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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.













CHAPTER 4





IN THE BACK SEAT OF THE CAR, THE LEATHER UPHOLSTERY sticky beneath her, Grace tried to push thoughts from her own childhood away.


Everyone had hidden pain. At least that was what Grace told herself on those particularly rainy days when she drove past the river near her daughters’ school and water spilled over the embankment and flooded the roads. The river’s flooding always stirred a deep melancholy inside her, its strong current drawing her back to her village on Ireland’s western shore. Even after nearly twenty years in America, she still felt the dark pull of the water. Like a ghost that lived deep within her bones.





Her father had been a fisherman, just as her grandfather and his father before him had been. On the nights when he left home to take his boat out into the ocean, he would cup Grace’s face in his large palms and bring his lips to her forehead, kissing her and her younger sister, Bridey, as though each time might be the last.


Even after all these years on Long Island, there were nights when Grace lay in bed and she could still conjure up the sensation of her father’s hands against her cheeks, their texture rough from a lifetime of pulling up ropes and casting nets into the sea. She had charted those lines on his palms time and again, her father telling her they were a map that would always bring him back home.


She had held her sister’s hand that day in early June, when the sun sparkled over the glen, pulling sheets of golden light over the grass. They were happy to leave behind their crowded home, attached to a row of others, and escape the mothers pinning clothes on laundry lines and chastising them for being too loud.


Her four-year-old sister had raced beside Grace to go meet the bakery van as it drove through the streets. Bridey was laughing with her head thrown back, the skirt of her cotton dress dancing in the wind. At her ankles, the family’s new puppy, with its soft coat, trailed beside her.


Grace had just paid for two iced buns when she noticed her sister was no longer next to her. Neither was the puppy. Grace assumed her sister had just lost herself in the familiar grounds of the village center. Children all roamed freely back then. The streets were full of boys playing with balls and girls jumping on hopscotch squares.


Eager to finish her sweet, Grace found some shade under one of the willow trees near the old church. She licked her fingers clean from the sugary glaze. She took off her shoes and wiggled her toe out of the hole in her white sock.


When Carol O’Reilly asked her if she wanted to come play with her, she followed happily into the meadow, where she and three other girls climbed trees and pretended to be fairies, weaving wild daisies and wisps of heather into garlands for their hair and using long sticks as magic wands.


Their fantasy world overtook them, and the girls soon retreated into the green terraced hills farther beyond the village. There, the flowers were even more bountiful, and the girls picked them by the fistful, stuffing them into their dress pockets and twirling until they fell breathless to the ground. Grace even discovered a long, narrow gull bone, bleached white from the sun, and lifted it toward her friend, like a queen.


It would be several hours later, after she wandered back toward her house, tired and with her imaginary scepter still clasped in her hand, that she ran into one of the men in the village.


“Hurry home,” he bluntly informed her. “Your mother thinks she’s lost two children in the river today. It’ll be a blessing to learn it was only the one.”





Grace hadn’t gone home straight away. Instead, she went down to the river to prove what the man had told her wasn’t true. There was even part of her that thought her white gull bone could resurrect her sister. But when she arrived, she saw a group of men standing over the rocks, her sister’s body covered by her father’s raincoat. Patrick McKinley’s large arm was wrapped around her father, whose eyes were fixed on Bridey beneath his dark jacket. His head lowered, his expression melting beneath his tears.


Grace threw the useless bone to the ground and ran all the way home.





Because she had died by drowning, the neighbors all called Bridey’s death a pisough, a bad omen. For several hours, not a single neighbor volunteered their home for the wake. Afraid of bringing tragedy upon their own families, people would only express how sorry they were for the family’s terrible loss.


As the sun began to set, her father had stayed by the river, refusing to leave Bridey’s side until someone offered their home for his baby girl’s wake. She later heard that he cradled Bridey’s body in his arms, rocking her like a newborn, howling as he held her to his chest.


It was the childless Delilah, nearly eighty years old, who eventually extended her house for the wake. She was far too old to fear bad omens, unlike the other women in the village who feared their husbands or sons might drown if they brought bad luck into their homes. “I’d be honored to have an angel in my house,” she said. And so little Bridey was washed and prepared for her burial by the ancient woman with the deepest respect. Delilah carefully bathed the girl’s body and pulled the seaweed out from her hair. She cleaned the sand from between her toes and powdered her skin so the blue of death was obscured.


