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PART ONE
HOMECOMING





Chapter 1

Sitting in a window seat near the front of the tiny plane, staring out at the evergreen expanse below, Kathryn twists the gold ring on her finger. She eases the ring off, feeling the cool weight of it in her hand, and then slips it back on. She holds her fingers out to look at it. Turning her wrist, she glances at her watch. Then she leans back and closes her eyes. The plane will be landing in fifteen minutes. In half an hour she’ll be home.

The night before, in Charlottesville, Virginia, sitting on the floor of her almost-empty apartment and trying to stuff every piece of clothing she owned into two suitcases, Kathryn had heard a knock at the door and then, suddenly, there was Paul. She hadn’t seen him in almost a month. He looked different; his dark curly hair was clipped close to his head, like a shorn sheep. When they were together, he’d always worn it long. Looking around at the bare walls and the clothing stacked in piles on the floor, he held up an envelope for her to see. “Just in time, I guess,” he said.

She skimmed the divorce papers quickly, straining to make out the fine print in the light from the single bulb overhead. Paul leaned against the wall, watching her. When she got to the last page, Kathryn could see that he had already signed it, and something about seeing his signature like that, firm and steady and sure, made a lump form in her throat.

“Listen, Kat,” he said, seeing her hesitate. “We don’t have to do this now.”

“No. It’s fine. Just give me a second, all right?”

“I know this is a busy time. You’ve got a lot to do, you’re trying to leave. Why don’t you send the papers to me when you get there? It’ll just take a little longer.”

“It’s okay,” she said, a bit more sharply than she intended. He fell silent. She signed the papers carefully, spelling out her name in a distinct, mannered script that bore scant resemblance to her usual scrawl. Then she folded the papers and handed them back.

“How about a hug, for old times’ sake?” he asked, holding his arms out.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

He nodded, joining his hands and bending them back at the knuckles. “Sure. I understand.”

She bit her lip, and he looked at her closely. She could tell he was trying to see if she was going to cry. Then he smiled. “You’re all right, you know that?”

“Yeah,” she said, “I’m all right.”

After he left she got the last of the Dickel from the cabinet above the fridge and slid down against the wall. It had been almost two years to the day since she and Paul were married. They had already been living together, in this apartment, for several months, and Kathryn remembers the strangeness of coming back after the ceremony to dishes in the sink and their unmade bed. They had wanted to pretend that getting married didn’t change anything, but she knew in her bones that wasn’t true. The stakes were higher now; they had made promises, they had expectations. Even the apartment seemed different to her—smaller, somehow, as if the rooms had shrunk.

Paul had insisted on carrying Kathryn, in her white slip dress, in the driving rain, up the crumbling flagstone walkway and the creaky front steps and over the threshold. By the time he staggered through the door and collapsed on the couch, still holding her in his arms, they were both soaking wet.

Gazing down at her, he’d brushed wet confetti out of her hair.” ‘Birth, and copulation, and death,’” he said.” ‘That’s all the facts when you come to brass tacks.’”

She frowned. “Are you quoting Eliot again?”

“Yes,” he said.

She looked into his eyes.” ‘I am measuring out my life with coffee spoons.’”

“‘Have measured.’ That’s the only line you can remember, isn’t it?” He laughed.

She nodded. “But I know all the words to ‘Paradise by the Dashboard Light’”

They imagined it would be a story to tell their kids someday—how they met in graduate school and against their own better judgment fell in love. They were so different: He was a born-and-bred New England WASP, she a scrappy nonpracticing Catholic. He was focused and ambitious, she wasn’t certain what she wanted to do. He liked to stay out late in jazz clubs, she was happy at home curled up with a book. But they believed there was enough to make it work. They both loved Monty Python and rice pudding; they shared a similarly deadpan sense of humor. And when she told him about what had happened to her best friend, how she had disappeared on the night of their high school graduation and never returned, he offered a story of his own, about a friend from college who was hitchhiking in a snowstorm and was blindsided by a truck. “He’s still in a coma, so we can’t even mourn,” Paul said. “He’s just—gone. It’s like he disappeared; I’ve always thought of it that way.”

