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One



Ellen Goes Missing ~ A Visit to St. Michael’s ~ An Unconventional Sermon ~ An Apparition Becomes Real

In the morning, Nathan awoke and discovered Ellen was not in her room. Her bed was clumsily made, the blue comforter pulled over rumpled white sheets, and her closet door stood wide open. Downstairs, sunlight poured through first-floor windows, and on his way through the living room, Nathan still registered mild surprise at his surroundings. The house, a sprawling, white clapboard manse, with three chimneys and a wraparound porch, sat on top of a grassy slope with a breathtaking view of Albans Bay. Yet where Nathan had expected an interior expensively understated, he’d encountered only a kind of rundown rusticity. Couches and chairs didn’t look much different than the faded department-store variety in the shared house where he’d been living, the dull hardwood floors hadn’t been polished in decades, and his bed upstairs was so old that its creaking had occasionally interrupted his sleep. In the kitchen, he shouted, “Hellooooo!” and went to the window. The sun flashed between the distant islands and anchored sailboats of Albans Bay, and staring down at the pale crescent of Parson’s Beach, Nathan saw for the first time what he would see repeatedly that summer: wealthy New England parents and their children, relaxing on unfolded chairs and blankets, with the sound of silvery laughter filling the air. Nathan thought, Sweet Jesus, it exists, the scene I’ve been seeing in Lands’ End catalogs all my life. As he stepped onto the porch, the screen door slapped behind him and he cupped his hand above his eyes. Besides the few clusters of families, a man in a fishing hat was walking his dachshund, but that was all.

Backtracking through the house and upstairs, Nathan peered into the three extra bedrooms, where white sheets were still draped over much of the furniture. He called her name but heard only distant voices on the beach and the barking of a neighbor’s dog. In his bedroom, he pulled on his shoes then wandered back down to the kitchen. He opened the door to the cellar and peered into the musty shadows.

“Ellen?”

He waited.

“Ellen?”

With a sigh, Nathan tramped down the stairs. A dust-smeared window let in only a cloudy beam of light at the back of the room, and although a lightbulb dangled from an old, fraying cord, Nathan was too afraid of electrocution to touch it. In a near corner lay bags of mulch that the yardman must have recently purchased, but near the back wall, old paint cans, bags of cement, and wooden lobster cages looked as if they had been moldering down there for decades. As Nathan turned, a spider-web pulled gently across his forehead and he scrambled back up the staircase like a smothered man desperate for air.

In the living room, he stood staring out the French doors that led onto the porch and offered a view of the harbor. Was she down on Parson’s Beach, somewhere he couldn’t see? The back lawn sloped steeply toward the water, and Nathan took long, purposeful strides, stopping once to survey the grounds, before continuing down to the shore. He nodded and smiled at the parents who watched him as he weaved in between the massive rocks.


“Did you lose something?” asked a man, squinting through sunglasses, his children laboring in the sand beside him. Nathan had recently attended college, but looked younger, and he suspected the older man was trying to find out if he was trespassing.

Nathan didn’t look at him long, not wanting to satisfy him. “I just lost my watch.”

“You want some help?”

“No. Thank you, though. I don’t want to bother you.”

“It’s no bother.”

The father set his book down on his chair, and Nathan wasted several minutes walking back and forth over a stretch of sand that was the one place on earth he now knew Ellen was not.

“Are you visiting someone here?” The man had a long, patrician face and unnaturally white teeth.

Nathan admitted, “I’m kind of helping out for Ellen Broderick this summer.”

“Is that right? So she made it back. Well, good for her. She’s doing okay?”

There was more in the man’s question than a casual inquiry. But, distracted, Nathan answered, “Yeah, she seems like she’s doing all right.”

When he hastened back to the house, and entered the kitchen, he patted the pockets of his shorts and felt the car keys against his thigh. There was no reason for him to be worried, he thought. She had seemed in good health around him, if a little quiet, and it was her first morning back in her summer home, so she had probably gone next door to visit friends. Nathan made a piece of toast and ate it as he walked around the first floor, sipping orange juice, occasionally glancing out windows. He decided to retrieve from the car the bag of art books and comics he’d brought with him from home. Outside, in the warmth of the sun, he was crossing the well-manicured lawn toward the driveway when he noticed Ellen. She was sitting in the passenger seat of her maroon Volkswagen Passat. Her head was resting against the closed window, and although she was only seventy-two, according to his father, Nathan immediately feared the worst while hurrying toward her. Her once petite frame, now slackened into a huskier solidity, sat slumped in its seat, but her face still held the high cheekbones of a once classically beautiful woman. Her eyes were closed, her lips barely parted, and Nathan’s heart pulsed in his ears as he rapped hard on the glass. Ellen’s head jerked from the window, her blue eyes wide.

Nathan waited to see if her heart would fail, then opened the door. “My God, I’m sorry, are you all right?”

Clearing her throat and blinking, Ellen’s eyes narrowed in recognition. “I suppose so,” she answered. She wore a blue, calf-length dress, and an unbuttoned white cardigan that nearly matched the hair, pulled into a bun, which rested against the base of her neck. Pushing a loose strand from her face, she sighed and looked Nathan over. In addition to the same pair of shorts he’d worn to pick her up from the airport the previous evening, Nathan was wearing old running shoes, a wrinkled T-shirt, and his hair, still uncombed, looked as if someone had rubbed it vigorously with a balloon.

Nathan asked, “Why were you sitting out here?”

“I was just thinking.” Ellen turned to look through the front windshield at nothing in particular in a neighbor’s yard. “This is Sunday?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Well,” she said. “Would you like to take me to church?”

