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To Cecilia, who blessed our


     lives with her presence










FA L L E N AN G E L






PR O L O G U E











This is always with me now. The way I saw her that first morning as she came up from the shore, across the iceglazed granite rocks that stood at the opening of the harbor. A long blue denim dress. Dark hair, black as ink, in a thick braid lying across her left shoulder. She was holding the hand of a small child in a green cloth coat. They were both wearing silly red puddle boots, so inappropriate for a winter day in Maine. There was a yellow dog running out ahead of them. Or was it later, at the cottage, where I first saw the dog?

This is the difficulty I am up against, trying to recall her precisely as I first saw her in those beginning moments, just the plain and exquisite portrait of her when she was still a stranger to me. Her shape, a few brush strokes outlined against the bruised, winter sky behind her, before I knew the thousand things I would come to learn about her. When I acknowledge my life before I knew her, when I go back and stand alone in the emptiness before she entered my life, I see that I was a blind man. Blind to themystery that surrounds us. Blind to the holiness of this world, to the way the wind collects our voices then scatters them across the open fields of memory and time. Maybe you were standing beside me that first morning in the ordinary light of the vanishing stars, when she was still distinct and separate from the story she gave to me, and I am giving to you now. A story which began in the last moment of her absence, before I felt the weight of her first touch.

There is a deep loneliness in life that can take our breath away and leave us weary. I saw the loneliness in her and could tell that she had come a long way to that shore in Maine. Didn’t I see her weariness right away that morning? The way her shoulders were pitched forward slightly in her blue coat. She would tell me that this was a real navy peacoat, a relic from the 1960s when such coats were the fashion of the young people’s army and not some expensive late-twentieth-century version from the Gap. Before she turned and walked away down the snow-covered lane, still holding the child’s hand, she leaned against a fence post and bowed her head and I was struck by her weariness, surprised, the way you would be surprised to find the shoes of a department store mannequin worn through on the soles.

But beyond that, what could a blind man have known then? That we are made whole by our fears and desires? That the passage of time is indifferent to our dreams? If youwere standing there would you have seen that she and I, in our separate ways, held the broken ends of an old story, and that we had come together in those cold winter days in Maine, drawn out from our dark history, free to finally join the broken ends together?
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I suppose our lives are nothing more than a collection of moments. Some moments tell us who we are. Others, what we’ve run away from. I was eight years old the year our story began, just a boy, but I can place its beginning in the moment my father came to pick me up from Mrs. Fisher’s third-grade class. I looked up from my desk and there he was, standing in the doorway of the classroom in his royal blue carpenter’s overalls that zipped up from the knees to his chin. Because I had never seen my father in my school before, something about his presence was a little unbelievable. And when other parents began lining up behind him in the doorway I felt the same kind of confusion you feel coming out of a matinee movie, stepping into darkness where there had been light.The school was calling parents to come collect their kids that morning. My mother must have taken the call and then reached my father over the two-way radio in his pickup truck or the telephone in his shop.

I was holding his hand. His boots, I remember, were caked with mud and we were leaving a trail along the glassy corridor. When we passed the principal’s office shewas standing at her window with her head bowed, crying. I remember her shoulders were shaking, and I was still thinking about this when my father lifted me into his truck and said, “The president’s been shot, Terry, everybody’s going home.”



For the next week we ate supper in the living room on TV trays, watching the evening news. In those days my father kept some of his carpenter’s tools in a honey-colored wood chest in the kitchen next to the copper boiler. The chest was a perfect cube, three feet long by three feet wide by three feet deep, with little trapdoors and secret compartments and folding shelves. Lift the lid and you found a crosscut saw and a coping saw fastened by bronzed wing nuts to the other side. A bevel with a mahogany handle in a vertical drawer. A set of flat files lined up by ascending heights. That week when there was so much sadness and my mother kept crying in front of the TV in her curlers, I daydreamed of being inside my father’s tool chest, stretching out my legs against a bronze level, resting my head in the smooth, curved hemlock handle of a block plane.You remember the picture on television that November of John John saluting his father’s casket? I think that picture was the reason my father began taking me to work with him on the days I wasn’t in school. He’d never taken me with him before, and I came to believe that the youngpresident’s death had cut him open and that my father’s way of coping was to pull me closer to him.



