
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

            Copyright © 2017 by Jamie Brenner

Cover photographs: woman © Guy Crittenden / Getty Images; hat © Tais Policanti / Getty Images

Author photograph by Laura Boyd

Cover design by Ploy Siripant

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. 

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
littlebrown.com
twitter.com/littlebrown
facebook.com/littlebrownandcompany

            First Edition: April 2018

            Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBN 978-0-316-39492-5

            E3-20180222-DA-PC

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Chapter Twenty

   	Chapter Twenty-One

   	Chapter Twenty-Two

   	Chapter Twenty-Three

   	Chapter Twenty-Four

   	Chapter Twenty-Five

   	Chapter Twenty-Six

   	Chapter Twenty-Seven

   	Chapter Twenty-Eight

   	Chapter Twenty-Nine

   	Chapter Thirty

   	Chapter Thirty-One

   	Chapter Thirty-Two

   	Chapter Thirty-Three

   	Chapter Thirty-Four

   	Chapter Thirty-Five

   	Chapter Thirty-Six

   	Chapter Thirty-Seven

   	Chapter Thirty-Eight

   	Chapter Thirty-Nine

   	Chapter Forty

   	Chapter Forty-One

   	Chapter Forty-Two

   	Chapter Forty-Three

   	Chapter Forty-Four

   	Chapter Forty-Five

   	Chapter Forty-Six

   	Chapter Forty-Seven

   	Chapter Forty-Eight

   	Chapter Forty-Nine

   	Chapter Fifty

   	Chapter Fifty-One

   	Chapter Fifty-Two

   	Chapter Fifty-Three

   	Chapter Fifty-Four

   	Chapter Fifty-Five

   	Chapter Fifty-Six

   	Acknowledgments

 	Discover More Jamie Brenner

   	About the Author

   	Also by Jamie Brenner

  



    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            This book is dedicated to all the brave men and women who serve this country and to the families who support them.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         The warm winters still surprised her, every day a gift. But that particular morning, the heat was a problem. She didn’t want to wear a short-sleeved dress.

         It seemed the entire city of Los Angeles had turned out, like it was the Super Bowl or the Academy Awards. The Staples Center arena was filled to capacity, with hundreds more left standing outside. Lauren looked out at a sea of silver-and-black hockey jerseys, military uniforms, and American flags, all the colors blurring together like a spinning pinwheel.

         She had spent dozens of days and nights in that arena cheering on her husband playing ice hockey for the LA Kings. But today, she wasn’t part of the crowd. She was separate, up front and on display, sitting by the podium dressed in black and hiding behind dark glasses.

         Surrounded by thousands of people, Lauren felt completely alone.

         An hour into her husband’s memorial service, she was dizzy with nerves and exhaustion. Grief was an odd thing. It made you numb but exquisitely sensitive at the same time. She had to admire the emotion’s versatility; it now owned her completely.

         She scanned the front row of the stands to find her parents. It was strange; for the first time in years she truly wanted her mother, and yet there was nothing her mother could say or do to make her feel better. She had almost told her parents not to come, and she certainly didn’t want to see her sister.

         “This nonsense has gone on long enough,” her mother had said over the phone. “You just lost your husband. You need your family around you. Of course your sister will be there.”

         But she wasn’t.

         Now, under the glare of television lights set up for ESPN’s live broadcast of the memorial service, her parents looked lost. Lauren tried to catch her mother’s eye, but she was focused on the jumbotron showing the president’s tribute to Rory: “Our fallen soldier, a true American hero.” Her mother’s expression seemed to say, How did we get here?

         Lauren hoped she didn’t have the same expression on her face. Not when the world was watching. Not when photos of her would appear everywhere. Would they see what she was thinking? That this felt like theater, a circus, a show that had nothing to do with her husband? That she was just playing her part, a role she hadn’t auditioned for and didn’t want?

         Grieving widow. Just twenty-four years old. Such a tragedy. Such a loss.

         And then the part of the show when a man she’d never met before handed her a folded American flag. She reached for it mechanically and placed it in her lap. She knew these ceremonies, the symbolism of the flag, were meant to give her comfort. But going through the motions just made her feel like a fake. It was useless; her world would never again have meaning.

         Sitting there, she tried to deflect the waves of sympathy, thinking, This is my fault. If you only knew; this is my fault.

         Just when she thought the moment couldn’t get any worse, it did. She started to cry, under the scrutiny of millions of eyes on her, the flash of cameras capturing every sob. It was unbearable to have something so private—losing her husband—play out so publicly.

         Just get through today, she told herself. After today, all the attention would fade. The world would move on. And she could disappear.

         
              

         

         As a war correspondent, Matt Brio had landed in some uncomfortable and even dangerous situations all around the globe: Tsunami-ravaged Thailand. Baghdad. Syria. For a few crazy years, he had worked in unimaginable conditions. He should have been prepared for anything, and yet landing in sunny LA after flying in from freezing New York somehow still managed to throw him off his game.

         Drenched in sweat outside the Staples Center, thinking he would happily trade his Canon XF100 for a bottle of water, he willed himself to focus and panned the video-camera lens across the throngs of people outside. About a yard away from him, a grown man wearing an LA Kings number 89 jersey held his young son’s hand and sobbed. Matt wanted to get the man on camera and ask, “What did Rory Kincaid mean to you?” but he didn’t have time. The real story was inside.

         The question was, could Matt actually get inside? He wouldn’t know until he tried flashing his long-expired press pass, a relic from his days working in journalism.

         His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he ignored it. No doubt it was someone from two time zones away wondering why the hell he’d canceled the scheduled shoot for the documentary he was in the middle of directing. But if there was one thing Matt had learned, it was that it was better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, and that went for both missing the shoot today and for crashing the memorial service.

         Matt made his way to security and handed his press pass to the guard. If he’d thought the whole thing through better, he might have been able to wrangle a legitimate pass from an old colleague. But nothing about this day had been thought through. The flight to LA, the decision to show up at the service, all impulses. His entire career had started with an impulse, so why stop now?

         But this wasn’t a career move. What drew him to the stadium on that hot and inconvenient day, the magnetic pull that he could no more ignore than he could stop breathing, was personal.

         The guard waved him inside, either missing the expiration date on his pass or simply not caring. The service was half over, anyway. Matt followed a second security guy’s direction to the gate and escalator that would lead to the press box.

