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“What is going on, Ben?”

“First you, then Rita. You’re both acting so strange,” Jill said.

Ben’s palms began to sweat. Could Rita know?

Oh, God, did everyone already know?

“Ben?” Jill moved her hand up to his cheek.

He touched her fingers and drew them to his mouth. He kissed them. “I love you,” he said.

She didn’t move. He knew that she knew there was more, that he was holding on to something.

He cleared his throat.

“Something’s happened.”
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who would be pretty amazed.
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Chapter 1

[image: ] Mindy Ashenbach sat in the middle of her quilt-covered bed, yanking red yarn from her Raggedy Ann’s head.

“Bastard,” she muttered with each pull, feeling bittersweet satisfaction in using a swear word that would have made her grandfather mad. She tugged another clump, then squeezed her eyes shut. “Rotten bastard.”

She sat quiet a moment, half-holding her breath, half-waiting for punishment. But the room was silent—the whole house was silent, the same way it was after school every day when she came home from helping at Menemsha House.

What made her think today would be different?

What made her think that even if anyone knew what had happened, they would have cared?

She flung the now hairless doll across the small room. It bounced off the windowsill and landed with a thud beneath the slant-roof dormer. It wasn’t as if she needed the dumb doll anymore. She was ten, after all. Too old to believe that I-love-you-heart crap.

She sucked in her lower lip and folded her arms. Then somewhere inside her a tremble began, like the rumblings of a volcano she’d seen on TV. It started in her belly, the place where it ached sometimes when she was scared. It started in her belly and stuttered its way up her chest to her throat. Then she opened her mouth, and out it came: one big wailing cry.

“Bastard!” she cried out. “Bastard! bastard!” She wondered if this was what it felt like when you died, if your insides ended up coming out, if all of your hurt ended up on the floor, facedown and alone like Raggedy Ann.

Suddenly, the door opened.

“Mindy? What the hell are you doing?” It was her grandfather.

She clutched her aching belly and tried to lick the wet places that were on her cheeks.

“You were supposed to make meat loaf for dinner,” he snarled. That’s when she smelled his familiar seascent, the warning that he’d been fishing today and he would be tired. “The last time I checked,” he continued, “meat loaf takes more than an hour. Now quit your daydreaming and get downstairs.” He started to close the door, then stopped, as if sensing something was not right. “What’s the matter with you, girl? You hear from your mother again?”

Anytime Mindy was upset, Grandpa figured it was because her ne’er-do-well mother, as he called her (his ne’er-do-well daughter-in-law, reckless widow of his ne’er-do-well son, Mindy’s father), had phoned or sent a postcard from an exotic port-of-call like Exuma or Caracas or wherever the yacht she was captaining that week or that month or that year had taken her now.

But no, it was not her mother who had upset Mindy.

It was that bastard. Who hadn’t ended up caring about her any more than anyone else.

Grandpa stood at the half-open door, waiting for an answer. If Mindy said yes, Mom had called, she knew it would end the conversation: Grandpa would groan his grumbly, cigar-smoked-up groan, and go away. All she would have to do was lie. Then everything would be back to normal.

But her belly ached.

And throat had closed up.

And her doll no longer had hair.

“Ben …,” she said quietly.

Grandpa sighed and stepped inside the room. “I can’t hear you, girl.”

She sniffed. God, she hated that she’d sniffed like Lisa Pendergast, the crybaby of the fourth grade. She closed her eyes. “Ben Niles,” she managed to say.

He grabbed her shoulders. Her eyes flew open. Grandpa’s face was all of a sudden in her own. “What about Niles?” he barked.

It was no secret to Mindy or half the damn world that Grandpa and Ben were not friends. But the way Grandpa’s steely eyes bored into her now was as scary as the night she’d come face to face with a big ugly possum.

She wondered if Grandpa was going to have a heart attack like he did last year after the bluefins stopped running.

He shook her a little. “What about Niles?”

She tried to swallow. She wanted him to let go. “Nothing,” she whispered.

His grip grew tighter. “What about him?” he shouted. “Did he hurt you?”

Mindy lowered her eyes, thinking that, yes, Ben had hurt her. Not the way Grandpa was hurting her now, but he’d hurt her. Her eyes were filling with tears again. She blinked. The tears fell on her jersey.

Grandpa began to pant. “Did he touch you?” he hissed. “Did that son of a bitch touch you?”

And then she realized why he was so upset. She’d seen those movies at school, the ones about sex. The ones that warned you not to let yourself be vulnerable, and what to do if some man (or woman) touched you there. She looked at her grandfather but did not respond.

The hissing grew silent. Then Grandpa said, “Where, girl? Where did he touch you?”

She looked up at Grandpa. He didn’t look like his heart was going to attack. Instead, he looked almost as if, like her, he was going to cry, like he was sad and worried and afraid all at once. All for her. For half a second Mindy thought he was going to hug her. The only one who’d ever done that was Ben. And he hated her now.

“You can tell me,” Grandpa said. His voice was softer now, his grip less intense. “Please, Mindy. Just tell me. Goddammit. Where did he touch you?”

She looked across the room to hapless, hopeless Raggedy Ann, then back to her grandfather, who still waited for an answer. And in that instant she decided that even though Ben hated her now, maybe Grandpa did not. Maybe somebody loved her, after all—her grandfather, her own flesh and blood.

