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Praise for
The Road to Tender Hearts



‘The Road to Tender Hearts is a brilliant and poignant journey of family, forgiveness, and rediscovery. This road trip has it all – a cast of quirky characters, unhealed family wounds, attempts to rekindle lost connections, even a cat that can sense death, but most of all, it’s great fun!’


Alison Espach, New York Times bestselling author of The Wedding People


‘The Road to Tender Hearts is absurdly over-the-top in plot, yet warms like a heated seat’


The New York Times


A feel-good, feel-sad, warm, dark, and funny road-trip story, in the grand tradition of Little Miss Sunshine . . . I fell in love with the characters individually, but also as one big messy family, which is what this tenderhearted book is all about’


Catherine Newman, New York Times bestselling author of Sandwich


‘I loved all the characters, despite – or maybe because of – their flaws, and rejoiced in the highly satisfying ending. This is a perfect summer read!’


People


A miraculous novel – an actual and spiritual road trip you won’t forget’


John Irving


‘Annie Hartnett writes like no one else. Her knack for spinning a tale both hilarious and gritty, fantastical yet incisive, is on full display in The Road to Tender Hearts. I loved every page of this wild, weird, big-hearted book’


Shelby Van Pelt, New York Times bestselling author of Remarkably Bright Creatures


‘Annie Hartnett has given life to one of my favourite characters I have ever read . . . PJ is, like the Dude in The Big Lebowski, one of those iconic characters you just can’t help falling in love with and who will live on in your heart long after the book is over’


Rufi Thorpe, author of Margo’s Got Money Troubles


‘The Road to Tender Hearts is the ultimate road trip novel: a zany, heartfelt blend of dysfunction, humour, healing, and Annie Hartnett’s signature poignancy and wit. This story of family, forgiveness, and moving forward is a balm for anyone who’s ever been too hard on themselves, offering a compassionate reminder that we’re all just figuring it out as we go. I was moved, delighted, and captivated from start to finish’


Emily Habeck, author of Shark Heart









Why aren’t we flying? Because getting there is half the fun.


—CLARK GRISWOLD, National Lampoon’s Vacation


Shut up and look out the window.


—PAUL HARTNETT JR., on every family road trip
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AN ANCIENT KNOWLEDGE
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Things were falling apart at the nursing home in Pondville, a small town in the armpit of Massachusetts. There was a leak in the roof in the left wing, and water came down the walls when it rained. The food was terrible, but that wasn’t new. The staff kept quitting. The pay was shit. People were dying, all the time, but that was to be expected in this line of work. And just that morning, Dr. Gust found the resident nursing-home cat in his office, curled up on the keyboard like a fat loaf of bread. “Shoo,” Dr. Gust said, but the cat would not budge. “I’m fifty-seven,” he told Pancakes. Pancakes was the hospital’s therapy cat. He was supposed to be in one of the rooms of the nursing-home residents, comforting them. That was his job. To comfort people at their end.


But Pancakes was not comforting the elderly residents, some of whom were quite sick, not long to go. No, the cat was in Dr. Gust’s office, and he would not budge from the keyboard. Dr. Gust had to answer emails and think about the budget. Pancakes was purring along with the whirr of the computer monitor. Perhaps he likes the heat from the computer, Dr. Gust reasoned. That must be it. “I’m fifty-seven,” he said again. Dr. Gust was a short man, with very bushy eyebrows and no hair left on his head. He wore a Saint Michael pendant around his neck, which was supposed to protect him.


Pancakes kept purring. A bit of drool fell onto the keyboard; Pancakes drooled when he was content. That was enough for Dr. Gust, who picked up Pancakes by the middle and carried him down the hall, arms straight, trying to keep the cat as far away from his body as possible. He marched the cat to the common room, where an arts-and-crafts class was under way. The residents were making butterflies out of markers, clothespins, and coffee filters. “Here,” Dr. Gust said, dropping Pancakes in the middle of the room. “Have your pick.” He gestured at the room full of residents, all of them over eighty. Instead, Pancakes scaled the bookshelf, and once on top, turned and hissed.


“I’m glad you’re mad,” said Dr. Gust, hands on his hips. “Because I hate you too.”


Actually, Dr. Gust loved the cat. He was the one who’d bought Pancakes from a box of kittens outside the supermarket; he was the one who had made him a valued member of the nursing-home staff. He made Pancakes employee of the month more than a few times. But Dr. Gust still didn’t want Pancakes hanging around his office, didn’t want him lingering in his lap, because the cat had a remarkable talent.


It was Maribeth on the housekeeping staff who had noticed the pattern. Maribeth was in charge of stripping the beds, cleaning and dusting and sanitizing, and after a resident died, she noticed there was always orange cat hair everywhere, much more than in any other room. She pointed it out to Dr. Gust. She said she had heard there was another cat like that, a therapy cat over at a Rhode Island hospital. It wasn’t a completely unknown phenomenon.


“Curious,” Dr. Gust had said, and he agreed to look into it. In the morning, the cat was found on the chest of another patient, who had died overnight. Soon Dr. Gust was obsessed with the cat’s movements. First, Pancakes spent all his time in Mrs. Monty’s room. Dead in three days. Then on to Mr. Broomfield’s room down the hall. Dead in a week. Upstairs to Mrs. Anderson’s corner room. Mrs. Anderson lived another two weeks. One time, Pancakes snuggled with a patient for three months, but the woman was still the next one in the home to die. And so on, and so on, Pancakes made his choices. And the cat was never wrong. Dr. Gust was so excited, he called the reporter for The South Coast Daily Sun. The headline read: NURSING HOME CAT PREDICTS DEATH, PROVIDES COMFORT AT END. Dr. Gust planned to frame it for his office.


But after the article ran, there was no more comfort in the Pondville nursing home. Before, no one except Dr. Gust and a few members of the staff had known about Pancakes’s knack for prediction. After the article, the residents were in hysterics. Here was a four-legged and -pawed Grim Reaper, walking in their midst! Stalking the halls and picking them off, one by one. One of the patients died jumping out the window, just because the cat had sauntered in.


“Get rid of the cat,” the nursing-home patients demanded.


“Get rid of the cat,” the nurses said at the next meeting.


But Dr. Gust didn’t believe in getting rid of animals. He knew shelter animals were treated like they were disposable. He wished they could euthanize some of the patients in the Pondville nursing home instead. He didn’t want to get rid of the cat. But now Pancakes was in his office and Dr. Gust didn’t want to die either. He was fifty-seven, and he was newly divorced, and he was having some luck on the dating apps. He had just gone on a date with a woman he’d really clicked with; she was newly divorced too. They’d had a great dinner at Applebee’s, and a nice time at Dr. Gust’s place after. Her name was Linda. She was into bondage.


That afternoon, the first day that Pancakes had showed up in his office, Dr. Gust went to his own doctor, but the doc couldn’t find anything. Blood pressure was normal. No hard lumps in his abdomen. His prostate felt better than ever.


