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For Thomas Wotton Wheble


Tell her this

And more,—

That the king of the seas

Weeps too, old, helpless man.

The bustling fates

Heap his hands with corpses

Until he stands like a child

With surplus of toys.

—STEPHEN CRANE,

THE BLACK RIDERS AND OTHER LINES, XXXVIII
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Kat

The night Mom threw Dad out we had a dinner party at our house. We lived on the first floor of a tan two-story on the bay side of town. Mom grew up there, but on the top floor, where Grandma lived.

Mom loved to cook and play games, and Dad loved Mom, so they entertained often, or they used to at least, before Maddie. Jess and I were always included. Mom said it was because she liked having her favorite people around. “Am I one of your favorites, Hope?” Dad sometimes asked, his dark eyes drilling a hole into the back of Mom’s head. You got the sense he was holding his breath when he asked the question. It would get him a laugh and a hug, but over her shoulder, Dad wasn’t laughing. In those moments, if need had a face, it would’ve looked like Dad.

I was in charge of coats at the party. I’d sulked about that all afternoon and told Mom that carrying coats to the bedroom didn’t seem like an important job, since it was summer and who wore a coat in June?

Mom was on her knees on the kitchen floor, looking for the Crock-Pot, half her body missing inside the cabinet, the sound of pans bumping against one another ringing through the room. I heard her say something about June nights in Maine and how they sometimes had a chill to them, but when she sat back on her heels, her eyes were a little wild, and there was a dark smudge on her forehead, and still no Crock-Pot.

She looked at me and must have seen how serious I was, because she sighed and told me to go set the kids’ table then, with whatever plates I wanted, which seemed like a much better job.

That’s how Jess and I got to drink Shirley Temples in old mismatched fancy glasses, set with our best china and cloth napkins just like the adult table. It was perfect, even though Jess told me to stop calling it the kids’ table, since it was just me and her sitting there and she was almost seventeen and only home on a Saturday night because everyone except for her was on vacation somewhere else.

I kept quiet because once Jess got in one of her moods, forget it. It wasn’t worth pointing out that by everyone she meant Carly and Betsy, her two best friends, and they only visited family for a couple of weeks each summer. Betsy down to Kittery, and Carly up to Boothbay. Each one less than an hour away, which, in my opinion, didn’t count as a vacation. But Jess always had to be right, so I didn’t argue with her.

The Alfonsos arrived first. They came with their sheepdog, a hulking black-and-white thing with patches of skin peeking from where his fur should’ve been. He crept close to the floor when he walked and lowered his sad eyes like he knew he was overstepping. He’d had some sort of breakdown after Mrs. Alfonso went back to work full-time, leaving him alone in an empty house.

They got another dog so he wouldn’t be lonely, a long-haired retriever named Molly. Mrs. Alfonso said she’d never seen him so happy. Then Molly got hit by a car six months later and died. He started losing hair after that. Separation anxiety, Mrs. Alfonso told Mom, wringing her hands and sighing as she watched him hunker down under our table, his large body hitting the floor like a sack of potatoes.

So sorry for the inconvenience, Mrs. Alfonso repeated over and over. Mom shushed her and rubbed Mrs. Alfonso’s shoulder and said she understood. Sometimes, Mom said, love isn’t convenient. Mom had a big heart like that. Dad rolled his eyes but stared at Mom like he could devour her alive. I didn’t think it was whatever anxiety the doctor called it. Looked like a broken heart to me. I’d seen that before.

The Donovans and the Martins came next. The last ones in were Mom’s friend, Peggy, and a man who held out his hand to Mom and said his name was Ryland Finn, but she should call him Ry, and Mom said, “Oh, what a great name,” and waited like he might have a story about it.

But he just shrugged and glanced over her shoulder into the room behind her, as if he were searching for something he’d lost. Then nobody said anything until finally Mom said, “Well, let’s get you two introduced, shall we?”

We started with mussels in marinara sauce, one of Mom’s specialties and easy to make, since Dad brought them home from the shop whenever Jess and I asked. Dad was a lobsterman and did some shellfishing on the side, which we loved. We could never get enough steamers, mussels, and clams on the half shell. Dad said we were spoiled, ate like queens. But he winked at Mom while we dug in.

They played charades after dinner. Dad put up a fuss about playing, but Mom talked him into one round. He got To Kill a Mockingbird, and Mom thought he was acting out a horror movie. She guessed bird when he flapped his arms but finally got it when he pretended to play a harp. Dad said he should’ve done the harp bit first, since Mom was a writer and always remembered authors. Mr. Finn said he didn’t get the harp bit, and Peggy looked at him with tired eyes and said Harper Lee wrote it. Mom got up to put coffee on, and everyone looked at the couple whose turn it was next, except for Mr. Finn, who was sitting behind the group, watching Mom as she left the room. I watched Dad, watching Mr. Finn, watching Mom.

Later, in my bed, long after I should’ve been asleep, I listened to Mom and Dad clean up after everyone left. The kitchen and my bedroom shared a wall, and my dresser sat on the opposite wall from my bed, across from the kitchen doorway, its tall mirror reflecting the round table, giving me a clear view of the room. In our small house there wasn’t much I couldn’t hear.

