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  PROLOGUE




  ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA




  All day long, people stopped along the path that ran through the woods by the Potomac River. Bundled in their parkas and wool scarves, they stood close to one another for

  warmth and clutched the mittened hands of their children or the leashes of their dogs as they stared at the one splash of color in the winter-gray landscape. The yellow kayak sat in the middle of

  the river, surrounded by ice. The water had been rough the night before, buffeted by snowy winds, rising into swirling whitecaps as the temperature plummeted and the waves froze in jagged crests,

  trapping the kayak many yards from shore.




  The walkers had seen the kayak on the morning news, but they still needed to see it in person. It marked the end of a saga that had gripped them for months. They’d looked forward to

  the trial that would never happen now, because the seventeen-year-old girl—the seventeen-year-old murderer, most were sure—now rested somewhere beneath that rocky expanse of

  ice.




  She took the easy way out, some of them whispered to one another.




  But what a terrible way to die, others said.




  They looked at the rocky bank of the river and wondered if she’d put some of those rocks in her pockets to make herself sink. They wondered if she’d cried as she paddled the

  kayak into the water, knowing the end was near. She’d cried on TV, for certain. Faking it, some of them said now as they moved on down the path. It was too cold to stand in one spot

  for very long.




  But there was one woman, bundled warm, gloved hands in her pockets, who stood at the side of the path for hours. She watched as the news chopper collected fresh aerial images, its blades a

  deafening dark blur against the gray sky. She watched as the police milled along the banks of the river, pointing in one direction and then the other as they considered how they’d retrieve

  the kayak from the ice . . . and how they would search for the girl’s body beneath it.




  The woman looked at the police again. They stood with their hands on their hips now, as though they were giving up. This case was closed. She pulled her jacket more tightly around

  herself. Let them give up, she thought, pleased, as she watched a police officer shrug his shoulders in what looked like defeat. Let them wrest that kayak from the river and call it a

  day.




  Although a yellow kayak stranded in ice proved nothing.




  They were fools if they thought it did.




  





  PART ONE




  





  JUNE 2013




  





  1.




  Riley




  I’d never expected to lose nearly everyone I loved by the time I was twenty-five.




  I felt the grief rise again as I parked in front of the small, nondescript post office in Pollocksville. The three-hour drive from my apartment in Durham had seemed more like six as I made a

  mental list of all the things I needed to do once I reached New Bern, and that list segued into thinking of how alone I felt. But I didn’t have time to dwell on my sadness.




  The first thing I had to do was stop at this post office, ten miles outside of New Bern. I’d get that out of the way and cross one thing off my list. Digging the flimsy white postcard from

  my purse, I went inside the building. I was the only customer, and my tennis shoes squeaked on the floor as I walked up to the counter where a clerk waited for me. With her dark skin and perfect

  cornrows, she reminded me of my friend Sherise, so I liked her instantly.




  “How can I help you?” she asked.




  I handed her the postcard. “I’m confused about this card,” I said. “My father died a month ago. I’ve been getting his mail at my address in Durham and this card

  came and—”




  “We send these out when someone hasn’t paid their bill for their post office box,” she said, looking at the card. “It’s a warning. They don’t pay it in two

  months, we close the box and change the lock.”




  “Well, I understand that, but see”—I turned the card over—“this isn’t my father’s name. I don’t know who Fred Marcus is. My father was Frank

  MacPherson, so I think this came to me by mistake. I don’t even think my father had a post office box. I don’t know why he would. Especially not in Pollocksville when he

  lives—lived—in New Bern.” It would take me a long time to learn to speak about my father in the past tense.




  “Let me check.” She disappeared into the rear of the building and came back a moment later holding a thin purple envelope and a white index-type card. “This is the only thing

  in the box,” she said, handing the envelope to me. “Addressed to Fred Marcus. I checked the records and the box is assigned to that name at this street address.” She held the

  index card out to me. The signature did look like my father’s handwriting, but his handwriting was hardly unique. And besides, it wasn’t his name.




  “That’s the right street address, but whoever this guy is, he must have written his address down wrong,” I said, slipping the purple envelope into my purse.




  “You want me to close the box or you want to pay to keep it open?” the clerk asked.




  “I don’t feel like it’s mine to close, but I’m not going to pay for it, so . . .” I shrugged.




  “I’ll close it, then,” she said.




  “All right.” I was glad she’d made the decision for me. I smiled. “I hope Fred Marcus doesn’t mind, whoever he is.” I turned toward the door.




  “Sorry about your daddy,” she said.




  “Thanks,” I said over my shoulder, and my eyes stung by the time I got to my car.




  Driving into New Bern, I passed through the historic district. Old houses were packed close together on the tree-lined streets and gigantic painted bears, the town’s

  iconic symbol, stood here and there among the shops. A pair of bicycle cops pedaled down the street in front of me, lightening my mood ever so slightly. Although I hadn’t lived in New Bern

  since I went away to college, it still had a hometown pull on me. It was such a unique little place.




  I turned onto Craven Street and pulled into our driveway. Daddy’s car was in the garage. I could see its roof through the glass windows—one of them broken—of the garage door. I

  hadn’t thought about his car. Was it better to sell it or donate it? I had an appointment with his attorney in the morning and I’d add that question to my ever-growing list. The car

  should really go to my brother, Danny, to replace his ancient junker, but I had the feeling he’d turn it down.




  My old house was a two-story pastel yellow Victorian in need of fresh paint, with a broad front porch adorned with delicate white railings and pillars. It was the only house I could remember

  living in, and I loved it. Once I sold it, I’d have no reason to come to New Bern again. I’d taken those visits home to see my father for granted. After Daddy’s sudden death, I

  came back for two days to arrange for his cremation and attend to other details that were now a blur in my memory. Had he wanted to be cremated? We’d never talked about that sort of thing and

  I’d been in such a state of shock and confusion that I couldn’t think straight. Bryan had been with me then, a calming, loving presence. He’d pointed out that my mother’d

  been cremated, so that would most likely be my father’s wish as well. I hoped he was right.




  Sitting in my car in the driveway, I wondered if I’d been too hasty in ending it with Bryan. I could have used his support right now. With Daddy gone and Sherise doing mission work in

  Haiti for the summer, the timing couldn’t have been worse. There was no good time, though, for ending a two-year-old relationship.




  The loneliness weighed on my shoulders as I got out of my car and looked up at the house. My plan had been to take two weeks to clean it out and then put it—and the nearby RV park my

  father owned—on the market. Suddenly, as I looked at all the windows and remembered how many things were in need of repair and how little my father liked to throw things away, I knew my time

  frame was unrealistic. Daddy hadn’t been a hoarder, exactly, but he was a collector. He had cases full of vintage lighters and pipes and old musical instruments, among zillions of other

  things I would have to get rid of. Bryan said our house was more like a dusty old museum than a home, and he’d been right. I tried not to panic as I pulled my duffel bag from the backseat of

  my car. I had no one waiting for me in Durham and the summer off. I could take as much time as I needed to get the house ready to sell. I wondered if there was any chance of getting Danny to help

  me.




