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RACHEL AND I tumbled into the tall grass at the bottom of the hill, having survived yet another Daddy-just-one-more sled ride from the edge of our front porch. I collapsed on my back, trying to find oxygen between gasps of laughter, and looked up at the summer sky. My daughter, with limbs sprawled in a wide X and her head against my foot, shouted her delight toward the house. “We did it! We made it!”

Seconds before, airborne and soaring toward record distance, Rachel reached for an octave above the normal human voice range, squealing a note that rang on in my head, and I suspected invited half the neighborhood’s canine population to play. I laughed and put my fingers in my ears, rolling them in an exaggerated twist as if she’d deafened me.

She moved to lay her head upon my chest and quieted herself there, listening to my racing heart.

I stroked her hair, inhaled the scent of mown grass, and nestled my head back into the tickle of green.

“Is it okay?” she asked.

“It’s okay.”

“It’s too fast,” she said, raising herself up and pushing a bony elbow into my gut.

“Oh, so now you’re the doctor.”

She smiled. “Someday,” she said. “For now, you’re the doctor.”


“Don’t worry. I’m okay.” I scowled at my seven-year-old. “Really.”

We rested together, staring at the sky full of clouds of hippopotami, horses, rockets—whatever Rachel imagined. Mostly I gasped and oohed. In a moment I found myself blinking away tears, overwhelmed with the enormity of it all.

It was so ordinary. A summer Saturday morning without an agenda. It’s hard for me to describe beyond the sense I had of emerging, as if I’d been submerged for so long, and now, just to play and laugh and roll in the grass seemed a joy that would burst my heart. I smiled, taking it in, gulping in ordinary life as if I’d never have a chance again.

As Rachel chatted on with her running commentary of sky castles, fiery dragons, and fairies, other images drifted through my mind, pictures of painful chapters that set my current joy into sharp contrast. Traveling with Joanne through the dark tunnel of postpartum depression. My mother’s battle with cancer. Memories of an intensive care unit visit while I was the too-young patient, watching my own heart monitor and wondering if life would be cut short.

Joanne’s voice swept me into the here and now. “What’s going on?”

I looked up to see her standing on the covered porch, eyeing a bottle of vegetable oil that was set on the white railing.

Rachel lifted her head, her blond hair dotted with grass seed. “We’re sledding, Mommy.”

Joanne’s hands rested firmly on her hips. “It’s July, David.” She picked up the bottle. “And I’ve been looking for this.” She was serious, but her eyes betrayed her attempt at scolding me. Her happiness at my delight in our little Rachel couldn’t be spoiled by my summer antics.

I exchanged a mischievous glance with Rachel. She betrayed me in a heartbeat. “It was Daddy’s idea.”


“Women!” I said, grabbing my daughter by the waist and swinging her around in a circle. “You always stick together!”

As I trudged up the hill with Rachel folded around my back, I grunted exaggerated puffs. “You’re getting so big.”

I set her on the top step and kissed her forehead. She started pulling away. “Wait.” I picked at the seeds in her hair. “You’ll need to brush this out.”

She opted for the shake-it-out method. “I’m a rock star.”

I smiled. My star. For Joanne and me, Rachel had been the glue that helped us stick together through a valley of misery.

Joanne reappeared, carrying lemonade in tall, sweaty glasses. She handed me one and kissed me. She had thin lips to go with sharp, elegant features, dark eyes alight with mystery, and hair the color of caramel. She could have been a model before big lips became the rage.

I’d been to hell and back with Joanne, but the last six months, I’d sensed a real change in her. She seemed settled, somehow. Content. More romantic toward me—the way she had been back in my medical school days. Our relationship, once teetering on the precipice of divorce, was now solidly a safe distance from the edge. I’d seen significant pieces of my life’s puzzle fall together in the last few years. When the marriage one finally clicked into place, everything else brightened with it. It was as if I’d been living my life in black-and-white and someone just invented color.

I kissed her back, trying to discern her mood. There seemed a surface calm, but I sensed a deeper stirring. I’d become a champion at reading her. I knew the quiet of her bitterness, the bubbly way she prattled on when she felt guilty, and the aloofness that dared me to pursue her into bed. For a moment our eyes met. It was only a flash, but in that instant, I felt the foreboding that threatened my wonderful ordinary-life euphoria.

I took her hand. “What’s up?”


She lowered her voice, but even at that volume, sharp irritation cut at the edges of her words, clipping them into little fragments. “Your father.”

I raised my eyebrows in question.

“His neighbor called.”

I waited for more, but it seemed the silence only uncapped her annoyance. In a moment she was on the verge of tears.

“He always does this. Every time we have plans, he has a crisis.”

Plans. The practice was dining at the country club tonight.

I started to protest, but she interrupted, pushing her finger against my lips. “You know they’re going to announce that you’ve made partner.”

I smiled. Partner. A year early. Just reward for the practice’s highest revenue producer nine months in a row. Another puzzle piece in my wonderful life about to connect.

“Which neighbor?”

“That Somali family,” she said, flipping her hand in the air. “A woman. She has an accent. She said his place is a wreck. He’s ill.” She seemed to hesitate before adding. “He’s asking for you.”

It was my father’s way. The crab fisherman wouldn’t pick up the phone and let me know he needed me. He sent word around the block and expected me to show. “Define ‘ill.’”

Joanne imitated the neighbor’s accent. “Mister Gus isn’t eating. He toilets in the bedroom.”

I groaned. Whatever the neighbor meant, I knew it couldn’t be good. I walked into the house to my study and picked up the phone. I was listening to the endless ringing on the other end when Joanne entered. “Not a good sign,” I said. “He doesn’t pick up.”

