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  DEDICATION


  For Leigh and Henry Bienen


  EPIGRAPH


  My first act of freedom will be to believe in freedom.


  —WILLIAM JAMES


  ONE


  It was a night of patchy dreams, strangers’ voices, rain hammering on the tarpaper roof close overhead. Before Marya was awake she could see through her trembling eyelids her mother’s swaying figure in the doorway; she could hear a hoarse level murmuring—not words, not recognizable words, only sounds. Her mother’s angry breath catching in her throat. Half sobbing. Coughing. Earlier, through much of the long night, Marya had been hearing voices and footsteps outside the house, the noise of car motors, car doors slamming shut, the churning of tires in gravel. She waited for her father’s raised voice—he often shouted if somebody was backing out of their driveway crooked, headed for the deep ditch by the road—but she hadn’t heard him. She had heard her mother instead.


  Several times during the past summer Marya had wakened frightened from sleep—there were often men in the house, her father’s friends, co-workers, union organizers—and she’d run out of the house to hide in the cab of a derelict pickup truck in the field next door. She was safe there in the truck: she could sleep on the seat until morning, nobody would know she was gone. Once, when she’d been particularly frightened at the loud drunken talk and laughter, she had taken her brother Davy with her—but he cried too much, he wet his pajamas like a baby, she hated him sucking his thumb the way he did and nudging his head up against her. She wasn’t sure if she cared what happened to him: him or the new baby either.


  “You! You and you and you! I don’t give a shit about you, I wish you were all dead,” Marya’s mother once screamed at them, but right away afterward she said she was sorry. She hugged them, kissed them all over like crazy; “You know I didn’t mean it,” she said, and Marya believed her.


  Once when Marya slept out in the truck her father had found her. It was freezing cold: her teeth chattered and her fingers and toes were turning blue. Her father hadn’t been angry, in fact he had laughed, poking his head and shoulders through the rust-rimmed window of the truck to peer at her upside down. “Hey, what’s this? What the hell kind of hiding place is this?” Marya was his favorite, he liked to run his fingers through her curly hair, playing a little rough, teasing: but he never meant to make her cry when he was teasing. Another time, though, Marya’s mother was the one to find her in the truck and she hadn’t thought it was funny at all. It was a new trick of Marya’s. Something Marya did to spite her, to shame her. Another thing that required punishment—a succession of hard quick slaps, a blow to the buttocks with her fist. “We’re not animals,” Marya’s mother said, her face flushed dark with blood, “we don’t sleep out in the fields like animals!”


  In Shaheen Falls they stared, they talked, and Marya’s mother knew though she couldn’t always hear. Such people, they said, hill people, whispering, staring. Marya was lost in Woolworth’s, separated from her mother and Davy, so she ran up and down the aisles, wild, panting, half sobbing, bumping into people, pushing her way through a knot of women shoppers, using her fists, even butting with her head. “Isn’t she a little savage,” someone said in disgust, “just look at her, those eyes. ...”


  Marya clapped her hands over her eyes and disappeared: she couldn’t see anybody then and they couldn’t see her. She just disappeared—the way dreams do when a light is switched on.


  “Wake up,” Marya’s mother was saying.


  “Wake up,” she said, her voice rising impatiently, “we’re going out.”


  Marya heard the rain still hammering on the roof, dripping from the eaves. At the corner of the house the rain barrel would be overflowing. The smells were of tarpaper, asbestos siding, kerosene, rain-rotted wood. ...


  Marya was watching her father back out of the driveway, one arm on the back of the seat, the other snaked around the steering wheel. He gunned the motor so hard that the Chevy’s chassis rocked and the rear bumper struck the gravel. She and Davy were playing in the rain, trying to jump over the longest puddle without getting their feet wet; but they were already wet. When the mud dried on Marya’s legs she picked it off like scabs, which was maybe why her mother was so angry. “Stop touching yourself, stop picking at yourself, you kids are driving me crazy—”


  Marya’s mother was hunched over the bed, shaking her by the shoulders. The overhead light that Marya hated had been switched on, a single naked bulb that made her eyes ache.


  “Marya, God damn it,” her mother said, panting, “get up, I know you been awake all along and I know you been listening, get up and get Davy dressed.”


  Marya’s mother was wearing the black cotton slacks that were too tight at the waist, and one of Marya’s father’s flannel shirts, only half buttoned. Marya could see her heavy breasts swinging loose inside the shirt. Her hair was matted and wild, her eyes looked wild too, you could see that most of her lipstick had been worn off, or caked in queer little cracks on her lower lip.


  Davy was already awake, whimpering, frightened. When Marya tried to haul him out of bed he kicked at her: so she pummeled him and said, “God damn it, don’t you try none of those tricks on me.” Her mother had already gone back into the kitchen.


  Davy was three years old, small for his age, always whining, crying, wiping his nose on his sleeve. When he groped at Marya, blinking like a kitten only a few days old, saying, “Mamma, Mamma,” she slapped his hands away. “Damn baby,” Marya whispered, “you hadn’t better of wet the bed.”


  “WHERE ARE WE going?” Marya asked, trying not to cry. The kitchen smelled of kerosene, wood smoke, spilled scorched food from the night before. “Are we going to town?”


  “Never mind,” her mother said. She wasn’t looking at Marya: she was stooped over the baby in his high chair, spooning cold baby food into his mouth.


  “Where’s Daddy?” Marya asked. She knew the driveway was empty but she looked out the window anyway. “Where’s the car?”


  “Make sure Davy eats something,” her mother said. Her voice was low, flat, quick. It was a voice Marya hadn’t heard very often. “And don’t you spit that stuff out when I’m not looking—that’s all the breakfast you’re going to get.”


