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The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil.

ECCLESIASTES 12: 1314
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July 17, Seven Years Ago




Prologue




They were barefoot when they were sent home, their dripping feet leaving prints that evaporated almost instantly, as if they had never been there at all. Had it been possible to retrace their literal steps, as so many would try to do in the days that followed, the trail would have led from the wading pool area, where the party tables had been staked out with aqua Mylar balloons, past the snack bar, up the stairs, and to the edge of the parking lot. And each print would have been smaller than the lastlosing first the toes, then the narrow connector along the arch, the heels, and finally the baby-fat balls of their feetuntil there was nothing left.

At the curb, they sat to put on their shoessneakers for Ronnie, brand-new jellies for Alice, who used whatever money came her way to stay current with the fifth-grade fashion trends at St. William of York. Jellies were the thing to have that summer, on July 17, seven years ago.

The parking lots macadam shone black, reminding Alice of a bubbling, boiling sea in a fairy tale, of a landscape that could vaporize upon touch.


Its like the desert in Oz, she said, thinking of the hand-me-down books rescued from her mothers childhood.

Theres no desert in Oz, Ronnie said.

Yes, there is, later, in the other books, theres this desert that burns you up

Its not a book, Ronnie said. Its a movie.

Alice decided not to contradict her, although Ronnie usually ceded to Alice when it came to matters of books and facts and school. These were the things that Alice thought of as knowledge, a word that she saw in blazing blue letters, for it had stared at her all year from the bulletin board in their fifth-grade classroom. A wise man is strong; yea, a man of knowledge increases strength. The A papers of the week were posted beneath that proverb, and Alice had grieved, privately, any week she failed to make the board. Ronnie, who never made it, always said she didnt care.

But Ronnie was in one of her dark moods today, long past the point where anyone could tell her anything.

I should call your mothers, Maddys mom had fretted, even as she banished them from the party, from the pool. You shouldnt cross Edmondson Avenue alone.

Im allowed, Ronnie said. I have an aunt on Stamford, I go to her house when my parents are working. Shes this side of Edmondson.

Then, with a defiant look around at the other girls, their faces still stricken and shocked, Ronnie added: My aunt has Doublestuf Oreos and Rice Krispie treats and all the cable channels, and I can watch anything I want, even if its higher than PG-13.

Ronnie did have an aunt somewhere nearby, Alice knew, although Stamford didnt sound right. Neither did the Oreos and Rice Krispiesthere was never anything that good to eat in the Fuller house. There was all the soda you could drink, because Mr. Fuller drove a truck for Coca-Cola. And Ronnie was telling the truth about what she watched. The Fullers didnt seem to care what Ronnie saw. Or did, or said. The only thing that seemed to bother Mr. Fuller was the noise from the television, because the only thing he ever said to Ronnie and her three older brothers was Turn it down, turn it down. Or, for good measure: Turn it down, for Christs sake. Just last week, on a rainy afternoon, Ronnie had been watching one of those movies in which teenagers kept getting killed in ever more interesting ways, their screams echoing forever. Alice had buried her head beneath the sofa cushions, indifferent to the stale smells, the crumbs and litter pressing into her cheek. For once, she was almost glad when Mr. Fuller came through the door at the end of his shift. Jesus, Ronnie, he had said on a grunt. Turn it down. I swear theres just no living with you.

Youre blocking the set, Dad was Ronnies only reply. But she must have found the remote, for the screams faded away a few seconds later, and Alice popped her head out again.

Maddys mother didnt believe the story about Ronnies aunt. Alice could see the skepticism in her parted lips, painted a glossy pink, and in her squinty, tired eyes. Maddys mother seemed torn between wanting to challenge Ronnies lie, and wanting to get away from Ronnieaway from them, although Alice had done nothing, nothing at all, except get a ride to the party from Ronnies brother.

Maddys mother licked her lips once, twice, removing some of the pink and most of the gloss, and finally said: Very well. Later she told everyone Ronnie had lied to her, that she never would have let two little girls leave if she had known they were going to be unsupervised, if she had known they were going to cross Edmondson Avenue alone. That was the worst thing anyone in Southwest Baltimore could imagine at 2 P.M., on July 17, seven years agocrossing Edmondson Avenue alone.

The hill to Edmondson was long and gradual. Alice did not know if there were really ten hills in this neighborhood called Ten Hills, but there were enough slopes to punish short legs. The two girls did not have cover-ups, so they knotted their towels high on their bodies, at the spot where breasts were supposed to hold them. But they had no breasts, only puffy bumps, which they had started keeping in bras just this year. So the towels kept slipping to the ground, tangling at their ankles. Ronnies was a plain, no-longer-white bath towel, and she cursed it every time it fell until finally, after tripping over it for the fourth time, she slung it around her neck, not caring if people saw her body. Alice could never walk down the street like that, and she wore a one-piece. Ronnie had a red-and-white bikini, yet she was so thin that the skimpy bottoms seemed to bag on her. The only curve on Ronnies body was her stomach, which bowed out slightly. Like a Biafran baby, Alices mother, Helen, had said. OopsIm dating myself. Alice had no idea what she was talking about, whether it was good or bad, or even how someone went about dating herself. She just knew that her mother never said Alice looked like a Biafran baby.

