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About the Book


Marti Geller is going to die soon, and she’s hoping to take her secrets with her.


To do this, Marti has stipulated in her will that the family’s summer home on Mount Desert Island, must be sold. This request comes as a shock to her three daughters, a trio of strong-minded women who are each hiding a secret of their own.


For the eldest daughter, Beck, the Maine cottage is essential to her secret wish to write a novel, and selling is the last thing she wants to do. Recently divorced Claire is too preoccupied with an unrequited love to be concerned about the sale, while the youngest daughter, Sophie, would never admit to her sisters that she desperately needs the sale in order to survive.


While the sisters argue over the fate of their late mother’s property, enigmatic southerner C.J. Reynolds, with his own troubled past, is released from prison and begins to travel to Mount Desert Island.


As this seemingly unconnected group all head for the coast of Maine, nothing is as it seems. And everything is about to change. . .









THIS ONE IS FOR ALL OF YOU WHO, AS I DID,


NEEDED SOME BRIGHTNESS DURING A DARK TIME.









When we are not in love too much,


we are not in love enough.


—ROGER DE RABUTIN, Comte de Bussy


Histoire amoureuse des Gaules: maxims d’amour
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Certain Expectations


How differently the Geller sisters’ lives would have turned out had C. J. Reynolds not been released from prison that February. Or suppose he’d been released but had not decided to restart his life on Mount Desert Island, Maine, where Marti Geller’s old waterfront house might or might not be coming up for sale. Suppose that instead of getting a flight from Columbia, South Carolina, to Bangor, C.J. had instead returned to his hometown of Aiken to try to make amends.


But he did take that flight, and in doing so, he altered his future and theirs—the three Geller sisters, Manhattan born and raised, not at all the sorts of women C.J. had been used to back before he was locked up with some thousand men whose coarse behavior made him feel like he was in the ninth grade. Misfit. Scared. Wishing yet again that he’d been born into a different family, a different life.


You’d be amazed at the volume of prison conversation that had centered on women’s breasts. On body parts generally. On sex in every possible form—incarceration made some men really creative. C.J. had chosen not to take part in those conversations. He’d chosen not to take part in most everything optional in the pen, a place he was not meant to be. And yet there he had been, and this made him wonder about meant to be and about fate in general.


He’d also wondered whether Jesus, who he believed had been a real person who’d done at least some of what was credited to him, would approve of all the ways he (Jesus) was being put forth as the personal savior of a lot of hardened criminals who really only hoped the connection might help get them paroled. C.J. had not relied upon Jesus to aid in his defense; for that, he’d spent a good deal of money on an attorney whose relationship with Jesus (if any) was unknown to C.J., but whose relationship with law, evidence, and specific judges was certain and solid. This had not, however, been enough to keep him out of prison. It had perhaps made it so that he wasn’t in prison longer, and this was worth far more to him than the money he’d spent.


C.J. was extremely fortunate to have had that money in the first place, especially as he hadn’t earned most of it himself; he’d inherited a pile—no, a mound—of money from his paternal grandmother, who had never judged him for wanting to take a different path. But he didn’t have more millions coming to him the way some of his kind did, because he had not returned to Aiken to make amends and was determined not to do so. Ever. He was also out of a job. And a wife. A daughter, too, damn it all, though he hoped to rectify that, if not the rest.


Would any of this matter to the Geller sisters? Beck: a journalist, pragmatic but also sensitive and stalwart; Claire: a doctor, caring but skeptical, too, and sometimes quick to judge; Sophie: an assistant gallerist, forgiving yet cagey, self-protective. If any of these women discovered his past (and maybe they would not), they wouldn’t be the pushovers one might wish to have as a jury. But how much would that matter to C.J., who wasn’t looking for new entanglements? An inspiring, peaceful setting in which to live and paint was his central aim.


The Geller sisters, too, had particular aims. They had certain expectations, desires, long-held beliefs. They had no idea that everything safe and familiar would be undone at the intersection of a man and a house and a secret—not C.J.’s, but another’s. Of course, each of them had their own secrets, too, hidden and protected by long and careful habit. Revelation is risky; suppose it leads to a fall?


Ah, but suppose it leads to flight?
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Tough Situations


Knowing for certain now that there was no chance she would outlive what money she had, Marti Geller left the clinic and hailed a cab to take her to her apartment on 19th Street in Gramercy Park. She gave the cabby the address and told him, “I should have taken more cabs in my life. I was too cautious about everything.”


The cabby said, “This I think is very wise. Please you spread the word.”


Marti was one of those unlucky nonsmokers who’d developed lung cancer mysteriously, then spent four years playing tumor whack-a-mole with diminishing success before today’s appointment, where her oncologist told her there was nothing more to be done. The high probability of her dying from the cancer had been known and (more or less) accepted by Marti and her three daughters. That she would die soon, though, likely within the next couple of weeks, was news Marti intended to keep from them until it became a fait accompli.


Just the same, once she got home from the clinic where she’d been given her final prognosis, she would ring up her middle daughter, Claire, to tell her that the doctors had run through all possible treatment options and it would be palliative care from here on out. If Claire asked for a timeline and particulars, Marti would be vague. She chose Claire for this and not her oldest daughter, Beck, because Claire was a doctor herself, though not here in New York, and because Claire was not Beck.


The day was cold but clear. Marti leaned back and watched the cityscape as the cab wended its way over to Gramercy Park, where, almost five decades earlier, she and her late husband, Leo, both of them eager to play house like grown-ups, had lucked into the spacious south-facing two-bedroom on the top floor of a five-story that had been a walk-up at the time but was now outfitted with an elevator just large enough to hold two people, a bag of groceries, and a small dog. She and Leo had been relieved when all of their children turned out to be girls and they didn’t need to find an equivalent three-bedroom here in Manhattan (impossible on their income) or leave the city for the suburbs, a lifestyle that Leo had rejected long before.


Three children, two bedrooms, one bathroom, five flights of stairs. Takeout that you ordered by calling someone on the telephone. Physical books that you purchased from a store in person or took out from the library. Bulky television sets that got only three or four stations and gave you the news just twice a day. Young people in the city today could not appreciate the everyday efforts and limits Marti’s generation had taken as basic matters of fact. No, now they had every need answered by their smartphones. They lived their lives with their faces angled toward glowing screens and never even saw what was around them. Ninety percent of the people Marti observed in her neighborhood had a coffee in one hand and a phone in the other, and very often a leash looped around one wrist, tethered to a trailing dog that was seeing all the sights its person was missing.


