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			For my friend of long standing, 
Karen Girvan, 
1958–2019

			
A woman who loved books and adventure, 
and who is deserving of far more than 
this little book about adventure.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Paul

			Sometimes I think: 
always look over your shoulder. 
Then I forget.

			—Aventurine Morrow

		

	
		
			One

			“Take Paul with you,” Micheline suggested. She lit a cigarette. She had only recently begun smoking again, after quitting once Paul was born.

			It was late. Maybe early. We’d both had far too much to drink.

			Outside the windows, the light was that nebulous silver halfway between night and day: the time when trees were ghosts and everything else masqueraded as something it was not—or perhaps was revealed as what it truly was. Unnerved, I dragged my eyes away from the windows and flicked on another light. I watched the smoke from Mick’s cigarette curl up toward the high ceiling of the kitchen in her enormous house, the house that was far too big for her, that echoed far too much. I had not realized just how much loss could echo. I splayed my fingers on the cold granite work top between us, shifting on my barstool.

			Micheline turned her head, her cap of golden hair the first thing I saw in her reflection in the French doors leading to the veranda. Despite the wavering half-light, it was way too dark out there, as though dawn would never come. Hell, the entire world was too damned dark.

			“I don’t know what to do with him. About him. Everything I say is just wrong.” She took a long drag on her cigarette, playing with the package on the table between us. L&M long lights. With filters, as though that made any kind of difference. When she looked up at me through the smoke, her eyes were shadowed. “Maybe he’ll talk to you.” Her tone was desperate, the sound of a woman, a mother, who had one last card in the hole and was now drawing it out.

			I waved her suggestion, like the smoke from her cigarette, away.

			“He’s always been close to you,” she pressed. Beyond that strong hint of anxiety lay a hint of—jealousy?—in her voice, and it occurred to me just how hard this was for her to say. She reached out a hand to grasp my forearm. “Please, Aventurine.”

			My sister looked haggard, fine lines between her brows and around her mouth, bruisy bags beneath her eyes. To be fair, she’d looked this way for months now, since the news of the flotsam of the Màquina de los Vientos had reached us. I wondered if I looked haggard, too; we were identical twins, after all. But Shep had not been my husband.

			Paul was haggard, too, his hair longer than I was used to, and unkempt. He was uncommunicative when we checked in at the kiosk at Terminal E. He fumbled with his passport, swore, tried to slot it into the machine again. Until that morning, I had not seen him in months—not since the memorial service, after which he’d dropped everything and taken off cross-country to help deliver a college friend to a new job in Spokane. When I’d leaned in for the hug before we’d boarded the shuttle to Logan, he had seemed distant, stiff: someone who had forgotten what closeness we’d always shared—what closeness even was.

			I felt his confusion, his pain, his differentness, like a switchblade between my ribs. He’d always been quirky, a spacial thinker, empathetic: he was the one to come home with stories of elderly dogs surrendered to the shelter, knowing his parents could never resist him at his most tragic, knowing those elderly dogs would live out their days under his care. I’d make my flying visits to Waterboro every summer or on holidays and meet a new member of Paul’s menagerie. I loved this kid as though he were my own, recognizing so much of me in him. He wasn’t my own, though, I had to remind myself sternly. He was Micheline’s and Shep’s child.

			Now he was a fatherless child. I bit back the impatience I felt whenever I had to travel with anyone, because this trip was special, and, as Micheline so desperately hoped, might be just the thing to bring Paul back to himself.

			Take him with you, Micheline had said, that night, months ago now, when we’d gotten so drunk. She had never asked that of me before, in all the years I’d been free-lancing. But we had never been in this situation before. That night she had held my gaze, her face my mirror, while to my right, our twin reflection had wavered and broken up in the early morning window. Please. Her voice had cracked.

			Paul and I cleared security with hours of waiting ahead. 

			“Hungry?”

			Paul shrugged, brushing his hair from his eyes. “Yeah.” 

			Directly ahead were the fast food joints. Along with the signs overhead. London 3260 miles. I steered him away from those, to the left, down toward the restaurant closest to our gate. 

