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Praise for Perfect Family


“In this fast-paced novel, secrets haunt an old-money Connecticut family after an accident taints their vacation home. As they attempt to understand the tragedy, the truth of their matriarch’s past is revealed, spinning them into a reexamination of their identity. You’ll be swept up too.”


—Hallmark Magazine


“Lewis’s thrilling and gritty novel dispels the myth of the ‘perfect family.’ The characters are flawed, insecure, and enmeshed in a compelling conflict that will satisfy the author’s many fans.”


—Library Journal


“A brilliantly observed picture of a family and its relationships collapsing under the weight of years of secrets and their struggles to survive.”


—Mary Vernon, Townsville Bulletin (Australia)


“Perfect Family is an engrossing read dealing with the consequences of betrayal and secrets…. I found the characters to be unforgettable.”


—ReviewingtheEvidence.com




Praise for Speak Softly, She Can Hear


“This psychological thriller is an excellent debut for first-time novelist Lewis. Her settings are vibrant, from the hippie culture in San Francisco to rural small-town life in Vermont. Her descriptions, especially of angst-ridden teen years and those friendships that pull us through them, are dead-on. In subtle strokes, she paints a menacing darkness around Carole, who, no matter how far she runs, can’t seem to escape the threat lurking in the shadows.”


—Karen Carlin, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


“Speak Softly, She Can Hear is the perfect recommendation for thriller fans—so many exciting twists and turns and one of the best-written villains I’ve read in a long time. I could not put it down.”


—Jan Warner-Poole, Storyteller Books, Vancouver, Washington


“This debut psychological thriller is full of promise for author Pam Lewis, who takes various familiar genre elements and gives them some fresh twists.”


—Dick Adler, Chicago Tribune


“It is inexplicable how a novelist can write such a nuanced, psychologically erudite story on her first time at bat. I can only say that this book is perfect in nearly every way…. This book has the control over pacing, character, and dialogue that one might expect from a long-term, very talented author…. Once you’ve read it, you’ll never think the same about the secrets you share and with whom.”


—Rocky Mountain News




“Knockout debut novel…fine psychological thriller…one of those rare disquieting nail-biters.”


—David Cole, Time Out New York


“Well-written and gripping…Readers will stay up late to see whether beleaguered, tortured Carole can free herself from the despicable Eddie.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Pam Lewis will keep you guessing, she’ll keep you up late at night, but most of all, she will bring you back to the friendships and betrayals of your past. Smart, clever, and emotionally involving. You’ll never feel the same way about keeping a secret.”


—Brad Meltzer, New York Times bestselling author of The Tenth Justice and The Zero Game
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“How can we live without our lives?
 How will we know it’s us without our past?”


—John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath
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Chapter 1


William






Fond du Lac, Lake Aral, Vermont


At exactly three-thirty William Carteret parked beside his sister Pony’s car at the lake house. He’d been driving since two, and now the sun was falling behind the mountain, and everything—the house, the lawn, the shore, and half the lake—was in shadow. A stiff wind was kicking up whitecaps on the water. A handful of sailboats scudded quickly, their small white sails crowded together as they headed for the last race buoy.


William stretched and walked down to the water, as he always did first thing. Someone was still on the beach on the opposite shore, where they had the afternoon sun. He envied them over there, the Nicelys, the Garners, the Wrights, and their neighbors, for the long slow afternoons filled with late light and the lazy wane of day. Here on the Carteret side, they had the early-morning sun, and if you asked William’s father, Jasper Carteret III, he’d say they were better off because of it, that being on the western shore meant being early risers; it meant being industrious, disciplined, and, although this was not spoken, superior.


William turned and headed toward the house, a big old gray dowager of a place, three stories tall. The house looked tired. It needed a new roof, a thought that depressed him because it would mean an assessment from his father. He and his sisters—Pony, Tinker, and Mira—would all have to pitch in to help pay for it. Pony wouldn’t be able to come up with her share, so he and his other two sisters would have to carry her again. Maybe he’d bring it up with her while he was up here, or maybe not. Probably not. There was no getting blood from a stone.


Something in one of the upper windows caught his attention, an orange shape moving to one side of the pane. “Pony?” he shouted, and immediately she was plainly in view, waving to him. Had she been there all along? Watching him? Something was going on. She’d called him that morning and told him in that rapid-fire way she had that he needed to come up to the lake, and it had to be today. She had the place all to herself. Well, she and her son, Andrew, who was only a baby. But the point was, no Daddy, no Tinker, no Mira. Pony had just come up and let herself in, and they didn’t even know about it. “So there!” she’d said, meaning she’d blown off the whole sign-up sheet, the careful summer schedule that Tinker had come up with after their mother died.


She vanished from the window. A moment later, the screen door flew open, banged against the side of the house, and slammed shut. Pony came at a run, a blur of bright orange T-shirt and white shorts across the lawn, her long dark red hair streaming behind.


“Oh, Jesus, William,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “You came.”


She was the youngest of his three sisters, his hands-down favorite. She was lean and tall, and she had the kind of energy that made her light as air. She hugged him, freed herself, hugged him again. She had a broad face, high cheekbones, and a perfectly straight and slightly prominent nose; it was the kind of nose, their father said, that came from generations of breeding. Her eyes, though, those were the main thing about Pony. Big hazel eyes always alert, always taking everything in, eyes that darted quickly and constantly.


“Wouldn’t not.” He glanced about, looking for evidence of someone else, but saw nothing.


She took a step back, taking him in, grinning. “Come inside. Andrew’s taking a nap.” She dragged him by the hand across the lawn to the porch and into the cavernous living room with its three big faded blue couches arranged around a massive stone fireplace where the last coals of a fire still burned. The baby’s toys were scattered across the floor. William recognized the orange Tonka truck that had once been his, and Matchbox cars, also his from childhood. Even some of the girls’ dolls were in evidence. Andrew’s clothes and diapers were stacked in piles on the furniture; the room held the dismal smell of baby and sour milk.


“Looks like a tornado came through,” he said.


“Voice down.” Pony pointed to a crib in the corner, where the baby was sound asleep.


“I’ll put my stuff upstairs,” William said in a whisper.


The upstairs was like the downstairs: Pony’s hair dryer lay in the sink, still plugged into the wall. Andrew’s rubber toys were piled in the tub, and towels lay on the floor. William checked among the items on the vanity to see if there was a guy’s razor or aftershave. He was 90 percent sure this was about a new boyfriend. But there was nothing belonging to an adult male on the whole second floor. He could hear Pony singing downstairs. An Elvis Costello tune, “Alison.”


When he went back down, she was banging things around in the kitchen. She switched to whistling. The baby was awake now in his crib, looking blankly up at William, his face creased and moist from sleeping on his blanket. He was a cheerful little guy with very blond hair. When he saw William, he opened his mouth and wailed.


