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DECEMBER 1969

THE HOUSE SMELLED LIKE CHRISTMAS COOKIES.

Butter, sugar, ginger, and spice. The aroma filled the warm kitchen; carols played on the radio. All their senses told Caroline and Clea that something wonderful was about to happen. The sisters were five and three, baking cookies on a snowy night with their mother. When the cookies cooled, they decorated them with white icing, silver balls, and red and green sprinkles.

Whenever the girls saw a crèche, they thought of their own family. Their mother was going to have another baby soon. The baby would be their new brother or sister, and the girls already loved him or her. The baby’s crib was ready, just like the crib in the manger. The family had decided to name a boy Michael, a girl Skye. Caroline and Clea hoped for a Skye.

The doorbell rang.

Augusta Renwick, the girls’ mother, wiped her hands on her dark green apron. The sight of floury handprints on their mother’s big, pregnant belly made both girls laugh like crazy, and they ran with her to the door. On a night like this, anything could happen: Maybe Santa was there early, or maybe a small family in need of lodging had come to their house. Their father was away, painting the winter waterfront in Newport, but maybe he had come home early to surprise them.

It was a man with a gun.

He forced his way into the house. His gun was shaking in his hand. He closed the door behind him, as if he were a polite guest instead of a robber. Caroline and Clea huddled tight against their mother’s legs. Her voice was calm but high, and she asked the man please to leave her children alone, to let them go, to not hurt them.

The man started to cry.

He pointed the gun at Caroline. Then at Clea. Then at Augusta. The black gun waved in the air as if it had ideas of its own. It kept coming back to point at Caroline. She stared at it, its small, mean-looking hole, and she knew that was where the bullet was. Even more awful than the gun was the man crying. Until that moment, Caroline had not known adults ever cried. She had never seen her mother or her father cry. The terrible sight choked her throat. She clutched her mother’s thigh. The man’s eyes kept darting to the photograph of their house, Firefly Hill, a study for a famous painting by her father.

“He’s taken her,” the man said. “Taken her away from me. Stolen her love, stolen everything I ever wanted, and now I’ve come to take what’s his.”

“What do you mean? Who are you talking about? You’re wrong, it’s a mistake—” Augusta began, her voice stronger than his.

“Your husband, Mrs. Renwick,” he said. “I have the right man. He’s with my wife at this moment. Do you doubt me? He’s taken what I love from me, and I’m going to take what he loves from him.”

“What he loves?” Augusta asked, and Caroline noticed her mother’s hands shaking on her shoulder.

“His daughters.”

Augusta gasped. Caroline heard that horrible high sound and couldn’t believe it was coming from her mother. She pressed closer to her mother’s legs, face-to-face with Clea. Clea looked scared and worried, her lower lip pushed out like when she was a baby, her thumb inching toward her mouth. Caroline gave Clea’s thumb a small push, and in it went.

“Let them go,” Augusta said softly. “They’ve done nothing to hurt you. They’re innocent children. Let them be safe. You don’t want to hurt them. I can see you’re a good man. You’re crying, you’re a sensitive person. They’re just little girls….”

“We have a son,” the man said. He pulled out his wallet, flipped it open to a picture. His hand fumbled, and the picture fluttered. At the sight of it, the man choked and sobbed. “My boy,” he cried. “Oh, God.”

Caroline saw the smiling face of a little boy about her age. He had blond hair and big blue eyes, and he looked like his father. “He’s her pride and joy. We were so happy, all of us together. So happy. Oh, the day he was born…” The man hung his head and wept.

“What’s his name, Mr….? What’s your little boy’s name?” Caroline asked suddenly.

“Joe. Joe Connor. That’s his name. Come here,” the man said, roughly grabbing Caroline’s arm and pulling her away from her mother. He held her tight, and she heard a click come from the gun.

“No,” Augusta wailed. “Please, Mr. Connor. Don’t hurt her!”

“Shut up,” the man said.

Caroline had never heard anyone tell her mother to shut up before, and she recoiled as if she’d been slapped. She looked up at the man and wondered if he was crazy. His eyes were terribly sad, sadder than any picture or real-life person Caroline had ever seen. Because of the excruciating sorrow in his blue eyes, she didn’t feel afraid. She felt sorry for him instead.

“Don’t say shut up to my mommy,” Caroline said firmly.

“I want my sister,” Clea cried, reaching her arms toward Caroline as their mother restrained her.

“Joe wouldn’t want you to do this, Mr. Connor,” Augusta said. “He wouldn’t want you to scare my little girls, he wouldn’t like to think of his father with a gun…. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll make my husband stop seeing her. You have my word.”

“What good is a person’s word,” the man asked, “when her husband doesn’t love her anymore? When he loves someone else? You might as well promise me you’ll stop the year from ending. It’s over. It’s all over now.”

Caroline stood with the man’s arm around her. She watched her mother’s face. It melted like a warm candle. Her eyes drooped and her mouth frowned and tears poured down her cheeks. Caroline was watching her mother cry, now the second adult she had ever seen, and the sight of her mother’s tears, more than the man’s threat, suddenly filled Caroline with real panic.