It had seemed to Kathryn that Paul was the only one who really understood. But later, after things began to fall apart, she realized that, in truth, he didn’t. He was impatient with her moodiness; he couldn’t see the point of dwelling on the past. “There’s nothing you can do. You’ve got to let it go and move on,” he insisted. She tried, but it was no good. In the end it was easier to let go of the marriage than let go of the melancholy that grew slowly inside her like a tumor, obliterating everything else.

Alone in the empty apartment now, she got up and put Bob Dylan on the portable CD player. With the first strains of “Tangled Up in Blue,” Paul’s favorite song, the tears she’d been holding back rose in her like an undercurrent, dredging up the pain that had settled just below the surface.

When she couldn’t cry anymore she wandered into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. Her large, gray-blue eyes, usually her best feature, were swollen and bloodshot, and her light-brown hair hung limply past her chin. She’d lost weight in the past few months; her face was all angles and hollows. Plenty of guys over the years had told her she was beautiful, but she’d always dismissed it as romantic hyperbole. “You are beautiful, but not in a conventional way,” Paul said once, with his usual blunt candor. “There’s something … arresting about you.” Arrested, perhaps, Kathryn thought, studying her reflection, but not arresting. Not anymore.

On an impulse she opened the medicine cabinet and rummaged through it, looking for the box of hair color she’d bought a few weeks before on a special promotion. “Autumn Glow.” She studied the woman on the front of the box, her auburn hair smooth and shining, eyes sparkling, mouth wide in a smile. Then Kathryn opened the box and pulled out the instructions, ripping the plastic gloves off the paper, and lined up the little bottles filled with potions on the shelf above the sink.

The next morning, boarding the plane, Kathryn was numb, hungover, drained of emotion. The chemical smell of her newly dyed hair was making her nauseous. As the plane lifted into the air, she watched Charlottesville recede into the larger patches of landscape, and it occurred to her that she was leaving not only a marriage but a definable identity. She might be going home, but it felt to her as if she was heading into new and unfamiliar territory. She didn’t have a compass, a map, or even a decent sense of direction. She wasn’t certain she would recognize herself.

AS THE PLANE starts its slow descent into Bangor, Kathryn feels a tap on her right shoulder. She turns to look. Through a crack between the narrow seats she can see a vaguely familiar man behind her.

“Kathryn?”

She nods.

“Jeez. This whole flight I’ve wondered if it was you,” he says in a heavy Maine accent. When he smiles, the hard brightness of his teeth filling the bottom half of his face, she has a vague memory of high school. High school. He has wide hazel eyes, a straight nose and firm jaw, sandy brown hair. An athlete, she decides. Trip … Skip … Flip …

“Chip Sanborn,” he says, offering his hand over the seat. “It’s been ten years—can’t blame you for forgetting.”

“No, no, I knew. Of course,” she murmurs quickly. His hand is as thick and smooth as a baseball mitt. “Chip Sanborn. How are you?”

He nods. “Couldn’t be better.”

“That’s great.”

“How about yourself?”

“Oh, I’m fine.”

The final word lingers in the air, and he pauses for a moment, waiting to see if she’ll continue. When she doesn’t, he asks, “So what’re you up to these days?”

Kathryn glances at the woman sitting beside Chip, who is studiously perusing the in-flight magazine. “I’m a reporter,” she says. “Freelance.” It isn’t exactly true; she was an arts editor for a small weekly paper in Charlottesville, but she quit that job three weeks ago. “What about you?”

“I’m running my dad’s paint store. Actually, we’re calling it a home decorating center now. I was just at a home show in Atlantic City. People are really into fixing up their houses these days. Everybody’s getting married, having babies—you know, the whole nineties nesting thing.”

“Yeah,” she says, “I read about it.”

“So how’s your brother doing?”

All at once, Kathryn remembers who Chip Sanborn was: the star of the Bangor High basketball team. Her brother, Josh, was a freshman when she and Chip were seniors. Josh sat on the bench for three miserable years. “He’s fine,” she says. “Josh.”