“What should I do?” William called out.


“Nothing. He’s just hungry.” Pony hoisted the baby out of the crib and went back into the kitchen, where she gave him a bottle, then blitzed around, the baby on one hip, making sandwiches with her free hand.


“So what’s the deal?” William said. “Why am I up here?”


She stopped what she was doing and turned to look at him, cocking her head as if she saw something surprising in him. “All in good time,” she said.


William went to the porch. A wind was blowing up the lake from the south. Overhead, the trees rustled, and from the lake came the hollow clank of the barrels under the raft as they were lifted and dropped.


A shout from next door caused William to look over at the Bells’ place, partly visible through the trees. William’s father still resented Dennis Bell (Dennis père, Jasper called him snidely) for buying the land from him eight years earlier and for the house Bell put up. William’s father had sold only seventeen feet of water frontage, which was intended to force the Bells into building farther back, where the lot widened and where the house would be hidden among the trees. But Bell had put up an A-frame tight to the shore. It was a big triangle of a house with kelly-green trim, the only one of its kind on the lake, its cedar shake roof sloping all the way to the ground.


Every spring the Bells talked to William’s father about blacktopping the right-of-way they shared, and every year William’s father said no. The year before, a crew of guys had shown up and paved the private section of road that forked off the right-of-way to the Bells’ house. William’s family had contempt for the pristine condition in which the Bells kept their driveway, as if their own eroded two-track were a cut above.


Two shiny SUVs, a silver and a red, were visible through the trees. The Bell kids had Daisy rifles, and William thought he saw Denny, the youngest (Dennis fils), in the woods between the two houses. He was probably shooting squirrels. When Andrew got older, that would be a problem. Just as when William had been a kid up here, Andrew would have too much time on his hands by the time he hit eleven or twelve, and if the Bell kids or grandkids were shooting, Andrew would want to shoot, too. But that would be later. Nothing to worry about now. If William’s mother were still alive, she’d be over there right now talking to Mrs. Bell, asking politely if she would please keep the boy from shooting off his gun. And then she’d come back to the house, distressed because Anita Bell would have said something like “Oh, what’s the harm?” That was how the Bells were, casual about important things. William’s father had called the police on them once, which had done no good. It wasn’t against the law to shoot off a Daisy rifle on your own land.


The door creaked behind William, and Pony was there with Andrew still slung on one jutted hip. She lowered him to the floor in front of William. “Watch him for a sec, will you?”


Driving up from Connecticut, he had felt sanguine. That was the only word for it. The day was clear. The road was empty. He’d done eighty, sometimes ninety, all the way up 91 and not a single cop, not even north of Greenfield, where there were almost always speed traps. He’d had this idea that he would sit on the porch at Fond du Lac and work, something he’d seen in The New York Times Magazine once, an ad for booze showing a guy with bare feet propped on a railing looking out at the ocean, laptop open, rum drink at the ready. William eyed the baby, who sat on the floor like a lump, staring up at him. He was apparently easy as kids went, or so Tinker, the eldest of William’s three sisters, always said. Tinker said Andrew would sit wherever he was put and stare at something until something else—his toes or a piece of lint on the floor—got his attention, and then he’d stare at that for the next half hour. She always followed that up by talking about how her own daughter, Isabel, who was eight now, had been lithe and quick at Andrew’s age, the implication being that a restless child was brighter. It was another way for Tinker to cut Pony down to size. Tinker needed to step on Pony just to feel even.


William had been six when Tinker was born. Mira had come a year later and Pony a year after that. Three damp little animals. Their mother was always attending to them—feeding them, burping them, changing their diapers. The house smelled all the time. He stopped having his friends over because of the blast of steamy baby smell that always hit him when he opened the front door. As his sisters grew older, Tinker, an officious, chubby little girl, rode herd on the others, parroting their mother about what they were allowed to do or not do. Their rooms were down the hall from his, and he could always hear her bullying her little sisters.


But then Pony had broken off and sought out William’s company. She used to hang out in his room and lie on his bed while he struggled through his homework. She had questions for him. Lots of questions. Are God and Santa Claus the same person? Yes. Is our family poor because we don’t have a dishwasher? No. What’s on the other side of the stars? Not a clue. In their very careful family she was the one he admired. She once jumped from the garage roof. When their mother wasn’t there, she did the forbidden: she swam across the lake without a boat. Once, when their mother had had a bunch of women to the house, Pony had taken small bills from each of the purses left in their parents’ bedroom and spent it on candy.


Pony came back to the porch with a beer for William in one hand and a real drink in the other, something amber-colored with ice, letting the screen door slam behind her; the ghost of their mother’s voice echoed in William’s ears: Do not let the screen door slam. It didn’t seem like a good idea to be drinking with the baby right there. If Pony got lit, and she could, William would be stuck with Andrew. She read him. “Don’t worry,” she said, putting the drinks on the table between them. “I’ll be fine.”


“I thought you quit.” There’d been a time, before she had Andrew, when the family had worried about her.


“I did,” she said, taking a long swallow.


The phone rang in the living room. Pony grabbed her glass and went inside to answer it. “Hello. Hi. Yes. Uh-huh. Shit,” she said, and then “Yeah, well, not much you can do about that, I guess.” After a few moments, the door banged again and she was back. She sank into the chair opposite. “I thought you’d be here later.”


“Is that a problem?”


She shrugged. She handed him a blistered strip of four photographs, taken in one of those old-fashioned photo booths, of a girl and boy in perhaps their late teens. The girl was blond and wore a feathered headdress. Her long hair hung like curtains on either side of her face. The boy was partly hidden behind her. He had dark hair swept back like Nixon’s. It took a moment for William to understand the girl was their mother. “Where did this come from?” he asked. He turned the strip over. The words Livvy, 1968 were written on the back. “Nobody ever called her Livvy.”


“I know. Isn’t that a riot? Daddy always called her Olivia.”


“But where did you get this thing?” he asked again. The family albums were full of pictures, but none of their mother as a girl. “Lost,” their mother always said vaguely when William asked, and she would allude to a flooded basement in which photos were destroyed or to a move in which they were lost. It was always one incomplete explanation or the other.


“Cool your jets,” Pony said.


“Who’s the boy?”


“Not now, okay? Later.”


Andrew let out a wail. Pony put her drink on the rail, and William noticed it was fuller than before; she must have added to it. She dragged Andrew’s playpen from the corner of the porch, and bumped it down the stairs to the lawn. It was a big expandable circle she could put down anywhere, and it kept Andrew in pretty much the same place for a while. She pulled it open as far as it would go. Then she lowered Andrew into it.


William’s good mood from driving up earlier was shot. He felt uneasy; anxious, even. Pony was up. She was down. In and out of the house. He wished she’d just sit still and tell him what was up. He looked out at the water. The surface was still alive with tiny whitecaps. The cold water would calm him down. It would suck the annoyance right out of him.


