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			Prologue

			I wake from my nap. There’s no baby gate, so I slip out soundlessly with Lolly. Annie is in the kitchen, so I go to Mama’s room. She said goodbye but I don’t want her to go yet.

			Her door is closed. I reach up and turn the knob and hum our special song. It’s quiet. She’s sleeping. But I want to play! Lolly wants to play, too. The ladies who stay with her tell me not to bother Mama when she’s sleeping, but she tells me to anyway. It’s hard to get into the bed myself, so first I tug on her arm. She doesn’t wake up. I kiss her hand, but she doesn’t wake up. I lift Lolly up and let her kiss Mama’s face. That always works. But this time she stays asleep.

			I want Mama! I grip the blanket and use it to scoot myself onto the bed. “Mama, wake up!” I jump on the bed with my knees. I’m not allowed with my feet. But she doesn’t move. I clutch her face and kiss her lips. That’s how Sleeping Beauty in the story wakes up. I sing to her, our special song.

			But she stays quiet. Her eyes don’t even open.

			I sit back, crisscross-applesauce. I feel the cry build up in my throat. I plug it in with my thumb.

			I hop off Mama’s bed. I’ll go into my bed now. Show Mama that I’m a big girl who can sleep through naps. Maybe then she’ll want to play.

			I bury my nose into Lolly’s fur and tiptoe out of her room.

			She doesn’t ask me to come back.
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			“I would recognize those bangs anywhere,” she says, clutching her large faux-leather bag, pink nails pinching the synthetic hide. I can see the laugh lines beneath her glasses’ rims. I swallow, my tongue darting between my back molars, bracing myself.

			“They stuck, I guess.” I laugh lightly, a meek trickle that escapes from my lips before I can stop it. She smiles again, this time with teeth, and I see how her front two overlap, barely discernible. But she’s standing so close that it’s hard not to notice.

			“You live around here now?” She stopped me in front of a church and behind us the congregation trickles out, chatting among themselves. A child wails for lunch. The sun beats down hard and yellow, speckling the sidewalk. I raise my hand like a visor, even though I feel the weight of my oversized sunglasses, heavy on the bridge of my nose.

			“Yep. Moved down to Alphabet City after college,” I answer. She nods, pushing a wisp of red hair behind her ear. She is letting the sun in, the pupils of her green eyes shrinking with the effort.

			“You don’t remember me, do you?” It’s a statement, not a question, one that she says confidently, as if it’s a sign of character that she is easily forgettable, that fading into my brain’s recesses is some kind of compliment.

			The church group disperses and I step away to let a family by.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t.” And then, even though she is secure in her stance, amused perhaps by my social transgression, I fumble for some excuse. “Forgive me. I-I’m not good with faces.”

			She laughs, then—a long, exhilarating sound, like a wind chime. “I don’t blame you. I think you were about three feet tall the last time you saw me.” She reaches out a hand, dainty and freckled. “I’m Anneliese. Anneliese Whittaker. I was your nanny.” Her hand remains in the air for a moment, outstretched, like the bare limb of a winter tree, before I take it.

			“Sue. Sue Keller.” But of course she knows who I am. She says she was my nanny.

			“I used to babysit you when you lived upstate.” I flinch, unintentionally. She knew my mother. “How’s your dad? He always wanted to move back up there later in life.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek, savoring the tenderized spot there, made bloody by my anxious jaw. “He passed last year. Car accident.”

			Anneliese puts a hand to her mouth, her eyes widening behind the glasses. “Oh honey, I’m so sorry. You must miss him a lot, don’t you? He was your whole world back when I knew you.”

			I offer her a smile. “Yes, well, aren’t most little girls that way with their fathers?”

			The child is still screaming for lunch. His mother is speaking to another woman, the three of them the only people left in front of the church.

			“Yes, well, I guess that’s true. You and your dad had a special bond, though.” She gazes at me then, her face full of compassion, those green eyes penetrative.

			And we’re silent, for a beat too long. So I find myself shuffling, moving around her. “I actually have to meet a friend.” I check my wrist though I’m not wearing a watch. “But it was funny running into you.” I give her what I hope is an apologetic smile, backing away from her, toward the curb.

			She stops me, one of those tiny hands on my wrist, almost tugging at my sleeve like a child. “Wait. I’d love to see you again.” She digs around in her purse. I catch sight of a book, earbuds, some capped pens, a grimy-looking ChapStick. She takes out a receipt, uncaps a pen, and leans the paper against the church’s stone masonry, scrawling her number. The figures are dainty, like her hands.

			“I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Tell your friend a crazy lady stopped and demanded you spend time with her.” She laughs again, that wind chime chortle, and I pocket the receipt.

			“Nice to see you again!” I call, making the traffic light just in time. When I cross the street and turn, she’s gone, consumed by the hordes, no sign of that red hair glinting in the sunlight.

