unforgettable story, on the edge. Orphaned children left behind in a war. Something in the nature of crippled familial relations that Gillian didn’t want to examine but felt all around her called up the old drunk, Agnes Istok. She shared more than she meant to with Liz.

Finally, Gillian shook her head. “I think she was raped.”

“She shouldn’t have said anything,” Liz said.

“What?” Gillian was confused but certain she’d heard correctly. She shook her head to emphasize that an explanation was needed.

“If you don’t say anything when he holds you down and . . . then it’s not like getting . . . I mean, don’t you have to say ‘no’ for it to be . . .” Liz looked away, her voice and expression spacey. “You know, so just don’t say anything and that way it isn’t . . .”

Appalled, Gillian considered the hard truth that would feel so good to say. She could say it right to this woman’s face and not regret it. An urgent passion to speak, to be rude and true and not care, flamed. The old advocate for good dwelt within, telling her not to do it, but civility lost. So much for good fights.

Still Gillian paused before saying in a low voice, “What a doormat you are. It’s amazing that some people are trusted with children. Say, a daughter? A son?” She pointed at Little Bit.
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“I am such a shit,” Gillian told Paul when he came home at last. Sympathy and kindness, everything good, had become a zero-sum game. Then she wondered, had it always been? Was she a soulless cretin taking up space on the planet, as uncaring as her sodden parents? She turned, furious, to Paul, who studied her with an expression she couldn’t identify. “What are you doing with me?”

“Ah. Is now the moment you’ve chosen to talk to me about your relationship with—”

“I don’t dislike Liz. I have no reason, no reason to be the way I am . . . with her. I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“All right. I don’t know what’s gone on between you and Liz, but if you have something to be sorry about, maybe I’m not the one—”

“Of course you’re not the one.” Gillian doubled over in the chair, noticing the absence when Paul’s arms did not embrace her shoulders. Instead his voice came from several lengths away.

“It’s time, isn’t it? Time that you told me about you and Kevin Zebrist?” He stood as still as though he were in her darkroom, rooted lest he damage anything. Respectful.

Gillian didn’t move either, save shaking from soundless crying. It was some minutes before she started apologizing, repeating “Sorry,” until it sounded like “Sorrow.”

He stood with his side to her, his face difficult to read as she told him about the unspoken interest, and then, finally, the kiss. Just one kiss.

“And this . . . mutual . . . attraction the two of you have enjoyed now for, what? Weeks and weeks? As long as you’ve known each other? Not quite that long? Every hour you’ve been together? Every phone call and made-up excuse for meeting? Emails, should I ask? This, even if it was not intended, should not have happened. It is an emotional affair. Whether he pursued you—”

“It wasn’t Kevin, it was me. All me.”

“It cannot be one person. I suppose it was me, too,” Paul said, doleful. He swallowed, his face dark as he shouldered a share of the blame for his wife’s interest in another man.

“Paul, I’m so sorry, but I don’t think this is working.” How could she apologize enough for violating his trust? He’d never done this to her, never been inappropriate with another woman. She knew that as certainly as a central truth. He was worthy of her trust. He was worthy.

“Are you sleeping with him?”

“No!”

“Flirting?”

She looked away. It seemed so childish to talk of flirting, such a playground accusation. But, “Yes. I suppose that’s it. I flirted. I kissed him. He was interested, I enjoyed his attention.” Well, she’d basked in it, the very idea of Kevin, but there was no reason to add this, no good reason in the world to wound Paul.

“He did not have to allow your interest. He should not have allowed it. He could have taken the high road, turned you away, ignored your interest.”

“Don’t blame him. It was me. I screwed up. I’m screwed up.” Her confession came in sobs. “I’m a really screwed-up person. Don’t blame him.”

“You were both wrong. He knew you were married, didn’t he?” And when she admitted this with a nod, he went on, growing angry in a subsumed, Paul-like way. “Don’t you think grad students give me the eye from time to time? I brush them off, immediately, kindly enough to not be rude, but surely enough that they don’t misunderstand that I don’t engage in that kind of thing.”

“I’ve never flirted before,” she responded to his implicit question, even as she struggled to keep track of the unanswered questions. How far was she going in this discussion? Was she actually going to make it clear to him they weren’t working? That they were finished? Now that she recognized the truth, would she say it? And would she tell him why?

When Paul sighed, Gillian didn’t know if he was about to tell her to leave, or that he’d take a hotel room for the night or stay with a friend. Or if he’d simply forgive her and say it was behind them, though she knew that would be wrong, that the future was in front of them and could not be ignored.

Instead, she heard him say quietly, “I wish I were the kind of man who would simply go punch another in the face.”

“You’re not.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Kevin didn’t do anything anyway.”

“Let’s be clear. He accepted your flirtation, whatever you gave.”

His dispassionate argument led her again to weeping. What could she ask for, demand? What was the most she could get if she came out with it and pleaded her case?

[image: image]

She told Paul that night, right when her mind was full of the Istok story, of Agnes and unknown men, of Liz’s horrendous reaction to the revelation.

“She goes or I do.”

“Ah, pardon me, but what are you talking about?”

“L-l-liz.”

Was it so long that he considered her? She watched his atomic clock, the ache in her heart burgeoning. The second hand barely swept a few ticks before Paul said, “Then she goes.”





CHAPTER 17

Hospitalization, that was Dr. MacLean’s recommendation for helping Greer. In-patient treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder.

“Oh, God. How long?” Maddie asked when Doug told her the news.

He made finger quotes. “An unspecified duration. The folks both have to go to the hospital without Greer next Thursday—”

“That’s my mom and Malcolm’s wedding.”

Doug nodded. “So they’ll have to miss it. My mom talked to yours. Everybody’s cool with it. You and I have Greer that day. We take him to school, we pick him up, we take him to the wedding.”

Maddie gaped, considering the implications as Doug added, “It’s an all-day thing ’cause hospital staff is meeting with both folks, then just with her, and maybe they’re touring the facility. At some point, they talk to just Dad. The next day, the folks take Greer with enough clothes to stay, but they can come and visit.”

She frowned. “This thing with Greer is really urgent, isn’t it?”

“Sounds that way. Hey,” he said, thumbing a tear off her cheek, “that’s why they’re going. To take care of the problem. Why are you crying?”

Maddie shook her head. “So much can go wrong in raising a kid.”

He wrapped his arms around her body. “Do you know why we’re taking him that day? Because we’re the ones who would raise Greer if anything happened to both of my folks. That’s what they said.”

“Oh, God.” She cradled her abdomen. “Who would raise our child? Have you thought about that? What if we had this baby and then we died? No one even knows yet, but us. We have to pick someone to take care of our baby if something happens to us. Who? My mom and Malcolm? Your folks?”

“Do you really want to choose right now?”

“Yes.”

He stuck out a thumb, the way Donners did when they sounded off the siblings, and began. “Ben . . .”

“Yes. Stop. That’s it. Ben and Ryan. Should we talk to them now?”

“Um. I don’t think so. We’re going to announce at the wedding, right? Just to your mom at first? There’s time. We’ve got time.”
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Sitting beside her husband as they pulled up at his parents’ house at 5:30 a.m., Maddie felt nauseated and knew it was more than morning sickness. The frightening word, suicide, had haunted her ever since she’d talked to her in-laws about their fast-tracked appointment at the private children’s psychiatric facility in Seattle.

Doug smiled, caressing her face. “You didn’t have to come, but I’m glad you did. I want to be with you when you’re feeling like you are. I don’t want to leave your side. We could have just stayed here last night.”

“I like the cabin. It’s home.”

He nodded and started to get out of the Jeep. She grabbed his hand. “I have to tell you something. This thing with Greer, maybe being . . . wanting to die. I can’t stand it.”

She released his hand, clasping her belly again. Dodie. They’d started calling that wisp inside her Dodie, a meaningless nickname that put them in fits of giggles.

Doug shook his head, more in wonder, she decided, which was part of the feeling she had about this news from her in-laws, but it wasn’t the worst part.

“The thing is, Greer had a gun. Your dad’s gun. And I knew. I was the only one who knew, who noticed anyway, and I didn’t say anything then I kind of forgot about it. It was that time he fell off Clipper and had to walk all that way home in the dark. Remember? That night when we all came inside, your dad put his coat on Greer. I’m pretty sure there was a gun in the coat pocket.”

He cocked his head and waited, one eyebrow lifted. “Then you just should have said something. My dad should have secured the weapon, if he did have one. And you’re probably right, he probably had one. But it’s okay.”

“How is it okay? It’s not even a tiny bit okay.” She started crying in earnest.

“Maddie, it will be okay. Whatever it takes, that’s what we’ll do. We’ll get Greer through this. The folks need to see about this hospital in Seattle. They need to get on the road now for their appointment. Let’s go inside. Don’t worry about the gun thing again. That was weeks and weeks ago. Besides, I’ve got all his guns now.”

“You do? Since when?”

“Since the shrink told him Greer said he wanted to die. Dad brought his pistols, rifles, and shotgun to our place. They’re in the rafters.”
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Maddie watched her in-laws pad into their hall.

“You won’t have to go, not yet,” Bella promised her sleeping son at the doorway. Then she looked up and explained, “He’s so worried about going to the hospital.”

Ardy held out a fleece sweater for Bella, slipped it over her arms, then shouldered into his canvas coat. Maddie remembered that coat on the night when Greer had fallen off the horse and taken forever hiking home alone. Guilt washed over her again. She’d guessed the kid had had his father’s gun and, bent to the momentum of the group, she’d not raised an objection.

To hear her in-laws tell it, the Donner kids had all but juggled guns growing up.

She’d dodged a bullet.

The trepidation she felt in minding a disturbed child unwound inside her, made her clamp her mouth shut lest she scream. Everybody had Greer stories now. In a restaurant with Ben and Ryan earlier in the week, he’d screamed an ear-splitting shriek for no apparent reason. And she’d heard Ardy talk to Doug about the boy moving furniture in his bedroom, barricading himself in. Ardy and Bella had shoved their way into Greer’s bedroom and taken him to their bed.

“You have one of those bags?” Ardy asked as they handed Greer over for the long day he and Bella had to spend in the city.

Doug patted his shirt pocket. “Right here.”

Maddie winced but decided she could handle the hyperventilating better than the spurts of rudeness and super-weirdness Greer had dished out of late. Then she made her face a mask, hugged her husband’s parents. Watching her father-in-law falter—the man had aged this winter—Maddie saw Doug try to lighten the mood with a punch to his old man’s shoulder.

“You’re a rock,” Ardy told Doug as he shut his car door.
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“Hey there,” Maddie greeted Greer when the boy came down the hall in his pajamas, rubbing his eyes.

“School or, if you get dressed in two minutes, go fishing?” Doug asked.

“Doug.” Maddie stared at him.

He winked. The boy scurried down the hallway for his room, ripping off his pajama top as he went.

“Seriously?” she asked. “Our one job is to get him to school, and we’re going to blow it? We’re going to make awesome parents.”

He shrugged. “The folks said it’d be okay to play hooky. I’ll go by the school later and get his homework, find out what they covered in class today. Ben or I will do it with him over the weekend.”

Then he phoned the school office and relayed that he’d not be sending Greer to class. Grinning and shaking her head, Maddie followed him into the kitchen to sack up snacks, maybe some fruit or sandwiches, maybe some of those frosted things Emma left the other day, enough to last the three of them for a day on the river.

This was not at all the way she’d thought her mother’s wedding day would be.

Doug called for Greer to get his jacket, to make sure they had some fly-tying gear ready to go. “C’mon, we’ll try by the embankment.”

They stepped through the kitchen doors to nothing. Now where was that kid?

“Greer?” Doug hollered, striding through his parents’ house.

Maddie stopped, seeing the boy tucked under the dining table. She beckoned to Doug and pointed.

“I don’t want to go there.”

“What?” Maddie watched the boy’s sharp looks at the doors, the braced legs, the thin chest rising and falling faster.

“Come on out of there,” Doug told him.

Greer crawled out. “Let’s stay home.”

Doug rocked on his heels in front of Greer. “We’re getting out of the house, buddy.”

“But you said . . .” Greer froze.

“What did I say?” Doug asked.

Greer kept his gaze off his brother, replying in a small voice, “I don’t want to go to the bank.”

“Em-bank-ment, I said. This is fun, not the bank, not errands, Greer. Not even school. Fun. The embankment where the river cuts under the old bridge. Where we shoot sometimes?”

Enlightenment filtered across the kid’s face. “Promise?”

“Yep.”

[image: image]

Maddie was still trying to make sense of things when she sat streamside, a book on her knees. Her husband and little brother-in-law worked the lesser tributary by the river in the course of the early- and late-morning hours. Less than three dozen words passed between the brothers. When they reached her at the embankment, she glanced up from the page and saw Greer relax one notch.

Doug was always relaxed. His family teased him about this truth. Is Doug awake or asleep or upset or fishing? It all looks the same. The others didn’t understand he went super-happy on the river. Fishing was living for him, what he knew for sure.

The night before, he’d said his littlest brother was always upset. Always. But they knew the boy hadn’t always been this way. This winter, the kid was wound tighter than a spring, asking things only after miles of deliberation, closing up when any adult tried to figure out what was making him tick. Making no sense. Doug was sure he’d come around, respond to their questions once he could ask a good one.

They fished into the afternoon’s waning light, snacking on their lunch instead of stopping for one meal, switching out reels, swapping flies. Doug gave wry smiles. Greer kept his face impenetrable for hours until he chanced to ask, “Do the stars and stuff see everything?”

Maddie watched Doug look up at the sky. Venus would be out tonight, but the stars had long faded. The moon was not yet a vague glow in the east, its light having not cleared the near hills.

“I suppose they see a lot. But no, not everything.”

Greer twisted his face and suggested hopefully, “But a lot?”

“Plenty.” Doug nodded.

She wondered if her husband was being tested because he wanted to be a father. She’d talked unashamedly about fearing their child could have problems, big problems. There were so many things that could go wrong, countless horrors. Doug looked nonplussed and drove her nuts when he wouldn’t come with her in worry, but the specter of potential problems just didn’t shake him. No sense in worrying about maybes. Even now, with everyone ready to go to pieces with Greer, Doug exuded calm, waiting for a chance to help.

When he’s ready, Doug had told her while the boy slept that morning.

“Are you going to fish some more?” Greer asked.

“’Course.” Doug returned to the riverbank, slipping his daypack from one shoulder then the other, piecing together the tiny four-weight rod and attaching the packed little reel.

“I’ll watch.” Greer sat among the dead grasses at the water’s edge.

Sounds of the reel clicking and zipping, the gentle splash, and Doug’s occasional hum were all that came. For another quarter of an hour, he fished within feet of Maddie and Greer. He was a man who possessed the extraordinary patience necessary to wait and watch before going after his quarry. But she knew the shallows held no fish. Considering the oddness of him breaking his first and only law of how to catch breakfast, lunch, and dinner—fish where the fish are—she decided he just wanted to keep the family close. Her husband was an old soul.

The sun was warm and the spot was secluded. They were alone, together. Doug said there was no better place for them this day. He stood with the water licking the tops of his folded hip waders. When he held a trout high then released it, Greer smiled. Maddie raised her eyebrows.

“Don’t dunk,” Greer said at last.

“Don’t want to dunk,” Doug agreed.

Greer sat up straighter. “You’d find out that the water’s cold.”

He sounded just like his old man there, in tone and words. Maddie smiled, seeing that the boy wanted to be just like his dad, just like Doug.

“Finding out is what it’s all about,” Doug said, one hand pulling the fly line in, his gaze ever on the rippling water in the river’s center.
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“Maddie?” Greer had her alone at what used to be his papa’s cabin.

She’d heard he was sorely jealous of the family stories about living here. The older kids, except for Frankie, had spent early childhood in the cabin, before the divorce that was before the remarriage. Greer touched the log wall, eyed the wood shakes in the loft, and admitted to pretending he’d been around way back then, that he was grown up now, like his brothers and sisters.

Please, Maddie prayed, let him not have one of his little freak-outs. Doug had just dropped them off and headed for the school. She would be alone with the kid for a good forty minutes. Were there paper bags in the cabin? Where? In the cupboards? And let the kid not get snotty either.

He looked inspired. “Don’t you ever think of going back to Canada?”

“Well, I do go. I go to Vancouver Island. Doug and I go a lot. You know that.”

“But you live here.”

“Sure.” Hands on her hips, she considered him. Her sense was that he was plying his best charm, but without much hope.

“A whole other country would be a good place for hiding.” He scuffed one Keds knockoff on the plank floor.

Maddie folded her arms across her chest, cleared her throat, and saw whatever hope he’d had for his agenda fade. “I wasn’t hiding when I grew up in Canada. My dad took me there when I was very young. Um, are you thinking of . . . running away?” She tried to sound casual, just sort of interested, but the last two words scraped out with more emotion than she intended.

“Yeah,” he breathed.

Fear spiked inside her. “Greer, you—”

The boy waved her off, shaking his head. “Just kidding. I would never do that.”

She could see him realize he’d made an alarming answer. “You aren’t thinking about running away, right?”

He hunched over, chin trembling.

The underarms of her shirt grew damp. Sinking to the little wicker settee, she pulled him down beside her, kept her warm arm over his shoulders, stroked his hair. One hand went to her stomach.

“Oh, buddy,” Maddie said, “I know you’ve told your folks you don’t want to go stay in the hospital—”

“You guys all talk about me behind my back.”

“Oh, Greer, I know you’re scared. We all love you and want you to feel better. So you might need to go to this special hospital, just for a little while.”

Greer shook his head. “I don’t want to go away without my family. We should all go together. Please don’t let them make me go away by myself. Not all alone.”

She bit her lip, ready to bawl. Eyes wide open to stem the tears, she asked, “What is it you think is going to happen?”

“They’re going to send me away.”

“It’s not for sure,” Maddie said, guilt plaguing her with the half lie. “That’s why they’re checking it out. To decide.”

Greer frowned. “They’re maybe going to send me away.”

“Let’s not worry about maybes, okay?” Her voice brightened, sounding fake as she said, “Shouldn’t we get ready for the wedding? There’s a big party afterward. Doug’s going to be back any minute. I hope he’s here soon.”

“Me, too,” Greer said so fast Maddie thought she and the boy were on the same wavelength with dread about the kid going crazy on her. He stepped on the wall ladder for the loft and she lunged, clapping her hands on his shoulders.

Ardy’s pistols, rifles, and shotgun are in the rafters.

Greer stared at her, startled.

Distraction time. “Hey, I know Doug told you I was trying to get pregnant.”

He nodded, his face solemn. “I didn’t tell.”

She smiled. “Well, we did it. I am pregnant now. And we’re telling everyone tonight.”

His face was stern. “I’d never ever tell a secret. I’d never betray my family.”

“Um, well, that’s fine, it’s not that big of a . . .”

“I didn’t tell.”

He pushed away from her and stepped outside, crying. She wished with all the silent shrieks mustering in her mind that Doug would show up and help her help his little brother. The kid was unhinged. Unless . . .

“You didn’t tell what, buddy?” she asked, one hand again caressing her belly, thinking Dodie, Dodie, my future devotee, my devotion, don’t be like this.

She turned Greer around to bring him back inside the cabin. She’d heard of the kid taking off, bolting, and didn’t want to be chasing all over the National Forest looking for him again, scared out of her wits.

Greer looked back miserably at the forest floor as she half-pushed him inside.