Our work mornings began with me pushing a stool from the kitchen table up to the counter so I could turn on the weather radio while my father did his push-ups on the floor. All his life he wore a Saint Christopher medallion on a silver chain around his neck, and with each push-up, it clinked against the linoleum.On the way to work we stopped at Bridie’s Hardware in Oak Hill for whatever supplies my father needed. There was a calendar with ladies in bathing suits above the cash register. We would load our supplies into the back of the truck and it would still be dark when we drove down to the end of the Blackpoint Road where the town of Ellsworth turned into Rose Point. There was an electric gate my father opened with a key, and beyond the gate a world you couldn’t really believe even when you were there, looking at it. A high promontory of open fields and meadows set just back from the ocean, surrounded by giant fir trees, lime-colored bluffs that looked out over a milelong strand of beach, and twenty-two cottages hidden along narrow gravel lanes. Designed by the famous Indiana architect Leslie Woodhead, and built at the turn of the century by Pennsylvania steel and oil barons, these cottages were mansions really, sprawling four-story places, stick-framed and cedar-shingled, with turrets andgabled roofs and screened sleeping porches that faced the sea.

It was one of Maine’s private colonies, a summer place that was abandoned to the care of my father during the off season. He had keys to each house, and the owners employed him to repair the damage done by the fierce storms that battered Rose Point all winter. In a shed beside the thirteenth green of the golf course he had a small wood shop where he kept his tools, a three-horsepower table saw, a planer, miter saw, belt sander, drill press, and, in a set of pigeonhole boxes salvaged from the old summer post office when it was remodeled, he kept the keys to each camp under a named slot; this was one rule of Rose Point, that each proprietor name his camp and print this name in discrete black letters on a rectangle oak board that my father spar varnished every spring and hung from the front-porch eaves.

Northwinds. The Ark. Fair Haven. Kettle Cove.I suppose the idea was that a name on your house could make you feel less temporary about yourself.

I went inside all the camps with my father that winter. InLong Restthere was a photograph of the owner standing beside President Eisenhower. The chandeliers and bronze light fixtures inHomewardcame from the Spanish ocean linerQueen Isadora,when she was decommissioned at the turn of the century. On the marble-floored foyer ofLast Light,Clark Gable once greeted eveningguests. An electronic panel of bells that summoned maids and butlers was still in working order there. InMaine Staymy father once filled all five claw-footed bathtubs with bottles of champagne and ice before a party. The backyard ofRight Wayhad been transformed into a fantastic miniature replica of Yankee Stadium, with every detail, including the dugouts and outfield walls, built to scale. For twenty-nine years my father cut the infield grass wearing soft leather slippers and using a push mower whose wheels he had covered with felt.

From Memorial Day until Columbus weekend the lanes at Rose Point were swarming with summer people from far away. Sailing was their main activity; each camp had a boat, and regattas were held four times a week. Following an old tradition, the skippers sailed in dark blue double-breasted coats with gold buttons and striped ties. Evening lectures were held in the stone library, picnic lunches at the beach house, and book fairs with Punch and Judy puppet shows on the library lawn.

After Columbus Day weekend my father locked up the camps for the long winter. He drained the pipes and shut off the electricity and capped the chimneys. He covered the furniture in white sheets. And then, in the spring, these chores were reversed. Putting the cottages to bed and then waking them up was how my father described this. He preferred the winter, when he had free run of the point and could come and go like a proprietor. When the summerpeople were there, he was just hired help and he had to use the servants’ entrances and do his work without being seen or heard.



That winter of 1963, two weeks before Christmas, my father got word that he was to open the Serenity cottage. He told my mother and me about it at dinner one night.

“Backward,” he said. “No heat. Pipes will freeze. Rich people are silly sometimes.”

“Not only rich people,” my mother reminded him.