The cabby pulled up close to a gap between parked cars, making space for Marti to get out safely. “Here you go.”


“Let me ask you a question,” she said while swiping her credit card to pay. “Are you from here?”


“No, I come to New York from Bulgaria.”


“When you’re not driving, I hope you don’t walk around with your phone in your face. This is a wonderful city. It’s terrible, too, it some ways, but it’s an exceptional place and I hope you aren’t sorry you came from Bulgaria to work and live here. I hope you notice all the wonderful things.”


He said, “I love Shake Shack. Best cheeseburger in my life.”


“Well, I don’t disagree with you there.”


After living five decades in the same location, Marti still liked her neighborhood, and she liked her controlled rent even more, since she was now getting by on Social Security and Leo’s pension from the city, where he’d worked for the comptroller’s office. She knew many of her neighbors, knew their dogs and their children, felt valued for her talent in remembering small details about myriad things, like which days and which markets had the freshest produce, and whether to take a bus or the subway (or a cab) to any given destination in the city depending on the day and time of travel, and how or whether to scare off a stray cat. The talent for details had served her well over the years in her various apartment concierge jobs—which, not incidentally, had made for excellent part-time work especially around the holidays, when the big earners liked to show their largesse by slipping her “just a little something,” usually in an envelope, usually in cash. She should have spent more of it on cabs.


Until exhaustion and pain had made it impossible to continue, in retirement Marti had been volunteering at Mount Sinai Beth Israel three mornings a week, responding to patient call buttons when the nurses were busy, and keeping lonely people company while they recovered from illnesses and surgeries. Her days had been as full as she wanted them to be, and who could ask for more? No one got to live forever. Her sweet, adored Leo had made it only to sixty-six.


Once Marti was back in her apartment, she sat down in front of the window to sunbathe for a few minutes and regather her energy. Then she called Claire. She delivered the news about ending treatments, then said, “I’ve got hospice coming on Wednesday for an orientation. I’ve heard they’re terrific people.”


“You sound almost happy about it,” Claire said. “Are you stoned?”


“What? No, I’m saving that for if I really need it.”


“Ma, don’t ration it. You can get more.”


“Okay, well, no, I am not high, I’m just relieved to be done with treatment. All those days of feeling terrible.” She coughed, and coughed some more, then, after catching her breath, said, “I’m so tired of that. And food doesn’t taste like anything. And I’ve got all these damned pills. Surgeries. Infusions. So many trips to the clinic. It takes up your whole life! It’s too much, and I’m glad to be done with it. Is that crazy?”


“You were really tough,” Claire said. Her voice sounded thick. “I’m sorry all of that failed you. I’m sorry I failed you.”


“You? Don’t be ridiculous. You do hearts, not cancer. Even the oncologists couldn’t fix me, so how could you have done any better? Anyway, tell your sisters, all right? I don’t have it in me. Sophie’s . . . somewhere. L.A., I think. Tell Beck first.”


“She’ll call you the minute I hang up with her.”


“I know. That’s fine.”


Marti had another coughing spell, then said, “About that marijuana Beck got for me—”


“On my recommendation,” Claire said.


“Yes, honey, on your recommendation. Can my lungs handle it?”


“You only need a couple of puffs. It’ll make you feel nice, and it’ll help with the pain. I thought I explained all of that to you.”


“You must have. But chemo brain, you know. Okay. I’m going to find the pipe and try it. I hope if the neighbors smell the smoke, they won’t give me any trouble about it.”


“I doubt they’ll smell it, or mention it even if they do. But if there’s any trouble, call me.”


“Okay, I will,” she said, though she wouldn’t. For that kind of thing, she’d call Beck.


Who, as predicted, rang her up about ten minutes later:


“Oh, Mom, Claire just told me. Why didn’t you call? They can’t just cast you off like that. I wish you’d told me you had an appointment today. Do you want me to talk to Dr. Cooper?”


“No, don’t call her . . .” Marti let the sentence trail off, then reminded herself to keep speaking. “This is just the way it is. Sometimes people don’t beat it. Some people are just unlucky. I’m not that unlucky. I’ve had some good luck, too, not all bad. But sometimes the bad is not really the person’s fault, not completely, and what could they do? If they think about it too much, though . . .”


“Mom?” said Beck.


“Hmm?”


“You kind of went off on a tangent, there.”


“Oh. Well. I just tried some of that marijuana you brought me. Do you have any for yourself? Are you a secret smoker? If you aren’t, you should be! It will make you feel m-u-u-c-h better.”


“I—no, thanks. I just . . . Oh, Mom.”


Beck was on the verge of tears, and that wouldn’t do. Marti wasn’t gone yet. She said, “I know, honey. I know. Okay, so, I’ll call you tomorrow. You relax now. Don’t worry about me.”


Marti hung up before Beck could fret further. Then she cooked a pot of egg noodles and set about finalizing her funeral plans.


Consistent with Jewish tradition, there would be no viewing of her body, nor would she direct the girls to have her cremated, though the practice seemed eminently more sensible than burial. She believed in ecology and economic efficiencies, but she was certain that Beck would feel conflicted by a cremation directive, as it risked marking Marti as a bad Jew—which she was not, or at least not anymore; leave the past in the past. But with Beck’s feelings in mind, she’d decided to be interred at Woodlawn next to Leo. Leo had chosen Woodlawn because Irving Berlin was buried there. On her own, Marti might have liked to be laid to rest in Maine.


“Good enough,” she said, and closed the file that held her notes and directives.


This being early March, if she was as efficient as Dr. Cooper predicted she would be, she might, for a little longer, continue to have the pleasure she derived every year from reading about the Mets’ spring training, and even better, she wouldn’t need to worry about filing her taxes.


Marti weeded out her clothing and books, because some of her choices were questionable even by her own standards, and she didn’t like to imagine Beck pulling out that old paperback copy of Fear of Flying, for example. Ditto the fringe-trimmed skirt she’d bought at Saks two years ago, knowing that not only was she too old for it by about forty years (though her legs were still good), but in buying it she had been satisfying the latent hippie in her. She wore the skirt only once, on a summer day when she was feeling pretty good and had let herself pretend she’d lived that other life, the one where she left Maine before ever meeting Leo. The one where she’d come to the Village to write poetry and hang out at the Gaslight. To escape her alcoholic, depressive father and her addicted, depressive mother, and the hardscrabble potato farm they’d lost to foreclosure. That hippie life might have turned out badly; who could say? But unlike the life she’d led, it would not have been predicated on a secret and lies. This is what sat at the center of Marti’s regrets.


