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Prologue



I AM A WRITER. My third and most recent novel won critical acclaim and a lengthy stay on the best-seller lists, a fact that nearly a year later I’m still trying to grasp. Rarely does a day pass when I don’t feel deep gratitude. I’m only thirty-three. Not many writers attain the success I have in a lifetime, much less at my age, much less with the inauspicious start I had.

By rights, given how my earliest work was ridiculed, I should have given up. That I didn’t spoke either of an irrepressible creative drive or of stubbornness. I suspect it was a bit of both.

It was also Grace.

Let me explain.

I am from Middle River. Middle River is a small town in northern New Hampshire that, true to its name, sits on a river midway between two others, the Connecticut and the Androscoggin. I was born and raised there. That meant living not only in the shadow of the White Mountains, but in that of Grace Metalious.

Grace who? you ask.

Had I not been from Middle River, I probably wouldn’t have known who she was, either. I’m too young. Her provocative bestseller, Peyton Place, was published in 1956, sixteen years before I was born. Likewise, I missed the movie and the television show, both of which followed the book in close succession. By the time I arrived in 1972, the movie had been mothballed and the evening TV show canceled. An afternoon show was in the works, but by then Grace had been dead seven years, and her name was largely forgotten.

I am always amazed by how quickly her fame faded. To hear tell, when Peyton Place first came out, Grace Metalious made headlines all over the country. She was an unknown who penned an explosive novel, a New Hampshire schoolteacher’s wife who wrote about sex, a young woman in sneakers and blue jeans who dared tell the truth about small-town life and—even more unheard-of—about the yearnings of women. Though by today’s standards Peyton Place is tame, in 1956 the book was a shocker. It was banned in a handful of American counties, in many more libraries than that, and in Canada, Italy, and Australia; Grace was shunned by neighbors and received threatening mail; her husband lost his job, her children were harassed by classmates. And all the while millions of people, men and women alike, were reading Peyton Place on the sly. To this day, take any copy from a library shelf, and it falls open to the racy parts.

But memory is as fickle as the woman Grace claimed Indian summer to be in the opening lines of her book. Within a decade of its publication and her own consequent notoriety, people mentioning Peyton Place were more apt to think of Mia Farrow and Ryan O’Neal on TV, or of Betty Anderson teasing Rodney Harrington in the backseat of John Pillsbury’s car, or of Constance MacKenzie and Tomas Makris petting on the lakeshore at night, than of Grace Metalious. Peyton Place had taken on a life of its own, synonymous with small-town secrets, scandals, and sex. Grace had become irrelevant.

Grace was never irrelevant in Middle River, though. Long after Peyton Place was eclipsed by more graphic novels, she was alternately adored and reviled—because Middle River knew what the rest of the world did not, and whether the town was right didn’t matter. All that mattered was the depth of our conviction. We knew that Peyton Place wasn’t modeled after Gilmanton or Belmont, as was popularly believed. It’s us, Middle River said when the book first appeared, and that conviction never died.

This I knew firsthand. Even all those years after Peyton Place’s publication, when I was old enough to read, old enough to spend hours in the library, old enough to lock myself in the bathroom to write in my journal and to have the sense that I was following in a famous someone’s footsteps, the town talked. There were too many parallels between Peyton Place and Middle River to ignore, starting with the physical layout of the town, proceeding to characters like the wealthy owner of the newspaper, the feisty but good-hearted doctor, the adored spinster teacher and the town drunk, and ending, in a major way, with the paper mill. In Peyton Place, the mill was owned and, hence, the town controlled by Leslie Harrington; in Middle River, that family name was Meade. Benjamin Meade was the patriarch then, and he wielded the same arrogant power as Leslie Harrington. And like Leslie’s son Rodney, Benjamin’s son, Sandy, was cocksure and wild.

Naysayers called these parallels mere coincidence. After all, Middle River sat farther north than the towns in which Grace Metalious had lived. Moreover, we had no proof that Grace had ever actually driven down our Oak Street, seen the red brick of Benjamin Meade’s Northwood Mill, or eavesdropped on town gossip from a booth at Omie’s Diner.

Mere coincidence, those naysayers repeated.

But this much coincidence? Middle River asked.

There were other similarities between the fictitious Peyton Place and our very real Middle River—scandals, notably—some of which I’ll recount later. The only one I need to mention now is a personal one. Two major characters in Peyton Place were Constance MacKenzie and her daughter, Allison. With frightening accuracy, they corresponded to Middle River’s own Connie McCall and her daughter, Alyssa. Like their fictitious counterparts, Connie and Alyssa lived manless in Connie’s childhood home. Connie ran a dress shop, as did Constance MacKenzie. Likewise, Connie’s Alyssa was born in New York, returned to Middle River with her mother and no father, and grew up an introverted child who always felt different from her peers.

The personal part? Connie McCall was my grandmother, Alyssa my mother.

My name is Annie Barnes. Anne, actually. But Anne was too serious a name for a very serious child, which apparently I was from the start. My mother often said that within days of my birth, she would have named me Joy, Daisy, or Gaye, if she hadn’t already registered Anne with the state. Calling me Annie was her attempt to soften that up. It worked particularly well, since my middle initial was E. I was Anne E. Annie. The E was for Ellen—another serious name—but my sisters considered me lucky. They were named Phoebe and Sabina, after ancient goddesses, something they felt was pretentious, albeit characteristic of our mother, whose whimsy often gravitated toward myth. By the time I was born, though, our father was sick, finances were tight, and Mom was in a down-to-earth stage.

If that sounds critical, I don’t mean it to be. I respected my mother tremendously. She was a woman caught between generations, torn between wanting to make a name for herself and wanting to make a family. She had to choose. Middle River wouldn’t let her do both.

That’s one of the things I resent about the town. Another is the way my mother and grandmother were treated when Peyton Place first appeared. Prior to that time, Middle River had bought into the story that my grandmother was duly married and living in New York with her husband when my mother was conceived, but that the man died shortly thereafter. When Peyton Place suggested another scenario, people began snooping into birth and death records, and the truth emerged.

If you’re thinking that my grandmother might have sued Grace Metalious for libel, think again. Even if she could prove malicious intent on Grace’s part—which she surely couldn’t—people didn’t jump to litigate in the 1950s the way they do now. Besides, the last thing my grandmother would have wanted was to draw attention to herself. Grace’s fictional Constance MacKenzie had it easy; the only person to learn her secret was Tomas Makris, who loved her enough to accept what she had done. My real-life grandmother had no Tomas Makris. Outed to the entire town as an unmarried woman with a bastard child, she was the butt of sly whispers and scornful looks for years to come. This took its toll. No extrovert to begin with, she withdrew into herself all the more. If it hadn’t been for the dress shop, which she relied on as her only source of support and ran with quiet dignity—and skill enough to attract even reluctant customers—she would have become a recluse.

So I did hold a grudge against the town. I found Middle River stifling, stagnant, and cruel. I looked at my sisters, and saw intelligent women in their thirties whose lives were wasted in a town that discouraged free expression and honest thought. I looked at my mother, and saw a woman who had died at sixty-five—too young—following Middle River rules. I looked at myself and saw someone so hurt by her childhood experiences that she’d had to leave town.

I faulted Middle River for much of that.

Grace Metalious was to blame for the rest. Her book changed all of our lives—mine, perhaps, more than some. Since Middle River considered my mother and grandmother an intricate part of Peyton Place, when I took to writing myself, comparisons with Grace were inevitable. Aside from those by a local bookseller—analogous in support to Allison MacKenzie’s teacher in Peyton Place—the comparisons were always derogatory. I was a homely child with my nose in books, then a lonely teenager writing what I thought to be made-up stories about people in town, and I stepped on a number of toes. I had no idea that I was telling secrets, had no idea that what I said was true. I didn’t know what instinctive insight was, much less that I had it.

Too smart for her own good, huffed one peeved subject. There’s a bad seed in that child, declared another. If she isn’t careful, warned a third, she’ll end up in the same mess Grace did.

Intrigued, albeit perversely, I learned all I could about Grace. As I grew, I identified with her on many levels, from the isolation she felt as a child, to her appreciation of strong men, to her approach to being a novelist. She became part of my psyche, my alter ego at times. In my loneliness I talked with her, carried on actual conversations with her right up into my college years. More than once I dreamed we were related—and it wasn’t a bad thought at all, because I loved her spirit. She often said she wrote for the money, but my reading suggests it went deeper than that. She was driven to write. She wanted to do it well. And she wanted her work to be taken seriously.