Mindy slowly put her hands on her chest, on top of her red-and-white-striped jersey, right where her nipples were trying to grow breasts. “Here,” she said quietly. “He touched me here.”


Chapter 2

[image: ] Ben Niles sat on the floor of his Menemsha House museum and stared at the pile of cedar and oak wood sticks that he would craft into an old-fashioned lobster trap as soon as he figured out how.

He raised his Red Sox baseball cap, ran his hand through his thinning hair, and laughed. This was, he reminded himself, his dream. No longer the premier restoration guru of old Yankee houses, Ben now played with sea-weathered sticks instead of smooth-polished black walnut, collected two-buck admission fees instead of five-figure paychecks, and savored eager smiles of elementary school kids instead of kowtowing to arrogant rich folks who wanted their million-dollar houses upgraded to two.

Since he’d met his wife, Jill, he’d given it “all” up. The same way she’d given up her high-profile television career to be with him on Martha’s Vineyard. And now, thanks to Jill, Ben had found passion in both his life and his work, which included finding new ways to teach kids the crafts of their ancestors. The latest was the damn lobster trap, which he was staring at hopelessly when the telephone rang with blessed distraction.

It was his wife, calling from the mainland—Vermont, to be exact.

“I miss my new husband and I love him and I can’t wait to come home,” Jill said, her voice as soft as the silk of her nightgowns that he loved to feel brush his skin in their bed, that he loved to slide off her to make room for him. He looked down at his jeans, grateful that fifty-three was not too old for the enormous erection his wife could unwittingly produce. His glamorous, second-chance, seven-years-younger wife, his friends had teased. Ben had smiled at their envy, but silently was often stumped that a city-savvy, classy lady like her saw anything at all in a common rogue like him.

“I miss you and I love you and I can’t wait for you, too,” he said, and realized that he’d never have talked to his beloved Louise that way, but then, they’d been the same age and had grown more sedate than romantic in the years before her death. He cleared his throat. “Do you know how to build lobster traps?” he asked his new, city-savvy wife. Her forefathers, after all, were native islanders. He was merely a transplant from Baltimore, though he’d now lived on the Vineyard more than half of his life.

“I watched my father make them.” The softness in her voice now sounded even softer, a little depressed maybe, a little bit blue.

Lonely, he figured. Like him.

“I thought he owned the great 1802 Tavern,” he said, trying to lift her mood, trying to pretend that talking on the phone was as good as sitting next to each other, sharing the same air.

“He owned the tavern, and he sold the traps to the tourists. To use as coffee tables.”

Yes, her voice was definitely depressed.

A pretend laugh came from Ben’s throat. “No! Not lobster trap coffee tables! Did he paint on velvet as well?” He unlaced his boots and took them off.

The laugh she returned was too late and out of sync, a laugh with an edge not just of loneliness, but of something … else. He wanted to ask what was wrong, but she said, “You’ll thank me when I show you how the kids can use different colors and patterns to customize their lobster trap ‘trademarks.’ And you’ll be glad when I show you how to load them with bricks so they won’t sink in the water. The traps, not the kids. Oh, and you might want to call them lobster pots. It’s more—authentic.”

“Like your father’s?” He pushed aside the pile of sticks with his wool-socked foot. Maybe she was just tired.

“If I didn’t love you,” she said with a feeble attempt at nonchalance, “I would hang up now.”

“Please do,” he replied. “Hang up and come home. I miss the hell out of you.”

Her tender, small moan said more than a million words could have.

“Honey?” he asked. “Is everything okay?”

She paused a moment, then said, “Sure. I’ve lined up the last two interviews for tomorrow. I’ll be home the day after that.”

He nodded as if she were there in the room. He was proud that Jill was an independent producer now, even though it meant she was away too often, putting together “video features,” she called them, then trying to sell them, if not to the networks then to feeder services that passed them on to television stations to use in their news slots. He was proud, yet frustrated for her, because the work was slow going and success had not yet kicked in.

Sort of like with Menemsha House, a dream in the making.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Good,” he said. “Great.” He did not tell her that a busload of paying autumn tourists had canceled their trip to the museum today; he did not tell her that he and Mindy Ashenbach had had a misunderstanding and that she’d run home in tears; he did not tell her that he’d spent the last two hours reviewing the museum’s pitiful books. He did not tell her these things because he did not want her to worry any more than she already did.

She paused another minute, and Ben was not sure if she was thinking of him or of that something “else” again. Then she asked, “Anything on Sea Grove?”

Sea Grove. He’d almost forgotten. “Shit,” he said, “this is the first of October. I have to try and get another building permit this week.” Sea Grove was a proposed development of exclusive waterfront homes whose construction could generate local jobs and boost the island economy, including his own. But the town was meagerly doling out the permits, eight per month, on the first Tuesday of each month, first come, first serve. So much for overbuilding on the island. “Hey,” he said, hoping humor would help, “I have an idea. Maybe I should put a lobster trap coffee table in every living room.”

“Get out of that place and go home,” Jill said, her voice once more forcing cheer. “Maybe my daughter has made you a gourmet dinner.”

“Ha!” he responded, knowing that eighteen-year-old Amy was less capable of cooking than Ben was of making lobster traps. Pots. Whatever they were.

