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Prologue
 
The Present
 
 

 
 
Craig McQueen breathed deeply. It was a mid-morning in July and the air was warm but fresh, not humid or close. He had been walking Ogunquit Beach for over an hour, back and forth, stopping to pick up stones and bits of sea glass that caught his attention (only green; he had never found blue), stopping to watch seagulls whirling over the gentle waves. He loved seagulls. He liked their audacity. The tide was going out, leaving seashells on the damp sand—snails’ shells, some occupied, some abandoned; broken razor clam shells; and the shells of surf clams, some as long as eight inches, the clams locals collected for chowder.
 
The beach was busy and would continue to teem with people—families, young people, leathery skinned sun addicts, day-trippers, and those on weeklong vacations—until around five o’clock, when cool showers and fruity cocktails and dinner and ice cream beckoned. Craig didn’t mind the crowds. No one in particular owned Nature. And he wasn’t a possessive person in any sense.
 
Craig’s eyes scanned the gentle curve of the beach. The Abenaki Native Americans had it right when they named this place Ogunquit, or “beautiful place by the sea.” Supposedly they had summered here in pre-colonial times. Now, hundreds of years later, Ogunquit Beach was considered one of the top ten most beautiful beaches in the United States. Some things never changed, and in this case, Craig thought, it was a good thing.
 
In the ten years that Craig had lived in Ogunquit year round certain things had, of course, changed—gift and trinket shops had come and gone, as had several restaurants—but, like the beach, other institutions such as Barnacle Billy’s remained, their lush, perfectly tended gardens one of the main attractions in Perkins Cove. Reliably, Lex Romane and Joe Riillo were still playing jazz and blues in restaurants and at birthdays and weddings. And down in York Beach, kids were still enjoying the Wild Kingdom Zoo and Amusement Park and the carousel and arcade. Ogunquit’s annual Patriots’ Day celebration was still alive and well, as was Christmas by the Sea, the mid-December event that marked the official start of the holiday season for residents.
 
Weeks, months, years. Ten of them. It was hard to believe it had been that long since his family had gathered at Larchmere for the memorial of Charlotte McQueen’s death. Charlotte—matriarch, wife of Bill and mother to Adam, Tilda, Hannah, and Craig.
 
What a strange time that had been! Within two weeks a full-scale drama—could it be called a melodrama?—had unfolded. It was complete with arch villain—that would be his older brother, Adam—and damsel in distress, who would be his sister Tilda, or maybe, thinking more about it, his sister Hannah, Craig supposed.
 
The thing that had started it all was the stunning news of his father’s new romance. Then had followed the panic over the future of Larchmere, the beloved family beach house. Added to this were the private conflicts that, by the weeks’ end, had resolved for better or worse, depending on whose opinion you asked.
 
If you asked Craig, he would say that things had worked out just fine. At least they had for him. He knew he had never been in serious contention for ownership of the family house, for Larchmere, and that had in some way made him a spectator to the main events, though he had had his own existential crisis to handle. Existential crisis—was that what it had been? Yes, he thought that it had. He had confronted his place in the world and had grappled with the question of how to live his life meaningfully. It was a big question deserving, but rarely getting, a lot of thought.
 
A childish scream of glee erupted to his right and Craig sidestepped a toddler tumbling toward the water, his harried mother right behind him. Craig smiled. He looked at his watch, the one his father had left him when he died the year before, the one Bill had received from his own father so many years ago. The face was round and the band, replaced many times over the years, was brown leather. It was the first watch Craig had ever worn. He liked the way it felt on his wrist. He liked that it once had belonged to his father and grandfather. It made him feel connected to something good, something stable and continuous.
 
The watch told him that it was eleven o’clock, almost time for lunch. Craig, realizing that he was starved, turned back toward Larchmere, toward home, where Nigel and the other beloved members of his family would be waiting.
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Ten Years Earlier 
Sunday, July 15
 
 

 
 
Tilda McQueen O’Connell had gotten to Ogunquit, and to the house, Larchmere, well before noon. She had left South Portland around ten-thirty, hoping to avoid commuter traffic (which was never very bad going south, anyway), made a stop at a farm stand for blueberries, and gotten to the house just as her father was leaving for a golf game with his old friend and personal lawyer, Teddy Vickes.
 
Tilda had noted that her father, Bill McQueen, looked hale and hardy, wearing his favorite blue Oxford shirt and that goofy hat he loved. And he had seemed in a particularly good humor. He had even laughed about the inevitability of his losing to Teddy. Not that Bill was, by nature, a grim or dour man. It was just that Tilda had not seen him quite so upbeat in a long time. It was a bit interesting, given the fact that the family was gathering at Larchmere in the next few days to mark the tenth anniversary of Charlotte McQueen’s passing. Well, she would take her father’s good mood as a positive sign. He had been widowed for ten years. There was no point in prolonged and unnecessary mourning.
 
If only she could convince herself of that. Frank, her husband, had been gone for a little over two years now, but the fact, the shock, of his loss still seemed so fresh.
 
Tilda put her travel bags in her room, the one she had always shared with Frank, and did what she always did upon arriving at Larchmere. She went for a stroll around the house and grounds, noting the familiar and the new, and remembering.
 
Tilda McQueen O’Connell was built like her mother, Charlotte. She was tall—five feet, nine inches when she wasn’t slouching, which she lately had a tendency to do—and thin. Also like her mother, and like her older brother, Adam, her hair was dark brown and her eyes hazel or green, depending on the light and what color blouse she was wearing. She wore her hair in a short, stylish cut that softened her longish face. She used very little makeup and her taste in jewelry was simple and classic. Most of it had come from Frank, including the little emerald studs that made her eyes look very, very green.
 
That day she was wearing a cream-colored linen blouse she had gotten on sale at Marshalls years ago, and olive-colored chinos that were at least six years old. Tilda couldn’t remember the last time she had shopped anywhere but at discount stores and outlets. It wasn’t that she was overly penny-pinching or seriously in lack of funds. It was just that she saw no reason to pay full price when there was an option not to. For that matter, she also could hardly remember the last time she had shopped just for fun. Retail therapy had lost its appeal about the time of Frank’s diagnosis.
 
Poor Frank. He had never understood why Tilda had stopped wearing skirts a few years back. If you had long, slim legs, he would say, why would you want to cover them? Tilda had no good answer to that. But wearing only pants eliminated one little daily decision, so expediency had won out over vanity. Maybe it was an age thing. Tilda was forty-seven—some would say “only” forty-seven—but sometimes she felt much, much older. Even before Frank had gotten sick she had started to feel—redundant.
 
Tilda walked down the steps of the front porch and viewed the large, well-kept lawn. The air was warm but fresh. A vibrantly yellow butterfly fluttered past and darted into the stand of tall, graceful, ornamental grasses her mother had loved so much. Tilda breathed deeply. She was happy to be “home.” Now, more than ever, Larchmere felt like her refuge, her safe haven. She wished she could spend the entire summer there, and as a high school English teacher she might have been able to but her sister, Hannah, had helped Tilda to get a part-time job as a freelance proofreader at the ad agency where she worked. The summer job would help make ends meet and it would also, maybe more importantly, keep her from feeling too lonely. Frank was gone and the kids, now college-aged, spent more and more time out of the house, as was to be expected. In fact, for the first time ever both Jon and Jane were spending the summer at home in South Portland where each had a job. In past summers they had lived at Larchmere with their mother, grandfather, grandmother, and aunt, waiting tables at local restaurants when they were old enough and spending free time with friends. This summer, Tilda was experiencing her own, unique version of empty nest syndrome.
 
Tilda walked in the direction of the gazebo. She remembered a particular hot summer night, not long after her wedding, when she and Frank had taken refuge there while a passing thunderstorm drenched and cooled the air. The storm was magnificent. Frank’s arms were strong and loving, his kisses warm. She had wished the rain would go on forever.
 
But rain wasn’t always welcome. The summer before, Tilda remembered as she walked on past the gazebo, had been abysmally rainy, the wettest southern Maine had experienced in many years. Farmers had lost entire crops, business owners had suffered, tourists had grumbled, and locals had gone mad—figuratively and literally. But this summer, Tilda thought, at least so far, was truly perfect in comparison. There had been lots of sunny days, a normal amount of rain to nourish the crops and flowers, and a romantic amount of morning fog over the water on more humid days.
 
Because it was July, Ogunquit and the surrounding areas were decorated with masses of orange day lilies (also called tiger lilies) and vibrant red day lilies. Wild daisies, clover, Queen Anne’s lace, and buttercups filled the fields and lined the roadsides. Cattails were wildly growing at the edge of marshes and valerian, with its powerful scent, was invading any empty space it could find a hold.
 
Nature was certainly prolific, not only in its flora but in its fauna, too. Tilda remembered a spring afternoon, a long time ago, when the entire front lawn of Larchmere had been covered with robins, some busily searching for food, others standing immobile, seeming to stare into space. There had to have been a hundred of them. It was as if someone—the Robin King?—had called a meeting or a convention. Where had they all come from? Why had they gathered that particular afternoon? And why on Larchmere’s lawn? It was weird and disturbing, all those feathered creatures, a flock of robins, not seen before or since.
 
Tilda now approached the enormous pine on which she once had seen perched a great blue heron, a massive blue gray bird swaying in the wind at the very top of the tree. The bird had a cry like a harsh croak, not pleasant to humans, and built its bulky stick nests in trees or bushes. Not far from Larchmere she had once seen a rookery of twenty-three nests. It was an impressive sight. How did birds make such strong, beautiful nests, with no hands and fingers and opposable thumbs? Tilda shook her head. And humans thought they were so special.
 
Stepping carefully, Tilda made her way into the woods that edged the back of the lawn behind Larchmere. She was about to pay her first visit in years to the fairy house. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to see it. For a moment she felt lost, unsure of where the house stood. It was the only fairy house she knew of on this bit of land. On Mackworth Island and Monhegan Island and at the Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens in Booth Bay there were colonies of fairy houses, magical places that compelled you to speak in a hush and watch carefully for signs of fairy dust.
 
The first fairy house Tilda had ever seen was on the grounds of her aunt’s friends Kit Ryan and Carrie Boyd, just over the town line of Cape Neddick. She had been a child, maybe about six or seven, and had been immediately enchanted. She had totally believed that fairies—who were, of course, real—made their homes in the little fantastical constructions of twigs and moss and stones.
 
When Jane was about five, Tilda had helped her to build her own fairy house with twigs and moss and interesting little rocks and shells they had collected on the beach. Each evening, when Jane had gone to bed, Frank would sneak out and leave little plastic fairies, tinier plastic animals, and even notes from the fairies, written in green ink, on miniscule pieces of paper, in and around the house for Jane to find in the morning. When was it that Jane had finally stopped believing that fairies, the kind in her storybooks, the kind with tiny translucent wings and curly toed booties, weren’t real? Tilda thought it had been around the time that puberty reared its ugly head and life lost a certain sort of magic and became all too prosaic.
 
Larchmere’s fairy house had been neglected since Frank got too ill to maintain it. Why he had continued to care for it after Jane had lost interest was anyone’s guess. Tilda thought that maybe it was his way of holding on to his little girl. But maybe she was wrong. She had never asked him why he still cared about the fairy house. She wished that she had.
 
There it was, or, what remained of it. She looked down at the house in ruins. The roof, a large piece of bark, was on the ground, in pieces. A curious animal had long since carried off the last little plastic figurine. The bright white shells were now only broken, dirty bits. Tilda felt ineffably sad. She turned and walked quickly back to the open and sunny front lawn.
 
The fairy house was gone. Frank was gone, too, though thoughts of her husband were never far from Tilda’s mind. Frank O’Connell had been the physical opposite of his wife, only about five feet, eight inches and always struggling with an extra ten or fifteen pounds. He had been an economics major in college and had gone on to become the small business specialist at Portland’s main branch of a large bank. It was a job he loved, helping people with a dream and a passion get started and eventually achieve results.
 
At work Frank had liked to dress nattily in classic cut suits and vibrant ties and shiny Oxford style shoes, but on the weekends, and whenever he and Tilda and the kids were in Ogunquit, he had liked to wear knee-length cargo shorts, big T-shirts, and Boston Red Sox baseball caps, of which he had a large collection. Tilda routinely begged him to retire the rattier hats but Frank always refused. A hat was serviceable until it came out of the wash in two pieces. That was pretty much the only issue about which Frank was stubborn. He was a sweetheart of a guy, easygoing, everyone who met him agreed. He was genuine and fun and quite simply, likeable. In fact, Tilda thought, there was nothing wrong with her husband, except for the fact that he was dead.
 
Tilda blinked hard, as if to will away the dark thoughts. And then she heard the crunch of tires on gravel. Her sister Hannah’s car, a Subaru Outback much like her own, was just pulling into the long driveway. Good. She was glad for a distraction as the melancholy she had been holding at bay all day was threatening to settle like a sticky, black lump in her chest, something that might choke her.
 
Tilda walked back up to the front porch of the big old house to await Hannah’s arrival.
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“We got a bit of a late start,” Hannah was saying as she dropped one of her travel bags on the kitchen floor. “Our downstairs neighbor’s parrot got loose in the hallway again and would not go home.”
 
“I finally persuaded her with some sweet talk and a little treat.”
 
“Why can’t her owner handle her?” Tilda asked Susan.
 
Susan rolled her eyes. “Her owner has issues and let’s just leave it at that.”
 
“That bird rules the roost,” Hannah added. “Polly really should have a trainer.”
 
Tilda laughed. “Polly the parrot?”
 
“The owner also isn’t very creative.”
 
Hannah McQueen and Susan Sirico had been married for almost three years. Frank had been too sick to attend their wedding in Winchester, Massachusetts. Tilda, Hannah’s witness, had worked hard to muster the joy she knew her sister deserved, but with her own spouse dying she had not been very successful. Hannah had even offered to postpone the wedding, at great financial loss, but Tilda wouldn’t allow the too generous offer. Her sister had waited long enough for the right to legally wed. Nothing should stand in the way of her big day. Frank had agreed and had written a warm letter of congratulations for Tilda to give to the brides.
 
The entire McQueen family had attended the service and reception, with the exception of Frank, of course, and of Adam, who arrived after the service was over, claiming he had been held up at the office. At the reception he downed several cocktails in rapid speed and then took off, again claiming work as an excuse. His wife at the time, Sarah, had just rolled her eyes behind his back, but Susan had been visibly angry. She saw Adam’s behavior as disrespectful of her union with Hannah. But Hannah had put a lighter spin on things, reluctant, Tilda thought, to admit the possibility of her brother’s being as unpleasant and selfish a person as he in fact was.
 
“Did we miss lunch?” Hannah asked now. She opened the door to the fridge and peered inside.
 
Tilda shrugged. “I think everyone is on her own.”
 
Hannah emerged from the fridge with a pound of sliced turkey, a pound of sliced Swiss cheese, and a grin.
 
Physically, Hannah, now forty-four, was clearly her father’s daughter. Her hair was a deep, burnished red, just like his had been before it had gone white. She was about five foot six inches tall and had an average build. Her eyes were a blue green, not the intense blue of her father’s, but large and pretty. But where their familial relation really showed was in their mannerisms. Both consistently crossed their legs to the right. Both tapped the tip of their noses with a forefinger when thinking hard. And both liked to eat scrambled eggs with a spoon. Their similarities had been a source of some amusement for Tilda and Craig when they were all growing up, and a source of unexplained annoyance to Charlotte. Adam had never paid much attention to the peculiarities of his family members.
 
“Here you go.” Hannah passed a sandwich to Susan, who eagerly set to her lunch.
 
Susan was from an Italian-American family who had lived in Falmouth, Maine, for generations. She had dark brown hair and eyes and, in Tilda’s opinion, the most enviable skin she had ever seen, even toned and with a natural blush on her cheeks. Susan was a fund-raiser for a family advocacy group in downtown Portland, a job that required a lot of energy and people skills, both of which she had in abundance. While friendly, she brooked no bad behavior. Often the first to laugh at a good joke, she could also be intensely thoughtful. And she was very protective of those she loved, Hannah most of all.
 
Hannah was a production manager at the Portland branch of a large Boston-based advertising firm. Together she and Susan lived in Portland’s West End in a condo that comprised the top floor of an old, restored Victorian home. That meant they had no outdoor space for planting or barbequing, but otherwise their home was exactly what they wanted it to be. They had plenty of access to the great outdoors at Larchmere, only a forty-five-minute drive away.
 
Hannah put the rest of the turkey and cheese back in the fridge, just as the sound of tires on gravel could be heard. “That’s Dad’s car.”
 
“He was out playing golf with Teddy,” Tilda said.
 
“Ouch.” Susan smiled. “Why does he torture himself like that?”
 
A few minutes later Bill joined his daughters and Susan in the kitchen. Bill wasn’t a very demonstrative man but when it came to Hannah, he could never resist a show of affection. He hugged her warmly.
 
“How did you do?” Hannah asked, with a grin.
 
Bill shrugged. “I lost, of course. And no, I’m not telling anyone what I shot.”
 
Bill McQueen was seventy-three years old, a retired Boston businessman. His hair was still thick, though now white, and his eyes were still clear and intensely, piercingly blue. Amazingly his eyesight was still near perfect. The only help he needed he got from the ten-dollar reading glasses he had bought at the pharmacy in town. Bill was just about six feet tall. His taste in clothes was classic, verging on preppy, though Tilda suspected her mother had decided for Bill long ago what he would and would not wear. Tilda doubted her father had bought any articles of clothing since her mother’s passing, except maybe socks and underwear. And that dorky hat he liked so much.
 
Tilda heard the front door open and a moment later her aunt, Ruth McQueen, was in the kitchen. “Greetings all,” she said, putting her white, pebbled leather handbag on the table. (Ruth owned approximately one hundred bags of every description.) “I’ve been to the Bureau of Motor Vehicles and am simply parched. Anyone care to join me in a cocktail?”
 
“Yes, please,” Bill said. “Losing always makes me thirsty for gin.”
 
Ruth laughed. “So that’s why you play golf!”
 
Like her older brother—she was sixty-four—Ruth was a natural redhead, but unlike Bill, she maintained her original deep, burnished shade professionally. She was smallish, about five feet three inches, and slim and strong. She dressed, to use her own old-fashioned expression, “smartly,” but always with a bit of drama. Though physically unimposing, Ruth exuded strength of character and a definite individuality. Some people, she knew, found her too outspoken and off-putting. Others thought her eccentric. No one could ignore her. Tilda and Hannah had always been a bit in awe of their aunt.
 
“So what’s new and exciting in your lives, girls?” Ruth asked.
 
Tilda said, “Nothing.”
 
Hannah said, “Not much.”
 
Susan said, “I’ve got this very interesting new case. Of course, for the sake of the client’s privacy I can’t give you details but . . .”
 
While Susan told her story, Bill, only half listening, sipped his drink contentedly. William McQueen was the patriarch of the family. For the past ten years he had been a widower, living alone in the big house except for the company of his sister, Ruth, now retired. He liked the quiet life they lived, with their small circle of friends—particularly Teddy Vickes and his wife, Tessa, and Bobby Taylor, a lobsterman. But he liked Larchmere better when the house was filled with the sounds of his extended family—his children, now adults, and grandchildren.
 
When Charlotte was alive, she and Bill had lived at Larchmere as “joint tenants with rights of survivorship.” Now that Charlotte was dead, Bill was the sole owner of the house. It had originally belonged to his parents, a plumber and a housewife, who had bought it for a song (relatively speaking) back around 1937. How they had scraped together the money Bill never knew. He did know that the entire undertaking had been for his parents a labor of love. The house was originally only equipped for residence in the summer. Over time, Bill’s parents had added a heating system and insulation and electricity. They had replaced the roof and repaired the mortar where necessary and built the guest cottage, which, years later, Bill had renovated.
 
It was always known that the house would be left to Bill, not to his sister. Bill had eagerly embraced the legacy of Larchmere, continuing the improvements and expansion, spending more and more time there on weekends and vacations, and eventually retiring to the house when he and his wife were in their fifties. He was never sure that Charlotte entirely shared his commitment to Larchmere. He didn’t dare to ask her. It would have broken his heart to know that she would have preferred to live elsewhere, some place more cosmopolitan, some place where the population didn’t drastically shrink after Labor Day.
 
Bill seemed to be the only one who had not been sure of Charlotte McQueen’s commitment to Larchmere. She had made no bones about her dislike of the long, quiet winters and her disdain for a good many of the locals, people who had lived in the Ogunquit area for generations. Maybe Bill just hadn’t heard his wife’s complaints and criticisms. Maybe he had heard but had not been able to bear her opinions. If he had been a different sort of man—his sister would have said a tougher sort of man—he might have confronted Charlotte’s discontent. As it stood, Charlotte had gotten into the habit of going off to Portland or Boston and sometimes New York, at least once a week, often for an overnight, leaving Bill alone with his precious house by the sea.
 
And over the years that precious house by the sea had been grown and improved so that now, instead of being just a two-season house, it was an all-year dwelling, complete with the renovated (it now had a full bath) guest cottage, a gazebo large enough for six people to enjoy a meal, and a three-car garage that housed Bill’s 2002 Mercedes S430, Ruth’s BMW 3 Series convertible, and a 1961 Volvo P1800, which Bill’s friend Bobby just couldn’t bear to part with.
 
No one but Teddy Vickes knew the exact contents of Bill’s existing will. Frankly, Bill preferred it that way. Larchmere was no one’s business but his own—yet. The one person to whom he would happily have confided the contents of his will refused to accept the confidence. Ruth had told him that sometimes not knowing was best. Bill didn’t understand her reluctance to know who would eventually inherit the family house. She had always made it clear that she didn’t want to be Bill’s heir. Ruth loved Larchmere, but not like her brother did. She had absolutely no interest in taking on the responsibility of a rambling old house, complete with lawns and gardens, and gazebo and guest cottage, especially not at her age.
 
Ruth had moved in to Larchmere with Bill shortly after Charlotte died. She hadn’t asked him if she could, she simply showed up one day, and Bill seemed very thankful for the company. Something had been in it for Ruth, too. She was tired. It was time to take a permanent break from her exhausting career as the senior vice president of a large, international cosmetics firm. Besides, Ruth strongly felt that her brother needed the companionship. Bill had been with Charlotte since they were teens. He had never lived alone. He had never done much of anything without Charlotte besides go to the office to make the money that kept her in tennis lessons, diamond jewelry, and spa vacations.
 
It had been impossible not to see that though Bill was the breadwinner, Charlotte was the actual head of the McQueen household. She was domineering yet indifferent, difficult, if not impossible to please. There had been little love lost between Ruth and her sister-in-law. For Bill’s sake alone they had tolerated each other. Ruth found Charlotte to be mean-spirited, controlling, and parsimonious with her love. Charlotte found Ruth to be vulgar and embarrassing.
 
Ruth once had found it curious that Charlotte’s favorite child was Tilda, a girl so unlike Charlotte herself. By rights, Adam should have been her favorite, self-centered, big-egoed Adam. But then it had dawned on Ruth that Adam could never have provided the near worship that Charlotte required, the near worship that Tilda so readily provided her needy mother. Charlotte must have seen herself in Adam—assuming she was at all self-knowledgeable—and wisely chose her older daughter as acolyte.
 
Ruth now busied herself with finishing the cocktails and putting out a bowl of mixed nuts (she would fight her brother for the cashews; they had been fighting over cashews since they were children) and a small plate of good olives. She watched Bill chatting with his daughters and daughter-in-law. He was the picture of a contented man.
 
While some men might have welcomed a solitary existence after so many years with a . . . determined woman, not Bill. He was the sort of man who needed a woman close at hand; it hardly mattered whether it was a wife, sister, daughter, or a friend. In fact, in Ruth’s opinion he had always been putty in women’s hands, which, she thought, might partly account for his rather poor relationships with his sons. In her experience men didn’t respect other men who allowed women to play them like fiddles. But that was only her opinion. And after all, what did she really know about men? Oh, she had had plenty of romantic relationships and she had worked closely with men for her entire long career, but she had never been married, she had never lived with a man other than her father and now, her brother. And daily life with a man you were sleeping with had to teach you lessons you just couldn’t learn otherwise.
 
The cocktails were ready, gin and tonics for Bill and Ruth, a glass of wine for Tilda, and dry martinis for Hannah and Susan.
 
“To a happy two weeks at Larchmere,” Hannah said, raising her glass.
 
“To my someday winning a game of golf,” Bill said, reaching into the bowl of nuts and snagging a few cashews.
 
Tilda raised her own glass. “To Mom.”
 
“To my brother leaving me a cashew, please.”
 
“To the McQueens,” Susan said, “a very interesting group of people.”
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Ruth turned from the sink, where she had been washing salad greens, and reached for a dish towel to dry her hands. Charlotte, with the help of a professional designer, had succeeded in creating a popular room for her family. The kitchen was large and arranged on an open and friendly plan. There was a center island, which included the sink and a cooktop. At the far end of the island the counter was at a higher level, forming a bar top, around which were arranged several stools so that a person could have her afternoon tea there, or a glass of wine while she chatted with the person preparing dinner. A small, round table painted bright blue sat in a sunny alcove, a perfect spot for sipping morning coffee and reading the local paper. A larger, scrubbed pine table was often used for lunch and casual weekday dinners. The walls were a creamy lemon yellow and the cabinets were finished with a honey-colored stain. A rectangular ceramic clock, painted with sunflowers on a vivid blue background, hung on one wall.
 
“I’m assuming your father hasn’t told you about his girlfriend,” Ruth said to her nieces and Susan. “He’s never been the most communicative man when it comes to personal matters.”
 
They were suitably surprised. Susan shook her head and smiled. Hannah’s mouth dropped. Tilda felt as if she had been physically pushed, so off guard did this news take her. “What?” she said. “Dad has a girlfriend?”
 
“For the past four months or so now. They met a few years ago when they were both on the zoning board. She was married at the time. I seem to recall his talking a lot about her, though. She’s divorced now, of course.”
 
“How can you sound so nonchalant?” Hannah asked, her voice rising. “This is a big thing! This is huge!”
 
Ruth shrugged.
 
“Who is she?” Tilda pressed. “What does she do? Does she live in Ogunquit? Do we know her? Is she retired?”
 
Really, Ruth thought. You would think they’d found out their father was consorting with a terrorist. “She’s hardly retired. She’s only fifty. She has a small interior design business. I hear it’s successful. What else? Oh, yes, she lives in Portland. I think she has a condo in one of those developments on the pier. When she’s in Ogunquit she stays at a B and B. Rather, she used to. Now she stays here. She has no children.”
 
“And this has been going on for how long? Four months? And Dad never said a word to me!” Hannah felt hurt. Why hadn’t her father told her about this woman? She had thought they were close. “Wait, what’s her name? Do we know her?”
 
“Jennifer Fournier,” Ruth told them. “Some people call her Jen, but not your father. I don’t know, you might have met her. She lived in Ogunquit for some time, while she was married. Her husband commuted to Boston every day for work. That can’t have helped the marriage, but what do I know.”
 
Tilda put her hand over her heart. “I’m shocked. Really, I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”
 
“Why?” her aunt said. “Your father’s not a kid but he’s hardly in the grave. He’s handsome, intelligent, nice, if not the wittiest guy around. Why shouldn’t he have a little fun?”
 
Susan, who had been silent until now, said, “I think it’s great. People shouldn’t be alone. And yes, Tilda, I mean everyone, including you. If one of my parents died I would want the other to find a companion, remarry, something. I’m not saying it would be perfectly easy for me to accept, but I would accept it.”
 
“She would,” Hannah said. “But she’s not a McQueen. She’s well adjusted.”
 
“I’m well adjusted,” Tilda protested. “I’m just surprised. That’s normal.”
 
Ruth sighed. “Well, I suggest you girls get used to the idea of your father having a girlfriend. I have a feeling this is pretty serious. Okay, I’m going up to change for dinner. I’ll see you all later.”
 
When she had gone Tilda and Hannah stood staring at each other. Neither said a word. Neither had any idea of what to say. Bill’s relationship with Jennifer was “serious.”
 
Susan cleared her throat. “If I could interrupt the psychopath convention here, I’d like to suggest we all go and change for dinner. Hannah?”
 
Hannah mutely followed Susan from the kitchen. A moment later, Tilda, too, went to her room to change. In the upstairs hall she paused to examine the embroidered sampler hanging on the wall close to the bathroom. Her paternal grandmother had sewn it. On a background of cream-colored linen was depicted a simplified Larchmere as it had looked back around the time of her father’s childhood. A rudimentary garden with flowers of faded pink and yellow spread from each side of the house to the borders of the wooden frame. Across the top of the piece Grandma Ruth had spelled out “Larchmere” in an elaborate stitch that Tilda couldn’t name. (She had only mastered the cross-stitch.)
 
She went into her room and closed the door behind her. Her beloved Larchmere! Before Grandpa Will had bought the house, it had been, as far as anyone knew, without a name. But Grandpa Will had decided to call the house Larchmere for, Tilda supposed, the number of larches, a type of pine, rimming the back edge of the property. She knew that “mere” meant a small, standing body of water, but as far as she knew there hadn’t been such a thing on the land since before her grandfather’s time. Another meaning for “mere”—and she had looked it up as a child—was boundary. That made a bit more sense. The larch pines themselves formed a sort of boundary, and she knew of the remains of an old stone wall in their depths.
 
The house, built largely of stone, was composed of two floors and a large basement in which Charlotte had installed a small gym and a finished laundry room. On the first floor were the kitchen, a powder room (added by Bill and Charlotte), the dining room, the library, the living room, and a screened-in sunroom (also an addition by Bill and Charlotte). Charlotte, a devotee of the sun, had opened up walls wherever possible and added windows, eager to make the big old house as bright and open as it could be. There was a stone fireplace in the living room, used often in winter, and an iron, wood-burning stove in the library, which gave off a tremendous heat. Across the entire front of the house and around one side ran a covered porch, decorated with wicker chairs and love seats, painted white, and small tables of varying heights. When Charlotte was alive there had also been an ornate, thronelike wicker rocker, hers especially, but after her death, it had been relegated to the basement. Tilda was not sure why, or who had made the decision to remove this very personal piece of furniture from the family’s sight. Maybe her father had not been able to bear the sight of anyone but his wife in it.
 
On the second floor of the house were the master bedroom and bathroom, facing the front lawn, off which sat a small but lovely deck; a second full bathroom; and four bedrooms of varying size. To accommodate extra guests, the library had a big, brown leather sleeper couch. Craig, used to sleeping in his van, on other people’s beds—indeed, on any horizontal surface he could find—often bunked down in the library, leaving one of the upstairs bedrooms empty. As he was an avid reader, like Tilda, his retreat to the library made a certain sense.
 
Ruth’s bedroom was, interestingly, as she had had a choice, the smallest of the four, and decorated (some would say crammed) with exotica from her travels. There was a swath of watered blue silk, hung from a rod on the wall, that she had picked up in England. On the floor was an antique patterned rug from Iran. On her dresser sat an intricately carved jade box from China, in which she kept her most precious jewelry. Her many handbags were stored floor to ceiling on custom-made shelves. Tilda remembered these details from a permitted visit years earlier. Ruth kept her door locked, though a cat door had been cut out near its base for Percy, her gray and white, five-year-old longhair, to come and go as he pleased.
 
Tilda sat heavily on the edge of the bed now. Ruth’s comment, that she thought her father’s relationship was serious, was weighing on her. Serious meant marriage, especially for a man of Bill’s generation and disposition. Marriage meant that what was mine was yours and vice versa. Larchmere was Bill’s. Would it someday also be Jennifer Fournier’s?
 
Tilda put her head in her hands. She knew she was being dramatic, imagining the worst possible thing that could happen. But she couldn’t help herself. With her father romantically involved it felt as if the very foundations of her life were compromised. Larchmere might soon pass out of the family McQueen. And what would happen to her then?
 
She simply couldn’t imagine Larchmere not being home. She simply could not.
 
 

 
 
The McQueens met for dinner that evening in the dining room, the only somewhat formal room in the house and only used when family or friends were staying at Larchmere. Charlotte had enjoyed collecting fine china, which she displayed in a tall and unusually deep cabinet she had bought at an antique shop in Kennebunkport. She had also enjoyed collecting expensive linen table settings—cloths, runners, placemats, and napkins. These were kept in a large, low credenza, on top of which was displayed a Murano glass bowl Charlotte had purchased while traveling in Italy with an expensive tour group one summer. It had never occurred to Tilda to ask her father for a tablecloth, or vintage milk glass creamer and sugar bowl set, or the set of sterling silver napkin rings her mother had bought in a SoHo gallery in New York, as a memento of her mother. Tilda’s own home furnishings were of a much simpler and less fine sort and she felt that her mother’s possessions would be very out of place in her own relatively humble South Portland home.
 
The family gathered around one end of the oval-shaped dining room table, Bill and Ruth, Hannah and Susan, and Tilda. Percy kept a close eye on the meal from the top of the credenza. If it bothered anyone that a very furry cat chose to be in the vicinity of food, no one had the nerve to complain about this to Ruth. (If Charlotte were alive, however, Percy would have long since been banished from the dining room.)
 
“Look at us,” Hannah said. “We could be a print ad for L.L. Bean.” It was true. Hannah was wearing chinos, white boat sneakers without the laces, and a coral colored, lightweight cotton sweater. Susan wore a chino skirt, blue boat sneakers, and a striped linen big shirt tied at the waist. Tilda had changed into fairly new, tan chinos and a lemon yellow cardigan over a matching T-shirt. Bill wore a blue Oxford cloth button-down shirt tucked into pressed chinos. Only Ruth looked urban and out of place, in black linen slacks and a crisp, tailored, very white blouse with the starched collar turned up. Around her neck she wore a bold silver disc on a black silk cord. Her flats were also black silk. She could have been off for luncheon at MOMA in New York City.
 
Ruth reminded them—not that anyone had forgotten—that Adam, his new fiancée, and his children were due to arrive the next day.
 
“I’m dying to meet Adam’s fiancée,” Tilda said. “I can’t imagine what she’ll be like.”
 
Hannah laughed. “Oh, can’t you? I’ve got a pretty good idea. At least, I know she’ll be a whole lot younger than Adam.”
 
“There’s nothing necessarily wrong with that,” Ruth commented, with a look at her brother. Bill, busily eating, did not seem very interested in the women’s speculations.
 
“Of course not,” Susan agreed. “But it won’t be easy on Sarah if Adam marries someone much younger.”
 
Ruth, who had remained close to her nephew’s ex-wife, shook her head. “I wouldn’t worry about Sarah, if I were you. She’s not the sort who’s easily thrown by such trivia.”
 
“But,” Tilda said, “she will be concerned about what kind of person is going to be her children’s stepmother.”
 
Ruth nodded. “Of course, as well she should be. Still, she won’t be able to prevent Adam from marrying whomever he pleases.”
 
Hannah, who was feeling impatient with the talk of Adam’s soon-to-be wife, took it upon herself to move on to the topic she and her sister really wanted to discuss. “So, Dad,” she said, with false casualness, “speaking of relationships, Ruth tells us that you’re seeing someone. Romantically, I mean.”
 
Bill looked up from his plate and blushed. His embarrassment embarrassed Tilda. But he didn’t seem in the least bit ashamed, and that angered her. Her anger, irrational, further embarrassed her. She reached for her wineglass.
 
“Well, as a matter of fact I am,” he said.
 
Now that the subject had been introduced, Hannah didn’t know what else to say. She looked helplessly to her sister. Tilda shook her head. Plenty of thoughts were racing in her mind but none of them was able to emerge as a coherent comment or question.
 
Susan, who was sitting next to Bill—Ruth was at the head of the table—patted his hand. “Well,” she said, “I think it’s great, Bill. We look forward to meeting her.”
 
“She’ll be here for the memorial, but you’ll meet her before that. We see each other pretty often, whenever her business allows.”
 
Tilda was stunned. Her father’s girlfriend would be attending Charlotte McQueen’s memorial? Ruth was right; this relationship was, indeed, serious. She wondered if Jennifer Fournier enjoyed sailing and then thought: What a bizarre thing to wonder about!
 
Because Charlotte McQueen had died in a sailing accident. She had been out with a friend and had stumbled over a coil of rope that perhaps should not have been where it was. She had fallen and hit her head and that had been that. She was dead instantly. It was a death vaguely romantic and without obvious mess, something, Hannah thought, befitting the rather snobbish Charlotte. Aware of its harsh character, she, thus far, had only shared her opinion with Susan.
 
“We’re all very happy for you, Bill,” Susan was saying now. “Aren’t we?”
 
“Yes,” Ruth said emphatically. “We are.”
 
Reluctantly, Tilda and Hannah murmured their assent.
 
 

 
 
Tilda was sitting at the window of her bedroom. The lights were off in the room, which meant that she could see the designs of the trees in the dark outside, branches long and clawing, trunks black against the blue night. She couldn’t sleep. She was worried about the uncertain future of her beloved Larchmere. She was worried about her own uncertain future.
 
What would happen to her if her father remarried and the family home ceased to be the family home? It scared her to think of the house being lost to a stranger. But it also scared her to think about the possibility of her father leaving Larchmere to all four McQueen children. There would be absolute chaos! It would be impossible to negotiate with Adam, who always had to be right, and as for Craig, he would just take off and leave the others to pay his share of the upkeep. Tilda loved her younger brother but she wasn’t blind to his faults. As for Hannah . . . Well, Tilda suddenly realized she had absolutely no idea how her sister felt about the possibility of inheriting Larchmere. Hannah and Bill were very close. There was no reason her sister could not be considered a possible sole heir.
 
And if Hannah were to inherit Larchmere, would she cherish and protect it the way Tilda knew it deserved? Again, she had absolutely no idea. They had never talked about the house and what it meant to them. They had simply taken it for granted.
 
An owl hooted. Tilda thought he sounded melancholy. She hugged herself tightly. Was there nothing upon which she could rely? Death took loved ones away. It had stolen her mother and her husband. Time and distance could loosen emotional ties. And now, what if her father remarried and as a result, even Larchmere, her beloved home, was stolen from her?
 
Life was loss. She knew that. And she had been as prepared as anyone could be for the impending death of a loved one. She had read books and articles in magazines and online. She had bought a copy of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s classic book, On Death and Dying, and dutifully read it through.
 
She knew all about the five stages of grief. First there would be denial. That would be followed by anger, and then by bargaining. Next would come depression and finally, at long last, there would come acceptance.
 
She also knew that the stages of grief were not distinct. She knew that they sometimes overlapped and nipped at each other’s heels. She was prepared to feel numb. She was prepared for the deep yearnings for Frank that would threaten to overwhelm her. She was prepared for the bouts of awful sadness, for the tears, for the withdrawing from friends and family.
 
She was as prepared as it was possible to be, which meant that when Frank finally died she was hardly prepared at all.
 
On the AARP Web site (she had turned everywhere for help) she had been told that grief, like life, doesn’t proceed in an orderly fashion. “Mourning,” they had said, “cannot happen without your participation.” Too bad, she had thought. Because mourning was exhausting and surprising, no matter how prepared you thought you were.
 
She was tired now. She got up from her seat by the window and crawled into the bed. She still slept on the right side though she could have slept on the left or diagonally, or right in the middle of the bed if she chose. But she didn’t choose.
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Monday, July 16
 
 

 
 
It was early, not quite seven in the morning, and the air was just beginning to warm. Tilda stood gazing out over the water. The beach was almost entirely empty. A few runners, a few solitary strollers, a few hobby fishermen, and Tilda, who had walked Ogunquit Beach more times than she could ever count.
 
She began now to walk in the direction of Wells, her eyes fixed to the sand in search of the ever elusive, whole sand dollar. She knew people who had found them, albeit very small ones, on Ogunquit Beach. She just had never found one herself.
 
“Hello, Tilda McQueen O’Connell!”
 
Tilda looked up and smiled. “Tessa Vickes!” It was Teddy’s wife, another early morning walker. She was walking from Wells, down close to the waterline. She was wearing a cotton-candy pink sweatshirt and her thick, beautiful white hair was tied back in a simple braid.
 
“Beautiful day!” Tessa shouted as she continued to walk.
 
“Yes, it is!” Tilda waved and walked on, as well.
 
Tessa and Teddy had been married for almost fifty years. Tilda thought they were adorable together, still affectionate and clearly happy. She had never heard mention of children or grandchildren. Maybe Tessa and Teddy had not had a family. Maybe a child had died. Tilda knew she could ask her aunt about this but she didn’t want to. There was something almost sacred about a couple’s past, especially the past of a couple who had been together for so long.
 
Not that Tilda would ever experience such a long marriage, though she knew she should be grateful—and she was—for the twenty-odd years she and Frank had enjoyed. Those twenty-odd, almost perfect years . . .
 
Increasingly, Tilda found herself wondering about nostalgia, or, more specifically, about romanticizing her past with Frank. She wondered if the process was inevitable and necessary and if so, she wondered if it had already begun. Was nostalgia destructive if it became extreme? She thought that it might be. Still, at this point, a little over two years after Frank’s death, she could barely remember ever arguing with him and what conflict she did remember had no emotional weight.
 
Like the time a few years back when he had invited his out-of-work cousin, Ben, to stay with them until he got back on his feet—without first asking his wife. Frank had apologized profusely, claiming he had been guilted into making the offer by his aunt. Whatever the reason behind Frank’s offer, the reality was that Cousin Ben was entirely ungrateful. He never offered to help with meals, or to clean the bathroom he used. He came home at all hours and more than once he went out while forgetting to lock the front door behind him. Frank had talked to him several times but to no avail. Cousin Ben was with them for almost five months until a friend offered him a better free deal, after which time they had found a few items missing, including a pearl necklace Tilda’s mother had given her for her twenty-first birthday.
 
God, she had been furious with Frank, but now the entire episode seemed unreal, a false memory, meaningless, something that might have happened to strangers.
 
Tilda passed a group of about seven or eight snowy white and gray seagulls, sitting perfectly still on the sand, looking in the direction of the morning tide. They looked like seven or eight Aladdin’s lamps. The thought amused her.
 
Ogunquit Beach was always alive with animal life—piping plovers, terns, gulls, stranded seals, who were then, mercifully, rescued and rehabilitated by wildlife experts. On occasion, Tilda had even seen an eagle gliding high over the low grassy dunes. But though she searched the sky each time she went down to the beach, she had not seen another eagle since a month before Frank’s death.
 
Tilda heard mad screeching behind her and turned to see the Aladdin’s lamps take flight. One had probably spotted a potential meal and the race was on. She turned and continued her walk.
 
In all the mysteries and ghost stories she had read, contact with the other world seemed to come so easily to the characters. But real people, too, claimed they had communicated with the spirits of the dead and Tilda saw no reason not to believe them. Who was she to say that only what was visible was real? There were more things in heaven and earth than were dreamt of in man’s philosophy. Of course, there were cranks among those who swore they had had supernatural experiences. But there were cranks everywhere. You just had to choose to believe and to proceed carefully.
 
So it made sense that after Frank’s passing she half thought that somehow she would be able to contact him, or that he would be able to contact her. Maybe, she thought, they would be able to have actual conversations of a sort. Soon after he died she began to look for signs of otherworldly communication but, to her dismay, found none. But she kept her mind open to possibilities. She talked to Frank in her head and out loud, when she was alone, but it was as if she was talking only to herself. Frank was not hearing her and she was not hearing him. His ghost or his spirit, if such a thing existed—and Tilda believed that it did, though she couldn’t say how, exactly—was gone. Tilda was alone, with only the memories.
 
The silence was deafening. Tilda’s soul was stagnant. Of course, she had considered seeking the help of a medium or a psychic. They were in every town. There was one right in Portland’s Old Port. But she just didn’t trust herself to make an informed decision about who was genuine and who was a fake. She continued to believe, but cautiously.
 
Then, early in the spring, on the second anniversary of Frank’s death and a few months before her mother’s memorial, Tilda had made a decision. She decided to believe that Frank would send an eagle to her. It would be his message that it was okay to move on, that it was time to stop mourning and to begin living. He would send it when the time was right. The eagle would be Frank’s blessing.
 
It was a comforting notion. But, Tilda being Tilda, she began to wonder what would happen if Frank failed to send her that blessing. What if she never did see another eagle over Ogunquit Beach? What then? Would she be doomed to live in darkness and sorrow for the rest of her life? Was that what Frank would want?
 
Tilda shook her head. If Frank could hear her thoughts he would scold her for indulging in unnecessary, negative, superstitious, unproductive thinking. It was true. She did have a dark, even macabre streak, something Frank absolutely had not had. Frank had been deep but he had not been dark. He was a person who could see in the coldest, gloomiest day of winter the opportunity for something good—like gathering the family to learn a new card game or making popcorn and watching a favorite movie.
 
And, Tilda thought now, there certainly were enough cold and gloomy days in southern Maine, though autumn could be surprisingly warm, at least into early October, when the marshes became golden and sere. Leaf-peeping season was brief but spectacular, usually put to an abrupt end by a violent but majestic thunderstorm that left trees bare and so drenched they felt pulpy to the touch. Bird life was still visible until then. If you watched you could still spot a variety of wild ducks, graceful egrets, loons with their mournful cry, and cormorants, their silhouettes eerily vampirelike when they dried their outstretched wings.
 
Then came the winters, which were so bad primarily because they were so long, the cold, ice, and snow slowly, slowly evolving into a season of gray, brown, and mud. Most restaurants closed for a month or two, the Ogunquit Museum of American Art went dormant, people left for homes in Key West or Phoenix. It was possible to drive through the entire downtown and then back to Larchmere without seeing one other person, on foot or behind the wheel of a car. It was possible to feel you were going slightly mad. A trip to the Hannaford supermarket in York or Wells, whether or not you needed groceries, became a sanity-saving expedition. People who shunned church during the rest of the year turned up at Sunday services just to hear a voice other than their own.
 
Of course, there was also a certain charm to winters in Ogunquit. Those who lived there year round had transformed entertaining at home to a fine art. Friends hosted potluck dinners and played board games and cards. The open fields, the town itself, the houses, all was picture postcard perfect, New England at one of its most romantic moments, single white candles in a house’s every window and pines sugared with glittering snow.
 
And then it was early spring, March, when everyone was desperate for sun and warmth and got only mud season, when stretches of marshy land (thankfully, protected from development) were under water and even carefully planned developments, with their big, tasteful houses and perfectly groomed landscapes, seemed ugly and sad.
 
In April, when warmth began to creep into the air and the sun to shine for a few hours every day, the town, as if desperate for celebration, sponsored a Patriots’ Day event in the parking lot of the beach. There were craftspeople selling their wares, and hamburgers and hot dogs sold to benefit the fire department, and sometimes even a band to get people dancing.
 
May, though still fairly chilly, was a gorgeous month in Ogunquit and the surrounding towns. Late spring was Tilda’s favorite time of the year, partly because of the enormous contrast it presented to the barren, brownish-gray damp of March and April. Lilacs were suddenly everywhere, the dark purple French variety, the common pale purple, and the creamy white ones Tilda particularly loved. Stretches of Shore Road presented virtual walls of lilac. The scent could be overwhelming, sweet to the point of intoxication, and Tilda loved it, though the lilacs had made poor Frank sneeze.
 
Yes, Tilda thought now, as she passed and nodded to another early morning walker—a woman in an electric blue sweatshirt with the cartoonish image of a smiling red lobster splashed across the front—living in Maine, an official Vacationland, was an interesting, sometimes annoying, sometimes exhilarating experience. Living in Ogunquit intensified or concentrated that experience because Ogunquit was, in many ways, the perfect vacation destination.
 
There was the venerable Harbor Candy Shop on Maine Street, and fantastic bakeries like Bread and Roses, which made, in Tilda’s opinion, the best white toasting bread she had ever eaten. There were fine dining restaurants, such as Arrows on Berwick Road, and 98 Provence on Shore Road. There were more casual eateries, like the Cape Neddick Lobster Pound in Cape Neddick, and Barnacle Billy’s in Perkins Cove, where George and Barbara Bush had often been spotted, and down in Wells, there was Mike’s Clam Shack on Route 1, which made the juiciest fried mushrooms you could want, and Billy’s Chowder House right smack in the middle of a marsh, with excellent steamers and onion rings. And of course, on Post Road in Wells, there was the famous Maine Diner, not to be missed by anyone wanting an authentic “small town” diner experience.
 
There were local golf courses and scenic cruises like those run by Finestkind, and art to be found in galleries like the Van Ward Gallery and the Barn Gallery on Bourne Lane, the birth of which was spearheaded by the actor J. Scott Smart in 1958. The Ogunquit Museum of American Art, a beautiful white building overlooking the ocean, was esteemed for its large and diverse collection of work by artists from all across the country.
 
And of course there were more quaint pleasures like the trolleys—Polly, Molly, Holly—to shepherd tourists and the occasional local to and from Ogunquit and its neighboring towns. There were no end of guesthouses and bed and breakfast offerings, as well as family-oriented motels like the Anchorage and grander hotels, like the Cliff House.
 
Tilda had always had a love/hate relationship with the summer visitors to Ogunquit, complicated by the fact that for a long time she herself had been—and to some extent still was!—a summer visitor to the town. The town’s population in winter was a mere one thousand people. In summer it swelled to twenty thousand. There was no doubt that tourists were good for the economy. It was just that traffic became a nightmare from Memorial Day to Labor Day. Once it had taken Tilda forty minutes just to get from her favorite farm stand to Larchmere, a drive that usually took less than fifteen minutes. And that had been on a rainy weekend! But people had booked vacations and, come rain or shine, they would be flocking to Ogunquit and Wells for the beach, family accommodations, and miniature golf, and to Kennebunk and Kennebunkport for a bit more upscale vacation experience, or farther up to Booth Bay to visit the botanical gardens or to Bar Harbor to hike the trails in the Acadia National Park, or farther still to Greenville and Moosehead Lake, where you could take a moose cruise and, if you were lucky, actually see one of the gigantic animals in its natural habitat.
 
The massive cruise ships would be unloading in Portland through the early fall, their passengers flooding the Old Port’s pubs, gift and craft shops, then making their way up into the city to visit the L.L. Bean outlet on Congress Street and then to the Portland Museum of Art, and after, maybe to Victoria Mansion. Others would be day-tripping north to Freeport or south to Kittery to shop at the outlets. Others would take a bus (provided by the cruise line) down to Ogunquit for the day, with maybe a stop at a lobster shack for a lobster roll, a red hot dog, and a whoopee pie.
 
And there would always be shopping. There would always be husbands and boyfriends hunched glumly on small wooden benches outside the shops on Main Street, Ogunquit, or Commercial Street, Portland, waiting while their wives purchased souvenirs for the kids back home or overpriced T-shirts with slogans like “Lobstahs Rule” and “The Way Life Should Be,” and snow globes with plastic mermaids and sand dollars inside. Or they would be pacing nervously outside high-end shops and galleries, the kind that sold one-of-a-kind jewelry, art, and crafts for exorbitant prices, while their wives “treated themselves” for the third time in a week. Tilda herself still wore a gold starfish charm she had “treated herself” to back when she was in college. She had bought it in a shop down in Perkins Cove called Swamp John’s. It had been an outrageous purchase for her, but a deliciously satisfying one as most outrageous purchases are.
 
Tilda suddenly realized that she was almost at the Wells town line. Ogunquit Beach—or Main Beach, as it was also known—ran about one and half miles to Wells, where the temperature of the air changed dramatically. Her father’s old friend Bobby, who had been born and raised in Ogunquit, as had his father before him, had explained the phenomenon to her once a long time ago, but Tilda, who didn’t have much of a head for science, could not now remember much of what he had said.
 
She did, however, keep close watch of the tide chart, though it was her habit to go to the beach each morning no matter how high or menacing the tide. The beach had a different beauty and interest every day of the year. It was the one place where Tilda could not imagine anyone ever being bored. In fall came the welcome return to the beach of dogs (and their people), banned from April until October. In the winter came weird drifts and patterns of snow and ice on the sand.
 
She had walked the length of the beach in all types of weather—in snow and in fog, in rain and in sunshine. Frank had thought she was crazy to go out in subzero weather, even though she was properly dressed against the cold in layers upon layers of fleece and wool. “You’re not a mail carrier, Tilda,” he would say. “You’re under no obligation to leave the house no matter the weather.”
 
But the beach called to her. To walk on Ogunquit Beach was a necessary part of her well-being. It was often inspiring and always interesting. The saddest thing she had ever seen on the beach was a dead dolphin. Tears had come spontaneously to her eyes and she had quickly looked away. The oddest thing she had ever seen on the beach was a roasting pan. A large roasting pan, washed perhaps from some wreck of a pleasure boat. Or maybe an irate wife had thrown it overboard when her ungrateful husband had criticized the meal she had made for him. But who would roast a piece of beef or a chicken out at sea, other than, maybe, a chef on a large ocean liner? And unless he was Gordon Ramsay, why would he toss his kitchen equipment overboard?
 
A more common site after a storm was the scattering of broken lobster traps. It was illegal, of course, to make off with one to use as decoration for your lawn or screened-in porch, but Tilda had seen people do just that, pick up the tumbled, sandy traps and carry them off to their cars.
 
Once she had approached an opportunist in the beach parking lot, someone she had watched haul a washed-up trap from the beach to her car. It was a woman who looked to be in her sixties, wearing a pair of skin-tight hot pink shorts and a T-shirt that proclaimed she was a “FOXY GRANDMA.” She was definitely not a local, probably not even a Mainer. Politely, Tilda had told the woman that taking a lobsterman’s trap was illegal, something she suspected the woman already knew. For a moment the woman had simply stared at Tilda through her spangled designer sunglasses, and then she had shrugged. “Finders keepers,” she had said, and put the battered trap in the trunk of her car.
 
Tilda could have reported her to the police; maybe she should have, but she had not. She had felt bad about that for a long time. After all, Bobby, her surrogate uncle, made his living as a lobsterman. Tilda knew how tough a life he led. She knew he couldn’t easily afford the loss—or theft—of his equipment. She had put her silence down to basic cowardice, to an innate distaste for making trouble, even when trouble was just what was called for. Confrontation in any form was not something Tilda ever sought and when she sensed it coming, she turned tail and ran. It wasn’t one of her more stellar moral traits, emotional cowardice.
 
Worse, Tilda had a sneaking suspicion that this cowardice was what was holding her back now, preventing her from really embracing her life without Frank.
 
At the Wells town line, Tilda stopped and scanned the blue morning sky. No eagle. She turned and began the long walk back to her car. Then she returned to the easy comfort of Larchmere and the good, strong coffee that would be brewing in its kitchen.
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Adam McQueen, fifty years old, new fiancée and his two children in tow, arrived at the house around eleven o’clock. He swept through the front door with the air of the lord of the manor returning from a successful foray into the larger world. All he needed was a chained, defeated dragon trailing behind and a big bag of booty slung over his shoulder. At least, that was how Tilda saw his entrance.
 
“Everybody,” he announced by way of greeting, “this is my fiancée, Kat Daly.”
 
Ruth, Tilda, and Hannah were left to introduce themselves. Bill was out, no one knew where. Susan had taken a work-related call in her bedroom. Percy, not a fan of greetings and departures, especially those involving children, was absent.
 
The children, eight-year-old Cordelia and six-year-old Cody, were slightly cranky, maybe from the traffic-choked ride up from Boston, maybe from boredom, though Tilda had recently learned that her brother’s family car, a Range Rover Sport, was equipped with a DVD player so Cordelia and Cody could watch movies from the backseat. Cordelia was tall for her age, and like her father, slim. She liked clothes and was already a bit of a fashionista. Cody closely resembled his mother but his eyes were the same changeable hue as Adam’s and Tilda’s were. Now, when the children were told they were to sleep in one of the upstairs bedrooms, apart from Adam and Kat, Cody looked like he was going to cry. Cordelia put her arm around her little brother and the gesture almost made Tilda cry. Her own two children were close, too. They were lucky.
 
“Have you heard the big news, Adam?” Hannah was saying.
 
“What big news? You’re moving to Vegas to be a showgirl?”
 
“Screamingly funny. No, it’s more earth shattering than that. Dad’s got a girlfriend.”
 
“He what?” Adam looked both outraged and disbelieving. “What right does he have at his age . . . ? I’ll have a talk with him.”
 
Hannah turned to her sister and muttered, “Oh, that’ll solve everything.”
 
“Will you people stop,” Ruth said. “There is no problem to be solved. Enough.”
 
Adam McQueen was a male version of his mother, Charlotte—handsome, tall, with a slim, muscular build. He had a dashing quality about him that, in his sisters’ views, was dampened by a generally annoyed, harried expression. His hair was dark brown and expertly, expensively cut; his eyes were hazel or green, depending on the light, like Tilda’s. Adam was known to spend a lot of money on his wardrobe (too much, according to his ex-wife) and his taste in cars was clearly meant to impress the sort of person susceptible to obvious displays of wealth. Currently, in addition to the Range Rover Sport, he owned a Ferrari 460 Spider. At the moment he was wearing a conspicuously designer polo shirt tucked in to crisply creased cotton-blend slacks. On his left wrist he wore a Rolex. It was real; he had made it a point of letting his family know that. Tilda wore a ten-year-old Timex. Hannah wore a Swatch. Craig didn’t own a watch and probably wouldn’t wear it if he did.
 
Adam was obviously self-obsessed but entirely self-deluding and unaware. In this way he was also like his deceased mother, which, of course, was not an observation he was capable of making. This similarity did not go unnoticed, however, by his siblings, though Tilda was loath to think or say anything negative or critical about their mother.
 
Hannah watched her brother not so subtly checking his image in the hall mirror. He seemed like such a caricature. She wondered if he had always been so one-dimensional, or if he had flattened out somewhere along the line, morphed from a three-dimensional person to a cartoon of a being. Hannah didn’t know. She realized that she had never paid much attention to Adam when they were kids. Maybe it was the age difference. Six years could be a big divide when you were young.
 
