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Dedication

In memory of my mother, Dorothy Elizabeth McMahon—my co-conspirator, my teller of tales, my blue-eyed newt.

I know we’ll meet again; you’ll be waiting one day, with a bottle of gin and a smile. We’ll climb into your old Vega, crank the radio as loud as it can go, and ride right on out into the stars.
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Excerpt from Neptune’s Hands: The True Story of the Unsolved Brighton Falls Slayings by Martha S. Paquette

It began with the hands. Right hands, severed neatly at the wrist. They arrived on the granite steps of the police station in empty red and white milk cartons stapled closed at the top, photos of missing children on the back—the whole package wrapped in brown butcher’s paper, tied neatly with thin string like a box of pastry.

The medical examiner told the police to look for a surgeon or a butcher, someone who knew bone and tendon. It was almost as if he admired the killer’s technique, like there was something beautiful about the cleanliness of the cuts, so perfect it was hard to imagine the hands had ever been attached to anything; objects all their own.

The killer kept the women alive for exactly four days after the removal of the hands. He took good care of them, cauterized and dressed their wounds, shot them full of morphine for pain, tended to them like precious orchids.

On the fifth morning, he strangled them, then left their bodies displayed in public places: the town green, a park, the front lawn of the library. Each woman was naked except for her bandages—brilliantly white, lovingly taped like perfect little cocoons at the ends of their arms.


Neptune’s Last Victim

THE FIRST THING SHE does when she wakes up is check her hands. She doesn’t know how long she’s been out. Hours? Days? She’s on her back, blindfolded, arms up above her head like a diver, bound to a metal pipe. Her hands are duct taped together at the wrist—but they’re both still there.

Thank you, thank you, thank Jesus, sweet, sweet Mother Mary, both her hands are there. She wiggles her fingers and remembers a song her mother used to sing:

Where is Thumbkin? Where is Thumbkin?

Here I am, Here I am,

How are you today, sir,

Very well, I thank you,

Run away, Run away.

Her ankles are bound together tightly—more duct tape; her feet are full of pins and needles.

She hears Neptune breathing and it sounds almost mechanical, the rasping rhythm of it: in, out, in, out. Chug, chug, puff, puff. I think I can, I think I can.

Neptune takes off the blindfold, and the light hurts her eyes. All she sees is a dark silhouette above her and it’s not Neptune’s face she sees inside it, but all faces: her mother’s, her father’s, Luke the baker from the donut shop, her high school boyfriend who never touched her, but liked to jerk off while she watched. She sees the stained glass face of Jesus, the eyes of the woman with no legs who used to beg for money outside of Denny’s during the breakfast rush. All these faces are spinning like a top on Neptune’s head and she has to close her eyes because if she looks too long, she’ll get dizzy and throw up.

Neptune smiles down at her, teeth bright as a crescent moon.

She tries to turn her head, but her neck aches from their struggle earlier, and she can only move a fraction of an inch before the pain brings her to a screeching halt. They seem to be in some sort of warehouse. Cold cement floor. Curved metal walls laced with electrical conduit. Boxes everywhere. Old machinery. The place smells like a country fair—rotten fruit, grease, burned sugar, hay.

“It didn’t need to be this way,” Neptune says, head shaking, clicking tongue against teeth, scolding.

Neptune walks around her in a circle, whistling. It’s almost a dance, with a little spring in each step, a little skip. Neptune’s shoes are cheap imitation leather, scratched to shit, the tread worn smooth helping them glide across the floor. All at once, Neptune freezes, eyeing her a moment longer, then quits whistling, turns, and walks away. Footsteps echo on the cement floor. The door closes with a heavy wooden thud. A bolt slides closed, a lock is snapped.

Gone. For now.

The tools are all laid out on a tray nearby: clamps, rubber tourniquet, scalpel, small saw, propane torch, metal trowel, rolls of gauze, thick surgical pads, heavy white tape. Neptune’s left these things where she can see them. It’s all part of the game.

Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch.

Stop, she tells herself. Don’t panic. Think.

Tomorrow morning, another hand will show up inside a milk carton on the steps of the police station. Only this time, it will be her hand. She looks at the saw, swallows hard, and closes her eyes.

Think, damn it.

She struggles with the tape around her wrists, but it’s no good.

She opens her eyes and they go back to the tools, the bandages, the saw with its row of tiny silver teeth.

She hears a moan to her left. Slowly, like an arthritic old woman, she turns her head so that her left cheek rests on the cool, damp floor.

“You!” she says, surprised but relieved.

The woman is taped to a cast iron pipe on the opposite side of the warehouse. “I can get us out of this,” she promises. The woman lifts her head, opens her swollen eyes.

The woman laughs, her split lip opening up, covering her chin with blood. “We’re both dead, Dufrane,” she says, her voice small and crackling, a fire that can’t get started.


PART ONE


Excerpt from Neptune’s Hands: The True Story of the Unsolved Brighton Falls Slayings by Martha S. Paquette

The year was 1985. Madonna’s “Like a Virgin” was pumping out of every boom box. Kids were lined up to see Michael J. Fox in Back to the Future. And in the sleepy little suburb of Brighton Falls, Connecticut, Neptune was killing women.

Brighton Falls, northwest of Hartford and just south of the airport, was a farming community that had quickly given way to suburbia. The men who worked in the insurance high-rises in Hartford moved their families to places like Brighton Falls, safe little bedroom communities with good schools, no crime, and fresh air.

Along Main Street were the most prominent shops: Luke’s Donuts, Wright’s Pharmacy, Ferraro’s Family Market, Parson’s Hardware, and The Duchess Bar and Grill. Tucked behind these shops, on the cross streets, were the gray granite police and fire station, a doll shop, Joanne’s House of Nuts, a cheese shop, two bookstores (one that specialized in used romances), three churches, Talbots, the Carriage Shop Fine Furnishings, Carvel Ice Cream, Barston’s Dry Cleaning, and The End of the Leash pet shop.

