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PROLOGUE

Caitlin stood up and shook hands with the long-haired Asian girl in black-rimmed glasses who had been seated in front of her desk. ‘Giang,’ Caitlin said, ‘I think we are going to be a very good fit for you.’ Caitlin handed her a business card.

‘I want you to call and make an appointment for your parents with this gentleman in the financial aid office. He will be able to help you sort out an aid package.’

Giang looked uneasily at the card. ‘My parents don’t speak any English,’ she said.

‘You can sit in on the meeting and translate for them,’ said Caitlin. ‘Brunswick University needs students of your caliber. We’ll do all we can to make it work for you.’

Giang beamed. ‘Thank you, Mrs Rogers,’ she said.

‘It’s Miss,’ said Caitlin. ‘And trust me, the pleasure was mine.’

Caitlin watched as the petite, blue jean-clad high school senior left the minority recruitment office. She had given a presentation at Giang’s inner-city school in Philadelphia recently, and had spoken to a number of likely prospects from that disadvantaged environment. Caitlin was the director for diversity recruitment at Brunswick University, and it was her job to seek out and encourage low-income minority students to fulfill their dreams of college at Brunswick. Sometimes she saw herself as a one-woman rescue operation, helping kids find a way out of poverty and into a brighter future. She felt lucky to have work that was meaningful to her.

‘She was a cute one,’ said Beverly, Caitlin’s receptionist. Beverly had four kids of her own, and a heart big enough to accommodate every student at Brunswick, and then some.

‘I hope she decides to come here,’ said Caitlin. ‘I sent her to financial aid. She needs help applying for scholarships, but I think it will work out for her. She’s very motivated.’

‘We like them motivated,’ said Beverly. ‘Speaking of motivated, how’s your brother doing with that therapist?’

Caitlin sighed. Her brother James was, at sixteen years old, twelve years Caitlin’s junior and had been assigned to therapy by family court. He had lost his provisional driver’s permit for being caught trying to buy beer in a convenience store. He was suspended from school for fighting and he had a problem with prescription drugs – for which he had no prescription. She did not know where he got his supply, and he denied ever using the drugs she found in his room.

She tried not to judge him too harshly. She and James were still reeling from the death of their parents, who had both succumbed to illness in the past two years. Caitlin, who had been on staff at an Ivy League school in New England, was forced to come home, move into her parents’ house and assume the role of her brother’s guardian. It had turned out to be a heavy responsibility. ‘Well, this is only the second visit. Last week was mostly filling out paperwork and family history. We’ll see,’ she said.

‘Sixteen is such a tough age,’ said Beverly. ‘And he is really kind of isolated around here.’

‘I know,’ said Caitlin. ‘He hasn’t made any friends yet.’ Their parents had raised them in Coatesville, Pennsylvania, a blue-collar suburb of Philadelphia, and they had bought the house in among the marshes and inlets of South Jersey as a retirement home. But they decided to make the move early when James began getting into trouble in high school. In Coatesville, James had a girlfriend named Karla, a biracial girl who ended up busted for drugs and serving time in a juvenile facility. Caitlin’s parents had hoped that by removing James from Coatesville, they would get him away from Karla and his other troublemaking friends. Instead, James managed to get into even more trouble on his own.

‘It’s hard on you,’ Beverly said sympathetically. ‘How are you supposed to have a life of your own when you’re running around from counselors to lawyers to school? You’re a young woman. You need to meet somebody and have some fun.’

‘One of these days,’ said Caitlin.

‘Well, you can’t wait too long,’ said Beverly. ‘Not if you want to have kids.’

‘I’ll tell you something. After this business with James, I’m not sure kids are for me.’

‘Oh, don’t say that. It’s different when they’re your own. Speaking of which,’ said Beverly, gathering up her purse and shopping bag, ‘I’ve got to go pick up my youngest and get home. It’s pizza night.’

‘Probably pizza night for us, too,’ said Caitlin. She waved to her assistant as Beverly left the office. Then, with a sigh, Caitlin filled out the paperwork about her last interview, and closed up her office as well.

The fact was that Beverly was right, Caitlin thought as she got into her car in the waning light of the November afternoon. She felt as if she had no life here, other than trying to deal with her brother’s issues. When their mother died, leaving James alone, Caitlin had considered moving her brother up to where she lived in New England. But she hadn’t wanted to dislocate him again, after all the loss and change that he had been through. Sometimes, she was not sure if she had made the right decision. She had made a life for herself and friends in New England. Here, she felt completely isolated.

The deserted marshes and pine forests of South Jersey under a melancholy gray, salmon and lavender sky reflected her mood. This whole part of South Jersey was, at once, scenic and down at the heels. She drove past a lovely field with horses grazing on the brown grass. But there was a rusted-out car beside the barn, and the barn had a hole in the roof.

When her father took early retirement, he had planned to hunt and fish and her mother was looking forward to taking a book to the beach on nice days. They had hoped that perhaps James would abandon his bad habits and start again. And they could enjoy their hard-earned free time. That was their plan, but they miscalculated. Now, they were both gone, and Caitlin had inherited their retirement cottage and their problems. If only, she thought, James would show some improvement, it might not seem like such an uphill battle. But most of the time he was depressed, and didn’t talk to her. It was as if she was living with a wraith who silently inhabited the house, drifting from room to room.