Once she had asked Tilda about her memories of Adam as a child; they were only three years apart. Tilda had hesitated before saying, “Adam was an indifferent older brother, at best.” It hadn’t exactly answered Hannah’s question but it had revealed something about her sister’s feelings regarding him. Still, Hannah found Adam amusing in spite of his being a bit of an ass. Or maybe, she found him amusing because of it.
 
His fiancée, a woman named Kat Daly, was very attractive in a blond ingenue sort of way. Certainly, she knew how to dress to emphasize her enviable figure. She was wearing tight, white, low-rise jeans, a hot pink halter type top, high, skimpy, silver sandals, and perched on her sleek, shiny head was a pair of designer sunglasses. Her eyes were a suspiciously bright blue (colored contacts, Hannah wondered?) and her nails sported a French manicure. In fact, Hannah thought, she had a bit of a Jessica Simpson thing going on, but she seemed not half as ditzy. Maybe she was a good actress. Whatever the case, it was no surprise that Adam would find her a suitable replacement for his middle-aged wife with her crinkly middle-aged neck. Who cared if she could cook or clean house? Kat looked good on his arm and, as Adam was loudly pointing out to Tilda, she made a good income as a junior account executive in a small but thriving marketing firm in a Boston suburb. Huh, Hannah thought. So Kat has brains and beauty. Maybe she had underestimated her brother. It was doubtful but stranger things had been known to happen.
 
Kat and Adam went upstairs to get settled. The children trailed after them, dragging backpacks almost bigger than they were. (That was another thing that puzzled Hannah. Since when had kids needed to lug around so much stuff? They would all be having back surgery before their twenty-first birthdays.)
 
“What kind of stepmother is she going to be, I wonder?” Tilda was at her sister’s side, asking her question softly.
 
Hannah whispered back, “As long as she can open a juice box, she’ll do for his kids. Adam doesn’t want another maternal presence in his life. He wants a trophy.”
 
“I wonder if Sarah has met her yet.”
 
“I don’t know. Poor Sarah. On second thought, she knows she’s well rid of Adam. She’ll probably feel sorry for the kid.”
 
“She does seem nice,” Tilda said. “She shook my hand.”
 
“Dogs shake hands. Let’s wait and see what this girl’s really like.”
 
Tilda shrugged. Her sister was right. Only time would tell.
 
 

 
 
The McQueens, Bill included, regrouped for dinner. Ruth had made pasta with red sauce and clams, which she served with a Caesar salad—Kat picked out her anchovies and lined them around the edge of her plate—and fresh bread from Borealis Breads. For dessert there were Maine blueberries with vanilla ice cream. Neither Adam nor Kat had ice cream. Hannah had a second helping. Bill was the only one to have coffee with dessert. Ruth gave Percy, at his usual perch on the credenza, a small bowl of melted ice cream, which he lapped up immediately, much to Adam’s obvious disgust. (Like his mother, Adam was adamantly anti-pet.)
 
The kids—who had been fed, predictably, gourmet macaroni and cheese that Adam had brought from home, and who had eaten at the bar in the kitchen, which they had declared very fun—had been put to bed with little fuss before the adults’ dinner. Tilda couldn’t help but think that they welcomed the chance to get away from their father’s shiny new girlfriend, who, Tilda had noticed, was awkward with them, though nice enough. Maybe they welcomed the chance to get away from their easily distracted father, too. Tilda felt momentarily guilty for thinking this. Adam was probably a good father, though his parenting style was not half as warm and fuzzy as Frank’s had been. Well, Adam and Frank had been entirely different in all respects, opposites really, and though they had never fought (that Tilda knew of) they also had never had more than a completely neutral conversation with each other. “How about those Red Sox last night?” and “Did you see what the market did today?”
 
Susan said, “I wonder if Craig will show for the memorial.”
 
“He’ll show up if it benefits him,” Adam said scornfully. “If there’s free room and board, he’ll be there.”
 
“That’s not fair, Adam,” Tilda protested. “Craig always pulls his weight when he stays with us. Last time he visited he mowed the lawn and trimmed the front hedge and he fixed the dishwasher. If he hadn’t been able to fix it I would have had to call in a repair service. He saved me a few hundred dollars.”
 
“And how much money did you spend feeding him? He’s really got you fooled, hasn’t he? Poor Tilda. Always a soft touch.”
 
Tilda couldn’t deny the assessment. She did have a soft spot for Craig, her wayward brother. She was aware that their mother had largely ignored him and in some ways Tilda was still trying to make up for that lack of maternal care. When someone criticized Craig, which was often, her stock but heartfelt answer was: “He’s my brother and my friend. I don’t go looking for his defects. I know they’re there. I just don’t feel the need to fixate on them.”
 
“Whatever,” she said now. “I’m looking forward to seeing him.”
 
Hannah loved her younger brother, but cautiously. She could never quite decide if he was a decent person or a bum. Still, he did make her laugh and really, he had always been on her side. Hannah remembered when not long after her coming out, Craig had stood up to a kid in his high school who said something derogatory about her. Though a lot smaller than the jerk, Craig took a swing at him in his sister’s defense, and wound up with a black eye for his pains. Hannah had to thank him for that. He had been suspended from the wrestling team for a month, even missed an important match, but had not once complained.
 
The puzzling thing to Hannah was that while Craig liked to pretend that he was all free-floating and not to be tied down, he consistently returned to his family, and if that didn’t show a talent for loyalty then what did? But if Craig ever felt nostalgia for his childhood at Larchmere, he didn’t let on. At least, not to Hannah he didn’t.
 
“I just wish that boy would settle down,” Bill said now. “Get a steady job, learn how to pay some bills. He has no sense of responsibility.”
 
“He’s not a boy, Dad. He’s forty years old and he’s done absolutely nothing with his life. He’s a waste of oxygen, if you ask me.”
 
“No one did ask you, Adam,” Hannah retorted. “And where’s all this hostility coming from? What’s Craig ever done to you? Except get more girls in high school.”
 
“I just wish he would do something constructive with his life,” her father was saying now. “It’s such a waste. He showed such promise when he was young. He had a real talent with numbers.”
 
It was sad, Tilda thought, that her father was so disappointed with his younger son. What it was, exactly, that Bill had wanted for Craig Tilda couldn’t say, but it certainly wasn’t the nomadic life he had been living since college. She thought she understood her father’s disappointment. She would not be thrilled if her own son chose Craig’s rambling, unsettled way of life. Still, she wished her father could be more loving and less judgmental of her brother. After all, he was an honest, kindhearted person. He didn’t do drugs. He wasn’t a criminal. He just wasn’t—usual.
 
Ruth kept her mouth shut during this conversation. While she was often inclined to judge, she saw her younger nephew as more sinned against than sinning. She alone knew things about the circumstances of his birth. She alone knew with what tepid welcome he had come into this world.
 
Kat had been silent throughout the discussion, of course, but Ruth had noticed she looked to Adam every other moment, after every bite of food or sip of wine, almost as if he were the repository of all wisdom, as if she was looking for a clue as to how to behave or maybe as if she was hoping for an encouraging wink or pat on the head. You’re doing just fine, honey. Just follow my lead.
 
But maybe, Ruth thought, she was reading into the situation. She didn’t know Kat at all. Maybe that almost reverent, almost worshipful look was really her disguised version of disgust. Doubtful, but she would wait and see what developed during the couple’s visit before making any big or final judgments.
 
After dinner, Bill and Ruth each retired, Bill to his bedroom to read, which he did every night until late, Ruth, a lifetime lover of blues and jazz, to the York Harbor Inn with Bobby, where Lex and Joe were playing their usual gig in the downstairs pub.
 
Kat excused herself before long. Of course she had nothing to contribute to the conversation, which was all about the family, and after watching Kat closely, Tilda suspected that the conversation had been making her uncomfortable. She read that as a possible sign of the young woman’s sensitivity. One could wear deliberately provocative clothes and still be sensitive to situations in which one did not really belong. Tilda tried to be careful not to make assumptions about the book based only on the cover.
 
“She seems very nice,” Tilda said, when Kat had gone up to bed. “How old did you say she was?”
 
“I didn’t say,” Adam replied. “She’s thirty-two. She’s never been married.”
 
“Putty in his hands,” Hannah muttered.
 
“Excuse me?” Adam said, frowning.
 
Susan shot her a look of warning.
 
“Nothing. I said nothing.”
 
“Has she ever been to Ogunquit before?” Tilda asked.
 
“No, but enough about her. I want to know about this girlfriend of Dad’s.”
 
Hannah shrugged. “You know as much as we know, which is next to nothing. She’s divorced, owns her own business, and lives in Portland.”
 
“And has a good eye for an easy mark.”
 
“You don’t really think—” Tilda began, then she caught herself. She didn’t really want to hear her brother confirm his opinion that their father was being fooled. She didn’t really want to contemplate the notion that someone might be out to snatch Larchmere away from the McQueens. Larchmere was essential. It was safety and security. Larchmere was her emotional inheritance. If anyone was to be Larchmere’s eventual caretaker, Tilda felt that it should be her. She was aware of her cheeks flushing just slightly.
 
Adam fixed his sisters with a stern stare. The notion of “home” meant absolutely nothing to him. He was proudly unromantic and unsentimental. And he was proudly a fan of expensive real estate. “I’ll do anything it takes,” he said now, “to prevent the passing of Larchmere from this family.”
 
“I didn’t know you cared so much about the house,” Tilda said. She felt a bit angry, a bit confused, even a bit desperate. She wondered if Adam would be her ally or her enemy in the looming, perhaps imaginary, battle for Larchmere.
 
“Do you know how much money this place could be worth as a luxury bed and breakfast? Or, when the market fully recovers, as a luxury home sale? I’m not letting a financial opportunity like Larchmere get away.”
 
“But the house doesn’t belong to you,” Hannah pointed out, “not legally.”
 
“It will someday. I’m the oldest child. It stands to reason Dad plans to leave the place to me. And I’m not letting anything or anyone get in the way of my inheritance, especially not some tarty gold digger.”
 
For a brief, awful moment Tilda wondered if her brother was capable of murder. Ridiculous! There was that flair for the dramatic! Frank used to tease her about the number of gothic and mystery novels she devoured, classics and contemporary stories, anything she could get her hands on. If there was a masked murderer afoot or a nasty demon in the attic, Tilda had to read about it.
 
“God, you are presumptuous!” Hannah cried. “Really, how did you come by that sense of entitlement?” Mom, she thought. Mom is to blame. She made him think he’s entitled to and deserves anything he wants. “And you know nothing about this Jennifer person,” she added. “No more than we know, anyway.”
 
“Which is virtually nothing.” Susan stood and stretched. “I’m going to bed. The sea air makes me sleepy. And I think I ate too much.”
 
“I’ll come with,” Hannah said.
 
Tilda, reluctant to remain alone with her older brother and his presumptions, also went up to her room.
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Tuesday, July 17
 
 

 
 
Marginal Way, a one-and-a-half-mile long walking path along the coast, stretched from Perkins Cove to Ogunquit Beach. It was, in Tilda’s opinion as in the opinion of many, many others, one of the loveliest spots on the northeast coast.
 
It was about nine in the morning and Tilda was making her way along the path. Attractive stone and wooden benches, memorials to former residents, dotted its length. The path was for pedestrians only; bicycles and skateboards and roller skates were not allowed. At places the path was so narrow that baby strollers and wheelchairs gummed up the flow. But a town—especially one that relied so heavily on the tourist trade—could hardly prohibit the passage of baby strollers and wheelchairs.
 
The craggy cliffs and spectacular whirlpools below the Marginal Way were gorgeous in a romantic sort of way, but they were best kept away from and respected. Still, every summer a few foolish middle-aged men and women (never teens, who, interestingly, seemed to know better) would attempt to climb down the cliffs, maybe to get a close-up shot of some rock formation, or to capture on film a violent little eddy, and invariably wind up injured and stranded, at the mercy of the fire department. It was a bit of a joke among the locals, the idiocy of people on holiday.
 
The pines and scrub along the Marginal Way were distorted and scoured and stunted by a lifetime of exposure to the often brutal wind coming off the water. But the view out to sea was spectacular, grand, intimidating in its beauty and scale. In summer the path was alive with dragonflies of immense proportions and shimmering colors. Tilda had once read that there were over 113 species of dragonflies and 45 species of damselflies in the state of Maine alone. That was a lot of winged creatures.
 
Tilda finally reached her destination, a small dip off the concrete path, a natural alcove of sorts, a protected, shaded little spot before the massive drop of the cliffs. On a drizzly, summer morning two years ago, just as dawn was struggling to break, she and Jon and Jane had sprinkled Frank’s ashes from just this spot. She had cried, but soundlessly. Jon, trying hard to be strong for his mother, had remained dry eyed but Tilda was sure that it had cost him. Jane, sixteen at the time, had clung to her mother’s arm. “Good-bye, Daddy,” she had whispered when the last of the ashes were lost to the ocean. “I love you.”
 
How deeply lonely she had felt that drizzly morning, in spite of her children’s presence! And how much more lonely she had become since then!
 
Tilda sat on a large gray rock in the little alcove and looked out at the sea. It was glittering in the morning light. Unconsciously, because it had become a habit, she twirled her wedding ring with her thumb. She had kept Frank’s wedding ring, first at home and then in her safety deposit box at the bank, in the hopes that someday Jon might want to wear it, if he decided to get married, that was. Of course, she had not expressed that hope to her son. That would seem like pressure. She didn’t want to presume anything about the lives of her children. Maybe Jon wouldn’t want to marry. Maybe Jane wouldn’t either. Maybe she would never have grandchildren.
 
Tilda sighed. She knew she was indulging in self-pity, more than ever lately, and she knew it was an unattractive quality, but she just couldn’t seem to stop it. After all, she had been virtually dumped by the majority of their couple friends. She wanted to tell them that death was not contagious. “I don’t have a taint on me,” she wanted to say. Frank’s cancer wasn’t an infectious plague. Or was it that some people didn’t want her around because she was a reminder of death, a reminder of what dreaded possibility they, too, might face? If it could happen to Tilda McQueen O’Connell, it could happen to me. If Tilda could wind up all alone, then so could I.
 
There was an antiquated notion of married women not wanting their single girlfriends around for fear they would try to steal the husbands. But Tilda refused to believe that anyone she and Frank had called friends would indulge in such a dated, sexist stereotype. They had all gone to college. All the women had careers. So what was the problem?
 
About a year earlier she had read a blog in which the writer, a woman divorced after almost thirty years of marriage, had warned that single women could be “ghetto-ized” if they didn’t “live strong.” At first the choice of words had struck Tilda as overly dramatic but as time went on, she had come to agree wholeheartedly with the writer’s observation. Only in movies were single women—some of them—glamorous and wanted.
 
It had been different in the beginning. Soon after Frank’s death, friends had reached out and invited Tilda to dinners and card parties and picnics, but the mood at such gatherings was invariably tense, as if no one wanted to be the first to laugh and thereby declare that life went on even after the death of someone special. So then the invitations to dinner and card parties and picnics waned and in some cases, mostly the cases of married couples, eventually stopped coming. Tilda had told herself that she didn’t really care. And for a while, she really didn’t care. She did nothing to encourage a social life. She stopped making friendly phone calls, stopped replying to e-mails, stopped suggesting lunches or movies or shopping trips to the outlets in Freeport.
 
Now, two years and some months after Frank’s death, she found that she had become alienated from the majority of her old friends and acquaintances. Now, two years and some months after Frank’s death, she found that she did care about being alone. She cared very much.
 
Invariably, weekends were the loneliest. She was hesitant to invite a couple over for dinner, or to ask them out to a movie—wasn’t Saturday night date night for most couples? And didn’t couples spend lots of time on the weekends hunkered down with their children and running errands and doing chores they had not managed to squeeze in to their hectic work weeks? No one had time for a single woman, divorced or widowed. Or so it sometimes seemed to Tilda, who, as she readily acknowledged, struggled against self-pity but all too often succumbed to its dubious comforts.
 
She couldn’t very well beg Jane and Jon to spend their weekends with her. It would be unfair to them, and unreasonable. The kids had homework and jobs and social lives of their own. She felt she should be thankful they still lived at home, though more and more it seemed that they only stopped by for the occasional meal or to sleep. But their moving away from her was inevitable. Time brought change.
 
It was just that Tilda had never expected this particular change, that at the age of forty-seven she would be single and alone. Not that every single woman was alone or even lonely. Her college friend, Clarice, had never married, and claimed she had never wanted to marry. She had moved to Seattle after graduation and had been living alone there ever since. She seemed perfectly content to date men without any desire to build a relationship. Not long ago, Tilda, feeling very much the social pariah, had called Clarice and asked if she ever felt the same. Clarice had laughed at the notion. “Maybe,” she had said, “some people don’t want me around for whatever twisted reasons they have, but I’ve never noticed any discrimination. I go where I please when I please. And I don’t ever feel lonely.”
 
Tilda believed her old friend. She had never known Clarice to be hesitant or indecisive or fearful. She seemed always to be—content. Tilda now envied her. She wanted Clarice to teach her the secret of contentment. There had to be a secret, a magic button she could press, a wand she could wave, something.
 
Or maybe it was all about hard work and courage. And courage was hard to come by when you were an emotional coward by nature.
 
Tilda sighed. It was time to get back to the house. She got up from her seat on the rock and made her way back along the path to the parking lot in the Cove. Once there, a small crowd of people in party clothes caught her attention, a photographer and her assistant laden with cameras and other equipment, and most importantly, a bride and her groom. The couple was having their pictures taken against the backdrop of the glittering blue ocean and the gray, rocky shore; no doubt the group would wind its way up onto Marginal Way before long for more spectacular backdrops. Maybe they would gather for a picture just where Tilda had sat that morning.
 
Tilda stopped to watch. The bride wore a white, strapless dress, which seemed to be the most popular style these days, and her hair was piled high on her head in an intricate updo, interwoven with small pink flowers. She looked very pretty, like a sugar confection. The groom was standard issue in a neat black tuxedo and black shoes highly shined.
 
Tilda’s heart contracted. Weddings had always made her cry, but more so since she had lost Frank. They had married at Larchmere on an afternoon in early October. She had wanted to wear her mother’s dress but Charlotte, admittedly not sentimental, revealed that she had sold it years before to a high-end resale shop in Boston. Instead, Tilda had worn a simple, ivory satin sheath with an ivory satin bolero jacket (the woman at the bridal store had insisted that the jacket gave Tilda some much needed “padding”) and dyed-to-match kitten-heel shoes. She had danced with her father to “Moon River” and tossed her bouquet of ivory roses and green ver-bernum to the single women present. (Hannah had declined to participate but Ruth had joined in for the fun of it.) Oddly, now Tilda couldn’t remember who had caught it. The next day she and Frank left for a honeymoon in Jamaica, though secretly Tilda had wanted to stay in Maine. Frank had never been to a tropical island before, so for his sake, she went along and of course, they had had a good time.
 
The bride modestly adjusted her bodice. An older man now stood at her side, in a tuxedo much like the groom’s. Probably her father, Tilda thought. Her proud, and slightly sad, father. Tilda turned away, tears in her eyes.
 
Poor Frank. He hadn’t lived to see his daughter marry. And poor Tilda! The thought of attending the wedding of one of her children alone, without the father of those children, without Frank, reduced her to something like despair. Weddings were part of the plan. Have children, raise them, send them to college, see them married, be given grandchildren, live out the rest of your life in peace.
 
But in her case the plan had gone horribly wrong. Well, she supposed that most life plans went wrong somewhere. Why were people stupid enough to plan what they couldn’t control? She had been stupid. So had Frank.
 
Tilda got into her car and headed back to Larchmere. Frank! How could she possibly walk down the aisle of her daughter’s or son’s wedding on the arm of just any man, just a friend she knew from town or from work? She wanted that man to be Frank. But that was now impossible. Almost as impossible as it was to imagine attending the wedding of one of her children with someone who was a real partner, a lover, a companion, even, possibly, a husband.
 
Well, Tilda supposed she could wrangle Craig into being her date, if he was around when a wedding was scheduled to take place, if she could count on him not to take to the road and leave her stranded. That was unfair. Craig was good to her, as good as he could be to anyone, she supposed. He would keep a promise to his sister.
 
Still, her brother as her date to her child’s wedding was an unsatisfactory option. Unless . . . Tilda turned into the driveway at Larchmere, a smile creeping across her face, an idea taking shape in her mind. Yes, she would talk to Craig as soon as he arrived. There might be a solution to this problem of aloneness, for both of them.
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Craig arrived at Larchmere later that morning in his usual fashion, with a toot of his horn and a call of “The festivities may commence!”
 
He drove an old, rusty, red van that he had bought from a guy up in Bar Harbor at least twelve years earlier. Tilda didn’t know how it still operated. Craig did have a lot of natural “fix-it” talent but even the most inspired and talented amateur mechanic had need of a professional from time to time. Where did he get the money for a tune-up or an oil change or for new tires? He certainly had never asked her for money.
 
Craig McQueen had always considered himself the odd duck of the McQueen family and indeed, a physical resemblance was hard to pinpoint. He didn’t look much like either of his parents or his siblings. His hair was blond and though his eyes were blue, surrounded by very dark lashes, they weren’t blue like his father’s or like Hannah’s. He was about five feet, eight inches, with broad shoulders and a muscular build. His coloring, too, was unlike that of the other members of his family. He seemed to have a perpetual tan while the other McQueens were pale to downright milk-skinned. Craig had always been very attractive to women—his smile was winning, his features regular, his walk confident—and he had always known it, though he had been a lot less of a cavalier or a Casanova than he let on.
 
Now he was wearing slouchy jeans, beat-up leather sandals, and a mock bowling shirt. Tilda recognized the shirt as one she had given him for his birthday several years earlier. How, she wondered, and not for the first time, did he do his laundry when he wasn’t staying with her? Where did he shower and shave? (He was always clean shaven.) What did he do when he was sick? When was the last time he had seen a doctor? He certainly didn’t have health insurance. Her brother’s life was a puzzle to her.
 
But maybe it didn’t have to be. She had been mulling over her plan, formulating it, since that morning in the Cove when she had seen the bride and groom. Why couldn’t she and Craig be a sort of “couple,” sharing a house and chores and meals? Why couldn’t they live together like Charles and Mary Lamb—well, without the matricide part? Or like William and Dorothy Wordsworth? Even when William married—which Tilda had no intention of doing, but Craig might, someday—Dorothy had lived with the couple. Most importantly, if she and Craig lived together neither of them would have to grow old alone.
 
He was barely out of the van when Tilda, the only one there to greet him, said, “Craig, I need to talk to you about something.”
 
“Can’t I settle in first?” he asked. He stretched his arms over his head. “I’ve been driving all day.”
 
“No. This is important.”
 
Craig dropped his arms. “Tilda, I’ve been on the road for—”
 
“Please, Craig, it will only take a minute or two.”
 
He sighed. “Okay. What’s up?”
 
Tilda shot a look over her shoulder, but no one had appeared from the house. “Look, Craig, I was thinking. How about you move in with me? In South Portland. You can have Jon’s room. He won’t mind switching to the den, and he’ll be moving away before long anyway, and there’s plenty of room in the garage for your van. You know the neighborhood, you know how to get around, and you can be in the Old Port in ten minutes, maybe fifteen. You like to go to Rí Rá when you’re in town, right? Doesn’t your old friend, the one from college, Jake somebody or other, tend bar there? And—”
 
“Tilda!” Craig put up his hands. “Please, just stop.”
 
She stopped talking. She figured her brother needed a minute to take in her surprise offer. But Craig wasn’t entirely surprised at his sister’s offer. He knew she was afraid of growing old alone. He knew she was reluctant to meet another man and maybe start a relationship. He knew she saw him as her easy way out of a painful situation. He felt somewhat flattered by this. He also felt somewhat annoyed. It might not look like it but he had a life, too. He was fully aware that since Frank’s death his sister increasingly had been seeking his time and his presence. He knew she was lonely and he was more than willing to help around the house, especially with the chores Frank had once handled, but he also knew that she needed to stand on her own two feet.
 
“Thanks, Tilda,” he said, with what he hoped was a kind, at least a patient, smile. “Really. It’s a sweet offer. But you and me living together is just not a good idea. Trust me on this.”
 
“But why not?” she said. “It would be good for both of us. You could have a home base. I’m not saying I’d ask you never to travel and see your friends and—”
 
Craig reached out and squeezed his sister’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Tilda, really. Thanks for the offer. It’s very generous. Now, I’m sorry, but I really have to use the little boys’ room.”
 
Craig hurried off into the house and Tilda stood at the foot of the stairs alone, angry, hurt, but in the end not really surprised at Craig’s rejection of her offer. She knew it had been a pathetic cry for help, an act of cowardice and need, rather than an act of real generosity. Still, he might have pretended to consider the offer! He needn’t have dismissed it so immediately! Tilda felt like a fool. She knew Craig was a kind person, and knew he would never mention their talk again. Still, she felt embarrassed.
 
Slowly, she went inside.
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“Smartinis!”
 
Tilda, who had rapidly deemed her earlier embarrassment unnecessary, and who very much wanted to enjoy her younger brother’s company, was in the kitchen, as were Hannah, Susan, Adam, and Craig. Kat was taking a nap. Ruth had taken Cordelia and Cody into town with her to pick up more milk. The kids seemed to drink it by the gallon. Bill was in his room, reading.
 
Craig held a martini shaker in one hand and a bottle of vodka in the other. “Who’s up for one of my specials?”
 
Tilda smiled. All the locals knew, and some remembered, that around 1947 the actor J. Scott Smart had come to live—to preside, some would say—in Ogunquit. At five of an evening he would stand in his doorway and with a cry of “Smartinis!” beckon his friends to cocktail hour.
 
“I’ll have one,” Hannah said. “With three olives, please. I need my veggies.”
 
“Me, too, but just one olive. Aren’t olives a fruit? Tilda, what will you have?”
 
“As much as I hate to be a killjoy,” she told Susan, “I’ll stick to wine.”
 
“Adam?” Craig asked.
 
“No, thanks,” he said curtly.
 
Craig shrugged and went to work at the kitchen bar.
 
Next to Tilda, Adam bristled. “I hate it when he does that.”
 
“What?”
 
“That stupid ‘Smartinis.’”
 
“I think it’s kind of clever.”
 
“Clever? It’s ridiculous. I’m getting myself a scotch.”
 
Adam went to the liquor cabinet and Tilda to the fridge to retrieve the bottle of sauvignon blanc that had been chilling. She wasn’t the killjoy. Adam was.
 
When the siblings each had a drink, Tilda proposed a toast.
 
“To what?” Adam asked.
 
“Uh, to your mother?”
 
“Good idea, Susan.” Tilda raised her glass. “To Mom.”
 
“To Mom,” they chorused. “To Charlotte.”
 
 

 
 
Ruth had set the dining room table that evening with pale gray linen napkins against black linen placemats and stark, white dishes. At one end of the table, to allow guests an unobstructed view of each other, sat a tall, silver vase in which Ruth had placed several orange day lilies plucked from the garden.
 
Tonight, the McQueens would meet their father’s romantic partner. Ruth’s expectations for the reception were not high. There was nothing wrong with Jennifer Fournier. But only Craig had welcomed the news of her being in Bill’s life. Tilda, Hannah, and certainly Adam seemed predisposed to find faults where there were none.
 
Ruth, herself, found her brother’s new girlfriend near perfect. For one, she was not at all like her predecessor, which, in Ruth’s opinion, was a good thing. And Jennifer seemed to like Ruth, too. Not that Ruth required her to, but things had worked out nicely this time for her. No more having to put up with a prima donna, just for her brother’s sake.
 
At six-thirty, Bill opened the door for Jennifer and led her into the sunroom where the rest of the family was gathered. “Everyone, this is Jennifer,” he said, with a big, proud smile.
 
Hannah said, “Hi.” Tilda gave a silly little wave. Susan gave her a hearty hello. Craig shook her hand. Adam nodded. Kat shyly told Jennifer that she liked her bracelet.
 
Jennifer Fournier was an attractive woman. She was almost as tall as Bill, taller in heels. Her blond hair was thick, straight, and bluntly cut. She wore minimal makeup and dressed simply but stylishly in black, brown, taupe, and tan. Her jewelry was singular and stunning and she wore very little of it at a time. That evening she was dressed in lightweight, taupe, wide-legged linen pants over which she wore a long, white linen tunic. A large wooden bangle around her right wrist— the bracelet Kat had admired—was her only adornment. Tilda now felt childish in her mint green crew neck sweater and jean shorts, though earlier that day she had caught sight of herself in a hall mirror and thought she looked kind of cute.
 
Yes, her father’s new friend was definitely a standout, and that bothered Tilda. She would vastly have preferred Jennifer to be old and frumpy, maybe even missing a front tooth, maybe even cursed with blotchy skin. Jennifer would be far more acceptable and certainly less threatening if she was visibly flawed. The thoughts were irrational and unworthy, but there they were.
 
The talk during dinner—lobster risotto, salad, and strawberry sorbet—was vague and general and polite. There had not been a good rain in almost three weeks and people were worried about their crops and their lawns. The president had just returned from a visit to South America and reactions to what had happened there were mixed. When Adam got a bit agitated, the subject of politics was hastily abandoned and Hannah wondered what everyone thought of the new teen trend, in her opinion ridiculous, of having the very tip of the nose tattooed. Weren’t nose rings gross enough?
 
The only awkward moment came when Adam unnecessarily, and apropos of nothing, recalled the fact that their mother, Charlotte, had won a beauty contest when she was seventeen. What was there to say to that, except, “She must have been very pretty.”
 
“She was beautiful,” Adam had replied, the implication being, of course, that Jennifer was not.
 
As soon as the dessert plates were cleared into the kitchen, the group drifted onto the big front porch. (Percy, who had a limited tolerance for company, went up to Ruth’s room.) The night was warm. The waves were just audible. Everyone took seats. Craig perched on the wooden rail. He asked Jennifer where she had grown up, and where she had gone to college, and did she miss living in Ogunquit year round.
 
“Of course she does,” Adam said under his breath. “That’s why she’s with Dad, so she can get her hands on Larchmere.”
 
Craig noted that Tilda had gone to Hampstead College, too, and asked his sister what year she had graduated. Tilda told him and Jennifer said that she had graduated the year Tilda was a freshman. No, they hadn’t known each other.
 
After about twenty minutes of orchestrating the conversation, Craig announced that he had plans to meet a friend. When he was gone, the conversation went dead.
 
Bill looked down at his cell phone and excused himself to take a call from the minister regarding a detail for Charlotte’s memorial service, which was being held at St. Peter’s-by-the-Sea in Cape Neddick.
 
When he had gone inside, Adam, who had not addressed Jennifer since dinner, said: “So, Jennifer, Ruth tells us you have a little design business.”
 
Jennifer smiled. “Yes. I own an interior design firm.”
 
“That must make a nice little pastime.”
 
Ruth shot her nephew an angry look, which he ignored. Hannah shot a questioning look to Tilda, who didn’t know how to respond.
 
“Well,” Jennifer said, with great composure, “as a matter of fact it’s a full-time job. I work at least forty hours a week. And that doesn’t include the time spent commuting from one location to another.”
 
Adam laughed. “Hard to imagine that sort of thing would be profitable in this economy. People tend to cut out what’s not necessary and spend only on the important things.”
 
The tension on the porch was palpable. Susan looked as if she could leap from her chair and strangle her brother-in-law. Kat looked confused.
 
“I do just fine,” Jennifer said after a moment, with a tight little smile.
 
Ruth cleared her throat and said, “Not to change the subject but—”
 
But Adam spoke right over his aunt. “You don’t need a degree for that sort of work, do you? No special training? Just tell people to paint their walls green instead of orange.”
 
Tilda was mortified by her brother’s behavior but felt completely incapable of coming to Jennifer’s defense. Yes, she thought, I am truly tongue-tied.
 
“Excuse me.” Jennifer rose and walked into the house. Ruth got up and followed her.
 
The moment the women were gone, Susan turned to Adam. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded. “How could you be so rude?”
 
Adam shrugged. “I wasn’t being rude. I was simply asking about her business. I think we have a right to know what our father’s girlfriend does for a living.”
 
Kat was looking at her hands, which were flat out on her lap.
 
Tilda finally said, “You could have been nicer, Adam.”
 
Hannah said, “Yeah.”
 
Ruth came back out onto the porch. She looked furious. “Jennifer is leaving for a B and B. Your father is confused. He doesn’t know why she isn’t staying here, as usual. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it’s because his son was an ass to his girlfriend.”
 
“Oh,” Tilda said.
 
“I’m surprised she was able to get a room at this late hour and at this time of year. And by the way, Adam, she has a master’s degree from the Rhode Island School of Design.”
 
Tilda felt her aunt’s accusing eyes on her. Adam might have been overtly horrid, but Tilda was at fault, too. She should have stopped her brother; she should have said something to alleviate the assault. Hannah, too, should have said something. Kat should have told her fiancé to shut up. They all should have....
 
Ruth shook her head. “I’m going to bed.”
 
Kat followed shortly after.
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Tilda, Hannah, Susan, and Adam remained on the front porch. The night had grown chilly and Tilda was wrapped in a big gray sweatshirt that had once belonged to Frank. He had kept it in the closet of their room at Larchmere for just such occasions. Tilda saw no reason not to keep it for herself.
 
She still felt bad about what had happened earlier with Jennifer. She could only credit her ill behavior to the fact that she was still in a bit of shock. The thought of her father being with another woman simply had never occurred to her and left her feeling disoriented.
 
But her bad behavior wasn’t the only thing bothering Tilda. She was annoyed by the fact that she felt jealous on the behalf of her dead mother. Jealous on behalf of a dead person! She couldn’t help but think that if her father had to date and—God forbid!—get remarried, he should have done the seemly thing and chosen a woman nearer to his own age. He should have chosen someone who wouldn’t feel like a threat to the family unit, someone who wouldn’t feel like a threat to Tilda.
 
Tilda turned to her sister. Maybe admitting to her unworthy feelings might help her get past them. Maybe Hannah could somehow absolve her. “I thought I was a more sophisticated person,” she said. “But I can’t help but feel it’s an insult to Mom’s memory somehow, Dad’s dating this much younger woman. . . . And her being around while we’re all gathered for the memorial service . . . I know it’s been ten years since Mom’s death but somehow it just doesn’t seem right.”
 
Hannah raised an eyebrow. “You’re a tradition-bound person, aren’t you? Everything by the book, everything the way it’s always been done. You’re a lot like Mom in that way.”
 
“So what if I am? Aren’t you even a little bit . . . upset about this relationship of Dad’s?”
 
“Yeah,” Hannah said. “I’ll admit that it . . . concerns me. Not the fact of the age difference, though. That doesn’t seem like such a big deal, not at this point in their lives.”
 
“So, what then?”
 
Hannah was thoughtful for a moment before saying, “I don’t really know.”
 
“The status quo is changing,” Susan said. “That upsets everyone initially. Give yourself time to get used to the idea, that’s all.”
 
Craig’s ancient red van pulled up to the house then, and a moment later he joined his siblings on the front porch.
 
“What are you doing back so early?” Hannah asked. “I thought you’d be gone all night.”
 
“Me? No way. I’m a one-beer sort of guy when I’m driving. Besides, Kirk had to meet someone else later. What did I miss?”
 
“Uh—” Tilda said.
 
“Not much,” Hannah lied.
 
“Actually—” Susan began, but Adam’s loudly voiced question interrupted her.
 
“Is everything all set for Mom’s memorial service?”
 
“Pretty much. I think Ruth handled most of the details.” I certainly didn’t participate, Hannah added silently. Not that anyone asked me to help. She wondered if she should have volunteered, for her father’s sake. She felt slightly guilty.
 
“What about the party?” Adam was asking.
 
“The caterer is booked,” Tilda said. “I guess Ruth handled the party planning, too.”
 
Adam nodded. “I thought I’d read something from Ayn Rand at the service. You know she was Mom’s favorite writer.”
 
Of course she was, Hannah thought. Hadn’t Rand said, “The question isn’t who is going to let me; it’s who is going to stop me”? And hadn’t she said something about evil requiring the permission or sanction of the victim? Hannah didn’t claim to be an expert on the work and teachings of Ayn Rand but what little she did know she didn’t much like. Charlotte McQueen’s role model had certainly not been Mother Teresa.
 
“Mom wasn’t as good a sailor as she liked to think she was,” Hannah said abruptly. “I don’t mean that to sound harsh, but it’s the truth. Frankly, I wasn’t entirely surprised when we got the news that she’d had an accident.”
 
“Hannah!” Susan looked appalled.
 
“What? I’m just being honest. Mom had a large opinion of herself and her talents.” Much like Adam, she added silently. “Not that she deserved to die as she did . . .”
 
“What are you talking about?” Adam said. “Mom was a fantastic sailor. I’ve always thought there might have been foul play.”
 
Craig barely controlled a grin. “Then why didn’t you say anything at the time? I don’t remember you demanding an investigation. Hercule Poirot over here.”
 
Adam made no answer.
 
“Besides,” Hannah said, “she was with a friend when the accident occurred. Carol Whitehouse had absolutely no reason to want Mom dead. Really, Adam, since when have you had an imagination?”
 
Tilda rose abruptly from her chair. “I’m going to bed. It’s been a long day.”
 
“And we know you like to be on the beach at dawn. I don’t know how you do it.”
 
Tilda just shrugged and went upstairs to her room. The truth was that the critical talk about her mother had upset her. On some level she knew that her mother had not been the warmest or most obliging person but she didn’t really want to dwell on that knowledge. She preferred to follow the words of St. Thérèse of Lisieux: “When one loves, one does not calculate.” And, Tilda would add, one does not judge. At least, one should try not to judge.
 
Still, she wondered about emotional cowardice. Selective memory could be a good thing—it was a survival tactic—but it could also be a bad thing, especially when it blocked out a truth that might help you evolve to learn a new and better survival tactic.
 
Tilda brushed her teeth in the hall bathroom and returned to her room. The only windows looked out on the side lawn. If you leaned out you could see the ocean to the left, but Tilda never bothered. It was enough to know the ocean was there, fully and spectacularly visible from the front rooms and porch.
 
It was not the best bedroom in the house—that was reserved for her father, of course, who had shared the room with his wife—but it was Tilda’s favorite because it was the room in which she and Frank had always stayed when visiting her parents. At first, Jon and Jane had joined them, sleeping on air mattresses or in sleeping bags on the floor. Later, the kids had moved to their own rooms, sometimes to the library couch.
 
Charlotte had decorated each bedroom in keeping with clean and casual beachfront style, reserving formality and elegance for the dining room and, in a more English country house vein, the library. The walls in Tilda’s—and Frank’s—room, for example, were painted white, as were the replacement wide pine floorboards. A braided rug in tones of peach, green, and yellow sat on either side of the bed. The sheets, pillowcases, and lightweight summer blankets were white, trimmed with a peach-colored border. The two wooden dressers were painted the color of bells of Ireland. On the wall were hung three small watercolor seascapes done by a local artist Charlotte had patronized until her interest had waned. The room felt airy and light and peaceful. Frank had always been afraid of somehow dirtying it beyond repair. He wouldn’t even bring a cup of coffee upstairs after breakfast. Tilda thought he had been a bit afraid of her mother. Well, a lot of people had been a bit afraid of or intimidated by Charlotte McQueen. But Tilda had only learned about this after her mother’s death.
 
She opened the dresser drawer in which she kept her nightgowns and underwear, and pulled out a thin flannel nightgown. Something came with it and dropped to the floor. Tilda turned on the small lamp atop the dresser and squatted. It was probably a stray penny. But she saw nothing so she reached under the dresser and felt around. (The floor, she noted, was dust free. Ruth and a team of professional housekeepers kept Larchmere in an immaculate state.) Her fingers found the unknown object, something small and round, but thicker than a coin and decorated with raised scrolling. She stood and looked at it. Her heart beat painfully. It was the missing button she and Frank had searched for so diligently. How had it gotten into her drawer? How had it escaped their notice?
 
Tilda slumped on the edge of the bed, the metal button in her palm. It had fallen off a sweater Frank had inherited from his father. It was the last of the original buttons; all the others had been lost while the sweater was still in the possession of the elder O’Connell.
 
She closed her fingers over the button. That sweater had meant so much to Frank. When they couldn’t find this last original button she had replaced it with one matching the other, newer buttons. And she still had the sweater. It was one of the things she would never throw out or give away. Jane sometimes wore it around the house. It probably made her feel close to her father.
 
Tilda opened her fingers and looked again at the button. She wondered if it could be a sign from Frank. It wasn’t an eagle, it wasn’t the sign she had asked for, but it was odd that it had so suddenly appeared after all this time missing. Tilda tried to believe that the button itself meant something. But it was no use. If this was a message from Frank she failed to understand it. She got up and put the button back in the drawer with the other nightclothes. She turned out the light and went to bed.
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Wednesday, July 18
 
 

 
 
It was the newlywed couple again. Tilda, on Ogunquit Beach for her morning walk after a restless, dream-filled night, was momentarily surprised at their presence so early in the day. It was barely seven o’clock. She wondered why they weren’t sleeping in after the big celebration. But young love had boundless energy. She did remember that.
 
The woman’s hair was now in a simple ponytail; gone were the flowers and curls. She was wearing a pink sundress and white, flat sandals. Her husband was in khaki shorts and a bright, Hawaiian style shirt. They looked clean and neat and happy. They were holding hands.
 
They must be staying in town, Tilda thought. So this is where they’re spending their honeymoon, pretty little Ogunquit. No doubt their suite looked out over the ocean. Maybe they would return here every year on their anniversary. Maybe someday they would come with their children. It was a pleasant thought and it made Tilda feel sick with loss.
 
She remembered a line from The Dante Club, by Matthew Pearl. She had read the book while Frank was ill. The line had struck her forcefully then and had come back to her time and again since Frank’s death. A character is confronted with the murder of her husband and, in the author’s words, the woman “knew in an instant what it meant to be a widow, what an ungodly jealousy it produced.”
 
How right that was! Through no fault or desire of her own she had been kicked out of the enviable club of married people, and relegated to the club in which no one wanted to be a member—widow.
 
Gone were all the “companionable endeavors” she and Frank had enjoyed—those comfortable habits every couple shared. Doing them alone seemed unbearably sad. For a while Tilda thought she would have to find some new habits or go mad. Ordering a pizza from the small, old-fashioned shop down the block, and eating it in the living room, sitting crossed-legged on the floor at the coffee table, while watching a Will Ferrell movie (they’d seen Anchorman three times) was no longer possible. Without Frank, it was a miserable experience. The rug chafed her legs, the pizza was too chewy, and the movies weren’t funny.
 
The thing was that she still loved Frank. But could you love a dead person, someone who has died? Could she say, legitimately, that she still loved Frank? Or was it the memory she loved, the memory of Frank, not the actuality, which was a scattered handful of ash. . . . Tilda blinked hard. What a macabre thought! How disgusting, revolting, really. But the question remained. Just because Frank had died, must her love for him be dead, too?
 
Of course not, she thought, almost angrily. Let the philosophers determine the fine points of expression. She loved Frank and she always would, whether he was present in body or in spirit. Tilda looked up into the early morning sun. No eagle.
 
She looked back at the newlywed couple. They had stopped and were hugging. The bride rested her head on her husband’s chest and he kissed her hair. The last thing on that young bride’s mind, Tilda knew, was the thought of her husband’s dying and of her being left alone.
 
Somewhere she had read that every year around eight hundred thousand women in the United States were widowed. That was an awfully big number but only the year before had there been the first national conference addressing the state of widowhood. Tilda had not gone to the conference though she sometimes wondered what would be different now if she had. Anyway, why hadn’t anyone been paying attention to all of those women until now? All of those sad and lonely women.
 
The newlywed couple was walking again. The husband, keeping stride, bent down to pick up a rock or a shell. And suddenly, Tilda had an overwhelming desire to rush up to them, to grab their hands and warn them that their happiness would not, could not last. She wanted to urge them to cherish each other while they could. She wanted to help them and she wanted to hurt them. She wanted to be a memento mori, a reminder of death. She wanted to force them to share some of her pain by confronting them with the dark fact of ending, of nothingness, of being alone and bereft.
 
Of course, she did not rush over to the newlyweds, to congratulate or to warn or to admonish. Instead, she cut her walk short and headed back to Larchmere, ashamed of the urge to blight the happiness of an innocent young couple, ashamed of her “ungodly jealousy.”
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It was a little after noon and Tilda and Hannah were settling at a table at Chauncey Creek Lobster Pier, in the beautiful, largely rural town of Kittery Point. Tilda had decided, not surprisingly, to order a bucket of steamers, and Hannah wanted a boiled lobster. They had brought a bottle of fizzy water, a bottle of pinot grigio, and a loaf of French bread from Standard bakery. Almost all of the brightly painted picnic tables were occupied. There were several family groups. Four women who looked about Tilda’s age had brought for their table a cloth and linen napkins. Two older men had brought their Dachshund, who sat quietly under the table while they ate.
 
Susan had gone off to spend the afternoon with an old friend in Falmouth. Tilda loved Susan and enjoyed her company. But she wasn’t disappointed that it would be just herself and Hannah at lunch.
 
This was one of the sisters’ favorite spots. Across the creek was Cutts Island, its shore thick with pointed firs, birch, and farther inland, oaks and maples. People in kayaks and rowboats and larger pleasure crafts drifted or glided by, often waving at the diners. Teenaged boys, employed by the pound, unloaded wooden crates and equipment from fishing boats moored below the restaurant’s deck. Laughter and conversation from the other tables punctuated the air. It was impossible, Tilda and Hannah thought, not to feel privileged at Chauncey Creek, like you had the world at your feet.
 
The sun was very bright and hot. Tilda reached in her bag for a hat, one of Frank’s old baseball caps. She had given most of his clothes to charitable organizations. Some special pieces had gone to Jon, who could just about fit into them; other pieces, like the old sweater, had been adopted by Jane. But Frank’s hat collection she had not been able to part with. She didn’t like the way she looked in baseball caps, and when Frank was alive she had never worn them. But now, well, there was so little left of her husband. . . .
 
“You know,” Hannah said suddenly, interrupting the sudden, but not surprising, dark drift of Tilda’s thoughts, “Susan and I are still talking about starting a family.”
 
Tilda was startled. “Oh. You hadn’t mentioned anything in so long I guess I thought that maybe you had decided not to. . . .”
 
“No. It’s still on the table.”
 
“So . . .”
 
“So what’s holding us back?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Me.” Hannah smiled as if in apology.
 
“Oh.”
 
“Yeah. Oh.”
 
“Well, why?” Tilda asked. “Are you worried about money? You know that old saying, there’s never a right time to have a baby, you just have to do it.”
 
“No, it’s not the money. Though the thought of paying for college in twenty years or so does scare the hell out of me.”
 
“Loans,” Tilda said. “Scholarships. Work-study programs. Part-time jobs. For the kids, of course.”
 
“I know, I know. It’s not the money.”
 
“So, have you talked to Susan about why you’re reluctant? Or is that a stupid question?”
 
“It should be a stupid question. If I can’t or don’t or won’t talk to my wife about something so important, who am I going to talk to? But the fact is that I haven’t talked to her, not really. I mean, we talk about the idea of a family and about the fact that I’m not ready for one, but I can’t really tell her why.”
 
“Do you know why you’re not ready,” Tilda asked, “or is it that you can’t articulate the feelings? Or maybe you really don’t know your reasons.”
 
Hannah was silent for a long moment. And then she said, “I don’t know.”
 
Tilda sighed. “I don’t mean to preach, Hannah, really, but the most common killer of marriage is emotional distance. You can’t shy away from talking to Susan about your fears or hesitations or whatever you want to call them. You owe it to yourself and to Susan.”
 
“I know.”
 
“Look, friendships don’t last when people drift apart. How can a marriage, the most intimate and peculiar of friendships, be expected to survive?”
 
“I know. You’re right. You are. And I know I brought up this subject, but let’s talk about something else now. Like, about how you’re doing.”
 
Tilda smiled. “Besides the disturbing fact that I feel afraid of the future? And that I wish I could go back in time to when my life was wonderful?”
 
“I assumed as much. For one, you’re still wearing your wedding ring.”
 
Tilda looked down at her left hand. The yellow gold ring shone in the bright sun. “I know. I can’t seem to be without it. I’ve tried a few times to leave it at home while I go to the grocery store or somewhere I might not run into anyone I know. But I can’t even do that without feeling all anxious and guilty. It’s like the minute I’m seen without my wedding ring I’ll be announcing to the world that I’m over Frank. That I don’t need him anymore, that I don’t love him. I just know I’ll feel horribly guilty and judged.”
 
“Do you still need him?” Hannah asked.
 
“Yes,” Tilda said. “I think so.”
 
“How? Or maybe I should ask, why? Or, for what? And don’t say, for taking out the garbage.”
 
“Jon does that. It’s been his job since he was twelve.”
 
“Answer the question.”
 
Tilda replied promptly. “I need him because I want him. I need him because my marriage was a good one. I miss it. Almost aside from Frank I miss the marriage itself. I don’t know if that makes sense.”
 
“Define ‘good.’ ”
 
“Excuse me?”
 
“No, really. I’m not trying to be annoying or provocative. I’m truly curious. For you and Frank, what was good?”
 
“It’s hard to put into words, exactly,” Tilda said. “I don’t know. For one thing, I never, or rarely, felt put upon. Frank really pulled his share of the load. We respected each other. We liked each other. It sounds so simplistic or clichéd but . . .”
 
“Yeah, it does. But I know what you mean. It’s about partnership. Sharing the burdens and the laughter. I sound like a greeting card.”
 
The conversation rested a moment while Tilda sipped her plastic cup of wine and Hannah watched a small pleasure boat drift by the dock. She was thinking about her sister’s situation. She knew that Tilda felt alone, almost friendless. Some of that wasn’t her fault. Some of it was. Hannah and Susan regularly asked her to join their social activities in town. They asked her to movies at the Nickelodeon, to openings at the Portland Museum of Art, where they were members, they asked her to join them at the free summer evening concerts in Monument Square, they asked her to the monthly networking events sponsored by the DownEast Pride Alliance, they asked her to readings and signings at Longfellow Bookstore. Most times, Tilda found an excuse not to go along. Tilda’s reluctance to move on with her life was beginning to worry Hannah.
 
“Hannah,” Tilda said then, breaking into her thoughts. “I don’t mean to sound naive, though I suspect I probably will. I was wondering. What’s—I mean, what would you say is the main difference between our marriages? Aside from the obvious, of course, and aside from the prejudices gay couples face. How is marriage between two women, or two men for that matter, different than marriage between a woman and a man?”
 
Hannah raised an eyebrow. “Gay couples can share clothes.”
 
Tilda was mortified. “I’m sorry. I offended you. I didn’t mean to.”
 
“It’s okay. I’m not offended. I’m just still surprised when people ask that sort of question. For me, my life is normal. But for others, I guess it still seems very foreign.”
 
“I’m sorry,” Tilda said. “Again. Anyway, I suppose we’re all strangers to one another. In the end, I mean. No one ever really knows another person’s truth.”
 
“Well, that’s a little depressing. What is it with you harshing everyone’s buzz?”
 
“Sorry. Lately I seem to be, I don’t know, wallowing.”
 
“Well, stop it. It’s not good for your health. Anyway, I want to say one more thing about our earlier topic, relationships. I don’t mean to sound too goopy or sentimental, but I agree with you. I believe any good relationship comes down to respect and friendship. The kind of unglamorous, work-a-day, committed love you won’t find in the pages of a romance novel.”
 
“You haven’t read widely in the genre,” Tilda said. “There are plenty of writers who talk about day-to-day love. It’s true that not all of them would call themselves romance writers.”
 
“Well, you know what I mean. I’m not talking about heaving bosoms, though I’ve got nothing against heaving bosoms.”
 
Tilda nodded discreetly toward a guy who was coming toward them, dragging a cooler. He was technically gorgeous and perfectly built. Tilda could tell because he wasn’t wearing a shirt and his shorts were riding very, very low.
 
“I know,” she said when he had passed. “And I’ve got nothing against six-pack abs, though in the end they have nothing to do with love. But they are nice to look at. Even though that guy should be wearing a shirt. This is a restaurant, after all. I think there are sanitary laws about such things.”
 
“You sound like a mommy.”
 
“I am. I’m a middle-aged mommy with no partner.”
 
“Now you’re being all self-pitying. Again.”
 
“I know,” Tilda admitted. “Self-pity comes easily to me. I’m not saying I’m proud of it.”
 
“Self-pity and wallowing can kill you. Sorry. I meant, figuratively.”
 
“I know you did.”
 
“Do you think Dad would ever really consider willing Larchmere out of the family?” Hannah asked suddenly. “I mean, if he and this Jennifer person get married. It seems impossible but stranger things have happened.”
 
Tilda paused before replying. “I’ve been thinking and thinking about that. Obsessing, really. I just don’t know. I wish I could say with certainty that I did know. Either way, then I could deal with his decision. Maybe we’re being Nervous Nellies for nothing. I hope so.”
 
“Nervous Nellies? I haven’t heard that expression in ages. Didn’t Mom used to say that?”
 
Tilda laughed. “Yes. She used to tell me to stop being a Nervous Nellie every time gym class came around. I think my fears annoyed her somehow.”
 
Of course they did, Hannah thought. Their mother had not tolerated weakness or vulnerability or anything that might vaguely be considered a nuisance or a disruption to her daily life of self-preservation. My thoughts about her are so harsh, Hannah realized. She tried to summon even a shred of positive feeling about Charlotte McQueen and could not.
 
Hannah, disturbed, wanted to get back to the subject of Larchmere. “Sometimes,” she said, “it seems to me that Larchmere has a personality of its own, or as if it’s a being of its own, not just an inanimate object. I feel sometimes that it’s something alive and breathing. It makes me uncomfortable somehow, to think that what is essentially a big pile of stones and mortar and glass has a life independent of its inhabitants. A piece of land or a house isn’t supposed to have so much power over a person, is it?”
 
Tilda frowned. “I guess not. I’m not really sure I understand what you mean.”
 
“It doesn’t matter. It’s just that I can’t deny the power of Larchmere. I feel it now more than ever. Now that I know its future as our home is threatened. I know it’s all very romantic of me. You’ve read Rebecca, haven’t you?”
 
“Of course,” Tilda said. “Several times. I even taught it one semester. But in the novel it was a person not a house who wielded a bizarre power over the hero and heroine. It was Rebecca herself, from beyond the grave. At least, it was the memories of her and the stories told about her that wielded the power. Rebecca’s legend.”
 
“You think so? Maybe Rebecca had a hold on the unnamed heroine but not over Max de Winter, at least not entirely. Don’t you remember why he stayed in that god-awful marriage to that god-awful woman?” Hannah asked. “Basically so that no taint of unpleasantness would touch his beloved home. When he comes clean to his second wife, about murdering Rebecca, he admits to something like having loved Manderley too much. He says that that kind of one-way love is doomed to fail, or that it can’t grow. He says something like that. One-way, unrequited love.”
 
Tilda nodded. “Yes, I do remember now. His point was that love has to be reciprocal in order to flourish. Do you want the last steamer?”
 
“No,” Hannah said. “You can have it. But about love for the house, or for things, inanimate objects, I wonder. Doesn’t, say, a tree, repay your love—your tending to its needs, feeding it fertilizer, watering it—by thriving? Isn’t that a form of reciprocity?”
 
“Maybe,” Tilda said. “In a way, yes, though the tree isn’t sentient. It’s alive but it’s not making a conscious, thinking choice about its thriving or failing. It’s just—reacting, I suppose.”
 
“Yes,” Hannah said, but she wasn’t so sure a tree was just reacting to its environment rather than also acting upon it.
 
“And a house, a structure,” Tilda was saying. “What really does it give us in return for our care? In return for repainting its exterior and replacing its old and broken windows and cleaning its chimneys?”
 
“Shelter,” Hannah said. “Warmth. A sense of comfort and security. Adam would say financial security.”
 
“But aren’t those qualities really the result of human action? I don’t know, the people who inhabit a house seem to me to be the source of all that’s good—and bad—about the notion of ‘home.’ Not the structure around them.”
 
Hannah thought about that for a moment. “So, you believe that home is where the heart is. In other words, that home is an emotional state having little to do with physical realities?”
 
“Not entirely,” Tilda said, “but largely. Anyway, I guess we’re not likely to come to any final agreement on this matter of the life—as it were—of the inanimate objects we say we love. I guess it’s not important to agree. Well, I guess one thing we can agree on is the fact that we both love Larchmere.”
 
“You’re right.” Hannah stood and stretched. “Let’s get going. I want to call my office when we get back to the house. Just to check in.”
 
It was on the drive back home to Larchmere that the thought first occurred to Tilda. She didn’t know why she had not seen the parallel before. It was so obvious. Max de Winter had tried to make the death of his wife look like a boating accident. Tilda’s own mother, Charlotte, had died in a boating accident. Or, at least, because of an accident that took place on a boat. Tilda refused to believe that her mother had been anywhere near as horrible and manipulative as the character of Rebecca, but . . . She wondered. Was Charlotte McQueen the abiding—the controlling?—spirit of Larchmere? And if she was, that meant that each of the McQueens’ feelings about the house was to some extent colored by the relationship they had had with Charlotte.
 
Tilda shook her head. These were fanciful thoughts. They were pointless, really. But there was that gothic streak (good-humored Frank had said a morbid streak) again. Still, Tilda was curious. Was Charlotte McQueen indeed the presiding spirit of Larchmere?
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Adam and Kat had gone up to Kennebunkport to have dinner with one of his colleagues who was vacationing there with his wife. He had not asked that the family watch his children. He had simply announced that he would not be around all evening. Ruth had made Cordelia and Cody hot dogs and beans for dinner. They had asked for seconds and then clamored for ice cream, which Ruth also gave them. Ice cream with chocolate sauce. Then, she settled them in front of the big, flat screen television in the living room and put on one of the loud and cartoonish animated movies they had brought with them. Situation dealt with, problem solved. If Adam wanted his kids to eat organic, then he should stay home and feed them himself.
 