 

Nathan hurried back to his room, changed clothes and combed his hair, then hustled back to the car. “All right, can you tell me how to get there?” he asked, helping Ellen fasten her seat belt. Ellen flashed a more wrinkled version of the flat-lipped smile Nathan had first seen in an old photograph while interviewing to be her escort to Maine. In the photo, positioned on top of the grand piano at her home in Cleveland, she was a slender, elegant young woman, sitting by herself on the beach, her chin over her shoulder as she smiled amusedly through windswept hair.

“I’ve been coming here since I was a little girl,” Ellen said.

“Okay,” Nathan said, nodding. “Well, do you know if we’re on time for a service? It’s a little bit after eleven.”


“I think we’ll be fine,” Ellen said. She guided Nathan up the gravel road onto Birch Hill Boulevard, a broad, tree-canopied street that was the central corridor of Brightonfield Cove. On the far side of picket fences and spacious lawns, large homes of brick and clapboard sat with robust contentment. Bicycles and beach toys lay waiting on porches for children to finish breakfast or return from church, while cheery flowers waved from windowsills and modest, well-tended gardens. In the fresh morning light, the neighborhood glowed like the America of Norman Rockwell’s sweetest dreams, and with one arm draped outside the window, Nathan sighed and settled into what he was starting to hope would be a long drive.

“Here we are,” Ellen said, gesturing toward a narrow blacktop road that cut through the trees and sloping grass of a golf course on the left. Nathan sat up straight and glanced at Ellen—doubtful now of her directions—but as they turned and ascended the sloping hill, a steeple rose above the horizon. The stone Episcopal church sat beside a small graveyard in the very center of the Alnombak club golf course. St. Michael’s in the Field was the church’s proper name, but it was not uncommon during the summer to hear it called St. Michael’s in the Way. Wire mesh protected the stained glass, and there was no parking lot, so parishioners, most of them golfers, parked their cars gingerly on the fairway. Women in pastel dresses and men in summer blazers congregated near the stone walkway, and only when Nathan noticed a slow trickle of parishioners into the church did he stop hoping he could escape attending the service. Other stragglers greeted Ellen with warmth—and occasionally questioning expressions, Nathan noticed—as everyone filed through the arched doors. While they sat toward the back on an uncushioned, hardwood pew and a few people stole furtive glances at her, Ellen sat with almost perfect posture, head erect, her chin tilted slightly up. Her deepening laugh lines and crow’s-feet, Nathan knew, were the result of a lifetime of summer tennis and golf, but she seemed to be aging naturally, without tucks or lifts, and she held herself with a kind of dignity that—although he couldn’t determine if she was oblivious to others’ glances, or just ignoring them—made Nathan strangely proud to be with her. She stared ahead as the pastor rose to the pulpit and cleared his throat.

“‘Let no man seek his own, but every man another’s wealth,’” the man began, reading from Corinthians I. The sentence hung in the stony-smelling church air as he raised his head and peered out at the congregation from behind round, wire-rimmed glasses. Hefty and broad shouldered, black hair prematurely flecked with gray, Eldwin Lowell had ashen crescents beneath his blue eyes, and looked more like an overworked professor than the eager boy-man ministers Nathan had known.

The story he told, about how his son had recently started school and acquired new friends, eventually led into an exploration of Aristotle’s writings on friendship, provoking Nathan to glance around him at the surprisingly impassive reactions of the congregation. Growing up in suburban Cleveland, he had attended church almost every Sunday with his mother, but he had never heard any minister quote Aristotle.

“Perfect friendship is the friendship of people who love one another not because they are useful to one another, and not because they are entertaining to one another, but for themselves,” Eldwin continued. “Aristotle says that such friends wish the best for one another by reason of their own natures, and such friendships last as long as they are good—because goodness is an enduring thing.” Eldwin had been looking down at his notes, but now he looked out into the faces of a few of the people seated before him. “Because goodness is an enduring thing.

“I’m sure that this morning, looking around at people you have known for many years, some of you are lucky enough to have such friends here. But it seems to me, as I’m sure it seems to you, that even these perfect friendships aren’t perfect. Even with those select few—or select one—with whom you speak freely of your hopes and feelings, you know you’re always speaking with a limit. There is a limit to our trust and understanding of one another that cannot be helped. Nevertheless, this longing, this hunger for understanding, propels us toward nobler, higher friendships, which give our lives meaning and joy, and provide us with glimpses of the joy of heaven and of communion with God. When you feel yourself weakening, tempted toward sins of cowardice, or self-indulgence, be strong in knowing that there are others who are also working for good, and that if we persevere in God’s work, we will join their company, and the longing in our hearts will be answered.”

Eldwin asked the congregation to join him in prayer, and everyone bowed their heads. Nathan bowed his also but kept his eyes open. Late the previous evening, while preparing for bed, he’d pressed his face to the screen of his bedroom window to watch a young woman stride through the moonlit grass of the yard below. She seemed a kind of apparition. But now a young woman who looked very much like her was sitting just a few pews ahead of him, with two small children on her left. When the prayer ended and she rose to sing with the congregation, Nathan saw she wore a dark green summer dress. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as she reached down for her hymnal.

“Aren’t we going to sing?” Ellen asked.