Caitlin pulled into the driveway of the neat, square little home that her parents had furnished and cared for with such high hopes. All the lights were out and the house looked forlorn. Her father’s pick-up truck, normally kept in the garage, was parked in the driveway, and Caitlin instantly felt angry and anxious. James’s driving permit was suspended. He had better not have been out driving, she thought.

Don’t jump to conclusions, she told herself. You asked him to clean out the garage while he was suspended. Maybe he moved the truck out to get easier access to the jumbled mess in there. She didn’t feel very optimistic about the possibility, but she reminded herself to try to be patient, and not jump to the worst conclusion.

Caitlin walked into the house and was startled by James, who was sitting in the living room without a single light on. She turned on a lamp and frowned at him. ‘What are you doing sitting here in the dark?’ she asked.

He looked at her, grave and hollow-eyed. ‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘Do you want to tell me what Daddy’s truck is doing in the driveway?’

‘I just ... moved it,’ he said.

‘You weren’t out driving, I hope. You know you have no permit.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘OK,’ she said. She decided not to make an issue of it. ‘As long as you know.’ She set her briefcase down on a chair, took off her jacket and hung it up. ‘I’m going to see what I can put together for us for supper. You better go get a shirt on over that T-shirt and put some shoes on.’

‘What for?’ he asked.

‘James. The therapist. That’s tonight.’

James did not reply.

‘Go on. Go get ready,’ she said. She glanced at the clock. Too late to wait for a pizza delivery. She opened a can of soup and began to heat it on the stove. She pulled out plates and put sandwiches together.

‘Caitlin?’

She looked up and saw him standing in the doorway to the kitchen. ‘What?’

‘I don’t think I can go tonight,’ he said.

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t feel well,’ he said.

In the bright, overhead light of the kitchen, she could see that he did indeed look ill. His skin was white and his eyes were sunken in his head. She put a hand on his forehead beneath his shock of greasy hair. He was not feverish. If anything, his skin was cold and clammy.

‘You don’t look too good,’ she admitted.

‘I have to go lie down,’ he said.

Caitlin sighed. ‘All right. I’ll call and cancel.’

James disappeared from the doorway and Caitlin called the therapist’s office.

‘If you cancel,’ said the receptionist, ‘you’ll still have to pay for the session.’

‘OK, fine,’ said Caitlin. ‘Send me the bill.’

She hung up the phone and called out to her brother. ‘Do you want some soup? Or a sandwich?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not hungry.’

Caitlin exhaled, and turned on the television to keep her company while she ate. On the news, the anchor was recounting the death of a young mother, the victim of a hit-and-run driver on Route 47, about ten minutes from where they lived. Caitlin was too distracted to pay much attention. As usual, she was worrying about James and wondering how she was ever going to get through to him. After she finished her supper, Caitlin switched off the tele-vision, and washed up her few dishes. She looked out the kitchen window at the truck which was still in the driveway. She wondered if James had made any attempt to clean out the garage. She went through the hallway off the kitchen and called out to him.

‘James? Did you get to work on that garage today?’

He did not reply.

What’s the use? she thought. She knew the answer. Might as well put the truck away, she thought. She grabbed the keys off a hook by the kitchen and went outside. She entered the garage by the side door and flipped on the lights, hoping against hope that he might have made a start on the project. Nothing had been moved. The garage was as full of junk as ever. She sighed, and shook her head. What had he done all day? He hadn’t moved the truck to work on the mess in the garage. He said he hadn’t been out driving, but she felt queasy, realizing that she didn’t really believe him. It would be just like him to go out joyriding without a permit. Tomorrow, she thought, I’m going to take the keys with me to work.

She opened the main garage door from inside, walked out, and stopped short. In the glow of the spotlight above the garage door, she instantly saw the damage. The truck was dented in the front. Seriously dented. Goddammit, she thought. First he lied about not driving. His permit is suspended, and now this. No wonder he doesn’t feel well, she thought angrily. The closer she got to it, the more severe the damage looked. This was not a tap. It looked like he’d run into a tree. The whole front of the truck was pushed in.

‘James!’ she yelled, not caring if he was sick or not. ‘Goddammit.’

She bent down to examine the damage, and saw something dark and shiny on the imploded bumper. She reached down to touch it, and her fingers came up wet and sticky. Caitlin held up her hand and stared at it. There was no mistaking the substance on her fingers. Heart pounding, she jumped back, away from the truck.

All of a sudden she realized that James was standing there in the darkness, just out of the arc of the garage floodlights. He was watching her intently. She looked from her own sticky fingers to his haunted face.

‘What the hell happened here?’ she whispered.

‘I’m sorry, Caitlin,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘James. I asked you what happened. There’s blood all over this bumper.’

James stared back at her. ‘There was an accident,’ he said.


ONE

‘This is gonna be the best party ever,’ Geordie declared.

Caitlin attached the last of the streamers, and carefully dismounted the rickety stepstool. ‘Well, I hope so.’ She looked fondly at Geordie. ‘It’s not every day you turn six years old,’ she said.

‘YESTERDAY, I turned six years old,’ he reminded her.