So did I. In that sense alone, Grace was an inspiration to me, because Peyton Place was about far more than sex. Move past titillation, and you have the story of women coming into their own. This was what I wrote about, myself.

But I saw what had happened to Grace. Initial perceptions stick; once seen as a writer of backseat sex, always seen as a writer of backseat sex. So I avoided backseat sex. I chose my publisher with care. Rather than being manipulated by publicity as Grace had been, I manipulated the publicity myself. Image was crucial. My bio didn’t mention Middle River, but struck a more sophisticated pose. It helped that I lived in Washington, a hub of urbanity even with its political hot air—helped that Greg Steele, my roommate, was a national correspondent for network television and that I was his date at numerous events of state—helped that I had grown into a passably stylish adult who could wear Armani with an ease that made my dark hair, pale skin, and overly wide-set eyes look exotic.

Unfortunately, Middle River didn’t see any of this—because yes, initial perceptions stuck. The town was fixated on my being its own Grace. It didn’t matter that I had been gone for fifteen years, during which time I had built a national name for myself. When I showed up there last August, they were convinced I had returned to write about them.

The irony, of course, was that I didn’t seriously consider it until they started asking. They put the bug in my ear. But I didn’t deny it. I was angry enough to let them worry. My mother was dead. I wanted to know why. My sisters were content to say that she died after a fall down the stairs, in turn caused by a loss of balance. I agreed that the fall had killed her, but the balance part bothered me. I wanted to know why her balance had been so bad.

Something was going on in Middle River. It wasn’t documented—God help us if anything there was forthright—but the Middle River Times, which I received weekly, was always reporting about someone or other who was sick. Granted, I was a novelist; if I hadn’t been born with a vivid imagination, I would have developed one in the course of my work, which meant that I could dream up scenarios with ease. But wouldn’t you think something was fishy if people in a small town of five thousand, max, were increasingly, chronically ill?

As with any good plot, dreaming it up took a while. I was too numb to do much of anything at first. My sisters hadn’t painted a picture anywhere near as bleak as they might have, so my mother’s death came at me almost out of the blue. I’d like to say Phoebe and Sabina were sparing me worry—but we three knew better. There was an established protocol. What I didn’t ask, they didn’t tell. We weren’t very close.

The funeral was in June. I was in Middle River for three days, and left with no plans ever to return.

Then the numbness wore off, and a niggling began. It had to do with my sister Phoebe, who was so grief-stricken calling me about Mom’s death that she didn’t know my voice on the phone, so distracted when I reached Middle River that carrying on a conversation with her was difficult. It was only natural that Mom’s death would hit her the hardest, Sabina argued dismissively when I asked her about it. Not only had they lived and worked together, but Phoebe was the one who had found Mom at the foot of the stairs.

Still, I had seen things in Phoebe during those three days in Middle River that, in hindsight and with a clearer mind myself now, were eerily reminiscent of Mom’s unsteadiness, and I was haunted. How to explain Mom being sick? How to explain Phoebe being sick? Naturally, my imagination kicked into high gear. I thought of recessive genes, of pharmacological complications, of medical incompetency. I thought of the TCE used to clean printing presses down the street from the store. I thought of poison, though had no idea why anyone would have cause to poison my mother and sister. Of all the scenarios I dreamed up, the one I liked best had to do with the release of toxicity into the air by Northwood Mill. I detested the Meades. They had been responsible for the greatest humiliation of my life. As villains went, they were ideal.

That said, I had been in enough discussions with Greg and his colleagues about the importance of impartiality to know not to point every finger at Northwood. During those warm July weeks, I divided my time between finishing the revisions of my new book and exploring those other possibilities.

Actually, I spent more time on the latter. It wasn’t an obsession. But the more I read, the more into it I was.

I ruled out TCE, because it caused cancer, not the Parkinsonian symptoms Mom had had. I ruled out pharmacologic complications, because neither Mom nor Phoebe took much beyond vitamins. Mercury poisoning would have been perfect, and the mill did produce mercury. Or it had. Unfortunately for me, state records showed that Northwood had stopped using mercury years before.

I finally came across lead. Mom’s store, Miss Lissy’s Closet, had been rehabbed four years ago, largely for decorating purposes, but also for the sake of scraping down and removing old layers of paint that contained lead. My research told me that lead poisoning could cause neurological disorders as well as memory lapses and concentration problems. If Mom and Phoebe had been in the store while the work was being done, and ventilation had been poor, they might have inhaled significant amounts of lead-laden dust. Mom was older, hence weakened sooner.

Lead poisoning made sense. The clincher, for me, was that the Meades owned the building, had suggested doing the work, and had hired the man who carried it out. I would like nothing more than to have the Meades found liable for the result.

Facts were needed, of course. I tried to ask Phoebe whether she and Mom had been in the store while the work was being done, what precautions had been taken, whether the date of the work had preceded Mom’s first symptoms. But my questions confused her.

Sabina wasn’t confused. She said—unequivocally—that I was making things worse.

Worse was the operative word. Phoebe wasn’t recovering from Mom’s death, and my imagination wouldn’t let go.

By the end of July, I made the decision. August promised to be brutal in the nation’s capital—hot, humid, and highly deserted. Most of my friends would be gone through Labor Day. Greg had been given a month’s leave by the network and was bound for Alaska to climb Mount McKinley, which was a three-week trek even without travel to and from. There was little reason for me to hang around in the District and good reason for me to leave. I had done all I could from afar. I had to be with Phoebe again to see if what I imagined seeing in her were really symptoms. I had to talk with people to learn how much of the paint removed had contained lead and how it had been removed. A phone call wouldn’t do it. A dozen phone calls wouldn’t do it.

I hadn’t spent more than a weekend in Middle River in fifteen years. That I was willing to do so now vouched for my concern.

By the way, if you’re thinking I never saw my mother and sisters during those years of exile, you’re wrong. I saw them. Every winter, we met somewhere warm. The destination varied, but not the deal. I paid for us all, including Phoebe’s husband while they were married and Sabina’s longer-lasting husband and kids. Same with the summers we met in Bar Harbor. I had the money and was glad to spend it on our annual reunion. Unspoken but understood was my aversion to the tongue-wagging that would take place if I showed up in town.

I was right to expect it. Sure enough, this August, though I pulled up at the house on Willow Street at night, by noon the next day, word of my arrival had spread. During a quick stop at the post office, I was approached by six—six—people asking if I had come home to write about them.

I didn’t answer, simply smiled, but the question kept coming. It came with such frequency over the next few days that my imagination went into overdrive. Middle River was nervous. I wondered what dirty little secrets the locals had to hide.

But dirty little secrets of the personal variety didn’t interest me. I had no intention of being cast in the Grace Metalious role. She and I hadn’t talked in years—as “talking” with a dead person went. I had earned my own name. I had my own life, my own friends, my own career. The only reason I was in Middle River was to find an explanation for my family’s illness. Could be it was lead. Could be it wasn’t. Either way, I had to know.

Then came the photo. Several days before I left Washington, I was at the kitchen table with my laptop, finishing the revisions of my next book. Morning sun burned across the wood floor with the promise of another scorcher. The central air was off, the windows open. I knew that I had barely an hour before that would have to change, but I loved the sound of birds in our lone backyard tree.

I wore denim shorts, a skimpy T-shirt, and my barest Mephisto slides. My hair was in a ponytail, my face without makeup. I hadn’t been working fifteen minutes when I kicked off the slides. Even my iced latte was sweating.

Studying the laptop screen, I sat back, put the heels of my feet on the edge of the seat, braced my elbows on my knees and rested my mouth on my fists.

Click.

“The writer at work,” Greg declared with a grin as he approached from the door.

Greg was usually the handsome face of the news, not a filmer of it. But he was a digital junkie. He had researched for days before deciding which camera to buy for his trip. “That the new one?” I asked.

“Sure is,” he replied, fiddling with buttons. “Eight megapixels, ten times optical zoom, five-area autofocus. It’s a beauty.” He held out the camera so that I could see the monitor, and the picture he had taken.

My first thought was that I looked very un-Washington-like, very naive, very much the country girl I didn’t want to be. My second thought was that I looked a lot like Grace Metalious had in her famed photograph.

