




EYE CONTACT
[image: ]

Also by Cammie McGovern
The Art of Seeing

EYE CONTACT
A NOVEL
Cammie McGovern
VIKING

VIKING
Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A. Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) · Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England · Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd) · Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) · Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi–110 017, India · Penguin Group (NZ), Cnr Airborne and Rosedale Roads, Albany, Auckland 1310, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) · Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices:

80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

First published in 2006 by Viking Penguin, a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

Copyright © Cammie McGovern, 2006

All rights reserved

PUBLISHER’S NOTE: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-1-1012-0139-8

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrightable materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

For the boys I love so much:

Mike, Ethan, Charlie, and Henry

EYE CONTACT

Contents
BEGIN READING

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




“KEVIN IS FINE,” Miss Lattimore, their fifth-grade teacher told them. “Just fine. He’s had a little bit of brain damage, that’s all.” She held up her hand, thumb and forefinger out, so they all saw: Just an inch of brain damage. “If he has trouble doing certain things, like talking, for instance, or getting around, remember: inside he’s just the same.” She closed her inch-measuring fingers into a fist and thunked her chest. “He has exactly the same feelings you do.”
Cara and Suzette eyed each other. Suzette’s father’s secretary was Kevin’s aunt. They already knew Kevin wasn’t fine, that he used a walker and could only operate one side of his face. Drool was a problem, as was the bathroom. Kevin used to be a regular boy no one thought much about until last summer when he rode his bike helmetless down the long hill of Brewster Boulevard into the side of a Pepperidge Farm bread truck and for two days lay in a coma with a missing kidney and bleeding on the brain. Now he was more interesting.
When he appeared in the doorway for his first day back at school, Cara was ready, hands clasped in front of her, a frozen smile of welcome on her face. Weeks ago, she had decided that she would befriend Kevin upon his return—help him with his tray at lunch, unzip his backpack, retrieve his pencil case for him if need be. She wasn’t afraid of him, the way everyone else so obviously was, watching as he inched his way into the room, silver metal walker first, his mother—wearing bright red lipstick and a scarf tied over pink sponge curlers—behind. His face was exactly as Suzette had described it: half fine, half fallen like a cake, creasing in on itself, his mouth tilted in a crooked smile that didn’t move as he took what felt like the whole morning to get to his seat, one row behind Cara. Miss Lattimore’s fist returned to her chest: “We’re just happy to have you here, Kevin. Very, very happy.”
The coughing and paper shuffling around the room spoke volumes of denial. No one was happy to have Kevin here. He was a cautionary tale, the name all parents now used when their children headed off anywhere on a bicycle. As he moved closer, even Cara, with her Florence Nightingale dreams of rescue, was so stunned by the sight of him, and the terrible decimation one moment of bad judgment could wreak, that when he slid his squeaky walker past her, she did what she promised herself she wouldn’t: lowered her eyes to the hem of her minidress, took in her good legs and working hands, tested her face by raising both eyebrows. When he finally took his seat, leaving his walker to block the aisle, Miss Lattimore returned to the lesson and a room full of children so eager to attend to anything besides Kevin that it was possible no one, except Cara, heard a kind of throat clearing that became words, garbled, full of saliva, uttered through half a mouth: “I can see your panties.”
Later, Suzette told her there was something wrong with her, to love a boy who would say something like that. “I can’t help it,” Cara said. “There’s something about him.”
She and Suzette had been having these conversations since the second grade, when they first met and became friends. If Cara was the romantic, Suzette was the practical soul, the seer of truths, the one who eschewed popularity and all that it required. Currently, the popular-girl trend at lunchtime was weaving lanyards out of long, narrow plastic ribbons of red and black. “Whore colors,” one girl explained, and Cara made the mistake of rushing out to buy her own materials. She didn’t understand the basic tenet of popularity: that you had to be asked, invited into it. You didn’t just sit down, your brown bag of materials on the table in front of you. For years, she didn’t understand the rules of social discourse; then, in a single exchange, she did: “We sort of sit here,” Patty Sweet told her. “Like with our friends.”
“Oh,” Cara said, pulling her bag into her lap, scooting down the bench.
Afterward, Suzette rolled her eyes. “Like those girls are so great. Please. They have nothing going for them, except they’re all skinny and have good hair.” Suzette had no use for the popular girls at their school, or anyone else for that matter. She wanted to work with animals someday. “Like in Africa,” she said. “Animals are honest. They want food, they eat you.”
Though Suzette wouldn’t have understood this distinction, Cara didn’t long for popularity so much as an ease with people, a way to move more smoothly through the world and be like her fourth-grade teacher, Ms. Simon, who once taught a whole morning with her fly down and laughed afterward when she realized. “So who heard a word I said?” she joked. For Cara, a mistake like that would have clung to her for days, become an explanation for the conversations that piled up in her head, the words she never spoke to the people she spent all day watching.
In Kevin’s first week back, Cara watched him as much as she could. Every time she turned around on some fabricated excuse in her mind—she needed to remember where the pencil sharpener was, needed to glance at the clouds out the windows—he was staring at her, his broken face wearing the same half smile. Privately, she began to doubt the business about brain damage. When she looked into his eyes, she saw depth there, intelligence, a perfectly fine brain trapped in a half-collapsed body.
At the start of the second week, Miss Lattimore began class by whispering, “I need to ask one of you to be Kevin’s helper this week.” Though Kevin wasn’t there (he still arrived at school an hour late every day), she leaned toward the class as if this were a collective secret, something they shouldn’t speak of outside their room. Cara’s hand shot up, a lone pillar in a sea of uncertainty. To date, Cara had made no mark in this class, had distinguished herself as nothing beyond being the one person with clean fingernails the day Miss Lattimore discussed hand-to-mouth transmission of cold germs. (“I’m not afraid to shake hands with Cara,” she’d said. “The rest of you, I’m less sure of.”) Now that would change. Miss Lattimore called her up for a private conference at the teacher’s desk. “Try to think about things he might need, and help him before he has to ask. I think that’s the nicest way.” Cara nodded and planned to be the best Kevin-helper ever, so good that no one else would need to apply for the job, it would be hers for the rest of the year.
As it turned out, though, Kevin didn’t need much help and hardly ever asked for anything; in fact, he hardly seemed to talk at all. Twice Miss Lattimore called on him in class, and both times everyone watched the concentrated effort that talking required. Both times he failed to get any words out, and Miss Lattimore said, “It’s okay, Kevin. Thanks for trying. Maybe next time.” They ate lunch together as Miss Lattimore had told them to do, and Cara kept up a steady stream of chatter she’d planned ahead of time to fill what would otherwise be a silent meal. She told him everything she’d been thinking about recently: That she wasn’t interested in having tons of friends, that she’d rather be nice than popular, and sometimes, she’d learned, you can’t be both. To her surprise, in Kevin’s silent presence, words came easily, opinions, thoughts; suddenly, she had lots of them. She sounded like Suzette, who everyone knew was the smarter of the two of them. She told Kevin she was thinking about being a nurse when she grew up, or a marine biologist, based on visiting tide pools last summer and surprising everyone with the fearless way she reached in to touch the textures that couldn’t be predicted ahead of time. “Some anemones look squishy, and then you touch them and they’re hard as a bone. Like touching a skull, which would be weird. Who’d want to do that?”
His wandering eyes flicked to hers.
Oh my God, she thought. His skull has been touched, by many hands probably. Her heart sped up and she feared some kind of internal combustion, death from embarrassment, a heart attack of stupidity.
Later Miss Lattimore told Cara she did a fine job but she was going to assign a boy from now on. “In case Kevin needs any help in the restroom. It’ll be easier this way, less embarrassing to him if he has to ask.” Cara stood beside Miss Lattimore’s desk, in the second and last private audience she would have with this teacher for the rest of the year, and saw, in a flash of the terrifying insight children sometimes have and then shake off, confused by their own capacity for truth, that she was not alone in loving Kevin for inexplicable reasons: his needs, his silence, the bad hand he had to place with the other on top of his desk. Miss Lattimore loved him, too, and thought about him at night, far more than she should. They each believed their version of the truth about Kevin: to Cara, he was fine, or even better than fine—a brush with death had aged him prematurely and placed an adult in their midst, trapped inside a broken child’s body; to Miss Lattimore, he would forever stay the child who climbed on a bicycle and rode for three minutes, his arms outstretched. Perhaps they both hoped for similar things: to erase injury with ministrations, to find a hole, a vacuum to pour their liquid love into, or maybe it was slightly darker, what Suzette had implied in her annoyance at Cara’s refusal to eat lunch with her all week. “You just want everyone to notice you.”
Suzette had been her best friend for three years now. They’d suffered through seven months of Girl Scouts, had jointly quit when denied their artistic creativity badges because the Shrinky Dinks stained-glass project Suzette dreamed up, incorporating bird feathers and aluminum foil pieces, fit no definition of art the leader had read. They had learned to ride bikes together, to swim, to make God’s eye yarn stars they hung above their beds. Suzette knew everything about Cara, and had spoken a certain degree of the truth: Cara did want to be noticed. Against the hard, plain truth of all Kevin’s needs, she saw herself for the first time during those lunches, heard her own voice, felt herself become the person she might one day turn into.
Years down the line, Cara would come to realize she wasn’t wrong about Miss Lattimore, either. She would learn firsthand that there are many responses to a child who has “special needs” (as they weren’t commonly called then but would be soon), that people seem to feel, in equal measure, compassion, disdain, terror, and pity, yet also this—an equation of possibility: Here you have this need. Come, sit beside me. Let me fill it.
 