Such a little man, with the weight of the world on him. Like the stories she’d heard of Frankie, when he was young, before everyone realized there was no problem, the guy was just a genius. But Greer was no genius. He was disturbed.

Disturbed and plotting. And begging. “Please, can you talk them out of sending me away?”

“Greer, I want to help you. Everybody does.”

“You’re going away.” His tone turned sullen, full of an ugliness that spooked her.

Please God, let my child never be like this, Maddie prayed, even as she reddened with shame over her thoughts, hands on her abdomen. “Listen, Greer, Doug and I are going back to my island for a couple of weeks and you know that—”

He tucked his chin to his chest and muttered through nearly closed lips, “Take me with you.”

She tilted his chin to make him look up. “What did you say?”

He made his case. “I’m the only one who’s close in age. I would be like a brother.”

“What do you mean?”

“A big brother. To your baby.”

“Of course,” Maddie assured him. “You’ll be just like a big brother to our baby. And you will be to the next baby, too.”

“Then could I come live with you and Doug on the island? Could we move there?”

“Greer!”

“Please?”

“Greer . . .” Maddie sucked in her lower lip, the boy’s quaking intensity and rabid unhappiness unsettling her to the core. Daggers of guilt taunted her about how angry she had been when the boy wrote the note, duped her about being with Doug when he had absconded with his mother’s horse. She frowned, trying to grasp the ungraspable, watching her little brother-in-law kick a pebble on the cabin floor.
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Nobody meant for a cloud to hang over Caroline and Malcolm’s wedding, but there it was.

Forgiving Greer and his parents, enjoying the present company that evening, Maddie mused on couples, matches and mismatches, and the foundations in children that couples create.

Her mother said that her first marriage had seemed so perfect, so real. She’d had Maddie, then somehow, the relationship between her and Maddie’s father fell irretrievably apart. When he disappeared with Maddie, Caroline spent most of her adult life searching for them, still married to the absconder. And then recovering, only in recent years finding the life of salad days she’d missed.

So her first marriage reigned as the world’s worst. Maddie compared it to the world’s best divorce, Bella and Ardy’s. They raised five wildly disparate children as a functioning team, two cooperating households, two adults who held feelings for each other but could not keep living together in their twenties and thirties.

Bella had introduced Maddie and Caroline to many friends. Some of those women were divorced, too, each with a protracted tale of tries and failures. Her mom mentioned subordinates at the bank who were the opposites of commitment, one a mistress and the other married thirty-plus years. She said her boss had been left by his wife. The woman had run off. There were whispers in town, suspicions of the worst kind.

“Cut the cake,” someone shouted, rousing Maddie from her ruminations.

Malcolm, her new stepfather, rose, regal and proud in his tuxedo. The cake Emma crafted, her gift to the couple, was exquisite. Pearly frosting and a cascade of butter-colored roses iced a chocolate so dark it was nearly black. The contrast, revealed as Caroline and Malcolm brought the knife down together, brought a gasp from onlookers. Maddie winked at Emma, who blushed furiously.

Do it, she had urged her mom a year earlier when Malcolm proposed. Do it.

Now the words came back and Caroline flushed with excitement.

We’re doing it, Mom.

The whispered gift of a coming grandchild and the associated present of letting her mom cry it out to the cheering crowd was all she’d hoped it would be. The shouts and hurrahs were immediate. The joy grew as guests asked Doug and Maddie about their child-to-be. They roared and joked about raising Dodie, the next generation.

“Dodie,” Caroline whispered, wiping away a tear.

Maddie nodded, then talked with shame about everything that could go wrong in raising the child, and she knew her mom saw her fear.

“Oh, sweetheart.”

“Look. Look at Greer over there.” Maddie nodded her head toward the wall. Caroline turned. The boy sat with a plateful of uneaten cake, tears in his eyes, while Doug talked about his coming son or daughter, and Frankie’s band played a rumbling loop.

They watched Greer wipe his face and fade away in the crowd. When the throngs parted and Maddie still couldn’t spot him, she moved to a quiet corner and studied the packed room.

A voice behind her whispered, “Will you do something for me?”

She turned in a flood of relief. “I’d do anything for you, Greer.”

But he pleaded for the one thing she wouldn’t do, something she knew was wrong.

“Don’t tell anyone what we talked about at the cabin today, okay?”

“Greer . . .” Unease bathed Maddie, knowing she would not honor such an agreement, even if the little kid had to wrest a false promise just for her to calm him down. She would never keep anything from her husband.

“Just don’t tell, Maddie.”

“Okay, I won’t tell.”





CHAPTER 18

No matter how many grim-lipped smiles Ardy Donner gave his wife as they packed a little duffel bag of clothing for their son’s stay at the Southbank Psychiatric Hospital, Bella kept quiet, wide-eyed at the prospect. She reminded him of their troubled little son with the sick smile, the silence.

The Cheshire kid, someone called their Greer.

“I didn’t expect you to say yes so quickly, so easily,” she whispered at last, “to this whole psychiatric hospital idea. Maybe I didn’t think I’d commit. Maybe if I don’t know myself that well, I can’t know someone else.”

In the past miserable months as they fumbled and struggled, trying to learn about their young son and themselves, his wife now shocked him with the suggestion that they didn’t know all about each other.

When Bella was pregnant with the last kiddo, his yes to her marriage proposal let the family come fully together again. He’d given mostly yesses since then. Yesses worked great. Ardy rubbed his neck and looked at his wife. When he’d lost the fight to keep Greer out of their bed, he’d known. Wishing the little guy would get through this rough spot hadn’t gotten them anywhere. The kid spent so much time at night staring into the darkness, brittle even when he lay still as a book between his parents. Waking up in a wet bed was something that had not happened since he lived in his cabin, before he and Bella divorced, back when Emma was still a baby. Now the almost daily wet sheets made Ardy clamp his lips together and agree to almost anything in search of answers.

The deal they’d worked out, promising Greer they’d check it all out, had come due. After Bella’s one-on-one parent session, which she said gave her no insight at all on her son, they’d managed to get home for the tail end of Caroline and Malcolm’s wedding reception. Now it was Greer’s turn and they were going to tour more of the facility, hear about how visitation would work.

And they were going to leave their son behind.

He stirred in the driver’s seat. Bella sat in the backseat on the drive east to the city, holding their weeping son. Ardy eyed them in the rearview mirror. On the ferry, they didn’t bother to go up top, just sat in the car as the boat churned them across Puget Sound to downtown Seattle. They were the first car in the center lane, beaten by rain coming in the open-ended vessel. Ardy felt sunk beneath his old Ford’s rain-mottled glass. Ben had recently joshed him, told him the car was called a white-trash-mobile.

Ardy had always provided for his family. Are you ashamed of me, son?

Ben straightened up in an instant. No, Dad. It’s just an old car. Relax, I’m teasing.

Facing high-rises and instant traffic, panhandlers, shouts from ferrymen, and honks behind him, it was too long until he turned on the ignition and the windshield wipers, to bull through the traffic.
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They’d tried to hide the duffel bag that morning, but Greer knew what was in the back of the old station wagon. It was the bag the boy had used last fall to tote his soccer cleats and team uniform and extra warm clothes for after the games. Things were good last fall; they were great.

At Southbank, the three of them held hands, taking up the width of the hallway that began at a receptionist’s desk. Two-toned green walls and heavy doors screamed institution. Ardy could hear every smack of distant shoes on the stinking-clean plasticky floor. His boots, Bella’s flats, and Greer’s sneakers didn’t make much noise on linoleum.

“Ah, the Donner family?” the front desk receptionist said with a smile. “One of the doctors is on his way.”

Ardy clutched Greer’s duffel to his chest with his free hand when a woman arrived and gushed about seeing the dormitory or taking Greer to talk for a little while, just to get to know him.

Bella hugged Greer, kissed the back of his neck, and rubbed her hands across his shoulders. “This is a place to rest. You’ve told me you’re so tired. This could be a really good, healthy rest for you, honey.”

Greer shook his head. “No.”

She hugged him again when he pleaded with her not to leave him in the hospital, not ever. A hug wasn’t enough. She wouldn’t promise not to dump him there. The boy looked from one parent to the other, his face white, lower lip trembling. “What if . . . what if someone thought that I, like, well that I . . .”

Bella reassured him with smooches and murmurs. “Nobody is going to think anything bad about you for being here. Nobody but us even knows.”

Greer shook his head. “What if something happened to everybody while I’m here? I wouldn’t have a family at all. I wouldn’t have anybody. I’d be all alone.”

“You’re not alone, buddy.” Ardy’s voice was hoarse.

Then the woman led his kid into a private room for his very first hospital session. Ardy slumped onto a padded bench that turned out to be bolted to the floor.

“Mr. Donner?”

Ardy didn’t look up to the voice, a man’s. He tried to respond, really he did, but as his lips moved in silent speech, they gave way to quivering, then his chin followed, wrinkling and puckering. He cried without shame at the wrongness of his little boy’s anguish. Bella slipped her hand into his, and he leaned against her as he wept.

The scars from past sorrows had worn on their souls for decades. They had grown apart and then together, through no small amount of trying. Now all their trying in the world was losing a child. They’d lost their first child together, now they were losing their last one. Greer, their precious Greer, the wonder boy, everybody’s buddy. Ardy’s reconciliation with Bella had been marked by Greer’s conception. The G baby. He remembered the afternoon that he’d guessed she was pregnant, and she told him that boy or girl, this one would be called Greer. And there would be no more.

Another person came by, an older woman with short gray hair, and asked Bella to come join Greer. Ardy sat alone on the bench, the duffel across his knees, and listened to a man ask him again to come into a room to talk. He wiped his face and looked up.

The man had a white lab coat over his shirt, tie, and slacks. He peered over his clipboard, over his glasses. “Uh, Mr. Donner, you’re a . . . logger? And hay man?”

Ardy’s stomach lurched at the fake-sounding interest, the genuine unfamiliarity this doctor showed with harvest occupations. His jaw set. “What else you got in those papers? Anything useful?”

“Why don’t you come into a room with me?”

“I’ll wait for my wife.”

“There might be things you and I should talk about privately.”

“There aren’t.”

It was a half hour until Bella came out and reported her negatives, how she’d jostled Greer on the counselor’s sofa, how the boy sat in silence. How the woman then asked Bella to step out so she could again try privately with Greer. Ardy took Bella’s hand and followed the doctor into an office with impressive certificates on the wall behind the desk.

“Mr. Donner, in Dr. MacLean’s notes there is a comment about your son having a gun.”

Ardy nodded. “One of my pistols was in his bedroom. That was a couple of months ago.”

The doctor regarded him with raised eyebrows. Ardy looked down, remembering how he’d passed it off a little casually to himself, and to Bella when he told her after.

The doctor gave Bella a stiff glance. “Did you know about this?”

Her bare, belated nod left the man’s jaw tighter still. He turned back to Ardy. “And now what do you think about him having a pistol?”

Ardy jerked his sagging head up to look at the man across the desk. “I’m afraid he might have been thinking about turning it on himself. I had no idea that was in his mind. He could have shot himself then.”

“It’s beyond me why a child would have access to a gun in any case,” the doctor said.

Ardy came clean with a voice like gravel sliding in an avalanche. “It was in my jacket. He took my jacket to his bedroom.” He explained how the house was now gun-free and so was his mother’s. He’d taken his father’s guns to Doug’s cabin too, so that there was no chance Greer could get a gun when he was with his grandma. Ben and Ryan said they didn’t have weapons. Clara and Emma did, but Greer didn’t go to their homes, all the way over here in Seattle.

How else could he save Greer from himself? Didn’t he take care of his family best by loving them?

“Why did you have a gun in your jacket in the first place?” The psychiatrist looked flabbergasted.

“Well.” Ardy thought back, then snapped his fingers. “We were all looking for Greer. He’d come off a horse and we were out looking for him.”

“So you carried a gun?”

“Sure.”

“Was it loaded?”

That baffled Ardy. “There’s no such thing as an unloaded gun.”

The doctor’s brow wrinkled at this response.

“Look, what’s the deal with my boy?” Ardy leaned forward and demanded answers. “What is going on in his mind? Is he crazy? He never seemed crazy to me.”

Bella shook with silent crying, one hand over her eyes, her mouth a grimace.

The doctor leaned forward. “Let’s drill down on your kid having a loaded gun.”

Ardy shook his head. “Look, you’re obviously one of those people that is not okay with guns, and we’re okay with that. But we’re okay with guns.”

“Your despondent eight-year-old son had a gun.”

“I didn’t know he was desp—sad.”

“You knew he had a loaded gun.”

“I knew it was in my coat. I put my coat on him. He was cold. Been out in the woods for hours. Sweating, crossed the river. It was night. He was cold. Look, I’d probably let my kid throw knives or juggle while riding a dirt bike. They don’t do that kind of thing too often.”

The doctor sat, waiting. Bella looked away.

Ardy went on. “Of course I gave him my coat when he asked. Checked on him later that night. Went into his room after I got up to pee in the night. He was asleep. My gun was loose on his bed. I took it and tucked him in. I remember I laid my coat across him, because he’d asked for it earlier. Normal stuff.”

“It’s normal for him to have a gun in his bed?”

“No, that had never happened before—”

“That you know of?”

Ardy nodded. Bella winced.

The doctor tapped his notes. “Greer has an extreme fixation on the concept of mortality. It is especially unusual given that we can find no known loss he’s experienced, with the exception of your father, which was three years ago. His fixation is part of what prompts the PTSD diagnosis. We’re talking about an extreme stress. And people have a genetic tendency for stress adaptation.”

“Genetic tendency,” Ardy mumbled.

The man nodded. “That and other factors affect how well someone handles stress. Event severity and proximity, though yet to be determined in this case, are generally the most significant factors. The subject’s maturity level is another factor. In the case of affected children, the parental reaction, along with the family setting, and the child’s general stress level is central. For example, if the father—”

“This father adapts to stress just fine and would like to hear how you’d help his boy.”

The man spread his hands. “I can tell you that your son’s case is urgent. Dr. MacLean was absolutely correct.”

“What about school?”

“We have state-certified teachers here, on par with the school you sent him to yesterday.”

“Actually, he didn’t go yesterday,” Ardy explained. “His brother took him fishing instead.”

“You allowed him to skip school? Didn’t Dr. MacLean talk to you about the importance of maintaining a schedule?”

Ardy nodded. “Sure.”

“There’s a reason your son is a straight F student, sleeping in school, fixated on scenes of death, and experiencing bizarre thoughts about being able to see the future. He’s terrified. We have to move now. We have to intervene. Please understand, an atypical expression of suicidal ideation does not mean it is not real and—”

“He doesn’t want to kill himself. He told MacLean he wants to die. I asked him about that. Greer told me he just doesn’t want anyone else to die before him. He’s young and there’s stuff he doesn’t understand.” Ardy was ready to boil. “Tell me how things got to this point. Can you do that?”

“Various factors are at play. In a case of acute trauma, for instance, the degree of post-event sleep disturbance can play a tremendous role in the depth of symptoms manifesting.” The man talked about the ramifications of an adverse childhood experience, hyperarousal, and conduct disorders.

“You lost me at trauma,” Ardy said, cutting both hands through the air to shut the man up. “Look, this boy is loved. We kiss and hold that lad like there’s no tomorrow. Always have. I adore his mother, have since high school. You doctors talked about substance abuse. Please. Maybe he’s seen the youngest of my adult sons three beers deep. Which means that Frankie jokes around more than when he’s sober, and that’s all it means. That’s it. You guys talk about physical abuse. I have never even thought about hitting any of my kids in anger. Or my wife. That is just not me. And she is not some crazy closet child-smacker. She’s just not. Not my wife.”

“Mr. Donner—”

“You guys talk about sexual abuse. Even MacLean said that Greer is black and white that he’s never been touched that way. Never.”

“It’s going to take time to uncover the nature of your son’s disturbance. We need to talk to him in a safe environment—here—about anything traumatic. And we have a full medical team here. When organic causes are ruled out . . .”

“Organic causes? You mean he’s poisoned?” Ardy asked.

Bella shook her head. “Greer used to be so strong, so happy and independent.”

Ardy nodded. Trying to pin the first nibble of a moment when they noticed he was less than himself didn’t seem to be the doctors’ goal. Instead, the man said, “Let’s take that tour.”

Ardy’s body jerked him to his feet and out of the room. Another man in another white coat walked up and was introduced, but the new name fell out of Ardy’s head as though he never heard it.

“Ah,” said the second doctor, looking at the first while shaking Ardy’s hand, “this is regarding your PTSD child.”

Ardy looked hard at this doctor and jerked a thumb toward the first. “And how would you fix his PTSD child?”

The second doctor let the father’s fury go unanswered, shook Bella’s hand, and said, “We would challenge false assumptions about his safety, teach him not to fear his memories, and gradually expose him to what he fears.”

The first doctor nodded and they speed walked down the hallway, passing many heavy doors bearing steel kick plates before pausing.

“A recreation room,” one of their doctor guides said.

Bella leaned to look through the narrow vertical window of meshed glass in the door. Ardy peeked over her head. Several listless juveniles—Were those boys or girls?—stared at a television, or perhaps, the wall. A half-folded ping-pong table occupied a room corner.

Ardy pointed a finger at the second doctor’s chest. “And what does my son fear?”

“Well, that’s what we’re going to find out. You see—”

“Greer’s afraid of white water and falling trees and bulls. And so am I. I know my son. I know him.”

“And I know PTSD. I know that Dr. MacLean made an accurate diagnosis. I know that’s what’s wrong with your son. Certainly it’s one thing that’s wrong with him, and we treat what presents.”

“How would you treat him?” Ardy’s dull voice sounded ill as he repeated his question. “How can you know what to do if you don’t know why he’s this way?”

“Here’s what we know about PTSD: It usually decreases after the direct impact subsides, although it can have a sleeper effect. It tends to manifest—” He seemed to realize he wasn’t being listened to or understood. “Mr. Donner?”

“I know my son. He’ll hate it here.”

“Mr. Donner, if—”

“You’d drug him.”

“Mr. Donner—”

“Aren’t those kids drugged?”

“Some of them are on some medication, it’s true. Sometimes people need help, chemical help, to feel better until they can feel better on their own.”

“Would you want to give my boy drugs?”

“At this time, medication is not indicated. Your son needs cognitive behavioral therapy. He needs it now. He is getting worse. We must act quickly to help him.”

Ardy winced. Acting quickly meant leaving Greer at the facility that day.

The second doctor nodded. “There is significant behavioral deterioration that has persisted longer than a month.”

Bella followed the narrating doctor, pausing at another door. Ardy followed Bella.

“This is the play therapy room.”

Again, the glass in the heavy door was meshed. A woman sat in one corner with a young girl in a sweat suit, talking quietly, dolls in their hands. Next, the first white coat pointed out a room that looked sort of like a den, lots of chairs, semistuffed, not folding metal or stiff wooden-backed seats, but something was definitely artificial in the quasi-homey atmosphere.

“This is another therapy room much like the one Greer is in right now.” The doctor waved a hand across the hallway. “The group therapy room.”

“Group—” Ardy said, breaking off to stare into the empty room of folding chairs in a circle.

The doctor was moving again. “Here is the cafeteria.”

He expected lengthy tables in a large room, but the seating, half full of noisy kids, comprised units of four stools connected to square tables. The cutlery was plastic and the food was on trays that looked like TV dinners. A big man wearing a whistle on a cord around his neck paced back and forth among the kids, who were doing more jawing than eating.

“Perhaps you’d like to have lunch in the cafeteria? Or we can go upstairs to the dorms.”