“I love you,” they told each other before hanging up. Ben returned to his work. For their dreams to come true, one of them had to have a good grip on life, and he guessed that right now, that one needed to be him.

It would have been easier to have told him, right then on the phone before she went home from Vermont. It would have been easier, but then he would have worried and there might be no need for that, not now or not ever.

There might be no need because she could simply say no.

Then again, Jill thought, moving from the small round table to the hard hotel bed, saying no to Addie Becker was tantamount to not feeding a pack of hungry lions: you’d have to learn quickly how to get out of the way.

She turned back toward the phone, deciding to listen to the message again.

It had come only thirty minutes ago to Ben’s house in Oak Bluffs, the place he’d converted, in part, to a studio for Jill, a postproduction facility in honor of her new career.

She dialed the number, then the code to retrieve saved messages.

“Jill, it’s Addie. I need a favor.”

Her tone was not acerbic, not like the last time they’d spoken, three years ago, when Jill had been struggling to surgically extricate herself from the agent’s acrylic-fingernailed clutches. At a huge financial expense, she’d finally succeeded.

“The network wants to reformat. Maurice Fischer—remember him?—has asked if you’d consider a temporary slot in February, as a fill-in for Lizette. February,” she repeated. “Sweeps, darling. Remember them?”

Addie paused, and Jill braced herself for what she knew was coming next.

“Before you say no, Jill, think about your flagging career. Then call me. Pronto.”

Addie’s voice stopped, and the machine beeped three times to signify that there were no more messages, no eager requests from networks or feeder services for packages of Jill’s own production, no other offers of fame or fortune.

Once, of course, she could have had it all. But it had been her choice to walk out on Good Night, USA, the network “good news” television newsmagazine that had been conceived by her, but had gone on to Emmy-award-winning acclaim without her.

It had been her choice to have Lizette French replace her as the on-air TV co-anchor to Christopher Edwards—the man dubbed by the media as “the sexiest man alive” and, by Ben, “Mr. Celebrity.”

It had been her choice to bail out on her partnership with Christopher off-air, too, trading in his huge pear-shaped diamond and international renown for Ben’s plain gold band and life on an island.

They were choices she had not once regretted.

Soon after she left the show, Jill spent two years healing, coming to terms with the loss of both of her parents, and helping Ben restore her legacy, the white sea captain’s house in Edgartown that had been in her family for generations. She and Ben turned the widow’s walk into a spectacular Jacuzzi room and added a long back porch for red geraniums and Adirondack chairs and a great view of the harbor. She’d even brought her mother’s gardens back to life, and now blue hydrangea and pale yellow beach roses and tall wonderful wildflowers gently swayed in the breeze that drifted in off the water.

Last summer she’d married Ben, the man she’d probably fallen in love with the first time she’d seen him more than three years ago, when she’d opened the door wearing no makeup and sporting just-rolled-out-of-bed hair. The fact that the bed she’d just rolled out of she’d been sharing with Christopher had not mattered much at the time.

But it had become a huge part of why she had to say no now.

Still, Addie was right. Alone, on her own, Jill was having a difficult time reshaping her career. Even getting good freelancers, shooters and editors, was tough. The one she was using here in Vermont she’d begged out of Boston with a steep one-shot fee.

There was a time she never had to ask if someone wanted in on a job, because success indeed bred success, and everyone wanted to be associated with winners.

But right now she couldn’t get a nibble from a network, let alone a commitment from one story to the next, not from a feeder service, not from someone to shoot it.

Blackballed, Ben had said. He blamed Addie, of course, saying that the barracuda of an agent must have had more power than they’d once thought.

Life in the limelight, for all its glamour and glitz, was vicious and fleeting and all a big game.

Yet for reasons she did not understand, Jill did not pick up the phone now, return Addie’s call, and simply say “Thanks, but no thanks.”

After hanging up the phone, Ben had attacked the lobster trap with gusto. Some rope webbing for the “door,” some slats for the sides, and suddenly it looked like the picture in the book he’d found at the library, a picture similar to the one Mindy said she’d downloaded from the Internet but that he was too damn stubborn to follow because he didn’t like computers and didn’t trust that dotcom stuff.

So now the coveted trap was complete, and it looked damn fine, and it was only eight-thirty—too early to go home to the empty house in Edgartown: empty, of course, except for Amy. Unlike Jill’s son, Jeff, Amy had not fled for college in England as soon as their mother and Ben announced marriage plans.

He could go to his own daughter’s over in Tisbury. With a husband and two kids, Carol Ann had become a good old-fashioned cook. Maybe she could rustle up some leftovers for her old man.

He supposed what he should do was work on the plans for Sea Grove. Or at least try and determine where he was going to find room for the kids to build these damn lobster traps now that he’d “mastered” the craft.

Maybe some coffee would help.

He stood up and stretched, then headed to the tiny galley kitchen he’d installed for emergencies like this. As he scooped coffee into the old aluminum pot, he thought he heard voices. And leaves rustling outside.

“Hello?” he called out. No answer. He shrugged and put the pot on the two-burner stove, when he heard voices again. “What the hell?” he muttered. He set down the pot and walked to the window.

He peered out the window into the darkness. It was, of course, impossible to see anything because on the Vineyard darkness was darkness, especially once summer had rolled into fall. He snapped off the inside light and hit the switch for the floodlights.