Caitlin nodded. ‘I know.’ They had held off on having the party until Sunday because Geordie’s only cousin, ten-year-old Travis, had Boy Scouts on Saturday, and his mother didn’t like for him to miss a meeting. ‘It was nice of you to put off the party until today so Travis could come.’

Geordie nodded gravely. ‘No one wants to miss my party,’ he said. Geordie was a wiry little boy with a missing front tooth, buzz-cut brown hair and large glasses. Tucked under his arm was Bandit, a shabby stuffed Dalmatian with one ear hanging on by a thread, and black rings around its eyes. ‘Is the cake here yet?’

‘Aunt Haley should be here any minute.’

As if on cue, the front doorbell rang. ‘That’s probably her,’ said Geordie.

Geordie scampered off toward the front door while Caitlin made a mental inventory of the party goods she had set out. Cider and soda and paper cups, plates for the pizza and for the cake. Plastic forks. Noah was outside putting up the last of the games on the front lawn. They were pretty much ready.

‘Caitlin, look!’ Geordie cried.

He came dancing into the kitchen ahead of a round-faced, blond-haired woman carrying an enormous cake shaped to appear like a medieval castle with playmobile knights tucked into the ramparts.

‘Oh, Haley,’ Caitlin exclaimed. ‘That is fantastic.’

Haley Jordan smiled proudly. ‘He asked for a castle.’

‘I didn’t know you could make gray icing.’ Caitlin laughed.

‘Oh, sure. There’s just not a very big demand for it.’ Haley owned Jordan’s, a bakery in downtown Hartwell. She was the ex-wife of Geordie’s uncle Dan, who now lived in Philadelphia. In the two years that Caitlin had been married to Geordie’s father, Noah, she and Haley had become friends. Caitlin suspected that Haley still carried a torch for Dan, although they were now ostensibly just friends. ‘So, who all is coming?’ Haley asked casually.

‘Well, everybody,’ said Caitlin. ‘Half a dozen kids from Geordie’s class. Emily’s parents, of course, and Dan.’

‘It’s really good of you to have Emily’s family,’ said Haley. ‘I know they appreciate it.’

‘Well, they’re Geordie’s family. They always will be,’ said Caitlin, gazing down at the little boy who was trying to resist poking a finger into the gooey icing.

The doorbell suddenly sounded. ‘Hey, you,’ she said to Geordie. ‘You better go out there and greet your guests.’

He looked up at her, his innocent eyes magnified by his glasses, overcome by a sudden attack of shyness. ‘Will you come with me?’

‘Your Dad’s out there,’ Caitlin reassured him.

‘OK,’ he said, popping up.

‘Hey,’ she said, ‘why not leave Bandit here in the kitchen? You’re gonna need both hands for presents.’

Geordie looked reluctantly at his beloved toy. He clearly did not want to part with him. ‘No. Someone might sit on him,’ said Geordie.

‘You’re right. You know what?’ said Caitlin. ‘I have got to sew that ear of his back on. I promised you I would. Before the party gets underway, why don’t you run and put him in my room on the bureau. That way I won’t forget and I can sew his ear on tonight.’

Geordie hesitated, and then nodded. ‘OK.’ He skipped out of the room and down the hall clutching the shabby toy.

Caitlin turned back to Haley. ‘Let’s see. Where was I? Noah’s sister and his mother. And ...’ Caitlin rolled her eyes. ‘Travis, of course. If he sees Geordie carrying Bandit around, he’ll start baiting him about how he has a real dog and Geordie doesn’t. And how only babies carry stuffed animals. Why should Geordie have to put up with that at his own party?’

‘Hey, if Emily were here, she’d agree with you,’ said Haley.

Caitlin felt her cheeks redden when Haley equated her with Geordie’s real mother. It was two and a half years ago at a charitable event commemorating Emily’s death that Caitlin had first met Noah. The event was announced in the paper. A year after her death, Emily Eckhart’s family was going to plant a garden in her honor at the Pediatric Cancer Center in Vineland. The public was invited to the planting of the garden, which was a fundraiser, as well as a day of remembrance. Caitlin had debated with herself a hundred times whether or not to go. She knew that she needed to introduce herself to Emily’s family, to tell them the truth. On the day of the actual event she felt physically ill, and almost talked herself out of going, but then she summoned all her courage and went.

The day did not turn out at all as she had planned. She met the late Emily’s husband, Noah, and instantly there was a connection between them. Caitlin hesitated and, to her shame, kept her secret. Noah called her the next day for a date. Their courtship lasted all of six months. Geordie was four years old when Caitlin married Noah, moved into Emily Eckhart’s house and became her son’s stepmother.

The first year had not been easy. Geordie was never a cranky child, and Caitlin naively assumed that they would all adjust smoothly. But instead of the blissful honeymoon period she had hoped for, Caitlin found her every night’s sleep rent by Geordie’s cries as he immediately began to suffer from night terrors. Noah would go to him, and soothe him back to sleep. No sooner would they get back to sleep, then Geordie would wet the bed and call out for help. Together, Caitlin and Noah would strip the bed and remake it with clean, dry sheets.