Dinner then was Bill, Ruth, Craig, Tilda, Hannah, and Susan. Percy, as usual, was lumped on the sideboard, eyes wide. Susan had taken a turn in the kitchen and prepared for them a chicken dish flavored with lime and cilantro. (She had cooked a piece of plain chicken for Percy, who had accepted it as his due.) There was no further talk of Charlotte’s memorial or party, except when Bill mentioned that Carol Whitehouse, the woman who had been with Charlotte in the sailboat on that fateful day, had called to say she could not be there for the events. Her daughter-in-law was in the hospital and Carol was going down to stay with her grandchildren in New Hampshire while her son went to work.
 
Tilda thought of the kind of grandmother Charlotte had been to her children. It had been pretty clear to everyone that Charlotte favored Jon over Jane, maybe because he was the firstborn, maybe because he was a boy. Whatever the reason, her mother’s obvious preference for one child over another had bothered Tilda, though as far as she could tell, it had not affected Jane in a negative way. Charlotte McQueen had been good about buying gifts and sending cards on holidays. And she had been fairly tolerant of having Jon and Jane underfoot during their visits to Larchmere. But, and Tilda felt almost disloyal remembering this, she had not been very willing to visit the children in their South Portland home. She had never offered to babysit, even for a night. Tilda had never felt comfortable asking her.
 
Of course, Charlotte had never known Adam’s children, as she had died before they were born. Would she have been closer to her son’s progeny? It was impossible to know. And how would she have felt about Hannah and Susan’s children, assuming they had any someday?
 
After putting the kids to bed, Ruth went to her room, claiming exhaustion. In fact, she was eager to get back to the book she had started reading earlier that day, a shamelessly sexy novel by a new young writer who claimed to have worked as a high-class call girl. Susan, who had brought along her laptop because she had a project deadline looming, went off to the room she was sharing with Hannah to work. Plus, although she would never admit it, not even to Hannah, she was a big fan of InStyle.com and wanted to check the Look of the Day.
 
Tilda, Hannah, and Craig were in the kitchen, loading the dishwasher and scrubbing pots, when Jennifer came by. Tilda was acutely aware of her own rather messy appearance after a long day in the sun and kitchen cleanup. Jennifer, in contrast, looked rested and fresh; her beige blouse was crisp and unwrinkled and her hair was neat. A quick and hopefully furtive glance at Jennifer’s feet indicated that she had had a pedicure recently, maybe even earlier that day. Her gold tone sandals looked expensive. Tilda wondered if Jennifer owned a pair of baggy jeans or ratty sneakers. She chided herself for being snippy and jealous, even if it was just in her head. Thoughts were real, too, in their way.
 
Jennifer and Bill went into the library to play chess. Tilda had never mastered games and puzzles. She couldn’t play chess, couldn’t remember how to play checkers, didn’t play cards. While she could handle a word search, crosswords left her stumped.
 
“I’m glad Dad has someone to play chess with,” Hannah was saying, bending down to replace a pot in its proper cabinet. “He never did find a chess partner after Mom died, did he?”
 
Craig shook his head. “Not that I know of. I do know he plays against himself but that has to get boring. I know that he and Bobby used to play poker. There was a whole group of guys who would play. They’d move from house to house, Larchmere one month, someone else’s the next.”
 
“That’s right,” Tilda said. “I remember now. Mom would put out chips and dip for the guys.”
 
Hannah looked to Craig. “The other wives put out sandwiches and cold slaw and Maine shrimp salad.”
 
“And desserts,” Craig said. “I remember Dad telling me that Teddy’s wife made the best blueberry cobbler he’d ever tasted.”
 
“Even Bobby, who’s not exactly Mr. Domestic, put out a good spread.”
 
Tilda frowned. “What are you saying? That Mom was cheap?”
 
“No. I’m saying that Mom didn’t really care about Dad’s poker nights. She didn’t want all those men in the house. Obviously, she thought that chips and dip would deter them. But they came, anyway.”
 
“Because Dad would bring out the good scotch when she went up to bed!” Craig added. “He knew how to treat his guests, even if Mom didn’t.”
 
Tilda felt uncomfortable. She knew that memory was unique to each individual, that time and psyche tended to distort what had occurred into what you wanted or needed to think had occurred. Siblings who grew up under the same roof each grew up in a different family. She knew that.
 
Still, it bothered her when Hannah and Craig said disparaging or critical things about their mother, even if for them, these disparaging or critical comments described the truth. But Tilda’s truth about her mother was different. At least, it was partly different. Adam’s truth was different, too.
 
“How about a nightcap?” Hannah suggested.
 
“Sounds good,” Craig said. “Let’s go out onto the porch. It’s chilly. I could make us Irish coffees?”
 
“Perfect!”
 
Tilda chose not to join her sister and brother. Instead, she went upstairs to her room and sat again at the chair she had drawn to the window the other evening. She could hear Hannah’s voice, and Craig’s, but just barely, as a murmur. Then, Craig laughed and Hannah hushed him.
 
She wondered if this was the first time she had really listened to her siblings talk about their mother. She felt as if so much of what she was hearing this week was new. Charlotte hadn’t liked her father’s poker games or his buddies. Why hadn’t she known that? She was older than Hannah and Craig. She should have been more aware of family dynamics. She wondered if she was the only one who cherished good memories of Charlotte McQueen. She wondered what Adam would have added to that conversation in the kitchen.
 
Tilda sighed and decided that she didn’t really want to know. She closed the window to block out the sound of her siblings’ voices.
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Thursday, July 19
 
 

 
 
Tilda was on the beach. It was a little later than she liked to walk but Jon had called that morning to say that the air conditioner that serviced most of the downstairs, the kitchen and living room at least, was on the fritz. He wanted permission to call the repair guy, which, he knew, would cost money. “I’d fix it myself if I could,” he had said, “but I’m not Dad.”
 
Nobody is Frank O’Connell, Tilda thought now. Not even Frank O’Connell is Frank O’Connell anymore.
 
She remembered how horrible it had been when Frank was finally gone and the simple yet devastating realization hit home—that never again would Frank’s hand touch hers. The loss of his physical body and of their long habit of living together in all its physicality just struck her down. While he was dying their physical relationship had altered, of course, but his being entirely gone was a tremendous blow. No one told her how deep and meaningful the affection for the parts of a loved one’s body could be, so that when the loved one was gone, you would ache to see just once more the shape of his fingernails, the pattern of hair on his wrist, the freckles on his nose, all the little things that made the loved one utterly and entirely unique. All of these peculiarities would be gone and it would hurt so badly at times, the missing.
 
“‘Quoth the raven, “Nevermore.”’” Tilda said the words aloud. There was no one to hear but the seagulls. The line was from Edgar Allan Poe’s most popular poem. Almost everybody knew “The Raven” but how many people knew, as the poem’s narrator did, just how deep grief and loss could take you?
 
It was simply all over. Frank was dead. There were no ifs, ands, or buts, no second chances, no do-overs. If only she could say: No, I didn’t like the way this turned out, it isn’t fair, let’s start again.
 
Tilda suddenly remembered something else she had read, something else that had stuck in her head. It was from Kafka Was the Rage, Anatole Broyard’s memoir of his years in Greenwich Village. In one chapter he talked about the early death of a good friend. About receiving the bad news of his friend’s illness, he had said: “We never believe such things until they’re over.” Tilda had found that observation to be stunningly true, at least in her case. You knew it was going to happen. And then, it happened and you were surprised, as if you had had no clue.
 
But it was time to get over the surprise and the shock and the sadness. She didn’t want, like Poe’s narrator, to be mired in—to use Poe’s own words—“Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance.” She was not interested in torturing herself by obsessing over her loss. She was not. But healing was hard. Moving on was a process fraught with controversy. She had graduated from the grief-counseling sessions, she had been to see a therapist, she had tried the antidepressants the doctor had given her, and she had flushed them down the toilet when nothing much changed.
 
What was the next step, then, in recovery? If only someone would tell her exactly what to do!
 
She scanned the sky over the beach before heading up to the parking lot. It was empty, except for two whirling, cawing seagulls.
 
She would call her son as soon as she got back to Larchmere. She hoped he had been able to book the repair guy. She hoped the bill wouldn’t be outrageous. She was not good at arguing with repairmen. That had been Frank’s job.
 
 

 
 
It was late morning, around eleven o’clock, and Tilda was in the sunroom. Lots of people found it the most pleasant room in the house, as, perhaps, it was meant to be. The floor was made of old, rescued pine boards, sanded and painted a gentle gray. The walls were white. A long, low table against the back wall had been painted robin’s egg blue, as had the trim around the large windows. The furniture—a couch, several chairs, and two small occasional tables—were suited for life by the beach. The cushions were upholstered in heavy linen, striped navy and white. On the back wall and between the windows were hung simple watercolor prints depicting various kinds of seabirds. It was a restful, clean room.
 
Tilda was sitting on the couch, trying to focus on the novel in her hands. It was The Sea, The Sea, by Iris Murdoch. But even though the book was one of her favorites, and Iris Murdoch one of her favorite writers, her thoughts kept slipping away to dark places, to loss and loneliness and petty jealousy and the outrageous cost of air-conditioning repair bills. She sighed loudly, surprised that she had done so.
 
Hannah, who was seated on a chair, and who had been flipping through a local paper, looked up at her sister. “You okay?”
 
“Yes. Sorry.”
 
“In a bad mood?”
 
“Not bad, exactly. More like a grim mood.”
 
The sudden appearance of Adam and Kat prevented further conversation on the topic of Tilda’s mood. Kat was wearing another halter top, this one a blue paisley print, and a pair of tight, white shorts. The day was cool (though the sunroom was warm) and Tilda had a not very nice urge to suggest that Kat put on a sweater and long pants, preferably something bulky. The sight of so much young, firm flesh made her feel grumpy. Poor Kat. She was innocent of everything but youth.
 
It seemed that Adam and Kat were in the middle of a conversation, because Adam now said, as he sat in the cushioned chair next to Hannah’s, “Larchmere is a perfect party venue. It was practically designed for weddings.”
 
Tilda wasn’t sure about that but she was sure—or almost sure—that her brother wanted to have his second wedding at Larchmere because it would be a good way to flaunt the family’s prestige and his own wealth to the locals, as well as to his new bride and her family. It wasn’t a nice thing to think about her brother, but the truth was that Tilda didn’t much care for Adam. She never really had, and since his, in Tilda’s opinion, senseless, utterly selfish divorce from Sarah, her dislike for her older brother had grown. Her own marriage had been strong and now that Frank was dead she found herself even more committed to the idea of a lifelong union. She did not want to be judgmental but when it came to Adam she found it hard not to be.
 
“We could have a tent, do the whole thing outdoors,” Adam went on. “And we could clear the furniture out of the living and dining rooms in case of rain. I know several excellent caterers. As for the flowers, I know this guy in Boston who does fabulously exotic stuff. Leave it all to me.”
 
Kat shot a shy and nervous glance at Tilda, who was staring at her book, pretending not to listen. “I’m sure it would be very nice, Adam,” she said, her tone tentative, “but I’ve always dreamed of a wedding in my hometown. You know, so my parents could invite some of our neighbors and my relatives who are too old now to travel and—”
 
“Framingham is a dump compared to Ogunquit, you know that, Kat.”
 
“Don’t be mean, Adam,” Hannah said. “It is not a dump. Besides, I agree with Kat. A hometown wedding is a nice idea.”
 
Tilda looked up now; there was no point in pretending that the conversation was a private one. Kat looked tense, as if Hannah’s support had made her uncomfortable.
 
Adam frowned. “It’s not your wedding we’re discussing.”
 
“It’s okay,” Kat said suddenly. “If Adam really wants us to get married here, that’s fine. Ogunquit isn’t that far from home.”
 
“Our brother is Bridezilla,” Hannah commented sotto voce, though she was pretty sure Adam had heard.
 
Kat finally sat, and reached to the closest table for a magazine. It was an old copy of Living. She began to flip through it but Tilda doubted she was really interested in Christmas cookie recipes and directions on how to make your own wrapping paper. Was anybody interested in making her own wrapping paper, especially when you could get it in discount bulk at the supermarket?
 
Cordelia appeared in the doorway of the sunroom, Cody in tow. Ruth was just behind them, carrying a cup of coffee. “Dad?” Cordelia said.
 
“Hmmm.”
 
“Me and Cody want to go to the beach now.”
 
“Cody and I,” Ruth corrected.
 
“In a minute.” Adam tapped Kat’s arm. “Cordelia will make a perfect flower girl. Cody will be ring bearer, of course.”
 
Kat opened her mouth as if to protest—What if, Tilda thought, she had her own nieces and nephews? What if she didn’t want a lot of attendants?—when Cody wailed, “What’s a ring bearer?”
 
Adam explained.
 
Cody stamped his foot. “I don’t wanna be a stupid ring bearer. Everyone’s gonna laugh at me.”
 
Adam stared sternly at his son. “You’ll do as I say, young man.”
 
Cody’s face went slack and his lips quivered. Cordelia said, dubiously, “A flower girl? Does that mean I have to wear one of those dorky gowns in some gross color?”
 
Ruth stepped past the children. “This is not the time, Adam,” she said quietly.
 
“I’ll say when it’s time to talk to my kids,” he replied angrily. “What do you know about being a parent?”
 
Ruth let him wait a moment before saying: “I know about common sense.”
 
Tilda looked at Kat. Her eyes were on the magazine page again and her cheeks were flushed. Tilda felt sorry for her. But she also felt that Kat should learn to speak up for herself before it was far too late.
 
Ruth turned back to the children. “Get your bathing suits, kids. I’ll take you to the beach.”
 
 

 
 
Jennifer arrived for lunch at a little after one o’clock. Tilda had not known she was coming. She had brought with her—after checking first with Ruth, it turned out—a large bowl of crabmeat salad. Ruth had prepared salad greens and together the women assembled a platter of food and put it out on the kitchen bar top.
 
Cordelia and Cody had eaten sandwiches in the sunroom and were now watching a movie until someone would take them back to the beach. Tilda was hungry but she wanted to refuse Jennifer’s offering of food. She wanted to go off alone. But she stayed in the kitchen, annoyed and guilty, and ate some of the crabmeat salad, which was very good, very crabby, with a pinch of Old Bay seasoning and not too much mayonnaise. She wanted to hate it. She fought against the desire for more.
 
“The crab salad is very good,” she blurted. “Thanks.”
 
Jennifer smiled. “It’s my mother’s recipe. It’s very simple but it’s a crowd pleaser.”
 
“Jennifer is a wonderful cook,” Bill said proudly.
 
Hannah, perched on a counter out of easy sight, made a face. Susan frowned at her.
 
“Well, I wouldn’t say I’m a wonderful cook,” Jennifer demurred. “I do some things well.”
 
Adam and Kat came into the kitchen.
 
“Adam, do you want any salad?” Bill asked.
 
He looked disdainfully at the half-empty platter. “Kat and I already ate.”
 
The sudden puzzled—and hungry—look on Kat’s face told Tilda that Adam was lying.
 
“Hey, nobody told me it was time for lunch! Hey, Jen. Nice to see you again.” Craig came loping into the kitchen, squeezed Jennifer’s arm in passing, then reached for a plate. After taking a bite, he exclaimed, “Whoa! Excellent crab salad. Who made this?”
 
Adam rolled his eyes. Hannah made another face. This time Ruth caught them both and frowned, along with Susan. Tilda reached for her water glass. Bill was oblivious to the tensions.
 
The awkward meal was soon over. Ruth disappeared without an explanation. Jennifer left, empty bowl with her, claiming a meeting with a client in Cape Neddick.
 
When she had gone, Craig turned to his brother. “Really, dude, what would it cost you to be a human being? Just once. You stood there like there was a pole stuck—”
 
“So, what do you kids think of Jennifer?” Bill had returned from seeing his girlfriend out.
 
“She’s great, Dad,” Craig said quickly, almost as if he were defying the others to contradict him.
 
“Yes, she is,” Bill said. “I’m a lucky man to have met her.”
 
There was a silence that Tilda—and probably others—found hugely uncomfortable. Susan looked grim.
 
Finally, Hannah spoke. “I wish you’d told me, told us, earlier about this . . . relationship, Dad.”
 
“Why?” Her father sounded perplexed.
 
“Well, no reason,” she said lamely. “Just that it would have been nice to know about something so important to you.”
 
“I’m sorry, honey. I certainly didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” Bill was genuinely contrite. He hated to cause his younger daughter any pain. Come to that, he didn’t like to cause anyone pain, though in his business he had known some people who did.
 
“It’s okay, Dad,” she said. “But promise that if something else big happens in your life you let me—us—know right away. Okay?”
 
“Sure,” he said. “It’s a promise.”
 
“You are being cautious though, Dad, aren’t you?” Tilda asked then. “How long have you known Jennifer?”
 
“Long enough.” Bill’s tone brooked no argument. “We were on the zoning board together for a few years when she still lived in town. She’s a lovely person. I might be old but I’m still a competent judge of character.”
 
“What were the circumstances of her divorce?” Tilda pressed. “I mean, did she initiate the divorce or did her husband? Was it a case of infidelity?”
 
Craig said dryly, “Enquiring minds want to know.”
 
“I don’t see that Jennifer’s divorce is any of your business, Tilda. Really, it’s not even my business. What she’s told me she’s told me of her own free will. I simply don’t press her for details.”
 
There didn’t seem to be anything more to say, not at the moment. Hannah and Susan left to take a drive. Craig said he was meeting a friend in Old Orchard Beach. Tilda went off to try once again to do some reading. Kat, who had grabbed a carton of yogurt once Jennifer was gone, now dropped it in the recycling bin in the corner and went off.
 
Adam remained behind in the kitchen with his father. When Bill made to leave the room, Adam detained him. “Wait, Dad,” he said. “We need to talk. I’m not happy about this turn of events.”
 
Bill frowned. “Excuse me? What turn of events?”
 
“This relationship of yours with this Jennifer person. Dad, she’s twenty-three years your junior.”
 
Bill looked closely at his older son. “And you’re dating a woman significantly younger than you,” he said. “Don’t tell me age is the issue here. What’s really upsetting you about my relationship with Jennifer?”
 
Adam hesitated. Of course, the age difference was not the real issue. The real issue was the threat a potential wife posed regarding the inheritance of Larchmere. But he couldn’t come right out and say that, not yet, anyway. Not unless he had to.
 
“It’s a small town, Dad. Everybody talks. I don’t want you to look like a fool, a laughingstock.”
 
Bill felt himself flush. He couldn’t remember the last time one of his children had angered him. He was always disappointed by Craig, but not angered. “I could say the same about you,” he told his older son. “But I won’t. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .” He turned again to leave the room.
 
“She doesn’t care about you, Dad,” Adam said loudly. To hell with diplomacy. He was a man of no patience, anyway. There were bigger things at stake here than his father’s feelings. There was Larchmere. There was Adam’s financial future. “She just wants your money,” he said, unable or perhaps unwilling to conceal the contempt in his voice. “She wants Larchmere. And you’re too foolish to see that.”
 
Bill stopped and slowly turned back. “You’ve just added insult to injury,” he said. “This conversation is over.” And then he did leave the room.
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That night the McQueens hosted a casual dinner party on the front lawn. In addition to Jennifer, Bobby, and the Vickes, Bill had invited the local librarian, Nancy, and her partner, Glenda; the guy who owned the landscape company that kept Larchmere perfectly groomed (he came with a wife and two teenaged sons); the owner of a small but influential gallery on Route 1 (he, too, came with a wife); and a scattering of other people with whom he and Ruth had become friendly over the years. Percy had been secured in Ruth’s bedroom with a good supply of water and treats so that he wouldn’t be annoyed by people drifting in and out of the house.
 
It was a cool evening so Tilda had worn a heavy cotton sweater, navy, over a white, man-tailored blouse, jeans, and navy sneakers. Heels of any sort were a ridiculous choice for a lawn party, but Tilda noted that Kat was wearing purple kitten-heeled sandals. They would be ruined by the end of the evening, the heels scraped and stained with grass and mud. She wondered briefly if she should offer Kat a pair of sneakers or flats, but then rejected the idea. None of her footwear could be called fashionable and she just knew that Kat would reject the offer on that basis alone. More rejection, Tilda did not need.
 
She was standing a bit apart from the guests, who were still arriving or milling about, feeling a bit like the lady of the manor and enjoying it. Suddenly, she felt a soft little whisper of movement and looked down to see a garden snake slithering past her, almost but not quite brushing the toe of her sneaker. The little fellow made it safely under the hostas, which ran rampant along one side of the house. She smiled. At least tonight he wouldn’t be an owl’s midnight snack.
 
While life in Ogunquit was not exactly life in the backwoods, it had its share of rural features. Wild turkeys roamed the wooded areas, the strutting male and the female shepherding her brood. On occasion coyotes, the bane of local cats and small wildlife, could be heard barking, and of course there were deer, herds of them, that would destroy any kitchen garden they could get into. Hedgehogs routinely ate flowers off their stems and black bear had been known to prowl around a house in the dead of night, looking for a snack. Wild ducks made way too much noise during mating season, the males furiously chasing each other in flight while the bored-looking female waited in a pond for one of her suitors to return. For a while an owl had made its nest in a tree close to Larchmere; several times Tilda had seen the beautiful bird in daylight, swooping low over the driveway, which, she thought, was unusual as owls were known to be nocturnal hunters, not often seen in the day.
 
And crows! There seemed to be a preponderance of crows in Ogunquit—a murder was right! For weeks on end it sounded to Tilda as if the birds were killing each other, their shrieks becoming moans and screams as they wheeled in the sky. More annoyingly, if the lids on the trash cans weren’t properly set down, the crows would toss the lids aside and wreck havoc with the contents. While Tilda had never actually seen crows tossing lids, she had witnessed them sitting atop an open can, tearing through plastic bags with determination, and she had no doubt that those big, glossy black birds could do anything they set their minds—or their stomachs—to. She would take the tiny, pretty piping plovers any day, even though in an effort to secure their breeding grounds and nests local environmentalists had succeeded in getting the Fourth of July fireworks display cancelled for several years in a row. It would do the tiny birds no good to be trod upon in the dark by revelers, quite possibly on the far side of inebriation, strolling the beach.
 
And the peepers! Tilda loved the sound of peepers, those tiny, inch-long male tree frogs whose chorus in mating season could drown out the sound of a television behind closed windows. When the peepers began their song, spring was not far behind. And the deep croak of the solitary bullfrog was another sure indicator of warm weather before long.
 
The sudden appearance of her older brother interrupted her pleasant musings. “I can’t stand that guy,” Adam said, his voice thick with distaste.
 
“What guy?”
 
Adam nodded in the direction of the grills. “Bobby. I don’t know what Dad sees in him. And the idea of Aunt Ruth consorting with him makes me green around the gills. But she’s a whacko so what can you expect.”
 
Tilda was shocked. “Ruth is not a whacko. And Bobby is a great guy, Adam. Mom loved him, too.”
 
Adam looked down at his sister as if she were crazy. “No, she didn’t. Mom hated the sight of him. For Dad’s sake she tolerated him being around, but barely.”
 
This was disturbing news, shocking really. Her mother had hated her father’s best friend? Why had she not seen that? Maybe Adam was lying. But why would he lie?
 
“Bobby is like an uncle to me,” she said, her tone defiant.
 
“What could he and Dad possibly have in common? Talk about an odd couple. The guy reeks of fish.”
 
“He does not!” Tilda cried. Then, embarrassed that she might have been overheard, she spoke in almost a whisper. “That’s a totally mean thing to say, Adam.”
 
Adam shrugged. “I’m going to get another drink,” he said, and walked off in the direction of the bar that had been set up on the porch.
 
“No, thanks,” Tilda muttered. “I’ll get my own.” She looked back to where the grills were set up and saw Bobby handing Jennifer a burger. She said something and he laughed heartily. It looked like Bobby approved of his friend’s new girlfriend. And if Bobby approved of her, maybe even liked her, Tilda thought, maybe Jennifer really was okay.
 
Tilda turned away. Why did things have to change? She would have preferred not to know that her mother had disliked Bobby. She would have preferred that her father had never met Jennifer. She would have preferred that Frank be at the grills, presiding, like in the old days. Like in the wonderfully innocent old days.
 
 

 
 
Bill McQueen was wearing that awful hat, the one he had bought after Charlotte’s death. Hannah thought it made him look kind of goofy, but in an endearing way. He was talking to Bobby, his old friend. At first glance they seemed an unlikely duo. Bill was tall and slim where Bobby was short and stocky, a virtual wall of muscle. Bill’s skin was relatively unlined, and pale. Bobby’s face was a map of deep creases and the color of caramel. Bill had gone to college, then graduate school. Hannah knew for a fact that Bobby, though fantastically well-read, had dropped out of high school. Bill had made a living in an office, wearing a suit and tie. Bobby made his living in rough clothes, out on rough waters. Bill had had a family. As far as Hannah knew, Bobby had never even been married. Still, it was clear to Hannah that the men shared a deep bond. Maybe it was a case of opposites attracting. Maybe their mutual love for Ruth was the bond. She didn’t know and she supposed it didn’t matter.
 
Hannah sipped her beer. What she did know was that she had an awful lot of wonderful memories of big summer parties on the lawn, and of more intimate winter parties around a decorated tree, and an awful lot of wonderful memories, too, of small, random, seemingly insignificant moments. There were the summer nights when she and sometimes Craig, too, had camped out in the gazebo, scaring themselves silly with ghost stories and gory tales of campers being eaten by bears and trampled by moose. They had never run back to the protection of the house, though. She and Craig had had guts, not like Adam and Tilda, who rarely, if ever, broke the rules or challenged themselves physically.
 
Maybe, in the end, Adam and Tilda were the smarter ones, not taking chances. But boy, Hannah had had fun! Once she had attempted to build a tree house, all on her own, in the biggest oak on the property. It was a rudimentary structure when completed but she was very proud of it. Until the floor gave way and she came tumbling to earth with it. She broke her wrist and was in a cast for what seemed like forever to a ten-year-old. She remembered her mother being very, very angry about the incident. Her father had promised to help her build another tree house, when she was all mended, but somehow, that particular thrill had worn off.
 
Bill caught her eye now and waved. She smiled and waved back.
 
Hannah was aware of her father’s preference for her. She assumed that he tried to hide it, for the sake of his other children—he was a fair man—but it was obvious all the same. She was sure pretty much everyone knew that she was the favorite. And her father was the parent she had always loved best. She really had had no choice. She had never felt close with her mother, ever. Their relationship had been tepid from the start and had only grown cooler when Hannah had come out while in college.
 
As Charlotte increasingly lost interest in her younger daughter, Bill, in contrast, began to show Hannah even more affection, as if to prove that he loved her unconditionally, as if to make up for her mother’s lack of concern.
 
Charlotte had been perfectly, distantly polite to the girlfriends (not that there were many) Hannah had brought home on occasion, but after a while, Hannah had stopped bringing anyone home, friends or lovers. She had come to realize that being virtually ignored hurt more than being openly vilified. Someone had said that indifference, not hate, was the opposite of love. Hannah agreed.
 
But things had changed after her mother’s death. Hannah had felt free to visit Larchmere more frequently. The house felt warmer, more welcoming, without her mother’s chilly, silently critical presence. And then she had met Susan, who immediately fit seamlessly into the McQueen family, which only made visits to Larchmere that much more appealing.
 
Now Hannah watched as Susan crossed the yard, walking in her direction. She looked lovely that night, dressed in a lilac, ankle length, spaghetti-strap dress in some crinkly fabric. She wore flat, silver sandals and her hair was piled up in a messy, sexy twist. She was smiling.
 
“Your dad looks like he’s having a good time,” she said when she joined Hannah.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“But you look distracted. What are you thinking about?”
 
Hannah smiled. “Oh, nothing. Just how glad I am that you and I are here, at Larchmere, together.”
 
Susan smiled back and squeezed Hannah’s hand. “I’m glad, too.”
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“Kat seems entirely out of her element,” Craig commented to his sister. They were standing together on the lawn. Craig was on a break from grill duty. Hannah was on her third beer. “Of course, I have no idea what her natural element is, or where it is, for that matter. I just know that she looks like she wants to bolt.”
 
“I know. And poor Cordelia. Look at her, she’s practically clinging to Kat but Kat hardly even seems to notice.”
 
Maybe Kat didn’t like children all that much, Hannah wondered. Maybe she didn’t like Cordelia in particular, though the girl was pretty sweet. Or maybe the fact of Cordelia’s being Adam’s daughter disconcerted her. Whatever the reason, Hannah felt bad for the little girl.
 
Teddy Vickes joined them. He had been Bill’s lawyer, and friend, for as long as Hannah could remember. He had to be in his eighties by now, though his mind seemed as sharp as ever. Teddy’s benign, friendly manner belied the fact that he was a tough and fair-minded and dedicated lawyer. His wife, Tessa, had made a career as a homemaker and seemed to enjoy taking a backseat to Teddy’s popularity. She seemed, Hannah thought, very proud of her husband. When not cleaning house (it was spotless) and cooking and baking (she was very good in the kitchen) Tessa volunteered at York Hospital in whatever capacity was needed, sometimes in the café, sometimes in the gift shop, on occasion in the wards themselves.
 
“Hard to believe it’s been ten years since Charlotte passed,” Teddy said, with a shake of his totally bald head. “Seems like only yesterday.”
 
Craig murmured something unintelligible. Hannah nodded.
 
“I’ll never forget how she always wore a scarf around her neck or her shoulders, even on the hottest days. And I don’t think I ever saw the same scarf twice! I’ll bet she had hundreds of those things. Silk scarves, some flimsy material that was maybe chiffon, my wife would know, fur scarves in the winter. Charlotte loved her scarves.”
 
“Yes,” Hannah said. “She did have a flair with clothes.” And if she had loved her children as much as she had loved her scarves, then maybe . . . Hannah knew she was being unfair to the memory of her mother—how could Charlotte fight back against the accusations?—but right then, she just didn’t care.
 
Ruth joined their little group. She had just set out plates of cookies, brownies, and lemon squares, all made by Tessa Vickes, on a nearby table. Cody and his sister had been rooted there since Ruth appeared, burdened with goodies. It happened in a split second, as lots of accidents do. Cody, reaching for a cookie, put his hand a bit too close to the flame of one of the low, and supposedly “safe,” candles.
 
“Ow!” Cody stared down at his finger and started to cry, which struck Craig, Hannah, and Ruth as the perfectly normal thing to do.
 
Adam and Kat seemed to appear from nowhere. Kat yelped and put her hand to her mouth. Adam put his hands on his hips. “What were you doing, putting your finger so close to the flame? Haven’t I taught you better?”
 
“It was an accident, Daddy!” Cordelia, ever the protective big sister, protested. “He didn’t mean to do it!”
 
Kat still had her hand pressed to her mouth. Now she put it down and cried, “Oh, my God, what do we do? Is he going to be all right?”
 
Jennifer, who had been hovering, watching, closer to Adam and the children than to Craig and the others, now stepped in. “Of course he’s going to be all right,” she said. “It’s only a tiny little burn. It probably won’t even blister. Come on, Cody, how about I take you inside and we put some cold water and a Band-Aid on that finger?” Jennifer reached out and Cody quickly, gratefully took her hand. They went off toward the house. Together, Adam and Kat drifted away, seemingly glad to let someone else solve their problem. Cordelia tagged behind her father, a cookie in one hand and a brownie in the other. It seemed that Adam had forgotten to reprimand her for eating sugar.
 
Hannah and Craig shared a meaningful look. “Adam’s going to have to hire a nanny,” Hannah said. “That’s clear.”
 
“Jen seems to be good with children, though.”
 
Or she’s just sucking up to her boyfriend’s grandkids, Hannah thought. “Mmm,” she said.
 
Ruth nodded. “She told me that she and her ex-husband had tried to have a baby but it just wasn’t going to happen. He refused to adopt. That was years ago.” Ruth, herself, had never wanted a family, but being of an empathetic nature, she thought she could begin to understand how the disappointment of not being able to have children could damage a person for a long, long time.
 
“That’s too bad,” Craig said.
 
“Yeah.” Hannah was beginning to get uncomfortable with the conversation. She wondered if Jennifer’s divorce had been one of the results of the failed attempt to have a family. She looked around for Susan, whom she had not seen in a while. She spotted her chatting with Nancy, the town’s librarian, across the lawn.
 
“Excuse me,” she said to her brother and her aunt. She went to join her wife.
 
 

 
 
As the sun faded and the evening grew darker and cooler, sweaters were fetched from cars and the house, candles were lit, and someone—probably Craig, Hannah thought—put on a selection of jazz music.
 
An owl was hooting in the darkened trees and the lapping of the tide could just be heard if you listened hard enough. The gazebo was lit with strings of tiny lights and several small candles in glass holders were set on the table within. Much of the food was set out there. The corn on the cob was from New Jersey, as Maine corn came in best late in the summer. Tessa Vickes had brought the mammoth pot of fish chowder, which was, as usual on such occasions, the first to go. Just enough cream, big chunks of haddock and halibut, a perfect sprinkling of black pepper—the chowder was agreed to be excellent.
 
Though not really party food—they were pretty messy as a rule—there were steamers, courtesy of one of Bobby’s friends, who dug them out of the water right in front of his house and sold them to a select few. Tilda considered the first steamers of the summer—not lobster—the real start of the season. Mainers ate lobster all year round. It was only those “from away” who considered lobster a warm weather indulgence.
 
Tilda, who had settled in a chair with a plate on her lap, thought again of Frank’s traditional role at these McQueen family summer events. He really had been the grill guy extraordinaire. If it could be eaten, Frank could find a way to cook it on the grill. He had even mastered grilled desserts. Tilda missed his grilled fruit pizzas, but most of all she missed his specialty, the dessert he was happy to make whenever she asked for it, a grilled peach melba served with vanilla ice cream and homemade balsamic raspberry sauce. She knew that if she asked Bobby to follow Frank’s recipe he would make the dessert for her, but she never asked him to. It would feel too much like trying to substitute Frank. Frank could not be substituted.
 
Tilda had loved when Frank would come to bed after a party smelling all smokey. He had always offered to take a shower first but she had always told him not to bother. There was definitely something sexy about a man and his grill. She even knew a woman whose husband had gotten a first date with her by building a grill in her backyard. Now, that was a very smart move.
 
The big charcoal grill at their—at her—home in South Portland had stood unused, under its black leather cover, since a few months before Frank’s death when he had last had the strength to use it. His baseball style cap with the word “Grillmeister” on it, a gift from Jon, hung unworn in the hall closet.
 
Tilda looked down at the untouched plate of food on her lap, and then over to where Bobby and Craig were sharing grill duty. Adam had never been one to enjoy getting his hands dirty or his clothes smelly. Her father, Bill, had abdicated to Frank years before. She wasn’t sure if Teddy even knew how to grill, what with Tessa being such a fantastic cook.
 
Suddenly, Tilda felt overwhelmed by sadness. She got up, tossed her plate in one of the garbage bins Bill had provided on the lawn, and escaped into Larchmere.
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The library was quiet, at the back of the house, away from the party out on the front lawn, but Tilda could still hear the distant din and hum of voices and music. Tilda loved Larchmere’s library. This room alone seemed to belong in an English country manor, not in a house near the beach. (For the first time Tilda wondered if the decor and atmosphere of the room had been her mother’s or her father’s decision.) A large, old, colorful but almost threadbare Asian rug covered much of the floor. The wall-to-wall bookshelves were stained a dark brown. The leather sleeper couch was also dark brown. Two high-backed armchairs, one, faded chintz, the other, faded green velvet, settled on either side of the wood-burning stove. A portrait of Larchmere hung over the stove, painted by a friend of her father’s long since dead. Black and white, framed photographs, sitting on a large wooden desk, showed Tilda’s grandparents, both sets, on their wedding days. Her parents’ wedding portrait was in her father’s room.
 
Tilda turned on the lamp that stood on the desk. It had a brass stand and a green glass shade. She angled the shade so she could better see the books on the shelves to the right of the desk. She found what she had hoped to find. There was a Book of Common Prayer in Larchmere’s library, as well as a copy of the King James Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Koran. Craig had contributed a copy of the I Ching back when he was in college and interested in such things. Tilda took down the Book of Common Prayer. Its red leather covers were clean and the edges straight. No one in the McQueen family could be considered overly religious. Somewhat interested in religions, yes, but not religious.
 
A minister of the Unitarian Universalist Church had married Tilda and Frank. Frank’s parents had wanted them to be married in the Catholic Church, in which he had been raised. But Frank just didn’t feel deeply about the religion of his youth. Now, twenty some-odd years later, Tilda couldn’t recall the exact words of her own marriage ceremony. They had written their own vows but Tilda had not looked at her wedding book, where they were recorded, for years. Had there even been prayers, in the traditional sense?
 
She opened the red leather book and found what she was looking for. She read in a soft voice, almost a whisper:
 
“Matilda, will you have this man to be your husband; to live together in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health; and forsaking all others, be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?”
 
There was another version of the vow, and Tilda read that, too.
 
“In the Name of God, I, Matilda, take you, Francis, to be my husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until we are parted by death. This is my solemn vow.”
 
If she had spoken those words, it seemed that she would be let off the hook, now that Frank was gone. Why should she feel scared or nervous about meeting another man? Why should she feel guilty about marrying again? She had kept her marital commitment to stay with Frank until one of them died. He had died. She had not.
 
Tilda closed the book and returned it to the shelf. She knew that the vows she and Frank had written had not mentioned illness or death. Love, of course, respect, and compassion. But nothing about dying.
 
She turned and walked to the other side of the room, where her wedding portrait was displayed. Someone—her father, she assumed—had put it away when Frank died, probably in an effort to spare her more pain. Which, of course, was ridiculous. Out of sight did not always mean out of mind. Tilda had soon rescued it from a drawer in the desk and returned it to its usual place, propped on a shelf against some of the least read books in Larchmere’s library. (In her own home, the portrait hung in the living room, amid graduation photos of her kids, formal family Christmas portraits, and Hannah and Susan’s official wedding photo.)
 
Tilda looked carefully at the photo in its silver frame. How young she had looked—how young she had been! And even skinnier than she was now! And Frank . . . She had never noticed it before but looking at the portrait now she thought that Frank looked absolutely terrified! The awful thought struck her that maybe he had been unsure of marrying her, hoping for a last-minute escape, a reprieve. Ridiculous. He had probably just been uncomfortable in his tuxedo, scared he would pop a button at a wrong moment, or spill red wine all over his starched white shirt.
 
His parents were gone now, dead within a year of each other, victims of cancer, about three years before Frank got sick. They had been in their forties when Frank, their only child, was born, a late and a surprise baby, a cherished gift neither had realized they had wanted so dearly. Abundant and unconditional love had helped Frank become the happy person he was, the smile of joy to Tilda’s frown of worry. It was sad that such good and generous people, all three of them, had died such miserable deaths. But good didn’t mean lucky, or exemption from life’s harsher realities.
 
Her own parents had never been close with the O’Connells. They had little in common and met only once or twice a year at some celebratory occasion, like Jon’s or Jane’s birthday or Thanksgiving or, very rarely, at a July Fourth barbeque at Larchmere. Tilda had always thought the O’Connells, Margaret and John, found Larchmere too grand, maybe even intimidating. Maybe it was Charlotte they found “above their station,” maybe Bill, too. Tilda had done her best to make her in-laws feel welcome at Larchmere but her best, she was afraid, had not been quite enough.
 
“There you are.”
 
Tilda turned toward the door. She had not heard it open.
 
“You’re being missed out front,” Hannah said. “Tessa Vickes wants to talk to you about her book group. She’s a little tipsy though, so don’t expect much literary insight.”
 
“Oh. Sorry.”
 
“Are you okay? You were thinking of Frank, weren’t you?”
 
Tilda smiled halfheartedly. “Guilty as charged. I’m sorry.”
 
“First, stop saying you’re sorry. Second, come back outside. Maybe you should get a little tipsy, too. You’ve got that melancholy look on your face again.”
 
“Alcohol will make me feel sadder than I already do. Plus, I haven’t eaten much all day. I’d probably fall down.”
 
Hannah sighed, feigning exasperation. “Well, all right, there’s strawberry shortcake.”
 
Tilda felt enormous and sudden relief that she had this person in her life, that this person, with her good heart and her tousled red hair, loved her. “Thanks, Hannah,” she said, though words were inadequate to express what she felt. “I’m really glad you’re my sister.”
 
“Oh, come on.” Hannah grabbed Tilda’s arm and tugged her toward the door. “I hate when people get all sentimental on me. Besides, Tessa is waiting. You need to talk to her before she falls to the ground!”
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Friday, July 20
 
 

 
 
It was the morning after the barbeque. Though tired from staying up too late the night before, Hannah had come with Tilda for a walk on the beach. She felt she needed some exercise after all she had eaten at the party. Frank had been the Grillmeister, no doubt, but Bobby wasn’t shabby, either. She defied anyone to pass up one of his burgers. (There had been hot dogs, too, in addition to the chowder and lobster and steamers and corn and strawberry shortcake. And beer.)
 
All morning, and prompted by her reading in the Book of Common Prayer in Larchmere’s library, Tilda had been thinking about her colleague Bea Harris. Bea taught geometry, had one young daughter, and was recently divorced. According to Bea, the whole mess was her husband’s doing. He had cheated. He had used money from their joint account to take his mistress on vacations. He had broken Bea’s heart and her spirit. Bea claimed that she had it much harder than Tilda, who had “only” had to deal with death, not with betrayal.
 
“Let me ask your opinion,” Tilda said to her sister. They had walked about a quarter mile down the beach in silence, until now. It was almost nine-thirty (they had come out late in deference to Hannah) and the beach was filling with people lugging chairs and coolers and Boogie Boards and kites. “Who do you think suffers most—someone who’s lost a loved one to another person or someone who’s lost a loved one to death?”
 
Hannah raised her eyebrows. “That’s a big question. I’m not sure I can say. On some levels all loss is equal, I suppose. All loss is hard to bear. What do you think?”
 
“I think,” Tilda said, “that you can qualify or quantify loss only theoretically. I don’t think that loss as experienced can, or should, be qualified or quantified.”
 
Hannah nodded.
 
“I think that the intensity of a particular loss can be determined only by the person experiencing the loss,” Tilda went on. “I’m sure that for particular people the loss of a grandparent might be far harder to bear than the loss of a parent. It all depends on the individual and her circumstances.”
 
“I guess I’d have to agree,” Hannah said now. “But what brought up this happy topic?”
 
Tilda told her about Bea. Hannah agreed that the woman had no right to judge the size or the weight of Tilda’s loss or to compare it to her own. But to be charitable, and Tilda always tried to be, Bea’s words had probably come from a deep and dark chasm of pain. There was a very good chance that Bea had not really intended to wound her friend; there was a very good chance that someday she would regret speaking as she had. Emotional pain made one do and say terribly hurtful things. It was to be expected and understood and even, if possible, forgiven.
 
“Chances are you didn’t want your husband to die,” Tilda said now, musingly. “Chances are you didn’t want him to go away. I won’t say that I don’t feel angry with Frank and at—at the universe, I guess, for allowing this to happen, for allowing Frank to die at the time and in the way he did. But I’m not angry with Frank—or the universe—in the same way I would be if he’d left me for another woman because of some ridiculous midlife crisis.”
 
Hannah laughed. “The person experiencing the midlife crisis wouldn’t call it ridiculous. It’s probably all too real and awful for him, or for her. Why else would an otherwise sane and reasonable person disrupt his or her life so entirely, which is usually what people suffering a midlife crisis do? Look at all those cheating, adulterous male politicians who have been in the news these past few years. Every one of them made a public fool of himself. Which is why we laugh at them at the same time we’re praying like mad that it will never happen to us.”
 
“You’ll never have a midlife crisis, Hannah,” Tilda said. “You’re too smart and levelheaded.”
 
Was she really? Wasn’t she having a midlife crisis at that very extended moment—debating whether to start a family or to—to what? To run away? “Let’s hope so,” she said with false cheer in her voice.
 
They walked a bit farther in silence, each occupied with her thoughts.
 
“I don’t know how to ‘create the conditions for affection,’” Tilda said suddenly. “I read that phrase recently, in a book, in a novel by Alexander McCall Smith. Do you know him? Of course you do. Everybody does. It’s a good phrase. It struck me very forcefully. With Frank, it was so easy, right from the start. Our relationship came so naturally. I didn’t have to create anything. Neither did he. It took almost no effort to fall in love, to get married.”
 
“Maybe that can happen again,” Hannah said. “Maybe another relationship can come naturally. If you, what was the phrase—‘create the conditions for affection’—which I take means to be open to other people. To be open to possibilities, to be imaginative.”
 
“But can you really be open when it’s a choice? I mean, can you force yourself to be open to others? It sounds very hard. I stumbled onto Frank all those years ago. And I was so young. Now . . . now I have to decide to be willing to stumble onto someone. That’s very different, isn’t it? You don’t intend to stumble. You just do.”
 
“I don’t know.” Hannah shrugged. “People seem to be stumbling on purpose all the time if you believe the claims of eHarmony and Match.com and all those other dating sites.”
 
“I can’t meet someone online,” Tilda said firmly. “It seems so . . . I don’t know. It’s just not me.”
 
“You are so old-fashioned. How do you do it? How do you survive in the twenty-first century?”
 
“I do just fine, thank you,” Tilda said. “I use the Internet. I do my banking online. I just have—preferences—for getting to know people.”
 
“Well, all I know is that you can’t go on like some, I don’t know, some medieval widow who shuts herself up in a convent for the rest of her days. You have to live your life.”
 
“Why?” Tilda countered. “No, really. Why can’t I just—I don’t know, endure life?”
 
“You’re right,” Hannah said. “You could choose to endure life rather than to live it, but how self-pitying is that? And doesn’t it seem like a crime against—I don’t know, life itself—to choose the path of least resistance? Life isn’t one of those novels where it’s noble and romantic to waste away, to pine for the man lost at sea or whatever. Not for me, anyway. And I don’t think it was for Frank, either. Not the Frank I knew as my brother-in-law. And as my friend. The last thing he would want is for you to be a martyr to his cause.”
 
A martyr to Frank’s cause! That doesn’t sound very appealing, Tilda thought. That sounded like something the narrator of “The Raven” would do, martyr himself to the cause of his dead loved one. She did not want to be a martyr!
 
“Let me ask you something,” she said now. “When you met Susan, did it feel right immediately? Did it feel natural to be together, right from the start?”
 
“Well, you have to remember we’d been set up by a mutual acquaintance,” Hannah said. “At least someone thought we’d be compatible, so we had a pretty good shot of success going in. So, yeah, there was definitely immediate attraction. I don’t know about ‘natural,’ though. I was a nervous wreck. Can you be natural and nervous at the same time?”
 
“Sure. Of course. I remember the very first time I saw Frank. I hadn’t met him yet, but just the sight of him across the classroom made me want to throw up.”
 
Hannah laughed. “Well, there’s the basis for a good relationship! Vomit!”
 
“Very funny. You know what I mean. I was just immediately attracted and immediately felt all funny inside.”
 
“I know,” Hannah conceded. “If you don’t care, you can’t be nervous. Well, on that note, I have to get back to the house. Mother Nature—Ms. Natural herself—is calling.”
 
They hurried back to the parking lot and Tilda’s car. Just before Tilda got into the driver’s seat, she scanned the horizon. Nothing.
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It was later in the day and Hannah and Susan had driven down to the beach. Hannah was wearing a large brimmed hat, one of those hats with some sort of magic sun protection woven right in. It had cost her a small fortune but she was not eager to get skin cancer. Red-haired people, she had read, were much more likely to get skin cancer than people with other hair colorings. Susan’s head was bare. Her skin had been bronzing since May, in spite of her using sunscreen. She looked fantastic. Hannah was just a little bit jealous. It felt weird to be jealous of your spouse so she tried not to notice the appreciative stares sent Susan’s way.
 
It was just after noon and the beach was crowded. They walked to the right, around the bend of land where the ocean became the Ogunquit River, and settled on a blanket, their backs to the dunes.
 
Off to the right was a family with, it seemed to Hannah, every accoutrement you could possible buy for “fun in the sun.” Mom was sitting in a super-duper portable chair made of canvas; on one side was a cup holder, and on the other was a sort of tray for food or magazines or books. She wore a hat with an elongated visor and flap that covered the back of her neck. (Hannah preferred her own hat.)
 
The boy, maybe about nine years old, had a Boogie Board (which was pretty useless on this part of the beach; there were no substantial waves on the river), a water shooter (with which he soaked his father, who was reclining in his own super-duper portable lounge, every few minutes), an inflatable raft (in purple and neon green), and a disc that made a screeching noise when he flung it (though there was no one interested in catching and returning it).
 
The older girl, maybe about eleven, was trying in vain (there was no wind) to launch a huge kite in the shape of a butterfly. It was pink and purple. She had set up her own umbrella (pink) and blanket (purple) several feet away from the rest of her family. She was wearing wraparound sunglasses better suited to a lifeguard and a bikini (pink, naturally) that Hannah would blush to wear out of the dressing room.
 
The baby of the family, a girl about three, was wearing floats around her upper arms, an inflatable tube around her middle, and jelly shoes. (Okay, Hannah thought. You can’t fault her parents for protecting their baby.) Dad was hooked in to his iPhone. Mom’s nose (covered in zinc oxide) was in a book. Beside Dad sat an enormous cooler, the biggest cooler on wheels Hannah had ever seen.
 
Hannah turned to Susan. “Remember when you were a kid and all you brought to the beach was a pail and shovel? Maybe swim fins or a play scuba mask. What’s with all the stuff people lug to the beach these days? Aren’t the sand and sun and water enough?”
 
“You sound like an old curmudgeon.”
 
“I am an old curmudgeon.”
 
“They seem like a nice enough family.”
 
Hannah frowned. “How can you tell?”
 
“I don’t know,” Susan said. “I just can.”
 
“What about the bikini on the girl? That’s uncalled for. It’s unseemly.”
 
“Unseemly?” Susan looked at Hannah with puzzlement. “What’s with you today? Anyway, all adolescent girls dress more provocatively than they used to. I’m not saying it’s right or wrong. I’m just saying it needs to be recognized and managed. By the parents, not by you.”
 
Hannah shrugged. She could have her opinion. When—if—she ever had a daughter there was no way in hell she would be wearing a bikini before the age of . . . well, eighteen might be pushing things a bit, but her point would be made.
 
“I would love to have a boy and a girl,” Susan said then. “One of each. That would be perfect.”
 
“You are so traditional!”
 
Susan shrugged. “So? And I’d like them to be pretty close in age. I think there’s a better chance of their growing up to be good friends that way. Look at my family. We’re all eighteen months to two years or so apart. And we’re all friends.”
 
“Yeah, but look,” Hannah said, nodding toward the family to their right. “That mother has a babysitter right in her own family.” Not that the eleven-year-old looked like the most responsible kid around. Or the smartest. Now she was trying to jump rope on the shifting sand. “The older sister or brother can help out with the younger kids. That seems like a pretty good deal.”
 
“Oh, I’m sure it can be, if that’s what you want. But not for me.” Susan turned to face Hannah. “I’m already thirty-four, Hannah. I don’t want to be giving birth into my forties. Not if I can help it.”
 
Hannah felt the guilt again. She knew she was putting a strain on the relationship by prevaricating. She had been up front about her love of children. She had said she was open to the possibility of a family. She did not want to be judged as a liar. And she did not want to lose her marriage.
 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry I’m still hesitating about this. About starting a family.”
 
Susan turned to her but Hannah couldn’t see her eyes behind her dark glasses. “I know it’s a tough decision. I just wish you’d talk to me about what exactly is holding you back.”
 
“I know,” Hannah said. “I’m trying.”
 
Susan turned back to face the water. “John. Or James. Maybe Stephen.”
 
“What?”
 
“The names I’d consider for a boy. Nothing oddball. For a girl, maybe Elizabeth. Or Margaret, after my aunt. Something classic. Catherine is nice.”
 
“I wonder what Kat’s real name is.”
 
“Kat. I asked her.”
 
“Oh.” Hannah shifted, trying to get comfortable on the blanket. “I’ve got to remember to bring a beach chair next time. My back is killing me. I’m too old to be sitting crossed-legged on the sand.”
 
“You’re not too old for anything. Except maybe miniskirts. Really, Hannah, why do you talk as if you’re about to toddle off to the nursing home?”
 
“Sorry. I don’t know.” She didn’t know, not really. She did know that old people shouldn’t be talking about starting a family. Oh, crap, Hannah thought. Am I trying to sabotage this whole family thing? Am I trying to convince myself that I’m too old to take on that sort of responsibility? No. That wasn’t it at all. Her hesitation was not about being too old. It was about being too Charlotte.
 
“Race you to the water?” Hannah said suddenly.
 
Susan grinned. “Loser buys winner a present?”
 
Hannah leapt to her feet. “You’re on!”
 
 

 
 
It was late that afternoon. Hannah (who had won the race and chosen a bag of nonpareilles from Harbor Candy as her treat) had come out to the front garden to clip flowers for the house. The hydrangeas were fat and vividly purple and would look wonderful in the squat blue glass vase Susan had given Ruth last Christmas. Hollyhocks—magenta, orange, pink—were stunning but too tall for an inside display. At least, Hannah couldn’t see what to do with them, but she wasn’t the most creative person. A handful of black-eyed Susans would look fun in the kitchen (anyone could see that!), and maybe a white rose in a slim vase for the sunroom.
 
Before she began to clip the flowers she spotted her younger brother sitting cross-legged on the lawn, staring out over the ocean. She immediately assumed he wanted to be alone, but she found herself approaching him anyway.
 
“Wouldn’t a chair be more comfortable?”
 
Craig looked over his shoulder, then back out to sea. “I’m fine.”
 
Hannah dropped down next to him. “What are you doing?”
 
“Thinking.”
 
“About what?”
 
“The meaning of my life. And no, I’m not joking.”
 
“Since when are you so ruminative?”
 
“I’ve always been ruminative. Though I’m not sure I’ve ever used that particular word—ruminative—to describe myself. I’ve always been thoughtful. Full of thought if not always attentive to the needs of others.”
 
“Is that why you haven’t gotten married, because you can’t be properly attentive to someone else’s needs?”
 
Craig was visibly taken aback.
 
“I didn’t mean that as an insult,” Hannah said quickly. “I think it’s smart to know your limitations. It’s smart to admit to your own flaws and faults.”
 
“And strengths,” Craig said. “Let’s not forget my strengths, vague as they may be. But that’s not why I haven’t gotten married.” He hesitated to go on. He really didn’t want to have this conversation, not now, maybe not ever.
 
Hannah knew when she wasn’t wanted. “Well, I’d better go,” she said, standing. “Ow. I still think a chair would be more comfortable. What is it with people like you and Susan and your flexibility?”
 
Craig smiled a bit. “We’re younger than you.”
 
“Don’t rub it in.” Hannah walked back up the lawn to the front garden to gather her flowers.
 
Craig continued to stare out over the ocean. It looked intensely blue that afternoon. He didn’t blame his sister for conjecturing the reason for his single status. He was pretty sure most of his family wondered about his choice to live on his own, to roam, to take each day as it came. For that matter, he wondered, too, sometimes, more now than ever before, why he lived the way he lived. He wondered why he didn’t—why he couldn’t—make a commitment to a woman, to a job, to a place with four walls, a floor, and a roof.
 
Craig got up abruptly. He wanted to go swimming. He hoped the water was very cold.
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Tilda was in Perkins Cove. It was crowded, of course, and Tilda felt torn between annoyance and tolerance for the tourists and day-trippers. She wanted the Cove to herself all year round. She knew she was being selfish but it was hard not to feel possessive of beauty and of a place that held so many good memories.
 
And Perkins Cove was chock-full of good memories for Tilda. She smiled to herself as she remembered the time she and Frank and the kids had been having lunch on the deck at Jackie’s, Too and a gigantic seagull had swooped down and grabbed her paper basket of fries in its beak. Tilda had screamed and Frank had roared with laughter and the kids had ducked under the table. A few minutes later another basket of fries had appeared, on the house.
 
There was the time, years after that, when she and Frank had come to Larchmere for a weekend in early November, just the two of them. The town was virtually abandoned and the roads were virtually empty. They had walked along Shore Road to the Cove, which was eerily, but not unpleasantly, quiet. The air was cold and damp, the sea was flat and silvery, the rocks a mottled gray. They had brought with them thermoses of hot chocolate and drank them while sitting huddled together on one of the wooden benches facing the water. It had been a perfect afternoon.
 
And then there was the time, one spring, just after an icy rain, when Frank had scrambled down onto the rocks to retrieve what he thought was a perfect snail shell, only to badly twist his ankle (that icy rain!) and discover that the snail shell was really only a battered old golf ball. He had had a good laugh at himself, in spite of having to hobble around for the rest of the weekend. That was typical of Frank. He was always ready to find the good in the bad, the humor in the adversity.
 
Yes, there were so, so many memories. And there were all the conversations and events she had forgotten, moments Frank might have remembered for her. His memory had always been better than hers. Why couldn’t a person retain every little detail of a life! But maybe that would drive a person mad. Maybe some degree of forgetting was necessary for living in the present and planning for the future. Maybe. But the fact remained that with Frank gone, gone too was a big part of Tilda’s past.
 
Tilda walked along, stepping aside for a double-wide stroller and then for three elderly ladies, walking arm in arm and wearing matching T-shirts (the shirts declared them to be members of the First Church of the Righteous in Villa, Maine; Tilda had no idea where that was and wondered if “righteous” people should be advertising their righteousness). She stopped outside a small, new shop and looked distractedly at the window display.
 