         Matt jostled for a spot in the crowded pen, nodding to a few journalists he knew and then looking up at the video of the president eulogizing the hockey star turned soldier. Beside him, a woman wearing a CNN badge began to cry at the words “American hero.” Seriously? Matt thought. Okay, it was a tragedy. But was it more of a tragedy because Rory Kincaid had been a famous athlete? There were thousands of guys deployed overseas at that very moment.

         The jumbotron screen went dark, and a three-star general stepped up to the microphone.

         Matt was more interested in the woman seated just a few feet away from him, Rory Kincaid’s young widow. He adjusted his camera, watching her through the lens. Her dark hair was pulled into a low ponytail, her face obscured by large black sunglasses. She was the epitome of fragile grief, and for a second Matt felt a pang. He shook it away.

         Matt understood grief. He understood loss. But his hero had died without fanfare, just a footnote in history. One of tens of thousands; no one cared about that story.

         So Matt supposed the Rory Kincaid story would have to do.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Beth Adelman tried to keep up a cheerful patter of conversation during the hour-and-a-half drive from Philadelphia to the Jersey Shore. Her daughter was having none of it. A month since Lauren had lost her husband, and she was only getting more withdrawn.

         Lauren slumped in the passenger seat, staring out the window. Late January; the sky was gray and the trees bare. Beth turned on the defroster and glanced over at Lauren.

         It was hard not to think of all the summer Saturday mornings when she and her husband and the girls had made this same drive. She would wake her daughters at the crack of dawn, and Lauren and Stephanie would climb into the backseat wearing bathing suits under their shorts and T-shirts. Still yawning, with butter-slick bagels in their hands, the girls squabbled. In those days, arguments over foot space and other backseat boundaries began before they even pulled onto the Pennsylvania Turnpike. If a foot or stray beach-bag strap strayed over the line to someone else’s side while the car was still in the driveway, yelling would ensue, and Howard, cramming their suitcases into the trunk, would call out, “I’m going to stick one of you in here!” Joyful noise.

         Such a contrast to the current ride.

         Beth knew she was looking at the past through rose-colored glasses, but even the eternal bickering between the girls was something she would gladly take in exchange for the current silence.

         She turned off the Atlantic City Expressway, and Lauren lowered her window. Beth heard the call of seagulls, and she tried to convince herself that everything was going to be fine. That Lauren wasn’t making a mistake.

         Beth didn’t usually think of the beach house that her parents had left her as secluded, but geographically it was out there. Absecon Island was a barrier island on the Jersey Shore of the Atlantic Ocean. Beth was afraid that it was the remoteness that attracted Lauren to the house, not just the comfort of family memories.

         There was no traffic on Ventnor Avenue. In the winter, the Jersey Shore felt deserted. Beth was certain Lauren was underestimating how isolated she would feel all alone in that big house in the half-empty town under gray skies and with the chill of the wind off a cold ocean. But in the weeks since Rory had been killed in Iraq, there was just no talking to her. It was a tragedy, a god-awful tragedy. Of course it was. But her daughter had shut down, and for the life of her, Beth had no idea what to do about it.

         “Lauren, look—there’s Lucy!” Beth said, pointing to the six-story elephant, a tourist attraction that had fascinated Lauren as a child. “You girls used to get so excited whenever we passed her. Remember?”

         Lauren glanced to her left but said nothing.

         Minutes later, Beth turned off Atlantic Avenue and onto a short cul-de-sac. The house her parents had left to her was a beachfront four-bedroom Colonial Revival, gray and white but somehow stuck with the name the Green Gable. In the old days, it wasn’t until hours after their arrival that the girls set foot inside. As soon as the car turned into the driveway, they pulled off their flip-flops and ran to the sand like they were “shot from a cannon,” as her father said every single weekend. It was still early, and the beach was empty enough for them to make an easy beeline to the ocean, Stephanie calling out, “Last one to the water is a rotten egg!”

         “It’s not a race!” Lauren yelled, and yet she always dashed to keep up with her sister, her feet sinking into deep pockets of sand as she ran, stumbling but moving forward.

         Beth sighed. Why couldn’t life always be that simple?

         Now, the Green Gable was exactly as it had always been, except the wind- and sand-battered wood sign was more faded, the moss-green words almost indistinguishable from the gray background. Beth turned off the car and closed her eyes. How she wished her own mother were still around to tell her how to deal with this. But she was gone, leaving a beautiful house that was small consolation.

         Lauren just sat there, zombielike.

         “Come on, Lauren. Grab one of the bags.”

         The house smelled musty and close. Beth cracked some windows despite the frigid wind. When she’d left in August, she hadn’t expected to return until spring. She couldn’t have imagined that a few months later, her handsome, vibrant son-in-law would be dead, leaving her younger daughter a widow, and that the Green Gable would beckon to Lauren with some false promise of peace.

         “I’ll make a run to Casel’s for groceries,” Beth said, heading for the kitchen to take stock of what, if anything, she had left behind.

         “No, Mom. Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”

         Lauren lugged the heaviest suitcase up the stairs. Beth abandoned the kitchen and followed her, surprised to see her turn into her old childhood bedroom.

         “Why not the master bedroom? It has the better view.”

         “That still feels like Gran’s room.”

         “Don’t be silly, Lauren. If you’re going to be here for a few weeks, you might as well—”

         “Not a few weeks, Mom. I’m staying here indefinitely.”

         The bedroom was white and sea-foam green with a queen-size bed framed in antique cast iron. A bone-colored French pot cupboard served as her nightstand. There was a pen on it, and a framed photo of Lauren and her older sister. Stephanie had one arm draped around Lauren’s shoulders as they stood at the edge of the ocean, both of them sunburned, sandy, with long wet hair.

         Beth sighed heavily. “Lauren, I love you, hon, but I’m really thinking this isn’t the best idea. I understand you don’t want to stay in LA but at least come home to Philly so we can be there for you. You need a support system.”

         Lauren turned her back to her, opened her suitcase. “I need to be alone.”

         Beth walked to the window, looking out at the overcast sky. “I don’t know what you expect me to do. Just leave you here? Just turn around and get back on the highway?”

         “Yeah. And Mom, remember, if anyone contacts you about me, you don’t know where I am.”

         “Who’s going to contact me?”

         “I don’t know, Mom. A reporter? Just don’t say anything. Promise?”

         “Of course. No reporters—got it. But you’re doing the wrong thing, isolating yourself out here.”

         No response. Beth was overwhelmed with one of the worst feelings a mother could experience in the face of her child’s pain: powerlessness.

