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			Prologue

			Connecticut

			July 199–

			The porch steps were hot. Margaux Sullivan hopped from one foot to the other while she searched the beach for her friends.

			It was the last day of summer. Sunlight floated on the water like a million diamonds. Lazy pinwheels of white filled the sky. Across the Sound, Long Island stretched like a green thread on the horizon. It felt like time would last forever. But tomorrow the houses would be closed up, and the Selkies would be separated for another winter.

			Margaux’s stomach clenched. This year would be different. Margaux and Grace were both returning to Hartford with their families, but Brianna was moving to New York. They might never all meet here again.

			Stupid. Of course we will. The Selkies will always have each other.

			She shielded her eyes against the sun and found the others standing at the water’s edge. Brianna posed for the lifeguard, pretending to ignore him, while he practically fell off his seat to get a better look. Grace stood in the water trying not to giggle.

			The lifeguard was tall, dark, and handsome, but Bri’s mother told her not to fraternize with him because he was a townie. Bri didn’t listen.

			Margaux had her own tall, dark, and handsome young townie. Well, he wasn’t really hers. He was much older and they’d never even spoken. But they had sat across the same table at the library every summer since she was ten—him frowning over his books—her copying dresses from the latest fashion magazines. It was almost like a date. Only he wasn’t there this summer, and now she was sorry that she’d never asked him what he was studying.

			The screen door slammed behind her and her brother, Danny, ran past her and jumped down to the sand.

			“Hey, Magsy. Want a ride to the library?”

			“No thanks. I’m busy. And it’s Margaux.”

			Danny grinned back at her. He pushed his motorcycle helmet over unruly red curls and made a bow. “Madame Ma-a-argaux.” Then he reached up and scrubbed her hair. “Magsy.” The pencil stub that was pushed through her equally unruly curls fell to the steps.

			She slapped at his hand but he dodged away. “See ya, Mags.” He ran around the side of the house. A minute later she heard his new Honda 500 roar to life. Margaux pulled at her hair. It had taken her ten minutes to get it to lie flat, and now it was every which way again. She picked up the pencil and shoved it behind her ear.

			Brothers could be so annoying. She put two fingers to her lips and whistled. Brianna and Grace looked up and started walking toward her. They met halfway and turned as one toward the jetty at the end of the crescent beach.

			Brianna led the way, walking ahead as if she were already leaving them. They climbed up the rocks of the jetty, barely paying attention, they had climbed them so often. Then down again to the cove. The tide was in and they had to splash through the water to reach the path that led through the woods.

			Margaux lagged behind. Things were changing and she wasn’t sure she was ready. She knew some people outgrew the beach, but not the Selkies. Even when they got too old to explore and write secret messages and go crabbing—Margaux would never be too old to go crabbing—the beach would still be a part of them. Would live in a special place inside each of them.

			She felt a flutter of nerves. Today they were leaving something of themselves behind—just in case.

			It was cooler beneath the pines and scrub oak. Silently they walked along the narrow path, nearly grown over with rhododendron and fern.

			When the path veered off, they ducked under the gnarled tree limb, climbed over the rotten log, and stopped at the entrance of the Grotto. They had discovered it that first summer, an outcropping of rocks and a ledge of granite that formed a shallow cavern. It became their secret hideout where first they made magic potions, or hid from pirates, and later, talked about boys. They had grown older; the sapling whose roots spread over the rock had become a tree.

			But the Grotto never changed. It was a magical place that could make dreams come true.

			Brianna flipped on her flashlight, crouched down, and ducked beneath the ledge. One by one, each took her place, sitting cross-legged in a circle, knees touching, while the flashlight cast their shadows eerily against the rough stone.

			Brianna reached into her string bag and pulled out a Tupperware container. She placed it in the center of the circle, lifted off the top, and glancing at the others, slowly reached back into the bag and pulled out the pink plastic diary where, that morning, each had made her last secret entry. Solemnly, she placed it in the Tupperware container. She closed the lid and sealed it tight.

			They gathered around the fissure in the rock wall. Brianna shoved the box inside, and they covered the opening with three large smooth stones.

			“The Selkies forever,” Brianna intoned in her throaty voice. They crossed their hearts, licked three fingers, and raised them in the air.

			“The Selkies forever.”

			Nick Prescott stood on the dark rocks of the jetty, careful not to get his new uniform wet or scuff the polish of his new boots. Tomorrow he would be in Fort Dix, New Jersey. Private Nick Prescott.

			For the past two years, he had watched his friends get on with their lives while he stayed behind. The money he’d saved for college dwindled away while he tried to take care of his mother and brother. But now it was his turn.

			He would miss the shore. Even though his family only owned a cape in town, he was proud to have grown up here. He wished he could say the same for his brother, Ben.

			He was down there now at his lifeguard post, flirting with the blonde. He just didn’t get that they would never accept him. No matter how many times Nick told him. They were summer people. But Ben wouldn’t listen.

			Nick watched the girls join another girl. His heart tightened—just a little—when he saw her halo of red curls. She had been his talisman ever since the summer after his father died. Then she was just a kid, sharing his table at the library. Drawing pictures with the tip of her tongue pressed to the corner of her mouth as she concentrated. Pushing curls out of her face with an impatient hand. He could hardly wait until school was out and she came back to sit across from him.

			Only this summer was different. She had grown up, become one of them, and that put an end to everything.

			He would become a history professor someday. The army would pay for his education. And she would become—he didn’t know. He just knew that she would always be a summer person, and he, just a townie.

		

	


	
		
			One

			Margaux Sullivan stood unmoving and listened to the echoes of her failure. Only a week ago, her Manhattan loft had been thrumming with energy, excitement, and caffeine, as twenty-five pattern cutters, drapers, and seamstresses worked round the clock to prepare M Atelier’s latest collection for the event of the year. New York City’s Fashion Week.

			Now it was just an empty space. The finished pieces carted away in cardboard boxes. The long worktables cleared of everything but a few forgotten scraps of fabric. The mannequins repossessed, the brick walls bare except for the row of five-by-three-foot photographs of Margaux’s award-winning fashions that her creditors left behind.

			The asymmetrical black moiré satin sheath had been her first CFDA award winner. The black wool tuxedo had made the cover of Vogue. Marie Claire had called the black tulle ball gown—not a fluffy evening dress, but cutting-edge stark—“Tulle with a Bite.”

			The models stared back at her, caught in time, sleek and scowling. This dress will make you thin, this will make you beautiful, this will make men adore you. Black, unique, and powerful. They’d promised to make Margaux’s dream come true.

