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Eight

The next afternoon, Evvie heard someone pull into the driveway and cut the engine. She went to the window and saw a low-slung black Miata, from which a woman in khaki pants and a green sweater-coat was coming into view. Evvie waited, and sure enough, there were five quick knocks on the door, which Evvie’s ear heard as I-don’t-have-all-day.

But when she opened the door, the woman was smiling rather warmly, clutching a leather notebook in one hand. “Can I help you?” Evvie asked her, suddenly feeling stumpy and lumpy and like she wished she’d thought to pull her hair back.

“I’m Ellen Boyd. I’m with Beat Sports.”

It didn’t mean a lot to Evvie, but she’d seen the name. She knew enough. “Can I help you?” she repeated.

“I’m looking for Dean Tenney. I understand he lives with you.”

It wasn’t a secret that Dean was renting here; he’d been in town long enough to be greeted at the gas station and the grocery store, and he had a flock of admirers among the girls who sat around the coffee shop all day, drinking sugar bombs with whipped cream and never seeming to gain an ounce. A few people had even gotten up the nerve to tell him how much they’d liked watching him pitch. When she’d seen it happen, he’d smiled and said thank you and followed with, “What do you do?” or “What are you shopping for?” or “Do you think it’s going to rain?” Or, if he got desperate, there was always, “What’s your favorite way to cook a lobster?”

But it wasn’t a secret. He lived there. So she said it: “Yes, he does.” But almost immediately, she rewound the question and her answer in her head. “Well, I mean, yes, he lives in the house. He doesn’t live with me. Like, he doesn’t live with me, we don’t live together. There’s an apartment in back.”

“Is he at home?” Ellen Boyd with the leather notebook wanted to know, even though Evvie suspected she’d waited until his truck wasn’t here to show up.

“He’s not, no. I can take your business card if you like, and I can ask him to call you.” This was what Andy had done for Evvie when a couple of reporters came around knocking, asking about Tim’s accident. She still had the cards in an envelope; she’d never looked at any of them.

“Could I ask you a few questions?”

“Oh. No, I can’t be helpful. You should talk to Dean.”

“Would you happen to know if he’s been drinking since he’s been here?”

Evvie’s hand tightened on the doorknob. “I’m sorry, what?”

“I’m curious about how he’s doing. Has he been drinking since he’s been here?”

“I don’t know what you’re asking, but I’d like you to go, I don’t have anything else to say.” She started to close the door, but Ellen put her hand on it to keep it open.

“Totally understand, but you’ll be helping him if you answer a question or two, because then I really can go. If it’s no, say no, but if it’s yes, you can get it over with and I won’t be back, okay? Do you know whether he’s having issues with his mental health?”

Evvie paused. She pulled the door back open and stepped into the doorway. “You should get off my porch.”

“Did you and Dean know each other while your husband was alive, or did you get together more recently, or . . . ?”

Evvie’s head felt light. “Listen,” she said, making every syllable the precise equivalent of every other, “you’re standing on a porch my father rebuilt when it was ninety-five degrees outside. I grew up here and I know everyone, and nothing will happen to me if I kick you down those steps with your notebook and your shit shovel.”

“So you don’t want to get into how the two of you got involved.”

Evvie grabbed the notebook out of Ellen’s hand and threw it. It landed with a thump in the grass. “You dropped something.” Evvie nodded toward it and pushed the door shut.

Once it was latched, she leaned back against the door. “Oh shit, oh shit,” she whispered to herself, letting out a hoarse, nervous chuckle. She spun around and peeked out the window. She wondered whether Ellen Boyd would be out there, calling the police, reporting that Evvie Drake had destroyed her property and needed to be arrested. She half expected to see cop cars wailing up her driveway with their lights and sirens going. What she saw was Ellen brushing dirt off the book, talking on her phone, and laughing as she walked to her car.

Forty-five minutes. That’s how long it took for Ellen Boyd to file her story, get a photo of Dean added, and throw it on the Beat Sports blog that went by the name “Off the Field.” And an hour after that, Evvie got the link from her cousin Steve, and thirty seconds after that, there it was on her own screen.

When Dean Tenney vanished from New York in September after choking as spectacularly as any pitcher in memory, rumors swirled that he was on drugs, was depressed, or might have a gambling problem. More adventurous folks suspected it might be personal. Maybe a woman whose situation was complicated. Maybe a relationship in trouble. Maybe with a man, even.

Evvie was willing to bet Ellen had started these rumors herself, assuming they existed at all.

