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For Mom and Dad










2014


Cara keeps her books in her car. Not all of them, just the ones she doesn’t want her husband to find: an epic sci-fi novel about an underwater civilization; an Australian scientist’s account on the future of marine exploration; a collection of Japanese folktales involving the ningyo, a human, fishlike creature. Her favorite, a memoir by a record-setting female free diver, slides out from under the passenger seat as she slams on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a mother with a stroller. Cara closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and pushes the book back out of sight before continuing on down Basin Road.


She knows it’s only a matter of time before Graham discovers it, this oddball collection of aquatic literature she’s acquired over the years, but she’s ready with an explanation. It’s research, she will say. For my paintings.


When she gets out of the car, the water is at midtide, the currents still making up their minds which way to pull. Green seaweed clings to the sides of dock posts like wet hair. Barnacles fizz and gasp at exposure to the open air. In a few hours the water will rise to its peak, eclipsing the lingering smell of ocean rot. The winds have not picked up yet. A light breeze starts to awaken flags on ships, docks, and grassy seaside lawns.


Cara sees Tashtego, Dean’s box-headed yellow Lab, before she sees Dean. His boat is in its usual spot, rhythmically bumping up against the water-swollen green posts of the Menemsha fishing docks. A larger boat has just pulled into the next slip over, drawing clusters of early-season tourists with hopeful delusions of seeing giant, iridescent blue-bodied tuna unloaded from below the ship’s decks. They’re disappointed when the catch turns out to be nothing more than a few icy crates of fluke.


Cara scratches behind Tashtego’s ears and pulls herself aboard the Incredible Hull, cooing and baby-talking with the dog as a means of announcing her presence. The salt and oil of Tashtego’s hair makes her hands smell. The deck is covered in a soup of fish scales, rusty water, and earwigs. Dean emerges from the cabin, wiping his hands with a blackened rag. He nods at Cara and offers a tight-lipped smile.


“Looks like Bette and Claude just brought in a nice haul of flounder,” she says.


Dean squints, eyes ice-blue and sharp, over at the docks and adjusts his ball cap. The deep creases across his forehead and stubble on his cheeks betray the years he has spent out on the water as a boat captain. He is strong and lean, but walks with a limp.


“Good for them,” he says. “Only been out a few days. Bitin’ must have been good.”


Cara smiles, but lets the topic drop there. “I got your message,” she says. “Everything okay?”


She burrows her fingers deep into the back pockets of her jeans and rocks forward on her toes, pushing her hips up in a casual stretch. She avoids eye contact, working hard not to disclose any sign of hope or expectation. He probably just wants to offer her first dibs at a fresh catch, she thinks. Or maybe he’s found something that might be of use to her at the gallery.


“C’mon,” says Dean. “Let’s go for a stroll.”


They walk down the dock toward the beach in silence. Any other day and Dean would be entertaining her with stupid fish puns.


You can tune a piano, but you can’t tune a fish.


Not tonight, dear, I’ve got a haddock.


How do you make an octopus laugh? Ten tickles.


But today he is quiet. Nervous. He lights a cigarette when they reach the sand, taking in a long, slow drag.


Is Dean McIlroy about to tell her he’s in love with her? Cara clenches her jaw and swallows at the thought. Dean is old. Old enough, at least, to allay any concern that her jokey jabs and witty teases toward him might ever be interpreted as something in the neighborhood of flirting. But then, he’s not that old, Cara thinks, and she finds herself wondering, to her own consternation, if Dean is still able to get it up.


But that’s not it and Cara knows it.


A little girl wanders the beach with a green bucket, filling it with treasures. A seagull feather. A sand-crab claw. The hollowed-out skeleton of an immature horseshoe crab. She can’t be older than three, walking with a goofy, bowlegged stance.


“What’s with you today?” Cara asks, forcing a laugh. “You’re acting weird.”


Dean opens his mouth and holds in the words with his breath, thinking carefully before uttering a sound.


“One of the guys says he saw something. Out at Gull’s Ledge yesterday.”


“What do you mean? Saw what?”


Dean blinks down and opens his eyes back up hard on Cara’s face.


The gesture tells her everything she needs to know. Her internal sirens run on full alert, cautioning her against all hope. For nearly five years she’s been waiting for this exact moment, and now that it’s arrived, she isn’t sure she’s capable of the joy and relief she’s always thought it would bring.


“I wouldn’t say nothin’ if I wasn’t sure.”


“But are you sure? I mean, did you see? Were you there?”


“I wasn’t there, but my guys were. Good guys.”


“Then how can you be sure? How could you come to me like this unless you yourself saw something?”


“I trust Jimmy. Jimmy Coughlin—who knows nothing about what happened with Brendan and your boy. Says he and the guys saw two people swimming in the water. Way far out. Not somewhere you see people swimming, you know what I mean? At first they thought it was just a couple of lobster traps or something. But when Jimmy looked through his binoculars, he swears he saw a man and a boy, treading water out there like it was normal. By the time they got closer, the people were gone. Dove straight into the water. Just like that. Never came back up.”


Cara shakes her head in disbelief and stares ahead, unblinking. Her legs buckle and she sinks down into the cool morning sand. Dean squats down next to her, fanning her with his dirty rag. The wafting smell of gasoline makes her temples ache.


“You okay, kid?”


“Why are you doing this?” Cara’s voice breaks, and she turns her head away to hide the wave of emotion rising behind her eyes.


The child on the beach is singing now. Her song is unrecognizable. Made-up, probably, with references to fishies and starfish and mermaids.


Cara retreats into the safety of logic, halting the tears before they can come out.


“It could have been anything, Dean. You and your guys think you see all sorts of stuff when you’re out there. All those stories…”


“I’m just telling you what was relayed to me,” Dean says. “Seemed like a heck of a coincidence to me.”










