








    

     Praise for Jennifer Paddock’s debut novel,
A Secret Word

    


    “A Secret Word is a remarkably subtle and nuanced coming-of-age novel, which captures the dreamy rhythms of adolescence between staccato moments of crisis as three perfectly ordinary and utterly memorable young southern women find themselves transported inexorably into the cosmopolitan landscape of womanhood. While many first novelists wave their arms and stamp their feet to get our attention, Jennifer Paddock seduces the reader with the narrative equivalent of a raised eyebrow or the almost imperceptible nod of the head. At the end the reader is inclined to ask of the writer as well as her characters—what’s next?”


    —Jay McInerney, author of Bright Lights, Big City


    “Striking…a subtle, surprising first novel, with unforgettable characters, a quiet sense of place and a nuanced exploration of the secrets, loves, despairs, friends, and relatives that shape our lives.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “[An] uncommonly assured debut…Paddock’s narrative is deceptively simple. Her characters neither implausibly obsess over minutiae nor have conveniently placed dramatic episodes; instead, their creator relies on a smoothly authoritative voice to simply carry us through. An unusually generous spirit animates these pages, knowledgeable about shared pain, the call of the big city, disappointments, and secret keeping…. the lucky discovery of three secret diaries.”


    —Kirkus Reviews


    “A Secret Word combines the shards of three young women’s lives to create a glorious kaleidoscope of loneliness, yearning, and hope. Jennifer Paddock’s dreamy, lyrical prose captures each careful moment—we watch, spellbound, as Chandler, Leigh, and Sarah reach toward adulthood.”


    —Amanda Eyre Ward, author of Sleep Toward Heaven and How to Be Lost


    “Poignant and true, Paddock’s language evokes the elegiac way lives play themselves out. Her characters are vividly alive, for she writes with her heart as well as her hands.”


    —William Gay, author of I Hate to See That Evening Sun Go Down


    “Filled with many moving and sometimes devastating moments and observations, Paddock’s first novel is three coming-of-age stories for the price of one.”


    —Booklist


    “A sneaky, enjoyable read…an interesting tale full of twists and turns that engulfs the audience and leaves us wanting to find out what happens next.”


    —Arkansas Democrat Gazette


    “A novel full of astutely perceptive observations of adolescent girls making the transition to womanhood…tackles contemporary issues with facile ease. Paddock’s fresh, distinct voice propels her novel to the forefront of contemporary coming-of-age novels.”


    —Mobile Register


    “Prose with the clipped energy of Raymond Carver and a warmth and sophistication all her own…real magic…brilliant.”


    —The Clarion-Ledger


    “A Secret Word is a rare gem of a book, distilled and heartbreaking, yet full of quiet grace that illuminates the page in extraordinary ways. There is something about Paddock’s writing that defies conventional description. The closest word I can summon is ‘magic.’”


    —Melinda Haynes, author of Mother of Pearl


    “Written with grace and insight, it is a remarkable first outing for this author.”


    —Tucson Citizen


    “An ambitious novel with a fresh and original narrative…powerful. Paddock skillfully connects the chapters with distinctly unique voices…reveals each character’s emotional state at different points in their lives. The reader is left with an exciting sense of voyeurism—like getting a secret glimpse into someone’s life every few years and witnessing the powerful consequences of their reality at that moment. The effect leaves us understanding them on a deep level; we care about what happens to them.”


    —Jackson Free Press


    “Jennifer Paddock has written a perfect novel-in-stories. A Secret Word is whole in a way that most of the kind are not; it resonates. That’s partly because the three women at the center of the story are so memorable, their lives so inexorably linked, and partly because Paddock writes like Raymond Carver with a bigger heart—simple, graceful but tough, always with an eye on the possibility of redemption.”


    —Michael Knight, author of Goodnight, Nobody


    “A subtle and moving insight into burgeoning adulthood.”


    —Ellegirl (UK)
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      It seems to me that man’s inclination toward
light, toward brightness, is very nearly
botanical—and I mean spiritual light. One
not only needs it, one struggles for it.
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      JOHN CHEEVER
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        1. SPINNING

       


      


      

       On the sidewalks across Manhattan, especially in the morning, everyone moved with the appearance of direction. Caroline thought that they were probably all as lost as she was. They were empty and unanchored, so they were swift. No one Caroline knew was an exception.


