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To my readers. I am awed that despite the gazillion other distractions in the world today, you still read my books. For that blessing, you have my eternal thanks - and a promise to give you the best I can possibly write. Deal?




Prologue


I remember the smell of sea salt on my skin and the rolling tumble of the surf. I remember the brilliance of a sun that popped the colors of our towels, boogie boards, and bikinis. I remember my sisters’ impatient hands pulling me toward the waves, my mother’s appreciative laughter, my father’s guarded eyes.


I remember burying body parts until an arm or a leg spewed grand eruptions of sand. I remember moon jellyfish and sea glass and wrack-line seaweed that hid the tiniest perfect spiral whelks. I remember a bonfire on the beach, the smell of singed hot dogs and salty chips, the glow of embers as the sky purpled from east to west over Block Island Sound.


I remember fog, lots and lots of fog—and, cutting through it, the crescendoing growl of a motor when my father’s boat left the breakwater. I remember its ghosted image fragmenting bit by bit, like the world we had known, until it was gone. I remember the sound of a gun, at least, I think I did, but it may have been fireworks in Westerly or the slap of a screen door on our porch.


I remember so much. But it is never enough. Nor is it the same as what the others recall.




Chapter 1


Every memory is real, but not all are based on fact. Time, forgetfulness, emotional need—any of these things can chip away at memory. But what if a memory is wrong from the start? What if what you think you saw, isn’t what was there at all?


This is why I love my camera. It is never wrong. It captures facts and stores them. This frees me to live in the moment and move on to the next with the knowledge that the first is preserved. Since coming to New York, I’ve documented snowstorms and floods. I’ve taken pictures of strangers and friends, the streets where I walk, the markets where I shop. I even photographed my way through childbirth—well, until the very end, when my doctor banished my Nikon from the birthing bed. And recording my daughter’s life? I have thousands of photos of Joy. On the first day of school each year, we look back at what she wore on the first day of school the year before and the year before that. Inevitably we’ve forgotten. But there it is in vivid detail.


That isn’t to say detail can’t be fudged. I do this every day, photographing real estate in a way that shows a home to potential buyers as something bigger, brighter, more alluring. Angles, lenses, creative lighting—these are the stock of my trade. Deceptive, perhaps. But much of marketing is.


Right now, though, after spending my working day photographing a Tribeca condo from every imaginable angle in the shifting city light, I’m playing at home. It’s just past nine at night. The skyline isn’t fully dark, not this close to the longest day of the year, but the air is heavy and moist, as early June in New York can be, turning what might have been a purple sunset into elongated smudges of gray. Fog is on the move, enfolding my building like a hug from behind, before slipping on past. As I watch, it blankets the Hudson and mists around Fort Lee on the far bank, before drifting north to the George Washington Bridge like just another commuter heading home.


My condo is on the fortieth floor overlooking Riverside Drive. I paid more for it than I should have, but a river view was a must. I’ve always needed open space, not a lot, just enough. As long as I have that, I can breathe.


Swiveling the head of my tripod lower, I focus on the steady stream of traffic, which grows more vibrant with the deepening dusk. I’ve taken this same shot hundreds of times—maybe thousands—but it’s never the same twice. Like the tide leaving ripples on sand, I think as I wait, remote in hand, for the right second.


Photography has taught me how to wait. It has also taught me how to focus on that single subject and ignore everything else. This doesn’t come naturally to me. As the middle of three children, I was born with peripheral vision—as in, an acute awareness of my sisters above and below, my parents, our home and friends, and my precarious place in it all. Limiting myself to one scene at a time, as my camera does, has been huge.


The fog thickens on the street below. I wait until diffused headlights and taillights reappear, wait again when I hear a siren, then follow the blue strobe through the shift of vehicles. When I’m content, I turn north, wait for the best mix of fog, steel towers, and double-tiered lights, then shoot again.


“What’s the bridge doing?” Joy asks from the far end of the sofa, and I smile. She would know what the Nikon and I see. We’re connected that way, my thirteen-year-old daughter and I. And this is a game we often play.


“Floating. I can’t see its legs.” Leaving the bridge, I find her reflection in the glass. With the rest of the lights off, her tiny book light is little more than a faint glow on the pink baby dolls that were her new favorites from the vintage store in the Village. But that glow isn’t as warm as it would have been reflecting off paper.


Suspicious, I slide in beside her, angled to see her book. She starts to close it, makes a small sound, and stops. She knows that I’ve already seen what she was trying to hide, that her book light is clamped to the edge of Great Expectations but that tucked inside the bigger book is her Kindle. Close up now, I see page forty-four of Garth Stein’s The Art of Racing in the Rain.


“But, but, but,” I stutter, tipping my face up to see her, “this was on our us reading list. We were supposed to read it together.” Read it aloud, actually. When Joy was little, I always read aloud with her tucked up close, and somehow I just never stopped. The books have changed, and the older she gets, the more challenged I am to make my voice fit different characters. I’d been looking forward to being a dog.


“Well, I couldn’t not read the first page, and then I had to read the second,” she reasons. “Isn’t that what you always say, that if you want to keep reading, it’s the sign of a good book? Olivia Mattson says this one’s dumb, like who wants to know what a dog thinks, but I’m not sure how she knows anything about it, because her totally self-absorbed mother doesn’t read—”


“Joy.”


“It’s true. Her mother makes lots of money and can afford to buy any book she wants—can afford to buy the bookstore—and she doesn’t read? And anyway, Olivia has the mind of a squirrel, and squirrels are afraid of dogs. Besides, when Olivia doesn’t like something, I do, and here was this book, just sitting in my Kindle library? I was practically crying on page three. You know what happens?”


She isn’t really asking. She knows I know, but letting sentences end in the air started along with her period. Even beyond spoilers on Goodreads and the ardor of my friend Chrissie, there was the teary conversation about old dogs that we overheard at the Best Friends’ Animal Society in Soho.


“It’s good, Mom,” she confides. “Omigod. It’s sooo good.”


I want to talk about respecting schoolmates. But she happens to be right about Olivia Mattson’s mother, who spent the better part of fifteen minutes at a recent back-to-school night lecturing me on how to build my business into something big, how to make my brand the brand for real estate photography in Manhattan, which is the last thing I want, since it would mean hiring regular staff, relying on paid ads over word of mouth, and spending less time with Joy.


But that’s all beside the point. “What about Great Expectations?” I ask. “Your final is next week.”


“I’ll be ready, you know I will, but if you’re playing, why can’t I?”


“Because I spent six hours working today to keep you in vegan lip balm, retro clothes, and pomegranate juice, and because I’ve already graduated from middle school. Besides, I’m the mom and you’re not. I get to play. It’s a perk of growing up.”


I deliberately add the last. My daughter isn’t wild about the pressure that comes with being a teenager. Being precocious was cute in a child, not so in middle school, where social conformity is key. She wants to be either totally grown up already and able to speak her mind without being ostracized, or a child forever. We’ve had the Peter Pan discussion many times.


Rather than take the bait now, she simply says, “Do I have to stop reading this?”


