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Kevin Carmichael awoke with a start in his darkened bedroom and waited for the thudding of his heartbeat to subside. He couldn’t remember the nightmare that awakened him. It vanished when he opened his eyes. But from his years of prepping psychiatrists for court testimony he knew enough to trust the lingering feeling. The affect, they called it. An anxiety dream. He’d had so many lately. Over and over he dreamed he was trapped in a maze, meeting one dead end after another, hounded by a sense of futility.

He glanced over at Caroline. She slept peacefully on her side, her abundant, caramel-colored hair spread in a thick tangle of curls across the pillow. He propped himself up on one elbow, reached over and gently brushed a few strands away from her forehead, so that he could see her face. In the dim moonlight, the vibrant peach and honey tones of her skin were faded to gray, but the hollow in her cheek was more pronounced than ever. With one finger he traced the taut, sinuous line of her back. She was an athlete, a lightning bolt on skis, religious with her workouts so that her body had the ideal proportion of muscle to curves. Gazing at the arch of her dark eyebrow, the sculpted curve of her lips, he was suffused with a familiar combination of tenderness and desire. She looked so serene, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She never looked that way when she was awake anymore.

Kevin sighed and glanced at the clock. Twelve-fifteen. There was no way he was going to turn over and go back to sleep. He was as alert as if someone had thrown a bucket of water on his head. He could lie there, shifting positions until he either fell back to sleep, or he awoke his wife with his rustlings. Perhaps she would make a sleepy offer of a massage to help him get back to sleep. Perhaps the massage might lead to caresses and more. He’d never known a woman who stirred him the way Caroline did. Nor had he ever met a woman who could match him, need for need. From the moment they’d set eyes on one another, it had been chemistry, combustion. It was ironic, he thought, and maddening, that all their great sex was unable to satisfy her heart’s greatest desire. Specialist after specialist had confirmed that she could never bear a child.

He sighed, and let her sleep. It would be selfish to disturb her.

Carefully, Kevin swung his legs out from under the duvet, stuffed his feet into slippers and reached for his robe which hung over the end of their brass bed frame. He shivered as he pulled it on, and tied the belt. It was only early December, but the Vermont winter had definitely arrived, he thought.

He tiptoed out of the room, and pulled the door closed behind him. He walked down the hall, passing Vicki’s room. There was a bar of light under her door. Someone else who was not sleeping. Serves her right, he thought. She was the one who had stolen their peace of mind.

He went downstairs in the darkness and opened the kitchen door. Something dark and low to the ground rushed by him. “Good God,” he exclaimed and then, immediately, he remembered. Of course. Vicki’s cat, Kirby. Nothing would do but that she bring that flea-bitten furball with her when she moved in. And they had readily agreed to it. So far, they had agreed to quite a few things they would otherwise never have tolerated. Anything to keep her happy with them until she had the baby. Their baby. The baby she was going to let them adopt.

Kevin flipped on the kitchen light and looked around for the plate of brownies Caroline had made this morning. She didn’t usually make sweets, because she was careful about their diet. But she’d wanted to make something she could give to their neighbors, the Lynches, to thank them for watching the house and the cat last week, and she’d baked an extra batch for home. Kevin began to rummage in the cupboards, wondering where she might have put the brownies after dinner. He walked over and opened the refrigerator door. There was the brownie plate all right, the plastic wrap crumpled up at the halfway point across the plate. And nothing left but crumbs. Vicki, he thought furiously. That was typical. She’d polished off the food and left the empty plate right there in the refrigerator. Sometimes, he wished he could just throw her out, bag and baggage.

Only a week ago, they’d returned from a wearying trip to Disney World. It had been no vacation for him and Caroline. Their idea of paradise was a hot tub after a day on the slopes. Not traipsing around in the heat from one silly ride to another with a pregnant teenager. But Vicki had never been to Disney World, and she wanted to go. That’s ridiculous, Kevin had protested when Caroline had told him what Vicki wanted. But Caroline had pleaded with him, that stricken, anxious look in her huge brown eyes which Kevin had seen so often since Vicki had answered their personals ad. “Loving couple can offer your baby a good home, and a comfortable, happy life.”

He slammed the refrigerator door, and put the kettle on for a cup of tea. It would be better for him than brownies anyway. It would all be worth it when they got the baby, he thought, as he waited for the kettle to boil. And it wouldn’t be much longer until he’d be filing those adoption papers. Vicki was close to term. She’d moved in with them two months ago. Seems like a lifetime, he thought with a sigh.

Kevin carried his steaming cup into his study down the hall and put his feet up on the desk, tilting back in his chair. He flipped his desk lamp on, but the first place his gaze rested was on the pattern of water stains on the walls, behind his framed university and law school degrees. His curmudgeonly mood returned. The Vicki effect, he thought ruefully. She had left the water running in her private bathroom when they departed for Florida. Zoe Lynch, the eleven-year-old girl who lived in the next house down the road, had been coming in to feed Kirby, and noticed the flood that had already seeped through the ceiling, down the walls and all through his books and papers. Luckily, she’d called her mother, and Greta Lynch had come over, turned off the faucet, and spent an entire day cleaning up the mess as best she could. If not for Greta, they might have returned to a house ankle-deep in water.

Kevin caught a movement behind him out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head to see Kirby poised in the doorway, his yellow eyes glittering. I suppose I ought to be glad you’re here, Kevin thought. If it weren’t for Zoe feeding you, the whole house would have floated away. Kevin shook his head, and sipped his tea. Relax, he told himself. Try to relax. It won’t last forever. Once the baby comes, you and Caroline will have your life back. And your child. Vicki will have the money she wants, and she’ll be gone from here. You only have to be patient a little bit longer.

But it was hard. Caroline had quit her job as a physical therapist so that she could ferry Vicki to and from the doctor’s, and the childbirth classes, and wait on her hand and foot. Kevin’s income had diminished since they moved up here to Vermont, even though they had both agreed on the move. They had wanted to get away from his high-profile law practice in the city, with its attendant press coverage. Here they were anonymous. They could ski all they liked, and raise a baby in a healthier atmosphere. The practice would grow in time, but money was more of an issue than it used to be. Keep your eyes on the prize, he scolded himself. For Caroline’s sake. It would all be worth it when he saw her holding that infant in her arms.

Kevin snapped off the desk lamp and returned to the kitchen, where he emptied his teacup and put it into the dishwasher. As he was about to turn and go back upstairs, he heard Kirby, mewing plaintively at the door off the enclosed back porch to be let out.