In the morning, bleary-eyed as she washed the sheets before she left for work, Caitlin would force herself to think about the loss of his mother, and all the changes that Geordie had endured. She would remind herself to stay on his side. Little by little, her patience was rewarded. Little by little, it got better.

‘Thanks,’ said Caitlin. ‘I’d like to think so.’

Carrying a tray of paper cups filled with cider, Caitlin stood on the lawn, in the lovely September sunshine, and paused to enjoy the shrieking of happy six year olds as they tussled with one another over the games in the yard. Noah came up on her from behind and slipped his arms around her waist.

‘Yikes,’ Caitlin said, ‘the cider.’

Noah took the cider tray from her hands and set it down on a nearby table.

Then he resumed holding Caitlin around the waist. ‘This is a nice party,’ he said. ‘You did a great job.’

‘Geordie seems happy.’

‘Which is all that really matters. Because for his father, it will, no doubt, be the longest afternoon of the year,’ he said.

Caitlin smiled. ‘Oh, stop it.’

‘Children’s birthday parties are just slightly more pleasurable than a toothache.’

Caitlin took his grumbling with a grain of salt. He was the most devoted of fathers. He just couldn’t pretend to enjoy the commotion of the birthday party. Truth be told, she would also be glad when it was successfully completed and the last guest had left. All that really mattered to her was that Geordie should be happy with his party.

A well-worn Volvo pulled in and parked behind the last car of the many assembled in their long driveway. Noah let go of Caitlin. ‘Let me see if Naomi needs help with my mom.’

‘Sure,’ said Caitlin. She watched as Noah loped toward the Volvo. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a wide face and wavy, light brown hair. She knew that Geordie resembled his late mother more than Noah. All the photos of Emily around the house showed a slim, dark-haired woman with shiny brown eyes and an oval face.

Noah opened the passenger door of the Volvo to help his mother, Martha, get out of the car. She was an otherwise healthy woman in her sixties, but she suffered from the effects of macular degeneration. Her eyes seemed to tremble behind the thick lenses of her glasses, like two gray egg yolks. Martha, widowed at an early age, had lived a very independent life, but now, because of her condition, she was completely reliant on Naomi. Noah helped them financially but his sister, Naomi, was Martha’s caretaker.

Naomi, her ten-year-old son, Travis, and Travis’s dog, an ill-tempered mutt named Champ, got out of the car as well. Champ began to yip in a loud, frantic tone. Travis, pudgy and scowling, walked with his head bent, fiddling with his Game Boy.

Why did Naomi let him bring Champ? Caitlin thought. She didn’t want a dog running loose among all these children. She was reluctant to complain, for she knew how attached Travis was to Champ. Travis’s father, Rod Pelletier, had been killed in Iraq when Travis was small, and Naomi had let him get a dog shortly thereafter as a way to console him. But Champ was cranky and highly strung and Caitlin didn’t trust him around all these kids.

Noah’s family ambled in Caitlin’s direction, Martha resting her hand on Noah’s arm. Naomi was carrying two wrapped packages. Plain and overweight, Naomi dressed for comfort and never bothered with makeup. She worked at the county recycling center, where she had created and ran a free bookstore organized from salvaged books which people had discarded.

‘Welcome,’ said Caitlin. ‘Glad you could be here.’

Martha gazed in Caitlin’s vicinity. ‘It’s a nice day,’ she said.

‘It’s a beautiful day,’ Caitlin agreed. ‘Travis, there’s so many kids here. Maybe you should put Champ back in the car.’

Travis glowered at her. ‘No. Mom, tell her. You said it was OK.’

Naomi seemed oblivious to the exchange. ‘Is there somewhere I can put these presents?’ she asked.

Caitlin took a deep breath. ‘Inside,’ she said. ‘I’ll show you.’

Noah put a hand on Travis’s shoulder. ‘Caitlin’s right. Champ’s going to have to wait in the car. We don’t want any of these kids upsetting him. Don’t worry. I’ll roll the windows down and we’ll give him some treats. I’ll take him. Why don’t you go play with the other kids? They’re playing space ship.’

Travis shook off his uncle’s hand. ‘I don’t want to play dorky games with first graders.’

‘Come get something to eat then,’ said Caitlin. She led the way across the lawn, up the front steps, and into the house. It was a comfortable house with new construction in an old, farmhouse style. It had been Emily’s house, and from time to time Caitlin wondered what it would be like to have a house that was only hers, but then she would banish that thought, ashamed of herself.

As she climbed up onto the porch, she saw Haley gamely making conversation with Emily’s brother, Dan, and the woman he had brought along, a lovely, long-limbed girl in Jimmy Choo stilettos named Jillian. Caitlin had been at the door when Dan arrived with Jillian. The expression on Haley’s face, when she saw the honey-haired beauty on Dan’s arm, had been painful to behold. Of course, their marriage had been over for years, and each of them had had other lovers, but Caitlin suspected that, for Haley, no one compared to Dan.

Caitlin opened the front door and pointed to an oak sideboard in the dining room. She looked back at Naomi. ‘You can put the presents there,’ she said. ‘There’s snacks everywhere and there’s pizza in the kitchen.’

‘I want pizza,’ said Travis, pushing past her.

