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For John Corrigan, my favorite pirate, without whom
 most of life’s adventures would have passed me by.
 Thank you for all these years as a kept woman, for being
 such a wonderful father, and for keeping me on my toes.
 You are my love.
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Prologue







Penelope Cameron May had more money than God, which may have explained her need to play the deity from time to time. This impulse took on even greater urgency once Penelope’s daughters were born. She added a codicil to her will, appointing her stepsister and three best friends from college to make certain that in the event of her own untimely death, her husband didn’t marry the wrong woman.


Joey had initially laughed at his wife’s legal device, calling it a “postmortem remote control.” Penelope said she preferred to think of it as a safety belt.


You could tender all kinds of explanations for Penelope’s codicil, but the most obvious was the fact that after her mother died of ovarian cancer, her grief-maddened father had married a deep-fried Southern bimbo, big of breast and small of soul. The marriage hadn’t lasted very long, but on the other hand, two years can seem an eternity to a six-year-old reeling from her mother’s death. When the second wife ran off with another man, leaving behind her own birth daughter to be raised by Penelope’s daddy, Penelope’s protective mind-set was only reinforced. This was an imprint that all the happiness of her own marriage could not erase.


In Penelope’s estimation, romantic attraction endangered a parent’s ability to make sound judgments, its effects somewhere between the false exhilaration induced by crack cocaine and the hallucinatory optimism of Ecstasy.


It didn’t help that her husband, Joey Adorno, was the quintessential catch. Smart, funny and true to his word, the man also happened to look like he’d just walked off an underwear ad shoot. Add to this the small fortune he would inherit and it wasn’t hard to imagine Cinderella’s stepmother setting up shop in their small beach town and waiting patiently for the ripe fruit to fall from the tree.


It wasn’t that Joey was stupid, but then again, Penelope would have told you, neither was her own father. Marcus had loved his daughter like nobody’s business but still had gone off the deep end and married the worst possible substitute for her mother. When it came to women, men could easily be deceived. End of story. This was a postmodern, politically incorrect and nevertheless profoundly obvious truth. It wasn’t just Penelope’s childhood trauma that taught her this. No. There was something else, a closely held secret, a cause for shame. Unlike her other character flaws, which Penelope would dissect to great effect at the drop of a hat, there existed a galling, awful, stupid thing she’d done that wasn’t ever trotted out with port and cheese at the end of a marvelous meal. That mistake was something Penelope had tried to bury just as deep as she could, not only for herself, but for the benefit of everyone she loved, or so she felt at the time.


For now, lest we complicate an already intricate tale, let’s just say that Penelope had several reasons for making sure her family would be safe if she died. As for Joey, he never really believed the document he’d signed along with Lucy and the others would ever be anything more than a sop to his wife’s overactive imagination.


After all, everyone knew Penelope was a little histrionic when it came to those things she couldn’t control. She cultivated a sense of doom you could not help but laugh with her about. She knew just how hilarious she was, poor little rich girl haunted by her neurotic imagination, dangling sarcomas and car wrecks where sugar plum fairies and Swiss boarding schools should have been.




It was just part of her shtick, as her best friend, Lucy Vargas, called it, this wink and a nod toward a premature death. They’d all laughed it off, her husband, her friends, ganging up on her delusions of doom until she’d worn them down, one suitably dark and liquid evening when they’d finally agreed to sign the codicil. After all, that particular year had been a spectacularly bad one for Penelope. Not only had her father died of a heart attack at sixty years old, but a plane she’d been on a few weeks later had come very close to crashing when its landing gear wouldn’t descend.


Years after, when everything began to fall apart, even Joey would have to admit that he’d surrendered first. Something had overcome him, a momentary weakness. Or was it instead a strength of imagination? However silly it was, this ridiculous fear, surely it wasn’t worth keeping his wife awake at night. She must have known he was humoring her, signing off on that ridiculous contract. At the time, however, it just seemed like a kindness.


By the time Joey and her friends each trooped into the second lawyer’s office to sign the official documents, Joey had already taken to calling his wife’s committee the Gang of Four. This was a name he’d originally handed Penelope and her dorm suite mates back in college, when China’s notorious political junta had been all over the news and so many of the decisions Penelope delivered appeared to have been vetted by her three best friends but not her lovesick boyfriend.


“I hope you’ll let me know when you decide we’re getting married,” he’d remarked in their fourth year of college, after she’d submitted his senior thesis for the university prize without asking. “I might want to get myself a suit.”


“Don’t worry, I know your size,” Penelope had laughed.


The year they’d met, she’d replaced most of his clothes with catalog items that looked pretty identical to what he’d worn before except for the telltale softness of the cloth and the labels he’d only seen in magazines. If he’d been the only recipient of her generosity, he might have taken offense, but she’d done the same for her girlfriends and even some of her favorite teaching assistants. Joey knew it was just Penelope’s way.


After they’d graduated, it was only a matter of time before Penelope would manage to tempt each and every member of the Gang of Four to move south with her to Omega, Florida, the town where she’d grown up. With its charming central square, sea breezes and low-country architecture, Omega was within spitting distance of the Atlantic Ocean and the Georgia border. Unlike so many benighted beach towns, this one hadn’t been overrun with tourists or paved within an inch of its life. No, Omega’s fortunes relied on the cleanest industry of all, philanthropy, otherwise known as the Cameron Foundation. The area’s picturesque qualities had been preserved by generations of foundation lawyers who took their charity’s environmental and economic mission a mite seriously. Best of all, the village was a haven for artists, with its reasonable cost of living and a series of grants restricted to local creative talent. “Hell, it’s so cheap to live here, you can’t afford not to,” Penelope had laughed. In Lucy’s case, as the recipient of several years of resident artist grants, this was true enough, though Lucy hadn’t needed much inducement. After all, Omega was close to Charleston, where she’d grown up. Penelope’s presence there was certainly icing on the cake, made even sweeter with the addition of Susannah and Martha to the Cameron Foundation’s staff.


Envious onlookers might have argued with Penelope’s hiring of her own husband and dear friends, but it was also true that all her job candidates brought with them certain attributes that met the foundation’s particular needs. Joey had graduated with a double major in political science and sociology, Susannah would take top honors in finance and accounting, and Martha, the last recruit, had made the Law Review at UVA. No one could argue with their qualifications, quibble as they might over the suspicion that each applicant had been groomed by Penelope for the work of running a major international foundation from the time they’d all met in college.


Certainly her friends weren’t balking. Who in their right mind would have passed up a chance to work for the legendary Cameron Foundation? Getting paid to give away money? To any number of worthwhile causes? Jetting across the world to witness firsthand the effects of projects on the poor, the sick, the weary? It was another form of playing God, except this time, it came with benefits.


Lucy was the only exception to this mass hiring campaign, exempted by her artistic talent, which would have been wasted at the foundation. Instead, Penelope had made it her business to grow Lucy’s painting career, connecting her with galleries, museum curators and other useful contacts. When Lucy had finally exhausted the foundation’s quota of one-year grants, Penelope had presented her with a large bed-and-breakfast that had been in her father’s family for generations. “You need a reliable source of income,” Penelope had explained offhandedly. She made it seem like the gift she’d given Lucy was a small but functional item, a coffeemaker or alarm clock, not the sort of present that took legal counsel, batches of paperwork and weeks of persuasion to execute.


Lucy had been embarrassed by the offer, even as she knew how well it would suit her needs. “No way. I’d feel like a kept woman or something.”


“Oh, hush, Lucy. You know I’ve got more than I can spend in twenty lifetimes. Why can’t I support your art?”


For Penelope, such largesse wasn’t exactly noblesse oblige, more like easy come, easy go, though as fate would have it, such a turn of phrase would one day come to have the most unfortunate ring of truth.















Everyone She Loved














Chapter One






Eight years after signing the codicil to her best friend’s will, Lucy Vargas was celebrating her fortieth birthday with her closest companions and one perfect stranger. The stranger, a dance instructor and nutritionist who worked at the town’s newest fitness franchise, had been picked up along with the gift Lucy was opening, a small bracelet-size box wrapped in gold foil and festooned with white organza ribbon.


