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PROLOGUE


It’s beginning to get dark so early now, Keely Bennett thought, pining for daylight as she drove along the quiet streets of Ann Arbor. The November sky had been gray since morning but now had deepened to a leaden hue as twilight came on. The sidewalks of the university town were almost empty as people hurried to reach the well-lit shelter of home before nightfall.


Keely had stayed late at the junior high school where she taught American literature. Monday afternoons, the yearbook club met after school, and she was the advisor. She thought about the pile of essays in her briefcase that she had to grade tonight, and she would also have to help her son, Dylan, with his fourth-grade homework. Somewhere in there, she had to get dinner together too.


If Richard is feeling better, she thought, he can help Dylan. Then, she dismissed the idea as improbable. Keely’s husband, a science writer for the university press, suffered from migraine headaches, and when one took hold of him, the episode tended to last for at least the rest of the day. Usually, the combination of medication and a night’s sleep alleviated the pain, but lately, to their growing concern, he would often find himself stricken again the next day. This morning, when she got up for work, she found Richard already lying on the couch in his home office, all the curtains drawn and his eyes covered with a wet towel. He had not come down for breakfast—even the smell of food nauseated him. Keely and Dylan had eaten breakfast in silence, then closed the door softly behind them when they left the house.


Keely squinted at the street signs in the dark and made a left turn onto Jefferson Street, where Bobby McKenna, Dylan’s best friend, lived. Dylan and Bobby had soccer practice after school, so Bobby’s mother had agreed to bring them back to her house until Keely was finished with her duties at Northern Junior High. She pulled the car up in front of the McKennas’ house, parked, and walked up to the door. Allison McKenna answered her knock, wiping her hands on a dish towel and stepping out to hold the storm door open with her hip. “Hey, Keely,” she said.


Keely could see Bobby at the desk in the living room, his head bent over a notebook, the gooseneck lamp making a halo on his dark, curly hair. He looked up and gave Keely a listless wave and then, seeing his mother’s raised eyebrows, went back to his work.


“Homework already?” Keely asked.


“He’s got a pile of it,” said Allison.


“Where’s Dylan?”


“He had a lot of it to do, too. He wanted to get started, so I left him off at your house after practice. Richard’s home. His car was in the driveway and all the lights were on.”


“Oh, all right,” said Keely, turning to step down to the flagstone walkway. “I love the way they’re so conscientious right now. Dylan’s trying hard to get good grades this year.”


“Speak for yourself,” said Allison. “It’s like pulling teeth to get this one to do his homework.”


Keely smiled wryly. “Well, I’m sure it won’t last.” Then she lowered her voice to a whisper. “I think Dylan’s got a little crush on his teacher.”


“Whatever works,” said Allison.


“I’d better get home,” said Keely. “Thanks for picking him up.”


“No problem,” said Allison, closing the door after her, as Keely’s low-heeled shoes crunched on some dry leaves on the way back to her car. The darkness seemed to close around her as she started the car and headed toward home.


So Dylan’s already home. No problem, Keely reassured herself as she navigated the back-street shortcuts to her house. Maybe Richard is feeling better. Maybe Dylan will even have his homework done by the time I get there, she told herself. But she could not seem to banish an uneasy feeling that plagued her. More likely, Richard was still lying there in that dark office. On his bad days, he never left the house. Fortunately, his job was freelance, so there was no one to complain if he didn’t show up at the office. And Dylan knew, from experience, not to make a noise or turn on the television when his father was “sick.”


She hated the idea of her son coming home to find his father that way again. Home was supposed to be a cheerful place, a place where you could relax and feel welcome. These days, when Richard had a headache, there was a feeling of tension in the house that was oppressive. Keely knew Richard didn’t mean for it to be that way. If he was able to get up, he would, and she knew he would make an effort, if she wasn’t there, to talk to Dylan, maybe pour him a glass of juice or something. But it was always obvious from his pale, sweaty complexion, and the contorted expression of his features, how much such an effort cost him.


It was hard for her to remember now what it was like before things got so bad. He’d always had headaches. Even when she met him in college, he would occasionally disappear for a day here and there, not even answering his phone. She remembered how relieved she had been to find out that it was headaches—not lack of interest—that prevented him from calling her on those days. When she thought back on it now, she realized how naive she had been. The headaches had become a presence in their lives that gave no quarter. Dylan accepted it, because he had never known life any other way. He understood that any plan they made was tentative—it depended on Daddy’s feeling well that day.


At Keely’s insistence, Richard had seen a number of doctors. None of the medications they’d prescribed had cured him. When one of the doctors at the university suggested that Richard try some psychotherapy, he had refused point-blank. It’s a medical problem, he had insisted, and it requires a medical solution. Keely thought anything would be worth trying if it might help. But Richard was more knowledgeable than she in all fields relating to science, and he regarded psychology with contempt, as a pseudoscience. Try as she might to convince him, Keely could not persuade her husband to seek psychological counseling.


Do you think I’m crazy? he would ask her. Of course not, she would say. And it was true. When he was free of the pain, he was the most reasonable and caring man in the world. Even when he was suffering, he tried not to take it out on them, tried not to lose his temper though his nerves were flayed by his condition. Every marriage has its problems, she reminded herself. She never regretted marrying him, despite these problems. He was still the man she had fallen so in love with when she was nineteen. But she felt helpless, seeing him suffer this way. And it was scary to her, how much his suffering seemed to be increasing with the passage of time.


With a worried sigh, she saw their corner house just ahead. She turned the car into the driveway and switched off the ignition. A few of the lights were on inside, and on the doorstep was a seasonal arrangement she and Dylan had made of cornstalks, pumpkins, and Indian corn. But no one had turned on the porch light. No one came to the door at the sound of her car in the drive. She knew then, with a familiar, sinking feeling, that her husband was not better.


Keely walked up to the front door and opened it, expecting Dylan to pop up in the foyer and give her a silent hug of greeting. She knew better than to call out; any loud noise bothered Richard. But there was no sign of her son. Or her husband. Maybe Dylan hadn’t heard her drive in. She had gotten him a Walkman so he could at least listen to his favorite tapes when he was forced to be quiet. Maybe he was in his room, listening to his Walkman. She went into the kitchen and put her briefcase down on the chair. A teacup with milky fluid in it, and the tea bag squashed in the saucer, stood on the drainboard. Probably all that Richard had consumed today. There was no sign of Dylan’s having eaten a snack despite the fact that he was always ravenous after soccer. Keely frowned. The house was too quiet.


She went to the bottom of the stairs, hesitated, and then began to ascend. As she reached the landing, she heard something strange—a very faint whimpering sound. “Dylan?” she called out softly.


There was no reply. The Walkman, she told herself. He’s just listening to the Walkman. Maybe it’s Richard. Immediately she called out, “Honey, it’s me. Richard?”


She was greeted only by silence. The churning in her stomach was unmistakable now. Her breath was coming in little gasps. And there was an unfamiliar smell in the air, too. Unfamiliar—and unpleasant. Her stomach turned over again. She reached the top of the stairs and looked down the hall. There was a faint light spilling across the hall, coming from Richard’s office. The door was ajar.


