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THE FIRST VISITATION






1

The man in my house is wearing a mask. Even so, I can tell he’s as surprised to see me as I am to see him. It’s in the way his shoulders jump and erase his neck when I open the door with a triumphant shove, driven by the promise of a rare night alone. With my boyfriend and son camping upstate, I’ll be picking the movie I want to watch, ordering Thai food with the spice level cranked, starfishing out in the middle of the bed, dozing off with the windows open to let in the breeze off the Hudson—

“What are you doing?” I blurt out as if I know him. As if I’ve caught the neighbor kid prowling around the side yard again. He’s wearing gloves and a black tracksuit. The drawers of the front hall credenza are pulled out. He steps toward me.

It happened so fast, say people who have lived through sudden bursts of violence—but for me, time’s a slow drip and I can see everything at once. Black sneakers on our reclaimed tiles, old appliance manuals in the junk drawer, the RSVP to the wedding of my boyfriend’s cousin, a small lace-trimmed envelope waiting to be mailed. The man’s eyes are framed by the slit in his balaclava, a word I know from the tattered paperbacks I tore through in the rehab center’s shabby library.

I take one step back, jam my hand into my shoulder bag, and rummage wildly for the pepper spray. But I’ve never used it before, and it’s buried under travel Kleenex packs and lip balm and generic ibuprofen and noise-canceling headphones and laptop and charger and Moleskine notebook and tampons.

His hand closes around the Jesus candle my boyfriend bought from the bodega by the train station. Señor de los Milagros de Buga, $3.99 plus tax. It’s the size of a relay runner’s baton, glass as thick as a casserole dish and filled to the brim with solid wax.

My fingers brush the pepper spray canister. There’s a little rim of plastic that acts as a safety—I just have to flick it to the side. Too slow, Sydney. The candle comes at me in a fluid sideways arc.

Half ducking, half flinching, I twist away. His sidearm swing smashes the candle into my left ear. There’s an unbelievable volcanic thud inside my head, a searing, blinding flash, and time’s not a slow drip anymore, it’s a film reel with missing frames.

I am holding myself up, clinging to the door.

I will stay on my feet.

There’s an electric current buzzing through my teeth. The front hall is full of bad angles, a nonsense corridor in a dream. The coats are swaying on their hooks. I raise the pepper spray, but my arm can only aim it in the direction of the baseboard, the off-white trim that doesn’t quite touch the tile, a haven for crumbs and lost earrings. In the gilt-framed mirror next to the closet door, I see a gloved hand holding the candle up in the air. The man is very tall, and the tip of the candle hits the ceiling before it comes down.

The walls are tinted red and the whole house roars like the ocean. There’s a hot-penny tang I can taste in the back of my throat, a cocaine drip that fills my mouth and overflows. Tissue packs and hair clips are scattered across the tiles, coming up fast.

I shouldn’t be here. These words can’t really form because the darkness is thick enough to stifle thought. It’s more like a sharp sense of injustice wrapped in the fear that throbs somewhere in the void. An impression that I have been cheated by circumstance.

I shouldn’t be here.







2

You’re a lucky woman,” says Dutchess County Sheriff Mike Butler.

I ride a wave of displacement. Lucky? I don’t feel lucky. I feel like I want to unzip my skin and wriggle out of my body and into another. By what metric is he measuring my luck? I suppose he means that I’m luckier than a woman whose attack has resulted in her murder. I want to tell him: lucky is what you are when you win the lottery.

I calculate how much time has elapsed since the attack. Ten, eleven hours at most. Now I understand all those survivors’ stories on Dateline and 20/20. It happened so fast. It’s amazing what can be compressed into mere seconds of a human life.

Butler takes off his hat and rocks on his heels. I know his face and name from a campaign billboard near my town’s highway off-ramp. On the billboard, his face is somehow both jowly and chiseled, as if the features of a hardass drill sergeant were superimposed onto a mall Santa. In person, Butler’s the kind of guy whose middle-aged weight gain makes him look even more powerfully built, his barrel chest and gut filling out his uniform without seeming flabby.