He didn’t acknowledge her. “But, if they want me to open the place, I’ll open it.”

The next morning at the hardware store I listened to my father telling old Mr. Bridie what he was up against.

“Who do these people think they are, anyway?” Bridie wanted to know.

“Yeah, well, there it is,” my father said.

“Don’t they know it’s winter up here?”

“I wonder,” my father said. Whenever he spoke of the people he worked for it was with a kind of solemn resignation.

“Summer people,”Mr. Bridie growled. “They’re supposed to migrate with the birds. We shouldn’t have to deal with them again until June.”



My father was a man who hurried through life, leaving behind him the doubters of the world, the cautious and the circumspect. He was the only man I ever knew to wrap his legs outside the rungs of ladders and slide down full speed, stopping himself just before he hit the ground. And so I have remembered clearly how we entered the cottage without making a sound, my fatherso careful,using both hands to ease the door closed behind us. We followed the shaft of yellow light from his flashlight and walked slowly from room to room. Slowly and silently, with reverence, the way you would walk through an empty church. This made me wonder in my child’s imagination if another life went on inside the empty cottages through the dark winters. If people moved in secretly after the summer people left. They were living here in Serenity. They had heard us coming and they were hiding, watching us.

Inside the cottage it was as dark and cold as a cave. Through the cracks of doorways and around windowsills snow as fine as grains of sugar had blown inside and lay in small white drifts. A pyramid of snow on the counter beside a toaster. A carpet of snow in the alcove. In the library, my father ran his hand along the spines of a row of books, centering them on the shelf. He stepped back from a painting in the dining room to make sure that it was straight on the wall. Because he never took even a passing interest in the appointments of his own house, where he often tracked a trail of mud and sawdust, the time I spent with my father at Rose Point taught me that a certain dignity attends the work we do to earn our living.

It took two days to fill every room with light. There were more than seventy windows and doors, each covered with a sheet of plywood, fastened with screws in all four corners. My father had to climb a ladder to reach the windows on the second and third floors. I stood at the bottom, holding the ladder for him and watching the soles of his boots move up and down above my head. It was so cold we had to stop every hour and sit in my father’s truck with the heater roaring. After we finished the last window and went back inside and stood in the lighted rooms, it was as if music had been turned on inside the cottage.



What I remember best about those days opening up Serenity is my father setting the mousetraps and letting me bait them with little bits of cheese. You had to be careful not to get your fingers caught. We put traps in cupboards, under beds, and in the medicine cabinets in the bathrooms. We set them all and then when it got dark in the late afternoon, before we headed home, we sat on the first-floor landing, my father with a finger to his lips. “Listen,” he whispered. There was the sound of the wind rattling the windows and racing down the chimneys and then, gradually, the snapping of the traps like firecrackers. One, then silence, then another. Like most children I had learned from my storybooks to assign human emotions to animals, and those nights, lying in bed, all I could think about was some mother mouse and her babies waiting

hopelessly for the father mouse to make it home with cheese for dinner.Because the cottages were so close to the ocean none of them had basements. BeneathSerenitythere was a crawl space in the dirt. I held the flashlight for my father while he dragged in bales of hay to insulate the water pipes. He built a box around the water pump and wired a lightbulb inside it to keep the pump from freezing.

On the fourth or fifth day we made one last trip to Bridie’s store after the owner ofSerenityhad called my father, instructing him to build a skating rink in the front yard. “That takes the cake, Paul, if you ask me,” Bridie said to my father.

We bought a canvas tarp and put the plow on my father’s truck to clear away a square in the deep snow. We laid the tarp down in the square and hammered twobysixes into the frozen ground around the border. That night my father hooked up a hose and let water trickle onto the canvas. By morning the ice was an inch thick and smooth as glass. Years later I learned that the owner of the cottage had been an All-American hockey player at Harvard and captain of the United States Olympic team that competed in Innsbruck, Austria.

