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“Midway in our life’s journey, I went astray
from the straight road and woke to find myself
alone in a dark wood.”

—DANTE ALIGHIERI, The Inferno


CHAPTER 1

APRIL CASSIDY WAS my best friend from the first day of first grade in September of 1972, until a couple of months later, when she failed to show up for school. During the weeks following her disappearance, as leaf-littered lawns succumbed to snow, and eighteen and a half minutes of White House chatter were lost into the ether, I rubbed a pink eraser over the memory of my friend and wiped the loose leaf clean. So clean, it took thirty-five years and a production of Medea to unleash her. And when she emerged, thus began my descent.

“Where are we?” Mark whispered, too loudly, as he slipped into the seat next to mine twelve minutes after curtain.

“Corinth,” I said.

He took off his coat and stole a peek at his BlackBerry. “No, I meant who’s he and why’s she yelling?”

Mark had bought us the tickets to see Medea, to get us out of the apartment and away from the kids. Maybe, he’d joked, we’d even hold hands. But he’d been held up late at his office again, though we’d planned to meet for dinner before the show.

“That’s Jason,” I whispered. “And she’s yelling at him because she’s angry.”

“Sounds familiar,” said Mark. “What’d he do?”

“Broke his promises.” I wrapped the wool coat I’d draped over my chair around my shoulders. I was feeling slightly feverish, chilled. Tess had been sick with the flu, and I’d been up with her every night, pouring sticky, pink cupfuls of Motrin down her throat, which she would then throw up into my lap while I held a cold washcloth to her forehead to bring down her temperature. I’d suggested to Mark that maybe we should sell our tickets, postpone the date, but he’d said, “No, let’s just go. It’ll be great. I promise.”

“Broke which promises?” he said.

“Shh,” said the woman behind us.

I took a pen out of my purse and wrote on the back of my program, “He promised to meet her for dinner and didn’t.”

Mark’s smile was weary. “Very funny, Lizard.” My name is Elizabeth, but Mark only uses it when he’s upset. He calls me Liza in bed, Zab from another room (“Za-ab! Have you seen my glasses?”), and Lizzie-bean when he wants to make light of my grumblings. “Oh, is my little Lizzie-bean lonely at night?” he’d said recently, rubbing my cheek with the back of his finger. “Poor Lizzie-bean.” After which I told him to go fuck himself. After which he suggested we go see Medea together. Just the two of us. On a date. Lizard is kind of his catchall, covering the bases from appreciation to contrition. “Look, I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I tried to call, but—”

I put my finger to my lips, not wanting to hear another excuse. “He’s leaving her,” I scribbled, “for another woman.”

Mark let loose a tiny laugh-grunt and grabbed hold of my hand. Then he whispered, barely audibly, “Well at least you can’t complain about that from me.”

True. He didn’t have a mistress, in the corporeal sense, but he did have a mistress of a different sort. He wasn’t having sex with her. He was poring over data in her. Writing formulas in her. Typing emails in her. Until eleven, twelve o’clock every night.

Like many of his former colleagues, Mark had been lured away from the math department at CUNY when Lortex, a Texas-based insurance firm, called and asked him to consult on their latest project, using neural networks to fine-tune actuarial charts. The idea, he’d explained to me, his voice all aflutter, was to completely shatter the paradigm of risk management. Instead of assessing risk for various groups of people, he was going to try to figure out a way to predict the actual hour, within a plus or minus range of seventy-two hours, of a single individual’s demise. If it worked, we’d have the first financial cushion of our working lives. If it didn’t, we wouldn’t be any worse off than we were now, which is to say, like anyone making a go of New York without funds modified by trust or hedge, struggling to keep up with the rent. “It’ll mean a few late nights,” he’d said, offhandedly, “nothing major.” He estimated six months before a working prototype could be built. Seven at the most. But three years and several hundred late nights later, his model, he’d recently admitted, still wasn’t correlating with reality. “Oh really?” I’d snapped. “Well neither is ours.”

I focused my attention back on the play. The actress playing Medea was beginning to cloy, playing the role like a put-upon housewife, her shoulders sloped inward, her delivery mousy. Medea should have been strong in her fury, full of bluster and brawn. Or at least worthy of her spotlight as a Greek hero. “I will kill,” she kept muttering. “I will kill.” But she didn’t seem capable of icing a cake, much less her offspring.

“Remember you started this war of words,” Jason was now shouting, from stage left. “As for your complaints about this marriage, I’ll show you that in this I’m being wise, and moderate, and very friendly to you, and to my children.”

My mind wandered off the stage and back to our narrow floor-through on West Eighty-fifth Street: to the vestibule overflowing with mini-coats and solitary mittens; to Tess’s stuffed animals flung across the parquet like bodies at Antietem; to the forlorn ticktock of the kitchen clock once the girls had been tucked into bed. A few days earlier, Daisy had taped a new drawing to the refrigerator: three figures, a mother and two daughters, with the words MY FAMLY stenciled in block letters across the top. “You forgot the i,” I’d said, “between the m and the l.” It didn’t seem fair to point out the other omission. The missing i could be easily replaced; the missing we not so easily. I suggested, perhaps too nervously, that Daisy put the drawing in her special box, to keep it safe from the ravages of sticky fingers and spilled grape juice. “Don’t worry, Mom. We can keep it out,” she’d said. “Daddy won’t notice.”

