
        
            
                
            
        

    



Watch for the Dead
 
Looking to take a break from busy home renovations, Abby and boyfriend Ned Newhall jump at the chance to vacation on Cape Cod. Not only do they plan to get away from the dust and grime, but since Abby has no known ancestors in the area, the trip promises to be free of the unsettling ghostly appearances that have darkened her recent days.
 
Dreams of a relaxing vacation are soon dashed, however, when a storm blows in and brings with it a scene from the past more disturbing than any Abby has ever experienced. The long-dead woman who appears to Abby is someone she’s met before, but this time her presence defies any explanation at all.
 
Determined to unravel the mystery of the woman’s recurring appearances, Abby follows a trail of family history and upheaval that spans generations and may yield the biggest revelation of all, not just about Abby’s ancestors but about her living relatives as well.
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Chapter 1
 
The ringing of the phone jerked Abby Kimball from a sound sleep. It took her several rings to figure out what the infernal noise was and where it was coming from. Landline, apparently, an artifact that had come with the house she shared with Ned Newhall. She couldn’t remember where she’d left her cell phone—maybe that had been ringing too, but too far away to hear. She checked the clock. Five thirty in the morning? At least it was light outside, sort of.
The phone was on her side of the bed, so she fumbled with it, managed to pick it up and put it to her ear, and mumbled, “H’lo?”
“Abby, sorry to wake you, but I really, really need a favor, like, right now.”
It was Leslie Walker, her former employer and onetime fiancée of Ned Newhall, who had by now raised himself up on one elbow and was watching Abby’s face for clues. “Is something wrong, Leslie?” she asked.
“Well, yes, kind of. George is having a gallbladder attack. He’s had them before, but the last time his doctor said the gallbladder would have to come out if it happened again.”
“Okay,” Abby said cautiously. She didn’t see any role for her in Leslie’s husband George’s gallbladder problems. “What do you want me to do?”
“Can you take Ellie for the next few days? Petey’s off on a camping trip with my sister Bonnie and her family. Ellie’s day camp ended last week, but school doesn’t start until next week. I have no idea how George will feel when he gets back but he could probably use some peace and quiet for a few days. Ellie likes you—do you mind?”
“Of course not. I’ll be happy to keep her for as long as you like. We can find some fun things to do. Should I come pick her up?”
“No, the hospital is over near you, so I can drop her off on my way. Let me call George’s doctor and I can give you a time, if that’s all right.”
“Of course it is. I didn’t have any plans, and I’d be happy for Ellie’s company.”
“You’re a lifesaver, Abby. I’ll get back to you.” Leslie hung up abruptly. Abby wondered briefly if Leslie had told her the whole story. She’d known Leslie for nearly a year now and she’d never heard her sound this rattled.
Abby plumped up her pillow and lay back. “What?” Ned asked.
“George is having gallbladder problems and will probably need surgery. Petey’s off camping, but Ellie’s at loose ends until school starts. Leslie asked if we could look after her.”
“And you told her that was fine, right?”
“Of course I did. Ellie is fun to be with, and we can go play together. You want to play too?”
“Maybe for a day or two, but we’re in the middle of a big project at work and I can’t just duck out,” Ned said.
“But you’re the boss!” Abby protested.
“Yes, and that makes me responsible. It’s not like I planned it this way, but this is a whopping big project and the client wants it ASAP. I can’t say no.”
“That’s okay, I understand. Ellie and I will find some way to amuse ourselves.”
Abby meant it when she said she liked Ellie, and that was for more than one reason. The first was that Ellie really was a good kid—smart and funny, and old for her eight years, which sometimes made her impatient with her classmates and friends. Second was that Ellie was Ned’s biological child; he’d helped Leslie out when she and George had found they couldn’t conceive, although he had played no active part in their lives until Abby had been thrust into the scene. But Leslie hadn’t yet told Ellie about her link to Ned, although Abby had a suspicion that Ellie suspected something out of the ordinary was going on. Third, Abby and Ellie and Ned shared the unusual ability to see dead people. Not all dead people, and not at random—only the ones from whom they were descended, with whom there was a genetic link, but there were a lot of those in Massachusetts. Ellie had been struggling to understand and to put into words what had been happening to her, until Abby had figured it out. Which had precipitated the big blowup with Leslie, who most definitely did not share this ability and didn’t want to deal with it at all. That was how Abby had ended up losing the job she really liked at the Concord Museum, where she had planned tours for local school groups.
But Abby was patient, and she knew how hard it was to come to terms with meeting dead relatives she hadn’t known existed, much less explain it to anyone else. She wasn’t sure how she would have managed if she hadn’t been lucky enough to find Ned at the beginning, although he’d been reluctant to admit he possessed the same ability. Leslie had been slow to come around, which wasn’t fair to Ellie, but Abby could wait. She had been spending a day a week, more or less, with the child over the summer, when Ellie wasn’t at day camp, and it had gone well.
Now Leslie had turned to her to fill in, and she was glad to do it.
“How soon?” Ned asked.
“Leslie has to talk to George’s doctor, but let’s assume sooner rather than later. You want to stick around, or would you rather be gone?”
“I think I’ll get an early start, and then maybe come home a little early. Will you two be all right?”
“Of course we will. Why wouldn’t we? We’ve had fun all summer. I’ll have to think up some new adventures for us, but that’s all right.”
“Abby . . .” Ned hesitated, which was unlike him.
“Hmm?” Abby said, making mental lists of things she and Ellie could do.
“Never mind,” Ned said. “I have an idea, but let me check it out before I say anything. I’ve got to go in early. I’ll see you later.” He leaned toward her to kiss her before getting out of bed, but if it was supposed to be a quick light kiss, it failed miserably. One of the benefits of their psychic connection, they had found, was an amplified physical response to each other, some sort of weird Vulcan mind-body meld that could rock their socks if they let it. Which they couldn’t right now.
Abby broke it off first and gave him a gentle push. “See you later, love.”
Ned went down the stairs, and Abby heard him clattering around the kitchen before leaving. She managed to squeeze in a quick shower and was dressing when she heard a car pull up. Looking out the window, she saw that it was Leslie, helping Ellie out of the car, with a backpack and a small tote. Abby hurried barefoot down the stairs and greeted them at the front door. “Hi, Leslie. Hi, Ellie. What—”
“Don’thavetimetotalk—Georgeisin the car—I’llcallwhenIknowanything,” Leslie blurted out in one breath. Then she stopped herself and took the time to inhale. “Ellie, I’ll talk to you later. Be good for Abby, please.”
Ellie looked up at her with a preview of what her snotty teenage expression would be in a few years. “Yeah, Mom. You don’t need to tell me. Take care of Daddy, will you? I’ll be fine.”
“I know you will, pumpkin.” Leslie kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “Talk later.” She glanced quickly at Abby. “Thanks for doing this.”
“No problem. I hope George will be okay.”
“We’ve got to get there first,” Leslie said, already halfway down the stairs.
Abby waited, her hand on Ellie’s shoulder, until Leslie’s car had pulled away. The touch was to reassure the child, who, despite her insight, was still a child, and also to sort of take her psychic temperature, to see just how upset she really was. “You want some breakfast?”
“Okay,” Ellie said. “We left in kind of a hurry.”
Abby led the way to the kitchen. “How hungry are you? Cereal hungry or French toast hungry?”
“French toast,” Ellie said promptly.
“Coming up.” Abby started to rummage in the refrigerator for eggs, milk and bread—thank goodness they’d stocked up over the past weekend, although they’d been counting on going to a farmers’ market or two for fresh vegetables.
“Can you tell me about your dad? I didn’t know he was sick.” Was that too much to ask an eight-year-old? But Ellie was pretty mature for her age, and Abby didn’t like to talk down to her—Ellie had a good BS detector.
“Sometimes,” Ellie said. “Not all the time. He calls it a bad tummy ache, but last night it got worse and Mom got worried. Will he be all right?”
“I think so. I’ve had friends who had the same problem. You know what they did?”
Ellie shook her head.
“The doctors made a little tiny hole in his abdominal wall, and they stuck in a tube-thing with a pair of scissors or something, and another tube-thing with a tiny light, and they snipped the gallbladder out, all through a one-inch incision.”
“Cool. Can you live without a gallbladder?”
“Sure. You just have to be careful about what you eat—not too many fatty foods. So, I don’t know how long you’ll be staying here. Could be just overnight—sometimes if it’s easy surgery, like I described, they’ll send the patient home the same day or the next one. Or if it’s more complicated, you might be here for a week. Is that okay?”
Ellie shrugged. “Yeah. I like doing stuff with you. And Ned. Is he going to be around?”
“Part of the time. He has to work.”
“He works a lot,” Ellie said.
“Yes, he does. He owns and manages the company, so he’s responsible for what goes on there. But he also likes what he’s doing, which is a good thing.”
“But what does his company do?”
That wasn’t easy to put into terms a third-grader could understand. To be honest, Abby couldn’t describe it very well herself. “He analyzes things to see what they’re made of. He works with a lot of scientists. Have you had science in school yet?”
“I don’t like school much,” Ellie told her, looking mutinous.
“Why not?”
“It’s boring. Everybody else is so slow, they’re reading, like, baby books. I read a lot faster than they do.”
As Abby beat eggs and added milk, and a dash of cinnamon and a splash of vanilla, she wondered if it was time to revisit the idea of a private school. With Ned’s help Leslie and George could afford it, but Leslie had expressed a reluctance to take Ellie out of what she considered “normal” school. Abby could understand that viewpoint, but Ellie was somewhere beyond normal and might benefit from greater individual attention. Leslie should have a better understanding of that now. But that issue was something to discuss later—not this week, with George’s problems and with school starting in a little more than a week. “Maybe we need to find you some non-school activities. What do you like to do?”
“I like computers. And I like art.”
That gave Abby an idea: the perfect intersection of technology and art. “Do you have a camera?”
“Only the one on my cell phone, and I’m not supposed to use the phone unless I need to get in touch with Mommy or Daddy. Not just for fun.”
“Well, maybe we could get you a basic camera and you could experiment with it. You can upload the pictures to a computer and edit them if you want to, so you can tell how you’re doing.”
“Cool. Can we look for one today?”
“Why not? I didn’t have anything planned for today.”
“Why not?” Ellie asked her, tilting her head. “Mommy has a job. Didn’t you used to work at the same place?”
“Yes, and I’ll probably get a job again sometime. I like working with kids, but I’m not sure I want to be a teacher.”
“Does Ned have a lot of money?”
Oh, crap, Abby thought. Another conversation she wasn’t prepared to have right now. But she couldn’t lie. “Yes, compared to a lot of people, he does. But he’s earned it all himself, with his company. Some people inherit money from their families, but not him. If you’re asking if he’s supporting me, the answer is yes. But not forever, I hope. I like to work. It makes me feel useful. Why do you ask, Ellie?”
“Sometimes Mommy and Daddy argue about money, and how much things cost. Like how they’re going to pay the hospital bills and stuff.”
“I’m sorry to hear that”—and I’m pretty sure they didn’t intend Ellie to hear it—“but lots of people have problems with big bills like that. Things have a way of working themselves out.” And I need to talk to Ned about helping them somehow, if Leslie would even consider taking anything from us, Abby added to herself. “Okay, so finish up, brush your teeth, and we’ll go see if we can find a camera for you. Oh, maybe we should fix up a bedroom for you. Which one do you want?”
“The one overlooking the cemetery out back.”
Why was she not surprised?



Chapter 2
 
As they made the bed in Ellie’s bedroom of choice, Abby tried to figure out where to go to find a camera. She had a point-and-shoot camera that suited her, but she didn’t ask much from it. She wanted to record events, not create art. Ellie was young, but she was careful with her possessions, so she should have something better than a child’s camera made of pink plastic. Digital, definitely—did anyone still make film anymore? The way Abby saw it, she had two choices: either go to a big box store, where they’d have a reasonable selection and at reasonable prices, or take Ellie to the only true camera store that seemed to exist these days, in Newton somewhere, or so she’d heard. She was pretty sure that someone there would have the expertise to talk with Ellie and find out what she could handle. It might cost a bit more, but the advice was worth something. Abby booted up her computer and searched for directions to the store.
Once they were out in the car, Ellie turned to Abby. “Where are we going? A mall? Which one?”
“No, not a mall. A real camera store, in a town.”
“Really? There is such a thing?”
“Yes, a few have survived, Ellie. I want someone you can talk to about what kind of pictures you want to take, and what you would need to do that.”
“Okay.” Ellie settled into her seat and dutifully fastened her seat belt, while Abby did the same.
The camera store was no more than half an hour away. They parked on the street running alongside it and crossed the street to the entrance. Ellie reached the door first and opened it eagerly. Abby followed more slowly, and paused just inside to scope things out, but it was immediately clear that the right side was where all the cameras were—more than she ever remembered seeing in one place, ranging from simple to elaborate. Ellie was already there, peering into one of the glass-fronted cases, her eyes gleaming.
A guy who couldn’t have been older than twenty came out from the back of the store. “What can I help you with?”
Abby waved her hand at Ellie. “She wants a camera. What do you recommend?”
If Abby had been expecting the first words out of his mouth to be “How much do you want to spend?” she was relieved when the young man—who had to be five years younger than she was—leaned over to address Ellie directly. “What do you want to use it for?”
After listening for a couple of minutes, Abby wandered a bit through the store, confident that Ellie and the salesperson had matters well in hand. She realized she hadn’t seen a photo album for a long time, much less assembled a collection of pictures. Everything was online or on the computer these days, which made things easy but made her feel a little sad. Sure, you could share your virtual album on a monitor or television screen, but it wasn’t the same as snuggling with someone else and leafing through an old album together, commenting on the strange hairstyles and funny-looking cars in old pictures. She felt that those little pieces of history should be physical, something you could hold—which she realized was inconsistent, because she was “seeing” her deceased relatives in front of her when she knew full well that they couldn’t be touched because only their images lingered, not their forms.
“Abby?” Ellie was tugging on her arm.
“You find something, Ellie?”
“Yeah. Come see.” Ellie all but dragged her back to the counter. “Look at this,” she said, picking up a camera about the same size and shape as Abby’s, but with more buttons and dials. Ellie confidently explained what most of them did, holding the camera up now and then so Abby could look through the viewscreen. Abby had only a vague grasp of what Ellie was talking about, but she knew one thing: she’d come to the right place, and Ellie was more than ready to leapfrog right over a starter camera.
When Ellie finally ran out of steam, she said, “Is it okay? I mean, can you, we, afford this?”
“Let’s find out.” Abby turned to the salesclerk. “How much is it?”
“All in? I mean, with a rechargeable lithium battery, and a card that holds lots of pictures, and a case?”
When Abby nodded yes, he named a figure that made her gulp, but only once. The camera looked so deceptively simple. Maybe she could tell Leslie it cost only half the actual price? And Ellie seemed so at home with handling it.
“Okay, let’s do it.” Abby swallowed again as she fished in her bag for her wallet and credit cards.
Five minutes later they emerged blinking in the bright sunlight. “Thank you, thank you, Abby,” Ellie said, almost bouncing with excitement. “This is so cool. And I promise I’ll take good care of it. Can we go somewhere and take pictures? And can I use your computer when we get back?”
“Sure, why not? You hungry yet?”
“Kind of. Where are we?”
“Newton. Any place you want to go, or should I pick?”
“You can pick.” Ellie turned back to exploring her new toy, but Abby was pleased to see that she handled it delicately.
Where to? She had a sudden brainstorm: Wellesley was just down the road. Wellesley was where she and Ned had run into a few shared ancestors in the cemetery, not long after they’d first met. Maybe Ellie would like to meet them too? She started the car and went around the block to get onto Route 16.
When they arrived, Abby went straight to the parking lot behind the main street and pulled into a space. “Don’t leave your camera in plain sight, Ellie. Under the seat, or I can put it in the trunk, okay?”
“Okay. Trunk, please.”
Abby unlatched the trunk from inside, and Ellie went quickly around to tuck her precious package away out of sight.
“Where are we going?” Ellie asked.
“That place over there has sandwiches and drinks, I think.” She pointed to the shop visible from the corner of the parking lot—and across from the cemetery. She and Ned had stopped there once. It seemed so long ago now, and so much had happened since.
“Do they have cookies?” Ellie interrupted Abby’s reverie.
“I’m pretty sure they do,” Abby told her, then led her to the crosswalk.
Inside, they ordered at the counter, and Abby added a couple of pounds of coffee beans to take home. When their food was ready, they went over to a table by the front window, and Abby carefully maneuvered Ellie into the seat with the better view of the cemetery. Then she just watched.
For a couple of minutes Ellie just prattled on about her camera, between bites of a stuffed croissant. And then her gaze drifted across the street. Abby had to suppress a smile: if Ellie had been a cat, Abby would have said that her ears pricked up. Ellie stared intently for perhaps thirty seconds, then she turned back to Abby. “Are they . . . ?”
Abby smiled and nodded. “They are.”
“Are you testing me or something?”
“Maybe. I hope you don’t mind. Ned and I came here a while ago, when I was first learning about . . . this thing. And I found them right away, just like you.”
“Okay. So Ned sees them too? I mean, these particular ones?”
“Yes, he does. He and I are related a lot of generations back, and we’re both related to them.” Abby nodded toward the cemetery.
“How come I see them?”
Oops. Abby hadn’t thought about that aspect of this little excursion. She and Ned saw the same deceased people because they were related to them genetically, as well as to each other. But how to explain to Ellie why she saw them without telling her the whole story?
“Maybe because you’re with me? You know we kind of amplify each other, right?”
“Yeah. Maybe.” Ellie looked skeptical, but didn’t ask any more questions.
Abby breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Leslie was going to have to have that “who’s your daddy?” conversation sooner rather than later, but not today.
After lunch Abby and Ellie strolled along the main street of the town, stopping at the large bookstore to browse. They each picked out a couple of books, and it was after three when they finally headed back to the parking lot. When they reached the car, Ellie said, “That was fun, Abby. Thank you.”
“I had a good time too, Ellie. Get in—time to head home and see what’s what.” She pulled out her phone, which she had left on in case Leslie called with any updates about George, but there were no messages. She put it back in her purse without comment.
Getting back to Lexington was easy over local roads. Heck, in August getting anywhere was generally easy, since most people seemed to head off on vacation, reducing the traffic. With the possible exception of the highways leading on and off Cape Cod, which she had heard could be backed up for miles.
Once they reached Lexington, Ellie was out of the car and standing impatiently next to the trunk even before Abby had turned off the engine. Abby popped open the trunk, then got out. “Read the instructions first, will you?” she told Ellie.
“Yes, of course. I know what I’m doing, and I’m careful.” Ellie was already deep into reading the manual that had come with the camera, so Abby decided to leave her to it and unlocked the front door, leaving it open. The old house was not air-conditioned, and probably never would be, but Abby had already learned that if she opened strategically placed windows throughout the house, there was good airflow, and the house cooled off at night. Ellie quickly settled herself in the window seat in the back parlor, still absorbed by the manual, so Abby made for the kitchen, already thinking about dinner, but stopped to check the landline. There was a message from Leslie, and she played it immediately.
“Hi, Abby. I’m calling on this line because I didn’t want Ellie to overhear and I figured you might be out. Things with George were a little more complicated than we expected. It’s not all bad news—I won’t go into details over the phone now—but it’s going to take a little longer than we thought. I hope you and Ned can handle Ellie for a few days. Sorry to dump this on you with such short notice. I’ll give you a call later so I can talk to Ellie, and I’ll fill you in then.”
Oh, dear, Abby thought. Poor George. Poor Leslie. Of course she and Ned could manage with Ellie, so that was one less thing for Leslie to worry about. She wondered what the problem had turned out to be, but she didn’t want to speculate with no information—she’d have to wait until Leslie called later. So, back to planning dinner.
She was concocting an improvised spaghetti dish that she figured Ellie would eat. At some point Ellie had gone outside: Abby had seen her going past one or another window, snapping pictures as she went. How many pictures did a big card hold? Hundreds, she assumed. She heard a car pull in, and then Ned’s voice and Ellie’s, as Ellie explained her new acquisition and he listened patiently. A couple of minutes later he came in, alone, and kissed Abby.
“Any news?”
“Leslie left a message. Not good, I’m afraid, but she’ll call back with details. Looks like we’ll have Ellie a little longer.”
“That’s fine, isn’t it? Was the camera your idea or hers?”
“A little of each. It looks like it’s a big hit, doesn’t it?”
“That it does, and she really seems to know what she’s doing. And I’ve got an idea for something else we can do, since Ellie will be around longer now. I’ll tell you over dinner.”
“Ready in fifteen,” Abby told him with a kiss.
At dinner Ellie all but inhaled her spaghetti, clearly eager to get back to her camera. “Ned, you said you had an idea?” Abby asked him.
“First things first. Ellie, it looks like you might be staying with us for a few days—your dad needs to rest after today. So I was wondering if you’d like to spend a few days on Cape Cod?”
“Uh, okay, I guess. Will Dad be okay?”
“We think so, but it might take longer than your mom thought,” Abby said.
“What’s Cape Cod?” Ellie asked.
“It’s that funny curved piece of land that juts out into the sea at the south end of the state. It’s been settled since the first colonists arrived, but now it’s a popular place to take vacations—lots of beaches and touristy things.”
“Oh. Okay,” Ellie said, apparently satisfied.
Abby turned to Ned. “I’d always heard that everything on the Cape was booked up by January. Do you know a place?”
“I’ve got a friend who has a house there, in West Falmouth, right on a harbor. You’re right—usually it would be booked for all of August, but he had a last-minute cancellation and he asked if I might be interested. Are you?”
“Me? Or you and me? With Ellie, of course,” Abby asked.
“I can’t get away until the weekend, but you two could go out now and get settled, and I’ll join you there. How does that work for you?”
“It isn’t some big mansion where I’d be afraid to track sand all over the floors, is it?”
“Not at all,” Ned said, smiling. “It’s a nice shingle house, built around 1900, with a porch overlooking the water. There might be some flashier places in the neighborhood, but this one’s just the right size. Are you up for it, Ellie?”
“Can we swim?” she asked.
“I think so,” Ned told her. “There’s a nice beach not too far away. Maybe you could even fish, or go sailing. Lots of things to do.”
“Sounds good,” Ellie said. “May I be excused now?”
“Sure, sweetie,” Abby said. When Ellie had gone upstairs, she turned back to Ned. “It’s available until September second? Because that’s when school starts for Ellie. Of course, I hope she’ll be back home by then.”
“Don’t worry about it. At least through the weekend, all right?”
“Then it sounds lovely. Thank you.”