“Josh. Still playing b-ball?”

“Um, not much, I don’t think. He’s living in New York, working as a mortgage broker. I don’t see him very often. His hours are crazy.”

“Good for him,” says Chip. “Smart kid.”

Kathryn smiles. She’s beginning to feel as if she’s making polite conversation with an uncle. “Yeah, well … We’ll be landing soon, I guess. I’d probably better …” She makes a motion of turning around.

“I heard you got married a while back,” he says. “To a grad student or something.”

She feels her face flush. “Um-hmm. What about you?”

“Oh, me and Donna’ve been married for—jeez, it’s almost six years.”

“Wow,” she says.

“You know Donna,” he says, leaning forward. “Donna Murphy. She was in our class.”

A memory flashes through Kathryn’s head: a snowy Friday in 1986, a sweaty gymnasium, seconds to spare; Chip, star of the team, scoring the winning basket—swish!—against Bangor’s rival, South Portland. Donna, the shortest one on the cheerleading squad, the one who always stands at the top of the human pyramid at pep rallies, rushes onto the court in front of the roaring crowd and smothers him with maroon-and-white pompons as he twirls her in the air. “Yes,” Kathryn says. “How is she?”

“Oh, she’s doing great. Has her hands full with our two little boys. Here, I’ve got a couple of pictures.” He reaches into his back pocket, takes out his wallet, and flips it open for Kathryn to see.

Both kids in the photo have Chip’s frank gaze and Donna’s shiny blond hair. “They’re adorable,” Kathryn murmurs dutifully. All at once she’s filled with dread at the idea of returning to Bangor. Here is Chip, self-satisfied, robust, with a stable marriage, two kids, and a prosperous business, treating her, she imagines, with a smug, pitying kindness—the way you might treat a starry-eyed adventurer who sets off in search of fame and fortune and comes home empty-handed. We always knew you’d be back, and look! his expression seems to say. Here you are! What a shame, what a pity—and yet, how thoroughly predictable….

“So where’re you and—I’m sorry, what’s your husband’s name?”

“Actually, Chip,” she says, taking a deep breath, “I’m not married anymore.”

“Oh,” he says. “Jeez. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m not.”

“When did it happen?”

“About twelve hours ago.”

“Oh, jeez,” he says, reaching out and touching her shoulder. The woman beside him glances up, then looks back down at her magazine. His words fade, and Kathryn can feel the humming vibration of the slowing plane through her seat.

KATHRYN STEPS OFF the small plane and down the narrow steps onto the tarmac. The air is pleasant and warm, almost hot, and smells of the pines at the edge of the runway. Chip, just behind her, offers to lift one of her bulky carry-ons.

“I think I’ve got it,” she says. She smiles, so as not to seem impolite.

“So,” he says as they walk toward the terminal. “You going to the reunion?”

“Reunion?”

“Our ten-year reunion. I thought that might be why you were coming home.”

“Oh—no.” She feels that familiar dread rising up in her stomach. “I didn’t even know about it.”

“Didn’t Daphne Cousins send you something in the mail?”

“I don’t think so. But I’ve been kind of hard to reach.”

“Well, it’s not until the end of this month. You’ve got some time to think about it.” He fumbles in his jacket with one hand and pulls out a business card, then slips it in her handbag. “If you want to go, I’ve got the info. Just give me a call.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

She can feel Chip looking over at her for a moment. Then he says, “I can understand why you might not want to go. Jennifer disappearing like that on graduation night kind of changes the way you think about high school, doesn’t it? I know it does for me.”

“Yeah,” Kathryn says. She looks at him curiously. Does he mean it, or is it just something to say? He and Jennifer barely knew each other; they probably exchanged ten words during four years of high school.

He shakes his head. “It’s just so … weird, you know? Poof. Gone.” He balls his hand and then opens it, like a magician making a handkerchief vanish. “But heck,” he continues, rallying, “it’d be a shame to let it ruin our reunion. Right? Right?”

“Right,” she murmurs.

“It should be quite a party.”

She nods. “Okay. Well. I’ll think about it.”