			And it had come true. Ever since that sticky summer day when she’d discovered a bridal magazine in the Crescent Cove library. She’d opened its shiny pages to brilliant white, palest pink, creamy ivory. Pearls and veils and promises—and she thought, This is what I want to do.

			For the rest of the summer, she rode her bike to the library almost every day to draw and dream. During the school year she took art classes and every summer she returned to the library to copy the latest magazines. She majored in design in college and interned in New York, and gradually worked her way up to owning her own workshop.

			It had been a long fierce climb, but she’d made it. She was successful, envied, happily married. But it was just an illusion. While she worked unceasingly to establish herself as one of New York’s top designers, her loving husband had siphoned off their assets and disappeared.

			The bank had taken everything else.

			All she had left was her car and her reputation. The car was paid for, but her reputation wouldn’t be worth a two-martini lunch once the news got out that M Atelier had gone belly up.

			Margaux felt her chin quiver. Not now. She had one more thing to do before she broke down and howled at the moon.

			She slipped the business card out of her pocket and picked up her portfolio. She stepped into her secretary’s office. “Guess we’re the last two.”

			Yolanda looked up from a soggy Kleenex. Margaux thrust the business card toward her. “Liz Chang at DKNY has been threatening to steal you for years. Here’s her number. Call her.”

			Yolanda took the card. “She’d take you, too.”

			Margaux shook her head. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” She’d thought about hiring herself out again. But the thought stuck in her gut. She couldn’t do it. It was too humiliating. And she wouldn’t give her competition the sastisfaction of seeing her grovel. Not yet, anyway.

			“Good luck.” Margaux turned to leave and came face-to-face with the most recent photo of herself. An awards dinner at the Plaza. Tall, sleek, her impossibly curly auburn hair gelled, sprayed, and pulled back into a classic French twist that an earthquake wouldn’t ruffle. Her black evening gown, one of her own designs, had stopped conversation when she’d entered the room. She was holding a glass of Taittinger’s champagne and smiling. At the top of her game.

			And now the game was over.

			She walked across the long expanse of wooden floor to the elevator, her heels tapping in the deserted room. She stepped inside and closed the grate; listened to the rhythmic creak as the ancient elevator descended to the ground floor one last time, stood as it clanked at the bottom, then pushed open the door to the street.

			The air was thick with car fumes and the noise of living. Handcarts filled with goods rattled up the sidewalk. Garbage bags lined the curb. Men late for appointments shouldered past slower pedestrians. An old woman stuck her mittened hand out at Margaux. “Help an old lady?”

			Margaux couldn’t even help herself. She no longer belonged here, had no place here, no business, no apartment, no income.

			There was only one place she could go.

			Nick Prescott glanced up as the blip appeared on his radar. Resignedly, he tossed his History of the Ostrogoths in Italy onto the passenger seat beside him. He should be sitting in his office correcting final exams, not hiding in the trees waiting to ticket some unsuspecting speeder.

			Nick flipped on the siren, pulled the cruiser onto the tarmac, and took off after a bright blue sports coupe going at least sixty. The tourist season hadn’t even begun, and already the summer people were breaking the law.

			The car slowed and pulled to the sandy shoulder of the road. Nick followed and stopped several yards behind it. He noted the make, model, and license plate—New York—of course. Connecticut was their weekend retreat of choice.

			As he got out of the cruiser, he slipped on his sunglasses and unsnapped his holster. He’d been out of the army for ten years, and until six months ago, he never thought he’d ever use a firearm again.

			A woman sat behind the wheel, the window was open, her hair was windblown. Auburn, deep, rich, like burnished mahogany. A color that as a boy stopped him in his tracks. It stopped him now, even while his rational mind told him it couldn’t be her.

			He took a breath and stepped up to the car. “Ma’am.”

			She looked up at him with wide, serious blue eyes. Eyes the color of a sunlit sea.

			He’d know her anywhere in spite of the years that had passed. Felt the same jolt of connection he’d felt twenty years before. It hadn’t changed, hadn’t softened or diminished. And was still just as one-sided as it had always been. She had no idea who he was. “Do you know how fast you were going?”

			“Fifty-five?”

			“Sixty.”

			“But ... that’s only five over the speed limit.”

			“It was—a mile back. But you’ve entered Crescent Cove and it’s thirty here.”

			A worried expression flitted across her face. “I didn’t see the sign.”

			“Driver’s license.”

			She riffled through an expensive-looking handbag and came up with an even more expensive-looking wallet.

			“Take it out, please.”

			She jimmied the license out of the plastic sheath and handed it to him. Her fingers trembled a little.

			“Margaux Sullivan.”

			She jumped as if the sound of her own name was a surprise. He frowned at the license, mainly to keep from staring at her.

			She clutched the edge of the window. Her nail polish was chipped. She definitely had been biting her nails. The cuticles, too. Not something you’d expect from a hotshot New York fashion designer. And though she had turned into a beautiful woman, there were dark circles under her eyes and she looked drawn, not just model-thin. It made her eyes larger, vulnerable.

			If this is what the big city did to you, she could have it. He studied her license. “New York City.”

			“Yes.”

			“Around here, Ms. Sullivan, we stick to the speed limit.”

			“I do, too,” she assured him. “I just didn’t realize I had entered the town limits.”

			“Uh-huh. Registration.”

			She fished in the glove compartment and handed it to him.

			He took a look, then handed it back and pulled out a citation pad from his back pocket. It was his job after all.

			“Officer,” she pleaded.

			“Chief of police.”

			“What? What happened to Herb Green?”

			“Retired.”

			He didn’t want to give her a ticket. Not with the way she was biting on her bottom lip. His heart was pounding and the sun beating down on his neck felt like a third-degree burn. He wanted to take her hand and tell her that whatever was making her look so unhappy would go away. He would make it go away. But he didn’t. She’d been speeding, not five miles over, but twenty-five over. Ignorance was no excuse.

			He handed her the ticket. “Drive carefully.”

			When she eased the Toyota onto the road, he pulled out behind her. He stayed behind her all the way into town, down Main Street to the other side of town where it joined Shore Road. He followed her until she turned through the chain-link gate of Little Crescent Beach. She was on her way home, and that open gate might as well have slammed shut behind her.

			He jammed on the accelerator and sped away. For a few minutes he’d been young again. Just a townie boy with an ordinary dream. Not an ordinary man with no dreams left.

			Margaux gripped the steering wheel in an effort to keep from shaking. She didn’t have the money to pay for a speeding ticket. She barely had enough to pay for gas. When she’d slid her card into the gas pump on the way up, she prayed that it wouldn’t be denied.