“Richard,” she demanded. The sound of the whimpering was a little more distinct now as she walked woodenly down the hall toward the office. “Richard, are you all right? Answer me.” Her voice sounded irritable. But her heart was flooded with fear. Something was terribly wrong. She knew it now. A terrible possibility leaped to her mind, but she banished it, refusing to consider it. No. He wouldn’t do that. Not Richard. She walked closer to the door of the office, then she stopped.


At first glance, everything looked as it always did. The little desk lamp was on, and Richard’s computer hummed, as always. Bright planets hung in the blackness of the screen saver as a spaceship orbited slowly across the monitor. His desk was neat and organized, as it always was. But there was something on the rug. A pattern of tiny, dark spots. It was sprayed on the wall as well. Please, God, she whispered. Please, God. Please, God. Please, God. She didn’t know what it was she was asking for. But she knew she needed help. The whimpering was louder. It was broken by the sound of a sob.


She stepped across the threshold and entered the room so she could see the entire space. In the instant before her gaze took it in, she knew what she was going to find. But there was no going back. In front of the desk, Richard was sprawled on the carpet, one arm bent crazily beneath him, the other flung out to the side. Beneath Richard’s head, a burgundy stain formed a deadly wreath. Not far from his hand was a dark shape on the rug—it looked like a small, dark animal. Her eyes were playing tricks on her. Even before she bent down, she could see what it was—even though she had never seen one this close before. It was a gun. Keely stared at it. A gun. They didn’t have a gun. How can there be a gun here? But even as she wondered, she knew. Sometimes, in the worst of his sieges, he would speculate on where a person could buy a gun. A look of desperation would cloud his eyes. And then, when she begged him not to say that, he would insist he was joking.


Keely reached down and touched her husband’s hair. It was sticky. When she jerked her hand away, there was blood on her fingers. Behind the closet door came the whimpering sound that had summoned her.


Numbly, as if hypnotized, she stood up, stepped over to the door, and pulled it open.


Inside the closet, Dylan crouched, his arms clutching his knees, his face pressed against his bony kneecaps. He looked up at her, and his eyes were filled with the horror that she felt blooming in the pit of her own stomach.


She crouched down beside him, and he buried his face in the soft green sweater she was wearing. His whole body was shaking. “Mom,” he wailed. She could feel tears in her own eyes, but they were not ready to fall just yet. Clutching Dylan tightly to her, she turned her gaze to her husband’s corpse lying prone on the floor. In a minute, she would get up and call someone. Someone who could help. But for now, all she could do was stare at the gun and the man on the floor. “It’s all right, baby. I’m here now. It’s all right,” she crooned in a whisper, from long habit. And then she reminded herself it wasn’t necessary to whisper anymore. There was only so much pain a person could tolerate. She always knew that. For Richard, there would be no more suffering.


For her, for Dylan, it would be a different story.
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Abby Weaver relinquished her secure hold on the leg of the pine farmhouse table and lurched across the black-and-white checkerboard floor. Reaching her destination, she grasped her mother’s leg and gazed back in amazement at the distance she had traveled.


“Well, look at you!” Keely Weaver turned away from the kitchen sink, dried her soapy hands, and bent down to pick up her year-old baby, nuzzling the warm, springy flesh of her cheek. Abby laughed, delighted with herself and with her mother’s response.


“What a big girl you’re getting to be,” said Keely, burying her face in the soft, cotton T-shirt that Abby wore and rubbing her nose against the baby’s tummy in a way guaranteed to make Abby squeal with giggles. “Yes, you are. Yes, you are.”


“What are my favorite girls up to?” asked Mark Weaver, coming into the kitchen and lifting the baby from her mother’s arms. He held his daughter against his chest, the sleeves of his pin-striped business shirt now rolled up, and kissed her over and over again on her sparse, silky hair. “Are you making your mommy laugh?” he asked, looking the baby intently in the eye, and cupping his large, tanned hand around her little head. The gold of his wedding ring glinted in the last rays of the sunset coming in through the wall of windows in their kitchen.


“She’s been practicing her freestyle,” Keely observed, smiling at the sight of the two of them. Mark was an attorney—sleek, handsome, and renowned for the intractability of his arguments. But around his baby daughter, he was about as ruthless as a bowl of pudding. Mark was driven about his work, but he changed gears instantly the moment his gaze landed on the fuzzy head and shining eyes of his baby girl. At his office and in the courthouse, people joked about the way he would whip out her picture and insist that they admire the most beautiful baby ever born.


“How could you be walking already?” he asked Abby in wonderment as she poked one of her stubby fingers between his lips. He pretended to chew on it for a moment, then gently enveloped her tiny hand in his. “Next thing you know, you’ll be wanting a dress for the prom.”


Keely sighed and nodded. “It’s true. It’ll be here before you know it.” Even as she said it, a thought about Dylan dimmed her spirits like a cloud dims the light of the moon.


Seeming to sense the change in her, Mark reached out his free arm and included his wife in the embrace. “That was a great dinner,” he said. “I know this is a terribly old-fashioned thing to say, but I love having my family here waiting for me at the end of the day, and a wonderful dinner on the table.”


“Meet the Flintstones,” Keely said, pretending to be annoyed with him. But Mark was not fooled. He drew her closer and kissed her, to their baby’s delight.


“You know I don’t mean it like that,” he said.


“You did, and you know it,” she teased him.


“No. Really. If you want to go back to work, I’m for it. Although I admit I’ll be a little jealous to have all those teenage boys wanting to be teacher’s pet.”


“Oh, stop it,” she said, but she smiled. “Teenage boys are not interested in the likes of me.”


“Any man would be interested in a woman like you,” he said.


She blushed, amazed as always by his frank adoration. She hadn’t given much thought to her appearance lately. Luckily, she had regained her trim figure soon after Abby’s birth, and her skin still glowed with the remains of a summer tan. But she wore no makeup, and her silvery blond hair was twisted into a formless knot. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Not every man’s idea of a siren, she thought. “Well, I’m glad you think so,” she said. “But really, I’m not ready to go back to teaching yet. There’s still so much to do around here. And it’s important for me to be with Abby in these early years.” Then she reached out and ran a finger pensively down Abby’s cheek. “A mom is like a mirror at this age. I’d forgotten—it’s been so long since Dylan was small. Every tiny accomplishment, they look to you for approval. I feel like she’s programming that little computer in there for life. And every day brings changes, a thousand little decisions about how to negotiate in the world. She needs that constant attention. And of course, Dylan needs the extra time right now, too . . .”


“Well, in this day and age, I think it’s the greatest luxury you can give a kid—a mother to be there whenever you need her. And even when you don’t. I can speak with authority on this subject.”


She knew what he meant. His parents had died in a boating accident when he was only four years old, and he hadn’t been adopted by Lucas and Betsy Weaver until he was sixteen. His stories of the years in between reminded her of something out of Dickens.


“I just worry that it gets lonesome for you here sometimes,” he continued. “You don’t know anyone. You’re kind of isolated out here . . .”