Chapter 3
 
It was after eight when Leslie finally called back. Abby and Ned exchanged a glance when Abby saw the caller ID, but she decided to pick up, rather than letting Ned do it. “Leslie? How’re things going?”
“Is Ellie nearby?” was Leslie’s first question.
“You mean can she overhear us? No. What’s wrong?”
Leslie sighed. “What we thought was a simple gallbladder problem turned out to be a bit more complicated than that. Instead of a quick arthroscopic procedure, they had to open George up. They found it was a tumor than had created the original problem.”
“Could they remove it?” Abby asked.
“Yes, they think so. We’re still waiting on the biopsy results, but they think it was benign. But he’s still in the hospital, since it was a more invasive surgery, and might not even be home tomorrow. Anyway, I hope you don’t mind keeping Ellie.”
“Of course not,” Abby volunteered quickly. “She’s a great kid.”
“We think so. Can I talk to her? Or is she already in bed?”
“Oops—I forgot to ask if she has a set bedtime. How strict are you about that?”
“Should be about now, but it’s her last week of vacation, so don’t worry about it.”
“Well, she’s still awake, so I’ll go get her.” Abby handed the phone to Ned and set off looking for Ellie. She found her in her bedroom, looking out at the cemetery in the dark. “See anyone?” Abby asked when she walked in.
“Not right now. Do . . . dead people sleep at night, like we do? Or are they just invisible?”
“Ellie, I really don’t know, but it’s a good question. Look, your mom is on the phone, and she wants to talk to you.”
“Okay,” Ellie replied without any emotion. “Downstairs?”
“Yes.” Abby followed Ellie down the stairs and found Ned still on the phone.
“Here she is,” he said quickly, handing off the phone to Ellie.
When Ellie took it, she said, “Hi, Mom,” and then listened. Whatever Leslie was telling her went on for quite a while. Ellie didn’t ask any questions, but said “uh-huh” a couple of times. After a few minutes she handed the phone back to Abby. “She wants to talk to you again.”
Leslie cut straight to the point. “I told her to behave herself and do what you and Ned tell her. I’ll stop by in the morning with some more clothes for her, on my way to the hospital.”
“How much did you tell her?”
“About George? Only that he can’t come home right away, and when he does, he’s going to have to take it easy.”
“Okay, I’ll stick to that. Anything else I need to know about her? Food allergies? She hates baths?”
“Nothing important. She’s not allergic to bee stings and such, and nothing like asthma. Just a normal all-around kid—except for that thing of yours.”
Abby decided to ignore the dig. “Bring a bathing suit—we might find a place to swim.” Abby decided not to mention the Cape, since she wasn’t sure they’d actually go.
“She should like that. Take sunscreen.”
“Of course.”
“Look, I’ve got to go. I’m exhausted, and I need to get some sleep before tomorrow morning. If I remember anything else, I’ll let you know then, okay?”
“Fine. I’ll keep my cell on. Take care of yourself, Leslie, and let me know if you need anything else.”
They hung up at the same time. Ellie hadn’t left the room, but was hovering around the corners, trying to look invisible. Abby took a wild guess and assumed that she wasn’t buying her mother’s “everything is okay” message. “You want some ice cream?” Good job, Abby—when somebody is upset, bribe them with sugar and carbs.
“Okay,” Ellie said with little enthusiasm.
Abby led the way to the kitchen and dragged out a gallon of ice cream. “Vanilla, I’m afraid, but we might be able to find something to add to it.”
“Sprinkles?” Ellie asked with a bit more interest.
“We’ll find out.”
Abby insisted on eating in the kitchen, until she was sure that Ellie could handle sprinkles without spilling them all over the floor. It turned out not to be a problem. “Is Daddy really sick?” Ellie asked.
Abby sighed inwardly. Clearly Ellie picked up on signals a lot of kids her age would miss. Heck, a lot of adults Abby knew would miss them too. “Sweetie, we just don’t know yet. I don’t want to pretend everything is fine, but I don’t want you to worry too much either. We’ll just have to wait and see. But your mother or I will tell you as soon as we know anything. All right?”
Ellie nodded without comment, and turned her attention back to her ice cream.
Ice cream consumed, Abby decided to skip the bath and put Ellie to bed. Ellie didn’t object, and even brushed her teeth when Abby found her a new toothbrush. In the bedroom, Ellie said, “You have any books?”
Abby laughed. “Of course I do, although I’m not sure we’ve unpacked a lot of them. What do you like to read?” She was pretty sure there weren’t a lot of kids’ books in the house, but she’d been reading well beyond her grade level at Ellie’s age.
“You have The Hobbit?”
“In fact, I do. Have you read it?”
“Yeah, a couple of times, but I like to reread things sometimes. It’s a nice book.”
“That it is. Do you want me to read it to you?”
“No, I can do it myself. It helps make me sleepy.”
“Then let me go find it.” Abby darted down the hall to the bedroom she and Ned shared, amused that Ellie shared her affection for the book. She’d read it many times, and had made a habit out of rereading the whole Tolkien set every summer since the first time, a decade before. It was easy to find. She grabbed it off the shelf and returned to Ellie’s room and handed it to her. “Here you go.”
“Thank you, Abby. I’ll be all right now. You don’t have to stay.”
“Okay,” Abby said dubiously. “Do you want me to leave the door open? Maybe leave the hall light on?”
“Just a crack, please. Do you wake up early?”
“Yes, I do. It’s peaceful here in the morning. If you’re not awake, do you want me to wake you up?”
“Please. I can help you with breakfast.”
“Then I’ll see you in the morning. Good night, Ellie.”
“Good night, Abby.”
Abby slipped out and pulled the door nearly shut, then went back downstairs. Ned was sitting in the front parlor. “Did Leslie say anything more to you?”
Ned shook his head. “Not really. She was pretty distracted.”
“She’s worried. She didn’t happen to say whether there was anything we . . . shouldn’t say?”
“No. She trusts us, I think.”
“It’s just that I don’t want to lie to Ellie if she asks me a direct question. Kids can always tell when you’re lying.”
“I know. But sometimes they’re afraid to ask the really big questions—they might not really want to know the answers.”
“I get it.” Abby sat next to him on the couch. “So, what about this house on the Cape? What do we need to do?”
“My pal—his name’s Daniel Eldridge—uses a local rental agency to oversee the place, since he doesn’t live on the Cape. He said he’d give them a call and let them know you’ll be coming, and they’ll let you in. Otherwise, the place was already cleaned, ready for the next tenants.”
“Have you been there?”
“A couple of times, for parties. Do you know the Cape?”
“Not really. I drove out to Provincetown once with friends, just to see it. But I’ve never spent any real time there.”
“I’m told there will be basic food supplies in the house, enough to get you two started anyway, and of course you can go shopping. I warn you, the roads can get pretty crowded in tourist season, so allow plenty of time to get where you’re going.”
“Maybe I’ll just wait for you to go sightseeing,” Abby said, snuggling up against him.
“If you want. You’ll be close to Woods Hole, which might interest Ellie. Oh, and I should warn you—there’s no television in the house.”
Abby recoiled in mock horror. “What about Wi-Fi?”
“Yes, for good or ill. My friend is kind of an Internet addict, and he can’t live without it, and he assumes everyone else feels the same way. So if you get desperate, you can watch stuff on your laptop.”
“I’d rather not. We can take plenty of books along.”
“Yes, and there are a couple of good bookstores in the area.”
“Ned, don’t worry about us—we’ll be fine.”
“I’m sure you will,” Ned said, putting his arms around her and leaning his chin on her head. “It’s a nice place, off the main road, so it should be fairly quiet. There’s a beach with a lifeguard a couple of miles away, if you want to swim. There’s another beach on a spit on the other side of the harbor, but that’s kind of private property. I think you can walk on the beach there, but no swimming.”
“I’m sure your friend and his agency will have an extensive list of dos and don’ts waiting for us. Stop worrying.”
“I wish I could be there with you,” he said wistfully.
“So do I, but you’ll be joining us, right?”
“If all goes as planned.”
Abby thought he didn’t sound very sure, but his proximity was nearly overwhelming, and she didn’t want to talk anymore.
 
• • •
 
The next morning Ellie’s bed was empty—and neatly made—when Abby checked, so she went on down the stairs to find Ellie in the kitchen taking pictures of an egg.
“Hi, Abby,” Ellie greeted her. “I was going to make something, but then I figured I didn’t know where everything was, and I didn’t want to wake you up, so I decided I could take some more pictures. It’s kinda cool to take really close close-ups of things, you know? Like if you get right up to the egg and take a picture, you wouldn’t even guess it’s an egg.”
“That sounds like fun. What would you like to eat?”
“Scrambled eggs, maybe? I can make toast, if you show me where the bread is.”
“Sounds fair to me.”
“Is Ned going to be up soon?” Ellie asked, looking in the refrigerator for butter.
“Probably. We’ll make enough for all of us, shall we?”
“Is he coming with us to Cape Cod?”
“Not right away, but in a couple of days. He has to work.”
“What does he do?”
Abby wondered if Leslie had told her anything. “Well, he’s a scientist, and he runs a company that analyzes DNA, and does chemical tests on a lot of other things. Do you know what DNA is?”
“Kind of. What’s he looking for?”
Dangerous ground, again. “Sometimes it helps to identify people.”
“You mean dead people?”
“Yes. If they’ve been dead for a long time, or if someone killed them and took their wallet and stuff, it can help find out who that person is.” Now was not the time to talk to Ellie about using DNA evidence to solve things like rape cases. Abby hoped Ellie could stay innocent just a while longer—although almost any television show that wasn’t a cartoon made references to the more appalling crimes. Not quite the world Abby had grown up in, or maybe when she was young she’d just ignored the things she didn’t want to know about. Or changed the channel. “Tell me, what other things do you like to do? Most of this summer, when we’ve been together we’ve done something, or gone somewhere. But aren’t there times when you just want to sit?”
“I read. Sometimes Mommy thinks I spend too much time inside, but then she thinks about when I used to go visit that cemetery near our house, and she doesn’t say anything. Are there cemeteries on Cape Cod?”
“Of course, love. People die everywhere.”
“Do you know anybody there?” Ellie asked.
Abby was both amused and dismayed. She knew exactly what Ellie meant: did Abby know any dead relatives who had died on Cape Cod? But what kind of eight-year-old asked questions like that? “Not that I know of, but I haven’t been looking long. Do you really want to visit graveyards on your vacation?”
Ellie shrugged. “I like them.”
Well, Abby thought wryly, at least they won’t be crowded with tourists.
She heard a knocking at the front door, followed quickly by the sound of Ned coming down the stairs. Shortly after that he led Leslie into the kitchen.
“Hi, baby,” Leslie said, going straight to her daughter.
“Hi, Mom,” Ellie said. “I’m helping Abby make breakfast.”
“Good, good. I brought you some clothes.”
“How’s Daddy?” Ellie asked.
“He’s okay. Kind of weak and tired. He’s still in the hospital, but he should be coming home today or tomorrow. Don’t worry about him, okay? You just have fun with Abby and Ned, and I’ll see you in a couple of days. And I’ll call you and talk to you. Come on, give me a hug.”
Ellie got out of her chair and hugged her mother, but it was Leslie who hung on longer.
Finally, when she let go, Leslie said, “You have your phone, right? You can call me if you need me.”
“Yes, Mom, I have my phone. You take care of Daddy.”
“I’ll do that.” Leslie straightened up and turned to Abby and Ned. “Thanks again. I’ll let you know when I know anything more. Have a good time, you all.”
“I’ll see you out,” Ned told her, and followed her toward the front of the house.
“Mommy’s sad,” Ellie said, sounding more like the child she was than usual.
She was right. “She is, sweetie,” Abby agreed. “She’s worried, too. But the best thing we can do for her is to try to enjoy what’s left of your vacation.”
“Okay. Can I scramble the eggs?”
Not for the first time, Abby marveled at the resiliency of youth. “Of course you can.”
It was only later that Abby realized that neither she nor Ned had mentioned the Cape Cod trip to Leslie.