  Marya was supposed to be feeding Davy while her mother fed the baby in his wobbly high chair. But it was too early to eat. The clock on the windowsill had stopped at three twenty-five. The sun wasn’t up, the rain still pounded hard on the roof and against the windows, Marya could hear a drip, a rapid dripping, in one of the corners; her eyelids closed and when she opened them she became confused and couldn’t think what to do. The yellow plastic cereal bowls, the spoons, the box of Wheat Chex with the monkey on the side, the milk she’d brought from the refrigerator that had gone slightly sour. ... Davy gagged, or pretended to; and Marya didn’t want any cereal herself, her stomach was too excited. ...


  Marya’s mother must have scrubbed her face hard with a washrag, her skin shone like dull metal; like the spoons. Her eyes were threaded with blood and moved about the kitchen without coming to rest on anything, like fish darting.


  “Is Daddy in town?” Marya asked. Her voice always came out louder than she meant. She was afraid her mother would suddenly turn to her and see something she was doing wrong, but at the same time she wanted her mother to look: she hated it when adults didn’t take notice of her: when they looked right through her.


  But her mother was wiping the baby’s messy face with a paper napkin and didn’t seem to hear.


  Marya didn’t think she was in any danger of falling asleep at the table if she was aware of herself sitting there, the bowl of cereal in front of her. But people were talking nearby—people she didn’t know. In another room. Inside the rain. Men’s voices, a woman’s raised voice, the slamming of car doors, car motors running.


  She woke and her heart fluttered because her mother hadn’t seen her: because now there was a stink in the kitchen and her mother had to change the baby’s diaper.


  There was sugar on Davy’s cereal but he wanted more, so Marya let him have more, then she poked her finger in the sugar bowl herself and sucked it. She had on two sweaters but she couldn’t stop shivering. It was too early, it was still night, where was her father, why wasn’t the car in the driveway if they were going out ... ? They would have to get a ride with old Kurelik, or maybe his son. Marya’s father got very angry when her mother asked the Kureliks for a ride, or if she could use their telephone. ... “I don’t want anybody knowing my business,” Marya’s father said, and Marya’s mother said, fast and mocking, “Nobody gives a damn about knowing your business, don’t flatter yourself.”


  But it wasn’t true. Even Marya knew that people talked.


  “DON'T YOU START crying,” Marya’s mother warned her. “Once you get started you won’t be able to stop.”


  She wasn’t drunk because she didn’t smell of drinking but she swayed and lurched on her feet, and when she zipped up her jacket a strand of hair caught in the zipper and she didn’t notice—just left the zipper partway up. When she lifted the baby she grunted and staggered backward, as if his weight surprised her, and Marya thought, She’s going to drop him and I will be blamed.


  They left the house without locking anything up and hiked over to the Kureliks’ farm through the rain, Marya and Davy running ahead, pushing at each other, squealing, as if nothing were wrong. Even out here the air seemed to smell of kerosene and rotting tarpaper. The sky was lightening minute by minute from all sides, a cold glowering look to it, not exactly morning. Marya couldn’t remember what time it was. She splashed through a mud puddle, flailing her arms: but she was thinking of the secret tunnel she sometimes made in her bed, in the bedclothes, burrowing down to the foot of the bed like a mole and lying there without moving. She could hide there forever, she thought, not even breathing.


  They followed the old sawmill lane, which was partly grown over with scrub willow and cottonwood. The roof of the mill had nearly rotted through, there were open spaces in the shingles, and patches of green moss: bright green patches that leaped at the eye. Marya thought it was funny that trees—small trees, baby willows a few feet high—had begun to grow in the drainpipes. How tall could they get, she wondered, before their weight broke everything down? Then the building would collapse.


  Marya’s father had worked in the mill until the mill shut down, and then he started work with the Shaheen Mining Company until there was trouble there—but Marya didn’t know what kind of trouble except he was “dropped from the payroll,” that was how he phrased it, but he was expecting to go back, he was waiting to go back any day. Marya didn’t even know where the Shaheen mine was except somewhere in the foothills north of where they lived, six or seven miles away.


  Marya’s father told them not to play around the sawmill because it could fall in at any time and kill them. And not to run barefoot in the grass because of nails—there were rusty nails and spikes dumped everywhere, and pieces of broken glass. His youngest brother had died of blood poisoning, he said, from a rusty nail that went halfway through his foot when he was nine years old; he didn’t want his kids ending up like that. Marya pretended to listen because her father would have been angry if she hadn’t, but really she was thinking her own thoughts: she wasn’t going to die of anything so silly.


  (Then it happened, not long afterward, Marya, running around barefoot in the weedy grass behind their house, stepped down hard on something sharp and cut her foot; but she hadn’t told anybody about it. And though her foot bled for five or ten minutes, and throbbed with pain, she didn’t cry—just sat hunched in the drainage ditch, where no one could find her, waiting for the bleeding to stop.)


  Marya’s mother, carrying the baby on her hip, managed to catch up with Marya and give her a cuff, a light blow on the shoulder. “Come on,” she said, “get going, the two of you—I don’t have any time for smart-assing around.” So Marya and Davy followed along behind her, where the path was wide enough for only one person, a fisherman’s path along the creek. Marya’s head felt strange, her eyes too—she kept blinking to get her vision clear. Her throat tightened up—the muscles of her face tightened too—as if she were about to cry: but there was no reason for crying.


  “Once you get started,” Marya’s mother always said, “you can’t stop. So you kids don’t start—hear me?”


  SOMETIMES, WHEN MARYA’S father was away for a few days, her mother would lie in bed all morning, even into the afternoon, not bothering to dress. Maybe she’d have Marya bring her a sweater. She wasn’t drunk, she said—just didn’t feel like getting up—she had a touch of the flu, maybe—her head ached like hell—she had to take medicine straight out of the bottle—had to get back her strength. If the baby cried and cried it was up to Marya to take care of him, she just wasn’t strong enough to climb out of bed. “Get out of here and let me alone,” she told Marya and Davy, and they obeyed.