      

   


   
      
         
            Four Years Later

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Lauren’s feet pounded the boardwalk in the final stretch of her morning run. With the ocean to her right, the beachfront homes of Longport to her left, she looked straight ahead. She ran without headphones so she could hear the ocean and the seagulls. Most days, they were the only sounds along her solitary twelve-mile run from Longport to Atlantic City and back.

         Today felt different. It wasn’t just the changing early-morning light, though that was part of it. In the winter, she did her entire run in darkness. Lately, halfway through, the sun was up. Today, by the time she passed Ventnor, at around the ten-mile mark, it was bright enough that the path was dotted with cyclists. Mothers were pushing strollers. There was no use denying it; winter had turned to spring, and summer was right around the corner. The invasion was coming.

         Longport in the winter was a recluse’s paradise. Some people called it a ghost town; Lauren had become quite comfortable in the company of ghosts. While most of the year-round residents gritted their teeth through the winter, waiting for beach season, Lauren felt the complete opposite. The summer was her time to grin and bear it, to endure. The bright long days, the crowds, the string of patriotic holidays.

         Don’t think about it, she told herself. You still have time.

         Thwap-thwap—the beat of her sneakers against the wooden boards. The steady pounding of her heart. A familiar rush of energy, almost a giddiness, carried her down the wooden steps to the cul-de-sac in front of her house.

         She jogged slowly in a circle, sweat cooling against her neck, then, dizzy, she bent over, hands on her knees, her head down. She looked up at the sound of tires on gravel, a car turning onto her block. Her stomach sank.

         What were her parents doing here?

         Her parents were devoted summer weekenders. Starting Memorial Day weekend and going through Labor Day, they showed up Thursday afternoon and left Sunday night. It was a shock to her system after months of solitude, but she adjusted to it by the middle of the summer and sometimes felt almost sad to see them drift back into their Philadelphia routine. She never visited them in Philadelphia at the old stone house where she’d grown up. She never left the island. This was a real issue only once a year, when her sister had a birthday party for her son, Ethan. Lauren felt guilty for being an absentee aunt.

         “Honey! I thought you agreed to cut down on the running. You’re getting way too thin,” her mother said, slamming the car door and rushing over to her.

         “I’ll get the bags,” her father said.

         “I’m fine, Mom. What are you guys doing here?”

         Her mother looked at her strangely. “It’s Memorial Day weekend, hon.”

         Was it? Lauren could have sworn that was next weekend.

         She glanced at her sports watch. She had to shower and get to work. The Thursday before Memorial Day, the breakfast crowd would be lining up at the restaurant door.

         “We’re getting an early start,” her mother said, looking tense.

         “Any particular reason why?”

         “Oh, just lots to do. I want to get the house ready, clean out the guest bedrooms…”

         Lauren looked at her sharply. “The guest bedrooms? Why?”

         “Your sister is coming.”

         
              

         

         Matt Brio climbed the three flights of stairs to the editing suite in Williamsburg, carrying doughnuts. He was unhappy to find himself out of breath by the second floor. That’s what you get for editing a film 24/7, he told himself. And he didn’t see that changing any time in the near future.

         On a Thursday at noon, his suite mates were all plugged into their headsets and staring at their computer screens. Matt made a cup of coffee at the community Keurig machine and booted up his machine. Fuck coffee—he needed a drink.

         He set the box of doughnuts next to his computer. He figured if he was asking someone for a six-figure check, the least he could do was provide refreshments.

         “I’m going to be in Brooklyn anyway, so it’s a good time to stop by,” Craig Mason had said, just like that. As if Matt hadn’t been asking him to look at his reel for six months.

         The Rory Kincaid project had been a rough road. Matt sometimes wondered if he had bad karma due to how he’d handled things at the beginning. When it became his passion project, he dropped out of a film he had committed to directing. As a result, he ruined his relationship with Andrew Dobson, the producer who had backed his first two films. Matt’s reputation took a hit, and he suspected that was why he had failed to get a solid financial investment for the Rory Kincaid story; it had nothing to do with the merit of the project. So Matt put his own money into making the movie. Four years later, the money was gone, and he needed a financial lifeline.

         But it wasn’t enough just to finance a movie and get it made; you had to be able to market it. Next winter would be the five-year anniversary of Rory Kincaid’s death. It felt crucial to secure distribution by that milestone.

         He put on his headphones and clicked open a video of seventeen-year-old Rory Kincaid scoring a hat-trick goal for his high-school team. As the puck slid into the net, Rory reacted with his signature gesture, lifting both hands into the air, then pulling his left arm sharply in, bent at the elbow, his fist tight: score. Next, footage of commentators on CNN: “We have breaking news that former NHL star Rory Kincaid, who walked away from a reported seven-figure contract with the LA Kings to enlist in the military, has been killed in the line of duty.” Matt clicked through to footage of the memorial service. He moved forward through the frames, pausing on the widow standing against a backdrop of American flags next to a blown-up portrait of Rory in his U.S. Rangers uniform. The guy was so ruggedly handsome, he was like the person central casting sent over when you asked for “hero.”

         Officers in full military dress flanked the flag-draped coffin in a procession out of the Staples Center. Behind them, the grieving widow walked as if she were wading through water.

         A tap on his shoulder. Startled, he turned around. Craig Mason.

         Craig Mason was a former Wall Street banker now in his mid-fifties and on his second career. “Second life” was how he had put it to Matt when they’d first met for drinks six months earlier.

         “Hey, man,” Matt said, quickly closing the file and standing up. “Let me just find another chair.”

         “Didn’t realize it was such tight real estate in here. Maybe we should have met at my office.”

         “Not a problem,” Matt said, sliding a chair in front of his work space. Craig was busy looking at the two dozen index cards arranged on the corkboard above Matt’s desk that mapped out all the beats of the film American Hero: The Rory Kincaid Story.

         Craig slid into the seat next to him.

         “Doughnut?” Matt offered casually. As if he weren’t at the absolute end of the line.

         Craig shook his head. “My new girlfriend is a Pilates instructor. The pressure is on. So, how much are we looking at?”

         “Just the selects,” Matt said. “Some of the interviews, to give you a sense of where I’m at since we last spoke.”

         “Sounds good,” Craig said.

         Their first meeting, Craig had told Matt that he was at a stage of life where he wanted to do something “meaningful” with his hard-earned and considerable fortune. But Matt soon realized that even people with money to burn don’t want to burn it.