Another family provided an old communion dress, a pair of rosebud-trimmed socks to cover her feet. Then, with the help of one of the fishermen, Delilah laid the girl out on an old wooden table near the hearth and laced Bridey’s fingers in front of her with a posy of forget-me-nots in her folded hands. A photograph of Saint Thérèse, known as “God’s little flower,” was placed by Bridey’s side.





From that day on, Grace would always cover her ears when the river became too high and crashed over the stones. Every time she heard the rushing of the river, it brought back the pain of Bridey’s death.


Years later, when she was eighteen and had won a lottery to emigrate to America, Grace went down to the river one last time and grabbed the ugliest stone she could find. She held it in her hand and marveled at its craggy shape, its mottled color, and she forced herself to still find beauty in it.


Then she cast it as far into the water as she could. Sinking all of her sorrow deep into the blue-green channel.





The melancholy still returned sometimes. Like now, when Grace looked at the little boy beside her. She wondered what lengths he had traveled to arrive at Bellegrove. The sorrows he had endured. She felt the pull of water stirring inside her again as they drove toward the police station.


“Tom, how about some music?” she asked, hoping to restore her sense of calm.


Her husband was kind. He didn’t remind her that he’d been the one who had just suggested the radio, believing it would soothe everyone’s nerves. He simply turned on the dial and let Karen Carpenter’s voice fill the air.













CHAPTER 5





THEY EXITED THE CAR AND BEGAN WALKING TOWARD THE STATION house, three shadows of varying sizes stretched across the asphalt like string puppets on a dark stage.


Inside, the strong smell of stale coffee and disinfectant clung to the air. A man at the desk wrote down their names, then motioned them toward the waiting room and told them to sit down.


“We’ve got some good news,” an officer soon informed them. “There was a Vietnamese boy reported missing about twenty-four hours ago who fits the description you gave us. The Hulk T-shirt gave it away.” He glanced down at his paperwork. On the top, attached by a single paperclip, was a copy of a photograph that matched the child in front of him. “Are you Bảo Phan?” He struggled to pronounce the name.


Grace noticed the child’s eyes flicker.


“Come with me,” he said, waving them to follow him down the corridor. “Looks like he’s been living at Our Lady Queen of Martyrs. He arrived there several weeks ago, with a few other Vietnamese refugees.…”


Grace recognized the name immediately. The sprawling brick building with stained glass windows was only a few miles away from Bellegrove. It was situated on the grounds of a large natural preserve that, according to local lore, had been donated to the church by a childless widow back in the 1920s. A small group of Sisters still lived on the property, but Grace had no idea they were now housing refugees there.


“And what about his parents?” she cut in.


“It seems he’s under the guardianship of his aunt,” the officer said. He pulled open a door.


“Her name is Anh Ho. She showed up about an hour before you and the boy did.”





They stepped inside the sterile conference room, and Grace saw the boy’s chin drop to his chest.


Across the long faux-wood table, a slender young woman, flanked by a social worker and translator, leapt up. She called out Bảo’s name so loudly it sounded like a wail.


“Anh,” the social worker said softly, guiding her back to her seat.


The woman fell back into the chair, but the words she now uttered were full of emotion and urgency. She tucked a few wisps of long black hair behind her ears and then reached for the small plastic container she’d brought. Inside, it contained five perfect slivers of mango and some cut strawberries. She pushed the container toward Bảo and again murmured something Grace didn’t understand.


The translator interpreted for Grace and Tom. “She’s brought him something to eat. She was worried he’d be hungry.”


But Grace sensed it was more that. As Bảo took the slivers of fruit, Anh’s eye wetted with emotion. The mango had been brought with love.














CHAPTER 6Vietnam, 1976







ANH’S BELOVED OLDER SISTER, LINH, POSSESSED A SPECIAL talent for picking fruit off the vine that was perfectly ripe. Not one day too soon nor a day too late. Let your eyes, your nose, your fingers all be your guide, she reminded Anh. All of one’s senses were needed to ensure that the fruit wasn’t plucked too soon.