I rub her shoulder with my cheek. Her fresh-from-the-shower curls, still damp and docile, smell of organic mint shampoo. “Nah. We’ll pick another to do together. Maybe one where I can be a cat,” I joke and, feeling a vibration, pull the phone from my jeans. The call is from the area code where I grew up. Just the sight of it brings a whoosh to the pit of my stomach. And at this hour? Not good. But neither my father’s name nor my sister’s appears, and I don’t recognize the number. Spam? Possibly. Or not. My father isn’t well, and given that my sister is ditsy, it could be one of his doctors. Or the hospital. Or neither.


Suspicious of the last, I click into the call expecting a robo-silence, and jerk when my name hits me fast.


“Mallory.” Not a question, but a statement in a voice that is deep and tight, familiar but not. The whoosh in my stomach becomes a twist. Rhode Island is a small state, the town of Westerly smaller, its villages even smaller. I tell myself that this voice could belong to any one of the dozens of people I’d known growing up. But my gut says something else.


Standing, I move to the far side of the tripod and say a cautious, “Yes?”


“It’s Jack.”


I know that, I think, and I barely breathe. Jack Sabathian grew up on the shore, just like us. He was my best friend once, but we haven’t talked since I left, and while his voice is older now, I feel the force of memory fighting its way through the tangle of time.


“We have a problem,” he barrels on. “Your father was just over here knocking on my door—banging on my door, like he’d break it down—and when I opened it, he let me have it.” He raises his voice to imitate. “You no-good bastard, you knew exactly what was going on, didn’t you. You probably planned the whole fucking thing with her—his language, not mine,” he puts in before becoming my father again. “You let me be investigated like I was a murderer, and you didn’t say one word, but we both know she didn’t die. Tell me where she is. I know you know. He had a gun, Mallory. He was waving a gun in my face. He swore he didn’t own one back then. So either he lied to the DA twenty years ago or he bought it after the fact, but a gun is the last thing a man like that should have. You do know that he’s sick—or are you just leavin’ the whole thing to Anne—who, by the way, is doing a lousy job, and not just with his care. The house is a mess and the bluff is falling into the sea, but unless she told you that, you wouldn’t know, because you haven’t been here to check. It isn’t your responsibility, is it? Well, hello, Mallory, it is. So here’s the thing. You need to step up to the plate. If he’s talking about that night to me, he’s probably talking about it in town. Bay Bluff may be only a tiny corner of Westerly, but the police love the coffee your sister serves in her shop. If he’s blabbing, they’ll hear—and hey, I’m all for it. He killed my mother? I want it coming out. Do you? ’Course not. So here’s a wake-up call,” the slightest pause before an accusatory, “Mallory. Either you do something about him, or they will.”


I’m spared having to respond by a decisive click, not that I could have spoken, I’m so shaken. That quickly the past is here and now. And the lump in my throat? Huge. Of the many things I’ve avoided thinking of since leaving Bay Bluff, John MacKay Sabathian is a biggie, but his angry voice brings everything back. I stand unmoving, looking at the foggy city night but seeing the ocean, the bluff, my father’s boat leaving the dock and taking with it so so so much more than just Elizabeth.


“Mom,” Joy prods with an insistence that says she has called my name several times. My eyes fly to hers. “Who was that?”


I refocus. “No one.”


“No one was shouting. He was using your name. He even said bastard. I heard it from here.”


Leaving the window, I switch on a lamp. I don’t want to see the ocean, the bluff, the boat. Jack is right. I’m leaving it all to Anne.


But my daughter is mine. I’m raising her to be different from my past. And she isn’t a baby. “It was one of your grandfather’s neighbors.”


“He only has one. Anne was saying that—remember, when she was here last time with Margo?”


Oh, I remember. We were arguing again about that night—about whether Elizabeth had jumped, fallen, or been tossed off the boat by heavy gales, and whether she could have possibly survived. Joy had already known the basics, but my sisters were full-on into bickering about infidelity, deception, and abandonment. And murder. Murder was the conversation stopper, the horror issue, the visit-breaker.


Since Joy heard all that, I figure she’s old enough to hear more. “The guy who called is Jack Sabathian. He’s Elizabeth’s son.”


Her eyes go wide. “What did he say?”


I thumb in Anne’s cell, knowing my daughter will listen in. The phone is approaching its fourth ring when my sister picks up.


“Mal?” Her voice was always higher than mine, perky and bright to my down-to-earth sensible, but here she sounds out of breath. I wonder if she was outside chasing after my father.


“What’s going on?” I ask as casually as I can.


“Uh . . . now? Not much. You don’t usually call at night. What’s up?” She seems innocent enough, but then, my sister is always innocent, thirty-seven going on twelve. I swear, Joy is more savvy.


“Jack Sab just called.”




Chapter 2


Anne is silent for a beat before sighing an exaggerated, “Oh, God. Jack Sabathian is a pain in the butt. He is such an alarmist, you know? He’s always telling me what I need to do to the house, and if it isn’t about the house, it’s about Dad. What’s he saying now?”


I relate the conversation, minus the imitation of our father’s voice. By the time I’m done, Joy is leaning in, ear to my ear.


“A gun?” Anne echoes. “I have never seen Dad with a gun. Why would he need a gun?” A mumble in the background tells me she isn’t alone. I’m quickly annoyed, then as quickly contrite. My sister has a right to be with friends.


“I don’t know,” I say. “I thought maybe you would. Where is he now?”


“He was reading in the den.”


When I left, she doesn’t say, but that’s what I hear. So she’s out with friends. A housekeeper comes mornings, I know that much. But this is night, and apparently Dad is alone. If I ask, Anne will insist—as she’s done whenever I’ve asked—that he’s fine, that he doesn’t need a babysitter, that he likes having time to himself.


To avoid an argument, I ask, “Is he able to read?”


“Of course he is,” she scoffs. “Well, maybe not for the long periods he used to, but his nose is always in some law journal.”


We all know—at least, Joy and I do—that a nose in a book doesn’t necessarily mean reading. But that isn’t the issue now. The issue is the phone call I just received. “Would he have gone to Jack’s?”


“He could have,” she allows, and my mind sees a shrug, like it’s no big thing dropping in on a neighbor. “I mean, I don’t lock him in when I leave the house. Can you imagine if I did that and there was a fire and he couldn’t get out? I’d never forgive myself. The poor guy has gone through so much. He’s earned the right to a little dementia, you know?”


Dementia versus Alzheimer’s—Anne and I are on opposite sides, but I’m not touching that now either. “Have you heard him talk about what happened that night?” That night was a euphemism for what the rest of Rhode Island called the Aldiss-MacKay affair.


“No,” she insists. “I told you. He doesn’t talk much.”


“You said he goes off on rants. What about?”


“Old cases.” She brightens. “It’s amazing what he remembers, Mal. He can’t tell me who came to see him yesterday, but those old cases? He’s a gold mine of legal history.”


Tom Aldiss had once been a respected judge on the Rhode Island Superior Court. He resigned from the bench six years ago—“resigned” being the word Anne uses, though given his mental decline in the years since, I suspect he was forced out. At seventy-four now, he is often confused. I see him when he and Anne come to New York for the theater, but I don’t go to Rhode Island, and he no longer travels well.