In the small parking lot, parked behind his prized ’47 black Buick, was a police car. One man had already emerged and was leaning against the car, looking toward the museum. Then the driver’s door opened, and a man Ben recognized as Hugh Talbot got out.

Ben squinted, as if squinting would tell him what the hell Hugh, the sheriff of Gay Head, was doing there. If Ben had been home at Edgartown and not at Menemsha, his first thought would have been that the museum had burned down. Again. The mere thought spun his memory back to that ache of a day when he had looked across the ridge of dunes and seen Menemsha House enveloped in red-orange flames, when fire had brought pain and anguish and death to the island.

Instinctively, he backed from the window. Then he noticed another man cut across the lawn and march toward the police car. Even in the darkness, the heavy gait and untrimmed beard made the man recognizable: it was Dave Ashenbach, Ben’s unpleasant museum neighbor, Mindy’s grandfather, the man who had finally stopped grumbling about “trespassing,” or so Ben had thought.

He watched Hugh and Ashenbach exchange what appeared to be sharp, angry words. Then Ben sighed and walked toward the door. Whatever was going on, he figured it was no coincidence that this small crowd had gathered in his parking lot. Opening the door, he adjusted his Red Sox cap and stepped onto the front steps without his boots, with only his heavy gray socks on his feet.

“Gentlemen,” he called, “what brings you here on this fair night?”

The men stopped talking and looked in his direction. No one said anything.

Scowling, he stepped down and padded toward the men.

Hugh raised a hand, gesturing him to stop. Automatically, Ben did.

Hugh turned to Ashenbach. “Don’t move a fucking muscle,” he said, “or we’ll cuff you, too.” Then the sheriff started toward Ben.

“Ben,” he said slowly, as he approached, “how’re you doin’ tonight?”

Something about Hugh’s words or his walk or the way his face was masked in the shadow from the floodlight sent a sharp surge of warning up Ben’s spine. “I’ll be better once you’ve told me what the hell’s going on.”

Hugh turned again, as if to be certain Ashenbach had not moved. Then he looked at Ben. “Let’s go inside.”

Something had definitely happened.

Jill. Quickly Ben shook off the thought. He had, after all, just talked to his wife. But Amy? Had something happened to her?

Oh, God, he thought suddenly, a chilling numbness slithering down his arms to his hands. Maybe it was not about Jill’s daughter, maybe it was about his. Maybe something had happened to Carol Ann … or to one of his grandkids.…

He didn’t move. He couldn’t move, as if someone had poured cement into his socks. “Say what you have to say right here, Hugh.”

The sheriff glanced back to the cruiser, then to Ben. “Inside,” he repeated.

Somehow Ben managed to pick up his feet. Somehow he put one in front of the other in the slow-motion motion of time crawling forward to that unwanted destination known as Bad News.

Hugh followed him inside. He pulled Ben’s hands behind him and clamped cold metal around his wrists. “Ben Niles,” Hugh said, “you’re under arrest for indecent assault and battery on a child under the age of fourteen.”


Chapter 3

[image: ] Rita supposed she was having a hot flash. She supposed the reason she was standing at her window with her body half-hanging outside in the freezing autumn morning was because that time had finally arrived, though she was only forty-six and it seemed premature.

The bitch of it was, she knew she was right. She’d missed her period last month and the month before that, too, and the gravity-slide of departing estrogen had already begun to thicken her middle. She’d heard of those symptoms, but no one had told her she’d be nauseous as well. The only good part, Rita supposed, was that she’d no longer have to worry about getting pregnant—as if that were an issue, for the last time she’d checked, in order to get pregnant one had to have sex.

She stepped back from the window, wondering if she’d ever have sex again, and if this quasi-hot flash didn’t have more to do with nerves than with her ovaries drying up.

Not that Rita Blair had anything to be nervous about.

Throwing on the long chenille robe that she still liked though she now could wear silk, she ambled downstairs to brew up some coffee, grateful with each step that she owned this old saltbox free and clear, yet still pained by the fact that it had been the life insurance that Ben Niles—Kyle’s employer, Jill’s husband, her friend—had taken on Kyle that had paid off her debts, that had set her financially free. The death of the son, saving the life of the mother. Though it had been over three years, Rita knew that would never be right.

As she entered the kitchen, her heart filled with Kyle, she didn’t expect anyone to be at the table. She screamed, startling her mother, who screamed back in return.

“Jesus, Mother, you scared the shit out of me,” Rita said once she’d regained her composure. “Do you have to creep around in the middle of the night?”

“It’s not the middle of the night, it’s eight in the morning,” Hazel commented. “And if anyone’s creeping around, it’s you, not me. I’ve been sitting here for hours. I’ve had an entire pot of coffee and read The Gazette twice over.”

Rita checked herself before saying Bully for you, remembering that Hazel was pushing eighty and was only up from Florida for a visit, though she’d declined to say for how long. She smiled at the woman whose hair was still as flame-colored as Rita’s (L’Oréal number 4LR, because they were both worth it) and marveled that the recently widowed Hazel was in full makeup already, though there were no men around as far as Rita could tell.

“I think I’ve hit menopause,” she announced to her mother. She did not mention that she dreaded this “passage” because she’d watched Hazel go from mere crazy to berserk between her mid-forties and fifties and was afraid she was in for the same.