The girls grew up sleeping beside each other on woven mats and exchanging stories as moonlight crept through the cracks of their childhood home. Anh learned everything she knew from Linh, from how to braid her hair to how to wash grains of rice. But the greatest wisdom Linh had imparted was how to take the fruit from their orchard and transform it into money for their family. The sisters’ fruit stand at the local market was a jewel box of vivid colors and assorted shapes and textures. Bell-shaped water apples, bright orange papayas, and cactus-green pomelos. Their baskets brimmed with crimson rambutans and golden longans, each bundle of tiny marble-sized fruit still attached to its stem and leaf.


During the war years, every piece of fruit from their family’s orchard became infinitely more valuable. As much as the sisters missed the independence and financial rewards of their market stall, it was far too dangerous for them to journey outside their village, particularly with their husbands away for weeks at a time working as mechanics for the South Vietnamese army. But fruit and other goods were still exchanged between their neighbors through a trusted bartering system. Three mangoes for some cooking oil. Some pomelos for a new needle and mending thread.


When Bảo was born, her sister, Linh, wrapped him in a scarf and kept him close to her at all times. When he grew bigger, she placed him in a basket, giving him the morning fruit to touch and eventually hold. She called him her “little man,” always running her fingers through his hair. At the end of the day, she’d retrieve one last mango, tucked away just for him. “I saved the sweetest one for you, bé tí,” she’d remind him, using her special term of affection, before kissing him on the head.


Anh never tired of looking at her young nephew’s savoring the fruit in his hands before bringing it to his nose to inhale its intense fragrance. It reminded her of watching her sister comb through their family’s orchard in search of the morning’s perfect bounty. Linh had taken to motherhood so naturally, and Anh craved that she, too, would be so blessed one day. She watched as Linh took the knife out of her apron and peeled the skin away from the mango’s flesh and cut it into slices. As Bảo ate the succulent fruit, its juice running down his chin, he’d smile as though his mother had just plucked for him the most wonderful star from the sky.





Since their parents’ death, Linh was the one who Anh looked to for guidance. She was desperate to conceive a child and clung to each word Linh uttered. Drink this tea after your monthly cycle.… Eat this herb to strengthen your womb.


“What did our mother used to say? ‘Nurture the soil, and the flowers will come,’” she reminded Anh. “Steep the nettles I gave you. It will help with your fertility.”


Anh hoped so. Just that morning, the first day of the lunar month, she’d placed a smooth and perfect custard apple on the family altar and put fresh flowers in the vase, praying to their ancestors that she would conceive.


The two sisters now sat on the edge of the wooden porch, watching as Bảo played outside the family home. A small black bird pecked at the ground nearby, searching for food. “Fear is not good for the spirit. We must have faith,” Linh said. “Didn’t I tell you our husbands would return safely from the war? And just as I promised, Minh came back to you.”


What she said was true. While Anh had worried about her husband when he was away, her sister possessed a confidence that eluded her. Linh’s fortitude only grew stronger after Bảo’s birth. Motherhood had given her a sense of purpose and shielded her from despair in a way that Anh couldn’t help but envy. She yearned for something similar of her own. Her days were spent cleaning and cooking for her father-in-law, who was so frail, he spent most afternoons drifting in and out of sleep.


When her husband, Minh, did return home, however, it was short-lived. Only a few weeks later, he and Linh’s husband, Chung, were arrested by the new Communist regime for having supported the Americans rather than fighting for Vietnam’s independence.


Yet, as devastated as they both were, Linh continued to reassure her. “They will come back to us, just like before. You’ll see,” she promised Anh.


The two men were sent to a reeducation camp. While the conditions had been harsh and the methods of indoctrination brutal, Linh had again been proven right. Their husbands did eventually come home to them. But she had not predicted that their family’s suffering would continue as it did.


Under the new regime, the two couples were forced to give up their home, and the sisters’ family orchard was confiscated. They were ordered to relocate to a patch of land on the outskirts of the village that their husbands were expected to cultivate, despite their lack of any farming experience.


While every family in the village was given a rations card for a certain amount of rice, those who were considered traitors received the smallest portion and grains that were almost always infested with bugs and larvae. Ignoring her own hunger, Anh’s heart broke as she watched her sister struggle to feed Bảo, who no longer looked like a healthy seven-year-old boy, but one who was scrawny and malnourished. She helped Linh as they tried to stretch the meager rice portions with bits of boiled cassava root and water. But even that wasn’t enough to fill their empty stomachs. Her father-in-law, who had somehow managed to stay alive through the war and the famine, soon grew weak and died.