         Still, there was glamour in feature films, and the promise of social progress with documentaries. For people like Craig Mason, that sometimes made films worth the gamble. He’d invested in two features and bought himself a ride to the award-season parties and red carpets. He’d put money into one documentary about clean water because that was his pet cause. But on that project, Craig had learned that documentaries don’t make money.

         One of Matt’s buddies on the clean-water doc introduced Craig to Matt. But Craig was in no rush to fund a second documentary. During their initial meeting about American Hero, both of them drinking martinis at a gastro pub on the Upper East Side, Craig told Matt, “I’m just not feeling it on this one. I don’t see the urgency.”

         American Hero was originally an examination of why some people answer the call to serve their country, and others don’t—viewed through the lens of the life of Rory Kincaid. But the film had morphed, changed, like a breathing entity. All Matt’s films felt alive to him, growing under his care and guidance. But none as much as this one.

         He handed Craig headphones and they both plugged in so they wouldn’t disturb the other filmmakers in the room. Matt clicked on a file. He pressed Play, and an image of the entrance to Rory’s Pennsylvania high school, Lower Merion, filled the screen against the sound of the roar of a crowd. The camera closed in on the school’s motto carved in stone: ENTER TO LEARN, GO FORTH TO SERVE. Then a still photo of Rory, all blazing dark eyes, looking right at the camera. Then footage of the high-school coach. “How many thousands upon thousands of kids have walked through the doors of this school over the years, and how many have actually taken that motto to heart?” And then, video of Rory as a young teenager on the ice, racing toward the net. Voice-over, a woman: “Generations of Kincaids have served. World War Two. Korea. Vietnam. My older son, Emerson, served in the First Gulf War.” This from a sit-down with Rory’s mother that he’d luckily gotten before she passed away. Then the film cut to her. “Rory had a gift. He could skate fast and get the puck in the net. It’s as simple as that.” She pulled out a photo album and flipped through pictures of Rory as a boy, several of him on the ice, a few of him running around with a Rottweiler. “He named him Polaris,” she said. “What kind of name is that for a dog from a six-year-old boy? But he loved the stars.”

         Footage of Rory playing for the Kings. And then a press conference, Rory in a blue button-down shirt, his hair wet. “No game is perfect, no player is perfect,” Rory said. “We look at our athletes as heroes.” And then that wry smile, the one that always suggested that what he was saying was just the tip of the iceberg. “I have different heroes.”

         Next, military footage. Soldiers in the Middle East. A clip of news anchors announcing that hockey star Rory Kincaid was walking away to enlist in the military. “A remarkable move from a remarkable young man,” one of them said. And then the secretary of defense, flanked by American flags, speaking at a press conference: “Corporal Kincaid sacrificed himself in the name of liberty and justice around the world.”

         Game footage: Rory’s rookie season, the Kings against the Chicago Blackhawks. Rory takes a rough hit against the boards and goes down on the ice. Five games later, a stick against the jaw takes him down. October 2010, a fight with a Blackhawks defenseman. February 2011, a fight with Philadelphia Flyers’ Chris Pronger, and he’s out for weeks. Cut to his sports agent sitting behind a desk in his fancy Los Angeles office saying, “Rory’s career in the NHL was over.”

         Craig leaned forward. “Where are you going with this?”

         Matt paused the footage. “You want urgency? Fine. How about this: Rory Kincaid wasn’t a perfect example of selfless heroism. He didn’t walk away from the NHL—he limped away. Rory Kincaid was damaged goods. And it could have been prevented.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Lauren smiled at customers waiting to get into Nora’s Café as she breezed past them to start her shift. She was early for work and still the line stretched to the end of the block.

         Summer had unofficially arrived and, with it, the shoobies—people who came to the shore only during the summer. They got their name from their unfortunate habit of wearing shoes to walk to the beach when any local worth his or her salt could go barefoot for blocks.

         She’d barely have time to run upstairs and change into her uniform, a navy skirt and a pale yellow polo shirt. The building had a second floor with an office, a storage area, and a changing room for the staff. Most of them barely used it, but because Lauren liked to run to and from work, it felt like her personal locker room. She kept her running clothes, sneakers, and a stash of Gatorade in one of the closets.

         “Morning, Nora,” she called to her boss, a sixty-something redhead manning the door and putting names on the wait list. Lauren didn’t bother offering to take over the task; Nora liked greeting her customers, especially the first few weekends of the summer.

         Lauren signed in on the same clipboard Nora had kept by the kitchen since she’d opened her doors in 2005. Everything was done manually. Lauren took the customers’ orders on an old-fashioned ticket pad, each stub three deep: one for the kitchen, one for Lauren, one for clocking out at the end of the day. It wasn’t that Nora couldn’t afford to upgrade to a computer system, and she was certainly savvy enough to find one that would suit the restaurant. She simply went through life with the attitude of “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

         But four and a half years ago, Nora had recognized that Lauren was broken. That first winter, Lauren would sit for hours in the café, morning after morning, nursing a coffee. Sometimes she had constructive thoughts, ideas about starting a foundation in Rory’s memory. But most days, she just stared out the window.

         Nora didn’t pretend not to know who she was, but she also didn’t watch her from a safe distance and whisper to the other employees. Both scenarios had happened endlessly in Lauren’s final weeks in Los Angeles.

         Nora had simply brought Lauren a plate of eggs and bacon and said, “On the house.”

         Lauren had looked at her suspiciously. “Why?”

         “Because you’ve had a rough few months, and I know what that’s like.” Then she pointed to a painted sign above the table that read AIN’T NO PROBLEM BACON CAN’T CURE.

         Lauren couldn’t help but smile. Was the word cure a pun on cured meat, or was she giving the sign too much credit? Either way, she thanked the woman. And it took a few weeks before Nora would accept any money from her for food. It took about a month for Nora to offer her a job.

         Lauren glanced at the chalkboard to get a sense of the day’s specials and realized it hadn’t been updated. She called out to Nora for a rundown.

         “Goldenberry pancakes, a hot quinoa bowl, a kale–goat cheese omelet,” she said. “I only got half the goat cheese I ordered so be prepared to eighty-six it because of this rush.”

         Nora prided herself on an organic menu constructed around as many “super-foods” as possible.

         Lauren jotted the specials on her ticket pad, grabbed a piece of chalk and updated the board, and then started taking table orders. She loved the chaotic rhythm of the restaurant. For hours at a stretch, she didn’t have time to think. She barely had time to breathe. When she was really in a groove, it was almost like running.