Sometimes I loved it. Hushed voices carrying me to sleep or the noise from the television drifting in and out. Sometimes I hated it. Especially when Mom and Dad fought, their voices low and angry. Mom usually stomped off and went to bed upset. Dad never knew when he pushed his luck too far. Grandma said when it came to Mom, Dad lived with his heart on his sleeve and his head up his ass.

I heard Dad turn off the music and settle into the kitchen chair as Mom did the dishes in front of him. He was wearing what he called his dress clothes, which meant just a clean pair of jeans and a T-shirt that wasn’t stained or ripped. Dad always said he was a mess, hopeless when it came to fashion, a disaster next to Mom. She’d overheard him once and rolled her eyes at him and said, “Give me a break, James Dean. What you mean is you don’t have to do anything to look good. Unlike some of us.”

I had no idea what she was talking about until I searched James Dean on Jess’s computer, and besides the fact that Dad had dark hair and kept it short, they did sort of look alike. Except instead of a cigarette, Dad smoked cigars, and that was just once in a while and only ever outside because Mom said the smoke got stuck in the rugs and pillows and curtains, and it was bad enough that she already had to deal with the smell of fish.

Which wasn’t true, because Dad always left his boots and coat outside in the hallway and showered first thing when he got home, and I’d never smelled anything on him besides soap and the aftershave he sometimes wore.

But some days Mom acted like that. Like everything Dad did bothered her. And then she’d complain when he stayed out of her way, out on the boat for hours and hours.

Like that made any sense.

Now Dad leaned forward in his seat, and suddenly Mom was there, his arm on her waist, his forearm huge around her middle. He pulled her into his lap.

She gave a halfhearted laugh and tried to stand, but he hugged her tighter, moved her legs across his lap, and leaned back in the chair with her.

“Shh, just sit with me,” he said.

His fingertips ran the length of her thigh, and his other hand played with the black hair that hung down her back. I wanted to look away. I knew I shouldn’t be watching, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the mirror. Jess and I used to make silly faces when Mom and Dad kissed and hugged. I didn’t remember the last time we got the chance to do that.

“Jack, stop. Let me just finish.” Mom patted his leg and gave him a quick peck on the cheek, but her voice was high and tight, and her body looked stiff and uncomfortable on his lap.

“Leave it. I’ll finish them. I just want to sit here for a minute with my wife.”

Mom’s wrap dress had come loose, and he traced the opening with his finger. I saw her stiffen and move his hand away. She held it in her lap, where it was no longer covering her chest, and pulled her dress closed with her free hand.

“Let me finish,” she said. “Then we can go to bed together.”

I wasn’t sure if it was what she said or the way she said it, but everything changed right then. I saw it in Dad’s reflection in the mirror, the way his face went hard, the way it was most of the time.

Abby, my camp counselor who got sent home at least once a week by the recreation director with instructions to put on shorts that were not so short, told me once that she didn’t know how I could live with someone as hot as my father. But why didn’t he smile more? she’d asked me. I didn’t know what to say because he was my father, and who was I supposed to live with? I lied and said that he smiled all the time, just not at her.

Truth was, he never really smiled at anyone unless it was me or Jess or Mom. It was just the way he was.

But now he wasn’t smiling at all.

“What?” Mom asked.

“Nothing,” he muttered.

She hugged her arms across her body as if a cold wind had come through.

“I’m asking you to wait until I’m ready, and you’re upset.”

“You’re not asking me to wait,” he said. I didn’t so much hear it as read his lips. That’s how soft it came out.

Mom stared at the floor, and I heard the clock in the kitchen ticking away time.

“What does that mean?” Mom’s voice cut through the silence like a dull knife. “What do you think I’m asking?”

He shut his eyes and sighed, a long one that seemed to empty him out, the way he sank deeper into the chair. “You know what, Hope? I don’t know what I’m saying. Let’s drop it.”

“You work a hundred hours a week. You disappear out there.” She waved at the water behind our house. “But when you’re ready for me, well, sound the alarm.”

He looked at the ceiling for a minute, then back at her. He didn’t speak.

“Say something,” she said.

“You don’t want to hear it.”

“Try me, Jack. At least you’re talking instead of disappearing on that boat.”

“Disappearing? And what do you call this? This right here.”

“What right here?”

Dad shook his head, his eyes on the floor.

“What?”

He looked up, studied her. “You haven’t been ready in a year,” he said in a flat voice.

Mom stood up, and the air seemed to leave the room. “That’s not true,” she said.

“No? When was the last time we were together and you didn’t do this . . . vanishing act that you do?” His hands made a large circle in the space between them.

“Stop it,” she said, and her arms went around her body again.

Dad picked up his beer, took a swig of it, and slammed the bottle down so hard, the table shook. The noise made Mom jump. My first thought was he was going to be sorry tomorrow.

“Stop what? Trying to make love to my wife, or trying to figure out why she hates it when I touch her?”

His voice was thick and gravelly. I pulled the blanket up higher on my face. I hated that his eyes reminded me of the sheepdog’s.