			“And you stopped? I would’ve kept on walking. No time for nutso people like that,” Beth says through the phone as I pace my studio, absentmindedly throwing trash away, smoothing out the creases in my bedspread, my phone nestled between my shoulder and ear. I set it down and put her on speaker. I have the urge, suddenly, to rearrange the furniture in this miniscule apartment. To move the bed to the other side of the room, away from the window, from the noise of the street.

			“She knew my name, Beth. She called out ‘Sue.’ I wasn’t going to ignore that.” Outside, a siren wails and I pull down the shade.

			“That’s why you always wear headphones. So you have an excuse not to deal with those kinds of people.” Beth smacks her gum, the noise ricocheting through the tinny speaker.

			“So you really don’t remember if I had a nanny called Anneliese?” I crumple up the wax paper from my bagel, letting it drift to the floor. The old family photo albums from that period are in storage, buried deep inside the disorganized cardboard boxes I hired movers to collect when I cleaned out Dad’s apartment.

			“Dude, we met when we were five. I don’t think I knew my own mom’s name back then. I certainly wouldn’t remember who your babysitter was.” I close my eyes and massage my temples, my usual insomnia-inflicted headache edging toward a dull throb. I don’t remember a long-term nanny. I never had any babysitters growing up, just my dad.

			I hear Beth say something to her girlfriend, a bark, and I walk away from the phone for a minute with a twinge of annoyance that she’s not giving me her undivided attention.

			I think of Anneliese’s face, those teeth, the green eyes. The hair. And.

			And.

			I am running in a field with her, in the yard behind the house upstate. The garden is giant. Huge sunflowers, hedges high enough to block the sun. Beneath me, the grass is lush, dewy, tickling my bare feet. And the sky is white, hot and blazing. And she is behind me, shrieking, her freckled arm outstretched, a paintbrush in her hand tinged blue.

			And I feel its slick bristles on my back and I fall, stumble. But I am laughing. And she is, too, her orange hair like a halo, eclipsing the sun.

			I open my eyes.

			“Anyway, I’m having some people over next weekend. I know you hate parties these days but you’re so cooped up all the time in that apartment. I swear it’ll be fun…” Beth squawks on, her voice shrill through the speaker.

			“I remember her.”

			Beth pauses mid-ramble. “What?”

			“I remember her. Anneliese. The woman who stopped me today. She’s not nuts. I remember her.”

			There’s a heavy silence on the other end. “Are you sure? You just said you didn’t.” Beth’s voice has lowered an octave, as if she’s whispering. Which I know is for my benefit, so her girlfriend won’t hear.

			I tighten my hand into a fist. “I’m serious. She was my nanny. We used to play this game with paint.”

			Beth sighs. “Still weird to me. You’re not thinking about calling her or anything like that, right?” But I’m already reaching into the garbage bag I use as a hamper, sifting through it for the sweats I wore earlier today. I take out the receipt, smoothing it out against my knee. It’s for shampoo, coconut Herbal Essences, and I can smell it on her, as if it’s 1996 and I am on the floor of my blue-carpeted bedroom and she is swinging her princess hair to and fro as we play Candy Land, the smell even more enticing than how I imagined Queen Frostine’s scent.

			Tears prick my eyelids.

			“I want to see her.” It comes out sounding infantile, testy even. And I hear Beth breathing, willing herself not to lash out.

			“Okay. Okay, Suzy. Just meet in public and bring some pepper spray. Remember, she stopped you in the street. She really could be anyone, even if she did babysit you a thousand years ago.” I hear her put another piece of gum in her mouth, the wrapper like static.

			“I know. She’s just a nice middle-aged woman. And maybe she has some cool things to say about my parents.” I know that will get Beth off my back. Any mention of my parents gets anyone off my back.

			I hear her breath as she blows a bubble, the snap of the gum sticking to her lip. “I’m just trying to be a good friend. Don’t fault me for it.” Her voice has lowered again. “I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again: you’ve been spending way too much time alone. It’s not like you and I can tell it’s getting to you. It would get to me.” But my finger is already hovering over the End Call button, eager to get Beth off the line.

			“I appreciate it. But for real, now I have work to do. I’ll text you.” She spends one more minute reminding me to come to her party next weekend and I promise I will, even though we both know I won’t, and I hang up first, still fingering that crumpled receipt, studying the perfectly shaped eights in the handwritten phone number, each the same height, the same size.

			Outside, a dog barks. And I bark back, loud and sharp, laughing at myself, my apartment easing into darkness as the sun sets.
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			May 1996

			The house is massive. Just staring at it, she already feels lost.

			She knew the family was rich, their house tucked into what used to be farmland so the husband could focus on his writing. Behind the house is a lake. It snakes through to her part of town—she’d capture frogs there as a child, wading into the swampy parts of the water. Once she brought one home, plopped into an old tomato sauce jar, and upon seeing his little girl clutching the jar so gingerly, her dad plunged his fleshy fingers into the container and grabbed the frog by its bulbous neck. Its eyes bulged so big she was sure they’d roll out. But instead, in what he described as a science experiment, a homespun biology-class frog dissection, he cut its throat with a steak knife, made her watch the creature’s green-tinted blood spurting out, dribbling down the wall.