“Take me,” Augusta begged. “Let Caroline go. Take me and the baby instead. If you have to kill someone, kill us. But let her go!”

Her mother’s voice rose on the word “go.” It soared like a scream, like the wind howling through the trees on the hill.

“Let her go,” the man repeated, blinking suddenly and swallowing his own tears. He looked at Caroline, then away, as if he didn’t really want to see her.

“Please,” Augusta said. “Take me. Take our baby.”

“Don’t say that,” the man said, staring at Augusta’s big belly.

The man gazed back at Caroline; he let himself linger on her eyes. They stared at each other, and Caroline felt herself getting less scared. A smile flickered on the man’s lips. His hands trembling, he reached down to brush the hair out of her eyes.

“What’s your name?”

“Caroline.”

“You’re Joe’s age.”

“I’m five now.”

“Caroline,” the man said, talking directly to her with tears running freely down his cheeks. “I came to take what your father loves, but I can’t do it. I can’t shoot a little girl like you.”

“No,” she agreed, and she had a sudden good feeling. As if everything would work out well.

“But he did this. Your father did this.”

“Did what? My daddy did what?” Caroline asked, wanting to understand. Her mouth was dry. Reaching for the man’s hand, her fingers ruffled the picture of Joe. “My daddy did what?” she asked again.

“Killed my family,” the man said with a sob just as he raised the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.

The shot exploded in Caroline’s ears. The burning smell of gunpowder made her gag, and the weight of the man crushed her to the floor. Blood poured out of his mouth and from the hole where he had shot out the side of his head. Her black hair was wet with it. She couldn’t breathe because his body was on top of her. She screamed for her mother, crying with terror.

But her eyes were on the boy. Smiling up at Caroline was Joe Connor, six years old, his picture lying on the floor right under her face. The little boy whose father had just killed himself instead of Caroline or Clea or their mother and the new baby, whose mother didn’t love him enough, who would never see his father again.

When Augusta Renwick, weeping, managed to pull the man’s dead body off her daughter, she clutched Caroline to her breast and wiped some of the blood off her face and tried to hear what Caroline was saying to the picture of the little boy.

“I want my daddy,” Caroline was crying. “I want my daddy now.”

December 30, 1969

Dear Joe Connor,

I am your friend. Because your father came to our house and showed me your picture. I am sorry that he died, very very sorry.

Sincerely yours,

Caroline Renwick





January 14, 1970

Dear Caroline Renwick,

My father showed you my picture? He was nice and laughed a lot. We played baseball at Cardine Field. My father had a heart attack with you. I am glad you were with him.

Your friend,

Joe Connor
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JUNE 2000

IT WAS THE LONGEST DAY OF THE YEAR. THE FULL MOON was rising out of the sea. The old dog lay on the grass beside Caroline, his chin resting on folded paws. Caroline, her mother, and her sisters sat in white wicker chairs. The gathering had an edge; family ghosts were circling around.

Caroline Renwick felt like a matriarch, but she was just the oldest sister. She loved her family. They were strong yet vulnerable, ordinary women who happened to be exceptional. Sometimes she felt she spent too much time with them, shepherding them along like a flock of eccentric sheep. Whenever that happened, she would jump on a plane, go on a business trip. It didn’t matter where, as long as it was far enough away to give her mind a rest. But for right now, she was home.

As the moon rose, it grew smaller and colder, lost its pinkness and became silver. Stirred and panting, Homer raised his head from his paws…to watch. “Oh, girls,” Augusta Renwick said, looking at her three daughters once it was entirely up.

“Isn’t it incredible?” Augusta asked, staring out at Long Island Sound.

“A full moon on the longest day of the year,” said Caroline. “That has to be a good omen.”

“You’re always looking for signs,” Clea teased. “A full moon, shooting stars…”

“The North Star,” Skye said. “Caroline taught me how to find it the last night I was ever really happy.”

“The last what?” Augusta asked, smiling.

“Mom…” Caroline warned.

“My last happy night,” Skye said sadly. She stumbled slightly on the words, making Caroline wonder how much she had already had to drink.

“You’re happy now, darling,” Augusta said. “Don’t be ridiculous. How can you say something like that?”

“Easily,” Skye said softly, staring at the old dog Homer.

“Mom…” Caroline started again, racking her brain for something light and conversational.

“Oh, Skye. Stop now,” Augusta said, looking wounded. “We’re celebrating the summer solstice! Let’s get back to talking about stars….”

“The North Star…” Clea said, laughing. “I don’t need it anymore. If I want to go somewhere, I’ll call my travel agent. No more hiking, no more hunting for this girl.”

“Don’t need any stars,” Skye said.

“We all need stars,” Augusta said. Then she said it again, as if it were very important: “We all need stars.”

“We need cocktails,” Skye said. “Isn’t it time? The sun’s down, the moon’s up. There: I’ve got signs too. It’s the cocktail hour. Right, Homer?” The ancient golden retriever thumped his tail.