Alices navy one-piece had a cutout of a daisy on her belly. Ronnie told her this was queer, and had said this every time she saw Alice in the suit this summer, which was exactly three timesa day-trip to Sandy Point, another poolside birthday party, and today. Who wants to see a brown daisy on your fat white belly? she had said when Alices mom dropped her this morning at the Fullers house before going to work.

Vintage, Alices mother had said. Its vintage.

Ronnie didnt know what that meant, so she had to shut up. Ronnie liked Alices mother and tried to be at her best when she was around. Alice didnt know what vintage meant, either, but she knew it was good. Her mother had a whole vocabulary of good words that Alice didnt quite understand. Vintage. Classic. Retro. New-Vo. When all else failed, when Alice was balking at wearing something because the other girls might tease her, Helen Manning would meet her eyes in the mirror and say: Well, I think its exquisite. This was the word that ended everything, her moms way of saying, in her gentle way, Not-Another-Word, Im-at-the-End-of-My-Patience. Exquisite. The one time Alice had tried to use it, Ronnie had said: Who wants zits?


Yet it was Helen Manning who insisted that Alice play with Ronnie. Ronnie was a summertime-only friend, an in-the-neighborhood friend, the only other didnt-go-to-camp, didnt-have-a-pool-membership girl. During the school year, Alice had better friends, friends more like her, who read books and kept their hair neat and tried to wear the right things. Come fall, she was so happy for school to start because it meant a reunion with these real friends.

Only not this fall. Now that it was time for middle school, a lot of the girls in their class were going to private places. Real private school, Wendy had saidnot meanly, but a little carelessly, forgetting that Alice wasnt going with them. Alice thought St. William of York was a real private school. It was real enough that Alices mother couldnt afford it anymore. Next year, Alice would have to go to West Baltimore Middle. Ronnie would, too. Alices mother said it wasnt about the money, that Alice needed to meet All Kinds of People, to be exposed to New Experiences, and, besides, if she stayed in Catholic school much longer, she Might Become a Catholic, God Forbid.

But Alice knew: It was about the money. In the end, everything was about moneyin her house, in the Fuller house, even in the rich kids houses. Parents just had different vocabulary words for itsome fancy, some plainand different ways of talking about it. Or not talking about it, as the case may be.

In the Fuller family, they screamed and yelled about money, even stole from each other. Earlier this summer, Ronnie had caught her youngest older brother going into her bank and tried to bite him. He had just pushed her down, then taken a hammer and smashed the bank, a Belle from Beauty and the Beast, even though she had a little plug beneath her feet. He didnt have to break her to get what was inside. And even when the money was freedmostly pennies and nickels but also quarters, a few of those dollar coins, from when they put the woman on the coin and nobody wanted herMatthew had kept pounding and pounding on Belle until she was nothing but yellow powder.


Alice and her mother did not fight about money, did not even speak about it directly, not even when her grandparents visited from Connecticut and said things like: Well, this is the life you made for yourself. Once, Alices grandfather, Da, had given her a five-dollar bill when she told him she didnt have the kind of scrunchie that all the other girls had. It was the only time her mother had ever spanked Alice, and they both cried afterward and agreed it would never happen again. Her mother would not spank, and Alice would not make up stories to get money from Da.

That had been back in the third grade, though, when neon scrunchies were important and Alice hadnt yet learned to be good. Now the thing to have was jellies, which is why Alice saved her allowance and bought her own, at Target. She had shown them to her school-year-best-friend Wendy, when it was time to open the presents, and Wendy must have approved, for she made room for Alice on the bench she was sharing with two other girls from their class.

Maddys birthday party had been set up near the baby pool, not because they were babies, but because it was behind a fence, and they needed the fence to tie the balloons. Alice found herself counting the gifts. She was always counting. Steps on the stair, lines on the highway, birds flying south for the winter. There were fourteen presents on the table, but only thirteen girls at the party. Did Maddys mom bring a present, too? Or did one of the girls away at camp send a gift? Fourteen presents, thirteen girls. Hers was one of the prettiest on the outsideAlices mother had wrapped it in blue paper that shimmeredbut the shape gave it away. The present was a book, just a book, and Maddy was not the kind of girl who would be happy to get a book. Maddy wanted one of those new T-shirts, the kind that leave your belly showing, and rubber bracelets, and the nail polish you could peel right off. Maddy was the youngest girl in the class, but she knew the most about makeup. She was always sneaking gloss, and green mascara, until the nuns caught her and sent her to the bathroom to wash it off.


Alice had expected Maddys mother to be pretty, too, just so. Yet Maddys mother was sort of plainslender enough to wear a two-piece, but tired-looking, as if being so thin and tanned had worn her out. Even her hair looked tired, like the before picture in a conditioner ad. There were mainly two kinds of mothers at St. William of York, mothers who worked and mothers who didnt. But Maddys mom was the Mother Who Used to Work. Thats how she had introduced herself to Alices mom, when she called the other day to ask a few questions about Ronnie. Alice knew what was said because she listened in on the extension. Just sometimes.