         Lauren was in the zone during the crush of lunch when Nora summoned her to the front counter.

         “You have a visitor,” she said in the same moment that Lauren saw the hard-to-miss blonde in cutoffs and mirrored aviator sunglasses.

         Lauren fortified herself with a deep breath and marched over to the sister she hadn’t seen since Labor Day weekend, which had been Stephanie’s last visit to the shore.

         “Hey,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

         “Didn’t Mom tell you I was coming?”

         “Yes, but I mean here. At the café.” She glanced around. “I’m working.”

         “Yeah, I know, Lauren. You’re always working or running or some shit and I need to talk to you away from Mom.”

         Lauren sighed. “What’s wrong?”

         “I don’t know exactly. Mom has a bug up her butt about something. Did she say anything to you?”

         Concerned, Lauren thought back over the most recent phone conversations she’d had with their mother but didn’t see any red flags. “No. I can’t think of anything. Let’s just…see how things go this weekend. Where’s Ethan?”

         “At the house with Mom.”

         “And Brett?”

         Lauren barely knew Stephanie’s husband of a year and a half; he and Stephanie had eloped after dating for two months.

         “He’s not coming.”

         “Okay, well. I’ll see you later.” She turned around and eyed her tables.

         “One more thing: I need to stay here for a few weeks. Maybe a month.”

         Lauren turned back to her. “At the shore?”

         “Yeah. At the house.”

         No. This could not be happening. Summer weekends, she could tolerate. But weeks at a stretch?

         “Stephanie, I know it’s beach season and the house is technically a beach house but it’s my home. If I lived in Philly, you wouldn’t just show up and say, ‘I’m moving in for the summer.’”

         “At this point, I would. I’m getting divorced, and I have nowhere else to stay.”

         Divorced. Lauren couldn’t even begin to act surprised.

         “What about Mom and Dad’s?”

         Stephanie shook her head. “That’s a no-go.”

         “Why not?”

         “I’m not sure. It was actually Mom’s idea that I stay here this summer.”

         What? “I can’t deal with this right now, okay? Just—go. I’ll see you back at the house.”

         Lauren made a beeline for the kitchen. She wanted to be consumed by the heat, the clanking of dishes, the controlled chaos. She wished the lunch hour would stretch on forever.

         Summer hadn’t even started, and it couldn’t get any worse.

         
              

         

         Matt knew he had Craig’s attention. He fast-forwarded the reel to his latest interview and paused it.

         “Last week I spoke to a former assistant coach with the Flyers who’s at Villanova now.”

         Matt hit Play, and the Hatfield Ice Arena, home ice to the Villanova men’s ice hockey team, filled the screen. The coach, John Tramm, sat on a bench, the empty rink in the background.

         “I can’t talk specifically to Kincaid’s situation because I didn’t know the guy,” Tramm said.

         “Of course. I’m just trying to establish the overall climate in the NHL,” Matt said.

         “The time period you’re looking at—Kincaid’s two seasons—were right before things began to change.”

         “What changed?”

         “Starting in, maybe it was spring 2011, if a guy took a hit to the head, he’d be removed from the game and evaluated by a doctor.”

         Matt leaned forward. “Are you saying that prior to 2011, that’s not how players were treated?”

         “There was no hard-and-fast protocol for players who took a hit to the head. So they’d sit on the bench and the team trainer would evaluate them. And there is the expectation for the player to just shake it off. Hockey culture demands resilience. Guys feel pressure to prove their toughness, and, frankly, they know they can be replaced. Especially the rookies.”

         “I understand there’s a class-action lawsuit by about a hundred retired players,” Matt said.

         Tramm nodded. “Yes. The lawsuit is in light of the new research about CTE.”

         Matt knew all about CTE, chronic traumatic encephalopathy, a degenerative brain disorder. Matt still couldn’t believe that he’d found a head-injury angle on the Rory Kincaid story. At first, he’d doubted himself. He thought he was projecting. He’d been obsessed with head-injury consequences for over a decade, ever since his older brother came back from Afghanistan. Everyone knew it was a problem for wounded warriors. And people knew it was a problem for pro athletes. But in Rory Kincaid, he might have found an intersection, a perfect storm that had taken down America’s golden boy.

         “Now researchers are looking at the brains of deceased former players,” Tramm said. “One of the first to be studied was one of our guys, Larry Zeidel. He was a Flyer. Nickname was Rock. A great guy—everyone loved him. Then he retires and suffers from debilitating headaches. Starts having a bad temper, gets violent, makes crazy financial decisions. Impulsive decisions. His entire life fell apart.”

         His entire life fell apart.

         After more than four years, Matt finally had his film.

         Craig, however, seemed less sure.

         “So the film is no longer about a war hero?”

         “It’s bigger than a story about just one war hero. It’s told through that one hero to question a system that fails these athletes, just like it fails our wounded warriors. We live in a society that hails these guys as heroes, then does nothing to help them when they need it.”

         If Matt had known all those years ago what he knew now, maybe he could have saved his brother. Maybe, if this film got made, others would have the chance to save their own brothers, or sons, or daughters.

         Craig sighed. He glanced up at the storyboard, then around the room.

         “I know you had doubts about this film,” Matt said. “Maybe it wasn’t saying anything big enough. But I hope this new angle changes that.”

         “Where can we talk privately?”

          “Let me check the conference room.”

         Mercifully, it was empty. Matt closed the door while Craig paced in the tight space.

         “My doubts aren’t just about the film, Matt. You really blew things up with that project you walked away from four years ago.”

         Matt crossed his arms, nodding. “I know. That was…unfortunate.”

         “Unfortunate? You cost Andrew Dobson a lot of money.”

         Matt should never have agreed to do the documentary about the rock star. It had been producer Andrew Dobson’s idea; Matt had been between projects and he agreed. And then Rory Kincaid was killed, and Matt was reminded of why he’d gotten into the business in the first place. After a few months of trying to finish the musician project, he realized his heart wasn’t in it. He had to follow his passion, his instincts. “You can find another director to get it to the finish line,” he’d told his producer.

         Bridge officially burned.

         “I also made Andrew Dobson a lot of money,” Matt said. “I got Andrew an Academy Award nomination for the last film we did together!”

         Craig nodded, rubbing his jaw. “Okay, this is the situation: You have a theory. It’s an interesting one. But there’s no smoking gun.”

         “I’ll find it.”

         “What does his widow have to say about all of this? His mother?”