“What are we going to do?”


I looked at my wife. Petite. Strong. And so able to read my thoughts.

She threw up her hands. “We’re going to the shore,” she said. “Just like that.”

I nodded. I was predictable. Family first. We had to go.

She glared at me. I read the silence, loud and clear. That’s why I love you…and hate you.

“I’ll call Jim. The practice will understand.”

Joanne shook her head. “This is your night, David. The moment you’ve been waiting for. And you throw it away because of family.”

I couldn’t say anything. She had me pegged.

“I’ll see if Kristine will take Rachel for the weekend.”

“Let’s take her with us.”

Joanne’s face hardened. “With us? That place is so…”—she paused, apparently mulling over adjective options—“crusty.”

It was the gentlest description of several other options that came to mind.

“We’ll take care of the crisis and stay at that seaside bed and breakfast. It will be fun. A chance for her to see her grandfather.” I let a hopeful smile tease at the corners of my lips. “Even if he is crusty, he does adore her.”

Joanne sighed in resignation. “Yes, he does.” She tipped her glass against mine. “As long as we don’t have to sleep there,” she said, shivering as if that thought was horrifying. She gave me a don’t-even-try-to-cross-me look. “You’re driving.”

I walked out onto the porch and into the humidity we Virginians call summer. As I called for Rachel, I followed the border of the house, my prize lawn soft beneath my bare feet. From her perch on the back deck, my daughter ambushed me with open arms.

“Can we sled some more?”


I looked at the blue sky and my Southern Living home, and I pushed aside a fleeting presence. A ripple beneath the calm.

I’d been through too many hard times to trust the peace. Nothing this great can last forever.

“We’re going to Grandpa Conners’,” I said, trying my best to sound excited.

Rachel wrinkled her nose. To her, the shore meant stinky crabs and everything smelling fishy.

I poked her nose with a finger. “You’re too much like your mother.”

She poked me back. “You’re too much like your father.”

A sudden breeze lifted Rachel’s hair against my face. I stopped, looking east. In the distance, a small thundercloud hung over the horizon. Not today. I don’t want to travel the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel in the rain.

My daughter squeezed my neck, bringing a smile to my face and pushing my anxieties aside. I nestled my face into her hair, trying to find an earlobe. She giggled, and everything seemed right again.
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JOANNE PACKED IN a rush, throwing in enough clothes for one night. I added my medical bag and swimwear for myself and Rachel, slipping in her little fishing rod and reel on the sly, hoping to escape from family obligations with Dad long enough to hear Rachel’s delight over reeling in a croaker or if we were lucky, a catfish or two.

With our sights set on the Eastern Shore of Virginia, we left our suburban home west of Richmond by eleven. By noon we were sitting at a picnic table outside Pierce’s Pit Barbeque near Williamsburg.

Joanne wiped Carolina Red sauce from Rachel’s chin. “I don’t like those clouds.”

To the east, fluffy popcorn clouds darkened the sky above the pines. I grunted a response and shoved the last of a shredded pork barbecue sandwich home. The clouds bothered me, too. I’d seen the tenacity of storms coming off the Chesapeake, and I didn’t like the idea of being over the water on the lonely twenty-three mile bay bridge-tunnel between Norfolk and the Eastern Shore. But my job, as chauvinistic as it sounded, was to offer a rock solid reassurance to my women. “Not to worry,” I said. “They come up fast and burn out fast. We’ll be fine.”

A distant rumble punctuated the end of my sentence. Joanne raised her eyebrows at me and stayed quiet for Rachel’s sake.

“Jim says they’ll miss us for dinner,” I said.


Joanne smiled. “I’m sure he’ll drink enough to make up for all of us.”

I chuckled. She was right, though. My senior business associate was a savvy businessman and a competent physician, but I worried that his liver would die before he did. When I told him this, he joked it would likely last forever, as often as he’d drowned the organ in pickling juice.

I remembered the uncomfortable moment like it happened yesterday. I had put my hand on his shoulder. “Are you really okay?”

His face reddened above his silk tie. “Mind your own business,” he’d said, ending the conversation.

Joanne gathered our trash and looked at Rachel. “Let’s use the ladies’ room. Last stop before Grandpa’s house.”

Rachel closed her lips around a straw and pulled noisily at the last of her soda.

I watched them go and stood to take a better look at the sky. Having grown up in a small fishing town on “the shore,” as we called it, I turned my eyes constantly to the horizon. It was second nature, something I still did, in spite of my indoor occupation as a family physician.

Moments later we were on our way again, east on Interstate 64 and moving shoulder to shoulder with a steady flow of Virginians escaping to the beach.

Joanne fretted in heavy traffic and liked it even less when the rain started. Soon the isolated plunk, plunk, plunk, closed together into a steady rhythm. I turned on the wipers and glanced at my wife. She needed something else to think about. “Why don’t you call ahead to the Bayside Bed and Breakfast?”

I squinted through the windshield and frowned, noticing a fraction too late that I was about to pass my exit. I changed lanes quickly, a maneuver that rocked my Ford Explorer and prompted an expletive from Joanne. “Look out!” she screamed.


A horn blared. An old red convertible with the top down pulled up beside us, all occupants screaming. Three angry white men, with their hands in the air, lifted a redneck welcome with middle fingers flying. A lone occupant in the backseat, a tattooed man seated beside a surfboard, clasped his hands together as if carrying a handgun and jerked his arms back and forth as if experiencing a handgun’s recoil.

“Idiots,” I muttered. “Don’t look at them.” I bolstered my bravado by laughing at their predicament. “Looks like they can’t put the top up because of the surfboard.”