“It’s true,” she said, thinking wistfully of the easy camaraderie she’d had with her fellow teachers when she taught school back in Michigan. “Sometimes I feel a little bit . . . cut off from people. But it’s only temporary. And this is a gilded cage, I must admit.” She would not have believed, in those dark days after Richard’s death, that she would ever end up living in a house like this one, with a new husband and a baby. She had been steeped in guilt, blaming herself for failing Richard, for not preventing him from taking that ultimate, drastic step. She shuddered at the memory and then banished it, looking around with satisfaction at the beautiful old kitchen, discreetly renovated to suit the most demanding chef, and then glanced out the bank of windows at the rolling lawn, still green in the September twilight, at the elegant patio and the pool. Through the locked gate that surrounded the pool, she saw the familiar shape of Dylan’s skateboard, resting near the edge. Her frown returned. How many times do I have to tell him? she thought, exasperated.


“What’s the matter?” Mark asked.


Keely shook her head and extricated himself from his embrace. “Oh, it’s Dylan. He left his skateboard out by the pool again. I’ve told him time and again that it’s dangerous to leave it out there. It goes in the garage when he’s not using it.”


Mark refrained, as ever, from criticizing his stepson. He never tried to make her feel that she was somehow remiss in the raising of her son. It was something Keely appreciated, although she often felt a sense of helpless frustration at the changes that had come over her boy these last few years. “He’s got a lot on his mind. Where are you going?” Mark asked as she walked away from him.


“I’m going to call him to come down. He’s still got to do his homework.” School had started only a few weeks ago, and they were all adjusting to the new schedule and the constant assignments that had to be finished.


“I’ll help him with it,” Mark said.


Keely regarded him fondly. “You are a patient soul,” she said.


“Hey, I was fourteen once. I still remember what it was like to be at the mercy of all those raging hormones. I got into all kinds of trouble in those days. It’s a wonder I didn’t drop out of high school.”


“Especially since you didn’t have anyone to help you,” Keely observed sympathetically. Keely was constantly amazed at how Mark had managed to become such a success in life, considering his childhood. If anything, it only seemed to make him more compassionate when it came to Dylan.


“I wasn’t completely on my own. A couple of people helped me,” he insisted. “I had a couple of teachers who tried to make things better for me. And all my foster parents weren’t bad. And, of course, there was Lucas.”


Keely nodded. Lucas Weaver was Mark’s hero—a self-made man from a rugged background who had seen something worth saving in Mark, a known juvenile delinquent whom he’d represented pro bono in a vandalism case. Lucas and his wife, Betsy, ended up adopting the troubled boy. Lucas shepherded Mark through college and law school and finally, when he passed the bar, invited Mark to join his law firm. Mark was ever mindful of his enormous debt to Lucas, who had perhaps seen a reflection of himself in Mark and discerned that there was something worth saving in the rebellious teenager.


Mark kissed Abby’s head again and gazed out the windows at the deep turquoise of the pool, the manicured lawn of his property. “Without Lucas, I probably would have ended up in prison or dead somewhere by the side of the road. When I think about what he put up with from me . . . it seems little enough to be patient with Dylan. Besides, all these changes haven’t been easy for him. I know that.”


“Not every man would be so forgiving,” she said. “I really appreciate it, Mark.” The fact was that ever since Dylan had realized that the lawyer who was helping his mother was also courting her, he had been difficult to live with. “I know it’s not easy living with those moods of his—especially when he’s not even your kid,” said Keely apologetically.


“Don’t say that,” said Mark. “He is my kid. I think of him as mine. And I wouldn’t trade places with any man in the world. I have exactly what I want in life.”


“What is truly strange,” she said wryly, “is that I know you mean it.”


“More every day,” he said seriously.


He had pursued her with the single-mindedness that he brought to his legal cases. The moment he’d set eyes on her, he’d seemed to know exactly what he wanted. Looking back on it, she wondered how he could have been so sure, so quickly. She’d been a wreck when she’d met him. She had brought Richard’s body back here, to his home town of St. Vincent’s Harbor, Maryland, for burial. Richard’s widowed mother had been too distraught to travel all alone to Michigan, and besides, it had seemed the right thing to do. Mark, who had been friends with Richard in high school, had attended the funeral. He was one of many people who had turned out on that sad occasion. Keely didn’t even remember meeting him that nightmarish weekend. But he remembered it all perfectly. He often said that he’d made up his mind before the funeral service was over that she would be his wife. What made his determination even more surprising was that he’d been engaged to another woman at the time.


“I feel the same way,” Keely said, and it was true. In the early days of their relationship, she sometimes thought, secretly, that she was turning to him out of weariness and a fear of being alone. But each day that passed only made her more sure that she’d made the right decision in marrying him and had done so for the right reasons. “Well, let me go get Dylan,” she said.


Keely walked out of the kitchen and through the dining room toward the foot of the stairs. The French doors at the end of the dining room were open out onto the patio. Keely automatically walked over to them and closed them. It wasn’t safe, with Abby mobile now, to leave them open. Even with the pool gate locked, it made her uneasy.


This old stone house was elegant and beautiful, and she had fallen in love with it the minute she saw it. But Keely had been willing to forgo it when she saw that it had a pool. Mark didn’t know much about children. He didn’t realize how fast a toddler could get around. And what was worse, he didn’t know how to swim. The boating accident that took his parents’ lives had traumatized him so much that he never went into water any deeper than rain puddles. But once Mark saw how enchanted she was by the house, he’d insisted that they buy it, and nothing could dissuade him. We’ll be careful, he’d assured her. We’ll keep the gate locked. She’d tried to pretend that she didn’t like the house all that much, but he was not fooled. He saw that she loved it, and that was enough. He would have given her the world if he could. He made no secret of it.


The renovation of the house had taken most of the last year, and they’d finally moved in during the month of June. The project had been costly. They’d be paying off the contractor’s bills for quite a while. And it had been exhausting and time consuming as well. Loads of decisions, most of which Mark had left to Keely. But now that they had lived in the house for several months, it all seemed worthwhile. I’m a lucky woman, she thought. I thought my life was over and now . . . She sighed as she reached the bottom of the stairs. She put one hand on the walnut banister and called up the stairs. “Dylan . . .”


There was no answer for a few moments. Then his voice drifted down to her, the tone slightly irritable, as usual. “What?”


“Come on down here, sweetie. You haven’t done your homework yet.”


He muttered something she couldn’t decipher.


“Right now,” she said. “Come on.”


Mark walked slowly by on his way to the living room, with Abby tottering in the lead. Keely smiled and followed them in, leaning against the archway. The living room also had French doors at the end, leading to the patio. “We’d better close those doors, honey. I don’t want Abby getting out there.”


“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve got my eye on her.” Mark sat down on the floor in his suit pants and let Abby clamber on top of him, pretending she knocked him over onto the oriental rug. “Oh, you’re strong,” he told her. So she did it again.


“Your pants will be ruined,” Keely chided him gently.


“These pants can take a joke,” he said.