About a month before he died Frank had made her promise that she would find a good man after his death. He wanted her to be happy. He wanted her to get married again. So, after some protest, she had promised, just to make him happy. And now, the last thing she wanted was to keep the promise she had made to her dying husband. What kind of a person did that make her? She had lied for the sake of her own convenience.
 
Tilda turned from the store window she had been staring at, without having noticed much of anything inside besides a toy puffin and a rubber lobster, to see two young men, probably in their twenties, ambling along. The one on the right was in great shape and cocky about it, wearing a tight T-shirt and slouchy jeans, his hair cut close to his head and fixed there with product. His sunglasses looked expensive. Maybe they were knockoffs. Maybe they were the real thing. A lot of young people had a lot of money these days. His buddy, the guy on the left, was not quite as pumped or as pampered. He was a guy, Tilda thought, who was probably hoping for his friend’s castoffs. He had that manner of a sycophant.
 
How judgmental I’ve become! Tilda thought as the two came toward her. Suddenly, inexplicably shy, she turned to look back at the window display. As the two young men passed behind her, one of them laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. It was derisive. She knew it was the cockier of the two. She knew he had laughed at her, in her loose linen blouse and shorts down to her knees. Maybe she was being paranoid or overly sensitive. Maybe she wasn’t.
 
Tilda walked on. Outside the next T-shirt and souvenir shop stood a handsome, nicely dressed, middle-aged man. He’s waiting for his wife, no doubt, Tilda thought. He was just another bored husband on vacation, wondering when he could next catch a ball game on television. She began to smile to herself when she saw this man openly, overtly ogle a teenaged girl coming out of the shop. True, she was ogle-worthy, with her short shorts, long tanned legs, tight little T-shirt showing off a taught, tanned stomach, and long, shiny blond hair. But still! Did he have to be so blatant? He was old enough to be her father! Her older father!
 
Tilda watched as the girl wiggled off to join her friends, who were gathered around the Cove’s little monument. The man followed her with his eyes. Tilda wondered if the girl was aware of the effect she was having on this man. She decided that she was, indeed, aware. A moment later a middle-aged, very attractive woman came from the shop. She was wearing an outfit similar to that of the teenager. An enormous diamond glittered against her tanned chest. Another one glittered from her left hand. Her hair was expertly platinum. Her breasts looked store bought.
 
The woman slipped her arm through the man’s and together, they walked off toward MC Perkins Cove. Tilda stared after them in fascination. Did the woman know that her husband blatantly ogled younger women? Did she care? Had she given up caring? And why was the husband even bothering to ogle other women when his own wife was such a knockout, albeit a knockout off an assembly line?
 
Because the wife was not a teenager, that’s why! Tilda felt furious on behalf of the wife, unsuspecting or not, and on behalf of all middle-aged women, herself foremost, who were mocked by young men and betrayed by men their own age. She felt her whole body tingle with rage.
 
Why was it that the physical signs of aging on a man were so often seen as a positive, as indications of experience and wisdom, of acquired gentleness and kindness, while the physical signs of aging on a woman were so often seen as—as a failure somehow, as something grotesque? “What’s wrong with that woman?” Tilda imagined young people saying about her, that she could not—or would not—retain her firm chin and her smooth skin? Doesn’t she know that a woman is supposed to be young and beautiful and of some pleasure to us, the observers observing an object? Of what use is a woman past her physical prime? Oh, sure, she might still be good for maintaining a household or going to the office and earning a living. But could she please do all that while wearing a mask to hide her saggy jowls and a caftan to cover her bulging middle?
 
Calm down, Tilda told herself. You’re getting way too angry. Anger isn’t pretty. Frowning causes more wrinkles than smiling. Hadn’t her mother told her that? And God knows, Charlotte McQueen had known what she was talking about. She had fought the approach of aging like a soldier in combat fights off the armed enemy. And to a great extent, she had won. That is, until she had died.
 
And if only Frank hadn’t died, Tilda wouldn’t be single again at forty-seven! Almost fifty. It was easy, and unfair, to blame Frank. But it wasn’t entirely true that if Frank were still alive she would be feeling sexually attractive in the eyes of the world. She imagined that every woman—or almost every woman—over the age of forty felt keenly the loss of her younger physical self, even if she was in a good and loving relationship. Because the bottom line was that love had little if anything to do with one’s self-image. It was strange but true. Frank had always heaped compliments on her; what’s more, he had meant them. But her husband’s love and sincerity had not been enough to prevent Tilda from looking in the mirror and criticizing the ruin she found there.
 
She tried to remember what, exactly, the British author Graham Swift had said in his wonderful novel called Last Orders. Something about “fading beauty” and how, depending on the viewer, it could be seen as a source of further affection. Tilda didn’t know about that. Love among the ruins indeed! Even Chaucer’s oft-married Widow of Bath bemoaned the loss of her youth and beauty, albeit without a trace of self-pity. With a few words she dismissed her former companions—“the devil go therwith”—and resumed the business of living. If only, Tilda thought, I could be more like the Widow of Bath, just without the gapped teeth!
 
She went into Swamp John’s, hoping to find distraction in expensive jewelry and crafts and immediately caught a glimpse of herself in a seashell-rimmed mirror. She was startled. I’m too thin, she thought. I’m starting to look scraggly and scrawny. And old. I’m starting to look old. I need a better face cream. I need some plumping. I need some ice cream. Tilda felt a rising panic and dashed back outside.
 
Ice cream. Yes. That was a good idea. Comfort food was a middle-aged woman’s best friend, or so it often seemed.
 
The little ice cream shop was crowded with customers, parents and children and grandparents, teenaged girls and boys. She got on line and was jostled by a woman to her left, laden with shopping bags, trying to leave the shop. Tilda tried to step out of her way and felt herself bump into someone. She turned. It was a man, holding a cup of ice cream in one hand. In the other he held a paper napkin.
 
“Oh! I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed.
 
The man smiled. “That’s quite all right. No harm done. That’s why I get my ice cream in a cup. No chance of losing it.”
 
He was taller than Tilda, maybe a bit over six feet, and slim. His hair was entirely gray and stylishly cut, close to his head. He wore nondescript summer slacks and a short-sleeved, crisply ironed shirt, tucked in. A pair of sunglasses, aviator frames, peeked out from his shirt pocket.
 
“I’m sorry,” Tilda said again. She felt more embarrassed than the encounter warranted. She didn’t know why.
 
The man smiled again, said, “Enjoy your afternoon,” and left the shop.
 
Tilda got her ice cream (she dared to get a cone) and carefully picked her way down onto a relatively smooth rock overlooking the water. The water was very still at that moment, and very blue. Slowly, her nerves began to calm. Before long she was no longer interested in criticizing every member of the male sex and no longer—for the moment, at least—inclined to rant and rave. An expanse of blue water could soothe just about any bad mood. Tilda felt the warmth of the rock beneath her and she felt almost at peace.
 
Finally, cone finished and her butt sore from sitting (the view was spectacular but the seat was hard), Tilda got up and carefully made her way back up to the parking lot. She tossed the crumpled napkin in a trash bin. She thought she heard her cell phone ringing and, head bowed over her bag, began to rummage. And she walked right into the back of a tall, slim man.
 
The man turned around.
 
“I’m so sorry!” Tilda cried. And when she recognized him, she said, “Again. I guess I’ve been a bit distracted all day. . . .”
 
“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” the man from the ice cream shop said. Tilda liked his smile. And his eyes were nice, very brown, with very long lashes for an adult male.
 
“How was your ice cream?” she asked.
 
“Butter pecan is always perfect,” he replied. “Yours?”
 
“Double fudge brownie. I’m a chocoholic. If you like interesting flavors you should try Goldenrod Kisses in York Beach.”
 
“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. My name is Dennis, by the way. Dennis Haass.”
 
“I’m Tilda McQueen O’Connell. I’m visiting my family. We have a house here. It’s my father’s house, officially.”
 
“Nice,” he said. “I’ve rented a small house for a month. It’s off Grey Road. I’ve already been here for a little over two weeks.”
 
“Oh. Where do you live? I mean, where’s home?”
 
“Mostly I live in Florida but I have a condo in Phoenix,” he said. “My son and his wife and kids live out there. I like to spend time with my grandchildren whenever I can.”
 
There was no mention of a wife. Nor was there mention of a girlfriend or fiancée, but why would there be? Besides, Tilda told herself, I don’t care about his romantic situation.
 
“I’ve been to Ogunquit before,” he said now, “but it was years ago. If you have a moment I’d appreciate a recommendation on some good restaurants.”
 
Tilda did have a moment. She named a few places, steering him away from the more touristy joints, which, she suspected, he wouldn’t care for, and the places that catered to the wild and crazy twenty-something crowd.
 
He thanked her and then cleared his throat. “So, you’re visiting with your husband?”
 
Tilda automatically began to twirl her wedding ring with her thumb. Of course he would think she was in Ogunquit with her husband. She could be accused of false advertising, couldn’t she? “No,” she said. “I’m a widow, actually.”
 
“I’m sorry.”
 
Tilda smiled vaguely. “Thank you. It’s been a little over two years now.”
 
“I’m sure it’s still difficult.”
 
“Yes,” she said.
 
There was a bit of an awkward pause. Tilda realized she had no idea of what to say next. She realized she had no idea of how to graciously take her leave.
 
And then Dennis said: “Forgive me if I’m out of line, but I wonder if you would like to meet me for dinner this evening.”
 
She was stunned. Had she just been asked out on a date? So, there was no girlfriend or fiancée? What the heck was she supposed to do now? She felt sweat gathering under her arms. “Um,” she said. “Um, no. I’m sorry, I have plans.”
 
Dennis smiled and shrugged. “Okay, that’s fine. Enjoy the rest of the day. And thanks for the recommendations.”
 
He turned and had walked a few yards before some odd impulse made Tilda call out. “Wait! Mr. Haass! Dennis!”
 
He stopped and turned. Tilda hurried forward to him.
 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m a little out of practice. Socially speaking, I mean. I am available for dinner this evening. If the offer is still open. Thanks.”
 
Dennis smiled. It was another genuine, nice smile and they made plans to meet at the Old Village Inn on Maine Street at seven o’clock. When he had walked off again, Tilda suddenly remembered the conversation she had had with Hannah on the beach, the conversation in which she had mentioned the phrase “conditions of affection.” She had told her sister she didn’t know how to create “conditions of affection.” But maybe, after all, she did know. She felt both immensely proud and terribly scared of what she had just done. She had just accepted a man’s—a stranger’s!—invitation to dinner.
 
What would everyone say? Was it possible to keep the date a secret? Suddenly, Tilda was in a paroxysm of confusion and embarrassment and fear and excitement. The ice cream in her stomach did a slow and not entirely pleasant dance and Tilda hurried to her car.
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The Cape Neddick Lobster Pound, which was immediately across the road from the Cape Neddick Campground, was open for lunch. At the Pound, Craig’s old friend Chip Morrow was tending bar.
 
Back when they were teens, Craig and Chip had waited tables together at Mike’s Clam Shack, on Route 1 in Wells. Chip had never moved away. He was married to his high school sweetheart and had three kids. The oldest was already almost twenty. Chip had not changed much in the years since he and Craig had first met. He was a little balder and a little heavier, but otherwise, he was still the same slightly wild, slightly lazy, entirely good-hearted guy he had always been. Chip was reliable in that way.
 
Craig shook hands with his old friend and ordered a beer and a turkey club. It was just noon. He was the only person at the bar; the tables in the big room behind him were only just beginning to fill. In the evening every table would be occupied, mostly by families from the campground.
 
“Word has it your father’s pretty serious about this woman Jennifer,” Chip said when Craig’s sandwich arrived.
 
“He might be,” Craig said. “I don’t really know.”
 
“Well, your brother’s been talking. Not that that’s much of a surprise. He’s always liked to hear himself talk.”
 
Craig smiled. “So, what’s he been saying?”
 
“That no one not a born McQueen is getting Larchmere. Making threats, nothing too specific. Being a blowhard.”
 
“That sounds like Adam.”
 
“What do you think about the house?” Chip asked.
 
Craig put down the sandwich he was about to bite. “What do you mean?”
 
“I mean, you ever think about inheriting that big old place?”
 
“Me!” Craig laughed, a bit too loudly. “No way. Who wants that sort of responsibility? I’d probably only sell it, get it off my hands as quickly as I could. The upkeep alone could bankrupt a person. And the taxes? No, Larchmere isn’t for me.” Besides, he thought, I don’t deserve it. Someone like me doesn’t deserve that sort of privilege.
 
Chip sighed. “It is a beautiful place, though. Wouldn’t mind that sort of house being in my family. Can see the ocean from your own front porch!”
 
“You can see the ocean from a fishing shack. The ocean is everywhere, Chip.”
 
“Maybe so. But a big house like that . . .”
 
“Sometimes,” Craig said, wondering who he was really trying to convince, “big, spectacular-looking things are more trouble than they’re worth.”
 
“Maybe. No point in thinking about it anyway. My father’s got nothing more than a rusted old plow to leave me!” Chip laughed, obviously not in the least bothered by the fact of his meager inheritance.
 
Other customers came in then, a vacationing couple in matching polo shirts (why did some couples do that, dress alike?), and Chip moved off down the bar to serve them. Craig quickly ate the rest of his lunch, left the best tip he could afford, and went home.
 
 

 
 
While her brother was having lunch at the Cape Neddick Lobster Pound, Hannah was driving down to see her father’s car mechanic in York Beach. Her car had been making an odd sound and she was eager to get it looked at. Herbie did just that, adjusted something or other, and the odd sound was gone.
 
On the way back to Larchmere she had decided to stop at Billy’s Chowder House, less for something to eat, though she was hungry, than to visit the marsh that spread behind the building. She loved marshes, in all weather and at all levels of tide. There was something compelling about a marsh, something mysterious. Marshes made her think of ancient times and bogs and ritual burials in the mud under the green and yellow and brownish grasses and tall, sturdy cattails. Besides, at high tide you could paddle a canoe through a marsh and that was a totally enjoyable, almost spiritual experience.
 
Hannah took a seat in the bar area where she had a full and unobstructed view through the large wall-to-wall windows. She ordered a bowl of haddock chowder and a beer. While she waited for her lunch, she gazed out at the marsh spreading behind the restaurant. The tide was low. It would begin to come in soon. She noted the striations of earth below the grasses and above the muddy ground. To herself, she recited these lines: 



“You sit and wait for another tide. 
And then, another. 
You are dead, alternately, 
asleep. 
You have no wings.”


 
She rarely remembered poetry—back in grammar school it had been hell to memorize even short poems, except the famous one about the purple cow—but those particular lines had stayed with her. They were from a poem by a Maine writer. The title was “Marsh at Mid-Life.” She had read the poem in one of the small, local papers back in Portland.
 
At first Hannah couldn’t figure out why the lines—pretty depressing, she thought—had stuck with her, especially since she had made no effort to learn them by heart. And then she had got to thinking. Those lines kind of described her own life at that moment in time. She was waiting, but for what, exactly, she didn’t know. Answers? She was stagnant, like the marsh at low tide. She was stuck, mired in indecision and fear. She was in the middle of her life. There was no going back but the idea of moving forward just inspired confusion.
 
Her lunch came and Hannah ate it but without enthusiasm. As soon as she was finished she paid the check and left. She did not look back at the marsh, now slowly filling with the incoming tide.
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The moment Tilda had gotten back to the house from the Cove she sought out Hannah, who had just returned from the mechanic’s and her solitary expedition to the marshes in Wells. Tilda told her about the date she had made with Dennis Haass, if only so that someone knew where she was going and with whom. She had read enough mystery fiction not to meet with a stranger without some sort of witness—even though she and Dennis were meeting at the Old Village Inn where almost every staff member knew her and her family by name. And that fact, too, had given her pause. What might the local gossips make of her having dinner with a man other than Frank, other than her father or brothers?
 
She had come very, very close to canceling. Dennis had given her his cell phone number. She could simply call and say that “something had come up” or that she had forgotten a prior family obligation. She sensed that Dennis would be a gentleman about her cancellation and not press her for details or make her feel badly. But she had not cancelled, partly because Hannah threatened to drag her to the restaurant by force if she tried to back out and partly because—and this surprised her—she actually wanted to play the evening through.
 
Tilda went up to her room and opened her closet. Deciding what to wear took an agonizing hour. She tried to remember the last time she had struggled to choose her clothes. She couldn’t. She had not dressed for someone in years and years. Maybe she never had. She had always been so entirely comfortable with Frank. She couldn’t now recall if in the very beginning she had dressed to impress or to attract him. She doubted that she had. But maybe Frank would remember differently. If he were alive. God, she wished she could ask him to clarify her own life for her, to help her to remember! With Frank gone, so much of herself was gone.
 
Tilda surveyed the limited selections in her closet. All she had to choose from was what she had brought for the two weeks at Larchmere and a few other staples she kept at the house. Not that her entire wardrobe, if it could even be called that, contained anything appropriate for a first date. But was this a “first” anything? Was it even a date? And what did forty-seven-year-old women wear on dates these days, anyway? If it involved anything cleavage baring, she was out of luck. She had very little cleavage to begin with and certainly nothing designed to show it off.
 
Finally, finally she chose a pair of wide-legged, cuffed, chino trousers—they required that she wear her one pair of sandals with heels—a white blouse, and a navy cardigan with gold tone buttons. It wasn’t a sexy outfit but none of Tilda’s clothes were sexy. She had brought only one bag with her, an oversight, and it certainly was too bulky for a dinner date. Then she remembered something. She dug in the back of the closet for the cardboard box that contained an assortment of accessories that had belonged to her mother. She found what she was looking for—a simple, woven clutch with brown leather trim. She had never before used it. Maybe, she thought, it would bring her luck, or ensure a nice evening.
 
She had about an hour to kill before it was time to leave for the restaurant. She was loathe to encounter any of her family (other than Hannah) because then she would be compelled to explain why she was wearing heels and makeup, so she stayed in her room. She sat in the seat by the window and looked out but didn’t see much. Her thoughts, as they were almost always wont to do, circled around the two most significant events of her adult life—the death of her mother and the death of her husband. Even the birth of her children, whom she dearly loved, could not touch these other two moments in significance.
 
In a matter of eight years she had lost the two most solid anchors in her life. It was strange and awful to feel so unmoored, even at the age of forty-seven. Age and maturity didn’t entirely erase the need for the comfort, the surety of maternal love, and it didn’t necessarily strengthen you against the brutal fact of being widowed.
 
She thought about how after both losses it had been hard to take interest in the things she had once enjoyed. That was normal, she was told. She was told to be patient. But the experiences had been hard to bear. For example, after Charlotte’s accidental death, Tilda found that she no longer cared about knitting. She had loved to knit since she had learned, on her own, when she was ten years old. Over the years she had made lots and lots of scarves and mittens and sweaters for her family but mostly for her mother. Some of the sweaters she had made Charlotte were, Tilda thought, really beautiful. (Where had all those things gone? Funny. Tilda hadn’t seen any of those sweaters or scarves or mittens in her mother’s closets when she and Hannah had cleaned them out after Charlotte’s death.)
 
Ten years later, and she still had no interest in knitting. Recently, she had asked Jane if she wanted her collection of needles and yarn (mostly scraps), had even offered to teach her or pay for a few lessons. Jane had nicely but firmly rejected the offer. Knitting wasn’t her thing. The needles and bits of yarn had gone to a local thrift shop.
 
And then, when Frank died . . . Well, things had been much worse. Tilda found that she could no longer read. Knitting had been an enjoyable hobby. Reading was a necessity of spirit. Reading was to Tilda akin to breathing, something natural and necessary. It was unthinkable, not to be reading several books at a time, not to be going to the bookstore and the library every week to restock her personal shelves. The problem wasn’t a lack of focus. She could concentrate on her lesson plans and she could reread familiar material for her classes. She could read the local paper and the national and international news online. But books, ones she had not yet read, proved impossible. She felt a frightening sense of disability, as if she simply was not capable of taking in or comprehending anything new. After six months she forced herself to go back to her book group. The experiment failed. She found the reading choices of the other members unsatisfactory but she couldn’t say why. She tried to read new gothic novels, new mysteries, and found them all insipid. She was getting desperate. It was torture.
 
Finally, finally, after almost a year, her ability to read came back, slowly at first, then rapidly and completely. How and why this had happened Tilda didn’t need to discover. It was enough that her greatest passion—aside from her love for her family—had returned.
 
But some things still hadn’t settled or resolved. There were still things—seemingly small things—that appeared insurmountable, incomprehensible to her. Like going to the movies by herself. In college she had loved to go to the movies on her own, and for a few years after that, too. But once married to Frank, she had gotten into the habit of renting the movies she wanted to see and Frank didn’t. That way, they could at least be in the house together, though in separate rooms. That had seemed important. Now, the idea of going out to a movie—or, for that matter, to a restaurant other than Breaking New Grounds for a cup of coffee!—seemed monumental, virtually impossible. What had happened to her independence? What had she allowed to have happen to it?
 
The therapist she had seen for a while had encouraged Tilda to take a trip on her own, nothing major, maybe just a weekend away. “A change of scene would do you good,” the therapist had said. A change of perspective might ensue. But Tilda had stayed home, paralyzed. It wasn’t fear, exactly, that held her back. It was more a failure of imagination. She simply could not imagine traveling without Frank.
 
The last big trip they had taken was to Montreal for their tenth anniversary. Because it was October and the kids were in school and too young to stay by themselves, Hannah had stayed with them. Charlotte was supposed to have come down for a day to relieve Hannah but for some reason that Tilda now could not remember, she had cancelled her visit.
 
Tilda and Frank had splurged and stayed in a fancy hotel, one ordinarily beyond their means, and eaten at five-star restaurants two of the five nights, though Frank, a basic sort of guy who preferred his food basic, too, wasn’t as impressed by the cuisine as was Tilda. But they had loved the city and often talked about going back someday. They never did make it.
 
Nor had they made it to Paris. They had been planning the trip, a delayed celebration of their twentieth wedding anniversary. But plans had come to an abrupt halt when Frank got sick. There simply was no money to spend on travel or other things not strictly necessary. Anyway, before too long Frank had been too weak to travel farther than Maine Medical, a fifteen-minute drive from their home.
 
Tilda sighed, got up from the chair, and stretched. She wondered if she would ever be able to break out of the uncomfortable comfort zone she had somehow fallen into.
 
She looked at her watch. It was time to leave for the Old Village Inn. It was time to start regaining some of her old independence and sense of adventure. Yeah, right! Her stomach was jumpy. She felt a bit sweaty, in spite of the deodorant and powder she had liberally put on. She felt more like she was going to an execution than on a date. An execution! Really, how melodramatic could she be? She would drive into town, have dinner, and drive home. That was all there was to it, she told herself. That was all there was to it. Step one, step two, step three.
 
No one was around when she got downstairs. She could leave the house unnoticed. She checked her image in the hall mirror for one last time before leaving the shelter of Larchmere and closing the door behind her.
 
 

 
 
The Old Village Inn was crowded, no surprise there. Built in the nineteenth century, it was a warren of dark, cozy rooms decorated with quality antiques and Americana. Tilda passed through the front hall and peered into the bar. The bartender waved to Tilda. One of the waitresses, a veteran of crazy Ogunquit summers, nodded to her as she wove her way around the small and charming dining room off the bar, dish-laden tray on her shoulder. One of the OVI regulars, in his corner stool, shot glass in front of him, smiled in her direction. Tilda had never seen him anywhere else but on that bar stool in the corner. Not on the street or on the beach or in the corner market. She wondered where he lived. She wondered if he had any family or friends. She realized she didn’t know his name. She smiled back.
 
“Tilda.”
 
She turned to find Dennis a few feet behind her. He was wearing a navy blazer, pressed chinos, and a white dress shirt open at the neck. He looked trim and sporty and handsome.
 
“Hello,” she said, with a smile. She felt surprisingly calm, now that the big night had officially begun. She did not feel sick to her stomach, not like she had when she had first glimpsed Frank.
 
“I made a reservation this afternoon,” Dennis said. “I wasn’t sure what luck we’d have getting a table without one.”
 
“Good idea. I should have thought of it.” But, she added silently, I was too busy having an emotional crisis and wallowing in my misery.
 
They were given a table for two in a corner of the smallest dining room. A quick glance around told Tilda that the other diners were strangers. Good.
 
They discussed the menu, selected wines, and ordered. Dennis told her that he was sixty-two. He had been divorced for about six years. His wife had left him for another man.
 
“That’s so sad,” Tilda said. “Actually, it’s more than sad. I think it’s horrible.”
 
Dennis smiled. “It wasn’t fun, I’ll say that much. I’d be lying if I said that my ego didn’t take a bruising. But you work things through. You get past the negative feelings. You have to.”
 
“Yes. But I’m sure that some people just can’t let go of those negative feelings. Don’t you think?”
 
“I suppose. But those people aren’t my concern. I don’t mean to sound cold. It’s just that going through the divorce taught me that I needed to focus on me before anyone else. Again, I really don’t mean that to sound off-putting. But I do think that everyone should cultivate a healthy level of selfishness, or self-centeredness. If you don’t live your own life, who else will do it for you?”
 
The words hit home with Tilda. “Well,” she said vaguely, “I suppose that’s true.” You just have to be ready and willing and yes, capable, of living your own life, and that was a tall order, especially for emotional cowards!
 
They talked about their children. Dennis had the son, Dan, in Arizona and a daughter in Florida. “I get to see her pretty often,” he said. “I like to cook and Marie can’t boil water. She’s getting a doctorate in marine science. Don’t ask me to explain anything about her particular specialty because I can’t. I do worry, though, that she won’t find a job in her field. With the economy the way it is, I think she’s going to have a hard time.”
 
“Do you think we’ll ever stop worrying about our children?” Tilda asked then.
 
“Never!” Dennis laughed. “It’s a life sentence, this thing called being a parent. It’s not for the faint of heart.”
 
Tilda thought of Hannah and her hesitation to start a family. She had always thought of her sister as brave. But did Hannah feel otherwise about herself? Did she doubt her ability to be a good parent?
 
They talked about what sort of books they liked to read (Dennis was into nonfiction and spy stories) and what sort of movies they liked to watch (Dennis, unlike Frank, did not care for Will Ferrell). They talked about their careers. Dennis had retired early. He had made a good deal of money in systems management, whatever that was. They talked about Ogunquit. Dennis’s wife had preferred spending summer vacations at the family’s house on the Jersey shore and it was only after his divorce, when he was no longer welcome at his in-laws’ home, that he’d first come to Ogunquit. They talked about its charms and Tilda told him, from an insider’s point of view, about its more difficult aspects, like summer traffic jams and bleak Februaries.
 
Finally, a check was brought to the table. Dennis reached for it immediately, as if there was never any question of who would be paying. Tilda opened her mouth to protest or to offer to pay half, she wasn’t sure which, and then closed it. She had not been out with a man other than Frank in over twenty years. What were the rules? What was the etiquette? Should she offer to pay next time? But that would be presuming a next time!
 
“Thank you very much,” she said when the waiter had taken Dennis’s credit card. It would have to suffice.
 
“You’re welcome,” he replied.
 
They both had parked in the small lot around the corner from the restaurant, and now walked there side by side. Their arms did not touch. Tilda wondered what would happen if they did touch, accidentally. Would she flinch?
 
They stopped next to Tilda’s car. “Thank you,” Dennis said. “I had a lovely evening.”
 
He put out his hand. Tilda put out hers and they shook. “I did, too,” she said. Their hands released.
 
“Be careful getting home. Do you want me to follow you?” he asked.
 
Tilda shook her head. “Oh, no, thank you. I’ll be fine. I know the roads by heart.”
 
He asked if he could call her. Perhaps, he said, they could get together again? Tilda said yes, she would like that, and gave him the house telephone number.
 
“Well, good night then,” he said, and went off to his car at the end of the lot.
 
Tilda got in her car. She felt strangely let down. She was vaguely disappointed that he had not kissed her. Even a kiss on the cheek would have been nice. And then she was surprised by her disappointment. Only a day ago she had entirely rejected the idea of being with another man ever again. Did things really change that crazily, that quickly? And she wasn’t even in lust with Dennis! But a woman wanted to be wanted. She wanted the right to reject a suitor. This train of thought surprised her, too. The right to reject a suitor? She had not thought in those terms since before Frank had come into her life. Maybe she had never thought in those terms. So, why now? Wasn’t she too old to be wanted, too old to have a suitor, too old to be sought after? Apparently, she thought, I’m not too old for any of those things!
 
She started the engine, pulled out of the lot, and made her way back to Larchmere, watchful, as always, of frightened deer, wandering cats, and drunken drivers.
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Saturday, July 21
 
 

 
 
It was morning, the horizon was dimmed with haze, and Tilda was walking the beach. She was hardly aware of her surroundings, though. She was thinking about the previous night.
 
Hannah had been waiting for her when she got home and had grilled her for detailed information. What had they talked about? Had Dennis paid for the meal? Had he been presumptuous or rude in any way? Had he asked her questions and listened to her answers? What had he worn? Was he divorced, widowed, had he never been married? Did he have children, grandchildren?
 
“What did he order for dinner?” Hannah had asked then.
 
“Why does that matter?”
 
“I’m just curious.”
 
“He had the halibut special. So did I.”
 
Hannah had nodded. “Huh. I see. Did he order coffee after dinner?”
 
“He doesn’t drink coffee.”
 
“Interesting.”
 
Tilda had not bothered to pursue the topic of food and its special indication of character. But she had talked about how nervous she had been at first, and how gradually, over the meal, words had flowed and they both had laughed and how, by the end of the evening, she was sorry it was all over. She had even admitted that she was disappointed there had been no kiss.
 
What she had not told Hannah, however, what she had not really been able to put into words, was how it had felt to be perceived as a couple after two years of being on her own. She had seen the glances, meaningful ones from people she knew, and casual glances from strangers who were merely, almost unconsciously registering “couple.” She was embarrassed to admit to her sister that she had felt something like elation, almost a feeling of pride. For a moment she had felt as if she were once again part of that elite club of people who came in pairs. People who came in pairs were attached. They were grounded. They were held in place by bonds of affection.
 
“Do you think Ruth knows where I went?” Tilda had asked Hannah, just before going up to bed.
 
Hannah had shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s been at Bobby’s most of the night.”
 
“Do you think anyone else knows?”
 
“Well, Susan, of course. Dad is pretty oblivious to lots of stuff. Adam doesn’t care about anyone but himself. If Craig knows, or suspects, he won’t make a big deal of it.” Hannah had grinned. “Besides, with the gossips in this town, by morning everyone in a twenty-mile radius will know you were on a date. You’ll just have to deal with it.”
 
Now, on the beach the morning after the momentous event that was her first date post-Frank, she thought again about the notion of being “attached.” There were many fine organizations that fought for equal rights for “the unattached.” And while she admired and supported their efforts, she didn’t at all like the term “unattached.” She was without a romantic partner but she was certainly attached. She had children and a father, and an aunt and siblings. She had colleagues and friends. She had her students. She had a neighbor whose garden she watered when the neighbor traveled out of town on business. She even had the memory—the fact—of a husband.
 
No person was an island. Poets and preachers had established that long ago. At least, she, Tilda McQueen O’Connell, was not an island in the sea of life and it was unfair that she was considered by some people to be “unattached,” as if she were incapable of normal human intercourse and communion. She was more than capable!
 
Though Tilda wasn’t a big fan of the Internet, she had spent a good deal of time online after Frank’s passing. Her therapist had urged her to do so, in the hope that she might find contact with a community of grievers helpful to her recovery. And Tilda had found all sorts of sites on the Web on which or through which widows and widowers could talk and share advice and sympathy and even meet for friendship or romance. There were sites for widowed pagans, witches and Wiccans, to find comfort with others in their world. There were sites devoted to helping widows in underdeveloped countries. There were sites for war widows and young widows and widows of convicted felons. Every conceivable type of person seemed to be targeted as worthy of friendship and support. There was no excuse for isolation, at least not online. Everyone, thanks to the Web, was in some way “attached.”
 
A young gay couple was walking from Wells, hand in hand. They smiled and waved as they passed Tilda, up higher on the beach, in the softer sand. She smiled and waved back. Another young couple in love, death the furthest thing from their minds.
 
She had read somewhere that it usually took one to two years for a person to recover from a major bereavement like the death of a spouse. Well, it had been two years since Frank’s death, a little more than that. Could she consider herself “recovered”? Could you be cured of grief like you could be cured of a minor disease? Or was grief like alcoholism or any other addiction, something that afflicted you and that never really stopped afflicting you, even when all outward examples of peculiar behavior had been put away?
 
A father and his young son (at least, she assumed that was their relation) were tossing a plastic ball off to her left, on higher sand. The son’s latest toss went wild and the ball rolled down the beach toward Tilda. She hurried forward, picked it up, and returned it to the boy. The father thanked her, they wished each other a good day, and Tilda walked on.
 
She knew she was one of the lucky ones, if any widow could be called lucky. She and Frank had made peace with each other and with their relationship long before his final diagnosis. She had been with him when he died. The moment of his passing had been calm.
 
Yes, in a way she was one of the lucky ones. She lived with no haunting, unresolved issues except, of course, for the fact of her husband’s early death. It was a pretty big fact but facts didn’t haunt like issues haunted. Facts hit you on the head, smacked you in the face, forced you to deal with and acknowledge them. They didn’t sneak around and take you by surprise when you least expected them.
 
Tilda checked the sky for the eagle that was never there and decided that when Dennis called, as promised, she would suggest they take a drive to Kennebunkport. And, she thought, it might be nice to go to the party at the Ogunquit Museum with someone. Craig might come with her if she asked him but . . . No. She would ask Dennis to accompany her. She would ask him to be her date. And maybe at the end of the evening he would kiss her cheek. Maybe, she would kiss his.
 
 

 
 
“I want to talk to you.”
 
Jennifer looked up from the interior design magazine she had been reading, slightly startled. She had not heard Adam come into the sunroom. He stood now before her, hands on his hips, legs slightly apart. It was an inappropriately combative stance.
 
“Yes?” she said.
 
“I think it would be best for you to back away from this relationship with my father.”
 
“Excuse me?”
 
“You heard what I said.”
 
She had heard. Her comment had been an attempt to buy time and process what she had heard. “For whom would it be best?” she asked.
 
“For everyone.”
 
“Not for me.”
 
“Look, let’s be civilized about this. I—”
 
“Civilized?” Jennifer stood and tossed the magazine on the chair behind her. She was only about three feet away from Adam. He had been looming over her while she sat. “You have no right to tell me what to do.”
 
“I have a responsibility as the oldest McQueen to protect my family’s interests. And those interests include Larchmere.”
 
“Your father is the oldest McQueen,” Jennifer retorted. “And how dare you assume I’m with your father for his money. That’s an insult to me and to your father.”
 
“My father is an old man. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. And he’s always been a sucker for a pretty face. But I’m not going to let you steal my inheritance. Understand that.”
 
Adam turned and left the room as abruptly as he had entered. Jennifer sank back into the chair. Her hands were shaking. What the hell had just happened? It was like a scene out of a cheesy soap opera. People in real life didn’t threaten each other like Adam had threatened her. He had actually threatened her, hadn’t he? Yes, Jennifer decided. He had. His intent had been to frighten her, to run her off the property.
 
She would tell Bill. No, he would be furious. She would deal with Adam’s . . . threat on her own. But how? She would tell Ruth, ask for her advice. No. She didn’t want to drag any of the other McQueens into this craziness. She would ignore Adam, that’s what she would do. And she would ignore the suspicious glances from Tilda and the inquiring frowns from Hannah. Thank God for Craig, though she wasn’t at all sure that his kindness outweighed the antagonism of the others.
 
Jennifer stood again and left the sunroom, though she had no idea where she was going. And she wondered what she had gotten herself into as a result of this relationship with Bill McQueen.
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It was mid-morning and Craig, feeling oddly restless and unfocused, was taking a solitary walk around the Larchmere grounds. He had slept badly the night before, which might have accounted for his current state of mind. He had been dreaming that he was traveling in the USSR of all places, and had been detained at the airport on his way back to the United States. The police, or state officials, or whoever they were, refused to tell him on what charge or suspicion he was being held. They tore open his bags and began to fling the contents all over the seedy little room. Craig had watched as objects from his childhood came to light—a floppy rabbit, a favorite book, a blanket, even a lamp with a pale blue shade and puppies painted around its base. He had not seen or thought of those objects in years and years. Even in the dream he was surprised to see them. He had struggled back to consciousness and sat up in bed, spooked. He had been lugging his past around with him. People had refused to let him go home. But what people?
 
A dragonfly, with its needlelike body and glittering wings, zoomed past Craig, inches from his face. A large blue jay chattered loudly from the rim of the stone birdbath. In the front garden, yellow and orange lilies stood tall and proudly. Looking at them now, lines popped into Craig’s head, surprising him since it had been years since he had last read them in the New Testament. “And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin.”
 
Well, Craig was not a flower, nor was he a bird. Yes, he knew what the historical Jesus—or his pitchmen—had meant by those lines; at least, he thought he knew. But lately, well, for a year or more, Craig had been worrying, and the worrying was about the “big stuff.”
 
What did he have to show for his life? Was it necessary to have “something” to show, to display? Wasn’t being a fairly decent human being, not consciously harming others, wasn’t that enough? Maybe. But maybe not. Being actively good and productive might be better than being passive and inoffensive. Doctors vowed to do no harm. But they were also expected to do some good.
 
Craig laid his hand against one of the stones of the house. It was warm to the touch; it could be said to feel alive. He realized now, almost against his will, how much affection he felt for the house, for Larchmere, in spite of its associations with his mother—and to a lesser extent, with his father.
 
He walked on and noted that the rose trellis needed painting. He remembered the first night he had climbed out of his bedroom window and down the trellis to the ground. It must have been the summer he was either eight or nine. He had been scared silly to do it but the trellis was so tempting and climbing down it was the easiest way to get out of the house unseen. The trellis held and he had made it to the lawn in one piece, if a bit scratched by thorns. The second and third and twentieth times he had practically skipped down the wooden slats. He had always suspected that his aunt knew about his nocturnal rambling—she had an uncanny ability to know secret things—but if she did know, she had never told on him.
 
Maybe, in Ruth, he had a true friend, someone he could talk honestly to about his place in the family. Maybe. But to risk inclusion was to risk a subsequent exclusion. To risk acceptance was to risk rejection. He knew that. His attitude toward the notion of “home” had been largely distrustful for as long as he could remember. Most often it was a place to get away from, a place to leave behind, when it wasn’t a place he could barely tolerate.
 
He remembered dreaming about, even planning for an independent, on-the-road existence since he was in fourth or fifth grade. He had run away, of course, several times. Once, when he was about eleven, he had made it as far as York Beach (on foot) before being spotted by a friend of his father’s, someone Bill knew tangentially through Teddy Vickes. The guy had called the McQueens, while keeping a surreptitious eye on Craig, who was sitting on a bench reading a comic book, until Bill showed up, Bobby in tow for extra muscle if needed. (When he was a boy, until he went to college, Craig was known for an occasional but disruptive bad temper.)
 
And yet, for all of the running away, he always returned to Larchmere. Why was that? Why did he always, inevitably, feel the need to come home?
 
He often thought of Robert Frost’s famous line: “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.” Whether or not they actually had to, they, the McQueens, always did take him in. There might be some grumbling about the welcome, but he always got a welcome. At times, he had wished his family had slammed the door in his face. At least that would have put an end to the frustrating and seemingly unproductive cycle of leaving and coming back.
 
The hummingbird feeder outside the sunroom needed to be filled. Craig made a mental note to check the supply of feed and pick up more if necessary. And the wooden gate to the small herbal garden needed to be repaired, quite possibly replaced. He would pop down to the hardware store and pick up anything he couldn’t find in his father’s rudimentary workshop in a corner of the basement. He would make the repair or do the replacement himself, save his father a few hundred bucks, earn his keep for the two weeks at Larchmere. He knew that his father disapproved of the way in which he had lived his life so far. He also suspected that his father harbored ideas about his son’s life that were patently untrue. Craig was not a criminal. He was not a drug addict. He was not dishonest. He was tired of trying to prove himself as worthy. He should just go away and stay away.
 
And yet, he knew that he would come back. He recalled now an article he had read somewhere online, in which the author, a psychologist maybe, had explained why people hated leave-takings. It was, she said, because no one can exist without the recognition of other people. In other words, Craig thought, you are no one if another person doesn’t acknowledge that you are there, that you are present.
 
“And who of you by being worried can add a single hour to his life?” That was another line from that same New Testament passage. And it was very, obviously true. Worrying—thinking—could only take him so far.
 
Craig went inside, to the basement, to look for tools.
 
 

 
 
Ruth stood at the window of her room, watching her younger nephew wandering the perimeter of Larchmere. Percy was lumped on the windowsill, purring loudly. Every so often, Ruth gave his furry cheeks a scratch.
 
She saw Craig put his hand against the house and peer closely at the stone. She guessed he was checking the condition of the mortar. She knew, and always had known, that Craig was a bit of a lost soul. But she refused to believe that he was so far gone that he couldn’t allow himself to be accepted back into the family he had semi-abandoned. The family that had semi-abandoned him. Her sister-in-law, Charlotte, had virtually ignored her youngest child. But what else could have been expected, given the situation?
 
Ruth shook her head. She remembered, very clearly, all those years ago, when Charlotte found out she was pregnant with Craig. She had been furious with everyone—though maybe not with herself; Charlotte was not the sort to take blame for her actions. She had been hell to live with for those first weeks. One evening, while paying Larchmere a brief visit, and fed up with her sister-in-law’s foul mood, Ruth had suggested that Charlotte just shut up and get an abortion. Charlotte had fixed her with a cold eye and proclaimed that while she didn’t want this fourth baby, she found the idea of an abortion “distasteful.” Ruth would never forget that moment. Distasteful. Imagine! Not repugnant, not morally wrong, just distasteful. Like bad behavior in public, like blowing your nose at the dinner table or failing to hold the door for the person behind you, nothing more. The subject of abortion had been dropped.
 
Two things of many about Craig’s childhood came to Ruth’s mind, watching her nephew from her window. The first were the flares of temper, seemingly random, though to Craig, no doubt caused by some perceived injustice or by some intense frustration. He would hit something with his fist or throw something across a room, rarely causing physical damage but upsetting whoever was witness. He never yelled or cursed. His rages were silent. Bill had wanted to take Craig to a child therapist. Charlotte had vetoed that idea as a waste of money. “He’ll grow out of it,” she had said. And the rages had, indeed, stopped around the time Craig went to college. Ruth often wondered where all that anger and frustration had gone.
 
The second thing about Craig’s childhood that came to mind now was the running away, which might have all started the first time he climbed down the rose trellis outside his window. He had not gone far that first night, just around the lawn a bit before climbing back up the trellis and into his room. Eventually, though, Craig’s nocturnal excursions had become longer and more far flung, until he was disappearing for hours at a time. Not all disappearances were bona fide instances of running away. Some were just jaunts into town to hang out with friends. But some were deliberate attempts at leaving home “for good.” He had always left a note, though. He had been good about that.
 
Ruth sometimes wondered what might have been different for Craig if she had been around more often. But there was no point in wondering at this late date. Her job had kept her very busy and often on the road. Still, she had visited her brother and his family as often as she could, first at their house in a Massachusetts suburb and later, after Larchmere became habitable year round, in Ogunquit.
 
Not that every McQueen had enjoyed her visits. Charlotte had barely tolerated her. And Ruth was convinced that Adam saw her as an enemy. Anyone could see that she made him uncomfortable, though Adam himself would never admit to that. He routinely argued with her or put her down to the other McQueens (she wasn’t stupid; she knew what went on) or, most infuriatingly, treated her as someone beneath his notice. Why she should be such a problem for him was unclear, however. She seemed to aggravate every insecurity he had been trying to bury, ignore, or deny since he was a boy. His negative attitude toward his aunt couldn’t be entirely due to his mother’s antipathy and disdain. Ruth was sure there were other factors at play, but life was too short to waste too much time contemplating her nephew’s state of emotional retardation.
 
The girls, on the other hand, loved and even admired Ruth. She was grateful for this; at the same time she felt as if she deserved such love and admiration. Ruth had always had a sturdy sense of self-worth. She was also brutally self-critical.
 
Tilda and Hannah had always looked forward to their Aunt Ruth’s visits. She was a breath of fresh air, funny and irreverent where their mother was neither, making their father laugh with silly jokes and outrageous stories. And she always brought gifts, odd and exotic things acquired on her travels. There were the turquoise bracelets from New Mexico and the jade animal figurines from Vietnam (that had been a pleasure trip with a short-term romantic partner), the lace from Belgium and the plaid woolen kilt (for Tilda) and polished wood shillelagh (for Hannah) from Ireland. When Ruth had gone to Peru she had brought back native musical instruments for the boys. Adam, she remembered now, had accepted his gift without thanks and dropped it on the sofa, where it sat for the duration of her visit. Craig had thanked her, and though without musical talent, had tooted on his pipe for hours. Charlotte had not been pleased.
 
Craig, too, had seemed to enjoy hearing about his aunt’s travels, though it was clear to Ruth that by the time he could talk, which was very early, especially for a boy, he was already feeling a bit removed from his family. As if he were an afterthought, or a mistake. As if he were someone not intended for too close a relationship with the other McQueens. Craig stayed on the outside of the family circle and watched. Ruth, figuring that he might not want to invest much emotional energy in his aunt, assuming that she, too, would find him unnecessary, had always tried to bring him closer, or, at least, to indicate that it was okay for him to make a move toward emotional intimacy. But he was slippery even as a boy and ultimately Ruth had simply respected him for being who he needed to be.
 
Yes, there was no point in wondering about the “what ifs.” She had done her best for her family. She had attended graduations though she had missed numerous recitals and plays. She had tried to be with her brother’s family for Thanksgiving or Christmas each year and for a few days or weeks each summer. On the whole she thought she had done a pretty good job of being an aunt. At least, she had done what it was in her to do.
 
Craig was out of sight now, gone around the other side of the house.
 
Ruth looked down at her fur child. “Well, Percy,” she said, “is it time for a tuna treat?”
 
Percy said that yes, it was.
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Hannah and Susan were at the arts and crafts fair on the grounds of the Ogunquit Playhouse. Going to arts and crafts fairs wasn’t Hannah’s favorite thing to do, but Susan loved them so Hannah went along. It was funny, she thought, how love broadened your horizons, whether you wanted it to or not.
 
They recognized a few of the craftspeople from the year before. The guy who made simple but beautiful wooden toys was there, as was the woman who made very delicate, silk-screened scarves. Hannah had bought one for Susan last year, and if Susan wanted another one this year, she would buy her another one. Several people were selling their handcrafted jewelry made of gold, silver, beach glass, and beads; one older woman was selling gorgeous quilts and intricate wreaths constructed of all sorts of pinecones, made by members of her church. A local farm was selling various honeys, homemade soaps, and fragrant sachets to stash among sweaters and lingerie. (What lingerie? Hannah wondered. Does Hanes brand count? Did underwear really have to smell anything other than clean?)
 
After a half hour of wandering, Susan excused herself to visit the ladies’ room in the Playhouse. Hannah waited for her under a big, shady tree out front. Before Susan had been gone a moment, a woman walked by that Hannah thought she recognized.
 
“Karla?” she said.
 
The woman turned and smiled. “Hannah!”
 
They hugged. “Wow, I haven’t seen you in years!”
 
“I know,” Karla said. “I think the last time we ran into each other was just before your mom died.”
 
“That’s why I’m here right now. I mean, staying at Larchmere. We’re having a memorial for my mother. It’s been ten years since the accident.”
 
Karla frowned in sympathy. “It must still be tough on you all. You always seemed like such a close family.”
 
“Mmm.” Close is relative, Hannah thought. Pardon the pun.
 
“How is your father? And your aunt? What fun she used to be!”
 
“My dad is great, thanks. And Ruth is Ruth. She never seems to change. She never seems to get any older, either.”
 
Karla laughed. “I’d love to know how she pulls that off!”
 
“You’re not the only one! Oh, and I’m married now. I’d love you to meet Susan but she’s in the ladies’ room at the moment.”
 
“Hannah, that’s wonderful!” Karla cried. “I don’t hear much about the old gang now that we live in New Hampshire. Congratulations!”
 
“Thanks,” she said. “So, what are you doing in Ogunquit?”
 
“Howie and I are up for a week with the kids. We’re staying at the SeaStar Motel in Wells. It’s pretty basic but who needs anything fancy when you’ve got the beach?”
 
“And Billy’s Chowder House right there on the marsh.”
 
“Onion rings! Remember how we used to go there Sunday afternoons after working all Saturday night at the restaurant and gorge on onion rings?”
 
“Those were fun days. Now I have to take a Tums before I eat onion rings!”
 
“Oh, gosh,” Karla went on, “remember that time when that guy who used to wait tables at Billy’s came to work with us at Two Boats and the first night he was on the floor all of our tips went missing? I was so upset! Remember, he was caught red-handed. I never understood how he could be so stupid!”
 
And there it was, a memory that Hannah had managed to keep from coming back for some time now, tapping noisily at her brain. She had been a sophomore in high school. An answer key for a final exam had been stolen. Another girl had accused Hannah. Hannah, of course, was innocent and had protested her innocence to her parents. Charlotte had come around to believing her only after much persuading and many tears. They were scheduled to meet with the principal to discuss the situation. The night before the meeting, Charlotte announced that she would not be able to attend. She had “another appointment.” Bill and Hannah had gone alone to the meeting. In the end, Hannah was believed and her name cleared, but her mother’s lack of support and then of her abandonment had scarred Hannah.
 
What kind of mother didn’t believe in her own daughter’s innocence? What kind of mother didn’t fight tooth and nail for her child? Her own mother, that’s what kind. And Hannah was her mother’s daughter. Well, Tilda was Charlotte’s daughter, too, and she seemed to be a kind and attentive parent but that didn’t mean . . .
 
“Oops,” Karla was saying, “I’d better go! See that little boy over there, the one running in circles? That’s my youngest. He’s about to fall down any minute. I don’t know why he likes to make himself dizzy like that! It was so good seeing you again, Hannah.”
 
“It was good seeing you, too, Karla.” Hannah mustered a smile and Karla hurried off to where her son was now staggering to the ground.
 
Hannah watched her old friend lift her son to a standing position and hold his arms until he steadied himself. She watched as Karla smoothed the boy’s hair and kissed his cheek. She turned away, moved and disturbed. She was deeply afraid of imitating her own mother’s lackadaisical and at times downright dismissive parenting. She was so deeply afraid that she couldn’t seem to admit to the fear out loud. If she said it—“I’m afraid I’m going to make the same mistakes my mother made”—it might somehow come true. She knew she was being ridiculous, even superstitious. She couldn’t help it.
 
Susan was striding toward her, her coral-colored crinkly cotton skirt happy in the breeze it created. There was an inquiring smile on her face. “Who was that you were talking to?” she said when she joined Hannah. “I didn’t recognize her.”
 
“Oh, no one. Just Karla Goodhue. We used to wait tables together, back in the old days. I hadn’t seen her since before Mom died.”
 
“Did she say anything to upset you?”
 
“No,” Hannah said. It wasn’t really a lie. “Why? What’s wrong?”
 
Susan looked at her closely. “That’s what I’m asking you. You look . . . down suddenly. Distracted.”
 
“I’m fine. What? You’re looking at me weird!”
 
Susan sighed. “All right, have it your way. Come on, let’s get out of here. I know what will cheer you up.”
 
“I don’t need cheering up.”
 
“Yeah, you do. Because if you don’t snap out of the weird mood that came over you while I was in the ladies’ room, I’m going to toss you into the ocean. And you know how much you hate cold water.”
 
“We’re nowhere near the ocean.”
 
“Hannah.”
 
“Okay,” she admitted. “So I’m in a bad mood. Memories of my less than saintly, coldhearted mother tend to do that to me. What will cheer me up?”
 
“A rum punch at Barnacle Billy’s.”
 
“It’s only eleven o’clock. I’m too old to be drinking before noon. Not that the idea doesn’t have appeal. Not that I don’t make exceptions.”
 
“This is a time for radical measures. I’ll buy you some food, too.”
 
“All right, you convinced me. But if I get tipsy, you’re driving us home.”
 
“Of course.”
 
They walked, hand in hand, to the parking lot. “Do you know,” Hannah said, “Barnacle Billy’s was once an art supply store called the Brush and Needle, back when Ogunquit was an important center for American art?”
 
“No. I didn’t know. How do you know?”
 
“I read it in a book called A Century of Color. It’s about all the old art colonies in Ogunquit. There’s a copy in the library at home.”
 
“Oh. Maybe I’ll take a look at it.”
 
They reached their car. Susan went around to the passenger’s side. “I guess Ogunquit still is an important center for art,” Hannah said, opening the doors. “At least, in some respects. Michael Palmer still lives and works here. Beverly Hallam lives in York. Just last year the museum mounted a show of her work. Isabel Lewando is still around. All artists. The Barn Gallery is thriving. It’s nice to be in a place where history feels so alive.”
 
Susan smiled. “See? You’re in lecture mode. That means you’re already in a better mood. Just the thought of a rum punch helped!”
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The cocktail party at the Ogunquit Museum of American Art was an invitation-only event. Founded in 1953 by Henry Strater, a painter and philanthropist, the museum’s permanent collection now included almost sixteen hundred pieces of art. A long, low building with huge windows overlooking the water, it was designed by architect Charles S. Worley Jr. It was a dramatic building in a dramatic setting. Many believed the museum to be the most beautiful small museum in the United States. The grounds included the Victory Garden out back, and on the front lawn, a reed-rimmed pond and several large wooden sculptures of animals by Bernard Langlais. When they were kids, Jon and Jane liked to climb and clamber all over the sculptures, in spite of Tilda’s admonitions not to touch.
 
Tilda and Dennis arrived about half an hour into the cocktail party. It was inevitable that she would know or at least recognize the majority of the attendees, as year-round locals or as longtime summer residents. She was prepared for questions about her father and her aunt, for mentions of Frank, for questions about her own state of well-being. At least, she hoped that she was prepared.
 
She wore a blue and white, vertical-striped blazer, navy linen slacks, a white T-shirt, and navy canvas espadrilles. The gold hoop earrings had been a birthday present from Frank. So had the slice of green Maine tourmaline she wore on a slim gold chain around her neck. Of course, she was wearing her wedding ring.
 
Dennis went off to get Tilda a glass of wine. She warned him, with a smile, that the drinks line would be long. A lot of wine was consumed at these museum events. One evening Frank had counted one old geezer’s total as ten glasses in two hours. The man had left the museum on foot and unaided, a real professional.
 
“Tilda McQueen O’Connell! It’s so good to see you!”
 
Tilda turned to see a peculiarly short man in a blue and white seersucker suit fast approaching.
 
“Alan Horutz! Hello!”
 
Alan Horutz was one of Ogunquit’s more pleasant characters. His age was indeterminate; Tilda thought he could be anywhere from fifty to seventy years old. The strange thing was, he had always looked exactly the same as he did now. He lived in a little house on Agamenticus Road and owned a successful little shop that sold all sorts of quirky objects, from funky kitchen utensils to contemporary handcrafted jewelry to antique dolls. He had never been married or been known to have a partner. When the weather was right his pet parrot, a monstrously large bird named Hugo, would stroll the town with Alan, perched on his shoulder. Come rain or shine, in winter and summer, Alan Horutz always wore an immaculate blue and white seersucker suit.
 
“How have you been?” he asked with genuine interest and sympathy. “I haven’t seen you since, well, I think it was last summer.”
 
“I’m doing okay, thanks. It’s been a rough couple of years but . . .”
 
“Yes, I imagine. You know, just the other day I was thinking about Frank. What a great man. I was remembering the time when I came down with that dreadful summer cold and was flat on my back. Well, there was no way I could run the store, and do you remember Frank filled in for me! He sacrificed an entire week of his vacation for me! How many people would do that sort of thing for another person? I ask you.”
 
Tilda mustered a smile. “Not many,” she said.
 
Alan chatted for another moment and then took his leave. Tilda stood there feeling a bit dazed. She knew that Alan Horutz had not intended to make her feel guilty for being at the party with a man other than Frank, but inadvertently, he had. What man could hold a candle to Frank? That was what Alan had implied. No man. So why was she bothering to spend time with Dennis?
 
Maybe, she thought, I shouldn’t have come tonight. There were so many vivid reminders of her life with Frank. She had spotted one of his fishing buddies, a guy named Mark who owned a high-end craft shop in town and who spent the winters in Key West. They had caught each other’s eye and waved. Neither had made the effort to cross the room.
 
There was Frank’s favorite painting in the main gallery, a Marsden Hartley work called “Lobster Pots and Buoys,” painted in 1936. There was that sculpture Frank liked, the one of men playing boccie ball on the beach. (He had bought a boccie set after first seeing the piece and had quickly become good at the sport.)
 
It had been over two years but it was almost as if Frank was still with her—even if he wasn’t communicating directly. She knew that this feeling of closeness, of presence, could be a good thing—she had been hiding safely in the emotional proximity of the past—but for the first time she felt a bit stifled by it. For the first time Tilda wondered if life in Ogunquit was a healthy thing for her. What if Larchmere was left to her, and not to Adam or Hannah or, God forbid, Jennifer? Would the weight of the memories suffocate her?
 
Tilda wondered. When you died, maybe the most important way you lived on was in other people’s memories. Memories were your most intimate legacy. But if those memories were compromised in some way, would your continued existence be compromised, too?
 
What would happen to Frank if she started to forget things about him? Would he, in effect, die again? She desperately wanted to keep him alive . . . but recently, really, just since coming to Larchmere this summer, she had begun to wonder if she was clinging too closely to his memory and to the memories of their life together. Would such clinging wind up killing her, in a metaphorical if not a physical way? Still, she was afraid that letting Frank go, letting him ease away just a bit, for her own selfish sake, would be cruel, a sort of moral crime or a betrayal.
 