  I climbed the broad front steps to the porch and unlocked the door. It squeaked open with a sound as familiar to me as my father’s voice. I’d pulled the living room shades before

  I’d left back in May and I could barely see across the living room to the kitchen beyond. I breathed in the hot musty smell of a house closed up too long as I raised the shades to let in the

  midday light. Turning the thermostat to seventy-two, I heard the welcome sound of the old air conditioner kicking to life. Then I stood in the middle of the room, hands on my hips, as I examined

  the space from the perspective of someone tasked with cleaning it out.




  Daddy had used the spacious living room as something of an office, even though he had a good-sized office upstairs as well. He loved desks and cubbies and display cases. The desk in the living

  room was a beautiful old rolltop. Against the far wall, custom-built shelves surrounding the door to the kitchen held his classical music collection, nearly all of it vinyl, and a turntable sat in

  a special cabinet he’d had built into the wall. On the north side of the room, a wide glass-fronted display case contained his pipe collection. The room always had a faint smell of tobacco to

  me, even though he’d told me that was my imagination. Against the opposite wall, there was a couch at least as old as I was along with an upholstered armchair. The rest of the space was taken

  up by the baby grand piano I’d never learned to play. Danny and I had both taken lessons, but neither of us had any interest and our parents let us quit. People would say, They’re

  Lisa’s siblings. Surely they have talent. Why don’t you push them? But they never did and I was grateful.




  Walking into the dining room, I was struck by how neat and orderly it appeared to be compared to the rest of the house. My father had no need for that room and I was sure he rarely set foot in

  it. The dining room had been my mother’s territory. The wide curio cabinet was full of china and vases and cut-glass bowls that had been handed down through her family for generations. Things

  she’d treasured that I was going to have to figure out how to get rid of. I ran my fingers over the dusty sideboard. Everywhere I turned in the house, I’d be confronted by memories I

  would need to dismantle.




  I carried my duffel bag upstairs, where a wide hallway opened to four rooms. The first was my father’s bedroom with its quilt-covered queen-sized bed. The second room had been

  Danny’s, and although he hadn’t slept in our house since leaving at eighteen—escaping, he would call it—it would always be “Danny’s room” to me.

  The third room was mine, though in the years since I’d lived in the house, the room had developed an austere air about it. I’d cleaned out my personal possessions bit by bit after

  college. The memorabilia from my high school and college years—pictures of old boyfriends, yearbooks, CDs, that sort of thing—were in a box in the storage unit of my Durham apartment

  waiting for the day I got around to sorting through them.




  I dropped my duffel bag on my bed, then walked into the fourth room—my father’s office. Daddy’s bulky old computer monitor rested on a small desk by the window, and

  glass-fronted curio cabinets filled with Zippo lighters and antique compasses lined two of the walls. My grandfather had been a collector, too, so Daddy’d inherited many of the items, then

  added to them by searching through Craigslist and eBay and flea markets. The collections had been his obsession. I knew the sliding glass doors to the cabinets were locked and hoped I’d be

  able to find where my father had squirreled away the keys.




  Propped against the fourth wall of the room were five violin cases. Daddy hadn’t played, but he’d collected stringed instruments for as long as I could remember. One of the cases had

  an ID tag hanging from the handle, and I knelt next to it, lifting the tag in my hand. It had been a long time since I’d looked at that tag, but I knew what was on it: a drawing of a violet

  on one side and on the other side, my sister’s name—Lisa MacPherson—and our old Alexandria, Virginia, address. Lisa had never lived in this house.




  My mother died shortly after I graduated from high school, so although I would never stop missing her, I was used to her being gone. It was strange to be in the house without

  Daddy, though. As I put my clothes in my dresser, I kept expecting him to walk into the room and I had trouble accepting the fact that it was impossible. I missed our weekly phone calls and knowing

  he was only a few hours away. He’d been so easy to talk to and I’d always felt his unconditional love. It was a terrible feeling to know that there wasn’t a soul in the world now

  who loved me that deeply.




  He’d been a quiet man. Maybe one of the quietest people to ever walk the earth. He questioned rather than told. He’d ask me all about my own life, but rarely shared anything about

  his own. As a middle school counselor, I was the one always asking the questions and I’d enjoyed being asked for a change, knowing that the man doing the asking cared deeply about my answers.

  He was a loner, though. He’d died on the floor of the Food Lion after a massive heart attack. He’d been alone and that bothered me more than anything.




  Bryan had suggested I have a memorial service for him, but I wouldn’t have known who to invite. If he had any friends, I didn’t know about them. Unlike most people in New Bern, my

  father hadn’t belonged to a church or any community organization, and I was certain my brother wouldn’t show up at a service for him. His relationship with our father had been very

  different from mine. I hadn’t even been able to find Danny when I got to New Bern after Daddy’s death. His cop friend Harry Washington told me he’d gone to Danny’s

  trailer to give him the news, and I guess Danny just took off. He’d left his car parked next to the trailer, and Bryan and I hiked through the forest looking for him, but Danny knew those

  woods better than anyone. He had his hiding places. Now, though, he had no idea I was in town, so this time I’d surprise him. I’d plead with him to help me with the house. I knew better

  than to hope he’d say yes.




  





  2.




  Danny had no phone, so there was no way to reach him other than to drive out to his trailer. He lived deep in the woods on the outskirts of my father’s RV park about ten

  miles from New Bern. As I turned onto the long narrow driveway leading into Mac’s RV Park, the woods hugged my car so tightly I wondered how motor homes ever made it down the road. I reached

  the lane that ran parallel to the creek. The park was down the gravel lane to the right, but I turned left onto a rutted dirt road that would take me to Danny’s trailer. I slowed way down, my

  teeth clacking against each other as my car bounced over the choppy peaks and valleys of the packed earth.




  I came to the turnoff that led into the woods and made another left. The road here was barely more than a hiking trail. Someone would have to be looking for it to see it, and that was the way

  Danny liked it. Branches slapped against my windshield as I drove over rocks and tree roots. The few hundred feet to get to Danny’s trailer always felt like an eternity on this road.




  I finally spotted a glint of metal through the trees and I steeled myself for what lay ahead. Which Danny would I meet today? The affectionate big brother whose smile masked his sadness, or the

  angry, bitter man who could scare me with his fury? Either way, I hated that I was a counselor but I couldn’t seem to help my own brother.




  Driving forward again, I turned into the clearing. The trees formed an emerald-green cavern around the pine-needle-covered earth, and between Danny’s small, ancient Airstream, his old

  Subaru, and the hammock strung beneath two of the towering longleaf pines, there was barely enough room for me to park. I’d brought him a couple of bags of groceries and I looped them over my

  wrist as I got out of the car and walked toward the trailer.