“I hope so,” she said doubtfully. But she didn’t really mind. In fact, she kind of liked the way he was so cavalier about his belongings. He bought expensive clothes because he needed them for his job. He enjoyed having this house, and a nice car, but she truly believed that none of it was that important to him. It was a trait she had noticed early in their relationship and, considering the deprivation of his childhood, she found it rather admirable. She suspected it was an attitude he’d picked up from Lucas, who had amassed wealth but seemed indifferent to his possessions, other than his beloved collection of Western memorabilia. Lucas retained a boyish enthusiasm for everything having to do with cowboys and the Wild West.


Keely had not known what to make of Mark at first. After she and Dylan returned to Michigan, after Richard’s funeral, Mark had turned up at her door, ostensibly in town on a business trip, offering to help her with the many legal problems surrounding Richard’s death—for the sake of his old friendship with Richard, he had explained. Looking back on it, she hadn’t really questioned his appearance at her door. She had taken it as an answer to her prayers.


The very first task Mark tackled for her was to go head-to-head with insurance investigators over Richard’s life insurance policy. The company hadn’t wanted to pay because Richard had indeed purchased the gun himself, and the police had described Richard’s fatal wound as self-inflicted. Knowing Richard had committed suicide, and feeling guilty because of it, Keely had not been inclined to fight.


She could still picture Mark standing in her living room, brandishing the policy in his fist and shaking it at her while she and Dylan huddled together on the sofa. “Of course they are going to pay,” he had said, indignant on her behalf. “Haven’t you both suffered enough? You have a son who has to go to college. I’m going to make sure that they pay.” Mark had outlined his strategy like an enthusiastic coach explaining a game plan. “There was no suicide note. Therefore, they have no proof of Richard’s intentions.” Keely tried not to let Mark see how much that fact upset her. How could Richard leave them like that, without even a word of regret or farewell? Mark continued with his pitch. “There have been a string of burglaries in the neighborhood this past year. I will convince them that Richard bought the gun to protect his family. And perhaps, because he was inexperienced with guns, he shot himself with this defensive weapon by accident. Self-inflicted, yes—but accidental. Before I’m through, they’ll have to pay you twice the value of the policy. Double indemnity, for an accident.” Keely knew she should fight, but all she felt at the time was numbness and despair. Mark told her not to worry, that he would fight for her.


When he returned, after his meeting with the insurance investigators and executives, and announced that they had recommended that the company pay, she was stunned. It was as if Superman had swooped in to take care of her.


My superhero, she thought, smiling at the sight of him now, crawling around the rug with the baby. It hadn’t been long after his confrontation with the insurance company that he had dropped the pretense of helping her out for the sake of Richard’s memory and admitted his intention to win her heart. For a while she had resisted him, insisted that he leave her alone. She needed time to heal. But finally, his persistence won her over. They were married two years after Richard’s death, and she was pregnant with Abby within the next year.


The ringing of the phone cut into her memories, and she turned back toward the kitchen. “I’ll get it,” she said, as she walked over and picked up the phone.


“Mrs. Weaver?” asked an unfamiliar woman’s voice at the other end.


“Yes?”


“My name is Susan Ambler. My son, Jake, is in your son’s class at school.”


Uh, oh, Keely thought. She felt a tightening in her stomach as she carried the phone into the kitchen. “Yes?” she asked warily.


The woman on the other end sighed. “Well, Jake came home today with a bike. It’s a really beautiful new bike, and he claims that your son, Dylan, sold it to him for fifty dollars. Now, this is no fifty-dollar bike . . .”


Keely closed her eyes and shook her head. Mark had gone out himself and bought the bike for Dylan’s birthday. It was an Italian racing bike far more expensive than what she would have bought. But Mark insisted that he needed it out here, far from the center of town where the streets were peaceful, where it was too far to walk to playgrounds or stores or to the homes of friends. Not that Dylan had really made any friends yet.


“Frankly, I’m . . . worried,” said Susan Ambler, “that my son might have stolen it. Has Dylan mentioned it to you?”


“He didn’t say anything about it,” said Keely stiffly, knowing that the bike hadn’t been stolen. That wasn’t the kind of thing Dylan would neglect to mention. “Let me talk to him, and I’ll get back to you.” She took down the woman’s address and phone number and then hung up.


She heard someone come in, and when she looked up, Dylan was standing in the kitchen doorway, his backpack dangling from one hand. He was dressed in a black Korn T-shirt and droopy denims that showed the waistband of his underwear. His head was shaved and his complexion was pale and blemished around the jawline. He wore a gold earring in one ear. His face seemed to be growing more angular by the day as his body morphed into adulthood. “I’m going to do my homework up in my room,” he announced.


Keely folded her arms across her chest and looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Not so fast, buddy. I want to talk to you.”


“What?” he asked defensively.


“I just got a phone call from Jake Ambler’s mother,” she said.


He glanced at her, and then squinted out the windows, shrugging his shoulders. “So?” he said.


“Don’t you ‘so’ me,” she said. “You know what she was calling about, don’t you?”


Dylan shifted his weight and moved the backpack from one hand to another, meeting her gaze with his chin stuck out. He did not reply.


“She was wondering,” said Keely, “if her son stole your bike by any chance. She found it hard to believe his story that he had purchased your brand-new Italian racing bike from you for fifty dollars.”


Dylan chewed on the inside of his mouth and looked away, a bored expression on his face.


“Well?” she demanded.


He looked back at her, still not replying.


“Did you sell him your new bike for fifty dollars?”


“It’s my bike,” he said. “I can sell it if I want to.”


Keely felt the blood rushing to her cheeks. “Dylan, what is the matter with you?”


“Nothing,” he said. “What’s the big deal?”


“Oh, no you don’t. Don’t you take that attitude with me. I want to know what is going on here. You know perfectly well that Mark went out and bought that bike for you because he knew it was exactly what you wanted.”


“I don’t want the stupid bike,” Dylan retorted.


Keely came up close to him and pointed a finger at him. “Stop it, Dylan. You are acting like a brat, and I won’t have it. I will not let you hurt Mark like this. He didn’t do anything to deserve this except to be kind to you.”


Dylan stared straight ahead and did not flinch at the proximity of her finger.


“Now you march upstairs and get that fifty dollars,” Keely ordered. “We are going to go over to Jake Ambler’s house and get your bike back.”


“It’s my money,” Dylan protested.


Keely’s blue eyes flashed with anger. She saw the defiance waver in his eyes.


“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll go up there and get it, right now,” she said. “And keep quiet about it. I don’t want Mark to know anything about this.”


Dylan curled his lip and tossed his backpack on the table, where it landed with a loud thud. “It’s not in my room,” he said. “It’s in here.” He fished in the front pocket of the backpack and pulled out a handful of bills. “Here.”


“You hold onto it,” she said, grabbing the car keys from a peg beside the door. “You made the deal. Now you can explain to Jake’s mother exactly why you have to take the bike back. Let me just tell Mark we’re going.” She walked into the dining room and called out, “Honey, I have to go out for a while.” She walked back to where Dylan waited. He was wearing his favorite garment—a worn leather bomber jacket that had once belonged to Richard. The lining was faded and ripped in the pockets, despite her constant mending. “It’s warm out this evening,” Keely said.


