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For my mother, whose courage always inspires








Prologue


San Diego


They brought her into the building through the back door so they could avoid the reporters out front.


The interrogation room was a combination of so many she had seen on television, only without the deep pockmarks and stained walls production designers seemed so fond of. Everything was clean, institutional, bland. No shiny or polished surfaces. No messages from the accused carved into the table before her.


She couldn’t help wondering what role television might play in the hours to come. Were the two agents sitting across from her accustomed to their witnesses taking cues from the most popular crime drama of the moment? Would she seem like an idiot, or worse, would she seem guilty if she uttered any of those stock phrases?


You are not criminal, she reminded herself for what felt like the hundredth time. You are here at the insistence of your family to make it clear that your family had nothing to do with this nightmare.


She caught herself before she uttered these words aloud. Fredericks, the male agent, leaned forward a bit with a sympathetic expression on his face, and Megan realized her lips had actually moved in time with her thoughts. Her cheeks flamed. She clasped her hands between her knees. But Fredericks waited patiently, with no trace of anything in his expression other than mild curiosity. Because she was so focused on the goal of keeping her mouth shut, Megan lost sight of the fact that she was staring at the man across from her like a slack-jawed idiot, as if she might draw some comfort from his close-cropped jet-black hair and his apple cheeks, tightly bunched above the expanse of his long, lipless mouth. When she realized this, the awkwardness of the moment overtook her.


So she started talking, and when she did, she followed the whispered advice her mother had given her just moments earlier when they were in the car together. “Tell them the things only you can tell them, Meg. Don’t say he didn’t do it. They’re expecting you to say that. Tell them why. For God’s sake, show them why if you have to.”


So instead of proclaiming Cameron’s innocence, she began telling them how she had taught her brother to swim in the ocean. She hadn’t taught him how to swim, of course. That had been the job of a counselor at the Pacific Beach Day Camp when they were both a few years younger. But getting him over his fear of the open water—guiding him by one hand to the small lip of sand on the southern shore of the Cathedral Beach cove and giving him the words he needed to tell himself to swim to the other side without freaking out and turning back—all of that had been Megan’s doing, and there were few accomplishments in her life she was more proud of.


The rules were simple. Keep your gaze straight ahead before you start. Don’t even think of looking to the right, across the yards of rippling water to where the whitecaps finally break against the broad beach of mud-colored sand. Do that and you’ll realize how deep the water you’re about to swim actually is, and it’s over. Just plain over. And remember that the long line of orange buoys intended to keep boats out of the cove are attached to the bottom so you can grab on to one if you get tired. And don’t forget about the kayakers. One or two are sure to glide by every few minutes after they tire of nosing through the rocky outcroppings and tiny caverns that rim the cove. They can always help if things get dicey.


But things wouldn’t get dicey, she assured him. Because his big sister would be right behind him, following him the entire way.


And she had kept her word, dog-paddling for a good part of the way so she could monitor her brother’s progress. He took off from shore too quickly and veered off course within minutes, like a firefly trying to move through the hem of a taffeta curtain. Worse, his breaths came so quickly in those first minutes that it looked like he was keeping time to his kicks instead of his strokes. But a little more than halfway across the cove, he found his rhythm, got his bearings, made contact with that place that exists inside every person where the fires of fear run out of fuel on the hard bedrock of our ambitions.


How long had she been talking? Neither agent had interrupted her, and it didn’t look like either one was about to. But embarrassment gripped her nonetheless, and in the respectful silence that followed, she tried to recall the cold caress of ocean water around her bare legs, the gentle deafening of the ocean’s surface lapping at her ears.


“How long ago?” It took Megan a few minutes to realize it was the female agent who had spoken. Her last name was Loehmann.


“Nineteen ninety-two,” Megan answered. Just saying the year out loud felt like some sort of irrevocable commitment. In attempting to share an innocent story about her love for her brother, she had steered the three of them toward a year in her life when everything had changed, a year that remained stenciled in her memory in bright red ink, like some sort of horror movie parody of those glittering numerals the ball in Times Square dips behind every New Year’s Eve.


The truth was most people in Cathedral Beach changed that year. Maybe it had something to do with Bill Clinton’s being elected president. The town’s inhabitants became more contentious because they were scared, just like all the other rich white people in the country who suddenly felt less protected. And of course, there was Clinton’s promise to allow gays to serve in the military, which lit up all of San Diego County like a bonfire. Seeing how her younger brother retreated into himself when the other students at school berated fag-loving Clinton was Megan’s first indication that her little brother had feelings inside himself that were more terrifying to him than his nightmares of what might have been lurking below the surface of the cove prior to their first swim.


Then the very face of the town began to change. The Village was the term by which residents referred to the plateau of boutique-lined streets studded with Queen Anne palms that lay just south of the cove, and throughout Megan’s childhood, the town council had managed to keep the chain stores out of it. But in ’92 someone either got paid off or just got sick of shouting at soulless corporate types during planning meetings. Within a year, Judy’s Books was replaced by a B. Dalton and The Card Corner was replaced by a Hallmark. Then came a new waterfront condo development, which at seven stories of glass and steel was regarded by most of the town’s old-timers as an unacceptable, skyline-destroying high-rise.


Then the first storm of controversy broke around the giant crucifix atop Mount Inverness. The base of the cross was lined with photos of dead veterans of the world wars, but to a small group of homeowners who lived at the base of the hill and across a verdant gully, the cross was an unacceptable endorsement of a specific religion planted squarely on city property by a small but powerful community of the obscenely wealthy. Seventeen years later, there was still no real end in sight to the dispute. Indeed, every phone call home Megan had made to her mother during her four years at UC Berkeley had been marked by some unsolicited update on the cross controversy.