Most of Brighton Falls itself was idyllic, but after you crossed the river, left the waterfall and old mills turned into condos behind, as you drove north on Airport Road, past the tented tobacco fields and leaning barns, the road turned from two lanes into four. Here were the strip malls, boarded-up factories, vacant lots, fast-food restaurants, motels where you could pay by the week or the hour, X-rated movie houses, used car dealers, and bars. This was what the insurance executives considered no-man’s-land, an area they carefully avoided on weekend outings in the station wagon. Here, the noise and chaos of the large airport had spilled over and was reaching dangerously toward suburbia.

Other than the occasional drunk and disorderly arrest at one of the bars on Airport Road, the biggest crime the police had to deal with in recent years had been the time the mayor’s son drank too much at graduation, ran a red light, and led the police on an across-town chase that ended when he drove his Mercedes into the country club swimming pool. There hadn’t been a murder since 1946, and that had been a clear-cut case of a man shooting his brother after catching him in bed with his wife.

There was nothing clear-cut about the Neptune killings.

His victims appeared to have nothing in common: an accountant with two kids; a waitress who worked the swing shift at the Silver Spoon Diner; a film student from Wesleyan University; an ex-model turned barfly. The police were dumbfounded.

In the end, everyone—the police, families of the victims, and citizens of Brighton Falls—were left with more questions than answers. Why did Neptune cut off the right hands of his victims? Why keep them alive for four days after leaving the hands in milk cartons on the steps of the police station? And what was different about his last victim, the glamorous has-been Vera Dufrane? Why is it that her body was never found?

And perhaps the biggest question of all: was he just a drifter passing through, or is he out there still, living among them? What made him stop? And—the people of Brighton Falls wonder each night as they lock their doors—will he one day kill again?


Chapter 1

October 16, 2010

Rockland, Vermont

IMAGINE THAT YOUR HOUSE is on fire. You have exactly one minute to grab what you can. What do you choose?

Tara turned over the little hourglass full of pink sand. Her fingernails were painted cyanosis-blue, chipped in places. Her face was pale, her lips bright red as she smiled, breathed the word, Go.

Reggie tore down the front hall, skidding as she rounded the corner to the narrow oak stairs, galloping up, one hand on the curved snakelike rail, the other on the cool wall of damp stone.

“Your lungs are filling with smoke!” Tara called from down below. “Your eyes are watering.”

Reggie gasped, jerked open the door to her room, her eyes moving over the crammed bookshelves, the desk covered in her sketches, the neatly made bed topped off with the quilt her grandmother had made. She skimmed over all of this and went right for the closet, moving toward it in slow motion, feeling her way through the invisible smoke, stinging eyes clamped shut now. She reached for the sliding door and eased it open, the little metal wheels rattling in their tracks. Reggie stepped forward, fingers finding clothes hung on hangers. She reached up, felt for the shelf.

“Hurry,” Tara whispered, right behind her now, her breath warm and moist on Reggie’s neck. “You’re almost out of time.”

 

REGGIE OPENED HER EYES, took a gulp of fresh, cold, October air. She was at home in Vermont. Not back at Monique’s Wish. And she was thirty-nine—not thirteen.

“Damn,” she said, the word a cloud of white smoke escaping her mouth. She’d left the windows open again.

Wrapping the down comforter around her like a cape, she slid out of bed and went right for the windows, pulling them closed. The trees, vivid with oranges, yellows, and reds just last week, were losing their brightness. The cold and wind of the last three days had brought many of the leaves off the trees. Out across the lake, a V of Canada geese headed south.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Reggie told them. Then, in her next breath, she muttered, “Chickenshits.” She squinted down at the lake, imagining it three months from now, frozen solid and snow covered; a flat moonscape of white. It wasn’t all that different from Ricker’s Pond, where her mother had taught her to ice-skate. Reggie could see it so clearly: her mother in her green velvet coat and gold chiffon scarf soaring in graceful circles while Reggie wobbled and fell, the ice popping beneath them. “Are you sure this is safe?” she’d asked her mother, each time the ice made a sound. And her mother had laughed. “Worry girl,” she’d teased, skating right into the middle where the ice was the thinnest and holding her hands out to Reggie. “Come on out here and show me what you’re made of.”

Reggie shrugged off the memory, along with the heavy down comforter. She quickly threw on a pair of jeans and a sweater and headed down to the kitchen, her bare feet cool on the wood floors.

She’d laid out the house so that she’d have a view of the lake from almost any vantage point. As she descended the stairs, she faced the large bank of windows on the south side that looked out over her yard and meadow and down to Arrow Lake. It was a little over half a mile from her house to the water’s edge, but when she came down the stairs, she felt as if she could just step out into the air and float across her living room, through the windows, over the yard and field, and down to the lake. Sometimes she caught herself almost trying it—leaning a little too far forward, putting her foot too far ahead so that she nearly missed the next step down. These were the moments that defined her success as an architect: not the prizes, accolades, or the esteem of her colleagues, but the way coming down her stairs made her believe, just for a second, that she could turn into a bit of dandelion fluff and float down to the lake.

For a building to be successful, it had to be connected to the landscape in a seamless way. It couldn’t just look like it had been dropped there randomly, but like it had grown organically, been shaped by the wind and the rain, cut from the mountains. The rooms should flow not just from one into the other, but also into the world beyond.

4 Walls Magazine had just named Reggie one of the top green architects in the Northeast, and called the Snyder/Wellenstein house she’d designed in Stowe “a breathtaking display of integrating architecture with nature; with the stream running through the living room and the 120-year-old oak growing up through all three floors, Dufrane has created a sustainable dwelling that blurs the lines between indoors and out.”

Blurring the lines. That’s what Reggie was good at—indoors/outdoors; old/new; functional/ornamental—she had a gift for merging unlikely ideas and objects and creating something that was somehow both and neither; something greater than the sum of its parts.

Still foggy headed and desperately in need of caffeine, Reggie cleaned out the little stainless-steel espresso pot, then filled it with water and coffee and set it on the gas stove, turning the knob to start the flame. Her kitchen was a cook’s dream (though honestly, Reggie didn’t do much cooking and subsisted largely on raw vegetables, cheese and crackers, and espresso)—right down to the huge counter-hogging Italian espresso machine that Reggie only used when she was entertaining. She preferred the small stovetop pot she’d owned since college. It was simple to use and quietly elegant—the epitome of good design.

The water came to a boil. The coffee bubbled, filling the kitchen with its rich, earthy scent.