Dr. Gust tried to bravely carry on at work for the rest of the week, but every morning that goddamn cat was in his office. Dr. Gust couldn’t handle it. He was young. Or youngish. He had so much juice in him yet. So, he did what he felt he had to do: during his lunch break on Friday, he took Pancakes in the cat carrier to the animal shelter. The sad one on Breaker Road off Main Street in Pondville, with the concrete cells.


“He’s only two years old and his name is Pancakes,” Dr. Gust said to the woman at the counter. “I hope he finds a good home. He’s a wonderful cat,” he continued. “But he was a . . . well, he’s . . . a killer.”


“Did you put a little bell on him?” the woman volunteering at the animal shelter asked. Her name was Alana, and she had six cats at home. “If he wears a jingle bell on his collar, it will be much harder for him to kill birds. Or you could always make him an indoor cat. That’s a great option.”


Dr. Gust didn’t want to get into it with this nice lady at the volunteer animal shelter. He did not want to get the cat a jingle bell. It would do nothing to fix the problem. He shook his head sadly. He would not change his mind. “He’s an agent of death,” he said to Alana.


“That’s a shame,” Alana said, shaking her head also. “We’ll try to find him a good home. Maybe he’ll get lucky.” Those were heavy words: maybe and lucky.


Dr. Gust teared up, but he turned away. I am a good person, he reminded himself. I work with the elderly. I am a good person, he repeated, before driving away from the animal shelter and back to work.


That afternoon, Alana smoked a bowl at her desk. She fed everyone their kibble, refilled their waters, and then locked up for the night. Pancakes enjoyed his dinner before he started working on the lock. Thanks to his claws, Pancakes was able to pick the lock with surprising ease. Once he was freed, he jumped from his cage to Alana’s desk to the top of the filing cabinet. Alana had left a window cracked open to air out the pot-smoke smell overnight, and it was through that window that Pancakes slipped out into the night.


Out on the road, Pancakes took a left onto Main Street. He walked through the town center, past the stone library and the white-steepled Congregationalist church on the right. On the left was the town hall, built in 1856, still coated in a thick layer of lead paint. He went past the athletic club, past the liquor store, past the gun shop, past the crumbling brick fire station. He walked by White Rock Elementary School, a square building with lots of windows, built on land that backs up onto Assawompset Pond. Pondville was named for the network of five ponds in the town, and Assawompset Pond is one of the five. Assawompset is a word from the Wampanoag tribe, and it means “the place of the white stone.”


Pancakes kept walking. He followed the main road out to the edge of town, past the cranberry bogs and the cranberry juice factory, past a stone bench memorial for a teenager who had drowned in the bogs nearly fifteen years before. There was an old man who sat on the bench sometimes while he worked through a six-pack, but no one was sitting there now. Pancakes sniffed the legs of the bench. He lingered for a minute. Up ahead was the town border.


LEAVING PONDVILLE, the sign said, at town’s edge, BE CAREFUL OUT THERE! it said underneath that. Pancakes had learned to read from one of the patients in the nursing home. Alberta Russet would read aloud from the Russian masters while Pancakes snuggled on her lap. Alberta Russet hadn’t made it to the end of Anna Karenina before her death, had missed the entire part about the train.


Pancakes walked to the other side of the roadside sign. WELCOME TO PONDVILLE! it read. And then in smaller letters, written in yellow on a white sign, looking like piss in snow, the town motto read: YOU’RE SAFE HERE.


Bullshit, thought the cat, because he had seen his fair share of bad things, and he was only two and a half human years old. No one was safe in Pondville, because no one is safe anywhere. Pancakes knew with certainty there had been violence in the town. He remembered that the first events of King Philip’s War happened in Pondville in 1675, and that war was an absolute bloodbath. All cats have an ancient knowledge; it’s dogs that are born with a blissfully clean slate.


But this isn’t a story about cats, or even about dogs. It’s a story about horrible things that happen to people, and how on earth anyone can stomach raising children in a world where doom and disaster lurk around every corner. So, no, it’s not a story about a cat. It’s just a story that starts with a cat, and it goes from there.
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Dr. Gust’s obituary ran in The South Coast Daily Sun two weeks later, on May 3, 2014, to be exact, yet another day that PJ Halliday, a sixty-three-year-old Pondville resident, would wake up, as usual, all alone in his house full of shit. That morning, PJ had no clue, not the slightest inkling, how much his life was about to change. PJ Halliday didn’t read Dr. Gust’s obituary, even though it was right next to another obituary that day—the one that would change his life—and all of it would be connected in the end. PJ didn’t know Dr. Gust, so it wouldn’t have meant much to him, that the man died slumped over his desk, using the keyboard as a final pillow. During the autopsy, an extraordinary amount of cat hair would be found in Dr. Gust’s nostrils, sucked in off the keyboard during Dr. Gust’s last breaths. That wasn’t in the newspaper, of course; those kinds of details never make it into obituaries. But again, PJ Halliday didn’t read Dr. Gust’s obituary. It was another obituary, the one printed right next to it, that would catch PJ’s attention and set him off on a new life course.


But first, the day had begun ordinarily enough: Still wearing his pajamas, PJ put on his ratty slippers and went downstairs to the kitchen, where he was greeted by his piles. Piles and piles and piles.


“Good morning, house,” PJ said.


Good morning, PJ, the house said back. A house will always talk to you, if you live there long enough. PJ had lived in that house for nearly forty years out of his sixty-three, a blue house on the corner of Clear Pond Road with a white front porch.


PJ sat down at his kitchen table to count out his pills. As he swallowed, he looked up at the wooden sign by the telephone, which read A MESSY HOUSE IS A SIGN OF A HAPPY FAMILY. PJ had bought it at Nifty Gifts & Thrifts, the shop next to the post office. He thought it was a good joke, the bit about a happy family, since the house was empty. But his family had once all lived there, happily, or happily enough, and so the sign was probably PJ’s most prized possession, if he had to pick. A reminder of how things had once been.


Then again, his house was chock-a-block full of old memories, so there would be a few other contenders for prized possession: the Sharpie drawing on the living-room wall, for example, a relic from one of his daughters’ toddlerhoods, never painted over. Or his ex-wife’s wedding dress that still hung in the closet, badly yellowed. The toys in the attic. Or his antique car in the garage.


Upstairs were his kids’ rooms, rooms he never dared to go into, because the sadness might crush him. His younger daughter, Sophie, had cleared out most of her things, so it was the emptiness that would hurt. Sophie was all grown-up, twenty-six, and she didn’t live far, only twenty minutes away, down in New Bedford. He saw her a few times a month. She was doing all right. He was lucky to have her so close by, even if Sophie wasn’t always happy to see him.


It was the room at the end of the hall that really killed PJ. In there was Kate’s stuff. His older daughter, his firstborn. Kate’s room was the exact same as it had been, the night fifteen years ago she had gone to prom and hadn’t come home. Her twin bed, her piggy bank, her posters of half-naked men. Fifteen years later, Kate’s softball hat was still hanging on her doorknob outside the room. Maybe that was PJ’s most prized possession: the blue hat on the door.


“Hello, hat,” he said to it sometimes.


I miss her too, the hat said back. I wish . . . the hat always continued, but it never finished the sentence. A hat doesn’t know what to wish for.