“I’m taking a refresher lifesaving course at the town beach. I figured I’d better, what with Andrew,” Pony said.


He was so glad to hear this. Everybody would be glad to hear it. Pony was a great mother, if you asked him, but anything that made her more conventional as a mother was going to make the rest of the family happy. “That’s just great,” he said.


“I haven’t forgotten much.”


“Like riding a bicycle,” he said. All the Carteret kids had taken the lifesaving and water-safety-instructor courses over at the town beach the summer they were old enough. Their mother had insisted on it because she herself hadn’t learned to swim until she was an adult, and she was a very nervous swimmer. She didn’t care if they ever used it, if they ever got lifesaving jobs or saved anybody. No, she just wanted them to know how. The town beach lessons were famous for something called the drowning game. It should be illegal, William thought, but it was part of the Lake Aral program. The way it worked? Everybody swam into deep water at once, the whole class of twenty or thirty kids. They’d tread water for a minute or so, adrenaline going, and at the signal, each of them was to attack someone else, get the person into a hold, and swim him to shallow water. The object was to drag as many people to shore as you could. If somebody dragged you in, you lost and had to get out of the water. The last one in the water was the winner. William won it his year. He’d been fifteen, and he’d spent the winter building his upper body with weights, standing before his mirror. He’d put on twenty-three pounds that year, all muscle. Pony had won the drowning game her year, too. His sister Mira had allowed herself to be rescued right away so she could sit the whole thing out. Tinker had tried, but she had been one of the early ones to be pulled out.


“I’ll go change,” he said.


While he was up in his room, pulling on his trunks, he saw Pony down on the beach, toeing the sand, her head bowed. She’d stuffed her hair into her shirt, and it gave her back a kind of hump. She paced. She chewed a fingernail. She walked up the lawn, stepped into the baby’s playpen, and sat down cross-legged in front of him. William heard the baby laugh. They were alike that way, Pony and Andrew. Their first reaction to each other was always laughter, no matter what. She kissed him, and he giggled again. She put a little yellow jacket on him and a hat because of the breeze.


“I need to tell you something,” she had said over the telephone two years earlier. They’d met in Elizabeth Park in Hartford and taken a walk. It had been a mild November day. They’d walked through the dormant rose garden and sat on a bench. “I’m pregnant,” Pony had said. He’d accepted the news quietly and waited for her to say more. “It’s perfect, actually,” she’d said. “The father won’t ever know. He’s long gone. A one-night stand, if memory serves.” She’d smiled almost radiantly. “You’re the only one I’m telling who the father is. Let them go crazy guessing. Tinker especially.”


“People will think it was Seth,” William said, referring to Pony’s on-again-off-again boyfriend.


“Let them. He got married last year and moved to Canada.”


When the family found out, things had fallen apart. Their father sank into one of his weekend-in-the-chair depressions. Tinker set up conference calls with Mira and William. Pony needed to be married to whomever the father was, she said. Or someone needed to approach Pony on the subject of an abortion, and she thought William was the one; Pony might listen to him. William had stopped taking Tinker’s calls until Pony was safely into her second trimester. And then Andrew was born and the family laid down arms for a period. He was the first grandson, and what could anybody do? But Andrew was a year old now, and Pony had a job in an art supply store that paid nothing. They’d all have to pitch in, which raised yet another problem, in Tinker’s view—how Pony would handle any money they gave her. She wasn’t exactly a financial genius, and if the family ponied up—excuse the expression—some money for Andrew’s care, how could they be sure Pony wouldn’t spend it on art supplies or give it away to charity? Mira didn’t see what was the matter with Pony buying art supplies. “She is an artist, Tinker,” she said.


There had been some more e-mails about that lately, which William hadn’t answered. He gave Pony money whenever he had it, but he didn’t want to be part of the organized charity that Tinker was trying to set up. He didn’t want to be bound to Tinker, didn’t want to be ordered around. What was more, the others still believed the baby had a regular father someplace, a real guy who’d come out of hiding and take responsibility or, worst-case scenario, Pony would have somebody to sue for child support if things got bad. Nobody in the family but William knew how on her own Pony was with this one.


She stepped back over Andrew’s playpen and went down to the water’s edge, where she pulled off her shirt and stepped out of her shorts and then her underwear. William watched her, feeling lousy about it but watching anyway. She stood on the shore, hands on her hips, looking out at the water. Instinctively, he went to the other window to see if anybody was watching over at the Bells’, but no. Nobody was outside over there now, as far as he could see.


He was annoyed that she would skinny-dip in the daytime. They didn’t do that. Only at night. But then a lot had changed. Their mother’s death had been the opening salvo, and ever since, the family had been caving in. Pony would not have had Andrew if their mother were still alive. William was sure of it. She would not have come up here without asking, and neither would he. Mira would have gone to graduate school. Their father would have had Fond du Lac painted. He would have contracted out the new roof. And William would still be working a nine-to-five at Aetna, a job he hated, because it was one thing to disappoint his mother but another to disappoint his father, who had, when you came down to it, pulled the rug out from under William in the first place.


Ever since childhood, William had assumed he would follow in his father’s footsteps. He’d had the summer jobs at Carteret Ball Bearings—working the mail room, the advertising department, and—his best summer because it had kept him out-of-doors—working with the grounds crew. He’d gone to Trinity College in Hartford, the alma mater of all the Carterets, and studied history and economics, as they had. Unlike them, however, William had been a disappointing C student in everything but English.


But when William was in his junior year, his father sold the company. It had happened without warning, only an explanation after the fact. Advancement in manufacture and technology had made labor almost obsolete. Ball bearings could be produced by machine twenty-four hours a day: manufactured, assembled, packaged, shipped, and distributed without ever being touched by a human hand. The competition was revving up; upgrades needed to be made. The sale had gone quickly. The whole plant was knocked down and shipped to Finland, where it was reconstructed and producing within the month. The buildings were sold to a community college.


And so just out of college, William had gone to work at Aetna in a public relations job. It involved sitting in a cubicle most days and making incremental steps up the corporate ladder every year at performance-review time. When his mother died, he’d quit and started his own freelance business. The work suited him brilliantly, and he was good at it. When he worked, he earned money. When he didn’t, he could go hiking. He would never be the chief executive officer of anything.


He caught sight of his reflection in the full-length mirror and leaned in to see his dark eyes and the long black lashes he’d cut down to the root in eighth grade after Amber Alexander had said she envied him. He turned sideways to see the musculature of his chest. Leonine, his girlfriend, Ruth, called him. He moved like a lion, she said; it was in his build, long in the torso and narrow through the hips and with the smooth gait of a cat. And his skin was olive, unlike that of his sisters, who all had fair, easily freckled skin and fine pale hairs on their arms and cheeks. William ran a hand over his hair, which was dark and cut very short. He had a high forehead and wide-set eyes, and he had the same strong nose as Pony.