Reggie checked her watch: 7:15. She’d go out to the office, do some brainstorming for the new project, go for a run around the lake, shower, and do some more sketches. She looked back at her watch, catching it change to 7:16.

Imagine that your house is on fire. You have exactly one minute to grab what you can. What do you chose?

Reggie glanced around the house, feeling that old panic rising up inside her. Then she took in a breath and answered her old friend out loud. “Nothing, Tara. I choose nothing.” Her chest loosened. Muscles relaxed. Tara didn’t have that kind of power over her anymore.

Reggie wasn’t thirteen. She understood that objects could be replaced. And she didn’t own all that much. Losing the house would be a crushing blow, but it could be rebuilt. She owned very little furniture. Her closet was only half full. Her sometime boyfriend Len teased her: “It isn’t normal for a successful adult to be able to fit everything they own in the back of a pickup truck.” He’d say it with his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his worn Carhartts, a boyish smirk on his face that brought out the little dimple in his right cheek. Len lived alone in an old rambling farmhouse, every room stuffed full of books and art and furniture that didn’t quite match.

“It’s the gypsy in me,” she’d tell him, leaning in to kiss his cheek.

“Gypsy, hell,” he’d scoff. “You live like a criminal on the run.”

 

TRIPLE ESPRESSO IN HAND, Reggie went back upstairs, slid her feet into her clogs, and opened the door to the bridge that led to her tree house office. She took in a breath of cool, sharp air. She smelled woodsmoke, damp leaves, the apples rotting on the ground in the abandoned orchard on the east side of her property. It was a perfect mid-October day. The fifteen-foot suspension bridge swayed slightly under her, and she walked slowly at first, the yard and driveway below her, Arrow Lake off in the distance. Charlie’s Bridge, she called it, though Charlie didn’t even know it existed. And she’d never told anyone the bridge’s secret name or the story behind it. What would she say? I named it after a boy who once told me building a bridge like this was impossible.

The phone in her office was ringing. She raced across the last couple of yards, the espresso dangerously close to spilling.

She opened the door, which was never locked—the only way in was to cross the bridge from the inside of her house or to scale twenty-five feet up the oak tree the office was built around. The office was twelve feet across and circular, the tree trunk at the center and windows on all sides. Len called it “the control tower.”

She had a computer desk and a wooden drafting table. There was a small bulletin board with notes for her latest project, a reminder to call a client, and the astrology chart Len had done for her pinned to it. She didn’t believe in clutter or in holding on to things that didn’t have significant meaning, so her bookcase held only the books that she referred to again and again, the ones that had influenced her: The Poetics of Space, A Pattern Language, The Timeless Way of Building, Design with Nature, Notes on the Synthesis of Form, as well as a small collection of nature guides. Tucked here and there among the books were Reggie’s other great source of inspiration: bird nests, shells, pinecones, interestingly shaped stones, a round paper wasp nest, milkweed pods, acorns, and beechnuts.

Reggie went for the phone on her desk, stumbling and splashing hot espresso over her hand.

Shit! What was she in such a hurry for? Who did she expect to hear on the other end? Charlie? Not very likely. The last time they’d spoken was when they bumped into each other accidently at the grocery store just before they’d both graduated from separate high schools. Tara, maybe, teasing her, telling her she had sixty seconds to gather everything she cared about?

No. What she really thought was that it was Him again.

She’d been getting the calls for years, first at home, then college, then in every apartment and house she’d ever lived in. He never said a word. But she could hear him breathing, could almost feel the puffs of fetid moisture touch her good ear as he inhaled, then exhaled, each breath mocking her, saying, I know how to find you. And somehow, she knew, she just knew, that it was Neptune. And one of these days, he might actually open his mouth and speak. She let herself imagine it: his voice rushing through the phone like water, washing over her, through her. Maybe he’d tell her the one thing she’d always wanted to know: what he’d done with her mother, why she was the only victim whose body was never found. The others had been displayed so publicly, but all they ever found of  Vera was her right hand.

What was it that made Vera different?

“Hello?” Reggie stammered.

Say something, damn it, she willed. Don’t just breathe this time.

“Regina? It’s Lorraine.”

“Oh. Good morning,” Reggie said through gritted teeth. She set down the small ceramic cup and shook her stinging hand, pissed that she’d burned herself hurrying for Lorraine. Why the hell was her aunt phoning at this hour? Usually she called each Sunday at five. And Reggie often managed to be out. (Or at least pretended to be—lurking in a corner, glass of pinot noir in hand, hiding like a child, as if the red eye on the answering machine could see her as she listened to her aunt’s disembodied voice.)

“I just got a call from a social worker down in Massachusetts.” This was typical of Lorraine—getting right down to business—no useless preamble about the weather or any silly “all’s well here, how are you?” There was a long pause while Reggie waited for her to continue. But she didn’t.

“Let me guess,” Reggie said. “She heard what a disturbed and traumatized family we were and was offering her services?”

Reggie could almost see Lorraine rolling her eyes, looking over the top of her glasses and down her nose, disapproving. Lorraine standing in the kitchen with its faded wallpaper, her hair pulled back in a bun so tight it pulled the wrinkles from her forehead. And she’d be wearing Grandpa Andre’s old fishing vest, of course, stained and reeking of decades of dead trout.

Reggie picked up the cup of espresso again and took a sip.

“No, Regina. It seems they’ve found your mother. Alive.”

Reggie spat out the coffee, dropped the cup onto the floor, watching it fall in slow motion, dark espresso splattering the sustainably harvested floorboards.

It wasn’t possible. Her mother was dead. They all knew it. They’d had a memorial service twenty-five years ago. Reggie could still remember the hordes of reporters outside; the way the preacher smelled of booze; and how Lorraine’s voice shook when she read the Dickinson poem “Because I Could Not Stop for Death.”

At last Reggie whispered, “What?”

“They’re quite sure it’s her,” Lorraine said, voice calm and matter-of-fact. “Apparently she’s been in and out of a homeless shelter there for the past two years.”

“But how can ... How do they know?”

“She told them. She’s missing her right hand. Finally the police took her fingerprints—they’re a match.”