PJ knew most of what he owned was junk; he didn’t think he was sitting on a pile of treasure. He had empty jars on the counters, mail stacked up so high on the table you couldn’t see the tablecloth anymore. He knew it had cheery sunflowers on it. His ex-wife loved sunflowers, and PJ liked to think about the tablecloth hidden underneath the mail, but he could never get the strength up to unearth it. And PJ had more crap, spread around, everywhere. He had shoe-boxes full of old letters under his bed. There were stacks of books on the floor, books that couldn’t fit on the bookshelves. He slept next to a heap of laundry, some of it clean. There were beer cans lined up by the sink. And in the upstairs bathroom, there were still four toothbrushes in the cabinet. Proof that there had once been other people in this house.


After his pills, PJ got up from the kitchen table and made a cup of coffee in the Keurig. “Piece of shit,” PJ grumbled, because he had to press every button on it before it started to boil water. He hated the machine, how it made one single sad cup of coffee, but he was not allowed to be at his ex-wife’s house until eight A.M., earliest, and had to be there no later than nine. That was the deal. So, PJ had his cup of coffee first, before going back upstairs and putting on a stretched-out T-shirt with beige cargo shorts. He was a large man, overweight, lots of hair on his chest, his long beard was unkempt, his gray hair was down to his shoulders. He wasn’t exactly George Clooney, but women always said he had nice eyes. They were green. Women liked him. They always had. They liked that he read poetry and listened to classical music, could play the piano, but they also liked that he loved rock music, and even the new stuff the young people played in the bar. Women liked that PJ knew about cars. They liked that he could tell a good joke, and that he wasn’t a snob. They liked that he loved animals. They didn’t mind how flatulent he was. They liked his sensitive nature.


PJ slipped on his Birkenstock sandals and his sweater, the zip-up with the polar bears stitched onto it. “If you want to hear a sad story, read about the polar bears,” PJ would say to the women at the bar sometimes. He blamed the plight of the polar bear for one of his heart attacks. It was the documentary that had started the chest pain, he told his doctor. The bears were drowning, had the doc heard that? Habitat loss.


“Yes, I’ve heard that too,” his doctor had said. “But I think it’s your diet and lifestyle that’s causing your heart trouble.”


“Genetics,” PJ said to that. “Nothing I can do about genetics.”


The doctor had given him statins and a pamphlet about diet and exercise.


At 8:05, PJ was out the door for his morning walk. Walking used to be part of his job as a postman, and he walked everywhere still. He’d always gotten plenty of exercise, he was just big-boned, but doctors never listen when you talk about big bones. PJ didn’t bother to lock the front door behind him when he went out. People rarely locked their doors in Pondville, unless they were leaving on a long vacation, and that morning, PJ had no plans to go anywhere. Out on the street, PJ waved hello to his neighbor Kellyanne Thomas, headed to work at the cranberry juice factory headquarters. She was in corporate, and PJ felt terrible for her, having to wear a monkey suit to work. PJ used to hate his own work uniform, the navy polyester pants and light-blue shirt, but he had been fired from his mail-carrier job a long time ago. “How are you, PJ?” Kellyanne Thomas called out to him from her driveway.


“We’re one day closer to the end!” he called back.


“The end of what?” she asked.


“Our time together! But I’ve loved every minute.”


She laughed. “Well, I have too, PJ.”


“You’re looking like a million bucks today, Kellyanne,” PJ said, although he didn’t like the suit. “Don’t let the boss get you down.”


“Oh, thank you,” she said, blushing. “And I suppose you would know what a million bucks looks like!”


PJ chuckled and waved as she drove off. He knew she would smile all the way to work. He liked to make people smile.


It had been $1.5 million, actually, not a million bucks, that PJ had won. Everyone in Pondville knew he had won big in the scratch-off lottery tickets sold at the gas station, ten years ago. He didn’t even remember buying the ticket, he’d been so drunk when he bought it. It had been good timing, he had really needed the money, had been about to lose his house, his wife already halfway out the door. But even after the lottery winnings, his wife had left anyway. People might have considered PJ the luckiest man in Pondville, if everyone didn’t know how much he’d already lost.


PJ’s sandals smacked the pavement. It was fifty-three degrees, the very beginning of spring in New England, the third day of May. It wasn’t really sandal weather yet, but it was a short walk.


Every morning, after he had his first cup of coffee alone, PJ walked the ten houses down to his ex-wife’s house, where Ivy lived with her boyfriend, the retired judge Fred Sharp, in their home right on the pond. It had been Fred’s second home, until Fred moved down full-time so he and Ivy could get serious. He’d taken a big pay cut with the move, too, changing to a district court, but he’d still made a good living, and now he was ready to retire. Fred was also a world-class bird-watcher, and he was taking Ivy on a bird-watching trip, leaving tomorrow. It wasn’t just a weekend trip, either; they’d be gone for four entire months to Alaska, which seemed about as far away as they could go. PJ had been steeling himself for it. He walked up the gravel path to their house with heavy legs.


Ivy opened the door; she’d been waiting for him. PJ’s ex-wife was still as beautiful as she had been the day he met her. She had just turned sixty-two. She still dyed her hair Marilyn Monroe blond, and she wore red lipstick, lots of jewelry, and colorful ponchos she knit herself. She had been an art teacher at the high school.


“It’s not safe to leave me alone,” PJ told her, giving his ex-wife his best puppy-dog eyes when he came in, but Ivy only shook her head. She’d explained this before. She and Fred had both retired and it was time for them to travel.


“Live your life,” PJ muttered. “Yes, forget all about me. Leave me here to die.”


“No one’s leaving you to die,” Ivy said, rolling her eyes. “We’re only gone four months. May until end of August.”


“Keep taking your medication,” Fred reminded PJ when he came downstairs to join them. Fred was freshly showered and dressed in a V-neck cashmere sweater. “And lay off the booze.”


“Yeah, yeah.” PJ plopped himself down at the table and picked up the newspaper Ivy had laid out. It was in tatters, because Ivy had cut it up for him before he’d even arrived at her house. PJ wanted to read the news, stay up to date, but he loved animals and children—they were the jewels of the world—and he did not want to hear about bad things happening to them. He was too sensitive. His heart couldn’t take it. He’d already had three heart attacks. A fourth might be the one to do it.


So, every morning, after the second heart attack, Ivy had cut up the paper, took out the cruelty to animals or children. She did this back when they lived in the same house together and continued even after she gave up on their marriage and moved out. At first, after she’d left him, Ivy would leave the chopped-up newspaper on his doorstep, but eventually she’d invited PJ over to the house on the pond for breakfast. She still loved PJ, in a different way from before, but she did love him. She wanted him to be all right.


That first breakfast was seven years ago, and now, every morning, PJ took a seat in the clean, yellow-floral-wallpapered kitchen with Ivy and her boyfriend. Ivy would make cinnamon buns or omelets, scones or pancakes, a frittata once in a while. No bacon for PJ, because PJ had accidentally read an article about the factory farming of pigs once, because sometimes Ivy didn’t get all the bad news. There was so much of it, bad news, in the paper. She was bound to make mistakes, there was always something she missed.