Nathan pulled out the hymnal in front of them, but by the time he’d found the right hymn they only had time to sing the last chorus. He glanced sidelong at Ellen to see if she was disappointed, but she just smiled expectantly at him, waiting for him to lead them out of the aisle. On the way out, old couples crossed over pews to chat with Ellen, and although their inquiries about her health were often delivered with faces pinched by concern, Ellen assured them she was fine and thereby encouraged the conversation to hurry along to something else. She seemed pleased to see her friends, but she addressed very few people by name. She nodded, smiling, saying, “Oh, yes,” and “Oh, fine,” and “It’s great to see you, too,” but she spoke very little about herself. Those who approached filled in the silences by speaking about grandchildren recently born, a son’s admission to Exeter, a husband’s long hours at his firm (“He’s planning to come up sometime next month and he’ll be so pleased to know you’re here”). Outside, along the stone walkway, Eldwin Lowell shook hands with Ellen and Nathan and explained how he was the replacement for Pastor Russell, who had returned to Boston for cancer treatment. Eldwin said to Nathan, “You should introduce yourself to Leah, our nanny. She’s with Meghan and Eliot around here someplace.”

Nathan’s face reddened. He knew the young woman he’d been admiring was walking with Eldwin’s children on the fairway.

“All right, I will,” Nathan said, extending his hand for the pastor to shake although they’d already shaken hands a moment earlier. Surprisingly, for a woman of otherwise erect bearing, Ellen employed a gold-handled cane, and as she said good-bye, balancing between the cane and Nathan’s arm, her white, toothy smile closed into tight-lipped determination. Together they shuffled down the stone walkway, onto the grass, while Nathan tried to set a pace that would allow her to keep her balance but put them inside the car as soon as possible. He wanted to go back to the house, sit on the porch, maybe draw a sketch of Leah as he remembered her from last night, walking up from the beach. He did not want to talk to her now. He wanted time to think about what he would say when he met her, and he wanted to be wearing something other than this short-sleeved, button-down navy shirt. It made his pale, unmuscled arms look even more pale and thin than they were. As they inched closer to the car, Nathan tried to seem preoccupied with Ellen—turning his head only between her and the ground—but he could feel the young woman approaching.

The two children had broken away from her, racing back toward the church, and she was following unhurriedly after them, strolling between the parked cars, just a few yards from Nathan. Her cotton dress curved over full breasts, but she walked with a teenager’s slouching posture. Pushing a lock of loose brown curls from her face, she confirmed Nathan’s hopes and anxieties. Warmly knowing dark eyes, puffy roseate lips. Her attractiveness was of the no-makeup, slightly oily hair variety, and although a moment earlier he had hoped she would pass by without noticing him, he felt the lovely pull of her upon him.


“Leah?” he asked. The young woman turned and raked her hand through her hair to keep it from blowing into her face. Nathan introduced himself without moving and said, “I was just talking to the pastor and he said you were nannying for his kids this summer?”

Leah glanced back at the church where the children were hanging on to their father as he spoke with parishioners. “Well, I’m trying,” she said, a lock of hair escaping from her grasp and falling into her eyes.

She laughed at the futility of the battle she was waging with the wind, and Nathan returned her smile. He gestured through the back window at Ellen, who was staring straight ahead at the church. “I’m kind of Mrs. Broderick’s chauffeur for the summer. We just got here yesterday. I think I might have seen you taking a walk last night.”

Leah said, “Oh?”

“How long have you been here?” Nathan asked.

“Two weeks.”

“How’s it been?”

“It’s been okay. I was making plans to run away in the beginning,” Leah said, grinning as she glanced out to where the golf course ended in a steep cliff overlooking the ocean. “I’m not used to taking care of kids, but I’m better now.” She looked a few years younger than Nathan, as if she was perhaps still in college, or had recently graduated.

Nathan said, “I haven’t seen many people up here our age.”

“No, I know,” Leah said. “I’ve seen a few people on the beach, but I haven’t met anybody.”

Nathan walked over to the driver’s side with studied casualness and said, “Well, I think I’m probably free most evenings if you want to take a walk sometime. I live in that big white house with the front porch that’s just as you’re coming up from Parson’s Beach.”

Leah’s eyebrows rose and her voice seemed to resonate with possibility. “Oh! Well, I live two houses up the same street. It’s a smaller house, with a little deck out front?”

Nathan managed to say only, “Okay. Great.” Opening the car door, he raised his palm in farewell. “Well, feel free to come by or maybe I’ll try and stop over at your place sometime.”

Inside the car, hot, stifling air settled around him, but Nathan took a deep breath. He put on his seat belt and watched through the windshield as Leah walked the rest of the way across the grass.

“It’s very warm,” Ellen said, her right hand on her neck.

“Sorry,” Nathan said, inserting the keys to start the car. “I forgot it was so stuffy in here.”

The direct sunlight on the car’s upholstery seemed to be releasing the smell of Ellen’s golden retriever, back home in Cleveland, and Nathan immediately pressed the automatic windows down. But perhaps because the breeze was blowing from behind them, off the ocean, much of the stale air remained as they waited for the car ahead of them to move. When Nathan eventually pulled out of the church driveway, onto Birch Hill, he pushed the gas pedal down hard. The car filled with a sudden rush of fresh air, and inhaling it felt like a kind of triumph.









Two



A Portentous Moment at Gilman’s ~ The First Supper ~ Carl Buchanan Vents His Frustration ~ Nathan Interrogates His Father

Light mist thickened into heavy rain that afternoon, and instead of going to the Alnombak club as planned, Nathan and Ellen took seats in front of the TV. Nathan read a comic book on the couch and later pulled out his sketch pad to draw a profile of Ellen in her lounge chair watching golf. He worried that he had not picked up enough groceries for dinner that evening and he was concerned about leaving Ellen. But it was raining too hard for her to go with him, and an hour later—the rain still pouring in blurry waves—he told her where he was going and drove the quarter-mile into town.