         “His mother died last year, before I was onto this. And the widow is completely off the grid.”

         His failure to locate Lauren Adelman Kincaid was the greatest frustration of his career. The amount of time and money he’d spent trying to track her down had almost sunk the project. The woman had no social-media footprint, no driver’s license, and no real estate rental or purchase records. Her old friends either wouldn’t talk to him or swore they were no longer in touch with her. Her former brother-in-law threatened him with a lawsuit. And her family in Philadelphia refused to speak with him. Well, her sister agreed to a meeting, then backed out at the last minute and never responded to his follow-up calls or e-mails. He’d hired a private investigator. He’d considered illegally obtaining her tax filings, but he hit a wall without her Social Security number.

         Craig walked back to Matt’s desk, stared pensively at the storyboard on the wall. After a long silence, he said, “Without interviews with the widow, someone to corroborate what you’re saying, this film is too speculative. I’m sorry, Matt. I can’t invest in it. But I wish you luck.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Lauren locked the door to the café behind her and felt the heat of the midday sun on her back. For as long as she’d known Nora, her boss had been mumbling about starting a dinner service, but so far it hadn’t happened. Every day, Nora’s Café closed at three and didn’t open until seven the following morning. Lauren hoped the dinner shift would actually materialize this summer. She relished the idea of working a double—or even a triple. To clock in at six in the morning and not leave until eleven or so at night? She wouldn’t have a moment to think. Just the way she liked it.

         She adjusted the belt pack around her waist, making sure her tips were zipped up, then bent down to tie the laces on her Sauconys for the run back to the house.

         “Lauren Kincaid!” A man’s voice.

         Lauren stood up so quickly she felt dizzy. You’re not eating enough. You’re too skinny.

         He looked vaguely familiar, but it took her a few seconds to place him. Had they gone to school together?

         “Neil Hanes,” he said. “From Green Valley?”

         An old acquaintance from her parents’ country club. She must have been in college the last time she’d seen him. The summers were like that; half of her hometown descended on the island.

         “Oh, hi. Sorry, it’s just been a long time.”

         “It really has! Probably since that party for your dad’s fiftieth.”

         She nodded, her mind flooding with images of the live band, her cocktail dress, and the way Rory had looked in his suit. It’s like a wedding, he’d said. Someday we’ll dance like this and you’ll be my wife.

         Neil said something but she’d completely tuned out.

         “I’m sorry?” she said.

         “Oh, I was just saying that I see your parents sometimes in Philly. They mentioned that you live here now.”

         She nodded, hoping he wouldn’t bring up Rory, wouldn’t say he was sorry, wouldn’t say he’d heard…

         “Are you writing these days?” he said.

         “Writing?”

         “Journalism. The last time we spoke, you were really into it.”

         Vague recollections of a long-ago conversation. “Oh. Right. No, not anymore.” She hated talking about herself. Deflect, deflect. “Weren’t you into journalism too?”

         He nodded. “I love reporting. But no money in it. Screenwriting—that’s where it’s at.”

         She smiled politely. “Well, nice to see you. I should get going.”

         “Oh, yeah, sure. But, listen, I’m here for the summer. We should hang out some time.”

         “I don’t hang out,” she said.

         She knew it sounded harsh, bitchy, cold. But it was better to just be up-front about it. She didn’t date, would never date. And she didn’t need a new friend. It would take all of her energy just to tolerate her family.

         
              

         

         They say a mother is only as happy as her most unhappy child.

         That explained why Beth hadn’t felt any real joy in years. Both of her daughters were miserable.

         “I left messages for Lauren and Stephanie asking what they wanted for dinner, and neither of them have gotten back to me,” she said to her husband as she poured Worcestershire sauce into a bowl to start her marinade.

         “Hon, they’re grown women. Why don’t you and I go out to eat and they can fend for themselves?”

         Was he serious?

         She set the bottle down. “The point of being here is to spend time together as a family.”

         “Well, maybe Lauren and Stephanie don’t share your enthusiasm for that. You’re pushing too hard about living here for the summer.”

         She pressed her fingers to her temples. “I want one last summer here before we have to sell the house. Is that so much to ask?”

         He sighed.

         She unwrapped the flank steak.

         “This isn’t just for me, Howard. Ethan should be surrounded by family. He just lost the only father figure he ever had.”

         “That schmuck wasn’t a father.”

         “You know what I mean. And Lauren has been out here alone long enough.”

         “I certainly agree with that,” Howard said, looking out at the beach. “Have you told her about selling the house?”

         “I haven’t found the right time.”

         “What’s the right time? It’s your house, Beth.”

         “And the house in Philly was our house, and you just lost that! So don’t lecture me.”

         They’d lived in the old stone house in the suburbs of Philadelphia since before Stephanie was born. Beth had been sure they would live there for the rest of their lives, that her grandchildren would run around the same yard that the girls had grown up playing in.

         She still shuddered thinking about the day, only weeks ago, that he’d confessed. I took out a second mortgage… Last-ditch attempt to save the business…

         The business.

         Howard ran Adelman’s Apparel, a store his grandfather had started as a hat shop in 1932. Saul Adelman had the foresight to lease a space in the shadow of the famous Wanamaker’s department store, a retail behemoth that attracted visitors from all over the country. But while throngs of people went to Wanamaker’s to see the world’s largest fully functional pipe organ or the twenty-five-hundred-pound bronze eagle in the Grand Court, many seemed to prefer a more intimate experience for shopping. That’s where Adelman’s came in, with Howard’s mother, Deborah, acting as a personal shopper long before there was any concept of such a thing. From the 1950s through the 1970s, it was unthinkable for a well-to-do young woman in Philadelphia to go anywhere other than Adelman’s for her trousseau.

         But the world changed. Retail changed. Wanamaker’s closed its doors after a hundred and twenty years. The trend toward casual dressing edged Adelman’s out of its comfort zone, and eventually it became impossible for the store to compete with the national chains.

         Beth had known it was bad. She just hadn’t known how bad until they’d lost their home.

         Now Adelman’s was closed, left half filled with merchandise Howard had failed to unload while he pumped money into the store, trying to hold on long enough to find a buyer. He was stuck with five more years on a twenty-year commercial lease.

         Still, regardless of the circumstances, Beth could not stomach the idea of selling the Green Gable. Looking around the kitchen, she could envision her mother at the counter, unwrapping fresh cinnamon buns, still warm from Casel’s grocery. Beth closed her eyes.