“Oh, all right,” he said irritably. “But it’s cold out there.” Yawning, he stepped down and went to the door. The moment he pushed the door open, an acrid smell assailed him. Smoke, he thought. His first thought was of his own fireplace. They’d had a fire tonight. He had banked it before they went to bed. Could it have flamed up again? He closed the door and walked back through the house into the living room. A few embers sputtered in the hearth but that was all. Uh-oh, he thought. He opened the front door and stepped outside, shivering, to check around his house. The smell was stronger now, more pronounced, and as he looked out across the snow-coated field beside his house, through the border of bare trees he saw a brilliant red-and-orange glow in the spot where he normally could see the Lynches’ farmhouse. “Oh my God,” he said aloud. He leaned across his porch rail, trying to get a better look. All he knew for sure was that something that appeared to be a fiery ball was blazing, visible between the bare branches of the trees that separated their properties.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. He rushed back into the house, dialed 911 and blurted out “fire” when the operator answered. He gave the address, and slammed down the phone.

Then he ran to the foot of the stairs. “Caroline,” he screamed. “Wake up. There’s a fire.”

“What’s…whatsit…Kevin,” she mumbled, calling back to him.

“It’s a fire,” he cried. “It looks like the Lynches’ house is on fire. I’m going over there.” Not waiting for a reply, he doffed his slippers and robe and jammed his feet into some boots by the door. Then, grabbing his parka off the coatrack in the foyer, he burst out the door and began to run across the field, stumbling on the patches of icy grass in the dark, pulling on his coat as he went.
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Ray Stern and his wife, Annabel, walked out of the Coleville Public Library, stretching and rubbing their backs. “They ought to replace those folding chairs if they’re going to show double features,” Ray grumbled. They were part of a very small audience that had come to watch a double feature of Eric Rohmer movies, Pauline at the Beach and The Green Ray.

“But it was wonderful,” said Annabel, her eyes shining. “I haven’t seen those films since I was a student. Rohmer is just brilliant. A man who truly understands women.”

“Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it,” said Ray, even though his eyes were weary from reading the subtitles and the films of the venerable French director were altogether too talky and slow moving for his taste. It was their twenty-third wedding anniversary, and Annabel had chosen a hamburger and foreign films at the local library over an expensive dinner at some fancy inn. Ray always liked to oblige her wishes for celebrations.

“It wasn’t too much Eric Rohmer for you was it?” Annabel asked.

“No, no, not at all,” said Ray. After a long marriage, Ray understood enough about women to know when to keep his opinion to himself. Years ago, when Ray had met Annabel, she was an art student at NYU, here in Coleville on a ski vacation. She’d fallen in love with Ray, and the Vermont landscape. After twenty-three years here, Annabel did fairly well selling her landscape paintings, while Ray was the local chief of police. Meanwhile, their only child, Natalie, was back in New York City, studying in a premed program at Columbia.

Annabel tied a scarf over her copper-rinsed curls. “Brrr…It feels like snow. Did you hear the weather report?”

Ray gazed ruefully at the ring around the moon. He’d grown up here and he loved the sight of Mt. Glace and its neighboring range towering over the main street of their tourist town. He loved all the little shops and cafés on Main Street that catered to the skiers through the long winter season. It was great to live in such a scenic place, with its brief but gloriously green summer, and its breathtaking fall foliage. But sometimes, he had to admit, he got weary of the constant snow. Here it was, not yet Christmas, and they’d already had several snowfalls. Business depended on it. The season required it. But for his part, Ray always found he’d had enough of the white stuff by January. He secretly dreamed of retiring to Florida, at least for part of the winter. “Who needs a weather report?” he said. “It’s always predicted.”

“Come on now, Ray, don’t be like that,” Annabel chided him. “Everything looks so beautiful in the snow.” Annabel, a city girl, never tired of the harsh Vermont winter. She scoffed at the “snowbirds” who fled to Florida at the first sign of snow, which was why Ray kept his “warmer climate” yearning a secret.

They arrived at their car and Ray opened the door for his wife. Annabel slid into the front seat and looked at the dashboard clock. “It’s after midnight,” she exclaimed. “I had no idea it was so late.”

“You and I are getting wild in our old age,” he said, climbing into the driver’s seat and turning on the ignition. He winked at his wife. “Maybe we ought to go home and get even wilder.” Almost the moment the words were out of his mouth, there was a squawk from the police scanner on top of the dash.

Annabel shook her head and sighed. “I don’t think so…”

Ray listened to the scanner with a frown. “Fire,” he said to Annabel, who was looking at him inquiringly. “Brightwater Road,” Ray said. “There’s some mighty expensive property out there. I’d better go.” After all these years, they took such spontaneous changes in plan in stride. While Coleville was peaceful, and relatively free of serious crime, there was always some emergency for the police chief to attend to. “Shall I drop you at home?” he asked.

“That’s the other direction. I’ll go with you,” she said.

“Okay,” said Ray, backing out of his parking space and turning the car in the direction of Brightwater Road.

“You know, I think the Lynches live on Brightwater,” said Annabel thoughtfully.

Ray frowned. “Alec Lynch? The snowmobile dealer?” he asked. “I guess he could afford it.”

Annabel rolled her eyes. “That’s for sure. Why is it that everything that ruins the countryside is so profitable?”

Ray shrugged. Annabel was more passionate about ecology and her adopted state than Ray, a native, was. “He’s a good businessman.”

“I don’t know him. I do know his wife,” said Annabel.

“Who’s his wife?” Ray asked. “I don’t think I know her.”

“Yes you do. Greta. She works in Dr. Farrar’s office.”

“Ah,” said Ray. Dr. Farrar had been their daughter’s pediatrician and her role model. Now in her fifties, Dr. Farrar was a married woman who managed to raise two children, while keeping a thriving medical practice. She’d even been kind enough to write Natalie a recommendation for Columbia. Of course it had been the rare occasion when he’d been the one to take Natalie to the doctor. That had always been Annabel’s department. “I’d probably know her if I saw her,” Ray said.

“Greta’s a blond. A real beauty. One of those women who always looks great, even without makeup.”

“You know I never look at other women,” Ray said solemnly.

“Right,” Annabel said, and then a worried frown replaced her smile. “She’s a lovely person. They’ve got a little girl, too. I hope it’s not their house.”

 

As Ray pulled up to the address, Annabel looked up and let out a cry of horror. This was no small kitchen fire. The rambling, wood-frame farmhouse was being consumed on one side by the raging blaze. Sirens were wailing as ambulances and fire companies from neighboring towns arrived on the scene. Two of Ray’s patrolmen were already there. The Coleville Fire Department’s two pumpers were rigged up and pouring water onto the flames as trucks from other towns pulled up and dumped their loads of water into a drafting tank. The WGLC newsvan was already parked there and Dean Webster, the station’s irritatingly eager young reporter was in the midst of the emergency personnel, while Jeff Herrick, his seasoned cameraman, dutifully shot video.