Gilman’s was a one-room clapboard store that sat on the far west end of Birch Hill Boulevard, across the street from the post office and near the narrow strait leading out from the inlet, or cove, into Albans Bay. Beneath Nathan’s tennis shoes, grains of sand scraped against the hardwood floor. The near corner offered a rack of rental movies, and farther along the same wall, the butcher’s glass case contained an iced arrangement of gourmet seafood and meat. In back, a sandwich counter stood in front of a few tables with windows overlooking the water.

Nathan grabbed a cart and wandered the store’s three narrow aisles, searching for things he could cook. In addition to steak, corn, and potatoes, he picked up assorted breakfast food and sandwich meat, a two-liter of soda, and a bottle of Captain Morgan Spiced Rum.

“That all you need?” the cashier asked. She was a thickset woman in jeans and an untucked shirt, with long, charcoal gray hair piled somewhat carelessly on her head. Her thick New England accent, coarsened by decades of smoking, surprised Nathan, and it occurred to him that this was the first time since his arrival in Brightonfield Cove that he’d met someone native to Maine.

“That’s it for now,” Nathan said, his own Midwestern accent sounding strangely flat to his ears.

The woman picked up the items from the counter and punched their prices into the register. “Who you here with?”

For an instant, Nathan was too startled by her perception to answer, but the woman knew a stranger buying groceries was very likely a summer resident’s guest.

“Ellen Broderick?”

“Oh, how is she?” The woman pulled off her bifocals to turn toward Nathan with softening eyes.

“Okay.”

“Oh, that’s such good news. We were so afraid that after her accident last summer she—” The woman raised her chin to peer over the aisles. “Frank, Mrs. Broderick is here this summer. She made it back.”

A balding man with thick glasses approached from down the far aisle, wiping his hands on his apron. “Aw, that’s great news. She seems okay?”

“Yeah, she seems all right. What accident?”

The woman’s smile fell a little as she glanced back at Frank. “Her accident with the car.”

Nathan nodded, and said, “Oh.” The parishioners at St. Michael’s had seemed so surprised by Ellen’s attendance, and so concerned about her health, that Nathan was relieved to learn she wasn’t suffering from some death-sentence illness.

“Tell her to stop by and see us,” the woman said as she stacked Nathan’s groceries in paper bags. “So this’ll go on her tab?”

“Her tab?”

“Mrs. Broderick runs a tab and then we send the bill to her at the end of the summer.”

“Oh, right, on her tab.”

The woman pulled out a pen and paper to record the amount. It began to feel odd to Nathan that he had not heard of this car accident earlier, perhaps during his interview, and he wanted to ask for more details, but it seemed too late. The cashier and her coworker were beaming at him in a manner so warm and familial that Nathan could not bring himself to shatter their misconception that he shared their relief. Outside, the rain had stopped and the sun was breaking up the dense gray clouds overhead. Men and women in the street pulled back the hoods of their Patagonia and L.L. Bean raincoats to glance up approvingly at the sky. In addition to brooding over the news of Ellen’s accident, Nathan was also contemplating the fact that he had just paid for something on a tab—something he had only seen done in old movies. Brightonfield Cove seemed imbued with this strangely anachronistic quality. The white picket fences of Birch Hill Boulevard that morning had reminded him of Rockwell’s paintings, and now, talking with this folksy old couple in this quaint, old-fashioned store, Nathan felt nostalgic for a time he had never known. He drove down the gravel road toward Ellen’s house and spotted a rainbow that arced over her roof and dissipated somewhere above the Atlantic. The town was almost movie-set picturesque. And because it was doubtful that he would ever have the money to own a house in such a place, Nathan assured himself that his hardships would later be transformed into great works of art.

 

On the rain-washed back porch, Nathan grilled two steaks and ears of corn, then carried them into the house. This was the first real meal he’d prepared—the others had been cereal or sandwiches—and as they ate, he watched Ellen with a growing sense of having failed her. She chewed the corn in careful, diminutive bites but left the thick steak untouched.

A tall row of windows surrounded the dining room on two sides, and the fading sun painted the white walls a luminous peach. Ellen wiped her mouth with her napkin and watched the seagulls glide over the harbor.

“Have you done much sailing?” Nathan asked.

“No,” Ellen said. She tilted from side to side in her chair to indicate the roll of the sea, her nose wrinkling with mock nausea, before flashing him an impish grin. “It makes me sick.”

“Did your husband?”

“Mmm, he had a boat called the Proud Rooster.”

“Where did he get that name?”

“Well, that’s what he was.”

Nathan smiled and took a long sip of his water. He thought it would seem impertinent to ask her to elaborate, but he wished he knew more about her life. From conversations with his father and during the interview for this job, Nathan had learned some things about her: He knew, for instance, that she had been born into money (her grandfather had been governor of Ohio and her father had owned a radio station in Cleveland), so she’d never held a real job. At her massive Federal style Cleveland home, Ellen employed a chauffeur, a gardener, and a live-in cook. On the living room walls there were photographs of her as a debutante waltzing with a bow-tied young man; then, as the years passed, as a birder grinning through leafy branches, binoculars dangling from her neck; and in khaki pants and a photographer’s vest hiking the misty mountains of Peru. By world standards, Nathan supposed his own middle-class existence was a life of comfort and opportunity enjoyed by only a fortunate minority, and he did not dislike Ellen. The way she sometimes scrunched up her face in good-natured distaste, or absently stroked her long hair, reminded him that the young woman he’d seen in photos was still somewhere beneath that slackening skin. But Ellen had lived a life of comfort and opportunity enjoyed by a still smaller minority—a minority in which Nathan was not included—and in his gut he could not help but carry a dark kernel of resentment toward her.