The present had been wrapped by Penelope’s stepsister, Clover Lindstrom, who was proud of her creativity, and of the guest she’d brought to Lucy’s gathering. Who else would have thought of a Kick the Pounds! certificate for a fortieth-birthday gift?


Who else indeed? Lucy was thinking, the color rising in her cheeks, prompting the stranger to wonder if the birthday girl was embarrassed at Clover’s generosity.


This question, like so many that the newcomer would raise about Lucy, was completely off the mark.


First of all, Lucy was not a blusher. Her skin, unlike the vast majority of the world’s redheads, was the same unruffled bronze as countless generations of Spanish ancestors. It wasn’t the sort of tender-headed mood-ring complexion that broadcast its bearer’s emotions far and near. Besides, a meticulous observer would have noticed that the color change began with Lucy’s narrow nose, pinking up from her delicately curved nostrils and blossoming out to her wide cheekbones before rising to those unnaturally dark Sephardic eyebrows, plucked within an inch of their Mediterranean lives for this very occasion.


No, Lucy was not a blusher. Nor was she an ungrateful wretch. She knew precisely how lucky she was, the owner of this beautiful rambling house on the ocean, surrounded by friends from college, a painter who’d established herself in the world of fine art. Nothing to sneeze at, her good fortune.


Why then, instead, would Lucy have been trying so hard not to cry?


Was she sensitive about her generous figure, about turning forty without a husband, much less children? This might have been the unexpected guest’s next speculation, were she to ponder the slight hiccup in Lucy’s manner, the lack of conviction in the way she had lifted her glass to her friends.


No, none of these complaints explained the sadness, which revealed itself only in the sudden tilt of Lucy’s shot glass, the way she winced at the Jack Daniel’s pouring down her lovely throat.


It still happened, going on two years, no matter how often she found herself ambushed by the very same impossible desire. Lucy’s first thought, opening the intricately wrapped box from Clover, had been a gleeful impulse to call Penelope and share the latest Clover Moment, over which the two would howl.


“You are such a bitch!” Lucy’s unspoken admonition was aimed at herself, a private term of endearment, admiration even, that Lucy and Penelope had begun using in college and had tossed affectionately at each other ever since. “You bitch!” they’d crow, hugging each other, loving the way the words sounded so opposite from what they’d meant.


Lately, Lucy had found herself repeating the words as a form of self-comfort and, simultaneously, a form of self-reproach. It was not the time to make a spectacle of herself, not in front of Penelope’s family, who were trying their best to make her happy on this special day.


Tessa, fourteen, had painted a card of Lucy’s childhood home in Charleston, copied painstakingly from one of her family albums. June, ten, had tricked out the dining room with crepe paper and balloons. Joey, his voice ragged from a nasty cold, had marked the auspicious occasion with a poignant anecdote about how he’d met Lucy and Penelope at the University of Virginia.


Around the table, other celebrants had joined in with their own tales of yore. Martha and Susannah had gone to UVA too, had participated in the same revelries about which Joey was waxing so nostalgic, and Sateesh, Martha’s husband, had heard these stories so many times he felt he might as well have been an alumnus too.


Clover, Penelope’s stepsister, hated it when people brought up the university, for she’d not gotten in, in spite of her adoptive father’s intercessions on her behalf. Perhaps that was why, after Lucy opened her present, Clover had stood up and cleared her throat. She opened a large purple scroll she’d lettered in silver verse. “Lucy, I wrote you a poem,” she said. “I was going to set it to music but I ran out of time.”


Clover placed her manicured hand on her heart.




If Penny were here, I know she’d say,


We’ll go to Paris, I promise, someday,


Until then, let’s lose that weight,


Just like your French sophisticate.


I’ll go too,


We’ll do it together,


And be best pals through nasty weather.





Clover stood, her trim figure enshrined in a pair of tan gingham capris with matching bustier. Her hands were clasped, her eyes shining with the emotion of the moment, grateful to have been able to give Lucy such a useful present.


“I don’t know how to thank you,” Lucy had said gravely, pinching the skin at the inside of her elbow. She could not look at Martha or Susannah, or she would start laughing. Then they’d all be forced to spend the rest of the night comforting Clover, whose neediness outstripped even her cluelessness, at least when it came to pressing Lucy’s buttons.


This was not something Lucy would ever say out loud. Still, the thought crept in from time to time, ever since that famous night eight years earlier, when Penelope had finally talked each of them into signing her contract. Initially, instead of quieting her fears as the signatories had expected, their capitulation only seemed to confirm the urgency of Penelope’s pessimism. She had spent the evening spelling out ever more precisely the things they must attend to in the event of her death. This included a complete catechism about taking care of poor Clover as well as Tessa and June. By night’s end, Penelope had extracted numerous promises from each of them, promises not one of them expected to have to keep.


Even Penelope, whose imagination had been formidable, couldn’t have known how things would turn out; she was just being herself, her lovably worried self. Nothing pleased her more than to talk about her impending death from a plane crash, a car wreck, killer bees or a brain tumor masquerading as a migraine, unless it was, of course, her epitaph or her funeral. “Let Clover sing. She’ll be the center of attention.”


“Well, no better time than a funeral for the voice of an angel.”


Lucy was alluding to a compliment Clover had gotten in her teenage pageant days and couldn’t help but introduce into conversation at the oddest times, no matter how far-flung, no matter how off topic.


“Don’t be mean, now,” Penelope had scolded, overcome with guilt at having laughed at Lucy’s sentimental swoon, her faux reverence, her dainty elocution.


If there was one thing Lucy knew, it was how much they all loved Clover, even when she was driving them completely crazy. For that, Penelope deserved a huge amount of credit. “Oh, stop feeling guilty, you’ve been great to her. Nicer than her own mother, for goodness sake.”


“Hard to be meaner, hon,” Penelope had murmured.




 


For Penelope, playing God had certain spillover effects, for her view of human nature was almost supernaturally forgiving. Clover might have seemed shallow, even silly, to most people, but Penelope had observed the damage inflicted on her stepsister at an early age. There was the fact that Clover’s mother had eventually abandoned her, and then there were the two years before that, when Tabitha had been married to Penelope’s father. This was a period that Penelope liked to call the “reign of terror, poise and cosmetics,” when Mommy Dearest had either ignored the children completely or relentlessly prepared them for regional competitions of Tiny Confederate Dames of the South. By the time they attended that last contest in Savannah, Tabitha had already met her next husband, a bass boat magnate from Montgomery. The man apparently didn’t care for children, but such conclusions were way beyond Clover’s six-year-old ken. No, for Clover, the explanation was obvious. Having failed to place in the semifinals, she would just have to try harder to become the sort of person who pleased her mother enough to bring her back.


“You have to take care of her,” Penelope had insisted the night they’d agreed to the contract, holding the champagne bottle over Lucy’s glass without pouring, a quid pro quo in the making.


“Stop it,” Lucy had laughed. “We’re all going to be little old ladies together.”


“I mean it.”


“I know you do. That’s the saddest part.”


Lucy often thought back to this conversation, the way they’d all laughed, even Penelope, though some prescient inkling must have been telling her otherwise. How could we have known? Lucy asked herself regularly, a mantra against the guilt she felt for dismissing her friend’s fears.


Up to the very moment your life changed, it was impossible to abandon the survival tactic some people called optimism, others denial. Lucy would come to see it as the naïveté of youth. Disasters were something that happened to other unfortunate souls, a conviction she’d gripped tight up to the very last moment, when a ringing phone delivered incomprehensible news.


Their particular cataclysm had hit on Thanksgiving morning, nearly two years before Lucy’s fortieth birthday. Joey’s plane had been delayed, and so Penelope had gone by herself to deliver a carload of food to an impoverished family. She’d left Tessa and June at home with Rocky, their golden retriever, and rushed along a country road, almost certainly rushing, knowing her girls were alone.


As it turned out, the recipient of her philanthropy, a woman named Cassie, was being held at gunpoint by her estranged husband. When Penelope arrived, honking festively in the driveway, she’d been invited inside to join the party.