Were they trying to get her to let her guard down? Was that their motive for allowing her to walk them through these tedious civic details? Maybe they thought she would let slip some tale indicating that her younger brother had a depraved psychopathic streak running through him, the kind of tale that only two impassive FBI agents could hear the truth in?


“Your father left you guys in ninety-two, didn’t he?” It was Fredericks this time. At first Megan wanted to be shocked. Had the man read her mind? Of course not. He had read whatever files there were on her. Files even she didn’t know existed. And maybe, at this very moment, two agents just like them were asking her father the same question.


Maybe the man was trying to get to her. Trying to show off his superior knowledge of the calendar of her life. But she was the one who had brought them to 1992, and the cove, and her brother’s wild cross stroke.


It was her fault that she was now walking the streets back to their house with her little brother after one of their regular swims, a walk that took them past the stucco pink palaces and modern concrete boxes that lined Sand Dollar Avenue, then downhill, and to the small corner of town where they lived, a block away from the elevated freeway that cut through the dry scrub-covered hills that separated the city limit from Interstate 5. The neighborhood they had been born in didn’t have a name, and in truth, it didn’t need one, because in Cathedral Beach, if your parents didn’t own their own yacht, or if they weren’t partners at a high-powered law firm or executives at a top-ranked military defense contractor, there were only four streets you could live on and theirs was one of them.


That afternoon, their mother had been waiting for them on the tiny front porch, her thick mane of curly blond hair threatening to come loose from its ponytail, her breath smelling of a furtive cigarette. That afternoon, their mother had explained to them that their father had decided he couldn’t do the things for them that dads are supposed to do, so he wouldn’t be living with them anymore. The whole time, Lilah had kept them on the porch, as if she thought the words she spoke might poison the house if she spoke them within its walls.


Fredericks said her name. After all she had already shared with them, Megan could sense how it might seem like a betrayal, lapsing into silent memory like this. Or worse, it made her look suspicious. But not until that very moment had she realized that the day their father walked out on them was the last time she and her brother ever swam the cove together.


But what would Fredericks and Loehmann care? Megan could see that by breaking the flow, by going silent this long, she had stoked some impatience in both of them. When she first took her seat, she had been fully prepared to tell her entire life story rather than answer any of the questions she knew were coming. But she had gone too far, and the pain of her father’s abandonment had taken away her nerve.


“How long?” she asked them.


Fredericks furrowed his brow. Loehmann just peered at her. They didn’t understand her question, and she didn’t blame them. Now that she realized what it was she had meant to ask, she couldn’t give voice to the words.


How long do I have to convince you that my brother is not capable of murdering sixty people?
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Forty-eight Hours Earlier Cathedral Beach


After thirty years, Megan still didn’t know how to say no to her mother. She was fairly good at deflection. And she was a veritable master at dumping the most unpleasant questions her mother could come up with at the feet of her cousin Lucas, who was so wealthy he could pay her mother to accept whatever answer he gave, even if it wasn’t the one her mother had been looking for. (Gifting was the term he used. Megan preferred to call it light bribery.) But turning down a simple request from her mother remained one of Megan’s great personal challenges, right up there with making it all the way through a Russian novel and keeping her grocery list someplace where she wouldn’t mistake it for scrap paper and toss it in the trash.


That’s why she needed about fifteen minutes to stare at the cocktail dress her mother had brought to her as a welcome-home gift. She held it up by its hanger as she walked with it across the room. She picked up the hem in her free hand and changed the angle several times. She cleared her throat and grunted.


This is only a dress, she told herself. One incredibly, profoundly ugly dress. Even if she is testing me with it, that doesn’t change the fact that it’s just a dress.


The material had a metallic luster but it still looked like the kind of maroon velour you would find on the seats of a late ’80s Honda Civic. The spaghetti straps were lined with tiny rhinestones and there was a contained explosion of taffeta on the right shoulder that was supposed to be a flower, but it looked more like a gift bow assembled by a special-needs student. It was the bow that got her. It sent a maternal message that turned Megan’s stomach. Look, my daughter is home after her ill-advised sojourn in Northern California, and yes, she screwed up her life and isn’t exactly ripe for the picking anymore, but she’s still fairly soft and shiny. Try a squeeze.


“How long is the party?” Megan asked. She had meant it to be an offhand question; but of course, all her mother heard was her daughter inquiring as to how long she would have to wear the dreaded gift. Lilah closed the distance between them with several sharp clicks of her high heels against the bare hardwood floor, and tugged the dress from her daughter’s grip.


“Perhaps if there was some hemp in it,” her mother whispered.


“Mom, really. Please. It’s great.”


“The party is a fund-raiser for the Moonlight Foundation, as I told you already, and while we don’t have to stay very long, a lot of people will be there who want to see you so I would appreciate it if you would be a good sport and allow us to make the rounds, as they say.”


“And what does the Moonlight Foundation do again?”


“Oh, gosh. I can barely remember. Something with babies, I think.”


“Crack babies?”


“Clara Hunt can tell you when we get there. It’s her show.” Instead of tossing the dress onto one of the piles of cardboard boxes that ringed the entire apartment, Lilah hung it on the back of the half-open bathroom door, a gesture that said she thought this minor disagreement between them was merely ritual and she was confident that in another few minutes Megan would be squirming into the thing.