She was in the water when he came back outside, swimming out toward the raft, doing the six-beat crawl he’d taught her, three kicks to each arm for power and endurance. She still liked to swim across the lake in midsummer, and if he was around, he’d row the safety boat for her, synchronizing his oars to the rhythm of her stroke. Now she paused and did a surface dive, her bare ass rising white and glistening before disappearing.


He and Pony often skinny-dipped during long family parties. The game was to make sure Tinker knew—a dropped shoe, a slammed door, something to alert their uptight sister that they were headed outside to the lake, to make her charge down to the water and stand there waving her flashlight and calling in a stage whisper to them: This is so inappropriate. Pony said that if Tinker were happy with her body, she’d be in there with them every time.


William entered the lake quickly, feeling the cold against his shins and thighs, the sudden shock to his groin. He did a quick immersion. He swam underwater, his eyes open to the black haze, and took a few strokes to get warm, then surfaced. He looked about for Pony. The choppy water everywhere made it difficult to see. He listened over the wind for a splash.


Something brushed his feet, coming up from a deeper place. He tucked on instinct, but her hands clamped fast around his ankles and pulled him down. He tried to buck, to kick her away, but she had him tight. She gripped his lower legs with both arms from behind. She shinnied up his body, arm over arm, to his knees and his thighs, pulling him down as she moved deeper underwater. He thrashed and tried to pry himself free, but of all the holds, this was the surest, the safest, for the rescuer. She was solidly behind, out of his reach and in control.


But he was ripped. Worse than ripped. He was scared. There hadn’t been time to take in a breath. Use your head, he told himself. There was no breaking that hold. The only option was to stop fighting. He forced himself to let go, to surrender and feel immediately the soft warmth of her body along the length of him. On instinct, he tried to twist away again, but she was too strong. Jesus, Pony. They broke the surface, and he hauled in a deep breath, then another. “What the fuck!” he shouted.


She kept him in her grip. “Like riding a bicycle,” she said, and laughed. “You said so yourself. I’ve still got it.”


“Let go.” He could hardly breathe. He was hyperventilating, forcing himself to slow down, take in the breaths deep and slow. Nausea was setting in.


“Not on your life,” she said. “You’ll get me back. I know you will.”


“God Almighty, I’m not going to do anything. Cut this out!”


But she kept sidestroking, her upper leg pulling up, thrusting away, lurching the two of them toward shore. “I didn’t forget any of this stuff,” she said. “We have the drowning game coming up in class. I plan to win. If I can take you, I can take anybody.”


He couldn’t speak. He had to think about breathing. The warmth of her body against his back unnerved him. He made a vain attempt to twist away again. They were in shallow water, and she loosened her grip. He crouched, swam away from her. She plopped down on the sand at the water’s edge, totally at ease with her nakedness. Behind her, Andrew shook his pen with his fists.


“Put some clothes on,” William said.


“Nobody’s even up here now,” she said. “Except a couple of Bells, and they don’t count.” Her skin was a weave of gooseflesh.


“I’m up here.” He felt too shaky to stand. He dove underwater and swam the distance to the raft, as if it were possible to cleanse himself. He pulled himself up on the raft. The wind chilled him quickly, a new discomfort. He focused on the water and on the opposite shore. He forced himself to resist shivering. He’d panicked. She’d taken him by surprise, and he’d panicked.


He lay down to get out of the wind, pressing his chest against the warmer boards of the raft. She was at the water’s edge, playing peek-aboo with Andrew as if nothing had happened. William stared down through the slats below, a thin-line glimpse at the dark water under the raft, aware of exactly what had happened physiologically in his body. In the instant Pony had attacked him, his nervous system had kicked his heart into overdrive and sent blood to his limbs, where it was needed. Now came the aftermath. He felt dizzy and light-headed. His hands trembled. He pressed his cheek against the raft. He was furious at himself. He felt nauseated. He felt ashamed.


There was a trip on the Yucatan Peninsula he’d heard about. A week in a jungle so dense a person could advance only a mile a day toward Mayan ruins that might be there and might not. The ruins had never been found. The point of the expedition was the journey. Every step had to be taken slowly, calculated. A snake in that jungle had a bite that disintegrated the vascular system and caused a person to bleed to death from his pores. There were venomous spiders and no way out. Sometimes William thought about that: what it would be like to be so trapped, forced to overcome panic or surely die.


That was the whole thing about panic. You had to use your head, not your instinct. As soon as the body got its way, you were in trouble. He sat up and watched Pony. She waved and smiled at him. She was still buck-naked. He lowered himself into the water and swam to shore. She was lying on her back on the sand, resting on her elbows, her breasts sloping to either side.


“What the fuck was that about?” he asked her. Without waiting for an answer, he headed up the lawn toward the house. Andrew stared as if William were an alien creature. William stared back. Andrew was the alien creature. Cute, but hey. William went upstairs, toweled off, and, as he changed into his clothes, watched Pony from the window. She stood at water’s edge, stretching, arms over her head, leaning one way, then the other. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and she probably knew it. He felt the flutter of fear, the residual fear of a near-miss, a dangerous swerve on the highway, a stumble while hiking a knife-edge. It was lousy, the heavy sensation and feeling ashamed. She was his sister.




Years earlier, when Pony was about nine or ten, William had been in the bathroom of the West Hartford house, shaving. It was afternoon, and it was winter. The mirror on the medicine cabinet was spotted where the tin had eaten through, so shaving was a pain. Pony had banged on the door, demanding to be let in. William wrapped a towel around himself and opened the door a crack, but his little sister barged in and sat down on the commode, crossing her arms over her chest in fury. He went back to shaving. “So what’s the problem?” he said.


“Mom,” she said. “I’m coming out of my room, and she says, ‘Pony, dear, I need to tell you about the birds and the bees.’” She looked at William and crossed her eyes. “Birds and bees? What planet is she on, anyway?”


“I’ll bet she showed you that book,” he said. “The one she keeps in the closet.”


“It is so lame. She said that I am not allowed ever ever ever to let a boy put his hands below my waist.” Pony grinned up at William. “I said, ‘Maybe no boy will ever ever ever try.’ She said, ‘Oh, yes, they will.’ She said it happens to every single girl in every city and every country and that it will happen to me, and the minute it does, I need to remember what she said.”


William went on shaving.


“Well?”


“Well what?”


“Is it true?”


William nodded. “Yup,” he said. “It’s true.”


“You think it’ll even happen to Tinker?”


“Even Tinker.”


“So I can be famous.”


“How’s that?” he asked.


“I’ll be the only girl it doesn’t happen to. I’ll be on talk shows. I’ll be on Oprah.”