“You almost hit them.”

“I know.” I hesitated. “Blind spot.” Inside, I cringed. I didn’t enjoy being the cause of conflict. I glanced in the rearview mirror and wished for a Rolaids.

We exited toward the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel, a man-made wonder crossing above and below miles of open water near the mouth of the Atlantic Ocean. Behind us, the red convertible followed. From the front, the bumper and grille heaved forward with menacing shiny braces exposed in a snarl of chrome. I watched as he nestled in behind me, thankful that Joanne was busy with her cell phone. I tapped the steering wheel and shifted my eyes from the road to the mirror, fighting the churning anxiety in my gut.

I glanced at Joanne. At least for the moment, she ignored me. I wished I hadn’t eaten that second barbeque.

The red car hugged my bumper. He followed for two blocks, then pulled off, engine revving, likely seeking refuge from the pounding rain.

I took a deep breath and turned to see that Rachel had fallen asleep. Oh, to be that trusting, I thought.

Joanne folded her flip phone. “No service.”

“Maybe it’s the storm.”

She sighed.


I squeezed her hand. I love you.

She didn’t squeeze back.

The rain picked up again before the first tunnel. The bay churned white beneath us. I suspected the water gushing onto my SUV was at least half bay, half rain, a miserable recipe for corrosion.

In the tunnel there was peace.

A few minutes later we exited the tunnel, and my alarm grew as we began to cross the open water. I squinted ahead, looking for the safety of the next island. Just before the start of the second tunnel, the storm accelerated, and wind gusts forced me to a crawl. Once on the man-made island, with my wipers set to frantic, I pulled into a parking lot with the others seeking safety off the open bridge.

Five minutes later the red convertible reappeared, top up, surfboard jutting from the trunk. The three angry men stopped directly behind me, at a right angle to us, hemming us in. Faces to the windows, they leered at us through the downpour.

My eyes studied the rearview mirror. Joanne turned around and cursed under her breath. I double-checked the locks and waited.

There we sat, each second stretched unmercifully by our circumstance. My chest tightened. I wiped my forehead and forced a smile at Joanne, an implant I was certain she saw through.

Five minutes passed. The rain slackened. I wanted the license plate number but couldn’t get it since I had only a view of the side of the car. I studied the vehicle, wishing I knew cars. It was old. Beautiful and restored. High back fins bordered the trunk. I guessed late fifties, a Chevy perhaps, with paint too new for its owner to tolerate a dent.

I started the SUV, flashed my brakes, and put it in reverse to warn the driver I meant business.

The red car sat there. I backed up an inch. Then two.

“What are you doing?” Joanne whispered.


“I want him to move.”

I backed a total of two feet, until my bumper must have been nearly kissing his car. He sat there, unmoving, daring me to continue.

Joanne pleaded, “Stop.”

I looked ahead, judging the distance between the front of my Ford and the concrete wall—a secure barrier that separated the parking lot from the boulders that provided the foundation for the man-made island. “Hang on.”

I shifted into drive, cut hard to the left, and gunned the accelerator, hopping over a concrete wheel stopper intended to keep me from parking too close to the wall. My front bumper scraped the wall, but my momentum was enough. We completed the turn and fishtailed into the wet parking lot.

My evasive move took my nemesis by surprise. I sped across the parking lot and onto the bridge road, with lightning flashing and the red convertible dead on its wheels. Inside the tunnel I pushed the accelerator, rocketing past the speed limit—pushing eighty, ninety, and then one hundred miles per hour. Fortunately, traffic in the tunnel was sparse. Changing lanes in the tunnel was illegal, but I was jazzed and afraid. I had no idea what kind of drug or psychosis was driving the man in the red convertible, and I had little interest in finding out.

Weaving around slower traffic in the tunnel, I was soon out in the rain again and tangled in traffic. I made four passes, one around a large delivery truck emblazoned with a large blue crab. In the mirror there was no sign of the red convertible.

I slowed the SUV, dared my heart to do the same, and glanced at Joanne. She was pale, eyes closed and knuckles whitened around the shoulder strap. “It’s okay,” I said. “He’s not following us.”

Joanne uncurled her fingers from their death grip on the seat-belt harness.


The storm slackened, with the rain soon a nuisance drizzle. I glanced around at Rachel. She slept with her arms around Bobo, her little stuffed Pound Puppy. I was amazed that she could sleep through such craziness. I stole a second look, savoring the air of peacefulness around her. My eyes landed on Bobo. He struck me as a bit scary. With one missing eye, the remaining one seemed to stare blankly ahead, boring into me, chilling me with unreasonable dread. It’s just the storm and those crazy men in the red convertible.

We drove in silence, exhausted from the rain or rednecks or both. I tried to recapture some optimism about my wonderful life, but my earlier mood had been destroyed. The suddenness of our trip, the storm, the inoperable cell phone, and the red convertible all combined forces against us.

It was weird in a heavy sort of way. I’m not suspicious by nature, but I felt weighted by our experience. I couldn’t admit it, but I knew Joanne sensed it, too. “I want to go home,” she said, gripping my hand.

“We’ll be fine,” I said, unconvinced. “The storm’s over.” I pointed up the road. “Look, here we are. Wake up Rachel.”
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NORTH OF OYSTER, Virginia, nestled in the fingers of the Chesapeake, is the town of Tippins, a town that slept through winter and opened its eyes each April, rising and falling with the fate of the blue crab harvest. Life was slower on the shore, and I needed to get back there two or three times a year to clear my head of mainland busyness. In August mainlanders from Baltimore, Norfolk, and Virginia Beach would crowd the Tippins Crab Festival, consuming bushels of steamed crabs, eating on newsprint paper and picnic tables beneath open-air tents and washing it all down with gallons of bottled beer. They listened to the high school marching band, laughed at the Crabber mascot, and whistled as the local girls paraded down a sawdust runway in search of the coveted title of Miss Crustacean.