“Have you missed your friend?”

Hazel had always referred to her period as her “friend,” as if a monthly gush of blood accompanied by double-you-over cramps was the kind of friend every girl would want. “Yes,” she replied. “Twice.”

“You sure you’re not pregnant?”

Rita closed the cabinet a little too firmly. “I’m forty-six years old, Mother. I’m not pregnant.” She did not feel a need to announce that the last time she’d had sex was last summer. She had been with Charlie, of course, because since Kyle’s death, Rita was just too damn depressed to go near anyone else. After that last time, though, she hadn’t even gone near him again.

“Not because Charlie Rollins wants it that way. How many times has he proposed to you now?”

Gritting her teeth, Rita began making a fresh pot of coffee. She regretted ever confiding in her mother. “I’m not pregnant,” Rita repeated. “And I’m not going to marry Charlie Rollins. I’m not going to marry anyone.”

“Oh, that’s right, I forgot. Little Rita is too good for any man. Well, your friend Jill isn’t. She’s made a nice marriage for herself. You should follow her example. Take a leap of faith.”

It amazed Rita that, over forty years later, her mother was still holding her daughter up to the standards of Rita’s childhood best friend. It also amazed Rita that such a mention could still send prickles up her spine.

“Sorry, Mother,” she said, “but it appears that the only leap I’ll be making is into menopause: hot flashes, memory lapses, and vaginal dryness.”

Her mother picked up the newspaper. “Then get on the phone to Doc Hastings,” Hazel said. “No sense in you becoming as nuts as I was.”

As nuts as you are, Mother, Rita wanted to say, but instead she asked, “You think I should take estrogen?”

Her mother opened the paper again, perhaps to doublecheck the obituaries (a favorite pastime) to see if anyone she knew was there, life laid out on a page. “Just call Doc Hastings. Say it’s an emergency. Or you’ll end up like me and no one will have the guts to tell you.”

Rita wondered if all mothers had the ability to read their daughters’ minds. Then she wondered how it was that, yes, Jill had finally made a “nice marriage,” while Rita could no longer even make a commitment to have sex, even with Charlie, the one man in her life she supposed she’d ever loved; Charlie Rollins, Kyle’s father, though he’d known that too late.

Suddenly, the thought of coffee made her feel sick. She grabbed a bagel instead and ate it dry on her way upstairs to get dressed.

Even though the season was over, Rita had told Charlie she’d still work at the tavern. Without that she’d be bored and probably anxious as hell with Hazel around. Besides, working helped take her mind off Kyle now that the tourists had departed and distraction was tougher to find.

She still had her real estate business, such as it was, and still kept her magnetic SURFSIDE REALTY sign on her aging Toyota. But Rita had long since given up trying to compete with the big guys. Nor had she succumbed to working for them. It was a matter of principle: she was a native to the island—a thoroughbred Vineyarder, the yuppies called them—and the big business maggots were not.

Of course, there was Sea Grove now, the elegant development of big-ass houses that she and Charlie and Ben Niles were planning to build. Imagine, she thought as she unlocked the back door of the 1802 Tavern, Rita Blair, a real estate mogul. But the pleasure she might have taken in the concept was once again snuffed out by the fact it had been that damn double-indemnity policy that had provided her the funds to buy in.

Ben and Charlie had tried to talk her out of it.

“Kyle wanted your life to be easier,” Ben had said not long after the funeral.

“Use the money for yourself, Rita,” Charlie had added. “Buy a new wardrobe, take a trip around the world. He would have wanted you to have some fun.”

But fun was the last thing Rita had felt like having. So she’d paid off her bills, including the twenty grand she owed Charlie, and stuffed the rest in the bank, where it sat until the Sea Grove deal surfaced.

They said it was a risk, but Rita figured that so far her whole life had been nothing but risks, so what was one more? Anyway, she had to believe Kyle would be happy to think she’d invested “his” money with the two most important men in his life: his boss and his dad. It made the presence of the cash a little less painful.

The tavern was quiet when Rita closed the door behind her. She glanced around the low-ceilinged, oak-beamed kitchen. The shiny copper pots hung as they should—charmingly Old New England, visibly inviting to the peering eyes of tourists, and steering their gaze away from the beat-up aluminum pans stored under the cabinets, the pans that, in reality, they used.

Then she noticed the far end of the room, where Charlie Rollins sat, Charlie the tavernkeeper, since he’d bought the place from Jill’s mother after Jill’s father, George Randall, had died.

“Top of the morning to you, Charlie!” Rita exclaimed. She turned on the overhead light and inhaled the aroma of coffee. Charlie was a tea man who drank coffee only to burn off the fuzz from a morning-after linger of a scotch or two. He did not do it often. “Late night?” she asked.

His answer was a chuckle. “Careful, my dear, I might mistake your concern for jealousy.”

The twinge that she felt might have been just that. Hopefully, it was only her hormones or lack thereof. She dropped her oversized nylon bag into the corner, glad that Doc Hastings had agreed to work her in this afternoon. It was always difficult to find people once winter set in—so many headed south with the Canada geese except for the diehards like Rita and Charlie and Ben Niles. “I’m hardly jealous, Charlie Rollins,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m only concerned about the health of one of my partners.”