The curtain fell. The houselights came up. I extricated my now clammy hand from Mark’s. “You’re right,” I whispered, “at least I don’t have to worry about you and another woman.”

Because I’d waited for Mark outside the theater before the play, instead of going to the bathroom as I’d needed, I spent intermission waiting my turn to use one of the three stalls available, watching the men move in and out of their facilities with the efficiency of cars on an assembly line. I pictured the inside of their bathroom, the wall of urinals like stops on a conveyor belt, the swift zip-release-zip motion of fingers and genitals, the hands washed and dried or perhaps not, with nary a glance in the mirror, while on our side precious time was lost to spreading toilet paper over seats, pulling down hose, hiking up skirts, tugging on tampons, locating flushing mechanisms, pulling up hose, straightening out skirts, and fidgeting with locks which never seemed to want to close. “Can you hold this door for me?” we’d ask each other. Or “Does anyone have any paper? Mine’s out.” And wads of paper would pass from stall to stall, and this one would hold that one’s door shut, and more time would be lost, more minutes wasted.

And as I stood there in line and waited, mentally transforming each woman in front of me into a giant uterus, giving birth to other girls, other uteruses, telescoping out one by one from the original like the matrioshka dolls Tess used to love to split open and toss about the living room floor, heads rolling under couches, torsos under chairs, which every night I carefully gathered and reassembled, so she could scatter them once again, I thought about all those mothers and mothers-to-be, chugging along, finding detours around all those inconveniences and compromises that would have to be weighed and measured and fought over and swallowed while the men went about their business, zip-release-zip, unhampered and unfettered, along the conveyor belts of their lives.

“You were in the bathroom this whole time?” Mark said, with a slight tone of annoyance, as the houselights blinked and the bodies hustled back into their seats.

“No,” I said. “I was in Stockholm. Fetching my Nobel. Want to see it?”

“I thought we were supposed to talk.”

“Yes, that was the plan.” But now we’d have to rush home after the play to relieve the babysitter we could ill afford, and I’d check my email or maybe read, and Mark would plant himself in front of his computer to surf the porn sites he thought I didn’t know about, and I’d check on the girls and probably pass out on the couch watching the end of Jon Stewart, still in my clothes, and Mark would try to rouse me but fail, and I’d awake with a start, maybe two AM, maybe three, and hit the power on the remote and stumble my way in the dark to our bedroom, liberating breasts and limbs from straps and buttons and saying to hell with the toothbrush, and I’d see Mark passed out on top of the duvet, a chalk outline of himself, and I’d slip in under the covers on my side of the bed, wishing I’d remembered to grab a glass of water, diving into dreams about sinking ships and quicksand sidewalks, and then the window would lighten, the alarm would go off, another day would begin. “Maybe we can talk next week,” I said.

On stage, Jason and the children departed to deliver the poisoned robe and crown to Creon’s daughter. Medea paced around the stage, finally gathering strength now, like a tropical storm. And then, just as Medea began to slaughter her children (tastefully, behind a scrim), just as the lamentations and wails began to echo throughout the house, and the blood began to splatter across the scrim, crimson Rorschach blots arousing the sleepy unconscious, April Cassidy, wearing a pair of red shorts, burst forth into my mind’s eye.

Come play! she was saying, or so it seemed, or so I thought, It’s been so long. And I saw her blue lips and heard the phantom words spoken as clearly as if they’d been uttered by Medea’s children themselves, who were shouting, pleading, begging to be saved: “Yea, by heaven I adjure you; your aid is needed! Even now the toils of the sword are closing round us . . .”

I rubbed my eyes, thinking the hallucination a trick of exhaustion, of a flulike fever now palpably mounting and no longer possible to ignore. But the harder I rubbed, the clearer the vision became.

“Mark,” I said, tugging on his shirt, “I’m having a . . . I think I’m hallucina . . . help.” This last word was spoken feebly. My heart beat inside my chest like a sneaker in a dryer.

Mark looked at me, genuinely concerned. “What is it, Z?” He put his hand on my forehead. “Oh my god, Lizzie. You’re burning up.”

I felt the theater closing in on me, the stage lights pulsing and swirling as if the psychedelic pyrotechnics were about to kick in. I needed a blast of January air, space to breathe, light. “I’ve got to get out of here,” I whispered to my neighbor, “I’m so sorry,” and I stood up and held onto the seat in front of me for balance. Which is when, according to my husband, the woman behind us yelled, “Jesus! Sit down and shut up already!” and Mark’s BlackBerry went off, and the actress playing Medea flubbed her line about feeble lust and ruin, and I fainted, hitting my head on the armrest on the way down.


CHAPTER 2

DR. KAREN RIVERS sat on the Eames chair in front of me, a yellow notepad resting on her knee. “So,” she said. “Why are you here?”

