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    THE CROWDS KEEP coming. More and more every day it seems. But in the beginning it was just the random neighbor or stray soul from the surrounding area, drawn by rumor and whisper and desperate wish. Word spread. Somehow they heard about the little girl on Shaker Street, the one who almost diedwho should have diedbut didn’t, and now she can’t speak or move, she’s paralyzed, mute, hooked up to machines and tubes, her body a living statue, but also holy, blessed, a gift from God, a child who heals and gives hope to those in need . . . And it went from there, slowly at first, a mysterious, massing thing with a life of its own. People appearing at the house, awed and urgently curious, polite as churchgoers, something ancient in their eyes.


    They find their way, clutching foldable maps and Thomas Guides and handwritten directions, in this, the fall of 1999, the much-publicized final year of the millennium. For reasons known, unknown. Yes, the full-on tragedies and crushing misfortunes, the kind of sorrow you’d expect, as well as the everyday, the shitty little speed bumps of lifethe work problems, the marital despair, the doomed conspiracies of the heart. The little girl might be able to help. So why not go and see for themselves? They park their cars and walk up to the small one-story house. Arriving singly, or in pairs, or in larger groupssometimes entire families even, multiple generations seeking relief, holding hands, chanting the names of loved ones. You wouldn’t believe the traffic getting here, the freeway a nightmare crawl.


    It’s like any neglected house in any neglected neighborhood. The yellowed lawns and chain-link fences and toppled children’s toys, the latter discarded and forgotten, the plastic leached of color long ago. Trees are sparse, infrequent. The doorbell doesn’t work. And if someone else is already inside the house, spending time with the girl, they remain outside and endure the Southern California sun. Shading their eyes, waiting their turn. Because now, sometimes, there’s a line, depending on the hour and day of the week (Saturday mornings being the worst). And if that’s the case, and the line grows and more visitors arrive, conversations spark, stories are exchanged. It passes the time and reminds them of why they’ve made this journey. They marvel at how the narratives are the same or different or a little of both, yet all share a common theme: the need to believe, the yearning for something beyond one’s self.


    “I’m here but I’m not sure why I’m here,” someone might say, waiting and looking up, briefly, at the sky swollen with light and heat.


    “You’ll know once you get inside,” another will explain. “That’s what they say.”


    Others know exactly why they’ve come: personal addictions (substance, sexual); various disorders (physical, psychological, spiritual); parents with cancer or one of the lesser-tiered diseases; daughters who have lost their sense of smell and taste; sons who have lost their sense of love and kindness; siblings, cousins, nephews, nieces who are simply lost; friends who could not make the trip on their own due to their particular infirmity but desperately require the girl’s help, her saintly, sacred intervention, because it’s the last hope they have; the times apparently calling for a new way to understand, a new way to be.


    Once inside they are greeted by the mother and then led through the living room and down a hallway and into the girl’s room. And there she is. They behold her in her perpetual repose, Sleeping Beautylike, but eyes alarmingly open, unblinking, unmoving, her hair long and dark and freshly shampooed. They hear the hum of machines, the ventilator’s insistent suck. They note the aroma of flowers. Stuffed animals everywhere: her bed, shelves, the floor, spilling out of the open closet. With the bed and machines and furniture there isn’t much space left, only a narrow path allowing them to get close enough to the girl. They ask if it’s all right to touch her. The mother always says yes. And it always surprises them: how warm the girl’s skin is. How it is burning. Burning with God.


    The time invariably elapses too quickly. They are never ready to leave. Just another minute, please. And so they pray harder and mumble faster and the minute expires and they go. On the way out, they linger so they can ask questions: How long ago did it happen? Was she in a lot of pain? Is she in a lot of pain? Does she know we’re here? Is there any awareness that, you know, this is happening? The mother can only answer the first question: the accident was nine months ago, another lifetime ago. For the rest, she shrugs, says the doctors don’t know for sure, no one knows for sure, but many people think yes, yes she knows, yes she’s aware, yes she’s with us, it’s all unfolding in front of her as if she’s watching a movie.


    Then they thank her, the mother, repeatedly, trying to say what cannot be saidwhat else can they do? There are other people waiting and it’s time to move on. The day now more vivid, more substantial, in fuller focus. Could it be that the curative has already begun? Then they exit the house and step back out into the sun, the judgment gone, the light flooding everything and everyone, light that does not cause them to shade their eyes but to open them farther, see clearer, see deeper, light that’s alive, light that’s viscous, light that connects and fills and sustains, light that reflects (inwardly, outwardly) and seemingly has no end, light that’s like a breath, like oxygen, the light, the light, everywhere the light.
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    MIRACLES AND WONDERS
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    | Karen |


    EVERYTHING NOW: A before and after. Time split, a line separating what was from what is. Actually, two before and afters: the accident itself, and when things started happening with Anabelle. And things, Karen knows, is not the right word, not the right word at all; it sounds wrong and wobbly when spoken aloud and even when it’s thought of in her mind, but what else to call it? Strange occurrences? Unexplained phenomena? Curious coincidences? Nothing is right. Nothing is adequate. And so: things.