“Stay here,” Ray ordered his wife as he jumped from his car and ran closer. He looked around for Jim Shepard, the fire chief. Like all the other firefighters in Coleville, Jim was a volunteer. In his everyday life he was a pharmacist, who worked at the local Thrift Drug. Ray hoped he wasn’t inside that blazing house.

“Chief,” called out Sam Boudreau, one of his rookie officers.

Ray approached the uniformed man, gesturing toward the fire. “Make sure you and Porter keep all these people out of the firemen’s way. And don’t let anybody near that house.”

“We’re doing it,” said Sam. “We’re telling everybody to back up.”

“Good. I hope there’s nobody inside,” said Ray.

“They went in to search,” said Sam.

“Do we know who lives here?”

“The snowmobile guy. Alec Lynch. And his wife and kid.”

“Jesus,” said Ray, “is that somebody screaming?”

“Look,” Sam cried.

The windows were ablaze and black smoke poured out the front door of the house. The intensity of the blaze seemed to be much greater on one side. A fireman, wearing a yellow helmet and a gas mask that made him look as if he had an insect’s eyes, materialized in the doorway, backlit by flames, holding the limp, pajama-clad body of a young girl in his arms. EMTs rushed forward and lifted the girl out of the firefighter’s arms, wrapped her in a blanket, and started to run with her toward the open doors of a nearby ambulance.

Smoke billowed out the door of the house, and then, another firefighter came trudging out, his arms locked in a bent position as if he were pulling a wheelbarrow. Several feet behind him, a second fireman was visible in the same hunched stance. Suddenly, Ray realized that there were legs hooked over the forearms of the fireman in the lead. The second fireman had his arms under the same person’s shoulders. The figure of a soot-covered man in parka, boots and pajama bottoms hung hammocklike between them, his head lolling to one side. EMTs surged forward. The fireman who had been carrying the girl tore off his mask and cried out, “Get a backboard. He fell down the stairs, trying to carry the girl out.”

“Is that Alec?” Ray cried.

“I don’t know,” said Sam.

A backboard was quickly produced. One of the EMTs was already examining the stricken man as the others strapped him to the board. “Was he conscious when you found him?” the EMT asked.

The fireman who had come out with the child tried in vain to wipe soot off his face with his glove. “Probably overcome by the smoke. You can’t see your hand in front of your face in there.” The fireman sighed. “I hope he’s not paralyzed or something.”

The EMT frowned. “Is he secured? Let’s get him to the hospital.” Ray and Sam edged closer as they lifted the man on the board and carried him to the ambulance. “Who is that?” Ray asked, as they passed in front of him. “That’s not Alec Lynch.”

Sam shook his head. “Maybe it’s the neighbor. I heard he ran in to try and save the people inside.”

Ray grabbed the yellow rubber sleeve of one of the passing fireman’s jackets. “Did you see anyone else in there? Alec Lynch, or his wife?”

The fireman was about to answer when suddenly there was a crack and a roar and he let out a yelp. Ray turned around just in time to see the right side of the roof, where the fire was worst, cave in, sending up a star shower of embers followed by flames as the fire vented itself through the roof. The fireman began to run toward the blaze.

“Kevin,” screamed a woman’s voice behind Ray. He turned and saw a slender young woman wearing slippers and a parka pulled on over a nightgown. Her mass of tumbling, amber curls framed a cameolike face now contorted by fear. “My husband,” she cried.

Ray took her arm and tried to calm her. “I’m Chief Stern,” he said. “You’re looking for your husband?”

“Yes,” she said, shivering, tears running down her face. “We live over there.” She gestured toward lights in the distance, holding her coat closed with the other hand. “My husband saw the fire. He ran over here to try to help. Is he still in there?”

Dean Webster approached, wielding the mike. “Chief Stern,” he called out. “I need a word.”

Ray angrily waved him off. “Not now,” he snapped. He turned back to the distraught woman. “I think they just brought your husband out. Let’s go see.”

“His name is Carmichael. Kevin Carmichael,” she said miserably.

“Okay, Mrs. Carmichael. You hang on to me.” Propelling her toward the ambulance, Ray was able to part the crowd, exchanging brief nods with the men who were dragging hoses toward the towering blaze. Their boots crunched on the slushy, icy ground and there were shouts in the darkness, the sound of slamming doors, the screech of tires and the wail of a siren as one ambulance revved up and sped off from the scene.

“Is he in there?” Caroline cried.

“I don’t think so,” said Ray. “I think they took him into the van over there.” They arrived at a second ambulance, as the EMTs were hooking up IVs to the man strapped to the backboard. Kevin Carmichael had regained consciousness, but his eyes were only half open as the painkillers the workers administered raced through his veins. Despite the oxygen mask and the soot on his face, Ray suddenly recognized the man. He was an attorney, new to Coleville. Ray had seen him in court a couple of times, sleekly groomed and wearing expensive suits the likes of which they rarely saw in Glace Mountain County Courthouse. Ray wished he could ask the man if he’d seen Alec Lynch or his wife in the house, but the man’s nose and mouth were covered with an oxygen mask.

“Kevin, oh my God,” Caroline cried and rushed to try to embrace him.

An EMT roughly blocked her way. “No, ma’am, don’t touch him. He may have a back injury. We’re not sure how bad it is, yet.”

“I need to be with him,” she pleaded.

“You can stay with him,” the EMT said. “You can ride in the ambulance with him. Just don’t jostle him.”

Caroline nodded obediently and approached her husband, looking him in the eye and gently taking his hand. “I’m here, darling,” she said.

“He’s groggy,” said the EMT. “He was in a lot of pain so we gave him something.”

Kevin gazed at his wife. He mumbled something, but it was incomprehensible through the mask.

“Don’t try to talk,” Caroline murmured. “You’re gonna be okay.”

Ray leaned over Caroline’s shoulder and looked the man in the eye. “I’m Ray Stern, the police chief. That was a very brave thing you did, Mr. Carmichael.”

The man’s gaze shifted slowly to Ray’s face.

“The little girl’s on her way to the hospital,” the EMT said in a loud voice. “I think she’ll be fine. We need to get you there, now, Mr. Carmichael.”

Taking the hint, Ray stepped back out of the way as one EMT helped Caroline climb into the ambulance, while another slammed the bay doors closed.

As Ray turned away from the departing ambulance he saw Annabel, standing at the edge of the crowd, staring at the burning house as blackened sections of the walls began to crack and implode. He strode over to her.

Annabel looked up at him. “That must have been Greta’s daughter. Was that man her husband?”

Ray shook his head grimly. “A neighbor. He went in to try and help. Brought the little girl out but he fell on the stairs and got banged up. I don’t know how bad.”

“God bless him.” Annabel shook her head and looked back at the house. “What about Greta and her husband? Tell me they’re not still in there,” she said fearfully.