			She drove slowly down Salt Marsh Lane, staring straight ahead, not even glancing at the summer house her best friend Bri’s family owned, or at the cottage Grace’s family rented each summer. She blinked away tears so close to the surface they hurt, but she resisted the urge to speed toward sanctuary. Most of the cottages were still boarded over from the winter, but small towns had a way of noticing things. It would be hard enough facing everyone without having to explain why she’d come running back or why the police had followed her home.

			When the lane reached the beach, it curved to the right. Three houses later, Margaux turned left into the parking niche at the back of the Sullivan beach house.

			She took her suitcase and a bag of groceries out of the trunk and dumped them at the back door. She didn’t go inside but took the path between the houses to the beach, scuffing through the sand, her head bowed, letting her shoes fill up with the heavy grains and her hair blow wild in the salt air.

			She knew exactly when to look up. The perfect moment for that first full view. The blues of the water reaching up to the sky. The white sand stretching to each side in a graceful curve, like a smile.

			When she was a kid, she would throw her arms open to the sea, let it take her troubles away. No matter how sad or angry or hurt she’d been, the waves could wash the feeling away. Could make her problems seem not so bad.

			Margaux was older and wiser now and knew the waves couldn’t fix what was wrong in her life, but at least they might give her some temporary respite.

			There was one family on the beach, clustered beneath a bright umbrella near the empty lifeguard station. Farther along, two figures crawled over the rock jetty looking for crabs.

			She sat down on the porch steps, closed her eyes, and lifted her face to the sun. Spots danced on her eyelids, the waves murmured in her ears. She concentrated on breathing and gradually her body began to relax. The knots in her shoulders eased. Her stomach gave up its churning, and she drifted back to a place where each day was a promise, and joy was just waking up to the cries of the gulls.

			She lost track of time, maybe she dozed. When she opened her eyes again, the sky had turned from blue to mauve and the sun sat like a fiery fat beach ball on the horizon. The crabbers were gone. The family gathered up towels and their cooler and trudged up the beach toward home.

			A solitary gull strutted near the water’s edge, his bill jackhammering the sand in search of food. A wave rolled in; he swooped into the sky and was swallowed by the dusk.

			Margaux was alone.

			Lights began to come on in the condominium complex two coves away where her mother lived. Was Jude sitting on her balcony watching the sunset? Could she see Margaux? And what would she think if she did?

			Would her failure become one of those moments printed indelibly on the memory, linked forever with these steps, this porch. Posing for pictures in her white First Communion dress. Chasing sand crabs that Danny had dumped on Jude’s lap to proudly show off his catch. Louis’s proposal. Dad, Jude, and her sitting together the Sunday after Danny died. And sitting with her mother, years later, when Henry Sullivan followed his son.

			From deep inside the house the telephone rang. Resolutely, Margaux stood and climbed the steps to the porch. A rectangle of wood hung from a nail beneath the porch light; its black letters spelled out The Sullivans. She lifted the sign. Paint flakes drifted to the floor; a spider, disturbed from sleep, scuttled beneath the cedar shakes. She extracted the house key and let the sign fall back into place.

			The lock was stiff and she had to lean against the door to open it. But when she stepped over the threshold, she stopped, suddenly terrified. What had she been thinking? How could she come back like this—jobless, husbandless, childless. How could she face Jude with her boundless compassion and unfailing optimism.

			The phone continued to ring. She groped her way across the dark foyer and picked up the receiver.

			“You’re there,” said Jude’s familiar voice.

			“I’m here.”

			“I saw you from my terrace. Why didn’t you let me know you were coming? I would have aired the house.”

			“It was a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

			“Are you free for dinner?”

			“Sure, but let’s eat here.”

			“Deke’s? I can pick up food and be there in an hour.”

			“Deke’s would be great.” Margaux replaced the receiver and closed her eyes. She didn’t think clam rolls were exactly what she needed to salvage her life. But maybe her mother could help.

			Jude slid the glass doors shut and called Deke’s Clam Shack.

			“Holy cow,” said Deke O’Halloran. “The only reason you’d be eating fried is if Mags was home.”

			“She’s home,” Jude said, trying to keep the worry out of her voice. It wasn’t like Margaux to show up unannounced. It wasn’t like her to show up at all. She hadn’t been back in years.

			“Twenty minutes,” Deke said. “I’ll put on a fresh batch.”

			Jude hung up. When she’d seen the figure sitting on the front steps of the beach house and recognized her daughter, her heart leapt to her throat. Something it hadn’t done in a long while.

			Margaux never told her the real reason she and Louis had stopped coming to the shore, though Jude suspected it had nothing to do with how busy she was. She’d just about given up hope of them coming again, but she kept the house clean anyway—just in case. Jude had been disappointed but not surprised when Margaux called to say she’d filed for divorce. She didn’t say why, only that things weren’t working and that she could handle it.

			Jude was proud of Margaux’s strength. She had always known what she wanted, worked hard to get there. But that strength had become brittle in the last few years and Jude was worried. Strength ebbed and flowed, but brittle would break.

			Well, whatever it was, they would see it through together. She glanced at the clock. Time to go. And on her way, she’d stop by the church to light a candle to the saints; her daughter had come home.

			Margaux sat at the kitchen table, running her bare toes across the old linoleum floor, scratched from years of sandy feet. She was tired, she wanted to be alone, to stay in this cozy old kitchen while its dark maple cabinets and wallpaper of watering cans and ivy created a cocoon of safety around her.

			But she knew that was impossible and when she heard the familiar beep-beep of Jude’s Citroën as it pulled into the drive, she dragged herself from the chair and went to meet her.

			Jude bustled through the door, carrying a greasy paper bag and a six-pack of Budweiser. She was trim and fit, a few inches shorter than Margaux with the same auburn red hair. She was sixty-two but she had a new hairstyle that made her look years younger. She put down her parcels and opened her arms. Margaux walked into a hug. Her mother’s cologne mingled with the smell of fresh fried clams, and the aroma was enough to make her cry.

			Jude gave her a squeeze. “Let’s eat. Deke’ll kill me if the clams get cold. He put on a fresh batch just for you.”

			Margaux pulled away. “You told him I was here?”

			“Well, of course.” Jude frowned. “Shouldn’t I—”

			“You have a new hairdo. It looks great.”

			“Whole town does. Even Dottie, if you can believe that. New girl. From Brooklyn of all places. Bought the old Cut ’n Curl across from the marina. And a sheer genius.” She smiled at her own joke. “By the way, Dottie said she better see you at the diner first thing tomorrow morning.”

			“Dottie knows, too?” She’d hoped to hibernate for a while, but now that was impossible. Dottie’s Diner was the local gossip exchange.