    She does this often, distinguishing between past and present, and it’s what she’s doing now as she retreats down the hallway and toward the kitchen after having ushered the first visitor of the day into her daughter’s room, a woman who came because of her own daughter, who has cancer and is only eight years old, the same age as Anabelle. Before: visitors were rare. After: they show up almost every day. Before: she hardly spoke to anyone. After: she talks to people all the time. Before: she had a daughter that was fairly normal. After: a daughter that is anything but normal. Before: a husband. After: well . . .


    The woman had traveled all the way from Bellingham, Washington, driving straight through, stopping only for gas and coffee and M&Ms, her face manic and oily from the road, one of her earrings having gone AWOL, strands of uncooperative, graying hair escaping a long ponytail, the rapid-fire speech of a standup comedian on a roll. “It isn’t right,” she told Karen before she hurried into the bedroom. “It just isn’t right. A child. Cancer. Those two things, those two words, they don’t go together. It doesn’t make sense. And yet. The tests. The confirmation is there. She can’t lift her left arm now sometimes. This isn’t how the world is supposed to be. It shakes you to the core. It isn’t right. I’mI’m sorry. Off I go. Rambling and such. Just ask Terry. Terry, my husband, who’s taking care of her while I’m here. Terry’ll tell you. How I start in on one thing and then end up on another completely. He’s half saint, really, Terry, after all we’ve been through. But your daughter. I’m sorry. Is it all right to touch her? I don’t want to overstep. Or be like inappropriate. How does it usually work? I’m not really religious, see. It just felt like the right thing to do. I knew I had to drive. I knew I had to come.”


    Before: she didn’t know such struggle and sadness could indiscriminately deploy in people’s lives. After: she does.


    And there in the kitchen is Bryce. With his little-boy wonder and NFL build, like two people in one. He’s unloading the dishwasher, stacking plates and dishes on the counter. Not even nine o’clock now, and already it’s blazing outside. Inside, it’s time to close the windows and blast the air conditioning. It’s what she’ll do next. But first she needs to sit down. The kitchen table as temporary refuge, as site of intermission and much-needed pause. Bryce turns as she pulls out a chair. The day officially underway.


    “Hey there. Our visitor all set then?”


    “Just went in. I don’t think she’s slept in days. She’s on a kind of a high. How long is it that a person can go without sleep?”


    Bryce joins her at the table, his hair still wet from the shower. He smells like morning.


    “I don’t know,” he says. “Three days? Four? There’s coffee if you want. And guess what? I had an idea.”


    Bryce is always having ideas. He was one of the first to come, from La Mirada, a sweet soul and firm believer in fate, who’d been taking care of his sick mother (cancer, strokes, asthma, depression) until she finally died late last year. He’d been lost after, he told her, in a fog. Then he read about Anabelle online somewhere and came to see her the very same day. And now he helps out, answers the phone, changes Anabelle’s sheets, brings groceries and books, cooks meals, cleans. She can’t picture all this without him.


    “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me what that idea is,” says Karen.


    Bryce smiles. They have banter, definite banter. She’s not sure when it started. But one day it was there, in the house with them, like an old friend.


    “So there’s this little core group of people we have helping out with AnabelleDominique, Marnie, Meredith, you, me. And the nurses and PTs and all the delivery and medical supplies people. And I was thinking, just thinking, we needed a name. You know. Something catchy. Something like Anabelle’s Angels. We could have T-shirts and a secret handshake. What do you think?”


    Now Karen smiles.


    “I like it,” she says, admiring the table’s immaculate gleam and the organized stacks of mail: letters to Anabelle, letters to Karen, bills, coupons, unheeded solicitations to people who used to live here, names that make her a little sad. “I like it a lot. Especially the secret handshake part.”


    “And I still want to get that website going,” Bryce continues. “I have a friend who can help out with the coding and get us up and running. But first things first: how are you doing? Are you ready for this afternoon? Today’s the big day, right? Ready for your close-up?”


    “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess. I just don’t want to sound like a spaz.”


    “Maybe we can practice a little. I could ask you some questions and you could practice your answers on me.”


    “Sure. Thanks, Bryce. That would be great. Thanks for everything.”


    She almost says more but stops herself.


    “And there’s coffee,” adds Bryce. “I can make some eggs. Just give the word. Man. It’s already a hundred out there it seems like. And you know what they’re saying about the weather. It’s not like it used to be.”


    “And when you can’t count on the weather, then what?”


    “All the earthquakes and power outages we’ve been having, too. On the drive over this morning there was a story on the radio about streaks of light in the sky, meteor showers maybe, out in the desert, near Joshua Tree. At this rate, we might not make it to January.”


    Inside Anabelle’s bedroom the woman from Bellingham begins to weep. This is not uncommon. People cry, they fall to their knees in outright supplication. Some faint. Karen understands and doesn’t understand. She’s trying, though. They come and they keep coming and they are different after. Changed. What else can she do but open her door? Some days she thinks there are more visitors than the previous day, some days she thinks less, that it’s finally dying down. But it never does. This is permanent. This is reality now. She’s never used the phrase “life’s work”one of those concepts that she thought applied to lawyers and doctors and teachers but not to her. But it’s beginning to feel like that. Like this is what she was meant to do. People were even starting to leave donations.