As for that original secret and the lies that followed, she knew that she was weak for not revealing any of it while she was still living. But regrets or not, she refused to do the deathbed-confessions thing. Her girls would find out later.


Would they judge her harshly? Claire might. Beck probably would. Sophie, though, would try to temper their reactions. This was Marti’s prediction. If there was a heaven, and if Marti was let in, maybe she’d be able to look down and see their reactions for herself. She visualized this as standing knee-deep in a fluffy cloud and peering over the side of it to see the girls gathered around a firepit to discuss what they’d learned. But, look, Sophie would be saying as she stood facing her sisters, you have to see it from Mom’s point of view: if Dad had known any of it back when they first met, he would never have asked her out. And then we wouldn’t even exist.


Oh, my girls, Marti thought.


Having already put aside the few belongings the girls reluctantly said they wanted for themselves, Marti was giving the rest of her household goods to charity. As for money, there wasn’t a lot of it. Some savings, a 401(k), a life insurance policy that would cover all of her final expenses with a bit left over for each of the girls. Smaller bits for the grandchildren and the new great-granddaughter. Her largest asset was the house she and Leo bought on Mount Desert Island with money he inherited after his parents died in the blizzard of ’78, stranded in their car somewhere in Ohio while on their way to Leo’s great-aunt’s funeral. How terrible but also idiotic of them to die in a blizzard! It was the twentieth century, for god’s sake. It’s not as if they didn’t know the storm was coming. They weren’t traveling in a wagon train. Marti hadn’t said anything like this to Leo, but it was clear that his father, good man though he had been, lacked the sense God gave a hamster. Her mother-in-law, too timid to resist his insistence on traveling just then, also froze to death. It was tragic.


Leo, though, being a good, sunny soul through and through, had been determined to transform his sorrow into happiness:


“Let’s use the money for a summer place in Maine,” he’d said, a few months after they died. “On Mount Desert Island. It’d be so fitting, don’t you think?”


He and Marti were in bed, postcoital, when he made this declaration. It was a night in late spring. Things were blooming and greening. She understood he was attempting a grand romantic gesture. They’d met and fallen in love amid the island’s summer lushness, its flower gardens and sighing pines.


He said, “The kids will love it,” referring to preschooler Beck and infant Claire. “I know it’s a long drive from here, but it’ll be worth it.”


“It’s a really nice idea,” Marti said, though she wasn’t sure she thought so. “But we could just rent a cabin there from time to time and save the money for more essential things.”


He said, “No, no, don’t you see? It’s the having it that matters. The owning. It’s us making a permanent claim.” He raised his hands as if framing a sign: “Leo and Marti Met Here and Went On to Have a Wonderful Life.”


“I adore you so much,” Marti said. “I think you’re crazy, but I adore you.”


Leo said, “Death reminds us that we need to make the most of things. I’m thinking Mets season tickets and a little place on MDI.”


“You don’t care that the island is crawling with rich WASPs?”


“Beth and Bruce aren’t WASPs,” he said. This was the couple whose Bar Harbor wedding had brought Leo to Maine from New York, the summer they met. “Anyway, diversity is good. That’s why we’ll send the girls to public school.”


“They’ll go to public school because we’ll have spent your inheritance on a summer house.”


Leo got on top of her. “Do you love me?” he said.


“I do.”


“Is Mount Desert Island as special a place to you as it is to me?”


“Of course it is,” she said, though the truth was a bit more complicated than that.


“Then it’s settled.”


For all her silent reservations, Marti had never regretted having the house there. In fact, to her surprise she’d found that being on the lake every summer was a balm.


There had been parts of her history she might have revealed to Leo, parts that in and of themselves were innocuous—but you couldn’t pull just one thread on something like this. The entire thing might unravel, and then where would you be? Even the girls could not be counted on absolutely to love her once they learned she’d lied about her past, and so she had decided never to risk it.


Marti still called them that—girls; her girls, the girls, our girls, though all of them were adults and had been for some time. (Sophie was youngest, and she was thirty-six.) Even so, Marti wanted to make her passing easy on them. Death was difficult for the bereaved under even the best circumstances; there was no getting around it. She remembered the pain she’d felt at her own mother’s death—and the surprise of that pain, given their decades-long estrangement. Some things never leave you, even if you’ve left them.


Being a daughter hadn’t gone so well for Marti, but being a mother had been much better than she’d expected. The girls had sometimes fought with one another but not often with Leo or her, and none of the girls had gotten a venereal disease (that she knew of), or become pregnant by accident (that she knew of), or overdosed, or shacked up with the wrong sort of boy. The most serious difficulty Marti could recall in their teenage years involved Beck—Beck, of all people!—being arrested and locked in jail for taking part in what had devolved into a disorderly protest against the Gulf War. Apparently nudity was part of the effort, and something about motor oil and an effigy of President Bush. Leo had been upset (about the nudity, mainly), but Marti was proud of Beck for being bold and, if not quite fearless, willing to face what consequences might come.


Regarding the financial matters attendant to her demise, Marti told Delia, the Puerto Rican woman who was one of the hospice nurses who’d be caring for her, that she wanted the girls to have “three-part harmony.” She said, “Everything will be equal, so that they don’t have lasting bitterness toward each other. They aren’t that close as it is, and I don’t want to make that worse.”


Marti also wanted to see her girls individually happy. Lately she’d gotten the sense that there were sharks in the waters of all three girls’ lives, dark shapes lurking below the surface and threatening the equilibrium each seemed to have. Maybe this feeling was simply a side effect of her meds, but Marti didn’t think so. The girls were troubled, and she was not going to be around to help.


Not that they’d sought her out much for aid and advice; she and Leo had raised them to be independent, capable women—so much so that she sometimes wished she had more influence. She wished they had more influence on one another. That being the case, she had devised a situation that might—might—bring them closer together, so that they’d want to rely on one another in the years to come. Would it work? And would she, in the beyond, be able to see whether it did? She supposed she would find out before too long.