Mom went to the sink, gone from my view. I heard a drawer open and the clinking of silverware.

Dad put his head in his hands. When he looked up, I saw his eyes and yanked the covers up so only a tiny sliver of space was left to see through. I knew that look.

“You had an admirer tonight,” he said calmly, as if giving her the weather. But he was watching Mom, staring at her so hard, I thought it must hurt to be on the other end of it.

“Oh, please,” she said, and muttered something under her breath I couldn’t hear.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“I said I don’t need this crap.”

“What’s crap is you pretending to not notice him noticing you.”

Mom walked over to my doorway to where the light switch sat on the wall and flicked it on, as though she hadn’t been able to hear Dad without the light on.

“Him who?” she asked.

“Your new buddy Finn, that’s who.”

“Ry?”

“Ry?” he asked, pronouncing the word with force. “I didn’t realize we were using nicknames.”

“It was how he introduced himself.”

“Well, Finn, oh I’m sorry, Ry, couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

“Don’t pick a fight with me, Jack,” she warned.

But he already had. Even I knew that.

“Why did you invite him?” he asked, as if it were the craziest idea she’d ever dreamed up.

“What do you mean why did I invite him? He’s Peggy’s husband. The reason for the party was to introduce them to some of our friends.”

“I don’t want him here again,” he told her. He leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs out in front of him. He might have looked calm, but I saw his jaw pulse. “Did you hear me? They’re not allowed to come over here again.”

She was leaning against the doorframe now. I could see her face in the light. I watched as she raised her eyebrows at him and held them there, the way she did sometimes at the dinner table when Jess and I fooled around too much. Just a glance up from her plate, barely a movement at all, really, a flick of her brows, a tilt of her head. It stopped us every time.

“Allowed?” she asked. There was no sound coming from the kitchen, and then I heard her say in a voice that was high and wobbly, “Allowed?”

I leaned in closer to the mirror at the same time she moved off the wall and took two steps toward him. There was a force to her step that scared me. Dad seemed scared too and sat up quickly, pulling his legs in as if he might need them to fend her off.

“Get out,” she whispered.

Dad’s eyes closed, and I wished in that moment that by some miracle he’d suddenly fallen asleep. Mom was patient, but Dad had pushed too far. I knew this was what Grandma meant when she said Dad sometimes put his head up his ass.

The sound of a chair scraping against the tile sliced through my bedroom, and I peered out through the spaces between my spread fingers. He patted his pocket for his keys, and I rolled my eyes, embarrassed for him that he didn’t see them sitting only two feet in front of him on the kitchen table. Mom saw them, though, and snatched them up and held them in her hand under her folded arms.

“Give me the keys, Hope.”

“So you can leave here in a fit and wrap yourself around a tree?” She tightened the belt on her dress and said in a low mutter, “If I wanted you dead, I’d do it myself.”

It was a line I’d heard them use on each other all my life, always in a joking way: Mom watching Dad fillet fish with his thick bear-paw hands—Give me that knife. If I wanted you to lose a finger, I’d wait until you ticked me off and do it myself. Or Dad catching her wrestling the full barrels down to the sidewalk for the garbage pickup—Let me do that, baby. If I wanted you flat on your back, I’d put you there myself. And so on and so on and so on.

But tonight, it wasn’t a joke.

Dad stared at Mom, and then leaned in until his face was inches from her, and his voice was a growl.

“If you want me dead, keep it up. You’re doing a hell of a job.”

Mom sucked in her breath, loud and sharp, like she’d just bumped her hip bone on the edge of the table. There was a frenzy of movement, and I heard the front door open, and what sounded like Dad’s coat hit the front hall with a thwack. Mom stomped into the kitchen, and something hard hit the wall again. I looked out from under the covers just in time to see Mom launch his shoe from the kitchen, through the living room, clear through the front door, where it landed with a loud thump.

“Jesus, Hope. Calm down.” Dad snapped out of it, but it was too late.

Mom took two big strides in his direction, and there was not another sound as the door slammed shut. The house went silent.

I sat up in bed, hugged the blanket to my chest, and strained my neck to see around the corner. Mom rounded the opening and caught my eye. She let out a small noise, walked into my room, and sat on my bed. I put my head against her, pressed my cheekbone against the sharp edge of her collarbone, felt her heart pulsing on the flat part of my cheek.

She smelled like baby cream, and I wondered if she was still using the tub of Johnson’s on her arms and hands like she did after Maddie died. She’d sit on the edge of her bed and massage the thick white cream on the insides of her forearms, where the skin’s so soft, and then drop her head in her arms and rock that way until I got her for dinner. I thought it was weird. It was the same cream she used to rub on Maddie’s bottom after she changed her diaper. But a lot of things got weird after Maddie died, so I stopped thinking about it.

Mom nudged me over and sank back. I looked at Mom curled up in my bed, and I pictured Dad standing in the hallway in his socks with his coat and shoes strewn all about, and then I remembered what Mom said earlier to Mrs. Alfonso about love not being convenient.
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Hope

An hour passed before Kat’s face softened and her breathing changed to the familiar timbre of deep sleep. I lay next to her in bed and wondered whether Jack was sleeping in the truck. Or more likely, he had a spare key stashed somewhere, and he’d gone to the boat. Or maybe to the Salt House across town.

