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      For Greyson, and for Stevie—

      May the world you inhabit be a better one. Lolli loves you.
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          Part One
          Molly
        

      
      
        
          Everyday you die again.

          While I’m driving

          Or shopping

          Or pretending

          to watch tv.

          It hits me and I forget

          How to breathe.

          Somedays, I can sneak by

          without you dying.

          Just quietly skate

          past it.

          Tiptoe around it

          like a mouse.

          But most days,

          it’s a bull

          And I am wearing red.

        

        —NICOLE BERRY
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      September 2026

      An unexpected wind picks up from the north and the wall of fire becomes a living thing, a dragon roaring toward the first responders who try to tame it. I’m frozen in place, watching this hellscape. These thirty-mile-per-hour gusts have seemingly arrived out of, well, thin air.

      The flames lick to the sky and then swoop back against the crashed Southwest jet, making it harder to see the passengers still trapped inside. Smoke rolls across the tarmac and heat beats against my face. My phone buzzes incessantly: Alert 3 at TF Green; plane has crashed on runway, on fire, evacuating passengers; plus calls to nearby police and EMS and fire departments for mutual aid. There’s a scream of sirens as two ladder engines from the Warwick Fire Department join forces with the struggling firemen from the Aircraft Rescue and Fire Fighting Team, spraying the chemical foam used to extinguish jet fuel.

      A dozen EMTs stand at a safe distance like runners at a gate, raring for the go-ahead to treat the passengers, but there’s no way to get them out of the plane until the fire’s been subdued. Which would have happened by now if the wind hadn’t changed direction. This is quickly becoming an even greater disaster.

      As the Chief of the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response at the Rhode Island Department of Health, I was among the first to be notified about the crash. By the time I ran out the door to get to the Emergency Operations Center at the airport, I was already texting my team. My deputy chief, Toby, had put out the initial notification to all Rhode Island hospitals: A plane has crashed at TF Green. Estimated 168 souls on board. EMS is assessing. Please provide your bed availability. The more time they had to determine their capacity, call in their trauma teams, clear beds in the emergency department, or prep the burn cart, the better.

      A whip of wind blows some of my hair out of my braid. By the time I brush it from my eyes, the yellow tongue of the evacuation slide has deployed.

      Shit.

      While we need to get the passengers safely cleared, having them slide through an active blaze is a mistake. But the EMTs surge forward, and passengers begin deplaning. The airport fire chief grimaces, then directs his team to pivot so they can create a physical barrier between the slide and the flames.

      Passengers reach the tarmac sobbing. A flight attendant shepherds a woman with a piece of metal protruding from her upper arm. One middle-aged man sees the fire and panics, racing in the opposite direction. Another stumbles toward the firefighters, hands clasped over his eyes, shrieking in pain.

      A pumper truck arrives, along with the first ambulances. The triage coordinator—an EMT at the bottom of the evacuation slide—evaluates each passenger. Those who can walk get directed to the Temporary Reception Center, a tent where a Southwest rep will check them in and make them as comfortable as possible until law enforcement can interview them. Passengers who can’t move lie on the ground, moaning, or—worse—in silence. Paramedics pinball between victims, tagging them with triage tape—red, yellow, and green.

      Although I’ve been doing this job for six years, every disaster feels like the first time. The minutes pass differently. It seems to take aeons until the fire is subdued, foam coating the plane and the tarmac below. By then, anyone able to get off the plane by themself has been evacuated, and firefighters have deployed ladders to rescue those who remain. Injured passengers litter the tarmac like a macabre quilt. An ambulance zooms into view, and two paramedics leap out with a backboard. They rush to a teenage girl, red-tagged and unmoving, her head haloed by a puddle of blood.

      I find myself staring at the spill of red; the horror it evokes. In situations like this, it’s hard to remember what is real and what isn’t.

      The Teams app on my phone pings with a member of my department who has been monitoring social media. There was a very pregnant woman on board. Anyone have eyes on her?

      A flurry of responses scroll in—nos from the Temporary Reception Center and the transport officer. Has someone already found her? Is she still on the plane? My gaze roams over the wounded, falling on a woman with her back to me, a yellow tag on her shirt and burns on her arms. When she rolls to the side, I see a swollen belly. She lets out an unearthly groan.

      Before I can even text that I’ve found her, an EMT rushes over. He replaces her yellow strip of tape with a red one. “I need transport now,” he shouts.

      My phone rings—the call I have been waiting for. “The manifest is in,” says Sue, a Southwest Airlines rep, referring to the list of crew and passengers. “Meet at the EOC?”

      The Emergency Operations Center is located in a nearby maintenance building with windows that overlook the scene. The room is jammed with people.

      I take a seat beside Sue. She pulls up the manifest on her phone as I pull up the patient tracking system—which allows me to see who’s been transported by ambulance, and where, for the last four hours. There are so many legal issues around turning over a list to Southwest that best practice is to sit next to each other and read off names.

      A guy from EMS who only started a month ago—Robert? Roger?—blusters in. “Sorry I’m late,” he apologizes. “State police just showed up.” He clutches the third master list—the dossier of who is or was sitting on the tarmac, and who has been cataloged at the Temporary Reception Center. By cross-referencing the three documents, we make sure that everyone has been accounted for.

      Sometimes, it’s how we figure out who is dead, too.

      We start the reconciliation with Sue reading the names of the crew. The pilot and copilot are on Ed’s list with minor injuries treated in the field. The flight attendants have all been accounted for, one having been sent to South County Hospital and the rest still in the Temporary Reception Center. “Alice Kennedy,” Sue reads, and I scan my tracking system.

      “Sent to Roger Williams Medical Center,” I reply.

      Roland Gresham. Chinara Adebayo. Alika Adebayo.

      “Minh Nguyen?”

      I scroll and scroll but cannot find that name.

      Ed is flipping through a spreadsheet on his laptop. “Negative,” he says finally.

      From the background chatter behind us, the deputy chief of EMS interrupts. “Sorry, did you say Nguyen?” Paul asks. “We have a Nguyen ID’d as a decedent.”

      Sue checks her manifest. “First name?”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t have it.”

      “This one is a twenty-six-year-old female?”

      Paul hunches away, speaking into a radio before turning back to us. “Mine’s an elderly man,” he replies.

      Sue nods, moving down the manifest list and putting a check mark next to another Nguyen.

      “Ah, got her,” Ed says. “Minh Nguyen. Her name was misspelled. Uninjured and checked in at 2:24 P.M.”

      We continue methodically for over an hour, tuning out the updates from the field when the plane is fully evacuated and cleanup of the firefighting foam has begun—it’s been linked to PFOS in groundwater, which is a battle we’ll have to fight another day. An alert comes in that Rhode Island Hospital is at capacity. Finally, we each scan our lists to make sure all 168 passengers and crew have been checked.

      “I only have one sixty-seven,” Sue mutters. “Let me count again.” And then: “There’s a lap infant. Twenty-three months.”

      “Who was the child with?” I ask.

      “Elisabeth Abbott,” Sue answers. “Age twenty-nine.”

      For a moment we are all lost in our silos, trying to find something—anything—about an infant. “Elisabeth got transported to Kent Hospital,” I announce.

      Ed’s eyes are on his screen. “Youngest kid I’ve got is five.”

      I dial Kent Hospital and the Emergency Department picks up. “Hi, this is Molly Fitzgerald from Emergency Preparedness and Response,” “I say. “Do you have an Elisabeth Abbott registered?”

      After a brief conversation, I turn back to Sue. “The patient is in open-heart surgery, but there’s no record of an infant coming in with her. And no unaccompanied toddler in the ED.”

      My fingers start flying, texting in our Teams app. We’ve accounted for 167 of the 168. Missing person is a child, age 2. Can everyone please check for a 2-year-old child? One by one the responses trickle in:

      No minors.

      No children.

      Negative.

      Hasbro Children’s Hospital, which is part of Rhode Island Hospital, responds with the name of a six-year-old patient—but with a different last name and two parents present.

      My mind revs into overdrive. Is the toddler deceased and so small that the firemen sweeping the plane missed it? Was the toddler safely evacuated . . . and kidnapped? It seems ridiculous to even think it.

      I turn to the airport fire chief. “Can you get eyes inside the plane?”

      His radio crackles as he sends one of the firefighter EMTs onto the plane.

      Here’s the most important thing I’ve learned about my job: you can’t stop a disaster from occurring, no matter how much you prepare. But if you cannot keep everyone safe, you can damn well make sure they are all accounted for.

      The alternative—the not knowing—is untenable.

      I should know.

      A burst of static bleeds through the radio. “Chief,” I hear, “we found the child.”

      There’s more information relayed—the final passenger was tucked inside the cubby where the drinks cart is usually stowed. Through the windows of the EOC I can just make out a firefighter in full gear, standing in the open doorway of the plane. He holds an American Girl doll in his arms. The doll wears a neon T-shirt identifying it as a character in our extensive training drill, the same neon shirt worn by the 167 adult actors hired to play the parts of airline passengers in this simulation.

      “This is the exercise director,” I hear, over the radio. “We are calling End Ex. The exercise has ended at 5:57 P.M. Hot washes will begin at 6:30 P.M. in parking lot B.”

      And . . . whew. The drill that has taken three years to plan has been successfully completed. All the adrenaline rushes out of me, leaving me shaky on the seat between Sue and Ed.

      

      Rhode Island is a small state, so everyone in my field knows me. But when people meet me for the first time, they’re always surprised that the head of the department is only twenty-five. As a kid I was a brainiac, skipped a grade, and graduated from Columbia with a combined B.S. and master’s in public health at nineteen. In college, I worked summers at the R.I. Department of Health as a scholar, their fancy term for an intern, studying how much time we’d actually have to evacuate a nursing home that lost heat or air-conditioning. The summer after my junior year, I collected data that helped emergency managers locate residents who used electricity-dependent medical equipment. I graduated midyear and was officially working in the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response by February 2020.

      I bet you can see where this is going.

      If not for Covid, my career might not have advanced so quickly. There wouldn’t have been such burnout turnover, and by 2023, I would likely not have been made the acting deputy of the department, frantically getting a crash course in management. Maybe my boss would not have retired to the Keys last year. But three months ago, I officially became the permanent Chief of the department, who—with a staff of thirteen—oversees the public health of all Rhode Islanders.

      When I say I work in public health, most people nod, though they rarely know what that encompasses: all the things happening behind the scenes to keep you safe. Making sure you don’t have lead paint in your house. That your food and water are not going to make you sick. That it’s safe to swim at the beach. That if you’re in a car accident, the best technology keeps you from getting injured. And vaccines, of course, are another polarizing example. It’s all of these things and more: communications, lab and epidemiology preparedness, chronic disease prevention, acute disease management—all wrapped into one.

      Preparedness is the crystal ball of public health. We’ve done enough training for that muscle memory to kick in on the day you need it. My business is held to an incredibly unfair standard—survival—because acceptable loss is an impossible concept. But public health isn’t what’s best for every person; it’s the greatest good for the greatest number. If you run out of ventilators during Covid, who gets one? The child with Down syndrome, or the sixty-five-year-old epidemiologist who might find a cure for the virus? It’s like the famous moral dilemma of the trolley problem over and over.

      Luckily, we don’t do it alone, though it wasn’t always like this. Prior to Hurricane Katrina, there was less coordination and communication between agencies. Back then, New Orleans had a more traditional emergency plan for if the levees were breached by a big storm: to commandeer the Superdome, use generators, bring in MREs from the military to feed people, set up cots. This would have worked if every resident of New Orleans was a healthy eighteen-year-old. Unfortunately, some were elderly, obese, and diabetic. The rations were full of sugar and salt—great for soldiers sweating in a desert, but less great for people susceptible to heart attacks and strokes and diabetic comas. They had a plan . . . for the wrong people. That’s where public health comes in. During an emergency, you need stuff, but you also need staff . . . people trained in exactly these issues.

      That’s who’ll participate in our hot wash today. It’s a debrief on how the exercise went. Miguel, my exercise coordinator, will run the session with an airport administrator. The mood is jovial but tired, the mental and physical ache of a job well done.

      When we’re all assembled, I’m surrounded by EMTs, fire department chiefs, State Police, Rhode Island Airport Corporation reps, Southwest Airlines officials, and colleagues from the Emergency Management Agency. Only one of my staff, Katani, is absent, and that’s because she is making sure the crisis actors get all their makeup off. Those fake shards of glass we use for moulage are expensive—props that we will reuse in a future exercise. You also don’t want someone with a shard of glass sticking out of their back stopping at Cumby Farms to fill up their gas tank and freaking everyone out.

      Miguel starts off by thanking everyone. “All right,” he says, looking down at his clipboard. “Alerts and notifications. How did that go?” Communications is always the first thing to fail in an emergency. Sometimes it’s the devices themselves, and sometimes people don’t relay the right information. Did the Southwest crew tell the fake passengers what was happening, and how to safely exit the plane? Adrenaline causes tunnel vision, so first responders may have forgotten to communicate with hospitals. Then hospitals turn to social media for their info.

      I find myself scribbling down notes in the hope we can learn and improve. “Molly,” Miguel says. “What happened with that kid?”

      When I’m participating in the exercise, and not just planning it, Miguel likes to throw in a wrench to keep me on my toes. He knows that a person unaccounted for would activate all kinds of panic responses in me.

      You see, I am one of more than three thousand kids who lost a parent in the attacks on 9/11.

      I was less than three months old at the time, so I don’t have any real memories of my mom. I know what I’ve been told about her: she was going to a doctor’s appointment in the South Tower when the plane struck. She was an artist whose favorite medium was mosaics. I have her blue eyes. Here’s what I don’t know: if she sang in the shower. If she had a guilty pleasure, like pork rinds or smutty novels or ABBA. If she was afraid of heights or spiders. If she liked the Mets or the Yankees; if she was a good cook or a reluctant one. All the details that would transform her, in my mind, from a martyr into a mother.

      When I was a kid, I used to say I wanted to meet her. I knew it wasn’t possible, and I knew I’d technically already met her, but that was the wish that I protected like a flame in a hurricane. It flickered every time I argued with my father or my stepmother, Evie; when I was sitting alone at a school lunch table; when I got accepted to Columbia. I wondered, the first time I broke curfew if my mother would have been angry at me. If she would have liked the first boy I had a crush on. Evie says that when I was in preschool I used to repeat the stories she had told me about her and my mother’s friendship back in college (Remember the time my mom and I fell into the pond?) and she would smile and say, “I remember that, but I don’t think you were with us yet.”

      Growing up, I was The Girl Who’d Lost Her Mom on 9/11. Every anniversary since I was old enough to understand, there has been media coverage of us, like we are a zoo exhibit. My entire life has been scrutinized and pitied, although I never asked for it.

      In every photo of my mother, she wears her long hair in a French braid, and woven through that braid is a red ribbon. My father said it was so that he could always spot her in a crowd. It wasn’t until I got older and interested in emergency preparedness that I realized how prophetic my mother had been. In the case of a catastrophe, any marker helps with identification.

      Although I suppose it didn’t help on 9/11.

      I clear my throat. “What happened with the child,” I tell Miguel, “is exactly what was supposed to. We were able to identify the hundred and sixty-eighth passenger, to get the fire department back on the plane for a final check, and ultimately to find the baby.”

      “Well done,” Miguel says, and he moves on.

      Eventually the hot wash wraps up. As people file out, Miguel comes to stand in front of me. “That went about as well as it could have, given the winds,” he says.

      “For sure,” I agree. “When did that forecast change?”

      He shrugs. “We plan, God laughs.”

      I grin. “Great job today. Go home. Kiss your husband. Have a beer.”

      I put my computer into its backpack and pull on my jacket, only to turn around and nearly crash into the tall man standing in front of me. His glittering police badge is clipped onto his belt. “Chief,” he says formally.

      “Detective Sergeant,” I reply. “Did your department get what it needed today?”

      “Not entirely,” he says.

      “I see. Is there anything can I do to help with that?”

      He frowns as he considers this, and then he kisses me. “Much better,” he says.

      Jesse Fitzgerald is a detective with the Providence Police Department, the city’s polygraphy expert . . . and my husband. I wrap my arms around him and curl my fingers into his sunburst hair—all the yellows and golds of late summer. “It’s so hot when you talk Emergency Prep,” he says.

      I laugh. “Epidemiology,” I whisper, sultry. “Anthrax.” Then I draw back just enough to look Jesse in the eye. “Wait. Did the Warwick PD really not get what it needed today from the exercise?” He’d been called in as an impartial evaluator for them.

      His arms lock around my waist. “The Warwick PD is satisfied,” Jesse promises.

      “In that case,” I say, looking up at him through my lashes, “hazmat decon.”

      Jesse smirks. “Keep it up and I won’t be held responsible for what I do.”

      “I think this airport’s seen enough action today,” I say, slipping my hand into his. “Let’s go home.”

      

      If there’s anyone who understands what it was like growing up with a personal tragedy in the public eye, it’s Jesse. When he was a teenager, his thirteen-year-old sister, Anna, sued their parents for medical emancipation, after she was asked to donate a kidney to their other sister, Kate. Kate had leukemia, and Anna had been born as a savior sibling, donating blood and platelets and everything else her sister needed to stay alive—until she fought back with a lawsuit that nearly ripped their family apart. Amazingly, Anna won. She wound up donating a kidney to Kate—but not the way anyone had hoped. After getting into a car accident just minutes after the judge’s verdict, Anna was declared brain dead, and her organs donated.

      Rhode Island is a small community, and Brian Fitzgerald—Jesse’s dad—had been a career firefighter. Their story was famous, so I had learned about Jesse’s family long before I’d ever met him.

      But when I did, I didn’t have to explain to Jesse how the absence of a person can be larger than the presence of others in your life; how grief recedes but loss is exponential; how there’s always a tickle in the back of your mind, like a melody whose notes you’ve forgotten. How you can be doing the most innocuous thing, like watching a little girl and her mother getting matching glittery pink manicures, and realize that you are crying. Or how, during a run, a stitch in your chest might double you over not because you are out of breath but because you are alive, and someone else is not.

      Jesse and I reacted in polar opposite ways to our tragic childhoods. I became an island, surrounding myself with books instead of friends and getting straight As and perfect SAT scores, determined to not add to the shadows in my father’s eyes. Jesse, on the other hand, became an utter delinquent, desperate for the attention of parents distracted by his siblings’ drama, as subtle as a five-alarm blaze. He drank, got high, shoplifted, and lit fires that he then watched firefighters (including his own father) put out.

      Growing up with the notoriety of being that poor girl, I gravitated toward a career that clearly is a psychological defense mechanism for the emotional fallout I’ve dodged for twenty-five years. After 9/11, my father fell headfirst into a black hole of conspiracy theories. In spite of his intelligence—he is a forensic engineer, an expert witness who travels all over the country to testify in lawsuits about structural damage claims—he became obsessed with the idea that the U.S. government was behind the attacks on the Twin Towers. Since I am a public servant—and also, well, rational—it is a topic we studiously avoid.

      Thank God I have Evie. My stepmother had been my biological mother’s best friend, and after the attacks, she was the glue that held my father together and took care of me. When I was a toddler and started asking about the strange woman in pictures in our house, sending my father into a new spiral of grief, Evie took all the memories of my mother—photos, artwork she had done, jewelry she owned—and carefully packed them away so that we wouldn’t have to rip a wound open every day. I learned years later that she and my father argued over this, that it nearly killed her to erase my mother from her own home, but that it was the only way she felt like she could protect us from hurting even more. Over the years, she’s made an art out of that.

      I can’t imagine a time when Evie wasn’t in my life, and maybe my father couldn’t, either, which is why they eventually married. Evie always knew what I needed before I had figured it out: a shoulder to cry on, a day of playing hooky with her, a Magnum bar in the freezer after a grueling biology midterm. She was smart and cool and funny, the mother my friends wished they’d had. If anything, I felt guilty for sensing the hole left behind by my biological mother, since I had a surrogate one who’d filled it completely.

      Jesse’s father became an alcoholic after Anna died, although he’s been sober now for over a decade. Jesse’s mom, Sara, in an effort to stop smothering her surviving daughter with attention, started working part-time for the lawyer who’d represented Anna in her trial. Jesse also completely reinvented himself. He quit drinking, and I’ve never even seen him take a Tylenol. He graduated from the police academy and worked his way up to detective. By the time I met him, in 2020, he was working with the Providence fire chief on arson cases and fully trained as an expert in lie detection. It takes one to know one, he says.

      But the person who’s changed the most, of course, is his sister Kate. She runs a dance studio in Upper Darby, where Jesse grew up. I’ve watched her at the barre, teaching students, and I’m always amazed by how someone whose body betrayed them could be in such control of every muscle and limb. She’s married to Gary, a URI professor. They have an eight-year-old daughter named Anna.

      Jesse opens the door to our condo and tosses his keys on the side table. I dump my backpack on the couch, pulling out my work phone and making sure the volume is turned up. Just because we completed a massive FAA-directed exercise today doesn’t mean there won’t be a real emergency tonight.

      I feel the heat of Jesse’s body as he comes up behind me, pulling the elastic from my braid and unraveling the strands, then wrapping the red ribbon around his wrist like a kabbalah string. He pulls my hair to one side and kisses my neck. “Go shower off that flop sweat.”

      I turn, indignant. “I didn’t flop sweat!”

      He laughs. “Then I’ll shower off my flop sweat and you make dinner.”

      “On the other hand, my hair still smells like smoke.” Jesse is a far better chef than I am; he’s spent enough time with the fire department, taking shifts cooking for everyone on call. In the bathroom, I peel out of my jeans and shirt and turn the faucet in our shower. Immediately, I am shot with a spray of water in my face. “Dammit,” I mutter. There’s been something wrong with the showerhead for a while now—either zero pressure or, like tonight, a stream like a charged fire hose—but neither of us has had time to address it.

      By the time I put on Jesse’s faded Bruins sweatshirt that’s probably as old as I am and a pair of leggings, brush through my wet hair and rebraid it with another red ribbon, the table is already set with two steaming plates of pesto pasta, a glass of red for me, a ginger ale for him.

      He’s washing out the pots he used—is there anything in the English language sexier than that sentence?—and I stealthily watch him. The muscles of his back shift under the soft fabric of his Providence PD tee and he’s humming as he scrubs. Suddenly he turns around, his eyes as blue as the heart of a flame. “Busted,” he says, his lips twitching.

      “Stop being such a cop,” I joke.

      “Stop being such a perv.”

      You wouldn’t know that Jesse’s about to turn forty unless you looked closely at those eyes and marked the faint lines at the corners. The age difference worried me a little when we first started dating. But then he just gradually became a habit until any concern faded away. I’d go to the office and find him waiting there with coffee milk, because he knew I liked it. I’d go for a run in Roger Williams Park and bump into him. I’d drive to the grocery store only to have him pull into the parking spot beside me. Maybe it was fate, maybe it was just that Rhode Island is a small state—but Jesse became part of my routine so seamlessly that by the time I noticed, I didn’t want to recall what my days had looked like before he was embroidered onto them.

      I ate my pasta like I always do—shoveling food into my mouth as if eating is a contest, or as if I’m worried I’ll be called into the office before I finish. Jesse frowns. “One day you’re gonna choke.”

      “How fortunate,” I say around a forkful of rotini, “that I am married to someone who is trained in first aid. Also, this is delicious and thank you and I love you.”

      Jesse was married once before, when he was around my age. He got divorced when his wife ran off with her female Pilates instructor. They run a wellness retreat in the Maine woods now. He swore off relationships until he met me, despite the fact that there were fifteen years between us and we both had enough baggage to fill a cargo hold. He was ready to commit long before I was. “Not till I’m twenty-seven,” I’d told him. “My prefrontal cortex is still growing and I’m more likely to make a mistake.”

      “You’re not going to make a mistake just because you’re young,” Jesse had argued. “When you know, you know.”

      “Like you did?”

      That shut him up for a little while, and he agreed to move in together without a solid plan for the future—something that, given my job, was truly ironic. He promised he’d wait for my brain to mature. He swore that I would never have to change his diaper or wipe his drool when he was elderly. But then one night he came home from work after running a polygraph on the primary suspect for an arson case. It was a homeless guy with mental illness who had started a fire that killed two victims—a couple that had just signed the paperwork with the bank to own the house.

      Jesse had been uncharacteristically quiet when he got home. He sat on the couch, a storm behind his features. We both had careers where, every now and then, we saw something we would never be able to unsee. I’d taken his hand. “Wanna talk about it?”

      His jaw worked before he was able to push out a word. “Newlyweds,” he said. “The couple that died? They thought this was the beginning of their lives, not the end.” He turned his fierce gaze to me. “I don’t want to wait, Molly. I don’t know how many days I have left.”

      I swallowed, seeing it all: the ghost of death that had roared like a lion today, the unwavering compass of his commitment to me, the vulnerability of loving someone—which also opens you up to the gutting potential of losing them. “See? I told you you’re old,” I choked out, a bad attempt at a joke when what I meant was Yes.

      That night, when Jesse and I made love, I admitted that my hesitation had never been about him. It was the wedding I didn’t want. I didn’t want the happiest day of my life compromised by the idea that my biological mother wasn’t there to see it. I didn’t want a weird candle to be lit for her, and I didn’t want any guest bringing up her name and inadvertently hurting Evie, as if she wasn’t the real mother of the bride. “I can fix that,” Jesse said, and the next morning we went to the courthouse. We didn’t tell our families until a month later, when we were all together on the Fourth of July at India Point Park for the fireworks and a fireman who used to work with Jesse’s dad came over to say hello and asked Jesse how married life was treating him. Evie had been devastated, but my father had just grinned. “Your mom and I got married in secret too,” he said.

      Now, Jesse leans back in his chair and folds his arms. “I could go with you to New York,” he says.

      Tomorrow—Friday—I am taking a personal day I take every year, to go to New York City for the annual commemoration ceremony at the 9/11 Memorial. It’s a four-hour drive; and I’ll leave at 3:00 A.M. to make sure I’m there in time.

      Jesse doesn’t like the thought of me doing a round trip to the city by myself, or being at the mercy of the hoopla that is sure to surround the twenty-fifth anniversary of the event. I shake my head. “Thanks, but I’m good.” He understands. It’s the same reason that he goes out the night of his dead sister’s birthday, holding some private vigil for Anna that keeps him away from home till nearly dawn, then crawls into bed and grabs onto me as if I am a life preserver in a shipwreck.

      “Besides,” I say, “Don’t you have to run a polygraph tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. The bank teller embezzlement case. But I could reschedule.”

      I stand to gather the plates. “No need. By the way, the shower’s still wonky,” I tell him.

      “It’s on my list,” Jesse promises. He gently catches my wrist. “Hey,” he says softly. “You know the deal. You get to take care of everyone else, and I get to take care of you.”

      With one tug, he pulls me onto his lap. “I love you,” I whisper, kissing my way to the freckle on his ear that looks like a piercing and—amazingly, given his wild child past—is not. “But you smell like flop sweat.” Then I bite down on his lobe.

      He yanks away from me, but he’s laughing. I hop off his lap and instead of stacking the dishes, I frame his jaw with my palms. I stamp my smile against his, hoping I can convey all the words I don’t know how to say—the gratitude and the good fortune and the tenderness of knowing that even though I could survive on my own, I am so happy that I do not have to.

      

      Jesse and I have a ritual before we fall asleep: each of us confesses one of our worst fears and we decide whose is the most devastating. Tonight, Jesse is pressed up against my back, his arm banded tight around my waist. “Worst-case scenario,” he whispers. “Flesh-eating bacteria.”

      That is a good one. Necrotizing fasciitis is truly vile.

      “Spread by mosquitoes,” Jesse qualifies.

      I shudder, having flashbacks of Zika. The Aedes aegypti mosquitoes that carries Zika had been geographically contained before they suddenly showed up in Connecticut. With global warming, insect-borne diseases have become more of a threat. It’s why a dengue outbreak in Brazil is something I have to pay attention to also, and why climate change affects public health.

      His fingers drum on my stomach, a prompt. “Electromagnetic pulse,” I offer.

      I hear Jesse’s soft huff of laughter in my hair. “Say more.”

      I turn so that we are facing each other. In the dark, I can barely make out the curve of his jaw. “It takes out everything that uses a battery, and all big governments have the ability to throw one at each other. Just think about it—every device you own becomes a paperweight. No refrigeration, no computers, no electronic communications. How do you get news, or send it? How do you travel, or store food, or get water? There would be blackouts. Hospitals couldn’t function. Emergency services would be crippled.”

      Jesse rolls onto his back. “Jesus,” he says.

      “I win,” I tell him.

      He strokes my hair. “Pretty sure I did,” he murmurs, and I know he’s not talking about our game. His voice is striped with the wonder that he sometimes expresses about how many millions of choices and moments had to fall into exactly the right order for the two of us to ever have met.

      I roll on top of him. “I can think of something to do during an electromagnetic pulse blackout,” I murmur. I’m only a breath away from him when my phone rings on the nightstand. Immediately I answer. It’s Toby, who’s on call tonight. “Hey,” I say, answering. “What have you got?”

      “Five-car pileup with mass casualties on I-95,” he says. I wait, as this alone would not typically merit a call. He continues, “One of which is an oil tanker on its side and leaking.”

      “Okay,” I reply, already mentally running through how to get more ambulances to the scene, figure out cleanup for a potential oil spill, and put hospitals on alert. I switch Toby to speaker and start braiding my hair into submission.

      Jesse is already padding into the kitchen. “Coffee’s on,” he says.

      

      When I was growing up, my family received an invitation every year to the 9/11 anniversary commemorations, but we had never gone. They got my father too riled up with his conspiracy theories, and Evie said it made her too sad to think about how her best friend had died. So it wasn’t until I was sixteen and a freshman at Columbia that I attended. And I went alone.

      The ceremony had started at 8:30 A.M. on Memorial Plaza. It had already been packed when I arrived, because somehow I had missed the memo that families would be allowed access an hour before. I showed my invitation letter for entry as I watched crowds spill across the plaza—many people holding posters or laminated photos or ID tags of the person they’d lost. There were people wearing American flag trucker hats and Never Forget tees. Others wore suits and ties, squeezing in the memorial before work. Almost everyone held up a cellphone to film the tribute.

      As I passed the memorial pools, I noticed that people had stuck flowers and notes and a global rainbow of flags into the carved names of the dead. I’d managed to find a spot close to the area where the news cameras were corralled just as the honor guard carrying the flag began their march. Spit-polished NYPD and NYFD and Port Authority officials held it stretched between them, trailed by a corps of drummers and bagpipers who provided a solemn beat. They had walked past lines of military, all saluting, and the dignitaries—the president and vice president, the mayor, the governor. A flag was turned to face the crowd as a girl sang the National Anthem and then was marched off with ceremony as Emerald Society and Port Authority pipers played.

      Beside the podium in the front was a bell, which was rung at 8:46 A.M., the moment that the first tower was hit, and which would be rung again to commemorate the moment that the second tower was struck, and the times of the attacks on the Pentagon and Flight 93. In between, family members stepped up in twos, reading the names of those who had died on 9/11. It would take over four hours to recite them all.

      Most of the names were simply stated, but sometimes when a reader reached their own loved one, they added some personal details: He was my cousin, and he was known as Mr. Ladder 24 at Engine 1 on West 31st Street. He was last heard from on the 44th floor of the South Tower. And: I wear my father’s initials over my heart, so every day I remind myself of the impact he had on my life. God bless the military and first responders; the FDNY, the NYPD, and the United States of America . . .

      My own mother’s name had been Eloise Ambrose, and because of that, she was in the first batch to be read.

      I found myself leaning forward. The names kept coming, like the flow of a river. And then, I heard it. The melody of syllables, swiftly followed by someone else’s name. I wanted to tell them to stop. To tell everyone that Eloise Ambrose wasn’t just one of 2,977 gone, indistinguishable from the rest. That she was my mother, and worth knowing for the attributes that made her her.

      Except I did not know firsthand what those things were.

      Suddenly I was crying so hard I could not catch my breath. I had to put my hand on the railing around the press box just to stay upright.

      The blinking black eye of a television camera swiveled to capture me, caught in a web of grief. Stop, I said, or I wanted to, and I put out my hand to shield myself.

      By then, others around me were turning at the disruption. I tried to back away from the crowd, but it was too thick around me. “Hey,” a voice said. “Asshole.” A skinny brown girl with pink hair, ripped tights, and combat boots leaped onto the railing that cordoned off the press. “Leave her alone.”

      In response, the camera zoomed in closer.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” the girl said, and she grabbed a fist full of the cameraman’s shirt and punched him square in the face.

      He howled as blood streamed down his chin. “You little shit,” he cried.

      “Bite me,” the girl tossed back, slinging her arm around my shoulders. “Let’s blow this place.”

      Through my tears, I said, “That’s a really bad choice of metaphor today.”

      Tabs grinned at me, and we’ve been friends ever since.

      

      Given the oil truck accident (one death, ten injuries, no decon needed), I only get two hours of sleep before leaving for New York City. I scarf down a Kind bar when I realize the gnawing inside me is not stress but actual hunger, and then I blow cold air-conditioning onto my face to keep me wide awake. By the time I reach the coffee shop where Tabs and I always meet up on this anniversary, it’s already 7:45 A.M.

      Tabs is checking her watch. She wears oversize glasses and men’s trousers, tied at the waist with a bandanna. Her T-shirt reads: NO REGERTS. “Finally,” she shrieks, wrapping me up in an embrace. “You’re late. And don’t give me a lame excuse like you were saving lives in the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations.”

      I hug her back. “They changed the legal name in 2020.”

      “And to think it only took 384 years for that teensy little state to notice its big racist energy.”

      Since nine years ago, when she decked the cameraman, Tabs and I have bonded from the shared anguish of losing a parent on 9/11. Her father, Francisco Cubero, had worked as a security guard for Summit Security Services in the South Tower. As she said to me when she dragged me to a bar that day (one which wouldn’t card me), the problem with those anniversary ceremonies is that they’re public events for very private grief. If your father dies in a car accident, it’s terrible, but your pain belongs to you. If your dad died on 9/11, your pain is subject matter that the people watching coverage on TV feel like they have a right to witness, because the attacks were a global event. “The news networks,” Tabs had said that day, as she ate martini olives and maraschino cherries right out of a little plastic box on the bar, “make it a spectator sport. Hollywood’s been blowing up buildings for years with CGI, and we watch it on screens as entertainment. People at home don’t differentiate between that and footage from the terrorist attacks. But you and me, we’re not actors. We’re not playing characters who lost a parent. We don’t get to change the channel.”

      Tabs is eight years older than me. Like my mother, her dad’s remains were never found. They are two of the thousands for whom there are still no bone fragments, no burned ID cards, no DNA. Unlike me, Tabs has actual memories of her father. Once, when it was snowing hard, he took me down Madison Avenue in a toddler sled. He fried peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and it sounds weird, but I’ll never make them any other way. He used to make shadow animals with his hands while I was eating breakfast. She’s told me these so often that she’s begun to repeat herself, but I never call her on it. How could I, when I’m jealous?

      This year, as Tabs pulls me toward Ground Zero, I feel a rush of gratitude for her company. We are part of a club no one wants to join, and apparently, it’s a lifetime membership you can never cancel. “Today’s going to be an utter zoo,” she says as we power-walk. “How’s Jesse? How’s the job? Tell me all the things.”

      “Jesse’s fine,” I tell her.

      “I know he’s fine.” Tabs smirks. “I’ve seen the man. How’s he doing?”

      I roll my eyes. “He’s busy. All public services are kind of a mess. Let’s just say we’re doing a lot of creative budgeting now that the federal government’s decided Emergency Preparedness and Public Health is a luxury item instead of an essential.”

      She pauses. “For real? Can you say measles?”

      “No, actually, we can’t. We have a gag order on us, too.”

      The memorial is closed to everyone but the families of the dead this morning. We walk toward the reflecting pools, surrounded by bronze panels etched with the names of the dead. There are little American flags stuck into the grooves of the letters. Photographs of babies and married couples, taped to chopsticks and wedged in the divots of a G or a P. The stem of a rose. A red bandanna on the name of Welles Crowther, who made three trips from the South Tower’s sky lobby down stairwells, leading terrified people to safety. Aviator pins, peanut butter cups, messages with cramped writing, a seashell. Ballet slippers. A lei. Prayer cards. Someone has left a glove with a quartz heart in its palm. This is the only ceremony many families have for their loved ones, the only headstone to decorate.

      Every night maintenance teams sweep the panels for these relics. They get rid of perishables—food, flora, fifths of Jack Daniel’s—and they save the rest. These are entered into an electronic database by size and date. Most bits and pieces of memory get tucked away in storehouses in Jersey City and upstate New York. A few are selected by curators of the museum and become part of the collection.

      Okay, yes, I went down a rabbit hole once, trying to find out what happened to all the things that were left behind at the memorial. A name is just a name. But when you see a note that says, Jim, she is all grown up now, you would be proud, it makes you stop and wonder. Who raised this girl? Who was she to Jim? It makes him real. It makes him flicker, like a pilot light, in a world he no longer inhabits.

      Tabs moves away, looking for the panel with her father’s name. I do the same for my mother.

      Cesar Amoranto Alviar. Tariq Amanullah. Angelo Amaranto. James M. Amato. Joseph Amatuccio.

      Eloise Ambrose.

      I reach up and unravel my braid. When my hair is loose and whipping around my face, I take the red ribbon I’ve woven through it and press it just beneath my mother’s etched name, underlining. She was here. She was mine. It won’t stick, which is why other notes and photos and memorabilia are secured with little rocks or tape—neither of which I have. I rummage in my backpack for loose change and use coins to wedge the ribbon into the horizontal dash of the E, the A, the e. By the time I’m done, Tabs is back, her own eyelashes damp.

      The twenty-fifth anniversary of the terrorist attacks on September 11 straddles the line between respectful solemnity and justifiable circus. The dignitaries are back, but there are more of them—every living president, leaders from other countries, every NYC mayor and governor since Guiliani and Pataki. The Blue Angels fly overhead, leaving seams in the sky. But the same devoted families and friends are here, clutching their framed portraits and frayed posters.

      When my mother’s name is read, Tabs squeezes my hand.

      When her father’s name is read, I lean my head on her shoulder.

      I try to pay attention to the litany of others, but I find my mind drifting, thinking about the pictures I have seen and the footage I have watched. I was alive that day, unlike some in the crowd, but I was blessedly too young to remember anything. I close my eyes and imagine a sky so blue that it burned. I try to imagine what I would have done, as a scholar of emergency preparedness, to minimize the casualties and mitigate the disaster.

      I can tell you anything you want to know about homemade explosives. I know not to use a walkie-talkie or phone near any suspected device, because cellular and radio signals are sometimes used for detonation. I have the State Bomb Squad and K-9 explosive detection on speed dial. Not a single one of these things would have helped on 9/11. Because until that morning, nobody had ever considered using a plane itself as a bomb.

      Finally, the last name, Igor Zukelman, is read. When there’s nothing left but silence, two trumpeters lift their instruments. They play Taps in a call and response that sounds like a conversation, until a solo note hangs in the air, like the smoke and dust and shock that hazed the city for weeks.

      Tabs and I walk past the Scylla and Charybdis of two press pools, stuffed with cameras and reporters. “Fuckers,” she mutters as she turns away to wipe her cheeks. When we reach the gorgeous new PATH station, we stop to say goodbye. Tabs will take the subway home.

      It’s always like this for us. Although there’s no one else I want to be here with, the bond I have with Tabs is situational. After the ceremony, we each want to be left alone to our thoughts.

      “Next year,” Tabs says, hugging me close, “Aruba.”

      “Hawaii,” I suggest.

      Every year since we’ve been coming, we promise each other that next year we will privately celebrate our parents with daiquiris on a beach.

      And then every year, we still come back to Ground Zero.

      

      One of my favorite emergency preparedness stories happened on the day my mother died. Rick Rescorla was a Vietnam vet and the head of security for Morgan Stanley. The bank had nearly three thousand employees and was the largest tenant of the South Tower, from level 50 to level 72. Every month, like clockwork, Rick forced everyone in the company to do a fire drill. While finance bros were buried in their cubicles making deals that would net them hundreds of thousands of dollars, Rick would go around with his megaphone shouting at them to walk down all those flights of stairs to the lobby. Suffice it to say that most employees hated this.

      On September 11, when the first plane hit the North Tower, at 8:46 A.M, Port Authority sent word to the people in the South Tower to remain in place. Rick, however, said Hell no. He picked up that megaphone and started herding Morgan Stanley employees down the stairwells. At 9:03 A.M, when the second plane struck that tower, the impact knocked people down and sent office furniture flying. The power cut out. In the stairwells, those who were fleeing fell and were injured.

      So Rick did what he had done in Vietnam, when he wanted his soldiers to keep marching—he sang old Welsh songs he remembered from his childhood. At one point, between songs, he called his wife. She later reported what he’d told her: Stop crying. I have to get these people out safely. If something should happen to me, I want you to know I’ve never been happier. You made my life.

      By 9:45, most of Morgan Stanley had been safely evacuated. But because a handful of people were unaccounted for, Rick turned around and walked back into the South Tower. Thirteen Morgan Stanley employees, including Rick and four of his security staff— died when the building collapsed at 9:59, but 2,687 employees and 250 visitors to the bank lived, because Rick Rescorla had a plan.

      I wonder if there was someone trying to help my mother on that day.

      

      By the time I get back to Providence, the sun is setting. Inside our condo, the lights are off and a line of mismatched candles forms a trail that wraps around the corner of the hallway. Smiling faintly, I follow the path past our kitchen table, through the bedroom, and into the bathroom, where Jesse sits on the edge of the tub. Steam rises above the bath bubbles,. Five more candles stand on the windowsill.

      “Candles are a fire hazard,” I murmur.

      “Oh, damn,” Jesse teases. “I forgot the accelerant.” He folds me into a tight embrace. “How’d it go?”

      “Fine.” I shrug, and he raises a brow.

      “It was fine,” I repeat. “Just like last year, but with more hoopla.”

      He ignores me, unbuttoning my cardigan and peeling it away.

      Sometimes it really sucks to have a husband whose job it is to spot liars.

      It’s not looking away or biting your lip that gives you away, he told me once. It’s if the suspect does that when he hasn’t done it any other time. It’s longer hesitations between the question and the answer. It’s dropping the words me, my, I—which you do because lying is actually hard on your brain.

      On the other hand, he had added, you can only spot a liar who seems stressed. If someone’s told themselves a story so often that they’ve begun to believe it, they can turn around and tell it to you as if it were the truth.

      Jesse shucks off my shoes and my pants and finally my underwear. A groan escapes me when I sink into the water, loosening muscles that I hadn’t even realized were so tense. “Can you bring me my work phone?”

      Jesse shakes his head. “You still have the rest of today off.”

      “But—”

      “Mol,” he says, “Rhode Island will still be standing tomorrow morning. And if it’s not, you get to say I told you so. See? Win-win.”

      He bends to kiss me, and I cup his face in my hands, giving him a beard made of bubbles. “You look like Santa.”

      Jesse grins. “Then it’s good you have a thing for old guys.” He edges out of the bathroom, leaving me to relax.

      For a while I stare at the candle flames as they dance and weave. Then I look out the window, where stars are just starting to wink into existence.

      At that first memorial, the time when I met Tabs, after we left the bar, we wandered around Lower Manhattan for hours. When it was finally dark, the Tribute in Light soared into the night, two towers illuminated like phantoms of the buildings that had once stood there.

      “That one’s for your mom,” Tabs said, pointing. “And that one’s for my dad.”

      In New York City, those beams will scrape the heavens tonight. But here, it’s the same view I had last night, of the stars littering the sky.

      It was Jesse’s father, Brian, who taught me to find the constellations, to navigate by their position. It was Brian who reminded me a star is just a fire that can’t be extinguished.

      

      That night, even with Jesse’s arms around me, I fight sleep. “Worst-case scenario,” I whisper. “Finding the missing smallpox sample.”

      I can feel him swim back to consciousness. “It’s lost?”

      “After the disease was wiped out, there were only two samples left in the whole world,” I tell him. “One at the CDC, the other at a similar lab in Russia. But when the USSR fell, so did the building the lab was in. No one knows where that sample went—if it’s buried underground or in someone’s pocket just waiting to become a bioweapon.”

      Jesse hums against my throat. “Okay. My worst-case scenario: L.A. wildfires,” he counters. “Like the ones in 2025, but with the Santa Ana winds and the mountain wave.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Winds that get compressed when they hit the mountain range and start acting like tornadoes spinning a hundred miles per hour. They can send sparks over your head to start a fire behind you. Or travel a mile in less than a minute. A perfect storm of disasters.”

      I pull his arms tighter around me. “But not tonight,” I murmur.

      “Not tonight,” he agrees.

      

      I fell for Jesse slowly, gradually. For one thing, we met during Covid, and I was working 24/7 in the midst of the biggest public health emergency of my lifetime.

      He might have had the most striking eyes I’d ever seen and a smile that felt like a power source, but the entire world was in a tailspin and I didn’t have the time or energy to invest in dating when I was so busy trying to keep everyone in the state alive.

      So when he brought me Chinese takeout at the end of a very long, very fraught vaccine clinic, I told him that although I was flattered, I wasn’t interested in anything more than friendship.

      Jesse scrutinized my face, then shook his head. “You’re lying,” he said.

      “Um, I don’t think so.”

      “I do,” he told me, “and I can prove it to you.”

      He asked for one chance to do just that, and when I rolled my eyes and agreed, he patiently waited until a time when there was enough of a lull in the pandemic response for us to find time to get together. Then he asked me to meet him for our date . . . at the police station.

      During Covid, the Providence police station was far less busy than it had been before. Jesse met me in the lobby and led me through a rabbit warren to a small interrogation room, where we took off our masks. On the table in the room, there were deli sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, and bottles of Coke. There was also a polygraph machine—a small black box with wires snaking out of one side, that fed into a computer on the other.

      He gestured to a seat with a small pad on it.

      “Is this all because I said I don’t want to go out with you?” I asked.

      Jesse leaned against the table across from me. “You know polygraphs don’t really detect lies?” he said, which was not an answer. “They detect emotional responses that you’re trying to hide. My job is to interview you in a way that reveals them.”

      I raised a brow. “And that works?”

      “Ninety-two percent of the time.”

      “So some people can still get away with a lie?” I said. “That’s why it’s not admissible in court.”

      Jesse rolled his eyes. “Yeah, so instead the judge instructs the jury to consider how direct a witness was in answering questions, and whatever else gives them a gut feeling of truth. But witnesses are coached on how to look sympathetic, and the average juror can detect a liar accurately only about half the time. Why do you think so many convictions are overturned with DNA evidence?”

      Then he picked up a springy black tube connected to the polygraph device. “May I?” he asked.

      When I nodded, he gently slipped the tube around me, his fingers grazing my collarbones. I swallowed. “So you’re admitting this isn’t a science,” I said.

      “On the contrary,” Jesse replied, settling a second black tube just below the band of my bra. “When you lie, you relive the event. The fear of getting caught in the lie triggers the autonomic nervous system. You’re familiar with fight, flight, or freeze?”

      I was intimately familiar with it, because my body was exactly in that space right now.

      “That’s the sympathetic part of the autonomic nervous system, trying to protect the body.” His hands slipped to the edge of my sweater, tugging it down so that the tubes around me sat as flush as possible. “The parasympathetic part, on the other hand, is what brings your body back to its resting state. For example, if you watch a horror movie and scream at a scary part, and then you calm down again? That’s what the polygraph measures. You can’t control those responses, even if you try.”

      He gestured to the bands he’d wrapped around me. “Those tubes measure breathing rate.” Then he took a stainless steel plate and velcroed it to my pointer finger, then secured a second plate on my ring finger. “These measure skin sensitivity—the more you lie, the more you sweat, which means sodium ions come out of your pores and trigger the electric response.” Finally, he affixed a blood pressure cuff around my bicep and a pulse oximeter on my finger. “And this measures your heart rate and pulse.”

      Traitorously, my heart took that moment to thump hard against my ribs.

      I was here voluntarily, and I had nothing to hide—and yet there was something so intimate about knowing that Jesse would be able to tell if I wasn’t being honest with him.

      He handed me a piece of paper. “Write down a number between two and six. Don’t tell me what it is.” Abruptly, he moved away, all business, and sat down across the table. “All right, time to begin. This is the only time I’m going to ask you to lie to me during this interview.”

      “Interview,” I repeated, scoffing.

      “Date?” he suggested.

      I frowned.

      “You okay?” Jesse asked, looking at his screen. “Your pulse is a little . . . fast.”

      He tried, and failed, to smother a grin. “White coat syndrome,” I said, lifting my chin. “You can’t hook me up to a monitor and not expect me to get nervous.”

      “Nervousness is normal. I’m just learning your baseline.” Jesse glanced at me over the edge of the laptop. “We’re going to start the acquaintance test now.”

      “We’re already acquaintances.”

      He smiled. “That’s what we call the pretest for a polygraph—it’s meant to measure your response levels. Please keep your eyes fixed straight ahead and stay still. Remember what I said: this is the only time I’m going to ask you to lie to me during this interview. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      “No nodding—please verbalize your answers,” Jesse said. “Is your number two?”

      I stared at the wall opposite. “No.”

      “Is your number three?”

      Evenly, I said, “No.”

      “Is your number four?”

      “No.”

      And so on, until Jesse told me that the test was finished. “Well,” he said, “the number you picked is three.”

      “Nice magic trick,” I said, slipping the note out from under my hand and showing it to him.

      “Magic?” He pivoted his screen so that I could see the dancing lines for my breathing, my pulse, my sweat glands—and where they shot up off the chart. “See how that line inches up just before I asked you if your number was three . . . and then how it skyrocketed?”

      I shrugged, trying to act unimpressed.

      He grinned widely. “So you want a legit polygraph. The kind I’d do if you came in here to prove your innocence?”

      Tilting my chin up, I met his gaze. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      “That’s what they all say,” Jesse joked. “But sure.” He folded his arms. “There are four kinds of questions I ask during a polygraph. Neutral questions are completely unrelated to the reason we’re here, and they’re just to establish a baseline of physiological response. Sacrifice questions are about whether you trust me, or if I can trust you. Comparison questions are about things most people consider to be morally wrong, and they’re meant to make even an innocent person anxious. And then relevant questions are the ones that relate to the crime.”

      “Pretty sure I didn’t commit a crime,” I huffed out.

      “Pretty sure refusing to give a relationship with me a chance before it even gets started is criminal,” Jesse murmured. He looked directly at me. “Are you wearing a red sweater?”

      I looked down at my scarlet cardigan. “Yes.”

      “Are you single?”

      “Yes,” I replied, narrowing my eyes.

      “Do you trust me?”

      I kept my eyes opposite, on the wall, but felt something soften inside me. I did trust Jesse, and I didn’t know why. “Yes.”

      “Are you a natural blonde?”

      My eyes flew to his. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “Actually,” Jesse said, “I would.”

      “Yes, I am,” I ground out.

      He laughed, and then I felt the heat of his gaze on me. “Have you ever lied to someone you consider a friend?”

      I thought of Tabs, of how before the pandemic hit she had invited me to spend a weekend in the city just hanging out, and how I’d made up an excuse. I had just felt weird forging a bond with her outside of our shared tragedy.

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      Jesse moved behind me, his words falling onto the nape of my neck. “Are you attracted to me, Molly?”

      I swallowed. “No,” I said.

      His lips skated over my temple. “Do you dream about me at night, like I dream about you?”

      Everything inside me liquified. “No,” I whispered.

      Jesse reached an arm around either side of me and flipped the laptop so that it was facing us. The screen showed lines in red, yellow, and green, snaking horizontally. At each of the questions, there was a small hill of response. For the last two, the spikes broke through the confines of the metric. “You know what I think?” Jesse knelt beside me and grasped my chin, running his thumb over my bottom lip. “I think half of what comes out of that gorgeous mouth is a lie.”

      My heart started to race. On the screen, I watched the red line zoom high.

      “But only half,” I said, and I kissed him.

      

      When I was two years old, my father, my stepmother, Evie, and I moved to Barrington, Rhode Island. I guess being in New York City felt too much like being surrounded by ghosts, and they decided it was time to leave. They still live in the Victorian where I grew up, with its postage-stamp-size back lawn and stained-glass door and the newel post that comes off in your hand if you turn the corner of the stairs too fast.

      A couple days after my trip to New York, I stop by to meet Evie for lunch. I let myself in through the back door, which leads to the kitchen. My father sits at the kitchen table, holding an iPad, engrossed in his reading. When he sees me, he slides his glasses off. “Hey, you,” he says, a smile lighting his features gradually, the sun at dawn.

      “Hey, you,” I reply. It’s our secret handshake, our standard greeting, our confirmation that everything is okay. He stands up and pulls me into an embrace so tight it’s hard for me to breathe.

      I know why, and so does he, and neither of us will say it out loud. He is well aware that I went to the commemoration in the city. My dad still avoids Manhattan like it is the epicenter of a plague, and, really, who could blame him? He turns down every trial gig that requires a trip to New York City. Although most people assume it’s simply too hard for him to revisit the site where his wife was killed, it’s more than that. Like chatter on 4Chan, when we get close to the anniversary, his obsession starts to peek out the way a slip does under the hem of a dress. He’ll bury himself in podcasts and readings from conspiracy theorists, trying to connect threads that simply do not exist.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him, looking him in the eye. “The ceremony was fine.”

      He scoffs. “Of course it was. When you have something that big to cover up, you have to create a good distraction.” He nods down at his tablet. “NORAD was in on it, you know.”

      I sigh. “Dad. It wasn’t till after 9/11 that a system was set up for the FAA to contact NORAD automatically. It’s true of most emergency management systems. It was tragic beyond belief, but it was also a learning experience.”

      For a moment, the zeal in his eyes flickers. “God, you’re smart. Your mom would be so proud of you.”

      “What would I be proud of?”

      We both turn as Evie walks into the kitchen asking this question. My father and I exchange a glance—a silent agreement to not correct her. In our own ways, I think we have both been protecting Evie for years. My dad loves her and doesn’t want her to feel like a replacement for his first wife. Likewise, she has blanketed me with so much warmth and love. She soothed me when I fell on the playground, slept beside me during my nightmares, held my ponytail back from the toilet when I had the stomach flu. She was who I whispered the name of my first crush to, and she was the one who consoled me when he broke my fifth-grade heart by giving a pack of candy hearts to another girl. She taught me how to drive, how to do an eyeliner flick, and how to make pancakes. She proudly posts links to papers I coauthor on her Facebook page, although most of the material is so esoteric it is practically unreadable to a layperson. She did everything to make me who I am today—except give birth to me. The least I can do is have the grace to not grieve the loss of my other mother in front of her.

      I’ve only met one person who understood this complicated dance—a girl in my cohort in grad school who had been adopted. She’d secretly found her birth mother on 23andMe, but she didn’t want to contact the woman while her adoptive mother was still alive. How could I, she had said, make my mom feel like she hadn’t been good enough?

      Evie gives me a hug and then slips an arm around my father’s waist. “Adam,” she says, “if you’re still talking about NORAD, I’m going full Lysistrata.”

      He leans down and kisses her. “That’s not what you said last night . . .”

      “Oh my God.” I cringe. “Act your age.”

      “I’m fifty-one, not dead,” my father says, and then he turns to Evie. “Abject embarrassment of child: new parenting level unlocked.” He high-fives her.

      I roll my eyes. “Goodbye,” I announce, as Evie laughs and falls into step beside me.

      We leave my father waving at the door. “You want to walk? It’s beautiful out,” Evie says.

      She’s right. This is my favorite time of year in Rhode Island. The trees are crowned in jewels—ruby and citrine, garnet and emerald, inset with gold. The ocean is a cobalt velvet cloak. It is not cold enough to need a coat, but the air is so crisp it stings the back of your throat. Fall in New England is an embarrassment of riches.

      “Oh, wait a sec,” I say, grabbing the sixty-pound backpack I travel with whenever I leave home. In it I have two different MiFis—one that’s Verizon and one that’s FirstNet. I have a power pack the size of a newborn that I can plug everything into, in case electricity cuts out. I don’t have the satellite phone, but that’s only because I’m not the member of my team on call today. I haul the pack onto my shoulders.

      Evie narrows her eyes. “That can’t be good for your back.”

      “But it’s necessary for my mental health,” I say cheerfully. Not only is it literally my job to be prepared; but also, I have a superstitious streak: I’m sure the one time I leave my pack behind is when something will go terribly wrong.

      Although Evie and I text all the time, we have a standing lunch date once a week. As we walk to the café, she fills me in on the reorganization of her department at work. For as long as I can remember, she’s been with Hasbro in Pawtucket in Girls Gaming (which was not, to my chagrin, RPGs about leveling up to a Supreme Court justice, or World of Warcraft—but instead of quests, players go to Taylor Swift concerts). Instead, her marketing team covers Polly Pockets and Littlest Pet Shop, while Boy Gaming centers on Nerf guns. “My new supervisor is probably still playing Pretty Pretty Princess.” Evie sighs. “Straight out of Wharton, but she’s only twenty-eight.” She looks at me. “It is so weird getting old.”

      “You’re not old,” I say. “Fifty is the new thirty.”

      “My knees have not gotten that memo.”

      “Says the pickleball champion of Barrington.”

      Evie’s face lights up. “Oh my God, did I tell you that your dad and I crushed the couple who live behind us and keep saying our willow tree is over their property line and they’re going to sue to cut it down? Mother ate and left no crumbs.”

      I burst out laughing. “Since when do you speak Gen Alpha?”

      “Since fifty is the new thirty,” Evie says, and we share a smile.

      Evie was the one who had actually introduced my parents, during college. They’d all moved to New York together after graduation. The day my mother died, my father was flying in from a business trip in California and Evie was babysitting for me. My mother never came home, and Evie never left. At first, she took care of me while my father trekked all over Manhattan putting up missing person flyers with my mother’s face on them. She made sure that he got fed and that he slept; she fielded calls from reporters; she met with detectives who were assigned to my mother’s disappearance. She organized the memorial for her, a month later. She made herself so integral to the functioning of our family that I am not surprised my father fell in love with her. How couldn’t he? Evie would never be Eloise Ambrose, but she was the next best thing—a woman who loved his baby, who had loved his dead wife.

      And me? Everyone assumed Evie was my biological mother, unless they learned otherwise.

      Most of the time, that was how I introduced her. No step before the word mother, no hesitation. But every now and then, something stuck in my smooth thoughts like a splinter: the only reason Evie was my mom was because I’d lost my first one.

      When I was fourteen and taking bio, we did simple Punnett squares to determine hereditary features. My teacher walked around the room, checking our work. He looked at my little chart for curly hair dominance, and then at my poker-straight blond fall. He had met both Evie and my dad at Open School night, so he knew Evie had wild black curls. “Your mom must have one recessive gene,” my teacher explained.

      “My mom’s dead,” I said flatly.

      Embarrassed, he told me I was exempt from the assignment.

      That afternoon when I came home from school, I climbed up to the attic crawl space where my father kept my baby clothes and suitcases and boxes of old tax returns. Evie found me there and sat down cross-legged. “Should I guess what’s wrong or are you going to tell me?” she asked. I shrugged, but she just leaned forward, her chin propped on her fist, and waited.

      “We’re studying genetics,” I said finally.

      “Ah.” Evie’s voice was small. “You know,” she said, “I miss her, too.”

      She told me to follow her. In the bedroom she shared with my dad, she pulled a small Rubbermaid container from her closet. Inside were photographs of my mother—alone, as a girl; in a white dress beside my father; holding me in her arms with a faraway gaze in eyes the exact same shade as mine. “She’s so pretty,” I whispered, and Evie smiled.

      “Where do you think you get it from?” she said.

      She let me sift through the box—which held my hospital baby bracelet, broken shards of ceramic, strange files and saws that looked like instruments of torture, tickets to Broadway shows and a Billy Joel concert.

      Evie picked up a string of photos, the kind you get from a booth at a fair, of my mother and her mugging at the camera. They looked only a few years older than me. “That,” she sighed, “was one of the best days. We went to the Washington County Fair in Richmond, summer of 1998. She’d never had cotton candy! What twenty-two-year-old has never had cotton candy?”

      I let the ceramic pieces tumble through my fingers. “What are these?”

      “The tools of her trade,” Evie said. “There were a lot of great artists who got their start at RISD, but I’ve never seen anyone do what she did with mosaics. Even when they were set in grout, they seemed to be alive. She was just getting her start commercially when she found out she was having you. I think she would have eventually been famous, if she . . .” Evie looked up. “I hope you know that I would give anything to have her sitting here with you, instead of me.”

      “If you miss her so much,” I asked, “then why did you put all these pictures away?”

      Her face softened. “Because you were so little, and it confused you. And because every time your father was forced to remember she wasn’t in the world anymore, it broke his heart.”

      I wondered if she ever felt like she was betraying her best friend, falling in love with her husband. And then I immediately chastised myself. Everything Evie had ever done had been for my benefit. If she’d grown to love my dad, that only meant I grew up in a happy home.

      It was why, I realized, I felt so guilty when I thought about Eloise Ambrose. It felt like I was being disloyal to Evie.

      Three red ribbons, all cut the same length, curled in the bottom of the box. In the photo of Evie and my mom, her hair was woven through with a ribbon. As I looked at each picture, I saw the same thing—that stripe of red, twined with her white-blond hair, like a candy cane. I touched my finger to it. “She wore her hair like that every day,” Evie told me. “From the first moment she showed up at our dorm room to the morning she left for her doctor’s appointment.”

      I curled the ribbon around my finger. “Could you French-braid mine?” I asked.

      Evie moved behind me and combed her fingers through my long corn-silk hair. She wove the ribbon through, tugged and twisted, tying off the bottom with a rubber band from her nightstand. “There,” she told me when she was done. “You look just like her.”

      I’m thinking of this when we are finally seated at the Italian restaurant, the behemoth backpack between my feet as I fiddle with the frayed edges of the red ribbon falling over my shoulder. Evie braided my hair like that for a year, until I learned how to do it myself. “Thank you for the Panera delivery yesterday,” I say. Out of the blue, an Uber Eats driver had showed up at my desk with a you-pick-two meal I hadn’t ordered. “How did you know I was even in the office?”

      She takes a sip of her water. “Because you’d texted me four TikTok videos in an hour, and you only do that when you’re avoiding paperwork.”

      She’s not wrong.

      “When I saw that the autumn salad was back on the menu, I couldn’t resist.” She hums in delight. “The squash and the cranberries . . .”

      “I don’t know why it’s not available year-round —”

      “Ladies?” The waiter interrupts our reverie. “Have you had a chance to decide?”

      We glance at the menu, but I say, “We’ll both have the chicken parm.”

      As the waiter steps away, Evie shrugs. “The tagliatelle looked good but, you know.”

      I nod gravely. “Unwritten rule.”

      “If there’s chicken parm on the menu—”

      “You have to get it,” I finish.

      Evie smiles, nodding.

      “Oh!” I reach into my purse and hand her a Tide pen.

      She looks down at her chest. “Did I spill already?”

      “No, but you’re having red sauce.”

      “You’re right. Fait accompli,” Evie says. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

      “Comes with the job,” I reply with shrug.

      “Emergency preparedness?”

      I shake my head. “Daughterhood.”

      I drink the last of my water and look over my shoulder to see if the waitress is around for a refill, which is when I notice the entire back wall of the restaurant: a mosaic mural.

      Evie follows my gaze. “Hers were nothing like that,” she says gently. “That’s . . . pedestrian. Your mother’s mosaics looked like the inside of Sagrada Familia. She made a mermaid from reclaimed wood from shipwrecks, and copper pennies. There was an archway in an admin building she designed with graduated blue stones that curled overhead like a wave, so it felt like you were surfing your way inside.”

      I prop my chin on my fist. “What’s the coolest installation she ever did?”

      “Easy,” Evie says. “I came home one day from class when we were seniors and found her in the courtyard outside the dorm. She had boxes full of mirrors—wall mirrors, hand mirrors, mirrored trays, you name it—and she was hurling them against the brick of the building. I mean, it was like she had invented those rage rooms you can go to nowadays. She was dating your father by then, and I thought maybe something had gone wrong, and then I realized she was wearing gloves and safety goggles. It was for her senior project.” The waiter sets down a basket of bread. “It was about as tall as she was—a Valentine heart.”

      “That doesn’t sound revolutionary.”

      “Well, the devil was in the details. The pieces of glass had been cut and carved to be so tight that you couldn’t see the individual shards. You’d look at the mural, and see your distorted reflection, like you were in a funhouse hall of mirrors. But the real art was in the places where the glass intentionally wasn’t flush. You had to do a double-take, but you could just make out the finest line of white mortar between certain pieces, and it formed a line drawing of an anatomically correct heart.”

      “Whoa,” I breathed.

      “Yeah. Eloise called it Love Thyself. I went to her thesis defense, and she told the professors that the reflection was so blinding—and the urge to see oneself was so intense—that most people didn’t realize what was in the space between. She said people go through their lives missing what’s right in front of them. But that just because we don’t see it doesn’t mean it’s not there.” Suddenly Evie blanches. “That day I saw her smashing mirrors, I told her she’d have seven years bad luck.”

      That would have been in 1998. I reach for Evie’s hand and squeeze, thinking about how I don’t want the people I love to keep hurting. “Maybe it’s good,” I say gently, “that she only had three.”

      

      One night, after showering, I wrap myself in a flannel robe that used to be Jesse’s, check to make sure that my phone volume is turned up, and turn on the eleven o’clock news. I sit on the edge of our bed to untangle my hair before braiding it back, but the footage on the screen makes the comb slip from my hand.

      An American Airlines regional passenger jet had crashed into the Schuylkill River, just outside the Philadelphia International Airport. It collided in midair with a Blackhawk military helicopter. Behind the reporter, in the inky night, are the red beacons of emergency vehicles and the shadows of first responders.

      The fire commissioner starts speaking into a microphone at an impromptu press conference. “This evening at 9:42 an alert was sounded initiating a large regional response to an aircraft crash on approach to the airport,” he says. “This response includes the airport’s rescue firefighting unit, the Philadelphia Fire Department, and the Philadelphia Police department. At 9:49, the first units arrived on the scene, found an aircraft in the water, and began rescue operations. This incident has grown. There are about three hundred responders working; we have police and Coast Guard and fire boats from all throughout the region. Conditions out there are extremely rough for the responders—it’s cold and windy, and we are trying to keep them safe.”

      He steps back, and the video shifts to a reporter, her hair blowing across her face. “This is still a developing story,” she says. “All we know right now is that the plane is in pieces and is sitting in water about eight feet deep.”

      The news anchor’s grim face fills the screen. “Any word of survivors?”

      The reporter shakes her head. “No. But this is still being called a rescue operation, rather than a recovery.”

      I feel a pang in my chest, empathy for my counterpart in the Philly Office of Emergency Management.

      The bathroom door opens, and Jesse walks into the bedroom on a roll of steam. He’s wearing boxers and is scrubbing at his short buzz cut with a towel. “Remind me to fix that goddamn showerhead—” His voice breaks off as he sees the television.

      “Plane crash,” I tell him. “Philly airport. Passenger jet and a military helicopter.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” he breathes. “Why does this feel like déjà vu?”

      “Because almost the same exact thing happened a year ago in D.C.,” I say.

      “Survivors?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “I should offer aid,” I murmur, and Jesse’s arm tightens around my waist.

      “Babe,” he says, “you can’t save everyone.”

      I turn, frustrated. “Does that mean I shouldn’t try?” I stand quickly, intending to turn off the television, but suddenly the floor tips underneath me and I’m in Jesse’s arms.

      “What the fuck, Molly?” he asks, gruff in his fear.

      I blink a few times. “I just stood up too fast,” I say.

      His lips press together as he scans my face, and I watch him battle the urge to call me on my lie when I’m clearly upset.

      “That could have been us,” I manage, spiraling. “A week ago, it was us.” What a privilege it is to fake-crash a plane.

      “That’s why you do the drills, right?” Jesse says.

      I nod, still staring at the television screen.

      “They do drills in Philadelphia, too,” he says gently, and he gathers me into his arms.

      

      Three days later, there are no confirmed survivors, and the Philly governor is blaming the federal government for the crash due to understaffing of air traffic controllers. Friction between government agencies and the people who are on the front lines of first response and public health has become a live wire.

      In other words, it’s the worst possible time for a long-scheduled visit from two Feds in the CDC, who are coming to evaluate our performance for a grant we’ve already been promised.

      In 2025, a gag order was placed on the Department of Health and Human Services, the CDC, the NIH, and more, which cut public health off at the knees—since we literally exist to inform the populace about current and coming threats to well-being. At the CDC and NIH, career scientists were replaced by cronies. As a result, these days, what my department gets from the Feds is rarely what we want or need.

      Healthcare has always been political in this country. Black and brown residents have had to fight for access. Gay men who were afraid of being outed eschewed the mpox vaccine. The United States maternal mortality rate is three times higher than those of other high-income countries, and Black mothers are three times more likely to die in childbirth than white mothers.

      I am the consummate diplomat and have become accustomed to playing along just to placate the hand that’s feeding us.

      But it doesn’t mean I’m not salty.

      Louella Griswald, who replaced the longtime physician who was the head of the CDC’s Division of State and Local Readiness, is indeed a doctor . . . of musicology. She has been reviewing how we allocate our money for three hours. Flanking Dr. Griswald are two of her lackeys; flanking me are Toby and Miguel. Toby is there to answer the CDC’s pointed questions; Miguel is there to keep me on a short leash as we are nickel-and-dimed.

      “It seems you haven’t been testing the notification protocol we asked states to implement,” Dr. Griswald says.

      Toby and Miguel glance at me. No, we haven’t.

      It was one of their requirements for grant money—using a multidepartment APB for every drill and incident. “We haven’t found it to be the best tool for our real-world experience,” I reply judiciously.

      Griswald pushes her glasses up onto her head. “Be that as it may, I’m not asking for your opinion. Just for you to follow the protocol.”

      Smoke is starting to come out of my ears, but Toby jumps in, redirecting the conversation. “I wanted to ask about page 24,” he says.

      I slip my phone from my pocket. Underneath the table, I launch the notification protocol that the CDC wants us to use.

      Toby’s phone pings. So does Miguel’s. I can hear similar dings on computers outside the room, then the door to the Emergency Operations Center flies open and the rest of my team rushes in. The second in command at the Rhode Island Department of Health—who happened to be in the building meeting with someone else—storms in, eyes wild. My phone and Miguel’s ring at the same moment—his flashing with the number for the head of EMS, and mine with my boss—the director of RIDOH. It is utter chaos as I punch the speaker to connect. “What’s happening?” the director asks.

      “Nobody knows what is happening,” I reply calmly, locking my gaze with Dr. Griswald’s. “Because the CDC’s notification protocol is not crafted correctly.” I glance around the room. “You’re all good to go,” I tell them, and I mutter a quick apology for wasting the director’s time.

      “What kind of stunt is this?” Griswald asks.

      I put away my phone. “All you care about is how long it takes for people to get here, so I was proving to you that yes, people can get here very quickly. Yes, there is merit to an emergency notification system. But we need to make sure we’ve got the right people, at the right moment. There are no protocols in emergency and disaster relief because every single event is different.”

      I turn to Toby. “Did we have a spontaneous emergency last night?”

      “Yes,” he says. “A nursing home fire.”

      “Did I deploy the CDC’s notification protocol?”

      The tips of his ears burn pink. “You did not.”

      “Correct. The facility needed immediate help getting residents out the door and safe. They needed to know if they could go back to the building after the fire was out. When they couldn’t, they needed to know where to send residents, and how to get them there. I called three people on my team and told them what was happening. We sent out a notification to every nursing home and assisted living facility in the state, gathered the space availability, and called all the places close to the facility that had the fire—we built a plan with three of us—and then I called my director. If I had notified everyone at once, Dr. Griswald, it wouldn’t have helped. It would have made the chaos of an emergency even more chaotic.” I finish, and then add, “With all due respect.”

      The CDC director narrows her eyes at me. “I believe that’s all I need to know,” she says, and she and her team leave the room.

      As soon as she’s out of sight, I groan and fall forward until my forehead hits the table.

      “Jesus, Molly,” Miguel says. “You have a death wish?” Toby pats me on the shoulder as they both head out of the conference room.

      Just then, my phone buzzes. I am expecting an all-caps text from my boss, potentially sacking me, but instead it’s a different colleague—Alysia Chen, a physician who is our liaison to all the hospitals in the state.

      She was also who I called yesterday when Jesse insisted I get tested for anemia, because of my little swoon the night of the plane crash. I had told him I was just tired. But when Jesse refused to back down, Alysia had helped me out by running some quick tests.

      Now, I glance down at her text. Meet for lunch?

      Like me, she eats most lunches at her desk or inhales a fun-size Snickers bar and pretends that nuts are a food group.

      My fingers fly over the keyboard. Tell me if I’m dying, I joke.

      Three dots . . . and then nothing.

      Just kidding, I type.

      She leaves me on read.

      Oh, fuck.

      

      I don’t normally visit Jesse at work, because I don’t want to draw attention to the way our jobs sometimes intersect. So when I approach the desk sergeant and ask for my husband to be called, I’m not surprised at the officer’s gentle ribbing. “The wife’s here,” he says into the receiver of his phone, grinning at me. “You must have done something really bad if she showed up in person . . .”

      I force a smile, but I am still shaky. A minute later, Jesse appears, buzzing me through the secure door. “Hey!” he says. “Was I supposed to be expecting you?”

      “No,” I force out, and then his eyes narrow on my face.

      “What’s the matter?” Jesse’s voice is a blade.

      The tears I’ve managed to not cry spill over. Jesse swears under his breath and tugs me down the hallway to the room where he does polygraphs. The machine sits dormant beside the blank, blind eye of a computer screen.

      “I’m not anemic,” I blurt out. “I’m pregnant.”

      Jesse’s features shift—from disbelief, to awe, to a smile that feels like looking directly into the face of the sun. “What?” He picks me up and swings me around. “This is incredible!”

      I push away from him. “This is awful.”

      He goes very still. “You said you wanted kids.”

      “Someday! Jesse, I’m twenty-five. I only just started to get respect as the chief of the department. Leaving now to have a baby would ruin my career.”

      “First off, this is 2026, and being pregnant does not mean that you become a trad wife. Second, you may be twenty-five, but I’m forty, and I’d really like to play hockey with my kid before I need a knee replacement.”

      I rub my temples. “This is not how it was supposed to happen.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s exactly how it’s supposed to happen,” Jesse says.

      “I’m on birth control!”

      “Which is not a hundred percent effective,” he points out. He takes a tentative step toward me. “How far along?”

      “Eleven weeks.”

      I can see him doing the math. Right now, anyway, in the state of Rhode Island abortion is legal until viability—around twenty-four weeks. Jesse struggles to meet my gaze. “So, then, you want to . . .” His voice trails off. He can’t say the words any more than I can.

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to. But, Jesse—I have no idea how to do this.”

      Jesse folds his arms around me. “My mom used to say that’s the dirty little secret of parenting. No one knows how to do it, much less do it well.” He draws back, tenderly running one hand down my long braid. “You already take care of all of Rhode Island, Mol. What’s one more tiny human?”

      “I killed our only houseplant,” I remind him.

      I wonder how my mother felt the day she learned she was pregnant. If she was scared like me, or elated like Jesse.

      “We’ve got this,” Jesse says softly, confident. “I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      It is this—knowing I’m not alone, which is the specter that’s always haunted me—that lets me relax into Jesse’s arms. And on the heels of that comes another realization: This baby is already a part of me. I’ll never have to be alone again.

      Which is both exhilarating and terrifying, just like any other unexpected event that blindsides us.
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      In Rhode Island, these words are pronounced exactly the same way—comma, karma, calmer—and I generally use all three in the course of a workday. This morning I arrived late, I have a to-do list a mile long, and I am the on-call person on my team tonight, so I’m already harried when the shadow of a colleague hovers in my doorway. I don’t bother to look up from my computer screen. “No,” I say reflexively.

      Soo-Yun, my communications officer, frowns. “I haven’t even asked you for anything yet.”

      “But you’re going to,” I point out.

      Soo-Yun is the most tenacious, obstinate member of my team—able to find her way into any visual or written medium we need to spread information. In this, she’s not unlike the viruses we try to manage.

      She sits down uninvited in the chair opposite my messy desk. I surreptitiously slide the bottle of folic acid pills into an open drawer—my parting gift from the ob-gyn office after today’s appointment. Apparently, I am the only pregnant person who did not know I’m supposed to be taking them.

      I have not yet told anyone at the office that I’m pregnant.

      I haven’t even told my family.

      Jesse and I agreed to wait until the first trimester was safely behind us. It may be superstition from my job, but I firmly believe that if you speak a disaster, you summon it.

      “It’s about the plane crash in Philly.”

      “No,” I repeat, still typing.

      “It’s 60 Minutes,” Soo-Yun says. “So I’m vetoing your no. In the aftermath of the crash, there’s been renewed interest in emergency preparedness and what we do. And I don’t have to tell you how valuable it is to have any national press right now about our work and why the public needs it. Plus, the governor’s an attention whore. He’ll love the focus on Rhode Island. Maybe enough to even cough up some state budget money when we’re on the chopping block for federal funding.”

      For the first time, I meet her gaze. “The crash happened weeks ago, and it wasn’t in my jurisdiction. Why the hell do they want me?”

      “Because most chiefs of emergency prep departments are old white dudes, and you’ll make better tv.”

      I sigh. “You get one favor a year,” I say. “This is what you want to use it on?”

      Soo-Yun purses her lips. “I would argue that I’m doing you the favor, but we can nitpick later. The reporter’s name is Adelaide, and she’ll be here in an hour.”

      “An hour?” I yelp. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

      “Because you weren’t here,” she answers, getting to her feet. “And because then you would have had time to back out.” She flutters her hands in a little wave and backs out of my office.

      I close my eyes and lean back my head. “Shit,” I mutter.

      

      This morning, Jesse and I were almost late to my first prenatal appointment with Dr. Mantillard because we could not stop arguing. Since I’d first found out about the pregnancy, Jesse had been insisting I needed to back it down a gear at work to protect the baby. In return, I accused him of stifling me and insisted I wasn’t going to sit home for the next seven months knitting booties.

      He said to stop putting words in his mouth.

      I said this kid had two parents, and if I had to limit the danger of my job, then he had to take nothing but desk assignments for the next eighteen years of this kid’s life.

      We drove to the doctor’s office in steaming silence. The surly receptionist who checked us in and the nurse who took my vitals and drew blood did not seem to notice that we were not speaking to each other. As we waited in the exam room for the doctor, I finally decided to broker peace. Jesse was blowing up a rubber glove and tying off the bottom, like a balloon. He was going to be such a good father, if our marriage survived the pregnancy. “You know,” I said, “bad things are always going to happen.”

      Jesse snorted. “Such an optimist.”

      I shifted, rustling the paper beneath me. “I mean it, Jesse.”

      “There’s a difference between taking acceptable risks and putting yourself in intentional danger.”

      “My whole career is literally about that. And you didn’t mind me doing my job until now,” I pointed out.

      “Because now you’re pregnant, Molly.”

      “Yes. I’m pregnant. Not dying.”

      Jesse’s eyes shuttered, and I realized I used the wrong metaphor. He was always just one leap away from thinking of his two sisters, one in remission, the other lost to him through a freak accident. It made me soften a little. Most people who met Jesse considered him a hell-raiser and a wiseass, but they didn’t know him well enough to see that those were just walls he plastered to protect his heart from bruising again.

      “You’re not going to be able to keep him safe all the time,” I said gently.

      “Her,” Jesse corrected. “And that doesn’t mean I can’t try.”

      The door to the exam room opened. “Congratulations,” Dr. Mantillard said. She was small and birdlike, with hair that frizzed and eternally cold hands. “You are incontrovertibly pregnant.” She folded her arms. “We’re going to get you set up with monthly check-ins and prenatal vitamins, but have you got any specific questions?”

      “Yes,” I said immediately. “Is there anything I can’t do?”

      She gathered several handouts. “Eat oysters,” Dr. Mantillard said, “among other things. No smoking or drinking, naturally—”

      “What about toxins?” I interrupted. “Nerve agents?”

      Dr. Mantillard knows what I do for a living. “I’d avoid anthrax even if you weren’t pregnant . . .”

      “What about lifting?” Jesse asked, narrowing his eyes. “She drags around a sixty-pound knapsack.”

      The doctor shook her head. “Not a great idea.”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “What if I split it into two thirty-pound packs?”

      Jesse looked at the doctor. “Help.”

      Dr. Mantillard’s lips twitched. “It is not uncommon for dads to be overprotective of their wives when they are pregnant.”

      “Ha!” I poked Jesse in the side.

      “It is also true that sometimes pregnant people are not the best judges of their own safety.”

      Jesse smirked at me. “Told you so.”

      “Listen to your body,” my doctor said. “It will tell you when you’re overdoing it.”

      “Will you tell him I can still drive a forklift?”

      Jesse set his jaw. “Will you tell her delegating is not giving up control?”

      My doctor’s gaze ping-ponged between us, and then she sighed. “Molly, why don’t you lie down?”

      I stretched out on the exam table, looking up at a poster of marine life on the ceiling. The doctor lifted my sweater and pushed down the elastic waist of my leggings—I was running out of pants that fit—then squirted a dollop of gel on my belly. She lifted the fetal Doppler wand and rubbed it over my skin.

      “Just so you know, I do delegate,” I muttered, staring at the illustration of a black sea devil anglerfish, with its weird bioluminescent lure suspended over its own head. They are deep-sea creatures, but not long ago one had made it to the surface and was filmed by a research boat. It died shortly after the footage was captured.

      Black anglerfish males are tiny, so the way they mate is by fusing themselves—several at a time—to the female until she decides she is ready to have offspring.

      I bet whoever hung that poster didn’t realize they were being reproductively subversive.

      The doctor rolled the wand around, and suddenly, instead of static a whoosh-whoosh-whoosh beat filled the room. My hand moved along the waxy paper of the exam table until it found Jesse’s. “That’s . . . her?”

      “Or him,” Dr. Mantillard said. “We’ll know the sex after we get the results of the NIPT test.”

      My gaze was fixated on the wand pressed to my abdomen. But Jesse stared at me in awe.

      Suddenly, I understood. It wasn’t that Jesse was overly fearful. It was that life is such an unlikely miracle, and he wanted to protect it.

      When I’d started dating Jesse, I had asked Evie how you know if you’re in love. Because if he left, she had told me, there’d be a hole in you shaped like him that nobody else could fill.

      The doctor turned off the fetal monitor and wiped the gel from my skin. “Everything sounds good,” she said. “Molly, I’ll see you in a month.”

      The door closed behind the doctor, and I sat up. Jesse moved so that he was standing between my legs. “Shit just got real,” he said softly.

      “It was pretty real when I was throwing up this morning, too.”

      He rested his forehead against mine. “I’ll try to lean into acceptable risk,” he offered, an olive branch.

      I curled my hand around the nape of his neck. “If I have to use the forklift,” I conceded, “I’ll be extra careful.”

      But mitigating danger isn’t the same as eliminating it, and whether Jesse and I wanted to admit this or not, we both knew it was true. You could brace for your sister to die of a terminal illness, only to have your healthy sibling killed in a random car wreck. You could carry a baby safely to term and then, on a bright blue day in September, walk into a building that collapsed beneath your feet.

      

      Adelaide McCann is a 60 Minutes journalist known for hard-hitting interviews with Pentagon whistle-blowers and disgraced rappers, and she once allegedly made Elon Musk cry on set—although the White House scuttled the footage before it could air. She looks perfect when she arrives at our office.