Now, at age thirty, Cara sits in the office of her old elementary school, waiting for Margot Tesler, the principal, to return and tell her what’s going on with her son, who has been missing long enough for her to be called down here. Most of the time Cara forgets she went to this school some twenty years ago, that if walls could talk, these corridors could speak to a long history of her failures and successes. It only occurs to her in odd moments: kneeling beside a coat cubby as Adam negotiates his way out of snow pants, she’ll see a heating vent and remember her and Suzette, bored, decorating the slats in tiny ballpoint-pen Hellos, and she’ll lean over to see if coats of beige paint might not have erased evidence of her old, now dead friendship.
Though Cara never came to the principal’s office as a child, she knows this office well now, with its wall-to-wall bookshelves and conference table big enough to accommodate Adam’s yearly education plan review, which sometimes involves eight people hammering out goals, benchmarks, the accommodations necessary as the curriculum grows more demanding with each year. Strangely, Cara has happy associations with being in this room. She isn’t friends with any of these people, but she also isn’t adversarial, as she suspects some parents of special-needs kids are, with a bottomless list of requests and demands. Cara takes the opposite approach, baking cookies for all her meetings, distributing fudge every Christmas, writing elaborate yearly thank-you notes to everyone on staff, because she’s always believed what her mother taught her—that kindness breeds kindness—and if she thanks people, and thanks them again, Adam’s world will be cushioned by a bit of remembered gratitude. So far, Cara would argue, her approach has worked. Even when she walked in here, Shirley, the principal’s secretary, caught her eye and said, “We love Adam, sweetheart, and we’re all going out of our minds. He’ll turn up in a minute.” Cara nodded and mouthed, Thank you.
Adam is loved, by the adults of the school anyway, who always talk about his big smile, the dancing joy on his face when he comes in from recess. Though he’s still, at age nine, capable of the occasional inexplicable tantrum that embarrasses everyone, he can also be magically uncomplicated: offered the promise of a gumdrop or a chance to listen in on afternoon band practice, he nearly explodes with delight. “No, really?” he’ll say, a new favorite expression. “No really? A gumdrop?” In the middle of an elementary school full of children aging too rapidly, dressing like pop stars, carrying cell phones, Adam is, for some of these grandmotherly types, the perfect eternal child—happy with the mundane, a pile of wood chips, a tuft of dryer lint, nothing really. One year, even the principal, sensible Margot, with her boxy orthopedic shoes and terrible crocheted vests, ended an IEP meeting by saying, “Adam is a jewel, Cara, and we all love him. I just wanted to say that.”
Cara has always taken such comments as hopeful beacons for the future. Adults love him, and one day he’ll be an adult, too! The implication, in her hopeful heart’s logic: loved then, too! Appreciated by people who are his age, not thirty years older!
It’s a stretch, though, and it requires more work every year to stay optimistic about Adam’s future in the face of the growing gap between him and his peers. He’s in third grade now, and the list of things he can’t do grows longer every year, more exacting, and in her mind more ominous. He can’t tell time, can’t grasp abstract time concepts: yesterday, tomorrow, next week. He can’t play card games, still adds two dice by counting dots. “Shouldn’t he be good at this math stuff?” a teacher once asked, thinking obviously: Rain Man, Dustin Hoffman. “He’s not,” Cara said in a rare curt moment. “Autistic kids are all very different, and math is Adam’s weakest subject. He’s fine with reading. Fine. Grade level.” She said this emphatically, though there was actually some question about this, too, a lower score on comprehension than he’d gotten six months earlier, which she has to investigate but hasn’t gotten around to because there are so many gaps, so many deficits now, countless questions that run through her mind every night: Why worry about reading when the math is so low? Why worry about math when he is still, three days out of seven, not dressing himself? Why worry about any of these things when it has beennearly a year since he’s had a playdate? Recently she has been falling asleep every night stewing about playdates, thinking: I’ve got to try another one soon. Kids like Adam well enough, or at least they don’t mind coming over and playing with his things. Sometimes she’ll get the type who will spend the whole time talking to her and she’ll watch sweet Adam in the corner, hands clasped in joy at the ease of this get-together, how smoothly it is going, as if he wants to say, I love my mother and look! So do you! Afterward, she will have to go over it all, remind him that one has to talk to people to be their friend, has to answer questions, has to, for instance, say hello. And Adam’s face will fall slowly, take in what she is saying in pieces—that it hasn’t really been a success, that friendship requires something more complicated than standing in the same room, among the same toys, though Cara, with her own history of failed friendships, can hardly say with any certainty what this should be.
The whole enterprise makes her sad, unable to think about the great gray morass of Adam’s future. Math isn’t his weakest subject, really. His weakest subject is life, and everything about moving through it. Last week, lost in his own thoughts, Adam very nearly followed the wrong woman off the bus. Cara had to reach out, snap his coat hood, and bark, “Adam, look up.” “Oh, oh, oh,” he said, his face awash in gratitude and relief: Almost lost and then saved! He pressed his forehead against her chest, gasped and giggled and almost cried as he said, over and over, “You’re okay, you’re okay.” Nine years old and in a panic, he still reverses his pronouns, still echoes words of comfort exactly as they’ve been given to him. “You are okay,” she said, ruffling his hair as he stood rocking beside her, her baby boy, her preteen, his cheek pressed oddly to the side of her breast.
Now Margot Tesler huffs into the room and sits down across from Cara to explain what happened: Phil, Adam’s regular aide, was out sick today, and Teresa, Adam’s usual sub, already had an assignment, so he had someone new today, a Mrs. Warshowski, who misunderstood what she was told and believed recess was her break time.
Cara stares at her. Until this moment she hasn’t been terribly worried. She assumed he’d be found in one of his strange places, behind a vending machine, under the piano in the music room, that soon there would be some forced laughter and general embarrassment about the commotion this caused. Now she’s less sure. “He went out to recess alone?”
“The playground supervisors were told. They were perfectly aware.”
“But he was outside when he disappeared?”
Margot meets her gaze and nods. “Yes.”
Cara stands up. She hasn’t considered the idea that he might have been outside, might have really disappeared. She needs to get out there and start looking in all the spots Adam is most likely to have gone. “He must have heard something—a lawn mower maybe. Or some music. Did you check the maintenance room? Sometimes they leave their radio on.”
“We checked. He’s not there.”
Cara gathers her things. “How about the music room? Is the band practicing?”
“We looked. They’re not.”
“Adam can hear things other people can’t. If one kid is playing violin somewhere in the building, he’ll probably hear it and try to get closer.”
Margot comes around the desk. “We’ve got people looking inside and outside.”
“Let me go find him, Margot. I’m sorry this has caused such a disruption, but I’ll find him. He can’t have gone far.” In the old days, when Adam was younger and more driven by his compulsions to investigate machines, heating vents, water faucets not completely turned off, Cara lost him more often than she liked to admit. She knew the panic, the speed with which he could disappear, but she also knew, intuitively, how to find him: Stop. Listen hard for his humming, his tiny throaty bird noises, or for what he must have heard—music maybe, or the low compelling purr of a machine come to life.
“They may ask for that in a minute or two, but for right now, you need to stay here.”
“They? Who is they?”
“The police.”
The police? “How long has he been gone?”
“A little over an hour. There’s a girl missing, too. The police say they think that’s a good sign, that it diminishes the possibility of stranger abduction. It’s virtually unheard of for someone to take two children at once.”
Cara tries to swallow but finds it hard, her mouth filling up with something she can’t bear the taste of. She nods but doesn’t sit down. “What happened, Margot? Why wasn’t anyone watching him?”
“There was actually more supervision than usual. Six adults were outside when it happened. There was no stranger on the playground, no unknown cars in the parking lot, no unusual interactions that anyone saw. We’re talking to the three classrooms of kids who were outside at the time, trying to find out if any kids talked to them, dared them to hide maybe, as a practical joke, or to walk over to the woods.”
The woods, she thinks. Beyond the soccer fields on the far side of the playground, there is a lovely wood glade of pine trees that gives the school its name, Woodside Elementary. “Let me go outside, Margot.”
“Not yet. They’re doing a systematic search, and for now they ask that you stay here.”
Cara looks out the window. “What do they think happened?”
“They think it was a prank. Someone picked two vulnerable kids and told them to do something stupid.” Margot shakes her head in disgust. “That’s why I called the police so fast. I want whoever’s responsible for this to understand they’re in big trouble.”
In the past, Cara hasn’t worried excessively about bullying. Riding the bus with Adam the first week of school as she does every year, she got a glimpse of how little he registers to other children. They walk past him, look through him, hardly see him, beyond the obvious oddity of a third-grader riding the school bus with his mother. It is sad, of course, and also a relief. If bullies have an intuitive sense for who will burst into tears most easily, most spectacularly, it isn’t Adam. He might hum or walk away, but in all likelihood he will hear very little another child says to him. She has to be honest about this, has to remind herself, often, to remain clear on who Adam is and what he is capable of. “If another child told him to do something, I don’t think he would. That’s not like Adam.”
“You never know, Cara. He’s changing. Adam’s changed a lot this year.”
In any other context, she would take this as a cause for celebration. He’s changing! Even the principal noticed! Now it only seems worrisome. “Who is the girl?”
“Amelia Best?” she says as a question, as if hoping this name might ring a bell, which it doesn’t. “She’s new this year. Fourth grade. She’s been at this school…what? Six weeks. Unusually pretty little girl. Very…” She tries to find the right word. “Blond.”
Adam has disappeared with a notably pretty little girl? For the first time in years, she thinks of her fifth-grade fixation on Kevin Barrows and panics. “Are you sure they’re together?”
“We don’t know. We know Adam better than we know her. We noticed Adam was missing first, because it’s so unlike him. He’s so compliant these days that when he didn’t line up at the first whistle, Sue knew something was wrong and called the office right away.”
“Is it possible an older kid came over from the high school? Or middle school?”
Margot presses her fingertips together. “Theoretically, they’re not allowed, but it’s possible.” The middle school sits within viewing distance of the elementary school—up a hill, with some soccer fields in between. “So I’m afraid I have to ask—where is Adam’s father?”
Cara looks up. She hasn’t expected this. “He’s not…in the picture.” This is her standard answer, the one nobody ever presses her past.
“Right, I know that, but where is he? I’m only asking because the police have asked several times. Apparently, an absent father is the first place they look.”
Cara feels her mouth go dry. “I don’t know who his father is…exactly.”
Margot raises her eyes in surprise. “Oh. So he’s never been in the picture?”
“No. He wouldn’t know.”
“At all? Anything about Adam? There’s no chance he’s involved in this?”
Cara shakes her head. “None.”
Margot holds up her hand. “That’s all I need to know.” She looks out the window of her office, as if she’s contemplating going out there right now, telling someone this. Then she turns back, with a new thought: “Do you think if Adam was out on the playground, he could have heard a radio, maybe, playing in the woods?”
Cara’s stomach begins to pound, like a second heart. Let him not be in the woods, she prays. “Yes,” she says softly. “He could have heard something no one else did.”
“Would he have gone if, say, he heard voices?”
“No,” she whispers because she can’t bear the fact that she isn’t sure. Adam is her life, her constant companion, the boy she gave up any other life for, but there is a truth to what Margot says: in the last few years, he has been changing. There is a new bravery to him at times, old fears mysteriously dropped. Even in this brief school year, there have been occasions when she warned the teacher needlessly—Adam can’t handle fire drills, Adam won’t do well in regular PE—both times she’s been wrong, has underestimated her son.
Suddenly there is a flurry out in the hallway; two secretaries stand up at once. Through the glass window of the principal’s office, Cara can see one of them look directly at her and then away. When the door handle turns and the woman leans in, Cara doesn’t look up. “They’ve found him, Cara. Adam is all right. They’re bringing him out now.”
Cara exhales, her relief so huge she cannot speak.
“Where was he?”
“In the woods, so he may have some scratches.”
“And the girl? Did they find her, too?”
“Yes.”
“Is she okay?”
“No.”
“What happened?”
“They found her body.”
 