They all took comfort in knowing it couldn’t have lasted too long, medical examiners’ estimates being what they were, confirmed by neighbors’ testimony about the timing of the horn honking and the shotgun going off. And whatever else she’d suffered, there must have been a flicker, at least, of something else, an imp in Penelope that would appear even in the darkest moment to say, See, I told you so.


 


After the murder, Joey and the girls had moved out to Lucy’s beach house. Staying home had been too hard. Everything in the family’s house shouted Penelope’s name, and every corner seemed like she’d be coming around it, rescuing them all from this terrible dream they’d been living. It was dysfunctional, or so most people said, but in the midst of shock, Lucy and Joey had blindly grasped at anything at all that could make the girls feel better. Joey had continued to work in the foundation offices, which adjoined the family’s large gray Victorian house near the town square. Over the second summer, the girls had begun spending small chunks of time there, between day camps and classes. They’d even started to reinhabit their former bedrooms during the day, as a place to entertain friends or catch a nap, but at night, the family always slept at Lucy’s.




It wasn’t anything anyone had planned, but with Joey’s travel schedule, it had just seemed easier and less disruptive for the girls to live in one place. Without really discussing it, the three of them had drifted into the habit of staying at Lucy’s more or less permanently, without ever making a formal decision.


A similar inertia had emptied the guest rooms of Lucy’s bed-and-breakfast, which she’d closed as soon as the last Thanksgiving guest had checked out two years earlier. Its clientele, many of whom were loyal regulars, moved on after their reservations were refused a second year. Eventually calls simply stopped coming in. Every now and then Lucy would tell herself it was time to think about reopening her doors, a thought that was quickly followed by the crushing sense that none of them, least of all Tessa and June, were prepared to go back to business as usual.















Chapter Two







On the morning after her party, Lucy was righting the wrongs of the world through an age-old practice. She’d sponged and repapered a narrow drawer with new Crabtree & Evelyn liner paper and was carefully laying white socks along the western border, blacks to the east, and in the middle, a spectrum of color from light to dark.


Proper sock-folding was a skill acquired over time, though, truth be told, raw talent could never be fully disregarded. Even as a toddler, Lucy had discovered what many housewives waited their whole lives to apprehend. Better yet, she did it intuitively, astonishing her mother, who’d adopted a careless balling technique in which the anklets were folded over one another to encase the foot’s shapeless mound, a method that stressed the elastic’s staying power, condemning its wearer to eventual ankle droop.


Of course, Lucy, at the age of three, couldn’t have foreseen such dire consequences. No, she had been motivated by something else entirely.


In fact, had her mother not been equal parts nostalgic and optimist, Lucy’s childhood might have included untold hours with specialists eager to dig out obsessive-compulsive tendencies before they’d taken deeper root.


To Lucy’s rigorous eye, the perfect triangular outline of the sock was marred by the asymmetric curve of the toe.




Children play. At the age of three, Lucy poked at the bulb until it disappeared neatly into the ball of the foot, creating a straight end, which, when brought to meet the ankle band, created a pleasing angular trapezoid that only incidentally prevented elastile dysfunction.


Lucy’s mother, presented with a daughter who insisted on folding and refolding all of her parents’ socks, chose to interpret Lucy’s attention to detail as a sign of visual genius. The bedsheets were left to mildew in the washer while mother and daughter rushed out to procure art supplies: a tiny easel, masses of paper, and finger paints in every possible hue.


Even when Lucy insisted on rubber gloves to keep her hands clean, her mother didn’t fret. After all, Lucy was descended from a long line of Spanish Jews, including the great nineteenth-century painter Fernando Luria, whose fetish for order had been legendary. Indeed, as her mother saw things, obsessive stubbornness was not a character trait to re-engineer, for it had certainly helped the Luria family survive the Moors, the Inquisition, the Diaspora and eventual relocation to the wilds of South Carolina.


Lucy’s mother had endless confidence in her own judgment. This translated to daily maternal praise for the beauty her daughter created in her paintings, encouraging an otherwise modest child to accept her talent matter-of-factly. Lucy’s paintings were a gift from God, not unlike her features: heart-shaped face, pointed chin, high cheekbones, and deep-set green eyes fringed by lashes so unnaturally dark she appeared to be wearing mascara, even as an infant. Her artistry, as rare in Charleston as her combination of red hair with warm copper complexion, was just there, like the heavy antique furniture, the humid climate, and the sea, saving Lucy from the twin-headed beast that plagued most artists, the nagging worry about being good enough and the paralyzing fear of appearing foolishly taken with one’s own talent.


Lucy painted as many people cooked, on a daily basis, without fanfare or analysis. Practice may not have always made perfect but it was pretty damn close.




Lucy’s latest work, The Three Graces, was a wall-size close-up of her three best friends. Penelope, Martha and Susannah were waist-deep in the ocean, their arms lifted to the sky in that natural worshipful attitude common to body surfers, touchdown receivers and disciples of Isadora Duncan. The painting was only half done, maybe less, a fact that made Lucy’s sudden procrastination with the sock drawer all the more dispiriting. On the other hand, now that Joey had returned from an intensive schedule of back-to-back project visits, he would be able to take over some of the driving and tending, freeing Lucy to spend more time in her studio.


It was partly that event, however, Joey’s homecoming after three weeks away, that had brought Lucy to her psychological knees, counting out socks instead of worry beads. Much as she had craved the freedom to work she’d enjoyed before Joey and the girls had moved to her house on the beach, Lucy was lately finding herself unable to concentrate on much of anything, even her old reliable, the practice of making art.


Maybe, she told herself, it was turning forty. Try as she might to avoid it, scolding herself for being shallow enough to even think about something as trivial as aging when her best friend hadn’t lived past her thirty-seventh year, Lucy had come down with midlife influenza. This, despite the fact that she missed Penelope with a kicked-in-the-stomach emptiness, despite the fact that midlife crises were, she knew, an embarrassing cultural cliché. In every respect except her work (and even that was feeling uncertain this postbirthday morning), Lucy had come up short from where she’d have thought she would be by now. It was as though she were being ambushed by her age, something she’d insisted was unimportant. Unannounced, uninvited, the iconic forty had crept in under the door, infecting Lucy’s imagination with all sorts of unpleasant messages, not the least of which was her sense that she was being judged in some cosmic way for her shortcomings.


Lucy sighed, reverting to what had become an obsessive pattern of magical thinking. If only Penelope were there, every single thing would have been different.




The force of Penelope’s charisma would have swept Lucy along, not simply to Paris, where they’d always planned to celebrate, but to a different way of looking at things. Penelope, for all her fabulous neuroses, could lift her friend out of whatever funk she felt, make her laugh, poke fun at social expectations (marriage, family, investment portfolios) in such a way that neither derided the people who had them nor allowed Lucy to conceive of herself in their terms. There was a shielding quality to the way Penelope viewed the people she loved, allowing them to escape certain bourgeois categories that might otherwise drag them down from the Olympian heights of her esteem. The meaning of Lucy’s life, Penelope would tell her, had told her, over and over, was to create beauty in the world. Nothing else mattered. She’d made Lucy believe it, helped her achieve it, and perhaps that fact was the real source of Lucy’s distress. It was as if, in letting herself get bogged down in her malaise, Lucy was letting her old friend down. She was losing her grip on the World According to Penelope, just at a time when she needed her confidence the most.


A therapist might have suggested that what Lucy was feeling was something all survivors underwent, perfectly normal twinges of conscience at the mere fact that they were still enjoying life while their loved one could not.


However, there was more to it than that. Not only was Lucy alive while her friend was not, but she was, to all appearances, living the dead Penelope’s life. Again, this shouldn’t have caused Lucy to feel the slightest remorse. She had always cared for the girls when their parents went out of town. Penelope would have wanted her to continue in her absence, especially when Joey was away doing the work that, prior to her death, they’d done together, visiting Cameron Foundation projects and monitoring their progress.