      Soo-Yun has hired a makeup artist for me, which means I have a trowel-full of foundation smeared onto my skin that everyone assures me will look perfect on camera. She makes me wear her own blazer over the top I’d chosen from my closet that morning when I’d not yet known I was going to be interviewed on national television.

      The production team has redecorated my spartan office so that most of the real furniture is shoved up against a wall you can’t see on camera, while Adelaide and I sit on upholstered chairs that materialized from I-don’t-know-where. A potted geranium sits on a small table between us.

      Where did they get a potted geranium in October?

      “So your job is to prepare for the worst,” Adelaide prompts.

      “Yes,” I say, nodding.

      “What makes you different from a doomsday prepper?”

      I laugh. “For one, I don’t stockpile weapons.”

      Soo-Yun, watching from the sidelines, turns to the producer. “We’ll have to cut that,” she says.

      “Can you walk us through a typical day?” Adelaide asks.

      “There is no typical day,” I reply. “That’s why I love this job.”

      God. Could I sound any more clichéd? Although I usually don’t sweat speaking in front of a crowd, this is not bringing out my best. I wish for Jesse’s effortless charm, which he swears is just the by-product of giving zero fucks.

      “We have several programs in Emergency Preparedness, and my team works daily on each of them. There’s emergency medical distribution—pills, vaccines, whatever. Training exercises. Healthcare system preparedness, in tandem with hospital, nursing home, and assisted living partners. Community initiatives—working with local partners. We also manage the Rhode Island special needs emergency registry, which tracks people who might need assistance during an emergency because of a disability. And we do volunteer management, as well as oversee the state’s field hospital assets.”

      I can see Adelaide’s smile getting tighter and tighter as I speak. Somehow I’ve managed to make a dynamic job sound as boring as watching paint dry.

      “We spend our days preparing for what might happen until we are interrupted by an actual emergency, and then we shift into action. So we may be doing grant work when someone calls and says that a pipe burst at Hasbro Children’s Hospital. We may be doing a storm risk assessment, but that falls to the wayside when mpox breaks out.” I shrug. “My job is to make sure that if a potential disaster turns into a real one, you’re going to be safe.”

      Adelaide crosses her legs. “Yet you haven’t been director here for very long,” she says. “How did that come about?”

      

      Everyone remembers where they were the morning of 9/11, and also where they were the week of March 2020, when the world shut down because of Covid. I’d been in my job for all of two months, and I was still learning when suddenly we were in the middle of the biggest emergency most of us had faced in our lifetimes. My boss at the time appointed me Healthcare Coalition Coordinator the day before I turned twenty-one.

      By April, our department was meeting remotely on Zoom along with the rest of the world. As the hospitals got overrun with Covid patients, medical equipment became an issue. We were watching the news from Italy—which had been hit so hard and so fast. My department had modeled our needs based on that: thousands of ventilators, when we had only hundreds.

      One morning I was at my kitchen table on a Zoom meeting when I realized my socks were wet. I glanced down and saw a pool of water under the kitchen sink cabinet, rapidly spreading. I turned off my camera and grabbed every dish towel I could find, throwing it into the puddle to absorb the mess. I’d deal with the problem after the meeting ended.

      When I turned my camera back on, everyone was arguing about running out of vents.

      “Can you turn a car into a ventilator?” someone asked. “What about a vacuum cleaner?”

      “What about the midlevel vents we use in the field?” my boss suggested.

      “Can you make a Cpap or Bipap into one?”

      “How about doctoring an anesthesia machine —”

      The head of public health held up her hand. “We don’t have time for any of that,” she said flatly.

      Everyone fell silent. Finally, my boss cleared his throat. “We are going to have to teach hospitals how to triage who gets a vent, and who doesn’t.”

      His words escalated into an ethical debate: Do you prioritize someone younger, rather than older—even though the elderly were often the most severe cases? Do you rule out anyone with a preexisting condition or give them preference? Do you say that a person can only be on a vent for a certain number of days . . . and if recovery doesn’t occur by then, they have to be disconnected?

      I had known, at Columbia, that public health sometimes comes down to this: sacrificing individuals for the greater good. But I hadn’t known how viscerally I’d react to being complicit in those choices.

      When the Zoom ended, I wiggled into the tiny space beneath the sink to figure out the problem. The leak seemed to be coming from a spot where the water line split into two separate pipes.

      My gaze narrowed on the Y-shaped connector. I sat up so fast I banged my head.

      A couple summers before, I’d dated a guy who went to the University of Rhode Island. He’d worked with a professor who ran the school’s 3-D printing lab. Within an hour, I got him to introduce me to Professor Walker over email.

      Two hours later, I was on the phone with the state’s head of public health.

      “The professor can design a Y splitter for us, but he has to have the tubing to make sure it will work,” I told her.

      “A Y splitter?” she asked.

      “It’s like a wishbone,” I told her, using Walker’s exact words. “It would use a single ventilator but direct the flow of oxygen to two patients instead of just one.”

      “That’s risky,” she said. “You’d have to have similar size patients, and even then, their lung capacities might be totally different—”

      “I understand,” I interrupted. “But if an ER is slammed, would it be better to try this before denying someone a ventilator completely?”

      It took Professor Walker a week to design a splitter after I hand-delivered the tubing circuit he needed to his house. I left it, as per his instructions, in the mailbox—his wife was immunocompromised and he was being extra cautious about social distancing. He said that when he was finished, his brother-in-law, who worked for the police department, would bring it by my apartment.

      When I went downstairs to meet him, a tall man was leaning against the brick façade. He was in plain clothes, with a badge clipped to his belt, and I realized he must have been a detective instead of a street cop. He held a canvas bag printed with the logo of the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society and stood there scrolling on his phone.

      “Jesse?” I said tentatively.

      He was masked, like me, so I couldn’t see anything but his eyes. They were an unearthly blue that I’d only seen once—on vacation as a kid, in Puerto Rico, in a bioluminescent bay. We kayaked through it in the black of night, and every time my oar dipped, the water lit up with blooms of aqua and peacock. When I swiped my hand through the water, the light slipped between my fingers.

      “I’m Molly Ambrose,” I said.

      His brows drew together. “You’re not what I expected.”

      I felt a little frisson of annoyance. I may have been the youngest person in my department, but I was also the only one who had found a potential solution to a devastating resource shortage.

      He thrust the canvas bag toward me. We were careful not to touch.

      “I’m supposed to tell you that there are three different prototypes in there, so you can figure out what works best. And that Gary also made a filter that slows down the release of Covid molecules when the patient exhales. And . . .” His voice drifted off, and he picked up his phone again, reading from it verbatim. “And there are other ports for oxygen and exhalation and a one-way valve.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. And thank Gary again for me.”

      “I can run that to the hospital for you, if you like. So you don’t have to worry about decontaminating when you go home to your family after delivering it.”

      “I’ve got it covered.” I smiled, though I knew he would not see it under my mask. “Plus, I live alone.”

      Jesse tilted his head. “Good to know,” he said.

      
        Jesse: Hi, it’s Jesse.

        Jesse: Fitzgerald.

        Molly: I know.

        Jesse: Just wondering how the splitter worked out?

        Molly: Third one was a charm.

        Jesse: Glad to hear it.

        Molly: Not sure we’ll need them but knowing that we have these is helping everyone sleep at night.

        Jesse: Not everyone.

        Jesse: [image: ]️

        Jesse: I don’t know what the lower half of your face looks like. It’s keeping me up.

        Molly: Nose. Lips. The usual.

        Jesse: But you could have no teeth. Or a mustache. Who’s to say.

        Molly: I do not have a mustache.

        Jesse: Prove it.

        Molly: (sends a photo of her face)

        Jesse: Could be a deep fake. Would need to verify.

        Molly: !!

        Jesse: Memorial Park. Noon, tomorrow.

      
      

      Jesse brought a Covid-safe picnic lunch to Memorial Park: two shopping bags, each outfitted with a towel to sit on, an Italian sub from a deli, a bag of chips, and a bottle of water. We sat six feet apart. He had taken his mask off first, and the missing pieces of his face fell together—the square jaw with a faint shadow of stubble, the quirk of his mouth. When I took my mask off, he grinned. “I see you shaved,” he said.

      I threw the cap of my water bottle at him.

      “You’re a detective,” I said. “Shouldn’t you be detecting?”

      “You’re in emergency preparedness. Shouldn’t you be preparing?”

      “Well,” I replied, “since we’re in the thick of an emergency, we’re just trying to get through each day.”

      Jesse leaned back on the grass. “Look at that. We already have so much in common.”

      “I highly doubt that. You don’t know anything about me.”

      He smiled, and a dimple popped in his cheek. He proceeded to weaponize it through much of our conversation.

      “It seems like,” he said, “you don’t want to be here.” He gestured to my wrist. “You keep looking at your watch.”

      He was right. I usually ate lunch while answering emails. Even an hour spent in a park on a beautiful summer day felt like a luxury I could not afford.

      “No,” I assured him. “Honestly, this is nice.”

      “Honestly,” Jesse repeated, sucking on the word like a hard candy. “You should know, before you try to bullshit me, that I’m not just a detective. I’m the polygraphy expert for the state.”

      “As in . . . lie detectors? How did you get involved in that?”

      “I did a lot of lying as a kid,” he said. “So I thought I’d be good at spotting it in others.”

      “I don’t lie,” I said primly.

      He laughed. “People who say they don’t lie are lying. Sixty percent of people don’t go ten minutes without lying. And the more you lie the bigger the lies get.”

      “So are you good at it? Spotting liars?” I asked.

      “Not as good as a polygraph,” he admitted. “But yeah, there are tells.”

      “Like if someone looks away when they’re talking,” I offered.

      “Actually, that’s not true,” Jesse said. “People who lie usually maintain eye contact. But they often cover their mouths or touch their faces. They talk too much, or their voices get higher, or squeakier, or louder.” He raised his eyebrows. “And they start sentences with words like honestly.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, yes, I feel guilty taking an hour for lunch.”

      Jesse lights up. “See? I got a confession without even hooking you up to the machine.”

      I laughed, and it made me realize that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed. Or for that matter, had a conversation that didn’t involve vaccine shipments or sanitizing protocols. I unwrapped my sandwich and took a bite, then watched him do the same. His hands were sure in their movements; the muscles in his forearms flexed. He looked confident and competent and completely unlike guys my age who popped up in my Bumble app when I bothered to check it. “So what did you lie about when you were young? Eating cookies before dinner?”

      “That,” Jesse said, “and setting fires.”

      I choked. “Like . . . arson?”

      He nodded.

      “That’s quite the origin story for a detective.”

      “Most guys who wind up in law enforcement were either kids pretending to be Captain America or total fuckups who got rehabilitated.”

      I tried to remember whether it was torturing animals or lighting fires or both that are red flags for future serial killers. “Why did you do it?”

      “Because everyone pays attention to a fire,” Jesse said simply.

      I could hear what he did not say: And no one paid attention to me.

      “I used to have two sisters. One had leukemia and the other one—”

      He didn’t have to finish, because I sucked in a breath. He was that Fitzgerald. The one whose family’s tragic story was well known in Rhode Island. His sister, the one who’d had cancer, was now married to Professor Walker. It was why he’d been so cautious about having me leave the materials in his mailbox.

      “Ah,” Jesse said, reading my expression. “I see my reputation precedes me.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “On the other hand, I bet you were the kid who colored inside the lines.”

      “Only because I had to,” I blurted, and I covered my mouth, just like Jesse said liars do. “I don’t mean that the way it sounds,” I hurried to explain. “I had a great childhood. My family loved me. I just . . . couldn’t stand thinking that something I did, or didn’t do, would make them sad.”

      He seemed to understood how it felt to walk a tightrope through one’s own home. “The last fire I lit was on August 23, 2004,” Jesse said. “My sister Anna died on the twenty-sixth.”

      “My mother died on 9/11,” I replied.

      His eyes locked on mine. I waited for Jesse to respond, but he just sat in the silence. He didn’t say: That’s terrible, or That must have been really hard for you, or any of the other usual platitudes.

      “I never tell anyone that,” I said softly. “Because—”

      “Because people look at you differently,” Jesse finished. “It’s something, isn’t it,” he said quietly. “Watching the world burn down from the wings?”

      Slowly, I nodded.

      He said, “My father had a buddy in the NYFD, part of Hook and Ladder Crew 118. He’d stopped off to get his car washed and the employees were so slow that he was yelling at them and losing his shit because he was going to be late for work. When he finally left, he got stuck in traffic, and that made him even later. The towers fell before he got there, and everyone in his crew died that day except him. He went back to that car wash and gave every employee a five-hundred-dollar tip.”

      “A lot of people have a 9/11 story,” I said.

      Very slowly, so that I would have time to protest or move away, Jesse shifted to brush his pinkie against mine. It felt comforting, at a time when we were all isolated in our own bubbles. “Now I know two,” he said.

      I got to my knees and began cleaning up my personal picnic. “I’d better go.”

      “Wait,” Jesse said. “I’d like to take you out to dinner.”

      I paused. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, we’re in the middle of a pandemic, for one.”

      “We’re going to be in one whether or not you let me take you out to dinner,” Jesse pointed out. “I’ll cook, if you don’t want to risk a restaurant. We can grill on the roof of my building and stay six feet apart.”

      “Why me?” I blurted out.

      “You surprise me,” Jesse admitted. “And I was jaded by the time I was eight, so that’s quite a feat.”

      “How old are you?” The question burst out of me.

      “Thirty-four.”

      I shook my head. “Jesus.”

      “He was thirty-three,” Jesse said. “Look, I’m immature for my age and you’re clearly an old soul. We could meet in the middle.”

      I lurched to my feet. “I do not have time for anything but my job right now.”

      “Right now,” Jesse repeated, standing. He put his hands into his pockets. “I can work with that.”

      I looped my mask over my ears, grateful to hide behind it. “This has been really nice, Jesse,” I said. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea to see each other again.”

      Squarely, I met his gaze.

      I wondered if he knew I was lying.

      

      By January 2021, the first doses of vaccine were rolling into Rhode Island, and we organized the distribution to healthcare workers who were on the front lines of treating Covid patients. The next wave of shots was earmarked for nursing home residents and those in long-term-care facilities.

      Back then, it wasn’t uncommon for the vaccine recipient to burst into tears—not out of pain from the shot, but out of sheer relief knowing they were one step closer to surviving this pandemic.

      I wasn’t vaccinated yet as I didn’t meet the criteria.

      The nursing homes had been hit the hardest. I’d watched staff hold up iPads for family not allowed to visit an elderly relative who was dying. I’d seen orderlies who had cared for people for the past ten years now zipping their corpses into body bags.

      One day during that time, I’d been stationed at a vaccine distribution center most of the day, putting together the doses that would be given to the various care centers and nursing homes. We had been at this since dawn and it was now nearly ten o’clock at night. I collapsed into a chair beside Annette, who worked in epidemiology. We were both in PPE, N95s, double-gloved. “I can’t feel my feet,” she moaned.

      A masked woman I couldn’t recognize approached. “As of today, we’ve gotten vaccines on the way to every nursing home in the state. And there seems to be a bonus prize.”

      “What’s that?” Annette asked.

      “We have one extra dose left over.”

      The Covid vaccines were finicky. They had to be kept at a certain temperature, and once they were released for distribution, they had to be used or discarded in a short time frame.

      Annette was older than me. “You should take it,” I said. “Over sixty-five will have priority, and you are closer.”

      She shook her head. “There’s got to be someone who needs it more than I do.”

      Out of the blue, I thought of Professor Walker’s wife.

      He’d gone out of his way to help us. It would not be wrong to thank him for his service by inoculating his wife.

      I had not talked to Jesse for months, not since I’d met him for lunch and told him I wasn’t interested in seeing him again. But when I called, he picked up the phone immediately. “Molly?” he said. “You all right?”

      “How fast can you get your sister to the old Citizens Bank Call Center?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have a single dose of the vaccine left over and it’s hers if she wants it.”

      He was so quiet I thought the call had dropped. When he finally spoke, his voice was thick. “Thank you. She’s in my bubble now, so I can bring her in.”

      A half hour later, Jesse introduced me to his sister Kate. She seemed hesitant to walk into the building, which I understood—she’d been isolating carefully until now. She was willowy, with a brown pixie cut and enormous, wary eyes. When Jesse tried to help her to the chair where a National Guardswoman would give her the shot, she shoved him. “I’ve got this, Jesse,” she said.

      Kate was wearing a wide-necked sweatshirt, and as she pulled it low on one shoulder to give access to her arm, I saw a scar on her chest where a port-a-cath had once been. She looked up at me as the needle pricked her. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Thank your husband.”

      While her vaccine card was being filled out and signed, I moved a distance away, weaving on my feet from sheer exhaustion. Jesse approached, keeping six feet between us. We had all become magnets with matching poles, unable to touch each other.

      I had forgotten the details of Jesse: how his focus felt like a laser, how he smelled like a sugar cookie, how his voice had gravel at its bottom. “I owe you one,” he said.

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I told him. “I’m glad the dose isn’t going to waste.”

      He shook his head. “I almost lost her once. I can’t go through that again.”

      Kate stood, clutching her pristine new Covid vaccine card in her hand. “I feel very special.”

      “You are,” Jesse said, gruffly. He nodded at me, put his arm around his sister, and started walking toward the exit. I watched his back, his broad shoulders. He looked like he could yank a tree out by the roots bare-handed, but he was so very gentle with Kate.

      Jesse was almost at the door when he turned. “Ambrose,” he yelled, and I looked up. “Is it still ‘right now’?”

      I remembered him last year in Memorial Park, a smile ghosting over his lips. Right now. I can work with that.

      My throat was dry. I nodded.

      He was smiling. I couldn’t see it behind his mask, but I knew. “Just for the record,” he called out over his shoulder, “I’m still waiting.”

      

      Adelaide segues to questions about the plane crash in Philadelphia: what could have been done differently; where the limitations of emergency management grind up against the reality of disasters. I assure her that my colleagues in Pennsylvania did all they could to be ready for an accident of these proportions. “Armchair quarterbacking doesn’t work in emergency preparedness,” I tell her, “because no two disasters unfold the same way. Our work mitigates crises, but it can’t prevent them.”

      “And yet the blame often falls on departments like yours,” Adelaide muses.

      She’s not wrong.

      “In a crisis, emotions run high, and people demand answers. Nobody wants to be told there aren’t any,” I reply.

      She shuffles her notes. “Do you think that’s what happened during the pandemic?”

      My head whips toward her at the change in topic. “Well, that was an unprecedented situation.”

      “Was it? You just said that every disaster is different, and there’s only so much preparation you can do.”

      “And yet,” I say, “it was planning and forethought that allowed us to develop a vaccine for Covid at a blistering speed, and prevent millions more deaths.”

      Here’s what I don’t say: that once we had the vaccine, we had to figure out how to inoculate a large group of people at one time when gathering a large group of people was guaranteed to spread the disease. When we got up to speed, we were vaccinating ten thousand people a day in Rhode Island, but those shots couldn’t be randomly administered. Public health departments got blamed for any hiccup, snafu, or delay. They got blamed for mitigating measures like public distancing and masking and online schooling. They got blamed when people who got vaccinated still got Covid—even though the vaccine kept them from dying.

      “We’ve had our first measles death in ten years in America,” Adelaide presses. “Are we prepared for another pandemic?”

      I shrug. “I don’t have a crystal ball, and I don’t like to borrow trouble. But you need to ask why measles are back. Some parents said, ‘There aren’t measles, there aren’t mumps, so why should I give my kid an MMR shot for nothing?’ When, of course, it’s all those inoculated babies that made it possible for us to eradicate those diseases. Because of what happened during Covid, we’re never going to be able to command that kind of response again. People won’t tolerate lockdowns, masks, vaccines.” I look at Adelaide bleakly. “Public health doesn’t work when the public has lost its trust in you.”

      

      Jesse crossed my path so much it started to feel like fate.

      I’d be overseeing the distribution of monoclonal antibodies to vans of nursing home residents, and I’d look up to see that he’d been pressed into service, managing traffic flow at the site. I’d pull into Dunkin’ for takeaway coffee and the car behind me would flash its high beams—I’d look in the rearview mirror to see him grinning, brows raised as if to say: I know, I can’t believe it, either. I’d turn the corner at the grocery store and smash my cart into his.

      That day, he’d texted me a meme of a shopping cart knocking over a massive display of watermelons, with the message: How’s your day going?

      So of course I had to respond.

      But that initial LOL became a sentence or two, and then a few text exchanges a day. When I mentioned that I had started running—a sentence that I never imagined would come out of my mouth, ever—he asked me what route I took. When I went for my end-of-day run on the East Bay Bike Path later that week and Jesse was waiting, I didn’t even feign surprise. “How did you know what time of day I’d be here?” I asked.

      “I didn’t,” he admitted, grinning. “I’ve been here since seven in the morning.”

      We started exercising together, if you could call it that. Usually our runs devolved into slow walks as we tried to buy time in each other’s company. We talked about everything from whether NFTs were really art to William Shatner going to space to Squid Game. Eventually, Jesse brought me to his office, showed me how a polygraph worked, and taught me that I’d been lying to myself: I wanted Jesse, even if I didn’t want to want him.

      After that we merged our Covid bubbles. Time moved differently then, and our relationship settled quickly into necessity. Air, food, water, and Jesse. I couldn’t get through a day without them. I remember one night when he was called to Maine to do a polygraph, I was alone and the bed, the apartment, my life all seemed too big for a party of one. When he came home, I tackled him on the couch. “Guess you missed me,” he said, laughing.

      One lazy Sunday, we were lying in bed and trying to tease each other into scenarios that would make us move from our blissed-out postcoital state. Jesse’s hand was tracing figure eights on my stomach; my hair was trapped under his shoulder. “Hunger,” I suggested, and on cue, my stomach growled.

      “You can last days without any food,” Jesse pointed out. “Fire?”

      “Well, obviously I’m not going to lie here while the mattress goes up in flames.”

      “Challenge accepted,” he said, laughing, burying his face in my neck.

      I almost believed he could succeed. I had never been as combustible with any other man.

      “Zombie apocalypse,” I said, as Jesse kissed a path down the center of my body.

      He paused, looking up at me. “What would you do in the case of a zombie apocalypse?”

      “Make sure I had a way to get clean water—you know, like a pot to boil it in or a tarp to catch the rain.” I frowned at him. “Why? What would you do?”

      He smiled. “I’d let them eat me instead of you.”

      “That’s a terrible solution,” I said. “I’d still die.”

      “Yeah . . . but I’d never have to live a minute without you.” He crawled up my body, his gaze pinned to mine. “Marry me.”

      I blinked at him. “I can’t marry you.”

      “You won’t marry me,” Jesse corrected.

      I shifted, pulling the sheets between us. “We’re at different points in our lives.”

      “The age difference is nothing, Mol. The only reason I’m older than you is because I’ve been waiting for you to get here.”

      I bit my lip. “The kind of job I have isn’t like being a detective. I get called at all hours of the night. I never have a day off.”

      “But when you’re married to your job,” Jesse countered, “there’s no one to run an errand, or go grocery shopping, or do your laundry. I could be that person for you. If there is a national disaster, should you really be worrying about how much longer you can go without running out of underwear?”

      “I have an obscene number of panties.”

      “Good to know,” he said. “But maybe you could clear out just a few of them and give me a drawer.”

      It was a compromise.

      I threaded my fingers through his hair. “I’m allergic to fabric softener.”

      Jesse’s dimple flashed. “Noted,” he murmured.

      

      The cardinal rule of my job is to never let your guard down. Even if you have never had a case of Ebola cross the border of your state, be ready. Even if the odds of a tornado are slim in the Northeast, create a protocol. So I suppose it is my own fault that I assumed this interview would be about the Philly crash and not the failings of emergency preparedness and public health during Covid.

      I am getting ready to rip off my lavalier mic and end the grilling when Adelaide lobs a question that lands like a grenade at my feet. “Recently, the twenty-fifth anniversary of 9/11 passed. I understand you have a personal connection to that event?”

      I stare daggers at Soo-Yun, whose attention is suddenly focused wholly on her phone.

      Adelaide is a seasoned journalist. Of course she didn’t show up at the Department of Emergency Preparedness without knowing exactly who I was.

      I steel my features. “My mother died in the attacks on the Twin Towers when I was two and a half months old.”

      Adelaide nods, somber. “How old were you when you realized your mother was one of the casualties of 9/11?”

      “I don’t really see what that has to do with emergency preparedness.”

      I’m lying, of course.

      I think, as I have a thousand times, about what I would do if I had a time machine and could go back to 9/11. Could I have saved her?

      When I don’t respond, Adelaide presses. “Most people who lost a loved one as a child would run from a career where they face death and disaster on a daily basis.”

      I take a deep breath and say, “When emergency preparedness works—it’s magic. Sometimes the plan is executed and the crisis is managed without a single death. And when I put my head on my pillow those nights, I know that all those people lived because I did my job. Nobody had to lose their mom, like I did.”

      “That,” Adelaide says, “is a wrap.”

      I pull off the lapel mic, my face hot. I may be the forward-facing side of my division, but I keep my private life firmly hidden.

      I say a cool but polite goodbye to Adelaide. I cross my office, stopping near Soo-Yun at the doorway. “I’m going to kill you,” I mutter under my breath.

      “I know,” she says.

      

      We spent Christmas 2021 at my tiny apartment.

      I’d gotten Jesse a sweater that matched the cobalt of his eyes, a pair of running shoes to replace the ones that he’d duct-taped when a sole began to separate, and an “old man starter kit” with a pill organizer, a pair of reading glasses, and Metamucil.

      The age difference had become a joke instead of a splinter under the skin. If it didn’t bother us, Jesse said, why should anyone else care?

      It was an oversimplification. There were so many reasons to care—beginning with Jesse being ready for children I didn’t even know if I wanted to have.

      Hands curled around his coffee mug, a smile tugging at his mouth, Jesse watched me open my gifts. “You got me so many!” I said, scolding him. I’d opened a black cardigan with pearl buttons, an electric kettle, small gold hoop earrings, fuzzy slippers, and an even fuzzier robe.

      Finally, we were down to the last present. I dragged the purple Rubbermaid tub in front of Jesse. It had a giant red bow on top. “Merry Christmas!” I said, clapping my hands together. “I just want you to know, everything in here was hand-selected . . .” I felt my cheeks heat. “Because you matter to me.”

      He framed my face with his hands and kissed me. Before I knew it I was draped across the Rubbermaid and half in Jesse’s lap. “Don’t you want to see what’s inside?” I asked, coming up for air.

      I rolled my eyes and backed away from him, letting him open the tub. Jesse reached inside and pulled out a can of beans. “You got me . . . cannellini?”

      “Yes! It’s a field emergency kit!” I rummaged and pulled out another item. “Water! I like the mylar pouches, because you don’t have to worry about them degrading, but once it’s expired that’s okay, too, because you can mark them with electrical tape and use them to wash instead of drinking.” I dove deeper into the tub, creating an array of items around Jesse’s feet. “Freeze-dried food. Shower wipes. Three changes of clothes—for rain, snow, and summer. A spare pair of sunglasses. Sunscreen. A portable tool kit. Soap and hand sanitizer.” I rocked back on my heels. “Oh, and a propane stove and waterproof matches. And this little beauty . . .” I held up the LifeStraw. “You can drink mud, basically, and it will filter everything out.”

      I looked around, proud of what I’d assembled to keep him safe. It was only then that I realized Jesse hadn’t spoken.

      “You hate it,” I said. “You think I’m insane.”

      “I love you, and I think this is incredible. Not because I now own a LifeStraw, but because you wanted me to have one.” He grimaced. “I’m just a little embarrassed, because I got you the same thing.”

      He reached into the couch cushions behind him and withdrew a small, jewelry-size box.

      My heart began to pound, terrified. What if it was a ring?

      What if it wasn’t?

      I opened the box. Inside was a key.

      Jesse closed his hand around mine. “I have a matching one. It opens a condo downtown that’s way too big for me, but perfect for both of us.”

      There were too many thoughts crowding my head. “This is not the same thing I got you.”

      Jesse kissed my knuckles. “Sure it is,” he said. “We got each other what we need to survive.”

      

      Most of my team gives me a wide berth after Adelaide’s crew packs up their cameras and leaves. At four-thirty, Miguel pokes his head into my office. “We still meeting today?”

      I snap at him over the edge of my computer. “Is there a reason why we wouldn’t be?”

      Miguel’s eyebrows shoot up. Toby joins us in my office, and for half an hour we review plans for two exercises we’ve organized. Once we’re done, they are gathering their papers.

      “Before you go, there’s something I need to tell you both,” I say, my heart suddenly pounding. “I’m pregnant.”

      Both men blink at me. “What?” Miguel says, dumbfounded.

      I raise a brow. “I said I’m pregnant. Not that I have Ebola.”

      Toby clears his throat. “So, what does that mean, exactly?”

      “Nothing changes, except my clothing size, and we all keep doing our jobs.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Toby asks. He has four kids and is coming from a place of knowledge I do not yet have, but it pisses me off anyway.

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      Miguel jumps in to rescue him. “If anyone else could deliver a kid in the middle of an emergency, Molly, it’s you. But . . . maybe . . . there are certain parts of your job you might want to curtail for the next few months.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I say, ending the conversation.

      They are being tactful, and they aren’t wrong. It likely isn’t smart for me to be in the thick of a measles outbreak or in the active path of a hurricane. But that doesn’t mean I want to hear the truth.

      

      Breaking the news about the baby is different later that night, when I go to my dad’s for dinner. Evie is cooking a roast chicken with root vegetables as I lean against the counter, watching her make homemade gravy. “How come when I try to do that it becomes glue?” I ask.

      “Because you don’t follow the recipe,” Evie replies.

      “I don’t know how I didn’t absorb any of this information when I was growing up.”

      Evie looks at me. “You were more interested in taking things apart than learning how to cook. I remember once I came downstairs and you had completely dismantled the toaster.”

      I shift in my seat. “Did it worry you? Knowing you were sending me out into the world as an adult who could barely boil water?”

      Evie laughs. “You somehow have managed to not starve.”

      “Because of takeout. And Jesse,” I point out.

      Jesse and I wanted to tell my family together about the baby, but at the last minute he’d been delayed at work. He isn’t going to make it to dinner, and my father—coming in on a flight from an expert witness gig—is also going to be late. For now, it’s just me and Evie.

      I watch her work efficiently. There’s never been a time in my life when I haven’t relied on her capability—when I fell as a kid and banged myself up, when I needed tricks to remember the spelling words before a quiz, when a friend suddenly ghosted me. She managed to always be right where I needed her to be.

      I want to be that kind of mother.

      “I’m having a baby,” I blurt out, and Evie’s whisk clatters out of the gravy pot.

      She whirls around, one hand covering her mouth. “What?” In an instant I am in Evie’s arms. She laughs and cries and asks how far along I am. Then she peppers me with questions about cravings and morning sickness. For someone who has never been pregnant herself, Evie is singularly focused on all the details of the condition. I wonder if it is her way of living vicariously.

      “Oh my God, a grandchild,” she says, with awe. “I’m going to buy her the cutest little outfits and get matching mani-pedis—”

      “What if it’s a boy?” I laugh.

      “Then he’s gonna have cute outfits and killer nails, too.” She beams at me. “Do I look like a Grandma, or a Gram, or a Gigi . . .”

      “You have about seven months to road-test them all,” I offer.

      She squeals again and hugs me so tight it’s hard to breathe. “I can’t wait to have a baby in the house again.”

      “Did you never . . . want your own kids?” I ask. It seems incredible that I haven’t asked this before.

      She puts her hands on my cheeks. “Molly. I had one.”

      “You know what I mean . . .”

      “I do, and there’s nothing about the way our family came together that makes you any less mine.”

      I can’t argue with that. If my mother’s untimely death hollowed out a space in me, it was Evie who filled it. I remember Jesse telling me once that when Kate had her kidney transplant, they kept her original, janky kidney inside her abdomen, nestled beside the one donated by Anna. It was still a part of her, even if it wasn’t what sustained her.

      Evie pulls back suddenly. “I wish Eloise was here.”

      My hand covers my abdomen. Twenty-five percent of the genes twining together now under my palm belonged to my mother. “She is,” I say.

      

      I do not recommend being pregnant if your husband is a cop. Jesse is overprotective on a good day—like me, his job literally involves keeping people safe. But overnight, everything has become a potential threat to me and our unborn child: a car driving on the opposite side of the road that might drift over the divider line; an approaching storm that could cut off electricity; an angry person honking in the parking lot of the grocery store who could be packing a gun in his glove compartment.

      For this reason—my shrinking field of autonomy—I insist that Jesse not accompany me to my next ob-gyn appointment. It’s not one of the sexier visits (the ones with ultrasounds and cute pictures), just a regular checkup.

      I have downloaded an app onto my phone that informs me when my baby is the size of an olive, a lime , or—this week—a pear. Arms and legs are waving around, according to the caption.

      At Dr. Mantillard’s office, there is a new receptionist at the front desk. This is only notable because ever since I went for my first gynecological appointment in my teens, the secretary at the desk has been a crochety, pinched woman named Lucille, who seemed aggrieved at having to check anyone in. She was old even back then, so I suppose the fact that she is gone—retired? dead?—should not be shocking. In her place is a middle-age brunette with a kind smile. “You’re not Lucille,” I blurt out.

      “Guilty.” She grins. “I’m Georgia, the new Lucille. You must be Molly Fitzgerald.”

      I find myself smiling back. “And you must have ESP.”

      “Sadly, no. You’re just the last appointment we have before the lunch break.” She asks for my insurance card and prints off a label she attaches to my chart. “Looks like Dr. Mantillard has you scheduled today for a quad screening.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a blood test, to assess the risk for some genetic disorders.”

      I blink. “Genetic disorders?”

      Her face softens. “It’s just a screening tool.”

      When I passed the twelve-week mark and the risk of miscarriage decreased, I felt like I’d dodged a bullet. Now I see that pregnancy is a ticking bomb, with any number of triggers.

      Why the fuck did I tell Jesse to not come?

      What if this blood test shows that the baby isn’t viable? What if I am the bad omen? The person destined to lose not just her mother but also her child?

      I swallow. “I . . . I’ll be right back.”

      Blindly I push out the door into the hallway, where several of the medical office suites share bathroom facilities. In the ladies’ room I splash water on my face and stare at the mirror, trying to pull myself together. If they don’t run the labs, then nothing bad will happen, I lie to myself.

      When the door opens, I hurriedly turn away.

      “Afraid of needles?”

      It’s Georgia, the new receptionist. Her voice is gentle.

      “Not needles,” I confess. “Just uncertainty.”

      “It’s entirely safe. The test lets Dr. Mantillard know if your baby is at higher risk for certain disorders.”

      “What if it comes back positive?”

      She tilts her head, but instead of answering my question, she asks one of her own. “Would you still love your child, if she wasn’t perfect?”

      “Of course I would.”

      “Then you don’t really have anything to worry about, do you?” Georgia says. “Can I let you in on a secret? There is no perfect baby. And there is no perfect parent. You’re going to love that baby despite all her flaws. And if you’re lucky, she’ll love you despite all of yours.”

      Something about her calm assurance settles me. I cannot even imagine having this conversation with the dragon lady who’d preceded her in her position. “Thank you,” I breathe.

      She shrugs. “Not my first rodeo.”

      “Well, it is mine.”

      Georgia gestures toward the door. “I know it’s our first date, but could I interest you in a sterile examination room suite and a blood draw?”

      As I follow her out of the bathroom, I touch her shoulder. “Thank you for talking me down from the ledge.”

      The receptionist nods. “That’s my job.”

      

      That night, when Jesse slides off the worn T-shirt I’m sleeping in, his fingers trail over the Band-Aid in the crook of my arm where the blood was drawn. He gently peels back the adhesive and wads it up, leaving it on the nightstand, then kisses the tiny purple dot where the needle stuck me. “Did it hurt?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t like not knowing what the results will be.”

      “It’ll be fine,” he insists.

      “But what if it’s not?”

      “You’re obsessing. You need to be distracted,” Jesse says. He skims his hands up my arms, then lightly over my breasts, which have become too sensitive. Pressing me back on the bed, he hooks his thumbs into my underwear and draws it down my legs, then kisses his way from my ankles to the crease of my thigh. His tongue sweeps over me, and I shudder.

      These days I am like the fuse on a stick of dynamite; it is only moments before I’m arching into him and pulling him back up my body so that he can blanket me, fill me, steady me. Jesse catches my hands over my head as he moves, and for the first time I feel it—that hard knot, that pear-size proof, pressed between us. I go utterly still.

      “What is it?” Jesse gasps, as he freezes. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, spiraling out of my body and into my head—can she feel this?—and then, so what? Maybe it’s not so bad if the first unconscious stamp on our baby is the kind of love that brought her into being. “Yeah,” I repeat, with more conviction. I roll so that I am straddling him. Jesse’s hands bracket my hips. We shift in counterpoint, and when I fly apart, Jesse pulls me down against the fury of his heartbeat.

      For a few moments, neither of us has the breath to speak. “If I weren’t pregnant before that,” I manage, “I would be now.”

      Jesse laughs and rolls us onto our sides. “I think that’s a compliment?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “You just incinerated my last brain cell.”

      I twist so that his chest is pressed to my back. “Worst-case scenario,” he says. “Murder hornets. I mean. Bees aren’t bad enough?”

      “Tularemia,” I counter.

      “Is that a . . . stew?”

      I laugh. “No, it’s when someone mows the lawn, hits a rabbit’s nest with the mower, aerosolizes little pieces of bunny, and breathes them in. It functions a lot like a bioterrorism agent.”

      “Your single brain cell was not incinerated,” Jesse muses. “And that is an oddly specific answer. But the point I was trying to make is that the worst-case scenario is not the result of that blood test.”

      In the middle of the night, when I wake up to pee, I realize Jesse is no longer beside me. I pad silently to the kitchen to find him limned by moonlight, his hands bracketing the image we got at our first ultrasound, stuck to the fridge.

      That tiny white peanut in a black oval, that proof of life.

      I embrace him from behind, giving him back some of the conviction he gifted me earlier.

      He covers my hands, a silent acknowledgment that—in spite of his outward bravado—he is anxious, too, about what could go wrong.

      This fear is new for him.

      He may understand what it is like to lose someone he’s loved for years.

      But me? I am a professional when it comes to losing someone I never got to know.

      

      By the end of October, it’s gotten cold enough for the threat of snow, and my department is gearing up for all the snafus that roar into existence beside winter. I give a talk at Brown and then wander around College Hill until I find myself at the Rhode Island School of Design. Once upon a time, this was where my mother spent her college career.

      One reason I know so little about my mother is because the bits I do know came from Evie and my dad, and every time I asked for another crumb of information, I saw what it cost them to remember.

      Today, though, I’m doing a bit of research on my own. I head to the admin building, give my business card to the receptionist, and ask for Dean Gelwort, the head of undergraduate study. Soon a woman with salt-and-pepper curls appears, no doubt alarmed by the fact that the head of emergency prep for the state just dropped by.

      “I’m sorry for popping in like this,” I tell her, as I follow her into her office. “I have a personal request. My mother was an undergrad here in the mid-nineties, and she worked with mosaics. I was wondering if there’s any record of senior projects from back then?”

      Dean Gelwort starts making notes on a pad at her desk. “What’s your mother’s name?”

      “Eloise Ambrose,” I say.

      “And who was her thesis adviser?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. She died when I was about two months old.”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman says, meeting my gaze. “Most professors from the nineties are long gone, but let me see what I can find.”

      I think about my mother walking down the same paths I just walked down. The image I conjure is grainy, fictional.

      But it’s a start.

      

      The NICU of Women and Infan’s Hospital is a level 4 facility that serves all of Rhode Island and southeastern Massachusetts, and averages about eighty babies at once. Their director, Mona McTeir, is the one person whose call I never want to receive.

      How do you evacuate a NICU?

      Well. That’s what Miguel and I are here to plan out.

      Mona walks us through the facility; she points out the preemies in their Isolettes. They are smaller than dolls, with unfinished features and blue road maps of veins beneath tissue-paper skin. There are wires and feeding tubes and ventilators. They suffer from apnea and bradycardia, persistent pulmonary hypertension, heart defects, brain bleeds. We pass one infant so small she could fit in the palm of my hand. Her skin is pale blue, cyanotic.

      The NICU is the safest place for these babies, and I have no idea how to protect it from anything that could go wrong.

      “We need this exercise,” Mona says. “Our bioethicists need a chance to practice what it’s like to tell someone it’s very unlikely their child will survive transport—so would they prefer to disconnect the baby now and hold him until he passes, or would they rather risk putting the baby in an ambulance, knowing he will likely not survive the trip?”

      My gaze falls on a neonate with a pastry bag hanging over its incubator, a tangle of pink tissue bundled inside. “He’s a little fighter,” Mona says softly. “His organs were born outside his body, and as his abdomen grows, they put them back in one at a time.”

      There is no situation where that baby would survive an emergency evacuation.

      But when it comes to someone’s child, there is no acceptable loss.

      The room starts spinning. Dimly I hear Miguel’s voice calling my name, feel his arm braced around my shoulders “You okay?”

      I look at him. “Remember those things you said I might need to delegate?” I say. “I think this is one of them.”

      

      Since we drove here in Miguel’s car, I leave him to talk logistics and I order an Uber. What I need is the advice of someone who made it through nine months of pregnancy without anticipating the worst. I decide to stop by and see my sister-in-law.

      The dance studio that Kate runs is in a small strip mall about a half hour away from my office. The whole front is a glazed window, tinted to screen the sun, but you can peer through to see coltish girls in leotards with their backs arched and their arms raised. Six teenagers flow in succession, graceful as raindrops chasing each other down a pane of glass. Kate stands in front of a wall of mirrors, clapping to keep time to music I cannot hear.

      It is beautiful, but I prefer the toddlers, for whom the dance class is about putting on a sparkly tutu and crawling onto Kate’s lap. There’s something that just gets me about watching this woman, who spent her own childhood on the brink of death, surrounded by little ones so full of life they cannot sit still.

      I wait until the class ends and then walk inside. “Good time or bad time?” I ask Kate.

      “Perfect time,” she says, smiling. “I have a half hour before the next class. What brings you to suburbia?”

      I don’t know why it’s so hard to say that I need advice. Maybe because I am the one used to giving it.

      “Molly?” Kate says. “I know you’re not here for Beginner Hip-Hop.” Suddenly her eyes widen. “Holy shit. You’re pregnant.”

      My jaw falls open. “How did you know?”

      Kate points to my athleisure leggings, the only pants that fit me right now. They don’t look great with my blazer and blouse, but beggars can’t be choosers. “In five years, I have never seen you in anything less than a tailored trouser on a workday.” She throws her arms around me. “I’m gonna be an auntie!” she shrieks, and then, “I’m going to kill Jesse. Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “We were waiting. Until, you know. It felt . . . safer.”

      Kate’s gaze softens. “Ah,” she says. “That.” She takes my hand, pulling me into the empty studio. She leads me to the stairs and sits, patting the spot beside her. “Did you know Gary and I had a miscarriage?”

      I shake my head. Jesse never told me. Maybe Jesse didn’t know.

      “It was before we got pregnant with Anna. And we’d been trying for years, in vitro, with donor eggs because mine were fried by chemo and radiation. I was so worried about my body sabotaging me again. But the doctors told me everything was good . . . until it wasn’t. So naturally, I assumed it was my fault that fetus died, just like my sister had.”

      I stare at her, shocked. “Neither was your fault.”

      “Yeah, but logic kind of goes out the window when you’re pregnant. Which is not what you want to hear, I’m sure. You came to hear everything’s going to be fine, and even though I hope it will be, that’s not a promise anyone can make. But what I can tell you is that if it isn’t fine, if the worst happens, you’ll wake up the next day and the day after that, and that’s not nothing.”

      “That’s why you tried again?”

      Kate shakes her head. “I didn’t want to. I really thought it would break me if I miscarried a second time. But Gary convinced me, and we got Anna. I couldn’t love her more, but I still think about the sibling she won’t get to grow up with. I wonder if he would have protected her from bullies on the playground. Or maybe he would have tried to feed her a quarter in her bassinet—that’s what Jesse did to me.”

      I stifle a laugh, because it’s so Jesse, and Kate takes my hand and squeezes it. “That’s all motherhood is, you know. Knowing you’d trade your life for someone, if it meant they’d still be here.” She looks up at me. “I understand my mother and her motivations a lot better now that I have a kid.”

      When Anna had sued her parents for the right to her own body—to not donate a kidney—Kate’s mother, Sara, had dusted off her law degree and fought her in court. It had created a schism between Sara and her husband, Brian, and even though bridges had now been rebuilt, there was always the uneasy sense that they could falter again.

      I touch her arm. “Thank you.”

      Kate snaps to attention, standing. “Enough gloom and doom. Let’s pivot to wild congratulations and unsolicited advice about heartburn and epidurals.”

      “Yes,” I say, getting to my feet. “Let’s.”

      As I follow her into the studio kitchen, I wonder if my mother felt the same way as Sara Fitzgerald, as Kate. If on that bright, blue September morning, her last moments were not spent worrying she was going to die, but rather, relieved that I was not.

      

      Know Thyself—my mother’s senior art project at RISD—looks exactly the way Evie said it did.

      The dean had emailed me a photo from a student newspaper, a two-page PDF covering the senior projects of several students, one being Eloise Mills. I click on the first picture, the art installation captured in black and white.

      It was a five-foot-tall heart-shaped mirror fashioned of glass shards tightly fitted together; although the surface looked seamless, the reflection was warped. But if you look closely, you can make out the intentional cracks between certain pieces in the shape of the venae cavae and aorta, ventricles and atria.

      On the second page of the PDF each of the artists gave a short explanation of their project. I read my mother’s: There are patterns we have worn like ruts into our lives. It’s much easier to tell ourselves we are moving forward, and not in circles.

      I wish that there was a recording of her, reading these words out loud. I wish that someone had captured video when she presented her project, so that I could watch her mannerisms, her posture, her expressions.

      Instead, there is only a blurry photo with all the seniors crowded together. The only way I can even tell that one of the students is my mother is the ribbon in her braid.

      It’s 5:00 P.M. Jesse will be home soon. But I find myself scribbling a note to him, then driving to RISD.

      From context clues in the photographs, I know where my mother’s mural must have been. It was situated between an archway and a magnolia tree. The archway is gone now, replaced by a dizzying pedestrian bridge made of braided wire that is likely someone else’s senior project, but that magnolia remains, leafless and full-figured, a goddess with a crown of branches. My mother’s mosaic has been replaced with frescoes.

      Instead of going back home, I find myself driving toward Barrington. When I pull into the driveway of my childhood home, my father is outside fashioning little cardboard tents over his azalea bushes to protect them for the winter. He smiles when he sees me. “Hey, you! How’s my grandkid?”

      When I finally told him I was pregnant, he couldn’t speak. He kept thumping his chest, as if he were trying to unclog the words trapped inside.

      “You should be wearing a coat,” I say, pulling my own sweater around me. “It’s freezing out here.”

      “Look at you, already acting like a mom,” he says. “Did you get your days mixed up? I thought you two were coming over for dinner tomorrow night.”

      “We are, but I wanted to ask you something.”

      “And here I thought we had phones for that.”

      Why hadn’t I called him? I didn’t really have an answer, except that I wanted to see his face when we were speaking. If Jesse has taught me anything with his expertise in lie detection, it is that what’s said out loud by a person does not always match what their body is telling you.

      I follow my dad inside to the kitchen and sit while he pulls a sleeve of Oreos out of the bowels of a cabinet, hidden from Evie, who thinks he eats too much sugar. “Do you remember Mom’s senior project?” I ask.

      He blinks at me, sliding into a chair. “A heart, right? It was a long time ago.”

      “What was she trying to say?” I ask. When he looks at me, baffled, I recite the words from the RISD student newspaper. “What were these ruts she didn’t want to keep falling into?”

      “Hang on,” my father says. “You went to RISD to see her senior project? Molly, why?”

      “Because I have so little of her,” I blurt out.

      He looks at me as if he is about to respond to that, then shakes his head. “I don’t remember it very well . . . but it was meant to be biblical.”

      “Know Thyself?” My brows shoot up. “Was she religious?”

      My father runs a hand down his face. “You know how I told you that your grandparents were dead? That was half true. My parents were gone by the time you were born. But your mom’s . . . weren’t. For all I know they’re still living in Alabama.”

      “Alabama?”

      “That’s where Eloise was from. Her dad was an Evangelical minister and her mother was . . . an Evangelical wife. So yeah, she was raised very religious.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve never met them.”

      “Not even at the wedding?”

      His lips twist. “Absolutely not at the wedding. She refused to tell them she was getting married. When she was pregnant, she made me promise that I’d never invite them to New York to meet you. I think she was afraid . . . that they’d do to you whatever they did to her.”

      My head is spinning. This is more information about my mother than I’ve accrued in a decade. “Which was what?”

      My father shakes his head. “She wouldn’t talk about it. All she said was that God broke her heart.”

      Know thyself.

      Was it a warning? A condemnation? A promise?

      I’ve spent twenty-five years fleshing out my mother, but this changes everything.

      How old had she been when she turned her back on her family, and forged a new life?

      How had she ended up at RISD?

      Had she rebelled like the prototypical preacher’s daughter—sex and drugs and alcohol?

      Was she drawn to mosaics because she felt like a whole made of broken parts?

      Was she drawn to my father because he was an engineer, and proof surpassed faith?

      Were there times she wished she could pick up the phone and call her own mother to ask a stupid question—Did I have a chicken pox shot? Does Windex work on wood? Do spices ever expire?

      Did you worry about me when you were pregnant?

      “Evie told me that she gave up her art career to take care of me,” I say.

      He glances up. “It was only going to be temporary. But . . .”

      Neither one of us needs him to finish that sentence.

      I feel words scrape up from my belly. “Did she . . . resent me?”

      His eyes snap to mine. “No. She wanted you so badly. She was happy. We were happy. But sometimes,” he confesses, “I wonder if I ever really knew her.”

      

      The second Friday in November, Toby has the emergency phone and I have never been happier. My plan is to sleep for twelve straight hours.

      By now, I have caved and bought maternity pants. I never go anywhere without Tums. In the mirror, I stare at the silver lines on the edges of my belly and think about how strange and powerful it is to create a human being.

      No wonder men have tried to keep women in their place for centuries. We have magic.

      This week we got the results from the blood test that sent me spiraling at my last appointment with the ob-gyn. They were entirely normal, which doesn’t assure that the fetus is completely healthy but definitely lightens the bushel of worry I’ve been hauling around. Jesse said, I told you so. We went out for cheap Mexican food, which turns out to be less fun when you are not drinking margaritas.

      It’s been the first night off I’ve had in seven days, thanks to torrential rain in the Northeast and a power outage in southern Massachusetts that required hospital evacuation to facilities in Rhode Island. Jesse and I are watching something on Netflix that I can’t follow because I keep drifting off. “I quit,” I say, hauling myself upright. “I’m going to bed.”

      He brightens. “Is that an invitation?”

      This week hasn’t only been hard on me. He’s been alone for most of it.

      “Since I can’t keep my eyes open, no,” I tell him. “Rain check.”

      “No more rain, I’ll have to build an ark.” He takes my hand and squeezes it. “Tell you what. You put the baby to bed tonight, and I’ll do it next time.”

      I laugh. “Deal.”

      I brush my teeth and strip off my clothes. I am so tired I don’t even remember crawling into bed or turning off the light.

      When my cellphone startles me, it’s morning. The rain is still beating against the windows, and Jesse is curled tight against me.

      “Molly,” Toby says. “Normally I would never call you on your day off, but a stretch of I-95 washed out because of the storm, and a truck collided with a tractor trailer.”

      “Casualties?”

      “No, but that’s not the problem. The truck was transporting twelve lab monkeys infected with Covid, herpes, and hep C, and they escaped.”

      I sit up so fast my head spins.

      “This sounds like the setup for an apocalyptic horror movie,” I say.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Okay,” I say, getting out of bed as Jesse stirs. “I need you to do these things.” I rattle off a list of people for him to contact, from the DOT to the Division of Fish and Wildlife. “I’m going to hop in the shower.”

      Ten minutes later I’m ready to go.

      I open the front door of the condo to find Toby, Miguel, and the rest of my entire Emergency Preparedness team standing there, holding balloons that say CONGRATULATIONS and WELCOME BABY, a haul of gifts, and what looks like a platter of bagels and lox.

      For a moment I just stare at Toby. “The monkeys . . .”

      “There are no monkeys.”

      “I-95?”

      “Completely intact.” Miguel grins.

      “You’re all fired,” I announce, and I start to shut the door.

      Miguel wedges his foot in the crack. “Is that any way to treat the people who are throwing you a baby shower?”

      I whirl, turning to Jesse, who has a telltale flush spreading over his cheeks. “You knew?”

      “In my defense, you are very hard to surprise,” he says.

      My team spills into the kitchen, setting up the food as I open presents. There are onesies that say IF YOU THINK I’M TOUGH, YOU SHOULD SEE MY MOTHER and UNPLANNED EMERGENCY. There’s a diaper cake with stacked tiers of newborn Pampers. Best of all is a plastic tub that is a makeshift survival kit for the baby—with formula and bottles, distilled water, wipes, diapers, pacifiers, diaper cream, burp cloths, an infant thermometer. When I open that, tears spring to my eyes.

      “Oh wow,” Toby says. “I think we broke her.”

      A moment later, the doorbell rings, and Jesse lets in Evie and my dad, and a bleary-eyed Kate and Gary and Anna. They hug and kiss me, offering more gifts. Anna sits down on the floor with a onesie and puts it on a teddy bear that Soo-Yun brought as a present. Evie starts setting out plates and mugs and creamer.

      Jesse wraps his arms around me. “Happy?” he murmurs. And right then, I feel a poke—from the inside. I grab his hand and press it against my belly, and watch wonder transform his features.

      Outside, the deluge continues. But in here, it is crowded and loud and messy. Everyone I’ve ever loved is in one place, safe.

      Well. Almost everyone.
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      When I arrive at Dr. Mantillard’s office for my twenty-week ultrasound, Jesse is already there. He jumps up the moment he sees me.

      “Hi,” I say, giving him a quick hug. “Sorry I’m late. Crazy day.”

      We walk up to the receptionist’s desk. I’d thought about her when my screening came back without any issues, how I’d freaked out for nothing. Before I can even give her my name to check in, she passes Jesse a dollar bill.

      “What’s that about?” I ask, turning to him.

      He smiles and passes the bill back, saying, “I can’t take payment for a bet I knew I’d win.” He turns to me. “I told Georgia here that you’d be late. She insisted that no first-time mom is late to the second trimester ultrasound, because it’s too exciting.” He grins. “Do I know you or what?”

      I punch him lightly on the arm.

      Georgia laughs. “The good news, I guess, is that Dr. Mantillard is also running late. We’ll get you into the exam room.”

      In the room, Jesse and I are talking about baby names when Dr. Mantillard flusters in, apologizing for her lateness and booting up the ultrasound machine. She pushes my leggings down and squirts warm gel onto my abdomen. Then she starts moving the wand around my belly, pressing down gently.

      Immediately a wha-wha-wha-wha sound fills the room. “That’s the heartbeat,” the doctor says. On the screen, a grainy black field is cut by a shifting white amoeba, one that morphs and moves as the wand shifts. The wand stills, and the image on the screen fixes into a profile—tiny nose, stubborn jaw, bent knee. “There you are,” Dr. Mantillard says.

      All the breath punches out of me.

      Until this moment, the baby wasn’t real. But here she is, in black and white, the pearls of her spine and her little fists, boxing at shadows.

      “She’s moving,” I gasp.

      “He’s perfect,” Jesse murmurs.

      While we stare, enraptured, the doctor clicks a mouse to take measurements. “The baby is indeed pretty perfect, scientifically speaking,” she says. “Am I right in understanding that you’d prefer to not know the sex until you deliver?”

      We could have found out from the NIPT blood test but had chosen to be surprised. But now, seeing this tiny baby in black and white, boxing at shadows, I can’t wait anymore. I raise my eyebrows at Jesse, who grins and nods.

      “We’ve changed our minds,” I breathe.

      The doctor shifts the ultrasound wand again, pushing a little deeper, trying to get the fetus to shift. “It’s a girl,” she confirms. “We’ll get some of the pictures printed out. Congratulations, Mom and Dad.”

      Mom.

      The word washes over me, and I think of my own mom, at her own prenatal appointments.

      When Dr. Mantillard slips out of the room, Jesse brushes his lips against mine. “We made a human being.” He covers my abdomen with his palm. “You can be as late as you want for the rest of your life. I’ll wait.”

      I cup my hand over his. I am smiling so hard my cheeks ache. “How about Anna Eloise,” I suggest.

      He grins back. “Eloise Anna.”

      

      Normally, we negotiate family holidays with the delicacy of a UN resolution. This year, my parents will be traveling to Hawaii with my dad’s airline points over Thanksgiving, and Jesse’s parents are doing a Christmas cruise. So we will spend December 25 with my dad and Evie, and Thanksgiving at Kate’s with Jesse’s family.

      Jesse and I bring wine and nonalcoholic sparkling cider. Kate’s spent most of the day in the kitchen, basting and mashing and whisking, and every time I offer to help she makes the sign of the cross like I’m a vampire and shoos me out. Jesse’s playing a spirited game of Go Fish with Anna, and Gary is using all his engineering skills to safety-proof the deep-frying vat where the turkey will be cooked. That’s how I wind up on the couch between Jesse’s parents, Brian and Sara, watching a Netflix movie.

      It’s about a kid with cancer whose illness is tearing her family apart.

      This would be depressing enough on Thanksgiving . . . but for the life of me, I cannot imagine why the Fitzgeralds, who experienced this situation, don’t just watch the Great British Bake Off.

      It’s nearly the end of the movie, and the girl has dark circles under her eyes and an IV line snaked into her thin arm. Her mother is sitting on the edge of her hospital bed.

      I glance surreptitiously at Brian. He still has the build of a fireman, broad and strong, and his arms are crossed tight across his chest. “That’s bullshit,” he says. “She’d have a port-a-cath. I hate when they fuck up the details.”

      I turn toward Sara, and then back to the television. How do you do it? How do you let a child into a world where terrible things happen?

      I lurch up from the couch and push through the first doorway I can find: the kitchen. Fortunately, Kate’s not there—she and Gary are visible through the window, peering down into the vat of oil. I use a dish towel to mop my face as Sara walks in. “They had a pizza party!” she explodes. “The kid is dying, and they had a pizza party. We read the novel in book club, but the movie is nothing like the book. I can’t even watch the rest of it.” She stops, noticing my tears. “Molly?”

      “Onions,” I snuffle.

      “I might believe you . . . if you were actually chopping onions.” Sara touches my arm. “You all right?”

      “I can’t watch kids dying.” I choke on a laugh. “Hormones.”

      She looks at me with sympathy. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Before I know it I am spewing out every panicked thought in my head. “Am I a terrible mother if I bottle-feed? Is it cruel to sleep-train when it means letting the baby cry? And why would anyone do baby-led weaning if it means that the baby chokes on food at the start? Jesus, how do I know what I’m doing is right?”

      Sara puts her arms around me. “First,” she says, taking the dish towel gently out of my hands, “you need to stop doomscrolling. Second . . . you don’t know what you’re doing is right.”

      I’ve forgotten that she has her own cross to bear about bad parenting decisions.

      “You can make all the informed choices; you can convince yourself that you’re putting your child’s welfare first. But,” she says, “sometimes the world just decides for you . . . and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Sara folds me into her arms, gently rubbing circles on my back. She smells like vanilla and although she’s small and slight, she is strong. “What if,” I whisper into her neck, “she grows up to hate me?”

      For a moment, her hand stops moving. “Then at least,” she muses, “she grew up.”

      

      A few weeks later, Jesse gets a call that his services are needed in California. Even as Jesse insists that he shouldn’t be leaving me alone, he’s tossing clothes into an overnight bag and his eyes are bright with anticipation. “Ninety percent of wildfires are caused by human activities,” he says. “Brush burning, campfires, cars without mufflers.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re intentional,” I point out.

      “Nope,” Jesse agrees. “But it also doesn’t mean they’re not.”

      The call came from a contact at the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives who had chased down over two hundred leads, reviewed a hundred hours of video, and interviewed sixty people of interest. After narrowing their theory about how the fires had started, the L.A. fire chief told them about a polygraph guy in Rhode Island whose expertise included arson. Because of his success, Jesse had been certified in several states, including California.

      “Maybe you should stay at Kate’s,” Jesse says, tossing his toothbrush and deodorant into his suitcase.

      “I’m a grown adult,” I reply. “Plus, Kate and Gary left today for New York, remember? They’re taking Anna to see the Rockettes.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you being alone.”

      I touch my belly. “I’ve got company.” Rising on tiptoe, I kiss his jaw. “Go, already.”

      Jesse zips the suitcase. He slips a carry-on over the handle, the protective briefcase into which the polygraph machine is carefully packed. I follow him to the front door. “Don’t forget to lock this behind me,” he tells me.

      “Yes, Detective Sergeant.” I sigh.

      “And don’t drive over the speed limit.”

      “Tell you what,” I say. “I’ll even stay off the booze while you’re gone.”

      My eyes soften when I see the war playing out on his features, the reluctance to leave me despite the thrill of the intellectual challenge ahead of him. “You are literally heading into a raging wildfire, Jesse,” I say. “I’m not the one we need to worry about.”

      

      The irony does not escape me: hours after Jesse’s transcontinental flight takes him into the heart of a fire, Rhode Island is blanketed in snow and ice.

      Mid-December is early for a blizzard, but not unexpected. My team is mobilized to react, because in situations like this, an emergency is practically guaranteed. Toby and I have been in constant contact, revisiting what happened in 2013 during Blizzard Nemo. Feet of snow and biting wind are devastating enough, but they inevitably lead to power outages.

      It’s late afternoon, and I am stationed in front of the television, watching the breaking news reports with updates about the storm, when Jesse calls. It’s only been a day, but his absence feels a punch. “Hey!” I greet. “How is it going?”

      “It’s so much devastation, Mol. And the air quality is so bad I’m masked up. I literally watched the fire cross the highway today—just whipped over the asphalt, three cars ahead of my Uber.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Yeah. ATF took me to the place they think the fire started.”

      “And do you? Think that’s where it started?”

      “Unclear. In about three hours, their main suspect is coming in for his polygraph. Dude had a vehicle that went off the road. They think he revved his car to get it free, and that ignited an engine fire, but he’s denying it. Anyway, I wanted to let you know my cell will be off for a while.”

      Jesse always turns off his devices when he’s in the thick of a test; it allows him to focus all his attention on the suspect.

      “Thanks for letting me know,” I say.

      “What’s going on there?”

      “A bona fide blizzard. We’ve got about four feet already and it’s coming down like crazy.”

      Jesse gives a low whistle. “Glad I’m not flying in that.”

      “So am I.” My phone beeps, and I see Toby’s name flash. “I have to go.”

      “Okay. Be safe. Love you,” Jesse says, and I echo the same. Then I swap calls. “What’s happening?”

      “You remember the Pines in Smithfield?” Toby asks.

      It’s a nursing home. “A young new director, right?”

      “Yes. One who has ninety-eight residents in a facility without a working heat system. Oh, and did I mention the temperature’s dropping?”

      I turn off the television. “Okay. I’m guessing it’s easier to get the power restored than to evacuate ninety-eight people.”

      “Yeah, I called the electric company. They sent a truck, but the road isn’t plowed and the driver can’t get there. A message was sent to the company that plows, but we haven’t gotten through, and now I can’t reach the nursing home. Phone lines are down.”

      I press my fingers to my temples. “Where are you?”

      “In the EOC, finding beds for ninety-eight residents,” Toby says. “And running point for everything else that’s going on because of the storm.”

      “Miguel?”

      “He’s next to me. Dealing with a ten-car pileup on I-195.”

      We run through the rest of my team, but in a storm of this magnitude, all hands are already on deck. Literally the only member of the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response who isn’t deployed is me.

      “Do you have the cell number of the new nursing home director?”

      “No,” Toby says. “File wasn’t updated when his predecessor left.”

      Well, someone needs to be in contact with him, so he knows we are going to take care of his residents. “I’ll go to Smithfield,” I decide, and Toby shouts into the receiver.

      “Absolutely not. Jesse will cut off my balls and serve them to me for dinner.”

      “That’s . . . graphic,” I say, putting Toby on speaker so I can pull on a sweater and step into my snow boots. I put on Jesse’s coat—which no longer zips but still covers more of me than my own. “I’ll drive slowly. We need eyes on the situation.”

      “Molly. Do not go out in this. I’m not kidding. If you—”

      I hold the phone away from my ear. “Bad service,” I say, and I hit the disconnect button.

      Toby is not wrong. The roads are glassy with ice, riddled with drifting snow. But I cannot in good faith sit in my living room while ninety-eight elderly people freeze to death. I creep twenty miles an hour on Route 44, and when I turn onto side roads I’m thwarted by fallen trees and downed power lines that snap with sparks. A few times, I seek an alternate route. Finally, as I approach the road that leads to the nursing home, I see the electric company’s truck creeping toward me. The driver raises his hand in greeting as I get out of the car, the snow already reaching my knees, even though it’s obvious the road has been cleared.

      A moment later, all the lights in the nursing home blaze to life.

      With a sigh, I trudge up the steps to the front door and open it. A man, definitely on the younger side, stands holding a flashlight. “I’m Molly Fitzgerald with the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response,” I say.

      He holds out his free hand. “Luther Grenault. I wasn’t expecting personal service.”

      “I assume that the power’s on again?”

      Luther nods. “Turns out the plow company we hired went out of business in July and didn’t tell anyone. So National Grid came and couldn’t get to the building because of the snow.”

      I close my eyes for a second and count to ten. This was a simple failure of communication. The reason the plow company didn’t respond was because they were out of business. Had we known that, we could have sent the National Guard or a neighboring town’s plow in.

      “So you’re good now?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Luther says. “I mean, except that I need a new plow company.”

      I turn on my heel and walk out of the nursing home, gripping the railing carefully. I trudge through the snow toward the white lump of my car, unlock it, and fumble in the back for an ice scraper. I’ve just finished clearing the front headlights when a snowplow passes, throwing up a tsunami of slush, and I step quickly out of the way.

      But somewhere under the snow, there is a curb. My foot catches it, and before I can stop myself, I fall forward, landing hard on my belly.

      

      I scramble to my hands and knees and use the car door to leverage myself upright, shaking so hard my teeth are chattering. I sit in the driver’s seat and crank up the heat, but I’m not shivering from cold. It’s shock.

      I cup my hands around my belly. Kick, I will. Please, please, kick.

      But this baby, who has moved constantly since that first poke, is utterly still.

      With tears stinging my eyes, I reach for my phone and dial Jesse. When his voicemail picks up, I remember that he is doing a polygraph.

      I consider calling an ambulance, but I know that virtually every first responder in Rhode Island has been deployed for an emergency elsewhere.

      Without thought, I put the car into drive and pull gently onto the road. My hands tremble on the steering wheel.

      I swipe one hand across my eyes, crawling forward at ten miles an hour. A pickup passes me and honks, but my attention is focused inward. I start making bargains with a God I do not believe in: If she kicks, I won’t go out in the field again until after she’s born. If she kicks, I will stop snapping at Jesse when he’s overprotective. If she kicks . . .

      Then this will not be my fault.

      By now I’m sobbing, crying so hard in fact that I almost miss the movement of my abdomen.

      Except, it’s not a kick, or a roll. It’s a spasm, as if the whole womb has clenched, before it unknots.

      I do not realize where I’m going until I turn in to the parking lot for Dr. Mantillard’s office. It is about fifteen minutes closer than the hospital, plus, walking into an ER right now would be sheer insanity. All I need is for my doctor to run a Doppler stethoscope over my belly, to let me hear the baby’s strong, steady heartbeat so that I know she’s going to be fine.

      As soon as I stand, another tight band twists my abdomen. I wait for my muscles to relax, then pick my way gingerly through the snow into the building. But when I open the door to the doctor’s office, it is empty—except for the receptionist, who stands by the wall, flicking off the lights, a ring of keys in her hand.

      “Molly?” she asks, her brow furrowing.

      Panic fills me. “I fell. Down. In the. Snow. On. My stomach.”

      Immediately, she is at my side. “Okay, let’s sit you down,” Are you having contractions?”

      My teeth chatter. “Can I just see the doctor?”

      “She left last night for a conference because she wanted to get out ahead of the storm. You need to go to the hospital.”

      “The hospitals are a zoo—”

      She cuts me off. “Contractions?”

      Is that what I’m feeling? “I don’t know,” I cry. “I don’t know what one feels like.”

      “Any bleeding?”

      “I haven’t checked.”

      “Who drove you here?”

      “I drove myself.”

      Surprise flashes over her face. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking I can’t lose my baby,” I blurt out, and the minute I do, the possibility is in the universe, hiding in the shadows, ready to strike.

      She softens. “I’ll drive you,” she says.

      I lean on her for support. As we are walking out, I blurt, “I don’t . . . I don’t remember your name.”

      “It’s Georgia,” she says gently. We stop once in the lobby when another ripple—a contraction?—shudders through me. “Like this,” Georgia says, baring her teeth and breathing through them until I match her. She sits me in a chair by the door and runs to pull her car to the door.

      On the way to the hospital, Georgia calls Dr. Mantillard and leaves a message on her cellphone. She asks if I’ve called Jesse, and I tell her he is in California and not picking up his phone. She asks if there is anyone else she’d like me to call, but my dad and Evie are in Hawaii, and I don’t want to call Kate or Sara or Brian because they’ll drop everything and rush to the hospital, which will just endanger them. I could call Toby, but he is juggling enough without me being another problem to solve. “No one I’d want to go out in this weather,” I say.

      Georgia slides a glance my way. “I’ve got you,” she replies.

      

      Georgia parks in a loading zone at the ER and rushes inside for a wheelchair. She loads me into it, then pushes me to the triage desk. “This is Dr. Mantillard’s patient, Molly Fitzgerald. She fell and hit her abdomen.”

      The nurse looks me over. “How many weeks?”

      “Twenty-three,” Georgia answers. I think of the app on my phone: Your baby is the size of a grapefruit.

      “Are you having contractions?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer. “I can’t feel the baby moving.”

      The nurse continues to type into her computer as Georgia leans down to look at me. “I’m going to move the car. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      True to her word, Georgia returns before the nurse has even fastened the little ID bracelet I will wear as an ER patient. When she turns the wheelchair, I get my first look at the overcrowded waiting room. There are people gingerly holding limbs, babies screaming, someone throwing up in a bucket. “You should call your husband again,” Georgia prompts.

      Since I know he won’t answer, I send a text instead.

      Slipped on ice, I type. Getting checked out @ Women & Children’s.

      I shove the phone into my coat pocket. “You probably have things you need to do,” I say.

      “I promised Dr. Mantillard I’d make sure you were seen.”

      “She was the doctor who gave me birth control,” I murmur.

      Georgia looks down at my belly. “Well, it didn’t work.”

      For the first time in what feels like hours, I feel a laugh bubble up. “No, I mean, I’ve been seeing Dr. Mantillard since I was a teenager.”

      “Ah. She’s a good doctor. Attentive.”

      I nod. “Do you like working for her?”

      “I do,” Georgia says, and she smiles, and I smile back, and then we sit in a weird silence.

      To my surprise, my name is called less than a half hour after we’ve arrived. I suppose a woman with contractions is a ticking time bomb. The nurse gets behind the wheelchair, takes the handles. “Come with me?” I ask Georgia, my voice small.

      She puts her hand on my shoulder and squeezes, then follows.

      The nurse isn’t even finished with my vitals when an ER resident pulls aside the curtain and introduces himself. “I’m Doctor Wycroft?” he says, as if he’s questioning it himself. He checks the chart that the nurse hands him, then asks me what happened.

      When he brings in a portable ultrasound, time stops. He slathers gel on my belly and then passes the wand over the skin.

      Whoosh whoosh whoosh whoosh.

      Beside me, I hear Georgia exhale. Tears slide down my cheeks. “That’s the heartbeat?”

      “That’s the heartbeat,” he confirms.

      “So that’s good, right?” I ask.

      “Yes, but you’re not out of the woods yet. When you hit your abdomen, sometimes the placenta can separate from the wall of the uterus. It’s called an abruption and can lead to preterm labor. What we’re going to do is hook you up to a monitor to watch the baby’s heart rate and see if you’re having contractions. If you’re not, you can go home after six hours. If you are, we’ll have to keep you.” He turns to the nurse. “Get a CVC and coags and put her on a monitor. Check the strip and the TOCO every fifteen minutes.”

      Each time I feel a cramp, Georgia threads her fingers with mine. She tells me about her cat, which she rescued from a shelter and which escaped her apartment to slip into the one next door so often that she finally let her neighbor have it permanently. She talks about the weather, and how the Farmer’s Almanac predicted that this New England winter was going to be one for the ages—and why on earth did she think that moving here would be a good idea? When my stomach growls, she goes in search of a vending machine and brings back three kinds of snacks so that I can choose.

      When she runs out of stories, she asks me mine: where I grew up, how I got into emergency management, how I met Jesse.

      Every few moments I turn to the monitor, looking at the proof of the baby’s heartbeat. Stay, I mouth.

      We are both startled by a loud buzz, and I scrabble under the covers to answer my phone. “Baby, what’s going on?” Jesse asks.

      “I’m in the ER. I’m hooked up to a monitor because I’m having contractions.”

      “What?” He mumbles something unintelligible. “I’m driving to the airport right now. I’ll get on the first open flight to Boston.”

      “But the arson—”

      “We’re done with the polygraph, Molly,” he says. “Who brought you to the hospital?”

      “Georgia. The receptionist from Dr. Mantillard’s office.”

      “Thank her for me.” Suddenly he curses. “Shit, I missed a turn. This place is like a knot of highways. I have to get off the phone so I can use the GPS. I’ll text you my ETA. And, Mol? It’s going to be okay.”

      I close my eyes. I do not think I realized how badly I needed to hear Jesse say that, even if it is an outright lie.

      My hand relaxes, the phone falling into the folds of the blanket. Georgia reaches over to take it and sets it on the table beside me. “Your husband?”

      I nod. “He’s coming back.”

      

      There’s irritability on the TOCO.

      That’s what I hear through the curtain that separates my ER cubicle from the nurse, who is calling a specialist to come see me.

      I turn to Georgia. “What does that mean?”

      It’s nearly midnight, now; we’ve been here for six hours. Jesse is in the air. “I don’t know,” she admits.

      The last time I got up to use the bathroom, I was spotting.

      My throat contracts. I lean back against the pillow and stare at the ceiling, feeling the tracks of tears sliding into my hairline. Maybe it is time to follow my work playbook. Hope for the best, but ready yourself for the worst.

      The curtain rustles, and I find myself looking at two women, one in blue scrubs, the other in pink. “Hi, Molly. I’m Dr. Ramachandran,” she says. “And this is Dr. O’Boyle. I work in maternal fetal medicine, and Dr. O’Boyle is a neonatologist. We’re here to talk to you about options.”

      “Options?” I croak, trying to sit up. My hands cross over my abdomen, another layer of protection.

      “We have been measuring your contractions,” Dr. Ramachandran continues. “They’re not getting less frequent yet, which means that there’s still a chance an abruption is happening or that you’re going into preterm labor. What we want to do is keep that baby inside you for as long as possible,” she says. “But if labor continues to progress, we need to talk about what interventions you’d want us to take.”

      Dr. O’Boyle meets my gaze. “If you’re at twenty-three weeks, the baby’s lungs are just not at a place where they can absorb oxygen yet. It’s like those balloons that are really, really hard to blow up—no matter how much air you push into it, the balloon won’t inflate, because the material is too taut. It needs to get a little more relaxed for that to happen, and that takes time.”

      I swallow. “Can’t you . . . intubate her?”

      “We can try, but there is a chance her throat is too small. And even if we do, we might not be able to inflate the lungs.”

      Dr. Ramachandran nods. “We also need to talk about route of delivery. If we monitor the heart rate and there’s an abrupt deterioration, we have to do an atypical C-section. Unlike a normal one, the uterine scar goes up and down, and it’s a more complicated surgery. There’s greater risk of blood loss and infection, and there are implications for future reproductive health.”

      “You mean I won’t be able to get pregnant again?”

      “It becomes riskier. There’s an increased chance the uterus could rupture if you do. In the event you carry a child to term, you’d have to have another C-section, this time at thirty-six or thirty-seven weeks at the latest.”

      I wipe my eyes. “Is there any good news?”

      Dr. O’Boyle smiles sadly. “I know this is a lot. But it’s best to address all the worst-case scenarios. Especially considering the odds of survival for the fetus.”

      “Which are?”

      “For your stage of pregnancy,” Dr. O’Boyle says, “about twenty-three percent.”

      I start crying in earnest and feel Georgia’s steady hand on my arm. “I can’t make these decisions without my husband. He’s on his way here from California.”

      “I understand how upsetting this is, Molly,” Dr. Ramachandran says. “But you need to decide soon, because if your labor progresses, we have a very narrow window to make these choices.” She meets my gaze. “Why don’t you take a few moments to think? We’ll give you some privacy.”

      The curtain falls like a whisper as the doctors leave the cubicle. I wonder who else has sat on this gurney and heard terrible news: the cancer has spread, the limb can’t be saved, a loved one in the same car accident did not make it. “I didn’t think I wanted a baby,” I murmur. “And now it turns out it’s the thing I want most.”

      Georgia looks at me. “Why didn’t you want a baby?”

      “I thought I’d be a terrible mother.” A fresh wash of tears clogs my eyes and nose. “Guess I was right. I can’t even keep her safe when she’s inside me.”

      “I know that feeling,” Georgia admits.

      “Do you have kids?” I realize that in all the hours we have been together, I have been too self-absorbed to ask.

      She shakes her head. “I lost my baby.”

      Suddenly I understand why she is here, although she hardly knows me. I wonder how she can work for an obstetrician and face, daily, women with swollen bellies and the future in their eyes.

      I think of Kate, of her miscarriage. Of the millions of women in the world who have heard tragic news from doctors but still managed to get up the next morning.

      “Do you think . . . it’s my fault?” I whisper.

      “Anyone could have slipped on the ice.”

      “No, I mean . . . do you think this happened because I . . . I . . .” I can’t even say the words out loud.

      So Georgia says them for me. “Because you wished you hadn’t gotten pregnant?”

      I nod. Before I’d absorbed the reality of this baby, or of the love between me and Jesse, I had worried about my job.

      Maybe the universe had been listening.

      “I don’t think anyone can be held accountable for thoughts. Only actions,” Georgia says quietly.

      I look down at my belly, with the sensor strapped to it. If I can stand in the path of a nor’easter and mitigate its impact with provisional plans, then surely I can look Death in the eye, too, and make him change course.

      “I’m sorry you lost your baby,” I tell Georgia.

      She turns away, and I wonder if I’ve crossed a line. But then I realize Georgia is staring at the printout from the monitor. “Molly. Look.”

      She holds up the long loop of ticker tape. I still see hills and valleys, same as I have for the past three hours. They’re just spread farther apart.

      “Your contractions,” Georgia says. “They’re slowing down.”

      

      Instead of coming every three minutes, my contractions come every five minutes. Then every eight. By four in the morning, they are afterthoughts, occasional hiccups. Dr. Ramachandran and Dr. O’Boyle tell me that although I am not entirely safe yet, this is very good.

      Georgia falls asleep in the chair beside me, her head tilted back and soft snores rising. I do not sleep, out of sheer superstition. If I watch the monitor, nothing else will go wrong.

      At 6:11, there is a commotion—I hear nurses’ voices– and then, unmistakably, Jesse. A moment later he is standing in front of me.

      He looks terrible. His bright hair sticks up all over his head. His eyes are fiery and wild. Stubble gilds his chin, and his shirt is buttoned wrong.

      I burst into tears, and then he is on the gurney, wrapping his arms around me as if Jesse, I, and the baby are a family of nesting dolls, each of us containing someone we love. “It’s okay,” Jesse soothes, but his voice hitches.

      “It is okay,” I murmur, because he doesn’t know yet. “Jesse, the contractions stopped.”

      He collapses into himself. “Thank God.”

      We cling to each other. “I shouldn’t have been out in the storm,” I admit.

      “Ssh,” Jesse says, his thumb skating the line of my throat. “I should never have left you here alone.”

      His words startle me out of our private bubble. “I wasn’t alone,” I say, turning. But the chair in the cubicle is empty; Georgia has taken her purse and coat and silently slipped away.

      

      I do not think there is anyone less suited to bed-rest than I am.

      On the bright side, Dr. Mantillard said I don’t have to remain in bed for the rest of the pregnancy—just five days. She came to see me in the hospital, after I was admitted overnight. If the contractions stay at bay and the fetal heartbeat remains steady, then I can resume what she calls “light duties.”

      Jesse says that means desk work. Before I can even complain or negotiate, Toby presents me with a revised schedule that takes me off on-call rotation and out of the field.

      Toby also visited me in the hospital, tortured by the fact that I was one of the numbers on a spreadsheet of accidents and falls and casualties and he didn’t know. “You should have called me,” he insisted.

      “If the situation were reversed, would you have called me?”

      “I would have called my PCP and asked how I got pregnant,” he said.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Not funny.”

      “No,” Toby agreed, sobering. “It wasn’t.” With those words, he conveyed all the fear my whole department had experienced, hearing about my hospitalization. “I don’t want your job,” he reminded me. “So I’m damn well going to cover for you now, so you get healthy enough to come back.”

      In my convalescence, I watch a lot of reality television, which reminds me why I do not watch reality television. I read the CDC Morbidity and Mortality Weekly, a report that I never have time to read and that is my absolute jam, but after two days I’ve plowed through all the back issues. I do all the New York Times online games, and I bring my email inbox down to zero unread. Occasionally I run a Teams meeting, but it’s clear that Toby is currently in charge.

      Jesse comes home for lunch and leaves work in time for dinner. We play chess and Monopoly and Risk, games that used to get interrupted by an emergency call.

      By the third day, I’m so bored I understand why a fox will chew off its own leg to get out of a trap.

      

      On the fifth day, I am given leave to return to normal activities—within limits. No lifting, no running, nothing that could put me in the path of danger. This is particularly ironic given my job, but at this point, I’ll take it. We mark my release from bed rest by going out to dinner with my dad and Evie. For as long as I can remember she has bemoaned the fact that Christmas is the same as her birthday—which is why I always try to plan something special to celebrate her.

      Between courses, they’ve been showing us pictures of their trip to Hawaii—complete with Evie in a hula class, and a video of my father’s thumb that was meant to be the final heat of a world-class surf competition.

      “Oh, and we went to a black sand beach!” Evie says.

      “I saw one of those in Iceland,” Jesse replies. “Volcanic, right?”

      While they get absorbed in a conversation about lava, I turn to my father. “What was your favorite part?”

      “The Dole plantation,” he says after a moment. “My granddad was stationed near there during World War II. He was training for a land invasion of Japan, which didn’t happen because of the bomb.”

      “I didn’t know he was in the army.”

      “Yeah,” my father replies, thoughtful. “If his platoon had done what they were supposed to, there’s a good chance I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Me neither.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s funny, isn’t it? All the lives we don’t live.”

      “Wait.” Jesse’s voice cuts across the table. “You looked into a time-share in Maui?”

      “Looked,” Evie clarifies. “But I told your father that I’m not living five thousand miles away from my granddaughter.”