“He remembers everything,” Anne is saying, “lawyers’ names, defendants’ names, charges, findings. When he rants, it’s in that tone, like he’s wearing his robes up there on the bench and is charging the jury on a critical case.” Wistful now, she adds, “He was the best judge. These cases haunt him.”


The case of the disappearance of Elizabeth MacKay haunts us all.


Hearing that thought, Anne says, “No, Mallory, he doesn’t talk about Elizabeth. With all the ranting, he does not. That’s why I have trouble believing Jack.” Her voice lifts. “Dad comes to the shop a lot now, did I tell you?”


Anne owns a breakfast place in the square that is the heart of Bay Bluff. Sunny Side Up, she calls it, apropos of her approach to life, and although I’ve never been there myself, to hear her tell, it’s the place to be.


“I’m glad,” I say. “For a while there, he wasn’t getting out much.”


“He walks down from the house, and, okay, sometimes he winds up at the Clam Shack or the bookstore, but they always point him back to me.” She laughs. “Once he came down in his pajamas, it was cute, really. When Joe—you know, from the jeans place, well, actually you don’t know because it opened after you left, but trust me, Joe is God’s gift to tourism because he carries things tourists don’t know they need until they need them—when Joe saw him on the sidewalk in his pajamas, he pulled him inside and dressed him in a shirt and shorts so he was looking pret-ty spiffy when he got to my place.”


She seems amused. I am appalled. The Tom Aldiss we’d grown up with was a formal man who would never have left the house in his pajamas. He didn’t even come down to breakfast at home in his pajamas.


“He has a favorite table,” Anne cruises on, “and he heads straight there. I mean, it used to be a problem if it was already taken, but by now pretty much everyone knows that it’s his, so they leave it open.” Half to herself, she says, “That could be dicey with summer people. Maybe I should put a RESERVED sign there. But the shop isn’t big, and he doesn’t come every day, so I hate to waste the space.” She returns to me. “He loves the new girl I hired—did I tell you about her? She’s been in town maybe a month, but it’s like she’s been here forever. Dad gets all quiet when he sees her. If someone else has taken his table, she calms him down, sets him up at the counter, and brings his coffee and his bacon and eggs and cinnamon toast. He doesn’t take his eyes off her.”


“What about his hands?”


“What?”


“Sexual harassment.”


“Right,” Joy whispers. Her school is big on discussing that.


“Christ, Mallory,” Anne cries. “She’s barely twenty. He doesn’t touch her.”


“God, I hope not. He was a judge. People know him. They remember that night.”


“You remember that night,” my sister argues. “It’s all you have to measure life here by, but those of us who live here have moved on. No one talks about it. Trust me, there’s plenty else to discuss.”


For me, as well. “Annie, about tonight. Do you think Jack was telling the truth?”


She grunts. “Who knows. The guy has a major chip on his shoulder when it comes to our family, like we personally ruined his life or something.”


“If Dad did have a gun that night—”


“No, Mallory. He didn’t. If Dad stands for anything, it’s the truth.”


“Right.” I roll my eyes. “The whole truth and nothing but.”


“You and Margo can make fun of those words, but he lived and breathed them. If he said he didn’t have a gun that night, he didn’t have a gun. Jack has it in for us, is all. Okay, okay, his life changed that night. But so did ours.”


“He lost his mother.”


“Our parents broke up.”


“At least we knew where they were,” I reason and am gratified when Anne concedes.


“True. Not knowing what happened to her has to be bad. But at some point, you accept and move on. Jack spends hours on the beach near his boat. It’s like he wants to be ready in case he sees his mother in the waves—can you imagine, after twenty years? I feel sorry for the guy. He’s delusional. And he says Dad’s demented? Sheesh.”


“Jack can’t be all that demented if he’s a successful veterinarian.”


“Who told you he is?”


“You. How else would I know about Jack?”


“Margo,” Anne says. “She always liked him.”


I sigh. “Annie, Margo is living very happily with her husband and sons in Chicago. I doubt she’s keeping up with Jack. By the way, the Sun Times loves her. Her blog is huge. Do you ever read it?”


“No.”


It is a period meant to end the discussion, and even though I want to pursue it—to pursue anything that might bridge the gap between my sisters—this isn’t the time. “Jack said Dad was referring to Elizabeth. Does he ever do that when he’s with you?”


“No.”


“What about the house? Jack said it needed work.”


“I’m telling you, Mallory, Jack is as clueless as Dad. The house is fine. I have someone who does upkeep. He was in last week working on the plumbing, which, of course, good ole Jack Sab can’t see because no way would I let him in the house. My guy can do anything.” There is another murmur in the background, then Anne’s muffled, “You can,” before she tells me, “He’s a jack-of-all-trades, Dad would say.”


The murmur had been male, and unless my inference is all wrong, the male Anne is with is her jack-of-all trades in the flesh. That thought, paired with her breathlessness at the start of my call, brings a more worrisome one. When it comes to men, my sister Anne has notoriously poor taste.


Trying to tease, I say, “Okay, Annie, who’s there?”


“No one.”


“Bill,” comes the low voice, apparently with an ear to Anne’s phone as Joy’s ear is to mine.


“Bill who?” I ask.


“Houseman,” Anne says a little too innocently and adds, “Do you remember him?”


“Billy Houseman?” How can I not? Billy Houseman had been bad news around town from the time we were kids. “Anne,” I warn.


“He’s Bill now, new name, new leaf, new image. He’s a good guy, Mallory. But, hey, I gotta run.”


“Home to check on Dad?”


“Hint, hint,” Joy breathes.


Anne says, “In a bit. Don’t be a worrywart. I’m on top of this. Plus, you’re not here, your choice. So don’t criticize me, okay?”


She has a point there. But so do I. “I worry about you, Annie.”


“I’m fine, okay? Try trusting me for a change?” Billy—Bill—says something, but I can’t make it out, and then Anne says, “Talk soon. Bye,” and ends the call.


I stare at my phone, then at Joy. “Why is everyone hanging up on me tonight?”


“Maybe because you’re not going along, so now you know what it’s like for me,” she charges. “People want you to say what they want to hear, and when you don’t, they forget being nice.” Her brashness withers, face grows worried. “What if he does something? You know. Papa. With a gun.” Her green eyes have gone forest-dark.


“We don’t know that he has one.”


“Your guy said he did. Is he more reliable than Anne?”


“Most anyone is,” I remark and immediately feel guilt. “Anne means well. She just sees the world in a way that isn’t always realistic.”


“And the guy?”


“Jack was always honest.” Brutally so. Which is why he and I haven’t talked in twenty years. Our parting was brutally bad.


“So if Papa has a gun,” my daughter says, “there could be trouble. We need to go there, Mom.”


I go there all the time. Thundering waves are a soundtrack for every dream I have. The thought of physically going there, though, gives me heartburn.


Setting off for the kitchen, I call, “When? This is not a good time to travel.”


Joy is close behind. “Why not?”