He stood up and chuckled again, then rubbed a thoughtful finger across his dirty blond mustache that, in all these years, still did little to make him look his age, which was the same as hers, give or take a few weeks. Every so often—not now, thank God—Rita saw a flash of Kyle in Charlie’s brown eyes, or in his smile, or in his walk. “Don’t worry about me, Rita. Worry about yourself. And worry about Halloween.”

She groaned. “I thought we agreed not to do the party this year.”

“Amy wants it.”

Jill’s daughter had worked at the tavern since her high school graduation in June. At first Jill had balked, but Amy had argued that it was her birthright, the establishment having been started by God-only-knew how many generations back of Jill’s family in Edgartown. It was even believed that one or two of them still haunted the place. So now Amy wanted the party, and Amy got it, because all of them—Jill, Ben, Charlie, and Rita—treasured her so much with Kyle gone.

“Will she do it all?” Rita asked. “The decorating, the ordering, the advertising …”

Charlie smiled. “She can’t do it all, Rita. She’ll need your help. And Marge Bainey’s.” He took his cup to the sink and splashed in the dark contents. “Marge said she’d be glad to help Amy figure the booze.”

Rita stared at Charlie’s back. It did not escape her that he had not looked at her when he’d mentioned Marge, the middle-aged liquor distributor from the mainland who seemed to be spending more time lately on the island than off. “Well,” she said, grabbing a pile of potatoes for today’s chowder, “bully for her.”

“Careful,” Charlie said, “that sounds like jealousy again.”

“And that sounds like the response of a typical male.”

“Hey,” he said, hauling a bucket of clams from the refrigerator, “cut me a little slack. I gave up on you a long time ago. Just like you wanted.”

Rita picked up the shucking knife and got busy. “Good,” she replied.

Child molester. Sex offender.

Ben stared out the Plexiglas, iron-barred doors—Jesus Christ, they really were bars—at the Dukes County jail, the goddamn jail, and wondered what he was supposed to do next.

The only lawyer he trusted on the island was Rick Fitzpatrick, so he’d called him at two in the morning when he’d finally realized that this was no joke, not even the sickest kind. Rick did his best, but he was a real estate attorney, for chrissake, a long way from F. Lee Bailey.

The cops had finally stopped questioning Ben at five o’clock—cops, his neighbors, his friends. They assured him their silence because, they said, Mindy was a minor and Ashenbach demanded it, and that guy was a loose cannon on a good day, never mind now that his granddaughter had been … molested.

Molested. Allegedly by Ben. The only man—maybe the only person—who had ever given the kid the time of day. He’d let her hang out at Menemsha House since he’d opened the museum, partly because she was a feisty, eager kid who was obviously lonely and neglected, partly because he thought it might help soften her grandfather, Dave Ashenbach, into not being so much of a pain in the ass about the fact that the museum property abutted his land.

He’d let her hang out at Menemsha House, and he’d shown her the ropes. He’d shared folk tales of old Yankees and legends of the Indians—just trying to let a kid know that somebody cared enough to be there. He’d even taken her to the cliffs at Gay Head a few times and told her about Noepe, his old Wampanoag friend, and showed her how to see pictures in the clouds in the sky.

He’d done all these things—and this was where it got him? With Ashenbach saying he’d molested Mindy? Or worse, according to the old blowhard, with Mindy saying he had?

Ben looked down at his feet that were once again in socks, because his boots and his belt and his watch and probably his goddamn mind, if he had one left, had been sealed in an envelope and stuck inside a locker.

Not that he remembered putting on his boots. It must have been some time after Hugh had followed him into the museum, but before he’d stood in the booking room, cuffed to the counter, bright lights shining on him, with a lump in his gut and no spit in his mouth.

Even now he was not sure what was happening.

There had been an arraignment this morning—closed to the public at the “judge’s discretion.” The judge was a woman who, thank God, Ben didn’t know. Mindy was not there (the rights of a minor), so there had been no chance for Ben to meet his accuser, for him to look in her eyes and say, “Hey kid, what’s going on?”

Yesterday, he’d been a bit sharp with her, and he readily admitted that. Well, hell, everyone else had left, and he’d thought she had, too. He’d gone into the office—that’s when she’d squealed and jumped down at him from the transom over the door where she’d apparently been hiding. She scared him; he’d yelled.

That was the story he’d told the police, the story he’d not had the chance to tell the judge because it was an arraignment, not a damn trial.

Not that it would have mattered. Because after he’d said what had happened, one of the cops asked, “Was that when you touched her?”

Ben’s anger had flared and he shouted, “I did not touch her!” But then the cop said, “You grabbed her, didn’t you?” and Ben admitted, “Only to break her fall.”

And the cop replied, “Then you admit that you touched her.” And he made some quick notes.

So Ben figured it was just as well he hadn’t talked to the judge. It was bad enough when he looked in anyone’s eyes. The guard who brought the “breakfast” of weak coffee and a dry croissant, the court reporter, the bailiff, and the D.A.—their eyes were all tentative, veiled by the same glare.

Child molester, the glare said.

The sad truth was, if he had been the one watching, he would have glared the same way.

The child is a child, the adult is not.

The adult must be guilty, unless proven otherwise.

Because next to murder, and oftentimes worse, it was the most heinous of imaginable crimes.