			“We’ll sit,” I said decisively. “Have a real meal.”

			“They’re going to feed us on the plane, aren’t they?”

			I slewed him a glance. “Airplane food, Paul. Airplane food. Only the dessert is good, and that’s because it’s made almost entirely of sugar.”

			It had always been a neurotic move of mine, to go to this particular restaurant and have their overpriced fish and chips before I flew to the U.K., mainly because it gave me a baseline for the specialty: no fish and chips in the U.K. would ever fall this low. Even the overpriced bit didn’t bother me, because each time I’d flown to Heathrow, it had been on assignment or spec. Research. Thus, tax-deductible.

			Paul ordered a beer and a burger from the waitress in starched black and white. He had downed the lager by the time the food arrived, and ordered another.

			“Jet lag’s going to be a bitch,” I reminded him.

			“I just want to go to sleep,” he said. He slowed down, however, and the second beer lasted as long as the hamburger and fries did. I just drank water, knowing I’d get dehydrated, knowing nerves would keep me running to the ladies’ room anyway. I was not a good flyer; I had no idea whether Paul was.

			The fish was doughy and undercooked. The fries were okay. Paul finished his and reached across for mine. He’d always done that. I’d always let him. At least that much hadn’t changed.

			As we taxied down the night runway punctuated with its varicolored lights, I noticed Paul, from the corner of my eye, surreptitiously patting down his pockets: shirt, pants, jacket. My initial fear was passport—had he misplaced it already? Years of traveling, and I still checked mine obsessively.

			“Front pocket of your backpack?” Mine, I knew, was in my cross-body bag, tucked down by my side, but I reached in and touched it anyway. A talisman.

			The plane was picking up speed on the darkened runway, the engine’s roar building, the tiny guide lights beside us a blur.

			“Gum,” he said, indicating his ears.

			Mine were popping already. 

			Stupid, I know, but I had a tiny package of gummy bears in the bag, and I fished them out. Gummy bears had been Paul’s favorite as a kid, and I’d always been well-stocked on my visits—don’t tell your mother, I’d whisper, and he’d nod conspiratorially. He’d then save out the orange ones—my favorite—and sneak them back to me.

			Now I handed them over. Haribo, the best kind. Paul stared at the package in his palm for a moment, and then, suddenly, he laughed. The first time he’d laughed since we’d met up outside the bus station this morning. The sound was rusty, as from disuse: this might have been the first time he had laughed in a year.

		

	
		
			Two

			In the cemetery on the Fox Hill Road, up beyond the house we lived in as kids, under the whispering boughs of the giant white pine, a tall monument cut of some reddish stone leans drunkenly, thrown off by the roots snaking beneath it.

			Sacred to the memory of Captain Eleazar J. Wheeler, it reads on the flat surface below where the stone tapers to a spire. Lost at sea, February 18, 1846.

			I had often wondered about the nature of an empty grave, of the family who, having no body to bury, erects a monument to their heartbreak. Did they visit the stone in their grief? Because they could not bring themselves to visit the sea, the monstrous depths which had taken their father, brother, son. It must have ached somewhere, like the phantom pain of an amputation. After February 18, 1846, Eleazar Wheeler became an itch his family could not scratch.

			We had grown up near that stone and that cemetery, Micheline and I. Unconcerned then with ghosts, we had played among the stones, climbed the pine, thrown cones at one another while shrieking with laughter. Ghouls, both of us, playing our games among the dead. Karma had caught up to us at last.

			I learned of Shep’s plan from a phone call while I was finishing up a story in Juneau, a follow-up to the book of several years previous.

			“I never thought he was serious,” Micheline repeated, probably for the fifth or tenth time. “I always thought it was a kind of pipe dream.” She was keeping her voice low, no doubt because Shep was somewhere in the house, somewhere near, and she didn’t want to be overheard. Her words ended on the tiniest quaver.

			His wanting to sail the Màquina around the world single-handed was news to me. “This doesn’t sound like the Shep we know and love,” I agreed. He had frequently plotted and sailed long trips with friends, sometimes including a teen-aged Paul, though in the previous couple of seasons, he had navigated port-to-port up and down the East Coast solo.