“Well, it is,” Augusta agreed, checking her small gold watch for added confirmation. She glanced at Caroline and Clea as if she expected them to interfere. Watching her mother, Caroline was reminded of a teenage girl on the brink of doing something her parents would disapprove of, daring them to stop her. Hearing no objections, Augusta walked into the house.

“Cocktails,” Skye said to Homer.

“Drinking’s not the answer,” Caroline said. Instead of acting offended, Skye blew her a kiss. After all this time, their roles in life were clear: Skye misbehaved, and Caroline cleaned up.

Caroline shifted in her chair. She felt an unease deep down, worry mixed with fear. Lately she had been restless, cranky, dissatisfied with her bountiful life. She looked at Skye and saw a person she loved throwing herself away. She had to fight to keep from saying something sharp. For all these years, Caroline had been the glue holding her youngest sister together, and she felt as if Skye might finally be coming undone.

“Simon’s not back, is he?” Clea asked, referring to Skye’s scoundrel artist husband. “He’s not coming tonight?”

“No, is Peter?” Skye asked, referring to Clea’s husband, a hospital chaplain.

“No, he took the kids out for pizza,” Clea replied.

“Peter’s such a good guy,” Caroline said, “wanting a night out with his kids.”

“Caroline, how was your date the other night?” Clea asked.

“Fine,” Caroline said, smiling as she shrugged.

“Who, that poor investment banker who drove all the way up from New York just to learn he doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell—” Skye began.

“Okay.” Caroline laughed, getting up. “Enough.” Thirty-six and never been married. The only Renwick girl never to tie the knot or even come close, she knew her sisters wished they could do something about her die-hard singleness.

“Seriously,” Skye teased, tripping over the “s’s.” “Two hundred miles in his 500SL to find out you don’t kiss on the first—”

“I’ll see what Mom’s up to,” Caroline said, walking away so she wouldn’t have to hear how drunk Skye sounded.
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She walked across the wide green lawn into her mother’s house. Firefly Hill had been her childhood home. Hugh and Augusta Renwick had named their house on the Connecticut shoreline after Noël Coward’s house in Jamaica, because on still June nights like these, when the moon rose out of the Sound, the dark fields around the old Victorian house and the thicket behind the beach below sparked with the green-gold glow of thousands of fireflies. The three sisters would run barefoot through the grass, catching the bugs in cupped hands.

And they had named it Firefly Hill because Noël Coward, to the Renwick family, meant martinis and conversation, wicked gossip and wit, wild parties and lots to drink—but never too much until way after dark. Caroline’s father had been a famous artist; her mother had celebrated him with legendary parties here in Black Hall, the birthplace of American Impressionism.

The house smelled like home. Whenever she entered the place, the smell of her childhood was the first thing Caroline noticed. Salt air, wood smoke, oil paint, gin, her mother’s perfume, and her father’s gun oil all mingled together. She wandered through the cool rooms and couldn’t find her mother.

There, sitting on the wide steps of the side porch, tucked back from her daughters’ view, the sea breeze ruffling her mane of white hair, was Augusta Renwick.

Caroline hesitated in the darkened living room. Even alone, thinking herself unobserved, her mother had such poise, such theatricality. She gazed across the ocean with such intensity, she might have been awaiting her husband’s return from a dangerous voyage. Her cheekbones were high and sculpted, her mouth wide and tragic.

She wore a faded blue shirt and khakis, tattered old sneakers. Around her neck were the black pearls Hugh Renwick had given her ten Christmases before he died. Augusta wore them always; to a party, to a ball, in the garden, to the A&P, it didn’t matter. Her black hair had gone white when she was only thirty years old, but she had never dyed it. It was long and luxuriant, halfway down her back. Her eyebrows remained dark. She was still a dramatic beauty.

“Hi, Mom,” Caroline said.

“Darling,” Augusta said, emotional. “I just made the drinks and I was sneaking a quick one. Have one with me before we go back to your sisters.”

“No, thanks.”

Augusta patted the spot beside her. Caroline grabbed a seat cushion off the wicker rocker and placed it on the top step. The martini shaker, condensation clinging to the deep monogram in the sterling silver, rested between them.

“I was just sitting here, thinking of your father,” Augusta said. Shielding her eyes, she looked across the waves, violet and silver in the moonlight. “He loved the June full moon. Didn’t he? Couldn’t he do a beautiful picture of that sky?”

“He could, Mom,” Caroline said.

“Here’s to Hugh,” Augusta said, raising her glass at the moon, “and to the picture he could make of this moment. His wife and his oldest daughter and the longest day of the year. First one of the summer.”

“First one of the summer,” Caroline said, raising an imaginary glass.

“Oh, I miss him.”

“I know you do.”

There was a moment of silence, and Caroline could almost feel her mother waiting for Caroline to say “I do too.” Augusta carried an air of sadness and longing around with her, and Caroline knew it had to do with the past, deep love, and missed chances. Hugh had died seven years before, of stomach cancer. As life unfolded, there seemed to be more things they all had to say to him, but he wasn’t there to hear them. Her mother had loved him madly till the end.