The last thing we did in the cottage before the owner arrived with his family was bring in Christmas trees for the three living rooms and the library on the first floor and one for the glassed-in widow’s walk on the ridge of theroof. This one we decorated with colored lights. The moment we plugged it in, a stillness fell over us. I saw a look of surprise on my father’s face. In later years whenever I recalled that moment, I thought of it as a look of wonder, the way an artist might gaze upon a finished painting that turned out to be more beautiful than anything he ever believed he could paint. My father turned me toward the glass windows and pointed to the black ocean. He told me that there were ships out there in the darkness and men onboard who would see the lighted tree. “You never know, son,” he said, “this may help some poor soul find his way home.”
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Three days before Christmas, a northeaster began tracking across the North Atlantic, on gale force winds from Nova Scotia, that drove temperatures along the Maine coast to twenty-five below zero. The ice was so thick in the harbor you could walk across the channel to Dutton’s lighthouse. My father worked forty-eight-hour shifts helping lobstermen haul their boats out of the cove before their wooden hulls were crushed. The storm tide and ice on the morning of the twenty-third snapped the cedar underpinnings beneath Penny’s clam shack on the pier, and breaking waves ripped out all the oceanside windows and doors on the Fish and Game office on the wharf.Out at sea the crew of an oil tanker sailing from Finland had to be rescued by the Coast Guard after the ship was blown off course and ran aground.

While the storm advanced, my mother and I kept a fire going in the living room and sat by the two-way radio waiting for word from my father, who called inperiodically to tell us when he expected to return home to refill his thermos with black coffee that my mother laced with apricot brandy to help keep him warm.

When the Maine turnpike was closed to traffic late in the afternoon of the twenty-third, my father said he was sure that the Halworths wouldn’t be able to make the trip, and that all our work at theSerenitycottage had been for nothing. But on Christmas Eve morning word came that Mr. Halworth had hired a man with a truck and a plow in Kittery for an escort, and they were driving up Old Route 1 through the storm. I remember my father standing in his long johns, staring out the window at the blowing snow after he hung up the telephone. My mother and I were drying the felt liners of his boots on the woodstove. “Someone should tell them to turn back,” my mother said. “Don’t they have a child with them?”

“How do you tell a rich man he can’t do something,” my father said. “You know these people.”

He had dressed and put on his coat and was in the foyer ready to go to the point when he stopped and asked me if I wanted to come along with him.

“You’ll be careful?” my mother said.

He opened the front door and didn’t look back.



It took us over an hour to drive seven miles. Every few minutes the windshield wipers iced up and my father had to climb out of the truck and clean them off. At the end ofthe Broad Turn Road he rolled down his window and pointed to the Rose Point Yacht Club. “Watch this, Terry,” he said. “You may never see this again in your lifetime.”Through the blowing snow, the dock and the buildings looked like nothing real, nothing more than dark shadows standing against the white sky. Then a darker shadow appeared behind the buildings, and with it a dull thundering as a giant wave rose from the sea or fell from the sky over the roof tops of the yacht club and the outbuildings. It seemed as if the earth had been tilted to one side. The breaking wave crashed over the jetty, roared up the side of the hill, and washed across the road. I could feel our truck rocking from side to side as seawater took hold of the tires. “A wave like that,” my father proclaimed, “could have come all the way from Africa.”

After we passed through the electric gate at the entrance to the point my father told me to move closer to him. We dropped our plow and he held me back against the seat as he gunned the engine. All the way down Winslow Homer Lane the tall cedar trees were bending low in the wind, and the mansions kept appearing and then dissolving away to nothing in the blowing snow.

AtSerenitycottage we plowed the driveway open, and then shoveled a path to the front porch. We found the nearest wood pile and carried logs and kindling onto the porch, stacking it beneath a lean-to my father made out of two shutters to keep the firewood dry.

Inside we turned on all the lights and laid in newspaper, kindling, and logs in all seven fireplaces. I remember opening the refrigerator and being shocked to find its shelves stocked with food. My father was a man who always waited in his truck in the parking lot of the IGA when my mother went grocery shopping. He’d always claimed that the displays of food made him dizzy. I couldn’t imagine how he had known what to buy for a family he knew so little about.