      As if to punctuate that, the baby lands a firm kick. “That granddaughter is tap-dancing on my bladder,” I say, getting to my feet. “I’ll be right back.”

      Jesse immediately stands.

      I spear him with a hard look. “I hope that you suddenly have a need to pee, too. Because if you were thinking that I ought to be escorted like a toddler to the bathroom, which is less than thirty feet from here, I would be incredibly disappointed.”

      Slowly, Jesse sinks into his chair again. “Be careful,” he mutters.

      I weave through the maze of tables and chairs to the private back room of the restaurant, where the bathrooms are located. A party is in full swing. I see baby blue balloons, and one giant Mylar one in the shape of a stork.

      The pregnant woman being showered catches my eye and smiles, nodding toward my belly in a silent acknowledgment. Following her gaze, the woman with whom she has been talking turns around. It takes a moment for my brain to catch up and realize that I know her. But then, I’ve never seen Georgia outside of Dr. Mantillard’s office, or the hospital.

      She steps away from her pregnant friend, and I throw my arms around her and hug her tight. “Georgia, I owe you the biggest thank-you. I wish you hadn’t left the hospital so quickly.”

      “That was time for the two of you. You didn’t need me around,” she says. Then she smiles wide. “It is really good to see you up and around. You’re doing well? And the baby?”

      “Yeah, we’re both fine. Today’s my first official day off bed rest.”

      A woman approaches and gives us each a safety pin. “Put these on,” she instructs. “It’s going to be part of a game later. Whoever collects the most gets a prize!” Then she’s off to the next guest, like a bee leaping to the throat of another flower.

      I hand Georgia the safety pin. “Take mine. Look, you’re already winning.”

      Her lips twist. “It’s my neighbor. The woman who’s pregnant.”

      “The one who stole your cat?”

      “Yes.” She laughs.

      A silence falls between us. “Well, listen. I don’t want to keep you from your party. I just . . . I can’t explain how much I appreciate you being there for me when I needed it.”

      She reaches for my hand and squeezes it. “You just did.”

      “Molly?”

      I look over her shoulder to see my father approaching.

      “Everything all right? You were gone long enough that Jesse started to panic, but then he thought if he came to check on you, you might run him through with your steak knife, so I volunteered—”

      “I’m fine. I just ran into a friend.” Because that’s what she is now, after that night in the hospital. “Georgia, this is my dad, Adam.”

      It happens so fast, but it feels like an eternity. Like the moment I fell on the ice, like the collapse of two buildings, like the space between life and death.

      Georgia turns. My father’s face goes white as bone. “Eloise?” he says.
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          Part Two
          Eloise
        

      
      
        
          To die by other hands more merciless than mine.

          No; I who gave them life will give them death.

          Oh, now no cowardice, no thought how young they are,

          How dear they are, how when they first were born—

          Not that—I will forget they are my sons

          One moment, one short moment—then forever sorrow.

        

        —EURIPEDES, Medea
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      June–September 2001

      Every villain is the hero of their own story.

      That’s what is running through my mind as I wait for Adam at the Hudson View, our favorite breakfast place. It’s on West 181st, only a few blocks away from our apartment building in Washington Heights. On the television screen in the corner, which is always tuned to NY1, a woman from Clear Lake City, Texas, is being led out of her home by cops. Her clothes and hair are wet, her glasses are askew, her face as blank as parchment. “Andrea Yates,” the reporter says, “confessed to killing her five children by drowning them in the family bathtub.”

      My hands creep to the considerable swell of my belly before I even realize what I am doing. What kind of woman kills her own children?

      Details fall between the line cook’s voice—Order up!—and the clink of silverware. The children ranged from age seven to six months. Yates called 911, then called her husband and told him to come home. Is anybody hurt? he asked. Yes, she said. The kids. All of them.

      Maeve, a waitress who’s probably been here longer than I’ve been alive, comes to refill my decaf. She pours, not spilling a drop. “What an effin’ monster,” Maeve says. “Can you imagine?” She crosses herself.

      “No,” I say faintly. “I really can’t.”

      She glances down at my pregnant belly, and her face softens. “I’m gonna bring you a Danish,” she says. “On the house.”

      Talking heads fill the screen, discussing the inevitable death penalty charge, dissecting whether Andrea Yates is mentally ill or a cold-blooded killer.

      There’s a tug on my braid. “Found you,” Adam says, coming up from behind me. A red ribbon is woven through the plait, just like every day. He leans down to kiss me, flattening his hand on top of mine on my belly, a hello for the little stranger inside me.

      “How was your flight?” I ask. He’s come in on a red-eye from California.

      “Miraculously on time.” My husband is an engineer, and his firm has a contract in Irvine. Adam was picked to head it, leapfrogging people who have worked there longer. It means a lot of travel, at a very inconvenient time, but it also comes with a raise. Babies are expensive.

      Adam yawns, reaches for my coffee, and then realizes it’s decaf. “All I want,” he says, “is a black coffee, a hot shower, and a nap.”

      I wince. “Two out of three’s not bad.”

      I had the water turned off in the master bathroom shower so that I could install the mosaic I’m creating on the walls. It’s what I do or, rather, what I did before getting ready for this baby—I’m a mixed media artist. Until the beginning of my ninth month, I worked in Brooklyn teaching mosaic at the Borough of Manhattan Community College and at a private school in Brooklyn on Saturday mornings. Before that, I had been a RISD student with an award-winning senior project. It had been judged by a panel of curators from the Frick and MoMA, who described it as a “launching pad for an artist who is going places.”

      Well, I didn’t get very far.

      Except that one of the curators now, five years after my graduation from RISD, had a daughter in my Brooklyn mosaic class. She asked if I would ever consider a showing at her gallery.

      I took her card. I still have it. One day, I’ll have enough time to create a body of work for a real show. For now, I’m redecorating the master bathroom.

      We have both been showering in the smaller guest bathroom, with its tiny glass stall. “I hate the other shower,” Adam groans. “My elbows hit the door when I try to open the shampoo.”

      I make a noncommittal noise of sympathy. I don’t know what he’s complaining about. At this point, I am bigger than he is.

      Maeve comes back with my Danish and pours coffee for Adam. “Hey, handsome,” she says. “The usual?”

      He nods, and she goes off to place his order of eggs over easy with a side of fruit. “Have you heard about this?” I ask, nodding toward the television.

      Adam twists in his seat to look at the screen. “Yeah. It was on the radio in the taxi from the airport.” He takes my hands into his on the table, like we are a bridge. It would be structurally sound, same as the ones he has engineered. For as long as I’ve known Adam, I’ve trusted him to protect me. His mouth quirks up on one side, and there’s the dimple that made me fall in love with him. His eyes, a blue I’ve never found in a Pantone book, meet mine. They are bloodshot, but gentle. “I didn’t ask you how you’re doing. How you’re both doing.”

      I turn slightly, so that I cannot see the television anymore. “Better,” I tell him, “now that you’re here.”

      

      Here’s what I love about mosaics: when you’re doing the work, with tweezers and shards of ceramic or glass, you cannot see the picture up close. Most artists use Wincelmans ceramic or vitreous glass, smalti, marble—but I prefer to hide personal objects among the usual materials. I have been working on this piece in the shower for months now. Before I even knew what I was going to create, I was squirreling away moments that I wanted to use: a sliver from the coffee mug I was drinking from when the pregnancy test kit came back positive; a shard from a bone china vase that I’d filled with tulips before telling Adam the news over dinner; beads from a bracelet that spell out BABY; stones from a picnic in Central Park; a pearl button from the first coat my belly outgrew.

      The dining room table has been overrun with little plastic containers that I saved from Chinese takeout, organized by color—a rainbow of pieces. There are violent reds and muted blues, periwinkle, seafoam. A pristine spill of white china and milk glass sits in a recycled aluminum pie tin. Inky blacks, flaming orange. A bright burst of yellows is scattered over the butcher paper I’ve rolled out to protect the table. I have created the tesserae, as they are called, by smashing some of these bits, using wheeled and compound nippers on others.

      To create a mosaic of this size and scope takes time and planning. You draw your vision, life size, on butcher paper. You see the fault lines where the art can be carved into pieces that are easier to transport and affix. You create the tesserae you want to use. All of this happens before you even lay down your mesh to begin.

      In the master bathroom shower, there are three walls that reach from the lip of the white tub to the ceiling, and then a hinged three-quarter glass wall that takes the place of a shower curtain. I started this mosaic when my baby was the size of a strawberry, and when it was the size of a pomegranate, I installed the first wall, opposite the tub spout and showerhead. The second wall was adhered and grouted when the baby was the size of a pineapple. But to be fair, these walls were the easy ones (nozzle and knobs notwithstanding). They are matching ombrés that go from deep purple to azure. Through each of these walls, branches burst and spread, fingers shimmering with emerald leaves. But it is this last wall, the final installation, the one you see the moment you walk into the bathroom—that will be the real showpiece. Those branches all connect to a tree in this central panel, with one outstretched limb bearing a bird’s nest. In that nest will be a baby bird. And leaning over it, wings protectively curved, its mother.

      I’ve been playing around with the birds. At first, I imagined them as cardinals, with their mohawks of red-feathered hair and black-rimmed beaks. Then blue jays, iridescent wings shining. But the more I fiddled with the tesserae, the more different birds took shape: saffron and crimson feathers streaming out in a long tail, ebony-tipped wings, swan necks, fire in their eyes. This was a mosaic about birth and rebirth; naturally, these were phoenixes.

      I sit at the table now using tweezers to pluck pieces a centimeter square and lay them down on the fiberglass mesh. I don’t like to use the adhesive kind—I prefer to be able to see and then revise the image, putting down Weldbond only when I think it’s perfect. Under the mesh is my conceptual drawing, covered by a layer of cling wrap. The part of the mosaic I am working on today features the mama bird, mouth open, while her baby bird cranes its long neck up to look at her, ready to receive . . .

      Receive what? A worm?

      I take a handful of marbled browns and grays, creating a worm that dangles from the mother’s mouth to the baby’s.

      It’s weird. Who wants to shower every day with a bird regurgitating food to its offspring?

      I pluck the pieces of the worm off the mesh and fill in the space between the mother and child with the sky blues I’ve used as background elsewhere. The beaks of both birds are still wide open, giving and taking, but I like that you don’t see what’s being passed between them.

      Painstakingly, I pick each piece up with tweezers and spread the adhesive on the back before setting it down again on the mesh. After this piece sets for twenty-four hours, I will cut the image along its fault lines and peel the cling wrap off the mesh. Then, like I did on the other two walls, I can use a trowel to put on adhesive, lay the mosaic sheets to match my concept drawing, tamp them down, and grout them.

      Suddenly hands massage the sore muscles of my shoulder and neck. Adam presses a kiss on the crown of my head. “I didn’t hear you come in,” I say. Today, after a quick nap, he’d headed into the office. I have been working here since. I didn’t even realize the sun had gone down.

      “The big reveal,” Adam says. “I like it.”

      “I’ll finish it soon,” I promise.

      He raises a brow. “Can you even fit inside the shower anymore to install it?”

      “Yeah. I just may need the Jaws of Life to get me out.” I smooth my fingers over the baby bird’s beak. “I’m going to call it Hollow Bones.”

      Adam blinks in surprise. “That’s kind of grim,” he says.

      Here is the other thing I love about mosaics: they take broken things and make them beautiful.

      

      In my first memory, I was four, and my father was healing a thirteen-year-old boy who had cancer. We were in the white clapboard church that was always too hot in summer, even when the fans were all blowing, and Simon was slumped in a chair in front of the pulpit. My father, in his sonorous voice, prayed over Simon, helping him out of the chair. He put his hands on Simon’s chest, right over his weak, damaged heart. “Feel the power of God,” my father intoned, and Simon fell backward into his mother’s arms, slain in the Spirit. When he roused again, this time standing on his own, my father said, “Are you healed?” and when Simon nodded, the entire congregation praised the Lord.

      I do not know if my father really healed Simon that day, mostly because I was not entirely sure he was sick. I’d seen him running around earlier that week with some other boys, playing ball. He died a year later, not from a heart problem, but because he got drunk and overturned an ATV.

      These were the kinds of thoughts my father tried to drum out of me when I was growing up as the daughter of Reverend Ezekiel Owens, the Evangelical preacher of the Church of the Living Word in Borden Springs, Alabama—a tiny town nestled in a valley of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Lord knows I wasn’t like my little sister, Adie, whose first sentence happened to also be the shortest sentence in the Bible: Jesus wept. She had strawberry-blond ringlets and blue eyes and roses in her cheeks, and everyone said she was heaven-sent. Me, I got whispered about. Rebellion was a splinter in me I could never quite dig out.

      By the time I was thirteen, I knew I was in trouble. Although God should have filled every empty space in me, I was always starving. Not for food, but for art. At school, I’d taken a drawing class, and it felt like being reborn. When I had a sketch pad in front of me, or an easel with paints, I could be anywhere; all I had to do was imagine it. So I drew faces of people I did not know and had never met. I painted cities I had never traveled to. I did still-lifes with fruit so ripe it split down its seams, juice running onto the table. I sketched ladies in broad-brimmed hats, drinking wine; beaches made of sand as white as sugar. When I didn’t have charcoal or a paintbrush, I’d draw on the steam of the glass in the shower and wipe it away. I’d sketch in the flour left behind from a loaf of bread I was kneading. I’d doodle on the margins of my math textbooks. I went to the public library and looked at the mismatched features in Picasso’s work, the rosy flesh of Renoir’s nudes. I ran my fingers over photographs of David’s marble abdomen, I felt the grief weighing down the Virgin’s shoulders in the Pietà. I was an addict, and art was my drug of choice.

      The only person in my family who knew about this was Adie, who kept my secret, because the only thing my sister loved more than God was me.

      One day my father preached a sermon about love. “Love is need,” he said. “It’s transactional.” I turned the sentence over in my head. I needed to draw. I loved the act of creating something from nothing, but I didn’t see it as a transaction. I received joy, but lost nothing.

      Except money. I used school supplies when I could, but yesterday, Satan had been sitting long enough on my shoulder for me to slip ten dollars out of Mama’s shiny patent handbag when she was in the kitchen, and I’d bought myself watercolors and a pad at the one general store in town. No one knew, not even Adie.

      My father was still commanding the room, his voice gathering thunderclouds. “Now some will say . . . need? That’s base. That’s involuntary. They will say no, love is a choice.”

      As always, Adie and I were flanking my mother in the front pew. Mama was serene and still as Beecham Lake at dawn.

      When Daddy morphed into Reverend Owens, he was electric. His hair, always combed back from his forehead, fell over one eye, displaced by excitement. Fire blazed behind his amber eyes. “So do we need Jesus?” he challenged. “Or do we love Him?” He glanced around the congregation. “The answer is both.” He took a step forward until he was staring right at me. “Do you need Jesus?”

      I was frozen, like a deer. He knew. He knew I’d taken money from Mama; he knew I’d bought myself art supplies, a pursuit that was frivolous and ungodly.

      YES! the congregation replied.

      He broke off eye contact with me and crossed the dais to bellow at the other side of the church. “Do you love Jesus?”

      YES!

      His hands came up, his eyes rolled back in his head. “Hallelujah!” my father cried. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God!”

      I was not pure of heart.

      Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I ducked out of the pew and ran to the back of the church, locking myself in the handicapped bathroom. I started praying, promising that I would tell my mother what I had done; that I would become an honest, devout girl.

      But as a trickle of blood ran down my leg, I realized that wasn’t what Satan had in mind.

      

      The only person who knew I was dying was Adie. She had followed me to the bathroom to make sure I was okay. When she saw the mess, she pulled me a new dress out of the charity bin and ran to get my mother, who marched me out of the church toward our house. “We need to have a talk,” she said.

      I ducked my head, muttered a yes ma’am, and followed her up to the bedroom, where she and Daddy slept. I started shivering—I had enough memories of being punished here, bent over this bed while my father wielded a metal hairbrush. But instead, she took me into the bathroom and clasped my face between her hands. “Eloise,” she said, “you’re a woman now.”

      It took me a moment to realize that she didn’t know I’d stolen money, and another moment to feel stupid for not connecting what was happening to my body to menstruation. But then, no one had ever talked to me about it, and I had been excused from the films showed at school in health class due to religious exemptions. All I knew was that being a woman meant you could have a baby. I didn’t realize that there was such a mess involved.

      As she pulled out sanitary pads, my gaze fell to the bottle of pills on the counter, which Mama took every day. They sanded her edges and made her a little blurry, from her soft voice to the way she moved like gauze in the wind. But it was better for her to take the medicine than to not take it. When she ran out of her pills, she would take to scouring the house in the middle of the night or speaking in tongues. Once, she got so sad, she did not leave the bedroom for a week.

      “This is Eve’s sin,” my mother explained. “Once a month, we bear it.” She explained to me how to use the pads as my cheeks got redder. When she started talking about boys, and how I could no longer get too close to them because terrible things would happen, I thought I might die not of blood loss, but of embarrassment.

      But then she took me into the bedroom and unraveled my moonlight hair from its messy ponytail. She took a white ribbon from a bird’s-eye maple box on her nightstand and started to French-braid it into the strands. It was how my mother always wore her hair. “So God can find you more easily among the sinners,” she said, her hands working. When she finished, she tied it off. “Tomorrow, we’ll get you some white dresses.”

      As the wife of the preacher, Euphemia Owens always wore a white dress. It made Mama look like an angel on earth. I guess she meant for me to be one, too.

      She never did find out about the money.

      

      A month later, my father held a purity ceremony in the Church of the Living Word for young women like me. There were six of us dressed in virginal white. My father quoted Romans 13:14 as he invited us up to the dais. On it was a long table, covered with a red tablecloth and candles, and a chair for each of us to sit in. It looked like a set for a Valentine’s Day film, or maybe a vampire movie. “Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the flesh,” he said. As he spoke, he placed an Oreo on a plate. “Now, God is sovereign over the universe, but Satan rules over earth. Between Satan’s influence and man’s flawed free will is where sin lives.”

      The congregation was there to bear witness, but the only people on the dais were us girls.

      My father walked toward me first, holding out the plate. “Spit on it, Eloise,” he said.

      I looked at him, alarmed, but there was no way I was going to defy him in front of everyone. So I spat. He brought the Oreo to the next girl, and the next, asking them to do the same. “Who wants the first bite?” he asks, holding the cookie out to the congregation. “Anyone? Of course not. No one wants a cookie that has been spoiled. And no one wants a girl who is impure.”

      Then he beckoned five men sitting in the front pew—the fathers of each of the girls. “Men, please join your daughters.”

      Each man stood behind his daughter, except for mine. My father walked the length of the table. In front of each girl, he placed a red card with a heart in the center. True Love Waits, it said at the top, and there was a vow written below it.

      One by one, my father encouraged each girl to recite the pledge, until it was my turn. “Believing that true love waits,” I read, “I make a commitment to God, myself, my family, my friends, my future mate, and my future children to be sexually abstinent from this day until the day I enter a Biblical marriage relationship.”

      We signed our cards with a silver pen. Then he called up the girls one by one, and each father presented his daughter with a ring.

      I was last. My father held out a ring with a tiny sapphire chip. Then he kissed me on the forehead, a rare show of affection in front of the community.

      He turned again, asking us to pray. “Lord, more than anything in this world we want an intimate, pure relationship with You. We are the bride. You are the Groom. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

      There was an explosion of applause, and the other fathers and daughters walked down the steps to be folded into the congratulations of their friends and family.

      I stood awkwardly, not knowing what to do. My father caught my eye. Well done, he mouthed, praise that was usually reserved for Adie.

      I twisted the ring on my finger like it was a key in the lock of a door meant to keep the Devil far away.

      

      Ever since Adam and I have been together, we’ve slept twined like ivy around a stone pillar, tangled limbs, skin to skin. But late in my pregnancy, this becomes impossible. He is too close, too warm, too much. I start building pillow forts between us, and the only way I can get comfortable is on my side, facing away from him.

      One night, I work late, finishing up the faces of the phoenixes on my mosaic, and slip into bed beside Adam without disturbing him. The sheets are cool and the air conditioner in the window is humming at full strength—for June, it is already too sticky. I close my eyes, hoping for sleep, which comes in fits and starts between lucid dreams.

      Tonight, I dream of pain. My abdomen twists, like a fist is gripped inside it. I realize what is happening, but when I turn to Adam, he’s no longer beside me. Instead I am in the master bathroom tub, in front of my unfinished mosaic. My knees draw upward, and pressure builds in my core. Tears stream as I bear down. Suddenly, between my legs is a perfect, tiny baby girl.

      But before I can touch her, the pain starts again. I grit my teeth and push, and this time, it is a boy. Followed by three more tiny boys.

      I shiver, staring at the still, blue bodies. With shaking legs, I climb out of the tub. I cradle the first baby in my arms and stumble into the bedroom, placing her on the bed. Then I go back to the bathroom and repeat this with the other four babies. I lay them to rest, five early angels.

      They are soaked. For that matter, so am I. Although the water has been turned off in the bathroom so I can work on the mosaic, although the tub was dry, we are not.

      Suddenly, I lurch upright, wide awake. The dream hangs in the edges of my vision like a tattered curtain. The mattress between my legs is wet. “Adam,” I gasp. “My water broke.”

      

      I have read all the books about what to expect when you are expecting, but the way our baby arrives is completely unlikely. No twelve-hour labor, no time for drugs or Lamaze breathing: the cab barely makes it to the hospital before a nurse takes one look at my face and whisks me to labor and delivery. Less than twenty minutes later, the baby is crowning.

      For months I’ve worked myself into knots about the actual delivery. Everyone says when you have questions, you should talk to your mother, since labors of mothers and daughters often follow similar patterns. But I have not spoken to my mother in years. She does not even know I am married.

      Adam—who knew about this estrangement but had never, God bless him, pushed me to reveal details beyond what I wanted to share—promised me that the only person I needed in that delivery room was him.

      Deep breath. Push, now. One more, Eloise.

      And then she’s there, tiny and perfect and pink and screaming. Her blue eyes, the tufts of strawberry-blond hair—she looks like Adie. Immediately, I burst into tears.

      Adam sits next to me, his face an open window of wonder. “I can’t believe we did this.”

      “That’s like saying you cooked a ten-course dinner when you only chopped carrots for the appetizer,” I point out, smiling. “But sure.”

      Adam kisses me. “You get full credit.”

      The nurse interrupts us. “Does she have a name, Mom?”

      Adam and I have made lists of them, but the one that rises like cream in my mind is not one we’ve discussed. I look into his eyes. “I’d like to call her Molly.”

      It’s a diminutive for Mary. When I was young and blasphemous, I used to think Jesus’s mother was the strongest character in the Bible—to know such love, and such loss. Survivors, I think, always have it worst.

      Turns out you can take the girl out of the religion, but you can’t take the religion out of the girl.

      “Molly Ambrose,” Adam repeats. “I like that.”

      I lift my arms. “You should hold her.”

      Adam freezes. “What if I drop her?”

      “You won’t,” the nurse interjects. “You’ll do anything to keep her from getting hurt.”

      I curl Molly into Adam’s arms, not giving him a choice. “She’s right. You’re a parent now,” I tell him. “That’s what parents do.”

      

      Not even an hour later, my best friend blusters into my room. Adam is wandering the hospital looking for coffee, and I’m still in a dream state, looking into Molly’s eyes. Evie is a hurricane, dropping an umbrella and a takeaway bag from City Bakery. “Oh my God oh my God oh my God,” she sings, her frizzy black curls exploding around her face. “Let me see my goddaughter.”

      This is not an official title; a godparent is someone who provides religious education for a child, and Evie’s model for this is George Michael’s Faith album and The Prince of Egypt animated movie. But honestly, I’d prefer that for my child.

      Evie climbs onto the narrow hospital bed. I have a flashback of us in our RISD dorm room, on a twin bed with a bag of Doritos and a CD player between us, each of us using one earbud to listen to Alanis Morissette. Now, she empties a Duane Reade bag onto my lap. She’s brought Twizzlers and Good-n-Plenty and Reese’s peanut butter cups and M&M’s. A Snickers bar just misses clipping Molly on the head.

      “I didn’t know what to bring,” Evie says, “so I got one of everything.” She pulls out a copy of The New York Times. A story about that woman who drowned her children is on the front page.

      “Molly,” I say, “this is Auntie Evie.”

      Evie touches a fingertip to Molly’s cheek. “Hi, Molly,” she croons. The early morning light streaming through the window gilds the baby’s skin. “This is so weird. Like, twenty-four hours ago she was inside you.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      When I left Alabama, Evie became the sister I no longer had. We were paired together as roommates in college; she was my first real friend. Evie grew up in foster care after her mother OD’d. She is naturally wary and hard to win over, but once you do, there’s no length she won’t go to to protect you. Family, to her, is found; family, to her, is everything. She was the one who gave me a makeover when I got to Rhode Island, who drew me out of my shell. I talk to her daily; there’s nothing I wouldn’t share with her.

      Just then, Adam walks into the room holding two coffees. “Hey, Ev,” he says easily. “I would have brought you one if I knew you were here.”

      Evie has known Adam even longer than I have. “That’s okay,” she says, plucking one of the cups out of his hand. “I’ll drink yours.”

      “If I remember correctly, you weren’t up all night having a baby . . .”

      She raises a brow. “If I remember correctly, you weren’t up all night having a baby.”

      Then she reaches for the baby. I don’t mean to, but for a second, I don’t let go. For just a moment, hurt steams over Evie’s gaze. Just as quickly, it’s gone. A memory floods me; the last time I had something she wanted. “Sorry,” I say, laughing it off, lifting my daughter like an offering. “I guess I like holding her.”

      Evie cradles the baby as if she’s born to it. “Don’t be so greedy,” she jokes. “You’ll have the rest of your life for that.” She walks Molly toward the window, pointing. “See that, little love? That’s the sun. That’s the G. W. Bridge. That’s New Jersey.”

      I look over to find Adam dozing in the chair. As if it’s contagious, I yawn. Evie, now narrating items in the room—pitcher, television, bedpan—notices. “Take a nap, Eloise,” she says, smiling down at Molly. “I’ve got her.”

      

      I am discharged from the hospital with a packet of papers that includes follow-up appointments for me with the ob-gyn and Molly with the pediatrician. There’s information about breastfeeding and contraception and a one-sheet about the baby blues. Mood fluctuations are normal for new mothers! If they last more than two weeks, call your doctor!

      The exclamation points make me tired. Everything makes me tired. I am pretty sure while I was in the hospital I didn’t sleep more than the half hour I napped when Evie visited. Between nursing and Molly fussing most of the two nights I was there, I am exhausted.

      The universe, however, is conspiring against me. Adam has to leave for a business trip back to the coast the day after we get settled into our apartment. “It could be worse,” he tells me. “I could have been out there when you went into labor.”

      I can’t really disagree with that, so I paste a smile on my face. “I’ll have to figure out how to be alone with her eventually,” I say. “No time like the present.”

      “Have I told you how much I love you?” He nuzzles my neck, and I lift my chin so his lips fall just where I want them to. I haven’t washed my hair in three days and I have stains on my sweatshirt and I’m not wearing a bra, but he wants me. I wrap my arms around his neck and—

      Molly cries.

      “I’ll get her,” Adam says, but I shake my head.

      “She’s hungry,” I tell him, already feeling my milk let down as I reach toward the bassinet.

      I let Molly nurse until she falls asleep at my breast. But the swell of my skin pushes up against her nose, and for a moment, her little chest goes still. Panic sizzles through me. I jostle her in my arms, and she wakes with a scream—but she wakes. Adam runs in from the kitchen. “What’s wrong?”

      “She stopped breathing,” I burst out.

      “She what?” He leans closer, watching Molly suckle again. “She’s breathing.”

      “Now,” I clarify.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Adam says.

      “You didn’t see what happened!”

      “Do you want me to call the doctor?”

      I feel my stomach turn over. What if we call the pediatrician and it turns out that I wasn’t holding her right? “I’ll just watch her,” I tell him.

      When my nipple pops out of the baby’s mouth, I pretzel myself so that there is no part of me pressing against her face that could smother her accidentally. I stay that way as Adam packs a small suitcase, readying for his trip tomorrow. We heat a lasagna our neighbor brought over. “I can watch her while you shower,” he suggests, but I shake my head. I know that he won’t watch the baby as closely as I do. No one will.

      Even after Adam is in his pajamas, asleep beside me in the dark, and Molly is back in her bassinet, I remain awake. I lay on my side, staring through the mesh side of the bassinet, watching the rise and fall of her little chest. I will my eyes to stay open, in case the moment they close is the moment Molly stops breathing again.

      

      It’s hard to remember if it’s been two days or three that Adam has been gone, but my heart won’t stop racing. It’s like I’m running a marathon in the confines of my apartment, and my mind is whirling at the same speed. When Molly is asleep, I’m vigilant. When she is awake, I cannot stop thinking about everything that could go wrong when she isn’t. I look up SIDS on the computer and change the sheet on the bassinet to one less thick; I crank the air-conditioning in the apartment so that she doesn’t overheat; I take all stuffed toys from the corners of her crib, even though she doesn’t have the mobility yet to pull them onto her. I’m terrified to take the baby out in public because she hasn’t had her shots yet. I won’t even let Evie visit, because of that.

      When my phone rings, I startle so hard I knock over a lamp. I stare at the broken pieces on the floor while Adam tells me about his day. “Are you okay?” he says finally. “You seem weird.”

      “I’m fine. We’re fine.” I cannot describe how I really feel—as if my head and my body are no longer connected. Did I sleep at all last night? I can’t remember.

      “Maybe you should get out of the apartment,” Adam suggests. “You must be going stir crazy.”

      “Maybe,” I agree. “We have Molly’s checkup today anyway.”

      After I hang up and feed the baby and change her diaper and then her onesie because she’s pooped all the way down her leg, I vacuum up the glass from the broken lamp. Then I take out the little plastic tub that fits in the sink and fill it with water to bathe the baby. She hates being cold and wet and shrieks, but I don’t want the pediatrician to see a streak of diarrhea on her leg and think I’m a terrible mother. I grease her thighs and belly with Johnson’s soap and wipe her down with a little washcloth that has giraffes printed on it. Meanwhile, Molly screams like I’m sticking pins in her.

      I realize I’ve forgotten a fresh towel to wrap her up in. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I murmur, a litany, as Molly sobs so hard she chokes (is she breathing?) and her face goes tomato red. I carry her with both hands, squirming and wet, into the bedroom and lay her down on the comforter (five children, on the bed, soaked). I yank a clean towel from a stack and burrito her into it, then rock her against my chest until her cries subside into shudders.

      It’s then that I feel it: someone watching me. The sensation raises all the hair on the back of my neck. I’m still bouncing and shushing Molly, trying to calm her, but I swivel my head. Behind me is the dresser. A television sits on top of it, along with some perfume bottles I never use and a jewelry box Adam got me last Christmas. Beside that is a bookshelf.

      I turn away, focusing on Molly. “We’re better now, right?” I croon. “We’re nailing this.” She hiccups at me as I lay her back on the bed (five children, soaked), fold a diaper beneath the healing stump of her belly button, and wrestle her damp limbs into a onesie.

      Click.

      I whirl around, but I don’t see anything. I try to listen for the hum of a video camera, but who would be filming me?

      Is it Adam? Does he not trust me with the baby?

      Or does this have nothing to do with the baby? Is someone spying on me for another reason? Is this a peephole? Some weird kink a neighbor has?

      I lift Molly into the bassinet, turning the crank on the mobile to entertain her.

      Then I systematically go through every bottle on the dresser. I dump the jewelry from the box. I unplug the television and turn it to face the wall. I pull every single book from the shelf, to see if there is a hidden camera.

      When the mobile stops and Molly cries, I look at the mess I’ve made. All this, and I haven’t found anything, and I still feel like I’m being watched.

      Gathering Molly into my arms, I hurry out of the bedroom and close the door behind me. In the living room I lay the baby down on the couch, noticing the glint of something in the carpet. Glass from the lamp? I don’t have time to vacuum again if we are going to make our pediatrician’s appointment, so I roll up the carpet from one edge, leaving the floor half exposed. I slip a hat on Molly, buckle her into her car seat, shove my wallet in her diaper bag and sling it over my shoulder, and with my free hand grab the folding frame that the seat snaps into to become a stroller.

      It is a perfect June day in New York—slightly overcast, the air redolent with the scent of blossoms instead of garbage. It’s only about a mile walk to the pediatrician, but I’m worried about having Molly out in even moderate heat. So I flag down a taxi, strap in the car seat, and give the driver the address. The motion of the car lulls the baby to sleep. I rest my head back on the banquette and am just dozing off when we pull up to the curb. “$10.50,” the driver says.

      We both wake with a start, and Molly starts crying again. I don’t know if she’s wet or hungry or just having an existential crisis but I can’t stay in the cab to figure it out. Instead I lug her car seat out of the vehicle, set up the base of the stroller again, and wheel her into the doctor’s office. Over her wails, I get her checked in with the receptionist, and then—covering my shoulder with a baby blanket—I duck her underneath it and let her root around for my breast.

      A mother across the room, whose toddler is currently smashing together Thomas the Tank Engine trains, smiles tiredly at me. “Just wait till she’s walking,” she says.

      When we finally get to see the doctor, Molly is alert and sated and behaving like a model infant. I watch the pediatrician check her height and weight, examine her belly button, test reflexes and reactions. Her little arms and legs pinwheel, a flawless machine. She smells like baby shampoo, which is to say, better than I do.

      When she is finished with the exam, the pediatrician reaffixes Molly’s diaper and hands her to me. “Well,” the doctor says, “Miss Molly looks exactly the way she’s supposed to look. She’s lost weight, but—”

      “She’s lost weight?” I look up, worried.

      “It’s very common for babies after they leave the hospital. Nursing is going well?” I nod. “How long between feedings?”

      “Every three hours or so,” I say. “That’s about the longest she sleeps.”

      “Again, very normal. And how about you?” the doctor asks, folding her arms. “Are you getting sleep?”

      I am suddenly aware of the fact that I haven’t showered, that my shirt is still wet from Molly’s bath, that the circles under my eyes are dark and pronounced. I turn away, busying myself with the snaps on the baby’s onesie. I think about the mess waiting at home for me. “Oh, you know,” I say, and I shrug.

      “Also normal,” the doctor says.

      

      My father had not wanted us to go to public school. He would have preferred that Adie and I be homeschooled, but my mother convinced him that having us in the mainstream might bring more families to the congregation, and he couldn’t argue with that.

      By age fifteen, I had filled all my elective classes with art. Ms. Robichaud was my teacher, and also the only friend I had at school. I dressed in high-necked blouses and skirts below the knee and sensible shoes, not spaghetti straps and neon. When our English class read Romeo and Juliet, I was sent to the library to do a research project instead, because my father said it glorified sex and suicide. Needless to say, I didn’t fit in. Instead, I spent my lunch periods in the art room. I became the teacher’s pet, devouring books on chiaroscuro and intaglio and neo-impressionism.

      Ms. Robichaud shaved her hair to an inch above her scalp, like a crew cut. She wore giant owl glasses, chunky combat boots, and men’s ties. She never suggested that I try to make friends or eat in the cafeteria. I guessed that when she was my age, she might have stood out like a sore thumb, too. But although we were incredibly different, we spoke a common language. She could stand behind me, one eye winking closed as she considered the perspective of the landscape I was painting, and with a simple suggestion transform the piece into something striking.

      What we did not talk about was my home life. Once, the day after my father had spanked me particularly hard with his hairbrush, I went to school like always. I had art class first period, and we were painting a still life set up on a table in the middle of the room. The bruises on my bottom and legs, though, made it hard to sit. I twisted and shifted in my seat, unable to get comfortable. Ms. Robichaud asked me, then, to help her hang a sheer curtain across the window with thumbtacks, ostensibly to create shadow for the fruit. She had me stand on a chair with the fabric in my hands. “Higher,” she instructed. “Higher . . .” I had to rise on my tiptoes, and as I did so, the hem of my knee-length skirt lifted. I realized too late my teacher wasn’t looking at the light and shadow. Her attention was fixed firmly on the welts along my thighs.

      She asked me to stay after class. “Eloise,” she said carefully, “if there’s anything you ever want to tell me . . .”

      “I’m fine,” I told her.

      “You’re not fine. As an educator, if I think you’re being hurt, I’m required to report it.”

      I forced myself to look her in the eye. “I fell,” I lied.

      The next day, I didn’t go to art. It was the first time I’d ever cut class. I pretended to have cramps and spent the time in the nurse’s office.

      The day after that, I cut class again. This time I sat outside the school building, reading.

      The third day, Ms. Robichaud found me at my locker. “If you don’t come to class, I’m going to have to submit a detention.”

      I knew that would not go over well with my parents. So I went back to art, and Ms. Robichaud did not give me a detention, and she didn’t ask me again about my bruises. I think it was her way of letting me know her room could be a safe space for me.

      On Open School Night that year, the cafeteria became a gallery of sorts, with student art for parents to peruse. Ms. Robichaud asked me to participate. At the time, I had become obsessed with Canova, particularly his sculpture of Cupid and Psyche. I wanted to create something on a canvas that illustrated that same moment where the god kissed Psyche back to life. In my painting, the field was feathered, and the lovers peeked out from between these beating wings. As in the sculpture, Cupid’s hand covered Psyche’s breast. The distance between their lips was the space of a secret.

      Ms. Robichaud loved it. She said that she’d never had a student with my raw talent. She wanted me to use this as the first entry in a portfolio I’d build for college applications.

      Until then, I hadn’t even thought about going to college.

      On Open School Night I proudly brought my parents to the cafeteria and led them to my painting, which had a small group of people admiring it. But my father grabbed the canvas and yanked it off the wall. Ms. Robichaud ran over, but my father was having none of it. “What is this filth, Eloise?” he demanded.

      “It’s Greek gods, Daddy,” I said. “It’s art.”

      “There is one God. And this isn’t it.” He tucked the painting under his arm and started walking, dragging me behind him.

      “Reverend.” Ms. Robichaud’s firm tone stopped him. “Your daughter has extraordinary skill. I’ve never seen a student piece like this before.”

      “This is pornography.” He looked at my teacher. “And you . . . you are an abomination. My daughter will be homeschooled.”

      The crowd began to whisper. My father took the painting and broke it over his knee.

      My mother had been standing with her hands folded in front of her, silent. My father started to drag her out of the cafeteria. “Eloise,” he commanded. “Come.”

      For a moment I didn’t move. I looked at my ruined painting. Dimly I registered Ms. Robichaud falling back from my line of sight.

      “Eloise!”

      My feet started moving of their own accord. Suddenly Ms. Robichaud was at my side again, face drawn, her hand pressing something into my palm. “If you ever need anything,” she said, folding my fingers around a Post-it note.

      Numbly, I followed my parents out the front door of the school. “What am I supposed to teach her?” my mother asked.

      “The Bible,” my father replied.

      I glanced down at the note Ms. Robichaud had given me. Seven digits—her phone number. I crumpled it up and let it fall to the ground, just as my father turned.

      “Eloise,” he said. “Don’t litter.”

      “No, sir,” I murmured. I picked up the Post-it and slipped it into the pocket of my skirt.

      

      I am inventing colors. These are hues that have never been recorded, ombres that waver in front of my eyes and metallics so sharp I can taste them. I start writing down their names. The three-dimensional ivory twined with white—I call that “westminster.” The green slide to brown: “crepuscule.” The bubbling orange of the sun as it melts into night: “fervent.” One day, when Molly is older, I will mix these in paints, so that there can be a visual record of them.

      Although I am still not sleeping, it is no longer an issue. It was almost as if I had to hit rock bottom before I could hit my stride. As it turns out, I don’t need sleep; my body only had to level up, unlocking new reserves. I now sense when Molly is going to wake to feed seconds before she cries.

      I’m buzzing, all the time, my skin conducting electricity. I am suddenly so aware.

      I do wonder if it’s just me, or if all women who have babies become so superhumanly attuned. But the one time I get up the nerve to ask someone—a stranger at the pediatrician’s office with a baby roughly the same age as Molly—a thought curls like smoke in my mind: We do not speak of this.

      I remember once hearing that autism is the brain’s inability to filter out stimuli—that people on the spectrum experience everything all at once, unable to tune out the extraneous bits. I, too, am being bombarded. Stimuli come at me in tidal waves; it’s all I can do to stay afloat. As a result, something has to give. So while my mind is spinning like a pinwheel, I sometimes forget which buttons to push on my washing machine to do laundry. I can’t remember how to roast a chicken, although I’ve done it a hundred times.

      The flip side of this hyperfocus is that, now, I also am aware of everything that can go wrong. What if there is a fire and I can’t get Molly out of our building? I pull the couch away from the window because twice a year or so a bird smacks into the glass, and who knows if the next time it will smash through. I am so scared of tripping when I’m walking down the front steps of the apartment with Molly in my arms that yesterday, I sat on my butt and scooted down. I put away all the glass tesserae of the unfinished mosaic—choking hazards. There are a million and one ways that I could inadvertently hurt my child. You could, says the smoke in my head. You might.

      Five days after Molly is born, Evie asks to visit. Adam is still in California, and I haven’t seen anyone but the pediatrician. I am about to say no—I want to make sure Molly has a little more immunity from disease before I expose her the world—but I cannot force the word out. “Eloise?” Evie says, worried. “Don’t move. I’m coming.”

      Don’t move. As if I could! Where would I go? I find myself laughing uncontrollably, while Molly’s tiny face peers up at me. And then, the laughter coagulates, and suddenly it’s dripping down my cheeks. Molly starts crying, too. I should walk with her—motion soothes her—but what if I drop her? So instead, I rock back and forth as her cries get louder, sharper, spiked.

      Evie lets herself in with her key—she takes care of our apartment when Adam and I go away—and finds me sitting on the floor with Molly shrieking. She plucks the baby out of my arms. Molly immediately stops wailing.

      You see? You are bad at this.

      “Why are you sitting on the floor?” she asks, her eyes cutting to the couch, which is still pulled far away from its spot beneath the window.

      I am about to say So I would not hurt her when I realize how that will sound. Evie may be my best friend, but she is practical, and if I tell her the truth—that I’m being watched, that I have so much energy I can see it moving around me like an aura, that I’m afraid of injuring my child—she will think I’m crazy. She will tell Adam, and I’ll get taken away from Molly.

      I don’t know how long I sit there in silence, but Evie touches my shoulder. The baby is not in her arms anymore, and I startle. “She’s just over there,” Evie says, and I see Molly on the couch.

      (She could roll off.) She can’t roll yet. (It could still happen.)

      Evie strokes my hair off my forehead, the way she did the first time I drank at RISD and spent the night projectile vomiting into the toilet. “When was the last time you ate?” she asks.

      “She nursed twenty minutes ago . . .”

      “I asked when you ate. Never mind. Molly and I are going to whip you up something while you take a nap.” She hugs me. “I’ve got you.”

      I do not remember getting into the bedroom, but I lie down dutifully on the bed. I stare at the ceiling. I take deep breaths. But even though I’d trust Evie with my life, or my daughter’s, all I can think about is the distance between me and the baby. Fifteen feet, maybe, with a door between us.

      I get up, wrench open the door. Evie is in the kitchen, stirring something on the stove. It smells cheesy and rich and my mouth waters. She holds Molly in her free arm, careful to keep her far from the flames.

      (Which is more than I can say for you.)

      Evie grins. “Look, angel. Your mama’s awake.” She turns to me. “How do you feel?”

      “So much better,” I lie.

      Evie looks at me gently. “Listen. This is hard.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      My neck prickles. I do not have to turn to realize that Evie has moved the couch to its original spot beneath the living room window. Dragging it back to the middle of the floor is the first thing I do when she leaves.

      

      Sometimes I look at my baby and calculate the mathematics of her existence: the sweet parabola of her cheek, the constant of her heartbeat, the daily derivative—her rate of change. The limit I can feel for her, which skates along the axis of infinity.

      And sometimes I look at her and think she will be the death of me.

      

      When Adam comes home from California, he kisses me and then Molly. He marvels over the dimple in Molly’s chin and how her hands move in an elegant ballet, like she is signing a language we don’t speak. With the three of us here, it feels perfect. We are perfect.

      We order a pizza for dinner, and Adam encourages me to have a glass of wine, because one can’t really hurt when I’m nursing (you know better). We give the baby a bath together, and then Adam gets her into fresh pajamas while I shower in the guest bathroom.

      Sweet-smelling and damp-haired, Molly nurses while Adam unpacks his bag. He sits down on the bed, watching Molly at my breast. “What does it taste like?”

      “Sweet.”

      Adam blinks up in surprise. “You tasted breast milk?”

      “Well,” I say, shrugging. “Yeah. I wanted to know.”

      Molly’s eyes have closed. Her fist falls away from me, and her mouth pops off the breast. Gingerly, I transfer her to the bassinet beside the bed. When I turn back, my pajama shirt still open, Adam’s eyes darken. He leans down, his tongue flicking over my nipple.

      “Very sweet,” he murmurs, looking up at me. He kisses his way up the globe of my breast. “So fucking sweet.”

      “Adam,” I whisper, “the doctor said six weeks.”

      His mouth trails a path up my neck. “There’s a lot we still can do,” he says.

      It has only been a little over a week since I had the baby; my stomach is marshy and my breasts blue-veined. In these past few days I have felt needed, but not wanted. Until now.

      Adam and I scoot under the covers and he turns out the light. His eyes gleam in the darkness. I feel young, alive, foolish. He peels off my top and pulls me against his chest, tangling our legs. One of his hands spears into my messy braid. The other trails under the elastic band of my pajama bottoms, but I pull at his wrist and shake my head. I’m still wearing a thick pad and bleeding.

      So instead, we face each other, sipping from each other’s lips like teenagers, like we simultaneously cannot take the next step and cannot wait to take the next step.

      This was why, when I was younger, my father did not allow Adie and me to be alone with a boy. Privacy allowed for kissing. Kissing led to babies.

      I mean. He wasn’t wrong.

      

      I was sixteen when Henry Lavalle moved to town. Rumor had it that Henry had gotten into some trouble at his school in Atlanta and was kicked out. Henry’s father was an insurance salesman who spent a lot of time away from home. Henry’s mother was tiny, like a wren. Since she’d been married, she had never cut her hair (First Corinthians said But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her), and when it wasn’t pinned up, it reached past her knees.

      Ironically, on Sundays, I had the most free time. Of course there was church, which lasted hours—Sunday school first, then coffee and fellowship, and then the sermon. Afterward came a potluck, when my father would mingle with his congregation. Adie played with the younger girls, and my mother gossiped with the church ladies. It was easy to slip away, unnoticed, as long as I was back in time for dinner. I liked to go to Beecham Lake. I’d stop at home and get the sketch pad that I hid under my mattress. If I had managed to scrape enough money together to buy paints, I’d bring them, with a thermos of water. Worst-case scenario, I just used a carpenter’s pencil, whittled to a thick graphite point.

      One Sunday in the height of summer, I made my way to the lake. My white dress was sticking to my skin. I sat on a burned patch of grass that wouldn’t stain the fabric and turned to the sketch I’d done in colored pencils the week before—a swamp squaggin—or green heron, if you weren’t from Alabama—its beaded eye bright yellow and its legs orange.

      A low whistle sounded behind me. “That looks so real it just might fly off the page.”

      I whirled to find Henry Lavalle smiling down at me, the sun crowning him like royalty. “What are you doing here?”

      “Following you.” He dropped to the ground beside me. “What do people do around here for fun?”

      His vowels were flat and sharp, big city, not rural. “We don’t,” I told him.

      “Maybe you should.” His eyes flashed, a green gleam. “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”

      “My name’s not Jack and I’m not a boy,” I muttered, flipping to a fresh page of my sketch pad.

      “Oh, believe me, I know . . . Eloise.” He reached out, tracing a finger along the hem of my dress.

      I sucked in a breath. I could feel it, as sure as if he’d touched my skin. “You should go.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was here first.”

      When he grinned, his teeth were white as a wolf’s. “So now you own the lake?” He moved so that he was sitting between me and the water. “What are you going to draw?”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Well, I don’t know, since you’re blocking my view.”

      Henry laughed. “Then draw me.”

      I stared, waiting for him to back down from his challenge. When he didn’t, my fingers curled around the pencil. “Fine,” I said.

      I regarded him the way I would have studied any object in an art class—the angles of his jaw, the way the light tangled in his hair, the shadow of his eyelashes on his pale cheeks. “Hold up,” he said. Then he yanked his shirt over his head and leaned back on one elbow, bare-chested. “Better,” he decreed.

      I had seen naked torsos before, made of marble or immortalized in oils. I’d seen little boys splashing in the lake. But Henry Lavalle was no little boy. I tried to see him as an amalgamation of lines and curves, but my heart was beating so hard it made the pencil shake.

      I wasn’t going to let him get a reaction from me, because I knew that was what he wanted. So I sketched, losing myself in the process.

      He talked while I worked. He told me about his sister, who had died of glioblastoma, and how after that his parents had gotten more religious. He admitted that what got him kicked out of school was setting a fire in the office of his guidance counselor—accidentally—but then again, he shouldn’t have been smoking a cigarette when he broke in to hack into her computer and change his chemistry grade to passing.

      When I finished, I put down the pencil and critically regarded the portrait. I had done a decent job. I’d cut off the picture above Henry’s neck, so that it was just the play of his muscles across his chest and abdomen that filled the field. He plucked the sketch pad out of my hand and grinned. “I see you concentrated on the important parts.”

      He pulled on his shirt, buttoning it. I started to rip off the sheet of paper for him, but he stilled my hand. “You keep it,” he said. He leaned down and brushed his lips over mine. “In case you miss me,” Henry added, and he left me shivering from the inside out.

      

      The next Sunday, I could hardly sit through my father’s sermon. I was going to sneak back to the lake. Would Henry? Did he want to see me? Would he kiss me again?

      My father was talking about elm rot, how you could cut off a limb and save the tree. It was a parable for sin, and he was quoting Matthew 5:29–30: “. . . If your right eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into Hell . . .”

      I wondered where Henry was sitting.

      “And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away . . .”

      I only realized that I had stopped listening when my father called my name. I froze. It was the middle of the sermon; had he noticed me daydreaming?

      He beckoned, waving me onto the dais.

      Moving slowly, I climbed the steps. “It is hard enough to carve away sin from ourselves,” my father said. “But what do we do when the tree is our family, and the rot is in one of the branches?” He put his hand out for me, waiting for me to take it. “Tough love,” my father said, “is true love. We cut off the diseased branch, so that something hale and healthy can grow in its place.” From his trouser pocket he pulled a piece of paper, which he unfolded for only me to see.

      It was Henry’s bare torso.

      I didn’t know how he’d gotten my sketch pad. It was possible that my mother had found it while cleaning. It was possible that he’d gone snooping. “Brothers and sisters, I will not show this filth to you. I will not soil your minds. Suffice it to say I was devastated to learn that Satan has found a crack in the armor of my own family. That my daughter was exposing herself to sins of the flesh. But I prayed on it, and I realized, this is a test from God,” he said. “For if I can cut that diseased limb from the tree in my own yard, so can you.”

      His yanked me forward. “Kneel, Eloise,” he demanded, and I fell at his feet. “What does Isaiah 5:20 tell us?”

      Tears gathered in my eyes. “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil.”

      “Jeremiah 17:9?”

      “For the heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.”

      My father moved behind me, but I didn’t dare turn around. I looked at the front row. My mother’s gaze was vacant, but Adie’s eyes burned as if she was pouring strength into me.

      “Hands on the ground, Eloise.” I obeyed, my braid snaking to hang in front of me. “Proverbs 13:24.”

      I closed my eyes. “Whoever spares the rod hates their children, but the one who loves their children is careful to discipline them.”

      He flipped up my skirt. It was a small mercy that my bottom faced the back of the church, instead of the congregation. “Daddy, don’t,” I whispered. “Please.”

      But his belt ripped through the loops of his trousers as he pulled it free, the snap of leather ringing in my ears.

      The first lash nearly flattened me. By the fifth, I was sobbing so hard that snot was pooling. By the tenth, I could not stop from crying out.

      He finished, leaving me humiliated. “I do this,” he told the congregation, “because I love my child. This is not punishment. It is mercy. It is salvation.” Then my father was helping me to my feet. “What do you say, Eloise?”

      My jaw was so tight my teeth ground. “Thank you,” I gritted out.

      He put his hand on my head, bowing his own. “In this new purity, Jesus, fill my baby’s heart again with your love and your devotion. Amen.”

      Amen, everyone said.

      

      That night, I squeezed into Adie’s twin bed in her room, laying on my stomach while she lay cold washcloths over my welts. “I don’t know what you were thinking, Ellie,” she murmured.

      “It was just a drawing,” I told her.

      “It wasn’t appropriate.”

      I came up on an elbow. “Do you go to the doctor?”

      She frowned at me. “Yes.”

      “Is it inappropriate for him to see you without your clothes on?”

      “That’s not the same and you know it,” Adie said.

      “It is,” I tried to explain. “It’s just a body. It’s something to draw.”

      “Well next time”—Adie sighed—“try a bowl of grapes.”

      She looked at me, and we both burst out laughing. Then she pulled the hair tie from my braid and unraveled it, wrapping the white ribbon around her wrist as if she was a present. “Did he kiss you?”

      I nodded.

      “What was it like?”

      I thought about this for a moment. “Like when the electricity pole came down last summer after that storm, and the power line was alive.”

      Just then, my father opened the door to Adie’s bedroom. I yanked down my skirt to cover my bare thighs. “Eloise,” my father said. “You do not belong here.”

      “Yes, sir.” I gingerly got to my feet and edged past him.

      He watched me mince down the hallway, and then he stepped into my sister’s room and closed the door with a snick so soft, it sounded holy.

      

      Adam’s even breathing is a metronome, but I stare at the ceiling waiting for Molly to wake for a feeding. After a few hours of trying to remain perfectly still, I slip out of bed. I pad toward the kitchen, thinking to get a glass of water, but I am distracted by the dining room table.

      I have put away the tesserae of the mosaic, but the cutters and blades—all tools of a trade that I practiced what seems like a lifetime ago—are still neatly lined up. I lift the wheeled nipper and pump the handle, the way I would to trim a piece of glass. It feels unfamiliar, unwieldy.

      My mind races: I shouldn’t have left out these tools. They’re dangerous. What do I do about the mosaic in the bathroom? I’m not going to have time to finish it. The water should be turned back on. If I turn it back on, what do I do with the unfinished wall? Adam is going to go crazy if he has to keep showering in the smaller bathroom. What if I was very quiet? Could I get the mosaic installed at night when they’re sleeping? What if I’m working on it in the bathroom and I don’t hear Molly cry?

      The image of the two phoenixes is large enough to cover three-quarters of the table, pressed onto its mesh backing. It needs to be divided into pieces that will allow me to hang it. The first fault line runs between the two birds, along the mother’s beak. It will carve away a piece of the mosaic about a foot square. I turn on the light over the table, pick up the X-Acto knife, and start to cut.

      It’s only when the tip of the razor blade catches that I realize I’ve completely forgotten to put a protective layer beneath the mosaic so that I do not slice into the table. The point is stabbed deep into the wood, and I know there will be a ragged scar on the beautiful maple.

      I yank at the knife, gritting my teeth as I pull, but it’s stuck so firmly I have to pinch my fingers close to the base to wiggle it a little. Then I give a mighty jerk and the whole knife goes flying, embedding in the floorboards an inch from my bare foot.

      I am utterly fascinated by this near miss, this juxtaposition of blade and bone and sinew. I am not in my body but hovering beside it, objective, captivated.

      I pick up the X-Acto knife and turn it over in my hands. I prick my thumb against its tip.

      Would I even feel it, if it sank into my flesh?

      (Are you still alive? Are you sure?)

      I push the blade into my palm. Blood wells, but I feel numb—like I’m watching this in a movie, not cutting my own skin.

      I push harder.

      “Eloise?”

      Adam’s voice knocks the knife out of my hand, and searing pain rushes back in. I hold the wrist of my wounded palm, just as surprised by the injury as he is. “It—I slipped—”

      “Jesus.” He disappears into the kitchen and returns with a clean dish towel, which he wraps tightly around my hand, pressing down to stop the bleeding. “Hold this. I’ll get the baby.”

      My head snaps toward him. “What?”

      “You need to go to the ER.”

      I peek under the dish towel. “It’s already slowing down,” I lie. I can’t go to the ER. They will ask me what happened. If I say I did this to myself, they will think I’m crazy. If I say it was an accident, they will think I’m clumsy. Either way, it will end with Molly being taken away from me.”

      Adam’s mouth is pinched, as if he’s trying to hold in words that threaten to spill. “Ellie,” he says softly. “I’m worried about you.”

      I pin on a smile so bright, it makes me squint. “I am fine! I was wide awake and came out here to work. It was a stupid accident.”

      His eyes lock on mine. “Really?”

      I nod. “Really.”

      He goes to the bathroom to get gauze and tape and Neosporin. Adam gently peels away the dish towel and washes the cut.

      “I just think this is . . . a lot for you,” he says, pressing gauze to the cut. “Maybe you should call the midwife.”

      The blood oozes through the pristine white linen. It takes me a moment to tear my eyes away from it. “The midwife,” I repeat. “That’s a great idea.”

      

      “It would be so much easier,” the midwife tells me on the phone, “if babies came out with an instruction manual!” Her voice is rosy and chipper. I imagine her rolling her eyes, thinking, If I had a dime for every new mother who was nervous . . . “Do you nap when the baby naps?”

      “When I can,” I say honestly.

      “You’re just not yourself right now,” she says. (Then who are you?) “What you need is a break from the routine. A yoga class! A massage! Valerian tea. Or aromatherapy.”

      Adam is waiting when I hang up. “Well? Can they give you anything to help you relax?”

      As if this problem is my fault, my failure. (Isn’t it?)

      “She suggested tea,” I tell him.

      

      July oozes. I buy an aromatherapy candle. I do yoga poses—warrior and downward dog—while Molly watches me from the baby swing. Evie comes to visit and brings a breast pump, so she can feed Molly while giving me a few hours to myself.

      It is like being a cow.

      Whackowhackowhacko, the pump whispers, like it knows I’m going crazy.

      “Eloise?” Evie says, her hands on her hips. “I’ve been calling your name for five minutes.”

      She stays until Adam comes home from work. They talk in the kitchen, not realizing that I can hear them. I’m worried about her, Evie says.

      She spoke to the midwife, Adam tells her. She’s doing everything she’s supposed to.

      Maybe she needs to talk to someone else, Evie says.

      I hear the door close and then Adam comes into the living room as if he hasn’t just been discussing me. “How are my girls?”

      (They’re going to send you away. And then how will you protect the baby?)

      “We are perfect,” I promise, and I instruct my body to cook dinner, to nurse Molly, to make love to Adam, so good at this ruse that I fool us all.

      

      (We are best friends.)

      (You thought you could get rid of me.)

      As I push the baby along the street, the sun beating down on me and the humidity a choked throat, I keep turning around to see who is whispering.

      Pedestrians funnel around me, oblivious. There is no one there. The voice is a speaker set under my own skin.

      (I’ll always be in your life, Eloise.)

      “God?” I whisper.

      All I hear is laughter.

      

      The code on the safe in my father’s church office was 3-7-12-40. Three for the Holy Trinity, seven for the number of days of creation, twelve for the disciples and the tribes of Israel, forty for the number of days Jesus wandered in the wilderness. Every couple of months I broke into it and stole twenty dollars from his stack of bills. I’d use the money for paints, or for romance novels from the used bookstore, or for a ticket to see an R-rated movie.

      At seventeen, I accepted that Satan was in me, and I figured if I could placate him with these few acts of sin, maybe he’d leave the rest of me alone.

      I had to time my thievery for when the church building was open but my father wasn’t likely to be there. Just after a service was usually a sure bet, when he was chatting with members of the congregation. Sometimes I went on the nights that the Ladies’ Bible study group met. But this time, I went after Youth Group. My father usually puttered around the church while we met, but he’d taken Adie home after she got sick.

      Except when I gently snicked open his office door, it wasn’t empty.

      My father was leaning against his desk, eyes rolled back in his head. His pants pooled at the ankles. Kneeling in front of him was a woman, hair braided with a white ribbon, her mouth bobbing on his penis.

      For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. Heat flooded my face as I thought I had walked in on him and my mother. Except the woman was too small, and her hair was not the rich brown of my mother’s.

      My mind short-circuited. This is fornication. This is evil.

      I must have made a sound because my father’s eyes flew open. At the same moment, the woman kneeling at his feet turned to look at me, and I realized it wasn’t a woman at all.

      It was my thirteen-year-old sister.

      Adie wasn’t sick. My father wasn’t bringing her home.

      I ran so far and so fast, but still, Satan was able to keep pace. When I finally reached the short of Beecham Lake, I ripped the white ribbon out of my braid and threw it into the water.

      By the time I made my way home, night had fallen. The house was dark and quiet as I padded upstairs, past the closed door where my parents slept. I slipped into Adie’s room. My hand found hers under the covers.

      “How long?” I whispered.

      “He says I’m his temptation.” Adie had been crying; I could hear it in the words she spoke against my shoulder. “A test from God.”

      I pulled back just enough to be able to see the shine of her eyes. “How long?” I repeated.

      She told me it had started two years ago, even before her own purity ceremony. As she said this, she twisted the ring my father had given her around her finger. He would summon her to his office at first, and have her take off her shirt, and he would just stare at her. Then it was her underwear. Then he wanted her to touch herself. Then he touched her. The challenges got progressively darker, all to see if he could withstand Satan.

      “Does he?” I asked.

      “Sometimes,” she admitted. “But sometimes no.”

      That night, I slept in Adie’s room. In the morning, we heard my father moving around downstairs. He was talking to my mother about visiting a parishioner who had broken her hip. I watched him leave the house, get into the car, and drive off.

      I held tight to Adie’s hand as we went downstairs to the kitchen. Adie was in her nightgown. My hair was a rat’s nest. My mother, as always, was at the stove stirring a pot, clean and neat in her starched white dress with an apron over it, a white ribbon woven through her braid. “Girls,” she said. “Cleanliness is godliness.”

      She didn’t know the half of it.

      “Daddy’s doing things to Adie that . . . aren’t right,” I said, blushing fiercely. “He’s touching her in places he shouldn’t and making her touch him and you have to stop it.”

      My mother didn’t turn, but her shoulders tightened, as if someone had pulled a drawstring inside her. “God has a reason for everything,” she said evenly.

      My jaw dropped open. “That’s all you have to say?”

      Her face was as white as her dress. “What am I supposed to say, Eloise?”

      You’re supposed to say, I will help you.

      I grabbed my sister’s elbow. “Come on,” I muttered, dragging her out of the kitchen. I took one last glance at my mother, who had continued stirring, as if we had never interrupted her. Her white skirts gleamed, as did the ribbon in her hair. I used to think of her as an angel, I realized. And all this time, she was just a ghost.

      

      I was going to have to rescue Adie myself. We would leave, I decided. We’d get as far away from Borden Springs as possible. I could get a job, and I’d enroll Adie in public school. I just needed the money to do it.

      I knew that the church would be open for praise team practice that evening. I left Adie at home and went to the church. While they were singing, I hid in the room used for the nursery during Sunday school until I heard my father leave his office. Then I slipped inside.

      Moonlight silvered the room, outlining the desk where my father had sinned. I would never see this place again. Not the Bible on his desk, not the cut-glass bowl of M&M’s, not the jacket hanging on the back of the door. I moved the painting of Jesus that covered the safe and punched in the numbers. This time, instead of only taking twenty dollars, I took every last bill.

      Beneath the money was a yellowing piece of paper, ink faded like soft denim. God is sovereign over the universe, it said. Satan rules over earth.

      I didn’t know why my father kept that locked up. I didn’t know what it meant. But I dropped the scrap of paper as if it were on fire, slammed the safe’s door, and ran home.

      When I knocked on Adie’s bedroom door, she didn’t answer. I knew she was still awake, because the light seeped out from beneath her door. Turning the knob, I found her lying on the bed, fast asleep. “Adie,” I said softly. “Wake up.”

      I shook her shoulder, but Adie didn’t stir. “Adie?” I sank down on the mattress. She rolled toward me then, and her arm fell across the bed. A familiar brown medicine bottle spilled from her hand. My mother’s pills.

      I fumbled with the childproof cap. Childproof. But Adie hadn’t been one of those in a while.

      There were no pills inside. Just Adie’s purity ring.

      That’s when I started to scream.

      

      Grief was its own kind of calendar. Entire days passed where I couldn’t get out of bed. Nights, I’d restlessly walk the halls, trying to find the fingerprints Adie left behind: her favorite cereal still in the cabinet, the strands of strawberry-blond hair caught in her brush in the bathroom, mud caked on her rain boots in the closet. It is always a tragedy when a young person dies, but to lose the daughter of the pastor was a whole different level of anguish. We were barraged by parishioners bringing hot dishes. The ladies’ auxiliary sat daily with my mother, who had not spoken a word since the funeral director took Adie’s body away.

      My father had locked himself in his office, declining food or company while he read the Bible and invoked God’s grace. I didn’t know if he was praying for Adie or for himself.

      The night before Adie’s funeral, I slipped out of my own room and slept in hers. The ladies’ auxiliary had stripped the bed and put on clean sheets and a new quilt, as if my sister was just at summer camp and coming home soon. I tried to feel for the dips in the mattress where her body had been. I closed my eyes, wishing I could hear her, but there was only the creak of the bones of an old house.

      Then, as if someone were whispering in my ear, there was another voice. A different voice. Satan rules over earth, it said. I came for her and I will come for you.

      I gasped at the same moment that Adie’s bedroom door cracked open. My father stood there in shock. In the dark, I realized, he couldn’t make out my features. He thought I was my sister.

      I thought he was the Devil.

      Just like that, I burst into tears. My father’s arms banded around me. “Adie’s with Jesus now,” he vowed, although I knew that dying by suicide was a sin. “And God will help us find the strength to get through this . . . together.”

      I had lost too much, and I was too scared to keep fighting. I let myself sag into his embrace, remembering when he had been the most godly man in the world to me, when he hid butterscotch candies in his pockets for me to find. We did not discuss what I had seen in his office that day. Maybe if we never did, I could go back to convincing myself that when bad things happened, there was a divine reason.

      He gentled me, stroking my hair. I felt his shirt, damp beneath my cheek, his breath at my temple.

      His hand on my breast.

      I froze, and immediately he backed away. “I know you’re a good girl, Eloise,” my father said. “Get some rest.”

      When he closed Adie’s door, I stared at the ceiling, heart thundering. I could still feel his fingers like a brand.

      I wondered if I had imagined it.

      I decided I didn’t want to wait around to see if I was wrong.

      

      At first, I think the voice is just me, an inner narration.

      Then I think it could be my conscience.

      But eventually I realize who it is, and why I was so desperate to believe it was anyone but that.

      (God is sovereign over the universe. Satan rules over earth.)

      (I came for her and I will come for you.)

      I am sitting in our diner, the Hudson View, with Molly asleep in the stroller. Maeve has brought me a glass of orange juice while I wait for Adam, who’s once again flying in from California on a red-eye. The NY1 weatherman on the television says we are finally going to get a break from this incessant heat.

      I smell Adam before I see him—his citrus and cedar aftershave surrounds me as he bends down to kiss my cheek and then the downy top of Molly’s head. “I almost didn’t recognize you,” he says, smiling. He gratefully accepts coffee from Maeve and then gestures vaguely at my head. “Your hair. I honestly don’t think I’ve ever seen you without a French braid during the day.”

      My hair is a knotty tangle. I can’t remember why I didn’t braid it. Glancing at Adam, I frown. “Why is your hair wet?”

      He picks up his coffee mug, sheepish. “I stopped off at the airport lounge and showered before I came home,” he admits. “You know I hate the guest bath.”

      Oh, yes. The mosaic in the master bath. I sort through the fog to grab onto a single thought: I really ought to finish that.

      (You won’t be here long enough to finish.)

      An old woman shuffles past our booth, glancing down into the stroller. “What a darling,” she coos. “How old is she?”

      “Two months,” Adam says proudly.

      I follow his gaze to Molly and go utterly still. “That’s not my baby,” I whisper.

      Adam gives a tight smile to the stranger. “Ellie, don’t be silly.”

      But this . . . this . . . replica is not Molly. My gaze swings wildly around the diner. How could someone have swapped her for this other baby when I was sitting right here? I push myself out of the booth, nearly knocking the woman down. “Someone stole my baby!”

      Heads swivel. The impostor baby is awake now, screaming. “Eloise . . . calm down . . .”

      Calm down? Calm down? “We need to call the police—”

      “Eloise!” Adam says, shaking me. “Nobody took Molly. This is Molly.” He forces me to stare down at the baby.

      Her little tuft of hair. Her cornflower eyes.

      Tears stream down my face. “You got her back,” I sob. “Oh, Adam, thank God.”

      Molly hiccups and gives me a gummy smile. I reach out a finger, and she wraps her hand around it, holding tight.

      Gradually, I am aware of the glances sliding away, the symphony of plates and silverware. Adam’s hands bracket my shoulders, like he is holding me together. “I think,” he says softly, “you need to see a professional.”

      

      Dr. Kumon’s office is in the World Trade Center, not far from where I used to teach mosaic on Saturday mornings at the community college. Adam has pulled strings to get an appointment quickly, and he takes the day off so that he can sit in the waiting room with Molly while I talk to the psychiatrist.

      Her office is decorated in cool blues and calm grays. She asks me about my marriage, my child, my eating habits, my sleep schedule. Then she says, “Do you know why you’re here today, Eloise?”

      “I think my husband is worried about me.”

      She leans forward, elbows balanced on the knees of her billowing black silk trousers. She looks professional and I have spit-up on the shoulder of my shirt. “Does he have reason to be?”

      Well, that is a loaded question. I cannot admit that I hear voices in my head, because if I do, she may decide I’m not fit to take care of my child.

      (You’re not.)

      Two hours ago, as I sat across from Adam at the breakfast table, that same smoky voice vowed if I told the psychiatrist about him, I would die.

      (Oh, Eloise.)

      I stiffen.

      (You’re already dead. Didn’t you know?)

      I realize the doctor is waiting for an answer. I pinch my thigh, hard. If I can feel pain, I’m still alive, right?

      “I’ve been anxious,” I say finally.

      “About?”

      “People in my family getting hurt.”

      She marks something in her little Moleskin notebook. “What do you think might hurt them?”

      I shrug, pleating the edge of my skirt.

      “Do you think you might hurt them, Eloise?”

      I wait to hear the voice, but it’s blissfully, blessedly silent in my head. “Sometimes,” I confess.

      “Is that something you want to do?”

      My eyes go wide. “No!”

      (Yes, if you want to save her from your own fate.)

      Dr. Kumon walks to her desk and removes a prescription pad. “It’s a tremendous adjustment, becoming a mother,” she says. “It would be strange if you didn’t have anxiety. But since the anxiety seems to be interfering with your day-to-day ability to function, I’m going to give you something to help.” She tears off a page from the pad. “Have you ever heard of Zoloft?”

      

      I am on fire. My skin is melting off my bones and flames singe my feet.

      Blood screams when you boil it. Is this what it felt like to be a witch, for the inferno to come for your truth and char your excuses—pity, pretty ash.

      When she grand voyage rubber the well too can you hear it too? Shut up, you are not eligible for air. You are thunder and I am parchment volcanic.

      Multiple delight collision lazy fluid quantum intertwine. Umbrella, umbrella.

      Where is the knife?

      I would kill myself if I could find my body.

      Eligem robecay veg faleg me cevode: Nonihan nedis nufa pulol cebe ha heyo; igureni tetecan tita nad catec qu tutaf udecidi taniwo wele.

      He comes. Don’t let him take me.

      Decrepit, decay, death. I’m his.

      

      When I open my eyes, I’m in a hospital room. My throat is a desert. My pores ache.

      Adam is next to the bed, slumped in a chair, asleep. I have to clear my throat twice to remember what words are. “Molly,” I rasp.

      He jerks upright, grabbing my hand, which is . . . tied down? “Ellie, sweetheart,” Adam says. There are dark circles under his eyes and deep lines bracketing his mouth. If he looks that bad, I wonder what I look like. “How do you feel?”

      “Half dead,” I say.

      The words make him pale even more. “You kept saying you wanted to kill yourself, and that your body was on fire. You tried . . . you tried to peel off your skin with your fingernails.”

      I tug the restraints at my wrists. Deep gouges on my arms disappear under the sleeves of the loose hospital johnny. The last thing I remember is taking the Zoloft and feeling like I was burning from the inside out. I had called Dr. Kumon, who told me it was anxiety, and I had to wait for the medication to kick in.

      “Molly,” I say again.

      “Evie has her. She’s fine.” Tears shine in his eyes.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “The doctors aren’t sure. The ER did every test imaginable, to see if there was an infection somewhere—but there wasn’t. They think maybe . . . you’re bipolar? They asked if that ran in your family?”

      I think about the pills in the little brown bottle near the sink in my mother’s bathroom. Of the empty bottle, with Adie’s purity ring in it. “No,” I say.

      He helps me sit up and holds a glass of water with a straw to my mouth. I try to drink, but it does nothing to make me less parched. It’s like I am a husk, like I am not a part of the human race.

      I don’t realize I’ve spoken out loud till I see Adam’s face, stricken. “If you keep saying things like that, you’re going to end up in a psych ward.” His eyes catch me like a net. “Just take the medicine they give you, all right? Let’s go home and be a family.”

      I nod. I press my lips together so nothing else slips out. When the nurse comes to untie my restraints, I even manage to smile.

      I focus on convincing the medical staff that whatever set me off is finished now. I think of Molly and only of Molly and getting back to her.

      It takes me a few hours to realize that something is different—beyond my physically exhausted state. My mind, it feels corrugated and uneven. But it’s mine again.

      I cannot hear the voice anymore.

      

      Many years later, I would wonder what Adie’s funeral was like. If there were flowers she liked, if someone made the Texas Sheet cake that was her favorite. I wondered what my father had said in his sermon. I wondered if her headstone said: Beloved sister.

      But I did not know any of these things because the night before her burial, after my father left me in Adie’s bedroom, I slipped back into my own. I rummaged in a shoe box in my closet for the Post-it my art teacher, Ms. Robichaud, had given me two years earlier. I put it into the pocket of my dress, pulled on my sneakers, and ran.

      Three miles away, at a gas station, I called Ms. Robichaud from a phone booth. Although it was one in the morning, she answered on the third ring.

      I had six months before I became of legal age, and Ms. Robichaud knew she couldn’t keep me hidden away at her own house. Within two days, I was on my way to Wellesley, Massachusetts, where her sister lived. Ms. Robichaud’s sister, Helena, ran an art store in Cambridge. She let me take shifts at the cash register in return for lodging. I was allowed to use any of the materials in the store, so during down times I painted with oils and sketched with charcoal. Helena didn’t make me go to school but gave me thick books to study so I could take the GED.

      I took the white ribbon out of my hair and started to braid it with a red one. As my fingers wove the strands every morning, I’d recite Isaiah 1:18 under my breath: Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool.

      If my parents tried to find me, I never found out about it.

      I pawned my purity ring and used the money to pay the application fee for the Rhode Island School of Design. I used the name Eloise Mills—jettisoning my father’s family name and using an abbreviated form of my middle name, Millicent. I wrote my common app essay about growing up in a cult. I sent in pictures of my paintings, an entire series about Adie, where she started out wholly realized and gradually became a ghost.

      To my shock, I did not have to prove I was Eloise Mills. The admissions committee took it at face value.

      On my eighteenth birthday, Ms. Robichaud visited us. She and her sister baked me a cake and told me to make a wish, which came true that May. Eloise Mills was accepted to the art school in Rhode Island—a full ride, plus work-study to cover the cost of room and board.

      I’d applied to study painting, but once I got to school and started studio classes, I knew I wanted to change my focus. Mosaics, that’s what I was meant to create.

      It was easier to work with broken things, because like calls to like.

      

      The hospital discharges me on a cocktail of Haldol, Zoloft, and Ativan. I picture them like stallions, tied to me, ready to bolt in three different directions and tear me apart.

      At home, I hold Molly for hours, unwilling and unable to let her go. I let Evie braid my hair with my red ribbon. I don’t protest when Adam takes the baby, gives me my nightly medication, and then leads me to the guest bathroom shower, where I wash the residue of hospitalization and shame from my skin.

      Finally—finally—I sleep.

      It is the Ativan that makes that happen. The doctors told me my body and my brain needed rest. But this sleep, it’s not restorative. It is full of nightmares with dripping jaws and snapping teeth.

      In my dreams, I’m in a coffin in ten inches of water, and I cannot move. If I were able to just break the surface of the water, I could breathe. I’m that close.

      But I can’t save myself. I am drowning, in the truest sense of the word. A verb. A gerund. An action that keeps going and going.

      Because I cannot seem to die, either.

      

      I wind up in the ER again. This time, an endocrinologist says I have thyroiditis and takes me off the Haldol.

      I stop feeling like the world is viscous. When I slam my hand in a drawer, it hurts. When a pot is too hot, I burn my skin. When Molly cries, I respond.

      But that isn’t all that comes rushing back.

      (Oh, you little fool.)

      (Did you really think you could get rid of me?)

      One night I drag the little plastic baby bathtub from the master shower/bath, where I store it because we don’t have room in the kitchen.

      (You’re running out of time.)

      I go through the motions of filling it.

      (The question is: Will you protect your daughter?)

      I stand at the kitchen counter, Molly squirming naked in my arms while the water cools enough for her to sit in it. “How?” I whisper.

      (You know how.)

      Tears stream down my cheeks onto her round pink belly. I slip her into the tub. I curl my hand over her little foot.

      “I can’t,” I sob, closing my eyes.

      When I open them, Molly is staring at me, her gaze red as a demon.

      (If you don’t take her, I will.)

      

      The night before Adam is supposed to leave again on a business trip, we live a perfect day. We walk Molly together to a street fair, where we eat dumplings and homemade fudge. We wander to the Cloisters and sit in the park on an old blanket. Adam stretches out his long legs, and I lay my head in his lap and reshape the clouds into mythical beasts. Around us, people play Frisbee and get stoned. It is September, and autumn is a ripple in the air.

      “Wife,” Adam says, smiling down at me. The sun gilds him.

      “Husband,” I reply, grinning back.

      If I could only take one minute of my life with me when I go, it would be this one. The three of us, believing foolishly that we’d have a million more moments like this.

      I have spent the last few days getting ready. I gave Evie a sweater of mine she has always coveted. I went to the Hudson View to say goodbye to Maeve, and didn’t correct her when she thought I was just moving away. I tested the blades of all the knives in the kitchen to find the one that was sharpest.

      But today? Today is for us. I tug at Adam’s neck, bringing him closer so that I can kiss him.

      Molly, gumming a stuffed elephant, suddenly squeals. Adam runs a finger over the dimple of her thigh. “Did you know babies aren’t born with knees?” he says.

      “She has knees.”

      “Kneecaps,” he clarifies. “It’s just cartilage, at first.”

      “How is she ever going to pray?” I muse.

      He bursts out laughing. He gives Molly the elephant she has dropped and looks at me. “I didn’t think you wanted her to grow up with religion.”

      We had been married by a justice of the peace. We did not own a Bible. I wanted none of that near my child.

      (And look where it got you.)

      I shove the voice down. “We’ll see.” I watch the baby, babbling and kicking. “What do you think she’s thinking about?”

      “How lucky she is,” Adam says immediately. “How lucky I am.” He watches me pluck a wild daisy and start to pull off its petals. “It’s really good to see you like this, Ellie.”

      “Like this?”

      He tilts his head. “Happy. Here.”

      I take the mangled daisy stem and tie it around his finger. Adam glances down at it. “Renewing my vows?”

      “Would you?” I ask.

      “In a heartbeat.” He picks a stalk of grass and begins to knot it around my finger.

      My pulse starts hammering. “Will you promise me something?”

      “Anything,” he says.

      “Will you marry someone else?”

      His eyes catch mine. “What?”

      “I want you and Molly to have a good life,” I say.

      “We do have a good life.”

      I tangle my fingers with his. “I want you to be happy, and here . . . even when I’m not.”

      Adam rears back. “Eloise, what is wrong with you? You’re not dying. And I’m not remarrying.” He gets to his feet, flustered. “I thought you were better,” he says, his voice breaking. He scoops the baby up and buckles her into her stroller. He folds the blanket and collects our trash.

      It is so frustrating, how nobody understands what I’m trying to tell them.

      For half the walk home, Adam speeds a few paces ahead of me, pushing Molly. Then he slows down and catches my hand in his. “I have to fly to California tomorrow. Let’s just have a nice day, all right?”

      I nod. When my daisy stalk ring unravels between our fingers, we both pretend not to notice.

      

      I hear something in the dark, but when I roll toward the bassinet, Molly is asleep. The sound is coming from my right, from Adam. In the faint gleam of the moonlight, I see the tracks of tears on his face. “I miss you, Ellie,” he whispers.

      I try to say, I am right here.

      But I don’t, because it’s not true.

      I close my eyes and pretend to sleep until Adam’s breathing evens. The next time I open them, it is morning. It’s not the baby who wakes me, and it’s not Adam—he has slipped out to get to the airport for his early flight. It’s what I have been waiting for.

      (Your time is up.)

      (You are going to Hell.)

      (If you want to save your baby, she must leave this world before you do.)

      

      That morning, Molly is content and happy. No crying, no fussing. She catches my eye as I lay her on the diaper table with trembling hands and peel her pajamas from her tiny body. She blows a bubble at me, surprising herself when it bursts. When her eyes widen, it makes me laugh.

      I love that our last moments together are colored by joy.

      I change Molly’s diaper, then start crying. I look around for something to wipe my eyes and grab a clean burp cloth.

      My phone buzzes.

      With one hand on Molly’s belly to keep her steady, I look at the text. It’s from Adam; he made his flight. With one thumb, I reply: I love you.

      My hand closes around the burp cloth. It would be so easy. Let it hover over her face. Press down.

      (You know what you have to do.)

      But I do not want to.

      (What you want doesn’t matter. There is no you anymore.)

      My fingers flex on the soft cotton.

      When the phone rings I grab it like a shipwreck survivor scrambling for a life preserver.

      “Can you be in perimenopause when you’re in your thirties?” Evie asks, as if we are in the middle of a conversation. “Because I swear to God, I cannot sleep through the night anymore and I hear that’s a symptom. Did Adam leave today? I can’t keep track—”

      “Evie,” I sob. “Please come over. I think I’m going to hurt the baby.”

      

      “Are you, like, a Mennonite?” This was the first thing my college roommate had asked when I showed up at RISD with a single suitcase, my red-ribboned braid, and a dress that covered me from throat to ankles. Evie D’Addario was kinetic, from her shiny black curls to her tiny form, always in motion.

      Evie was studying graphic design, while I was going to focus on mosaics. We were polar opposites. I was shy; Evie could converse with a brick wall. I agonized over every assignment; Evie could knock out an A-level paper the night before it was due. Evie knew the words to every song Pearl Jam had recorded; my musical library was limited to hymns.

      We coexisted. Evie went out with friends and came back smelling of clove cigarettes after I’d gone to sleep. Sometimes I would return from the studio and find a hair scrunchie around the door, and—thanks to Evie’s ground rules, which she’d given me at the end of our first week as roommates—I knew that meant I had to find somewhere else to be for a few hours. Once, when she didn’t know I was in earshot, I heard a girl ask her what the deal was with her weird roommate. “Who knows?” Evie had replied. “As long as it’s not contagious.”