“I’ve been trying to find out. They had an oxygen mask on the neighbor, so I couldn’t ask him,” said Ray. “I’m going to go talk to Chief Shepard. He’ll know. Are you okay here?”

“Good Lord, don’t worry about me,” she said.

Ray nodded and pushed his way through the crowd of emergency workers until he reached the fire chief. Jim Shepard was shouting and gesturing to the men around him. Ray waited until he paused.

“Jim…” he said. “What can we do?”

The fire chief shook his head and sighed. “You’re doing it. All we can do now is keep people away. I just ordered all my men out of there. We’ve lost it. It’s a surround-and-drown situation now.”

“Was there anyone else…?”

The fire chief nodded. “Apparently the child’s mother was on the second floor. It looks like the fire started in her bedroom. By the time we got here, that half of the second floor was fully involved. They could see her but there was no way to reach her. We tried going through the windows, but we couldn’t get to her.”

“Oh God, no.” Ray glanced over at his wife who was watching him worriedly.

“No sign of the father,” Jim continued. “I’ll tell you. It’s horrible to have to leave someone in there.”

Ray shook his head. “You did all you could.”

The fire chief stared at the inferno. “It went up so damn fast.”

Suddenly, a midnight blue Mercedes roared up and screeched to a stop, narrowly missing a cluster of onlookers in the darkness. A dark-haired man in a leather jacket jumped from the car and ran toward the burning house. Ray recognized Alec Lynch.

“Stop him,” Ray yelled, as Sam Boudreau and his partner, Randy Porter, seized the man and pulled him back to where the chief stood.

“Greta,” Alec Lynch cried. “My daughter is in there. My wife….”

Ray grabbed the man by the upper arms.

“Alec,” he shouted. “Listen to me. They got your daughter out of there.”

The man peered at Ray as if he did not comprehend the words. “Zoe is safe?”

Sam Boudreau nodded. “She’s in the ambulance already.”

“She’s gonna be all right,” Ray assured him. “One of the neighbors pulled her out. She’s already on her way to the hospital.” Ray could hardly bear to see the panic, the disbelief in Alec’s eyes as he stared at the hellish glow of the fire. “Your little girl is all right,” he repeated. “She’s in the ambulance. They’re taking care of her.”

“Are you sure?” Alec whispered.

Ray nodded. “I saw them taking her myself.”

Alec stared at the blaze. Then he looked at Ray. “Greta?” he asked.

“Well, it doesn’t look like…” Ray said, feeling like a coward for not wanting to repeat what he’d heard. “Alec, I’m afraid…I don’t think she made it out of there.”

Alec’s knees buckled, and Sam and Randy Porter rushed to prop him up. Alec began to shake his head. “No. No. It can’t be.”

Ray pressed his lips together. This was the worst duty in the world, he thought. Having to tell people that their loved one was gone. It was always so sudden. So horribly unexpected. It was the kind of news you never got used to delivering.

“It’s possible it wasn’t Greta,” Ray said. “But the firefighters saw a woman…”

Alec’s eyes widened. “No,” he pleaded. Then he tried to pull away from Ray. “Greta,” he started to yell at the burning house.

Alec Lynch was shorter than Ray, but heavier, and very strong. Ray was glad when Sam Boudreau rushed to help restrain him. Ray couldn’t have held him back by himself. Randy Porter joined them and together, they encircled the grieving man who was striving to break free and enter the inferno.

Ray felt a hand on his elbow. He turned and saw Annabel’s pale face in the dark.

“Is it Greta?” she whispered fearfully.

“It looks like it,” he said. Ray looked back at the fire. There were half a dozen hoses trained on it now, smoke belching from every window and door, and stubborn flames continuing to spring up in defiance of the wall of water.

“It’s not her. I’d know it if it were her,” Alec was insisting.

Ray nodded, recognizing the illogical reasoning of love. “I know.”

“Let me go. I want to go in there,” Alec cried.

“No one can go in there now,” said Ray, gripping him firmly.

Annabel’s lip trembled, and he could see that her eyes were bright with tears. “Mr. Lynch, I’m so sorry,” she said. She tried to put a comforting hand on Alec’s forearm but he recoiled and glowered at her.

“No,” Alec Lynch insisted. He looked back at the burning house in disbelief. He began to shake his head furiously as if he could shake off the terrible news.

“Such a tragedy,” Annabel said.

“Noooo…it can’t be.” Alec Lynch’s cries rent the smoke-filled air. He covered his face with his hands, and his shoulders began to shake. The police officers released him, as he crumpled under the realization of his loss.

Ray gazed sorrowfully at the stricken man. Sam Boudreau looked questioningly at Ray. “Should I take him to the hospital, Chief? His little girl probably wants to see him.”

Ray nodded his approval. “That’s a good idea,” he said. He spoke softly into Alec’s ear. “Alec,” he said. “There’s nothing you can do here. Officer Boudreau will take you to see your daughter at the hospital. Come on now,” he said. “You have to be strong for your little girl. She needs you.”

Alec nodded slightly, staring at the ground. He did not try to shake off Ray’s comforting hand. Sam stepped forward and took his arm. “Come on, Mr. Lynch. I’ll drive you.” Alec Lynch allowed himself to be led away, still hunched over from the shock. The TV newsmen hovered at a discreet distance from the distraught husband.

Ray watched Alec, his own heart filled with a sympathetic anguish. He pulled Annabel’s arm through his and held her hand tightly. “That poor soul,” Ray whispered to his wife. “He’ll spend the rest of his life torturing himself…wondering if he could have saved her, if only he had come home sooner.”
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Checking her watch and her clipboard, Britt Andersen hurried into the office across from Studio Three. Nancy Lonergan, a trim grandmother of three with frosted hair and carefully applied makeup, was gazing over the top of her tortoiseshell half glasses at a computer screen. On the monitor behind her, Donovan Smith was introducing a commercial, and mentioning the name of his next guest, a Massachusetts congressman, who would be the last guest of the night on his live talk show. “Nancy,” said Britt, handing her a note off her clipboard. “Can you search this? Donovan wants to know how this guy voted on the gun control bill.”

Nancy sighed and studied the note. She was used to these rush queries while the show was in progress. If a question occurred to Donovan during an interview, he expected the information right away. “Give me a minute,” Nancy said, and began to rattle the keys on her computer, her fingers a blur.

Britt was always amazed at the lightning speed with which this widowed Boston matron could surf the Net. Nancy had worked as a researcher for Donovan when he was a columnist at the Boston Globe, and had joined him when he moved to network television. “It was a godsend,” she had once told Britt. “It happened just after my husband died, so I could work nights rather than sit home in an empty house.”