If I knew that, I thought, then I wouldn’t be here. “It was my internist’s idea,” I said, relieved to have the excuse. “I’ve been fainting, a lot, and nobody can find any physiological reason why that should be happening.” I’d blacked out seven times altogether, if you counted the afternoon I was standing in the yard of my daughters’ school, waiting for them to emerge, and was able to catch myself on the chain-link fence, my fingers clinging to the metal diamonds like claws, before everything went dark. Six times if you counted only the episodes in which I awoke to find small crowds gathered around me, staring down or trying to rouse me with newspaper fans.

I’d gone for a CT scan at Mount Sinai. Normal. I was tested for Ménière’s at New York Presbyterian. Inconclusive. My blood pressure was in the normal range, so it wasn’t, explained my internist, run-of-the-mill vasovagal syncope. “Vase-o-bagel what?” I’d said, and he’d chuckled and said, “No, it has nothing to do with bagels, but it can have to do with stress. How’s your mental state of late?”

“And how did you answer his question?” Dr. Rivers now asked.

“I said I was fine.”

“Are you fine?” Her expression was inscrutable. I wondered if she practiced it in the mirror.

“What do you think?”

She cocked her head. “What do you think?”

“Is that how things work in here?”

“More or less.”

“Okay. I guess I’m not sure, then. If I’m fine.”

“You’re not sure.” She jotted down a note on her pad. “Would you like to elaborate?”

“I guess part of me feels a little . . . lost.” This wasn’t the right word exactly, but it wasn’t the wrong one either. How else to describe the sense that my life had gone off track?

“What do you mean ‘lost’?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“You’re not sure.” She waited, in vain, for me to continue. After a long pause, in which I could sense her disappointment in my inability to plumb the depths of my subconscious, she flipped over to a fresh page in her notebook. “Let’s back up. Start with some easier questions. How old are you?”

“Forty-one.”

“And have you ever been treated by a psychiatrist before?”

“No.”

Thus we spent the next half hour, delving into the world of verifiable fact, but even to some of Dr. Rivers’s simple queries I found myself responding with addendums, caveats, and apologies. When asked, for example, how to spell my last name, I said it was Burns, but if she was asking for purposes of insurance, she should write down Elizabeth Burns Steiger, my legal name ever since that rainy afternoon in 1999 when a particularly unpleasant US postal worker told me I couldn’t retrieve the baby present that had arrived for Daisy because the last name on my ID did not match the last name on my daughter’s package.

“How about your work?” said Dr. Rivers. “Dr. Leland told me you’re a journalist, right? A TV producer?”

“So to speak.”

“So to speak?”

I chastised myself for not answering at least that one succinctly and in the affirmative. I was a journalist, after all: eighteen years and counting, the last six of which I’d focused, out of financial necessity, on television production. It’s the word I always scribbled in the blank following “mother’s occupation” on the emergency forms for the girls’ school. I should have just said yes and been done with it. But I knew, even when filling out those forms, that to call what I did “journalism” of late was generous. My most recent assignment, from Entertainment Now, had been to stake out the entrance of the W Hotel waiting for an actress whose ménage à trois with a Brazilian hooker was making the rounds of the blogosphere. The one before that, for a failed pilot called Real Women, Real Beauty, had me interviewing random women on Madison Avenue on the subject of their nails.

“Meaning, I guess sometimes I feel like I’m just treading water these days,” I said to Dr. Rivers. “The work feels empty.”

My career, prechildren, I explained, had been going along a fairly normal trajectory, with various internships and wire-service gigs which lead to postings in Newsworld magazine’s Rome bureau and then New York. But by the time Kosovo was imploding, so was I. It wasn’t burnout per se, although I was definitely burned out. “It was . . .” I paused. Dr. Rivers remained silent, waiting for me to continue, but I let it drop. I could never even explain any of it to Mark. I was pregnant with Daisy at the time, and it was just easier to blame the months of crushing fatigue and confusion that followed on that.

I returned to work faithfully after each brief maternity leave, taking a more deskbound position as an editor after Tess arrived, but it didn’t take long for me to grasp the economic realities of American parenthood. An old colleague of mine, who lived in Paris, would gasp when we’d swap stories. Clem was given a year-long paid maternity leave and placed Sophie in a state-subsidized crèche the day she went back to her job which, by law, she could only perform thirty-five hours a week. A doctor checked Sophie’s ears, nose, and throat every Friday afternoon, doling out free antibiotics to her and her classmates whenever necessary. “But I don’t understand,” Clem would say when I’d complain about our crushing childcare expenses, the five-figure preschool bills, the uncovered well visits to the pediatrician which I had to sneak out of my office to attend. “How can you afford to live like this?”

“We can’t,” I’d say.

“What about daycare? Surely there is an affordable crèche nearby, non?”

I laughed. There was a daycare center on the outskirts of my neighborhood which, while not affordable, was at least more reasonable, at least for one child, than a full-time sitter, but to get in I would have to have applied Daisy while she was still in utero.

“Incroyable,” said Clem. “No wonder all those American girls are dropping their babies in dumpsters.”

