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            There’s no way to be a perfect mother and a million ways to be a good one.

            —Jill Churchill, Grime and Punishment 

         

         
            My darling girl, when are you going to realize that being normal is not necessarily a virtue? It rather denotes a lack of courage.

            —Aunt Frances, Practical Magic (1998)

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         On summer weekends The American Hotel in Sag Harbor felt like the center of the universe. If you lived in town, you were stopping by for a drink, and if you were visiting, you wanted a spot in one of the eight guest rooms.

         It was the Friday before Memorial Day, not officially summer but close enough. The Hampton Jitney stopped right in front of the hotel and unloaded a fresh batch of Manhattanites every hour.

         Emma Mapson, a Sag Harbor native, had watched the summer crowds grow every year. She’d seen fancier restaurants open and higher-end boutiques decorate Main Street. But one thing that never changed was The American Hotel. The red-brick Colonial building looked and felt exactly as it had when Emma was a young girl, with the same antique wood furniture, nautical paintings, and Tiffany chandeliers. The lobby had the same well-worn couch and the same backgammon table where her father had taught her to play and where she, in turn, had taught her own daughter to play. It all seemed to say to her, Go ahead, live a little. At least, it used to feel that way.

         “I have a problem with my room,” a woman said, approaching the front desk.

         “I’m sorry to hear that,” Emma said, glancing down at the handwritten reservation log and trying to figure out which guest she was talking to. “What’s the problem?”

         “Everything!” the woman said. “I can’t find a single outlet for charging my phone. There’s no television, and there’s no closet.”

         Emma arranged her face into a practiced, neutral expression. Too empathetic, and it was like she was admitting there was a problem; too quizzical, and the guest felt even more provoked. Best to look simply blank.

         “What’s your last name, ma’am?” Emma asked.

         “Stoward.” She spelled it slowly, as if Emma were barely familiar with the alphabet. Emma flipped through the reservation ledger and found the woman was booked in the Cooper Room. True, there was no television in that room—or in any of the rooms. And although technically there wasn’t a closet, the room did feature a large antique armoire. She had no idea why the woman couldn’t find the outlets.

         “Mrs. Stoward, I’ll—” Emma looked up and caught a glimpse of a familiar mop of curly dark hair across the lobby.

         The American Hotel’s front desk provided the best people-watching in town. Emma never knew who might be sitting on the sofa, which offered views of Main Street on one side and the hotel’s always-full bar on the other; she might look up and see the town dockmaster, a tourist from the Midwest, a celebrity chef, or Billy Joel, a local. But she was happiest when the person planted in that coveted spot was the one she saw now, her fourteen-year-old daughter, Penny.

         Penny’s thin frame was hunched over her drawing pad, as always. Emma couldn’t see her face because it was hidden by hair. Oh, that hair. When Penny was a toddler, people had stopped Emma in the street to comment on her daughter’s curls. Emma watched her now, willing her to glance up. She could always tell from Penny’s eyes—big and dark and so unlike her own—whether or not she was in a decent mood. Emma didn’t know if it was Penny’s age or just Penny, but the mood roller coaster was something to be reckoned with.

         Emma smiled at the hotel guest standing before her. “I’ll be up to your room in a minute to see what I can do,” she said, buying herself some time to find out why Penny had left school so early. When the woman was out of sight, Emma slipped out from behind the desk.

         Penny, busy rummaging through her book bag, didn’t notice her.

         “Hi, hon,” Emma said. “What are you doing out of school?”

         Penny looked up, pushing her curls out of her face.

         “It’s a half day. You know, ’cause of the holiday weekend.”

         Of course. “Right! I forgot.” She leaned down to wrap her arms around her but Penny wriggled away. Emma straightened up, trying not to feel rejected. “Okay. So what’s your plan?”

         “I’m going to hang out with Mr. Wyatt. But I need to buy a book first.” She gave Emma her puppy-dog-eyed I need money look.

         Emma sighed. “Can’t you borrow it from the library?”

         “They don’t have it yet and I really want to show it to Mr. Wyatt today.”

         Emma turned to look at the corner of the bar where the old man, a world-renowned artist and her daughter’s unlikely pal, could always be found in the late afternoon. “Don’t bother Mr. Wyatt right now. He’s talking to someone.” She walked Penny to the front desk and handed her a twenty. Her daughter leaned over and gave her a quick kiss.

         “I guess now I know the price of a little public affection,” Emma said.

         Penny rolled her eyes on her way out the door.

         Emma answered the ringing house phone, booked a room reservation, and then walked up the stairs to the second floor to see what she could do to placate the complaining guest.

         “Finally,” Mrs. Stoward said when she opened the door. She was not alone in the room. Emma spotted a man—Mr. Stoward?—seated on the edge of one of the twin brass beds. He was busy tapping away at his phone and didn’t bother looking up.

         “See what I mean?” Mrs. Stoward waved her arm as if to say Look at this disaster.

         Emma glanced around, taking in the antique full-length mirror, the red-and-gold-striped couch, and a set of Dominy chairs. The room also featured a beautiful armoire that could hold a full wardrobe.

         It made her crazy when summer people didn’t fully appreciate the charm of the hotel. The building dated back to 1843 and yet guests expected it to feel like the Four Seasons. And they never had any sense of the village’s history. They didn’t care that it had been a whaling port, a writers’ colony, a historic African-American community, a stop on the Underground Railroad. Did they know that John Steinbeck had called Sag Harbor home? No; all they wanted was restaurant recommendations.

         “Let me show you the outlets,” Emma said. She bent down and pointed out one hidden by the legs of the wooden desk.

         “Well, that solves one problem,” the woman said, hands on her hips.

         Emma walked to the armoire and opened it. “We have more hangers if you need them. I think you’ll find this very spacious.”

         Mrs. Stoward peered suspiciously at the armoire. “Is this cedar?”

         “Just use the damn cabinet, Susan,” mumbled the man.

         “And what about the television?” she said to Emma.

         That got the man’s attention. He directed his irritated gaze at Emma. “Yes, we need to get a television in here,” he said. “There’s a game at seven.”

         Before Emma could explain that they didn’t have televisions at the hotel, she heard a scream from the ground floor.

         “Excuse me,” she said, and she rushed from the room to the top of the stairs. One of the housekeepers was running up.

         “Someone just passed out at the bar!” the housekeeper yelled, almost breathless. Passed out? It was early afternoon. Had someone already overindulged? It had been known to happen.

         “Did you call an ambulance?” Emma said, running down the stairs to reach the front desk. She pushed through the wooden door between the stairwell and the lobby, a door she knew was often blocked by a café cart or a table, but she would lose precious seconds if she used the patio door and went around to the front entrance.