We were halfway down the Winslow Homer road heading home when my father remembered one more thing he wanted to do.

He found his way to the skating rink he had built along one side of the cottage, next to the gazebo, and plowed off the snow, our headlights reflecting off the ice and our tires sliding sideways.



Shortly before noon we returned home. There was nothing to do then but eat our lunch and wait for the Halworths to arrive.I was watchingLassieon television when Sheriff Kane came by in his cruiser with Christmas presents for us, a bottle of scotch for my father, a box of chocolates for my mother, and for me a small box that my father told me to put under the tree and open on Christmas morning. The year before, Sheriff Kane had presented me with a real deputy badge, and I was dying to see what he’d bought methis year. “Let him open it now,” my mother said. “Sure, why not?” the sheriff agreed.

It was a container about the size of a cigarette box. One half held an ink pad and little sheets of onion skin paper. The other side, white powder and a small brush. The sheriff waited until I figured it out.

“A fingerprinting set,” I said.

He knew how pleased I was. “That’s no toy, Terry,” he said to me as I was examining it. “That’s the real McCoy, the same little number that my deputies and me keep at the station.”

I was so thrilled with it that I brought it with me when my father and I returned to theSerenitycottage late in the day, and Charles Halworth, a tall man with wide shoulders and black hair, made a big deal out of it when he saw it in my hand. “Well, thatissomething,” he said. There was a kind of melody in his voice that matched the quick, graceful way he moved. He had his daughter on his shoulders when he knelt down in front of me and held his hand out. “Do me the honors, won’t you?” he said. I looked at my father, who stood off a ways with his hat in his hand. Then I took Mr. Halworth’s fingerprint while his daughter looked down silently at me from her perch on her father’s shoulders.

“Thanks,” he said, giving me his other hand to shake. “Now if I ever get lost you’ll be able to track me down.”

I was drawn to the man the way children are always drawn to those rare adults who do not condescend tothem and who seem to understand precisely how boring the world of grown-ups is.

His wife, on the other hand, was busy in the kitchen and didn’t pay any attention to me or my father.

“Say, here’s the reason I called you over,” Mr. Halworth said to my father as he led us upstairs. In the bedroom with the telescope he told my father that his wife had lost a diamond earring two summers before in the cracks between the wide pine floorboards. “All the way up this morning I had a feeling I was going to find it, and the minute I stepped into the room—bingo!” he said enthusiastically. “See, look right down here.”

He needed my father to pry up a board so he could retrieve it.

My father went to his truck to get a hammer. While he worked on the floorboard I knelt beside him, and we looked at each other when we heard Mrs. Halworth raising her voice about something in another room. “Notthatagain,” I heard her say. A door was slammed a moment later and the cottage seemed to fill with a sadness that remained even after Mr. Halworth appeared in the doorway dressed in a Santa Claus outfit.

I was so surprised that what happened next seemed oddly disconnected from me. There was my father handing Mr. Halworth the diamond earring. And Mr. Halworth telling us how he had a tradition of making an appearance as Santa Claus in the children’s hospital neartheir winter home every Christmas Eve. And Mrs. Halworth commenting that her husband had spent most of his adult life apologizing for being wealthy. And my father agreeing to let me ride to the Maine Medical Center in Portland with Mr. Halworth and his daughter. In this regard my father was reluctant.

“I’ll bring him home straight away,” Mr. Halworth declared.

I saw him place some money in my father’s hand, though my father tried to conceal it from me.
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Then we were riding through the snowstorm in Mr. Halworth’s big Cadillac. Me in the backseat with his daughter, too scared to speak.“The kids will love the fingerprinting kit,” Mr. Halworth said above the radio, which he’d tuned to a loud rendition of “Hark the Herald Angels Sing.”

He knew of a toy store in Cape Elizabeth where everything was made by hand. We spent almost an hour there, going up and down the aisles with shopping baskets and store clerks helping us. “Two of those!” he exclaimed. “Three of these!”

So much snow had fallen by the time we reached the city that half the streets were closed and it was like driving through a maze to find our way to the hospital. At one intersection a car had slammed into a telephone pole.