I closed my eyes, but sleep was impossible. The argument with Jack had me twisting and turning in Kat’s bed, restless from a current running through my body. Difficult now, with all the words hurled at each other, to pinpoint what we’d fought about. But something Jack said turned over in my mind.

When was the last time we were together and you didn’t do this vanishing act that you do?

Men like Jack didn’t say such things. Not out loud, at least. It seemed the point of no return. For both of us.

For Jack, it would have been saying it out loud—admitting I was letting him down in some way—that he had expectations. Needs.

For me, hearing him say it, even now, made my body jolt. My hands clench.

It was a year last week. The anniversary of her death. The beginning of the longest year of my life. Of our life. Our marriage.

We need to not let this thing destroy us, Jack said last week. When he said this thing, he meant my grief. But he never used that word.

In bed, when he wanted to make love and all I could muster was to kick off my pajama bottoms and press my lips against the side of his neck where I knew he liked, Jack had questions. Are we ever going to make love like we used to? Are we going to move on from being sad all the time?

He didn’t use the word grief. Grief was too serious. Being sad was temporary, fixable. Grief was deeper, unchangeable, forever.

He didn’t say this, but I knew.

I didn’t tell him that my grief was as familiar to me as a worn sweater covered with loose threads and filled with the smells and sounds of a thousand cold nights and frosty mornings.

Grief and me, we had a history.

On most days something benign brought my grief calling. The smell of apple juice in the morning. A lost diaper in the bottom of a handbag found buried under shoes at the bottom of my closet. A forgotten pacifier I stumbled upon when I pulled the bed out to vacuum.

This grief had separated into various faces, each with its own smell and feel.

Holidays and birthdays were sure to bring one, if not all of them, piling in like crazed partygoers trampling over one another in their haste and excitement. On those days, I didn’t get a word in edgewise; they were overwhelming.

Pity was my favorite. Pity had a calm, soothing voice. She made me rest in bed, and she never stopped talking about how unfair this all was. She patted my back and rubbed my arm, and she smelled like the kind of cinnamon toast my mother used to make for me when I was small and tired and out of sorts. The kind that’s crispy on the edge, soft and gooey in the middle with swirls of butter, sugar, and cinnamon seeped deep into the belly. Pity knew I didn’t deserve this fate. She repeated again and again how unfair it was that this happened to me, when mothers all over the world gave up their children willingly. Some neglected or abused them. Pity was compassionate; pity understood; pity knew I could not just get on with life.

Anger was the opposite. He was needy and smelled like air the hour before a hurricane struck, and I was left cold and empty after his visits. He didn’t speak to me; he screamed in my ear that I was robbed. He was enormous with piercing eyes and a viselike grip that grabbed hold of my arms and shook me when I didn’t respond. He wasn’t happy with simple tears; he wanted action, repayment, retribution. Somebody was to blame for this, he said. Don’t give me that healing crap. Anger wasn’t satisfied until I was angry. He giggled when I lashed out at Jack, chortled when I threw my pocketbook with the diaper across the room and followed to stomp and tear at it.

This grief had softened in the last month or so. A better word surely applied, yet this was how it felt. A dulling of the sharp edges. An imperceptible shift inside of me. Simple things—a morning two weeks ago when the clock struck noon before I thought of her—a night when Jack and the girls were at the table, and he made them laugh. He looked at me and winked. I smiled and left the table to wash the dishes. But my hands trembled as I washed the silverware. I saw the hollow space at the base of his throat. I imagined the skin against my lips.

But later in the evening, Jack fell asleep in front of the television, and when I woke up, there was crying throughout the house.

I’d been dreaming about Maddie, and now there was crying and maybe it was all a bad dream. The bedroom was dark. The sheets tangled around my legs. I kicked them off, stumbled to the door, and yanked it open.

Then I was racing around the corner to the sound, to Maddie, and there was Jack, sitting up slowly on the couch, dazed, his eyes trying to focus through the haze of sleep.

And there was Tom Selleck on the television screen, holding a howling baby.

Jack said, “Babe?” and my open palm slammed down on the remote so hard, the battery cover popped off, and I yelled, “Goddammit, Jack!”

And then there was silence. Jack was wide-eyed. When he came over and put his arms around me, I leaned into him and found the hollow space at the base of his throat and pressed my lips against it.

But all I felt was the pounding of my own heart, and all I heard was a crying baby that did not belong to me.

This was the thing not just threatening to destroy us—it was destroying us.

I climbed out of bed, careful not to wake Kat, and tiptoed into Jessica’s room.

She was normally a deep sleeper, and I was thankful when I found her snoring lightly. One less casualty of tonight’s war.

I sat on her bed and stared into the darkness of the doorway across the room, empty of her things now: the changing table replaced with a file cabinet; the crib packed away in the basement; a desk with a calendar hanging above it in its place. As if to say, Look, see? Time goes on.