“I’m wearing it,” said Dylan through gritted teeth.


Keely sighed and shook her head. “I hope he didn’t already notice the bike was missing.”


Mark came into the kitchen holding Abby. “What’s going on?” he asked.


Keely glanced at him and then looked away. She hated to think how hurt he would be if he found out. She pressed her lips together and jingled the keys. “Dylan forgot something at a friend’s house. We’re just going to pick it up.”


“Oh, okay,” he said.


“Do you mind staying here with Abby? I know you probably have work to do.”


“Of course not. Didn’t you say you had to go to the mall? Why don’t you go while you’re out?”


“Oh, I can do it another time,” she said.


“No, go. Take your time. It’ll do you good to get out of the house. Don’t worry about us.”


Keely did need to do some shopping. Their anniversary was coming up, and she didn’t have a single gift for him. It was difficult to shop with Abby in tow. “Maybe I will, if you don’t mind,” she said.


“Mind?” he said incredulously, nuzzling Abby’s cheek. “Mind being here with my girl? Take as long as you need to. We’ll have a good time.”


Keely gave him a grateful smile and followed Dylan out to the SUV. She climbed into the driver’s seat, and Dylan clambered in beside her, slamming the door as hard as he could.


“Put your seat belt on,” she insisted.


Sullenly, he complied. She turned on the engine, then made a turn in the wide driveway. As she looked out her window, she saw Mark, still carrying Abby, come out and stand on the asphalt. Mark whispered something in Abby’sear, and then he lifted her little hand and waved it. Getting the idea, Abby began to wave, grasping her father’s hair with her other hand so that he had to tilt his head toward the baby to avoid being scalped. The two of them wore matching, silly grins.


Waving back, Keely smiled ruefully at the sight of them. It’s so much easier with a baby, she thought. They may wear you out, but they don’t know how to hurt you yet.
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After a few minutes of driving in silence, Keely asked, “Is this Jake a friend of yours?”


“No,” Dylan replied, as if stating the obvious. “Well, who is he? How come you made this deal with him?”


“He wanted the bike. I wanted the money. I don’t see what’s so wrong with it. I thought it was my bike. Why can’t I do what I want with it?”


She hated that querulous tone that he took so often these days. It made her long for that faraway time when he looked up to her, literally and figuratively. “Because you did it to be spiteful,” she said. “Don’t pretend you didn’t.”


Dylan did not try to argue the point. “I don’t know why I have to bring the money over to his house like I’m in first grade.”


“Well, our actions have consequences, my friend. If you’re going to act like a six-year-old, I’m going to treat you like one. Maybe next time you’ll think twice before you do something so foolish.”


Dylan stared out the window, ignoring her.


“Dylan, what really bothers me is that you seem so intent on hurting Mark that you’ll give up something you really love, just to be mean to him. I saw your face when you got that bike. It was exactly what you wanted.”


“It was a bribe,” he muttered.


Keely pressed her lips together, refusing to take the bait. “Mark doesn’t need to bribe you, Dylan. He doesn’t need your approval. He bought you the bike because he knew you wanted it. And because he cares for you.”


“For you, you mean. And the baby.”


“No, I mean for you, too. Honey, I know it’s difficult to adjust, especially at your age, but there are some things you just have to accept in life. Our family has changed. You have a sister now, and a stepfather. They can both give you a lot of happiness if you let them. It’s up to you.”


“Obviously it’s easy for you,” he said scornfully. “Dad wasn’t even dead a week when you started going out with Mark.”


Keely sighed. It was not the first time he had hurled that insult at her. “I was not going out with him, and you know it. He offered to help me. That’s all it was. I needed his help at the time. Dylan, I wasn’t looking for someone to take Dad’s place. You know all this.”


“And I’m sick of talking about it,” he said. “There. That’s the house,” he said.


Keely glanced at him with raised eyebrows. “How do you know that’s the house? I thought you two weren’t friends.”


“I know where he lives, all right? That doesn’t make him my friend.”


Keely pulled the SUV into the driveway of the low, ranch-style house with a basketball hoop above the adjoining garage door. Keely stopped the car, turned, and looked at her son. “Look, I expect you to be a gentleman about this. You did something you shouldn’t have. Now you have to make it right. Is that clear enough?”


“If you say so,” he said.


“Dylan.”


“All right, all right—it’s clear.”


“Let’s go,” she said.


They walked up to the front door and Keely rang the bell. The door opened, and a woman with short, curly brown hair looked out at them. Her face was tense and drawn.


“Mrs. Ambler?” Keely asked.


“Susan,” she said, holding the door open. “Come in.”


“I’m Keely, and this is Dylan.”


“Come and sit down. Jake,” she called out.


A short, sandy-haired kid with a buzz cut came into the living room and stood awkwardly looking at them.


“Hey,” said Dylan.


“Hey,” said Jake in return.


“Dylan,” Keely prodded.


Dylan stared down in the vicinity of Jake’s shoes. “I have to get my bike back because I’m not allowed to sell it. I brought you your money back.”


“And . . .” said Keely.


“Sorry,” Dylan mumbled. He held out the wad of bills, and Jake reluctantly, after a warning glance from his mother, took them.


“Your bike’s in the garage,” he said. “My mom told me I wouldn’t be able to keep it anyway.” Jake did not seem overly distressed by the loss of the bike.


We all know when a deal is too good to be true, Keely thought.


“Right. Whatever,” said Dylan.


Keely and Susan exchanged a knowing glance. “Jake, go out and show Dylan where the bike is.”


“Okay,” said Jake. The two boys started for the front door. “Do you want to shoot some hoops?” Jake asked.


Before Dylan had a chance to reply, Keely interjected, “Not tonight, Jake. Dylan hasn’t done his homework. Why don’t you do it another day,” she said, trying to make it clear that it wasn’t their spending time together that she disapproved of. She just didn’t want Dylan to lose sight of why they’d come. “Dylan, I want you to get on your bike and go directly home.”


“You too, Jake,” Susan called after her son as the two boys went out the front door. “Homework.”


Keely turned back to Susan. “Thank you for calling me,” she said. “I’m sorry about all this.”


Susan made a dismissive gesture. “Believe me, I’m just so glad he didn’t steal the bike. Lately, I never know what to think.”


Keely recognized the troubled look in the other woman’s eyes. “I know what you mean,” she said. “Dylan has been pretty impossible lately.”


The other woman’s frown deepened. “Jake’s been . . . acting out. His father and I are . . . getting divorced.”


“Oh,” said Keely nodding. “Yeah. That’s tough on . . . everybody.”


“So, when he came home with this bike, I just assumed the worst.” It was almost as if Susan was trying to explain it to herself.


“Oh, believe me, I understand,” said Keely. She hesitated, and then she added, “The bike was a gift to Dylan from his stepfather.”


The other woman’s troubled gaze cleared slightly, and she nodded. “Oh,” she said. “You do understand.”


