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How swiftly the strained honey

of afternoon light

flows into darkness

and the closed bud shrugs off

its special mystery

in order to break into blossom

as if what exists, exists

so that it can be lost

and become precious.

—LISEL MUELLER,“In Passing”
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—NIGEL CALDER, Einstein’s Universe



“My goodness. My gracious!” they shouted. “MY WORD!”

It’s something brand new!

IT’S AN ELEPHANT-BIRD!!

—DR. SEUSS, Horton Hatches the Egg



CHAPTER one

They died instantly. 

Or close enough. 

Gordon, of course, knew that “instantly,” in this context, didn’t mean what it seemed to suggest: Several minutes would have passed inside the car after the impact, while the final tick and swoosh of Ray’s and Georgia’s heart-sent blood swept a pointless circuit, while muscles contracted loyally at the behest of a last volley of neurological commands. But there would have been no awareness, or only a few twilight seconds—and no memory.

Most of the others in Tall Trees, the McKenna family and their friends, didn’t know as much about the biology involved or care to. Small town people, they were accustomed to having something to be grateful for, even death no more physically complex than a power failure. It seemed to many a source of comfort. And as the months unfurled, comfort of any sort was in short supply. 

Even Gordon had to admit he was relieved. Couldn’t it have been worse, much, much worse? 

It could have been. This, Gordon decided, in those few breathless, shocky moments as he prepared to leave his school classroom and drive to the scene of the accident at Lost Tribe Creek, would be his mantra. He would not yowl and quake at this abrupt conclusion to the year of living catastrophically. He would not let himself come unglued. Dread tapped at his gut, like an unwelcome salesman tapping insistently at the window—Your sister is dead; your sister really is dead! But Gordon breathed in and out, spoke to himself of focus.

He would be the one who remained analytical. Looking at the facts straight on was both his nature and his calling. He could do that best of anyone in his family. It would be the way he would protect himself and his parents. 

He was, of course, frightened. All the signs. The trembling legs. The fluttering pulse. It had begun the moment he heard Sheriff Larsen’s voice.

“Gordon,” said the sheriff, “what are you doing, son?”

What was he doing? 

An old friend of his father’s calling him in the middle of a weekday, at school, though by rights he should not even have been there, the term having ended for summer break two weeks earlier, asking him what he was doing? Something was up, something bad; he could not imagine what; everything bad had already happened.

Gordon felt a burning the size of a pinprick deep in his abdomen. 

“I’m cleaning, um, my classroom,” he’d answered finally, uneasily. “Throwing out the moldy agar dishes. Reading all the love letters the kids left in the lab trays. Science teacher fun.”

“Good,” Sheriff Larsen said. “Good.” His voice had always reminded Gordon of Ronald Reagan’s. “So . . . so, you alone there?”

Gordon had been alone and relishing the solitude. The days when Georgia went to the University of Minnesota for her chemotherapy were the only times the McKennas felt they had permission to do ordinary tasks—get haircuts, return library books—things that felt shameful and selfish when Georgia was home and miserable. He had almost not answered the phone. For it would surely have been his mother with another bulletin about the afternoon’s accomplishments of his year-old niece, Keefer:—She’d held her own spoon! She’d said “Moo!” Gordon loved Keefer and thought her exceedingly bright, but this was becoming like CNN Headline News. 

“What’s up?” he’d asked Dale Larsen.

And as the older man spoke—an accident, a very bad accident, no survivors, should he cruise by there and pick Gordon up—the level of shock built until Gordon’s chest seemed to have room to contain his heart or his lungs, but not both. This was normal, was probably a kind of hypotensive shock. Fear, he reminded himself, was, like anything else, only a thought. Hadn’t he mastered that a year ago, when they’d learned that Georgia, Gordon’s only sister, just twenty-six years old, a triumphant wife and exultant new mother, had cancer, stage four, Do-Not-Pass-Go cancer? Hadn’t he watched her suffer an endless year of days, mourned and mopped and propped and wished for her release and flogged himself for the wishing? 

It was over. She had been released. 

And Ray, Georgia’s husband, Gordon’s longtime friend, his sweet-souled frat buddy from Jupiter, Florida, a lumbering athlete with a physicist’s brain and the heart of a child. . . . Ray was dead, too. Gordon had to recalibrate. Ray had told Gordon more than once during the illness, Bo, I can’t live without her. Gordon had sensed it had been more than just a manner of speaking. So perhaps Ray had felt gratitude, too, in the last conscious instant of his life. The mind was capable of firing off dozens of impressions in fractions of seconds.

And so it had proved with his own mind. Gordon decided he would not call his mother. He would give her these few last moments of innocent play with Keefer. Nor would he call his Aunt Nora. She was as brave as a bear, but for all her homespun daffiness Gordon could never quite believe that the same twentieth century that had produced his own parents had also produced Aunt Nora. Nora had told Gordon not long ago she didn’t need to know all the whys and wherefores, that she would ask Georgia about it someday, in heaven.

But heaven, Gordon thought, as he carefully parked his car a prudent distance up on the dry shoulder of the road, had been only a concept when Nora made that statement. Now, that kingdom had come. Nora would be shattered.

It would be he, he realized, at twenty-four the youngest but one of his cousins, who would have to provide the strong shoulder, the steadying hand.

But everything he saw looked odd, looked unsettling.

For everything looked like any other day. Gordon first thought that he had come to the wrong place. Or that this had all been a mistake. A prank. Where was Dale Larsen, after all? There was no sign of the familiar police cruiser. Merry, frank summer afternoon sunlight glistened on the river birches. And there was the insistent, melodramatic call of a grosbeak—a call Gordon could never listen to, not even at this moment, without thinking of his mother saying it sounded just like a robin who’d taken acting lessons. Cars bristling with bikes and camping gear boomed past. Gordon felt himself to be the only thing in the landscape at all out of the ordinary.

Even the rupture in the aluminum railing, a swinging wing, looked innocuous, fender-bender quality. He looked to the bank beyond. A half-dozen members of the Trempeauleau County Fire Department stood gazing into the shallow stream, doing, apparently, nothing. The car must have flown . . . the wreck must be over there. A county ambulance parked a few yards up the bank was not running, though the doors yawned wide. 

He leaned over, and looked down and across the stream. 

He could see it then.

The metallic stack of angles that was all that was left of his father’s beloved vintage car nuzzled shyly nose down in its nest of sand, river boulders, and concrete, encircled by a rainbow fan of slick oil and blood, with glass everywhere, more glass than it seemed a car could have contained, on the banks, among the water-sudsed boulders, in the trees. And more, webs and strands of red and beige, in the water, in the willow branches. Gordon could never recall the next moments except as fractured vignettes, sequenced with periods of blindness, like slides shown in a darkened room. Vaulting the rail, he’d slip-walked down the hot grassy slope, past the policemen, an eerie dream-walk that felt in every exterior sense so normal that it could have been any sunny summer day of his childhood, a day he’d wakened feeling lucky that he lived on the verge of the big woods, where other kids only got to go for vacations. Sliding, nearly falling, recovering his footing, finally he was abreast of the car. 

In the creek was a concrete abutment, a kind of dam meant to keep spring floodwaters off the road. The car had apparently smacked into the leftmost edge of it. The hood was bent back against what had been the front seat the way a child bends bread for a jelly sandwich. Nothing could have been extracted living.