			He had bought the larger sailboat, the Màquina de los Vientos, replacing a smaller boat he’d given to Paul, upon his early retirement from Osterman Brothers, where he’d accrued his nth million as a director. It had suited him, taking us out on day sails whenever I visited, his face reddened by sun above his open-necked shirt. Shep liked playing the captain, and Paul adored playing first mate. I’d never seen my brother-in-law happier than when he was hauling away on the sheets and guys. Even so, he was a careful sailor, cautious about winds and waves and possible weather. The same caution that had enabled him to last so long in the investment world played out on the Màquina.

			“He’s charted it out,” Micheline said. “I’ve seen the charts spread out all over his desk in the study. He’s researching provisions. He’s ordered a better radio and navigation equipment.”

			This did indeed sound serious.

			“He wants to leave from Southampton in the United Kingdom.”

			That had, for some reason, sounded ominous to me. “Southampton?”

			“His grandparents were from Southampton.”

			I hadn’t known that, but that was not what was nagging at me. There was something buried in my memory, something unsavory I knew about Southampton, but which I couldn’t bring to the surface. I had finished our conversation and slipped the phone into my pocket, still anxious without really knowing why. It wasn’t until I got back to my own computer that I looked it up: the Titanic had sailed from Southampton on April 10, 1915.

			Tonight Paul and I flew through the dark sky, several miles above the North Atlantic. Even though the blind was down, Paul had opted to take the middle instead of the window seat. He hadn’t told me why, but I could well imagine that his relationship with the ocean was not a comfortable one. The Màquina de los Vientos had lost all radio contact somewhere near Bermuda, on the last leg of the Atlantic crossing. The weather had been fine, with fair winds and no storms on the horizon, Shep having chosen to make the journey well before hurricane season began. There had been no distress call over the radio. No one had heard from Shep after that last radio message. A merchant vessel had come across a field of debris a day or two later: a cooler, some buoys, a life jacket with the name of the boat stenciled on it. The life raft had not been found.

		

	
		
			Three

			The plan was to spend a few days in London, my favorite city, before we headed up to York on the train, then eventually back down to Southampton, visiting the boatyard and the music festival. Paul had never been to London—my sister and her husband had preferred the Mediterranean, where the sea was blue and the sun was warm. But when I asked my nephew what he’d like to see in this, the largest city in Europe, he only shrugged.

			I’d persuaded, by means of a small coin, the desk clerk at the hotel near King’s Cross to let us into our rooms early, mostly so we could dump our cases and I could wash my face. I opted to change out of my jeans and into a skirt, too, my clothes feeling grubby on my skin after the flight. After that I slipped down the corridor and knocked on Paul’s door.

			When he finally answered, he was rubbing sleep from his eyes, and rubbing licks into his already shaggy hair. He looked heartbreakingly young.

			“You shouldn’t have gone to sleep,” I admonished. “You’ll be all turned around. You’ve always got to stay up until your regular bedtime. You know that.”

			“I’m not twelve,” he shot back. “You know that.”

			He’d always had a quick verbal volley, but today his words were tinged with something I didn’t recognize. Some sort of unfocused anger. I recoiled slightly and bit my lip. “Sorry.” Over his shoulder I could see the contents of his suitcase strewn over the bed, the chair, onto the carpet. “Get your coat. We’ll walk. If you see anything you want to look at, we’ll stop.”

			Paul fell into step beside me after locking the door. Once outside, it was only a matter of a few steps along the park to the Euston Road, the King’s Cross St. Pancras tube stop further down. We took the Underground to Victoria and climbed up out of the station into the watery sunshine, and, taking our bearings from the tower of Big Ben, headed toward Westminster. We could visit the things Paul had heard of, read of, I reasoned. We threaded our way through the jostling crowds, past a group taking selfies with the oversized Winston Churchill. The wind coming up off the river was fitful and gusty, and my hair, longer than I was used to, tumbled around my face; I shoved it impatiently back. We turned back and maneuvered through the throngs, past the carts touting flags and bags and T-shirts, between suited men and women with tight expressions, on their way to do government business. At the far end of the bridge, the Eye spun its lazy circle against the blue sky patched with clouds. Beside me, Paul had his hands stuffed into his pockets and his shoulders hunched. 