Im Maddys mother. I used to workat Piper, Marbury? Alices mother made an ah sound, as if this were a good thing. She approved of Anything Creative, as she was always telling Alice. But Alice was surprised to find out that Maddys mom was a piper. She thought she had been a lawyer. She imagined Maddys mother in a green hat with a feather, leading the children out of Hamlin, along with the rats. No, the rats came first, the piper took the children later. Besides, Maddys mother must have been a piper in an orchestra to draw such an ah sound from Helen, not someone who just played on the street or in circuses. A mother who made music must be fun.

But Maddys Mother Who Used to Work had looked as if she had a headache from the moment the party started. Her forehead had four creases, like two equals signs, and there was a tiny set of parentheses at the bridge of her nose. These seemed to get deeper and deeper as the day wore on, and by the time it was time to open the presents, her face looked like a very hard math problem, maybe even algebra. St. William of York didnt have a gifted program, but Sister Elizabeth had started giving Alice extra-credit homework in math. This was a secret. Alice wasnt sure why. She thought it might be because she didnt have a lot of secrets from her mother, who always seemed to know exactly what she was thinking. Other times, she thought her mom would be disappointed in her for liking math, which wasnt creative and led to making money, which Helen Manning always said really was the root of all evilnot making money, but caring about it, counting it. When she first heard about the Root of All Evil, Alice had asked: Is that near Route 40? And her mother had laughed until she cried, then hugged her and said: Its not far, Ill grant you that. Later, Alice had tried to make her mother laugh that same way again, telling the same joke over and over, until Helen had snapped: Dont be such a pleaser, Alice. You werent put on this planet to make other people happy. Not even me. Especially me.

Ronnies present was the next-to-last to be opened. The paper was red and there were creases in the wrong places, so everyone knew it had been taken off some other present, folded into a square, and reused. It wasnt obviously Christmas paperno Santas, no holly, no candy canes, just redbut still, everyone knew. The girl next to Wendy whispered something, who turned to tell Alice. Wendys mouth was tickling Alices ear when the present emerged, and then everyone fell silent, so the secret was never shared.

Isnt that nice, Maddys mother said, as she had said twelve times already, with just the same inflection.

Ronnies gift was a Barbie, and no one in the fifth grade at St. William of York had played with a Barbie, not in public, for at least a year. When they did play Barbie, they played Soap Opera Barbie, in which Ken gets Barbie pregnant and they then have lots of serious talks about what to do, and whether it was wrong to have so much sex, and how they would never do it again if God would just take the baby away. The whole point of Soap Opera Barbie was the beginning, where you put Ken on top of Barbie and had them make funny noises. But that was a secret game, played in twos. In public, the only proper response to a Barbie was polite boredom, as if you couldnt quite remember what she was for. As if youd never seen her under Ken, going Oh! Oh! Oh!

So a Barbie was bad enough. But this was a black Barbie, which was weird, because black Barbies were for black girls, they just were, and not because of prejudice, which the St. William of York girls knew was wrong. Maybe if a girl had, say, ten Barbies, one of them would be black, because then a girl could really branch out, have an apartment house full of Barbies. Maddy, in fact, was just the kind of girl who might have her own Barbie town. Her parents were that rich. So, although she was too old and the Barbie was black, that wasnt the worst thing.

No, the worst thing was that it was a Holiday Barbie. In July.

She wore a red gown and a fur-trimmed cape, and even Alice, who was sometimes slow to understand what other girls seemed born knowing, realized the doll was some Toys for Tots leftover. Ronnies father was always bringing home stuff like thisheart-shaped boxes of candy in late February, chocolate bunnies in May, new lawn furniture in October. Alice had heard her mother say that Mr. Fullers Coca-Cola truck came home fuller than it went out. She wasnt sure what that meant exactly, but she had figured out it wasnt good, much less exquisite.

Very pretty, Maddys mother said, as if she meant it. Say, Thank you. 

Thank you, Ronnie. Maddy was the kind of girl who could make Thats a pretty dress or I like your hair that way sound more evil than anything heard in an R-rated movie. In school, she had a habit of saying, Yes, sister, so it sounded like a curse word. Alice, who sometimes got in trouble for saying the right thing, had studied Maddy and tried to figure out how to get away with being so rude. It had to do with getting your mouth and your eyes not matching, so onethe mouthlooked pretty and right, and the otherthe eyeshad this hard glitter, but nothing extra. No wink, no raised eyebrow. Ronnie, on the other hand, did it backward. Her eyes were always wide and confused-looking, while her mouth was twisted and sneering.


Ronnie knew Maddy was making fun of her.

Its a stupid nigger doll, Ronnie said, grabbing it from Maddy and throwing it into the baby pool. My mom picked it out.

Ronnie. Maddys mom had to search for Ronnies name, or so it seemed to Alice. Please go get your gift out of the pool.

Im not going into the baby pool, Ronnie said. Theres so much pee in there it will take your toenails off.

Twelve little girls looked at their toenails beneath the table, for almost all of them had walked through the water at least once that day. Alices toenails were robins egg blue, which matched her blue jellies. Wendy had pink polish. Ronnie didnt wear polish, not since the time she had tried to paint her fingernails and come to school with red streaks all the way to her knuckles.