    Before: she didn’t expect much to come of her life. After: she’s seriously reconsidering.


    IT’S HER FIRST real interview and so she’s picking cuticles and nibbling on nails as she waits for the Eyewitness News van to arrive. They’re late. Also: the constant reconsiderations of clothing, hair, lipstick shade, etc. But why is she worrying? This isn’t about her. It’s about Anabelle. It’s about everyone her daughter helps, those who come. Yet people would see her, Karen Vincent, on TV, note her imperfections and general blandness, and what would they think? There have been a few phone conversations with reporters, but never this, never an in-person interview with a camera filming everything, filming her. She worries she’s not prepared, not TV worthy.


    When the van pulls up she recognizes the reporter immediately. Doesn’t know her name, but knows the face, the shower of blonde hair and drastic lips. Two men follow her up the concrete walkway; one, bearded, carries two cameras; another, also bearded, painfully lugs cables and lights and tripods. When they are at the door, waiting to be let inside after having knocked, she hears one of the men complaining about the other man’s piss-poor directions: they’d been driving around southeastern Los Angeles for an hour and who wants to be doing that. I’ve never even heard of this town before and I’ve been living in L.A. for how long? The van is crowned with one of those large, elaborate satellite dishes, looking as if it could be driven from somewhere else via remote control.


    A deep breath and Karen opens the door. Kellee Clifton introduces herself, hands her a business card with the ABC logo. She’s tall, athlete tall, has movie-star looks and emanates a strong scent reminiscent of the high-end cosmetics aisle. Karen cannot bring herself to look the aromatic woman in the eye: it’s too much, the immense gulf between them. Kellee Clifton does not introduce the two men, who right away set up their equipment and continue their grumbling. “Couch’ll do,” says one. “Light will be crap with that window,” says the other. “But whatever. It’s late. We’re late. I don’t even want to think about the traffic getting back.”


    The house, the neighborhood: not TV worthy either. And briefly, while Kellee Clifton ducks into the bathroom and the men adjust tripods and test lights and criticize each other’s respective skills, she wonders about her interviewer’s life, what it’s likethe people in her address book, the late-night meals at Beverly Hills restaurants she’s never heard ofbut she can’t picture anything specific (and she’s never had a business card either, logo or no logo). Even though Karen has lived all her thirty years within the confines of Los Angeles County, she has traversed those otherworldly westside freewaysthe 405, the 101, the northerly reaches of the 5only a handful of times, and she’s never once spotted a celebrity in person or been to a party in the Hollywood Hills. It’s all as foreign to her as, well, a foreign country. She’s from L.A., but not the bright, glittery place that everyone imagines when they think of L.A. She’s never been to that L.A. All she knows is what’s east of the 605, inland, ordinary, where people have real jobs and real noses and real lives. No Kellee Cliftons here. El Portal doesn’t even have its own freeway exit.


    “Ready when you are, Kells,” shouts the man handling the cameras, matting down his mass of facial hair. One camera faces the sofa; a second, the empty chair next to it. The other manis the beard a job requirement? a union regulation?walks over to Karen, takes her by the elbow, and then guides her toward the couch like she’s got Alzheimer’s or something. “Why don’t you just sit right here, K? Get comfortable. Relax. This won’t hurt a bit.”


    Are they starting? She must appear stunned. Because she is stunned. Kellee Clifton emerges from the bathroom, looking even better, younger, fresher. She must not have kids.


    “All right, Mrs. Vincent,” she says, taking her place in the chair. “We’re going to go ahead and get started. I have some questions for you. We’ll sit and talk, just like a normal conversation. And then after that, after some questions and background and back and forth, we’d like to get a few shots of your daughter.”


    “Anabelle.”


    “That’s right. Anabelle.”


    “So where do we start?”


    “Well, it’s always a good idea to start at the beginning. Howard, are we rolling?”


    “We are now. Camera one and two.”


    “So how about that then, for starters?”


    “I’m sorry,” says Karen. “How about what?”


    “The beginning. How did all of this begin? Was it one day, all of a sudden? Or was it gradual, like a buildup, where you don’t even realize because it’s so slow?”


    Kellee Clifton balances her chin with a freshly manicured thumb and forefinger, leaning forward, crossing her long, impressive left leg over her equally impressive right thigh, waiting now, waiting for Karen Vincent to speak.


    AND WHILE SHE’S talking, while she’s answering questions and explaining how the technical medical term for Anabelle’s condition is something called akinetic mutism, her mind wanders. Where is John right now? What is he thinking at this very moment? Is he by himself? How is Anabelle doing? Is she wondering where her mom is? What’s going through Kellee Clifton’s mind as I clear my throat and stumble over this or that word? And the longer Karen looks at her, the blonder this woman’s hair gets, the redder and fuller her lips seem. She pictures men dropping at Kellee’s feet, devastated, giving themselves to her, entirely, in ways they never thought possible.