“Think I’ll take a walk,” Ardy said, extending one hand to Bella. “Baby?”

The doctor said, “It’s pouring outside, Mr. Donner.”

“I’m waterproof.”

They went together out the front double doors, sheltered only by the building’s portico, the wind chilling them. The rain was biblical, bouncing off the pavement when it landed, every tilt of concrete a stream. Ardy pressed his body against his wife’s back, his face against hers, and she tucked her arms under his for warmth.

He said nothing. She’d waited and watched all day, gleaning, and now said, “We said we’d do whatever it takes.”

Ardy nodded and she whirred on about going organic, vegetarian, green. Pure. She promised to serve at God’s feet or do anything else that would get their little son untroubled. All the physical exams pronounced Greer a healthy boy, but they were wrong.

They went back inside when they were too cold to stand it and learned Greer was being brought out for good-byes.

“How long?” Ardy asked, his voice breaking.

“Two or three months is the minimum stay I’d recommend.”

“Three months? He’d turn nine years old in here.” Ardy’s eyes welled with tears.

So did his son’s, he saw, when the boy came running.

They heard that Greer had refused to talk to the shrink. Tentatively at first, then, realizing an almost-nine-year-old boy could indeed say no, he flat refused. Before, during, and after the time Bella went in with him, Greer simply kept his mouth good and shut for the entire session.

Ardy considered the determined, so-there look on his son’s face. “She offered to . . . um, play, right, buddy?”

“But I don’t have to, Papa. Even the lady said I didn’t have to if I don’t want to.”

“How about you say your good-byes,” the doctor suggested.

Bella knelt. “What do you think, sweetheart?”

“I can’t.” His voice was tiny. “Don’t leave me here.”

She kissed his cheek, his hair. “You know we’ll all be together soon. All of us, all together. We can watch a movie or make something. Maybe cookies? Maybe you and Papa could tie flies. Or read a book. What would you like to do when you come home? Ride? Hmm?”

Greer pushed one hand into hers, then the other. Ardy watched his wife and son, wishing with every fiber that he didn’t have to give the kid up. He listened to the boy beg his mother to keep him, not to leave him.

Ardy hugged him for the last time.

“We should all go home together,” Greer whispered. “You and me and Momma.”

“Aw, Greer . . .”

“I don’t want to come back here ever.” The boy sank to his knees, folded himself into a pile of misery on the floor.

Bella swallowed, met Ardy’s look as he stood behind his son.

“Greer, get up,” Ardy said.

The boy rose, head on his chest.

Ardy pointed to the padded, backless seat in the broad hallway. “Park your little tail on that bench.”

Greer obeyed without expression, his shoulders hunched. Ardy rubbed his temples as two doctors, his wife, and his silent son watched.

The bespectacled doctor made a faint shake of his head and cast a meaningful glance away. “Mr. Donner, let’s step into my office.”

“If he won’t talk to her . . .” Ardy dropped a hand on one of Greer’s shoulders, ran the other hand over his own scalp, then hooked his fingers across the back of his neck.

“Let’s talk privately. Please step into my office.”

“I will talk about him in front of him. You can, too.”

“Mr. Donner—”

“Why are we here? If he won’t talk to anyone here, what goddamned good does it do?”

“Mr. Donner—”

“Just shut up and answer my question,” Ardy snapped.

The doctor trained his impassive expression on father and son. “What you’re asking me is why Dr. MacLean referred you here, and the answer is because he thought—he knew—that we could help Greer.”

“He won’t talk here. He talked to MacLean.”

The doctor looked at Greer, sunken on the bench, looked at Bella, then spoke carefully, as though he didn’t want to anger Ardy. “Mr. Donner, I think you might be scaring your son right now.”

“Well, I don’t think so,” Ardy roared. “And I’m scared.”

The corners of Greer’s mouth flickered then a small smile became an exultant grin. He reared out of his slouch with presence. Everybody looked at him. Ardy rested an elbow on the wall, considering before he asked, “What are you thinking, son?”

Greer hesitated just a second and then beamed. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who’s scared.”





CHAPTER 19

“I’d like to invite Liz—and her kid, of course—to dinner,” Paul said. “Sometime soon. Before she leaves us.”

Gillian shrank at his every word. Her kid. Soon. She leaves. Us.

The comment whirred in her mind. Her kid. Her baby. She’d heard Liz called it Little Bit or maybe Bit. Surely it had a real name, a gender. A father.

Somehow, Paul hadn’t pushed for an explanation of Gillian’s demand that Liz and the baby be made to leave. Perhaps he hoped she’d change her mind. Perhaps he somehow guessed that she would not have allowed a follow-up conversation.

We have so much.

He met her silence with a nod and said, “Well, I’d like to invite her to eat with us, to be more welcome, come in and hang out, watch TV, if she’d like.”

Gillian turned and closed her eyes to his flurry of suggestions. His notion that spending more time around Liz would be what led them to understanding was a nonstarter, an unbeaten path. Then she chastised herself, knowing that simply asking the big, scary direct question had not been her forte either.

“I did tell her,” he said. “She is looking for other arrangements, someplace else to go. She’s going to leave.”

Nothing.

Paul waited, but Gillian could not meet his look. In his last try, he looked away and said, nearly wincing, “So can we all eat together just once before she leaves? I’d like her to come back for a visit sometime, too.”

Gillian forced a nod, unable to imagine facing Liz again. Facing Paul this morning had almost been more than she could manage.

She couldn’t understand him. After he asked her if she was sleeping with Kevin, his doubts didn’t force him to the next step, calling it quits. She sank onto her elbows, leaning on the kitchen counter, ill and irritated that she was suddenly wondering if her brother-in-law really was cheating on poor Becky.

She glimpsed Paul’s face and found herself wildly wondering if he was cheating. Those hidden concert tickets. That unexplained late night. He spent so much time away, biking to and from work, it built in time, didn’t it? Hadn’t he all the ability in the world to fit in an affair? What about all the long afternoons and weekends Gillian worked? On other days when she was with Kevin, talking about this project, what was Paul doing?

“Myron said he was at the store after hours last night, but he wasn’t,” she blurted. “Becky thinks he’s cheating on her.”

Paul made a wry face. “I suggested he not make anything up. Myron was afraid he’d upset her. He was with me. I mean, I was with him. He wanted to go to a meeting and asked me to come along, again.”

“A meeting? What kind of meeting? Again?” Gillian repeated the words without comprehension. “You weren’t playing squash?”

Paul shook his head. “It’s something Myron asked me about. The thing is, he’s trying to understand Becky. He comes from a big, happy, healthy family. He has no familiarity with the worthlessness that adult children of alcoholics—”

She whirled away. They were not going to have this conversation.

He caught her at the door, reached for her arm, but withdrew his fingertips when she yanked away.

“Worthless? Don’t you ever speak to me that way again.” And when he came after her, calling her name, asking her to listen, she snapped over her shoulder, “Don’t follow me.”

She’d been playing a part and she didn’t want to continue the effort, she didn’t want to belong. She didn’t want to save her marriage, her happiness, or her sister. She longed for something else. But first, she wanted success on her terms: as a rising photojournalist, breaking an amazing human interest piece.

[image: image]

At the Istok home, John answered the door, appraising Gillian with an appreciative nod that struck her as comical. He had one foot inside, the other toeing the threshold. Loose greasy jeans sagged in wrinkles over his running shoes and exposed flannel boxer shorts around his hips. A grubby T-shirt with a picture of a fist completed the look.

“Hello, I’m Gillian Trett. We met when I—” She stood centered on the doormat, too close to him now that he leaned forward, but she didn’t want to step off.

“Yeah, I remember you. You wanted to talk to my grandfather.” He winked.

Yes, she thought, about the part of his life he’d never shared with his grandson. She kept her expression placid. “You’re John?”

“It’s really spelled I-O-N, like in the old country, but we write it J-O-H-N.”

Her cell chimed. She checked the caller name. Paul Cohen. John looked too, longer, frowning.

“John, where was your grandfather born?” She put all her interest into the response, glad the door was still open. A bit of the foyer was visible behind him, and he hadn’t stepped outside to talk like he had the first time she saw him.

“Romania.” His voice sounded clipped, expecting something from her.

She gave him nothing, looked at the wild front garden. “I think your grandfather is an unsung hero.”

He looked at her without comprehension.

She slipped the photo from an envelope.

He glanced at the black and white of children, bewildered. “Where did that come from?”

“The camera, of course.” Gillian tried not to sound exasperated but felt her naughty side want to push him down a step or two. She remembered that Alex was older than Agnes, that most of the orphans in the photograph did not know exactly how old they were. Alex and another boy were mid-teens, Agnes a somewhat younger teen when she took the picture. The other children were all younger. “I need to know their names.”

Then they both winced as drunken grunts and hollers made their conversation impossible. Like an irregularly barking dog in the night, it was the woman’s unsteady volume and quiet pauses interspersed with unintelligible mutters and bellows that made it more than grating.

“Aunty, please. Please.” He muttered to Gillian, “She should be getting a hot lunch ready. She should serve us, but she doesn’t, hardly ever.”

Gillian wanted to start making hash marks on her palm for every time she felt the urge to smack this half man before her. And she’d have to remember to tally a couple for their first encounter. Maybe the Sartineau Shop would have been a better locale for this interview, but she’d wanted Alexandru Istok alone, away from Mario. And she was supposed to talk to Agnes.

The woman flailed for balance near the bottom of the stairwell, thudding down the remaining two steps, her breathing haggard. The sounds were familiar, but from the past. The thuds of Gillian’s childhood came daily when she and Becky stepped around their incapacitated parents. She had escaped, but another disgusting drunk, muttering and weaving, coming for her, brought it back in an avalanche.

John grabbed the old lady with one hand then flung the hand away in a rebuke. Agnes swayed against the doorway. Gillian flinched, wondering how hard he’d contacted her.

“Go back to your bottles,” he said, his face pinched. He grabbed a jacket and shouldered it on, hissing with his back to Gillian. “Stay inside.”

Gillian gulped. John sounded like he was correcting a dog. She’d have felt guilty snapping at Rima the way John spat the command to his great-aunt, but she couldn’t help closing her eyes against the slurred babble.

When Gillian pried her lids open, John was glaring at her. He swung the front door wider and lifted his chin, staring outside to indicate she should step back, that he might come, too, or he might shut the door in her face.

He could mock his family, but he could not stand Gillian’s discomfort with the drunk old lady. As he brushed past Gillian, she had to step off the worn welcome mat, onto the concrete porch again. The hardness and cold came through her soles.

The kid turned and walked down the path to the street, grumbling that she could wait for his grandfather, he had to go. Gillian squeezed her eyes so tightly, moisture collected on the lashes.

John Istok kept walking down the path. When he reached the street, she raised her voice. “John? Will Alex—will your grandfather be long? We had an appointment.”

“Belong. Belo-o-ng. Alex-sss,” Agnes spluttered, “says we do not belong.”

“What are you saying?” Gillian turned, stiffening. John was out of sight. The only response was Agnes beckoning with a bottle for Gillian to come inside.

The scent of urine wafted, perhaps a long-unflushed toilet or maybe the smell came from Agnes’s yellowy gown. She thought of Kevin bonding with interview subjects, getting a man on death row to talk to him. Find something, he’d told her, just connect and talk to them.

Agnes lurched in a staggering glide around the room. Gillian half-closed her eyes to follow. Those histrionic gestures, the giggles and wails, it was all too familiar. And now right in her face, claustrophobia-inducing. The old woman flopped down so violently she clonked the bottle against her right knee and made a wail that left Gillian wondering if the woman had finally felt the pain. The fabric waved over dry feet with long, discolored toenails. Gillian resigned herself to the smell and resisted her urge to flee Agnes’s presence, her acid breath, and wretched behavior.

Though Agnes looked quite old now, thinking of her as a baby sister to Alex helped Gillian soften. Thinking of Alex’s last comment, trying to imagine all that had happened to Agnes during the war helped more.

Gillian flashed the unsheathed photograph of the boys in the woods. Orphans in the cold looked back from across three-quarters of a century. Feathering from this poor black and white to her perfect compositions of modern-day Alex, she would first use a few sepia shots, conveying a sense of time and distance beyond the weathered face on the glossy. Alexandru Istok. A man with secrets and a pierced ear. Yes, sepia before cyan, magenta, and yellow. Applying her signature to the photographs was the final touch. And the photo that started it all would bear a credit for Agnes Istok.

“Alex and I talked about the children in this picture.”

The woman wobbled, waving her bottle at Gillian with one hand, grabbing at the picture with the other. Gillian held the photo closer. “You talk. Alexandru talks. Not to talk the bad.” The slurring nonsense mixed with spittle on several words made Gillian glad not to be closer to the woman, not to be sprayed.

The old woman swayed in a manner Gillian found first hypnotic, then nauseating. The constant motion induced Gillian to sway in response, matching the behavior even though she wanted to force herself and the old woman to be still.

Agnes called—too loudly—for Gillian to have a drink, then again. With the third push, Gillian took the clear, heavy bottle, nodded, and set it on the table beside her, far from Agnes.

“Can you talk to me?”

“Talk. Talk, talk, talk-talk.”

It would not work, Gillian warned herself, gritting her teeth. Still, she had to try. And whenever could this woman be found sober?

“Alex said some men—”

“Got me. They got me. Dirty men in uniforms.” Agnes cackled, tried to stop herself and ended with a snort that left her wiping two fingers across spittle at one corner of her mouth.

“Agnes, I’d like to talk to you,” Gillian said, feeling real sympathy for the old woman. She went on quietly until she found Agnes calming, leaning forward, then she repeated her last soft question. “Back then, what was it like?”

“Like. Like-like-like.” The words turned to a whimper.

Gillian nodded, a rend of sympathy threatening to split her. She felt for anyone who had lived or died in war. She felt for those who were persecuted. She felt for anyone who was assaulted.

“Please, Agnes, tell me.”

A huge sniffling breath. “Scared. Hungry. Alex-sh-sh. Big hero made us sleep in shit. In shit! You sleep in shit? Alexandru saw that boat and decided. We left in night. In the night. Again in the night.”

Alex opened the front door, lurching on his feet as he took in Gillian and Agnes talking, then called up the stairs, “John, you come and help.”

“He’s gone,” Gillian said. “He walked away.”

Glancing at the old woman, seeing her staring trancelike and mumbling, Gillian swallowed and turned to Alex. “I need to hear more about the children, who they were and what happened to them, what happened to you.”

Alex’s voice sounded robotic. “They sent us back after two years.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know why. Ask them why. Ask them why they deported us. And then,” he snarled, “then you tell me what they said.”

“So, you were back in Romania . . .”

“There was no food, no one we knew, no . . .” he waved a hand to indicate height, “grown-ups who knew us. No one. We had no money at all. Nothing. We found things, stole things, sold and traded things for food.”

Agnes brought both hands to one eye and pantomimed taking a photograph.

Gillian looked at Alex again. “Why is your name inside the camera if she found it?”

“I am older. And I am the man.”

Agnes’s right hand turned in a tiny motion, miming the act of rolling film.

Alex nodded. “She took a picture. We were nearly to Bulgaria then. Walking.”

Gillian knew Agnes shot one picture, then flubbed by rewinding the entire film roll into the canister. The waste had protected the one photo all of these decades.

“My sister wanted to take care of the little ones. But there was barely anything, barely anything to scavenge. Things were very, very bad.”

Gillian nodded. “You weren’t really a bow maker in the old country, were you? You were so young.”

Alex gave a half smile. “I was really the son of lautari. We were really deported for being Roma. We barely survived, and I never saw the rest of my family again, but I took care of my sister. And I really got those children out when we got out.”

“Tell me. You’ve got to tell me.” She turned the photograph toward him. “Why were you all together? What were their names?”

Alexandru Istok pointed to the smallest child in the photo, second in line, and told her again, “That one was called Igor.”

“The others?”

He kept pointing at Igor. “I do not know his family name. He did not remember it. He was about five years old when we escaped, so perhaps three when he was deported. Yes, I think around five when we left Romania for the last time.”

“What happened to him?”

Alex shook his head. Agnes spluttered a giant raspberry, flashing her fingers wide. Alex gave her a hard look then faced Gillian. “He died.”

“He died? How?”

“She can say the others’ names.”

Gillian jerked for pen and paper as Agnes pointed a finger at the faces, naming the boys while Alex paired the names with their stories. Next to Alex was Igor, whom they found at the side of the road and recognized from the camps in Transnistria. The two they found huddled in a bombed-out building were cousins, Yakov and Avraham Tulchinskaya. The next boy was the one who just started following them one day, Garik Reiner, and then there was the other teen boy, Stefan David.

Agnes’s spluttering and gestures fomented to hysterics. Gillian and Alex stepped away from her together.

“Stefff—ann! Stefff—ann!”

“You see?” Alex said with a wave at his sister as he and Gillian talked on the far side of the room from Agnes, in the spot where he could see the sea. “We ended up with one more and then one more. Another little one followed us, with the same story. No parents, no one for them. Like us.”

“Stefan . . .” Agnes sounded exhausted.

Alex gave a single thrust of his head back over his shoulder, toward his sister. “But not like us, you see? Jews.”

Agnes stared into the middle space, beyond her bottle, not meeting Gillian’s questioning eyes. Pressing her thumb and index finger to her temples, Gillian consciously smoothed her brow and took a breath. Her eyes closed while Agnes muttered and spluttered. Begin again, she told herself. Do it, try.

“Alex, how did Igor die? What happened to the rest of the children?”

“The others went to Palestine. Bah! Jews were paid after the war. Paid.” He finished this with a challenging look and a roar. “The world did not make restitution to the Roma.”

“I, I didn’t know that.” And, she told herself, I’ll have to check. Verify, verify, Kevin told her. Know it, get it right. Gillian quailed at the undercurrent of hatred and hostility in the Istoks’ bitter story. It was something she’d have discussed with Paul only weeks ago, but now she wanted to discuss it with Kevin.

Alexandru made a fist, swinging it near his waist in a subdued way. “And before the war, when the Jews were thrown out of the schools in the village, we were not thrown out. You know why? We had never even been allowed in. But it was bad when Jews were thrown out? Bah.” He finished with a dismissive wave.

“Please, how did Igor die? Just tell me what happened.”

“There were traps in the roads,” Alex said.

“Mines? Land mines?”

Agnes waved impatiently for an audience. “Mines! Mines!”

“Mines in the roads for walking on,” Alex explained.

Gillian tried to imagine hidden ordnance on the Seattle streets she walked and bussed and drove to get to the Istok home. She thought of Paul riding his bicycle to work, of Becky pushing a stroller or walking down a sidewalk with little Phil’s hand in hers. Safe streets. She looked at the children in Romania and thought of a teenaged Alex as their patriarch, the hero.

Agnes whimpered, “Mine, mine. Mine.”

Gillian egged her with a whisper. “What happened?”

“His leg. Pieces gone.” Agnes retched suddenly, producing nothing more than violent noise she followed with belches and coughs, wiping around her mouth with both hands. The rank smell of alcohol and bile sent Gillian recoiling. Agnes’s stained, sticky fingers reached for her. The old drunk wanting to touch her, it was too much. Gillian yelped without meaning to, flinching as Agnes leaned forward.

“Whose leg?” Gillian asked her quickly, trying to keep the rising discomfort down, making herself not shriek. “Alexandru’s?”

“Horrible . . .” The words were slurred. “Mine . . . Stefan.”

“Please, tell me about it.”