  Danny opened the door as I got closer.




  “Hey, Danny.” I smiled brightly.




  “Hey,” he said. “I wondered when you’d show up.” His expression was flat and hard to read, but there was a spark in his eyes that comforted me. He’d always

  been a good-looking guy and he still was, his messy collar-length hair a darker blond than it had been when we were kids and his pale blue eyes vivid against his tanned skin. He was too thin, his

  face all sharp angles and flat planes. I was glad, though, to see that his short beard was neatly trimmed. During the worst times, he let it grow long and scraggly. I’d come to see his beard

  as an indicator of how he was doing.




  “I stopped by right after Daddy died,” I said, “but I couldn’t find you.”




  “And that surprised you?”




  Okay, I thought. The angry Danny today.




  I held up the bags. “I brought you some food and cigarettes.” I’d bought some fruit for him—peaches and a melon and a pint of strawberries—but one whole bag was

  filled with the boxed macaroni and cheese he loved along with the Marlboros. I long ago gave up trying to make my brother into a healthy eater. Making him happy was more important to me. I’d

  stopped short at buying him booze. I was sure he had plenty of that already.




  I reached up to hand him the bags and he took them from me, stepping back to let me in. As always, I yearned to reach out and hug him as I climbed into the trailer, but sometime over the years,

  our hugging had stopped. He was four years older than me, and until I was ten or eleven, I would have called him my best friend. That’s when adolescence seemed to take hold of him and refused

  to let go.




  “We need to talk,” I said.




  “Do we have to?” he asked in a way that told me he knew perfectly well we had plenty to talk about.




  “Yes, we have to.” It had been months since I’d been in his trailer and I’d forgotten how it listed to one side, giving me vertigo as I walked into the tiny space. His

  narrow bed was at one end, the built-in table and benches at the other, and they were no more than five steps apart. I knew he liked the confined space. He once told me he felt safe, contained that

  way. He was not a complete hermit, though. More than once, I’d come to the trailer to find signs that a woman had been there—lipstick on a coffee cup or a romance novel on the counter.

  You couldn’t look like my brother without turning heads. My girlfriends used to drool over him when we were teenagers. I liked knowing he occasionally had company out here.




  The window air conditioner cranked out a weak flow of cool air as I began putting away the groceries. I’d never really understood how he had power out here at all, but he’d somehow

  managed to rig up a generator that kept him cool enough in the summer and warm enough in the winter. The generator also kept his computer running. The laptop on the table was the one truly

  out-of-place item in the old trailer, which otherwise looked like it came straight out of the fifties. Danny had always been a technology geek. He was glued to that laptop by the fingertips, and I

  was glad, actually. He kept in touch with some of the guys he’d served with through e-mail, and I thought he needed that camaraderie. I only wished he’d keep in touch with me

  as well as he did with them. Sometimes I felt as though my e-mails to him went into a vacuum.




  I put the milk in his refrigerator while he leaned against the counter, watching me.




  “Bryan with you?” he asked.




  “We broke up.” I shut the refrigerator door. “It was my doing,” I added.




  “I thought you said he was ‘the one.’”




  I was surprised he remembered me saying that. “Well, I thought he was,” I said. “But he’s been separated from his wife for three years and he still wasn’t doing

  anything about a divorce and I got tired of waiting.” I was certain Bryan loved me, but as a couple, we were going nowhere. He had two great kids and I knew he still cared about his wife. I

  had the feeling I was in the way. “The writing was on the wall,” I said. “It just took me a long time to see it.”




  “Good for you.” Danny sounded sincere.




  “I thought you liked him.”




  “I didn’t like how he was stringing you along.” Folding his arms, he leaned back and took a good look at my face. “And you know what?” he asked. “You look

  great. Like you got rid of a burden that’s been weighing you down.”




  “Oh, right.” I laughed. How could I look great when I felt so miserable? I was touched, though. Under his surly and sometimes caustic exterior, my brother was still a sweetheart.




  He pulled a box of cigarettes from the carton I’d bought him, opened it, and lit one. He held the box out to offer me one, as though I might have started smoking since I last saw him. I

  shook my head as I slid onto one of the bench seats at the table.




  His shotgun was directly in my line of view, propped against the wall next to the counter. He hunted small game in the woods and, as far as I knew, the shotgun was his only weapon. I hoped that

  was the case. Harry Washington told me that everyone in the police department saw Danny as a “loose cannon.” Harry had served with Danny in Iraq and I knew he kept a protective eye on

  him. He’d e-mailed me a few weeks ago to tell me Danny’d been permanently banned from his favorite sports bar for getting in a fight with the bartender. He now hung out at Slick Alley,

  Harry said, a run-down-looking pool hall that gave me the creeps every time I drove past it.




  My gaze lit on that shotgun again. I’d seen my brother’s sudden bursts of anger firsthand, but I wasn’t nearly as afraid of him using his gun against another person as I was of

  him using it against himself. Although the shattered leg he’d suffered in Iraq had taken a toll, his psychological injuries were far worse. To be fair, though, he hadn’t been in the

  greatest shape before he went.




  “How are you?” I looked up at him.




  He took a drag of his cigarette, nodding. “Good,” he said through a stream of smoke. Sitting down across from me at the table, he moved his laptop aside and tapped an ash into a jar

  lid.




  “Are you taking your meds?” I asked.




  “Get off my back, little sister,” he said, and I knew he wasn’t. He hated the cocktail of medications the VA psychiatrist had put him on.




  “Never mind.” I folded my hands on the table as though I were about to start a meeting. “So,” I said, “I’m Daddy’s executrix, as you probably know, and

  I’m in New Bern for a couple of weeks to take care of his . . . estate.” The word sounded silly attached to my father, and Danny made a derisive sound in the back of his throat.

  “You can have his car,” I said. “It’s only a few years old and—”




  “I don’t want his fucking car.”




  “All right.” I backed off again. I’d deal with that later. “What about the house?” I asked. “I think we should sell it, but maybe you could live there if

  you—”




  “No, thanks.” He took a long, slow drag on his cigarette, his eyes narrowed at me as though I’d insulted him by even suggesting he move into our childhood home. “You can

  decide whatever you want about the house and everything in it,” he said. “All I care about is that this piece of land right here”—he pointed to the floor of the

  trailer— “right where we’re sitting, is mine forever.”




  “We have to sell the park,” I said, “but I don’t think this area is technically part of it.”




  “It’s not,” he said. “It’s totally separate.”




  “Okay. So I’ll talk to the lawyer about making sure this land goes to you. Can you come with me to see her tomorrow?” I asked. “The lawyer? I’d like you to know

  what—”




  “No,” he said.




  I nodded, unsurprised and knowing it was probably for the best. He would complicate things. Either he’d be so anxious he’d be unable to sit still, or he’d get angry and slam

  out of the room. Danny was anything but predictable.