         Nothing was blocking the door to the lobby today. She grabbed the black landline phone on the front desk and dialed 911.

         “It’s Emma at The American Hotel. We need an ambulance for an unconscious customer.” The dispatcher asked her for some specifics, but from her spot, she couldn’t get a good look at the fallen customer, and the phone wasn’t cordless. The old-fashioned quirks of the place sometimes posed a challenge. She should have used her cell phone, but service could be spotty.

         Waiters and busboys gathered around the person on the floor; the bartender, Chris, was on his knees trying to help. Did Chris have EMT experience? She wouldn’t be surprised. Most people working in town were, if not jacks-of-all-trades, skilled at a variety of jobs. The person taking your dinner order one night could very well be operating your water taxi the next.

         She scanned the bar, looking for anyone she recognized, trying to get a sense of whether the guest on the floor was a tourist or a local. The bar had a few regulars who came for happy hour every day, year-round. They were the ones at the bar in the middle of a blizzard. The American Hotel was a club to these customers.

         Emma realized one bar stool was empty, the one at the corner closest to the lobby.

         Oh no. She hoped the person on the ground wasn’t who she thought it was.

         
             

         

         Penny crossed Main Street, heading for the bookstore. As far as she was concerned, the town had two major things going for it: the bookstore and the self-serve frozen-yogurt shop, BuddhaBerry. Somehow, between these two places, she would find a way to pass the three-day weekend.

         Penny didn’t do well with lots of free time. It made her anxious.

         “Instead of worrying,” her mom had said, “think of something you have to be happy about. Just one thing, even if it’s small.”

         One thing she had to be happy about was that eighth grade was nearly finished. It had been a brutal year. She’d almost failed math. Her best friend, Robin, barely had time for her anymore now that she’d become part of the group of “basics”—the girls with the flat-ironed hair and the new iPhones and the right clothes. Then, in December, the town’s only movie theater had burned down. Everyone freaked out—it had been a historic building, and that stretch of Main Street smelled charred for weeks afterward. The burned pit was nasty. Still, Penny was amazed how upset people got about it.

         “It’s symbolic,” her mother told her. “It’s a sudden loss. And too much about this town is changing as it is. We have to hold on to some things.”

         Without the theater, there was one less thing to do on the lonely weekends. And now, one less thing to do this summer.

         But she still had this place, Harbor Books.

         The bookstore smelled like fruit and spices from the Dobrá Tea bar in the back. The owner, a twenty-something woman named Alexis Pine, had told Penny about the tea thing months before it opened. Alexis was obsessed with it—oolong tea, pu’er tea, green tea. Alexis had long hair that had once been blond but was now the pinkish-red hue of hair that had been dyed with Kool-Aid. She had funky, boho clothes and was basically everything Penny wished she could be. Alexis also had two cats in the shop, a vintage-book collection in a glass case in the back, and an impressive working knowledge of graphic novels.

         “Hey, Penny,” Alexis called from the counter. “Your book came in.”

         Penny was moving on from her manga and superhero phase and getting into realism with the graphic novel This One Summer by Jillian Tamaki and Mariko Tamaki.

         Penny slid her mother’s twenty across the counter with her fingertips, trying to touch as little of the bill as possible.

         “Whatcha doing this weekend?” Alexis asked, handing Penny her change.

         Penny quickly shoved the change in her pocket, pulled her forbidden tube of Purell out of her handbag, and squeezed a fat blob of it on the backs of her hands and on her palms. It burned her skin, which was already dry and cracked from overwashing.

         “I’m not sure what I’m doing yet,” Penny said.

         She was embarrassed to admit that she didn’t have any plans. Why did she feel like such a loser lately? It wasn’t just the usual things, like not having a dad around and living in a house that was small and in the wrong part of town. Her otherness felt deeper, more unshakable, with every passing week.

         It was why she felt more comfortable around older people. They didn’t seem to notice anything strange about her. Most were just nice. This was why she had gotten into the habit of hanging around the hotel where her mother worked.

         That’s why she was going back there now to show her new book to Mr. Wyatt.

         Mr. Wyatt had white hair and always wore a tweed jacket and carried a nephrite walking stick from Fabergé. His usual seat was in the near corner of the bar, his back to the lobby, and he didn’t talk to anyone because he was always bent over a cocktail napkin doodling. It had taken a while before she’d realized some of these napkin drawings were framed in the dining room. The night she’d noticed this, she wanted to ask her mom about it, but the bar had been packed, and if her mother had known she was still there, she would have sent her home. So she asked the old man, “How’d you get them to hang your drawings on the wall?”

         “They fished them out of the garbage or retrieved them from a crumpled heap at the end of the evening. I had very little to do with it.”

         It took her a few seconds to process this, and then she told him, “I draw too.” It was one of the few things she enjoyed.

         “I’m surprised anyone of your generation lets go of the phone long enough to put pencil to paper,” he said.

         “I’m not allowed to have a smartphone,” she said. Penny had OCD and anxiety, and the doctor said screens were the worst things for her. This didn’t help her in the friend department.

         “You’re not allowed to have a phone but you’re allowed to hang around in hotel bars?” he said.

         “I’m just visiting my mother at work,” she told him.

         The old man looked across the room at her mother, then back at her. He smiled for the first time. “Emma’s kid. I see the resemblance.” He had to be lying. Her mother was beautiful and she was, well, not.

         After that night, Mr. Wyatt asked to see her drawings. He met her in the lobby and they sat on the couch; she drank soda and he had martinis and he taught her about contour and proportion. A month or so later, she realized that Henry’s drawings were hung in other places besides the hotel. His artwork was all around town. Henry was famous.

         Now, as she was leaving the bookstore, her phone, her old, crappy, embarrassing flip phone, chirped with a text.

         Don’t be mad. You can totally come to the party. I’ll send you the address.

         Penny ignored it. She didn’t need Robin’s charity invitation. She had better things to do.

         She headed back to the hotel. It took her a minute before she noticed the police cars. Two were parked at an awkward angle right in front of the building. Traffic was being redirected. A small crowd had gathered on the sidewalk.

         She ducked her head down and tried to slip across the front porch to the hotel entrance.

         “Young lady, step aside. You can’t go in there,” an officer said.

         Ushered to the sidewalk, Penny wondered if she could sneak around back. And then—

         “Some old guy dropped dead at the bar,” a man announced. “Right over his martini.”

         “That’s how I want to go,” someone said.

         Penny stood very still. Sirens blared nearby, and she covered her ears, her anxiety officially triggered. In the midst of all this, the four o’clock jitney pulled up to the curb, and dozens of passengers disembarked, lugging bags and talking on their phones. Although Penny was desperate to get away, she was trapped by the swarm of summer people in a hurry to have fun.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Few things in life gave Bea Winstead more pleasure than a crowded room.