But a month or so ago, he turned up in Calcasset, Maine, which most assumed he’d chosen because it was the hometown of longtime pal Andrew Buck, and a place where the locals probably don’t even have cellphones or high-speed Internet, let alone spend time on Twitter.

Uch. #condescendingNewYorkdouchebags.

Shortly after he got there, though, Tenney moved in with a young widow named Eveleth Drake. Drake’s husband, a beloved local doctor his patients called Doc, had died in a single-car accident less than a year before.

Evvie realized it was awfully petty that out of this scurrilous pile of crap, the word that was sticking in her craw was “beloved.” And didn’t patients call every doctor Doc?

Drake answered the door at her house (a great big but still cozy property that looks like something out of a movie) earlier today, but when I asked, she claimed Tenney wasn’t around. After admitting they were living together, she refused to answer questions about whether he’d been drinking and insisted she didn’t know anything about any mental problems he might be having.

But how did a widow from Maine wind up living with a guy who was a New York Yankee two years ago? Could this all have really come about just in the time since Doc died?

Whatever the answers to these questions, when she was asked whether she was involved with Tenney prior to her husband’s death, the former Mrs. Drake ended the interview and threw in a threat of violence.

“I didn’t threaten violence,” Evvie muttered. “Or I threatened very little violence, anyway.” She had to give it to Boyd: the reporter had made all she could out of nothing. And even though it was innocent, it didn’t look innocent. And everybody she knew would read it. Her father would read it, Tim’s parents would read it, everybody who already thought she was a bad wife would read it. And, of course, Dean would read it. Why hadn’t she closed the door?

Evvie was watching TV on the couch when she heard his key in the door. Dean came to the living room doorway and stood there for a minute. Finally, he raised his phone in one hand. “Saw it,” he said.

She put her hands over her face. “I’m so sorry,” she said into her fingers. “I’m so sorry.”

He came over and sat next to her on the couch. “What? You’re sorry for what?”

Evvie took her hands away and looked at him. “Oh, for making it sound like we were sleeping together. I’m sure that’s not exactly what your public image needs right now.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I think it reflects pretty well on me. I don’t know about you. Besides, my favorite sports site recently voted me First Athlete We’d Throw into an Active Volcano, so I don’t think my public image can really be hurt.”

“I also might have threatened the reporter, which I’m sure isn’t exactly what I’m supposed to do. I’m guessing your people will not like that.”

He narrowed his eyes a little. “What people are those?”

“Don’t you have . . . I don’t know. People? Lawyers or agents or, like, PR people?” She waved a hand by her ear. “People with little headsets who run around barking about whether the limo is going to be on time and whether everyone is in position?”

“That sounds . . . like a maître d’. Or a wedding planner,” he said. “I don’t have a wedding planner.”

“You know what I’m talking about.”

“I used to have a lot of people.” He nodded. “But now I have a lot fewer people, and I don’t talk to them as much. And when I do, I don’t pay attention to anything they say. What I was going to tell you when I sat down was that I’m sorry a reporter came to your door and started badgering you about your life and your husband, since I doubt that’s a lot of fun for you.”

“It’s not fun,” she agreed. “I still shouldn’t have threatened her.”

“What did you say?” he asked with a grin.

She put her hands back over her face. “I said if she didn’t get off the porch, I was going to push her off.”

Dean offered a broad display of shock. “You did threaten her!”

“Well, I told her that I was going to kick her down the stairs with her notebook and her . . . shit shovel.”

At this, he bark-laughed. “Did you really?” She nodded miserably, and he pulled her hands down from her face. “Stop pretending that’s not awesome. That is awesome. You know it is. That’s a fucking enforcer is what that is. I’m going to call you Bruiser.”

She made a drawn-out, miserable moaning sound.

“Look, fifteen months ago, they burned me in effigy at a bar I co-owned. They shot out the windows of my next-door neighbor’s apartment with a BB gun because either they can’t count windows or they can’t tell the difference between 816 and 818.”

“Plus, active volcano,” Evvie said quietly.

“Plus active volcano, yes,” he said. “So trust me, the people I have left are not going to get all upset because you yelled at a reporter. And I appreciate what you did.”

She smiled, just a little bit, just until her shoulders relaxed. He raised his hand and said, “Up top.” She didn’t respond. “Come on, Eveleth. Up top.” She reached up and slapped his hand with her own. As he walked back toward the apartment, she heard him say, “Shit shovel. I’m stealing that. That’s mine now.”