Ronnie, please. Maddys mother put a hand on Ronnies wrist. Instinctively, Ronnie yanked her arm away and up, hard. Alice knew it was an accident, nothing morean accident that Ronnies hand was clenched in a fist when she pulled away, an accident that the fist hit Maddys mom on the underside of her chin.

But Maddys mother cried out, louder than any kindergarten baby, as if the blow really stung, and the girls screamed as if they had just seen a car come crashing over the fence of the wading pool area.

You hit my mom, Maddy said. Ohmigod, she hit my mom.

Im sorry, Ronnie said. Im sorry, Im sorry, Im really sorry. I didnt mean to.

You hit my mom. You hit a grown-up. The other girls voices bubbled up, shrill and shocked, but a little excited, too.

When Maddys mother spoke, it was in that quiet, scary tone that adults use so effectively: I think we should call someone to take you home.

I said I was sorry. I didnt mean to fight. It was an accident. You touched me first.

You must be tired from all the sun and excitement. Is there someone at your house I can call to come get you? Cell phone out, at the ready.

I came with Alice, Ronnie said, grabbing her arm. We have to go home together.

Alice was caught off guard, unprepared to wiggle out of this. Yes, technically she was supposed to go home with Ronnie, but not if Ronnie misbehaved. Why should she have to leave just because Ronnie was bad? She hesitated, and that was when Ronnie told her story, about the aunt and the Oreos and everything else.

Very well, Maddys mother said. Actually, I feel better about two of you walking. Now, you are going to your aunts house, right? On this side of Edmondson? Good.

It wasnt good and it wasnt well and it wasnt fair. Alice peeled herself away from the bench, grabbed her towel and her shoes. Wendys sympathetic glance only made it worse. Ronnie walked into the pool and grabbed the doll, dropping it twice on the way back. Water had seeped through the cardboard. The dolls dress clung to her hard little body, drops of moisture beaded on her brown limbs. Alice wished she could dip her feet in the wading pool, rinsing them, because she knew what Ronnie said was only half true. The little kids did pee in it, but that wouldnt take your toenails off. In fact, Alices mom said pee was good for athletes foot and jellyfish stings.

And so they went, leaving those two sets of wet footprints, one slightly ahead of the other, together yet apart, linked by the sheer unfairness of things, the usual daily accidents. Up the stairs, across the vast black parking lot, up the long hill to Edmondson, where Ronnie beat on the silver button for the Walk sign, even though everyone knew it would change in its own good time and the button was just for show.

I thought we were going to your aunts house, Alice dared to say, and Ronnie simply stared, her lie forgotten.

My aunt works, she said. In the summer she works at the crab house on Route 40. Besides, she doesnt like me to come around right now. She and my dad are in a fight about something.


Crossing Edmondson was easy, as it turned out, the Walk sign staying white their entire way across the broad, busy street. Alice knew they were breaking a rule, but it was exhilarating, a reminder of the new things that would come with leaving St. William and going to middle school. Her mother had promised she could wear makeupwell, lipstickand get her hair cut at a salon, instead of trims in the kitchen. Even though school was a long way away, Alice began to think longingly of the trip to Office Depot to buy supplies. And clothesshe would need clothes if she wasnt wearing a uniform every day.

Once safely across Edmondson, Alice had assumed they would walk west to the jagged leg of Nottingham, where they both lived. But Ronnie wanted to take what she called a shortcut, which was really more of a long cutpast the bigger houses, the ones that sat back on large green lawns with little yellow signs warning dogs and children to stay away because of the chemicals.

They were halfway down Hillside, the grandest of all the big-house streets, when Ronnie stopped. Look, she said.

It was a baby carriage, sun sparking off its silver handles, perched at the top of the stairs.

The metal must be hot, sitting in the sun like that.

She seemed to expect an answer, so Alice said: And its too close to the stairs. It could tumble right down.

Just roll right down.

Unless the brake is on, Alice pointed out.

Even if the brake is on, thats not right, Ronnie said. Youre not supposed to leave a baby like that.

Her mother is probably right inside.

Ronnie grabbed Alices elbow and gave it a wrenching pinch on the tip. Alice glanced at the bruise from an earlier pinch, remembered the clink of Maddys mothers teeth as Ronnies fist struck her jaw. No, this was not a day to contradict Ronnie.

Not even for a minute, Ronnie said. Anything could happen. Someone has to look after that baby.


They crept up to the door. The screen was heavy metal mesh, so dense that it was hard to see much in the cool dark house beyond. But they heard nothing. No footsteps, no voices. Did you call out? Later, they would be asked that question so many times, in so many ways. Did you knock? Did you ring the bell? Sometimes Alice said yes, and sometimes she said no, and whatever she said was true at the moment she said it. In her mind, there were a dozen, hundred, thousand versions of that day. They called out. They rang the bell. They knocked. They tried the door and, finding it unlocked, marched inside and used the phone to call 911. The mother was so happy that she gave them twenty dollars and called the newspaper and the television stations, and they were the heroes on TV.