After a while, Nathan said, “The people who work down at Gilman’s seemed glad to know you were back here this summer. They said you had some kind of accident last summer?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

Nathan waited. “Did you get in a car accident or something?”

Ellen’s eyebrows bunched together as she finished chewing. “Mmm…it was a car accident…but I’m okeydokey now.” There was an aggressive singsong quality to her voice that Nathan sensed was intended to put an end to his inquiry.

“Was anyone else hurt?”

“No.”

Nathan stared at Ellen, but she did not elaborate. “Well, that’s good,” he said.

As Ellen continued to eat, Nathan gazed behind her at the glass-fronted liquor cabinet built into the wall. His eyes slid over bottles of Maker’s Mark bourbon and Meier’s sherry and finally rested on an old bottle of Wray & Nephew white rum.

“Do you mind if I have some of this?” he asked as he rose to open the cabinet. Because he had already drunk a tumbler of the rum he’d bought at Gilman’s, Nathan knew he shouldn’t drink any more. It often made him sulk for his ex-girlfriend. Pale and willowy, with closely cropped, mussed blond hair, Sophie Hurst liked to read, drink lots of wine, and make short, impressionistic films he occasionally thought were rather beautiful. They had dated for two years before she’d abandoned him a few months ago for someone else.

Ellen looked at the bottle Nathan was holding and frowned. “Only you?”

“Oh, well, would you like the rum or would you prefer the sherry?”

Ellen nodded at the wisdom of the question until she’d swallowed a bite of her steak. “Sherry.”

Nathan poured their drinks and slumped back into his chair. He draped one arm across the back of the chair beside him and watched the sun burn into the horizon, slowly gilding the White Mountains of New Hampshire.

Ellen said, “If I die, don’t bury me at all. Just pickle my bones in alcohol. Put a bottle of booze at my feet and head. If I don’t drink, you’ll know I’m dead.”

“Hear, hear,” Nathan said, raising his glass.

 

In the living room, they watched The Philadelphia Story. After a late-night party, Cary Grant slid into Katharine Hepburn’s parked car to rouse her softly from a drunken slumber. With both of them cloaked in shadow, heads resting against the bench seat, it was almost as if they were lying in bed. Hepburn had heavy-lidded, bedroom eyes, a voice like dark honey, and even though her words were coy and elusive, you could tell that she loved him. Nathan felt a dull longing for movie-style romance and glanced at the clock on the mantel. In her lounge chair, Ellen’s head bobbed and swayed in an ongoing effort to stay awake. Nathan wished she’d stop trying. He was on his third rum and Coke, and as soon as Ellen went to bed, he planned to walk up the street to see if Leah felt like taking a stroll.

Ellen’s eyes had been closed for several minutes when a woman’s reedy voice called through the partly open front door, “Anybody home?”

Nathan stood, but the woman and her husband were already stepping inside the house. “Oh, Eleanor, don’t get up,” the woman pleaded, hurrying over to clasp her hand. “It’s so good to see you again.” The husband, a jowly, sad-eyed man in khaki pants and a green V-neck sweater, followed his wife with the slow, cumbersome movements of an old Saint Bernard.

“Well,” Ellen said, blinking at everyone with surprise. “It’s wonderful to see you, too.”

The husband reached over to shake her hand. “I’m sorry if we’re barging in on you. We were just on Parson’s Beach and Franny saw the lights on, so—” He rubbed the back of his neck and stepped back, glancing behind him, as if afraid he might knock something over.

“Oh, you’re not barging in,” Ellen said, and smiled. Her reassurance sounded a little tired, but then she tilted her head to one side and seemed to eye the man in front of her with greater fondness. “How are you, Carl?”

“I’m all right, I guess,” he said, the corner of his mouth hooking upward with pleasure.

“Oh, but how are you?” Franny asked, grasping Ellen’s forearm affectionately before she took a seat on the couch. Franny’s round glasses reflected the light from a nearby lamp and she touched her helmetlike gray coiffure. Nathan asked for drink requests and led Carl into the dining room to let him choose his own wine. Meanwhile, Franny carried on about the exciting Alnombak centennial. Next year the hundredth anniversary of the tennis and golf club would be celebrated with an enormous party and the publication of a limited-edition, leather-bound photo album. They needed additional photographs from the 1920s—and as Franny talked more about it, Nathan slipped into the kitchen. The coffee-machine clock read 9:14 P.M. He exited out the back door to where, in the gathering darkness, he could see the luminous windows of the pastor’s two-story house.

Nathan wanted to walk over and ask for Leah, but he wasn’t sure if leaving would mean shirking his responsibilities with Ellen. For the first time, he saw the dilemma that would plague him for much of the summer: Was he a caregiver, in which case he could soon walk back inside and suggest that perhaps it was time for Ellen to go to bed? Or was he just a chauffeur/cook, in which case he could just leave her talking with her friends? Neither job description seemed accurate, and as much as Nathan blamed himself for not nailing down his summer duties, he also blamed his father.