Eleven

Evvie had sat out Thanksgiving the previous fall. She’d sent her father off to eat turkey with Andy and his kids and Kell, and she’d spent most of the day in bed with a book, putting on the nightstand a bottle of wine, which she opened at noon and finished at ten thirty at night.

This year, Andy had started working on her a month ahead of time, telling her he wanted her and her dad to come with him and the girls to Kell’s in Thomaston. Kell had invited Dean’s parents as well, and they were so eager to see him and so enticed by the pictures he’d sent that they’d decided to make the trip. Evvie promised to go, then planned to cancel, then got a supermarket flyer in the mail for frozen turkeys and cried in the bathroom, then called Andy and promised him she would bring the pumpkin bread.

There was a half-inch of snow on the ground when she woke up on Thursday and went downstairs with her thick robe wrapped around her to put the coffee on. She could hear that Dean was up, so she went over and stood at the closed door. “Morning,” she said to it.

“Morning.” He sounded barely awake. It made her smile.

As she scooped coffee into the filter basket, the door opened. “You want coffee?” she asked.

“I do,” he said, coming into the kitchen and settling in one of her chairs. “I was at Kell’s way too late last night. My parents’ plane was delayed, so I didn’t get them over there until midnight.”

“They’re settled in?”

“Yeah. They have about ten years of small talk to catch up on. Five boys between them, I’m sure they’re keeping busy.”

“It was nice of them to come all this way.”

“I think my mom wanted to see for herself that I wasn’t doing quite as badly as she kept reading that I was. How about you? Are you excited? Turkey? Family? Football?”

She gave a little “hmm” that wasn’t quite a real laugh. “I don’t know about excited, but it’ll be good to see everybody. I didn’t do last holiday season.”

“Understandable,” he said, rubbing his shoulder.

She poured in the water, pressed the button, and listened to the coffeemaker go ffft-ffft-ffft while she put away the clean dishes. The plates she’d gotten when she got married, which she still used every day, were white with a neat row of little yellow flowers around the edges. They’d always felt to her like dollhouse furnishings. “I can always tell I’m in a bad mood when I get annoyed about these dishes,” she said.

“Oh, boy. Why?”

“They’re not my style. There’s something about registering for wedding presents that makes people think they’re going to turn into other people. Like I was going to turn into a little-yellow-flowers person when I got married.”

She put away the glasses, the flatware, the glass mixing bowl. They’d spent so much time sitting in her kitchen in the last two months that even with her back turned, she knew what Dean was doing. He was watching her work and listening to everything with a periodic narrowing of his eyes or tilt of his head. When she first met him, she’d thought he listened like a therapist, but now she thought he listened like a journalist. Everything she said, he treated like it ended in a semicolon. “I did not turn into a little-yellow-flowers person,” she added. “I wound up with all this stuff I didn’t pick, because there’s this wedding-industrial complex, and you have to buy ugly dishes and not-soft towels and people get angry if you don’t come up with pressure cookers and blenders and shrimp forks that you promise them you really, really want, and then you’re stuck with them. I’m stuck with these flower dishes for the rest of my life.”

“Why are you stuck with them?”

Evvie closed the dishwasher and turned back to him. “Oh . . . you know. I have them and everything. I mean, they’re fine.”

“But you’re not stuck with them.”

“Right, but I have them now.”

“They’re dishes.”

“Right.”

“So you could get other dishes.”

“I have these, though.”

“But you’re the only person who lives here.”

“You live here.”

He tossed his head back toward the apartment door. “I live there. You live here.” He tapped his index finger on the table. “You”—tap—“live”—tap—“here.” Tap. “They’re your fuckin’ dishes. You’re the person who eats off the dishes.”

“I know that.”

“So if you don’t like them, get new ones. Diane could give you a whole box of them for a buck fifty. She’d probably throw in a set of salad tongs.”

“Why are you mad about dishes?” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Why are you?”

“I’m not!”

This silence was different. Ffft-ffft-ffft from the coffeemaker. “There’s a lot of things you don’t get to decide,” he finally said. “I think you can decide about this and you’re talking like you can’t.”

She thought about the too-delicate wineglasses, the undersized table, the too-big house, the big shower she ended up with in place of the tub she wanted, and whether she’d ever chosen to live here at all. “I’ll get different dishes. I promise.”

The coffeemaker beeped, and she filled two mugs and brought them to the table. “My father will be happy to spend some time with you. He likes baseball, but I’ve made him promise not to mention it, and if you’re curious about lobsters, he can tell you everything you want to know.”

“How long was he in that business?”

“Well, he retired two years ago, and he started training when he was ten and doing it full-time when he was seventeen, I think? So . . . it’s almost fifty years.”