Oh, there were differences. I was slim, she was heavier-set. My hair was straight and in a high ponytail, while hers was caught at the nape of her neck and had waves. In the photograph, she wore a plaid flannel shirt, jeans rolled to midcalf, and sneakers; I wore shorts and no shoes. But she sat at her typewriter with her feet up as I did, with her elbows on her knees and her mouth propped on her hands. Eyes dark as mine, she was focused on the words she had written.

Pandora in Blue Jeans, the shot was called. It was Grace’s official author photo, the one that had appeared on the original edition of Peyton Place and been reproduced thousands of times since. That Greg had inadvertently taken a similar shot of me so soon before my return home struck me as eerie.

I pushed it out of my mind at the time. Weeks later, though, I would remember. By then, Grace would be driving me nuts.

Her story had no happy ending. As successful as Peyton Place was, Grace saw only a small part of the money it made, and that she spent largely on hangers-on who were only too eager to take. Distraught over reviews that reduced Peyton Place to trash, she set the bar so high for her subsequent work that she was destined to fail. She turned to booze. She married three times—twice to the same man—and had numerous affairs. Feeling unattractive, untalented, and unloved, she drank herself to death at the age of thirty-nine.

I had no intention of doing that. I had a home; I had friends. I had a successful career, with a new book coming out the next spring and a contract for more. I didn’t need money or adulation, as Grace had. I wasn’t desperate for a father figure, as she was, and I didn’t have a husband to lose his job or children to be taunted by classmates.

All I wanted was the truth about why my sister was sick and my mother was dead.






        
            
                Chapter 1

            

            
                I APPROACHED Middle River at
                        midnight—pure cowardice on my part. Had I chosen to, I might have left
                        Washington at seven in the morning and reached town in time to cruise down
                        Oak Street in broad daylight. But then I would have been seen. My little BMW
                        convertible, bought used but adored, would have stood out among the pickups
                        and vans, and my D.C. plates would have clinched it. Middle River had
                        expected me back in June for the funeral, but it wasn’t expecting me now.
                        For that reason, my face alone would have drawn stares.

                But I wasn’t in the mood to be stared at, much less to be the
                        night’s gossip. As confident as my Washington self was, that confidence had
                        gradually slipped as I had driven north. I drank Evian; I nibbled a grilled
                        salmon wrap from Sutton Place and snacked on milk chocolate Toblerone. I
                        rolled my white jeans into capris, raised the collar of my imported knit
                        shirt, caught my hair up in a careless twist held by bamboo sticks—anything
                        to play up sophistication, to no avail. By the time I reached Middle River,
                        I was feeling like the dorky misfit I had been when I left town fifteen
                        years before.

                Focus, I told myself
                        for the umpteenth time since leaving Washington. You’re not dorky anymore. You’ve found your niche. You’re a
                                successful woman, a talented writer. Critics say it; the reading
                                public says it. The opinion of Middle River doesn’t matter. You’re
                                here for one reason, and one reason alone.

                Indeed, I was. All I had to do was to remember that Mom
                        wouldn’t be at the house when I arrived, and my anger was stoked. I wrapped
                        myself in that anger and in the warm night air when, in an act of defiance
                        just south of town, I lowered the convertible top. When Middle River came
                        into view, I was able to see every sleepy inch.

                To the naive eye, especially under a clear moon, the setting
                        was quaint. In Peyton Place, the
                        main street was Elm. In ours, it was Oak. Running through the center of
                        town, it was wide enough to allow for sidewalks, trees, and diagonal
                        parking. Shops on either side were softly lit for the night in a way that
                        gave a brief inner glimpse of the purpose of each: a lineup of lawn mowers
                        in Farnum Hardware, shelves of magazines in News ’n Chews, vitamin displays
                        at The Apothecary. Around the corner was the local pub, the Sheep Pen, dark
                        except for the frothy stein that hung high outside.

                On my left as I crossed the intersection of Oak and Pine, a
                        barbershop pole marked the corner where Jimmy Sacco had cut hair for years
                        before passing his scissors to Jimmy the younger. The pole gleamed in my
                        headlights, tossing an aura of light across the benches on either side of
                        the corner. In good weather those benches were filled, every bit as much the
                        site of gossip-mongering as the nail shop over on Willow. At night they were
                        empty.

                Or usually so. Something moved on one of them now, small and
                        low to the seat, and I was instantly taken back. Barnaby? Could it be? He
                        had been just a kitten when I left town. Cats often lived longer than
                        fifteen years.

                Unable to resist, I pulled over to the curb and shifted into
                        park. Leaving my door open, I went up the single step and, with care now,
                        across the boardwalk to the bench. I used to love Barnaby. More to the
                        point, Barnaby used to love me.

                But this wasn’t Barnaby. Up close, I could see that. This cat,
                        sitting up now, was a tabby. It was orange, not gray, and more fuzzy than
                        Barnaby had been. A child of Barnaby’s? Possibly. The old coot had sired a
                        slew of babies over the years. My mother, who knew of my fondness for
                        Barnaby, had kept me apprised.

                Soothed by the faint whiff of hair tonic that clung to the
                        clap-boards behind the bench, I extended a hand to the new guard. The cat
                        sniffed it front and back, then pushed its head against my thumb. Smiling, I
                        scratched its ears until, with a put-put-putter, it began to purr. There is
                        nothing like a cat’s purr. I had missed this.

                I was straightening when I heard a murmur. Cats have
                                claws, it might have said, but when I
                        looked around, there were no shadows, no human forms.

                The cat continued to purr.

                I listened for a minute, but the only sound here on the
                        barbershop porch was that purr. Again, I looked around. Still,
                        nothing.

                Chalking it up to fatigue, I returned to my car and drove
                        on—and again the town’s charm hit me. Across the street was the bank and,
                        set back from the sidewalk, the town hall. The Catholic church was behind me
                        and the Congregational church ahead, white spires gently lit. Each was
                        surrounded by its woodsy flock, a generous congregation of trees casting
                        moon shadows on the land. It was a poet’s dream.

                But I was no poet. Nor was I naive. I knew the ugly little
                        secrets the darkness concealed, and it went far beyond those men who, like
                        Barnaby, sowed their seed about town. I knew that there was a place on the
                        sign between Farnum and Hardware where and Son had been, until that son was arrested
                        for molesting a nine-year-old neighbor and given a lengthy jail term. I knew
                        that a bitter family feud had erupted when old man Harriman died, resulting
                        in the splitting of Harriman’s General Store into a grocery and a bakery,
                        two separate entities, each with its own door, its own space, and its own
                        sign, and a solid brick wall between. I knew that there were scorch marks,
                        scrubbed and faded but visible nonetheless, on the stone front of the
                        newspaper office, where Gunnar Szlewitchenz, the onetime town drunk, had lit
                        a fire in anger at the editor for misspelling his name in a piece. I knew
                        that there was a patched part of the curb in front of the bank, a reminder
                        of Karl Holt’s attempt to use his truck as a lethal weapon against his
                        cheating wife, who had worked inside.

                These things were legend in Middle River, stories that every
                        native knew but was loathe to share with outsiders. Middle River was
                        insular, its face carefully made up to hide warts.

                Holding this thought, I managed to avoid nostalgia until I
                        passed the roses at Road’s End Inn. Then it hit in a visceral way. Though I
                        couldn’t see the blooms in the dark, the smell was as familiar to me as any
                        childhood memory, as evocative of summer in Middle River as the ripe oak,
                        the pungent hemlock, the moist earth.

                Succumbing for an instant, I was a child returning with
                        chocolate pennies from News ’n Chews, shopping alone for the first time,
                        using those rosebushes as a marker pointing me home. I could taste the
                        chocolate, could feel the excitement of being alone, the sense of being
                        grown-up but just a tad afraid, could smell the roses—unbelievably fragrant
                        and sweet—and know I was on the right path.

                Now as then, I made a left on Cedar, but I had no sooner
                        completed the turn when I stepped on the brake. On the road half a block
                        ahead, spotlit in the dark, was a tangle of bare flesh, one body, no, two
                        bodies entwined a second too long in that telltale way. By the time they
                        were up and streaking for the trees amid gales of laughter, I had my head
                        down, eyes closed, cheeks red. When I looked up, they were gone. My blush
                        lingered.