  Other times, sprawled lazy and smiling in the bedclothes, propped up on pillows twisted any which way, she wanted Marya to nap with her, just the two of them; she hugged Marya close and held her tight as if she thought someone might snatch her away; her breath was hot and smelly in Marya’s ear—“You know what’s going on, you’re just the same as me, you and me, we know it ahead of time, don’t we?” Marya had to hold herself very still or her mother would get angry, and hug her harder, or push her away with a slap. “Don’t you love me? Why don’t you love me?” her mother would ask, staring her direct in the eye, shaking her. “You do love me—you’re just the same as me—I know you!”


  MARYA WAS EMBARRASSED that her mother refused to come inside the Kureliks’ house when Mrs. Kurelik invited her. Wouldn’t they like to dry off a little, wouldn’t they like to get warm? Mrs. Kurelik asked nervously, staring all the while at Marya’s mother, who never seemed to exactly hear what was being said and wouldn’t look her in the face—just stood at the edge of the veranda with her shoulders hunched in the soiled wool jacket, the baby sleeping and twitching in the crook of her arm, her gaze sullen and hooded, looking over toward one of the barns where Mrs. Kurelik’s son was loading up. Mrs. Kurelik was saying that she’d made sweet rolls the day before, maybe the children would like some, but Marya’s mother didn’t reply and Marya and Davy knew better than to answer on their own. Away from home, when people talked to Marya’s mother or asked her questions, she never replied right away, always a minute or two later, when you thought she wasn’t going to reply at all.


  Suddenly she said in a flat hard angry voice, “They already had their breakfast. They do their eating at home.”


  Marya remembered, a long time ago, her and her mother walking along the road toward town. There’d been a quarrel at home and Marya’s mother dragged her out, she hadn’t brought Davy, the baby wasn’t born yet, just the two of them, Marya and her mother, walking toward town. Marya’s mother was saying things but not for Marya to hear. She had broken a willow branch off a tree and was slashing at weeds alongside the road, at the Queen Anne’s lace in particular because it was growing all over and it had a tiny black dot at the center, she told Marya never to look because it was nasty, the tiny black dot at the center, you’d think it was an insect or something, a surprise, not a nice surprise—this pretty flower that looks all white but has a tiny black thing in it, hidden unless you got close. She told Marya not to look but of course Marya did, when her mother wasn’t around.


  They’d been walking perhaps half an hour when a car braked to a stop, raising dust. A man asked out the window would they like a ride, were they going to town?—a man Marya hadn’t ever seen before, not one of her father’s friends who came by the house. But Marya’s mother kept on walking as if she didn’t hear, as if she hadn’t noticed the car. She was still switching the willow branch about; her long black hair was all windblown and snarled down her back. Marya wouldn’t look at the man but she knew he was staring at them both.


  “I asked you, you two want a ride?—you going to town?”


  Marya’s mother ignored him and kept walking, and he drove on alongside them for a while, watching out the window, saying things Marya knew she wasn’t supposed to hear, saying them over and over again in a mocking, low voice, certain words, certain combinations of words, Marya knew she wasn’t supposed to hear but sometimes repeated to herself when no one was around. Only when he asked Marya’s mother if she had Indian blood, was she part Mohawk maybe, did she turn to him and say, “I’m Joe Knauer’s wife and he’ll kill you, he lays hands on you, you bastard fucker, you better get out of here.”


  THE DRIVE TO Shaheen Falls took about twenty minutes; once they turned off the highway Jerry Kurelik drove fifty, fifty-five, sixty miles an hour, as fast as his father’s old truck could go. In the rear the tall milk cans rattled and vibrated against one another, a noise that lulled Marya into sleep, then startled her awake again. It was confusing—the raw glaring sky, all massive clouds that looked like outcroppings of rock, had something to do with the fragment of a dream, or with the sore insides of her eyelids: but when she blinked hard and stared, it drew away again and was nothing that could touch her.


  Even in the cab of the truck, where they were jammed together—the baby on Marya’s lap, Davy on her mother’s, Kurelik big and fleshy behind the wheel—Marya could see her breath steam. She hated the smells: exhaust and gasoline and Kurelik’s manure-splattered overalls and the sweetish mixture of milk and urine that shook loose from the baby’s blanket; and the strong rank smell of Marya’s mother’s hair, which hadn’t been washed for a while. Marya told herself she wouldn’t have to breathe until it was safe, but she always gave in and sucked at the air like a fish.


  The rain lightened. Kurelik turned on the windshield wipers, then turned them off again, then turned them on again, until the windshield was smeared and Marya hated to look through it. There were parts of insects mashed against the glass; near-invisible rainbows shone from all sides. For a while, headed down the curving Yew Road, Kurelik didn’t say anything except to Marya and Davy; then on the highway, when he was driving faster and maybe his words didn’t count for as much, he asked Marya’s mother a few questions in a low guarded voice as if he thought Marya and Davy might not hear: Was anybody going to do anything about it, where had the sheriff been, did she need any money? But Marya’s mother was staring out the window at the cars they were passing and didn’t seem to listen. Marya could feel the muscles of her mother’s body stiffen as they did sometimes when she was holding Marya close and Marya wanted to squirm away; she knew her face was tight and closed as a fist.


  Kurelik shifted behind the wheel, embarrassed, or maybe angry—you couldn’t tell with men like him or Marya’s father.


  Finally he said in a different voice, “I got some leftover cherry cough drops in the glove compartment there, you kids want to reach in and help yourself”—and Marya didn’t wait for her mother to say anything, she scrambled around and got the box out and shook three of the candies into the palm of her hand, her mouth already watering. Davy took two: he loved anything sweet. Marya let the candies melt on her tongue, sucking slowly at them. The faint medicinal fumes made her eyes water.


  “Keep the box, take it with you,” Kurelik said, and Marya murmured, “Okay,” without thanking him. She shoved it into her jacket pocket.


  As soon as they came to town Marya’s mother told Kurelik to let them out. He stopped the truck and said irritably, “You’re going to need a ride back, aren’t you? When are you going back?” Marya’s mother swung the truck door open and climbed down with Davy in her arms, then leaned back to take the baby from Marya. Marya saw that her face was hard and tight and closed but her eyes were red-rimmed, the whites tinged with yellow, still threaded with blood. When she spoke her voice was hoarse as if she hadn’t used it for a long time. “I got my own plans,” she said.