       Caroline’s boss Rita, who was fifty, loved saying that she was exactly where she wanted to be in life. She was a famous restaurant critic, had a fabulous boyfriend, and had to pay only five hundred dollars a month for a rent-controlled apartment on the Upper West Side. That’s where Caroline had worked with Rita for the past four months. And today was Caroline’s last day.


       The last time she’d nod to the doorman and agree with him about the weather. The last time she’d close her eyes and ride the slow old elevator up. The building in its decay had once seemed glamorous, and so had the job, and so had Rita. But as soon as Caroline opened the door and saw Rita with a personal trainer, both jogging in place and wearing leotards, Caroline knew she was right to leave.


       “Make a dinner reservation at Ruby Foo’s on Seventy-seventh for tonight at eight,” Rita shouted at Caroline, and Caroline hurried to her desk to take notes.


       “But use your name,” Rita said, without pausing in her workout, still shouting to be heard over the constant encouragement of her personal trainer, whom Caroline had never seen before but who looked a lot like Rita’s other middle-aged discount personal trainers—with bangs and long wavy hair and a slow, hippielike voice. That’s it, Rita. You got it. Both arms. Keep it moving. Now, don’t forget to breathe. March. March. Feel strong. Beautiful.


       Caroline held her head steady, reminding herself not to look up. Forget their flailing just inches away. Don’t suddenly tilt your ears and get dizzy. Feel strong. Beautiful.


       “Use your phone number, too,” said Rita, and Caroline imagined Rita out with Joel Grey and her other celebrity friends, saying, “Four for Caroline Berry.” Rita could never use her own name. Sometimes she even wore a hat or sunglasses.


       “And can you return that umbrella for me to the Italian umbrella store on Columbus and either Eighty-seventh or Eighty-eighth?”


       Caroline glanced up without moving her head, reminding herself of how her doctor described her condition. Vertigo was merely the hallucination of motion. When she suffered from it, she was really steady, really still, she wasn’t really spinning.


       “I got it for a gift,” said Rita, pointing toward the corner of the room where there were old bent cardboard boxes, rolls of new wrapping paper, several used bows, and a tall, pale blue umbrella with gold stitching, “but it broke.”


       Caroline studied the umbrella from a distance, and from there it looked to be covered in quite a bit of dust and possibly crumbs from an old muffin. It had been standing in the corner with those boxes and wrapping paper since the first day she walked in, so she couldn’t imagine anyone wanting or trying to take it back, and now she would have to herself. She wished she were in Alabama already. “A strange place to want to go,” her friend Emma had said. But it wasn’t to Caroline. She’d heard about it her whole life.


       “An exchange will be fine,” Rita said, stretching side to side. Work the waistline. You can do it.


       A month ago, Caroline’s mother had called her with news that her grandfather, her father’s father, had died. It had reminded her of another call she had gotten from her mother, at the start of her freshman year in college, nine years ago, when her father was killed in a car wreck. But this call didn’t have the same sadness or urgency. Her grandfather had died at ninety-three. “I understand if you can’t make the funeral, being so far away, up there in New York,” her mother told her, “but it would be nice if you could.”


       Later that afternoon, she had met Emma in Union Square and talked about what she should do. Emma said, “I wouldn’t think of missing it because I’m so close with my family.” That was when Caroline’s vision began blurring and everything started spinning—all of Union Square, the storefronts, the taxis, the trees, the running dogs in the dog run, the water towers on roofs, the clouded sky, the digital clock on the art wall with the long line of fast and slow and frenzied yellow numbers—and Emma helped her cross the street back to Caroline’s building. They made it to the door before Caroline threw up in the entryway, and Emma was saying, “That’s okay, you’re okay, let’s get you in bed,” because Caroline couldn’t stand on her own. Emma stood next to the bed, shifting a trash can back and forth, trying to catch Caroline’s vomit. “Don’t move, don’t move,” Caroline said, not realizing that she was the one who was moving because her eyes were moving in one direction and jumping quickly back to the opposite direction. “Oh, your eyes,” Emma said. “I’m calling an ambulance.” Paramedics came and strapped her onto a stretcher, and Caroline was afraid she was going to die in the elevator and then in the ambulance.