As they enter the building, Kathryn squints in the darkness. She can make out shadowy forms bobbing around, a sparse crowd. “Kath?” she hears from somewhere in the back.

“Mom?”

“Kathryn!” All at once she feels her mother’s cool fingers touching her cheeks, pulling her into a quick embrace and then pushing her out to arm’s length. “You look tired, sweetheart.”

“I am tired,” she says, dropping her bags. “But thanks for pointing it out.”

“Oh darling, you’re so sensitive.” She smiles. “After all you’ve been through, is what I meant.”

“Well, you look good.” It’s true. Her mother has just turned fifty-two, but she looks younger. Her short, highlighted hair is swept stylishly away from her face, which is tan and glowing. She’s wearing jeans and white Reeboks, a deep green long-sleeved cotton shirt, and small gold hoops in her ears. “Matte lipstick, Mother—I’m impressed. Very ‘in.’”

“Oh, you like it? The girl at the Clinique counter forced it on me.” She fingers a strand of Kathryn’s newly tinted hair. “Is red the ‘in’ color these days?”

“I don’t know. Just thought I’d try something different.”

“As long as you’re making changes in your life.”

“That was my thinking.”

Her mother bends down over the bags. “Let me carry one of these.”

Kathryn urges her up. “I’ve got them. They’re light.”

“Now, look, I can handle it. Didn’t I tell you I’ve been working out?” She stands up straight, hefting one bag like a barbell. “You’re right—it is light.”

“Hello, Mrs. Campbell!” Chip’s outstretched hand emerges from behind Kathryn’s shoulder.

Her mother reaches out and clasps it. “Let me see if I get this right: Skip Sanborn.”

“Good memory,” he says, “but it’s Chip. You almost had it.”

She beams. “Chip! Of course! So nice to see you. You know, I see signs for Sanborn Home Decorating all over the place these days.”

“That’s part of the new ad campaign I’ve been working on,” he says, tilting his head modestly.

“I’m going over to wait for the rest of my bags,” Kathryn mumbles, and tries to slip away. Her mother reaches out and holds her arm. “Darling, you remember Skip—Chip Sanborn. He has a decorating store….” She squeezes Kathryn’s arm lightly, an old code for “behave,” and turns back to Chip. “It sounds like you’re making a lot of changes over there.”

“We sure are. And are you still doing interior design?”

“A little bit. Mostly real estate, these days.”

He fishes around in his jacket and pulls out another card. “Well, I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you come on over to the store when you have a moment and let me show you around?”

“I’d like that.” She smiles widely, just long enough, and takes the card. “Your father must be awfully proud of you, Chip.”

“I don’t know about that, Mrs. Campbell. But I think he appreciates the help.”

“I’ll bet he does. And call me Sally.”

“Sally it is.”

After he leaves, as they’re walking over to the baggage carousel, Kathryn’s mother turns to her and says, “You could be a little more friendly, dear. People might think you’re rude.”

“We went to high school together, Mother,” Kathryn says, lifting two suitcases off the conveyor belt and loading them onto a cart. “He knows I’m rude.” She wheels the cart into the lobby, out the automatic glass doors, and onto the sidewalk. “And anyway, I’m not in the best frame of mind for encountering local success stories.” She pauses for a moment. “If there was ever a sign not to go to my high school reunion, I guess that’s it.”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you—you got some kind of letter about that. We’re over here.” Her mother motions toward a sporty silver Saturn parked illegally several yards down. “Well, it’s silly to burn your bridges. You never know when you might need Chip Sanborn. He could be a very good business contact.”

“For what?”

Her mother stops and faces her, one hand on her hip. “For me, maybe. Did you think of that?”

Kathryn shakes her head. “In fact, I did not think of that.”

Her mother turns toward the car and unlocks the trunk. “I know it’s hard for you to believe, Kathryn, but you and all your little friends are grown-ups now.”

“No we’re not, Mom,” she says, heaving the bags in. “We just act like grown-ups every now and then to fool you.”

“But that’s what being grown-up is all about.” Her mother pauses, a serene smile on her face. “Gosh, it’s nice to have you home.”