         “My parents intended for the girls to have this house someday.”

         Howard sighed.

         “You’ve indulged the girls too much the past few years. Now you and I need to dig ourselves out of this hole, and Lauren and Stephanie need to move on with their lives.”

         Was he right? Beth had known it would take time for Lauren to recover from the loss of her husband. It had taken all of them time to get over losing Rory. But it was becoming increasingly clear that her daughter was frozen.

         And she was scared nothing would ever change that.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Ethan asked to sit next to Lauren at dinner. She hadn’t seen the kid since last summer, and yet he loved her. She wished she could still see the world through the forgiving eyes of a six-year-old.

         “I saved you this seat,” she said, smiling at him.

         Ethan was quiet but achingly cute, with big brown eyes and the same high forehead and good cheekbones Lauren had inherited from her father. He looked more like Lauren than Stephanie, and Lauren wondered if her sister realized this, if he reminded her of when they had been young and best friends.

         “I like this long chair,” Ethan said, looking up at Lauren.

         “Me too. It’s kind of kooky. Like your great-grandmother,” she said. The wall banquette was upholstered in an outrageously bold chinoiserie pattern her grandmother once had identified as Chiang Mai Dragon. The walls were cerulean blue, the modern table white marble. Her grandmother had tried as hard as she could to do a simple beach house, but with some rooms she’d caved to her truest design impulses. The living room was all distressed wood and white linen, framed starfish, and several vintage suitcases stacked next to a towering bookshelf. But if you turned a corner, you’d find a velvet-upholstered modern wingback chair under a large-scale abstract painting. Lauren’s grandmother had a fondness for monogrammed trays and chinoiserie vases, and her collections of zebras—Lalique zebras, porcelain zebras, hand-carved wood zebras—were scattered everywhere.

         “I don’t think that’s a nice thing to say,” said her mother. “And Ethan, hon, it’s called a banquette.”

         The salt and pepper shakers were little bluebirds. Ethan reached for one.

         Her mother’s marinated flank steak was set out on an American flag–pattern serving tray, a nod to the holiday weekend. Lauren appreciated the attempt to make things festive, but since her husband’s death, she’d found the sight of the flag funereal.

         “This room is pretty crazy,” Stephanie declared, opening a bottle of wine. She seemed overdressed for dinner at home in her skintight jeans perfectly flared around her ankles and her strappy, high-heeled sandals. Lauren hadn’t changed out of her running clothes.

         “I don’t think you need to drink tonight,” Beth said. Stephanie poured a glass anyway.

         “Listen to your mother,” Howard said.

         She ignored him too.

         Ethan played with one of the bluebirds, tilting it so it spilled salt onto the table.

         Stephanie went to the kitchen and returned with a plate of Bagel Bites. They actually looked pretty appealing. As if reading his aunt’s mind, Ethan smiled at Lauren, his big brown eyes wide and adoring, and handed her one of the crusty little circles.

         “Aw, thanks, hon. Looks so good, but that’s yours.” She tousled his hair.

         “Lauren, a friend of your father’s—you remember Simon Hanes—is opening a restaurant in the Borgata this summer. Seafood. Very fancy,” said her mother.

         So that was why Neil Hanes was in town.

         “Oh, well, that’s nice,” Lauren said, reaching for a piece of corn on the cob.

         “Tell her, Beth,” her father prompted.

         Her mother cleared her throat. “We were thinking, maybe once things got off the ground, you’d like to work there instead of that little place you’re at now?”

         Lauren shook her head. She knew her parents meant well, but their pushing and prodding was getting more invasive. They just didn’t get it. Four years into her life on the island, at least her old friends had taken the hint and left her alone. At first, after Rory died, they offered to come to town for weekends or just to meet her for dinner. They sent invitations to weddings and birthday parties. For a while, she felt obligated to concoct some reasonable excuse to decline. And then, she did not.

         “Why would I want to work at the Borgata?” Lauren said.

         “Well, you’d be more in the swing of things. Less isolated. It might be fun. Even in the winter, you’d have steady business.” Lauren could hear the subtext: And you might meet someone.

         “Thanks, but I’m happy where I am,” she said evenly. She couldn’t get angry with her mother. After all, her mother never got impatient with her. Beth, on top of the long hours she had always put in at Adelman’s, helped run Lauren’s foundation. It was so much work, more than Lauren had imagined when she began with the simple idea of raising money to donate to various causes in Rory’s memory. Her favorite organization was Warrior Camp, a place for soldiers to heal from the trauma of combat. And yet, as passionate as she felt about this work, when she was invited to fund-raisers or meetings, she would not leave the island.

         Her mother glanced at her father: Well, I tried.

         Silence fell over the table. The only sound was Ethan crunching on the mini–pizza bagels. Things were always awkward when the whole family was together, but it felt especially weighted tonight, and Lauren remembered what Stephanie had said about her mother seeming upset about something—although she had put it a little more crudely, as Stephanie tended to do. She watched her mother, looking for a clue that something was wrong, and decided it was probably just Stephanie’s divorce setting her mother on edge. Of course her parents had to be upset about it, though they couldn’t have been any more surprised by it than Lauren was. After Stephanie had gotten pregnant by “some rando,” as she put it, and decided to keep the baby, there was probably little that could surprise them.

         “Speaking of Simon Hanes,” her mother said suddenly, “his son Neil is here for the summer. I’m sure you two met at some point. Very good-looking young man.”

         “I literally just ran into him a few hours ago,” Lauren said.

         “You didn’t! What a coincidence!” her mother said, way too delighted.

         “You should spend some time with him. Very ambitious young man. He’s a screenwriter now,” her father added. “Moved to LA after graduating from Penn.”

         “Yeah, no, thanks,” Lauren said.

         “I’ll spend some time with him,” said Stephanie.

         “You’re not even divorced yet!” their father said.

         “Oh, as if that’s the issue. I could be totally single, never married, and you’d still only think of setting him up with Lauren.”

         Lauren glanced uneasily at Ethan. “Hon, can you get me a bottle of water from the fridge?” she asked, and he dutifully scooted away. She turned to Stephanie. “Why do you have to make everything about you?”

         “Like you don’t? Your whole Jackie Kennedy routine is getting old.”

         “Really? You’re criticizing my life?”

         In that moment, it was hard to believe they had once been close. But they had. Lauren, dark-haired, dark-eyed, quiet and watchful; Stephanie, blond and blue-eyed, outgoing and a chatterbox. A year apart, their mother called them “the twins.”