Chapter 4
 
After a quick breakfast, Ned disappeared to make a few phone calls, and returned looking cheerful. “Everything is set. The agency knows you’re coming today—just give them a call when you get there and they’ll meet you. Here are all the relevant numbers”—Ned handed Abby a printed page—“including Daniel’s, in case something really goes wrong, like the plumbing backs up. But usually the agency can handle things.”
Abby smiled as she took the list. “Ned, you make it sound like we’re going to Outer Mongolia. This place is, what, two hours away? And there will be plenty of people around. I’m sure we can manage.”
He looked contrite. “Of course you can. Ignore me—I’m just working out my guilt at not being able to go with you by obsessing with details.”
“Then I’ll leave you to it.” Abby finished cleaning up the breakfast dishes and went to call up the stairs, “Ellie? Are you about ready?”
“Be right down,” she heard.
Abby looked at Ned. “So, today’s, what, Tuesday? When do you think you can get away?”
“Friday if I’m lucky, but the traffic would be awful. I could be there early Saturday morning.”
“If that’s the best you can do.” Abby sighed melodramatically. “I’ll miss you, but we’ll all survive.”
“Oh, one more thing—the national weather service is talking about a hurricane coming up the coast, so keep an eye on it.”
“I’m taking my laptop along, and my cell phone. No TV, remember? And won’t the agency take care of battening down the hatches or whatever needs doing?”
“In theory, but they might be kind of busy. We can call or text each other, if things look iffy. You can come back early, if it looks like it’s going to be bad. Anyway, it won’t hit for a couple of days, if at all. Just keep in mind that the bridges close down if the wind hits seventy-five miles per hour.”
That sounded like a sensible idea. Abby was pretty sure she’d rather be on the ground than on a high bridge over the canal in that kind of wind. “Let’s just play it by ear. And I promise I’ll pay attention to the weather reports.”
Ellie came into the kitchen with a bulging backpack, and Abby laughed. “What on earth do you have in there?”
“Books,” Ellie said. “And a notebook and a flashlight. And my camera.”
“Flashlight—good thinking. Ned, do we have some extras?” Abby asked.
“Sure do, with batteries. I’ll get them and put them in your car.”
“Thank you, love. So, Ellie, are you ready to go?”
“Yes. Do you have GPS in the car, or do you want me to use the phone?”
Would Ellie’s generation even know how to read a paper map? Abby wondered. “No to the GPS, because my car’s not real new, but I do have a map. Whichever works for you. Where we’re going is less than two hours away, so we’ve got plenty of time, even if we get lost.”
“Are you renting a house?” Ellie asked.
“No, just borrowing one. I’ve never seen it. You have seen the ocean, right, Ellie?”
“Yeah, sure. Sometimes Mommy and Daddy and Petey and me, we go to the beach for a day, but we’ve never stayed over.”
“Well, this should be fun. Let’s go!”
Abby led the way to the front door. Ned had just finished stowing their stuff in her car, not that there was much—she had a large tote, with very casual clothes, her only bathing suit (several years old), a sweatshirt she’d thrown in at the last minute, plus some books and her laptop with its charger cord. Not exactly roughing it, since they were going to a comfortable furnished house with a view, which someone else had cleaned and stocked. Abby tried to remember the last time she had taken a real vacation—one of those where your only goal was to relax and have fun—and came up blank. How sad was that? Now she’d been presented with the perfect opportunity, thanks to George’s unexpected illness.
And then she immediately felt guilty. She liked George, and he was a good father to his kids. He didn’t deserve to have a serious medical problem. It was clear that Leslie was worried, although she wasn’t about to say as much, especially not in front of Ellie. But the very fact that she had entrusted Ellie to Abby’s care said volumes. Leslie had been cautious from the beginning about leaving Ellie with Abby, and Abby could understand why: she and Ellie shared something rare that Leslie could never be part of. It wasn’t her fault, and if it hadn’t been for a series of coincidences, Abby might never have met Leslie, much less her daughter, and discovered that Ellie and she were linked, in more than one way. But now they all knew, and Abby continued to believe that Ellie would be better off with someone like herself in her life to shepherd Ellie through dealing with this peculiar “seeing” ability. Though Abby was still trying to explore it herself. It was complicated, even without adding Ned to the mix. And she didn’t know anybody else to ask—she hadn’t exactly been broadcasting for people with this thing.
Abby kissed Ned good-bye, then added, “I’ll call you when we get there. Ellie? In you go!” They both climbed into the car, and Abby checked how much gas she had—it should be enough. Now for the open road. “Ellie, what do we do first?”
“Go out the driveway?” Ellie looked slyly at Abby, and Abby laughed.
“Good—can’t forget that!”
It was, by anybody’s standard, a beautiful New England day. There had been some hot spells in July, but as usual, August brought cooler nights. Of course, August also brought storms, and that risk could last as late as November. That had always been true, but it seemed that since people had started talking about global warming the storms had gotten worse—bigger and longer lasting. And more destructive. Still, Cape Cod had been standing up to ocean storms for centuries now and most of its old houses had survived. The old carpenters had built them to last.
“What do you know about Cape Cod, Ellie?” Abby asked once they were pointed in the right direction.
“It looks like a bent arm,” Ellie said.
“It does. It’s easy to find on maps, isn’t it? Or aerial photographs.”
“You have to take a bridge to get there now, right?”
“Yes, there are two, not counting the railroad bridge. There have been bridges there for a long time, but the ones that are there now date from the 1930s. We’re taking the southern one, called the Bourne Bridge.”
“Are they safe?” Ellie asked nervously. “Because they’re kind of old.”
“Sure they’re safe, or the state wouldn’t let people use them.” Although they might have a riot on their hands if they shut down one or the other bridge. “You know what the bridge goes over?”
“Water?” Abby had to check if Ellie was joking; it appeared she was.
“Yes, of course. It’s the Cape Cod Canal, which was built by people, although there was always some kind of waterway there. Did you know that the water flowing through the canal changes direction when the tide changes?”
“No, Abby, I did not know that,” Ellie said patiently. “Are we going to talk about stuff like this for days? You sound like my teachers.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment. But, no, we’re going to have fun. What do you want to do?”
“You asked me that before, and I still don’t know what there is to do. I like to collect shells on beaches. I don’t much like to swim in the ocean because it keeps moving, and there are things under the water.”
She had a point, Abby had to admit. Was it worth trying to change her opinion? Probably not, in the short time they had. “Well, out past the elbow is the National Seashore, which has some beautiful beaches, and I’m sure we can find shells there. There’s at least one lighthouse, at Chatham, I think. And there’s a glassblowing place in Sandwich that gives tours. And at the end—the hand, kind of—there’s Provincetown. There’s a place there that makes saltwater taffy, and you can watch them do it.” God, she was sounding like a chirpy tour guide. Chill, Abby!
Was she worried about spending so much time alone with Ellie? She wasn’t sure. She liked Ellie, and would like her even without this ability that linked them. But she wasn’t sure what effect being together for so long would have on that link. Would it get stronger? Would that be good or bad? And why was she even thinking about it? To the best of her knowledge neither she nor Ned had any relatives on Cape Cod, living or dead, so they weren’t likely to run into any residual visitors.
“And I think there’s a seaweed museum too,” Abby added as an afterthought.
Ellie looked at her incredulously, then burst out laughing. “You made that up!”
“I did not. I’ve been past it, but I’ve never been in it. We could check it out.”
They made silly talk for the next hour or so, as Abby navigated the highways. Finally they came to the Bourne Bridge. “The bridge,” Abby said.
“Yup,” Ellie replied. After a few more seconds she said, “The canal.”
“Yup,” Abby said. “That about covers it. Now we look for Route 28, which used to be called the Cranberry Highway.”
One roundabout, and then another, and Route 28 became narrower until it became a two-lane local road. “You have the instructions that Ned gave us?” Abby asked Ellie.
“Right here.” Ellie held up the now-crumpled page. “You’re supposed to go like three miles after the road narrows and look for a road on the right called Chap—, Chappa—something like that. And then you turn right pretty quick onto something called Nasha-whatsis, then take the first road on the left, which is Swift, and then right, and we’ll be there!” Ellie finished triumphantly.
Close enough, Abby thought. Besides, there weren’t that many roads along here. She knew the town of Falmouth was still a few miles ahead, but here it was less commercial, and prettier. She found Chappa-whosis with no problem, catching a glimpse of the water straight ahead as she turned, and as Ellie had said, the next right was Nasha-whatsis. If she remembered the map correctly, they were on a little bulge of land that was surrounded on two sides by a harbor. A couple of the houses were large, opulent Victorians, albeit covered with weathered shingles, but the majority were smaller—summer homes, not primary homes. She hadn’t given it any thought, but she realized that Ned could afford a place here, or maybe anywhere else, if that’s what he—they wanted. Did they?
“Left, Abby,” Ellie reminded her, “then right.”
Abby followed directions, which could be measured in feet, and pulled up behind a modest shingled house facing the water. The number painted on a plaque attached to the wall matched the one Ned had given her. They had arrived.
Ellie was already out of the car, eager to explore. Abby followed more slowly, rummaging in her bag for her cell phone. “Ellie? You have that piece of paper?”
“On the seat,” Ellie called back over her shoulder.
Abby retrieved the paper, then stood a moment, taking in the scene. The sun was almost directly overhead, but there was a nice breeze coming from the water, bringing with it scents of salt and seaweed and maybe some dead fish. There was no one else around. Like Ellie, she was drawn toward the water, and the other side of the house. The back didn’t look like much, but when she came around the corner of the building she realized why: the water side was the front. As Ned had said, it had a deep porch, supported by pillars, that ran across the entire front of the building, with a door in the center. The house was set a couple of feet off the ground, and there were steps leading up to the porch. There were plenty of windows across the ground floor, and above, three sets of two windows. How many bedrooms had Ned told her? Maybe he hadn’t, but she’d bet on at least four. A wood-plank walkway led from the porch steps to a breakwater or bulkhead or something like that and ended at the water. There were a couple of Adirondack chairs placed just behind the bulkhead, for those people who preferred to sit in the sun rather than under the sheltering porch.
Ellie had apparently made the circuit of the house. “Where’s the beach?” she demanded.
Abby looked around. “I, uh, don’t know. Ned said there was one nearby, back the way we came, and maybe one across the harbor there”—she pointed—“on that spit of land. Let me call the agency so we can get into the house and get settled, and then we’ll go exploring, okay?”
“Okay.” Ellie dropped into one of the chairs, and Abby wondered if maybe she should get her a hat. Otherwise she might look like a boiled lobster after a couple of days in the sun.
Abby retreated to the porch, where there were several shabby white wicker chairs, and sat before calling the number Ned had given her. Someone answered immediately, and Abby explained who she was and where she was, and was told that someone would be there in a few minutes and would meet her at the back of the house. She shut off her phone and rejoined Ellie in the sun, where she spent a few minutes basking, feeling a bit like a lizard soaking up the warmth.
Ellie broke into her reverie. “It’s pretty here. Are the people coming to let us in?”
“They said they would soon. I agree—it’s nice. Peaceful.” When she heard the sound of a car on the unpaved sandy road, she stood up and dusted the sand off her pants. “Let’s go around and meet them, okay?”
“Sure.” Ellie followed her back around the building, where Abby found a woman standing next to a battered car and holding a clipboard.
“Hi, you two,” she said cheerfully. “I’m Angela Porter from the rental management agency. You must be Abby Kimball, and this is Ellie?”
Abby nodded. “Ned Newhall set everything up, right?”
“That he did. Come on, I’ll let you in and show you around.” She dug into her bag and fished out a ring with a lot of keys on it and searched for the right one, talking all the while. “It’s been empty for a couple of days now, after that cancellation, so you might want to keep the doors and windows open to air the place out. I don’t know if you’ve spent much time at the shore, but things get damp pretty fast.” She pulled open the door and stood back while Abby and Ellie entered. The back door led straight into a smallish kitchen. Abby paused for a moment on the threshold . . . there was something . . .
But Angela kept talking relentlessly, drowning everything else out. “There’s basics in the fridge here, to get you started. The pantry is right next door, and that’s where most of the china and glassware is. There’s enough here to serve an army! Dining room’s straight ahead, then the center hall and stairs, and living room on the other side. Sunroom beyond that, but if you’ve got the porch, why would you need that?” Angela gave a tinkling laugh. “Follow me.”
Abby had little choice, and Ellie tailed after her. The living room, it turned out, ran the full depth of the house, with a fireplace in the center of the wall. “Does that work?”
“What? Oh, the fireplace. Yes, but I don’t know where you’ll find wood. Check if there’s a flue to open if you try anything. Now, upstairs!” Angela pirouetted and trotted up the stairs. “Four bedrooms, two front, two back. Nothing as fancy as en suite baths—the main one is in the back between the bedrooms. Towels and linens all laid out. There’s a third story—a couple of rooms, must have been the maid’s room once upon a time, ha. And that’s about it. Any questions?”
“What’s the weather forecast?” Abby asked.
“That storm they were talking about? Don’t worry—they think it’s going to head out to sea before it gets anywhere near here.”
“Is there Wi-Fi?” Ellie piped up.
“Satellite, honey. No television, though. Here”—Angela held out a folder—“this has got all the stuff you need to know—nearest grocery store, pharmacy, gas station, good restaurants, fun things to do. And if anything goes wrong, you can always call us. Our office is right down the street, and someone is there twenty-four-seven. Oh, and here are your keys!” Angela handed Abby a key ring with a handful of keys—must be for the front and back doors.
Abby was feeling a bit overwhelmed by this relentlessly cheery person, although that was unreasonable since she was only trying to do her job. “Thank you, I think we’ve got all the information we need. We’ll give you a call if we need help.”
“That’s what I’m here for. Have a wonderful stay! I’ll see myself out—I know the way.” Angela disappeared quickly, and Abby almost expected a cloud of dust to follow in her wake.
Once Angela was gone, Abby was surprised that her anxiety didn’t seem to go away. Ellie was staring at her with an odd expression. “What is it, sweetie?”
“There’s something funny here,” she said, then stopped.
Funny peculiar, not funny ha-ha, Abby assumed. She stared back at Ellie. “I think you’re right.”



Chapter 5
 
If she had thought that a change of scene would eliminate this “seeing” issue, Abby realized she was wrong. Or maybe they were both just on edge? Uncomfortable in an unfamiliar place? Worried about George? Maybe they simply had overactive imaginations.
“Can you tell me what feels wrong, Ellie?” she asked carefully.
“This house is sad,” Ellie said.
Abby thought about that for a moment. To the best of her knowledge, a place didn’t have emotions and couldn’t communicate them. But it was altogether possible that a place—or at least parts of it, like walls, floors, doors, whatever—could hold the residue of past human experience. She’d discovered that herself, with a chair that her great-grandmother had owned and in which she’d suffered a major loss. One touch and Abby had all but fallen over. But where and how would a house hold past emotions? And why would she and Ellie be sensing them here?
She shook herself. They were on vacation, and it was a beautiful day. She didn’t want to go delving into the sadness of old memories and long-dead people. But neither did she want to blow off Ellie’s concerns, especially since she shared them. “Ellie, I agree with you that there’s something here. Does it bother you? Make you too uncomfortable to stay?”
“No. It’s old. Somebody was really sad here, that’s all. Maybe for a while. But we can stay. It’s okay.”
Abby sighed internally; she really didn’t want to have to go somewhere else, even home. “Good. Listen, why don’t we do this: right now we can settle in and unpack a little, and then we can go exploring. We should see what’s in the refrigerator and the kitchen, and maybe find some more food, and look for that beach you want. Then later tonight, we can sit down and see what’s happening with the house. Does that sound good to you?”
“Yeah, that’s okay. I’m hungry.”
“So am I, now that I think about it. I think I remember a seafood place on the main road toward Falmouth. Want to try that?”
“Will they have fries?”
“I’m pretty sure they do. And if I remember it right, there’s a place in Falmouth that has lobster ice cream.”
Ellie made an entirely childlike face. “Ewwww!”
“It’s better than you think. But they’ve got other flavors too. Let me call Ned and let him know we’ve arrived, and then we can head out.”
“I’ll take my stuff upstairs to the bedroom.”
“Which one do you want?”
“The one in the front, on the right.”
“Sounds good—I’ll take the one on the left, then.”
When Ellie went up the stairs, lugging both her bag and her backpack, Abby hit Ned’s speed-dial number. He answered quickly. “Abby? Everything okay?”
“Fine and dandy. We’re here, and we’re in the house. We’re going to go out and look for food and see what’s what in the neighborhood.” She hesitated a moment, wondering if she should mention the vague sensation that both she and Ellie had felt, and decided there was no point—there was really nothing to tell. “How long since you’ve been here?”
“A couple of years, I guess. Maybe three. Why?”
Which would make it before Ned had acknowledged his own ability to sense the dead. He wouldn’t have been looking for anything out of the ordinary here. “I just wondered if things had changed much since you were here. Well, Ellie’s ready to go, so I’ll let you get back to work. I’ll call you later tonight, or you can call me.”
“Deal. Have fun, you two.”
After she had hung up, Abby looked at Ellie. “Let’s go!” Abby added the house keys to her key ring with her car keys, and they retraced their route to the main road and turned right toward the town of Falmouth.
“What are we going to do?” Ellie asked.
“I don’t really know. We’re going to play tourist, I guess.”
“What does that mean?” Ellie persisted.
“Uh . . . we go window-shopping, and we look at historic things if there are any, and we eat a lot, and we buy tee shirts and souvenirs that we don’t need. Haven’t you ever been on a vacation like that?”
Ellie shrugged. “Not really. Mommy and Daddy are always busy, and Petey’s been kind of little. And Mommy doesn’t like to waste money on useless junk.”
Abby could hear Leslie saying that in her head. That was so Leslie: no patience with sentimental stuff. Abby admitted a fondness for souvenirs, some tackier than others, although she tried to keep them small, to save space. “Well, we’re going to try being tourists. If you don’t like it, we won’t do it again.”
“Deal,” Ellie told her.
Their afternoon was lovely, untouched by any lingering spirits. They had lunch at Seafood Sam’s down the road, where Ellie pronounced battered cod as good as fish sticks. Then they went into Falmouth and parked at the far end near the library. Before they left the parking lot, Abby pointed at a statue that she thought she remembered from her sole excursion to the Cape. “Let’s go look at that—it’s a historic statue, and you can tell your mother all about it.”
“Who is it?” Ellie said, less than enthusiastically.
“Katherine Lee Bates. Since I doubt you know of her, let me tell you that she was the author of the song ‘America the Beautiful.’ I hope you know what that is.”
“Yeah, we sing that at school. So a lady wrote it? And we still sing it?”
“Exactly.”
“Why is it here?”
“Because if you look at the inscription, she grew up here, at least for a while.”
“Are we related to her?” Ellie asked.
“I don’t know. We can’t be related to everybody. Why?”
“Just wondered. What now?”
They walked slowly through the town and peered in shop windows. Ellie seemed to be having a great time, and Abby wondered if she ever had much opportunity just to hang out, whether with friends of her own age or even grown-ups. As she had said, both her parents worked. Ellie had been shuttled off to camp as soon as her school year had ended. While no doubt it was fun, and she got to play with other kids, it was still structured and scheduled. When did kids get to play anymore? Just lay on the grass and watch the clouds go by? Or make things from their own imagination out of pieces of junk and string and tape? She felt lucky that she could offer that, at least for a short while.
They bought a Cape Cod sweatshirt for Ellie, since her mother had been too stressed to think of including something warm with her clothes. They looked at a toy store, which Ellie declared was for “babies.” They admired weird crafts on display in store windows, made out of driftwood and shells. They walked as far as the triangular town green, surrounded by elegant captain’s houses. Abby pointed toward the far corner. “Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute is down that way a couple of miles. Would you be interested in seeing it?”
Ellie shrugged. “Maybe.”
“We can look up their website on the computer, and you can decide later.”
“Okay.” That seemed to cheer Ellie up. “Look, there’s a bookstore!”
They spent an enjoyable half hour at the bookstore—Abby strongly believed that it was impossible to have too many books—and emerged with their purchases. “There’s the place with the lobster ice cream down the block. I’m going to have some, and you can try it. You can get whatever you want, otherwise.”
“Okay,” Ellie said dubiously. She ended up choosing something called “salted turtle,” while, as she had promised, Abby chose the lobster. Outside on the street, Abby offered Ellie a taste of her cone. Ellie took a cautious lick and said, “It’s okay, but I like mine better.”
“Do you like real lobster? To eat, I mean?”
Ellie shook her head. “They look like big bugs to me.”
Abby laughed. “You may have a point. But I grew up eating them, so I don’t think about it.”
“Uh-huh,” Ellie said darkly. “We can eat other things while we’re here, can’t we?”
“Of course we can. And we’d better get to the market or we won’t eat at all.”
The only market she had seen was close to the library where they were parked, so they stopped in there to stock up. Abby had barely glanced in the refrigerator, but she assumed they’d need something to make real meals. Ellie proved to be a helpful companion and didn’t complain about most of Abby’s choices. It looked like they’d be eating a lot of chicken and hamburgers over the next few days, since Ellie more or less vetoed seafood.
“Did you notice if there was an outdoor grill at the house?” Abby asked.
“Yes, in the back—the side toward the road. Outside the kitchen.”
“Okay, then we can grill. Maybe there’s a farmers’ market somewhere nearby, where we could get corn and stuff. We can look it up and find out when it’s open.”
“Okay. We done yet?”
“Just about. What do you want to drink?” Abby hoped Ellie wouldn’t name some sugary soda, because she had no idea what Leslie thought about that, but she was relieved when Ellie said, “Juice. Cranberry—there are all kinds now.”
“Then pick out a couple and we can check out.”
It was after five when they returned to the house. When they had first arrived, Abby hadn’t realized that the water side of the house faced almost due west, so they could enjoy the glories of the sunsets. Nice. She and Ellie unloaded the car and carried their bags into the kitchen, then distributed the groceries wherever they seemed to fit. “Do you like to cook, Ellie?”
“Maybe. Mommy and Daddy do most of it. I can do simple things. What’s for dinner?”
“I was thinking hamburgers, maybe on the grill?”
“What do you have to do with it?”
“Just make up the patties, with a little seasoning, then turn on the grill, or start the fire, or however that thing works, then put the burgers on it and wait. Sound easy enough?”
“Okay. Did we get cookies?”
“Some. Not enough to last long, I bet,” Abby said. Ellie just grinned.
Abby found that the grill worked with propane and the small tank seemed to be full. They put together a simple dinner and ate it in the dining room overlooking the water. It didn’t take long, and after they’d cleaned up their few dishes, it was still light enough to sit on the porch and admire the sunset.
“This is nice,” Ellie said, sinking into the cushions of the wicker chair and looking out over the water.
“It is,” Abby agreed. They sat silently for a while, content.
Then Ellie said, “Can we talk about earlier? What I was feeling here?”
Abby was both glad and dismayed that Ellie had brought it up—she’d been reluctant to do it herself. “Of course. Can you describe it?”
“Well, it was a little bit like when I saw Hannah at the cemetery back home, but I haven’t been back there because Mommy doesn’t want me to go. But Hannah wasn’t always there, or not all at once. Does that sound weird?”
“Do you mean it took her a while to appear?”
“Maybe. It’s not like there was a switch—she wasn’t there and then, boom, she was. Sometimes I could feel her coming, sort of. Like maybe a tingling? But that’s not quite right.”
Which was pretty much how Abby would have described what she had felt in this house. There was, maybe, possibly, someone here, or someone who had once been here, someone they might or might not be able to see, now or later. That didn’t help much at all. “Ellie, so far the people we’ve seen in other places have been related to us, up our family tree. Right?”
“Uh-huh. That’s how we figured out you and me were related. We both saw Hannah, at the same time.”
“Right. So now we’re feeling the same thing at the same time here. The thing is, I don’t know anybody around here from my family. Of course, I’ve just started looking at my family history, and some people spend years doing it, so there are lots of ancestors I don’t know about. But I certainly wasn’t looking for anyone here. Are you uncomfortable with . . . whoever it might be?”
Ellie shook her head. “No, because they can’t hurt me. They’re dead. I think they’re lonely, sometimes. It’s not like we can talk to each other, exactly, but they know I see them. Hannah did.”
Abby hadn’t told Ellie about the woman she had met at the historical society in Littleton, mainly because she was trying to figure out exactly what had happened there. She had most definitely had a conversation with that woman, who as it turned out had died several months earlier. Now was not the right moment to bring that up, not when she couldn’t explain it herself.
Finally she said, “I agree with you. I don’t know what you’ve read or seen or heard, but I don’t believe these spirits, or whatever we decide to call them, can do anything physical to us. The fact that we’re seeing them at all might be scary. You and I understand it, just a bit, but other people would think we’re crazy.”
“Mom’s not too happy about it, that’s for sure. And I don’t tell other people. Even if they did see them, they’d just be scared, because they don’t understand.”
“It’s hard for your mother to understand, although I know she wants to. Try to imagine that you can see a color that nobody else sees. There are colors—infrared, ultraviolet—that some animals and insects do see, but we can’t, because we’re not tuned to that wavelength.”
“And there are sounds that dogs can hear that we don’t,” Ellie replied eagerly.
“Exactly. You and I, and some other people, happen to see on a different wavelength, kind of.”
“How many more people like us are there?” Ellie asked.
“Ellie, I have no idea. I’m still trying to figure out what it is, and until I do that, I can’t go around asking other people if they see dead people. They’d probably lock me up.”
“What about Ned?” Ellie said, her eyes on the sun as it slipped past the horizon.
“What about him?”
“He sees them. Right?”
“Yes, he does. That’s how we found each other, kind of. He didn’t tell me he could for a long time, because he wanted to see how I handled it, and if it was real. For a long time he didn’t believe what he was seeing, and I was the first person he’d met who could do what he did. We’ve been helping each other since then. He spent a long time trying to squash whatever it was, and it wasn’t working. I think he was relieved when he could finally talk to me about it.”
Abby realized she was getting into murky water. There were so many questions that Ellie must want to ask that Abby was afraid to answer. They were all so new to this phenomenon, feeling their way along, lurching from event to event, each one of which added a little more information. But neither she nor Ned could claim to understand what was happening to them, and they hadn’t expected to have to explain it to a child. “Do you feel anything now, here? Do you think it’s a person?”
Ellie went still, as if listening, then she slumped. “Not right now. Are people stuck in one place, or attached to one thing, do you think?”
“Sometimes. But I’ve seen the same person in more than one place, at different times of their life. It’s like they leave an imprint at certain places where something important happened to them. Almost like a photograph, a snapshot.”
“Think I could take a picture of them?” Ellie asked.
“I have no idea. But it’s an interesting idea. Maybe if we see a cemetery you can try.” The sun was gone, and shadows were gathering. Other people must have come home while they were out, because they could hear the clinking of glasses and china through open windows, and other windows glowed like gold in the dusk. And a few mosquitoes had come out to hunt. “I think it’s time to go inside—and remind me to get bug spray tomorrow.”



