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  DEAD MAN’S FLOAT


  Chapter 1


  Cleaning is like life. You’ve got to work at it if you want to see results.


  Mary Lou Popper’s Household Guide for People Who Hate to Clean


  Tigger Mills never could shake trouble. It followed him around like a bunch of tin cans tied to the rear fender of a car. When he was younger, he seemed to welcome it. He had a reputation for being wild and would do just about anything on a dare: swing from the bell tower, lie down on the railroad tracks right before the train was coming around the bend, walk the cliffs blind-folded; whatever the challenge, he took it. That was before the fire. After, despite his claim that he had nothing to do with it, his reputation spread beyond the small town of Oceanside Heights to the surrounding Jersey shore, so if you happened to be in Bradley Beach or Point Pleasant or Spring Lake, and you let on that you knew Tigger (not mentioning, of course, that you knew him by sight, not personally), you became famous by association.


  It was the fire that thrust the Heights into the spotlight twenty years ago. All the local festivities—the tall ships, the lavish fireworks, the parade of floats—were a few miles away in Point Pleasant. But when the fire broke out on the Fourth of July, reporters rushed to cover it. In the days that followed, newspaper and TV accounts portrayed the Heights as more than just a religious enclave, the tiny square mile locals called “God’s own acre.” The news people photographed the splendid Victorian houses, with their wraparound porches and grand cupolas. They showed the boardwalk, and the gazebo, and the old-fashioned shops in town that date back to the nineteenth century, and that summer, for the first time, the tourists came. Each year, more people filled the faded hotels along the ocean, until the town had to build guest houses, taking care to make them look old, and the value of real estate started to soar.


  So really, Tigger Mills was somehow linked to the growth of the summer tourist industry, Anne thought to herself, as she caught sight of him leaning against the railing of the boardwalk, looking out to sea. It was a hot humid morning, and the beach was packed because of the July Fourth holiday. Everywhere she looked she saw American flags—imprinted on bathing suits, planted in the sand, sticking out of picnic coolers. Independence Day was a big deal in the Heights, celebrated with gusto.


  It must be strange for Tigger to be back here, she thought. It was exactly twenty years ago today that the fire broke out, and he hadn’t returned until now. A few weeks after the Spray View Hotel burned to the ground, his parents shipped him off to live with relatives. She forgot where, exactly. Someplace in the Midwest. There wasn’t enough evidence for a legal trial, but the people who lived in the Heights had convicted him anyway, and his parents thought it best that he leave.


  The years had not treated him unkindly. He had a beard and mustache now, but his dark hair still fell across his forehead, just as it had when they were kids. And his eyes were still the incredible shade of green Anne remembered, the same jewel tone as those patches in the ocean where, when you swam through them, the water was surprisingly warmer. His jaw was set in the old, determined way, his lips parted to form the same sensual grin. His body had filled out, become more muscular, so that his white T-shirt and jeans appeared to cling to his skin.


  Tigger Mills. Looking at him took her back to that fateful summer, when her crush, passion, call it what you will (she called it love) spread like fever, so that she only had to hear his name or catch a glimpse of his bike hurtling down the boardwalk for her face to prickle, turning as red as the roses in her mother’s garden. Anne had never known anyone quite like Tigger Mills. No other boy was as handsome or athletic, no one else possessed his courage. She could still see him diving off the longest pier, just because the others said he couldn’t, his body jackknifed in the air, plunging down, down toward the water, foam spilling over the rocks below. The moment when he disappeared beneath the waves, stretching out to two minutes, then three, until they all thought he had struck the rocks and was wedged between them, trapped, unconscious. The boys shuffled their feet, peered at the line separating sea from sky, as if the answer lay past the horizon. They started to blame one another for goading him into it, until Anne almost expected them to come to blows and pitch each other off the pier, as a form of retribution. One girl began to sob. And then, suddenly, someone saw his head bobbing above the water on the other side of the pier, and they all broke out laughing, chortling with relief, and no one laughed louder than Tigger. But that was nothing compared with the nights—all those nights she looked out her bedroom window and saw him on the boardwalk, holding hands with the prettiest girls in school, kissing them under the curved street lamps, bathed in white light, so that from a distance, he and the girl looked larger than life, incandescent as movie stars.


  “Hey,” he said now, turning toward her. “Hey, Anne, how’ve you been?” She walked over to where he was standing. Up close, his skin had a ruddy cast to it. From drinking, probably. Talk at the Mini-Mart was that he drank too much, which surprised no one.


  “I’m fine,” she answered. “How about you? I heard you were back.”


  “Yeah. My ma died last month, and left me her house. You know the place? The green house? Over on Embury?”


  She knew it.