Her father, clearly, had let go of his wife, enough to be romantically involved with another woman. But Tilda didn’t feel she could ask him about his process of healing—and of forgetting. Besides, Bill McQueen wasn’t the sort of man to talk much about his feelings. Maybe his reticence was more a generational behavior. Either way, she would probably never know what, exactly, her father had experienced in his ten years as a widower.
 
She saw Dennis now across the room, neat and trim in his navy blazer and tan pants, a glass of wine in each hand. He had stopped to study a painting from the permanent collection, one that Frank had hated. Tilda couldn’t remember the name of the artist or of the painting. She wondered why.
 
Tilda looked away from Dennis and saw her coming. It was Louise Sherman, a longtime local resident no one much cared for, a rather aggressively gossipy woman who owned several small and very successful family restaurants in Ogunquit and Wells.
 
There was no escaping her. The crowd was too thick for Tilda to easily slip away. In a moment Louise was up against her. She put her hand heavily on Tilda’s forearm and closed her bony fingers around it. She was painfully thin, something her choice of clothing accentuated rather than hid, and was doused in a heavy, cloying perfume. Tilda found Louise Sherman macabre. She fought the urge to shiver in disgust.
 
“So,” Louise said by way of greeting, “what’s going on with your father and that fashionable girl from away?”
 
“Hello, Louise.”
 
“I think her name is Genevieve or Jocelyn or—”
 
“Jennifer,” Tilda corrected. “What do you mean about what’s going on?”
 
“Are they serious? Are they going to get married? I remember when she first came to Ogunquit, years ago. That was with her first husband. They’re divorced now—well, of course you know that. She lost the house in the divorce, or maybe they sold it, I don’t know. The husband, ex-husband I should say, isn’t around anymore. I heard she has some sort of condo in Portland. Or maybe it was Portsmouth. I—”
 
“Portland,” Tilda said, and wondered why she had bothered to continue this awful conversation.
 
“Well, I wonder what his plans are for Larchmere. I mean, if he marries her, you and your brothers and sister might very well be out of a summer home. If I were a McQueen I’d be in a state about it all! The thought of losing that big, gorgeous house to a—”
 
“Excuse me,” Tilda blurted, finally done with this horrible woman. “I must be going.” She wrenched her arm from Louise’s death grip and forced her way through the crowd of revelers. In the smaller gallery she now saw Dennis and hurried to his side.
 
“What’s wrong?” he asked immediately, handing her the glass of wine he had fetched. “I’m sorry I abandoned you. The line was long and I got waylaid. . . .”
 
“Nothing is wrong,” Tilda said. “Just some horrid woman. It was nothing.”
 
“All right.”
 
Tilda took a sip of white wine. She was suddenly, painfully aware of the eyes of other guests upon her, questioning, probing. Who was this strange man she was with, this newcomer? Was he her date, a boyfriend, something more? She was not being paranoid. She knew all about life in a small town. She had felt relatively safe and secure in the dimly lit rooms of the Old Village Inn. But here, in this bright and open space, she knew she was a center of attention and it bothered her.
 
“I’m kind of rattled by this evening,” she said now to Dennis. “That woman . . . I think I had better just go home. I’m sorry.”
 
Dennis managed to look disappointed and understanding at the same time. “Of course,” he said.
 
Tilda put her hand lightly on his arm for a moment. “You came to Ogunquit to enjoy a vacation. I’m sorry. You don’t need to be dragged into a stranger’s drama.”
 
“I am enjoying my vacation,” he insisted. “Don’t apologize, please. And to be honest, you don’t feel like so much of a stranger.”
 
Actually, Dennis didn’t feel like much of a stranger to Tilda, either, but she was not prepared to admit that. Dennis following, they wove their way through the crowd and out into the golden evening sun.
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Sunday, July 22
 
 

 
 
Tilda was still out of sorts the morning after the party at the Ogunquit Museum. That awful Louise Sherman! But by the time she got down to the beach and began to walk along the waterline, sneakers in hand and pant legs rolled up, she felt calmer. Better. The water was very cool. She found a piece of a sand dollar (she had never found a whole one, except on a visit to South Carolina) and put it in her pocket.
 
About a quarter of the way to Wells, Tilda stopped to chat with a local man named Wade Wilder. He was a retired contractor who loved to fish, which was what he was doing now, as he did every morning. The interesting thing about Wade was that he hated to eat fish. He was a strict meat and potatoes kind of guy. So he either threw his catch back into the ocean or gave it to a friend or passerby.
 
“Anything today?” Tilda asked, looking up at Wade’s friendly face. He was very tall, probably, Tilda thought, close to six feet five inches, and very thin.
 
Wade smiled down at her. “Nope. Not yet, anyway.”
 
“How’s Molly’s mother doing?” Molly was Wade’s wife. Her mother, who was well into her eighties, lived with them. Lately, Tilda had heard, she had been failing.
 
“Not so good,” Wade said with a shake of his head. “Had to put the old girl in a nursing home just yesterday. Broke Molly’s heart but it was time.”
 
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Tilda said. “I hope she’ll be happy there. Well, at least all right.”
 
“Not much choice about it now. I’ll tell her you said hello, if you like.”
 
Tilda said that yes, she would like it if Wade gave her greetings to his mother-in-law, and she resumed her walk, leaving Wade to catch and release to his heart’s content.
 
Wade’s story made her think. Presumably, her father, Bill, would die before his younger sister, Ruth. Maybe. If Tilda inherited Larchmere, there was a good chance that in time she would become her aunt’s primary caregiver. Then again, even if she didn’t inherit Larchmere, as the oldest niece it might very well become her duty to care for an aged Ruth. Adam certainly wouldn’t. There was no question there.
 
The idea had never occurred to her. Of course, she would never abandon her aunt but it might be difficult to care for her from South Portland if Ruth insisted on staying at Larchmere.... Tilda cringed. She felt guilty for even considering her aunt as a problem to be solved. Besides, knowing Ruth, she would probably live to a fine old age and quite independently, too.
 
Not like Frank. Near the end he had announced, several times, that he had had a good run. It would bother Tilda that he could think that way. After all, he was dying before he could see his children graduate from college. He was dying before he could have a midlife crisis, before he could lose his hair, before he could need bifocals! Never had the indignities of middle age seemed so precious to her.
 
But to her objections he would answer, how many guys could say that they had married their dream girl, had two great kids, worked at a job they enjoyed, owned their own home . . . ? Tilda had blocked out Frank’s rationalizations. She had argued with him, too.
 
“But you’ll never get to see your grandchildren,” she had said. “We won’t get to grow old together.”
 
“Those things are lousy, Tilda,” he had admitted, “especially the fact that I don’t get to grow old with my best friend. But what’s it going to get me to dwell on what I can’t have? I don’t have the time to be miserable and angry. I just don’t. I want to die with some peace of mind, with some dignity. So, please, let me do that.”
 
Those conversations had been coming back to Tilda a lot lately. For Frank, dying with dignity had meant dying without kicking and screaming. It had meant going gently into that good night, refusing to rage against the dying of the light, Dylan Thomas be damned.
 
Maybe because of what she had experienced with Frank, Tilda was no longer afraid of death and dying. At least, she didn’t think that she was, not in the way she had been before Frank’s illness and death. She wondered if this lack of fear was a good thing or a bad thing. She wondered if it was a sign of resignation, of giving up on life, or a sign of maturity.
 
What was it, exactly, that most people feared about dying? Tilda often thought about that. Was it the process itself that scared them, the anticipation of pain and discomfort, the mental anguish of knowing that your time was up and that you had not accomplished half of what you had intended to accomplish? Was it the anticipation of the emotional trauma involved in taking leave of loved ones? Was it the anticipation of the grief surrounding the loss of favorite habits and haunts, of the changing seasons, of holidays, even of the first satisfying sip of coffee in the morning?
 
No doubt for some the fear of dying involved a spiritual concern regarding the afterlife. What if there was no afterlife and you had spent your entire life banking on the belief that there was something better and happier after death? What if there was an afterlife and you had spent your entire life banking on the belief that there was nothing after death, no reward and no retribution?
 
Big questions for which Tilda had no answers. Maybe nobody had the answers.
 
On the way back to the parking lot, and walking higher up on the beach in the softer sand, she passed behind Wade. He would be there for hours and he would be back the next day and the one after that. She wondered if Wade was afraid of dying and almost immediately thought that he was probably not afraid of anything.
 
Before slipping into the driver’s seat of her car, Tilda performed her own daily ritual and scanned the summer sky. But there was nothing.
 
 

 
 
“There’s Sarah’s car. Down by the turn.”
 
“You can see that it’s her car?” Tilda asked, squinting and making out only a glint of metal. They were on the front porch of Larchmere. “Boy, your eyesight is good.”
 
Craig shrugged. “Guess I take after Dad.”
 
Sarah Wilder McQueen, driving a Honda Odyssey, pulled up the drive a few minutes later. She was there for the memorial service. Tilda and Craig knew that but neither was sure that Adam did. Yet. Their brother’s divorce had been acrimonious, though Sarah’s conduct throughout had been an awful lot more mature than Adam’s. Which was interesting, given the fact that she was the one being left for a mistress who, shortly after the divorce was made final, disappeared from the picture. No one but Adam knew what had happened to her and no one wanted to ask.
 
Sarah parked her car, got out with her travel bags, and with a wave, walked toward Tilda and Craig. Over time she had lost some of her sharpness and urban chic but was still an attractive woman, now forty-five. Compared to her ex-husband’s young fiancée, some might judge her a bit old and worn. Not that Sarah was the sort of person to dwell on the importance of appearance. Her only remaining vanity was a visit to her hair stylist every two months for a color touch-up. Gray hair was the one concession to age that she would not make.
 
For all of Kat’s physical perfection, Craig thought, watching his former sister-in-law, Sarah was the sexier woman. Difference attracted Craig, not the standard. Uniqueness, a real individuality, those were attractive qualities in people. Like Sarah’s recent habit of wearing colorful, oversized beads (several strands at once) and consciously dorky glasses. The beads and glasses suited her.
 
Sarah greeted Tilda and Craig and together, the three went into the house. “So,” she said softly, “what’s Adam’s fiancée like? I’ve heard a bit from the kids but I’d love to know your opinions.”
 
“See for yourself,” Craig murmured.
 
Kat and Adam were coming from the living room. Both stopped short at the sight of Adam’s ex-wife standing in the front hall. Tilda realized that Kat must have recognized Sarah from photographs. Neither said a word.
 
Sarah stepped forward, hand extended. “Hello, Adam,” she said, but she turned toward Kat. “And you must be Kat. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
Poor Kat. She looked completely baffled by the situation. Sarah kept her hand extended and a smile on her face until finally, Kat extended her own hand and blurted, “Your children are very nice.”
 
The brief, awkward handshake over, Sarah said, “Yes, I know,” and stepped back to join Tilda and Craig.
 
“Why don’t I take your bags to the cottage,” Craig said. “You can get settled and come back to the house for something to eat.”
 
Sarah thought his suggestion a good one and together they left the house, her bags in tow. Tilda noticed Kat slip away upstairs. Adam looked apoplectic.
 
“What is she doing here?” he hissed.
 
“Ruth invited her.”
 
“What the hell for?”
 
Tilda sighed. “Just because you divorced Sarah there’s no reason for the rest of the McQueens to ignore her. She’s still a part of this family, Adam. You made her a part when you married her and had the children.”
 
Adam frowned. Tilda wondered if he thought a frown made him look important. “I’m going to have a word with your aunt about this.”
 
No doubt you will, Tilda thought. But it won’t do you any good. She went off to the kitchen. Sarah liked tea. Tilda thought she would put out a selection of tea bags and local honey. She didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But after a moment or two she heard two voices in the hall, Adam and Sarah. She had not expected Sarah back at the house so quickly.
 
“Look, Adam,” she was saying, “I just talked to Cordelia. The kids want to stay with me in the guest cottage.”
 
“Absolutely not. That’s ridiculous.”
 
“No, it’s not ridiculous. Cordelia said they feel—uncomfortable.”
 
“Are you saying they don’t like Kat?” Tilda, in the kitchen, flinched.
 
“Keep your voice down, Adam. What I’m saying is that the situation isn’t ideal for them.”
 
“No way. The kids are mine this weekend, Sarah. That’s the law. You want to take it up with a judge, be my guest.”
 
Sarah paused before answering. Tilda imagined her sighing in frustration. “Don’t be an ass, Adam. You know I don’t want any more legal wrangling. But Cordelia and Cody are unhappy being with you and Kat. And I’m not saying anything bad about your fiancée. She seems like a very nice young woman. But they would rather stay with me in the cottage. You’ll still spend time with them. I’m not spiriting them away to Argentina. We’ll just be in the backyard.”
 
“What made you say Argentina?”
 
“Nothing. I don’t know. I saw a PBS special the other night. Come on, Adam, let the kids stay with me in the cottage.”
 
“All right.” His tone was begrudging. “But I’m making note of this occasion. I deserve time with my children. I have rights.”
 
“Yes. Thanks. Now I’ll go and get them packed up.”
 
Tilda heard Sarah’s footsteps, retreating. She prayed that Adam would not come into the kitchen. He would know for sure that she had overheard his capitulation and he would be angry. Her prayer was answered. A moment later, she heard the front door slam.
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Tilda and Dennis were spending the afternoon in Kennebunkport. Tilda was glad to be away from Ogunquit for a while, and the prying—or simply curious—eyes of her longtime neighbors. Small towns provided a strong sense of community. They also, at times, were stifling.
 
She had chosen to wear a pair of off-white chinos and a fitted black linen blouse that had once belonged to her mother. She had found the blouse among her mother’s wardrobe and, though Tilda rarely wore black, had saved it for herself. She had not worn it until now. She wasn’t sure why she was wearing it.
 
Susan, upon seeing her sister-in-law preparing to leave the house, had asked her to wait a moment. She had run up to her room and returned promptly with a multistrand bead necklace in lime green. “Put this on,” she ordered. “It will really make your eyes pop and it’s a perfect contrast to the black.” Tilda had protested, saying that she wasn’t used to wearing that sort of jewelry, by which she meant anything costume and funky. But Susan had insisted and Tilda was glad about it. Dennis had complimented her the moment she had fetched him at his house. He said she looked vibrant.
 
They had stopped at a quaint, old cemetery (it was not hard to find one in New England) and were wandering along the crooked aisles of battered and worn headstones. The grass had been recently mowed and at a few of the newer graves (still a half or full century old) there were small vases of flowers.
 
“I find it heartening,” Dennis said, “to see how people so wanted to remember their loved ones. There’s something soothing about these old cemeteries.” Dennis turned to her. “I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
“No, no, I agree actually,” Tilda said. “Maybe it’s the fact that they’re so old. . . . We’re so removed from the people buried here . . . and yet, we’re so connected. All these years later, and that baby there, Constance Morrison, is known to us somehow. She lived for only a month but almost two hundred years later we’re bearing witness to her life.”
 
“Yes, that’s exactly what we’re doing, bearing witness.”
 
Tilda smiled at Dennis. She was amazed to find that she could talk about important, even personal things with a man who was virtually a stranger. The experience made her feel a bit hopeful, even happy.
 
“Are you a superstitious man?” she asked then.
 
“I don’t think that I am, though I don’t make it a point to walk under ladders. Why?”
 
“Well,” she said, “it’s funny, but not long before Frank got sick I suddenly found myself thinking, totally out of the blue, that my life was too good, almost perfect, and that something bad was bound to happen.”
 
Dennis nodded. “I suspect lots of people have experienced that kind of moment. Most adults know that nothing lasts forever. I’m not sure I’d call that being superstitious.”
 
“Maybe not,” she said. “I know that until that moment I’d never considered myself a superstitious person. Well, Frank would have argued otherwise! Anyway, I got the bad feeling one day while I was walking the path around Back Cove in Portland. I was kind of daydreaming as I was walking, admiring all the colors of the marshy land and the herons among the grasses, and the ducks in the water close to the shore. The weather was perfect. I remember the air feeling very soft and fresh, and the sky being very clear. There were a few clouds but they were the light and puffy kind, nothing threatening. And then, bam, it hit me like a slap to the face. My life was too good, everything was too good, and it wasn’t going to last much longer.”
 
“Maybe you intuited a message from the universe. Don’t laugh,” Dennis said quickly, though Tilda had no intention of laughing. “I’m serious. Or maybe deep down a part of you sensed that Frank was sick. You said you were very close. It could happen, a subconscious knowledge.”
 
“Yes,” Tilda said, “maybe.” But whatever the cause of that revelation or intuition, it had taught her one big lesson. Nothing good could come of perfection. Nothing good could come of perceived perfection, anyway. If nothing could be better, than everything could be worse.
 
They continued to stroll through the cemetery. They noted particularly interesting headstones and the occasional grandiose family mausoleum. Her mother was buried in the McQueen family plot in a cemetery in York. Her father was to be buried there someday, too. But what if he married Jennifer? Would that change everything that had been planned?
 
“Frank was cremated,” Tilda said suddenly. “My kids and I scattered his ashes off the cliff on Marginal Way.”
 
“But he’s still remembered.” It was not a question, but a statement.
 
“Oh, yes. On his birthday last year the kids and I had a little party in his honor. You’re told to do that kind of thing, you know. Celebrate the life of the one who’s died. You’re supposed to remember as a way of getting past grief. I baked his favorite cake. Duncan Hines chocolate cake with vanilla icing from a can.”
 
Dennis smiled ruefully. “I wish I could say that I still celebrate my ex-wife’s birthday. But that’s another way a divorce is different from death. At least, in my case. I don’t hate my ex-wife—I don’t think I’ve ever hated anyone—but I certainly have no desire to celebrate her life. Not even at first, when I still actually missed her.”
 
“She hurt you. Frank didn’t hurt me. It’s not like I could blame him for dying. It’s not like he did it to wound me.”
 
“Yes,” Dennis said. “I’m sure you were wounded by his passing but it’s not as if he intended that. It’s all about intention.”
 
Tilda smiled. “Are we intending to get something to eat?”
 
“Of course! What are you in the mood for? I’m pretty flexible when it comes to feeding time.”
 
“I would love a crab roll. And some fries.”
 
“Done and done.” Dennis grinned.
 
 

 
 
It was a beautiful evening after a perfect summer day. (They deserved as many perfect summer days as they could get, Hannah had remarked. It was compensation for the long and lousy winters Mainers had to endure.) The sky was clear and a few early stars were visible. Hannah and Susan decided to take a drive to Nubble Lighthouse. Sitting on tiny Nubble Island close to the rocky shore of the mainland, the picturesque, red and white lighthouse, built in 1879, was probably the most photographed lighthouse on the coast of New England. Check any gift shop in Maine and you would find its image on postcards, mugs, coasters, even T-shirts.
 
Craig came out of the library as they were preparing to leave. Hannah thought she had never seen anyone look so obviously lonely. She wasn’t used to Craig looking anything but . . . fine.
 
“Where are you guys headed?” he asked.
 
“The Nubble Lighthouse,” Susan said. “I know, how clichéd, but it’s so beautiful.”
 
“Why don’t you come with?” Hannah suggested.
 
“Yeah, do.”
 
Craig hesitated. “Are you sure I’m not going to be in the way? Three’s a crowd and all.”
 
“Craig,” Susan said, taking his arm, “we’re an old married couple. We’re not going to make out.”
 
“We’re not?” Hannah said, feigning huge disappointment.
 
“Hilarious. Now, come on.”
 
Craig shrugged. “Sure, thanks.”
 
The drive to the lighthouse was uneventful; they passed only one car pulled to the side of the road by the police. Hannah parked the car in the gravel lot and the three got out into the night.
 
They were not the only ones who had decided to visit the Nubble Lighthouse that evening. There was a family of four, two parents and two children. The children were shouting and chasing each other. The parents ignored them or just didn’t care what the kids were up to. Neither looked particularly happy to be there. They stood feet apart from each other, as if strangers. The father’s hands were in his pockets.
 
To the right of the young parents was an older couple in matching, crazy patterned sweaters. The man was taking pictures of the lighthouse while his wife shouted into her cell phone. “What a nice meal we had!” Hannah heard her say. “You and Ralph really should come with us next year. What? I can’t hear you—”
 
Hannah smiled ruefully at Craig and Susan. “Well, so much for a peaceful experience.”
 
“It’s summer,” Craig said. “You can’t expect a private experience in July.”
 
“And not everyone appreciates a beautiful night sky,” Susan added.
 
A beautiful night sky . . . “Remember when Dad got that telescope for Mom?” Hannah asked suddenly. “It was huge. I don’t think she ever used it. I wonder what made him buy it in the first place. I don’t remember Mom ever having an interest in astronomy. Astrology, yes, but not astronomy.”
 
Craig frowned. “I know exactly why he bought her that telescope. Because Carol Whitehouse had gotten one, some super fancy setup, and Mom just happened to mention it to Dad, who, of course, ran right out and bought an even more super fancy setup for Mom. It was all about one-upping her friend.”
 
“How do you know about that?” Susan asked.
 
“I heard Mom and Dad talking one night. And no, I wasn’t purposely spying. But once I heard Mom whining about how Carol thought she was so special, blah, blah, blah, well, I just had to stay and listen. For the sheer entertainment value of it all, of course.”
 
“Poor Dad,” Hannah said. She doubted he had really understood his wife’s motives. “What ever happened to that telescope anyway?”
 
“Adam made off with it.”
 
“Why?” Susan asked. “He has no hobbies. If it’s not related to his job he doesn’t care about it. I bet he hasn’t read a novel since college.”
 
Craig shrugged. “It’s worth a lot of money. Maybe he sold it.”
 
They were silent for some time and then Craig spoke again. “Adam might not have hobbies,” he said, “but he’s perfect. Tilda, too. They’re the perfect children, I mean, at least as far as Mom was concerned. They’re both professionals, they both got married, and they both had two children, a boy and a girl. Okay, Adam got divorced but nobody considers that much of a big deal anymore. In some circles it’s almost de rigueur. I doubt Mom would have cared.”
 
“And then look at us!” Hannah said with a laugh. “We’re the oddballs, the outcasts. I’m gay and—”
 
“Married,” Susan interrupted.
 
“Gay trumps married, I’m sorry to say. And Craig’s a wandering minstrel, as it were.”
 
“Dad doesn’t care that you’re gay,” Craig said to his sister. “You’re golden in his eyes. I’m the embarrassment in this family. I’m the one who makes people lower their voices when my name is mentioned. Oh, Craig McQueen,” he said in an exaggerated whisper, his eyes wide. “He’s the troubled one. We don’t know what went wrong with that boy.”
 
Susan swiped his arm. “You two have an inferiority complex. Craig, I’m sure nobody thinks you’re an embarrassment. We certainly don’t.”
 
“Thanks, Susan. I appreciate your vote of confidence. But I’m not asking for pity. I’ve made all the choices that have gotten me here—forty years old and virtually homeless. I must have wanted what I got.”
 
“But now?” Hannah asked. She looked carefully at her brother. She couldn’t read his face; the night was too dark. She couldn’t tell if he was really mocking himself or just playing a game.
 
Craig shrugged. “Now nothing.”
 
Susan opened the cooler at her feet. “I think it’s time for some champagne.”
 
“You guys really know how to live!” Craig said. Hannah thought he sounded relieved to be off the topic of his unusual life.
 
Susan popped the cork and poured them each a glass.
 
Hannah raised her plastic cup. “To us.”
 
“To family,” Susan said.
 
“Must we?” Craig asked.
 
Hannah said, “Yeah. Do we have to?”
 
“Yes.” Susan looked from her wife to her brother-in-law with that formidable look she reserved for the most stubborn of her family services clients.
 
Craig sighed. “I know when I’m beaten.”
 
He and Hannah said, “To family.”
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Monday, July 23
 
 

 
 
The beach seemed more than usually crowded that morning. Families were already beginning to settle in for the day. A group of about ten gay men had set up blankets and chairs and lounges in a large semicircle facing the water and had erected a flag that read “Happy Birthday, Eric!” Tilda spotted Tessa Vickes on her own morning constitutional and waved but Tessa didn’t see her. Wade Wilder was there, too, chatting with someone Tilda didn’t recognize, maybe a summer visitor. Wade would chat with anyone who cared to chat back.
 
Tilda walked at the water’s edge—the tide was coming in—enjoying its coolness. Jon and Jane would be joining the rest of the family soon at Larchmere. She was looking forward to their arrival, but one little thing was nagging at her. Just before she had left South Portland the other day, both of them, separately, very casually, had mentioned the possibility of her dating. Too casually, Tilda thought. She wondered if they were cooking up some scheme to force her into the dating world. Would they secretly sign her up on a dating Web site? Or, horror of horrors, bring home someone they had scouted out on their own?
 
She wondered if her children would have been so eager for her to date if their father had died suddenly. Maybe not. But Frank had been sick for a long time and Jon and Jane had witnessed the difficulties Tilda had endured. Taking on most of Frank’s chores around the house. Driving him to and from the hospital. Caring for him in the awful days after a round of chemotherapy. Tempting him with all of his favorite foods, only to have him turn his head, barely able to hold down water.
 
She kicked a bit at the water rolling in and remembered a New York Times Magazine article she had read the year before. Deborah Solomon had interviewed Joyce Carol Oates. Ms. Oates had described widowhood as “physically arduous.” Tilda understood that. While Frank was sick, she was already in a way widowed. She had had to assume so many of Frank’s responsibilities, as well as shoulder the burden of care for him. And then, when Frank was gone, well, the burdens became all too real and permanent.
 
Anyway, Tilda thought, she was pretty sure both Jon and Jane believed that their father would want their mother to be happy, and if that meant remarrying, then so be it. In life, Frank was nothing if not generous, affable, and kind spirited. Why should he be any different in death?
 
And there was also the fact that both Jon and Jane would soon be setting out on the adventures that would be their own lives. Tilda suspected they would be a lot happier if Mom was being looked after by a husband and not by them! The truth was she was meeting no resistance from her children regarding dating. She almost wished they did object, and strongly; it would give her an excuse not to move on. Excuses not to act were underrated. Because what if you acted—what if you tried—and you simply didn’t get what you wanted? What if, in spite of her best efforts, she never again achieved a real, settled kind of love like the love she had had with Frank? It took time to develop that kind of love, a love in which two people were completely comfortable with each other. Maybe it was too much to ask for.
 
She stopped. She looked up to the sky, turned from left to right, and then she looked behind her. Except for the wheeling gulls and one lone pigeon, the sky was empty.
 
 

 
 
Ruth was in the library, dusting shelves and the spines of the books on them. Percy was asleep in a corner of the brown leather couch.
 
“Ruth?”
 
She swung around to find Adam’s fiancée standing just inside the door. She wore a cap-sleeved, very fitted, hot pink T-shirt and an above-the-knee wraparound denim skirt. Ruth wondered if she owned anything with long-sleeves—a blouse, a sweatshirt, something! Certainly in the winter she must cover up?
 
“Do you mind if I ask you something?” Kat said.
 
“Of course not,” Ruth replied. She put the duster on the desk. For an awful moment Ruth wondered if this young woman was going to ask her opinion of Adam. What if she asked for advice about marrying him? What in the world could Ruth say?
 
Kat took a few steps into the room. “I was wondering, why are there corks all along the wall in the sunroom? I mean, obviously someone put them there but—why?”
 
Ruth looked at her nephew’s fiancée keenly. “You’re not a craftsperson, are you?”
 
“No,” she admitted. “I mean, I took a pottery class once but I was awful at it. But what I mean is, how is lining up corks—how is lining up anything, shells or rocks or whatever—how is lining up stuff along a shelf a craft? I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound critical. I just don’t understand.”
 
Ruth shrugged. “There’s not much to understand. You see, every time I finish a bottle of red wine I put the cork on a shelf, right next to the cork from the last bottle of wine I finished.”
 
Kat’s face betrayed confusion. Ruth assumed she was debating whether to laugh or to wonder if alcoholism ran in her fiancé’s family. “Oh,” she said.
 
“And someday,” Ruth went on, “when the wall is filled with corks, when I can’t squeeze one more cork onto a shelf, that’s when I’ll be ready to die. Not before, mind you.”
 
Kat put her hand up against her heart. “What do you mean,” she said, her voice a bit squeaky, “that you’ll be ready to die? You’re not planning—anything, are you? I mean you’re not . . .”
 
Ruth smiled blandly. “What you’re trying to say is that I am in complete control over the placing of the corks. You’re trying to say that I can quite easily calculate the number of corks it will take to fill those final shelves and that I can drink bottles of red wine as fast or as slow as I please, knowing that when I fill that final shelf I’ll be ready to die. You’re trying to say that my statement sounded . . . poetic, but that in reality I am planning—drawing out or hurrying toward—my own demise.”
 
There was a moment of silence. “Uh,” Kat said finally, already turning toward the door of the library, “I think I’d better be getting back to Adam.”
 
Ruth smiled to herself. Poor kid, she thought. So easily rattled. Spooked by the crazy old spinster aunt. She supposed she should have been nicer to her a moment ago. She was going to be a member of the family—unless she smartened up and dumped her jackass of a fiancé. Ruth knew she shouldn’t talk about a family member, her own nephew, in such negative terms, but blood didn’t make one blind. At least, in her case it hadn’t.
 
Hannah appeared in the library then, mumbled something about a book she had been reading having gone missing, and then noticed her aunt’s expression. “You look thoughtful,” she said. “What’s up?”
 
“Kat was just here. She’s very young, you know. Emotionally. Adam is going to destroy her within a month of the wedding. Poor thing. She’s clearly incapable of saving herself. But I don’t know how I can be of any help. You know how I don’t like to interfere. It seems . . . immoral somehow. Or maybe unethical is the more appropriate term. Something one isn’t supposed to do.”
 
Hannah shook her head. “How could it be unethical to advise someone against a danger she might not see, a danger that you see quite clearly? How could that be wrong? It would be wrong not to say anything.”
 
“Yes,” Ruth agreed, “it would be wrong, in most cases. If I see a car barreling down on a pedestrian, I’m under every moral or ethical obligation there is to shout out a warning. But in Kat’s case . . . It’s difficult to warn someone about a danger you sense, a danger that’s intangible, even though, in your own opinion, it’s real. Like Adam’s voracious ego.”
 
“Yes. I suppose you’re right. Though I do wish there was something we could say to her. But any word of warning against a marriage to Adam would be suspect, coming from his own family, wouldn’t it? Kat might very well think we just don’t want her to be a McQueen because of something wrong with her.”
 
Ruth sighed. “We are in an untenable position. Besides, in the long run it probably is in Kat’s best interest to make up her own mind about a future with Adam. Everyone’s got to grow up sometime, don’t they?”
 
“Tell that to Craig.”
 
“Now that’s unfair,” Ruth said forcefully. “Your brother isn’t entirely immature, you know that.”
 
“Maybe not,” Hannah admitted. “I’m in a charitable mood. But I don’t know why he can’t accept responsibility for anything. I mean, I don’t think he’s ever paid rent on a place to live.”
 
“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course he’s paid rent. In some form or another, maybe not in cash but certainly in services.”
 
“I know for a fact he doesn’t have a checking account.”
 
Ruth laughed. “That hardly makes him a criminal. At least he’s not the sort to pass bad checks.”
 
“That’s true.” Hannah didn’t say that only the night before, at the Nubble Lighthouse, her brother had seemed on the verge of expressing discontent with his wayward lifestyle. But maybe that was something she had imagined.
 
“Well,” Ruth said, “I don’t want to go on defending your brother to you. You’ll feel about him what you feel, no matter what I say.”
 
“Probably. By the way, what made you say that about Kat’s being emotionally young?”
 
“Oh, nothing. Just that I explained about the corks.”
 
“Ruth, you didn’t!”
 
“I did,” Ruth said. “She didn’t seem to understand.”
 
“You’re incorrigible.” Hannah was unable to restrain a smile.
 
“I think I saw your missing book in the living room.”
 
“Nice change of subject. But thanks.”
 
Hannah left the library and Ruth went back to her dusting. Percy stretched, yawned, put a paw over his eyes, and went back to sleep.
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Tilda stood staring at the ruins of the fairy house. The ruins themselves were ruins. They were ruins of ruins. If she had not known there had been a fairy house at the site, she would not have been able to recognize the few remains as such.
 
She was in one of the black moods—worse than the gray moods—that occasionally descended and enveloped her. They didn’t come as frequently as they had in the months just after Frank’s death. But they still came, often out of the blue. Black moods out of the blue.
 
Time passed, she thought now, staring down at the dirt and bits of old, brown leaves, and everything fell into ruins. Relationships, civilizations, lives. A random breeze made its way through the trees and Tilda shivered. Maybe the breeze foretold rain. Frank had loved rainy days. He had never found them depressing.
 
Frank. With one brief and unmemorable exception, he was the only man with whom she ever had had sex. That was not a complaint. Their sex life had been good. But, now single again, it did seem like a bit of a burdensome fact, her relative lack of sexual experience. But it wasn’t her biggest concern by far. In her experience, admittedly not vast, sex took care of itself. It was the heart that needed coaching and support. But not when you were young. Then, the heart seemed to know exactly what to do.
 
She had been a little bit younger than Jon was now when she met Frank. She had been a little bit older than Jane. Her children were in possession of a youth they entirely took for granted, as did most young people. At any moment either of them might meet a soul mate, someone with whom they would spend the rest of their hopefully long lives. Or, they might meet the first of several soul mates. It could happen. This afternoon, tomorrow, the day after could mark the start of an entirely new and unexpected life path.
 
So, then, could the same thing happen for her? Or was she too old, had she had her big chance, was she being selfish, hoping or reaching for another great love at her age? She was almost half a century old.
 
Tilda kicked at a clump of dirt. It was all well and good for celebrities of a certain age to date gorgeous men in their twenties and thirties, but what about a forty-seven-year-old schoolteacher who had not been on a date in over twenty years? Well, unless she counted dinner and a drive to Kennebunkport and the party at the museum with Dennis as dates, and Tilda wasn’t really sure that she did. What was she supposed to do with her decidedly unglamorous self? Should she get Botox injections? Did she even have the money for Botox? And wasn’t it actually a poison? Was she desperate enough to inject poison into her face just to get a date? Was she supposed to be?
 
Should she join a gym to firm up the flab that had mysteriously replaced muscle? Should she get a new haircut? Maybe try a new color, some highlights? What about a new personality, one less prone to black moods? A new wardrobe? But she liked her clothes, mostly! An eyelift, a tummy tuck, a butt lift? It was exhausting, this attempt to reenter the world of single men and women, this attempt to stave off old age and yes, death. Exhausting and in the end, futile.
 
Of course, she thought again of Dennis. Dennis seemed to find her company welcome, but did he find her attractive, too? Or was he just being nice to a clumsy, middle-aged woman? Was she just a pity project? He hadn’t yet kissed her. But neither had she kissed him. There was a reason for that.
 
She liked Dennis. He was smart and funny and kind and she enjoyed spending time with him. But she didn’t have intense feelings for him, in spite of his good qualities, and in spite of the fact that he was, by any normal standards, handsome. She wondered if his age had anything to do with her lack of sexual interest. Maybe. But she was reluctant to admit that she found the fact of his age, of his being fifteen years older than her, disconcerting. No, more than disconcerting. Unappealing?
 
But why should she feel this way? Jennifer was in love with a man twenty-three years her senior. She seemed very happy. But Jennifer—as far as Tilda knew—had not nursed a dying husband. Was that it? Tilda wondered. Did she, too, now associate age with death and dying and decay?
 
Suddenly, her own prejudice appalled her. She was the first to accuse older men with younger girlfriends—her father included? —of discriminating against women their own age. And here she was mentally rejecting the idea of forming a long-term relationship with an older man because he was statistically more likely than a younger man to get sick and die and make her life messy and difficult.
 
It was all too ridiculous, Tilda thought, this “moving on” business. She gave the clump of dirt one last kick, turned, and walked rapidly back to the house.
 
 

 
 
Hannah and Susan had driven to the outlets in Kittery. Hannah, Susan informed her, needed some new T-shirts, which they could pick up cheap at Old Navy. (Hannah tended to spill things on her clothes, so there was no point in paying full price.) Susan had a discount card for the Zales jewelry store and wanted to “just take a look.” That meant, of course, that by the end of the day she would have a new piece of jewelry, nothing too expensive, just a little something nice. Maybe a small gold charm with a tiny diamond accent. She was collecting charms with the intention of someday creating an individualized bracelet.
 
Also, Susan reminded Hannah, their friends Moire and Colleen, already mothers of a little boy, were pregnant with a second child. The baby shower was in two weeks and Susan wanted to buy something special, a keepsake gift, in addition to the package of onesies and the wee pairs of socks she had already purchased. Maybe an engraved rattle or a silver-plated “ceremonial” cup. Maybe a silver teething ring or a little box made of fine china. There were a few stores in Kittery that sold such things.
 
Susan wanted to get the baby’s gift first, so they went into the Lenox outlet. Susan, a professional shopper, immediately began to examine the items for sale. Hannah, who didn’t much enjoy shopping, watched the other people in the store. There was an older couple, maybe in their seventies, vacationers, Hannah thought, looking around desultorily, probably killing time until the early-bird special at a local, family-style seafood restaurant. There was a man about her own age, wandering aimlessly, clearly befuddled by the choices of pretty objects for sale. Maybe, Hannah thought, he was looking for an anniversary gift for his wife. The man hailed a salesperson, who expertly took him in hand. And then, through the front door came a man, woman, and two small children. The man was clutching the hands of the two children, practically dragging them along behind him. The woman, who looked pale and haggard, was heavily pregnant.
 
Hannah tried not to stare but it was hard. How, she wondered, was this woman even walking! She was massive! Her back must be a sheet of pain. Her feet must be in agony. Her hands, Hannah noticed, were red and swollen.
 
One of the children—they were both girls—began to howl. The father yanked on her arm. The mother flinched and put her hand to her head. She probably has a headache, Hannah thought, and she isn’t even allowed to take an aspirin! Pregnant women weren’t supposed to take drugs of any sort unless prescribed. How ridiculous! How did they stand it!
 
The howling went on until the father dragged the little girls back out of the store. The woman looked around at the elegant picture frames and stacks of holiday-themed table settings and displays of delicate figurines. She looked, Hannah thought, helpless. And then she, too, left the store.
 
“You were watching that woman.”
 
Hannah was startled. She had not heard Susan come up to her.
 
“Yes,” she admitted. “She looked so . . . miserable.”
 
Susan put her arm through Hannah’s. “I know this is lousy timing,” she said. “I’m sorry. But is it my safety you’re worried about? Is it my health?”
 
“What?”
 
“Is that what’s holding you back from agreeing to start our family? Are you worried about my health through all the procedures and then the pregnancy and then the birth?”
 
“God, Susan,” Hannah said, “of course I worry about your safety. No medical procedure is without some risk. Ruth once said that the only minor surgery is surgery done on someone else. And pregnancy is no picnic and childbirth . . .”
 
“So, that’s the big reason? Concern that I might get really sick or die?”
 
Hannah shook her head. “No. No, it’s not that. I mean, oh boy, of course I’m concerned about you but—”
 
“I’m sorry.” Susan withdrew her arm from Hannah’s. “I knew this wasn’t the time or the place.”
 
“That’s all right.”
 
Susan went back to examining the selection of baby presents. Hannah trailed after her. How could she admit to Susan that her biggest fear was that she would repeat the same mistakes her mother made with her? How could she admit to her fear that no matter how hard she tried to be different she would treat her own children with nonchalance, even, to some extent, negligence?
 
Susan would grow to hate her. Of course she would hate her for not being a loving enough parent to their children. She would have every right to leave the marriage and take the children with her. Hannah would have destroyed everything.
 
Suddenly, a horrible, horrifying thought occurred to her. What if she was afraid to admit her fear of being like Charlotte because she might be cured of, or talked out of, the fear? Maybe, deep down, she didn’t want to be talked out of it because maybe, deep down, she really didn’t want to have children of her own!
 
She took a deep breath. She was panicking, overreacting. She was being a drama queen though only in her head, which was embarrassing enough. She had to get out of that place, walk it off, something.
 
“I’ll meet you in Old Navy,” Hannah said abruptly, and she hurried off.
 
 

 
 
“Here, let me help you with that.”
 
They were in the Cove. Bobby was unloading his boat. Craig reached down for the heavy trap Bobby hoisted up to him. He was aware of a small boy on the dock, in shorts and a buzz cut, watching them with fascination. There was, Craig knew, a certain mystery to lobstermen and their craft.
 
“Thanks,” Bobby said. “I’m not as young as I used to be.”
 
“Who is? Still, you’re in better shape than a lot of guys I know who are my age.”
 
Bobby climbed up out of the boat and onto the wooden dock. “Clean living, Craig, clean living. Work hard, eat right, cause no harm, do good when you can, drink the finest whiskey you can afford. No magic to it.”
 
“You ever live anywhere else but Ogunquit?” Craig asked. “Just wondering.”
 
“Nope. Lived here all my life. Never wanted to live anyplace else. Why would I?”
 
“You never wanted to travel? See other countries?”
 
“I read the magazines and watch the television shows. I’m what you might call an armchair traveler. No desire to get on a plane. I went to New York City once. That was enough.”
 
Craig grinned. “What took you to New York?”
 
“Rather not say.”
 
“Fair enough.” Craig paused and then said, “I guess I got the rambling bug somehow. I just can’t seem to stop moving.”
 
Bobby, who never wore sunglasses, squinted up at Craig. “Voltaire—you know him? He said that a man should cultivate his own garden. Guess I’m with him on that.”
 
Craig nodded. He would have to think about that.
 
“Well,” Bobby said, “I best be getting on. Lobsters don’t sell themselves.”
 
Craig said good-bye to his father’s old friend and walked up through the parking lot to stand at the top of the rocky slope that led to the water. The sun was very strong—he didn’t know how Bobby could open his eyes without sunglasses, let alone set out to sea. He thought about what Bobby had said.
 
A man should cultivate his own garden. A man should take care of his own concerns, and family, and responsibilities. A man should learn his own mind. Voltaire might have meant all of that or something else entirely. He would have to go back and read the work. He was pretty sure there was a selection of Voltaire back at the house, and it probably included Candide. But for now, he asked himself where his own garden was to be found. The answer was easy. It was Larchmere.
 
Until this visit, the notion that Larchmere might someday cease to be “home” had never once occurred to Craig. Now, with that idea pending, he was beginning to realize just how important Larchmere was to him and, maybe more importantly, to whatever sense of self he retained. Who you are is where you are. Or something like that. Maybe, who you are, or a big part of it, is where you are from.
 
The reality was that he had never been content anywhere else but Larchmere. Time and again he had told himself that he didn’t want to settle anywhere, that he was happy wandering aimlessly across New England, that Larchmere was merely a place to which he returned, briefly, on occasion.
 
But that made Larchmere a touchstone. And touchstones were important. So, for Craig McQueen, was the real truth, or a big part of it, that no place could possibly match the attraction of Larchmere? Was his fate inextricably wound up with the fate of the big old house and lands?
 
The thought was powerful and disconcerting. He didn’t want to deal with it just yet. He walked away from the water and back to his old red van.
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Hannah, Tilda, Kat, Susan, and Adam were scattered about the sunroom, waiting out a passing thundershower. Adam was reading the financial news online. Kat was staring out at the heavily falling rain. Tilda and Susan were talking quietly.
 
Suddenly, Hannah tossed the local newspaper she had been glancing through onto a side table. “Hey,” she said, “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go out to dinner tonight, maybe catch some live music. All of us here, and Craig, of course.”
 
“That sounds like a plan,” Susan said. “I’m sure Bill and Ruth could use a break from us clattering around the kitchen.”
 
“Good. How about we go to The Front Porch? I love that place. Everybody always seems to be having such a good time. The fun is catching.”
 
“Like a cold,” Adam muttered, eyes still on the screen of his laptop.
 
“What’s The Front Porch?” Kat asked, turning from the window and its dreary view.
 
“It’s a very popular restaurant and piano bar. You must have seen it on your way to Larchmere. It’s right on the corner of Main and Beach Street. A big white building, smack in the center of town.”
 
Kat nodded. “Sure. Piano bars are fun. I haven’t been to one in a long time, not since college, I think.”
 
“Me, neither,” Susan said. “Let’s do it.”
 
“That place is far too loud,” Adam said.
 
“Not on the first floor, in the dining rooms. And the food is very good.”
 
Adam snapped shut his computer and sneered. “According to who? Look, piano bars are just excuses for a bunch of pathetic people to make asses of themselves singing show tunes off key. Why don’t we go to Arrows? I’ll call and see if we can get a reservation. That or MC Perkins Cove.”
 
Hannah laughed. “Arrows? You’ve got to be kidding me, Adam. Susan and I can’t afford Arrows. We can barely afford MC after replacing our oven and our fridge last summer.”
 
“I’m with Hannah,” Tilda said. “I like The Front Porch. Susan does, too, and Kat should have the experience since she’s going to be a regular in Ogunquit before long. Come on, Adam, be a sport. We promise we won’t make you sing. It’s not karaoke.”
 
Adam sighed as if grievously put upon. “Fine, we’ll go to The Front Porch. But I am not paying for Craig.”
 
As if summoned—or maybe Adam had caught a glimpse of his brother, hence his comment—Craig appeared in the doorway of the sunroom. “I’m paying for my own dinner, thanks. I just did a job for Harold, the guy with the old farmhouse on Pine Road.”
 
“Just make sure you wear a clean shirt,” Adam said, without humor. “I’m not being seen in town with someone who looks like he’s been on a construction site all day.”
 
“No worries,” Craig replied jauntily. “I’m on my way to the creek with my laundry right now.”
 
 

 
 
At the last minute, Kat claimed a bad headache and announced her intention to stay at Larchmere. It wasn’t hard to see that she felt uncomfortable with her fiancé’s family. Tilda could hardly blame her. Though he easily could have joined his siblings, Adam drove himself into town, leaving Hannah and Susan to ferry Tilda and Craig in their serviceable Subaru.
 
Tilda was wearing beige linen pants, a lime green T-shirt, and a light, beige cotton sweater. She had thought about draping a scarf around her neck—she had brought one to Larchmere, a gift from her children—but rejected the idea. She didn’t have the flair for scarves her mother had had. Hannah wore chinos, and a classic Levi’s jean jacket over a black T-shirt, and Susan had on an ankle-length, bright aqua summer dress with silver sandals and silver bangles around her wrist. With her tanned skin and dark hair Susan looked exotic, more obviously sexy than the other two women. Tilda thought that Craig looked jaunty in a French blue, Oxford style shirt, sleeves rolled up and open at the neck, worn out over jeans. Adam, who had never approved of his brother’s sartorial choices, wore a white dress shirt under a navy blazer, gray dress slacks, and shiny black shoes.
 
Traffic stopped them in front of a new nightspot on Shore Road, a place called Accent. Hannah, Susan, and Craig were debating the relative benefits of some new computer technology. Tilda, seated behind Hannah, and not interested in the conversation, looked out the window. Accent was small but the open-air deck in front was packed with people in their twenties and thirties. Not a family joint, she noted, and just as she was about to turn away, she thought she spotted a familiar face at a table by the front railing. Tilda peered more closely and carefully. Oh, yes. It was Kat! She was leaning across the table, talking to a young, handsome man, someone clearly closer to her age than Adam was. In front of her on the table stood a frosty, bright pink cocktail. She watched as Kat tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder and laughed.
 
“Damn traffic!” Hannah complained. “Damn tourists!”
 
But Tilda didn’t mind being stuck. She wanted to watch her brother’s fiancée, who must have slipped out of Larchmere just seconds after they had gone. But how had she gotten into town? Cabs were virtually nonexistent in Ogunquit! Had someone arranged to pick her up? Transportation was only part of the mystery.
 
Tilda frowned. Did Kat want to be caught, if indeed she was doing something wrong, and it certainly looked like she was doing something wrong? When you claimed a sick headache, you stayed home. You didn’t go out, dressed in a cleavage-bearing, figure-hugging mini-dress, and sit chatting and sipping a cocktail with a man not your fiancé! Tilda fought an urge to tap on Craig’s arm, point in Kat’s direction, be sure someone else witnessed the scene. But she fought that urge. Adam and Kat’s relationship was none of her business. And for all Tilda knew, the guy with whom Kat was chatting was her cousin or an old, platonic friend who had called her cell, found out they were both in town, and arranged a reunion. It was unlikely, but it was possible. Wasn’t it?
 
The car rolled forward, slowly. “Freakin’ finally,” Hannah muttered. Tilda kept her mouth shut as they left Kat behind.
 
They met Adam in the restaurant. Tilda scanned his face for a sign that he had seen his fiancée on the deck at Accent, but Adam’s expression was its usual slightly harried or annoyed one. If Adam were truly angry, everyone would know.
 
They were shown to their table (Adam complained about its location but there were no other tables available for at least a half hour) and Craig excused himself to visit the men’s room.
 
He was making his way through the bar area and back to the table when a tall, slightly overweight woman in a low-cut floral top with pretty, long dark hair blocked his path. She was not unattractive. Craig smiled and made to move aside but the woman blocked him again.
 
“Excuse me,” Craig said. He wondered if she was a little drunk, maybe unsteady on her feet.
 
“You’re Craig McQueen,” the woman said.
 
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”
 
The woman’s eyes, which were fixed down on him, seemed to grow darker. “Think hard.”
 
For a moment, Craig continued to draw a blank. But then, as he looked at the woman, some tiny bit of recollection began to tickle at his brain, the vaguely familiar shape of her very dark eyes, and he said, “Mary.” And then, “Vermont. What was the name of that town? Yeah, Green River. Wow. It was a long time ago. How’ve you been?”
 
“You said you’d call me when you got back into town.”
 
Had he said that? He really didn’t remember. It had to have been at least eight years since he had seen this woman. Mary. “I never did get back to Green River,” he said honestly.
 
“You had my number.” The woman’s voice was tight, angry. “You could have called to tell me you weren’t coming back.”
 
Why, he thought, would I have done that? I knew her for about two weeks and then we had a one-night stand. No commitment, no promises. Other than the one he didn’t remember making, the one about calling.
 
“I’m sorry,” he said. There was no point in arguing his case. He couldn’t imagine why she had wanted to stop him and talk.
 
“You should be. You got me pregnant.”
 
Craig’s mouth went dry. “We used condoms,” he said automatically. Had they? That was something else he couldn’t quite remember. Was anyone in the bar listening to this horrible conversation?
 
The woman, Mary, laughed unpleasantly. “Well, they didn’t work. I had to borrow money from my sister to have an abortion. I had no way to find you and no job, so there was no way I could have had the baby. I was a mess and it was all your fault!”
 
Could he believe her? He wasn’t sure. He had hardly known her all those years ago. He hadn’t even known her last name. Maybe she was lying now as a sort of revenge for his having left her. There was no way he would ever know for sure. He felt sick to his stomach. He felt ashamed.
 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what else to say.”
 
“There is nothing else to say. Except, screw you.”
 
And then she—Mary Something or Other—was gone into the crowd at the far end of the bar. Craig wondered if her boyfriend or husband was going to emerge next, to pop him in the nose. But an abortion as a result of a one-night stand was hardly the kind of thing a woman was likely to reveal to the new man in her life.
 
Craig couldn’t move for a moment. He wanted to sneak off on his own but he knew that if he did Tilda would be upset with him. He didn’t want to be responsible for disappointing another woman. He made his way back to the table and took a seat.
 
“Why the long face?” Adam asked. “Did you find out it’s illegal to panhandle in downtown Ogunquit?”
 
“Something like that,” he said quietly, and picked up the menu the waiter had left for him.
 
They ordered from their waiter, a young gay man whose name was Rob and who told them he had come from New Jersey to work for the summer before starting college. After a wait that Adam declared far too long, the meals arrived. Adam sent his fish back, claiming it was overcooked. Maybe it was, Tilda thought. But maybe it wasn’t. Adam liked people to know he was in the room. (Rob was professionally gracious about it.) Tilda enjoyed her pasta primavera. Craig, usually a voracious eater, left half of his meal on the plate. Hannah and Susan, who had each gotten the pork chop with mashed potatoes, announced themselves pleased.
 
Conversation during the meal was light and noncommittal. Tilda allowed herself to think that the night was, indeed, going to be declared a complete success. (Barring the strange absence of Kat.) In fact, it wasn’t until coffee and dessert had been served (none for Adam, just coffee for Craig) that the tensions always flowing just under the surface of the relationship between Susan and Adam began to rise. Wine had been consumed, as had predinner cocktails. I should have known, Tilda thought. Don’t tempt fate with assumptions of happy endings. Especially not when alcohol is involved.
 
Susan had been tapping her coffee spoon against her cup for about thirty seconds when abruptly, and apropos of nothing they had been discussing, she turned to Adam. “You know,” she said, “I haven’t forgotten that you blew off our wedding.”
 
Hannah’s eyes widened in surprise and, Tilda thought, concern.
 
Adam shrugged. “I showed up at the reception.”
 
“But you missed the ceremony,” Susan pointed out. “The ceremony is the most important part of the celebration.”
 
Tilda agreed but this was not her argument. She sipped her coffee and took another bite of the crème brûlée.
 
Adam sighed. “Look, I had to work. I’m not going to apologize for my career. Some things just take precedence over others.”
 
“A few bucks take precedence over your sister’s wedding?”
 
“Susan, it really doesn’t—”
 
But Hannah’s attempt at calming her wife was rejected.
 
“No, Hannah, he should take responsibility for his actions in this family. Really, Adam, it was very disrespectful, not only of your sister but also of our union.” Susan looked at the others for confirmation. “Am I right?” she asked.
 
Again, Tilda agreed with Susan but, fearing Adam’s wrath being turned against her, only murmured something unintelligible. Hannah, also clearly unwilling to add to the argument, gave a quick nod. Craig, usually the first one to take the side of anyone fighting against Adam, was oddly silent and unresponsive. In fact, Tilda thought he seemed to be miles away, toying with his napkin, looking vaguely at nothing.
 
“Well,” Susan prodded, her voice raised, “am I?”
 
Tilda was increasingly uncomfortable with the situation. She wondered if she should finally say something to end the argument—but what?—when Adam’s hand hit the table with a thud that made her coffee spoon rattle against her cup. Tilda shot a look around but no one at neighboring tables seemed to have noticed Adam’s display of temper. Everyone but the McQueens seemed to be having a good time.
 
“Look,” Adam hissed, eyes fixed on Susan, “I’ve had enough of this. We are not having a scene in public. Everyone in this town knows the McQueens. They respect us. There’s a certain decorum we keep. So keep your voice down.”
 
In one swift move, he drew his wallet from his back pocket, tossed some cash onto the table, and stood. He didn’t say good-bye to the others.
 
Tilda watched him weave his way out of the main dining room, wondering how he reconciled slamming his hand on the table with not making a scene. She found herself hoping that Kat got back to the house before Adam did. It was odd to feel more loyalty to a virtual stranger than to her own brother, her own flesh and blood. It was upsetting.
 
Rob the waiter appeared (tactfully, he had stayed away from the table during the heated argument), and they paid the bill. Tilda put in an extra five dollars for Rob’s tip (she had waited tables in college and knew how depressing and difficult the job could be) and she and Craig walked out to the car, followed a few minutes later by Hannah and Susan, who had stopped in the ladies’ room before the drive home.
 
Hannah took Susan’s hand. “Well, that was a bad idea,” she said. “What was I thinking?”
 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to let fly at Adam like that. I guess my anger’s just been building.”
 
“Oh, Adam can take it. It’s my fault, really. I feel like such a fool. Why did I suggest we all hang out together like normal people?”
 
“Only Adam causes problems,” Susan rightly pointed out. “Tilda and Craig aren’t troublemakers.”
 
“No. But what was up with Craig tonight? When he came back from the men’s room he looked like he’d seen a ghost or something. He hardly said a word after that.”
 
“Ssshh. They’ll hear us.”
 
Hannah and Susan and Craig and Tilda climbed into the car and drove back to Larchmere in weary silence.
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Tuesday, July 24
 
 

 
 
There was another newly or about to be wed couple on the beach that morning. This bride, older than the other Tilda had seen, and fashionably slight, wore a slinky ice blue satin sheath. Her groom, also middle-aged, wore a navy suit, expertly cut. Tilda guessed that they had money. The photographer, whose hair was a flamboyant orange, was calling out directions to the couple. They moved and posed as if professional models. Tilda wondered if people took lessons in posing for their wedding pictures. People took dancing lessons for the wedding reception. Why not lessons in assuring beautiful photographs?
 
She began her walk to the Wells town line, and left the couple and their photographer behind. Since when, she wondered, had Ogunquit become a wedding destination? She thought that it probably always had been a wedding destination but that, given her relatively new status as widow, she was now hyper aware of the presence of summer brides.
 
Tilda had been thinking a lot about weddings and marriage and, in particular, about wives. There was a Hebrew proverb that said, “Whosoever findeth a wife findeth a good thing.” She had been thinking a lot about that.
 
What did it really mean to be a wife in today’s culture, in the United States in the early twenty-first century? Did the role of “wife” have any validity? Well, so much had changed, and mostly for the better. Now both Hannah and Susan could be a wife, a legally recognized entity with rights and responsibilities and public standing. But Tilda wondered if marriage itself was really necessary any longer.
 
No. Well, maybe for some it was, those who followed a religious system that required—or strongly urged—women to marry. But for those for whom marriage was not an economic or religious necessity, was it still preferable to the other options? It seemed that it might be. Marriage brought with it social privileges. It shouldn’t still be that way but it was. Marriage meant respectability. No matter what the sordid or boring truth was behind the closed door of the married couple’s home, the fact that they were legally married conferred upon them greater status than that afforded to single people.
 
Married people were offered discounts on everything from car insurance to vacation packages. Single people, no matter what the reason for their single state, were considered less stable and mature and successful than married people. Two was better than one. It was ridiculous and unfair but that was the way it was.
 