         As one of New York’s most legendary art patrons, Bea was famous for her intimate gatherings of, oh, a hundred or so people, the kind of people whose deep pockets and eagerness to acquire the next big thing merited an invite. And then there were the guests of honor, the lucky artists who walked into Bea’s Park Avenue apartment wondering how they might pay the next month’s rent on their studios in Greenpoint and ending the evening with six figures in sales. It was this promise of art meeting commerce that had given Bea’s parties the heady air of unpredictability and importance for more than four decades.

         But apparently, her power was waning. She scanned the room and noted the no-shows. Had her parties lost their luster? Or was it simply that she could not compete with Memorial Day weekend, when everyone fled to the Hamptons? God, how she loathed the Hamptons.

         “Kyle, tell the caterers to keep the drink carts at least five feet from any panels.”

         Her assistant was a handsome young man with a thick head of hair, vibrant blue eyes, and the chiseled features of a movie star. When she first saw him doing odd jobs around her building, she assumed that was what he aspired to be, an actor, like her favorite waiter at Aureole, who’d ended up on a sitcom.

         “No, ma’am. I’m happy to be a handyman,” he’d said when she asked.

         Bea appreciated that kind of focus. Dedication to work was important, whatever that work might be. It was a sign of good character. And so, when she needed help with a particularly complicated art installation in her apartment, she’d asked him. That same week, her assistant quit. She thought, Why not hire someone practical, for a change? Enough with these dreamy art hangers-on with no discernible skills. She offered the young handyman a job with a salary he couldn’t turn down.

         Bea took a final look at the canvases Kyle had mounted on the wall for the evening’s event, paintings of gigantic flowers, amoebas, and birds. The artist, Bronx native Frank Cuban, was twenty-six years old. Bea was hosting this show of his work tonight as a favor for an old friend, Joyce Carrier-Jones, an artist she’d known back in the heyday of the Tenth Street galleries. Now Joyce was the dean of admissions at Franklin, the city’s top fine-arts high school. Cuban was a former student. In art, as in life, it was all about who you knew.

         The artist’s show included one panel in acrylic, graphite, wood, and nail polish. Another was an oil pastel on paper with Sharpie and spray paint. Amusing, yes. Groundbreaking, no. Bea missed the days when there were one or two big art movements in any given decade. She missed the sense of discovering a true star.

         But the key to longevity was not to look back. Looking back was fatal to the spirit.

         Joyce Carrier-Jones walked over and handed Bea a glass of wine. Joyce had a loud manner of dressing, bright caftans and large ceramic jewelry. Her dyed-black hair had a dramatic silver streak in front and she wore oversize square-framed glasses.

         “Cheers,” Joyce said. “To the rise of another new talent. You know, Bea, I really admire your career. I might want to move into managing artists like you used to do. Never too late, right?”

         Bea barely heard her. She held up her wineglass, incredulous. It was stemless! Did any standards exist these days?

         “This is unacceptable,” she said.

         “Do you see a crack?” Joyce said.

         “It’s not what I see, it’s what I don’t see—a stem! You cannot serve white wine in a stemless glass.” Her free hand fluttered impatiently up to the large pearls around her neck.

         “Oh, Bea, it’s fine. You have to get with the times. These are very popular right now.”

         “A stem is for function, not decoration. It is to keep the chilled wine from being heated by hands.”

         She charged back into her foyer in a huff, thinking for the thousandth time that the greatest indignity of aging was not watching your body degrade but watching the world around you fall apart.

         Bea had been raised in a place where etiquette was second only to religion—Newport, Rhode Island. She was born just a few years after the Great Hurricane of 1938, a night when roads had been washed away along with people’s lives. But her parents’ story about that infamous evening said everything about the town: When the deadly storm hit, their neighbor Grace Graham Wilson Vanderbilt was preparing for a formal dinner, and she continued her preparations even as a large portion of her porch was swept away by the winds. Roads became rivers, and the invited guests had to decide whether to risk their lives or risk offending Grace Graham Wilson Vanderbilt. Twenty-seven of the thirty invited dinner guests arrived.

         She would have her assistant deal with the wineglasses.

         “Kyle, I need to talk to you,” she said, snapping her fingers and waving him over.

         “I need to talk to you too,” he said. “There’s something you should see.”

         Kyle handed her his phone, a news alert on the home screen: Henry Wyatt, pioneer of the minimalist art movement, dead at 83.

         The room blurred around her. The party, the paintings, the wineglasses—all receded, replaced by images of another crowded room decades earlier. A young man with tapered fingers and paint under his nails. She closed her eyes, seeing a railroad apartment filled with canvas after canvas stacked against the walls. The memories rushed at her, vivid and breathtaking. She saw herself as if it were yesterday, sitting with Henry on a bench in Washington Square Park, broke and uncertain but with their entire lives ahead of them.

         Bea reached for Kyle’s arm to steady herself. “Get everyone out of this apartment. Pack my bag and pull the car around to the front.”

         “Now?”

         “Now!”

         “Where are you going?”

         “We are going to the Hamptons.”

         
              

         

         In addition to everything else she had to do, Emma suddenly had another major task: maintaining a sense of normalcy.

         While she had long heard rumors that The American Hotel was haunted, she had never known anyone to actually drop dead there. That it would happen on her watch was unfortunate. That it would happen to someone she knew and liked, even more so. But there was no time to think about Henry Wyatt when the bar was overflowing and the wait list for a table was in the double digits.

         The Henry Wyatt business was being handled by her boss. The owner of the hotel, Jack Blake, had spent a long time huddled in the back office with the police chief and he was now busy keeping out the press. Emma told herself to pretend it was just a typical Friday night and focus on keeping the guests satisfied.

         The head bartender, Chris Vincenzi, signaled for her.

         Emma had a special affection for the bartenders at the hotel. She knew it was partly because her own father had been one himself. He had died when she was very young, so the hotel bar felt like a link to him. But on a practical level, she appreciated the bartenders because they made her job easier.

         The bar was the heart and soul of the establishment. When cocktails were flowing and the conversation reached a fever pitch, when the assembled crowd was that perfect mix of local and transient, moneyed and blue collar, young and old, all was right with the world. Even the most persnickety hotel guest couldn’t help but fall under the spell. When she’d applied for a job at the hotel, she’d dreamed of working behind the bar. But Jack Blake had never, in the history of his establishment, hired a female bartender. Sexist? Maybe. The guys at the bar called it tradition. She wondered if her father would have agreed with them.

         “Em, can you pull this bottle for me?” Chris said, scribbling the name of a particular bottle of the Châteauneuf-du-Pape on a bar napkin. “I don’t think any of the servers will be able to find it and I’m too slammed to go myself.”