2008


They made everyone move out the day of graduation. Best not to let the new grads have free range of campus, the threat of taking away their diplomas no longer viable. Cara couldn’t believe how quickly it all happened. One moment she was eating warm macaroni salad and a lettuce-bacon-turkey-tomato wrap under the tent with her dad, Drew, and Lucía, and the next she was in the passenger seat of Lindsay’s Passat, headed toward Boston. She’d taken her robe off hours ago, but was still in the blue dress she’d chosen to wear underneath, a rare splurge at $150. The corner of her mortarboard poked out from the tote at her feet. She’d been too sentimental to throw it away.


She checked the clock on the dash. Her family was probably boarding their flight back to Phoenix by now, storing their baggage and settling into their seats. As hard as it had been to say good-bye to them—their forty-eight hours together had felt like much less—she was glad she wasn’t with them. Phoenix in the summer was hell on earth for a girl from Vermont. They said the temperature had been close to 110 degrees when they left, and they expected it to be just as hot when they got back.


Phoenix would never be home to Cara, despite her father’s best intentions. She’d never completely forgiven him for selling the Bennington house and moving the family thousands of miles to live in the desert. Worse, this had all transpired just three months after her mother had died, as if her father just couldn’t get away from Vermont, and their life there, fast enough. He’d been raised in a military family, living in five states before he was eighteen, and had fond memories of Arizona, the dry heat, consistent sun. When Cara was growing up, he’d always complained about the harsh Vermont winters, jokingly threatening to move them all someplace warmer. She’d never thought he actually would.


Cara, fortunately, hadn’t had to spend much time in Phoenix beyond the few weeks before her freshman year of college and the school breaks and summers that followed. The move had been much harder on Drew, who’d had to start at a new high school at the onset of his junior year. But her brother had always been an outgoing kid, and made friends quickly. He grew to like Arizona, so much so that he’d chosen to stay there and work for a friend’s mom this summer, ignoring Cara’s pleas that he come east and spend it with her. It was hard to believe he would be a junior at UCLA in the fall.


Cara had looked at colleges in other states—as close as New York and as far away as California—but in the end had decided to stay in Vermont, initially so that she would be close enough to help take care of her mom. But even after her mother passed away, Cara had stuck by her decision, the idea of a departure still feeling too much like a betrayal.


She had orchestrated the past few days with her family very carefully. She’d taken them to Honey Meadow Farm for the world’s most luscious, creamiest, hand-churned ice cream, and arranged for them all to take a sunset cruise on Lake Champlain. Somehow it felt like if she just reminded them of the very best that Vermont had to offer, they might be convinced to move back, or at least stay east a few days longer. “Don’t you miss this?” she kept saying to Drew. Maybe they’d even decide to come to the Vineyard with her, she thought. But then, seemingly no sooner than she’d crossed the stage in her cap and gown, there they were in the parking lot, sliding down the handles of their roller suitcases and hefting them into the back of the rental.


Lindsay’s family lived in Newton, a Boston suburb, so she’d offered to drop Cara at the bus station in Boston on her way home. From there, Cara would catch a bus to Woods Hole on the Cape and hop on a ferry to Martha’s Vineyard to spend the summer with her aunt Moira and uncle Ed.


Lindsay tried to make it seem like she was jealous of Cara and all the beach time she was going to get over the next few weeks, but everyone knew Lindsay had the best future in store. In just a few days, she would be on her way to New York City to start an internship at Self magazine, a role that, in spite of its less than mediocre pay, evoked envy in Cara and the rest of their friend circle. Regardless of what the actual job entailed—which was likely to be coffee runs and scheduling—it conveyed a certain glossiness that none of the rest of them had been able to achieve. The next-best triumph was Melanie’s temp position at Geico, which was really only cool because the company had those funny caveman commercials.


Cara had originally thought that she too might be headed to New York after graduation. That had been the plan, at least. She’d applied for dozens of entry-level positions at galleries all over the city, noting her experience working at the college gallery and her role as student supervisor of the art barn her senior year. Met by silence and auto-generated rejections, she tried for internships, but the paid opportunities ignored her and the unpaid roles required that she be a full-time student, which she of course no longer was.


It was only a few hours, but Cara was grateful for the time alone in the car with her closest friend. The pair had met in an introductory French class their freshman year. Despite having taken years of French in high school, both girls had somehow managed to fail the college’s proficiency exam and were forced to enroll in a course far beneath their aptitude levels. They had bonded over the shared tedium of learning material they’d already been taught, amused at being the strongest students in class with minimal effort. It was the only A+ Cara ever got.


“I forgot to ask. How was it with the stepmom?” Lindsay asked. “She seemed fine.”


“It was. She was,” Cara admitted. “I think it helped being here, on my own turf. Did you see the way she was looking at our apartment, though? She was freaked out by the mess, you could tell.”


Lucía, Cara’s father’s new wife, was a petite, attractive, but, Cara felt, age-appropriate woman of Ecuadorian descent. She’d come to the United States as a child, married, had a child of her own, and divorced at forty-two. She now worked as a special education teacher at an elementary school in Phoenix. She and Cara’s father had met through church, and were married a year and a half later.


There was nothing overtly offensive or off-putting about Lucía, but in the time Cara had spent with her, they had never quite been able to connect. Cara blamed this in part on Lucía’s demure aspect and scrupulous attention to cleanliness and detail. The condo she shared with Cara’s father was always pristine—beds made, dishes put away, laundry folded—and Lucía herself was never seen with so much as a wrinkle in her clothing. It made Cara, by comparison, feel like a mess. She was always keenly aware of everything she touched in the condo, careful not to dirty a pillow or leave the blue grime of toothpaste in the sink.


“Also, please don’t call her my stepmom,” Cara said. “She’s my dad’s wife. There’s no mothering involved here.”


“Sometimes I find myself preparing to be a stepmom one day,” Lindsay said. “Like, I’ll think about what kind I would be. Is that weird?”