Still, much as she loved Penelope’s daughters, Lucy worried she might be failing them. She’d been warned about the unpredictable trajectory of behaviors attending grief, but Lucy had certainly hoped to see some improvement in the children almost two years after they’d lost their mother. Instead, in the latter half of their second year of mourning, both girls appeared to be getting worse, not better. Tessa’s eating, or lack thereof, appeared to be spiraling into something bordering on anorexia. The more Lucy tried to tempt her with food, the more the fourteen-year-old resisted. She devoted a great deal of time to cutting her food into smaller and smaller pieces, arranging them on her plate and thinking of reasons why she wasn’t hungry while, at the same time, eyeing everything that her tablemates put in their mouths with a panicked, obsessive fascination. Even ten-year-old June had been drawn into the undeclared but nevertheless constant conspiracy to win back Tessa’s appetite.


In fact, June dined with such gusto that she appeared to have gained a pound for each one her sister lost. The younger girl’s anxiety and the nightmares she’d had since her mother’s murder had snowballed. Lucy couldn’t remember a night in the last six months that June hadn’t crept in to sleep with her, her chubby arm wrapped around the bow of Lucy’s waist, her elbow raised like an arrow against the intruders she feared.


Even beyond these concerns about the girls, there was something else bothering Lucy. She was embarrassed, preoccupied (dare we say obsessed?) with a possible misunderstanding from the night before her birthday. She’d driven to pick Joey up at the Jacksonville airport, where he’d flown from Mexico, having visited the last international project on his fall calendar. Lucy’s car had been one of many circling the terminal in the October rain. It wasn’t until her fourth full circle, a period of imagining the worst—crashed planes, Mexican bandits, pulmonary embolisms—that she’d spotted him standing at the curb.


Joey was wearing a trench coat despite the warm weather. His shaggy brown hair needed cutting, there were deep shadows under his hooded eyes and he was pinching the bridge of his slightly beaked nose in such a way as to suggest a desire to cut off sensation altogether. Lucy had pulled into the pickup lane and hopped out to open the trunk. She’d reached out to help him with his bag.


This, despite the fact that Joey was strong, built like a gladiator from before warriors wore raincoats and flew on great metal chariots to faraway lands. Still, there’d been something in his stance that had taken Lucy by surprise, some enormous vulnerability that disrupted her habitual reserve and pulled her mouth toward his as their fingers met on the black handle of the suitcase. This movement had felt so natural to her, like something she’d done her whole life. In the flash of the headlights, she’d lost sight of Joey’s eyes, seeing only the quick movement of his chin away from hers. In the amount of time it took the jet-lagged passenger to say he’d picked up a terrible cold, Lucy had persuaded herself that the intimacy of her approach had been all but imperceptible. As quickly as she could, she’d fallen back into the middle distance of a hug that was as brisk as it was awkward, setting her soul back on track to its former safe remove.


Internal protestations of deniability could only go so far to assuage Lucy’s dread that she might have stepped over an invisible line. She had put Joey on the spot, endangered their friendship. After all these years of knowing him, of turning off any attraction to the man, she’d simply given in to an impulse she wasn’t even sure was anything more than a desire to have things change.


For as long as Lucy had known him, Joey had belonged to Penelope. The three of them had met their first year at Virginia, a place Lucy had gone to escape the Deep South, only to find its extended vowels flowing from the mouth of her affable roommate. Penelope had played up the Southern thing with a wink and a nod, drawing out her syllables and fluttering her eyelashes. “Penelope Cameron May. You’re gorgeous, sweetheart. Call me Penny, though, and prepare to die.”


One night that fall, the two roommates had been sitting in the central quadrangle known as the Lawn, after a night of drinking, sharing a joint. Penelope had pointed at Joey in a ragged flannel shirt, throwing a phosphorescent Frisbee to a friend.


“I call Heathcliff,” she’d murmured, settling back on her elbows into a mock swoon.


Lucy, having smoked too much pot, had laughed helplessly, both at the idea of “calling” a boy and at the perfect accuracy of the Heathcliff label for the brooding hulk moving gracefully before them.


Lucy could have argued that she “called” him too, she supposed, were she blessed with a clear head, but from her perspective, it wouldn’t have made a bit of difference. Joey and his friends, who joined the girls at Penelope’s invitation, had clearly been enchanted by Penelope’s winning trifecta: careless beauty, smoky voice and the sort of moneyed confidence that announced itself in everything from the sheen of her hair to the subtlety of her clothes, right down to the telltale crust of salt on her Top-Siders, residue of a summer spent crewing off Nantucket. Not only was Penelope rich and good looking, but she had the sort of sensuality that Martha would later label “sex on a stick.”


It wasn’t anything you could put your finger on, for if you took apart her features, they weren’t the stuff of legend. It was more an almost catlike slowness in the way she carried herself, a torpor that would make men imagine rumpled afternoon sheets and women fear their boyfriends’ sudden irrepressible fantasies of rumpled afternoon sheets.


That very Thursday night, Joey and Penelope had started their love affair, and Lucy had begun the lifelong habit of convincing herself that what she’d initially felt for Joey had been nothing more than the flare of imagination lit by too much marijuana, the heady adventure of going off to college and Penelope’s chance allusion to Heathcliff. Add to that the fact that Joey had instantaneously become forbidden fruit, which as every girl knows will make a man look ten times prettier, and it was easy to explain the attraction away.


Repressing such feelings had become second nature to Lucy. In fact, when she’d lost her virginity later that year, Lucy didn’t let herself recall that when she closed her eyes and let herself go, all sorts of images crossed the screen, including Heathcliff and his brooding, tormented soul.


Over time, Lucy had become skilled at divorcing herself from any attraction she felt, pigeonholing it into the drawer marked “Impossible,” while she threw herself into her work, which was always a more reliable source of gratification than romance. Over time, she’d come to view Joey in the more platonic light of friendship, property of her friend and patron Penelope, whose minor complaints about Joey and the hassles of family life had provided Lucy with just enough of a shield against the treachery of wondering what it might have been like if she had “called” Joey first.


Lately, though, Lucy’s categories were falling apart. While Joey was away visiting sites for three weeks, she’d relaxed into the rhythm of caring for the girls without having to steel herself against her rising attraction to their father. His return had snuck up on her, resulting in the botched kiss at the airport, the rejection rubbing salt into the wound of losing her best friend, even as it seemed a betrayal of that same friend. For these reasons, Lucy felt distressed and anxious, hoping to find solace in the sorting of socks.


By the time she pushed shut the heavy wood of the drawer, Lucy had come to a decision that was part plea, part bargain. If the God who helped her paint would only continue to do so, if the images frightening June would only disappear, if Tessa’s appetite would return, then Lucy would vow to stop being such a baby about turning forty, stop dreaming about Joey. She’d make plans to pay off her debts and get back on track. Get a life, girl, she told herself, just get a life.


 


By noon, Susannah and Martha had arrived at Lucy’s for a postmortem of the party. Their rocking chairs were lined up on the lowest of the inn’s deep wraparound porches, facing the driveway, where Joey and the girls were buckling themselves into a vintage Mustang convertible. The house, built in the 1900s and restored by Penelope’s father in the late nineties, was a solid brick, painted white. Each of its three stories was encircled by a large porch with sturdy wooden railings, painted the same white as the house. Floor-to-ceiling windows and doors were protected by massive forest-green shutters that drew tight to protect against storms and opened wide to let in sunlight. The front porch, with its anachronistic ceiling fan and its protection from the eastern sun, was peaceful, save the lull of waves out back and the sound of Joey’s engine disappearing down the road toward town.


As soon as the car was out of sight, Susannah sighed over her iced chai. “What a fabulous party!”


Martha, who was trying her best not to throw up from running six miles with a kick-ass hangover, turned her head slowly, incredulously, until it hurt too much to do so. She settled for tipping her Gatorade bottle at Susannah and tossed a sarcastic look at Lucy. “And which party did Pollyanna attend?”


Susannah, agreeable and open-minded to a fault, was nevertheless not letting down her guard. Not quite yet. Her self-appointed role as resident optimist was an occupation she’d taken to heart, especially after Penelope’s death. “It could have been worse.”


“Yeah. No one brought Lucy Botox.”