			Jude opened the bag and placed two foil-wrapped paper cartons on the table. “I was supposed to meet her for girls’ night. Had to call to tell her I wasn’t coming.” She flipped the tab of one can, then stopped and peered at Margaux. “Is there a reason you don’t want people to know you’re here?”

			“No.” Margaux sat down at the table.

			Jude sat down, too, but she didn’t take her eyes off Margaux. “Is something wrong?”

			Margaux shook her head, nodded.

			Jude handed her a napkin. “Eat. Then we’ll talk. There’s nothing in this world that can’t be fixed.”

			Margaux picked up her clam roll. It was so stuffed with succulent clams that a handful fell out when she bit into the roll.

			They ate in silence. When Margaux had scooped up the last clam bit, Jude put down her beer. “Now tell me what’s happened.”

			Margaux took a breath but the words stuck in her throat. She took another breath. “In a nutshell. While I was climbing the ladder of haute couture, becoming famous and building a nest egg so we could start a family, Louis stole everything. Savings, investments, everything, then dropped out of sight. I’ve lost the apartment, my business—”

			“What? No. This can’t be.”

			“He—” Margaux’s voice cracked; a tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. She sucked in air. “They repossessed everything. Patterns, machines, fabric, even the drafting paper. I only had enough credit left to pay my staff.

			“And my designs. They shoved them into cardboard boxes and took them away. What could the bank possibly want with them?”

			She felt a hand on her shoulder and she turned into her mother and held on for dear life. “I’ve lost everything. How could Louis do this?”

			And how could she have been so stupid not to notice before it was too late?

			“Why didn’t you call me? I could have transferred funds, sold the condo.”

			“It was over before I knew what was happening. Besides, I couldn’t ask you to bail me out. It wouldn’t have done any good. We’re talking about a couple million.”

			Jude pulled away abruptly. “I’ll call a lawyer I know. We’ll stop this.”

			“I have a lawyer. She had the court freeze whatever assets were left. There wasn’t much. She has a forensic accountant trying to trace the money, but they may never find it, if he still has it.”

			Margaux groped for a napkin. “You hear about this kind of thing all the time and you think, That could never happen to me. I’d never be so stupid. And look.” She held out her hands. “Everything I dreamed of, worked for. Gone. I was on the brink of making it big, and now, zip, nada, nothing.” The thin control she’d been holding on to for the last few weeks broke and she cried, sobbing in big gulps and not caring. “I would have given him half—money, property—more than half. I only wanted one thing and he took that, too.”

			Jude pushed a wild strand of hair from Margaux’s cheek. “What?”

			“My future.”

			“Oh, Margaux. It only seems that way now. You were right to come home.”

			Margaux sniffed. “Where else could I go?” She hated herself for sounding so needy, so incapable, but she’d used up every reservoir of strength just getting through the last two months.

			“No place else in the world. You’ve got family and friends and a home. You’ll create more designs, make more money, and someday you’ll meet someone to love and have a family with.”

			“Mom, I’m thirty-four.”

			“Thirty-four is nothing. Women have children into their forties these days.”

			“There won’t be anyone else.”

			“Of course there will be. It’s early days yet.”

			“There wasn’t for you.”

			“No.” Jude smiled. “You’re exhausted. Things will look better when you’ve rested. Why don’t you come stay at the condo with me tonight?”

			“Thanks, but—” Margaux shook her head.

			“Or ... I could stay here.”

			“No. I just need to sleep. You go on home. I’ll be fine.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’ll be fine. I promise.”

			Jude gathered up their trash. “Okay, but call me if you change your mind. Doesn’t matter what time. I mean it.”

			“I will.” Margaux walked her to the car.

			Jude kissed her good night. “Dottie’s for waffles. I’ll pick you up at nine.”

			“Mom, I can’t.”

			“Sure you can. You don’t want to hurt Dottie’s feelings and you need to eat.”

			Margaux gave in. It took more than she had to resist. By tomorrow she’d be able to hold herself together. For a while anyway.

			Jude beeped as she rounded the curve and Margaux went inside. She was numb with shock, with pain, with sheer exhaustion, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. It seemed like she hadn’t slept in years, and the stairs to her bedroom seemed to stretch forever.

			She walked through the parlor and out the front door.

			She hesitated at the bottom of the porch steps. The beach was dark, the sand eerily illuminated by the sliver of moon. She took a step and the sand shifted beneath her feet. Another step, another shift. Another ... and another until the sand turned wet and hard. Another and another until she stood ankle deep in the cold water of the Sound.

			She looked into the darkness, opened her arms, and gave in to the pull of the tide, strong, relentless, its siren call singing her home.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Nick waited for the printer to spit out his last report. He was drowning in paperwork, something he hadn’t bargained for when he agreed to take the job of police chief. And the season was just beginning.

			But a job was a job and this one paid regularly and had good benefits. He needed both.

			He pressed his fingertips to his eyes. The skin was rough. He’d been spending every spare minute doing chores for his mother or moonlighting at Jake McGuire’s woodworking business. By next month, he wouldn’t have time for any of that. His entire force of seven would be working overtime dealing with congested traffic, illegal fireworks, fender benders, sunstroke, stolen purses ... The list seemed interminable.

			When the printer clicked back to Power Save, Nick scooped up the pages and tossed them into the outbox.

			He stretched to ease the stiffness in his back, then pushed himself out of his chair. God, he felt more like eighty-eight than thirty-eight. And he still had to do the shopping and drop the groceries off at his mother’s before going home.

			Out of habit, he reached into the desk drawer for his copy of A History of the Ostrogoths in Italy. Though if he was learning anything about the Ostrogoths, it was through osmosis. He’d barely opened the book in weeks.

			He tucked it under his arm, turned out the lights, and closed his office door. The public area was empty except for Dee Janowitz, the night dispatcher, and his deputy, Finley Green, who was perched on the edge of the switchboard.

			Finley stood up, unfolding like an accordion, six feet of sinew and charm. He grinned at Nick. “Dee here tells me you made a stop and search today. And there I am sitting down in the hollow all day, and nobody even rolled through the stop sign.”

			Nick grunted. He didn’t want to think about Margaux Sullivan. “A stop, not a search. It was just some tourist, driving over the limit.”

			“I heard it was Jude Sullivan’s daughter,” said Dee, giving him the I-was-dispatcher-here-when-you-were-in-diapers look. “Nick, how could you?”

			Hell. Somebody must have been driving by and seen him. He’d been too floored to notice. “Just doing my duty, ma’am.” He flicked two fingers at his forehead. “I’ll have my cell if you need me, Finley. See you on Monday.”

			He drove to the Cove Market at the edge of town, pulled a basket away from the outside rack, and pushed it through the automatic door. He went straight to the cereal aisle.