“Yes.”


“I mean, there are the ones who are, like, really young, and get the kids to like them by buying them cool clothes and taking them to Justin Timberlake concerts.”


“Even for a boy?”


“Or whatever, sports games and paintball. You know what I mean. But that’s one kind. And then the other kind is just this hippie-dippie, free-spirited one who leaves them alone and treats them like they’re equals—like they’re adults, almost to an inappropriate extent. And then finally there’s the one that really embraces the mom thing and essentially, like, becomes the new mom. No hesitation. Packed lunches, soccer practice, bedtime stories, the whole thing.”


“Okay, to start, I’m pretty sure there are other kinds of stepmoms besides the three you just named. But more importantly, are you secretly dating an older man with kids that I don’t know about?”


Lindsay laughed. “No. I mean, not yet. But I’ve got this hunch, like that’s what’s going to happen. Like I need to mentally prepare myself for it now, just in case. Do you have anything like that?”


“Sometimes I think I play out worst-case scenarios in my head just so they don’t happen,” Cara said. “Like if I’ve already imagined it, the odds of it coming to fruition are way lower. Because apparently the track record of my daydreams actually coming true is really slim. Like, that’s the pattern I’ve come to believe. If I’ve thought about it already, it won’t happen.”


Lindsay nodded. “Yeah, okay. Maybe that’s kind of what I’m doing too.”


“And like you said, you feel like you’re more prepared once you’ve imagined it. So at least, if it does happen—which it won’t—but if it does, and you do become a stepmom, you won’t be totally shocked and devastated in that moment when you find out the guy you love has two bratty kids. You’ll just be like, Oh, okay, now this is really happening.”


“So what’s an example for you?”


Cara thought about it. The biggest thing she mentally prepared herself for was not making it as an artist. Deep in her heart, she was sure she’d one day make a living by painting and selling art, showing at galleries in cities across the country, and maybe even the world. But anytime she conjured up this possible future, she reminded herself that it probably wasn’t going to happen—at least not overnight. She’d more likely end up a teacher. Or a gallery docent.


But such musings felt far too personal to share. It was too serious. Too important to her. Even with her closest friends, like Lindsay, Cara rarely showed vulnerability. Showing that you really wanted something that was seemingly unattainable—or, worse, making a clear and obvious effort to secure that something—was the most frightening and humiliating thing Cara could imagine.


“I’m already convinced that I can’t have kids,” Cara said. Somehow this felt less personal than her aspiration to be a successful artist. The idea of having kids still felt so far away. She wasn’t even sure she wanted them, anyway. The mere thought of going through an experience as raw and emotional and affecting as motherhood, without her own mother there to witness it and to guide her, conjured a heavy, harrowing ache, a hurt that still hounded her all these years later, settling in quickly and often, without warning. Better to never be a mother at all.


“And I have no reason to believe this,” she went on, blanketing the ache with a feigned nonchalance. “As far as I know, I am perfectly healthy. Yet it would not shock me one bit if I was totally infertile.”


“Yeah, that’s a good one,” Lindsay said.


“But I think everyone probably worries about that.”


“I don’t.”


Cara raised her eyebrows. “You don’t?”


“No! It’s never even occurred to me that I might struggle.”


“See, and just hearing you say that makes me nervous for you,” Cara said. “Like, because you’re so confident, you’re going to have the most trouble out of all of us.”


“That makes no sense.”


“I know, but that’s how my brain works.”


When they made it to downtown Boston, a woman flicked Lindsay off for almost running her down in a crosswalk. Cara put her hand to her mouth and sucked in a nervous breath. Lindsay was incredulous. Nothing was ever her fault. Cara, on the other hand, probably would have pulled the car over to get out, give the woman a bottle of water, and personally apologize.


“What?”


“You almost just hit that woman.”


“She practically ran out into the middle of the road!”


“It’s a crosswalk!”


Lindsay shrugged.


There was nowhere to park, so they said good-bye at the curb, Lindsay leaning over the gearshift and passenger seat to hug Cara through the door.


“I’m going to come visit you when my family goes to the Cape for Labor Day,” she said. “And then I’m bringing you back to come live in New York with me.”


“Deal,” said Cara. “Just make friends with some cool gallery owner and convince them to give me a job.”


“Sure,” Lindsay said. “No problem.”


A car behind Lindsay’s honked. She rolled her eyes.


“Fucking Boston drivers. I gotta go.”





Cara was anxious. She had to pee, but ignored it. She didn’t like to leave the deck if she could help it, even to find a bathroom. Seasickness. It always hit her when she sat inside, the smells of reheated chowder, other people’s sunscreen, and lingering antiseptic cleaner adding to the nausea.


The ferry was crowded and she’d arrived too late to grab a seat. That is, a seat that didn’t require an excuse me or is anyone…? She stood at the railing instead, watching the giant hull of the ship cut through the water. Over the starboard side, the ocean tugged on a red nun buoy until it was nearly horizontal. Cara had heard that the waters of Vineyard Sound could be difficult to navigate if you didn’t know what you were doing.


The Vineyard Haven harbor was a forest of masts on the horizon as they approached, the Alabama and the Shenandoah standing tall above the rest. The boats collectively pointed to the southwest, like an army of soldiers at attention. A white spaceship of a yacht with tinted black windows zoomed by them in the opposite direction. A woman who sat reclined on its deck waved up at the ferry, and Cara relied on the other passengers to wave back.


Her adrenaline kicked in when they rounded the stone seawall at the lip of the harbor. As the boat docked, she could faintly hear the music of halyards clinking against their masts below the sound of the ferry’s engine. Leisure motors hummed and seagulls whined, hovering over the deck of the ship with an aggressive curiosity. A line of cars staked out the intersection of Union and Water. Families waited in line for brunch at the Black Dog. Cara followed the parade of strollers, roller bags, Labradors, L.L. Bean totes, and flip-flops down the ramp and toward the snarl of cars, white lines of paint guiding her path.