The windows had popped outward and what Gordon could see through the collapsed driver’s side opening looked at first something like the sea wasps he saw when he dived deep, delicate parachute-like membranes veined with maroon and blue and golden threads. . . . Ray . . . oh Ray, and what the side pillar of the windshield had done. Ray. He could not focus on what bobbed on the shallow stream at the corner of his field of vision, the long strip of purple fabric embroidered with gold stars, his sister’s shirt.

Gordon began to cry. 

Two of the officers ambled over, reached out, and in the stiff-limbed fashion of men of his father’s generation, patted his back, and Gordon fought down the strong desire to hide his face against their barrel chests and sob. Stay here, they said, an octave of basso voices, no one voice seeming to issue from any one man, no, son, don’t go any closer, nothing you can do for them now. Then Dale Larsen came mincing down the hill in the delicate, balletic way of some big older men, and his presence—representative of the safe, decent, obscenely unchanged atmosphere—triggered a collapse. Sheriff Larsen was part of the stable world. Gordon had once leched for Larsen’s daughter, the hot, wild girl who looked like Joan Jett, who’d been Homecoming Queen in Georgia’s year. Stephanie. How could he have forgotten her name even for a moment? Stephanie. Gordon grabbed two fistfuls of the sheriff’s starched blue shirt and clung. And in a gesture Gordon would always think of as encompassing both a terrible intimacy and a terrible restraint, Dale Larsen reached up and lightly covered Gordon’s hands with his own huge, dry paws. 

“What we’ve got to do now is even harder, son,” he’d said. “We’ve got to go see your folks.”

Larsen led him back up the bank, and the perceptions that came to Gordon were again those of a child. Gordon was glad that Dad would never see the ruin of his cherished 1957 Bel-Air convertible, a big-bodied cream-colored dream with bright red seats, the honeymoon car, chosen in part, Mark McKenna once told his son—in a rare moment of blazing candor—for that big cushy backseat. Purchased from its only other owner, a university professor who was leaving the country, it had been kept like a trophy, yearly bathed in oils and glazes, swaddled during the winter in its own blanket, taken out occasionally for a spin, as Georgia and Ray had taken it today. It was, for Dad, a chariot of youth that trailed back to the time a tall, quiet guy had found himself courting an exotic dark-haired art major who grew up in an apartment on Chicago’s Gold Coast. Shown old pictures of his parents during those early days, Gordon thought they looked like movie stars, impossibly young and startlingly handsome, flirting with the camera.

Oh, Mom, Gordon thought. Oh Mom, oh Mom.

Sheriff Larsen was talking, murmuring, about a cell-phone Samaritan who’d happened along, headed up from Janesville to Burnt Church Lake for a fishing weekend with his two little boys. The man had wheeled onto the shoulder of the road only to roust the children, who’d slipped out of their seat belts and were beating on each other with life preservers.

“Poor guy,” Dale Larsen said. “It was his little kid, couldn’t have been more than six, he saw the car, and he said, ‘Daddy, there’s . . .’ ”

“What?” Gordon asked. Suddenly, he sat down hard on the roadside. He’d had to.

“Nothing,” Dale said. “It was just that the foliage was all piled around the vehicle . . . it was hard to see. The daddy thought at first it was one of those derelicts people shove off the road, on account of the car being so old and all. The guy was crying when we got here. He was holding both his boys in one arm so they couldn’t look down, crying on the phone to his ex-wife, he said. Shook up.”

“He saw the bodies . . . the kid did.”

“No, Gordon. Just the . . .”

“The blood . . .”

“Well. Leave it alone, son. Just know, that there was nothing . . . the medics tried. They got the jaws of life, and they were going in. But they were gone . . .”

“I know. I know they tried their best.”

“It had probably been hours. The way the car was, no one would have noticed it.”

“They . . . Ray and . . . my sister . . . left really early. I was over at my mom’s. Georgia put the baby in bed with me and said, ‘Kiss me, so you don’t . . .’ Had he smelled of Georgia’s scent, the Sugar Cookie cologne they sold at the Soap Bubble? He had a brief, gauzy impression of the cologne washing over him. Kiss me, so you don’t miss me. The limp, dampish bundle of Keefer, in her terry-cloth footie suit, placed between Gordon and the wall. 

“What?”

“No, just a thing my sister . . . my mom always said it to us, when we left for school. Just, it was how she said good-bye; I wasn’t even awake yet.”

“Oh. Anyhow, are you . . . can you get up, son? But take all the time you need. I could use a breather myself.” The big man, his eyes ringed and sad as a hound’s, was pouring sweat.

“I’m ready.”

“We should go see your folks, then. Ed Dean . . . my deputy called your uncle Mike. I’m guessing Mike went to get your dad at Medi-Sun.” Larsen drew a deep breath. “Gordon, you know I’m sorry from the bottom of my heart. Your folks, and Georgia, especially Georgia, meant a great deal to us. I know this is a helluva note. You’ve all had a time of it. And this isn’t going to make things any—”

“It’s okay,” Gordon said. “Really, if you think about it one way, it makes things simpler for us.”

The sheriff fell silent so long Gordon at first believed the man had not heard him, but when he glanced up, he saw with a sinking heart, the familiar look . . . he’d seen it a hundred times before. He’d gone ahead and done it, cut to the chase when other people were getting used to the scenery. Done it, meaning nothing by it, nothing but a leadfooted attempt at assurance.

“You mean,” Sheriff Larsen ventured, “that it’s easier on . . . on Georgia.”

“Yes,” Gordon agreed gratefully. “This way . . . it’s just. We would have had to watch her . . . die.”

But then Gordon realized—and he had to work at this a bit, his mind struggling to get around it as a small child struggles to hold a fat pencil—Ray’s death made things simple in other ways, as well. Ways that even he could never say openly, could barely even permit himself to think. Georgia would have died soon in any case; but Ray would have lived on. And probably sooner rather than later, he’d have taken Keefer and moved to the edge of some southland golf club. He’d want to be near his own parents, so they could look after her during the endless summer Ray spent out on his minor pro golf tour. Ray might even have remarried—he was younger than Georgia, Gordon’s age. And eventually, the McKennas’ daily immersion in Keefer, since the day of her birth, would dwindle to Christmas visits and thank-you notes markered in a childish hand. They would have lost Keefer as surely as they had lost Georgia, in a breathtaking one-two punch. 

But now, the latter half of the punch was pulled. For Ray’s and Georgia’s will specified that the McKennas, he and his parents, would care for Keefer. If anything should ever happen. 

And anything had.

What he had meant to say, and he had almost said it, was that losing Ray meant not losing Keefer. 

Okay, it was horrible. It was shitty. It was cold and harsh.

But it was true, wasn’t it?

Life is not a lab, he heard his sister’s voice say. Gordie, you are the most well-educated doorknob I have ever known. You always manage to have all the facts and still miss the point. 

The facts, he had always retorted, were the point.