  “Okay.” The smoke was really getting to me, but I planned to tough it out. “I have to clean out the house to be able to put it on the market. Can you help me with that? Not the

  physical-labor part, but we need to go through everything and—”




  “Why don’t you just hire someone to cart everything away?” He tapped the cigarette on the edge of the lid.




  “Because . . . that’s not the way it’s done.” I fanned away the smoke and leaned toward him. “Look, Danny, I need your help. Do it for me, okay? It wouldn’t

  be for Daddy. It’s for me. It’ll be a massive job for me to handle on my own.”




  He stood up and squashed out the cigarette in the sink, running the water for a moment. I knew I’d gotten inside him by making the request more about me than about our father.




  “This is so messed up,” he said.




  “What is?”




  “Everything.”




  I tried to imagine what it was like inside my brother’s head. In one of his more vulnerable moments, he’d told me that he always felt afraid. He reacted to every loud sound as though

  he was under attack. Nightmares put him back in Iraq, where he’d done things he refused to tell me about. You’d never look at me the same way if I told you. Daddy had tried to

  be there for him, but there was an animosity Danny felt toward my father that I’d never understood. Daddy finally gave up on him and I couldn’t really blame him. But I

  wouldn’t give up. It was that vulnerable Danny I tried to remember when he was being belligerent.




  “Do you love me?” I asked now.




  He raised his head sharply. “Of course,” he said, and his shoulders suddenly slumped as though that admission had defeated him. He sighed as he turned to face me. “What would I

  need to do?” He suddenly sounded like a little boy, wanting to please me, yet afraid of my answer.




  “Let me talk to the lawyer tomorrow and then figure out exactly what we need to do.” We . I’d make this about both of us. “How about I get you a prepaid phone so

  we can communicate while I’m here?”




  He shook his head. “Don’t,” he said, and I wasn’t sure if he meant “don’t get me a phone” or “don’t make one more suggestion or I’ll

  lose it.” Either way, I thought we’d both had enough of a visit for one day and I stood up.




  “You look good, Danny,” I said, getting to my feet. “I love you so much.” I did. He was all the family I had left.




  I made up the double bed in my old bedroom that night. I could have slept in my parents’ much larger room with its queen-sized bed, but I couldn’t bring myself to

  do that. It still felt like their private space to me. I wasn’t ready to invade it.




  In the two weeks since I’d split from Bryan, bedtime had become the hardest part of the day for me. That was when we used to talk on the phone to say “good night” and “I

  love you.” I missed those calls so much. For the first week after the split, I talked to Sherise every night instead of Bryan, and how she’d tolerated my whining and moaning, I

  didn’t know. Now she was unreachable in Haiti, and I was an orphan.




  I was still awake at midnight, staring at the ceiling. I would never sleep. I got up, walked downstairs, and made myself a cup of Sleepytime tea in the microwave. I was carrying it back to the

  stairs when I spotted my purse on my father’s desk and remembered the purple envelope from the post office box. I took the envelope upstairs with me and climbed back into bed, sipping my tea

  as I examined the looping handwriting on the purple paper. Fred Marcus. No return address. I hesitated a moment before slitting the envelope open with my finger. The only thing inside was

  a postcard. On the front was a color photograph of a band. Bluegrass or country, maybe. Two women and two men, all of them carrying stringed instruments. At the bottom of the picture were the words

  Jasha Trace. The band’s name, I supposed. On the back of the card was a tour schedule, and written where the recipient’s address should go, in that same looping handwriting,

  Can’t wait to see you! Where should we meet up? xoxo




  Damn. Now I felt really terrible. Whoever Fred Marcus was, he wouldn’t get this card because I’d taken it from his post office box. I should have left it there. Maybe even paid to

  keep his box open for a while.




  With a sigh, I leaned over to toss the card and envelope into the trash can next to my night table. I had enough to deal with without taking on the problems of a stranger. Fred Marcus would have

  to figure this out on his own.




  





  3.




  “So your father drew up this will three years ago.” Suzanne Compton, my father’s attorney, leaned across her desk to hand me a copy of the will. I paged

  through it on the edge of her desk. While I’d still been in Durham, Suzanne had helped me file information with the court and get into my father’s bank accounts, but I’d put off

  dealing with his will until now when I could talk to her face-to-face.




  “As I mentioned on the phone,” Suzanne continued, “he split everything fifty-fifty between you and your brother’s trust. The house. The RV park. His bank accounts. The

  only exception is that five-acre parcel that goes to Daniel alone. You’ll take over as the trustee of his trust now, so we’ll have to talk about your responsibilities in that

  regard.”




  I nodded. I knew about the trust, of course, but I hadn’t realized I would now be in charge of Danny’s money. He could only spend it on certain things to avoid losing his disability

  checks. I was relieved that my father had left the land to him.




  “Your father had a small life insurance policy he apparently bought when he worked for the government,” Suzanne said, “and it appears he kept up the premiums, so that’s

  fifty thousand that also goes to the two of you.”




  “He never worked for the government,” I said, wondering if she had her cases mixed up. “He’s always just run Mac’s RV Park.”




  “Well, it’s an old policy.” Suzanne rubbed the back of her neck beneath her blond chin-length hair. She looked a little sleepy as she flipped through some notes in what I

  assumed was my father’s file. She couldn’t be half as tired as I was after my mostly sleepless night. “He bought the policy in 1980 when he was with the U.S. Marshals

  Service,” she said.




  “U.S. Marshals Service? My father? I don’t think . . .” My voice trailed off as a vague childhood memory came to me. Danny and I were working on a sand castle at the beach,

  watching a police officer arrest a couple of noisy drunks. Daddy used to arrest people, too, Danny had said. He was a marshal. I remembered the pride in his voice, but I

  couldn’t have been more than five and had no idea what he was talking about.




  Now I smiled. “When I was little, Danny told me our father used to be a marshal. That must be what he meant. In 1980—when you said he bought that policy—my family lived in

  northern Virginia outside Washington, D.C., so I guess it makes sense. But I had no idea he ever had a government job. He never talked about it.”




  “Well, it was a long time ago.” Suzanne looked down at the will, clearly wanting to get on with business. “Now, your father was quite the collector, wasn’t he? He told me

  the violins were the most valuable, but second to that was his pipe collection, and he wants that to go to Thomas Kyle.”




  “Seriously?” I sat back, surprised. Tom Kyle? He and his wife, Verniece, were longtime residents at my father’s RV park, but I barely knew them. Tom always struck me as a

  grouchy old man, though Verniece was sweet. When Daddy died, I’d asked Suzanne to work out an arrangement so that Tom could temporarily handle the reservations and payments for the park. As

  far as I knew, that had gone well.




  “Is that something you want to contest?” Suzanne asked.




  I shook my head slowly. “No,” I said. “I’m just surprised. I guess Tom Kyle and my father were closer than I thought. It’s nice my father left him something.”