Since uprooting the kids to France was not in the cards, Mark and I decided that I would switch from my full-time magazine job to freelance television producing for a few years, figuring we’d reassess the situation and our finances once the girls were in school. Then, just as Tess was getting ready for kindergarten, just as I was getting ready to “ramp back on,” as the social scientists were now calling it, the news divisions of all the major networks announced massive layoffs. A month later, my old editor at Newsworld took me out to lunch to inform me that not only was my former position there no longer available, it no longer even existed on the masthead. “We’re down to one foreign editor,” he said, mumbling something about falling ad revenues, the rise of online media, the lack of general interest in international news. The only magazines with any real budgets to burn, he said, were either lifestyle/consumer or celebrity ones, but if I wanted, he could definitely set me up an interview with the editor of a new venture called Scoop, which sounded promising, until I got to the interview and blew the job within the first five minutes of sitting down. “What do you mean you’ve never heard of Pratesi?” squawked the editor.

But I’d never heard of Pratesi. Or Frette or Crème de la Mer. And I couldn’t bring myself to care, either about the products or the celebrities who used them.

And so I fell deeper and deeper into journalistic purgatory, writing press releases about antifungal medications and a new brand of sneakers for a viral marketing firm, comparing the suction strength of various breast pumps for an online parenting site.

Dr. Rivers jotted down another note on her pad, crossed her left leg over her right. “What about your marriage? Everything okay on the home front?”

“It could be better,” I said.

“Meaning?”

“Well, my husband and I hardly ever see each other these days, for one.”

“And for another?”

“I don’t know. I just said, ‘for one’ as an expression. I don’t really have a ‘for two.’ “

“I see.” She glanced at her clock. “Look, Elizabeth, I think we should focus, before our time is up today, on the blackouts themselves.” She wondered aloud whether there might be anything to unite them: a thought process; a feeling; a circumstance; a trigger. “The first time you fainted, for example, where were you? What was going through your mind?”

“I was at the theater,” I said. “Watching the last act of Medea. Then I suddenly remembered this girl April. From elementary school.”

“She was a classmate?”

“A friend. My best friend, actually. In first grade.”

“And what happened to her after first grade?”

“She . . . I don’t know. She left. Never came back to school.”

“She moved?”

“No, I think she . . . actually, I really don’t know. I never found out. And I haven’t really thought about her since. Until that night, I mean.”

“I see.” She was now scribbling furiously on her pad. “And what about the other blackouts? Same questions: where were you, what were you thinking about?”

I lined all the other episodes up in my head, a row of dominos: the time at the grocery store, when the girls were playing ring around the rosie in the aisle; the one at the school yard, when I was able to catch myself on the fence; the Saturday when we rented a car to visit friends who’d moved out to the suburbs, and we’d stopped off at an Exxon station to fill up on the way back; the time I was riding on that crowded crosstown bus with Daisy, the two of us sandwiched in the aisle between two other women, one who was nuzzling her nose against the fragrant head of her infant, the other who was ignoring her crying toddler. “They were all totally random,” I said, listing each one, fall by fall. Picturing the dominos tumbling down. “And there’s no pattern to what I was thinking about beforehand. I mean ring around the rosie? A bus ride? A gas station? One has nothing to do with the other.”

Dr. Rivers glanced at her clock and sighed. “We’re out of time today,” she said. “But I’d like you to do something for me this week. A little writing assignment, if you will. I’d like you to jot down everything you can remember about that friend of yours. The one who disappeared. I’m not saying she has anything to do with your blackouts, but I have a hunch, if she preceded the first episode, that this disappearance may somehow be significant. At the very least, it’ll be a useful exercise. To focus on your memories. From the past. To try to figure out the significance of their sudden emergence into your present. Especially when it involves a close relationship that was severed.”

“I never said my relationship with April was painful.”

Dr. Rivers’s eyes widened. “Neither did I.” She scribbled another note. “Was it a painful relationship?”

“No,” I said, looking down at my hands, noting the prominence of the veins, the cracked crevices of their surface, like a dinosaur’s. Whose hands were these? “We were children. Good friends. Nothing painful in that.”

Dr. Rivers stole another glance at her clock and gathered her papers, her demeanor calm but expedient. “I’ll see you next week,” she said, standing up. Then she showed me, cordially, to the door.


CHAPTER 3

THAT NIGHT, UNABLE TO SLEEP, I trained my eyes on the ceiling, trying to conjure April anew. Her significance to my present? What could that possibly mean? We were best friends for two months tops. When we were six. I could barely even remember how we met. I closed my eyes again, trying to will myself into a state of unconsciousness, but my mind kept drifting—to the dentist appointment for the girls I would have to reschedule; to the sheet music that had to be located in a music store in midtown and purchased before Tuesday’s lesson; to a three-by-five-inch piece of wood, jelly beans, and tube of fabric glue that Daisy’s teacher required for god only knew what. And then, just as I was remembering the note Tess’s teacher had sent home, asking me to please replace the extra clothing in her cubby with February-appropriate gear, an image appeared: a young girl standing in front of a wall of cubbies, her arms crossed over her chest like a dare.

I grabbed my laptop from my bedside table and turned it on, anxious to transcribe the ghost before she disappeared once again. Then I opened a new file and started to write.

April Cassidy, I typed, feeling a slight jolt from just the shape of her name on the page, was my best friend from the first day of first grade in September of 1972, until a couple of months later, when she failed to show up for school. During the weeks following her disappearance, as leaf-littered lawns succumbed to snow . . .