                “Pulling a backabehind,” it was called by the kids in town,
                        and it had been a daredevil antic for years. Middle River’s answer to the
                        mile-high club, pulling a backabehind entailed making love in the center of
                        town at midnight. This couple would get points off for being on Cedar,
                        rather than on Oak, and points off if the coupling failed to end in, uh,
                        release. Whether they would tell the truth about either was doubtful, but
                        the retelling would perpetuate the rite.

                Growing up here, I had thought pulling a backabehind was the
                        epitome of evil. Now, seeing two people clearly enjoying themselves, doing
                        something they would have done elsewhere anyway, I was amused. Grace would
                        have loved this. She would have written it into one of her books. Heck, she
                        would have done it herself, likely with George, the tall, sexy Greek who was
                        her first and third husband and, often, her partner in rebellion.

                Still smiling, I approached the river. The air was suddenly
                        warmer and more humid, barely moving past my flushed face as I drove. The
                        sound of night frogs and crickets rose above the hum of my engine, but the
                        river flowed silently, seeming this night unwilling to compete. And yet I
                        knew it was there. It was always there, in both name and fact. Easily 70
                        percent of the town’s workforce drew a weekly paycheck from the Northwood
                        Mill account, and the river was the lifeblood of the mill.

                A short block up, I turned right onto Willow. It wasn’t the
                        fanciest street in town;that would be Birch, where the elite lived in their
                        grand brick-and-ivy Colonials. But what Willow lacked in grandeur it made up
                        for in charm. The houses here were Victorian, no two exactly alike. The moon
                        picked out assorted gables, crossbars, and decorative trim; my headlights
                        bounced off picket fences of various heights and styles. The front yards
                        were nowhere near as meticulously manicured as those on Birch, but they were
                        lush. Maples rose high and spread wide; rhododendron, mountain laurel,
                        lilac, and forsythia, though well past bloom, were all richly leafed. And
                        the street’s namesake willows? They stood on the riverbank, as tall and
                        stately as anything weeping could be, their fountainous forms graceful
                        enough for us to forgive them the mess their leaves made of our
                        lawns.

                Quaint downtown, quintessentially New England homes, historic
                        mill—I understood how a visitor could fall in love with Middle River. Its
                        visual appeal was strong. But I wasn’t being taken in. This rose had a
                        thorn; I had been pricked too many times to forget it. I wasn’t here to be
                        charmed, only to find an answer or two.

                Naturally, I was more diplomatic in the voice message I had
                        left earlier for Phoebe. The few questions I had asked since I’d been here
                        last hadn’t been well received. Phoebe was unsettled and Sabina defensive. I
                        didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot now.

                With Mom gone, Phoebe, who was the oldest of us three, lived
                        alone in the house where we grew up. If I still had a home in Middle River,
                        it was here. I didn’t consider staying anywhere else.

                “Hey, Phoebe,” I had said after the beep, “it’s me. Believe it
                        or not, I’m on my way up there. Mom’s death keeps nagging at me. I think I
                        just need to be with you guys a little. Sabina doesn’t know I’m coming. I’ll
                        surprise her tomorrow. But I didn’t want to frighten you by showing up
                        unannounced in the middle of the night. Don’t wait up. I’ll see you in the
                        morning.”

                The house was the fifth on the left, yellow with white trim
                        that glowed in my headlights as I turned into the driveway. Pulling around
                        Phoebe’s van, I parked way back by the garage, where my car wouldn’t be seen
                        from the street. I checked the sky; not a cloud. Leaving the top down, I
                        climbed out and took my bags from the trunk. Looping straps over shoulders
                        and juggling the rest, I started up the side stairs, then stopped, burdened
                        not so much by the weight of luggage as by memory. No anger came with it
                        now, only grief. Mom wouldn’t be inside. She would never be inside
                        again.

                And yet I pictured her there, just beyond the kitchen door,
                        sitting at the table waiting for me to come home. Her face would be scrubbed
                        clean, her short, wavy blonde hair tucked behind her ears, and her eyes
                        concerned. Oh, and she would be wearing pajamas. I smiled at the memory of
                        that. She claimed it was about warmth, and perhaps it was, though I do
                        remember her wearing nightgowns when I was young. The change came when I was
                        a teenager. She would have been in her forties then and slimmer than at any
                        time in her life. With less fat to pad her, she might have been chilled. So
                        maybe it really was about warmth.

                I suspect something else, though. My grandmother, who had
                        always worn pajamas, died when I was fourteen. The switch came soon after.
                        Mom became her mother then, and not only in bedtime wear. With Connie gone,
                        Mom became the family’s moral watchdog, waiting up until the last of us was
                        home without incident—without
                            incident, that was key, because incident led to disgrace.
                        Public drunkenness, lewd behavior, unwanted pregnancy—these were the things
                        Middle River talked about in the tonic-scented cloud that hovered over the
                        barbershop benches, through the lacquer smell in the nail shop, over hash at
                        Omie’s. Being the butt of gossip was Mom’s greatest fear.

                Grace Metalious had hit the nail on the head with that one. As
                        frightened as the fictitious Constance MacKenzie was of her secret leaking
                        out in Peyton Place, she was more
                        terrified of being talked about when it did.

                Mind you, other than the fiasco with Aidan Meade, I never gave
                        Mom cause for worry. I didn’t date. What I did, starting soon after I could
                        drive, was to go down to Plymouth on a Saturday night, stake out a table at
                        a coffee shop, and read. Being alone in a place where I knew no one was
                        better than being alone on a Saturday night in Middle River. And Mom would
                        be waiting up for me when I returned, which eased the loneliness.

                Feeling the full weight of that loneliness now, I went on up
                        the stairs, opened the door, and slipped inside. Mom wasn’t there, but
                        neither was the kitchen I recalled. It had been totally renovated two years
                        before, with Mom already ill, but determined. I had seen the changes when I
                        was here for the funeral, but, climbing those side steps, my mind’s eye
                        still had pictured the old one, with its aged Formica countertops, its
                        vintage appliances and linoleum floor.

                In the warm glow of under-cabinet halogens, this new kitchen
                        was vibrant. Its walls were painted burgundy, its counters were beige
                        granite, its floor a brick-hued adobe tile. The appliances were stainless
                        steel, right down to a trash compactor.

                I didn’t have a trash compactor. Nor did I have an ice
                        dispenser on the refrigerator door. This kitchen was far more modern than
                        mine in Washington. I was duly impressed, as I had been too preoccupied to
                        be in June.

                The kitchen table was round, with a maple top, wrought-iron
                        legs, and ladderback chairs of antique white. Setting my computer bag on one
                        of the latter, I turned off the lights, went through the hall and into the
                        front parlor to turn off its lamp. There I found my sister Phoebe, under a
                        crocheted afghan on the settee. Her eyes were closed; she was very
                        still.

                Of the three of us, she resembled Mom the most. She had the
                        same high forehead and bright green eyes, the same wavy blonde hair, the
                        same thin McCall mouth. She looked older than when I had seen her last
                        month, perhaps pale from the strain of carrying on. Totally aside from any
                        physical problems she might be having, I could only begin to imagine what
                        the past month had been like for her. My own loneliness in coming home to a
                        house without Mom was nothing compared to Phoebe’s feeling it all the time.
                        Not only had she lived with Mom for all but the short span of her own
                        marriage, but she worked with Mom too. The loss had to be in her face day in
                        and day out.

                Lowering my bags, I slipped down onto the edge of the settee
                        and lightly touched the part of her under the afghan that would have been an
                        arm. “Phoebe?” I whispered. When she didn’t move, I gave her a little
                        shake.

                Her eyes slowly opened. She stared at me for a blank moment,
                        before blankness became confusion. “Annie?” Her voice was
                        uncharacteristically nasal.

                “You got my message, didn’t you?”

                “Message,” she repeated, seeming muddled.

                My heart sank. “On your voice mail? Saying I was coming?” I
                        had assumed the lights were left on for me.

                “I don’t…on my voice mail? I think so…I must have.” Her eyes
                        cleared a little. “I’m just groggy from medicine. I have a cold.” That
                        explained the nasal voice. “What time is it?”

                I checked my watch. “Twelve-ten.” Deciding that grogginess
                        from cold medicine was reasonable, I tried to lighten things with a smile.
                        “The kitchen startled me. I keep expecting to see the old one.”