Suddenly, her mother looked as if she had been about to take a seat at a coffee table that didn’t exist. She placed her hands on her hips and turned in place until she was facing her daughter again.


Gone was the long mane of curls she had worn throughout Megan’s childhood. After Megan’s father walked out on them, Lilah had chopped off most of her hair as if she thought it had contributed to the dissolution of her marriage. These days she sported a pageboy cut with blond streaks that played off her gold jewelry and the BeDazzled buttons of her white pant-suit. There was almost no vestige of the free-spirited woman she had been before she had lost her husband and become a single mother, dependent upon the generosity of her wealthy brother-in-law.


But to her credit, when Lilah walked the Cathedral Beach walk, she always added a little extra kick to it. Six clinking gold bracelets instead of one refined one. High heels in the middle of the day. A champagne-colored Mercedes Cabriolet convertible that was ten times more flashy than the sedate sedans and luxury SUVs driven by the women Lilah attended church with. True, Lilah was the kind of woman who could provoke Megan’s San Francisco friends into spewing terms like normative gender behavior, patriarchal expectations, and class warfare. But her mother seemed to enjoy her life. Lately, Megan had come to consider that a worthy ambition.


Could she dig deep and try to have just a little fun wearing her mother’s gift? Maybe if there was a way to get rid of that damn flower …


Lilah took a seat on the windowsill. Behind her, pepper tree branches veiled the rooftops of the neighboring mansions. By day, the apartment had a partial view of the bald-faced bluffs surrounding the cove and a patch of blue Pacific beyond. Lucas had found her the place through one of his clients the day after Megan had announced her intentions to return home. Technically, it was a garage apartment, but it was twice the size of anything she could have afforded in the Bay Area, before she went broke. As usual, her cousin was doing a fine job of carrying on the tradition set by his late father, sparing no expense in caring for the family his no-account brother had abandoned.


“Joe’s gone, right?” Lilah asked. She sounded as if she were inquiring after a repairman and not Megan’s on-again, off-again, shouting-at-her-about-the-need-for-a-green-economy-again boyfriend.


“I drove him to the airport a few hours ago,” Megan answered.


“I thought he was supposed to help you move in.”


“He did.”


“It doesn’t look like it, sweetie.”


“Yeah, well, he’s got a lot of people to help right now.”


“Right. New Orleans. Teaching the kids. Healing the sick. All that good stuff.”


Part of Megan felt like she should muster a reasonable defense of the guy. But the truth was her mother had done a great deal more for her than Joe ever had, so why not let her savor her victory?


True, Joe had asked her to join him on his noble journey to the city that care forgot and then rolled over onto in its sleep. But he had also asked her to marry him, which Megan thought was so insane she had laughed into her fists at the dinner table when he proposed. For three months, Joe had been what every therapist in the Bay Area would refer to as emotionally unavailable, and at the moment she had lost her job and run out of money, he asked her to be his bride. Was Megan really supposed to spend the rest of her life, starting with her darkest and most vulnerable hours, with a man who sighed every time she started to speak?


Lilah seemed uncomfortable with the silence that had settled between them. She had expected some small tiff over her remark, and now that there wasn’t going to be one, she shifted against the windowsill and took a breath that puffed her cheeks.


At the bathroom door, Megan fingered the taffeta bloom on the cocktail dress. “Maybe if we could get rid of this,” she said. In no time, her mother was standing beside her, pulling back the loose petals to examine the stitching that held it to the material beneath.


“That’s nothing,” Lilah said. “Just cut it and I’ve got a brooch that will cover it.”


“A butterfly?”


“No. A sea horse. Is that OK?”


There was an expectant look in her mother’s eyes that warmed Megan’s heart. The woman reached up and cupped Megan’s chin gently, and for a second, Megan thought her mother was about to cry. But the tense set to Lilah’s jaw didn’t turn into a quiver, it just got tenser and more set. “Let’s be very clear about something. No one here regards you as a failure.”


“Wow. OK. Thanks, Mom.”


“I’m serious. I’ve talked to a lot of people and they all realize how hard the nonprofit sector is being hit in this economy. Organizations are going under right and left and—”


“They didn’t go under, Mom. They fired me.”


“They fired you because you had to take desperate measures to keep them running, isn’t that right?”


Megan shrugged. They had been through this before, and Megan didn’t feel like making a repeat visit just so her mother could justify the steps she had taken to manage the gossip around her daughter’s homecoming.


The facts on her termination letter were simply put; she had been fired because she had closed down the office and moved it into her own apartment to save on rent without first getting the approval of the board. She had also failed to maintain proper accounting records of where she had disbursed the savings from rent, raising questions about her own motives for making the move. Sure, her mother could frame it as a desperate measure if she wanted to. But the unvarnished truth was harder for both of them to look at.


Megan had been fired because she didn’t have the cojones to tell the board of directors for the Siegel Foundation that after sixteen years of getting homeless youth off the streets of San Francisco they were about to go bust and there was precious little anyone could do about it. Their government funding had dried up, their major donors were suddenly trying to stay afloat after watching their net worth drop by half, and the left-of-center board had rejected a major contribution from Lucas when they studied the client list for his firm and saw he managed the investments of some of the most maligned private security contractors currently employed by the U.S. government.


“They’ll go under because they fired you,” her mother said. “Mark my words, sweetie. But my point is that you have absolutely no reason not to hold your head up. Tonight or any other night.”


“Thanks, Mom,” she said, which of late had become her more polite version of Please stop talking about this, Mom.


“No one’s going to fault you for taking care of yourself.”