Behind his shaved head is the classic hospital corner-mounted television. Wan light comes through vertical slats in the blinds and paints staccato lines on the wall. Saturday morning, I think—words that conjure up Pilates for me, a long run for my boyfriend, Matt, and an extended gaming session for my son, Danny. And then, like a ravenous, plundering army, we take our reward: brunch. When my boys and I brunch, we brunch hard. Pulpy juice straight from the gleaming contraption, huevos rancheros, black beans, avocado, crispy bacon, home fries, strawberries from the little roadside stand…

Butler clears his throat. “Okay,” he says. Then he puts his hat back on and studies the cup of water on the bedside table like it holds the key to cracking this case wide open. I think, perhaps unfairly, that he has no idea how to talk to a woman wrapped in bandages lying in a hospital bed. I am his mother, his sister, his wife. My victimhood disturbs him. It’s not what he signed up for.

He takes a step closer to my bed. “You took quite a shot,” he says. From this angle, I can see the landscape of razor burn under his chin. “Lucky lady.”

It’s almost funny, in an existential nightmare kind of way: trapped in a hospital bed while a man reminds me how lucky I am, over and over again.

He glances at my freshly bandaged wrists, and his eyes travel across my older scars, exposed by my short-sleeved hospital gown. Then he looks me in the face. “I was just at your house. That’s quite a thing you did.”

For the first time, it dawns on me that my house is a crime scene. It’s probably crawling with cops and forensic techs. I think CSI is called something different in real life, but I picture a team in HAZMAT suits, spraying luminol. In reality it’s probably two local cops in rubber gloves poking around our dressers and desks, combing through the front hall, the guest room. Suddenly I’m laser focused. I can feel a manic surge begin in my toes and course through my body. The jagged mosaic of sights and sounds from last night comes together in the man’s cold eyes framed in a tight oval of black fabric.

I manage to hold on to it for a second, but then the mosaic goes out of focus. Cobbled-together images of things I didn’t actually see run through my mind. A man in a tracksuit and balaclava walking down the sidewalk in broad daylight. His arms are long, too long, and his shadow pours like oil down the street, up my driveway, through my front door…

“I can come back later,” Butler says. He sounds far away. I realize that my eyes are half-lidded. It’s not just my thoughts that are drifting. I refused the Vicodin regimen the doctor wanted to put me on, three hundred milligrams every four hours for the pain. Opioids were never my thing—I was a fiend for the rush, not the nod—but I’ve seen addicts with decades of sober living fall off because of back pain, grizzled old alkies who figure what’s the harm in a few pain pills if they’re prescribed by a doctor? Or at least, they pretend to think like that. I’d wager most of them know exactly what the harm is, they’re just falling back on the oldest addict trick in the book: self-delusion.

And so, all I’m on is ibuprofen. Four gelcaps. It’s barely enough for a stress headache. I might as well be taking vitamins.

“The doctor wasn’t too keen on me talking to you now,” Butler says. “But I’d really like to take your statement sooner rather than later, if you’re up for it.”

“It’s okay,” I say, gathering my strength. “I’m good. I want to help.”

“Anything you can remember, then.”

“I wasn’t supposed to be there,” I say. “Home, I mean. I was supposed to be camping with my boyfriend and my son, up at Cedar Valley. Taking a long weekend. But I got called in for a last-minute pitch at the agency I work for. In the city. Matt and Danny”—my heart quickens as I try, and fail, to sit up—“the park’s a total dead zone, there’s no way to call them, they won’t know—”

Butler holds up a hand. “We’ve got state police out of Poidras Falls tracking your family down.”

Your family. There’s a deep, sweet hurt behind those words.

“Tell me about the man in your house.”

“He was tall,” I say, flashing to the candle hitting the ceiling before it came down and the house roared and the walls turned red. “Taller than Matt, and he’s six-one.” I pause. “Taller than Trevor, too.”

“Who’s Trevor?”

“My ex. Danny’s father.”