  I was glad to know Daddy’d had a friend he cared about that much. The pipes were probably worth a few thousand dollars. “Does Mr. Kyle know?” I asked.




  “No. As executrix, you should notify him. You can have him call me with any questions and I’ll draw up a document you and he will need to sign.” She glanced down at the will

  again. “The only other thing he’s spelled out here is that he’s leaving his piano and ten thousand dollars to Jeannie Lyons.”




  The name didn’t register right away. I hadn’t heard it in years. “Really?” I asked.




  “Do you know Jeannie? She’s a real estate agent?”




  “She was an old friend of my mother’s from back when they were kids, but Mom passed away seven years ago.” I remembered that Jeannie and my mother went away together every

  couple of years when I was growing up. A girls’ getaway, my mother called it. They’d go to the beach or to Asheville, which was where Jeannie lived then, if I had my facts straight.

  “I didn’t know my father stayed in touch with her.”




  “It’s always possible your mother asked him to leave something to Jeannie,” Suzanne said. “Do you—or your brother—have any problem with her getting the piano

  or the money?”




  I shook my head. “Not if that’s what my father wanted,” I said. “Besides, Danny lives in a trailer and I have a tiny apartment.” Then I added with a smile,

  “Plus, neither of us can play.”




  “Then you’ll want to see Jeannie,” Suzanne said. “She can help you with the house and RV park, too, if you plan to put them both on the market.”




  “I do,” I said.




  Suzanne turned to her notes. “I have here that your father had about two hundred thousand in savings at the time he drew up the will. So that, plus the insurance, plus the value of his

  house and the park, which Jeannie can help you determine, will be split between Daniel’s trust and yourself.”




  The word wow crossed my mind, but it felt wrong to say it. I had six thousand dollars in my savings account at that very moment. I made next to nothing as a school counselor and I

  thought I was doing pretty well to have put away that much.




  “A word of advice is not to go crazy spending,” Suzanne said. “Sock it away. Find a good financial advisor. I can refer you to someone here, but you’d probably prefer

  someone in Durham. Just be careful with the money and let it grow. Maybe buy a house of your own. Get out of the tiny apartment. Hopefully this will help your brother out, too. How is he

  doing?”




  “You know him?” I asked, not really surprised. Nearly everyone in New Bern knew Danny to one extent or another. He elicited a complicated set of emotions in people: gratitude for his

  military service, compassion for his injuries, and apprehension over his unpredictability.




  “I’ve never met him personally,” she said. “I set up his trust, though. It sounds like he’s been through a lot.” She gave me a kind smile as she closed the

  file on her desk, and I was grateful that she spoke about Danny with sympathy instead of disdain.




  “He has,” I said.




  “Listen, one other thing,” she said as we both got to our feet. “When someone dies unexpectedly the way your father did, they don’t have the chance to clean everything

  up. You know, erase sites he’s Googled or whatever. So don’t dig too deeply into his personal things. Don’t upset yourself.”




  I frowned at her. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” I asked.




  “No. I barely knew your father.” She walked around the desk, heading with me toward the door. “When my own father passed away, though, I found some . . . pornography, that sort

  of thing, on his computer and wished I hadn’t looked.” She smiled sheepishly. “Just a little warning.”




  “I can’t imagine my father being into porn,” I said, my hand on the doorknob.




  “You never know,” she said. “Sounds like your father was full of surprises.”




  





  4.




  I wanted an ordinary brother. One I could talk to reasonably about my appointment with Suzanne. A brother I could grieve with over our father. I was never going to have that

  brother, and even though I’d managed to guilt him into coming over to the house that evening, his anxiety was like a third person in my car as we drove away from the RV park. He said his

  Subaru was low on gas and he didn’t have the money to fill it, so I’d picked him up, trying to hand him the hundred dollars I’d taken from his trust fund. He turned away from the

  money with an annoyed expression on his face. I couldn’t blame him. It had to do something to his pride to be dependent on his younger sister for funds now.




  I stopped at MJ’s to pick up a pound of peel-and-eat shrimp and fries, my heart racing as I waited for the order to be filled, afraid I’d return to the car to find Danny gone. But he

  was still there, filling the air in my car with cigarette smoke. I said nothing. If he needed to smoke to get through this, fine. If he needed to drink, fine. I’d bought a six-pack of beer

  that afternoon. Whatever it took.




  Before starting the car, I reached into my purse and pulled out the phone I’d bought that afternoon. “Here’s a prepaid phone for you so we can keep in touch,” I said,

  holding it out to him.




  “I really don’t want a phone,” he said.




  “Just for while I’m here.” I pressed the phone into his hand. “I put my number in the contacts, and your number is in mine.” After a moment, he closed his fingers

  around the phone and slid it into his jeans pocket.




  Satisfied, I started the car and we drove to the house, the scent of Old Bay Seasoning mixing with the cigarette smoke. I parked in the driveway, and we walked slowly across the lawn and up the

  steps to the front door. His limp was not as bad as it used to be, I thought, though I had the feeling his slow, stiff gait might be due to pain. Or maybe he simply wanted to put off going into the

  house as long as he could. It had been years since he’d been inside.




  “Daddy has about two hundred thousand in savings,” I said as we walked through the living room toward the kitchen, the sack of shrimp and fries in my arms. Danny turned his head left

  and right, taking in the room. I doubted anything had changed since the last time he’d been there. “Half of that money will go into your trust.”




  “What would I do with that much money?” he asked when we reached the kitchen. I knew it was a rhetorical question.




  “Well”—I put the bag on the counter—“it’ll be there if you ever need it.” I’d already told him he could keep the land where he was living.




  He immediately walked to the refrigerator and opened the door, pulling a beer from the carton. “How’d he end up with that much in the bank?” he asked, shutting the refrigerator

  door.




  I reached into one of the cupboards for a couple of plates. “He was a good saver, I guess,” I said. “He didn’t have many expenses. And he used to work for the U.S.

  Marshals Service, which I guess you knew?”




  “Hm.” He pulled open a couple of drawers before finding the one with the bottle opener. “He was crazy, wasn’t he? Giving up a government job to come down here and run an

  RV park?”




  I glanced at him as I took two of my mother’s old Franciscan Ware plates from the cupboard. “Maybe he felt like you do,” I said. “You know. Choosing a quieter lifestyle

  over the rat race of Washington, D.C.”




  He took a swallow of beer. “Not sure I could say mine is a choice,” he said.




  I nodded toward the back door, and Danny followed me onto the screened porch, where I set the plates on the oilcloth-covered table. The cicadas and crickets were singing their evening songs as I

  opened the bag from MJ’s. I loved the porch. It reminded me of when I was a kid. All summer long, I’d read in one of the rockers. I could still remember a few of the books I devoured

  back then, when life seemed a whole lot simpler than it did right now.




  “Do you remember hanging out on the porch when we were kids?” I asked as I opened the wrapper around the shrimp.