And the facts, Gordie thought, as he got into his own car to follow the sheriff’s cruiser to his parents’ home on Cleveland Avenue, meant he would have to be, now, right now, a father. And so he would have to give an account of this day to Keefer to explain why her own parents could not raise her. He would have to take painstaking care to tell it true, just as his parents had told him the unvarnished truth—he would have, honestly, preferred a little varnish—about his own origin. Keefer would be, Gordon realized, an adopted child, too, as he and Georgia had been. And she would, as Gordon did, tend to date her origins not from conception but from inclusion. She was only a baby, after all. She would never remember this time. Gordon had himself always felt that before his parents claimed him, he’d existed in limbo, between lives. 

He prized his story, the story his parents told him over and over. How you came to be ours. And Georgia had prized her story even more. His sister, exotically enough, had been the birth child of a Hungarian medical student stranded pregnant in the United States. His own story was humbler, a teenage cashier’s vague recollection of tanned biceps, a moonlit night, and the guy who ran the Tilt o’Whirl. His mother had once told Gordon, who remained rueful about the comment for years, that when they’d heard of Georgia’s existence, “We thought we hit the genetic jackpot! Since the mother was both Hungarian, like my family, like Grammy and Grandpa Kiss, and a medical student, we’d have a baby who’d look like me and be smart like Daddy!” 

But Gordon had been the one who earned a bachelor’s in environmental science. Georgia, who could play chess at four and read the newspaper headlines at five, whizzed through high school without ever studying for a test or ever earning anything less than a C, perpetually running for something, some school office or club, making Lorraine paint posters, buying jelly beans for the whole student body on election day. Mark had predicted that he would walk into the parking lot at Medi-Sun one morning and find his daughter shaking hands: “I’m Georgia McKenna, your senator . . .” But Georgia had summoned up no greater ambition than managing a soap boutique in Tall Trees, two blocks from the house where she’d grown up.

And here, Keefer would grow up. Keefer’s story, beginning with this day, would include radiant, intentional parents snatched away by a grotesque twist of fate, which was horrible. 

But it would be told her by the remains of her birth family, which was a plus. 

They would have to explain to Keefer about that collision of forfeit and gift, the truth of all adoptions. 

Gordon would want her to know that not even his grief over losing his sister and Ray meant that he would ever be anything but happy to have her. He did love her so. Being around Keefer had made these past months bearable. That, and . . . well, he shouldn’t even think this, but . . . having his sister back. Half the time he was terrified and horrified by her illness, but half the time he was . . . happy. Happy in her company, which he’d missed since she’d gone ahead, zoomed into full-fledged adulthood, leaving him feeling like some absurd, overgrown kid. He’d enjoyed sitting up late with her when she couldn’t sleep, while Ray was out on the circuit or snoring like a rhino on the twin bed that had been shoved to one side to make room for Georgia’s massive hospital contraption, watching Twilight Zone reruns, even playing charades. You can’t always do Rainman, Gordie. It’s like running the play up the middle. The other team catches on after a while.

He wouldn’t have chosen this. But here it was.

He would take it as it came.

People would say he was being too . . . methodical or something. They would say he shouldn’t even be thinking of the future at a time like this. They always said that. And it was always bullshit. 

Well, he’d tried slowing down to the polite pace, and he had no talent for it. Georgia loved to tell the story of Gordie’s first attempt at heroic sensitivity. Her name was Taylor, and for the first semester of college, a mere whiff of her Vanilla Bean sun lotion was a ticket to his instant erection. But fall melted into winter and then spring, and he’d got eyes for this peppery little New Yorker in his water-quality engineering lab, and that meant facing the inevitable kiss-off confrontation over caffeine. It seemed to Gordon an amazement of life: One day Taylor’s sleeping bag on Cocoa Beach was all he’d ever hoped of heaven, and the next day, it was like finishing off a pound of fudge. You just knew you would have to have time to forget the taste before you’d touch the stuff again. With what seemed to him great care, Gordon had explained to Taylor that he had hoped theirs would turn out to be a great year-long relationship, but instead, it had turned out to be a great three-month relationship. There was nothing wrong with them, nothing wrong with her, or with him. There was no reason to be sorry for the times they’d spent together; he would always remember them. She would always show up in his dreams, he said (and he’d liked this part), in Technicolor, and with the smell of vanilla. And in an instant, Taylor one-handed her heavy book bag across the table, knocking over his cup, burning the hell out of his thigh. . . . What? Why? 

Don’t you get it, Gordo, Georgia had asked him, back then, when he’d whined over the phone about the general unreasonableness of women, don’t you get that you could have chosen a more sensitive way? 

Gordon couldn’t believe it; that had been the sensitive way. The unvarnished truth would have been to tell Taylor that leaving him notes sealed with kitten stickers and insisting that the whorl of hair on the crown of a human head was an exact mirror of the solar system were things he could ignore only before the first full month they’d been sleeping together. 

No, no, no! Georgia had said. No one could ever meet your standards and still keep you from getting bored. She told him that his intolerance for other people’s little quirks and weaknesses was really not integrity. It was a birth defect, a mental block that only tripped other people.

 

It had been only one dumb conversation. One of hundreds of im-promptu brother-sister rants. But dying young, and leaving in her wake a raveled mess of intentions, Georgia had made all her words last words, and all her words prophetic . . .

It would finally come to him, long after the court proceedings were over, that he had—in innocence? in arrogance?—honestly thought that life could be lived like an experiment conducted in keeping with scientific method, that a certain set of results could be obtained and, once obtained, repeated. And it was not possible. Or it was possible only if you were a hermit. If your life was lived in contact with anyone else, contact changed the nature of the experiment. The uncontrolled variable intruded, the pressure of the human hand behind the instruments.

The day of the accident, the drive home from the bridge, would be the last time Gordon would be confident, stupidly confident, that he was well on the way to managing the most horrific surprise his life would likely ever offer.

In court just a few months after the accident, the facts, that which Gordon had always relied on as his best defense, would be turned to work against him. And they would seem poised to work against him decisively, elegantly, just as Georgia’s leukocytes, her body’s sworn defenders, had turned collaborators with her illness, doing just what cells should do, but more avidly, with more precision. The judge would suggest an interpretation of law that no one could argue was not literally true, but which might have the power to blight both the future and also the past for Gordon and his family. Love, like fear, might only be a thought, but love had blinkered Gordon. He had not seen it coming.

 




CHAPTER two

Another half hour, and Nora Nordstrom would have been gone by the time the sheriff’s car pulled up to the curb on Cleveland Avenue. She’d have made the turn off County Q onto Spirit Lake Road and been more than halfway home. Her sister-in-law Lorraine would have been alone when Dale Larsen came up that walk with the burden of his terrible news, Gordon trailing right behind him.

The Lord, Nora had to think, not without a shudder, works in mysterious ways. But some of the things he revealed were not wonders.

There was only one kind of grief that was unendurable, a child dying who was old enough to know what dying was. Nora had lost a baby boy born two months too soon, years before her eldest son. He’d lived only two days, and though she could still feel the leaflike weight of him in her arms, she still kept a white crocheted blanket she’d swaddled him in while he took his few, excruciatingly slow and shuddering breaths, she had known even then that she was young and strong enough to be able to convert this death to a sad memory instead of a tragedy. Nora imagined that the transition back between worlds had been inconsiderable, the only loss being her own. As for Georgia’s death, Nora feared that if she let herself think about anything but helping console her brother and Lorraine and Gordie, her rage would burn down these walls.