  “My old man says it belongs to him. But Ma owned that house. And it’s mine now. No matter what trash he’s talking.”


  Anne looked at him closely. Troy Mills had been going around town threatening to disown his son if Tigger even set foot on the property. Odds at the Mini-Mart were running four to one that Troy would do it, if pressed. Troy had a bad temper. He didn’t like being crossed. “Well, the house is legally yours though, isn’t it?”


  “Not according to the old man. He’s contesting the will, claims a husband automatically inherits everything from his wife.”


  “Do you have a good lawyer?”


  He threw his head back and laughed. “Lawyers cost money.”


  “Of course,” Anne said, as if restating the obvious. “Where are you staying while you sort things out?” Maybe if they stood here long enough, she’d be able to ask him questions she didn’t know the answer to. Like how it felt to be back here on the Fourth of July, the twentieth anniversary of little Ruthie Klemperer’s death. She’d heard what they were saying about Tigger down at Moby’s Hardware and the Pelican Cafe. Gossip ricocheted through the Heights like a stone skipping across a lake. They talked of nothing else at the Ladies’ Auxiliary Book Sale and the Heights Kite Festival. Fishermen spoke of it as they set their lobster traps. So did shopkeepers sweeping the sidewalks on Main Street and the youth group who met each morning for devotions and donuts in Oceanside Chapel. Anne’s neighbors talked about Tigger while weeding their gardens or fixing supper or hanging their wash out to dry. Everybody said the same thing: He should have been thrown in jail years ago for burning down the hotel and killing a three-year-old child who was trapped inside.


  But Anne always believed he was innocent. Maybe because he said so, and the police could never prove otherwise. Or maybe because underneath his reckless charm, she’d sensed he had integrity. Or maybe because she knew firsthand how people in a small town liked acting as judge and jury.


  From underneath the boardwalk, she heard the pop of illegal firecrackers. “I’m over at Ravenswood,” Tigger said.


  “That must be … difficult for you.”


  The Ravenswood Inn was where the state housed nearly two dozen elderly former mental patients, along with a few intrepid guests who paid a flat rate of $29.99 per night. The old people sat on the porch all day, rocking back and forth, staring into space. But some roamed the streets, asking for handouts, muttering to themselves, bothering the tourists, until the mayor had formed a committee, petitioning the governor to have the “loonies” moved elsewhere.


  “It’s not too bad,” Tigger said, grinning. “I keep to myself. Don’t disturb the disturbed, if you get my drift. And the price is right.”


  “Then I guess it’s worth it,” she said slowly. But she wouldn’t have spent one night under the inn’s roof. The residents of Ravenswood scared her. She often thought her mother could have ended up there, if her father hadn’t generously blown his life savings to keep them afloat financially. First he’d hired a home health care attendant, and later, when things got really bad, he installed his ex-wife in a quality nursing home in Red Bank. Otherwise, Evelyn Hardaway might have ended up like the “loonies”—wandering the streets, uprooting her neighbors’ flower beds, talking to imaginary friends.


  The elderly people on the porch of Ravenswood reminded Anne of the way her mother looked when she was sedated. It was hard to tell which was worse: Evelyn medicated to a level of docility or Evelyn in a rage, unable to identify the refrigerator by name or even remember who Anne was. At Ravenswood, people rocked on the porch for hours on end. Although they sat in rows, close enough to hold hands, each one seemed entirely alone. When Anne walked into town, she stayed on the other side of the street.


  “Helluva day,” Tigger Mills said, gesturing toward the water, the cloudless sky, the red, white, and blue umbrellas massed on the sand like brightly colored moons. “Nice and hot.”


  “Yeah,” she said, standing up. “I’ll probably get to the beach a little later on.”


  In the meantime, Anne thought to herself, ask him over for coffee. And what’s left of the apple crumb pie. Ask him. Do it. Suddenly aware that he was studying her, as if seeing her for the first time. He was sizing her up: her long, wavy red hair, her blue eyes, the smattering of freckles splashed across her nose and cheeks. His eyes roamed over her trim figure, taking in her dark green midriff top and her cut-off denim shorts.


  Could he tell what she was thinking, beneath her no-nonsense straw hat, the heat lapping between her thighs? “Your skin’s so pale, you look like you’d best stay out of the sun,” he said, smiling. She smiled back. God, he was still so sexy. She watched him stretch. When he flexed his arms above his head, the muscles beneath his shirt rippled.


  “Well,” he said. “I gotta be going. Places to go, people to see.” His grin mocking the words, rendering them useless. “Later,” he told her, as he walked away, in the direction of Ravenswood.