Such were the memories of my childhood. I loved this place, which seemed, on this side of my medical education, to be another world. I was a mainlander now, on foreign soil.

I stepped out of my SUV and let my foot scuff the sandy driveway. I took in a deep breath. Salty. I could almost taste it. I was home.

Dad’s place sat at the end of a cul-de-sac in a grove of pines adjacent to Nimble Creek, a muddy finger that insinuated itself from the bay through thick marsh like a snake in no hurry to go anywhere. It was a brick ranch, built in the seventies. He had an acre, mostly in the back, where he had two outbuildings, flanked by stacks of wire crab pots. Extending into the creek was a fifteen-foot wooden pier bordered by wood pilings that smelled of creosote.

I lifted Rachel from the backseat. “Come on, sweetie. We’re here.”

Rachel brightened and wanted to walk. She squirmed from my arms and ran toward the three steps leading to a small stoop. The house was dark, curtains and drapery over the windows. Dad’s old pickup was parked in the yard with a flat rear tire. The grass, spotted over bare sandy clay, stood bedraggled and uncut, soldiers unprepared for battle.

I followed my girls across the sandy lawn, pausing to touch the wound on the front bumper of the Explorer. I lifted my eyes to the horizon, where lightning still danced across the churning stage of the Chesapeake. I shivered once, swallowed my foreboding, and put on a smile for my girls.

I knocked on the door. No answer. I twisted the handle. No one in Tippins locked the doors. Pushing open the door, I called, “Dad?”

The stench of stale urine greeted us. “Dad?”

To say that the place looked lived in was an understatement. A plate laden with bread-crust edges sat on a coffee table strewn with magazines. A peanut butter jar was open on the kitchen counter, unwashed dishes overflowed the sink, and the back door stood ajar. I sidestepped a cereal box and an empty Coke can on my way to the concrete patio.

I felt Joanne’s hand on my elbow. “David.” She pointed to the pier. There, fifty yards away from us, my father sat on the edge of the pier, feet dangling toward his crab boat, the Beautiful Swimmer.

I walked across his scraggly lawn and stepped onto the pier. “Dad.”

He looked over at me.

“Dad, it’s David. What are you doing?”


“What’s it look like? I’m trying to get on my boat.” He paused. “Thank God you’ve come. I’m in a horrible mess.”

He reached for me, and I pulled him to his feet. He’d lost weight since I’d seen him. His skin was shiny, with a yellow hew. I bet he didn’t weigh much more than 120 pounds, much too light for his six-foot frame.

He collapsed into my arms, hugging me, close to tears.

“Dad,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“I was just about to take the Beautiful Swimmer out for a final voyage.” His eyes met mine. I understood what he meant. “I’m dying, David.”

“Come on inside,” I said, hoisting him up with my arm under his shoulder. “Let me look at you.”

He started crying. Embarrassing sobs. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

“Why didn’t you call?”

He shook his head, muttering as we walked. “Children are supposed to check in on their parents.”

I left it alone. Whatever.

He smiled at Joanne and Rachel. “My son’s come to rescue me.”

I walked him to his bedroom. The smell of urine was stronger there. Bath towels littered the floor. The bed was unmade. I was suspicious that it was the source of the odor. I sniffed the mattress. Bingo.

“Your neighbor called. She said you were toileting in your bedroom.” I looked at him. “Exactly what does that mean?”

He chuckled. “Amina struggles with her English.” He looked down. “It dribbles constantly.”

“Your pee?”

He nodded.

“Don’t make me ask every detail. Tell me what’s happening.”

“It’s my back. It’s killing me. Then my urine started losing its strength. Finally, five days ago, it stopped completely. I can’t go at all.” He shook his head. “Just drips out uncontrollably all the time.”

I nodded and turned to leave.

“Where’re you going?”

“To get my bag.”

I returned a few minutes later, carrying my black medical bag with K-Y Jelly, a urinary catheter, and latex gloves. I started by laying the items on his dresser. “I’m going to have to examine you.”

When I came out to the kitchen a few minutes later, I found Joanne staring into the refrigerator. “Doesn’t this man eat anything besides peanut butter?”

I shrugged. Apparently his diet was worse than I thought.

“How is he?” she said.

“Not good. I think he has prostate cancer. His urine flow was nearly completely closed off. I was able to get a catheter in.”

Joanne put her hand to her mouth. “He let you—”

“He wouldn’t let me do anything.” I raised my eyebrows to her. “Morphine is a wonderful thing.”

“You drugged him so you could treat him against his will!”

I returned her stare. “Don’t look at me like that. I made him relax so I could do what he needed.”

“You arrogant—”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I could feel his bladder above his belly button. I drained off a liter and a half. He’s not too happy about the catheter.”

“You forced him to have treatment against his will.”

I started running water in the sink for the dishes. “He won’t go to the hospital.”

“Stubbornness runs in the family.”

I let it go. “I’m afraid his kidneys are failing.”

“What will you do?”


I turned away from her. “I can’t just let him die.”

Joanne slipped in behind me and laid her head against my back, wrapping her arms around my waist. “Yes, you can. Love doesn’t insist on its own way.”

“He doesn’t know what’s best.”

“He’s your father. You owe him the respect of letting him choose.”

I looked at my hand, knuckles whitened around a dishcloth. What do you know about prostate cancer? I’m his blood. I’m a doctor. I can help him fight this.