  “Man, these plates!” Danny said as if he hadn’t heard what I said. He looked down at the cream-colored plate with the hand-painted apples around the border. “Do we have

  to eat on these old plates?”




  “What’s wrong with them?”




  “Just . . . it’s like being fifteen again.”




  I wanted to prod. To ask him why being fifteen felt so terrible to him, but I’d prodded before and knew it would go nowhere.




  “I actually love these plates,” I said. “They remind me of Mom.”




  “Exactly,” he said.




  I wasn’t about to get him a different plate. I took a handful of shrimp and pushed the cardboard container across the table to him. “Cover it with shrimp and you won’t see the

  design,” I said, and I was glad when he reached for the container.




  “So.” I peeled a shrimp, thinking I’d better get the subject off our family for a while. “I told you about my sorry love life. How about yours? Anyone special these

  days?”




  His shrug was noncommittal. “They come and go,” he said, “and that suits me fine.” He ate a shrimp, then drained his beer and stood up. “I need another of

  these,” he said. “Get you one?”




  “No, thanks.” I ate a few fries as I waited for him to come back. I hated how tense it felt between us. He seemed brittle to me tonight. Easy to break.




  His bottle was already half empty by the time he sat down again, and his hands shook as he began peeling a shrimp. I wondered if he was on something. He’d smoked a lot of weed when he got

  back from Iraq, but as far as I knew, alcohol was his drug of choice these days.




  “We have to talk about the house,” I said, and I told him everything I’d learned from Suzanne. “The piano and ten thousand go to Jeannie Lyons, which I think is weird.

  She used to be a friend of Mom’s, but I—”




  “I know who she is,” he said, taking another swallow of beer. “She tries to talk to me when she sees me around town, but I just put on my scary PTSD act and she leaves me

  alone.”




  I had to laugh. His delivery was deadpan and I had no idea if he meant to be funny or not, but either way, I liked his honesty. “And you must know Tom Kyle,” I said. “He lives

  at the end of the RV park?”




  “Total asshole. He always wears camo pants, like he’s trying to pass himself off as something he’s not.”




  I nibbled a French fry. “Well,” I said, “I don’t know him very well, but he’s been helping to keep the park going since Daddy died, so I appreciate that. And Daddy

  must have had some sort of relationship with him because he left him his pipe collection.”




  “What would anyone want with a bunch of old pipes?”




  “Who knows?” I said. “But they’re one less thing we need to deal with, so I’m happy about that. What I’ll need the most help with is boxing stuff up to

  donate. You know, clearing everything out of the house so we can sell it.” I fantasized about us working together for a couple of weeks, shoulder to shoulder. Maybe I could get him to really

  talk to me. To open up.




  He stopped peeling the shrimp and looked out at the yard, nearly dark now. “Seriously,” he said, “you better just hire somebody. I can’t do it.”




  His voice was soft but sure, as though he’d been trying to reach a decision and had finally made it. “Why not, Danny?” I asked gently.




  “Being here, I realize . . .” He looked at me, but only for a second before dropping his gaze to the remaining shrimp on his plate. “I just don’t want to paw through all

  their old stuff. Things like these plates.” He tapped his finger on the edge of the plate. “I don’t want to see them.”




  “Okay . . .” I said, wishing I understood the enigma that was my brother.




  “I have as many nightmares about our family as I do about Iraq,” he added.




  “I don’t understand,” I said. “I mean, it’s not like you were abused or anything.”




  He lifted the bottle to his lips, tipping his head back to get the last drop. “There are all sorts of abuse,” he said, setting the bottle down again.




  “What are you talking about?”




  “All I’m saying is, you need to hire somebody to help you with the house.” There was an impatient edge to his voice now. “I’m washing my hands of it.” He got

  up and walked into the kitchen. I heard the refrigerator door opening again as I stacked our dishes and began carrying them into the house.




  The kitchen was empty by the time I got inside, but I could see him in the living room. I set everything on the counter by the sink and walked to the doorway between the rooms. Danny stood in

  front of the wall of vinyl albums, one hand in his jeans pocket, the other holding yet another fresh beer.




  “What was the point of all this?” he said, lifting the bottle in the direction of the albums. The anger in his voice kept me from walking into the room. “You couldn’t

  listen to this many records in a lifetime,” he said. “Stupid waste. He was obsessed.”




  “It was his passion,” I said carefully. I remembered our mother saying that Daddy needed his passions, and although she never said more than that, I knew she meant he needed

  something to keep him from thinking about the daughter he’d lost. “Do you remember how Mom and Daddy always talked about our family as though they’d only had two children?”

  I asked. “Like Lisa didn’t exist?”




  Danny didn’t shift his gaze from the records, but I saw the quick flare of his nostrils. As kids, we’d both learned to respond the same way when people asked us how many kids were in

  our family. Just two, we’d reply.




  “It was like we could never talk about Lisa,” I said. “Even now, when I mentioned her, you shut down and—”




  “This is so fucked!” he suddenly shouted. Turning, he raised his arm as though about to pitch a ball. He sent the beer bottle forward with enormous power, propelling it like a

  missile toward the wall with the pipe collection. I took a step backward as the sliding glass doors of the cabinet exploded into millions of pieces.




  Danny spun around and stomped toward the front door.




  “Danny!” I shouted, too stunned to move. He was gone, pounding down the porch steps before I could even absorb what had happened.




  I stared at the cabinet, now unprotected by glass. Some of the pipes had fallen off their narrow wooden ledges. A few were on the floor. Jagged pieces of glass jutted from the edges of the

  cabinet like broken ice on a pond, and everywhere in the room—everywhere—glass glittered. Tiny crystal shards sparkled from nearly every surface.




  I stood there numbly for a few seconds before remembering that Danny had no car. No way to travel the ten miles to his trailer other than by foot. I grabbed my purse and keys and headed out the

  front door after him.




  New Bern was dark and quiet as I drove slowly in the direction I expected him to travel. I spotted him as he walked under a streetlight, limping badly, heading for the

  outskirts of town. Pulling over, I lowered the passenger side window.




  “Get in,” I commanded. He stopped walking, but didn’t look over at me. “Come on, Danny,” I said. “Please.”




  I saw the moment he surrendered—that telltale slump of his shoulders that registered defeat. He walked to my car and opened the door. “Don’t take me back to the house,”

  he said as he got in the car. “Take me to my place, all right?”




  “Absolutely,” I said, giving up then and there on the idea of him helping me with the house.




  We rode in silence for a couple of miles. I was unsure what to say that wouldn’t send him bolting out of my car. After a while, he turned on the radio, pushing the scan button until he

  found something he liked. Hip-hop. The song playing was familiar and its pounding beat forced both of us to nod our heads in rhythm, whether we were in the mood for the music or not.




  “The kids I work with love this song,” I said, grateful for a neutral topic. Then I remembered the shotgun waiting for him in his trailer and it became all I could think about. I

  asked kids every day of the week if they had suicidal feelings, but now the words were caught in my throat.