Reggie’s heart did a slow, cold drop into her stomach. She closed her eyes and saw it so clearly this time: her mother out on Ricker’s Pond, moving across the ice, doing a perfect figure eight. Then she held out her hand to Reggie and they skated together in the middle of the pond, laughing, cheeks red, their breath making little clouds as the ice shifted and groaned beneath them like a living thing.

“There’s something else,” Lorraine said, her voice crisp and businesslike as ever. “Your mother’s in the hospital. She’s had a cough for some time and finally consented to a chest X-ray. They suspected pneumonia or TB. They found a large mass. Cancer. She may not have much time.”

Now Reggie was speechless, trying to digest one insane piece of news after the next. It all felt like a cruel trick. Your mother’s alive. But she’s dying.

She sank down onto the floor, sitting in spilled coffee.

“I want you to drive down to Massachusetts and get her, Regina. I want you to bring her back to Monique’s Wish.”

“Me?”

“I don’t drive much these days. Cataracts.”

“But I—” Reggie stammered.

“I need you to do this,” Lorraine said. Then as if sensing Reggie’s hesitation, she added, “Your mother needs you.”

Reggie pushed her hair back, fingers finding the scars. “Okay,” she said.

Home. She was going back home.


Chapter 2

1976

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE’S EARLIEST MEMORY OF her mother began with her mother balancing an egg on its end and ended with Reggie losing her left ear.

She was five years old and her mother had taken her to a bar on Airport Road. Reggie spun herself on a red vinyl stool, pleased to be working her own trick while Vera performed hers for some newcomer who’d promised to buy her a drink if she could pull it off. Reggie pushed herself round and round, banging her legs gently against her mother’s with each pass, carefully avoiding eye contact with the fellow to her left, with whom her mother had made the bet. He was a swarthy man with bulging eyes who wore oil in his hair and a thin leather jacket that didn’t quite button. His nose had a bump, a slight twist to it, as if it had been broken one too many times. The Boxer, Reggie named him, not saying the words out loud, but in her head.

The Boxer called Reggie “Champ” and winked one of his froggy eyes at the girl behind her mother’s back while Vera was busy sprinkling salt on the bar.

The key to the trick was to give the egg something to cling to, to rest in.

 

REGGIE’S MOTHER, VERA DUFRANE, who had perfected the egg trick, bore a striking resemblance to Jayne Mansfield—full busted with a head of thick platinum blond hair spilling over graceful shoulders. She had been homecoming queen and had gone off to New York City after high school in 1969 to pursue a career in acting. To help pay the bills while she got bit parts in off-Broadway plays, she took up modeling. Almost immediately, she became the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl. Her picture was in magazines and department stores across the country. Treat Yourself Like a Goddess, the tagline said. Her sudden fame brought more acting work, including her first leading role since her days as star of the Brighton Falls High Drama Club.

But just when her career was getting off the ground, Vera abruptly returned to Brighton Falls in the early spring of 1971, moving back into her large and strange childhood home, Monique’s Wish, with her sister, Lorraine (six years her senior), and their father, Andre Dufrane. Andre had been diagnosed with ALS while Vera was in New York, and by the time she moved back into the house, he was in a state of steady decline. Her first night home, she made a surprise announcement at the dinner table.

“I’m pregnant. The baby’s due at the end of July.”

Her father and sister only stared, too shocked to speak.

“Could you please pass the rolls?” Vera asked.

“Who’s the father?” Andre demanded, pushing his untouched plate of food away.

“He’s nobody,” Vera said.

Andre gave a shaky nod. “Hell of a way to bring a child into the world. Being Nobody Junior.”

Andre had built Monique’s Wish for his wife, who had always wanted to live in a castle. The house took him ten years to complete, as he did most of the work himself and was not a stonemason or carpenter. Andre repaired shoes. A cobbler during the day, a castle-builder at night. Monique herself died before the house was completed, from complications after giving birth to Vera.

Vera, as a teenager and adult, would often say Monique’s Wish sounded more like the name of a racehorse than a home.

“A real long shot,” she’d say. “Lousy odds.”

Other than being made of stone, the house bore little resemblance to a castle. There was no moat, no turret or battlements. It had a sprawling, confused layout, spread over two stories, and was topped by a gable roof covered with slates. The uninsulated stone walls did a lousy job holding heat, and the house was dark and cold most of the year. Vera shivered through her pregnancy as she’d shivered through much of her childhood.

Lorraine set up a nursery in the back of Monique’s Wish and did her best to prepare Vera for motherhood. She cooked her liver, forced vitamin pills upon her, and threw out countless packs of cigarettes. Lorraine did all this while caring for Andre, who was soon unable to go up and down stairs without help and began spending most of his days in the master bedroom, just across the hall from Vera, where he took to watching soap operas on a small black-and-white TV. Vera sat with him in the afternoons, lighting his cigarettes and jumping up to lock the door when she heard Lorraine coming. Vera would call out, “No admittance to the Infirmary until visiting hours! Come back at five! Don’t forget the dinner trays!” and Lorraine would fume as she smelled the cigarette smoke and heard her father and sister giggling like children behind the carved wooden door.

Reggie would hear about all of this much later, from her mother.

She’d also hear about how Lorraine, in an effort to counteract Andre’s insistence that “the poor bastard child” didn’t stand much of a chance, said Vera’s unborn child would be a lucky baby, to be raised by a mother and auntie, and that this was how elephants in the wild raised their young. Vera, amused, began referring to Reggie’s father as The Elephant. Over the years, this nickname morphed into Tusks, which was the only name Reggie ever had for her father.

Reggie would grow up imagining her father with the body of a man and the head of an elephant, and later when, at age eight, she came upon a picture of the Hindu god Ganesh, she tore it from the book and kept it in a shoe box under her bed that held her other prized possessions: the skull of a bird, an Indian-head penny, two dozen Star Wars trading cards, matchbooks from various bars her mother frequented, and an ad cut from a magazine she found in the attic showing her mother holding a jar of Aphrodite Cold Cream in her perfectly manicured right hand. Vera wore a white dress that revealed bare shoulders, showing off glowing, flawless skin. She smiled slyly, like she was letting you in on a secret.

Sometimes Reggie would take the two pictures out and lay them side by side: Ganesh and the cold cream goddess. An unlikely pair.

