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  ALDEN MILLS


  Chapter 1


  “They take showers together!”


  Ruth rolled her eyes and smirked, not for the first time glad that almost all communication now with her friend of close to forty years—email and phone—kept them invisible to each other. This fact also grieved her, a chronic sorrow among all her others.


  Sharon was clearly disgusted, her voice austere. Ruth didn’t like it that she herself was feeling what could only be called revulsion, faint but unmistakable. Never mind that in her time she’d showered with more than a few people of various ages, genders, and proclivities—as recently, in fact, as last night’s sticky cavort with a twenty-year-old boy she wouldn’t bother to see again—and that she had no intention of stopping the practice any time soon. She didn’t mention this to Sharon.


  Somebody opened the door of the gallery and, letting in hot bright air, called out something in Spanish. This neighborhood, originally settled by Scottish immigrants and retaining street names like Argyle and Fife, was almost entirely Spanish-speaking now, except for her. Other than a few stray phrases left over from high school French, which didn’t do her much good out here, she was hopelessly monolingual.


  The potential customer gave her reason to say to Sharon, “Hold on a minute. I might need to call you back.” Under the counter, Id bestirred himself, tail like a black palm frond moving slightly in case the intruder turned out to be acceptable, lips drawn back from black gums and wet teeth just a little in case he didn’t. His all-purpose throaty noise could serve as a warning growl or a snuffle of greeting. Id knew not to make judgments until he had sufficient data, not to declare himself prematurely. Smart dog.


  The man stepped just over the threshold, squinted, and backed out again. Probably wanted the panaderia next door. Couldn’t even get people to come in by mistake, Ruth mused. Id lowered his head and shut his eyes.


  Having pledged to herself to take this sabbatical year away from anything smacking of social work, Ruth didn’t want to be interested in Sharon’s story in any professional way. But friendship, however dormant, led her to ask, “And communal showers make you wonder about the woman’s intentions?”


  “My father is eighty-two years old. She’s the same age as my brother. Does that sound normal to you?”


  “How is Scott?” In eighth grade, Ruth had gone on the year-end school picnic with Sharon’s older brother Scott, the first time either of them had encountered pizza by the slice. He’d put his arm around her on the Ferris wheel, but he’d never kissed her, despite her inexpert attempts to make it happen. The only other significant interaction they’d ever had was a few years ago when, blind from the diabetes he’d contracted at age twelve and never taken care of, he’d growled at her to stop acting like a goddamn social worker when she’d told him about talking books.


  “Not good,” Sharon said. “His condition is deteriorating and he’s getting harder and harder to live with.”


  “Is he still with you?”


  “Yes. I don’t know for how much longer. It’s hard to find somebody to come in. Allison helps with the insulin shots and baths and such, but that’s not a good situation.”


  “How’s Allison?” Ruth had always found Allison brittle and haughty, even as a little girl, but she had a once-removed fondness for her just because she was Sharon’s daughter.


  “She still has her headaches.”


  “Is she working?”


  “She can’t, because of the headaches. Medicaid pays for her to take care of Scott, and usually she can manage that. But they don’t really get along very well.”


  Finishing the documentation Pilar’s overly elaborate bookkeeping system required for the week’s single sale, a thousand-dollar abstract marble sculpture Ruth had found vaguely discomfiting and was glad to have out of her visual and tactile fields, she saved and exited the file. She missed some of what Sharon said next and had to ask her to repeat. This was, of course, a way of signaling that she wasn’t fully paying attention without having to take responsibility for saying so, and she wasn’t pleased by her own cowardice. But she could also claim business necessity.


  “I said I guess it’s not fair to assume she can’t really be in love with him just because of the age difference. And he’s certainly in love with her. Head over heels.”


  They were talking about Sharon’s father and his younger girlfriend again. “What about your mom?”


  “She knows something’s different, but she’s pretty confused most of the time now.” Sharon stopped, but her tone made it clear she hadn’t said everything on her mind.


  By this point in her life, Ruth had to make a conscious effort not to draw people out. “But,” she automatically supplied, leading in a way she wouldn’t do with clients, wanting to cut to the chase, “you’re afraid she might be some sort of Black Widow?”