“You’ll make us all so proud,” William said.


“Here’s what I don’t get,” Pony said. “I’ve seen your penis, right? And Daddy’s and this kid Eddie’s in my class, and what I want to know is how is one of those ever going to poke itself into a woman like Mom says? Like hello?”


“Ask Mom,” William said. “Ask Tinker. Jeez, Pony.”


“I’m asking you,” Pony said. “Because you’ve got one.”


“Under certain circumstances, it gets hard, “William said, trying for equilibrium. She deserved an answer.


“Can I see?”


“No,” he said. But he felt it start to happen. Back then, just talking about it could make it happen. He turned back to the mirror to hide it from her. “Let me finish shaving,” he said. “Get out of here.”


“Why can’t you show me? What’s the big deal?”


He leaned against the cool sink to stop it from happening. “Scram.”


“Why does everybody always have to get so mad about this stuff? Honestly!” she said, and left the room, slamming the door.


 


He kept watching her. She was back in the water, breaststroking in circles. The wind rippled across the water. She looked so white, frog-kicking, her black-looking hair fanning out, obscuring her shoulders. She surface-dove, emerged closer to shore, and said something to Andrew. Those two were the team now. Pony and Andrew. William felt like an intruder coming in today, stumbling over Andrew’s toys, smelling his baby smells. The same lousy plug of loneliness in his gut as when the girls started being born.


Pony climbed the ladder to the raft and lay down on her back. William turned away. He gathered up his things, repacked, and made up his mind to head up to Phoenicia in the Catskills, maybe do North Dome. He couldn’t remember if Ruth had done that one. They were doing the Catskill 3500s—thirty-five peaks, all over thirty five hundred feet high; the task was to climb them all once in the good months and four of them again in the winter. William wanted the freedom of the mountains, the strain on his body, the exhaustion of a day climbing. The even exchange of effort and payoff.




Downstairs, he checked to see if he’d left anything, first the living room and then the kitchen. The two sandwiches Pony had made for their dinner were still sitting on a plate on the kitchen table. He took one for the drive home and laid a dish towel over the other. In the living room, he picked up the picture of their mother again. She was about seventeen in it, he guessed. He considered taking it but decided not to. It was Pony’s. Her half-full glass of bourbon or whatever was on the porch rail, and he tossed the contents. He went back down to the water holding his duffel. The minute she saw him, she understood. “Oh, for God’s sake, William,” she shouted. She dove in and began to swim to shore.


“Adios,” he shouted.


“You can’t leave,” she shouted to him.


What was he even doing here? Whatever she wanted to tell him would have to wait. He wasn’t going to be a pawn in any of her stuff again. He threw his duffel into the backseat of his car. Pony was out of the water, coming up the sand. She picked up the orange shirt and covered herself.


“Look, I’m sorry, okay?” she said.


“Tell me what’s going on.”


“Can’t. I promised.”


“Promised who?”


She shook her head. “Just stay, William.”


“What the hell is with you?” He gestured toward the house, toward Andrew, the lake, the whole thing. Then he got into his car. He backed onto the drive and stopped to look one more time. In the rearview mirror, he saw her turn away, throw the shirt back onto the grass, and head back toward the water. The baby, in his pen on the lawn, reached for her, but she must not have noticed. She walked past him and back into Lake Aral.















Chapter 2


Tinker






Daddy spoke in a slow, controlled voice. “Tinker. It’s Dad.” He drew a long breath. “Anita Bell called. No one seems to know where Pony is. Andrew is at Anita’s. I need to go up there right away. Can you drive me?”


Tinker sat down at the kitchen table, the telephone cord stretching long. “Of course I will,” she said.


Her husband, Mark, looked up over his newspaper, frowning. “Will what?” he mouthed.


“The police are involved, Tinker,” her father said. “I’ll explain in the car. Just come as soon as you can. I’ll be waiting for you.”


“You mean right now?”


“Of course now.”


She replaced the receiver in the cradle. She tried to get her thoughts around this. All she could think was that Pony must have left Andrew with Anita and then not come back when she said she would. But the weird part was—Anita? Why would Pony leave the baby with Anita? The family had nothing to do with the Bells. She went into the living room and sat on the hassock opposite Mark. He dropped the newspaper on the floor. “Now what?” he said.


“Pony’s missing. Daddy wants me to drive him up to the lake.”


Mark shook his head as if to clear it. “Missing how?”


She explained again, as much as she knew, which was next to nothing. Mark had questions. What time did Pony leave the baby with Anita? Where did she go? Was she with anybody?


Tinker hated this feeling of being interrogated when she had no answers. She felt the weight of Mark’s judgment. “You should call Anita yourself,” Mark said. “And get the story firsthand.”


“I told Daddy I’d be right over.”


“I know you did,” Mark said. “I’m just trying to get a handle on it. What if it’s nothing?”


“What if it’s something? They called the police.”


“You didn’t say that,” Mark said.


“Pony never would have left Andrew with Anita unless something was wrong.”


Mark leaned back in the chair, raised his shoulders and then lowered them.


“I can’t exactly refuse,” she said.


He didn’t respond.


Sometimes it felt as if she was in the middle of a tug-of-war between Mark and her father. But what was she supposed to do? Blow Daddy off? In Mark’s family, people hardly ever called one another, let alone asked for help. Her family was different. She went upstairs and hauled out a suitcase. She slammed it open and filled it. In her family, people went out of their way for one another. If there really was something the matter with Pony—and part of Tinker hoped there would be—Mark would be sorry.


 


She drove the mile to her father’s house on Steele Road in West Hartford, where they’d all grown up. She was there fifteen minutes after he called. He was waiting on the front walk, a great hulking shape pacing in semidarkness, his bag and briefcase at the curb. He wore a trench coat even though it was a warm evening. The minute he saw her car, he flagged her down the way you flag down a taxi, as though she might drive by without stopping.


He got into the car, but he didn’t speak. He was disheveled, his reddish-gray hair uncombed, and he had a slightly unpleasant smell. Anxiety. It caused the wings of fear to flutter for real inside her. He held a red notebook, the accounting kind he always used, a columnar book with numbered lines. There were dozens of them in his closet.


He opened the red book and flipped a few pages. “I’ll read to you what I wrote. The facts,” he said. She wished he’d wait until they were out of Hartford. She needed to watch for signs to the overpass that connected Interstate 84 to Interstate 91, a tricky place. If she missed the exit, she’d be headed south without a clue as to how to get back on going north.


“At 7:46 P.M. Officer Martine of the Hillsboro Barracks called JC. Martine had received a call from Anita Bell. Baby abandoned on lawn of Fond du Lac. Must be Andrew. Baby hysterical, wet. PC not there. Martine arrived at FdL 7:57 P.M. JC called Anita Bell. Andrew safe. 8:02, JC informed Martine will drive up. Called Tinker.’” He shut his book.