“But no lobster boat for you.”

“It wasn’t encouraged for girls so much when I was little. Plus, I think I knew from watching my dad that it was brutal. I never saw him before school, and then he’d get home right around when I had dinner ready.”

“Good lord. I don’t think I could heat up soup when I was that age.”

She smiled. “Well, he was the one working hard. His back was—it is—a nightmare from hauling up the traps. He’s had surgery on it a few different times, that’s part of why he finally retired. He always wanted to make sure I felt like I could do whatever I wanted. ‘There’s more to life than eight hundred traps,’ he used to tell me.”

“Eight hundred traps?”

“That’s how many one guy can have.”

“That’s a lot of lobster.”

“It is. I think I . . . figured there were easier ways to live.” She put her hands flat on the table. “Which I guess turned out to mean marrying a doctor.”

“Did you want to do something else?” he asked.

She sighed. “I think every plan I ever had involved everything happening later. You’re twenty-two, twenty-three, time is sort of infinite. It’s like a pool where you can’t touch the bottom. I knew there would be something else, but it was always after. After, after. It was like I was waiting for something to start, and I was actually in the middle of it the whole time. Does that make sense?”

“It does.”

She picked at a thread on the sleeve of her robe. “You never wanted to do anything else besides baseball?”

He made a sound like pffft. “No. Never.”

“Did your parents mind?”

He thought about it. “I don’t think anybody wants their kid to have exactly one plan that could end in the time it takes for him to take a baseball to the eye socket. But they eventually gave up and went for it. Pushed me really hard to go to this All-Star Camp, and that’s where I decided I wanted to go to Cornell . . . and you know the rest.”

She remembered the smack of the pinecone against the fence when she was spying on him in the dark, and she wondered if he did this everywhere all the time, with oranges in supermarket alleys and snow globes behind souvenir shops and sea urchins from the tide pools into the sides of bleached-out boathouses, hurling everything over and over until it finally fell apart. She wanted to know if he thought he’d go back to pitching. She wanted to ask all the questions she’d promised she wouldn’t—was he crazy, was he messed up, did something happen, what happened?

“I’m just saying,” she told him, “that my dad is going to talk to you a lot about lobsters.”

“I’m ready. My dad might ask about your homeowner’s policy.”

“Can’t wait.”

The door of Kell’s house opened, and Lilly, Andy’s five-year-old, looked up at them. “Hello and welcome to Thanksgiving!” she said. She was the more adventurous dresser of the girls, hostessing today in brown-and-white checked pants and a white long-sleeved T-shirt featuring a frog made of sequins.

“Hello, lightning bug,” Evvie said.

“Hey there, Lilly Buck,” Dean added, giving her hair a muss with his right hand.

“Dean, dooooooon’t-uuuuh,” Lilly wailed with a grin, then she took off running into the house.

“Oh, boy, she is nuts about you, that one,” Evvie said. A warm wave of turkey fumes drew them into the living room, where Frank Ashton was making short work of a dish of peanuts while voices chattered in the kitchen. Lilly had disappeared back into the finished basement, where her sister surely awaited with whatever inflatable fort or elaborate robot kit their grandmother had secured for them. Evvie called out a greeting. “Don’t get up, Pop,” she said as she bent to hug him and press her cheek to his. “How are you?”

He patted her encircling arm. “Oh, I’m doin’ fine, sweetheart.” She still loved the sound of her father’s voice. She gave him an extra squeeze before she let go.

“Dad, this is my friend Dean,” Evvie said.

Dean shook her father’s hand. “Good to meet you.”

“You, too. And I promised Eveleth I’m not going to say anything about baseball.” Evvie froze.

“Right on,” Dean said with a nod. “Excuse me a minute, I’m going to go kiss my mom.” He took the pumpkin bread from Evvie and turned toward the kitchen. “You guys, I’m coming in there to see about the pie situation. Anything that’s not covered up, I reserve the right to eat with my hands.” She heard Kell laugh.

When Dean was out of earshot, Evvie leaned down toward her father’s chair. “Pop, what was the one thing I asked you not to do?”

Frank threw his hands up. “I’m not askin’ him anything. You didn’t tell me I couldn’t speak to the man.”

Andy appeared at the top of the basement stairs. “Is Evvie hassling you, Frank?”

“You’ve got that right there, Andrew,” said Frank as he popped four more peanuts into his mouth.

Evvie got up and walked over to her best friend. He hugged her so hard she grimaced. “I’m happy to see you,” he said into her ear.