  “Or at least sleazy. Out for his money or something.”


  Ruth could practically feel her ears perking up. “Does he have a lot of money?”


  Sharon hesitated. “I don’t know. They don’t discuss money.”


  “So there might be an inheritance at stake.”


  To her credit, Sharon didn’t pretend to be insulted. “That’s part of the issue. Scott’s going to need more and more care.”


  Because social workers could hardly complete a sentence without saying “issue,” the very word smacked of parody, and Ruth forbade her students to use it. Hearing it out of Sharon’s mouth amused her, “That’s understandable,” she managed to say, hoping her grin wasn’t audible.


  “It’s not as if he’s a multi-millionaire or anything. There’s some property. And about fifty thousand dollars, I think. I saw some records.”


  You’ve been snooping, Ruth did not say. People of her acquaintance had done a lot of ignoble things for a lot less than fifty grand, and a lot more. In her opinion, money per se, wasn’t the powerful motivator it was reputed to be, except for a few simplistic souls, so much as what money meant.


  She said, “I can see why you’re worried,” but she doubted Ned Percy’s small wealth had much to do with anything. “Scott seems to think it’s all right, but I have very mixed feelings about this. I’m glad Dad’s so happy. I was worried about him. He’d been letting himself go, hardly bathing or changing his clothes, not eating right. He’d put on a lot of weight. I was afraid the strain of taking care of Mom was wearing him down. He seemed more and more depressed. Now, he’s ebullient.”


  “Ebullient. Well. Can’t argue with that,” Ruth agreed, though she could have. She well knew how things that were bad for people not infrequently made them happy. Ebullient, even.


  “And this affair doesn’t seem to have distracted him from his devotion to our mother. He’s as attentive as ever.”


  “Does she know about—what’s her name? Lisa?”


  “Lisl.” Sharon spelled it. “No, she’s in second-stage Alzheimer’s now. She doesn’t always know who Dad is. Sometimes she cries and says he’s left her, but she was doing that before Lisl came into the picture.”


  “Still,” Ruth said, and knew she shouldn’t, “it must make you a little uncomfortable. I mean, he is still married to your mother.”


  “Maybe he’s betraying her and maybe I’m sort of an accomplice.”


  “So it would be nice if you could find some dirt on this Lisl, and you’re hoping I’m the girl to do it.” Might as well get this out in the open. She was not going to take this case anyway.


  “You told me you’re a private investigator.”


  “Mostly I teach graduate social work,” she explained, as if Sharon wouldn’t remember, which she very well might not. Lately there’d been more than a few facts about her life that just seemed to slip Sharon’s mind. “Once in a while I take on a P.I. case, if it’s interesting and I need a little pick-me-up. I’ve found a few people. I’ve figured out a few little mysteries.”


  “I don’t know if I’m hoping you’ll find dirt or hoping you won’t. I just think I need more information.”


  “Why?”


  After a moment Sharon said, with cold impatience that Ruth suddenly realized had become familiar, “What do you mean? I told you—”


  “Does your father have Alzheimer’s, too?”


  “No.” Evidently seeing what Ruth was getting at, Sharon spoke tersely.


  Uncharitably, Ruth pressed. “Is there any reason to question his ability to handle his own affairs? So to speak?”


  “No.”


  “Hold on a minute.” The call on the other line was the artist whose metal sculptures—mostly humongous, hard-edged, in-your-face contraptions that made Ruth feel positively soft and luscious by comparison—would be in a small show opening at the gallery next month. She wanted to complain about Pilar. Much of the time Ruth also wanted to complain about Pilar, who, though she’d never set brush to canvas or blowtorch to steel, considered herself God’s gift to the artistic world. Ruth wasn’t artistic, either; she just clerked there, and unwisely clambered on ladders to install things, and ran the vacuum. In late August she’d be back in the classroom, her natural habitat, teaching social work students how to meddle in other people’s lives with as much integrity as she and they could muster.


  Tucking the phone against her neck, she wandered over to the fabric collages, which did look startlingly beautiful in the wash of sunlight, tempting her once again to try her hand at something she knew she could not do. When the artist ran out of steam, Ruth clicked back to Sharon. “I can’t do it, Sharon. I’m sorry.”