    HOW DID IT begin? Simply. With smell, with scent. Roses specifically. One of her best friends, Marnie, was over and helping with Anabelle and asked where are the flowers. But there weren’t any flowers. Her daughter’s room and the rest of the house was, as usual, free of plant life and greenery, with the exception of a long-ago banished Chia Pet out in the garage somewhere.


    “Do you smell that?” Marnie said, sniffing, nostrils a-flare in full bloodhound alertness. “It’s so strong. Roses. That’s roses. I smelt it out in the living room and now here, too.”


    “You’re right.” A sniff or two of her own, confirming. “I don’t know where it’s coming from. Weird. Outside maybe. Or the air freshener from the bathroom. I did have some flowers that someone brought, but that was weeks ago. And just a general bouquet thing. No roses.”


    They resumed changing Anabelle’s nightgown, Karen lifting her daughter’s body while Marnie removed the gown and replaced it with another, and Marnie would periodically stop and smell, stuck on it for some reason, at some point mentioning something about roses and the Virgin Mary. And that was that. And it did not seem like a beginning, but isn’t that always the case.


    This was after Karen had surfaced from her dark period, a time when she did not leave the house and did not let her husband touch her and eventually did not bother with the whole ridiculous, overrated charade of getting dressed and pretending that all was well when it was not, it was horribly unwell. She would remain in her robe for days, weeks, the worn, soothingly familiar terrycloth garment (tattered, baby-blue, the left pocket long gone) one of the last gratifications available to her. When the phone rang she didn’t dare lift the suspicious device out of its cradle.


    With the exception of Anabelle’s room, which remained relatively clean and uncluttered and became a safe haven of sorts (the majority of her time spent there, sitting, reflecting, sleeping in the chair beside her bed, watching the relocated TV), the house slipped into deep disarray, spreading from room to room, like a series of smaller countries succumbing to an invading conqueror. The neglect was vast, impressive. Piles upon piles of mysterious, miscellaneous crap (now where did that come from?) appeared and did not go away. There was no place to sit or eat. Hallways had to be navigated like hiking trails. The coffee table in the living room amassed geologic layers of junk mail, flyers, receipts, unpaid bills, paper plates crusted with what once was perhaps melted cheese, missing-children postcards that she couldn’t bring herself to throw away. Dust insinuated itself everywhere, seemingly with a newfound vigor, as if knowing that it could thrive in such a tolerant environment. The front- and backyards likewise ignored: rotting foliage, useless soil, grass as yellowed as straw. They couldn’t keep up, always behind, always overwhelmed. The curtains were perpetually drawn, the windows always closed, insulating them from everything outside.


    As for her mental state, it was similarly cobwebbed and unruly. The only visitors she allowed in were those who had to be there: Anabelle’s doctor and physical therapists, the nurses, the specialists, the technicians who checked the machines once a week. And even then she had to work herself up to opening the door, to summoning a housewife smile, to making the minimal amount of socially acceptable conversation so as to give the appearance that she was at least functional, which she was not. And despite the fact that friends and relatives were chipping in and paying bills, plus occasionally leaving behind crisp, recently ATM-retrieved twenty-dollar bills, they were drowning in debt. Medicaid covered some of Anabelle’s expenses, but not everything. John’s erratic employment wasn’t helping matters either, while they kept waiting, waiting, for the settlement from the hospital to come through, relying on the smoke and mirrors of postdated checks and credit cards, frequent balance transfers and skipped house payments. Her closest friends took turns delivering food and TV Guide, and tried to be supportive. She’s grieving, she’s still in shock, she’s getting used to how it’s going to be from now on. Many kept using the phrase “transition phase.”


    But the situation dragged well beyond what commonly constitutes a phaseten, fifteen pounds heavier, multiple lapsed magazine subscriptions, John having left by then. She couldn’t picture the future, all the care and bills and sacrifice ahead. She wondered if everyone else had been rightthat she should have put Anabelle in an institution. Maybe the burden and responsibility was too much, she’d quite possibly overestimated her capacity as a person. Maybe she couldn’t do this after all.


    This all led up to the day when she was sitting in Anabelle’s room (where else would she be?), tending to her daughter and humming an Eric Clapton song, the really sad one about his kid who died, and she could have sworn a tear gently squeezed itself from her daughter’s long-dry ducts, a lone pinhead of water that dissolved just as soon as it was released. Yes, most definitely, something had been emitted: a tear. But it wasn’t a tear with origins in Anabelle’s own pain and silent sufferingand this she instinctively knew, the way only mothers can know such things; instead it was a manifestation of her daughter’s sadness about how she, her mother, had been spiraling. This realization was like getting the wind knocked out of you; suddenly, breathing was not an option. For pretty much three days straight she fought her way back, by organizing and scrubbing and cleaning and boxing and trying to set everything right. There was still a lot to do, but at least she was doing something and shedding the numb of the past monthsshe began, slowly, steadily, to take her life back, to emerge from the profound gloom that had held her heart hostage.