			“I used to stand out here and recite Wordsworth’s ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’ to myself,” I told him, trying to instill in him some sense of the magic. It was rough going. “‘Earth has not any thing to show more fair,’ and all that. I thought I was pretty hot stuff—and then I found out the sonnet is on the wall inside the Eye entrance. It felt sort of cheapened after that.”

			“Why? Because the masses have the same taste as you?” The words could have been sharper; it sounded as though Paul were trying to reclaim his old laughing sarcastic self, and not quite making it.

			We walked in silence for a few moments. I wracked my brain, trying to remember the other thirteen lines of the Wordsworth sonnet; my memory was a bit spotty, and somehow that made me sad. Dull would he be of soul. I felt dull, and sluggish. “Breakfast?” I asked at last. My stomach was growling. The hard cob and bitter coffee on the plane had been hours ago. “Or do you want to wait?” When I glanced over my shoulder, back at Big Ben, the clock in its shrouded tower read nearly eleven.

			Paul only shrugged.

			Near the center of the bridge we stopped and leaned against the parapet, looking eastward. Below us one of the river tour boats was loading, the passengers all in brightly colored windbreakers, jockeying for seats on the upper deck. I saw the waving umbrella of their tour guide. The river was ruffled by the wind, white tips on dirty green waves. The silence between us was not companionable, but rather heavy, laden with the darkness pressing down on my nephew. He almost pulsed with it; I could almost smell it on him. The darkness that was the loss of his father. I’m not certain what Micheline had in mind when she had begged me to take him on this research trip. To get him away, from their home, from the life which Shep formerly shared? The trip with his college roommate to Spokane—if that hadn’t helped, how would a stretch being hauled about the U.K. with his old aunt?

			He’s always been close to you, Aventurine. I imagined Micheline’s pained, anxious eyes, so much like my own.

			“Here’s the plan,” I said at last. “I’ve got to head on up to York on Thursday, to begin interviewing Genevieve Smithson on Friday. You’re welcome to come, or stay. It’s your vacation, after all. I’m the one who has to work.”

			Despite the weakness of the morning sunlight, Paul dropped his sunglasses onto his nose and looked along the river toward the next bridge, and the one beyond that. “I don’t want to spoil your trip,” he said, his voice hard to hear above the traffic behind us. “I don’t know why you agreed to bring me. I don’t know why Mom asked you to.”

			My turn to shrug. “Your mother loves you,” I offered helplessly. The wind was cold on my cheeks.

			He made a wry face, then nodded, once. “I know.”

			I took a deep breath, dove right in. “She’s worried about how your father’s death has affected you.”

			Paul jerked back as though he’d been slapped. Then he adjusted the sunglasses again, and turned away toward Big Ben, as though imperative he find out the time. Still under repair, the clock face was surrounded by scaffolding, the chimes silenced. I remained still, but I could sense his uneven breathing.

			I had to say it. “Have you thought about talking to someone?”

			His breathing became more labored, as though he were trying to control his emotions, his response. Having jabbed at him with words like so many needles, I gave him as much privacy as I could, my eyes on the river. The tour boat, now fully loaded, was easing away from the pier slowly, its wake oily. I could hear a voice over a loudspeaker, though the words were indistinguishable.

			Someone bumped into me, apologized, moved on. I glanced around. The sunlight was growing stronger. Another tour group, led by a woman waving a furled pink umbrella over her head, surged past. Beyond them, a man in a dark jacket turned away and wandered toward the south bank. I took a second look. There was something familiar about the set of his shoulders, the way he walked. Then he was lost in the crowd and I shook my head. Imagining things.

			“I’ve thought about it,” Paul said. His tone had a finality to it, and I decided it was best to drop the subject for the time being. I’d ask Micheline the next time we spoke.

			Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie/ Open unto the fields, and to the sky. “Let’s walk,” I suggested again. My head hurt. “I could use something to drink.” Coffee. Tea. London ale. By this point I didn’t even care.

			We ended up dodging our way through the crowds lined up for a spin on the Eye, then threading along the Queen’s Walk past street performers, skateboarders, and the likes as we searched for a drink that would suit. At a cart, Paul settled for a lemonade, while a bit further along I plumped for a cup of black coffee to keep me from flagging. Then we continued to walk. The clouds thinned, then disappeared altogether. We passed a pair of buskers doing a passable job on “Hey Jude,” and Paul tossed a pound into their open case. We did not stop. He seemed driven, and I had steps to make up on my Fitbit anyway. The coffee warmed me inside, but did nothing for the headache.

			Once past Waterloo Bridge, the crowds lessened slightly. I was starting to feel the difference in our ages—Paul plowed along as though the hounds of hell were following, and my shins ached. Too soon my coffee was empty, and I found a trash can to dump the cup. We passed the National Theatre, went under the Blackfriars railway bridge just as a train rumbled through. Ahead, the Globe Theater—the flag flew over the thatch. When I asked if Paul wanted to stop and take a look, he shook his head.

			“Too crowded.”

			London as a whole was too crowded, but I said nothing.

			Eventually we made it as far as Southwark Cathedral, and I insisted we stop and visit the Refectory. Not because I was particularly hungry, but because I was tired and jet-lagged. I handed my nephew some cash, and slipped off through the soothing dimness to the ladies’.

			When I’d returned, he’d brought a laden tray to a table overlooking the garden. He’d purchased an Americano for himself, and a latté for me; he’d also chosen scones with jam and cream for both of us. I settled in, facing the courtyard; aside from a couple at the far side of the room bent over a guidebook, we had the coffee shop to ourselves. All sounds, appropriately, were muted.

			“Sorry,” he said, ducking his head to his coffee. He had spread clotted cream over his scone, then jam.

			“You’re a Philistine,” I told him, indicating my own scone, slathered in the proper order: jam, then cream on top. “And that’s the only thing you have to apologize to me for.”

			The corner of Paul’s mouth quirked. I sighed, watching him eat his scone gingerly, leaning forward over his plate in an attempt to keep the crumbs from cascading down his shirtfront. He had a bit of his father in his face, with Shep’s wide forehead, and green eyes. Other than that, Paul was definitely a member of our family, his nose and cheeks inherited from Micheline’s and my genes. His wavy blond hair, usually cut short, was a bit shaggy and unkempt now, but it was definitely ours. Both Micheline and I had to keep our hair cut severely, to obviate its bushiness. He had grown from a handsome boy to a handsome man, had Paul; he had the best of the genetic material from both sides of his family.

			I leaned back in my wooden chair, studying the beams of the ceiling high overhead. I wished I could help him. I hoped that his grief over his father’s death should eventually work to a balance with his former good temper. His sense of humor. His wryly sarcastic self. This new withdrawn Paul was shocking to me. I looked over at his handsome face quickly, and then, fearing he’d sense my anxiety, turned my gaze upward again.

			The Refectory was filling up. A family with three small excited children entered, and took a table close by; the high childish voices echoed as they first laughed, then began to bicker. By mutual silent agreement—we still understood each other that much, anyway—Paul and I finished up our coffees and scones, brought our tray back to the counter, and headed into the cathedral proper. I wanted to show Paul the Shakespeare window, and the miraculous carving of the reclining Will, hanging out before the relief of the cathedral itself. The nature of the place dictated that the cathedral would be much more quiet than the tea room. Maybe it was Paul’s demeanor, or jet lag, but I suddenly felt the need for more quiet. Too many people. I was generally fairly sociable, but right now I knew how he felt.

			The glowing Shakespeare window, casting prisms at our feet, was just as glorious as I remembered, though I hadn’t been in to look at it in years. Despite the sign at the entrance asking one pound for a photo permit, Paul slid his cell phone out of his pocket and surreptitiously took a picture.