While Nancy impatiently urged her computer on, Britt stood beside her desk, and gazed absently at the framed photos of Nancy’s late husband, Milt, her daughters and granddaughters. Britt had seen the photos a thousand times, but had never met any of the people in them. She and Nancy often stepped out for a glass of wine or a bite to eat, but Britt resisted any effort Nancy made to include her in family events and holidays. Just last week she had begged out of Thanksgiving dinner, saying she had to work. Britt preferred to think of her friend as just another single woman. Shaking her head, Nancy drew in a noisy breath. “Here we go. I’ll print it out for you.”

“Thanks,” said Britt.

The laser printer spat out the sheet and Nancy quickly highlighted the sought-after information.

Britt lifted the page from Nancy’s fingertips, ready to rush to the set when one of Donovan’s assistants, an exotic, dark-haired beauty in a midriff-baring top, opened the door to the office and whispered, “Donovan really needs that voting record.”

Britt handed her the page. “Why don’t you run it out to him,” she said coolly. Britt watched on the monitor as Donovan thanked the girl, with a lazy smile, and then, at a signal from the floor assistant, began his introduction of the congressman, smoothly incorporating the information into his remarks.

“Phew, I’m getting too old for this,” Nancy said.

“Not you,” Britt said. “Never.”

“Really,” Nancy insisted. “I’ve been with him for seventeen years and it never fails. At the last minute, he needs something more. I don’t know why I even poured this.” She indicated a mug on her desk with a tea bag string and label drooping over the side of the cup.

“Really,” said Britt. She opened a bottle of water and took a swig. “Luckily, that wraps it up for the night.”

Nancy picked up her mug of cold tea and lifted out the depleted tea bag. “I shouldn’t complain,” she said. “So many widows my age sit home at night, wishing the phone would ring. Me? I’m grateful for peace and quiet when I get home.”

“Oh, I know,” said Britt wryly. “This job is perfect if you have no social life.”

“Well, you,” Nancy chided her. “You’re young. You should be out there having fun and meeting nice, available men.”

“When would I fit it in?” Britt asked airily.

“Now Britt, you know what I think. You should get out of here. Get away from him.”

“Wouldn’t you miss me?” Britt asked.

“No,” said Nancy firmly. “Because we would still be friends. But this job isn’t good for you, Britt.”

Britt glanced at her reflection in the mirrored wall. She was wearing the black turtleneck and khaki pants that were her work uniform. She had not combed her honey-blond hair since this morning, although a good haircut kept it in place fairly well. There were bluish circles under her large brown eyes. She had a wide jaw and features that looked great with makeup. She just never had time to apply any. “You’re probably right,” she conceded with a sigh. “I just don’t have time to look for another job.”

“Oh fiddlesticks,” said Nancy. “You’re making excuses. Taking care of Donovan has become a bad habit with you.”

“You, too,” Britt countered, trying to deflect her friend’s advice.

“I’m not young and pretty and keeping myself out of circulation,” Nancy reminded her. “I want to see you happy.”

Britt sighed. “I am happy,” she said firmly, wanting to change the subject. She had met Donovan Smith when she was seated next to him at a luncheon in San Francisco about three years ago. At the time, she was running the news department of a local TV station. Donovan was dazzling, and before the luncheon was over he had convinced her to move to Boston and take the producer’s job for his TV talk show, a favorite with night-owl intellectuals in Boston. Their affair had started her second week on the job. Of course he was married, but at first she didn’t care. It was heady and exciting. By the end of the year it was disillusioning. During her second year on the job, Donovan had started another affair with Britt’s student intern. She should have quit then, but she didn’t. She told herself it was a good job and she wasn’t going to give it up over a failed romance. She could still work with him, and forget the personal stuff. At least that was what she told herself.

“You need to think about yourself,” said Nancy.

“I do,” Britt insisted. “But this is a great job.” Sometimes, she thought, Nancy could overdo the motherly concern. Britt knew it was genuine, but all the same…She glanced at the monitor and saw the guest shaking hands with Donovan. “I’d better get out there,” she said.

 

An hour later, Britt unlocked the door to her apartment and gratefully closed it behind her. She tossed her briefcase on a table in the hallway and picked up her mail. She carried it through to the living room and sank down into the cushions of the sofa. Among the usual bills and catalogs, a powder-blue envelope caught her eye. Britt recognized her sister’s handwriting. She tore the envelope open and pulled out the sheet of notepaper. A photograph fell from the fold and fluttered to the floor. Britt bent over and picked it up. It was a school photo of a young girl with long, lank blond hair and braces, smiling shyly. On the back it said, “Zoe, grade 6.” Britt held onto the photo and unfolded the note. “Dear Aunt Britt,” it read. “Thank you for the check for Halloween. Sorry I took so long to write. My costume was a female vampire. I am putting the check into the bank to save it for college. I’m sending you my school picture from this year. I hope I will see you one of these days. Your niece, Zoe.”

Britt sighed, studying the picture. It was hard to believe Zoe would be twelve soon and Britt had never even met her. She and Zoe’s mother, her older sister, Greta, had been estranged for years. Ever since their father died. What started as a feud was now little more than a bad habit. They exchanged the occasional note or phone call, but they seemed to have little to say to one another. Britt never failed to send Zoe something on her birthday and holidays. Greta had thanked her stiffly for that during one of their rare exchanges. Still, the only way their relationship was ever going to change was if one of them broke down and went to visit the other. When Britt had lived in San Francisco, it had seemed impossible. Now that she lived back in New England, she thought about it from time to time. But every time she thought of it, she felt defeated by the prospect.

On the trunk Britt used for a coffee table sat the Christmas card that Greta had sent two years ago. Britt had framed it, and kept it there, as if to remind herself of why she didn’t want to go to visit. The card was a photo surrounded by a holly-and-ivy border. In the picture, Greta, her good-looking husband and daughter were posed, smiling, around a snowman in front of their huge, pristine white farmhouse with green shutters and a lighted Christmas tree glowing on the front porch. Greta was a nurse, and her husband was a successful businessman who sold mopeds or snowmobiles or some such thing. Zoe was healthy and beautiful, and everything you could ever want in a child. The house looked like something out of a fairy tale. Britt could just picture spending a weekend there, being reminded in ways, subtle and not so subtle, of how Greta had managed to be successful in her relationships, while Britt, of course, had not.