“This Is My Confession,” Morgan writes carefully across the top of the page. He wants to make it neat, get this right. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, except maybe myself, which I understand was stupid, and wrong, and NOT THE ANSWER, but I’m trying to be honest, and that’s the truth. Confessions are meant to be a factual re-telling of events in which the writer says, basically, It Was Me. For me to do this right, though, I have to make a few things clear. Number one: I am not, nor have I ever been, the type to get in trouble. In fourth grade, I got very upset about a misunderstanding over some graffiti written on the wall near my seat. When the teacher asked if I understood what school property means, I told her I didn’t do it, I wasn’t even the type. Here’s what I’ve learned, though: People can do certain things even when they are not the type of person to do them.”
He is being neat, careful with his writing, staying in the lines, even though he doesn’t intend to show this to anyone. He is in study hall, which is a pointless period because no one studies and the proctor, Mr. White, is so old he doesn’t care what anyone does, which is mostly talk. Since no one cares, Morgan keeps writing. “Number two: While I’m not going to turn myself in because that would mean having no future for the rest of my life, and maybe going to jail, I am going to work in my own way, every single day to make up for what I’ve done, which was a terrible mistake.”
Morgan looks up at the clock, sees he’s out of time, and folds his notebook closed. Twice a week, Tuesdays and Thursdays, he eats lunch with a group that has no name but meets in Room 257. In his mind, Morgan thinks of it as the Group for People Who Need a Group Like This. To him, this means people who have no other friends, though he doesn’t know this for a fact. No one has ever said, “I have no friends”; that just seems to be a given in most of their discussions, which so far have been on topics like Having a Conversation, Controlling Your Anger, and Dealing With Anxieties. Morgan doesn’t have all of these problems, only some of them. Controlling his anger, for instance, has never been his problem, though people might be less likely to believe that now.
There are five other boys, plus himself, plus Marianne Foster, who runs the group. Some of them have very obvious problems: Derek, for instance, stutters so badly that he hardly speaks. Everything makes Sean anxious: lines in the cafeteria, spoiled fruit, school bells, gym class, the idea of growing up. Chris probably has the widest variety of problems: asthma, eczema, glasses that don’t stay on his nose. He is also afraid of water, even in a cup. “I never touch it,” he says. “I don’t swim, I don’t go in boats, I don’t drink it or bathe. I wash with a powder my mother sends away for.” Someday Morgan wants to ask if Chris never showers, or just not very often. Maybe the others want to ask the same question and are afraid to—he can’t be sure.
At first, today is like any other day. Marianne starts by asking how people have done on their goals. They each have goals they are working on, though Morgan doesn’t know what anyone else’s are, except for Howard, who told his the first meeting, not realizing he didn’t have to: “I’m working on asking other people questions about themselves and not playing with my penis through my pocket,” he said. After that, everyone else chose not to tell his goals.
“All right, then, if nobody wants to share today, we’ll press on to what I promised last time I would talk about: your semester project.” Marianne turns around and writes on the blackboard: Volunteering in Our Community. She explains that for the assignment they’ll choose a placement and meet once a week with a person who needs their help. “For instance, it might be an elderly person. What might you do for an elderly person?”
Sean raises his hand. “Excuse me, Marianne, but I’ve tried something like this once and it made me extremely anxious.”
“For right now, Sean, let’s just listen to what I’m saying with open ears and an open mind and try not to get too worried before I tell you what you’re doing.”
“I’m just saying—”
“I understand, okay, Sean? I hear what you’re saying.”
Morgan likes Marianne, likes that they get to call her Marianne, which he hasn’t done with a teacher since preschool. He understands she isn’t technically pretty, that her body is fine but her face has more chins than it technically should have, which she explained once was because she has lupus and takes certain medicines that make her face swell. Morgan likes that she tells them things like this, just says them out loud.
She checks her watch. “You’re going to be able to pick from four choices: a retirement community, a preschool, a soup kitchen, and bilingual conversation practice for non-native English speakers. Think about what you’d be most interested in doing.”
As she speaks, the door opens and a woman from the main office walks in. For an instant, they all look around. Even Marianne looks shocked. “Barbara! You shouldn’t—”
This group is a private place, Marianne told them in the beginning. No one needs to know who’s here; no one should ever repeat what’s said. Barbara holds up a hand, a small folded piece of paper in it. “I’m sorry, Marianne, but there’s been an emergency.”
Marianne takes the note and reads it. “Oh my God, I have to go,” she says, standing. “I’m sorry about this, guys. We’ll talk more next time.”
A minute later, she is gone.
Now she knows, Morgan thinks. The note must have been about me.
For all of fifth period, Morgan feels edgy and nervous.
In sixth-period science, an announcement comes over the loudspeaker from the principal, canceling all after-school activities. “Parents are being notified,” he tells them. “Everyone is to proceed directly onto school buses following dismissal.” Morgan raises his hand, gets a bathroom pass from Mr. Marchetti, then walks to the hallway outside Marianne’s office door. He wants to go in there, show her his confession, explain everything, but instead he stands beside the open door to the main office and hears an overlap of raised voices, something about an ambulance: “The police are already there. These kids are going to see it.”
“We have to make sure they don’t. Get all of them onto a bus or into a parent’s car.”
“Jesus, Paul.”
“That’s what we’ve been told so far. That’s all we know. We have no choice.”
Morgan hears footsteps coming up behind him, and he moves away, too late.
“Morgan,” he hears, and turns around to find Marianne, her face splotched with bright red patches. “I don’t know what you just heard, but something very sad has happened.” She reaches out a hand and—he can’t believe it, he thinks for a minute his heart will stop—takes his. For the first time it occurs to him: Maybe this isn’t about me. “A girl has died. Over at the elementary school. Everyone will probably know soon enough, so it’s better to just say it, I think.” She squeezes his hand. “Hopefully, I’m right. What’s important now is to follow directions and listen very carefully and do exactly what you are told, okay?”
Morgan nods and holds on to Marianne’s hand. He imagines, for an instant, being married to her, living at her house, helping her pick out which turtleneck she’ll wear. She bends down, catches his eye. “This is serious, Morgan.”
“Oh I know,” he says.
 