That’s a start, I thought, finishing the first paragraph.

Because her last name began with a C and mine with a B, we shared a cubby, into which we placed our lunch bags and our brown grocery bags full of accident clothes. April’s bag contained underwear, socks, pants, a shirt, and a pair of red shorts, and I remember being impressed that first day when she reached into her bag, pulled out the shorts, and slipped them on under her dress. Bell-bottomed, braless girlwomen may have been marching against the war and for their rights just down the road on the steps of the Capitol, but we suburban DC dainties, whose mothers had learned a thing or two about fashion from Jackie O, were still made to wear dresses and Mary Janes on our first days of school, rendering all hopes of climbing trees and scaling monkey bars moot.

“I was supposed to be born a boy,” April said, by way of introduction, “but God made a mistake. He’s sending my boy parts with Santa. Do you do Christmas or Hanukah?”

“Hanukah,” I said, suddenly fretting over how I’d get my boy parts delivered.

April, I would learn, never fretted. About anything. If her mother forgot to pack her lunch, she’d forage from others. If she found a knot in her hair, she’d snip it out. If she needed a permission slip signed, she’d forge it. Her pigtails were always uneven, her socks unmatched, and the day Miss Martin asked us to draw what we’d eaten for breakfast that morning, April’s was the only picture containing a can of SpaghettiOs and a can of TaB.

“Come on,” she said, reaching into our cubby and removing the shorts from my own stash of accident clothes. “Put these on, and let’s go outside.”

I’d never had a best friend before April, let alone one who was female, but because April professed the same aversions to Barbies as I did, because her favorite book, too, was Where the Wild Things Are, because when she scraped her knee she not only never cried, she rejoiced in the anticipation of a new scab, I grew enamored of her.

By the end of that first week of school, we had already fallen into a comfortable twosome, having chicken fights on the monkey bars, playing ring around the rosie in the rain until we were mud-caked and dizzy, searching for four-leafed clovers for April’s massive (so she claimed) collection. April was the first person to show me that a worm, unlike us, could be cut in half and still survive. I showed her how to capture a frog, by cupping your hands over him like a dome. We created our own friendship oath and secret handshake, whose motions I can no longer recall, aside from a fluttering up of fingers, like birds, at the end.

The only problem with our newfound paradise was its inevitable dissolution at the sound of the school bell. April couldn’t come over to my house after school because it had temporarily become a zoo, filled with me, my three younger sisters, an infant brother, and a postpartum mother drowning in laundry, diapers, and spit-up. And I couldn’t go over to April’s house to play because, well, I wasn’t sure. “Why can’t I come over?” I’d ask.

“You just can’t,” she’d say, and I wouldn’t push it. Even at that age, I must have understood that a house which served SpaghettiOs and TaB for breakfast might have difficulties absorbing guests. Besides, April and I didn’t live close enough to each others’ houses to walk anyway. In fact, her subdivision was more than a mile from mine, separated by two busy thoroughfares. I had about as much chance of finding my way there solo as I had of rocketing myself to the moon.

A few weeks before Halloween, we were sitting on top of the monkey bars, discussing costumes. I couldn’t decide between Batman and Cousin Itt. April said anyone could be a superhero. Monsters were much more interesting, because underneath their fur was a creature just like us. Or sort of like us, only different. Like Max in Where the Wild Things Are. We decided we should both be Cousin Itt, one for her neighborhood, one for mine, but we would definitely need a lot of yellow yarn for the hair, even though April was certain Cousin Itt was blue. “But never mind, yellow’s fine,” she conceded after only a minute, because even though she was pretty sure she was right, April had no interest in proving it. Or anything. The one time she was chastised for making noise in class, she didn’t even defend herself. She just said, “I’m sorry, Miss Martin, I won’t do it again,” and moved away from the guilty party.

Then, one day in October, about an hour before lunch, a woman in a frayed housedress and flip-flops lumbered into our classroom. Her short, gray-blond hair was matted down on one side, making her appear slightly askew, while the housedress was stretched beyond capacity across her swollen bosom.

“Look at that woman,” I whispered to April, who was sitting on the floor next to me, her eyes glued to the filmstrip on mammals. “I think she’s lost.”

April tore herself away from the image of nursing baby mice, narrated by a baritone voice which was explaining how, if the infants were touched or licked or handled by another creature, the mother would consider them contaminated and eat them. When April’s gaze came to rest on the new visitor, her bottom lip started to quiver, and then her shoulders caved inward, as if she were trying to turn herself inside out.

“April?” our teacher, Miss Martin, called out from behind us.

Then, suddenly straightening, April whispered, “That’s my mom’s friend. My mom couldn’t take me to the dentist today, so her friend is taking me.”

“Why couldn’t your mom take you?” I’d never heard of anyone being taken to the dentist by an adult other than her mother.

“She’s busy.”

“Doing what?” I thought of all the things that could occupy a mother’s time: going to the grocery store, folding laundry, making dinner.

“Fighting her inner diamonds.”

“Her inner what?” I cocked my head.

But before April could answer, Miss Martin called out once again. “April, sweetheart? Your mother’s here to pick you up.”