“You have finals, for one thing, and for another, I have work.” I run the sink faucet hot. Dinner had been takeout of a veggie quiche, whose melt-over had burned onto the rim of the pie plate in which I’d heated it. I’d left it soaking, knowing it would be a hassle to clean, but I’m suddenly in the mood to scrub.


Joy leans into the counter, which means very close to me in our tiny kitchen. She is barely an inch shorter than my five-six, though her curls more than make up the difference. Those curls were damp when we settled in at the window, but air-drying, they’ve grown bigger by the minute. Seeming fragile beneath them, she says, “School finishes next week—”


“—and your internship starts right after that.”


“Scooping kitty litter in a cat café,” she drones.


I glance her way in surprise. “I thought you wanted that job.”


“I do, but it’s only a couple of hours a day, no pay—”


“Of course, no pay, you’re only thirteen, and what about Willard?” Her piano teacher.


“He’ll be away, too, remember? This is perfect, Mom. No school, no piano, no need for me to be at the cat café exactly next week. You cut back on bookings to spend time with me. Why don’t we spend it together with your family in Rhode Island?”


I pump hard at the soap dispenser. “I’ve explained to you why we don’t.”


“Conflicting loyalties, I know, you want to stay neutral. But how can we not do anything? He’s your father, and what if he does have a gun? I mean, Anne doesn’t see every little thing he does; she was out of the house just now, right? Besides, he could have bought one online and been home alone when it was delivered, so she wouldn’t know. Guns kill, Mom. He could kill himself or kill Anne or kill the housekeeper?”


I shoot her a punishing look. She’s almost as bad as Anne sometimes—imagining things like what if I locked him in and there was a fire in the house?


I work at a burnt-on piece of crust with the tough side of the sponge, needing suds but getting few. “Do you see how ineffective this dish detergent is?”


That quickly, Joy is the appeaser. “But we’re doing a good thing here, Mom. See how compact the bottle is, no wasted plastic—and not tested on animals? If everyone on the planet signed on, the world would be a better place.”


I send a dry thanks to the head of her school, who, since taking the job two years ago, had made The Environment as much a part of the curriculum as Singapore math and Robotics—and hey, I’m all for going green. I recycle. I refill my reusable water bottle. I pay bills online. There are times, though when being PC sucks.


“Right,” I say and drop the sponge. After refilling the pie plate with hot water, I wipe my hands on the linen towel. Not paper. Linen.


“What about Papa and his gun?” Joy asks, following me into the hall.


At our closet laundry room, I open the dryer. “We don’t know that he has one.” I begin sorting still-warm clothes into a double basket, Joy’s on the left, mine on the right.


“But what if he does? What if he takes it into town and starts shooting the place up? Or decides to kill your neighbor? What if he did kill Elizabeth—”


“He did not.” I may have issues with my father. I may question his compliance with the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but. But I refuse to believe he is capable of murder.


“But what if he has a gun now? What if he uses it?”


“Don’t ask that. Don’t even think it.”


Joy takes over the sorting, but she doesn’t back down—she rarely does, which is both her greatest strength and her worst curse, in part because she is logical enough to be annoying as hell. I should leave her to the job and walk away. But the truth is, I want her opinion.


Actually, I need it. She’s all I have.


“He’s your father,” she says now. “And Anne’s your sister. And that house is where you grew up. Not all the memories are bad, some are good—like hide-and-seek in your mother’s potting shed—so why can’t you focus on the good stuff?” She’s sounding younger as she drops the last of the items in the basket and turns wounded eyes on me. “I’ve never been there, Mom. It’s less than three hours away, and I’ve never been there? That’s embarrassing. And even if all of the above wasn’t true, it’s the beach? We love the beach.”


Basket on hip, I head for her room. “We were in Jamaica in February and spent last Thanksgiving in Anguilla.” Our travel expenses were paid by the owners of the houses I photographed. “Those beaches are soft and warm. Beaches on the New England coast are neither.”


“Those beaches were for work,” Joy argues as I dump her things on her pillow, where she’ll have to address them before she sleeps. “This would be a vacation.”


“Going home will not be a vacation, Joy. Trust me on that.”


“Okay, so let’s go for a weekend, just a weekend?”


We could, I concede on the way to my room. I’ve considered that before, but always veto it when I start to hyperventilate. Okay. That’s an exaggeration. I’m not hyperventilating now. But the knots in my stomach are real. It’s an ingrained thing, a legacy of my childhood when I was always afraid I’d do something wrong, provoke Dad, piss someone off.


And then there’s my mother. She’s been dead a while, but I imagine her up there looking down, watching, waiting, wondering what I’ll do, whether I’ll flip sides now that she’s gone. Maybe my father is doing the same thing in his judgmental way. Or not. I’ve often thought it would be nice if, in his diminished state of whatever, he mellowed. When I was growing up, it was his way or the highway.


Margo chose the highway, me the median strip in an attempt to be neutral, because I want my family to love me. I want to have a relationship with my sisters once my father is gone, and that means finding common ground. Common ground is right here in New York. When they visit, I knock myself out planning fun things to do. That’s the thing about fun. Each round is a deposit in a memory bank that earns interest over time.


At least, that’s the theory.


But Joy isn’t into it. Having followed me into my bedroom, she is the dog with a bone. “He’s the only grandfather I have, and I’ve met him, like, three times? Is that fair? He could be dead this time next year. He could be dead this time next month.”


I begin folding my clothes straight from the basket.


“He could be dead this time next week, Mom.”


She isn’t telling me anything I haven’t told myself a dozen times since I saw my father last. But if I go home now, Margo will never speak to me again. If I go home now, Anne will expect that I’ll always go home. If I go home now, I’ll be subjecting myself to the godawful insecurity that I’ve worked so hard to overcome. I’m a capable woman—a good photographer, a good mom. I’ve built a life in New York. I belong here. Just thinking of Bay Bluff has me walking a tightrope again.


It isn’t your responsibility, is it? Jack Sabathian asked. Well, it is, Mallory. And for a minute, my conscience flickers. Where does conflict avoidance end and responsibility kick in?


But that was Jack speaking. He couldn’t begin to understand my dilemma back then, and he certainly can’t today.


Joy can. Giving her time to think about it, I go into the bathroom to wash my face. But suddenly hers is in the mirror with mine. Her skin is a little darker, her eyes green to my amber, her body leaner, though that could be her thirteen to my thirty-nine, or her love of kiwi versus my love of anything fried—like fried clams, of which the best, the best, were sizzled up fresh at the Clam Shack back home.


“Mom,” she calls with impatience, because she can see my mind wandering again and wants it on her. All maturity is gone now. She is my little girl, the daughter I chose to have when it was arguably a selfish thing to do, the one I love more than life and whose mental well-being is key.


“I want to go,” she insists, falling back on the one argument she knows will prick me. “My father is just a number, meaning no grandparents or aunts and uncles or cousins from him, so your family is all I have. I’m them—this hair, these eyes. And I love the beach. I want to go, Mom. Is scooping kitty poop really more important than that?”