  “I’ll go to the VA with you while I’m here,” I said instead.




  “What for?”




  “Don’t be dense, Danny,” I said. “If you are taking your meds, they need an adjustment, don’t you think?”




  “No, I don’t think.”




  “Let me go with you,” I said. “You can’t go on this way. When was the last time you saw a psychiatrist?”




  “Fuck off,” he said.




  The dark road blurred in front of my eyes and I swallowed hard against the hurt, my fingers tight on the steering wheel.




  After a moment, he reached over to touch my hand. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you want to help, but you can’t. Just accept it, okay? This is who I am.”




  I nodded, though I wasn’t okay with it. Not at all. “Don’t worry about the house,” I said, turning onto the road that led to the RV park. “I’ll take care of

  it.” I made a left when we reached the rutted unpaved lane and we bounced slowly through the darkness.




  “It’s right here.” He pointed to the nearly invisible break in the trees that led to the clearing and his trailer. I made a cautious left into the woods, then drove along the

  trail until my headlights picked up his car and the old Airstream. I stopped and turned off the ignition.




  “I’m coming in with you,” I said.




  “No.” He reached for the door handle.




  The only thing in my mind was that shotgun. “Do you think about killing yourself?” I blurted out. When I turned to face him, I was surprised by the glint of tears in his eyes.




  He didn’t answer right away, and when he finally did, his voice was gentle. “I’m all right, Riles,” he said. My heart felt a little pang of love at hearing the name

  he’d called me when we were kids. “Seriously,” he said. “I am. I just couldn’t be in that house any longer.”




  I reached into my purse and pulled out the folded twenties. I held them out to him. “This is yours,” I said. “Take it.”




  He hesitated, then took the bills from my hand.




  “I love you, Danny,” I said.




  He looked toward his trailer. “I’m just glad I can keep the land,” he said as he opened the door and got out of the car. Those words heartened me. If he still cared about

  keeping the land, he was thinking of the future. He wasn’t about to blow his head off. Not tonight, at least.




  I left my headlights on until he was inside his trailer, then I drove back and forth in tiny arcs until I was facing forward for the slow drive out of the forest, my mind consumed by the work

  that lay ahead of me. It wasn’t only the house and my heart that needed to be repaired while I was here, I thought. Somehow, I had to also heal my brother.




  





  5.




  I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been to Mac’s RV Park. I tried to think back as I made a right turn onto the long, narrow lane, driving in the opposite

  direction from the acres of woods that sheltered Danny’s trailer. It must have been either last summer or the summer before that. I’d come to New Bern for a surprise visit and, not

  finding Daddy at home, I drove out here and found him working on the boat ramp. When he looked up and saw me, his smile lit up his face. It felt strange to pull into the park now, knowing he

  wouldn’t be here.




  My father kept his own small, aging RV in the first of the twelve sites, and I thought I’d check it out before driving to the Kyles’ motor home. I parked next to the RV, then

  realized I had no key for it. I tried the doors, but they were locked, so I got back in my car and continued down the gravel road.




  Mac’s RV Park was not exactly a hot tourist destination. It was a funky little strip of land nestled between a wide, navigable creek and the Croatan Forest, and it offered no amenities

  other than electrical and water hookups and a boat slip. I wasn’t sure how Mac’s compared to other parks, but I’d always liked how each of the twelve sites was private at this

  time of year when the trees were full, cut off from the other sites by a patch of forest on either side. I could see a few other RVs through the trees and hear the distant laughter of kids playing

  in the creek.




  The Kyles’ RV sat on concrete blocks in the last site, close to the creek and shaded by the trees. A Ford sedan with fading green paint was parked behind it. Their RV was nearly as old as

  my father’s, but much larger. A striped awning sagged above the door and the roof had caved in near the front of the vehicle where a tree must have fallen on it. It was a sad-looking thing,

  their motor home, and I guessed the Kyles were having trouble keeping it in decent shape. I hadn’t seen Tom Kyle in years, but he had to be my father’s age—pushing seventy. I

  wondered what he’d do with Daddy’s pipe collection.




  I parked behind the Ford and spotted Tom on the other side of the RV at a fish-cleaning table. He wore an undershirt and camouflage pants and appeared to be working on that morning’s

  catch. He was a bigger man than I remembered. Tall and broad shouldered, he’d probably been muscular in his youth, but the years had taken a toll. He looked up when I closed my car door,

  squinting from behind silver-framed glasses as I walked toward him. I could tell he didn’t recognize me.




  “It’s Riley MacPherson, Mr. Kyle,” I said. “Frank MacPherson’s daughter?”




  He set down his knife and his expression changed. It was more of a frown than a smile. “Riley,” he said. “Haven’t seen you in a long time. How’re you making

  out?”




  “I’m all right,” I said. “I’m down here to get the house and everything squared away. Thanks for taking care of things here at the park this past month.”




  He shook his head. “That was too bad about your father.” He looked down at his hands, his fingers glittery with fish scales. “Things won’t be the same without Frank

  around here.”




  “He left one of his collections to you, Mr. Kyle,” I said. “His pipes.”




  “Verniece and me’ve been keeping up with the reservations and all,” he said, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Do you want to check over the books? Will you be handling that

  from here on?”




  I could tell he didn’t understand what I’d said. Whether it was his hearing or his cognitive skills, I didn’t know.




  I shook my head. “I came here to tell you that my father wanted you to have his collection of pipes,” I said, raising my voice a bit. “I’m not sure exactly what

  they’re worth, but he wanted you to have them. His lawyer will work out the details.”




  My words finally sank in. He nodded slowly, his eyes on the table and its three fish rather than on me. I couldn’t read his face. “Well,” he said after a moment, “that

  was nice of him.” He looked out at the creek. “Anything else in his will we should know about?” he asked, surprising me. Had he expected more?




  “No,” I said. “The pipe collection is the only mention of you.” All morning, I’d been picking up broken glass from around the pipes. I didn’t think any of

  them had been damaged in Danny’s sudden burst of anger.




  I heard the creak of the door on the other side of the RV. “Who’s here?” Verniece Kyle walked around the corner of the motor home.




  “Verniece,” Tom said, “do you remember Frank’s girl? The little one?” he added quickly, as though he didn’t want her to conjure up any thought of my sister.

  Had they ever known Lisa? I didn’t see how they could have.




  “I surely do!” She smiled warmly at me and reached out to take my hand in both of hers. Her skin felt loose and satiny smooth. Her gray hair was neatly combed but it looked like she

  probably cut it herself, and she was overweight. Not obese, but her short-sleeved knit top stretched across her breasts and her stomach. “I’m so sorry about your daddy, Riley,

  dear,” she said. “He was the salt of the earth now, wasn’t he?”




  I nodded. “Thank you.” I was surprised she remembered my name. Maybe my father had talked about me to them.