Most of the time, Alice was sure of two thingsthey knocked on the door, the screen door, with its mesh so tight and small that it was almost impossible to see anything in the shadowy house. It was a screen over the screen, an intricate metal design, like something on a castle. It ended in tall thin spikes, higher than their heads. They said: Hello? Hello? Maybe not very loudly, but they said it.

This baby is alone, Ronnie said. We have to take care of this baby.

Were too little to baby-sit, said Alice, who had asked her mother about this at the beginning of summer, when she was trying to figure out a way to make enough money to buy her jellies and other things she wanted. You have to be in high school.

Ronnie shook her head.

We have to take care of this baby.

The baby in question was asleep, slumped sideways in her carriage, so her full cheeks were flat on one side, full and puffy on the other, like a water balloon whose weight had shifted. She wore a pink gingham jumper with matching pink socks, and a pink cap of the same gingham.

Baby Gap, Alice said. She loved Baby Gap.

We have to take care of this baby.


Later, alone with her mother and the woman with the spotted faceexquizits, Alice finally got Ronnies jokethey would ask her again and again just how Ronnie said this. WE have to take care of this baby. We have to TAKE CARE of this baby. We have to take care of THIS BABY. But Alice could not, in good faith, remember any emphasis. Eight words, requiring no more than five seconds to utter. We have to take care of this baby. We have to take care of this baby. We have to take care of this baby. Wehavetotakecareofthisbaby. They were being good, they were being helpful. People like children who are good and helpful. Thats what Alice kept explaining. They were trying to be good.

What did Ronnie tell her grown-upsher parents, the handsome man with the shiny blond hair and the suit with the funny name? Seersucker, Alices mom had said, looking at the blond man in the hallway. Seersucker. Alice knew, from her mothers tone, that this was a good thing, as good as classic or vintage, even exquisite. What did Ronnie tell Mr. Seersucker, what did he believe when it was all over?

But that was the one thing that Alice never knew, never could know, and still did not know almost seven years later when she was released by the State of Maryland for her part in the death of Olivia Barnes.









Part I

The
Usual Daily
Accidents













Monday,
April 6













1.




Interesting, the ophthalmologist said, rolling away from Cynthia Barnes in his wheeled chair, like a water bug skittering for cover when the lights went on in the middle of the night.

Not exactly my favorite word in a doctors office. Cynthia tried to sound lighthearted. The metal apparatus was cold and heavy on her face, and although it wasnt literally attached, she couldnt help feeling as if she were in a vise. Each flick of the doctors wristBetter here? Or here? Here? Or here?seemed to tighten the machines grip on her.

Good interesting, he said, rolling back to her. Now, is it clearer with the first one orhe flipped something, inserted something, she had never been sure what he was doingor this one.

Could I see those again? She sounded tentative, even to her ears, which shamed her. Cynthia still remembered what she was like back when she was always sure about things.

Absolutely. This onethe letter O, bold but a little wavy around the edges, as if it were underwateror this one. This O was not quite as bright, yet it was clearer.

The second one?


There are no right answers here, Cynthia. An eye exam isnt a test. He chuckled at his own wit.

The second one.

Good. Now is it better with this one oranother flipthis one.

The first one. Definitely the first one.

Good.

She felt a little glow of pride, then embarrassment for caring at all. She had arrived at the doctors office on a wave of apologies, having skipped her annual exam for the last three years, despite the friendly little postcards that arrived every spring. She was AWOL from the dentist, too. And she might have passed on this eye exam, if it werent for her younger sisters sly observation that Cynthia was squinting more often these days. You keep straining like that, youre going to have one of those little dents, said Sylvia, who had never forgiven Cynthia for getting the one pair of green eyes in their generation. Better reading glasses than Botox.

Cynthia had almost snapped: Get off my damn back, Ive earned that dent. Instead she had made this appointment with Dr. Silverstein, who had moved to the northern suburbs since she saw him last.

Satisfied, Dr. Silverstein swung the machine off her face, returned her contact lenses to her, along with a tissue to catch the saline tears that flowed from the corners of her eyes. He was younger than she, it dawned on her. He must have just been starting out when she first went to him thirteen years ago. She wondered how those years had treated him, if his life had gone according to his expectations and plans.

Well, Ive seen this before, Dr. Silverstein said, smiling so broadly that his dimples showed, but Ive seen few cases as pronounced as this.

Cynthia was not comforted by the smile. She had known too many people whose expressions had nothing to do with what they were about to say.


What? What? Im going blind, I have a tumor behind one of my eyes, which explains the headaches. But she hadnt told Dr. Silverstein about the headaches. Should she?

Your eyes are getting better, Cynthia. We see this sometimes in people who have worn contact lenses for a long time. Nearsightedness improves. Youve been having trouble focusing on things because your contacts are old and pocked by protein deposits, not because you need a new prescription.

What about reading glasses?

Not yet.

Good. Ive heard that if you get reading glasses, your close-up vision gets worse and worse.

Ah, yes, that old wives tale. It doesnt quite work that way. Dr. Silverstein picked up a model of the human eye, which Cynthia found disgusting. She hated to visualize what lay beneath the fragile veneer of skin, always had. She was nauseated at the sight of flattened squirrels and cats in her neighborhood, and a passing glimpse of one of those surgery shows on cable could send her into a near faint.