When she saw the police car, her first, silly thought was, there’ll be no berries boxed this afternoon. A police car never meant anything good. Lorraine, carrying Keefer, came into the hall where Nora was already standing, her big straw carryall at her feet. 

“Lorraine,” the sheriff said, “may I come inside?”

“Of course, Dale,” Lorraine told him, pushing open the screen, admitting the sheriff into the gloom of the hall. She said then, “Look, I know it’s Mark. He had a heart attack, didn’t he? I know he’ll make it. He’s been jogging every day for fifteen years—”

“It’s not Mark,” the sheriff said. “Afternoon, Nora.” He nodded, and carefully, as if it hurt him, removed his broad-brimmed hat. “Gordie’s right here, he’s just fine, and Mike is bringing Mark home from the plant. Mark is just fine.”

“Georgia’s in the hospital,” Lorraine said, her voice dull as a nickel dropping. “She had a seizure. Keefer Kathryn,” she nuzzled the baby. “Your mama loves you with all her heart.”

“Lorraine,” the sheriff said.

“Mommy,” Gordon put in. His face was raw looking, blotched. “Let Aunt Nora take Keefer for a minute.” Lorraine obeyed, mutely opening her arms, eyes wide.

“There’s been an accident, Lorraine,” Dale Larsen said gently, reaching out to take Lorraine’s elbow when she swayed. “The car . . . Mark’s old car. Maybe the brakes went out. It was at Lost Tribe crick. They went through the guardrail. The car flew over to the opposite bank.”

“Where are they?” Lorraine asked. “Was Ray hurt?”

“Both Ray and Georgia were killed instantly, Lorraine. They never felt a thing. They never knew what happened.”

Lorraine moaned and her head rolled back on her shoulders, that wild mop of hair unraveling. She looked to Nora like one of those Greek or Roman women in the paintings they put on the overhead projector back in high school, mourning fallen legions on the battlefield. Nora opened her arms and Gordie snuggled against her. “I saw the car,” he said.

“Are you sure there wasn’t a mistake?” Nora asked, thinking of the time her middle boy, Dan, was supposed to have been out with his friends at one of those drinking parties at Two Chimneys, and someone heard over their home scanner there was a wreck, and she and Hayes about went crazy until they found Dan asleep in the backyard hammock. “Are you sure it was them?”

Georgia? she thought, scanning the sunny distance for some hint of connection to her niece, to her niece’s consciousness. Georgia? Georgia, of all the seven McKenna clan children, the only girl, her auntie’s special angel, from the time she was a demanding, headstrong little girl in corkscrew curls to the luminous bride blowing an air kiss at Nora while she walked down the aisle, her train like a mermaid’s shining, luxuriant tail.

“The car was completely destroyed,” the sheriff said. “That car . . . you couldn’t take the Chevy for anyone else’s car.”

“We brought her home in that car,” Lorraine said dreamily. “It was our lucky car. You know? We felt like, Georgia being born made us young all over again. It was kind of old even then, and I had my station wagon, which was probably a lot safer . . .”

“I’m going to put Keefer down,” Nora said, but she didn’t move, just stood there.

“Georgia was three days old. We’d never seen anything so tiny and perfect. Mark asked me if human babies had their eyes open when they were born! As if she was a kitten! People didn’t really use car seats so much then. But we got one, because we were afraid that if we didn’t do everything to the letter the social worker would take her back or something. Mark said she looked like an egg in a cup. But we got about one mile away from the foster parents’ house and I reached back and took her out. I knew it was dangerous, and she was fast asleep; but I wanted to bring her home in my arms . . .”

Nora and the sheriff exchanged frowns. It would have been a relief if Lorraine had screamed or cried or even collapsed on the floor. Keefer whined, “Mama!” As if she knew.

Nora caught herself remembering. That sunny summer morning Mark and Lorraine had driven by the farm on the way home with the new baby, in that big, fancy sports car, she and Hayes just jumped in their truck and followed them back to town. It was like a parade, from the library to the University of Wisconsin Extension office, to the mechanic, the diner, Lorraine’s school, the Chaptmans’, the Soderbergs’, the Reillys’, the Upchurches’. Adopting a baby was not so commonplace then. People hardly knew how to stop themselves from blurting things like, she’s so beautiful, why didn’t her mother want her? They just let you have her? Is she all right?

Nora was still lost in that anguishing recollection of approving smiles, blessing hands, honeyed sunshine, when her brother Mike came peeling around the corner of First and Cleveland and drove his truck up onto the curb, he and Mark—both of them skinny as cranes—loping up over the lawn, Mark, his big hands helplessly spread, reaching first for his wife, then his sister, and Mike angry, what the hell had happened? Wasn’t enough grief for one family, enough?

All at once, the phone started to ring, and over the next hour, the first wave of friends began hitting the front porch like soldiers landing on a beach. Nora ended up never going home at all, just sending word to Hayes and her daughter-in-law Bradie to turn off the soup she’d set to simmer that morning and leave it out for the fieldworkers to eat that night. She felt a twinge of guilt, glad the answering machine picked up, instead of her husband. She’d been spending so much time in town since Georgia’s illness that Hayes was beginning to grouse. On a truck farm this far north, hours of sunlight and warmth were gold, pure gold. 

But she and Bradie had made the season’s last strawberry pies that morning, and Georgia had loved strawberry pie all her life. Even in the weeks before her wedding, when she was living on Grapenuts to squeeze into the wasp-waisted antique wedding gown from one of those Southern belle Nye relatives, Georgia could still not refuse her aunt’s strawberry pies. Tonight, the latest round of chemo would have kicked in and the vomiting would have begun. Nora had wanted Georgia to be able to enjoy one piece of pie before she would have to spend the next two days trying to swallow tea from a spoon.

“I’m only doing chemo because of Keefer, Auntie,” Georgia had told her. “If I get better, I really think it’s going to be from the minerals and the juices. The body really can heal itself. My mother-in-law is right about that. I know what they put in me at the hospital is just poison.” Nora held her tongue when Georgia, yellow, exhausted, gagged as she tried to swallow the oat-straw and cypress-bark tea Diane Nye sent up in freezer bags from Florida. It was all poison.

If dying in Georgia’s stead would have been worth trying, Nora would eagerly have done that. Since her from-a-passing-cloud, tumble-down birth, Georgia had been Nora’s pet, and when Keefer was born, Nora did the same thing she’d done for Georgia, sat right down in the middle of planting, no apologies to Hayes or any of them, and smocked a little gray cotton dress with ladybugs on the bodice, the whole thing no bigger than one of her husband’s handkerchiefs. And Georgia, tired as she was—so tired she could sleep right through the baby’s crying, and of course, at least then, nobody knew why—her niece drove all the way out to put some pretty soap in Nora’s mailbox as a thank-you. 