			She didn’t bring home another animal after that.

			She reaches the front porch of this mammoth house, with upholstered chairs, a swing. A tiny spider scurries its way up a rail, disappearing into a crevice in the freshly painted wood. She knocks on the front door.

			There’s silence and she knocks again, louder this time, using the heel of her hand. And finally she hears shuffling, a grunt as a jammed doorknob is turned. And then she is standing in front of a tall, slim man, checkered shirt tucked into slacks, glasses perched at the end of his nose. He looks far too old to have a daughter so young. It’s bizarre to see him in real life, as if he’s walked out of the jacket flap of one of his novels. He’s narrower than his picture, the real world diminishing him into a regular middle-aged man.

			“You must be Annie,” he says, and sticks out his hand. His fingernails are finely cut, his cuticles scrubbed, like a woman’s. She takes it, after a pregnant pause.

			“Yes, yes I am.” She looks up into his milky blue eyes and he smiles nonchalantly, like she could be anyone. But she’s used to that.

			“I’m Mr. Keller, as you may have gathered. Come on in. You can wait in the living room and I’ll get my wife.” The front hall is bigger than her childhood home, empty except for one round, gleaming table showcasing a bouquet of sky-blue hydrangeas in an enormous cut-glass vase. The walls are lacquered in a deeper shade of the same blue, and the old parquet floor is so polished Annie can practically see her reflection in the planks. It’s so quiet, she finds herself tiptoeing, her soles flexing, so as not to make a sound.

			He leads her to a room filled with color, orange couches, blue vases on the fireplace mantel. Lemony sunlight glows on the dark, reflective end tables, and the back wall is lined with books organized by color. Silver-framed photos on one table show the Kellers with some famous people—the mayor of New York City and others Annie isn’t sure she recognizes. The Sony Trinitron TV is half-concealed inside a massive cabinet stenciled with a curling pattern of vines and grape clusters.

			She’s never seen anything like it, her mouth parting in awe as she imbibes the whole room. Who knew you could make a home so beautiful?

			The man stands awkwardly by the entrance, staring at her staring. “I’m glad we have somebody around to admire it. We haven’t had guests yet.” He smiles at her and this time it’s genuine, his eyes crinkling. She smiles shyly back.

			“Belle, the nanny’s here,” he calls into the cavernous space. When no one comes, he turns to Annie and holds up a finger. “One sec. Make yourself comfortable.” She perches herself on the edge of the sofa, placing her hands on her knees, prim and proper like she imagines you’re supposed to do in houses like this.

			And then a woman comes in, her jeans dirty, peeling off gardening gloves and tossing them on a pristine mirrored table. It makes Annie wince.

			She’s blonde and tiny, also older than Annie expected, five feet even, in socks. When Annie stands to introduce herself, she towers over her. But she’s one of those people who seems tall. Unlike the husband, she’s all business. No smiles, no niceties. Just a cursory glance, a hand extended. “Sorry, I was out back gardening. I didn’t hear you arrive.” She doesn’t sound apologetic. “Susanna is two and a half, almost three. So basically we’re looking for a nanny, every day nine to seven. I’ll be gone most days—either in the city or at this office space I’ve rented in town. Claudette said you have your associate’s in early childhood education?” She sits, taps her fingernails on her arm, waiting for Annie to begin.

			“Yes I got my GED at seventeen and then did that program. And I basically raised my siblings, too. I’m one of five and Mom died when I was twelve, so since then, they’ve mostly been my responsibility.” Mrs. Keller’s eyes widen at that, her tongue clucking with pity. “I’m certified in CPR, first aid, and water safety.” Annie settles on the sofa again and takes the certificates out of the dog-eared folder, laying them gently on the table, smoothing out their edges. “I can clean on the days Claudette is off. And I can cook, too, if you ever want a break from the kitchen.” She smiles softly at Mrs. Keller, who snorts.

			“Oh trust me, I don’t cook. But it’s good to know that you do.” And the interview continues, Annie marveling at that brilliant room, grinning with no teeth. She doesn’t want them to notice how crooked they are. It wouldn’t fit here, in this gorgeous, orderly space.

			Finally, Mrs. Keller turns to her husband. “To be honest, it seems impossible to find anyone reliable in the sticks, and I really need to get out of this godforsaken house some more, so if it’s up to me, you’re hired. What do you think, babe?” And it’s like Annie is out of the room. She shifts her gaze to the floor, the carpet a mesh of pinks and oranges, swirling together in a kaleidoscopic pattern.

			“I think it’ll be perfect. She’s young enough that she’ll keep up with Sue’s energy.”

			Mrs. Keller nods, cracking her knuckles. “Yeah, your old girl isn’t who she used to be.”