She followed him into the kitchen. Emily’s parents were manning the kitchen activities. Paula Bergen, who had worked her way up from file clerk to director of operations for the electric company, was helping in the kitchen by cutting up pizza and putting it on paper plates, while her husband, Westy, was creating balloon animals for a small but rapt audience of children at the kitchen table.

‘Now this is what I call a birthday party,’ Paula exclaimed. ‘Where is Geordie? I want him to see what his grandfather is doing,’ she said, smiling indulgently at Westy, a balding man in a blue shirt. Westy never shared his wife’s ambitions. ‘One executive in the family is enough,’ he liked to say. He had inherited family money, and spent his working life in the local hardware store. Now retired, he could build or fix anything.

‘Westy,’ said Naomi, ‘you have hidden talents!’ Westy looked up at Noah’s sister and Naomi pointed to the turquoise blue dachshund which was taking shape in his gnarled, arthritic hands. Naomi gave him a thumbs up.

Westy beamed.

Caitlin felt, not for the first time, a certain admiration for these two families, related by marriage. They seemed to have bonded over the tragic deaths of Rod and Emily, to provide some continuity for the children. ‘Pizza, Travis?’ asked Caitlin kindly, sliding a plate across the counter and handing it to the stocky boy who suddenly grew quiet in the company of so many grown-ups.

‘You can take it out in the yard, with the other kids.’

Travis grabbed the plate of pizza in both hands and headed for the yard. He encountered Noah, coming into the kitchen. Noah ruffled Travis’s hair as they passed in the doorway.

Noah came up to Caitlin and draped an arm around her shoulders. Caitlin smiled and grasped his hand. As always, she felt a little self-conscious when Noah showed her any affection around Emily’s parents. But if Paula and Westy had any resentment of Caitlin taking their late daughter’s place, they didn’t let it show. On the contrary, they always seemed grateful that their grandson had a stepmother who cared so much about him. Paula was humming and wiping the counters as if she were at home. Seated at the kitchen table, Westy took orders for balloon animals and exhorted the children to be patient, that he was twisting balloons as fast as he could.

Haley came into the kitchen and looked around anxiously. ‘Is it time to serve the cake yet?’ she asked.

All the children at the table forgot about balloon animals. ‘Yes. Cake!’ they cried.

The cutting and serving of cake was followed by the opening of presents. Geordie sat perched on a chair above a colorful mountain of ribbon and wrapping paper. Many parents had already come to collect the pint-sized guests, but there was a knot of unclaimed children remaining.

Geordie’s Uncle Dan came up behind Caitlin and Noah. He wore a Ralph Lauren polo shirt and smelled of expensive aftershave. Dan had a life, Caitlin mused, that any man might envy. He lived in a townhouse in the city, wrote a popular sports blog and worked as a sportscaster for a satellite radio station in Philly. He traveled to every stadium in the country, watched games and got paid for it. His new girlfriend was young and beautiful – one of several such women he had brought around. Dan spoke quietly. ‘Has he opened my gift yet?’

‘What’d you get him?’ Caitlin asked.

‘That set of Pixar DVDs he wanted.’

‘Yeah, he opened them,’ said Noah.

‘Does that mean we can leave?’ Dan asked hopefully.

‘No. If I have to stay, you have to stay,’ Noah said to his former brother-in-law with cheery malevolence.

‘Oohs’ and ‘aahs’ erupted from the remaining kids as Geordie listlessly held another stuffed animal aloft. Westy presented him with another package, this one in a square box. Geordie tore off the wrapping and then looked puzzled at the result. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s binoculars,’ said Westy. ‘Your very own. So we can go birdwatching!’

‘Birdwatching! Westy, for heaven’s sake,’ Paula chided him. ‘I told you to get him sports equipment. That’s a sport for old people.’

Westy’s blue eyes widened and a hurt expression crossed his face. ‘I saw a bald eagle last week. I’ll bet he’d like that. And there’s ospreys and herons down by the lake. We can take the canoe!’

The confusion in Geordie’s eyes turned to delight as he opened the box and pulled out the binoculars. ‘Cool! Can I, Dad? Can I go birdwatching with Grandpa?’

‘Sure,’ said Noah. ‘Look, finish up there, son. People have to leave.’

Geordie looked cursorily for another unopened package. ‘I don’t see any more,’ he said. He slid off the chair and picked up a package of laser light swords. ‘Can I take these outside and play with them?’

‘Sure,’ said Noah. ‘Why don’t you? Take these kids with you.’

Geordie ran screaming through the house, the few remaining kids in tow.

Caitlin got a big garbage bag and began to stuff it with wrapping paper and ribbons. Haley stood there awkwardly, trying to avoid glancing at Dan. ‘Can I help?’ she asked.

Caitlin pushed her hair out of her eyes. ‘Oh, that’s all right. You’ve done enough, bringing that cake. We’ll just clean it up as we go. I’ll bring that tray the cake is on back to the bakery.’

‘No hurry,’ said Haley. ‘I’ve got lots of them.’

A sudden, terrible noise erupted outside the house. Caitlin instantly recognized the sound of Geordie’s crying. She ran toward the front yard. Geordie was in tears, holding the remains of a broken laser sword in his hand. Travis was watching him furtively.

‘What happened?’ Caitlin demanded.