“Are you serious? We’ve been bickering since I got off the plane.”

“This isn’t bickering. This is classic mother-daughter communication. I’ve been reading up on it.” She goes around to the driver’s side and unlocks the door. “You have to learn to think of us as representatives of our generations instead of personalizing everything,” she calls across the top of the car. “Now listen, honey. I’ve got a few little errands to do on the way home. They’ll just take a minute, okay?”

What can she say? “Okay.”

Her mother smiles brightly. “Good. Then we’ll be taking the scenic route.”





Chapter 2

Bangor is a quiet place, a town of about thirty-five thousand people, the second-largest metropolitan area north of Portland. Even at midday, in the middle of the week in the middle of town, there is a quiet that blankets everything: the two-story, clapboard houses, the city bus making its slow, empty rounds, the low-lying malls that have multiplied like barnacles on the rough edges of town.

“So here we are,” Kathryn’s mother says lightly as they drive along, “mother and daughter, both of us divorced. Do you think it might be hereditary?”

Kathryn looks out at the flat, treeless expanse surrounding the airport. On one side of the long road that leads to the interstate lie several strip malls—low, boxy buildings with brand-name storefronts and fast-food islands in their parking lots. A few stores are new; others, their windows dark and empty, look recently abandoned. Their blankness makes her inexplicably sad.

It was twenty years ago, when Kathryn was eight, that she saw this town for the first time. She was riding in the cab of a sixty-foot-long moving van, sitting up on her knees to see over the dashboard. Her parents were following in the car behind; halfway through the interminable four-hour stretch of wilderness that led from Boston to Bangor, she convinced her father to let her ride with the two movers, her father’s cousin, Patrick, and a coarse longshoreman named Gus, for the rest of the trip.

“Middle of fuckin’ nowhere” was Gus’s only comment as they began passing exits for the town. He stubbed a cigarette into the ashtray for emphasis.

“Long as there’s a bar somewhere, it’s okay with me,” Patrick said.

“Oh, sure, there’s a bar here. Has to be. Nothing else to do in a place like this but drink.”

Gus lit another cigarette and Kathryn looked out at the few motels scattered along the highway like birds on a telephone wire. Every few miles they passed houses clustered around an overpass. The town of Bangor seemed to be mostly trees, the houses just a little oasis in a desert of forest. There weren’t many cars on the road in either direction. The place looked unnaturally clean, as if someone had taken a scrubber and soaped it up, rinsed it down.

Kathryn’s grandmother, who was born and raised in Bangor, had told her stories about the town—about what it was like before it had an airport, back when the train still came up from Portland, stopping along the way to pick up passengers and produce and dry goods. Heading south, the train carried potatoes from Fort Kent, blueberries from Cherryfield, raw lumber from the Maine woods. As a child her grandmother had sat in her bedroom window and watched the black smoke rise from the valley, closing her eyes to hear the slow-chugging train as it passed, the low haunt of the whistle.

“You crying?” Patrick asked Kathryn, peering at her closely.

She wiped her eyes. “I—It’s just the smoke.”

“Put your goddamn ciggy out, Gus, you’re making the poor girl sick,” Patrick said.

Gus looked at her sideways, then ground the butt into the dashboard and dropped it on the floor. “Can’t take it, maybe she shouldn’t be riding up here.”

“Oh, relax. We’re almost there, ya bully.”

Kathryn sat very still between them, looking out at the gray road stretching ahead into oblivion, the gray sky, shoebox houses hunched forlornly against the hills, separated from the highway by chain-link fencing. She was sure they were going to the end of civilization. Her eyes began to water again, and she tried to choke back the tears.

“What grade you in?” Patrick asked kindly.

“Third.”

“So you’ll be going to a new school. Could be fun.”

She shrugged. “I guess so.”

“Ever been here before?”

“To visit my grandparents.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “But that was different.”

He nods. “You knew you’d be leaving.”

“Yeah,” she said miserably.