			“You’re breaking the rules,” I stage-whispered.

			He raised an eyebrow. “Like you never have.”

			“I’m a totally morally upright person,” I said, feigning shock.

			From somewhere I heard the echo of a short laugh. I glanced around, but there was no one anywhere near us. The sounds amidst the stonework carried strangely.

			“Don’t lie in a cathedral,” Paul said. “Even God is laughing at you.”

			I flipped him off.

			He snapped a picture.

			In that moment I so wanted to throw my arms around him, to grab onto that glimmer of my old Paul, and to hold on with everything I had. How I loved that kid.

		

	
		
			Four

			For dinner Wednesday evening we walked southeast, down into Farringdon and toward Smithfield. The sun threw long shadows, the tops of roofs glowing, the streets below dimming. Pigeons strutted everywhere, plucking at bits of jetsam in the gutters. Every now and again Paul would cluck to the birds at our feet, but they made no answer, save to protest among themselves as they scattered before us.

			I was feeling my way along the alternately busy and leafy roads as though tracing a finger on the map in my mind, trying to remember the route. I hadn’t been down here since a dinner I’d had with Mick and Shep several years ago, at the end of my research journey with Mobius, the subject of my fourth book. I led Paul past the Farringdon underground station. He looked up at The Castle hopefully, but the crowds there were spilling out noisily onto the corner. The air smelled of cigarettes and hops. A panda car, siren wailing, muscled its way past. We walked on, Paul with his hands jammed in his pockets, shoulders hunched, as if he were mindful of the Smithfield fires of Bloody Mary—though I was fairly certain he had no idea where we were, either geographically or historically.

			There had been a time when Paul looked up while we walked, at the sky, at the trees, at the rooftops. His child’s face had been burnished with wonder, such that I always found my chest constricting with love and gratitude. He was so like what I wanted to be then, so breathless about the world and what it showed him. Now, though, his eyes remained steadfastly on the pavement, as though he could not bear to find happiness in anything. I knew, with a fleeting bitterness, that there had been a time when I’d too walked with eyes downcast, hands stuffed in pockets: right after Neil’s betrayal. But—that had been years ago. It had taken me a while to discover interest in the world again; I prayed fervently that Paul would make that discovery for himself soon.

			We turned onto Charterhouse Street, and then after a few minutes, bore left where the road split, into the spur allowing foot and fire access only. I recognized the archways fronting the building next door to the pub immediately.

			“Here,” I said. I pulled the door open and held it for Paul.

			After conferring at the bar, we found ourselves a booth near the back, cut off from almost all of the other diners by an ornately carved wooden screen. The interior was exactly as I remembered, and I was suddenly awash in recollections. That evening, Gio had left me outside on the sidewalk, and I’d gone in alone to find my sister and her husband. No, not this time, he’d said when I invited him to join us. It had been early in our now-long-over relationship, and he had kissed me there, in the rain-slicked street, for the first time, our fingers sliding away from the other’s as in some scene in a film. I’d realized later that Gio, the most self-conscious person I’d ever met, had most likely rehearsed that scene many times in his mind before playing it.

			“What is it?” Paul asked now, looking up from his menu.

			“What is what?”

			“You laughed. To yourself.”

			Hard to explain about a former lover to your nephew, so I just shook my head. “I came here once with your mom and dad,” I said instead. I glanced around our enclosed space, the gleaming wood, the embroidered pillows on the bench cushions. It was very much as I remembered from that night. The menu seemed familiar as well, bearing few changes. I considered the offerings. “I had the bangers and mash then. I think maybe the lamb shank tonight?”

			Paul made a face. “I’ll try the bangers, then.” He looked up, and just as quickly dropped his eyes again to the menu. “What did Mum and—Dad—have that time? Do you remember?”

			I didn’t remember, but I hesitated to say so. Paul was searching for something, threads from his father’s past to pull out and use to mend the torn memories he carried about with him. “Oh,” I said, closing the menu and setting it aside, “your father had the bangers and mash then, too. He could never resist them.” Shep had loved a good fry-up, that much I knew, so the lie might not have been a lie at all. And if it made Paul feel better, I was all for it. I was all for anything that made him feel better.