April reddened as she stood up. Then she shrugged and raised her eyebrows in confusion, as if to say, Hmm, how weird. I could have sworn it was my mother’s friend.

The next day, when I asked her about it, she blamed her confusion on the dust whipped up from the slide projector.

“But I thought the dust was already there, and the light just makes it twinkle,” I said.

“No. The light actually makes the dust. I read it in a filmstrip book.”

And then, exactly one week before Halloween, April didn’t show up for school. The first day, I assumed she had a cold or a sore throat and gave it no further thought. But four days later, when she still hadn’t returned, I cornered Miss Martin by the reading lab. “Where’s April?” I asked.

Miss Martin’s already thin lips pressed together into a single line. “She’s not here, Lizzie.”

Well of course she’s not here, I thought. I figured that one out all by myself. “Does she have the chicken pox?” I’d had it the year before, and the memories of soaking in oatmeal and wearing gloves to bed were still fresh. Plus I’d missed the class picture, an absence I was certain would result in the annihilation of my existence from my classmates’ memories. But to miss Halloween? Now that would be tragic.

“No, she doesn’t have the chicken pox.”

“Is she sick?”

“No, she’s not sick.”

“Did she switch schools?” I’d known two kids who had been siphoned away from Sycamore Hill Elementary in such an unfortunate manner.

“No, sweetheart, she did not switch schools.”

“Well, when is she coming back?”

“We’re not sure, Lizzie. Did you finish—”

“But where is she?”

“—your handwriting assignment?”

“Yes, but . . .” Now I was totally confused. April wasn’t sick. Nor had she switched schools. And yet, despite these facts (oh to be Nancy Drew!), there remained the issue of her absence from school. To complicate matters, Miss Martin, a woman who in every other domain knew all things about everything, did not know when April might be coming back. But Halloween is just around the corner! I thought, beginning to panic. Did she have problems gluing the pieces of yarn down to the grocery bag with the eye holes cut out of it, as I had? I wanted to tell her she should glue the yarn to a piece of cardboard first and then stick the whole thing to the top of the grocery bag, to keep it from drooping. “. . . but I need to tell her something.”

“Well,” Miss Martin said, but then she patted me on the arm and fell silent for a moment. “If you’re done with handwriting, why don’t you go work on your subtraction problems?”

But I don’t want to subtract! I thought, fretting as usual, wishing I could be more blasé about everything, like April.

And then, the day before Halloween, Miss Martin sat us down on the floor, all three classes of first graders, and told us that April and her older sister, Lily, would not be coming back to school. Ever. “We’ll all miss her,” she said, “but we’ll always hold her in our hearts.”

I raised my hand. “Will she be trick-or-treating somewhere else then?”

Miss Martin shook her head and began to blink more than usual. “No,” she said. And then the bell rang.

Afterwards, and for many years hence, I’d believe that the human form could spontaneously disintegrate, like Mr. Spock or Mike Teevee, only without the molecular reintegration on the other side. I wondered if April might have simply slipped through a looking glass, like Alice, and would reemerge years later the same person but somehow altered, the way the girls in the sixth grade always showed up in September tall as skyscrapers and wearing bras.

I hunted lions by myself that day. I tried playing chicken alone. I picked a scab on my elbow and watched it bleed. I made a valiant attempt to join in with the boys, who were playing a game of tag on the blacktop. “Cooties! Cooties!” they all screamed, running away from me as fast as their knobby knees would allow.

“I hope a killer bee comes and stings you all,” I muttered under my breath. I wondered how far away Canada was, how high their fence was to keep the bees out. April, I was certain, would have known the answer to that.

That afternoon, on the bus heading home from school, I sat alone behind two third-grade boys, classmates of April’s sister, Lily, one of whom was drawing small lines onto a piece of paper, his Ticonderoga No. 2 casting long shadows onto his lap. “How do you turn these into a bad person, using only three diagonal lines?” he asked the boy next to him.

I peeked over the seat to eavesdrop. The boy had drawn a few lines and a circle on the page, like this:

111\011

The other boy stared at the paper, then drew two arms coming out of the circle, then erased them. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Think!” said the other.

“I’m thinking.”

“No you’re not.” I’d seen Billy Nussbaum show Randy Hays the same puzzle. It had taken Randy the entirety of recess before he finally gave up, but the boy on the bus waited no more than a second or two before giving the whole thing away. “Okay, here’s a hint: who’s the president of the United States?”

“Nixon?”

“Yep.” The boy with the pencil drew a diagonal line between the first and second lines, crossing the fourth line to form an X. The fifth and sixth lines he also turned into an N. Like this:

NIXON

The other boy rolled his eyes, claiming the puzzle was stupid since Nixon wasn’t really a bad person. Not like Lily’s mother, Mrs. Cassidy. My ears suddenly pricked up. “I can’t believe she did that to them,” he said.

“And to herself,” said the boy with the pencil, switching to hangman.

“I heard they were already unconscious when they found them,” said a large kid a few rows back.

“Fucked up, isn’t it?” said his seatmate, and the bus driver chewed him out for cursing.