  In the summer, the small town of Oceanside Heights swelled to three or four times its normal size. It was easy to tell the tourists from the people who lived there year round: tourists were always looking up, gawking at turrets and gingerbread trim on the old-fashioned pastel-colored houses, as if the Heights weren’t a town at all, but a board game of architectural delights. At night, they strolled along the boardwalk or along the piers, which jutted into the ocean like fingers on a giant’s hand, noting the salty breeze, the picture-perfect loveliness of the tiny beach resort.


  The town had been founded as a camp meeting site in 1896, and religion was still its biggest attraction. At the huge Methodist church on Trinity Lane, known as the Church by the Sea, there were morning prayers, followed by Bible study, a gospel sing, a noon sermon, afternoon prayers, and finally an evening devotional. Religion had been good for the town. It helped keep rowdy college kids away, cleansed the boardwalk of beer bottles and in-line skates. The Heights was a clean town, a cheerful town. If you wanted to sin, you went somewhere else—somewhere your neighbors couldn’t find you. Even the tourists were a wholesome bunch. With a population of 703, the “Christian seaside paradise” attracted young families and middle-aged matrons who came to enjoy the gorgeously clean beach and the old-time preaching. Anne didn’t mind being among strangers. They brought life to the Heights. And unlike the all-year-rounders, they didn’t know the first thing about her past.


  That was the problem with small towns. Everybody was familiar with everybody else’s life history. Anne was thirty- six years old, and every single resident of the Heights knew her as the Crazy Lady’s daughter. It didn’t matter that her mother had been dead for seven years. The stigma remained, like a permanent stamp imprinted on her skin. Oh, they were polite enough. Most of them, anyway. How you doing today, Anne? Write anything interesting today? But underneath the friendly patina, she sensed distrust and a thread of fear. It was as if they were waiting for Anne to change, to go crazy like her mother had. In the meantime, they kept a safe, civil distance.


  For the last several months, she’d been toying with the idea of moving. She imagined herself working at a big magazine in New York, writing about quirky topics: people who swim with their dogs in the Hudson River, or what the inside of a water tower looks like. She daydreamed about what it would be like to live among strangers—safe in her anonymity, protected from narrow-minded biddies, painful memories, and the pitying, superior glances of her neighbors. She would sell the house, the furniture, even her ’68 Mustang, which she rarely used. The Heights was so small, she walked everywhere she needed to go.


  Now she walked around her house, trying to evaluate each room the way a real estate agent would, appraising the scuffed oak floors, the chipped walnut banister, the plaster peeling off the ceiling in the bathrooms. Realtors were always urging her to sell, slipping their cards under her front door, sending her flyers in the mail. You’ve got prime ocean property, they told her. Right across the street from the beach, can’t beat the view. The house is worth at least $300,000, maybe more. But when it came right down to it, she didn’t trust any of them. They had no idea how much this house meant to her. All they saw was a three-bedroom Victorian fixer-upper and a nice fat commission.


  On an impulse, she went to the phone and called Jim Walser, the president of the Oceanside Heights Association. Mr. Walser would be able to tell her which agency was on the up and up. He had his own real estate firm for years, before retiring to become president of the association, a nonprofit organization dedicated to making sure everything in the Heights ran smoothly. Walser knew more about historic houses than anyone else in Monmouth County. When people needed a building permit, they came to Jim Walser. When they couldn’t decide whether to redo their roofs in shingles or slate, they consulted him. When their gutters were clogged, when they needed new storm doors, when their plumbing didn’t work or their porches needed repairing, they went straight to Jim Walser, the heart and soul of the Heights. And although he sounded harried on the phone, he promised Anne he’d come right over.


  While she waited, she tried not to think about the promise she had made to her mother. It had been her mother’s last wish that Anne hold on to the house, a request Anne had agreed to when her mother was dying. The rambling yellow cottage had become the repository of her mother’s memories, a sieve holding what was left of the past. Even when Evelyn Hardaway was so disoriented that she couldn’t tie a shoelace or operate the TV, Anne knew her mother could look around the cozy, quilt-strewn living room and remember the time Anne first learned to play the piano or the day she herself was carried across the threshold as a young bride. Evelyn had grown up in the house, and the ghosts of her long-dead relatives seemed to provide her with a shred of continuity and comfort.


  After Evelyn died, Anne found an old recipe box stuffed with scraps of paper containing scribbled directions. By laying the papers end to end on the kitchen table, Anne was able to figure out what she was looking at: notes and maps Evelyn had drawn, to guide her home from the grocery store or the bank. At the age of forty-eight, Evelyn couldn’t navigate the tiny town without the aid of written instructions. “Evelyn,” Anne’s father used to shout. “Where is your mind? Where is it located?” Her mother had no answer. But Anne did. It’s lost, she would think. Lost somewhere in this house. If she looked hard enough and long enough, she told herself, she would eventually find it.