Marti made Delia swear that none of the nurses would alert the girls when she reached a point of no longer having the interest or energy to communicate further. “I absolutely do not want a death watch,” she said.


Nor did she want to die surrounded by the girls and their families—well, Beck and Claire had families; unfortunately, Sophie was a late launcher in that facet of adulting, as the young people put it. And Claire’s family was no longer a family in practice, as Claire and Chad were recently divorced after one of them had done something heinous to the other, but no one would or could tell Marti what specifically had gone on—not even Sophie, who Marti could usually count on to reveal far more than she wanted to know about most everything.


For example, Sophie, who worked for a tony gallery in the West Village, once described to Marti—over dinner at Veselka, where Marti always went for veal goulash when her appetite was good—an exhibit she’d seen that celebrated a wide assortment of less traditional sex practices, including fisting, which she then googled for Marti on the spot, even playing her a how-to video that had been made, it seemed, for the purpose of instructing prospective fisters on best practices. Marti (who knew what fisting was but hadn’t wanted Sophie to know she knew) had not asked Sophie if her knowledge went beyond artwork and instructional videos. She had not asked Sophie to tell her more about the exhibit. She’d changed the subject to politics, which in those days was a far safer subject than sex.


Why not have the girls and their families at her bedside when her time finally came? Well, Marti knew from seeing a few patients die that death wasn’t especially flattering or tidy, and in her several hospital stays during these whack-a-mole years, she had suffered more than enough indignities, thank you very much. For her, death was a private matter, not a spectacle. Let them remember her as she had been.


She worried about all of her girls in the routine ways a mother does when her children no longer need her materially, but she had a special corner in her heart for anxiety about Beck. Claire and Sophie would weather her death like grizzled sailors getting through a monsoon. Beck, though? Marti imagined Beck as a rain-lashed stowaway cat climbing under a lifeboat’s tarp for safety, paralyzed by uncertainty and reluctant to even try to move.


She told nurse Delia, “Beck is stuck. I don’t know if she knows it, but she is.”


That was not the life she wanted for her daughter. Marti knew that Beck needed a push, and didn’t want her death to become an excuse for Beck to stay stuck as she was. This is what wills are for, she decided. To pull the strings you weren’t able to, or willing to, in life.
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Special Circumstances


Arriving at the Callaghan estate on Mount Desert Island, C. J. Reynolds viewed the setting with his out-of-practice painter’s eye: the sky on canvas would be ultramarine, the flocculent clouds titanium white and opaline gray—same for the snowy areas, of which there still were many. The tree branches required an array of grays and browns speckled with Indian red buds that promised spring would come; be patient a little bit longer, folks, we’re all in this together. The temperature was only forty-three degrees Fahrenheit, but C.J. didn’t mind the chill. South Carolina’s highs were already pushing seventy. He preferred this climate to that. Even better was the prospect of a summer he could spend outdoors in comfort—part of Maine’s appeal. The greatest draw, though, was that his daughter was in Portland, just three hours away. At some point he’d have his own place here on MDI, and at some point she’d agree to see him. He hoped.


C.J. had stayed here in the Callaghans’ grand four-story Victorian for part of one summer during college and felt like he belonged on this island that many artists and writers called home. Unlike the Callaghans, with their houses and horses and yachts, and unlike his own family, who also lived extra-large, those were his kinds of people—though he had not identified himself this way while in the pen. Better to let the other inmates believe he was hardened like they were, that he was capable of murdering his own father—or capable of meaning to, since he had not in fact done so. In prison it had been enough to appear capable of it, to enact that capability and keep his mouth shut about pretty much everything else.


At the front door, he pressed the entry code his friend Joseph had given him, waited for the lock to accede, then let himself inside the spacious wood-floored foyer. A few lights were already on and the heat was running. According to Joseph, the whole house had been rewired a year or so ago to allow for remote control of everything—lights, thermostat, music, security—which C.J. figured must have enabled this warm welcome.


Currently Joseph was in Greece for his third honeymoon, this time with a woman much closer to his own age. C.J. was confident that Joseph, who’d been a happy-go-lucky fuckup in the way only certain kinds of rich boys get to be, had finally figured things out. He was not confident that, in his installations of remote controls and automations, Joseph had not also installed hidden cameras here, for security purposes or otherwise. So C.J.’s plan was to be out as much as possible, seeing properties, hiking, running, eating, and doing little more than sleeping here. This was not paranoia. Or if it was, it was paranoia he had come by honestly: in prison there was not a private corner anywhere. That is to say, someone or something had its eyes on him for every moment of his three-year lockup at Broad River. For C.J., this lack of privacy had been worse than being shut in and cut off. Whatever house he ended up buying on MDI, privacy was foremost.


C.J. had just dropped his bag in one of several guest bedrooms furnished in solid old furniture, Persian rugs, and handmade quilts when he heard noises coming from downstairs. Footfalls, then voices. He went to the landing and called down the stairs, “Hello? Who’s there?”


A silver-haired woman in a red wool coat came to the foot of the stairway. She held her phone in one hand and was poised to press its screen with the other. Though surely in her eighties, she looked ready to command cops or troops as a given situation might warrant.


She said, “Who are you, and what are you doing here? Talk fast.”


He raised his hands in front of him. “C. J. Reynolds—Joseph’s friend? You must know Joseph. Maybe he’s your . . . nephew?”


She made no reply.


“I guess he didn’t mention I was going to be here.”


“How did you get in?”


“He gave me a code. I can show you the text message.”


“You’d better do that,” the woman said.


“Yes, ma’am.” He took his phone from his pocket and came down the stairs. As he did, he saw a child’s face in the doorway to the drawing room, peeking out at the encounter. Caught, the face disappeared.


“Here you go,” C.J. said to the woman, holding out his phone with the text message displayed.


She took the phone and squinted at its screen, then squinted at him and said, “Why are you here?”


“I’m aiming to buy a house, ma’am. Joseph offered to let me stay here while I see some places. Do you know Carol Barksdale? She’s the real estate agent I’m working with.”


“I don’t know her. Which agency?”


“I can’t remember the name of it just now. But if you like, I’ll call her and you can ask her about me yourself.”


“Yes.” The woman handed his phone back.


“Really?”


“What, you think I’m taking your word for it? I don’t know you.”


“Right. No, of course.”


“Where are you from, anyway?”