 

REGGIE WATCHED HER BEAUTIFUL mother sprinkle salt on the bar like it was the holiest of acts. The bartender brought her an egg from the kitchen, and carefully, with her long, graceful fingers, Vera stood the egg on its end.

“Voilà,” she said.

The Boxer clapped, his thick hands banging together clumsily, rattling Reggie’s eardrums. The knobby-kneed girl spun on her stool, smiling, knowing her mother had performed a miracle. Understanding even then that her mother, the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl, was touched by something greater than herself, something that gave her the power to stand an egg on its end like a tiny, out-of-shape planet, send it carefully into orbit along with the Boxer and Reggie and everything else in the dingy bar down to the heavy glass ashtrays, all of them revolving gently, helplessly, around her.

“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a dead ringer for Marlon Brando?” Vera asked the Boxer.

“No,” he said, laughing, showing stained teeth.

“You look just like him. When he played Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront. Did you see that one?”

“No, honey. Can’t say I did.”

“Brando is a god,” Vera said, lighting a cigarette, watching the smoke drift up.

Behind them, two scruffy men played pool on a table that had one leg shimmed with a phone book. The balls clacked together violently, stripes and solids battling it out. Other than calling each shot, the men were silent, chalking their cues, taking aim.

Vera had another drink, checked her makeup in the mirror of her compact. The Boxer bought Reggie a cheeseburger and said he’d give her a dollar if she could finish it. Reggie lost the bet and ended up with a horrible stomachache. Then they were all three in the Boxer’s car, a big old boat of a thing with cracked leather seats that smelled of menthol and hair oil.

The Boxer’s apartment was close by in a brick building, up four flights of narrow wooden stairs. He had a dog in a back room that barked so loud and hard it rattled the walls. He made drinks in a plastic blender that overheated, making the small kitchen smell like burned rubber. He called them grasshoppers, green from crème de menthe, and gave Reggie her own in a small jelly jar, thinking five was plenty old enough.

“It’s like a milk shake,” the Boxer told her. “Like one of them Shamrock Shakes you get on St. Paddy’s Day.”

He said something else as he passed Reggie the glass, but she couldn’t hear him over the barking dog. The Boxer tipped her another grotesque wink. Reggie smiled even though she noticed the glass she’d been given was dirty, coated with an oily residue, thick, she imagined, with the germs her aunt Lorraine always warned her about. She took a sip and was pleased to discover it was what she’d expected a Shamrock Shake might taste like, green and cool, although she’d never had one—Aunt Lorraine didn’t believe in fast food. The Boxer cuffed Reggie on the head gently, playfully, because they were drinking buddies now. Then he showed Reggie how the kitchen door opened out onto a small cement porch with two sagging lawn chairs, a transistor radio, and a large potted tree that had died long ago. The pot had become an ashtray and dumping ground for bottle caps and cigarette foil. The porch had low cinder block walls that Reggie could just about peek over.

“You play out here,” her mother told her. “You’ll be okay?”

Sometimes she said things that sounded like questions, but Reggie could tell they weren’t meant to be answered with more than a nod.

“You like music?” the Boxer asked, already fiddling with the crackling radio, tuning into the first station he could get. It was lively music, heavy on the horns, sung in Spanish. Reggie didn’t mind.

They left her out there, keeping the door to the kitchen slightly ajar. Reggie sipped her burning peppermint drink, held the crushed ice in her mouth until her milk teeth ached. The radio announcer spoke Spanish, and Reggie imagined the words were fast, brightly colored balls popping through the air. She remembered the clack of pool balls, the egg on the bar, the Boxer’s crooked nose. And soon, she had finished her small green drink named for an insect that Reggie knew was not green at all, but brown.

Her head spun like she’d taken one too many trips around on the barstool, and she was thinking she’d better sit down when her eye was drawn to a shimmering sparkle coming from the corner of the porch.

She saw that there, amid the litter at the base of the dead potted tree, was a small ring with a red stone.

This wasn’t some plastic gumball machine ring; it was the real thing, the cut jewel winking like an eye from a delicate band of gold.

Reggie was reaching for it—imagining her mother’s delight when she slipped her surprise present onto her finger—feeling queasy and lucky all at once, when the dog came at her.

It moved too fast for Reggie to say for sure what kind of dog it was, or that it was even a dog at all. It could have been a bear, a wolverine, the Tasmanian devil. It was all mouth, teeth bared, drool spraying onto Reggie’s face as it knocked her down flat and pinned her there, pressing its full weight into the two huge paws on Reggie’s chest.

The cement was cool. Gritty. Tiny cracks ran through it like fault lines, like there had been a thousand small earthquakes up on this porch, all caused by this dog slamming little girls to the floor. Time stretched and slowed (a Silly Putty moment, she’d call it later) and Reggie was able to pick out the smallest details of her situation. She was resigned to the fact that the dog would kill her but she didn’t know what death might be like, only that it was proceeded by this: this little window of time when things moved in slow motion and her senses were on overdrive, picking up everything, because, no doubt, it was her last chance to experience life on earth, right down to the rough, cracked cement.

Instinctively, she twisted her face away as the teeth came down. It felt as though the dog had torn a hole in the side of her head—there was searing pain and sticky heat along with a wash of hot, rotten-meat breath on her face.

She closed her eyes—surely for just an instant—and prayed to God, which is what she knew you were supposed to do when you were in such dire straits, her aunt Lorraine had taught her this. But in order for God to come through, Lorraine explained, you had to believe, and Reggie, up to this point, hadn’t given God much thought. But she tried nonetheless, picturing a white-bearded man floating off in the clouds. The God she imagined looked an awful lot like the photo of her grandfather that hung in the upstairs hall: a stern-looking man in a flannel shirt and fishing waders.

When Reggie opened her eyes, she found her savior not in the form of a skinny, golden-robed grandfather-like God, but rather of her mother, her hands dug into the thick black fur of the dog’s neck, screaming, BAASSTAARD! Vera was wearing only silk panties and a pointed bra, looking to Reggie like a blond, large-breasted Wonder Woman. The dog turned from Reggie and sunk his yellow teeth into Vera’s pale hand. She let out a guttural cry and punched him in the nose with her left hand. His jaw relaxed from pure surprise, and she yanked her torn right hand free with a terrible wet sound and took hold once more. This time she lifted the dog, this great bear of a thing—seventy pounds of snarling cur—and spun him like they were dancing, then let go. The dog flew out, over the low concrete wall of the porch and finished his life with one last yelp, four stories down.