Across the Sound, the lighthouses of Long Island had flashed on. To the west, the bright lights of some enormous fishing boat or work platform, moored over the Wickland Shoals, blazed like a small city.

“Come on,” Caroline said, tugging her mother’s hand. “Let’s go back to the others and watch the moon.”

Her mother left the drink things on the porch steps. Caroline felt relieved. As they crossed the yard, they felt the breeze in their hair. This was the time of day that reminded Caroline of her father more than any other. Her mother was right: She did hold things against him, but that couldn’t stop the lump in her throat. Not all the memories were of bad things.
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The fireflies had begun to come out. They twinkled in the rosebushes. They spread across the field, lighting the tall grass like a million candles. The fireflies made their beach magical. They danced down the gently sloping grassy hill, darting through the reeds and spartina above the sandy white strand. No other beaches along the shoreline glowed so intensely. Her father said his girls were special, that the fireflies lit their way and illuminated their beach so they could always find their way home.

Sometimes he would catch the fireflies and kill them, rubbing their lightning juice across Caroline’s cheeks, anointing her with glowing war paint. Or he would pinch them between his big fingers and drop them into his glass, making his martini sparkle with stars, laughing with pleasure as he enchanted his daughters. For so long, Caroline had loved her father more than anything.

Clea and Skye were silent in their wicker chairs, watching the fireflies. Were they thinking of their father too? It seemed impossible that they weren’t. Homer watched Caroline’s progress across the yard, head on his paws. As she took her seat, he lifted his white face to kiss her hand. The night felt magical, as if the moon and the past and the ghost of Hugh had cast a spell upon them all. The Renwick women gazed at the moon and listened to the waves.

“What are you thinking?” Clea asked suddenly, leaning forward to tap Caroline’s shoulder.

“About Dad,” Caroline said.

Skye brooded in the moonlight, seeming to shiver. Their father was buried in the cemetery through the woods on the western edge of Firefly Hill, and Caroline watched Skye’s gaze go there now.

“What are those boats?” Clea asked, pointing at the cluster of lights out by Wickland Shoals. “That’s what I’m wondering.”

“They anchored there today,” Augusta said. “Two big white boats and a lot of little launches running in and out.”

Leave it to Clea to be thinking something simple, uncomplicated, Caroline thought. She was the happiest Renwick sister, the least encumbered, the only one who had put the past behind her. Caroline gave her a smile. She turned to Skye.

“How about you?” she asked. “Why are you so quiet, Skye?”

“Just thinking,” Skye said. But of course she would not say what about.

“We’re all together, Caroline,” Augusta said. “Let that be enough.”

“I thought someone said something about cocktails,” Skye said, rising unsteadily. “Can I get anyone anything?”

“I don’t think so,” Augusta said with a sidelong glance at Caroline.

But when Skye turned to walk precariously across the moonlit lawn, Augusta followed, linking arms with her youngest daughter. Homer rose, as if to follow. He seemed torn. Caroline scratched his ears, and he turned his eloquent eyes to hers. He had always sensed that Skye was the one who needed protection. But his great love was for Caroline, and both of them knew it.

Duty won. When Skye and Augusta headed up the gentle incline, Homer followed behind with his old head bent and his tail wagging. They disappeared inside the house. Caroline and Clea sat still, waiting. The music started: the tinkle of ice against silver, the complicit laughter, the clink of heavy crystal.
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Unable to sleep that night Caroline turned her head and looked at the framed photo on her bedside table. It showed her, Clea, and Skye, all in summer dresses, at yet another party for their father, when Caroline was about sixteen.

Sisterhood is amazing. Caroline had known it almost forever, from when she was two, the moment she first realized her mother was growing large. It never ceased to amaze her: She and her sisters came out of the same womb.

Caroline knew it was the same for sisters everywhere. Whenever she met women who had sisters, she knew they knew. They understood the incredible connection. Staring at the picture, she tried to remember those girls from long ago. Her eyes focused on the image of herself: smiling but guarded, standing slightly behind Clea and Skye, as if to protect them.

“What were you thinking?” she whispered to her old self, to her younger sisters.

They grew up in the same house, with the same smells, the same sights, the same sounds. They had the same parents. They shared a room, fell asleep every night to the sound of one another’s soft breathing. They shared the same images in dreams. They knew each other’s nightmares. Some of their sweetest dreams were of one another.

“We walked each other to school,” she said to herself, to her sisters.

When she looked at her sisters’ bare legs, she knew every single scar. She knew the crescent-moon scar just under Clea’s left knee, where she tripped in the night and fell on a piece of broken glass. She knew the inch-long scar on Skye’s right ankle, from the time she snagged her foot on barbed wire, cutting through a pasture where none of them were supposed to be.

She knew the boys they liked. She had teased them about every single one. She helped them write love notes, she dialed boys’ phone numbers for them so Clea or Skye could hear that boy answer and then hang up. Sometimes, and she would feel ashamed about this until she died, she flirted with them when her sisters weren’t there. She wanted to see whether they liked her better.