  “You helped that student find out about that girl who killed her foster mother.”


  Ruth hadn’t heard from sweet, solemn Katha Watrous since the sordid case she’d mentored her through in her second-year internship a good three years ago. What they’d tracked down together had not, she was sure, made Katha happier, though it might have deepened her understanding of human nature and what to do about it, which was Ruth’s job as her advisor.


  Now Ruth took note of her own pleasure, small as it was, in hearing that Sharon had actually remembered this story. She allowed herself a momentary nostalgia, for she’d become fond of Katha. She could still see her asleep on the couch—broad baby face, pale brown hair utterly styleless except for carefully cropped sideburns that most of the time didn’t show, big dimpled knees, big square stub-nailed hands; could still hear her struggling to understand even after the two of them had pieced together a psychotically logical motive. For a time, Ruth still believed, Katha had loved her like a mother. Ruth had not loved her like a daughter. That was reserved for Jill, who had disappeared.


  “Usually what one finds out in situations like this makes people less rather than more satisfied with their lives. Not exactly a rewarding way to spend one’s time.”


  “What if you found out that Lisl is in fact in love with my father and has no ulterior motives? Wouldn’t that be rewarding? To prove it’s never too late for passion and romance?”


  Catching what sounded like wistfulness, Ruth thought, but did not say, Get over it. Passion’s a ruse. This Lisl had ulterior motives; there was no question in her mind. Could be Sharon’s father did, too. She was still enough of a romantic, in theory, to indulge in a little wistfulness of her own, but dollars to doughnuts a closer look into their affair would not end happily.


  “I’ll pay you.”


  “Come on, Sharon, that’s not what this is about. We’re friends.” She hoped that didn’t sound caustic.


  “Which means I wouldn’t let you do this for free?”


  “I don’t want to do this at all.”


  “Are you feeling okay?”


  For a moment, Ruth didn’t know what Sharon was alluding to. Then she realized she was asking about the cancer without asking about it. “I’m fine.” She could have said more about the fear, the adjustment to a body image that did not include breasts, the deep internal itches and pings of nerve pain. But all that seemed too intimate to talk about with her best friend of forty years whom she scarcely knew anymore.


  “Good. That’s good.”


  “But I still don’t want to do this, Sharon. I’m finishing up a year sabbatical, and I want to stay as far away from social work for as long as I can.”


  “Ruthie. We’re friends.”


  Against her better judgment, Ruth asked, “How much?” and when Sharon named a figure more than double what she made at the gallery in a good month, not to mention considerably more than the university graduate program paid adjunct faculty per class, before she could stop herself she was thinking about the cruise in the Alaskan interior she’d been reading about. More dangerously, she was also thinking about going back to Alden Mills, and being close to Sharon.


  “It wouldn’t take very long,” Sharon persisted. “Lisl works at the retirement center where my parents live. You can probably just hang around for a few days, ask about her, get some impressions.”


  “Why don’t you do that yourself? Save some money.”


  “You know how distant and reserved Dad’s always been. He wouldn’t like me nosing around.”


  “And he’ll be thrilled that you hired a stranger to do it.”


  “You’re not a stranger.”


  “I haven’t seen him in thirty years.”


  “I know.”


  “I can’t leave the gallery. I promised Pilar.” Ruth made a point of noisily rummaging in the desk for something that would let her pretend to have work to do.


  “Unless what you find out is dangerous to him, you don’t have to tell me. How’s that?”


  Ruth would still have refused, she was sure, if at that moment Pilar hadn’t stalked in with that “we’ve got to talk” look on her face that always meant she had news she considered both bad and of great universal interest, such as how she’d been insulted by the grocery checkout clerk or how she’d gained two pounds. Ruth sighed and said to Sharon, “Let me think about it. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  “It would be good to see you, Ruthie,” Sharon said, and that pretty much settled it.


  Pilar’s bad news this time was that the landlady had raised the rent for the gallery space again. That’s what happens, Ruth thought wearily, when you locate in a part of town transitioning from down-and-out to funky on its way to trendy. Pilar moaned that she’d have to look for a new space. Again.