 

The hours marched past and Nora’s exhaustion took on a plodding rhythm. She brewed so many pots she thought the coffeemaker would blow up, and scribbled so many phone messages from relatives about their plane flights and rides they needed from the airport that her hand got a cramp. She was grateful only that the work distracted her. All Nora’s boys left work and came, and so did Ray’s cousins, Craig and Delia, from Madison, who hadn’t seen Keefer since they’d stood godparents for her last fall. Mark’s and Nora’s cousins drove down from the Cities. Nora filled an envelope back with so many ranks of four-digit flight numbers they began to read like a code she could make no sense of at all. One of Ray’s sisters would fly from Tampa that night. Could she meet someone else in Madison and share a car? And could they hold off on making any more phone calls until she had time to inform her parents? Ray’s other sister was on a cruise in Alaska. Could she make it home in time? Nora had to call Fidelis Hill and even the Half Moon Motel to find places for everyone to stay once she’d calculated that the farm couldn’t hold them all. In her bustling about, she’d pass Lorraine and Mark at the kitchen table. Mark got up occasionally to walk out onto the porch and stretch his legs, but Lorraine never moved. Even her eyes did not move. Nora would think, well, they’re all right for now, they’re together. Dale Larsen came back for a second time, with his wife, and Nora almost didn’t know him in his civilian clothes, a red open-necked golf shirt and beige slacks; it was like being a girl and seeing the intern priest at the pool swimming with the youth group, his whole body white but for the notched little band of tan where his clerical collar stopped. Sheila, the sheriff’s wife, bless her soul, brought puppets she’d made for the children’s hospital in the Cities and set to playing castle with Keefer. 

This numb bustling around was what sustained people after a tragedy. Nora was thankful for it.

Nora had earlier overheard Gordie snort to his dad, “One more word about ‘arrangements’ and ‘at peace’ and I’m going to throw up . . .” but the arrangements weren’t to care for the dead (the dead, Nora believed, could take care of themselves) but to keep the living reminded they were living. And she relished the presence of all her family under one roof. The way the McKennas had circled the wagons since Georgia’s illness was the way families ought to behave even in ordinary times, to Nora’s way of thinking. From Thanksgiving on, Gordon virtually lived at his parents’ house, especially with Georgia’s own husband gone on that Knockers Tour, or whatever it was called, half the time, even on Christmas Day. Nora personally did not think that the dramatic way he finally did come home, giving up his greatest match in the last minutes, all those pictures in all the papers that said, “Georgia on His Mind,” made up for it. But Georgia loved Ray. And it was all over now.

Sometime toward sundown, the phone stopped ringing as if it had run out of breath, and Nora decided to tidy things up for Lorraine. She went into Georgia’s room with an old pillowcase, because somehow a bag from Wilton’s Grocery didn’t seem quite respectful, and began stripping the bedding, with its lambswool pads underneath the sheets to cushion her poor bony bottom. She rolled up the pressure socks into little balls and swept the stack of pill bottles into a Tupperware box she thought she’d maybe put discreetly on Mark and Lorraine’s bureau—she was no doctor, and though she’d tossed all Pop’s meds when he died, she didn’t know whether this was the procedure to use in every case. She pushed the portable IV pole into a closet, and began stacking up the papers, pamphlets with titles like Facing Cancer in a Young Person.

There was a stack of spiral notebooks with dates written on the cover in thick marker, the way girls used to etch their boyfriends’ names on school folders. Nora knew what they were—the sort of running journal of letters Ray and Georgia mailed back and forth while he was on the road. It had been Georgia’s ambition, she’d told Nora, for their marriage to be “a long conversation that never stops, like my parents’ is.” The books, she’d said, would be a record, something to read when they were old, when all their disagreements would seem silly. He’d write an entry and mail it off; she’d write an entry and mail it back. Nora opened to one, in Georgia’s small, elegant hand, “The thing I miss most is sleeping skin to skin . . .” 

Nora closed the book. 

She’d only heard them have one argument, over the hours of tapes Georgia had insisted on recording for Keefer. Tapes of Georgia reading aloud or singing the lullabies she crooned rocking Keefer to sleep, old songs such as “You Are My Sunshine” and that old Irish song about wild mountain thyme and the blooming heather. The video camera on its tripod was still set up in the corner, pointed at the bed. She had seen Georgia walking the baby, while Georgia could still walk on her own, back and forth in front of the camera’s lens in her stroller, or sitting Keefer up on her shoulders, the baby, still far too little then to really manage this, slumped over the top of her mother’s head like a rag doll. Hayes and Ray had rigged up a little holster for the remote, so Georgia didn’t even have to sit up to turn the camcorder on, whenever she felt strong enough to talk. Once, over everyone’s objections, Gordie had insisted on playing one back to see if the system was working at all, and that was when they’d realized Georgia had been making tapes even in the middle of the night. It had been spooky—Georgia, in a dark room, her face in the glow of the bedside lamp thin and somehow hot, like a paper lantern, holding up a children’s book, as if she were on a TV show, “Go to sleep, little bird, little bird . . .” Georgia had exploded in a rage one day when Ray insisted she rest, after a bout of retching. She didn’t want to sleep. Her face sheened in cold sweat, she’d cried out, “I’m right in the middle of Green Eggs and Ham!” (People a county over could hear it; Hayes used to say Georgia missed her vocation as a hog caller.) “These are her memories, Ray! How can you ask me to stop making her memories? What good is another bloody hour of sleep going to do me?” 

I do not like them, Sam, I am.

All right, thought Nora, as she lay herself down on the bed where Georgia had lain.

She said, out loud, “Fuck it.” 

Nora let the sobs take her and shake her, let pictures of her niece roll up in front of her mind. She allowed loss to pound her, and also the guilt, for the fool she’d been twenty years ago, when she’d believed that people who took in Korean orphans and such were saints, but that an adopted child could never really be kin. She saw five-year-old Georgia, hands on hips, telling Nora, “I find the smell of cow shit depressing.” She saw Georgia roaring with laughter when the fancy pressure canner Hayes gave Nora for Christmas exploded, spewing blackberry jam from hell to Sunday. She saw Georgia’s quiet rapture—she couldn’t have been more than ten—the first time she made a tidy French embroidery knot. Nora had shared with Georgia all the homely things she’d have shared with the daughter she’d never had, things people didn’t really do anymore unless they were rich and read Martha Stewart. Georgia hadn’t wanted a high-powered career. She’d wanted a home and family.

She certainly hadn’t gotten that from Lorraine. No offense. The same old Belgian woman who cleaned house for the monks had come to clean Lorraine’s house every week, even back in the days when having a “cleaning lady,” if a woman wasn’t bedridden, was unheard of in Tall Trees. But Lorraine had her teaching and her painting, and she did things for the children, but not the things ordinary moms did. Nora used to marvel at the built-in closets filled with neatly stored and labeled costumes from Georgia’s plays, the shelves of polished trophies Gordie brought home. One of the only real jokes Nora and Lorraine had ever shared had been when Georgia had chicken pox, and Nora had dropped by one night to bring cookies. “Wait!” Lorraine suddenly cried, in the middle of their joint effort to count Georgia’s spots. “I have to get something out of the oven!” And she’d taken out a cookie sheet, but instead of cookies, well, there were bright sculpted clay figures of Lady, and the Tramp, and the Siamese cats, all just perfect. Georgia clapped her hands—what child wouldn’t? A mother who was their own toy shop. Lorraine had looked at Nora perfectly seriously, and, pointing at the oven, said, “I used to wonder what this thing was for when we first moved, then I figured it out.”