Gazing at the picture, she knew they all had secrets. What about the different experiences, the things they’d never know about each other? They don’t tell you everything, Caroline thought. The fights they heard their parents have when she was asleep. The only time in her life she ever cheated, on a math test in seventh grade, even though Caroline had helped her with her homework, she had pretended to “get it” just to please her.

The bad things that happened to her, the very bad things. The men she let touch her when she knew she shouldn’t. The times she was scared. The times she didn’t have a choice. The times she was in a place she didn’t know, with no one to call, not even her sisters. The way it feels to kill another human being.

And even the miraculous times, the times when she was overtaken by the thrill of love, when the light of the moon on the water seemed to promise something Caroline could never understand, no matter that she was her sister, that they came out of the same womb.

Three sisters, three separate realities. Lots of combinations, lots of possibilities. Take one, get three. Two against one. Odd girl out. Secrets told to one but not the other. Then that one tells the first one, and everyone’s mad at each other. Or secrets told to tell no one. Secrets she knows but would never tell. Secrets you imagine but don’t know. Mistakes of life and death. The geometry of sisterhood.
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A WEEK LATER, THE SISTERS WENT OUT FOR A MOVIE. Dropping Skye off at Firefly Hill, where she had been living since the departure of Simon, Caroline hitched a ride home with Clea. They all lived in Black Hall, within six miles of one another. Tonight they drove slowly, taking Clea’s Volvo the long way around. Clea’s husband and kids were out for the night, and she didn’t have to rush home. Caroline loved driving around the shoreline with her sister. The car felt enclosed and warm, a sister-capsule orbiting the towns. They didn’t speak for a few miles. “What’s with Skye?” Clea asked finally.

“I wish I knew,” Caroline answered.

Caroline pictured Skye’s handsome and ego-laden husband. Skye and Simon, both extraordinary artists, had lived a wild, bohemian lifestyle for as long as it had suited Simon. Running off with his model, he left Skye just before their fifth anniversary. Skye’s dark moods had worried Caroline when they were kids, but they had gone dormant recently, until Simon met someone else.

“It’s not because of Simon,” Caroline said.

“What, then?”

“I think it’s history catching up with her,” Caroline said.

“What history?”

“She killed a man, Clea.”

“But she didn’t mean to,” Clea said plaintively.

“That can’t bring him back.”

“She’s drinking away her guilt,” Clea said, “like Dad.”

“Like Dad.”

They drove on. Caroline lived in a small cottage of the Renwick Inn. Capitalizing on the family name, Caroline ran it as a hostelry that catered to artists. The inn itself was two hundred years old, a rambling white saltbox with seven chimneys and four secret closets. It had gardens and pine woods and outbuildings and a big red barn. It occupied one hundred acres on the Ibis River, a tributary of the Connecticut River, and it had once belonged to their grandparents.

Every year artists came to the Renwick Inn for the summer and parts of the other seasons to paint and escape the city and fall in love with each other. Every August at the end of the season Caroline held a renowned ball to celebrate love and creativity and new work and money in the bank. As Clea drove into the winding drive, Caroline saw that the parking lot was full.

“Good,” she said. “Paying guests.”

“Artists these days have to be pretty prosperous to afford the rates you charge.” Clea laughed, counting the cars.

“Well, they’re not all artists,” Caroline said. “I just advertise as an artists’ retreat because that seems to pull them in.”

“It always did,” Clea said, probably remembering their own childhood, all the would-be protégés and hangers-on who would congregate around their father, hoping for some of his talent or glamour or mystery to rub off.

Outside, the air was muggy, hot, and still. Heat rose from the lazy river, shimmering in the moonlight. The inn guests loved their ceiling fans, screened porches, mosquito nets, kerosene lamps. They paid extra for a certain rusticity. They wanted flickering candles, tangled gardens, dinners al fresco on weathered picnic tables, mismatched plates and glasses, a cozy bar with a fireplace, and plenty to drink. They disdained modern conveniences, so Caroline obliged by not providing air-conditioning, television, telephones, or electric alarm clocks.

“Will you come in?” she asked Clea, not wanting their night to end. “We have a great new chocolate cake I want you to try.”

“Sure,” Clea said.

Inside, they walked straight through the lobby. Guests were milling around, drinking and waiting for dinner. Michele, the manager, had everything under control. They walked straight past a row of their father’s paintings to the back porch. Caroline settled her sister on a glider and ran to the kitchen. She set up a tray with chipped china coffee cups, a pot of coffee, and two big slices of cake.

“Hold me back,” Clea said when she saw the cake.

“Wait till you taste it,” Caroline said.

While conversation buzzed in the other room, the sisters hid out on the porch, eating the dense chocolate cake and watching a flock of geese land on the moonlit river twenty yards away.

“The river’s pretty, but it’s not the ocean,” Clea said.

“We’re saltwater girls,” Caroline said. “Dad always said that.”

They were facing the river, when suddenly an arc of headlights illuminated the trees. A line of cars pulled into the inn’s circular drive. A truck rumbled up, and another. The sound of boisterous male voices carried across the property.

“Maybe they have us mixed up with the Catspaw Tavern,” Caroline said, referring to the roadhouse five miles north.