			He tossed a box of Lucky Charms into the cart, knowing his mother would click her tongue and put them on a top shelf where she hoped they would go unnoticed. Connor loved Lucky Charms and a kid, especially one who had been through what Connor had been through, deserved some sugar in his life. Nick added a box of All-Bran as atonement.

			He wielded the cart into the next aisle. Maxwell House, dish detergent, Mop & Glo. He grabbed a bag of potatoes from the produce section and sped toward the checkout stand.

			The cashier, a plump thirtyish woman whose name tag read Hi, I’m Cindy, pursed her lips as she scanned the Lucky Charms. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, Chief. I hope you’re planning to have these with milk.”

			“Shi— I’ll be right back.” He sprinted off. Sprinted back with a gallon of milk. She finished ringing him up; he packed the groceries and wheeled them out.

			“Enjoy your breakfast,” she called after him.

			He drove back through town to the Cape Cod where he’d grown up. His mother was standing at the side door, waiting for him.

			“Sorry I’m late, Ma. Lots of paperwork.”

			She tried to relieve him of the groceries but he fought her off. She was small and fine boned. Lately it seemed she had grown more delicate, and tonight she seemed frail. He swore at himself for not being able to help her more.

			“Sit down, Nicky. I’ve got a plate warming in the oven.”

			“I’ll just wash up.” He started rolling up his sleeves on his way to the door.

			He stopped by the bathroom, then looked in on his nephew. Connor was lying on his side, his Shrek night-light illuminating his face. He sighed in his sleep and for a split second he looked just like Ben. Nick leaned his forehead against the doorframe trying not to think about his brother, or to remember. Then he gently closed the door, leaving it ajar in case Connor became frightened in the night.

			When he returned to the kitchen, his mother was standing on tiptoe, pushing the Lucky Charms onto the top shelf of the cabinet. He took it from her and set it between the All-Bran and the oatmeal on the bottom shelf. He heard the oven door open and close, and when he turned around, a plate covered with aluminum foil was sitting on the table.

			She lifted the foil away and a finger of steam curled into the air. “I hope it didn’t dry out.”

			He sat down. “It looks great. Thanks.” Pot roast swimming in gravy. Chunks of potatoes and slices of carrots and green beans.

			She poured him a glass of milk and he smiled at her. He’d been thinking what he really needed was a double shot of Scotch.

			She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down across from him while Nick dug into the roast.

			“Karen Ames called today.”

			“The school psychologist? What did she want?”

			“She’s scheduled an appointment for Connor on Thursday with the therapist she recommended.”

			“Ma, we discussed this. We’re not sending him to a special school.”

			She nodded. The little wisps of hair that always sneaked out of her bun lifted in the air. Hair, he noticed, that was more white than honey these days.

			“They just want to do more tests.”

			Nick stopped with the fork halfway to this mouth. “No.” He pushed the forkful of beef into his mouth, chewed slowly, hoping he would be able to swallow it.

			“He’ll be a year behind the other children as it is. There’s a nice school out on the highway. Deke and Peg O’Halloran’s daughter goes there.”

			“Cecilia is mentally challenged. Connor is not. He’s—”

			“Traumatized.”

			“Quiet. He’s just quiet. The summer will be a perfect time for him to get to know other kids. We sent him to school too soon after ...” He couldn’t even say it. “After he came here.” Nick had made a lot of mistakes in his life but he wasn’t going to rob Connor of a normal childhood in a normal school. “I’ll set up some playdates, maybe we can send him to day camp. I’ll take him to the park, down to the beach—”

			She reached across the table and laid her hand on his. A little bird hand, a feather’s touch. He felt a stab of panic, that there would be a time in the future when she would be gone, and he would be left to take care of Connor by himself.

			“Nicky, you’re exhausted.”

			“I’m fine, Ma. Just a little tired.”

			“You stop here every night,” she said as if he hadn’t spoken. “Spend weekends with Connor.” She turned his hand over. “And I know you’re working for Jake McGuire, though I don’t know when you find the time.”

			He gently pulled his hand away and picked up the paper napkin next to his plate. “I like working with my hands. It’s relaxing.”

			“And what about your schoolwork?”

			Nick thought of the history book lying on the passenger seat of his police car. “It’s an Internet course. There’s no time limit.” It didn’t matter. He had already written the Denver college where he taught to say he wouldn’t be back in the fall.

			“I’ll take him to the kiddie shrink, but Connor needs to go to school with normal kids.” His appetite was gone, but he forced down the rest of his dinner. His mother would be hurt if he didn’t. He carried his plate to the sink; she took it out of his hands.

			“I’ll do this. You go on home and get some sleep.”

			Gratefully, he dried his hands. “Thanks. And thanks for dinner.”

			She walked him to the door and they stood for a moment looking out. The street was dark, there was barely a moon, and the stars were sprinkled like confetti through the sky.

			“What would make a mother leave her child?”

			“She was ... overwhelmed ... perhaps.”

			“Selfish.”

			“She may come back.”

			“She may, but she sure as hell won’t take Connor away from us.”

			“Nicky.”

			“Sorry, Ma, but I won’t give him back, not after how she left him.”

			His mother placed a hand on his sleeve. “You know best, Nicky.”

			They stood for a while longer, just looking into the night. Nick sighed. “Margaux Sullivan is back.”

			“Is she? Jude will be so pleased. We were talking about her just the other day.”

			“You talked to Jude Sullivan?” How much could they have in common? They might be close to the same age, but his mother was working-class. The years had worn her down. Jude was sophisticated, still young-looking and vital.

			“Of course. We’re on the flea market committee together.”

			“I’d forgotten.”

			“How did she look?”

			“Margaux?” He swallowed. “Fine ... I guess. She looked ... okay.”

			She smiled. “You’re tired. Go home.” She reached up and kissed his cheek, then patted the place as if sealing the kiss there.

			“Tell Connor I’ll see him at supper tomorrow, then Sunday we can play some ball maybe.”

			He cut across the front yard and began the three-block walk to the marina and his apartment over the Cut ’n Curl—Le Coif, he corrected himself. Even though Linda, the new owner, had changed the name and put up a cutesy sign, it would always be the Cut ’n Curl to Nick.

			He always left his police car in his mother’s driveway. It made him feel better about leaving them alone. Not that there was much crime in a town the size of theirs, but you never knew. He enjoyed starting and ending each day with a walk. It was surprising how little exercise he got as a policeman. And if there was an emergency, his truck was parked at the marina.

			Once the summer was over, things would be better. The antiques dealers and art galleries that had sprung up around town drew hordes of shoppers on the weekends. But for the other five days of the week, they would enjoy their sleepy little beach town, forgotten until the next summer rolled around.