Chapter 3


Rain can be a nightmare for me. It isn’t so bad when I’m photographing a high-rise condo, but when it comes to a freestanding home, curb appeal counts. Downpours can depress even the most elegant property, often in ways Photoshop can’t fix.


I’m not working now, though, so rain is just fine. It’s good actually—keeps traffic from moving too fast. Cruising along to light classical, which Joy loves as much as I do, I have no problem when we hit a third major tie-up. Delaying our arrival is okay by me.


The wipers aren’t as frantic now that we’ve slowed. They’re actually syncing with Handel’s “Water Music,” to which my daughter’s fingers were playing along until two minutes ago, when she stopped to check Waze. We’ve just crossed into Connecticut. The wail of an approaching ambulance confirms an accident ahead, and the app is pushing an alternate route.


“Here, Mom—here it is—turn here,” Joy instructs with enough insistence to make me nostalgic for the days when she sat in the backseat preoccupied with a snack pack of Goldfish. “Follow that car.”


When I don’t, she shoots me a baffled look that only deepens when I smile. But how not to? My daughter is a splash of color—totally, outrageously Joy, impatient face and all. Her hair is piled in an off-center topknot held by a turquoise scrunchie. Her tank top is red-and-white striped and cropped at the midriff, and her jean shorts have the kind of high waist the eighties loved. Ever the optimist, she’s wearing a bathing suit beneath.


“Weather.com says it’ll be nice in Westerly,” she had announced shortly after dawn, wanting to leave then. When I vetoed that, we agreed on nine. Then I got a call from my favorite Sotheby’s broker, and by the time I was done with her edits, it was closer to noon.


Trying to catch the spirit of vacation despite my own private storm, I’m wearing a tee shirt and shorts minus the swimsuit. My hair, a paler brown and less curly than Joy’s, is in a ponytail minus the scrunchie. My flip-flops are plain gray to her orange glitter.


Joy has sunk back in her seat, staring at me hard.


“What,” I say.


“You don’t want to get there.”


“Would I be going if I did not?” I ask, but I’m playing with words. Going home is one thing, wanting to go home another. This trip is largely a concession to my daughter, who is in a rush to reach Bay Bluff. I am not.


I stay on I-95N. Not only does bad traffic put off what I don’t want to do, but it tells Joy that the drive isn’t quite the easy-peasy 137 miles she’s said a gazillion times of late.


Besides, I do love driving, which is why I pay a huge monthly fee for my space. A car comes in handy when I’m photographing houses in Duchess County or Long Island, and on weekends, Joy and I take road trips to explore the art center in Cornwall, hike trails in Stony Brook, or kayak in Smithtown.


Now we’re driving to Rhode Island. Not my choice. Well, yes, my choice, because I am the ultimate chooser in our family of two. But between my conscience and my daughter, there wasn’t much choice at all. It’s been ten days since Jack Sabathian’s call, and while there hasn’t been a second, the first one haunts me.


“Whoa,” says Joy when we reach the accident. Morbid curiosity keeps her turning to look back as we move ahead. Finally, flopping forward, she says, “I’m not driving. Ever.” In my periphery, I see her glance at her phone, and not for the first time. She must have texted a friend before we left and is awaiting a reply.


If history serves, she’s in for a wait. Joy is on the fringe of the texting group, for which I’m thrilled, though she is not. She once told me about being in the lunchroom and sitting alone with her sunflower-butter sandwich because she couldn’t stand the smell of the crap the others were eating. I figure she told them that. Both the school counselor, who loves Joy’s spunk, and Chrissie, who is a psychologist, claim that Joy is mature for her age and that the others will catch up. I worry about the harm done until that happens. It’s about self-esteem.


Deliberately, I relax my hands on the wheel, but still my heart bleeds. Every child needs a best friend at her back. I had my sisters, Margo the fearless and Anne the ray of sun. Joy is a lonely only, sitting by herself in a lunchroom full of kids. And now a silent phone? This is why I agreed to a week, rather than a weekend, at the beach. Rhode Island will be a diversion.


We’re listening to Ed Sheeran now. She had thumbed him in before dropping her phone, and I know there’s defiance in her choice. I can’t wait to go home, he sings in “Castle on the Hill,” which has been her anthem since we decided on this trip. Little does she know that while I’m okay with that line, the ones that follow grip me more. I was younger then, take me back to when I found my heart and broke it here. But she hasn’t a clue.


Greenwich falls behind us, then Stamford. As Vivaldi rises through the speakers, Joy’s fingers play the notes. “Do you remember this highway from growing up?” she asks.


We’re approaching Darien. “I do.”


“Going to New York.”


“And Philadelphia. And Washington.”


“All five of you?”


“Uh-huh. My father believed that our education needed theater and museums and history, so we’d take ‘culture trips,’ he called them.” The memory opens. “We were packed in a Jeep Wagoneer. It had wood on the sides, a really pretty car. The three of us were in back, me in the middle so those two didn’t fight. We didn’t have movies to distract us.”


“What about music?”


“Nope. Dad said that was for a concert hall. So we’d play games, like I Spy, or looking for license plates from different states. Margo was always testing him, laughing or singing, and we’d be giggling, so he’d end up yelling at us anyway. Mom would tell him we weren’t doing any harm, so he’d yell at her. It went downhill from there.”


Joy considers that as we pass a horse trailer with two tails hanging out the back. She turns to follow, looking for horse eyes through the narrow slats. “So those trips weren’t fun?”


“Actually, they were,” I recall. “It was backseat against front, three of us against Dad.”


She thinks about that to a quieter Brahms as we pass Norwalk. Then, sounding unsure, like she’s only now considering what we might find when we arrive in Bay Bluff, she says, “But being old and all, he’s mellowed, right?”


“Anne says he has,” I grant, though, that wasn’t my takeaway from Jack’s call. If Dad is worse—if he’s irrational, or, God forbid, does have a gun—


But those are ifs, and Anne has said no to them all. If I seriously thought Joy was in danger, we wouldn’t be headed to see the man now.


“I’m starved,” she announces. The avocado wrap we’d shared before leaving, which would have spoiled if left behind in the fridge—has clearly worn off. “How much longer?”


“Ninety minutes, give or take. I can stop—”


“No. I want to wait. You said Bay Bluff has great places to eat.”


“It does.” I’ve Googled it. Of course I have. My favorite eatery is still there. “Great fried clams.”


“Fried is bad.”


“This fried is good. Trust me, babe.”


She doesn’t argue, mainly because she is checking her phone again, which she hides behind a show of changing the station. Her hand is quickly tapping the beat of Maroon 5 on her thigh.


The rain has let up, but the sky remains thick. “So,” she invites, “what did Margo say?” When I’m silent, I feel her stare. “You didn’t call her?”


“I decided not to. I didn’t want to argue with her. You want to go, and that’s that. Besides, it’s not like we’ll be there long.” One week. I’m booked for a job in the city the Saturday after this one.


“She’ll be angry if she finds out. Won’t Anne tell her?”


I hesitate several seconds too long.


“Oh, no, Mom. You didn’t tell her either? We agreed that you’d call.”