Anh wondered how long they could exist on what felt like nothing more than boiled water and air. Hungry and weak, Bảo never complained there was no food for him. But sometimes, almost out of reflex, he would curl next to his mother, his small fingers searching for a mango hidden in her pocket. But there was never anything there.





“We must find a way to leave,” Anh’s brother-in-law, Chung, began to whisper in private. Despite Linh’s concern for their safety, Chung kept a Japanese radio hidden in the shed. He’d found it discarded on the road and, with a little tinkering, was able to make it work again. Sometimes when they believed the village was deep in sleep, the two men would secretly turn the dial to search for the Voice of America broadcast and then usher their wives over to join them. It amazed Anh how close the voices sounded. As though America wasn’t so far away at all.














CHAPTER 7Long Island, 1979







GRACE WATCHED AS THE BOY QUICKLY DEVOURED THE FRUIT. As he ate, relief washed over his aunt’s face.


Within seconds, Anh had walked over across the table and wrapped Bảo tightly into her arms and rubbed her cheek against the crown of his hair. The boy, stiff and withdrawn at first, soon softened against her body. The air in the room shifted and eased. It was a scene that Grace only wished her own mother had been afforded years before, her stomach now twisted at the memory.


“We’ll just need to take a statement about where you found him. Then the two of you can be on your way and we can take it from there,” the police officer cut in.


“Of course,” she said quietly and followed him out the door.





In a separate room, the story of how Grace had found Bảo on the corner tumbled forth. “My only concern was making sure he was returned home safely.” But she also felt compelled to mention the troubling scar on his arm.


The officer scribbled down his notes. “We’ll make some inquiries. But if it’s not a fresh wound, it could have happened a while ago.”


Graced reached for Tom’s hand. While she was grateful that Bảo had been reunited with his aunt, she still felt a lingering concern over why he’d run away in the first place.


As a mother, she was no stranger to the dramatics of children. Her eldest, Katie, had threatened to run away on several occasions when she was around the same age. Grace recalled one particular episode when Katie had stuffed her pillowcase with what she believed to be her necessities: her prized sticker album, a copy of Teen Beat magazine (given to her by the babysitter), and some chewing gum, but she’d never gotten farther than the driveway.


“You mentioned Bảo and his aunt were staying at Our Lady Queen of Martyrs,” Grace said.


“Yes. At the motherhouse. The Sisters sponsored a group of boat people.”


Grace flinched. She’d seen the photographs on the front page of the New York Times about the thousands of Vietnamese refugees who’d crowded onto tiny vessels trying to escape persecution after the fall of the South Vietnamese government. So many had perished at sea from starvation and capsized boats to even pirate attacks.


“It’s a good thing the Sisters have tried to help, though it’s not easy being new to a place as close-knit as Bellegrove,” Grace said. “It can feel a little like a country club, with the new people not permitted entry.”





Grace was pensive when she got into their old Pontiac wagon, and Tom started the engine. Outside, it began to rain.


“It’s interesting,” she said as she looked out the window, the melancholy returning to her as the pavement became speckled with drops. “When we came to the station, my only concern was about making sure the boy was okay. But now, I can’t help thinking about both him and his aunt.” She swallowed hard. “We don’t know what happened to his parents, either.”


“Anh seemed like a very compassionate young woman.” Tom’s voice was soothing. “You could see how worried she’d been.”


“Yes. But can you imagine arriving here not knowing the language, the customs.… It’s an entirely different world.” Her head leaned against the glass. “It was hard enough for me coming from Ireland. People used to tell me they couldn’t understand a word I said, with my accent.”


“It was part of your charm, Gracie.”


“You should have seen the way Adele looked at him. You’d think I was walking down the street with a criminal.”


“You know better than to suggest Adele is like everyone else in town.”


“I know.” Grace straightened and shuffled through her handbag for a mint. “It just feels like we left the police station too soon.”


“You worry too much,” Tom said as he reached for an eight-track tape of a Beatles album that Grace loved. The sound of the familiar tunes laced the space between them as they headed home.