Chapter 3

October 16, 2010

Rockland, Vermont

“I WAS JUST THINKING about you,” Len said when he answered his cell, his voice low and gravelly. He had this way of making everything he told her sound like a secret.

“Impure thoughts, I’m sure,” she guessed.

“Always,” he teased, his voice dropping lower, radiating warmth that hit her right in the solar plexus and worked its way down.

Behind him, she heard the dull murmur of conversations, the clanking of cups and plates. “Hey, listen, I’m just finishing up breakfast over at Hungry Mind and I thought I might swing by. Maybe entice you into a hike and picnic lunch up on Owl’s Head.”

She let herself imagine it for a second, she and Len in the woods, him shouldering a backpack of chilled chardonnay, Brie, and a baguette. They’d bring their sketchbooks, some watercolors maybe. Find a private place to spread out a picnic blanket.

“I thought we should talk about what happened last Friday night,” Len said, shattering Reggie’s romantic visions.

“Oh?” Reggie found herself saying.

“I’ve sensed a shift in things. Maybe it’s my imagination, but it seems like you’ve been pulling away. We’ve hardly talked at all since then.”

Shit. Reggie didn’t want to go through this right now. Things between them had always had this playful easiness, but now Len was screwing with it.

“No,” she said. “Nothing’s changed. I’ve just been busy as hell with the new project. I’m sorry about the way I acted, Len. And we can talk about it soon. I just can’t do it today. Actually, that’s why I called. To let you know I’m on my way out of town.”

Len was a silent a moment and Reggie heard one of the restaurant patrons laughing. “Business or pleasure?” Len asked at last, his words crisp. She pictured his furrowed brow, wished she could lay her fingers across his forehead and smooth out the wrinkles.

Reggie bit her lip. She ached to tell him the truth, but how would she even begin?

Remember my mother, who was supposed to have been the last victim of a serial killer in 1985? Well, guess what, it turns out she’s alive and I’m on my way to pick her up and bring her home.

“Business. Nothing all that fun. I’m actually on my way to Worcester, Mass. I’m going to look over a site down there as a favor to someone.”

“Poor you,” he said, his voice a low purr again. “When will you be back?”

“I’m not sure. A couple days maybe. Depends how things go. I’ll call you when I’m back home.”

“We’ll have that picnic then,” he said. “And talk things over.”

“Absolutely.”

She hung up, feeling like shit for lying, but knowing she wasn’t ready to tell him about her aunt’s phone call yet. She promised herself she’d call Len and tell him the truth as soon as she had a better sense of the situation. Once she’d assessed things and come up with a plan, she’d tell Len everything.

 

IT DIDN’T TAKE HER long to pack. She was used to traveling and had perfected her packing so that she could live out of a small carry-on and messenger bag for up to two weeks. The rules for her travel wardrobe were that the items all went together and could be easily washed out in a hotel sink.

Crossing the bridge to her office, she tucked her MacBook Pro into her leather messenger bag, then added her sketchbook and pens, glasses and index cards. While she packed, her eye fell on the astrology chart tacked to her bulletin board. Len had presented her with it a couple months ago.

“Think of it as a map of the sky at the exact time and place you were born,” Len had explained. “This center line represents the horizon.”

Reggie had nodded and studied the chart, a computer printout Len had generated with some astrology program—three rings that reminded her of a drawing of Earth’s core, mantle, and crust. The outermost ring had the symbols of the twelve signs of the zodiac; the middle ring was divided into twelve pieces of pie, which Len explained were the houses. Reggie liked that, of course. And scattered in the houses were indecipherable hieroglyphics and numbers. “The planets,” Len had explained, “and their position within each sign.”

“The signs that your planets are in are your inner reality, but the houses are the filters through which you broadcast that reality to the outside world,” Len told her.

“Right,” Reggie had said, feeling more skeptical by the second. She’d decided to go back to trying to look at it as a map.

The circle in the center of the chart was full of colored lines that made Spirograph-like designs.

“What are those?” she’d asked, pointing.

“Your aspects. They show how the planets in your chart relate to each other. See here.” He’d pointed to a line at the top. “You have sun square moon. The sun represents your intellectual self and the moon is your emotional self, and the square is a dynamic, tense aspect. Basically these two parts of your self are in constant conflict with each another. It’s no wonder you’re so uncomfortable with feelings.”

She’d rolled her eyes.

“And here.” Len had pointed to a funny little glyph with an arrow, just above the horizon line. “You have Sagittarius rising. That’s what makes you so frank—you don’t bullshit people, you tell it the way it is, even if it isn’t what they want to hear.”

Though she couldn’t possibly believe that the position of the planets at the time you were born could have an effect on the way your life turned out, she had to admit the design of the chart—the concentric circles, the crisscrossing lines, the inscrutable symbols—was compelling. Then her eye had caught on a little blue trident just over the horizon line, next to the Sagittarius symbol.

“What’s this?” she’d asked, trying to sound casual while pointing with a shaking finger.

“Hmm? Oh, that’s Neptune. You have Neptune in the twelfth house,” Len had said. Suddenly, her heart was banging in her chest and her mouth was dry. “It’s what makes you so intuitive. You’re in touch with the forces of your unconscious. Neptune in the twelfth is a classic placement for great artists. And tormented souls.”

Standing alone in her office now, Reggie reached out to touch the little blue trident, covering it with her pointer finger. Then she turned back to her open bag and threw in her cell phone and charger, looked around the office, and grabbed the rough sketches she’d done for her latest project: a small, portable home she called the Nautilus. It represented the ultimate freedom: the ability to have a home that went wherever your life took you.

“There’s one thing I’m having trouble visualizing,” Len had told her when he first saw the rounded, shell-shaped sketches. “How are you going to put wheels on it? I mean, does it need to be mobile? This design looks like it would work better being stationary in one place.”

“Because life is about movement,” she’d said.

“Movement?”

“Our ancestors,” Reggie said, “were hunter-gatherers. They moved where the food was. They went away from bad weather and danger. They roamed. That ancient instinct is still alive somewhere deep inside us.”