Agnes reached for her bottle and Gillian leaped to stop her, to keep the words flowing and the alcohol capped. “No, please, talk to me. Tell me.”

“Sh-ht. Give my bottle.”

With Gillian whimpering—please, no—and Agnes moaning, bleating like a lost child as she tugged on the gin bottle with both hands, the bottle slipped between the two of them and crashed to the stone floor, shattering and stinking.

“I’ll clean that up,” Gillian said, swallowing, choosing her efforts as Alex rose and came back with a towel. “What did you do? What happened?”

“I wanted to go to America. I had to take care of my sister. We had to leave.”

“How did you leave? What did you do?” She sopped up the mess, placing the shards in the towel, bundling.

“We walked south, following the sea. Mostly at night, in the evenings. Sometimes, we traveled very early in the mornings.”

“And the children?”

“The children. The children.” He shrugged. “Agnes clucked to them and they followed like little chicks. I saw her mothering and knew that was not bad. Bad was when the soldiers took interest in you. Saw you being what you were born to be, being Roma. Bad was them seeing you help Jews.”

“What would they do?”

He shrugged again and gave one quick grin. “Without it happening, you know it is a bad day when soldiers catch you doing something they don’t like.”

“These children . . .” Gillian began again.

“In Bulgaria, I turned them over to a group sending them to Turkey and then to Palestine. They paid me very little.”

“Getting to Bulgaria,” she pressed. “You didn’t walk all that way.”

“The boat!” Agnes shrieked.

Alex nodded. “I told you. I stole a wooden boat and rowed the Black Sea with bloody hands.”

“Tell me about the boat,” Gillian asked, framing a picture in her mind of a worn wherry, knowing she would love a picture of the Black Sea coastland. She’d already looked up Constanţa and the land to the south.

At last, Alex’s story came faster. “The boat was tied out in the water, far out, in a place where the beach was muck and rocky. The tide was out, but we could not wait. We were hungry and very tired and the children were getting slower and quieter. It is good for them to be quiet with their voices, but you see, children should not really be quiet. It is a bad sign. And they got quiet after Igor stepped on the mine and died. They were a little sick, I think. So thin. And one was hurt.”

“Stefan!” Agnes said.

“They could not get out to the boat, not in that muck. Hundreds of meters. The boat was tied, and I had to take them out to it two at a time.”

“No!” Agnes snapped, holding up one finger.

Alex acknowledged her with a wry half smile at the rebuke. “I helped my sister first, of course, carrying one little one.” He pointed again to the photo, to Garik Reiner, beside Stefan David. “He was good, like Igor. Igor was a good boy.”

Agnes’s voice blared, stiffening both Alex and Gillian. “Good God. Good. G-good boy. Eeh. Garik . . . was brave. Eeh did not cry. I cried, some little. Alexandru said to quiet. Voices. Lights.”

Alex nodded, relaxing a little as the outburst died down. Gillian looked at him and also thought they might be okay to continue. She prodded, “So you helped them all out to the boat and . . .”

“No, no, no-no-no,” Agnes spluttered with a rising voice.

“Silence!” He turned to Gillian. “Come. We will talk in the garden.”

Gillian looked from one to the other, then tried to do what Alex resorted to, ignoring Agnes. But the woman was fuming, shaking her finger at him, then at Gillian, spluttering with indignation. She rose to her feet, pointing at them, at the photo. “Alexandru left him.”

Alex cut a hand across the air in front of his sister then turned his back, facing Gillian, saying over his shoulder, “Be quiet. Be quiet now.”

The old woman bleated, reaching for Gillian. “He left Stefan.”

Looking from one to the other, Gillian asked quickly, “He left Stefan? Tell me what happened.”

“He left Stefan!” Agnes looked rabid, throwing her hands high and howling at the ceiling.

Oh no, Gillian thought, a rush of long-stymied comprehension flooding her. She nodded grimly, understanding. Yes, I get it now.

“Not all of the children got to the boat,” Gillian said, less as a question, more a sorrowful acknowledgment and a request for an explanation she needed to hear.

Alex shook his head at Gillian. “I could not do it. You see?”

She nodded and spoke to Agnes while looking at Alex. “He couldn’t go back. Not even for one more. There were soldiers. With guns, of course. Germans? Russians? Nearby?”

Alex shook his head. “They were locals, what do you say . . . militia?”

“Militia,” Gillian agreed.

“Garda.” Agnes’s voice held a hardness that seemed sober, as though anger could temporarily erase the toxic alcohol from her mind and body.

“Like the ones who had her.” Alex’s voice crackled bitterness at everyone and everything. He spoke as though soiling his sister before his houseguest. Still, he could hardly look at Agnes, Gillian saw.

After all this time, decades of living in the West, did he think less of her for the victimization? Gillian swallowed, deciding how to acknowledge the revelations. She looked at Agnes, who looked right back with such intensity that Gillian leaned away from the woman.

“He left him!” Agnes’s stale alcoholic’s breath poured out.

Alex waved one hand to Gillian, giving his side of the story in a reasonable voice laced with a plaintive tone. “I told him to wait. I took the last two little ones out to the boat—”

“You left him!” Agnes screamed on top of Alex’s explanation.

“I had to get the little ones first.”

“You left him alone!”

Alexandru looked out the window, to the garden. “He was oldest.”

“He was hurt.”

Gillian looked back and forth between them. “Hurt?”

“His leg,” Agnes slurred, foggier sounding as she drank in the memory. “Could hardly walk. Hands bloody from the stick he used as a crutch.”

“The land mine,” Alexandru said, looking now at the stained rug. “When it killed the youngest one, Igor. Blew him to nothing.”

Was it not the stink of urine and alcohol, Gillian wondered, staring at the floor with Agnes, or the air of this old house? Was it the past that reeked here?

His jaw thrust forward, Alex looked away from the tense women. “It would not have worked. I could not go back for him.”

Agnes’s accusations came immediately, her voice piercing. “We could have—”

“It would not have worked!”

“He was—”

“The men were coming.”

Agnes sobbed, gasping to say, “You should have gone back.”

Alex roared, “Bah! It could not have worked!”

As Alex went on, Gillian reeled with a bare understanding of why Agnes was a wretched drunk, and why her brother had been silent for decades about having fed and guided those children out of war-torn Romania. Alexandru Istok had never taken credit for rescuing orphans because he had left one behind.

He’d have left them all if he had to.

She understood, too, why she would not cover this story, why it was too painful to expose.
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She called Kevin and told him she was done.

“Let’s talk,” he said. “My place?”

He gave her the address, and she went to his rented condo.

“This story is not working out at all,” she told him when he ushered her in.

Discovering she had finite patience, finite compassion had sickened Gillian, and it was sickening to encounter like limits in Alexandru Istok. He’d shepherded children along for money, ready to ditch them any moment, taking a dim view of the other orphans. Persecuted and stripped of all he had known, he somehow failed to fully empathize. Was he damaged by his past, as Gillian had been broken down by hers? Or because they never experienced being properly built up, could they not grow into decent people?

“He’s not righteous.” She drew in a double breath and threw Kevin a defiant glance. “Alex helped those children as long as he could, and as it turns out, he did get some of them out, but he left one behind and he’d have left them all anytime if things got worse. Besides, he did it for money. He said a guy in Bulgaria gave him money for helping the kids out.”

Kevin gave her a considered expression. “Maybe anyone in that situation would have. Or maybe a lot of people would have. At any rate, it’s true that not many people have been in such a situation.” When Gillian only glared at him, he added, “Not every hero has to be sympathetic.”

“It’s pathetic, the farthest thing from sympathetic.”

“Not the farthest thing. You’ve still got a guy who was orphaned by Axis actions, deported, returned with trainloads of other orphans. A guy who took care of and guided other children. It’s human, very human. And now it’s here. It’s actually exactly what you would have hoped for in the project. Cross the river, Gillian.” Kevin said it while beckoning for her to release the keys and coat she clutched, to sit in his condo’s living room of glass, leather, and steel. His eyes and eagerness gleamed. “Don’t back off, not now.”

“No, I’m not going to . . .” She put her head in her hands.

“Good.”

“. . . do the story.” She finished without looking at him, shunning his emphatic tone.

Kevin grabbed her wrists. “Are you crazy?”

“The story. It’s too . . .”

“It’s gold,” he insisted. “You’ve got to go for it, get it done. This is it.”

Gillian’s voice was dull. “No.”

“Come on, is your ponytail too tight? You’re not thinking about the story, your career, your future.”

“My future,” she echoed, staring at the distance between them.

“Yes. Do this, finish this piece. You’ve got great shots and a breakout-type discovery. Put it out there for the world to see.”

“How could I?” Gillian protested, shaking her head.

“Because you’re a professional and—”

She cut in, seething. “Don’t you understand? This is so personal and sad.”

“This is business. It’s a story that needs to be told. Don’t abandon it. Come on, it’s business. This is our business. What would Tilda say?”

There was no doubt what Tilda would say. Wha-a-at? Do it, do it now.

Gillian shook her head. She saw Kevin for what he really was, saw herself as the same, but knew it was not what Kevin saw as he held his face in front of hers, arguing.

“It’s art,” he said. “Our art. And you’ll regret it if you don’t pursue this. You will. So, come on. Shoot it. Do your focus hocus-pocus, get the rest of the facts, something we can verify with third parties and—”

“No.”

“Gillian, think of the story.”

“It’s a terrible story.” Sorrow burbling in her throat, she turned away lest Kevin see her tears. “That woman is haunted. One of the children died and then they left the last one behind.”

“No, it’s a good find, this story. Don’t walk away from it. It’s a good story. An important one.” He grabbed her hands, tried to put his arms around her, tried to kiss her. She shoved him, making herself stagger back as she pushed her thin arms against his blocky chest. He reached for her, tried to help her regain her balance, but she spun away and bolted for the door.





CHAPTER 20

Ryan Vesey figured his partner’s father as a judger before he and Ben were Ryan-and-Ben. Fine. Judging people’s actions was fair.

He’d thought about refusing Ardy Donner’s request that he submit to the private investigator’s lie detector test, but the aspersion cast upon him if he didn’t go along was too much. In the end, he’d complied to get Ben to agree, and for the same reason.

Of course, he was clean, they were all clean. Ardy Donner’s witch hunt turned up nothing otherworldly. Ryan had been a physician’s assistant for enough years now to have seen parents blow it with their kids, go off on unhelpful tangents, not enact good advice. Like Ardy was doing now.

“Thanks,” Ardy told him. “I do appreciate that you went in.”

Ryan could not believe that boy was here at their dinner table, not hospitalized in Seattle as had been recommended. Anytime parents didn’t follow the paid professional advice of the medical community, Ryan curdled. What were the Donners thinking?

Let’s go cheer them up, Ben had said to him. They’ll be down.

“Extra mile for you to talk to the deputy,” Ardy said. “’ppreciate that.”

“Aw, Osten’s not such a bad guy,” Ryan said.

Ardy raised an eyebrow. “You know him? You were already acquainted with that deputy?”

“A work thing,” Ryan said with a vague wave of his hand. He couldn’t explain, not even to Ben, why he’d already had a private talk with the cop. He distracted Ardy with, “I’ll take you up on that beer.”

Ardy fetched the drink that he hadn’t actually offered. Ryan heaved a tolerant sigh. He’d been in the Donner house about two minutes, and Ardy was still all about his little kid. Ryan figured they could make too much of the hyperventilating thing and create a bigger problem. He gazed out the window, where Ben and Greer gathered an armload of firewood. The Donners’ place was country, pastures, woods beyond. It looked idyllic, the whole town did.

The town had secrets.

He hadn’t been slow to raise his suspicions about his missing patient, a beaten woman, and Deputy Osten had listened, but the woman was gone, gone. When Osten let slip that he’d always suspected the man before the mistress, it left Ryan wordless and somber.

Accepting the cold bottle, Ryan clinked it against the table and raised it to Ben coming in. While Bella was bringing a casserole to the table, shooing her young son to go wash his hands, and Ben went into the kitchen to carry another dish, Ryan got cornered again, thought he was ready, and prepared his grin.

“How young were you when you knew you were gay?” Ardy asked, a hand on Ryan’s arm.

Ryan saw Ben stalking up, murder in his eyes, and knew he’d overheard the question.

“I wasn’t gay ’til I met Ben. He turned me.”

Ben snorted as he set down the bread basket, and Ryan shook with laughter at Ardy’s confused expression.

“Sorry,” Ryan said. Memories dried his laughter. “I always wanted to say that to a boyfriend’s parents. Actually, I always wanted one to say that to mine.”

“They . . . don’t accept you?” Ardy asked, frowning. “I should have asked about your family long ago.”

He only knew that Ryan’s family lived around the Great Lakes, but more he hadn’t asked. Ryan eyed him with new sympathy. The man looked like a redneck, now an embarrassed one, maybe for missing this, maybe for having been a complete tool to Ben, back in the day.

“Not really.” Ryan looked at Ben, who nodded back in solidarity. “No.”

“It is their terrible loss,” Ardy said. “To lose a child, it’s terrible. A stupid choice. I’m very sorry.”

“Papa’s mellowed,” Ben said aloud, although he sounded like he was speaking to himself.

“He has,” Bella and Ardy said together.

After dinner, Ryan walked down to the barn with Ben, the little brother tagging along to toss hay to a bunch of horses.

“Should we take him hiking or something?” he asked Ben.

A nod and a smile. “The folks need some time to themselves. Doug wanted to take him again tomorrow, but I called dibs.”

Ryan nodded. The kid had moped up a storm in recent weeks but seemed happier during dinner, probably because he had somehow conned his parents out of following the treatment plan. Ryan didn’t want to sully the family dinner or set a bad tone by bringing it up, just wanted to do the family thing, help out.

Ben was happy to take his turn with Greer the next day, but considerably less pleased when they planned things and Ryan begged off. Greer’s school had Saturday tutoring for students in need. The kid was failing and had just missed two school days. Ben was going to pick the kid up from tutoring. Ryan’s shift at the clinic would end in time to come with Ben to the kid’s school, but he wanted to leave time to see someone else.

“Actually, Ben, I’ve got to speak to a guy. It’s confidential, clinic stuff. See you after you get Greer? At your folks’ place, right?”

Ben gave a gruff nod and turned away, muttering, “If you’re too self-conscious to pick up a kid from school with me, you’re too scared of this little town to be a foster dad here with me.”

“I’m with you. Not scared, not dodging. This is clinic stuff,” Ryan repeated. “I’ll see you after.”
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All for naught, he’d pissed Ben off.

When the cop called the clinic halfway through Ryan’s shift and said he wouldn’t be able to swing by for hours, too busy, Ryan told the deputy where he’d be after work.

“I know the Donner place,” Osten said, a crackle of another conversation behind him, a woman’s voice that was somehow familiar to Ryan.
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Two baseball gloves were abandoned on the front porch of Ardy and Bella’s house. Ryan flicked down his Honda Valkyrie’s kickstand. Ben’s green MINI Cooper wasn’t there and no one answered his knock on the front door.

He walked down to the barn, sweating in his leathers. Nothing. Standing there looking at the horses—he should take Ben up on the offer of riding—he thought of what he’d do if he were a real in-law, Maddie or Wes. He’d go right into the house and make himself at home. Probably Emma’s jackass boyfriend wouldn’t do that if he were here alone, probably none of Frankie’s rotating girlfriends would. But a committed partner? Yes, bomb right inside, like one of the family.

He walked through the front door and liked it.

A car pulled up on the gravel outside. He’d thought it was so hick and backward to have a gravel driveway—and it stank for a motorcycle—but now he realized the crunching of rocks made a nice audible alert from inside the house. He decided to sit there so Ben, back from wherever he’d taken Greer, could just find him lounging in the living room on the sofa. He smiled and racked his brogans on the coffee table.

Someone knocked on the door.

Ryan opened it like he owned the place. Deputy Nate Osten stood on the threshold in jeans and an untucked cowboy shirt, a big navy Chevy Tahoe behind him.

“Hey,” Ryan said, uncertainly. “Are you working right now?”

“My shift starts soon. I didn’t mind swinging by. You wanted to see me about that patient of yours we talked about before?”

“Come on in. No one else is here. We can talk.” Ryan wanted the deputy to have the same sense of trepidation on his missing patient’s behalf that he did. And he wondered if her husband knew she was pregnant.

As it turned out, they couldn’t talk in private. No sooner had Ryan brought the deputy into the house than gravel crunched again.

A child’s wail sounded as car doors shut.

Before Ryan even opened the front door, he could hear Ben talking faster, louder, trying to calm the boy.

“Who’s here?” Greer shouted, staring hard at the dark blue four-door SUV in front of his parents’ house. His skinny chest lifted and fell, faster and faster.

Ryan glanced at the kid, then noticed Ben frowning at the deputy behind Ryan in the doorway.

“You know each other?” Ryan asked, but introductions got sloppy and interrupted under the kid having a fit.

Greer sucked up another lungful of air, staring at Osten’s SUV. “Cars look different at night.”

“What?” Ben asked, putting a hand on the kid.

Ryan shook his head at the kid, who looked like he was about to run for it.

Greer panted and thrashed wildly in Ben’s grasp. “A car could look black but not be black. It could be dark blue.”

Osten gawked at the kid and raised his eyebrows alternately at Ryan then Ben.

Ben clamped another hand on Greer’s shoulder. “Greer, get it together, buddy.” He stuck his chin at Ryan then Osten. “Ry, I’ve kind of got a handful here. Maybe your thing could wait for another time. Whatever it is you two need to do or talk about. Okay? Another time? Another place?”

Ryan nodded and held a hand up at the deputy. “Sorry. Family thing. Ben and I need to spend some time with his little brother. Um, you know Ben? Ben Donner?”

Ben hauled Greer up the steps, through the door, glaring at Osten. “Yeah, he’s the one who gave my dad information on getting everyone to take lie detector tests. Awesome.”

Osten shrugged.

Ben shook his head. “What a waste that was.”

Ryan let out a long exhalation, questions forming in his mind. Did Osten get my patient’s husband to take a lie detector test?

Greer let out a whimper and looked at his fingertips, rubbed them together.

“Greer?” Ben forced the boy to look at him.

“Here, use a bag. Calm down.” Ryan fixed a pleasant smile and reached for the boy, helped hold the heaving paper sack over his nose and mouth as Ben picked the boy up and carried him to the sofa.

“Sorry,” Ryan muttered to Ben, rolling his eyes toward the deputy. “It’s just, look, Nate and I needed to talk, and he didn’t manage to get by the clinic earlier.”

“Probably for the best,” Osten added, “to talk away from the clinic, away from town.”

Ryan nodded and told Ben, “It’s a sensitive matter.”

“Whatever,” Ben growled, pointedly focusing on his brother.

“Any tingling in your fingers now, Greer?” Ryan asked.

When the boy shook his head, then nodded that he would keep his breathing slow, Ben took the bag away from the boy’s face. Three men watched the kid in silence.

“I want you to just stay put for a little while,” Ben told the boy in a few minutes when the bag was folded.

Greer closed his eyes, his body motionless, eyes steady as though staring straight through his eyelids even after Ben stepped away.

“I’m going to see if there’s any soda or iced tea or something in the house,” Ben said a little too loudly.

Ryan winced at the obvious annoyance. Is this because I brought another man, another person to the house?

While Ben was away, Ryan leaned forward and whispered to Osten. “My missing patient. What if—just what if—she were pregnant?”