Tinker was sitting forward, chin over the wheel, hands gripping tightly, trying to understand as she navigated a lane change. It took her a moment to realize the PC was Pony and JC was Daddy. “Abandoned? I thought Pony left Andrew with Anita.” She had to move a lane to the right to make the exit. She never trusted the mirrors and twisted around to see if there was a car in her blind spot.


“I never said that,” her father said with annoyance.


She wished her father would put on his seat belt, but he didn’t believe in them. “Okay, I’m sorry,” she said. “Go on.” She was safely through the interchange, doing seventy up I-91, a clear shot until they hit more traffic in Springfield.


Her father struggled with his coat, finally got it off, and threw it into the backseat. He settled back down and spoke again. “Anita heard Andrew at the house. Crying. She went to see if there was a problem.” He spoke deliberately, as if to a child. Tinker imagined Anita charging through the woods in her Bermuda shorts, Ohio State sweatshirt, and flip-flops. “You know, that big expandable playpen Pony uses for Andrew,” her father said.


“I never thought that playpen was a good idea,” Tinker said. You didn’t see them anymore. They weren’t safe. Kids could pinch their fingers in them. “I never would have used that for Isabel,” she said. Maybe this had something to do with the playpen. Maybe Andrew had hurt himself.


“Pony had left him in the playpen on the lawn. He was frantic. Anita took him inside and got him into some dry clothes. She looked all over for Pony. She thought perhaps Pony had fallen or had an accident. Pony wasn’t there.”


“What time was this? Was it dark?”


“Anita heard Andrew around seven-thirty,” her father snapped. “I just told you that.”


Tinker racked her brain for an explanation. Pony had been kidnapped. She’d run away. She’d left for a few minutes on an errand and had an accident. “Was her car there?”


“Of course it was, Tinker. She would not have taken her car, leaving Andrew outside,” her father said.


“Daddy, I’m just trying to understand. Please don’t snap at me.”


“Her clothing was on the beach,” he said.


“Oh God.” They were passing the exit to the airport, cars peeling off, people going on trips. She wished she were one of them. She wished she were anywhere else but here. “You said you called the cops?”


“The police. Officer Martine is there right now with some of his men.”


She couldn’t say out loud what she was thinking. That Pony could have drowned. But that was impossible, wasn’t it? Pony was the best swimmer in the family. Pony was strong. This worrying would all amount to a hill of beans. There was a great thought. They’d get there and Pony would be like, “What’s with you guys?”




“Tell me, Tinker, would your sister have attempted a distance swim under the circumstances? With the baby outside?”


“She wouldn’t swim across the lake naked,” she said. Not even Pony would do that.


They rode in silence after that, theirs the only car on the highway for mile after mile of darkness. At White River Junction, she was going to suggest stopping for a bite, but her father’s head was back and his mouth was open, so she kept driving. Let him sleep. She reached for the radio and turned the dial a few times, but they were in that long corridor without reception. There will be a reasonable explanation for Pony’s absence, she kept telling herself. There always was.


She felt the first stirring of anger. There had been other times like this, other times of following up on Pony and even Mira. When Tinker was little, the rules had been clear and strict. There were bedtimes, ridiculous limits on the amount of TV she could watch, no eating between meals except for fruit, and a whole weekly schedule of chores. But it always seemed to Tinker that the rules were only for her. Pony and Mira just blew them off. Maybe they were chalk and cheese when it came to personality—Pony broke the rules out loud, while Mira was always secretive. Even so, they were usually in ca-hoots. Pony did Mira’s chores in return for Mira’s weekly hour of TV.


Mira the disappearance artist, Tinker thought. “Where did Mira go?” Tinker used to say whenever there was work to be done. Mira would always drift off to the bathroom while Tinker and Pony did the dishes. She would putz around in the garage while the others raked leaves. And when they were putting in the float at Fond du Lac, Mira was always around but never actually doing anything, not if you watched her closely, as Tinker had on many occasions. Mira would take up a paintbrush, do a few strokes with it, and then look out across the lake and start daydreaming. One summer Tinker decided to tell. Enough was enough. And it wasn’t really tattling, it was about the injustice of the arrangement. Her mother was lying on a chaise, drying her long fair hair in the sun. It was draped over the back of her chair like a curtain, almost to the ground, and glistening. Her mother had on large dark glasses and a flowered two-piece. “What is it, sweetheart?” her mother said. Tinker was close to tears under the weight of what she was about to do. Tattling was the worst sin.


“Pony does Mira’s chores,” Tinker said.


Her mother sat up, raised her hair in both hands, and did that thing she could do, slowly twisting the hair behind her neck into a loose knot. Then she reached over and took Tinker’s hand. “You just take care of Tinker.”


 


Just outside the village of Hillsboro, there was a long downward sweep of road. The night was black, with bright stars. Tinker slowed at the crest and looked down at Lake Aral in the distance. A halo of bright light hovered over the near side of the lake. She wondered what was going on that would require all that light and then realized it was coming from their house and felt sick to her stomach. She nudged her father. “Daddy,” she whispered. “We’re almost there.”


She was moving relentlessly into something terrible. There was no going back. She turned at the mailboxes onto the dirt road to their and the Bells’ houses. Light filtered through the trees and became brighter as she approached the house. She slowed to a stop on the driveway between a police cruiser and Pony’s car. The headlights from the police car lit up the wooded stretch between the Carterets’ and the Bells’. Another cruiser sat partly on the grass closer to the water. There were two big halogen power lamps, one on the lawn and another down at the water. It hurt her eyes to look at them. Her father blinked in confusion. He looked shockingly old.


Randy Martine leaned in her window. “Tinker,” he said. “Sir. Mr. Carteret. I’m afraid we haven’t found anything. We’ve got a man out on the water. Mr. Bell from next door went out, too, in his rowboat. Dive team was here. They’ll be back at first light. We need to search the lake, given the circumstances. The child left on the lawn, her clothing on the beach.”




Her father got out of the car, grabbed his coat and threw it on, said something to Randy, and walked down to the water.


The first thing Tinker saw was an orange T-shirt on the grass by itself, and then maybe ten feet away and closer to the playpen, a pair of shorts, panties, and a bra on the sand, all bright white. To Tinker it looked as though Pony had thrown off the shirt on the run and then stopped to remove the rest before she ran into the water. Tinker’s heart sank. People said that all the time, but it was accurate now. Her heart felt like a leaden object drilling down.


Randy, her father, and Anita Bell were clustered at the water’s edge. Anita had on a white bathrobe and was barefoot. When Tinker approached, Anita gave her a hug that Tinker accepted stiffly, wishing she would just please go home. “Andrew’s just fine now,” Anita said. “He’s asleep. I finally got him down, poor thing. I hope I did the right thing.”