Geordie could barely sob out the words. ‘Travis broke it.’

‘I didn’t mean to,’ Travis protested in an unconvincing tone.

‘You did it on purpose,’ Geordie insisted.

‘You’re just a crybaby,’ Travis sneered. The other six year olds cowered, not wanting to come between the warring cousins.

Naomi sighed. ‘All right. Come on, Travis. Time to go. Mom, are you ready to go?’

‘I’m ready,’ said Martha brightly.

Caitlin tried to catch Noah’s eye, hoping he would take the opportunity to chasten his nephew, but Noah was looking the other way.

Dan walked up to Caitlin, Jillian trailing behind him, her high heels gouging holes in the lawn. ‘We’re gonna have to leave too,’ he said.

Paula, who also had rushed outside when she heard Geordie crying, peered at her grown son. ‘Dan, what’s the matter with you, now?’

Dan rubbed a hand over his forehead. ‘We have to go. I’m getting ... a headache.’

‘I’ve hardly seen you,’ Paula cried.

‘I know, but my head feels like it’s in a vise,’ said Dan. ‘Really.’

He put an arm around Jillian and directed her toward the waiting car. ‘Can you drive, babe?’ he asked.

‘I told you. I don’t drive,’ said Jillian.

‘I guess I’ll go too,’ Haley said to Caitlin in a defeated tone. Caitlin gave her a hug. ‘Thank you so much. That was the best cake in the world.’

‘All right. Party’s over,’ Noah declared, scooping up his crying son in his arms.

All the fight seemed to have gone out of Geordie, and he suddenly lay his head on his father’s shoulder. An occasional shuddering sob passed through him. He was too young to be ashamed of his tears.

Paula and Westy approached their grandson on either side. Westy rubbed his little back and Paula kissed him on the cheek. ‘I guess we’d better be going too, Geordie. If you want me to take those binoculars back and get you something else ...’ said Paula.

‘Hey,’ Westy protested. ‘My buddy and me are going to check out the swamp birds, right?’

Geordie nodded wearily and yawned.

‘You are a nice little boy,’ said Paula, shaking her head.

Caitlin smiled at them, happy that Geordie had saved the day with his sweet enthusiasm over their gift. Westy now seemed positively proud of his choice. ‘Thank you for everything, you two.’

Caitlin and Noah waved goodbye to Geordie’s grandparents. They watched as Paula and Westy walked arm in arm down to their car. After they left she turned to Noah. ‘Noah, you know Travis broke that sword on purpose.’

‘Oh, I know it. I just didn’t want to get into it with my sister. Not at the party. She has a lot on her plate.’

‘I know that. And I know you feel guilty about her taking care of your mother. I understand that. But you might want to mention it to her at some point. Travis really has a mean streak.’

Noah rearranged Geordie against his shoulder. ‘Where’d Dan go?’

‘He left. He said he had a bad headache.’

‘Yeah, right,’ said Noah, chuckling.

‘What?’ said Caitlin.

‘Not exactly Dan’s idea of fun.’

‘It was fun,’ Caitlin insisted.

‘Did you enjoy your party?’ Noah asked the child on his shoulder.

Geordie nodded without lifting his head.

‘Thank God you only have one birthday a year,’ said Noah.

‘I know,’ Geordie murmured solemnly.

‘You’re terrible,’ said Caitlin, good-naturedly. ‘Both of you.’

Noah whispered in Geordie’s ear.

‘Thanks, Mom,’ Geordie said and reached out a little hand to her.

Caitlin took it and squeezed it in her own. ‘You’re welcome, sweetie,’ she said. She turned her face so he would not see the tears which sprang to her eyes. She wiped them away and cleared her throat. ‘Well, I better get some of this stuff put away,’ she said. She started back up the lawn to the house, trying to think about what she needed to do next. But as she walked, her heart was singing, and all she could think about was that Geordie had called her Mom. He had made it official. He belonged to her.


TWO

The following morning, Caitlin stood at the sink and felt the sun on her face as it streamed through the kitchen window. The morning sun also filtered over the breakfast table where Geordie rested his cheek on one hand and played with his cereal. Caitlin cast a sympathetic glance at the listless child. The post-birthday let-down seemed to be hitting him pretty hard.

Noah came into the kitchen carrying his briefcase and set it down beside the table. He picked up a piece of toast and took a bite. ‘Hey, you better eat that cereal, buddy,’ Noah said. ‘You didn’t have any supper last night. All you ate was junk food and birthday cake.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Geordie. ‘I think I’m sick.’

Noah frowned. ‘Sick how?’

Geordie shrugged. ‘I think I caught it from Uncle Dan.’

‘Uncle Dan had a headache. You can’t catch a headache.’

Geordie was undeterred. ‘Can I stay home?’

‘You don’t look sick.’

‘I want to stay home with you,’ Geordie said plaintively.

‘Can’t. I have to be in court this morning,’ said Noah, taking a bite out of a piece of toast. ‘And you, my friend, have school. Now hurry up and finish. Caitlin will take you today.’

‘But it’s Fall Festival,’ Geordie protested. ‘You have to come and see my project. The one we did about the leaves.’

Noah grimaced. ‘I thought it was on all week.’