Stuffing Zoe’s note back into the envelope, Britt suddenly noticed that she was hungry. Donovan’s eager young assistant had gone out to get him dinner tonight, and hadn’t bothered to ask Britt if she wanted anything. Typical. Still clutching Zoe’s picture, Britt went into the kitchen, and added the photo to the gallery of Zoe portraits on her refrigerator door with a magnet. Then she rummaged through her cabinets until she found some crackers and a can of Cheez Whiz. It was better than nothing, she thought. She drank some milk out of the carton and ate her snack standing up, leaning against the cabinets while a row of Zoes, each one slightly older than the last, smiled innocently at her from the refrigerator door. How had she done it, Britt wondered? Somehow Greta had managed to get through all the heartache of their childhood relatively unscathed. After their mother’s desertion, and their father’s death, she had still had the will to love and to be happy. Britt, on the other hand, never seemed to be able to relax enough to trust anyone. Not that Britt would ever be interested in that provincial, small-town family life. But she knew exactly how Greta would see her choices. Interesting maybe, but empty. Proof of the selfishness Greta had always accused her of. Britt didn’t need that. She liked her life. She didn’t need the perfect home and all that family togetherness crammed down her throat or held up as an example of how life should be.

Britt cleaned up the crumbs, and then went into her bedroom, where a pile of books written by would-be talk show guests sat on the window seat, awaiting her perusal. Not tonight, she thought. I just don’t care. I’m going to watch an old movie and go to bed. She undressed and pulled on her bathrobe. Maybe a nice, hot bath, she thought.

Just as she turned on the water, she was startled by the sound of the phone ringing. For a minute, her heart leaped. It was Donovan. It had to be. He was the only one who would call her at this hour. He often used to call her late at night, when he was sitting up and his wife was already in bed. That was marriage for you. His wife in the next room while he whispered that he was crazy about Britt. These days, they had hurried meetings at the studio before airtime that were all business. Maybe he was thinking about those times and missing them, she thought. And then, almost immediately, she felt disgusted by her own hopefulness. Why would you even want him anymore? He’s a career philanderer. If you had any sense at all, you’d call him and tell him to stuff his job. She turned off the faucet and walked toward the phone.

She snatched up the receiver and growled, “Hello.”

There was a hesitation at the other end. Then, a gravelly, unfamiliar male voice said, “Is this Britt Andersen?”

Britt was instantly on her guard. A single woman in a high-profile business had to be careful about callers. Especially male callers late at night. “Who is this?” she said coldly. “What do you want?”

“Sorry to call so late. I didn’t know…My name is Alec Lynch. I’m…Greta’s husband.”

Immediately, Britt’s heart started to pound. Greta’s husband? Britt had never even exchanged so much as a hello with this man. And at this hour, it was something bad. Something terrible. “What?”

His words were halting. “I know you and Greta aren’t…weren’t…I thought I should let you know…”

“Something’s happened,” she said.

“Yes. I’m afraid…” He stopped and Britt heard the catch of a sob in his voice. Oh no, she thought. The room seemed to be suddenly airless. Britt could hardly breathe.

“There was a fire tonight. Your sister…was trapped in the house. She…she’s been killed…”

Britt sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. “Oh God,” she gasped.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a clipped tone.

“Greta is dead?”

“That’s right,” he said. And then he added, perfunctorily, “I’m sure it’s a shock.”

A shock? Britt felt as if the man had reached through the phone and grabbed her by the throat. No, it’s not fair, she thought. She stared out the window into the blackness of the night. A feeling of shame crept through her, making her flush hotly all over. Here she had been thinking some nonsense about Donovan Smith, while her sister…her only sister…was dying. Images of Greta flooded her mind.

Usually, when she thought of Greta, the habit of bitterness made her remember the scoldings she’d endured from her sister, the bossiness. Greta was eight years older than Britt, and had virtually taken over raising her when their mother left. But now, Britt had a sudden, vivid memory of watching in awe as Greta got dressed for dates. Combing her shining blond hair, brushing mascara on the black fringe around her pale blue eyes. Turning to Britt for final approval. Britt’s memories tumbled over one another. How Greta tried to fill the void left by their mother’s desertion. Greta taught her to drive. And baked valentine cookies for Britt’s class party. Tears began to seep out of Britt’s eyes. She wiped them away, but new tears instantly replaced them.

Why did I blame her for everything? Britt thought. Why didn’t I make that visit and apologize to her while I had the chance? I was so concerned about what she would think of me. Now, it’s too late…Another thought suddenly jolted her. “Zoe?”

“Zoe’s in the hospital…She’s going to be okay, though.” His voice was shaking.

“Thank God,” said Britt.

After a moment’s silence, the man on the other end said abruptly, “Well, I thought I should tell you.”

“Yes,” Britt said. His tone of voice was flat, but she didn’t want him to hang up. She needed to know more. “Yes. I’m just so…stunned. And I’m so sorry. I know how much…how happy you all were. I was just looking at the Christmas card before…” She felt as if she was babbling. There was silence from the other end of the line but she thought she heard a muffled sob. “What happened? How did it happen? Tell me about Zoe. Are you sure she’s going to be all right?”

Alec Lynch cleared his throat. “The house caught fire. We don’t know how…. I wasn’t home when it happened. Apparently it startedupstairs, in our bedroom. The fire spread very rapidly. Engulfed the place. A neighbor went in and found Zoe. The firemen were able to bring Zoe and the neighbor out. But Greta was still in our room and they couldn’t get to her.”

Britt realized, with a desolate feeling in her heart, that she had never seen the house where they lived. She’d only seen the picture on the Christmas card. The tree, glowing on the front porch. “I still can’t believe it. How did the fire start?” Britt asked.

“I don’t know. I heard them say it might have been started by a candle, setting the curtains on fire or something,” he said brusquely. “Anyway, the doctors tell me that Zoe will be fine, thank God. We won’t have the services for Greta until Zoe is out of the hospital, of course.”

Services, Britt thought. A funeral. The last time Britt had seen Greta was at their father’s funeral. Where they had fought so bitterly and severed their relationship. With no parents to reunite them, it had been easy to drift apart and stay that way. She’d always thought that someday, somehow they would meet again. Now, Greta’s life was over. There would be no more chances.

“Don’t feel you have to come,” Alec continued coldly. “If you want to send flowers. She loved flowers….”

“I know,” said Britt, her voice breaking. “I remember. Oh, why didn’t I…I feel so badly. About everything. It was all so long ago. So foolish. Please, if you would, tell Zoe…I just got her note today. Tell her…I’m thinking of her.”

“Sure,” said the man on the phone. “I’ll tell her. Okay, well, that’s all. As I said, I thought I should let you know.”

“Yes, I’m…I’m grateful that you did.” Britt said. There was another silence between them. Hang up now, she thought. Instead, she said, “Where…is the funeral going to be there? In Coleville?”

“Yes,” he said.

“I’ve never been there,” said Britt. She looked around her familiar bedroom. She thought about her job. And Donovan, and this week’s guests. Her work calendar was cluttered. Obviously this man did not expect Britt to show up for the funeral. No one did. Not even Zoe. She thought about the gallery of Zoes on her refrigerator. Greta’s only child. The awkward little thank-you note on blue paper which Greta probably insisted that she write. The oversize, curliqued way her niece signed her name. Zoe. Britt took a deep breath. “I’d like to come,” she said.