         The owner of the hotel was serious about his wine. Jack had been collecting since the early 1970s, and the wine list was more than eighty-five pages long with somewhere around seventeen hundred selections. Although Emma had been employed at the hotel for almost a dozen years, the intricate maze of the wine cellar still occasionally stumped her. When she was downstairs, wandering through the rows of bottles, a thought popped into her head: Penny! It was the first time in hours she’d had a minute to think of her. Penny was going to take the news of Henry Wyatt’s death hard. Emma just hoped that she could be the one to tell her what happened, that Penny wouldn’t hear about it from someone else or see it online.

         The hardest part of her job was that, when she was at the hotel for twelve or fourteen hours straight, she didn’t get much contact with Penny. It was a safe town, and everyone knew everyone, but it was still less than ideal to have a fourteen-year-old running around unfettered after school. She was a good kid, but things happened. And when Emma was caught up in a busy wave at work, she felt completely cut off from her other job, her more important job, of being a mother. A single mother.

         The wine cellar’s numerical system sometimes sent her in circles and made her feel like she was misreading coordinates on a map, but tonight, thankfully, she navigated it correctly and spotted the bottle of Paul Jaboulet Aîné 2010 Domaine de Terre Ferme Red, Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Okay, so something had finally gone smoothly. Maybe the night was turning around.

         Upstairs, she delivered the wine to the table and hurried back to the front desk to answer the ringing phone.

         “The American Hotel, Emma speaking.”

         “Emma, Jim DiMartino here.”

         Jim DiMartino, a ten-year veteran of the Sag Harbor Police Department, had been one of the first responders when Henry Wyatt collapsed.

         “Hi, Jim. You looking for the chief? He left a while ago.”

         “Actually, that’s not why I’m calling. I’ve got Penny here at the station.”

         Over the din of the bar crowd, she could vaguely make out his words, something about a party and underage drinking and someone backing a car into a house on Fahys Road. Penny hadn’t been drinking, but she’d been caught up in the sweep.

         Emma looked helplessly around the room at the full tables, the packed lobby, the bar three-deep with customers.

         “I’ll be right there.” Mercifully, the police station was just two doors away. She would go get Penny, and then she would have to call Angus to take her home. Angus, who used to rent the house next door, had moved in with Emma and Penny five years ago, when he lost his wife. Part of the move had been for financial reasons; why pay rent on a whole house when he lived by himself? Angus and Celia had, years before that, sold the house they’d owned together. The increased property taxes were crushing everyone, even people who were living in modest homes in modest parts of town. Now there was no such thing. A lot of people Emma knew had been forced to make tough choices.

         But really, the move had been part of a promise he’d made to Celia before she died. Celia, who had babysat for Penny since she was a baby, did not want her husband to live alone after she was gone. “The man has been married for fifty-eight years,” she’d said to Emma. “He won’t fare well on his own. Good heavens, do you know how he would eat if left to his own devices?” Celia, anxious to make sure her husband would be loved and taken care of, made both Angus and Emma promise they would live in the same house.

         Emma hated to call him this late. Angus spent his days volunteering at the Sag Harbor Historical Society or the whaling museum and he was usually asleep before eight. And, really, Emma should be taking Penny home herself. But just as a captain couldn’t abandon his ship, she couldn’t leave the front desk on a busy Friday night. Emma had long ago accepted that at any given moment, she was dropping the ball either at work or at home.

         She turned into the alleyway between the municipal building and Page Restaurant. Page had its windows open, and music and laughter filled the night air.

         The small station couldn’t house all the teenagers picked up at the party, so they were lined up as if this were a fire drill at the high school. Every young face was glued to a cell-phone screen. She scanned the group for Penny. Her daughter, tall for her age at five foot six, usually stood out in a crowd of teenagers. Her wild hair also made her difficult to miss. And yet Emma didn’t see her.

         Emma made her way into the station. Sure enough, Jim had kept Penny close. She sat behind the counter at a chair next to DiMartino’s desk.

         “Thanks for the call,” Emma said, shaking the officer’s hand. She turned to her daughter. “You okay?”

         “Yeah, Mom. I’m fine.” In typical teenage fashion, she seemed irritated, even though Emma was the one who’d been put out. Moments like this would be so much more tolerable if she had a co-parent with whom she could share an eye-roll. But, just as she had countless times before this, she reminded herself that she was in this alone and that she and her daughter were both doing their best.

         “You didn’t tell me you were going to a party.”

         “It was a last-minute thing. And my phone died.”

         Emma didn’t have time for this.

         “Some night,” DiMartino said.

         “Never a dull moment,” Emma said, though that wasn’t exactly true. There were many dull moments. Mostly dull moments, punctuated by minor catastrophes. Was that motherhood—or was it life?

         She walked Penny back to Main Street and sat her on a bench in front of a sign for the old jail museum. She told her not to move an inch until Angus arrived.

         Only when Emma was back behind the desk at the hotel did she remember the news about Henry Wyatt.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         There were houses that had addresses and houses that had names. Henry Wyatt’s home of the past thirty years was the latter. It was nine at night when Bea reached Sag Harbor and Kyle steered the car onto a private street, Actors Colony Road. In the midst of this beautiful stretch of waterfront homes, the house called Windsong sat like the jewel in a crown.

         The driveway curved around the side of the house and led to a hidden garage. Of course Henry would not blight the approach to his home with anything as pedestrian as parked cars.

         Kyle came around and opened Bea’s door, and when the cool night air hit her cheeks, she almost lost her footing. It was real. This was happening. She was at Windsong, but Henry was not. Henry was gone.

         Kyle managed the luggage while Bea walked to the door clutching the single key in her hand. The darkness of night lifted when the security lights were activated by their movements. Kyle let out a low whistle as the house, in all of its modern, dramatic glory, suddenly came into view.

         It was a masterpiece designed by Henry himself decades ago. Henry was an artist to his core, and he had never been constrained by medium. He painted, he drew, he sculpted, and he created his home. Bea, a nonartist who had always surrounded herself with talented people, did not possess the drive to create, but she was in awe of it.

         The one thing all of Henry Wyatt’s work shared was minimalism, and Windsong was an absolute extension of that. A combination of wood, stone, and metal, the house had floor-to-ceiling glass walls and an open layout.

         Bea put the key in the lock. It had been a few years since she’d used it, but she hadn’t taken the key off her key chain since the day Henry had given it to her.

         She moved through darkness and found the central light switch from memory.

         “This place is insane,” Kyle said. Even at night, the spectacular integration of the interior of the house and the outdoors was breathtaking. “You’re sure we should be here?”