When she was married, when Frank was alive, Tilda had never once given any thought to the plight of the single person—widowed, divorced, living alone by choice or by chance. She hadn’t passed judgments; she just never had given the position of the single person a thought. She was a bit ashamed of that now, ashamed of her lack of concern or interest in everyone “else” or “other.” Had she been one of those self-satisfied, even smug people, who simply failed to empathize with those in a situation not her own? She was afraid that she might have been.
 
At the Wells town line, Tilda turned and began the walk back to the parking lot. Along the way she ran into Nancy Brown, Ogunquit’s librarian. She and her partner, Glenda, had been at the recent party at Larchmere.
 
“Oh, did you see the bride?” she cried, rushing up to Tilda and grabbing her arm. “The one in the pale blue dress?”
 
“Yes,” Tilda said. “I did.”
 
“Oh, isn’t she exquisite! I honestly don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful bride in my entire life. I really don’t!”
 
Tilda extricated her arm from Nancy’s grip and forced a smile. “Yes,” she said, “she is lovely. But I really must be getting home now. Give my love to Glenda.”
 
Nancy continued on toward Wells and Tilda walked rapidly back to her car, eager to be at Larchmere. The bride and groom were gone. Just before getting behind the wheel she scanned the sky. Nothing.
 
 

 
 
Tilda was sitting at the kitchen bar drinking a cup of tea and leafing through a catalogue of out-of-print books. With a pen she was marking off books she might like to buy. It would all depend, in the end, on money. Still, it was fun to dream about owning rare first editions and peculiar books long out of print. She made a mental note to visit Cunningham Books when she got back to Portland, a wonderful bookshop at Longfellow Square that sold old and rare books.
 
Footsteps—the sound of high heels—alerted her to the fact that someone had come into the kitchen. Tilda turned.
 
Kat stopped midstride. “Oh. Hi,” she said. “I’m just getting something to drink.”
 
Tilda thought Kat sounded embarrassed, almost guilty, for being in the kitchen when someone else was there. As if she were invading McQueen territory.
 
“Sure, of course,” Tilda said. “There’s some iced tea in a pitcher in the fridge if you’d like. Ruth made it earlier.”
 
“I’ll just have water. But thanks.”
 
Kat went to the sink, where there was a water filter, and poured a glass.
 
“So,” Tilda ventured, “how long have you and Adam known each other?” If Kat is going to be my sister-in-law, she thought, I really should try to know more about her. I don’t even know if she has brothers or sisters.
 
Kat smiled and took a seat at the bar. Tilda thought she might be grateful for Tilda’s interest in her life.
 
“We met at a networking event about a year ago,” she said. “He didn’t call me for a while and I was pretty upset, because I really liked him. But when he did call we started seeing each other all the time. And after a few months he proposed. I couldn’t believe my luck. I still can’t!”
 
Well, Tilda thought, here was a woman who seemed to be marrying not for economic or religious reasons. Here was a woman who was marrying for love. “It’s a lovely ring,” she said. It was lovely, if a bit ostentatious for Tilda’s taste.
 
Kat held out her left hand and admired the platinum and diamond monster on it. “I know. I absolutely love it. There are three carats total. All my friends are jealous, even the ones who are already married.”
 
Adam had to make a statement, Tilda thought, had to be the biggest and the best. Well, if it made him happy to conquer, or, at least, to think he had conquered, then so be it. Tilda’s mind flashed again on the young man with whom Kat had been having cocktails the night of the Front Porch expedition and wondered if Adam had, indeed, really conquered in this case.
 
“I’m sure the ring is insured,” Tilda said, and then wondered why. Adam’s insurance was none of her business.
 
“Oh, yeah. Adam won’t tell me what it’s worth, exactly, but I know it has to be a lot!”
 
Tilda only nodded, not knowing what else to add to the subject of the ring.
 
“We’re going to have a family, you know,” Kat said suddenly. “Adam promised we’d start trying to get pregnant just after the wedding.”
 
“Oh,” Tilda said. She was taken aback. The idea that Adam might want more children had never occurred to her. She had just assumed he was marrying again for the trophy aspect of it. She tried to sound enthusiastic and believing. “That’s very nice,” she said.
 
Would Kat be one of those sexy pregnant women who showed their belly in skintight tops, one of those women who continued to wear heels well into the third trimester? Of course she would. Tilda felt oddly jealous, again. During her pregnancies she had taken to wearing Frank’s shirts over stretch maternity pants. They were comfortable and concealing. She had not looked sexy.
 
“Yeah,” Kat was saying. “I’ve always really wanted kids—I’m an only child—but I really wanted to have a career first, you know? But when I have my first baby, that’s it, I’m done, I’m staying home.”
 
“And Adam understands what you want?” The question was out before Tilda realized that it probably shouldn’t have been asked.
 
Kat looked surprised at the question. “Sure. I think so. I mean, I talked to him about it.”
 
“Oh. Then he must know what you’re expecting. That’s good.” Again, Tilda had meant to sound reassuring but was afraid she had failed. Kat’s face was registering big doubt.
 
“Yes,” she said, her eyes flickering away from Tilda. “I’m sure he understands.” There was a moment of silence and then Kat said, “Well, I should be going.”
 
She left the kitchen in a hurry, brushing past Hannah, who was on her way in. Hannah looked at her sister inquiringly.
 
“Well, I just had an awkward conversation.”
 
“I’m guessing it was with Kat.”
 
“Yes, it was with Kat.” Tilda lowered her voice. “She told me that she’s planning on getting pregnant right after the wedding. And that Adam is fine with the idea of starting another family.”
 
Hannah’s expression tightened. “He should not be having more children,” she declared. “He’s barely a father to the ones he’s already got.”
 
“But Kat has a right to children of her own,” Tilda said.
 
“Of course. All I’m saying is that she might want to choose a different father. Someone who actually gives a damn.”
 
“Oh, I think Adam loves his children. I just think he didn’t realize they would be so much work.”
 
“What kind of a person has kids without accepting the full responsibility of their care?” Hannah asked rhetorically. “A selfish, irresponsible person, that’s what kind of person.”
 
Hannah’s voice rose as she spoke. She was visibly angry. Tilda’s imagination made a sudden leap. She thought that by talking about bad or inadequate parents her sister might be referring not only to their brother, but also to her own fears of being a bad or inadequate parent. Was that the real reason she had been putting off making a decision to start a family?
 
It didn’t feel like something she could ask about, not yet, anyway. “The children don’t seem to be suffering,” she pointed out. “And Sarah makes up for so much. She’s a wonderful mother.”
 
“Be that as it may,” Hannah replied, “I just don’t believe that Adam should be having more kids. For that matter, I don’t believe that he even wants more kids. I think he’s lying to Kat, stringing her along. Oh, he’ll marry her, but then he’ll find all sorts of excuses why they shouldn’t start a family. By then, she’ll be totally in his thrall. And if she tries to divorce him, he’ll threaten to leave her with nothing.”
 
“You really think he’s lying to her?” Tilda asked. “Well, of course, it’s a possibility. Adam lies. But about something as big as wanting another family?”
 
“Yes, I think he’s lying.”
 
Tilda sighed. “Well, I guess I think so, too. I feel awful about this, Hannah, but I kind of hinted—very subtly—to Kat that she might want to make extra sure he means what he says.”
 
“Don’t feel awful. Women need to protect each other.”
 
“But Adam is my brother.”
 
“Adam,” Hannah said, “isn’t a very nice person.”

 







29
 
It was later that day, before dinner, and Hannah was stretched out on the bed in the room she shared with Susan. It was decorated much the same as was the room Tilda occupied, with the exception that the watercolors on the walls depicted pines and oaks and maples throughout the four seasons, and not seashells. Above the bed was a large framed quilt, all subtle colors and hues, which Charlotte had bought at an auction. Hannah had never understood why they had not been allowed to actually use the quilt. After all, it had been made as a practical item, something to keep a person warm on cold winter nights. But even now, ten years after her mother’s death, Hannah would never dream of taking the quilt down from the wall.
 
Hannah yawned. She felt unaccountably tired. She felt that if she fell asleep now she would sleep through the night. She knew she should get up soon and change for dinner. Her clothes were rumpled and slightly sweaty. There was a fan on the dresser but she felt too lazy to get up and turn it on. She continued to lie there, almost motionless. This, she thought, is lassitude.
 
The door to the bedroom opened and Susan came in. She shut the door behind her.
 
“Hey,” Hannah said.
 
“Hey yourself. What’s going on?”
 
Hannah wanted to tell Susan that Adam claimed—through Kat—that he wanted more children. There was no reason to hide the information from her wife. But any mention of children would, inevitably, lead to another no doubt fruitless discussion about starting their own family and Hannah, recently feeling very cowardly, did not want to talk.
 
“Nothing,” she said.
 
Susan sat on the bed next to Hannah. She lowered her voice when she spoke. “I was wondering,” she said, “has anyone said anything to you about Larchmere? I mean, about what’s going to happen to it when Bill . . .”
 
“I don’t want to think about my father dying,” Hannah said quickly, sitting up against the pillows. “It makes me very uncomfortable. He’s always been my anchor, you know that. I don’t like to imagine life without him.”
 
“Of course you don’t,” Susan said. “But someday he will be gone. He’s going to leave Larchmere to one of his children. It’s only smart to think ahead in case you turn out to be the heir. And if you are the heir, naturally, that effects the both of us.”
 
Hannah nodded. “Of course. I know. But please, could we not talk about it right yet? Please? I promise we’ll talk soon. When we get back home. Not here.”
 
Susan sighed. Hannah wondered just how much more putting off she was going to tolerate.
 
“All right. When we get back to South Portland then.” Susan got off the bed. “Dinner is at seven, don’t forget. Ruth and I are making a seafood stew.” And then she was gone.
 
Hannah slid down again until she was prone on the bed. Inheriting Larchmere. Until this week, until learning of her father’s romance, the idea had never even occurred to her. Why? she wondered. Why hadn’t she ever thought about what would happen to the family home when her father died?
 
Well, she thought now, what if Dad does want me to have Larchmere? What then? How could she ever afford to keep such a huge house and estate? She would have to steal Adam’s idea and convert the house into a bed and breakfast just to pay for basic maintenance. But if she did that she would need financing. No bank would lend her all the money she would need. She might have to consider asking her aunt to be a business partner. And that would be tricky. Hannah figured that Ruth might have some money tucked away, but she would not want to put her aunt on the spot. True, Ruth was tough enough to say no to a request she didn’t want to fulfill, but still . . . asking for money, even a loan, from a family member, was scary. She thought she knew why even Craig, who was always short of cash, didn’t do it.
 
Hannah sat up again, restless. Of course, she thought, running a bed and breakfast might mean having to live in Ogunquit year round, as neither she nor Susan had a taste (or the money) for a winter home in Florida, where many Ogunquit residents went for the worst of the winter months.
 
And they so loved their life in Portland! There were the museums and galleries and the great bookstores like Longfellow and Cunningham, all within walking distance of their home. What would they do if they couldn’t have dinner every Wednesday evening at the Pub, with all the other regulars she and Susan had gotten to know and love? And the Sea Dogs! Hannah would not be happy without easy access to the Sea Dogs’ games. And Ogunquit off-season was so deadly quiet; Hannah really didn’t know if she could handle it. And what about her job? Would she have to quit (and then where would their health insurance come from!) or would she be able to maintain basically two careers? And what about Susan’s career? She absolutely loved her work in social services. Sure, they could commute to Portland daily—they knew someone who did just that—but commuting was a physical as well as a financial strain. It would mean they would need a second car, a backup, and that was yet another expense.
 
Hannah got up from the bed and went to the window. A massive blue jay was perched on a branch of an oak tree, screaming his unpleasant scream. She thought of screaming children and of that family she had seen in Kittery, the little girls being dragged along, the mother massively pregnant. She thought of the big issue looming in her life: the notion of having a baby in the near future. She and Susan had agreed they wanted to raise a child in an urban environment, not tiny little Ogunquit no matter how beautiful and serene.
 
Hannah sighed. She loved Larchmere but she really hoped that Tilda inherited the house. It would make things so much easier for Hannah and Susan. Their lives wouldn’t be totally disrupted. But she doubted that Tilda could afford the ownership and upkeep of a house the size of Larchmere, either. What then? Only Adam—and maybe Ruth—had the money to take over the responsibility of the estate without having to resort to drastic measures. Ruth didn’t want Larchmere. Adam wanted it for all the wrong reasons.
 
It was all a muddle. The only thing Hannah did know for sure was that if her father did leave Larchmere to her, there was no way she would reject the gift—and there was no way she would ever sell the house. She felt enormous gratitude toward her father for being the supportive parent he had always been, especially in light of her mother’s indifference. She believed that it was her duty as a grateful daughter to accept any responsibility he chose to give her.
 
But how would Susan deal with the privilege—and the burden—of Larchmere? Hannah wondered if she would be forced to prioritize, to choose what was more important: her own life with Susan, her wife, or the maintenance of her family’s physical legacy. The question frightened her.
 
Slowly, she turned from the window and went to take a shower.
 
 

 
 
“Did Sarah finish that degree she was going for? What was it, a master’s in management?”
 
Craig and Adam were in the kitchen. Craig was brewing a pot of tea. He had a sudden craving for Lapsang souchong, with its heavily smoky flavor, which was odd because he usually preferred to drink Lapsang souchong in the fall and winter. Adam was mixing some sort of protein shake. It was a bright, acid green. Craig shuddered. He was all for healthy eating but he preferred to chew his calories. And he preferred them to be colors found in nature.
 
Adam looked surprised. “How would I know? I don’t talk with her about anything other than the kids. I’ve got enough on my plate.”
 
Craig was shocked. He knew he shouldn’t be—he knew what his brother was like—but he was. “How can you just ignore someone you were married to?” he said. “She’s the mother of your children. Don’t you care even a little about her as a person?”
 
“Who are you to talk?” Adam shot back. “You’ve never made a commitment to a woman in your life.”
 
“Maybe so.” Craig thought of the woman from Vermont, Mary, and cringed a little. “But at least I didn’t dump my hardworking wife for a woman twelve years her junior. Come on, Adam, your divorce was a classic midlife crisis thing. It’s pretty lame stuff. It’s been done to death.”
 
Adam glared at his brother. “You know nothing about the circumstances of my divorce. No one does. Except Sarah, of course. And my lawyers.”
 
Craig was not intimidated. “Have you told Kat how you refused to give up half of your CD collection, even though Sarah is the music lover? Or about the time you keyed that car—what was it, the one Sarah got in the divorce—so that she couldn’t get its full worth when she sold it?”
 
“My past is none of Kat’s business,” Adam said. His voice was cold.
 
“She’s going to be your wife. You have to be honest with her.” And, Craig wondered, if Kat knew the entire, gritty truth, would she still want to be Adam’s wife?
 
“Selective honesty is all that’s required in this situation. I don’t need to know every minor little detail of Kat’s past. In fact, I’d rather not.”
 
“As long as her credit is good, right?” Craig laughed. “Don’t want to be responsible for someone else’s debts.”
 
“Her credit is impeccable.”
 
“Did you check for a criminal past as well?”
 
“Of course. She’s clean.”
 
“And she’s hot.”
 
Adam shrugged. “What’s wrong with that? It doesn’t hurt my professional image to have a beautiful, well-dressed wife.”
 
“You’re a caricature,” Craig said. “Straight out of central casting for middle-aged male panicking over the loss of his youth and virility.”
 
“My virility,” Adam replied coldly, “has never been an issue.”
 
Craig smirked. “I’m not sure I’d go around admitting that.”
 
“Grow up, Craig.”
 
Craig put down his cup of tea, untasted. “Why are you even bothering to get married again?” he persisted. “Doesn’t the single life suit you better? Or is this new marriage all about appearance? It doesn’t look good for a guy in your professional position to be footloose and fancy-free, does it? You need to look respectable, dependable, like a politician, get yourself a wife, go to church on Sundays. Marriage makes sense for someone like you.”
 
Adam slammed his almost empty glass on the bar top. “Someone like me? Oh, right, you mean someone who accepts responsibility for his actions. Someone who has a career, someone who pays his bills. Someone who’s not living in a disgusting, rust-ridden van at the age of forty. Someone who has some real value in the world, someone who contributes to society. You might think I’m worthless, Craig, but I’m the one paying taxes. I’m the one contributing to charities. I’m the one raising children. When was the last time you voted? Wait, I bet you’re not even registered to vote! When was the last time you showed up for a town meeting? Oh, wait, you’d actually have to live in the town to go to its meetings.”
 
Craig was silenced.
 
Adam laughed. “That’s right. Got nothing to say to that, do you? Talk to me when you get a life.” Adam, leaving his empty glass on the bar top, picked up his laptop and left the room.
 
Craig slumped onto a stool. He felt shaken. He felt badly that things had gotten so heated. He acknowledged that he had spoken with unnecessary ill intent. He also acknowledged that some of Adam’s criticisms, some of his charges, while harsh, were also valid.
 
What was his value in the world? Did anybody need him, did anybody want him around? Well, Tilda needed him but that need wasn’t entirely healthy. Could a person have value when he lived isolated from human responsibility? Well, yes, life itself was sacred, Craig thought he believed that, but . . . Wasn’t a life of service to others more valuable than a life of—of what? Avoidance?
 
Not for the first time Craig wondered if he was even serving himself by the way he was living his life. Was he a selfish person? No, he didn’t think that he was. Not selfish, not really, not grasping or greedy at all. A shirker. Maybe that’s what he was, a shirker of responsibility, a shirker of duty. You couldn’t be proud of being a shirker.
 
His father, Bill, wasn’t a shirker. Neither was Bobby, nor Teddy, for that matter. Frank had been one of the most responsible guys Craig had ever known. Those men were brave. He respected them all. They all were deserving of respect.
 
The question for Craig was, was he?
 
Craig dumped the now cold tea down the sink, washed his cup and his brother’s glass, and went out to his old red van. Maybe, he thought, this is where I really do belong.
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It was about an hour after his confrontation with Craig and Adam was in the sunroom, his laptop open in front of him. His face wore a frown of concentration.
 
Kat knew it was not the best time to bring up an important topic, not while Adam was working—which he almost always was—but she felt as if she might burst if she didn’t talk to him soon. Her earlier conversation with Tilda about her and Adam starting a family was weighing on her. She needed to be reassured. Adam had sworn he wanted more kids but maybe, just maybe, he had lied about that in order to . . . She could hardly think the words.
 
“Adam?” she said.
 
“Mmm.”
 
“Are you busy?” It was a stupid question. Obviously he was busy.
 
Adam didn’t answer. Kat perched on the chair next to him. “I just wanted you to know that I’m really glad we’re going to try to get pregnant right after the wedding.”
 
“Mmmm.”
 
“I mean, I’m not getting any younger!” Kat laughed a little nervously and fought an urge to bite a fingernail, something she had not done since she was eleven.
 
Adam finally looked up from his laptop. He never went anywhere without his laptop and iPhone. He was a very plugged-in person.
 
“I’m sorry,” he said, with a vague smile. “I wasn’t really paying attention. What were you saying?”
 
Kat swallowed hard. She still got a thrill when she looked at his beautiful, strangely colored eyes. Right then they were bright green. He was such a handsome man. His jaw was so firm. She spoke with some difficulty. “I was saying that I’m glad we’re going to start a family right away, once we get married. Like we talked about.”
 
Adam shifted in his seat and crossed one leg over the other. He looked somehow professorial. “Yeah, about that,” he said. “I’ve been thinking and, really, what’s the rush? You’re young and I’m in great health. These days, women can safely have kids at forty and fifty, no problem.”
 
Kat folded her hands and squeezed them together in her lap. Oh, God, she thought, this can’t be happening. “But I thought you said—”
 
“I’m sure I meant whatever I said at the time I said it.” His tone was a bit impatient. “But I’ve thought more about the whole kid thing and I just don’t think it’s a great idea for us to rush into it. Don’t you want to spend some time alone together before we start schlepping to doctors and changing diapers and getting up at all hours every night to deal with a screaming baby? Believe me, I’ve been there and it isn’t a hell of a lot of fun.”
 
Kat didn’t reply. She couldn’t, not then, anyway. She didn’t want to fight; she didn’t feel angry. She felt slightly sick to her stomach. Sick, and disbelieving. They had talked about private schools. They had talked about how best to save for college. She had made a list of names she liked, for boys and for girls. She had thought she would write a mommy blog and make some personal spending money. She had told her parents and though they had reservations about her marrying a man of fifty, they were happy about the prospect of being grandparents.
 
“And come on,” Adam said now, “what about your job? You’ve got a nice little career going. You don’t want to jeopardize it by taking maternity leave, not until you’ve moved up the ladder a bit and are really invaluable. Not in this economy, anyway. Quitting now would be stupid.”
 
Kat’s head began to buzz and her stomach felt all jumpy, almost as if she was going to faint. She had only fainted once, right after giving blood at a drive, but she remembered very clearly how it had felt just before she had lost consciousness. “Yes,” she managed to say. “The economy is bad.”
 
Adam smiled indulgently, the smile of the victor very used to being the victor. “Look, I’m sorry, honey, but I’ve got to get back to this document. Maybe we’ll drive down to Blue Sky this evening for a drink, okay? You can wear that nice dress I got you, the black one with the skinny straps. Just think. If you were pregnant you wouldn’t be able to wear it! Or have a cocktail!”
 
Kat left the sunroom. She wasn’t sure that Adam had even noticed her leaving.
 
 

 
 
It was later in the afternoon. Adam had gone out to meet an old friend for a drink; he promised he would be back in an hour or so. Kat made sure he was gone before she sought out Tilda. She found her in the sunroom, with Hannah. She hesitated at the door. She liked Tilda and she was pretty sure that Tilda liked her. But Hannah made her a little nervous. She wasn’t quite sure why.
 
“Kat, hi.” Tilda smiled and gestured for her to join them.
 
Kat summoned her nerve. What the hell, she thought. The McQueens are going to be my family before long. Or, I’ll never see them again after this week.
 
“I hope I’m not bothering you,” she said, taking a chair.
 
Hannah shook her head. “No. We were just plotting to take over the world. Nothing major.”
 
Kat managed a small smile.
 
“What is it, Kat?” Tilda asked, her voice kind.
 
Kat shot a look at Hannah before beginning. “Do you remember what we talked about, in the kitchen? About Adam and I starting a family?”
 
Tilda nodded. “Of course.”
 
Again Kat felt that awful, old urge to bite her nails. Instead, she clasped her hands tightly together in her lap. “Well, I got to thinking and . . . I mentioned it again to Adam, earlier today.”
 
Tilda knew exactly what poor Kat was going to tell them. “And what did he say?” she asked gently. Out of the corner of her eye she thought she could see Hannah frowning.
 
“He told me he thought we should wait a few years before starting a family. He told me he’d thought it all through and he didn’t think we should be in a rush. He said I’d put my career at risk by having a baby now.”
 
“And what did you tell him?” Tilda asked, masking, she hoped, her supreme annoyance with her brother. “Did you tell him you don’t care about your career as much as you care about having a family? Like you told me?”
 
Kat closed her eyes for a moment. “I told him . . .” She opened her eyes and cleared her throat. “It’s embarrassing. I didn’t really say anything. I guess I just was—noncommittal.”
 
“You were upset. You were taken by surprise. That’s okay.”
 
“Are kids a deal breaker for you?” Hannah asked, leaning forward toward Kat. It was a tough question for her to ask. She dreaded the question being asked of Susan. She believed Susan would stay with her no matter what, but the thought of Susan’s giving up something so meaningful to her for the sake of her wife made Hannah feel awful.
 
“I don’t know,” Kat replied. “I think so. I love Adam but . . . but he promised we would have a family. God, I’m already thirty-two! If I wait too much longer I—”
 
Hannah interrupted her. “If you acquiesce to Adam and delay getting pregnant and then in two or three years he’s still putting you off, what then? Do you want to have to go through a divorce and start looking for Mr. Right all over again? You could be forty by the time you meet someone special, forty-two or three by the time you’re ready to have a baby with him.”
 
“Hannah! Don’t—”
 
“I’m just being honest here, Tilda. She should seriously reconsider this marriage. Now, before she wastes any more time.” Oh, God, Hannah thought, did that mean she believed that Susan should reconsider her commitment to her . . . ?
 
Kat stood abruptly. “I’m sorry. Adam is your brother. I should never have involved you, either of you.”
 
“It’s all right,” Tilda said with what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “Don’t apologize. Talk to your girlfriends, Kat. Hannah is right. You have to believe in what you want from your life.”
 
With a weak smile in return, Kat left the sunroom. Tilda’s maternal instincts had been aroused and she thought about how terribly young and vulnerable Kat had seemed. She wondered what Kat’s parents had to say about their daughter’s impending marriage. She suspected she would never know.
 
“Are we being horrible people, trying to break up the engagement of our own brother?” Tilda asked her sister.
 
Hannah sat back and sighed. “We’ve been through this already. We’re not trying to break anyone up. We’re simply encouraging a young woman to think for herself. And hoping she dumps the loser.”
 
“Hannah, don’t. We really don’t know what goes on between those two. Maybe Adam really and truly loves her.” And if he does really and truly love her, Tilda thought, then why had Kat snuck out for a private meeting with another man?
 
“Think what you like, Pollyanna. If it were ethically acceptable I’d pay her to leave him.”
 
“Since when do you hate Adam? I always thought you two got along.”
 
“We did. We do. Sort of. It’s just that I think he’s all wrong for that girl.”
 
“Young woman,” Tilda corrected.
 
“Whatever. Call it intuition. And now he’s trying to back out of a major promise!” The moment Hannah spoke those words, she felt it again—that awful, cringing guilt and glaring self-awareness. Was she the proverbial pot calling the proverbial kettle black? When was she going to make good on her promise to Susan to have a family?
 
Hannah rose abruptly.
 
“Are you okay?” Tilda asked.
 
“Yeah, fine. I just need to stretch my legs.”
 
Hannah left the house and walked swiftly down the driveway to Shore Road. And then she began to run.
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It was early evening. Tilda was reading on the front porch when her father drove up to the house. She watched as he got out of the car, shouldered his golf bag, which had been in the trunk, and climbed the porch stairs. He set his golf bag against the railing. He was back from a game with Teddy.
 
“Should I bother to ask?”
 
“No,” he said. “You can rely on past experience.” He sat heavily in the chair next to Tilda’s.
 
Tilda grinned. “That bad. Why do you continue to play?”
 
Bill shrugged. “I like golf. I don’t have to be good at it to like it. And Teddy puts up with me. Even though I’m no competition whatsoever.”
 
“Mom was pretty good, wasn’t she? At least, I remember her as being good.”
 
“She was a good golfer, yes. But she wasn’t really interested in the game. It just came naturally to her, I guess. It was the same with tennis. She never took a lesson and yet she was the star of her college team.”
 
Yes, Tilda’s mother had been, to a great extent, a natural athlete. She golfed, she played tennis, she swam, she sailed. But in Hannah’s opinion Charlotte had overestimated her athletic skills. Maybe she had, but Tilda really didn’t think so. The sisters’ memories of Charlotte would always differ. To Tilda, and she guessed, to Adam, Charlotte was golden. To Hannah, she was brass. And what was she to Craig, Tilda wondered. Rust?
 
“What did you do with Frank’s clubs?” Bill asked.
 
“They’re in the garage. Jon might want them someday.”
 
Jon was good at sports. Jane, like her mother, had no interest in sports whatsoever. Frank had been more of an armchair athlete, until he had discovered boccie ball. The golf clubs had been a gift from Charlotte and he had used them only rarely.
 
“I think you should get married again, Tilda,” her father said, breaking the comfortable silence. “I don’t like to see you alone. You’re still so young.”
 
Tilda was taken aback. They had never talked about her personal life before. She didn’t really want to talk about it now. “I’m fine, Dad,” she said. “I’ve got my job and the kids and you and—”
 
“A job doesn’t give you a hug when you’re feeling sad.” Her father’s intense blue eyes held her own. “Jon and Jane will be gone before long. And Tilda, I’ve got Jennifer now, and my own friends. I love you, you’re my daughter, but there’s a limit to what I can be for you at this point in our lives. You know that.”
 
“Of course I know that, Dad. But lots of people are fine living alone.”
 
“True. Your aunt lived alone for years and years and she thrived. But you’re not Ruth. You should be with someone, Tilda.”
 
Tilda felt insulted. Why should she be with someone? Because she was weak? Because she wasn’t capable of living on her own?
 
As if he had read her thoughts, her father said, “You’re a very loving and giving person. You’re a caretaker. Living alone is a waste of your best gifts.”
 
She was mollified, a little. But she didn’t know what to say. Then: “I have been seeing someone, you know. He’s spending a few weeks here, in Ogunquit. We’ve been out together a few times.”
 
Her father nodded. “I heard about it from Teddy, who heard about it from Tessa. Lord knows whom she got the news from. I think it’s a good thing, Tilda. But it’s only a start. A good start, but this man isn’t your next husband.”
 
“How do you know that?” Tilda asked. She was surprised by her father’s tone of certainty.
 
“I’m old,” he said simply. “I know some things.”
 
They were silent again for a moment and then Bill sighed and got up from his chair. “Well, I’d better go inside and get cleaned up. Think about what I said, Tilda. Oh,” he added. “Your aunt is making a seafood pie for dinner. I hope you have a good appetite.”
 
Tilda managed a small smile and nodded.
 
 

 
 
Bill had just showered and changed into fresh clothes. He came into the kitchen to find Hannah on one of the stools at the bar top. She was drinking a glass of iced tea and leafing desultorily through a magazine.
 
“Mind if I join you?” he said.
 
Hannah smiled and closed the magazine. She hated magazines, all of them, even The New Yorker. She found them all somehow disappointing. Why did she even bother to pick one up? “Of course not, Dad,” she said. “There’s iced tea, if you want some.”
 
Bill poured himself a glass, added two teaspoons of sugar—he had a sweet tooth—and sat at the stool beside Hannah’s. “I was talking to your sister earlier,” he said. “I told her she should consider remarrying. I don’t think she was very happy to hear my opinion.”
 
“I know. She’s struggling. She’s still mourning Frank.”
 
“Frank isn’t coming back.”
 
“She knows that, Dad. It’s just hard. Well, you should know. You lost your wife. You’ve been through the grieving process.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Anyway, she has been seeing someone. A summer visitor. I think she said he lives in Florida.”
 
“I know.” Bill smiled. “Everyone in town knows. It’s a good sign, a positive step. But then he’ll go back to Florida or wherever it is he lives and Tilda will be on her own again. I want her to have the courage to keep moving forward.”
 
Hannah hesitated. She did not want to pry but she was interested. “Dad?” she said. “Before Jennifer, was there anyone else? I mean, after Mom died, of course.”
 
“No,” Bill said immediately. “Your mother was a hard act to follow. And—” Bill frowned down at his iced tea.
 
“And what?”
 
“I was a bit—tired—from that marriage.” He now looked up at Hannah. “I’m not saying anything bad about Charlotte, you understand that. But, well, life with her could be a bit exhausting. And then Ruth came to live at Larchmere so soon after her death, and I didn’t feel lonely like I might have, rattling around this big house on my own.”
 
Hannah was surprised at his revelation. She knew her mother had been a difficult woman but she had never been sure her father had been fully aware of his wife’s difficult nature.
 
“So, then what changed when you met Jennifer?” she asked.
 
“I don’t know, exactly,” Bill said. “Time had gone by. And I was immediately drawn to her, even though she was married at the time we met. I suppose you could say I had a crush on her! I never thought she would get divorced and that we might actually have a chance together.”
 
“So, things just sort of—happened.”
 
“Yes. I suppose you could say that.”
 
“That’s what I told Tilda she should hope for,” Hannah said. “Something to just happen, like it did with Frank. I told her it’s still possible she could meet the second love of her life when she least expects to meet him. I hope I wasn’t wrong to say that. What if she never does meet anyone special?”
 
“You weren’t wrong to encourage your sister to live her life, not just sit back and watch it pass. No one can promise her happiness but she knows that.”
 
“I wonder what Mom would tell her, if she were alive now. What do you think, Dad?” Hannah asked. “What advice would Mom give Tilda?” And what advice would she give me?
 
The question gave Bill pause. In fact, it upset him in some way. Finally, he said, “I don’t think she would have had much advice to give. I don’t think she would have had much sympathy, either, for Tilda’s mourning. Your mother wasn’t—she wasn’t a terribly emotional woman. Oh, she had lots of good qualities. Just—well, being warm and fuzzy wasn’t one of them.”
 
Hannah took a sip of her tea. Charlotte McQueen was cold. That’s what you mean to say, Dad. That’s what you want to say. But I understand that you can’t.
 
“Jennifer seems very different from Mom,” she said carefully. “Aside from both being stylish.”
 
“Yes. Jennifer is quite different.”
 
They were silent for a moment, drinking their tea.
 
“You’re not your mother, Hannah,” Bill said suddenly. “In fact, you couldn’t be less like her.”
 
Hannah was stunned. It was as if her father had been reading her mind all this time. She didn’t know what to say. Finally, she asked, “Am I like you, then?”
 
Bill smiled. “You’re better than I am. You’re braver. You’ve had to be. And you’re a heck of a lot prettier.”
 
Hannah laughed. “Gee, thanks, Dad!”
 
“Seriously, Hannah, I’m very proud of you. I hope you know that.”
 
Hannah blinked back tears and took her father’s hand in her own. “Thanks, Dad. I do know it.”
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Wednesday, July 25
 
 

 
 
Tilda had gone for her usual morning walk on the beach, and then would be visiting a yard sale in the hopes of finding some good books. Bill was playing golf with Teddy. Craig had driven off just after dawn, no one knew where. Kat, who seemed not to be much of a morning person, was still in the room she was sharing with Adam. Ruth had gone to the outlets in Kittery and Susan was on the phone with one of her colleagues. Hannah was on her own and bored.
 
“What’s going on?” Hannah asked. She had come into the kitchen to find Cordelia and Cody and Adam. Adam’s arms were folded across his chest. Cody looked near to tears. Cordelia, displaying something of her father’s toughness, was frowning.
 
“Daddy won’t take us to Wonder Mountain,” she said.
 
“The miniature golf place in Wells?”
 
“Those places are for white trash in bad clothes they bought at a Walmart sale.”
 
“Personally,” Hannah said, “I prefer Target. But that’s beside the point. Look, Sarah could use a break. Susan and I will take the kids.”
 
“How about I could use a break?”
 
“Yes, Adam, you, too. You and Kat go get into your bathing suits and head down to the beach. You looked very stressed.”
 
Hannah’s sarcasm was lost on her brother. “Fine.” He took out his wallet and handed her some cash. “If they act up bring them right home.”
 
Adam left the kitchen and Cordelia’s frown became a wide smile. “Thanks, Aunt Hannah! Come on, Cody, we’re going to play miniature golf and I’m going to win!”
 
“No, you’re not!” he shouted. “I am!”
 
Hannah followed the running kids out of the room. She hoped that Susan would be as enthusiastic as they were.
 
She was. The four drove down to Wells—typically, traffic moved at a crawl—and by the time they got to Wonder Mountain they were all a little cranky. But Hannah rallied her troop and before long they were happily playing the first game, Hannah purposely messing up so that Cordelia could win, and encouraging Cody when he failed to make a simple shot. A second game was agreed upon and this time Susan and Cody played against Hannah and Cordelia. Somehow, miraculously, the game was declared a tie.
 
The adults decided that it was time to move on and Cordelia volunteered to return the balls and clubs. Cody helped her while Hannah and Susan watched from a short distance.
 
“You’re so good with them,” Susan said.
 
Hannah gave a little, dismissive laugh. “That’s because they’re not my children.”
 
“No,” Susan said firmly. “Because you’re good with kids, period. You told me you had a thriving babysitting business when you were young. You told me you loved spending time with the kids.”
 
Suddenly, Hannah felt weepy. Behind her sunglasses she opened her eyes very wide, hoping to forestall tears. What was going on? Her period wasn’t due for another two full weeks. It couldn’t be PMS. It was this whole kid issue.
 
Cordelia and Cody were running back to them. “Hey, guys,” she said, quickly wiping her right cheek where she suspected a telltale tear, “how about we get some ice cream on the way home?”
 
“Dad doesn’t let us get ice cream and stuff when we stay with him,” Cody said. “He says we’ll get fat.”
 
Hannah rolled her eyes, not that anyone could see that, either. Her brother was an idiot. “Then we just won’t tell him we got ice cream.”
 
“Cool!” the children chorused.
 
“What is his problem?” Susan muttered as they ushered Cordelia and Cody to the exit. “The kids are fine! He’s going to give them an eating disorder if he’s always so restrictive.”
 
“And let’s get chocolate sauce and sprinkles on top,” Hannah called ahead. She smiled at Susan. “An aunt is allowed to spoil.”
 
 

 
 
“It was very good of Hannah and Susan to take the kids to play miniature golf.”
 
Sarah and Craig were sitting side by side on the front porch. Only a moment earlier they had watched as a mother deer led her two Bambi-like young ones across the lawn and into the woods. One of the babies walked with a limp. Craig worried about its ability to survive on its own. Damaged children held a special place in his heart.
 
“They like kids,” Craig said. “And Hannah is killer at miniature golf.”
 
“But she’ll probably let them win.”
 
“Yeah. At least a few games. Susan beat her once last summer and Hannah was grumpy for days. It was pretty amusing.”
 
They sat in companionable silence for a while. The day was hot and still. Craig felt almost sleepy, though he wasn’t actually tired.
 
“What about that master’s degree you were going for?” he asked.
 
“Got it. Thanks for asking. Now let’s hope it gets me a better job.”
 
“I asked Adam about it but he didn’t seem to know.”
 
Sarah laughed. “That’s Adam. Out of sight, out of mind.”
 
“Doesn’t it bother you that—”
 
“That what?”
 
Craig wondered how to ask this question. “That he has so little interest in you?”
 
Sarah looked down at her lap for a moment. “It’s complicated. Yes, it bothers me. And no, it doesn’t.”
 
There was another few moments of silence before Craig said, “What made you marry my brother? Really, this is not a trick question. What was it?”
 
“Nothing made me marry him,” Sarah replied promptly. “No one forced me to marry Adam. I fell in love with him, short and sweet. And before you make a face or snort or do something equally disgusting and childish, let me assure you, Craig, that everyone has a lovable self. Even if it’s very small or sporadic, even if it’s occasional, everyone has a lovable self. Everyone. Even your brother.”
 
Craig wondered about that. Presumably his mother had had a lovable self. His father had married her. What was more, he had stayed married to her, though staying with Charlotte might have been more about fear or apathy than love. He would probably never know.
 
“So,” Sarah asked then, “why haven’t you settled down with a woman? It can’t be for lack of options.”
 
Why indeed! That was a loaded question. Lately he had begun to think that in his wanderings and refusal to settle down with anyone he was being ridiculously passive/aggressive, trying to punish his parents for the lack of love he felt as a child by continuing to disappoint them—as, of course, they expected he would. But he wasn’t entirely ready to admit that, certainly not to his former sister-in-law, whom he respected very much.
 
Craig shrugged. “You know what Sartre said. Hell is other people.”
 
Sarah eyed him keenly. “I don’t think you really believe that.”
 
“Well, maybe if I’d met someone like you.”
 
“Spare me.”
 
“Sorry. But it’s a bit of a sore subject with me lately.”
 
“Why lately?”
 
“I don’t know,” he said quickly. “No reason.”
 
“Of course you know. But that’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it.”
 
Craig smiled. “Did Adam ever get how smart you are?”
 
Sarah smiled back. “Yes. And when he did get it he divorced me.”
 
“He thrives on competition with men. With women, he needs to be king.”
 
“Yeah. He does seem to be a bit of a throwback in that way. Not like your father, anyway.”
 
“My father lets women dominate him. Well, until now. Jennifer doesn’t strike me as the sort to need dominion over anybody.”
 
“So, she’s not a Charlotte?” Sarah asked.
 
“Not that I can see. And Ruth likes her.”
 
“That’s a valuable stamp of approval. Ruth likes you, too. In fact, I think you’re her favorite McQueen.”
 
Craig felt embarrassed and disbelieving at the same time. “I don’t know about that,” he said.
 
“Why? Aren’t you worth a special place in someone’s heart?” When Craig didn’t answer, only stared straight ahead over the lawn, Sarah said, very softly, “I see.”
 
 

 
 
Ruth was in the kitchen unloading a bag of produce she had brought home from a local farm stand, when Adam accosted her.
 
“When was the last time Dad updated his will?” he said by way of greeting.
 
Ruth looked at the tomato she was holding. It was damn near perfect, and what a fragrance. She put it in a large white ceramic bowl with the other, less perfect, but probably equally as delicious, tomatoes.
 
“Hello, to you, too,” she said. “And I have no idea.”
 
“You must know where he keeps a copy. In the library? In his bedroom? Did he ever install a safe like I told him to?”
 
Ruth gave her nephew a look of mock horror. “You’re not going to go searching for it, are you?”
 
“Of course not. I’m sure Teddy has a copy filed safely away.”
 
“Then why do you care about your father’s copy? What’s this all about, Adam?” Ah, she thought, just look at these green beans! Lightly tossed with garlic and good olive oil and they’ll be heaven to eat. And these shallots are a work of art. How rosy they are!
 
Adam took a step closer to his aunt. “I want to know what Dad plans to do with the house.”
 
Ruth carefully folded and put away the reusable shopping bag before responding to her nephew. “First of all,” she said, facing him again, “it’s none of your business, nor is it any of mine. Second, even if I did know Bill’s plans, I wouldn’t tell you. I wouldn’t tell anyone.”
 
“It’s your duty, and mine, to protect the family’s interests,” Adam argued.
 
“You mean the family’s property, which, technically, isn’t the family’s at all, it’s Bill’s and Bill’s alone.”
 
“Not forever. Not for long. He’s seventy-three.”
 
Ruth leaned back against the sink. She was finding this conversation both inappropriate and amusing. “Our father died at eighty,” she said. “Our mother lived to be ninety-three.”
 
“That doesn’t necessarily mean that Dad will live to be that old.”
 
“Planning to kill him, are we?”
 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Adam said, now sounding angry. “I just want to be sure he’s done the right thing.”
 
“Which is?”
 
“Which is leave Larchmere and its holdings to me, the eldest son, the only one with good financial sense and expertise.”
 
Ruth sighed. It was clear that he was deadly serious. He really and truly felt due the legacy his father and grandfather had worked so hard to establish, the legacy they had cherished.
 
“Adam,” she said, her tone neutral, “I don’t much like you. I never did and it’s a good bet I never will.” Ruth started to leave the room.
 
“Come back here,” Adam demanded from behind her. “I’m not finished!”
 
Oh, she thought, but I am.
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It was later that afternoon, after Tilda’s visit to the yard sale, where she had found no books of interest to her. She was in the kitchen getting a snack when her cell phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number. It was the guy from the air-conditioning repair service. She had told Jon to have him call her about the price he had quoted. She seemed to recall that the last time the air conditioner had broken down the price for repair was a lot lower. She wondered if Jon had properly explained the problem.
 
Tilda told the repairman what, exactly, had gone wrong. At least, what Jon had told her had gone wrong. The repair guy quoted his original price. Tilda suggested that it seemed rather high. This push and pull went on for several minutes.
 
“Look,” the guy finally said, with a big, put-upon sigh. “Just let me talk to your husband, all right?”
 
“My husband,” Tilda replied, shocked at being so dismissed, “is dead.”
 
There was another sigh, this one not quite so dramatic. “I’m sorry about your husband. But the job costs what it costs. You don’t want to pay, you can find somebody else.”
 
Tilda didn’t know what to do. She could ask Jon to call other repair services for quotes. Or she could do it herself. That could take time. She would probably have to deal with other dismissive, sexist men just like this one. “Oh, all right,” she blurted. “Fine.”
 
“Tell whoever is going to be home to have a check for me.”
 
The call ended. Tilda no longer wanted that snack. She gripped the bar top. Her face felt hot. She felt angry and, at the same time, vaguely sad and lost.
 
For a long time after Frank’s death Tilda had felt anonymous. It was the best word she could find to express how she felt. If the person who knew you best was gone, no longer there in the physical world to validate your existence by his own existence, then who were you, where were you to be found? What was your name? Who was there to recognize you?
 
And who was she now, a little more than two years since her husband’s death? Not the same Tilda McQueen she had been before her marriage. Not Mrs. O’Connell, Frank’s wife, the person she had been for over twenty years. And not quite the anonymous person she had been right after Frank’s death.
 
What—where—was her identity? She was a widow. It was a grim word that brought with it too many fiercely negative cultural associations. Throughout the history of the western world, at least throughout its literature, widows had been portrayed in a bad light. Her schooling had taught her that.
 
Take Chaucer’s Wife of Bath. For many women she was a figure of courage and individuality, but she was also a figure to mock, admittedly deceitful and manipulative, even emasculating. Black widows were killers of men, liars and cheats, sexually and morally depraved. Villains in movies had widow’s peaks, that telltale V-shaped hairline that, in folklore, predicted a wife would outlive her husband.
 
Widows and orphans were to be protected and pitied. Widows were to be married off to a reluctant brother-in-law. They were to be tucked away in attic bedrooms and expected to serve the resident family in exchange for the tiny airless room and meager board. Widows were a burden. Widows spent their evenings alone. Widowers were invited to dinner and served hearty meals and good brandy. Widows were to be taken advantage of by unscrupulous repairmen!
 
Tilda’s obsessively negative thoughts, which she had made no attempt to check, were interrupted by the sudden appearance of Jennifer in the kitchen. Tilda had not heard the front door open and close. Jennifer was wearing a milk-chocolate colored linen A-line dress, and darker brown sandals with heels. A large, sculptural brooch was pinned by her right shoulder. Her bag was from Coach. Tilda recognized it from the window of the Coach store in the Maine Mall. The bag, which was new this season, cost several hundreds of dollars. She could not afford it.
 
“Hi, Tilda,” Jennifer said. “What a beautiful afternoon.”
 
“Hi,” Tilda replied.
 
“How’s it going?”
 
“Fine.”
 
“I just stopped by to drop off a magazine for Bill. It’s about chess. There’s a good article in here I thought he might like to read.”
 
“Oh.”
 
There was a moment of awkward silence before Jennifer said, “I’ve been meaning to ask if you’ve been to the day spa in town, the one in the old, converted church on Maine Street. I was wondering about their massages. I’d really like to get one soon, it’s been ages.”
 
“I wouldn’t know about the massages,” Tilda said, turning to face the sink and thereby turning her back to her father’s girlfriend. “I don’t have the money to be going to spas.”
 
There was a moment of heavy silence and then Jennifer said, “Oh. I’m sorry. Well, I’ve got to be—”
 
Jennifer picked up her expensive bag and left. Tilda immediately felt like a jerk. She considered, just for a moment, going after her to apologize. She could say she was in a bad mood, that she had been snapping at everyone since breakfast, that it was her period or the onset of menopause. But that would be a lie.
 
Tilda sank into a chair at the little table in the breakfast nook. She felt ashamed. The ugly, embarrassing truth was that she was jealous of Jennifer Fournier. Her father’s girlfriend was beautiful and poised and had her own successful business (at least one that afforded her massages and bags from Coach!) and most significantly, she was romantically involved with a good man. That the man was Tilda’s father was almost beside the point.
 
Being jealous of Jennifer would get her nowhere. Tilda knew that. It wasn’t Jennifer’s fault that she was lonely and had less disposable cash to spend on herself. If she wanted a new life, then it was up to her to make one. To make new friends, which she did think she should do, people who had not known her as Frank’s wife. To earn more money if that was important to her, though she wasn’t really sure that it was. To find love—if that was, indeed, what she wanted. According to her father, that was what she needed.
 
Tilda got up from the table. She would have to call Jon and tell him where she kept the checkbook.
 
 

 
 
Craig had found the old wooden fanlight in the basement. He vaguely remembered his aunt having brought it home with her a few years before. He had no idea where she had gotten it. The glass was long gone but that was all right. Painted a bright white, he thought that it would look nice in the living room, maybe over the antique chair with the pale green plushy upholstery.
 
He had carried it out of the basement and around the back of the house to examine it in sunlight. First, it would need to be scraped, which, given its condition, would take some time, then primed and repainted. He didn’t know if it was worth the effort—if anyone really cared about the old piece—but it gave him another project, something to keep his hands busy while his mind was under siege.
 
There had been the fight with Adam, in which, to a certain extent, he had rightly been denounced as—though Adam had not used the term—a shirker. There had been the brief conversation with Bobby, the one they had had at the Cove, about life and location and meaning. And then there had been the talk he had had with Sarah, on the front porch, while Hannah and Susan were with the kids playing miniature golf. She had asked him if he felt undeserving or unworthy of a special place in someone’s heart. He had not answered. His silence had spoken for him.
 
Craig sighed and turned the old fanlight so that he could assess the damage to its other side. He would never forget the woman who had accosted him at The Front Porch and accused him of getting her pregnant and, in effect, of forcing her to have an abortion. He had forgotten her once but now he would always remember, even be haunted by her—and by the child he would never know. His child, if the woman could be believed, and somehow Craig had come to the conclusion that she could.
 
“What are you doing?” It was Bill. He had come around the back of the house and upon Craig with the old fanlight.
 
Craig thought he detected a note of suspicion in his father’s voice. He wondered if his father had a right to be suspicious of him. Had he ever given him a reason not to be?
 
“I thought I’d fix up this old fanlight,” he said.
 
“It belongs to your aunt.”
 
Craig wondered if his father thought he was going to sell it and make off with the money. “I know,” he said. “I thought it would look nice in the living room, over the green chair. After I fix it up.”
 
Bill looked at his youngest child for a moment. Craig waited. “Yes,” he finally said. “It would look nice there.”
 
He turned to go, where, he didn’t say.
 
“Dad?” Craig called.
 
Bill turned. “Yes?”
 
But Craig had no idea what to say or why he had called out to his father. “Nothing. Sorry.”
 
His father went off. Craig turned back to his project and his thoughts.
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“What do you think this is?”
 
Tilda observed the wooden object Dennis was holding up. It was about two feet long, most of which was handle—she guessed—and at one end there was a bowl-shaped object attached, dotted liberally with small, round perforations. “I have absolutely no idea,” she said finally. “Some kind of sieve? Let’s ask the owner.”
 
They were in an antique shop along Route 1 in Wells. It was a big old barnlike structure, though Tilda wasn’t sure it had ever actually been a barn. She liked this particular shop because its collection was so eclectic and its prices were generally affordable.
 
Frank had hated to go antiquing. He thought the whole notion of browsing, for anything, was insane. Early in the marriage Tilda had dragged him along on a few expeditions but he had been so obviously miserable—and no fun to be with!—that afterward she had let him stay home. She had begged him to stay home.
 
It felt strange to be enjoying one of her favorite activities with a man other than Frank. It felt almost like cheating, though of course, it wasn’t.
 
She and Dennis, who was carrying the mysterious object, walked up to the central counter at which the owner presided. Their arms brushed against each other. Tilda wondered what it would be like to have sex with Dennis. She tried to imagine him naked. She tried to imagine herself naked with him. She shivered in embarrassment though nobody in the shop could read her thoughts. The thoughts were pleasant, even a little bit exciting. So what if he was in his sixties? Sixty was the new forty. Could sex be a part of her life again? For the first time since Frank’s death—and in an antique store of all places!—she could sense this as a real possibility.
 
“Excuse me,” Dennis was saying to the shop’s owner. He was a middle-aged man wearing a pair of oversized, heavy, black-framed glasses, behind which his eyes were huge and swimming. “We were wondering what this is meant to be?”
 
The owner cocked his head and seemed to be considering the object for some moments before he said, “What do you think it’s meant to be?”
 
“A sieve of some sort,” Tilda ventured. “Like a big colander?”
 
“Well,” the owner said, “then I guess that’s what it is.”
 
Dennis laughed, then Tilda, then the shop’s owner. “Seriously,” the man said, “my wife brought that in. Don’t know where she got it and she has no more idea than I do what it is or where it came from. Thought someone might want it though. You can have it for fifteen dollars.”
 
Dennis graciously declined the offer. Tilda watched him walk to the back of the store to return the mysterious object to its place. She thought of how she had snapped at Jennifer earlier in the day. She determined to apologize to her father’s girlfriend as soon as she could. It was never right to begrudge someone her happiness. Your own unhappiness was a burden you had a duty to bear alone. At least, you should not use it as a weapon.
 
Dennis returned and Tilda took his hand as they left the shop. It was as natural as putting one foot in front of the other.
 
 

 
 
“I can’t believe you actually read that rag! It’s garbage! It’s all lies and innuendo. You’re even more of an idiot than I thought!”
 
“Don’t call me an idiot. You’re a fool if you don’t worry about socialism encroaching in this country. You’ve got your head in the sand and you always have!”
 
Susan was in the kitchen, alone. The loud voices she was hearing belonged to Hannah and to Adam. She guessed they were in the living room. It didn’t matter. They should not have been shouting as if they were in an open field.
 
A door slammed. A moment later, Hannah stomped into the kitchen. “My brother,” she said, “is an ass.”
 
Susan frowned. “Be that as it may, did you really need to scream at each other? You could have woken the dead.”
 
Hannah, who was rummaging in the fridge, looked around at Susan. “What?”
 
“You were screaming at each other.”
 
“We were angry.” Hannah emerged from the fridge with a yogurt and plopped down on one of the stools at the bar top. Susan handed her a spoon.
 
“You’ve never heard of rational discussion or negotiation?”
 
“You get mad. You have a temper.”
 
“Yes,” Susan admitted. “I do. But I just can’t imagine fighting with my sisters and brothers the way you McQueens can go at it. I just can’t.”
 
“What do you do when there’s a conflict?” Hannah asked. “How do you solve problems?”
 
“We don’t have conflicts. We don’t have problems with each other.”
 
“Oh, come on, Susan. I really find that hard to believe.”
 
“Have you ever seen one of us tense with another?” Susan demanded. “Have you ever heard me complain about my sisters and brothers?”
 
“Well, no,” Hannah admitted. “But I have heard you complain about your parents!”
 
“But with understanding. They still think we’re all ten years old. When they overstep their boundaries it’s only because they love us so much. They can’t get out of the habit of being overprotective.”
 
Hannah laughed. “My mother never got into the habit of being overprotective. It might have been nice if she had.”
 
“At least you have your father. But let’s get back to the point. Look, Hannah, if we do have a family, I really don’t want us to engage in a dynamic of nastiness and fighting and judgment and dissension and—”
 
“Okay, okay, I get it.” Hannah put down the spoon and empty yogurt container. She felt hurt but chastened, too. This coming together of two people who had grown up in very different households was tough. She wondered if the adjustments and negotiations would ever come to a peaceful end. She hoped that they did. “We’ll make our own rules,” she said. “New rules, and new guidelines. I promise.”
 
Susan gave her a long, enquiring look. “We’ll see,” she said finally. “Maybe we shouldn’t make any more promises to each other just yet.” She took the yogurt container to the recycling bin, put the spoon in the dishwasher, and left the kitchen.
 
Hannah sat very still. She had heard Susan say “if” they ever had a family. And she knew what Susan had really meant by those last words. She meant that she, Hannah, should stop making new promises until she fulfilled the ones she had already made. Susan, her wife, didn’t trust her. Hannah thought she might be sick right then and there. She was destroying her marriage by her hesitation, by her inability to confront and conquer her demon.
 
She continued to sit very still for a long time, until the nausea passed.
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Thursday, July 26
 
 

 
 
It was around eight-thirty in the morning. Predictably, Tilda was taking a walk on the beach. Bill had gone for a half round of golf with Teddy. Hannah was sleeping in and Susan was online, in their bedroom, keeping up with the case of one of her more difficult clients. Ruth was out, no one knew where. Percy was sunning himself—he liked to get an early start—in the sunroom. Craig, too, was gone somewhere in his old red van. Sarah and Cordelia and Cody were playing a game of catch on the back lawn. Kat was on the front porch, busily sending text messages to people unknown and drinking iced coffee.
 
Adam was alone in the kitchen when he heard the front door open, then shut, and high-heeled footsteps approaching.
 
“Oh,” Jennifer said when she walked into the room. “Good morning. Is Bill around?”
 
Adam took a long sip of coffee before answering. “No.”
 
Jennifer adjusted the shoulder strap of her tan leather briefcase. “Please tell him that I was here,” she said, and she turned to go.
 
Adam banged his empty cup onto the bar top. “This isn’t going to happen, you know.” He spoke loudly. He meant to sound menacing.
 
Jennifer knew that she should just keep on walking but an old fighting spirit made her turn back. “What’s not going to happen?” she said.
 
“The little invasion you’ve planned into the life of the McQueens. Your little scheme to take over Larchmere.”
 
For a brief moment Jennifer wondered if Adam was mentally ill. “What?” she said.
 
Adam took a step closer to her. “If you insist upon hanging around our father, I will make your life hell. I have the means to do it. Do you understand me?”
 
Jennifer clutched the strap of her briefcase more tightly. She had no idea of what to say. She felt threatened. She wondered if they were the only two people in the house. She had seen Kat on the porch but she would be no help if Adam attempted to harm her physically.
 
Adam’s voice was a roar. “I said, do you understand me?”
 
Jennifer, now terrified, found herself nodding.
 
The front door opened, then closed. “I’m back!” It was Bill, returning from his golf game.
 
Adam left the room quickly and quietly, brushing against Jennifer hard enough for her to stumble. He avoided his father by slipping into the living room until Bill had passed the open door on his way to the kitchen. Then, Adam left the house.
 
Bill came into the kitchen and propped his golf bag against a wall. “Hi, Jennifer,” he said. “What a nice surprise to find you here.”
 
“Bill,” she said, her voice trembling, “something’s come up. I’m afraid I have to go away for a while.”
 