“Let’s get those scissors,” Megan said. She went into the kitchen, knowing full well that if she could make it through another few remarks on this topic from her mother, she would probably be home free. But this was always the toughest part, because the dig, intentional or not, always seemed to come right at the end.


“I heard someone say it’s about putting the oxygen mask on yourself before you put it on someone else,” her mother said.


“Uh-huh.” Relax. She didn’t say your life is on life support. It sounded like it, but she didn’t say that. Just get the scissors.


“It’s a nice image, really. And we have this problem in this country, especially up there—”


“You’re from up there, Mom.” Her cutlery set wasn’t unpacked yet, but she had a good idea which box it was in, the one that was already open, thank God.


“I know, but I left with good reason. I mean, there’s just this terrible idea up there that if you put everyone else ahead of yourself, your own life is just supposed to improve. I mean, I wish you could have seen the way my friends used to live back in the day. It wasn’t living. Their apartments were pigsties. They lived in filth, for God’s sake, but it didn’t matter because they were marching down Market Street every other day so they could link hands around the Capitol Building and chant Freeze, please!”


Megan got down on both knees and dug one arm deep into the giant cardboard box before her fingers grazed the handles of the knives wedged into the cutlery block. When she felt the rubber grip for the scissors, she yanked on it with too much force, rocked backward, and hit the floor on her butt. It wasn’t the softest landing but it cut short another one of her mother’s mildly venomous lectures on her former hometown, so Megan was able to muster a broad smile as she got to her feet.


“What do you say we kill that flower?” Megan said.


Lilah gave her a slight smile, took the scissors from her, and went to work. “What happened to Cameron?” her mother asked. “I thought he was going to help you move too.”


“He can’t. He’s flying out tonight.”


“Bangkok?” Her mother had gathered the taffeta bloom in one hand and was gently cutting at the stitching that held it in place with the precision of a skilled surgeon.


“No, he’s been doing Hong Kong for a few months now.”


“Is he mad at me?”


“He hasn’t said anything. Why?”


“During my last surgery, I made him drive down from L.A. and take care of me. I had a bad reaction to the anesthesia and …” Her mother stopped working and fixed Megan with a hard look, her upper lip tense, her nostrils flaring, as if Megan had just made a smart remark. “Yes, it was an elective surgery, but we’ll see how elective you two think it is by the time you’re my age.”


“Are you advocating plastic surgery for your kids?”


“I’m asking if your brother is upset with me. It was a nasty drug reaction and Clarice, the lady who cleans for me, said I was quite a handful. Apparently I demanded to be taken to Saks but refused to get out of my nightgown. I don’t remember any of it, of course.”


“He hasn’t said anything, Mom.” Recently Megan had not given her brother a chance to say much of anything at all; there was no one else on the planet she felt as comfortable spilling her guts to and she had done more than her fair share of it since getting fired. But had she really been so caught up in her own crap that Cameron hadn’t been able to get in a small, possibly humorous, story about taking care of their mother after a face-lift? She certainly hoped not.


“He’s not being insufferable, is he?” Lilah asked. “I mean, that ad isn’t even running anymore, is it?”


Because it had happened during those seemingly blissful months just before her life went toe-up, Megan had almost forgotten about her handsome brother’s unexpected debut as a model. Cameron had been one of two actual flight attendants Peninsula Airlines had used for a print advertisement that had run in magazines all over the world as well as on a billboard on Century Boulevard, close to the entrance to LAX. During her last visit to L.A. she had taken a photograph of him standing on the sidewalk below his giant, beaming counterpart; every time she looked at the thing she seized with laughter.


“I don’t think he’s gotten any movie deals, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“There!” her mother announced. She had cut the ghastly taffeta bloom from the dress. Then she placed her free hand over the hole as if it were a wound that might bleed out, and handed the flower to Megan. “Let’s go. Everyone’s waiting.”


“What?”


Just inside the bathroom door, her mother spun around to face her, but the expression on her face was quizzical, as if Megan had just uttered a strange, unintelligible sound. “Everyone’s waiting?” Megan asked her.


“You know, at the event,” her mother answered. But she had dropped her attention to the bathroom floor as she drew the door shut with one hand. “I told them you’re coming, remember?”


The bathroom door clicked shut before Megan could ask another question. Her laptop was set up on the small desk station she and Joe had unloaded from the U-Haul earlier that day. A few keystrokes later she was reading about the Moonlight Foundation, the fund-raising arm of a community theater based in Vista, which was a good ways north of Cathedral Beach and had absolutely nothing to do with babies, crack-addicted or otherwise.


She closed the browser down as her mother emerged from the bathroom, shaking her hands dry because Megan hadn’t put out towels yet. Lilah avoided Megan’s intent stare as she crossed the bedroom. “Better get dressed, sweetie,” she said in a small, tight voice.


The Moonlight Foundation. It had been a stupid mistake. Her mother was as familiar with all the local charity organizations as she was with the local dermatologists. And then there was the dress. On any other night, she wouldn’t have been so willing to modify it to Megan’s liking. She would have found a way to guilt Megan into wearing it as is.


Please let me be wrong, God, Megan thought. Please tell me she’s not throwing me a surprise party.


Mount Inverness was a mountain in name only. It was really two conjoined hills that shielded the town of Cathedral Beach from the hotter temperatures and less affluent residents of inland San Diego County. But its flanks were so packed with mansions that at night it looked like a giant ocean swell run through with bioluminescent plankton. Megan was confident that if the town ever came under siege from the marauding armies of Latino immigrants the residents so feared, the fine fighting men and women of Cathedral Beach, having just laid down their martinis so they could raise their rifles, would build their first fortifications atop Mount Inverness, further cementing its reputation as the gateway to a precious corner of California prosperity.