Chapter 6
 
It was fully dark when Abby led the way upstairs. The beds were made up, and Abby helped Ellie navigate the unfamiliar bathroom, then took her to her bedroom. “Do you want me to close the curtains?”
“No, I like to hear the water. This isn’t the ocean, is it?”
“No, it’s a harbor, but it does have tides, so the water keeps moving. Light on or off?”
“Can I read for a while? I’ll turn off the light when I’m finished.”
“Okay, but not for too long. I’ll leave the door to the hall open a crack, and the light on in the bathroom, if you have to find it in the middle of the night. And if you need me, I’m right across the hall. I think I’ll read for a while too.” After I call Ned.
“Okay. What are we going to do tomorrow?”
“Well, we could go to the beach, or to Woods Hole, or find something else if you want. Let’s check the Internet in the morning and see what sounds good.”
“Good.” Ellie hesitated just a moment. “Hug?”
“Of course.” Abby sat on the bed and gathered the girl’s slight body against her. Was Ellie really so brave, or was she trying to put on a good front? This was an unfamiliar place, and she knew her father was sick and her mother was worried—Ellie had every right to be upset. Abby planned to check on her before she went to sleep, and she would definitely leave her own door open in case Ellie called out in the night.
She went across the hall to the other bedroom and flopped on the bed, pulling her cell phone out of her purse, which she had brought up earlier. She made a mental note to keep the phone—and its charger—nearby in case Leslie or Ned needed to reach her. She called Ned’s own cell and he answered quickly. “Everything okay?”
“Of course it is. Stop worrying. We’re on vacation at a nationally renowned resort area along with thousands of other people. We spent the day wandering around Falmouth, and bought food and made dinner. Ellie’s in her bed reading a book.”
“It sounds very domestic. I’m a bit worried about the weather forecast, though.”
“What do I need to know? I haven’t even plugged in my laptop or listened to the radio.”
“The storm is kind of wandering around slowly, but it looks like it might clip your area on the way by. Lots of wind and rain, if nothing else. If it looks bad, will you clear out?”
Abby sighed inwardly. Ned seemed unusually worried, so she should keep an eye on the forecasts. But what was “bad”? And how was she supposed to decide? If anything, she thought trying to cross the bridge would be riskier than hunkering down where they were now. She promised herself to check the weather reports in the morning, when she booted up her computer.
“We’ll see. Any word from Leslie?” she asked.
“No, and no phone messages. She probably has her hands full. How are you and Ellie getting along?”
“Fine. She’s a good kid. Where was that beach you mentioned? Because we’re not exactly on the water here.”
“Old Silver Beach, back up the main road. You probably passed a sign for it on your way there. It’s not far. It’s a public beach, but I think you need a permit to park there. I’d bet the agency provided one for you in whatever information they gave you. Or you could go the other way, to Chatham, where there’s a beach with a lighthouse. And if I recall, a really nice market in the town.”
“We’re going to make our plans in the morning. No rush, right?”
“Nope. Unless the weather changes.”
“If it rains, we’ll stay inside and play games. Hmm, I’ll have to check if there are any in the house here—don’t summer renters usually have something like that tucked away?”
“Probably. Or decks of cards.”
“Oh, good, I can teach Ellie how to play poker,” Abby said, trying to lighten the mood.
“Do you know how to play?”
“Well enough to teach Ellie, anyway. Anything else I need to know?”
“I love you. I miss you.”
“Me too. But you’ll be here in a few days, right?”
“Promise. G’night, Abby.” And then he was gone.
Abby changed into a nightgown and brushed her teeth, then peeked into Ellie’s room, where the light was off, before returning to her own room and burrowing into her bed with a book. She gave up trying to read after a few minutes, when her tired brain couldn’t make sense of the sentences, and turned off her own light and lay in the dark, listening. For what? The lapping of wavelets against the bulkhead, the creak of the house as small gusts of wind hit it. And a person from the past? What sound would he or she make, if any? She fell asleep quickly and slept through until morning.
 
• • •
 
When Abby opened her eyes early in the morning, she lay still for a while. From what she could see, the sun was shining, but the light was kind of milky. Should she be worried about a storm that was still a couple of hundred miles away? Weather forecasters had gotten a lot better at their jobs than they used to be—or maybe the technology had improved and was doing all their work for them—so there were seldom major surprises. But storms could be unpredictable, because there were so many factors to consider. She had promised Ned to keep an eye on the weather, and if things looked bad she should be responsible and leave the Cape while she still could. With only two narrow bridges, traffic could be backed up for miles even under good conditions. If everybody panicked and fled, it could be a nightmare.
On the other hand, people had paid serious money for their rentals on the Cape for a week or two, and they wouldn’t give up easily. On the third hand, out-of-towners might not be familiar with the severity of coastal storms and could underestimate the dangers. If it had been only her, she might choose to wait it out, but now she had Ellie to consider.
Speaking of whom, Abby heard the creak of a door and the padding of bare feet down the hall to the bathroom. Time to get the day started. She threw back the covers—needed during the cool night—and pulled on some clothes, then went downstairs. Ellie was already in the kitchen, poking around. “Good morning. What are you looking for?”
“I dunno. Cereal? Bread? It’s weird, not knowing where things are.”
“Well, I know we bought breakfast stuff yesterday, so it must be here somewhere.”
Eventually they found what they wanted and carried bowls of cereal into the dining room. Abby made coffee for herself and went back to retrieve a mug. Once they were seated, Abby said, “I talked to Ned last night. Nothing new from your mother, but that doesn’t mean bad news, just that she’s busy. Ned says there’s a storm headed this way, but it will probably miss us. We might get a lot of rain and wind, though. I thought maybe we should check and see if there are any board games or puzzles or something like that in this house, in case we can’t go out.” And maybe more flashlights or oil lamps in case the power went out, Abby added to herself. “And if we don’t find any, we can go into town and look for some. But maybe if the weather is okay today, we should do whatever sightseeing we can, in case the weather gets worse.”
Ellie, spooning up cereal, seemed unconcerned. “Sure. What is there to see?”
“Let me connect my computer and we can find out.”
Abby went quickly upstairs and retrieved her laptop from her tote bag, then brought it down to the dining room and plugged it in. She breathed a sigh of relief when she logged herself in and found an Internet connection, as promised. Much as she hated to admit it, she felt kind of lost when she couldn’t drop in at least once or twice a day. She started with the National Weather Service and scanned their local forecast. As Ned had told her, it looked like the western edge of the storm now moving up the coast would clip southern New England, bringing with it high winds and a lot of rain, but they didn’t seem to be recommending taking extreme measures like evacuation. That was mildly reassuring. She bookmarked the page so she could check later.
Next she checked the Woods Hole website. From what she read, it appeared that the exhibit center was the main thing to see, and since that was indoors, maybe they should save that for later in the week, in case it rained. Provincetown? The one time she’d been there she’d found it highly entertaining, with a lot of activity on the streets. And there was that saltwater taffy place. It would be an easy trip from where they were staying. Maybe that was the best idea for the day.
“What’re you looking at?” Ellie asked, coming up beside her.
“I was thinking Provincetown might be fun. And we could stop along the national seashore on the way there or back. Sound good?”
“Sure, why not?” Ellie didn’t seem to have any strong opinion, but maybe that was better than pitching a fit if she didn’t get to do exactly what she wanted. Abby wouldn’t label her as placid or uninterested, just reasonable and open to new ideas. She hoped.
“Are we gonna swim there?”
“I don’t think so. There are beaches where you can, with lifeguards, but they’re likely to be crowded. If you just want to enjoy the views and the birds, and maybe look for shells, we should stay away from those.”
“Sounds good.”
Abby stood up. “Well, then, let’s clean up, and then go see what games and puzzles there are, and then we can take off.”
“Cool.” Ellie took her cereal bowl to the kitchen and then darted across the hall. Abby did the same, rinsed the bowls, then followed. The living room was kind of broken up into different areas, but there were shelves at the back end. They held the predictable hodgepodge of summer reading left behind by tenants over the years, but the bottom shelves were stacked with what looked like board games. Abby could identify Scrabble from a distance, but she had to check the others. “You have any of these at home?”
Ellie shook her head. “We don’t play games a lot, because Mom and Dad are too busy, and Petey’s too little.”
“Good, then they’re all new to you. We might as well get a couple of decks of cards when we’re out, because any that have been left here are probably pretty grubby. So, are we ready to go?”
“Okay,” Ellie said willingly. “Mommy put a hat in with my stuff—I’ll get it. And my camera. And I guess my backpack, so I can carry them.” She scurried up the stairs. While she waited, Abby surveyed some of the books. At the end of one shelf was an older black binder with a mottled black cover. She pulled it out and opened it carefully—it looked as though it hadn’t been opened for a while. She was surprised to find that it was stuffed with clippings and pictures, not of people but all about the big hurricane of 1938. She’d heard about it, but mainly because of her inland ancestors, who had lived in the path of the storm in the Connecticut River Valley. It hadn’t occurred to her that the same storm would have affected the coastline, but even reading snippets of the headlines in the binder, it was clear that it had been one of the largest storms on record, so it could easily have extended across Massachusetts. She closed it again and carried it into the dining room, laying it on the table next to her computer to look at later.
Ellie came bounding into the room, clutching the straps of her backpack. “Ready! Let’s go.”
Once again Abby passed through Falmouth, reminding herself that it was still early in the day and might be more crowded later. Following Route 28 was easy, and it would take her as far as she wanted to go, although it might not be the fastest way. But that was fine; there was no need to hurry. The Chatham Lighthouse was only slightly off the main road, so Abby made a quick detour to it, more so that she could tell Ellie they were at the “elbow” of Cape Cod than because it was a spectacular lighthouse, which it wasn’t. They were early enough to find a parking space, and they admired the view. Ellie took pictures of the lighthouse, although it was impossible to get very close because it belonged to the Navy and they liked their fences. Then they walked down to the beach, which wasn’t yet too crowded, especially if they wandered over to the spit of land on the right end. Sparse picking for shells, though. Maybe if there was a storm, more shells would be washed up?
They didn’t spend long in Chatham, because Abby wanted to reach Provincetown in time for lunch. They stopped only one more time along the way, at a beach that was not marked for swimming. It lay a substantial distance below the road, which ran along the top of the dunes, and they slid their way down to the beach itself. Abby hoped they weren’t destroying any sensitive bird habitats, but there had been no signs or warnings posted. At the bottom of the dune, the views were lovely, and Ellie started snapping pictures again. Abby took off her shoes and strolled along the sand at the water’s edge, admiring her own footprints. The only sounds came from the water and the shore birds. This was nice. Why hadn’t she done this before? With or without Ned?
She turned to watch Ellie, who was still occupied with her camera. Looking at her from this distance, she could see the resemblance to Ned—not just Ellie’s coloring, but her kind of rangy build. She was going to be taller than Leslie in a few years. And Ellie also shared Ned’s focus, taking in details, paying attention to what was around her.
Ned had to be a part of Ellie’s life. Surely Leslie could see that. Nothing like shared custody, or even public acknowledgment of their relationship, but it was so clear that they were connected. Even without the “seeing” thing. They would have to work out something, even if it took time.
“Ellie?” she called out, the wind tearing away her words. When Ellie looked back at her, Abby waved her over. “Seen enough?”
“Yeah. I’m hungry.”
“You’re definitely a growing girl. Let’s head on, then.”