 

 
 
Tilda was just back from the beach. She went immediately to the kitchen for a glass of water. Hannah was there, leaning against the sink. Susan stood next to her. Ruth stood by the fridge. Her expression was grim. Bill was sitting at the table, his hands on his lap. He was very still.
 
“Dad,” Tilda said, alarmed. “Are you okay?”
 
Bill’s voice was flat. “Jennifer is gone to Portland.”
 
“Oh. Why? When will she be back?”
 
Her father looked down at his hands. “She told me she got a call from an important client about a job in the city. She said she had to go. She said she probably won’t make it back for the memorial service.”
 
Tilda felt her face go hot. She avoided meeting her aunt’s eyes. Jennifer’s excuse for leaving Larchmere was so clearly a lie, Tilda was sure that her father, an intelligent man, had not believed it, either. What had happened? When had it happened? “Oh, Dad, I’m so sorry,” she managed to say, finally. “I’m sure she’d rather be here, with you. . . . You know how work can be. . . .”
 
Bill gave his daughter a weak smile, got up, and left the kitchen.
 
“What happened?” Tilda asked, looking now from Ruth to Hannah to Susan.
 
“I’m not quite sure,” Ruth replied. Her voice was tight. “I got back from the store—we were low on milk again—and found your father sitting right where he was a moment ago. Jennifer had just left.”
 
So, Tilda thought, whatever had happened to finally drive Jennifer away from Larchmere had happened this morning. Who had been home? Had someone said something awful to her? Had it all just been too much, the McQueens and their difficult personalities?
 
Her poor father! He had looked heartbroken. Tilda thought again of how she had snapped at Jennifer when she had asked about the day spa. She felt guilty. She was pretty sure that her behavior since first meeting her father’s girlfriend had contributed to Jennifer’s feeling unwelcome. And she had not had the chance to apologize to her. “I think it’s partly my fault that she’s gone,” she said now to Ruth and Hannah and Susan. “I’m sorry. I feel very badly.”
 
Hannah felt a bit badly, too, but she was not about to admit that. She was more concerned about the possibility that Jennifer’s love for her father wasn’t really as strong as he believed. She wondered if Jennifer was just bailing on him the moment things got rough. She would try her best to comfort her father. She owed him that much.
 
Craig came into the kitchen then, followed a moment later by Adam.
 
“What’s wrong with Dad?” Craig said. “We just passed him in the front hall. The poor guy looks like he got sucker punched.”
 
When neither Ruth nor Hannah nor Susan spoke, Tilda told her brothers about Jennifer’s sudden defection.
 
“Ouch.” Craig winced. “Poor Dad. That doesn’t bode well for their future.”
 
“Well,” Adam said, “I, for one, am glad she’s gone. Good riddance to bad rubbish.”
 
“His command of the English language is so fine and subtle, isn’t it?” Craig said.
 
Ruth took a step forward. “We all know that excuse about an important client was just a lie,” she said. She was angry now. “Jennifer left because none of you—none of you except Craig and Susan—made her feel at all welcome. Adam, you were downright rude to her. I don’t blame her one bit for leaving though I’m sorry for your father.” Ruth took a deep breath. It wasn’t entirely the kids’ fault that Jennifer had left. Her brother could be a weak man. “And,” she said, “Bill should have seen what was going on and shielded Jennifer from all the crap Adam tossed at her. And from the hostility you girls betrayed.”
 
No one said anything. Adam looked bored. Tilda and Hannah looked guilty and worried at the same time. Susan looked as if she might cry. Craig looked embarrassed. He was not used to praise, no matter how faint. He felt he could have done more to make Jennifer feel welcome. At least he should have made Adam shut up.
 
Ruth sighed and reached for her black linen Kate Spade tote bag, which was sitting on the bar top. “I’ll be back later,” she said.
 
“Where are you going?” Tilda asked, wondering for a moment if her aunt was going to drive up to Portland and bring Jennifer back to Larchmere with her.
 
“To see Bobby.”
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Not long after Ruth’s departure, Jon and Jane pulled into the driveway at Larchmere. Tilda was happy to see them but at the same time she was very aware that she was not as desperate for their company as she had been only days earlier. This surprised her. She wondered if it was because of Dennis’s recent companionship. Probably. Maybe.
 
Jon got out of the car and waved to his mother. He was looking more like his father every day, husky though not fat, his eyes the same cow brown, his hair the same light brown. For Tilda, the transformation was both wonderful and painful to witness. She supposed, she hoped, that the painful part would lessen over time. Time healed all wounds. Time made the unusual usual and the new, old. Or so it was said.
 
Time had not made Frank’s changing appearance easier to bear. At least, it hadn’t for Tilda. When it was first clear that he had lost a significant amount of weight as a result of the illness, drugs, and other treatments, Frank had joked that he was in the best shape of his life. Then, after a beat, he would add: “Except for the cancer.” No one had really found it funny, least of all Tilda, but everyone, Tilda included, would laugh or share a falsely happy, conspiratorial smile.
 
After a few months of continued weight loss Frank stopped making this joke. It was no longer possible for anyone to pretend that it was funny. The face of illness was never amusing. In The Historian, a novel by Elizabeth Kostova, a character looks down on the face of his beloved mentor. The mentor is, in a manner, dying. He had become “the unbearable beloved.” Tilda knew exactly what that meant.
 
Jane followed her brother up onto the porch. Unlike Jon, she closely resembled her mother. She was as tall and slim as Tilda and shared her longish face. Unlike her mother, though, she wore her dark brown hair to her shoulders, and her eyes were a very definite, unambiguous green.
 
Jane smiled and gave Tilda a hug. “You look good, Mom. Better than you have for a while. You’re not slouching.”
 
“Maybe it’s the fresh ocean air.” Tilda felt sheepish. Maybe it was the fresh ocean air. Or maybe it was the fact that a man, a nice, handsome man, was paying attention to her. But she couldn’t tell that to her daughter. For now, maybe for always, Dennis Haass would remain a secret. That is, unless one of the locals gabbed and she would deal with that when and if it happened.
 
“Maybe,” Jane said. “Well, whatever you’re doing, do more of it. Where’s Craig?”
 
“I don’t know. Craig is his own man.”
 
Together the three went into the house and headed straight for the kitchen. Though Jon and Jane were quite capable of getting themselves something to eat, Tilda put out a snack of grapes, a round of goat cheese, and crackers. Jon reached for a bottle of water and Jane opted for cranberry juice.
 
Tilda told them about their grandfather’s romance. She also told them that Jennifer had been suddenly called back to Portland on business.
 
“Grandpa’s the man,” Jon said with a grin. “Dude.”
 
“So, when is she going to be back?” Jane asked. “I’m dying to meet her.”
 
Tilda felt her face flush. “I’m not sure, exactly. The client in Portland is an important one or something.”
 
Jane eyed her mother, who had always been a terrible liar. “What’s wrong? Why did she really leave?”
 
Tilda was embarrassed. “Ruth thinks she didn’t feel particularly. . . welcome. She also thinks it’s our fault. Mine and Hannah’s and Adam’s, I mean. I do feel terrible. It was just so . . . surprising to learn that Dad was involved. We all could have been nicer.”
 
“Is she hot?”
 
“Jon!”
 
“Answer the question, Mom,” Jane said.
 
“Well, yes,” she admitted. “She is hot. Attractive, I mean.”
 
“I bet Uncle Craig was nice to her.”
 
“Yes, he was.”
 
Jane sighed. “It’s your generation of women. You’re all so prejudiced.”
 
“Prejudiced!”
 
“If Jennifer was ugly or fat you wouldn’t have minded so much that she was dating Grandpa.”
 
“I’m prejudiced against attractive women?” Of course, she was. “That’s crazy,” she said.
 
“Yes, you are prejudiced. Women can be their own worst enemies. Women are all too ready to turn against each other. It all comes down to jealousy.”
 
Jon guzzled the last of his water and grabbed a fistful of grapes. “I’m out of here,” he said. “I’ll be down at the beach for a while if anyone needs me.”
 
Her brother loped off and Jane set to the food.
 
It was not a generational thing, Tilda wanted to tell her daughter. It was a middle-aged thing, the anger over the loss of your looks. And the anger at yourself for being so upset about something that should be trivial! Sagging chin? Who cared when there was world hunger to remedy! Flabby middle? How could that really matter when global warming was destroying the planet! Jane would know all about it when she was forty-seven. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she would escape the insanity. (Sarah seemed to have. So did Ruth.) Maybe she would figure out what an incredible waste of time it was to lacerate your fading appearance and to feel jealous of other women who were more physically attractive. Maybe she would be comfortable in her body. Tilda hoped that she would.
 
“I’m going to see if Craig’s around,” Jane said, startling her mother from her thoughts. “Thanks for the snack.”
 
Jane picked up her plate but Tilda said, “I’ll clean up.” Jane smiled and Tilda watched her daughter leave the kitchen. She so prayed for her happiness.
 
 

 
 
Tilda knocked on the front door though she knew it was never locked. It was later that day and she had gone to Bobby’s house on an errand for Ruth. In her left hand she carried a shopping bag filled with “used” books Ruth had bought for her friend. It was well known that Bobby was a great reader. Tilda had peeked at some of the titles. There was a pristine copy of Run to the Mountain: The Journals of Thomas Merton. There was a hardcover copy of Harold Bloom’s Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human. And there was an old paperback copy of Joseph Heller’s Catch-22.
 
Bobby opened the door and nodded. Tilda followed him inside.
 
“Kids get in okay?” he asked.
 
Tilda set the bag on the kitchen table. “Yes. Jon’s already at the beach and the last I saw Jane she was following Craig around like a puppy dog.”
 
Bobby smiled. His house was miniscule compared to Larchmere and neat as a pin. The kitchen contained no fancy appliances and most of the furniture had come from his parents’ house. The floors and countertops were immaculate. Bobby was someone who still beat his throw rugs with a stick. Books were stacked floor to ceiling along one wall of the living room. There was no dust.
 
Tilda wondered when Bobby had the time to read all that he did, and to work as hard as he did. She suspected that he was far more disciplined than most people.
 
“You know that Jennifer went back to Portland,” she said now, suddenly feeling the urgent need to confess.
 
Bobby took a pitcher of iced tea from the fridge and set it on the kitchen table, next to the bag of books. “Ruth told me.”
 
“I feel really bad about not making her feel more welcome. It was nothing about her. She seems very nice. It was all about me. My fears. My insecurities.”
 
Bobby put two glasses on the table and poured them both a drink. “I’m sure she understands she did nothing wrong.”
 
“I hope so. And I so hope we—Hannah, Adam, and I—haven’t put her off Dad entirely. Craig, of course, was nice to her. I wanted to apologize to her but she was gone before I had the chance.”
 
They sat at the table. After a moment, Bobby said: “Things will work out if they’re meant to.”
 
“Yes,” Tilda said. But she wasn’t sure she believed that. So, she and Frank had not been meant to grow old together? Who had ordained such a horrible thing?
 
It was as if Bobby had read her mind. He looked at her and then up at a framed print on the kitchen wall. It was a copy of a van Gogh painting. “You don’t know this, Matilda,” he said, “but I lost my wife. It was a car accident that did it. Your aunt and your father are the only ones outside of my family who know the truth. And now, you know. And some old-timers, who remember when it happened. But they don’t talk about it. There’s no point in talking.” Bobby looked back at her. His gaze was steady.
 
Tilda felt tears prick at her eyes but rapidly blinked them away. “I’m so sorry, Bobby,” she said.
 
“It was a long time ago.”
 
“What was her name?”
 
“Janet.”
 
“It’s a pretty name.”
 
“I want you to listen to something, Matilda.” Bobby began to quote something, a prayer or a mantra, Tilda thought. The words were vaguely familiar.
 
“All shall be well,
 
And all shall be well,
 
And all manner of things shall be well.”
 
 

 
 
“That’s beautiful, Bobby,” Tilda said, truthfully. “Who wrote it?”
 
“A thirteenth-century woman. Dame Julian of Norwich.”
 
“Of course. I thought it sounded familiar. I must have come across it in college, medieval literature or history. But I’d almost completely forgotten it.”
 
“It’s deceptively simple, that prayer. It bears repeating. It might do you some good. Or not.”
 
“Thanks, Bobby,” she said. “I’ll try to keep it in mind. Really.”
 
Tilda got up from the table and Bobby followed her to the front door.
 
“Thank your aunt for the books,” he said.
 
Tilda promised that she would and got into her car. She was profoundly grateful for Bobby’s presence in her life.
 
 

 
 
Hannah was in the library. She was paging through an old family photograph album. This one chronicled about two years of the McQueens’ life. Adam looked about ten, which meant that Tilda was about seven, Hannah about four. Yes, and there was Craig, appearing about midway through the book as an infant. But after that . . . Hannah paged to the end of the album. There were very few pictures of Craig. There weren’t all that many of Hannah, either, at least not compared to those of Tilda and Adam. But maybe that was normal, just the way things went in large families. The thrill of yet another new baby simply wore off. The first baby is a miracle. The second baby makes a cute sidekick. The third child was extraneous. The fourth child was redundant.
 
Still, Hannah remembered a happy childhood. Look, the photographs proved something. There she was smiling, laughing, blowing out birthday candles, soaring down a slide in the playground. She certainly didn’t look emotionally deprived or neglected. And maybe she really hadn’t been, not in the early years. Maybe her perception of her mother’s relative indifference to her third child had come only later, when Hannah’s awareness of herself as a real person, an individual, took hold. Adolescence. Yes, that was probably about the time that things changed in her relationship with her mother. At least, that was when she became aware that her relationship with her mother was not what it could have been. It was not what Hannah needed or wanted it to be.
 
Was that why she had loved babysitting? Had babysitting given her an opportunity, no matter how limited, to give to another child what she, herself, had wanted so badly? Maybe. She thought now about what Susan had said about her own close family, how they never fought, how they hugged and kissed when they met and departed, how they loved their parents. Maybe truly happy families were real, after all.
 
Hannah looked up to see Craig enter the library. She noted immediately that his shirt was tucked into his pants and that he was wearing a belt. In place of his usual worn leather sandals (which he wore until Thanksgiving or so) he was wearing decent brown loafers with socks. Where the hell did he get the loafers? she wondered. They were easily circa 1980.
 
“Where have you been?” she asked.
 
He shrugged. “Nowhere special.”
 
She didn’t believe him. “You’re lying. Or being elusive.”
 
“I don’t lie. Not when I don’t absolutely have to. Not when it’s not a social obligation.”
 
“Okay. But you’re up to something, that’s clear.”
 
“You have a suspicious mind, Hannah Banana.”
 
He went over to a section of the large bookcases and began to scan the rows of books.
 
“What are you looking for?”
 
“Nothing.”
 
“Mr. Evasive today!”
 
“Sorry. I was wondering if we had a—a book about bees.”
 
Another lie. “I have no idea. But if you come over here I’ll show you a very cute picture of you when you were just a few months old.”
 
“Strolling down memory lane?” he asked, joining her.
 
“More like stumbling. Look.”
 
Craig bent to look over his sister’s shoulder. It was a picture of Tilda, age seven, sitting on a couch, and holding baby Craig on her lap. She was smiling into the camera. His eyes shifted to the facing page of the album. There was a similar picture, though in this one it was Hannah holding her new brother.
 
“Let me see something,” he said. He flipped back through the earlier pages, and then forward, to the end of the book.
 
“What are you looking for?” Hannah asked.
 
“There’s not one picture of me with Mom,” he said.
 
“Oh.”
 
“Not that I’m surprised.” Craig straightened up. “Well,” he said, “guess I better get out of these clothes. I promised myself I’d clean out the garage today.”
 
“Okay,” Hannah said. Craig left the library. She felt awful for her brother. Charlotte had not been particularly fond of her younger daughter, but she really had virtually ignored her younger son. And Hannah had had to go and remind Craig of that! Hannah shut the photo album and put it away.
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Friday, July 27
 
 

 
 
Charlotte’s memorial service was held at St. Peter’s-by-the-Sea on Shore Road in Cape Neddick. Founded in 1897 by Nannie Dunlap Conarroe, in memory of her husband George, St. Peter’s was an Episcopal chapel for summer residents and visitors. It was a beautiful stone building that sat atop Christian Hill. Per George Conarroe’s wishes its cross was visible to fishermen at sea. Dignified St. Peter’s was one of Maine’s most popular locations for baptisms, weddings, and memorials of all sorts. Charlotte’s funeral had taken place there, too.
 
The weather was good, with bright skies and no forecast of rain. At a little before ten o’clock the attendees of the memorial service filed into the church. Tessa Vickes, standing at the door, gave each person a red rose to hold. Not surprisingly, red roses had been Charlotte’s favorite flower. Tilda was touched that Tessa had remembered.
 
Tilda wore a lightweight, cream-colored silk pantsuit she had bought years and years before at Talbots. Under it she wore a dusty blue silk blouse. She was thankful it wasn’t a brutally hot day because she already felt warm in the small, un-air-conditioned church. Maybe, she thought, I should reconsider dresses and skirts. At least my legs could breathe. Had she ever seen her mother look uncomfortable in the heat? She didn’t think that she had. Charlotte had always been self-composed.
 
Jon and Jane sat to her right. Jon wore a navy blazer, white shirt, no tie, and chinos. Jane had on a flowery chiffonlike top in pinks and purples and a darker pink skirt that came just above her knees. Adam, sitting in the pew directly across the center isle in a dove gray suit and pale yellow tie, seemed to have abandoned his idea of reading a passage from Ayn Rand’s work. Maybe he had forgotten. He looked distracted. Kat looked grim. In honor of the occasion she had chosen to wear a little sweater over her sundress. She didn’t exactly look modest but Tilda appreciated her effort at looking appropriate.
 
Hannah, to Tilda’s left, was wearing a pair of enormous sunglasses. Tilda had not seen them before on her sister. She guessed they were protection against more than the bright sun, which was why she was wearing them in the church. Susan’s crinkly cotton dress was a vibrant pattern of pinks and oranges. She carried a straw clutch with a faux-jeweled clasp. Craig sat alone in the pew behind them. He was wearing his best clothes. His expression was inscrutable. His hands were folded in his lap.
 
Sarah, sitting in the row behind Adam and Kat, wore her consciously dorky glasses and four strands of wooden beads around her neck. Cordelia was adorable, also consciously, in a black and white flower print dress and black patent leather shoes. Cody looked massively uncomfortable in a blue Oxford shirt buttoned almost to the neck, and tucked neatly (for now) into pressed jeans. It was good of Sarah to have come. Tilda smiled over at her sister-in-law. She was glad they were still friends of a sort, no thanks to Adam.
 
Her father, in a sober suit and tie, sat in the first row, just in front of Adam and Kat. Ruth, also in a sober, well-cut suit, sat to his right. The Vickes and Bobby Taylor were to her right. Bobby had worn a tie for the occasion, but no jacket. Tilda wasn’t sure he owned one.
 
Tilda looked behind her. The pews were empty. She wondered why her mother’s special friends weren’t in attendance. Carol Whitehouse, the woman who had been with her when she died, had called with a valid excuse not to be there. But where were—Tilda stopped short. Where were who? She tried hard then to recall her mother’s friends but she couldn’t recall a single one other than Carol. Maybe her memory was bad. Maybe her mother had not really had personal friends, like her father had Bobby and Teddy. For the first time Tilda wondered if Charlotte had even liked Tessa Vickes.
 
Tilda looked over at Tessa. Outwardly, she was the antithesis of Charlotte McQueen, in her sensible flat sandals and voluminous sundress that looked as if it dated from the seventies, and her hair in a braid down her back. Charlotte had always been perfectly groomed and coiffed. She had worn tailored clothing. She had not cared for flats. And inwardly? A few moments spent with each woman would prove that Tessa Vickes and Charlotte McQueen had been as unlike as two women could be. Tilda doubted there had been a close friendship between them.
 
Tilda tried to pay attention to what the minister was saying but her mind continued to wander. Who had been at her mother’s funeral? Tilda couldn’t remember. She had been in shock. She had nodded and shaken hands and accepted condolence cards and then, mercifully, it was all over. She could ask Ruth about the attendees. She was sure to remember. But Tilda wasn’t sure she wanted to know that her mother had died virtually friendless.
 
The minister’s tone changed. He was winding up his talk. Tilda realized she had missed everything he had said about her mother. Had he said that she was loved and popular? Had he said that she was universally missed?
 
“Almighty God,” he was saying now, “we entrust all who are dear to us to your never-failing care and love, for this life and the life to come. . . .” The words, Tilda thought, were most likely from the Book of Common Prayer. She wasn’t sure that she believed in God, but now she found herself silently repeating those words of entreaty and thinking of her beloved and much lamented Frank.
 
 

 
 
The party was held at Larchmere in the early evening. Bill had sent an invitation to everyone he knew, no matter how slightly, in the towns of Ogunquit and Wells and Cape Neddick. Tilda wondered how many of the guests had really known or cared for her mother. She suspected that many if not most people had come for her father’s sake.
 
Once again the gazebo was lit with strings of tiny white lights. Food was set up on a long table inside, and on smaller tables on the front porch. Adirondack chairs, painted white, sat in small groups around the lawn. Other chairs, a variety of styles, were stacked against the house for the use of whoever wanted one. In the front hall of the house, on a wooden easel that had once belonged to Charlotte (she had taken up painting for about a month one summer), sat a formal portrait of her, taken the year before she died. Charlotte had liked to have formal portraits taken. In this one she was wearing a crisp, white cotton blouse with the collar upturned. Around her neck was tied a small navy silk scarf. She wore pearl studs in her ears. Her face was captured as if she were gazing off into the distance in contemplation. Her hair was slicked into a classic French twist, showing her firm jawline. The photograph had been retouched, but not by much. The Charlotte of the portrait looked expensive and self-contained and utterly self-satisfied. It was, Tilda thought, a very good picture of her mother.
 
Tilda wandered the lawn for a while, drink in hand, listening to her father’s guests in conversation. She passed a very old man, someone whose name she couldn’t immediately recall. He was talking to another very old man. Tilda knew him as Turkey Mike but had no idea why he was called that. “I remember when Bill’s father was still alive,” the nameless old man was saying. “My own father helped him build that guest cottage back in, oh, it must have been 1930 some odd, I’d say.”
 
“Lots changed since them days,” Turkey Mike replied, with a shake of his head. “Lots changed.”
 
Tilda walked on, determined to ask her aunt how Turkey Mike had come by his name.
 
“I don’t see that nice Jennifer Fournier here, do you?”
 
“No. That seems a bit strange, don’t you think? With she and Bill such an item.”
 
The speakers were the elderly Simmons sisters. Martha and Constance lived together in a tidy white farmhouse that had belonged to their parents. Neither had ever married. They were very nice and, as all “spinsters” were said to be, a bit batty. Both were wearing white cotton gloves and straw hats with silk flowers around the brim.
 
Tilda vowed to pay the sisters a visit and moved on.
 
“Poor Bill looks a bit worn out. The memorial must have been a strain for him.” That speaker was a longtime member of the zoning board. Tilda couldn’t remember his name, either.
 
“I wonder when Matilda is going to find herself a new man. A woman shouldn’t be alone like that. It isn’t right.” And that was Mrs. Reed, who had been married four times and who now was rumored to be looking for husband number five.
 
Tilda smiled again, and wondered if Mrs. Reed had ever tried to snag Bill McQueen. That, she thought, would have been a disastrous match!
 
“Remember when Charlotte wanted to put that god-awful addition on the house?”
 
Tilda paused at the mention of her mother. She was behind the speaker and his friend. She recognized them as more Ogunquit old-timers. One had worked in local construction. The other had been a house painter. She wanted to hear what they would say. She grabbed her cell phone from her pocket and pretended to study it, as if she were reading a text message.
 
“She fought the zoning board like a, well, like one cat fights another cat invading his turf. But she lost in the end.”
 
The former house painter laughed. “I remember Bill was pretty embarrassed about the whole thing. That addition wasn’t his idea, I heard tell. But no one ever blamed Bill for any trouble his wife caused. That time or any other. He needn’t have worried that anybody would turn on him.”
 
Tilda snapped the phone shut and hurried away from the men.
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Adam had left Kat sitting by herself near the gazebo. She had been out of sorts all day, cranky when she spoke and sullen-faced when she didn’t. He did not like her this way. He wondered what had happened to change her usually placid, good-natured personality so abruptly. It was probably something hormonal, he decided. Well, if this is how she got from a bad period, there was no way in hell he was going to let her get pregnant!
 
He was hunting out his father’s lawyer. He spotted him on the front porch and strode rapidly ahead. He was still in the suit he had worn to the memorial service. He was the only one at the party formally dressed.
 
“There you are,” he said, bounding up the porch stairs. “I want to talk to you.”
 
Teddy, drink in hand, looked at him with some amusement, which Adam interpreted as confusion. “You do, do you?” Teddy said. “What about?”
 
“I want to know the contents of my father’s will.”
 
“And I want my hair to grow back but that isn’t going to happen either.”
 
Adam frowned. “This is not a joke, Teddy. I need to know before things get further out of hand.”
 
“Things seem to be just fine to me. Except,” he said pointedly, “for Jennifer’s not being here, that is.”
 
“Forget about her. If she knows what’s good for her, she won’t be coming back.”
 
Teddy took a long sip of his drink before saying, “Adam McQueen, your behavior is appalling. I thought your father raised you better.”
 
“My father was too busy working to raise anyone. My mother was responsible for everything. But that’s beside the point. Tell me what’s in my father’s will. I have a right to know.”
 
“Son,” Teddy said, drawing himself straight and tall, “you aren’t going to get a word out of me about your father’s personal business so you might as well save your breath on trying.”
 
Teddy went off to get himself another gin and tonic. For all he cared, Adam McQueen could go to Hades.
 
 

 
 
Tilda opened the door to the restaurant and peered into the bar area to the left and ahead. Dennis waved. He was sitting at the very end, by the back wall. He had saved the stool next to him, no easy feat on a busy summer night.
 
Tilda walked rapidly to the back of the bar. “Thanks so much for coming,” she said. Almost without thinking she had called him on her cell phone soon after overhearing those men talking about her mother. She had asked if he was free for a quick drink. She had told him that she felt stifled by the crowd at home and needed to slip away for a while. He had said that, yes, he was free. They had agreed to meet at Five-O.
 
“I’m glad you called me,” he said. “I’m glad I can be of some help.”
 
“I can’t stay long.”
 
She felt a bit reckless being there with Dennis, like she had snuck out of her parents’ house—which, in fact, she had—when she was supposed to be in bed. She felt as if she was breaking a law. It wasn’t a bad feeling.
 
“Just too crazy back there?” Dennis asked.
 
“Mmm,” she said and sipped her drink, which he had thoughtfully ordered for her before her arrival.
 
“Emotions must be riding high. A memorial is meant to bring back memories, good and bad.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“They’re meant to be cathartic somehow. Though I’m not sure they always are.”
 
Tilda managed a smile. “I wonder if they ever are. Thank you again for meeting me. I hope I didn’t spoil your evening.”
 
“Not at all. This is the highlight of my evening.”
 
They talked a bit longer about not much at all and then Tilda said that she had to get back to Larchmere and the party. Dennis walked with her to her car, which she had parked in the lot behind the restaurant.
 
Without premeditation they kissed. It was passionate. It went on for some time.
 
Tilda eventually pulled away, but with reluctance. “I feel like a teenager,” she whispered, “kissing out back in the dark.”
 
Dennis stroked her face with his thumb. “So do I. Thank you.”
 
“Thank you, too. I had better get back. . . .”
 
“Of course,” he said. “And by the way, I was wrong when I said back at the bar that that was the highlight of my evening. This was the highlight, right here with you in this parking lot.”
 
Tilda got behind the wheel of her car. In the rearview mirror she saw Dennis watching her until she was out of sight.
 
 

 
 
Tilda got back to Larchmere a few minutes later to find the party still in full swing. No one seemed to have missed her. Hannah and Susan were chatting with the Simmons sisters. Craig was lighting sparklers for the children at the party, careful to keep them away from danger. Jon and Jane had reunited with some people they had worked with in past summers and were chatting and laughing happily. Tilda had noted, earlier, that Adam had made no effort to talk to her children since their arrival at Larchmere. Greetings had been exchanged and Kat had been introduced, but, as far as Tilda knew, there had been no further involvement. She was not surprised. Adam had never been a particularly attentive uncle.
 
Tilda now spotted Adam and Kat over by the gazebo. They were arguing. Anyone could see that from their quick and abrupt hand gestures, their bent shoulders. She wondered if the argument was about starting a family. She felt bad, again, for having interfered in their relationship and turned away from the unhappy pair.
 
Sarah and the kids had already retired to the guest cottage. Ruth and Bobby were still at Bill’s side. It seemed that neither had wanted to leave him alone that night. His sadness was obvious. Tilda wondered how much of her father’s grief was for his dead wife, Charlotte, and how much was for the fresh loss of his girlfriend, Jennifer. She thought that she knew the answer to that question.
 
She walked over to where Bill, Ruth, and Bobby were sitting in a grouping of Adirondack chairs. She leaned down and put her hand on her father’s arm. “How are you, Dad?” she asked. She hoped he believed in her concern.
 
Bill smiled feebly but gamely. “Just fine, thanks, Tilda.”
 
She opened her mouth to say something comforting, anything, but just at that moment a big, wide man came lumbering up to the group. It was Pete Strout, former owner of a successful musical venue in York Beach, now comfortably retired.
 
“Bill McQueen,” he bellowed. He always bellowed. “Sorry I got to the party so late but let’s make up for lost time!”
 
Tilda stepped back from her father. She had lost her chance.
 
 

 
 
It was almost one in the morning before the last party guest had gone home. What food was left—not much—had been hastily put away and the McQueen family had retired for what was left of the night.
 
Tilda was in her room, preparing for bed. She knew she would have trouble falling asleep. She felt all wound up after the events of the last few days. She felt as if her emotions were bouncing against the walls. The memorial. Jennifer’s defection and her own complicity in it. The boisterous crowd at the party. Her dates and excursions with Dennis. The time she had taken his hand. Their unexpectedly passionate kiss. Her father’s strained face and palpable sadness. Her aunt’s, and her daughter’s, accusations of bad behavior.
 
And what she had overheard at the party about her mother had upset her. She knew her mother had not been perfect—who was?—but to speak ill of the dead at their own memorial seemed wrong. Not that the two men had really said anything that bad or insulting. They had simply been recounting an episode that clearly had stuck in the memory of the town. It was an episode that showed her mother in an unflattering light.
 
It was that nostalgia problem again, Tilda realized. For some people death seemed to erase a loved one’s every flaw and raise him to the status of saint. But should it? No. Well, maybe not.
 
Tilda got into bed and yawned. Suddenly, she felt that sleep was, indeed, possible. She was just about to drift off when she heard a strange noise from downstairs. It had sounded like something large falling.... Tilda threw off the covers and raced into the hallway. Hannah and Susan were a few steps in front of her and Ruth’s door was just opening.
 
“Dad! Craig!” Hannah called as they hurried to the first floor.
 
“In here, in the kitchen!”
 
The four women crowded through the doorway to find Craig kneeling over his father, who was prone on the floor. Bill was wearing his pajamas and a robe. One slipper had fallen off a foot.
 
“I was in the library. I heard a noise. I’ve called an ambulance.”
 
Craig began to check for a pulse and signs of breathing. Ruth rushed to his side and put her hand lightly on her brother’s head. Susan and Hannah clutched each other, staring. Tilda’s hands were over her mouth.
 
Only when the ambulance was gone and Bill was off to York Hospital did Adam emerge from his room, annoyed and hungover.
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Saturday, July 28
 
 

 
 
“I called Jennifer at her Portland apartment about five-thirty this morning,” Tilda told the others. “I let her know that Dad’s going to be fine. She was going to pack a bag and be on her way.”
 
It was a little after seven o’clock. After learning that Bill had suffered not a heart attack, as was feared, but a panic attack, albeit a big one, Tilda, Hannah, and Susan had gone back to Larchmere for quick showers and coffee and were now sitting on plastic chairs in a waiting room. Craig and Ruth had spent the night at the hospital; Craig was in his father’s room. Adam had only just arrived, leaving Kat back at the house. Sarah, Jon, and Jane were on their way; they would leave for the hospital when Bobby showed up to watch the children. He had forgone his boat that morning to be at his friend’s side, and had only just left the hospital for Larchmere.
 
“Jennifer!”
 
Tilda hurriedly got to her feet at her approach, as did Ruth and Hannah. Adam stood off to the side, arms folded.
 
“I got here as fast as I could,” Jennifer said. Her eyes looked puffy—she obviously had been crying—but she was as impeccably dressed as always.
 
Ruth reached out and hugged her. Hannah gave her an awkward pat on the arm. Tilda gave her arm a squeeze. “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
But Jennifer didn’t seem to hear. She walked over to Adam. “I want to talk to you,” she said. “Away from the others. Now.”
 
Adam rolled his eyes and half turned away from her. “I said now,” Jennifer repeated. To Tilda’s amazement, he followed her down the hall.
 
Tilda looked from Ruth to Hannah to Susan. “What is that all about?” she asked.
 
“Payback,” Ruth said. “She’s going to ream him for abusing her. Good. Not that it will do much good in terms of Adam’s behavior—he’ll never change—but at least it should make her feel better.”
 
What happened between Jennifer and Adam was this.
 
“What do you want?” he said. “I thought I told you to get lost.”
 
“Teddy told me that you hounded him about Bill’s will at the party last night. How dare you treat people like they’re inferior to you, just children to be bossed around, and threatened, and manipulated. And don’t you ever again even dream of speaking to me the way you spoke to me the other day. If you even come close I will go directly to the police. Do you understand me?”
 
“I—” Adam began but Jennifer went on, her voice tight with fury.
 
“Shut up, Adam, and listen to me. I will never forgive you for trying to stand in the way of your father’s happiness, let alone my own peace of mind. Do you hear me? Never.”
 
Adam attempted a grin. Since Sarah, no one had spoken so angrily to him. He was slightly amused. “I suppose you’ll go running to my father and accuse me of all sorts of crimes against him. Isn’t that the way you people work?”
 
Jennifer looked up at this man, the oldest child of the man she loved. How could father and son be so different? She actually felt pity for Adam, along with disgust. What a miserable human being he was! “On the contrary,” she said calmly. “Your father will never hear a word of your behavior from me. It would be cruel, and I’ll leave the cruelty to you.”
 
Jennifer walked back to where the women stood. A nurse came over to guide her to Bill’s room. Adam followed her in. Craig was already inside. Craig hugged Jennifer and she hugged him back.
 
“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. Then, he stepped back to let her sit on the bed by Bill’s side. Adam stood stiffly by the door.
 
Jennifer took Bill’s hand and smiled down at him. Her smile was a little wobbly but she refused to cry.
 
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
 
“Fine. Better. Thank you for coming.”
 
Of course he sounds so formal, Jennifer thought. He doesn’t really believe I’m here because I love him so. He thinks I’ve come back out of courtesy; he thinks I’m paying a courtesy visit to the former partner. She would have to convince him otherwise.
 
“Bill,” she said, “believe me, the only reason I left Larchmere was for your sake. I thought it would be better for you if I weren’t around for the memorial. Everyone seemed . . .” Jennifer took a deep breath. She remembered her words to Adam in the hallway. She would not speak badly of Bill’s children to him. “I felt that I was out of place. I felt that I was interfering. Well, maybe I was wrong. I’m sorry. I should have stayed by your side.”
 
There was a moment before Bill could speak. He squeezed her hand and smiled. “No, no,” he said, his voice breaking. “It’s my fault for not seeing what was going on, for not shielding you, for not protecting you. I let you down, Jennifer, and I’m sorry.”
 
Jennifer smiled. “Let’s just say our communication skills could use some work. I love you, Bill McQueen, and I will never leave you again.”
 
“Good,” Bill said. His voice was stronger. “Because I wouldn’t want my wife anywhere but right at my side.” He reached into the drawer of the bedside table and took out a blue velvet box. “This is for you,” he said, “if you’ll have it. It was in the pocket of my robe when I collapsed. I’ve had it for about a month but I just couldn’t find the right moment to propose.”
 
Jennifer took the box and laughed. “Nice,” she said. “So you wait until you’re in the hospital. . . .” Carefully, she opened the box, and then the tears did flow. She held out her left hand and Bill slipped the ring onto her finger.
 
“If you don’t like it—” Bill began.
 
“Sshhh,” she said. “Don’t even think such a thing. It’s a lovely ring and I love it and I love you.”
 
The door to Bill’s room slammed. Adam was gone.
 
Craig quietly slipped out after him. “I thought I should give those two lovebirds some time alone,” he said to his brother, who was very red in the face.
 
“I think Dad is mentally incompetent. Someone not mentally competent isn’t considered capable of contracting marriage. That’s the law.”
 
“He had a panic attack, Adam, not a psychotic break.”
 
“We’ll see what my friend John has to say about it. He’s a professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. I’m going to give him a call today. He’ll give us a break on a complete psychological evaluation.”
 
Craig struggled to keep his temper. “No one is having my father ‘evaluated.’ Don’t be ridiculous, Adam.”
 
“Don’t tell me I’m being ridiculous!” Adam shouted. “Do you know what’s at stake here? Do you?”
 
“Uh, our father’s happiness?”
 
“Who gives a shit about his happiness! I’m talking about the house, the money, the—”
 
A nurse suddenly appeared. He was large. His neck was covered with tattoos. “Sir,” he said to Adam, “if you can’t keep your voice down, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
 
Cool, Craig thought. The hospital has bouncers. He watched his brother stalk off down the corridor. And he felt a stab of sorrow.
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The house was very quiet. It didn’t occur to Adam to wonder where his children were.
 
He went straight up to the second floor. He felt he had not shaved properly that morning and was eager to examine his face in the bathroom mirror. Nothing irked him more than a sloppy shave.
 
He passed the door of the room he was sharing with Kat. It was closed. He thought that Kat might still be asleep but then he became aware of noise from within, a dresser drawer closing, and he opened the door.
 
“What are you doing?” he said immediately.
 
Kat, whose back had been to the door as she stood by the bed, turned and gasped. “You startled me,” she said.
 
“What are you doing? Why is your travel bag on the bed?”
 
Kat reached deep down for every bit of confidence she possessed. “I’m sorry, Adam,” she said. “I can’t do this.”
 
“Can’t do what? What are you talking about?”
 
“I can’t marry you!” she cried, frustrated with his inability to see, to hear, to listen.
 
Adam closed the door to the bedroom behind him. “What do you mean you can’t marry me?”
 
“Just what I said. I can’t marry you. I’m leaving. I’m going home.”
 
Adam took a step closer to Kat. “Look, what’s this all about? Close that bag and talk to me. What’s gotten into you?”
 
Kat’s blood rushed just a tiny bit. He was a sexy man. He was handsome. Were his looks all that she had fallen for? The thought shamed her. She took a deep breath and a half step back.
 
“Nothing’s gotten into me. It’s just . . . I . . . I thought I loved you but . . . and then there’s the kids, Cordelia and Cody . . . and I feel so uncomfortable here, with your family. I need to leave, Adam. I’m sorry.”
 
Adam chuckled in that annoyingly patronizing way he had perfected. “Kat, don’t be ridiculous. I demand you stay and get this nonsense about leaving out of your head.”
 
“You demand?” Now Kat was angry. “I’m not your kid, Adam. You can’t order me around. I don’t love you anymore, you lied to me about wanting a family, and I’m not marrying you and I’m going home. I’ve already called my parents.”
 
There was a dead, scary silence. Kat wondered who would hear her if she screamed. She desperately hoped she would not have to scream.
 
Finally, Adam spoke. His voice was hard and cold. “Then I want my ring back.”
 
Kat, stunned, clutched her left hand in her right protectively. “It’s mine,” she said. “You gave it to me.”
 
“Under the condition that you marry me. Now, give it to me.”
 
He took another step toward her. Kat felt menaced. Instinctively, she retreated a step, then jerked the ring off her finger and threw it at him. It hit the floor by his feet.
 
“You idiot!” he hissed. “You could have damaged the diamond! I’ll never get my money back if it’s damaged!”
 
The loud sound of a car’s horn made Kat reach for her bag. “That’s my ride,” she said. She did not meet his eye as she dashed toward the bedroom door.
 
Adam followed her down the stairs and out the front door.
 
Teddy and Tessa Vickes were there in their old green Cadillac.
 
“Mr. and Mrs. Vickes are driving me to Portsmouth,” Kat said as Teddy got out from behind the wheel of the car. “I’ll get a bus back to Boston.”
 
Teddy nodded curtly to Adam and helped Kat stow her bag in the trunk. “You ready?” he said kindly to her.
 
“Yes. Thank you.” Kat climbed in the backseat and Adam saw Tessa Vickes turn to give her an encouraging smile. No doubt, he thought sneeringly, she would also have a bag of home-baked cookies for Kat.
 
Adam stood, rigid. He watched the old green Cadillac pull off and head down the driveway to Shore Road. He watched the woman who had promised to be his wife leave him. She did not turn to look back at him. His hands were clenched at his sides. When the car was out of sight he became aware of children’s laughter, followed by the booming laugh of a man. It was coming from the direction of the guest cottage. His children. He remembered now that Bobby had been sent to Larchmere to watch them. He knew he should go and fetch his children from Bobby’s care. Instead, he went back inside, up the stairs, and into the room he had once shared with Kat Daly. He lay down on the unmade bed.
 
 

 
 
It was a little after noon. Tilda, Hannah and Susan, Ruth, and Jennifer were in the kitchen, having arrived a little earlier from York Hospital. Bill was being kept for further observation but his doctor, a man who had treated Charlotte, too, had promised that he would be home either that evening or the following morning. Craig had stayed on, washing up in the men’s room and grabbing a sandwich from the cafeteria. He swore he would return to Larchmere some time that afternoon, at least to change clothes. Jon and Jane, with their mother’s blessing, had gone to meet some old friends. Sarah had taken her children to Jackie’s, Too for lunch. Nobody wanted to scare them unnecessarily so their routine was proceeding as normally as possible.
 
Tilda and Hannah could not stop apologizing to Jennifer and asking for her forgiveness.
 
“I’m sorry for not being more accepting,” Tilda said.
 
“Me, too.” That was Hannah. “And for not standing up to you that night when Adam was such a jerk about your business.”
 
“And I should never have snapped at you when you asked me about the spa in town. I felt so awful about that.” That was Tilda, again.
 
Jennifer laughed and held up her hands. “Enough! All is forgiven. Let’s start over.”
 
“Fine by me,” Hannah said.
 
Tilda nodded. “Thank you.”
 
Susan asked for a closer look at Jennifer’s engagement ring. Jennifer put out her hand. “It’s an Edwardian style but the ring itself is new. Bill said he helped design it!”
 
“Dad?” Hannah said. “A jewelry designer? Wow. He really has got a new lease on life!”
 
Ruth, who had been opening a chilled bottle of Prosecco, sensing a celebration in the air, said, “I say we have a nice lunch, just us gals.”
 
“I’m starved!” Susan put her hand to her stomach. “I forgot to eat breakfast in all the excitement.”
 
“Me, too,” Tilda said. “I know there’s dried pasta in the pantry. And we’ve got excellent tomatoes and a bag of frozen peas. And there are fresh herbs in the garden. And there’s a ball of fresh mozzarella, if Craig didn’t eat it. You know how much he loves it. How about I make a big cold pasta salad for lunch?”
 
“I’ll get the Miracle Whip,” Susan said, heading for the fridge. “If no one objects. I’m addicted to the stuff.”
 
“And let’s have some of this Prosecco.” Ruth held up the bottle. “I think we could all use a glass.”
 
Jennifer laughed. “Or two!”
 
Adam came into the kitchen as Ruth was pouring out glasses of the sparkling wine. No one had seen him since he had stormed out of the hospital that morning. He looked angry and cold and strange.
 
“What’s wrong?” Tilda asked. “You look upset.”
 
His voice was expressionless. “Kat’s gone,” he said. “She broke the engagement.”
 
Tilda and Hannah shared a look of guilt. Susan, in an attempt to hide her smile, turned toward the sink.
 
“Oh,” Tilda said. “I’m sorry.” Silently, she regretted that now she would never find out just who Kat had met the night she and her siblings had gone to dinner at The Front Porch. Had a mystery lover had anything to do with Kat’s defection?
 
Hannah nervously cleared her throat. “Yeah. Me, too.”
 
“It’s for the best,” Ruth said, turning to put the bottle in a bucket of ice. “I’m sure.”
 
“Teddy Vickes and his wife took her to the bus station in Portsmouth. You know the mouth on Tessa Vickes. The whole freakin’ town must know by now.”
 
Jennifer continued to say nothing. Her placid expression hid the fact that inside she was laughing at his obvious embarrassment.
 
Adam looked pointedly at Jennifer now. “I won’t be around for dinner tonight,” he said.
 
“Okay,” Ruth said. No one asked him where he was going or when he would be back. Tilda supposed he needed some solitude. That, or he just couldn’t stand the sight of his family any longer.
 
 

 
 
Craig sat on the cushioned guest chair by his father’s hospital bed. He was tired but didn’t want to sleep. He sipped his third cup of coffee since noon and considered buying a chocolate bar from the vending machine in the cafeteria. He wanted to comb his father’s hair—it was uncharacteristically messy and it made him look old—but he felt too shy to attempt it.
 
Bill stirred and opened his eyes.
 
“Hey, Dad.” Craig put the cup of coffee on the bedside table and went over to his father. “How are you feeling?”
 
Bill shifted to a sitting position and Craig helped him adjust the pillows behind his back.
 
“A little embarrassed, to tell you the truth.”
 
Craig smiled a little. “Since when are you such a macho guy? Everyone is vulnerable at some time.”
 
“Be that as it may,” Bill said, “I’m sorry I caused everyone such worry.”
 
“You were just paying me back for all the worry I’ve caused you over the years.”
 
There was a moment of fairly awkward silence. Bill toyed with the edge of the sheet. “Thank you, Craig,” he said suddenly.
 
“For what?”
 
“For taking charge when I passed out. Ruth told me all about it. And for staying with me all last night. You didn’t have to do that.”
 
Craig felt an acute mix of embarrassment and pleasure. He thought that he might cry. “I wanted to stay. Really, it was no big deal, Dad.”
 
“It was a big deal to me. Thank you.”
 
Craig cleared his throat, patted his father’s arm, and sat back down in the cushioned guest chair. “You’d do the same for me.”
 
Bill looked fondly at his son. “Yes,” he said. “I would.”
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Sunday, July 29
 
 

 
 
During the course of the morning Larchmere emptied of many of its inhabitants. Sarah and the children headed back to Massachusetts. (Obviously, Adam had given up more of his visitation rights. He also wasn’t there to see them off.) Tilda had told Sarah the night before, at dinner, about Kat having broken the engagement. In fact, aside from updates on Bill’s condition (which was fine, though his doctor had suggested he stay the night in the hospital), the conversation over dinner had been mostly about Adam’s new status as single. Sarah had not been surprised at the turn of events but she had not stooped to gloat. Mostly, she was concerned as to how Kat’s sudden departure might affect her children. They had not been in love with Kat but they had, to some extent, gotten used to her.
 
Craig, whom Bill had sent back home to get a good night’s sleep, had been very quiet at dinner. Tilda and Hannah each thought he looked more reflective and pensive than usual. He had gone to bed immediately after the meal and had left for the hospital first thing that morning to fetch his father.
 
Not long after Sarah left for home, and Tilda had returned from her walk on the beach, Jon and Jane took off for Portland and their summer jobs.
 
“You’ll call us if something happens to Grandpa, right?” Jane asked her mother from the passenger seat of Jon’s car.
 
“Of course,” she promised. “But I think he’ll be fine now.”
 
“And you’ll continue to be nice to Jen, right?”
 
“Of course!” Tilda felt a twinge of embarrassment. “I learned my lesson, don’t worry.”
 
“Oh, and one more thing, Mom.” That was Jon, leaning over his sister.
 
“What?”
 
Jane smiled. “We know about you and your Florida mystery man. I just hope you’re being careful—if you know what I mean.”
 
Tilda blushed furiously as her children laughed and pulled away. She recovered enough of her composure to wave them off, watching until the car was out of sight along Shore Road. She felt the anxiety she always felt watching them go away. She also felt very proud of her children. And so much for secrecy in a small town!
 
Adam had not shown himself at breakfast time. Tilda thought she heard someone—presumably Adam—come in well after midnight. She hoped her brother would be all right. She did not hate him and she was not enjoying his discomfort as Hannah and Susan and maybe even Ruth and Jennifer seemed to be.
 
Tilda turned back to the house. Suddenly, she felt incredibly tired and fought the urge to go up to her room and lie down. But she had made plans to see Dennis around eleven so instead she made another cup of coffee, showered, and got dressed.
 
 

 
 
Tilda and Dennis had driven down to York Beach. He had expressed a desire to try an interesting flavor of ice cream at Goldenrod Kisses, maybe the caramel with sea salt. And he wanted to buy a few souvenirs for his grandchildren. Together, they strolled the main street, crowded with tourists. Dennis bought a plushy lobster for two-year-old Leah and a stretchy bracelet made of aqua-colored shells for four-year-old Laura. They were waiting until after lunch to have ice cream.
 
“Your father is a lucky man,” Dennis said, when they were settled at a table at Inn on the Blues. “I mean, to have a family that loves him like you do.”
 
Tilda thought about that for a moment. “Well, I don’t know about lucky. He earned our love and respect. He was, he is, a good father.”
 
“That may well be, but not everyone who earns love and respect gets it. There are such things as ungrateful children. And ungrateful spouses, and ungrateful friends.”
 
Yes, Tilda thought. Like Adam is an ungrateful son. Will Jon turn out to be an ungrateful child? Will Jane? She believed in her children but only time would tell.
 
They ordered fish and chips and chatted about the McQueen and the Haass families. Dennis revealed that when his wife had left him for the other man, his son refused to talk to her for months. “I found myself advocating for my cheating wife,” he said with a wry smile. “I didn’t want my son’s relationship with his mother to be permanently compromised.”
 
“The things we do to keep the peace. That was good of you.”
 
Dennis shrugged. “Parents put their children before themselves. At least, they should.”
 
“Forever, do you think?” Tilda asked. “I mean, shouldn’t there be a time when it’s legitimate for a parent to think of him or her self first?”
 
They discussed this thorny issue for a while, without coming to any hard and fast agreement on the limits of parental responsibility, then left the restaurant and went around the corner to Goldenrod Kisses. They took their ice cream down to the beach and settled side by side on two large rocks. The tide was low and the sand stretched ahead of them for what seemed like miles.
 
Dennis ran a finger along Tilda’s cheek. “I’ve been thinking about that kiss,” he said, “in the parking lot.”
 
Tilda blushed. “Me, too,” she admitted. And she had been, when not worrying about her father.
 
“Would you like to try it again?”
 
Tilda nodded. She took off her sunglasses, turned, and moved closer to Dennis. His lips met hers. His kiss was expert. She tasted sea salt and sweetness. It was not unpleasant. But it was not like it had been in the parking lot.
 
“That was fantastic,” he said, when they had each, gently, pulled away. His voice was husky.
 
“Mmm,” she replied. It had been nice for her, not fantastic. But she could hardly tell the truth. She put her sunglasses back on, hoping to hide a telltale sign of her real feelings.
 
They left the beach soon after. Dennis dropped her off at Larchmere. Tilda managed to make the parting kiss a quick peck. She gave him a big smile and if he was disappointed, he didn’t let on. She watched as he drove off in his rental car.
 
Tilda went up to her room. She flopped onto the bed and wondered to what extent the circumstances of their first kiss had colored and heightened the experience. When she had run away from the party she had been feeling hurt and somehow adrift and in need of contact and reassurance. Dennis had been there for her. It was night. No one knew where she was. She had drunk some wine. The right elements for romance had been in place. Did that make the experience of that kiss any less valid? No. Tilda knew she would remember it for a long time.
 
She got off the bed and went to the bathroom to wash off the sand and sunscreen. Dennis’s vacation in Ogunquit was coming to a close. She knew that for her it would be a natural end to their brief but happy romance. She hoped that for him, it would be the same.
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Susan found Hannah in the library. She was sitting in the middle of the big, brown leather couch. “What are you doing?” Susan asked. She sat down next to Hannah, facing her.
 
Hannah smiled. “I’m doing absolutely nothing. Do you ever find that all you want to do is nothing? Not read or listen to music or go for a walk or even meditate or think about things. You just want to do nothing.”
 
Susan raised an eyebrow. “Uh, not really. I don’t like doing nothing. I like to keep busy and productive.”
 
“Oh, busy and productive is good, too. But sometimes I like to just sit and vegetate.”
 
“Speaking of vegetating . . . Hannah, I want to talk a bit about the family issue.” Susan’s tone was gentle but firm.
 
Hannah’s smile faded. “Oh.”
 
“Yes, oh. I’m trying to be patient and understanding, Hannah. I really am. But it’s been two years now. I’m beginning to feel . . . concerned.”
 
“I’m sorry.”
 
“I believe you are. But the apologies aren’t getting us anywhere.”
 
“I know.”
 
“I was thinking that maybe we should see a marriage counselor. We don’t seem to be making any progress, just the two of us. What do you think?”
 
Hannah felt raw panic. Marriage counseling meant failure. That was what her mother had said, time and again. It led to separation and that led to divorce. People only went to marriage counseling as a last resort. Were she and Susan really in such a desperate place? And she wondered: Why had her mother talked so negatively about marriage counseling? Had Bill asked her to go and had she refused? Her father had told Hannah that she was nothing like her mother. She needed to believe him. “Okay,” she said, aware that she sounded less than enthusiastic.
 
“Are you sure?”
 
“Yes,” she lied. “I’m sure.”
 
“Okay. I can find someone through my work connections. Or if you’d rather research someone, that’s fine, too.”
 
“No, no. You can choose a therapist for us. I trust you.”
 
“All right. I think we’re doing the right thing, Hannah.”
 
“Yes.”
 
Susan wanted to say more but decided not to. She squeezed Hannah’s hand, got up, and left the room. Hannah sat in the middle of the big, brown leather couch for a long time. She had never felt so afraid.
 
 

 
 
Tilda found her younger brother repairing the old wooden gate to the herb garden. It was a hot afternoon and his T-shirt was soaked with sweat. She offered to bring him some water but he told her that he was almost done with the job.
 
“Dad seems good,” she said. “He’s resting but only because Jennifer ordered him to. He said something about calling Teddy for a game of golf tomorrow morning.”
 
Craig stood up and stretched. “I’m glad Dad’s doing well. And I’m glad he didn’t need CPR the other night. I’m certified but I’ve never had to perform it on anyone other than the dummy in class.”
 
Tilda was surprised. “I didn’t know you knew CPR.”
 
“There are a lot of things people don’t know about me.”
 
“Because you never tell them about yourself. You don’t let them see the whole you. I’m sorry,” she said. “Maybe that was unfair.”
 
Craig looked at his sister. “No. It’s partly true. Maybe mostly true. I’ve spent a lot of time hiding. When I wasn’t running, that is.”
 
Craig made an adjustment to the gate and tried the new latch he had installed. “Done,” he said. “Not that a gate keeps out the deer, but at least it looks nice.”
 
“I’m sorry I underestimate you, Craig.”
 
Craig looked around at his sister again. “Do you? I kind of thought you were the one person who didn’t underestimate me.”
 
Tilda smiled. “Let’s just say there’s room for improvement in my attitude.”
 
“There’s room for improvement in everyone’s attitude. We’re all just human.”
 
“Too true.” Tilda kissed her brother on the cheek and turned to go.
 
“Where are you off to now?” Craig asked.
 
“I’ve got something I need to tend to. Some old business I let slide. I’ll see you later.”
 
Tilda went around the house and into the woods where the ruins of the old fairy house were barely visible. She knelt on the ground and began to clear away debris. She had decided that she would reconstruct the old fairy house, and that she would maintain it. Maybe she would even build a second house, and a third. She could create an entire village for the fairies.
 
Because who could truly say that fairies didn’t exist? Maybe they could be imagined into existence. People imagined all sorts of things into existence and then sometimes even came to believe that those things had created their creators! Angels and gods, spirits and goblins. And who could say that miracles didn’t happen, or that people didn’t make miracles happen when the universe seemed not to be listening to their pleas?
 
Tilda picked up a small, smooth rock. It was gray with a scattering of tiny white lines. She had a vague memory of having found it on the beach, many years ago. She would use it again in this new fairy house. And she would find new materials, too. New materials for a new construction.
 
Something was beginning to change. Dennis’s friendship and that first, important kiss; her father’s unexpected romance, and then his illness and recovery; the destruction of Adam’s engagement; Craig’s periods of obvious sadness or depression, which seemed to portend a crisis; Hannah’s struggle with the decision to start a family. Things were in motion. Things had been wrenched up from their places on the ground and tossed into the air and Tilda had no idea where they would all decide to land. She was afraid. She was, she realized, also excited. She went back to work.
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Monday, July 30
 
 

 
 
Bill McQueen and Jennifer Fournier had decided to marry without further delay. Well, they would have to wait until Wednesday—there were some preparations that took a bit of time. And, more importantly for the McQueen family, Bill had decided to reveal the contents of his will. The severity of the anxiety attack had frightened him. Life could be snatched away at any moment. Bill wanted his family to be prepared, and he wanted to be happy for his remaining days on earth. Teddy was summoned and was at Larchmere by late morning.
 
The family was gathered in the library. Bill sat behind the desk, his hands folded before him, and Teddy was perched on its edge. The others—Tilda, Hannah, Susan, Craig, and Ruth—were seated around the room. Jennifer, too, was there, at Bill’s invitation. She stood at his side. Adam, who was standing apart from the others, made no acknowledgment of her, but by this time no one, probably not even Bill, expected him to treat her with anything like respect. Percy, as if another witness to the scene, was sitting upright on the desk, across from where Teddy sat.
 