                I wasn’t sure she even heard my remark. She was frowning.
                        “Why’re you here?”

                “I felt a need to visit.”

                After only the briefest pause, she asked, “Why
                    now?”

                “It’s August. Washington’s hot. I finished the revisions of my
                        book. Mom’s gone.”

                Phoebe didn’t move, but she grew more awake. “Then it is about
                        Mom. Sabina said it would be.”

                “You told Sabina I was coming?” I asked in dismay. I would
                        rather have called Sabina myself.

                “I was over there for dinner. I couldn’t not say.”

                Fine. I didn’t want to fight. Sabina would have found out
                        soon, anyway. “I miss Mom,” I said. “I haven’t taken the time to mourn. I
                        want to know more about those last days, what was wrong with her,
                        y’know?”

                “What about the house?”

                I frowned. “What about it?”

                “Sabina said you’d want it.”

                “This house?” I asked
                        in surprise. “Why would I want it? I have my own place. This is
                        yours.”

                “Sabina said you’d want it anyway. She said you’d know all the
                        little legal twists, and that it would be about money.”

                “Money? Excuse me? I have plenty of money.” But I wasn’t
                        surprised Sabina would think I wanted more. She was always expecting the
                        worst of me, which was why I would have preferred to phone her myself to let
                        her know I was here. Then I might have nipped her suspicions in the
                        bud.

                “Have I asked for anything from Mom’s estate?” I asked
                        now.

                Phoebe didn’t reply. She looked like she was trying to
                        remember.

                “Mom’s been dead barely six weeks,” I went on. “Has Sabina
                        been stewing about this the whole time?”

                “No. Just…just once she found out you were coming, I
                        guess.”

                That quickly, I was back in the midst of childhood spats.
                        Sabina was the middle child, which should have made her the peacemaker of
                        the family, but that had never been the case. The eleven months between
                        Phoebe and her had left her craving attention, a situation I had aggravated
                        with my arrival when Sabina was barely two.

                Now I said, “This is why I called you and not her. I knew she
                        wouldn’t be happy about my visit, and that’s really sad, Phoebe. Middle
                        River’s where I grew up. My family is here. Why does she have to feel
                        threatened?”

                Phoebe still hadn’t stirred on the settee, but her eyes were
                        as sharp as Mom’s could be when she was worried we had done something wrong.
                        “She doesn’t know you anymore. I don’t either.”

                “I’m your sister.”

                “You’re a writer. You live in the city and you travel all
                        over. You eat out more than you eat in. You know celebrities.” Her eyes rounded when she
                        recalled something else. “And your significant
                                other is on TV all the time.”

                “He isn’t my significant other,” I reminded her.

                “Roommate, then,” she conceded and took a stuffy breath. “But
                        even that’s totally different from Middle River. Single women don’t buy
                        condos here with single men.”

                “Greg and I protect each other—but that’s getting off the
                        subject. I’m your sister, Phoebe,”
                        I repeated, pleading now, because the discussion was making me feel even
                        more alone than I had felt entering the kitchen and finding no Mom. “I’ve
                        tried to give in the last few
                        years. Isn’t that what our vacations were about? And the money for the new
                        van? And even the new kitchen,” I added, though my part was the appliances
                        alone. “Why do you think I would try to take something you have?”

                Seeming suddenly groggy again, Phoebe lifted an arm from under
                        the afghan. She squeezed her eyes shut, rubbed them with thumb and
                        forefinger. “I don’t know. I don’t keep lists.”

                “Phoebe,” I chided.

                “I guess not, but Sabina says—”

                “Not Sabina,” I cut in. “You. Do you distrust me, too?”

                In a reedy voice, she said, “I’m confused sometimes.” Her hand
                        fell away. She opened her eyes, looking pitiful, and again, my heart sank.
                        Something was definitely wrong.

                “It’s your cold,” I reasoned, but was suddenly distracted.
                        With the afghan lowered, I could see what she was wearing. Smiling, I
                        teased, “Are those pajamas?”

                She was instantly defensive. “What’s wrong with
                        pajamas?”

                “Nothing. It’s just that it was a Mom thing to do.”

                “She was cold. Now I’m cold.”

                The room was not cold. If anything, it was hot. I had entered
                        town with my top down, while Phoebe had her windows shut tight. The house
                        had no AC. Even the warmth outside would have stirred the air in here.
                        Surely the moisture of the night would have helped Phoebe’s cold.

                Again, I thought how wan she looked. “Have you been sick
                        long?” I asked.

                She sighed. “I’m not sick. It’s just a cold. They’re a fact of
                        life. Customers bring them into the shop all the time. It’s late. I’d better
                        go to bed.”

                I rose from the settee and shouldered my bags, then glanced
                        back. Phoebe was holding the arm of the settee with one hand while she
                        pushed herself up with the other. She reminded me of Mom the last time I had
                        seen her. That wasn’t good.

                “Seriously, Phoebe, are you okay?”

                On her feet now, she held up both hands. “I. Am. Fine. Go on.
                        I’ll get the light.”

                I was in the hall when the parlor went dark, leaving the stair
                        lit by a lamp at the top. I went on up, then down the hall to the room that
                        had always been mine. Dropping my bags inside, I turned back to wait for
                        Phoebe. She walked slowly, seeming a tad unsteady. Middle-of-the-night
                        grogginess? Possibly. But the niggling I had felt after being here last time
                        was now a bona fide burr.

                She came alongside, very much Mom’s height, which was several
                        inches shy of mine, and said, “Your room’s just the same. I haven’t touched
                        anything.”

                “I wasn’t worried. What about your room? Are you still
                        sleeping there?”

                “Where else would I sleep?”

                “Mom’s room. It’s the biggest. This is your house now. You
                        have a right to that room. Didn’t Sabina suggest it last time I was
                        here?”

                “I guess,” Phoebe said, confused again. “But it’d mean moving
                        all my things, and I’ve been in my room for so long.” Her eyes grew
                        plaintive. “Do I really have the energy for that?”

                She should have it. She was only thirty-six. Clearly, though,
                        she was depleted both physically and emotionally. I wondered how she managed
                        to handle the store.

                Rather than express doubt when she seemed so vulnerable, I
                        said, “So, what time will you be up in the morning?”

                “Seven. We open at nine.”

                “Can you stay home if your cold is worse?”

                “It won’t be worse.”

                “Okay then. I’ll see you for breakfast?”

                She nodded, frowned, added, “Unless I sleep later. I’ve been
                        exhausted. Maybe it’s the cold. Maybe it’s missing Mom.” With an oddly
                        apologetic smile, she went on past me, down the hall.

                “Want me to turn out the lamp?” I asked.

                She looked back. “Lamp?”

                I indicated the one at the top of the stairs.

                She stared in surprise. “No. Leave it on. If it had been on
                        that night, Mom wouldn’t have tripped. It was dark. If she’d been able to
                        see, she wouldn’t have fallen, and if she hadn’t fallen, she’d still be
                        alive.”

                “She was ill,” I reminded her. “It wasn’t so much the dark as
                        her balance.”

                “It was the dark,” Phoebe declared and disappeared into her
                        room.

                

                I didn’t sleep well. Once I opened the windows, pulled
                        back the covers, and removed every stitch of clothing, I could deal with the
                        heat, but the city girl I had become wasn’t used to the noise. Traffic, yes.
                        Sirens, yes. Garbage trucks, yes. Peepers and crickets, no. Naturally, lying
                        awake, I thought about Mom, about whether Phoebe was sick, too, and, if so,
                        whether it was from lead or worse, and each time I woke up, I thought of
                        those things. Dawn came, and the night noises died, which meant that the
                        river emerged. Our house sat on its banks. The waters rushed past, carrying
                        aquatic creatures from upstream, leaves and grasses from its banks, all
                        hurrying past the stones that lined its bank.

                Seven came, and I listened for Phoebe, but it wasn’t until
                        seven-twenty that I heard signs of life in the house. Wearing a nightshirt
                        now, I was sitting on the edge of the bed, about to stand, when Sabina
                        slipped into the room.

                Sabina and I were Barneses, with Daddy’s midnight hair, pale
                        skin, and full mouth. When we were kids, these features had come together on
                        her far better than they had on me. Sabina was pretty and popular. I was
                        neither. We were both five-eight, though Sabina had always insisted she was
                        half an inch taller than I was. I didn’t fight her on it. There was plenty
                        else to fight about. Even as she approached the bed now, I felt it
                        coming.