It was turkey bacon only for Fred, always following a heart-healthy diet. Fred also didn’t drink. He exercised. He was a lover of wildlife. A big reader. He was the first Black judge to win the prestigious Noble and Fair Justice Award, and he was known for giving second chances to people who deserved them. He never lost his cool. PJ had tried to hate Fred for stealing his wife, but it wasn’t easy to hate Fred, even if he was a dweeb much of the time, always pointing out woodpeckers and titmice, never making dirty jokes, only sometimes laughing at PJ’s. “Ivy’s Diner,” Fred would call the morning meal, patting his stomach, and he would also clean the kitchen afterward, clear the plates and fill the dishwasher and wipe down the counters.


“Apple polisher,” PJ would call him, but Fred didn’t mind. He did like Ivy’s apples and wanted to polish them.


That morning, their last breakfast together before Alaska, Ivy had cut a huge hole in the front page of both newspapers. They had two papers delivered every morning: one for PJ, one for Fred and Ivy to share. They were keeping The South Coast Daily Sun in business; most people had made the switch to The Boston Globe, or even The New York Times, but PJ was resistant to change, and Ivy catered to him. She hardly ever cut up both papers, though, so whatever the front page news was that morning, it was something extremely upsetting. PJ tried not to think how bad it could be, but imagined Fred and Ivy must have been discussing it before he arrived, and maybe that was why Ivy hadn’t made much of a spread. It was simple scrambled eggs and toast, but when PJ took a bite, he found the bread buttered to perfection. PJ reminded himself not to underestimate the simple things. “I hope you always appreciate what you have there,” he told Fred, pointing to Ivy puttering around the kitchen.


“I do appreciate her, of course I do,” Fred said. “Anyone can see I appreciate her.”


“Do you appreciate me, PJ?” Ivy asked, turning around to face her ex-husband. “Because I sometimes wonder.”


“I haven’t had sex with another woman since you left me. Not once in eight years. How is that not appreciation?”


Ivy laughed and crossed her arms over her chest.


“Okay, fine. Me and Francie Hubble had our thing.”


“What about Patricia?”


“Who’s that?”


“The woman who owns the Nifty Gifts.”


“Oh. Well, yes. A few times. I didn’t know you were keeping tabs.”


“Will you two stop flirting,” Fred said. “I’m right here.”


“Jesus Christ, Fred,” Ivy said. “No one’s flirting.”


“I’m always flirting,” PJ said. “I’ll win her back, someday. You’ll see. Maybe once she gets tired of your performance problems in the bedroom.” PJ had seen the Viagra in Fred’s bedside drawers, one day when he was snooping around upstairs.


“Ha,” Ivy said. “Pot calling kettle.”


“That’s enough of that,” Fred said. “But you make a good point, PJ, we should appreciate each other. That’s what this trip is about: appreciation. Appreciation for each other, and a new adventure. And birds, of course. New birds to see.”


“Here’s to adventure then. And birds,” PJ said, lifting his glass of OJ, even though he wanted to beg them not to go. They could appreciate each other at home. There were plenty of birds right outside.


“Yes, cheers to birds,” Fred said, lifting his coffee cup.


“Cheers to birds,” Ivy muttered, with less enthusiasm. But PJ was always cheersing to something, and Ivy had suffered through so many years of it.


“Hey, did you ever think of inviting me?” PJ asked. “I like birds. I could chaperone. I’ve never been to Alaska.” PJ had never been outside New England, except once, to Vietnam and back home again, plus a training camp in Bastrop, Texas, which wasn’t much of a place.


“We did discuss it, actually,” Ivy said. “We discussed asking you and Sophie to come, too, but ultimately—”


“I’d ruin your time, you think?”


“We knew you’d never go, PJ. We know you don’t like leaving Pondville. You don’t like to fly. You never even wanted to go on vacation when the kids were little.”


“We didn’t have the money back then for vacation. You remember how it was—” he started, even though he knew Ivy didn’t like to remember. She almost never wanted to talk about their memories of Kate, not even the happy ones.


“Oh, admit it, you’re a homebody, Paul,” Fred said, sensing PJ was about to try to go down memory lane again. Fred always called PJ by his first name, even though no one else did. “You’re a homebody, and Alaska’s really far. A man like you doesn’t change, Paul. You like the things you like, and you like Pondville. You’re not going to turn into Ernest Shackleton overnight.”


“I might have gone if I’d been invited,” PJ said, huffy, and couldn’t remember who Ernest Shackleton was. But it was true Pondville was home, and he was comfortable at home. The mayor of Pondville, they called him at the Wild Orchid, because PJ knew everyone at the bar, and remembered their names. Pondville didn’t have a real mayor, only a board of selectmen. Bastards, all three of them, according to PJ. But he liked everyone else, mostly, and everyone else liked him. Everyone at the post office had been so sorry when they’d had to fire him. And after PJ won the lottery, his popularity only increased. He’d given money to the church, the farm co-op, the Lions Club. He didn’t even belong to the church, the farm co-op, or the Lions Club. He purchased a new playground for the nursery school. If a friend needed money, PJ wrote a check. Ivy and Fred and his daughter Sophie would never take his money, but everyone else in town was glad for a handout. PJ regularly covered a round for the entire bar, sometimes two, except for his estranged brother, Chip, who could pay his own effin’ tab as far as PJ was concerned, but Chip had died a year and a half ago anyway. Chip wasn’t a problem anymore. Yes, PJ was a popular guy in Pondville. He’d never had a desire to leave, until Ivy and Fred had planned this trip to Alaska without him. He would have liked to have been invited.


There was another reason PJ rarely left Pondville in recent years, but PJ didn’t like to talk about the DUIs. Why he had to walk everywhere in town he wanted to go. A decade ago, over the span of two years, he’d been pulled over for drunk driving twice, and rolled his car the third time. PJ had also driven the mail truck into Assawompset Pond before that, but he hadn’t been breathalyzed for that accident. He had only been fired, his uniform and pension taken away. He had stopped leaving Pondville, for almost any reason, except to go to the Boston hospital during his heart attacks. He walked to the bar, and he walked home.


“We’ll take you on the next trip, PJ, I promise,” Ivy said. “We’ll all go to Vermont or something. But now I need to go finish packing for Alaska; I just know I’m going to forget something we need. But you boys enjoy your breakfast. Take your time.”


Fred pointed to his cheek for a kiss, and Ivy gave him one, and then she bent and gave a peck to PJ too. Both men smiled and watched her walk upstairs before they returned to their newspapers. PJ sniffed and lifted his paper to cover his face. He was tearing up. This was their final breakfast together before the trip. This was the last supper, and Ivy was already headed upstairs to pack as if she didn’t even care.


PJ tried to focus on the newspaper. There was a new bakery opening up on Main Street; gas prices were higher than they used to be. There was a war, somewhere really, really far away, and nothing mentioned about children dying in it, so Ivy had left it in. But of course, there were children dying in that war. Horrible things happen around the world every day. PJ didn’t forget that, as hard as he tried to. And then there was that huge hole in the front page of both newspapers. It must have involved children, whatever it was Ivy had removed from both papers, and it must have been bad. He tried not to think about it.