It felt strangely adult to be making the walk on her own. Trips to the Vineyard had always been a family affair. The four Hansens would pile into the twilight-blue Plymouth Voyager and make the four-hour drive down from Bennington to Woods Hole, stopping only once to pee and eat soggy chicken nuggets and french fries from McDonald’s. The cup holders of the Voyager were always sticky with spilled Coke, and the fold-open ashtrays of the backseats seemed to contain endless treasures from the years prior. A gob of Winterfresh wrapped in its foil. Hair barrettes. Micro Machines. A pair of old fries and the greasy paper pouch they’d come in.


Cara’s dad would drive while her mom played snack-master from the front seat. Cara sat in the middle seat next to their Newfie, Loretta, and Drew shared the wayback with boogie boards, bike wheels, and jumbo-sized bags of dog food. When they got to the ferry, Stanley and Siobhan Hansen would sit in line with the car while Cara and Drew gave Loretta one more chance to relieve herself before heading up the ramp as walk-ons, saving seats outside on the upper decks.


When their mom died, the tradition had passed away along with her in a manner so abrupt it nearly went unnoticed. August came and they stayed in Vermont, each of them hesitant to acknowledge the shift, as if doing so would breach the protective dam they’d built up around themselves. They weren’t ready to go back. Not without her. Though disappointed, Cara said nothing, because she felt confident they would return the following year. Next year they would be ready. If not then, the year after that.


What she’d failed to understand was that the familial glue that tied her to the island didn’t extend to her father, at least not in the same way. She couldn’t yet grasp the reality of what it meant to marry into a family, versus having been born into one, the bond of law so much weaker than that of blood. It was her mother who had drawn their family to the Vineyard in the first place; Siobhan was the one with the family connection, an endless trove of memories pulling her out to the Atlantic each year. The bond wasn’t as strong for Stanley. It broke when Cara’s mother died.


Moira was there to pick her up in her 1995 Buick Park Avenue. She looked a little teary when she got out to hug Cara, which made Cara a little teary too.


“I’m so glad you decided to come, honey. I really am.”


“Me too,” said Cara, though she still wasn’t sure.


“You know the Rosedales sold their place,” said Moira as they drove away from town. “Two point six million. Ernie Schermer told me a movie director bought it. The guy who does all those war comedies? But I’ve never seen anyone over there. Not once.”


“Jesus,” said Cara. The place didn’t even have indoor plumbing.


The cultural evolution of the island and its inhabitants had always been a favorite topic of discussion on Siobhan’s side of the family. Community members took it personally every time one of their own was bought out by new money. Bexley House, named for Cara’s maternal great-grandfather John Bexley, had been passed down through the family and was now inhabited full-time by Cara’s Aunt Moira, Siobhan’s older sister by ten years, and Moira’s husband, Ed. The house was located on the southwestern end of the island or “up-island,” as locals referred to it, where the influx of new money was arguably less obvious. There were the quintessential summertime Vineyard-goers of Edgartown and Oak Bluffs (“down-island”), with their critter belts, boat shoes, Lilly dresses, and pearl earrings; and then there were the summer folk of Chilmark and Aquinnah (“up-island”), men and women in Birkenstocks, flowy dresses, worn-out cotton T-shirts, and ripped blue jeans.


It should be acknowledged, however, that the latter population, shabby and bohemian to the untrained eye, was not quite as it seemed. Shacks by the sea were tenanted not by starving writers and musicians, but by former presidents, record executives, and aging celebrities in casual disguise, desperate to get away from it all. High-end chefs from the mainland bought up mom-and-pop farms to sell local organic produce to said presidents, record executives, and aging celebrities, hosting artificially idyllic farm-to table dinners in their fairy light–strewn barns for top dollar. Sunrise beach yoga classes had become commonplace, and the Menemsha parking lot was crowded each summer with Land Rovers, Beemers, and, for a tasteful balance, the occasional classic woody Jeep Wagoneer covered in bumper stickers.


The unspoken consensus, of course, was that since Great-Grandpa Bexley had bought the family property back in the early 1900s—when houses sold for hundreds versus hundreds of thousands of dollars—the family had a more legitimate claim to the land. They appreciated it more. Their history gave them license to roll their eyes at wash-ashores and island posers, even though not a single Bexley descendent had actually ever lived year-round on the island before Moira—never mind the natives who were there before anyone.


“How’s Stanley?” Moira asked.


“Fine, I guess.”


It struck Cara that Moira now referred to her dad by his first name, as if that’s what Cara should be calling him now too. When her mother was alive, he was “your dad.” Now he was Stanley.


“He’s still with that woman? Lucía?” Moira said it the American way, Loo-sha.


“It’s pronounced Loo-see-ah,” Cara said in a mocking, hoity-toity voice, as if Lucía’s preference on having her name pronounced correctly were demanding or pretentious.


“Well, excuuuse me!” said Moira.


“Anyway. Yes,” said Cara. “They’re still together. You know, they invited you to the wedding.”


“Must have lost my invitation.”


The BEXLEY HOUSE sign flapped on its hinges as they crunched down the shell-lined driveway toward the house. The Canadian goose mailbox was overtaken by honeysuckle and orange rose hips. Uncle Edward emerged from the back screen door with three Jack Russells at his ankles. Cara could hear the other dogs yapping inside.


“There she is,” he said, going in for a hug. He’d just woken up from a snooze, his eyes puffy and his comb-over astray.


“Help her with her bag, Ed.”


Cara noted the way her uncle hunched his shoulders, keeping his elbows locked and knuckles flexed for balance. She waved off their attempts to help and headed inside.


The house had changed since they’d winterized it. The once bare, shiplapped walls were now covered with insulation, drywall, and paint. It flattened the light, reducing shadows and muzzling the air. The built-in ledge where they used to exhibit beach treasures was gone.