“I made an executive decision not to,” I say in my most executive tone. “If she knows we’re coming, she’ll rush to fix the house or search for a gun. If we really want to know what’s happening there, we have to surprise her.” Besides, once I called her, I would be committed. But right up until the minute we left, I wanted the option of changing my mind—which I’ve done a dozen times in the last few days. It’s about those memories.


And here comes another, triggered by nothing more than a sign to Westport. Mom wanted to stop there. When Dad refused, they argued. After Elizabeth’s disappearance, when their marriage crumbled, we realized that he’d had a lover there.


Disconcerted by how quickly the angst returns, I focus on the music—Sheeran again, “Perfect” this time. I tell Joy about a friend who lived in Fairfield, an innocent enough memory. But by the time we pass Bridgeport, I’m back on the Aldiss family road trip. This time it’s my needing a bathroom and Daddy refusing to stop. Then, as we approach New Haven, I remember being rejected from Yale and Daddy blaming it on my portfolio, since, he claimed, photography wasn’t “real art.” Coming up on New London, where I did go to college, I remember the stomach cramps I used to have heading home for vacation. I’m not feeling full-out cramps now, just small knots of apprehension.


Another hunger complaint comes from Joy as we pass Mystic. It’s after two, and I would have been hungry myself had it not been for those knots, but when I offer to stop, she says, “It’s only twenty minutes more, Mom,” like I was the one who had complained, like I’d been complaining for the last hour. Hunger is her version of Are we there yet?


We are closing in. Leaving I-95, we’re on Route 234, a.k.a. Pequot Trail, which is a name I used to love, though now it brings us closer to the last place I want to be. Pawcatuck slows us down, same old for a Friday afternoon in June, but too soon we cross into Rhode Island, pass under the railroad bridge, and find ourselves in downtown Westerly.


Turn back! cries my scared little self. But it’s too late. Way too late.


Muscle memory takes over then, well, of a sort. I know these roads like the back of my hand; know which ones to take to skirt the worst of the downtown traffic and, after that, which ones lead to the sea. Little has changed in the years I’ve been gone, a fact that eases me in an odd kind of way. I see the same modest houses, the same gas station and hair salon. What used to be a strip mall has become a shopping center with a supermarket, a CVS, and Urgent Care, but the languor of seaside New England remains.


Joy turns off the radio and watches it all with the same awe she might show the Grand Canyon, which amuses me. This is no Grand Canyon. We are in understated Yankee territory here, a stiff backbone in the most unassuming of homes. Wood siding is uniformly on a gray scale, green lawns are neatly mowed, and while the occasional shrub patch has been left wild by a mutinous owner, the rest are neatly trimmed. Even the ancient maples and oaks, whose Puritanical primness hides motel cottages from prying eyes, are limbed with lavish green leaves in a way that suggests Old World wealth.


We pass a small independent pharmacy, a florist with purple petunias cascading from hooks on the porch, a cemetery stretching so far that my sisters and I always believed strangers came here from miles away just to be buried near the sea. I’m thinking that it’s really very sweet—when we hit the BAY BLUFF ANIMAL HOSPITAL, and my qualms return. There are no names on the signpost, no John Sabathian DVM or some such. But it has to be his, doesn’t it? How many vets are there in a small shore town?


This is the first visible reminder of what I’m walking into, and it shatters my poise. I dread being here, but feel guilt at not having come sooner. I’m afraid of what I’ll find when I get to the house, but feel an overriding responsibility for whatever it is. I’m having second thoughts about surprising Anne and not calling Margo. And seeing my father? That’s the worst. My relationship with him has always been iffy. And now? He may be angry to see me, or pleased that I’ve come. He may not recognize me at all.


Deep down, though, driving along these streets, I feel a touch of excitement. For all the emotional baggage this place brings, I loved it once. The Rhode Island shore and I have a past, and it isn’t all bad.


Take Gendy Scoops, I realize, smiling when I see the rambling white house with sea green awnings. “Gendy was an old lady,” I tell Joy, “but this looks rehabbed. Her kids must run it now. Or their kids. Summers, we hung out here.”


“Not in Bay Bluff?”


“Bay Bluff didn’t have an ice cream shop. Besides, everyone knew everyone in Bay Bluff, so if we didn’t want spies reporting to our parents, we came here.”


The bikes out front now have thick tires that make the ride over back roads easier. There are cars, too, and people eating ice cream under huge umbrellas that match the sea green of the awnings. The sky is a blanket of clouds with the occasional spot of blue, but the pavement is dry. Joy was right about that.


The final approach is lush with the rich green of oaks, the blue of hydrangeas that thrive in sea air, the fountains of ornamental grass that had become a landscaping mainstay. We pass the same three-way intersection that I remember, the same signs for Misquamicut and Watch Hill. Another several minutes in, and the houses start swelling in size.


“Crazy,” Joy murmurs when we pass a particularly grand one.


“That was there before, but the next one’s new.” I point ahead. “And that one.” These are expensive homes, with expensive cars parked in expensive circular drives. No overgrown shrubs here. All is as pruned as the salty air allows.


Bay Bluff is its own little peninsula halfway between Misquamicut and Watch Hill. A small, weatherworn sign with an arrow marks the turnoff, so that if you don’t know to look for it, you miss it. We used to joke that the arrow was flipping the bird to anyone who hadn’t been invited to town, but now I wonder if I’m welcome here myself. Is home always home? Why, then, does my mind see ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK in that arrow?


Tucking the warning away, I drive on past banks of mailboxes at dirt driveways that burrow off into the trees. Once the road has angled along the peninsula, we pass homes I remember—the Mahoneys, the Santangelos, the Wrights, all still here in some generational form, to judge from the names on mailboxes. These houses have been updated with gables, turrets, and glass, and, to a one, their cedar shakes are weathered a deliberately stylish gray.


“Beach,” Joy cries when houses give way to diagonal parking, not quite filled but almost, and beyond that sand and surf. “Put down your window,” she orders, straining against her seat belt to see out my side.


Slowing, I do it as much for her as for me, and the warm salt air billows in, as if it was just waiting for the invite. No matter how much beach air I’ve breathed in the last twenty years, this is different. It smells of time and fish and a gazillion grains of sand that have washed through kelp, cradled crustaceans, or human toes. And still, it fills me with an odd . . . purity. How to explain?


Rather than try, I leave my window down. The tide is out, reducing the thunder of surf to a tuneful roll as the waves spill like dominoes down the shore. We pass a grove of stunted trees and shrubs, and while the green is dulled here, wild beach roses more than compensate.


Then those are gone, too, and we reach the square, which is as close to a center of town as Bay Bluff can claim. Slowing down, I’m impressed in spite of myself. When I left, only a handful of shops skirted a central patch of scruffy grass, but there are more than a dozen shops now, and the patch of grass has become a deck of pebbles hosting a large bench, whiskey barrels filled with blood-orange lantana, and a pair of gaslights. When I left, the shops had a freestanding feel, but the square’s corners are now pergolas to the sea, and the gaps between shops have been filled. Awnings and signage are of a style. Sidewalks have been widened for picnic tables outside eateries—and those? I can’t see details from the car, and with another car behind me I have to keep rolling, but there are three separate clusters of tables, all comfortably filled this mid-afternoon.