When the older man had called from his office last week to ask if Nathan would be interested in escorting a client to Maine, Nathan’s instinct had been to tell him no. The call had come at seven thirty in the morning, for one thing. Nathan didn’t normally wake up until noon. He’d tried to explain how inconvenient it would be to leave his part-time job at the Cleveland library and sublet his room in the house he was sharing, but his father had not been persuaded. He’d said the job lasted eight weeks and paid eight thousand dollars, tax free. Or, as he’d later phrased it to Nathan, “Two months of doing nothing to earn half of what you make in a year.” Nathan had bristled at this condescension and almost refused; but over the next several days, after receiving another bill from the dentist for his emergency root canal, a Visa bill for the new timing belt on his Civic, and a note slipped under his door asking for the previous month’s rent and utilities, he’d begun to see the logic of his father’s argument.

Now Nathan wasn’t so sure. Eight grand for eight weeks still seemed like a lot of cash, but he had already spent twelve hours tied to Ellen, and the day still wasn’t over. Wandering down the fragrant, freshly cut lawn, he stopped to stare at the blinking yacht lights reflecting off the dark waters of the bay. Voices and laughter wafted from the boat decks across the water, but Nathan was unable to make out what they were saying. A few minutes later, he turned back toward the house, and noticed Carl behind the porch railing.

Nathan raised his hand and called hello as he ascended the porch stairs. Carl sipped from his wine and settled onto the swing. In the summer breeze, strands of hair rose and fell around his forehead, his unruly gray eyebrows looking like the bristles of an old toothbrush. “So what did you and Ellen do today?” Carl asked, his voice a low rumble.

Nathan told him about attending St. Michael’s and explained how the rain had kept them housebound for the rest of the afternoon. Carl said that when the weather was better, he should take Ellen to the Point, a short, jutting plateau, not far from the golf course, which she apparently loved for its incredible view of the Atlantic. Then he asked, “Have you met many people up here yet?”

“Just a couple people at church.”

“I was here for three years before anyone would talk to me,” Carl said, smiling with wan satisfaction. He had been staring down at his glass, which he held gingerly with both hands, but he glanced up to see Nathan’s reaction.

“Why wouldn’t they talk to you?”

Carl pushed out his lower lip and shrugged. “Well, I was from Oregon, an accountant at Boston College when I met Franny. I don’t think I’d even been to Maine. I think it’s a little more open now, but maybe it just seems that way because I’ve been here so long. What’s funny is that most of these people don’t even have that much money. Their parents or grandparents bought the house and put a couple million in the bank, and now they just live off the interest.”

Nathan wondered how much money Carl must have married into for a couple million not to seem like genuine wealth, but he was more interested in taking a walk with Leah. He tried glancing down at Carl’s watch, but there was not enough light from the house to see the time. Carl adjusted himself in the swing, clumsily moving his fat hand over the age-spotted crown of his balding head, and something about the gesture made Nathan wonder if Carl had been drinking before he arrived. The heavy man tilted his head back to finish off the last of his wine while Franny’s nasal voice bleated from the other side of the French doors.

Carl glanced up at Nathan as if noticing him for the first time, and said, “Ellen seems like she’s doing all right, though?”

“I think so.”

“How confused is she?”

Nathan searched Carl’s face before answering. “She seems a little absentminded, I guess. Why do you think she’s confused?”

“Well, that’s just what I’d heard—from people who see more of her in Cleveland. But we haven’t seen so much of her lately. A few summers ago, she was back home taking care of Harry before he died, so…”

“Harry,” Nathan said.

“Her husband.”

Nathan knew that Ellen’s husband was dead, but he did not know that he had died so recently. A moment passed wherein Nathan considered how little he knew about the woman with whom he’d be spending the rest of the summer.

Carl said, “Then last summer she had to leave early because of her accident.”

“Yeah, everybody seems kind of surprised that she’s back this summer.”

“Well, there’s the rock,” Carl said, gesturing down at Parson’s Beach as if pushing something away from him. “Imagine hitting that, going thirty or forty miles an hour without a seat belt, at her age.”

Nathan stepped away from the porch column where he’d been leaning to approach the railing for a better view. Eyes narrowed, he glanced back at Carl. “What rock?”

“The big one there on the right, by itself.”

Parson’s Beach was littered with seaweed-covered rocks of various sizes, but on the eastern rim, moonlight struck the pale barnacles of a single boulder roughly the size of a tank.

“She just drove into it?” Nathan asked.

In Carl’s dark, recessed eyes it was possible to see him process the information: Nathan did not know the story of what had happened. The recognition seemed to tire him, and he sighed. “It was at night, and she got into the car and drove down through the yard until she hit it head-on.”

Nathan scanned the grounds for what Ellen might have been trying to do when she slammed her car into the boulder, but he could think of no explanation. On the other side of the house, Harbor Avenue dead-ended into her driveway, and on this side there was only the steeply sloping lawn and a rocky beach, where no sane person would attempt to drive.

“What was she trying to do?”

Carl shrugged.

When it was evident Carl was not going to say more, Nathan asked, “How bad was she hurt?”

“She messed up her hip, I remember. She’s using a cane now to walk?”

“Yeah, she has when I’ve been with her.”

“That’s what I heard,” Carl said, nodding. He glanced down at the empty space beside him as if gauging whether the swing would accommodate him lying down. “She hit her head pretty badly, too,” he said. “Totaled the car. She might have died if Bill McAlister hadn’t found her when he was out walking that morning. They took her to the hospital here for a few days, but then her son Glen came and flew her back to Cleveland.”

Nathan stared out at the rock with arms folded across his chest, biting his thumbnail.


Carl said, “I’m sure she’s doing okay now. I don’t think Glen would have let her come back up otherwise.”

The older man’s sad, faintly smiling face made him such a sympathetic figure that Nathan told him what had happened that morning—about waking up to find Ellen sitting in the hothouse atmosphere of the car—but he watched Carl absorb the information as if each word were a blow, pushing him further and further into himself. Carl inhaled deeply, leaning back on the swing. “Well, I had heard she was having some problems. It might be a good idea to keep a special eye on her, then.”