I felt her sigh against me. “How is he now?”

“Sleeping.”

She grabbed a towel hanging from the counter and held it to her nose. It must have passed inspection. “I’ll dry.”

Rachel walked in from the den, dragging her Pound Puppy. “Can I play outside?”

“Stay off the pier,” I said. “Maybe we can go fishing after we get this placed cleaned up.”

She scampered off, leaving me with Joanne.

Joanne stayed quiet. I couldn’t read her. After the last dish was put away, she spoke. “I want to go home.”

“Joanne, we can’t just—” I stopped when I saw her expression.

“Let’s leave tonight. I want to be in my own home. Not in this place, not on this shore. I want to be home.”

A panic attack? Not now, I thought. Joanne, it’s been two years. “Honey,” I started softly. “We can’t run home like that. I need to take care of my father.”

“This whole trip has been wrong. Everything—”

I took her in my arms. “Shhhh. Talk to yourself, Jo. Tell yourself the truth. We had some bad luck with the weather, that’s all.”

“The weather, those horrible men in the red car, the phone, your father—”


“Shhh,” I said, pulling her close. “I’m here. Why don’t you call the bed and breakfast now? I brushed her cheek with mine. “Just one night. I have to stay for Dad.”

I studied her face for a moment. Eyes closed. Expression hard. I knew she was whispering to her soul, trying to rein in her runaway emotions. After a minute she took a deep breath. “I’ll be okay,” she whispered.

The noise of an engine accelerating touched the edge of my consciousness. Probably some high school kids cruising their way through summer vacation.

I gave her a squeeze. “I’m going to take Rachel to the pier for a minute. Then let’s get this place aired out.”

I opened the back door and walked into the yard. Coming home was like going through a time warp. Everything seemed the same. The creek, the marsh, the Beautiful Swimmer, the smell of the marsh after a rain, the squawk of the gulls. Exactly like I remembered it when I’d left fifteen years before. And in spite of my determination to escape the life of crab pots and the pungent fish we used for bait, a peace settled on my soul when I was near the bay. I knew I was, and always would be, a waterman.

“Rachel,” I called, walking toward the shed. “Rachel-honey.”

After circling the house, I felt my pulse quicken. “Rachel!” I picked up my pace and walked quickly to the water’s edge.

No Rachel.

I glanced toward the pier and Dad’s crab boat. She wouldn’t dare.

I jogged onto the pier and checked the Beautiful Swimmer. No Rachel.

I walked back toward the house, imagining Rachel hiding behind one of the tall pines. “Rachel, come out!”

I poked my head in the back door, glancing around the clutter for my little girl.

Joanne looked up from her position straddling Dad’s old Electrolux vacuum and blew a rebellious strand of hair from her face. “Why don’t we hire the man a maid?”

I walked past into Dad’s room. He was still sleeping.

No Rachel.

I walked out, stretching, feigning nonchalance for the sake of my wife. “Seen Rachel?”

She saw through my mask and flipped off the vacuum. In a moment she was out in the yard, calling Rachel’s name. “Rachel Elizabeth Conners!”

Joanne circled left. I circled right. We met in the backyard with the same thought. The water.

We ran together toward the pier with our anxieties colliding and expanding with unseen momentum.

“Rachel.”

Joanne’s eyes were fixed on the creek. “Oh God, oh God.”

“She wouldn’t have come here,” I said. “I’m going to check with the neighbors.”

In the next hour we asked every resident of the street if they’d seen our little girl. Everyone we questioned returned the same concerned stare, as if we were bad parents. They never said it, but I felt it at every doorstep. You let your little girl go out by the water alone?

We called the county sheriff’s office.

My wife began to cry.

It seemed that in a moment of time, with the swiftness of a weather change on the Chesapeake, my life had forever changed. I’d gone from helping my father to searching for my precious Rachel. In only a few minutes everything in my perfect life had fractured.

Perhaps my wonderful life had been only illusion, a teasing of security while all the while I walked on a high wire, oblivious to the trouble beneath. Unaware of the precarious balance that takes only a brisk breeze to send everything crashing.


I pushed aside the phone and stared helplessly at Joanne.

Slumping on the couch, I took a deep breath, unable to calm my racing heart. This was not the first time my world had been upended. The shore, once my refuge, had again become my enemy, snatching precious life. I saw the wave lifting above me about to crest, carrying with it the turbulent white foam of horrible memories that I’d run from the shore to forget.

I followed Joanne out of the house and to the marsh at the creek’s edge. We were lost, buoys escaped from their anchor and tossed upon turbulent seas. Without restraint, we waded at the water’s edge, not caring that the mud saturated our clothes and slicked our skin black.

I knew how Jo would react. With the swiftness that only life-catastrophe could bring, I watched her change. Numbly, she cried her baby’s name until hoarseness slowly stole her voice away.

She waded into the marsh, a soggy soup thick with sharp grasses and a tangle of cattails. When her voice faded, we found each other and limped to the shore.

There, we huddled together, unspeaking.

And then the rain began again, and my perfect life dissolved in heaven’s tears.
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FOR JOANNE, THE days passed in a collage of images, the dreadful stuff destined to embed forever in her mind.

A volunteer squad of local fishermen in yellow rubber hip boots sloshing through the marsh.

Rescue divers in their scuba gear.

David staring toward the Chesapeake, wondering if it had reached out and swept his daughter away.

Interviews with county deputies, dedicated if not simple men who insisted that a strong tide was responsible for her daughter’s disappearance.