‘You have to come today,’ Geordie exclaimed.

Noah pondered the problem. ‘Tell you what. How ’bout if I pick you up after school and you show it to me then?’

‘That’s no good. Everybody’s coming this morning,’ Geordie insisted, slumping over, his head resting on his skinny little arms on the tabletop.

Noah finished his toast. ‘This afternoon. That’s my final offer,’ he said.

‘Come on, Geordie,’ Caitlin said. ‘I’m going to come in and look at your project. And if you hurry, we can drive by that barn with the horses.’

Geordie looked up, his eyes wide behind his glasses. ‘Will the horses be outside?’

‘Probably,’ said Caitlin.

That was all the encouragement that Geordie needed. His ailments and disappointment forgotten, he hopped up from the table, and started for his room.

‘Hey. Bowl,’ said Caitlin.

Geordie turned back without protest, collected his bowl and spoon and brought them to the sink where Caitlin was rinsing the dishes. Then he ran off to get his backpack.

Noah sighed. ‘Thanks. You saved my butt. You’re good at this, you know.’

‘Good at what?’ Caitlin said.

‘Kids. You’re good.’

Caitlin did not reply.

‘You are,’ said Noah. ‘You’re a natural.’

‘Not really,’ said Caitlin.

Noah frowned at her. ‘Thinking about your brother?’ he asked.

Caitlin sighed and shook her head, even though he had read her mind.

‘Look, by the time they get to be teenagers, it’s too late. You can’t really change them,’ said Noah.

This was a subject Caitlin avoided. Noah knew the outlines of her history. He knew that after her parents had died, Caitlin had moved back to the family home in South Jersey to take care of her teenage brother. He also knew that James had been in and out of trouble and had died of a drug overdose. That was all. ‘I know that,’ she said irritably.

‘What happened to James was not your fault. Believe me. I see these kids in court all the time. It’s beyond what even a parent can do. Never mind a sister.’

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ she murmured.

‘I know you tried your best,’ said Noah.

‘It wasn’t enough,’ she said.

‘Look, you may not believe me,’ said Noah, ‘but I meant what I said. You are good at this.’

‘Good at what?’ a small voice piped up from the vicinity of their hips.

Noah turned, looked down and saw his son’s upturned face. His big glasses. The space between his teeth. He grabbed Geordie up in a hug. ‘Good at eating you up,’ Noah proclaimed.

Geordie let out a shriek of laughter as his father made juicy gobbling noises against his downy cheek.

Normally the school parking lot was an orderly procession of cars stopping to discharge kids, and then pulling away. Today, because of the Fall Festival, adults were looking for parking, and accompanying their children inside. Usually, Caitlin dropped Geordie at the front of the school, but this time the door outside the entrance to the auditorium was open, and it was closer to the parking lot. She drove around to it, keeping a careful eye out for little ones who might absent-mindedly dart into her path, and parked the car.

Geordie ran ahead, disappearing into the crowd flowing through the open doors to the auditorium. Caitlin went in behind him. The school auditorium had a proscenium at one end, and an open kitchen at the other. The auditorium doubled as the cafeteria at lunchtime and the gymnasium at others. During Fall Festival all the gym classes were held out of doors in the mild, autumn sun, and the kids ate lunch as usual among the exhibits which lined the walls.

Caitlin walked into the crowded auditorium and looked around for Geordie. The room was filled with moms and dads either being dragged or ignored by their kids. She did not know many of these parents, other than by sight, although they all seemed to know one another. Many of them had known Emily. Since marrying Noah, Caitlin had deliberately tried to keep a low profile so as not to be seen as disrespecting Emily’s memory. Caitlin didn’t see Geordie, but suddenly she spotted Naomi, and felt a sudden pleasure at the sight of a familiar face.

‘Naomi!’ she called out. Naomi, who was deep in discussion with another mom, turned and frowned at her. Then she raised a hand in greeting. Caitlin went over to her. ‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Hi, Caitlin. You know Janice?’

Caitlin shook her head and Naomi introduced her to the other mom, who then said she had to slip away.

Caitlin looked around the noisy auditorium. ‘I’m looking for Geordie. He ran in here before I could tell him to wait.’

‘I haven’t seen him,’ said Naomi. ‘I’m just leaving. Who’s his teacher?’

‘Mr Needleman,’ she said.

‘I’m sure Mr Needleman’s flitting around here somewhere in his ballet slippers,’ said Naomi.

‘He seems like a very good teacher,’ said Caitlin, a note of reproof in her tone.

‘Oh, yeah. He’s capable,’ said Naomi. ‘I just think it would be helpful for these boys to have a more ... traditional role model.’

‘Traditional?’ said Caitlin.

‘Masculine, I mean,’ said Naomi. ‘That’s why I like Travis to go to Scouts. One of Rod’s old army buddies is the Scout leader. I like him to have that kind of influence. Life is confusing enough these days.’

Caitlin didn’t want to get into an argument with her sister-in-law. ‘I think it’s good for kids to know all kinds of people,’ she said diplomatically.

‘I suppose,’ Naomi sighed. ‘Well, I’ve got to get to work. If I see Geordie on my way out I’ll tell him you’re looking for him. You should check out Travis’s project. He did it on recycling,’ Naomi said proudly.