Chapter 7
 
The drive to Provincetown didn’t take long. They found a parking space on a side street near the end of town and walked toward the center, passing some charming bed-and-breakfasts as well as private homes shoehorned into tiny lots. The town center was as colorful as Abby had remembered, and she and Ellie enjoyed walking along the main street looking at stores and people. They stopped to eat at the Lobster Pot, and Abby pointed out the live lobsters in tanks at the entrance.
“You really eat those?” Ellie asked incredulously.
“They’re good! Especially with lots of butter. Hey, I’ll have one and you can taste—it’s going to be different from the ice cream. Maybe you can close your eyes so you don’t see the pincers and the feelers and all that icky stuff.”
Luckily Ellie recognized that she was teasing. They were seated fairly quickly, and Abby did order a small lobster, while Ellie settled on a hamburger, keeping a wary eye on Abby. When her plate was delivered, Abby tore into the cooked lobster with relish, ripping off the claws and the smaller legs, picking out the meat and drenching each bite liberally in the butter. Ellie looked disgusted but agreed to try one small bite of the tail meat. She chewed thoughtfully, then said, “Would I have to clean them?”
“No, don’t worry. Lots of places serve lobster rolls, and they’re already cleaned by then.”
“Okay. Not bad.”
After they’d eaten, they resumed their stroll. The place was such a mixed bag: high-end art galleries and stores selling nice silver jewelry jostling against comic book stores and places offering tacky tee shirts. And the water was around them, only feet away.
“Why’s it called Provincetown?” Ellie asked suddenly.
Abby was caught off guard. “Uh, I don’t know? It wasn’t in the beginning, because there were Indians here long before any English settlers arrived. I think the whole place was called Cape Cod for a while, but it wasn’t until after Plymouth Colony and the Massachusetts Bay Colony joined up that it was given a separate name. And that is just about all I know.”
“Okay. But there’s no province here, right? Or a guy named John Province or King Province of England or something?”
“Nope,” Abby said, laughing. “I think I can safely say that. You ready for saltwater taffy yet?”
“Sure. Why is it called that?”
Abby felt on safer ground explaining the history of the candy. “I’ll tell you what I know, but I’m not really a walking encyclopedia.”
“That’s okay—I can look it up online.”
“No, no, I’ll be happy to tell you. First thing you need to know is that there’s not salt water involved in it.”
“Then why do they call it saltwater taffy?” Ellie asked reasonably.
“Well, that’s not real clear. It first became popular in Atlantic City, in New Jersey. Then some guy got a trademark for ‘saltwater taffy’ and tried to make other people pay him for it, but the government didn’t like that so they eliminated the patent. Taffy just means it’s stretchy, and it’s stretchy because it has corn syrup and glycerin in it to keep it soft. You have to pull it to get air into it. Would you believe people used to do it at home?”
“Sounds messy,” Ellie commented.
“Probably. So then they made a long skinny rope and cut it into small pieces and wrapped up the pieces individually, or they’d all stick together. And if we’re very lucky, we’ll see them doing it at the shop we’re going to.”
The store that Abby remembered was on the main street, on a corner, which gave it banks of windows on two sides. Since it was still prime tourist season, there was a man inside working at a machine, which appeared to be doing the pulling of the taffy. For a while Abby and Ellie stood outside watching the man work quickly and efficiently. Finally Abby said, “Let’s get some to take back for Ned. For your mom and dad too, if you want.”
“Can I pick which colors?” Ellie asked, pointing to the staggering array of choices inside the store.
“Of course you can.”
They spent a happy half hour trying to choose and ended up filling two one-pound boxes with an assortment. After paying, they walked slowly back to where Abby had parked. Ellie fell asleep on the ride back to West Falmouth, worn out from sun and candy and walking and seeing so much. Abby wished she could pull over and take a nap too, but she was the grown-up here. They’d had a good day, just like two normal people who didn’t see ghosts. As she drove, Abby wondered idly just how many of her ancestors she was likely to run into throughout Massachusetts. From what little research she had done, it was clear that her families, up the tree, had landed and then spread widely across the state of Massachusetts, with a few excursions into neighboring states, so an encounter could happen anywhere, in theory. But there was one apparent restriction: those ancestors she could see had to be in a place and under great stress to leave a mark that she could perceive. Certainly fleeing a pack of angry Indians shooting arrows at you would be stressful, but unless you stopped to face your pursuers and clung to a tree while they filled you with arrows, you wouldn’t leave a mark. Abby considered whether that tree would have absorbed anything, and then if the tree had been cut down and the wood used . . . She shook herself. She didn’t need to go that far to find those ancestors. It had been bad enough in Salem, where the anxiety level across the town had been extraordinary when her ancestors lived there centuries before. If she walked the streets of Plymouth, would she find crowds of worried ancestors? They’d certainly had some hard times when they first arrived. It seemed absurd, but there wasn’t much she had been able to rule out so far.
How could she help Ellie deal with this? She herself had been lucky as a child, growing up in New Jersey, since apparently none of her ancestors had lived (or died or suffered) where she had grown up. Of course, that hadn’t prepared her at all to run into them when she moved to Massachusetts. There was no one to blame, since her mother didn’t possess this ability and so couldn’t have warned her. Ellie was here, and there were plenty of family ties for her. But she was still a child, which meant she was open to a lot of experiences and impressions that people generally filtered out as they got older. And what would happen when she reached puberty? Better or worse?
These thoughts kept her occupied—and awake—all the way back to Falmouth. She was relieved when she pulled up behind “their” house and parked. When the car stopped moving, Ellie roused herself. “Are we there?” she said sleepily.
“Yes, we are. You had a good sleep. You hungry yet, or would you rather take a walk?”
“Let’s walk. You think there’s a path to the beach?”
“Maybe, but I don’t know how far it is. But that’s okay—if we don’t find it in a couple of minutes, we’ll just turn around and come back. Deal?”
“Deal.”
Ellie set off at a good pace, and Abby marveled at Ellie’s energy; give her a short nap and she was off again like a wind-up toy. Not that Abby felt old—or only when around children. There was what looked like an informal path, but either the beach was farther than they’d hoped or the path didn’t lead anywhere. “Ellie?” Abby called out to her, since she’d forged ahead. “Let’s save this for another day, okay?”
Ellie turned to look at her, then trudged more slowly back. “Okay. Tomorrow?”
“Let’s see what the weather looks like. What do you feel like eating for dinner?”
“Not lobster!” Ellie said, grinning.
They turned around and went back the way they had come, this time looking more carefully at the houses along the way. Most of them looked like they dated from around 1900, or not much earlier. Funny to think of this prime piece of real estate being no more than a windswept spit of land a century before. Still, most of the houses were not pretentious, although a couple were—or had once been—kind of over the top. Fancy gingerbread probably wouldn’t stand up too well to the winds and salt spray here, which made the houses seem plainer, less fanciful.
It was still too early to cook when they reached their cottage. Abby poured drinks, and they went out to sit on the porch to admire the view. Ellie got bored with that quickly and went down to the bulkhead to peer into the water. “I see a crab!” she called out, excited. “It’s swimming sideways!”
“That’s what they do, I think. You want to catch one?”
“For a pet?”
“No, for dinner.”
Ellie shook her head vigorously.
Abby relaxed into her chair. There was something about the weather that felt different. The light was still kind of—she struggled for a word—diluted, like there was a lot of moisture in the air. Or maybe there were very thin clouds very high up that signaled the leading edge of the storm. She jumped up to retrieve her cell phone, where she had loaded a weather app, and checked what was going to happen. She read through the local forecast without learning much she didn’t already know. She would describe the entries for the next few days as cautiously pessimistic. Yes, there would be rain—that much was clear. There would be winds, and they might be strong. Or not. There was a small chance of coastal flooding, but not everywhere. Abby had no idea whether her current location was prone to flooding.
She checked for messages and found that Ned had texted briefly. “Storm getting stronger.” That was all—no help. Was stronger a problem?
Suddenly she remembered the binder she had found earlier, with all the firsthand local reports of the Hurricane of 1938, which was still one of the benchmarks for New England storms. Would it scare Ellie to read through it? Heck, would it scare her? She decided to stroll around the perimeter of the house, just to see what was what. No nearby trees to fall on the house: that was good. There were in fact wooden shutters for the windows, and they looked original—which meant they were over a century old. How well would they stand up to a storm? On closer inspection, Abby determined that they had been well maintained, but they were still old. If worse came to worst, it would probably be better to close them than not, because closed they might provide some protection, but open they might fly away and bash somebody else’s property.
Ned hadn’t come out and said that he wanted them to head home before the storm. He’d left it up to her. The weather service was not crying “disaster!” For now she was content to stay put and wait and see. Which, one could argue, might make it too late to change plans. Did she really want Ned to call her and demand that she leave immediately? He was not the kind of man who would do that—he trusted her intelligence and judgment. But she had pitifully little experience with major storms. What to do?
Make dinner. That she could handle. “Ellie, you want to help me cook?”
Ellie can scampering back. “Okay. I saw another crab. The water’s not real deep right there.”
“Depends on the tide, I guess. Do you know about tides?”
“Some. The tide kind of follows the moon, right?”
That discussion carried them through the making and eating of a simple dinner of grilled sausages (Abby’s compromise to Ellie’s suggestion of hot dogs), fresh corn, and local lettuce. When they were clearing the table, Abby asked, “Do you remember any big storms, Ellie?”
“Like the snow last year?”
“Kind of, although winter storms and summer storms aren’t exactly the same. What do you remember?”
“Mostly it kept snowing and snowing, and it was so cold that the wind blew it all around, so every time Daddy shoveled, the path got covered up again. It went on for a long time.”
“That it did. Anyway, I was asking because we might be getting a big storm here, and I’m trying to decide if it’s safe to stay in this house or if it might be smarter if we left before it started.”
“This is an old house, right?” Ellie asked.
“It is, probably over a hundred years old. Why?”
“Then it must have been through plenty of storms and it seems to be in pretty good shape.”
“You’re right. In fact, it came through the biggest storm of the last century pretty well, I think.”
“Do you remember that one?” Ellie asked.
Abby laughed. “No, I’d have to be ancient. That one took place in 1938, long before I was born. There’s a book of newspaper articles about it in the living room, that somebody collected. We could look at that—if you promise it won’t scare you.”
Ellie looked out the window. “Doesn’t look like there’s a storm, does it?”
“No, it’s still far away, but it’s big and it can move fast. Depends on a lot of things.”
“Can we wait until morning before we decide?” Ellie asked.
“I think that’s okay. I’ll talk to Ned and see what he thinks.”
“Okay. Can I see that book?”
“Fine—you can look at that, and I’ll talk to Ned.”
They adjourned to the living room, and Abby located the old binder that she had set on the dining room table earlier and handed it to Ellie, who sat down on a faded couch and started leafing through it. Abby took her phone out to the porch. The sun was setting, and the sky looked kind of bleached out. The sun was not red, anyway. What was the old saying? “Red sky at night, sailors’ delight. Red sky at morning, sailors take warning.” She hit Ned’s number.
“Hey, there,” he answered quickly. “How’re you holding up?”
“We’re fine. We spent the day looking at a lighthouse and a nice empty beach and Provincetown. I made Ellie taste a bite of lobster, and we watched saltwater taffy being made. Think I’ve warped her for life?” Abby joked.
“I doubt it. Listen, about the weather . . .”
“What?” Abby said.
“It looks like it’s heading out to sea, but you’re pretty exposed there. Are you comfortable with that?”
“Ned, I’ve never known you to worry like this. I’m not playing ostrich here, you know. From the weather reports I’ve just looked at, all we’ll get is wet, with some wind. This house is sturdy and well maintained. We’ve got real shutters, not just those glue-on plastic ones—I checked. We can close those. We’ve got flashlights and batteries if the power goes out. It’s just a storm. Oh, and Ellie and I are going to look at the album about the last big hurricane, which was truly awful. That should make this weather look like a little sprinkle. So could you maybe back off?”
Ned sighed but didn’t argue. “All right. I’ll try to get away Friday if I can. Saturday definitely. Call me if you’ve got trouble.”
“I will.” Abby refrained from saying that if they got into trouble on the Cape, there was no way Ned could get to them. But the thought that he wanted to was comforting. “By the way, you might want to nail down a few bits on our house before you leave. I wouldn’t want anybody to get whacked by a piece of flying gingerbread.”
“Oh. Right. If I have time. Love you!”
Abby signed off in a pensive mood, trying to figure out why Ned’s anxiety level was so high. Normally he was fairly laid-back. Of course, he’d been working hard lately, so maybe he was more tired than usual. And now Ellie was here on the Cape, and if anything happened to her—not that that was likely—then he’d take the blame. So he was being cautious, right? Over-protective? Was there really anything worth worrying about?
Then Ellie called out, “Hey, come see this!”



Chapter 8
 
The yellowed clippings in the old album and the grainy images they contained seemed somehow unreal, like they’d been fabricated. The descriptions of the Great New England Hurricane were mind-boggling. Unlike a lot of storms, this one hadn’t lost strength when it made landfall, but kept right on going, with sustained hurricane-force winds. The storm surge had averaged fourteen to eighteen feet, and on parts of Cape Cod the tides had reached as much as twenty-five feet. Areas of Falmouth had been under up to eight feet of water. Some areas of the state had received as much as six inches of rain, which of course had resulted in a lot of flooding. Nearly nine thousand homes had been destroyed, and almost twice as many damaged. The fishing fleets of southern New England were all but wiped out. At least five hundred people had died; some estimates put it closer to eight hundred.
Abby kept shaking her head in disbelief. One of the worst aspects of it all was that at least one member of the then United States Weather Bureau had seen what was coming and tried to warn people, but he had been overruled by older and wiser heads. It was as though the official forecasters couldn’t even find the storm or estimate its size. Surely things were better now? There were all sorts of tracking systems and satellites. It couldn’t happen again. Could it?
Abby checked the weather forecast on her phone again. Still no sense of urgency, but it seemed to her that the estimates of wind speed and rainfall accumulation had both increased. Dusk had fallen. It was probably too late to go knocking on the neighbors’ doors and asking what their opinion of the coming storm was. If they were renters, they probably didn’t know any more than she did. Did her “woo-woo” powers predict weather? Abby stilled for a moment to see if she could sense anything, then laughed: no. Ridiculous. She “saw” human experiences, but she couldn’t follow giant weather patterns.
“It’s getting late, Ellie. How about a bath?”
“Do I have to?” Ellie whined, sounding like every other kid Abby had ever babysat for.
“Yes. Look at your feet—they’re gray.”
“All right, I guess,” Ellie grumbled. She followed Abby up the stairs, where they experimented with the vintage bathtub until they could make the spigots produce hot water. The bathroom, like the rest of the house, was spotlessly clean, and well supplied with fluffy bath towels, soap and a variety of bubble baths, which Ellie seized on quickly. It didn’t take long to fill the tub, with more bubbles than water. Ellie was unself-conscious about shucking off her clothes and climbing in, and Abby kept an eye on her, only to make sure she didn’t slip. She wondered idly if Leslie had packed enough clothes for a week or more, or if she’d have to find a way to do laundry. Maybe someone had hidden a tidy stackable washer/dryer in the house somewhere? There was no basement, since they were so close to sea level, but there were probably closets she hadn’t explored yet.
Finally Ellie, clad in an oversized tee shirt, was tucked into bed with a book. Abby kissed her on the forehead and went back to her own room, where she tried for a while to read. Once again her concentration failed her, so she decided to take a quick shower and go to bed herself. As she passed Ellie’s room, she could see that the light was off.
The wind picked up during the night, loud enough to wake Abby. She lay listening for a while. There was a loose shutter somewhere—she wasn’t sure whether it was on their house or a neighbor’s, but it swung back and forth, hitting the side of whichever house. Abby was startled when Ellie suddenly appeared and slipped into bed beside her. “Scary,” was all she said. Abby didn’t protest; she was glad of the human company, not that the two of them could do any more together than Abby could on her own. Still, having that small warm body next to her, trusting her to keep her safe, was oddly comforting. Abby listened while Ellie’s breathing slowed as she fell asleep quickly.
After a while Abby realized she was picking up something else, apart from the new sounds of the approaching storm: that odd feeling both she and Ellie had experienced when they arrived was back, and if anything, it seemed stronger. She could feel it in her chest now. Someone was—or had been—very unhappy here, in this house. She had no way of knowing who, which led her to two conclusions: this person was somehow related to her, because she didn’t pick up any old random emotions, no matter how intense; and she needed the visual cue to identify whoever it was. She wasn’t inside the person’s head, but watching from the outside. She couldn’t read their thoughts, but she could feel what waves of emotion they were sending out. There was another odd sound, and it took a moment for Abby to realize that it could be a sob. From a woman. She waited, staring into the dark, but it didn’t come again. There was no point in getting up and searching for the source; it was dark, and besides, she’d have to disturb Ellie, and she didn’t want to do that. She lay there, waiting and listening, until somehow she fell asleep.
Things outside had gotten worse when Abby pried her eyes open in the morning. Ellie was still asleep, and Abby was reluctant to wake her. Let her sleep—who knows what’s going to happen today? she told herself. Slowly she remembered what she’d felt the night before, when she was falling asleep. A crying woman? Here, in this pleasant summer community? Well, people could be miserable anywhere, she supposed, even on vacation. But she couldn’t feel any remnant of that sadness now. Maybe it was someone who was just passing. Why didn’t she believe that?
Ellie stirred and opened her eyes. “Hello,” she said tentatively.
“Hi,” Abby replied. “In case you’re wondering, you came in during the middle of the night. Were you having trouble sleeping?”
Ellie shook her head. “I don’t think so. But I thought I heard someone crying, outside.”
Abby felt a chill. So Ellie had heard it too. What should she do? She’d already promised herself not to lie to Ellie, except where Ned’s connection was involved. “Ellie,” she said softly, “it sounded like a woman, right?”
Ellie looked up at her, her eyes wide, and nodded.
“Do you, uh, feel her now?”
Ellie’s eyes went blank for a moment, and then she shook her head. “Not right now. What should we do?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do we go look for her?”
That was an odd question, although Abby had to admit she wished she could find the woman and comfort her. “I’m not sure how we would do that, Ellie. We can check around the house and see if there’s any sign of her.”
Ellie’s expression changed. “I don’t think she’s real,” she said flatly.
“You mean not alive, not now?” Ellie nodded. Abby sighed. “I agree with you. Do you think she followed us here?” Was she trying to trivialize this?
“No. We’ve talked about that, right? These people we see, they’re stuck in one place. They can’t follow us home or come looking for us.”
“Yes, you’re right. Which means that woman was crying here. Sometime. Does that scare you, Ellie?”
“No. Why should it? Hearing and seeing stuff like this, it’s been happening as long as I can remember. I’m used to it. Aren’t you?”
“I guess I’m not. It’s all still kind of new to me. I’m trying to, well, listen harder, just in case, but it’s not happening all that often.”
Ellie reached out and patted her hand. “Don’t worry, Abby—it’ll get easier. I’m hungry—can we get breakfast now?”
Abby swallowed a laugh. “Sure. And let’s go make sure all the windows are shut tight, okay? We don’t want water getting in.”
“Okay.” Ellie skipped away and reappeared dressed in shorts and a clean tee shirt moments later. “My room’s done.” Abby pried herself out of bed and pulled on similar clothes, and checked her windows. Relatively new, double-glazed, solidly seated in the older frames. She felt a sense of relief—those windows weren’t going anywhere fast. “All secure here. Let’s go find breakfast.”
After making the rounds of the windows downstairs, Abby started some coffee and filled bowls with cereal. “Isn’t there a bakery somewhere around here?” Ellie protested.
“Probably, but I don’t think today is a good day to look for it.” She retrieved her phone from where she’d left it charging in the dining room and called up the weather again. The thumbnail report told her nothing new: wind and rain. Or rain and wind. It might end tonight. It was not—repeat not—a hurricane, just a bad storm. Okay, she could live with that. They had plenty to do without leaving the house. If it didn’t look too bad outside, maybe they could go walk on a beach in the rain—at least it wouldn’t be crowded. No message from Ned. He must be at work by now. Or he’d been there early, trying to push through whatever project he was working on so he could join them on Friday. Tomorrow.
When Abby went back to the kitchen, Ellie was sitting very still with her head cocked. “You hear something?” Abby asked.
“I think so. No, not one of them. There—you hear that?”
All Abby could hear was the wind tearing around the corners of the house. She shook her head. “No, I can’t hear anything over the storm. What is it, do you think?”
“It sounds like a kitten. I’m going to go look.” She leaped out of her chair and headed for the back door.
“Ellie, wait!” Abby cried out, but not in time to stop her from opening the inner door and then the screen door, which was nearly ripped out of her hand by the force of the wind. Abby got there in time to grab it before it slammed against the railing on the steps. They stood in the doorway, listening for a moment, and this time Abby thought she heard a mewling. Although it could have been a distant seagull calling.
Ellie bounded down the stairs and turned in a circle, watching and listening. She bent over double and looked under Abby’s car, then turned back toward the house. The house itself sat up on pilings, and the gaps between the pilings were filled with white-painted lattice—the real wooden kind, Abby noted, not the modern plastic imitation. Ellie pointed. “It’s coming from under the house.”
In the minute she’d been outside, Abby was soaked to the skin, the wind whipping her sodden hair into her eyes. She came down the stairs quickly and joined Ellie, glad for the small shelter the house provided from the wind. Ellie grabbed her hand and tugged her to the place where the stairs were attached to the house, and then she knelt down. “Hey, kitty!” she said, her tone delighted. “Look, Abby!”
Abby knelt down beside Ellie and peered into the gloom beneath the house. Yes, it was indeed a kitten. A very small one, Abby noted—was it even old enough to be away from its mother? It was as wet as they were—so wet that Abby couldn’t even tell what color it was. It opened its tiny mouth, revealing pink gums and sharp little teeth, and mewed again, sounding pitiful.
But not afraid. Ellie extended her hand to the bedraggled little creature, and the kitten came to her immediately. Abby didn’t have time to worry whether Ellie knew how to handle an animal that small: Ellie picked her up and cuddled her against her chest. “She’s hungry.”
So now Ellie was a cat whisperer too? “Then we’d better get her inside and feed her.”
They battled their way against the wind and in through the back door, shutting it firmly behind them. Ellie was still cradling the kitten, who didn’t seem to mind at all. The little creature stared curiously at Abby. Abby stared back. Now what?
Get the kitten dry. That meant a towel. Upstairs. “Be right back,” Abby told Ellie, then dashed up the stairs, found a dry towel, and hurried back down. “Here,” Abby said, unfolding the towel, then bunching it into a nest. Ellie transferred the wet bundle into the towel, and Abby brought it close to her—for warmth? For comfort? The kitten snuggled against her and stared up at her with wide green eyes.
“Food?” Ellie said.
“Uh, there’s part of a leftover hamburger from the other night. You could chop that up real fine. I’m not sure how old Kitten here is, or whether she’s ready to eat real food.” Why had she decided Kitten was a she? “If that doesn’t work, maybe she’ll go for milk?” Or was milk bad for kittens? She hadn’t had a pet in years, and she didn’t remember all the details.
“I’ll get the hamburger.” Ellie located the foil-wrapped packet in the refrigerator, then put it on the cutting board on the counter, found a knife, and began dicing it into tiny pieces. Abby watched her carefully, but Ellie seemed to know how to handle a knife. “You can put her down now, here, on the counter,” Ellie told Abby authoritatively.
Abby carefully disentangled the needle-sharp claws from the towel and set Kitten on the counter. Kitten glommed on to the meat on the plate and started devouring it immediately. “She likes it!” Ellie crowed.
“She certainly does. How do you know she’s a she?” Before the words were out of her mouth, Abby wondered how much of the “birds and bees” conversation Ellie had had with her parents.
“I just know. Can we keep her?”
“Sure. For now, anyway. We’ll see what your mother says later.”