“Me, too.”

“Your dad and Dean’s dad have been bonding.”

“Oh, that should be something. Dean’s in the kitchen with the rest of the parents.”

Andy released her from his grip. “Dean, are you bothering my mother? Mom, is Dean bothering you?” he bellowed as he walked away.

Evvie had barely taken her















































































Eighteen

A couple of Thursdays later, Evvie was watching Halls of Power when there was a knock at her door. Who would be knocking after ten at night? But she looked out the window and saw Andy’s car in the driveway, so she went over to the door and swung it open. “Hey, are you okay?”

“Yeah, everybody’s fine,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I was at my mom’s, and I came straight here. I need to talk. Is that okay?” His hands were stuffed into his pockets, but she could see a little girl’s hair tie around his wrist, meaning someone had taken her braid out over at Grandma’s.

“Of course, sure. Come in. Do you need a beer? Or a cup of tea or something? Are you sure you’re all right?”

“No, I’m okay, thanks.” He sat on her couch, but he sat forward with his elbows on his knees and his fingers laced together. “I need to talk to you about something, and I tried to think of a good buildup, but I don’t think I have one.”

“You’re scaring me,” Evvie said, sitting next to him. “What’s going on?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was over at my mom’s, and we got talking about you and how you’re doing.” Eveleth found this kind of confession mortifying, but Andy kept going. “And we got talking about the night that Tim had the accident.”

“Okay,” she said, and she started to pick at one fingernail with another.

“My mom told me that one of the things that made her sad was that she realized that you had thought, when you came to the emergency room, that Tim was hurt. And that you’d expected to spend a long time at the hospital with him, which she thought was touching. She talked about how much you had to have loved him to have gotten ready to stay as long as it took. ‘That girl packed her bags for the long haul,’ is what she said.”

“Okay,” she said, feeling her mouth dry out. “What made her say that?”

“Do you remember that you couldn’t drive yourself home that night? And so I drove you back here? And my mom had somebody drive her to the hospital the next day to pick up your car?”

Eveleth stared helplessly at the carpet. “I don’t think I remembered who got the car, it’s all sort of a blur. But that makes sense.”

“That’s how she knew you’d planned to stay. She told me she saw that you’d brought a suitcase to the hospital. To sit by the bed. To wait with him. She told me she looked in the back of your car when she was picking it up, and she saw it. She talked about how sad she always thought it was that you turned out not to need it because he was gone before you ever got there.”

Blood started to roar in her ears. She could feel her face flushing, all the way up to her hairline. She was hot, or maybe cold.

“She described to me how she was walking up to your car, and she saw this old blue suitcase with stickers on it.” He was trying to look Evvie in the eye, but she fixated on a spot a couple of feet in front of her toes. “She thought you packed it for the hospital. Because my mom doesn’t know that that suitcase was your mother’s. But I do.”

Andy knew this because one night, when they were having beers in her living room and Tim was working late, she’d told him all about Eileen Ashton, who had longed for Eveleth the city but not for Eveleth the daughter. Evvie had opened the hall closet and taken down the beat-up blue suitcase with the stickers that said paris and london, stickers that her mother had bought in bookstores. She’d shown him that inside, she kept everything she had that Eileen had sent or left behind: her sunglasses, a cashmere scarf, some letters, a silver bracelet, three faded paperback novels. She’d tried to explain how much she’d missed her mom growing up, and how she sort of dreaded hearing from her now. Dreaded it, but couldn’t throw any of her things away.

He went on. “So she doesn’t know that there’s not a chance that when you got that call from the ER, you took it down, and you emptied it out, and you packed it. My mom doesn’t know that there’s only one reason you would ever take that bag down out of the closet and put it in your car.” He paused. “But I do.”

“Andy.” Finally, she looked over at him.

“Were you leaving?” He waited. “Were you leaving him?” Again. “Were you leaving him that night? Evvie?”

Eveleth had spent the last seventeen months with a squib of dread strapped to her ribs, and now she knew what it felt like to have it explode inside her chest. She thought she might faint, might throw up, might cry, might even burst out laughing. But instead, she said, “I was leaving that night.”

“So you were packing the car,” he said.

“I had barely started,” she said, feeling like her own voice was coming from a recording, or like he’d pulled a string coming out of her back and the words weren’t hers, they were playing from a recorded loop. “But I wasn’t going to take very much.”

“And they called you.”

She nodded. And she told him. The car, the suitcase, the phone call, and the doctor with white hair who told her when she got there that her husband was already dead.