By the time PJ got to the obituaries, he was about to go home for his post-breakfast nap, after which he’d walk the mile down to the Wild Orchid Bar for the rest of the day. It was a Hawaiian-themed place. Hank and Moose were always there by eleven, ready to joke around all afternoon and into the night, watch sports, play darts. It filled the time. PJ had a lot of time.


Yes, PJ was about to close the newspaper and get going on the day and everything would have been so different if he had. He might have even gotten back home in time to answer a phone call from a social worker who was dialing him right then. If he had taken that phone call, everything might have been different: it would have meant Fred and Ivy heard about it before they left for their trip, and they would have certainly pushed the social workers to consider other options, probably would have delayed their trip to Alaska. But PJ was blissfully unaware of the tragedy that had struck the Meeklin family two days before, and he didn’t know anything about their connection to him. The last name didn’t ring any bells for Ivy when she saw it in the paper that morning, and no one had any idea that a social worker with the Massachusetts Department of Children and Families was attempting to reach PJ at his house.


In his ignorance of what was to come, PJ lingered on the last page of the paper, and that was when he noticed the obituary for an old friend. He hadn’t seen the man in forty-five years, but he recognized him in the picture. Bottlecap glasses and a doughy face. Yes, he looked nearly the same, it was remarkable. That was Gene Bartlett. As teenagers, PJ and Gene had both been lifeguards at the beach at Clear Pond, and they used to use their keys to unlock the front gate late at night and take girls to look for the mermaid. Local legend had it, you could only see the mermaid of Clear Pond after dark, when she came out of the water to sleep on the raft at night. It was how both Gene and PJ had lost their virginity, taking girls to the beach to look for the mermaid.


Four and a half decades later, PJ had still never seen the mermaid, lumped in among so many other life disappointments, and now, apparently, his old friend Gene was dead.


The obituary read:


Gene Bartlett Sr., 63, husband of 41 years this September of Michelle (Cobb) Bartlett, passed away on Friday, following a brief illness. Born in Pondville, Mass., Gene was a proud 1969 graduate of Pondville High. After Gene met and fell in love with Michelle, the couple moved to Los Angeles to pursue Michelle’s acting career, and Gene found success in LA real estate. They lived a comfortable life. For the past decade, they enjoyed retirement by traveling the country in an RV, seeing sights such as the Grand Canyon, the Badlands in South Dakota, the Space Needle in Seattle and eating one too many beignets in New Orleans, before settling down last year in a two-bedroom condo in Tucson, Ariz. Gene is survived by his darling Michelle and his—




PJ stopped reading at that point. “Michelle Cobb,” he said, and whistled, remembering how good Michelle had once looked in this one orange sweater. PJ wished there was a photograph of Michelle that went along with the obituary, but it was only Gene, looking like the same goober he was forty-five years ago. Michelle Cobb had been the other love of PJ’s life, besides Ivy, but then PJ had gone away to war, and he’d never seen her again. Michelle Cobb was back on the market. Wasn’t this a change of fortune! Michelle was likely still living at the two-bedroom condo in the Tender Hearts Retirement Community, because that’s where the obituary said you could send flowers in memory of Gene Bartlett. The retirement community was in Tucson.


PJ excused himself from the breakfast table and went upstairs to Fred’s office to use his computer. The room held a small desk and a computer but was mostly full of cardboard filing boxes, so many boxes you barely had room to move in the swivel chair. PJ assumed they were old court case files, and wondered why Fred didn’t just toss them. PJ sat down at the desk and typed into Google: Florist, Tucson. He took out his credit card and sent a dozen red roses, and also a small teddy bear. The Valentine’s Day package, it was called. My deepest condolences, he asked the florist to write on the card. All my love from Pondville, he signed it. Your old friend, PJ Halliday.


This was the beginning of something wonderful, PJ was sure of it.


And then there was a tap-tap-tap on the door, and Fred pushed his way in. Fred didn’t ask what PJ was doing on the computer, because PJ used that computer all the time, he didn’t have internet at home.


“Hey, Paul, can I show you something?” Fred asked.


“It better not be disgusting, Fred,” PJ said, because Fred had bunions on his feet, and that’s when Fred pulled out a ring. It was a sensible size, the diamond, which PJ was grateful for. The diamond on the engagement ring he’d given Ivy, all those years ago, was so small it had probably worn away to a grain of sand sitting unworn in her jewelry box.


“I wanted to ask for your blessing,” Fred said. “And I wanted to ask if you’d be my best man. Ours is a strange friendship but it’s—”


PJ didn’t let him finish, because he grabbed him by the face and kissed Fred on the mouth. He was overjoyed to be asked for his blessing, and that Fred wanted him around for the wedding, wanted him to play a major part. “Of course, I will, buddy. And I’ll start planning our big bachelor party.”


“No party,” Fred said, being a dweeb again.


“What are you two doing in there?” Ivy asked, because the office door was closed. “Freddy, you have to finish packing. PJ, what’s this about a party? If you get arrested while we’re gone, there’s going to be no one to bail you out. Remember we won’t have cell service most of the trip.”


“I remember,” PJ said. “I won’t be able to call.” This was the worst part; he wouldn’t even be able to talk to them. They were leaving him here to die of loneliness.


“So, no parties. No bad behavior. Call Sophie if you get into any trouble. Don’t take advantage of your daughter; you should do your own grocery shopping, but I don’t want you rotting in jail.”


“No bad behavior. Don’t call Sophie unless I need to,” PJ promised, and smiled at Ivy. It was all PJ could do not to spill the beans, make Fred get on one knee right there among the cardboard boxes, but somehow PJ kept his mouth shut. Good ol’ Freddy wanted to propose on their trip to Alaska, of course he did, that would be more romantic than asking in Pondville in front of her ex-husband. PJ couldn’t believe it: his ex-wife and his best friend were getting married! They were heading to Alaska tomorrow, and when they came back there would be a wedding. A big one, PJ hoped. He would be the best man. PJ and Ivy’s daughter Sophie would be the maid of honor. It would be open bar.


“I’ll also need a plus-one on the invite,” he whispered to Fred, thinking of Michelle Cobb and how wowed she would be, once she saw the flower arrangement, the teddy bear.
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The story that Ivy would cut out of both newspapers had happened two days earlier, on the first day of May, three streets over from where PJ lived in his house full of junk, in a small white house on Deerfield Lane.


It all started when a nine-year-old boy named Ollie Meeklin opened his eyes. Ollie thought it was odd that he hadn’t heard his mother’s alarm go off; she always pressed Snooze several times. In fact, the house was so quiet that morning, that first day of May, Ollie could hear a mouse farting in the walls. His sister was still asleep, but she slept so quietly it was almost like she was dead. She had told Ollie recently she wished she was dead sometimes, and so Ollie had vowed to do something about it. He was going to tell an adult at school why Luna was so depressed. His sister was the smart one, and older by eleven months, already ten, but he would be the brave one today. He would be the tattletale.


Finally, his sister was awake. She wasn’t dead, which was a relief.


“You look weird this morning,” Luna told him. “Stop being weird.”