  “YOU’RE NOT GOING to take those children in there,” a woman was saying. She was as tall and as big-boned as Marya’s mother: but her face was neatly caked with powder, her eyebrows had been penciled in, her wide fleshy mouth was bright with red lipstick. “You’re not going to take those children in there,” she said, her voice rising in a way Marya would remember thirty years later, “you can leave them out here with me.”


  Marya’s mother wiped her nose roughly with the side of her hand. She was facing the woman, standing with one shoulder slightly higher than the other, smiling a queer gloating smile Marya hadn’t seen before. “It’s my fucking business what I do,” she said.


  IN THE END they talked her into leaving the baby behind; and Davy too—he started crying and couldn’t be quieted.


  “What about the girl?” a man was asking Marya’s mother. He worked a burnt-out cigar around in his mouth, shifting it nervously from side to side. He wore soiled clothes, a kind of uniform—a short-sleeved white smock over dark trousers. “You could maybe leave your little girl outside, Mrs. Knauer,” he said.


  “She goes with me,” Marya’s mother said in her flat hard satisfied voice.


  Marya was sucking on another of the cherry cough drops. Her mouth flooded hungrily with saliva. She knew better than to try to twist away—her mother’s fingers were closed tight on her wrist.


  The man with the cigar hesitated; he ran a hand through his thinning hair. He began to speak but Marya’s mother cut him off. “She goes with me,” she said. “Her name is Marya but she’s the same as me—she knows everything I know.”


  “Mrs. Knauer—”


  “Fuck Mrs. Knauer,” Marya’s mother said.


  She wasn’t angry; she didn’t even raise her voice. Her words were short, flat, calm, hard with satisfaction.


  “THEY REALLY WORKED him over, didn’t they?” Marya’s mother said afterward, to anyone who would listen: the woman with the bright lipstick, clerks in the sheriff’s office, people outside on the street who had never seen her before and didn’t know what she was talking about. “They really worked him over, didn’t they?” Marya’s mother said, marveling. “Shit, I wouldn’t even know who it was.”


  She wiped at her nose, her eyes. When her big-knuckled hand came away from her face you could see she was smiling—one side of her mouth twisted up.


  While she was in the sheriff’s office Marya and Davy ate chocolate peanut sticks from a vending machine in the foyer. A woman came over to Marya and gave her two dimes—Marya hadn’t glanced up to see who it was, her fist had simply closed on the coins—and now she and Davy had a treat, and it was still morning, not even ten o’clock. Marya was so hungry her hand trembled holding the peanut stick; she felt a tiny trickle of saliva run down the side of her chin.


  Davy didn’t ask about anything and Marya didn’t tell him: there was nothing to tell. She’d seen a man lying stretched out on a table—a table that was also a kind of sink, but tilted, and badly stained—she’d seen a man who must have been naked, covered with a coarse white cloth that hung down unevenly—but she hadn’t had time to see his face because her eyes had filmed over: or maybe because he hadn’t had any face that you could recognize. The skin was swollen and discolored, the left eye wasn’t right, something had sliced and sheared into the cheek, the jaw must have been out of line because the mouth couldn’t close. ... Marya thought of a skinned rabbit her father had dropped into the sink at home, she thought of squirming rock bass the boys caught in the creek and tossed onto the hard-packed ground, stunning them with the heels of their boots. Once, her cousin Lee Knauer, who was maybe four, five, years older than Marya, slammed a carp—a garbage fish—against a rock, again and again, until most of its head was gone: Lee was madder than hell, he’d wasted a worm on a fish he didn’t want.


  Why hadn’t there been any blood on that table, Marya wondered, licking chocolate off her fingers. And there hadn’t been any smell except a faint trace of lye soap—maybe because the room was so cold, like the inside of a refrigerator.


  “So that’s it,” Marya’s mother had said, her hands on her hips, rocking slightly from side to side, “so that’s it.”


  She didn’t say anything else. There wasn’t anything to say. Her voice was hard, jeering, but not very loud.


  “So that’s it. ...”


  Marya had slipped her wrist free of her mother’s fingers but she hadn’t run away. And her mother hadn’t noticed in any case.


  Now Davy stretched out sideways on the orange plastic chairs and fell asleep, sucking his thumb. His pale-blue watery eyes weren’t quite closed. His mouth was smeared with chocolate and the front of his canvas jacket was dribbled with snot but Marya didn’t give a damn: if anybody asked she’d say she didn’t know who that kid was.


  She got restless waiting. She tore little strips of a magazine cover, one after another, as narrow as she could get them, then she put the magazine back; nobody was watching. She went across the foyer and asked one of the clerks for a dime—just stood there until a woman noticed her, a woman with fluted pink glasses and tiny creases beside her mouth—maybe the same woman who had given her the dimes before. Marya didn’t smile, she didn’t wheedle or even complain that she was hungry, she just asked for a dime, and she was given it, as easy as that, so she treated herself this time to an ice-cream bar from the vending machine. Though the chocolate wafers were stale, the bar tasted even better than the peanut stick: she devoured it in five or six bites.


  She left the building when nobody was watching and stood on the steps, not minding the rain. Traffic circling the square, a Greyhound bus with its headlights on, a farmer’s pickup truck that looked like the one her father had junked in the field. ... She stood watching, staring, seeing no one she knew, expecting nothing. Gusts of wind blew the rain slantwise across the pavement. Then it lifted and the rain seemed to disappear. Then it came back again, stronger. Marya shivered in the cold but she didn’t think it was because of the cold, she was really trembling with hunger.


  The secret thing was, she still had Kurelik’s box of cherry cough drops. There must have been four or five candies left, wadded up in the waxed paper, and all for Marya, only for Marya.


  TWO


  He instructed her to hold still. Not to move. Not to move. And not to look at him either. Or say a word.


  Marya froze at once. “Went into stone,” as she called it. And stared at the grimy, partly broken windshield of the old car. And said nothing.