Osten scuffed one boot heel on the floor. “That’s a situation that’s been the motivation for a few wife beaters to end things. Thing is, there is nothing to indicate that he ended things.”

Ryan plunked down in a dining chair. He’d been so creeped out by his thought that not only had his beaten patient met her end, but no one else in the town had noticed. “Then he didn’t kill her?”

“Not if he was telling the truth, and the polygrapher said he was.”

“He took a test? Huh. But people can lie on those, can’t they?”

“They can, but that woman we use is good.” There was a smile in Osten’s voice. “You met her, right?”

Ryan rubbed his eyes. After some doctor had told Ardy and Bella that their son showed signs of abuse, Ardy Donner’s pursuit of a bogeyman in their midst was no secret. So they had a weird kid, maybe a bit spoiled in his way, but man, Donner had asked for a police investigation, asked for it. If the Donners didn’t own this home free and clear, they’d be hurting for money, the way they spent it on doctors and investigators. Ryan first met Ben when Ben had run from his father. When the man eventually came after him and apologized, Ben went home. Ryan couldn’t understand it all. But when Ben came back for Ryan, persuaded him to try living here, the family and the town had grown on him. Like a fungus, he said. And the Donners laughed at his gibes, poured him a glass of tea as Ben did now.

He took the glass Ben offered and frowned at the deputy. “But he might have done it?”

Osten nodded. “Might have. Who knows? Well, he knows.”

“What are you two talking about, please?” Ben asked loudly, having clearly had more than enough of his partner and the cop having something private between them.

Ryan leaned over the back of the sofa. Greer appeared to be asleep.

“One of my patients—” he started to explain.

“Look,” Ben told Osten, “I’m not wild about you being here, and now is not the best time.”

“Really?” Osten smiled.

“Ben, do you actually have a reason for coming off like this?” Ryan asked. The unspoken answer was no.

“He might, but I don’t think he knows about me and his sister,” Osten said, with a full grin.

Ben raised a hand. “What the—”

“Look, Ryan wanted to talk to me about this thing that’s sort of tricky for him to pass along, what with the privacy issue . . .”

Ryan leaned toward Ben. “She was a repeat domestic violence victim. I tried to get her to talk to the cops. She disappeared, just vanished. Weeks ago, I suggested to the deputy that maybe there was foul play.”

“I was already suspicious,” Osten said.

Ben twisted, looking from one guy to the other. Ryan saw his slow recognition that it really was a work thing, as promised.

“He beat the hell out of her,” Ryan said.

Ben shook his head with them, commiserating that some relationships are so vile. Commiserating with it being so hard to get evidence, that so much has to be proved and suspicions don’t amount to much.

“And it’s when they try to leave that they get killed.” Osten sounded cop-sure. “But we don’t have probable cause, no evidence. No nothing really, but I know more about his past. I think he did it. I think he’s done it before.”

“Done what exactly?” Ben asked.

Ryan looked at his partner then at the deputy. Nate Osten nodded and the three men leaned in together, and Osten said it. “Murdered for money. Dollars to doughnuts, Harold Brayton killed his wife.”

Greer peeked up over the sofa. “No, he didn’t.”

“Greer, close your eyes. You need a nap, buddy,” Ben called.

Osten’s voice outweighed him. “What’d you say?”

“He didn’t kill her,” the boy muttered.

Osten eyed the boy, waiting for more, indicating with a lift and thrust of the chin that the other guys should do the same. Then Greer clapped both hands over his mouth in a useless effort to stifle an incomprehensible wail.

He bolted out of the room as he screamed, “Aaaiiiieegh!”

All three men reached for him and missed.





CHAPTER 21

Gillian flung the front door hard enough to frighten Rima into scurrying down the hallway to seek reassurance from Paul. She kicked the door as it stood ajar and it bounced against the wall, twanging the doorstop.

Paul rushed up. Rima eyed her from behind his legs.

“Gillian? What on earth?”

She gritted her teeth, sick with dread and horror of the past and future. Seething, she told him about the Istoks abandoning the injured boy on the seashore. He heard her out. He groaned and put his palms over his head, then over her hands. They shook their heads at the finally released, sordid scrap of history, of humanity at its best and worst on a personal level that had ended a young man’s life in 1944.

“I wouldn’t judge them too harshly,” Paul began, empathy twisting his face.

“Goddammit, Paul.” She made fists. His reaction to the news was as like and yet as different from Kevin’s as she could have predicted if she’d taken a moment to think. She pointed at him. “They left an injured boy behind. They left him.”

The comfort of her life listened. Paul was reason, consideration. She was still ashamed and embarrassed, full of regret about her carelessness toward him.

And worse, what she was going to do to him.

They stood in the foyer, near the chairs but not sitting. The momentous impact of her revelation demanded they stand. She retold Paul everything, everything she had learned from the Istoks and wiped tears from her face as it ended. “So that old lady is tormented by the last kid being left behind. It’s heartbreaking.”

Paul winced as she finished, one hand stroking her hair. “It was a different time. A terrible time. There are so many stories of such significance, of those farthest extremes. Evil and love. Sacrifice, I suppose.”

“But they left one behind,” Gillian whispered. “They left an injured boy on the shore and rowed away.”

He opened his palms, beseeching her to accept. “But the Istoks weren’t soldiers, they were kids. They were desperate. Who knows what you or I would have done?”

“I would not have left a child behind. I didn’t leave Becky. I . . .” But she had left Becky. Sobs wracked her chest. Somewhere between the pain of the past and the mystery of the future lay all of an individual’s possibility, all of human potential. “I went back for her.”

He hugged her and held her as she tried to cry herself out.

It didn’t work. Gillian shook and became incomprehensible, red-faced, starting and stopping to talk, something about swearing she could do better if only she had the chance. Her chest was heaving as he finally held her at arm’s length, gently shaking her shoulders. She trembled, trying to stop, trying to tell him what she had to say. It was past time, but the finality made her bawl again.

He took her hand, then hesitated and focused past her shoulder. Gillian turned and saw Liz standing there with her child.

“Your door was open . . .” Their nonpaying tenant’s timid voice didn’t fit this room, this house, even though Gillian and Paul weren’t noisy people themselves. They just weren’t mice. Gillian squeezed her eyes shut for one second, quaking with fury.

“It’s all right,” Paul said to everyone.

“What . . . what’s going on?” Liz’s voice quavered. She asked her question with fear, like she was afraid of more than Gillian’s tears and tension and all that it might mean.

Gillian thought of Liz knowing that Gillian did not want her here. She felt like she was falling into a well of guilt, and she would drown. She couldn’t talk without crying so she didn’t try, just let her shoulders shake. She shook like a person dying of exposure, freezing to death.

Paul made a calming motion with one hand, squeezing Gillian’s hand with the other as he explained to Liz, “She got more information on a story she’s been looking into. A boy . . . was left behind.”

Liz muffled a pitiful squeal. “Please. Tell me. What happened? Did I . . .” She began gasping in panicked, croaking hiccups.

Gillian frowned at the mousy woman who seemed to grow more frightened each nanosecond. Why would Liz wonder if the drama involved her? Happening upon people upset in their own home did not make it her business. Not understanding a situation shouldn’t leave anyone thinking another’s calamity was linked to her.

Unable to speak, not trusting herself to be civil, Gillian waved to Paul and he explained more to this stepsister stranger. He spoke quietly, quickly, relating the sad details. The war, deportations, orphaning, a struggle to leave, shepherding other little ones along the way. The boat in the night, taking the children by twos into the sea. Men in the darkness, closing in.

Confusion clogged Liz’s face as she struggled to absorb Paul’s words.

Gillian shook her head, thinking of her own struggles. It was long, long ago. It was hard and buried and somehow immediate.

Liz bent over her baby’s burbling, wiggling form and lifted the child. “What happened—”

Gillian shouted the finish, “What happened was they left a boy. They left him alone in the dark, in the woods, in terrible danger. Just left him there.”

A horrific, keening shriek carrying everything unholy careened off the walls, the ceiling, made Gillian cringe, made Paul wince. The piercing scream was Liz’s, but it seemed to come from everywhere in the room, bouncing up and beating at them. The glass in their framed photographs on the walls shot the scream back, the walls seemed to bend. The potted ficus and trailing pothos leaves that often swayed with the air circulation of the furnace now seemed to respond to the scream, recoiling, wilting. The front windows, which often flexed when large trucks rumbled too fast down the street, shuddered as the ultra-decibel yell went on.

Paul’s wince involuntarily hiked his shoulders up to brace his head as he stared at the wretched woman.

Gillian felt herself drain, knew she’d gone pale.

Liz bolted through their house to the kitchen, escaping into the garage with her baby. It too started to shriek.

The screaming unhinged Gillian. She could not speak, thought she could not breathe. Don’t lose it, she told herself. Don’t hyperventilate. She clapped both hands over her nose and mouth, moaning softly as she tried, tried to keep it together.

Paul looked torn, his gaze switching back and forth between his slowly collapsing, mute wife and the kitchen door to the garage, where his stepsister had fled.

They could hear the baby screaming in the studio, frightened by its mother’s fear. Soon it wailed nonstop. Gillian brought her hands over her ears. Paul had to hear it for once.

“Baby crying. Baby crying.” Her lips moved, but her whisper was so soft, the words were inaudible. So she had to shout at Paul as he moved his face to hers, perplexed. “Baby! Crying!”

She thought of Igor, not much more than a baby, pictured him perhaps whimpering when he died, perhaps going in brave silence. She thought of the other little ones, legs dangling in the cold Black Sea while a boyish Alexandru Istok carried them from the shore to Agnes in the boat. She thought of Stefan, the boy they left behind, watching them as they rowed away, sealing his fate. Gillian crumpled, twisting to the floor.

Paul turned again, to the open front door, to Gillian folding herself into a tiny shape. Faced with the choice, he stayed with Gillian, murmured comforting words and stroked her back. But soon he suggested, “I should go check on her.”

“Go,” Gillian agreed.
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Gillian stared through the open front door at the uniformed police officer.

“Seattle police,” he said. “Ms. Brayton?”

Gillian shook her head and found her voice. “You have the wrong house. There’s no one here by that name.”

“I’m at the right house. I’m here to see Elizabeth Brayton.”

“I . . .” Gillian faltered. “What?”

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

Mute again, Gillian nodded. She realized she was still on the floor, wadded into as tiny a shape as she could manage. She didn’t know where Paul was, where Rima was, or how much time had passed since Liz’s soul-rending scream.

The cop looked down at Gillian then past her. She turned and saw Paul.

He hurried up and helped her to her feet. The cop watched this and glanced around.

“Where is Elizabeth?”

“This way,” Paul said, beckoning toward the kitchen.

Gillian shook her head, quivering. “Oh, Liz. I hadn’t heard that last name and . . .”

Lifting a hand to stop Paul, the cop turned back. “Ma’am, are you okay? You don’t seem okay.”

“I don’t know.”

The cop turned back to Paul. “And where is Ms. Brayton?”

Paul’s shoulders dropped, and he went through the kitchen door with the cop following. Gillian crept after them, wanting to know why the police were there, but feeling like a stalker, a bad, bad person.

Paul looked back, pointing to the circular staircase in the corner of the garage. “In the apartment up there.”

“What’s her relation to you?” the cop asked, crossing the garage.

Paul’s voice betrayed puzzlement. He cleared his throat. “Noth—she’s my step . . . my sister. She’s my sister. She’s been living in our studio.”

“You fighting with her tonight?” He had a foot on the first step.

“No, no,” Paul said.

“But you’re kicking her out?”

I am dirt, Gillian thought, watching them spiral up the stairs.

Paul held up his hands in defense, in explanation, glancing back at Gillian with a wry expression, following the cop. “She’s been staying here awhile. It was never meant to be permanent.”

“She said something to our dispatcher about having to leave, we had to come quick.” He was halfway up the stairs.

Gillian’s face set, honored that Paul refused to disparage her, wouldn’t rat her out about wanting Liz gone. He was in her corner, as always. How incomparably priceless and how undeserving his devotion to her felt.

“Uh huh,” the police officer said. “Do you have a landlord-tenant agreement with her?”

“No. Is this what this is about? She called you? She seemed so upset. I’ve been knocking, but she wouldn’t let me in.”

“So there was a little tiff today?” The cop’s voice came from the top of the stairs.

“No, no. My wife had an upsetting day at work. She was crying. Liz came in, saw Gillian—my wife—upset and then she got upset, but I don’t know why. We have no idea what Liz is upset about. She screamed and went up to her place, up to our studio apartment where she’s been staying. I didn’t know she’d called the police.”

Gillian could only see the men’s legs now. She held her breath as the officer called out, “Seattle Police,” when he knocked. Then Liz let both men inside.

She heard the child crying.

She wanted to vanish.
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After a time, Paul came down the stairs alone. Gillian startled and rushed back into the house. When he found her on the living room loveseat, Paul faced her but stood silent.

“There’s more,” she said, too worn out to ask.

Paul sat beside her, quiet.

She could wait him out. She did.

Paul sighed. “All right. She . . . Liz had a husband. Has a husband, it turns out. He was abusive. She ran away from him, but when she was leaving him, she saw something or did something that was, well, I don’t know what it was, but it’s why she called the police. And now they want a formal statement. And she has to speak to what they called the originating jurisdiction. It seems this whatever-it-was occurred in another county, out west, across the water, on the peninsula.”

Gillian shook her head.

“There’s more,” Paul said. “Now it’s your turn. There’s more to it. To us. Please talk to me.”

But they were interrupted by the cop knocking loudly on the door frame and a-hemming at them.

“Yes?” Paul asked.

The cop looked at Gillian. “Ma’am? I’m about to take a recorded statement from Ms. Brayton. Would you be willing to sit with her while I do that?”

Gillian shook her head. “There’s no way she’d want me there.”

“She requested you. Sometimes, with these things, a person feels more comfortable talking with another person there. Would you please do this?”

Paul looked at her and gave a barely discernible nod of encouragement.

Gillian felt her jaw tighten, but she rose to follow.

The officer looked at Paul. “Ms. Brayton’s son is crying and I need to record this statement. Will you—”

Paul shot a hand up to interrupt, nodding. “I’ll take care of the child.”

The three of them went into the garage and up the steps. In the studio, Liz sat at the little dinette, her child wailing on the floor an arm’s length away. The boy reached for his mother when Paul lifted him. He was still reaching for her when Paul carried him away, down the stairs to the main house, cooing comfort.

Gillian sat where the officer indicated with a sweep of his hand, in the chair beside Liz. He said some rapid official words into a recorder and told Liz to describe her last night on the peninsula. Gillian cocked her head at the monotone description of a chase, threats, blows, kicks, and being terrified her son would be orphaned or killed when her husband killed her, then somehow a boy’s voice in the dark made her husband stop killing her, set her free.

Gillian’s head spun and she couldn’t take it all in.

Then the officer asked Liz to recount prior assaults.

Liz described occasions when her husband raped her. And because Gillian had promised the officer she’d be quiet, she wept in silence.

When the cop ended the official statement, he asked Liz for the clothes she’d been wearing the night of the last assault. She rose and retrieved a folded garment sitting apart from her other clothes on the shelf by the Murphy bed.

The cop held it high in one hand, allowing it to drape. Gillian looked at the housedress, long-sleeved, a red paisley print, ripped and dirty at the knees. There were other stains, reddish-brown drops at the collar, chest, and knees. He spread it out on the floor, photographed it, then placed it into a clear plastic bag that he closed with tape marked: Evidence.

Gillian opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

“Thank you for being here, ma’am,” the cop said to Gillian. “You can go back downstairs.”

In the kitchen, Paul glanced up from feeding the child bits of banana. Gillian looked away in an instant, unable to meet his gaze. He scooped up the boy, saying, “Let’s go see your mommy.”

Gillian retreated to the living room, stayed there when Paul came back. She heard him making maté. A few minutes later, she saw the blue-uniformed police officer escort Liz and her child outside. He had the dress in the evidence bag tucked under one elbow. In each hand he held stuffed white plastic garbage bags. Liz held her son in one arm and two bags in the other. Gillian’s vision was blurry through the rain-spattered window, through her swollen eyelids.

They were getting in the police car.

She ran for the front door, startling Paul, and flung it open.

“Wait!” she screamed.

But the police car was pulling away, with Liz and her child in the backseat.

In the street, in the rain, Gillian stared up at the empty window above the garage.

She opened the garage door, ran up the studio steps, and pushed the door open. Empty. Every trace of Liz and her child had vanished.
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“There’s more,” Paul said again. “It’s your turn.”

The sky rumbled outside. They were on the loveseat. He had a bombilla filled with strong, steeping maté. She had nothing. She had nothing to say.

“Gillian, where did the police take her?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then what is going on with us? Can you tell me that?”

She shook her head. “If there’s no point in trying, if you cannot get what you want . . .” Her halfhearted effort petered out.

“Trying?”

“I ache for a very different kind of life than what . . . we have.” She’d thought she’d remember something work-related, probably a spectacular photo, as the defining moment of her life, but no. It was this, now.

This is the part I’ve really dreaded, she thought. This is where we part.

I will not find a man as good as Paul again.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Sorry it’s worked out this way and sorry for the way I’ve been, but I’m leaving you.”





CHAPTER 22

The kid escaping out his bedroom window and running off was not Ben’s first guess. By the time he’d run around the house, hollered for Greer in every direction, come back in the front door to ask Ryan if the boy had come in, caught up again with Deputy Osten who stood looking in the side yard, he was yelling for Greer as loud as he could.

“Well, Jesus Christ, we’re not going to lose the kid on my watch,” he snapped at Ryan and the deputy. “Find him.”

“I’ll check inside the house again,” Ryan said. He threw the front door open again and ran up the stairs.

“The barn,” Osten said, pointing at Ben. He squatted down to peer at low spots under vehicles and bushes. “I’ll look outside the house more.”

Three grown men running laps, Ben fumed. He ran to the pasture that flanked the ancient barn and counted noses. The pony, old Tib, the draft team. Clipper was gone.

Sweat made his chest clammy right away, cold sweat. A breeze sifted the air on a forty-degree, sunless day. How had they not heard hoofbeats? Perhaps Greer had ridden away at a walk? He must have gone to the woods beyond the pasture. Any other direction would have let them see a boy on horseback, even with the elapsed minutes.

Deep in the field, turning at the edge of the woods, Ben heard noises in every direction. The deputy strode down the driveway, calling Greer’s name. A muffled echo resonated from the house where Ryan hollered for Greer inside. The horses snorted softly in mild consternation. Branches cracked farther into the woods.

Ben whirled to wave at the house for attention, then ran deep into the trees, pelting toward the rustling in the woods.

“Greer?” he called to nothing. “Hey, Greer, buddy. Wait up.”

Relief flickered as the gelding’s body became visible, but fear flared as the horse trotted away, weaving through trees, under little or no control. Greer bobbed on Clipper’s back, a lump tucked up tight over the withers. Then Ben lost sight of them, gone like a mirage. He snaked through the trees.

“Greer! Stop. Right now,” Ben ordered into the woods.

There, down the slope, behind the clump of cedars.

I’m going to spook the horse if I keep running at them, he realized.

Clipper hesitated, ears pinned in reaction to the boy’s drumming heels on his ribs, curving his neck to nicker at Ben.

The horse wants to go back to the barn, Ben decided, murmuring reassurance as he eased up to the gelding.

A branch broke under Ben’s heel. He stumbled.

“Steady, boy,” he called. “Greer? Sit tight. Wait for me.” His voice was shakier than he’d hoped.