And Lorraine had always been sharp as a pin, clothes ordered from the Spiegel catalogue, not purchased for the bowling banquet from Gloria’s Finer Designs, which even Nora, whose clothes ran to new Levi’s and old Levi’s, knew were anything but. 

To tell the truth, Nora thought heavily, as the heaving in her breast subsided and she sat up on the bed, she liked Lorraine better now, in the disarray that had claimed her since Georgia got sick, than she ever had when Lorraine was such a powerhouse she never had time to sit down even for a piece of coffee cake. They were cut of different bolts, as Hayes put it. The first time Mark brought her home, she’d swept in as if she were some highly colored exotic bird Mark had captured. Thirty years ago, she couldn’t imagine how Lorraine would fit in, in Tall Trees—well, the Tall Trees they’d grown up in, anyway, before part of town became a sort of northern suburb grown up to house executives and workers at the big Medi-Sun plant. There’d always been mom-and-pop-type tourists, and there were more swanky ones now that the monks had converted Fidelis Hill into a ski resort. At the same time, original Tall Trees people still called acreage after the farmers who’d owned it, years after the farms were made into subdivisions. They might buy their paper toweling at the big Sam’s, which looked like an alien installation glowing in the darkness of the pines at the junction of Q and the interstate, but they would buy meat at Wilton’s. If you turned off the radio, you could pretend it was 1955. 

But Lorraine had found her fit. She’d made her place as a teacher, and sold her huge paintings, which always looked to Nora like a cross between giant flowers and sexy highway maps. And Mark was kind of a minor celebrity on account of having been the county extension agent for so many years, answering callers’ questions on Larry Miller’s public radio show about why you often saw a small bird chasing a big bird or how mole rats were different from shrews.

Given that Georgia was adopted, it was peculiar how similar she was to Lorraine. Two little women with big hands and hips and masses of ringlety hair so dark it was almost purple in the sun. Nora’s son Marty (the rascal) said Georgia and Lorraine had the “uni-brow,” and it swept over eyes so black the pediatrician thought Georgia had a congenital cataract when she was born. 

Lately, Lorraine had withered along with her child, as if eating when Georgia could not was a sin. She didn’t trouble with the pretty auburn highlights anymore, her scraggled hair long, streaked white, witchlike, skewered with what looked like a hatpin. The house was going seedy. Whenever Nora came by, she thought how she’d once envied that plushy emerald lawn and stately redbrick foursquare with its white awnings, the awnings alone a badge, to Nora, of ease and education. It was still cleaner than her own farmhouse could ever be, where dried mud and flies made a batter as customary as the bread and butter at the supper table. But Mark had planted no annuals this year; the hedges were parched and stringy, shoots like angry fingers blocking the picture window.

How much of Lorraine’s life Nora had envied. That special current between her and Mark, for one thing, which was nothing like the stately companionability of her and Hayes. There were times when Nora felt as though she and Hayes were more like brother and sister than she and Mark were. For a time, Nora had thought that Lorraine’s having two careers and a marriage that looked from the outside more like a courtship, was the reason Mark and Lorraine never had kids.

Then had come that one Christmas Nora would never forget. Dinner was just over, and the men were groaning, too stuffed to move, and Lorraine, for once, got up with the rest of the women to help clear.

Debbie had been pregnant then with Matt, and they’d got to telling stories about labor, as women will do, and Debbie had told about some woman from her office at Wisconsin Bell who got so big her stretch marks literally tore open, and Lorraine said, “I couldn’t bear that. I couldn’t bear to be torn up like that . . .” 

And it just spilled out. Nora had said, “Well, I guess you’re going to have that flat tummy of yours all your life . . . I mean, I know your art is like a child, in a sense . . .”

Lorraine had given Nora a look that could’ve set paper on fire.

“Is that what you-all think?” Lorraine asked, her jaw cast tightly to one side, “that I don’t want a baby because I have a job?”

“It’s none of our business,” Debbie put in, handing Nora a dish to dry. But Lorraine tore out of that kitchen—“Now you’ve done it,” Debbie said—and then she was back, towing her husband, “Tell them, Mark. Tell them. Tell them why we don’t have a baby.”

Nora and Debbie were so embarrassed they wanted the linoleum to open and swallow them up. But Lorraine bullied it all out of him. How many years they’d tried to conceive a child. How they’d tried all the medical things. How they’d almost drifted past the age when they could hope to adopt one. How Lorraine wanted to adopt a baby who was blind or ill or already in first grade. “Tell them how you feel about that, Mark,” Lorraine said, in that honeyed voice of hers that could make a cuss sound like a Valentine, words that no man should have had to put up with from his wife. “Tell your family what you think.”

And Mark said it. “I just don’t think I could ever really love a child who wasn’t mine.”

Not that Nora blamed him. Not one bit. Hayes, when she’d told him about it, said the same thing. A man wanted his name carried on, and that was that.

But then, months after they’d all forgotten about it (except for Nora, who could still burn with embarrassment at night before bed when she thought of what she’d asked), there was Georgia, like a sun shower from a blue sky. Mark ended up thinking the sun rose and set on her. But even after Gordie came—and despite the many weekends he’d spent on the farm with her own boys and the hopes Nora had that they’d all moved into territory with a shared border—Mark and Lorraine and their children still mostly kept themselves to themselves, as if the four of them made their own country.

All that unease vanished, however, with the first phone call, from Mark, his voice saying that Georgia was ill. Nora had made more visits to Cleveland Avenue in the past year than in the past decade.

It was when she reached down to pick up a get-well card that Nora found Georgia’s Florida State sweatshirt, the one she’d begun wearing over her nightgowns because she was always so cold. “Look at me, Auntie,” she’d said one day, shrugging her shoulders lost inside the folds of cloth, “I’m a skinny girl. I’m more pretty and slim than I’ve ever been in my life, without even trying. When I go out, people who don’t know say, ‘Gosh, I wish I’d been that thin when my baby was ten months old . . .’ If I wasn’t practically dying, I’d be totally happy.” Nora pressed the shirt against her face. Even the sour taint of the air in this closed room couldn’t erase Georgia’s brisk scent, crisp and sassy as a pine needle crushed in your hand.

Feeling like a disobedient child, Nora dropped the straps of her own overalls, raised up her yellow blouse and laid that sweatshirt against her skin, smoothing it down like wallpaper, tucking it down into her cotton underwear. She could simply ask Mark if she could keep it, but she would not take the chance. She would walk right out and put it in the back of her truck along with Keefer’s overnight things and the little gray flannel pallet the baby slept on, because Georgia would never use a crib; she said they were cages. Who knew when Lorraine would be up to having the baby back here?

When she suddenly heard Gordon’s voice from the kitchen, raised, she jumped, and glanced at the videotape camera, as if she’d been caught stealing on a bank monitor.

“Well, it’s true, Mom,” Gordon was saying, “The only way the body can experience pain is through a neurological response, and the way that the accident was . . . the car was firm but people’s bones and skulls are more fragile. There was huge gravitational force.”

“Look at all these cakes,” Lorraine said, as if Gordon hadn’t said anything at all, “There are four cakes here. What, do people just have a cake sitting around in case somebody dies?”

Nora crept closer to the hall, where she could hear more clearly.