For Adam, language has always been a struggle. His first words didn’t come until he was three, and then they arrived as only a scatter of nouns, the words most important to him: musical instruments, composers, machines he was fascinated by. By the time he was four, he could identify a clarinet, an oboe, and a bassoon, but couldn’t, even when pressed, point to a pair of pants. This is the peculiarity of the autistic brain, the way some pathways work and others do not. Why can one autistic child learn to read before he can organize his mouth into speaking words? Why can another memorize a menu in the time it takes most people to read it? Over the years Cara has learned that the brain can move in lurching dissonance, travel at high speed and no speed simultaneously. Once, in the same four-minute conversation, Adam identified a piece of elevator music as Bach but was unable to give the impressed stranger in the elevator his own name or age. Cara knew he wouldn’t be able to because she knew his brain and the walls it contained. “What’s your name?” was still a question he couldn’t, at age four, answer without prompts, without her touching his chin and starting the answer, “Aaaa…” The hard part was the pronoun. To Adam, your meant the other person, and how would he know that person’s name? There is logic to the countless things he can’t do, a way his thinking makes sense.
For years, he never strung his words together, never adopted those baby phrases that get you through a meal: All gone! More please! Then, in the course of a single morning four years ago, it changed. Cara remembers all of it, exactly: the lunch she was arranging on his plate, the ham slice, the pickle beside it. Sitting sideways on the chair, one hand mysteriously raised, he began to speak in a heart-stopping monologue: “You can’t just step off curbs like that. This is a street, with cars. They go fast and don’t look. They could run you over, squash you. Flat.”
It was a speech she’d delivered the day before on an afternoon walk to the park. For a long time, she couldn’t move, didn’t dare carry the plate over to the table. Before this he had never put more than three words together, and then he only did it with prompts and rewards, marshmallows and gummy worms, when he found his words and got them out. This was twenty-five, maybe thirty words in a row, handed over for free, sent into the air, just like that, though she knew she couldn’t make too much of it. The whole trick to breakthroughs was not going overboard with praise after them. “Wow,” she said softly, laying his plate in front of him. “I remember that. When you were standing on the curb. What made you think of it, I wonder?”
Instantly, he was lost again, focused on the food, which took all his concentration, so she kept talking as she was used to doing. “Maybe it scared you when I said that?” He looked at the place over her shoulder where she believed he put his eyes when he was listening to what she said. “That must be it. That must have scared you a lot, I think. It’s good to be scared of cars, but remember nothing bad can ever happen when I am with you.”
She thinks about those words now, and how patient she has had to be courting him out of his self-imposed absences, to join her in this world with all of its imagined and legitimate dangers. As the main office around her fills up with strangers, Cara prays that he hasn’t taken in whatever he’s just witnessed. That when she gets to him, she will find him confused by the attention, by the policemen at school, by everything so out of the ordinary when all he did was walk out to the woods at recess. She also knows that Margot is right—he has been changing recently. He has registered and gotten upset about unexpected things—another child on the playground getting a splinter, two children on the bus fighting over gum. Still, there’s a chance. Four years ago, when both of Cara’s parents died in a car accident, he came to the funeral, came to the wake, came everywhere with her because she couldn’t bear to part with him in the days that followed, but in that whole time, surrounded by tears and somber faces, he seemed unaffected. He loved his grandparents but, even so, never once asked where they were or what had happened. For a whole week she let him do whatever he wanted: dribble stones outside, push little pieces of paper through the opening of a soda can. She didn’t pull him to a table, didn’t line up the flash cards she’d made to build his vocabulary, magazine photographs pasted to colored index cards. She didn’t say once, to his body, rocking at her side, “Point to lettuce. Point to plate.” She wanted to wait, see what he would do, if the fact of his grandparents’ deaths had gotten through to him, and by all evidence it hadn’t. The night after the funeral, they ate their hot dogs in the silence that would always reign if she let it. They listened to a tape of Sesame Street songs. He had a bath. In bed, she read him the story of Christopher Robin leaving the wood. Did he understand this was about loss and saying good-bye, about love that continued even when you didn’t see the people again? No, she finally decided, hoping then it was a blessing, praying now it would still be true: he didn’t take in the terrible pain of the world, didn’t understand the finality of death.
For some immeasurable time, she isn’t allowed to see Adam. He’s fine, she is told, he’s all right, there’s an EMT on the scene checking him out. Finally, a tall, surreally thin policeman leans into her chair: “Are you the mother?” he whispers, and she nods, though of course there must be another mother somewhere, the girl’s. “Follow me. And bring your things. We’ll need you to go to the station afterward.”
She follows the officer outside, stands beside him as he points to an ambulance parked in the middle of the field where, two years ago, she brought Adam for a season of Saturday soccer, fifteen games in which he never touched the ball once. If she asked about soccer now, he would probably remember the oranges at halftime and the shin guards he always wore on his arms for the car ride home. Please, she prays, starting toward the ambulance. Let him be untouched by this. Let him remember this field, look around, and wonder where the oranges are.
When she gets there, though, she knows before she climbs inside that it is too late.
She has never seen him in this posture before, bent over like this, with his arms gripped to his sides. She races to him, bends down to get his face on her shoulder. “Adam. It’s okay. Mom’s here.” Is he even breathing? She kneels at his feet, her arms around his shoulders. “Just breathe, baby. Keep breathing.”
Outside the ambulance door, there is a crowd growing, more police cars, a television news van. She hears someone say, “The mom’s with him now,” and she finds his face with her hand, cups his cheek. He doesn’t move, doesn’t respond to her voice. She’s never felt anything like this knot he’s wrapped himself up into.
 
For three hours, June Daly, Greenwood’s special ed teacher, grades four through six, tells the police officer what she remembers of Amelia: that she usually wore dresses to school (or had for the month and a half she was there); she was cooperative and quiet, but also learning disabled, and perhaps—if the testing had been done that was suggested—even mildly retarded. This wasn’t in Amelia’s records (which were sketchy and in transit, being sent by her old school), but there were tasks June noticed she couldn’t complete in her early assessment: simple addition worksheets, first-grade readers. The officer writes all this down, then comes back to a subject he’s already asked about—the boys in her class. “Any of them seem particularly interested in her?”
June looks down at her hands, sees the pinky on her left one is trembling. “No,” she says, in answer to the officer’s question, though this isn’t true, exactly. Amelia was beautiful and the only girl in her class of five students—all the boys were interested in her. They called her nicknames, offered her Tic Tacs, wooed her with jokes, even though she mostly ignored them, sitting in class with the hand-clasped primness of a little librarian. She was an odd mix, though. She could be reticent like that, go days hardly speaking to anyone in class, and then, unpredictably, she could spend a whole morning out of her seat, hovering a nervous two inches from June, leaning onto her arm, resting a chin on June’s shoulder. In the early days of school this year, when the summer heat hung on longer than usual and Amelia’s nervous hovering became skin-sticking and uncomfortable, June thought of talking to Amelia about personal space; then she never did, fearing it might seem too unfriendly, like an overworked teacher on the brink of burnout though it was only September. And some days it never happened. Some days, Amelia sat self-contained and fine, in her seat all day.
It’s not one of her boys, though, she knows that.
“Any unusual behavior after recess?”
“No. My kids aren’t particularly adept at duplicity—it takes me about forty-five seconds to know if something’s happened at recess, if there’s been a fight, and there was nothing today. She simply didn’t come back from recess.”
She knows what the world thinks of her kids. Years ago, June got into special education because these were the students who intrigued and also terrified her most. It also seemed to be the population with whom the right teacher at the right time could make the greatest difference. And she has made a difference. She thinks of Jimmy, who came to her class as a ten-year-old, reading at a first-grade level, and who now reads aloud proudly from the library of Captain Underpants books she has bought with her own money. (One of her reading strategies is providing the books kids are genuinely interested in, which might produce more diaper and fart jokes than she would otherwise care for, but it’s worth it to get a book report from Jimmy—as she had two weeks ago—with booger and bowel movement spelled correctly. “I loved this book,” he wrote, “because it’s a subject I care about.”) She has these success stories, but she also has students she hasn’t reached yet, who have sat in her class in wary silence, uncharmed by any of her tricks or jokes. This year, Amelia had been one of those.
“Why was she in the special ed room?”
“Her mother requested it.”
“So she had an IEP?”
“Yes. A child can’t be placed in my classroom without one.”
“What do you remember about her mother from the meeting?”
June remembers a thin woman dressed in a grape-colored suit whose primary goal seemed to be getting Amelia placed out of a regular fourth-grade classroom and into the special ed room. These days, most parents want the opposite: aides, interpreters, whatever it takes to keep their child in the regular classroom. Usually June’s room is the last resort, the final straw after months of disruptive, explosive behavior. Because the mother wanted Amelia in special ed, the meeting was a relatively brief one. June must have asked what Amelia liked to do and what she was good at, because she made a point always to ask those questions—to give parents a chance to talk about their child’s strengths. She vaguely remembers the mother saying that Amelia loved to draw, but she didn’t elaborate, which was odd. Most of those conversations go on and on and have to be stopped by someone coughing and pointing to the wall clock.
“Did you have any contact with the mother after the initial IEP meeting?”
“Yes. Once a week or so, she brought Amelia into school, which isn’t uncommon. Sometimes parents do that to check in regularly.”
“Hmm…Any particular conversations or exchanges that you remember?”
“I remember one time she asked if I knew anyone Amelia could be friends with. It was hard for her, because she was the only girl in the class.”
“Did you have any suggestions?”
“I told her I would ask some fourth-grade teachers. Sometimes we try to pair kids in my room with their regular ed peers who may need a break from their classroom for whatever reason. We give them a project to do. Measuring all the doors in the school, something like that. We’ve found that’s a good way to get math in with active boys.”
“But she wasn’t an active boy.”
“Right.”
“So what did she do with her partner?”
June hesitates. What else can she do but admit the truth? She meant to follow up on the mother’s request, partner Amelia with another girl. She was going to—she’d even approached one teacher—and in the end, she hadn’t done it. She’d never found a friend for the student.
Later, after the police have left with as many of Amelia’s belongings as June could find—her writing journal, her notebook, her backpack, even her pink cardigan sweater, still hanging neatly on the back of her chair until the senior officer picked it up, pinched between fingers wearing latex gloves, and placed it in a Ziploc bag—it occurs to June there is one story she didn’t tell, one she’d almost forgotten about completely.
It happened late in the morning, the second week of school, or the third, when the room was enjoying a brief quiet spell. Liam, her usual troublemaker, was in with the guidance counselor and Jimmy was home sick, so it was three of them, actually working, bent over a reading assignment, pencils in hand. It was such a rare moment of peace that when the smell first wafted in her direction, she feared the morning would be lost to fart jokes and accusations. But nobody spoke. The stench remained, so heavy in the air that she quietly stood up and opened the door (they were windowless, of course, a center room, low priority), and when it lingered for five, then ten minutes, she quietly asked if anyone needed to use the bathroom. No one did.
She didn’t move through the room, didn’t try to pinpoint the source of the stench, though she must have suspected. She let it go, released them to the cafeteria for lunch, and staggered to the teachers’ lounge. Later, when the afternoon passed uneventfully, smell gone, she went into the girls’ bathroom and looked halfheartedly for evidence of a cleanup. She felt guilty by then. Don’t make a janitor face what I can’t, don’t let another child find soiled panties and make a story of it, she told herself. She walked from one stall to the next, checking everywhere, around the toilets, the trash. Nothing. When everyone was gone, she checked the boys’ room, and found nothing. By then she knew, without a shred of doubt, it was the girl, this fair-haired, quiet Amelia.
Huh, she thought afterward, meaning to make a note of it, to write it down so they could begin to put the pieces together on this puzzling child. And then, one thing and another—how would she explain? she wasn’t absolutely sure, didn’t see the panties, didn’t try to help—she never made the note.
On the day Amelia Best died, her file had all of four pieces of paper in it.
 