I drove Kat to school the other day, and as I pulled out of the drop-off area, I saw a class of preschoolers gathered around a teacher. I circled around and parked in the visitor space and studied each one of the girls, wondering if Maddie’s hair would have been long like the girl with the polka-dot raincoat. What sneakers would she have liked? Would her eyes have stayed the same deep blue? Would the birthmark on her tummy have faded? I sat in the car, paralyzed. Not able to move. Sometime later, I drove away. This was my life now. Time unaccounted for. Days lost.

I used to write. It was what I was doing when she died. We’d gone to the grocery store. By the time we got home, she was cranky and hungry. I settled her in the high chair and she pushed macaroni around on the tray, every third one making its way to her mouth, while I put the groceries away. Jack called at lunchtime, and I put the phone to her ear and watched a gummy smile spread across her face at the sound of Daddy’s voice.

We cleaned up, and after I changed her diaper, I gave her a kiss and hugged her tight. I remember thinking I could just sleep with her in the rocking chair, but my column was due and her nap was my only writing time. I put her in the crib, under the small soft blankets. There were more than usual, but she started to fuss when I tried to take some of them out, so I let her be. Kat had climbed in the crib that morning and let Maddie cover her with stuffed animals and blankets. I didn’t see the harm in letting her nap among the extra baby blankets.

I remember making a cup of tea and settling at the kitchen table. I’d joined Parent Talk magazine more than a decade ago as a staff writer after doing freelance work for years. Jess had just started full-day kindergarten, and the local office in Portsmouth was full of women, mostly my age, balancing work with raising children—just what I was looking for after the solitude of freelance work.

But even after ten years, my bad habit of finishing my column at the deadline hadn’t changed.

After fifteen or so minutes of writing, I went to her doorway and looked around the corner. She was busy pushing blankets around the crib, babbling to herself. She was making a racket when her chubby hands hit the crib bars, but she was content, so I moved out of her line of sight. If she saw me, the crying would start for certain.

My memory blurred from there on. I don’t know how much time passed before I went to wake her. I wouldn’t have wanted her to sleep past two o’clock, so maybe another half hour, but I don’t recall the exact time.

I also don’t know if it was the color of her face or the lack of movement when I picked her up that made me scream. I’ve gone over it in my head more times than I can count, and all I remember is the metallic taste in my mouth and the sound of a train thundering in my head. I don’t remember the ambulance ride or the room where we waited or the hospital chaplain who held my hand.

They found a quarter-size heart locket lodged in her throat. Jack and I had given the necklace to Kat for her birthday two weeks before. She hadn’t taken it off since.

They’d jumped and played in the crib that morning. Kat’s necklace fell off and slipped in the folds of the blankets. It was Maddie who found it. I imagined the delight on her face when she found it. I pictured her sitting on her small bottom, her plump legs crossed in front of her and the necklace draped over her chubby hands, her fingers settling on the locket, a shiny heart of sparkling silver. She knew it was Kat’s.

Had she brought the locket to her nose to smell it and give it a taste and it slipped down her throat by accident or did she get right to it, slamming the necklace in her mouth with both fists? Was she scared? How long had she struggled before she lost consciousness? What went through her mind in her last moments? These were only some of the questions I would never be able to answer.

The only thing I knew was that as I sat writing on a clear nondescript day, my daughter died twenty-two feet away from me without calling my name or making a noise. I knew that in the middle of the afternoon, without any warning and within an hour, it was possible to lose your life.

Those first months after she died were a blur. My mother flew up from Florida the day after we lost her. She stayed for two weeks, and then went back to Florida, to her own life. It was a process she repeated nearly every month. And somehow, the year passed and here we were.

It seemed we were through the worst of it—I could breathe again, at least. I could open my eyes in the morning and take a breath without feeling like a slab of granite rested on my chest. I lost track of the number of days this past year, I simply closed my eyes again, let that crushing weight sink my body deeper into the mattress.

Jack was the opposite. He got up every single morning—sun or rain or snow—and went to the boat. As if his sanity depended on it. And maybe it did. Perhaps in his own mind, putting one foot in front of the other suggested forward motion. Perhaps his inability to talk about any of it, to cry even, was the very thing that allowed him to get up and get moving.

Not that his grief wasn’t as far-reaching as my own—it was. I saw it in the weary lines tugging at the corners of his eyes, and in the pounds melting off his already lean frame. But movement seemed to heal Jack, or at the very least, keep his mind occupied.

There was a part of me that knew I deserted him, left him to his own grief, his own way of dealing with it. He didn’t dwell on the moment like I did. He didn’t obsess over how things might have gone differently. How she’d still be here if I hadn’t been writing, if I hadn’t given Kat the necklace. Stop, he’d say to me, with his hand up, not wanting to listen. Not willing to live in a moment that was gone. Irretrievable. But I was still there, on that day, and we were moving farther and farther away from each other.

I’d put life on hold for a year.

I hadn’t been back to work since she died. My editor, Josie, kept the column filled with ads—she was giving me time, encouraging me to come back, insisting our readers missed the column. But when I sat down to write, I was back on that day. Had she called out for me, and I hadn’t heard her because I was occupied? Why hadn’t I checked her crib, knowing that Kat had played in there? There must have been some noise . . . some indication of her struggling. Why didn’t I have a video monitor?