Andy had brought her home in his car that night—the same one that was parked in the driveway now with Rose’s sweater balled up on the backseat. Evvie had been shaking so hard that when they got to the house, he held her to his side to help her into the house, opening the door she hadn’t bothered to lock, taking her all the way up the narrow stairs, and laying her down on her bed, where she turned away from him onto her side and pulled her knees into her chest. Andy had turned on the little lamp on her bedside table, then went into her bathroom and ran cold water onto a washcloth. He had come out and sat next to her on the bed. “Okay,” he’d told her. “Here.” She’d turned and let him cool her down, like he did with the girls when they were sick. He had dug clothes out of a drawer and waited while she got dressed in the bathroom, and then they lay on her bed on top of the blankets, sleeping for a half-hour or an hour at a time, until it got light outside.

He stayed at her house for thirteen days. Kell kept the girls and brought him clothes, and every day, someone would bring stew, bread, soup, casseroles. Andy would accept it all at the door and promise to give her their love. The school brought in substitutes for his classes. Evvie’s father called every day to hear again that she didn’t want him to come over, didn’t want to see anyone. Andy made Evvie take showers, he coaxed and prodded and bribed her to eat, and although he had a bed in her guest room, about half the nights he slept curled against her, because sometimes she could take Benadryl and doze off with an arm draped over her but not without one.

Tim’s parents took care of the funeral arrangements, and Andy brought Evvie. He had her charcoal gray wool dress cleaned, drove her to the church, and held her up again as she received mourners. Mourners who, like him, didn’t know she had been packing the car when the hospital called. Every five or ten minutes, he’d lean down by her ear and say, “You’re okay.” And whenever he did, a fresh jolt of pain went through her. She could have sworn that every time, her heart pumped acid straight to the tips of her fingers. This was the first time the words seemed to bounce around inside her skull: Monster, monster.

He brought Evvie back home, and she went straight to bed. She mostly cried and slept and poked at bowls of soup and pieces of toast that he carried upstairs on a tray. After a while, he got her to watch a couple of movies with him—nothing too silly, nothing too sad, nothing with car accidents in it. “I’m so sorry,” he’d say. “I’m so sorry, Ev. How can I help you?” And she’d pull the blankets back over her head. After a few days, she came downstairs to eat, and after a few more, they started talking about when she’d be ready to be by herself.

When he reemerged, she knew people asked about her everywhere he went, because he would pass her their best wishes. And she knew how they praised him even when he didn’t tell her, because she’d overheard it more than once: “You’re so good to her.” “She’s so lucky to have you.” “I don’t know what that girl would do without you, Andrew.” This still happened, from time to time, even with people who regularly saw Evvie herself. They wanted Andy to say how she really was. They wanted him to translate her reticence and explain her absences from places they expected her to be.

“You were leaving him,” he repeated. “So all that time afterward . . . it wasn’t because you missed him. Or was it?”

Evvie shook her head. “I had no idea what to do.”

“Evvie, did . . . did he hurt you? Were you scared of him?”

Does dreading every conversation with him count? Does tensing up when he came into the room count? “No,” she said. “I had told him I wouldn’t talk about the marriage stuff with you. And I didn’t know for sure that I was going to go until I did it, and . . . I didn’t say anything. I was going to call you.”

He nodded. “You were going to leave town,” he said. It was not a question. He would know she couldn’t have been planning to leave Tim and stay in Calcasset. She had to have intended to go farther away than that.

“Yes,” she said.

“You weren’t going to say goodbye to me, or your dad . . . my girls.”

“No, I wasn’t.” She almost explained that she was leaving notes for them, but it seemed like it would make it worse.

“Evvie . . . I would have helped, I would have helped you find somewhere to live. I would have taken you anywhere.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t say anything to anybody.”

He never raised his voice, not the whole time. “You were the first person I told that I was getting a divorce. I told you before I told my own mother. I can’t believe I had no idea.”

She was sure Andy was watching a slideshow in his head of those days bringing food to her bedroom upstairs, and of himself at Tim’s funeral leaning down by her ear, and of the two of them at the tree-planting ceremony, and she knew he was changing the captions on all those pictures. He’d told her over and over that he understood everything she thought was strange, wrong, bad, ill-suited to the circumstances. The loss explained all of it, he thought. The grief did. But now he had to take all those pictures out again, and it felt inevitable to her that as he searched for new tags to place on them, sooner or later he’d get to Here is a picture of her lying. “I didn’t want to answer questions about it,” she said. “I thought everyone would blame me.”