      I didn’t care, or at least that’s what I told myself. Evie’s reason for being at RISD seemed to be social, and mine was academic. I spent my time studying the history of Byzantine mosaics and learning the reverse method classical technique. I took tiny bits of glass and stone and gold and arranged them in a replica of the Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna. With each shard and pebble, I was putting myself back together.

      Once, Evie took a shortcut through the building where I was doing this work. She stiffened when she saw me and then noticed the art blossoming under my hands. “Okay,” she said, her eyes narrowing as if she were seeing me for the first time. “That’s impressive.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, and that was the extent of our conversation that week.

      Everything changed Thanksgiving of freshman year. We each assumed the other would be leaving. After the campus had emptied out, Evie asked why I wasn’t going home. “I don’t really have one,” I admitted. “Why are you still here?”

      “Because I don’t, either.”

      That week was a turning point. Evie and I ate together, wandered together, studied together. Every now and then she would ask me a question, or I would ask her one. We peeled strips of information off each other like bark, and when it got too raw, we changed the subject. Evie had bounced around foster care, and there were parts of her life she did not discuss, so she completely understood when I told her I didn’t have parents anymore and left it at that.

      By the time other students returned from Thanksgiving, Evie and I had become inseparable. She had made it her mission to acclimate me to college life—not to mention the 1990s. Evie taught me how to use eyeliner, how to swear, and how to drive—which we did in empty parking lots in the 1984 Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme she’d bought with money she made waitressing.

      When she got an invitation from a friend now, she included me, and if that person questioned me tagging along, Evie cut them cleanly and mercilessly from her social circle. “You and me against the world,” she told me.

      Sometimes, Evie woke herself up crying. Sometimes, I did. Whenever it happened, Evie would crawl into my twin bed and hug me.

      

      When Evie gets to our apartment, I hand Molly to her and explain what I’m feeling in a rush, a furtive whisper. I say it is too late for me. Satan already has possessed me. That the only way to save my baby from the same outcome is to send her to Jesus before I leave this world.

      Evie holds Molly tightly. She cared for the younger foster kids in her house when she was growing up. She knows so much more about parenting than I ever will.

      She eyes me warily. “I’m calling 911,” she announces.

      “Evie, no—”

      “Then I’m calling Adam.”

      “He’s on a plane,” I say.

      “He needs to know all this.”

      But he already does, I think. He just doesn’t want to admit it, any more than I do.

      She juggles the baby in her arms, takes her flip phone out of her back pocket, and dials. The call goes to voicemail, so she tells Adam she is with me and Molly and everything is okay but that he needs to call back as soon as he gets the message.

      “You know what you need?” Evie insists. “Fresh air. It’ll clear your head.”

      I wonder if she really means this, or if I have spooked her so deeply that she’s afraid to be in an enclosed space with me. But I nod, because I am too tired to make any decisions of my own. I watch her buckle Molly into her baby carrier, load up the diaper bag, and hoist it over her shoulder. She takes my keys from their spot in a bowl just inside the front door like she lives here. It is as if I am watching myself go through a routine, but now I have Evie’s face instead of my own.

      Once we are outside, she pushes the stroller with one arm, linking my elbow with the other. “Isn’t this better?”

      “Yes,” I say, and it is. There’s so much noise and sunlight and distraction here that it’s harder to hear the incessant voice in my head.

      “The Eloise Ambrose I know would never do anything to hurt her child,” Evie tells me.

      Again, I can’t argue with her. The problem is that Eloise Ambrose is already gone.

      At some point, when we are walking through Manhattan, Adam calls back. Evie turns away from me, speaking in a fierce hush.

      I stare at the stroller, and then at the traffic on the street.

      (You know what to do.)

      Just then Evie turns and reaches for the stroller. “He wants to talk to you,” she says, shoving her phone at me.

      Adam’s voice swims like an eel into my ear. “Ellie? Sweetheart, what’s going on?”

      I feel tears prick my eyes. It is hard to catch my breath. “I don’t know,” I admit.

      “I can have Evie take you to the hospital—”

      “No hospitals. I don’t want to go back to the ER.” I am crying in earnest now. “I just want you.”

      “Then you have to promise me you want to fix this,” Adam answers. “If you won’t go to the hospital, you have to see Dr. Kumon.”

      “Okay,” I say, the word small. “Will you come with me?”

      “Yes,” Adam promises. “I’m trying to get a flight now. Can you give me back to Evie?”

      I swallow and pass the phone to her. “Of course,” I hear her tell Adam.

      When she hangs up, she says Adam is calling the psychiatrist. He’s going to explain that it’s an emergency; and then he’s going to come all the way back home, even though he’s only been in California for twenty minutes. He thinks this episode is due to the change in medication, because of the thyroiditis. In the meantime, Evie will stay at the apartment to keep me company.

      (To keep you from saving your baby.)

      I nod, and thank her, and pretend to listen when she starts telling me about an asshole in her office who stole the yogurt with her name on the container. I eat the croissant she buys for me, even when it turns to paste in my mouth.

      I pretend this is a day out with a friend, instead of my last day on earth.

      

      Everything feels precious and weighty—from the color of the leaves on the trees to the bitter taste of coffee to the heat of the sun on the crown of my head. I am like a field mouse, storing moments and memories for an eternal winter.

      I follow Evie docilely, knowing that it is just a matter of time. Adam calls back to say that Dr. Kumon isn’t in her office today but will squeeze me in at 9:00 the next morning. The only flight available at the last minute will get him into Newark at 7:30 A.M. He tells Evie to bring me downtown, and he will meet us there in time for the appointment.

      Evie feeds Molly a bottle, changes her diaper, and puts her into her pajamas. She reads her a board book and swaddles her and carefully positions her the right way in the bassinet so that she doesn’t accidentally suffocate.

      But at some point, Evie will fall asleep.

      She brings the bassinet out to the living room beside the makeshift bed she’s created on the couch. The door to my bedroom is ajar, I assume so that she can hear me if necessary. When she tiptoes to the door, peeking in, I close my eyes and pretend I am asleep.

      I give it an hour. Then I get out of bed and walk around, silently saying goodbye to the home I made with Adam. In the dark, I write down a list of all our passwords—for banking, for AOL—which he never can remember. I slip these into the drawer of his nightstand.

      I pad into the bathroom, illuminated with the soft glow of a night-light.

      The maw of the shower draws me, the mosaic that I pieced together on facing walls. The disembodied tree limbs look like poisoned veins. The middle section, still unfinished, mocks.

      (You couldn’t even finish this.)

      In my mind’s eye, I see what I might have created, if I hadn’t run out of time. A phoenix, wings stretched out like a shield, to keep her baby safe.

      I hope Adam realizes that this art says what I couldn’t.

      My gaze falls to the little plastic tub we store in the base of the dry bath.

      Evie had fed and changed and dressed Molly, but she hadn’t bathed her.

      I think of the bright smell of Johnson’s baby shampoo, of the slick folds of thigh, of splashing hands.

      And then I stop thinking.

      

      When I was about five, a robin built a nest outside my bedroom window. Every day I’d watch the mama bird bring back bits of twine and yarn and other detritus, turning the pieces into a home. One morning, there were three eggs—the brightest teal, with freckles.

      After that, the mama robin sat in the nest. Every time I went to my bedroom, I checked and saw her there, broody. I waited one week, and then another, and then the eggs hatched. The birds broke through their shells, pale and prehistoric. The mama robin chirped, flying around them in a frenzy. Another bird—the daddy?—brought worms and seeds.

      The baby birds were always hungry, their open mouths perfectly shaped diamonds. Gradually, their feathers came in, downy and darkening to blend with the nest.

      One day, as I watched at my windowsill, the mama bird shoved one of the babies out of the nest. As the bird plummeted, I screamed, and my mother came running.

      “No, it’s okay. Just watch.” She pointed to the second baby, which was now on the lip of the nest. The mama robin gave it a nudge and it started to torpedo—until its wings beat like a second heart, and it rose into the sky. “They have hollow bones,” Mama explained. “It’s what makes birds so fragile. But it’s also what makes it possible to fly.”

      Even after the last bird had been evicted and the whole robin family was hopping around on the grass in search of food, Mama stayed in my room. She stared out the window at the barren nest as I brushed my teeth and dressed. Then Adie started crying in the nursery, and she startled, leaving my room as if pulled by an invisible string.

      

      Eloise.

      Eloise.

      Eloise!

      With a snap, as if she’s slapped me, I find myself staring at Evie. She holds a naked, squirming, screaming Molly.

      “Eloise,” she hisses, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?”

      Reality floods me, a tsunami. It roars in my ears and blackens my vision. I look from Evie to the baby to the little plastic bathtub.

      “You were trying to drown her,” Evie says, clutching the baby tighter.

      I have no memory of it. There’s only a void.

      I stare at Molly, who is still crying, her eyes glossy with tears. “I am sorry,” I murmur to her. “I’m so sorry.”

      Not because of what I did, but rather, because of what I didn’t do.

      It was meant to be my last act as a mother: saving her soul. And I had failed.

      

      When morning comes, Molly has a fever. I wonder if this is the way Satan will take her. Evie doesn’t seem to know what she should do. She doesn’t want to take Molly downtown if she’s sick. She can’t reach Adam because he’s in flight. She can’t trust me to get to Dr. Kumon’s office by myself.

      In the end, she puts me in a cab with express instructions to the driver to drop me at the World Trade Center. Then she looks me in the eye. “Remember, Adam’s going to meet you there.”

      “I know.”

      Except I have no intention of going into that building, or to that appointment. Maybe I will open the cab door when it’s driving and throw myself out in front of a truck. Maybe I will jump off the Brooklyn Bridge.

      I have done what I can to convince Evie I’m behaving. I braided my hair with my red ribbon and put on a dress and sneakers and ate a yogurt. Now, I look down at Molly in the arms of my best friend. “You’ll take care of her?” I ask.

      “Of course,” Evie says. “Don’t worry about us.”

      I reach out my hand to touch Molly’s cheek—that impossible softness—one last time, but Evie draws back. Then, relenting, she brings the baby within reach. I lean down and press my lips to the fontanelle at the top of the baby’s head, pulsing with life. Her skin is too warm. “Call the pediatrician when the office opens,” I say. “The number is on the fridge.”

      It is a heartbreakingly blue day, the sky so crisp and clear that it almost hurts to stare at it. Even the temperature is perfect, cool and bright.

      As soon as I get into the cab, the driver flicks his eyes toward me in the rearview mirror, and then away. The radio announcer is recapping the news. “Andrea Yates, the mother who killed her five children in Texas, will be in court today to determine her competence to stand trial—”

      I close my eyes. “You lied,” I whisper.

      The driver glances at me. “Come again?”

      “I wasn’t talking to you.” This time, I speak in the silence of my head. I did what you wanted, and you lied to me.

      (I am the father of lies.)

      (And you did not finish the job.)

      We turn off the West Side Highway onto Chambers Street. When my chest gets too tight with anxiety, I roll down the window for some air.

      The high-pitched whine sounds like a cartoon, like the slide whistle when an anvil drops or a torpedo is launched. I look out the window just in time to see an airplane smack into the World Trade Center.

      The cabbie slams on his brakes. “Holy fuck,” he gasps, jerking to the side of the road. We are only a few blocks away. He gets out of the car—everyone else is getting out of theirs, too—and shields his eyes as he stares.

      When I step out, a sonic boom rolls over me. An inferno of flame and billowing clouds of black smoke roll into the sky. One wide strip of the building looks like an iron in a forge, glowing with fire.

      There are shouts, screams, cries. “Those morons at LaGuardia fucked up big time,” the driver scoffs. “Air traffic control there is a mess.”

      For a moment, the entire city goes still. Even at this distance I hear the glitter of breaking glass, the pop of embers, the roar as flames consume the structure. After a few moments, the breeze blows a rain of paper toward us, a macabre ticker tape parade. Fire trucks and police cars rush down the West Side Highway.

      My gaze is drawn to the birds. There are three of them, silhouetted black against the impossible blue of the sky, distancing themselves from the heat.

      Then I realize they are not birds.

      One person, in suspended motion, upside down. Two people in tandem, clasping hands.

      I am close enough to see the outline of their limbs, the ballet of their fall.

      Hollow bones. I think of robins, of first flights, of phoenixes rising. I have not prayed in years, but right now, I do. I pray for wings to spread, for wind to lift, for them to fly.

      I start hearing muffled thuds as they strike the pavement.

      Are they being shoved out by crowds gathering at windows? Are they trying to escape smoke or searing heat? Or is this one last, brave, intentional decision—if they have to die, they will choose how.

      Adam. Oh God. Did he get here early? Is he somewhere in that blaze? I thank God that Evie and Molly are miles uptown. That they, at least, are safe.

      Then a firebomb explodes from the South Tower—the tower I should be in. “It’s another plane,” someone yells. “We’re being attacked!” The silence gives way to chaos—first responders trying to get closer, police trying to keep observers away, bystanders running in every direction. And through it all, the sound of gravity—flesh hitting concrete.

      A man behind me starts praying in Spanish. The world is ending, and all we can do is watch.

      I don’t know when I start moving, but I do. I push through the throngs of people until I am at the edge of the Brooklyn Bridge. Suddenly, all the hair stands up on the back of my neck. I turn to see utter chaos—as a building made of steel and stone and glass disappears from the neck down, an inverted mushroom cloud, a wall of dust and debris swelling toward me.

      The smell of charred rubber and ash and burning flesh surrounds me. This is clearly Hell. For a moment, I think, It’s happened; it’s over. The army of people funneling around me with blank shock on their faces are the dead.

      Then I realize it is a steady stream of evacuees, covered in that same white dust, moving away from the collapse. We are not dead. We are zombies.

      If I were any closer, I realize, I might have died.

      I should have died.

      Satan is everywhere, embracing the pandemonium, too busy to bother with the likes of me. Clarity cuts through the fog in my thoughts. I see what those doomed men and women trapped on the top floors of the North Tower see: we may not be able to change the ending of our story, but we can decide how we reach it.

      I had believed that protecting my daughter meant staying with her at any cost, even if that meant hiding what was happening to me. But now, I see that it’s the opposite. If I’m gone, I can’t hurt her. Satan can’t force my hand.

      There will be so many casualties today. What is one more?

      I melt into the shuffling crowd, becoming one of many. We move at a snail’s pace, but I feel the stretch of my wings, the surprise of flight.

      This is not the first time I became someone else.

      Ironically, it is Eloise Ambrose’s last day on earth.
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      The world does not end with a whimper or a bang, but with silence. The sirens grow fainter as I am swept into a tide of refugees, all trying to escape. We travel, shoulder to shoulder, across the Brooklyn Bridge.

      It’s a tide going out. I let myself be swept into the flow, unable to process what I’ve seen. It is impossible, inconceivable—a skyscraper that was there a moment before. Is now wiped from the landscape. When I look over my shoulder, I can still see it—the ghostly image of the building burning on my retina, like the sun does when you dare to stare at it too long.

      At some point, the second tower collapses. It feels like a bookend, a closing parenthesis. It creates a surge that propels us a little farther, a little faster.

      I don’t let myself think. I can’t, because my mind goes to Dr. Kumon. Was she sitting at her desk, waiting for me? Reviewing notes?

      Am I the reason she is dead?

      Adam. The name is a silent scream. He was supposed to meet me. Was he late? Is he somewhere in this exodus, too? Was he early?

      That’s when my brain simply shutters.

      After we are across the river, people peel away to find phones, stores, transportation. I pass through webs of conversation: this was a terrorist attack; four planes crashed, not two. (Planes—what planes? Adam’s?) I strain to hear details and learn one flight was headed to L.A., one left from Newark. Thank you, Jesus. Adam’s flight path was the reverse—leaving L.A. toward Newark—and the relief I feel makes my knees falter. I let myself be buoyed, sandwiched between strangers who want to get home and hug their kids and cry.

      My mind is oddly quiet. I do not hear voices telling me what to do or outlining how I’ve failed. I fill the empty space with the conviction that Molly is safer without me.

      I don’t know Brooklyn very well. We pass a park and several intersections. I imagine walking to Queens, Rockaway, Long Island. I imagine walking to the edge of New York, and diving into the water.

      A blister rubs on my left foot. It feels indecent to wince at such mundane pain. I adjust the strap of my sandal, and when I look up I see the Greyhound bus station across the street.

      My mother used to say God works in mysterious ways, and I believed her, until I realized that mystery was another word for secret, and that secrets had killed my sister. But maybe some sliver of me hasn’t been claimed by the Devil yet, because God gave me a reason to stop here.

      The bus terminal is packed with people trying to get back to Manhattan. People punch numbers into cellphones that do not connect, hassling the beleaguered employee who explains over and over that no buses are going into the city. All routes connect through Newark.

      A sick feeling washes over me when I realize I’ve left my purse, with my wallet, in the cab that was taking me downtown. I can’t pay for a ticket. I don’t have a bank card or a credit card or an ID or a single dollar.

      I lean against the wall beside a woman who is trying to nurse a baby discreetly underneath a blanket. How foolish was I to think I could escape? I could walk until my feet bled, but even then, where would I spend the night? How would I pay for food?

      “Can you believe it?”

      My head whips around to the woman beside me. She is about my age, with lank blond hair and chapped lips. Her gaze roams over the businessmen in their ashy suits, the stockinged women who have literally run out of their high heels. “My husband, he’s in the military, stationed in Texas?” She says this like she’s asking, instead of telling me. “He told me this is an act of war. He wants me to go to my mother’s.”

      My attention is snagged by the baby she juggles in her arms. She’s older than Molly by several months. She blinks at me and jams a hand in her mouth.

      The woman looks down at her baby. “You making friends?” she coos.

      I feel myself ripping down the center. There are two of me now. The one who was a mother, and the one who won’t be.

      Angry yelling at the ticket counter distracts me. A man growls, feral. “I’ve had it with this shit. There’s gotta be a car rental place around here.” His outburst seems contagious, as several people in line follow him out the door.

      “Are you trying to get back to the city?” the woman asks.

      I shake my head. “I was there. I saw it happen.”

      Her eyes widen. “Holy shit.” I can tell she wants to ask me more, but her nose wrinkles and she lifts the baby’s bottom to her face. “Ugh,” she says. “I don’t know how someone so small can make a smell so toxic.” She starts to reach for her tote, as well as a diaper bag and a large suitcase, while still holding the baby. “Is your bus leaving soon? Is there any way you could watch this stuff for me while I change her?”

      “Of course,” I say.

      When she smiles, she is almost pretty. “You’re a godsend.”

      I watch her carry the baby and the diaper bag to the bathroom.

      You’re a godsend.

      I am the farthest thing from a godsend.

      As soon as the woman is out of sight, I rummage through her tote. There’s a dog-eared paperback and a burp cloth and a Sony Walkman. A brush, sunglasses, a sweatshirt, a pack of Oreos, tampons. But there’s also a wallet, and sticking out from it, a bus ticket.

      I slide the ticket into my pocket and open the wallet. Inside is her driver’s license. I am stealing from Nina MacAllen, 32, of Macon Street in Bed-Stuy.

      I make sure she has a credit card before I take the wad of bills inside. She’ll be able to get another bus ticket, at least.

      At the last minute, I take the Oreos, too.

      A tinny loudspeaker announces the next departure. I leave the woman’s luggage and tote bag against the wall and hurry to the boarding zone. The driver who checks my ticket doesn’t notice that it says I’m supposed to be on a vehicle leaving thirty-five minutes from now. I guess all the schedules are a mess. “Change at Newark,” he says.

      I take a seat, turning my face to the wall of the bus until the driver pulls away and I can breathe easier. Then I look down at the ticket that was handed back to me, noticing for the first time where I am headed.

      In twenty-two hours, I will arrive in Atlanta.

      

      For Christmas my freshman year of college, I made Evie a mosaic paperweight that said FUCK OFF. She got me a makeup palette of my own, which she might have bought, but probably shoplifted.

      One Friday night in February, Evie told me it was time for a makeover. She made me put on a sequined miniskirt and her Doc Martens, along with a see-through blouse and a black bra. She did a smoky eye for my makeup and unraveled my braid so that my hair hung in crimped waves over my shoulders. “Perfect,” she announced, and she pushed me in front of the mirror.

      “I look like a streetwalker,” I said.

      She scoffed. “Who says streetwalker anymore? It’s sex worker.” Evie shimmied into a pair of leather pants, black heels, and a cropped sweatshirt that hung off one shoulder. “It is time for you to go to a party. We’re going to Brown,” she announced. “Sigma Chi, to be precise.”

      Brown was less than ten minutes away from RISD by foot, and a million miles by ethos. Rich kids and legacies went to Brown. I didn’t know why Evie wanted to go to a frat party.

      We huddled against the whipping wind as we walked over. “I’m in love,” Evie confided. “I met him at Louis. The waitress mixed up our orders, so he came to my table to swap. He’s a regular there, so I’ve been going back every day just to run into him.”

      “To Louis?” I clarified. It was an old diner on Brook Street, far enough from campus to not be convenient.

      She nodded. “Today, he recognized me and sat down at the counter. I asked him which omelet to order, and he got the Drunk Johnny while I got the veggie, and then he let me eat half of his so I could try them both.”

      “Hmm,” I said. “I guess we should start planning the wedding.”

      “Well, he also told me that he’s in Sigma Chi and I did a little recon and found out they’ve got a band playing there tonight. If he happens to see me at the diner and at his frat on the same day, it has to be fate, right?”

      “So why I am here?”

      “You’re my wingman,” Evie said. “I can’t look desperate. Plus, this is an opportunity for you. Unlike at RISD, the guys here are straight.” She spoke as if I was interested in attracting someone. Although by now I had shed my skin of childhood repression and had drunk alcohol and taken a hit (just one) of a joint, there was one line I had not crossed, and that was it. It was hard to forget the consequences I’d suffered once from being alone with a boy. The flutter of desire and the smack of a belt on my thighs were inextricably linked. Sometimes in the studio, I imagined living out the rest of my life as a Byzantine nun, piecing together mosaics in a cloister. But we were no longer in the Byzantine era, and I was not going to give any more of my life to Jesus.

      Once we reached Wriston Quad, the seat of fraternities at Brown, it wasn’t hard getting into Sigma Chi. We were swallowed into a funk of sour beer, sweat, and perfumes. Somewhere, a bass pulsed. “I’ll get us something to drink,” Evie said.

      I started to call out that I didn’t want a drink, but Evie was already gone.

      The party was a living thing, and I was pulled and pushed along with its tide. When a topless drunk girl ran by with a guy chasing her, she knocked into me, and I fell awkwardly against what I thought was a closet. The door gave way, and I found myself in a bathroom, blissfully alone.

      Closing the door, I leaned against the sink counter. I did not want to be at this party.

      The door opened, revealing a guy with dirty blond hair who reeked of beer. One side of his button-down was soaked. “Oh, it wasn’t locked. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I am. I shouldn’t be in the men’s room.”

      “Technically, they’re all the men’s room. It’s a frat.” He gestured to the front of his shirt. “Were you still . . . or . . . can I . . .”

      “I’m just hiding in here,” I admitted.

      He smiled. “Good plan.” He stripped out of his oxford shirt and rinsed it in the sink. He draped it over the towel rack, as if he was used to being half-naked in front of people all the time. All I could see, for a moment, was Henry Lavalle, smiling down at me on the bank of a lake. “Can I tell you a secret?” this boy said. “I’d rather be hiding in here, too.” He pulled on a T-shirt that had been stuffed in his back pocket like a mechanic’s rag.

      “Are you in Sigma Chi?”

      He nodded. “Next year, though, I’m moving to Technology House.” He folded his arms. “What year are you?”

      “I’m . . . visiting,” I said.

      “Nice to meet you, Visiting,” he teased.

      “I should go.” I started to dance around him in the small space and opened the door. Immediately the cacophony rushed in.

      “Wait.” I was halfway out the door when his hand landed on my forearm. We both stared down at it. “What’s your name?” he murmured.

      My eyes met his—deep blue, the darkest ocean—and the ground tilted, although I was completely sober. My pulse hammered so loud in my ears I was certain he could hear it. Here lies Eloise Mills, I thought. She died from anticipatory attraction.

      “There you are!”

      Evie materialized in the open doorway, smiling. “I wanted to run into you, but not to run into you. Please tell me I didn’t ruin your shirt?”

      “Nothing a little Tide can’t fix,” the boy said.

      I realized two things in that moment: that Evie had been the one to spill the beer on his shirt; and that it was not me she had been looking for.

      Evie looked up at the boy as if he’d lit the stars. Then, she turned to me. “This is the guy I was telling you about,” she said happily. “Eloise, meet Adam.”

      

      I have—well, Nina MacAllen had—sixty-three dollars. I spend six of it on a pack of donuts and a coffee at an Atlanta grocery mart next to the bus station. I wolf these down standing beside a garbage can. Then I stand on the street, shielding my eyes from an unrelenting sun.

      I can see skyscrapers downtown, and the sight makes my stomach flip. At any moment, they could fall.

      So instead, I walk in the opposite direction. Homeless men fish for tin cans in trash bins. A woman sits with a listless dog in the shade of an awning. Graffiti snakes across doorways: FUCK YOU J.D.; BLACK IS BEAUTIFUL. I stop in front of one: spiky blue script that reads WELCOME TO HELL.

      Just like that, my fingers dissolve. I watch them drip on the pavement, sizzling. I tuck my hands under my armpits, looking around to make sure no one has noticed. I walk faster, but that piece of graffiti follows me, appearing on the brick wall in an alley, on the sign outside a pawnshop, on the back of a T-shirt worn by a gas station employee who’s on a smoke break. Welcome to Hell. Welcome to Hell. Welcome to Hell.

      I knew this was coming, didn’t I?

      Everything hurts. My blistered feet in their flat sandals and the molars in my jaw and my torpedo breasts, which have leaked circles of milk on my shirt. When I finally see a Vacancy sign in the distance I run, crossing my arms tight as my wrists begin to perforate. I am peeling off layer by layer.

      If the clerk at the motel notices that the money I give him for a room is smeared with my own blood, he says nothing. He just hands me a key, which I snatch before the rest of my fingers melt away.

      On my way to the room, I pass a maid’s cart and a drug deal happening in the hinged space where an ice machine groans mechanically. The two men who are passing cash and a small baggie turn in unison. I do not make eye contact.

      There is a bed with a brown polyester comforter on it, a nightstand with a flickering lamp, and a blind-eyed television. Rhythmic thumps and moans come from the other side of the wall. Yeah, baby. Give it all to me. Fuck, yes.

      The fluorescents in the bathroom make me look ghoulish, green. I wrestle off my shirt and shimmy down the straps of my bra. It hurts, God, it hurts. My fingers, what’s left of them, squeeze the sides of each breast, releasing a thin stream of milk into the sink.

      Almost immediately, I feel boneless relief. I cannot do the math in my head—how many hours have passed since Molly last nursed—but it’s been too long. I keep expressing milk until both breasts soften and I can slip them into the cups of the bra again.

      (You are worthless.)

      I freeze, afraid to look up.

      (You are a terrible mother.)

      “She is better off without me,” I whisper, still looking down at my melted hands.

      Breath saws in and out of my lungs. Gathering all my courage, I lift my face to the mirror.

      My eyes swim in blood. My teeth are rotted. When I lift my hand, I see that the skin is gone.

      And then I see Him, grinning beside me. (You didn’t really think you could get away from me, Eloise, did you?) He shakes his head. (Stupid, stupid).

      Flailing, I strike out one fist toward the mirror, toward his unearthly face. The glass rains down, falling into the sink. A gash covers the side of my hand. One shard sticks out like the fin of a shark.

      With detached curiosity I stare at it, flexing my rubber fingers.

      (You know what to do, Eloise.)

      I cup one hand with the other as blood drips toward my elbow.

      It was always going to be like this. I was already gone, even before I left the city.

      A sliver of sun through the curtain ricochets off the piece of mirror embedded in my flesh, illuminating like a neon sign.

      So I pull it out, and then drag the blade of glass deep across my wrist.

      

      Dios mío.

      Flash. Red. Blue. Red.

      Do you know her name? Miss, can you hear me?

      Hypotensive . . . shallow respirations . . .

      Hold pressure to stop the bleeding.

      Flash. Pain. A band around my forearm. A boa constrictor, squeezing.

      Miss, we need to get you to the hospital.

      Padre nuestro que estás en el cielo . . .

      Flash: Red. Blue. Red.

      Eyes like a thousand needles prick as I pass. Is this my funeral?

      “Not if I can help it,” someone says.

      Bump, thump. Watch the curb.

      Someone leans over me. A woman. Don’t worry. I’ve got you. I try to nod, but her smile becomes a rictus. Those eyes burn demon red.

      Doors slam. My scream turns into sirens.

      

      When I wake up, I cannot move my arms. I glance down and see that my wrists are covered in gauze and chained in soft restraints to the metal bars of the hospital bed. Above my head, a grainy television plays Gilligan’s Island.

      “Where . . . am I?” I rasp.

      A curtain rustles, and a woman in yellow scrubs approaches. She looks at a monitor before glancing down at me. “You’re at the hospital. How do you feel?”

      A pulse throbs in my wrists. Like a failure, I think.

      “What’s your name, hon?” she asks. “You didn’t have any ID on you when the EMTs brought you in.”

      I look at a poster on the wall of a cabinet. GRADY HOSPITAL AND GEORGIA—A PERFECT MATCH!

      “Georgia,” I say. “Georgia . . .” My eyes cut to the Professor and Mary Ann. “Gilligan.”

      The nurse makes a note on a chart. “Well, Georgia, you are one lucky woman. You were found by a maid at the motel, and she called 911.”

      My gaze rolls to the nightstand beside the bed. On it is a tumbler of water with a straw, and the red ribbon from my hair. I shift, and the restraints snag.

      “Oh, that,” the nurse says, as if it’s totally normal to handcuff someone to a bed. “You were scratching like a hellcat when they brought you in.” As she talks, she takes my blood pressure and temperature.

      I hold my breath, waiting to hear the voice.

      (You can’t even kill yourself right.)

      He closes my eyes. He flips through my memories one at a time. I am a bystander, watching my flaws from the sidelines.

      When I blink, someone new is in my room, an older man with white hair and dark skin. “I’m Dr. Baxter,” he says. “I’m a psychiatrist here. How do you feel, Georgia?”

      Who the fuck is Georgia?

      (Not you. You are nobody. You are nothing)

      Instead of answering, I feel hot tears slide down my face.

      “Were you trying to hurt yourself, Georgia?”

      The answer bursts out of me. “Yes,” I say.

      “Because you were unhappy?”

      “I’m unhappy,” I snap, “because I’m still here.”

      He crosses his legs. “What do you mean by that?”

      Can’t he tell by looking at me that I’m a shell of myself? “I don’t deserve to live.”

      “Can you tell me more about that?”

      What am I supposed to say?

      The doctor just sits and watches me like he has all the time in the world. My jaw aches with the attempt to keep all these words inside me.

      (If you tell him about me, I will kill you.)

      I turn to the psychiatrist. “I’m not human anymore,” I say evenly. “And Satan keeps reminding me of that.”

      “All right, Georgia,” Dr. Baxter says gently. “I think I know how to help.”

      

      To Evie’s chagrin, Adam did not kiss her the night of the frat party. However, he seemed to be happy to spend time with her. He’d come to our dorm room with coffee milk for us both; when it snowed, he invited us to meet him at the Ratty to sled down Simmons Quad on cafeteria trays. He took us to the Coin-O-Matic laundromat, where Raymond “Junior” Patriarca had once run the family’s organized crime ring. I could always feel Evie’s eyes begging me to hang back so she could have more time alone with Adam.

      We learned he was a junior, studying engineering, he was from Vermont—a place I’d never been; he was a confirmed atheist; he was a center for the Brown ice hockey team. He fit in easily everywhere—with other jocks, with his frat bros, with RISD students.

      Evie learned the rules of hockey and started following NHL stats. She told me that their names were biblically predestined: Adam and Eve-ie, although she had always pronounced her name with a short E, not the long vowel.

      “What is it?” she asked me one night in our dorm room. “Do you think he wants a girl who’s preppy? Do you think he’s into guys?”

      “He’s crazy if he doesn’t want you,” I told her loyally.

      Evie nodded, reassured. “I know. Maybe I’ll try to make him jealous.”

      She began dating other guys from Sigma Chi, but she didn’t draw Adam’s attention. Instead, I did, as if seeing Evie in someone else’s embrace released Adam from any obligation to her. Sometimes the back of my neck would get hot, and I’d find Adam staring. He met me at the studio after his hockey games, so I wouldn’t have to walk home in the dark alone. He brought me broken glass and buttons and polished granite, tiny treasures that he found, for my mosaics. It made me think of the robins’ nest outside my window when I was little; how before there were eggs, the birds would flit back and forth with tinsel and twigs to fashion into a home.

      One day, when the three of us were studying in our room, and Evie left to go to the bathroom, Adam grabbed my book. “Hey,” I said, reaching for it. “Give it back.”

      He grinned. “Make me.”

      He was bigger and stronger than I was, and even as I dove for the textbook, he easily managed to keep it away. I lunged for it, and he wrapped an arm around my waist and tackled me, rolling us over so that I was lying down and he was braced above, the book completely forgotten.

      His body was pressed along the length of me. I felt my heart start to beat against his, like a conversation.

      “What are you doing?” I managed.

      “Ellie,” he said, his nose bumping into mine. “You have to know how I feel.”

      Every emotion I’d tamped down since Evie introduced me to Adam in the bathroom at Sigma Chi flooded me. When he’d touched my arm that night, it felt like he’d filled me with light. But I knew better than to trust a boy. In Evie, I had a substitute sister, and there was no comparison. So I had carefully kept a buffer zone of propriety, one that was exactly the width and density of my friendship with Evie.

      “Oh.”

      The syllable was hardly even a breath, just a puff of understanding from Evie, who was standing in the doorway. She turned and ran.

      “Evie,” I called. I shoved Adam off me and started after her, chasing her into the dorm stairwell. Her feet rang down the steps like gunshots.

      Finally, I caught up to her and grabbed her wrist. “Stop,” I said, panting. “I didn’t know he was going to—”

      Evie laughed, completely without mirth. “Grow the fuck up, Eloise.” She sank down on a stair, pulling her knees to her chest. “Well, I guess now I know why he wasn’t interested.”

      “Evie,” I said, sitting next to her. “I don’t want this. I don’t want him.”

      She slid her gaze toward me. “Didn’t look that way.”

      “I’ve never done anything to make Adam think that I . . . that I’m into him. I would never do that to you. It’s you and me against the world, right?” No matter what electricity coursed through me when Adam was close by, this was girl code. Evie was my ride-or-die, my best friend. I would choose her over everything.

      She rubbed her palms on her knees, silent. Then a crooked smile broke over her face. “Doesn’t matter which one of us he wants,” Evie said. “He gets neither.” She bumped her fist against mine. “Chicks before dicks.”

      “Sisters before misters,” I agreed.

      Evie went to get us a bottle of wine from the place that didn’t card, to celebrate our cemented friendship. I returned to the dorm room to find Adam zipping up his backpack, already wearing his coat. He had the grace to look chagrined. “That was bad timing,” he admitted.

      “That was a mistake,” I corrected.

      “Why?”

      “You know why,” I said. “It’s not fair to Evie.”

      Adam looked at me, hands in his pockets, and when my gaze locked with his I saw a thousand words he’d never say to me, a thousand nights we’d never have.

      I held out my hand. “Friends?”

      “Friends,” he said after a moment, and he pressed his palm against mine.

      

      For a while, it worked. Adam no longer met me after his practices to walk me home. Evie stopped sleeping with his frat brothers. We still met up, but we were a triumvirate.

      Adam never so much as brushed my arm by drifting too close to me.

      One night in March, Adam invited us to the Sci Li challenge that he and his Sigma Chi brothers were doing. It was a Brown tradition—participants had to go to each of thirteen floors in the Sciences Library, find a table, stand on it, and take a shot—all without being evicted by a librarian. If you mastered the challenge, you went to the basement stairwell and initialed and dated the wall. Needless to say, if you succeeded, you were also piss-drunk. I think Adam invited us because he didn’t trust his frat brothers to get him safely home after it was over.

      On the Friday that this was to happen, I came home from an evening studio session to find Evie sick as a dog, her face shining with sweat. She was lying on the red shag rug we’d bought at Walmart that we called Dead Elmo. “I think it was the sushi.”

      She’d eaten a dragon roll someone had left at the computer lab with a sign saying, UP FOR GRABS. For the past hour, she’d been in the bathroom throwing up.

      Evie buried her face in the fake fur carpet. “I have puked out my guts,” she moaned. “I have puked out my very soul.”

      “Do you want me to take you to Health Services?” I asked.

      “No, I want you to write my eulogy,” Evie said.

      I dragged her into her bed and set the trash can next to the bed, just in case. “I’m going to get you some ginger ale and then I’ll call Adam and tell him he’s on his own.”

      She grabbed my wrist with surprising strength. “You have to go. Someone has to keep him safe.”

      It felt like a trick, like a test. I peered at Evie carefully, but her eyes were closed and she was moaning.

      I found myself outside in a driving rain, huddling under an umbrella with a broken spoke. I made my way to the Brown campus. It was only when I got to the Sciences Library that I realized I had no idea how to get in, since I was not a student. I was standing outside the building, trying to come up with a plan, when one of Adam’s fraternity brothers recognized me. Chad was the reigning beer pong champ at Sigma Chi. “Yo,” he said. “You here for Adam?”

      I nodded.

      “I got you.” Chad shrugged, then slung his arm around my shoulders and dragged me into the library. He grinned at the work-study student at the front desk swiping people inside. “She’s my guest,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said to Chad, turning toward the main reading room.

      But he reached out and grabbed my wrist, hard. He pulled me into the dark stacks and yanked me up against his chest. “How about a little gratitude?” he said.

      He’d been pregaming; I smelled it on his breath. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m going to go find Adam.”

      “What’s the rush, babe? Every time I see him, he’s got two of you to keep him company. So you already know how to share.” With that, he slammed his mouth down on mine.

      He was stronger than I was, and no matter how hard I pushed against him, his grip tightened. Finally, I bit down on his tongue, until I tasted blood. “What the fuck?” It was enough to shock him, but he didn’t let me go. “You little bitch.”

      I brought my knee up between his legs, hard. He doubled over, keening, and I ran.

      I stumbled down the staircase, glancing quickly at every floor while also checking over my shoulder to see if Chad was following me. It wasn’t until I got to the eighth level that I found Adam. I was nearly hysterical, teary, and all I wanted to do was collapse into his arms and get the hell out of the library. But Adam was glassy-eyed and flushed and didn’t even seem to notice my panic or my disheveled clothing. “Ellie!” he shouted with drunk delight, and then, remembering he was in a library, he whispered my name. “This is my shixth sot,” he said, like he was telling me a secret.

      His hair was falling over his eyes, boyish. He looked loose and happy, and it unknotted everything that had gotten tangled inside me. I shivered, thinking of Chad.

      Adam noticed. He jumped off the table, staggered a little, and then draped his coat—a heavy hockey fleece that said BROWN BEARS—over my shoulders. It smelled like pine and Old Spice. Like him. He pulled the drawstrings of the hoodie, bringing me a little closer.

      “How about we just get out of here?” I suggested.

      “Winners never quit and quitters never . . .” Adam’s voice trailed off, and he frowned.

      “Win?”

      “Exactly.” He let go of me and lifted the bottle in a toast. “Six!” he bellowed.

      “Evie’s sick,” I dutifully reported.

      “Sucks.” He smiled at me. “That means you’re my wingman tonight.”

      Since I couldn’t convince Adam to leave, I decided I’d rush him through this stupid challenge as fast as I could. By the third floor, I was surprised Adam remembered my name. By the second, another fraternity brother who’d been keeping pace with him had jumped off a table and simply collapsed on the floor, out cold. Finally, we reached the basement, where Adam carefully initialed the wall. “Lesssgo,” he slurred.

      I pulled on the back of his shirt. “Hang on,” I said. Taking the Sharpie, I added the date, like all the other initials in the hallway.

      He put both hands on my shoulders. “This is why I like you. You never do what I think you’re gonna do.”

      We stepped out of the library into the driving rain. When I tried to open my umbrella, it gave up the battle and folded in on itself, useless. “Lessget a drink,” Adam said.

      “You’ve had plenty.” I tried to pull him toward Wriston Quad, but he refused to move. We played tug-of-war until a security guard started toward us.

      Adam panicked. “I can’t get stopped by campus police. Coach Gaudet will bench me.” He grabbed my hand and started running away from the library and the guard.

      We hid in the shadow of a stone portico. It also, blessedly, protected us from the rain, which kept falling harder and harder. Adam was breathing as hard as I was. His blond hair was soaked, matted to his forehead. Mine was, too, half unraveled from my braid. He reached up and pulled the limp red ribbon free. “Why do you always wear this?” he murmured. “Is it so I can find you in a crowd?”

      “Why would you need to find me in a crowd?”

      I watched, hypnotized, as he pooled the ribbon in his palm. “Because, Ellie,” he said, “I am starting to think losing you might be the worst thing in the world.”

      I swallowed. “Evie is—”

      “Not you,” Adam finished. He slipped the ribbon into the front pocket of his jeans.

      “We’re friends,” I reminded him. Reminded myself.

      A better friend would have shut this down. A better friend would have walked away.

      “There’s another Brown tradition,” Adam said. “If you kiss someone under Soldiers Arch, you’ll marry them.”

      The rain was a cocoon, and I felt myself transforming. “Where’s that?”

      Adam’s eyes flicked up to the stone shielding us from above, then locked on mine.

      He tasted like whiskey; I had the fleeting thought that I could get drunk on him. His hands speared into my wet hair. His hips were flush against mine. He erased Chad’s groping touch from my memory.

      In a herculean attempt at self-control, I shoved Adam away. “I can’t.”

      “She doesn’t have to know.” He held out a hand, the way you might gentle a feral animal.

      Maybe that’s why I believed him.

      

      The world comes back to me in fits and starts, voices that whisper, voices that yell. I remember a gurney. I remember psalms being sung and realize I was the one singing them. My legs are wet, and then they aren’t. There is a slot in the door of my room and every now and then, eyes peer through. See the animal in its cage.

      When I wake up, a nurse is in my room. “Hi there, Sleeping Beauty.”

      My throat is a rusty saw. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the state psychiatric hospital in Atlanta.”

      At that, I go very still. I probe every corner of my mind but . . . the voice is gone. There is now a ragged edge in my brain, like several pages have been torn away from the story of me.

      I look down. I am wearing sweatpants without a string and a sweatshirt. Thick white socks. Beside the bed are rubber slides. My hair feels oily.

      “What . . . day is it?”

      “Friday. September fourteenth,” she says.

      What happened to Wednesday and Thursday?

      When my gaze falls on my bandaged wrists, I have a sudden vision of two men in scrubs holding me down while I thrashed as a woman pinched my nose and forced my mouth open. The way you get a dog to swallow a pill.

      There is a meal on a cafeteria tray beside the bed—congealed oatmeal and dubious fruit. I should be hungry, but I’m not. Through the open doorway I see others dressed like me.

      “Do I . . . have to stay here?” I ask.

      “Here, like the hospital? Yes. There was a hearing to keep you committed, as you posed a danger to yourself.”

      I turn, staring out the window. Out there, people are going to work and drinking coffee as if it is just another morning. As if planes stay in the sky and buildings don’t fall.

      The nurse misinterprets my silence. “Your doctor is going to want to talk to you, now that you’re awake. But if you want to wait in the common room, that’s fine, too.”

      After she leaves, I try sitting up. It takes me a while to stand without wobbling. When I move, my limbs are in slow motion.

      As I shuffle down the hallway, I pass two men—one with his hand down his pants, and the other who has a blaring transistor radio pressed to his ear. There is a bathroom that smells like urine and a sign on a shuttered window that says ’MEDS: 3 P.M.’ A phone rings. A woman sobs.

      I reach the common room. Before I realize what I’m doing, I reach out with one finger to touch the shoulder of a woman playing solitaire. I don’t trust myself to know what is real, and what I have imagined.

      The woman turns, snaps her teeth at me, and hisses.

      Real, then.

      “Cassie,” a voice says. “Is that any way to welcome a new guest?”

      I turn to find a petite girl standing beside me. She has long black Goth hair and eyes that are even darker. Her skin is milky, with a smattering of pimples over the bridge of her nose. “I’m Vera,” she says. “Welcome to the nuthouse.”

      “I’m . . . Georgia.”

      “You don’t sound too sure.”

      I chew on my bottom lip. “I don’t remember getting here.”

      She shrugs. “Here’s all you missed at intake: someone strip-searches you and takes away your stuff. Pro tip? Get in line for meds early, because some of these fuckers can’t remember how to swallow and you’ll wind up standing around for two hours. Dr. Gruner is aces, but Dr. Dillmark will try to cop a feel. Stay away from Cassie, she bites. But you know that already.”

      The girl smiles at me. She has a gap between her front teeth.

      “Thank you,” I say. Compared to the others in this room, Vera seems like someone I might have known at RISD.

      She looks at me with her strange, rimless irises, reading my mind. “It’s nice to finally have someone normal to talk to.”

      I lift my wrists. There is dried blood on one of the bandages. “I don’t know if I qualify.”

      “So you tried to off yourself. I mean, who hasn’t?”

      “Is that why you’re in here?”

      “Nah,” Vera says. “I’m waiting on a NGRI hearing.”

      “NGRI?”

      “Not guilty by reason of insanity,” Vera explains. “They say I killed my mother and put her through a wood chipper.”

      My lips part, but no words come out. Fortunately, just then, woman in a white coat starts walking toward us. “Georgia?” she asks.

      Vera bumps my shoulder. “Nice, George! You pulled Dr. Gruner.” She winks at me. “I’ll save you a seat at dinner.”

      

      The doctor has straight blond hair and horse teeth and gentle eyes. She leads me into her office and leaves the door to the common room ajar. “Is it all right if I call you Georgia?”

      I nod, as my hands twist in my lap.

      “I’m sure you were surprised to find yourself here,” Dr. Gruner says. “Do you remember anything about your time at the hospital?”

      I glance at my wrists, hidden by the sleeves of the sweatshirt. “Chains,” I say.

      “Yes, you were in restraints at first. According to the doctor there, you refused to take your meds. You were given Ativan, which is what made you sleep. And Haldol, an antipsychotic.”

      I probe the corners of my mind, but there are only cobwebs. Haldol. Is that why the voice has gone? Will it return?

      I shake my head to clear it. I can’t trust myself. I can’t be trusted with Molly. It’s why I left. I need a new plan: Get out of this place. Try to die again. Succeed.

      “I think there’s been a mistake,” I say. “I don’t need to be in a mental hospital.”

      “I’d like to get to know you a little better today, Georgia, so we can continue to help you heal. Where do you live?”

      My brain revs in overdrive. If I say I’m from Atlanta, the doctor will expect a paper trail of my life—a job, a family, an address. “I took a bus here,” I say. “From . . . Boston.”

      She makes a note on a pad. “What did you do in Boston?”

      I remember reading once that the best lies are the ones based on truth. “I taught art.”

      “Do you have any family in Massachusetts?” the doctor asks. “I know you didn’t have any identification when you got to the hospital.”

      “No family.”

      “No partner?”

      I shake my head.

      “Children?”

      “I don’t have children,” I say, although it feels wrong.

      “Do you know if there are any mental health conditions in your family?”

      I think about the little bottle of pills my mother kept in the bathroom. How once, in the middle of the night, I heard noises and went downstairs to find that she had written in red paint on the wall: EXODUS 20:14. MATTHEW 5:27. HEBREWS 13:4. I remember watching the letters and numbers drip like blood.

      “No,” I reply. The more I talk, the more likely I am to trip up. “Is it okay if we stop for now? I’m tired and—”

      “Georgia,” the psychiatrist interrupts, “you told the doctor in the hospital that the Devil was speaking to you. Do you still hear that voice?”

      “No,” I admit.

      “Do you know what psychosis is?” When I don’t respond, she answers her own question. “It’s when someone loses contact with reality. They may hear or see things that aren’t there or believe things that aren’t true. It could be caused by a mental illness like schizophrenia or bipolar disorder. It can also come from a neurological condition, or drug use, or trauma. Someone who is having a psychotic break might also suffer from suicidal thoughts.” Her eyes flicker to my wrists. “Do you remember trying to hurt yourself?”

      I shake my head no.

      “Do you remember why you tried to hurt yourself?”

      “I didn’t want to be here anymore,” I confess.

      “Here as in Atlanta?”

      “Here,” I say, “as in alive.” I add, “Everyone would be better without me.”

      “Who’s everyone?”

      Molly is too little to grieve me. Evie will tell her the good parts: How I told Adam we were pregnant by making a pizza and spelling out BABY in pepperoni. How I sang to her when she was growing inside me, so that she would know my voice before she arrived. How I agonized over choosing bassinet sheets with little lions or with mermaids. How much I wanted her.

      Molly will never know that I sometimes couldn’t pull myself together to shower, or nurse her, or change her diaper. She won’t know that I tried to drown her.

      As if I have conjured my daughter, I hear her cry.

      The cry turns into music. I realize that the sound is coming from an ad on the television in the common room . . . and that it has caused my milk to let down. Two perfect wet circles have spread on the front of my sweatshirt.

      I cross my arms, but not before Dr. Gruner says, “I see you’re lactating. That used to happen to me when I was nursing and heard a baby cry. Why do you think that’s happening?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe there’s something wrong with me.”

      “There are conditions that cause galactorrhea,” she agrees. “A pituitary or endocrine disorder, for example. Leaking breast milk can be an effect of antipsychotics, too.”

      “That must be it, then,” I say, seizing this explanation with relief.

      “Or,” she continues, “it could be the result of recently giving birth.” Her gaze pins mine. “But you said you don’t have children.”

      My heart rabbits in my chest. Maybe I am having a heart attack. Maybe I will pass out. I do not know what made me think I could fool anyone. I can’t even fool myself.

      Dr. Gruner leans forward. “Do you have a baby, Georgia?”

      Without the voice in my head to censor the words, they leach out of me. “I had a baby,” I admit, and then the tears come—a deluge.

      “Where is that baby now?” the psychiatrist asks.

      In the city, I think. Is Molly an orphan now? Did her father die on Tuesday, too? If anyone was supposed to die that day, it should have been me. I am the one who deserves it. I still do.

      I am crying so hard now that Dr. Gruner puts her hands on mine. She tells me to breathe when she breathes, and I mimic her, until I am a quivering, spent mess. “Georgia,” she says gently, “did you lose your baby?”

      I nod.

      Because you can lose something and still know exactly where it is. You have a leg amputated and still feel a phantom limb. You can be dead to someone and still go through the motions of existing.

      I lost my daughter and I lost my husband and I lost myself.

      Then Dr. Gruner says, “Before you left Boston, was anyone helping you with your grief?”

      I blink as I realize what conclusion she has jumped to. Grief.

      I’m seized by the wrongness of this—the pretense that Molly is dead, when it’s Eloise Ambrose who is the casualty. Yet Molly must be dead to me if Georgia Gilligan is going to exist.

      “Losing an infant is an incredibly traumatic experience—one that could certainly trigger psychosis, and a suicide attempt. Now I can focus your therapy on grief counseling and baby loss groups,” the doctor says. “Was it a miscarriage?”

      I hesitate. “She was two months old.” With five words, I bury my child.

      

      Adam’s courtship of me continued from there. His knee brushing mine under the table at the diner as Evie told a story about her day; his hand sliding along my arm as he took my coat at a frat party; a stolen kiss when we were listening to a band at a club and Evie was at the bar getting a drink. But then, I started lying in earnest. I told Evie I was going to study in the library—except I went to Wriston Quad and lay on the floor of Adam’s room, my head in his lap as I read a biography of Basquiat. I said I couldn’t go thrift shopping with Evie because I had a seminar, when I was actually in the back of a dark theater kissing Adam.

      At the end of April, Evie went to New York City on a field trip with her theater architecture class. As a result, Adam and I had two full, glorious days to ourselves. He told me to meet him at Meehan Auditorium after my last class.

      I knew where the skating rink was, of course—Evie and I’d been to his games. When I opened the door, Adam was waiting with a pair of skates that he held out to me.

      He sat me down on a little bench and took off my shoes, sliding an extra pair of socks over my own and then lacing up the skates.

      He skated the way he did everything else—easily, fluidly, as if he’d been born to it. Adam held my hands, shifting his hips to move backward, pulling me along. My legs wobbled like a colt’s and my ankles kept folding in. “Use your edges,” he said. “That’s what’s anchoring you.”

      What was anchoring me was Adam. He coached gently and carefully, even though I fell a hundred times. “Will you still like me if I can’t skate?” I asked.

      His whisper fell into my ear. “I whizzed past like a long time ago, Ellie.”

      Before I could respond, Adam grabbed my hands again and began skating backward. I focused on him as the rink flew by. I was no longer shivering. I was so hot I thought my hands might blister his.

      I imitated him, shifting weight from my right foot to my left and back, the subtlest of dances.

      “See? You’re doing it,” he said, grinning so that the dimple in his cheek popped. “Skating is just about finding a rhythm. It’s like sex—”

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than my skates slipped out from underneath me. I landed hard on my back, yanking Adam down on top of me. “I know even less about that than I do about skating,” I said.

      We lay sprawled at center ice. He tugged at the ribbon on my braid, then kissed me. His lips were cool and firm and his leg fell between mine. My body answered in a language I didn’t know I could speak. “Adam,” I whispered. “Can you teach me?”

      He drew back. “How to skate?”

      I shook my head.

      

      When we got back to his room, he closed the door and led me to sit on the bed. I let my head roll back as his lips chased down the column of my throat. I became a drop of ink dissolving in the sea of him.

      Can I . . . ?

      Is this . . . ?

      All right . . . ?

      He took me out of my head and into my body—everything was pulse and flesh and breath. I didn’t notice when my shirt came off. When his hand slid between my thighs, I imagined the aperture of a camera opening to capture a world of light and color.

      Adam’s hand slipped out of my underwear. His fingertips shone with me. I wanted to taste it. “I need you to tell me exactly what you want,” he said.

      “More,” I gasped. “You.”

      He rose to his knees and pulled off his shirt.

      I was an artist. I knew anatomy. I could tell you how the trapezius and the deltoid and the pectoralis major intertwined; I could even sketch them. But the interplay of muscles on Adam’s torso was a masterpiece I’d never quite capture.

      Then his hands went to the buckle of his belt.

      As if he had flipped a switch, my body no longer belonged to him. I jackknifed, bucking him off my hips. I curled on my side, trying to become as small as possible. My heart raced for all the wrong reasons.

      I was not at Brown. I was in an Evangelical church, in front of a congregation, being whipped for my carnal sins.

      Adam got off the bed. Knelt beside it. “Eloise? What the hell?”

      Slowly, I forced myself to face him. Shame flushed my cheeks. “I’m sorry,” I said, awkwardly sitting up. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s okay.” Adam frowned. “Ellie, did someone . . . hurt you?”

      My eyes flew to his. “Not like you’re thinking.”

      I didn’t want Adam’s pity. I wanted to rewind the night by two minutes, and continue where we had been, before my past got in the way.

      “You know I’d never do anything like that to you, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      My gaze slid to the floor, to our clothes, already mated in a heap. “No,” I managed.

      Adam sat beside me again, his bare shoulder bumping mine. “So . . . just not a fan of belts, then.”

      A laugh bubbled out of me. “Not really.”

      “I could wear sweats from now on.” He kissed my wrist, the crook of my elbow, my shoulder. “Like old ladies in nursing homes.”

      “Leggings,” I suggested, my lips twitching.

      He smiled. “If that’s what it takes.”

      Then his mouth was on mine and I was lying on the bed again with his weight pressing down on me. If he removed his belt, it was so quiet I didn’t hear it. I didn’t pay much attention when he tore open the packet of a condom and rolled it onto himself. I just felt: the scratch of hair on his thighs and the heat of his fingers and finally the blunt notch of him against me. Adam caught my hands in his. “Yes?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      It burned. Although Evie had told me the first time hurt, this wasn’t what I had expected. Sex felt uncomfortable and oddly fiery. Adam peppered my face with kisses, and every time he shifted, there was a little more stretch and singe, until finally our hips were touching.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Is that . . . it?”

      That dimple. “No,” Adam said, “not quite.”

      He drew back, and the scald became a shudder. He pushed forward, and sparks singed.

      For the first time, I understood why intimacy had been taboo in our church. This was the face of God. How could religion ever compete?

      After, Adam cleaned me up and pulled the covers over us. We slept naked, twined to fit the narrow mattress. Twice during the night I woke—once when I felt him hard against my bottom, and once when he trailed kisses down my belly and between my legs. By the time the sun came up, my eyes were scratchy with lack of sleep, I had soreness in muscles that I hadn’t known existed, and I would not have traded any of it for the world.

      We decided to go to Ruby’s for breakfast. I pulled on my shirt and Adam pulled it back off just as fast, and our departure kept getting delayed by sly smiles that turned into sighs. Finally, when my stomach growled, Adam let me button the last button and fasten the last zipper.

      He opened the door of his dorm room, and on my way out I nearly tripped over Evie.

      She sat in the hallway, blinking sleep from her eyes as if she’d been waiting for a while. Long enough, I realized, to hear us. “Well,” Evie said flatly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      

      Evie had tossed all my clothes out the window of our dorm room, and they bloomed like giant flowers in the courtyard as other students picked their way through the detritus of our argument. Adam gathered my clothing into a trash bag while I went to my room to get the rest of my things.

      “Evie,” I said, when I was standing in front of her. “We didn’t mean to—”

      “We,” she repeated.

      “It just . . . happened.”

      “Which would have been bad enough, but you lied to me. And then you kept lying to me.”

      She was right. Sleeping with Adam was breaking a promise, but worse than that, I had hid the truth from her. Had I thought it would be kinder that way? Had the secrecy made our relationship even more intense? I didn’t know. So I offered the only justification I could. “I love him, Evie.”

      She scoffed. “You and me against the world, huh? Fuck you, Eloise.” Then she stormed out of the room.

      I never did learn why Evie’s class came back early from New York City, or why she had come to Brown that night. It didn’t matter. For two and a half weeks, I lived with Adam at Brown and made the trek to and from RISD for classes. I ate with his frat brothers, endured their ribbing, got used to the smell of beer in common spaces. I buried myself in schoolwork, only to see my grades slip. When I wasn’t in class or at the studio, I was with Adam.

      I had never been so lonely.

      Three times, I attempted to apologize to Evie. I went to our room, but she shut the door in my face. I ambushed her outside the computer lab. I wrote her a letter and slipped it under her door. Two days later, it arrived—shredded—in an envelope addressed to Adam’s PO box.

      I had no real friends at RISD except Evie, and in her absence, I had only Adam. I knew it wasn’t fair to expect him to devote every moment to me. I wondered if this had been Evie’s plan: to make me cling so hard to Adam he’d want to shed me.

      I also wondered if that would put me and Evie on equal footing again—or if our relationship was damaged beyond repair.

      I had watched Evie surgically excise her other friends when she and I became close, so I knew how masterfully she could do it. Sometimes I saw her across campus, laughing with people who had been invited into her orbit. She was a sun; only when she turned her back did I remember how cold and dark the world could be.

      I tried to explain this to Adam one night by saying that Evie was more than just a best friend. She had become my family. “Maybe I could be your family,” he offered. But I hadn’t been looking for him to solve my problem. I’d just wanted someone to say, Yes, of course you’re devastated.

      That conversation led to the first fight between me and Adam. And although it ended quickly, with tears and an apology donut and fevered promises under the covers, it was proof that even in her absence, Evie could leave a mark on me.

      I started a new mosaic. Half of it was jet and ebony and obsidian. The other half was milky white. Hidden in each swathe of color you could see the outline of a person, seated, knees bent, if you knew to look for it. But so far, no one—not even my professor—had noticed.

      I was almost finished, working the seam in the middle of the mosaic, when I heard Evie’s voice over my shoulder. “If that’s supposed to be yin and yang, you fucked it up.”

      I turned. “It’s not.”

      Evie folded her arms. “Look, I’m not going to make a big deal out of this, and I’m not going to say I overreacted. But I miss you. And you deserve to be happy.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Evie—”

      “Nope.” She held up a palm. “I just wanted to tell you, in case you’re sick of living with a bunch of disgusting frat guys.” Then she leaned over my shoulder, her finger tracing the invisible outline of the seated figure in black, from its head to its spine to its feet. She did the same with the figure in white. “Which one is me,” she asked, “and which one is you?”

      After she left, I ran over the conversation in my head, looking for flaws the way I would examine a piece of glass. Was this a trick, or had she really forgiven me?

      I looked at the mosaic, then picked up a pair of tweezers, gently pulling out two shards at the seam and swapping the colors. Immediately I felt the rush of satisfaction I got when I knew a piece of art was finished. Where the knees of the figures touched, where dark shifted to light, there was now a sliver of black where white should be. It could have been written off as a flaw, an artist’s shaky hand. Or it could mean that even in isolation, you carry the shadow of another person.

      That night I moved back into my room with Evie. We ate an entire bag of Doritos and watched The Land Before Time on DVD and cried when Littlefoot’s mother died. We did not talk about Adam until two in the morning, when her voice woke me. “Is he good? In bed?” Evie whispered.

      I thought about pretending I was asleep. “Yes,” I said finally. “Although I don’t have anything to compare it to.”

      There was a beat. “I’m glad it was you,” she said, and I felt a rush of affection for her so strong that tears came to my eyes.

      

      In the past week at Grady Hospital, I have grown into the amorphous shape of Georgia Gilligan. My milk has dried up. I spend my free time in my room, remembering Molly: the hurricane cowlick on the back of her head, the pucker of her lips. I itemize her, etching her into my brain.

      I also itemize my next steps. Take meds. Get well. Get out. Die. All I have to do is fool the professionals here enough to be released.

      Vera takes me under her wing, teaching me the routine: wake up, breakfast in cafeteria, line up for meds, outdoor time; group therapy, lunch in cafeteria, individual therapy, line up for meds; dinner in cafeteria, line up for meds, hygiene, lights out. In between there is unscheduled time, where we are given coloring books, puzzles, paperbacks. The chairs in the common room have forty pounds of sand poured into them so they cannot be picked up and thrown.

      Today, Vera and I sit together in the cafeteria. The food is bland and gummy, with the occasional gem, like a slice of cheesecake. Today’s fare is gray and looks like it was pasta, once.

      Starvation. That’s another way to die. I tilt my head, considering this.

      Takes too long.

      “Did you hear the new girl come in?” Vera asks.

      I don’t answer, but that never stops Vera. I did hear the new girl come in; how couldn’t I? She arrived after midnight and ran up and down the hall, banging on doors and screaming.

      “Two desserts say she’s schizo.” Vera holds out her hand, waiting patiently.

      “BPD,” I counter, and Vera beams at eliciting an interaction from me as we shake on the bet.

      Although she is accused of brutally killing her mother, Vera doesn’t seem to be capable of violence. I’ve seen her trap a spider in a paper medicine cup and hand it to an orderly to set free outside. Then again, here, it’s often hard to see the whole picture. The patient with the transistor radio blaring all the time is named Larry. He has schizophrenia, and the loud music keeps the voices away. Cassie, the woman who tried to bite me, has a dissociative identity disorder, and one of her personalities is a bobcat.

      And then there’s Vera. She has told me about her old life—how her mother ran a dance studio. How she wanted to be a ballerina until her mother said her boobs were too big and she’d be better off as a whore than as a dancer. Vera peppers me with questions about my own life, and I give her minimalist responses. She knows that I used to teach art. She knows I tried to kill myself. She thinks that my daughter died. I haven’t told her about Satan speaking to me—no one knows about that except Dr. Gruner.

      Although I continue waiting for the other shoe to drop, the voice stays away as long as I take all the pills I am given. They dry out my mouth and make me tired, and if I weren’t wearing elastic sweats I would probably not be able to button my pants—but my mind is as clear as a northern lake.

      Which has its downside: without the distraction of the chatter, all the muck that has settled on the bottom is fully visible.

      We bus our trays and line up for our turn in the small yard outside. The door is near the nurses’ break room, where a TV plays 9/11 coverage. The reporter says, “On United Flight 93, Todd Beamer tried to place his call through the Airfone but was connected to a supervisor—he told her that a group of passengers was planning to fly the plane into the ground to prevent the hijackers from striking their target. The last words she heard him say were ‘Let’s roll.’ ”

      I freeze.

      “They ought to let us watch the news,” Vera muses, following my gaze. “The world’s more messed up than we are. It would be liberating.”

      I wish that I could tell her the truth: that I was at the World Trade Center, that there is a child I never went home to. At the bottom of most coverage is a running scroll of the missing. I watch like a hawk but do not see my name, only hundreds of others.

      Vera and I are admitted into the yard: a lovely garden, if not for the twelve-foot razor-wire fence that surrounds it.

      “I have a meeting with a special witness today,” Vera tells me. “I get to skip group.”

      “I hate group,” I mutter. That’s basically a tantrum from me, given how quiet I usually am. Vera says, “I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about what landed you here. While me, I’d kill to remember what happened.” She grimaces. “Poor choice of words.”

      Vera doesn’t remember anything about the crime she’s accused of. She blacked out. She isn’t sure if she killed her mother or if it was her brother who did it, but she swears he’s involved, even though he was never indicted.

      She closes her eyes and leans back. “But I get it, George. Because the stuff I want to forget, I can’t.”

      I cross my legs and listen. If I’ve learned anything from group, it’s that silence is a weapon. Wield it, and more times than not someone else will start talking, just to fill up that empty space.

      “My brother used to . . . do things to me.” Vera cracks open one eye. “I’ve never told anyone that before.”

      Suddenly, I’m in my father’s office, seeing Adie on her knees in front of him. Her pale, cold hand and the pill bottle. Even good girls can snap. When that happens, what makes one person commit murder, while another commits suicide?

      I protected myself by putting distance between me and my father. I protected Molly by doing the same.

      “Either I wind up in prison,” Vera muses, “or I’m in here for life. It’s not much of a choice.” She turns to me. “Do you worry about being alone forever?”

      I nod, but it’s a lie. It’s not loneliness I’m afraid of. It’s being alone with myself.

      

      In my dream, the baby’s body is pliant and supple, chubby, slick with soap. She kicks and splashes.

      But then the kicks become frantic. Something is wrong. She’s struggling to breathe. Her skin turns blue.

      It’s all right, I whisper. It’s going to be fine.

      I am her mother, so it soothes her.

      Even though I am the one pressing the washcloth over her face.

      

      Adam asked me to marry him the summer of 1998, just after we moved to New York City in a sweltering June heat wave. We lived in Washington Heights, and we had one tiny air-conditioning unit in our bedroom—a room so small that we could fit a double mattress but no nightstands. We were lying on our backs there, naked, when Adam asked, “Have you ever heard of the marshmallow test?”

      I shook my head, too hot to speak.

      “This psychologist at Stanford. He was studying delayed gratification in children. He put a marshmallow in front of a kid and told them he was going to leave the room. They could either eat the marshmallow right away, or—if they waited for him to come back—they could have two. The majority of the kids ate the marshmallow.”

      On cue, my stomach growled.

      Adam came up on his elbow. “You’re my marshmallow, Ellie. I don’t want to wait until we have enough money or the right jobs or we’re old enough for people to stop thinking we’re making a mistake. Marry me?”

      From beneath the pillow, he slid a little velvet pouch. Inside was a small diamond ring.

      I was twenty-two. After graduating from Brown, Adam had gone to MIT for a master’s in civil and environmental engineering, commuting back to Rhode Island to see me on weekends. I had graduated that spring from RISD, winning an award for my senior project. He had a job lined up in New York City, as did Evie—she’d sent out a single job application and managed to get hired doing graphic design at BBDO. I was planning to trade teaching mosaic classes to children for studio time at a community college.

      I turned on my side, a slow smile spreading. “Can I marry you, and get two treats?”

      He pounced, pinning me to the mattress. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.” I laughed. “A hundred times yes.”

      Adam pushed the ring onto my finger, and then his lips skipped to my jaw, under my ear, between my breasts. He shifted lower, his tongue tracing my hip bones, his thumbs in the creases at my thighs. I tangled my hand in his hair.

      “Don’t mind me,” he said, grinning. “Just claiming my marshmallow.”

      

      One Saturday morning, Evie kidnapped me. By now she had traded her ripped fishnets and leather jackets for pencil skirts and oversize glasses. She looked like a sexy librarian, and apparently, it was working, because as she dragged me to the subway, she regaled me with the story of how a late night at work had ended up with her drinking bourbon in her boss’s office and having sex on top of her mock-ups for a PepsiCo campaign. “Isn’t he married?” I asked, shocked.

      But Evie shrugged. “It’s just sex.”

      “He’s your boss,” I pointed out. “It’s . . . transactional. Messy.”

      “All sex is transactional and messy,” Evie replied.

      “What about his wife?”

      “What about her?”

      “How do you think I’d feel if Adam was sleeping with someone at the office?”

      Evie rolled her eyes. “Adam,” she said, “is not even aware there are females other than you on this planet.”

      We were buzzed into a brownstone on the Upper East Side. Evie flung open a glass door etched with the words ANASTASIA BRIDAL. “Ta-fucking-da,” she said. “Someone has to get you dressed for this shindig.”

      It was like entering an ice forest. Everything was white and crystal and gleaming and mirrored. Two slender mannequins modeled wedding gowns—one with a belled skirt and one that hugged from neck to ankle. “Evie,” I hissed. “I can’t afford this.”

      “Nope. But Adam’s parents can.”

      Adam’s parents were eager for the wedding; his father had been diagnosed with dementia, so the sooner the better. His mother had hired a wedding planner and drawn up a list of two hundred guests.

      In the bridal store, Evie drank free champagne and applauded each time I came out of the dressing room. When I modeled the fifth dress—one that looked very Grace Kelly—she gasped. “What do you think?” Evie asked.

      I looked in the mirror and burst into tears.

      I hurried back to the dressing room and sank to the floor in a cloud of satin. Evie came in and sat next to me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I should be happy, right?”

      Her dark eyes met mine. “What is it?”

      I pleated the satin between my fingers. “I think I spent so much of my life trying not to be noticed, that the idea of everyone watching me walk down an aisle is freaking me out.”

      “Well, could you elope?” Evie asked.

      “Adam wants this. He wants to make his mom happy.”

      “He wants to make you happy more.” Evie yanked me to my feet and unzipped the dress. When I was in my own clothes again, she pulled me from the boutique.

      Adam was eating half a bagel when we got back to the apartment. “Hey, asshole,” Evie said. “Your fiancée is having panic attacks over the thought of the Wedding of the Century your mother is planning, but she’s afraid to tell you.”

      My head snapped to Evie. “That’s not—”

      “Ellie?” Adam said, looking crushed. “Is that true?”

      “How would you feel if the only people you knew at your own wedding were me and Evie?”

      He frowned. “You said you didn’t want to invite your parents—”

      “I don’t.” I’d told Adam the bare minimum about my childhood: I’d been raised in a church that felt like a cult, that I had a sister who’d died, that I’d run away from home at seventeen. He’d met Ms. Robichaud and her sister a couple of times when we were living in Providence. He knew that if he steered the conversation to my upbringing, I’d shut it down fast. “But I don’t want to get married in front of a bunch of strangers, either.”

      “So we’ll get married at City Hall. Shit, Evie could get ordained and marry us in our living room.”

      “Pass,” Evie muttered. She started putting cream cheese on the other half of Adam’s bagel.

      I blinked up at Adam, teary. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Your mother is going to kill you,” I pointed out.

      He shrugged. “Then she can turn the event into a very fancy funeral.”

      Adam leaned down to kiss me.

      Evie took a bite of the bagel. “Get a room,” she said.

      Over Adam’s shoulder, I caught her eye. Evie’s eyebrows arched. You’re welcome, she mouthed.

      

      My wedding took place on a Friday at City Hall, with me, Adam, and Evie. I wore a white dress from Century 21 and Adam was in jeans. I carried a bouquet of tulips that we bought from a vendor’s cart for seven dollars. The ceremony took ten minutes, and then we went to a bottomless boozy brunch in SoHo to celebrate.

      Evie clinked her glass to give a toast. “To Eloise, the sister of my heart, and to Adam, who better not fuck this up,” she said. She knocked back the contents of her glass and poured another Bellini from a pitcher. The timing of this was not ideal: Two days earlier, Evie’s married boss had dumped her and she’d spent hours on our couch sobbing. A wedding—even one as low-key as this—was surely not where she wanted to be right now.

      Adam lifted his glass again. “And to Evie,” he said, “who introduced us.”

      Evie clinked her flute against his, drained her drink, and got unsteadily to her feet. “We need more booze.”

      Adam frowned. “When the waiter comes back—”

      “That takes too long,” Evie scoffed. She lifted the empty pitcher and wandered off.

      “She is a hot mess,” I murmured.

      “Yes, but she’s our hot mess,” Adam said.

      “Do I go after her?”

      Adam lifted my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist. “How about on our wedding day, we don’t make it about her?”

      But when the waiter brought our meals, Evie was still missing. With an apology to Adam, I went looking for her and found her in the ladies’ room, sitting on the floor of a stall with the door open. She looked at me, bent over the toilet, and threw up.

      I was annoyed at her for ruining my wedding brunch. I was devastated for her. With a sigh, I knelt beside her, pulling her hair back as she retched. Finally, she turned to me. “Does he fuck you from behind?”

      I let go of her as if her skin was on fire. “What did you say?”

      Evie was spent, her cheek resting on her outstretched arm. “I asked if it was fun being the bride.”

      I handed her a wad of toilet paper to wipe her mouth. “Maybe you should slow down.”

      “I’m not drunk.” Evie sat back on her heels. “I’m pregnant. My boss.”

      My eyes rounded. “You’re drinking!”

      “I’m not keeping it,” she muttered. “I have an appointment next week.” Her eyes were so dark I couldn’t see where the pupils and irises met. “Will you come with me?”

      Adam and I could not afford a real honeymoon, but we had been planning to ride the jitney out to the Hamptons and camp on the beach. He’d taken the week off work. But it was Evie, and she needed me.

      I squeezed her hand. “Of course I will,” I said.

      

      After three weeks in the hospital, I am given a formal diagnosis—bipolar disorder. Twenty to fifty percent of people with BD report psychotic symptoms, and since I’m in that camp, I will continue taking antipsychotics to keep the voices from returning. As long as I take my meds, Dr. Gruner says, I can live a very normal and fulfilling life.

      “That’s an interesting choice of words,” I tell her. “A normal life isn’t always fulfilling. Or vice versa.”

      “Which would you prefer?”

      “I can’t imagine either one,” I admit. “I don’t know who to be if I’m not a mother,” I blurt. “I don’t know how to be out there in the world.”

      Dr. Gruner crosses her legs. “Let’s unpack that. You had a child, Georgia.”

      “Had,” I repeat, swallowing hard.

      “Logic suggests that if you had a child, you’re a mother.”

      Not a very good one, I think. “Kind of like being a homeowner when your house has burned to the ground, though, isn’t it?” I say.

      “Tell me about where you lived before you moved into that house,” she says, continuing my metaphor. “Who were you before you became a mother?”

      Dr. Gruner does not know all the layers that question unpeels. Before I was Georgia Gilligan, I was Eloise Ambrose, an artist, a wife. Before that, I was Eloise Mills—RISD student, best friend of Evie D’Addario. And before that, I was Eloise Owens—an Evangelical reverend’s daughter—inhabiting a world so small it fit between the palms of two hands in prayer.

      Like the Devil, I contain multitudes.

      On 9/11, a visceral shock to the system had delivered a moment of lucidity that lasted just long enough for me to make a decision to run away. Here is the stark, sad fact that I do not want to admit to myself or anyone else: I didn’t just run away to save Molly. I ran away to save myself.

      At times since starting treatment, I’ve thought I was playing the long game, being a model patient so that I could get out and kill myself. But I have also learned that mental illness is not a death sentence.

      When I left the city, I was not the wife Adam loved or the mother Molly deserved.

      But . . . what if I could be?

      

      On the day that I leave the hospital, I am given new clothes—the ones I arrived in were covered with blood and disposed of. This dress is loose-fitting, with a little penguin print and thin spaghetti straps. The bra has no underwire; the shoes are jelly sandals. I give Vera a hug and tell her that I hope she gets her NGRI soon. Then I sit down with a social worker, who explains to me I’ll need to report to a community health center for a follow-up. “Ella will be your case manager,” the social worker tells me. “She’ll help you with housing, food stamps, and a job.”

      I nod, my mind already whirling.

      I need a place to stay. I need money.

      I’m given a Ziploc baggie containing my meds, plus everything that was on me when I was brought to the emergency room. Twenty-three dollars remain from the money I stole at the bus station. The ticket stub from the bus, which must have been in my pants pocket. My wedding ring and engagement ring.

      That’s everything I own.

      “Good luck, Georgia,” the social worker says, and suddenly, I am on the other side of that locked intake door.

      The sun is brutal, bullying me the minute I step outside. Since I was unconscious when I arrived, I’m not even sure where in the city I am. I walk a few blocks, the heels of my new shoes slapping on the pavement, until I see a cab.

      It physically hurts to think about parting with any of the money I have left, but I get into the backseat. The cab smells like sweat and pine. On the radio a pundit is talking about the terror attacks. “The world,” he opines, “will always be divided into before and after.”

      The driver turns to me. “Where to?”

      “The closest pawnshop,” I say. I fasten my seatbelt, as if mine is a life worth protecting.

      

      I sell my engagement ring and wedding band for four hundred dollars. Then I take a cab back to the motel where I tried to kill myself.

      I am given a different room, closer to where I saw the drug deal going down. I step under the portico that edges the room doors. In front of one is a housekeeping cart stacked high with linens and towels. A little radio nestled between the washcloths plays tinny Latin music.

      The door to the room is open, and through it I see the maid lift the corners of a billowing sheet like a mainsail. She is small and birdlike, her movements all darts and snaps. She pulls the polyester comforter back over the bed, fluffs the pillows, and then comes back to the cart. Her black hair glints like a crow’s wing. Her name tag says MARIA.

      “Excuse me,” I say, and she startles.

      “Ay, dios mío!” The maid presses a hand to her throat. “No te acerques sigilosamenta a la gente de esa manera!”

      I look at her helplessly. “Do you speak English?”

      She raises a brow. “Sí.”

      “I, uh . . . I’m not sure if you remember me . . .”

      Maria snorts. “I remember you.”

      I twist my hands together. “I just wanted to thank you. For . . . helping me.”

      The maid stares. I am nearly a foot taller than she is and yet I feel like she is looking down at me. After a moment of painful silent judgment, she nods. “You are welcome,” Maria says. She grabs a stack of towels and disappears back into the room.

      I find my own room and open the door, experiencing a wave of déjà vu. With trepidation I creep toward the bathroom sink.

      But this is a different room, with an intact mirror, and my inner voice is my own.

      I take my medications out and line them up beside the sink, talismans. Then I lay down on the bed and fall into a deep sleep. The next morning, I dress in the same clothes and walk to the community center.

      Ella, my case manager, is a curvy woman with braids piled into an intricate knot on her head. I wait three hours to see her, even though I am one of the first admitted into the building when it opens. “I don’t have a job,” I tell her, since money is my primary concern.

      “Do you have any skills?” she asks. “Previous job experience?”

      I can take shards of glass and make them into art, but somehow that doesn’t feel very marketable. I think back to the work-study placements I had at RISD. “I can type. Answer phones.”

      She gives me a sheet of paper with the contact information for a temp agency. “In the meantime, you can apply for unemployment benefits,” Ella explains.

      “How do I do that?”

      “You’ll go here”—another sheet of paper—“with your driver’s license, your social security number, and your work history for the past eighteen months.”

      “What if I don’t have a license?”

      “You can go to the Georgia Department of Driver Services and get a state ID card. Just bring your birth certificate or passport, a social security card, and two documents that prove residency in Georgia—like a bank statement or utility bill.”

      My mind spirals.

      A duplicate copy of my birth certificate (which Ms. Robichaud helped me get after I ran away) is in a folder in the desk in our New York bedroom. A driver’s license sits in a taxi somewhere near the wreckage of the Twin Towers. My social security card is likely still in my father’s safe.

      Could I go to the police and say I’m Eloise Ambrose and that I’ve lost my purse and all my documents? Probably. But the moment they run my name through their database, red flags will rise. I’ve surely been reported missing by Adam, if he survived (please God), or by Evie, and I’m not yet ready to go back and have those conversations.

      I need to be Georgia Gilligan until I can afford—financially and emotionally—to be Eloise Ambrose again. But it is a catch-22. I can’t be Georgia Gilligan without ID, and I can’t get ID because there is no Georgia Gilligan.

      The social worker must see the panic on my face. “I know this is overwhelming,” she says gently. “We can get you on Food Stamps while you’re sorting out the job and housing stuff.”

      “Let me guess,” I say. “I need my ID and social security number for that.”

      She nods. “And proof of citizenship.”

      I take the useless sheaf of papers I have collected and paste a smile on my face. “Thank you,” I say.

      As I’m letting myself into my room at the Shadyside, a man in a black hoodie walks past. He takes up a spot near the ice machine, where I’d seen the drug deal go down.

      On impulse, I follow. He leans against the machine, lighting a cigarette, hood pulled low over his brow. His gaze flicks toward me when I approach. “You lookin’ for something?”

      My mouth goes dry. I nod.

      “Dust? Special K? Blue Mystic?”

      I shake my head. “I need a fake ID.”

      The man purses his lips. “Not my bag,” he says.

      “Do you know someone?”

      He nods. “Yeah.”

      “How can I contact him, then?”

      “He don’t give out his number.” He takes a drag of his cigarette. “He’ll find you.”

      I go back to my room and watch the news on television, a story about how relatives of the presumed dead in New York City are coming to give DNA samples to help identify the remains. When they interview a woman who hasn’t heard from her husband—a trader at Cantor Fitzgerald—and who has brought her two-year-old son to give a cheek swab, I start crying. Like I’ve learned in group therapy, I focus on five things I can see, hear, feel, smell: a car alarm, this scratchy comforter, the stale aroma of cigarettes, the buckle of my jelly sandal, my heartbeat.

      Then I switch to the Cartoon Network.

      In the inky folds of the night, I’m awakened by a knock. I pad toward the door, knowing even as I unlock it that this is a stupid thing to do. The man on the threshold is young, beefy, tall. He has a shaved head, and his two front teeth are gold. “Heard you were looking for me.”

      I blink at him. “I need a fake ID.”

      He laughs, his eyes narrowing into slits. “We gonna conduct business in the hall?”

      Faltering, I step back to let him inside. He sits on the one chair and says, “What are we talking about? Driver’s license? Birth certificate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Social security card?”

      My eyes widen. “You can do that?”

      He shrugs. “I can do anything, for a price.”

      “How much?”

      He rubs a hand over his chin, and finally says. “Fifteen hundred.”

      My jaw drops open. “Fifteen hundred?” Sweat beads between my shoulder blades. I can feel the mirror behind me, reminding me that there is still another option. “I don’t have that kind of money,” I admit.

      He gets up.

      “Wait!” I block his exit. “Is there any other way? Some work I could do for you on the side?”

      For a long moment, he stares at me. Then his eyes slide from my face to my body. “Maybe,” he replies.

      Bile rises in my throat.

      Do I nod? I don’t remember. He spins me around and shoves me down against the comforter. He pulls up my dress and yanks down my underwear. I hear the clink of a belt buckle.

      No. No. No.

      My eyes slam shut and I am in front of a congregation, my skirt flipped up.

      I am in Adam’s bed for the first time, cowering, and hating myself for that.

      I let myself think of Adam only that once.