An overheard conversation of two watermen. “Remember Tom’s boy? Tide took the body all the way from the creek to Virginia Beach. Washed up by the Ramada Inn.

A rescue boat dragging the creek, dredging up unhappy crabs, an old truck tire, and a mangled grocery cart, but no Rachel.

Such were the images welded into her very being.

She sat on the dock, clutching her cell phone, trying to remember feeling normal. It seemed that feeling was gone, drowned with her daughter.

She looked toward the house, prompted by the sound of crunching gravel. Must be David, back from the sheriff’s office. Instead, she was startled to see her father’s Mercedes followed by a news van.

As her parents, Gary and Tricia Morgan, stepped from their car, they were immediately flanked by a woman in a business suit and a cameraman. The cameraman held up his instrument and began recording as the senator walked toward his daughter.

Joanne stiffened. How dare they invade—

Her thoughts were stifled as her mother called her name and quickly enveloped her with a hug.

“Mom! You invited the media?”

Tricia finished the hug by patting Joanne’s back. She pulled away and brushed aside a tear. She conveyed a look at the cameraman who understood, lowering his camera. “Don’t mind them,” she said quietly to Joanne. “You know your father has an obligation to the public. They will want to know what he’s going through.”

What he’s going through? What about me?

Joanne fought the urge to go to battle with her mother over this in front of the cameraman. Of all the nerve! My mother traipses in here like the Queen of Sheba…Instead, she turned to hug her father.

Her father’s voice was soft. “How are you, darling?”

She took a deep breath. “How do you think?”

“I know this is just horrible for you,” he said. “But look at it this way. The media attention may actually help. Someone may know something and come forward.”

Tricia turned around, taking in her surroundings. “So this is ‘the shore.’” She framed the last two words in quotation marks with her fingers, her voice gilded with judgment.

The woman in the business suit stepped forward. “Gina Thompson,” she said, holding out her hand. “Channel Three, The News at Noon.”

Joanne shook her hand.

“We won’t interfere. We would like to take some footage around the house and waterfront.” She paused as if she didn’t know what to say. “I’m so sorry.”

Joanne’s mother eyed the cameraman carefully. “You know our agreement. No pictures of David’s father or the front of the house.” She pointed to the dock. “Interview the senator over there.”

Tricia Morgan had silver hair and a tongue to match. Her husband, the senator, had chosen wisely. If anyone had the polish to balance the life of a politician, it was Tricia. She’d always been the one to handle the media, spinning everything to her husband’s advantage—including canceling her daughter’s elaborate state wedding when she eloped instead with the son of a Chesapeake Bay crabber.

This was the first in-person interaction Joanne had had with her parents since Rachel’s disappearance. She should have known it would turn out like this. Tragedy was worth nothing if you couldn’t exploit the public’s sympathy—especially during campaign season.

The irony struck. They should be comforting me, not using this for political gain. She looked around, wanting to be anywhere but there. She desperately wanted David to return and save her from her parents.

“We can’t stay the night,” Tricia said. “The senator has a breakfast meeting in the morning in Norfolk. We’ll be staying at the Omni there.” Her mother brightened. “Can you join us for supper? We’ll take you and David to that inn he talks about over in Oyster.”

“Sure,” Jo muttered. She looked at the news anchorwoman, then motioned for the cameraman to move toward the dock. Jo smiled curtly at her mother. “That is if you think you have time. You may need to do an interview for Channel Three.”

Her father sighed. “Jo, this is the price we pay for being public servants. The public has a right to know.”

“Do they? Do they really want to know how horrible this has been for me? My only child has disappeared! I feel as if someone has ripped my heart from my chest! I can’t sleep. My whole world has been swallowed in darkness.” Her voice choked to a halt.

Gina Thompson asked her cameraman, “Did you get any of that?”

Joanne stomped toward the cameraman, thinking of how it would feel to shove him off the end of the dock. She pointed at his blue-checked shirt. “You stay away from me!”

He backed up, staying one step in front of Joanne all the way to the water’s edge. “Of course!”

 

That night Jo and I endured dinner with her parents. Everyone carefully avoided the minefield of subjects that would upset Joanne. In essence, we had a quiet evening punctuated by talk of the weather and the food. The senator and his wife left by eight so that they could reach the Omni in Norfolk by a reasonable hour.

Joanne and I were left to contend with the loss on our own. I watched as Joanne teetered near a precipice of depression. I felt helpless to pull her back. Day by day, she was continuing to withdraw beyond my grasp.

After four nearly intolerable nights spent sleeping in my childhood bedroom, we headed for home.

Without Rachel.

The next morning I woke and stared at the ceiling. At least, I thought I was awake. It seemed that everything was normal. My first thought wasn’t of agonizing loss, but of breakfast. Rachel was sleeping down the hall, I was sure. Nothing catastrophic had happened to us. Rachel’s disappearance was a nightmare, nothing more. My life, my career, my marriage were all on track.

It was in that foggy state that I remembered the revving of a car engine outside my father’s house. And I knew. The sheriff’s department was all wrong. The Chesapeake hadn’t stolen my baby.


I sat up, wiping sweat from my forehead. Instead of heading for the coffeepot, I went straight to my study and picked up a business card for the sheriff who had jurisdiction over Rachel’s disappearance. He was an oysterman turned lawman, with a wiry build and thick white hair buzzed to military specs. Denton Reynolds picked up the phone after one ring.

“Sheriff Reynolds.”

“Sheriff, this is Dr. Conners, uh, David Conners calling.”

The sheriff sighed. “Yes, Mr. Conners.” He paused. “You’re calling for an update. The Coast Guard has been—”

“I’m not calling for an update, sir. I remembered something I feel is significant. Right before I went outside to look for my daughter, I heard a vehicle accelerating down the street. It meant nothing to me then, but now I’m concerned there might be a connection to my daughter’s case.”