When they reached the house on Morris Avenue, Tom pulled slowly into the driveway. He switched the car’s lights off and turned to Grace.


“I didn’t realize how late it is. The girls are going to be hungry.” His hands fell from the steering wheel to his lap. “Should I get us a pizza?”


Grace glanced at her watch. In the twilight, her face looked somber.


“I completely forgot it’s Sunday night. Jack’s supposed to have dinner with us.” A sinking feeling came over her. She had been on her way to get the groceries for a nice supper when she found Bảo, and the meal with Jack had completely slipped her mind.


“I’m sure the kids told him what happened,” he reassured her. “He’ll understand. How often do you find a runaway?”


“Yes. But I still feel bad.” Her Irish guilt took over. She knew that Jack, who lived above their family store and kept mostly to himself, always looked forward to a home-cooked meal. “Please tell him I’m sorry when you see him.”


“Of course, but we did the right thing. Bảo is back with his aunt. We can give Jack a rain check for another Sunday night.” He reached for her in the passenger seat and ran his finger over her forearm. The softness of her skin never ceased to surprise him. Grace always felt new to him.


But had they really done as much as they could? Grace wasn’t so sure. When she first arrived in Bellegrove, her experience had hardly been smooth. And Tom’s parents—the only Jews in the town—had also been considered outsiders. Treated politely for the most part, but hardly fully embraced.


Her fingers now reached beneath her neckline to touch the tiny amulet of Saint Thérèse resting against her skin. Delilah had given it to her after her sister’s funeral, and she still wore the necklace to this day.


Grace closed her eyes and remembered when Delilah shared how she was guided by the spirit of Saint Thérèse and her belief that small acts of empathy could change the world. The Irish in Grace sensed that Bảo had come into her life for a reason. And perhaps now Anh, too. Her late mother-in-law had called it chesed, the moral obligation to always be kind.













CHAPTER 8





THE FOREST GREEN–AND-BRONZE SIGN THAT READ “THE GOLDEN HOURS” had been in Bellegrove for as long as anyone could remember. Nestled on the ground floor of a white brick building on the corner of Main Street and Maple Avenue, the store had become a part of the village landscape, just like Butler’s Shoes and Kepler’s Market.


Its windows were filled with tall, graceful grandfather clocks of varying shapes and sizes. The walls displayed mounted clocks with different sized numbers and fonts. Antique tables upheld elegant mantel clocks positioned in the center, some in gilt bronze with florid details and others in ebony or rosewood. There was even the occasional clock made of hand-painted porcelain. Grace’s favorite was a delft blue-tile clock that had sat in the shop for over a year, before Tom brought it home and surprised her with it for Mother’s Day.


The shop had been a large part of her life almost from the moment she began dating Tom. Founded by Tom’s father, Harry, Grace soon realized that the store was the very heart of the Golden family. And while over the years she envied that her husband could retreat to such a peaceful workspace when she was frazzled at home with two young children, Grace had come to see the Golden Hours as a place that restored not just watches and clocks, but also broken men.





Grace knew Tom had spent countless afternoons at the store as a little boy. Early in their courtship, he’d confided in her how his earliest memories were of sitting quietly next to his father and being surrounded by the unique rhythms there—the sound of a second hand moving with each tick, the chime of bells on the hour, or the soothing pulse of a pendulum swaying in its window box. When he was ten years old, his father gave him the task of winding each clock with its own special turnkey. Harry imparted to his young son that turning the clocks was one of the most important rituals of the day, for it kept them powered up, pushing each minute, then hour, ahead.


Now, as her husband approached forty, Tom had become even more self-reflective and soulful. Sometimes he would tell her that he felt he was still sharing the space with his dad, despite the fact that Harry had recently passed away in a nursing home for veterans fifteen miles away.


Grace would always be grateful that her late father-in-law changed the course of her husband’s life for the better. The man helped get Tom back on track just before they began dating, offering him a job at the family store, not because he thought Tom had an eye for clocks or a talent for repairs, but because he saw that his son had lost his way.