“Mom,” Gordon persisted, “what I mean is that the way Georgia would have died from the cancer would have been a lot worse. Peaceful deaths aren’t really peaceful. Your lungs fill up. It’s like drowning in your own body. But think about on TV, how a gazelle looks when a lion grabs it,” he said, words coming faster, “You know, at the last moment, the deer just lets go? That’s when the endorphins kick in—it means ‘endogenous morphine,’ Mom, your body’s own morphine, and so even the worst kind of bleeding or bruising, well, you probably feel pretty good during the last seconds.”

“Shut up, Gordon, honey, just shut up,” said Lorraine quietly. 

“Lor,” Mark put in quietly. “Leave him alone. He’s only trying to help . . .” Nora peeked around the edge of the door. Her sister-in-law sat huddled in a shawl, a line of untouched plates of pie and cups of coffee arranged on the table before her, with the two men standing, leaning toward her, both of them so tall and her so little. It struck Nora that they often appeared that way, leaning down to Lorraine as she told them what was what; it reminded Nora of one of those funny photos you saw once in a while in the Country Journal. A bantam hen set unawares on a clutch of Canadian goose eggs, and when they hatched, there’d be this tiny little mother with huge chicks four times her size toddling along behind her. 

“I know he is, Mark,” Lorraine said. “But he doesn’t think.” She scanned the counters again. “Look at all this food. Who’s going to eat it? I’m glad I don’t have to. I don’t ever have to eat again if I don’t want to. I don’t have to keep my strength up anymore.”

“Yes, you do, Lor,” Mark said.

“No, I don’t,” Lorraine answered. “Well, you take it home, Gordie.”

“I don’t eat cake,” he said. Gordie, Nora thought, was a health nut.

“Well, someone will eat it. Maybe Mike or Matt. Maybe cousin Delia. She doesn’t look like she ever missed a meal.”

“Lor!” Mark chided.

“Well, it’s just so . . . isn’t it? It’s disrespectful. People chowing down like it’s their last meal.”

“It’s what people do,” Mark said softly.

“All I meant was,” Gordon began again, “if you just think about it the way it really is, if she would have died at home, it would have been better for us, but not for her. That’s all I meant.”

Lorraine’s voice, when she replied, made Nora’s neck prickle. “I warn you, Gordon. You’re the one who doesn’t get it. The way it really is. This is your sister! Your only . . . my only . . .”

“Your only . . . what?”

“My only daughter.”

“I thought you were going to say, my only child.” 

“I would never say that. And Gordie, for God’s sake, this is not about you, so just, just shut up, honey!” And Lorraine was up, knocking over cups in her flight, brushing past Nora, her shawl cloaking her head to toe, her dark shape triangular, like bats’ wings, dark on dark. Nora expelled the breath she had been holding. She could barely see Gordon’s blond head in the cage of his clean hands, where he sat slumped at the table, his elbows soaked by the rivulets of dripping coffee, his knees blocked by overturned chairs. Mark stood beside him, his hand extended, not quite touching Gordon’s shoulder.

“It’s okay, son,” Mark said.

“Make her come back, Dad,” Gordon said.

“She will,” said Mark.

Patting the bulge at her waist where the sweatshirt lay, Nora pictured her niece up there, still tethered to earth like a kite, unable to comfort her loved ones or stop them from turning on one another. Nora recalled that priests always used the child’s name in the context of sainthood at a baptism, even if it was Saint Tiffany or Saint Justin. Nora said a prayer to Georgia. I’m going to need your help, she said. She hoped it was not blasphemy, especially at a time like this.

 

Diane Nye hoped she did not look as stupid as she felt, because she felt stupid enough for three people, and the size of three people, with a purple foam rubber harness strapped around her middle and purple foam slippers strapped onto each foot, churning her legs up and down in the deep end of the pool at Sandpiper. This water aerobics class had been Shelby’s idea. Shelby, Diane’s herbalist and best friend, though probably not much older than Diane herself, was starting menopause and starting to pack on the pounds. She’d cajoled Diane into at least trying the class with her, pleading she’d otherwise be the only lady there under sixty. Diane owed it to her friend, whose floral teas had banished Diane’s migraines three years before and who was now concocting everything in her power to help save Georgia.

Shelby, whose face was ruddy with effort, glanced over at Diane, and Diane tried to smile. But she kept feeling as though at any moment she was going to tip over like a duck diving and end up with those absurd slippers waving in the air.

This was a little much. Diane liked a walk, and tennis, but she had never gone for that Ironwoman crap, and she never would. She knew Shelby was trying to hold back time, so that she might still have a baby with that really sweet (and much younger) guy of hers. But she thought Shelby ought to be looking to freeze-dry some of her eggs before she ran out of them instead of lifting weights and churning up the club pool.

“Okay, now let’s stride!” called the instructor, miming giant steps on the edge of the pool. The teacher was no older than Diane’s children, and had one of those peekaboo little navels, the kind Diane had been proud to display like a tiny smile above her hip huggers even after she’d had Raymond Junior and Alison. Of course, she’d been only twenty-one after those first two, with skin that snapped back like a Spandex leotard. It was Caroline, who weighed ten pounds, who stretched Diane’s poor tummy to such a size her belly button still looked like a shut eye winking. Well. Couldn’t hurt, Diane sighed, trying to synchronize her arms and legs to sluice through the water like one of those big old skinny bugs that skated over the pond at her grandpa’s horse farm when she was a little girl. 

At first, Diane thought it was the heat or all this damned flailing around that made her think she saw her daughter, Caro, standing with her mouth open and her hands pasted against the glass of the clubhouse grill. But, no, it was Caro, and she was crying. 

Diane went still in the water, then awkwardly rowed herself over to the ladder, hauling herself up even though the foam-rubber belt felt like a huge purple sponge. Big Ray, she’d thought first, he’s had heatstroke or palpitations. Merciful God, the man couldn’t stuff himself with cheeseburgers and martinis and then go out in this heat and play nine more holes . . . then, she’d thought, oh, no, oh, it’s Georgia. Georgia’s had a seizure again. Georgia’s dead. As she walked toward Caro, Diane had a last, irritating notion. Caro should still have been at work. It had to be Caro’s husband Leland. Some new fart-witted nonsense from Leland, like the time he’d gone off to New Mexico to turn himself into a he-man by drumming with the Indians. Then Caro had disappeared and come running out the door of the ladies’ locker room and said the thing that would break open Diane’s world like a boot to a melon. 

She’d been shaking Caro, shaking her daughter’s shoulders hard, her clenched fingers digging wet ridges into her daughter’s silk blazer, when Shelby pulled her off; but Diane, as if watching from a distance, kept on yelling, “You shut up! Stop it! Raymond’s dead? Raymond’s dead?”

“Mama, it’s true, Mama! They were in a car accident!”

“I don’t believe you!”

“It’s true, Mama.”

“What do you mean?” Caroline had never had the sense God gave an angleworm.

“Diane, honey,” Shelby said. “Come on. We’ll phone. Someone get Mrs. Nye a drink, please.”

The instructor had scurried over with a paper cup full of water, which Shelby regarded with disdain. “I mean, get Mrs. Nye a drink, please. A drink.”