  This struck Ruth as at most an inconvenience, but Pilar was hyperventilating and waving her hands. She came to Ruth for a hug, and Ruth obliged. Pilar was a much smaller woman than Ruth—which didn’t distinguish her from every other woman Ruth knew—and she seemed especially small right then. Her hair smelled of dry summer air. Ruth assured her it would work out, although she had no more reason to think so than that it wouldn’t, and she wasn’t sure that was what Pilar wanted to hear anyway. Que sera sera, she thought, and sometimes that was calming for her, but she knew better than to say it to Pilar.


  It was Pilar’s evening to work. She was almost done with The Celestine Prophecy and had brought a Chopra to start. Ruth huffed and puffed up the stairs to her apartment, took off her shoes to rest her feet from the three-inch heels, and called Sharon back to accept the job.


  Sharon sounded so relieved that Ruth almost changed her mind again. “There’s background information you should have before you get here.” This was beginning to sound awfully organized. “I’ll overnight it to you.”


  Ruth slept late the next morning, then got up to take a bubble bath, do her nails, and try to work up some enthusiasm for being a private dick again, even on the slim chance that she could do something to please Sharon. She got to thinking about one particularly grubby assignment where it had turned out the elementary school principal was getting it on not only with the fifth-grade teacher but also with at least one of her students. Ruth had agreed to look into it because the principal’s fiancée had been her friend, and once she’d delivered the bad news she’d never seen her again.


  During the long stakeout behind the school, she’d amused herself by coming up with feminine alternatives to “dick.” The best had been “private pussy,” but she wouldn’t be quite brazen enough to put that on a business card, if she’d had one. The fact that the term had a connotation rather different from “private dick” proved, among other depressing things, the impossibility of escaping sexism.


  Anyway, she was not a private investigator. She was just a social worker who once in a while got more involved in other people’s lives than she probably ought to. Sometimes she found out things and sometimes not. Most of the things she found out were not what anybody wanted to know.


  She saw the FedEx truck pull up and double-park out front. When the buzzer rang, she called down the stairs for the driver to come on up. She wasn’t dressed yet, but doubted he’d notice or care. The dresses and blouses she wore weren’t a lot different from the flowing chartreuse-and-cerise silk robe she had on now. Not for her. The vertical lines and subdued hues were supposed to make a large woman look smaller. She had no interest in looking smaller or in being less conspicuous. She’d gained a lot of weight in the seven years and three months since her daughter had disappeared, and, especially since the double mastectomy; she felt a strong need for the extra substance and bulk.


  She deliberately did not know, without stopping to think about it, how long ago she’d had cancer. She would measure her life to the day by when Jill had vanished, but not by anything else.


  Even if the middle-aged, gruff-voiced driver realized she was in her nightclothes, he likely wouldn’t think of her in terms of bed and nakedness unless she openly flirted with him. That was one of the benefits of being super-plus-size. You got to control the erotic overtones, since men didn’t automatically regard fat women sexually.


  Latin men were an exception. Now and then one of her neighbors came on to her; now and then she accepted. If that visiting professor from Lima had been here for only a semester instead of a full academic year, she might have followed up. And she’d discovered the method to be of limited effect with lesbians, since heft seemed to be a decided turn-on among that population, which had led to more than a few interesting encounters.


  The driver took no notice whatsoever of her state of relative undress. He gave her the envelope, which would contain Sharon’s check, and she signed on his computer screen. Without looking at her, he wished her a good day and clomped rapidly back down the stairs, leaving her with the vague sense of both a missed opportunity and a hassle avoided.


  The amount of the check shocked her. It was too much. It made clear that this was a business arrangement. That was as it should be, but it hurt her feelings. Not the first time she’d been hurt by Sharon, and—especially now that she was about to get herself embroiled in Sharon’s life—not the last time, either.


  Also in the envelope was a document, twenty-eight double-spaced, word-processed pages bound in a clear plastic cover like a high school term paper. Notes on the situation between Ned Percy and Lisl Eisley. Sharon couldn’t have put all this together since they’d talked the night before. She must have been taking notes, preparing a case. Ruth didn’t quite know what to make of that.