                I tried to diffuse things with a smile. “Hi. I was going to
                        call you. Is Phoebe awake?”

                “No,” Sabina replied in a low voice. She folded her arms and
                        held them close. “I wanted to talk with you first. This has been really
                        tough on her, Annie. I don’t want you riling her up.”

                Dismayed by the abruptness of her attack, I said in a
                        conversational tone, “I’m doing okay, thanks for asking. How are
                        you?”

                She didn’t blink. “We could spend five minutes on niceties,
                        but this is really important. Phoebe is having trouble accepting that Mom’s
                        gone. I don’t know why you’re here, but if you’re thinking of doing anything
                        to stir up trouble, please don’t.”

                I was annoyed enough to lash back. “Phoebe is doing more than
                        ‘having trouble accepting that Mom’s gone.’ She looks physically ill. She
                        says it’s a cold. I’m wondering if it’s something else.”

                “Oh, it is,” Sabina confirmed, “but it’s nothing you can fix.
                        The way she’s acting—like Mom did? It’s a natural thing that sometimes
                        happens when a loved one dies. I talked with Marian Stein about
                    it.”

                “Who’s Marian Stein?”

                “A therapist here in town. I’m on top of this,
                    Annie.”

                “Is Phoebe seeing her?”

                “Of course, not. Phoebe doesn’t need therapy, just time.
                        This’ll pass.”

                “Has she seen her doctor?”

                “No need. Colds disappear. Symptoms pass.”

                I knew not to mention lead. It wouldn’t be well received. So I
                        said, “Mom was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. It can run in
                    families.”

                Sabina’s eyes hardened. “And that,” she said, still in a low voice but laced
                        now with venom, “is why you shouldn’t be here. She needs encouragement.
                        You’re so negative, you’ll set her back.”

                “Oh, come on, Sabina,” I scoffed. “I have enough sense not to
                        mention this to her. But I Googled Parkinson’s after Mom was diagnosed. If
                        Mom had it, and if Phoebe has it, you or I may stand a greater risk. Aren’t
                            you worried about
                    that?”

                “If Mom had it?”
                        Sabina charged. Her arms were knotted across her middle.

                “There are other causes for the symptoms she had,” I blurted
                        out and regretted it instantly.

                “I knew it! I knew you’d stick your nose in! Well, where were
                        you last year or the year before that or the year before that? Fine and
                        dandy for you to criticize us now—”

                “I’m not criticizing.”

                “—but you weren’t
                        around. We were, Annie. Phoebe and I took Mom to the doctor, got her
                        medicines, made sure she took them when she would have forgotten. Phoebe has
                        been running the store for the last five years—”

                “Five?”

                “Yes, five. It’s been that long since Mom was functioning well.”

                Five years put a crimp in the lead theory. It would mean Mom
                        had become ill long before the store was awash in lead-paint dust. There
                        might yet be a connection, certainly with regard to Phoebe, but it would
                        take some looking.

                I was annoyed. “Why wasn’t I told back then?”

                “Because you weren’t here!” Sabina shouted and immediately
                        lowered her voice. “And because the symptoms were so mild we thought it was
                        age at first, and because Phoebe was there to cover at work, and because Mom
                        would have been horrified if she’d known we were talking behind her back.
                        You know how she was. She hated
                        being talked about. So we didn’t tell you—didn’t tell anyone—until the symptoms made it obvious, and
                        even then you stayed away. So don’t
                        criticize us, Annie,” she warned. “You have no idea what it’s been like. We
                        did the best we could.”

                I was quiet. What could I say to that? Yes, I felt guilty. I
                        had from the moment I learned Mom had died. I kept telling myself I was here
                        on a mission; that was the initial premise. But maybe my mission was broader
                        than I had allowed. So mentally I amended that premise with TRUTH #1: Yes, I had come to Middle River to learn
                                whether Mom had died of something that was now affecting Phoebe, but
                                I was also here out of guilt. I owed my sisters
                        something. I wanted to make it up to them that I hadn’t helped when Mom was
                        sick.

                Not that I could say that to Sabina. The words would
                        positively stick in my throat.

                Instead I asked, “How are Lisa and Timmy?” They were Sabina’s
                        kids, aged twelve and ten respectively. I actually knew how they were; I had
                        an active e-mail relationship with them, and had been in touch with them a
                        lot in the last month, though I don’t think Sabina knew it. Her kids were
                        astute; they knew there was tension between Sabina and me. My relationship
                        with her kids was a little secret we kept. None of us was risking Sabrina’s
                        wrath by rubbing her nose in it.

                She did relax a bit at mention of the kids. “They’re fine.
                        Excited that you’re here. They’ll probably ride their bikes over later. They
                        want to know how long you’re staying.”

                “They want to know,” the devil made me ask, “or you
                        do?”

                She didn’t deny it. “Me. Phoebe, too. This is her
                        house.”

                It was a definite reminder. “For the record,” I said, “I don’t
                        want the house. I don’t want the store. I don’t want Mom’s money. The only
                        thing I want, which I told you in June, is to have this room to use when I
                        come.”

                Sabina looked dismissive, clearly doubtful I was telling the
                        truth. “How long are you staying?”

                “Assuming Phoebe has no problem with it, until Labor
                        Day.”

                “A whole month?” she asked, seeming alarmed. “What’ll you
                            do all that time?”

                “I have some work. Mostly I want to relax. Give Phoebe a hand.
                        Help her get better. Talk with people around town.”

                “Who?”

                The sharpness of the question put us right back in the boxing
                        ring. “I haven’t really thought that far.”

                “Are you kidding? Annie Barnes hasn’t thought that far? I know
                        what you’re here for, Annie. You’re here to cause trouble. You’ll walk
                        innocently around town like you did when we were kids, asking questions you
                        have no business asking, pissing people off right and left, and then you’ll
                        go back to Washington, leaving us to mend fences. And then there’s the thing
                        about writing. You have some work. What work?”

                “Whatever final edits my publisher wants on next spring’s
                        book. Written interviews that they’ll need. Plotting a new book.”

                Sabina’s mouth tightened. “Are you planning to write about us
                        now that Mom is gone?”

                “No.”

                “I think you are. You’ll ask your questions and piss us off,
                        and then when you’re back in Washington and we’re cleaning up the mess,
                        you’ll write something that’ll make the mess even worse.” She held up her
                        hands, palms out. “I’m asking you. Begging you. Please, Annie. Mind your own
                        business.” The plea was barely out when she turned, strode to the door, and
                        pulled it open.

                Phoebe stood there. Seeming wholly oblivious, simply surprised
                        to see Sabina, she said, “I didn’t know you were here. But I’m making, um, I
                        think, what was it I was thinking, well, I think I’ll make eggs for
                        breakfast. Should I make enough for three?”

            

        

    

Chapter 2



THE MIDDLE River Clinic was on Cedar Street, half a mile from Oak. Like the town itself—in that very euphemistic way—the clinic building was deeper than it appeared from the front, stretching an entire block to School Street over grassy dips and swells that were liberally strewn with, yes, cedars and oaks. Appropriately, the School Street entrance fed directly into a small emergency room that, over the years, had been a staging area for the treatment of countless playground wounds, strep throats, and allergy attacks. The oldest generation of Middle Riverites had been born and given birth here too, back when the clinic was a bona fide hospital. Nowadays, except for the most sudden of cases, childbirth and such took place in Plymouth.

The first floor housed offices for the doctors who serviced the town as part of the Middle River Medical Group. The second floor was rented out to independent practitioners, currently including a large team of physical therapists, a pair of chiropractors, and an acupuncturist. Psychologists were scattered throughout—small towns always had those—along with lawyers, investment counselors, and computer people. Sandy Meade wasn’t picky; he owned the building and wanted every space filled. He might have balked at renting to a video store stocking adult entertainment—he did have standards—but he was fine with most else, as long as the rent money arrived in full each month.

The building was a handsome brick structure, two stories high, with white shutters, gutters, and portico. The last time I was inside was to visit the emergency room the Thanksgiving before I left town. Sam Winchell, who owned the newspaper and whose family lived out of state, had been joining us for Thanksgiving dinner since Daddy died; that last year, he cut himself sharpening the turkey knife. I was the person he was closest to and, hence, was his designated driver, while the others stayed home keeping the food warm.