Theres a muscle that controls the lens of your eye, if you will. It gets rigid with age. His voice trailed off when he realized Cynthia was staring over his shoulder, refusing to make eye contact with him or his plastic model. Anyway, no reading glasses yet, just a new contact lens prescription. These should be ready in a week. Should the nurse call you at home or at work?

Home. I havent worked in years.

Dr. Silverstein blinked, suddenly awkward. He was one of the people who had never had a chance to say, Im sorry, because the tragedy was almost a year in the past by the time he saw her at her annual exam. Cynthias life was full of such acquaintances, well-meaning types who had been left stranded by the tenuousness of their connection. Doctors, mechanics, accountants. She remembered the April immediately following, when Warren asked the accountant how one calculated for a dependent who had not survived the calendar year. Did they take the full credit, or did Olivias death mean they had to prorate the deduction? For Warren and Cynthia, who had already asked a thousand questions they had never planned to askquestions about burials and caskets and plots and the scars left by autopsiesit was just another dreary postscript. The accountant had looked so stricken she had wanted to comfort him.

She was beyond that now.



Cynthia went blinking out into the bright day, remembering, as she always did upon leaving the eye doctor, that first pair of glasses when she was ten. The wonder of finally seeing the world in sharp, clear focus had been dwarfed by the fear of her classmates taunts. The other girls at Dickey Hill Elementary, even her friends, were always looking for a way to prick the self-importance of Judge Pooles oldest daughter. Another girl might have begged her mother to let her carry her glasses in a case, putting them on only as necessary. But to take them on and off would be an admission of weakness. So Cynthia wore those tortoiseshell frames wherever she went, holding her head high.

Four-eyes, one girl had tried. Four is better than two, Cynthia had said. And that was that.

She climbed into her car, the BMW X-25, a sports utility vehicle chosen not for its status but its heft. At 4,665 pounds it was heavier than the Lexus, even heavier than the Mercedes, and easier to maneuver than the Lincoln Navigator, which was a bit ghetto, anyway. Cynthia had actually wanted something a little less glamorous, because high-end SUVs were big with local carjackers. But the BMW had the best safety rating, so she bought the BMW and withstood the usual teasing about her love of luxury. Yes, she had once cared about things like expensive shoes and fine jewelry, had deserved her familys fond observation that Cynthia believed herself to be, if not at the center of the universe, just a few inches to the left. But that Cynthia was long gone, even if no one else could bear to acknowledge this fact.


Her cell phone rang. Headsets werent the law in Maryland, but Cynthia had opted for one anyway. It amazed her to think of how she had once driven one-handed through the city behind the wheel of a smaller, sportier BMW, heedless of her heedlessness.

Cynthia?

Yes? She recognized the voice, but she would be damned if she would grant this caller any intimacy.

Its Sharon Kerpelman.

Cynthia didnt say anything, just concentrated on passing the cars that were entering the Beltway from the tricky exit off I-83. The Beacon-Light had recently run a list of the most dangerous highway intersections in the city, and this spot was in the top five. Cynthia had memorized them without realizing it.

From the public defenders office?

Right, Cynthia said.

I guess this is a courtesy call.

As if Sharon Kerpelman were even on speaking terms with courtesy.

I guess, Cynthia said, that if you dont know what it is, I dont either.

Yes. Well. How have you been? Sharon asked, as if reading from a script. Maybe she had finally gotten a copy of Dale Carnegie, which she sorely needed. But Sharon, being Sharon, would go straight past the part about winning friends and skip ahead to trying to influence people.

Why, just fine, Cynthia drawled. Not that Sharon would ever notice anything as subtle as a tone. But Im driving and I dont like to talk on the Beltway unless its urgent. So

This iswell, not urgent, but important.

Yes? Spit it out, Sharon.

Alice Manning is coming home Thursday.

For a visit?

Forever. Shes being released.


How can that be?

Shes eighteen now. After all, it will be seven years in July

I think I remember, Cynthia said, when it happened.

The headset was suddenly tight on her temples, squeezing so hard she felt as if those soon-to-be-rigid muscles behind her eyes might fly out of her head. How unfair. How unfair. The juvenile lament was her instinctive retort whenever this subject came up. Her father, who usually snapped at such idiocy, who had devoted his professional and personal life to establishing Solomon-like standards of fairness, had agreed with her. Yes, it is, he said on that not-long-enough-ago day when the deal had been struck. We have bent the law as far as we can, but we cant go further without breaking it. They are children in the eyes of the law.

And in the eyes of God? she had asked her father.

I suppose they are children still. For God has to shoulder responsibility for all of us, even the monsters among us.

Today, her rage found its outlet in childlike cruelty. Was Alice the fat one or the crazy one? She could never forget their names, or their faces, yet she always had trouble matching them up. It was a kind of selective dyslexia, like her tendency to confuse surnames such as Thomas and Thompson, Murray and Murphy. Cynthia thought of the two as grotesque Siamese twins, connected at the waist, tripping over their four legs as they came down her street, up her porch, into her life.

Sharons voice was prim, intended to be a reproof, as if Cynthia could ever be shamed on this topic. Alice was the one with blond hair, worn straight back with a band. Heres a tip: think Alice in Wonderland.