As they sped up Inverness Drive, Megan was too busy trying not to choke on her own hair to question her mother about their destination. This predicament diminished her affection for her mother’s champagne-colored Mercedes convertible. Lilah didn’t seem to notice. She was too busy shouting details about their destination over the strong, buffeting winds generated by her breakneck driving.


By the time they pulled into the motor court of the house, Megan had learned that the enormous three-story Spanish Mission revival, with its gently sloping red-tiled roof, precision exterior lighting, and defending armies of towering box hedges, was the recently vacated residence of an eccentric bestselling novelist who allowed the house to be used for parties as long as it remained on the market. Clara Hunt, Lilah’s close friend, was the listing agent.


This was all well and good but it didn’t give her any further indication of what she was about to walk into, so she looked for physical evidence. The valet who took the Mercedes didn’t make eye contact with either of them. They were the only guests in the motor court. Both very bad signs.


“How does my hair look?” Megan asked.


“Natural.”


“So like I’m eight years old and I just ran up the hill to get here? That kind of natural?”


“Let’s go inside, sweetie.”


Before Megan could say another word, Lilah reached around from behind her, gripped the massive bronze doorknob, and pulled the giant door open.


A screeching chorus shouted the word “Surprise!” and a shower of pink balloons cascaded down onto a phalanx of leering, unfamiliar faces, all of whom seemed to be advancing on her at the same speed across the floor of an atrium-style living room with soaring stone walls.


Because it seemed like something someone in a movie might do, she turned to her mother and slapped her lightly on the shoulder, which invoked a ripple of laughter from the crowd all around her. Her breath returned to her when she recognized her cousin.


Lucas was dressed in a charcoal gray suit with a powder blue tie, and as usual, his straw-colored hair looked like it had just been straightened in a salon. His sharp upturned nose revealed his nostrils, and when he smiled broadly, as he was doing now, he had the appearance of someone struggling for breath. He seized her by one shoulder and started to steer her through the crowd. She almost wilted into him.


No wonder her mother had instructed her to hold her head up. First there was Weezie Adams, Megan’s high school guidance counselor, who had once taken Lilah aside to express concerns that Megan might be displaying lesbian tendencies given her burgeoning interest in what Weezie had termed “feminist-oriented books.” Apparently that was what you got for being one of the only female students at Cathedral High to finish reading The Color Purple, which was assigned reading in Honors English that year. Then there was Melissa Roman. Sweet, demure Melissa Roman with her movie-star teeth and long, springy golden curls. In sixth grade, Megan ratted her out for cheating on a social studies test and Melissa had responded by organizing a club dedicated to her social annihilation called S.A.M.R., Students Against Megan Reynolds. Wasn’t eighteen years enough time to clear the air? Apparently not, which Megan had discovered over the Thanksgiving holiday, when she ran into Melissa at Starbucks and referenced the incident in jest, only to watch Melissa turn a bright shade of crimson and begin sputtering boastful remarks about her new husband. Now the former foe turned newlywed threw her arms around Megan as if they had been separated by war.


It was endless, she realized. An interminable who’s who of people she had run like hell from the minute high school ended. And after twelve years of nonprofit work, political correctness, and the crisp character-building chill of the Bay Area, they were not the two-dimensional caricatures of themselves Megan had allowed them all to become in her memory. Indeed, they were very much alive and the gazes they leveled on her seemed full of both curiosity and various expectations that were difficult for her to discern. And they were loud. But the volume in the room was familiar to her, a collection of the same vibrations everyone in Cathedral Beach gave off when they consumed just the right amount of alcohol on the grounds of an impressive piece of real estate.


Of course, none of her San Francisco friends were there. No sign of Mara or Eddie or Celine. Maybe they hadn’t been able to make the trip, but Megan was willing to wager they hadn’t been invited. On the surface, it appeared to be a welcome-home party, but the cast of characters suggested it was a reprogramming session.


To remain sane, Megan kept her eyes on the elaborately detailed Oriental rug underfoot and imagined that she was a bird, so that she could fly far, far away from here.


“Are you all right?” Lucas asked her.


“Tell me this wasn’t your idea.”


“I suggested a nice dinner.”


“Get me a drink,” she said.


“Have you eaten?”


“I’m currently debating the merits of suicide versus homicide. Both can be accomplished on an empty stomach.”


“Booze ends up in your stomach, Meg.”


“Yes, but it will also fill my dark little heart.”


“A drink for the guest of honor!” Lucas bellowed to no one in particular. Within seconds, a champagne flute had been pressed into Megan’s right hand.


When she tilted her head back to take a heavy slug, she saw Cameron. There were three wrought-iron grates that looked out over the living room from the second-floor hallway, and her brother was standing in the middle one, staring down at the proceedings below with a furrowed brow and a tall drink in his right hand.


Next to her, Lucas said, “Look who it is.”


Megan waved, and Cameron’s eyes met hers. He sank his teeth into his lower lip and shook his head back and forth. I feel your pain, his look told her.


“What’s he doing up there?” Lucas said. He gestured wildly for Cameron to come downstairs, but Cameron’s eyes only glanced over him, as if their cousin wasn’t there at all. “Is he ignoring me?” Lucas asked. A slight edge had crept into his voice. She had watched her cousin ride wild swings in the financial markets with nerves of steel, but whenever he thought he was about to be embarrassed socially his voice took on a youthful, high-pitched tone and his mouth set into a thin, determined line. “Tell me he’s not ignoring me,” Lucas continued.