“Or threw up in the bushes,” Lucy added, remembering a tequila-drinking contest in college between the four friends, where Penelope had ended up doing just that.


“Oops, can’t say that, actually,” Martha said. “Well, I think it was just one bush. A hydrangea, maybe?”


“You puked!” Lucy’s voice was a mixture of disbelief and something bordering on pleasure. Martha had, for years, proclaimed that no matter how much she drank, she never, ever vomited. “Me too!”


“Maybe it was something in the bouillabaisse.” Martha’s tone sounded suddenly hopeful, for the lawyer was far more concerned about her consumption of festive beverages than anyone knew.


“No, it wasn’t that,” Lucy confessed. “I drank too much, and to make matters worse, I stuck my finger down my throat.”


“That’s disgusting, Lulu,” Martha muttered approvingly. “Did you have the spins?”


Lucy nodded. “My bed did. And I ate about half that pecan pie.”


“What if Tessa had heard you?” Susannah’s tone was uncharacteristically sharp, carrying with it her worry for the teen.


“I know, I know,” Lucy said somewhat mournfully. She’d had the same thought the night before, hunched above the pristine porcelain toilet that adjoined her bedroom. She’d raised her chin on her circled arms and eyed the black and white marble floor tiles, laid out before her like a chessboard upon which she had just made an astonishingly stupid move.


“Tessa’s room is too far away from Lucy’s to hear anything, Susannah.” Martha tipped her Gatorade back toward Lucy again like a microphone. “Look, don’t blame yourself. Blame Clover.”


Lucy, who couldn’t understand why she found Martha’s bleak humor so deeply and profoundly satisfying, snorted out her last gulp of Diet Coke.


Susannah, devoted fan of New Age psychology, shook her head. “Clover can’t help herself, Martha. She’s still caught up in trying to win her father’s approval—”


“Stepfather,” Martha said.


“Exactly! Just think,” Susannah mused. “First her mother abandons her. Then Marcus takes over and can’t find it in himself, for whatever reasons, to give her the affection she needs. Sometimes I think Clover’s still trying to replace Penelope in her daddy’s heart, despite the fact that they’ve both gone to the other side.”


It was Martha’s turn to snort her neon blue drink out onto her tanned knees and the rough gray floor of the porch. “They’re dead, Susannah, not in Europe.”


“Oh, please, can’t we just pretend she’s in Europe?” Lucy pleaded, slumping against the back of her chair.


For a minute, Penelope’s three friends remained silent, caught up in the wistful remedy of what-ifs. What if Joey had gone with her to deliver the food that Thanksgiving morning like he planned? What if Penelope had brought her dog, Rocky, along, like she normally did? What if she’d gotten there later? This was a litany of the grieving, a constant ache of uncertainty for which there came no heavenly response. For Lucy, especially, whom Penelope had invited along at the last minute, the question of what might have happened if she’d chosen to go instead of begging off to finish a painting, this line of questioning was especially unsettling.


Susannah broke the silence. “I wish Paris had been possible. I looked at tickets but they were so expensive. The Camerons would never have approved it—”


The idea of celebrating Lucy’s fortieth birthday in Paris had been Penelope’s idea, hatched in their twenties and embroidered over two decades. It had been almost like children playing house, except they’d all believed it would happen, given Penelope’s resources. No one had reckoned on what would happen if she died, except maybe Martha, who knew the terms of the Cameron ancestors’ will inside and out. Even if she had thought of it, she’d have dismissed such thinking as apocalyptic.


“No, it would have been worse to be there without her,” Lucy said.


“I truly don’t see how it could have been worse than it was last night,” Martha whispered dramatically. They’d all wanted to make Lucy happy, but Penelope’s absence had hung over her survivors like a shroud. The promise of Paris on Lucy’s fortieth would not be separated from the sad fact that not only was Penelope gone, so too were the days when anyone’s wish was her command. Now, most of the Cameron money was tied up in a probate dispute and what was left was scrutinized extremely closely by the new executors, a pair of Oxbridge-trained Cameron cousins who’d swooped in to micromanage the trust shortly after the funeral.


“But then again, things can always be worse,” Martha said. “Clover could have sung her little birthday verse.”


 


Clover Lindstrom was, at that very moment, applying eyeliner and trilling her way through Tony Orlando’s “Knock Three Times on the Ceiling If You Want Me.” Her husband, Brett, who’d come to hate the way she messed up the lyrics to his favorite songs, stuck his head inside the master bathroom door and interrupted. “Your cell.”


“Who is it?”


“Last name’s Fitzpatrick.”


“Siobhan!” Clover’s tone conveyed the urgency with which she wanted to dish with her New Best Friend. She reached for the phone without putting down her eyeliner pencil, jabbing Brett in the fleshy apex between his thumb and his forefinger.


“Ow!” he said, but Clover had already turned back to the mirror. “Hey, girl!” she started, smiling broadly, winking at herself.


Clover knew the importance of facial expressions in animating a phone call. Though she’d known Siobhan less than twenty-four hours, Clover had felt an immediate affinity for the delicate dancer, who’d been working the Kicks! front desk when Clover wandered in the morning before. Clover had apologized for mispronouncing the letters printed in Copperplate Gothic font on the assistant manager’s employee name tag.


“No worries,” Siobhan had offered, writing “CHEVONNE” on the top of the Kicks! brochure. “That’s the American spelling. Leave it to the Irish to make it difficult.”


“Oh my God, are you Irish? And are you a dancer?”


This had been only the start of Clover’s ejaculations, all uttered at a pitch just below the threshold at which they might be overheard, imparting to her inquiries a sense of confidentiality and reverence they might not otherwise have attained. By the time they had finished their conversation, Clover had not only purchased several gift certificates; she’d discerned that Siobhan Fitzpatrick wasn’t just a dance teacher, she was also a trained nutritionist. There had been a reserve in Siobhan, a withholding of approval as she withstood Clover’s inquiries, that called up Clover’s Inner Terrier.


In fact, it was almost an afterthought, or maybe even a subtle form of payback, when Clover invited Siobhan to join her at Lucy’s fortieth-birthday party. “Oh come on, you’ll meet the crème de la crème of Omega.” Clover said, intending to show this girl who was who and what was what in this tiny town of theirs.


“I wanted to thank you for having me,” Siobhan explained the morning after such lessons had presumably been absorbed.


“Well? What did you think?” Clover pressed her chin up to the mirror, the better to inspect a blackhead skirting her lower lip.


“It wasn’t at all what I expected,” Siobhan admitted. Having recently moved to Omega from San Francisco to help open the Kicks! franchise, Siobhan had thought the party would be something like Steel Magnolias, which she’d rented the night before she’d moved. Instead, there were Lucy and her friends with their offbeat banter, not a Southern accent in sight, unless you counted Clover and her husband, who didn’t really seem to be part of the clique. “With your gift certificate, I thought the birthday girl would be…I guess I didn’t expect she’d be quite so attractive. She surely doesn’t look forty,” Siobhan added.


“Lucy could lose five or ten pounds, though. Don’t you think? And wear more makeup.”


“Her complexion’s amazing. You don’t usually see redheads with that skin tone.”


“Well, that’s sweet of you to notice. Lucy’s a peach, but sometimes I just want to put her in a makeover contest.”


“So, is it true your sister gave her that house as a present?”


“Who told you that?”


“That gorgeous man at my end of the table. Where’s he from?”


“Sateesh? He’s Indian. Like from over near Pakistan, or is it Palestine? I can never keep those places straight.”


“Is he married?”


“Very. He’s Martha’s husband. Did you meet her, my sister’s lawyer? Stick-straight platinum-blond hair cut like a flapper? Ralph Lauren navy sheath?”


“To tell you the truth, all the women kind of blurred together for me,” Siobhan confessed. “I didn’t really get a chance to get to know anyone, except for Sateesh. Is that how you say it? Anyway, he mentioned the bed-and-breakfast once belonged to your father?”




“Penelope gave the beach house to Lucy a few years ago.”


“Well, if you don’t mind my asking this, Clover, how did that make you feel?” Siobhan’s voice was gentle, therapeutic even.


Clover took a breath before she answered. “I knew why she did it.”