“Let’s go set them straight,” Clea said, curious.

The two sisters walked into the lobby, where a pack of sunburned, unshaven men wearing frayed and grimy clothes were pouring through the front door. Michele, alarmed, stood at the reservations desk, ready with directions to the Catspaw. The Renwick Inn was refined, genteel. These men clearly had the wrong place.

“Got any vacancies?” asked one man. He had a mop of salt-damp black hair, a faded tee-shirt advertising a bar in Key West, and a chipped front tooth. His massive gut stretched the shirt to its limits; his tattooed biceps were as thick as Michele’s waist.

“For rooms?” Michele asked, frowning.

“Yeah.” The man laughed. “What’d you think I meant?”

“Well…” Michele said, gracefully ignoring the innuendo. She perused the reservations book. “How many rooms do you need?”

“Six,” the man said. “We can double up. And some of us’ll be staying on the boats.”

“On the boats?” Michele asked, grabbing her chance. “You might be happier with a place nearer the marinas. I have a list of motels…”

“The boss wants this place,” the man said, shaking his head. “He was definite about it.”

“How long do you need the rooms?” Michele asked.

“Indefinitely. All summer, maybe. We’re working offshore, got a big salvage operation going—”

“Loose lips sink ships,” another man interrupted. He chuckled, but his eyes were serious. “Quit trying to impress the ladies.”

“Offshore?” Caroline asked. “Just a little east of here?” She was thinking of the boats she had seen from Firefly Hill, their lights glowing like downtown.

“That’s right,” the first man said. He grinned proudly, revealing a broken tooth.

“We definitely don’t have individual rooms available all summer,” Caroline said. “But Michele might be able to find one or two for tonight, then move you around as things come available.”

“Shit,” the man said. “Boss’ll be disappointed. Danny, you’d better run outside and tell him. Maybe he’ll want to head back to the marina after all.”

Some of the men had drifted into the dark, cozy bar. Candles flickered on every table, some of the old oak surfaces carved with artists’ drawings and initials. Landscapes and nudes covered the walls. One by one, the houseguests looked up. They were either artists or people attracted by artists, and they regarded the seafarers with a mixture of alarm and curiosity.

Behind the bar was a particularly lush and decadent nude, depicting a large-breasted blond woman with tragedy in her eyes. The trick of the painting was that the background was money. At first glance it appeared to be foliage, but if you looked closely, it was coins and currency. To the artists, the picture was a sophisticated conversation piece, an excellent execution of trompe l’oeil done by one of Caroline’s guests, who had gone on to become well known. But to the new visitors it was lewd and lascivious, and they stood around making loud toasts to the model’s erect nipples.

Caroline stood quietly, listening to Clea and Michele ask each other what should be done. The language was growing raunchy. Some of the guests were squirming, staring with distaste at the men. Clea and Michele began to circulate among the tables, attempting damage control by offering drinks on the house.

“Are my guys behaving themselves?” came a deep voice from behind her.

“Not exactly,” Caroline said, turning to see who had spoken.

The man was tall and fair. He had tousled blond hair, streaked from the sun and salt. His blue eyes were wide and clear, and their serious expression was deep, in contrast with his smile. He wore a faded blue polo shirt, the tails untucked and the collar frayed. His arms were tan and strong.

“Hey, captain,” called the man with the broken tooth and tattoos. “We want to buy you a drink.”

“How about remembering you’re not at sea anymore,” the blond man said good-naturedly to his crew at large. “Be scientists and gentlemen.” They listened with no apparent rancor, nodding and raising their glasses. One of them bought the man a drink, and it appeared to be a glass of cranberry juice. He held it, and Caroline could see how big his hands were.

“Danny says you’re all booked up?” the man asked.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can offer you two rooms for tonight, but that’s just because we had unexpected cancellations. I think you’ll have a hard time finding enough rooms for as long as you want them. Black Hall gets pretty busy in the summer.”

“I’m disappointed,” the captain said. “I’ve always wanted to stay at the Renwick Inn.”

“Really?” she asked, skeptical but flattered.

“Really,” he said.

“We get a lot of artists here,” she said. “Not many sailors and…what did you say? Scientists?”

“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” he asked, surveying his ragtag crew, desperately in need of razors and shampoo, drooling over the sad-eyed nude. “Half those guys are oceanographers and the other half are pirates.”

“Which half are you?” she asked.

“I’m definitely a pirate,” he replied.

“No kidding,” she said. They stood there, smiling at each other. He had a sultry sexiness about him, but in spite of his easy way, there was something secretive behind his eyes.

“I run a salvage company in Florida,” he said. “We dive on sunken ships, bring up what we can. Sometimes we contract out for government work, and sometimes we do our own thing.”

“What do you salvage?” Caroline asked.

“Treasure.” He grinned.

“Treasure?” she asked, still skeptical.

“Yeah,” he said. “Sometimes it’s just fishing gear and a water-logged outboard motor. A drunken captain who didn’t know the water and went aground. Or a family sailboat the father didn’t know how to navigate and hit a rock.”

“I’m sure you didn’t come all the way up from Florida to raise a family sailboat,” Caroline said.