“Okay,” Butler says, flipping open his notebook and jotting something down. He’s not using one of those standard-issue cop notepads, but a green Moleskine.

“I have one of those,” I say.

“My daughter works in a coffee shop in Poughkeepsie,” he says. “They sell these things by the register.” He shakes his head. “Kid drops out of SVA, down in the city, after her freshman year, says school is sucking the life out of her painting. So now, you know what she does? Brings home a bag of the day’s used-up coffee grounds, smears them on canvases. Not my thing, art-wise, but she’s saving me forty grand a year, so I can’t complain.”

I don’t know what to say to that. In the moment of silence, I can feel myself drifting again. “Gray eyes,” I say.

“Gray?”

“They were cold. Like the winter sky.”

“Winter sky,” he says.

I suddenly recall hurried questions from a different cop in the more immediate aftermath. A woman. Severe ponytail, wine-dark lipstick. My neighbor, the pediatrician, who found me on his lawn, hovering awkwardly in the background, holding a mug in two cupped hands. I am disturbed by how the memory comes on: from nothing to something, a bucket of paint splattering a blank wall.

“I remember,” I say, “I told all this to somebody at my neighbors’ house.”

“You were in shock,” Butler says. “This isn’t going to be like it is on TV, where you give your statement and you’re on your way. It’ll be a process. You’ll remember new things days, weeks from now. But this is a good time for us to talk. Most people…” He trails off with a frown and lowers the notebook. “Most people would be doped to the gills after what you just went through, but the doctor said you refused the heavy-duty painkillers.”

I hesitate. I don’t hide the fact that I’m an addict in recovery from anyone, but I don’t ordinarily talk to county sheriffs. It feels like I’m planting an asterisk in our conversation, something for Butler to come back to later, casting a pall over everything I tell him.

“I’ve got nine years clean,” I say. I know that this is admirable, that I have nothing to be ashamed of. But talking to cops twists my thoughts. It’s like putting my bags through the scanner in airport security. Of course I know there’s nothing in there, and yet still, after all these years, anxiety engulfs me and my heart pounds and I think, what if—what if they find something?

“Good for you,” Butler says. He sounds different now—guarded, maybe. I wonder about his daughter, behind the counter of that coffee shop. Is she an Oxy fiend? Is Butler’s father an alcoholic, dying of cirrhosis? Addicts orbit everyone’s life, and a person’s reaction to addiction in general—whether they believe it’s truly a disease or just an excuse to stay high all the time—tends to be reflected through the lens of their own experience.

Is Butler himself a clandestine pill-popper, a raider of confiscated evidence?

His eyes flit once again to my scars. I don’t volunteer any information about them.

“So, I’m sticking with ibuprofen,” I say, trying to end this conversational tack. But I can see something in his hooded eyes, and a knot forms in my stomach. I know what Butler is thinking. He might not even know it yet, but the kernel of an idea is forming.

Nobody’s as clean as they say they are. We’re dealing with a drug thing. Some dealer who didn’t get paid, some old city debt getting settled up the river, darkening our quiet suburban doorsteps.

I keep my mouth shut. I don’t want to protest too much, before he’s even brought it up. But the way my mind is working now—telling me I have to manipulate, steer the conversation—makes me feel like I’m a suspect being grilled in a stuffy, windowless interview room.

There’s a sharp pain in my head, a cold needle piercing the dull, pounding ache. The edges of the room are fuzzy, lenses smeared with grease.

Butler glances over his shoulder at the door. When he looks back at me, his gaze is unclouded. “The doctor also said you refused a rape kit.” His tone is as matter-of-fact as ever.

“I wasn’t raped.”

“No sexual assault.”

“No. I told you guys what happened.”

“You told Deputy Carlson, back there at your neighbors’ house.”

“Right. I remember. Sort of.”

He consults his Moleskine. “Approximately seven forty-five p.m., you open your front door and interrupt a robbery in progress. The perp bashes you in the head with a”—he flicks his glance to me—“Jesus candle. The next thing you know…”
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