What?

As a mnemonic device, I mean. Or Ronnie-Aran, if you prefer, as in Isle of Aran, for she had dark hair and light eyes. The look they sometimes call Black Irish. An embarrassed laugh. I mean, I dont call it Black Irish, but you hear that sometimes, among people of a certain generationI mean


I know what you mean. Sharon had said so much worse to Cynthia, so blithely and unknowingly, that it was hilarious she would fret over this minor gaffe. The last time they had spoken, in a chance meeting outside a shopping mall, Cynthia had yearned to box her ears. But Judge Pooles daughters didnt fight with their fists.

Anyway, I just wanted you to know. So if you saw her. Alice, I mean.

Everything made sense now. Her eyesight was getting better because she needed to see. Come to think of it, her hearing was sharper, too, so intense that the softest sound jarred her from her dreamless sleep. She didnt exercise, it seemed idiotic now, going around and around on a treadmill or a stair-stepper, yet she had never been stronger, leaner, had more stamina. Maybe she should write a book, The Black Coffee and Cigarette Diet: How to Mourn Your Way to a Better Body. Good line, she would save that one up, throw it out to her sister, Sylvia, the next time they talked. Sylvia was the one person in Cynthias life who didnt flinch at her sarcasm.

The significance of Sharons call finally worked its way into the center of her brain. Sheiscominghome. To my neighborhood.

Technically, I dont think the Mannings live in Hunting Ridge. Theyre a few blocks outside the boundary.

Technically. How Sharon loved technicalities, legal and otherwise.

She is coming home, Cynthia repeated. To a house that is no more than six blocks from my house.

Helen Mannings a city schoolteacher and a single mother. She doesnt have the resources to pick up and move. How quickly Sharon always switched from contrite to self-righteous. The defensive public defender, Warren had called her. You must understand, CynthiaWhat purpose can be achieved, CynthiaThey are little girls, CynthiaYour tragedy, great as it is, CynthiaThere will always be some ambiguity, Cynthia. You, of all people, must value justice, Cynthia. Cynthia, Cynthia, Cynthia.


As if what Cynthia wanted was anything less than justice. She had let them talk her out of justice.

Cant you make it a rule that she has to live someplace else?

Of course not. Sharons voice was huffy now, hurt. It was the paradoxical mark of the offensive, in Cynthias experience, that they were offended so easily. The only feelings Sharon safeguarded were her own.

When that man on North Avenue got pardoned, they made it a condition that he couldnt go back to the neighborhood where he had shot that child.

Its not the same.

No, he killed a thirteen-year-old boy. This was a nine-month-old child. Oh, and he was pardoned. Cynthia did not add: He was a black man who killed a black child. These were white girls who killed a black baby. She let her silence say that part, let what was unsaid make Sharon squirm, in her little cubbyhole in that sad-ass state office building. All your scheming, all your planning, and you sit today where you sat seven years ago. What was the point?

You live in two different worlds, Sharon said. Youll probably never see either one of them again.

We lived in two different worlds seven years ago, too.

You know, Ive always felt that the only way to understand what happened was to think of it as a natural disaster, almost like a tornado, or lightning. Sharons voice was so reasonable, so sure of itself, the voice of a girl who had been on her high school debate team and still considered this a notable achievement. A series of events came together and formed something horrible, something destructive. Wouldnt it make you feel better to see it in that light?

Answers crowded Cynthias tongue, backed up into her throat, until she thought she might choke on them. It would make you feel better. You always try to have it both ways, and you wont even let me have it one way.

Brake lights flashed ahead of her, traffic coming to a stop for no discernible reason, and her reflexes were off because of the phone call, so the 4,665 pounds of BMW squealed and shimmied, coming within inches of the rusty little Escort in front of her, a ready-to-disintegrate heap with a Kings Dominion bumper sticker and a Confederate flag decal. Cynthia didnt mind Confederate flags. Shed like to see a law that required every white trash hillbilly to have one tattooed on his or her forehead. You would see them coming that way.

Can I have a restraining order?

I dont think Alice is inclined

I didnt ask what anyone wanted to do. I asked what I could have. What the law will give me.

Sharon sighed, put-upon. The courts cant write you a blank check for things that havent happened yet. But I can tell you that Alice will be counseled to stay away from Ronnie Fuller and your family.

My family? You mean she knows? You told her? Why would you tell her anything about me? Cynthias voice rose, in spite of herself, frantic and out of control, and she realized someone in the adjacent lane was staring at her.

I havent told her anything. I meant family in the most general way possible.

Family in the most general way possible. Only a single woman, a childless woman, could speak of family in the most general way possible. Cynthia hung up on Sharon Kerpelman, as she had so many times before.



It took her forty-five minutes to crawl around the Beltway. That meant the end of Dr. Silverstein, Cynthia was afraid. No doctor was worth that kind of time. Between the drive and the wait in his office, she had been gone four hours, which was much too long. She parked behind the house and let herself into the back door, where she was welcomed by the security systems polite beep.

Hey, Momma.