  Because there was another woman Anne remembered: the mother who baked gingerbread men and made ice cream from snow, who spun wonderful tales about the squirrel living in the maple tree, and grew sunflowers tall as cars, who smoked cigarettes in a silver holder and built lavish mud pie castles by the ocean, complete with turrets and a moat. The house on Seaside Avenue, her house now, helped Anne stay connected to the real Evelyn Hardaway, the mother she’d had before illness struck. She couldn’t just pick up and leave.


  When Triple Star Publishing announced in January that the company was relocating to North Carolina, and Anne was given a choice of moving or losing her job, she made her boss an offer. She would work from home, telecommute, and continue to ghostwrite books for the company’s stable of authors. That way, she’d be able to stay in the Heights, and still keep her job.


  The arrangement had worked fairly well so far. In the past six months, she’d managed to churn out two books, and she was halfway through a third—Mary Lou Popper’s Household Guide for People Who Hate to Clean. Still, she daydreamed about getting away. Moving to New York would be like shedding her old self and starting fresh. She was three and a half weeks late turning in chapter five of the book: “Fast ‘n’ Easy Floor Care.” But she couldn’t bring herself to start writing it. If she moved to Manhattan, she’d quit Triple Star, and Mary Lou Popper would be someone else’s headache.


  A knock on the door interrupted her reverie. She looked out the window and saw Jim Walser had arrived. In honor of Independence Day, he’d dressed entirely in patriotic colors: a red golf shirt, white slacks, and blue cap. She opened the door. “Hi, Mr. Walser. Thanks for coming over.”


  “My pleasure, Anne,” he said, removing his cap and stepping inside. “Happy Fourth of July. What can I do for you?” Jim Walser was in his mid-sixties, with a slight paunch. His bald head, the Coke-bottle thickness of his glasses, and his slightly befuddled air had always reminded Anne of the Mr. Magoo cartoons she’d watched as a child.


  “I’m sorry to drag you over here,” she said. “But I wanted to talk in person. I’m… thinking of selling the house.”


  “Of course. Of course. No need to apologize. I know how much this old place means to you,” Walser said soberly.


  When her mother had gotten sick, Jim Walser had been one of the few people in town who’d been of any help. Instead of passing judgment or staying away, he’d helped Anne research various nursing homes, speaking to doctors and hospital administrators to learn which ones offered the best-quality care.


  “I wasn’t sure who I should contact,” she said. “The agents have been besieging me more than usual lately.”


  Walser frowned. “Now, that’s not right. We’ve had a boom year in terms of real estate, but to harass property owners like this…” He shook his head. “I’ll put a stop to it.”


  “I mainly wanted to ask who you thought should represent me.”


  “Well, Lorraine Glick’s not bad. Although she’s getting a little long in the tooth for climbing folks’ stairs to show off their attics. I’d steer clear of Surf Realty. Harvey loves the hard sell, but I don’t cotton to him twisting the screws.” He paused to scratch his head. “You know who I’d call? Harriet Tuttle, over at the Seagull Group. She’s fair. And she’s honest. I expect you’d get your asking price—you’re looking at $300,000 to $325,000 easy—minus the surcharge, of course.”


  Anne nodded. The land in Oceanside Heights was owned by the church, administered by the association, and leased to homeowners, in a complicated procedure designed to ensure that four percent of the price of each real estate transaction went toward strengthening the church and beautifying the town. The founding fathers had set things up this way so that religion would always be of central importance in the Heights. Property owners didn’t mind. The money was used for things like landscaping Main Street or offering a needlework class over at the library or hiring a guest speaker to preach one Sunday a month. Better to mine religion than to wind up like Wildwood or Avalon, rowdy towns where drunken teenagers mobbed the beaches and every night was a carnival.


  “Here’s where to reach Harriet,” Walser said, removing a card from his breast pocket and scribbling down the number. “Now, I’ve got to get back to the office. Remember, the fireworks start at nine sharp. We’ve got a doozy of a show this year.”


  After Walser left, Anne called the real estate agent. As the phone rang on the other end of the line, she felt a surge of guilt. Could she actually go through with it? Break a deathbed promise to her mother? She put the receiver back in its cradle. Harriet Tuttle could wait. Besides, it was a holiday. She’d only reach the answering machine at the real estate agency anyway.


  She could spend the afternoon decoding Mary Lou Popper’s notes on water-based wax strippers, but she really wasn’t in the mood. After fixing herself some lunch, she donned a bathing suit and an old work shirt and headed across the street to the ocean.