For a place that supposedly doesn’t give a fig whether people come or not, it’s an inviting little secret. Actually, not so much a secret, to judge from the flock of visitors milling in a splash of T-shirts and shorts, flip-flops and hats.


Feeling an inkling of pride, I ask Joy, “What do you think?”


“I need food,” she declares, which translates into Stop here, stop now, and even though the voice of wisdom says we should go to the house first, I’ve been promising Joy we’d have lunch.


So I park in the lot just beyond the square—once dirt, now neat gravel—pull my ponytail through a ball cap and slip on large sunglasses. By the time I’ve grabbed my camera, Joy is at my door, brows raised. “Seriously, Mom? Sunglasses?”


“For the glare,” I say and climb out.


Glare? she might have echoed and added another seriously? Instead, humoring me, she reaches back into the car to snatch her own sunglasses from the console. They are identical to mine. We bought them last February in Jamaica, and while large and round is more her look than mine, they happen to offer the right amount of shade.


That quickly, she is gone off to explore. I close the door and, for an instant, leaving New York in the car, I can’t move. I’m hit by an unexpected moment, the balmy scent of my childhood is that strong around me. No, it isn’t the same at other beaches, and purity is a dodge. What’s different here is memory, which hugs me with myriad arms before I can think to raise my guard. Held in its grip, I remember the ripeness of sea-soaked bathing suits, the smell of fresh fish at the docks, the sweetness of full bellies in a delicate crust—and above it, the screech of gulls, the slap of a screen door, and always, muted or clear, the roll of the waves.


From the parking lot, I can’t see those waves over a string of dunes. But I do see things to save. Flipping the glasses to my head and the camera to my eye, I photograph the blur-of-color Joy makes as she strides past the Clam Shack’s weathered-gray siding. Distracted by that siding, I close in on its texture, then back away again to shoot shadows that sharpen as a cloud gives way to blue. Lowering the camera, I replace the shades, but as soon as I round the corner, there’s more photo bait. Glasses up, camera to eye, I take pictures of a family of four in blue BAY BLUFF T-shirts, newly bought, folds still fresh. I zoom in for close-ups of the town name, momentarily an ironic Bay Buff when the teenage boy wearing it reaches to scratch his back. Shifting focus, I spot three dogs sitting like a trio of old men on the bench in the center of the square.


Dogs are safer than seeing people I recognize, although there haven’t been any of the latter yet. There will be. That was the danger of stopping here first and the wisdom of ball cap, glasses, and camera. I haven’t changed much in twenty years. I still wear my hair long, it’s still light brown, and the ends still frizz in ocean air. I’m still five-six, still 125 pounds—okay, before breakfast and naked, but my point stands. Twenty years isn’t that long a time.


Uh-oh, and yup, there’s the first. Deana Smith is a descendant of the granite quarrying Smiths whose historic importance is Westerly lore. Classmates like me added envy to the lore; Deanna had such a handle on guys, grades, and looks that it wasn’t fair. My camera follows her down the sidewalk until she disappears under the SMITH REAL ESTATE sign, which explains her skirt and blouse, formal for Bay Bluff, but make sense if she’s a realtor. Likewise, Deana herself. She was the kind of outgoing that would make for a successful broker—knew everyone and everything, and would definitely recognize me. If she does, she’ll tell whomever she meets, which won’t be good.


But she hasn’t seen me. I’m under a ball cap and behind camera and glasses, am I not?


Not chancing that she might look out her front window and find a camera aimed her way, I quickly shift focus all the way to the corner, where—whoa—a camera is focused on me. I don’t move. Turning and running would be a sure sign of guilt. Besides, do I actually know whether this guy, who is tall and narrow in loose shorts and a baggy tee, is looking at me, rather than at the parking lot behind me? Does he actually know that I’m focused on him rather than on the periwinkle-covered pergola or the ocean beyond?


I squeeze the shutter release. When he continues to keep his camera aimed at me, it becomes a contest. I’m not quite sure where my defiance is from, but I feel something proprietary for Bay Bluff. This is my town. He is the outsider.


Zooming in, I take another shot. Then, lowering my camera, I simply stare at him. I’m afraid he took a picture of that, too.


I’m used to people taking pictures of people. What better place for street photography than New York, where faces are nameless and diverse? The same can’t be said for Bay Bluff. I’m starting to wonder about that when he lowers his camera and studies the screen on the back. He looks to be barely thirty, which makes him younger than me, but no way is he thinking MILF thoughts. I don’t radiate sexuality. Never have.


Sure enough, he raises the camera again, focusing this time on the dogs on the bench. After taking several shots, he checks the LED screen again. Then he looks around, apparently feels he’s taken enough, adjusts the camera strap on his shoulder and heads back through the pergola toward the beach.


Dismissing him as a random tourist, I raise my own camera again and turn to the other side of the square. There my lens finds SUNNY SIDE UP with its eponymous sign and, since it’s after two, a CLOSED card on the door. The shop is much as I imagined it would be, meaning yellow and fresh. It is flanked by a bookstore with as many bright toys in the window as books, and a sand-colored shell shop, both holdovers from my time here. Farther along, I see a deli, its patrons eating thick sandwiches on the patio. At the foot of the square, a beach shop hawks boogie boards, a stack of folding chairs, and blow-up toys ranging from simple rings to Wonder Woman. Next comes Smith Real Estate. And after that, oh Lord, the penny candy store, another holdover from my childhood, and wouldn’t you know, Joy is glued to its window, which is nearly as colorful as she is. How not to immortalize that? I bracket several shots, then, when I see that she sees me, lower my camera. She sprints over.


“Mom.” Her eyes are wide with excitement, her voice breathless as she grabs my hand. “You have to see this.” She pulls me down the south side of the square to a shop between the Clam Shack and Small Plates. The latter is apparently a seaside version of tapas, serving small portions of lobster salad, slaw, sliders, and skins, if the low prices on the chalkboard outside are a clue. I don’t have time to study the menu further, though, because she draws me into a store between the eateries. Jeans and Joe.


It occurs to me that Joe is the guy Anne mentioned, the one who dressed Dad when he wandered down from the bluff in his PJs. Jeans are displayed in the window, but they are way outnumbered by BAY BLUFF gear. This is where the family in blue got their shirts, but I’m stunned that my daughter wants this, rather than organic yogurt raisins or coconut smiles. She has never liked tourist gear, always considers it tacky. Before I can remind her of that, though, she slides her sunglasses to the top of her head and leads me past stacks of beach towels and blankets, shelves of branded mugs and picture frames, racks of T-shirts and tank tops and bathing suits. With uncanny precision, she extracts two hoodie sweatshirts, one women’s S, one M. Both are bright red with the town’s name splashed on the front in large white letters.


“Can we?” she asks, and, yes, it’s a question, though I see dire hope in her eyes, and it’s a killer.


She’s getting the sweatshirt, of course. I’m a sucker for dire hope, and this is a unique circumstance. Still, I ask, “When will you ever wear this?”