       At the emergency room, she was given something to calm her and the movement of her eyes and something for nausea. She had an MRI to make sure there wasn’t an acoustic neuroma, a brain tumor. But there was no tumor. Nothing was seriously wrong. The doctor finally diagnosed her condition as vertigo and suspected the sudden appearance of it was stress-related. She was given meclizine, which made her feel as if her head had been filled with cement and couldn’t be moved. And she didn’t believe she could move or should move. So there was no choice about flying home for her grandfather’s funeral. She stayed where she was, as long as she could, in a private room in Saint Vincent’s hospital. For three days, she lived with around-the-clock I.V.s, a kind nurse, a television positioned perfectly, and the most beautiful window view of the city, which never moved once. She cried when she left that room.


       When Caroline said goodbye to Rita at noon, Rita was on the phone but gave her the check for the week, then waved and said hoarsely, from so much shouting, “Did you write down everything you’ve been doing for the next person?” Rita had been through this many times before. Three assistants already this year.


       Caroline nodded and shut the door. Walking to the elevator, some of the heaviness she had been feeling lately left her. Outside on Broadway, where it was bright and slightly cool for early September, she felt even better. Free from the first of her two jobs. Free at last from Rita. Free from having to take Rita’s dry cleaning and pick it up every week at the New York School of Dry Cleaning thirty blocks away just so Rita could save a little money. Then Caroline remembered why she was carrying the umbrella and walked toward the subway.


       To her astonishment, the umbrella store, a small boutique that specialized in umbrellas and parasols in silk and cotton (one was even trimmed in mink), took the return and gave Caroline a similar $245 umbrella in exchange. Caroline went back to the subway and found herself using the umbrella as a cane as she went down the steps. This reminded her of how her brother, Casey, when they were young and still close—before their father died—broke a bone in his foot by jumping off the house, and instead of using crutches he used a cane, because he thought it would be cooler.


       Instead of going back up to Rita’s office and having to say goodbye again, she left the umbrella with the doorman, then decided to take a cab to her next job—walking down the subway stairs again seemed like such an ordeal. The cab would cost ten dollars, but she would get the drive through Central Park. Lately, and more and more frequently, Caroline tried to remember that the city didn’t only wear you down every day but could uplift you and save you. A cab ride through Central Park could save you. There were beauty and silence in the trees, but also through them were flickering lights and scattered noise, Manhattan itself, alive.


       After she got out of the cab on East Thirty-sixth, before going into the tall black-granite building with the green awning where she worked as an assistant to a literary agent, she stopped at the newsstand for a New York Post. She liked to read the gossip on Page Six.


       She paid for the paper and reached for a Nutter Butter, then thought better of it and put it back. “Take it,” the guy said and winked at her, so she did.


       When she walked into the agent’s office on the twenty-first floor, which was cramped and messy but with a clear view of the Empire State Building, she was greeted with a long, warm “Hello, Caroline.”


       “Hi, Miriam,” she said, smiling at the sight of Miriam dressed up more than usual, wearing a loose-hanging black dress with bright pink flowers, while on the floor next to her were her worn-out, faded black heels, apparently kicked off, and tangled black hose, pulled inside out.


       “I had a breakfast date,” Miriam said, explaining her outfit. “And now I’m going to order us lunch. A farewell lunch,” she said, even though she ordered lunch for them every day. “What would you like? A cheeseburger? Pizza? Chinese?”


       “A cheeseburger sounds fun. And I just got a free Nutter Butter,” said Caroline, opening her purse to show her. “The newsstand guy gave it to me.”


       Miriam let a silence between them lengthen. “You know, I used to be young and blond, too. I wasn’t always like this.”


       Caroline didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded, then said, “I know,” though it was hard for her to imagine.


       “Okay,” Miriam said and dialed the number for Sarge’s Deli. “I’d like two cheeseburger deluxes, two sixteen-ounce-bottle Cokes, two cups of ice.” She looked over to Caroline for her approval.


       Caroline gave her a thumbs-up. They were very similar people, both messy with bad eating habits, both single and on their own in Manhattan, though they had much different backgrounds. Miriam was seventy and had grown up in the city just a few blocks away and gone to City College. She had started out as an assistant, and then later started her own agency. Everyone she represented was a quality writer, including a Nobel Prize winner and a Pulitzer Prize winner. She was not a writer, though, not like Caroline hoped to be.