  She thought she’d spend the rest of the day making the arrangements necessary to be out of town for a few days, but there wasn’t that much to do. She watered her one plant, a Christmas cactus that had bloomed one time, at Easter, and wouldn’t have cared if she’d let it stay dry. Pilar said she’d bring in the newspaper and mail, which was always bloated by catalogs no matter what the season. How she’d gotten on the mailing list for World War II Memorabilia, Small World Miniatures, and Big and Tall Men was a marvel of scattershot marketing, but since she usually didn’t throw them away until she’d browsed through every glossy page, she put an empty box on the table for Pilar to fill.


  The minute the car turned into the parking lot of the kennel, Id began excitedly whining, tugging at the leash on the way up the sidewalk, standing on hind legs to lick the vet’s face. Ruth imagined how they must look: a large woman in a long, wide yellow skirt and a large bright-black dog lunging into the building together, a few minutes later the woman leaving alone. Id would be just as excited to see her when she got home. Indiscriminate affection if she ever saw it; a definite attachment problem. It worked for them.


  For dinner she put together all the fresh vegetables in the refrigerator. Just dicing them into the big bowl gave her the illusion of being both health-conscious and frugal, never mind that she dumped more salad down the garbage disposal than she consumed and ate a still-larger quantity of ice cream for dessert, on the patently bogus theory that it wouldn’t keep in the freezer while she was gone. The limitless human capacity for self-delusion kept her in business in both her professions.


  She tried to pack light: two skirts and two blouses she could mix and match, a pair of capacious black culottes that went with everything, two pairs of shoes, big bright underwear, jewelry, toothbrush, makeup bag, her travel picture of Jill. But she went back through the closet and filled another bag, then two more.


  She kept her hair appointment that afternoon because, with her hair this short, even the few days she’d be gone could push it over into shaggy. She was tempted to tell Marcie she might not be in for a trim the following week, but she really didn’t think she’d be gone that long and she doubted Marcie would care. It wasn’t as if they had a personal connection. It wasn’t as if Ruth had a personal connection with much of anybody these days. I am not a rock, but I am an i-i-i-island.


  After some weighing of the relative risks, she changed her answering machine message so if Jill called she’d know she’d be back in a few days. In seven years and three months, Jill had not called, but you never knew.


  Way too early the next morning, Ruth was on an eastbound plane, mostly because she couldn’t come up with a good reason not to be.


  Chapter 2


  The girl in Seat 13A reminded Ruth of Jill. Some guy ahead of her was taking a long time to admit his huge duffel bag was not going to fit into the overhead. Ruth angled herself awkwardly to fit between the elbows of the people settled into their seats on both sides of the narrow aisle. The carry-on balanced against her thigh was probably wrinkling and soiling her orange muumuu, even though it was supposed to be easy-care. She hated looking disheveled before she even sat down.


  Shamelessly she stared at the girl. Of course it wasn’t her daughter. It never was. But she always thought—hoped, dreaded—that it might be.


  The girl insolently met her eyes, then dropped her gaze to Ruth’s chest. Immediately Ruth thrust her shoulders back and pulled the orange cloth snug across the concavities where her breasts had been. The girl broke the staring contest first, turning her head to scan the stalled line of boarding passengers as if inviting all comers, then returned ferociously to Ruth. Except for the attitude, she didn’t at all resemble Jill. Not any of the pictures of Jill in Ruth’s wallet, on Ruth’s walls and shelves, in Ruth’s mind; not the eerie electronically aged likenesses Ruth’s friend in the department would still produce for her on the police computer if she asked. Someday soon she probably would ask again.


  “Excuse me.” The flight attendant was trying to work her way through the standing passengers to confiscate the oversized duffel. Its owner was protesting and still struggling to shove it into the compartment. More loudly, the attendant repeated, “Excuse me, ma’am,” professionally impatient, as though Ruth were deliberately obstructing her path.


  Ruth pressed herself to the left as far as possible, which didn’t help much. Narrower aisles, narrower seats, peanuts for lunch—more and more evidence of airline cost-cutting and decline of Western civilization. Since she couldn’t help it that her orange-silked hip was practically in the face of the woman sitting there, she smiled to herself at the image. The pleasure was weak and fleeting, but it passed the time.