  “We never see your brother, do we, Tom?” she asked. “Even though he’s no more than a mile down the lane.” She let go of my hand. “I took some muffins over to

  him after we found out about your father, but he wasn’t there, and I was afraid to leave them in case the squirrels or—”




  “She has a little bit of news for us, Verniece,” Tom interrupted. “You take her in the house and I’ll clean up and come in and we can all talk about it.”




  “Come in, love.” Verniece tugged gently on my forearm, and I followed her around the corner of the RV and up the steps into the dim interior of the trailer, where the air was only a

  few degrees cooler than outside. The window shades were lowered against the sunlight and it took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. How did they tolerate this, living like moles in a hot, airless

  tunnel?




  “Some nice sweet tea?” Verniece asked as I sat down at the built-in table, larger than the one in Danny’s tiny trailer. This RV was at least three times the length of his.




  “Nothing, thank you,” I said. “I’m fine.”




  She removed a photograph from the door of the narrow refrigerator and put it in front of me on the table, turning on the overhead light. “Do you remember our son, Luke?” she

  asked.




  “I do,” I said politely. I hadn’t known Luke well. Living out here in the RV park, he’d gone to different schools from me. He’d been an outgoing, whip-smart kid,

  from the little I remembered. “Where is he now?” I asked.




  “Colorado. He’s studying to get his Ph.D. in something to do with computers.”




  “Did you have other children?” I asked, to make conversation. “I can’t remember.”




  “No, he’s our only one, and the reason I brought out his picture”—she gestured toward the photograph—“is because seeing you reminds me of him.”




  I tried to think of some connection between Luke and myself and finally gave up. “Why do I remind you of him?” I asked.




  She sat down on the other side of the table, smiling at me with dazzling warmth. “We could have no children of our own,” she said, “and one day, I confided in your mother about

  it and she told me about adopting you and put the idea in my head, and I said to Tom, why don’t we adopt a baby, too? So that’s how we ended up with Luke.” She seemed so delighted

  by the connection between our families, that I hesitated to set her straight. But I had to.




  “I wasn’t adopted, Mrs. Kyle,” I said gently. “I think maybe you have my family mixed up with some of your other friends.”




  Her eyes flew open and she sat back on the narrow bench. “Oh!” she said, color rushing to her cheeks. “I thought . . . You’re right. I must have you mixed up with someone

  else.” She suddenly stood up and opened the refrigerator door as if looking for something, but she made no move to reach inside. “Tom says I’m losing my marbles and sometimes I

  think he’s right.” She shut the door, picked up Luke’s picture from the table, and put it back on the front of the refrigerator, her fingers trembling. I felt sorry that I’d

  upset her so much, but then she smiled at me again, collecting herself. “Well, whoever it was, they were about our age when they adopted,” she said. “Fortyish. And we thought, if

  they can adopt a baby at their age, we can, too, and we got Luke when he was a year old. It was the best thing we ever did.”




  I smiled and said, “I’m so glad you got your son. You must be really proud of him.”




  “Oh, we are. And we miss him. We haven’t seen him since Christmas.”




  “She telling you about Lucas?” Tom said as he stepped into the RV.




  “Yes,” I said.




  “He’s a perfect kid.” He moved to the sink to wash his hands. He was too big for the space, and he filled the RV with the odor of fish and sweat . . . and a trace of alcohol, I

  thought. “The only imperfect thing about him is him living on the other side of the country. We wish we had an RV we could use to go see him sometime. A mobile home that’s actually

  mobile.” He put his hands on his hips and looked around him at his claustrophobic little home. “This one’s been on blocks so long it’s forgotten how to get up and

  go.”




  “That would be just wonderful.” His wife sounded wistful.




  “You tell her the news?” He nodded at me, and I told Verniece about the pipe collection.




  “I’m sure it’s worth a few thousand dollars, at least,” I added.




  Verniece glanced at her husband with a look I couldn’t read, but then I thought I saw a spark of joy in her blue eyes.




  “Well, God bless your daddy, that’s all I can say,” she said. “Would you feel bad if we sold them? I know how he loved all those things he collected, but we don’t

  have much use for them.”




  “Not at all.” I smiled. “The pipes will be yours to do what you want with them.”




  We chatted a little while longer and then I walked back to my car. I felt like Santa Claus. Not a bad feeling.




  But as I drove away, it wasn’t their smiling faces or their grief over my father I carried with me, but the certainty in Verniece Kyle’s face when she told me it was my adoption that

  had inspired their son’s.




  Late that afternoon when the weather began to cool off, I put on my running shoes and headed downstairs. I’d taken a nap when I got home from the RV park. A sure sign of

  depression, I thought. But the truth was, Verniece Kyle’s chatter about me being adopted had unsettled me in a way I couldn’t quite explain. Of course she had no idea what she was

  talking about, but at a time when I already felt lost and lonely, her suggestion that my one and only beloved and mourned family wasn’t my biological family was enough to leave me empty

  inside.




  When I reached the living room, I noticed the mounting stack of bills on the table by the front door. I’d brought all the bills that had been forwarded to me in Durham, but I hadn’t

  even looked at them. And now there was a handful more. I pictured the electricity suddenly being cut off to the house, the lights going out on me any minute.




  Giving in to the worry, I picked up the envelopes and carried them to my father’s desk. The rolltop was up and I could see Daddy’s checkbook poking out from one of the many

  cubbyholes. I opened all the envelopes and laid the bills one on top of the other, then took a look at his check register, hoping he was better than I was at writing everything down so I could see

  how much money was in the account. The register was up to date as of a week or so before he died. If he had any automatic bill payments not reflected in the checkbook, though, I could be in

  trouble. I’d go to his bank tomorrow and look at his accounts with someone there before I started writing checks.




  I was about to set down the register when I noticed the name Tom Kyle on one of the lines. My father had written him a check for five hundred dollars. What for? I wondered. I glanced through his

  register. The checks all appeared to have been written to utilities except for a monthly five-hundred-dollar check to Tom. Did my father owe him money? Was he paying him back for . . . what? I

  could think of no reason he’d be giving him money. There was only one way to find out, but I didn’t see the rush. I’d ask Tom when I went back to the park to check out my

  father’s RV.




  I looked at the stack of bills again, this time with a sigh. One task of a thousand. I pulled the rolltop over the desk, covering the bills and the checkbook, making them disappear. They could

  wait one more day, I thought as I got to my feet. Then I left the house, walked down the porch steps, and started to run.




  





  6.




  The real estate office where Jeannie Lyons worked was only a few blocks from the house, so I stopped in after my run the following morning. It was a hole-in-the-wall building,

  with pictures of homes for sale taped to the narrow front windows. Inside, a young woman with stick-straight blond hair sat at one of two desks and she gave me a broad, do-you-want-to-buy-something

  smile when I walked in.




  “Good morning!” She got to her feet, holding her hand out to me.




  “Hi,” I said, shaking her hand. “I’m looking for Jeannie Lyons.”
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