         “I have a key, don’t I?” Bea snapped. She walked deeper into the house, each painting on the wall triggering a memory of the friend she’d just lost. She took a few minutes to run her hands over a few of the sculptures meticulously placed throughout, still in disbelief.

         A thirty-two-by-forty-inch oil painting with large swaths of green and black dominated the living room. As with all of his paintings, the piece had a central element to ground it. This particular canvas had hung in the Guggenheim for many years. Entitled Greene Street, 1972, it was named after the location of the gallery they had once owned together.

         “Follow me to the guest suites.”

         How long had it been since she was at the house? She had forgotten the tranquillity of the space, with its white oak floors and ceilings, the flat-panel doors with hidden fixtures. Everything was perfectly designed and seamless. Every inch was Henry.

         The news reports speculated that Henry had suffered a massive heart attack, but Bea needed to get the facts from official channels. She’d left a message for Henry’s attorney Victor Bonivent but had not heard back from him. Now she wondered if he had still retained Victor. How much did she really know about Henry’s life in recent years?

         The stairs to the upper level gave the illusion of floating along a white wall. Bea briefly considered going up to Henry’s room but decided against it. She wasn’t emotionally prepared for that; she would instead take a room in the guest suite.

         For a few years after Henry built the house, Bea had declined his invitations to visit. Windsong had been the mistress who stole him away from Manhattan, away from her. Their rift had not been caused by the house, but it had coincided with the construction of Windsong, and so the place had seemed, for a time, to be the embodiment of their lost friendship.

         “Do you want me to unpack your bag now?” Kyle asked in the doorway of a glass-walled room with a view of the bay.

         Bea waved him off dismissively. “Tomorrow.”

         “Um, Bea, how long will we be staying here? Through the weekend?”

         How long. How long indeed! How long did it take to honor the past? How long to stop feeling like she was staring into the churning waters of her own obsolescence? Of course there was no sense trying to explain this to a thirty-two-year-old, a man who no doubt believed he had all the time in the world. Bea remembered that feeling. And it was indelibly intertwined with her memories of meeting Henry.

         “Kyle, Henry Wyatt was my oldest friend. And I was essentially his family—the only family he had.” She couldn’t change the past. She couldn’t bring Henry back. But, filled with a sense of purpose she hadn’t experienced for a very long time, she said, “I must settle his estate. I know he’d want me to take care of Windsong. We will be here indefinitely.”

         
              

         

         “Sorry my mom had to call you,” Penny said to Angus.

         He barely glanced at her. Angus had white hair and wore frameless round glasses. He wasn’t fat but he had broad shoulders and he was big, like a former football player. Angus was a retired high-school history teacher, and as far as Penny was concerned, he needed to go back to work. He clearly missed it, since he was constantly subjecting her to impromptu lessons about Sag Harbor. He was a nonstop trivia machine, and although her mother found this endlessly fascinating, Penny didn’t like feeling as if she should be taking notes over her breakfast cereal.

         Penny’s mother had told her that when she moved into the house on Mount Misery, shortly after Penny was born, she had immediately bonded with two of her new neighbors, Angus Sinclair and his wife, Celia. Unlike the waves of newcomers who’d been snapping up property for the past decade or so, and also very unlike the summer people, Emma Mapson had deep roots in Sag Harbor. The Sinclairs did as well; Angus’s family had been one of the first African-American families to buy a vacation house in Ninevah Beach. This was in the 1940s, a time when African-Americans weren’t allowed to buy homes in many other parts of the country.

         “I wasn’t asleep yet,” Angus said, pulling up to their house on Mount Misery Drive. “I was watching the news.” His voice was so deep, it made everything he said sound important. Tonight, maybe because she felt guilty about the party, it also made him sound angry.

         Once inside the house, Penny tried to creep up the stairs without any more conversation, but Angus wasn’t letting her off the hook.

         “I just hope you’re not getting yourself into trouble, Penelope Bay Mapson,” he said.

         Angus’s late wife, Celia, had always used Penny’s full given name when she was babysitting and got serious about something. Bay had been chosen by Penny’s father. Her parents had met when her father was in town one summer performing in a play at the Bay Street Theater. He’d long since left, but Penny was still stuck with the weird name.

         Penny went into the kitchen. “No trouble at all,” she told Angus. Lies, lies, lies.

         At the party, alcohol was everywhere and in whatever form anyone could possibly want—kegs, Jell-O shots, bottles of vodka and tequila. By the time Penny had arrived, empty red Solo cups were scattered over every surface, inside the house and out on the wide deck right on the water.

         Penny didn’t dare drink. Her mother would kill her. And unlike a lot of kids’ parents, Emma worked around drunk people all the time and would notice the slightest sign of it. So while everyone was having fun, Penny was not. No one was talking to her. No one was even looking at her. And in her mind, she could still hear those sirens outside the hotel.

         She couldn’t be sure it was Mr. Wyatt who had died. But somehow, she just knew. All she would have to do was borrow someone’s phone and Google it, but she was afraid to make it all real. At the same time, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Every ten minutes she’d gone to the bathroom and washed her hands, lathering and lathering to calm herself and then standing over the sink and letting them drip-dry. She couldn’t bring herself to touch the towel hanging on the rack. And so, when Robin finally came over to talk to her and offered her a round white pill, as innocent-looking as aspirin, she took it. Anything to escape her own thoughts. “Don’t worry, Mindy says her mother pops these like Tic Tacs,” Robin had said.

         At first, for maybe half an hour after Penny took the pill, she felt nothing. Then, out of nowhere, she was filled with a fuzzy happiness, like being wrapped in a magic blanket. She was still sitting on the couch, and she was still being ignored by basically everyone, but she felt the distinct absence of worry. It was incredible.

         And then Mindy’s older sister, Jordan, yelled: “The cops are here!”

         Thank God she hadn’t had that drink.

         Now Angus harrumphed, settled into a cushioned chair next to the sofa, and turned on the television with a flick of the remote. In the kitchen, Penny rummaged through cabinets as a cable news show played in the background. She poured popcorn into a bowl, went into the living room, and offered it to Angus, who was busy mumbling his disapproval about current events.

         That’s when she noticed the news scroll at the bottom of the screen: ARTIST HENRY WYATT DEAD AT 83.

         It was real. Mr. Wyatt was gone. And even the little white pill couldn’t change that.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Saturday mornings at the hotel were the busiest times of the week.

         Typically, Emma did not take a break, did not check her phone, and was lucky to find a moment to use the bathroom. That was part of the deal when you worked in hospitality. But Penny’s therapist, Dr. Alice Wang, would be out of town for their regularly scheduled appointment later this week, and today at noon was the only slot she had available. Emma didn’t want Penny missing a session, especially in light of everything that had happened last night.