  As usual when otherwise unoccupied, Ruth’s thoughts fastened on Jill. What a hard baby she’d been—hard to feed, hard to soothe, hard to bond with. Her utter refusal of limits about riding her tricycle, staying with the group at Girl Scout camp, doing homework, dating. Her inexplicable sicknesses. Her inexplicable moods.


  Her father had been unable or unwilling to tolerate it. He wasn’t leaving Ruth, he’d informed them both with terrible calmness that Saturday morning; he was leaving Jill. More than once over the years Ruth had tracked him down to ask if he’d heard from their daughter. Each time he’d said no, and little else.


  Ruth’s longing for both him and Jill during her cancer experience had been an unpleasant surprise. Neither of them would have been much help, but their absence had caused her more grief than all the rest of it.


  In her last real-time photo, Jill had already been sick with the autoimmune disease the doctors hadn’t firmly diagnosed before she’d run away but had surmised it was most likely congenital, so had begun asking more pointed questions.


  Had Ruth or Jill’s father used cocaine, heroin, meth, hallucinogens, marijuana? Was there any family history of lupus, AIDS, progeria? Had either of them been exposed to toxic chemicals, - a list from which Ruth recognized only Agent Orange and DDT.?” Michael had been cooperative; he couldn’t be said to be a good father, but he didn’t have the balls to resist a request from an official entity.


  Nothing had showed up; nothing definitive or even probable had emerged as a cause of Jill’s problems. If you knew what to look for in the picture, which now Ruth did, you could see how she mistook self-destruction for self-protection.


  But then, you could see just about anything you looked for in people or their likenesses. Truth is in the psyche of the beholder. And the theoretical frameworks of Ruth’s profession could impose false order as often as revealing meaning. Her students had trouble staying alert for that occupational hazard.


  Jill really had been sick, but this girl on the plane probably wasn’t. Probably wasn’t running away from home, probably wasn’t thinking sadly and fondly about her mother, who loved her no matter how much fury there was between them, whose heart was breaking, who would come to regard chronic heartbreak as the normal state of affairs. Who would welcome her home any time, though she could not promise “no questions asked.”


  “I’ll take the bag, sir,” the flight attendant said again, and now the guy gave in. The enormous duffel bag was passed over Ruth’s shoulder, dislodging her hair on that side and setting her earring in motion. The man sat down. The line moved. Ruth settled into her aisle seat, as much as it was possible to settle into a space too small and shaped wrong. The bulge in the seat back always hit her too high, bending her head awkwardly forward rather than supporting her neck. The overhead light was always at the wrong angle. The stream of air either blasted the top of her head or missed her entirely. The headphones always flattened her hair and pinched her ears, but at least these worked, and jazz smooth to the point of featurelessness bubble-wrapped her.


  She used to watch avidly out a plane window during take-off and landing, for the exact moment of transition from ground to air or back again. Jaded by now, she was immersed in the Percy file before the plane started taxiing, and did not give her attention to the safety talk.


  Sharon’s notes about her father were extensive, almost suspiciously so. Some were simply data: Six years ago (about a year after Jill had disappeared), Ned and Mary Percy had sold their house and acreage outside Alden Mills and purchased memberships in the area’s first-ever retirement community. The document didn’t say so, but Ruth guessed Mary’d been showing signs of early Alzheimer’s and Ned had logically predicted he’d need help caring for her. Ned, apparently, had had no health problems to speak of, beyond a worsening tendency to let himself go which had cleared up when his relationship with Lisl, an aide at the center, had become personal. Never, Ruth thought in seriocomic teaching mode, underestimate the power of a relationship.


  The document didn’t go into detail, but Ruth gathered that Ned and Mary had cash, property out of state, and long-term investments that might not have been used for their long-term care. She hoped she wouldn’t have to get into the matter of inheritances but knew she would if anything suspicious about Lisl turned up. Just one of the many ways this could end up making things worse instead of better between her and Sharon.