“That’s right,” he replied. “Earlier this year I went off Louisiana and brought up a chest of yellow topaz. A mound of silver pesos four inches high and eighty feet long. All from a Spanish brig that went down in 1784.”

The romance of wrecks had always intrigued Caroline. Growing up at Firefly Hill, she and her sisters would look out to sea and imagine the ships that had gone down on the rocky shoals. There were legends about pirates and wreckers on this coast, and one memorable tale about an English ship lost in a terrible storm. “Do you expect to find something like that up here?” she asked, growing excited at the prospect. “Real treasure?”

“Maybe,” he said, smiling enigmatically.

“The English ship. Is that what you’ve come for?” Caroline asked, suddenly understanding. She pictured the boats offshore, the secrecy in the men’s expressions. The man had come north to excavate the old shipwreck.

Caroline had learned about it in third grade; all the Black Hall kids had. An English sea captain came to the colonies, his hold full of arms and the king’s gold. He fell in love with the lighthouse keeper’s wife, and she was going to run away to England with him. But their ship sank on the Wickland Shoals in a great gale. “Tell me her name, the ship that sank,” Caroline said finally.

“The Cambria,” the man said, watching her face.

“That’s right!” she said, looking into his eyes. As she did, she had the feeling she knew him, had known him for a long time and knew him well. A strange sensation came over her: Her skin tingled, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

“How did you find out about it?” she asked. “It’s only a legend. People have looked before, and they’ve never found any trace. It happened nearly three hundred years ago, if it happened at all.”

“It happened,” he said softly.

“But how did you hear? It’s a local story. I’ve never read anything about it.”

“You told me about it,” the man said.

“I told you?”

“In one of your letters you wrote about a ship that had sunk within sight of your house. The Cambria. You’d learned about it in school, and you could see the spot from your bedroom window. You’re Caroline Renwick, aren’t you?”

She felt the blush spread up her neck. Reaching out, she took his hand. It felt rough and callused, and his grip was tight and didn’t let go. She recognized him now. He looked so much like his picture, that smile and the light in his eyes. She had carried his picture around for ten years, and she was surprised she hadn’t recognized him the minute he walked in the door.

“Joe,” she said. “Joe Connor.”

“I should have called first,” he said. “But we came north kind of suddenly.”

“Joe,” she said again.

“The Renwick Inn,” he said. “I’ve always wondered whether it was you. Or your family, at least.”

“It’s hard to believe,” she said. “That we’ve never met before. Of all the times for you to show up…”

“Life’s strange,” he said, still smiling. But something about the cast of his eyes made her see he was backing off. Whatever friendliness he had initially shown was tempered by their past, the secrecy of his business, or something else. He glanced around, nodded at his men in the bar.

“It is,” Caroline said. “Strange that you wanted to stay at my inn, considering…”

“Considering what?”

“Everything. Considering everything.”

“That’s ancient history,” Joe said. “You run an inn, and I need a place to put my crew.”

“Your crew? Not you?” Caroline asked.

Joe shook his head. “I stay at the site, on board one of the ships. So do most of my guys, but we need a base on land. Showers, a bar, a restaurant.”

“Looks like they’re enjoying the bar,” Caroline said, watching the bartender frown as he poured shots of Southern Comfort. “Can’t say I remember the last time I saw someone drinking shots in there.”

“My guys a little too rough for you?” Joe asked with an edge. He grinned. “Good thing you’re booked. We wouldn’t want to coarsen your place up. We’ll finish our drinks and clear out.”

Caroline brushed back her hair. She felt stiff, off balance. He’d be leaving soon, and she wanted to be glad. Meeting him brought back bad memories, a lot of hurt. She’d done plenty to block the pain out of her life, and she didn’t need to open the door and invite it back in. So when she opened her mouth, her words surprised herself. “Like I said, we have two rooms free.”

“Yeah?” he asked. “We’ll take them.”

Clea came forward, a worried look in her green eyes.

“Someone just made a pass at Leo Dumonde’s wife,” she said, “and Leo wants to fight him outside. I think he’s trying to be Dad.”

Caroline exhaled; she didn’t have the patience just then. Leo Dumonde was an abstract expressionist from New York, a man with a bigger reputation for investing than painting, and he was one of the artists who tried to live what he thought was the Hugh Renwick way: paint fast, fight hard. Exhibit timber, cheat on your wife, drink too much, hunt and fish enough to get noticed by the sports writers.

“Your father was the real thing,” Joe said. “Leo Dumonde’s a fake. He won’t be stepping outside with anyone from my boat.”

“You knew our father?” Clea asked, twinkling.

“Knew of him,” Joe said. “The bastard.”

Clea’s smile evaporated.

“Clea, meet Joe Connor,” Caroline said evenly, every one of her senses on guard.

“The Joe Connor?” Clea asked.

“I think so,” he said, flashing her a wicked grin and shaking her hand.

“We’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time,” Clea said.

“He’s a treasure hunter,” Caroline said. “He’s here to raise the Cambria, and then he’s going home to Florida.”