      “Stop fucking shaking,” the man says, smacking me across the mouth. He grabs my hair in his fist and then he brutally shoves himself into me.

      Do I scream? I don’t remember.

      This is not happening to me. The person on this bed is a stranger.

      Does it last for ten minutes? Ten hours? I don’t remember.

      At some point, when he has used me and tossed me aside like a dirty tissue, when I am bruised and bleeding and curled on my side praying for it to be over, he stands up. I feel the slush of him between my thighs. “What’s your name?” he asks, pulling up his pants.

      He is asking, I realize, for the documents.

      He yanks me to a sitting position, and a moment later I am blinded by a flash of light. Blinking, I see him tuck a small camera back in his shirt pocket. “For the driver’s license photo,” he explains.

      Every time I look at that ID I will remember this moment.

      “I’ll be in touch,” he says as he closes the door on the way out.

      

      “Ay, dios.”

      I haven’t moved since he left. I haven’t slept. I’ve just stared at the wall. So when the door opens with a master key and a slice of light falls into my eyes, I wince. My lip feels swollen to twice its size.

      Maria, the maid, kneels beside the bed. She sits me up gently, pulling down my dress. “Who did this to you?” she asks.

      I did.

      “Come, mija,” she says, and I let her lead me to the bathroom and watch her fill the tub with several inches of steaming water. Maria holds me with a strong grip as I step into the tub. She hums as she lathers soap onto a fresh washcloth and works her way down my arms, between my fingers, along my spine. She unravels the ribbon from my braid and shampoos my hair, then rinses it. “Como la luna,” she muses. Then she pushes the washcloth into my hands and gestures down between my legs, urging me to clean myself. “Do not blame yourself,” she says. “So many women have a story like this.”

      She thinks I was raped.

      I don’t correct her.

      “I will get you some clothes,” Maria says. She helps me get out of the tub and dry myself with a scratchy towel, then leaves for a moment and returns with a cheaply made brown housekeeping uniform. She kneels to buckle my jelly sandals. “Okay, come with me.”

      “Where?”

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “You cannot want to stay here,” Maria says. “I told Cletus that I have una migraña and am going home.”

      “Cletus?”

      “The manager of this shithole.”

      That makes my lips twitch. Maria sees. “Ah,” she says. “There you are.” She glances at the pill bottles on the sink and swipes them into her apron pocket. She leads me to a rusted Ford in the parking lot.

      Should I be going anywhere with a woman who is a virtual stranger? But then again, she’s already saved my life once.

      As she pulls out of the motel parking lot, I say, “Thank you, Maria.”

      She cuts a glance at me. “Maria?”

      “It’s on your name tag.”

      A laugh wheezes out of her. “My name is Ximena. But Cletus is a racist dickhead who thinks that’s too hard for people to pronounce when they need another roll of toilet paper.”

      Of all the people I might meet in this new life—of all the people who might have kept me from taking my life—what are the odds that they would be a woman who understands what it’s like to have two identities, one for public consumption and one for private?

      She slows at a red light. “You got a name?”

      “Georgia,” I say. It gets easier, every time.

      “Okay, Georgia. You gonna tell me what you’re running from?”

      “What makes you think I’m running from something?”

      “You’re not from around here, that’s for sure. Your accent’s not Southern. And,” she adds, “people don’t show up at the Shadyside Motel for a vacation.”

      Maybe it is because of what happened to me last night. Maybe it is because this woman has showed me kindness. “I lost a baby,” I say softly.

      Ximena’s gaze shoots to my stomach.

      “She was two months old,” I clarify.

      “I figured it had to be something like that,” Ximena says quietly. “When I found you that other time.” She parallel-parks in front of a squat little condo. “Welcome home.”

      

      Two girls are in the living room. “Girls,” Ximena says, “this is Georgia,” as if she brings in strays all the time.

      Mercedes is fourteen, with black hair that reaches past her bottom and a heart-shaped beauty mark above her lip. Milagros is younger—ten—with a gap between her front teeth and riotous curls. The television is on, and Mercedes is slumped on the couch watching it as Milagros weaves a friendship bracelet out of embroidery floss.

      I feel a little pang under my ribs, imagining Molly at that age. Will she be sassy or aggrieved, or my willing shadow?

      Milagros hugs Ximena. “Any treasures, mami?” she asks. The little girl stuffs her hands in the pocket of her mother’s maid uniform and pulls out my prescription bottles.

      “Oh, whoops, nope, mija,” Ximena says, plucking the bottles away and handing them to me. “Sometimes when there’s candy or something left behind in a room, I’ll bring it to her,” she explains. “Georgia needs a little bit of rest, so, Milagros, she’s going to borrow your room. You get to sleep in my bed with me.”

      “Does she have to share our bathroom?” Mercedes asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t touch my shit,” she says.

      “Language,” Ximena chides. She takes the younger girl’s hand and leads her upstairs as I follow. Milagros keeps looking at me over her shoulder.

      “Don’t you have school today?” I ask, trying to sound like I’m making conversation, but it comes out like an accusation.

      “It’s Saturday,” she says.

      “While you change,” Ximena says, “I will get fresh sheets.” She gives me an oversize sweatshirt that belongs to Mercedes and a pair of leggings and clean underwear. In the bathroom. I strip out of the borrowed maid’s uniform and stare in the mirror at the bruises on my hips and my breasts, the cut on my bottom lip and the puffy swell of the top one.

      I am amazed by the tenacity of my body. That it could grow another human. That it could survive a hijacking of the brain and a suicide attempt and a violation of intimacy. That it could register the marks of violence in these handprints, and then, eventually, heal them. Every time I have tried to jettison this skin I’m in, I wind up grateful that it’s kept me from falling apart.

      I collapse on Milagros’s bed. When I open my eyes again, the sky outside her window is pitch dark.

      I pad downstairs in my bare feet. Ximena is washing dishes. It’s strange to see her in normal clothes, instead of a uniform. “I didn’t mean to sleep this long,” I say.

      She turns, her hands soapy. “You needed it.” She shrugs.

      I pick up a dish towel and start drying the pieces in the rack. “I will be out of your hair tomorrow morning,” I promise.

      “And do what?” When I don’t respond, she raises a brow. “That’s what I thought. You can stay here till you get back on your feet. Milagros loves sleepovers with Mami.”

      At several flash points in my life, I’ve been the recipient of radical kindness, but it never ceases to take my breath away. Ms. Robichaud and her sister. Evie. And now, Ximena.

      Ximena says she has been in Atlanta nine years. Her husband got messed up with some bad people in El Salvador and was killed. She came to the U.S. with a five-year-old and an infant.

      We wind up at the kitchen table with a bottle of tequila. I have never been a big drinker, so I find myself asking her questions I wouldn’t normally dare to ask, slurring my words.

      “When I first got here, I worked at the Ritz in Buckhead,” Ximena says proudly. “I had a friend there who got me the housekeeping job. The things rich people leave lying around! Drugs on the counter. Loaded guns. Used condoms on the floor. I mean, who does that? But . . . dios, the tips there!”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “That same friend was taken in an immigration raid and deported,” Ximena says. “I got a job at the Shadyside. It’s a dump, but it’s also easier to fly under the radar there.”

      I lean my elbows on the table, my vision swimming. “What’s the weirdest thing you ever saw at the Ritz?”

      “There was one guest who wrote a list of numbers in permanent marker right on the wall—from one to nineteen—with a little cartoon pene next to it. Pretty sure it was the number of times he’d had sex that night. We had to have maintenance repaint, but good for him, right? Once a guest left something locked in the safe and insisted we mail it to them, and it turned out to be a Taco Bell chalupa. And then there was the guy I found unconscious with a needle sticking out of his arm.”

      “So,” I say and swallow. “I wasn’t your first.”

      Ximena shakes her head.

      “I was really sick when I got here,” I confess. “I didn’t know it, but I was bipolar.”

      She tilts her head. “It came out of nowhere?”

      “Only after I had my baby.” My cheeks flame. “I was not a very good mother.”

      Ximena refills both of our glasses. “When I was working at the Ritz, a guest came back from a business meeting and found a baby on her bed. Security got called in because, you know, who leaves a baby? At first, they thought maybe it was dead, but she was healthy and clean and just asleep. They were about to call the police when my friend, the other maid, heard what had happened from a security guard. She told the manager it was a misunderstanding, and that she’d take the baby back to its mother. And then she found me.” Ximena meets my gaze. “Because I was the one who’d left the baby on the bed.”

      “Milagros?”

      Ximena nods. “I had been working there for a week and the old lady I was paying to watch the baby didn’t show up one morning. I couldn’t risk losing my job, so I took Milagros with me, and left her on the bed when I went to restock my cart. Except I didn’t know the hotel very well yet, and I forgot what room she was in. I almost lost her because I was young and stupid.” She sighs. “Us mothers do the best with what we have.”

      I look down at my drink, tears thickening my throat. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “That maid who got me my job at the Ritz? Her kid was in the same kindergarten as Mercedes. She heard me speaking Spanish to a school secretary because I didn’t know much English then, and she stepped in to translate. Then she helped me get a place to live and steady work. I always said I’d pay it forward, if I could,” Ximena says. “There’s always someone struggling more than you are.”

      “I need a job,” I admit.

      A sly smile spreads over her face. “What a coincidence,” Ximena says. “The Shadyside Motel needs a maid.”

      

      On my second day of training, I decide being a housekeeping attendant at a motel is one of the most thankless and backbreaking jobs that exists.

      Although I still don’t have any identification, Ximena has vouched for me to Cletus. He doesn’t seem to care if I have ID. I write down a fake social security number on the application.

      Then I follow Ximena into a room. “Okay,” she says, rubbing her hands together. “Since this is a checkout, it’s a top-to-bottom clean. First, open the curtains,” she instructs. As I do, the drug dealer in the hoodie passes by. Our eyes catch before he moves away.

      “Open the window,” Ximena says, muttering. “No smoking, my ass.” She empties the wastebaskets in the bedroom and bathroom. She dumps a plastic cup full of cigarette ash into the large trash bag on the housekeeping cart.

      “They could have burned the place down,” I point out. “That comforter would go up like an inferno.”

      “We should be so lucky,” Ximena says. “Now. Bedroom first, and then move on to the bathroom. And you clean from top to bottom. I’ll dust while you strip the bed.”

      I ball up the sheets, gagging only a little when I think about what might be streaked on them. What I left streaked on them, last time I was here. Ximena watches me gingerly stuff them into the dirty laundry sack on the cart. “Once we had a mattress so soaked with pee that we had to replace it. Puke on the floor, jizz on the bedspreads. Which don’t get washed more than once a year, for the record. The blood, though, that’s the worst. Handprints all over the place. Soaked into the towels. Even on the walls, like a lawn sprinkler.” She reaches for the clean linens. “That guest, she also broke the mirror, so there was glass everywhere.” She looks at me pointedly.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “If the guest isn’t checked out,” Ximena says, “you don’t move any personal belongings. Not clothes on the floor, not toothbrushes, nothing. You clean underneath it and set it back down the way it was. Otherwise, guests accuse you of stealing. The job is to clean the surfaces, not fix their messes.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “For making an exception for me.”

      She pushes the cart to the next room, and hands me the passkey. “I’m not fixing your mess, Georgia,” she corrects. “I’m giving you the tools to clean up after yourself.”

      

      Ximena drives me to and from work. She introduces me to her friends, who are also immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries. She takes me shopping for clothes at a secondhand store. She bemoans the desert that is her love life, because who wants to date a single mother with two kids.

      A week passes, and I have not heard from the man who came to my hotel room.

      At night Ximena turns on the national news while she cooks dinner, and we hear the name Osama binin Laden for the first time. We learn that President Bush will send U.S. troops to invade Afghanistan. Ximena lights a prayer candle for the soldiers.

      Sometimes I think I could tell her the truth. But then I remember how she came to an unfamiliar country just to keep her children safe, and I wonder what she would think of a woman who abandoned her own baby.

      A lie is a sinkhole. The more you try to dig yourself out of it, the deeper you’re stuck.

      On my fourth day working at Shadyside, I find a folded newspaper in the trash, and as I’m dumping the wastebasket, the headline jumps out at me: WOOD CHIPPER MURDERER DENIED INSANITY DEFENSE. I look at Vera’s mug shot. I think about how she would give me her mashed potatoes at dinner once she figured out that was all I was eating. How she knew every nurse by name, and even the names of their children and grandchildren. It makes me wonder if there is a monster in all of us, just waiting to surface.

      That afternoon Ximena has to go to a dental clinic . “You can watch the girls for me,” she says, and I am a little startled by her blind trust.

      Milagros is at the kitchen table, swinging her feet and drawing. “That’s a really good peacock,” I tell her.

      “Thanks. Her name is Lucinda.”

      I decide against telling Milagros that it’s male peacocks that have colorful feathers.

      Milagros pushes the bin of crayons toward me. “In case you want to draw,” she says.

      I hesitate. Eloise was an artist, but is Georgia? I start sketching a horse, the strength of its withers and the leashed power in its hindquarters. When I get to the mane, I use multiple colors. “How was school today?”

      “Justine Abernathy threw up and everyone said it’s because Mikey DeGrasso tried to kiss her, but really it’s because she hates broccoli and that was the vegetable at lunch.” Milagros peers over at my paper with delight. “A unicorn!”

      I look at the rainbow mane. “Sure,” I say, adding a twisted horn. “Where’s Mercedes?”

      “Where do you think?” Milagros replies, rolling her eyes.

      Mercedes is always in her room, unless Ximena forces her out of it.

      “Don’t tell my mother,” Milagros says, “but this is going to be her birthday card.”

      I smile. It is so easy, when I look at her, to imagine what my life could have been if my own brain hadn’t gone to war with me.

      I’ve thought about calling home, but two things are stopping me. First, the possibility of learning that Adam died that morning. Second, learning that Adam is alive, but is unable to forgive me. The last phone conversation he’d had with me was after Evie told him I’d tried to suffocate Molly. Now I’ve abandoned her and not bothered to contact them for almost a month?

      When I think like this, my mind gets into a tight coil. I’m a pitiful excuse for a human being.

      Five things, I think. The red ribbon in my braid. The pink smiley face on Milagros’s shirt. The sound of the refrigerator humming. The thump of the bass from music Mercedes is blasting. The waxy crayon against my fingertips.

      Taking a step away from the edge of this cliff, I say, “I didn’t know your mom’s birthday was coming up.”

      “Saturday,” Milagros says. “She’s going to be forty, but she’s telling everyone she’s thirty-eight.”

      I realize how little I know about Ximena, and how little she knows about me.

      “Whoa . . .” Milagros is staring down at my paper. Without really thinking about it I’ve finished the unicorn and added a rider atop it. The facial features, the twin braids, the gap between the teeth—it’s a perfect capture of Milagros. “You’re really good,” she sighs.

      I put down my crayon. “Years of practice,” I tell her. “I guess I should check on Mercedes.”

      “Good luck with that,” Milagros says.

      The music in Mercedes’s room is so loud that it takes three times for her to hear my knock. She yanks open the door like she has a grudge against it. “What?” she snarls.

      “Your mom is at the dentist,” I tell her. “Do you need anything? A snack? Homework help?”

      “Actually,” Mercedes says. “I wanted to ask you something.”

      She admits me into the inner sanctum. I regard her, wary. I wonder what it will be: how to get birth control, if I can buy her liquor?

      But Mercedes completely surprises me. “My mom said your baby died.”

      Right for the jugular, then. I force myself to nod.

      “And you’re from Boston.”

      “Yes.”

      She shifts. “Well, we have computers at school, with Yahoo! on them. It lets you look up basically anything you want. The thing is, Georgia Gilligan,” Mercedes says, “you don’t exist.”

      I keep my face expressionless. “Well, it’s not like I have a criminal record.”

      “You’d be surprised what’s on the internet.” Mercedes shrugs. “Like, junior high school photos, and property records, and things like that.”

      “I was homeschooled and I rented.”

      “That’s convenient.” She folds her arms. “My mother, she’s a bleeding heart. How am I supposed to believe you’re not here to take advantage of her?”

      The thought of me being able to take advantage of someone when I can barely take care of myself is so ludicrous that I nearly laugh. So is the fact that I made it this far and I’m being foiled by a fourteen-year-old. “Okay,” I say. “You’re right. Georgia Gilligan is not my real name.”

      “So what is?”

      I hesitate. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      “I bet,” she scoffs.

      “Not for the reason you think, Mercedes.” I rub my damp palms on my pants. “I ran away from someone. You of all people should understand that sometimes home isn’t safe, and that you might have to . . . disappear. But I promise you—I’m not here to hurt anyone. Least of all your mother.”

      I hear Ximena’s voice from downstairs, calling for Mercedes.

      “No one knows this about me,” I tell her. “Not even your mom. So maybe . . . it can be our secret.”

      We stare at each other for a long moment. “Okay,” Mercedes agrees.

      “Okay,” I repeat, a gust of relief.

      She follows me downstairs, where Ximena now stands with Milagros in the kitchen. Her jaw is puffy on one side. She unpacks two containers of ice cream. “My mouth is killing me, so it’s ice cream for dinner.”

      At that, Milagros shrieks with joy, and even Mercedes cracks a smile. Ximena turns to set the table and sees my unicorn picture. Her eyebrows raise. “You did this? You are wasted as a maid. You should be an artist.”

      I catch Mercedes’s eye. “In another life, maybe,” I reply.

      “Oh! That reminds me.” Ximena starts rummaging in the tote she brings to work every day and removes a sealed manila envelope. “Someone left this for you today at the motel.”

      I take the envelope and open it.

      A birth certificate. A license. A social security card. All for Georgia Gilligan.

      

      On Ximena’s birthday, while the girls are cooking her a special meal, I walk to the library. It is always cool in there, and they have free computers to use. I sit down at a terminal and open the Yahoo! search engine, thinking of Mercedes. Then I type the name ADAM AMBROSE.

      When the screen fills with hits, I click each one. Here is Adam winning a youth basketball tournament in Vermont, his hair too long and curling over his eyes. Here’s a small-town newspaper article about his acceptance to Brown. A notification of his initiation into an engineering honor society. A website for his company, with a formal photo of him and description of his position there.

      I can’t help it; I touch the screen with one fingertip. The photograph is black and white, so I can’t see the blue of his eyes.

      I start a new search: PEOPLE MISSING 9/11.

      Five weeks after the Twin Towers fell and the planes crashed, there are lists of the dead. By now, there are also photographs of flyers that have been posted all over the city: MARLYN CAPITO BAUTISTA, MARSH MCLENNAN. JANET MARIE ALONSO, MISSING FROM TOWER 1, 97TH FLOOR. I AM LOOKING FOR MY SON, HIS NAME IS KENNETH TARANTINO. FIREFIGHTER SERGIO VILLANUEVA, LADDER 127. HAVE YOU SEEN MY DADDY? JASON JACOBS.

      I don’t see Adam’s name. But I don’t see mine, either.

      I spend hours poring over these lists and images, until my eyes burn and the librarians tell me that the building will be closing in ten minutes.

      I do one final search before I go. When I leave the library, it is with the name and phone number of Fenimore Hurlihy, private investigator, tucked into my pocket.

      

      When I hire the private investigator, it takes three weeks and every dollar I’ve saved before he contacts me, saying that he has information. I meet him during a lunch break. Hurlihy is cadaver thin and loomingly tall. He has a nicotine addiction he’s trying to quit, so he wears rubber bands around both wrists and snaps them whenever he has a craving for a cigarette.

      His office space is below a dance studio, and when I come to our meeting, I can hear the tinkling sounds of a piano and the thump of feet striking the ceiling above me. “You get used to it,” he says, following my gaze as I sit down across from him.

      I had told him I had a cousin I was afraid had died in the attacks at the World Trade Center, and that my family was looking for confirmation.

      Hurlihy opens a folder and passes me a flyer like the ones I had seen on the internet. This is a copy of a copy, faint and faded, black and white. A woman stares out, blankly, holding a baby. ELOISE AMBROSE, it says in bold black letters. MISSING.

      “There is a missing person’s report filed with the NYPD, too,” Hurlihy informs me. “The presumption now is that any of those still missing in the terror attacks are dead.”

      My eyes are suddenly damp.

      Hurlihy shifts, clearly uncomfortable. “I, uh, definitely see the family resemblance. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He thinks I am grieving this woman in the photo, and in some ways, I am. But the reason I’m crying is the writing at the bottom: Please call Adam with info, 917-555-3022.

      Which means he is alive.

      

      On my wedding night, Adam’s fingers were threaded with mine, our hands pressed into the mattress on either side of my head. He leaned down closer, and I chased his mouth with mine, but he held back just far enough to be out of reach. “Stop teasing,” I said, squirming.

      When the phone rang, I startled.

      “Let it go,” Adam said. “The machine will pick it up.”

      It was midnight. No good phone calls come at midnight.

      I picked up the phone. “Eloise?” Evie said, her voice shaking. “I think I need help.”

      Though she’d made an appointment for an abortion the following week, she had started bleeding in the meantime. When the bleeding wouldn’t stop, she called me, panicking, which is how I knew this was bad. Evie never panicked. She was as resourceful as they come.

      It would have taken me too long to get to her, since we lived on opposite ends of Manhattan. So I told her to call 911 and said I’d meet her at New York–Presbyterian Hospital.

      By the time I got there, she had already been taken into surgery. She had listed me as her next of kin. I sat in the waiting room thinking of the first day we met, when she sized me up for my conservative clothing and found me lacking. I wondered if we had become friends by default or because it was meant to happen. Two girls without families, each one needing a sister.

      At three in the morning, the surgeon came into the waiting room. “Evelyn’s going to be fine,” she told me. “She had a miscarriage, and started bleeding heavily. When she got to the emergency department, we did an ultrasound and found retained products of conception, so we performed a D & C. But during the procedure, she began to hemorrhage again, and the bleeding couldn’t be controlled. We had to do an emergency hysterectomy.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The excessive bleeding could have been due to an arteriovenous malformation or a cervical ectopic pregnancy—we won’t know till we get the pathology results.”

      “But she . . . she’s going to be okay?”

      The doctor nods. “Once she wakes up, you can see her.”

      An hour later, I was taken to her room. Evie looked so unlike herself—so pale and still in the bed. But then she shifted, rustling the blanket. “I know it’s your wedding night,” she rasped. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

      I blinked, trying not to cry. “If you wanted a sleepover, Evie, you could have just asked.”

      Evie shook her head. “Bright side? I can cancel the appointment for the abortion.”

      Someone who didn’t know Evie as well as I did would relax hearing that, thinking if she could make jokes, she must be okay. But I knew better. “I’m so sorry, Ev.”

      She turned her face toward the blank white wall. “I probably wasn’t cut out to be a mother. Mine was an addict, and anyway, I don’t have much luck finding a guy who sticks around.”

      “Maybe steer clear of bosses that are already married.” I crawled onto the bed with her and lay down, holding her hands. We faced each other, mirror images, and I thought of the mosaic I’d made when we had been fighting in college. We were yin and yang, light and dark, reticent and brash. I wouldn’t recognize myself without her. “You can adopt, or use a surrogate, if you want kids,” I promised. “And if you don’t, you can have mine. You’re going to be the best godmother ever.”

      Our joined fists beat between us like a heart. “What’s in the job description?”

      When I was growing up, godparents were responsible for making sure a child found his or her way to Jesus. But now, I looked at Evie and smiled. “The good stuff. Getting manicures together. Going to Serendipity for ice cream sundaes on their birthdays. Keeping secrets, like who they have a crush on and which parent they love more.”

      “Diaper changes?” Evie asked.

      “Optional,” I told her.

      She closed her eyes. The lids were translucent, fragile. “Sign me up,” she said.

      

      At the end of October, I am ready. I ask Cletus for two days off and tell Ximena I am going to visit an old friend. None of this, really, is a lie.

      I have saved enough for a cheap ticket, thanks to the fact that Ximena won’t take any rent money from me. I feel brave, and, more important, I feel like my old self. My skin isn’t pasty anymore and I’ve walked off whatever weight I gained. My mind is quiet. When Adam sees me, I will look like the girl he fell in love with—not the shadow who disappeared two months ago.

      I’m doing so well, in fact, that I realize I don’t need the medication anymore. It makes me feel like I’m watching the world through a veil, and when I see Adam again, I want to be as clear-eyed as possible. So I take the lithium and valproate and flush them down the toilet.

      I book a flight for November 11. 11/11, two months after the most public tragedy in America, and the most private tragedy of my life. 11/11, the number you see on your alarm clock and make a wish.

      I’ve only been on a plane twice before. Once when I went from Alabama to Boston, and once in college when Adam and I flew to Miami for a long weekend, a surprise for my birthday. He laughed when I read the safety pamphlet from cover to cover and oohed at the free peanuts and the whole can of Coke I was given.

      Flying now is different. There are National Guard soldiers with rifles at the airport. I have to show ID at the security checkpoint, and when I pass my fake license over, I hold my breath until it’s returned. A security officer dumps the contents of my duffel bag on a metal table and sorts through it all before jamming it back inside and waving me forward.

      The plane is far from full. Every passenger already seated watches the new passengers boarding warily. When a man with a thick black beard and brown skin who looks vaguely Middle Eastern sits down next to me, my pulse jumps. He takes out a small leather-bound book and buries his attention in it, lips moving in prayer, which only makes me even more anxious. I steal a glance, realize that he’s reading the Bible, and am flooded with embarrassment. Who am I to judge someone? And what does it say about me, after my upbringing, that I would deem a Bible a mark of trustworthiness?

      He sees me looking at him and flashes me a fast, nervous smile. “Anxious flyer,” he says by way of apology—for his reading material? His skin color?

      “Me too,” I say. I turn my face toward the window, rehearsing my plea for forgiveness.

      I was sick, I will say. But I’m better now.

      I don’t blame you for not seeing how bad it was, because I couldn’t even recognize myself.

      I know I cannot take back what I did. Please forgive me. Please let me step back into my real life.

      I have run through all of Adam’s possible responses to this, from shock, to a tight embrace, to a furious Fuck you.

      I’ve thought a lot about the words on the radio in the taxi the day I left the mental hospital: The world will always be divided into before and after.

      And yet: September 12 still came. The next morning, someone made coffee and got a kid up for school. Someone else put the finishing touches on a flyer she would post in Union Square, after keeping vigil all night for a husband who never arrived. Someone else threw away the pin-striped suit, covered with dust, that he’d worn trudging home.

      And I woke up in a hospital ER, despite my efforts not to.

      Second chances are remarkable things, if you are brave enough to seize them.

      When the plane lands with a jolt, I am surprised by how quickly the flight has passed. The man in the seat beside me pries his white-knuckled grip from the handrest and gives me a small smile. “Maybe not so bad,” he says.

      “Maybe not so bad,” I echo.

      

      It isn’t until I get out of the subway at Times Square that I realize the muted shock felt in Atlanta is leagues away from what it’s like in New York. The air still smells charred. Every surface is covered in flyers.

      Outside the city, this tragedy was about the tallied number of the dead. Here, it is about individuals—specific stories, each with a premature ending. There are so many faces and identifying characteristics. Height, weight, hair color. Rosary around her neck. Birthmark on left thigh. A tattoo of an angel on right bicep. Wearing Dockers pants and a blue rain jacket.

      I have to turn away, because guilt batters me. All these people didn’t come home . . . but I could have.

      It is overcast and threatening to pour, the exact opposite of the day I left New York City. There’s electricity in the air, the static that precedes thunderstorms. Someone tries to sell me a tourist ride on a bus. A man bumps into me, talking on his cellphone.

      Under my feet someone has graffitied the sidewalk: YOU ARE ALIVE.

      For that reason alone, I flag down a cab and head to Washington Heights.

      

      The only visible difference on the street where I lived is a little shrine outside one of the bodegas—a photograph of a young man, draped with black crepe and wreathed with wilted flowers. I kneel down in front of it, reading the name: LUKASZ T. MILEWSKI. I look at his dimples and dark eyes. He could not have been much more than twenty.

      I stay there longer than I need to, because the alternative is to cross the street and go into the apartment building where I used to live.

      Finally, I get up and take a deep breath. My hands are shaking as I wait for the Walk signal.

      What is the worst that could happen? I think.

      That Adam is furious. That he tells me to leave. That he will not let me see Molly.

      But none of those things are as bad as anything that has already happened to me.

      I hesitate just before the steps to the building. It’s only three o’clock. Adam might not even be here.

      I am seized by a wash of panic, and I grab on to the pole of a streetlight for support. My hand falls on a flyer taped to the metal.

      On that flyer is my face.

      MEMORIAL SERVICE FOR ELOISE AMBROSE, 11/11 4 PM, North Woods.

      ALL ARE WELCOME.

      The air punches out of me.

      What are the odds? About the same, I figure, as a plane striking the very spot I was meant to be.

      I start to walk toward Central Park.

      

      When I was pregnant, I fell in love with the North Woods, the part of Central Park closest to our apartment. There were rocks and a river and the Ravine—a forest with trees that burst into electric green leaves about the same time I started to show. In a busy, loud city, it was a good place to escape. I would sit on the rocks and watch squirrels dance up the trunks of black cherry trees and pin oaks. Sometimes I brought a sketch pad, and it was there that I designed the mosaic I’d planned to install in our master bathroom, with the mother and baby bird.

      When I get to the spot I loved the most, there is a group of people gathered. One of them shifts, and that’s when I see it: an easel, with a poster of my own face.

      The photograph is from three years ago, the day of my wedding. I’m turned to the right, and smiling.

      What you don’t see, what’s been cropped out, is Adam. He’s who I had been looking at.

      My mouth goes dry, and I duck behind the thick trunk of an elm. I’m far enough away that I cannot be seen, but close enough for snippets of sound to drift to me. Our elderly neighbor is telling a story about how I made her banana bread when she was recovering from a hip replacement. A girl I haven’t seen for years who went to RISD says, “I always thought her work would wind up in a museum one day.”

      It is a strange thing, watching the memory of you being put to rest.

      My eyes scan the small crowd for Adam’s golden hair, but I can’t find him. And then I see her.

      Evie’s blazer hangs loosely on her frame, and there are circles beneath her eyes. She looks like she hasn’t slept in a month. Her fingers are curled around the handle of a stroller.

      From this angle I can’t see my baby.

      I wonder why Adam is not here. Then Evie says something I cannot hear and opens a bakery box. People gradually approach, take a cupcake to eat, exchange a few words before they wander away.

      After twenty minutes, Evie is left alone with a big picture of me, a stack of unused napkins, and my daughter, asleep in a stroller.

      From the tunnel in the little stone archway that leads to this spot, Adam emerges. I don’t know if he’s been listening, or if he just arrived. Evie and I both watch him approach the poster of me. He brings his fingertips to the oversize image of my cheek, and my own hand snaps to my face, as if I can trap his touch.

      He falls into Evie, crying. She wraps her arms around him as if she is responsible for keeping him from flying apart. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he keeps saying, and I don’t know who he is apologizing to.

      Evie lifts Molly from the stroller, and oh! she has grown so big! I drink her in as Evie cradles her. Molly giggles—an actual giggle—and Adam and Evie catch each other’s eyes. “Has she done that before?” Adam asks.

      “I don’t think so,” Evie replies.

      They look and sound like a family.

      Adam takes the poster of me off the easel and tucks it against his side. “God, Evie,” he says. “What would I do without you?” He presses a kiss to the crown of her head.

      It may be a simple thank-you. It may be a gesture of affection, long-standing friendship. Or it might mean that he is moving on.

      Be careful what you wish for, I think.

      Molly is safe. She has people who love her. Adam has someone healthy who cares for him. They are already functioning better as a family than we ever did.

      I back away, and begin to walk south.

      I think of my mama telling me that the robin outside my window loved her babies so much, she let them go.

      I think about the night I moved back into our dorm room, after the fight Evie and I had over Adam. How we fell asleep sobbing for a cartoon dinosaur that had lost its mother.

      I think of Evie’s words, and I silently give them back to her: I’m glad it was you.

      

      I return to the airport the same day and get on the first standby flight to Atlanta. Taking off over New York City, I stare at the skyline, at the smoky gaps like two missing teeth.

      Instead of going to Ximena’s, I go to Shadyside. I pay Cletus for a room and borrow a pair of scissors from the maid’s closet.

      I put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. Using the scissors, I hack off my platinum hair, first the long braid, and then the rest, making it stick up in uneven tufts. I throw my red ribbon in the trash. Then I crawl into bed and sleep.

      I dream of exhaust pipes, of loaded guns, of endings. Of the faces of strangers on flyers. I cry even when I’m unconscious, and wake with my eyes swollen shut.

      I have to turn on the television to see what day it is. I’ve slept so long that by now, Ximena is probably wondering where I am. I’m supposed to do something today . . . but what?

      My mind feels furry, tender. Thoughts hurt like bruises.

      Work. I’m supposed to work.

      Fuck that. I can’t clean ten rooms any more than I can reinvent myself. I barely have the energy to move. Besides, what’s the point, when I’m not going to be around for long?

      That’s when I hear him. (Oh Eloise,) he mocks. (Did you miss me?)
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      Two years before I was born, in August 1974, French aerialist Philippe Petit walked on a tightrope between the Twin Towers. He spent six years preparing for his unauthorized stunt—studying the building plans of the World Trade Center while doing high-wire acts at other famous places, like Notre-Dame and the Sydney Harbour Bridge. He learned that the Twin Towers were built to sway with wind. He hired a helicopter to take aerial photos; he constructed a model of the towers to design the rigging he’d need. He made fake identification cards to gain access for himself and his crew, and the night before, they shot an arrow attached to fishing line, which was attached to rope, which was attached to a two-hundred-foot steel cable—across the gap.

      The next morning, they pulled the cable across, and at 8:00 a.m. Petit stepped onto it. He performed over the abyss for forty-five minutes—walking, dancing, kneeling. Onlookers below cheered. The NYPD and Port Authority came up to the roof, trying to get him down. When it started to rain, and the wire grew slick and dangerous, Petit surrendered.

      Charges against Petit were dropped in return for him doing a performance for children in Central Park. He received a lifetime pass to the Twin Towers’ observation deck and signed his name on a steel girder near the spot where his tightrope walk began.

      That beam, of course, no longer exists.

      I used to imagine what it might have looked like to the pedestrians below, seeing this death-defying acrobat more than a thousand feet above them. These days, I think about what Petit saw, looking down. If he heard their applause. If he thought about the consequences of taking one wrong step, or if his secret was just to put one foot in front of the other until he reached solid ground.

      

      Relapse, my therapist June tells me, is part of recovery. Sometimes it takes the form of Satan coming back into my thoughts. Other times, I go on manic shopping sprees for things I don’t need and can’t afford: ice-climbing equipment, a six-month supply of dumplings, a five-foot-tall china doll. Once, I experience a depression so deep I go an entire week without leaving my bed. When it happens—and it inevitably does—it’s usually not because I’m doing badly. I’m doing well, so well that I decide the dry mouth and nausea and the shaking hands and the exhaustion aren’t worth the benefits of the lithium. I’ll just stop the meds for a few days, and see how it goes, I tell myself, and then I find out.

      June and I have a mantra. Each time it happens, after my meds have been tweaked and I’m back on a regimen, I am allowed to cry about it for exactly one therapy session. Then I get mad at myself for making a bad decision and we discuss how to recognize the signs of doing it again. Which I might or might not heed. If the Alcoholics Anonymous motto is “One day at a time,” then the bipolar motto has to be “One moment at a time.”

      I moved out of Ximena’s house a few months after my first setback, and found my own apartment. I could barely afford anything, so I made a deal with the landlord to lower the rent in return for having me fix up the space. I repaired the sagging fireplace mantel and tore up the carpet and installed wood flooring. I painted a mural of hothouse flowers that exploded from the kitchen to the living room. I made a home so beautiful that it’s where I’ve lived now for years.

      That was when I learned how to use a level. My life is very much like that little yellow bubble. Most of the time, I stay within the guidelines. But sometimes, the bubble slides out of the target zone. When that happens, it’s a struggle to achieve balance.

      Not long ago, I was at Milagros’s softball game when I saw a stranger with tawny hair and cobalt eyes, so reminiscent of Adam that I tripped over everyone else on the bleachers, trying desperately to get away. Ximena found me in the parking lot, crouched next to a pickup truck, shaking uncontrollably. The next day I could not muster the energy to get out of bed. It took me four hours to force myself to find my cellphone, to call June.

      For nearly three weeks, someone from the crisis team came to see me daily. When the buzzer rang, I would drag myself out of bed. The person would ask me how I was feeling, and mostly I didn’t answer. We would sit in silence at the kitchen table I had refinished, and they would give me a task: Do you think you can manage a shower? Could you make a cup of tea? After the blackness lifted, I found lists I’d written in my spidery script: Get out of bed. Call a friend. Walk around the block.

      Years ago, after the first time I stumbled and righted myself, I had treated myself to a reward: I hired Hurlihy again. I met him at the office with the ballet students thumping above, and he passed me a manila envelope of pictures: Molly with her day care providers, in a stroller built for six babies. Molly at Central Park, splashing in a puddle.

      Every six months, they came: Molly running after a duck, laughing. Molly eating an ice cream cone.

      I put every one of these grainy photos in the drawer beside my bed, so that if a day came again when I could not get out of it, they’d be within reach.

      

      With Mercedes graduating from college soon and Milagros getting ready to take her SATs, Mercedes is either always working to save for tuition or helping with flash cards. Now that I live in my own place and work at a medical records firm—a job that grew out of my temp agency work—we have to make dates to see each other. We are meeting tonight at a Cuban restaurant run by a friend of Ximena’s.

      Over pastelitos and ropa vieja, Ximena and I catch up on each other’s lives. I tell her that I traded in my car for a new lease. She says that Milagros got a 1590 on her SATs. “I don’t know what that means,” I admit. I hadn’t had to take the SATs to get into RISD.

      “It means she can go anywhere she wants,” Ximena says. “And she’ll probably get a scholarship somewhere.”

      “And Mercedes?”

      “Nearly got herself arrested,” Ximena scoffs. “She was protesting the war.” The Iraq war has been going on for five years.

      “I guess those are the kinds of things you’re supposed to do in college,” I say.

      “I wouldn’t know.” Ximena sniffs. “I was too busy giving birth to Mercedes to get a degree in Women’s and Gender Studies.”

      I smile.

      “Can you imagine,” she says, with true wonder. “Being stupid enough to risk being detained by the police?”

      I can’t. Ximena and I have different reasons for wanting to keep a low profile, but they are both valid. “Chalk it up to youth,” I say.

      “Speaking of that,” Ximena replies, “you’re not getting any younger.”

      A laugh bursts out of me. “Thanks?”

      “When the most exciting thing you have to tell me is that you leased a blue car instead of a black one, how am I supposed to live vicariously through you?” She leans forward. “You work in a medical records company. Don’t you ever get to meet any hot doctors?”

      “You need to stop watching Grey’s Anatomy,” I tell her.

      “I don’t get it, Georgia,” she says, folding her arms. “Do you prefer women? You know that doesn’t matter to me.”

      I know, because Milagros had come out last year, and instead of throwing her a Quinceañera, Ximena had pivoted and thrown her a Pride party.

      I shake my head. “I just prefer my predictable little life.”

      As years passed and I settled into my role as Georgia Gilligan, Ximena and I had traded our secrets. The difference was that mine were fabricated, while hers were real. She told me about the gangs in El Salvador, how if you looked down at a body you passed in the street, you would be targeted next because the killers assumed you knew the victim and would talk. She described arriving in America knowing no English and not a single person. She told me at times she had stolen the ketchup packets from McDonald’s and spread them on Wonder bread to feed the girls.

      In return I told her about Boston, drawing on memories from our visits there as RISD students. I told her the reason I left was that I didn’t want my ex to find me, which was not really a lie. Ximena assumed that my partner had been abusive, and I didn’t correct her. When she asked about my daughter, I could barely speak. “She had strawberry-blond hair,” I told Ximena, “and cheeks so round. I wish I could hold her, just one more time.” Facts. All facts.

      I almost began to believe my new origin story. If you repeat it often enough, a lie becomes your truth. And I keep the boundaries of my new life small and secure.

      “Well, you go be a nun,” Ximena scoffs. “To each her own.”

      As soon as she says this, her phone dings. She picks it up, and a shy smile spreads over her face. “Um, hello,” I say, calling her out. “Who’s texting you?”

      “It’s not a text, it’s a message on Facebook.”

      When I look at her blankly, she rolls her eyes. “It’s a new internet app, Georgia. How do you not know this? You post little messages so your friends know what you’re up to. But you can also search for people you’ve lost touch with. You know, play Private Eye.” Her cheeks burn scarlet. “I found a guy I used to date back in El Salvador, before I got married. He lives in Florida and works at a marina.”

      “Does he now?” I tease.

      “We’ve been messaging. That’s all.” She glances at me. “You should create a profile. It’s free.”

      “I can barely figure out email,” I reply, but it’s given me an idea.

      Ximena rolls her eyes. “Fine then,” she says. “Go back to living under your rock.”

      

      After I’ve created a profile on Facebook, I type in Adam’s name. He isn’t listed, so I type in Evie’s.

      When I see her profile picture, I draw in a sharp breath. She looks older—I suppose we all do. She is wearing a cream silk dress and holds a bouquet of violets. Beside her, Adam smiles in a navy suit. One of his arms is around Evie’s waist. The other rests on the shoulder of a little girl with a red ribbon woven through her French braid. Molly’s dress looks like a cupcake, all tulle and sparkles. She carries a little basket filled with rose petals.

      I click on the About link.

      Relationship: Married since 28 July 2007.

      I close my eyes and hear Evie, years ago: I’m in love. I met him at Louis.

      I had laughed. Laughed.

      I guess we should start planning the wedding.

      Once, for a Christmas card, Milagros had photoshopped the faces of herself, Mercedes, and her mother onto an image of Charlie’s Angels. It looked so real that at first, I thought they’d bought costumes and had a photo shoot. That’s how it feels to look at this photo. Like I’ve been erased. Evie superimposed. Even though this is what I wanted—wished for—for Molly, it still hurts.

      I turn off the computer. In the bathroom, I splash water on my heated cheeks. I open the mirrored medicine cabinet. Behind my deodorant and the Tylenol is a little amber bottle of benzos. June prescribed it the last time I had a psychotic episode and we had to regulate my meds.

      How many would I have to take to no longer be here?

      (I would only be putting the punctuation on a sentence already written.)

      I open the cap, look down at the pills.

      With shaking hands, I punch a number into my phone. “June?” I say, when she answers the emergency line. “I need help.”

      

      For seven years I’ve been asking myself the same question: Why did I leave?

      Instead of crossing the Brooklyn Bridge, I could have just started walking north. I could have thrown myself into Adam’s arms in that bubble of lucidity and said, I need help. I could have walked into a hospital and begged someone to get rid of the voice in my head.

      In hindsight, I now know that what I experienced wasn’t actually clarity.

      I made a rash choice, convincing myself it was for the best, and now they’ve all moved on without me.

      When that hurts too much to think about, I remind myself that the path to stability has not been an easy one, and that even if I’d gone back to our apartment in Washington Heights, there’s no guarantee I wouldn’t have also tried to kill Molly.

      I remind myself that not all stories end happily.

      

      I am in the dentist’s office when I see the Time magazine article, two years out of date, about Andrea Yates. There is a picture of her with her husband, Rusty, and four of her five children. It is the kind of photograph that you take at Sears, with a blurry blue backdrop and frozen smiles.

      A flash of memory: being hugely pregnant and watching on television as this blank-faced woman was led away by police. The irony is not lost on me—this is one of the last coherent recollections I have before giving birth.

      I also remember being in the taxi, just before the terrorist attacks, hearing a radio reporter talk about Andrea Yates’s competency hearing, scheduled for that morning.

      In a strange way, it was the day my world and Andrea Yates’s world collided.

      The Time article is the result of over forty hours of interviews with Rusty Yates, Andrea’s husband. He told the reporter that Andrea had been skittish that day, putting out bowls and milk and Sugar Pops in the kitchen. He saw her take her morning dose of antidepressants. He was in a rush; he worked for NASA and had a space-shuttle design meeting that morning.

      The first child to die was the one Andrea called Perfect Paul, her three-year-old, who never misbehaved. She washed his hair so that the soap wouldn’t get into his eyes, and she held him underwater until he stopped moving. Next, she drowned Luke, age two, and John, age five. Mary, the baby, was given a bottle to keep her busy while her mother was drowning her siblings. The last child was Noah, seven. He saw his sister floating facedown in the bathtub and asked what was wrong with her. When he ran away, Andrea chased him through their home, forced him into the tub, and held him down as he struggled. Later, Andrea would tell the police that he came up twice, gasping for air, but she was stronger. She carried Mary to the bed where her other brothers already lay and positioned their arms around her, like she was a doll. She left Noah floating in the bathtub.

      When Andrea Yates was in jail, she said that nothing could stop the voice she heard reminding her she was a terrible mother. She told the doctors that if they shaved her scalp, they would see the number 666, the mark of the Devil.

      I close my eyes, forcing myself to remember filling the tub for Molly’s bath. I remember Evie holding her, soaking wet, looking at me as if I were a monster.

      “Georgia?” a voice says, bringing me back to the dentist’s waiting room. “We’re ready for you.”

      I look up at the hygienist, smiling in scrubs with dancing cartoon teeth. They are meant to be silly, but they look sinister.

      “I . . . I have to reschedule,” I mutter, slipping the magazine under my coat and fleeing the waiting room.

      In the car, I finish reading the article. During her retrial in 2006, Yates was found not guilty by reason of insanity, because she exhibited severe postpartum psychosis leading up to the murders.

      Postpartum psychosis.

      Before giving birth, I had been warned about the baby blues. When I could barely function, I’d been told by midwives and doctors and psychiatrists that I was showing symptoms of new motherhood, of anxiety, of depression.

      But I have never heard these two words before.

      

      The librarian is a man with curly black hair and a neat beard and kind eyes. I find him tucked in the stacks between animal husbandry and cookbooks. “I’m sorry to bother you,” I say.

      “No bother at all,” he says, looking down at the spine of the book he’s shelving. Plant Injuries. “We can assume these are not fatal. How can I help?”

      “I was trying to find information about a psychological condition.”

      “Ah.” He leads me around the corner and gestures to a shelf with a gap in it, like a missing tooth. “This is where the DSM-IV usually is. It’s a manual of mental disorders—”

      “—-and I already looked there.” I gesture to a table in the distance where the open reference book lies, along with my coat and my purse.

      “What is it you’re researching?” he asks. “I can do a little digging for you.”

      I take a deep breath. “Women with postpartum psychosis who kill their babies.”

      He doesn’t even blink. Then again, I imagine when you’re a librarian, people ask you strange questions. “Like the woman with the kids in the bathtub . . .”

      “Yes, Andrea Yates,” I say. “I’m trying to see if there were others.”

      The librarian tilts his head. “Are you a journalist?”

      “No,” I reply.

      “Researcher, then,” he offers.

      I think about that. “Yes,” I agree.

      “Okay, then, Ms. . . .”

      “Georgia,” I interrupt. “Just Georgia.”

      When he smiles, it lights his eyes, like sun through a jar of honey. “I’m Edward. Let’s see what we can find.”

      

      In 1985, Debra Lynn Gindorf crushed an entire box of Unisom into powder. She put some in juice and gave it to her three-year-old daughter. She mixed more into formula for her infant son. She put the rest into a glass of Southern Comfort. When she woke the next day, the children were dead and she was not. She tried to kill herself again and failed before turning herself in to the police.

      In November 2004, Dena Schlosser told her husband she wanted to give her children to God. The next day she cut off the arms of her ten-month-old and was charged with capital murder.

      Ann Green, a pediatric nurse, killed her newborns in 1980 and 1982, and in 1985 she was found trying to smother her third child.

      Sharon Weisensale drowned her two-month-old daughter in 1984. Chanda Smith drowned her three-week-old daughter in 1984. Sharon Comitz drowned her one-month-old son in 1985. All three were suffering from postpartum psychosis. All three were convicted of third-degree murder.

      Sheryl Lynn Massip drove a car over her six-week-old son in 1987. She told a jury it was because the voices in her head told her to put him out of his misery.

      Angela Thompson, who drowned her nine-month-old son in 1983, believed he was the Devil.

      Most of the articles that Edward prints out for me are from the 1980s, the ’90s, the early 2000s. But I also read about Catherine Zalis, who smothered her five-month-old infant daughter with a pillow in 1928. She was sent to an asylum, received electroshock therapy, and was released. She divorced her husband and raised her two remaining daughters at her parents’ house. She eventually managed the eighty-acre family farm, teaching her grandchildren how to fish in the creek and pick berries, how to knit and embroider and make paper dolls. After a long, productive, life, she died at eighty-six.

      I don’t realize I’m crying until Edward lightly touches my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      I had been so sure that there was something singularly flawed in me. But I am not the only woman who has experienced this. Far from it.

      And yet, my story is different.

      I ran away from my baby because I was afraid I’d murder her. Did that make me a terrible mother, or a good one?

      Edward pulls a pristine white handkerchief out of his pocket. “It’s clean,” he promises, and presses it into my hand. I wonder what kind of man carries handkerchiefs in 2008. Maybe one with a life as carefully curated as mine.

      He sits down beside me. “You’re right. The DSM-IV doesn’t list postpartum psychosis. It’s not considered a diagnosis, only a symptom of something else—like bipolar disorder or major depressive disorder, or schizophrenia—with the caveat that the symptoms started after childbirth.”

      The cases I’ve been reading about are only the tip of the iceberg. For each one that Edward found, there must be ten more. And that doesn’t include the women who, like me, managed to outwit the voices telling us to kill a child.

      Edward looks at the photocopied pages. “The term is used legally, in cases where a mother is arrested for infanticide. It’s just not a clinical disorder.”

      I wonder if some dormant bipolar gene in me was triggered by giving birth? Or was I always bipolar, and only experienced a psychotic break in the liminal exhaustion after having the baby?

      Does it matter?

      It does, I think. Because maybe if doctors were willing to describe this more explicitly, there would be fewer pages scattered in front of me.

      

      That night, I find an online forum for women who have experienced postpartum psychosis. Most of the women posting had symptoms just a day or two after giving birth. Like me, they had thoughts that cycled, zips of energy that made sleep impossible or unnecessary, and imaginary voices they couldn’t banish.

      
        KimLuvsCats: I changed my DD’s diaper and saw the Devil’s tail.

        AskMe: My husband came home and found me in the shower with baby bc I thought she was on fire.

        NJM: I was convinced my arms were made of smoke and I couldn’t pick up my son.

        InezP: Hi all. Had c-section and every time I saw scar I would start crying because I didn’t remember having a baby.

      

      All of the women on the forum, like me, were given antidepressants.

      All of the women on the forum, like me, immediately had a severe reaction—feeling like their skin was peeling off, tearing out chunks of their own hair, feeling like electricity was pumping through their arteries.

      
        AskMe: When you went to first postpartum visit, did the doc/nurse say you looked great?

        KimLuvsCats: OMG THIS

        AskMe: Pretty sure I was leaking milk and had not showered in a week.

        InezP: Thought if I told the truth—that I was up all night and my husband was never home and I was terrified and sad—they’d take my baby away.

      

      Some of the women have bipolar diagnoses. Some have depressive disorder. I read about different treatment plans—which antipsychotics have made people feel sick or gain weight, which ones seem to work the best.

      It strikes me that these women are the success stories, the ones who managed to get intervention and the right cocktails of drugs to guide them to stability. The ones who didn’t are not posting on a forum like this. They are in prisons and mental hospitals. They don’t feel shame for what might have happened. They feel grief for what did.

      
        Janie544: Topic: How did you get help?

        AskMe: MIL brought me to ER and said she wouldn’t leave till I was committed.

        NJM: Had a really good shrink who had seen PPP before.

        KimLuvsCats: I was lucky; my mother had PPP so she was watching for the signs.

        InezP: I wrote a note to my husband telling him that my son and I had to both die. I left it with my son’s teddy bear. I got the sharpest kitchen knife and was standing over the crib and I just . . . couldn’t. I ran to my best friend’s house, two miles away and told her what I’d almost done.

        InezP: . . .

        InezP: . . .

        InezP: I guess at that moment, the will to live was stronger than the will to die.

      

      I picture the stream of people, white with ash, staggering from the base of the Twin Towers. I see myself turning to swim with the current, instead of struggling against it.

      I put my hands on my laptop keyboard and type.

      
        GGinGA: So glad I found this forum.

      

      

      The next weekend, I find Edward at the reference desk. “I was hoping you’d come back,” he says, and he hands me a stack of articles and books tagged with Post-its. “This guy,” he says, pointing to the article on top, “is the forensic psychiatrist who testified on behalf of Andrea Yates. But he’s been studying filicide forever.”

      “Filicide?”

      “When a parent murders a child. He says one of the reasons is altruistic homicide—a killing committed out of love, because the parent really believes that the child is suffering, or because the parent intends to commit suicide and the child will be left alone.” He winks at me. “Happy reading.”

      I settle down at the same table I was at a week ago. Some of the comments resonate:

      
        Altruistic homicide isn’t motivated by religion, but if the mother was raised in a religious way, the nature of her psychosis may have religious themes. A woman can function normally while grocery shopping or chatting with a neighbor, and then be hallucinating mere hours later. Because of that inconsistency, postpartum psychosis isn’t always recognized as mental illness.

        Although some women, like Andrea Yates, suffered from depression for years, others who experience postpartum psychosis have no prior mental illness.

        Affects one in five hundred women . . .

        Five percent suicide rate . . .

        Four percent infanticide rate . . .

        Tied to a traumatic birth experience . . .

        Increased incidence if a woman is bipolar or has a family history of bipolar . . .

        Increased incidence if a woman’s mother had postpartum psychosis . . .

      

      I lose track of time, becoming an armchair expert in an illness I barely survived. When I look up, Edward stands over me with a granola bar. “Hungry?”

      “Thought food was off-limits in the library,” I say.

      “Don’t tell the librarian.” His dimple appears, and it tugs at my center. I shove away the memory of another man’s features.

      I open the granola bar and break it in half. “Care to join me for lunch?”

      Edward sits down next to me. “These articles—it’s devastating stuff.”

      I nod, making sure my mouth is too full to respond.

      “Do you mind me asking what you’re doing the research for? An article? A book?”

      “Is the relationship between a librarian and patron like a doctor and patient?” I joke. “Confidential?”

      To my surprise, Edward blushes. “I guess I’ve never thought about patrons in terms of relationships.”

      I consider how honest I can be. “I lied to you about doing research,” I say. “Someone very close to me went through this. I want to understand it better.”

      Edward meets my gaze. “I lied to you, too,” he replies. “I’ve never thought about patrons in terms of relationships . . . until now.”

      

      On our first date, Edward takes me to see Man on Wire, a documentary about the aerialist who walked between the Twin Towers on a tightrope. It is the kind of movie theater that has art films and wine at the concession stand.

      “Tell me something interesting about being a librarian,” I ask Edward while we are waiting for the movie to start.

      “You pick up a lot of random information,” he says, smiling.

      “Like?”

      “Bookkeeper is the only word in the English language that has three consecutive sets of double letters.”

      I am delighted by this fact. “What else?”

      “Um . . . the state sport of Maryland is jousting. A rainbow on Venus is called a glory. Chain saws were invented in the 1700s by Scottish doctors to cut through bone during childbirth if the baby got stuck.”

      “Do you just store these up for cocktail parties?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I don’t really go to cocktail parties.”

      “Well, you should,” I counter. “It would make them much more interesting. Why on earth do people research these things?”

      “Different reasons. Kids doing school projects, reporters doing background research.”

      “Have you ever been stumped?” I ask.

      “I’m only as good as the information out there,” Edward says. “It’s not like I can just make something up.”

      For a moment, I falter. “Of course not,” I say.

      The lights in the theater dim.

      I reach into the popcorn bucket at the same moment he does. Edward tangles his fingers with mine, then pulls our joined hands out of the bucket to rest on his leg.

      I understand why Man on Wire won the Grand Jury Prize at Sundance. Part actual footage of Petit’s preparation for the tightrope walk and part reenactment, it feels like you’re watching a Hollywood heist blockbuster, not a documentary. After the movie, as Edward drives me home, he asks, “Have you ever been there? New York City?”

      I hesitate, then shake my head.

      “I went once for an ALA conference. I haven’t been back since 9/11, though.” His voice grows softer, reflective. “I can’t even imagine.”

      “Me neither,” I murmur.

      He pulls up outside my apartment. “I had a really nice time, Georgia,” Edward says.

      “Me too.”

      He reaches for my hand on the console. “I’ve got another fact, but it’s a little less random,” he says. “I’d really like to kiss you good night.”

      My pulse accelerates. Finally, I nod.

      He moves slowly, like he has seen a deer in the wild and doesn’t want to spook it. His lips are pillowy, the press of his mouth firm. He tastes like butter.

      I have not been kissed for seven years, and the feeling of being wanted blooms riotously, a hothouse flower suddenly given the heat and light it needs to awaken.

      

      I observe certain rituals. Every year on Adam’s birthday, I eat strawberry shortcake, because it was his favorite. On Molly’s birthday, I go somewhere I would have wanted to take her: a playground, a children’s museum, a street fair. On 9/11, I light a candle in a church, a different one each year. It is the only time I let myself pray.

      And I listen to the recording of a phone call that was played in 2006 by prosecutors at the sentencing of Zacarias Moussaoui, the only person convicted in this country for having a role in the attacks. Kevin Cosgrove was in the South Tower, on the phone with 911. “Hello . . . we’re looking in . . . we’re overlooking the Financial Center. Three of us. Two broken windows.” There is a roar, and Cosgrove’s scream: “Oh, God! Oh—-!” Then silence, as the South Tower collapses.

      Once I heard a pundit on television say that the whole building collapsed in twelve seconds.

      Imagine feeling like you’re on solid ground, then realizing it’s an illusion.

      

      Edward and I start spending weekends together. We go to the aquarium and the botanical garden and the zoo. We eat out at sushi bars and mom-and-pop Italian restaurants; we take picnics to Piedmont Park; we cook pasta together in my kitchen. Each time, he brings me a fact, like a raven carrying a shiny object to a potential mate: The average woman uses about her height in lipstick every five years. A starfish doesn’t have a body; the whole thing is classified as a head.

      You’re more likely to have a stroke on Monday than any other day of the week.

      I have given Edward the same details of my assumed life that I’ve given Ximena, with one significant difference—he doesn’t know about my bipolar disorder. When he noticed the scars on my wrists, I told him that I had been in a car accident in my teens. When he comes to my house, I hide my meds in a sock in a drawer.

      I have had seven years to invent Georgia Gilligan. I tell Edward that I was the daughter of a traveling preacher, and we moved around. That my parents died in the same car crash that sent me through the windshield and left scars on my arms. That I finished high school with my aunt in Massachusetts, and went to RISD. That I graduated and taught art, met a guy who was abusive, got pregnant and mustered the courage to leave him. That my daughter died of SIDS when she was two months old, and I came to Atlanta for a fresh start.

      “I like him,” Ximena says, when I introduce her to Edward. “He’s like a hot nerd.”

      He tells me about growing up in the South, and what it was like to be a boy more into books than football. He calls me a Yankee. He says that Kurt Vonnegut novels changed his life, and brings me one to read.

      Though we haven’t yet slept together, he kisses me until I’m breathless, slips his hand beneath my shirt and over the cup of my bra, grinds against me when are tangled together against the kitchen counter. I haven’t felt this surge of want since I was in college. But as Ximena reminds me, I am thirty-two, not dead.

      One day in the middle of March, a tornado is forecast. Edward calls me at work to say the library is closing early and he will meet me at my apartment. By the time I arrive he has filled the bathtub and put new batteries in my flashlights. A portable radio is tuned to the National Weather Service.

      “I’ve never been close to a tornado,” I say, terrified.

      “I guess you didn’t have them often in Boston. We don’t usually get them in the city, either.” He folds me into his arms. “We’ll be safe.”

      The rain is already beating against the windows. “Distract me,” I demand.

      Edward draws me to the couch. “Tell me the scariest thing you’ve ever lived through.”

      I look at him, alarmed. “How is that supposed to calm me down?”

      “Because you survived it,” he says.

      I settle on a half-truth. “Losing my child,” I say.

      Edward’s gaze pins mine. We have danced around this, but we haven’t really discussed it. He knows her name was Molly. He knows that she is the reason I left Boston for Atlanta. “I wish I had met her,” he said.

      I look down at the blanket, picking at the weave of the crochet.

      “Georgia?” Edward asks. “Would you ever have another baby?”

      My head snaps up. We haven’t discussed anything this future-coded. “Maybe. With the right person.” I twist the blanket between my fists. “How about you?”

      “Maybe,” Edward echoes. “With the right person.”

      The wind is screaming now. Edward brushes his mouth over mine. “The average kiss lasts twelve seconds,” he whispers.

      “Why settle for average?” I reply, and I sink into him.

      With hands and lips and breath we quickly reach the point where we’d normally break apart. Edward’s been respectful and never pressed me.

      But there is a storm outside, and nowhere for Edward to go.

      When he leads me into the bedroom, I don’t resist or make excuses.

      As distractions go, this one is masterful.

      “Is this all right?” he asks, gentle, his weight balanced over me and his hands framing my face. I nod, and I feel him move inside me.

      I turn my head away so that he doesn’t see that I’m crying.

      In one little human life, there are so many moments that shatter and remake you. The breaks become so ubiquitous, it’s hard to imagine that once, there was a whole, unbroken version of you.

      “I love you, Georgia,” Edward murmurs into my ear.

      I do not doubt this is true. He loves Georgia. But he doesn’t even know Eloise exists.

      

      When Edward falls asleep, I slip out of the bedroom. The sky is a strange yellow, and the storm has passed us by. Although the power flickered, it never went out, and I sit on the couch, laptop balanced on my folded knees.

      I log in to the Postpartum Psychosis forum and start typing.

      
        GGinGA: When did you share your diagnosis with a new significant other?

      

      I am not expecting responses, because it’s late, but two immediately blink on the screen.

      
        Janie544: Still with my OG significant other. He watched it happen in real time!

        NJM: Divorced. Third date with promising man: told him about bipolar. No fourth date.

      

      I click out of the forum and open Facebook. Evie has posted pictures of her new home in Rhode Island. Adam stands in a backyard garden, grinning triumphantly as he holds up a tremendous zucchini. One photo shows a sunset on a lake, with a male silhouette holding the hand of a girl’s silhouette. Her caption reads: My whole 🩶 .

      Is it cheating if your husband is married to someone else? If it’s been seven years? If you are, for all intents and purposes, dead?

      

      Ximena’s high school boyfriend, Alejandro—the one she found on Facebook—visited her in Atlanta for the first time a month ago. She got a new haircut and tried on everything in her closet before she settled on jeans and a black blouse. She met him at a steak house—where, as she put it, if he was a serial killer, he would be less likely to slit her throat. Since then, they’ve been inseparable. Alejandro sends her plane tickets to Miami on the weekends he doesn’t come to Atlanta.

      He is small and wiry and shaves his head. He has a tattoo of his mother’s handwriting on his forearm. He looks at my friend as if she invented the stars.

      “I’m so happy for you,” I tell Ximena one night when we are in her tiny backyard. She is drinking sangria and I’m nursing a bottle of Pellegrino while Alejandro and Edward grill burgers.

      She kicks my foot with her own. “I’m happy for you.”

      I laugh. “Look at us. We’re disgusting.”

      “Ugh,” she agrees. “I hate us.”

      This sends us into a fit of giggles, and the men look up and smile, confused, before poking the meat again to test it. “What do you think they’re talking about?” I ask.

      “Their fabulous partners,” Ximena scoffs. “What else.” Her gaze lands on Alejandro. “If you told me that I’d be head over heels for the guy who once pulled out my chair in grammar school, I’d tell you you were crazy.”

      “Can I ask you something . . . strange? Do you ever feel like you don’t deserve to be happy?”

      Ximena sighs. “You mean, because you’re here . . . and someone you loved isn’t?” I know she is thinking about her husband, who was murdered; her parents, who she left behind when she fled El Salvador with the girls. “I think the only way to honor loss is with joy,” she says after a moment. “Otherwise, you’re just letting yourself die by degrees. And what good is it, if you’re alive, but not really living?” She reaches for my hand and squeezes it. “You deserve to be loved. And he loves you, mija. Warts and all.”

      Ximena doesn’t realize I haven’t told Edward I am bipolar. Every time I think about telling him, I find a better reason not to.

      “Alejandro wants me to move in with him. In Florida,” Ximena blurts.

      The first wave that crashes over me is utter delight. The second wave is panic, because for seven years she has been my rock. She watches all this transpire on my features, and gently says, “You have Edward now.”

      “What about Milagros?” She is in high school, with a year left before graduation.

      Ximena sighs. “We are negotiating.”

      “She could stay with me till she graduates.” It is only after I make the suggestion that the shadows crowd in, and I wonder if I trust myself to raise someone’s child, given that I failed my own so spectacularly.

      “You don’t want a seventeen-year-old crashing your love nest. Take it from me.”

      “I do,” I insist, convincing Ximena. Convincing myself. “If she’s okay with it, I mean.”

      “I’ll ask,” Ximena says, but I can see the way her shoulders relax. Then she looks up at me. “You don’t think I’m moving too fast?”

      I shake my head. “Didn’t you meet, like, in diapers?”

      Ximena looks at Alejandro, who is flipping the burgers. He winks at her. “You’re right,” she says. “How many people get to redo their past?”

      

      On Labor Day, the county library system throws a barbecue for its employees at a public park. It is beastly today in Atlanta—over 100 degrees—and we have been playing softball against one of the other branches. Edward hit the winning run. “I can’t believe I’m dating a star athlete.” I laugh as we collapse, sweaty and tired, on a quilt.

      “A star athlete for the Fulton County Library,” Edward says. “Which is kind of like being the captain of the Antarctic surfing team.”

      “Is there an Antarctic surfing team?”

      He shakes his head. “I love that that’s your takeaway.”

      He leans down to kiss me, but I block him. “I’m filthy.”

      “I’m filthier,” he offers.

      “Is that a promise?”

      Edward grins. “If we can sneak out past your chaperone.”

      I roll my eyes. “Milagros is hardly cramping your style.” Ximena is living in Miami and Milagros moved into my apartment two weeks ago. She sleeps on the foldout couch, but she is a stellar roommate—washing up whatever dishes are in the sink, splitting cleaning duties. When Edward and I want to be alone, we stay at his place. “Besides, I don’t want to be at your house when your parents arrive.”

      Tonight, I am meeting his mother and father. I’m trying not to let myself think about the hidden meanings behind it. They are coming to town. I’m Edward’s girlfriend. Period.

      Although it was years ago, I remember my first dinner with Adam’s parents. How his mother asked questions about my upbringing and my faith and my education. How his father wanted to know my plans and goals for the future. Then, all I’d been hiding were the details that made me flee Alabama. Now, I have seven years’ worth of lies to keep straight.

      “They are going to love you,” Edward promises me, and just like the last couple times he’s said this, I feel a stabbing pain behind my eye.

      The pain intensifies, radiating behind both temples. My face feels like it’s on fire, too.

      “You all right?” Edward asks, peering at me.

      I force a smile. “I think it’s just sunstroke. I’ll splash my face with some water.”

      “Restroom’s over there.” He points to a small brick building. “Let me help you.”

      “I’m fine,” I tell him. “Really.”

      I feel Edward’s gaze on me the whole way. At the door of the restroom, I turn and give him a thumbs-up. Inside, I collapse against the cool porcelain of the sink. My head feels like it’s in a vise and my vision shimmies.

      I barely make it to the toilet before vomiting, and then everything goes black.

      

      Edward’s face swims in front of me. His hand pushes my hair back from my forehead. I feel swollen and tender and weak.

      Gradually, I notice the curtain behind Edward and the scratchy pillow under my head. There’s an IV line snaking out of my arm. “Where am I?”

      “In the hospital. You passed out at the barbecue. Scared the shit out of me, Georgia.”

      “I must have been dehydrated. It’s so hot out there.” My head still aches. “Your parents—”

      “Don’t worry about my parents,” Edward says, as the doctor enters. She looks about my age, with her hair in a perky ponytail and a koala bear clamped on her stethoscope.

      “Georgia,” she says, “I’m Dr. Weekes. How do you feel?”

      I take stock. “Shaky. We were playing softball, and I guess I overdid it? I think I have to go back to being completely unathletic.”

      “Well, that may have been part of the problem, but I’d also like to talk to you about your blood tests.” She glances at Edward, and then back at me. “Would you like privacy?”

      “Anything you have to say to her you can say to me,” Edward insists, grasping my hand.

      The doctor’s eyes stay on me, and I nod just the tiniest bit.

      “The tests we did show hypothyroidism,” the doctor says. “Do you know if that runs in your family?”

      I shake my head.

      “Are you on any medications?”

      I hesitate. It is one thing to lie by omission. It is another to lie to a physician, particularly when treatment could interfere with the meds I’m on. “Lithium,” I say softly, and I feel Edward’s stare. “I’m bipolar.”

      “Mystery solved,” Dr. Weekes says, as if this revelation is a good thing. “If you get dehydrated, the lithium level in your blood can increase and cause confusion and headaches and vomiting. We can give you some levothyroxine, and we’ll want to monitor your thyroid.” She smiles at Edward. “Good thing you were there, because it could have been much worse.”

      She leaves to give the nurse treatment orders, and I look down at our joined hands. “I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “Don’t worry about that now,” Edward says.

      Someone who doesn’t know him as well as I do might not have noticed the hesitation before he spoke. I tell myself I imagined it as he waits with me for hours until I am discharged, drives me home, helps me shower and get into clean clothes, and explains to Milagros what’s happened.

      He sits on the edge of my bed. “I have to go let my parents into the house, but Milagros is here if you need her.”

      “I know you must have questions —”

      “Not tonight. Rest.” He presses his lips against my forehead. “I’ll call you tomorrow morning,” Edward says.

      Except he never does.

      

      For a week, I leave Edward voice messages that go unanswered and texts that remain unread.

      Milagros says it’s called ghosting. And that Edward is a dick.

      But after two weeks without any contact, I start to worry about him. I drive to the library during my lunch hour and find Edward at the reference desk. I am so surprised to see him that I let out a little gasp. I had, until that moment, given him the benefit of the doubt. “You’re here.”

      “So are you,” he says, eyes shaded with—guilt? disappointment? He stands, hands in his pockets.

      “I was diagnosed seven years ago. It’s not easy, but it’s manageable.” I realize I sound like my therapist. “You can be bipolar and live a completely normal life—”

      “It doesn’t matter to me that you’re bipolar,” Edward interrupts. “That’s not why I can’t . . . why I . . .” He takes a deep breath. “You lied to me.”

      “I didn’t tell you the whole truth.”

      He barks out a laugh. “You know I’m a reference librarian? You know that my job is to literally find things out?”

      A cold prickle of terror races down my spine.

      “RISD has no record of Georgia Gilligan graduating. For that matter, neither did Wellesley High School. You know who did have a record of Georgia Gilligan? The DeKalb County court system , because of an involuntary commitment to a mental institution. But here’s the kicker . . . The state of Massachusetts has no record of the death of a two-month-old named Molly Gilligan.”

      I suck in a breath.

      “Who does that, Georgia? Who lies about having a baby that died?”

      Even as I start shaking, a tendril of relief unfurls in the soil of my thoughts: he still doesn’t know everything. I reach for him. “Please don’t do this,” I beg.

      We both look down at the place I am touching him. “You can’t love someone and keep secrets from them,” Edward says, stepping back. “It’s like I never really knew you.”

      I look down, struggling not to cry. Because he didn’t know me. And he never can.

      When I glance up again, Edward is gone.
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      Mercedes is a beautiful bride. Ximena and Alejandro walk her halfway down the aisle, a sandy space set up between folding chairs on the beach near the marina. Then Alejandro kisses Mercedes’s hand, and Ximena walks her daughter, alone, to her waiting groom.

      Her husband-to-be, like Mercedes, is a resident at a Miami ER. David is calm where Mercedes is impulsive; quietly determined where Mercedes is a bull in a china shop. They complement each other perfectly.

      David reads his vows from his phone. In the emergency room, he says, they see all kinds of devastating accidents. But every now and then, there is a happy accident—something that changes the shape of your life, forever. I watch Milagros and her girlfriend take in his words, and glance shyly at each other. By the time he finishes, Mercedes is teary. She starts her vows by pulling a handkerchief out of her bodice and saying, “That’s more words than I’ve ever heard you say at once. And you had to do it in front of everyone and make me cry?” The little crowd laughs.

      I steal a glance at Ximena, my oldest friend, for now I have known her far longer than I knew Evie. She has an ethereal glow about her. I recognize it as relief; the knowledge that her chicks have left the nest and are successful on their maiden flights.

      When Molly gets married, I won’t be there. Maybe I will see an engagement photo on her Instagram account, which I have stalked now for a few years. I will not go bridal gown shopping with her or throw her a shower. I won’t be there the day of the wedding to fasten the back of her dress and gasp at her beauty when she turns around to face me. I will not watch her partner’s face light up seeing her at the end of the aisle. I won’t hear her promise to love someone for the rest of her life.

      Adam will walk her down the aisle. Evie will be flanking Molly’s other side. Together, they will give her away.

      Because I gave her away first.

      

      Molly rarely posts pictures of herself on Instagram. Instead, there are cute dogs she spots in coffee shops, blurry atmospheric photos of Providence, the occasional shot of a fancy dish in a restaurant. So when it is June and she posts a picture of herself and two girlfriends on a football field wearing graduation gowns and mortarboards, I drink in the photograph like I am in a desert and it is an oasis.

      She looks like Adie. Her long strawberry-blond hair has been tamed into a French braid with a red ribbon, and that makes my chest ache. I touch the edges of my chestnut bob—these days, I keep my hair short and dye it.

      She is graduating early, which makes me swell with pride. Her decorated graduation cap—the second slide in the post—reads: PREVENTION IS THE BEST MEDICINE. NEXT STOP: COLUMBIA U SCHOOL OF PUBLIC HEALTH! She is headed back to New York City, to study how to prepare for disasters.

      I hope she will be better at it than I was.

      

      I learn about my father’s death from the church website. Like everything except, apparently, their congregation, the Church of the Living Word, has evolved, has embraced technology. Reverend Ezekiel Owens, the post reads, was called home to the Lord on May 31, 2017. He was born to Zachary and Martha Owens on March 12, 1946. As a child, he loved to hike and fish. He attended Cedarville University and was ordained as a Southern Baptist reverend in 1970. Shortly thereafter, he received a vision from God to spread the gospel in Alabama, and he created the Church of the Living Word. He met his wife, Euphemia, in 1971 at a church supper. They married two years later and were blessed with a child.

      Reverend Owens held an unwavering faith in Jesus, which he shared with all whose lives brushed against his. He joins his daughter Adie in Heaven. He is survived by his wife, Euphemia.

      Exodus 23:20—“See, I am sending an angel ahead of you to guard you along the way and to bring you to the place I have prepared.”

      Just like that, I am elided from this thread of my past. They were blessed with a child. He joins his daughter Adie in Heaven. There is no record of me.

      Restless, I leave my apartment and step into the infernal Atlanta heat. I walk through city streets, past businessmen texting and teens sharing earbuds and kids eating popsicles. When the heat gets so oppressive I need a break, I stop walking and look for a coffee shop.

      I notice that I am in front of a synagogue. I’ve never been in one before.

      The inside is cool and dark, with wood paneling and carvings in Hebrew that I cannot read. Unlike a church, where you might find people praying at any time of day, I am the only person here. I slip into a pew (are they still called that?) and look at the book in the rack in front of me.

      Half the Bible. The Old Testament.

      “Can I help you?”

      A man stands in the aisle. He’s wearing a small knit cap pinned onto his dark hair. “I’m sorry,” I say immediately, getting to my feet. “Should I not be here?”

      “Stay,” he says. “It’s hot out.”

      “But I’m not Jewish.”

      “I won’t tell the rabbi.” He leans closer and whispers, “I am the rabbi.” He grins at me, but when I don’t grin back, he gestures to the pew so that I sit, and he joins me. “Even if you’re not Jewish, I’m a very good listener.”

      “My father died,” I blurt, and then I tell this absolute stranger, “He was an Evangelical preacher.”

      The rabbi says gently, “May his memory be a blessing.”

      At that, I bark out a short laugh. “It won’t be.” When I find the rabbi looking at me, I add, “He was not a good man.”

      “Losing someone whose relationship to us was complicated can be particularly difficult.”

      My eyes grow damp, which just makes me angry. “I didn’t even know he had died. It happened months ago.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “I ran away when I was seventeen,” I admit.

      “Do you feel guilty about that?”

      “If I hadn’t left,” I tell the rabbi, “I would not be here today.”

      He shifts in his seat. “Sometimes the best thing we can do is sit with discomfort and know that God’s sitting next to us.” He smiles a little. “I promise that your God can find you here, even in a synagogue.”

      “I doubt that, since He’s been markedly absent when I needed him.”

      The rabbi tilts his head. “Maybe the miracle isn’t in God showing up, but in being able to trust Him, even when He doesn’t.”

      “God’s supposed to be infallible,” I say.

      “Is He?” The rabbi shrugs. “You’re familiar with Genesis, I take it. That God made man in His own image?”

      I nod. “That’s in our greatest hits, too.”

      “Well, then. Are you infallible?”

      I am clearly the furthest thing from it. I shake my head.

      “If you’re made in God’s image, then . . . perhaps He’s got some flaws, too. Keep an open mind—you never know when He’ll show up.”

      

      I am still thinking about the rabbi’s words later; his comments have stayed with me in a way my father’s sermons never did. I do not want to go home, so as night falls, I wander to Piedmont Park and sit, trying to think of a happy memory of my father, which seems like the charitable thing to do.

      But I don’t have any.

      What surprises me the most is how little I feel. No pain, no loss, no ache, no relief. You’d think a child would know the moment a parent has died—that it would feel like a string sharply snipped, or a squeeze of the heart—but nothing seems different.

      Does this mean Molly doesn’t feel my absence, either? Am I a mere footnote in her life?

      I bury my face in my hands, thinking about the fact that I do not give a damn about the first person I ran away from, only the second.

      When it suddenly starts to pour, I let the rain soak my hair and my clothes. It runs down my face, like the tears that I cannot make myself cry. I cannot help but think of all the times my father found me lacking, and it seems I proved him right.

      “Ma’am?”

      The voice is gentle. In the moonlight I can make out a police uniform—the brim of the hat shielding the angles of his face from the brunt of the rain. Bronze skin. Eyes dark.

      “You all right, ma’am?” he asks.

      I notice, first, his lack of a Southern accent. He is not from around here.

      “I lost someone,” I blurt.

      I see the quiver that runs through his body. “A child?”

      For a moment, I think maybe this man can see right through to my soul. Then I realize he thinks I’m in a park panicking because my kid dashed off.

      “My father died,” I tell this stranger.

      His face softens. “Let me help you,” he says.

      

      I remember hearing that the police are the busiest on holidays—Christmas, New Year’s, Easter—because of a spike not in crime but in loneliness. An officer on duty might drop in at the home of someone elderly to chat for a few minutes, or bring candy canes to the children of a single mom. It is not a holiday, but I can tell this policeman sees me as a charity case, too.

      He drives me in his police cruiser to a diner. Although his badge says Yazzie, he tells me his first name is Kai.

      I sit across from him in a booth, drinking hot tea. I’m wrapped in a blanket that he had in the trunk of the cruiser. “Aren’t you supposed to be on duty?”

      He shakes his head. “Finished up about the time it started to pour.”

      “So you’re a Good Samaritan.”

      Kai shrugs. “Nah, I just really hate the rain. Not too much of it where I come from.”

      “Which is?”

      “T’iis Nídeeshgiizh.” He grins, a flash of white. “You’d call it Newcomb, New Mexico . . . if you’re not Diné.” When I stare at him blankly he says, “You’d call that Navajo.”

      “You’re a long way from home.”

      “Just kept moving till I got tired.”

      Something else we have in common.

      He has slanted cheekbones and hair that looks soft as feathers, already drying in the warm heat of the diner. “Were you and your father close?”

      I shake my head.

      “Well, that’s for the best,” Kai says, and I am so startled my head snaps up.

      “Is it?”

      “Where I’m from, the last thing you want is for the chʼį́įdii to find you—the spirit of the person who died. If they haunt you, they can’t get to the underworld. When my grandfather’s grandfather died, they even moved house.”

      “So these chʼį́įdii . . . aren’t like Casper?”

      “I don’t know a Casper”—Kai frowns—“but nah, chʼį́įdii are not nice. They attach to you, and boom, you’re sick. Or you get into a car accident. Or there’s a fire in your town. They’re all the unbalanced bits of a person, left behind.”

      If there are any parts of my father floating around, they are definitely unbalanced.

      “So what do you do, Georgia Gilligan? When you’re not in Piedmont Park being a human sponge?”

      That makes me smile a little. “I transcribe medical records.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “Not really,” I say.

      “Then why do it?”

      I start to answer but then catch myself. It is deceptively easy to talk to Kai Yazzie, and I need to keep my guard up. This man is not just a stranger with a good heart.

      He’s also a cop.

      I pull the blanket from my shoulders. “I should probably go home.”

      “Keep it,” he says, gesturing to the blanket. “Police issue. You probably paid for it, with taxes. I’ll drive you.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to—”

      He throws a handful of bills on the table. “Actually, pretty sure it’s in the job description, even if I’m off duty.”

      In the police cruiser, he turns up the heat, because I’m still damp. When he asks me for my address, he turns toward my house without needing directions.

      Kai pulls to the curb.

      “Thank you for the tea. And the blanket.” I reach for the door handle. “How do you say goodbye in Navajo?”

      “There isn’t a word for it. Goodbye means gone. We say hágoónee’—I’ll see you again. Because no one ever really goes away permanently, do they? Something they said or did always sticks with you.”

      I think of Molly, her hair braided in a red ribbon in her graduation photo. I think of how I would sing “You Are My Sunshine” to get her to sleep, and I wonder if, even now, when she hears that song, she feels peace. “That’s beautiful,” I murmur.

      Kai looks at me. “Yes,” he says.

      

      I am finishing a transcription three days later when my doorbell rings. Through the peephole, I see that Kai is standing there in his blue uniform, a gun holstered at his waist. He holds a wilting bouquet of daisies.

      I argue with myself about opening the door, hesitating long enough that by the time I do, Kai has placed the flowers on the welcome mat and is halfway down the drive. “Oh,” he says, turning. “I just came by to make sure you’re all right.”

      “I’m fine,” I tell him. I lift the flowers. “What are these for?”

      “Because I didn’t think I’d get lucky enough to find you at home,” Kai says. He tips the brim of his hat, gets into his car, and drives away.

      The flowers are hand-picked, wrapped in pink tissue paper. As I unwrap them a card falls out. It has a phone number on it, and one short sentence: Siláo bich i’ holne’!

      Frowning, I carry the card to my computer and carefully type in the unfamiliar words to search the meaning.

      Call the police!

      A bubble of laughter bursts from me. It’s been nearly twenty years since a man brought me flowers, particularly a man my fingers are aching to draw. Kai’s obsidian eyes, the long, sharp lines of his jaw, the span of his shoulders—I know what this means, and figure it will not end well.

      If I thought it was bad when Edward researched the mysterious Georgia Gilligan, why would I ever date a cop?

      I take the card with the phone number and throw it in the trash, along with the daisies. Then I sit down at my computer again and force myself to transcribe three more records before I pad back into the kitchen and fish the flowers out of the garbage. I put them into a vase, then pluck the card out, too.