  Ruth put down the binder and rubbed her eyes. An open, acrimonious conflict was just about the only way she could imagine things with Sharon being worse than they were. In a way, she’d almost welcome it over the distance that had developed between them. On the rare occasions when Sharon would talk about it at all, she said she didn’t feel distant, as if the fact that Ruth did was a neurosis or character flaw. Which maybe it was. Add it to the list.


  The baby next to her woke, discovered all was not quite right with its world, and began to fuss. Get used to it, kid. Ruth was not one of those people who claimed to love babies as a group, or children; there was a reason her practice had always been with adults. The only kid she loved was Jill, and she couldn’t say she’d really enjoyed her very much. The woman with the baby, presumably though not necessarily its mother, tended to it from inside her own fastened seatbelt. It quieted enough that Ruth could resume reading.


  Predictably, Mary Percy’s dementia had progressed. A few months ago she’d been moved into the long-term care section of the facility. Sharon’s note that she was doing “very well” seemed a bit defensive.


  All this sent Ruth’s thoughts back to her years as a nursing home social worker. How devoted—not to say obsessed—she’d been; how devoted most of her colleagues had been. How they had managed for a little while to make a real difference in the lives of the people who lived there. How good the administrator had been at his job, not to mention in bed—well, on the couch in his office and on the floor of hers and on a blanket in the high pine forest on warm summer afternoons.


  At the time, Ruth hadn’t been able to imagine doing anything else. In the ensuing twenty-five years, she’d done numerous other kinds of social work, most with the same sense of immersion and calling, and hadn’t set foot inside a nursing home. Maybe this was fickleness. She preferred to think of it as adaptability. Bloom where you’re planted.


  Fleetingly she wondered what that multiply-passionate administrator was doing these days, and how he’d be with a breastless woman. Tracking him down in the phone book or on the Internet or through the Health Care Association would probably be simple enough, but she really wasn’t that interested in encumbering the nice memory with fact.


  The flight attendant, an attractive balding man in his forties who might or might not be gay, finally brought her screwdriver, which looked like orange juice and tasted of the plastic cup. She downed most of it in a single swallow and sucked one of the half-hollowed ice cubes while she went on reading.


  Ned Percy lived alone now in the apartment he’d shared with Mary. Again and again, the notes emphasized how attentive he still was to his wife, took her to breakfast every morning and dinner every evening, how involved he was in her care.


  But Sharon also had noted that her father and Lisl talked openly about getting married when Mary died. In a way, this made Lisl less suspect than if she hadn’t called attention to herself. As much as anything, it made Ruth suspicious of Ned. Shouldn’t a father know his kids would resent such talk? Could he have some reason for wanting them to mistrust Lisl? Was he getting a bit befuddled himself?


  Lisl Eisley was a private duty aide Ned had hired to take care of Mary. The fact that she wasn’t an employee of the facility itself might explain why her affair with a resident hadn’t gotten her fired, although there was probably some sort of policy about fraternization. Or maybe nobody’d foreseen such a thing.


  Sharon—and, according to the file, her brother Scott—knew next to nothing about Lisl. They did know her precise age, which amused Ruth: fifty-seven. She was in the process of getting a divorce (oh, sure, Ruth scoffed to herself), and had grown children out of state. Sharon had recorded that she was “warm and affectionate to Dad” and there was an allusion to her helping him plan a birthday party for Mary. This could be either weird or sweet. Probably it was not indicative of malfeasance or of murderous intent.


  Maybe there aren’t any bad guys here, Ruth observed hopefully to herself. Sometimes there really were no bad guys. Sharon and Scott had legitimate cause for concern and for all kinds of ambivalent feelings about this thing, but they were being decent about it, careful and respectful, and, to their credit, obviously hated having to make it their business at all. Ned Percy came across as a man who still loved and was unwaveringly committed to his wife of more than fifty years, and at the same time was able to open himself to a happy (and, apparently, sexy) new relationship. And Lisl Eisley could easily be nothing more or less than what she seemed: a woman willing to be guided by her heart even when it led her in unexpected and unconventional directions.


  Snatches of other passengers’ conversations kept working their way annoyingly into Ruth’s consciousness. She finished Sharon’s notes and stowed them in her carry-on.