“Oh, yes,” said Keely. “I sure do. Well, I’d better not keep you.”


Susan walked her to the door. Keely looked out and saw Dylan get on his bike and start down the driveway. “I’m sorry about all this,” said Keely.


“That’s okay,” said Susan. “And listen, Dylan is welcome to come over anytime. He seems like a good kid.”


“Thank you,” said Keely, meaning it. “He could use a friend.”


Keely walked down Susan’s driveway and got into the Bronco. Despite Mark’s insistence that she take her time, Keely felt as if she should head back. She was thinking of Abby’s bath and Dylan’s homework. But she was also reluctant to go right back home. It was a rarity for her to be out of the house without Abby. The stores were open late, and she knew Mark would have a nice gift for her for their anniversary. He was thoughtful that way. Reminding herself that Mark had urged her to go, she turned the car around in Susan Ambler’s driveway and headed to the mall.


*  *  *


AFTER AN HOUR, during which she tried in vain to figure out Mark’s criteria for picking out his ties and to remember which of the jazz albums were or were not part of his collection, Keely felt frustrated with herself. You should know these things, she thought. She had been so distracted lately with all the decisions about the house and caring for a baby. It had been that way ever since they got married, it seemed. One huge change after another. There didn’t seem to be any time for the details of life. But things were bound to settle down soon. In the meantime, she still had to find Mark a present.


Keely finally went into the mall bookshop, where a huge cardboard display of the latest John Grisham legal thriller was set up beside the cash register. It seemed like kind of a predictable gift for a lawyer, but it wasn’t as if Mark had some hobby she could find a book about. The truth was that Mark didn’t read very much, but she had heard him mention the Grisham book one morning while he was reading the paper. His exact remark had been that John Grisham made a better living as an author than he ever could as an attorney. But when she questioned him further, he had said that the book sounded interesting. Keely frowned at the cover, read the dust jacket again, and then handed the book across the counter to the clerk.


“Will that be it?” the bearded young man asked, noting her hesitation.


Keely felt a little guilty because giving a best-seller like this to her husband seemed sort of . . . lazy. Now, stop it, she thought. There were plenty of best sellers she’d enjoy receiving as a gift. Keely nodded. “Yes. I’m sure he’ll like that.”


While the clerk rang it up, Keely continued trying to reason away her feelings of guilt. At least this proved she was paying attention to their breakfast conversation. Sometimes, she felt as if she shortchanged him, between the new house and the children. Not that he complained. He seemed content to be near her, no matter how preoccupied she might be.


The clerk, noting the expression on Keely’s face said, “He can always bring it back.”


“No, I’m sure it will be fine,” said Keely. She couldn’t imagine Mark bringing anything back. He had no patience at all for shopping. He had given her carte blanche when she decorated the house, although he dutifully admired her every purchase, constantly reassuring her that he liked her taste and that none of her choices were too expensive.


“Do you want it wrapped?”


“Could you?” Keely asked.


“Sure,” said the clerk, disappearing into the office behind the counter.


Keely gazed at the selection of bookmarks and calendars at the counter, then flipped through a literary magazine on display there while she waited. It troubled her a little that she had found it so difficult to buy Mark a present. Of course, his gifts to her were never especially imaginative. He always went the jewelry-and-flowers route, but his extravagance made her gasp and his choices were elegant. It was so much more difficult to buy something for a man, especially a man like Mark who insisted that he had everything he wanted. He always said that she had given him the most precious gift—a home and a family. Considering his lonesome childhood, Keely had found that both understandable and endearing.


But they’d never really had that honeymoon time, a chance to be together—just the two of them. No wonder she had trouble choosing a tie for him. They’d hardly had time to breathe in the last two years. In a way, she thought, they’d done the hard part first. The fun part, the “getting to know you” part, unfurled before them like a leafy lane in summer.


*  *  *


AS KEELY RETRACED her route toward home, she considered having a little party for their anniversary. Immediately she began to formulate a menu. But the guest list was more problematical. Although she’d met a lot of people in St. Vincent’s Harbor, she didn’t really know many of them all that well. She’d need Mark to tell her who to invite. But he would probably like the idea of a party—a chance to show off the new house and his baby girl.


They hadn’t entertained here yet—except for Lucas and Betsy, of course, and Richard’s mother, Ingrid. But that was family. A party called for people their own age, music, and wine. It had been simpler with Richard, living as they did in a university environment. A pot of chili and a big bottle of Gallo red had sufficed for their dinners. Besides, with Richard’s headaches, they weren’t able to plan ahead for a party. Every invitation was impromptu. But this—this was different. She couldn’t help seeing this kind of party as more of a test. People would be looking her over, sizing her up. Mark’s wife. The woman he married instead of the attorney he’d been engaged to.


Oh well, she thought. It’s your idea. No one’s forcing you to do it. And the first time is the worst. Just get it over with, and before you know it, you’ll have friends dropping by for chili again, even in this fancy neighborhood. Distracted by the logistics of hostessing, Keely almost missed the turn that led to their secluded street. Just as she slowed the car down and put on the signal, a police car, its light flashing and siren wailing, sped up from behind her and wheeled around the corner.


I wonder what that’s all about, she thought. She could hear them now—more sirens in the distance. Instinctively, her heart began to pound. As she rounded the curve that led to her house, she saw a cluster of flashing lights and a congregation of vehicles in the distance. No, she thought. Oh no—it can’t be us. She mentally counted the houses that stood on the street. There weren’t too many. Each house had a large lot around it. Next door to them was Dr. Connelly, an elderly widower who lived with his daughter Evelyn. That’s probably it, Keely thought. The retired physician was in his eighties and suffering from Alzheimer’s. Why, even his daughter had to be nearly sixty.


Keely was actually hoping it was Dr. Connelly. Anything, she thought, but my house, my kids. There was no smoke in the air, no fire trucks. Just police, and an ambulance. A heart attack. It has to be, she thought, although she, of all people, knew it might very well be something else. Keely’s car crawled up the street, hampered by the arriving emergency vehicles. She gripped the wheel fiercely. As she drew closer, she counted the houses and she knew. It was not the Connellys’ house. It was one house farther up. Her heart thudding, her mouth dry, she pulled the SUV up, stopped it short behind a patrol car with a squeal of brakes, and jumped out. There were groups of people standing in knots on the front lawn, looking curiously up at the house. They turned to stare at Keely. Mark and the children were nowhere in sight. Keely began to run up the lawn toward her house. Even more than the emergency vehicles, there was something chilling about the sight of that front door, which was gaping open, as if privacy no longer mattered.
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Ayoung patrolman tried to block her entry by gripping her forearm. “Let go of me,” she hissed. “I live here.”


The young man dropped her arm as if it were hot and stepped back, averting his eyes. Keely saw that he wanted to avoid her gaze, and his obvious discomfort was chilling. She looked around her house as if it were a foreign place. It was filled, as if in a nightmare, by people she didn’t recognize. “Mark,” she cried, and then looked at the young cop accusingly. “Why are these people here? Where is my husband? My children?”


“Are you Mrs. Weaver?” he asked.