He squinted out the side window. “I grew up in a place like this. It’s not so bad. And it’s not true you can’t leave,” he said, looking down at her. “You can, but you have to be headstrong to do it. Then again, you might come to like it. There’s a lot to be said for living in a small town.”

“Like what?” Gus said.

“People know you. There’s such a thing called neighbors, Gus—ever heard of ‘em? Take my word for it, they’re a whole different breed than the vagrants and pimps that congregate on your street. When’s the last time anyone brought you a tuna casserole?”

“I hate tuna casserole.”

Patrick smiled down at Kathryn. “Well, then. It’s a good thing old Gus here ain’t moving to Bangor, Maine, now, isn’t it?”

THEY STOP AT a light, and Kathryn’s mother reaches over and squeezes her knee. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

She tries to pull her thoughts together. “It’s funny being back.”

“But you were just here a year ago.”

“Not like this. Cowed and humiliated.”

“Oh, Kathryn.” Her mother laughs. “You’re so dramatic. You should’ve pursued a career on the stage.”

“I should’ve pursued a career, period.”

Her mother purses her lips and looks at Kathryn sideways, cocking her head like a bird. Then she reaches out and touches her daughter’s hand, where the gold ring shines on her finger. “You’re still wearing this.”

Kathryn retracts her hand.

“Don’t you want to put it away?”

“One of these days.”

“Closure is very important, sweetheart.”

“All right, Mom. I’ll get rid of it when I’m ready.”

Her mother pauses, running her hands around the rim of the steering wheel. “You have to get on with it, Kathryn,” she says finally. “Put that part of your life behind you. I know it’s difficult, but—”

“I hear you,” she says sharply.

The light turns green, and they drive along in silence. Kathryn watches the neighborhoods drift by, clusters of small white houses built in the thirties and forties shaded by leafy green trees, hanging low and full in the summer heat.

“You must be tired,” her mother says in a clipped voice.

“Look, Mom, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”

Her mother shrugs, a peacemaking gesture. “I was pressuring you.”

“No, it’s me. I’m just not handling this very well.”

“There’s no reason you should be,” her mother says. She smiles. “I am glad you’re home.”

“Me, too,” Kathryn says. She’s not sure she is, but she says it anyway.

KATHRYN’S MOTHER STILL lives in the house that Kathryn grew up in, a white colonial with black shutters in a section of town called Little City, a residential neighborhood of oaks and maples surrounding a large rectangular island of green, well-kept park. The most impressive houses in Little City are great white confections with elegant slate roofs and full-length windows that line a broad street sloping down toward the river. The Campbell house, several blocks over, is modest in comparison. When Kathryn was growing up, their neighbors were young families and retired couples who puttered together in their flower gardens on summer mornings and sat on clean-swept porches all afternoon, alternately dozing and keeping a lookout for trouble. Not that there was any; the closest Taft Street came to excitement was when two men moved into a house together and built a deck, visible from the street, where they sunbathed in Speedos and massaged each other with tanning oil.

Like most houses in the neighborhood, the Campbells’ was built in the twenties. It has a deep wooden porch, large living and dining room windows, and an original cedar-and-red-brick fireplace. When the Campbells first moved to Bangor from Boston, Kathryn would sit on the wooden porch swing in midafternoon and close her eyes, breathing in the clean pine scent of the hedges separating their property from the next-door neighbors’, listening to the muted hum and swish of cars going by on Center Street, a block away. Sometimes her mother would come out on the porch and sit down on the swing with her, rocking back and forth with her foot. After a while she’d say, “You know, Kath, this is exactly how I grew up. Sitting on a porch swing, waiting for something to happen. Just sitting and waiting. Exactly like this.”

Kathryn has heard all the stories, all the family lore. Her grandfather, John Lefebvre, a French Canadian, migrated to Maine in 1928 because he’d been told that anybody who works hard in America can become a success. As it turned out, in his case the hard work consisted of marrying Kathryn’s grandmother, Alice, the caustic daughter of a wealthy Bangor banker, and becoming an apprentice to her father, who eventually passed on all of his knowledge and money to his son-in-law. Until his death in 1970, John Lefebvre never missed a day of work. Every day for forty years, he left the house at precisely eight-fifteen in the morning for the bank building on Main Street and returned at exactly five-forty-five in the afternoon, wearing a black fedora and a mustache that faded from black to white but never changed shape.