			Then he’d catch up on all the things he would have to let slide during the tourist season. Connor would settle in; get used to living with his grandmother; he’d go to school, make some friends. And maybe by next summer Nick would have a new teaching job closer to Crescent Cove, and he could afford a house large enough for the three of them. But first he had to get through the next three months.

			The beauty parlor was dark, but he could see light coming from Linda Goldstein’s apartment on the second floor. Fortunately, his attic apartment had its own entrance, even if he had to climb a deeply pitched outside staircase to get there.

			He hung his uniform neatly in the closet and went to bed—but not to sleep. His mind became a treadmill, his thoughts exploring the same territory over and over and never finding a solution. How to support his mother. How to make Connor whole again. How to finish his master’s while working fourteen-hour days. How he would ever be able to pay for a private school if Connor had to be sent there. How to make up for the things he’d done and hadn’t done. His mind roiled and his body tensed until he thought he’d never fall asleep.

			When at last sleep came, he was thinking about the reappearance of Margaux Sullivan.

			Margaux awoke to darkness, wondered where the hell she was, remembered. She was at the beach house, asleep on the couch. And she remembered why she was here. Panic surged up. She forced it down. She’d deal with it tomorrow. Tomorrow when she was stronger. Tomorrow in the sunlight.

			She rolled off the couch and padded upstairs to her old bedroom. She climbed into bed, pulled the quilt up, and fell asleep in her clothes.

			When she awoke again it was light. A square of blue filled the window and sunlight cast warmth across her face. She was home, in her own room.

			She pushed the quilt away and sat up, perched on the side of the bed, her hands pressed between her knees. Home, because her life was in shambles. Her hard-earned career down the toilet. Her marriage a farce. Because of Louis.

			She didn’t want to think about him, but every morning since he’d left, she’d awakened with his image in her mind. She didn’t love him. Not anymore. Hadn’t for a while. Now she hated him.

			And hate tied you to a person as surely as love. She had to cut him loose, excise him out of her feelings if she was ever going to be able to start again.

			Just the thought of starting over made her want to climb back in bed, pull the covers over her head, and sleep forever. But that wasn’t an option. She had to sever herself from the past and move forward. And she had to start now.

			She forced herself to her feet, rummaged through her suitcase, and found a pair of black yoga pants and knit top. Everything in her suitcase was black. But hell, black had made her famous. Her spring designs had knocked them on their designer-clad asses; the next show would have guaranteed her a place with the movers and shakers.

			A mewl of pain escaped from deep inside her and she clapped her hand over her mouth to stop it. Not now. Not ever. This was the first day of the rest of her life. Clichéd, but true. She had to get it right this time.

			She tossed her slept-in clothes toward the closet and put on a new set of black. She went downstairs and was mystified to see that it was almost nine o’clock. She had slept ten hours.

			She barely had time to wash her face before she heard Jude’s distinctive beep-beep in the driveway. She quickly pushed her fingers through her hair and ran outside to meet her.

			They drove along Shore Road to Main Street where the old Esso station had been converted into an Exxon self-service island. The white clapboard library, where she had spent hours studying drawing books and the latest fashion magazines, had a fresh coat of paint.

			In those days, she didn’t know about cutting edges and predicting trends, industry spying, and advertising spots. She just loved to draw. Wedding gowns, seascapes, miniskirts, pieces of driftwood. It had been a long time since she had drawn for the sheer fun of it.

			Now there were deadlines, budgets, competition. Knocking out one design after another. Changing them when the costs ran too high or the silhouette looked too derivative. Always staying one step ahead of everyone else.

			She’d come a long way from Modern Bride and Seventeen. Maybe she had gone too far.

			As they drove through town, Jude pointed out the new stores that had opened. The whole town had a trendier look Margaux hadn’t noticed on that hateful drive yesterday with the new chief of police riding her bumper.

			Jude pulled into a parking space in front of a store that had been Thelma’s Foundations, but was now a coffee bar called In Your Cups.

			“What happened to Thelma’s?”

			“Went out of business.”

			“And the old hardware store?”

			“After they built the Home Depot on Route 1, Mr. Oglethorpe said it wasn’t worth the trouble of staying open. His son, Roy, moved the store to the end of the block near the boardwalk. It’s smaller, but he carries basic hardware, beach stuff, and arts and crafts.”

			Margaux sighed. “It’s all so different.”

			“The important things are the same.”

			Margaux wasn’t sure how she felt about all this newness. At least the diner appeared to be unchanged.

			It had started life as an old railroad car with a row of booths along one side, a counter along the other, with a concrete-block kitchen added onto the back. They’d built an addition when Margaux was a teenager. She could remember sitting in a booth with her best friends, Grace and Brianna, eating French fries with gravy, as they yelled to each other over the noise of construction.

			Margaux lagged behind as Jude opened the door. The whole town had been so supportive of her, proud of her accomplishments. How could she ever tell them she’d let them down. Especially Dottie, who was Jude’s best friend and Margaux’s godmother.

			Jude nudged her inside.

			Dottie was standing behind the counter dressed in her usual pink uniform, talking to a man wearing jeans and a T-shirt. She was still as skinny as ever and had on the same color of lipstick she’d used ever since Margaux could remember.

			But her hair was different. For years she had worn it in a high French twist that could be recognized “a block away on a moonless night.” Her new style, a brighter shade of strawberry blonde, was cut short and curled around her face. It made her look ten years younger.

			Dottie saw them, threw both hands in the air and squealed “Magsy!” loud enough to be heard to the town line. “It’s about time you came to see us.” She flew out from behind the counter and wrapped her arms around Margaux, shaking her back and forth like a puppy tugging at a stick.

			“Let me look at you.” She pushed Margaux back and grinned. “You look good. Hey, Nick. Look who’s here.”

			The man at the counter stood up and slid on a pair of mirrored sunglasses as he turned to face them.

			Margaux stepped back, right into Jude, as she registered the glasses, then the rest of the man. Even without the uniform, there was no mistaking him. Close-cut dark brown hair that might curl if ever allowed to grow longer than a regulation cut. No idea about the eyes. But she’d recognize that jawline anywhere, made even sharper by the close shave. He was tall and broad enough to intimidate even a hard-edged New Yorker.

			Jude gently eased Margaux off her foot. “Morning, Nick.”

			His mouth twitched.

			Margaux couldn’t call it a smile, but it sent a shiver of something—apprehension?—down her spine.

			“Morning, Jude.”

			“Do you remember my daughter, Margaux? She was a few years behind you in school.”

			The chief nodded stiffly in Margaux’s direction. “Ms. Sullivan.”