Tilda felt dread and anticipation and fear and a little bit of excitement. Hannah clutched Susan’s hand. She didn’t know it but she was feeling the same crazed mix of emotions her sister was feeling. Craig’s face was inscrutable, as it had been at his mother’s memorial, but his arms tightly folded across his chest betrayed his discomfort. Only Ruth and Jennifer looked entirely at ease and without expectation.
 
Teddy began to read. There was a life insurance policy for Ruth, and the grandchildren were given small monetary gifts. Certain particular objects that had been in the McQueen family for generations were bequeathed. Tilda inherited her maternal grandmother’s diamond solitaire necklace. Craig got his grandfather’s handmade wooden tool chest and all of its interesting contents. Adam got his grandfather’s monogrammed silver cuff links. Hannah got her grandmother’s gold locket and chain. There was even provision made for Jennifer after Bill’s death, something Bill had had added only since their engagement in the hospital. Bill’s Mercedes, which was paid for, and his old and expensive complete collection of Shakespeare, were to be passed on to Bobby. There was a monetary donation to Bill’s favorite charity. Teddy was given Bill’s golf clubs. “But you can’t have them until I’m gone,” Bill said. Everyone, except for Adam, chuckled at that.
 
And then, the most important part of the document was read. When Teddy finished reading, there was a silence that roared in their ears.
 
Adam, his face purple, broke that silence. “You what?” he shouted at his father. “You’re leaving Larchmere to Hannah? You’re leaving our family home, our legacy, to a lesbian?”
 
“Adam!” Tilda cried, horrified, outraged, almost as if the insult had been aimed at her.
 
But he ignored her. He turned to Hannah, who had risen from her chair and now stood rigid with shock, Susan’s arm tightly around her shoulders.
 
“And your ‘marriage’?” he spat. “Please. It’s a total sham, a disgrace. What a joke.”
 
Percy bared his teeth at Adam and hissed loudly. Craig’s hands were in fists by his side and his jaw was clenched. For the first time in over twenty years he wanted to hit someone—and hurt him.
 
“How dare you say—” Ruth put her hand over her mouth, as if afraid of what words might come out of it. It was an unusual gesture for a woman who was very good at speaking her mind.
 
Bill rose from his chair behind the desk and Tilda moved forward, scared that her father would have another attack. “How dare you talk to your sister this way!” he said, as if picking up where Ruth had left off. “You should be ashamed, Adam. What would your mother say if she were here to listen to such—to such—to such hateful talk?”
 
“Mom?” Adam laughed meanly. “Please. She totally agreed with me. She wouldn’t have even bothered to show up at that farce of a wedding. She hated the fact that her daughter was gay. And she would have been disgusted that you chose to leave Larchmere to her and not to someone normal,” he said, pointing at his chest with his long forefinger, “not to the oldest son, not to me.”
 
There was another horrible, heavy silence in the room after this display. Adam looked from one to the other of his family though no one but Bill and Craig met his stare. Teddy was rigid, his eyes lowered to the document he still held in his hands. Jennifer had sunk into Bill’s abandoned chair. A low and awful moaning was coming from Percy’s chest.
 
Finally, with a shake of his head meant, Tilda was sure, to exhibit his righteous disgust, Adam stalked to the door of the library. “If this insanity is going to stand,” he said, “I’m out of here.” He slammed the door behind him.
 
“He’s getting very good at dramatic exits,” Craig noted dryly, finally releasing his fists. “Maybe he should have gone into acting instead of finance.”
 
Nobody laughed.
 
“I’m so sorry, Hannah.” Bill went to his younger daughter. Susan released her protective hold so that he could give Hannah a powerful hug. “So very sorry.”
 
Hannah managed a smile. “It’s okay, Dad,” she said, her voice gruff with emotion. “Everyone is entitled to his own opinions.”
 
“Not if they’re contemptible,” Craig muttered.
 
Contemptible. Yes, Hannah thought, that was a good word to describe her older brother’s opinion of her. Well, fine. If he found her so distasteful, as the new owner of Larchmere she would simply refuse him access to the property. He would be persona non grata. Adam didn’t approve of her? Well, fine, she didn’t approve of him.
 
Hannah took a deep, steadying breath. No. No, she would not ban Adam from his childhood home. There had been enough family dissonance already. Hannah had always tried to be a person who created love and closeness, not hate and distance. Still, it was clear that her relationship with Adam would never be the same. So be it. Life was not all about happy endings. In her opinion, Adam didn’t deserve one.
 
Ruth rubbed her temples as if she had a headache. Her brother’s decision to leave Larchmere to Hannah had not surprised her; Adam’s grotesque behavior had, in spite of all she knew about him.
 
Jennifer finally rose and came around the desk to where Bill stood. She put her arm through his, more to steady herself than to assist him.
 
“Dad,” Hannah said now, “are you sure about this? Are you sure you want to leave Larchmere to me?”
 
“I have no doubts, Hannah. I never have.”
 
“But how . . . It will be hard to . . . When do you want us to . . . ?” Hannah looked to Susan for help but for once, Susan seemed without words.
 
Bill’s expression grew puzzled, even, Tilda thought, a bit hurt. “What’s wrong, Hannah?” he asked. “I thought you would be glad to have Larchmere.”
 
Hannah clutched her father’s hand. “Oh, Dad, I am glad. And I’m grateful, more than you can ever know, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t also overwhelmed. Larchmere is a huge responsibility. It means so much to all of us. I just . . . I just hope I can be a worthy keeper.”
 
Susan had regained her voice. “It’s just that there are so many things to work out, Bill, details, logistics.” She turned to Teddy. “We’ll need some help, some advice.” Teddy nodded.
 
Craig stepped forward a bit and cleared his throat. “Dad,” he said, “Hannah, listen to me for a minute. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, not just since coming here two weeks ago. And now, with all that’s happened, well, I’ve made a decision. I’d like to stay on in Ogunquit and help Hannah run the house in whatever way she chooses.”
 
Tilda looked at her father. He seemed stunned. His face was expressionless.
 
Hannah wanted to laugh and to cry. “You mean, give up your glamorous life on the road? No more nomadic existence? You want to sleep in the same bed every night? Clean toilets and fix leaking pipes?”
 
Craig smiled. “Toilets, too? Well, if I have to . . . Seriously, I’ve been thinking. I’m tired and I’m lonely and I want to make this commitment. It’s a commitment to my family but also to myself. Besides, the van is on its last legs. Or tires.”
 
Tilda felt a twinge of hurt. After all, she had asked Craig to live with her and he had refused! Now he was offering to live with—in whatever capacity—Hannah. But then the twinge was gone. She had come far on this visit to Larchmere. Maybe she even had grown. Craig was doing the right thing for Hannah, just as he had done the right thing for Tilda when he had refused to take responsibility for her life.
 
Susan wiped tears from her eyes. “Craig, you’re a real sweetie,” she said.
 
“Are you sure you know what you’re getting into?” Hannah asked him. “You’re making a really big commitment, Craig. Frankly, while I’m grateful for the gesture, I’m not entirely sure I believe it.”
 
Craig shrugged. “What choice do you have, Hannah Banana? You’re just going to have to trust me.”
 
Hannah turned to Susan, who was still leaking tears. “Well, all right then. We accept your offer. And we thank you.”
 
Ruth felt a rush of love and admiration for her younger nephew. She had known all along that he could come home and mean it. “Bravo, Craig,” she said. He blushed and Ruth thought he suddenly looked about ten years old.
 
Bill’s eyes were shining now and he shook his son’s hand. “I seem to have done you a disservice all these years. This is a wonderful thing you’re doing for the family.”
 
Craig’s blush became furious and he turned to Hannah. “Hannah,” he said, “remember that time earlier this week when you asked me where I’d been and I said nowhere? Well, I’d been talking to Guy Cokal—you know, he’s got a small accounting firm on Pine Road. He’s promised me a job while I study for my CPA. He’s going to train me, get me started.”
 
Susan laughed now. “Mr. Never Had A Job doing people’s taxes! There’s more than a little irony there, Craig.”
 
“I’ve had plenty of jobs,” Craig said, grinning. “I’ve just never made enough money to pay taxes of my own.”
 
Bill turned to Jennifer. “He was always so good with numbers,” he said proudly. “Even when he was a little boy.”
 
Craig smiled at his father. “Maybe now I’ll put that talent to some good use.”
 
“I’m sure you will, son.” That was Teddy, who until then had been standing a bit apart from the others, as if not to intrude upon the family. “And now that everything’s all sorted out, I’ll take my leave.”
 
Bill and Teddy shook hands and then the lawyer was gone.
 
“Well,” Ruth said, “it seems to be a perfect time for big announcements and I’ve got one of my own.”
 
Hannah managed a feeble smile. “Oh, boy, I’m not sure I can handle another revelation! I’m feeling a little weak in the knees.”
 
“Oh, it’s nothing traumatic. I’ve decided to go back to school for a master’s in fine arts, just for the hell of it. I’ve enrolled at New York University. I’ve got the money and I’m eager to spend it. Can’t take it with you and all that. You’re welcome to visit me but with classes and papers and all, I might not be such a fantastic host. You’ll probably have to take yourselves to the Statue of Liberty.”
 
“That’s great, Ruth,” Tilda said. “But what about Bobby? He hates New York. He refuses to go there ever since that time he went down for—well, he never did say why he went to New York.”
 
“Oh, I’ll be back to Ogunquit whenever I can. This beautiful place by the sea has grown on me. Besides, Percy won’t be thrilled with life in a tiny apartment.”
 
“I think this calls for champagne!” That was Susan. “We’ll toast to the future and to a very, very long life for Bill. And for Larchmere!”
 
The others agreed.
 
 

 
 
It was late, almost eleven o’clock, and though everyone gathered in the sunroom had professed to being beastly tired, no one was inclined to go to bed. Craig occupied a chair to the left of the couch; his legs were draped over one of its arms. On the couch Hannah and Susan sat side by side, both slumped comfortably against the cushions. Tilda, in a chair facing them, had curled her long legs up under her.
 
“It’s been quite a few days, hasn’t it?” Craig said, stifling a yawn. “That was meant to be a rhetorical question.”
 
There were nods and murmurs of assent.
 
Around her neck Hannah wore her grandmother’s gold locket. As soon as she got home she would find a picture of Susan and put it inside.
 
“Tilda,” she said now, “will you be honest with me about something?”
 
Tilda, who was wearing her grandmother’s diamond solitaire necklace and feeling rather grand, said, “I’ll try to be. I mean, I won’t lie but if you’re going to ask me to break a confidence or—”
 
“No, no, nothing like that. I just want to know if you’re in any way upset that Dad . . . Well, that Larchmere was left to me.”
 
“No,” she said promptly, “I’m not upset. Really. I would have been upset if the house was left to Adam. At least now I know Larchmere is in good hands. And that it will always be part of the McQueen legacy.”
 
“And your home,” Hannah added. “Our home, all of us.”
 
There was a comfortable silence for a moment and then Craig said, “I’m sorry that some of my worst suspicions about Mom were proven true. If we can believe Adam, and in this case, I think that we can.”
 
Hannah nodded at Susan, who said, “I know that we can.”
 
Tilda shook her head. “I’m not sure that I can believe him. What I mean is, I’m not sure I’m able to believe him, yet. What he said about Mom and how she felt about Hannah . . . It’s going to take some time for that to become bearable. So many things I thought I knew have turned out to be wrong or partially wrong.... I feel as if I need to reassess my thoughts about a lot of things.”
 
“Yes,” Hannah said. “I think I need to reassess some things as well.”
 
“Where is Adam, anyway?” Craig asked. “Does anyone know?”
 
“I heard him drive off hours ago,” Tilda said. “I hope he doesn’t do something stupid like get drunk and crash his car.”
 
Hannah laughed. “God, Tilda, your mind always leaps to the most awful ideas!”
 
“I know. Sometimes it would drive Frank crazy, my habit of gloom and doom.”
 
“Don’t you think Dad will miss Ruth?” Hannah asked after a moment. “Even though he’s got Jennifer?”
 
“Yes, to some extent,” Tilda said. “But Ruth is right to give them some space, at least part of the time. Though I’m not sure giving Dad and Jennifer space had anything to do with her decision to get a master’s degree.”
 
“Anyway,” Susan pointed out, “Jennifer’s got the condo in Portland. That can be their getaway, I suppose. Now that he wants us to take possession of Larchmere as soon as possible. . .”
 
There was another lull in the conversation, this one longer than the last. Tilda was thinking of Dennis, who would be going back to Florida very soon. She so wanted to avoid an awkward parting. She had no idea what was on his mind concerning their relationship. She dreaded a big declaration of feeling from him at the same time she chided herself for thinking she was special enough to deserve one from a man she had known only a short time. She would miss him, a little. She wanted him to miss her but not to pine for her. She wanted to try kissing another man.
 
Hannah, though happy and excited about the inheritance, was at the same time nervous and afraid and, against her will, entertaining disaster scenarios. What if she started a bed and breakfast only to find out that she had no head for business? What if she neglected to pay the insurance bill and then the house burned to the ground? She was also worrying if she was becoming too much like her doom and gloom sister.
 
Susan was mentally going through her business contacts, considering which one might best help her find a therapist to deal with Hannah’s fears of starting a family.
 
Craig was thinking about Charlotte. “You know,” he said suddenly, “Mom wasn’t all bad.”
 
“Of course she wasn’t,” Tilda said automatically, though she wondered again what her mother had done with all of the knitted gifts she had given her through the years. Some of those sweaters had been very difficult, and not inexpensive, to make.
 
Susan, who had never met her mother-in-law, was, as always, torn between loyalty to her wife and a more general fairness. “Few people,” she said, though without conviction, “are entirely bad or heartless or mean-spirited. Or, whatever.”
 
Hannah shifted against the pillows. “Maybe she really did the best she could do,” she said, though it sounded to Tilda a little begrudging.
 
“Maybe she really wasn’t meant to be a parent but just sort of went along with it because all her friends were having kids or it was the thing for women of her generation to do or . . .” Susan trailed off.
 
“Whatever the truth about Charlotte McQueen,” Craig said now, almost as if trying to further convince himself, “she’s gone. She has no power over us anymore. We’re free to be who we need to be.”
 
Hannah was not quite ready to agree. “I know she gave money to charity,” she blurted. “There was some arts organization or something.”
 
“Yes,” Tilda said. “Back in Boston. She chaired a fund-raiser, I think. I remember her buying a new gown for the event. It was black velvet. I thought she looked like a queen that night. I so worshipped her.”
 
No one had anything to say to that.
 
“Well,” Craig said, hoisting himself from his chair, “I’m off to bed.”
 
The others trailed off after him. Tilda was the last to leave the sunroom. “Goodnight, Mom,” she whispered, as she turned off the light.
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Tuesday, July 31
 
 

 
 
It was about eight-thirty in the morning. Tilda had just come back from town where she had picked up several daily papers and, in Bread and Roses, had bought an assortment of pastries for breakfast. In the bakery she had run into Pat Riley, who owned a pizza joint in Wells, and Anne Bauer, his wife. Both had been at the party after the memorial. Both were effusive with good wishes for Bill’s total recovery and for his upcoming nuptials. (Not surprisingly, word had gotten around!) Love and respect for her father seemed to be universal. It made Tilda feel proud to be his daughter.
 
Tilda got out of her car and saw that Adam was at his own car. The rear hatch of the Range Rover was open and she watched him reach inside and pull out several pieces of paper on which one of the kids had colored, an empty PowerBar wrapper, and a still dripping juice box. He crumpled these and shoved them in a plastic bag that sat on the ground by the right back tire.
 
Tilda was appalled by her brother’s behavior and by the things he had said about Hannah and Susan, and her native cowardice argued strongly for her to walk on into the house, to ignore him. But at that moment the desire for family peace was stronger than her disgust, disapproval, or fear. She decided to seize that moment. She walked over to him.
 
“Adam,” she said, “I was thinking that maybe we could talk.”
 
He walked round to the back left door of the car, opened it, and began to rummage inside. “I’m really not in the mood, Tilda.”
 
Tilda followed him. “Adam, please. I know the last few days have been hard on you and maybe if you just talk it all through it would help.”
 
Suddenly, Adam backed out of the car and slammed the door. Tilda flinched. His face was contorted with emotion. “You want me to talk? Fine. I’ll talk. I think this entire family is crazy. Dad’s a doddering old man with no more sense than his sister, who doesn’t have a normal bone in her body. My ex-wife is interfering with my custodial rights. I’ve lost my rightful inheritance. And this whole thing with Kat is all your fault. Yours and Hannah’s and Ruth’s. I know you all talked to her. I know you put ideas into her head. Everything was perfectly fine between us when we came to Larchmere. And now, my life is a train wreck.”
 
Tilda squirmed. She could not change Adam’s mind about Bill or Ruth or Sarah. But her own sense of guilt forced her to attempt a defense of herself, even if she was, indeed, the cause, or part of the cause, of Adam’s current romantic distress. “Don’t be silly, Adam,” she said. “Hannah and Ruth and I had nothing to do with Kat’s breaking the engagement.” That was a lie. “She probably just changed her mind. It happens all the time. She’s young. Maybe she didn’t think she would be a good stepparent. Not everyone can be, you know.”
 
“Yeah, well, all I know is that I’m out fifteen thousand bucks for the ring.”
 
“I’m sure you can sell it,” she said, hiding her shock at the cost.
 
“That’s not the point. I don’t have time for this crap. I’m a very busy man.”
 
And that was the moment when Tilda realized that her brother was exhibiting no emotion other than anger. The embarrassment had been momentary. But had there never been a sense of loss or grief? He couldn’t have loved Kat at all! It was appalling. He didn’t seem at all sad that she was gone. Maybe he was hiding a more tender emotion but Tilda doubted it.
 
She thought about Sarah. She and Adam had dated for four years before getting married. She remembered how happy he had been at the wedding. She believed that he had been in love then. What had gone so terribly wrong for him?
 
“You know,” he said then, as if spitting out the words, “the only person of any use in this family was Mom. Why she had to die like that . . . It makes no sense!”
 
Tilda could think of absolutely nothing to say.
 
Adam stalked into the house. She followed him. As Adam passed through the front hall, Percy, who seemed to come out of thin air in the way that cats do, took a swipe at his ankle. If cats could smile, Tilda thought, noting the force of the swipe, Percy would be smiling. Percy disappeared as mysteriously as he had appeared.
 
Adam leaned over and grabbed his ankle. “Damn that cat! He ripped a hole in my sock!”
 
Yes, Tilda could feel sorry for her older brother, but she didn’t have to like him.
 
“I’m going right back to Boston and getting in touch with my lawyer. We’re going to contest this ridiculous will.” Adam headed for the stairs.
 
Tilda found her father and Teddy in the library. “Adam is leaving,” she said. “He’s going back to Boston. He told me he’s going to contest Dad’s will. Can he do that?”
 
Teddy nodded. “Of course. But he hasn’t got a leg to stand on. Don’t worry one bit, Tilda. Larchmere isn’t going anywhere.”
 
 

 
 
Preparation for the wedding proceeded at a necessary breakneck pace. Hannah made arrangements with the minister, who expressed his joy at the occasion, especially, he said, coming on the heels of Bill’s trip to the hospital. God, he said, worked in mysterious ways. Hannah wasn’t sure it had been God who brought her father to the altar this time but she just smiled and shook the man’s hand.
 
Tilda—she wasn’t quite sure why as a professional cleaning service handled the heavy household chores—scrubbed the walls and floors and windows of her father’s bedroom, laundered the curtains, and bought beautiful little bunches of lavender, tied with silk cords, for the dresser drawers in which Jennifer kept her clothing.
 
Susan spoke to a local florist about a bouquet for Jennifer, who said that she would be wearing an A-line ivory silk dress and that she liked peach and yellow roses best. If they weren’t available on such short notice, any color rose would do. For her father-in-law, who was to wear a navy suit with a white shirt and a yellow silk tie, Susan ordered a yellow (or white) rose boutonniere.
 
At Bill’s request, Craig made reservations for lunch upstairs at MC Perkins Cove. There would be a champagne toast and a special cake that Bobby, a smart, thrifty man in a dangerous business, had already ordered and paid for.
 
Ruth spoke to Lex and Joe, who knew her as a longtime fan and supporter, and arranged for them to play back at the house that evening, after the ceremony and the luncheon.
 
Everything that could be done had been done. Ruth, Tilda, Hannah, Susan, and Craig were now lounging around the kitchen. Ruth was half thinking about what to make for dinner—maybe she would make a run to the fish market and see what had just come in—half thinking about what she would wear to the wedding. There was a pale gray dress she had not worn in an age. With her lilac sling-backs and a darker gray clutch, she might be set.
 
Tilda, seated at the table with a glass of iced tea, shook her head. “I still can’t believe that Dad is getting married, and so soon!”
 
“Believe it,” Craig said. “He got the license and he and Jennifer bought wedding bands in Swamp John’s.”
 
“I wonder what Dad did with his first wedding band?” Hannah asked. “When did he stop wearing it? I don’t remember.”
 
Craig shrugged. “Me, neither. But I don’t notice girly things like jewelry and hairstyles.”
 
Hannah stuck out her tongue at him.
 
“I have Mom’s rings,” Tilda said. “Actually, it’s not her original set. She told me not long before she died that as soon as Dad had been promoted to some high level or another in his company, she traded in her first rings for the platinum and diamond set she was wearing when . . . Well, I have the rings in my safety deposit box at the bank. I can’t bring myself to wear them or to have the diamonds reset. It seems sort of a waste but . . .”
 
“Maybe you could offer the rings to Jane someday,” Susan suggested.
 
Or maybe, Tilda thought, I will offer my own wedding ring to her. Maybe someday I will be able to let it go. Maybe. Naturally she then thought of Adam and his fifteen thousand dollar ring and she voiced a concern that had been at the back of her head all day.
 
“Should someone call Adam and see if he’s okay? I mean, Kat’s defection did seem to upset him.” Rather, she thought, the loss of time and money and social standing had upset him. But upset was upset. The results could be the same. “We don’t even know if he got back to Boston in one piece! What if he has a panic attack, like Dad did? Or a heart attack? I know he was absolutely horrible to Hannah, to everyone, but—”
 
“No!” That was Ruth. “Adam’s not the type to let emotions bring him down. Not like your father. Adam is completely insensitive. He’s too self-interested to be overly emotional. It’s beneath his sense of dignity to drive off the road in a fit of misery.”
 
“Do you think he’ll show up at the wedding?” Hannah asked. Her tone was casual but her face betrayed her concern. “I mean, to make trouble?”
 
“Don’t get me started on the subject of Adam and weddings. If he ever shows his face at Larchmere again I’ll—”
 
“Susan, please,” Hannah begged. “There’s been enough bad feeling already.”
 
“He won’t show up,” Ruth said. “I’m sure of it. The next we hear from him will be through his lawyer.”
 
Tilda said, “Teddy says he hasn’t got a chance at getting Larchmere. He’ll be wasting his time and his money trying.”
 
“Well, that’s his decision. Meanwhile, I suggest we put Adam and his evil schemes out of our minds and concentrate on the upcoming happy occasion.”
 
“Hear, hear! Is there another bottle of Prosecco around?” Craig asked. “If not I’ll run to the store and get one. Or two.”
 
A bottle was found, as was a bag of almond biscotti Ruth had bought earlier that day while on her errands. “To the happy couple!” she said, raising her glass.
 
“To Jennifer, the newest addition to the McQueen family!” That was Tilda.
 
Around a mouthful of cookie, Hannah said, “To us!”
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Wednesday, August 1
 
 

 
 
The beach was almost her own that morning. Except for Wade, down by the shoreline with his fishing gear and folding chair, and a shirtless jogger Tilda had never seen before (a summer visitor, she supposed), she was alone. The sea was calm. The sand felt silky and cool on her feet. Frank would have enjoyed such a morning, though he would have brought a big cup of coffee down to the beach with him. Tilda smiled remembering how, for Frank, waking up was a slow and sometimes painful process.
 
She tried then to imagine how different her life would have been had she never met Frank. And what she saw, very suddenly and very clearly, was a life so very empty, so very unfulfilled, so very opposite of the life she had now. The vision made her stop in her tracks. And then, toes digging into the cool sand, she felt a surge of pure joy such as she had never felt in her life. Yes, she had met him and she had loved him and she had married him and they had had two wonderful children together. How beautiful her life had been and how beautiful it would always be because she had known and loved Frank and he had known and loved her. No one or nothing could take away the fact of the having. Oh, it was so much better to focus on the having rather than on the loss!
 
Tilda put her hands to her face in astonishment. Was transformation just this simple? Was it only a matter of shifting your focus from the empty to the full, from the absence to the presence? Was it only a matter of realizing all that you had to be thankful for? Was thankfulness the key?
 
Almost automatically, Tilda looked up at the sky. And there it was, soaring effortlessly, high above, a magnificent eagle. It was the sign she had been waiting for. Tears came to her eyes and she let them flow. They were tears of joy and of sorrow. She watched the eagle dip and swoop, marveling, as always, at the enormous bird’s grace and power. After a few minutes he flew off farther down the beach to astonish someone else in need of his presence, perhaps Wade, who might be thinking of his ailing mother-in-law and his sorrowful wife.
 
Tilda took off her wedding ring. She put it in the pocket of her windbreaker and zipped the pocket safely. She would always keep it, always; she would not offer it to Jane or to anyone else. But she no longer needed to wear it.
 
“Thank you, Frank,” she whispered, sure now that he could hear her. “Thank you.”
 
The prayer Bobby had taught her came to her, the words of the thirteenth-century Dame Julian of Norwich. In a soft voice she repeated: 



“All shall be well, 
And all shall be well, 
And all manner of things shall be well.”


 
The wedding of William McQueen and Jennifer Fournier would take place in the gazebo on the lawn of the Larchmere estate. Present were Ruth, Tilda, Hannah and Susan, Craig, Bobby, and Teddy and Tessa Vickes. Jon and Jane had driven down for the ceremony, but they wouldn’t be able to stay long. Each had to be at work later that afternoon. Jane couldn’t stop smiling at the happy turn of events, and exclaimed over Jennifer’s ring. Jon slapped his grandfather’s back a lot. Craig, much to his surprise, was to be best man. Jennifer’s sister, Gwen, who lived in Scarborough, was to be maid of honor.
 
Tilda had brought only the one suit, the one she had worn to her mother’s memorial. It would have to do for her father’s impromptu wedding. But this time she wore the floaty silk scarf her children had given her. It took four or five attempts before she found a way to wear it comfortably and, she hoped, stylishly. And then Ruth and Susan had complimented her, so she knew she had gotten it right.
 
As she stood behind her father and his fiancée, Tilda felt Frank right there with her. He had given her his blessing, he had told her that it was okay to move on, and yet she felt closer to him now than she had since his death. Closer, but also, free. She had not imagined she could feel so well.
 
The vows were read, the blessing was given, and the pair was married. The groom kissed the bride, most of the witnesses cried, and Susan pulled out her camera. After the photos were taken the group drove down to the Cove for lunch, which, of course, was accompanied by several bottles of champagne. Bobby surprised them all with the special wedding cake, as well as with a beautiful book, a collection of photographs of and poems about the sea. Sarah sent a happy, brilliantly colored arrangement of flowers to the house. Everyone was looking forward to an evening of music and just maybe of dancing back at Larchmere. Craig and Jennifer’s sister, Gwen, the owner of an independent bookstore, found much to talk about. There was no word from Adam.
 
Life, thought Tilda, as the McQueen family headed back to Larchmere, could be so amazingly good. That was worth remembering.
 
 

 
 
The celebrations were over. The Vickes and Bobby had gone home, as had Gwen. Bill and Jennifer had retired first, followed soon after by Ruth and the others. Only Hannah and Susan were awake, sitting on the front porch, holding hands, quiet in the late night. The air was cool and sweet. It was the proverbial calm after the storm and everything felt clean and new and refreshed.
 
Hannah’s mind had been racing since the shocking announcement of her inheritance. And this was the goal it had come to, at that very moment on the front porch, hours after her father’s wedding.
 
Life was too short and too precious to waste in hesitation and fear. She had free will. She could choose to change and to grow. No one had to be a slave to the past. At least, she, Hannah McQueen, did not have to be a slave to her mother’s child-rearing legacy. She would reject that legacy! Craig had said that she could, that they all could!
 
“Oh, what the hell,” she blurted. “Let’s start that family.”
 
Susan twitched in surprise. “Do you mean it?” she asked after a moment. “Are you totally, absolutely, one hundred percent sure? This isn’t just the champagne talking?”
 
“Yes, yes, and yes. And yes. And no, it’s not the champagne talking. It’s me.”
 
Susan turned to more fully face Hannah. She grabbed her other hand. “I’m stunned. I’m so happy. But what about therapy? We talked about seeing a therapist to help you get past your reservations. What happened?”
 
“Pooh to the therapist. I’m past my reservations. I’m tired of them. I am not my mother. I will not become my mother with our children. I promise you and I promise me and I promise those children we’re going to have.”
 
“Was that it?” Susan asked. She truly thought that she had misunderstood Hannah’s words. “You were afraid of repeating your mother’s mistakes? That’s all?”
 
“That was enough.”
 
Susan shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Hannah. I wish you had been able to tell me. I could have assured you. Your father could have told you how different you are from Charlotte!”
 
“He did. But that wasn’t all that freed me from that fear. Now, no more about the past. It’s time to concentrate on the future. Okay?”
 
“We are going to be such great parents, do you know that?” Susan didn’t bother to check the tears streaming down her face. “Do you know how lucky our children are going to be? Do you?”
 
Hannah laughed. “I’m not quite as sure as you are about the great part, but I don’t think we’re going to suck.”
 
“None of that language once the baby is born.”
 
“‘Suck’ isn’t a bad word. Sucking is a baby’s main activity, next to sleeping.”
 
“Don’t be bad. ‘Suck’ isn’t the nicest word when you use it like you did.”
 
“Oh, all right. If you say so, Mom.”
 
“Mom. Doesn’t that sound amazing?”
 
“It does.” Hannah touched her forehead to Susan’s. “It really does.”
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Thursday, August 2
 
 

 
 
Tilda met Dennis for breakfast at Bessie’s diner in town. He had a flight home to Florida that afternoon, leaving from Portland. Tilda, who was nervous about this leave-taking, didn’t have much of an appetite but she ordered a cup of coffee and a blueberry muffin. Dennis ordered a full, heart attack special. After all, he said, tomorrow it was back to the real world. He might as well indulge while he could.
 
The real world, Tilda thought. Yes. And now, my real world is going to be different. It’s going to be new. It has to be. Frank said it was all right and Frank has never lied to me.
 
She looked at this man sitting across from her at the Formica-topped table. She was thankful for his having come into her life at a crucial moment and literally waking her up to life’s further possibilities. He had been a catalyst for change, not the only one she had encountered in the past two weeks, but an important one. And for that she would always be grateful. But her feelings for him simply weren’t deep enough—or passionate enough—to justify sustaining a long-distance relationship. It would be unfair to Dennis. If, indeed, he even wanted such a thing.
 
It seemed that he did want such a thing. “Tilda,” he said, when they had been served, “I thought that maybe we could stay in touch. Call each other, e-mail. Maybe we could even visit each other, not right away but around the holidays. What do you think?”
 
“I think,” she said finally, and carefully, “that it might be best if we didn’t. We’ve had a wonderful time together, here in Ogunquit. I don’t think . . .” Tilda struggled to find the right words. “I like you an awful lot, Dennis,” she went on. “I’m glad, very glad, I bumped into you in the ice cream shop. But I think that now I need to go home and . . . I’m sorry. I don’t seem to be doing a very good job of explaining myself.”
 
Dennis stirred his tea for a moment before answering. “I can’t say I’m not disappointed, Tilda, but I do think I understand.”
 
“Thank you,” she said.
 
“So much has happened for you in just two weeks. It would be unfair of me to press for any sort of commitment at all, given the circumstances.”
 
Tilda sipped her coffee and Dennis ate his breakfast in a silence that was only partly uncomfortable. Dennis insisted on paying for their meals, as always. Outside the diner, at his rental car, they parted.
 
“Have a safe flight,” Tilda said. She reached up and kissed his cheek.
 
“And you have a happy life, Tilda McQueen O’Connell.”
 
Dennis got in his car and Tilda watched him drive off in the direction of Route 1.
 
When he was out of sight she walked to her own car. Her appetite had returned and now she regretted not having eaten that muffin. Well, she would be home before long and there was always something to eat at Larchmere. That was one thing she could count on—that, and her family’s love.
 
She got behind the wheel and pulled into the street. She felt a little bit sad but also liberated. She felt eager. She thought about a man she knew back in South Portland, someone she had been friendly with since a year or so before Frank’s death. His name was Jacob, he was divorced, and they had met at a gathering of the neighborhood watch. About six months after Frank had passed, Jacob had asked her out to dinner. “Just as friends,” he had assured her, but Tilda had said no, thank you, and they had gone on as before, chatting after meetings, exchanging e-mails about local issues and sometimes even those unfunny e-mails that were always circulating the Web. Jacob had a good sense of humor (he always apologized for those e-mails) and there was no denying that he was attractive. Maybe, she thought, she should ask him out for coffee after the next meeting of the neighborhood watch. Start small but make the effort. What was that saying, most of success is about showing up?
 
Well, Tilda thought, as she pulled into the drive at Larchmere, it’s time for me to start showing up.
 
 

 
 
It was mid-afternoon. Tilda was just back from the beach, where it had been too crowded for a long walk, but she had wanted to say a farewell for the moment. She would miss Ogunquit Beach—she always did—but she would be back in a week or so. She knew she would always come home. She had not been born in Maine, nor had her parents or their parents, so she would always be considered “from away.” But that was all right. She loved Maine and she loved its people. She would not want to live anywhere else.
 
But on her next visit to Larchmere, she just might stay in another room, try another view, maybe the room Craig often passed up for the library couch. He could move into her old room now, if he wanted to. It was big and pleasant and they were each ready for a change.
 
She had already said good-bye to her father and his bride. Bill and Jennifer were on their way to Bar Harbor, where they would spend a few days at an inn owned by an old friend of Jennifer’s. Tilda was sure they would appreciate some time alone, without the McQueen clan around them, and away from the curious, though kind, eyes of their neighbors in Ogunquit.
 
Hannah and Susan had already left for home. Just before getting into the car, Hannah had blurted their big news, that they were starting steps to have a family, and then burst out crying. Of course, that had made Tilda cry and then Susan was bawling and even Ruth’s eyes had looked a little misty as she waved them off.
 
Just before heading back to South Portland, Tilda did a final check of her room to be sure she was leaving nothing important behind. She opened the drawer in which she kept her nightclothes and rummaged around for the button of Frank’s sweater. She thought she would bring it back to South Portland as a sort of memento of these two important weeks at Larchmere. She moved the clean nightgowns aside. She pulled the drawer out as far as it would go. She bent down and peered inside.
 
The button was gone. As mysteriously as it had appeared it had disappeared. Tilda smiled. “Okay, Frank,” she said.
 
She went downstairs, hugged her aunt, and gave Percy one stroke on his back, which was all he permitted before stalking off. She hugged Craig, too, who had already begun working on a long list of home improvement projects.
 
“Take care,” he said. “You know where to find me.” Tilda smiled at her younger brother. “Yes,” she said. “I finally know where to find you.”

 







Epilogue
 
The Present
 
 

 
 
Craig pulled into the driveway at Larchmere. The old red van had long ago been replaced by an old but eminently serviceable Volvo wagon, perfect for transporting everything from groceries to lumber to the family. He climbed the stairs to the front porch, then made his way inside to the kitchen.
 
“There you are!” Hannah called. “We’re thinking of making grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch. You in?”
 
Craig briefly thought about his creeping waistline and said, “Of course. I think we have Swiss cheese in the fridge. And American.” Nigel bounded up from where he had been dozing by the window and Craig rubbed his massive head in greeting. It was always nice to be greeted with enthusiasm. Adopting Nigel was one of the best things he had ever done.
 
Hannah and Susan and their two children were visiting Larchmere for the weekend. Katherine, called Kate, was nine and James was eight. Susan had borne them both and liked to boast about how easy the deliveries had been. Behind her back, Hannah would shake her head. She had been there with Susan and had heard the screams and seen the ick factor. But hey, if all Susan remembered was the good parts, so be it.
 
“I’ll have pickle relish on mine, please,” Susan said now. It was a Sirico family tradition to add pickle relish to grilled cheese sandwiches.
 
Craig smiled when he saw his sister’s look of distaste. “Me, too,” he said. “Lots of it.” Craig was still single at fifty, though for the past two years he had kept regular company (he liked that old-fashioned term) with a local artist, a painter he had met at a Barn Gallery opening. He was not opposed to the idea of their marrying at some point. In fact, he and Anna had talked about the possibility on several occasions. He just might surprise everyone in his family—again.
 
Like when he had promised, all those years ago, to settle down at the family beach house, at Larchmere. And he had made good on that promise. He lived there year round and managed the summer bed and breakfast he and Hannah and Susan had established. Craig’s dog, Nigel, an American Staffordshire terrier, kept him good company. Nigel was his first animal companion and, while he was trained, he was also spoiled. Percy, now thirteen and more imperious than ever, was surprisingly in love with Nigel and complained angrily for days when he and Ruth went off to New York. No one had expected a love affair between the two animals but it did make life at Larchmere much more pleasant than it might have been. And, Guy Cokal had made good on his promise to mentor Craig. In addition to running the bed and breakfast, Craig was now also a CPA with his own small and respected business. Craig was busy and happy and productive. He felt needed. He felt he was making a difference. His life was good.
 
“I got a postcard from Tilda,” he told his sisters. “I forgot to mention it earlier.”
 
“So did we,” Susan said. “Sounds like she’s having fun.”
 
Tilda was vacationing in France with her second husband. Joe Harvey was a professor of European history at Southern Maine University. She had met him while auditing a class on the ancien régime. Tilda and Joe, who had no children of his own, lived in Portland’s West End, not far from Hannah and Susan and their children, all of whom they saw frequently.
 
For the past eight years Tilda—who had taken to wearing skirts again—had been volunteering as a grief counselor. Once a week she met with men and women who had lost a loved one and with the knowledge she had gained from her own experience, she tried to help them recover. She planned to retire from teaching high school English at sixty and spend as much time as possible in Ogunquit. And when Joe finally retired—he loved his job and planned to work until the bitter end of his energies—they would move there year round.
 
Unbeknownst to the others in her family, Tilda had run into Kat Daly a few years after her breakup with Adam. Kat had greeted her warmly and after a bit of a chat Tilda had taken a chance and asked Kat about the night she had begged off going to dinner at The Front Porch. She told her that she had seen Kat having drinks with another man. Kat blushed and laughed. Yes, she had met a good friend that evening. Already she had been having reservations about marrying Adam, and when she had received a text message from Paul saying that he would be in town that night, she had planned to meet him and talk through some of her anxiety. Was he helpful, Tilda wanted to know. Kat laughed again. “Yes,” she told Tilda. “Very.” She then held up her left hand for Tilda to see. “We’ve been married for two years and have an adorable little boy!”
 
Tilda’s own children were doing fine. Jane, now twenty-eight, was married and had a four-month-old little girl named Gillian. She and her family lived in her mother’s South Portland house, paid rent and maintained it. Someday, they hoped to buy the house straight out. Jane comanaged a small day care center, and her husband, George, was a talented finish carpenter.
 
Jon, now thirty, lived in Boston. Single and showing no signs of wanting to be otherwise, he was a lawyer at a big firm and hardly ever came to visit his mother or other relatives. This, Tilda knew, bothered Jane terribly as she and her brother had been so close for so long. Though he looked more like his father than ever, in attitude he was becoming more like his uncle Adam. It worried Tilda—Adam was an unhappy man—but Jon was an adult and there wasn’t much she could do about his choice of lifestyle. Interestingly, as far as she knew, Jon had nothing to do with his uncle, though they worked and lived in the same city.
 
“And,” Hannah said, “I got a call from Ruth last night. She should be here some time tomorrow afternoon, depending on traffic.”
 
Ruth had long since completed her master’s degree in fine arts. She spent half of her time in New York City and half at Larchmere, where she continued to have a special relationship with the now retired Bobby. Tilda, ever the romantic, hoped her aunt would marry Bobby, but she was not holding her breath.
 
“How long will she stay?” Craig asked. He liked it when his aunt was around. He appreciated her perspective. And she was a far better cook than he was.
 
Susan laughed. “Like she ever tells us her plans? Other than her showing up, we don’t count on anything.”
 
“Like it used to be with me,” Craig said wryly.
 
“Way back in the dim and misty past. Will you get me the butter?”
 
Craig brought his sister a stick of butter from the fridge—there would, after all, be several sandwiches—and watched as she buttered the bread. His mind leapt to Adam, who, as far as anyone knew, was still probably a health nut. Adam probably had not touched butter since college. More was the pity.
 
Adam, after going through a very messy divorce, was single once again. Only months after Kat’s defection he had married a waitress/model in her late twenties. When the marriage, which was childless, fell apart less than two years later, no one was surprised. No one felt very sorry for him, either. Communication between Adam and his aunt and siblings was almost entirely dead and when it was alive, it was incidental. Interestingly, this state of affairs bothered Craig more than it did the others. He couldn’t help but recall a conversation he had had with Sarah the week of his mother’s ten-year memorial. They had been sitting side by side on the front porch. Sarah had talked about everyone having a lovable self, even if that self was difficult to see. In the back of Craig’s mind was the notion of someday attempting to draw Adam back into the fold, at least, of extending a friendly hand. But that would be someday.
 
Sarah was happily remarried and continued to keep in touch with her former in-laws. Cordelia, who was twenty, was studying business at Northeastern University and planned to go on for an MBA. Cody, eighteen, went to Clark University and wanted to be a doctor. During summers they split their time between Adam’s South End condo and Sarah’s house in the suburbs.
 
Teddy and Tessa Vickes were gone. They had passed within six months of each other about five years back, Tessa dying peacefully in her sleep and Teddy of a heart attack. They were still missed by everyone who had known them.
 
Bill McQueen had died at the age of eighty-two. He had suffered a massive stroke and was dead within days, unaware of what had happened to him. His family felt that it was a mercy. Still, they mourned his loss. According to the wishes expressed in his living will, he had not been buried alongside his first wife, but in a new plot he and Jennifer had purchased together. Tilda, being Tilda, sometimes wondered if her mother’s spirit—assuming there was one—visited her husband’s unexpectedly distant grave to give him a piece of her mind. She hoped not. Hannah thought that Adam should be buried alongside his mother, when his time came. Like should be with like. They could criticize together through the ages. Susan scolded her when she said such things but in truth, she agreed with her wife.
 
Jennifer continued to live in her condo in Portland where she and Bill had spent most of their nine married years together. When she visited Larchmere, which she did when business allowed, she stayed in the guest cottage, as her old room, the one she had shared for a while with Bill, was generally in use for paying guests. When in Portland she met Tilda and Hannah about once a month for lunch. She had recently taken up knitting and her enthusiasm had, unexpectedly, stirred Tilda’s old love of the craft. Now, Tilda was taking advanced knitting classes at a yarn shop on Congress Street. Craig had commissioned a sweater for Anna for Christmas and Tilda was hard at work.
 
“Kids!” Hannah shouted. “Lunch is ready!”
 
Kate and James charged into the kitchen as if they had been waiting just outside the door for their mother’s call. Which, Craig thought with a smile, they probably had been. They were great kids with seemingly boundless energy. And he was proud to say that they loved their uncle.
 
It was quickly decided that they would take their lunch out to the front porch. Susan carried a pitcher of homemade lemonade and Craig took the tray of hot, gooey sandwiches. The kids ran ahead and Hannah followed with a handful of napkins. Nigel was there before them all.
 
Once gathered around the lovely old wrought iron table that Craig had bought and restored, the family began the struggle to keep Nigel from snatching the sandwiches out of anyone’s hand. Craig settled into his special chair, the big, ornate wicker rocker that had once been his mother’s and that he had rescued from the basement, and began to eat his own sandwich—which he shared with Nigel.
 
Craig smiled. It was a pretty great thing, he thought, eating lunch on the porch on a warm, sunny summer day, surrounded by members of your family, the latest generation of McQueens giggling, and your faithful, furry companion nuzzling at your lap.
 
So much had changed, Craig thought. So much had not. Ogunquit was still and would always be a beautiful place by the sea. And it would always be his family’s home.

 







You have lived in Maine now for ten years, and in Portland for six. Before that, you lived in downtown Boston and grew up in New York City. How has life in a smallish city changed you—if it has?

 

 
I’m not sure that life in a smallish city has changed me as much as life itself has taken a toll! I’m fifty now and am more and more content to stay home with my books, cats, and husband (not necessarily in that order!) than go out even for dinner at a local joint. Not that I’ve become a recluse, but I do think that getting older involves being more selective with how you spend your time. Portland is actually a pretty vibrant city. If I choose to watch my favorite shows on television rather than go to the theater or a concert, well, that says nothing about Portland and everything about me.

 

 
You mentioned your cats, and cats appear in many of your books. Would it be safe to say that you are a “cat lady”?

 

 
Ha! It would be very safe to say that! Currently, we have fifteen-year-old Cyrus and fourteen-year-old Betty. (We lost our beloved Jackie in 2011.) I don’t think Stephen would mind my saying that we are both pretty obsessed with our kitties and happily cater to every whim and need. Stephen grew up with dogs, so the fact that he’s come over to the feline tribe is major!

 

 
About your work. Do you ever find yourself moved by a character and the situation she is struggling with, or are you always able to keep an artistic or editorial distance?

 

 
I am most definitely moved by my characters, particularly by the teenaged girls. While keeping my author head in place is super important for the overall effect of the story, sometimes I find tears filling my eyes when I “see” a character alone and confused or in despair. Characters really do take on a life of their own at some point and can be very powerful! It’s a strange thing to be affected by your own storytelling. You can’t let sentiment interfere with good plotting.

 

 
Do you do a lot of research for your books?

 

 
For the books that are built around characters experiencing some sort of trauma, yes. That said, I’m writing fiction, not how-to manuals or informational pamphlets, so I try to absorb what I read about domestic violence or teen pregnancy or bullying and let it influence the storytelling rather than dictate it. For The Family Beach House I did a fair amount of reading about becoming a widow, especially at a young age, and it really did help me tell Tilda’s story. I can say this because several readers who had lost their husbands contacted me to say they identified closely with Tilda’s thoughts and feelings. In the end, more important than reading articles about typical behaviors after an unhappy event, is the ability to see the world around you with clear eyes and an empathetic mind. Or would that be heart?

 

 
What is the first thing you do when you’ve finished writing a book and send it on to your editor?

 

 
The first thing I do is collapse. The next thing I do is erase all memory of the book from my mind until I have to deal with it again for revisions or in response to a copy editor’s queries. I also try like mad to catch up on reading “for fun.” And then, I start to sketch out the next book!

 

 
Do you ever see yourself not writing novels? Meaning, do you think about moving on to another career someday?

 

 
No, not at all. Pretty much all I’m decent at is writing, so hopefully I’ll have the opportunity to keep at it for many years to come. When and if I ever retire, I suspect much of my time will be spent sleeping, reading, and playing with my cats—the same life I lead now!









 

 
Bestselling author Holly Chamberlin’s heartfelt novel, set in a beautiful Maine beach town, tells of three sisters— and one summer filled with revelations . . .

 

 
When Poppy Higgins left Yorktide, Maine, for Boston, she pictured future visits home as brief diversions from her real life in the big city. Fate had different ideas, and at twenty-five, Poppy has been called back to care for her two younger sisters following their father’s death.

 

 
Sixteen-year-old Daisy resents Poppy’s long absence and chafes under her sometimes fumbling efforts to be a parent. Violet, now thirteen, is a virtual stranger to her oldest sister. Once a happy, united family, the Higginses seem adrift, and Poppy longs to escape her responsibilities. But when Daisy befriends Evie, an enigmatic newcomer to Yorktide, the young woman will be an unlikely catalyst in the sisters’ journey back to each other. For as Poppy discovers the deep loss in Evie’s life, she awakens to the truth about her own, and about the town, and the people, she’s tried to leave behind.

 

 
Filled with the candid warmth of real sisterhood, Summer with My Sisters explores the many forms a family can take, and the unspoken ties that endure, season after season . . .

 

 
 

 
Please turn the page for an exciting sneak peek of
Holly Chamberlin’s
SUMMER WITH MY SISTERS
coming in July 2015!









Chapter 1

Poppy Higgins hung the last of her tops and blouses in the large chestnut armoire that had once contained her mother’s clothes and firmly closed the door of the beautiful old piece of furniture. She wasn’t at all sure she belonged in this room, what had once been her parents’ master suite, but here she was, stowing away her clothes in the armoire and laying out her make-up and moisturizers in their bathroom.

This was the thing. Poppy had decided that there was probably no way she could pull off a role of authority in the house on Willow Way if she continued to sleep in her girl-hood bedroom, the place where she had mooned over air-brushed boy bands and cried in frustration when her parents wouldn’t let her see a movie all of her friends were allowed to see and dreamed childish dreams of a secret benefactor suddenly leaving her billions of dollars to spend in any way she liked. No, if she was going to succeed (or, at least make a stab) at being her sisters’ guardian now that both of her parents were gone, she would need all the psychological props she could find, and installing herself in the master suite seemed like as good a prop as any.

Not everyone agreed with her. Sixteen-year-old Daisy wasn’t happy about it; then again, she hadn’t been happy about anything lately and Poppy really couldn’t blame her. Violet had said nothing about the move but anyone who knew Violet at all knew that she probably had a strong opinion about the matter. Violet was preternaturally mature, almost oddly so. Maybe mature wasn’t the right word; maybe simply odd would do. She was as far from the average thirteen-year-old girl (if such a thing existed) as you could imagine, more interested in esoteric subjects like astrology than in pop culture; often shockingly blunt and straightforward in her speech; and possessing a highly developed and always on target intuition about people and their motives.

Now, looking at the king-sized bed in which Annabelle and Oliver Higgins had spent so many nights of their married lives, Poppy wondered. Could you invade a person’s private space even when they were dead? Was she indeed trespassing or being disrespectful? Maybe, but she was determined to stick it out in the suite, at least for a week or two. After all, she was supposed to be the adult in the house now, the one who acted with firmness and a sense of being in the right. A person who made a considered decision and stuck to it. The thought was terrifying.

Twenty-five-year-old Poppy had been back home—or, what had once been home—in Yorktide since the sudden death of her father in February and the completely shocking discovery, when his old friend and solicitor Frederica Ross, aka Freddie, had read his will to the family, that he had named Poppy legal guardian of her two younger sisters. He had requested she not move them to Boston, where she had been living for the past several years, but that she return to the house on Willow Way so that Daisy and Violet could finish high school and middle school without being wrenched from the community in which they had been a part for all of their lives.

It made sense, of course. Her father had known that Poppy had no deep roots in Boston. She had moved to the city after graduation from college more in the hopes of stumbling across something ‘interesting’ than because she had a definite plan for her future. Still, not long before Annabelle Higgins died of lung cancer three years earlier, she had strongly encouraged her oldest daughter to return to Boston when she, Annabelle, was gone; she had urged her not to give up her quest for a meaningful life, not to feel that she need move back to Maine to be with her father and younger sisters. So Poppy had gone back to Boston shortly after her mother’s funeral but three years later she still had not found anything ‘interesting’ to do with her life. Her job as a freelance writer for a few online ‘cultural’ magazines was unfulfilling in the extreme; how often could you write interestingly about a new beer and bacon joint or a pop up dance club or discuss whether socks worn with sandals was actually ‘a thing’? The only reason she kept at it was to pay the bills. Unlike her highly motivated and focused parents, Poppy feared she was sadly directionless and quite possibly lazy.

Well, you could be directionless and lazy anywhere, so why not in Yorktide? Leaving her on again, currently off again boyfriend Ian had caused Poppy no regret. Ian could be a lot of fun but not much more than that. The only thing—the only person—that she would miss—that she did miss—was Allie Swift, the woman who owned the beautiful old mansion in which Poppy rented a spacious and sunny top-floor apartment. Though Allie was forty and had seen an awful lot more of life than Poppy had, they had formed a true friendship and Allie had promised Poppy a place to stay when—if—she returned to Boston when her sisters were finally on their own.

Poppy placed the palm of her hand against the smooth, polished wood of the armoire and fought a fresh wave of sorrow. Soon after Annabelle’s passing her clothes had been given to charity; Freddie, the aforementioned Higgins’ family lawyer, and her partner, Sheila Simon, had orchestrated that for the sisters. First, though, each girl had chosen one or two of their mother’s items as keepsakes. For Poppy, this was the slim gold bangle she wore on her right wrist and a black velvet shawl, fringed with jet beads. She remembered her mother wearing the shawl to formal occasions at Adams College, where she was a professor of American History, and to the ceremonial dinners her husband, Oliver, was compelled to attend, many of them in his honor. “You look like a princess,” Poppy remembered telling her mother once. “Thank you,” Annabelle had replied. “But remember, it’s better to be queen.”

Now, her father’s clothing had to be dealt with, and Poppy had decided she would see to the task herself. She was afraid she had already relied too heavily on Freddie and Sheila, who, as friends first of Oliver’s father, Henry, and then of Oliver himself, were the obvious choice of shoulders upon which to lean. Still, she had been back at the Higgins’ house for almost four months now and had still failed to take the first step in sorting her father’s beautifully tailored shirts and suits. Oliver Higgins had been a brilliant intellectual on the international stage of political theory and practice, but he had also been a bit of a dandy. Alongside his beautiful wife, they had made a stunning couple, the kind of pair that turned heads and effortlessly drew people into the circle of their formidable personalities.

Annabelle Higgins’ clothing might have gone to the local charity shop but her jewelry (except for the bangle Poppy wore) was locked in a safe in the master bathroom. Along with the pearls Annabelle had inherited from her grandmother, her diamond and platinum wedding set, and a hefty collection of Bakelite pieces from the nineteen thirties and forties, was Oliver Higgins’ wedding ring. His watch, a Breitling, had been there, too, until a few days earlier when Poppy had decided that she would wear it in much the same spirit she wore her mother’s bracelet, as a physical reminder of the two most important people in her life. A local jeweler had removed a few of the links from the watch for a better fit and though Poppy felt a bit conspicuous wearing such an expensive piece, she was glad to have this bit of her father so close.

Poppy turned from the armoire and her eye caught her parents’ official wedding portrait next to a spray of dried hydrangea, her mother’s favorite flower, on the dresser against the wall opposite the bed. Annabelle and Oliver had been anything but run of the mill types and had eschewed the popular bride and groom styles of the mid-eighties. (Hideous, in Poppy’s opinion. Puffy sleeves? Really?) Her mother had worn a tailored white pantsuit; her father, a simple, navy suit with a white shirt and no tie. His wildly wavy hair had already started to whiten though he was only in his early thirties at the time. It gave him a look of distinction and elegance.

Poppy looked more closely at the photograph. There really was a striking resemblance between Annabelle and her oldest daughter; everyone had remarked on it. Like her mother, Poppy was tall and slim, and her features were near perfectly symmetrical. Her eyes were as vividly green as Annabelle’s and her hair as glossy a chestnut brown. Her complexion, like her mother’s, was clear and pale. Daisy, on the other hand, took after Oliver Higgins, although not in the elegance department, as she would be the first to admit. But she had his darker skin tone, his infectious, lopsided smile, and his medium, slightly stocky build. Violet, Poppy thought, was a charming combination of both parents.

What would her own wedding day be like, Poppy wondered now, looking away from the photograph. No father to walk her down the aisle. No mother to help her plan the festivities. Maybe she would elope. It might be unbearably depressing to get through the occasion without her parents. Assuming she ever decided to get married, which meant falling in love with someone and so far, that hadn’t happened. Sometimes it bothered her that in her twenty-five years no one had ever captured her heart or inspired her devotion. Sure, she had dated and had even been with one guy for about six months before things just fizzled. Maybe the fault was hers. She knew that she wasn’t cold or unsentimental. She cried at the drop of a hat and all it took was a chubby cheeked baby or a fuzzy kitten to cause her to ‘ooh’ and ‘aah.’ But for some reason when it came to romance, her heart, her inmost and truest self, just hadn’t been brought to life.

How had Annabelle and Oliver done it, she wondered. They had been so deeply in love with each other. How had they found that sort of bliss? Sometimes Poppy wondered if her parents’ perfect romantic union had tainted her own romantic career; maybe somehow it had caused her to despair of ever finding her own soul mate. But maybe that was just silly.

Bellisima. That was one of the affectionate names her father had called her mother and his favorite poem was Edgar Allan Poe’s “Annabelle Lee.” In fact, he had had a few lines of the poem inscribed on his wife’s headstone.


And neither the angels in Heaven above

Nor the demons down under the sea,

Can ever dissever my soul from the soul

Of the beautiful Annabelle Lee.



 

 
A grand gesture if ever there was one, though the lines had always disturbed Poppy. Maybe it was the word ‘dis-sever’. It gave her the creeps, and that was probably what the poet had intended. Doomed love. Love cut short.

Or, love eternal, Poppy thought now as she left the master suite and went downstairs to start dinner. And this was also something new. For the past few years she had been catching meals when she could, hardly ever cooking (boiling water for pasta didn’t really count), and rarely spending more than twenty dollars at a time in the grocery store. Now, she was responsible for putting at least two meals on the table each day for three people and that took planning and time and energy. And money. Who knew the basics like milk and butter and eggs cost so much! Luckily, Annabelle and Oliver Higgins had left their children well provided for, with a mortgage fully paid and a portfolio of sound investments.

Things, Poppy thought as she entered the spacious, thoroughly modernized kitchen, could be much worse. She hoped that being back home with her sisters might help assuage some of the guilt she felt for having left them after Mom’s death; that would be a very good thing. Though how she was going to form a definite plan for a productive and meaningful life in the future by playing parent to two strong-willed teenaged girls was anyone’s guess!
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