			This time Mr. Keller snorts, before turning back to Annie. “I’ll be home almost every day, up in my office, writing.”

			“But only holler if you really, really need anything. He needs to finish this series so we can move back to the city quicker.” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, that’s probably offensive. You grew up here.”

			Annie forces herself to laugh, a tickle at the back of her throat. “No problem.” Because what else is she supposed to say?

			“You know, let’s introduce her to Suzy, see how they get along,” Mr. Keller says. “You’re okay with that, Annie? She really should be the deciding factor here. Her nap time is about over now anyway. I’ll go up and get her.” He doesn’t wait for a response. Annie hears him climbing the stairs.

			Mrs. Keller reaches into her pocket and lights a cigarette, exhaling in Annie’s direction. “You be good to my girl, okay? I didn’t expect her to happen. I was suddenly pregnant at forty-three. Forty-three! Can you imagine? I had no clue what to do with myself. But once you have a child of your own, you’ll see. It changes you. Love doesn’t even begin to explain it.” She puffs on her cigarette, ashing it in an elegant white tray shaped like a scallop shell. Annie has to keep from grimacing. No object that nice should suffer such an indignity.

			When they hear Mr. Keller coming down the stairs again, she drops the whole thing, crushing the butt with her finger, smearing cinder all across that fine white china.

			Then Mr. Keller steps in holding a doll.

			That’s truly what Annie thinks for a split second as he comes in and settles down in a chair, the doll still in his lap. She’s the most beautiful child Annie has ever seen, like out of the fairy-tale book she cherished as a kid, filled with golden hues and turquoise skies. Rosy-cheeked, lips moist and full, eyes big and blue and unblinking. Blond hair cascades down her shoulders, almost white, especially in the afternoon light.

			She’s nothing like Annie’s own siblings, scabby-kneed with brutal grimaces, dirt under their fingernails, their father’s face etched into each of their features. She’s delicate, elegant even, a child from a world far different from Annie’s. She wants to hold her, to nuzzle her neck and braid her hair, handle her even more preciously than she did the beloved Barbie given by her grandma on her fifth Christmas.

			She just plain wants her, can feel the intangible cord of their shared soul loosening as they move nearer to one another. This is it. This is all she needs. Annie is stronger now. Nothing and no one will be lost.

			And it’s like she can hear Annie’s thoughts, this perfect child, because she reaches her arms out. “You wanna say hi to Annie, don’t you?” Mr. Keller coos, and Sue toddles over and climbs into Annie’s lap without another word, resting her head against Annie’s breast and sticking her thumb into her mouth. Annie wraps her arms around the little body, the warmth penetrating her chest.

			“My God, she likes you more than me.” Mrs. Keller laughs. But it’s a dry, mirthless sound.

			“I’m shocked.” Mr. Keller raises his eyebrows, stroking his chin. “It’s like she already knows you.” And Annie smiles because that’s exactly what it’s like.

			The little girl reaches up and tugs at Annie’s curls. “Pretty,” she says, wrapping her tiny finger around a ringlet, giggling as it bounces.

			Mrs. Keller was right. Love doesn’t even begin to encompass these feelings.
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			I spot Anneliese on a bench before she sees me. Her hair is up in a high ponytail, her shoulders tense as she pushes a stroller back and forth. She’s wearing tiny silver hoops, little wisps of hair curling at the nape of her neck. I wait a moment before approaching her.

			When I finally round the corner, she greets me with a closemouthed smile, a small wave. In the stroller, a little girl, who looks about four, sleeps, her little lips coated with drool. “My niece, Lola. And over there is my nephew, Jordan.” She points to the monkey bars, where a little boy with the same brown skin and dark curls as his sister’s hangs from his knees, showing off for a group of other kids.

			“Thanks for coming all the way here,” I say, making myself comfortable on the bench, its green paint so chipped I can see the wood underneath.

			It is a microcosm of motherhood here, women huddled in clusters around the edge of the playground, shaking out Goldfish, handing over juice boxes, wiping away dirt from little hands. Voices modulate in even, high tones, an ambient sound against the harsh screech of swing sets, the squeals of the kids. Men are so absent, you would forget they existed at all.

			“Oh, no problem at all. Jordan loves this playground. He’s very popular, as you can see.” We both look at him, going from rung to rung now, his face crumpled in determination as he reaches the end of the row. Anneliese turns her eyes back to me.

			“I live with my sister, Gabriella. She’s in the middle of a separation from her husband and needed some extra help. That’s one reason I moved here. Besides needing the change. I’ve lived mostly upstate all my life.” She tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “The apartment is a little cramped with the four of us, but I get free rent and she gets free childcare. So either we’re both winning or losing depending how you look at it.” She laughs and it’s not a contemptuous noise, as I’d expect it to be. It’s melodic, rising out of her in the same rhythm with which she rocks the stroller.

			“You must love kids.”