Ben gulped as he approached. The horse wore nothing, no saddle, no bridle. Absolutely nothing told Clipper to stand, to hold steady under the rider. Clipper flicked his ears. Ben watched the horse deliberate in its horse-way: To bolt, wander, or wait?

He moved faster, still thirty feet to go. “Greer, hop down from him. Right now.”

Greer sobbed into the horse’s neck, eyes screwed tight, shutting out the world.

Closing the distance to the horse, Ben grabbed the boy’s arm.

“No!” Greer’s shriek sent Clipper’s eye wide, the white showing, ears swiveling, and tail wringing. The boy knotted his fingers through the thick mane.

“Sh, shush,” Ben whispered, one hand on the horse’s neck, the other on Greer’s waist, considering the options. Forcibly yank the boy off or not?

Greer whimpered something unintelligible, his face wet, angry, and terrified, lips moving. The fingers of both hands wound tighter into the black mane.

Ben unbuckled his belt, slipped it off, then around the horse’s neck.

“Just sit tight, buddy. We’re going back to the house now.” He started leading the horse at a walk, his right arm under its jaw, palm over its nose, talking softly all the while to beast and boy. Then Clipper froze.

Osten stood there with a halter and lead rope, Ryan on his heels. Ben inclined his head to indicate Ryan should walk beside the boy on the other side of the horse. Osten haltered the horse and turned his back, walking away with the lead rope in hand and aplomb the horse was happy to follow. It took some time to bring them all the way out of the woods and through the pasture, but Ben shook his head at Ryan and Osten near the barn. To the house.

Osten opened the gate and led Clipper through. Ryan shooed the other horses away and relatched the gate. At the house, Osten tied Clipper to the apple tree nearest the front door.

Ben reached up, arms open. Greer shook his head.

“Come on, buddy. We’re going back inside.” Ben didn’t make it an order, just a matter-of-fact statement.

Greer cast a frightful look at the other two men. Ryan looked away. Osten did too, whistling like he was out for an afternoon walk.

At last Ben pulled the boy from the horse’s back and led him inside by the hand.

The deputy sat down first, in the middle of the sofa, looking out the window. Ben caught his eye and nodded at the way the man checked any urge to bull into getting the kid sorted out. Ryan, too, nodded at Ben. What now?

Ben considered this with a sideways look, hesitating as he replayed in his mind what he’d heard. “You said . . .” he beckoned to Greer.

Silence was not what they wanted, but what they got. A confused little kid rubbed his eyes and blinked, plunked down in a chair by his big brother.

“Clipper,” Greer said, his eyes wide.

Ben smiled at him. He was pretty sure this was the first time Greer had been on a horse since the night he fell off. The night he fell off.

“Clipper’s right outside, buddy. He’s tied up. He’s fine.”

Greer’s fingers gripped the edge of his chair.

Ben watched his brother’s face. “Want some milk?”

“Love some,” Osten called.

Ryan and Nate exchanged another look again, one that Ben acknowledged with an eyebrow. The kid was glass. Ben shot his partner a look, then glanced at Greer, then again at Ryan, thinking: Don’t let him leave.

Ryan nodded.

Ben went into the kitchen, grabbed a stack of glasses and the milk carton. Back at the dining table, he set out four glasses, pouring.

“So, Ryan,” Osten said, his tone conversational. He pointedly didn’t look at Greer as he went on, “You thought Harold Brayton killed his wife?”

“I sure did,” Ryan said, keeping his gaze on the deputy. “But maybe he didn’t kill her. I was concerned for her, that’s why I talked to you. But now I wonder if I was wrong, if maybe he didn’t kill her.”

Greer sat up while Ryan spoke, entranced. He blinked at his big brother. Ben smiled and raised his glass of milk at the boy.

“I’ve been wondering all this time what happened to her,” Osten said.

“She drove away.” Raucous, painful bawling shook Greer’s body. He pushed his chair back and sank to the floor, surrounded by three men. “He was going to.”

“He was going, also?” Osten said. “Where was he going?”

“He didn’t kill her.” The boy’s tone was absolute. “But he was going to.”

“What do you know, little brother?” Ben asked.

“That he was going to kill her.” Greer shot wild, flashing looks that three somber men struggled to comprehend.

Osten asked, “When did this happen?”

“Long time ago,” the boy admitted, miserable. “Start of winter.”

Ben stared at his brother, then at Ryan, whose mouth was open. Nate Osten looked at Greer then away, still not pressuring.

“He’s known all this time. Something,” Ben said.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Ryan puzzled, squinting at the boy with the others, stepping backward to crash onto a dining chair. “How could he know?”

“If he was going to kill her, why didn’t he?” Osten asked the room, not questioning the boy, making it sound like a jaw-stroking muse.

Greer looked at the deputy. “’Cause I stopped him.”

Osten nodded peaceably. “How did you stop him?”

“He had a big revolver in his truck. Not like Papa’s, no trigger guard. I picked up the gun and told him to stop. He was kicking her in the stomach. She was on the ground. I told her to go. She drove away. He told me to put the gun down and I did, and he got really mad and shoved me into—”

A chair scraped as Ben lurched back to his feet. Ryan still stared open-mouthed at Greer, then grabbed Ben’s arm when Ben made fists. Ben forced his hands straight and knelt by Greer.

Osten raised a silencing hand. First they had to clear the way for the kid, open the path too-long blocked. “Why didn’t you tell before?”

“He said he’d kill everyone if I told,” the boy whispered and started panting. “He will kill everyone. He will. We’ve got to go. Let’s go—”

“Greer.” Ben snapped his fingers in the boy’s face. “Listen to me. Answer me. Who’s everyone? What did he mean?”

Greer waved his hands around. “Everyone. Momma and Papa and you and Clara and Doug and Emma and Frankie. My whole entire family. I promised not to tell. I swore. I didn’t mean to tell. He’ll kill everybody. He swore. We’ve got to go.” He turned to bolt again but this time Ben grabbed him, fingers seizing the boy’s shirt, stretching it out, pulling him close.

Osten stood and said, “I promise you’re safe and your family is safe.”

“Nobody’s going to hurt us, buddy.” Ben held the kicking, wailing boy so tightly he thought he might hurt him.
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“Caroline, it’s Ben. Is my mom there?” Ben stood in the kitchen, his voice low but pressing on the phone. It was just dark outside, early evening. He’d told his folks he’d watch Greer ’til bedtime. They had time off.

“No, I haven’t seen her today. She called last night. Are you all right? You sound—”

“Just listen,” Ben told her. And then he listed what he wanted, pausing for her to murmur that she was keeping up with understanding his requests.

Find Ardy and Bella. Don’t stop looking ’til you have them. Send them home. Call in the cavalry, everybody. Here’s the deal with Greer: he saw a crime last fall, stopped it, set a woman free. Then the man grabbed him, knocked him around, and threatened to kill the whole family if Greer told. So the kid kept his mouth shut.

He heard Caroline breathing hard on the phone. “You’ve called the police?”

“There’s a deputy here right now.”

“They’ve got to find out who did this.”

“A guy named Brayton. Harold Brayton.” Ben turned the phone, stepped around the kitchen trying to get better reception because it suddenly sounded dead. “Hello? Caroline?”

“That’s my boss, Ben.”

The shifts in the world were not over.
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“I need to do a short official interview with your little brother,” Osten told him.

Ben hesitated, wondered if he should wait for his parents. I’ve got this, he’d assured them when he told the folks to take some time for themselves.

“I want to be present in the room.”

“Of course. No problem. He can sit on your lap. Just be quiet. Don’t prompt him in any way.”

Ben nodded. “You want anything? Tea? Water?”

It had been hard to offer hospitality when he did not know what the deputy was doing in the house. He wanted to make up for earlier. And he wondered aloud why Greer had managed to tell Deputy Osten what had haunted him all winter. Because he was armed? Because he was outside the family circle?

Osten shrugged. “The little man was afraid.”

They went to the dining table where Ryan waited with Greer. Ben and Ryan sat in silence to allow Osten to record a short interview. Greer was solemn and compliant. After he answered Osten’s questions, Greer mouthed something soundless.

Ben leaned in. “Greer, it’s hard for me to hear what you’re saying. Turn your face to me and say it slowly, okay?”

A whisper came back. “I wish I was a grown-up, a man.”

“Buddy, I think you are going to grow up to be the finest man I’ll ever know. The bravest and kindest. It comes from you being one of the very best people I have ever met in my life. You carry all that promise inside you already.”

“You sure do,” Ryan said, tousling Greer’s hair.

“Mmm,” Osten grunted. “Ben, this brother of yours is going to be one hell of a good man.”

If the cop was just going along, Ben thought, he was doing a damn good job of it. He kept his grip on Greer while Osten whistled his way outside, using the portable radio, then a cell phone, plunking down in his SUV.
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Ben opened the front door for Caroline and Malcolm. The house was filling, more than a half-dozen people milled about.

“My,” Malcolm said.

“Yes, well,” Caroline said. “When the Donners come in . . .”

“. . . the room fills,” Ben finished.

They were plotting at the table, in the kitchen, in the great room, in the hallway, talking on top of each other. Ben and Ryan. Bella and Ardy and his mother, who called for heads on a platter. Doug and Maddie, who said that Clara and Wes were on their way. And now Caroline and Malcolm. Ben’s rendition of the events didn’t do enough to achieve clarity. They all needed to hear it again and again, asking questions. But plain English hardly portrayed the inconceivable.

Caroline’s hands shook and tears formed as she heard the details. “I can’t believe it. I’m going to vomit. I was here with Maddie when that child came home that night.”

Ben leaned down and wrapped both arms around her. “You and Malcolm, you measure up.”

She managed a smile. “You and Ryan, too.”

Pink paisley crossed the porch in front of the front window, then Emma walked in the door. “What’s going on? Why’s Clipper tied up outside?”

Bella gave Emma a meaningful look and flicked her gaze to Greer. Emma cocked her head.

“I tied him up,” Osten said, leaving the crowd. “I’ll put him back with you, fill you in. These good folk can get their joking done.”

When Greer followed Emma outside, Bella and Ardy started to reach for the boy, but Ben put a hand on each parent. “It’s all right. Let him put the horse away.”

Osten followed Greer but turned at the door and spoke in a low tone. “At this point, there isn’t enough to charge Brayton with a misdemeanor assault. I need corroboration. I’m going to see Brayton, and I’ll be back. Can you all stay put and not stir things up for an hour?”

[image: image]

Kill him, string him up, pummel him. Ben grinned as the family talked it up one side and down the other that afternoon, right in front of Greer. The deputy had promised the boy safety over and over. Talks always got muddled.

Ryan pulled Ben aside. “I was a dick about Greer. I really didn’t think much about his behavior, his stress over . . . since that night he got lost.”

“We all missed it.”

“I still feel like a dick.”

Ben laughed and hugged him. Then Clara was calling on his cell, saying she was ten minutes out.

“As soon as she gets here, can we go string this guy up?” Emma wanted to know.

“Sure,” Ryan soothed, shooting a glance at his partner. “We’ll go kill him.”

Caroline said that Clara had been spitting mad on the phone when Caroline called her, incredulous that someone held a threat over Greer’s head, and they’d all been ignorant of the boy’s problem.

Emma brought food and more food in from her car and helped her mom pull more from the kitchen to feed the horde.

“These are great, Em.” Ben raised a handful of her cookies in salute and brought some to the sofa. “Hey Greer, you okay?”

Greer nodded but admitted in Ben’s ear, “I was so scared.”

“You’re safe,” Ben said. “We’re all safe.”

The boy climbed onto the armrest, drawn to the many conversations. Some of his big brothers and sisters looked uncomfortable that he should hear their discussion, but Greer seemed to revel in them talking about it, in the comfort and relief of them knowing. Ben shook his head at the thought of his little brother’s hard-fought effort to keep it together. He didn’t want to leave the boy’s side. Someone sat by him every moment, holding his hand, an arm over his thin shoulders, some connection. They would not lose the connection. Every one of them quelled his fears about Harold Brayton coming to the house to enact his threat.

Emma stood by the sofa to hug and hold Greer.

“You’re getting so big,” Maddie told him, swooping in on her little brother-in-law’s other side, kissing the top of his head. She put a hand on her belly and arched her back to stick her stomach out. “Look, I’m showing. And you are going to be the most terrific uncle.”

Clara burst in the door, Wes at her side, and made vivid descriptions of running Harold Brayton through a wood chipper. She said she could rent one in town. Wes nodded his agreement, as there wasn’t much else a married-into-the-Donners man could say.

Ben’s cell vibrated again. When he hung up, he thrilled his parents with, “Frankie’s coming home, soon as he can.”

“Really?” Bella asked, delighted.

“I mean, temp, for Greer,” he explained. No permanent Frankie-at-home, but bless that he’d come in for the baby of the family. Of course he would.

“Oh, yes.” Bella nodded.

Ardy was trying to get a head count. “Who’s picking Frankie up?”

Clara was fuming now. “Oh, he’ll get himself here. If he doesn’t go straight to that Brayton fellow first and beat the crap out of him.”

Ben shook his head. “Beat up isn’t enough. He threatened Greer, roughed him up, held this over his head all these months. And for what? Because he’s a bully and a wife beater to boot?” He burned, thinking about Brayton accosting his little brother.

Ardy wondered aloud how, really how, to keep them all safe. The man threatened his child, was going to murder a woman, threatened the whole family. He nodded grimly. “I want to know where he lives, what his car looks like. I want to be able to keep my eyes open.”

“Maybe we should call the office,” Clara said to Wes, who nodded agreement. “Get a legal opinion from one of the criminal lawyers on this.”

Caroline thought Brayton might not stay in town. “I’d like to kill him with my bare hands,” she said. Her every muscle tensed as she stewed. “How dare he? How dare anyone even conceive of harming that boy, of harming any child? And that woman who left Greer, whoever she is, I’d like to kill her, too.”

Ben saw her obsession with the woman build as bits of the story were parceled out, and he chuckled at how she’d learned to love the Donners’ rough talk. Love it.

Malcolm looked at his bride and didn’t say a word. Those Donners, they had an effect on people.

“What do you think, Mr. D—Ardy?” Ryan asked. “Haven’t you hated what you don’t understand?”

“Then I learned to understand.”

Bella made soothing noises. Clara was on the phone, saying a restraining order would help.

Emma said in a reasonable tone, “I guess it’s not ours to judge.”

Ben helped himself to some tapenade and crackers she plated. “This is quite a spread, Em. Thanks.”

Greer asked the room full of family, “What’s going to happen?”

Ben felt a wry smile tug on the corners of his mouth. It was the “going to” that counted. Brayton was going to kill his wife. Going to mattered. It mattered almost as much as actually doing something. Greer was going to keep the secret forever to protect his family. He was going to be good, so good, for so long. Nobody could be that good forever. It was exhausting.

“Let’s wait and see what the police say, buddy.”

Emma looked beyond the window. “Oh, he looks better in plainclothes, doesn’t he? But he looks good like that.”

Ben turned as she opened the door and let the now-uniformed deputy inside.

“So, a couple of developments,” Osten told them. “Look, we’re talking about misdemeanor assaults here.”

“But he was carrying a gun during a domestic violence assault,” Clara said.

Osten shook his head. “Brayton didn’t pull a gun. Greer did.”

The boy stepped forward and asked, “Am I in trouble?”

“Not a chance,” Doug said. “Not at all. Not while I’m around.”

Osten gave a grim smile. “Look, the prosecutor will try for jail time, but the crimes were months back. Whether it goes in front of a jury or a judge, a time lapse tends to diminish sentencing. Brayton has no record either. First time offender, clean nose. He’ll be released O.R. and—”

“O.R.?” they asked.

“On recognizance. He’ll be released on his own recognizance. That’s after charging, before a trial. And then at sentencing, which is after he’s found guilty, he’ll get mostly a suspended sentence, a token few days, and sent to an anger management class.”

“If that man gets some kind of deal, gets a plea bargain . . .” Bella fretted. “Besides, who can watch out twenty-four hours a day, every day?”

“He grabbed Greer,” Ryan said. “Threw him around, roughed him up.”

Osten nodded. “You’re describing an assault. The boy’s clear. He gives a consistent statement. But there has to be some kind of corroborating evidence, and we’re too far past things for physical evidence like scuff marks at the scene or marks on Greer. The only possible corroboration would be a matching statement. And of course, the only other person who was there denies what Greer says.”

“Denies it?” Ardy asked.

Osten nodded. “We’ve confronted Brayton about this and he just flat denies it. So, no matching statement. No confession.”

“That woman was there,” Ben said. “You’ve got to find her.”

The rest of the family echoed him.

The deputy held up a hand. “First of all, according to Greer, she wasn’t there when Brayton assaulted him. That happened after she left. Greer can corroborate an assault on her, but there’s no one to corroborate the assault on Greer.”

Caroline shook her head. “How could that woman leave him there?”

“And second of all, we found her.”

Oohs and aahs and yells again. Osten waved a hand to get them back on track. He held a finger to his lips and pulled out his recorder, giving Ben a look.

Ben stood before his family like a conductor, hands wide and they fell silent, watching.

Osten squatted in front of Greer. “Can you describe what the woman was wearing?”

“It was night,” Greer said. “It was dark.”

“Try hard.”

“A dress . . .” He thought some more and pointed at Emma’s shirt. “Her dress had shapes kind of like flowers, swirly shapes like that. They were red.”

Osten smiled and closed out his statement with a few official-sounding words. He pulled a notebook from his hip pocket and opened it to a page with three words. Everybody crowded around to see what was written.

Red paisley dress.

“That’s as good as it gets,” Osten told Greer. “You’re a hero. I have Brayton on domestic violence, an assault on his wife.”

Clara and Emma and Maddie mobbed Greer in hugs.

“Brayton won’t be able to have guns anymore,” Clara told them.

Osten looked away.

Doug caught the dodge and cornered him. “It’s just a law.”

Osten nodded. “Conviction will take away his gun rights. Even before, it’s likely that the judge will order him to relinquish guns upon formal charges being filed. He has a .357, and he’ll be ordered to give it up.”

Doug folded his arms and told Osten, “You know better than that.”

“What?” Clara asked.

Doug gave her a look. “It’s not that Brayton can’t have guns. It’s just that it will be illegal for him to have them. The law doesn’t change what a man will do. It was illegal for him to beat his wife, to threaten Greer.”

In the hallway, Osten told Ben, Bella, and Ardy how the gaps were filled. “It’s already been verified by Seattle PD. They’ve got a woman claiming things that are matching up. They dispatched a street officer and say she sounds a little amped up over this, too.”

“Like, now?” Ben asked. “This is happening right now?”

“Right now. They took a statement from her. They have her ripped, bloody dress with dirt stains on it.”

Ardy whistled. “You think it’s her? The wife?”

“It’s her, verified.”

There was more joshing about killing.

“Enough,” Ardy said. “Brayton. Where’s he live?”

Osten hesitated, then nodded, waving toward the east. “Way the other side of town, ten miles from here as the crow flies, at least fifteen miles to drive. That newer gated development with the cul-de-sacs that back right up to that far piece of state land.”

Ardy nodded. “Okay. What’s his car look like?”

Osten pursed his lips and nodded at Ben and Ryan. “It looks like mine. A Chevy Tahoe and a GMC Yukon look almost identical. His is black.”

Ben winced, realizing why Osten’s personal car at the house had provoked Greer into hyperventilating.

“A big dark SUV?” Maddie frowned. “You know, the night Greer was lost, I saw a vehicle like that driving by. It was before Greer came home, but not long before.”