‘I’ll look for it,’ Caitlin promised.

Naomi headed for the door and was swallowed by the crowd.

Caitlin made her way over to the display from Mr Needleman’s class, and began to look for Geordie’s project. Every so often she glanced around, looking for Geordie, but there was no sign of him. She went through every student’s project until she found Geordie’s and then she took it in, trying to memorize everything about it, so she could describe it to him when she saw him.

‘Geordie did a good job,’ said Alan Needleman, coming up beside her.

Caitlin turned and looked at the teacher. He was young – not much more than thirty – but his blond hair was already thinning. He had pale eyelashes and dimples. He wore an argyle vest over his shirt, the latest in running shoes, and exuded a kind of positive energy which made Caitlin smile every time she saw him. Rumor had it that he lived with a male partner who worked at the fire department in Deptford County. ‘He’s very proud of it,’ Caitlin admitted.

‘He told me that you helped him collect the leaves and look up the Latin names.’

‘I did,’ said Caitlin, beaming. ‘We went over to the Arboretum. It was fun. I love doing things with him.’

‘He’s a very special boy,’ said Mr Needleman.

‘We think so,’ said Caitlin, scanning the room again for a sign of Geordie. ‘Have you seen him, by the way?’

‘Oh, I’m sure he’s running around here somewhere.’

Caitlin looked at her watch. ‘I hate to leave without telling him myself, but I’ve got to get to work. Will you let him know that I saw his project?’

‘Sure,’ said Mr Needleman.

‘It’s not like him to miss out on a chance to be praised,’ said Caitlin, frowning as she glanced around the hectic scene.

Alan Needleman rolled his eyes. ‘They’re all the same that way. Don’t worry. I’ll tell him.’

Caitlin parked in her space at the college, went into the building and unlocked the door to her office. August and September were usually a nightmare of students changing schedules, changing their majors, changing their minds in general. But, to her surprise, the last week or so had been quiet. She even had a little time to catch up on her paperwork in the mornings before her first student appointment. She went out into the reception area to say good morning to Beverly. Angelic pictures of Beverly’s four kids were lined up on her desk. But this morning a stranger sat in Beverly’s seat.

‘Good morning,’ said Caitlin.

‘Hi, Dean Eckhart,’ she said. ‘I’m June. I’m filling in for Beverly. One of her kids fell off the deck and broke his wrist.’

‘Oh, no,’ said Caitlin.

‘She’ll be in tomorrow.’

‘Thanks,’ said Caitlin. ‘Do you know what to ...’

June held up a hand. ‘Beverly briefed me. All’s well.’

‘Thanks,’ said Caitlin, pointing back toward her office. ‘I’ll be in there.’

June nodded and picked up her phone, which was ringing. ‘Dean Eckhart’s office.’

Caitlin went back into her small but comfortable office and waited for her phone to ring. But whoever the caller had been, June did not put them through. Caitlin frowned. It could have been some matter that wasn’t in Caitlin’s purview. Of course, she would expect Beverly to be able to screen her calls, but how could June be expected to know which ones to put through? Stop micromanaging, she thought. Enjoy the peace and quiet. ‘I’m sure she knows what she’s doing,’ Caitlin said aloud to no one in particular. Suddenly, Caitlin’s cell phone rang and she jumped. She fumbled to pick up the phone which she had not expected to ring.

‘Mrs Eckhart?’ said an unfamiliar voice.

‘Yes.’

‘This is Miss Benson. I work in the office at Geordie’s school. I tried to reach your husband but his phone seems to be turned off.’

‘He’s in court. What is it?’ Caitlin asked. She thought about Geordie’s complaints of illness this morning. Maybe he wasn’t faking. Maybe he really wasn’t feeling well. ‘Is Geordie sick?’

There was a silence at the other end of the line. ‘I was just calling to ask you that,’ the woman said slowly.

Caitlin frowned, instantly wary. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, he is not in school today. It’s our policy to check on all absent students.’

Caitlin could hear the thudding of her own heart in her ears. ‘There must be some mistake. He is in school. I took him there myself this morning.’

There was another silence. Then Miss Benson said, ‘I will double check this and call you right back. It will only take a moment.’

‘Wait a minute. What’s going on?’ Caitlin cried.

Miss Benson hesitated. ‘Geordie’s teacher reported him absent to the office.’

‘Mr Needleman? That’s got to be a mistake. I talked to Mr Needleman at the Fall Festival this morning.’

‘I’m sure it is. I’ll call you right back after I check.’

‘No. Wait. Don’t hang up,’ Caitlin pleaded.

‘I won’t. I’ll call on the other line.’

Caitlin’s hands were sweating on the phone. She wiped them on the pants of her suit.

The woman came back on the phone. ‘I’m sorry. There’s no mistake. Geordie did not show up in Mr Needleman’s class. We are going to make an announcement and search the building. I can call you right back.’

‘No. No. I’m coming over there right now.’

Before the woman could reply, Caitlin ended the call, and scooped up her purse and her jacket. She felt dazed, as if she had just been punched in the face. She stopped by June’s desk just long enough to say that she didn’t know when she would be back. Ignoring June’s protest and questions, she headed out the door.
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