“Can’t help it,” he said.


“I know.” Luna shook her head. Ollie was the sweet one. Sweet and round like a cupcake, redheaded and freckled like his father. Luna was small and dark-haired. She had been a biter as a child, and her mother had thought maybe she was possessed, but the pediatrician said it was simply because Luna was jealous of Ollie, so close to her in age. The doctor said he usually recommended two years between children, to prevent violent behavior and give the mother time to recover. Their mother had never recovered. In fact, the kids were so close in age that they were in the same grade. Fourth graders.


That morning, Ollie had a spring in his step. He was going to make things right today, get his sister the help she needed. That was the way they talked about sadness on TV.


But on the first floor of the Meeklin household, something was different, something was strange. Their mother was sitting next to their father at the kitchen table. Usually, their mom was running around in the morning, clucking like a mother hen, wearing the fuzzy pink bathrobe the kids’ father called “The Bonerkiller.” Their mother was always rush-rush-rushing to get things ready for the day, lunches made, homework in backpacks. But that day, she was simply sitting down next to their dad, Officer Frank Meeklin, and staring at him.


“What’s wrong, Mom?” Ollie asked. Their mom had to go to the mental hospital for two weeks after their grandpa died, and Ollie didn’t want it to happen again.


“Everything’s fine,” their mother said. She pointed to the counter. “I got donuts.”


Their mother had indeed gotten donuts, a whole box. “Whose birthday is it?” Luna asked.


“Mine,” their mother said, although it wasn’t. Her birthday was in the summertime. The kids weren’t stupid. They were fourth graders, and Luna was probably a genius, their teachers said, but their parents never wanted to hear about that, because being a genius meant a special school, school they couldn’t afford, especially not for a girl. If only Ollie had been the one born with the brains, their dad often said.


“One minute until you’re out the door,” their mother warned, which was more like her, but she was still sitting. “Backpacks on, shoes on, let’s go.” Usually, she would be holding the backpacks in her hands, throwing their shoes their way, but today she kept sitting, watching her husband.


Luna and Ollie’s father, Frank Meeklin, didn’t seem to notice he was being watched. He was drinking his coffee and having his powdered donut, wasn’t paying much attention to his wife or his kids. “I got to get going too,” he said, standing up and brushing some white powder off his uniform.


“You haven’t finished your coffee,” their mom pointed out.


“Oh, I’ll stop at Dunkin’ later. I’ve got to get in early. A colleague’s birthday. I’m in charge of the flowers. There’s a party after work. I’ll be late.” Frank leaned over to kiss his wife goodbye. He didn’t know what had gotten into him really; he never kissed his wife goodbye, and she never tried to kiss him either, but he was in such a good mood because it was Cherri’s birthday, the new receptionist at the police station. As things stood, Frank was currently only allowed to touch Cherri’s breasts over her sweater, but he was sure that would change tonight, after a romantic dinner, because Cherri had admitted she did have a fantasy about sex in the back of a police cruiser. Frank had cleaned up so much blood and vomit and piss and shit off the plastic seats in the back of the cruiser that he did not share that fantasy, but whatever, Frank would do it anywhere.


The children both grabbed a donut. They put on their shoes. They grabbed their backpacks. They felt nervous and they weren’t sure why. Maybe it was the school project they had to present. It was family history day. Ollie had written a report on their grandfather, his dad’s dad. Grandpa Meeklin was a firefighter, but he died before Ollie was born. Ollie knew his mom’s dad much better; Grandpa Chip used to live with their family, but Ollie would never ever write a report on him. Grandpa Chip was a mean old bastard who hanged himself in their garage two Octobers ago, and that’s when their mom had her first breakdown and had to go on those special meds. So, instead, Ollie had made a poster of firefighter pictures, had drawn a house burning and people inside it screaming.


Luna had kept her family project a secret, and she hadn’t made a poster; she had done a PowerPoint instead. It was on a thumb drive. Ollie thought he should remind Luna not to forget the thumb drive, because his mother wasn’t doing it. No, his mom was rinsing her mouth out in the sink after her husband had kissed her. Ollie knew his parents hated each other, but that was a little much.


Luna had indeed forgotten the thumb drive and ran upstairs to get it after Ollie reminded her. When no one was looking, Ollie grabbed his father’s coffee, poured it into a water bottle. His teacher had claimed that coffee helped her with concentration and focus, which was why she drank it all the time. Ollie’s most recent report card had said “needs to learn to concentrate,” and his dad had whupped his ass over it. So, Ollie had started sneaking coffee. He needed to learn to concentrate. And today he needed to concentrate on being brave.


Outside, at the end of the driveway, Luna and Ollie climbed up the three black steps into the school bus while their father got into his cruiser. Luna and Ollie always sat right behind the bus driver, because Luna got in too many fights when she sat in the back. Their dad turned on his sirens as the bus pulled away, to scare the kids.


“I hate him,” Luna said.


“Yeah,” Ollie agreed, although his feelings toward his father were more complicated. He knew their parents loved them, even though their father was mean and hit them sometimes, and even if their mom yelled at them for being lazy and slow and even though she did crazy things. She threw out food she’d just bought because she said she saw bugs in it. Lately, she’d been accusing people on the street of following her.


Ms. Deon, the old woman who drove the bus, looked in the rear-view mirror and spoke over her shoulder, “Oh, Luna, sweetie, don’t you ever say you hate your parents. I know they would do anything for you.”


Frank Meeklin was feeling a little funny when he arrived at the Farm & Flower Market, but he chalked it up to nerves. It had been a long time since he’d given flowers to a girl he really liked, with the promise of sex later. So that feeling in his chest? Butterflies, he was sure. It was nice, really, to be a twenty-eight-year-old man in love. He and Elaine had gotten married too young. High school sweethearts, pregnant with Luna senior year, and Elaine wasn’t nuts back then. Or she’d been nuts but in a good way. A fun way. Elaine wasn’t fun anymore. And everything would have been so different if they had used a Trojan or a Durex that night. Any brand would have probably worked.


It was by the refrigerator of cut flowers when Frank started feeling worse. He couldn’t decide between roses or maybe something more creative, maybe those purple ones? and the decision seemed to be giving him the sweats. He looked around for someone to ask about their opinion on the flowers, and that’s when the chest pains started. He felt like he might faint or vomit or both. He was hot and cold at the same time.


Frank thought some fresh air might help. He was just dizzy, he was sure, from the smell of the flowers. Some of those flowers were strong-smelling. He went outside and sat on the curb next to his cruiser. He put his head between his knees. “I’m in love,” he said to himself, out loud. This must be what this was. He was really in love, and he’d never been in love before. Not ever with Elaine, not even in high school, not even that great night on New Year’s Eve. He was overwhelmed by love, so it was making him sick. Soon his chest pains would stop, and he could stand up again, and he would go into the flower shop, and he would buy roses, because even if they were cliché, they were classic, and Cherri the receptionist was a classic. Like a Cadillac or an ice-cream sundae, he thought. He would say that to her tonight, that she was an ice-cream sundae, and her breasts were two scoops. Wow, that was romantic, Frank thought. It was his final thought before passing out. Frank fell off the curb where he’d been perched, and he lay on the pavement between the yellow lines of the empty parking spot.