“You thought I would blame you?” He didn’t have to tell her how unfair it was or that he’d never given her reason to think anything like that. He was right, and it didn’t change the fact that she had intended to leave him nothing but a note, after which he’d have spent the same thirteen days comforting her father. She could argue, but it was true: she’d been ready to walk away from all of them with no goodbye. She’d have visited. She’d have called. But being really gone was what she had intended. Being really, really gone.

“No,” she said. “No, of course not, of course I knew you wouldn’t. I don’t know what I thought.” It was the two of them, and the faint pick-a pick-a, and the furnace kicking on. “I’m sorry.”

He nodded, but what he said was “You don’t have to be sorry.”

She looked down and noticed for the first time that she still wore her ring, and he didn’t. He’d taken his ring off two months after Lori moved out. Andy had been married and was now unmarried, de-married. She was differently married, but forever.

“I want to know we’re okay.”

He nodded. “Of course. Of course we’re okay.” He turned to her. “It’s a lot to think about.”

“Yeah.” She rubbed her eyes.

Andy looked at his watch and said, “I don’t want to keep you up. And to be honest, I should get home. I have work in the morning. It’s been a long day. I just didn’t want to go to sleep with it out there.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’m glad we got to talk.” They stopped at the door. “Andy, I’m sorry that’s how you found all this out, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“No, I understand.” He jangled his keys in his hand. “Maybe I fell down on the job.”

“You didn’t. I didn’t want anybody to know. So nobody knew.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah.” He repeated it—“Yeah”—and walked toward the door.

“See you Saturday?” she asked as he stepped out onto the porch.

“Sure.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too, Ev.” He went down the steps to his car and waved, and she shut the door behind him.





And Then

Andy’s wedding was in the middle of October, when the leaves had started to turn. They were having the ceremony at First Presbyterian and the reception at Kettle Bay Hall, a converted fire station that was used for the Lobster Festival in the summer. Evvie came with Kell the day before to put up the tables and cover them with silver linens that Kell had ironed herself. The girls ran around between the tables while Evvie put the favors at each place: a little net bag of candy and a pack of playing cards with the wedding date on them. Andy had said he knew he and Monica were going to survive planning a wedding when they agreed, early in the process, on one ironclad rule: no Mason jars.

Andy and some of his buddies, including Dean, went out that night for what Andy called Boring Dad Bachelor Party, which meant two beers at the bar at The Pearl, then a viewing of Caddyshack and a Madden tournament that went on until about one in the morning and ended when Rose had a bad dream and woke up in tears. Evvie had been to Monica’s shower a couple of weeks earlier and had learned that Monica’s mother had gorgeous silver hair and called Andy her daughter’s “intended.”

On the morning of the wedding, Evvie walked Webster while Dean picked up his tux. She and the dog got back in time to see Dean come out of the bedroom ready to go, and Evvie raised an eyebrow. “Hubba hubba.”

“I gotta tell you, this is not the most comfortable thing I’ve ever worn.”

“Welcome to Formal Occasions for Women: An Introductory Course in Empathy.”

“I feel dumb in this.”

“Yes, but you look so hot in it. Honestly, if I’m not allowed to wear a white dress, I don’t know why you’re allowed to wear a tuxedo.”

“All right, pipe down, horndog. Kell is bringing my parents to the church. I’m going to meet up with Andy, and I’ll see you there?”

“Yes.”

He came over and gave her a kiss, then ruffled the dog’s ears. “Love you,” he called over his shoulder on his way out.

“Love you,” she sort of sing-songed back as she unclipped Webster’s leash and hung it on the post. She showered and dried her hair, and in the bedroom, she changed into her dress, which was emerald green with elbow-length sleeves. She put a gold pin in the shape of a maple leaf near her collar and filled her little bronze bag with tissues and lipstick and a vintage Volupté compact that Dean’s mom had given her to celebrate the summer day when she’d legally changed her name back to Eveleth Ashton.

Evvie gave Webster one last skritch on the ears (“I love you, too, puppy,” she said in her only-for-talking-to-the-dog voice) and got into her car. As she rumbled over the bridge into Calcasset, she beeped and waved at Morris, who lived two properties down and walked his dog, whose name was actually Fido, at around the same time she usually walked Webster in the evening. She passed the medical building, passed Tim’s little memorial trees that she could see from the road, and adjusted her hands on the steering wheel.