He hesitated. His intention, in coming to live here, was to create the cleanest slate possible so that no one would associate him with his past. He wasn’t going to lie outright about anything important, but he did mean to make the trail tougher to follow, which meant prevaricating on a few details, including his hometown as well as his name. Not the Reynolds part, which was common enough as to be untraceable, but C.J., the name he’d used in college and for his artwork. At home, he was known only as Coleman or Cole or Junior, and all the many, many news stories that had been written about his arrest, trial, and conviction, referred to him as Coleman.


He had better not try to mislead this woman too much, though; Joseph knew the facts. C.J. said, “I’m from South Carolina.”


“I see. I honestly don’t know why people from the Deep South all have to sound like they’re missing IQ points.”


He didn’t think he’d given that impression. He hadn’t used ain’t or cain’t or brought up his mama, Jesus, fried okra, or guns. “Something about the drawl does that,” he said. “But I am a college graduate, I promise you. Joseph was my freshman-year roommate. I actually think you and I might’ve met when I visited here back then.” When she failed to look impressed in any manner, he said, “Let me get you Carol on the phone.”


He felt completely asinine as he told the Realtor, “Hey, Carol, it’s C. J. Reynolds. I just got into town, and I’ve got a woman here—that is, a lady—I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t get your name . . .”


“Deirdre Callaghan.”


“Mrs. Deirdre Callaghan,” he continued.


“Ms.”


“Ms. Deirdre Callaghan is here wanting to make sure I’m where I’m supposed to be, so would you talk with her for a minute?”


Again he handed off his phone. Deirdre Callaghan took it, asked a few questions of Carol, thanked her, and ended the call.


“All good?” C.J. asked.


“Good enough.” Deirdre sighed, returning his phone. As she removed her coat and hung it in a closet beneath the stairs, she called out, “All right, Arlo,” and the child C.J. had seen revealed himself.


“My grandson,” she said.


The boy, who looked to be about eight years old, was slight, with floppy dark hair and big blue eyes—that eerie, almost surreal shade that makes you wonder if the person had been engineered in a vat. Arlo, though an attractive child, had a homely look about him, a woebegone quality. He came to Deirdre Callaghan’s side.


“Hey there,” C.J. said.


The boy said, “Hello.”


“This is Mr. Reynolds,” Deirdre said. “Now that we’re all acquainted, I’m going to get supper started. You’ll eat with us?”


C.J. had intended to find himself a lobster dinner somewhere in Bar Harbor. He also had intended to be staying here alone, but that, too, did not seem to be going according to plan. So, curious though he was about what would be on the menu—not to mention why Deirdre Callaghan was here and how long she and the boy were staying—he was a little bit intimidated by this woman. He said only, “Yes, ma’am, thank you, I appreciate the invitation. What time?”


“Six sharp.”


“I’ll be there. And now if y’all will excuse me, I was about to get changed and go for a run.”


“I suppose that’s a thing people do,” she said.


Alone in his room, C.J. texted Joseph, not expecting an immediate response, given Greece, and given honeymoon. He just wanted to say a sort of polite what the hell? and get some information.


When C.J. got outside, he stopped for a moment to recalibrate, to breathe deeply. Deirdre Callaghan aside, what a blessing it was to be here now, to be free! To have unlimited fresh air, to look forward to home-cooked meals, to finally have the ability to paint again. That’s how he intended to spend the coming summer: just a man and his canvases in a studio filled with gentle light, and unstructured days to revel in it all.


As a boy, he’d reveled in beach time at his family’s Hilton Head Island home, shirtless in the summer sunshine, mindless of the UV damage being done to his skin—one of the great pleasures of being young and invincible. In his youth, he’d also been mindless of the effects of the Everclear cocktail his sister, Maya, liked to make and share with their friends. Though cocktail was a more refined term than the drink warranted; usually its base was Kool-Aid. She made batches on mornings when their father golfed and their mother race-walked with her girlfriends, all the women in flouncy tennis skirts and visors and gigantic sunglasses (to hide the signs of hangovers, surely; those women had elevated their own cocktailing to high art).


C.J.’s fondness for that Everclear punch and for Denise, one of the girls who shared it, had led to consequences any of them could have foreseen but had chosen not to, and now one such consequence—his daughter, Avery—wasn’t speaking to him for reasons that had zero to do with sunshine, punch, or ugly sunglasses, and everything to do with him having gone to prison.


In front of the house, Arlo, still wearing the blue fleece jacket and black wellies he’d had on at arrival, squatted beside one of the barren planter beds. He had a hand trowel and a bucket and peered closely at the dirt.


“Whatcha up to?” C.J. asked, positioning himself for a hamstring stretch.


“I’m digging for precious gems.”


“That so? What are you hoping for? Diamonds? Emeralds?”


“Sure, or opals. They’re miniature galaxies.”


“Wow.”


“I mean, not real ones,” the boy said, looking at C.J. over his shoulder. “You shouldn’t get your hopes up.”


“Oh. Sure.” C.J. continued his stretching regimen. “Find anything yet?”


“I found this.” He brought the bucket over to C.J. Inside was a dime-sized piece of a bird’s pale eggshell.


“Cool. Any idea what sort of bird?”


Arlo shook his head. “Not a chicken, though, I’m sure of that.”


C.J. was less sure, this being too early in the year for songbirds to have hatched their young. Also, eggshells were an ordinary component of kitchen compost. He wasn’t about to ruin the boy’s fun, though.


He asked, “Do you think it could be from a dinosaur?”


Arlo tilted his head. “Pr-o-o-o-bably not,” he said. “But I’m not going to rule it out.”


“No, right? Good science means considering all possibilities.”


“Even though dinosaurs are supposedly extinct.”


“You have a favorite?”


“Velociraptor—they’re dangerous, but they’re really smart. What’s yours?”


C.J. said, “Hmm. It’d have to be Parasaurolophus. Just because I like saying the name.”


Arlo smiled slightly. “That’s a bad reason.”


C.J. had been accused of bad reasoning before—most recently during his trial, by the prosecutor who wasn’t buying his account of what had gone on the day of the shooting. Do you really expect the intelligent people on this jury to believe that when you fired that weapon, which was aimed at Mr. Reynolds, you had no intention for that bullet to strike its target?


He said to Arlo, “Bad as that reason may be, it’s all I’ve got.”


He was about to set off on his run when Arlo asked him another question: “Are you a friend of my mom’s?”