“That’s right,” Joe said. “Renwick territory is a little too dangerous for me. Or at least it was when Hugh was around.”

“We’re our father’s daughters,” Caroline said sharply, the pain of Joe’s rejection as sharp as it had been at fifteen. Amazed that it could still hurt, she felt her eyes fill with tears. He had been her friend, and he had cut her off without a second chance. Not even for her own sins, but for their fathers’. “You’d better not forget that.”

“I never have,” Joe Connor said softly.

[image: image]

Closing her office door behind her, Caroline went to her desk. Her hands were shaking, her heart pounding as if she’d just climbed a steep trail. Clea had driven away, and Caroline was glad to be alone. Pulling the curtains, she sat down.

The bar was noisy. She heard the loud voices, the excited laughter. It was a busy night at the Renwick Inn, and she knew she should feel pleased. Friends and acquaintances from the past often walked through her door. Sometimes they knew she owned the place, often they were surprised to find out. It never mattered: Caroline viewed those visits as serendipitous, lucky business.

Joe Connor was different.

Very slowly, she opened the top drawer of her desk. It was cluttered, filled with pens and receipts and mementos. Reaching back, rifling through the papers, she found what she was looking for. She pulled out the old picture and laid it on her desktop.

It was Joe’s first-grade school picture, taken long ago. The little boy was smiling, his front tooth missing. He had blond hair, the back sticking up in a cowlick. The picture was stained brown, and dark flecks covered the boy’s face. The flecks were his father’s blood.

Caroline had held James Connor’s hand while he shot himself. Crushed beneath his body, she had pulled his son’s picture from the spreading pool of blood. Silent now, she sat at her desk and stared at Joe’s face.

Her mother had given her permission to write to him. Against her better judgment, Augusta had let her find his address in Newport, even given her the stamp. Caroline, five years old, had written to Joe Connor, six years old, to tell him she was sorry his father was dead. She didn’t mention the gun, she left out the blood. Her emotions were enough, her sorrow for another child who had lost his father. Her mother had helped her print the words, and the letter was short.

Joe wrote back. He thanked her for her letter. She could still remember his first-grade printing, his confusing words: “My father had a heart attack with you. I am glad you were with him.”

Caroline responded. They became pen pals. On and off during the years, they wrote to each other. They sent Christmas cards, birthday cards, valentines. As the years went by, Joe began to ask about his father. From the questions, Caroline could tell that he had been lied to, that he had a totally wrong idea about his father’s death.

Joe seemed to have the idea that their fathers had been friends. James Connor had met Hugh Renwick during one of his painting forays to Newport, guys from different walks of life who liked to drink together. Somehow James had ended up visiting the Renwicks and had a heart attack in their kitchen.

To Augusta’s consternation, Joe’s letters began to arrive more regularly. He and Caroline liked each other; when they became teenagers, they liked each other more. It drove Augusta crazy, seeing the name Connor in the return address. She’d grill Caroline about the letters, tell her to stop writing back. Reminded of her husband’s infidelity, she couldn’t stand Joe Connor.

The letters stopped. Caroline hadn’t thought about that part in years, but the memory still carried power. She felt the color rising in her neck. Joe finally learned the truth, and not from Caroline.

Joe’s mother had been too ashamed to tell him how his father had died, and one day someone in his family let it slip. An uncle or a cousin, Caroline couldn’t remember. Joe finally learned that his father had committed suicide. The heart attack had been a lie, and so had the story about their fathers being friends.

James Connor had died among enemies. That was terrible, enough to break the heart of any teenage boy. But what was worse, the thing that brought tears to Caroline’s eyes now, was the betrayal. She had been his friend. All along, reading his letters, she had known she should tell him the truth.

At the end, he couldn’t forgive her. She had known and he didn’t. He was seventeen and needed to know all he could about his father, and Caroline had held back a crucial fact: Her father had been having an affair with his mother, and James Connor had killed himself because of it. She had withheld the most important thing one friend could ever give another: the truth.

Truth was never big in the Renwick family, but that was no excuse. Sitting at her desk, staring at the bloody picture, she thought of Joe Connor out in her bar. If he were still a friend, she could buy him a drink, catch up on old times, get to know the man in person. But as it stood right now, he was just another customer.

September 20, 1972

Dear Joe Connor,

We have a shipwreck near our house! It happened long ago. The Cambria came from England loaded with treasure. My sisters and I look for coins on Firefly Beach. If we find some, I will send you one. Our beach is magical. Instead of lighthouses we have fireflies. Are you in fourth grade? I’m in third. The Cambria was a barquentine. It is buried in the mud.

Sincerely yours,

Caroline Renwick

October 16, 1972

Dear Caroline,

Why do you always write Dear Joe Connor? No other Joe lives here. Shipwrecks are cool, as long as you’re not on them. Newport has plenty. Lots of barques. (The nickname for barquentine.) Yes I’m in fourth. How many sisters do you have? Keep looking for the treasure.

Your friend,

Joe

P.S. Of course it is buried in the mud. Otherwise, it would decompose. (That means “rot” to you third-graders.)
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