Her father patted Anita’s shoulder. “Of course you did,” he said.


“I took his temp, just to be sure.” Anita pursed her lips. “Right as rain.” She frowned. “I knew one of you Carterets was here, but I never saw who. I was out most of the day today, right through dinnertime. Denny was here, but you know kids. Sleep until noon, and the rest of the time with the CD stuck in his ear. Right, Denny?” Anita turned toward the woods that separated the two houses. Denny was there. Tall, skinny, hair in his eyes. He nodded and shoved his hands into his pockets.


“Was Pony here alone?” Randy asked Tinker.


“I didn’t know she was here at all,” Tinker said. “Usually we sign up.”


“Mr. Carteret, sir, did you know she was here?”


“I did not,” her father said.


“Does she ever leave the child alone? Is it customary behavior for her to perhaps duck out for a few minutes?”


“Absolutely not,” her father said.


“Has she said anything to indicate she was depressed? Worried?”


“My daughter is not depressed.”




“Sometimes,” Randy said, “after the birth of a baby—”


“Pony is not depressed,” her father said.


“Is Pony married?” Randy asked. “A husband we should contact?”


Her father shook his head.


“Boyfriend? Ex-husband? The baby’s father? Somebody who might know why she was here? Somebody who might have spoken to her?”


“No, no,” her father said. “Pony is a single mother.”


“Sorry, but I do need to ask who the father is, sir,” Randy said. “We need that information.”


“No need to concern yourself there. Pony is raising Andrew on her own.”


“But—”


“We don’t know who the father is,” Tinker said. She stole a glance at Anita.


Randy did a little double take. He’d been Tinker’s boyfriend for a summer during high school, and she still loved the look of him. He was what you’d call fresh-faced.


“One of our men is asking around the lake houses to see if anybody knows anything. I’m afraid that’s all we can do tonight,” Randy said. “We’ll have the divers come back here first thing in the morning. You all try to get some sleep. Try not to disturb anything.”


It hit Tinker hard inside the house. Andrew’s toys were everywhere. Pony had been sketching him; there were some drawings of him and bits of charcoal on the couch. There was a sandwich on a plate in the kitchen, covered with a dish towel, as though Pony planned to eat it later. Has she said anything to indicate she was depressed? Randy had asked. Didn’t that sandwich say no? Wasn’t the sandwich a sign of hope? You wouldn’t make yourself a sandwich and then go outside and kill yourself. You wouldn’t leave your son on the beach.


“Was Pony taking drugs?” Her father had come into the kitchen behind her, along with Anita and Denny.




“No.” Tinker wasn’t about to have that discussion with Anita and Denny present. Not that she knew the answer one way or another, but still.


Anita kept pulling the flaps of her bathrobe tighter across herself.


“We need to get Andrew,” Tinker said. She felt panicked at the thought of him over at the Bells’, where he didn’t belong. He should be here with them.


Her father shook his head. “Let him sleep.” He appealed to Anita. “If you don’t mind.”


“Oh, no,” Anita said. “Anything we can do—”


“But Daddy—”


Her father put his arm around Anita’s shoulders. “Do you need one of us to see you back to the house?” Tinker watched her father work the old charm on Anita, the Carteret grace.


Anita shook her head. “I’m sure everything will turn out just fine in the end, Jasper. I’m sure. It’s what they say in these missing-persons cases. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it’s nothing.”


Anita shut the front door behind her, sealing in the silence. Pony was somewhere out there in that deep lake, Tinker was sure. “I’ll make us some tea,” Tinker said, thinking that the clink of cups and saucers, the whistle of the kettle, would be calming, normal. Her father sat on the sofa staring at the floor. He took the tea without looking up. He set it down. He reached for the telephone and began dialing.


He tried William, but there was no answer. Then Mira. In the quiet of the night, Tinker could hear Mira’s alarmed voice filling the room. Mira hadn’t seen Pony since Memorial Day, when they’d all been together. She hadn’t spoken to Pony. Her father said he’d call as soon as they knew anything and then hung up. He kept calling. He went house by house around the lake. He’d dial the number, let it ring, hang up when no one answered, and go on to the next. So few people were there. It was too early; summer didn’t begin for real at Lake Aral until the Fourth of July. He awakened a few people, apologized for the late hour, explained that Pony was missing, and asked if they had seen her. Out of a dozen calls, only one person had seen her—buying a newspaper at the general store that morning, carrying Andrew in one arm. She’d said hello. Nothing more. And no, no one had been with her.


Her father lay down on the couch and closed his eyes. He still had his overcoat on. Tinker stared at him the way you do at a sleeping child. His pale, freckled forehead relaxed in sleep, making him look younger, his face uncreased. Tinker waited until his breathing became slow and regular. She tiptoed to the kitchen. Randy had said not to disturb things, and she supposed that included the sandwich on the counter. She opened the refrigerator. There was some beer, some bottles for Andrew, and a few jars of baby food. Tinker shut the refrigerator and opened the cupboard. Cans of tuna fish. A jar of mayonnaise. She opened another cupboard. A bag of marshmallows and a box of Ritz crackers.


She pulled open the bag of marshmallows, removed one, and pressed it with her tongue to the roof of her mouth. The confectioners’ sugar felt cool and lovely. She read the calorie warning on the side. A serving was six marshmallows, 138 calories, or 23 in each one. She put another one in her mouth and then several more, pushing them in, sucking on them, squeezing them flat, turning them to slime, sucking them down. She hadn’t eaten since dinner. She checked on her father. He was still asleep on the couch, his breathing a near snore. She opened the box of crackers, careful to keep the paper from rustling, the way you open candy in a movie theater. She ate the crackers in stacks of four, putting them whole into her mouth. Her stomach felt taut and uncomfortable. She was at the point of no return. It didn’t matter how many she ate now. When she finished, she stuffed the empty marshmallow bag into the pocket of her sweatpants. She folded down the paper in the box of crackers, closed the box, and put it back in the cupboard. She wiped the white powder and crumbs from the table, then wiped her sleeve across her mouth.


She covered her father with a blanket, switched off the living room light, and went outside to the porch, aware of the crackers still in the cupboard and the inevitability that sometime tonight she would slip back into the kitchen and eat them. Eat them all. It was her comfort, this hiatus, this period before she finished the food.


When she and Mark were first married and living in a small apartment in the south end of Hartford, Mark sometimes had to attend dinners at downtown hotels. The dinners always ran late and involved martinis. Tinker used to sit at the window, waiting for him and making frequent trips to the kitchen. Eating stilled her thoughts. It kept her from thinking of his car smashed into a streetlight. He’ll be the fourteenth car, she’d tell herself so she could count off the time slowly and not worry for thirteen cars. When the fourteenth car went by, she’d start all over again.