  It was only Lee, her cousin Lee, who liked her. Who liked her most of the time. Who meant her no harm. “Stop teasing Marya,” her aunt used to shout at him, “stop teasing Davy: you’re going to hurt him.” But that was in the first months, back when they’d just come to live on the Canal Road and Lee really hadn’t liked them; when he’d whispered one morning to Marya that her mother “better ought” to drown her and her brothers than leave them with people who hated them. Afterward, though, Lee didn’t mind them so much. It was a way of getting on his father’s good side, to pretend to like his young cousins.


  He was twelve years old, Marya was eight. He didn’t mean to hurt her and he never really hurt her unless by accident.


  In the old wrecked car, in the smelly old Buick at the back of the lot, Marya knew how to go into stone; how to shut her mind off, to see nothing without closing her eyes. She was afraid only that her neck might snap: she knew how chickens’ necks were wrung, how a garter snake might be whipped against the side of a barn and its secret bones broken. Lee was strong—it was a joke around the house how strong he was—shoulder and arm muscles, fingers that could twist off jar tops for his mother when her fingers (which Marya judged strong enough) were inadequate. “Lee’s going to be big as his daddy,” people said; and Marya’s aunt Wilma pretended not to be pleased, shaking her head, frowning, remarking that one of them around the house was enough for her. But all the Knauer men were big. Big and handsome. It ran in the family, Wilma would say, along with other traits that weren’t always so nice. (And here, if Marya or Davy or Joey was present, she shifted her gaze meaningfully and said nothing more.)


  These were the years of secret glances exchanged over Marya’s head. Of mysterious allusions and hints. “The trouble,” it was sometimes called, “the bad luck.” Embarrassed words trailing off into silence. What were they saying, Marya wondered, pretending never to listen, pretending to be intensely absorbed in one of her schoolbooks, or in drying the dishes, or in minding her baby brother. Something about her mother, was it: her mother who was known simply as “Vera”: or from time to time (but this Marya only overheard) as “the bitch” or “the Sanjek bitch”—Sanjek being her maiden name. Had anyone heard from her, or of her?—and the answer was invariably the same.


  Though sometimes Marya’s uncle Everard would add, “She’d be better off dead, I get my hands on her.”


  Marya was eight years old for a very long time. And nine years old. And ten. A very long time: the years stretched and buckled, the days were always the same day, only the weather differed. The inside of the old Buick was stifling hot and so dry you couldn’t get your breath, or the windshield was splattered with rain that soon began to leak inside, or it was cold, too cold, and Marya couldn’t stop shivering and whimpering. “Be quiet,” Lee would say, grunting. “Or I’ll wring your skinny little neck.”


  HE DIDN'T MEAN to hurt because, really, he liked her; she knew that. She could tell. “Lee’s just teasing, Marya,” her aunt Wilma would say, half chiding Marya for being upset. “Stay out of his way and you’ll be better off.”


  She was afraid only that her neck might snap because of the pressure. He gripped her so tight—his forearm jammed beneath her chin—his clenched fist straining hard, hard into her back, just above her buttocks.


  She never closed her eyes because—how did she know this?—the gesture might anger him, might make him rough. There was something about being weak or showing weakness that all the boys were roused by: a dog slinking and cringing, inviting a kick; a cat shying away instead of arching its back


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  ELEVEN


  What commonly happens, Marya was told by an acquaintance who had been an adopted child (“we’re never not ‘adopted children’ no matter our age”), is that the lost child, grown, locates the lost mother; and the mother pretends not to know who he or she is. Usually the first direct approach is by telephone—“they’re not good at answering letters,” Marya’s acquaintance said. Sometimes the mother will say you’ve called the wrong number: there isn’t any woman by that name at that address. Or she isn’t home right now. Or she isn’t living any longer.


  You have to persist, Marya was told. Because any woman who has abandoned her children is a guilty woman and probably a very sick woman—or at least she was, at one time. You have to have faith that it’s worth pursuing—the “lost” mother, any mother at all—because it will change your life more than you can calculate.


  “Yes,” said Marya. “That’s the point.”


  MARYA HAD NOT thought of her mother for years, or so she believed. Now, for no reason, for no logical reason, she thought of her constantly.


  The woman would be fifty-three or fifty-four years old now. If she was still living.


  They would not have seen each other for twenty-eight years.


  Was it possible?—and each of them still alive?


  Marya forgot, for long periods of time, that she had two younger brothers; she did have blood relations whom she knew, though they were hardly intimate friends. (Davy, long known as Dave, was thirty-one years old now, with three children, an informal partnership in Everard’s thriving service station; Joey, or Joe, was twenty-nine, engaged to be married, a worker at the new Innisfail division of Allis-Chalmers. Marya and her brothers kept in touch, in a manner of speaking. Sometimes Marya felt a pang of childish envy, that Dave and Joe had remained so close while she had been excluded; she recalled only vaguely that she had been the one to edge away, to declare her superiority.)


  Once, years ago, back home for a brief midwinter visit, Marya had asked Dave whether he ever heard news of, or rumors of, or anything at all of—and he’d interrupted her and said, No, no he hadn’t, and he didn’t want to. Marya had followed him into the kitchen so that they could speak in private but after this awkward exchange there was nothing more to say.


  It wasn’t at all uncommon, Marya learned, for the “siblings” of a “rejecting mother” to go for years—for lifetimes, in fact—without alluding to the mother; without alluding to their shared circumstances. It wasn’t uncommon for them to grow away from one another, even to dislike one another. And of course they secretly nursed a lifelong resentment of “normal” people. “Existence for some of us,” said a friend of Marya’s who was himself adopted, “is fundamentally embarrassing.”


  CASUALLY, BETRAYING NO emotion, as if she were merely assembling ideas and theories and “interesting” stories, Marya made inquiries about adoption—about having been abandoned, lost, given away, left, and then adopted—among people she knew. She discovered only a few men and women who admitted to having been adopted. Some were obsessed and bitter; some were merely obsessed.