“But doesn’t a house represent the ultimate stability?” he’d asked. “Isn’t part of our instinct also to hunker down in one place? Put down roots?”

“We’re not trees,” Reggie said dismissively, covering his mouth with her own, kissing him a bit too roughly. His stubble scratched her face. His mouth tasted sour.

Damn it. She needed to focus. To get her bags packed, get on the road to Worcester, and stop letting Len creep into her thoughts again and again.

All packed up, she started to leave the office, then turned back and opened up the top drawer of her desk. Reaching back in the far right corner of the drawer, her fingers found the old silver chain and pulled it out. There, dangling on the end, was Tara’s hourglass. Reggie turned it over, watching the pink sand run out.

You have one minute ...

Then, she undid the clasp and put the necklace on, hiding it under her shirt, where it rested cool against her chest.

 

PUNCHING THE HOSPITAL ADDRESS into her GPS, Reggie navigated the dirt roads, passing snowmobile trails and hunting camps, then hit blacktop. Turning left on Route 6, she went by the Rockland town hall, Christ the Redeemer Church, and then the Hungry Mind Cafe—the lot was full of cars there for the breakfast rush. She saw Len’s old pickup and thought of stopping, but didn’t want to get tied up for too long. She thought again of telling him the real reason for her trip to Worcester, pictured his intense face full of worry, and imagined he’d probably insist on going with her. But this was something she needed to do on her own.

She’d told almost no one about her mother and Neptune. Not friends, colleagues, or casual acquaintances. Len was the only one who knew. Len and everyone back in Brighton Falls. Which was a big part of the reason why she’d never gone home.

She regretted ever telling Len. He drove her crazy with his pop psychology analysis of the whole thing.

“You’re Neptune’s victim, too, you know,” he’d said when they were in bed together last Friday night. They’d opened a couple of his bottles of homemade dandelion wine and both had had a little too much. He was drawing slow circles around her belly with his fingertips.

“How’s that?” Reggie had asked. She’d known a second bottle of wine was a bad idea. Len always got very philosophical and emotional when he was drunk.

“Look at your life, Reg. You have everything, but in some ways, it’s so barren.” He was slurring his words a little.

“Barren?” she said. She sat up, forcing his hand away from her stomach.

“You put up all these walls around yourself. You don’t talk to people.”

“I talk to plenty of people,” Reggie blurted out, pulling the covers up over her naked chest. “I go around the world talking to people.”

“I mean really talk, Reg. Have you ever let yourself get truly close to anyone? Had a relationship that felt solid and long-term? I mean, look at us. As soon as it feels like we’re moving to the next level, you get all freaked out and start pushing me away.”

Now her hackles were definitely raised. “You’re not exactly Mr. Commitment, either. As I recall, you were the one who wanted the no-strings-attached relationship. And I’ve gotta say, you seem pretty content to come and go as you please like a tomcat.”

It was a relationship that suited them both. They’d met four years ago at a gallery that was showing several of Len’s paintings. He painted abstract geometric shapes and lines that brought to mind stained-glass windows. Reggie was drawn to the cleanness and balance in his work. And she found his disheveled artist look downright sexy. She bought two of his paintings and asked him out.

He made it clear that he wasn’t looking for a relationship. He’d gone through a messy divorce a couple of years before and said he just wasn’t ready to get involved.

“Who said anything about getting involved?” Reggie had asked. “I’m talking about a cup of coffee, a glass of wine maybe.”

“Nothing more?” Len had asked, eyebrows raised.

“If you want to know if I’m going to show up at your place with a U-Haul after the third date, the answer is no. I’m quite content on my own. But sometimes it’s nice to have a little company. A coconspirator to pass the cold nights with.”

He’d smiled. “No strings attached?”

“If it’s no strings attached you want, I’m your gal,” she promised.

They’d had an on-again, off-again relationship ever since, joining each other for movies, parties, even weekends away. They enjoyed each other’s company, but after more than two days together, Reggie would begin to feel slightly panicky and claustrophobic. The closer she got to Len, the more she felt this happening, and she’d find herself doing little things to piss him off and push him away. Len was right. It just wasn’t in her nature to let herself get too close to people. It was a safety mechanism she’d developed years ago, one she felt totally comfortable with. And now here was Len making her question the wisdom of her ways.

“I am happy,” Len said. “I have a life that suits me. But the difference between you and me, Reg, the real difference, is that I’m not afraid to let people inside. I’m not afraid to love someone.”

“So now I’m incapable of love?”

“I didn’t say that. I said you were afraid.”

“That’s a big assumption. What on earth gives you that idea?”

“You think everyone’s going to leave you. That we live in this world where at any second, someone you love could get snatched away.”

“Bullshit,” Reggie said, pissed off because she knew that on some level Len, drunk as he was, was right.

“I’m just saying I think it’s sad, that’s all. That because of one psychotic prick, you’re going to spend your whole life being afraid to get close to anybody.”

“That’s not fair and you know it,” Reggie hissed.

“Don’t you ever wonder where all this is going?” he asked.

“All what?”

“This,” he said, gesturing over the bed at the two of them with great flaps of his arms. “You and me. Christ, I’m forty-five, Reggie. Are we going to be doing this twenty years from now, slipping into and out of each other’s beds, no strings, no commitments?”

Reggie squinted at him. “What is it you’re saying?”

“That maybe it’s time we had something more. Something beyond being fuck-buddies.”

Reggie cringed a little at Len’s definition of their relationship. “Like what?”

“I was thinking we could move in together.”

Reggie gave a great caw of laughter. It was, quite possibly, the most absurd thing he’d ever said to her, and it had caught her completely off guard.

Len looked crushed.

“You’re not serious?” Reggie said. “What, you want to have me bring you your slippers and pipe each evening, then pull a casserole out of the oven?” She thought of her house, her perfect little house, being slowly filled with pieces of Len: dirty shoes, crumpled sketches, roaches from the joints he was constantly smoking.

Len shook his head, reached for the nearly empty bottle of wine, and took a swig.

“I should have known that’s how you’d react,” Len said, leaning back against his pillow, closing his eyes. “It’s all there in your chart—your fear of commitment, your success, nightmares, intuition. Your need to control every situation, to be in charge.” His voice trailed off. “All the things that make you who you are. The things that make you ...” He was nearly asleep now, his voice soft and breathy. “So damned impossible.”