“Nope. I’ve never even met her.”


“Oh. Okay. I just thought maybe you were her friend. She had a lot of friends.”


Whatever murky situation might be behind this subject and Arlo’s raising of it, C.J. had no desire to pursue it. He started down the long driveway, calling, “Good luck with the digging! See you later.”


“See you later,” Arlo echoed, and squatted down to dig some more.


C.J. went for a short run, six miles out and back, sticking to the main road in order to avoid the need for any sort of navigation. At 108 square miles, MDI was a big territory, and he’d need some time to learn his way around. The Acadia trails were really calling his name, though, and if he was up early enough tomorrow morning, he aimed to catch sunrise on Cadillac Mountain, one of the first spots in the country to see the sun each day. Cheesy as it might sound, sunrises were among his favorite rediscovered pleasures, along with spicy Asian food, birdsong, singing aloud to the Talking Heads, privacy in the bathroom, sleeping in full darkness, and going barefoot any damned time he pleased. There was a high probability that when he got the right opportunity to add sex to the list, it, too, would make the cut.


He wasn’t rushing that, though. After three womanless years, what was a little more delay? Now more than ever he wanted simplicity. He wanted peace. No drama. No exceptions.


The Callaghan house, which might once have been owned by a Rockefeller or Vanderbilt, sat on a knoll where the winter-browned lawn sloped to a stony beach and waves ran up against rocks again and again, etc., spraying salt water into the air. The ocean smelled different here, possibly because the water was colder or possibly because this northern Atlantic coast was unsullied by C.J.’s summertime recollections. How many times had he and Denise made out in the dunes after nightfall while the adults sat on the patio beside the pool and downed drinks with names like Stinger and Negroni, Tom Collins and Mai Tai? He remembered hearing their voices—his father’s fey sort of cackling laughter, his mother’s hooting whenever something tickled her, his uncle Lindsey’s booming baritone—as the backdrop to his own drunken frolic, frolic being a polite substitution for the other F-word, which is what was going on there in the dunes as frequently as he and Denise could make happen. C.J. being twenty years old, booze-brave and stupid in love, meant it happened often. Like, three times in one night once.


Had Avery been conceived that night? She might have been. At any rate, Denise, who lived most of the year in Atlanta, didn’t get word to him about her pregnancy until five months later, after she’d made the decision to keep the baby.


Denise: how differently all of this might have gone if she’d been on the pill, or if she’d insisted on condoms every time, or if he’d insisted on condoms every time, or if she’d had an abortion or given the baby up, or if she’d agreed to marry him first, instead of her father’s new young surgical partner, a Duke grad who was thirteen years older than they were—that is, thirty-two at the time, and already a whiz at resecting livers. C.J. had been a whiz at little more than charcoal sketches and pretty watercolors—which Denise had loved, along with his smile and his eagerness to please her. These affections, though, were not enough to build her future on; he’d understood that. And he understood that his resistance to living off the Reynolds family teat was not as attractive to a young woman with a newborn as it had been to a young woman with an Everclear buzz. Actually, Denise had never cared that much about his determination to be his own man; she’d mainly just enjoyed having sex on a beach towel under the stars. And in the boathouse. And in a golf cart once. If her choices were either to marry a sweet but brooding college boy working on a fine arts degree or to stay secure in her elevated, southern-girl world, she couldn’t be faulted for that.


Nor could he fault her for their on-again, off-again, on-again romance, which had followed her short marriage to the surgeon. Or the bumpy marriage to C.J. that followed that. Or the divorce that came on the heels of his conviction. He just wished it had all been different.


Inside, neither Deirdre nor the boy was in view, but the foyer and drawing room and kitchen were fragrant with sautéed onions and garlic. There was hardly a better scent where food was concerned, and it reminded C.J. just how much he’d missed the everyday textures of domestic life. He’d been out of prison for close to a month, but living in a hotel room with only a kitchenette meant he ate a lot of microwaved meals or ate out, alone. There was just something dispiriting about cooking for himself in that too-slick, corporate-style garret. And so it was with genuine pleasure that he joined Deirdre and Arlo in the dining room at six o’clock for a meal of ricotta-stuffed shells and a red-sauce gravy that was, he thought, the best he’d had in his life, ever. “Ms. Callaghan,” he said, “I sure wish I had grown up in your house,” which he’d thought would be taken as the supreme compliment it was, but instead caused both her and the boy to purse their lips and make no comment at all.


By the next morning, C.J. had learned the reason his compliment failed to land: Arlo’s parents had three months earlier crashed their King Air on approach to the Saba airstrip, killing themselves and a third passenger (who might have been an underage boy toy, Joseph said, though no one talked about that). Arlo had been at home in Boston with his nanny. Preflight, the trio had gotten elevated on a chemical high, there in the Caribbean’s playground for the rich, giving no thought to the risk of island-hopping in that condition. The result: Deirdre, old as she was, stepped in to raise Arlo, whose other relatives were either unwilling to be bothered or were already gone. Joseph had texted, It’s a hell of a thing. But my life is just too complicated for raising a kid. Right, thought C.J. Jet-setting and horse racing and big-game hunting were complicated matters.


Does your aunt know about me? C.J. asked Joseph.




Not from me. So what if she does, though? You didn’t kill anyone.





Arlo’s family situation was an example of the kinds of reasons why C.J. had turned to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Gatsby while in prison. Fitzgerald, even as he’d aspired to wealth and its attendant privileges, understood that there could be consequences.




They were careless people . . . they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.





C.J. had reread Gatsby to remind himself of his own mistakes—and concluded that although his method of breaking off with his father (that mean-spirited SOB) might have been less than wise, the shooting had done the job he wished he’d been capable of thirty years earlier.


After eating breakfast with Arlo (Grape-Nuts, which the boy declared to be his favorite), C.J. met up with Carol Barksdale, the real estate agent, at her office in Bar Harbor. Carol was at least a decade older than she appeared in her website photo, and had that generic style he associated with women of a certain age and class. The black dress pants, black loafers, polyester top with a vaguely floral pattern in shades of blue against a white background—it was a kind of uniform, a Lands’ End wardrobe made especially for women who valued practicality over fashion, or who understood that paying $590 for a plain white T-shirt (for example) was not only impossible for their budgets, it was stupid, or who just liked to be comfortable in their clothing and didn’t want to have to worry about disguising their softer parts with shapewear. C.J. could not speak for every man, but in his view softer parts were just fine! Softer parts were natural! If God had meant for women to look like praying mantises, he’d have made their ability to bite men’s heads off literal.