These weren’t just random thoughts. They were comments posted online after the local news ran a short article about her death. The article wasn’t specific—just the facts—her name, age, a short blurb about how choking was the cause of death. One sentence revealing she had been put down for a nap in her crib and was found unresponsive by her mother. At the end of the article was a Comments link. I’d clicked on it. I can’t say why. Perhaps only because the link was there. I’d stumbled across the article as it was, only online for the first time in weeks to send my coworkers at Parent Talk an email thanking them for the dinners that showed up on our doorstep every night.

Jack had walked in the room and found me wide-eyed at the computer. He leaned over my shoulder, glanced at the screen. Internet scum, he growled, and yanked the power cord from the wall so hard, the pins on the plug bent at odd angles.

I waited until the following day, when Jack was at work, to turn on the computer again and search for the article. I scrolled down to the Comments section.

Most were condolences, well wishes, an occasional OMG! or Devastating!

Then there were the others. Not many. Enough, though. Enough to confirm every fear, every voice in my head.

Where was the mom? Ever hear of a monitor??? Video monitor maybe?! Morons!

Sh*tty parents! NOTHING should EVER be in crib to choke on! WTF-they desrve everything they got! Poor baby!!!!!Wouldn’t happen in my house!

Nice parenting-NOT. RIP sweet baby!!!!!!!

I hadn’t written since that day.

When I got on Jack for working so many hours, he’d look at me like I was living in some imaginary world where mortgages didn’t exist.

We’d taken out a second mortgage last year to renovate the Salt House, a dilapidated farmhouse across town passed down to us from Jack’s grandfather. Nothing to look at except for the view. Water as far as the eye could see. The view at our house now wasn’t anything to shrug off, but the street was busy, full of triple-decker homes built almost on top of one another.

We were supposed to be living in the Salt House now. The plan had been to rent out this house and move across town once renovations were complete.

But I hadn’t been back since she died.

There wasn’t an inch of the house that didn’t remind me of her. The screen porch where Jack and I had made love. The bathroom upstairs where I’d peed on a stick and watched the plus sign appear while Kat and Jess played on the lawn below. The sunflower garden in the backyard, where she’d crawled while I weeded and pruned.

Jack had been patient, given me time. But our savings were gone. The money we’d taken out to renovate the Salt House was gone—we were close to finishing the renovation before she died—and we were paying two mortgages now. I’d mentioned putting the Salt House on the market months ago. Letting someone else finish the renovation. He’d looked at me, and the look on his face made my cheeks burn, my insides twist.

But we were out of time, and money.

Over the years, I’d built up a handful of women’s magazines I contributed to on a regular basis—articles for Ladies’ Home Journal, Family Circle, Glamour, and SELF. Tips on how to lose the baby weight, or the best places to vacation with toddlers in tow. But I hadn’t taken a freelance job since she died.

And even though my work at Parent Talk clocked in at typically less than twenty-five hours a week, it was twenty-five hours’ worth of income that had disappeared from our weekly budget. For more than a year.

Josie had called last week and asked, in a gentle tone, if I was thinking about ideas for the column. I told her I’d have something for the September issue, and apologized again. She’d shushed me, telling me the column wasn’t going anywhere. I’d felt my face flame anyway, feeling as though I’d been taking advantage of our relationship.

Josie and I had grown close over the years we worked together. She had four boys and often said, with her formidable stature—she’d been captain of the volleyball team in college—and penchant for chaos that a house full of boys suited her just fine. But after too much wine one night, she’d admitted she and Cal had tried for a fifth, and she’d miscarried. And now they were done trying. Four children, all healthy, was more luck than she could ask for, she’d said, with a wistfulness in her voice. When she’d excused herself to the bathroom, her eyes were wet as she left the table.

I knew they’d been trying for a girl. I saw the way she ran her fingers absentmindedly through Kat’s hair when she stood near her. She brought the girls gifts when she visited the house: hairbrushes with their names written on them, tiny barrettes Kat would let Josie put in her hair (forget it if I tried). She’d taken pleasure in buying clothes for Maddie, and I knew when we lost her, Josie felt as if she’d lost one of her own. And I knew our friendship blurred the lines when it came to my job.

I said this to her on the phone, admitted I felt guilty, and told her I would understand if she wanted to ask someone else to write the column. But she’d refused. Our readers don’t want someone else, she’d said. Our readers want you.

I didn’t argue with her. I wanted to write the column. I hadn’t wanted to stop writing the column. But the words wouldn’t come. I’d sit at my desk, the screen blank and the cursor blinking at me. Sometimes, I’d sit for ten minutes before I gave up. Other days, hours. In the back of my mind all those voices rising up. Who are you to write a parenting column?

What sort of mother doesn’t notice a necklace in her daughter’s crib? What kind of mother doesn’t know her child is choking twenty-two feet away from her?