Whats wrong with you? Cynthias eyes could keep improving for ten, twenty years, and they would never be as sharp as her mothers. Paulette Poole could see the future with her green eyes. Paulette Poole had predicted trouble when Cynthia and Warren bought this house. Why do you want to live over there? Who are you trying to impress? And Paulette Poole had seen from the first how the justice system, which had given the Poole family so much, would fail them when they needed it most. Paulette Poole was a witch, in the best sense of the word.

Just traffic, Momma. Rush hour starts earlier and earlier in this city.

Well, you go all the way to Towson to get your eyes checked Paulette Poole didnt bother to finish her sentence. Her daughter knew where she stood. Paulette Poole thought it was ridiculous for Cynthia to quit Dr. Hepple, their neighbor in Forest Park, in order to go to some white Jewish doctor just because his office was convenient to her job at City Hall.

Where is

Upstairs. With a video.

Because her mother was there, Cynthia walked with deliberate slowness, taking the front stairs instead of the back. She heard a tinny sound from the street, the plink-plink tones of an ice cream truck, although the ditty faded so quickly that she wondered if she had imagined it. All around the carpenters bench / The monkey chased the weasel / The monkey thought it was a joke. She remembered a smile, a horrible, inappropriate smile, and the way her hand had ached to jump out, smack it from the childs face.

The alcove off the master bedroom was intended to be a dressing room, but Cynthia had renovated it three years ago, insisting it was large enough. Now that it had made the transition from nursery to bedroom, it clearly wasnt. Still, she resisted Warrens gentle nudging on the matter, pretending she didnt understand why he wanted their bedroom just for them again.


Rosalind sat on the floor, eyes locked on Sleeping Beauty, singing along in a breathy baby voice. La-la-la. La-la-la. She was such an easy baby, had been from the first, and had passed through the so-called terrible twos with barely a tantrum. She had never known colic, which had troubled Olivia so, and she was seldom stricken with so much as a cold. Well, a child breast-fed until the age of two had advantages when it came to immunities.

Rosalind had also come out shockingly light and stayed that way, a trick of the blood that Cynthias mother claimed for her family tree, although Cynthia knew there wasnt a fair-skinned ancestor in the bunch. No one knew what to make of the amazing hair, which hung in amber ringlets. Her eyes, however, were brown, like almost everyone else in the Poole and Barnes clans. Olivia had gotten the green eyes of this generation, and family legend held that only one child would have green eyes.

Who dat baby? Rosalind had asked a few weeks ago, noticing for the first time the photograph in a small oval frame on Cynthias dressing table. Who dat?

Who dat indeed? She and Warren had known they would have to tell Rosalind one day. But it had never occurred to them that a toddler would initiate the conversation with such a basic existential question: Who dat? She was your sister. Exceptshe wasnt, because you and she never existed in the same plane. She is nothing to you, and never will be. And if she had not died, you might not exist, because your mother had specific plans for her life, and having a baby at age forty-one was not one of them.

Rosalind was satisfied with the simplest truth: Olivia. She repeated the name, patted the photo, and promptly forgot about it. All Rosalind wanted was a way to categorize and identify. That is a cow and that is a dog and that is Olivia. The cow goes moo and the dog goes bow-wow and Olivia goesLivvy. Her first word, her only word, uttered a few days before she was taken. They had joked about it at the time, how the daughter was just like her mother, so sure of her place at the center of the universe, or only a few inches to the left.

Now Cynthia couldnt help thinking it was as if Olivia knew she might never get to say her name otherwise.

On the video, the bad fairy was throwing a fit over her missing invitation. Uninvited, sent home earlyit all ends the same way, doesnt it? The bad fairy reminded Cynthia not of Alice and Ronnie but of Sharon, and their last face-to-face meeting outside Columbia Mall summer before last.

Cynthia had been struggling with Rosalinds carriage, a European model that was a pain in the assso heavy, so not-portable, so impossible for any eleven-year-old to roll away. Sharon had stood, hands empty, chattering away, never offering to help. Did Cynthia miss City Hall? What did she think of the new mayor? Sharon had finally given up, moved to the suburbs, just to have the security of knowing she had a place to park after a long day. Was that so much to ask? Did that make her a hypocrite?

Then that obtuse woman had leaned into the carriage and uttered her own form of a curse: Why, Cynthia, I didnt know you had a baby to replace Olivia.

The minute the words were out, even insensitive Sharon realized she had gone too far. Her cheeks burned red in a rush of blood so bright that it washed out the odd markings on the left side of her face. She scurried away, making excuses.

Not a week later, a reporter called, her voice round with fake empathy, asking Cynthia if she wanted to tell the Beacon-Lights readers about this bittersweet happy ending, about her triumphant second actthose had been the reporters wordsto let Baltimoreans know how she and Warren had recovered from their horrible, horrible tragedy. Those had been her exact words, too, horrible, horrible, as if repeating the word would prove that she really understood Cynthias plight. That was the reporters term as well. Plight.

Cynthia wasnt fooled. She was a freak, the mother of the replacement baby, the idiot who had moved back into the same trailer park after a tornado tossed her first mobile home. They wanted to put her on parade so the papers readers would feel safe and secure. Their babies would never be stolen, their babies would never be killed, because Cynthia Barnes had taken the fall for all of them.
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