      Kai answers on the first ring. “You’re clever,” I say. “Call the police.”

      “And you’re smart. Not to mention excellent at following directions.”

      I feel a smile tug at my lips. “I don’t have a crime to report.”

      “No? Then I better work harder to steal your heart.”

      “Oh God.” I groan. “Please tell me that line doesn’t work on other women.”

      “I’m workshopping it.” His voice gets smokier. “So what do you think, k’aalógii?”

      “K’aalógii,” I repeat. “What does that mean?”

      “You’ll have to say yes to dinner if you want to find out.”

      This is a terrible idea. “Yes,” I say.

      

      Kai is a study in contradictions: he is obsessed with technology and always gets the new iPhone on the day it arrives, but he also burns cedar in his apartment for cleansing. He grew up on a reservation with his mother, who weaves traditional blankets for sale, but he always dreamed of settling down in a city. When he was shot on the job by a drug dealer, he had surgery at a hospital and also had a medicine man in New Mexico chant a healing ceremony. He straddles two different worlds without losing his balance, and this draws me toward him.

      He also kisses like a summer storm, coming out of nowhere and leaving me electrified.

      When I tell Ximena this on our daily FaceTime, she asks me how I haven’t slept with him yet.

      I know we are headed there. My body craves him, even as my mind reminds me this is a Very Bad Idea. But for now, we simply trade bits and pieces of ourselves. I draw a little sketch of him that he tapes up in his locker at work. He says k’aalógii—his nickname for me—means butterfly. I give him the usual story about my past. He tells me about his ex, Deena, who gaslit him. “She’d say she was going out with the girls, and I couldn’t come. And then she came home smelling like aftershave. I mean,” Kai says, “honesty is a pretty low bar, don’t you think?”

      I nod and change the subject.

      One day, Kai shows up at my apartment in the middle of the workday. He is not in uniform but in a police-issue T-shirt and sweatpants. He’s drenched in sweat and there are dried flecks of blood on his arms. His eyes are dazed, wild. “Oh my God,” I say, “are you all right?”

      He doesn’t speak. Just tugs me flush against him, holding me so tight I struggle to breathe. “We got a call for a person shooting a gun inside a house,” Kai finally says. “His mother ran out the door screaming as soon as we pulled up and said the kid was in his room. Me and Vernon, we go inside. I’m the point man. We head upstairs and I open the bedroom door.” He swallows. “Kid is maybe thirteen? Sitting on his bed with a Glock. I try to talk to him, keep him calm. After a minute or so he says, ‘Good try,’ and points the gun at me.”

      I start to panic. “Are you hurt?”

      “He turned the gun around, put the barrel in his mouth and blew off his head.”

      My breath gusts out of me. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ve faced down guns before,” Kai murmurs. “But this is the first time I thought: I don’t want to leave her.” He pulls back to look at me. “I changed out of my uniform and gave my statement and then did eighty miles an hour the whole way here. It brought it home to me that everything can change on a dime, k’aalógii.”

      His words unmoor me; he’s saying that I’ve woven myself into his life the same way he has woven himself into mine.

      I press my lips to his. “You don’t have to leave me. Don’t leave me,” I say.

      I pull him toward the bathroom. I undress him and then myself and lead him into the shower, where I lather my hands with soap and let the water and my touch cleanse him.

      His dark hair hangs in thick ropes and his hands bracket my hips. At first we are a feral collision of teeth and lips and nails. We stumble out of the shower stall, not bothering with a towel, slick as we fall onto the quilt on my bed, leaving damp ghosts of ourselves on the fabric. But then Kai’s touch gentles. His breath coasts down the landscape of my body, claiming spots to settle before exploring somewhere else. His hands never leave my skin.

      He feels like home, and that scares me to death.

      After, Kai turns us so that I am tucked against his smooth chest. “You know that there’s a constellation the Diné call the Butterfly? You can see it in the summer. It was carried into the sky and carefully placed there first, before Coyote got impatient and threw the rest of the stars into the sky at random.

      “That’s why you call me k’aalógii?”

      “Yes.” He kisses the top of my head. “Because it’s the first star I look for at night.”

      

      When Kai’s breathing evens with sleep, I creep to the kitchen, trying not to panic. Once again, a man has fallen for an illusion of who I am. A man who has all the tools and training to figure out that I’ve lied.

      I log in to Facebook on my laptop and pull up Evie’s profile. There is a picture of her with Adam somewhere in the Caribbean, celebrating their anniversary. They are sharing a tropical drink, with two straws.

      Love, the caption reads.

      I blow up the photo so that Evie’s face is out of the screen, and Adam’s fills it. There is gray at his temples, blending with the blonde. Lines at the corners of his eyes. Like a beloved photograph you tuck into your jeans pocket and inadvertently put through the wash, he is familiar but faded, soft at the edges.

      The bedroom door opens. Kai wears a silk robe of mine that barely covers his butt and looks ridiculous. I slam the laptop shut as he steps up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Mm,” he muses. “What don’t you want me to see?”

      His voice is easy, sleepy, but my breath catches. “Nothing.”

      “Just being mysterious, then,” Kai says, spinning me to face him. “I like solving mysteries.” His hand skates up my ribs, and then he draws back. “You okay?” he asks, all playfulness gone. “Your heart’s a jackhammer.”

      I swallow hard. “I’m not mysterious. I’m afraid you’re going to find things out that make you not want to be with me.”

      His lips twitch. “Do you leave the toilet seat up?”

      “It’s not funny, Kai.”

      “Okay then,” he says, “have you killed someone?”

      My mind floods with the image of Evie holding a slick, screaming infant in her arms. Eloise, what are you doing?

      But almost doesn’t count. I shake my head.

      Kai’s hands smooth up and down my arms. “Then we’re good.”

      “I’m bipolar, Kai. I didn’t tell you sooner because I didn’t want to scare you.”

      He does not blink. “My father died of genetic heart disease when he was forty. I never thought I’d make it past that age, and every year I do, it feels like borrowed time. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to scare you.”

      “It’s not the same,” I say.

      “No,” he agrees, “but, Georgia, we’ve all got our demons.”

      “For me, sometimes, those demons are real and literally whispering in my ear.”

      I brave a glance at him, wondering if this is the moment he leaves me. Instead, his hand cups my cheek. “For as long as I’m here, then,” Kai says, “let me be here to send them away.”
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      It made sense for Kai and me to live together during the pandemic. We both had front-line jobs—his with the police force and mine as the receptionist at an ob-gyn’s office—the only employee without kids at home, which meant that I had less to risk being in a physical office with patients. But moving in with someone when you’re forty-four is different from moving in with someone when you’re twenty-four. The sweeping romance gives way to more practical concerns, like the fact that you don’t want all your bras thrown in the dryer and that you can’t meditate when someone else is watching recorded episodes of The Daily Show. Gradually, Kai and I adjusted the sharp angles of our independence to make room for each other.

      By the time people were vaccinated, Kai and I decided that by giving up one of our apartments, we could afford to move to a nicer neighborhood and rent a bigger place.

      One Saturday I am painting a mural inspired by Georgia O’Keeffe on our living room wall. It’s lavenders and grays in a hilly landscape of shadows and light. When Kai enters, sweaty from his run, he says, “That looks . . . like the Black Place.”

      “Well,” I say, surprised. “Look at you, Mr. Art History.”

      Kai laughs. “I grew up near there.”

      “But you like it?” I ask Kai. “I could paint over it.”

      “Don’t you dare.” He laughs. “Who doesn’t want a wall of purple breasts?”

      In response, I take my wet brush and flick it at him. There’s no paint on it, just water, but he lights up in challenge. “You’re gonna pay for that.” Kai grins, wolfish. He lunges, and I squeal, and then we race around the obstacle course of the covered furniture before he catches me in all his sweaty glory and kisses me. Kai rubs his nose against mine. “I could take you there,” he whispers. “To the Black Place. Home.”

      I nod. “I’d like that,” I say.

      

      Sometimes entire days go by when I think of myself as none other than Georgia Gilligan. Sometimes entire days go by when I do not think about the fact that I have a daughter. And then I remember who I am, and where she is, and I hate myself for forgetting.

      

      At the ob-gyn, I’ve become the office manager. Occasionally, during my lunch break, I check Molly’s Instagram. She rarely posts, but when she does, I add each fact to the braid of her life’s details.

      Jesse, the blond man who became Instagram-official in 2021.

      Snapshots of a mask trampled on an empty street, syringes at a vaccine clinic, a clip from a newscast where she is the spokesman for the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response.

      A photo of her left hand with a diamond ring on it.

      Sometimes I dream of what I would say if I saw her in the street.

      Hello—you don’t know me, but I am your mother. I loved you.

      I loved you so much I left you.

      Today there is nothing new on Molly’s profile, so I scroll through old pictures until my watch buzzes, signaling that my lunch hour is over. I like working for Dr. Carlsson. I like the pregnant women we see the most, because they come in with so much possibility on their faces.

      Sometimes I feel a pang of regret for them, because the reality of having a baby is not what they are expecting. Not just the lack of sleep, the leaking breasts—but the fact that they haven’t been told the full truth of everything new motherhood can entail.

      Our afternoon appointments begin to trickle in: a mother bringing her daughter in for her first gynecological exam, a twelve-week pregnancy check, a potential UTI. I get the women checked in, sort their files so that Dr. Carlsson has the information she needs to treat them.

      Then a woman approaches the reception desk. It takes me a moment to place her—she is painfully thin, with greasy hair and a stained shirt, and is carrying a newborn in a car seat. My mind shuffles through our recent deliveries. “Iris!” I say. “Let me see the baby!”

      The last time Iris had been in the office, she’d still been pregnant. I remembered her laughing about how she’d been doing breathing exercises on the floor on her back and got stuck there, like an overturned turtle.

      I come around from the desk to crouch down near the baby. “What’s her name?”

      Iris blinks at me.

      “Her name?” I say again, gently.

      “Um,” she says. “Mirabelle.”

      “That’s so beautiful,” I reply. “And so is she.” I take my seat at the reception desk again. “How are you feeling?”

      Iris’s eyes fill with tears. “I mean,” she says, but she doesn’t continue.

      Something inside me vibrates like a tuning fork, sensing something familiar. Two weeks ago Iris was brimming with excitement, energy, joy.

      “Are you getting enough help at home?” I ask.

      “I’m taking care of her,” she hisses.

      “Let’s get you checked in,” I say calmly. I turn to my computer to scan the list of appointments, but Iris isn’t there. With a few clicks I pull up her patient file. “I’m afraid your appointment was yesterday,” I say.

      “My appointment is Wednesday at one,” she insists. “I have it here.” She digs in a diaper bag for something, seemingly unable to find it.

      “Yes,” I agree, “but today is Thursday.”

      At that, she looks up at me, bewildered that she has lost an entire day.

      That’s when I realize why she seems so familiar. When I glance at her face, I see my own postpartum self in the mirror.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” I suggest. “I’ll find out if Dr. Carlsson can squeeze you in.”

      In jerky movements, Iris lifts the baby carrier and drags it to the sitting area. The pregnant woman beside her moves a few chairs farther away, as if Iris makes her uncomfortable.

      I find the doctor making notes at the nurses’ station. “Can I talk to you?”

      She nods. “What’s up?”

      “There’s a patient here . . . Iris Dunwood? Gave birth two weeks ago?”

      “Oh yeah,” Dr. Carlsson says. “The baby’s Melody . . . Marigold . . .”

      “Mirabelle. There’s something off about the mom.”

      Dr. Carlsson folds her arms. “How so?”

      I describe Iris’s demeanor and how she missed an appointment.

      “Lots of new mothers get overwhelmed and—”

      “Don’t do that,” I interrupt, and I think both the doctor and I are equally surprised by my outburst. “Don’t assume this is normal. She deserves better than that.”

      “It could be postpartum depression,” Dr. Carlsson says.

      I make myself meet her gaze. “It could be postpartum psychosis.”

      “You know that’s rare, Georgia—”

      “Rare can still happen.”

      In all the years I have been working for Dr. Carlsson, I have never offered a medical opinion—that would be ridiculous. But instead of getting angry, the doctor looks at me as if for the first time. “Put her in Exam Three,” she says.

      A few hours later, after our last patient of the day has been checked in, I am in the back filing when Dr. Carlsson comes in. “I called Iris’s husband and they’re going for a psych evaluation,” she says. “She told me that she’s been hearing voices.”

      I let out a long, slow breath.

      “How did you know?” she asks.

      “Just a feeling,” I reply.

      The weight of her gaze presses down. “Well, you might have saved that woman’s life. And Mirabelle’s. I’m so glad you spoke up.”

      She raps her knuckles against a filing cabinet and leaves.

      My knees shake so hard I sit down. I’m so glad you spoke up.

      The difference is that this time, someone listened.

      

      One morning when I open my computer, a window is open with my contacts list, Ximena’s name highlighted. “That’s weird,” I say.

      “What’s weird?” Kai asks, coming out of the bedroom in his uniform.

      “Did you use my laptop?”

      He shakes his head and pours a cup of coffee. “Nope.”

      “Ximena’s number was on the screen. But that makes no sense, because I know it by heart.”

      “Maybe it’s a virus,” Kai suggests.

      “Everything else is working . . .” I watch him pour milk into his to-go mug. “Are you sure you didn’t use it?”

      He snaps his fingers. “Last night. I wanted to see when the Braves have their first home game and my phone was charging in the bedroom.” Kai leans down to kiss me. “Have a good one,” he says, and he walks out.

      

      I am still thinking about this the next day when I notice that the little stacked shelves in my jewelry box are out of order. Necklaces on the bottom, then earrings, then rings—but the last two have been flipped.

      I find myself opening the fireproof safe that sits in Kai’s closet. It holds important papers—passports, birth certificates—even though mine are forgeries. I try to remember the last time I rifled through these—were my documents on top of Kai’s or has this changed, too?

      This has always been my worst nightmare—that Kai will start to doubt what I’ve told him about myself, and look into it further.

      I need to know what he knows, so that I can spin it somehow.

      I am so wound up that my heart is racing and my throat is painfully dry—when I call in sick to work, it’s not really a lie. I begin by going through his drawers, tossing aside boxers and socks to see if he’s hiding any documents. When he comes home midday and finds me surrounded by piles of his clothes, he is baffled. “Shouldn’t you be at work?” he asks.

      “Shouldn’t you?”

      He reaches under the bed and picks up his gym bag, unzips it as if to check the contents, and then zips it up again. “I swung by to pick up my gym bag,” Kai says, but it feels like he is hiding something, and now I am desperate to know what’s in that duffel.

      He sits down on the bed. “What’s going on, k’aalógii?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t you?” Kai asks, as he gestures to the explosion of clothing at his feet.

      “I had a migraine,” I lie, “but now I feel better, so I decided to do spring cleaning.”

      “All right,” he says dubiously, “but don’t donate anything till I give you the okay. I like the old stuff. It’s comfortable. Familiar.”

      He seems to be telling me something cryptic. Is it a warning? A hint?

      “Got it. Don’t donate.”

      Kai shoves some gym clothes into his bag and heads to the bedroom door, pausing at the threshold. “You sure you’re feeling all right?”.

      I summon a smile like a spell. “Never better,” I say.

      

      I stay up until Kai falls asleep, because I want to see what’s in his gym bag. Eventually, I slip out of bed and look in his closet, under the bed, everywhere he usually leaves it—but it is not here.

      Then I notice a bag from CVS. Inside is aerosol deodorant. Except the deodorant isn’t the kind that Kai usually uses, and that’s when I realize it’s a secret weapon. Pepper spray, but a higher concentration, available only to law enforcement. I slip it into my pocket.

      If Kai is hiding something from me, it won’t be in a sock drawer or a safe. Suddenly I know where I need to go. With Kai still snoring lightly, I slip outside and get into my car. I am wearing pajamas underneath my jacket, and felt clogs that I keep as house shoes, but I can’t risk Kai waking up as I’m changing my clothes.

      Since it’s after midnight, the police station is relatively quiet. The dispatcher, who sits behind a plate-glass window, smiles quizzically. “Georgia, right?” she asks, her voice tinny through the speaker. “You’re Kai’s partner?”

      I don’t remember this woman’s name, but she looks vaguely familiar from a holiday party. I pin on my brightest smile. “That’s me!”

      “He’s not on duty—”

      “Oh, I know. He isn’t feeling well, and he asked me to get something from his locker. Medication. I know where the locker room is. It’s not a problem if I just pop back there . . . ?”

      “I can’t let you in unaccompanied,” the dispatcher says. “Is it something I can get for you?”

      Dammit.

      “I won’t be more than two minutes, promise.”

      I can see her faltering. Please please please please—

      “Tell you what,” she says. “Why don’t you wait here, and I’ll see if there’s an officer free to walk you back.”

      I nod, but I’m thinking: No. An officer will tell Kai I was there.

      Just then, the secure door buzzes, and a woman in a dress that barely covers her butt totters out on sky-high heels. A plainclothes cop leans against the open doorway. “I mean it, Sugar. No soliciting in front of the Turner Building.”

      This is my chance.

      From my pocket I pull the ultra–pepper spray, disguised in the deodorant can, and spray it in the face of the woman and the detective behind her. They both cover their eyes, reeling. “What the f—” the detective roars, but I am already halfway down the hall leading to the locker room.

      A call goes out over a loudspeaker, but I do not pay attention. Kai’s locker is the last one on the left in the second row. I slam my palms against it, groaning to see the combination lock. Furiously, I try the numbers of his birth date, of mine, digits of his phone number, anything that comes to mind, but every time I yank on the lock it stays intact.

      Strong arms grab my shoulders from behind. “Ma’am. Ma’am!”

      I throw back my elbow. “I just need to get—”

      My hands are wrenched behind me, and I’m pushed forward against the wall. The aerosol can falls from my pocket. “You need to stop,” the voice says.

      I start screaming. “You can’t do this to me. I’m here for Kai!”

      The detective I sprayed in the eyes turns me so that I can meet his red, rheumy gaze. “Great,” he says. “Let’s call him.”

      

      By the time Kai arrives, I am sitting in a holding cell, warily watching everyone who passes. The detective, I’ve deduced, was in on the whole operation—Kai used him to get the records he needed to expose me as a woman who went missing in 2001. For all I know, the detective has already put a call in to the NYPD to say Eloise Ambrose, presumed dead, has resurfaced in Atlanta.

      “Jesus, Kenny, are you shitting me?” Kai’s voice fills the space before he does.

      The detective—Kenny, I guess?—shrugs. “I left the cell door open.”

      Kai gives him a dirty look and then crouches in front of me. He is wearing pajama bottoms and a T-shirt that says Crazy Frankie’s Fish Fry. “K’aalógii,” he says, cupping my knees with his warm hands. “You okay?”

      I shake my head. “I know you’re investigating me.”

      Kai wraps me in his arms. “You’re not yourself, sweetheart,” he says softly. “Let’s get that fixed.”

      

      Kai does not leave my side at the ER. The psychiatrist says it’s completely normal to need a medication tweak, especially with the onset of perimenopause. I haven’t really thought about the irregular periods until she says that word. But even though I am forty-seven, and I had no plans to have another baby, there is something about the close of this chapter that casts into stark relief what I so blithely left behind.

      By the time we get home, it’s after five in the morning and the stars are dissolving in the dawn. Kai runs a bath. He washes my back, scrubs my scalp. The medication has not entirely kicked in yet, but the Ativan is making my eyes droop. I need sleep. It is the first step to healing.

      Kai wraps me in a thick robe, sits me down on the edge of the bed, and combs through my hair to detangle it. “I’d understand, you know,” I murmur. “If you’re done.”

      “Done?”

      “With me. If you want to leave.” My breath rattles. “I have a lot of baggage.”

      Kai sets down the comb and kneels in front of me. “Who doesn’t?”

      I think his kindness may break me. My hands flutter in my lap like small, restless birds. “But this isn’t a one-time thing,” I tell Kai. “It could happen again.”

      He catches my hand and kisses the palm. “Then I’ll be ready, k’aalógii,” he says.

      

      My breakdown ushers in an era of honesty. Although I do not tell Kai my biggest secret, I tell him the truth about my childhood—details I have never shared with anyone. I describe what it felt like to be whipped in front of the congregation. I tell him about the mysterious bottle of pills my mother kept. I paint the moment I saw Adie on her knees in front of my father.

      I tell him how I found her, after she killed herself. How I decided to save myself.

      It feels as if long strips of guilt have peeled away from me, like old wallpaper ripped off in ribbons to reveal a bright fresco beneath.

      It is talking about my childhood that leads me to search for my mother on the internet. To my great surprise, she has a Facebook page. There are a few photos of her with church ladies. The most recent post has a picture of her in some kind of facility, holding a ball on her lap. The geotag reads Christian Horizons, and quick Google search reveals it is a faith-based dementia facility.

      “You should go,” Kai tells me. “Visit her. Make your peace.”

      Eloise Ambrose would never have set foot back in Alabama. But Georgia Gilligan has the confidence to do just that.

      

      The air in Alabama is cloying. Honeysuckle, clover, swamp, steel.

      When I tell the receptionist at Christian Horizons that I’m here to visit Effie Owens, she lights up. “Oh, how lovely,” she says. “Effie doesn’t get many visitors.”

      As she leads me to the garden, where my mother likes to pass her time, she asks how I know Effie. “I grew up with her,” I say after a moment. “I haven’t seen her for a very long time.”

      She stops walking. “She has Alzheimer’s, and she’s in the later stages. So she may look a lot different than you remember. You also shouldn’t be surprised if she can’t remember you.”

      In the walled garden, patients in wheelchairs are dotted around. I’m led to a far corner, where a woman sits staring at a fountain.

      “Effie,” the receptionist says. “I’ve brought you a visitor!”

      My mother’s hair is snow white, tangled. Her skin is stretched over the bones of her folded arms, too tight and translucent.

      I sit on the stone lip of the fountain. I am dimly aware of the receptionist leaving us. My mother smells faintly of urine. I have no idea what to say to her.

      “This was a stupid idea,” I mutter under my breath, and she turns.

      “You came back,” she says, and everything in me goes still.

      She tilts her head, her eyes darting to a bird that has landed on the stone Cupid atop the fountain. “Darling,” she says, and a small moan rises in my throat. To hear a term of endearment from my mother, after so long—and when they had been so few and far between during my childhood —is both gutting and grounding. The bird chitters, and takes off into the sky. “Goodbye, starling,” my mother murmurs.

      Starling, not darling.

      Embarrassed by my own neediness, I look away. My gaze falls to the Bible sitting in her lap. Her face lights up. “Are you a Christian?”

      While I’m struggling to think of a response, she keeps speaking.

      “We have so much to do this week. Vacation Bible School starts, and we haven’t even got all the art supplies . . .”

      I feel my eyes fill with tears.

      “. . . and Adie’s promised to do a puppet show but—”

      “Adie?” I say sharply.

      Suddenly her hand grips mine. “Would you like to pray?”

      My mouth goes dry. “Why don’t you start?”

      She fishes down her smock for a pair of glasses, then she opens the Bible to a well-worn spot and starts to read.

      It’s from John, or maybe Luke. I let the syllables of my mother’s voice rush over me. In those passages of praise and redemption, I hear instead a lullaby on a night the sky fired with electrical storms; I hear her sobs when she was too sick to leave her room; I hear the wonder in her words as we watched birds fly from a nest.

      While my mother continues to read, I move behind her wheelchair. She hesitates when I rest my hand on the crown of her head. Her pink scalp seems childlike as I weave a braid just like she used to wear. I don’t have a white ribbon, but I tie it off with a plain hair elastic I happen to have around my wrist.

      My mother sighs. “That’s so much better. Thank you, Eloise.”

      My hands is still on the tail of her braid. It has been so long since anyone called me that.

      I look around, panicked, but no one is paying attention. Plus, it wouldn’t be extraordinary for a patient with dementia to call someone by the wrong name. More important, once I leave this garden, she will not even remember I was here.

      So I bask in it. I let myself be me. “You’re welcome, Mama,” I say.

      

      We fly to New Mexico the week that Kai’s sister’s baby laughs for the first time.

      He tells me that when a Diné baby is about three months old—the age when that true, belly-deep giggle happens—relatives and friends will fall all over themselves,trying to be the one to elicit that first giggle. Whoever succeeds must throw a party—Awéé’ Ch’ídeeldloh’—with the baby “hosting.” It’s the way to welcome the baby from the spirit world into the physical community.

      During the drive from Albuquerque to Newcomb, I ask Kai how to greet his mother and sister, how to pronounce a greeting in the Navajo language. The more anxious I become, the more entertained he is. “Yá’át’ééh,” he says for the fifth time.

      It basically means hello, but literally, it translates to It is good.

      “I want them to like me,” I say. “What if they don’t?”

      Kai reaches out and squeezes my hand. “How could they not?”

      The landscape as we drive into the reservation is mostly scrub brush and baked earth. Kai’s told me that not everyone here has electricity or water. He turns down a dirt road. A home at the end of it is humming with dozens of people. A group of kids chase each other around the rusted remains of an old pickup truck. The rich smell of lamb wafts from a grill.

      Kai honks the horn as he parks. The moment he gets out of the vehicle, the kids swarm him, throwing questions like darts: Kai! Did you bring your gun? Have you caught any bad guys? He ruffles the hair of the youngest ones and gives fist bumps to the bigger boys. Then he anchors me to his side, calling out hellos as we make our way through the crowd.

      When a man steps out of the squat little house, Kai breaks into a smile. “Frank,” he says, “long time.” The man holds two plates with sizzling fry bread, which are quickly appropriated by giggling teen girls.

      “Hey, man,” Frank replies, hugging Kai.

      “This is—”

      Before Kai can introduce me, a woman hustles out of the house, carrying a baby. “Has my brother finally decided to grace us with his presence?” Her eyes dance. “And you must be Georgia. I’m so sorry you’ve been stuck in this one’s company.” She elbows Kai, who laughs and pulls the baby out of her arms.

      “Hi, Little Peach,” Kai coos. “Can you say Shiyáázh?”

      “How could she possibly know you’re her uncle?”

      Kai transfers the baby to his other arm and wraps his sister in a crushing embrace. “I see motherhood hasn’t changed you, shideezhí. But I’m going to forgive you because you produced the world’s cutest niece.” He turns to me. “Naya, Frank—this is Georgia.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” I say.

      “You better get inside. It’s been two whole minutes and you haven’t said hello to nihimá,” Naya warns, taking the baby.

      “Oh,” Frank says, reaching into his pocket. “Here.”

      He hands each of us a bag of rock salt before following his wife into the thick of the celebration. “Salt?” I ask, as Kai leads me into the house.

      “It’s a whole thing,” he says. “Salt used to be really hard to get, so giving it away reminds the baby to be generous with her joy as she grows up.”

      I smile. “Who was the person who made you laugh for the first time?”

      “My grandfather,” Kai says. “He tickled my feet with a feather for two consecutive weeks to make sure he was the one who’d get the honor.” We turn a corner to the sound of spitting oil. A small woman places rounds of dough into the giant pot.

      Kai wraps his arms around her. “Is that one for me, shimá?”

      She whirls, her face radiant. “Shi ye’,” she cries. “You can have them all.” Kai submits to her as she smooths his hair and wipes flour off his cheek. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”

      “Shimá,” Kai says, pulling away gently. “This is my girlfriend, Georgia. K’aalógii, this is my mother.”

      His mother takes my hands. Hers are surprisingly strong. “Yá’át’ééh,” I say.

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “I like this one,” she tells Kai, and then to me: “Please, call me Florence.”

      Behind her the oil starts to smoke, and she lets go of me and starts pulling the fry bread out to drain on a metal rack. “Look at what you made me do,” she accuses Kai.

      “Me?” He laughs. “What did I do?”

      Her eyes sparkle like gems. “You’re here,” she says. “That’s all it takes.”

      

      Little Peach throws a fit three hours into her party, but by then the lamb is gone and the tinfoil containers with fry bread toppings are empty. Kai cleans up while Frank does dishes and Naya nurses the baby. I offer help where I can.

      I was introduced to dozens of people today, all somehow related to Kai. He has a tangled, messy surfeit of family. It made me realize how alone I’ve been, and for how long.

      The house is still a sweatbox, thanks to hours of frying oil, so I sit on the step of the porch, where it’s cooler. The sunset stripes the sky like a tiger hiding behind clouds, and my fingers itch to capture it on canvas.

      Gradually I become aware of rhythmic clicking. I follow the sound to the back of the house. Underneath a small copse of trees, an upright loom hangs, little fists of wool tucked into the open warp. As I watch, Kai’s mother threads red-dyed wool in and out through the vertical threads. When she gets to the far end, she uses a wooden comb to beat the line down flush with the rows that she’s already finished, cream and crimson and yellow. “That’s beautiful,” I say. “Do you have a pattern?”

      She taps her temple. “Up here.”

      “Has it told you what it’s going to be yet?”

      Florence regards me. “Spoken like an artist,” she says.

      “No, I’m just a receptionist at a doctor’s office.”

      “No one is just any one thing. My son tells me you are a mother, too.”

      I am shocked—that Kai told her this; that she, a virtual stranger, would bring it up.

      “Was,” I correct. “I was one.” I change the subject. “Thank you for including me today.”

      “Do you know why we celebrate a baby’s first laugh? Because you aren’t born with joy. You have to be taught it.”

      I think about this, hoping Adam taught Molly joy.

      “You know, even when they’re not with you, you’re still a mother,” Florence adds.

      For a few moments there are only the whispers of wool and the tap of the comb. Then she points to the bottom of the weaving. In a line of red is a nearly invisible dotted white line that breaks the otherwise flawless pattern.

      It makes me think of the mosaic I did in college when Evie had kicked me out of our dorm room—two facing silhouettes, the seam between them, and the tesserae I’d swapped at the very end, so that there was a white chip in the darkness and a black chip in the light.

      “We call that the ch’íhónít’i’, the spirit line,” Kai’s mother says. “It’s a mistake we make on purpose, so the artist’s spirit isn’t trapped in the finished work.” She smiles gently at me. “You see? Nothing is meant to be perfect.”

      

      The Black Place is at the end of an unmarked, parched service road. As we walk, we pass metal dinosaurs that gnash their teeth and groan, pulling oil out of the earth. “So,” Kai says. “Why this place?”

      “Before I went to RISD, I knew that drawing did something for me,” I tell Kai. “It was my drug, you know? I could pick up a sketch pad and suddenly I was somewhere else. But when I got to college, I realized that someone else’s art could change my mood, too. The Black Place was the first painting that had that effect on me.”

      Our sneakers slap against the hot ground. And then, just ahead, it is there—an undulating current of gray hills that seem to materialize from the scrub surrounding them. In some spots it looks like lava that has dried. In others, like a herd of elephants standing back to back. There is hardly any vegetation, just hummocks of black and near black and once-black that cave toward a midpoint.

      “She painted it between the Depression and the Atomic Bomb tests in Los Alamos,” I say. We had learned in class that O’Keeffe drove a hundred and fifty miles here, to the Badlands. She camped in her car and painted a dozen versions of the same spot, as if she were trying to capture something that she couldn’t quite nail. But the allusion is clear: there are always shadows. They have a seductive pull; one must battle to keep from giving in.

      For me, O’Keeffe’s most famous iteration of this place was clearly the image of both depression and survival. “Sometimes,” I tell Kai, “I think if you cut open my heart, it would look just like this.”

      I am vaguely aware of Kai letting go of my hand, and when I look down, he is on one knee. “You can love something with shadows,” he says.

      Suddenly everything clicks for me: the jewelry box he rifled through, the contact card for Ximena on my computer screen, the contents of the gym bag he was hiding from me. It was never about him trying to find out who I really am.

      It’s worse.

      Kai’s hands cradle a ring box. “I love you, k’aalógii,” he says plainly. “I love that you first told me you loved me in your sleep. I love that your favorite piece of clothing is my sweatshirt. I love that you stress-clean. I love that when you put new tea bags in the canister, you take the old ones out first and put them on top so that they don’t feel like losers. I love how you can take a blank piece of paper or a white wall and make it gorgeous. I love everything that makes you you.” He smiles, a wide white flag of surrender. “Marry me, Georgia.”

      I want nothing more than to sink into the valley behind me, where the hills are knuckled together. I love Kai, and that’s why this is killing me.

      Kai cannot marry Georgia Gilligan. Even if he never finds out that my real name is Eloise Ambrose, that I am married to another man, I will know.

      When you love someone—when you don’t want them to be hurt—you let them go. I am an expert at it.

      I stare at this man, who has shared five years of my life, who made me believe there is a version of the world in which I do not wind up alone, who taught me how to trust again. I memorize the shape of his jaw, the slant of his cheekbones, the texture of his hair. Like O’Keeffe, I will paint him dozens of times, and never get it right.

      I brace myself. Gently, I close the ring box. “I can’t,” I say.

      

      Life goes on, doesn’t it? It may not be the life you wanted; it may be something you drag through daily, with apathy or anger or dread, but it keeps going. Even after skyscrapers collapse and parents die and you rip out a piece of yourself to say goodbye, you wake up the next morning, even when you wish you wouldn’t.

      Although Kai and I returned from our trip to New Mexico to the same shared apartment, I think we both knew that there had been a seismic shift. I had made up some excuse about not feeling ready, and Kai had said he understood. But everything had changed. We did not break up as much as dissipate. Kai switched shifts so that he was gone when I was home. In a few months, when our lease was up, Kai suggested that maybe he should move closer to the station.

      Him, not us.

      I got an apartment across town, where I was less likely to run into him. Even now, after nearly a year, it still hurts.

      Every day is like the last one. I get up, go to work, come home. I go to therapy and refill my meds and take them religiously. Sometimes I FaceTime Ximena, sometimes I just sit on the couch and watch the Real Housewives. I feel as numb as I did when I was first diagnosed and my lithium dose was too high.

      But it’s better this way.

      Sometimes when I pass a reflective glass window, I wave or make a face. Sometimes I don’t move out of the way when a tech bro is barreling down the street toward me on his phone. Sometimes when I’m on MARTA I talk to myself out loud, to see if other passengers turn at the sound of my voice.

      In every important way, I have to move through the world with the intent of never leaving a mark on it. But these? These are my small acts of rebellion.
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      Mercedes and her family come to visit me just before my fiftieth birthday, for the Fourth of July. Her husband, David, is running the Peachtree Road Race, so Mercedes and I bring Victor—her three-year-old son—to Stone Mountain Park for the festivities. We know that Victor will never stay awake for the fireworks, so instead, we are planning a day of burgers and potato salad, petting zoos, bouncy castles. David will join us after the 10K finishes.

      Victor is in a phase where he refuses to be in a stroller, so he holds my hand tight as we weave through the crowd. “You know you could have signed up to run, too,” I tell Mercedes. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of this little guy. “

      Mercedes laughs. “Of course you are. And I would have run but . . .” She stops walking and faces me with a secret smile, even as Victor tugs on my hand to keep going. “We haven’t told anyone yet. Not even Mami.”

      “What!” I throw my arms around her. In the past two years, Mercedes has had two miscarriages. Ximena has been praying and lighting candles. I imagine Mercedes kept her mother in the dark because she was so devastated the last time. I look down at her flat stomach. “When?”

      “Just passed the twelve-week mark,” she says proudly. “I wanted to tell you in person.”

      Happiness carbonates through me. “And you feel good?”

      “I feel great,” Mercedes promises, and then she smirks. “Although my mother is going to have my head when she finds out you knew first.”

      “I’ll play dumb,” I promise.

      “Tía Georgia,” Victor says, “c’mon. I wanna see the trucks!” The park has an area with construction vehicles for kids to climb on, as well as fire engines and police cruisers.

      As we make our way there, I think of how joy evolves with time. When you are younger, it is the result of something that happens to you. When you are older, it is the result of something that happens to someone you love.

      And I love Mercedes. And Milagros. Despite losing Molly, I have had children. These girls were borrowed, but I claimed them all the same.

      I have not thought of Evie much lately, and haven’t looked her up on Facebook since Molly got her own Instagram. But now, when Evie’s memory resurfaces, I feel grace instead of jealousy.

      Victor trips over his own little feet, bounding toward a ladder truck. “Let’s go to the police car first,” Mercedes says. “The line’s shorter, and look, you can make the lights go on!”

      Victor veers toward the police car, which is flashing red and blue. A little girl sits at the wheel, bouncing. Her mother stands to the side, a baby strapped to her chest.

      The policeman is crouched down beside the open door, facing away from me. “Come on, shiyázhí, let’s give someone else a turn.”

      I forget to draw a breath.

      The little girl reaches for Kai. “Okay, Daddy,” she says, as he turns and sees me.

      “Georgia.” His eyes sweep over me, then jump to Mercedes and Victor at my side. Recovering, he gestures to the seat. “Climb on in, my friend,” he says, and Victor scrambles inside, pushing buttons.

      Kai puts the child down and introduces me to the woman wearing the infant in a carrier. “This is my wife, Claire,” he says.

      The woman is younger than me by a good ten years and she’s girl-next-door pretty. She smiles at me hesitantly, and that’s how I know she has heard my name before.

      I do quick math. The little girl is older than Victor, which means that Kai must be her stepfather. But the baby . . .

      Mercedes clears her throat; until that moment, I’d forgotten about her entirely. “Mercedes,” I manage. “You remember Kai. My . . .” I let the word trail off, because he isn’t my anything.

      Claire kisses Kai’s cheek. Marking her territory. “I’ll see you after your shift,” she says, smiling. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “Mama,” Victor calls. “Look!” Mercedes follows her son, who is running off to another truck.

      Kai’s gaze doesn’t waver from mine. “How are you? You’re well? You’re happy?”

      I watch the retreating backs of his wife and children. “Are you?”

      He nods.

      “Then, yes. I’m happy.”

      He hesitates. “Georgia,” he begins, “K’aalógii . . . ”

      “Don’t.” I hold up a hand, as if I can physically block the word. “Goodbye, Kai,” I say, following Mercedes.

      When I catch up, she puts her hand on my arm. “You okay, George?”

      Her calm ER doc expression coasts over me, assessing for damage. I wonder if she knows as much about the human body as I do. That hearts can be crushed over and over.

      “Of course,” I say. I take Victor’s hand and keep walking away from the past.

      

      The photo isn’t on Molly’s Instagram grid. It’s a repost on her Story, from @jessefitz, who I know is her husband.

      It is the kind of picture I print out daily for women at my job. A wedge of grainy gray, the black peanut shape inside it, and the little spot of white. A viable pregnancy.

      The caption reads: Coming this spring to a family near you.

      My face flushes with awe. My baby, having a baby.

      A minute later, logic catches up to my emotions.

      Some women who experience postpartum psychosis have no prior mental illness . . .

      Affects one in five hundred women . . .

      Increased incidence if a woman is bipolar or has a family history of bipolar . . .

      Increased incidence if a woman’s mother had postpartum psychosis . . .

      When I left my family, I had acted on instinct. However, I have had years to contemplate what, if anything, would make me return.

      Another memory strikes me, from an old message board:

      
        KimLuvsCats: I was lucky; my mother had PPP so she was watching for the signs.

      

      I do not have a plan. I do not know where to start. I don’t know if increased incidence is a probability or a possibility.

      But it doesn’t matter, because I am not taking any chances that my daughter will suffer what I did.

      

      Fenimore Hurlihy has to be close to eighty now. I find him in the same office, with the dance studio overhead, except now it’s the thumping beat of hip-hop punctuating our conversation. “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” he says.

      I sit down across from his desk. “I have to admit, I thought you’d be retired.”

      “Eh, tried it. The wife thought I was underfoot too much.” He grins. “I’m shit at relaxing.”

      “Then today’s your lucky day,” I say. “I need to find something out. But it may be illegal.”

      He leans forward, his eyes brightening. “Go on.”

      I have spent a week turning over options in my mind. I could go to Rhode Island and declare that I’m Eloise Ambrose, back from the dead—and that will create a public uproar. Plus, showing up after twenty-five years and saying Just kidding, I’ve been alive all this time does not seem like a great foundation for trust.

      On the other hand, if I return as Georgia Gilligan, how do I get close enough to Molly to watch over her around her delivery and the weeks following?

      “If I give you a name, can you find out what doctor she goes to? Specifically, her obstetrician?”

      “That’s a HIPAA violation,” Hurlihy says.

      “I don’t need her records. I just need the name of the physician, and the office address.”

      He pulls out a pad of paper. “Okay,” he says.

      

      Often I leave work before Dr. Carlsson. I tidy the reception desk and organize the files for the next morning, leaving the physician while she records notes for transcription. But today, I putter at my desk until she emerges from her office, shrugging on her coat. “Georgia,” Dr. Carlsson says, surprised. “I didn’t know you were still here.”

      “I know it’s late, but have you got a minute?”

      “Of course.” She pulls up a rolling chair, gesturing for me to take my usual seat. “Is everything all right?”

      “I hope so,” I say. “First I want you to know that I love working here—”

      “Nooo.” She winces. “Don’t say you’re breaking up with me. I’ve never had an office manager who is so on the ball. What can I do? A raise? More vacation? Done.”

      I shake my head. “I have to move north. For family stuff.”

      “Ah,” Dr. Carlsson says. “Yeah, I get it. We’re getting ready to put my mom in a home. It’s brutal, this sandwich generation shit.”

      I let her labor under this misconception. “The thing is, I’m going to need a job up there.”

      “Well, it goes without saying I’ll write you a glowing recommendation.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot. But I have a specific favor to ask.” I push a piece of paper in Hurlihy’s handwriting toward her.

      “Dr. Mantillard?” she reads aloud.

      “You went to the same med school. She’s a few years younger than you are.”

      I know this, because I have spent a week researching threads between these two physicians that overlap: conferences they’ve both attended, where they did their residencies, previous practices.

      “She’s an ob-gyn in Providence,” I explain. “And I’m hoping to get a job in her practice.”

      Dr. Carlsson looks up. “Oh. Does she have an opening?”

      I meet her gaze. “I’m not sure,” I confess. “But I am wondering if you might put in a good word for me.”

      By now, I have been Georgia Gilligan as long as I was Eloise Owens Ambrose. I feel like I’m standing at the Black Place, watching the two halves of me coming together along that ragged seam of mistakes. The fault line.

      Maybe I’ve earned some goodwill with my hard work over the years. Maybe it is simply one woman helping another. But Dr. Carlsson takes the piece of paper and curls her hand around it. “Let me see what I can do,” she says.
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        Part Three

      
      
        
          i met grief when i was

          twenty-two

          through a mutual friend

          i thought the pain might

          extend to his

          doorstep but no further

          and was surprised when

          every night

          grief followed me home

          “you don’t belong to me”

          i said

          and grief said nothing

          the next night there were

          familiar footsteps

          but when i turned to face

          grief

          i saw that it was

          just love

          in a heavy coat

          “you can leave that at the

          door” i said

          and was just as surprised

          when i invited love

          inside

        

        —SHANNON LEE BARRY
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        Molly

        Think of someone you’ve lost.

        You think you would trade anything to hear their voice again, or to see their smile. To hold them, or be held by them, just one more time.

        You’d be wrong.

        

        I wish I could tell you what happened after my father looked at Georgia, the receptionist from my ob-gyn’s office, and called her by my dead mother’s name—but I can’t.

        She swallowed and said, “Hello, Adam.” That’s all I remember before I got so dizzy that I swayed, and my father’s attention swung to me. He settled me into a chair, and before we knew it, ladies from the baby shower had gathered round in concern. By the time I was no longer seeing stars and my father helped me out of the chair, Georgia was gone.

        By now, Jesse had come to find us in the back of the restaurant. For once, I am not annoyed, but grateful to see him hovering.

        “How . . . how is she here?” my father keeps stammering. “How is she alive?”

        “Is he having a stroke?” Jesse asks me. He turns to my father. “Are you having a stroke?”

        “He saw . . . he thinks . . .” I am having no more success at putting this into words.

        “My wife was just here,” my father says. “My dead wife.”

        Jesse puts out his hands, as if he can stop all this nonsense. I watch his police training kick in as he tries to wrangle this confusion. “What happened?”

        I take a deep breath. “Georgia—the receptionist from Dr. Mantillard’s office? She was here, at a baby shower.” I jerk my chin in the direction of the women. “I was saying hello to her when my dad came to get me. And he recognized her. Not as Georgia, but as . . . as Eloise.”

        My father still looks haunted. How could he not?

        “Are you sure . . . And where is she?” Jesse asks.

        “I am absolutely sure it was her,” my father says.

        I look up at Jesse. “I don’t know where she went. I felt like I was going to faint and I—”

        “You what?” he growls. “Are you all right?”

        “I’m fine—”

        “You buried the lede, baby.” I can tell it’s taking everything in his power to not sweep me up in his arms and carry me out of the restaurant like a caveman. “Adam, I’m gonna take her home. We’ll figure this out tomorrow.”

        But as we leave the Italian restaurant—as my father stumbles back to our table to pay the bill and to break the news to Evie—I wonder: what is there to figure out?

        My mother, who I thought was dead, is not.

        Which means she wasn’t tragically taken from me.

        She left.

        

        In the car on the way home, Jesse turns to me. “Are we going to talk about this?”

        I shake my head.

        “Okay,” he says softly, and he reaches across the console to squeeze my hand.

        My mind cycles. How did I go to—God, how many appointments—and never realize that Georgia—Eloise—dammit, my mother—was the person checking me in? How did she sit next to me all fucking night at a hospital while I panicked about losing this baby and not tell me the truth?

        How long has she been here?

        What made her come back?

        What made her leave?

        The memories I had of my mother are like a watercolor painting left out in the rain, blurry and unrecognizable. In an instant, I feel like my whole life has become a lie.

        I’m so engrossed in the loop of my thoughts that we are back home before I realize it. Inside, I sink down on the couch, still wearing Jesse’s parka. He kneels in front of me and unzips it, tugging it from my body like I’m a child.

        My eyes focus on him. “How could she, Jesse?”

        His hands settle on my thighs. “When you go to the scene of a crime,” he says carefully, “what it looks like, at first, is rarely what actually happened.”

        “What’s that supposed to mean?”

        “Maybe give her a chance to explain,” he offers.

        I turn to him, incredulous. “You’re on her side?”

        “There aren’t sides here. There’s just . . . a really confusing knot that you need to unravel. Do you think your father knew she wasn’t dead?”

        “You saw his face. You can’t fake that kind of shock.”

        Jesse considers this. “What about Evie?”

        Oh my God. Evie. Would she be overjoyed to learn that her best friend isn’t dead? Or gutted by the fact that she pretended to be?

        I shake off the thought and shove myself off the couch, pushing past Jesse. “I’m going to take a shower.”

        I wrap my arms around my thickened waist so that he doesn’t notice my hands are shaking. But doing that only makes me more aware of this baby, who isn’t even a person yet, and whom I could not imagine abandoning.

        “You’re not taking a shower,” Jesse replies. “You nearly passed out in that restaurant. Either I help you in the bath or I get in the shower with you.”

        “I’m not a child!”

        But I was. And she left me.

        He’s there to catch me when the tears come, when I curl like a fiddlehead against his chest. Jesse waits until the worst of the storm is over, and then he tugs me by the hand into the bathroom and starts running the water. He peels me out of my clothing, his palm skimming gently over my belly like a whispered hello before he helps me into the tub. I hug my knees to my chest as best I can while Jesse soaps up a loofah.

        “I used to imagine what it would be like if I could see my mother just one more time,” I say ruefully. “This was not what I pictured.”

        Jesse makes a noncommittal sound. He tilts up my chin and pours water over my hair, then massages shampoo into it. He’s so good at this—taking care of someone. He’s going to be an incredible father. But had I known him when he was a teenager, starting fires and mouthing off, I would never have believed that he’d grow up to be so responsible.

        People change, though.

        Maybe that is what happened to Georgia. (It physically hurts to think of her as my mother. The words stick in my throat.) Maybe whoever she was twenty-five years ago is different from whoever she is now, embarking on her apology tour.

        Except, she didn’t apologize. At every single doctor’s appointment where I did not recognize her, she did recognize me. I have to believe this, because the alternative—that she reappeared in my own ob-gyn’s office by coincidence—is too far-fetched. Also, she was not surprised when she said hello to my father. But if she returned on purpose, why would she not have told me the truth months ago? And if she knew I was here, why did she wait so long to come back?

        When someone dies, we say: I lost my father. I lost my husband. I lost my best friend. But very few of us actually lose the people we love. We know exactly where they are—in a grave, an urn, on the table of a medical school. My mother, I lost her. In the truest sense of the word.

        I need to talk to her.

        I don’t want to talk to her.

        It was bad enough thinking that she was a martyr. It’s a thousand times worse thinking that she was a willing participant in her disappearance and her exile.

        I don’t feel relief. I feel rage.

        “Up you go,” Jesse says, after he’s scrubbed me from head to toe. He wraps a towel around me and then his face appears beside mine, in the mirror. “You need to talk to her,” he says gently. “And you need to talk to your dad and Evie.”

        “But not tonight,” I say.

        “Not tonight,” he concedes.

        He picks up a brush, but I take it from his hand. On autopilot I thread hair through my fingers. I reach for the red ribbon that I have woven into my French braid for over a decade, a subtle tribute to my mother.

        But then I let it fall.

        Jesse leans against the open bathroom door, enveloped in steam. He looks as if he is fighting the urge to say something. Finally, he sighs. “Someone coming back from the dead? A lot of people would give anything for that,” he says. “Including me.”

        

        My father calls the next day, but I don’t answer the phone. So does Evie. They both text Jesse to make sure I’m m all right, but I am not ready to speak to anyone yet. Dr. Mantillard’s office is closed for the upcoming holiday, so I can’t contact Georgia.

        Not that I want to.

        Jesse watches me, wary. “How long are you going to shut everyone out, Molly?”

        “Oh, I don’t know,” I reply breezily. “Twenty-five years?”

        I pretend that today is no different from yesterday, that my mother is still presumed dead and buried. I check in with Toby, who was on call last night. I’ve never been so frustrated by a state of relative calm in Rhode Island when I am desperate for a distraction. I fire off a few quick emails.

        Then I see an email from the producer of the 60 Minutes interview I have completely forgotten about, saying that the piece is scheduled to run the first Sunday in January. I think about all of Adelaide McCann’s questions concerning my mother and 9/11 and whether my career is a direct result of losing a parent during a public tragedy. I hit reply. Joke’s on you, I type. Since none of that applies anymore. I sit back, the cursor hovering.

        With a sigh, I delete both my response and the original email.

        I pull up a CDC report to read, but I can’t focus.

        Where has she been all this time?

        Maybe I should make bread. That’s relaxing, isn’t it?

        I am googling sourdough starter when Jesse walks back into the condo (when did he even leave?), sorting through our mail. He separates the bills, putting the junk mail and flyers in the recycle bin. Then he holds out an envelope. “For you,” he says.

        There is no stamp. This was slipped through the mail slot, not delivered by post.

        I’ve had enough training on anthrax for all my hackles to rise. Yet even before I break the seal, I know the envelope contains a different kind of poison.

        
          Dear Molly,

          This wasn’t the way I wanted you to find out.

          I realize, now, there was not really any way that would not have been shocking or upsetting, although I was trying to find one. Maybe that’s why I did not say anything sooner, when you came into Dr. Mantillard’s office.

          There is so much I want to say to you—but not in a letter. I know you think this was a choice I made—and it was—but I did it for you. Not to you. And although I do not deserve any of your grace, I hope that you will call me and give me a chance to explain.

          I have missed you, and loved you, and carried you with me all this time.

          X

          Georgia

          404-555-3660

        

        Jesse leans against the wall, arms crossed. “She was here,” I tell him. “She found my address on a patient file, which is a blatant HIPAA violation—and left this note like a fucking coward.”

        “If she had knocked,” Jesse asks, “would you have let her in?”

        “No,” I snap.

        He tilts his head, letting me stew in my own response. “So she isn’t welcome face-to-face. She shouldn’t have sent a letter. And if she hadn’t gotten in touch with you today, that would somehow be even worse, wouldn’t it?”

        “That is so unfair,” I seethe. “Excuse me for being a mess just hours after finding out that the mother I thought was dead has actually been alive and well for decades—”

        “You don’t know that. You don’t know she’s been well.”

        I stare at him, incredulous. “Are you kidding me? You really think I should forget that I grew up thinking she was dead because for twenty-five years she forgot to drop me a line and say she was alive?”

        “You don’t know she forgot to do that, either,” Jesse says evenly.

        “That’s even worse! Then she consciously decided to not be part of my life?”

        Jesse tugs me closer. “Baby, I’m not saying you shouldn’t be upset. But I do think you are going to want to her hear her out. At some point, when you are ready.”

        “And what am I supposed to say? Hi, Mom, so nice of you to drop back into my life, and by the way can I use your Netflix password?”

        “You’re don’t have to say anything,” he offers. “You just have to listen.”

        

        Mars, Venus. I don’t want Jesse solving my problems. I want someone willing to hear me vent about them. So I tell him I’m craving pistachio ice cream and that I’m going to Cumby Farms. Instead, I park in the empty lot of the elementary school and FaceTime Tabs.

        “You all right?” she says, immediately picking up. “You never call out of the blue.”

        “Not really.” I can barely get the words out.

        Tabs’s eyes go wide. I can see all the worst-case scenarios chasing through her thoughts. “I’m fine,” I tell her quickly. “So’s Jesse, and my dad and Evie. And the baby. No one’s dying.” I clear my throat. “It’s, um, my mother.”

        She crawls onto her couch, knees drawn up to her chest. “They found DNA?” Tabs whispers. This, of course, is the holy grail for families who lost someone during 9/11 whose remains are yet to be identified.

        “No,” I say. “She’s alive.”

        Tabs’s mouth drops open. “What? How?”

        I tell her everything, ending with the letter Georgia left in my mailbox. “Jesse thinks I should talk to her, but I can’t. It’s like I have this brick wall between us, now that I know she isn’t a victim. Even if I give her the benefit of the doubt and she was, I don’t know, incapacitated in some way . . . she eventually recovered. Why not come home? She must have known my father was looking for her. I mean, fuck, what kind of mother leaves a newborn?” I take a deep breath. “Do you remember how we used to talk about what we missed most about our parents? You said it was your dad seeing you graduate from college, because you were the first in your family to do it. I said it was stupid, ordinary stuff—making bunny ears with shoelaces so I could learn how to tie them easier or saving me the last bit of cookie dough from the bowl even though it had raw eggs in it and she knew better. But I could have been doing all those things with her. Instead, she let us think she was dead for a quarter of a century. And I know I should be thrilled that wasn’t true, but I’m not. I’m just so fucking angry.”

        Tabs is silent for so long that I think our call might have frozen. I frown at the screen. “Tabs?” I ask. “You still there?”

        She sucks in a breath, her voice quiet. “Do you know how many times I imagined a different ending to my story? That someone would call and say my dad hadn’t been there on 9/11, or better yet, that he’d walk through the door and tell me himself? I’d give anything to find out that this was all a mistake.” Her gaze meets mine squarely. “I’d give anything for the chance to be angry at him.”

        

        I’m assembling the Black Forest cake I make annually to bring to my dad’s place for Christmas when a white paper napkin is suddenly dangled in front of my face. “Truce?” Jesse asks.

        In these days leading up to Christmas, Jesse and I have managed to avoid each other. I spent twelve hours relocating residents of a long-term-care facility after an electrical fire from a Christmas tree swept through their building. He was called in to polygraph three URI frat bros, to learn which one of them sexually assaulted an unconscious girl at a party.

        I fold my arms across my apron. “Which frat bro was it?” I ask.

        He leans against the counter. “Plot twist: all three.”

        “Ugh.” I grimace.

        Jesse nods at my abdomen. “Our child will never, and I mean never, take a drink from someone at a party.”

        “Wow. I didn’t think you’d let her out of the house till she was forty.”

        “I won’t. I’m talking about Tupperware parties. Perimenopause parties.”

        “Women don’t throw perimenopause parties,” I tell him.

        “Well, that feels like a missed opportunity.” He cages me in his arms. “I don’t want to fight, Molly.”

        “We weren’t fighting.”

        “This is your life, your mother. I’m not going to tell you what I’d do. I’m just going to sit on the bench until you call me into the game.”

        “So in this metaphor, I’m the coach?”

        He grazes his palms over my belly. “Stagecoach, maybe.”

        “Are you really making a joke about my weight while you’re trying to negotiate a cease-fire?”

        “Yes. Is it working?” He presses his forehead against mine. “You want to leave Georgia on read for the next thirty years? Go for it. Whatever makes you happy. You’ve got me, and you’ve got our baby. Plenty of family. No need to be greedy.”

        I breathe in the spice and soap of him. “I thought you’d be mad at me if I decide not to talk to her.”

        “No. But then . . . you probably should switch doctors.”

        I had forgotten that every time I have an appointment at Dr. Mantillard’s office, I will have to interact with Georgia.

        I look up to see a question in Jesse’s eyes.

        “You are never getting off that bench. You’re disqualified.” I struggle in his arms, but he keeps me locked close, peppering my jaw with little nips until I give in and kiss him back.

        We break apart with a gasp. “I’m still trading you to the minors.”

        “You can’t,” Jesse says, grinning. “We’re a team.”

        

        Normally when we go to my dad’s for Christmas, he and Evie meet us at the door—Evie with a blinking Christmas light necklace and my father wearing a headband with felt reindeer antlers. But today isn’t normal. Today only Evie greets us, and she looks tentative. “I didn’t know if you were still coming,” she says.

        I hug her tight. “I’m sorry. I should have called you back. I just . . .” I shake my head. “Everything is a mess.”

        “I know,” Evie says. “Your father’s been doubling down on his 9/11 conspiracy theories, because how else could Eloise have just walked away from it?” She folds her arms across her waist. “He—he’s desperate to talk to her, but he doesn’t know how to find her. He tried putting an emergency call in to the obstetrician’s service, but they shut him down when they realized he wasn’t a patient.”

        The scent of mulled cider wafts from the kitchen, and in the living room a fire crackles, sending sparks up the chimney flue like exclamation points. Beneath the Christmas tree are a scattering of gifts wrapped in silver paper. There’s no sign of my father.

        Jesse turns to Evie with a bright smile. “How about some of that cider? With a healthy shot of brandy in it?” He heads into the kitchen.

        It is 10:00 A.M. Neither of us stops him.

        Evie sits on the couch, opposite me. “How did she seem?”

        “Didn’t you see her?”

        She shakes her head. “She must have run right past me, and I never noticed.”

        “She wrote me a letter. Wanted me to contact her.”

        “Did you?”

        “No. I feel like if I tried to talk to her right now, fire would come out of my mouth.” I turn to her. “You were her best friend. Aren’t you mad that she faked her death?”

        Evie’s gaze slides away. “I am so, so glad she is alive,” she says softly. “And I am so, so scared she’ll want to pick up where she left off.”

        “What do you mean?”

        Her eyes fill with tears. “Well, you and Adam don’t need me, do you, if she’s back?”

        “Evie.” I grab her hand and squeeze. “How could you ever think that? Just because she’s here doesn’t mean the last twenty-five years didn’t happen. You’re more of a mother to me than she’s been. I love you.”

        Her breath shudders. “I’m afraid you won’t when you hear what I have to say.” Evie lifts her chin, looking squarely into my eyes. “I didn’t tell you because there was no point,” she says quickly. “I thought Eloise had died and I wanted you to hold on to only the good memories. You know why she was at the Twin Towers that day?”

        Jesse enters, three mugs gripped in his fists. He sets them down on the coffee table and sits next to me, reaching for my hand.

        “She had a doctor’s appointment.”

        “Yes, a psychiatrist. It was an appointment I forced your dad to get for her, the day after I saw her trying to drown you.”

        Jesse’s fingers tighten on mine. “What?” I whisper.

        Evie rubs a spot between her brows. “She . . . changed after she gave birth to you. If you could have seen her before, when she was pregnant—God, she was so excited. At the time I was living it up as a single woman, and let me tell you, it was downright annoying to have every conversation revolve around birthing centers and breast pumps. But from the minute I held you, I understood. I got why mothers are able to lift cars off their children or why they step in front of a bullet to save them. You were just so . . . perfect. Like a blank slate. And it was up to all of us—Eloise, your dad, me—to make sure you stayed that way.”

        She looks up at me. “I think the reality of being a mother was hard, though. She wasn’t sleeping—neither of you were. She didn’t have a lot of help, because your father was traveling for work. It was like there was a film covering her, like she was somewhere else even when she was sitting next to me. Sometimes she couldn’t remember how to turn on the stove in her own apartment, or which key opened her front door. But every time I started thinking something was wrong, she would act completely normal. I guess I doubted myself, instead of doubting her.”

        “So . . . she had postpartum depression?” I know what it is. There’s plenty of literature all over Dr. Mantillard’s office about it—how to recognize the signs, when to ask for help. “Did she go to a doctor?”

        “She saw a doctor, and she took medication—but it made things worse. She called me one day and told me she was afraid she was going to hurt you. Begged me to come over, so I did.” Evie draws in a breath. “She told me she was possessed by the Devil, and that the only way to keep you from being possessed was to kill you.”

        A shudder trails down my spine. Not postpartum depression, then. Postpartum psychosis. Vaguely I recall a story about a woman in Massachusetts who strangled her three children before jumping off the roof of her own house.

        “Your father was in California for work when I called him,” Evie says. “He begged Eloise to go to the hospital, but she refused, because the last time they’d given her medication it had sent her off the rails. Finally, he got her an appointment with a psychiatrist she’d seen before. He was going to fly in on a red-eye and meet her there the next morning.”

        “The doctor’s office,” Jesse says, “in the World Trade Center.”

        “Yes.” Evie nods. “The night before, I stayed in the living room with your bassinet next to me. But I must have dozed off, and when I woke up, you were gone. I heard the water running in the master bath and found Eloise there, holding you facedown in the tub.” A sob chokes out of her throat. “I grabbed you. You started to cry, and that’s when she snapped out of it. I don’t even think she knew what she was doing.”

        I listen to this the way I would ingest any real-life horror story—with pity, with revulsion, with the secret relief that it happened to someone else. Except, in this case, it happened to me.

        Evie is weeping, her face red and blotchy. “I was supposed to go to the appointment, too. With you. But you had a fever, and so I sent her in a cab instead. If I hadn’t . . . if I had gone—”

        Then she might not be alive to tell me this, and I might not be alive to hear it.

        “It was my fault,” Evie sobs. “I was the one who called Adam and told him she needed help. I paid the cabdriver to take her downtown. She was my best friend, and I thought I was the reason she died. I thought I was the reason you’d been left without a mother.”

        She buries her face in her hands. When I don’t respond, frozen, Jesse clears his throat. “Evie,” he says, “you saved Molly’s life.”

        I try to imagine Georgia—the woman who fawns over newborns at Dr. Mantillard’s office; the stranger who clutched my hand at the ER—holding me under the water of a bathtub and waiting for my lungs to fill.

        I’d had questions before I arrived today about why my mother ran away on 9/11, but now, they have multiplied. If she was hearing voices telling her to hurt me, if she was psychotic—were those voices the ones that told her to disappear? And what changed? Because Georgia doesn’t appear to be confused or hallucinating or any of the things Evie described.

        But.

        Why didn’t Evie mention any of this before? Or my father?

        If my mother hadn’t returned, would they ever have said anything at all?

        “Anything else you haven’t told me?” I ask.

        Then I hear the flannel of my father’s voice. “Hey, you,” he says, from where he has been listening at the doorway. “Maybe we should talk.”

        

        Evie makes up an excuse to check on the turkey, and Jesse offers to help, as if peering into an oven is a two-person job. My father sits in front of the fire, hands clasped between his knees. “You have to understand about that day—at first, it was chaos. Evie thought I was at the World Trade Center, too. The phone lines were jammed. I couldn’t get from Newark Airport to Washington Heights—so many streets were blocked off that I got out of the cab and walked. It took hours, and when I finally got back to the apartment, Evie was hysterical. She expected Eloise to be with me.” He rubs the back of his neck. “We called hospitals for days. We went to the armory and put up posters of her. Every day we heard nothing. And every day it seemed less likely that we would.”

        “Evie said she tried to kill me.”

        My father ducks his head. “Yeah. I think when she said that, it finally got me to stop pretending Eloise was all right. I knew something was wrong . . . but I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t be there all the time to take care of her and still pay the rent. So I convinced myself this was just hormones, something that would . . . resolve on its own.” He runs a hand over his face.

        “I had nightmares of her in the psychiatrist’s office when it suddenly turned into a giant fireball. I imagined she thought it was Hell, and that was where she belonged.” Finally, he meets my gaze. “I loved your mother the minute I laid eyes on her, but she wasn’t in her right mind, Molly,” he says, voice breaking. “Whatever she did—she wasn’t in her right mind.”

        I know he is trying to placate me. I know he is just as blindsided by the fact that my mother is alive as I am. We should be pooling our resources to understand why and how she disappeared—but instead, I feel like my insides are scraped raw and he’s holding the blade. “You never thought this was information I deserved to have?” I accuse.

        “Evie and I talked about it. You were a baby when we lost Eloise. We knew you wouldn’t have memories of her—only the bits and pieces we gave you. We didn’t want one of them to be that your dead mother tried to drown you. When you thought of Eloise, we wanted it to be positive. A victim of circumstance. Not a villain.”

        Frustration boils. “How I thought of her was my decision to make, Dad. Not yours.”

        “I was protecting you—”

        “You were protecting yourself. She was going to be a stranger to me, either way. You’re the one who didn’t want to remember the monster she turned into.” I add, in disbelief: “Your wife was having conversations in the kitchen with Satan and you just . . . went on a business trip?”

        “It wasn’t that simple—”

        “Yes, actually it is. Let me break it down for you. You lied to me.” I get off the couch, staring down at my father.

        Blind with tears, I walk into the kitchen to find Evie mixing a pot on the stove while Jesse stands at the counter, grating cheese.

        “Jesse,” I say, “take me home.”

        

        Instead of Christmas dinner at my childhood home, we go back to our condo, where I put on my pajamas and crawl into bed. Jesse heats up leftover lasagna, and we eat it while watching It’s a Wonderful Life.

        We do not discuss the fact that I fought with my father, or that when we left, Evie had tears in her eyes.

        “Did you know,” I say, “this movie was a flop when it was released?”

        Jesse has an arm wrapped around me, cradling my belly. “How come you like it so much?”

        “How can you not? Clarence . . . Zuzu’s petals . . . Jimmy Stewart getting a second chance . . .” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I twist to see his face. “Don’t you dare say it.”

        “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Jesse replies.

        I sigh. “I just feel . . . stupid,” I admit. “Like I’ve been gaslit my whole life.”

        “Gaslighting is when you lie to someone for your own personal gain. I don’t think Evie and your dad were being intentionally malicious.”

        “Would you do it?” I gesture to my swollen abdomen. “Would you lie to our daughter?”

        “Yes,” he says immediately. “If I thought it would keep her from getting hurt.”

        I sit up. “I guess you and I have different ideas about child-rearing.”

        “Probably something we should have talked about six months ago.”

        “Jesse, how can you even joke about this?”

        On the television, Jimmy Stewart is running through the streets, racing through the snow to the bridge, begging to get his old life back.

        Jesse sits up, too, so that our knees are touching. “What if your dad and Evie had told you? What would have changed?”

        I give this serious consideration. If I’d known my mother was suffering from postpartum mental illness and had tried to hurt me, it would have been much harder to canonize her. “I always thought of her as some kind of sainted martyr. I think everyone who died on 9/11 leveled up to that status, right? I mean, when you hear about someone who was killed that day, it’s that they were a beloved son or a brave firefighter or a devoted mother.”

        “Tragedy gilds victims,” Jesse agrees. “When I think of my sister Anna, it’s all about how she died too young, and how fucking brave she was for a thirteen-year-old. What I don’t think about is how she used to steal shit from my room, or how she would egg on a fight with impeccable timing, or how her actions literally made my dad move out of the house because he was so pissed off at my mother. I’m guessing that right now, you see your mom as a little less shiny?”

        I glance up at him. “Yeah. Now she’s real.”

        Jesse reaches over and takes my hand. “It’s easy to love someone you’ve put on a pedestal,” he says. “But it’s a lot more impressive to love someone you haven’t.”

        He’s not wrong. Yet, after years of wishing I could actually know my mother, I’m the one creating the obstacle to that.

        “Hey,” Jesse says suddenly. “I almost forgot.” He reaches into the nightstand beside the bed and pulls out a small, flat wrapped box. “Merry Christmas, baby.”

        I smack his shoulder. “We weren’t supposed to get each other gifts,” I scold. Instead, we’d decided to splurge on a Snoo, a vibrating bassinet that prevents SIDS, helps with sleep training, and basically does everything except the baby’s laundry. But even as I complain, I’m tearing off the wrapping. Inside is a silver picture frame, engraved at the top: THE FITZGERALD FAMILY.

        “Wow!” I say, looking at the stock photo of a smiling elderly couple. “I’ve always wanted a picture of grandparents I never knew.”

        “Wiseass!” says Jesse.

        “Wait, do I have grandparents I never knew?”

        “I figured we could put our very first photo of the three of us in there.”

        “I know.” I kiss him. “I love it.” Then I swing my legs over the bed. “I might have gotten you something, too.”

        I lumber to the linen closet in the hallway and pull out a five-pound box, lugging it back into the bedroom. I drop it on the bed, and Jesse turns it over, trying to figure out what it is, even though the picture is right on the box.

        “It’s a NOCO Boost!” I tell him. “It’s like a jack-of-all-trades for emergencies. You can start a dead car battery or use it as a flashlight or charge your phone or computer. Or all of the above! Oh, and . . .” I dig in my own nightstand, coming up with a little yellow tube of stormproof matches. “This is a stocking stuffer, but I forgot to put it in your stocking.”

        Jesse bursts out laughing. “God, I love you, Molly. Don’t ever change.”

        We tumble backward onto the bed as George Bailey watches his entire community come to save him. And then I forget the movie while Jesse unlaces my pajama bottoms and slips his hand inside.

        I’m more sensitive now, and his fingers are electricity shooting over my skin. He coats me like armor. When I am sleepy and sated, he moves to clear away our dishes. I watch him walk naked into the kitchen. “Not bad for an old dude,” I say.

        “Respect your elders,” he calls over his shoulder.

        The movie is over; there’s a late-night talk show rerun airing. I fold the blanket under my chin. I think about the silver frame Jesse gave me.

        I wonder how Georgia spent Christmas. I wonder what it would feel like to spend twenty-five Christmases without your original family.

        I have more information now than I did when I woke up this morning, but instead of clarity it has only created confusion. Did my mother run away while she was delusional and unaware of what she was doing? Did she leave because she was lucid, and ashamed she’d tried to hurt me?

        After a moment, I throw back the covers and pad to the bedroom trash can. I dump it onto the floor, searching for the sheet of paper that I balled up and threw away.

        I smooth it as best I can, then pick up my phone and text the number at the bottom.

        If you want to talk, I type, I am free tomorrow.

        And then, as an afterthought: This is Molly.

        

        My mother, the stranger, sits in my living room. She holds a mug of tea, but she hasn’t touched the cheese plate I put out.

        Beside me, Jesse has held my hand tight while we have discussed the weather, the traffic in Providence, and my due date. “So, Georgia,” Jesse says, and then he hesitates. “Is that what I should call you?”

        “It’s been a long time since I answered to Eloise,” she says softly.

        “How long have you lived in Rhode Island?” Jesse asks.

        “About five months. I took over for the receptionist who retired at Dr. Mantillard’s.”

        He stretches his arm around the back of the couch, embracing me. “Crazy coincidence, isn’t it, that you’d wind up working in Molly’s doctor’s office.”

        Her lips twitch. “I can see why you’re a good detective.”

        “You’ve been stalking us?” I say.

        “No,” Georgia insists, and then her face flushes. “Maybe a little.” She puts down her tea and presses her palms to her thighs. “I think we both know that it wasn’t a coincidence.”

        “But there’s so much I don’t know,” I say. “Starting with why you left.”

        “I’ll tell you everything,” Georgia promises. “But if you are okay with it, I’d like to start at the beginning.”

        I nod.

        “I grew up in Alabama, a small town called Borden Springs. My father was an Evangelical minister. My mother was the classic minister’s wife, but with a mental health problem that we did not talk about. My little sister, Adie, was the prettiest girl in town, and unlike me, a perfect child.”

        As she tells me a story of religious indoctrination, physical and sexual abuse, and suicide, I cringe. It’s painful, and would be no matter who was telling it. I let my gaze roam over her—from her short dark hair with roots beginning to show to the deep bow in her upper lip that I have and my father doesn’t to the wrinkles on her hands that show a life of hard work. I try to imagine her as the girl who was beaten and shamed publicly, but it feels removed from the woman she is now.

        When she reaches the part where she ran away the night before Adie’s funeral, I interrupt. “Why are you telling me this? Are you hoping it will make me feel more sympathetic?”

        Jesse’s head snaps toward mine, surprised. “Molly!” he says.

        “No,” Georgia says. “I expect you to hate me. Anything less will be a win.”

        I remain stone-faced. “Fast-forward to the part where you tried to drown me.”

        Her eyes fill up, and she lets out a breath. “I wondered if you knew.”

        “As of yesterday.”

        “I assumed they would have told you,” she says quietly.

        “They thought they were protecting me.”

        “I don’t remember doing it,” Georgia confesses. “But then again, there’s a lot I don’t remember.” She twists the mug in her hands. “I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t stop worrying that you’d get hurt. I told the midwife and she said that was normal for a new mother.” She swallows. “I started to hear a voice telling me that I was already dead; that I belonged to Satan. It sounded like every sermon my father used to preach. And then the voice started saying I only had a few more days left on earth . . . and that Satan would come for you next. If I wanted to save you, I had to send you to Jesus before that happened.”

        She is crying now, and Jesse brings her a box of Kleenex.

        “It’s called postpartum psychosis. Sometimes, if the mother succeeds, it’s described as ‘altruistic homicide.’ But back then, psychiatrists barely had words to define it.”

        My mouth goes dry. “You really did try to kill me.”

        “I did everything I could to stop myself. I took the medication they prescribed, but that made the voices worse, and it also made me feel like I was being burned alive. I called and begged Evie to come over. I agreed to go back to the psychiatrist the morning of 9/11. I was . . . I was not in control of my own thoughts then. Until the plane hit, and for one moment, the fog in my head . . . seemed to clear.”

        “And now?” I ask.

        “I take medication. I go to therapy. There are setbacks, yes, but I haven’t heard the voices in years.”

        “So when you left, it was intentional,” I accuse.

        “I knew you’d be better off without me.” Georgia’s gaze feels like gravity. “I knew there were people who would take care of you, and love you, and keep you safe. And look at you. I was right.”

        I bristle. She was right? Although I had Evie as a stepmother, I still grew up with loss. I scoured websites about 9/11 in the hope of seeing her name. I’d never known my own mother, even though she’d been out there in the world, alive.

        She reaches over, touching my hand. She’d held on to me the night she brought me to the ER after I fell, but this is different. Now I know who Georgia Gilligan is. I yank my hand away.

        “Where were you living?”

        “Atlanta,” she says quietly, ruefully.

        “Why did it take you twenty-five years?” I ask, hating the catch in my voice. “If you got better, why didn’t you come home?”

        “I tried once, very early on,” she admits. “I saw you, and Evie, and your father. You were a family. All I ever wanted was for you to be happy . . . and I thought they could do a better job than I could. And it was all still very . . . raw.”

        I feel Jesse’s hand on my back, grounding me. “Okay, then why come back now? Why not just live your own life, instead of crashing back into ours?”

        Georgia’s eyes flick to my belly, then back up. “Because I won’t let what happened to me happen to you.”

        My work phone suddenly rings, slicing through the silence. “I have to get that,” I say.

        I answer the cell as I walk toward the kitchen. “Happy Boxing Day,” Toby says.

        “What the hell is Boxing Day?” I muse.

        “A holiday, or so my calendar says, until Brockton Hospital had a three-alarm fire.”

        My pulse kicks into high gear. Brockton is in Massachusetts, but patients may need to be moved across our state border. “Did you send out a Hospital Capacity Alert Message?”

        “Yup. Sluggish response.”

        “Have you talked to Dawn yet?” She is my counterpart, the head of the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency.

        “No.”

        “All right. I’ll meet you at the EOC after I call her.”

        I return to the living room. “I have to leave,” I tell Jesse and Georgia. “Work.”

        The truth is, Toby could handle this. There really isn’t a need for me to go, especially since Massachusetts hasn’t even asked for our help yet.

        Some disasters are easier to manage than others.

        I stuff my feet into my boots and grab Jesse’s parka, shrugging it on.

        “Anything I can do for you?” he asks.

        I look helplessly at him, telepathically asking him to take care of Georgia. She rises from the loveseat where she has been seated. “Maybe we can meet another time,” she says hesitantly. “Keep talking?”

        “Maybe.” I head for the door. “Jesse, I’ll text you when I know how long I’ll be gone.”

        “Be safe, baby.”

        I hurry out of the condo, closing the door behind me. I take a deep breath, gulping as if it’s the first oxygen I’ve had in hours.

        Then I pivot and open the door again. Georgia hasn’t moved from the position she was in just a moment ago.

        “I spent so long trying not to forget you that I don’t know if it’s possible for me to forgive you,” I say.

        “I really don’t expect you to forgive me,” Georgia answers. “I just hope that one day, you’ll understand.”

        

        For the next four weeks, I ignore increasingly desperate voicemails from Evie and my father, and watch the text thread between me and Georgia Gilligan. She has not written me since Boxing Day. I am angry that she hasn’t reached out. I’m angry that I can’t bring myself to reach out to her. I am angry that I’m angry.

        I don’t like being in a holding pattern, even though I’m the one who’s maintaining it.

        When there’s an outbreak of meningitis B at Providence College, I’m grateful for the distraction.

        In Rhode Island, college students must be vaccinated for meningitis if they’re going to live in a dorm. The usual vaccine protects against four strains of the disease, but meningitis B is not one of those four strains, and it’s the strain that most often becomes a danger on college campuses. Everyone’s sharing drinks, making out, passing joints, sneezing or coughing in close spaces. And although it initially presents innocently, like the flu, it progresses quickly if not treated and can lead to disability and death. A freshman wakes up with a stiff neck and is dead by dinnertime.

        By the time I enter the school gym, where Toby’s set up a vaccination clinic, dozens of bleary-eyed college students are already there—some in shorts, despite the snow; some sleeping on the floor as they wait their turn. I scan for Toby, and when I find him, I pull him aside. “How’s it going?”

        “Peachy.” Toby walks me through his plan. He has members of our team going dorm to dorm and knocking on doors, dragging students down here one building at a time.

        I wrinkle my nose. “What’s that smell?”

        “Unshowered Gen Z,” Toby replies.

        “Where do you want me?”

        He narrows his eyes. “I got this, Molly. You should go home.”

        “If you’re saying that because I’m pregnant—”

        “I’m saying that because I’m afraid of being punched out by your husband.”

        “Consent forms it is, then,” I announce, as if Toby hasn’t spoken. I park myself behind a table with another volunteer, and for the next four hours I answer questions about side effects and whether the vaccine was formulated using fetal cells (thanks to inaccurate Google AI searches while they are all waiting in line). I am so tired that I’m nearly seeing double when a student says, “I can’t get a shot.”

        I launch into my spiel, the one that explains the risk versus the reward, but with every sentence the girl shrinks deeper into her puffy winter coat.

        “Maybe I didn’t make clear how incredibly contagious this disease is,” I say evenly.

        “I know, it’s just—”

        “Maybe you would rather take a field trip to the hospital to see one of your classmates, who’s now an amputee after contracting meningitis B!”

        A hand falls on my shoulder. “Molly,” Toby says, his voice a guillotine.

        The girl is sobbing. “I’m terrified of needles,” she hiccups.

        Toby looks to the volunteer beside me, who comes from behind the desk to wrap an arm around the girl’s shoulders. Then he looks at me. “I think we need to talk.”

        He leads me out of the gymnasium, into a locker room. I sit on a bench and he perches beside me. “What’s going on?”

        “I . . . lost it. I’ll go back and apologize, and—”

        “You’ve been on a hair trigger for weeks now, Molly.”

        I take a deep breath. “I found out some stuff about my mother. Most notably—she’s not dead.”

        Toby blinks. “What?”

        “She disappeared on 9/11 and she’s been living in Atlanta until a few months ago.” I fill him in on the past four weeks. “So yeah,” I say. “Basically, everyone’s been lying to me my whole life.”

        “Not me.” Toby gently bumps my shoulder with his own. “You were being a bitch and I told you that you were being a bitch.”

        A teary laugh bubbles out of my throat. “Thanks.”

        “Your mother’s alive. That’s a lot to digest, Molly,” he muses.

        “I don’t know who I am anymore, Toby,” I admit.

        “Well, I do. You’re the badass boss who just shored up the immunity of five thousand college kids.”

        “Turns out I’m much better at handling other people’s emergencies,” I say.

        Toby hesitates. “Did you want me to just listen, or do you want advice?”

        I would trust Toby with my life; I have trusted him with the lives of others. “Advice.”

        “You know how we set up an exercise?”

        “I am familiar with that, yes,” I say.

        “We have evaluators, right?” I nod at him. “Not an evaluator. Why?”

        “Because different people notice different things.”

        “Right, even when they’re all watching the same scenario unfold,” Toby replies. “You need all those points of view to really understand what went down.”

        One person watching the news on 9/11 might have witnessed an act of terrorism. Georgia might have glimpsed a way to save me from her worst intentions.

        Toby watches the wheels turning in my mind.

        What looks like devastation from one angle might, from another, be salvation. What looks like a lie might be someone else’s truth.

        He meets my gaze. “You know why this is rattling you, right? Because you can’t plan for something like this, Molly.”

        I wonder if the reason I have pushed everyone away is because I am still trying to reverse-engineer a solution to an unsolvable problem.

        I glance at Toby. “The person who hired you was clearly a genius.”

        “Eh,” Toby jokes. “She’s okay.”

        

        I am nervous going to my thirty-second-week ob-gyn checkup, and not just because Jesse is deep in a polygraph and can’t come with me. It’s been weeks since I saw Georgia, but I haven’t texted her.

        And there she is, on the other side of Dr. Mantillard’s office reception desk. “Molly,” she says, my name a prayer.

        Our eyes meet. For a moment, we are trapped in amber. The baby rolls inside me, a tug on the chain link of generations.

        It is clear to me in that moment: she hadn’t contacted me because she was giving me time—to clear my head, to digest. She is offering me the choice I didn’t have twenty-five years ago, about whether or not I want her in my life.

        But what comes out of my mouth is: “Is she running late?”

        Georgia blinks. For a moment, she looks so sad, but then a mask settles over her features. She smiles politely. All right, not yet then. “The doctor’s about ten minutes behind.”

        I take a seat in the waiting room and watch Georgia. The night she brought me to the ER, she told the docs that I was twenty-three weeks pregnant. But no receptionist memorizes the gestational age of every patient. She must have been paying singular attention to me, to my file.

        I feel a tender ache in my chest at the thought of Georgia trying to get to know me through lab results, blood pressure readings, and chart notes.

        When my name is called, I follow a nurse into one of the examination rooms. She takes my vitals, then Dr. Mantillard knocks and opens the door. “Home stretch,” she says, smiling at me. “Third trimester. How are you feeling?”

        “Fine,” I tell her, as she washes her hands and then measures my belly and puts the Doppler stethoscope against my skin so I can lose myself in the baby’s heartbeat.

        “Have you found a pediatrician yet?” the doctor asks.