“I will,” Nathan murmured. He shook his head, almost laughing with sudden nervousness. “I’m just having a hard time believing that they sent me up here with her alone.”

“She wasn’t always like this, you know,” Carl said, his eyes suddenly flinty, as if Nathan had suggested otherwise. “Did you know this bay, Albans Bay, would be filled with shit right now if it weren’t for her? They were going to pump waste from South Albans,” he said, gesturing vaguely down the coastline. “They were going to pump it right here, but Ellen started a petition and was able to stop it. This was before environmentalism was so popular, so she had to be tenacious to convince those people. She was charming and smart and very beautiful…but…ah hell, how do you explain how somebody was?”

Nathan nodded in sympathy and stared down at the cracks in the wooden floorboards.

“Have you seen pictures of her when she was younger?” Carl asked.

“I’ve seen a couple.”

“I never met a more beautiful woman in my life.”

Nathan glanced through the French doors at the two dimly lit women still in the living room.

“I tried to tell her that once, and she said…she said I had a high fructose content,” Carl said, his smile fading as he rubbed his thumb along the rim of his glass. “I don’t know if it’s a stroke, or Alzheimer’s, or whatever it is going on, but you won’t know what it’s like until you get old like me, to see something like this happen to someone who was so beautiful and lovely to be around that you—” Carl’s voice grew hoarse with emotion and he clamped his mouth shut.

Wind rustled the branches of honeysuckle bushes beneath them, and a bell rang out on a yacht, followed by distant laughter, across the harbor. Nathan was afraid to look at Carl, but after enough time had passed, he nodded as if to affirm something already agreed upon, and said, “I guess I should probably go in and check on her.”

As he started toward the French doors, Carl pulled himself up from the swing. His bulky frame swayed back and forth like an old sea captain not yet used to solid ground. Then he reached back with surprising quickness and flung his glass in a high arc across the lawn. The glass somersaulted across the moonlit sky and landed almost soundlessly in the tall grass and shrubbery along the shore. Nathan’s body tensed, and he pretended not to have noticed as he grabbed the handle of the French door. He half-expected to be slapped in back of the head or hear one of the chairs overturned. But Carl just mumbled, “Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,” and followed Nathan into the house.

 

They waited as Franny finished chatting about a friend’s equestrian daughter, then pushed her hands from her lap to her knees. Her feline eyes flickering at Carl with irritation, she said, “Well, maybe we should let Eleanor get her sleep.”

“It was a pleasure seeing you again, Ellen,” Carl whispered. He held her hand a moment longer than necessary, eyeing her blearily. Then Franny reached for his arm.

By the time Nathan closed the door behind them, Ellen was already shuffling toward the front stairs.

“Are you heading to bed?”

Ellen frowned. “Oh, I think so.”

Near the base of the stairs, she turned and outstretched her arm in an apparent invitation to hug good night. Hesitating, Nathan leaned closer—leaving a foot of space between them—and patted her back. Struggling to escape the awkwardness of the moment, he said, “Was it good seeing your friends again?”

Ellen looked away, sighing, as if taking a moment to consider whether it really had been good to see them. She shrugged. “It was okay,” she said, beginning a slow ascent of the stairs.

In the kitchen, the clock read 9:55 P.M.—too late to head over to see Leah—so Nathan cursed and sat down at the kitchen table. Outside the window, the colors of the sailboat lights streamed like melted crayon across the water. Living in Cleveland, Nathan had not often dreamed of the sea. But now he found himself yearning for a sailboat and everything a long sea voyage would mean: freedom from this job, from his father. Maybe part of it was the age difference. Nathan’s parents hadn’t had him until they were in their late thirties, but his father had never been a great communicator, and Nathan’s mother had been crucial to the maintenance of their adult father-son relationship: sorting out misunderstandings, soothing egos, helping each to see how much the two men had in common. Now they were trying to get along without her, and Nathan wondered if it was possible. He cradled his head in both hands for several minutes, then picked up the phone.

“Hello?” his father answered, a note of concern in his voice, undoubtedly wondering why someone would be calling him so late. Nathan could picture him downstairs, in front of the television, tilted back on the old couch that reclined and propped up his legs like a La-Z-Boy chair.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, Nathan,” his father said, but then there was a rustling on the other end of the line. Nathan listened to what he suspected was his father losing control of the phone as he searched the couch for the remote to turn down the volume of the television. When Nathan could no longer hear the exchange of TV voices, he heard his father fumbling again with the receiver.

“Hello?”

“I’m here.”


“How’re you doing?”

Nathan said he was fine, but then told him about his conversation with Carl. He asked, “Ellen’s son, Glen, didn’t tell you about any of this?”

“No…not that I can think of…not anything about her trying to kill herself.”

“Jesus, I don’t know if she was actually trying to kill herself. But Glen never breathed a word to you about her wrecking her car up here last summer?”

“I don’t think so,” his father said, but in the silence that followed, Nathan could hear his father trying to remember if perhaps he had known and forgotten. His thick, graying eyebrows would knot together as he stared across the darkened room and worked his tongue across the cigarette stains of his teeth. When Nathan was still in junior high, his father had stopped smoking, and with Nathan’s mother’s encouragement, started a regular workout routine. Every other evening the two of them had gone to the local YMCA to stretch, walk the track, and mildly exert themselves lifting weights. But since her death three years ago, his father had let his membership expire and resumed his old habit, his teeth turning the color of old newspaper.