There was a silence from the other end.

“If that’s all right,” she said.

Her caller remained silent.

“You probably think its kind of…too little, too late, but…”

“Do whatever you want,” he said in a clipped tone.

What she wanted to do was hang up the phone and forget he had ever called. But that would not be possible. Instead, she said, “Just a minute…Alec. Can you wait a minute? I need to get a pencil. I’m going to need directions.”
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Britt drove toward Mt. Glace, glancing occasionally at the directions she had scrawled out while she was talking to Alec Lynch. Britt had rented a car at the airport and now she was navigating the mountainous landscape. Around every curve was a breathtaking vista. Gray December clouds hung low over evergreens which appeared black in the gloom. The ground was dappled white, gray and dun-colored. Mt. Glace loomed ahead, its snow-covered face freckled with antlike figures descending the barely visible trails. A stream ran alongside the road, rushing over piles of rocks, glinting like molten silver. Britt passed the first sign for Coleville and realized that she had almost reached her destination. It was a beautiful but melancholy place that Greta had called home, she thought.

Britt’s face reddened when she thought about her call to Donovan to tell him about Greta’s death and her intention to attend the funeral. She realized that she had been hoping for some expression of concern or sympathy from him. But when she said that she was going to Vermont he replied, “I didn’t even know you had a sister.”

Recalling Donovan’s remark made her face burn with shame. She had told him about her family. He just hadn’t remembered.

Yes, I had a sister, she had wanted to yell at him. A sister who once meant everything to me. But that would have only been more embarrassing. Instead, she’d said, “I thought I told you,” and ended the conversation. As a child, Britt had been both coddled and disciplined by her older sister. Greta had always helped her with her homework, made sure she had clean clothes for school. On Britt’s birthday, Greta had always baked her a carrot cake. It wasn’t until the teenage years that Britt had rebelled. She had criticized Greta’s homemaking skills, and scorned her ambitions to be a nurse. Britt’s face burned as she drove along, remembering how condescending and obnoxious she had been toward her sister. Why didn’t I appreciate what she tried to do for me? Oh, Greta, I’m sorry, she thought, and the tears rose again to her eyes and made it difficult to see the road.

Luckily, a sign for the route number which signaled the turnoff for the town of Coleville appeared in front of her. Britt made the turn and was able to drive more slowly for a few miles until she reached the center of town.

The main street in Coleville was charming, filled with quaint shops, and restaurants with smoke curling from the chimneys. People dressed in parkas and jeans came and went in pickup trucks. Others in sleek skiwear browsed the shop windows, although it was clearly not yet the height of the season. There were a number of parking spaces available, and people moved at an unhurried pace. The houses on the main street were a mixture of chalet-type buildings as well as green-shuttered, white colonial houses that appeared to be very old but extremely well kept. Britt consulted her directions again and peered at the street signs until she found a cross street called Medford Road which led away from town. She turned down it and drove, noticing that the homes quickly thinned out as she drove away from the center of town. Number 67 was a small, cedar-shingle cottage, gray with age. Alec had explained to her on the phone that it was the house of a friend, who spent the winter in Florida. Someone had called him with news of the fire, and he immediately offered Alec and Zoe his empty house as a temporary place to stay.

Britt parked in front of the house, got out of her car and stretched. Her stomach felt queasy and her teeth were chattering, both from the cold, for it was noticeably colder here than it had been in Boston, and from anxiety for the encounter that was ahead of her. On the other side of that door was a brother-in-law who was clearly resenting her arrival as an intrusion, and a niece whose growing up she had missed entirely. Coward, she said to herself. They have it much worse than you. They have lost a wife and mother. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. She left her duffel bag in the car, walked up to the front door and rang the bell.

After a few moments the door opened and the man she recognized from the Christmas card photo stood in the doorway in front of her. He was fortyish, his thick, dark hair shot with gray. He had deep-set, hooded gray eyes and sensual features in a face etched with grief. His chest, neck and shoulders were broad for a man of medium height. An unshaven stubble gave his complexion a gray tone and there were dark circles under his red-rimmed eyes.

“Alec?” she asked warily. “I’m Britt.”

He made no effort to smile or look welcoming. “Come in,” he said gruffly, moving to one side, to make room for her to pass. “Pardon the mess. People have been bringing us all kinds of stuff.”

Britt saw what he meant as she squeezed by him into the dimly lit hallway. There were cartons everywhere full of clothing and food, forming haphazard towers, gloves, socks and shirtsleeves visible in the tops of the boxes.

“We’re used to a lot more space. We had a very big house.”

Instantly, Britt felt critical of him. As if a big house mattered, she thought. You’re lucky to have a roof over your head after that fire.

“This house is cute,” she said.

“Nowhere to put anything,” he muttered. “Hang your coat there,” he said, pointing to a hallway closet beside the staircase, “if you can find room.”

His complaint irritated her. Britt had to wend her way carefully to the closet. He waited while she awkwardly jammed her full-length tweed coat onto a hanger and stuffed it in among the ballooning parkas. Then he pointed to a doorway on the right.

“This is the living room,” he said. “Such as it is.”

Britt entered the room. Like the hallway, the room had worn wood floors and parchment-colored walls. It was a simple, comfortably furnished room with armchairs and a sofa grouped around a brick fireplace with a white mantel and built-in bookcases covering up much of the wall space. This room also had boxes and shopping bags shoved against one wall. Curled in one of the armchairs was a somber-looking young woman with long, black hair and creamy skin. She was dressed in a tight, raspberry knit shirt and faded jeans.

The young woman looked up gravely at Britt as Alec said, “Lauren, this is my sister-in-law, Britt Andersen. Britt, Lauren Rossi. She works for me at the dealership.”

Lauren gave Britt a fleeting smile and stood up to shake her hand. As Lauren rose from the chair, Britt noticed that her feet were clad only in woolly socks. A pair of hiking boots lay beside the chair on the jewel-tone oriental rug. “Sorry about your loss,” said Lauren.

“Thanks,” said Britt, although she couldn’t help wondering what this girl was doing here, looking so at home at this moment of crisis.

Alec switched on a couple of lamps against the fading light of the afternoon. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward one of the armchairs. “Just move that box out of your way.”

Britt set the box on the floor and sat down in the chair.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do with all this junk,” Alec sighed. “Did you have any trouble finding the place?”

“No,” Britt said. “Your directions were perfect.”

“Good. I couldn’t remember what I told you,” he said.

“So, do I have this right? This is the first time you two have even met each other?” Lauren asked, sounding incredulous.

“I’m afraid so,” said Britt.