I’d written the first column years ago after Josie and I went to lunch and I told her how, the night before, Jess had lost her tooth. Kat had been up teething all night. I’d spent the night rocking her in the chair, and when I woke up, morning had come but the tooth fairy hadn’t. I had only stray change in my purse, and when I tiptoed into Jess’s room to leave the money under her pillow, the coins clanged as they slid from my hand to her mattress. Jess opened her eyes, and even though my hand was already out from the pillow, I saw she heard them fall from my hand. I saw she knew what it meant too.

I told Josie, in that moment, I felt like a failure. How there was an awful sinking I’m the worst mother in the world feeling.

I told Josie I wanted a do-over. Josie laughed, and said, Honey, don’t we all. Then she said maybe our readers would connect to something like that. So I went back to my desk and wrote my first column.

I wrote about how you can love your child with something that surpasses logic and reason and words, and you can still screw up. Even with the best intentions and loftiest goals, sometimes, as a parent, you fail. I wrote how so many of these moments stare back at you and say, See, you were told being a parent would be harder than you imagined, the hardest job in the world, and you didn’t believe it.

Did you?
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Jack

The spare key to the truck had wedged itself between the pages of the Ford manual. I emptied the glove box onto the front seat, swearing at the hair bands that were tangled with the bungee cords coiled in a tight circle. Now that Jess had her license, I let her take the truck once in a while. Between the clothes on the backseat and the flip-flops strewn on the floor, it looked like she’d moved into the old truck.

I thought about stretching out on the backseat and letting Hope calm down before I went back in the house. But after twenty years together, I knew to keep away from her until she cooled off. The boat wasn’t great for sleeping, but it’d do for the night.

The drive to the dock was less than a mile if you stuck to Main Street, but I took the road by the water. The one I drove six mornings a week, before the sun came up, to Hope Ann, my lobster boat—and home away from home.

Hope used to call it that, with a smile. Now she called our house my other home. She’d call me on my cell to ask if I’d be home for dinner. You know, your other home, she’d say, and I’d hear her frown through the phone.

The light in the center of town blinked yellow. I slowed, turned into the lot, and parked in front of the shop in the space marked Down East Lobster—the only space open even at this time of night because of the Wharf Rat, the local bar on the harbor. Boon had put up the sign last summer one morning after he’d circled the waterfront for more than an hour and ended up in a parking spot in the goddamn next fucking town. Quinton Boonalis was sweet and good-natured, Hope liked to say, until he wasn’t. I thought the sign was foolish, with the town dead for almost nine months out of the year. But Boon had never gotten used to the changes in our hometown. As kids growing up in Alden, the town seemed to have sprouted up from the water. Evergreen-dotted cliffs shot straight up out of the Atlantic, and the low-lying roads near the mouth of the bay sat underwater in the highest of tides, as if the surrounding water was intent on reclaiming what had been rightfully hers.

Now, some thirty-odd years later, the influx of visitors and summer people had changed the geography of Alden, with new bridges connecting the once-submerged roads to make access possible to houses perched high on pilings.

As much as Boon complained about the changes in Alden, we both knew the summer folk were good for business. And business was what mattered to Boon.

When we started Down East Lobster Supply, I’d fish and Boon would sell. Now I still fished, but we had a handful of guys from Alden who sold their catch to us. We sold some of our lobster out of the shop, or to local restaurants. But it was our shipping business that allowed us to keep our price per pound competitive. The Freshest Lobster in Maine Delivered Straight to Your Kitchen was how we grew from some kids just out of high school hauling traps to lobster dealers.

Not that we were rolling in it. But it was a living. A tough one at times, with long hours and hard work.

And some years were not worth thinking about. When the recession plowed in the summer of 2008, lobster prices dropped below the price of ground beef. Record harvests glutted the market. Too many lobsters, not enough buyers.

That was two years ago, and some of the guys were still having a tough time of it. Hank Bitts had fired his stern man and brought his wife aboard in his place. One less man to pay.

They were loyal, our guys. Mostly because of Boon. Last I’d looked in the books, we had five hundred out to Tom Clover, whose engine had shit the bed at the beginning of the season, two-fifty out to Hank Bitts for a root canal for his wife, and almost a thousand out to Stan Grady, who was waist deep in legal bills after his wife caught him almost as deep into Dawn Milney, the busty hygienist from Village Dental.

The guys had a field day with that one over the radio. Stuff like, “Hey, Grady, I thought the nurse was supposed to do the drilling,” and, “Stan the Man, you go to the dentist to have a cavity filled, not the other way around.” And so on and so forth. So much of it I’d finally yelled over the radio to shut up or get off the channel. They were good guys, but enough was enough.

The back deck of the Wharf Rat was full of people, even though it was almost closing time. I blocked out the noise, the music. All I wanted was quiet. And sleep. I climbed over the rail of Hope Ann, the deck still slick from when I hosed it off earlier.

Below deck, the cabin was crammed with foul-weather gear piled in heaps, crates of WD-40, liters of oil, and coils of line stacked three high. I pushed the mess over and spread out on one side of the cushioned V-berth.

I hadn’t wanted the dinner party from the beginning.

Hope had suggested it one night when I got home from the boat. I’d started to say I could do without it—but fine if that’s what she wanted—when she’d scowled and said I’d always hated parties. Why should this one be an exception?