  What had rarely troubled them as children and even as teenagers now troubled them a great deal. Yes they thought about having been first abandoned, and then adopted, virtually all the time; no they weren’t in the habit of talking about it with anyone, certainly not with their adoptive families. Very few had located their “birth” mothers and no one at all with whom Marya spoke had located his father. The subject was painful, disagreeable, why was Marya so curious ... ?


  “I suppose because time is running out,” Marya said.


  SHE TOLD HERSELF that her circumstances were entirely different. She had seen her mother, after all—she hadn’t been abandoned in a church doorway, or at the entrance of an orphanage. The great consuming mystery for all of the “abandoned children” to whom she’d spoken was: what did the mother look like? who was she? If the father was mentioned less frequently, in fact quite rarely, it was simply the case that one enormous heartbreak preceded another. It was also the case that the mother seemed more blameworthy, more unnatural.


  Marya knew that her mother resembled her; which is to say, she resembled her mother. Consequently there should have been no inordinate mystery. ... If she wanted to speculate on what her father might be now, in middle age, she had only to contemplate her uncle Everard: tall, ruddy-faced, with heavy shoulders, beefy forearms, hair receding from the crown of his head, an attractive silvery-brown. He had been a good-looking man in his youth and he was still good-looking now, in his late fifties. Marya thought, I don’t hate him any longer, do I?—for outliving my father.


  She had always half believed that Everard knew. And one day he would tell her. (Not Davy or Joey. Marya. Because there was a special feeling between them, wasn’t there: he had to love her more than he loved his daughter Alice because Marya was so much sharper, smarter, so much her father’s daughter.) But in the end, and quite casually, it was Wilma who would give Marya all the information she required.


  MARYA HAD BEGUN to make official inquiries after her mother, Marya even placed personal classified ads, without success. No one named Vera Sanjek Knauer had ever been imprisoned in the state, or even arrested for any crime; nor had she been admitted as a mental patient to any state facility. The only public records pertaining to her were a record of birth and a marriage certificate. (Studying the photostatted documents Marya made the simple calculation that her mother had been seventeen at the time of her marriage to Joseph Knauer, seventeen and five months at the time of Marya’s birth, and twenty-five when she abandoned Marya and her brothers.)


  She was stunned to discover, not long afterward, that Vera had never even been reported missing from Shaheen Falls. No one in the sprawling Sanjek family had cared enough, or had wanted to get involved with the authorities; and Everard and Wilma evidently hadn’t wanted her back. (Marya seemed to remember one or the other of them saying good riddance—“good riddance to bad rubbish” was the expression. Though that may have been Marya herself, Marya as a slightly older child, who said it.)


  So long as a missing person is above the age of eighteen and isn’t wanted for any crime, being “missing” isn’t in itself criminal; it isn’t in fact all that uncommon in the United States. So Marya learned.


  The personal ads were run for weeks in a dozen local newspapers across the state. She labored over their wording but the results were painful, meager, embarrassing.


  Mrs. Vera Knauer urgently sought by daughter. Please contact M.K., Box ___, at once.


  And:


  Information concerning Mrs. Vera Sanjek Knauer, widow of Joseph Knauer, urgently requested. Reward. Please contact M.K., Box ___, at once.


  For the first time in her life Marya scanned the personal columns. She began to notice here and there ads that resembled hers, that were as patently futile—information sought concerning people not seen in decades, lost fathers, husbands, mothers, wives, runaway children, the lot. In three of the papers in which her ad ran she happened to notice:


  HELP. URGENT. Information sought concerning a baby boy (Caucasian, no birth defects) left at the intersection of Prospect & Ninth, Yewville, NY, Sept. 5, 1941. REWARD. Contact W.H., Box ___.


  The ads ran for their prescribed time and then disappeared. Marya heard nothing. She realized from the several days of sharp depression that followed that she had actually expected a response. Perhaps she was only eight years old after all—perhaps not that much time had elapsed.


  THEN, THE FOLLOWING spring, she went back to Innisfail for her brother Joey’s wedding.


  The Knauers had entered a period of prosperity. The Canal Road had long been paved, the Innisfail Pike was a four-lane highway, Everard’s service station had been moved to a larger garage, the old car lot—that graveyard of derelict rusting hulks—was hidden from the road by a trim ten-foot redwood fence. The old house was unrecognizable behind white aluminum siding and smart red shutters. There was a glassed-in porch, there was a carefully tended lawn, there were trellises with yellow climbing roses. Everard and Wilma lived alone here now: Wilma had her own car and worked part-time at the Innisfail hospital as a receptionist.


  Over the years Everard had been buying up land along the Canal Road, most of it scrubland, wild and marshy, worthless for farming. But now people were buying in the area; building houses; there was even talk of a subdivision—“Pinewood Acres”—on the Innisfail Pike. And at the intersection with the pike Everard owned twelve acres of flat, cleared land, “prime” land he called it, leased at the present to an Innisfail entrepreneur who organized farmers’ open-air markets, flea markets, auctions, and the like, held on summer weekends. On the Friday Marya drove up for her brother’s wedding she was astonished to see a carnival of some kind being held on the lot: a children’s Ferris wheel, a merry-go-round, perhaps a dozen booths, several tents; she heard the amplified twang of country-and-western music. Here, where in the old days there had been nothing but scrub willow, oak, grass!—a small wilderness no one had noticed.


  She sat in her car for a while watching the activity at the carnival. Listening to the whine of the country music—slapdash and melancholy at once, rather romantic, hokey. These are others’ memories, she thought calmly. Other children, young girls. The world filling up with memories.


  Marya’s aunt and uncle were in high spirits though Everard was heavier than Marya recalled: his torso fatty, belly straining at his belt. The look of prosperity? self-assurance at last? And Wilma was almost aggressively trim—her hair curled, frizzed, tinted; nails manicured. She even wore white linen slacks. And white sandals, Italian-looking, with a small stylish knobby heel. “Here you are at last!” she said, hugging Marya hard as if she’d been waiting for her for a long time.