Morgan’s mother hates TV, which she says is because she was addicted to it when she was young. “I wasted my childhood watching nothing but trash,” she used to say, and Morgan thought she meant literally, watching a garbage can. These are the kinds of mistakes Morgan sometimes makes, until she explains, “No, Morgan, my God. Bad TV, I’m talking about, The Price Is Right, The Love Boat. That kind of trash.”
Usually, Morgan is allowed one hour of TV after she’s checked his plan book and all his homework assignments. Now it’s clear that after a murder is committed in your neighborhood, TV must be okay because it’s still afternoon and they’ve been watching it steadily for almost two hours, with no mention of his plan book, no talk of homework. Morgan wishes he had his notebook to write down what he’s learned, the facts as the reporter lays them out: “Pending autopsy, the girl appears to have died from a single knife wound to the chest.”
“Oh my God,” his mother says, clapping a hand over her mouth, making him wonder if she is going to throw up. If she throws up, Morgan knows he will, too, because it’s happened before, in school, twice to be exact.
But his mother lowers her hand, swallows, and they keep watching.
It’s strange to be spending all this time sitting on a sofa beside his mother. Usually for dinner, she makes him some food and stands while he eats, reading a thick pile of stapled pages in her hand. His mother works as a lawyer for an environmental action group, which means if she isn’t reading, she’s making telephone calls. “I have a compulsive polluter to call tonight,” she’ll say and he’ll shrug, ask no questions. She has her problems and he has his. Now they sit together, blinking at the screen.
A picture of Amelia flashes up—blond hair curled into ringlets, pulled into two ponytails below her ears. The reporter tells them: “We don’t know what she was doing in the woods, or how she got out there unnoticed by any playground supervisor.” Margot Tesler, the principal, has something to say on this: “Parents need to know this playground is very well supervised. Student safety is the number one priority of this school.”
Morgan’s mother shakes her head. “Well sure. It is now.”
The reporter tells them what they know about Amelia: “She liked animals and drawing. She had a bird named Yo Yo.” Morgan hears these things and files them away to write down later in his notebook. Then there is this: “Amelia was enrolled in the special education program at the school. Her specific diagnosis, or whether that was a factor in her abduction, is unknown at this time.” To Morgan, it seems strange they would say this now that she is dead. Then her mother comes on camera: “We’ve only lived here six weeks. We came to this school district because the special ed program was supposed to be so great. We moved here from Fitchburg and now this—” She is holding a baby, looking at someone off-camera.
“Oh my God, can you imagine?” Morgan’s mother says.
Morgan shakes his head. He can’t imagine. He’s never been to Fitchburg.
Morgan can imagine this much, though. He knows the SPED room at Woodside because last year, when he was still a Woodside student, he volunteered to go there one recess a week and play games with the younger kids. His teacher, Ms. Heinz, suggested it to him. “You’d be sort of a big brother to them. Someone they can look up to,” she’d said. Morgan assumed he’d gotten the assignment because even though he was in the sixth grade, he tested at an eighth-grade reading level, which would someday very soon put his brain in high school. He was paired with a boy named Leon who had Down’s syndrome and it was okay, as Morgan remembered—a way to get out of recess, anyway, which had always been empty, pointless time to Morgan. Because Leon didn’t say much, they usually played checkers while Morgan talked to the teacher, Ms. Daly. It had all been fine until Emma, a girl in his class, told him she’d heard some teachers say they picked people for the job who needed help, too. “Like socializing and stuff,” she said. “It’s supposed to help everyone.” It was the first time someone pointed out what Morgan had never noticed before: that other people had friends, did something on their birthday besides go to a restaurant with their mother. “It’s not really your fault, Morgan,” Emma had said, twirling a tiny piece of her hair, touching the ends to her tongue. “It’s just that nobody really gets what you talk about.”
A year ago, Morgan used to talk all the time, too much he knows now. That was back in elementary school, when he was still smart and recited books and facts he’d read from memory, when he didn’t think up movie stories in his head, but imagined his life was a movie, that a camera followed him wherever he went, because everything was interesting, even his sock choice. Now he is in middle school, and everything has changed. He understands that he can’t be the person he once was who sat in the cafeteria and recited facts about the Trojan War. He understands that people laugh when you speak what you’re thinking unedited. Now he weighs everything and second-guesses even yes-and-no answers. After that conversation with Emma, he resigned from his SPED room visits, went stiff when Leon tried to hug him in the hall.
After two and a half hours of watching TV, they learn that another child disappeared with Amelia. “He is in police custody, where it is being determined how much, if anything, he saw,” the reporter says. There are parents on TV, gathering at the middle school cafeteria for an emergency response meeting. News cameras aren’t allowed inside, so they talk to people wearing puffy jackets outside the building. One mother speaks over her scarf. “I want to find out what the school is doing. I want to know if it’s safe for my son to come to school tomorrow.”
Morgan hasn’t thought of this: people will be scared, might not go to school.
Another mother comes on the screen, wearing a fur-lined hood. “I’m just thinking about those two little children. We’re praying for Amelia’s family. We’re praying for Adam.”
The reporter’s eyes creep off the woman and toward the camera, and even Morgan can see the problem—she’s said the name she wasn’t supposed to, has put it out there: Adam.
Morgan remembers one Adam who was sometimes in the SPED room. Once, he and his aide, Phil, were there playing Boggle at the same recess time he was playing checkers with Leon. He remembers watching them because Morgan used to watch all kids with aides and fantasize about having one of his own. Of course, technically no one wanted an aide and what it said about your coping abilities, but he would imagine the comfort of having his own assigned adult, someone whose job it was to listen to whatever was on his mind, and sometimes he thought it might be worth it. That time, he remembers watching Adam and thinking, How weird, that kid can read. And then it was obvious, he could not only read but he was pretty good at Boggle. His list of words ran down the page, was twice as long as Phil’s. Morgan leaned closer, to see what Adam was writing. Some were words and some weren’t: Blip, Ting, Bing. “Those don’t count,” Morgan had said because this was before Emma had talked to him, before he knew to shut up most of the time.
Phil looked up from his own list. “We play a little different. We play that sounds count.”
 
The sounds are everywhere, too many for Adam to sort out. The hummzzzzz of the lights. The kitchita, kitchitaa of a Xerox machine that he would find and stand beside if he could because he loves Xerox machines. Loves paper appearing magically from gray lips to settle onto a hard tongue, all square and neat, a white rectangle nestled onto a gray one.
He’d go look, but he doesn’t dare. He can’t make his body move because moving isn’t safe, he remembers now, and must remember forever. He must sit here and keep a watch on his knees, his pants, keep a hold on his arms. These parts he still has. His face may be gone, he doesn’t know yet, doesn’t dare feel for it.
There is a phone ringing, a pencil writing, a chair wheel squealing, someone chewing gum. Up the hall, there’s the hiss of pipes behind a metal water fountain which he would go to if he could move, but he can’t.
There are also people talking, he thinks. Right here, all around him. There is no way to follow what they are saying, so he doesn’t bother trying. Their silences are hard, though, and make him nervous. He worries that he’s meant to say something to fill them.
“You have to answer,” his mother sometimes says. “You can say ‘I don’t know.’”
He could say I don’t know.
He hears his name. He thinks: I don’t know. But nothing comes, his mouth doesn’t move, because he’s almost sure now, his face must be gone. He can’t feel anything, can’t smell, can’t open his eyes to see. All he can do is hear every sound.
 