No one noticed Frank, because the checkout boy was the only one in the store, and he was addicted to a game called Candy Crush on his phone. If the owner wasn’t in the store, Ryley, the checkout boy, was definitely playing Candy Crush. So, Ryley didn’t see the policeman curled in a fetal position in the handicapped parking spot in front of the store because he was looking at the candy onscreen. And there were no other shoppers there, because it was early, and most people were either eating breakfast at home, or on their way to school or work, or waiting in the drive-thru line of the Dunkin’ Donuts, not stopping for cut roses at the Farm & Flower. Officer Frank lay on the blacktop, curled up. He was not dead yet, but there was foam in the corners of his mouth, and he certainly needed immediate medical attention.


As luck would have it, another customer was on her way into the store, a woman by the name of Gail Quigley, and she was coming into the Farm & Flower because it was where she liked to buy liver for her cat, Mittens, who was a two-time blue-ribbon winner at the southeast Massachusetts cat show. Gail Quigley was distracted that morning because her daughter, who often accused Gail of liking the cat more than she liked her own daughter, had asked to go on birth-control pills. Gail Quigley thought that was quite the ask, coming from a fifteen-year-old. Lily had insisted the pills were needed in order to regulate her period and clear up her acne, but Gail Quigley wasn’t born yesterday.


Gail was trying to find the number for an ob-gyn, was looking at her phone when she pulled into the lot at the Farm & Flower, when she felt her car hit something. She assumed it was the dog who belonged to the owner of Farm & Flower Market, that ugly old hound, but when she got out of the car, she saw it was not a dog crushed underneath her wheel, but it was Officer Frank Meeklin. Gail Quigley, who never cursed because it set a bad example for her daughter, said: “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.” Officer Frank Meeklin had once pulled Gail Quigley over for going 40 in a school zone but let her off with a warning. Gail Quigley started to scream and scream and scream for help, and Ryley the checkout boy came running out. Even though he was honestly having the game of his life in Candy Crush, he still tossed his phone down on the counter to go see what the screaming was all about, but when he saw Gail Quigley trying to pull a limp Frank Meeklin out from under her Jeep, he turned back around to dial 911.


When the ambulance arrived, Frank Meeklin was loaded into the back, and the two EMTs spent a little time hanging around, talking to Ryley and trying to soothe Gail. It was not important to rush to the hospital; there was no one to save. One of the EMTs reached down to scratch the ears of the big brown dog who belonged to the owner of the Farm & Flower, and the man noticed the dog had a tuft of orange fur in his mouth. The dog was known to be a cat killer, which is why Gail Quigley hated him.


An hour later, Elaine Meeklin got a visit from two police officers, her husband’s coworkers, regretfully informing her that Frank was dead, and Gail Quigley had killed him with her Jeep Wrangler. Elaine did her best to cry in front of the officers, but when she closed the door in their faces and was alone in the house, she couldn’t believe her luck. She wasn’t going to get caught. She was going to cash out on that life insurance. Everyone would be so focused on the car accident, they wouldn’t ask any other questions. Yes, there would be an autopsy, but Elaine Meeklin was sure they wouldn’t be looking for suspicious substances, even though Frank Meeklin had been lying on the ground when Gail Quigley hit him. Cause of death had to be: Hit by moving vehicle, distracted driver. Standing in her kitchen in her fuzzy pink bathrobe, Elaine Meeklin hugged herself. What a terrific thing she had pulled off.


He was dead, they said, already, so she didn’t need to hurry to the hospital. She could meet them at the morgue to identify the body, but they knew it was him already. It was a small town, and his name was right there on his police uniform. No mystery there.


Elaine went upstairs, took off her Bonerkiller bathrobe, got dressed in her favorite red blouse and jeans, and then got in her car to go pick up the kids early from school to break the news to them. She decided that was what a person would do next, if they were shocked and horrified by their husband’s death. They would go pick up their children.


In the White Rock Elementary School main office, Principal McGuffries hugged Elaine when she told him what had happened, even though she certainly did not want to be hugged. She would have preferred a high-five, but she knew that would be a strange ask, even for a principal who high-fived kids in the hallway of White Rock Elementary School all day long. It was a big part of his job, to give the high-fives out. Principal McGuffries walked Elaine Meeklin down to the fourth-grade classroom, where her two kids would be.


Luna was standing in front of the rest of the kids, giving some sort of presentation. “It’s family history day, unfortunately,” Principal McGuffries said with a cringe as he and Elaine stood in the hall outside the classroom. The kids hadn’t noticed them yet. There was a PowerPoint up on the projector behind Luna, and there was a black-and-white yearbook photo of a young man on the projector. Elaine had long ago stopped helping with Luna’s homework, and she had not the slightest idea how Luna had gotten hold of her yearbook. “This guy went to high school with my mom.”


Under the photo, it read:




MARK STACKPOLE


Varsity Baseball, Drama Club, Jazz Ensemble, Crossword Club





“He seems smart, doesn’t he?” Luna asked the class. “I don’t know what my mom was thinking, why she married my dad instead of him. And get this, now Mark Stackpole is famous. He’s on a soap opera, on TV every day while we’re at school. He doesn’t always wear a shirt. You should see his muscles.”


“All right, Luna,” Ms. Delaney said. “That’s it for today.”


Luna ignored her teacher and asked her classmate Gabriel to go to the next slide.


Gabriel clicked the button and revealed a microscope photograph of sperm meeting egg. Some of the kids giggled, while others stared blankly.


“Oh no,” Ms. Delaney said. She had noticed the principal standing in the doorway.


Gabriel clicked the button again, and there was a phrase projected on the screen. It was a French phrase, so Luna didn’t try to pronounce it. She was a genius, but she was still a fourth grader, and she had never taken French. She had never heard it said aloud, she had only read about it in her mother’s diary. Luna looked down at her next index card. “This is when three people have s-e-x—”


“Luna!” Ms. Delaney reprimanded. “Not appropriate.”


“Jiminy Cricket,” Principal McGuffries said.


“But I spelled it,” Luna said. “I didn’t say s-e-x.” It was on the class list of words the kids weren’t allowed to say. “I think Mark Stackpole is my real father. I found my mom’s old diary. The timeline adds up. My mom and Frank Meeklin and Mark Stackpole had intercourse together nine months before I was born. Am I allowed to say ‘intercourse’?”


Out in the hallway, Elaine Meeklin turned to the principal, the blood draining from her face. Principal McGuffries averted his eyes. Elaine felt sweat bead at her temples.


“Well—” Principal McGuffries started, grasping for something positive. “They’ll have sex ed next year. It’s state mandated.” He hoped that would be a help. He hated to see women embarrassed.


“On second thought,” Elaine said, smoothing her hair back, “you know what, I’ll tell them about the accident after school. Let them have one normal school day. One last normal one.”


Principal McGuffries nodded, and together they backed away from the door, walked back down the hall. The kids hadn’t seen them. It was only the teacher, poor first-year teacher Ms. Delaney, who had noticed Ms. Meeklin and the principal, standing there in the dark of the doorway, witnessing how wrong things went in her classroom sometimes, especially when she let Luna Meeklin have the floor.