Carol’s highlighted brown hair was neither long nor short and had no particular style. The tops of her cheeks were pink, as if she’d spent the previous day out in the sunshine. Clearing out the dead leaves from her flower garden, maybe. Or fishing. That seemed like something women up here might do on a clear March day. Whereas C.J.’s mother now spent many March days sunning on her southeast-facing Miami condo’s balcony, then ostensibly undoing the sun damage at her favorite spa, with the occasional visit to her favorite cosmetic surgeon as needed.


Carol greeted C.J. brightly. “Well, hello! It’s a pleasure to meet you in person. I guess you had a little bit of a rough start there, with Deirdre Callaghan. She can be a pill.”


“It wasn’t so bad. Can’t blame her for being cautious.”


“They’re an interesting family, that’s for sure. The money comes from cleaning sprays, of all things. But I suppose you know that.”


C.J. nodded. His own family’s history was similarly unsexy: the money had come from fasteners—snaps, buttons, zippers, hooks, clasps, buckles. Try to get through a day without using even one of these and you’ll see how dominating the market early in America’s history might lead to great prosperity.


Carol said, “Did you get a chance to look over the listings?”


“I did. Seems like there might be a good prospect or two here.”


“Usually there’s more to offer. It’s a little early for the market. Things will heat up when the weather does, but it’s smart of you to try to get the jump on that. The early bird.”


C.J. waited for her to finish the phrase. When it was clear that she would not, he said, “Sure. So, yeah, I thought I might get ahead of that hot market and be in residence by the time the warmer weather brings the tourists.”


“Really smart of you. So many people come for vacation and want to buy a house while they’re here! And I don’t turn them away, of course, but I do always think to myself.”


Again C.J. waited for her to complete her thought, and again she seemed to have already done so. “Sure,” he said again.


“We have some celebrities, too. They turn up in town from time to time. I’ll bet you’ve heard of Susan Sarandon. Such a shame about her and Tim. And we’ve got Martha Stewart, at Skylands. That used to be Edsel Ford’s estate. I sat beside her on a flight once. Martha Stewart, I mean. Edsel Ford was a man. What a funny name, Edsel. Old-fashioned. Though so is Martha, come to think of it.”


C.J. didn’t say what he was thinking: that he and ex-con Martha had more in common than just a desire to live on MDI.


Carol said, “I know none of these homes satisfy your entire wish list—but then, here’s the truth: nothing is truly perfect, but there’s always something that’s perfect for you.”


“Always?”


“Eventually. Meantime, the hunt is half the fun!”


For her, maybe. C.J. didn’t want the hunt. He wanted the kill, quick and decisive, so that he could get on with his life. He’d spent so much time in purgatory as it was.


When they were in Carol’s car, she said, “Here’s something I’ve always wondered about people from the South: do you really use the expression all y’all? I’ve seen it on Facebook, but you know, not everything on Facebook is accurate, so . . .”


“We really do.”


“Huh. Well, I guess every place has its ways.”


“I guess so.”


“Sometime back I had a client tell me that cunnin’ doesn’t mean adorable anywhere else but here in Maine.”


“When we say it in the South, it means diabolical.”


“Language is so interesting.”


“It surely is.”


Carol was an easy companion, and just the sort of real estate agent C.J. wanted: she didn’t pry with personal questions; she didn’t talk incessantly; when they got to each of the properties she wanted to show him, she reiterated the features that corresponded with his wish list, then let him tour the houses and grounds without interruption.


The first four properties were easy to reject. One of them lacked the density of trees he was aiming for, two were on summer-busy roads, and one was in such serious disrepair that he’d need to spend twice its cost to make it habitable year-round. Not until they were on house number five did C.J. see anything that got him excited in that necessary way you need to be if you were going to commit to spending several hundred thousand dollars. However, the source of his excitement wasn’t house five (which was just okay), it was the next property along the road.


That house was set on a large property dense with pines and firs—which was exactly its appeal—and beyond the house, water. “That’s the setting I’m looking for,” he said from the driveway of house five. “End of the line, lots of trees, waterfront—idyllic.”


“It is, I know, and if I’d had one like that to show you, we’d have seen it. This one”—Carol gestured toward the house they’d just toured—“is the closest thing on the market right now in your price range.”


“Sure, I understand,” C.J. said. “If I were to buy this one, I wonder if the folks who own that one would mind my cutting through to the water sometimes.”


“The owner is a seasonal resident from New York, though the house has sat empty for the past several years, I think. Leo died maybe ten years ago? I heard that Marti’s been sick for a while. It would probably be okay for you to go to the water, unless one of the kids was there or they plan to rent it. That could vary from year to year. I can certainly check on it for you.”


“Do you think he might consider selling? Being sick, and all.”


“She. It’s Marti with an i. And I don’t know, but I’m guessing the family would want to hang on to it regardless.”


C.J. nodded. “I would, if it was me.”


“Also, it would be priced higher than what you’re looking at.”


“Sure,” he said. “Waterfront. Probably ups the value by a couple hundred thousand.”


“Exactly. Even for a relatively modest camp like this.”


“Camp?”


“It’s what we Mainers call our seasonal houses in the woods or at the lake. You’d probably say cottage, but up here, a cottage is what we’ve always called houses like the one you’re staying in, the Callaghans’ big place. Language! There it is again,” said Carol. “Do you want me to make a call and see if Marti’s willing to share her frontage?”


“Hold off for now,” he said. “I’m not sure I’m sold on this one regardless, and I don’t want to bother her for no reason.”


He turned back toward the house they’d just toured. The camp. It had some things going for it. The location was quiet and somewhat private, and there was enough space. It was in fair condition. He didn’t love it, though. It was boxlike, with few windows and low ceilings. Still, some selective remodeling might be all it needed.


He told Carol, “How about I walk through once more?”


“Absolutely! ‘Tour twice, offer once,’ I always say.”


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”


As they went back inside, Carol said, “If this isn’t ‘the one,’ don’t worry. Inventory will increase soon. And now you’ve got me wondering whether Marti would be open to selling. I’ll have to make a few calls.”


That evening over a dinner of crab cakes and asparagus with hollandaise, Deirdre asked C.J. for a report. “What did you see? Anything worth buying?”