Ryan whistled. “Wow. The fucker drove by this place. Now I really do want to kill the guy.”

“We should definitely get him,” Ben agreed. “He hurt Greer, threatened him.”

Bella shook her head. “Don’t even joke about it anymore. That’s not how we want to be measured.”

Osten too got fed up with their talk of killing and told them all to shut up about it. He left, telling Ben to calm things down.

Ben nodded but wondered how far to trust. Could a bureaucracy, a state system that meant to punish a person for transgressions like Harold Brayton’s, measure up? No, that’s all. No. But the vigilantism requisite in righting a wrong, preventing expected future damage, was a barrier beyond which almost none tread. They were Donners and they talked rough, but they didn’t harm.

Every time anyone talked about how extraordinary it was, how awful things had been for Greer, how surprising it was that Harold Brayton was a wife beater, Caroline came back to one question.

“But how could that woman leave a boy in the woods alone with a man like that?”

Emma still marveled about the bank president as the room crowded and quieted at turns. “Why would anyone do something like that? He’s come into the coffee shop, seemed like a regular guy.”

Ben shrugged. “But maybe you never really know someone.”

“You know them,” Doug said, shaking his head while Maddie nodded. “You spend enough time, you can see all sides, even when there’s a part they keep hidden most of the time.”

Ben wanted to explain it to him, and this was the most Doug had offered on the subject. “But maybe you can never see it all. There are parts you see but you never, ever see it all. Ever seen the back of the moon?”

“It sees me,” Doug said. “It’s got my back, all the time.”





CHAPTER 23

Gillian cast about and opened her palms as she paced the bedroom, seeking an analogy, some way to explain herself to her husband. “You scheme and plan for how to travel to Mars. It won’t happen in your lifetime, right? Your life’s work, what you really want, it will never happen and yet you go on. You go to the U and work for something you’ll never get. How do you do that? And why?”

Paul gave a crooked grin. “Getting to Mars probably isn’t the difficulty. Rather like getting to the moon in the sixties. They figured out how they could get there, good theory, good science.”

“Getting to the moon wasn’t the problem?”

“No. The difficulty was getting back.”

Getting back. Coming out the other side. Coming home. Gillian closed her eyes. “So you won’t get back from Mars. Not in your lifetime.”

He nodded assent. “Probably not. Things happen, things change. Fresh minds, new ideas. We’ll see, won’t we? Time will tell.”

“And if time has told?” she said, her voice dull as she eyed him.

“What aren’t you telling me?” He gave one downward nod of his head, asking.

Sorrow shook her voice. “It’s not what you planned. It’s not what I planned on either,” she said in a rush. “I know people with bad parents can make bad parents and I didn’t want to do that. It’s just too much of a risk, I always thought. For me. Becky managed. That seemed like enough. But I want, I want my own . . .” She stopped, embarrassed at her keening.

Silent Paul. He waited for the other shoe to drop, his face serious and patient.

“I want a child.” And she wept with shame at her longing. She couldn’t see him, how he responded, because her eyes were closed.

“Oh, Gillian.”

As desire built, she’d come to feel it would break her if she didn’t heed the call. She’d thought admitting it out loud for the first time might break her as well. She repeated the four words to see if they were just as painful on the second try. “I want a child.”

The want bore so deeply, Gillian sank onto their bed and bawled. Paul cleared his throat. He pressed his face into her hair. He pressed his body against hers and stroked her back.

“It’s not what you planned on,” Gillian said, once her voice was level. “Certainly not what I . . . oh, I never knew I’d want one, ache for one. I know you don’t want one. You knew you didn’t, before we ever met. And I certainly didn’t before. I was afraid of the idea. I stayed away from it on purpose. I didn’t ever want to want one. But . . . I do. I want a child. I want a child.”

She had so long rejected the idea, it was gutting to transfer the forbidden into a must-have.

As forbidden as indiscretion was in Paul Cohen’s world, incomplete discussion ranked worse. He would talk it to death, but she’d already thought it through.

Now he told Gillian how she’d hurt him. “And you wouldn’t even discuss your thoughts with me, your desires.”

“You’d be in your seventies by the time a kid hit college.”

“Maybe I could get him out of high school in three years. And maybe she could skip a year of elementary school. Maybe he’d take summer school. Like I did.” Paul smiled wider with each suggestion. “Enough of those tricks and we could get him-her graduated almost before she-he is born.”

She pushed herself away from him, searching his face for understanding.

He smiled, gave a slight dip of his chin, and explained, “Well, I did it. Went to college at sixteen. My child could, too . . . if I had one.”

“You would consider having a child?” Gillian was openmouthed in shock.

He nodded, a twisted grin playing at the corners of his lips.

She shook her head in disbelief. “Have you ever considered it? Having one? Being a father?”

“Well, I’ve considered that I’m married to a thirty-three-year-old woman who looks as fertile as anything and is a natural mother.”

She shook her head furiously, derailed by this unexpected direction of the baby conversation, the revelations. “I am not a natural mother, except maybe a naturally bad mother. I would be terrible, you know.”

Laughter shook him.

“Please, don’t,” Gillian asked.

“Ah, well, as a selling point, you might have skipped that self-assessment, endearingly inaccurate as it is.”

“Oh, I’m an ass.”

“Gillian, my Gillian. Why didn’t you talk to me? Couldn’t you?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t. I couldn’t ask you. I couldn’t face myself, my want. Not for the longest time. My parents . . .” Perhaps experiencing a lack of love as a child was an account that could never be corrected, but the loss did not have to direct the future, and it was better if it didn’t.

Paul held her as they talked now and she clung right back, listening to his heartbeat, his words. “So you kept this inside, kept this from me, from us?”

“I was dead wrong,” she admitted, seeing it all clearly now.

“Why did you finally face it? What helped you try?”

“This thing with Liz pushed me over the edge, I think.”

“This thing with Liz? Her screaming and getting so upset?”

ePaul’s face straightened to grave severity. “How much of your dread is coming from your experience with your parents?”

“Oh. Umm . . .” Her long, soft exhalation felt like the beginning of absolution. “All of it, I suppose.”

“You would be, you will be, an immeasurably better parent than either of them. You are not them.”

“That’s what I hope, but I’m terrified. And yet, I don’t want to miss my chance.” She was babbling now and took a deep breath to try to get clearer.

“Your chance?”

“I want a child.”

“Listen to me, Gillian, my love. We can have a child.”

She cried. It had never seemed in the realm of possibility. Not with her iron outlook, her wants that she confused with needs, her wants and needs that she ignored. And not with Paul, not ever with Paul. He was over fifty, had made his choice before they met.

Oh, Paul, how badly have I mistaken you? She felt crimson and drained. “I didn’t think it was possible for us.”

“Ah, but we’re Silly-Philly’s godparents. It’s no small thing. It’s a willingness to be parents.”

“Ah,” she said, deciding that she liked using this Paul-speak. Liked sinking to the bed and pressing into him. “You really are a kind, generous person. More than I deserve.”

“Gillian, you deserve your happiness.”

“I . . . love you.”

He responded immediately. “I love you.”

“I know. I never doubted that. I made the mistake of my life in not appreciating you. It was so wrong, I—” She lurched to her feet, grabbed the phone, shaking it, momentarily stuck for words with the thought.

“What?” Paul asked.

“I was so wrong.” Then she called the police and asked where the officer who had been to their house took Liz and her child.

“To a women’s shelter, ma’am,” the dispatcher said. “We do not disclose that address.”

“I’ve made a terrible mistake,” Gillian said. “Please let her know she is welcome here. We’ll come get her or she can jump in a cab and we’ll pay for it when she gets here. She’s very welcome here. Please tell her.”

She hung up after the dispatcher promised to relay the message, and she cried without tears, shaking and hiccupping as she told Paul.

“Is there anything else we can do?” he asked, pulling her close to sit on the bed.

She shook her head. “We have to wait.” Like waiting for a photo to develop, she thought.

An hour later, drowsing in Paul’s arms, she rose to her feet again. There was something she could do. She dug into her purse for the envelope with the Hellman award. She turned the check over and started to sign it payable to Liz.

“What’s her last name, Paul?”

He wasn’t there. He’d gone downstairs to open the garage door and meet the cab. She heard their low voices on the studio steps.
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“There was no hurricane,” Gillian said when he finally came back.

“Her own personal kind of disaster,” Paul said.

“Yes,” Gillian agreed.

“You know that godparent thing? Liz asked. She seems to think her world is about over and she asked me if we’d take care of her kids—did you know she’s pregnant?—if something happened to her.”

“What? What did you say?”

“I . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck, bowing his head. “I didn’t know what to say and—”

“And?”

“And I said yes.” He gave her a helpless look.

“You said yes,” Gillian repeated, feeling her pounding head relent. He said yes to her as well, yes to the impossible.

“You know Myron and Becky are trying to have another?” Paul said. “Get you rolling and I’ll have three pregnant women in my life. What could be better?”

Gillian roared at that and wiped away the tears in the corners of her eyes.

He explained how the police in some podunk little town two hours away on the peninsula needed to re-interview Liz, but matters were settling. The Seattle police officer helped her get a restraining order that temporarily banned the abusive husband from coming to Paul and Gillian’s property.

Gillian thought about Liz using Paul’s last name, disappearing here in Seattle, ridding herself of the car, not using the credit cards or iPhone, subsisting on a bit of cash Paul provided, and finding an under-the-table job. Hiding. She nodded as he talked about being more involved in his stepsister’s life, about her needing family, and about how they had to get to the bottom of what was going on with her, see what she needed, help the lost lamb before they helped themselves forward.

She zipped up the steps to tell Liz that they cared and to give her the envelope with the check.

The baby was asleep.

“William,” Liz told Gillian. “I called him Billy. My husband called him Bit. He called me Bitsy.”

It didn’t sound nice, the way she said it.

“Do you know what I did?” Liz asked. “Do you get it?”

Gillian shook her head and extended one hand to Liz’s shoulder.

“When my husband caught me trying to leave, I ended up trapped on a dead-end dirt road in the forest and a boy came out of the woods and allowed me to escape.”

Gillian shook her head. “I really don’t understand that.”

Liz had tears in her eyes. “I didn’t either. But I know now I left him there. I left the boy. I left him there alone with my husband, who was in a rage. He got into such rages. I have to talk to that boy’s people. I don’t know how I’ll face them, but I have to. The policeman said that the boy is okay, but I don’t know how I . . .”

Gillian hugged Liz. “I’ll go with you, if you like.”

“You would do that?”

“Of course. Don’t think about it. Don’t worry. You’re home and safe and we can talk again in the morning.”
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Paul surprised her at the bottom of the steps. “It stopped raining. Can we go outside and check the stars?”

“Of course.” She hadn’t gone with him to look at the sky in so long.

Paul got blankets and they spent hours in the two chaise lounges. And now as they shared the night, she also talked of her want for a child, and he floored her again with his willingness, his commitment to her.

When they were first together, they used to bundle up and he’d point out those natural satellites by the dozen, telling her names that very few people knew.

Avraham and Yakov Tulchinskaya. Garik Reiner. Igor. Stefan David. Yad Vashem was right to want the names remembered. At last sure of her future, Gillian found power, enough to return to the Istoks’ past.
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She drove past the bow shop at a crawl, saw Alex in the window, and went straight to the Istok house.

“It is you I’ve come to see,” Gillian told Agnes, pounding on the front door again, shouting back to the drunken hollers of “He’s not here.” She held the Bantam Anastigmat in one hand, ready to take as long as necessary for understanding.

Agnes opened the door, wiping her mouth, then turning away.

“Please,” Gillian called, shutting the door as she followed the woman into the house. They ended up in the living room, on the couches.

She pulled out another copy of the photograph of Alex and Igor and Stefan and the other three boys in the woods, offering the print to Agnes.

She asked if Agnes wanted the camera back. She sat waiting while the woman mumbled incomprehensibly and pulled out a bottle.

“Agnes, talk to me.”

“No more,” Agnes snapped.

“But there is something more, isn’t there?”

“More, more-more.” Agnes clanked a glass onto the table, screwed and unscrewed a bottle’s cap, choosing.

She poured the gin, and both women watched the level rise from a shot to a double shot, a triple, a three-quarters-full glass. The clear poison bulged above the glass rim and flooded over.

“What happened, really, all of it?” Gillian pleaded, startled by the sureness of her instincts, by the discovery, desperate to know what else they’d hidden.

“Alexandru said we must not think of it. Stefan. To die. Alone. All alone.” Agnes wailed like a toddler, the insolent, angry cry of the wronged with no fix in sight.

“Talk about it, Agnes. Talk to me about that night. Let it out.”

“Stefan, Stefan.” The whispers sounded like prayer and mourning.

“Tell me, will you?” Gillian used Paul’s words and ways. Paul could have gotten the story out of this woman, she decided. Kevin would want it and could elicit more to show the world. Paul could collect it all and never display it.

He was a good, good man.

Surprised that she was crying, Gillian swallowed and nodded to Agnes, taking no embarrassment in her tears, making no apologies.

Agnes’s tears came from both corners of both eyes. They soaked her face, dripped into her mouth. Gillian felt her stomach lurch at the thought of the salt water and gin together. She imagined Agnes at fifteen. An orphan. A refugee. A victim of gang rape. All but forgotten, as was her brother, save the photo Gillian had developed from the Bantam Anastigmat. Gillian closed her eyes, thinking about the penny-sale camera Paul bought just because he was thinking of her, wanted to do something for her, give her something she’d love.

She thought of being fifteen and drunk.

Paul had never been drunk. Not once.

He would have been a good father. He would be a good father.

Agnes wiped her eyes and spoke in a dull, sober voice. “There were clouds, the night black. But I saw him. He saw me.”

“You saw Alex?”

Agnes shook her head. “Alexandru said it would not have worked, no future, me and him.”

“You and Alex? Alexandru? The escape? Hiding? Your heritage?” She turned her head to one side, trying to grasp what was missing.

Agnes wept and reached a sticky finger toward Gillian, saw the stiff response of revulsion. “No . . . no. No.”

Gillian took a breath, took Agnes’s hand. “Please tell me about it.”

The woman sniffed, coughed. “Would have worked. I . . . loved him.”

Goose bumps prickled Gillian’s arms as she clapped her free palm over her mouth. She wished it weren’t so cold in the Istok living room. Was a window open? The air should have been less rank with the Northwest winter slipping in, coursing through the house, chilling all.

Sure, it could have been worse, she told herself.

It could always be worse. Everything could be worse.

Agnes whispered her truth, shaking with each painful word. “I . . . loved . . . him.”

Blinking, Gillian thought hard, reordering the past in her mind, beginning to make sense of what she had misunderstood, presumed.

Agnes yelled, “I loved Stefan!”

Covering her mouth with one hand, Gillian moaned and winced. Tears pooled in both women’s eyes, then Gillian’s fell down her cheeks as she mirrored Agnes’s weeping and whispered, “Oh, Agnes.” A part of her wanted to wrap her arms around the old drunk.

“Stefan. Stefan. He was the love of my life.” Agnes reached into her gown and pulled a thumbprint-sized bit of a photograph from between her breasts, mewling as she gazed at the tiny black and white of her young man’s face.

Gillian realized Agnes had scavenged Stefan’s face from the photograph she’d produced.

“He loved me. He loved me so much. We were in love. It was love. He was my first, my only.” The tears broke Agnes’s voice. After long gasps, she managed to tell Gillian the sealing truth. “Alexandru . . . said he would not . . . let a Jew . . . have his sister.”

Gillian cried then for the injured young man, Stefan, facing inexplicable prejudice from a fellow orphan. Stefan, abandoned on the shores of the Black Sea while he watched his love, the teenage Agnes, weeping beside Alexandru and the little children, rowing away in the night for Bulgaria and someday, faraway lands.

Agnes blabbered and wailed and muttered. She sniffed and wiped a large glob of mucus from her nose that mixed with spit at one corner of her mouth. She said she needed a drink. She swore. She demanded her bottle.

Then, finally, Gillian cried for sad, old drunks. Drunks abandoned by their children somewhere in this city, and the one in front of her, smelly and wrinkled and miserable and poisoned by her own sorrow.

“I’m sorry,” Gillian said, letting the tears pour, stroking the old woman’s hand with hers. “I’m so very sorry for your pain.”

Yes, Agnes was a miserable alcoholic, but the misery came first, rotting her life that she medicated with alcohol. The Istoks were in a sorry situation ever since this old woman’s girlhood. Gillian shook her head at the way things had turned out for Agnes and felt no shame in her bawling. She returned the old Bantam Anastigmat camera to Agnes. “I’m so sorry for what you lost, Agnes. Really, I am truly sorry.”
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At home in the darkroom, Gillian chewed on thoughts of posterity, legacy.

Stefan, on the edge of the photograph, was loved, then and now. It made a difference. She considered how to make him central. She could do something worthy for Agnes and Stefan.

She fit the old negative into her enlarger and flicked the light on, twisting and adjusting things until only one face remained. And she spoke to the image.

“You were not forgotten. You will not be forgotten.” She bowed her head. She would send the photo and all of the information on those orphans to Yad Vashem. Maybe someone else had searched for one of them, maybe someone else remembered.

Alexandru had intentionally abandoned Stefan. But Alexandru had been a boy himself. He had not created the prejudice he carried. He had borne outrageous, damaging hardship and prejudice and he had extended himself for the protection of those younger children. He had probably delivered all but Igor and Stefan to safety that they would not otherwise have received. That was three boys saved.

But still, Stefan, poor Stefan. Gillian swallowed. “She loved you. And she is so very sorry.”

She flipped the enlarger’s light off. It wouldn’t be a large portrait. The resolution wasn’t high enough to allow a quality enlargement of great size. But if she was perfectly careful and fast and accurate, she could do amazing things with this face. She might craft a spectacular keepsake.

She selected her most expensive developing paper, the Ilford, and cut card stock to protect the fiber-based, textured matte surface where she would want less light. She flipped the light off and on in her enlarger, pursed her lips, and thought some more. Seconds here, seconds there. More light, less. If she could produce and develop what she imagined, she could make this picture live. Create more than seemed to be here.

“Gillian?” Paul’s voice followed the distant sound of the garage door and she knew he’d just biked home.

“In here,” she called. She already had her red lights on inside the darkroom and in the hallway.

“Can I come in?” His voice was just outside the darkroom door. “Is it safe?”

“Yes, yes.” She opened the door, met his smile with her own, and kissed him breathlessly. “Come in.”

“You look like you’re in the middle of something.”

“I’m about to start. It’s going to take everything I’ve got. Cross your fingers for me.”

“Can I watch?”

She nodded, exhaled, noting one last time the positions of the card stock she’d use to block light, the seconds of exposure she’d allow for different slices of the print in the re-exposures. Then she took a breath, turned off the main lights, and worked in dim red. Light on, off, time it, burn, and dodge. She used every technique, concentrating exposure in the corners of the print, protecting the inner borders of the figure from excess light. She protected part of the image from more light with her fingers and slices of paper while she re-exposed the face, and finally flicked the enlarger’s light off for the last time, and all of it was done in less than a minute. Once she plunged the undeveloped print into the first bath, she looked at Paul while rocking the tray. Tray to tray, the timing and agitation were rote. Her announcement was not.

“I’m going to try to find my parents. See if they’re okay.”

“That’s . . . amazing,” Paul said. “I’m so proud of you and I’ll help.”