“I’ll talk to him,” she said. Relieved to have a mission, Megan moved through the crowd with the casual air and plastic smile of one of the cater waiters.


“Get him to come down here,” Lucas called after her. “Tell him tonight’s about you!”


Megan looked over her shoulder to acknowledge her cousin’s last words. But the crowd had already closed in around him. Silly Lucas, she thought. In this town, you’re the guest of honor no matter where we are.
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Megan was almost to the top of the stairs when her brother curved an arm around her waist and hoisted her off her feet. She squealed and raised her champagne flute high so she wouldn’t spill any down her brother’s back. It was a doomed effort.


A handsome cater waiter emerged from one of the guest bedrooms and scurried past them, tucking in his tuxedo shirt as he went. For a second Megan thought the guy had been in flagrante with one of the guests, but then she glimpsed purses and backpacks through the half-open door behind him and realized the bedrooms had been turned into employee lounges.


Once they both found their footing, Cameron felt the damp spot on his back. He yanked her champagne flute out of her hand and downed half of it in three gulps, which was exactly the punishment she expected.


“Did you transfer off your flight?” she asked.


“No. I can’t stay long. A friend got me a seat on a commuter flight to LAX, which will get me there just in time.”


“But you’re drinking?”


“I don’t fly the plane, Meg.”


“Still.”


“Whatever,” he said. “I’ll take first break and sleep it off somewhere over Alaska. I wasn’t going to miss this for the world but I wasn’t going to experience it sober either.” She followed him down the hallway to where his cocktail was resting on the stone frame of the wrought-iron grate he had been standing behind when she first noticed him. The carpeting underfoot was so thick she felt like she was walking on mud: expensive, limited-edition mud.


Cameron had clearly been spending time at the gym. His walk seemed more centered and determined, and the spread of his upper back beneath his white oxford was broader than it had been the last time she had seen him. Up until recently, he had looked like a lanky adolescent posing as a young adult, but now that he was filling out, he looked like something closer to a grown man.


But the onset of physical adulthood hadn’t eroded his good looks. She had to admit that his long, almost feline blue eyes were his best feature, even if they had come to him from their father, and his strong jaw gave him a look of constant masculine determination, even when he was impersonating Cher. Megan was confident the Peninsula Airlines ad had raised his stock in the West Hollywood club scene, but if it had led to an increase in viable suitors, he hadn’t mentioned it. When it came to discussing his own sex life, he could be far more demure than Megan would ever dream of being about her own.


Cameron took a slug from his drink as he gave her a long, skeptical once-over. “Tell me Mom made you wear this.”


“Don’t be a jerk,” she whispered.


“Have you met me?”


“Seriously. We reached a compromise—”


His eyes lighted on the brooch. “Is that a giraffe?”


“It’s a sea horse. Shut up. You have no idea what it replaced and I don’t want to go into it.”


“Whatever. Mom’s starting to look like Suze Orman anyway. Wouldn’t that be funny if she turned out to be a lesbian?”


“Apparently she had another face-lift no one told me about.”


“Yeah,” her brother responded. He turned away from her and stared down at the living room below as he sipped his cocktail. She waited for some smart remark about his experience of their mother’s latest procedure. But he either didn’t have one to make, or the drink in his hand had put a damper on his quick wit.


“She thinks you’re mad at her because she was such a nightmare on the drugs.”


Cameron’s laugh came from his chest and it sounded like there was a lot of life in it. But he doused it with a swallow of what she guessed was vodka tonic.


“I don’t want to be the mediator here, Cameron. I’m just sharing information. Consider it a warning.”


“Now that you’re here, I’m not driving down for the next one. Face-lift duty is all yours, babe.”


“I don’t know if I’m up for being in the room when they peel the bandages off. It sounds creepy.”


“Not as creepy as all this,” he said, gesturing to the assemblage below.


“Everyone thinks the place they’re from is a little creepy.”


“We are not from Cathedral Beach, OK? We got stuck here by a bad marriage.” She was startled by the assuredness with which he issued this dismissal. In the past, Cameron’s opinion of their hometown had always seemed as ambivalent and conflicted as her own feelings about the place. True, for as long as they had lived there, they had felt like tourists on an extended visa, but whenever they discussed their years here, Megan felt obligated to point out the opportunities that had been made available to them during their stay and Cameron almost never argued with her.


“What? You think Mom should have moved us out of here after Dad left?”


Cameron turned to face her. He rested his shoulder against the wall, which Megan could now see wasn’t actually stone at all but plaster painted to look rough and weathered. She tried to determine from his coloring how much alcohol he had consumed, but there was too much shadow between them. It was clear he was in some kind of mood. She had almost forgotten about the look he had just given their cousin, or the absence of any kind of look at all.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know how much shit Joe gave you for moving back here, and I know how hard things have been for you. To be honest, if I was in your position, I probably would have done the same thing. But please, Megan. Tell me this is temporary. I don’t want to lose you to these people.”


“Oh God, Cameron, don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “Of course it’s temporary. A year tops. I need to build up some savings, pay off some debt, and then that’s it. Trust me. Mom knows this.”


“It’s not Mom I’m worried about. It’s Lucas. Do you know how galling it was for him when you moved to San Francisco? It was like you betrayed your lineage by not applying to Dartmouth. He’s on a mission to get you back. Trust me.”