Mr. Halworth rolled down his window and his face grew tense as we passed the wrecked car.

“I’ll get us home in just a few minutes,” he said, as if he was reassuring himself.

By the time we parked and walked to the front doors ofthe hospital he had recovered his excitement. He practically danced by the security guards at the main entrance, the elderly woman at the information desk, the janitors in the corridors, and the nurses at their station.

In the children’s cancer ward he decorated the kids’ noses with whipped cream while his daughter and I passed out gifts. In one room, where the children were too sick to get out of bed, he knelt down beside each of them and whispered something. He gave a kite to a boy whose face was as white as paper. And ballet shoes to a girl with a swollen head and a rubber hose running from one ear.

When we left, nurses and patients were dancing in our wake. Even after the elevator doors closed I could hear them calling “Merry Christmas” to us.



While we were inside the hospital the snow had changed to sleet, coating the streets and the car’s windshield with ice. The defroster was blowing at top speed when we pulled out of the parking lot onto a main road. “Homeward bound,” Mr. Halworth said, reaching over the seat and patting his daughter’s knee. “You look like a young man who knows how to ice-skate. Am I right?” he asked me.“I’ve never skated,” I replied.

“Never skated? What do you think of that, Katie?” he exclaimed, turning to smile at his daughter. She smiled back at him, glanced at me, then quickly turned away.“Tomorrow Katie and I are going to get you up on skates,” Mr. Halworth said.

It was dark by now. You could barely see anything out the car windows. When we turned onto State Street, which was a steep hill running all the way to the entrance to the highway, Mr. Halworth rolled his window down again and stuck his head out to see what was ahead of us. I could see the lighted sign of the Acme supermarket through his open window, and it was only after the sign began spinning that I realized we were going sideways down the hill. “Oh God,” I heard Mr. Halworth exclaim. He began pumping the brake pedal as we picked up speed. He was hunched over the dashboard, stomping harder on the brake, when a mailbox crashed through the window next to his daughter. She screamed and he jerked the steering wheel hard to the right, and then the left. A second later we hit something and his arms flew up in the air. There was a jangling sound, like we were dragging a chain, just before we crashed into a snowbank.

We had barely stopped moving when Mr. Halworth threw open his door and jumped out of the car. For an instant he stood perfectly still, and then, without looking back at us or closing his door, he ran past the front of the car. I looked over the seat and saw him drop down to his knees as if something had knocked him off his feet. I could see only the top of his red Santa Claus hat, which suddenly seemed silly and worthy of Mrs. Halworth’s scorn.

I remember trying not to be afraid and not daring to look at Katherine for fear that I might find she was crying. I looked down at the floor beneath my feet, which was dark except for a narrow band of light that fell through the open car door.

When I looked up again, Mr. Halworth’s red cap was gone. There was no sign of him. I wondered if his daughter had watched him disappear and I turned to look at her. Her eyes were wide open and her head was bowed. I looked away. Then back. It took a little time for me to see that she was staring at her shoes. They were shiny shoes, reflecting a streetlight behind us, and she was holding them up off the floor, staring hard at them. I looked myself and saw at once that one of her shoes had slipped off her heel and was balancing from her toes. She was trying not to move her foot. I looked into her eyes again and saw how determined she was to keep the shoe from falling off. As if we were from different parts of the world and shared no common language, we sat in silence.

In minutes there were police cars and an ambulance with their lights flashing. Except for a fireman who stuck his head inside the car and looked too surprised to say anything, no one paid any attention to us. We sat there long enough for me to begin to feel responsible for her. At last I moved close enough to her to reach down and slide the shoe back on her foot. Her heel was cold in the palm of my hand.



Eventually Sheriff Kane took us to his cruiser and told us that he was going to drive us home. “Where’s my daddy?” Katherine asked him.“He’ll be home soon,” the sheriff told her.

I didn’t know that we had hit someone until it came over Sheriff Kane’s radio.