Reggie shut her eyes tight, seeing that little blue trident, tucked down in her twelfth house. She rolled over so that she was facedown against the pillow as she listened to Len snoring softly beside her. And she was sure she could feel it then: that little piece of Neptune inside her like a fishhook, jabbing away, reminding her she wasn’t fit to live with anyone.

 

REGGIE PASSED YE OLDE Antiques Barn, the Maple Leaf Inn and Hotel, and the Hare on the Moon glassblowing studio. Twenty minutes later, Reggie was signaling to turn onto the entrance ramp for 89 South, the road toward Boston. As much as she traveled, the truth was, she always hated leaving Vermont. As soon as she crossed the state line, the skin on the back of her neck prickled. The billboards, four-lane highways, and skyscrapers gave her a temporary case of attention deficit disorder, left her unable to make decisions, focus or concentrate. She hated the sameness of chain restaurants and big box stores, the “planned communities” of oversize, identically ugly houses that popped up overnight like horrid clumps of mushrooms.

She cranked up the radio, listening to solemn voices talking about the global economy. All wrong for a road trip. She flipped through stations until she hit the Kingsmen doing “Louie Louie.”

Fine little girl waits for me

Catch a ship across the sea

She was back in her mother’s Vega, the music pumping from the crackling speakers, her mother keeping time with her fingers on the steering wheel, mouthing the words of the song, her lipstick perfect. The windows were down, the wind blew through their hair, making them feel like they were flying.

“Where are we going, Mama?”

Her mother smiled a secret, conspiratorial smile. “Wherever the wind carries us, lovie.”

When they were alone together, it was the two of them against the world. Life was one big adventure and anything was possible. They could end up at the greyhound track, where Vera let Reggie put money on the dog of her choice, go to Bushnell Park in Hartford to ride the carousel, or drive to the ocean just for fried clams.

“The world is our oyster,”  Vera would say, wiping tartar sauce from her chin. “Or at least our clam roll!”

The Vega was gone now, turned to scrap metal and rust.

Reggie wondered if she and her mother would even recognize each other.

She tried to picture the stump where her mother’s right hand had been—the hand that had once tapped out the rhythm of every song on the radio; the hand that held hers ice-skating on Ricker’s Pond.

Reggie pushed her hair back, fingers finding the small crescent moon of scars behind her prosthetic ear.

Maybe, she thought, feeling her own scar tissue, they’d know each other by what was missing.


Chapter 4

May 26, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“THE EAR’S A KEEPER,” Charlie said when he first saw it. “Now maybe you can do something about this mop!” Charlie tousled Reggie’s long tangles, sending sparks through her scalp, down her spine, turning her into a glowing, live-wire girl.

They were up in the tree house in Reggie’s yard, looking over the plans Reggie had drawn for its renovations. The sun was coming through the tarp over the unfinished roof, casting an eerie blue glow.

“You should totally get your hair cut, Reg,” Tara said. She was on her back on top of a sleeping bag, and rolled over, reaching into her ratty drawstring bag for the pack of cigarettes she’d swiped from her mom. “Go see Dawn over at Hair Express. She does my hair.” Tara’s hair was long at the back and short and spiky in front; dyed black with blond tips. There were four earrings in her left ear and two in her right. She wore dark eyeliner, but no other makeup. With her pale, gaunt face and raccoon eyes, she looked a little like the undead, which is why everyone in the eighth grade called her a vampire.

“You got that right,” she’d say to the popular girls in their acid wash jeans and cheerful blue and pink eye makeup. “Mess with me and I’ll come flying into your window at night and drain you dry.” Kids pretty much stayed away from Tara, just like they stayed away from Reggie—the weird one-eared kid without a dad who lived in the creepy stone house. Charlie, a nervous, spindly boy who everyone said was gay, was an outsider, too. Reggie had known him her whole life—they lived two streets away, had gone to nursery school together—and she knew Charlie liked girls. All anyone had to do was notice the way he looked Tara—his brown eyes strangely glassy and full of longing.

Tara lit a cigarette, blew the smoke out through her nose, then fiddled with her lighter. She was one of those people who always had to have something in their hands. When she wasn’t smoking, shuffling cards, or scribbling out lines of poetry, she’d play with the tiny hourglass pendant around her neck, watching the pink sand fall through, then flipping it to watch again.

Tara was wearing a tight black V-neck shirt with long sleeves that had tears in them held together with safety pins. She ripped up most of her clothes, then put them back together with rough stitches, safety pins, even staples. She was pretending not to notice Charlie practically drooling as he stared at her chest. She wore a B cup already, while Reggie was so flat she was still in a training bra, when she even bothered with a bra at all. Reggie cast a self-conscious look down at her own baggy gray T-shirt Lorraine had picked up on sale somewhere.

“Can I have a drag?” Charlie asked, which was stupid, because he didn’t smoke at all. He didn’t believe in it. Even a month ago, he was hassling Tara, showing her pictures of blackened smokers’ lungs. His mom had been a heavy smoker and had died of cancer when Charlie was ten. Reggie could remember going to his house back when his mom was alive and coming out smelling like an ashtray. His mom was real nice, though. She’d taught Reggie how to do cat’s cradle and how to make a multicolored Jell-O parfait. The woman was a miracle worker with Jell-O. Once, for Presidents’ Day, she brought a Jell-O mold in the shape of Mount Rushmore for their second-grade class. It had been three years since she had died, and Reggie missed Mrs. Berr like crazy. And if she missed her like that, she couldn’t imagine how Charlie must feel.

Tara pushed the pack toward him. “You can have your very own.”

Tara had never met Charlie’s mom. She moved to Brighton Falls last year after her parents got divorced. Her dad stayed behind in Idaho with his new girlfriend, who Tara said was half her mom’s age. The girlfriend was pregnant, which meant Tara would have a little half brother or sister, but she didn’t seem all that thrilled about it.

“It’s not like I’ll ever even see the kid,” Tara had said. “I mean, why would I? My dad











































































OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE ONE I LEFT BEHIND

Jennifer McMahon

9
st
WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780062122568_Cover.jpg