Another sigh. “Listen, you told me all about your experience being followed by the red convertible.”

“I’m not suggesting that it was them. It could have been, sure, but the timing of the noise is unmistakable. It must have been a few minutes before I went outside to look for Rachel. Someone’s taken her, Sheriff.”

“Did you see a car? Can you give me a description?”

I felt small. No. I hadn’t seen anything. But it had seemed so significant that I remembered the noise of the car. I hesitated. “No, sir,” I said. How could I convince him of something based on such an unsteady platform?

“Why would someone take your daughter? You haven’t received any threats or a request for ransom?”

I lowered my voice. “No. But she is the granddaughter of a state senator.”

“I’m aware of that. I met the senator and his wife,” he said. “And I had to endure that reporter from Richmond’s Channel Three News at Noon.” His voice was laced with sarcasm. “This isn’t the kind of media attention Tippins needs right now, especially with the Crab Festival coming up.”

I huffed. I couldn’t care less about Tippins’ image.

He softened. “This is terrible for you, I know.”

I wanted to rage at him, to tell him that he couldn’t know how terrible it was, that every moment since her disappearance I felt an unseen horror, that I had trouble taking the next breath, that my wife’s despondency frightened me, and that if he had a shred of decency, he’d exhaust every law enforcement official in the state to find my life again. Instead, I choked on my own sorrow. “Sure.”

“I’ll look into whether anyone saw or heard anything, and update you as soon as I have any information.”

I couldn’t speak. My own hometown had betrayed me. They were so small-town and naïve that they couldn’t seem to imagine something sinister in their midst. I hung up the phone and padded on zombie feet toward the coffeemaker.

I took out my frustrations on Kenya AA coffee beans, grinding them to fine dust in my electric grinder.

Joanne appeared as I poured my first cup. She set her favorite mug, a souvenir of Topsail Island, beside mine. I poured coffee without speaking. When I leaned down to kiss her cheek, she turned away and sipped her coffee as if she hadn’t seen my attempt.

I took a deep breath. “Jo, I don’t think Rachel fell in the water. I think she was taken from us. Abducted.”

She sat at the kitchen counter on a high oak stool and cradled her coffee to her chin with both hands. She spoke through the steam. “Don’t do this to me, David.”

“Do what? Are you afraid to hope?”

“I’m afraid of false hope.”

“Why do you think they haven’t found her in the water?”

Joanne slammed her mug against the counter, sloshing coffee onto the phone book. “And the sheriff and all the investigators are wrong?”

“Yes.” I added gently, “Because they’ve been dealing with drowning victims for years, that’s their first thought. In the quiet town of Tippins, no one would ever believe that evil could be lurking behind the happy, white-clapboard façade.”

Joanne looked drained, unable to find light in the darkness. Her accusation, when it came, wasn’t unexpected. “This is all your fault.” Her voice was emotionless—as though she were accusing me of forgetting to buy milk, not blaming me for our daughter’s disappearance. “If you hadn’t insisted that we go to the shore, if you hadn’t have insisted that we take Rachel, if you had only listened to me when I wanted to go home…” She got up and carried her coffee into the den. Evidently, she was done.

I walked to the refrigerator and plucked Rachel’s school photo from underneath a magnet. I took it into the den and began scanning it onto my desktop computer.

“What are you doing?” I looked up to see Jo, hands on hips, silhouetted in the doorway.

“I’m going to make a poster.”

“How is that going to help?”

“Our daughter may be alive.”

“And this idea is supposed to make it easier for me to accept her disappearance?” She rolled her hand in the air. “Some crazy idea that Rachel was stolen from us and may be somewhere, held against her will, perhaps being molested by a madman?” She paced the small, paneled study. “For her sake, I’d rather the Chesapeake claimed her.”

“Listen, Jo. Right before I went looking for her, I heard a car engine accelerating away.” I sat at my desk and stared into the computer screen. “I can’t get that sound out of my head.”

Joanne started to cry. Again.


I left my post to take her in my arms and felt her resist momentarily before she laid her head against my chest. I knew she wasn’t heartless. She was heartbroken. Afraid of the truth—no matter what the truth was. How does a mother’s mind begin to accept the unthinkable?

I could almost palpate her agony. I sensed her slipping into a protective cocoon. I hated to leave her, but I had to go, even at the expense of the pain I would experience in leaving Jo. “I’m going back to the shore.”

Her silence was all the reply I needed. She wouldn’t go. Perhaps she couldn’t go. I understood. She was coping the only way she knew how. Half self-pity and self-preservation, and the rest, a mixture of blaming me and denial.

“I’ll call Jim from the car. They’ll just have to understand.” I had to pursue this possibility. I didn’t want to just cope. I wanted action.

I had to find my daughter.

 

I went to the clinic before office hours. I wasn’t in the mood for concerned people, hugs, or tears. I picked up some medications for my father from our sample closet, stopped at a print shop, refueled at Starbucks, and headed for the shore.

On the way, I called the senior partner at Richmond Family Medicine Associates. “Jim, this is David.”

“David, I’m glad you called. How can we help you?”

“I’m going to need some time off.”

“Sure. I told the clinic manager to clear your appointments for the time being.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep you in the loop. I’ll be back in Richmond in a few days.”

I folded my cell phone and cracked the window for a little fresh air. Unlike on my last trip, the day was sunny, with a forecast of temperatures in the nineties. Perfect beach weather.

I sipped Starbucks and attempted to form a strategy.