  The beach was even more crowded now, jammed with umbrellas and blankets. A teenager with sideburns and a tattoo smeared across his chest was doing a brisk business selling miniature flags. The tattoo said: God Bless America. Anne wondered if it was removable.


  Laying her beach towel behind the lifeguard stand, she settled into a striped sand chair, with a brand-new mystery novel. She was just about to start reading when she realized she should have chosen another spot. Teri Curley was sitting nearby, developing the summer’s most spectacular tan. Wearing a white one-piece suit designed for a nymphet, Teri didn’t so much tan as pose. She was in constant motion: shifting her sunglasses from her nose to the top of her head, sipping designer water, spritzing her body with water from a plastic spray bottle. How many sessions with her personal trainer did it take to reduce her thighs? To swell the curve of her breasts so they rose like twin snow cones? To tone her stomach until it was washboard flat? Teri looked like she had paid through the nose.


  Though the two women had known each other all their lives, they nearly always avoided eye contact. Before sixth grade, they had been best friends. But that year, Evelyn Hardaway had started getting worse—becoming more agitated and confused, becoming what Anne in her darkest, most private moments could only call insane. One day after school, Anne had made the mistake of inviting Teri and three other girls home to study. Her mother had asked Anne to do it, as a way of making up for burned dinners and lost keys. She had promised to bake her famous chocolate fudge brownies. And she kept her promise, too. But when she walked out on the porch, holding the plate of brownies, she was naked from the waist down, without a skirt or panties. Anne could never forget the horror on her friends’ faces as they stared at her mother’s milky white thighs, watching her mother’s hand stroke the tuft of red pubic hair. A string of garbled obscenities escaped her mother’s lips. The plate dropped and shattered. Her friends fled. Anne could hear them laughing in terror and disgust as they ran away.


  The rest of the afternoon was a blur of adults—a stream of women flowing in and out of the house, followed by the minister and lastly, at the end of the day, by her father, his shame lingering in the air like stale cologne. One of her mother’s friends, she forgot which one, berated him. “If you still lived here, George,” the woman said, “Evvie wouldn’t have to parade around half-nude. She has needs, too.” Her father recoiled as if struck and disappeared upstairs, to consult with the doctor. Later, he would tell Anne that the worst part of it was that everybody knew. The whole town knew Evelyn Hardaway was crazy as a loon.


  Anne didn’t have to be told. Overnight, she found she had become a social outcast. Before, she had been marginally popular. After, her classmates made her feel dirty, as if she had been the one caught masturbating in broad daylight. Teri and her friends recreated the scene over and over for the rest of the school’s amusement. When Anne walked down the hall, boys would point and grab their crotches, boys whose names she didn’t even know.


  Ever since then, Teri had perfected the “intentional ignore”—looking right through Anne as if she were a stranger, only acknowledging her existence when absolutely necessary. And now Teri was going to ignore her for the next two to three hours. Anne could tell she’d been spotted from the way Teri had started speaking, her voice grown louder, her diction more pronounced. Teri was with her three beautifully groomed children, whose names Anne always forgot, although she was fairly sure they all began with the letter T.


  Small town neighborliness at its best, Anne thought, picking up her book and reading the first sentence four times because it was hard to concentrate and pretend she wasn’t angry at the same time. In Oceanside Heights, she’d always be known as Crazy Evvie’s daughter. Some things never changed.


  Chapter 2


  After a trip to the beach, vacuum the inside of your washing machine to remove loose, stubborn grains of sand.


  Tigger Mills seemed to appear out of nowhere. She looked up and there he was, smiling his funny, crooked smile.


  “You made it,” he said, as if they had arranged to meet earlier.


  He sat down next to her on the sand.


  “Just look at her,” he said, gazing at the ocean, which was calm, like a sheet of colored glass. “Isn’t she something? Makes me sorry I ever left.”


  “Where have you been living?”


  “Indiana. You ever been?” She shook her head no. “Don’t bother. There’s no ocean. I used to swim at the local YMCA. Drove the members crazy.”


  She remembered that he was captain of the swimming team, captain of the sailing squad, too, the one year the JCs raised enough money to support a team. “So what were you doing out in Indiana?”


  “Odd jobs. Some construction work, painting houses, that sort of thing. I tell you what, though. It sure was different from here.” He looked at her closely. “You ever wished you lived someplace normal?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked defensively. Color rushed to her cheeks. She could feel her body tensing up.


  “You know. Like Margate or Wildwood. The real Jersey shore, with Ferris wheels and taffy and those tacky no-tell motels they built back in the fifties.”


  “Oh,” she said, feeling relief wash over her. He wasn’t talking about her mother. He never had been one of the boys who teased her. “I thought you said you wanted to move back here.”