Chapter 9
 
Abby wasn’t surprised when her cell phone rang and she recognized Ned’s number. “Hi,” she said.
“How’s your weather?”
“As predicted: windy and wet. We’re fine. We checked all the windows, and they’re good quality, so no leaks, at least so far. Have you heard anything different about the storm from your end?”
“No, today should be the worst of it.”
“Uh, there is one thing . . .” Abby began.
“What?”
“Do you know how Leslie feels about pets? Because we seem to have found a kitten, or maybe she found us, and of course Ellie wants to keep it. Is anyone in the family allergic or anything?”
“Not that I recall, but I haven’t ever asked. You don’t think it’s just a cat who’s wandered off from its home in the storm?”
“It’s tiny, just a kitten. I’d almost say the wind blew it in, and it took shelter under the steps. I’m not about to go around banging on doors right now and asking if anybody is missing a kitten.”
“Fair enough. We can talk about it tomorrow.”
Tomorrow might be too late—Abby wasn’t sure she would be able to pry the kitten away from Ellie by then. “Any word from Leslie?” she asked. She looked around: Ellie was absorbed in watching the kitten wash its whiskers, so Abby moved quietly into the dining room.
“George is home. All Leslie would say was that the doctors found more than they expected, but they’re cautiously optimistic. Petey’s taken care of through the weekend, so Leslie can focus on George right now. You and Ellie getting along?”
“Just fine.”
“I’d better hang up. Don’t try to go anywhere today. Please?”
“Of course not. We’ve got food and games and plenty of books. Not to mention a kitten to entertain us. What more could we want?”
“Me, I hope. I’ll call you later. Take care, love.”
“You too.”
Abby made sure her phone was plugged into its charger, then went back to the kitchen. Ellie was busy drying off her cat, who was accepting the rubdown with remarkable patience. “She ate everything!” Ellie announced.
“Well, that’s good. And she’s almost dry. Hmm—maybe we need to set up something like cat litter.”
“What do you mean?”
“A box for her to, uh, pee and poop. If we can find a box, we can probably fill it with sand and put it somewhere she can find it, until we can get to a store. If we’re lucky she’ll know what to do with it.”
“Okay, let’s look.” Ellie headed for the pantry, leaving the kitten on the countertop. Abby scooped her up and held her under her chin while she followed Ellie. “Hey, look, here’s a washer and dryer!” Ellie said. “And a box. Is this big enough?”
“I think so. I’ll go out and get some sand . . .”
“I’ll do it. You’ve got the kitten.” Ellie found a big spoon and pushed out the back door. She returned five minutes later, drenched to the skin but with a couple inches of sand in the box. “That enough?”
“I think so. Here”—Abby handed her the towel she’d used on the kitten—“dry off.” With one hand she took the box with the sand and set it on the floor in the pantry, where no one would trip over it. Then she set the kitten down next to it, and was pleased that the kitten did exactly what she was supposed to do. Abby looked critically at her. Now that her fur was dry, Abby could tell that she was a tiger tabby, and she looked bigger than she had before. Maybe she wasn’t so young after all.
Ellie pounded up the stairs and returned quickly wearing dry clothes. She handed the wet ones to Abby. “Wanna try the dryer?”
“Might as well.”
If Abby had been worried about how to entertain Ellie for a long wet day, the kitten took care of that. They sat on the floor and tried various board games, but the kitten decided quickly that the little pieces on the board were there for her to play with, and Abby was sure that they’d lose a critical number of them in short order. Eventually, though, the kitten wore herself out and curled up on a sofa and fell asleep. The rain continued to pound against the house, and the wind made odd moaning noises as it swirled around the corners. Abby seized the cat’s nap as an opportunity to set out another game, and they actually came close to completing a round.
“Want a rematch?” Abby asked. She was pretty sure there weren’t a lot of other entertainment options, unless she downloaded a movie onto her laptop.
Ellie shook her head. “I want to take pictures of the kitten. Do you think she belongs to someone?”
“I don’t know, Ellie. Why don’t you get your camera anyway?”
Ellie darted up the stairs and returned moments later with her camera. She sat down cross-legged on the floor and tried to coax the kitten into doing something cute, which Abby watched, trying not to laugh. She opened a few drawers and found a small ball, which she rolled toward the kitten, who pounced on it eagerly. Ellie kept snapping pictures; Abby was forced to chase down the ball and return it to the kitten each time she lost it under a piece of furniture. This fascinating game went on for several minutes—until the kitten stopped in her tracks, staring out the front windows, toward the water.
Ellie was quick to notice. “What do you see, kitty?” After a moment, Ellie turned to Abby. “There’s someone on the porch.” The kitten was still staring.
“I haven’t seen or heard anyone out there,” Abby said.
Ellie shook her head. “No, it’s one of them.”
Oh, no, Abby thought. She shouldn’t be surprised: of course spirits or apparitions wouldn’t worry about getting wet, and the wind probably blew right through them. And now Kitten was seeing them too? This was getting weirder and weirder. Stop it, Abby: if this is real, or as real as this phenomenon gets, see if you can sense anyone on the porch. She shut her eyes for a moment, then opened them again. Yes. There was something. Someone. The crying woman? Had that been real or a half-waking dream? One way to find out: go look. Abby didn’t feel afraid. Ellie was watching her, waiting for guidance. The kitten was still staring.
Abby scrambled to her feet and walked carefully to the door to the porch. She took a deep breath and pulled the door open, then stepped out into the gale. In the corner to her right she saw a woman. Seated in one of the wicker chairs, huddled in a corner, with a shawl or blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She was looking out at the water and didn’t react to Abby’s presence. Abby studied her: definitely older—sixtyish? Silvery hair, now wet. But the water dripping down her face did not come from the storm, or not the one raging at the moment. The woman was crying, silently. Abby wanted to comfort her somehow, but how could she?
Then Abby realized that she recognized the woman. She moved slowly toward the front of the porch, ignoring the blowing rain that drenched her. She had to see the woman’s face from the front. She edged closer to the woman in her chair, who couldn’t see her anyway. And then she stopped.
“Olivia?” Abby said it out loud, not that she expected an answer. Olivia couldn’t hear her, because she had been dead since 1940. Olivia was her great-great-grandmother, who she had first seen in Waltham, back before she had known it was even possible. Olivia and her family, who had somehow set off this whole thing, across a century or more. That Olivia had been much younger, but this woman in front of her was clearly Olivia.
Abby felt frozen. She should go inside, but at the same time she didn’t want to walk away from Olivia. Was she always there? Had she been there since they’d arrived? Or had the storm somehow brought her out? Why? And why on earth here? Nobody in her family, or in the records she had seen, had ever mentioned Cape Cod. Why was Olivia here?
Or had she finally gone around the bend and started hallucinating? Abby was startled when she realized that Ellie had somehow managed to come out without Abby noticing and was now standing beside her.
“Who’s she?” Ellie asked.
Abby felt weak in the knees. Well, at least she’d answered one of her own questions: if Ellie saw Olivia, then this wasn’t only in Abby’s head. “You see her too?”
Ellie nodded. “She’s crying.”
“Yes, she is.” Abby’s mind whirled like a roulette wheel, until the ball fell into place. Multiple balls, actually. Olivia, Abby’s great-great-grandmother, had been the daughter of Elizabeth Reed. Ned was descended from an earlier Reed. There were Reeds in the cemetery in Wellesley, where Ellie had seen them. And Ellie shared Ned’s ancestors. Of course Ellie could see Olivia. If Ned was around, he would see her too. Why the kitten could, Abby decided to leave for another time.
“She can’t hear us?” Ellie looked up at Abby.
“I don’t think so.”
“Do you know her?”
“Yes, I’m pretty sure I do. But I don’t know what she’s doing here.” When Abby looked away from Ellie, Olivia was gone, and she and Ellie were left standing on the porch, dripping wet. At least the kitten had been smart enough to stay in the house. “We’d better go inside before we drown.”
When they were back in the living room, the kitten had curled up in a chair and fallen asleep.
Ellie faced Abby squarely. “What’s happening?”
How much did—could—Ellie understand? How much did she dare say? “Let’s sit down—this might take a while. On the steps, since we don’t want to get the furniture wet. You know how we’ve talked before about seeing these people?”
“Uh-huh,” Ellie said.
“And how we’ve figured out that we don’t see everybody, just the ones who are part of our own family tree?”
“Yeah, I get that, I think.”
“Now, these people don’t just float around, following us and popping up when they feel like it. They’re attached to a place.”
“Abby, we already talked about this! Who was that lady?”
She couldn’t tell Ellie the truth, not yet, not like this. “She’s my great-great-grandmother, and her name was Olivia Flagg. Olivia Ellinwood, after she married. I met her in a house she had lived in with her parents in Waltham. That was the first time I realized I could see these people.”
“But this is a different place,” Ellie stated.
“Yes. And when I first saw Olivia, she was a lot younger, like in her twenties. Here she’s about sixty. But I still recognized her. So I guess I have to say that these were two separate experiences for her.”
“Why’s she so sad?”
“Ellie, honestly I don’t know. We’ve talked about genealogy, right?” When Ellie nodded, Abby went on, “So you understand about looking up people from the past—when they were born and died, where they lived, that kind of thing. I know a lot of that for Olivia, since she was my first. I know she married, and had one child—my great-grandmother. I know Olivia outlived her husband by quite a few years. I know she was rich, because her father was successful and left her money—to her, not to her husband. But really, that’s about all I know. Facts.”
“And you don’t know what she was like? I mean, did she leave a diary or something? Do you have pictures of her?”
“I have a couple of pictures. No diary—I get the feeling nobody in that line of my family was interested in writing or using a camera, which is too bad. Or maybe if there was a diary or pictures, somebody threw them out a long time ago. I know I don’t have any of those, and I don’t think my mother does either. It’s too late to do much about that.”
“So why is Olivia here?” Ellie asked.
“That’s one thing I don’t know. And I don’t know why she was so sad, later in her life.”
“Do you want to know?”
“You know, I kind of do. Only because now I’ve met her twice. It makes her more real to me. And I do think that to carry over the years, whatever she was feeling must have been very strong or it wouldn’t have lasted—we wouldn’t be able to see it now.” Abby hesitated. “You did see her, right?”
Ellie nodded vigorously. “I saw her before you did. Am I related to her?”
And now they’d looped back to Ned again. No, she was not going to go there yet. “If you are, it has to be a lot of generations back—six or seven at least. And that’s a lot of people to look up. I just haven’t had the time to do it. We can certainly look into it if you want.”
“I do. She might be my great-great-something or other too.”
“Yes, she might.”
Ellie glanced over at the kitten, who was still asleep. “She saw her too. Didn’t she?”
“I think so.”
“What does that mean?”
“I’m not sure. Remember what we talked about earlier? When I said that dogs can hear sounds that we can’t? Or smell much more than we can? Insects see colors we don’t? Well, I think the kitten fits there somewhere. She’s just tuned to a different wavelength. She didn’t look scared, did she?”
“Nope. Just kinda interested. She knew there was something there, but she didn’t know what.”
“That sounds about right.”
“Abby, can I keep her?”
“Ellie, that’s something for you and your parents to decide. You haven’t had a pet before, have you?” Ellie shook her head. “Do animals make anyone in your family sneeze, or break out in spots, or anything like that?”
“No, I don’t think so. I’ve been asking for a pet for a while. Mommy says we can’t have a dog because nobody would be around to walk him, and besides, dogs like company, somebody to play with. But cats are easier, aren’t they?”
“I think so, Ellie, but it’s not up to me. Right now we’ll keep her and take care of her, and maybe when it stops raining we can ask if she belongs to anyone around here. If she doesn’t, then we can ask your mother and father about bringing her home. Okay?”
“So it’s maybe but not no?”
“That’s right.”
“Okay. What’s for dinner?”



Chapter 10
 
Dinner and the rest of the evening were peaceful, despite the kitten chasing anything that looked interesting. She was a cutie, no question, and seemed completely comfortable with people. And, apparently, ghosts—aware of their presence but not intimidated, which was more than could be said of most humans, Abby conceded. Were those ghosts always there, a kind of infinite loop waiting for someone to see them? Kind of like an online movie service, where endless numbers of movies waited for someone to call them up and watch.
Why after nearly a year had she failed to come up with a title for them? Ghosts sounded wrong—most people thought of ghosts as interactive and aware, and occasionally malevolent. Spirits sounded too woo-woo, not that she’d ever indulged in any tarot card readers or crystal-ball gazers, even at state fairs. Maybe they were all fakers, or had a smidge of talent and had found a way to use it for money, but Abby doubted they had ever seen what she saw. Ancestors was an accurate label but kind of dry, and dead ancestors sounded unkind. And now she and Ellie had been reduced to calling them “Them” or “one of Them.” That was their shorthand, but it didn’t explain anything.
It was past nine, after several games, when Abby said, “You about ready for bed?”
“I guess. Can the kitten sleep with me?”
Abby smiled. “That’s kind of up to the kitten, but if she’s okay with it, I don’t mind. But you’ll have to leave your door open so she can get to her box if she needs it.” Abby was about to ask what Ellie wanted to call the furball, but realized that once Kitten had a name, it would be harder still to give her up, and that decision hadn’t been made yet.
“Will the weather be nice tomorrow?” Ellie asked.
“Let me check my phone and see what the weather report is.” Abby retrieved the phone from the dining room and called up the appropriate app. “Looks like the storm will be pretty much over by tomorrow, if not by morning then by midday. We’ll need to get some more food, since Ned may be coming tomorrow, and we need kitten food and kitty litter.”
“Okay,” Ellie said. “Will she be back?”
“Olivia? Might as well call her by her name. I don’t know. We’ve seen her, at the height of the storm. Maybe that was her only shot and she’s exhausted her batteries, if that makes any sense. Or maybe she shows up only during the worst weather, but never on sunny days. Maybe there’s something special about rain, or storms.”
“Why?” Ellie asked.
“I don’t know, sweetie. There’s a lot I don’t know about all this. But there are things we can find out. We’ve got ‘who’ and ‘where’ and an approximate ‘when,’ and that’s enough to get started.”
“Sounds good. Do I have to take a bath?”
“No, you can go to bed. I’ll come up with you.”
Abby made the circuit of the house, making sure all the windows were secure and the doors were locked. It was still wet and windy outside, so she didn’t expect any prowlers would be out and about. At the front window she paused for a moment . . . all right, she admitted, looking for Olivia. It was hard to see out into the darkness, but she didn’t sense Olivia’s presence on the porch, or anywhere else. She turned back to Ellie. “Upstairs now.”
The kitten scampered halfway up, then turned to wait for them. Abby thought she was grinning. That wasn’t possible. Was it?
 