I felt a panicky tightness in my chest, as if someone had suddenly turned off the world’s oxygen. The next few minutes slipped out from under me, like the floor of a spinning Gravitron, while other kids weighed in on the matter. Someone said April and Lily had been eaten by the Loch Ness monster, not killed by their mother. Another kid claimed the whole family had drowned in the JCC pool. An older boy behind me mentioned something I didn’t understand about gas and carbon monoxide. The girl in the seat across the aisle from mine, who was in sixth grade, told everyone to shut up, there were children around. Then she tilted her head in my direction.

“What’s ‘unconscious’?” I asked her.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It’s just a fancy word for dizzy.” Then she stared out the window.

“Oh, like when you play ring around the rosie,” I said.

“Yeah, the black plague version,” said a boy.

“Shut up,” said the girl.

“What happened to April?” I asked.

“Ask your teacher,” she said, shaking her head and catching the eye of the boy behind me as if to say, I told you so.

But I did ask my teacher! I wanted to yell, and she wouldn’t answer! But my voice was suddenly stuck in the back of my throat.

When I arrived home from school, I paused to eye the gas-tank cover on our Dodge Coronet wagon and then quickly ran past it, as if it could reach out and grab me, like the trees in The Wizard of Oz. I rushed through the door to find my mother standing in the foyer, a baby bottle in hand. “Lizzie, please, can you feed Josh? I have to get ready to take Ellen to Daddy’s office. She has another ear infection.” I heard my younger sister Ellen in our shared bedroom, screaming from pain. I saw Josh in his plastic infant seat, his reddened face scrunched up like a prune. I spotted Becca—whom everyone was calling Josh’s Irish twin, even though they looked nothing alike and weren’t Irish—scribbling with an orange marker on the living-room wall, while her Irish twin, Lisa, which I figured made the three of them Irish triplets, spun Cheerios projectiles off her Sit’n Spin. I wondered what it would take for a mother to feed her children gas.

Surely less than this.

I sat down on the shag carpet next to Josh’s infant seat and fed him a bottle. “Rock-a-bye baby . . .” I sang, echoing my mother, pulsing his chair gently up and down with my free hand like I’d been taught to do. “I’ve finally got an heir!” my father kept bragging whenever people came by with presents for the new baby. “A real heir.” Ellen and I were the only ones old enough to understand that whatever an heir was, it was probably good, and we weren’t. I was supposed to be born a boy, but God made a mistake, April had said, that first day we met. Which was why, it suddenly struck me, we might have become friends. We were both mistakes, both missing some essential part, like the way Lite-Brites come packed without bulbs. I watched my brother’s cheeks suck in the milk, his needy eyes probing mine with a mixture of relief and “What took you so long?” If I put gasoline in his bottle, I wondered, what would happen?

No! I thought. It made no sense! A mother wouldn’t feed her child gas.

“. . . and down will come baby, cradle and—” I stopped singing.

And then, very quietly, so my mother wouldn’t hear, so she wouldn’t have one more child to worry about that day, I gave in to the pressure building behind my eyes. By the time Mom was out of the shower, Josh had been fed and burped, my head cleared of all vapors gaseous and grotesque.

The next day at school, I noticed that April’s accident clothes had been removed from our cubby.

I LOOKED UP from my work. Mark was snoring. A streetlight outside my window gave way to a conical mass of swirling snowflakes beneath it, through which an ambulance sped by, lights ablaze. I watched the flakes twirl around in the wind, twinkling in the light like the dust from that filmstrip long ago, and I could see why April would claim the light made the dust, rather than simply illuminating it. It’s hard for anyone to know where illusion ends and reality begins, let alone a small child.


CHAPTER 4

AFTER UNSUCCESSFULLY TRYING to locate Miss Martin and finding nothing about the story on Google, I sent off a FOIA request to the Montgomery County police. While waiting for a response, I decided to try my luck digging through stacks of microfilm. A six-year-old child’s death, I reasoned, even back in that slow-news-cycle era, could not have been a tree falling in the forest. Someone must have made some noise about it. Somewhere.

The air was frigid, the steps of the New York Public Library glazed with ice as I ducked into the microfilm reading room stamping my feet, jingling a pocketful of dimes. I would need, as it turned out, only two dimes that morning: one to photocopy the original article, buried on page C3 of the Washington Post the same day H. R. Haldeman was prematurely—if correctly—fingered on AI for his involvement in Watergate; the second for the next day’s follow-up, a short rehash of the first. But while I may have overestimated the number of stories I would find, I underestimated my reaction to them.

At the sight of the words “Cassidy, Adele,” in the microfilm index, I could actually feel the surge of blood and adrenaline exploding outward, wound up grabbing onto the edge of the bookshelf for balance. Steadying myself and taking some deep breaths, I sat down at the microfilm reader, loaded the spool, and watched the buzzwords of my youth whiz by. Kissinger, flashed the screen, as I slowed down the machine to check page numbers and dates. Then Playtex Cross Your Heart (vroom), Secret Fund (vroom vroom), You’ve come a long way, baby! (vroom), Roe v. Wade (vroom), Thieu Orders Cease-Fire (vroom), until, finally, simply, there it was:

Maryland Mother, Children, Found Dead

BY JOHN SEYMOUR
Washington Post Staff Writer

A 39-YEAR-OLD POTOMAC WOMAN and her two children were found dead yesterday in the back of the family station wagon, a 1967 Plymouth Fury, which was idling in the woods in western Montgomery County when police were summoned to the scene.