For fifteen years, from the late thirties to the early fifties, Kathryn’s grandmother wrote a column for the Bangor Daily News called “Opinions,” most of which were hers. She wrote about everything from books to fashion to politics, occasionally outraging an upstanding citizen, which amused and excited her. “Oh, look!” she’d say, brandishing a letter. “Delightful! Somebody else has got an opinion, too!” Her acid wit was put to constructive use in her column, but it was often, unfortunately, turned on her daughter Sally, an only child, burning her and making her wary. “Your mother is a nice girl, but she needs to learn to stand up for herself,” Alice confided to Kathryn tartly one time, after she’d compared her daughter’s hairstyle to a certain breed of dog and Sally had left the room in tears.

When Kathryn’s mother was eighteen she left for Boston College, where she met Kathryn’s father, Mike, a scholarship student. He lived in Irish South Boston in a fifth-floor walk-up; his father worked on the docks, unloading fish and dry goods in the grimy darkness of early morning while most of the city slept. Mike aspired to be an accountant, and he took classes during the day and toiled on the docks at night. When he came to pick up Sally for dates, his work clothes would often be in the backseat of the car, smelling of the sea. That smell, and the exhaustion on his face mixed with grim determination, convinced her that he possessed something she needed: a kind of certainty, an uncomplicated desire for what she took for granted. So she dropped out of college six months shy of graduating and married him.

They settled in Boston, Kathryn was born, and when John Lefebvre died—of a heart attack on the way to the office, so the story went, his black fedora wedged on his head and his white shirt buttoned to the top—Alice, up in Bangor, began making noises about being all alone. It was Mike, finally, who convinced Kathryn’s mother that they should move to Maine. Boston, he said, was full of accountants. In Bangor he could afford the big house he’d always dreamed of: white, with black shutters and a red front door.

“DID YOU TELL your father you were coming home?” her mother asks Kathryn at dinner, several hours after the flight. They are seated at their usual places at the walnut table in the kitchen, Kathryn in the middle and her mother at one end. A mat set at her brother Josh’s customary place holds a sweating bottle of white wine and the dinner her mother has prepared in advance, a curried chicken salad and cold artichokes.

“Yes,” Kathryn says. She had called him several months ago to let him know about her breakup with Paul and that she’d be in Maine this summer, though she didn’t tell him exactly when. Her father had never taken to Paul; the first time he met him, a month before their wedding, he told Kathryn he thought Paul was pretentious. “That boy didn’t deserve you,” he said bluntly when she told him she was filing for divorce. “Now you can get on with your life.”

Kathryn has never been close to her father, even before he left her mother for his secretary and moved to a neighboring town. He wasn’t around much when she was growing up. Her mother always said it was his work—he was trying to build a business, she said, putting in long hours to support the family—but months before he announced he was leaving, Kathryn suspected something. When he finally told them about Margaret, Kathryn mainly felt relief. At least now they knew for sure.

“Don’t you need to let him know you’re here?” her mother says.

“I’ll give him a ring tomorrow. How’s Grandma Alice?” she asks.

“Oh, pretty good, considering,” her mother says. She squeezes a lemon wedge over her artichoke. “They’re friendly to her over there, which drives her crazy, but other than that she seems fairly content.”

“Does she know I’m in town?”

“Sure she knows.”

“Maybe I’ll drop by and see her tomorrow morning.”

“Whenever you feel like it,” she says. “There’s no rush. She’s not going anywhere.”

“But I want to see her.”

Her mother shrugs. “Okay, then see her.”

Kathryn feels the air between them cool, and all at once an irritation toward her mother rises in her. She can’t remember a time when her mother and Grandma Alice weren’t engaged in some kind of petty squabble. When Kathryn was in high school she used to get involved, mediating between them, ferrying messages back and forth across the gulf of misunderstandings and wounded feelings, but after a while she realized it made little difference. She has always liked Grandma Alice; she finds her funny and clever and dry. Her mother’s small grudges annoy her.