“I’m going to get a drink,” said Alec. “Anybody want something?”

“No, no thanks,” said Britt.

“Lauren?” he asked.

“No thanks, Alec,” she said.

Lauren watched him go, her head cocked to one side, her gaze pensive. Then she turned to Britt. “So, you live in Boston?” she asked. “I grew up there. My folks live there.”

“Really,” said Britt. “How did you end up here?”

“I love to ski. And I got a pretty good job working for Alec. What kind of work do you do? Alec mentioned something about television.”

“My job?” said Britt. “I’m the producer of a talk show.”

“Have I seen it?” Lauren asked.

“Donovan Smith Tonight?”

Lauren frowned. “Oh yeah. I think I’ve heard of it,” she said doubtfully. She shook her wavy, dark hair. “So…Alec says you’re not married.”

“No,” said Britt.

“Married to your career,” said Lauren sympathetically.

Britt forced herself to smile back. She was wearing her customary wrinkled pants and turtleneck, and she hadn’t even bothered to put on lipstick after the long drive. “I wouldn’t go that far. I like my job,” said Britt.

Alec returned to the living room with a long-necked bottle of beer and took a swig. Then he set it down on the mantel.

He turned to Britt. “Lauren brought over my suit. The one suit I have left. I’d picked it up from the dry cleaners and never brought it home from the office. Luckily.”

Luckily? Britt thought.

“And the pictures. I brought the pictures,” Lauren reminded him.

“Right. We lost all our pictures, all our albums…and we needed a photo to use…” He stopped in midsentence and swallowed hard, his eyes tearing up. There was an uncomfortable silence in the room. Alec took a deep breath. “For the services,” he said.

“They’re going to put the photo up in the church because there’s no body,” Lauren explained.

“No body?” Britt exclaimed.

“They had to take Greta’s body to the Mid-State Medical Center to be autopsied,” said Alec.

“Why are they doing an autopsy?” Britt asked.

Alec sighed. “Ray…Chief Stern said it’s normal in any kind of violent or accidental death. Anyway, there’s no telling when we’ll get her back. I didn’t want to wait on the funeral service. For Zoe’s sake,” he said.

“I understand,” Britt murmured, ashamed now at her own pettiness, questioning Lauren’s presence here. Judging from the generous outpouring of food, books and clothes in the scattered boxes, Greta and her family obviously had a lot of people who cared about them.

“It’s such a tragedy,” said Lauren. “I don’t know how Alec and Zoe are coping.”

“Where is Zoe?” Britt asked, looking around.

“She’s asleep upstairs,” Alec said. “I just got her home from the hospital this morning. She’s worn out.”

Instantly, Britt felt guilty. His tone made her feel as if her presence here would be putting an excessive burden on the already exhausted child. “I’m sure she is,” Britt said.

Alec stood, fidgeting, and then his gaze fell on the fireplace. “Maybe I’ll make a fire.” He crouched down in front of the hearth and transferred logs from the basket to the hearth. “It’s chilly in here,” he said.

Britt wondered for a moment if Zoe might be upset at the sight of fire, after her ordeal, but she kept the thought to herself.

Alec struck a long match and held it out in front of him, staring at the flickering flame. He touched the flame to the newspapers he had wadded up in the hearth, and sat back on his heels as the flames raced up the paper to the kindling he had teepeed over it. All three of them watched the fire start, and the room was filled with an uncomfortable silence as if, after such a brief interlude, there was nothing left to say. Britt could feel a headache forming around her eyes. What am I doing here? she thought. I don’t belong here. And then she reminded herself of her purpose. Zoe.

Alec jabbed at the wood in the hearth with a wrought iron poker. Then he replaced it abruptly with the other hanging tools.

“Would you mind checking to see if Zoe’s awake? I’m so anxious to meet her,” Britt said.

Alec frowned. “She’s not going to be in much of a mood to meet anyone.”

“She’s the reason I came,” Britt said stubbornly.

“Didn’t you come because of your sister?” Lauren asked.

“Of course,” Britt said.

“All right, all right,” Alec said with a sigh, and walked out of the room.

“It’s incredible. How long since you’d seen your sister?” Lauren asked.

Britt didn’t really want to discuss it with this girl, but she knew exactly how long it had been. Their father had died while Britt was in college. She would never forget that. She was finishing her senior year internship in Sacramento, California, at the Bee, when Greta called to say he had passed away. He had been ill with cancer even before Britt left their childhood home in Pennsylvania. She hadn’t wanted to go so far away, but it was a prestigious internship, and her father was proud of her and insisted she go. He didn’t want her to miss the opportunity of a lifetime. So Britt had spent the year in California, while Greta, who had her nursing degree and her first job at a hospital, moved back home to Pennsylvania to care for their father as his condition worsened. “A long time,” said Britt. “I was in college.”

“You must have had quite a falling out…”

“It was so long ago,” Britt said vaguely, avoiding the implicit question. After their father’s funeral, Greta’s bitterness erupted. How could you leave him, she had demanded, go thousands of miles away, never come to visit or help? Britt had tried to explain that their father had insisted she go, but Greta wasn’t about to listen. Britt’s face still stung at the memory of it. “You’re selfish and coldhearted and you always have been,” Greta had declared. “You don’t care about anybody but yourself and what you want. He wanted to see you, he missed you. Didn’t it ever cross your mind that he might want you to be with him at the end of his life? But no. Not you. You had more important things to do. As always.”

“It’s a shame you never made up,” said Lauren.

“Yes, it is,” Britt said. Twelve long years. In the beginning Britt had been so angry at her sister’s attack that she didn’t care about their estrangement. She had returned to California after the funeral and stayed on, accepting a job there after graduation. But, as time passed, the reality of their endless separation set in. Many holidays and birthdays Britt had been so lonely for Greta, for what remained of her family, that it was almost a physical agony, but her pride wouldn’t let her beg for forgiveness. And Greta never offered it. As the years passed, the loneliness became a dull ache, and even when the sisters began to speak again, there was no real reconciliation between them. They were too far apart. It was too late. It was my fault, she thought. My stubbornness and pride.

“Aunt Britt?” said a soft voice.

Britt turned and saw a thin girl standing in the doorway, bony wrists poking out of an oversize hockey jersey. She wore navy-blue stretch pants and her narrow ankles were visible above fuzzy pink slippers. Her blond hair lay like lank, satin ribbons on her shoulders, and was held off her forehead by glittery butterfly barrettes. She was smiling, teeth encased in braces. Her blue eyes were the color of a spring sky, and the expression in them was eager, and innocent. She was at once Greta, as a girl, and a gallery of refrigerator-door photos come to shining life. Tears sprang to Britt’s eyes. “Zoe!” she cried.

Her niece, whom she had never met, rushed toward her with open arms.
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