       Caroline was twenty-seven, had grown up in Tulsa, and majored in English at the University of Tulsa, doing her best in creative writing. In fiction workshops, teachers praised her, boys developed crushes on her. When she was accepted into NYU’s graduate creative writing program and rented her own apartment in Manhattan, she felt elated, and for a while she believed she could become a writer, but at NYU she lost confidence. In class, she felt almost invisible, a ghost, and she knew she was not alone in this feeling. Most people in New York seemed like ghosts.


       Caroline only had about seventy pages of short stories, her thesis. “I can tell you’re good,” Miriam had said. But Miriam hadn’t read anything that Caroline had written. Miriam didn’t really read anyone’s work anymore. She just memorized a line, and then recited it back to the author. “It makes them so happy,” she once explained. “And it’s so easy to do.”


       Caroline got settled into her desk. Miriam liked for her to sit at the bigger desk with the computer. When Caroline looked over at her, Miriam was looking back.


       “When you get back from your writing sabbatical to Alabama, you could work here again. We’ll send out your novel.”


       “Thanks, Miriam,” Caroline said, trying to smile, but there was no way she was going to return to either of her jobs or be able to write a novel in three weeks. When she had given her two-week notice, Miriam had kept prodding her about what in the world she would do with herself in Alabama for three whole weeks, and Caroline had made the mistake of saying she might try to do a little writing. Might. Try. Ultimately, Miriam didn’t think writing was something that difficult, if you were a writer.


       But it was nice that Miriam wanted her to return. After working for four years with her, Caroline had become the closest thing Miriam had to family, and Miriam may have been the closest thing that Caroline had, too. It seemed that way, at least. Her father was dead, she never saw her one brother, and now her mother was remarried and was always traveling all over the world (though never to New York) with her new husband. When Caroline went home to Tulsa, her mother had napkins from Brussels, a bookmark from Dublin, a carved wooden statue from somewhere in Africa. Her mother had been on a safari, slept outside. “You have to be careful where you eat,” her mother had said.


       The doorbell rang. The doorman always let Sarge’s right up.


       Miriam raised her hands and swayed as if she were dancing in her chair. “The cheeseburgers!” she said, and began to clear a space on her desk, while Caroline answered the door and paid by signing Miriam’s name on the credit-card receipt.


       After Caroline divvied up the food and drinks and ketchup and mustard packages, she went to get her Post, since Miriam had her Publishers Weekly.


       They were usually quiet while they ate, though this time Caroline didn’t really read. She couldn’t focus. She thought about how this was their last meal together and how she was not coming back, how after her trip she could leave New York altogether. If she wanted to, she could pack and leave in one day. She had arrived in New York with only clothes and a few books, and she hadn’t acquired much furniture—only a bed, desk, bookcase, and kitchen table with two chairs that a neighbor moving out had given her.


       Caroline had inherited enough money from her grandfather to afford a three-week trip to Alabama. There she would decide what her next step in life should be. She knew her grandfather would approve, that it would almost seem as if he were going with her, since it was his money that was taking her and since he had been the one who first discovered the Grand Hotel in Point Clear, Alabama, where he made yearly visits to play golf.


       Her parents had stayed at the Grand Hotel for their honeymoon, and countless times throughout her life she had heard them tell about the 550-acre antebellum resort, about the three-hundred-year-old live oaks, the Spanish moss, the magnolias, the longleaf pines, the palms, the red, yellow, purple, pink, any-color-you-can-imagine flowers, and the brackish, shallow water of Mobile Bay, but she had never been.


       After they finished lunch, Miriam surprised her by saying she didn’t have any fieldwork, which is what she called it when Caroline had to go outside and run errands. Caroline had figured that since it was her last day and Miriam didn’t like to go out herself, she would at least have to go to the bank or to Kinko’s. Instead, she soaked the unused stamps off of return envelopes from author submissions, wrote a few cover letters, sent a few e-mails, and whenever the phone rang, she said Miriam was at lunch, or in a meeting, or on the other line. Then, at the end of the day, Miriam did something she had never done—she called her car service to take Caroline home.


       “And here,” she said, giving Caroline two checks, one that was her regular pay and one that was for three hundred dollars. “A bonus,” she said.


       “Thank you, Miriam,” Caroline said. She put the checks in the side pocket of her purse, and Miriam followed her to the door.