While the autopsy has not yet been completed, Montgomery County police are reporting that all three of the passengers appeared to have died of asphyxiation, approximately eight hours before they were found, in a double homicide and suicide committed by the mother, Adele Levine Cassidy. The children were identified as Lily Ann Cassidy, 8, and April Noreen Cassidy, 6.

They are survived by Mrs. Cassidy’s husband and the girls’ father, Shepherd (“Shep”) Cassidy, a vice president of sales and marketing for Pipeline Industries.

Officers John Malatesta and Vincent Polenta, the first policemen to arrive on the scene, said they discovered the bodies at around 11:20 AM after receiving a call from a resident of the area to investigate a car parked in a clearing of dense underbrush in the woods near his property, not far from the intersection of routes 28 and 107 in Gaithersberg.

According to witnesses, a vacuum cleaner hose had been retrofitted with duct tape to the exhaust pipe, the open end of which had been fed into the passenger compartment through a crack in the window, which was then sealed off with plastic sheeting.

The police report stated that Mr. Cassidy had last seen his wife, a former nurse, at 8 AM Saturday. The report also stated that the couple had been having marital difficulties and that Mrs. Cassidy had recently sought out the care of a psychiatrist.

“I checked all the pulses as soon as I arrived,” said Officer Polenta. “The woman was curled up on her knees in the compartment behind the rear seat, between the two girls.” Polenta said that the station wagon was located approximately one-fourth mile from the nearest road. Officer Malatesta said Mrs. Cassidy had one arm wrapped around each of her daughters. The two girls, he said, were lying on pillows, their feet toward the tailgate. They were dressed in flannel pajamas.

Dr. Angus Lord, county deputy medical examiner, said traces of codeine, of the type found in cough syrups, were found in the girls’ bloodstreams.

Malatesta, who said there were no signs of a struggle in the car, said it contained two large suitcases, one filled with Mrs. Cassidy’s clothes, the other with clothes for the girls, and that the car’s gas tank was still one-eighth full upon his arrival.

Mrs. Arnold Traub, a neighbor, said the two girls attended Sycamore Hill Elementary School. “They were lovely girls,” she said, “and their mother was a lovely person.”

But for every blank now filled, every question answered, I thought of ten more. What secrets had Adele Cassidy confided to her shrink? What had finally pushed her out of her house and into her station wagon? I wondered about her husband, Shep, about the vacuum hose itself (did she bring it from home or purchase one on the road?), about the logistics of the act and the contents of the suitcases and the thoughts in Adele’s head as she turned the key in the ignition, all the while circling back to the most obvious, least answerable, and most terrifying question of all: How could a mother kill her children?

The microfilm room was hardly crowded that day. Those who were there were immersed in their own journeys backward, leaving ample space between us, but even so once again I started to feel faint. I tried containing the inner thrum, to focus on making the photocopies, dating them, placing them into a clear plastic folder. But the heaviness grew oppressive, the staccato contractions of my chest more pronounced, the tear ducts in my eyes now quietly swelling.

Get a grip on yourself! I thought. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t heard this story before. I’d interviewed several experts on postpartum depression after Andrea Yates drowned her children in a bathtub. I’d helped edit the coverage of Susan Smith. This was not unfamiliar territory. What was wrong with me?

“Ma’am, are you okay?” a librarian said, bending over. She looked to be in her sixties or so, her gray hair held back from her forehead with a velvet headband.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine. “It’s nothing.” How the fuck do you rewind this thing? “I think it must be jammed.”

“Jammed? No, look.” She leaned over my desk, flooding my nostrils with Chanel N°5, and placed one hand on the rewind button, the other on the back of my chair. “You have to push it to the left.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

“Doing research on Watergate?” she asked, adding, with a knowing smile, “It’s a popular spool.”

“No, I was just looking up . . .” But I couldn’t finish the sentence. I could feel my face tightening, lips, nose, and eyebrows all converging together. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I have to . . . I’m late to . . .”

The librarian’s demeanor suddenly softened. “I can put it back in its box for you,” she said.

But can you put April back in her box? I wanted to say. Because that’s where I suddenly needed her to go.

Outside the library, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed the number on the business card Dr. Karen Rivers had handed me a week earlier. “Hi, Dr. Rivers. It’s Elizabeth Burns,” I said into her answering machine. “You were right. It probably did have to do with April. The fainting episodes, I mean. Watergate, the gas station, that mean mother on the bus—they’re all related to her disappearance. I’ll tell you all about it when I see you on Friday.”

I hung up the phone. Continued down the icy library stairs, staring down so as not to slip, then across Fifth Avenue at Forty-first Street, glancing up barely in time to see the taxi speeding toward me. A bad corner. I accidentally ran through it once myself. As I leapt toward the curb, I imagined the impact, the crunch of bone, the body flung off the grill into a pile of twisted limbs and blood. It took so little to erase a person. It was a wonder any of us could remain standing.
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