“Yes,” said Keely. “What are you doing here?”


“You’d better come with me, ma’am,” he said softly.


“Why? What is this all about?”


“Right this way, ma’am,” he said. He cleared a path for her through the uniformed strangers who were clustered in her living room.


She could hear a baby crying now. Abby. “Where is my husband?” Keely demanded. “My son?”


“The sergeant will explain,” the young officer said stiffly as he escorted her through the French doors to the patio. The patio was lit by fairy lights on the trees and by the light that filtered out from the house. Beyond the patio, the pool was illuminated. It glowed, gemlike, a pale blue lozenge afloat in the darkness. There were more strangers, everywhere she looked. Police, people in hospital scrubs, emergency personnel. Then, in the midst of the confusion, Keely saw a familiar face. It was Evelyn Connelly, her next door neighbor. The pudgy woman, who was wearing a sweatsuit with a strand of pearls, was gesturing widely as she spoke to a sober-looking police officer with a gray mustache. The man nodded, but his gaze traveled to Keely. Evelyn turned, and her eyes widened as she recognized her neighbor. She tilted her head to one side and regarded Keely with a pitying glance.


“Evelyn,” Keely cried, as if she were a long-lost friend.


The older woman approached and grasped Keely’s hand in her own puffy, liver-spotted hand with its weighty diamond ring. “I’m sorry,” she said, as if in answer to Keely’s unspoken question. “I called them. I went to let the dogs out, and I heard the baby screaming. It went on for a long time. I was afraid it would upset Dad—he gets agitated by that kind of thing. So I came over to check.”


The gray-haired officer approached Keely. “Are you Mrs. Weaver?”


“What is it?” Keely demanded. “What’s going on? Where is my husband? Where’s my baby? And my son?”


“You have to be very brave now, dear,” said Evelyn, gripping her hand. “This is not easy.”


A couple of people looked up at Keely, and then away. A woman in a short-sleeved blue uniform with a stethoscope around her neck was holding Abby. Keely yelped with relief and reached out for her child. She clutched the baby to her chest. Everything Abby wore—her hair, her little shoes—was wet and icy cold. Keely looked at the baby in confusion. “You’re all wet,” she said wonderingly.


Abby buried her face in her mother’s neck and whimpered.


“Mrs. Weaver,” said the graying officer, “I’m Sergeant Henderson.” He did not seem to realize that Keely did not care who he was.


Clutching Abby, Keely pushed past him, feeling as if she were moving in a soundless, weightless atmosphere, like a dream landscape. An old dream. An old nightmare. Through the open door of the gate, she could see them. Beside the pool, a knot of people seemed to be working, concentrating. No one was moving with any particular haste or urgency. But the tension in the air was palpable. As Keely approached, she could see that someone was lying on the concrete apron of the pool. Someone fully dressed, with shoes on. She recognized the pants, the pin-striped shirt. She stopped and stared.


“Mark?” she whispered. There was no response from him. “Mark!” she cried, as if urging him to stand up.


She tried to get near him, but others materialized and held her back. The sergeant came up to her again. “Mrs. Weaver, I have to detain you for a minute. The medical examiner is with him right now.”


“Is that a doctor?” Keely asked. “What’s the matter with him?”


“I’m sorry, ma’am. We found him in the pool.”


“The pool?” Keely whispered. “No, no, that can’t be right. My husband can’t swim.”


“No,” said Sergeant Henderson, as if he already knew it. His gaze was steady, pitying.


She felt a furious impatience with all of them. “Why is everyone standing around while my husband is lying there? Get him to the hospital. Hurry.”


“I’m afraid that wouldn’t help, ma’am.”


“Well, that’s impossible,” Keely insisted. “He wouldn’t go in the pool. He was afraid of the water . . .. He wouldn’t . . .” But even as she said it, something was penetrating the fog in her brain. Abby, in her arms, was wet. Completely sop-ping wet.


Keely looked at Abby as if she were seeing her for the first time. “Why is my baby so wet?”


“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but it was already too late when we got here, Mrs. Weaver.”


“Too late?” she whispered.


The police officer seemed to realize that she was not taking it all in. “The medical examiner is examining the body right now, Mrs. Weaver. To certify the cause of death. Not much question, of course. We found him floating in the pool. The baby was beside the pool, soaked like that.”


Keely shook her head. “No . . . no . . .” She had to reject what they were saying. If she rejected it, maybe it wouldn’t become real. She had to prove that they were wrong. That this was all going to stop happening, any minute now. “All these people just standing around . . . you should have him in the ambulance. You should be taking him to the hospital,” she said faintly.


The paramedic with the stethoscope said, “He’s beyond our help, ma’am. Believe me, if there were any chance . . . even the slightest chance . . .”


“I’m sorry,” said Sergeant Henderson, taking a pad and pen out of his shirt pocket. “I know this is a terrible shock.”


Keely was shaking her head, pushing the man’s words away.


“I’m sorry, but we need to know. . . . When did you last see your husband?”


“What?” She looked up at him in confusion. “What time is it?”


The officer looked at his watch. “It’s about nine o’clock.”


“Supper. After supper . . .”


“You went out,” he prodded.


Keely felt dazed. “They were fine. Everything was fine.” “Was your husband alone here with the baby?”


She saw them in her mind’s eye, Mark and Abby in the driveway, waving. “Yes,” she said. “He was holding her.”


The officer held the pen poised over the pad of paper. “And you say that your husband couldn’t swim. Are you in the habit of locking the gate to the pool?”


“Yes,” said Keely. “Yes. Of course. Always.”


“And your husband never went into the water.”


“No. Never. Except . . .” Keely could feel the cold water leaching through her clothes, running down the front of her shirt. The only part of Keely that was not freezing was her neck, where the baby’s tears seemed to sizzle on her skin. She could smell chlorine in the wisps of Abby’s hair. “Abby.” She looked up at the detective. “Abby is . . . I smell chlorine.”


A short man in a tie and a dark jacket who had been crouched in the knot of people by the pool stood up and came over to where they stood. He was wearing a dark blue all-weather coat and he carried a medical bag. He nodded to Sergeant Henderson.


The sergeant acknowledged his nod and said, “Dr. Christensen, this is Mrs. Weaver. Mrs. Weaver, this is the county medical examiner.”


Dr. Christensen nodded grimly at Keely. “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Weaver. It’s pretty clear. He drowned. No injuries of any kind, otherwise. He’s been dead about half an hour.”


“Mrs. Weaver tells me that Mr. Weaver couldn’t swim.”


Dr. Christensen looked back at the body lying by the pool. “He may have jumped in after the baby.”


Sergeant Henderson nodded, as if these words confirmed his suspicions. “That’s what I thought. I’m guessing it was instinctive, Mrs. Weaver. He didn’t think. He didn’t have time to think. His daughter was in trouble . . . he had to do something. So he jumped in. Somehow he managed to shove her out of there.”


“No, that’s not possible.”


The EMT held out her arms for Abby. “Ma’am, we should get that child’s wet clothes off,” she said. “And you should sit down. Give me the baby.” The young woman tried to reach for Abby, but the baby shrieked and would not release her mother’s neck. Keely held her baby close and took another step toward her husband. An EMT there, seeing her approach, stepped away, and Keely saw Mark’s face.