        Shit, that was our homework from the last visit. I completely forgot with everything that’s happened. “Working on it,” I say cheerfully.

        “Any trouble sleeping? Pain with intercourse? Other concerns?” I shake my head. “Great. At the next visit, we’ll do a pelvic exam to check the baby’s position . . . That will be in four weeks. You can schedule with Georgia on your way out.”

        I’m assuming Dr. Mantillard has no idea about our relationship. “There is one thing,” I say, clearing my throat. “I recently found out that my mother, um, had some problems after she gave birth.”

        Dr. Mantillard frowns. “You mean physical complications, after delivery?” She flips through my file, which I know says that my mother is deceased.

        “She was . . . unstable,” I add. “Mentally,” I say. “Postpartum psychosis.”

        “Ah.” The doctor makes a note in my file. “There is evidence that heredity can play a part in postpartum psychosis. We can be hypervigilant about the signs, should they occur. And if they do, Molly, with the right diagnosis and medication, a mother with PPP can be healthy and safe. Women can even go on to have more children without the condition presenting again. But just in case,” she adds, “it’s good to know in advance.”

        After Dr. Mantillard leaves, I return to the reception desk. “I need to schedule for four weeks.”

        Georgia starts typing. “How’s one P.M. on March eighteenth?”

        “Sounds good.” I put it in my phone calendar but don’t walk away. “Georgia . . . I’ve been really busy.”

        “I understand,” Georgia replies, with a small smile. “I’m not going anywhere.”

        We realize simultaneously that it’s a poor choice of words.

        “Molly,” she says, “your father stopped by. He wants to talk to me. But I wouldn’t, not unless you tell me that you’re okay with it.”

        “It’s your life.” I shrug.

        “Well,” Georgia points out. “It’s yours, too.”

        

        Over dinner one night, Jesse tells me about a 9/11 victim he’s been reading about. “Sneha Anne Philip was her name,” he says. “She was a resident in her third year at St. Vincent’s on Staten Island. She lived two blocks away from the World Trade Center. And she never came home the night of 9/11.”

        I look up at him over my lo mein. “She died in the attacks?”

        “That’s the million-dollar question,” Jesse replies. “Her husband was a guy named Ron Lieberman. He wasn’t surprised when she never came home that night, because she had a habit of going out to bars with friends, or staying over at her brother’s place when he was working late. Anyway, a full day after the Towers fell, she hadn’t come home, so he reported her missing. Her brother was interviewed on WABC, said he’d last talked to her as she was running into the World Trade Center to help with the injured.”

        I nod.

        “So Sneha Philip is anointed a hero, right?” Jesse continues. “But then the NYPD starts to narrow down their list of nine thousand presumed victims of the attacks. Turns out, there were a lot of red flags for Philip. She didn’t have a great marriage, she had affairs with other women, she had been fired for substance abuse. There’s footage of her shopping with a woman the night before—buying bedding and three pairs of shoes and five-hundred-dollars’ worth of lingerie. Lieberman hired a PI, who found grainy security camera footage of a person in the lobby of their apartment building moments before the first plane hit the tower. Lieberman insisted it was Sneha Philip based on her hair, and movements. She stood in front of the elevators for a while before running out the door. And then it turns out that her brother lied about hearing from her.”

        “So she didn’t run into the World Trade Center?” I sit up a little straighter. “Did anyone ever find her?”

        He shakes his head. “Her husband refused to believe the NYPD, who strongly suspected she hadn’t died that day. But in 2008, he finally got her name added to the memorial.”

        “Why are you telling me this?” I ask.

        “Well,” he explains. “You know how unreliable suspect lineups are?”

        “So you’ve told me,” I reply.

        “It’s not that the victim wants to point out the wrong perp. Your mind is just working overtime to match the person in front of you with the one you remember.”

        “So . . . what?”

        Jesse meets my gaze. “We reinvent people to make them fit what we want to believe about them.”

        

        Evie shows up at my office holding a can of olives. “I wanted to bring an olive branch, but it’s February,” she says. “Please, Molly. Can I come in?”

        I can’t help but laugh; I gesture for her to sit down.

        “I miss you. And so does your father.”

        “I don’t see him holding any Kalamatas,” I point out.

        “He’s trying to give you the space you wanted.”

        I rub my forehead. “Evie,” I say, “I’m not mad at you. I’m just . . . mad at everything.”

        She draws in a breath. “I hate knowing you’re upset, and that you don’t want to talk. You used to tell me everything.”

        It’s true; Evie had been my confidante and my best friend when I was too introverted, too brainy, too intense for kids my own age.

        She goes on. “Do you remember when you found the shoe box of glass tiles in my bedroom closet, and you asked me if they were jewels?”

        I nod. I had been maybe five. The cut glass glittered in all the colors of the rainbow. Evie said they’d belonged to my mother.

        “I thought she was a queen.”

        “And I didn’t correct you,” Evie says. “Because I wanted you to think the best of her.” She twists her hands in her lap. “I know this must feel like a deliberate lie of omission. But right or wrong—anything I did or didn’t tell you about Eloise was out of love for you. For her.”

        I had taken that box of glass with me to college. By then, of course, I knew it was meant for mosaics. But sometimes I’d push an edge against my skin and watch blood bead and think about how it once had circulated through my mother’s body, when I was still a part of her.

        “If you don’t want to talk, let me.” Evie leans closer. “Is that okay?”

        I tip my head.

        “The week after the attack, we took you to the armory. They did a cheek swab so that if they found Eloise’s DNA, they’d be able to identify it,” she says, steeling her spine. “There were dozens of kids there, because so many parents were missing. We gave statements about what Eloise was wearing when she went to the appointment, what time she left, the cab she’d taken. The driver had survived; he’d pulled over when the first plane hit. He said his passenger got out of the car and disappeared while he was still staring at the sky.” She takes a deep breath. “I had to fight your father to have a memorial—force him to accept that Eloise was truly gone. On her birthday in 2002, I named a star in her honor. You can get a certificate. I never told anyone—not even your father.”

        I let my gaze slide away, but I am listening.

        “When you learned to talk, you called me Mama. I didn’t correct that, either,” Evie says softly, “because I liked it too much.”

        I feel a slow unraveling in me. Grief, maybe. Or shame.

        “I fell in love with you before I fell in love with him,” she says.

        I look at her face. I so desperately want to believe her.

        She goes on. “Now I don’t even know if I’m still his wife.”

        I hadn’t thought about that. My mother had been declared dead, but clearly she wasn’t. Which meant her original marriage to my father was intact, and legally, Evie’s wasn’t.

        “You’re entitled to your anger, Molly. If you’re not ready to talk to me,” she says, “call your father.”

        By the time I look up, she has silently left my office.

        I turn my attention to the brief I was typing out before Evie interrupted me, and read the same sentence three times. With a sigh, I pick up the phone. My father answers on the first ring.

        “I’m sorry, Molly.”

        “I know you are.”

        There is static and silence between us. “It was like seeing a ghost,” my father says after a minute. “I veer back and forth between hating her for staying away and hating myself for not finding her. But I don’t think I can bear it if you hate me.”

        “I don’t, Dad,” I sigh. “I just wish . . .”

        What do I wish?

        That he’d noticed something was wrong with his wife sometime before September 11?

        That he and Evie had trusted me with the truth?

        That Georgia had never reappeared?

        But if I’m going to be honest with myself, I can understand how my father might have affixed blinders. I can understand why he and Evie didn’t want to tarnish my memory of my mother. I can even understand why, as messy as Georgia’s return is, she hoped it could prevent history repeating when I have my own baby.

        “Dad?” I hesitate. “Just because I’m not ready to talk to Georgia doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.”

        

        That night after Jesse and I finish brushing our teeth, I ask, “What if I am like her?” I turn to him. “What if the same thing happens to me?”

        “It’s not a sure thing that you’ll inherit postpartum psychosis. Dr. Mantillard even said so. And in the unlikely event that it does happen, we’re all on high alert. We’ll get you the help you need, fast. Georgia’s completely stable now. The problem she had was that no one was willing to admit she needed help.” He pulls me into his arms.

        “What if being a bad parent is in your genes?”

        “You know it doesn’t work that way. Shit just sometimes happens to people who don’t deserve it, and you survive it.” He strokes my arms. “Do you really think Georgia was a bad mother?”

        My brows shoot up. “Don’t you?”

        He rubs his hand over his mouth, considering. “Georgia was sick—just like someone who has cancer is sick—and in one moment when she wasn’t in excruciating pain, she made a decision to protect you, even if it meant she couldn’t be with you. So does that make her a bad mother . . . or a good one?”

        He leans down and kisses my forehead, then leaves the bathroom.

        I wash my face and pull the ribbon from my French braid. Then I take my phone from my back pocket and pull up my text thread with Georgia.

        If you’re free, I type, maybe we could meet for lunch.

        Immediately three dots appear and disappear. Appear.

        I hold my breath, waiting again for my mother.

        

        I talk to Georgia at a diner over platters of cheeseburgers and chocolate milkshakes. The conversation is smoother this time. She asks about my father, about Evie—she had followed their lives, and mine, on social media. She asks how I’m feeling in the final stretch of pregnancy. At my prompting, she tells me about her journey out of New York City on 9/11, and meeting Ximena, and being hospitalized.

        I tell her about graduating early, and why I chose public health, and why I came back to Rhode Island. We swap information as if we are playing a game of Go Fish, our memories the playing cards. But it is still all very superficial—the stuff you’d read in a short CV.

        I want to ask her if she still has feelings for my father. If she resents Evie for taking her place. If she misses her life in Georgia.

        When Georgia takes her milkshake and pours a thin stream of it over her fries, my jaw drops. “Oh,” she says. “I know it’s gross—”

        “It’s the only way to eat French fries,” I murmur. I like to dip them, that’s why I ordered the chocolate shake. “Jesse used to think I was crazy.” I look up at her. “But I’ve never seen anyone else do it.”

        “Well,” Georgia says. “I guess great taste is hereditary.” She swirls a French fry in the soup of melted ice cream and takes a bite. “I used to dream of the kind of ice cream Willy Wonka made.”

        “The kind that never melts, not even on a very hot day,” I quote.

        Georgia grins. “Roald Dahl fan?”

        I nod. “I was kind of a loner as a kid. Inevitably someone would find out that my mother had—um—died on 9/11, and then things would get weird. So the older I got, the more I just kept to myself and read incessantly.”

        She looks stricken. “I’m sorry.”

        It feels like dipping a toe into a pool you thought you wanted to swim in, only to learn it’s ice cold. “You know,” I say, changing the subject, “there are all kinds of theories about Willy Wonka being a serial killer who chooses his victims with the Golden Ticket, and operates a slave ring of Oompa-Loompas.”

        Georgia laughs. “I still wanted that Golden Ticket more than anything. I used to check the book out every week from the library, until my father got it banned. But I was obsessed with the idea of being plucked out of my home and being told that the world held bigger things for me.”

        She had been dreaming of escape longer than I thought. It was why she ran from Alabama, why she let her imagination take flight in art. But instead of becoming remarkable, she spent twenty-five years living a life that left no trace.

        “One year for my birthday,” Georgia says, “my sister, Adie, set up a Wonka treasure hunt. I found M&M’s in a trail to a cardboard ticket that she’d covered with tinfoil in the branches of a tree. She told me to make a wish, and I closed my eyes and did, but of course when I opened them everything was the same. She said, ‘I know you’re thinking the world’s not magic, Ellie, but it is.’ And you know what? She was right. The world was magic, because she was in it.”

        When my mother talks about Adie, she glows.

        “I wish you could have known her,” Georgia says.

        “I wish I could have known you.”

        The words are out of my mouth before I realize I’ve spoken them. We stare at each other, stripped of artifice.

        “I wish that, too,” my mother breathes.

        I feel the shift of the baby inside me, pushing. “Did I—” I falter. “Did I do this to you?”

        She knows what I am asking. “None of this is your fault,” Georgia says firmly.

        “But if you’d never gotten pregnant—”

        “No,” she interrupts. “It was there, all along, somewhere inside me. If childbirth hadn’t triggered it, something else might have—stress, or Covid, or menopause. And if I had never gotten pregnant, you wouldn’t be here.” She slides from her side of the booth to sit beside me instead. Her eyes scan the freckles on my nose, the fans of my lashes, the divot of my upper lip.

        I don’t know if she moves or if I do, but suddenly I’m in her arms. I fit into the curve of her shoulder.

        Just then the baby kicks so hard that Georgia jumps back. “Oh! Is that—”

        “Yup.” I take her hand and press it against a spot under my ribs. When a second kick comes, her face transforms.

        “Anything I can get you?”

        We both startle at the appearance of the waitress, looking down at the empty dishes, with their matching puddles of chocolate ice cream.

        I meet my mother’s gaze. “I think we’re good,” I say.

        

        Jesse had met Richard Drew years ago. He’d been attending a polygraphy conference, and the famous photographer been in the convention center giving a keynote at a different event. They’d hung out at the hotel bar, Richard telling all his war stories. When Bobby Kennedy was shot, Richard Drew was standing so close that blood splattered his clothing. He had a habit of being in the wrong places at the right time to capture tragedy on film.

        When Georgia resurfaced, Jesse had reached out to his friend, asking for a special favor.

        That favor is a manila folder, now sitting on my lap. “He was on assignment for the AP,” Jesse tells me, “when his editor called to tell him a plane had crashed into the World Trade Center.”

        I nod. “I remember, you’ve told me about him. He took the famous picture of the falling man.” The photo had captured the person, upside down and completely vertical, against the striped façade of the skyscraper.

        “Yeah,” Jesse says. “It’s one of the iconic images of 9/11.”

        Jesse opens the folder and slides out a completely different photo. This one is in black and white, people funneling over a bridge, moving away from the camera.

        “This was the last picture he got. It was after the South Tower was hit, but before it fell.”

        The photograph has been printed large, sixteen by twenty. I pick it up and realize that it is not black and white, as I’d thought. There are pops of color—a blue scarf, a pink sneaker. The reason that it appears so monotone is because the people trudging over the bridge are almost completely covered in ash.

        My eye is drawn to a single spot of red. I realize it’s a red ribbon, woven through hair that—even without the dust and debris—would have been platinum.

        My mother is the only person facing away from Brooklyn. She’s turned back toward Manhattan, trying to hold her ground against the people rushing to safety. She looks as if, even when her own life was in danger, she had to drag herself away.

        My hands grip the edges of the photograph so tight that it starts to crinkle, and Jesse gently tugs it from me. “I know you don’t have many photos of your mother,” he says. “Here’s one from the last day you were together.”

        I want to throw my arms around him. I want to sob. Because seeing this—that at that moment the world changed, my mother was wavering on a precipice; that she might have thought about not running away—it’s proof that I didn’t know I needed.

        I stare at her grainy, dusty features, but all I see is myself.

        

        That night, I dream that I am swaddled in the softest of blankets. I am waiting for something I don’t have the words to describe. I know hunger, I know wet, I know pain. Time is one spark after another, not a continuum. I am alert, and then I’m not.

        I am startled out of the violet space I’m suspended in, although I don’t know what pulled me from sleep. It feels like a monster has awakened beneath the earth. I start crying so hard that the hiccups come.

        Not the real tears . . .

        I hear her voice, the plea in it. My face is damp and hot. My breath is a runaway train.

        Then I am raised like an offering, until her face becomes the sun in my sky. I stare at it and go blind with relief.

        She is white dust and white hair and black eyes and black mouth, but my eyes find the only other color in the palate of my vision: that snake of red over her shoulder that my hand reaches for, even now. It is the first true color I saw, when shapes and lines began to have meaning; when I began to differentiate between me and her, and realized we were not a single entity.

        Shh, she soothes. I’ve got you.

        

        I wake up to Jesse shaking me. “You okay?” he asks. “You were having a nightmare.”

        Was I?

        I roll onto my side, facing him. “Thank you for the photograph,” I say softly.

        “When I first saw it, I freaked out. It looked too much like you.”

        “I know.” My belly tightens. “Jesse? Promise me that if—”

        I cut myself off as a gush of fluid rushes between my legs.

        

        “It’s too early!” I’m only thirty-eight weeks.

        “I don’t think the baby’s paying attention to a calendar,” Jesse says.

        It is April Fool’s Day, but this is not a prank. Since my water broke, I have had three contractions in forty-five minutes. I keep expecting them to come faster. I read all the books and took the classes and gathered the birthing stories of other women. I know—I just know—that something is terribly wrong.

        When we got to the hospital, the nurse did an exam, skating her hands over my skin and pressing on my belly. Then she left to call Dr. Mantillard, who comes into the room, washes her hands at the sink, and slips on gloves. “Molly, Jesse,” she greets. “Looks like this baby’s in a hurry.” She does the same things the labor nurse did, molding her palms over the landscape of my belly. Then she moves to a position between my legs, doing a quick exam. She strips off her gloves and stands. “Your baby has somehow managed to turn herself sideways. The good news is that you’re not in active labor yet—so we have a chance to manually turn the baby so she’s pointing head down.”

        I look at Jesse. I told you so.

        He clears his throat. “How does that work?”

        “It involves us pressing down on the uterus, trying to massage her into moving. It might not be successful. You need to be aware that there’s a risk for abruption, and for emergency C-section.”

        “But if the baby stays sideways, doesn’t that mean a C-section, too?”

        “Yes,” Dr. Mantillard says.

        Fear seizes me. Jesse grips my chin, turning my face to his. “Hey. It’s going to be okay.”

        I nod, but tears fill my eyes. I turn to Dr. Mantillard. “Do it,” I say firmly.

        It seems like time speeds up. The room is suddenly alive with nurses. One wraps a belly band around my waist and sticks pads on me, cataloging my contractions and the baby’s heart rate. A nurse gives me a shot—terbutaline, she says—to prevent contractions, and an IV, just in case.

        The calm before the storm is a half hour, during which the medication they injected makes my heart hammer, or maybe that’s just fear. When Dr. Mantillard returns, she brings a second ob-gyn. Younger, maybe a resident? “Showtime,” Dr. Mantillard says. “Molly, this is Dr. Hayes. She’s going to be assisting.” They do an ultrasound to confirm the baby’s position. “We’re going to try rolling her forward,” Dr. Mantillard says. “If that doesn’t work, we’ll try backward.”

        She squeezes gobs of ultrasound gel onto my stomach, making the surface slick. Jesse’s fingers lace with mine just as Dr. Mantillard digs her left hand above my pubic bone, trying to grab the baby’s bottom. With her right hand, she tries to dislodge the baby’s head from under my breasts and presses clockwise. Meanwhile, Dr. Hayes holds the ultrasound wand, checking the baby’s position and movement and stress.

        It. Fucking. Hurts.

        I grit my teeth at the immense pressure. Looking down, panting hard, I can see the outline of the baby through my skin.

        “Breathe like this,” Jesse guides, hissing through his teeth. Hee hee hah. Hee hee hah.

        “Heart rate’s up to one eighty,” Dr. Hayes says, and suddenly all the pressure is gone.

        I fall back against the pillow, sweating. “Did it work?”

        “No,” Dr. Mantillard says, scanning the fetal monitor. “Let’s let her heart rate calm down and we can try again.”

        The door cracks open, and Georgia’s face peers through.

        Jesse’s hand tightens on mine. “When you asked me to text Toby to get coverage for you, I texted her, too. I hope that’s okay.”

        I’d almost asked him to do just that. I’d hesitated, unsure she would feel comfortable sitting at my bedside in a moment of crisis.

        Except . . . she already has. And I am so damn glad to see her.

        If Dr. Mantillard thinks it’s strange for her receptionist to walk into a patient’s room and take her hand, she doesn’t comment. Maybe she thinks we grew close on the night of the snowstorm. “All right, let’s go,” the doctor says, pushing down on my belly again.

        This time, I grit my teeth. Georgia grimaces, bearing all the pain I push on her. The corners of my vision go white, and I remember Georgia and me in a hospital once before in the middle of the night.

        Do you have kids? I had asked.

        I lost my baby.

        I turn to her, frozen in the grip of pressure. “You didn’t”—I grunt—“lose me.”

        She squeezes my fist even harder.

        “There we go,” Dr. Hayes says, and everything loosens. The fullness in my stomach, the vise of Dr. Mantillard’s hands, the blood rushing in my ears. I can breathe again, and I do.

        “Good girl,” Dr. Mantillard says. I’m not sure if she’s talking to me or my baby, but, blissfully, the fetus is now head down.

        

        “Remember when you were worried because your contractions weren’t close enough?” Jesse says, and I swat at him.

        It’s been ten hours since the baby’s heart rate stabilized and they gave me Pitocin to increase my contractions and bring on labor. The contractions rush like a tide now, a new one ripping into me before the first even finishes. I’m ten centimeters, and ready to push.

        Georgia and Jesse have traded off—one getting coffee while the other is with me in the throes of labor; at one point, Jesse took a power nap—and right now he is behind me, bracing my shoulders. Ironically, Georgia had to leave to open Dr. Mantillard’s office.

        A monstrous hum groans out of me as another wave strikes, this time turning like a corkscrew low in my back and radiating across my abdomen. I huff my way through it—those breathing classes were bullshit—and claw into Jesse’s arm again.

        I see on his face the utter frustration that comes from watching me feel pain.

        Dr. Mantillard comes into the room again, washes her hands, and takes up a position between my legs. “You ready to have this baby?”

        Am I? Once she is out in the world, triggering a chemical chain reaction in my brain , I may not even recognize myself. But yes, all I want is to get her out.

        When the doctor tells me to push, I lean forward, Jesse draped over my shoulders and pushing with me. I am a funnel, and the entirety of the universe is pouring through me. I see stars.

        Then I collapse against the bed, against Jesse, my face turned against his chest. “I don’t want to have a baby anymore,” I moan.

        He rubs my shoulders. “I think we’re past the point of no return.”

        Another contraction laces me tight. I bear down, growling. I do this ten times, a dozen, twenty, until I am spent and staring at the ceiling.

        “One more, Molly,” Dr. Mantillard says.

        Maybe later.

        “Come on, baby,” Jesse murmurs in my ear. “You’re a fighter.”

        It is exactly the right thing to say.

        I’m the one who goes out in the lashing storm, who stays behind so everyone else can be evacuated, who risks death to save the lives of others.

        If those aren’t transferable skills for motherhood, I don’t know what is.

        With a roar that shakes my bones, I lean forward between my bent knees and feel a quicksilver rush between my thighs. I suck in a mouthful of air just as my daughter wails, as if I gave her not only life, but also a voice.

        The baby is whisked away by a nurse, and a moment later handed to me. A swaddling cloth is draped over her tiny pink body. She’s still screaming, as if she is affronted to be thrust into this cold, brutal world. “Congratulations,” the nurse says. “She’s got a set of lungs on her.”

        Jesse reaches down to touch the baby’s cheek, her hand. Her tiny fingers curl around one of his. “She’s perfect,” he breathes.

        “We made that,” I reply.

        “Maybe we should open a factory.”

        I glance at him. “Find another wife.”

        He smiles through his tears. “Nah. I’m too crazy about the one I already have.”

        When he kisses me softly, the baby stops crying. She blinks up at us, her eyes hazy and gray. “Hi,” I whisper. “I’m your mom.”

        

        When ice is packed between my thighs, along with a thick sanitary pad, and the nurses and Dr. Mantillard have left, Jesse takes the baby from my arms and walks around the room with her.

        She feels like a limb I’ve always had—natural, necessary, familiar.

        I can tell that there’s already been some chemical change in my brain—not the one I’m so afraid of, but an elemental understanding that this child is part of me. It’s love at first sight in its purest form; I would burn the world down to keep her safe.

        It makes me think of Evie, who would have done the same for me.

        But it also makes me think of Georgia.

        To walk away—to stay away—must have felt like a piece of herself had been carved apart, with her own hand holding the blade.

        “I’m gonna teach you how to ride a bike, yes I am,” Jesse says. “And you can do my hair and paint my nails any time you want. And when you bring home a boyfriend or a girlfriend,” he croons, “I’m going to make sure I’m cleaning my gun.”

        I burst out laughing, and he turns. When I hold out my arms, he gently settles the baby into them.

        Right now—possibly for the first time—I’m not worried about the general population of Rhode Island and what may befall it. Everyone I want to keep safe is right here.

        “What should we name her?” I ask.

        We had a list, but none of them seems to fit.

        Jesse sinks beside us on the bed. “After what you just went through, if you want to name her Doorknob, I’m down with it.”

        But a name is a powerful thing. It can be something that fails you, or something you live up to. It can be a fresh start, or a tribute.

        I lift my face to Jesse’s. “I know what I want to call her,” I say.
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        Eloise

        I’ve always thought it a strange phrase: delivering a baby. It sounds so gentle, like passing along a message. In reality, birth is a battle zone, bloody and brutal, where a brand-new human is dragged literally screaming from safety into the unknown.

        When I delivered Molly, I had wanted my mother there. Even though I had not spoken to her for years; even though she’d previously been completely useless in a crisis.

        So when Jesse called to say that Molly was in labor, I ran so fast out the door of my apartment that I didn’t even bring a coat or my purse. When I held Molly’s hand during contractions, I tried to press confidence and conviction into her skin, like an invisible tattoo.

        Jesse texts me at work: It’s a girl! 19 3/4 inches, 7 lb. 8 oz!!!!

        Over my lunch break, I race to the hospital again. I knock softly at the door of her room, in case Molly is napping, and Jesse opens it a moment later. He’s got circles under his eyes, and his hair is sticking up every which way, but joy filters through him. “Congratulations!” I say, and he grins. Then he steps aside, so I can enter.

        Molly is propped up in bed, her hair braided neatly again, her cheeks flushed. In her arms is a tiny, swaddled, sleeping newborn, a swirl of strawberry-blond hair peeking out.

        I am so captivated by this—by my grandchild—that at first I don’t notice the other people in the room. Evie sits in a chair near the window, Adam standing at her side.

        Immediately, I freeze. “I’ll wait outside. This is a family moment.”

        “But, Eloise,” Adam says, “you’re family.”

        Then I feel Jesse’s hand on the small of my back, propelling me forward, until I am next to Molly.

        “Georgia,” she says, “would you like to hold Adie?”

        

        Knowing they named the baby after my sister—it feels like a peace offering I didn’t earn. Sometimes we lose the people we love. And sometimes we find ways to keep them with us.

        Adam is remarkably at ease, given how shocked he was the last time he saw me. But Evie excuses herself to go to the bathroom the moment I take Adie into my arms. She doesn’t look at me or say hello. When she slips out the door my gaze follows, but then the baby stretches and I find myself lost in Adie’s navy eyes, zeroed in on my face.

        “She’s trying to figure out who you are,” Adam says.

        Get in line, I think.

        It is almost an out-of-body experience, holding a newborn. The last time I was in this situation, I was numb—with only a tenuous grip on reality. Now, I have the wherewithal to appreciate the peach of her cheek, the fragility of her neck, the warmth of her body.

        Adam comes to stand beside me, drawn by the magnet that is Adie. He looks down at her over my shoulder, and then his hand comes around me to touch her peapod toes. It is almost like an embrace, and I feel myself swaying into him, muscle memory, before I remember to straighten my spine and keep my distance.

        Had things been different, this is how we might have stood marveling over our grandchild.

        I hand Adie back to Molly just as an alarm goes off on my phone, startling the baby.

        “I’m sorry,” I say, silencing it. “I have to go back to the office.” I let my gaze skate from Jesse to Molly. “But . . . maybe I could stop by and see her when you’re back home?”

        Molly smiles down at the baby, smitten. Just like people did with the first Adie, everyone has already fallen in love with her. “That would be great,” she answers.

        I say my goodbyes and leave—but when I turn a corner in the hallway, I smack into Evie. “Hi,” I breathe.

        “Eloise,” she says.

        I shake my head. “Just Georgia, now.”

        At that, Evie dissolves into tears. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

        I am eighteen again, and she is curling my hair before a party. I am twenty, lying on my back on the grass between her and Adam as we share a joint. I am twenty-five, and she’s looking down at the newborn in my arms.

        “I’m so sorry,” I murmur.

        There’s so much more I want to say—I never meant to hurt you; I wish you hadn’t seen me at my worst; thank you for loving them in my stead. But before I can, Evie blinks.

        “You’re sorry?” she says. “I’m the reason this happened. I’m the one who called Adam. I’m why you were at the Twin Towers.”

        “You obviously couldn’t have known!”

        She swipes a hand over her eyes. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

        “I know.” She held my family together. She raised my daughter. When I cannot find words to hold all my gratitude, I take her hands and squeeze them, hoping to convey what I can’t say.

        Evie’s dark curls are streaked with gray. There are lines at the corners of her eyes. But I can still see her in there—the girl who fought for anything and anyone she considered her own. “Twenty-five years,” she chides. “Why didn’t you come back?”

        How do I explain that it got exponentially harder to convince myself that I belonged there? That there were a thousand selfless reasons to stay away, and just one selfish one to return? So instead, I give Evie back her own words. “I thought I was doing the right thing,” I say.

        She nods.

        I go on, “And I don’t think I could have stayed away without knowing that Molly and Adam had you.”

        Something in Evie stills. “And now,” she says, “they have you again.”

        It has been years since I thought about the luminosity of Evie’s face back in college, when she told me she’d met a guy at a diner, when I teased her about planning the wedding. Then everything had changed, and the wedding had been mine.

        When I’d first seen pictures of Evie and Adam on Facebook, it hurt to look at them. But I had convinced myself it was what Molly needed, what she deserved.

        I studiously avoided thinking about the fact that Evie was not just Molly’s de facto mother, but also Adam’s wife.

        None of us are the people we were a quarter of a century ago, but we both feel it: the sand shifting under our feet, the realization that, once again, Adam Ambrose is standing between us.

        So I swallow, thinking of what I said twenty-five years ago in a cramped dorm at RISD. You and me against the world, right? “I know that things . . . are different now. I don’t want to ruin your life, Evie. I came back because I wanted to make sure what happened to me didn’t happen to Molly.”

        “So you’re not mad at me?” Evie says, her voice small. “For . . . Adam?”

        I shake my head. How can I blame her for falling in love with a man I, too, fell in love with? For comforting him when he thought I was dead, for holding together his household, for raising my daughter into a smart, confident woman?

        All the same, I feel my stomach turn as I say, “You’ve been with Adam five times longer than I was. If anyone has a claim to him, Evie, it’s you.”

        I watch her soften at this benediction. She blinks back tears. “I cannot tell you how many times I talked out loud to you, begging for advice about some problem Molly was dealing with, or a fight I was having with Adam.”

        “So . . . you don’t hate me?” I ask. “For leaving?”

        Her gaze holds mine. “I may not have been her real mother, Eloise, but I would have done anything to take care of Molly, too.”

        A current passes between us, a memory: Evie holding my baby, staring at me in horror. Eloise . . . what are you doing?

        But then she grabs me, hugging me tight. “I missed the hell out of you,” Evie says.

        My arms fold around her. “I missed you, too,” I say.

        

        I take my three weeks of vacation all at once, so that I can help Molly with the baby—and keep an eye out for any strange behavior. When Molly and Jesse bring Adie home, I meet them at their condo. I help Jesse put together a changing table and the bassinet. I cook them dinner, then leave them to their first night with an infant.

        When I return the next morning, Molly looks weak with exhaustion and Jesse is nowhere to be found. She holds a wailing Adie against her chest. “He went out for diapers,” she says over the baby’s shrieks. “And food.”

        “I could have done that for you—”

        “I told him that. I think he wanted to get out of the house—she’s been up all night crying.” Molly shakes her head, eyes bleary. “Is she still crying? Or is that just ringing in my ears?”

        “Still crying.”

        Molly’s face crumples. “I don’t know what to do. She doesn’t want to nurse and she’s been changed and she already burped and why is this so fucking hard?” She bounces the baby frenetically. “I can handle an active shooter threat. But I can’t figure out how to soothe a crying baby?”

        Gently, I tug Adie from her arms and place her belly against my shoulder, patting her little back as she hiccups. “When you were a newborn, you liked this position best,” I say.

        “You remember that?”

        I nod. “There are a few things I recall from before things got . . . strange.”

        Adie’s sobs abate, and then between one blink and the next, she goes limp and sleepy. I raise my eyebrows at Molly. Carefully, I peel the baby off me, holding her out to Molly.

        Molly stares at us. “What if I hurt her?” she asks, swallowing.

        I don’t tell her she’s being ridiculous; I don’t say, You won’t. Instead, I look her in the eye. “Do you feel like you want to hurt her?”

        She shakes her head.

        “Do you hear anyone else in your head, telling you you’re going to hurt her?”

        Molly is quiet for a moment, as if taking inventory. “No,” she says.

        I nod. “What you need is to sleep. Let me watch her. Take a nap.”

        There is just the slightest hesitation, but it’s enough for my shame to surface. My face goes hot. Molly only just found out that I once tried to murder her when she was a newborn; I am the last person she should be leaving this baby with. “I’m sorry. I . . . I wasn’t thinking. As soon as Jesse’s back, you can lie down—”

        Molly puts her hand on my arm. “No,” she says. “I trust you.”

        I trust you.

        It is so much more than I deserve.

        I hold it together until Molly disappears behind her bedroom door, then wipe my eyes with a free hand. Sitting down on the couch, I am flooded with such a rush of emotion for this tiny human. I stare down at the twitch of Adie’s features as she dreams, the purse of her lips as she suckles at air. Meanwhile, I sort through the emotions coursing through me: devotion, pride, purpose, possibility. The only one missing, I realize, is the fear I could ever hurt her.

        My phone buzzes, a daily reminder I’ve set.

        Reaching for my purse with my free hand, I joggle the zipper loose and remove a little plastic pillbox. I carry Adie into the kitchen, pour myself some water, and take my meds.

        

        It has been so long since I’ve been truly happy that, at first, I do not recognize it. Joy continuously fizzes through my bloodstream. It’s being able to text Molly every morning to ask how she feels. It’s offering to take a night shift, feeding the baby breast milk from a bottle, so that Jesse and Molly can sleep. It’s getting a photo of Adie staring with awe at a panda mobile over her bassinet. It’s knowing that I’m needed.

        I also try hard to leave room for Evie to help out.

        Today Jesse and Molly are taking Adie to the pediatrician. With my free time, I drive out of town to a strip mall with a Michaels. It’s not the kind of art store where I used to buy supplies, but they have nippers and cutters and pliers and picks. I buy one of each, along with diamond files and grout sponges and spatulas, Weldbond and mounting mesh. I’ve ordered online a rainbow of Italian smalti and Orsoni gold, which arrived yesterday—tesserae now heaped in bags on my kitchen counter.

        I have not crafted a mosaic in twenty-five years, but I’m going to make one for my granddaughter.

        Adie is seven days old, and so far, Molly has shown signs of frustration and exhaustion, but not psychosis. I haven’t told her that the voices came to me at the end of the second week. I don’t want her to be waiting for them, dreading them.

        When I get home, I clear my kitchen table and line up all my shiny new tools. I spread a roll of brown butcher paper across the secondhand oak surface, and I start to sketch.

        Even just picking up that pencil sparks happiness; delight buzzes through me.

        In the past I’ve punished myself for moments of joy, as if they might diminish the horror of survivor’s guilt. But I am starting to wonder if joy and grief aren’t opposites, but rather flip sides of a single coin. The only reason you can recognize one is because you’ve felt the other.

        My phone buzzes with a text, and I realize that an hour has passed while I’ve been sketching out the design for Adie’s mosaic.

        
          Molly: Home. She gained weight! We got Al Forno for lunch and there’s extra . . .

        
        I look down at the image I’ve drawn on the butcher paper. It’s a familiar one—a sprawling tree, in the branches of which is a nest. A baby phoenix, mouth gaping, sits inside. Hovering above it is its mother.

        It’s the same image I had been crafting when I gave birth to Molly, before everything had gone wrong. But there’s one addition. A third bird hovers in the sky, farther away. Her firestorm wings will blaze against a field of blue. You will not be able to tell if she is flying away, or coming home.

        

        I watch Molly vigilantly. It is like trying to see behind a curtain, wondering if a ripple in the fabric is simply the breeze, or a monster emerging. When her eyes go vacant as she’s holding Adie, I ask a question to see if she can focus on me. When she takes out her car keys instead of her house keys to open the door of the condo, I assess if it’s a simple lack of sleep. I watch for signs of mania—obsessive cleaning, hyperfocus. I make sure she lies down when the baby lies down. That is what I remember the most about my own journey into Hell—the lack of sleep, the flip of the switch when exhaustion transformed into a power surge and the delusion that I no longer needed rest.

        We spend the days patching up the holes in our history, spackling over the gaps with stories. I learn about how awkward she felt as a college freshman who was nearly two years younger than the rest, about the first boy she kissed. Sometimes, other people visit: Jesse’s family, colleagues of Molly’s from work, Evie and Adam.

        When Evie is here, she fawns over Adie of course, but in the lulls when it is just the two of us folding baby clothes or drinking coffee, our conversation falls a bit flat. I think we both have good intentions, but I am sure she can see the way I stiffen when Adam puts his hand on the small of her back; just as I can see her expression tighten when Adam says something kind to me.

        Adam starts dropping by at lunchtime when he’s not out of town for work, and when Evie is at her job at Hasbro. With him, everything is easy. I would never have expected how effortlessly he can make me laugh; how quickly we fall into the habit of finishing each other’s sentences. When he helps me into my coat and his hands brush mine it doesn’t startle me. My body remembers his.

        We walk to a nearby pizza place, a deli, a dumpling shop to get takeout for Jesse and Molly. Sometimes we take the baby along in her stroller. With every day, the air smells more like spring; we marvel at the first crocuses and daffodils, signs of winter ceding its grip on the world.

        It is fascinating to watch Adam with Adie. I cannot help but watch the tenderness and the time he showers on this baby and wonder where this side of him was when I had Molly. Maybe it’s just different when you aren’t the mom and dad; maybe, like me, he is just more alert.

        It is strange to watch him, period. Unlike other couples who grow old together, I have not had the luxury of watching him change: his thick blond hair now white, his eyes crinkled with laugh lines, his body ripening into middle age. Sometimes I cannot recognize the Adam I knew; sometimes he reemerges in a gesture or a look.

        By the third week after Molly came home from the hospital, the days I get to see Adam are the ones I look forward to most.

        Although neither of us has been anything but proper, the fundamental ease we have with each other is a reminder that Adam may feel like a stranger . . . but he’s not.

        He’s someone with whom I planned a future.

        He’s someone who has been sleeping with my onetime best friend for decades.

        “Do you remember the time the pigeon got into the apartment?” Adam asks one day, as we sit on a bench in Federal Hill, waiting for our pizza order.

        I grin. “And you tried to get rid of it with a baseball bat—”

        “Why did we even have a baseball bat?”

        “Because you were playing in some corporate softball league—”

        Adam chuckles. “Oh God, you’re right. But we couldn’t open the windows because they were safety locked—”

        “—and you had to herd it into the trash chute down the hall . . .”

        “I still have nightmares about that pigeon,” Adam says.

        “At least we didn’t have roaches.”

        “Oh, we did,” he replies. “I just didn’t tell you.”

        “What!” I smack him on the shoulder. “I would have packed up and moved.”

        “Which is why I didn’t tell you,” Adam says, and I smother a laugh.

        We sit in comfortable silence, as if we are sharing a blanket. “Do you think it’s strange?” I ask. “That we wound up here?”

        “In Providence?”

        I shake my head. “No. Babysitting. For our granddaughter.”

        Adam blows out a long, slow breath. “Ellie, there is so much about this that is strange.”

        He is the only one who still calls me my former name. And for some reason, I don’t correct him.

        Adam tugs the blanket from Adie’s little moon face. “You think she’s too hot?”

        I lean down, frowning, and unwrap her a bit. “There.”

        “I think she looks like you,” Adam says.

        To me, she’s the spitting image of my Adie, but with Jesse’s darker cobalt eyes. “Really?”

        He nods. “If you weren’t here . . .” He clears his throat. “If you hadn’t come back, it would have broken me apart to see so much of you in her.”

        Until now, we have mostly spoken superficially about things that do not matter. “I’m sorry,” I say. “For . . .” Well, for all of it, really.

        He leans forward, hands clasped between his knees. “I knew you were sick, but I didn’t want to admit it,” Adam confesses. “I convinced myself if I didn’t see it, it wasn’t happening.” He grimaces. “I guess that’s kind of my MO. After 9/11, I got obsessed with all the truther theories. Kept files on them, listened to podcasts, the whole thing. I was sure it was an inside job by the government, done in the name of oil.”

        We’re both quiet for a moment. Then I say. “Conspiracy theories? Really?”

        He glances at me, chagrined. “I figured if you were really dead, I’d know. I mean, when your wife dies, shouldn’t you feel it? Like, a rip in the world?”

        “Maybe you were right,” I point out, “since I was alive.”

        He shoots me a sidelong grin, one that reminds me so much of college-age Adam it makes my breath catch. It is as if we have both formed shells, pearls built around the grit of trauma, and if we could only crack those open, we would be the young man and woman just starting their lives instead of the two fifty-something people we are today.

        “Can I ask you something, if it’s not too much? What was it like . . . after?”

        Adam looks at me. “A war zone,” he says. “I remember flying to California a week later and looking out the window of the plane, and it was like someone had punched the front teeth out of the city. Having a job, having a baby, having to keep going felt . . . impossible. I just kept putting one foot in front of the other, until one day, when I woke up, you weren’t the first thing I thought of.” He looks at me, sheepish. “And that was a whole different level of guilt.”

        “When did you move?” I ask.

        “When Molly was two.” His cheeks stripe with a flush of pink. “Evie and I wanted her to have a yard to play in.”

        We had talked about that, too. About moving to Westchester or White Plains, if we could save up the money to buy a place.

        “How did you afford it?”

        Another blush. “With the money from the Victim Compensation Fund. We got $1.7 million from the government.”

        So that’s what my life is worth.

        Adam hurries to fill my silence. “We used it for the house, and Molly’s college fund, and the rest was put into a trust for her after she turns thirty. I thought that was what . . . what you would have wanted.” He hesitates. “Can I ask you a question? Why haven’t you asked me about Evie?”

        My chest tightens. “I think maybe I don’t want to know.”

        He covers my hand with his, and I freeze. “It was a relationship of convenience,” Adam says quietly. “Until it wasn’t.”

        Soft as they are, those words dent my armor. “I guess as long as I’m Georgia, your marriage to Evie is legal,” I offer, trying to sound blithe.

        I start to pull my hand away, but Adam turns my palm over in his as if it is a broken bird, fallen from a nest. “I guess,” he says.

        I clear my throat and stand, putting the stroller between us. “Have you told Evie that you and I have been talking?”

        He shakes his head. “Did you want me to?”

        From the pizzeria, I hear my name being called. Order up.

        I think of the breathless secret of sneaking around with Adam behind Evie’s back when I was at RISD. Of the seam of our bodies, pressed tight in the confines of a twin bed.

        “No,” I confess.

        

        One warm May day, we bundle Adie in her stroller and walk her downtown to Molly’s office. Everyone coos over the baby, but I keep an eye on Molly as she and her deputy, Toby, move to the edge of the room. I only hear snippets of their conversation, and the words don’t make sense to me—pan flu and MiFi and NEDOCS—but Molly’s soaking in every bit of it.

        When a gas leak requires a wing of a hospital to be shut down, I watch the tension on Molly’s face as her team mobilizes; the pride when she realizes they are doing fine without her; the regret when she is left standing with me and an infant.

        “It’s too nice to go back to the condo,” I say to distract her. “Let’s walk to RISD.”

        As we wander through the college’s art museum, Molly’s attention is focused inward. She pauses at a Mary Cassatt print, a mother nursing a child. “I remember this one from college,” I muse. It always bothered me that the child was fully sketched in three dimensions, while the body of the woman holding her was nothing more than the whisper of a few lines.

        “Is it weird that I want to go back to work?” Molly asks. “Does that make me an awful mother?”

        “It makes you an honest one,” I reply.

        “Did you feel that way?”

        “When I was pregnant, I was asked to have a gallery show. I didn’t have enough pieces, so I thought I’d push it till after you were born. But by then, there wasn’t room in my head for art.”

        “Sometimes I feel like my brain is just . . . dying off from disuse,” Molly says. “I love Adie, don’t get me wrong. But there are only so many times you can play peekaboo with a napkin.”

        “It’s a different kind of work, with higher stakes for the end product. I remember watching Adam leave every morning for his job, while I sat in the same spot where I’d been holding you all night. Sometimes I wanted to shove you into his arms, run out the door barefoot, and just keep running.” I look at Molly. “As women, we’re not supposed to admit to that. It’s expected that we’ll put ourselves last. But I think each woman should get to figure out what balance of work and home life makes her the best mom.”

        Molly seems to consider this—permission to be greedy for the person she used to be, before she was Adie’s mother. “Did you take up art again?” she asks. “After you left?”

        I shake my head. “No, but I started a mosaic this week. For Adie.”

        Molly brightens. “Really? What’s it going to be?”

        I glance at her sidelong. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

        Adie wakes up and starts fussing, so Molly changes her in the bathroom and nurses her before we leave the museum. I watch the way she makes eye contact with the baby; the frustration when Adie gets too lazy to latch on; the rhythm of her movements as she unpacks the diaper bag. I feel like I’m an evaluator for one of Molly’s emergency preparedness exercises, except the test today is Molly herself and whether she is of sound mind.

        But mostly I look at her eyes, windows through which I see love, humor, aggravation.

        She looks like a mother is supposed to look.

        Outside, the spring grass is jeweled with dew and the air buzzes with birdsong. It’s one of those days when the students have turned out en masse to sprawl in the courtyards or play Frisbee, aspirationally wearing shorts. “Show me the places you used to go when you went to school here,” Molly demands, so I do. I walk her past the buildings where I studied, the studios where I worked. I show her the space where my final project, the mosaic of the heart, was installed—although it has been long spackled over.

        “Know Thyself,” Molly says.

        My jaw drops. “How did you know that’s what it was called?”

        “I went hunting for pieces of you,” she says simply. “There are pictures of the mosaic in the RISD archives. There was a quote from you: It’s much easier to see what we want to see, to tell ourselves we are moving forward, and not in circles.”

        “I don’t remember saying that.” I laugh. “And clearly I was wrong, since I’m standing on the RISD campus again.”

        “I thought the piece was beautiful. I liked how the whole thing was made of broken mirrors.”

        I remember shattering them for the mosaic, setting them so that even while people were looking at the art, they were seeing a distorted picture of themselves. Now, I realize that’s how I saw myself, after giving birth.

        We stop in front of a building. “This was my dorm,” I say with surprise. The window through which Evie once threw my clothes is now crowded with plants and a Pride flag.

        I feel Molly’s gaze on me. “It’s a little like Goldilocks, isn’t it?” she says softly. “Someone’s been sleeping in my bed.”

        “It’s not like that.”

        “Maybe not,” Molly says. “But it has to still be weird for you.”

        “And for her.” I shrug. “Whatever your father and I had, it was a long time ago.”

        “But I see how he looks at you, when you’re not watching.”

        “Don’t try to Parent Trap us,” I warn. “You’ll only be disappointed.”

        This is dangerous territory. Stealing moments with Adam is like looking at a blank pad of paper to see the faint impression of a story that has already been written on a previous page. All I have to do is brush my fingers over it to read it clearly. But Evie put in the work and the time to raise Molly when I could not. I can’t repay that kindness by uprooting the life I pushed her into in the first place.

        Before I can scramble for a new topic of conversation, someone calls Molly’s name. “Oh crap,” she says under her breath. “I can’t stand this guy. He’s an acquaintance of Dad’s who’s always creeped me out.”

        A man with salt-and-pepper hair wearing a tweed jacket approaches, holding a cardboard box with some books, and a dying plant. “Chad!” She smiles, even as the man comes closer and addresses her breasts instead of her face.

        “This is unacceptable. If you’re old enough to have a baby, then I can’t be thirty anymore.”

        Molly forces a laugh. The scent of alcohol hangs in the air with his words. “You moving offices?”

        “I’m taking an extended leave of absence,” he says, spitting out the words. “Because academia’s become so woke. I give a student one compliment about her outfit, and next thing I know I’m being kicked out without a pension. And no one wants to hire a professor in his fifties.”

        Only after his semidrunken tirade does he seem to notice that I’m here. When he turns to face me, I realize that I know him, too. He’s older, sure, but this is the same Chad from Sigma Chi who pawed me in the Sciences Library the night I first kissed Adam.

        “Hi,” he says, holding out a hand to me. “Chad Beekman.”

        I will my hand not to tremble as I shake his. “Georgia Gilligan,” I reply, hoarse.

        “Chad teaches chem at Brown,” Molly explains.

        “Taught,” he corrects.

        Never in a million years would I have believed that the Sigma Chi beer pong champion would go on to be a professor. Chad stares at me. I know I am older and my hair is a different color, but I can’t risk him remembering me as Eloise. “You look so familiar,” he says. “Have we met?”

        “I don’t think so,” I say, blinking rapidly. “Shoot. Something in my eye. Excuse me a sec?”

        I hurry to the nearest building, entering as a student exits. Inside, I lean against the wall and try to calm my racing heart.

        I should have realized that there was a chance of running into people who knew me when I was Adam’s girlfriend, Adam’s wife. People who—unlike strangers in Atlanta—knew me before. Chad is the first since I’ve returned, but he surely will not be the last. How many other acquaintances from our college days do Evie and Adam keep in touch with, now that they live near Providence again?

        If my story ever became public, Molly and Adam and Evie would be the center ring of a media circus. Molly would be singled out not just as the kid whose parent died 9/11 but as the one whose mother returned from the dead. Adam would be the husband married to two women at the same time. Not to mention, the family had received money from the Victim Compensation Fund. If anyone learns I am alive, they’d surely have to give it back.

        I can’t do that to them.

        I spend a few more moments in the cool hallway of the building, then step outside again. But Molly and the stroller are nowhere to be found.

        She probably had to change Adie’s diaper. I pull out my phone to text her, but before I can press send, I hear a voice behind me.

        “Well, hello, Eloise,” Chad drawls.

        

        I never forget a face, he had said.

        It took a while, but then, I didn’t expect to see someone whose funeral I attended.

        Thankfully, at that moment, class had ended, and we were surrounded by a stream of students exiting. I had subsumed myself in them as camouflage, had run until I was no longer on the campus. Then I texted Molly, told her that I’d felt sick and took an Uber home.

        I should have known.

        If I don’t want to expose Adam and Molly and Evie to the inevitable backlash that will come with an accidental reveal of who I am, I have to stay far away from them.

        The next day I call Molly and tell her that I have a full-blown cold and don’t want to put her or the baby at risk . . . which is really only half a lie. Then I pull my two suitcases from the basement storage of my building and begin to pack up my clothes. I do not have a plan, beyond leaving Rhode Island.

        When the door buzzer rings, I frown. When I open the door to find Molly, holding a container of soup, I stare in disbelief. I hadn’t ever given her my address.

        She waves her phone. “You shared your location with me, remember?”

        I did, so that she would know where I was if she found herself spiraling and needed help. Her eyes shift from the bare walls and lack of furniture to the suitcases. “You’re running away?” she asks, her voice breaking. “Again?”

        “Molly,” I begin.

        “I told Jesse I wanted to bring you chicken soup because you weren’t feeling well,” she says tightly, setting the container down. “But I guess that wasn’t the case.”

        I put my hand on her arm. “Adie’s six weeks old. You are way past the point where I was hearing voices or thinking about hurting myself or my infant. You’re safe. And I—I think it’s probably best for you and Adie and everyone else if I’m not here.”

        “You think,” Molly repeats coldly. “What about what I think?”

        “That man we saw at RISD? Chad? He was Adam’s fraternity brother. He recognized me.”

        “So what?” Molly demands.

        I rear back. “So what? What if he decides to tell someone? If it becomes public knowledge? You’d be hounded by the press. You could have to give back the money that you used for college and whatever you’ve saved up for Adie. I’m doing this for you, Molly.”

        “I never asked you to,” she counters. “Don’t I get a say this time?”

        Ironically, now I do feel sick—at the thought of leaving, of hurting her. “You and Jesse and Adie can come visit. Or we can FaceTime.”

        She pulls away. “Don’t you want to see Adie grow up?”

        Her words punch the response out of me. “Of course I do.”

        “Then how can you leave?”

        “Because,” I say softly. “I can’t be the one who ruins your life again.”

        “This,” Molly snaps, gesturing to the suitcases. “This will ruin my life. I just got you back.”

        Her gaze lands on the table where the pieces of Adie’s mosaic are taking shape. Two phoenixes are a splash of fiery orange, crimson, gold. The third, the one in flight, I haven’t started yet. It is an outline in absentia, a negative space.

        Molly’s gaze locks with mine. “Nothing bad has happened yet. It may never happen. Chad wouldn’t do that to my father.”

        But I think: Chad just got fired, and stories like this are worth something.

        She must see this written all over my face. “Promise me you won’t leave here without telling me,” Molly begs, grabbing my hand. “You owe that much to me.”

        I look down at our palms, pressed together. “I promise,” I say.

        

        I am awakened three days later by FaceTime. “Ximena?” I ask, picking up. I glance at the time—7:10 A.M. “Is everything okay?”

        “I don’t know, is it?” Her eyes are dark with hurt. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

        I sit up, rubbing my eyes. “The truth?”

        “About 9/11.”

        My heart starts pounding. “What?”

        “Was it all a lie?” she accuses. “Everything you said? Did you even have a baby that died?”

        I mumble something about needing to go and hang up. Then I turn on the television. On Good Morning America, a reporter says the name Eloise Ambrose, and then there is footage of the Twin Towers aflame.

        Shit. Molly.

        I start to text her, but what can I say?

        I have to see her. I reach for the jeans I was wearing yesterday and the first top I can find in my dresser. I shove my feet into sneakers and grab my purse and car keys, flying out of my building and down the stairs.

        When I open the door, a wall of sound slams into me. “That’s her,” I hear, and a volley of questions land. Microphones are thrust toward me.

        Shocked, I retreat and close the door, which locks behind me.

        When you’ve spent twenty-five years trying to be invisible, stepping into the light feels like being an ant under a magnifying glass.

        So I slink back to my apartment, and hide.

        

        In the end I text Molly two words: I’m sorry.

        She writes back immediately: Don’t go. Trust me.

        I know she handles catastrophes for a living, but this one is surely unprecedented. When I fire off a message saying so, it stays unread. She has likely turned her phone off; eventually, I do the same with mine, tired of being barraged by calls from unknown numbers.

        Quarantined in my apartment, I stay glued to the television. Only one station—local ABC—has an interview with Chad, talking about how he’d known me at RISD and had attended the memorial service Evie organized for me in Central Park. How stunned he was to realize I was alive. How he couldn’t speculate about why I’d faked my death, especially since it was a slap in the face to the actual victims of that tragedy.

        Now other networks have run with the story. Journalists have managed to connect me to Dr. Mantillard’s office, and they have security camera footage of me walking Adie in her stroller, with Molly. They’ve sussed out that Adam is remarried to Evie. From there, it’s all speculation. On MS NOW, a psychiatrist with a severe black bob says, “It’s possible, of course, that she suffered physical or emotional trauma from the attack that led to an amnesiac episode. She may not remember why or how she left Manhattan—”

        “Still.” She is interrupted by a pundit in a suit. “That doesn’t explain staying away for twenty-five years—”

        “Or has the family known her whereabouts all along?” another panelist asks.

        I flip to CNN. “Opportunism, psychologically,” says a man with oversize horn-rimmed glasses, “is when people prioritize personal gain by taking advantage of a situation, often without thinking of the negative effects on others.”

        “So it’s a personality disorder?” Anderson Cooper asks.

        “Opportunism isn’t a disorder per se,” the man clarifies. “Although it’s a symptom of several—narcissistic personality disorder, borderline personality disorder, antisocial personality disorder. “

        On PBS NewsHour, Lisa Desjardins is interviewing a former FBI agent. “You can’t blame the victims’ families for being frustrated,” he says. “First came the 2024 discovery of evidence seized from Omar El Bayoumi that never made its way to the 9/11 Commission. Now families learn that the reported deceased may not actually have been dead. Such ineptitude, after a quarter of a century—”

        Again, I turn the channel. An anchor on Fox News is blaming my reappearance on Joe Biden.

        On The View, Joy Behar and Whoopi Goldberg are reminiscing about 9/11. “I thought, Are they shooting some kind of movie?” Whoopi says. “And then I turned back around . . .”

        Joy shakes her head. “I’ll tell you one thing. When this Eloise Ambrose finally talks, she’s going to have a hell of a tale to tell.”

        Except, I don’t. All of these talking heads are partially correct (well, except for Fox News). I did take advantage of a single moment when time stopped. I didn’t remember much, because my mind was so tangled then. But I’m not the monster they are trying to make me out to be.

        “The daughter is the director of Emergency Preparedness in the state of Rhode Island,” Whoopi adds, and my stomach sinks. “You think she saw this coming?”

        Laughter from the other hosts, from the studio audience. As if this is a joke to them.

        I am about to turn off the television when a breaking news segment interrupts. Standing at a podium with the chief of police of Providence is Adam—dressed impeccably in a suit, commanding, collected. This is not the husband I had known, but the expert witness who appears in courtrooms all over the country talking about structural engineering.

        “My name is Adam Ambrose,” he begins, in a clear, strong voice. “My wife Eloise Ambrose was a victim of the attacks on the Twin Towers on 9/11. She went to a doctor’s appointment there that morning, and she did not return home.” He clears his throat. “We believed that, like so many others that day, Eloise had died. My daughter was only a few months old at the time, and she grew up without her biological mother. Eloise was declared dead by the state of New York, and we held a memorial. I moved out of the city, because being there was too hard. We spent a quarter of a century trying to heal from the scars of that attack.” He takes a deep breath. “Several weeks ago, Eloise returned. To say it was a surprise would be a gross understatement.”

        Adam pauses, blue eyes hard as flint. “Loss is loss—and for a quarter of a century, someone we loved was separated from us due to the events of that September morning. We recognize the trauma this must be causing families of other victims of 9/11 and want to offer our condolences, again, for their permanent losses. I’d also like to remind everyone that there are details that give Eloise’s absence context. We are working through this new information, and we’d like to ask for privacy as we do so.”

        He doesn’t take questions, simply steps back. I realize that Evie is waiting for him in a tailored dress. Adam takes her hand firmly and they leave the range of the camera.

        Molly is not there.

        I pull my suitcases from the closet where I’ve temporarily stored them and start shoving my clothes into them. I zip up the first bag, then sink down on the bed. I have no plan, no way of getting out of this building. My gaze falls on the unfinished mosaic.

        I made Molly a promise. I can’t leave without speaking to her first, but I will be ready to go as soon as I do. This will all die down, if I disappear again.

        I turn on my phone. There are dozens of voicemails and emails from reporters who have managed to find my cell number. And then, rising like cream to the top of this mess, a new text comes in.

        
          Molly: Turn on CBS at 8 PM.

        
        

        Molly had told me how 60 Minutes had interviewed her after the plane crash in Philly. How it was supposed to be about emergency preparedness at a time, post-Covid, when employees in public health were under attack; how instead the journalist had turned the piece into a profile of a young woman whose life had been shaped by a terrorist attack—and who now made a career out of trying to keep people from experiencing similar loss.

        “Never again,” Molly had said. “Next time, I’m putting Toby in front of the camera.”

        But when I turn on the television that night, and a banner announces a 60 Minutes prime-time special, Molly is sitting across from Adelaide McCann.

        She wears black pants and a blazer. Her hair is braided with a red ribbon. It makes my heart twist. “I grew up as the kid whose mother died on 9/11,” Molly says, her voice steady. “Every kid I’ve ever met who lost a parent growing up wishes for one more day with them. Well, against all odds, I got my wish. My mother didn’t die that day.”

        “There’s been backlash from the families of other 9/11 victims, suggesting she’s capitalizing on this in a way that minimizes their own tragedy,” Adelaide says.

        “I have a pretty good idea who leaked my mother’s reappearance to the press for personal gain—but it wasn’t her. She won’t even speak out, like I’m doing, because she’s afraid that it’s going to bring scrutiny down on me.”

        Adelaide raises a brow. “So you decided instead to get ahead of that.”

        Molly says, “My mother’s side of the story deserves to be told. Why would someone who worked so hard to remain anonymous for twenty-five years suddenly want the spotlight?”

        “What about the families of 9/11 victims who are upset?” Adelaide asks.

        “I have a friend who lost her dad that day. My loss turned out to be temporary, but hers is permanent, and my heart breaks when I think about that.”

        “Do you know why your mother left? Was it deliberate?”

        “Yes,” Molly says. “She ran away on 9/11 because she had undiagnosed postpartum psychosis. She was afraid of hurting me.”

        “Postpartum psychosis?” Adelaide asks.

        “It’s a severe mental health condition that can affect people who’ve given birth—from days to several weeks after. It affects their understanding of reality and causes hallucinations and delusions and paranoia. It’s rare—around two cases in five hundred births—but it’s also very dangerous, because people who suffer from it have a much greater chance of hurting themselves, dying by suicide, or harming their babies. In fact, the only times we ever hear about these cases is when they go undiagnosed and a newborn is killed, and then the postpartum person tries to kill themself . . . like Andrea Yates or Lindsay Clancy. These stories are clickbait, because what kind of mother kills her baby? The answer is, a mentally ill one who has not received treatment.”

        “How is it diagnosed?”

        “By default. By doing tests to rule out other causes of psychosis—infections, electrolyte imbalances, kidney problems, brain tumors. Or the person is given medication for postpartum depression—a condition that’s way more common—but that particular medication makes the psychosis even worse. Back in 2001, when my mother had me, PPP was hardly talked about. Even today, diagnosis is difficult, because when postpartum sufferers tell their doctors something just isn’t right, the response often is that they’re making it all up, or that all new parents are tired.”

        “Can postpartum psychosis be managed?”

        “Yes, with the right medications, or with electroconvulsive therapy. A person who has PPP can even go on to have more kids. But because the people with PPP are not functioning in reality, it’s up to caregivers or family or others close to them to notice and get treatment. My mother knew none of this in 2001. She was misdiagnosed. She was given medications that made it worse; her concerns were dismissed by her healthcare providers. She was hallucinating that she was meant to die, and the only way to save me was to kill me before the Devil claimed me. On 9/11, she was headed to a psychiatrist’s office, but she never got there. Instead, she watched the plane hit the building.” Molly takes a deep breath. “I don’t know why that provided a moment of clarity in her disordered thoughts. But she made the decision to take herself far away, where she couldn’t hurt me.”

        “What made her return?”

        “She was living in Atlanta, under an assumed name. She had gotten treatment for her illness and made a new life for herself. But she was still keeping tabs on us. My dad remarried, I grew up—and she stayed away because she didn’t want to interrupt a happy life. And then she found out I was pregnant. By 2025, she had learned a lot more about PPP. There are certain factors that can predispose a woman to postpartum psychosis—including a family history.” Molly shifts. “She was determined to make sure that what happened to her did not happen to me.”

        Adelaide smiles. “So you’ve had your baby.”

        “Yes.” Molly’s face lights up. “Adie. She’s perfect. But also—I was perfect, too. I didn’t have any delusions or violent thoughts. I felt safe, instead of stressed, because my mother was there watching. I knew she’d flag strange behavior the minute it happened. I was able to get uninterrupted sleep because she helped watch Adie. When I felt overwhelmed, she didn’t write off my emotions. She talked me through them and helped me understand what was normal and what might be a reason for concern.”

        She looks at Adelaide. “My mother left to protect me,” Molly says, “and that’s the same reason she came back.”

        

        I tug on a sweatshirt, pull up the hood, and put on sunglasses even though it is nine at night, and I will not be fooling anybody if I step outside. A day has passed since the news broke, but there is still a devout clot of press outside my apartment building. There’s a bored cop leaning against his car—some other tenant must have complained.

        I take a deep breath and cross the threshold.

        For a giddy moment I think that I’ve gotten away with it—that I will make it to the spot where my car is parked without arousing the suspicions of the crowd. But then a woman steps in front of me and throws the contents of a pail in my face. “Fraud,” she yells, and she dashes off into the night.

        It’s dark out, so I can’t tell what it is. Blood? Paint? It drips into my eyes. I’m too shocked to wipe it away.

        Suddenly a strong arm locks around my shoulders, and the crowd starts to fall back from us. “Out of the way,” Jesse says, shoving us forward. He shepherds me into a police car, closes the door behind me, and then slips into the driver’s seat. Handing me a towel, he says, “It’s just red dye and corn syrup, but it’s probably going to permanently ruin your clothes. I’m sorry I didn’t get here faster.”

        I blot at the mess, then realize he’s wearing his full-dress blue uniform. “Police escort,” he explains. “People take the monkey suit more seriously.”

        “Is Molly—”

        “She’s fine,” he says, pulling into the street. “And she’s waiting for you.”

        

        Molly opens the door wearing a tee and sweatpants, and looking as tired as I feel. Adie is draped over her forearm like a football, and I melt. By now, she can smile and bat her little fists when she is excited. When she reaches for me as if she knows who I am, it makes me feel better than I have in forty-eight hours. This—she—is what matters.

        “What happened?” Molly exclaims, taking in my stained clothing.

        “Just some of Providence’s finest exercising their right to protest,” Jesse says, kissing Molly’s cheek. “I gotta get out of this uniform, it’s choking me. Georgia, I’ll get you something to wear.” He plucks Adie from Molly’s grasp and disappears into the bedroom.

        “I saw the interview,” I say. “I can’t believe you did that.”

        “I had to,” Molly replies. “Fuck Chad.”

        A laugh bubbles up through my tears. “Yeah.”

        “Well, you’ve been outed,” she says briskly. “And I set the record straight. So now there’s no reason for you to leave.”

        “That’s not true, Molly. It will still follow you around. You won’t be the whiz kid leading a state emergency preparedness department. You’ll be the woman whose mother faked her death on 9/11.” I take a deep breath. “Your life would be easier without me in it.”

        She tilts her head. Her hair is still braided, and for a second it is like looking at an old photograph of myself. “If you love someone, you hang on to them. No matter what.”

        “That’s not love,” I say. “It’s possession. Obsession.”

        “I call BS.” Molly takes a step toward me. “It’s commitment. It’s choice. It’s saying this world isn’t worth living in, if you’re not in it.” Her lower lip wobbles. “Don’t go, Mom,” she says. “I know you think you’d be helping me by leaving. But the way to help me is to stay.”

        

        A few days later, I am invited to Evie and Adam’s house for the most awkward dinner of all time. It’s at Molly’s request. Her department public relations manager, like everyone else in the country, saw her interview with Adelaide McCann and said that the best thing we could do is just wait for a new headline to knock this story out of the news. In the meantime, she said, we needed to produce a united front.

        In the week leading up to the dinner party, I work on Adie’s mosaic. I explain to Ximena on a teary video call why I hid the truth from her. I visit Adie, with Jesse’s help getting me in and out.

        I don’t watch the news.

        There are still calls from unknown numbers—reporters asking for interviews. An editor at Ballantine Books leaves a message: Would I be interested in writing my story?

        I get one call I am not expecting: Dr. Mantillard. She asks me to come in to the office at my convenience, and when I do, she meets me in her own cluttered office, where she records her patient memos for me to transcribe. She asks me how I’m doing, given everything that has happened. Then she says, “I’m sorry, Georgia. I can’t in good faith let you come back to work. Not given the circumstances under which you took the job.”

        “I understand,” I tell her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you the truth.”

        She looks at me with regret. “I’ll give you two weeks’ severance,” she says, and it is more than I deserve.

        I start toward the door, but she calls me back.

        “She contacted me, you know. Molly. She wanted current stats about postpartum psychosis, so she could use them in her interview.” Dr. Mantillard smiles ruefully. “I’m sure this media circus hasn’t been pleasant for you. But if your experience raises awareness about women’s health? That’s something positive.”

        It is that conversation that frames this entire clusterfuck in a new light for me.

        That Friday evening, I drive to Adam and Evie’s house. It is small and suburban, with a fenced yard in the back—a perfect place for a little girl to grow up. I imagine it was me who went to the open house with Adam: counting the number of bedrooms for our future family; testing the limbs of the trees for a tire swing; Adam stealing a kiss in the kitchen when the realtor isn’t looking.

        Evie opens the door. “Hi,” she says. She is wearing an apron that says DON’T MAKE ME POISON YOU.

        We have spoken only a few times since that first reconciliation at the hospital, with Adie forming the fulcrum of our chat.

        It’s strange to see her looking so . . . domestic. I thrust out the flowers I’ve brought. “Thanks for having me.”

        “Our pleasure.” Her smile does not reach her eyes.

        I have seen enough comments on social media since the news broke to know that I am not the only one cast as a villain—so is Evie. She’s been called an opportunist and a home-wrecker. The most gossip-worthy tidbit of the story of my reappearance has been Adam’s remarriage. His two wives.

        “Evie,” I say, swallowing. “I’m so sorry about all of this.”

        “Are you?”

        I take a step back. “What is that supposed to mean?”

        “What did you think would happen?” Evie asks. “You’d walk in here and make sure Molly didn’t go off the deep end after giving birth, and then what? You’d ride off into the sunset, and no one would ever know?”

        “I . . . I didn’t think that far ahead.” I swallow. “But I’m glad I can be part of her life. And Adie’s.”

        Evie looks at me, daring me to say the name of the one person I’ve left out. Then she turns, heading into the house. “Molly and Jesse are already here,” she says.

        In the living room, Jesse and Adam are watching a Bruins game. They stand when we enter, Jesse giving me a hug as Adam steps forward and then on second thought falls back, hands in his pockets. “Welcome to our home,” he says.

        “Where’s Adie?” I ask.

        “Asleep in my old room, in the portacrib,” Molly replies, breezing in with a dish of glazed carrots that she sets on the table. “Which means we have about thirty minutes to eat dinner.”

        “Duly noted,” Jesse says. “Evie, how can I help?” They disappear into the kitchen with Molly again, leaving me alone with Adam.

        “Hi,” I say quietly.

        He frowns. “Hi.”

        “How bad was it for you?” I ask. “The fallout?”

        “Not as bad as I imagine it was for you,” Adam replies. “I can’t believe in a city of two hundred thousand people, you bumped into Chad.”

        “If it wasn’t him, it would have been someone else. Eventually.” I feel a tear sliding down my face, and embarrassed, I turn away from him. “I just wish you hadn’t been dragged into it.”

        Adam’s hand cups my cheek. For a second, I lean into him, letting him hold the sorrow between us. “You’re back, Ellie,” he says. “It’s worth it.”

        Suddenly Adam steps away, his hand falling to his side, his eyes trained on something behind me. I turn to find Evie standing in the doorway. A brittle smile wreaths her face. “Dinner,” she announces.

        When we reach the table, Adam sits at the head, leaving me next to Molly. “This looks incredible,” I say, surveying the roast chicken and gravy and a plethora of side dishes. “Evie, I remember when you didn’t even know how to make ramen.”

        “People change,” she says.

        Jesse lifts a bottle of Chardonnay. “Wine?”

        “Yes.” Evie takes the bottle from him and fills her glass. She lifts the goblet, drains half of it in a single draw, and then refills it.

        “Evie,” Adam says, with a forced laugh. “Leave some for the rest of us.”

        “Oh.” Her voice is sharp. “Am I supposed to share now?”

        My gaze ping-pongs between them. “I can leave—”

        “No,” Jesse and Molly say at the same time.

        Molly clears her throat. “I am the one who asked Georgia to dinner. Maybe it’s selfish, but I don’t want to have to choose between family members. I know there’s a lot to unpack, and that it’s messy. But surely we can all make it through a single meal?”

        “Of course we can, baby.” Jesse pats Molly’s hand and then reaches for the mac and cheese, which is sitting on a trivet.

        As soon as he moves the dish, however, I realize what that trivet really is. The feathers made of flame; the glass that catches the reflection from the chandelier overhead. “That’s my mosaic,” I murmur.

        I hadn’t installed that piece of it yet, in the master bath in Washington Heights. I had been cutting it in pieces to move and mount when I went into labor.

        Evie looks down at the trivet. “Before we came to Rhode Island I had a piece of it grouted. I thought it would be a nice thing for Molly to have one day. A piece of you.” She stares at me flatly. “Would you like to take that back, too?”

        I put my napkin on the table. “I’m not trying to take anything away from you, Evie. I apologize for whatever you’ve been through, in the past week.”

        She swirls the wine in her glass. “What are you more sorry about? The social media posts that call me a gold digger? Or maybe the guy who keyed my car in the Hasbro parking lot?”

        Adam sighs. “Evie, honey . . .”

        Her gaze snags on him. “Honey? How can you call me that, when it’s never a good time to talk about whether we’re actually married and if that even matters to you?” She throws her napkin onto her unfinished plate of food. “Sorry to crash your family dinner,” she says, and she walks out of the room. A moment later comes the sound of a door being slammed.

        We hear Adie start crying over the baby monitor. “Great,” Molly sighs, and she stands up.

        Jesse puts his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll get the baby. You go calm Evie down.”

        They both hurry out of the dining room, leaving me alone with Adam.

        Adam looks up, apologetic. “It’s . . . been a hard week,” he says.

        I shake my head. “This was a bad idea,” I murmur.

        “Molly’s right. We have to figure out how to be a family.”

        Except we aren’t one. I take a deep breath. “You should go to her. To Evie.”

        Adam looks up at me, pained, the same maelstrom of memory in his eyes that I know is in mine. “I don’t know what to say.”

        But I do. Evie needs to be picked. A first choice, not a default.

        She wants to be what I was, once, to Adam.

        A tether frays between us. I tell myself that having Molly in my life, and Adie, is enough “You should go to her,” I repeat. “She’s your wife.”

      
    
  OceanofPDF.com




3

      
      May–June 2027

      
  OceanofPDF.com




        Jesse

        Human beings need to lie.

        We lie for reassurance, for self-preservation, for compassion.

        I’m on my way! When you’re not.

        Does my butt look fat in this dress? No, you look great.

        I floss daily. It’s my natural hair color. I have read and agreed to the terms of service.

        So, yeah, everyone lies. The real question is what are you lying about, and why?

        After working in polygraphy for so long, I’ve gotten pretty good at sussing out when someone isn’t truthful. Some people look up or away, but that can also be a sign of memory recall. You have to watch for the inconsistencies: the jittery leg when the rest of the interview has been static; the throat clearing when you broach a topic. Really, the only thing you can say for sure about lying is that you’ve done it.

        If you say you don’t, well. That’s a lie.

        

        When I come downstairs with Adie in my arms, the dining room is completely empty. I know Molly is still with Evie; I heard Evie crying and Molly’s soft voice when I passed the bedroom door.

        I look down at my daughter, who blinks up at me. “Now what?” I ask.

        This whole situation is a fucking Gordian knot. Frankly, I don’t care if Evie is butthurt or Adam is being unreasonable or if Georgia is in crisis. I care about what this is doing to my wife. Molly and, now, Adie are my baseline, and I will move heaven and earth to keep them happy.

        I carry Adie to the window and look out to the driveway. Georgia’s car is gone.

        Stop fucking running, I think. Molly has made it clear to me, to Georgia, that she wants her mother back in her life. My own feelings about Georgia are complicated. Although I fully believe she left Manhattan on 9/11 in a desperate act to protect her baby from herself, to me that doesn’t quite justify staying away without any contact for twenty-five years. Also, I’m a cop. You can’t work in public safety without running into someone who lost a brother, a colleague, a friend on 9/11. Georgia’s escape from the Twin Tower attacks doesn’t diminish the sacrifices of everyone else who did die that day—but it still leaves me feeling like there’s an unfairness to it.

        A lie that is literally carved in stone on the memorial.

        For what it’s worth, though, Georgia’s been through the wringer this week. The news leak led to her being discussed, in absentia, in the press and on social media as a charlatan or a sociopath. It had bothered Molly so damn much. “Why won’t she speak up for herself?” she asked.

        “Same reason I wouldn’t, if I was her,” I said. “Because of you.”

        I’m not sure if that’s what led those cogs in Molly’s extraordinary mind to start turning, but within hours she had reached out to Adelaide McCann at 60 Minutes to offer her an exclusive.

        Given that it’s Georgia’s story, and also Molly’s, that has gripped the country for the past week, I would have expected Georgia to be a little skittish at this dinner. Instead, she had arrived with flowers and an apology.

        And then Evie had gone hard on the wine and lost her shit.

        Has Evie been harassed these past few days? Yes. Does she have the right to be upset? Absolutely. Yet something about her behavior tonight reminded me of when I used to set fires. Then-Jesse would have said he wanted to burn the whole world down. Now-Jesse knows I was desperate to be seen.

        “All right, then,” I say to Adie. “Let’s find your grandpa.”

        Adam is sitting on the couch in his study, hands clasped between his legs, staring into an unlit fireplace. There’s a folded quilt and pillow on the cushion beside him.

        Interesting.

        “Georgia left?” I ask.

        He blinks up at me. “Yeah. Is Evie—”

        “Still with Molly.” I tilt my head. “You okay, Adam?”

        He faces me, bleak—the same kind of look I’ve seen on perps who’ve been convicted. “I don’t know how to do this, Jesse. I’ve been trying so hard to hold it together, you know? Like, someone has to. But Molly’s right—she deserves to have her mother back in her life. And Evie’s right—she never asked for any of this.”

        “And Georgia?” I ask, cradling Adie and sitting down across from him in an armchair.

        “Georgia,” he sighs. “Well, that’s the crazy thing. All this time I blamed myself for what happened to her.”

        I’ve thought about that a lot. If Molly had shown signs of postpartum psychosis, would I have gaslit myself into believing I didn’t see them? I get why Adam might have been desperate to convince himself there was nothing wrong.

        But Adam, it turns out, is talking about something else. He pulls at the back of his neck. “I’ve never told anyone this. Not even Molly.”

        It is a warning, a request for me to keep this from her. I don’t respond, and he continues anyway.

        “The morning of 9/11 I flew into Newark,” Adam says. “I’d been in California for work and I took the red-eye so often the flight attendants knew me by name. We landed twenty minutes early, plenty of time for me to get to the psychiatrist’s office in the World Trade Center before nine. I expected Evie to meet me there, with the baby and Eloise. That was the plan. I didn’t know Molly was running a fever, didn’t know that Evie had sent Eloise downtown in a cab alone. It wasn’t like there was Wi-Fi on planes back then.”

        My detective skills kick in. “And then?”

        “I stopped off at an airport lounge; I knew they had a shower there. I’d just traveled fourteen hours in a single day, and I was so fucking exhausted, and I just . . . I wanted to be awake for this meeting with the psychiatrist. Plus, we hadn’t turned the water back on in the master bath, because Eloise hadn’t finished that damn mosaic, and I could barely fit in the guest room shower. I thought I’d be delayed by fifteen minutes at the most.”

        I nod.

        “During those fifteen minutes, there was an accident near the Holland Tunnel. By the time the cab reached Manhattan, I was already late, and both towers were on fire.” Adam swallows. “Otherwise, I would have been in there when the plane hit.”

        “I’m so glad you weren’t,” says Jesse.

        “For years, I’ve felt so guilty. One stupid, selfish act saved my life.”

        There’s something called the burnt toast theory—it’s when a minor inconvenience, like burning your toast, might keep you from experiencing a bigger disaster. Because you spent another sixty seconds toasting a fresh piece of bread, you weren’t at an intersection where there was a bad car crash. Because you got stuck in traffic, you avoided a terrorist attack.

        Because you stumbled onto a bus, you wound up nine hundred miles away from an infant you’d tried to kill.

        “One stupid, selfish act saved your life,” I repeat. “You could say the same about Molly.”

        

        I’ve been on family leave, but it’s unpaid, so Molly and I decided I’d go back to work six weeks after Adie was born—assuming her mental health was all right. On my last weekend before reporting back on the job, we take Adie to visit my family. Because my parents live in Upper Darby, they haven’t gotten many chances to see her. My mother immediately snatches Adie out of her car seat, rhapsodizing over how much she’s changed in three weeks. My niece, Anna, trails them, obsessed.

        Kate gives Molly a tight hug. “How are you doing?” she asks, and that could mean anything from How is motherhood? to How are you coping with being a news story? I wing my sister a grateful glance as she tucks Molly’s arm in hers and pulls her into the living room to debrief. “Listen, I’m not one to judge,” I hear Kate say as they disappear. “I still wear pregnancy granny panties because they’re so damn comfortable.”

        That leaves me with my dad, Brian. We’ve had a complicated relationship, because that’s the endgame when you’re a fireman and your teenage son turns out to be an arsonist.

        My father stands with his hands in his jeans pockets. Since having Adie, there’s been so much I want to talk to him about, but I don’t really know how to get started. It’s not like we’ve had many heart-to-hearts. Most of my childhood was sucked up by Kate’s illness and Anna’s death, and by the time my family emerged from the rock tumbler, I was an adult, out of the house.

        “Root beer?” my dad asks.

        I nod, and he pulls two bottles from the fridge and walks out the kitchen door into the backyard. Across the patio is the garage—an outbuilding with a bedroom above it that belonged to me when I was a kid, making it supremely easy to sneak out at night or smoke or drink or any of the other hundred things that made me a total pain in the ass. My mother uses it now as a ceramics studio. When she quit being a lawyer, she took up pottery. For Christmas every year, I get a new mug.

        My father sits down on a piece of the wrought-iron patio furniture we’ve had forever. The cushions are new, though. Cheery, yellow. “So,” he says. “How’s work?”

        “I go back tomorrow,” I reply.

        “And Molly?” my dad asks.

        I let out a long breath. “She’s . . . good. I mean, all things considered.”

        He takes a drink. “Must have been a real shock, having that woman show up.”

        “At first, she wanted nothing to do with Georgia. They’re getting closer now, and Georgia’s been a huge help with the baby. But in order to build that relationship, Molly kind of had to use the bricks from her old family. So now that foundation’s a little rocky.”

        “Families are messy,” my father says.

        The understatement of all understatements. I click my bottle to his in agreement.

        He glances at me. “You know, I used have dreams about Anna coming back. I’d find out it was a mistake, and she had been alive all this time. I got so excited, and then, she showed up, and I didn’t recognize her. For me, she’s stuck at thirteen. I had no idea who she was anymore.”

        It makes me wonder what Anna would be like, if she were here—thirty-five years old. Would she be a doctor or a lawyer or a poet? Would she be a mom?

        I know this much: if Anna were here, she’d jab me with her elbow and tell me to suck it up and have a real conversation with my father.

        So I say: “I understand why you did it now.”

        “Did what?”

        “Took Anna’s side.” When Anna sued my parents for the right to her own body—they wanted her to donate a kidney to Kate, after years of giving bone marrow and stem cells as a savior sibling—my mom had represented the family against her. My father had stayed with Anna, making sure she had someone to take care of her.

        Now, he grimaces, takes another pull of his root beer. “There weren’t really sides. Everyone was going to lose one way or another.”

        “But you stuck up for her—against Mom.”

        “That wasn’t a choice,” he sighs. “It’s more the job description. To be there for your kid when they need you, no matter what.”

        I roll my head back, so my face is tipped up to the sky. There’s a sadness in my throat, like a stone. “Dad? What if I fuck this up?”

        “Fuck what up?”

        “Adie. Fatherhood. All of it.”

        He raises his brows. “What makes you think you will?”

        “I don’t exactly have a great track record with responsibility.”

        My dad leans forward. “Molly might beg to differ.”

        “But it’s different. I love Molly, but what I feel for Adie—there isn’t even a word for it. I love her so much that it physically hurts sometimes. Like I don’t have anywhere to put all that feeling.”