Now she watched the water. In half an hour Pony will come along in a canoe, she told herself. At two-forty-five she’ll come swimming back across the lake. The time ticked away. She went back to the kitchen for the crackers. She kept thinking about Pony’s muscular thinness. Pony never could float. She was densely built, like a guy. She’d had to cheat in swimming tests to keep herself afloat, finning secretly so the instructor couldn’t see.


If Pony were at the bottom of the lake, it could be days before she was found. Aral was the deepest lake in Vermont, so far down it hadn’t even been measured. At three o’clock, Tinker took two Tylenol PMs and went up to her room. Her father was no longer on the couch. He must have gone to bed.


She woke up, groggy, to the sounds of voices. It was early. Six o’clock. She got up and went to the window. She felt thickheaded and bloated. Two Hillsboro police cars were in the drive next to Pony’s car, as well as a gray sedan. There was a plain black van parked on the grass.


She knocked on her father’s door, cracked it, and saw that he was lying on the bed, still in his trench coat, wide awake. “They’re back,” she said.


Four men were on the beach in black scuba gear, with tanks on their backs and hoods over their heads. She felt sick to her stomach. She went back inside to the upstairs bathroom before anyone noticed her, and sat on the edge of the tub. She looked at herself in the full-length mirror, hating what she saw—her heavy body, her hair frizzed from the night’s humidity and bushing out to either side. A deep crease ran vertically between her fair eyebrows. She pressed at the crease out of habit, as if she could make it go away. She had circles beneath her eyes.


She splashed cold water on her face. Her mouth was open. She closed it, but it fell slack again. This must be what shock looked like. She wanted to stay where she was and not go out there again. But she had to. Daddy would need her.


Her father was standing next to Randy. Tinker joined them. “Tinker,” Randy said.


She tried to get Randy to look her in the eye, but he was concentrating on the divers. All four of them waded into the water to their knees, crouched, and disappeared. A few big bubbles erupted at the surface where they entered, and then here and there, so she knew their locations. Randy said they were using the spiral pattern, starting with small loops and going to larger ones so they could cover the area thoroughly. “The longer they stay in the water, the better,” he said. “Let’s hope for the best.”


How long did she watch? A long time? No time at all? There wasn’t a ripple on the whole lake except for the circling disturbance of the divers. Tinker knew the lake bottom very well. They all did. “Fond du Lac” meant exactly that. Bottom of the lake. There were whole towns in the Midwest called Fond du Lac, but in those cases it meant the southernmost point of a lake.


Lake Aral was sandy right off the shore, but about fifteen feet out, the bottom fell away precipitously. You could swim underwater, your belly skimming the sandy bottom in the shallow part, and then follow the contour deeper and deeper, where the plant life began. Maybe a hundred feet beyond that was the raft, anchored in deep water by a chain that connected to a large concrete slab with an iron hook countersunk into it. She had always thought of the space between the shore and the anchor as a deepening triangle, theirs to use, their play area, well delineated. Safe.


One of the divers surfaced and signaled. Randy walked down to the water’s edge to talk to the diver. Then the diver returned to the water. “I’m afraid he’s found something,” Randy said to Tinker and her father.


Her father’s face had a hard set to it, and he was biting his lip for courage. Randy went to the van and talked to a man Tinker hadn’t noticed earlier. She heard the crackling of a police radio. She could hear voices but not what they were saying. She felt so scared, she thought her legs might collapse. The rest of it happened in slow motion. All four divers came to the surface. Her father fell to the ground. Randy helped him to his feet and waved smelling salts under his nose. Her father refused the chair they brought over. Tinker sat in it. She had no strength in her legs.


The divers had something with them, were swimming it slowly toward shore. It was Pony. She lay facedown, her back and shoulders breaking the surface. Her skin was gray. Her hair looked almost black, and for a moment Tinker hoped it was somebody else. Somebody with black hair. From somewhere a stretcher had come. They moved it out onto the water. They lifted Pony onto it. The air felt painful on Tinker’s skin. Her perceptions felt fractured. The water too black, the sky too bright.


The men moved in the slow motion of a dream. Pony was naked. Her head was bent. Fix it, Tinker wanted to say. Fix her head. Her father was up to his waist in the water now, in his clothes. He must have gone in. Then the men were lifting him up, as if in a baptism. He had collapsed again and gone under. One of the men had him by the elbow. Her father’s coat was plastered to his body. Tinker still couldn’t move. She was in the dream where you want to run but can’t. They carried the stretcher to the beach and laid it on the grass. Her father said, “Yes.” Tinker stood up. And the next thing she knew, she was there, looking down at Pony. They’d put a blanket over Pony’s body but left her face exposed. Tinker dropped to her knees on the sand. Pony was so wet. She blotted Pony’s face with the sleeve of her shirt. Water was pooled in Pony’s mouth. The side of her head was raw red.


“What happened?” Tinker looked up at Randy, at the divers, and then down again. Pony’s eyes were open. A milky color, not their usual brownish green. Her hair was sheared off on the left side where the skin was red.


Randy said something to one of the divers, who stepped up. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Sir.” He looked down at his feet. “She was pretty deep,” he said. “Her hair was caught on the chain for the anchor, pretty deep. We had to cut her hair to free her.”


“But she wasn’t allowed,” Tinker shouted. The rule, the rule, the rule, she kept thinking. Mother’s rule. They had to wear swim caps if they were doing anything with the raft. Their mother insisted. Long hair can become wrapped around things. Why can’t you ever listen, Pony? Tinker thought. Why don’t you ever bloody listen?


Randy helped her to her feet and across the lawn. There seemed to be men everywhere. Two more cars had arrived. People were in the house. Others were going through the sand on the beach. Somebody was talking to her father. They waved her over. The man was a cop.


“There will be an autopsy,” her father said to her. “In Burlington. This is Officer Rivers.”


Officer Rivers said that the medical examiner would determine the cause of death. He had some questions. He knew this was very difficult, but would they mind?


“No,” Tinker said. “I mean, no, I don’t mind.”


“Was she in the habit of leaving the child while she went for a swim?” Officer Rivers asked. He had a round, pink face, fair eyebrows like hers.


“He’s not even a year old.” Tinker shrugged. “There were no habits.”


“Was she a careful mother?”




“Yes,” her father said.


“I’m sorry. Of course.” Officer Rivers had a Vermont accent. “Do you know why she might have been”—he lifted his shoulders, opened his pudgy hands—“exploring the anchor?”


“Pony always attaches it on Memorial Day. But nobody ever goes down there other than that. It’s dark, slimy,” Tinker said.


“Something wrong with it, perhaps? Something she might have been checking?”


“I don’t know why she’d have thought she needed to check it,” her father said. “We just checked it a few weeks ago—” He broke down, regained his composure. “It had a repair, but the repair was fine.”
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