			She nods. “It’s all I’ve ever known. I nannied for other families after yours. I also substitute-taught for a while. Even did some tutoring. Basic stuff, like addition and spelling. It was a real treat when you texted. I love seeing what you kids are up to now, but mostly I lose touch. People move, phone numbers change. I’m not on Facebook or any of that either. Honestly, I hardly touch my computer.” In the stroller, Lola yawns and turns, sucking on her lower lip as she brings her blue floral blanket closer to her neck. I fight back a yawn myself.

			“Nannying can be very lucrative in New York,” I say, stupidly. I am not a parent. I’ve never even babysat. My only experience with anything regarding childcare is an acquaintance who nannied our first year out of college.

			Anneliese nods. “Right now, I’m focused on these kids. At some point, I’ll need to get a job, but I have a little nest egg to keep me going.” She reaches into her bag, the same faux leather one, and takes out her phone, an older iPhone model. “Just so you know that I’m not completely insane,” she says with a chuckle, flipping over to her photos.

			And I have to do a double take to fully process it, because there I am by a lake, during late fall or early spring, the tree branches skeletal, held in a younger Anneliese’s arms, her flow of red hair vibrant in the somewhat grainy picture. I am pointing up to the sky, to something outside the frame.

			“I have pictures of all the kids I’ve nannied,” she explains, and stretches, rolling her shoulders, before propping one leg up on the bench and facing me, finding my eyes. Though it’s sunny, we’re in the shade so I have no excuse but to look back, get swallowed whole by her gaze. “But enough about me. I want to hear about you.”

			I tell her the basics, that I grew up in Manhattan, my birthplace, after my mom’s death. That my dad never remarried. Where I went to college. That after my father’s death last June, I sold his apartment and started renting a studio. That I work in marketing at a beauty start-up, a job I’d inexplicably landed after college and don’t feel passionate about. That I love to paint, but I never thought I could make a career out of it.

			She drinks it in, never once interrupting me. And I realize that having Beth as my main point of contact has made me quieter, that I haven’t spoken nonstop in over a year, that Beth’s presence has absorbed mine. That never used to happen.

			When I’m seemingly done she smiles, this time with teeth. “You were always so creative, so lovely with colors the way your dad was with words. You would always make up stories, too, from pictures in your parents’ art books. You’d find the tiniest detail, a dog in the background of a painting, a window into a field, and expand upon it. Your Dad loved putting you on his lap and leafing through those books. It was a gift to watch.” She puts her delicate hand on mine and the touch is so foreign, so warm, that before I know it, I have tears leaking down my face.

			“I miss him so much,” I whisper. And instead of gently patting me and puckering her mouth into a pitying frown, she just squeezes my hand and says, “I know.”

			I pause before wiping at my tears, almost enjoying the burn in my eyes. And then it’s like my mouth is a leaky faucet. I can’t stop talking. “When he died, I kept waiting for some kind of resolution, a sign from him that things would be easier after this crescendo, from here on out. I kept looking for him in everything, in the scratches on my medicine cabinet, the bubbles in boiling water, waiting for his voice to rise out of thin air and tell me to move on. And then I realized I’d never made an effort to know him, that even if it were logical to look, I wouldn’t know where to begin.” I wring my hands, but it doesn’t stop me from talking, voicing all these private moments, these unspoken thoughts, I’ve had in the last year.

			“We cohabitated for so long. He raised me. And he was good at it, too. He was always there when I needed him. Too much in some ways. But he was so shut off about himself and I was too self-involved to ask. He never wanted to talk about his feelings or his struggles. Or my mother.”

			Anneliese nods, taking back my hand and massaging the knuckles, her fingers pressing those hills and valleys. “He was a very kind man. I don’t think he knew exactly what to do with you, but he learned along the way. I appreciated seeing that. So many men don’t even try to learn about their children, their daughters. But he wanted to know every last detail, to archive it. He had a list of all your favorite foods, your favorite movies, your favorite books, pinned up in his office. But of course, you were a toddler, so they changed all the time. He constantly had to write out new lists. Your mom would go ballistic because the tape he used peeled the paint off the walls.” She laughs lightly.

			“What was it like working in that house when he was writing The Devil’s Regret?” I find myself asking. I knew that that series, the one he moved my mom and me upstate to Isham for, had been his most successful. Because of some foresighted tech investments in the late seventies, he’d been able to pivot to writing full time by the mid-eighties. By the time I was born, he’d already become quite famous, but The Devil’s Regret had launched him into a new stratosphere of literary stardom. He wrote other books throughout my childhood and into my adulthood, but he would always be best known for that one series.

			Sometimes, in my lowest, most shadowy moments, I blame myself. Blame myself for his peak being so early in my childhood. If I didn’t exist, if he hadn’t had to care for me all alone, who knows how prolific he would’ve been, how many other series he could have written?