         Whatever shortcomings Lauren had, she knew her sister would fill the gap. And vice versa. When Stephanie was flailing in ninth-grade math—tripped up by quadratic functions in algebra—Lauren, a year younger, tutored her. Stephanie might have been the blonde, but Lauren was the golden child—well behaved, smart, caring.

         Stephanie had set the course of their school years when, struggling academically, she’d fought her parents when they tried to switch her from public middle school to private school. Why didn’t she want to go to private school? “Because it sucks,” she told Lauren. And so when Lauren finished elementary school, she too chose public school.

         “Baldwin Academy is so much calmer. More intimate. It’s a better fit for you,” her mother had argued. This was a time when Lauren was struggling a bit with her weight. The public-school kids could be cruel. Of course, private-school girls were no better. But when parents pay twenty grand a year, the administration has an incentive to enforce some semblance of decorum. Lauren didn’t care; she was going to school with her big sister.

         She was less confident that she’d made the right decision when high school loomed. By that time, Lauren had grown to her full height, five foot six. Her high cheekbones and brown eyes had won her comparisons to the lead actress on her favorite show, Alias. She was finally pretty. Nowhere near Stephanie’s loud, flagrant beauty, but pretty enough. Still, starting high school was scary, and starting high school at a big place like Lower Merion was terrifying. So many things could go wrong. You could end up anonymous—a loser. You could end up harassed—tormented on the notorious Freshman Day, the first Friday the thirteenth of the school year. Rumor had it that some girls got their entire ponytails cut off, and some boys were stuffed into lockers.

         On the first day, some of Lauren’s friends’ older siblings pretended they didn’t know the younger ones, warned them not to even acknowledge them in the halls. But the scheduling gods had smiled on Lauren and given her the same lunch period as Stephanie. Stephanie, her long blond hair loose and lustrous, her perfect body poured into jeans and a ribbed tank top from a recent shopping spree at Urban Outfitters, had put her arm around Lauren and taken her from table to table.

         “This is my baby sister,” Steph had said, first to the sophomores, then to a few tables of juniors. “Don’t fuck with her.”

         “Hey, baby sister,” a few boys had said mockingly.

         But no one fucked with her. Not once; not ever.

         As teenagers, the sisters never had a reason to be competitive. They didn’t want the same things.

         At least, not until Rory.

         Now, Stephanie pushed her chair away from the table.

         “Where are you going?” her mother said.

         “Out.”

         Stephanie stormed off. Lauren sighed. Drama queen.

         “Aunt Lauren?” Ethan said, appearing in the doorway of the dining room. He had a bottle of water in one hand and the package of cinnamon buns from Casel’s in the other. “Can we open these now?”

         “We’re still eating dinner, hon,” Beth said.

         Ethan looked around the table. “Where’s Mom?”

         Lauren and her mother exchanged a look.

         “Sure,” Lauren said. “We can open that now.”

         
              

         

         Matt slipped into a seat near the back of the NYU auditorium. There were a few open spots closer to the front of the room, but Matt always felt more comfortable near an exit route. Maybe this was a result of his early years working in undesirable locations, or maybe it was just a by-product of his natural impatience.

         “Our thinking on head injury is evolving, and the way we research these injuries is changing.”

         The irony was not lost on Matt that after avoiding science as much as possible for his entire academic life (there had been one particularly miserable eight weeks of summer-school chemistry), he now spent his free time sitting in dark lecture halls learning about it. His e-mail in-box was filled with event alerts for brain-injury panels the way it had once been stuffed with announcements of Red Hot Chili Peppers tour dates.

         “Today, we’re challenging two core beliefs: First, that brain disease is caused by only those severe hits that result in concussions and, second, that brain injury is due to blows that cause the brain to bounce around inside the skull. That theory is incomplete.”

         He’d been looking forward to this talk, a public lecture given by a visiting professor of neurology at the Boston University School of Medicine, for weeks. He’d requested an interview, but no luck. And considering the way things had gone with Craig Mason last week, it was just as well. American Hero was on pause. Maybe permanently this time.

         “We believe long-term brain damage can result from the accumulation of minor blows. And we believe the real damage happens deeper inside the brain than previously thought and that this is a result of fibers within the white matter twisting after impact. Given these two things, sports helmets as they are currently designed do not protect players from concussions and the resulting long-term brain disease.”

         The doctor introduced a bioengineer from the Camarillo Lab at Stanford. He’d developed a mouth guard that helped track the force of injury in football players.

         “If you look at this screen, you’ll see the g-forces of ten hits,” the bioengineer said. Matt hated charts. He glanced down at the program he’d been handed at the entrance and flipped to the back. The Stanford study thanked a list of donors. Matt recognized many of the names, all the usual suspects in the arena of traumatic brain injury. The few he didn’t recognize, he circled now with a Sharpie. He never knew where he’d find an important lead. At one name toward the bottom, his hand froze. The Polaris Foundation.

         He named him Polaris. What kind of name is that for a dog from a six-year-old boy? But he loved the stars.

         Could it be a coincidence?

         Matt slipped from the auditorium. The sunlight outside was blinding after the half hour he’d spent in darkness. Matt rushed into a coffee shop and pulled his laptop from his messenger bag while standing in line to buy the coffee that would rent him table space.

         Squeezing into the corner of a long wooden communal table, Matt gave a cursory nod to the pretty blonde who smiled at him. Then he put on his headphones to discourage conversation and did a quick search for the Polaris Foundation. He wasn’t surprised to come up empty. A lot of public foundations didn’t have websites. Next, he tried the foundation-center database. He hadn’t used the site in a long time, not since the early days when he’d searched for any type of Rory Kincaid foundation. At the time, he’d had no doubt someone in Rory’s family would start a foundation in his name, and he’d been right: his brother Emerson had started the Rory Kincaid Scholarship Foundation for student athletes. But that had proved a dead end because Emerson wouldn’t speak to him and Lauren Kincaid wasn’t involved.

         Matt’s login failed. His subscription had run out, and the credit card he originally used had been maxed out long ago. Without hesitating, he pulled out his debit card and used it for the subscription. This is how one slides into bankruptcy, he thought. But it was a fleeting concern, because within thirty seconds he had a name attached to the Polaris Foundation: Lauren Adelman.

         Heart pounding, he dug deeper, searching for the Polaris Foundation’s IRS form 990-PF.

         The address was in Longport, New Jersey.
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