“What’s going on with you two now?” Kathryn says.

“Oh, nothing really. I won’t bore you with it. Although I do think she gets crabbier as she gets older.” She flashes Kathryn a glance. “Now that I think about it, I guess it’s a good idea for you to stop by. It might take some of the pressure off me.”

“I’ll just show you up, for being a bad daughter,” Kathryn says.

“Ah,” her mother says with a wry smile, “but I still win. For being a good mother, and raising you.”

LATER THAT EVENING, after they’ve finished the dishes and her mother has gone upstairs to read, Kathryn sits on the front porch by herself with the lights off, listening to the rustling of the thick-leafed maples that line the sidewalk. She wonders, as she does every time she comes home, what has become of her remaining friends from high school: Will, Brian, Rachel, and Jack. In high school she would never have imagined they’d go years without speaking. But Jennifer’s disappearance changed everything. It was like a chemical explosion: a sudden flash, a terrible trauma, and then the insidious, debilitating poison of fallout.

At first, in the weeks after it happened, the group had been closer than ever, up early every morning to join search teams and copy flyers and cover the phones. But as summer passed without any word, only Jennifer’s brother, Will, was able to maintain the intensity. And the guilt and shame the rest of them felt for not sticking around, for going on with their lives, for not finding her, made it impossible to look each other in the eye. At some point, Kathryn thinks now, though they wouldn’t admit it out loud, each of them had given up on her, and in doing so they broke their implied promise of loyalty and constancy; they betrayed the group.

And then something else began to happen: They started to wonder, quietly, behind each other’s backs, whether one of them knew something he or she wasn’t saying about the disappearance. They looked into each other’s eyes for clues and quickly looked away, each aware of what the others were doing. At the very least, one of them might be keeping a secret. Who was it? What did that one know?

As the years passed, it became harder and harder to see each other. There could be no closure as long as Jennifer was missing; any conversation they had seemed meaningless unless it was about her, but there was nothing to say. So they stopped talking. When they ran into each other, their behavior was false and perfunctory, like lovers whose affair has ended badly. They had shared too much; they knew each other too well, which made the exchange of pleasantries irrelevant and anything else painful.

They never spoke about the rift. They let it happen, and felt powerless to stop it. They stopped confiding in each other and found different friends. And slowly, over time, they changed, or grew apart: Kathryn stayed in Virginia after college and got married, Will came out of the closet and moved to Boston, Brian settled in Portland, Rachel got caught up in her graduate work at the University of Maine, Jack threw himself into his job at the Bangor Daily News. In the end, letting go of each other was a relief, an escape from the fear and suspicion and increasing hopelessness, a deep dive into anonymity.

Sitting on the porch, Kathryn watches an older woman and her dog making their way down the street, two shadowy figures under the street-lamps. The dog zigzags back and forth, its tail wagging, sniffing the trees on either side. As the woman nears, Kathryn can see it’s a neighbor, someone she vaguely recognizes.

She stops in front of the house. “Is that you, Kathryn?” the neighbor asks.

“Yes.”

“Well, what do you know! It’s Mrs. Adams.”

“Oh, hello,” Kathryn says, getting up. Mrs. Adams was the librarian at Mary Snow, her elementary school. “Home for a visit?”

“Maybe longer. I’m not exactly sure.”

“Really? That’s wonderful. You and your husband thinking of moving up here?”

She hesitates. “No.”

“Oh.” Mrs. Adams’s voice fades, and the dog continues down the street. “You know,” she says after a moment, “my husband died last year.” Kathryn starts to say she’s sorry, but the old woman waves her hand dismissively. “It’s all right. I’m learning to live without him. It’s not easy, but that’s what you do, isn’t it? You just go on.”

“Do you?” Kathryn asks absurdly. She seems so sure.

“Oh, yes. Takes time, is all. You’ll see.”

“I believe you,” Kathryn says, the same thing she used to say when her mother said there were no monsters under the bed. I believe you—wanting the words and her certainty to make it true.
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