“That’s so big of you, considering it could have been yours.”


“No, see—Lucy wasn’t making any money from her painting then and the foundation could only give so many artist’s grants to the same person before the IRS started poking into things. I was already married and had already gotten the farm property when Daddy died, so Penny knew I was all set. She wanted Lucy to have a way to support herself.”


“Your sister sounds like a generous spirit.”


“To a fault,” Clover said proudly.


“And her daughters? How’re they getting along?”


“Did you not notice how skinny Tessa is?”


“The teenager with dark hair? She is thin.”


“And then poor June’s gone in the other direction. If we don’t do something soon, she’ll be the size of Nebraska. The other kids already notice her weight. Do you think they’d make fun of her if she took dance?”


“No. There are plenty in my classes fighting weight problems.”


“And she really could use some diet tips. Lucy lets her eat whatever and whenever she wants!”


“But I don’t understand. Why would Lucy be taking care of them at all?”


“Long, long story. Basically my sister was a woman of strong opinions.”


“But their father’s sitting right there too?”


“He’s on the road a lot with foundation business. Penny—you had to know her—she was always solving everyone’s problems. Lucy loves my nieces and didn’t have any kids of her own, so whenever Penny and Joey would go out of town for a visit to one of their projects, the girls would stay with Lucy. Then, after Penny died, it just seemed easier for them not to be reminded of their mom every time they turned around. Joey makes noises about how they’re gonna move back into town, but they don’t ever seem to get around to it.”


“That’s cozy, isn’t it now?”


“That’s exactly what I said. But does anyone pay a bit of attention? They don’t hear a word I say.”


“Your daughter’s so pretty,” Siobhan offered, as though trying to console her new friend for having her opinions disregarded.


“Thank you!”


“You know, if she and her cousins want to try out for the dance team, I’ve still got some slots—”


“I don’t think Joey would let Tessa dance right now, not with how thin she’s gotten.”


“Well, it might be a means to an end. Get her in the door so I can evaluate her. You know, I wrote my master’s thesis on eating disorders. Spent a bit of time working in a treatment setting. Often, these girls with eating problems are drawn to exercise. What I do is use the carrot of dance to get them in the door and slowly get the idea across that they need to eat to stay strong and beautiful.”


“Wow. I never thought of it like that. Let me talk to Joey. For a man who looks like he cuts his hair with a mower blade, he’s got some ridiculous rules.”


“But rules are important!” Here, just for a moment, Siobhan’s voice grew heated.


“Yeah, but I’m talking stupid things. Like, say, trying to get Tessa’s foot in the door by telling her it was a dance class. Joey won’t tell a lie to save his life, even to his own kids! I remember when Tessa was seven, she asked him if Santa Claus was real and he told her!”


Siobhan was quiet as she absorbed this information. “Is he—can he afford to send her to treatment?”


Clover snorted. “Don’t let those Gap khakis fool you. He’s got a great salary and once the court case is settled, he’ll get a couple million a year until he remarries. Then he’ll get a huge lump settlement. Besides, the foundation has an excellent health plan.”




“Has he thought of putting—what’s her name—”


“Tessa.”


“Into treatment?”


“I don’t think she’s that bad. Besides, I hear girls pick up even worse habits from those places.”


“You do have to keep your eyes out for the peer group. But still—shall I call their father then?”


“No, don’t do that. Let me talk to him. You know, this might be just what the doctor ordered for both of the girls. They’ve been just—I don’t know—sort of drifting since my sister passed.”


“That’s so sad.”


“Sometimes I wonder if they’re okay with Lucy. She lets them walk all over her. Course she never had children or a husband, so she just doesn’t get it.”


“Is she—if you don’t mind my asking—is she gay then?”


“I don’t know. I asked Penelope one time and she said no, that Lucy just hadn’t met the right guy. But Lucy’s—” Clover racked her brain for the words. “Lucy’s from this…weird Jewish family up in Charleston. I’ve tried to fix her up before but she never would go out with anyone I sent her way. It’s like she’s—I don’t know—too good for the men in this town or something. Penelope always said the right guy would come along and when he did, Lucy would know it. Who knows? Maybe she is gay. I usually figure a woman who never gets married, if she’s not a complete bow-wow, she’s got to be a lesbian.”


Siobhan’s gasp was barely audible. When Clover didn’t explain herself, Siobhan did it for her. “This is a really small town, isn’t it?” she observed, as much to excuse Clover’s provincial logic as to absolve Lucy of having failed to procure a husband.


“Oh, don’t you worry, Brett’s in Rotary. We’ll get you fixed up,” Clover promised. With that somewhat idle reassurance, she created, both in her own mind and that of her new best friend, a set of circumstances that would overcome the inertia of bodies previously at rest. Whether it was Clover’s promise of Rotary beaus or the cautionary tale of Lucy’s indeterminate sexless state, Siobhan couldn’t say, but her center of gravity—a dancer’s first and last resort—was jarred by the distant tremble of fear, both familiar and uncomfortably real.


 


Later that morning, in a burst of inspiration, Clover realized something very important. The quickest way to a man’s heart, at least when it came to her late sister’s husband, was not always through his stomach. No, Joey had a much more dependable weak spot, though the precise location of Catholic guilt wasn’t anatomically apparent.


“Joey Adorno, shame on you!” Clover cried after pulling into Lucy’s driveway and catching sight of him kneeling, like the altar boy he’d once been, in front of his 1972 Mustang, holding a toothbrush and metal polish. “You snuck up to bed Friday night without saying good-bye to any of us.”


“Sorry,” Joey said. “My head was killing me.”


“Oh!” Clover smacked her forehead. “I wish I’d thought of that—I told Siobhan you weren’t upset I’d brought her to the party.”


“Why would I be upset with that? I don’t even know her.” Joey dug his brush deeper, into the crevices of the wheel well. His biceps were bunched with the tension he’d been carrying all morning. Clover’s sudden appearance had created in him a fight-or-flight response that he was taking out on the blackened tire spokes.


“I knew you weren’t being a snob, but she didn’t,” Clover added, inspecting her brother-in-law’s dumbfounded eyes to see if she was getting through to him. “I wish you could have gotten to know her a little. She’s—you wouldn’t believe the kind of poverty the girl grew up in. Talk about a tough rope to tow! The girl’s—I bet she can’t be used to that kind of dinner party, Joey.”


Joey shook his dark head, loosening the tendrils that had caught at the frayed neck of his T-shirt. He pressed his five o’clock shadow with his palms. “She?” he asked, having already lost track of the conversation.


“Siobhan. The girl I brought to the party? Did you know she lived in foster care when she was a kid?”


“Clover, what are you getting at? Hand me that chamois, will you?”


“Will you listen to me for one second? Put down that toothbrush and just listen.”


Sweat was running down Joey’s left temple. He wiped it away with the hand that was still holding the toothbrush and dug back into his tire well. “Listen, I’ve got to run June to Willow’s.”


“You want me to take her?” Clover asked lightly.


It was a subject of ongoing distress to Clover that June preferred Susannah’s daughter, Willow, to her own cousin, Clover’s little girl, Brittany. This, despite the fact that Willow was a tomboy who dressed like a street gangster, while Brittany was normal and pretty and had American Girl dolls up the wazoo. “Siobhan Fitzpatrick, that girl I brought to Lucy’s? She’s got a dance program over at Kicks! that’d be great for Tessa and June. I hoped you’d get a chance to talk to her about it. Instead, you and the rest of the inner circle acted like the girl was invisible. I’m sorry she’s not a country-club rich kid. She grew up practically on the streets and raised herself up by standing on her own two bootstraps. I think she deserves a lot of respect for going to college and getting a master’s degree, but everyone completely ignored her last night.”


“Clover, it was Lucy’s party.”


“I know, but can we not branch out and be nice to a stranger? I mean, if you knew her story and what she’s been through! Penelope would have liked her, Joey. I don’t think anyone but Sateesh even said hey to her.”


Joey wiped his brow with his forearm. “Clover. I just got back from Mexico, my head was killing me, and I was worried about Tessa. You know that.”