For two hours, Cara and Adam have sat side by side in plastic chairs across from a man who looks too young to be a detective. Adam has not been questioned yet—has, in fact, not spoken a single word, even when Cara leaned into his ear and whispered “Are you okay?” and “Do you want some juice?” (both times, he answered only by rocking and humming louder). So far, this detective—Matt Lincoln is his name—has told her it’s fine if she does the talking and so she has answered all his questions: No, Adam doesn’t willingly break rules. No, he has never mentioned this girl. No, he won’t be able to tell us what he saw; he can’t tell a story in that way.
They are waiting for a team of specialists to come: a child psychologist, apparently, a social worker, and a detective specialist from the juvenile division. She has figured out that in Adam’s presence, all talk of the crime must be suspended, anything that might plant suggestions or contaminate Adam’s testimony in any way. “With kids it’s hard,” Lincoln had said earlier. “Their memories are shorter, they’re more suggestible. That’s why we try to do this as fast as possible. The less he sees, the fewer people he talks to, the better his story will be.”
Does she need to tell him that this won’t be a problem here, that Adam isn’t suggestible in the way other children are? Strangely, though he wears no wedding band and looks too young to be a divorced dad, he’s the only person they’ve talked to so far who knows instinctively what to do with Adam. When they first walked in, he bent down in front of Adam, caught his eyes without touching his body, asked him questions that went unanswered, though Cara could see—the way his body stilled, the humming ceased momentarily—that they were heard. When Adam is finally led out of the room by a female police officer who tells them they are ready, Lincoln explains: “I have a nephew with the same thing. My sister’s little boy. He’s three years old.”
Cara hears this and knows what he’s probably thinking: three is still young enough to hope for everything—magical cures, full recovery. For a second, she wishes he hadn’t told her. Now he’ll be watching Adam the whole time for signs of his nephew’s future. When Adam was a newly diagnosed preschooler, she hated seeing older children lost in the grip of autistic behaviors for fear it would jinx the blind faith that sustained her. Every time she saw one, she said to herself, Adam at age twelve won’t be like that. Or that. Or that. Now she doesn’t think along those lines anymore. She thinks: Adam is Adam.
It has been decided that Cara won’t stay with Adam while he’s being interviewed. She offered this with the explanation “If I’m there, he tends to let me do all the talking,” so that everyone will understand, he can talk even if they’ve seen no evidence of it yet. Once they get inside the observation room, with its eerie silver-gray light and the one-way mirror into the room where Adam will be interviewed, she wonders if this will be a mistake. There are three buckets of toys on the floor, none of which will be in the least bit interesting to Adam.
Once they’re seated, Lincoln is all business again, explaining the rules and how it will go. “I have to watch the doctor, make sure she’s asking the right questions, not leading Adam in any way. You need to watch Adam, see if there’s anything he’s doing or saying that might tell us something. The doctor will also be wearing an earpiece that will let us make suggestions Adam won’t hear, but she will. The idea here is that anything we can get from Adam, anything at all—skin color, shirt color, facial hair, tall, short, anything—is going to give us a starting point. Right now, we’ve got very little to go on.”
Cara’s heart sinks a bit at this. He’s a kind man, sympathetic; she wants Adam to magically produce answers that will help him, but how can he when she’s never put skin color on his curriculum, never drilled him on the gradations of difference? It looks brown, but we call it black. Some people think skin color matters, but really it doesn’t; underneath everyone is just the same. How can she teach Adam this, when he’s never noticed?
“I have to say, I don’t think Adam’s going to be able to tell us any of those things. He can’t describe a person who isn’t standing right in front of him.”
He looks at her. “Really? If someone asked him, ‘Does your mother have brown hair or blond?’ he couldn’t say?”
Instinctively, she touches her hair and shakes her head no, though of course she doesn’t know for sure. They’ve never been in this situation before. She’s never asked him those questions. “Why don’t we see,” he says. “Maybe he’ll surprise us.”
They turn to the window and she finds herself looking for a moment, not at the interview room, but at the outline of this detective’s face. He isn’t attractive in any standard sense of the word; his face is too boyish, with eyebrows that creep across the bridge of his nose in a way that reminds Cara of a joke Suzette once made describing a teacher: His eyebrows look like they’re shaking hands. She can only think: how strange it is that someone who doesn’t know him, who has only seen Adam at his worst, looking more autistic than he has in years, should hold out more hope for a breakthrough from him than she does.
As they wait, watching the empty room, Lincoln is apparently free to explain some particulars about what they’ve found: “Here’s the thing,” he says softly. “We’ve got a couple of unusual factors here. The first one is: no one noticed these two kids leaving. I mean no one. None of the teachers, not a single student, and we’ve talked to all three classrooms at this point. Something like this, you’d expect a ripple effect—one person dared them, one person saw them, told another person. Nothing like that. As far as we can tell, there was no one else involved in their leaving.”
Cara nods. To her this makes sense. Adam wouldn’t leave the playground on a dare because he wouldn’t recognize what one was.
Lincoln shifts in his seat. “The other thing is: we’ve got forty officers at the site right now, gathering evidence. Outdoor crime scene like this, hard to tell how useful any of it’s going to be. You collect two hundred cigarette butts, five of them with lipstick, what does that tell you? Someone wearing lipstick has been there, smoking. Nothing, basically. The point is, we’ve got one thing going for us: the ground is soft. It’s been raining, right, so we’ve been able to pull up some footprints—good ones—but only of the kids. We can find lots of evidence of the two kids there, a lot that shows us what we should be able to find, but we can’t. Bear in mind, adults are heavier, so usually it’s much easier to get their footprints. This is the opposite of what you’d expect.”
The door opens, and Adam walks into the interview room, followed by a middle-aged female psychologist Cara has met, another woman, and a man Cara hasn’t seen before. The psychologist starts by pulling out crayons, paper, and two cloth dolls, one a boy and one a girl. Cara knows these won’t work, that Adam won’t draw a picture voluntarily, and dolls are meaningless to him—the table might as well be scattered with clothing. Adam sees what the woman is putting on the table and drifts away to the far wall of the room.
“There are also no tire marks on the dirt-road entry. No one—so far—has reported seeing anyone on the road. Now, it’s still early and this may very well change. But so far we can’t find evidence of anyone else in the woods.”
Jesus, Cara thinks as she watches Adam do something he hasn’t done in years—stand in the corner of the room, facing the wall, and rock.
“Now, a guy can be good, okay? He can be very meticulous and organized about covering his tracks and cleaning up afterward, which it looks like this guy was, okay? But he can’t run around in a little girl’s shoes, you know what I’m saying?”
Wait a second. She turns and looks at him: What is he saying? “Does someone think Adam did this?”
“We’ve got to consider the possibility. He was there, no evidence anyone else was.”
“Adam couldn’t have possibly—”
He holds up a hand. “Here’s the thing, though. It doesn’t really fit. Where would he have gotten a knife? He has no blood on him. He’d have had to do a lot of covering up, burying the evidence, changing his clothes.”
“He wouldn’t have done that.”
“Right. We’ve talked to his teachers, talked to people who know him. Bottom line is, anyone sitting with him for three minutes is going to pretty much agree he didn’t do this thing. So, no, he’s not a suspect at this point.” Cara takes a deep breath, feels the knot in her stomach loosen. “But we’re trying to get a picture of what the hell happened. How did two kids get away and across a soccer field, without being seen? Was this planned somehow?”
She shakes her head. How many different ways can she tell him no, Adam wouldn’t do that? “Has somebody said they saw them together?”
“Yes. At eleven-fifteen, Carla McQuiston, a second-grade teacher, saw them sitting together on the swings.” He shuffles through his notes. “She said it looked like they were talking to each other and she was curious what they might be saying. She knows Adam, right?”
“Yes. She was his teacher last year.” She turns back to the room, where Adam has started moving compulsively. He’s up on his toes, humming and keening, wiggling his fingers in his beloved peripheral vision, looking like a grown version of the toddler she remembers before intensive therapy, eight hours a day, dragged him out of his shell. Those were the days when everything had to be drilled: Look up, look at me, hands quiet in your lap, no humming, no toe-walking. In the past, some of these stims have revisited periodically—Adam will hum for a minute, do this business with his fingers—but in five years she’s never seen all of them appear at once and take over, lock him up in this way.
“She got closer and realized they weren’t talking, they were singing.”
Oh my God, Cara thinks. Her mouth goes dry.
“She decided not to interrupt what seemed like a nice moment and turned away. For a few minutes, she got involved with some boys rolling rocks down the slide. When she looked back, five minutes later, they were gone. Nobody remembers seeing either one of them after eleven-twenty. All indications are, they left together.”
It doesn’t help that these people are all strangers. For five minutes Cara watches them struggle valiantly with Adam, who won’t sit, won’t stop moving in a circle around the periphery of the room. “Three people might be too much in the room. It’s making him nervous,” she says, though this is only a guess. She can’t be sure what will help right now.
Lincoln speaks into the microphone he holds in his hand. A moment later, two of the adults in the room tell Adam they have to go. Alone with Adam, the woman psychologist starts moving, trying to keep pace with Adam’s flight around the room.
“What are we, Adam? Are we airplanes or birds?”
Cara knows this strategy—join the child in play that looks empty, force him to attach some meaning to it, make a connection, interact somehow. And if the child won’t answer, give him a choice of answers, let him pick one. “Are we flying, Adam, or running?”
Ordinarily Adam is so trained in this technique, he can make a joke out of it, or his version of a joke: “We’re fly-running,” he’ll say. Or, “We’re bird-helicopters.” Not funny, exactly, but something. Now there’s nothing. Two people in an oval, orbiting chase, with no response.