Instinctively, Keely threw up a hand over Abby’s eyes, to shield her from the sight.


Everything inside of her was refusing to believe. No, no, it couldn’t be. This was all a mistake. But she had seen the face of death before. Her husband Richard. And now that she had seen Mark’s face, she knew. Evelyn Connelly approached Keely and laid a hand on her arm. “I’m so sorry, dear. I don’t know how long the baby was screaming before I realized. . . . She never cries like that. I thought something must be wrong. That’s why I came over. And then I saw him floating in there. So I called 911. I’m afraid he was already gone when I found him . . .”


Keely was shaking her head, but her heart was already beginning to feel trapped. She would not be able to escape from it. She began to tremble. The paramedic returned again, this time with a towel, which she wrapped around Abby. Drawn to the warmth and dryness of the towel, Abby allowed herself to be peeled from her mother’s arms. Keely stumbled toward Mark on legs so numb she could not even feel them. She fell to her knees beside him and studied his features. She ran her fingers over the curve of his cheekbone as if she were blind. She put her face against his chest. The pin-striped shirt was sopping wet. There was no thrum of a heartbeat in her ear. She raised her head and stared at him, not believing it. “What did you do?” she pleaded of him. “You know you can’t swim.” But she knew there was no point in asking him. And she knew, also, the answer to her question. “You couldn’t let Abby drown, could you?” Tears began to spill from her eyes. “You wouldn’t do that. Not our baby.”


Sergeant Henderson rested a hand on her shoulder. “He gave up his life to save the baby, Mrs. Weaver. Not many people would have the courage. You should be very proud of him.”


She could still see them, Mark and Abby, together in the driveway, waving to her. Her body began to shake with sobs.


“Mom?”


She raised her face, brushing away tears, and turned to see her son standing by the edge of the pool. He held something dark against his chest like a shield. His eyes were wide and terrified.


“Mom . . . what happened?”


“Dylan,” she whispered. She reached out her hand and he edged toward her, gazing against his will at the body.


She clutched his hand, pulling him closer. “Dylan, Abby fell in the pool. Mark tried to save her. He drowned.”


“Oh, no,” Dylan whispered. He fell to his knees beside her, still clutching the long, curved object against him. Keely reached for him, and they embraced, murmuring through tears and disbelief. A pair of ball bearings gouged Keely in the side. She released him and stared at the object between them. It was his skateboard tucked under his arm. Dylan seemed to have forgotten he was holding it. He appeared to be dazed by what he saw.


“The gate must have been open,” Keely said. At first she didn’t know why she said that. It didn’t seem relative to anything. And then he looked up at her guiltily and she knew. She stared at the skateboard. He jumped to his feet and dropped it, as if it were on fire, and the skateboard clattered against the cement.


Two men were guiding a rolling gurney through the gate. Sergeant Henderson came over to Keely, bent down, and tried to help her up. “Come on, Mrs. Weaver,” he said. “We’re going to have to move your husband. Let’s get you inside before they start.”


As one of the attendants pushed it, the gurney rattled toward the pool, while another man began to unfold a large, black polystyrene bag. With Sergeant Henderson’s help, Keely staggered to her feet. Evelyn Connelly approached Dylan and started to guide him back inside the house.


“Mom,” Dylan cried, breaking away from the older woman and reaching out for his mother, awkwardly trying to slip an arm around her. “I know you told me to come home and do my homework, but I just went out skating for a little while.”


In her mind’s eye, she could still see that skateboard beside the pool when she’d looked out of the kitchen window after dinner. And she knew what had happened. Dylan had ridden his bike home and then, not wanting to go in and do his homework, he had retrieved the skate-board from where he’d left it, beside the pool. He had gone on his way, leaving the gate open behind him. So that Abby could toddle down there while Mark was busy looking over some brief for court tomorrow.


Dylan had gone off, and Mark had been absorbed in his brief, thinking Abby was playing somewhere near him. Somewhere safe. And meanwhile, Abby had wandered. It was a chain of carelessness. Each little oversight not significant in itself. Linked together, they had the power to devastate. And where had she been when this chain of carelessness had been forged? When her life was about to be upended again? Sorting through silk ties. Reading the jacket copy on a bunch of books and CDs. Each little decision a link in the chain. The chain that was squeezing the breath out of her now. Making her feel almost faint with fury at her son, who stood before her, apologizing for going out, not even acknowledging his part in all of this. His oversight was the worst—the fatal one.


“How many times did I tell you to lock that gate around the pool?” she said through clenched teeth. “How many times?”


“What do you mean?” he said. “I didn’t—”


“Your skateboard was out by the pool. Don’t deny it. I saw it there after dinner.”


Dylan was white with horror. “I know. But . . . I locked the gate, Mom. I did.”


Don’t lie to me! she wanted to shout. You didn’t think about anyone else! Mark, the baby. You were mad about the bike, and mad at the world. So you went on your way and left that gate swinging open. You set this disaster in motion. Your sister nearly drowned. And Mark . . . She wanted to scream at Dylan. She could feel it rising in her throat.


“I know I locked it,” Dylan cried.


Keely turned away from him and dug her fingernails into her palms. Don’t do it, she told herself. Don’t rage against him. He’ll never get over it. He’ll never forget it. She could feel him beside her, staring at her helplessly. It would take every ounce of the love she had for him not to berate him. To be compassionate. To spare him. Desperately trying to stifle the words she could never take back, she looked wildly around her. The house, the pool. Their perfect little world. Hadn’t a little voice inside warned her not to agree to the house with a pool? Hadn’t she known better than to put that danger in their paths? Why hadn’t she followed her instincts? Wasn’t that the first act of carelessness, after all? Wasn’t she herself to blame?


She turned back to face her son and saw his eyes, feverish with fear and anxiety. No point in blame, she thought bitterly. She remembered all the times she had blamed herself for Richard’s death, berated herself for failing him, and felt guilty. What good had it done? There was no use in it. It wouldn’t bring Mark back to her.


She summoned all her will and her love for Dylan. “I’m sorry, honey. It’s not your fault,” she said. “It was an accident.” Then her tears welled up and spilled over again as she began to face the harsh reality of her life.


“Mom, I didn’t—”


She shook her head, needing to silence him. “Don’t. Please, let’s leave it at that. Let’s go in the house. We need to help each other now. And Abby. Please, Dylan. I need your help . . .”


Sergeant Henderson came over and offered her an arm. The EMTs began the process of removing the body. He urged her to lean on him. She shook her head angrily and then stumbled as she started up the path to the house.


“Dylan,” Keely called out faintly from the path. “Come inside.” When he did not respond, Keely turned to see her son, rooted to the apron of the pool, staring at the lifeless body of his stepfather. He did not flinch as the EMTs lifted the corpse and unzipped the body bag. “Dylan,” she cried. He remained staring, remote and dry-eyed, as if he were a bystander who had happened on the aftermath of a wreck.
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