Bail had been set at one hundred thousand dollars, and Ben was cautioned not to go near the little girl—the little girl, the judge had kept emphasizing, as if Ben didn’t know Mindy, hadn’t known her for at least six or seven years, since her father had died of alcohol poisoning and her mother had dumped her with Ashenbach while she set out to do God-knew-what on her own.

So now he’d been arrested and bail had been set and he was back in this godawful cell because he told Rick he needed to do this part himself. So far, however, Ben hadn’t had the courage to call anyone to raise bail.

Besides, he didn’t know whom to call. Jill was still in Vermont. He supposed he could call Charlie Rollins or Rita, but this was child molestation, for God’s sake, not a traffic violation, not something you’d want anyone beyond family to know about.

And not even family, he thought, closing his eyes. God, not even your wife.

From out in the hall, Ben heard the sound of low voices. That’s when he realized that the longer he stayed here, the better his chances were of being found out by a gnatty gossip like Hattie Phillips or Jesse Parker, who would spread the word all over the island before sunrise or sundown or whatever the sun would do next, Ben wasn’t sure, because he had not been sure of anything but the punch in his gut and the panic in his heart since Hugh had read him his rights so many hours ago.

He considered his options, if that word even applied.

It would be better to call John than his daughter. John, his son-in-law, husband to Carol Ann, father to Ben’s only grandchildren, John, Jr. who was seven, and Emily, four. Yes, he would have to call John. What Ben didn’t know was what the hell he was going to say.

“I think it’s best if we don’t tell Carol Ann,” John was saying. “God, it would kill her. And what about the kids? They might be young, but they’ll learn about this kind of thing soon enough. Hopefully, it won’t be when their grandfather’s involved.”

Ben sat mute, staring out the window of his son-in-law’s minivan. It was two-thirty in the afternoon—for some reason knowing the time had become important now. There had been no clock in the holding cells, and of course, his watch had been sealed in the envelope with his other “valuables.” But now he knew the time. He hung on to that bit of freedom as if were a lifeline.

Two-thirty in the afternoon. It had taken that long for John to get out of work, go to the bank, and take out the bonds that Ben had stored in the safe deposit box for his grandkids. Thank God he’d once had the brains to have John’s name put on the box.

“Are you with me on this, Ben? Not to tell Carol Ann?”

Ben nodded. If he’d wanted his daughter to know he would have called her and not John.

“Well, hopefully this is just Ashenbach’s way of stirring up trouble,” John continued. “Hopefully he’ll come to his senses and realize that this can only harm his granddaughter.”

Ben wondered if John knew how many times he’d used the word hopefully since they’d gotten in the van. He also wondered how well John knew Dave Ashenbach, a man not easily dissuaded, a man not given to giving up. Even after the Menemsha House fire, Ashenbach, it seemed, was the lone holdout of the islanders, the only one who had not helped him rebuild. It was as if he were trying to underline the fact that he did not want Ben—or the museum—as his neighbor.

“At least this won’t be in the papers,” John continued. “Fitzpatrick said your name and the incident won’t be released because the island protects itself from each other. Whatever that means. Anyway, he assured me there’s a gag order on the proceedings because the little girl is a minor. It will be kept from the people as well as the press.”

Ben wanted to ask when—and why—John had talked to his attorney, but he couldn’t make his brain go past John’s words:

the little girl.

He might have challenged his son-in-law’s placement of sympathy if he weren’t so tired. And so damn numb.

“So what happens next?” Ben’s son-in-law, the concerned family member, asked.

Ben glanced over at John and tried to determine if he’d like him if he were not the husband of his daughter, father of his grandchildren. “You take me home,” he said. “I go to bed.” Hugh Talbot had already agreed to hang a sign on Menemsha House saying the museum would be closed until further notice. If anyone asked, Ben could give a vague excuse about closing for the season, about wanting to spend more time with Jill.

Jill.

He asked himself for the thousandth time how he was going to tell her. And for the thousandth time, he wondered how she was going to react.

Her husband the child molester.

Her husband the sex offender.

He turned and looked out at the oak trees that lined the street. Many had already dropped their rusty red leaves on the brick sidewalk, a sure sign that winter would be early and winter would be rough.

“What about legally?” John asked, interrupting Ben’s thoughts. “What happens next?”

“You talked to Fitzpatrick. Didn’t he tell you?”

“Well, no. I only needed to find out where to bring your bail.”

Ben sighed. He felt twenty years older than he had yesterday at this time, which was now two-thirty-six. He was in no mental shape to reason with John, or to argue. “I pleaded not guilty. Now it goes to trial,” he said, repeating the few words he remembered the judge saying. Those and the part about the little girl.

“When?”

“We don’t know yet. Not for months.”

“Well, you might want to think about hiring someone other than Rick Fitzpatrick. Someone with, you know, criminal experience.”

Criminal? Ben kept his eyes fixed on the trees. John was, of course, right, but hearing him say it—as if he were the goddamn lawyer—pissed Ben off. “Rick’s fine for now.”

They drove the rest of the way in silence. Ben suspected that John was trying to assess what other legal and/or moral judgments lay in wait. When they reached the house, John didn’t even pretend to park.

“Well, keep me posted,” he said.

Ben got out of the van, gave a half-hearted wave, and realized that John had not asked how Ben was doing, or if he could handle this. John had not asked, not once.