  Ahead and across the aisle, a gaggle of high-schoolers made much more noise than their numbers would seem to account for. The voices of the three business travelers directly in front of her, two women and a man, carried as if for a PowerPoint presentation, and Ruth had the urge to kick the back of the seat. When she tried to doze, it was worse, voices pummeling her half-consciousness like handfuls of dirt against a window. The baby cooed. Its mother in the aisle seat cooed back. Interminably.


  It was not that she had any desire to be part of this. She’d scorned high school concerns even when she was in high school, the business conversation was no less insipid, and the baby wasn’t especially appealing. But by the time they touched down and taxied to the gate, Ruth was feeling both shut out and intruded upon, and in a thoroughly pissy mood.


  The airport was tiny. Two gates, no concourses, one pizza bar and a two-machine video arcade in the terminal. Sharon wasn’t there to meet her. There’d been no reason to think she would be, but it would have been nice. The announcements made by the employee at the information desk—which was one end of the single ticket counter—were completely audible a split-second before they were amplified over the crackly loudspeaker; the woman could have just cupped her hands around her mouth. Security consisted of two people with hand-held scanners that didn’t notice Ruth’s layers of bangle bracelets.


  One short conveyor belt along an end wall received incoming baggage. Waiting at baggage claims wasn’t one of Ruth’s favorite pastimes, but this one was funky enough to be amusing. All four of her suitcases came right away. Figuratively she traveled light through life, but in literal terms she always had more luggage than she could carry. Not that she anticipated staying in Alden Mills long enough to need four suitcases’ worth of clothes and accessories and makeup; it was just that every day, sometimes several times a day, she needed an array of meaningless choices.


  The lone rental company had nothing bigger than a sub-compact. She pushed the seat back as far as it would go and wedged herself behind the wheel, cursing the lack of public transportation and the distances between places around here. Though it was a damp, cool day, she rolled down the windows and adjusted her white chiffon scarf, feeling a little like Isadora Duncan. Kicking off her shoes to drive stocking-footed, because she liked feeling the power and heat of the engine through the pedals, she set off northward on a narrow four-lane highway through lush green whose price was the drizzle seeping out of a low gray sky.


  Everything she noticed now was something she remembered. The way Route 47 became Main Street in one little town after another. The look of the very green trees, always in clumps. The way to Sharon’s house. She did not want to remember any of it, but she swore nothing had changed. Twenty miles or so south of the airport, the lacy white bridge still, for no discernible reason, carried the highway from one side of the creek to the other. The trailers in the various Creekside parks were the same Easter-egg pastels. The northern limits of Alden Mills were still landmarked by the Outside Inn- for the town itself was dry - and by the unprepossessing dun-colored buildings of Noble Chemical. The road to Sharon’s house still went straight up the hill under the railroad bridge. Ruth thought about driving on past, but turned in at the mailbox with the sunflower on it and pulled up onto the wide gravel incline of the driveway.


  She made no effort not to take it personally that Sharon wasn’t outside waiting for her, or at least watching from the door. With rather more struggle than absolutely necessary, she pried two bags out of the back seat and carried them to the side door, where she remembered always going in. The wooden deck sagged a bit under her weight and reverberated when she thumped the suitcases down.


  Attached to the yellow shingles beside the shiny brown door was a raffia sconce holding a sprig of dried wildflowers. Ruth would have expected to think it tacky, but in fact she found it quite lovely. While she caught her breath she gazed at it enviously, guessing Sharon had made and hung it, wishing she could do things like that, wishing even more that Sharon would make one for her.


  Nobody came to meet her. She was actually going to have to ring the bell. She got the other, even bulkier, suitcases out of the trunk and lugged them to the porch. Out of breath again, she was smoothing her hair and clothes and just about to press the doorbell button when Sharon opened the door.


  “Ruth! Hi!” As tall as Ruth but not nearly as wide, Sharon felt small in the cursory embrace she allowed before she reached to slide one of the suitcases over the threshold. A tiny white dog yapped and bounced just out of Ruth’s reach. In a pursed-lip coo on the very brink of babytalk, Sharon introduced the little creature as Lady Diana, known as Di. So completely was Di the negative image of
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