“I do! That’s how come I brought Siobhan in the first place. You’re not the only one who’s noticed Tessa’s appetite’s gone to H-E double hockey socks.”


“Come again?”


“Well, see, I went in to pick up the gift certificate for Lucy. And by the way, will you please encourage her to work out, Joey? Anyhow, Siobhan was working the front desk. Here’s the icing on the cupcake, Joey. Not only is she a dance teacher, but she’s got a master’s degree in nutrition! I told her some about Tessa. She wrote her thesis on eating disorders and said she’d be happy to help her!” Joey’s head tilted back just slightly, which Clover took as an indication that she was being listened to. “I’m not saying Tessa’s got a disorder, but still. The thing is, if you got her working with Siobhan, maybe she’d be able to do some good. Head her off at the pass. See, the good thing is Siobhan’s not like most dancers, where everyone has to be slim and trim. I went by there today. Some of the girls she teaches could use a little eating disorder if you ask me.”


Joey held his palm up to Clover. He shook his head and turned back to his work, rinsing the polished area and wiping it clean. “Clover, do you hear yourself sometimes? Please,” Joey added. He knew Clover didn’t mean any harm. “Look, I’ve got to go. I need to get June ready.”


“I’ll run her over to Susannah’s if you want! I was gonna see if she wanted to head off to the mall after school tomorrow. While I’m gone, will you think at least think about this dance class? At least for June if not for Tessa?”


Clover handed Joey his chamois and turned up the driveway, belting out the lyrics to a song by Donovan, or was it Burt Bacharach? Originally titled “Jean,” the song was a throaty exhortation to live life to its fullest, its subject being both youthful and still breathing. Clover had amended “Jean” to “June,” this small improvisation one among the many liberties the singer took with the English language. No one ever really knew whether Clover truly misunderstood the words to commonly known songs, or whether she felt a certain poetic license was called for when it came to her own personal musical theater. In this case, the song was meant to convey to June that her aunt Clover’s affection was boundless, a cup that would forever runneth over.


When June peeked out Lucy’s bedroom window and saw her aunt heading up the driveway, she took the route of least resistance. “Lucy?!” she cried. “Can you say I’m asleep?”


“Ooh, can’t we all be asleep?” Tessa echoed, bracing herself for her aunt’s attentions.


Tessa and June had been helping Lucy decide which slides to send to the gallery for her upcoming show in New York. They were in Lucy’s bedroom instead of her studio because it was the darkest room in the house and provided the best contrast for the light table they’d set up on the floor. They were looking at twenty photos of paintings Lucy had completed in the past year. Every single one was of their mother.


Clover didn’t bother to knock, having swept open the downstairs screen door with the graceful élan of a conquering hero. “June!” Clover was singing up the stairs.


“Tessa!” she was crooning in time. “Lucy! What are you doing inside on a beautiful day like this?” she lilted. The scent of Clover’s perfume in and of itself would have announced her arrival to any inhabitant deprived of the pleasure of hearing the voice of an angel singing her own personal ballad. As Martha was fond of pointing out, Clover’s was a love that knew no bounds, or boundaries, whichever came first.


“Hey, Clover!” Lucy called out. “We’re in here.”


Lucy’s bedroom was her haven. The walls were blue, the sheets were white. A single vase of flowers provided the only decoration. The furniture, inherited from her ancestors, was heavy, dark, ornate. The contrast between it and the austerity of the room was a satisfying one.


Chests of drawers on either side of the bed provided more than enough room to stow clutter, but even behind closed drawer fronts, Lucy had ordered her belongings into tidy arrangements sorted into categories by color, size and function. Cursed by a visual acuity that took up the lion’s share of space in her psyche, Lucy found that ordering her environment allowed her the sort of peace that other people might find through yoga or prayer. Penelope’s daughters, whose habits were not nearly as fastidious, found themselves nevertheless drawn to Lucy’s room as well, for its peaceful, almost conventlike sparseness.


Clover too found Lucy’s bedroom soothing. At the same time, it disturbed her. Lucy didn’t fit anyone’s stereotype of the bohemian artist. Indeed, the tidiness of Lucy’s nest was a constant thorn in Clover’s more conventional side. Sometimes she found it easier to suspect that Lucy’s talent was a sham, or, on alternate days, that the painter might be hiding a secret trove of messy habits behind closed doors, like a bigamist’s second family.


“What are ya’ll doing in the dark? What is that?” Clover was on her knees and folding herself over the light table before Lucy could explain, and then there was no need. It was clear from the pictures of Penelope, if not the hushed mood of the girls, that this was a sacred moment. “Oh, Lucy!” Clover cried, putting one arm around Tessa’s frail shoulders, the other on June’s pudgy knee. “These are so beautiful, I could cry!”















Chapter Three







Joey and the girls were sitting at Lucy’s dining room table, eating without Lucy, who’d gone to Susannah’s for the evening. Joey and June were on one side of the table, facing Tessa over a large platter of pasta, three pork chops and a bowl of cantaloupe. Tessa looked even thinner sitting there alone as her father tried to appear nonchalant about what she’d put on her plate.


“Sweetie?” Joey asked. “A pork chop?”


“Dad, I told you. I don’t eat meat.”


“I’ll have one,” June offered, proffering her plate, on which a huge mound of pasta demonstrated her understanding that her father was trying to get her sister to eat.


“It’s not meat. It’s lamb!” Joey cried. This favorite family joke from My Big Fat Greek Wedding was an attempt to get through to his child, who was suddenly so withdrawn. Tessa’s eyes darted back and forth from her father’s plate to her sister’s. The look on her face was that of someone who was pained at the attention she was getting at the same time as she was distractedly worrying about something very far away. A tear fell onto the cantaloupe she had sliced into very thin pieces and arranged into transparent petals on the white of the plate. “Sweetie!” Joey pleaded. “What’s wrong?”


Tessa shook her head and pressed the heel of her wrist into the socket of the offending eye.


“Tessa got all A’s on her progress report, Daddy,” June said.




“Sweetie! That’s really great!” Joey’s enthusiasm carried with it the momentum of his concern. Even as he said it, he knew it would sound over-the-top, especially to the waif sitting across from him picking at her wrist. “I’m so proud of you!”


Tessa shrugged. Straight A’s were nothing to write home about, not for Miss Perfect, as June used to call her. At least, in the olden days, June did. Now everyone treated Tessa like she was made of some kind of flammable material. No wonder she couldn’t relax.


Tessa covered her irritability by scolding her father. “June got most improved on the writing assessment, Dad. Did you even know that?”


“Aunt Lucy made me a cake!” June said, adopting the part of a child much younger than she was, trying to comfort her father and distract him from Tessa’s plight.


“Your favorite?” Joey asked. He turned in his seat to beam at June, which, unfortunately, confirmed Tessa’s glum conviction that she could not do anything right. Otherwise he’d have looked at her like he did her sister.


“Daddy, can I go to that lady’s dance class?” June asked.


“Which lady’s that?”


“The only one at the party we didn’t know, Dad,” Tessa explained, rolling her eyes. “Aunt Clover’s new loser.”


“Tessa!”


“I don’t like her. She looks sneaky.”


“Tessa,” Joey scolded. “Imagine how she felt, the only person outside the family at Lucy’s party. Think about how it must feel to come in and be an outsider.”


“Aunt Clover shouldn’t have brought her. It was Lucy’s party and Lucy hates strangers.”


“She doesn’t hate them. She’s just shy.”


“That’s what I’m saying.”


“That was something Mommy would have done,” June argued. “Included somebody new.”


“Aunt Clover’s not Mom!” Tessa said, her voice low but vehement.




Joey wanted so badly to take her into his lap, almost as badly as he wanted to cut up a pork chop and feed it to her like she was the baby she’d once been. “No,” Joey agreed. “No one will ever come close.”


“Mommy would have wanted us to be nice to strangers,” June insisted.


“That’s true. What was her name again?” Joey asked.


“I don’t know. But Aunt Clover says she’s got a dance team at that new gym, Dad. And she said we could take a class for free.”