         “I’ll pick you up at eleven thirty,” Emma had said to Penny on her way out the door that morning.

         “I can just ride my bike over and meet you,” Penny said. That would actually be much easier for Emma, but Penny was grounded.

         “You’re not to leave this house until I get home,” Emma said.

         Again, Penny apologized for not telling her mother she was going to a party—a party where, it turned out, people were using drugs and alcohol.

         “I only went because I was upset about Mr. Wyatt and I didn’t want to be alone,” she said.

         Here, Emma blamed herself for not taking the time to call Penny and break the news. Now she had to both console her and punish her, and all before leaving for work.

         Sometimes, she wished she had a mother she could ask for advice about Penny. But she was on her own when it came to her hopes for and worries about her daughter. And Penny, through no fault of her own, had given her plenty to worry about.

         The OCD had started at around age eight; the anxiety, age ten.

         When Penny was in fifth grade, Emma started her in CBT, cognitive-behavioral therapy, although Penny hated it. For a long time, there was very little improvement, and Emma was frustrated.

         Then, over the past year or so, Penny had gotten noticeably better, and Emma couldn’t help but think it had something to do with Henry Wyatt’s drawing lessons. The drawing kept Penny’s mind occupied. Maybe there was something meditative about it. Maybe it was the sense of accomplishment after a contained task.

         She had been surprised when Penny and the old man hit it off. Wary, to be honest.

          It was a shame you had to think cynically, but in today’s world? With a young daughter? But it was clear the old artist was just entertained by Penny’s interest in drawing. And Penny, in her typical way, connected more naturally with an octogenarian painter than with a kid her own age. Henry Wyatt, for all his fame and money, was alone. Maybe lonely. So he and Penny were good for each other. She just hoped his death wouldn’t set Penny back too much.

         The desk phone rang.

         “The American Hotel, Emma speaking.”

         “Em, it’s Sean. I’m at the dock with a woman who’s booked at the hotel. She needs help with her luggage. Can you send someone down?”

         Sean Pine operated a water taxi and he also rented moorings to a lot of the seasonal boaters. Like Emma, he was a Sag Harbor native who had never left and had figured out how to make a living in town. His wife, Alexis, had grown up in nearby Southampton and now owned the bookstore.

         Emma sighed. “I’m totally shorthanded.”

         “I’d bring the bags myself but I have another pickup.”

         Emma checked her watch. She had fifteen minutes before she had to go get Penny.

         “I’ll be right there,” she said.

         Outside, she shielded her eyes from the bright, late-morning sun, breathing in the smell of fresh coffee from the full patio tables. A jitney pulled up in front of the hotel and unloaded another pack of vacationers. She turned and walked to the wharf, passing the perfume shop and the upscale restaurant Wölffer Kitchen, where a friend was outside writing the day’s specials on a chalkboard. Emma waved but kept moving; there was no time to chat.

         The air smelled briny and fresh as she got closer to the water. She crossed Bay Street, where a family of ducks had halted traffic. She passed the theater and a seafood restaurant called the Dock House, then found shade in the shadow of the town’s historic windmill. From there, she surveyed Long Wharf. The dock was filled with boats of every size and variety: yachts and elegant sailboats and small skiffs. In the distance, Emma saw local captain Cole Hopkins sail by on his signature turquoise catamaran. At the edge of the dock, a couple stood taking pictures of each other, the shimmering, still water in the background.

         She spotted Sean’s water taxi just pulling into a slip with one passenger on board, a woman who looked to be about eight months pregnant.

         “Sorry to trouble you,” the woman said as Sean helped her off the boat. “I’m not supposed to be lifting anything.”

         Sean’s dog, a Jack Russell terrier named Melville, barked from the deck at a low-flying seagull.

         “Not a problem,” Emma said, hoisting the strap of the woman’s stuffed Vera Bradley bag over her shoulder and taking hold of her roller suitcase. “It’s just a few blocks to the hotel.”

         Sean called Emma aside. “Meet us for drinks tonight at Murf’s? Alexis is done at nine.”

         “I can’t go out. Penny’s acting up.”

         Sean shook his head. “You need to live a little.”

         
              

         

         Sometimes Penny zoned out during her therapy sessions. Instead of listening, she marveled at Dr. Wang’s endless array of shift dresses and matching accessories—gold trinkets, high-heeled and trendy footwear, intricately knotted silk scarves.

         Basically, a dose of high fashion was the only thing that Penny got out of the weekly visits. Two years and counting, and Penny felt no closer to being able to “boss it back.” That was what Dr. Wang called not listening to her obsessive and compulsive thoughts.

         Penny had admitted this to her mother, who must have repeated it to Dr. Wang. At their previous session, Dr. Wang said, “Penny, OCD is an illness and if you want to get better, you have to work at it. If a person had heart disease, the doctor would tell him to exercise and adjust his diet. You need to do the work so we can retrain your brain.”

         Penny was all for retraining her brain. It was just that none of Dr. Wang’s advice helped.

         “Remember, your OCD is not you. It’s separate and something you can control.”

         So far, Penny had seen no evidence of that.

         And the worksheets weren’t helping. Every week, Penny was supposed to keep a log of things that triggered her anxiety—what had happened, what was she thinking, what was she feeling? Then she had to rate her level of worry on a scale of 1 to 10.

         The concept of rating her worry was just so frustrating. She didn’t want to admit that she never felt degrees of worry. She was worried, or she wasn’t. Whether the scale was 1 to 10 or 1 to 100 meant nothing. Worry was worry, and when she felt it, it took over. That’s when the compulsions kicked in.

         And this brought Penny to the worst part of seeing Dr. Wang: Exposures. Yes, Penny washed her hands too much. Yes, she thought excessively about germs and getting a stomach virus. But it felt like torture to have to come to Dr. Wang’s office and, for example, touch the light switch and then touch her mouth.

         “How are you doing, Penny?”

         Today, Dr. Wang was wearing a lavender dress with silver jewelry. Or maybe it was white gold? Contemplating this, Penny realized she’d forgotten to do her worksheet that week. Maybe Dr. Wang would forget about it too.

         “Do you have your worksheet?”

         Penny shook her head.

         “Can you remember for next week? It’s important, Penny.”

         “I’m sorry,” she said. But really, who cared about a stupid worksheet? A worksheet wasn’t going to help her. The one person who had helped her was gone. She felt tears in her eyes but blinked them away. No need to get Dr. Wang all excited. Drawing with Henry helped her more than anything she’d ever done in therapy. When she was drawing, her mind was blank. She was free.