But the old wood stove remained, as did the wall of buoys adorning the short hallway to the kitchen. Grandpa Bexley’s painting of Gay Head Light still sat above the fireplace, and the same old taxidermized sandpipers, mallards, and solitary osprey continued to nest in the den.


“We thought you could stay in your mom’s old room,” said Moira.


“Are you sure? I don’t mind staying in my usual spot.”


“Whatever you’re comfortable with.”


Moira patted Cara’s shoulder and smiled the familiar, sympathetic smile Cara had come to resent, the one that signaled that the beholder knew, that they could see Cara’s pain, despite her best efforts to hide it. This kindness and tenderness from well-meaning friends and family members left Cara feeling vulnerable and exposed, the ache rising up inside, threatening.


“Yeah, I guess I will stay in the emerald room then,” she said. “I mean, it’s a bigger bed, right?”


She grabbed her bags and skipped up the stairs, two at a time, before her emotions could catch up with her.


What was wrong with her? She’d felt so good the past few months, and now suddenly it seemed as if she might burst into tears at any moment. She paused at the entrance of the room and took a deep breath. Everything looked as it always had—the white wrought-iron bed frame, the scallop shell pillows, the green crystalline curtain knobs, the emerald window-seat cushion. Books she could remember her mom reading leaned against a decorative brass anchor on the bureau. The Poisonwood Bible. Memoirs of a Geisha. Summer Sisters.


Cara shut the door behind her and opened the windows, letting in the full-bodied ocean air. There was a wedding photo of Cara’s parents on the vanity. She picked it up to take a closer look. Siobhan was tilting her head back with a huge grin, looking up at Cara’s much taller father. Stanley’s expression conveyed a subtle smirk, which for him might as well have been an ear-to-ear smile, that’s how seldom he showed any real emotion. He’d always been more reserved—not stern or cold, just reticent.


Both of them had been loving and supportive parents, showing up together for Cara and Drew’s parent-teacher conferences and soccer games and art shows. But her mom always sat in the stands or mingled through the crowds with the other parents, remembering everyone’s name and asking questions that showed she knew who they were and what their kids were interested in. Her dad, on the other hand, preferred to stand to the side by himself, taking in the scene, rarely engaging with anyone unless directly approached.


They’d met on a chairlift at Stowe, which Cara had always found very romantic.


“She got me so I had no chance of escape,” Stanley liked to joke.


Cara replaced the picture frame and climbed onto the bed, lying on her belly and inhaling the salty must of the pillows. She was sad her dad and brother weren’t there with her, but she could make this work. She’d feared this moment, being in a space so saturated with her mother’s presence, and was surprised by her calm, the solitude a relief. She felt solace in knowing her mom would be glad she was here. New York would still be there at the end of the summer. She made a promise to herself to use this free, untethered time to paint and draw and build a portfolio for when she was ready to move to the city.


She turned onto her back, outstretched her arms, and closed her eyes, falling into the escape of a favorite fantasy. She imagined being at her very first show in New York, looking beautiful, glass of merlot in hand, laughing with friends and family about how many people had showed up. Every piece would get sold. Agents and gallery owners would give her their cards. She would earn enough to buy her own place, where she’d host decadent parties for all her struggling college friends.


One night Paul Richard, the swimmer with the big blue eyes who was two years ahead of her, would stumble into one of her parties and they would fall in love, both of them reveling in how funny it was that they’d both always wanted to get to know the other back in college but had always been too shy to make a move. Later, when she’d earned enough money, they’d move back to Vermont where Cara would have her own studio space and shop, living and working as an artist in support of what would soon be their own little family, her mom looking down on them with pride from above.


But for now, it was the Vineyard with Aunt Moira and Uncle Ed.





Everyone knew the nudies hung out by the cliffs. That didn’t bother Cara. She was an artist, after all. She’d sat in on countless figure drawing classes by now, learning the art of not only the male and female forms, but of making it seem like she was above the childlike giddiness of seeing other people’s penises and vaginas. She was curious, to be sure, but made a point of keeping her head up as she walked down the beach. The quiet and seclusion were worth it, just far enough from the beach umbrellas, volleyball nets, and baby tents around the corner.


And then there were the cliffs, a brilliant canvas of clay, sand, and rock, baking in the sun. An island landmark. Only on the Vineyard would the site of one of the most famed tourist destinations and stunningly beautiful geographic formations also be a sanctuary for nudists. The cynic inside of her understood that the rules might change one day, but for now this small patch of beach had managed to retain the free-spirited flavor of the “old” Vineyard her family always talked about, though she herself was far too modest to shed her own swimsuit.


Dried barnacles scraped Cara’s skin, leaving white zigzags in their wake as she climbed up the side of a granite boulder. She took out her sketchbook and charcoal kit and started to outline a cormorant drying its wings. She used a pencil to begin sketching, the edges of her palms lightly grazing the page. She didn’t want to leave any marks that couldn’t be erased.


Cara wasn’t the kind of artist who liked to let her process show. She eschewed abstraction and strove for accuracy and realness, convinced that this was the best indication of true artistic talent. In college, she’d quietly resented her classmates who splattered clashing colors on a canvas and titled it Apathy, or Man in Pinstriped Suit. Her professors, in contrast, were enamored with it. The weirder a piece was, the longer they spent on it in critique, talking in circles about meaning and intent. When they got to Cara’s pieces, the comments were always the same: “It’s really good, but it doesn’t make me feel anything.”


Cara licked her finger and was attempting to wipe away a mark when a man in the water swam, naked, into her frame. She did her best to ignore him and continued to focus on the bird; she didn’t want him to think she was looking at him. When he started to make his way out of the water, she averted her eyes and waited for him to pass so that she could get back to her work. But it seemed like he was walking right toward her. She allowed herself the briefest of glances to confirm as much before snapping her eyes back down to the page.


