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“Scars have the strange power to remind us that our past is real.”

—Cormac McCarthy, All the Pretty Horses








PROLOGUE


Vietnam, 1978

THEY HAVE BEEN WAITING ALL NIGHT BY THE RIVER, THE DARK water smooth as glass. They carry nothing but a bundle filled with food and canteens of fresh water all tied in a square piece of cloth. A single tin pot. A sack of lemons and a box of sugar.

The boat is late. The children are hungry. The men and women who are with them are standing still as trees.

The moon cuts through the darkness like a scythe. As they wait, looking for the boat they were promised, the tide inches closer to their silhouettes. They walk backward, retreating into the marsh, tall spears of reeds behind them. The cicadas loud in the wet grass.

It is the youngest boy who first sees the flash of light. A small beacon from a torch pulsating atop the head of the fisherman.

They walk into the river. Treading past the water hyacinth, a mass of green leaves and singular pink flowers. First, ankle-deep. Then, knee-deep. Finally, waist-deep. The children are afraid. Seaweed wraps around their legs, pulling them down. Still, they inch toward the boat. The weight of the river slowing them with each step until there is no sand or silt beneath their feet.

They reach their arms up toward the boat. The current flows against them. In the shadow of the ship’s hull, they see a woman extending her hand. A rope is thrown out to reach them, curling first on the surface of the water before sinking down.






PART I







CHAPTER 1Long Island, 1979



GRACE GOLDEN WOULD NEVER KNOW WHY, ON THAT SUNNY afternoon in late May, she had chosen to walk down Gypsum Street after Mass instead of her usual route to the grocery store. Maple Avenue had always been the fastest way from Saint Bartholomew’s to Kepler’s Market.

Her husband, Tom, believed Grace picked Gypsum Street because the cherry blossoms there were at their peak. That was the thing about his wife, he explained. She’d always go out of her way to encounter something beautiful. But neither of them could have anticipated on that fine spring day, as Grace’s heels rhythmically struck the sidewalk, her shopping list tucked inside her leather purse, that she would notice a little boy curled up against the side of a building. Sleeping on the hard cement, his body was tucked so tightly, he reminded Grace of a small whelk nestled into its shell.

She stopped and hovered over him. Then she leaned down to nudge him.

“Are you lost, love?” The lilt of her Irish accent, still detectable after years of living in New York, floated through the air. “Let me help you up,” she offered her hand.

But the boy remained fixed in a fetal position, his arms locked even tighter around himself and his feet inched closer to his bottom. One of his tennis shoes had a hole in its rubber sole. The other was missing its laces.

She still could not see his face, only the tiny edge of his ear and the shock of straight black hair.

“Please.”

His head rose slightly, revealing his dark eyes, heart-shaped lips, and small nose.

It was the face of a child, frightened and alone.






CHAPTER 2


“I’M GRACE.” SHE OFFERED HER NAME, HOPING HE’D ALSO SHARE his. But he remained silent. His body fixed to the sidewalk, still as a stone.

She unlatched the clasp of her handbag and pulled out a candy wrapped in shiny silver foil.

He studied her, then cautiously accepted the sweet. Grace took another piece from her purse and unwrapped it, placing the small chocolate in her mouth.

She looked around to see if she could spot anyone searching for a lost child or if a policeman was patrolling nearby. But Grace saw no one.

“Are you lost? Why don’t you come with me,” she said as she reached her hand out and guided the boy up from the ground.

He found his footing and now stood before Grace, but his eyes still avoided hers. His pants were too short, exposing his thin ankles, and the Incredible Hulk decal on his T-shirt was peeling. But Grace’s hand remained open, and eventually his fingers found their way into her own.



The warm touch of a child’s hand was instantly familiar to her. But through his grasp, she also felt his fear. The skin was clammy. The fingers were slippery.

He walked beside her, his hand fidgeting against her own. Every few minutes, she turned to catch a glimpse of him sideways: the bony limbs, the long lashes, the angular eyes. She estimated he might be around ten years old, close to the age of her younger daughter, Molly.

She did not stop at Kepler’s to pick up the eggs and milk and the various other provisions on her shopping list. Instead, she gripped his hand tighter, not even noticing the cherry blossom petals falling on their shoulders and hair.

A few blocks from home, she saw Adele Flynn walking toward her car.

“Grace?” Adele paused for a moment, her keys in one hand. “Is everything all right?” Her eyes scanned the boy with the worn clothes, the foreign face, and the averted gaze walking next to her friend.

Grace did not stop to chat. “Everything’s fine!” she hollered over her shoulder, ignoring Adele’s look of confusion as she led the boy toward her home.

Once there, she opened the front gate and walked past the rose-bushes that grew exuberantly along the short path to her house. The child hesitated when they reached the front steps. He let go of her hand.

“Don’t worry,” she reassured him. “I’m going to make a call.” She pretended with her fingers to make a telephone to her ear. “We’ll get you home.”

She turned the doorknob and walked inside, the boy silent beside her.

“I’m back,” she announced, laying her bag on the sideboard. Her eyes fell upon Molly’s shoes by the stairwell and the girls’ coats on the floor, their sleeves carelessly inverted. Then to Katie’s backpack spilling out papers and brightly colored folders. The house bloomed with children.

For a split second, Grace tried to reconcile the reality of her household with the fact that she had brought a complete stranger into it.

“You’re home?” She heard Molly’s voice ring through the air before the girl bounded down the stairs, and her face immediately revealed her bewilderment.