  “I do. But I could live without the fake charm—the horse-and- buggy aren’t-we-old-fashioned crap. And big-time religion leaves me cold.”


  “I don’t even notice the religious stuff anymore,” Anne said. “Since my father died, I only go to church two or three times a year.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Look over there.” He pointed to a heavyset woman in an oversize T-shirt, which said: God Is Like Scotch Tape. You Can’t See Him, But He Holds Things Together!


  “God is watching,” Tigger said, in a stage whisper. “But no one else gives a damn. You know we’re not even on the map? I remember the first time I tried to find the Heights in an atlas and I couldn’t. It was like, I dunno, like I didn’t exist or something.”


  “But we do,” Anne said lightly.


  “Yup. I’m stuck here on earth for eternity. My soul’s not going to heaven. Not if the townies have anything to say about it.”


  “I heard heaven’s not so hot. You can’t even get a decent cup of coffee.”


  “Then count me out. In the meantime, how’d you like to go for a swim?”


  “The water’s freezing. I went in the other day and nearly turned blue.”


  “Is that a no?”


  “It’s a maybe,” she said, smiling.


  Could this really be happening? Could she really be flirting with Tigger Mills after all these years? It seemed odd, unreal. Her feelings for him had once filled up two leather-bound diaries. Those beguiling green eyes had inspired some truly bad poetry, which was collecting dust in a cardboard box in her attic.


  “I can’t wait to get my house back,” he said, changing the subject. “It needs a lot of work. New shingles on the roof. New windows and doors. I’m thinking of painting it red, to annoy the neighbors.”


  “Would you stay and live here year round?” she asked. Over his shoulder, she could see Teri Curley staring at them.


  The last summer Tigger lived in the Heights, the summer of the fire, Teri had been his girlfriend, the one he kissed under the glow of the street lights, beneath a black velvet sky peppered with stars. Tigger had spotted Teri as well. For all Anne knew, he had been aware that she was sitting nearby the whole time. Life really is high school, she thought. No matter how old you got, nothing changed.


  “Hey, Teri,” he called out, waving. Anne steeled herself for the response, expecting the ex-prom queen to choose this moment to cool her polished toenails in the ocean. From what Anne had seen and heard in town, even Tigger’s old friends had stayed away. Once, they had admired him. Once, they would have followed him anywhere. Now they kept their distance, as if he’d contracted some incurable disease.


  But Teri actually waved back. Not only that, she deigned to rise from her blanket and walk over to where they were sitting, spritz bottle in hand so she wouldn’t melt in the heat. “How you doing?” she said, addressing Tigger only.


  “Terrific. Happy as a pig in a pen.”


  “Great…that’s great,” Teri said, opening wide to smile. Not much penetrated her irony-free zone, Anne thought.


  Teri pulled her long black hair off her face, began gathering it into a ponytail, then let it fall, and immediately proceeded to gather it up again, a mannerism Anne recognized from high school. She had applied so much hair spray it looked as if there was air between every other strand. If you stuck a pencil in the middle, it would probably have stayed suspended. Teri Curley’s Amazing Superglue Hair!


  “I heard about your mother,” Teri said to Tigger. “She was such a darling. Bobby and I were so sorry to hear she’d passed away.”


  Anne studied Tigger carefully. The mocking grin was back on his face, but he was looking at Teri with interest. Anne wondered whether the old attraction still existed between them. Teri’s husband, Bobby, had been Tigger’s best friend in high school, his second in command. Tigger couldn’t have been happy to hear they got married.


  “You and Bobby have how many kids now? Five? Six?” Tigger asked.


  “Three gorgeous girls, right over there,” Teri said, nodding toward the three Ts.


  “They’re beauties all right.”


  If I stood up right now and walked away, Anne thought, how long would it take for them to realize I was gone? She was tempted to do just that, before they began strolling down memory lane. But right then Tigger put his hand on her shoulder and said: “You remember Anne Hardaway, don’t you, Teri?”


  Teri’s brow cleared, her eyes snapped into focus, as if a fog had suddenly lifted, enabling her to be interested in what moments ago wasn’t worth spit. Anne had seen Teri undergo the transformation before—at the annual end-of- summer fund-raiser for the church, on the steps of her pink Victorian home the day of the historical house tour, nose to nose with a horde of camera-toting tourists. It was what she called Teri’s “tea and socials” face, and generally it didn’t appear when Anne was around.


  “Why, hello, Annie,” Teri gushed. “How’ve you been? I haven’t seen you in absolutely ages.”


  “I’ve been just swell,” Anne said, playing along. “We really should have lunch one of these days.”