  The old flash of grief, half-angry affection, remorse: Wilma wasn’t the right person. Wilma stood in her place but she wasn’t the right person.


  Marya was slightly dazed at first, greeted with Everard’s conspicuous white smile (which must mean he had false teeth now: and they suited him), and Wilma’s breezy new social manner, nervous and coquettish (which must mean she had women friends in town, women who knew how things were done). She was taken proudly about the house, told of Wilma’s new car (a secondhand Honda), told of the expanded service station (Everard had taken out a loan at one of the banks in town). She was shown color snapshots of her nieces and nephews—Lee’s, Alice’s, Dave’s grinning children mingled together.


  Wilma was chatting excitably about the upcoming wedding and about being a grandmother. A grandmother—her! “You just don’t think it can happen,” she said, fixing Marya with a quizzical little smile, “then it does, and it seems so easy, like it was there all along. I mean—it was there all along, waiting.”


  Marya’s cheeks felt flushed. She heard herself exchanging news, talking, chatting, as if she belonged here. She told herself that nothing had greatly changed. And she did belong here, as much as she belonged anywhere.


  MARYA STAYED ON after the wedding, to Wilma’s pleased surprise.


  It was the first time she hadn’t hurried away, Wilma said.


  Yes, said Marya. I haven’t anywhere to hurry to.


  But that was the wrong tone to take with Wilma: she admired strength, not weakness. She had admired Marya’s stubborness, even her selfishness, in the old days.


  At breakfast one morning when they were alone Marya asked, over coffee, why they had fought so much, the two of them. She remembered running out of the house and crying, hiding back in the car lot. She remembered wishing she was dead. And Wilma herself in tears; shouting at her; slapping her hard. (“And I know I deserved it,” Marya said.) Why so much quarreling, so many tears ... ?


  Well, said Wilma, startled, blushing—being unaccustomed, as they all were, to such direct personal questions—she supposed people mainly fought with whoever was close at hand. That was all they had, after all, wasn’t it?


  MARYA VISITED HER father’s grave in the hilly Shaheen Falls cemetery, Marya drove slowly and cautiously along the old Mill Road, which had never been paved, looking for the shanty, or cabin—or might it have been called a house?—in which they had lived. The Mill Road, as it was still called, ran parallel to a larger road and appeared to be nearly untraveled. No one lived on it any longer, so far as she could judge. No telephone wires. No mailboxes. The sawmill had long disappeared, collapsed and overtaken by underbrush. Farmland on one side, uncultivated fields and woods on the other. Enormous black birds (crows, sparrow hawks?) much in evidence. Marya had become enough of a city person to stop the car and watch when a herd of eleven white-tailed deer fled across a field.


  Near the junction with a larger road, set back behind a hilly cow pasture, was the old Kurelik farm. It looked saddened, diminished. A weatherworn gray house, several sagging barns, a windmill no longer in operation. The name on the dented tin mailbox was faded to illegibility. Only a half-dozen dairy cows grazed in the enormous pasture. Marya felt a brief childish impulse to drive back the rutted lane, knock on the farmhouse door, introduce herself, and ask ... but what would she ask? What did she want to know, that the people in that old house might tell her?


  She had driven the full length of the Mill Road, and had come through to the highway, without having seen a sign of her parents’ house; it was pointless to turn her car around and go back. She thought of the terrified white-tailed deer, the noisy black birds with their flapping wings, the dust billowing up behind the car.


  ONCE YOU START crying, Marya’s mother had warned them, you won’t be able to stop. Marya couldn’t test the truth of this blunt prophecy because she had never allowed herself to start.


  YOU WON’T RECOGNIZE downtown Innisfail!—so Wilma kept telling Marya, as if she had a surprise in reserve.


  On the final morning of Marya’s four-day visit Wilma drove her to town along the busy pike, keeping up a rapid bemused commentary on local progress. Stretches of new ranch-style houses ... a McDonald’s and a Burger King and a Friendly’s ... a glassware and china outlet (“They have really good bargains in CorningWare if you know how to find them”) ... a discount clothing store (“Even better than Norban’s used to be”) ... even, on the outskirts of the city, a small shopping mall (“Now all they need is an A & P”). Marya would not have wanted to confess that her eye took in very little of all this newness; it sought out the older houses, the old farms, a stretch of woods here and a marshy expanse there, untouched, which she recalled with a curious biting nostalgia. She had bicycled along the pike so many times as a girl; she’d taken the Greyhound bus; ridden in cars. She had memorized the landscape without knowing. But now everything was so jumbled, so comically rearranged, how could she locate herself in it ... ? The enormous Maccabee property had been sold and subdivided: acres of farmland given over now to “ranch” and “colonial” houses with treeless lawns and smart black asphalt driveways. The cider mill owned by the Jelinskis had been demolished long ago, when Marya was still an undergraduate at Port Oriskany; its site above the Shaheen Creek was overgrown in scrub willow and oak. And there was the Dubnovs’ tavern, to which Emmett had once taken her, spruced up now with aluminum siding and a paved parking lot, and a new name (The Pike Inn & Bar-B-Que). And the old foursquare Methodist church, a battered veteran from another time ...


  Marya felt herself a time traveler, being driven along Innisfail’s almost unrecognizable Main Street. The downtown, Wilma kept saying with satisfaction, was getting a facelift: junky old buildings razed and smart new buildings erected in their place—there was even a pedestrian mall, on lower Ash Street—and most of the streets were one-way. Marya’s eye darted almost frantically about. Why did Ash Street look so strange? had the cobblestones been taken up and replaced with nice smooth featureless paving? Where were the old Grant’s, the old Woolworth’s, the Royalton Theatre ... ? She noted the Royalton Café, finally, in a block that had been partly modernized: its broad glassy front tricked out in “Gothic” gilt letters. But the movie house was gone.


  She saw a sign, Schroeder Bros., attached to a construction site fence.


  She found herself wondering how one would catch the Riverside bus, with Genesee Street now one-way.