The Tim money, the death money, was gone now. Dean had taken her to see his lawyer in New York, and she’d fixed it so that Evvie could give the money to Dean, and Dean could give the money away, so nobody would ask why Evvie Drake—Evvie Ashton—was throwing money around like a . . . well, like a professional athlete. They sat on her deck on a late summer afternoon drinking beers with their feet up, and they drew up a list of the places to send it: a big women’s shelter in Portland, a tiny domestic violence prevention nonprofit in Calcasset, youth baseball, the food bank, the library, the ACLU, and the Ida B. Wells Society, which was helping train Nona’s niece to be a journalist. Public radio, public television, the zoo, the chamber orchestra. Shelter bought with death, symphonies bought with broken glass, jars of peanut butter and cans of soup bought with the catered wedding she never should have had.

There were plenty of cars at the church, including Dean’s truck, and when she got out, she felt surrounded. They all knew now, about her and Dean, about her selling the house. Tim’s parents had been very unhappy that she didn’t return to mark any more anniversaries of his death after that first tree was planted. Her father, unfortunately, had overheard them at the bank saying that it hurt to know she’d forgotten their son so quickly.

When she got inside the church, she ran into Kell, whose smart raspberry dress was overlaid with lace. “Oh hello, honey, welcome, welcome.”

Evvie kissed Kell on the cheek and looked around at the church as it filled up. “Good turnout.”

“And beautiful weather outside, too. Perfect fall day. I know he’ll want to see you, so why don’t you go on back?”

Andy was getting ready in a small room in the back of the church, and when she knocked on the heavy wooden door, the person who opened it was Dean. He leaned over and kissed her. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she said. “I thought I’d say hi.”

“Absolutely,” Dean said. “I have to step out anyway and talk to my parents, so you guys should talk. I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

“Thank you. You still look hot,” she said as he squeezed past her. He turned and winked. Evvie stepped into the room and saw Andy straightening his tie. He spotted her in the mirror and turned around.

“Evvie,” he said. “I’m nervous.”

“Well, of course you are,” she said, walking over. “All these people are out there and they’re going to stare at you. Who wouldn’t be nervous?” She ran her palm down the front of his shirt. “You look great, though. And she’s great. And you’re going to be great.”

He turned around. “I love you.”

She took both his hands. “I’m not going to hug you, because I don’t want to squish your handsomeness, but I love you, too. And I’m very happy for you.” She squeezed to make sure he knew. “I am very, very happy for you.”

“I’m happy for you, too,” he said, flitting his eyes toward the door.

She shrugged. “Who knows? Fingers crossed.”

He smiled. “Fingers crossed.”

“Are the girls all ready?”

“The girls are dressed, they had their hair done, they’ve had about a pound of candy each from what we bought to make the favors, and they’re in with Monica giving her the whole ‘old, new, borrowed, blue’ thing. Everything seems to be taken care of.”

Evvie remembered when she’d gotten Rose ready for Halloween, helping her wriggle into a fairy princess costume and pinning on her wings. “Yeah, it sounds like . . . you guys have everything covered.”

“Can you do me a favor?” he asked. “My mom’s going to sit with the girls during the ceremony, but can you be nearby? Just . . . I’d feel better if you weren’t far.”

“I won’t be far.”

“Evvie! Don’t cry.”

She squeezed his hands. “It’s a wedding. Crying is allowed. Go get married.”

“Okay, I don’t care if we get squished, come over here.” Evvie went over and put her arms around him, avoiding the flower in his lapel, keeping her makeup off his tux. She had held on to him like this on the day his wife moved out, on the night her husband died, on the day he told her he was engaged, and on the morning she showed him her new house. They had, for years, marked their new chapters with her chin on his shoulder and his arms around her waist.

Dean came back in and said it was time. Evvie kissed Andy’s cheek and paused to swipe her pale lip-print off with her fingers. She made her way back out to the church, where she slid into a pew right behind Kell, next to Dean’s mom and dad on one side and her father on the other. “Well, you look pretty,” he told her.

“Thank you.” Evvie briefly laid her head on his shoulder. “Love you, Pop.”

“Love you, too, Eveleth.”

So Andy got married, and Dean stood next to him, and Evvie cried. After the ceremony, she waited by her car for Dean with her jacket wrapped around her. There would come a time, she knew—she supposed, she even hoped—when it would have lasted long enough with him that it would be relaxed and familiar. It would feel so beautifully ordinary that seeing him emerge from anywhere and move toward her wouldn’t turn her cheeks pink. But that time would not be today, as he walked out of the back of the church in a tux with his bow tie undone and his top button open. He came over and put his hands on either side of her, leaning on the roof of the car. He said nothing. He just smiled that third of a smile.

She busted out laughing.
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