• • •
 
The next morning Abby woke early. It was still cloudy, but there was no wind. The storm had indeed passed, as promised. Ned might be here today, or tomorrow at the latest. Ellie had a kitten. And they’d both seen Olivia. Yesterday had been quite a day.
So, today? Find a beach for Ellie to explore. Stock up on supplies, particularly for the kitten. Definitely find a bakery. Were there boat trips? Excursions? Wasn’t there an Indian reservation somewhere nearby? Would there be anything to see there? Any other museums? Maybe Ned would have some ideas, whenever he arrived.
No sound from Ellie’s room, and when she peeked in, the kitten was curled up in a compact ball, nestled against the girl. Abby tiptoed down the hall to take a quick shower.
She was downstairs sipping her first cup of coffee when the kitten bounded into the kitchen, heralding Ellie’s arrival. “Hi, Kitten. Hi, Ellie. What the heck are we going to feed the little one now?”
“You bought tuna fish, right?”
“Yes, I did. Brilliant.” Abby hunted down the can of tuna fish and scooped out half of it onto a plate, setting it on the floor. “How about you?”
“French toast?” Ellie said hopefully.
“Well, I’ve got bread and eggs, but no syrup. Would you settle for it with jelly?”
“Sure, sounds good. Look, Kitten has already finished.” Ellie pointed. “Is Ned coming today?”
“He said he’d try. He’s been here before, so maybe he has some ideas about what to do around here. How’d you sleep?”
“Fine. I don’t think Olivia is still here. Maybe she’ll come back?”
“I don’t feel her either, Ellie. Like I said, maybe it was a one-time thing.” Which was kind of unfair of Olivia, Abby thought—to show up without explanation, and then disappear again, possibly forever. But she had no control over Olivia.
The sound of a car pulling up behind the house startled her, and when she went to the kitchen door she was amazed to see Ned. He looked tired but triumphant, which wasn’t an easy expression to pull off. Abby skipped down the steps. “You must have left at dawn!” she said, pulling him close.
He kissed her thoroughly. “I didn’t bother to sleep. At least I missed the traffic.”
“What on earth is so urgent that one day makes a difference?” Abby asked, tugging him toward the kitchen. “I suppose you haven’t eaten.”
“No to the latter, and I’ll explain the other thing later. Hi, Ellie. Who’s that?” Ned said, pointing to the kitten, who was sitting on the counter in the kitchen, observing him eagerly.
“Hi, Ned. I’m still thinking about names. What do you think about Spooky? Or maybe Shadow?”
“She looks far too self-possessed for either of those. Keep working on it.” Ned extended a hand to the kitten, who butted her head against it, purring. “You said something about food, Abby?”
“French toast, coming up. But unless you brought your own syrup, you’ll have to make do with jelly. Coffee?”
“Please!” Ned dropped into a chair and accepted the coffee mug that Abby handed him.
He looked exhausted. She felt a small shiver of worry. Was there something he wasn’t telling her? Something wrong at work? One of his parents was sick? Or maybe he hadn’t told her the full story about Leslie and George, and it was worse than she thought. Was Ned wondering how to tell Ellie?
Ellie seemed oblivious to whatever was going on with Ned—or so Abby thought until she noticed the sidelong glances Ellie kept throwing his way. Ellie knew something wasn’t right. Damn, having all these psychic links made even ordinary conversations difficult, because there were currents under the surface.
Abby helped herself to more coffee and sat at the table. Ellie had found something—was that really a toilet paper roll?—and was tossing it around the floor for the kitten to chase. “How bad was the storm inland?” Abby asked.
“Not very. All bluster, but no real force. It looked okay driving down this way, too. A few limbs down, but no real damage.”
“We were lucky. I found a really interesting binder of clippings about the Hurricane of 1938—that really was a disaster.”
“You know, I think Daniel mentioned something about that, the first time I was here. If you look at the outside, there’s a very faint change in color on one side, which is where the high-water line was back then.”
“Wow! That is a lot of water.”
“I saw some crabs yesterday!” Ellie exclaimed. “Swimming in the water just out there.” She pointed toward the bay.
“We were thinking about looking for Old Silver Beach today. I bet a lot of shells washed up in the storm.”
“Could be,” Ned said, finishing his breakfast.
“Unless you’d rather take a nap first?” Abby asked anxiously.
“I think I’d feel better if I got out and moved around for a while. Maybe a nap this afternoon?”
“Okay. Ellie and I can go food shopping while you’re asleep. And you can take care of Kitten there.”
“Well, then, Ellie, you’d better wear her out!” he said, half laughing. He turned back to Abby. “You want to go now?”
“Okay—it may be crowded later, right?”
“And all the good shells will be gone!” Ellie added.
Ned smiled at her eagerness. “Then let me dump my stuff upstairs, and I’ll show you how to get to the beach, okay?”
“Do we need swim stuff?” Ellie asked.
“No, but you do need sunscreen,” Abby told her. “The water may still be rough. We can all go swimming tomorrow, okay?”
They were sorted out quickly, and after checking that everything was closed up tight (against what? Abby wondered), they headed back up the highway and turned off at the next exit. The beach was, as Ned had promised, easy to find. This early in the morning—it was barely past nine—there were few people there, and those were mostly older people without children, who enjoyed a peaceful stroll along the sand. Alone.
“This is nice,” Abby said. “Ellie, I brought a bag, in case you want to collect anything.”
“Thank you, Abby,” she said in a lilting voice and darted off toward the waterline.
“Take your shoes off if you’re going to get wet,” Abby called out after her, not sure if Ellie heard. Oh, well—shoes dried, as did clothes. “Ned, is anything wrong?”
He had to drag his attention back to Abby, since he’d been watching Ellie skipping along the water, as so many children had done for so many years. “What? No, nothing. I’m not hiding anything, if that’s what you’re worried about. Nothing new on George and Leslie, but I think they’re both exhausted from all the stress. Maybe it’s a blessing in disguise, because it’s given you—well, both of us—a chance to spend time with Ellie and get to know her better.”
“She’s quite a kid. I hope Leslie doesn’t hate me for the cat, but I really had nothing to do with it. She just appeared during the storm.”
“Maybe Ellie should call her Stormy?” Ned said.
“That’s an idea,” Abby replied. “Ned, there’s something else . . .”
She was interrupted when Ellie called out, “Ned? Come see this!”
“Hold that thought,” he told Abby, then loped across the sand to join Ellie. They knelt side by side, examining whatever it was Ellie had found—it was too far away for Abby to see what it was. It tore at Abby’s heart, seeing the two of them like that. They were so alike. If she and Ned had children, who would they take after?
Whoa, Abby, where did that come from? Way too soon to think about children. They’d only been sharing a home since the beginning of the summer. Nobody had mentioned the word marriage. She had expected to marry her former boyfriend Brad, the one who had dragged her up to Massachusetts and told her to get a life because he was too busy at his oh-so-important job . . . hold on, Abby—that’s ancient history. Ned was nothing like Brad. But he hadn’t proposed.
But if things kept on the way they had been, it would happen sooner or later. She loved Ned, no question, but the idea of the two of them getting married and having children terrified her. It was bad enough sharing this connection between the two of them, but having a child of their own who no doubt would also have it? Combine Ned’s and her abilities and they’d create . . . what? A child who really could read minds? And from the inside? She was so not ready to deal with that. It was enough for now to get to know Ellie and see if they could somehow guide each other through this discovery process. Particularly without hurting anyone else.
But Ned looked so happy, out there on the sand with Ellie. His daughter.
She knelt and untied her shoes, then hurried to catch up with them as they strolled along the shore.



Chapter 11
 
Ellie collected a bag full of shells and miscellaneous beach detritus, which she spent much of the afternoon sorting through and categorizing, after they’d gone to Woods Hole to look at the Oceanographic Institute and had lunch at a funky small restaurant. Watching her both at the exhibits there and while sorting her shells, Abby wondered if Ellie might have a real scientific leaning. Of course, she hadn’t seen her writing or drawing, so maybe she had multiple talents. It would be nice if she had an analytical and curious mind, because that would equip her to deal with her “seeing” ability as she grew older. And, of course, it would most likely mean that she took after Ned rather than Leslie, who was much more of a people person, one of those who liked giving orders and getting things done. Good or bad? Abby thought that it would be helpful to get Ellie together with Ned’s mother, Sarah, and then get Sarah’s take on how Ellie compared to Ned at that age. Sarah and Ellie hadn’t met yet, but Sarah knew that Ellie was Ned’s child. She was guessing that he’d been something of a loner himself. Introspective. Observant. Methodical?
How would Ellie react if she learned that George wasn’t her biological father? Abby had almost slipped and said “real father” to herself, and that wasn’t fair. Parenthood was about a lot more than biology, and George had always been there for Ellie. From what little she had seen of them together, Abby thought they had a good relationship. But then it got complicated: did Ellie feel something unusual when she was with Ned? Socially she wasn’t ready to jump to the conclusions that adults might, but surely there was some unspoken awareness? Even as she was thinking this, Abby watched the pair as Ellie slipped on some wet seaweed and Ned put out a hand to steady her. At that moment of contact, they froze for a millisecond, looking at each other, and Abby could almost see a spark fly between them. Oh, dear.
Well, she wasn’t about to tackle that question now, not without clearing it with Leslie. And Leslie was busy with George at the moment, and no way was Abby going to add to her problems. She and Ned and Ellie were going to have a brief happy vacation, playing in the sun, dabbling their toes in the water, eating whatever they wanted to, and getting to know each other better—without asking or answering any awkward questions. Well, personal ones, anyway.
Ned’s energy started flagging by mid-afternoon, so Abby dropped him off at the house and then she and Ellie went back to Falmouth to pick up more groceries. “What do you want for dinner tonight?” Abby asked.
“I dunno. Daddy makes sausages on the grill sometimes, with buns and stuff.”
“Well, that’s easy. We should hurry up, because today’s Friday, and from what I’ve heard, half of Boston decides they have to be on the Cape for the weekend, and half of those will be buying groceries. It means a lot of traffic. You have enough books to keep you busy?”
“Yeah. There are more in the house, right?”
“Probably.”
“Is Ned your boyfriend?”
Where had that come from? “Yes.”
“Are you going to marry him?”
“We haven’t talked about it. Maybe. Why?”
“Mommy said she knew Ned a long time ago, and they almost got married.”
“Yes, Ned told me that. They’re still friends.”
“I like him. He doesn’t treat me like a dumb kid.”
“Do other people?”
“Sometimes.”
“Well, they shouldn’t. We should all pay attention and not jump to conclusions about the people we meet. And children aren’t stupid, just less experienced. You can’t just lump them all into one big pile labeled ‘Children.’”
Ellie gave a snort of laughter. “Could we make two piles, one for ‘Smart’ and one for ‘Stupid’?”
How could she avoid sounding like a preachy teacher? She’d often felt the same way when she was a kid. “Just don’t tell the stupid ones that they’re stupid, okay? Let them figure it out on their own.”
“What if they don’t ever?”
“Then don’t hang out with them. But be kind.”
“Yeah, right,” Ellie muttered, and Abby wondered if she was having problems at school. It was hard, the way she remembered it, always knowing the right answer before most of the class. It sure didn’t make you popular.
“Okay, we’re getting food. Don’t forget we need stuff for breakfast too.” And cat food, she reminded herself.
“Maple syrup!” Ellie crowed, and they dove into the market.
An hour later they were back at the house. Abby unpacked the groceries and stowed them away, trying to be quiet, then said to Ellie, “Can you find something to do for a bit? I want to check if Ned’s awake.”
“See if Kitten is with him, okay?”
“I’ll do that. I’ll tell her to come down and play with you.”
Abby climbed the stairs quietly, then peeked into the front bedroom. Ned was sprawled out on the bed, and Kitten was mimicking his position, snuggled against the front of him. For a moment Abby wished she had a camera to capture the moment.
Even though she had been all but silent, Ned opened his eyes, as if sensing her presence. “Hi,” he said. “What time is it?”
“About five. You two look happy.”
Ned looked down, as if startled to find he had grown a cat attachment. “I didn’t even notice her. So what’s up next?”
Abby lay down beside him on the bed. Kitten didn’t move. “Nothing much. This is a vacation, remember?”
“I don’t think I know what that is.”
“Is George really going to be okay?”
“Leslie didn’t tell me anything different. But I might have failed to mention to Leslie that you and Ellie were spending time here on the Cape. We had never talked about going somewhere outside of Lexington. I figured she’d worry, and she’s got enough on her plate already. You and Ellie haven’t talked about . . . you know?”
“For intelligent people, we’re having a heck of a time coming up with the right vocabulary for this. To answer your question, no and yes.”
Ned shifted, plumping a pillow behind him so he could look at Abby, dislodging the kitten in the process. She strolled off into the hallway and disappeared down the stairs. “What does that mean?”
“No, because we haven’t had a heart-to-heart about our special shared abilities, other than some offhand comments. Yes, because . . . we saw someone.”
“What? Here?”
“Yes, and it’s someone you know too: Olivia Flagg.”
“From Waltham? What was she doing here?”
“I can’t begin to tell you. I don’t think she followed me, which kind of means that she was here—when she was alive, that is. But that’s the first I’ve heard of any Cape Cod connection.”
“Wow,” Ned said, almost to himself. “And you say Ellie saw her too?”
Abby nodded. “So did Kitten. You want the details?”
“Is Ellie going to interrupt us?”
“I don’t think so. But like I said, she saw Olivia too, at the same time I did, so the cat’s kind of out of the bag. I told her who Olivia was and how I was related to her, but I had to say I didn’t know how she and Olivia might be connected. I wanted to check with you first.”
“Give me the short version. What did you see?”
“It was at the height of the storm yesterday. Dark, pouring rain, wind blowing every which way. Ellie noticed something on the porch, or maybe Kitten did first. So we went out onto the porch to look, and there she was, sitting in a chair in the corner, looking out to sea.”
“Did she see you?”
“No, not that I could tell. And she was older. Remember she was around twenty when I saw her in Waltham? Well, yesterday she looked around sixty. Oh, and she was crying. In fact, I wondered if I heard crying on Wednesday night, before the storm really got started. Ellie was asleep then. But later she told me she thought she’d heard someone crying too.”
“How did Ellie react?”
“Do you know, I think she’s used to seeing these people, although she doesn’t know who they are. She wasn’t upset—it’s happened before, probably for most of her life, although I doubt she could put it into words at first. Actually, I think we both sensed something the moment we walked into the house, days ago. The place felt sad.”
Ned lay back and stared up at the ceiling. He was silent for a full minute, until Abby had to say, “What are you thinking?”
He looked at her and smiled. “Well, on a macro level, we have a clear choice: one, we forget about seeing Olivia and have a normal happy vacation, or two, we try to figure out what she’s doing here. Which do you think would be better for Ellie?”
Why do I get the hard question? “I don’t have a quick answer. She saw Olivia, and she knows the kitten did too. What’s she going to think if we refuse to talk about it and babble on about sightseeing?”
“That we have something to hide? Or should I say, something else? From what little I’ve seen, and what you’ve told me, children know when you’re lying to them, or being condescending.”
“I agree. Can we explore what Olivia is doing here without giving away too much?”
“Up to a point.”
“I’m pretty sure nothing in my genealogy program mentions the Flaggs and Cape Cod together.”
“So we start from scratch,” Ned replied. “With this house.”
“That friend of yours—Daniel?—did he buy it, or has it been in his family for a while?”
“I know his parents owned it, but it could go back further than that. The land records are in Barnstable, but I’d bet they’re online too.”
“And if Olivia was a guest, rather than the owner?”
“Then we’re out of luck. Unless, of course, you go through the newspaper archives in Falmouth, where they often reported who was visiting whom, during the season. Well, for people of a certain class, but I’m betting Olivia would have fit. They’re at the library.”
“Why do you know this?” Abby demanded.
“I’ve done a little digging myself. Not for the Flaggs, but for other families.”
“Nothing that overlaps with me?”
“Not that I know of, but we haven’t hunted down all those links. But let’s stick to this place for now, okay?”
“Hey, when’s dinner?” Ellie’s voice came echoing up the stairs. “Kitten is hungry!”
“Then we’d better go do something about that! Be right down!” she called out to Ellie.
The kitten was sitting on the counter when Abby and Ned arrived in the kitchen, and she managed to look pathetic, as though she hadn’t eaten in days. Well, Abby reflected, she might have missed a few meals when she was wandering around in the storm. “We did get some dry kitten chow, you know,” Abby told Ellie. “We could leave some of that down for her.”
“She likes the stuff in cans better,” Ellie replied.
“Why am I not surprised?” Abby popped open a can and put half of it on a plate, then set the plate on the floor, in a corner out of the way. The kitten headed straight for it. “By the way, this cat is not going to eat on the counter—there isn’t enough room, and it’s not a very clean habit. So, dinner?” For some reason both Ellie and Abby turned to Ned expectantly.
“What, it’s up to me?” he asked, laughing.
“Hey, we went out and slew the chicken,” Abby told him. “You can go all caveman and grill it. The grill’s in back, and it takes turning one switch to make it hot. Think you can handle it?”
“I’ll manage.”
After dinner they sat out on the porch, admiring the sunset. There were a couple of boats out beyond the spit of land that cut off most of the harbor, but none near the houses. In fact, Abby had seen only two piers or boatslips or whatever the heck they were along this stretch of houses. Apparently the owners, old or new, hadn’t been much into sailing or fishing or rowing.
Ned looked at Abby. “Anything?”
“Olivia? No, not now.”
“She was here during the storm,” Ellie said. Abby hadn’t even realized she was paying attention.
“She doesn’t come out on sunny days?” Abby asked. And why would Ellie know?
Ellie shook her head, absorbed with dangling a long tuft of seagrass for the kitten to bat. “She only came out when she was sad. The storm made her sad.”
Ned and Abby exchanged another glance. Ned shrugged. The Great Hurricane? The house had been here then. But was Olivia here then? One more thing to look into, Abby thought. But when?
“There’s peach pie for dessert,” she announced. “Anybody want any?”
Peach pie apparently trumped stories about spirits, and Olivia was not mentioned again.