Diane was sitting there, holding a glass of red wine, staring down at those ridiculous rubber duck feet, while someone took off on a golf cart to get Big Ray, when Caro said in a baby voice, “Mama, my brother loved Georgia so. At least they’re together.”

And Diane, who did not care at that moment whether God forgave her, said, “Caroline. They never should have been together in the first place. If Georgia hadn’t talked my boy into moving to that frozen hellhole, he’d be here with us now. He’d be . . . warm and safe, and where he belonged . . . he’d have had the life he was supposed to have. All this”—Diane gestured, the wine sloshing over the rim of the glass, red splashes staining the concrete of the pool deck—“was his life. My baby. They took it all away.”




CHAPTER three

It was a produce counter, but instead of lettuce and apples there were pills, all shapes, sizes, and smells, her child’s garden of pharmacology. 

Lorraine knelt on the floor in Georgia’s bedroom, her elbows on the card table they’d set up to display all the translucent orange bottles with their childproof white chef’s-hat tops. There were shy pink pills to suppress Georgia’s normal, young-woman’s hormone functions. Business-like-scored white tablets—Lorraine thought of them as little nurses—to soothe the nausea. Pale blue footballs for anxiety. And then the big pills, the gulls and eagles that sent the neurological system soaring, capsules with serious beads of shiny amber and red. Those for sleep were lawyerly mauve and blue, sleek and seductive as miniature guns. Those for mood were more cheerful and squat, dental hygienists in kelly green.

Lorraine sighed.

Even the big-gun pills didn’t deliver her anymore. Her liver must have the density of a submarine. In college, Lorraine had inhaled enough dope to stagger a hippo and then unnerved her friends by asking, “Now what?” She had wanted to get noddy and giggly, but nothing ever pushed her over the edge.

And yet, not long after Georgia’s first surgery, Lorraine had begun hopefully abusing her daughter’s medications, just a little. It had been almost a reflex, a logical if asinine response to an emotional pain so fierce it seemed to cry out for medical intervention—two Percocet for you, sweetie, and one for me. 

The pills had indeed been kindly. After no more than fifteen minutes came a heady wave, leaving Lorraine floating on what felt, unexamined, like well-being. Soon, she was doing it twice a day. The hospice nurses and the University of Minnesota doctors, bless their hearts, threw drugs at Georgia. They didn’t pay any attention to numbers and dosage this far down into the valley. It was a free-for-all, a Mardi Gras of pills. And yet, after a few months, the pills no longer lifted Lorraine up onto the lap of the awaited surge. But she still used them. They had the power to move truths into the next room.

On the morning after Georgia died, Lorraine had solemnly assured one of the nurses (one who happened to have once been a student of Lorraine’s, and would never have suspected kindly, grammatical Mrs. McKenna of anything bad) that she had flushed all those pills down the toilet. But Mrs. McKenna had no intention of doing any flushing. She had taken the bottles out of the Tupperware box, where someone had thrown them all ajumble, and lined them up in comfortable ranks on the card table. There was morphine here, and Nembutal, serious blot-out medicine for someone so inclined. Lorraine was going to guard Georgia’s pills. In the middle of the first night after the crash, she’d gone wandering in the dark to find a few for sleep and nearly sobbed when she could not locate them. They were options, not to be wasted, she’d thought, with growing panic, as she first carefully then with abandon opened and tossed the boxes of pressure bandages, bins of syringes; and then finally, she’d found them, plunging her hand in the dark into the rubber box where the pill bottles clicked like nestled beetles.

She didn’t intend to commit suicide with them.

Suicide seemed an awfully dramatic, athletic kind of thing to do.

But she was relieved that living was something she was no longer strictly required to do. 

Any living she did from now on would be extra credit. 

People would tell her to be strong. But she’d already been strong. She had lifted her dying, leaking, groaning little girl out of her sweat-and-pee-soaked bed. She had stayed awake for eighteen-hour stretches, lying or pacing on the carpeted floor, listening to the thump-hiss of the oxygen apparatus and Georgia’s moans. Freezing one set of washcloths, soaking another set in hot water and oil, Rhuli for the lips, bag balm for the bedsores. She had left school for a month of “compassionate” leave (after twenty-two years of service, that meant “unpaid”) and so had learned to use rice creatively and to forget phone numbers of friends she’d known for twenty-five years. For a year, she had not picked up a brush except to paint cat whiskers on Keefer’s cupid mouth, not ventured beyond the baby and pajama department of any store for six months, learned to live on four hours a night of sleep, though that had been the one constant she’d craved in quantity as sustenance her entire life, gotten glasses to be able to read Wuthering Heights in the dark so as not to assault Georgia’s light-sensitive eyes, watched the beloved flesh of her daughter mutate from exquisite to china pale to clay, and smiled and sang . . . be strong? 

What about those books she’d been discreetly slipped by Natalie Chaptman? By Karen Wright and Nina Upchurch? Hope and healing books. Live a full life after loss? Come to terms? Understand that bad things happened to good people?

What would Lorraine’s seventh-graders say to that?

In your dreams. 

I’m so sure. 

I don’t think so.

Not.

No hardened adult could ever talk so jaded as they: My world, your problem. Talk to the hand ’cause the mind don’t understand.

Right they were. They had the balls not to be fooled. Adults were not mature, they were chickenshit and full of pretense. Not kids.

At first, when Mark called her from the oncologist’s office—it had just been a precaution by the obstetrician, to “rule things out”—she had wanted for Georgia to die. Right away. Before she got home. Lorraine had copied articles from the library, from the books about rational suicide, recipes for pill cocktails. Mark had had to take Georgia to work and the doctor, because Lorraine could not bear to look at her beautiful child. A copy of the Golf Week photo, the one from the feature story about up-and-comers on the minor tours, the ones with real PGA hopes, with Georgia crisp and slim wearing the obligatory chinos and loafers, gazing proudly at her Ray, was still propped on the mantel. And she had been sick then! It hadn’t been nursing that let her “get in shape” so quickly after Keefer’s birth. After that photo and the interview tension that went with it, Georgia had slept fourteen hours. That had been the beginning of the end. Weight had continued to peel off, and then the tenderness under Georgia’s arm, first attributed to a blocked milk duct, had worsened. 

Not until months later, when Georgia was finally too sick to work, too sick to be alone, and Ray was away, did Lorraine finally take over. Neither Mark nor Gordie could do the personal things. And it had been, to Lorraine’s surprise, like having a baby again. 

Two babies, Georgia and Keefer. 

Lorraine loved it. For the first time in decades she hadn’t been running off to her studio or to a conference or to get just one more phone call in before running out the door. She spooned applesauce into Georgia’s mouth. She cut up washcloths and froze them, as she had when Georgia was a baby and teething, to soothe the sores that pitted Georgia’s mouth. After Christmas, Lorraine’s prayers changed. She began to ask the Lord to allow Georgia to simply stay, disabled if she had to be, just as she was. Lorraine would adjust. Mark would adjust. Ray would find a way. They would be like those families Lorraine would see in the street sometimes lifting a child into a motorized wheelchair. She would wrench away her gaze thinking, how can they do it? But it had become second nature. 

It had become a life. 

A life, at least preferable to a death.

Twenty-four hours from now, Lorraine would have to iron a blouse.
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