An attractive naked person was a rare sighting at the cliffs. It was usually just the wilty European men and women with saggy boobs who went nude, a parade of spare-tire bellies and cottage-cheese thighs. But this man was young and physically fit, his white hips and thighs contrasting sharply with the deep tan of his legs and torso. Dripping with salt water, his hair was a soaking mess on his head.


“Excuse me, miss, but I thought this was a nude beach,” he said.


“I’m sorry?” Cara was too embarrassed to be afraid, too intrigued to be rude.


“This is a nude beach, isn’t it?”


“I guess so. It’s an option, at least.”


“Well, then, what are you doing wearing clothes?”


The man had a thick Boston accent she’d heard only in Ben Affleck movies and from older, gruff tollbooth workers on I-90.


“Excuse me?”


“I just don’t think it’s fair that I’m here butt-naked and you’re sitting there with shorts and a T-shirt on. I mean, it’s embarrassing—for me.”


He looked down at his genitals with a goofy wince, licking up the salt water dripping down from his hair. His eyes were dark and sheltered by a heavy brow, but brandished a glint of playfulness. He had a strong, prominent nose with a small bump in the middle, and he looked young, but there were already permanent creases around his eyes and along the edges of his mouth.


“Well, first of all, it’s optional,” said Cara. “I don’t have to be naked. And no one is forcing you to be naked. I certainly wouldn’t stop you from putting your shorts back on.”


“You wouldn’t?”


“I wouldn’t.”


“See, I think you would. At least you’d want to.”


“I… what?”


“I see you looking. Feast your eyes and enjoy. But I think you should get naked too. Partly because I feel a little nuts being naked alone, but mostly because I think you’d really enjoy it.”


“I’m good, thanks.”


Cara pretended to get back to her drawing. The man climbed up on the rock and sat down next to her.


“That’s really good,” he said, looking down at the page. Beads of water dripped off his skin, falling close to the sketchbook.


“I’m sorry, can I help you with something?” Cara fought to keep a serious expression. The sheer absurdity of the situation made it difficult to convey her annoyance.


“Yeah, you can,” he said. “By getting naked.”


Cara wondered for a moment if the man was foreign, but then she remembered the accent. This was the opposite of foreign. This was local.


“I’m sorry, but you’re starting to creep me out a little bit,” she said.


“Why? Because I’m naked?”


“Um, yeah, that’s part of it. You do realize this is sexual harassment, what you’re doing.”


Cara wondered if she should leave. Grab her things and run. She glanced sideways to make sure there were still other people around. If he tried anything, she could scream, and people would save her, the saggy-skinned nudists now her only protection. But she didn’t want to leave, and if she was truly being honest with herself, she didn’t want him to leave either.


“I like to think of it as sexual liberation,” he said. “The human body is a beautiful thing. But I don’t need to tell you that. You’re an artist, obviously.”


He pointed to her drawing. Cara gave him a look.


“I’m Brendan,” he said, reaching out his hand.


“Hi,” Cara said, ignoring the gesture. This didn’t seem to faze him.


“Aren’t you going to tell me your name?”


“Nope.”


“Please?”


“It’s Cara. My name is Cara. Are we done?”


“Sweeeeeeeeet Car–o–line,” sang Brendan.


“Nope. Just Cara.” She didn’t mind the song—she had fond memories of singing along to the Neil Diamond classic at Red Sox games with her parents and brother—but it had always annoyed her when people assumed her name was short for Caroline or Carolyn. Her name was Cara, just Cara.


Brendan shrugged. “Fair enough.”


Cara let out an exasperated sigh.


“What’s the matter?”


“My bird just left. The one I was drawing.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, but I think this could be a good thing for us. See, now you can give me your full attention.”


Cara let out a laugh. “Who are you? Where did you come from? And why are you so intent on talking to me?”


“I am Brendan, as I told you. I come from Gloucester, Mass., and I think you’re very beautiful—like, very beautiful, sincerely—and I want to get to know you. That’s it.”


Cara had a skewed sense of her own attractiveness. She instinctively deflected compliments, as if acceptance or any semblance of gratitude made her complicit in what she deemed to be a glaring fallacy. People thought she was pretty, but she wasn’t. Friends regularly told her how they wished they had her legs and brought her to the salon with them to show the colorist what they wanted. “Must be nice to be able to eat whatever you want and still have that body,” they said. But the compliments never sank in. Cara never truly felt worthy. The curious eyes of men and jealous glares from women did little to bridle the overwhelming sense of insecurity she carried with her. She lived in perpetual fear of her admirers discovering the truth. That, up close, she wasn’t actually that pretty. There was the bulb at the end of her nose; the gaping distance between her eyes; her crooked bottom teeth; her disproportionately large thighs.


“I’m sorry. I have to go,” she said, closing her sketchbook and sliding down the side of the rock.


“Wait,” said Brendan, jumping down and standing in her path. Cara kept her eyes up, but could feel a force radiating from the stark nakedness in front of her.


“Tell you what. You come for a swim with me now, and if I can hold my breath for four whole minutes, you have to go on a date with me tonight. If I come up a second before four minutes, I’ll leave you alone.”


“Four minutes?”


Cara and Drew used to time each other holding their breath in a neighbor’s pool, and neither one of them ever made it past thirty seconds.


“I mean, I guess it’s possible, but that’s pretty long,” said Cara. She couldn’t figure out what his angle was and felt wary of being duped. Because four minutes was a really long time. At least, she thought it was.


“So do we have a deal?”


Cara pretended to think about it more, though her mind was already made up. She was intrigued. “Okay. But I’m going in in my bathing suit. I’m not getting naked.”


“No worries, we’ve got time,” said Brendan with a wink. “Here, take my watch.”


He set the timer on his chunky digital watch to four minutes and handed it over to her.