“I don’t know, hon. We don’t know anything at all about this woman.” Joey was careful not to express his worry, that June would be mocked if she tried to join a group of girls who were athletically inclined, whose toned bodies would make his daughter’s plump figure stand out as the “Don’t Bee” of the leotard set.


“It’s after school, Daddy.”


“How would you get there? When I’m out of town?”


“Aunt Lucy.”


“Sweetie, I can’t presume Lucy has the time to take you two—”


“Wait, I didn’t say I was going,” Tessa murmured.


“And I wouldn’t let you, Tessa, not until you get your weight up—”


“Dad! Would you stop nagging me? You just make it harder!” With that, Tessa rose from the table and began clearing plates.


The weird thing was that despite her recent weight loss, Tessa was not unaware of culinary pleasures. Strangely enough, food was all she thought about, when she went to sleep at night, when she woke in the morning. The trouble came when she had to choose what she wanted. It was like a divine quest. The hungrier she got, the harder it was to concentrate. Like tonight, she’d sat down thinking how much she wanted something delicious to eat, but when she looked at the pasta, it was too hard to decide what she could and couldn’t stomach. Everything was all mixed up together, the basil, the mushrooms, the roasted red peppers. The ingredients crowded her brain in a way that was jarring.


It had started over the summer and gotten worse when she’d gone back to school, the cafeteria being the worst place of all, the crowded colors and smells making her dizzy. Moving helped distract Tessa. Even doing dishes, something she’d avoided before, was better than having to sit at the table and not be able to do the one thing she spent all her time obsessing about.


By the time Tessa opened the door to her bedroom, nearly an hour had passed. She had finished the dishes, ten Our Fathers, ten Hail Marys, and then a hundred times, though it wasn’t part of the Rosary or any penance she’d ever heard of, “Bless us O Lord for these thy gifts, which we are about to receive, from thy bounty, through Christ our Lord Amen. May God provide for the wants of others and for the souls of the faithful departed, especially Mommy, through the Mercy of God, rest in peace, Amen.”


Tessa hadn’t let herself come upstairs until she’d finished the last prayer, even on a night like tonight, when she’d had to pee so badly her belly knifed up like a cramp she couldn’t reach.


Each of the bedrooms in Lucy’s house had its own bathroom, decorated in a similar style as the room itself. Tessa’s room, between her dad’s and June’s, was yellow with white trim. The small bathroom was papered in buttery stripes. A claw-foot tub was spanned by a chrome basket holding soaps and lotions that Tessa had saved over the years. Every time her mom and dad had returned from a trip, she’d added another hotel’s logo to her collection. Now Tessa reached for a box to smell, each one holding in it some piece of time, untouched by trouble.


When she was finished, Tessa carefully returned the box to its nest.


These were for keeps. Her dad tried to bring her more but none of those—which Tessa insisted he give to June instead—carried the same magic.


This was just as well. June didn’t hold on to anything for long. She’d tear at the cardboard, twist off the tops and slather herself with their contents in a slapdash happiness that got on Tessa’s last nerve. Tessa loved her little sister desperately, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t see right through her phony cheerfulness, like a one-man band for the hunky-dory. It was like she thought if she was just chirpy enough, she could make everyone forget.


Tessa rinsed her face with the coldest water October had to offer and dried her hands on a square of scratchy fabric she kept hidden on the knob beneath the sink. Then she folded herself into bed without taking off her clothes, shivering as she counted to one hundred and back again, using her prayers to soothe her to sleep.


 


On the morning their mother was killed, the girls were watching a documentary about Elizabeth Smart, the Mormon girl kidnapped by a homeless man out in Utah. They’d been in their pajamas still, and June had snuggled progressively closer to Tessa as the story spun out, with the middle-of-the-night break-in, the little sister hiding for two hours before telling her parents that Elizabeth had been taken, the search of the neighboring wilderness.


When she saw how upset June was, Tessa had shut off the television and insisted they go upstairs to get dressed. “Don’t tell Mom and Dad we watched this,” she’d added. “And don’t worry, it all turned out okay. They found her.”


Tessa knew she’d be in deep trouble for watching this channel, much less a show about child kidnapping, but the subject had fascinated her. The fact that Elizabeth Smart was from a family of wealth and privilege, was her age, even had a little sister—all of it was kind of thrilling. Besides, it was a great distraction from the boredom she’d been feeling since her best friend, Amber, had left town with her dad for the holidays. It also gave her a reason to call the boy she had a crush on real quick, just to enjoy the delicious sense of being alone and afraid, someone he might want to protect.


On their way toward the stairs, Tessa had dug her fingers into the marshmallow–brown sugar topping of a sweet potato casserole her mom had made that morning. She offered some to her sister. “Don’t be such a scaredy-cat. I told you they ended up finding the girl a little while later.” Even that did no good: June had still clung to Tessa like static electricity, except maybe a thousand times more annoying.


The way Tessa saw it, Elizabeth Smart hadn’t been killed, and besides, she’d come out of the deal famous. “Listen, go get dressed in your room,” Tessa had told her. “Be a big girl for once.”


June had dressed in two minutes flat and rushed back to Tessa’s room, only to find the door locked. “Tessa!” June had shouted. “I think the phone’s ringing.”


This excuse was the only one she could think of to get Tessa to open the door, though it was kind of true that if June closed her eyes and listened extra hard, it did sound like something was ringing.


“No it’s not! I’ll be out in a minute. I’m getting dressed,” Tessa had responded, her voice strangled by the extreme modesty of a twelve-year-old combined with the adolescent exasperation of a sister too close in age to be tolerant of her sibling’s fear. Tessa knew the phone couldn’t be ringing because she was using it right that minute to call Hunter, the boy from school she liked.


When they got downstairs again, after what seemed to June like a few aeons later, Tessa had checked for messages that might have come in while she was on with Hunter. Even though there weren’t any, she’d immediately dialed her mom’s cell phone to see if she had tried to call.


“Nope, not me, sweetie. Everything okay?” Penelope had asked, a hitch in her voice that Tessa would later analyze over and over and over again.


These were her mother’s last words, at least the last to Tessa. Was her mom already sitting in the driveway at the house in the country? Was she so distracted by Tessa’s call that she’d not been able to detect the man’s craziness or see his gun? Or had the hitch in her tone been a secret signal to Tessa, some code she should have been able to read? Should she have known her mom was in trouble? Called the police?


June had never tattled on Tessa, never said they’d watched the show or that Tessa had ignored the ringing phone. June knew full well she’d invented the ringing phone to get her sister out of her room in the first place.


In some ways, both girls would have been better served if June had tattled, for if they’d had to discuss their worries with a grownup they might have been persuaded that the dreadful punishment they’d received had not been brought on by any disobedience of their own.


Instead, they’d suffered in silence, Tessa most particularly. She had struggled unsuccessfully to forget that documentary and the shameful vicarious thrills she’d been courting at the very moment her mother was dying. She’d vowed to be better, to make it up to her mother by being the best girl she could be, emulating her mom’s altruism through small daily sacrifices.
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1, Joscph Adorno, do hereby agree:

if my wife, Penclope Cameron May,
should dic before our daughters have reached cighteen years of age,

Tuill not remarey or cohabitate

without the written approval of a majority of the persons lsted belows

Signed: Joseph Adorao  Dater___ Signature

‘We, fricnds and family of Penclope Cameron May, do herchy agree to
sive genuine and sigorous consideration to the suitability of Joseph
Adorno's spousal choices as they would affect the health and happi-

ncss of his daughters, Tesza and June Cameron Adorno.?

Signedt Lucy Vargss Duter___ Sigoatuee s
Signed: Martha Templeton Datcs___ Signsture _
Signeds Susannah Nevwsome Dute:___ Sigoature _
Signeds Clover Lindstrom  Dates___ Sigoature _

1 Breach ofthis agecement will reqire Ms Adornos immedine esignation
from all exceutive duries at the Cameron Foundation s well s forfesure of
further annual dickursements andor maritalallozments.

Particewill aversce the annual dibursements of fundsco Mz Adomo and
spprove pemeneof il lement o e millon el e e
nanimous spproval by sid signaterics