        My father reaches across the divide of space between us and pats my leg. For the first time I can remember, he seems to look at me like an equal. “If that’s the case, Jess,” he says, smiling, “then you’re doing just fine.”

        

        My first polygraph back on the job is for an accused arsonist. It’s my favorite kind, because I already know how this guy thinks. He’s gotten so good at evading detection that he’s cocky, and thinks he can beat the polygraph. Ravi Banneker is slippery as fuck, but he’s the most likely suspect for three warehouse fires—or so I was told when I was brought up to speed on the case.

        He’s dressed in an oversize hoodie and jeans and sneakers that probably cost as much as a week of my salary. His hair is slicked back from his face, and he has a ring through his lower lip. He’s twenty-five, same age as Molly. I’ve done three tests, mixing the order of the questions, and scored the results. After letting Ravi sit for about twenty minutes, I join him and put a sheaf of papers facedown on the table between us. “So,” I ask. “How do you think you did?”

        He looks me in the eye. “I think I passed.”

        For a long moment, we just stare at each other. Then I sigh. “You spent the past three hours telling me you had nothing to do with this fire, but that’s not what the science indicates. The chart shows it. The score shows it.”

        I flip the papers over, a graph of spikes in different colors that will mean nothing to him. “Listen, Ravi. Let’s start over. I know you’re lying; you know you’re lying. Let’s not make this any worse. Maybe you’re panicking because you didn’t mean to start the fire? Maybe it’s a situation where something got out of hand—a cigarette you threw down, a spark that caught a rag, and you couldn’t put it out. You just wanted the thrill of lighting the match, of watching something burn—but you didn’t mean it to go down like this.” I don’t take my eyes off his face. “Help me help you, man.”

        When Ravi doesn’t say anything, I fold my arms. “I understand what it’s like. I’ve been where you are.” I roll up my sleeve, revealing a long, shiny burn scar. “Let’s just say, I wasn’t born a cop.”

        Ravi doesn’t say anything, but he slumps. And that’s it. That’s how I know I’ve got him, even before he’s said a single word.

        He rubs his hand over his mouth. “I didn’t mean for it to get out of control,” Ravi says.

        And every word, every gorgeous word, is caught on tape.

        

        I come home from work on a high. I’ve stopped off to get flowers for Molly, and texted to say I’d bring a pizza for dinner. When I sail through the door of the condo, Adie is lying on a Fisher-Price play mat with piano keys she can kick. She’s babbling, happy. Molly sits on the couch with her laptop open, blue-light glasses perched on her nose. “That’s hot,” I say.

        She glances down at herself. “The spitup on my sweatshirt, or the fuzzy socks?”

        I put the pizza down, hand her the flowers, and lean over to kiss her. “Detective Sergeant Fitzgerald is back, baby.”

        “Yeah?” She grins. “You got your confession?”

        “He folded like a bedsheet,” I tell her.

        “A flat one, I assume,” Molly says, “because the fitted ones are a pain in the ass.” She closes her computer, takes off the sexy librarian glasses, and sighs. “Is it bad that I’m jealous you get to go back to work? I am currently missing a massive E. coli outbreak in Coventry.”

        “Good times.” I sink down beside her. “I never expected you to give up your career, Mol.”

        “I know.” She smiles at Adie. “And I love her, I do. I just feel . . .”

        “Like if you hear The animals play, the animals play, the animals play all day one more time you might commit homicide?”

        “Yes,” Molly says. “That.”

        “Is she too little for day care?” I ask.

        “Not if I pump. But I have no idea where to even start looking.”

        I rub the back of her neck, easing the knots. “I could ask Kate.”

        “I already have. The place she used with Anna closed years ago. I got two names from people in my office, but Adie will be in college before she gets off the wait lists.”

        “What about a nanny?” I suggest.

        Molly gets up, grabbing plates from the kitchen cabinets. She takes a slice of pizza out of the box for me, and one for her, and then sits again. “Detective Sergeant Fitzgerald is really okay with a stranger being in our house all day?”

        I shudder. I’ve heard too many horror stories about kidnapping and child trafficking to truly feel safe.

        I glance at Adie, who has blown a bubble of spittle and is delighted to have it pop on her face. As both a teenage delinquent and a cop, I’ve always felt invincible. It’s taken a nineteen-inch human to bring me to my knees.

        “What about Georgia?” I ask.

        Molly hands me a plate. “What about her?”

        “She needs a job, doesn’t she? What if she was the nanny?”

        Chewing on her pizza, Molly considers this. “We’d have to pay her.”

        “Obviously. We’d be paying for childcare no matter what.” Then I frown. “Do you think . . . Adie would be safe with her?”

        Molly blinks at me. “I can’t believe you’re even asking that.”

        “I mean, medically. Psychologically.”

        “It’s been almost six months since I found out who she is, and I haven’t seen any behavior that’s a red flag. God, if anything, she’s more stable than I am.”

        “Don’t say that,” I say, my jaw going rigid.

        Molly lays her palm along my cheek. “I’m fine,” she promises. “I can’t say for sure that if we have another baby, I’ll still be fine. But I know what to look out for, and so do you, and Georgia, and that’s the best defense possible.” She leans forward and kisses me. She tastes like pepperoni. “I’ll ask Georgia if she’s interested in a career change.”

        

        After Adie goes to sleep in the bassinet next to our bed, I brush my teeth and shower—which still sprays me in the face, because I haven’t fixed it. But when I slip beneath the covers, Molly isn’t there. Padding quietly through the dark so I don’t wake the baby, I go into the living room, where I expect to find her lit by the glowing screen of her computer, tracking empty hospital beds in Coventry. Instead, she is sitting on the counter in nothing but a pair of underwear, the tie I wore to work today, and her blue-light reading glasses. “Took you long enough,” she says.

        “Holy shit,” I manage.

        She unknots the tie, letting it hang down between her breasts. “You’re not the only one who had a big day,” Molly says. “I had an ob-gyn appointment. Guess who’s been cleared for . . . extracurricular activities?”

        I pounce on her. I mean, it’s been six weeks. My mouth is on hers and her legs are wrapped around me and I’m grinding into her. “Bed,” I groan.

        “Absolutely not,” Molly says. “I don’t want Adie to hear.”

        “How do you think Adie got here?” I grab her by the thighs and walk us to the living room couch, dumping her unceremoniously onto the cushions.

        I dive into her as if she is a pool. She is just as hungry as I am and everywhere we touch is charged. I want to kneel before her, drink from her, but she doesn’t have the patience. She drags me up and then I’m inside her. We trade touches like a relay race—my teeth on her neck, her fingers pressing into my back, my moan in her ear, her ankles caging me—and then we are breaking through the ribbon at the finish, breathless, boneless.

        Molly’s skin is abraded by my stubble, her hair’s a rat’s nest. “You are impossibly gorgeous,” I whisper, kissing her forehead.

        She snorts. “I have stretch marks and a spare tire, so I’m glad you feel that way.”

        “For what it’s worth, you make me feel like a teenager.”

        “You’re welcome, old man,” Molly says. Her smile is a flash in the dark.

        I laugh. “So for the next eighteen years or so we get to christen every other surface in the house?”

        “Don’t be silly.” Molly smirks. “She’ll move into her own room by the time she’s twelve.”

        We tiptoe back into the bedroom, where I wrap my arms around my wife. Into her ear, I whisper, “Let’s make another baby. We’re so good at it.” When she doesn’t respond, I come up on my elbow, a brow raised in question. “No reply?”

        “Sorry, I was thinking.”

        “About?”

        “Whether I should smother you, or knife you in your sleep.”

        I burst out laughing, and Molly slaps her palm over my mouth so I don’t wake the baby. I pull her hand away, kissing her wrist. “One day?” I ask softly.

        She nods. “One day.”

        I pull her tight against me and invoke our ritual. “Worst-case scenario,” I whisper.

        Molly hums in thought. “More states follow Florida in getting rid of vaccination mandates.” She looks over her shoulder at me for my answer.

        For a moment, my throat is too tight to speak. “Losing you two,” I manage.

        “You won’t,” she says, although we both know that’s a promise no one can keep.

        Molly falls asleep, but I don’t. She’s like a glowing coal pressed against me, a little furnace. She always runs hot—in body temperature, in compassion, in umbrage, in all things.

        Her hand covers the scarred patch of skin above my wrist that I showed Ravi today, that got him to confess. If you had told me at Ravi’s age that I had more to learn about starting fires, I would have told you to fuck off.

        I glance down at this treasure in my arms.

        Some fires are built to consume. Others you tend so they can keep you warm forever.

        

        A couple of days later I do a polygraph of a guy who was busted for child pornography. The test was meant to see if he was touching children, too; and he failed it. I am damn good at my job, but fuck me if some aren’t harder than others.

        I leave work early, because if I can’t go hug my daughter I may actually punch a hole through the wall of my office. I text Molly, who says that she and the baby are at Georgia’s, and I should meet them there. No one is loitering in front of the building. Like Soo-Yun predicted; a new story knocked Georgia out of the headlines—the announcement of several Democrats planning to primary for the presidential ticket. It’s all anyone can talk about.

        Eloise Ambrose is officially old news.

        My first impression of Georgia’s apartment is that it’s . . . sad. It looks like the lodging of a twenty-two-year-old who just graduated from college—Ikea furniture, bare walls.

        As soon as Georgia lets me in, I zero in on Adie, who is nestled in the crook of Molly’s arm while she sits at a table covered with bits of glass. I pluck our daughter right out of Molly’s grasp and bury my face against her little body. She pulls at my hair with her fists. I gently disentangle her and press my lips against her forehead.

        I will slay your dragons, I promise silently. I will build walls and moats around you to keep you safe. I will rescue you, every time you need it.

        “Tough day at work?” Molly asks, raising a brow.

        “Not talking about it,” I say.

        “Well, I have exciting news to distract you,” she offers. “We have a new nanny.”

        I look over Adie’s head at Georgia. “Yeah?”

        “I feel bad taking your money,” Georgia says.

        “You have to eat,” Molly insists. “And pay rent for this . . . awesome apartment.”

        “And buy a place mat or a piece of art, for that matter,” I chime in.

        “Well, thank you,” she says. “I feel very honored to be asked.”

        “Have you broken the news to Toby yet?” I ask Molly.

        “I thought I’d wait a little longer,” she replies. “I’ll go back when Adie’s three months old.”

        I grin at her. “Think you can hold out that long?”

        “Easily,” she says, tossing her hair. “I might even pick up a hobby. Georgia’s teaching me how to make a mosaic.”

        I glance down at the oval on the table. A kaleidoscopic mess of glass swirls in front of Molly, but on Georgia’s side of the table, the colors have been sorted and arranged, edges pressed together on what looks like sticky mesh. The image taking shape is a sprawling tree with a broad branch, and the spiky twigs of a nest. I watch as Georgia searches the mass of colors and plucks a golden sliver from the mix, fitting it into an empty spot like she is doing a jigsaw puzzle.

        “Well, I want to learn, too,” I say. I shift Adie to my other arm, and with my free hand, squeeze Molly’s.

        It’s not that different from detective work, really. You have to find the pieces and assemble them, if you want to see the whole picture.

        

        I vow I won’t take one more shower in this damn stall until I fix the spray.

        Not only does it manage to hit me in the eye every time I turn on the water but it makes a mess all over the floor, leaking so that I have to use a towel to mop up the excess, which means doing even more laundry than we have to do already with a newborn.

        It makes me think of Adam, of how he’d decided to stop off in an airport club to shower instead of squeezing himself into the stall of the guest bathroom, and how it saved his life.

        But suddenly, I’m not thinking about the spray in my face. Eyes wide, I throw open the shower door and stare down at the puddles all over the floor.

        I dry myself off quickly and wrap a towel around my waist. In the bedroom, I gaze at Molly, already asleep. I make another vow: I won’t say anything to her about this until I’ve done my due diligence.

        Sometimes my brain thinks like a detective.

        But sometimes, I think like a criminal. And when I was lighting fires, the biggest thrill was not running from the scene of the crime.

        It was returning to watch myself get away with it.

        

        I ask Molly if she’s spoken to Evie since the dinner from Hell. “I texted but she didn’t respond,” she tells me. “I don’t know if she’s embarrassed or if they’re working out their issues or what.”

        “Maybe they silenced their phones,” I suggest. “For a sex marathon.”

        “Ew,” Molly says. “Never say that again.”

        “Invite them over,” I suggest. “Without Georgia around, I mean. We may have been rushing that family reunion. And I know they’d love to see Adie.”

        “You think so?”

        I shrug. “Evie probably needs to feel like she still matters to you. That you’re not completely distracted by the shiny new relative.”

        So two weeks after the disastrous dinner in the suburbs, Evie and Adam come to the condo. Molly, a superhero, has managed to assemble a lasagna while simultaneously taking care of Adie. I come home from work with a loaf of fresh bread and toss a salad. We open a bottle of red to breathe.

        I am not sure what to expect. When we had left them, Evie was still crying and Adam was beating himself up. So as I open the door and find them beaming, Adam’s arm around Evie’s waist, I am pleasantly surprised. I guess they’ve kissed and made up.

        By the time we have finished eating and have opened a second bottle of wine, it’s clear that something’s up. Molly has been cutting glances to me all night, every time Evie tells a story and rests her hand on Adam’s forearm. When Adam winks at Evie, Molly turns to me and raises her brows.

        Just as I am about to clear the dishes, Evie takes Adam’s hand. “I can’t keep it a secret anymore. We’re renewing our vows, and we want you two to be our witnesses and Adie to be the flower girl!” Beaming, she turns to Adam, who smiles at her.

        Surprise skitters over Molly’s face, but she covers it quickly. “Congratulations! Of course we’ll be there.”

        There is so much I want to ask—starting with whether Adam is going to legally divorce his first wife beforehand. Instead what comes out of my mouth is “Adie may not be able to walk down an aisle yet, but she’s honored.”

        “So is this, like, a City Hall thing?” Molly asks.

        Evie shakes her head. “Big party. White dress. Band.”

        “We didn’t have much of a celebration before,” Adam says. “It wasn’t the right time.”

        Because he thought his wife was dead. But she’s not, which is exactly why this makes zero sense to me.

        Evie offers to do the dishes when Molly says it’s time for Adie’s bath. “Oh, just stack them,” Molly says. “I need the kitchen sink for her tub.”

        She fills the little plastic oval and undresses the baby, soaping her up and letting her kick at the bubbles. Evie helps, holding up a towel with a giraffe hood so that Molly can place the squirming, naked baby in her arms. “Give me a few minutes to get her down,” Molly instructs. “I want to talk about this wedding.” Then she carries Adie off to the bedroom to diaper, dress, and nurse her to sleep.

        Adam excuses himself to go to the bathroom, so I wander into the kitchen, where Evie is emptying the little plastic tub. She dries it with a dish towel and sets it on the counter.

        “I’m going to have to move to a place with a bigger kitchen,” I say. “I didn’t realize I’d be bathing a kid in the sink.”

        Evie laughs, wiping her hands on the dishcloth. “Imagine doing it in a tiny apartment in Washington Heights,” she says, “when the kitchen is the size of a broom closet.”

        I fold my arms, leaning back against the counter. “Guess that’s why you used to bathe Molly in the master bathtub when she was a newborn.”

        It’s go time.

        Evie tilts her head, confused.

        “You mentioned that you rescued Molly when Eloise was trying to drown her in the bathroom,” I say, shrugging.

        Evie nods, turning to loop the dishcloth onto the neck of the dishwasher. “Right.”

        “But the thing is, Evie, there wasn’t any water in the master bathroom at the time. It had been cut off so Eloise could finish her mosaic.” I take a step closer, crowding her. “Adam recently reminded me that it’s why he’s with us today. He showered at the airport the morning of 9/11, and was late getting downtown.”

        She turns, caged by me, a trapped bird. A flush rises up her throat. “It was a long time ago. If Eloise wasn’t bathing Molly in the bathroom, then it must have been the kitchen sink. I can’t remember.”

        I look directly into her eyes, quiet for several beats. “You know I spot liars for a living, right?”

        There is another swollen silence.

        Her words become a hurricane. “What was I supposed to do? Eloise was a mess. Adam refused to see it. She may not have hurt Molly yet, but she was going to.” She turns away, arms braced on the sink. “So, yes, I exaggerated. I just wanted him to bring her to a psychiatrist before it was too late. I didn’t know the building was going to be hit by a plane. I didn’t know I was sending my best friend to a death sentence. I never meant for any of that to happen. I was just trying to keep Molly safe.”

        There is a small gasp behind us. When we turn, Molly and Adam are both staring at Evie.

        Immediately I go to Molly’s side and squeeze her hand. She pulls away from me, advancing on Evie.

        “Molly,” Evie says, stricken, “I wanted to tell you. I tried to tell you—but you were so angry about what you already knew—”

        Molly holds up a hand. “My mother never tried to drown me?”

        Tears spring to Evie’s eyes. “I’m your mother.”

        “No,” Molly says. “You’re not.”

        Evie turns to Adam, pleading. “Tell her. You wouldn’t help Eloise. What else could I do?” She swallows. “I lost her, too, you know. She was my best friend.”

        “She was the love of my life,” Adam murmurs.

        I see the words prick into Evie, deflate her. “But you are the love of mine.”

        Adam is pale, diminished, wounded. “I have to . . . I . . .” He wraps Molly in a tight embrace. “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “Jesus, I’m so fucking sorry.” Then, still dazed, he walks out of the condo.

        Evie, who had come into this dinner bubbly and glowing, is now an utter wreck. She sobs into her hands as Molly approaches. When Molly is a foot away, Evie lifts her face, now streaked with mascara. “I did it because I loved you,” she says.

        I see something break inside Molly. “I loved you, too,” she whispers.

        I put my hand on Evie’s shoulder. “I think you should go now.” I steer her toward the front door, open it.

        In the space of a breath, Molly’s in my arms. It takes a few minutes for her to let out all the tears, and then she asks, “How long have you known?”

        “I didn’t know, not for sure. I suspected. It was the bathroom shower that got me thinking.”

        “The stupid shower,” she says, her cheek pressed against my heart. And then: “My mother didn’t try to kill me.”

        I lift her chin so that she is looking at me. “I don’t think so, no. But she was really sick, Mol. She was hearing voices telling her to hurt you.”

        There is, as Evie said, no guarantee that Eloise would not have tried to harm Molly. From everything she’s told me about PPP, the key is having the people close to you intervene. Adam refused to acknowledge Eloise’s deterioration, even though it was happening before his eyes. But Evie—she had seen it. And she had tried to help. It had just terribly, magnificently, backfired.

        “How am I supposed to feel?” Molly asks. “Grateful that Evie was looking out for me? Or angry because it led to . . . everything else?”

        “Maybe both,” I admit. Although I don’t think Evie was malicious in her intent when she lied about Eloise drowning Molly, she had still benefited from the fallout. She’d been able to step into the roles that her best friend had been destined to fill—wife, mother. And while she probably would have come clean if Eloise had been treated and gotten better, Eloise never came home, so it became moot. Until now.

        “If my mother didn’t think she’d tried to drown me, maybe she wouldn’t have run away. Maybe she would have gotten help instead of being afraid to hurt me again. Maybe she would have been the parent I grew up with.” Molly shakes her head. “Sure, Evie raised me like she was my real parent. But all those years are built on a lie.”

        “When liars tell a story,” I explain, “the new version becomes clearer and more real in their minds, until they actually believe it’s true.” As I say this out loud, I realize that I could be talking about Evie . . . or I could be talking about Georgia.

        Molly bites her lip. “Do you think it’s because Evie grew up in foster care? She had a really hard childhood.”

        That’s my girl, always trying to find something worth saving. “Molly,” I say, softening, “so did you.”

        

        From where I am standing at the threshold of the darkened bedroom, I can see Molly and Georgia sitting on the couch, heads bent together. In profile they are so alike it’s hard to believe I didn’t see the similarities months ago when we went to Dr. Mantillard’s office for that first prenatal checkup: the wings of their eyebrows, the shape of their chins, the slope of their noses.

        Molly had texted Georgia, asking if she could come over, even though it was late. The conversation she wanted to have couldn’t wait till morning and had to be face-to-face. Seeing Georgia walk nervously into the condo, as if she expected Molly to say she’d changed her mind and didn’t want her as a nanny, as a grandmother, as part of her life—well, it was heartbreaking. I wonder how long it will take Georgia to stop waiting for that other shoe to drop.

        I sat with Molly while we told her what Evie had admitted. When we were finished, I left them alone to talk. Adie started fussing for a bit, and I gave her a pacifier and got her back to sleep. The women are still deep in conversation.

        “I remember taking out the tub,” Georgia says. “Then I don’t remember anything, until she was standing there, with you naked in her arms. She looked horrified. She asked me what I was doing.”

        “Were you wet?” Molly asks. “Was I?”

        Georgia frowns, pressing on her temples. “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

        “You didn’t try to kill me. She just wanted you to believe you did.”

        “I didn’t try to kill you,” Georgia repeats, as if learning these syllables for the first time. “But.” She lifts her gaze. “I still thought about it. I truly believed it was the way to save you.”

        “I know,” Molly says.

        Georgia looks away. “Maybe what she did was better, in the long run. For you.”

        I wonder what Molly would have been like if her formative years had been a patchwork of watching her mom going in and out of psychiatric institutions. I’m not sure how long, back then, it would have taken for her mother to get a diagnosis, and treatment. I wonder who Molly would have become if she hadn’t had Evie’s steady guidance.

        “No matter what,” Molly says, “I lost twenty-five years with you. I think that’s the part I can’t forgive.”

        Georgia squeezes her hand. “We’ll have to make do with the next twenty-five.”

        I watch Molly lean her head on Eloise’s shoulder. She looks like a child herself.

        I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen Molly yield. She is always the strong one, the safe one, the unflappable hero.

        But even a hero needs a soft place to land.
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        Eloise

        I think we all evolve over the course of our lives. We are a child, an adult, a parent. We painstakingly remake ourselves from students into professionals. We accumulate labels: daughter, wife, widow, orphan. We become mirrors for some people, and magnets for others. We get polished and sanded by our encounters with the world. Nobody leaves this life the same way they started.

        My own journey hasn’t been a linear one by any means. But sometimes I wonder, had that path been straighter, would I still have wound up here, somehow? If I hadn’t tried to kill myself, would I value my existence as much as I do? If I’d never lost possession of my own mind, would I recognize the power in being able to speak my truth?

        I have been so many women.

        The Evangelical rebel. The grieving sister. The runaway.

        The wide-eyed college student. The lover. The wife.

        The terrified mother. The slave to a delusion. The victim of attempted suicide.

        The liar. The truth teller.

        The grandmother.

        Eloise.

        Georgia.

        Right now, I am all of them at once.

        When Evie opens the door, I see boxes behind her, stacked and taped and labeled. She looks pale and skittish. She looks like she has been expecting me, although it’s been almost a week since Molly told me what she revealed at their home.

        She doesn’t say a word. Instead, after a moment, she leaves the door wide and walks inside, expecting me to follow.

        “Where’s Adam?” I ask, and she flinches the tiniest bit.

        “I don’t know,” Evie says. “We agreed that I’d move out by this weekend.”

        I sit on the edge of a love seat. “Where are you going to go?”

        She laughs mirthlessly. “Who knows. It’s not like I’ve ever had a family whose arms I could go running back to, is it?”

        I watch her stack several books into a box. “You know, I thought of you like a sister.”

        I suddenly see us years ago, remembering the way she had hooked her pinkie finger into mine. Sisters before misters.

        “But you lied to me, Evie.”

        “You’re kidding, right? You lied first, Eloise. You and me against the world? Bullshit.”

        I had not planned to fall in love with Adam; it had been a force I couldn’t resist. I let myself believe that justified the fallout. “I never meant to hurt you.”

        She lifts her face to mine. “Then you should understand I never meant to hurt you, either.”

        “I can forgive you for that,” I tell her. “But I can’t forgive you for making me think the worst of myself.” It was that falsely planted fact—I tried to kill my child—that convinced me Molly would be better off without me. It was my best friend telling me I had nearly committed murder that drove me over a bridge, onto a bus, into hiding for a quarter of a century.

        “I didn’t really have a choice,” Evie says. “Not when Adam was useless and you weren’t in your right mind. I didn’t know what else to do.”

        “None of that justifies lying to me about trying to drown my own baby.”

        She looks at me. “Is it a lie,” Evie asks, “if you so easily believed it was true?”

        There is no such thing as the truth. There’s a narrative that a majority of people believe and agree upon. My truth, back then, was not Evie’s truth. My truth now is not hers, either.

        I draw myself up from the love seat. “Goodbye, Evie,” I say, walking toward the front door.

        Her voice stops me. “He loved me, you know.”

        It was what she had always wanted, and even if it wasn’t intentional or deliberate, it was what she had finally gotten.

        I do not look back as I reach the front door of a house that might have once been mine, and I firmly close that door behind me.

        

        On the day I install the mosaic in Adie’s nursery, I set her in a baby bouncer seat to watch. Her keen eyes track me as I spackle a bit of the wall with grout, just behind the changing table—which I have dragged out of the way so that I can work. “It’s really easy,” I tell the baby, who kicks her feet in agreement. “First, you have to find the center point.”

        Once I locate it, I place a dot on the wall with a pencil.

        I have already measured out the span of the mosaic and sketched a vertical line with a level to keep it even. I’ve mixed the thinset till it is thick as toothpaste. Using the notched side of my trowel, I slather the adhesive onto the wall—just enough for the first panel of the mosaic. Then I run the trowel edge through it, creating the ridges that will help the tile adhere.

        “You ready?” I ask, and Adie gurgles.

        I lift the first section of the mosaic into place. It’s the trunk of the tree, with a bit of blue sky surrounding its sides. It is about a foot square, and remarkably heavy. Aligning it with the vertical line, I tap the piece into place with a grout float to make sure it’s flush to the wall.

        “I know,” I tell Adie. “It’s not too impressive yet.”

        She rattles the little toys attached to her bouncy chair as I install the other sheets of mosaic—all fifteen of them—using a damp sponge to wipe away the adhesive that oozes at their joints. As I work, I hum, thinking of how I will teach Adie to sculpt with Play-Doh, to paint rocks we find in the garden, to build sandcastles, to master glass. All the things I didn’t get to do with Molly.

        It takes about an hour of working quickly to make sure the adhesive doesn’t start to set before I place the next section. The last bit of mosaic I install is so close to the ceiling I need a step stool to reach it. I am flattening my hands against the phoenix in flight, pressing her into permanence, when Molly enters. “Wow,” she breathes. “That’s really, really beautiful.”

        It is. With the light striking it from the window across the room, the tail feathers of the birds are aflame; the green glass leaves seem to rustle.

        “Thanks,” I say, climbing off the step stool and pressing my hands into the small of my back. “Oof. The last time I did this, I was much younger.” I watch her reach for Adie in her bouncy chair, plucking the baby into her arms. “How did it go?”

        Molly, at my urging, had gone to speak to Evie before she moved out of Adam’s house. Just because the relationship between me and Evie has been irrevocably fractured does not mean that the relationship between them should be.

        “It was weird,” Molly says. “Hard.” She cuddles the baby closer. “I mean, most of my memories as a kid involve her. And they’re good ones, happy ones. But every time I think about what she did it feels like I’m pulling a loose thread and unraveling the whole sweater.” She looks up at me.

        “There’s no doubt in my mind Evie has always loved you.”

        “Maybe just a little too much,” Molly replies. “To protect me from an imaginary threat.”

        “A potential threat,” I correct. “You can’t blame her for what she did.”

        “Just the way she chose to do it.” Molly sighs. “Anyway, I said I needed time to process. And by process, I mean distract myself with work so I stop obsessing over this.”

        Molly is going to back to the office in a week. She’s road tested it—a day here or there, sometimes helping out with an emergency that requires all hands on deck. She has returned home each time with her eyes glowing and her arms reaching for Adie like an addict. I imagine a career in public health and safety feels different when there is one member of the public you want to keep healthy and safe above all others.

        She balances Adie on her hip and walks closer to the mosaic. “Is it finished?”

        I look at the wall. You can see the little spaces between tiles, like gaps between teeth. “No. After the adhesive dries, I’ll grout it.”

        “Oh. Well, it’s already impressive.”

        I wipe my hands clean. “What do you think, Adie?” I ask, leaning closer to her and wiggling my eyebrows. “Do you like it . . . or is it for the birds?”

        As if she can understand my very stupid joke, Adie looks at me . . . and laughs.

        Molly gasps. “Did she just—”

        “Laugh? I think so!” This time I blow up my cheeks like a puffer fish, making silly popping noises with my lips. Adie giggles again.

        “One more time,” Molly orders. I take Adie, lift her over my head, and rub my nose against her belly. She chortles, the peals of a tiny bell as Molly films her and texts the video to Jesse at work.

        Adie’s been smiling for weeks now, but this is her first true responsive laugh. “Her spirit’s out in the world now,” I say softly.

        “Come again?”

        I look at my daughter, who still knows so little of my life. “Someone I loved once told me when a baby laughs for the first time, it is a really special moment. In fact, in his culture, the person who makes the baby laugh is supposed to throw a party for them.”

        I let my mind spool backward to the woman I was when I let Kai past my defenses. How his hair would catch the sun and swallow it whole. How he gave me the grace to fail. Had things gone differently, I might have married him, releasing Eloise Ambrose like the booster of a rocket, emptied of fuel and purpose.

        When I feel tears prick at my eyes, I turn away, staring instead at the mosaic. Like all art, it evolved beneath my hands. The tree is twisted at its roots, split down the middle, and twines together again at the top—the way trees sometimes grow around barbed wire, absorbing the obstacle instead of being thwarted by it. On a branch are two identical phoenixes, one smaller than the other. The third bird, soaring above, looks to be fleeing. But if you really focus on the feathers, on the whorls of blue-stoned wind surrounding the wings, you realize she is coming back.

        And at the bottom, in a gnarled root, is a single square of red glass in the sea of browns—the intentional flaw, the spirit line, so that my soul can take flight.

        It is a work in progress, for now.

        Molly takes Adie from my arms and follows my gaze to the mosaic wall. “Well,” she says, “I think you have a party to plan.”

        

        It is, admittedly, a small celebration—with me, Molly, Adie, Jesse, and Adam. True to Navajo form, I host it at my apartment. By now, I’ve bought a few throw pillows and two framed prints that make the space look less temporary. I make a cheese plate and a charcuterie board. I hang a banner that I’ve painted on an old sheet: WE LOVE YOU, ADIE!

        Maybe it is the size of the gathering, maybe it is how easily the conversation flows—but it doesn’t really feel like a party. It feels like . . . family.

        Nobody mentions Evie. As far as I know, no one has heard from her since the day she left.

        When Adam and Jesse are deeply engaged in a discussion about whether the Bruins actually have a chance at the Stanley Cup this year or if the team is still rebuilding after their flurry of trades, I ask Molly if I can get her opinion on something.

        She follows me into the tiny bedroom and sits down on the mattress. “Is this about clothing? Because I should warn you my fashion sense is utterly lacking.”

        I sit down on the bed, too. “This isn’t about clothing. It’s about . . . a trip I was hoping you could take with me. I was thinking maybe this weekend, before you start back to work full-time.” I take a deep breath. “I’d like to go to New York City.”

        Molly reaches for my hand. “I would very much like to go with you to New York City,” she says. “You do realize I come with an accessory attached?”

        I smile at that. “Bring her. Bring Jesse.”

        As if I’ve conjured him, Jesse pokes his head through the door. “Sorry to interrupt,” he says, “but my daughter is yawning and I need to get her home for bath and bed.”

        Molly stands. She puts her hand on Jesse’s arm and says, “I’ll talk to him about this weekend.”

        I follow them into the living room, where Adam is clearing plates and wineglasses. “Oh, you don’t have to do that!”

        “My pleasure,” he says.

        Molly and Jesse say their goodbyes, but to my surprise, Adam doesn’t leave with them. “Might as well get the dishes done,” he says. “That way you don’t wake up to a mess.”

        A smile twitches at my lips. “I used to say that to you.”

        “Oh, I remember. I also remember how badly you wanted a portable dishwasher instead of having to do it by hand.”

        “I still don’t have a dishwasher,” I point out.

        “Well, tonight you do,” Adam says.

        He walks into the kitchen and runs the water in the sink. Soaping up a sponge, he scrubs at the plates, rinses them, and sets them one by one in the drying rack. I take up the position to his left, using a clean dishcloth to dry each plate and slip it back into the cabinet.

        It is a dance we once performed hundreds of times.

        “So,” I say, clearing my throat. “How have you been?”

        His hands still for a moment. “You ever hear of a void ab initio?”

        My eyes fly to him, scanning his face and his form for visible illness. “Is it . . . treatable?”

        Adam bursts out laughing. “It’s not a disease. And I hadn’t heard of it, either, until last week. It’s the legal way a court says your marriage was never valid from the get-go.”

        I hug a clean, dry plate to my chest. “I see.”

        “I wanted to make an honest start.”

        I nod, distracting myself by putting the plate away. But the stack has gotten high enough in the cabinet that I can’t easily reach and I find myself on my tiptoes, straining.

        “I’ve got it,” Adam says. One of his hands comes to rest on the counter and the other reaches easily for the plate, placing it gently on top of the others. His body surrounds me, and I turn with a too-bright smile, stepping out of the circle of his arms.

        “Thank you,” I tell him. “I can finish the rest on my own.”

        He nods, putting another step between us. “Thanks for inviting me.” He starts to leave, then hesitates. “Ellie, the real reason I wanted to stick around is because I have two things to ask you.”

        I fold my arms across my chest. “Okay . . .”

        “The first is to forgive me.” The words gust from him. “I should have been the one trying to get you help, back then.”

        “It was a long time ago,” I say quietly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

        “It wasn’t your fault, either,” Adam replies.

        My knees almost give way at those words. Back then, I had been so certain that I was weak, lacking, not fit to be a mother.

        “I’m sorry,” Adam says again, his eyes damp. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

        “I know. I am, too.”

        We are standing on a precipice. I want to reach out to comfort him. I want him to reach out to comfort me.

        Instead, I clear my throat. “What’s the other thing you want to ask?”

        The smile that unfurls on Adam’s face is a sail catching the wind. “If I can take my wife out sometime on a date.”

        Heat rises in my cheeks; I press my hands to them. Surely you can’t blush at fifty.

        “Yes,” I reply, “I’d love that.”

        

        The first things you encounter when you enter the 9/11 Memorial and Museum are the tridents—the massive columns that wrapped around the base of each of the Twin Towers. Molly and I can see two of them rise—seventy feet high—as we take the escalator down from the atrium into the exhibition. It feels like descending into Hell.

        She takes my hand and squeezes it. “Are you sure?” she asks softly.

        We have tickets for an early-morning tour, held daily before the museum is officially open. When I told Molly I wanted to come here she arranged it. “I’m sure,” I vow.

        The museum is built on the actual footprint of the Twin Towers and is completely underground. There are three parts—the Historical Exhibition, the Memorial Hall, and the Foundation Hall. To enter the exhibition, you pass down a ramp, bombarded by voices—witnesses recounting that day, both people who watched it happen in person and those who viewed it on television. Everybody was so silent . . . we saw the plane hit . . . I tried calling my wife . . . The words are in English, French, Chinese. Video screens rotate images—of people praying, sobbing; of the fireball tearing through the North Tower; of first responders crawling through rubble. I feel Molly’s hand slip into mine.

        It is eerily quiet as we meet our guide, a young woman in a blue vest who introduces herself as Tipper. In addition to me and Molly, there are two German tourists, and a man who asks if he is allowed to video.

        We left Jesse watching the baby at the hotel, and arrived through the Oculus, the gorgeous new train center near the World Trade Center, which makes you feel like Jonah in the belly of the whale. For that reason, maybe, I still feel disconnected. It would have been jarring to walk through City Hall Park, to remember where I’d been standing when I saw the world burn.

        Tipper leads us to a photograph. “The Twin Towers, in this picture, are distinguishable from the rest of the skyline. That’s because when they were completed, in 1973, they were the tallest buildings in the world.”

        She leads us into the Foundation Hall, which contains remnants from the original World Trade Center. “To the left is what’s known as the slurry wall,” Tipper explains. “It was placed here when the World Trade Center was built to hold back water from the Hudson River. When the towers collapsed, the wall began to strain under immense pressure—but it held. Which meant that the foundation, seventy feet deep, didn’t fill with groundwater and flood all of Lower Manhattan.”

        I feel Molly suck in a tight breath at that; she is an expert, after all, on mitigating disasters.

        Tipper moves us to the center of the Foundation Hall. “This beam is called the Last Column, because it was the final piece of debris to be removed from Ground Zero. It was one of forty-seven structural inner-core columns of the South Tower. It’s no longer in its original space, but it was incredibly important, because despite the South Tower collapsing around it, this column stayed firm in the bedrock—and rescue and recovery workers used it to support a temporary haul rope that moved debris from the site.”

        I crane my neck, trying to see the top of the beam. Dr. Kumon’s office was in the South Tower.

        We pass more rusted beams that were the direct point of impact for Flight 11 on the North Tower. The plane struck between floors 93 and 99; this girder spanned floors 96 to 99. Tipper points out the Survivors’ Stairs—once connecting the World Trade Center Plaza to Vesey Street, with an overhang that usually protected people from weather but on 9/11 shielded them from falling debris.

        Then the guide leads us to a fire engine—dented and bruised, its ladders twisted. “This fire truck was one of over two hundred that responded that morning,” Tipper says. “It belonged to Ladder Company Three and was led by Captain Patrick John Brown. Brown was a Vietnam War vet, a marathon runner, one of the most highly decorated officers in the New York City Fire Department. His plans for that day? Simple. To take his men up into the North Tower to save as many people as possible. Eleven members of Ladder Company Three had gotten up to the thirty-fifth floor when Captain Brown decided to radio back down to Fire Control Center to give them an update. But he wasn’t getting through—too many other firefighters were using their radios, too many floors of concrete were between him and the control center. So he took the functioning landline office phone beside him and called 911 to let them know his plans. He ended the call by saying, ‘Truck Three, and we’re still going up. All right? Thank you.’ That thank you was heard at 9:21 A.M. At 10:28, when the building collapsed, all eleven members of that company were still inside.” She falls silent for a moment. “Keep in mind, that’s only eleven of the 343 active-duty firefighters who were killed that day—441 first responders total, across thirty different agencies. It’s the largest number of rescue and recovery personnel lost responding to a single crisis in American history.”

        I remember the sound then. The thumps of bodies striking pavement. The silence that gave way to chaos as sirens screamed into the base of Manhattan. The rumble, like a dragon awakening, from the cake-tier collapse of 110 floors into a cloud of ash and dust and panic.

        I start shaking, and Molly wraps her arm around me. “I’ve got you,” she murmurs.

        I struggle to breathe, my lungs pinched by smoke and memories.

        Molly leads us toward a wall made up of thousands of small squares of blue. In the middle, metal letters spell out: NO DAY SHALL ERASE YOU FROM THE MEMORY OF TIME.—VIRGIL.

        “We can leave,” Molly says. “If this is too hard.”

        I shake my head. In a strange way, I need to bear witness, because I averted my eyes that day. I ran.

        In a few moments, Tipper and the others have caught up to us. “Behind this wall is a facility owned by the office of the Chief Medical Examiner,” Tipper says. “About forty percent of families have not yet received identified remains of their loved one.”

        “Francisco Cubero,” Molly says, and I turn to her with a question in my eyes. “My friend Tabs lost her father, a security guard in the South Tower. Her family . . . they’re still waiting.”

        “Francisco Cubero,” I repeat, breathing life into that man once more.

        Tipper gestures to the art installation, the blue wall. “This quote was forged by a blacksmith artist, Tom Joyce, out of steel remnants from the World Trade Center. The blue wall surrounding it is a separate art piece. There are 2,983 blue squares on the wall—which is the number of people killed on 9/11 and in the earlier, 1993 bombing. You’ll notice there are many different shades of blue on this wall. But what might not be so evident at first is that every shade is unique. No two squares are alike, because no two people who were killed were alike. Spencer Finch, the artist, named the piece Trying to Remember the Color of the Sky on That September Morning.”

        The group shuffles along, but Molly and I remain for a moment. “The sky was blue like the center of a flame,” I tell her.

        She squeezes my hand. “2,982,” she corrects.

        

        Memorial Hall swallows us whole. From floor to ceiling are backlit photographs of the victims. The subjects vary in age from two and a half to eighty-five. They represent more than ninety countries. There are men in suits, women in hijabs, employees in uniform. In computerized kiosks are more detailed profiles of some of the dead—family home videos of them playing with a dog or tossing a baseball, singing karaoke, walking down a church aisle. There are recorded testimonials, too, from family and friends and spouses and colleagues: Next year would have been our fiftieth anniversary. He moved here not speaking a word of English. I was six years old when my dad didn’t come home from work.

        I find myself arrested by the artifacts on view—particularly the recovered property in all its gnarly, battered pride. A CD player that makes me wonder which trader listened to it on the train home at night. A beaded clutch too fancy for a workday—had its owner been going to Windows on the World, or had she had a hot date the night before and never changed? ID cards that couldn’t be used to match remains. Keys to houses they would never come home to; cars they would never drive again. A wristwatch, frozen at 10:01 A.M.

        Molly turns the corner while I remain staring at a pair of earrings, so delicate it seems impossible they would have survived. Then I hear her voice. “Mom, come here.”

        I find her crouched down, silhouetted against one of the panels of portraits. She points.

        There. Second from the bottom.

        My hair is blond, not brown. My face has no wrinkles. I am smiling and my cheeks are flushed. There is a streak of blue paint on my chin.

        A braid with a red ribbon in it snakes over my shoulder.

        The photograph was from a year before I got pregnant. We had just moved to New York, and Evie was helping me paint the apartment. There were boxes everywhere, and in one, she found a camera with one photo left in the roll. Cheese, she yelled, and I turned, the flash blinding me.

        The film had began to automatically rewind, the way it did in old cameras.

        I touch my finger to the photograph, to my chin, as if I can wipe away that stripe of paint. But of course, I can’t.

        A photo is a moment in time. You can’t tell what happened seconds before.

        You certainly can’t tell what happened years later.

        

        I didn’t know the people who died on 9/11. But others knew me; collectively, they grieved for us, for the loss of innocence and security, for the violent rip of rose-colored glasses from their faces. Because as much as we want the world to be good, it isn’t. It is hard and spiky and unrelenting. Terrible things happen to people who don’t deserve them; good things come to those who do wrong.

        But.

        There will also always be helpers. There will be solidarity. There will be a slow climb back to solid ground.

        The reflecting pools—each one set on the footprint of a tower—are reverse fountains. Instead of sending plumes and jets into the air, the water falls thirty feet, and then another twenty feet into a deeper void. It’s a man-made cascade over dark granite, and it feels like absence.

        Molly shows me the way to the South Pool. On the lip around the edge are brass panels, engraved with the names of those who died in the South Tower, on Flight 175, at the Pentagon, on Flight 77, and on Flight 93. The companion pool, set where the North Tower once stood, lists those who died in the North Tower, on Flight 11, and in the 1993 bombing.

        She stops about halfway along the granite lip and points.

        ELOISE AMBROSE

        “I used to come here with Tabs, on the anniversary,” Molly says. “Did you know that the brass has its own heating and cooling system, so it’s never too hot or too cold to touch?”

        “How do you know that?”

        I watch her unravel her braid. “I made it a point to learn. For a long time, this place was all I had of you,” she says simply. She lets the ribbon flutter between her fingers. With her free hand, she digs some coins from her pocket and uses them to wedge the ribbon into the grooves of my name. “I left you a ribbon, every year.”

        I look around at the others regarding the memorial pools. Some of them, too, are leaving bits of themselves behind.

        “I think a part of me did die that day,” I confess.

        “I think a part of all of us did.”

        She turns to me. “Are you glad? That we came?”

        I draw in a breath. The outdoor memorial pools are so expansive, the antithesis of the walls closing in on you belowground in the museum. “I feel dirty,” I say finally. “An event which ended so many lives was what allowed me to start over.” I understand now why the victims’ families lashed out when the news story about me broke—partly in anger, for using a tragedy to save myself; partly in grief, because I was the only one who came back.

        I touch the corner of my engraved name. “This doesn’t belong here,” I murmur. “I don’t belong here.”

        “Come.” Molly grabs my hand, tugging me away from the pool toward a tree festooned with white blossoms, and protected by a circular railing. “This is a pear tree that was planted in the concourse of the old World Trade Center. After the attacks, it was burned and buried in rubble and its branches were all snapped off. But when rescuers found it, they brought it to a nursery where it was coaxed back to life, and then eventually brought back here. Every year, they send pear seedlings to places that have been turned inside out by something tragic: Uvalde. Ukraine. Parkland. Haiti. You have to see hope to have hope.” Molly reaches in to touch the bark. “It’s called the Survivor Tree.”

        I flatten my palm next to hers, so close that our pinkies cross.

        “You see?” my daughter tells me. “You belong here, too.”

        

        When we arrive back at the hotel, Molly says she is going to nurse Adie. I tell her I am going to walk to clear my head. I start wandering aimlessly down Fifth Avenue. I figure I will turn in to the first park I pass, maybe sit on a bench and collect my feelings.

        But instead, I find myself staring up at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Gothic spires rising like stalagmites from the sidewalk. Like every other former New Yorker, I have passed this church a thousand times, but I have never gone inside, until now.

        I sit in one of the pews. I fold my hands in front of me, bow my head, and pray for the first time in decades. “We do not weep for the deceased,” I whisper, “for they are resting in their Father’s arms.”

        I feel a tickle along my chin and shoulder as a shaft of pink light streams from the stained glass to fall on me.

        From the corner of my eye, I am certain I see my sister with her head bent, her hands pressed together in prayer. Focusing, as always, unlike me.

        Adie turns to me as that rosy glow strokes my forearm.

        I miss you.

        I hear her loud and clear.

        

        Molly texts me when I have nearly gotten back to the hotel, after walking back feeling lighter and freer than I have in years.

        
          Molly: Jesse’s visiting a friend at a fire dept.

          Molly: Adie and I are being ladies who lunch.

        
        A picture pops up: the baby with her hands clenching a Venti Starbucks drink like it’s a bottle. I laugh out loud.

        
          Georgia: Where are you? There are 12000 Starbucks in this city.

           . . .

           . . .

          Molly: You’re getting warmer. Keep walking.

        
        I grin, glancing around to try to find that familiar Starbucks logo.

        
          Molly: I can see you.

          Georgia: That’s not creepy at all.

        
        I walk another half block and then see it—catty-corner across the street is a Starbucks, and parked at one of the two outside tables are Molly and Adie, in her stroller. My phone buzzes in my hand.

        
          Molly: Ding ding ding.

        
        I think of how normal this feels, to be with her and Adie. To pick up where we left off, even with that massive gap between us. I think of how unfortunate I have been, but also how lucky.

        Across the street, Molly stands up and waves. I wave back. The walk signal turns, and I take that first step, momentarily blinded by the sun, or maybe by my future.
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        Jesse

        I met my buddy Gavin at a polygraphers’ conference about ten years ago. Back then, he was running tests like I was, but he missed being out in the field too much. A New York City firefighter, he went back to the job, trained as a paramedic, and has been happy as a clam ever since.

        Gavin’s station is about a half mile from where we’re staying, and I text him to see if I can stop by to say hi. So after Molly gets back from the cathartic trip to the memorial, I pass the baby to her and go visit my friend.

        His fire station brings back memories of my childhood, when my dad used to bring me down to his station, and he or Red or Paulie would whip up pancakes and serve them to the miscreant teenager who was lighting the fires they’d get called out to later that night.

        Gavin introduces me around, and we make a fresh pot of coffee, and then we sit and shoot the shit.

        It’s like old times, except I’m showing Gavin the 492 pictures of Adie I took this morning, and he’s reciprocating with his own slide show of his nine-year-old twins. “I can’t even,” I say, shuddering. “One is hard enough.”

        “And she’s not even talking back yet.” Gavin laughs. “Wait till she decides you’re dumb as dirt.” He settles into a battered leather lounger and puts his boots on the coffee table. “If you’d told me you were coming to the city, I would have had you all over to meet the family.”

        “Kind of a last-minute decision,” I tell him. “My wife’s mother wanted to go to the 9/11 Museum.”

        Gavin winces. “Still hard for me to go down there, man.”

        He was only nineteen, and hadn’t been on duty that day, but like everyone in New York City, he knows firemen who died. I remember him telling me about the parades down Eighth Avenue, ladder trucks and fire engines and firefighters and paramedics in full dress uniform, each station paying tribute to someone who’d fallen. These went on daily, for months.

        “Yeah, I imagine it was hard for Georgia, too,” I say. I’m unsure whether I want to open this can of worms, but given the scope of the media, he may already know. “She, um, she was presumed dead after 9/11 but recently . . . resurfaced.”

        I watch Gavin put the pieces together in his head. Since he’s never met Molly and wouldn’t have recognized her on the 60 Minutes interview, there’s no reason that he’d connect Eloise Ambrose to me. “That’s . . . that’s your mother-in-law?”

        “Yup.”

        Gavin is speechless. He just shakes his head. “And I thought my mother-in-law was a handful.”

        I burst out laughing right as a siren sounds. The phone Gavin is holding starts buzzing, too. A few of the guys who were lounging around moments before are suddenly on their feet and scrambling downstairs to get into gear.

        “Gotta go,” Gavin mutters. “Sorry, man. Some asshole ran a red light, hit a pedestrian, and crashed into a Jersey barrier.”

        “No problem,” I tell him. “Catch up soon.”

        I watch the flurry of emergency response, and just as quickly as it begins, it’s over—the engines and the ambulances screaming away from the station. I rinse my coffee cup and take out my phone to text Molly.

        But before I can finish typing, the phone begins to ring. Molly’s profile picture glows on the screen.

        “Jesse.” Molly’s voice is wet, hitched, incoherent. “They’re taking her to the hospital.”

        Everything in me goes very still. “Adie?” I force out.

        “No,” she sobs. “My mother.”

        

        I have been here before.

        It was another state, another car accident, another hospital.

        When I finally get to Mount Sinai West and see Molly’s face, she crumples in front of me. I manage to grab Adie with one arm before wrapping the other tight around my wife.

        Her face is pressed into my neck, her words tattooed onto my skin. “The car, it just kept going through a stoplight,” she weeps. “I saw her, Jesse. I saw her go flying like she was . . . like she was a doll or something . . .”

        She dissolves into tears again, and I tighten my hold on her. I rub my hand up and down her back until she runs dry.

        I am afraid to ask Molly the question that matters most. But then she draws back, her face a hot, swollen mess. “She’s in surgery,” she says hoarsely. “They’re trying to stop the bleeding in her brain, but they said . . . they said . . .” I can finish the sentence for her: the odds are not good.

        “I’m so sorry, baby,” I whisper.

        Her eyes, jewel-bright against the reddened scleras, blink up at me. “I can’t lose her again.”

        It will hurt so much more, because now she will know what she’s missing.

        I press a kiss to her temple. “You won’t,” I say. It’s a lie, because that’s not something I can promise. A lie, because sometimes, the truth is too painful to speak out loud.
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        Molly

        When she comes out of surgery, the doctor says there’s no way of knowing what the damage will be. That is, if she even regains consciousness. I ask if I can see her and am told that one family member is allowed into the ICU. Jesse squeezes my hand. “I’ll be right here.”

        My mother is still and small, hooked up to wires and monitors. Her head is wrapped in a white bandage. There are still flecks of blood on her neck.

        “I thought we went over this,” I say softly, sitting on the chair beside the hospital bed. “If you love someone, you stay.”

        Tears narrow the funnel of my throat. I try to memorize the roots of my mother’s dyed hair, peeking out at the crown of her head; the sweep of her lashes against her pale cheek; the bow of her upper lip. The sprays of fine lines at the corners of her eyes and bracketing her mouth. She did not get to see me grow up; I want her to see me grow old.

        “Come back,” I say, my voice small.

        It is the prayer I used to whisper at night as a child, the wish I made on every birthday candle, the dream in my mind when the clock read 11:11. But miracles rarely strike twice.

        “You’d think I’d be better at this,” I choke out. “I’m supposed to be an expert at preparing for the worst.” But what I do not let myself acknowledge, when I am at work, is that when it happens, it hurts like hell.

        “You can’t leave,” I beg her. “You just got here.”

        I remember something she said about her sister, whom she had loved more than anything: The world was magic, because she was in it.

        Tears slide down my cheeks. I thread my fingers with hers. Her hand is limp in mine.

        Sometimes you get a second chance. But no one tells you how brief it may be.

        This is all a joke, a terrible, thoughtless joke; she is going to be fine.

        I was too young to remember my father murmuring that refrain. I imagine the thousands of family members all winging that same thought skyward after 9/11, all those fragile hopes braided together into something stronger. I think of all those thousands of family members, each replaying a conversation they’d had with a loved one that morning—Have a good day. Can you pick up milk on your way home? For God’s sake, I don’t have time to argue about this right now—not knowing it would be their last.

        I have never been religious, but I find myself silently snapping at a higher power. Why bring her back to me, if you were always planning to rip her away?

        Here’s my dirty little secret: I could be the best director of Emergency Preparedness in the country—in the world—but tragedies will still happen. Floods rise. Planes crash. People die. Nothing I do, nothing, can ever stop catastrophes from coming. But that’s not why I do it.

        It’s to preserve the moments in between. To make sure people have the space and the safety to be intentional, so those days aren’t wasted. I think of the weeks I pushed Georgia away because I was so angry when she first returned. Well, I will never get that time back.

        In the field of emergency preparedness, the reason we celebrate survivors is not because of the one tragic day they persevered, but because of all the ordinary days that they still have to come. How you died defines you for a moment. How you lived . . . well, that defines you forever.

        I turn my mother’s hand over in my own, and I say the words I shouldn’t have waited to say. “I love you.”

        There are finite grains of sand in your hourglass. There’s no guarantee your hourglass won’t shatter. Don’t blink.

        I let go of her hand and bend forward, my body a question mark bowed with why? and how could you? until my forehead touches the hospital blanket. I cry for everything I haven’t gotten a chance to tell her yet.

        I imagine the slightest twitch, a finger catching in the red ribbon of my braid where it snakes on the bed. Her voice so soft, I might be dreaming it.

        I love you, too.

        

        Think of someone you’ve lost.

        You think you would trade anything to hear their voice again, or to see their smile. To hold them, or be held by them, just one more time.

        You would be right.
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        Epilogue

      
      
        
          To live in this world

          you must be able

          to do three things:

          to love what is mortal;

          to hold it

          against your bones knowing

          your own life depends on it;

          and, when the time comes to let it go,

          to let it go.

        

        —MARY OLIVER,

        “In Blackwater Woods”
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        Molly

        Adie skips past the Survivor Tree, right to the spot where my mother’s name is engraved on one of the bronze panels surrounding the South Pool. She is only four, but she knows her letters. “E,” she announces. “For Eloise!”

        Jesse and I walk hand-in-hand behind her. “No,” I say, looking at where her little palm is splayed over a name. “That’s Edward. Do you see another E?”

        This time, her finger points at the right place. I wrap her in my arms and cover her face with kisses. “What a smart girl.”

        “Now?” Adie asks.

        “Now.”

        This is her favorite part. On the count of three, we both pull free the elastics at the bottoms of our braids. Adie likes unraveling her ribbon by herself. She’s done it since she was two.

        Jesse lifts her so that she is suspended high enough to push the ribbon into the grooves of Eloise’s name. “Like this?” she asks.

        “Just like that.”

        Jesse puts her down as she starts wriggling. She spies a pigeon six feet away and hops closer to terrorize it. I take my own ribbon and tack it into the AMBROSE, securing both strips of satin with dimes.

        “You okay?” Jesse asks quietly.

        I dredge up a smile for him. This is not an easy place to be—so many ghosts—but I still make the annual pilgrimage.

        The memorial pools are busy today. Some people are taking photos, some are placating cranky children. Across from me, a woman presses her hand to a bronze panel and prays. People in business suits walk by, buried in their phones.

        I remind myself what a privilege it is to grieve someone. It means that you loved them thoroughly. It means that through time and space, you refuse to let them go.

        Jesse frowns at Adie, who is getting uncomfortably close to that pigeon. “Should I get her before we have to worry about bird flu?”

        “You laugh, but that’s more prevalent than you—”

        He silences me with a kiss. “I know, baby. You keep telling me.”

        “Well, someone’s gotta keep you alive,” I mutter.

        I worry about him, and I worry about Adie, and I worry about everyone in the state of Rhode Island. I worry about Evie, who survived a bout of breast cancer last year, retired early, and moved to California to start fresh. But I don’t let myself worry so much about what might befall them that I forget to remind them to live.

        I know better than most people that something surprisingly beautiful might be born from the bones of a disaster. It may be the juxtaposition of horror and art, but it is always striking: a crocus after a blizzard; a rainbow in the eye of the hurricane; a vaccine in the throes of a pandemic. A survivor, when everyone else is lost.

        A relationship, when you never expected to have one at all.

        The rip cord to tragedy is hope. It’s what makes humans different from computer simulations and training exercises. Even when the odds are impossible, we keep searching for that flower, that rainbow, that cure, that battered soul. It’s what parachutes us out of sorrow, and into the belief that maybe, next time, things will be different.

        Before Jesse can reach Adie, my mother steps in. She lifts Adie into her arms, their matching silhouettes carved against that beautiful blue field of sky.

        She’s been at the Survivor Tree. It’s always her first stop on our pilgrimage. Every year she brings flowers, which she lays at the base of the tree. I imagine it is still hard for her to see a memorial to the woman she used to be, engraved in metal. But I also imagine it is more important for her to celebrate the fact that she is here to tell that story.

        My phone buzzes, and I answer it. “Hi, Toby. What’s up?”

        He doesn’t joke, just dives in, and immediately I am on high alert. “Passenger truck crashed into a tractor trailer. Fire department gets there and finds people on the ground twitching and vomiting. Turns out the tractor trailer was carrying a mixture of compressed gas and parathion.”

        “Oh, shit,” I murmur. Parathion is an organophosphate pesticide for agriculture—and if inhaled or absorbed through the skin, it blocks the enzymes that allow your nerves to function. Without treatment, it means respiratory failure or death.

        “The incident commander called for a CHEMPACK,” Toby says, referring to the nerve agent antidote, hidden in eight undisclosed locations in the state. “I don’t need you to cut your vacation short, but if you happened to want to—”

        “On my way,” I say.

        As I tuck my phone into my back pocket, I approach my mother and Jesse, who now has Adie balanced on his shoulders. “I need to go home,” I tell them. “Don’t hate me.”

        Jesse rolls his eyes. “As if that’s ever a remote possibility.”

        I squeeze his waist. “I love you.”

        He grins. “I know,” he says.

        My mother, though, keeps her eyes on my face. She is able to read me in a way that nobody else in this world can. “Everything all right?” she asks.

        “It will be,” I reply.

        On the way home, I’m going to tell them.

        By this time next year, Adie will have a sister. I already know what I want to name her.

        I dreamed it: Adie and Eloise, this time inseparable, still searching for magic in the world.

        Call it reinvention, reincarnation, resurrection. Or call it science: love, I think, is like any other energy. It can’t be destroyed.

        It can only come back to you, when you least expect it.
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        Author’s Note

      
      Everyone who was alive at the time remembers where they were the morning of 9/11.

      I was working in my attic office. My mother, who lived in Arizona, called me. It was six A.M. her time, but she made me turn on the television. The North Tower of the World Trade Center was on fire; a plane had crashed into it.

      In the background I could hear my father muttering about how this was bound to happen, how air traffic control at LaGuardia was a mess. As I was on the phone with my mom, we watched the second plane hit the South Tower.

      I opened the window and yelled to my husband, who was in our front field. “Come here,” I told him.

      I still remember what it looked like to watch the first building fall. I remember driving around my safe, sleepy little New Hampshire town that day, wondering if we were at war, and what the next strike would be. I remember my eldest son, ten years old, waking up in the middle of the night and crying because he’d had a nightmare about the people who jumped from the top of the burning building.

      We all have stories about that day. Some are about people who died. Others, about people who—through fate or circumstance—were supposed to be at the World Trade Center that morning but didn’t go. You could feel the globe grieving with America, raw with the realization that safety is an illusion. It was a universal blow I did not experience again until the Covid-19 pandemic.

      With the twenty-fifth anniversary of the terrorist attacks approaching, I knew I wanted to write about them, but I didn’t have the right story. Then one day, it fell into my lap. My friend Brigid Kemmerer, another author, texted me an image hand-sketched on a postcard of the Twin Towers on fire. “Have you ever seen this?” she asked.

      It came from PostSecret—originally a Tumblr page, then a website, now an Instagram handle. People are invited to send their deepest, darkest secrets to a PO Box on an anonymous postcard. The secrets range from “Every Friday when I come home from work I get naked and stay that way till Monday” to “My husband doesn’t know our second child isn’t his.” In other words, they run the gamut.

      On this particular postcard, the eerie image was accompanied by a single line of text: Everyone who knew me before 9/11 thinks that I’m dead.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      I did what any author does when confronted with the perfect idea: I called dibs on it. Then I asked myself why this was so intriguing to me. What made this person leave? I wondered. And perhaps, more interesting: What might make this person come back?

      I began crafting a story about the difference between public tragedy and private tragedy. About the people who are left behind when someone dies, and how that shapes who they become. I knew right away the last name I would use for the character who was downtown on 9/11: Ambrose.

      Dr. Paul Ambrose was my primary care physician here in Hanover, New Hampshire, for the years leading up to the attacks. I used to joke about how I’d become a hypochondriac because Dr. Ambrose wasn’t just a great doctor—he was also really handsome. On the morning of September 11, he was on his way to a medical conference in Los Angeles. His plane, Flight 77, was crashed into the Pentagon by hijackers.

      Dr. Ambrose was thirty-two. He was engaged. He was a senior clinical adviser for the Surgeon General in Washington, D.C., at the time of his death. Like the other 2,976 people who were murdered that day, he had so much of his life to look forward to. Giving the fictional Eloise his last name is my way to pay tribute to him, and to keep his memory alive.

      Although I had Eloise’s name fixed in my mind, I still didn’t know what might make her run or bring her out of hiding after a quarter of a century. Then I received an email from a woman who said she and her daughter very much enjoyed my books. She enclosed a letter her daughter had written in jail.

      Dear Ms. Picoult, it began. Let me start by saying you are one of my favorite authors. I greatly respect the amount of research dedicated to each book to ensure all sides of the truth are exposed . . . it is for this reason I am writing to you. You see, I also want to be a voice for those who suffer in silence, mainly those women battling the darker side of postpartum. Unfortunately, my reach is limited, as I write to you from a jail cell.

      After the birth of my second child, I battled postpartum psychosis (PPP) and lost. For a year I watched my beautiful and very accomplished upper-middle-class life get hijacked by an evil mix of postpartum hormones, insomnia, and the wrong medical treatment. As a result, my beautiful firstborn daughter fell victim to an altruistic homicide and my entire world was ripped apart. My marriage did not survive, and I have not been allowed any contact with my surviving son. The bigger tragedy is that I earnestly sought help—and lots of it . . . I met with postpartum specialists (psychiatrists, therapists, and midwives) and had two stays in a psychiatric hospital, but no one diagnosed me correctly. In fact, every time I sought help, I got worse . . .

      I have lost everything because the doctors failed to get it right . . . I am asking you to consider writing about PPP and be a voice to those of us who have grown silent in exhausted defeat. Will you be my voice?

      Thank you for your consideration,

      Joelle*1

      I began, as I always do, with research. Post-Covid, one in five hundred women suffer from postpartum psychosis (PPP)—a mood episode with psychotic elements: paranoia, auditory hallucinations, and disorganized thinking.*2 Mothers who suffer from PPP can hurt themselves or their children. Research estimates that untreated PPP leads to a 4 percent chance of infanticide and a 5 percent chance of suicide.

      A person who has PPP has no control over her thoughts, her actions, or her life. She believes that the only way to save herself, and her child, is through death. Although this clearly is a medical emergency, it is not listed in the DSM-V as its own diagnosis. However, incidences of PPP have been traced as far back as 1838, when Dr. Jean-Étienne Esquirol chronicled “puerperal insanity” after giving birth. The person suffering from it had moods that fluctuated, so that they might seem perfectly normal one moment and psychotic the next.

      A woman has a greater chance of manifesting PPP if she is bipolar, if she has experienced childhood trauma . . . and if her mother had it.

      As soon as I read that statistic, I knew I had my missing link for this novel. What would make Eloise Ambrose leave on 9/11? Postpartum psychosis. Namely, the fear, in a moment of clarity, that she might be the one to harm her infant. What would make her return? Postpartum psychosis. Namely, the fear that her now-pregnant daughter might manifest this illness, too.

      We all have recoiled at the news stories of women who kill their own infants, because this act goes against everything we have been taught to believe—that the bond between a mother and a child is sacrosanct. Most of us are not psychotic, and cannot understand these unfathomable actions. Yet PPP can literally affect anyone, regardless of socioeconomic status, educational status, or race. Moreover, as difficult as it is to believe, the motive for a woman who commits altruistic homicide is not malicious. She truly thinks she is protecting her child from evil and that the only way to do this is to end their life. A woman with PPP is not a perpetrator but a victim of her own mind.

      Andrea Yates is perhaps the best-known example of a woman whose postpartum psychosis led to tragedy when she drowned her five children in a bathtub in 2001. Until suffering from PPP, Yates was a high school valedictorian and a nurse who worked at a cancer center. She and her husband, Rusty, had decided to have as many babies as nature allowed.

      By the time she had her fourth child, she was depressed, sleeping sporadically, and overwhelmed. Rusty found her shaking and chewing on her fingers, asking for help. He brought her and the children to her parents’ home, where she took forty Trazodone pills that belonged to her father. She was hospitalized, diagnosed with a single, severe episode of depression, and given an antidepressant and an antipsychotic. She was discharged, and several weeks later tried to slit her throat. What followed was a round-robin of hospitalizations and pharmacology. A psychiatrist suggested she not have any more children, as doing so would absolutely lead to future episodes. Yates gave birth to her fifth child nine months later.

      During all these years, Yates still managed to function as a mother. She sewed costumes for her kids, created art with them, cooked, cleaned, played with them. At the time of the murders, she believed Satan was speaking to her. She felt Satan had corrupted her children and the only way to save them was death, so they could go to Heaven.

      More recently, in Massachusetts, Lindsay Clancy—a labor and delivery nurse—was charged with killing her three children while under the care of doctors. She tried to jump off the roof afterward to die by suicide, but she did not succeed and is paralyzed from the waist down. She is awaiting trial.

      My pen pal, Joelle, is also awaiting trial for her role in the death of her four-year-old daughter shortly after her second child was born, in June 2021, and she developed PPP. Joelle believed a demon had taken over her body. She begged her friends to adopt her children and pleaded with her husband to marry someone else. While she was making plans for suicide, the voice in her head said the only way to protect her daughter from Hell was to send her to Jesus. On June 30, 2022, Joelle smothered her daughter with a pillow. She carried her daughter back to her bed, kissed her on the forehead, and said, “I’ll see you soon.” She took off her wedding ring and left it with a note for her husband. Then she tried ineffectively to slit her own wrists.

      In her first letter to me, Joelle said she felt God’s hand connecting us at the right time. She—like my character Eloise—grew up in a religious household. Much of Eloise’s frame of mind as she suffered from PPP came from the hundred-plus pages of interviews I did with Joelle. These are her own words:

      
        Within days of having my son, I felt like something was hormonally wrong with me. I had horrible insomnia where I couldn’t sleep, but never felt tired. My brain felt disconnected from my body . . . I lost my ability to emotionally connect. I had chronic panic attacks and my thoughts felt like they were racing at 100 mph and I couldn’t stop them. It was like my circadian rhythm was replaced with a buzzing neon sign that never turned off. I had to talk myself through basic chores like packing a diaper bag or making dinner. This terrified me, and when I called my midwives they told me I was anxious because of the transition and I needed to relax. We hired doulas to watch the baby so I could sleep . . . It helped a little, but I spent most of the night googling what was wrong with me. Previous to this, my mental health experience was limited to a couple of years of counseling during my early teens after my dad and three grandparents passed away unexpectedly. I never took meds, never did drugs, and only drank socially.

        After weeks of this, I reached out to my family doctor. She gave me Ambien and Zoloft. The Ambien was inconsistent—one night it would work and the next night it wouldn’t. The Zoloft exacerbated my symptoms and felt like my body was on fire. I stopped taking both after two weeks and had my husband take me to the ER for an evaluation. I spent three hours waiting because they didn’t know what to do with a postpartum woman. Finally, they took me back to be seen by Psych. The ER doctor gave me Ativan which calmed me down right away. The psychiatrist was stumped by my symptoms because some of them—the insomnia and racing thoughts—presented like a manic bipolar, but I was not acting impulsive or crazed like one. They labeled me as bipolar anyway, and suggested I go inpatient to try Seroquel, an antipsychotic. My midwife talked me out of an inpatient [stay] because she had a psychiatrist who could work with me in outpatient. Because I was still breastfeeding and couldn’t fathom being away from my children, I agreed to go with just a prescription for Ativan, and the psychiatrist’s number.

        As all mothers do, I just pushed through it, and [decided to] fake it till I make it. I started therapy with a postpartum specialist. She diagnosed me with postpartum depression and anxiety. I met with the psychiatrist my midwife referred [me to] and was again diagnosed with PPD and anxiety. I asked her if this was postpartum psychosis and she said no. I kept saying this is different from postpartum depression, but she arrogantly shot me down and said it was just anxiety. She prescribed me Lexapro, Seroquel, and Trazodone. I had manic reactions to this [combination], once again, and started having suicidal ideations. I felt trapped in my head and like a constant static buzz. My thoughts felt like they were spinning on a Ferris wheel going 100 mph. I even asked her to 302 me [commit her to a psychiatric inpatient hospital] and she wouldn’t.*3 She said I was just anxious, and the anxiety was telling me I was going to die, but they weren’t “real” suicide ideations. She suggested I work harder in therapy utilizing grounding and coping skills. Meanwhile, I’m still trying to put on a good face for my kids and keep their lives as normal as possible. My daughter, who was three, was catching on that mommy wasn’t okay and started getting really anxious and unsettled. This of course broke my heart, and kept me trying to find help.

      

      You probably notice a few things about Joelle. She is bright, rational, and a remarkably good writer. She comes from a supportive family, and she and her husband lived a comfortable life. She worked as a tech copywriter and balanced her career with motherhood. She is not what we imagine when we think of a psychotic killer. You probably also notice that she tried to get help—multiple times—and failed.

      The most shocking thing I learned about PPP during my research is that since PPP often presents like anxiety and depression at first, doctors use SSRIs to treat it as they would postpartum depression—however, antidepressants exacerbate PPP, leaving the woman in an even more disturbed state. Even twenty-five years after Andrea Yates’s case, PPP is still diagnosed by assuming a woman is suffering from a lesser illness . . . and if the medication makes her body feel like it’s being lit on fire and her mental state worsens, then postpartum psychosis is diagnosed instead. In other words, to be diagnosed correctly, these women must suffer even more.

      So. How do we fix this?

      Let’s start with the courts. In the United States, a murder sentence is the standard for a mother who kills her newborn. Yet there is a difference between accountability and responsibility. A woman with PPP can, with time and medication, be stabilized. But is that woman accountable for what transpired while she was experiencing psychosis? Moreover, the fluctuating nature of psychotic episodes during PPP makes it hard for courts to believe that the woman is not sane. Legally, a woman with PPP who kills a child hovers in a judicial purgatory, a place where law and mental health are at odds.

      In other countries there are laws stating that a postpartum woman has undergone biological changes that may exacerbate mental illness. Nearly two dozen countries—including Brazil, Canada, Colombia, the United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, the Philippines, and Turkey—have “infanticide laws,” designed to allow for more lenient penalties in cases where a court determines that the postpartum mother suffers from mental illness. Exactly what those penalties are varies by country. In the United Kingdom, for example, infanticide laws suggest that any violence committed by a woman in a postpartum state is a mental disturbance, not malice. This shifts the focus to prevention and treatment rather than punishment.

      Illinois is the only state with a law that lets judges consider postpartum psychosis during sentencing. Women currently incarcerated there for crimes committed during a postpartum psychotic episode can now petition for a postconviction sentence reduction. Education and awareness programs, offered through medical providers, are slated for twelve other states. But at the time of this writing, funding for women’s healthcare has been gutted—in fact, a grant for research can’t even have the word woman in it, much less any mention of gender. Compassionate treatment for women and trans men who suffer from PPP does not seem to be in the cards in the near future.

      In 2001, when Eloise had Molly in this book, perinatal mental health was barely a field of study. One provider told me that in eleven years of training to be a maternal fetal medical practitioner, she had two hours of lecture on perinatal mental health.. And that was a huge increase from what was done before! Back then if a new mother approached a provider and said she was having thoughts about hurting her child, she would have been told it was anxiety. One doctor I spoke with confirmed that Eloise would likely have been dismissed by midwives and given drugs for depression. In fact, she said, “the only thing [in her case] that seems slightly far-fetched is that they would treat her at all.”

      Progress has been made. Researchers are trying to prevent PPP in those at risk by dosing them with Ativan as soon as they deliver to ensure a good night’s sleep for the first few nights, thus circumventing the trigger that sets off the psychosis. There are more female ob-gyns likely to consider perinatal mental health as a diagnosis. But women still report being told by providers that they’re making up their symptoms or overreacting. The psychiatric community still hasn’t put PPP in the DSM—which affects both medical education about it and how it is regarded from a legal perspective. There needs to be more public awareness and understanding of this condition—and of mental illness in general. Physicians need to listen instead of dismissing a woman’s feelings as “new mom anxiety” or as a woman being hormonal. Family members and friends need to take responsibility to get mental health care for a postpartum woman who cries out for help—even getting her committed for psychiatric care despite the fact that this course of action may separate her from her child. The vast majority of postpartum women will not suffer from PPP—but those that do need to know there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.

      Jodi Picoult,

      August 2025

      
        
          	          
            *1 A pseudonym, at her request.

                  

          	          
            *2 Since the majority of these cases involve cisgender women, I’ve chosen to use that blanket term here to describe those suffering from PPP—but it is not entirely accurate. In fact, it is critical to note that cis women are not the only group affected by this condition. Trans men who give birth have an even higher rate of susceptibility to PPP than cisgender women who give birth.

                  

          	          
            *3 In order for a physician to issue a 302, a patient must have a suicide/homicide plan in place with date, time, method, and victims; suicide ideations did not qualify.

                  

        

      
    
  OceanofPDF.com


    
      
        Acknowledgments

      
      As always, I am grateful to the people who gave me their time and expertise to help me bring my characters to life.

      Thanks to Brigid Kemmerer, who sent me the PostSecret post that inspired this entire novel, waded through plot twists with me, and held my hand through a rewrite of the ending on a Sunday morning when she had a head cold. Ashlee Latimer, for helping me flesh out Eloise’s Evangelical upbringing. Tim McDonald, for answering geographical questions about Washington Heights from a New Hampshire girl; and Tim Prestridge, for doing the same about Alabama. Kevin Ferreira van Leer, for the Spanish translation; Tanisha Tyler and Lindsey Clark for the Navajo translation, pronunciations, and customs. Sindy Buzzell, my longtime speedy transcriptionist. Jake van Leer, for always answering my legal questions (and then asking me if they’re fictional, or if I need to be bailed out). Tabs Britton, the namesake for Tabs in this novel—ask and ye shall receive, friend.

      My beta readers are always an invaluable resource for me. Thanks to Elyssa Samsel and Jane Picoult for always saying the right thing. But Reba Gordon gets her own praise, because I think she’s read as many drafts of this book as I have, and has been a cheerleader, a sounding board, and a gifted critic.

      I am grateful to a bevy of physicians who helped me understand and craft Eloise’s PPP: Dr. Robyn Puleo, Dr. Rebecca Thompson, Dr. Emily Miller, Dr. Zobeida Diaz, and Dr. Julia R. Frew.

      Mary Morris—who deserves praise because she’s the mentor who taught me everything I know—also put me in touch with Christina Lafuente, whose father, Juan, died on 9/11. I don’t have enough words to thank Christina for her willingness to discuss the painful emotions of that time, and the aftermath.

      For years now, John Grassel, Forensic Science Program Manager at RTI International, has been my go-to police procedural guy, always willing to help me kill someone or hide a body, fictionally. He not only was instrumental in crafting Jesse but also shared his own experiences in the aftermath of 9/11. I am also indebted to Frank Moran for introducing me to Special Deputy Eric Bates of the Grafton County Sheriff’s Office—who taught me everything Jesse knows about polygraphy and proved to me I am not nearly as good a liar as I think I am.

      Speaking of Jesse—thank you to all the readers who have loved My Sister’s Keeper for decades. I brought him back for you. (You’re welcome.)

      Jennifer Sternick gets a shout-out for introducing me to the remarkable Alysia Mihalakos, the chief at the Center for Emergency Preparedness and Response for the state of Rhode Island. Molly wouldn’t exist without Alysia, and I wish I’d had room to put in all the remarkable feats Alysia has pulled off in the context of her job. Thank you, Alysia, for letting me shadow you during an exercise, for spending countless hours in interviews with me, and for keeping a whole state safe.

      A very special thank-you to Joelle for reaching out to me from jail with the help of her mother. Joelle, you asked me to share your experience to raise awareness of postpartum psychosis, in the hope that another woman will not have to suffer the same loss you have. I hope I’ve done your story justice.

      No author is an island, and I happen to be surrounded by the most supportive seas. Thanks to Laura Gross, Sanyu Dillon, Kara Welsh, Kim Hovey, Taylor Noel, Rachel Kind, Denise Cronin, Scott Shannon, Matthew Schwartz, Jeanne Reina, Kate Gomer, Hope Hathcock, Rachel Taylor, Kelly Chian, Susan M. S. Brown. Emily Isayeff and Susan Corcoran: a queen is nothing without the best ladies-in-waiting. And to Jennifer Hershey, my editor extraordinaire: I hope you know how much I value your insight and suggestions—and your willingness to compromise when I get cranky about changing endings. You’re one in a million.

      Last, but never least, thank you to Tim van Leer—husband, chief dog sitter, gardener, maintenance repairman, number one fan, errand runner, and overall life enabler. You’re the love of my life, and the person I trust to keep me safe. Stay alive, no matter what occurs.

    
  OceanofPDF.com




References

      
      
  OceanofPDF.com




        For Postpartum Psychosis

        
          	Bergink, Veerle; Rasgon, Natalie; Wisner, Katherine L. “Postpartum Psychosis: Madness, Mania, and Melancholia in Motherhood.” American Journal of Psychiatry 2016. 173:1179–1188. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27609245/

          	Casanova, Dias M., and Jones, I. R. “Postpartum Psychosis.” Chapter in Maternal Mental Health in Pregnancy, Global Library of Women’s Medicine, February 2021.

          	Freyer, Felice J., and Lazar, Kay. “It’s Hard to Be a New Mom. For Some, a Lonely Struggle Can Spiral into Mental Illness.” Boston Globe, January 28, 2023.

          	Hudak, Robert, and Wisner, Katherine L. “Diagnosis and Treatment of Postpartum Obsessions and Compulsions That Involve Infant Harm.” American Psychiatry 169:4, April 2012 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22476676/

          	LeBeau Lucchesi, Emilie. “When Giving Birth Leads to Psychosis, Then to Infanticide.” Atlantic, September 6, 2018. https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/09/postpartum-psychosis-infanticide-when-mothers-kill-their-children/569386/

          	Michalczyk, Justyna; Miłosz; Agata; and Soroka, Ewelina. “Postpartum Psychosis: A Review of Risk Factors, Clinical Picture, Management, Prevention, and Psychosocial Determinants.” Medical Science Monitor 2023. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38155489/

          	O’Malley, Suzanne. “Are You There Alone?”: The Unspeakable Crime of Andrea Yates. Simon and Schuster, 2004.

          	“Postpartum Harm Thoughts,” Perinatal Anxiety Research Lab. https://parlab.med.ubc.ca/infographic-on-postpartum-harm-thoughts/

          	Szalavitz, Maia. “Psychiatrist Phillip Resnick on Why Parents Kill Their Own Children.” Time, February 1, 2011. https://time.com/archive/7142680/psychiatrist-phillip-resnick-on-why-parents-kill-their-own-kids/

        

      
      
  OceanofPDF.com




        For 9/11

        
          	https://www.911memorial.org/learn/resources

          	Almond, Kyle. “The 9/11 Photos We Will Never Forget.” https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2021/09/us/9-11-photos-cnnphotos/

          	Block, Melissa, and Lam, Daniel. “They Don’t Remember Their Parents Dying on 9/11. But They’ll Never Forget.” NPR transcript, September 5, 2021. https://www.npr.org/transcripts/1031794811?t=1631258484758&gsid=548a7ff9-4b10-4db9-a1bb-b6e2d03dd635

          	Brody, Leslie. “The Children of 9/11: Lessons in Resilience.” Wall Street Journal, September 6, 2021. https://www.wsj.com/articles/children-911-attack-victims-11629301759?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqecmEdxqet-9PIYw3DaKrsjE1GaDSC5olcpBvOiTUtydpnF9Q7E0e0Fp3iJxg8%3D&gaa_ts=6904e700&gaa_sig=7aamiGIXhoODYimKbZo7RrxdGNcnh2lQDhwYorqS7NXcAYZtpwq-hn1_uhXtSI2w-bWec8UkMFJdBF_1CmPQww%3D%3D

          	Cabot, Meg. “9/11 2020 Edition.” From Meg’s Blog, September 10, 2020. https://www.megcabot.com/2020/09/9-11-20/

          	Elfrig, David. “9/11 Emergency Evacuation (Rick Rescorla story).” Doctor’s Protocol and Field Manual, 2013, Agorda Publishing..

          	https://millercenter.org/remembering-september-11/september-11-terrorist-attacks

          	Jolly, Nathan. “Sneha Philip: Did Doctor Use Cover of 9/11 to Disappear?” New Zealand Herald, September 2018. https://www.nzherald.co.nz/world/sneha-philip-did-doctor-use-cover-of-911-to-disappear/GUGIRAUIBWWKY4YWB4BVNMKW6Y/

          	Junod, Tom. “The Falling Man.” Esquire, September 1, 2003. https://classic.esquire.com/article/2003/9/1/the-falling-man

          	Maraniss, David. “September 11, 2001: An Ordinary Work Day, Then Surreal Scenes of Dread and Death.” Washington Post, September 16, 2001. https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2021/09/10/9-11-world-trade-center-pentagon/

          	Pilkington, Ed. “The Children of 9/11: Haunted by Their Fathers’ Last Hours, Some Dread the Anniversary.” Guardian, September 7, 2021. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/sep/07/children-september-11-anniversary

          	Senior, Jennifer. “What Bobby McIlvaine Left Behind.” Atlantic, September 2021. https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby-mcilvaine/619490/

          	Szoldra, Paul. “7 Incredible Stories of Heroism on 9/11.” We Are the Mighty, September 11, 2017. https://www.wearethemighty.com/articles/heroes-9-11/

        

      
      
  OceanofPDF.com




        For Navajo Names

        
          	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lCJ4YXKMK3s

        

        There are very few moments in this book where I took poetic license with actual facts about 9/11: Although Richard Drew did capture the Falling Man photo, after watching the North Tower exploding and raining debris, he walked north to his office in Rockefeller Center—he did not take the fictional picture that showed Eloise on the Brooklyn Bridge. For the record, Andrea Yates’s first competency hearing was in fact scheduled for 9/11, and postponed due to the attacks.
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