			They had been here, in London, for only a couple of days. Shep’s retirement was looming, and he had come to the London office to hand off some clients and accounts to others, and to tie up some loose ends. Micheline had come along for the ride, as it were. I, exhausted from a year following Mobius around the countryside, from festival to festival, concert venue to concert venue, would be heading home shortly to recoup. Paul was just entering his sophomore year of college that fall, and so had not joined them.

			“I wish I had gone,” Paul murmured now, as the waitress set our pints before us. She took the menus and our orders, then swished away. I looked out after her into the rest of the dining room, where the tables were filling, the noise growing louder, but the books still stood silently on the shelves above the doorway, overlooking us all. “I wish I had.”

			“You couldn’t have known,” I said. Helpless. None of us could have known how little time we had left with Shep. The dinner here had been one of the last times I’d been out with both of them. As always, we three had laughed most of the evening. That was one of the best things about being with my sister and her husband: how much we laughed. Sarcasm in every word. Intelligent fencing. I missed that; since Shep’s death, Micheline had been too emotionally exhausted to laugh, except in bitter despair. “I didn’t know then how special that dinner would turn out to be.”

			Paul looked up impatiently. “Not that. Not their trip.”

			“Then what—” Realization struck me, and I bit back further words. Uncomfortable, I lifted my pint of Guinness to my lips.

			“That what.”

			Paul too picked up his stout, took a drink, wiped his upper lip with the back of his hand. The silence between us, as it had been for the past thirty-six hours, was too heavy to lift, even for both of us together. But—we weren’t together, Paul and I. There was a disconnect between us that had never been there before. It was too painful to bear. I pressed a furtive hand to my chest, in an attempt to alleviate the ache within.

			Maybe coming to this pub was a mistake. I had remembered how I liked the interior, how I liked the dinner; but in some deep part of me, I had shoved away the sadness I should have known I would feel at the absence of my brother-in-law. Which was nothing compared to the grief my sister and my nephew were feeling.

			Micheline’s call had come in the middle of the night. I had, for once, been home, tucked away in my fourth-floor apartment in Back Bay, safe in the knowledge that the most recent set of galleys had been returned to my editor at the publishing house. The phone was on the charger, and the ring jarred my sleep. I knew then, before I pushed the icon to answer, that it would be bad news: no one ever called in the middle of the night except with bad news. At the same time, I knew it would be Mick, and I could feel her distress through the distance, through the night, through the darkness. My sister needed me. We had always been this way, she and I, linked in our emotional extremity.

			“Shep’s missing, Avi,” Mick said, without preamble. She wasn’t crying, but her voice shook.

			“Mick—”

			“The Màquina is missing.”

			I remember falling back onto the bed, me legs unable to support me. With a free hand I tried to find the switch on the lamp on the bedside table, thinking irrationally that it would be easier to understand what my sister was saying with the light on. I knocked over a glass of water, a pile of books, and a bottle of nail polish before the lamp blazed up.

			“Stop,” I said, part to myself, part to her. I jammed the ball of my hand into my eye, trying to make sense of what I was hearing. “Stop, stop, stop. I don’t understand. What are you saying, Mick? What are you saying?”

			A deep breath from the other end of the connection.

			“I’ve just had a call, Aventurine.” There was the sound of riffling papers. “A Chief Warrant Officer Something? Oh, damn it, I can’t find where I wrote this down.” A stifled sob.

			“What’s happened?”

			“He said—he said—a merchant vessel found things—floating—”

			My mind immediately flashed to the worst thing I could imagine. Shep. Floating. His white face to the sky, his eyes open to nothing.

			“No—”

			“Not Shep. Not Shep.” Her strangled words might have been echoing my thoughts. “But pieces. Of the boat. A life jacket. A water cooler.”

			“But how could they know? There’s a lot of crap floating in the sea.” I still couldn’t formulate a rational thought. In my mind’s eye I saw the swirl of the Pacific trash island, which I’d investigated when writing the Alaska article. “Tons of crap.”