On the way back to her house, Elaine was feeling a little rattled, and sweaty. She turned left onto Deerfield Lane and almost ran over an orange cat, darting across the street. The cat looked bloody, had possibly been missing an ear. Poor kitty, Elaine thought, but kept on driving. She was almost home.


She pulled into the driveway and went inside. She opened the fridge. She had just dipped into some of her dead husband’s leftover cheesecake—he’d gone to the Cheesecake Factory up in Braintree over the weekend, with the woman Elaine knew he was having an affair with, and Elaine had followed them and now she had proof; Elaine wasn’t so crazy after all, was she?—and that’s when Elaine got a phone call. It was the school nurse.


“Ollie is sick,” the nurse said. “Can you come get him?”


“What do you mean he’s sick?” she asked. “I just saw him in his classroom. He looked fine.” But Elaine hadn’t seen Ollie, she realized. She had only seen Luna doing her little song and dance about sperm and egg. “He’s sick?” she asked. “What’s wrong with him?”


“Clammy,” the nurse said. “Some vomiting.”


“I’ll come right now,” Elaine said. “I’ll be there in ten.” She reluctantly put the cheesecake down.


“Thank you,” said the nurse. “He seems very sick. He might be hallucinating.” Then the nurse told Elaine what Ollie had told her. She whispered it, since it wasn’t a comfortable conversation to have in an elementary school. Ollie had claimed their grandfather had exposed himself to Luna. Those were her words, not Ollie’s. Ollie had said his grandfather had shown his sister his wiener and asked if the nurse could find his sister a therapist. “It’s my job to check up on accusations like that,” the nurse said. “Even if . . .”


“No,” Elaine said. “It didn’t happen.”


“Okay,” the nurse said. “If you’re sure. Otherwise, you know I have to report it.”


“I’m very sure it didn’t happen. Ollie is an imaginative child.”


The nurse agreed. Both Meeklin children were always in trouble for being imaginative.


“And besides,” Elaine said, “my father killed himself. Nineteen months ago. He hung himself in my garage.”


The nurse was silent for a few seconds after that. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no idea.”


“You couldn’t have known,” Elaine said. “Don’t kick yourself,” she told the nurse. She was about to hang up the phone when it occurred to her to ask. “Has Ollie had any coffee?”


“I would never give a child coffee,” the nurse said. “I’m a registered nurse.”


“Can you ask him? Ask him if he’s had any coffee?”


The nurse asked him.


“Just a cup from home,” the nurse said, back on the phone. “He said he needed it for bravery. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you he’s a strange kid.”


“How much did he drink?”


“I don’t know, Ms. Meeklin, I didn’t give it to him.”


“HOW MUCH DID HE DRINK?” Elaine demanded.


The nurse asked Ollie, who was lying on the plastic couch next to her, writhing. “His whole water bottle,” she reported back.


“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. Call 911,” Elaine said. “Call 911. Tell them he drank Visine and it’s deadly. It can be deadly.”


“Visine eyedrops? Why did he do that?”


“It was in the coffee. I put it there. It’s poison. Please,” she said to the nurse. “Call 911. Oh my God, call 911 right now, I’m hanging up, call them now.”


And as the call disconnected, the whole town of Pondville heard Elaine Meeklin scream. The early birds at the bar put down their eleven A.M. beers. The mice in the walls stopped their scampering. The deer in the woods by the reservoir raised their heads. The mermaid who lived in Clear Pond shivered.


Elaine Meeklin had read, on the internet late at night, that Visine eyedrops are odorless, tasteless, and deadly if you consumed enough of them. Elaine had used two bottles. They were $4.99 at Target. It had seemed too easy. She had originally picked April 1 to do it, the perfect date to say it was her son’s April Fool’s joke gone wrong, but she’d chickened out last month and wondered if the affair was only imagined. But she had proof of the affair now, real proof, photos from the Cheesecake Factory, and May was a new month, a second chance, and couldn’t a nine-year-old boy pull a practical joke on his father anytime? He could get the idea at any minute at that age. There was a scene in Wedding Crashers where Owen Wilson puts eyedrops in the coffee of his romantic rival to give him diarrhea. It’s not a crime to give your dad the shits as a practical joke, Elaine had planned to say, if she had to, in court. But she had never meant to give the coffee-and-eyedrop mixture to her kids. It was for their father, who was a cheater and a bastard, a liar and a violent drunk. He had deserved it.


Elaine Meeklin rushed around to get things together, the kind of rushing she usually did in the morning before the kids went to school. She grabbed a duffel bag. She knew she would need supplies for the hospital; she had been to the ER before, many times, for other emergencies with the kids. She grabbed a few books, extra clothes for herself and Ollie, protein bars, mini bags of goldfish. She threw in the rest of the box of donuts. She was buckling herself into the front seat of the car when her cell rang again. It was Ollie’s teacher. She scrambled to answer. “I’m on the way to the hospital,” she said. “Tell him to hang on. Please tell him to hang on.”


On the other end of the line, Ms. Delaney paused. She was a little confused. She had heard from Principal McGuffries that Officer Frank Meeklin was dead, dead as a doornail, had no more hanging on left to do. She had no idea that Ollie Meeklin was very ill, an hour and a half ago she had sent him down to the nurse’s for a tummy ache, which was standard stuff for a fourth-grade teacher. Ms. Delaney was only calling Ms. Meeklin to apologize for what she had seen in the classroom. How upsetting that must have been, to see her fourth-grade daughter talking about her mom’s sex life in front of everyone, and on the day of the accident. Ms. Delaney was a new teacher, this was her first year, and she didn’t want to get fired, so she was calling to apologize. “Ms. Meeklin, I’m so sorry,” Ms. Delaney said, and then she started to cry. Jessica Delaney’s own father had died a few months before, had collapsed suddenly on Christmas Eve, and she was still kind of a wreck. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Meeklin. I wish there was something I could do to change it. I wish everyone didn’t see it happen. It was horrible, horrible I let it happen—”


“Everyone saw him?” Elaine Meeklin asked, the fear rising in her. “It was horrible? You let the other children see him? I’m on my way. Is it too late to see him? I’m on the way to the hospital. Is it too late?”


“Oh, Ms. Meeklin, I’m so sorry.” Jessica Delaney could see what was happening, the first stage of grief: denial. Jessica hadn’t believed her father was really gone until she saw him, rigor mortis under the white sheet. “I’m sure you can see his body,” she said, trying to help. “They always let the family see the body, if it’s not too . . . damaged.” Principal McGuffries had told Ms. Delaney about the car crash at the Farm & Flower, so Mr. Meeklin’s body might not be in great shape. They might not let her see him, but Ms. Delaney wasn’t sure.


On the other end of the line, Elaine Meeklin began shrieking in pain.


“Oh my. I’m so sorry, Ms. Meeklin,” Jessica Delaney said, responding to the shrieks.


“I killed him! I killed my baby!” Elaine was pounding on the steering wheel. She was still in the driveway. There was no point going anywhere if it was too late.
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