“Well, there’s one fairly good prospect,” he said, “but to tell you the truth, I’m not in love.”


Arlo, who’d been silent while scraping the sauce off his asparagus, spoke up. “My mom said love takes time.”


“Sure,” said C.J. “That’s why it’s good to not rush into it. I guess you’ve got some hard experience there?”


“When I was little, my dog jumped on me a lot and bit my clothes and I pretty much hated him. But Mom said I had to give him a chance, because he was just a puppy. She said that when I was a baby, I was annoying, too.”


“I bet I know how this turns out,” C.J. said. “After a while, he was your best pal.”


“How did you know?”


C.J. wondered where the dog was now. Another casualty of Arlo’s reckless parents? He also wondered what was being done as regards the boy’s schooling.


He said to Arlo, “Lucky guess. Too bad a house can’t improve itself through growing up. It’s a lot of work and money to change or fix things. Best to be picky.”


Arlo said, “Yeah, Gram says, ‘Make your choices with your eyes on tomorrow, not just today. Then you’re not sorry as much.’”


“I do say that,” said Deirdre.


C.J. nodded in agreement. “Those are wise words.”


Arlo was quiet as he fit his butter knife’s blade between his fork’s tines. Then he said, “My dad should’ve waited for the weather to get better. I know planes can fly in rain and everything—even inside hurricanes. But that’s special circumstances.” Arlo spoke the last two words as if reciting a self-soothing excuse for why his father had failed so spectacularly: the man was just an ordinary pilot; he hadn’t been equipped for special circumstances—with, say, a weatherproof aircraft and fighter pilot training.


C.J. said, “Yeah, it’s a tough situation, losing your folks. I’m real sorry that happened to you.”


Arlo lifted his chin. “I cried for like three weeks in a row. I’m doing better now.”


Deirdre brought an apple pie to the table. “You’re planning to leave Monday morning?”


C.J. said, “Yes, ma’am. Which will be a hardship after eating so well here.”


“I suppose you have to get back to your work. What is your work, by the way?”


“These days, I’m a painter. Artist, not house. So my time is pretty much my own. It’ll be easy enough for me to come back when there are more places on the market.”


Deirdre said, “A painter. Is that right? Family money, then.”


The woman was direct. If most folks here were like this, he’d need to be especially cautious not to give openings to the curious.


He said, “Yep, there was some family money. My grandmother was generous. But,” he added, misleading her with a truth from twenty-five years earlier, “I’ve made a little headway in the art world.”


“Noted,” she said. “Is there a lady friend awaiting you at home?”


“There is not. Where are you going with this?”


Deirdre handed him a plate on which she’d put a generous slice of pie. “Do you know anything about setting landscape timbers and field stone? Or are those hands too precious?”


“I have done some landscaping.”


“Power tools?”


“All the basics. Why?”


“It seems to me that it’d be foolish for you to go home only to have to fly back every week until you find true love here. Arlo and I came out to build ourselves a big summer garden—”


“We drew our plans like engineers do,” Arlo said. “Gram taught me how to use a compass. Not the navigation kind, the drawing kind.”


She said, “Some of the beds will be circular, some will be square or rectangular; it’s an ambitious project.”


“It’s going to be big,” Arlo said with great seriousness. “A lot of vegetables. Gram’s letting me choose ones I like best, which are carrots and corn and watermelon—that’s a fruit, but I’m not cheating. Fruit is allowed, too.”


“Nothing green?” said C.J.


“Gram chose the green stuff. And flowers.”


Deidre said, “I intend to hire laborers, unless you’d like to stay on for a few weeks. I’ll keep feeding you, and you put in a few hours a day laying out the plan, installing the timbers, stacking stone, and so on—you see what I mean.”


“I do,” said C.J.


“I’m sure Arlo would like to have the company of someone with a bit more vigor than I’ve got. You two seem to be getting on nicely.”


Before answering, C.J. weighed the complications against the advantages. To extend his visit would mean keeping the rental car a while longer, suspending his return flight, buying new clothes—a hassle, for sure. On the other hand, it would save him the back-and-forth and give him the ability to see houses as soon as they got listed for sale. And he wouldn’t have to sit alone in his uninspiring hotel room night after night.


He said, “Just so I’m clear: would Arlo be bossing me, or would I get to boss him?”


Arlo’s whole demeanor brightened. “I would let you boss me,” he said, “if you’ll take me hiking sometimes. Gram isn’t good at hiking.”


“Well then, yeah, man, count me in,” C.J. said. “A hiking partner is exactly what I need.”


While he and Arlo were cleaning up the kitchen after dinner, he texted Carol Barksdale:




Not going to bid on house #5 but I’ll be hanging around MDI for a little while, so hit me with any new prospects as they happen. Also please do inquire re: status of neighbor’s place on water.





A few hours later, Carol replied:




Marti Geller says she’s not ready to sell just yet but we should check back in a couple of weeks.





Geller, thought C.J. The name had a familiar ring, but he couldn’t place it. A client, probably, or someone who worked for his father’s company, Reynolds Fasteners. The company that would’ve eventually been his, if he’d been willing to stick to the Faustian bargain he’d made. A whole other future, gone now, no looking back.









4


The Effort and the Effect


The last time Marti spoke to any of the girls—in fact, the last time she spoke at all—it was to Beck, by telephone, and she said, “Honey, it’s okay; I’ve got it all arranged. Please just take care of each other.” There were more thoughts in her mind, but because of her pain meds and because of her disease, she was too tired to push them all the way out of her mouth and through the phone, which Delia was holding up to her ear. “We’ll talk soon” was the last thing she said.


By the time Beck called again two days later, Marti was effectively gone. Delia said, “She’s sleeping now, but I’ll let her know you called,” which was what Marti had directed her to say until she could replace sleeping with dead, at which time the nurse would be the one making the phone call to Beck, as well as to the funeral home. Call them first, Marti had said, the idea being to ensure that her body would be removed from the apartment before Beck was able to get there from Irvington.


Marti Geller’s soul departed her body a little after one o’clock on Thursday afternoon, just eleven days after her doctor’s pronouncement—something she would have been happy about because it was proof that her doctor had been correct. Hardly anything pleased Marti more than having her faith in someone or something rewarded, as with the Mets in ’69, ’86, and very nearly in 2015 as well.
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