  “That would be lovely,” Teri purred. “I look forward to it.”


  Why did she even come over here? Anne wondered. To cause a scene? Extend a peace offering? Because she was annoyed that Tigger was with me and not with her?


  “You know,” Teri said to Tigger, “you have something I want.”


  “Is that right?”


  “You remember that old letter you were awarded, the varsity one, from when you were on the swim team?” she continued. “Well, next year is the biggie—our twentieth class reunion. And I want to include the letter with some other sports memorabilia I’ve been collecting.”


  “Sorry. No can do. I lost it.”


  “Really?” Teri said, frowning. “Why don’t you take another look? You may still have it lying around somewhere. I might even be able to pay you for it.”


  “Pay me, huh? I don’t think so. You can’t put a price on memories.”


  A look of annoyance flickered across Teri’s face. But it was gone in a moment, replaced by her customary perky smile. She gathered her hair up and let it fall. “Look,” she said brightly, “why don’t we meet for a drink later or an early supper?”


  “I can’t. I’m having dinner with Anne tonight.”


  At this piece of news, Anne shot him a questioning look. But Tigger was staring up at Teri. The three of them looked at one another, smiles plastered to their faces, waiting for someone to speak. It seemed the conversation had run out of steam. “Sooooo,” Teri said finally. “Are you both planning to be at the reunion?”


  “That all depends,” Tigger said, “on whether dropouts get to go.”


  Teri hooked her index finger into the bottom of her bathing suit and readjusted her tan line. “After you moved away, you graduated from somewhere, didn’t you?” she asked disdainfully.


  “Nah. Degrees are a dime a dozen. I’ll go for experience any time.”


  “Well, there’s always the GED. You’ll have to come anyway. It’ll be tons of fun.”


  “And you always were up for fun, weren’t you, baby?” Tigger said softly.


  Teri’s face turned one shade darker. “Oh, shoot,” she said, clapping her hands together. “I really must fly. Tammy has Brownies today, and I have to drop her off. Call me later. We have so much catching up to do.” Without waiting for a reply, she walked back toward her blanket and began packing up her things. Anne could hear the two older girls complaining that they didn’t want to leave. It wasn’t fair.


  “She’s a regular Jersey shore Barbie,” Tigger sneered. “I don’t know how Bobby puts up with her.”


  “You used to like her.”


  Tigger’s eyes were fixed on the ocean. “I used to like a lot of things about this town.”


  Each year, shortly after Labor Day, the restaurant on the northernmost end of Oceanside Heights went out of business, only to be reborn the following summer with a different menu and a different name. This summer’s incarnation was the Albatross, serving “continental cuisine,” not all that different from the surf and turf of the previous year, when the place had been called Joey’s.


  Tonight, there was hardly anybody in the restaurant other than the staff. Most of the tourists had migrated to Bradley Beach, picking out a good spot to watch the fireworks. The waitress led Anne and Tigger to a window seat, overlooking the ocean, with a view of plastic palm trees planted in the sand. Anne ordered the lobster dinner. If she weren’t planning to pay half, she might have chosen something else, but at $14.99, it wasn’t all that expensive. When the waitress walked away, Tigger pulled out the bottle of wine he’d been carrying in a brown paper bag.


  “Isn’t it stupid,” he said, pouring the wine into their water glasses, “that the Heights is a dry town but they let you bring the stuff in?”


  “That just started this summer. The town council voted. They said it would hurt tourism if people couldn’t drink.”


  “So ‘Thou shalt not drink’ goes right out the window when there’s big bucks at stake?” He fidgeted with the silverware and looked around the restaurant. He seemed jittery, on edge.


  “Well, no. I think they figured the people who were going to drink would do it anyway, even if there aren’t any liquor stores here and the restaurants don’t serve alcohol.”


  “Remember when we were kids? The list of things you couldn’t do on Sunday? No bike riding. No wash on the line. No parking on the street.”


  “I remember you broke some of the rules.”


  “Because there were so goddamn many.”


  After swallowing half his wine, he poured himself a refill. So the rumors about his drinking were true, not made up for spite. She took a sip from her own glass. The wine was warm and tasted acidic, burning the back of her throat.


  She couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been asked to the junior prom. That was what this night felt like, as though the air around her crackled with expectation. She had taken more than an hour choosing what she’d wear—a pale blue knit skirt and matching top that showed off her slim arms. The neckline was cut low, revealing the ivory skin on her chest. Her hair, set with hot rollers, bounced below her shoulders each time she moved her head.


  Stop it, she scolded herself, taking another sip. It’s not like you’ve never been on a date before, not like you’ve never slept with anyone or been through the whole drill—drinks, dinner, pillow talk.