As he walked up the walk, it occurred to Ben that John did not believe he was innocent.

If his own son-in-law didn’t believe him—who the hell would?

Rita had had her urine tested, her finger pricked, and her blood pressure practically squeezed from her upper arm. Now she paced the hospital waiting room, waiting for Doc Hastings’s nurse to call her in for her personal-and-private consultation, as if Rita would care if the whole world learned she was in menopause.

There was a time, of course, it might have mattered. Back in the days when her ongoing goal was to impress the rich and preferably famous, she might have cared. If anyone had thought she was menopausally crazed, they might have been less likely to list their summer houses with her. It certainly would have reduced her “other” activities, which included bedding down those same rich and preferably famous for a few doggie bags left over from expensive dinners or an occasional contact name or two—anything to help her survive until next season, to help her and Kyle survive.

She strolled around the waiting room that had undergone little if any change since she’d last been here three years ago. Three years ago last Labor Day weekend, to be exact. The day, and the night, her world changed forever.

She remembered the orange vinyl chairs, the huge white clock that hung over the doorway, the table that overflowed with tourist-rumpled magazines. She remembered looking through the magazines, trying to find a recipe that she’d make when Kyle came home, if he came home. She remembered how freezing cold it had been in here.

Slowly, Rita moved across the room, trying to push away the memories, trying to push down the pain. She cleared her throat and looked around the room. It held a handful of hanging-on tourists in L.L. Bean clothes and a couple of islanders in flannel shirts and jeans. She recognized no one and wondered if the island had changed when she’d not been looking, when she’d been in the vacuum since that Labor Day weekend night.

Seeing the list of doctors’ names on the wall, Rita idly glanced at them. Warren Hastings caught her eye, the name of the ancient gynecologist who’d delivered most natives, fifty and under, on this side of the Vineyard, Rita included. Next to his name it said Room 103.

She absently scanned the remaining names, then realized there was no longer a listing for Robert Palmer, M.D. No longer a listing for the doctor who had told her that Kyle was going to die.

“Your son has third-degree burns over sixty percent of his body.” The young doctor’s words were rooted in her mind, her poor, helpless mind that had never been the same. “His chances of survival are slim.”

She stared at the listings now, seeing not the names but the haze of the desk and the chair and the file folders that had sat on Dr. Palmer’s desk in his tiny, cramped cubicle, hearing once again those hollow-sounding words, feeling that claustrophobic perception as if someone had locked you inside the dark, airless trunk of an old, unwanted car and you wanted to run but there was nowhere to run and you were as trapped as Kyle had been in the flames as he tried in vain to save Menemsha House, hero that he was.

The doctor had wanted her to go home. We’re working on him … it might be a while … I can call you to come back.

She had not left. She had looked down at her bony, freckled knees and known that she was not going anywhere. It did not matter if it took an hour, a day, or a month. No one was going to make Rita Blair leave her son.

In the end, it was Kyle who had left her, left all of them, as he just went to sleep, freed from his pain.

And now Dr. Palmer, like Kyle, was gone.

“Mrs. Blair?” The touch of a hand on Rita’s arm pulled her up from the tunnel, back to the present. “Mrs. Blair,” a young woman in white said, “Dr. Hastings can see you now.”

Rita looked at the young woman’s kind face and wanted to tell her that her name was not Mrs. Blair, but Ms. Blair. People who hadn’t known her all her life or who hadn’t known Hazel always made that mistake, thinking Rita was married because of Kyle. A long time ago, that was okay. Now, like most things, it no longer mattered.

He was behind his desk, busily scribbling something on a pad the way doctors did, as if it were the most important note in the realm of the universe.

“Rita,” he said, standing up, without ceasing to write, without raising his eyes from the notepad. “How’s your mother?”

She sighed and sat down in the wooden chair across from the desk that was even older than he was. “Fine, doc.” She briefly wondered if Doc Hastings had been one of Hazel’s lovers, though if he had been, Rita would probably have known. Hazel would have been proud to have a doctor share her bed, if only on alternate Tuesdays or whenever he’d been willing and available.

Finally he stopped writing. He took off his glasses and smiled. “Well, well. You’re looking quite well, Rita.”

She wished he would sit down. She wondered if this was some kind of menopausal ritual, respect for the woman whose youth had passed over. “Thanks, doc, but I feel like shit. My mother thinks I need estrogen.”

He smiled but did not answer.

Rita sat back, then forward on the damned chair. It occurred to her that a doctor’s office should have more comfortable chairs. She tried to remember what kind had been in Dr. Palmer’s airless cubicle, but she could not.

“It’s too soon for estrogen,” Doc Hastings commented. Then at last he sat down.

Rita frowned. “But I’ve already skipped a couple of periods. And I feel like crap most of the time.”

He smiled. “Yes. That’s often expected. But estrogen can’t help you, Rita.”

Her annoyance rose. “What do you suggest? Tofu and soybeans?”

“Well, I do suggest vitamins. And a healthy diet. And plenty of prenatal checkups. Oh, and especially because you’re over forty, we’ll want to do an amniocentesis and an ultrasound at about sixteen weeks.”

She started to protest, then stopped herself. “What did you say?”

His smile had not faded. “An amnio and an ultrasound. They’re standard for pregnancy at your age.”
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