       “Call me when you get back,” she said, “if you want to.” Then she widened her eyes, looking hopeful that Caroline would return. Caroline knew Miriam didn’t want to hire a new assistant. Miriam had once said, with a look of horror, “Now you know all my secrets.”


       Caroline put an arm around her. Miriam, especially with her shoes off, was much shorter than Caroline, and as Miriam looked up at her, Caroline felt a true fondness pass between them. “Bye, Miriam,” she said.


       The ride in the car service should have been relaxing, but the driver was listening to Indian techno with an electric sitar wailing over an insistent disco drum machine, and Park Avenue was dirtier than she’d ever seen it, with bags of trash piled like hedges along the curbs, litter blowing by on the sidewalk and street. When she first moved to New York, before 9/11, the city was much cleaner, but now, and more and more often, it was as if there were a permanent garbage strike.


       She curled her hand absently over her mouth, thinking about what she needed to do before her flight tomorrow morning. She still had to pack and clean up her apartment for Emma, who would be staying there while she was away. Emma was her best friend from NYU, a film student who still hadn’t graduated, taking only one course a semester, while living at home with her parents in New Jersey.


       Before Union Square, the driver turned left on Eighteenth, then right on Irving Place, as if he had driven her home before and knew the quickest route to her apartment on Fifteenth.


       “Thanks,” she said and shut the door, and as the driver pulled away, she was already thinking again about what to pack and hoping the washing machines were open in the basement when she saw Emma leaning against the front of her building. Tall, blond, pretty, and smoking, like always.


       Emma saw her and dramatically stubbed out her cigarette on one of the four marble pillars in front of the building, then immediately dug into her purse for another one and lit it. “I’m sorry I’m already here,” she said, flashing silver from a stud in her tongue. She had a lot of luggage at her feet. “I had to get out. It’s my sisters, my mother, my father. And then there’s Anthony.”


       “It’s always about Anthony,” Caroline said. Anthony was a man whom Emma had been having an affair with, and he was married with kids. Anthony could only see well out of one eye and was not a good driver. Emma sometimes called him “One-eye Anthony.”


       “It’s okay,” Caroline said and grabbed one of her bags, a duffel bag that was so crammed full of clothes it couldn’t be zipped up. Caroline showed her which key fit the outside door, and Emma watched as Caroline stood on her toes, pushing the key in and up to turn the lock.


       In the lobby, Emma gazed at the thin, winding staircase that went up twelve floors. “This would make a great shot for my short film.” Emma loved Alfred Hitchcock. People had told her that she looked like Kim Novak. “Anybody’d get vertigo staring up there. Maybe that’s all it is, maybe you just have to stop looking at this.”


       Caroline stared at the floor, marble with cracks. “I don’t look at the stairs, ever. I did when I first moved here, but now, never.” And tomorrow on her flight, she thought, she might peer for a second out a window, but she would do so from an aisle seat.


       As they took the elevator up to the ninth floor, Caroline noticed that the rest of Emma’s bags were not bags but black film-equipment cases. Emma caught her eyeing them. “Is it still all right if I shoot in your apartment and maybe get an exterior of your building and a quick shot of the foyer?”


       “Just be careful,” Caroline said, imagining Emma carting up her whole heap of film gear—the lenses and lights and C-stands, clunky, heavy metal things that stuck out everywhere. “I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to get permission from the co-op board, and I haven’t.”


       “Oh, definitely,” Emma said. “I can be sneaky.”


       Before opening the apartment door, Caroline showed her which key on the ring fit, then as they walked in, they had to weave through clothes strewn around the floor and two Sunday New York Times that needed to be taken to the basement for recycling.


       “Don’t worry,” Caroline said, “I’ll clean up tonight.”


       “You don’t need to clean up for me,” Emma said. “I’ll feel right at home here.”


       “No, no,” Caroline said, looking around, trying to decide where to begin, and she felt her head jerk, and the floor became uneven. She closed her eyes, telling herself it was only a hallucination, then she steadied herself. Emma didn’t notice. She was leaning out the kitchen window to see the full view of Union Square Park.


       When Caroline looked back on her life, she could see signs of vertigo. As a kid, she’d fainted twice, once when she lost a tooth and another time when she was baptized. When she finished grad school and was searching for full-time work, she became dizzy at an interview at a talent agency, where she failed the typing test, then again after an interview for a newsmagazine, where she was told that there wasn’t anything open at the moment, but if there ever was they’d give her a call. As she was walking out the door, the head of the fact-checking department added, “But one more thing, just so you know, we work through a temp office, so there are no benefits.”