			“He was just very intent on working. We couldn’t bother him throughout the day. He never got angry with you, though, when you’d inevitably knock on his door. He relished you. He loved you, so, so much. And I’m sure everyone has told you that, but I saw it firsthand, every day during those early years of your life.” I move closer to her then, clutching her fingers, my bitten nails barely leaving a groove on her skin.

			“This was a big thing for me to do, meeting you here,” I blurt out. And then want to gulp it back down, because I sound like a needy kid, begging for praise. But Anneliese’s eyes hold no judgment.

			“What I’m saying is that I don’t leave my apartment much since Dad died. It’s hard for me. And having so many questions about him doesn’t make it any easier.” I look back at Jordan, enjoying the playground, and I’m thrust into déjà vu, a tinge of a memory. Anneliese bent down in gravel, leaning to bandage me up, tying her hair back to dab antiseptic on a scrape as I squeeze her arm so hard that it turns red. You’re allowed to cry, honey. You don’t have to hold back tears for me.

			And then Jordan falls.

			And it seems like I feel his yell before I hear it and I jump up, because he’s bleeding and sprawled on the ground, his arm clutched to his chest, his small face blurred with tears.

			But her hand on my shoulder holds me back. “Sit. Let him come to us.” She’s nudging the stroller like nothing’s happened, her gaze drifting past Jordan’s collapsed body.

			I swallow. “He looks injured, though. I can sit with Lola if you want. It’s not a problem.”

			She shakes her head. “He’s being dramatic. He’ll come to us. I have a first aid kit. Finish what you were telling me.” I hear his muffled cries for his mom and I want to plug my ears. But Anneliese is serene, even as I notice other nannies and moms turning to her, recognizing that she’s ignoring her charge’s scream.

			I see a couple of short-haired women in yoga pants and slip-on sneakers walking toward us, and I cringe at the verbal assault that’s about to happen, their hands scrunched up in menace, their body language rigid, their gaunt faces ready to put her photo on a nanny-shaming Facebook group. But before the two women can reach us, Jordan is striding over to us, eyes puffy from crying. His hands are tucked into the crooks of his armpits.

			“You’re very brave, aren’t you?” Anneliese coos, and takes out a first aid kit. The two women stop in their tracks, confer with one another, before turning back to their bench.

			Up close, I can see that it’s only a scratch, a bit bloody, but definitely more painful to a seven-year-old than it would be for anyone else. She patches him up quickly, spreading a Band-Aid neatly on the cut. “You can go back out and play now.”

			He shakes his head. “All the other kids just saw me fall. Can we leave?” Anneliese answers by handing him a chapter book and he sighs and takes it, leaving space on the bench as he sits cross-legged and begins to read, muttering the words quietly to himself. Lola gurgles awake and Anneliese lifts her out of the stroller and places her on the blacktop. She goes over to bug her brother, who actually seems happy for the distraction.

			Anneliese sits back down and turns to me, expression gentle, placid. “So, go on. I’m sorry that incident interrupted you.” She puts a hand on my arm, soft like feathery wings. I immediately relax again.

			“I just have so many questions about that time in my life, when you knew me,” I say carefully. “I barely remember it and I could never ask my dad because it was so shadowed by Mom’s death. That’s why I reached out.” She moves closer to me, her knee touching mine, and I get a whiff of her shampoo. It’s so comforting that I almost prod her neck like an infant.

			“And I can answer them all,” she whispers to me. And there’s a catch in her voice that is almost, but not quite, discernable. But her arm, still around me, is so comfortable that I decide not to dwell. I can’t help it. I need this. I need her. “I’m with the kids most days after they get out of school. You could come to Astoria and visit us next week, if you’d like.”

			Beside us, Lola and Jordan are now arguing about some movie, Jordan’s voice sharp with contempt toward his little sister. “I don’t want you to feel like I’m a burden, that I’m asking too much. Please tell me if I’m asking too much.” But even as I say it, I can tell she won’t mind, that my concern will only make her double down on the invite.

			She lifts her hand and without asking, smooths my hair back. “Oh never, never. Remember, I was the one who stopped you. I was the one who wanted to get to know you again. You’re not a burden at all.”

			Jordan scoots over to us, done with winning whatever argument he and Lola were having. “Please can we go home now? You said we could get pizza.”

			“I did say that. But I’m having a grown-up talk with Suzy right now. Can it wait ten minutes?”

			“It’s fine. I’ll see you all next week,” I say. “Besides, this is my lunch break and I’ve already been gone from my computer for over an hour.” And I realize that I want to cut it short, that I want to hear each and every anecdote of my and Anneliese’s shared existence, her fondness for me, slowly. So I can savor it, piece by piece, memory by memory, seedlings planted in my head, sprouting petals that maybe, with time, could overtake the rotting roots currently entangling my subconscious.