    And so it was around this time, too, that they noticed the rose smell, which lingered and was still in the air when Marnie called to check in a couple of days later. Karen just then getting back into the habit of answering the phone. About fifty-fifty: 50 percent of the time answering, 50 percent not answering.


    “It’s still there, huh. And you say she’s never had any bed sores.”


    “No, never.”


    “That’s just not possible, not with all the time she’s in that bed. Have any other strange things happened in the house recently, anything out of the ordinary?”


    “What do you mean ‘strange things’?”


    On her next visit Marnie showed up with a multilayered casserole and a twelve-inch porcelain representation of the mother of Christ. “A little something for the room, I hope you don’t mind,” said Marnie, who Karen knew was on the religious side but didn’t throw it in your face like some people. Karen wasn’t sure of the exact brand of faith, though she assumed Catholic because her kids went to a Catholic school. Maybe such a gift was a little bold, a little forward. But Karen didn’t think much about it, the statue, which Marnie purposely placed out of the way, on a small desk in the corner of the room, no big deal, why not. Marnie stayed for Court TV and a Hot Pocket and left.


    A couple of days went by. She thought she felt an earthquake once, but there was nothing on the news, so guess not. They watched TV, mother and daughter, just like any other mother and daughter, except she had to do things like change the bag that held her daughter’s urine, among other intimate ministrations. The house was coming along. She could stand to look at herself in the mirror for more than two seconds.


    Marnie stopped by again, and she deposited another casserole in the freezer and popped open a Diet Coke. They passed the can back and forth like a couple of winos. But rather than a park bench or something, here they were relaxing in Anabelle’s sacrosanct room discussing the density of bones and how muscles and tendons degenerate if not regularly used. Karen left to go to the bathroom. When she returned, Marnie was looking at the statue, intensely, like it was an eye chart she was having trouble reading: There was something there, buried in all those random letters. She reached out. Cautiously.


    “Did you see this?” Marnie asked, reaching farther and then touching the statue.


    “See what?”


    “This.”


    Marnie held up the evidence, a fingertip: damp.


    “Tears,” she said.


    Not long after that, Meredith Stroman, a friend from the days when they both worked in day care (severely underpaid teaching assistants at Tot Time), made her weekly coupon drop-off and told her how she’d just been to the doctor’s and that sorry if she seems a little out of sorts but in all likelihood, well, how else to put this: There was a statistically significant chance she had leukemia. Karen asked: “What’s statistically significant?” And Meredith said: “That’s what the doctors said. Statistically significant. I think it’s doctor code for we’re not entirely sure one way or the other but we just want to cover our asses.” Then Meredith asked if she could be alone with Anabelle for a while if that was OK. Of course it was OK. As Meredith described it later, she placed her fingertips first on the girl’s forehead, then her cheeks, then her pale, doll-like hands. And then, without realizing it, Meredith was in the middle of an impromptu prayer to God, asking for Anabelle’s help in defeating the sickness blooming inside her. Two weeks later the doctors were backtracking. The evidence of leukemia had vanished. They were hard-pressed for a viable explanation. “I already have my explanation,” Meredith told them. Marnie liked to point out that the day Meredith prayed to Anabelle, June 24, also happened to be the birthday of John the Baptist.


    Then came more statues (and photographs, and paintings, and other various likenesses of Mary, Jesus, the heavy hitters), as well as more tears, more “signs,” and then more friends, and friends of friends, and friends of Marnie’s, and friends of Meredith’s, all of them asking for time alone with Anabelle. Karen swept up in it all, but trying to maintain an open mind and not arrive at a conclusion one way or another, not yet anyway, to let this thing (again that inadequate word) develop naturally and on its own and not explain it all away, with neither the rationality of science nor the intangibles of religion. No easy task, what with Marnie and Meredith giddy like schoolgirls, saying miracle this, miracle that, what else could it be? But there was one part of it she had to concede to: that, if nothing else, it was clear that her life was becoming seriously disrupted, and that her former seclusion had officially ended. From now on her daughter would have to be shared with the world.


    Karen also got her first taste of belief, the power of it, the electric charge of it. And perhaps that’s what she’s come to appreciate the most. How these people are so devout, so sure. They believe enough for her and everyone else. And how if you believe in something enough, you become freefree from all that otherwise clouds and clutters your thoughts, that takes you away from your truest true self. The purity of purpose. Sooner or later their certainty will become her certainty, right? The osmosis thing. It’s just a matter of time. Eventually these past years of drift and doubt will make sense. Like an old Polaroid picture slowly coming into focus. That’s her. Taking shape out of the darkness. Materializing into something clear and distinct. She’d been there all along.


    “SO LET ME get this straight. You just let people in?”


    Of course. Of course I do, she wants to tell Kellee Clifton. She opens her door and lets them in, all of them, the whole world if necessary. How can she refuse when there is such obvious need, such a raw desire for it to be true?