“She needs to tell him quiet hands and quiet feet. Make him attend to what she’s saying.”
Lincoln hands Cara the microphone. “Tell her.”
She does and then listens, a moment later, as her words come out of the doctor’s mouth. Adam pauses in the far corner of the room, and Cara watches his face register the confusion of hearing his mother’s words come out of a stranger’s mouth. He knows, Cara thinks. He knows I’m somewhere watching this.
His fingertips come up, to press first his chin, then the side of his face. She knows this old habit. As a three-year-old, he used to wake up at night and cry until she lay down beside him, one arm draped like a scarf around his neck, giving him a way to feel his own chin, to know that his head was still on. This has always been the body part he most needs reminding of. His hands he can see; his legs, his stomach. But how can he be certain his face is still there? Eventually she found a ribbed baby blanket that worked as well, and every night since, he’s gone to bed with it tucked gently around his neck and chin. These days, for the most part, he sleeps through. Now his fingertips move across his cheeks, arrive at his nose, and, as suddenly as it came on, the worry vanishes. He returns to his buzzing flight around the room.
“This isn’t Adam,” Cara whispers, though of course, maybe it is. The longer she watches, the more afraid she grows: he doesn’t look like a boy who’s been traumatized; he looks like a boy happy to be doing things he’d forgotten he’d loved. She lets it continue until she can bear it no more. “This isn’t working.”
“Maybe we could try something else? Get one of the men in there?”
She shakes her head. She has to get Adam home, surround him with his things: his blanket, his food, his operas, her voice. Start the process of returning him to his body again. “This won’t work. I know my son,” she says emphatically, though it’s exactly the point she’s no longer sure of. In the details of this day, doubt has opened up and spread its wings. They were on the swing. They sang together. A minute later, they broke all the rules and disappeared. None of this aligns with the Adam she knows, the Adam she has spent nine years working with, the Adam who now moves like a broken helicopter powered by some instinct to go back in time, and start everything over.
Afterward, Cara and Lincoln speak briefly in the hall. By pulling Adam out of the interview after only half an hour, she has earned a collective glance of disapproval from everyone. Once Adam leaves here, nothing he says will be of much use. He’ll have watched TV, seen the newspapers; anything he says will be distorted or colored. She wants Adam home, alone with her so she can ease him back into his skin, into being himself again, but she can’t help feeling bad. They are failing at an effort that is obviously important. “I’m sorry,” she says softly to Lincoln, the only one who accompanies them down the hall to the front door.
“Hey, he did his best. What’s important now is making sure you guys are okay.”
She has already turned down his suggestion that they find a friend to stay with tonight. “You might feel safer,” he said. She shook her head, and told him Adam needed to be in his own home.
“Sure. I understand.”
Outside the front door, they stand under the surprise of a darkening sky. Somehow they have lost a whole day inside. “You know, what you said before is true. Adam may surprise us.”
He nods, digs his hands into his pockets. “Sure.”
“He may wake up tomorrow and start talking about this.” This isn’t a wholly unreasonable hope; in recent years, he has surprised her, coming home from school to tell a perfect, three-sentence story about a girl who spilled her milk and cried in the cafeteria. It doesn’t happen often, but it does happen. “So if he says anything, I should call you, right?” Maybe this sounds ridiculous—too little, too late.
“Absolutely.” He claps his hands together and turns to the door. “Absolutely. Call.”
She watches him walk back into the building. He doesn’t mean it, of course. Even a nice man willing to give an autistic boy the benefit of the doubt has his limits. Earlier in the day, she heard a sergeant on the telephone say, matter-of-factly, “The witness is retarded, so we’ll see if we get anything.” She’d wanted to stand on her chair, offer a stationwide lecture on autism, but in the end what difference would it have made, when Adam has offered up nothing at all?
When she finally gets him home, Cara calls the first person she can think of, Phil, who’s been Adam’s aide for over a year.
“Oh shit, Cara. This whole thing. I’m just so sorry—” Phil says.
She cuts him off because she doesn’t want his sympathy; she needs to ask questions. “Did you ever see Adam with Amelia before?” She assumes the answer will be no, that if Adam and Amelia had talked to each other, she would have heard about it.
“Yeah. A few times, at recess. More lately. I think she started it, but I’m not sure.”
Oh God, Cara thinks. Let it not be a girl with some mission like I was. “Who is she?”
“She might have had some special needs herself, I’m not sure. I never heard anyone talk about her before today. I just noticed that she and Adam sometimes sat together on the swings. Or she came over to him when he sat inside the tires.”
“And they talked to each other?” An hour earlier, she had told Lincoln this wasn’t possible.
“Yes, I think so. I know I heard them singing a few times.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this?”
“I thought I did. I meant to. It wasn’t a big deal. It was just a nice little thing. You know.” Technically, Phil is too young for this job, twenty-one and working at night on his college degree. He was hired because she had fought for a man, preferably young, had made the school run a newspaper ad until they found one, because she wanted someone who would talk to Adam the way real boys talk, which Phil does. In the year that he’s been Adam’s aide, she’s loved listening to the patter of Phil’s slang, the way he’ll tell Adam that math might be a bummer, but then it’ll be cool, because they’ll go outside, shoot some hoops. Usually, she loves the rhythm of Phil’s talk, loves hearing Adam say, earnestly, cool instead of yes, when she offers him dinner. Now she fears this is a story Adam won’t have the vocabulary to tell correctly. “Phil, please. This is Adam we’re talking about.”
“I know, Cara. I know what you’re saying, but he was into her. He liked her clothes. The last few days he’d come in from recess singing some little song about a color and finally I figured out it was the color of her socks that day.”
She can hardly bear this detail because she remembers it, too; she can hear him singing yellow, yellow, yellow under his breath in the back of the car. Her socks? She reminds herself: He’s nine years old. The girl was ten. They weren’t seventeen caught in the tidal pull of hormonal impulses. Still, the possibility haunts her: Adam liked her clothes? Dwelled on her socks? Was she some precocious little girl making promises to remove them?
All his life, Adam has shown more interest in the inside of machines than in any mystery the human body might hold. The closest they’ve ever come to a discussion of sex is the time he watched Cara go to the bathroom and asked why she peed out her fanny. She pointed out what he’d apparently never noticed before—that she had no penis—and he shrugged, lost interest, went back to whatever he had been doing. She tells herself no, she hasn’t missed something crucial, some leap he’s made in privacy, apart from her.
But the truth is, if Adam has changed in recent months, so has she, in ways that no one else might recognize or notice but to her feel monumental. When he was still a baby, she didn’t know other babies, didn’t realize hers was so much harder than most. It was months before she understood that her baby cried louder and longer than other babies, that he was different in many ways: he threw up all or most of everything he ate, his greatest comfort came not in her arms but in his mechanical swing. When he was eight months old, she watched him fly around in his doorway bouncer one day, twisting and spinning wildly, and for the first time she thought: Wait, is this normal? When he was a year, she understood, No it isn’t. She watched other babies at the park babble in their play, point pudgy fingers at dogs and puddles, wave bye-bye, blow kisses, while her own child sat for an hour at a time, content to watch sand slide through his fingers, and she accepted it in stages. First she told herself: He’ll be a late talker. Gradually, she began to see: He’ll be different in other ways, too. When he wasn’t walking by sixteen months, there was talk of low muscle tone, referrals to a physical therapist, a phone number passed along for early intervention services. Then, when Adam was two and a half, his bow-tied pediatrician sat down on his rolling stool, clipboard on his lap, and said, “He should see a neurologist, get some tests done.”
No, she wanted to scream, but didn’t. Instead, she asked calmly, “What can a neurologist say—that Adam’s delayed? That he’s going to be different? I know that. I accept it.”
“It may be worse than that, I’m afraid,” the doctor told her.
The pediatrician knew, of course, as did anyone who knew anything about toddlers and watched hers: lost in his own world, no language at all, no communication. Still, she waited six months to make the appointment.
How was it possible to live so long in a state of denial? She can only say this: It is. You tell yourself you’re not interested in labels, that the problem these days is too many labels. You can understand that your child is too extreme in many ways, both overly sensitive and impervious, and you can believe you are working on those things, that they are steadily improving, albeit not by much, but how is a doctor’s assessment going to help get you in and out of a grocery store without a tantrum? You want to have faith, believe in your child’s right to be different. You narrow your eyes and see an older boy you remember from high school: the quiet one who was good at math and never looked up from his shoes, or the band member no one noticed until the final talent show when he played a saxophone solo that broke every girl’s heart. You can know he isn’t normal and still think it’s possible: Maybe he’s extraordinary.
Once, when Adam was eighteen months old and her parents were still alive, she set him down beside their aging, oversize stereo speakers with classical music playing softly and, for forty-five minutes, he never touched the toy she put in front of him. He lifted his head up, lost to the music, and Cara watched him the whole time, mesmerized by the adult expressions flickering over his face—a lifting of his eyebrows, as if to say Ah, flutes, then a lowering: That’s nice, cellos. Even her father, who for a year had been silent on the subject of this squalling baby, grew more interested and brought out his old vinyl records of operas he’d loved. They held their breath and watched Adam close his eyes to take in the wonder of this new music: surround-sound vibrato in a foreign language. Adam loved opera from the first time he heard it; when a record ended, he cried until someone could get to the turntable, lift the needle up, and start it again. “Pretty remarkable,” her father said, making anything seem possible—that Adam was a genius, that her life was going to be different than she expected but not worse. Not worse.