			That night, after I’ve finished work, I don’t bask in the darkness like I usually do. I flick on the light, fold my clothes, trim my bangs, luxuriate in bed, promise myself I’ll do laundry tomorrow. When I began renting this place, I’d been drawn to the basement washer and dryer. But even going down the two flights has proven too effortful, too tedious. The rattling of the pipes scared me off more than once. So I took to buying new underwear when I needed it, answering the door for food delivery in my bathrobe reeking of stale sweat.

			In New York, you don’t have to go outside if you don’t want to, and this last year I’d relished that. No one had to see my stained sheets, smell the dirty tampons collecting in my bathroom wastepaper basket. I could disappear, fully and deeply, into my walls and no one would know. I could die here and no one would know until I decomposed. And I loved that.

			I had never experienced this desire before, this yearning to hide. I’d always craved exposure, always had a hunger to be seen. But something in me had flickered off when my dad, my biggest fan, died. Grief, depression, whatever you want to call it, had eroded all my usual sensibilities.

			It would’ve been wrong to stay uptown at my dad’s apartment, to have all that space to myself, walking in his footsteps, forever haunting that home he’d moved back to right after Mom died. So I sold it. Put the money in low-interest savings along with whatever liquid assets I inherited from Dad, minus taxes, and moved out of the three-bedroom apartment where I’d been living with friends ever since I graduated from college. And started renting the East Village studio. I could have bought something much bigger. I could have had Dad’s broker or lawyer invest the money. I could have done a thousand things differently. But I liked the tiny impersonal space, small enough that if I stretched my leg on my bed I’d be halfway to my kitchen. I loved being in that cocoon, spun of my own making.

			And maybe part of me didn’t want to commit to buying even a tiny studio apartment because I was still hoping that I’d become that girl again, the one who delighted in having roommates. Or even a romantic partner.

			In my last place, I’d painted my bedroom walls turquoise. I’d hung up art my friends had made and used my great grandmother’s quilt as a tapestry. I’d scoured online thrift stores for vintage furniture and had contracted my friend Gavin to build a bar cart from scratch. I’d put up violet curtains and kept a framed photograph of my mother on my bedside table.

			On weekends, my friends and I would push the living room furniture out of the way and host parties, serve Aperol spritzes and quince from our bar cart, throw off our shoes and dance, invite the downstairs neighbors so they wouldn’t complain. I was always the belle of the ball; I’d create the best playlists, adapt the invite list to suit my mood.

			Before work, I’d go to the gym, make myself breakfast, walk the twenty blocks to the office. At night I always had social outings, dinners with friends, dates, events my friends in fashion or PR would slip me invites to. I’d dab on red lipstick, a touch of concealer, and feel good about myself. I’d take my coffee with half-and-half and cinnamon and light candles in the bathroom whenever I had guests. Sometimes I even cooked—generous dinners with scallops and linguini, berries and real whipped cream, recipes I’d scour for on Instagram.

			I’d gone home to my dad’s apartment every few weeks. We’d drink good scotch and watch Law and Order: SVU marathons without speaking, tucking into artisanal pizza or Thai food. I’d use chopsticks and he’d use a fork. He’d congratulate me on new responsibilities I was given at work, the grit with which I negotiated my raise. Sometimes, when he fell asleep, I would open his laptop and confirm doctor appointments for him, make sure his prescriptions didn’t run out. I’d go out to the twenty-four-hour grocery store and stock his fridge with smoked salmon, hummus, grapes, Laughing Cow cheese.

			Maybe this earnest concern about his welfare was a silent apology, an acceptance, if not a full understanding of why my dad had craved my presence as a child. He wanted me close, always. His work allowed for this arrangement; he was there after school, in the evenings, on the weekends. When he couldn’t be, when he had lectures or cocktail parties or even a late afternoon meeting with his agent, I always came along, my small fist in his large one. He gave me books, paper, crayons, a briefcase full of gadgets and toys to keep me entertained, propping me in the corner of a restaurant, an office, even the sprawling estate of the producer who turned his books into films, never more than a few yards away.

			He stopped staying out past eight. He stopped traveling. He stopped having a social life of any kind. By the time I was nine, his socializing had dwindled down to a couple of lifelong buddies who didn’t mind coming over to the apartment, who would gladly sit alongside him as he read me a bedtime story, wait patiently as I awoke from a bad dream, moaned about tiny puppies metamorphosing into scary ducks, Franken­steined creatures out to get me. Needless to say, he never dated. His eyes were always on me, a thin line of exhaustion and anxiety permanently scored between his brows.

			Of course, as I grew older I became resentful. Sleepovers weren’t allowed. Sleepaway camp wasn’t either. We didn’t take a proper vacation until I was thirteen, to Lisbon, and even then I was forced to tag along sulkily after him on every museum tour, every church, up and down those hilly streets. “Do you know how lucky you are?” he said to me, as I refused to eat cabeça de peixe, my arms crossed, my shoulders slumped. “How many kids get to go to Portugal? Get to eat so many amazing meals? One day you’ll thank me.” I won’t, I won’t, I thought to myself. All I wanted to do was lie in the air-conditioned hotel room, scroll through my new Razr phone, rack up the hotel internet bill and instant message my friends, prank call a teacher, look up how-to’s on shaving my newly grown pubic hair. All I wanted was to be away from him. The funny thing is, he didn’t seem to enjoy the trip a whole lot either.