Only one small problem.

I had no idea how to start investigating an abduction.

Four hours later, I was with my father again. When I arrived, he was sitting in the den eating a crustless peanut butter sandwich.

I handed him a small bottle of pills. “If you start these, there’s a good chance we can get your catheter out.”

“I can’t live like this.”

“You have options. Go see a urologist in Norfolk.”

“You’re a doctor. You help me.”

I sighed. We’d been through this before. He’d watched my mother die of breast cancer in spite of surgery, chemotherapy, and radiation. “You know what I think.”

“I have prostate cancer,” he recited mechanically. “It has spread to my back. It’s blocked off my urine flow.”

“Exactly.”

“It’s too late for remission. I’m not going through what your mother did.”

“I’ve got one more option. An injection. A medicine called Lupron. Prostate cancer grows in response to testosterone, the male hormone. Lupron blocks testosterone. If I give it to you, there’s a good chance you’ll find relief from some of your symptoms.”

“But…” he said, trailing the sentence out for me to finish.

“But what?”

“There’s always a ‘but’ with treatment of cancer.”

“You’ll lose your sex drive.” I paused. “No more manly hormone pulsing through your body.”

He laughed. “Nothing like beating a man when he’s down.” He sobered quickly and looked up. “You think it will help me?”


I nodded. I didn’t know what else I could do. My options were limited. What else could I do? “I’ll have to bring it from a pharmacy.” I pointed to the bottle in his hand. “For now, take one of those. In a few hours we’ll see if your body works properly without the catheter.”

“I need a favor.”

I looked back at him without speaking.

“I’ve got three hundred crab pots that I haven’t emptied since Friday.”

“You want me to work your line?” I shook my head. “Dad, I’m here to find Rachel.”

He scuffed his foot against the floor.

“Can’t you call Ned’s boy? He’s always looking for extra cash.”

He waved his hand at me. “Sure, sure,” he said, “I can call any number of people. I was just hoping that you’d want to help.”

I sighed. I couldn’t deal with this. “Look, Dad—”

He held up his hands. “Find Rachel. You really think she’s alive, don’t you?”

I tried hard not to choke as I felt my voice thicken. “I have to believe it.”

Dad’s face was stern. “Follow your heart, son.”

 

By five p.m. I’d plastered posters all over the small town of Tippins and visited about a third of its residents. When I knocked on the door of Dad’s neighbor’s house, it opened an inch, revealing a quick flash of a light brown face and dark eyes. The door closed.

“One moment,” a woman said. When it opened again, I was face-to-veil with a Somali female. She wore a long dress and some sort of upper body covering. The only thing visible for my inspection were her eyes—dark and hinting of mystery. Or was the sense of mystery caused by the black veil that covered everything except for a slit across her eyes? I held out my hand. “I’m David Conners. Gus, your next-door neighbor, is my father.”

The woman looked at my hand and seemed to hesitate. In a moment she lifted her arm toward me, tenting up the large black veil, with her arm and hand completely concealed. I didn’t know how to respond. I shook her wrist through the cloth and wondered what cultural taboos I had broken.

“I’m sorry—”

“I’m Amina,” she said. “Don’t be sorry, David.”

Her use of my first name disarmed me.

“Your father, I’ve helped him with the house a few times.”

“You called to let us know he was ill.”

“Your father is a proud man.” Amina’s eyes smiled. “Too proud to ask for the help he needs.” She quickly looked away. “My father told me you stopped in the other day.”

“The day my daughter disappeared. Here’s her picture,” I said, lifting a poster.

A hand appeared from beneath her long veil. The back of her hand was decorated with ornate black lines, some sort of tattoo design of flowers starting at her wrist, across her hand, and twisting around each slender finger. She took the paper from my hand. “She has not been found?”

“Not yet.” I cleared my throat. “Amina, I don’t think Rachel fell in the water and was swept away by the tide. I think she was abducted.”

I waited for a reaction. I heard a faint gasp, but nothing more.

“Any chance you saw a vehicle of any kind on the street Saturday afternoon?”

She shook her head in response, then said, “Your father is very proud of you.”


I could have refuted her statement on the basis of my personal experience, but I wasn’t ready to tell this stranger my problems.

“You need to take care of him.”

I cleared my throat and felt my defenses riding up an express elevator. “Sure,” I said. “I’m trying.”

“You’re his only son.”

I looked at this woman, wondering where she got off giving me family advice. We were obviously from different worlds. She was Muslim. I used to identify myself as Christian, but the last few days I had been wondering where God was. I was American. She was from an ocean away, the horn of Africa. Besides all that, I’d only just met her. “Listen, A…”

“Amina.”

“Amina. I’m not sure what my father tells you, but he’s turned down plenty of offers for my help.”

She looked up at me for a moment and let her eyes rest upon mine. It was quick, but in that instant, I felt she stared right through me. This was unfair. She could see who I was. I suddenly wanted another glimpse of her light brown face and I wanted to be the one covered.

“Wh-why do you—” I stopped.

“Wear this veil?”

I felt heat in my cheeks. “Yes.”

“In my religion, women are protected from the hungry eyes of men.” She said it smoothly and with a hint of accusation.

Immediately I realized that I’d been staring, trying to imagine her face and form. If anything, her covering, designed to make me see less, notched up the mystery, and made me want to see more. I looked away, coughing to cover my discomfort. “If you hear or see anything that might help in my search, please let me know.” I stepped off the porch.


I was walking across the yard when she called after me. “David, is it true that Gus is dying?”

“He told you that?”

She nodded.

My throat tightened. I turned toward my father’s house. “Yes,” I said. “He’s dying.”
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