“Mommy?” Her eyes were fixed on the strange boy next to her mother. “I thought you were going to Kepler’s.…”

Before Grace could answer, she turned and caught the reflection of her and the child in the large oval mirror beside the door.

He was shaking.



Tom was down in the basement with his ear pressed to an old wall clock that needed tuning when his wife returned. He stopped the pendulum with his finger and went to greet her.

Walking up the basement stairs, he pushed through the stiffness in his bad leg, gripping the banister tightly with each step. In the vestibule, he found Molly at the base of the stairwell, staring wide-eyed at a little boy standing beside his wife.

“Gracie?” Tom stepped closer. The faded image of the Hulk on the boy’s orange T-shirt seemed ironic; the boy’s arms were the width of a pine sapling.

“I found him curled up sleeping in a corner near Maple Avenue. I didn’t know what to do.”

Tom crouched down. “What’s your name, little fella?”

The boy shifted his weight from one foot to the other but still didn’t answer.

“We’ll have to call the police, Grace. Somebody out there has to be looking for him.”

“I know. I just thought it would be better to make the call from home. Not at Kepler’s, with everyone staring at us.”

“Want to wash up?” Grace made a simple pantomime of rubbing her hands together, then pointed toward the powder room.

He lifted his arm to move the hair out of his eyes, and that’s when she observed the scar on his left wrist. The shape of an open mouth, like someone had bitten him.

The boy noticed Grace staring at the old wound and covered it with his hand.

She opened the door to the bathroom and then went into the kitchen to call the police.






CHAPTER 3


THE POLICEMAN ON THE OTHER END OF THE LINE PRESSED Grace for more details.

“Can we have a physical description? We’ll need to look into if the child’s been reported missing.”

“He’s maybe four foot three … and he’s quite skinny with dark eyes and straight black hair. Asian. He’s wearing an Incredible Hulk T-shirt and tennis shoes … if anyone’s reported a boy missing who’s wearing that …”

“You’ll have to bring him down to the precinct,” the officer instructed, his voice was flat and detached.

“I’d like to feed him before I bring him to you. I don’t know when he last ate, and I’d hate to him to go so long without a meal.”

“Fine. But bring him in as soon as you can.”



Tom rubbed her back as they waited for him to emerge from the washroom. “I bet his mother is worried sick.”

But something struck Grace as not being quite right. The scar on the boy’s wrist was still troubling her.

“He’s so little, Tom. He looks the same age as Molly—can you imagine her all alone out there like that?”

“No, I can’t.”

After a few minutes, the door unlocked, and the boy came out. The smudges on his face erased, his hair pushed out of his eyes.

“Are you hungry?” Grace tapped her belly.

He nodded and followed her toward the kitchen.
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She made him scrambled eggs and a cup of warm black tea. It was something her own mother would have made her back in Ireland when she wasn’t feeling well or needed something mild to fill her stomach.

“This might be easier.” She reached into the drawer, replacing the fork she’d given him with a spoon. He took it and began shoveling the eggs into his mouth.

Grace glanced at her watch. Katie would be home from her friend’s house any minute now, and then she could leave the girls alone and go with Tom to the police station.

She was just putting the dishes away when Katie walked through the side door and went straight to the fridge, grabbing a Tupperware of cantaloupe from the shelf. Only when Katie turned around did she see the boy sitting at the table. “Who’s that, Mom?” she asked, raising a single downy eyebrow.

“A little boy …”

“I get that, but …”

“I found him alone this morning.…” She tried to find the right words to explain the situation. It seemed incredible to Grace that she could discover what looked to be a homeless child on the streets of Bellegrove. “Katie, we don’t know all the facts yet, but I think he’s lost.”

“Lost? He looks like he’s a long way from home, Mom.”

Grace gave her daughter a disapproving look, then untied the strings of her apron and called out to Tom.

“Honey, get your keys. We’re ready to go to the station now.”



The Goldens’ station wagon sagged from years of good use. It had shuttled Grace to her doctor appointments each time she was pregnant. It had withstood constant abuse from the girls eating crackers in their car seats, the windows smeared with drawings by sticky fingers, and the occasional bout of car sickness. Its trunk had been filled with countless suitcases and overnight bags for family vacations and sleepovers and brown paper grocery bags that over time could have sustained an army. Grace liked to think of the old Pontiac Catalina as their own little boat that could ferry the family anywhere, always ensuring their safety. It wasn’t fancy like some of their neighbors’ Oldsmobiles or Lincolns, but it was dependable and trustworthy, something Grace valued not just in her choice of cars, but the people she surrounded herself with, too.

When Grace opened the door so the little boy could get inside, he hesitated. The back seat, which never felt big enough for her two girls who were prone to pinching each other and bickering, seemed like it could swallow him whole.

“Would you like me to sit in the back with you?”

The boy stood quiet. So Grace slid in first, moving toward the window on the other side, one hand smoothing down the front of her dress and the other extending to draw him in.

Tom opened the front door and settled into the front seat, checking on both of them in his rearview mirror before he pulled out of the driveway.

“How ’bout some music?”

“Not now, Tom.”

She glanced over at the child, who was now staring out the window as they passed by a row of houses with white picket fences and manicured lawns before his eyes focused on a swath of dark clouds forming in the distance. He wore an expression that was all too familiar for her. One that could take over her as well—most often when the sky turned gray and the rain came down in heavy sheets. The bright flowers outside her front door could evaporate in an instant, and her mind pulled her back to her village across the ocean.
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