“Now. Feel the wind? And tomorrow, and the day after that? We didn’t bring anything for the cool, and besides, I’ll wear it back home.”


“You will not,” I remark. I don’t feel much wind now and, sure, wind can funnel down avenues in New York and fall comes in three months and winter after that. But once we’re back, she’ll think this tacky again.


“I will wear it. I love this place. It’s my roots.”


“Whose roots?” I tease, thinking hers are in New York. But that isn’t really true. In the deepest sense, her roots are here. Because my roots are here. So I’m wrong.


Oh, yes, I’m wrong. No parent is perfect. When Joy was a baby, I spoiled her, the result being a nightmarish terrible twos. Getting through it was a slog that lasted until she was five, but we both emerged on the other side a little smarter. She learned that when I say certain things a certain way, that’s how it is. I learned to hold firm when it really matters and to be flexible when it does not. A stubborn parent creates a stubborn child. A parent who refuses to admit a mistake creates a child who can’t.


Gracious in victory, Joy simply smiles. And again, I feel a twinge of pride, this time that she does like the place of my birth. Distracted by the pleasure of that, I take both sweatshirts and make for the cash register.


Too late, I realize my error. Behind it stands a man I’ve definitely seen before, and from the way he is looking at me, the recognition is mutual. I need my shades. But they’re hooked on the neck of my tee, and putting them on here, now, inside, would be a tip-off.


Since this isn’t a kid working a summer job, I’m guessing that this is Joe-the-owner. He is roughly my age and height, with an auburn man-bun and a sunburned nose. I’m struggling to place him, when he turns the same puzzled gaze on Joy, and it strikes me that he may see the family resemblance even more so in her. Joy has the same dark hair as Margo and Anne, the same forest green eyes, while mine are lighter on both counts. That said, we all have Mom’s heart-shaped face.


A name comes to me then. Joey DiMinico. He was Margo’s year in school, a fact that Anne failed to mention when she told me of the Joe who dressed Dad. Of course, he would find us familiar. He sees the twenty-years-older Anne every day.


This could be a problem, I realize. The last thing I want is for him to pick up the phone and call her before we get to the house ourselves.


“Just arrived?” he asks.


“We have,” I say with an exaggerated flourish that I hope suggests tourist glee. “How much do I owe you?” Since he hasn’t connected the final dots, I search my wallet for cash, rather than handing over my credit card with a neon Aldiss emblazoned on the front.


While Joy dives into her sweatshirt, I hand over a fifty and, leaving my hand waiting for change, half turn to watch her dance to the front of the store.


“First time?” he asks as I pocket the change.


Risking rudeness, I simply lose myself in my own sweatshirt. Good to look like every other tourist, right? By the time I join Joy on the sidewalk, my sunglasses are in place. What I see through them, though, brings me to a dead halt.


It’s a ghost not ten feet away and closing in.


But no. The image in my mind is of a woman who, had she lived, would have been in her late sixties. This girl may have the same blond hair and gray eyes, the same tall, athletic build, but she can’t be twenty yet.


So no, this person isn’t Elizabeth MacKay. It’s just the power of suggestion in my nostalgic mind, active now that I’m back here for the first time in so long.


The girl smiles—a different smile, I see—and passes us by.


Then my phone rings, and Anne’s name lights up the screen.




Chapter 4


In the space of a heartbeat, I wonder why my sister is calling at this very minute—whether someone did recognize me, even the man with the camera—and why didn’t I play it safe and go to the house first? But Joy wanted to stop.


Nope. Can’t blame Joy. I wanted to stop, too.


And besides, it’s done.


“Hey, Annie,” I say casually and brace for her dismay.


Her voice is muted but urgent, and not the words I expected. “Dad fell. He was climbing the ladder to get something from the attic and lost his footing. I’ve told him those steps aren’t safe. I’ve told him so many times that I can get things from the attic for him, all he needs to do is to ask. But he doesn’t listen. When did he ever listen? He is the most stubborn man—”


“Was he hurt?” I interrupt to ask, and Joy moves closer.


“Broken wrist. It’s a simple break, and at least it’s his left arm, so he can still write and brush his teeth and feed himself. Can you imagine if it’d been his right? I suppose it wouldn’t have been that big a deal, just someone coming in to help him do those things while I’m gone. But his balance isn’t good, Mal. I hear this from tons of people whose parents are starting to age.”


I defer the aging issue. “Have they set it?”


“They’re about to,” she says, clearly at the hospital, hence her muted voice. “They’re giving him a waterproof cast. That’ll be one less worry.”


“Where are you?


“Urgent Care.” She is instantly defensive. “It’s ten minutes from the house—and I knew it wasn’t major, so if you’re thinking I should have gone to Westerly Hospital and waited forever, don’t say it. Twenty minutes was bad enough. Dad kept getting up from his chair and going to the desk to ask when Dr. Cronin would arrive. Remember Cronin? His old PCP? Who died ten years ago?” I didn’t know he had died, just one more thing I had missed, but Anne says, “Dad has the patience of a three-year-old.”


“Is it the Urgent Care at the crossroads?”


There is a short pause, then a cautious, “Yes . . .” Clearly, she wonders how I know, since it was not there when I left town.


“I’ll be right there.”


“What do you mean?”


“Joy and I are in Bay Bluff.”


Her voice jumps. “You are? Where? Since when?”


“We just got here.”


“At the house?”


“No. The square. We couldn’t resist stopping.”


“Why didn’t you say you were coming? I mean, how fair is that, Mallory? You haven’t been home in years and you just show up? The house is a mess. If I’d known, I’d have cleaned, I’d have aired out your room, I’d have been prepared.” Here’s the chastisement, though it sounds more like hurt.


Feeling guilty for that, I say a soft, “I wanted to surprise you, Annie. We can be at Urgent Care in fifteen minutes.”


“It’ll take you eight.”


“Yes, but my daughter hasn’t eaten since breakfast. We’ll get something to go. Should I get something for you and Dad?”


Since the answer to that is a no, Joy and I wolf down our own lunches as we drive—a veggie burger for her, fried clams (could not resist) for me. The wolfing down is starvation on Joy’s part, nervousness on mine. I haven’t seen my father in three years, and, forget Alzheimer’s disease or dementia or even just ordinary old age, the man terrifies me. He always has, which is probably the major reason I haven’t been back to see him sooner.


Parking in the lot outside Urgent Care, we run up the steps and down the porch to the wavy glass door. We’re barely into the reception area when my father and sister emerge from an inner office.


Given that he has a fresh white cast on his left hand, Dad stands remarkably tall. He wears ironed khakis and a button-down shirt whose left sleeve is rolled to clear the cast. His silver hair is vaguely disheveled, but his posture picks up the slack. It is commanding, a warning to anyone who may be in his way, and certainly enough to intimidate me. I’ve been waiting for his illness to soften that, but it hasn’t done it yet. His eyes are blue, faded from what they were a few years back, but authoritative nonetheless. His stride keeps him the half-step ahead of Anne that always seemed his due.
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