			Sometimes, during those adolescent years, I wished he’d die. Then I’d have all the time in the world to be alone. Other times, in my vainest moments, I wished I’d die so he’d feel guilty. Guilty in knowing that even with such a short leash, he couldn’t prevent me from succumbing to certain death.

			Once, when I was seventeen, I came home past curfew. I’d been with Gavin, who I dated in high school. My dad liked Gavin, liked that his parents called to ensure permission before he took me on our first date, even though we’d been sixteen. He probably liked how nonthreatening Gavin seemed, no trace of a mustache, his lashes thick and baby-like, his voice soft, his earlobes giant next to his tiny head. Gavin was a safe zone for my father, a green light that we used to our advantage.

			What adults don’t understand, or maybe choose to forget, is that even the gawkiest, nerdiest, most metal-mouthed teens are experimenting. We’re also taking sips from the vodka bottle, replacing the alcohol with water. We’re also smoking poorly rolled joints procured from dealers we meet on the sidewalk, who overcharge for nugs packaged in those round plastic containers you’d find fifty-cent rings in at the grocery store. We’re also fumbling around in a bed somewhere, telling our parents our boyfriend or girlfriend has gone home, when in fact they’re waiting in a building’s stairwell for a text to come: Parents are asleep.

			I came in that night, my makeup smeared, my stomach jostling with peach schnapps, gooey and dazed from a night of almost, not quite, going all the way. I was floating.

			Until I was met at the door by my father’s pale, trembling face, panic simmering at his temples. “Where the hell have you been, Susanna? Why weren’t you answering your phone? What the hell have you become?” He grabbed my shoulders and tried to steer me to a chair in the living room.

			I’d resisted his touch. I pushed him away, hard. Watched him stumble, trip over the carpet. I grabbed the cordless phone he was holding and threw it across the room, flinching as I heard the batteries spin out. Kicked the front door until my toes hurt, until I left scuff marks. Seething, hormonal adolescent anger that I did not have the mastery to control. Years of resentment spinning out of my grasp, damaging anything I could get my hands or feet on.

			Then, I’d stared at him pettishly, his mouth agape after my rampage, part of me eager to open my purse, take out the cigarettes I’d bought but never smoked, light up in front of him, tap ash onto the carpet I know my dead mother had found eons ago in a Macedonian thrift store. “Relax. I’m only ten minutes late. Why are you so obsessed with me?” The stillness then was tangible. I swear I could hear time move forward, could hear the shallow exhale of someone crossing the street, fights down on the sidewalk.

			My father’s eyes bugged. His face paled even further. He dropped to his knees, hands kneading that carpet, and, to my horror, he began to cry. “Do you think I love you too much, Susanna? Is that it? Do you want me to love you less? Do you know what would happen then? Do you know what could happen?” He stared up at me, an uncanny sensation, as I always looked up at him. I didn’t answer. I was afraid to. He dropped his eyes to the ground. “No, no you don’t. I guess you don’t,” he said softly, more to himself than to me.

			He regained composure, hugged me. Told me I was grounded for two weeks and then changed it to one when I stopped hugging him back.

			A year later, I went to college and our dynamic shifted. I saw him less, of course, so when I did he always seemed older, more unsteady, lonelier. His glasses were crooked. He didn’t drink enough water. He slept too much or too little. So I made him do these things. As I grew older, less egotistical, it finally dawned on me that my father’s attachment all those years was a way to fill the hole my mother had left. His smothering, obsessive, all-encompassing love was his method of compensating for an absent parent. We’d both be different people if your mother were alive, he’d said on more than one occasion. He would never elaborate on how.

			I wouldn’t feel that kind of rage I had at seventeen again until after he died, when I broke every plate in his apartment. Smashing them, one by one, onto the floor. Leaving the shards out overnight, daring myself to forget, step on them the next morning and injure myself.

			What I had said to Anneliese had been correct, too. As close as we were, physically and figuratively, there was a part of my dad I couldn’t penetrate, boxes in his brain that remained closed. He knew the names of all the members of my favorite boy bands growing up and the exact birth dates of all my friends. He would sit with me and watch Mean Girls on repeat Saturday nights when the rest of my seventh grade class was at a slumber party. When he went to pick up items at CVS, he knew, without my telling him, what nail polish to get down to color and brand, the kind of elastic hair ties I liked, to always get non-oil makeup removers. He knew every freckle, every mole, the way I categorized my pens. At what specific line of Matilda I began to cry.

			Up until adolescence he knew all my secrets, too. Who I would murder if I could. The twisting prickle of panic I had whenever I was assigned goalie in gym. That in first grade I was the one who had
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