By the time I arrived this August day, I had already dropped Phoebe at work, stopped at the post office and run into all those people who asked if I was going to write about them, visited Harriman’s Grocery, and returned to the house to fill the refrigerator with food. It had been pathetically empty. Eggs for three? Phoebe hadn’t had eggs enough for one. With Sabina gone—and no arguments there—we two had settled for stale bran flakes. Dry.

I was no fool. While in town, I had also stopped at News ’n Chews for a bag of chocolate pennies. A pack of M&Ms would have satisfied my chocolate craving, but I could get M&Ms anywhere, anytime. Chocolate pennies, hand-dropped by the Walkers for three generations and counting, were something else. They were well worth the risk of my being seen by even more people.

But then, word was already spreading. I suspected my own sisters had told friends, who had told friends, who had told friends. I wasn’t about to drive my convertible down Oak Street—that would be a distasteful show on my first day back—but there was no way I could be invisible in a place desperately in need of food for talk.

Thomas Martin, the doctor who had treated my mother, was the director of the Middle River Clinic. He was new to town by Middle River standards, brought in three years ago when old Doc Wessler retired. The Middle River Times described Dr. Martin as not only a respected general practitioner, but a man with a business degree that would stand him in good stead for the demands of running a modern clinic.

I didn’t call ahead for an appointment; the Middle River Clinic wasn’t Memorial Sloan-Kettering. Nor did I tell either of my sisters what I planned to do. I didn’t want an audience here, didn’t want idle minds speculating. For the record, I simply wanted to thank the doctor for seeing my mother through her final days. Though I had met him after the funeral, I hadn’t had the presence of mind to be overly gracious. Granted, my gratitude would be misplaced in the event that he had bungled her case and misdiagnosed her illness. But he was an outsider, like me; for that reason alone, I gave him the benefit of the doubt.

He was with a patient when I arrived, but his secretary knew me. Growing up, we had been classmates, my bookworm to her cheerleader. Her eyes widened and she smiled, which was more than she had ever done in response to me back then.

“You look great, Annie,” she said in surprise, then added in immediate sympathy, “I’m sorry about your mom. She was a nice woman, always kind, whether you ended up buying something at the shop or not. And coming in here, she was always respectful. Some aren’t, you know. They hate the paperwork and blame us for it. Well, we hate the paperwork too. Wow, Annie, you really do look great. Being famous must agree with you.”

“I’m not really famous,” I said, because success as a writer was different. There was no face recognition, no entourage, no advance man. My name was known in reading circles, but that was it.

Not that I said any of that now. I was socially tongue-tied and defensive, both of which were conditioned reflexes where Middle River and I were concerned.

Graceless, I forged on. “I was hoping to see the doctor to thank him for taking care of my mother. Does he ever take a break?”

“It’s coming right up,” she replied cheerily, standing. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Five minutes later, the man appeared. He wore the obligatory lab coat, over an open-necked blue shirt and khaki slacks. His hair was short and dark, his eyes clear and blue, his body lean. When I stood to meet him, I saw that he was just about my height, perhaps the half inch taller than me that my sister always claimed to have.

An incompetent quack? If so, he showed no guilt, but rather approached with an easy smile and a friendly hand. “You’re the lady of the hour.”

I was immediately disarmed by his warmth, though, in truth, I might have liked him simply because he wasn’t a native of Middle River. Moreover, since he wasn’t from here, there was nothing emotional to hinder my speech. With a comfort I had developed in the last fifteen years, I said, “Sounds like you’ve had your ear twisted by someone other than Linda here.”

“Three out of four patients this morning,” he confirmed, eyes twinkling.

“Please don’t believe what they say. There’s a whole other side to me.”

“As there is to us all,” he remarked and, without ceremony, took my arm. “I’m buying coffee,” he said, guiding me out.

The coffee shop was actually a small restaurant run by two of Omie’s grandchildren. Younger than the diner by that many generations, it was called Burgers & Beans, the beans meaning the coffee kind, to judge from the rich smell that greeted us when we walked in the door. In addition to burgers, there were sandwiches and salads. We stuck to coffee.

“Want to chance it outside?” Tom asked, darting a glance at the patio, with its round wrought iron tables and umbrellas in the sun.

I smiled appreciatively. The fact that he understood my reluctance to be seen made me like him even more.

But the cat was already out of the bag. It would have been absurd for me to hide now. “Sure,” I said lightly. Putting on a courageous face, I led him past several people who were definitely familiar and openly staring, to a table at the patio’s edge. Whiskey barrels filled to overflowing with impatiens marked the border between flagstone and grass. I sat in the sun, just beyond the umbrella’s shade. It was still early enough in the day for the warmth to feel good.

After settling himself, Tom said, “We have something in common, you and I. I spent ten years in Washington—college, med school, and residency.”

“Did you?” I asked, our connection deepening. “Where?”

“Georgetown all the way.”

“We’re fellow alums. Did you live near Wisconsin?”

“For a while. Then Dupont Circle. It’s a fabulous city. Hot in summer, but fabulous.”

“Hot in summer,” I confirmed and took a drink of coffee. Middle River could be hot—might well be hot this very afternoon—but not with the relentlessly steamy heat that seared Washington day after day.

“Is that why you’re here,” Tom asked, “to escape the heat?”

I was amused. “What did your patients say?”

“That you were here to write. That you’re Middle River’s version of Grace Metalious, and that of course,” his eyes twinkled again, “I knew the Peyton Place link.”

“You did know it,” I surmised.

“How not to? It’s the basis of tourism here. The inn offers Peyton Place weekends, the town historian gives tours of the ‘real’ Peyton Place, the newspaper puts out a Peyton Place Times issue on April Fools’ Day each year. And then there’s the bookstore. You can’t walk in there without seeing it. Peyton Place is still prominently displayed, along with a Reader’s Companion that outlines the parallels between Peyton Place and us.”

“Do you remember Peyton Place?”

“I’m forty-two. It came out before I was born, but it was on my mother’s nightstand for years after, all dog-eared and worn. I read it when I first came here.”

“Did it make you rethink your decision?”

“Nah. Peyton Place is fiction. Middle River has its characters, but it isn’t a bad place.”

I might have argued and said that Middle River was a vile place for one who didn’t conform to its standards. But that felt like sour grapes on my part. So I simply cleared my throat and said, “Sandy Meade must have made you one sweet offer to get you to leave wherever you were after Washington to come here.”

“Atlanta,” he said easily, “and I wanted a quieter life. I bought a house over on East Meadow. It’s three times the size of anything I could have bought elsewhere, and I had money to spare for renovations.”

“Annie?” came a curious voice.

I looked around at a woman I instantly recognized, though I hadn’t seen her in years. Her name was Pamela Farrow. She had been a year behind me in school, but her reputation for being fast and loose made the leap to my class and beyond. Back then, she had been a looker with shiny black hair, warm green eyes, and curves in the right places well before the rest of us had any curves at all. Now her hair wasn’t as shiny or her eyes as green, and her curves were larger.

She hadn’t aged as well as I had.

I’m sorry. That thought was unkind.

I atoned with a smile. “Hi, Pamela. It’s been a while.”

“You’ve been busy. We hear about the incredible things that are happening to you. Do you really live with Greg Steele?”

I wouldn’t have guessed Pamela knew who Greg was; she didn’t strike me as the type to watch the news, evening or otherwise.

And that was another unkind thought, which was why I hated Middle River. It brought out the worst in me. Back here for less than twelve hours, and I was being snide again. It was defensiveness, of course. I was lashing out with words, or in this case thoughts, to compensate for feeling socially inept. Which I wasn’t now. At least, not in Washington. Here, I regressed.

I nodded in reply and drank more of my coffee.

“Well, we love hearing news of you,” Pamela gushed. “You’re our most famous native.” She turned to the man with her. Unfamiliar to me, he wore glasses and a shirt and tie, had neatly combed hair, and exuded a style of conservatism. I was floored when Pamela said, “Annie, this is my husband, Hal Healy.”

I would never have guessed it. Never. Either Pamela had changed, or this marriage was a mismatch.

I held out a hand; he shook it a bit too firmly.