While Tom had been a good student and even an Eagle Scout, by the time he was eighteen, he hit a rebellious streak. His family’s tight-knit values felt provincial and insular. And while it had faintly amused him as a kid to introduce his predominantly Irish-Catholic friends to the tradition of Sunday bagels or matzo ball soup, as a teenager he just wanted to be like everyone else. He grew his hair longer and combed it back with Brylcreem. He played loud music his parents hated, like Elvis and Little Stevie Wonder. He concentrated less on his senior-year studies, finding more interest in extracurricular activities like smoking cigarettes behind the A&P and riding the secondhand Triumph Tiger motorcycle he had bought to impress girls. Even the toughest punks who had called him “Jew boy” when he was in grade school were impressed with his transformation.


After taking four years to graduate from a two-year community college, Tom contemplated joining the army. He was confident his father, who had been a World War II veteran, would be pleased that he’d decided to serve his country and finally shape up after spending years drifting away from his full potential.


But the conversation ended up quite differently from what Tom could have ever anticipated. On a warm Saturday evening in the spring of 1963, he and one of his buddies, Bobby O’Rourke, went down to the Ace Hardware Shopping Center to join a group of friends to race their motorcycles.


After he and Bobby struck their engines and barreled toward the finish line, Tom lost control and found himself wiping out on a turn. Thrown to the pavement, his leg was crushed beneath the Triumph’s heavy metal frame.


Tom shattered his fibula in eight places, causing him to have a permanent limp and pain whenever it rained.


His parents had met the ambulance at the hospital. The doctor read the X-ray with a grave look on his face and informed them that Tom would need to stay in traction at the hospital for the next two months, and even if the bone did fully heal, he would probably always walk with a limp.


When he awoke from surgery, Tom was dreading how his father was sure to react. But Harry very much surprised his son. “This dumb accident just might have saved your life,” he told Tom.


With the thunderclouds brewing in Vietnam, Harry had been nursing a concern that America might end up in a war there, like it had in Europe in the 1940s and Korea a few years later. Having himself experienced the horrors of war, the terror still sometimes returning to him at night when he found himself reliving the scene of him witnessing his best friend Jimmy getting blown up when he stepped on a land mine only a few yards away, Harry now felt more relief than anger over Tom’s accident. Now his son would be medically exempt from any future fighting.


Tom’s friend Bobby O’Rourke, who had bragged about his victory in the race that night as Tom was being lifted into the ambulance, would enlist a few years later.


Bobby passed his medical exam with flying colors, only to die a year later in a jungle outside Nha Trang.













CHAPTER 9





NO ONE IN BELLEGROVE EVER FORGOT THE AFTERNOON BOBBY’S parents received the news. They all heard about it, even before his name was read aloud on the radio a few days later. The neighbors had all held their breath on that rainy day in March, when the military vehicle pulled up to the O’Rourkes’ home and two soldiers dressed in uniforms solemnly walked toward the front door.


The ghost of Bobby O’Rourke still lingered in the small town’s air. Adele, his older sister, lived two streets away and had named her son after him.


Grace knew her husband thought about his dead buddy often, for it was because of Bobby he had learned how life was shaped by random accidents. That one incident could alter the lives of several people forever. He confided in her that there were times, when he drove past that Ace parking lot, he contemplated how different things might have been had it been Bobby who had skidded out and busted his leg and not him.


“We wouldn’t have met had you not gotten hurt,” she reminded him. It was true. If he hadn’t had been left with a limp that made him too self-conscious to dance at that mixer in Queens, she might not have sat down next to him that night.





Grace had left Ireland with a suitcase containing two good dresses, one skirt, three blouses, two pairs of nylons, one pair of black pumps, and a navy mohair coat. A family in Queens had sponsored her as a nanny to help with their three children, all of whom were under the age of five. She was terribly homesick when she arrived in the States. Not because she missed her family back home, as she had already been away from them at the Catholic school she’d boarded at since she was thirteen, but for Ireland itself. The lush green grass and meadows full of delicate red poppies and wild heather. The stretches of blue sky, the sunlight that peeked through the daily showers of rain. Her foreignness was only intensified by the unfamiliarity of the cement and asphalt of Sunnyside, Queens. The endless rows of apartment buildings. The parks that had playgrounds for children but no lawn in sight. Still, she found joy on the days she traveled into glamorous Manhattan, where she could lose herself in the museums she loved. The enormous Museum of Natural History on the Upper West Side was her favorite refuge. There, the collection of butterflies with their fragile wings and brightly colored markings reminded her that beauty could be both delicate and strong.
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