    But instead she replies with a simple yes. Plus she’s tired from all the chatting and describing, not used to talking about herself like this. It was exhausting. Had it already been a half hour? How long do interviews typically last? Was “Kellee Clifton” Kellee Clifton’s real name?


    The men move the equipment into Anabelle’s room. They’re done with the interview, apparently. The door againthere’s a knock. The doorbell hasn’t worked in years. Karen apologizes to Kellee Clifton, excuses herself. It’s someone from before. Last month sometime. She came for her sister who had a rare blood disease, too many red blood cells or something, which causes headaches and potentially fatal blood clots. Now: remission, cured. Thank you bless you thank you. The doctors say they’ve never seen anything like it. Amazing. Unheard of. An aberration that defies medical explanation.


    “I wanted you to know,” she tells Karen, sounding out of breath, like she’d run all the way from wherever she came to deliver the news as soon as possible. “I wanted to tell you in person.”


    The woman has been holding on to Karen’s hands since the door opened, and it appears she has no intention of letting go. She rocks back and forth, swaying with wonder and joy, dressed like she works in a bankblouse, scarf, skirt, heels. Then she places both of her hands on Karen’s face, as if confirming something, and begins to cry.


    Kellee Clifton has waited as long as she can. She makes her move.


    “Excuse me there, hi. Kellee Clifton. Channel Seven Eyewitness News. We’re here doing a story. About the miracle girl. Would it be all right if I asked you a few questions?”


    GETTING LATE, THE last of the visitors gone, the sun and heat in slow decline, the day finally exhaling to a closeand Karen can barely stand. Her feet ache; her eyes burn; her stomach snarls (yes, she’d missed lunch again). Because when is there time for food? She runs the dishwasher and grabs an almost-empty box of cereal from the top of the refrigerator and then joins Dominique, her niece, who regularly stops by after school (yes, one of Anabelle’s Angels, for sure), and who’s now in the living room, slouched on the sofa in teenage recline, but without the attitude that’s associated with such a pose. She’s just tired, too.


    Karen puts one hand on Dom’s knee, offers her some crumbly bits of Life with the other.


    “It’s late,” says Karen. “Why don’t you go ahead and get going.”


    Dom springs up, just what she wanted to hear.


    “Get some rest, Aunt Karen,” she says as she gathers her backpack and perfumy magazines she didn’t have time to read, Aunt Karen noticing how her niece’s awkward and gangly body isn’t so awkward and gangly anymore: sixteen and budding into a new exterior with which to greet the world. A transition that Anabelle will never know. Such thoughtswhat Anabelle has been deprived of, how she will not experience the most basic joys and rites of passage and everyday occurrencesnow part of her daily mind churn.


    “You look tireder than usual,” chides Dom. “Like you could melt away there into the sofa. Did you forget to eat again? I know I sound like I’m nagging like my mom, but you got to eat,” employing the stereotypical Italian accent.


    “You’re right. You do sound like your mom. And like Bryce. I eat.”


    “That’s debatable.”


    Dominique is at that age when everything’s debatable, relative. The time when you’re disinclined to believe in anything too much.


    “Did you hear we’re getting a new area code?” her niece asks.


    “Again? I can’t keep up.”


    “Only now I can’t remember. Six? Six-four-something? But if you dial the old one you’ll still get through.” Stopping to reapply lip gloss. Then, still puckered, she says, “I think that’s the most people ever in one day.”


    “I think so, too.”


    “I keep on thinking, all right, it’s going to start like letting up and then it doesn’t.”


    “I don’t know, Dom. Maybe it’s not going to let up. Maybe this is normal now.”


    Karen notices a new piercing: Dom’s left nostril, which now matches her right, two silver studs, each addition no doubt driving Dom’s mother crazy.


    “How’s your mom doing?” Karen asks.


    “She says hi. I forgot to tell you earlier. She said she’ll try to stop by soon. Work’s been crazy-busy for her. She’s got this new boss. A real jerk. It’s stressing her out. She started smoking again. You know Mom.”


    Tammy is Karen’s older sister, her only sister, her only sibling. She lives a few towns over, in Norwalk, but her visits are infrequent. Growing up, they were six years apart, always at very different places in their lives. Tammy’s suspicious of all the attention surrounding Anabelle, strongly voicing the opinionechoing that of their mother, who fortunately lives in Coloradothat this isn’t right, that Karen shouldn’t be opening up her house and life like this. So usually it’s Dom who comes, two, three times a week.


    “Tell your mom whenever she can make it is fine, I understand,” says Karen, as she walks Dom to the door, where her niece suddenly hugs her, something Dom normally doesn’t do, and it feels like a moment, a recognition of somethingperhaps it’s Dom trying to tell her that she wishes her mom did more, too, wasn’t so distant and disapproving. Tammy had never liked John either.


    Dom’s parked down the block (are the neighbors pissed about the extra traffic and cars? are they wondering what’s happening in there?), so Karen watches her cross the street and hurry down the sidewalk to her car. Lights are going on in houses, just minor illumination at this point in the early October evening. Outside the sky reluctantly turns red and purple and all sleek, the colors of anatomy textbook diagrams, but the heatthe hellish heatdoes not relent and there’s no sign of a breeze. The forecast for tomorrow: more of the same.