“Hal was brought to town to be principal of the high school,” Pamela said with pride, and here, too, I was surprised. The high school principal in my day was a sexy guy not unlike Tomas Makris in Peyton Place. Hal Healy had the look of a marginal nerd. “We’ve been married six years,” Pamela went on. “We have two little girls. You and Greg don’t have kids yet, do you?”

Not wanting to explain that Greg and I weren’t sexually involved, I simply said, “No. We don’t. I assume you both know Tom?”

“Oh yes,” Pamela said with barely a glance at the doctor. I might been flattered by her attention to me, if I hadn’t thought her profoundly rude to Tom. “So tell me,” she went on in something of a confidential tone. “We’re all wondering. Are you really here to write about us?”

I smiled, bowed my head, and rubbed my temple. Still smiling, I looked back up. “No. I’m not here to write.”

Her face fell. “Why not? I mean, there’s still plenty to write about. I could tell you stories…” She stopped when her husband gave her shoulder a squeeze.

“Honey, they’re having coffee. This isn’t the time.”

“Well, I could,” Pamela insisted, “so if you change your mind, Annie, please call me. You look so different. Very successful. I always knew you’d go places.” She grinned, waved, and let her husband steer her away.

Dismayed, I turned to Tom. “She didn’t know anything of the sort. I was a pain in the butt back then—a gangly runt with an attitude. And I wrote lousy stories.”

“Well, you don’t now,” the doctor said, suddenly seeming almost shy. “I read East of Lonely and liked it so much that I bought and read your two earlier books. You’re an amazing writer. You capture emotion with such a sparseness of words.” He was actually blushing. “I say your success is well earned. So when it comes to Middle River, you have the last laugh. People like Pamela, they really are proud of you. For what it’s worth, I’ve never heard anything bad.”

“You’re too new to town,” I said, shaking my head, but his words were a comfort. He reminded me of Greg, not as much in looks as manner. Both were easygoing and could blush. Honest was the word that came to my mind.

Yes. I know. I wanted to like him because I needed a friend, and because I needed a friend, I didn’t want to consider the fact that Tom might be smooth and glib and not honest at all. My mother was dead. I had to remember that.

But then Tom said the one thing that could most easily make me forget. “What do you know about Grace Metalious?” he asked.

I grinned. “Most everything.” I could be smug about this as I wasn’t about much else in life. “What do you want to know?”

“Did she really drink herself to death?”

“She drank heavily, some sources say a fifth of vodka a day for five years. And she died of cirrhosis of the liver. A plus B…”

“Gotcha. What was so bad about her life that she had to escape into booze? Was it not being able to write a follow-up to Peyton Place?”

“Oh, she did a follow-up. Her publisher insisted on it. But she hadn’t wanted to do it, so she dashed it off in a month. They had to hire a ghostwriter to revise it and make it publishable. In any event, it was widely panned. There were two other books after that, one of which was her favorite. Neither book was well received.”

Smoothly, he returned to me. “So here you are with a major success, like Grace with her Peyton Place. Do you worry about matching the success of East of Lonely?”

“Of course I do,” I said baldly. “There’s ego involved, and professional pride, even survival as a writer. It’s a mean world out there. But I do love the process of writing.”

“Didn’t Grace?”

“Yes. But my success didn’t come with the first effort. Hers did. When you score a home run the first time up at bat, it’s hard to top yourself the next time. Besides, there were other things that got her down—like her agent. He cheated her out of a lot of money. The little she did get, she spent. She had expensive tastes.”

“For a Manchester girl?” Tom asked with a smile, and at my look of surprise said, “Hey, I took the Peyton Place tour. She grew up in Manchester with her mother and grandmother.”

“Uh-huh. In a house full of women. Like me.”

“Her father left,” he cautioned. “Yours died. There’s a difference.”

“But we were both tenish when it happened, and the end result was the same. There was no father in the house to hold the reins. The women did it. They were strong, because they had to be. Which brings me to the reason I’m here.” About time, Annie. “I want to talk about my mom.”

He grew serious. “I’m sorry about her death. I wish I could have done more.”

“The fall killed her. I know that. She broke her neck and died from asphyxiation. But before that—was it really Parkinson’s?”

He didn’t seem surprised by the question. “Hard to say,” he admitted. “She had an assortment of symptoms. The tremor in her hand, the balance issue, the trouble walking—these were consistent with Parkinson’s. The memory problem suggested Alzheimer’s.”

“But you choose Parkinson’s.”

“No. The most treatable of her symptoms were the ones associated with Parkinson’s, so those were the ones I addressed.”

“Did you suggest that she see a specialist?” I asked with something of an edge, because Tom Martin was, after all, only a general practitioner, and while I had the utmost respect for GPs and the way they juggled many different things, we weren’t talking about a common cold or the flu.

“Yes,” he said calmly. “I gave her the name of someone at Dartmouth-Hitchcock, but she never went. She felt it was too much of an effort. And that was okay. I consulted colleagues there and in Boston. They studied her file via computer and agreed with my diagnosis. There’s nothing more that an actual trip to Dartmouth-Hitchcock would have accomplished. There are no tests to conclusively diagnose either Parkinson’s or Alzheimer’s. It’s strictly a clinical diagnosis, a judgment call made by the physician. The medication I gave her helped as much as any could.”

“There’s no history of either disease in our family.”

“Neither has to be hereditary.”

“Is it possible she had a little bit of both?”

“It’s possible.”

“What would the likelihood have been of that at her age?”

“Slim.”

Layperson that I was, I nonetheless agreed. “Could her symptoms have come from something else?”

He frowned slightly. “What did you have in mind?”

“I don’t know.” I was deliberately vague. “Something in the air, y’know?”

“Like acid rain?”

“Could be,” I granted. “Air currents being what they are, New England has become a receptacle for toxins from plants in the Midwest. But I was actually thinking about something more local, like lead.”

“Lead?”

“From lead paint. All the old paint was sanded off when Miss Lissy’s was repainted. The air had to have been loaded with lead.” Yes. I know. Sabina said Mom had been symptomatic for five years, and this work was done only four years ago. But what if Mom had been simply aging prior to then? Losing interest in daily chores? Experiencing a major postmenopausal funk? What if lead poisoning had taken over where the other had left off?

Tom smiled sadly. “Nope. Sorry. I tested for that at the start. There was no lead in her blood.”

I felt a stab of dismay. I had been sure it was lead. “Could it have been there and gone?”

He shook his head.

“My sister seems to have some of the same symptoms.”

Tom frowned at that. “Sabina?”

“Phoebe.”

“I never saw any symptoms. What are they?”

“Poor balance. Bad memory. They’re pretty new. I only saw the bare beginnings of them when I was here in June. Sabina says it’s part of mourning Mom. Sympathetic symptoms. But what if it isn’t?”

“If it isn’t, she ought to see me,” he advised. “Think you can get her in?”

“I don’t know. It might be hard with Sabina standing guard. If Phoebe were to see you, would you be able to tell whether the problem is real or psychosomatic?”

“Possibly. Your mother had no control over the symptoms. Your sister may. That would be significant. Plus, I can test for lead.”

I finished my coffee and set down the cup. “Getting back to the other thing. You know, acid rain or whatever. Do you think there’s an abnormal amount of illness in this town?”

He drank his own coffee, seeming momentarily lost in thought. Then, with a blink, he put the cup down. “There may be.”

“What do you think is the cause?”

“I’ve been trying to figure that out since I arrived.”

“How?”

“Watching. Asking questions.”

“And what are your thoughts?”

He was quiet for a minute, turning the cup round and round on the table, watching it turn. Then he stopped, paused, finally raised his eyes. “Acid rain, or whatever. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have no scientific proof.”

“You diagnose Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s with no scientific proof,” I said.

“The other is something else. It implies a very large problem, one that has become extremely political. I can state my opinion, and even point to a pattern, but there are those who’ll say I’m crazy, and they might just be powerful enough to destroy my credibility in this town.”

“Would you sacrifice the health of the people for the sake of your credibility?” I asked, edgy again.

He sat forward, more intense now. “I lived in Washington long enough to know people there. I say things—believe me, I do—and maybe my arguments have so far fallen on deaf ears, but to some extent I’m hog-tied. I’ve had to make a choice—politician or doctor. Yes, I’m worried about my credibility. I think I’m the best doctor this town has, in part because I ask every question I know how to ask and treat my patients accordingly. If I give up my practice to crusade for the cause, who will take care of the people here?”
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