  Wilma’s talk was all of new stores, new restaurants, a crafts exhibit out at the mall (“they have some really beautiful things, Marya, you’d be impressed”) ... friends she was making by way of the Women’s Auxiliary of the Innisfail General Hospital (“I showed them some clippings about you, they’re dying to meet you”). ... Marya seemed to be listening, but she was very distracted. She didn’t know whether to be alarmed or amused by her own confusion.


  She thought, Already the past is lost territory, it can’t be entered.


  While Wilma waited for a traffic light Marya noticed a teenaged girl standing at the curb, black hair spilling down her back, jeans, and ill-fitting sweater, an unsmiling face. She takes herself very seriously, Marya thought. The girl’s gaze moved restlessly onto hers, moved restlessly away. ... Was this someone she knew? Marya thought for an instant, her heart rising. But the moment passed. She knew no one in Innisfail, after all. And the girl, glancing in Marya’s direction, probably couldn’t have seen her that clearly—the windshield would have distorted her features.


  IN THE ROYALTON Café, where they stopped for coffee and croissants—“croissants” in Innisfail!—Wilma talked for a while of the wedding, and her new in-laws, and of how well Joey had turned out: “He’s a really nice guy, you know—the best-natured of the three boys, I always thought.” She asked Marya her opinion of Lee’s wife, who had put on weight since her last baby, and hadn’t ever been—in Wilma’s opinion—“really warm” toward the Knauers; but Marya, deciding to be prudent, said only that she seemed pleasant enough ... still quite pretty. Wilma hesitated, then said, squinting in her old conspiratorial way, that she hoped Lee wasn’t “cheating” on Brenda; but she’d heard some disturbing rumors. She’d heard. ...


  After this it seemed a natural step for her to bring up, suddenly, the subject of Marya’s “advertisement” in the newspaper, which someone had pointed out to her. And before Marya could reply—she was prepared for this, she’d resolved not to betray embarrassment or guilt—Wilma went on to say, quickly, still in a lowered voice, that she knew where Marya’s mother lived. More or less. “Up in the northern part of the state, New Canaan County,” she said. “But not under any name you’d know—not Knauer or Sanjek. It’s Murchison.”


  Marya was staring in disbelief. “Murchison?” she repeated blankly.


  “Her second husband. Or maybe her third,” Wilma said. She paused, carefully avoiding Marya’s eye. The moment was oddly light, blurred; not so strained as one might imagine; served up as it was in the tacky old Royalton Café, at eleven in the morning, amid chatter from other tables—women shoppers, mainly, some with small children. (Marya realized belatedly that her aunt must have been humoring her, in agreeing to come here for coffee. She would have preferred one of the newer places, surely—the bustling coffee shop of the Ramada Inn, or that place up the street with the hanging plants and macramé and bare parquet floors.) “I think he was her third but I’m not certain of the details,” Wilma said defensively. “Word gets around, you know. Especially after that ad of yours ran. But you know Innisfail—you can’t always believe all you hear.”


  Marya was staring at Wilma, who was busily buttering a croissant. She wanted to ask how long Wilma had known but she decided against it, the words might have struck the wrong note. Instead she said, laughing, weak, breathless, “My mother is alive, and she’s ... living up in New Canaan County? And her last name is Murchison ... ?”


  Marya’s laughter was louder and sharper than she might have wished. But no one at the other tables seemed to hear—no one glanced around.


  “Well,” Wilma said, slightly flushed, frowning, not yet meeting Marya’s eye, “you know I can’t vouch for any of this. It’s just something I heard. There was this girl in the hospital for kidney stones, hardly more than a girl, and somebody came to visit her that’s a cousin of your mother’s, and we got to talking one day, and she knew who I was, and it sort of came out. ... As I say, though,” she repeated, her voice taking on an admonitory note, the half-chiding tone of the Wilma of long ago, “you can’t always believe all you hear. Especially from the Sanjeks.”


  BUT MARYA DIDN’T drive up to New Canaan County the next morning.


  She went home, back to her apartment in New York City, and waited a few days ... and composed a letter ... in truth, numberless versions of a letter. She thought about telephoning. (But hadn’t someone warned her about telephoning?) She thought, Now that I know the woman is alive, does anything else matter? Do I really care about seeing her?


  She discovered that she was badly frightened.


  She discovered that she didn’t know what she wanted; she hadn’t the faintest idea.


  She felt, a dozen times a day, the need to telephone Eric—to ask him what to do.


  Apart from Eric there was no one she could ask for advice, no one whose advice she valued. She imagined Wilma fixing her with a quizzical frown and saying, For Christ’s sake, Marya, why have you always taken yourself so seriously ... ?


  SHE WAITED A week, ten days. Then, as she was preparing to write a second time, a letter from Vera Murchison arrived.


  Her agitation was such that she couldn’t open the envelope immediately. As if a dream secret and prized in her soul had blossomed outward, taking its place, asserting its integrity, in the world. ... She placed the envelope carefully on a table and sat in front of it staring, smiling, a pulse beating in her forehead. How odd to see her name—Marya Knauer—her name—in a handwriting that belonged to her mother, a handwriting she did not recognize.


  Marya, this is going to change your life, she thought, half in dread.


  Marya, this is going to cut your life in two.


  Finally she opened the envelope. She took out a sheet of white stationery with trembling fingers, and there was a color snapshot as well, she dropped it clumsily to the floor, stooped to pick it up, suddenly frightened, her heartbeat quick and suffocating. The snapshot showed a middle-aged woman with stiff gray hair, shadowed eyes, a taut suspicious expression, strong facial bones. Marya’s own cheekbones and nose. Her eyes. The woman’s mouth was tense but she might have been about to smile, summoning the strength to smile. She wore a dark dress with white trim, her shoulders were sloping and her bust rather heavy, her head defiant, erect. The print was just perceptibly blurred as if whoever had taken the picture had moved the camera at precisely the wrong moment.


  Marya went to the window, holding the snapshot to the light, and stared and stared, waiting for the face to shift into perfect focus.
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