			I could feel Mick’s impatience flare up. “It’s all stenciled, Aventurine. All of it. Somebody found debris near where the Màquina made last contact. And the things—say Màquina on them. It’s Shep’s boat.”

			“The lifeboat?”

			“No sign of it.”

			I closed my eyes, shook my head. None of it made sense to me, but I felt my sister’s need, just as I’d felt her need throughout our childhood, up to when she and Shep were married, and when Paul was born. “Paul.” The word was out before I realized.

			Another hiccup. “He doesn’t know yet, Avi. He’s not here. He’s off with friends for a few days.” Finally, Micheline broke down, her sobs heart-rending over the phone. “He doesn’t know yet. And how can I tell him? Oh, God, how can I tell Paul?”

			“I’m coming, Mick. I’m leaving now.”

			“Aventurine—”

			“I’ll be there in two hours, Micheline.” 

			I didn’t even bother to pack.

			“I should have gone then,” Paul repeated, his voice low, his eyes on the plate the waitress had left before him: sausages and gravy mounded over mashed potatoes. “With Dad.”

			Fork in hand, I sucked in a breath. I wanted to leap over the table and crush Paul to my chest, hold him there, rock him. A foolish thought: he was no longer a child, but a young man, taller than I, broad of shoulder, though it was hard to tell when he was so slumped with grief. And guilt? I set the silver gently on the table once again and forced myself to lean back, bringing my hands together to clasp them tightly in my lap.

			“I might have been able to do something.”

			I licked my lips, watching him in the dim lighting. His eyes were sunk deep into his face.

			“I might have been able to save him.”

			This, then. This.

			I knew that this conversation would be delicate. If I were to tread wrong here, there was no telling what harm I might cause.

			“Your father wanted to solo,” I said slowly, choosing my words with care. “He’d worked toward it for years.” How do you tell a kid his father didn’t want him to come? Without making it sound like a rejection? But Shep had not wanted anyone to come on this voyage. That was the entire point.

			“He would have taken me if I’d asked.” That stubborn jut of chin. Just like his father’s. I bit my lip. “If I’d pushed it.”

			“By why on earth would you have?” My dinner, on the table before me, was beautifully presented, but suddenly I had no appetite to eat anything. My stomach was roiling. I tasted bile. “Why? Your father was an accomplished sailor. A grown man. He knew what he was doing. He didn’t need someone to look after him.”

			The glance Paul slivered in my direction cut. “Apparently, he did.”

			Because the boat had foundered. Because Shep had disappeared. I had to take a mental step back. Beneath the table, my hands were twisted together so tightly they hurt. “But, Paul,” I protested, “you can’t know you could have made any difference. Like I said, Shep was an accomplished sailor. Whatever happened out there, happened despite who he was, not because of it. You can’t be sure you could have done anything to save him—you can’t be sure you could have been any help at all.”

			Paul’s face might have been carved from granite. “I could have tried. I could have died trying. For him, I would have.”

			I shook my head. “And where would that have left your mother?” My voice was sharper than I’d intended, and I forced myself to slow my breathing, to try to regain some semblance of calm. I was grateful for the enclosure in which we sat, grateful that we weren’t drawing attention to ourselves by having this painful discussion out there, in the open dining room, where conversation ebbed and flowed.

			“Don’t kid yourself. She would have died for him, too. You know that. She would have died in his place if she could just have figured out how.” The anger and ache in his voice was violent and raw. He turned his face away, to stare, unseeing, at the woodwork. His Adam’s apple moved in his throat.

			“But she had to let him do this, Paul.” I suddenly realized that there were warm tears coursing down my cheeks. I scrubbed them away with my heavy napkin. “She knew him. Knew what he loved. Knew enough to let him do what he needed to do.” I sighed, and tried to catch his eye, but he looked steadfastly away. “She knew she had to let him go, even though she didn’t want to, even though she hated the idea of his sailing solo across the ocean. But she knew him and loved him and had
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