         Dr. Wang handed her a tissue. “I know you suffered a loss last night. I’m sorry about Henry Wyatt.” She asked Penny if she wanted to talk about it, but Penny shook her head. Still, Dr. Wang went on and on about death being a part of life and that she was lucky she had met him and all sorts of other true, positive things. But none of it changed the fact that Mr. Wyatt was gone. And none of it acknowledged the thing that Penny knew would sound crazy: Mr. Wyatt had been her best friend. Her only friend.

         What did it say about her that her best friend was an eighty-year-old man? And what was she going to do now that he was gone?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         For two weeks after the death of Henry Wyatt, Bea Winstead barely left the great house called Windsong. The house made her feel connected to Henry, and it was painful to leave it even for a few hours.

         She surfaced only to attend the memorial service back in Manhattan, at the Frank E. Campbell Funeral Home on Madison Avenue, where she had spoken to few people. One of those few had been Henry’s longtime attorney Victor Bonivent.

         “I’ll call you,” Victor had said.

         But Victor had not called her. Bea realized, waking with a start in the middle of the night in Henry’s guest room, that the probate process must be well under way.

         In the morning, she left a terse message at his office. By noon, no one had returned her call, so she left another. And then, impatient and unable to lie around grieving any longer, she decided it was time to get to work.

         Bea paced in front of the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking a sprawling green lawn. Her eyes fell on a sculpture on the back lawn, a twelve-foot-by-twelve-foot hollow steel cube. Part of the second phase of Henry Wyatt’s legendary career. First, the painting. Then sculpture. Then—the house.

         He designed the house during a period when the two of them were, if not estranged, then certainly less connected than they had once been. For a few painful years, Bea had felt she was losing her biggest client and dearest friend.

         She learned about the completion of Henry’s modern masterpiece of a house from a magazine. She heard rumors that he was designing a building, that he was painting, that the State of Texas had commissioned him to do a sculpture for a public square. None of it was true. None of it except for the great house.

         She wanted to get him back to painting. She wanted to get him back to New York City. She wanted the two of them to be what they had once been.

         The night of her first visit to Windsong, they sat on terrace lounge chairs, drinking wine and looking out at the bay. A far cry from their early days in the East Village cooking on a hot plate.

         “I think your heart is still in painting,” she’d said.

         He said no. His days of creating art were behind him. Looking forward, he wanted to turn the place into a museum someday. A permanent installation of his work. And he wanted her to be in charge of it.

         The suggestion took her by surprise. She wasn’t ready to let go of the idea of Henry returning to Manhattan and re-creating the magic of the old days. After the visit, back in the city, she all but forgot about the Henry Wyatt Museum. There was plenty of time for that later. And then time ran out.

         Bea sat down and called for Kyle.

         “Send for my clothes in New York. Clear my calendar for the next six weeks. Postpone all my events until the fall. We need to catalog all the art in this house, and I want a list of the private collectors who have his work so we can buy some back.”

         The sound of the front door clicking open and then closed startled them both.

         “Are you expecting someone?” Kyle said.

         “Certainly not!” Bea jumped up. “And the alarm was set.”

         Bea rounded the table and peeked into the hallway, caught between irritation and fear. She turned and waved for Kyle to follow her, then put her finger to her lips in a shh gesture. Kyle nodded, then picked up a heavy, decorative ceramic plate from a table. To use as a weapon? Finally, some proactive thinking!

         They crept along until they reached the entrance foyer, where Bea realized a weapon would not be needed after all.

         A gray-haired man in a jacket and tie looked up, startled, clearly as surprised to see them as they were to see him. “Bea! What are you doing here?”

         Bea squared her shoulders. “If you’d returned any of my many phone calls, Victor, you would know what I’m doing here.”

         He sighed. “Bea, I’ve had my hands full.”

         “Indeed. Let’s talk in the dining room,” Bea said briskly. “Kyle, put on a fresh pot of coffee.”

         Victor did not move. “Bea, I’m sorry. I know this is a difficult time for you, but you cannot be here in this house.”

         “Don’t be absurd, Victor. Where better for me to manage his estate than in the house with the work?”

         Victor glanced at Kyle, then back at her. “Can we speak alone for a moment?”

         Bea sighed impatiently but reminded herself that dealing with Victor was just a temporary annoyance and soon she’d officially take the reins.

         “My assistant can hear whatever you have to say. He’s helping me catalog the estate. He’s more helpful than you at this point, Victor.”

         “There’s nothing for you to catalog, Bea. You have no claim to Henry’s estate. He left it to another party.”

         “Excuse me?” she said, although she had heard him perfectly well. She needed to stall, needed a moment to process the unthinkable. He repeated the noxious statement and she reached for the wall to steady herself. “That’s not possible!” Bea said. “There must be some mistake.”

         “The probate process has been very thorough. I have it all here in black-and-white. You need to vacate the premises immediately.”

         
              

         

         Emma had set the morning aside for pruning her rose garden.

         She knew some people saw the annual task as a chore, but for her, any excuse to be down in the soil was welcome.

         Her hybrid teas and floribundas had fared well over the winter; luckily, it had been mild enough not to test their hardiness too severely. Still, on close inspection, she saw that some of the canes were brown and shriveled. She pulled on her gloves, picked up her lopper, and set to work paring back the branches to reveal the fresh, white inside.

         The usual peacefulness settled over her as she worked, although she still had the nagging feeling that she should have insisted Penny come outside and, if not help her, at least get some fresh air. An hour earlier, she’d found Penny in her room with a bunch of Henry Wyatt drawings spread out on her bed.

         “Hon, you can’t just stare at Mr. Wyatt’s drawings all the time. It’s upsetting you.”

         “The drawings aren’t upsetting me. His death upsets me. I didn’t even get to say good-bye. Why does life have to suck all the time?”

         “Penny, life doesn’t suck all the time. I wish you didn’t feel that way. Sometimes good things happen.”

         “When’s the last time something good happened?”

         Emma had reached out to ruffle her hair. “Hmm. Well, maybe the day you were born. That was a good day.”

         “Fourteen years ago? That’s sad, Mom. Really pathetic.”

         Emma hated to hear Penny being so negative, so fatalistic. It reminded her of her own mother, someone whom Emma certainly didn’t want Penny to end up like.

         Her mother, Vivian, was the one who taught her to garden. It was one of the few things that had brought her joy in life after they’d lost Emma’s father suddenly when he was in his early forties.

         “Life offers so little beauty,” her mother had said. “The least we can do is try to grow our own.”

         Vivian was more ambitious with her roses than Emma. She didn’t shy away from the finicky varieties and had a real focus on the most fragrant blooms, which were generally the darker and more heavily petaled flowers.

         Every Saturday morning, her mother made blueberry pancakes, and then the two of them would work in the garden for hours. By her mother’s side, Emma learned everything about soil and planting, how to harden off the roses in preparation for the winter, how to protect them from pests in the summer, and, her favorite part, how to cut the flowers. Her mother was a master at artfully arranging the blooms in vases all over the house.