Crying, she told him she’d go to a meeting for adult children of alcoholics. She might walk out, but she’d try. Then she shared with Paul the twist of the knife she’d learned. That Agnes was in love with Stefan David, that it was mutual, that Alex was opposed to the match and broke Agnes’s heart as he left Stefan for dead.

Paul moaned and rubbed the back of his neck. “Oh, that’s him?” He pointed to the print swimming in the bath.

A devastatingly perfect portrait of Stefan was materializing. “You did this for Agnes?”

Gillian nodded.

“It’s really beautiful.”

She blinked tears away. It was. She would still have to make the largest, best print she could of all the boys before she sent everything to Yad Vashem—perhaps someone else knew more about them or was searching for them and Gillian could contribute to their comfort—but this print honored Stefan alone. Pulling one warm, artistic face out of the group of boys, enhancing every contrast, this was entirely different than the original print. This was Stefan, a person with promise, a young man who—when they were both young—loved, and was loved by, Agnes Istok.

Thanks to Gillian, Yad Vashem would preserve the boys’ names and their stories.





CHAPTER 24

The women met on a cold day, the air gray and sticky over the city. The bistro’s fireplace was lit and garlicky scents entreated. Maddie thought the rendezvous was a pretty terrible idea but appreciated Emma’s suggestion of a locale and she was glad her mom followed her prompt on making herself identifiable to two strangers.

Tell them you’ll wear a blue silk scarf.

She’d gifted the scarf to her mom, wanting it out of the cabin, hoping for a daughter. Pregnancy had made her increasingly color-aware. It was odd. She heard sounds more acutely, too. Clangs in the bistro’s kitchen, hisses of steam, the whoosh of air as a lid was lifted off a boiling pot in another room. Emma’s white toque contrasted with her red face and Maddie wondered whether she was ruddy from the kitchen heat or the coming awkward encounter she would witness at arm’s length. Then she realized Emma was making the subtlest nod toward the front entrance.

Maddie swept to intercept the two women, one petite with long, dark hair contrasting against pale skin, the other plainer and somehow a shadow. They both looked a bit older than Maddie. She gave her best smile. This wasn’t supposed to be a confrontation.

“I’m Maddie Donner, here to keep a leash on my mother.” If the incomprehensible looks she received meant more, the two women at the foyer didn’t ask. Her mom had pulled enough data from the police report and online resources to find them and make contact. That was to be expected; her mother was very good at that sort of thing. That they agreed immediately to a meeting was unexpected.

Her mother rose in an instant when Maddie brought them to the booth. “I’m Caroline. Thank you for coming.”

“Gillian Trett. And this is Liz Brayton.”

Maddie sent the waiter away with instructions to not come back for a half hour. She watched her mother’s gaze switch from Gillian Trett to Liz.

As soon as they sat, came the question. “How could you leave him like that?”

Jesus, Mom, Maddie thought. Give them two seconds.

Liz bowed her head. “I . . . blocked it, him, from my mind. That sounds cold. It is cold. But it’s true. I don’t mean it metaphorically. I mean that I did not think of that night again. Not until I came home—I mean to Gillian and Paul’s house—and she was really upset. They said she’d just learned about a situation of a boy being left behind in terrible danger and I . . . was horrified. I’d done that. That’s when I thought of him—that little boy—”

“Greer.”

“Greer, Greer. I’m sorry. Really. When I finally thought of Greer, I was so ashamed, so sick and frightened for him.” Tears slid down her cheeks, the contours hardened by the tension in her face. “I don’t know where the worry went, where I set it aside to, for the time I was hiding in Seattle. But I know that night was blocked completely from my thoughts.”

“But you left him.” Caroline’s verdict hadn’t budged. She stared at the woman, this Liz Brayton, and did not understand.

On the other side of the table, Maddie saw a woman who realized she was misunderstood. Liz looked at them in turns. And now Gillian’s head was bowed.

“Last winter,” Liz said, “on the day I was going to die, it all stopped and a voice asked me about my people. Without people from the past, a person has to make a new family, get married. But my family used his fists. Do you understand?”

Maddie and Caroline shook their heads. Gillian’s eyes welled.

“I’ll start from the beginning.” Liz spoke slowly, measuring her words without tears, without asking for quarter while explaining. “We met online. I was lonely and he was handsome and such a take-charge person. At first, he didn’t seem to mind the baby. He’s such a good baby. And I was slim and tried really hard to please Harry.

“At first, he only yelled, never hit. And his meanness doesn’t show when he’s in a good mood. He can be so sweet. The devil and an angel in one man. But the devil ruled him more and more. And Harry ruled me.

“As time went on, he hit more and it took less for him to flare up. The guy at the clinic warned me and he gave me pamphlets and asked me to go to the police. But especially, he said to be careful in leaving. He’d told me that it’s when women try to leave that they get killed. He said leaving is the most dangerous time. Part of me didn’t believe him, but part of me just didn’t want to leave, not when Harry was nice. If only he’d stop hurting me.”

Caroline’s lips parted, but she managed no response.

Liz leaned forward and explained. “When he’d really get rough—there were times when I’d be on the floor and he kicked me—there were always a few days after where he wouldn’t touch me at all. And those really bad times, he almost always apologized for later. Sometimes even right after, but if not then, he would say sorry the next morning or in the following days. He’d send me flowers, tell me to call a babysitter and come meet him for a fancy lunch. I’d put on a scarf to hide the marks his hands left on my throat. I’d get romanced and believe his apology and listen to how he was going to treat me like a queen. But things got uglier every time he had a rage. Last summer, I wore turtlenecks a lot.

“He’d tell me the same thing afterward. ‘Sorry.’ I stopped believing he was sorry or that he wouldn’t hit me anymore. For as long as I could, I lived with it. But I didn’t want my baby scared and crying every time Harry hit me. And I didn’t want to be punched or kicked in the stomach again.” She looked around the booth, wild-eyed, and bleated, “Every time someone you love hurts you badly, it’s like a part of your soul is stolen. I didn’t have much left, couldn’t have lasted much longer. That Friday, he called at lunchtime—he works for a bank—and said he was going to work late.”

Caroline looked away.

The other woman, Maddie thought. Her mother had mentioned something about her boss and another woman at the bank.

“I got three hundred dollars in cash from an ATM. I packed clothes in garbage sacks. I got scared, lost my will, and wavered. I should have left earlier, but then I thought leaving as it was getting dark would be better. Then he saw me driving. In town, just before I got to the highway access, there he was, coming at me. He drives this big black Yukon. I panicked and missed the turn and went straight. The road took me into the mountains. I’d never been up there before. I followed a bunch of side roads that twisted and climbed, but I couldn’t shake him.” She curled the fingers of her right hand, then flashed them open in a wide spray beside her temple. “His high beams were in my rearview. I drove on and on and ended up on a dead-end dirt road in the middle of nowhere. His big truck was in the center of this skinny road behind me. I made a one-eighty, but I was trapped.”

A muted whimper of terror spilled out and Liz hunched her shoulders, bending at the hips, bumping her knees on the underside of the table, blinking as she recounted her story. “He yanked my car door open so hard I thought he broke it. He undid my seat belt and pulled me out and smacked me really hard. I almost blacked out, but my son was crying. I was crying and throwing up from him kicking me in the stomach. Harry was going to kill me, really kill me. He swore he would. I didn’t want to die, and I didn’t want my baby to die or to not have a mother.”

Maddie looked away, weeping freely, thinking, There are women with guys who treat them like that. What does it take?

“Then Harry stopped. He stopped hurting me. I didn’t know why. But I used to think that if only someone, just anyone, said ‘no’ at the right second, in the right way, it might redirect his violence, it might actually stop him. A little voice said, ‘You go on now, have a safe trip.’” Liz took an enormous shaking breath and bawled the rest of the words, “The voice said, ‘Don’t you have people, ma’am?’”

“People,” Gillian echoed, just as Maddie and Caroline mouthed the word.

“I knew that Paul taught at the University of Washington. I was in this dark forest, so far up in the mountains I couldn’t see any lights from town. Harry’s truck door had been blocking me, but it was closed now. My chance to escape . . . came back. I didn’t have to be Mrs. Harold Brayton because there was just enough room for me to squeak by. It was my last best chance. I shut my mind down, dragged myself into the car, and drove away.” Liz wiped her face and looked from Caroline to Maddie.

Gillian’s palm rested on Liz’s nearest forearm.

Liz shot her a grateful glance and said in a small voice, “All I wanted was for my child and me to live. It was like an angel saved us. And that’s why I left that little boy in the woods. I drove a hundred miles away.”

Emma stood next to the table bearing a tray of molten chocolate cakes dusted in powdered sugar. “Compliments of the chef.”

Maddie sucked in her cheeks to keep from smiling at the welcome interruption.

Liz excused herself to the restroom.

Caroline reached for a tissue in her purse and blew her nose.

Gillian tilted her face to the slice of sun from the window, leaning toward it like a plant. “If you’ve never been treated . . . like you’re worthless . . . by someone who should have loved you . . . it would be very hard for you to understand the doubt and want and confusion that can clog up that person’s little world.” She swallowed. “Liz shouldn’t have left Greer, but she knows that, and she’s so regretful.”

“I think we get that,” Maddie said, pausing as her mother nodded. “It was really good of you to meet with us.”

Liz returned with wet cheeks and bloodshot eyes.

Gillian started shaking with soundless crying, waving an apologetic hand at Maddie and Caroline who sat, appalled. Gillian faced Liz. “That was Friday night. You came to Paul’s office on Monday. Where were you all that weekend?”

“At rest stops along the highway, back and forth. That Monday I bought a twenty-dollar cell phone at a Wal-Mart and went to see Paul. I’d turned off my iPhone and I was afraid to use the credit cards. Paul gave me your address and said he’d get back to me.” Liz smiled with no trace of a grudge. “I was hoping he’d text me. And he did.”

Gillian cringed. “Tuesday morning. He texted you to come Tuesday morning.”

Liz nodded. “I was so grateful. I still am.”

“I heard a cry that Monday night. You were in our alley then, weren’t you?”

“Um, we both cried a little.” Liz pressed her lips tight and looked away.

“If I’d known then . . .” Gillian stood, slipping her arms up to hug Liz. “Oh, I am so sorry, Liz.”

Maddie felt like a voyeur, unsure what transpired in these two women’s pasts, and between them. She glanced at her mother, whose arched back showed discomfiture.

“Ready to go?” Gillian murmured to Liz. And with the nod, she turned to Maddie and Caroline. “Excuse us. We’ll be leaving now.”

“Well, Liz,” Caroline said. “It was awfully decent of you to come and share all of this. I am really sorry you had that entire experience, and I wish you the best. And Gillian, it was nice to meet you, too.”

They watched Liz and Gillian leave together, arms around each other as they moved down the sidewalk. Maddie ate her little cake in quiet until her mother said, “So I guess we won’t kill her.”

“We don’t kill anyone, Mom. We’re not that kind of people.”

Emma slid into the booth with them, ruddy and beaming. “How’d it go?”

“Heartbreaking,” Maddie said, considering Emma at length. She looked fantastic. Let’s see, hair the same, little makeup as usual. She cocked an eyebrow. “What’s different about you?”

Emma laughed, reddening. “Everybody will be at the folks’ house for breakfast Sunday. You’ll come?”

She beamed after their startled nods, then hopped out of the booth.

Maddie watched her go back to the kitchen. “Hmm.”

“Yes, hmm,” Caroline agreed.

“I could totally eat the rest of those,” Maddie said, eyeing the abandoned chocolate cakes.

“I wonder if Emma’s bringing that jerk again,” Caroline mused. “And you know what?”

“What?”

“I’m quitting my job.”

[image: image]

Doug had nothing to say, not for the longest time, when Maddie recounted Liz Brayton’s life with her husband, of being winded and beaten into the gravel for the last time.

“He was going to kill her!”

“He’d done it before. Osten told Dad. Brayton’s first wife . . .” Doug made finger quotes in the air, “. . . drowned in the Atlantic. The cops there thought he pushed her off the boat, but they couldn’t prove a thing. He got insurance money for her death. He claimed to have been asleep when his wife—who couldn’t swim—fell off without a life jacket. Just picture the poor woman dying, looking at her husband. He’s in the boat. And she’s in the ocean.”

They sipped water together, since she would have no alcohol and he would not partake if she couldn’t. Days of an evening beer, the bottles chilled in the river under a shady maple, those days would be done for some time now that they were to be parents.

[image: image]

It happened during the night that Saturday.

Maddie awoke in the faintest light. From the loft window, she felt a flash of wonder at the forestscape, silver and pale gold on ferns under the canopy of second-growth trees, before annoyance festered as she realized she was alone in the cabin. Doug hadn’t left a note. He always left her a love note when he sneaked off for early fishing. She checked her little travel clock. Not much after midnight.

As the hours wore on, she told herself it was the pregnancy making her so surly about his transgression, reminded herself he was the most devoted father-to-be. She would just go to the Donner family house for Sunday morning breakfast and dammit, Doug could figure it out and get his priorities straight.

But once there, under the noise of too many people and the scent of coffee she wouldn’t allow herself, she wished she were cozy in the cabin. Frankie was there, having flown into Seattle on the red-eye, making his way home in the dark like a salmon. Clara and Wes pulled up in their Lexus, tires crunching on the gravel. Two more cars turned onto the driveway behind them. The first was a MINI Cooper. Maddie guessed that Malcolm would be coming with her mother. Just how many eggs could Bella and Ardy possibly have on hand for the occasions when the whole clan descended?

“Are you on duty?” Bella asked as she turned from kissing Ben and Ryan and looked behind Maddie at the open door.

Maddie turned and saw that deputy, Osten, wearing jeans and an untucked Henley shirt. His patrol car was parked behind a red two-door and Frankie limped up, hollering about the po-po being on the ranch.

“No, ma’am. I’m dating your daughter.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Emma invited me. Said the whole pack was going to be here this morning, and she and I might as well get this part over with.”

“Now wait a minute,” Ardy said. “You’re what?”

“See? This is going to be great,” Clara said, whacking Wes in the ribs. “And we almost didn’t come.”

He offered a sympathetic hand. “I’m Wes, married to Clara.”

“Nate Osten, never married to anybody.”

Out of the Donner family house, that’s what Maddie wanted.

Greer followed her to the porch, but then she was alone as the boy spied Doug slipping in from the woods. He blew her a kiss and called Greer to come help feed the horses. She watched them go and turned, closing the door behind her.

“All right, there’s news,” Osten said, his gaze switching from the window view of the brothers going down the scrubby driveway to the rowdy roomful. He waited until most of them were quieter and paying attention. “Harold Brayton’s body was discovered this morning.”

After the flurry of indecipherable comments, oohs, and aahs died down, Osten continued. “A neighbor walked around the houses in the cul-de-sac after hearing a couple of gunshots. He saw Brayton through the window, slumped over in a recliner, and called 911.”

“A couple of shots?” Ardy repeated, eyebrows raised.

Osten nodded. “Not my case, but I swung by when I got up this morning and heard the address. The detective will be on scene for a while. But Brayton had an alarm system. Heck, that cul-de-sac is gated with an entry camera, ritzy neighborhood. So we know no vehicles drove in or out last night. And at the house, there was no sign of forced entry, no sign of a struggle, no other injuries. The bullet trajectory fits with self-inflicted and there’s stippling on his hand. It’s his pistol. The detective is guessing Brayton took a practice shot at a photo, maybe testing the gun, working up his nerve.”

“Well, that settles that,” Ardy said, with one affirmative dip of his chin.

Osten laughed as he asked, “Where were you last night, Mr. Donner?”

“Ardy. Call me Ardy. I was where I belong. Here.”

The deputy nodded and leaned forward. “Your car is cold. It’s a twenty-mile walk.”

They all laughed.

“That guy was a coward to kill himself,” Frankie said. “’Course, he was a coward to terrorize a kid and to be a wife beater.”

“I can understand him committing suicide,” Clara said, as Wes nodded agreement. “How could he go on as a businessman in this community with all that was brought to light? Even though he was going to see little, if any, jail time, the charges were solid. Domestic violence. Assault, battery, and threats to a child. He’d had a good reputation and he ruined it.”

“It’s odd,” Caroline said. “He didn’t seem like the type of person who would go to such an extreme.”

Emma drummed her fingers, looking around the family before offering, “There will probably even be a decent turnout at the funeral.”

“We won’t make a party of the day,” Bella said.

“Let’s eat,” Ardy said.

Doug and Greer walked in. The parents enveloped the boy in hugs, resolute, telling him the news in low tones.

Doug walked straight to Maddie, slid his hands onto her hips, and bent to kiss her belly. She felt a flush as realization dawned, blinked at her husband, and in an instant, made the decision for a lifetime. Who would have thought Doug was capable of . . . whatever this was? Revenge? No. A solution? And who would have believed she could set the thought away, choose to never examine it? The split second after the epiphany, Maddie decided she would take this understanding to her death, whenever that might be. She would never mention that she’d awoken when her husband’s absence no doubt drove her from sleep. She’d never voice aloud the fact that he’d crept out of bed, slipped away from their cabin under a thin slice of a shadowed new moon, and been gone all those hours.

She would never tell.





READER’S GUIDE TO The Measure of the Moon

1. The Measure of the Moon explores what people hide from others. Do you think there are also parts of ourselves that we cannot fully know? How often might hidden shame or hidden information hinder people? What guides our decisions to continue concealing or to reveal things we have been hiding?

2. What similarities exist between Greer and Gillian’s stories? In addition to the more obvious parallels, do you find softer echoes between the characters and their situations? What are the strongest contrasts between the two stories?

3. Greer was a happy child with strong family support. Imagine an unhappy child with poor family support who is faced with Greer’s cataclysmic threat in the first chapter. How different might the outcome be?

4. Adults who were deeply traumatized as children can be profoundly affected in their relationships and other areas of life. Discuss the childhood traumas experienced by characters in The Measure of the Moon and the different coping methods various characters use to deal with their issues. How successful have these methods been?

5. Is the more marked link between the two stories a person, or is it the act committed by Alexandru during World War II that is repeated in the present by a character in Greer’s story? What do you think of the adage that history repeats itself or that we can be condemned to repeat it?

6. How have Gillian and Becky’s reactions to their childhood with severely alcoholic parents differed? In what ways have they recovered or not recovered from their past pain? Have you known an adult who was profoundly affected by childhood trauma? How difficult is it to put yourself in the place of a person who has suffered a completely different life situation?

7. The Istoks experienced and witnessed gross hardship and prejudice, yet Alex carried and still harbored prejudice toward a persecuted people. What role does insecurity play in fostering poor adaptation? How often do the bullied become bullies?

8. When Paul first sees the photo of the orphans, he notices something familiar in their faces, but stops himself from articulating what he recognizes. What do you think he noticed? Why do you think he didn’t tell Gillian what he saw?

9. In The Measure of the Moon, relationships are explored in hardship and in happier times, in childhood and adulthood, in both the Greer and the Gillian stories. Consider the interactions between siblings in both stories and how those relationships endured and changed over time. Which characters resonate the most with you?

10. Gillian experiences inner conflict due to the past and the present, wants and needs. What is at the heart of her feelings for Paul? For Kevin? How different would her story be if she chose differently?

11. Why do you think Caroline wanted to confront the woman who left Greer? How was she affected by the confrontation? What limits do you think the human desire for the satisfaction of expressing ourselves should have?

12. Discuss the disparity in the last chapter between the law enforcement version of events and what Maddie guesses actually happened. What do you think of her choice? Could you not reveal that sort of information in a similar situation?
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