			Despite the sunglasses, she knew he was giving her the once-over. Not in the way men usually did, but rather as if she might be packing a weapon.

			He dropped a handful of change on the counter. “Thanks for the coffee, Dottie. Ladies.” He dipped his head again and strode toward the door. He seemed to block out the sun as he passed.

			“What’s up with him?” asked Jude.

			“I don’t know, guess he had to get to work. Come on. I saved you a table.” Dottie grabbed two menus from beside the cash register and led them to a booth by the front window.

			Margaux slid into the near side in time to see the chief get into a white Ford pickup and drive away. If he was going to work, why wasn’t he wearing a uniform?

			“Do you two know each other?” Dottie asked.

			“Huh? Not exactly. He gave me a ticket on my way into town yesterday.”

			“Why that scoundrel. Did you tell him you were a Sullivan?”

			Margaux shook her head. “I didn’t have time. He steamrolled right over me. But he knew I was a Sullivan. It’s still on my driver’s license. And I wasn’t even speeding except that I had come into town and didn’t know it. I didn’t see the sign.”

			“That’s ’cause the Morrison boys ran into it with their four-by-four. Tore it clean out of the ground. They haven’t replaced it. I bet if you go to court, you can have it overturned.”

			“I don’t think so,” said Margaux. She had no intention of throwing herself in the chief’s path any more than necessary. He was way too intense for her comfort level.

			“Herb’s wanted to retire for years, but could never find a replacement,” Dottie said. “When Nick came back last winter, he saw a perfect opportunity and turned in his badge. The council appointed Nick interim until they find a new chief. I don’t think he really enjoys the job.”

			“He seemed to be enjoying it yesterday.” The truck was headed toward Shore Road. Margaux just hoped she didn’t keep running into him each time she left the house.

			Dottie smiled at her. “He doesn’t have time for much fun. It probably did him good to see a gorgeous young woman speeding by. Now, what are you having for breakfast? We’ve got Belgian waffle with fresh strawberries.”

			Margaux put down the menu she hadn’t opened. “That’s fine.”

			“What about you, Jude? The same?”

			“Don’t tempt me. I had a clam roll last night. I’ll have a poached egg on a slice of rye toast.”

			“At Deke’s? He must have been thrilled.”

			“Takeout. Margaux was tired.”

			Dottie nodded. “We’ll get you up and running in no time. Be right back.” She went off toward the kitchen, barking out their order.

			“You’re dieting?” asked Margaux. “You’ve never dieted in your life.”

			“That’s because I never needed to. It’s almost summer and your mother wants to look good in her swimsuit.”

			She looked great to Margaux. She frowned as an unwelcome thought entered her mind. Was Jude trying to impress someone in particular? She dismissed the thought. There could never be anyone for Jude but her father; she was sure of it.

			Dottie returned with three mugs of coffee and scooted in with Jude. “Breakfast is on its way. So, Magsy, is this a weekend visit or are you planning to stay for a while?”

			“Uh ...” Margaux glanced at Jude and wondered what she had told Dottie.

			A waitress placed plates on the table, several of which they hadn’t ordered: a platter of bacon, scrambled eggs, and a bowl of whipped cream.

			“Dottie. I’ll have to go on a diet myself if you feed me like this.”

			“Darling, you could use a few pounds. I don’t know what all this allure of thin is about. I’ve been skinny all my life, and I got more razzing than I care to remember. Guess I was just born a couple of decades too early.”

			“Tom doesn’t seem to mind,” said Jude.

			“How are Tom and Quinn?” asked Margaux.

			Dottie threw her hands in the air. “Tom retired last year and he’s driving me crazy. Yesterday I found him up on a ladder measuring the back of the house. Says he wants to put in a Florida room. A Florida room in Connecticut. Go figure. Quinn is managing to graduate from high school, don’t ask me how, and barring any unforeseen disasters, he’ll hire on with the fishing fleet in the fall.”

			Dottie drained the last of her coffee. “I gotta help with the breakfast crowd. You plan on staying a good long time. We’ll feed you and pamper the daylights out of you.” She leaned over and brushed a quick kiss across Margaux’s cheek.

			“You’re gonna be fine.” She waved back over her head and pushed through the double swinging door of the kitchen without slowing down.

			On their way back to the beach house, Margaux asked Jude to stop by Oglethorpe’s Hardware. While Jude and Roy chatted about the upcoming flea market, Margaux quickly chose a box of pastels, some watercolors, a sketchbook, and some drawing pencils.

			Roy insisted on throwing in a plastic paint palette and several good-quality paintbrushes free of charge. “We’ve got our share of famous people buying up property about here these days, but you’re the first one we ever produced ourselves. And we appreciate it.”

			Margaux thanked him and accepted the brown paper bag of supplies he’d carried to the door for them. She couldn’t tell him how really thankful she was. Her cash was reaching red alert, her credit barely breathing.

			Jude drove Margaux back to the beach house but didn’t come in. “I have to go to New Haven. I’ll be gone late, so you’ll have to have dinner on your own. I’d cancel but it’s really late notice.”

			“That’s fine. I brought some food from the city—and there’s always the Cove Market. It’s still there, isn’t it?”

			“Sure is. Stay busy and don’t mope. Things are going to work out fine.”

			“I know,” said Margaux with as much conviction as she could muster. “And I have plenty to do.” She held up her bag of supplies. She just hoped inspiration struck and made the expense worth it.

			“Good. And try to have a little fun. Skilling’s is open late tonight. They still make your favorite flavor.”

			“Good idea. I’ve missed their ice cream.”

			“And Grace Holcombe is practicing law in town. She asks about you all the time.”

			Margaux nodded. She knew Grace had returned to live in Crescent Cove; she’d been the only one of the three who had no aspirations to see the world and become famous. Over the years, Margaux had let the friendship slide, but she knew Grace wouldn’t hold it against her. She just wasn’t ready to face her old friend yet. “I’ll be fine.”

			“See you tomorrow then. I’ll pick you up for Mass at eight-forty.”

			Mass? Margaux hadn’t been to Mass in years. “I don’t have anything to wear.”

			“It’s the shore. Just don’t wear cutoffs.” Jude backed out of the driveway and sped off down the street. She beeped as she rounded the corner.

			“I don’t own any,” Margaux said into the quiet street.

			She went inside, suddenly aware of being alone. Really alone. And really at loose ends. It was Saturday. She was at the beach. But she hadn’t taken a Saturday off in years and didn’t know what to do.

			Her cell phone was sitting on the table, but she didn’t open it. No one had called her in days. She was already forgotten.