    Still munching cereal, Karen retires to her daughter’s room. At last it’s just the two of them. And there she is. Her baby girl. Her baby Belle. Look: her curled, restless fingers. Her bony limbs. Her long, dark, combed-out hair. Her tender shoulders and delicate ultra-white neck. Her mouth open, for now, forever, appearing as if it’s being forcefully pried ajar by an unseen pair of hands. Her eyes seeming both alive and dead at the same time.


    And the nightly ritual begins. Heart rate: check. Ventilator: check. Catheter: check. Feeding tube: check. Singing Anabelle’s favorite song (“You Are My Sunshine”): check. Damp cloth to the forehead, applying ChapStick to her lips, filling out the chart that the nurse will check at tomorrow morning’s weekly visit. Karen collapses on the side of the bed. Anabelle as still as a photograph. Karen can study her daughter’s face for hours, whole worlds there, levels of subtlety and hint that the inexperienced eye will miss. And sometimes she’ll wonder as she stares: What do you see? What do you think? What do you feel? Do you know that I’m sitting here next to you, that I’m your mother? Do you know what happened and why all these people come to our home? Of course you do. How could you not. I am your mother. It’s OK. You’re safe now. You can tell me anything. Hello? I’m listening. I’m always listening even though I don’t always hear. But I try.


    Karen turns on the TV, habit, then goes about performing additional nighttime sacraments: a quick sponge bath (face, neck, arms, elbows, armpits); removing stray hairs or eyelashes or flakes of skin or any other miscellaneous bodily accretions; reading aloud the notes and cards that have been left during the day (along with the candles, the candy, the flowers, the stuffed animals, the photographs of the sick and the dead); and then finishes the last of the Life, wetting and dipping her fingertips in the cereal dust to salvage all the nourishment she can. How many lives had Anabelle affected today? How many souls touched, mended? She watches the news, and there’s her friend Kellee Clifton, interviewing a distraught woman whose husband had kidnapped their two children and fled to his native Iran. Then, because she can’t be bothered to change the channel, she sits through a new dating show where the contestants are younger, meaner, more forthcoming with the details of their sexual appetites. Again: more that her daughter will never experience, though in this particular case she doesn’t mind so much.


    The chair that now serves as her bed has become more or less contoured to her more or less plus-sized body. It’s almost comfortable. She covers herself with a blanket and closes her eyes, the TV still going (something about lawyers now), knowing that sleep is not an immediate possibility. But eventually she will fall asleep. Eventually she will dream. And the dream will most likely be the familiar one, the one that floats above all the rest: the dream where Anabelle talks and walks and runs and is a normal regular girl. No more miracles, no more akinetic mutism, no more machines. The thing, though, is this: she can never tell in the dream if Anabelle has lost her power, or whatever you want to call it. If the sacrifice has been reversed. That is the question: Is being normal the cost of being miraculous?


    She will sleep but she will wake every two hours or so, the stunted slumber of the new parent, only she’s not so new anymore, it won’t get any better. Checking Anabelle, checking herself, checking the numbers of the digital clock (they never change when you look, never), the green digits glowing futuristically in the darkness. Always the hum of the machines. That underwater sensation of having slept but not enough, it’s never enough. The day ahead awaits. Then she will get up around five-thirty or six. She will turn on the lights, move around the house, brew the coffee, signs of activity, of the day beginning anew, people arriving so they can have their time with Anabelle, who’s still her daughter but also something else entirely, and more and more Karen knows that it’s the right thing, what she’s doing and how she’s proceeding, and how could she deny anyone what she has to offer.


    When Kellee Clifton had asked about her husband, there was a very long pause.


    “Is he still in the picture?”


    Kellee Clifton and the bearded camera guys waited. Karen stared at the lights shining on her and tried not to look at the camera, tried to keep her voice from cracking.


    “I don’t know,” she said.


    THE STORY AIRS two days later, featured on the 5, 6, and 11 p.m. Channel 7 newscasts. A week after that, it gets picked up nationally, running on the ABC Sunday evening news, the very last segment, that final slot that’s kept free of politics or violence or scandal and that’s reserved for the good, old-fashioned uplifting human-interest story. The calls start almost immediately. The phone rings and rings, and she answers it 100 percent of the time. CNN, MSNBC, USA Today. What to tell all these people? Editors, reporters, fact-checkers, assistants to somebody. It’s hard to believe they’re calling for her, Karen Elizabeth Vincent, asking for her comments, setting up times for more interviews. Before: as anonymous as anyone else she knew. After: someone that is quoted and supposed to have something to say.


    One of the callers, a smoker-voiced man from The Boston Globe, tells her: “It’s interesting . . . We seem to be hearing more and more about this stuff. Maybe it’s because of Y2K, the new millennium and all that hullabaloo. The hype becomes the reality. Like a self-fulfilling prophecy kind of deal . . . Or maybeI don’t know. Maybe we need miracles more than we thought.”