“I think maybe he did say something about his mother having an accident last summer,” his father admitted. “But I don’t remember him saying she drove the car into a rock.”

“You didn’t ask him what happened?”

“I manage their estate, Nathan. I’m not their friend.”

Nathan leaned forward and clutched the back of his neck. “I’m just trying to figure out if I should be up here.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You mean in addition to her driving her car into a boulder?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about…She’s an older woman, Nathan. You knew that before you went up there. It sounds like she just probably lost control of her car. Don’t let yourself get worked up over it.”

“How about this morning when I woke up and couldn’t find her anywhere in the house? I looked around for half an hour and finally found her asleep in the car with the windows up, in the broiling sun.”

His father did not respond immediately. “What did she say she was doing there?”

“She didn’t say. She just said she wanted me to take her to church.”

“Well,” his father said. “Why don’t you just see how it goes for a little while?”

“I think I’m going to call Glen. I just want to know if there’s anything else I should have been told about her condition.”

“You can’t reach him now. He’s on vacation with his wife until next week. Why don’t you try someone at the house? Like her nephew?”

“You mean her grandnephew Ralph?”

“I’m sure he can tell you if there are things you need to be aware of about her.”

Nathan snorted. “Okay.”

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s just that that guy isn’t right.”

“Well, we’re all a little not right,” his father said, in a way that made it easy to imagine his sad smile. “How else are things up there?”

Nathan exhaled. “Wonderful. How are things there?”

“I’m doing all right,” his father said, grunting as he reached for something. Nathan knew he wasn’t doing all right, though, and he listened to the older man shaking a cigarette from a pack of Camel Lights. Nathan might have tried to say something to him again about smoking, but the last time he’d tried, his father had muttered bitterly, “Give me a break here, okay?” So Nathan answered questions about his drive up from Cleveland on Friday, and the weather, but afterward there did not seem much to say. He was tired of talking with his father, frustrated by the weariness in the man’s voice, which always reminded Nathan of his dead mother. When he hung up, he stared out at the glimmering bay, fighting his urge to hurl the phone against the far wall.









Three



A Letter to Sophie ~ Visiting the Alnombak Club ~ Kendra Garfield Requests the Pleasure of Nathan’s Company ~ In a Black Bikini Leah Speaks of Love

The next morning, Ellen sat in the living room, watching television, while Nathan washed the breakfast dishes then went upstairs to search for something to occupy his time. He masturbated to a seminude photo of Geena Davis he found in an old Rolling Stone on his closet shelf. Then he wrote a letter to his ex-girlfriend.


Dear Sophie,

Greetings from the rarefied world of Brightonfield Cove, Maine. I tried calling you before I left, but I guess things have been pretty hectic, between work and moving into your new apartment (I don’t know your new address, so I’m going to mail this to your mom).

Yesterday was my first day here, and while driving around in the afternoon, Ellen and I passed a church where a young bride and groom were walking down the front steps. Watching them made me think of you, and of us, and I couldn’t help feeling a little hope.

I think it was good for me to leave Cleveland, though, and it seems like it’s going to be a great summer. Ellen is much cooler than I expected, and the beach just in front of her estate is kind of the local hotspot for a lot of people our age. I met most of them last night when they flocked onto our porch after a clambake. They were friendly and interesting and one of them—a girl who recently graduated from NYU film school—reminded me a little of you. I showed her my graphic novel and the drawings in my sketchbook and she said she’d like to use some of the images in a documentary she’s making about graphic novelists! I’m not sure the documentary would be shown in theaters, and I doubt I would make any money from it, but she says she loves the stories I’ve drawn and it may be hard to resist her.

Best regards, Nathan



Later that afternoon, Ellen asked to be taken to watch tennis, and on the way to the club, Nathan brooded over the letter. Had it been too much to make the girl an NYU film student when Sophie, a graduate of the Cleveland Institute of Art now working full-time at Dugan Florist, spoke longingly of film school? And what about the arrangement of those last two paragraphs? The soul-sickening fiction of it notwithstanding, was it better to remind Sophie he might want to marry her before attempting to pique her jealousy? Or was it better to pique her jealousy and then remind her that there might still be time for her to win him back? Pondering these questions exhausted him, and pulling beside the blue mailbox across from Gilman’s, he fed the letter into its mouth.

 

The Alnombak club was so close to most members’ homes that they did not need to drive there, and there was no parking lot anyway. Nathan parked Ellen’s car on the quiet, shady street off Birch Hill Boulevard, and stared out at the kind of club where he could envision a plucky, aristocratic Katharine Hepburn character striding across the green lawn. An immaculately manicured, waist-high hedgerow separated the road from the grounds, and on the far side men and women in white were playing tennis on four flawless clay courts. High wooden fences kept balls from bouncing off of the clay, and on the near side, viewers sat on wooden benches or chairs, in the shade of a modest green-and-white-striped canopy. Everyone seemed to be talking and laughing in the easy, confident way Nathan associated with having bankfuls of money.

When he escorted Ellen to a chair, a gaggle of older women in white visors greeted her warmly, until, finding her as politely uncommunicative as she’d been at church, they gradually turned to watch the tennis matches and resume their earlier conversations. A few of them had introduced themselves to Nathan, but none of them asked him any questions about himself. He stared out beyond the tennis courts where the golf course stretched out in verdant, rolling hills to a horizon broken only by St. Michael’s church. Sitting there was reminiscent of junior high dances when his date wouldn’t talk to him and he couldn’t see anyone else around he knew.

“Would you like something to drink?” Nathan asked
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