  Her last relationship had ended five months ago when Dr. David Chilton decided in a fit of remorse and conscience that he wasn’t going to leave his wife just yet. Five months wasn’t long at all. Anne had gone through dry spells between men that lasted up to a year. So why was she behaving as if she were sixteen again? Why was tonight so important?


  “Tell me what’s been happening in the Heights,” Tigger commanded suddenly.


  “You mean the gossip? Who’s having an affair? Who’s not speaking? Which teenagers are knocked up?”


  “You got it.”


  “Hmm. I’m not sure if I can. Most of the dirt I know about has to do with stain removal and household cleansers.”


  “Huh?”


  So Anne told him about the book she was writing for Mary Lou Popper, the syndicated radio talk show host and celebrated household hints authority, who couldn’t string two sentences together unless someone else spelled out the words and typed them into the computer. “Half the time,” Anne complained, “even her advice is wrong. There’s this one chapter on making your own detergent. And if you followed the directions, you’d get first-degree burns. So now I double-check everything she tells me.”


  “How’d she get to be Suzy Homemaker?”


  “S&M.”


  “What?”


  “Sales and marketing. She’s a real self-promoter.”


  The waitress brought their lobsters, crowded next to giant baked potatoes and barely thawed-out frozen vegetables. Outside, the sky was turning a deep electric blue, a surreal color that thickened and intensified before giving way to night.


  The lobster tasted faintly of iodine. Anne dipped chunks of it in butter to drown out the flavor. The wine was nearly gone, and Tigger looked more relaxed. “So,” he said, cracking open a lobster claw and digging the meat out. “You’ve lived here your whole life?”


  “Uh huh.”


  “What’s it like now? Is it different from when we were kids?”


  “Yes and no. I guess the main thing is that after a while, you get used to certain things.”


  “What things?”


  “Oh, the way the town is in winter. The quiet. Being … alone a lot. Things like that.”


  He stared out the window, at the palm trees that swayed unsteadily in the evening breeze. His voice, when he spoke, was tinged with bitterness. “You can be alone anywhere, even in cities. Especially in cities. I’m good at it. You know, you’re about the only one who’s been decent to me since I’ve been back.”


  “Really?”


  “You should see the way people look at me. Like I’m a monster or something. You wouldn’t believe the hate in their eyes.”


  “Don’t pay any attention. Their bark is worse than their bite.”


  “Is that right? You know Joe Vance?”


  Anne nodded. Joe Vance owned Advance Pharmacy, at the comer of Main and Beechwood.


  “When I was coming to pick you up before,” Tigger continued, “I passed him and his wife on the boardwalk. He called me the most vile names under the sun. And she spit on my shoe. Lucky for me her aim was bad.”


  Anne stared at him in surprise. Just the other day, she’d spent fifteen minutes with Mr. Vance, discussing the merits of cold medicine, with and without sleep activators. His wife, Mary, baked Rice Krispies cakes for the church picnics and tutored Korean orphans every other Sunday. It was hard to imagine either of them having the nerve to swat a mosquito.


  “It’s not just Vance. It’s this whole town.” Tigger’s brow was creased with worry. “Anne, I’m in big trouble here. I need your help.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Someone sent me a death threat.”


  “What!”


  “Somebody ripped apart a magazine and cut out letters from the different articles. Know what it spelled?” She shook her head. “DIE, up and down the page. It had all these quotes from the Bible in it, too, about how sinners wind up dead.” He poured more wine in his glass. “You live here. You know these folks pretty well. Who could have sent me something like that?”


  “It must have been a prank,” Anne said. “What happened to you before, well, that was years ago. People talk a good game, but when you come right down to it, all they might do is write a letter to the local newspaper or something.”


  “You’re wrong. Somebody wants me dead.”


  “That’s crazy.”


  “They’re still out for blood,” Tigger said, as if he hadn’t heard her. “They still blame me. Not,” he added quickly, “that there’s anything to blame me for.”


  She looked at him closely. He sounded sincere. He’d always claimed he was innocent, even at the inquest, when four people testified they saw him running from the hotel, moments before it burst into flames.


  She watched him crack open the other lobster claw and pry the meat loose with his fork. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him—about that night twenty years ago, about his life since then, about what he was doing here with her now. She picked the last bits of her lobster from the fiery red shell and said: “So if you don’t get the house back, what will you do?”


  He looked surprised, as if he hadn’t considered this possibility. “I’m gonna get my house. It’s just a matter of time.”


  When the check came, Anne put her share on the small plastic tray shaped like a crab. Tigger threw down two bills and stood up.


  “Where to?” he said.


  “Well, how’d you like a grand tour of your hometown?”
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