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				For Brandon and my father:

				two good men

			

		

	
		
			
				Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

				—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury
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			  I had a daughter. When she was eleven, my husband and I took her to Spring Acres, the local pool park, for swimming lessons. She wore a purple bathing suit, the bikini I allowed over Art’s grumbled protests, and she bounced on the diving board a little, and leaped, and cannonballed right into the deep end. The splash of blue-tinted water made a fragile shell around her, gorgeous, and then she went under. She was fearless. There was that moment a mother feels when the heart pauses and the throat goes dry, that fear of—or desire for, maybe—the moment of crisis, when everything changes and you have to change, too, to make sense of it all. That’s a strange word: desire. But it’s there. When your wheels catch water on a rainy day and your brakes are suddenly useless, the pedal under your foot mush; when you’re a few swats away from spanking your child too hard, and the coldness in your heart both terrifies and delights you. It’s unexplainable, that desire, and perhaps it should also go unacknowledged, but I’ve decided that the desire is useful, not shameful. Because it keeps you sane when the worst happens. And the worst does happen.

				I felt that moment, and then she broke the surface of the water, and we caught our breaths together. Art, beside me, never looked up from his medical journal—the luxury of fatherhood.

				I like to keep her here: young and alive, so many years away from the horror of that night in the dorm room. Her innocence and mine. She caught her breath that humid July afternoon, and I swear, it was just like the moment of her birth: the intake of air, the shriek of delight and fear. She waved to me from across the water, and I waved back, and we were laughing together. Felicia.

				She was murdered eight years later, in the fall semester of her sophomore year of college. The boy who killed her, who got away with it, was named Simon Wells, and they’d met a few days earlier at a keg party on State Street. He’d made a pass at her, but she went home that night with his friend instead. The story came out at trial, and the boy she went home with, Marty, was the one who did most of the telling. The police put the rest together. It went something like this: The boys went to Felicia’s dorm room—“to see if she wanted to party,” Marty said. They smoked pot together, talked for a while, and then Felicia and Marty fooled around some, kissing and “second-base stuff,” not wanting to make Simon uncomfortable. “He’s a lonely guy,” Marty had testified. “I felt sorry for him.” After that, Marty claims that Simon “got crazy jealous,” pushing him out of the way and forcing himself on Felicia. When she started to scream, Simon covered her mouth for a moment with a pillow—a novelty pillow, rainbow-striped, fish-shaped, that I’d bought for her myself—and when she screamed again, he covered her face again, and she was dead when he removed it the second time. Or at least seemed to be, Marty had amended. She wasn’t moving. Didn’t seem to be breathing. It had happened so fast—he hadn’t known that Simon could hurt her that way, or he would have done something, he would have risked his own life to save her. It had happened so fast.

				“Then Simon sent me to get the car started,” Marty said on the stand. “I didn’t know what he was going to do. I wasn’t thinking too straight by then.”

				So many holes in that. So much to doubt. But I want to believe that Marty told the truth because Felicia had deemed him good, or at least good enough to sleep with. I’ve spent the five years since Felicia’s death trying to reconcile the girl I knew, the daughter I’d made it my life’s business to love, with the secrets that reveal themselves in death. You either make allowances or you lose the person a second time, and that’s just the way of things.

				When Marty left the dorm room, Simon set about covering up his crime. He sprayed Felicia down with a can of air freshener, wove a comforter around the room’s two sprinklers, closed the windows, and locked them. He tossed the emptied can on the bed, good as a bomb, and then he lit a match, set her on fire, and ran out of the room, pulling the door shut behind him. The doors at Keough Hall are solid oak, and they lock automatically. The first campus police officer to arrive after the fire alarm sounded secured the perimeter but didn’t open Felicia’s door. He waited for the fire department to arrive, and by the time they were able to break in, the room was a black and steaming husk, and Felicia, who shouldn’t have still been breathing, was.

				In another lifetime—the life before my marriage and even my courtship, the life before motherhood, when I still had interests and ambitions and hopes that existed outside of my daughter—I was an English major at a good university. And as every English major must, I took a survey on Shakespeare, whom I regarded with a kind of automatic, passionless appreciation. It was all too big for me, too grand, the fall of kings and death of lovers and old men raising their fists against thunderstorms and God. I believed in Shakespeare’s goodness the way I believed in God’s goodness: hypothetically, trusting the opinions of the majority over my own disinterest. I hadn’t known any tragedy in those days. I had no real reasons for faith or for doubt.

				The play I liked that semester was the one I wasn’t supposed to like, Titus Andronicus. The professor presented it to us as a curiosity and sometimes as a joke. “Shakespeare does Texas Chainsaw Massacre,” he’d said, affecting seriousness. He would read passages aloud with a melodramatic warble, working us like a stand-up comic, sounding, I would think later, almost desperate, as if the only way to excuse the play, to restore Shakespeare for us, was to shout the disdain that he’d rather have kept private. What bothered me was that the play affected me more deeply than I could admit during final examinations, when I dutifully penned into my bluebook that it was “easily dismissible, though noteworthy as a testing ground for themes Shakespeare would later put to better use.” Here is the sketch of things: There is a great Roman general, Titus, who gets on the wrong side of a powerful woman named Tamora, who becomes empress. Titus has many sons, and most of them die during the play, but the important thing for you to know is that he has a daughter, Lavinia. Lavinia is raped by Tamora’s sons, who then cut out her tongue and cut off her hands so that she can’t tell anyone who’s committed the crime. Lavinia doesn’t die, but she spends the rest of the play miming and weeping silently, and then Titus himself slays her at the end, along with a stageful of others.

				That was the image I couldn’t shake: Lavinia, led onstage by her torturers, robbed of her tongue and her hands. The outrageousness of it. The cruelty.

				I hadn’t thought about that play in my daughter’s lifetime, all those good years of health and plenty. I’d had no reason to. We were, as families go, successful. When Felicia chose the local state college over Vanderbilt, Art’s and my alma mater, Art had groused—but he wrote the tuition and housing checks without so much as a blink, and he drove the half hour to campus at least once a week for a surprise visit, which she nearly always welcomed. She was a good girl. She’d loved her father. And Felicia, the mere fact of her existence, had continually fixed anything that threatened to break between Art and me. We were better together, united in loving her, than we could have been apart. It wasn’t a perfect life, but I can look back on it now and know that it was as close to one as Art and I had deserved.

				Then it was gone. Suddenly I was sitting at her bedside, listening to the hitch and hiss of the respirator, backing away every few moments to allow the doctors and nurses to change the bedding, which she frequently wet—the fluids poured out of her as quickly as they were pumped in by IV—and her dressings, which served as her skin. She was so swollen and bandaged that she was
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