Cara stripped off her shorts and shirt and followed him into the water. She told herself she’d been wanting to go for a swim anyway. It was a hot day and the seawater would soothe her sun-fried skin. She crossed her arms tightly around her chest and got into the water as fast as she could so as to avoid exposing her body to further inspection.


As they waded deeper, Cara noticed a giant tattoo diving down the left side of Brendan’s back, a detailed rendering of a sperm whale.


“You into whales or something?”


“Oh, you mean this guy?” Brendan glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah, you could say that.”


Cara assumed that Brendan wouldn’t have made the wager if he thought he had no chance of winning. But four whole minutes? This was a scam to get her into the water with him. Still, having spent the last three days with her geriatric aunt and uncle, being with someone her own age was a welcome happenstance. She let the charade continue.


“All right. Let’s see it.”


“Four minutes. On the clock,” said Brendan. “That’s a long time, you know. You might start to miss me.”


“I think I’ll be okay.”


“Okay then, I’ll see you in four.”


It happened so quickly it caught Cara off guard. She’d expected Brendan to make a big show of preparing for the dive, gulping in air and equipping his lungs, but it hardly looked like he’d taken in a breath at all. In a moment, he was gone, disappeared below the water’s surface so fast that she didn’t know where to look.


The longitude of the time frame became increasingly evident as Cara stood there in the water by herself, not sure what to do. She mentally prepared herself to be grabbed by the ankles and pulled below the water at any moment. She wouldn’t put it past him to swim away and sneak a few gulps when she wasn’t looking. She scanned the water for bubbles or ripples, anything that might hint at where he’d gone.


As the clock ticked past two minutes, she started to wonder if he’d swum to shore and was now over there getting a kick out of watching her. Determined not to be deceived, she swiveled around on her right toe, her eyes scouring the water and the beach. It was getting close to four minutes now and there was still no sign of him. When the timer beeped and he still hadn’t emerged, she felt certain she’d been conned.


Yet the thought that he could have drowned did also pass her mind. What if he never came up? Would she continue to look for him or go on her way with a new story to tell?


She heard a splash behind her and, turning, saw Brendan’s body rising out of the water.


“Did I make it?”


He hardly seemed out of breath.


“To be determined,” she said. “You were gone for over four minutes, but I’m not convinced you were holding your breath.”


“What? Are you serious? I’ve been down there the whole time!”


“Have you?”


“Where would I have gone?”


“I don’t know. You could have sneaked a breath when I wasn’t looking or something.”


“I swear to you I didn’t,” said Brendan. “I was just under there for four minutes! You owe me a date.”


“You really held your breath for that long.”


“Yes. I almost died for you.”


“Yeah. Okay.” Cara smirked.


“Okay, fine. It wasn’t exactly death-defying—I’ll give you that. But I did stay underwater for a really long time. You know, there are people out there who can hold their breath for close to thirty minutes. Deep-sea divers. It’s a thing. Look it up.”


“So you’re a diver.”


“I wouldn’t say that, no.”


“Then how were you able to just do that?”


“US Special Forces, baby. We got all kinds of talents.”


“You’re in the army?”


“Yes, ma’am. Got a big mission coming up in a couple of weeks too. Trying to get some R&R squeezed in before I ship out.”


Cara felt a pinprick of disappointment. “Where are you going?” she asked.


“Afraid that’s classified info.”


“Well, aren’t you important.”


“Very important. And today is your lucky day, because you get to go on a date with me.”










2014


Cara pours herself a glass of wine and sits in a beach chair outside the barn. Graham will be home any minute and she still isn’t sure what she’s going to say to him. She feels ridiculous for even allowing herself to consider the possibility that Jimmy Coughlin’s story might be true. Because even if it is, it hardly changes things. Still, there’s a part of her that’s tempted to hop in the old Whaler and motor out to Gull’s Ledge herself.


Dean said he’d alerted the coast guard out of an abundance of caution but would leave it to Cara to decide whether or not to contact the police. And while she appreciates his efforts to respect her privacy, she feels pressured by the weight of the decision now on her shoulders. On the one hand, the police would have the resources to perform an exhaustive search of the area. But what could she possibly say to them to convince them that it was worth it?


She’d dropped contact with Detective Sawyer a little over a year and a half ago. She and Graham had determined it was for the best. The agreement was that they’d only communicate with him if he reached out to them. But he never did.


She wonders now if Sawyer’s even still working, if he’s still the one assigned to the case. And if she were to contact him now, would he take her seriously? Would the past year and a half of sustained silence somehow add clout to her claim that she hadn’t had before, back when she was calling him multiple times a week—sometimes multiple times a day? She winces at the thought, takes another gulp of wine.


The potential for humiliation is high. The potential for disappointment, even higher. She reminds herself that she has only a thirdhand account from a local fisherman to go by, and seamen aren’t exactly known for their truthful storytelling. It could be nothing—just a pair of buoys some drunk fisherman mistook for humans. How many times has she herself mistaken seals for people, seeing their dark little heads bobbing up to the surface for air?


Cara hears Graham pull into the driveway and watches lights flick on as he makes his way through the house. He checks for her in the den and then moves upstairs, evidently thinking she might already be in bed. It’s from the upstairs window that he finally locates her. She waves up to him from her chair and braces herself for the conversation to come.


Cara feels grateful to have Graham in her life. As she waits for him to come down, she commends her younger self for doing the smart thing. For marrying the good guy. To think she’d overlooked him… She’d fallen into the trap so many young women do of mistaking stability for insipidity; niceness for insecurity; humility for weakness. He isn’t the man she always imagined she’d end up with. She had a track record of falling for the loudest, cockiest man in the room, quietly watching from afar and hoping he’d notice her.


Graham is different. His intelligence and creativity are sexy in ways she’d never realized they could be. He’s smart, but unassuming. She loves introducing him to new people and showing off how thoughtful and bright he is. And she likes that his style is based entirely on comfort and practicality. He’s never been much of an athlete, but he keeps in shape with regular push-ups and a diligent cycling habit, and she loves how tall he is, how his long, toned arms can wrap all the way around her body nearly twice.