			Determined not to succumb to depression, or self-pity, she dumped her supplies on the table, took out the sketchpad, and two graphite pencils, and went out the front door to the porch. The porch was bare, the chairs and a love seat stored away for the winter. The waves looked inviting, but the water would be too cold for a swim, besides she didn’t have a suit.

			She walked down the wooden steps to the sand, testing each tread as if it were July when they would be hot enough to burn the bottoms of your feet. But of course they weren’t.

			She hadn’t been here in July in years. Not since the summer after Brianna moved away. She wondered where Bri was now. She’d had a successful career as a model but they’d lost touch over the years.

			She turned northward to where the sandy beach ended at the jetty. Its massive boulders rose above her head. She climbed to the crest and stopped to take in the view. The salt air was bracing. The sea stretched out to the horizon where it met the sky in a seamless wash of blue, and she had it all to herself ... and her sketchbook.

			Below her on the north side of the jetty, a tiny pebbled beach was enclosed by woods that grew right down to the water. The underbrush grew so dense that you had to wade through the water to get to the beach and the little path that led to the outcropping of rock that had once been their secret hideout.

			Margaux wondered if a new generation of kids used it now. Or were secret places a thing of the past? She was half tempted to take a look, but it would be like trespassing without the others.

			Behind her and beyond Little Crescent Beach, she could just see the masts of the sailboats moored at the town’s marina. And the turret of the old Gothic house at the end of Crescent Point. Somewhere below it was the town beach and boardwalk, whose metallic organ music you could hear wafting from the carousel on quiet summer nights.

			She sat down on a flat boulder. The jetty had always been her favorite place to sketch or do nothing. To just lie back against the warm stone, surrounded by shades of blue and green and gold while ideas drifted in and out of her lazy mind and colors swirled into kaleidoscopes of magic light. Sometimes Bri and Grace would join her and they’d talk about their futures. Or spy on the townie boys who swam in the cove. Sometimes, she’d rush home to paint.

			She looked down on Little Crescent Beach and the Sullivan house nestled in the semicircle of houses, a little shabby but much loved. Margaux had never understood why Jude moved from the beach house to the condo. When she asked, Jude said that she was tired of tracking sand into the kitchen.

			Now, as she looked at the house, Margaux thought she knew why. Jude couldn’t stand to live there alone. Couldn’t bear the memories that came when you were least ready for them. Margaux had felt her own. Bad memories were hard enough, but it was torture to be haunted by the good.

			What would happen to the house now? If Danny had lived, it would have gone to his children. Now, it should go to her children. But she had no children.

			Would their house one day be sold to strangers, become a blank slate without memories? Would it be torn down and replaced with condos like the one Jude had moved to? What happened to memories of a place when the place was gone?

			All the wishes in the world wouldn’t bring back the slam of the screen door, or the creak of the porch steps. Or the smell of fish smoking on the grill. The beat of the pine tree on the windows when a storm blew in. The sound of Danny’s motorcycle; her father’s laughter. Where would those memories linger if not in the Sullivan house? Would they die in the same place as disappointed dreams?

			Not if she could help it. Margaux opened her sketchbook and began to draw.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			Nick hoisted the bundle of oak planks onto the shop table, pulled off his work gloves, and wiped sweat from his eyes. He’d changed into shorts and an old T-shirt after he left the diner but the workshop was stifling. “That’s the last batch,” he yelled over the whir of the table saw.

			Jake McGuire gave Nick a thumbs-up, killed the saw, and pulled off his protective goggles. He was a couple of inches shorter than Nick, wiry but strong. His hair was darker, almost black, and longer and he was constantly egging Nick to let his grow to a “human” length. They’d played basketball together in high school, and if Nick had a best friend it was Jake.

			Jake looked over the latest shipment of boards. “I really do appreciate the help, man. I know it’s your day off, but it’s my busy season.”

			“And mine is coming up. So use me while you can.”

			Jake clapped him on the back. “That’s good for today. It’s hot as hell, let’s go rustle up a couple of beers.”

			Nick followed him out of the converted garage that was McGuire’s Custom Woodworking and Design and across the lawn to the house Jake shared with his father, a Cape Cod similar to Nick’s except that with eight children and a score of grandchildren it was a jumble of additions. They snagged two bottles of beer out of the fridge and went out to the backyard where they stretched out in two rusty aluminum chaise lounges.

			“So how’s the job search going?” Jake asked.

			Nick snorted. “It isn’t.”

			“Are you even looking?”

			“Nope. I can’t get anything with as much salary and benefits as I have as the chief of police. Not until I finish my master’s anyway.”

			“I thought you were going to finish this spring so you could apply for the tenure position in Denver.”

			Nick shrugged. “Not going to happen this year. I’ve already withdrawn my name from the candidates’ list.”

			“Hell, Nick, I’m sorry.”

			Nick sat up. “It doesn’t matter. I couldn’t leave Ma to look after Connor. And I can’t just uproot them and move them somewhere else. She’s lived here most of her life. And Connor’s just getting used to a new place.”

			“Maybe you could find something around here.”

			“I already checked out local colleges. None of them can pay what I need.” Nick took a long drink of beer. “Hell, I don’t even know if this job is enough.”

			“Enough for what?”

			Nick stared into the woods that surrounded the property.

			“Enough for what?” Jake repeated.

			“Nothing.”

			“It must be something or you wouldn’t have clammed up. Bad habit of yours, Nick. Had it ever since we were kids.”

			Nick picked at the beer label. Jake could probably advise him on what to do, but he hated to have to admit even to Jake that he was out of ideas. “I might have to send Connor to the Eldon School. Or someplace like it but less expensive. He didn’t fit in when we tried to send him to kindergarten. The school psychologist is worried about him coping in a regular classroom.”

			“Diagnosis?”

			“Dammit. He’s shy. He doesn’t like loud noises. His father’s dead, his mother ran off. What do you call that?”

			“Hey, I’m not the enemy.”

			“Sorry. It’s just that school starts in less than four months, and I don’t know what to do.”

			“It’s a good school. Deke and Peg’s little girl goes there. Ask them about it. And you can get state aid.” Jake held up a hand. “Don’t get all hot under the collar. It isn’t charity. It’s given to everybody.”

			“Public school doesn’t cost extra. He needs to be with kids that aren’t ...” Nick searched for a word. “Handicapped.”

			“Listen, Nick, I know it’s hard to swallow, but the Eldon kids are great. I teach art there twice a week. And yeah, they’re a challenge, but it’s worth it. Lord, you’ve never seen kids get so enthusiastic and so covered in paint so fast. They’re kids. Not freaks.”

			“Jesus, Jake. I know that. I’m not a Neanderthal. But Connor isn’t handicapped, he’s just emotionally scarred. He needs a safe haven, normalcy, not to be
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