She said it in the way she spoke to me lately, light and airy but cold. Like fake snow blown from a can. She looked over at me after she said it, and her face softened when she realized my mouth was still open, my unfinished sentence lost in the air.

“It’s the decent thing to do,” she said. “Peggy’s new to town and it’s what we would have done before.” Her eyes filled when she said this, and I knew “before” meant before Maddie died, before we became who we were now.

Part of me wanted to see Hope do something . . . anything . . . that she would have done before we lost Maddie. I didn’t question the party because of it. I didn’t know anything about Peggy except that she’d moved to Alden last year, and somehow she and Hope had met and hit it off.

And then, before I knew what was what, the party had come, and Finn was standing in my kitchen. I was stunned, speechless when he appeared in the doorway across the crowded room. He said, “Hey, man,” and Hope introduced him as Peggy’s husband, and then she frowned at me when I didn’t cross the room to shake his hand, only nodded my head.

I didn’t mean to bring Finn into the fight with Hope; she didn’t know anything about that time in my life. But I wasn’t any good at fighting about one thing when it was really about another, and before I could stop it, Finn’s name came out of my mouth, and then Hope said his name: Ry. The way she said it, so easy, rolling off her lips stained red from the wine—I snapped.

Not from anger, though. Not at her. Even though it came out that way. Even now, thinking about that time, my body felt heavy, weighed down. If Finn felt the same about his role in the mess, he hadn’t shown it.

I’d heard him ask Hope at dinner what someone had to do to get a boat named after them. She was at the other end of the table, and people were talking in various conversations. But I tuned out everything but them, nodding now and then to show I was listening to the Martins discussing the proposed budget for the town’s new fire station. But I was listening to Finn, watching his every move.

His voice was playful when he said it. So what does someone need to do to get a boat named after them? He put the emphasis on do and leaned toward her when he said it. If he meant to startle her, it didn’t work. He didn’t know Hope. She laughed, as if it were a ridiculous question, and pointed at me.

“Marry him,” she said.

When Hope excused herself to the kitchen, Finn looked over at me and saw that I was watching him. It’s quite a boat you got there, he said, his words slurred.

I ignored the comment, pretended the noise between us at the table had drowned out his voice. The last thing I wanted was to ruin the night for Hope.

But he found me on the back deck smoking a cigar later that night, the rest of the party inside.

“Got another one of those?” he asked, gesturing to the cigar in my hand.

“No,” I said, even though there were a dozen of them in the drawer inside.

He leaned against the railing in front of me. When he crossed his arms, his shirt strained against the movement. His biceps were small boulders.

He hadn’t changed much in the twenty years since I’d seen him. Deeper lines cut his too-tanned face, and a blond crew cut spiked with gel showed more scalp than hair, but he had the same girth from high school.

He’d been a juicer back then, a linebacker who broke the opposing quarterback’s leg in the last game of the season, even though our team had been up by three touchdowns. His buddies had high-fived him after the game, saying, You told him, like a team wasn’t really beat until an ambulance showed up.

I heard he’d gone into the army or navy after high school, or maybe it was the coast guard. Probably whoever would take him after the DUI. After he smashed his truck into the stone wall at the edge of Jeremiah Road and the cops found him with a broken nose and his hands covered in blood.

The cops had assumed the broken nose was from the impact. Only Finn and his buddies who’d jumped me knew it wasn’t. They also assumed the blood all over his hands was his, but they were wrong about that too. Most of that blood had belonged to me.

I flicked my cigar in his direction, and he sidestepped to avoid the ash. It was a slow, wobbly step. He leaned back against the railing to steady himself.

“I guess I’m a little drunk,” he said when he caught my eye. “Tell your wife I’m sorry to be the drunk asshole at the party.”

“I guess times don’t change.” I leaned down, ground the tip of the cigar into the metal sand bucket on the step.

“Got me there, good buddy.” He shook his head in an aw-shucks kind of way, as though we were old friends just shooting the shit. “Cut me some slack. It’s a party after all. Who would’ve guessed our wives would end up friends?”

“Go find your wife and go home,” I told him. “Party’s over.”

He blinked, his grin wobbling. “Well, so much for small talk,” he said.

I got up out of the chair and stood in front of him, the stench of booze hitting me. Whiskey, maybe, or scotch. Stuff I never went near. His eyes were glossy, red rimmed, and his wide, flat face was damp with sweat, even though the night was cool. If he wasn’t drunk now, he had been at some point in the night.

Finn cleared his throat, stood up straighter. “We’re grown men now, Kelly. What happened between us was a long time ago. I was hoping we could put it behind us.”

He’d been a shadow standing over me. I’d been passed out on Pop’s boat, sleeping off the twelve-pack Boon and I had split after work. There was a flash in my mind of the steel tip of a leather boot. The thud as it slammed into my head.

Without thinking, my hand went to the scar above my eye. I felt the thick line that sliced through my eyebrow. Boon always said I was color-blind. I never told him my right eye had taken the brunt of that blow. That the doctor told me my vision in that eye would never be the same. That it would be hazy, unfocused. Permanently.
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