Hadn’t she had pretty much the same thought when she realized who had been invited to this little soiree? But hearing it come out of her brother’s mouth made her want to debate it. She resisted the urge. When Cameron got on these dark spirals, she just had to let them play out. The good thing was that they didn’t usually last longer than a few minutes. But it wasn’t the duration of this one that bothered her; it was the depth.


“You know, if this were another time, he probably would have tried to marry you.”


“Gross, Cameron. Please. Come downstairs with me. I’ve forgotten how to talk to people who think climate change is a myth.”


Instead of peeling himself off the wall, he reached out and took one of her hands in his. “Come work with me, Meg. We’ll take to the skies together. I’ll show you the other side of the world and introduce you to a nice Asian billionaire who will solve all your problems for you.”


“There aren’t any billionaires left.”


“Seriously, we’ll be the world’s first brother-and-sister flight-attendant team and you’ll never have to be bothered with Lucas’s bullshit and Mom’s brooches again.”


“What about the fact that I don’t like flying?”


“I’ll teach you to love it. You know, it’s really just floating on the upper atmosphere. When you think about it, it’s the same thing as being on a boat.”


“On a boat, you can step outside for a breath of fresh air.”


“On a plane, you can touch the stars.”


“Oh my God. You are loaded.”


“I am not loaded. I just love my job.”


“If you get fired tonight, you’re going to end up living right next door to me, aren’t you?”


“We’ll end up living together. In L.A.!”


“Seriously. Come downstairs with me. I need you for this.” When she pulled on his hand, his entire arm went rigid and his feet remained planted on the carpet.


“I can’t,” he said. “I’ve got to leave for the airport in five minutes. My stuff’s up here. Come talk to me while I change.”


They slipped into one of the guest bedrooms, where Cameron emptied out his pants pockets onto the bed, dropping his keys and iPhone onto a comforter already strewn with purses and backpacks belonging to the waitstaff. The room had been stripped of personal belongings, leaving behind modern furnishings of dark wood with steel trim that had a nautical feel. Cameron’s flight bag was standing next to the open bathroom door. He pulled it inside with him and began to change without closing the door all the way.


“So what are you actually going to do?” Cameron asked her.


“For work, you mean?”


“Yes.”


“Lucas and I have a meeting set up tomorrow. I don’t know. I think he’s going to give me something basic to do at the firm, like filing. Just to get me started.”


So I can work off the portion of my rent that he’s paying, she almost said. She kept this detail to herself because she didn’t want their last five minutes together to be marked by another burst of Cameron’s unusually strong disapproval. Even though she knew it wasn’t logical, she got butterflies in her stomach every time Cameron took to the air, as if by showing up for work her brother was doing something reckless, like driving up Interstate 5 on a motorcycle with no helmet after downing a six-pack of beer.


She was trying to come up with some way to fill the awkward silence her reticence had caused when her brother’s phone let out a loud series of chimes. On reflex, she plucked it off the comforter and started for the bathroom door. A picture of her father lit up the phone’s display underneath the word Dad. Cameron had taken the shot from the other side of a table at a crowded diner where the two men had just enjoyed a meal together.


How many nights as a child had she been roused from sleep by the smell of gin and rolled over in bed to see those familiar blue eyes staring down at her? In the years following his departure, she had been desperate to ask him about those long silences. Had he wanted to apologize for spending another night at one of the Indian casinos, or had he been trying to summon the courage to tell her that eventually he would walk out the door altogether? After almost two decades of not having him in her life, she didn’t want to believe she needed a damn thing from Parker Reynolds. But her burning curiosity about those silences had returned along with her memories of them, thanks to one slightly out-of-focus digital snapshot.


She didn’t notice that Cameron had closed the distance between them until he pulled his phone from her hand. He silenced the ring and ignored the call, his eyes on the floor between them.


Megan expected to be hit by the icy sting in her chest that had come when she had discovered one of her first college boyfriends had been cheating on her. But this was a different kind of shock: it affected the head instead of the chest. The room seemed crooked and her right leg seemed slightly longer than her left.


Dad. That was the real shock; that Cameron had given the title back to the man so casually that if a new friend scrolled through the directory on his phone, they would never know that Parker had walked out on them without ever saying goodbye, had never once asked for the right to visit them, had sent a few birthday cards the first few years after he left, and then none at all.


“I knew you’d be mad,” Cameron said.


“He left you too. Don’t act like I own this. I’m just confused, OK?”


“I understand.”


They had turned their backs on each other, she realized. She was sitting on one side of the bed and he was sitting at the foot, facing the bathroom door. When she tried to turn around so she could see him, she shifted her weight, causing the purses all around her to start sliding toward her in a loose jangle. She got to her feet and walked around the foot of the bed.


Cameron was leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees, the iPhone cupped in both hands as if it might try to fly away at any moment. He had slipped into his gray polyester uniform pants before the phone rang, but his white oxford was still unbuttoned, revealing the red splotches of a recent chest wax.


“I’ve told you about no-man’s-land, right?” he asked.


He most certainly had. Most of the details he had shared with her about his job served to soothe her fear of flying, but this one had only fueled it. But she was too rattled to answer his question. And she wasn’t about to start putting words in his mouth; he needed to explain himself.


“Most of the time when planes fly across the ocean, they’re usually within a hundred miles of a diversionary airport, so they can land fairly quickly if something goes wrong. Different planes have different requirements for how far they can be from one. … But anyway, that’s not the point. The point is that there isn’t one between Hawaii and Los Angeles. A lot of people don’t know that, but if you lose engine power between here and Hawaii—good luck. You’re ditching in the water.