He’d been so gentle and patient with her during what had been the darkest period of her life. She’d been raised as a true New Englander, discreet with her emotions and tough in the face of adversity; the only thing worse than being unhappy was revealing said unhappiness to those around you. But all of that went out the window when she lost Micah—her beautiful, healthy, loving Micah.


Graham had let her grieve. He’d waited almost three and a half months for a first kiss—though of course they’d known each other for much longer than that. He was the one who’d gotten her eating again—coaxed her to get out of bed before ten, put in her contacts, wear clothes with buttons and seams. He helped her build a new life, and welcomed her into his.


She knew Graham had made serious sacrifices for her, though none of them were sacrifices she’d asked him to make. He had left a life in New York as a budding filmmaker to settle full-time on the island and take care of her. He’d invited Cara to help him with his grandfather’s gallery, a gift she hadn’t known she needed. The gallery had quickly become a place of peace and healing for her, art the only antidote to her madness.


She remembers how Graham used to watch her as she floated among the art, losing herself in the paintings’ textures, and colors, and light. She could physically feel his love—could see it in the way he looked at her.


She’d waited until after they eloped to introduce him to her family. She knew it upset Graham, having to wait. She’d once listened patiently as he shared the narratives of insecurity he’d built up in his head to account for her hesitation. She was embarrassed of him. She was embarrassed of them. She was hiding something. The reality was far more complicated, impossible to convey in a single sentence.


After the ceremony, a private affair at the Edgartown courthouse, Cara had at last summoned the courage to call her father and brother to tell them about Graham. Just a few months later, she gave in to Graham’s pleading for a small celebration with both their families, and was pleasantly surprised by the result. Everyone had gotten along. Graham and her brother had bonded over the intersection of music and film (Drew a musician, Graham a filmmaker), and although she knew Graham wasn’t the sort of man her father generally surrounded himself with (the two had nearly nothing in common), it was clear to Stanley that Graham was kind, and trustworthy, and that he loved Cara. He would take care of her.


Even now, Cara marvels at the way Graham loves her. At his loyalty and his certainty. And she loves it. She loves how much he loves her.


“There you are. You had me worried,” says Graham, folding open a chair beside her.


“Sorry.”


“Everything okay?”


“Yeah. Yeah, no. I’m fine.”


She wants to tell him about what she learned at the docks, but she knows what his reaction will be and doesn’t want to hear it. He means well, but it’s hard sometimes not to mistake Graham’s natural leaning toward practicality and logic for condescension or judgment.


“You sure?” Graham pulls the chair closer and wraps his fingers around her forearm. “You have a tough day?”


Cara pulls her arm away. Tough day is their code phrase for depressive misery. Did you contemplate suicide today? But today has not been one of those days. In fact, it’s been months since she’s had a day like that, and even that day was nothing like the days she used to have.


“I’m fine.”


“Okay. I just got a little worried when you weren’t in the house. And then when I do find you, you’re out here in the dark.”


“I know. I’m sorry,” she says. “I just had something weird happen today and I’m not really sure how to handle it.”


“Do you want to talk about it?”


“I don’t know. I’m worried you’re not going to take it seriously.”


Graham looks hurt. “Try me.”


Only after having sent these warning signals does Cara feel like she can share her news. Graham knows now—regardless of what’s about to come out of Cara’s mouth—that he’ll need to tone down his reaction, or risk being cut off completely by his stubborn wife.


“Someone thinks they saw Micah and Brendan,” she says.


Graham takes a deep breath and sits back in his chair, staring upward at the night sky. “Who? Who saw them? Where?”


“One of Dean’s guys.”


“Here? In town? On the island?”


Cara can sense Graham getting nervous. If the story is true, and Micah and Brendan really have been found, where does that leave him? But she knows that the rest of the story will ease his concerns, transforming his trepidation into haughty skepticism. She wants to lie and tell him that, yes, they were in fact spotted in town, picking up groceries in Oak Bluffs, of all places! That’s a story he might believe.


“Where does he think he saw them?” Graham presses again.


“By this place called Gull’s Ledge. On Nantucket Sound.”


“Like… in a boat?”


Cara can’t bring herself to answer, but her silence is enough.


“Oh. I see.”


This is all Graham says, but she knows what he is thinking. Here we go again.


“See. This is why I didn’t want to tell you.”


“Hold on,” says Graham. “I didn’t say anything. Give me a chance here. Tell me what happened.”


Cara sighs. “One of Dean’s boats was out on Nantucket Sound yesterday, and this guy Jimmy swears he saw a man and a boy in the water, just—treading water like it was nothing. And then as soon as he got closer, they dove back into the water and never came back up again.”


“And so you think these people that this guy, Jeremy—”


“Jimmy.”


“—Jimmy. Sorry. You think these people Jimmy saw were Micah and Brendan. That they’re out there, in the ocean.”


“Don’t patronize me, Graham.”


Graham puts a hand on her shoulder and softens his voice. “I’m not, I’m not. I’m just trying to get the facts straight.”


“Yeah, but when you say it like that, it sounds ridiculous.”


“Okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”


“I know it sounds crazy, but you have to admit, it’s weird, right? Why would two people be out there?”


“Totally. It’s totally bizarre,” Graham says.


“I know Dean and them are always making up stories and stuff, but I don’t see why they would make this up.”


Graham nods, then seems to reconsider, tilting his head to one side. “Well, you know Dean.”


“What do you mean?”


“He’s not the most credible.”


“So you think he made it up.”


“No…” Graham chooses his words carefully. “I believe one of his guys probably saw something. That is completely possible. But don’t you think it’s also possible that maybe this guy’s eyes were playing tricks on him?”


“I know. But he said they saw them through their binoculars,” Cara says. “That it was unmistakable.”
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