       Great, she thought, might as well keep working for Miriam. Then Emma said she could get her the job with Rita. Emma had once been Rita’s assistant, but had had to quit because the commute from Jersey wasn’t worth it, and parking was a problem. “Are you sure?” Emma had asked Caroline. “You know it’s going to be awful. I mean it’s kind of cool. It’s a cool thing to say you work for her, but it’s really very awful.” So it was Miriam and Rita, and that was the best she thought she could do. But now she had to change. She had to take control. Her life couldn’t keep spinning the way it was.


       She looked at Emma still leaning out the window, studying her new view. Emma needed a different perspective as much as she did. Three weeks away. She and Emma shared this thought.


      


     





    

     

      PART TWO

     


    


    

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    


   





      

       

        2. POINT CLEAR

       


      


      

       Landing in Mobile was much like landing in Tulsa or any other midsize city, but riding out of Mobile was like riding out of nowhere else Caroline had ever been: past a battleship in the harbor, then for miles crossing the bridge over Mobile Bay, the water around her a blinding yellow-white sheen, as if she were crossing the sun itself. Then seeing an alligator lying on the bank of a bayou. Then passing southward through towns each smaller than the last, and each growing more quaint, until she could not have been more eager to arrive at Point Clear.


       The driver of the shuttle van spoke very little, as if he could detect that she was someone without someone to love, without much of a life, someone with no career whose family was dwindling—just a girl with a past—and knew she needed silence, to see every sailboat and every pier and every bay house hard to see and every catch of moss hanging from live oaks that canopied the last stretch of the drive that carried her to the heart of Point Clear, the Grand Hotel.


       The hotel seemed grand already with its wrought-iron gate and the windy road on the other side, which led through more live oaks, which truly did look alive, with their gray limbs twisting and reaching over the road and over the duck pond and over the garden plots of flowers she couldn’t name. “Now, that’s a tree a boy can climb,” her father would have said.


       When the driver unloaded her bags from the back, he said that from the peninsula of Point Clear you could see the bay meet the gulf. Here was the place where her grandfather would come, she thought, where he wanted to be more than any place in the world.


       After she checked in and found her room at the secluded end of one of the wings, she sat in a rocking chair on the balcony. She looked a long time at a fishing pier, then at the bay meeting the gulf, then at the sky.


       She was glad to have this peace, this solitude, this environment so different from New York. Memories were coming to her here, charged with emotion and immediacy. Remembering what Miriam had called this break—“a writing sabbatical”—she retrieved her laptop.


       

        

         Trying to write something. After my father died, my mother and I would go visit my grandfather and bring him lunch. He lived in Utica Square, the old part of town. His house was a white wooden two-story with black shutters, and there was a guesthouse in back. “That’s where a maid used to live,” my mother once told me, making her voice higher, with both awe and shame. But no one lived there then. He seemed so happy to see us, happy to have a Braum’s hamburger, happy to have Long John Silver’s fish. We’d go in the back way, and he’d let us in through a screen door. He always looked nice, his shirt ironed and tucked into dress pants, his loafers polished. There was a nurse that came in the morning to help him exercise, and I guess she helped him dress and cleaned the place up. He could walk okay, but he wasn’t himself. He was so friendly and grateful, missing my father, his son. Before I had almost been afraid of him, and he’d almost been afraid of me.

        


        

         My brother and I reacted so differently to our father’s death. I was mostly just sad, I didn’t say much, but Casey was angry, and was angry that I wasn’t angry. He blamed Dad completely. Blamed him for wrecking his car and dying. Blamed him for losing his job at fifty as an oil executive, then for using his severance pay to buy an Alfa Romeo sports car. “Why would he even buy that car? Why couldn’t he have been more careful in that car?” Casey said around the house in the days that seemed to drag on forever before the funeral.

        


        

         Trying to remember what happened after my father died, as if it might tie together these events for a novel somehow, for someone like me at a beautiful place like this missing her father like my father and her grandfather like my grandfather.

        


       


       Proud of her last line, she stopped and closed her laptop. For now, that was enough. Smiling, and breathing a little deeper here, she waited for sunset.
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