“Anyway, a couple months ago, we were on a return and we were in no-man’s-land and we were on a triple seven, which means we had two engines. One of them went out, which wasn’t the end of the world, but the pilot ...” He stammered as if the memory were threatening to overpower him. “The pilot thought we might lose the other one. The passengers had no idea, but the pilot warned the purser, who told me, which she shouldn’t have but she was panicked. Anyway, for an hour ... Jesus, Megan. I almost lost it. But then I sat down in the jump seat and started to really think about things, and I realized. My life is good. If I had to go, I can’t think of a lot of regrets that I would have. Except for one thing.”


“Parker,” she finished for him.


“Dad,” he said quietly.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I knew you’d be upset.”


“Not about him. About the flight.”


“Whatever. It was nothing.”


“You almost died, Cameron.”


“Obviously I didn’t, and you had a lot going on.”


She grimaced and turned away from him.


“Relax, Megan.”


“This is just what I was afraid of. I mean, just because I was going through all that crap doesn’t mean you couldn’t talk to me about what was going on with you. You didn’t even mention that Mom had another surgery done or—”


“Look, Megan. You’re clearly deflecting here.” He held up his iPhone in one hand and said, “Can we just talk about the elephant that’s in the room, please?”


Megan threw up her hands. Once she gave him the floor, Cameron seemed frightened to have it. His mouth opened and closed several times before he found his words. “Maybe you could give him another shot.”


“Another shot? I didn’t date this man, Cameron. I didn’t break things off with him. I didn’t send him away!” Her voice had gone up an octave and she realized she was holding one hand to her chest as if she could stanch the flow of angry words and painful memories.


“Well, I know Lucas and Mom might be a little reluctant to bankroll your new life if they knew you were—”


“Don’t even! You’re working the premium cabin on ultralong-haul flights because the CEO of the airline is one of your cousin’s clients. You said yourself most flight attendants have to have ten years of seniority before they can get that kind of work, and you got it in a week. Don’t play that scorecard with me. We’ll both lose.”


“That’s fair, I guess.”


“Does Mom know you’re hanging out with him?”


“Who gives a shit what Mom knows?” He had whispered these words, but that only served to amplify the anger in them. “Really, Megan. I mean, come on. It’s none of her business.”


“So the fact that she had to raise us on her own, that’s just sort of irrelevant—”


“Uncle Neal raised us and he did it with his checkbook. Mom went to long lunches for fifteen years.” She was stunned silent by the contempt that had filled Cameron’s voice when he said the name of Lucas’s father, their devoted uncle, their ultimate savior, who had inquired after their every financial need even during his final weeks of being torn from the world by pancreatic cancer. For an instant, Cameron looked as if he were about to spit on the carpet between them to mark the end of this declaration. He looked down at his phone instead. Was he planning to call their father back right there? Of course not. He was checking the time. He got to his feet and started buttoning his shirt. Once he was done, he looked at her again. “You raised me, Megan.”


The look on her face must have made her appear skeptical, because he crossed to her and cupped her shoulders in his hands as if he were about to examine her pores. “We raised each other.”


Her urge was to pepper him with questions about their father. Is he still gambling? Did he remarry? And then there was the worst one, the one that beat like a second heart inside of her chest, Does he want me to give him another shot? But giving voice to even one of these questions seemed like an intolerable surrender, and everything about Cameron’s body language said he didn’t have time to answer any of them, which gave her a perfect out.


“You have to go, don’t you?”


“I’ll be home soon. I’ll have email the whole time. But I’m getting killed on overseas charges with my cell, so …” He turned away from her before he finished the sentence.


She felt awkward and foolish as she stood there watching her brother button his shirt all the way up and stuff the last of his belongings in his flight bag, as if they were lovers rushing to conclude a secret rendezvous before one of their spouses walked through the door.


His bag in hand, he gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I didn’t want to drop it on you like this. I was going to talk to you about it.” The best she could manage was a slight nod. He kissed her on the other cheek and then started for the door.


“You’re not going to say hi to Mom?”


“I don’t want to ruin her party.”


“And Lucas? What do I tell him?”


This question stopped him. With one foot out the door, he turned halfway toward her. “About what?”


“He thinks you’re mad at him.”


Cameron nodded slowly and tongued his upper lip. “Tell Lucas I’ll be in touch.”


Then he made another move to leave and Megan said, “Love you.” It had come out too quickly for her taste, but it was enough to stop Cameron in his tracks again. And this time when he turned to face her, his eyes were wide and unblinking, as if she had just told him a secret he had known but never thought she would find the voice to confess.


“I love you too, Megan.”


And then he was gone, and she was listening to the familiar sound made by the wheels of his flight bag as they scraped across the carpet outside. After a few minutes it was drowned out by the cacophony of the party downstairs.


The subject of her father always paralyzed her, and she wasn’t sure if that was a bad thing. A therapist she had visited right after graduating from Berkeley had assured her that the anger we harbor toward certain family members has the power to poison all of our relationships if we don’t find ways to hold it in check while we engage in the deeper process of addressing the source. The woman had suggested a cute three-word slogan for Megan to repeat to herself whenever anger toward her father threatened to take over her day, but Megan couldn’t remember if the slogan was “stop, look, and listen” or “stop, drop, and roll,” the latter of which could also come in handy during a house fire.


Better to be paralyzed than furious, she thought. Better to remind your brother that you love him before he spends fifteen hours hurtling across the world at more than five hundred miles per hour.
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