    “Maybe,” she agrees, not knowing what else she could possibly say.

  


  
    2


    | John |


    IT’S ONE OF those bars where there are only two kinds of music on the jukebox: country and western. The best of Waylon, Willie, Merle, Johnny, Hank. Menand it’s always men in bars like this, no Patsy or Loretta or Dolly allowedidentifiable without a surname, the true gods, who have been to the clichéd and well-traveled edge and found their way back. And don’t even think of making the suggestion of possibly maybe broadening some musical horizons with a token smattering of, say, classic rock or a tasteful soul compilation: That’s not what this placetechnically the Wishing Well but known to its dedicated regulars solely by the truncated “the Well”is about. Here, there’s nothing but reliable songs of lament and loss (and of course drinking) that fit right in with the clientele’s collective state of mind. And that suits him fine tonight. That’s why he chose the Well. Tonight he’s up for plenty of authentic lamenting and losing. And drinking. So why not have the appropriate soundtrack?


    Because he’s already laid a pretty significant foundation with a few vodka tonics, John Vincent takes a moment to reflect on his current intoxication level and contemplate where he hopes to go from here. He stands in front of the jukebox, his unshaven face lit by its sci-fi-like glow. Breaking hearts, broken hearts, cheating hearts. Such a resilient organ, he concludes, and stares up at the mounted heads of various slain creaturesdeer, bear, jackalopewhich glower above the bar, their dead eyes still very much alive, reminding him, he hates to admit, of his daughter.


    It is well after nine, the hopeful Friday night crowd dispersed throughout the classically shoebox-shaped room, the ratio of men to women predictably uneven, the prowling patrons well on their way to good and proper lubrication. After two unsuccessful attempts, he catches the eye of the bartendershaved head, Satanic goatee, tank top that’s purposefully too small, arms like cut logs, basically a man who could pull trains with his teeth and bench-press a Toyotaand orders another. He takes the last empty stool. The bartender doesn’t like him. Just doesn’t. He can tell. When vodka tonic number three finally arrives, he leaves an even bigger tip than last time.


    His only other previous visit to the Well? That would be the time he was dragged here by Janice, a fellow TempPeople sufferer, one of the first people he met after he landed in Nevada, both of them pretending to be busy for two weeks at a real estate office. It was Janice’s birthday and a group of coworkers were going out to celebrate and Janice wouldn’t take no for an answer. Janice Gabriela Moonstone Verdugoshe of the Hopi jewelry and bioelectric shield and energy balancing. Called herself a “cultural creative,” told him there was a website if he was interested. He wasn’t. And even if he was, he didn’t have an Internet account yet, this latest revolution bypassing him completely, one more example of his lifelong inability to discern what’s important from what’s not.


    A wave of applause ripples through the bar. A play, a score, a triumph, something. He gazes up for guidance, away from the watery world of his cocktail and his musings. There are several TVs, all tuned to different stations, games, commercials; he doesn’t know which one to focus on. Whatever it is, was, he’s missed it. Too late, too late, once again. So he returns to his drink and that night with Janice, after the other folks from the office had left and it was just the two of them, sitting at one of the Well’s booths, where she proclaimed she wasn’t a drinker, that alcohol polluted the spirit and deadened the life force (as did microwaves, televisions, and Republicans), but she powered down another rum and Coke, followed by a shot of Jäger and a Kahlúa and cream. She cried about her kid, her supposedly genius son who lived back East and was being brainwashed by her ex-husband, the shit-fuck, which was the exact hyphenated noun she used. Janice: who deep down he suspected didn’t believe in everything she said she believed in, not as fervently at least, but it was better than the way she had been living before (he didn’t know all of the details, but he knew enough), so who’s to say, whatever gets you through the night.


    But now he’s here again, locked in, marking territory, imagining himself as a painting: “Lonely Man Sitting at Bar.” The music could be louder. He wants to feel it more, physically, in his chest. He decides to switch to beer. This is not a decision that’s made lightly. Multiple attempts to catch the bartender’s eye and finally he’s good, he’s beered, he’s set for another fifteen minutes, maybe longer. To his right, a young man drinking solo; to his left, an old man drinking, also solo. The bartender slaps his change on the surface of the bar, a nasty, incriminating sound, singling him out somehow, it seems to John, and momentarily he considers changing tactics and snubbing the tip this time, teach the guy a lesson, but he relents, slides back the two quarters. The beer tastes warmish and flat. The label tells him he’s drinking “The Champagne of Beers.” Living the high life, all right.


    Let’s stay focused, he reminds himself as he takes another sip of his beer. Remember that you have a purpose. To observe the significance of the day, the date. Trying to remember and trying to forget. Mostly to forget. Which is usually the point of going to a bar like the Well. This is important, what he’s doing. He has a plan, limited and unoriginal though it may be, and for now he’s enjoying the satisfaction of
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“Dazzling . . . An uplifting miracle of a book.”
—WILL ALLISON, author of Long Drive Home
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