He was three and a half before he was finally diagnosed: too long, too late, she knows now. After the diagnosis came, she shifted gears swiftly, put all her energy into reading books about autism and the children who’d recovered, all with a tireless mother at the center, demanding play, pushing interaction, language, response. She became obsessive because she understood you had to be—that autism was a war and recovery necessitated a clear battle plan. She got her parents’ financial support and lined up therapists three hours a day to drill flash cards, build vocabulary, go over, with a shoe box and a toy car, basic prepositions: “Put the car inside the box. Now put the car outside the box.” Interestingly, Adam could learn nouns with relative ease, but every concept involving relationships was a stumbling block for him. Put two things together and ask which is bigger, or heavier, and he struggled, fought, wept in frustration. Outside of therapy, she didn’t let up. She made him play with her, forced his hands into puppets, wrapped them around Play-Doh, dragged him through rounds of Go Fish and Candy Land, torture he endured for the promise of an opera he could watch at the end. But even when it worked, as it did in incremental steps—he would learn to pretend a banana was a phone, a sofa was a mountain—she would wait for the miracle that was meant to follow such breakthroughs: the initiated conversation, the glimpse of interest in another child’s play, and in all honesty—though it was painful to admit, and heartbreaking—it never came.
What he really learned, she guesses now, was how to please her. That to make her happy, he might hold a banana to his ear and speak into its bottom, or pull a sock on his hand and talk with the toe, but none of these activities held any genuine interest for him, none were as compelling as, say, a lawn mower, or a transistor radio tuned to static. Nothing changed him fundamentally from what he began as, a boy most interested in being alone, in studying machines, in privately pursuing complicated music, delivered to him in languages no one they knew spoke.
It wasn’t easy to decide to stop fighting quite so hard. It started during the summer, after a long period of resistance to the one goal she’d made for the school vacation: riding a bike. To Adam, a goal like this had no point. What he loved about riding his bike was tilting on his training wheels, watching the wonder of his front tire turn its slow revolutions. He hadn’t lifted his eyes, noticed the neighborhood children growing older on every side of him, didn’t see that big boys rode real bikes now, certainly didn’t recognize that he looked ridiculous.
“This summer the training wheels come off,” she had said to Adam back in May, though he didn’t register the news until the Saturday morning in June when he watched her work for an hour with pliers and screwdrivers to remove them and then wept in protest. She stuck to her guns, made him work at it every afternoon until her back ached with the effort of holding him up. Eventually, she had to set a timer and promise a reward. “Five minutes on the bike and we’ll turn on the hose.”
“No bike, please. Hose, thank you.”
“I know, babe. I know you want the hose. Look at me. Here’s the timer. Here’s the hose. Five minutes up and down the driveway, and you’re all done. That’s it. All done.”
“All done. Good-bye.”
“Good-bye yourself. Get on the bike. I’m counting to three.”
Then one evening they had a particularly trying session; he wouldn’t put his feet on the pedals, wouldn’t even hold the handlebars, and she got fed up. She told him if he didn’t start trying harder, she’d cut up the hose with her garden shears. Later, when she called him for dinner, he didn’t answer. She searched the house, all of the places he would ordinarily be, and couldn’t find him anywhere. He knew not to walk outside by himself, had never done such a thing before, but when she stepped outside, she heard a noise and followed it, running, to find Adam alone in the garden shed beside his fallen bike pouring a bottle of glue into its gears. “Back on,” he said, tears streaming down his face as he pressed the training wheels into the mess. She thought of the hours Adam used to spend riding his tilted bike up the street, eyes on his wheel, ringing his bell at every driveway. She had been so sure that removing the training wheels was the right thing—that it would expand his life, not take away one of his few reliable pleasures. She felt her heart rise up, take hold of her throat. Never again would she be so sure she knew what was right for him, she decided. Never again.
It wasn’t negativity that made her list Adam’s deficits so emphatically to Lincoln (when for years she’d been doing the opposite, insisting that people see him as more normal than not, forcing open doors, signing him up for soccer, saying, “He’ll be fine,” though he usually wasn’t). It was an attempt to be clear, to love Adam without denial or delusion. This is my son; he isn’t fine, she was essentially saying, because she believed this was better, that real love acknowledged a child’s perimeters, accepted the givens, shouldn’t be conditional.
In September, for the first time, her initial teacher conference wasn’t a cheerleading performance on her own part, as it had been the year before when she’d gaily insisted, “Adam loves science! Maybe he could participate in the science fair!” only to realize, too late, what a bad idea this was, the effort and self-motivation that volcano models and homemade batteries required. This year she was clearer: “Adam can’t handle fire drills, and he doesn’t do well in regular PE. He’ll need an assigned seat at lunch and a teacher with him.”
This was better, she felt sure. In the six weeks of school so far, she’d seen a happier Adam in general, one who wasn’t being pushed in directions that were meaningless to him. She wasn’t forcing him to learn Uno (the way she did when he was in first grade and saw the other kids playing), wasn’t drilling him on Yu-Gi-Oh cards (so that he might recognize a trend if it passed under his nose). She was letting him follow his own impulses this year. After homework was finished, she put on the operas that she had previously limited in the belief that he needed to watch what other kids did, that knowing SpongeBob was important, too.
After she hangs up with Phil, there is only one other call she can think to make, a number she finds easily in the phone book, the only listing with this last name.
“Mrs. Warshowski?” she says.
“Yes?” The voice on the other end sounds older than she expected. Cara introduces herself, and a silence follows that extends so long she fears the woman might hang up. “Look, I know there was a miscommunication about recess. I don’t even want to ask you about that. I wanted to ask you about Adam’s morning, about what happened before recess.”
“I told the police, it wasn’t my fault. Nobody told me he was a runner.”
“He’s not a runner,” Cara says, knowing that this is shorthand for kids who slip away, that aides get paid slightly more for working with a runner. “Besides, you weren’t out with him at recess. Nobody told you that you were supposed to be. It’s not your fault.”
“No, I’m talking about before. When he got away in the morning.”
Cara hesitates. “He got away in the morning?”
“Didn’t anybody tell you? After he got off the bus, I was right there. I told him to stay, I needed to get another student, then I turned around and he was gone. Just like that.”
“And you’d told him very clearly to stay with you?”
“Sure, I even signed it. My son is deaf, I’m in the habit, and I could tell he liked it.”
Adam did love sign language, and he knew all the basic commands. Stay would have been clear to him. This makes no sense. “I take it he wasn’t gone long?”
“Ten minutes maybe. Long enough for me to get pretty worried.”
“Where did you find him?”
“I thought you knew all this. With her. Amelia. In the boys’ bathroom.”
It doesn’t take long to get Lincoln on the phone. “Why didn’t you tell me about this bathroom incident?”
“I’m sorry, I thought you knew.” Lincoln sighs. “Yes, they were found together in the main boys’ bathroom across from the library that morning. Fully dressed. Standing by the sinks. Neither one of them said what they were doing. Both were sent to their classrooms. Technically, school hadn’t begun, there were three minutes until the bell. He hadn’t done anything wrong—she was the one in the boys’ bathroom. It’s possible he went to the bathroom and she followed him in.”
“But this is what makes you think they had planned something?”
“Seems possible, right? They were alone. Three hours later they disappeared.”
That night, Adam eats dinner, undresses, bathes, climbs into bed, all in silence. Cara peppers him with questions unrelated to the day. If a murder has driven him into this shell, she’ll remind him of everything else there is to pull him out. “What music should we listen to? What can we eat here? Does it feel cold to you, sweetheart?” Her voice has the nervous warble of a hostess pushing her way through a bad dinner party, as if Adam has suddenly become a stranger, someone she hardly recognizes. Finally, she gives up. Tomorrow, she thinks wearily. I’ll make him start talking again tomorrow. Instead, she watches him carefully, and the way his body has closed around itself, his hooded eyes turned within. He’s not moving anymore or running circles, so he must register that he’s at home, where it’s safe enough to hold perfectly still, to sit for twenty minutes on the sofa, then twenty more at the kitchen table, but his absence is so complete, so impenetrable, it feels as if something worse than regression is taking place. Even in the old days when Adam was at his worst—tantrumming in public, screaming for things he couldn’t name or even point to—he was there in his body, putting up a fight. She’s never seen anything like this total withdrawal before. This walking, swallowing, compliant catatonia.
Later, after Adam has gone to bed, she turns on the TV with Amelia’s picture frozen—beautiful and dead—in the corner of what feels like every channel she turns to. When Cara can stand it no more, she turns off the TV and wanders the empty home of her childhood, the house they have occupied but hardly changed since her parents’ death. Her mother’s tiny handwriting still labels the spices; the doorway to the pantry still bears the pale pencil markings of her own childhood growth—lines with dates, because there were no siblings, no need to label which child they were charting. Once, she pointed these out to Adam: “Look, sweetheart. This is how tall I was when I was your age.” Even as she said it, she knew he wouldn’t understand such a complicated concept: Mama little? Now, she wonders if living here is a mistake after all. As she paces these floors, the past walks beside her, larger and clearer than it should be. It’s here now, ghosts whispering accusations, the feeling that the events of this day must be her fault, because trying to conjure the picture of Adam and this girl together on the playground, swinging side by side, she sees only the memory of her fifth-grade self, fixing her sights, like a set of crosshairs, on a pale, injured boy.
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