When we pulled up to the cottage, Mrs. Halworth was standing on the front porch in a long fur coat. My father’s truck was parked at the end of the driveway and the light went on inside when he opened the door. He called me over and I got in. He started the truck as soon as the sheriff led the girl and her mother inside the cottage.

My father backed out into the lane. I wanted in the worst way to stay there. I didn’t know why; I just wanted to stay until Mr. Halworth came back.



Though I had been riding in the car, I was one of the last people in town to learn what had happened. “It’s one of those things,” my father said to me when he explained that Mr. Halworth’s car had struck and killed a woman and her baby. “An accident. No one is to blame.”It was my mother who finally told me that Mr. Halworth had disappeared. “He’s probably still in shock. They’ll find him,” she said.

Christmas day the city newspaper reported the details on the front page. My father had been wrong; thewoman’s baby was still alive, in a coma at the Catholic hospital where the chaplain had begun a prayer vigil. For several days there were reports on television of the baby’s condition and of prayer groups organized across the city. This was all everyone was talking about in our town; it seemed to capture people just as the president’s assassination had. Special masses and candlelight services were held, and I remember a newspaper photograph of a group of firemen carrying bouquets of flowers into the hospital.

I was in my bedroom, dressing for school on the first day back after vacation, when my father drove all the way home from his shop to tell me he didn’t want me saying anything about the accident to the kids at school. “It’s better that way. Do you understand?”

I told him I did, but I didn’t. “What’s going to happen to the man?” I asked him.

“Nothing,” he said.

“But where is he now?” I asked, hoping the way a child hopes that he was back with his daughter and her mother.

“He turned himself in,” my father said. “There are no charges against him. He’s not in any trouble.”

So hehadcome back, just as my mother had said he would. This gave me reason to believe that everything would turn out all right.

The baby lived another week. In the newspaper there were pictures of the funeral, too sad to look at really. And then more sad news that winter when my father told usthat there was going to be a divorce between Mr. and Mrs. Halworth and that Mrs. Halworth had sent a crew of men to clean out everything in theSerenitycottage.

Though I was only eight years old, I had a sense that my father was embarrassed by the fact that I’d been a part of the accident. He never came right out and said anything, but it was between us, and I think my mother felt it too. Maybe he imagined that my part in this tragedy would drag his name into Rose Point cocktail party conversations about the accident for years to come and he would be forever branded by the summer people who employed him.



It was spring and the story had faded away by the time I had the chance to see the cottage again. My father was working down the lane at another place, putting in underground hoses for a sprinkler system. He was busy, he wasn’t paying attention to me, and I just walked away.There were lovely flowers blooming in the front gardens atSerenityand the lawn was freshly cut. But sheets of plywood, painted gray, covered all the windows and doors. Even the eight glass windows of the widow’s walk were boarded up. That sad contrast between the bright flowers and the dull gray boards on the windows meant even more to me as I grew older and observed the same contrast between my mother’s persistent attempt to please my father and his growing indifference. She brought thelight into our world and he turned his back to it the way he turned his back to theSerenitycottage. It was my mother, a woman possessing neither a driver’s license nor a set of car keys in her life, who hijacked my father’s truck and drove me back to the cottage five years later when another wave of sadness swept across America. It was the spring of 1968 and I turned thirteen while the country was mourning the deaths of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy. My father had flown to Canada for his brother’s retirement party and my mother and I were alone in the house. On the morning of my birthday she made pancakes and brought a cigar box to the breakfast table in which she had saved mementos from my childhood. My first tooth and a lock of hair. The name-tag I was given on the first day of kindergarten. Beneath a red maple leaf that she and I had waxed when I was six years old was the fingerprinting kit that Sheriff Kane had given me.

She was barefoot, and I still remember her small white hands on the steering wheel and how straight she sat as we drove to Rose Point. First gear gave her some trouble, but other than that she did fine. Her eyes filled with joy when the electric gate slid open for us.

It was her idea that I leave the fingerprints of Mr. Halworth in the mailbox on the front porch of the abandoned cottage. Even as I write this so many years later, I can still recall how certain I was that one day they would return and find them.
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