         But gradually, in the years following her husband’s death, Vivian Kirkland became less and less functional. Growing up, Emma accepted her mother’s constant headaches and days spent in a dark room as normal. Vivian lost nearly every job she managed to get except for one, and that was because she’d quit before they could fire her. At least, that’s what she told Emma.

         When Emma was in high school, the last of her father’s life-insurance money ran out. Vivian seemed to lose her already tenuous hold on normal thinking and behavior. She became very accident-prone—fender benders, slips on ice in the winter. Emma began to suspect that these “accidents” were deliberate, sources of lawsuits and, therefore, money. They also had the side benefit of getting doctors to prescribe painkillers, to which her mother had developed a nasty addiction.

         By the time Emma was a senior in high school, her mother gave up on the garden. Emma took over, tending to the roses until the day the bank foreclosed on the house.

         Vivian suffered a fatal overdose when Emma was three months pregnant. But when Emma was in the garden, her mother was still with her. To this day, the smell of roses, even in someone’s perfume, brought back Vivian Kirkland.

         “Mom?” Penny leaned against the back door and called to Emma in the garden. She was dressed in cutoff jeans and a Bleachers T-shirt, and Emma observed, not for the first time, that Penny’s face was changing; she was starting to look like a young woman, not a child. With her height, her curly dark hair, and her dark eyes, she also looked strikingly like her father. It was a cosmic test, surely, to make the daughter she loved so much look like the man who’d hurt her so badly.

         “Some guy is at the front door,” Penny said.

         “Some guy?”

         “An old dude wearing a tie.”

         “He must have the wrong address. I’m coming.”

         Emma pulled off her gloves and wiped her moist hands on her jeans. Penny trailed her into the house and stood by the stairs.

         Emma looked out the dining-room window and saw a short older man, silver-haired and wearing horn-rims. He carried a black leather briefcase. Strange.

         The man rang the bell yet again and Emma opened the door warily. “Can I help you?”

         “I’m looking for Emma Mapson.”

         “That’s me. And you are?”

         He extended his hand. “I’m Victor Bonivent, attorney with Smythe, Bonivent, Worth.”

         “What can I do for you?”

         “May I come in?”

         “I’m on my way to work, so if you can just tell me what this is about.”

         “Mrs. Mapson, trust me, this is worth a few minutes of your time.”

         Emma stepped aside and let the man walk into the house. Only then did she remember Penny lingering behind her. “Penny, go to your room for a few minutes.”

         Penny sighed dramatically and retreated up the stairs.

         Emma asked the man to follow her to the kitchen, but she found Angus at the table reading the paper, so she turned around and led Mr. Bonivent back to the living room. The small house suddenly felt much smaller.

         Emma sat in Angus’s armchair and the lawyer sat on the couch and set his briefcase on the scarred wooden trunk that served as a coffee table. He opened it and pulled out a sheaf of papers.

         “I’m sorry to bother you at home, but I only had this address. No e-mail, no phone number. You’re the parent and legal guardian of Penelope Mapson?”

         Emma squared her shoulders. “What exactly is this about, Mr. Bonivent?”

         “My client was a man named Henry Wyatt. Did you know Mr. Wyatt?”

         Emma leaned forward. “He was a regular at the hotel where I work.”

         The lawyer glanced down at the papers, then up at Emma. “Are you aware that Mr. Wyatt died recently?”

         Emma nodded. “I am. I was at the hotel when it happened. A shame.”

         “Indeed.” The man adjusted his glasses and handed the papers to Emma. “This is a copy of Mr. Wyatt’s last will and testament. When you read it, you will see that he left his house on Actors Colony Road to your minor child, Penelope Mapson.”

         “I’m sorry, what?” Emma didn’t bother looking at the papers.

         Actors Colony Road was a private stretch of homes on the waterfront. She remembered reading in the paper last summer that the actor Richard Gere had sold his home there for thirty-six million dollars.

         The lawyer repeated the bit about the house, and Emma knew that no matter how many times the man said the words, they still wouldn’t make sense.

         “There’s been a mistake,” Emma said. “I mean, he gave her art lessons and they had a nice little friendship, but this is…this is crazy!”

         The lawyer, clearly unmoved by Emma’s declaration, nodded toward the paperwork. “It’s all spelled out in the documents.”

         Emma shook her head. “This doesn’t make any sense. Do I need a lawyer?”

         “You do not need a lawyer to take possession of the house.”

         “Do I pay taxes on this? I can’t afford it. I can’t even afford the utilities on a house like that.”

         “You don’t pay taxes on the house unless you sell it. But the house is not yours to sell. As the child’s legal guardian, you will hold the property until she reaches the age of majority. At that time, she can decide to sell it.”

         Emma’s mind raced. Maybe Penny had mentioned to the old man that they had money problems? But no, she was grasping at straws here. There was no way that this made sense.

         “Like I said, I can’t afford the upkeep of the house.”

         “Money has been set aside for the care of the house and property. Just come to me when you need funds to manage lawn care, pool maintenance, that sort of thing. Mr. Wyatt also left your daughter the contents of the house.”

         “You mean the furniture?”

         “The furniture, the books, his wine collection. But, most significant, his artwork. Aside from a few paintings he bequeathed to a museum in Texas.” Mr. Bonivent flipped through his copy of the paperwork he’d handed her. “Again, the works of art in the house cannot be sold until the beneficiary reaches majority, and even then, there are some stipulations.”

         Emma nervously pulled her hair into a ponytail and then released it. She would have to talk to someone about this. Were any of the happy-hour regulars at the bar attorneys?

         “Look, I’m sure Mr. Wyatt’s family will contest this.” But even as Emma said it, she realized that Henry Wyatt had never spoken of family. He’d never even spoken of friends. The guy was a loner.

         “There is no family.” Mr. Bonivent handed Emma a document and his business card. “This spells out the handling of his artwork. I’ll need your signature in a few places. I’d be happy to answer any questions that arise.”

         “Wait—I’ve never even seen this house. This is just…you’re kind of throwing me for a loop here.”

         The lawyer looked around the room, and Emma saw it through his eyes. For the first time in a long while, she mentally kicked herself for not doing more with the place. She spent her free time out back in the garden. When she was inside, she barely saw the cracks in the paint, the water damage on her bedroom ceiling that she hadn’t gotten around to fixing. The area rugs were worn out, but they were functional. Why throw money away?

         Mr. Bonivent handed her a set of keys. “We’ll be in touch,” he said.

         Walking him to the door, she knew there was something she should say or ask but for the life of her, she couldn’t think of what that would be.
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