Chapter 12
 
As soon as Abby opened her eyes the next morning, she knew what she had to do: talk to her mother.
Which was not going to be easy, for multiple reasons. First, she hadn’t seen her parents since over the Christmas holidays, now eight months past. She really had no excuses, since she hadn’t been working and was free to come and go as she pleased. She had told them about Ned, of course, but they hadn’t met him yet. In fact, her mother had been remarkably restrained, asking only in passing how her new boyfriend was working out. Maybe she’d gotten burned when Abby and Brad had split up so abruptly. Abby knew that her parents—or at least her mother—had liked Brad and thought they were a good match. Abby couldn’t explain to them why she had broken it off—because Brad was self-centered, oblivious to anyone else’s needs, and besides, he’d cheated on her with one of his so-called friend’s girlfriend. So maybe Abby could understand why her mother wasn’t putting any bets on Ned’s staying power.
Plus, her mother didn’t have a psychic bone in her body. She was a pragmatist, a doer. If anything, it was her father, Marvin, who was more of a dreamer, and probably more intuitive. Still, their marriage had proved durable, probably because they complemented each other. Which didn’t bode well for her and Ned, because they were both introspective and unassertive. But there was still that psychic connection, which carried a lot of weight.
Why did she need to talk with her mother? Not for female support. Not for any genealogy details—Rebecca had more or less handed over everything she knew she had, which hadn’t been much. Her mother had no patience for poking around in the past. She knew the bare bones of her own family tree only because it had been a rather odd one: her grandmother’s husband had run off at the height of the Depression, leaving his wife, Ruth, with a small child to raise on her own. Luckily Ruth had had some grit, because she had reverted to her maiden name and made her own way—and refused to talk about her husband after that, although she had verified, years later, that he was dead. She’d had only the one child, Abby’s grandmother Patience, who had died when Abby was too young to remember her. Patience in turn—scarred from her mother’s anger toward men in general?—had married but she too had had only one child, Abby’s mother, Rebecca.
So what do I hope to learn? Abby asked herself. Her questions were about Olivia Flagg Ellinwood, Ruth’s mother, and Olivia had died in 1940, years before Rebecca was born. But . . . Rebecca was her only hope for finding anything like anecdotal information about the family—those stories that get passed down only within the family, that nobody ever wrote down. The ones that nobody wanted “the children” to hear, because they usually involved sex or crime or both. Rebecca might—just might—have overheard something that could prove to be a piece of the puzzle, but the only way to pry it out of her was to sit her down and ply her with food and maybe a glass of wine or two and happy talk until maybe something jarred loose a wandering memory of a half-told tale from years before. This could not be done over the phone.
Which meant that Abby had to sit down with her face-to-face. But she couldn’t go see Rebecca in Maine, because she’d agreed to look after Ellie, and she couldn’t just dump Ellie on Ned. And she couldn’t take Ellie along, because then Abby and her mother couldn’t talk freely, and besides, it was bad enough that Abby had brought Ellie to the Cape without asking Leslie first. Taking her out of state would be worse, and how would she explain Ellie to Rebecca? And leaving her alone with Ned wasn’t part of the deal with Leslie either.
Which left Abby with the option of inviting Rebecca, or maybe Rebecca and her father, to come down to the Cape. She could say it was to meet Ned. She could say that she hadn’t invited them to join them earlier because the whole thing had come up on the spur of the moment—that was true enough.
She could hear Ned moving around in the kitchen below—he must feel more rested now, since it was still early. She heard his footsteps on the stairs, and then he walked into the bedroom with a cup of coffee for her. “Good morning,” he said, smiling, as he sat down on the bed.
“Hey. You look better.”
“I feel better. I was wiped out yesterday, but that was my own fault—I was trying to finish up six things at once so I could get here sooner.”
“That was sweet of you.”
Ned was startled when his cell phone started to ring, buried in the pocket of his jeans. He fished it out and checked it, then looked at Abby. “It’s Leslie. Should I put it on speaker?”
“You talk. I need coffee first.” You’re a chicken, Abby.
Ned clicked to connect, and Abby could hear Leslie’s tinny voice even without the speaker function. “Where the hell are you? I’m at your house and there’s no one here! Not even any cars!”
“Calm down, Leslie. Daniel Eldridge offered us the use of his house on the Cape—he had an unexpected cancellation so it was available on short notice—and I jumped at it. Abby came out with Ellie a couple of days ago, and I joined them yesterday. We’re only two hours away, not in Egypt. Is anything wrong?”
“Here? Not much, except that you kidnapped my daughter without asking me.”
“Leslie, we didn’t want to bother you—you had enough to handle. You can talk to Ellie if you like. Or do you want to talk to Abby?”
“Put Abby on,” Leslie all but snarled.
Ned grimaced and handed the phone to Abby, who hitched herself up higher in the bed. “Leslie, I’m so sorry we didn’t tell you, but we figured you wouldn’t want to be disturbed. How’s George doing?”
“As well as can be expected. But you could at least have told me where to find my daughter. I had to go out to get some food and stuff, and I thought I’d stop by and say hello to her, and then there was no one there.”
And no doubt she had freaked out, Abby thought. “Again, I’m really sorry. This whole trip came up at the last minute, and we grabbed it.”
“Yeah, well, I guess it’s all right. Since you’re already there. When are you coming back?”
“We haven’t really talked about it. Ellie starts school on Wednesday, right? So Monday or Tuesday, whichever you prefer. If that’s all right with you?”
“I guess.” Leslie sighed. “I’m sorry I jumped all over you, but it’s been a hard week.”
“When’s your son going to be back?”
“Probably Monday.”
“Can George handle it, having the kids around?”
“I think so. No heavy lifting for a while. So no picking up kids. Not that Ellie is small enough to pick up anymore. Is she okay with you?”
“Yes, we’re having a good time. We’ve been to the beach, and we saw a lighthouse, and went to Provincetown and Woods Hole. And I’m making sure she uses sunscreen.” Abby rejected the idea of mentioning the kitten—that could wait. Leslie had enough on her plate for now.
“Can I talk to her? Is she awake?”
Abby looked up to see Ellie leaning against the door frame. “She is, and she’s right here.” Abby held out the phone to her. “Ellie? It’s your mother.”
Ellie took the phone and said, “Hi, Mommy. How’s Daddy?” She wandered out into the hallway, and Abby realized she hadn’t warned Ellie not to talk about Olivia—Leslie didn’t need to know that Ellie was seeing ghosts in more places. But Ellie could probably figure that out for herself. Ditto with the kitten, but maybe Ellie would be smart enough to keep quiet about that too. She glanced at Ned, who shrugged silently.
Ellie wandered back into the room. “Okay, Mommy, I will. Say hi to Daddy, and tell him to get better. See you soon. Love you.” She clicked off and handed the phone back to Ned.
“Did you tell her about—” Abby began.
“Nope. Not about Kitten either.”
Abby felt a guilty relief: she didn’t want to condone lying, even by omission, but it was simpler not to get into all this with Leslie right now. “She’ll find out soon enough, at least about the kitten.” Abby glanced between Ned and Ellie. “I was thinking of calling my parents and asking them if they’d like to come down for the day, or maybe overnight? Like, tomorrow? Is that okay?”
Ned raised an eyebrow. “They know about us, right?”
“Of course they do. For months now. I’m sorry we haven’t had the chance to get together.”
“What about me?” Ellie said.
This was trickier. “Ellie, they don’t know that we’re babysitting you. And before you ask, my mother doesn’t have this thing of ours. But Olivia was her great-grandmother, and I’m wondering if she heard any stories from anyone else in the family that might explain anything. It’s pretty much a long shot, but you never know. Don’t worry—she and my dad are really nice, and we can just hang out, maybe barbecue.”
“Where is it they live?” Ned asked.
“Maine. Actually, it’s a summer place that my dad inherited from his side of the family. I never lived there, but they’ve been there for years now and they seem to like it. Even the winters—they did beef up the insulation and get a better furnace. Anyway, I think it’s only a couple of hours from here by car, so it wouldn’t be too much of a drive for them. Everybody okay with it?”
“Up to you,” Ned said. He and Ellie shrugged in unison, and Abby had to suppress a laugh.
“Okay, I’ll call. Mom’s a morning person, so I’ll try her now. You two can go figure out breakfast.”
When Ellie and Ned had trundled down the stairs, followed by Kitten, Abby found her phone and called her mother.
Her mother answered on the second ring. “Why, Abigail Kimball, I thought you had been kidnapped by aliens! How long has it been?”
“Too long, Mom. Sorry.” Their calls always seemed to start the same way, with an apology.
“And how’s that young man of yours?”
“He’s just fine. We’re just fine. That’s kind of why I called.”
“Something important?”
Like a wedding? No, not yet. “A friend of his loaned us a beach house on Cape Cod at the last minute, and we were wondering if you’d like to come down for a day. Or you could spend the night—we’ve got lots of room.”
Her mother was silent for a moment. “What a lovely idea. Let me check with your father. Can you hang on?” Without waiting for an answer, Rebecca Kimball covered the phone with her hand, but Abby could hear her yelling “Marvin?” and then the rumble of her father’s voice. They conferred briefly, then her mother was back on the line. “Today okay with you? He says it’s a two-hour drive, so no problem. We can stay over, or not—up to you.”
Abby gulped. “That would be great, Mom. I’m so glad you can make it. We’ll see you later today—lunchtime, maybe? Here, let me give you directions. Just take 95 south from where you are, and then get on Route 495 and keep going ’til you get to Cape Cod, then . . .” When Abby had wound down she added, “And if you get lost, just call, okay? We’ll be here.”
When she had hung up, Abby felt quite virtuous. She hadn’t meant to keep Ned and her parents apart, but there had always been something in the way—Ned’s work, or spending a day a week with Ellie, or working on Ned’s tumbledown Victorian house. And she would have to work out how to explain Ellie in a way that made sense. What could explain why the woman who had fired her from her job months earlier would be entrusting her with her daughter now? They’d have to come up with a story. And maybe Ned could get a sense of her mother and why she seemed totally devoid of any extra-normal empathy?
Downstairs Ellie and Ned were clanging pots around and generally making a mess. “What’s for breakfast?” Abby asked when she walked into the kitchen.
“Pancakes, we think,” Ned told her.
“We got syrup yesterday!” Ellie proclaimed proudly.
“What did your mother say?” Ned asked.
“They’re coming today. They may or may not stay overnight.”
Ellie gave her a sidelong glance. “Is she . . . like us?”
“No, sweetie, I told you, she isn’t. She gets along really well with people—living ones, that is—but she doesn’t see the others.”
“Did she outgrow it?” Ellie asked.
“I never really thought about that, but it seems more likely that it was never there. I don’t know why. But she’ll like you.”
“What’ll we do?”
“I don’t know if they’ve seen the Cape, but mostly I want them to get to know Ned. They haven’t met him. So maybe we’ll just hang out. Is there something else you want to do? We still have Sunday and maybe Monday to do touristy stuff.”
“We should check the neighbors and see if anyone’s misplaced a kitten,” Ned reminded her. Ellie pouted.
“I know, you’re right,” Abby admitted. “I really don’t think she could have wandered far, since she’s so little, so can we limit our hunt to right around here?”
“That’s fair. Ellie, I’m sorry, but you can imagine how some other kid would feel if they had lost the kitten?” Ned said.
Ellie wouldn’t look at him. “Yeah, I know. But she likes us.”
“That she does. We’ll see what happens. We’ll go right after breakfast, okay?”
“I guess. Are you going to go? Or Abby?”
“Ned, I think you should go,” Abby said. Let him be responsible if Ellie has to give up the kitten. “I’ve got to clean up here, and make sure there are sheets on the other beds. And stuff.”
“That’s fine. Eat up, Ellie.”



Chapter 13
 
Rebecca and Marvin Kimball pulled into the sandy parking space behind the house less than three hours later. Abby had scurried around tidying, not that they had had much time to make a mess, and it had been pretty much spotless when they arrived. But there was always sand, which seemed to end up everywhere. As she walked out the back door to greet her parents, Abby wondered whether they had kept a go-bag waiting by the door, in case Abby had made just such an offhand invitation. She came down the steps and hugged each of them as they emerged from the car.
Ned and Ellie had heard the car approaching, but hung back to let Abby greet them. They had made the rounds of the houses within half a mile, but most people were, as Abby had predicted, renters, and no one had brought a litter of young kittens along with them. It seemed absurd to push the search any farther, with posters on electric poles or an ad in the local paper. Anyone who could misplace a tiny kitten didn’t deserve to have it anyway. The only odd thing was that the kitten was so friendly, so it was clearly accustomed to being around people. In any event, Ellie was over the moon about having clear title to the little creature. They could worry about Leslie’s reaction later. After this odd weekend was over.
“We made really good time,” Rebecca burbled. “Not much traffic anywhere—I guess whoever was coming down here for the weekend or week was already here.”
“Yes, I’m told the highway backs up for miles starting on Thursday afternoon. Please, come in.”
Ned held the door for them. Ellie hung back in a corner of the kitchen, unsure of her welcome. Not surprisingly, Rebecca made a beeline for Ned. “So you must be Abby’s new—heck, I don’t know what you kids call each other these days. You must be Ned. She’s told us about you, but not enough—she never said you were so good-looking! Isn’t he, Marvin?”
Marvin glanced at Abby and shrugged, smiling, as if to say “What can I do?” “Hello, Ned. Good to meet you. This looks like a nice place—Abby said it belongs to a friend of yours?”
“Yes, it does, sir. It’s been in his family for quite a while, but he doesn’t spend a lot of time down here. Most people on the Cape tend to rent out their places during the summer, which is how they afford to live here the rest of the year.”
Rebecca had finally spotted Ellie, who was watching the greetings with a carefully neutral expression. “And who’s this?”
“I didn’t get a chance to tell you, Mom. This is Ellie. Her parents are friends of Ned’s, and her dad had to have emergency surgery, so we said we’d look after her for a few days while he recuperates. I didn’t have time to explain on the phone. Ellie, come say hello to my mom and dad.”
Ellie stepped forward and extended her hand to Rebecca. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Kimball.” Abby almost held her breath, wondering if there would be any connection between them. Maybe her mother had been hiding her abilities all of her life, and they would suddenly burst forth now, with Ellie. Their hands touched, and Ellie cast a quick glance toward Abby: nothing. Well, it wasn’t a surprise.
“Please, call me Rebecca. If that’s okay with Abby? I know kids are pretty informal these days—not like when Marvin and I were young. But Mrs. Kimball sounds so stuffy.”
“Okay,” Ellie said. “Nice to meet you too, uh, Marvin.”
Marvin Kimball bent down and shook hands formally with Ellie. “The same goes for me. So, you been having a good time here on the Cape?”
“Yes, sir. It’s pretty, and there’s a nice bookstore not too far away. And I got a kitten.”
“Well, isn’t that nice? Can you introduce me to your kitten?” Marvin asked, then looked at Abby and winked.
“Sure. She’s taking a nap, upstairs. Come with me.” Ellie took his hand and led him out of the kitchen.
“The kitten was kind of unplanned,” Abby explained. “Ellie doesn’t have any pets at home, but the kitten showed up during a bad storm and we couldn’t just leave her outside. She’s a real sweetie, and still very young.”
“I understand. Well, since Marvin gets to meet the cat, why don’t you give me the grand tour of the place. When you said ‘a house on the Cape’ I didn’t know if I should picture a shack on the beach or a Victorian mansion.”
“This is kind of somewhere in between,” Abby said. “I think it was built around 1900, and it’s on the harbor, not the ocean. Let me show you. You coming, Ned?”
“Sure. Although I can’t add much information about the house. I hadn’t been here for years, and all I remember is some sort of wild weekends, when we were all a lot younger.”
They walked through the house, which didn’t take long. They ended up on the porch. “My, this is lovely,” Rebecca said, and she sounded like she meant it. “Which way does the sun set?”
“Right out there,” Abby pointed. “I have to admit we spend time out here watching it. When it’s not raining, of course.”
“I can see why. Nice friends you have, Ned.”
Marvin and Ellie came clattering down the stairs and found them on the porch. Ellie was carrying the kitten, who looked completely relaxed, unfazed about being hauled around like a sack of flour and meeting strangers. “This is the kitten,” Ellie said. “We couldn’t find anybody who owned her, so now she’s mine.”
“She is adorable,” Rebecca said. “What’s her name?”
“We haven’t decided yet.”
“Well, I’m sure you’ll find a good one—one that fits her.”
“So,” Abby began, “what would you like to do today? Cape Cod’s not all that big—you can reach Provincetown on the far end in an hour or so, assuming you don’t stop along the way. Do you want to see beaches? Stores?”
“We came to see you, dear,” Rebecca said, smiling, “And Ned, of course. But I have heard there are some glassblowing places around here. I love handblown glass, and I’ve never seen it made. Do you think we could find one of those?”
“Of course we can! And we should probably pick up some more food. Why don’t we eat lunch out, and we can grill at dinner? Are you staying overnight?”
“If we’re welcome,” Rebecca told her.
“Of course you are!” Abby breathed an inward sigh of relief: she really wanted some quiet time to poke around her mother’s buried memories, if there were any, and that would be possible only if they sat down and relaxed together, rather than rushing from place to place.
“Why don’t I go check the Internet for those glass places?” Ned offered.
“Good idea. Then we can plan.”
Ned disappeared toward the dining room, where Abby’s computer was, and Ellie and Kitten followed him. Rebecca waited until he was gone, then said, in a low voice, “Why on earth have you been hiding this lovely man?”
“Well, I wasn’t exactly hiding him. But after Brad, I guess I wasn’t sure how things would go.”
“You moved in with him, what, three months ago?” Rebecca countered, although her tone was kind.
“About that. You were counting?”
“Only because I love you, and worry about you. I know you followed Brad up to Massachusetts with certain assumptions, but then everything seemed to fall apart so quickly. I wasn’t sure how you were coping. And I also wasn’t sure that this Ned of yours wasn’t just someone you grabbed on the rebound.”
“No, Mom, he isn’t.”
“And I can see that. So I’ll stop worrying about you, at least for now. And I won’t ask you about jobs, or what you think you’re doing with the rest of your life. We can just enjoy this time together.”
“Thank you. I’d really like that.” Abby glanced at her father, who, typically, was silent. Not detached—he just seemed to like to watch his womenfolk when they were happy.
Ned returned quickly. “There are a few choices. One is Sandwich Glass, which is the oldest and biggest, but also the most commercial. There are a couple of smaller places, with one or two craftspersons, that you might find more interesting. Which would you prefer?”
“Oh, the second kind, definitely,” Rebecca said, beaming at him. “I love to see how things are done, and to talk to the people.”
“How about lunch in Falmouth, then?” Ned suggested. “Daniel told me about a place on the harbor, on the far side of town, that has great seafood plus a nice view. Unless you’re allergic to shellfish? Or scenic harbors?”
Rebecca laughed. “No to both. It sounds great. Abby, why don’t you show us where to park our bags and let me freshen up, and then we can go? I’d hate to waste this lovely weather.”
Upstairs, Abby guided her mother to one of the back bedrooms. “The front room is a bit bigger, but Ellie claimed that one when we arrived, and I’d hate to displace her.”
“Not a problem, dear. How long have you known Ellie?”
“A couple of months, I guess. How did you guess we knew each other?”
“Just that she seems comfortable with you. With both you and Ned, actually. She seems very self-possessed for a young girl. What is she, eight?”
“Just. She starts third grade next week. And you’re right—she’s very mature for her age.”
“So were you, darling, at that age. Well, point me to the bathroom and I’ll be good to go.”
“Right down the hall there.”
Abby joined the men downstairs. They were still on the porch, and Ned appeared to be explaining the history of this little enclave of houses. “Daniel told me that these were built mainly as summer homes by people from the Boston area—it was a popular area in the later nineteenth century. Of course, it wasn’t as easy to get here back then—there were bridges, but they were pretty simple, until they built the existing ones in the 1930s. But of course, the Cape was settled long before 1900—the Mayflower pilgrims landed at what is now Provincetown, before they decided to settle in what became Plymouth. There’s a monument in Provincetown.”
“Ned, how much time have you spent here?” Abby asked.
“The occasional visit—I’ve known Daniel for a long time. But you know I like the history.” He smiled at her.
“Of course.” Abby smiled back.
Marvin smiled at the two of them.
Rebecca came quickly down the stairs. “All set!” she said. “And I swear I’m hungry again.”
“You must have gotten an early start, Mom,” Abby said.
“Right after you called. Isn’t that right, Marvin?”
“It is. Of course, we were already up. So, where are we off to?”
“Falmouth, a couple of miles away, and lunch,” Ned told him. “Let’s take my car—it’s the most comfortable, since there are five of us.”
“Ellie?” Abby called out. “You ready to go?”
“Coming,” she called, and appeared a few moments later. “Kitten’s on my bed. We’re going to close everything, so she can’t get out, right?”
“Of course we will.”
“Can I bring my camera?” Ellie asked.
“Sure. There should be lots to take pictures of.” Abby turned to her parents. “Ellie just got a camera this past week, so we’re learning how to use it. She takes good pictures.”
“Maybe she can take a picture of all of us?” Rebecca asked, her eyes twinkling.
“Yes, Mom, I’m sure she can do that.”
 
• • •
 
They found the Falmouth restaurant that Ned’s friend Daniel had recommended. It was crowded but not unpleasantly so, and the seafood was as fresh as it could get, since they could see the fishing boats only feet from where they sat. After lunch they meandered along less-traveled roads, avoiding clots of tourists, and found two of the glass-making places Ned had identified. The first was near Sandwich, so they took a slight detour into the charming town. Abby felt a tingle as they passed a wonderful old cemetery overlooking a millpond, and made a mental bookmark to look it up later. She glanced at Ellie, who met her gaze; did she feel it too? After that they made their way to a second shop, farther east on the Cape, where a solo glassblower made pieces distinctly different from those at the first place they’d seen.
At both, Rebecca was in her element, oohing and aahing over various pieces and agonizing over which ones and how many to purchase. Abby had to admit they were beautiful, and finally succumbed to a swirled bowl that looked like a view of a solar system. They waited while everything was carefully wrapped in multiple layers of Bubble Wrap, and then Ned said, “Since you’re here, you really should see the seashore,” and everyone agreed. So they headed back toward Chatham and found the beach that Abby and Ellie had explored earlier. It was past four o’clock and the sun was low; most tourists had gone home.
Abby and her mother fell behind as they strolled along the tide line, picking up odds and ends. Rebecca watched the other three ahead of them. “She’s his daughter, isn’t she?”
Abby shut her eyes, but there was no use denying it. “How can you tell?”
“Just look at them together.”
“I know. Look, it’s a complicated story, but now’s not the time . . .”
Rebecca stopped her. “Just one question: does Ellie know?”
“No, not yet.”
“Then I won’t say anything. But I’d bet Ellie figures it out sooner rather than later.”
“I’m afraid you’re right.” For more reasons than you can imagine.



Chapter 14
 
On the way back from the beach, they found the market Ned had mentioned and stocked up on all sorts of goodies, then drove slowly back to West Falmouth, replete with sun and food. They parked behind the house and gathered their bundles. At the door, Ellie was bouncing with impatience as Ned unlocked it, and she dashed in before him to go find Kitten. The adults followed more slowly.
“Wine? Something else?” Abby offered her parents. “Then we can sit and admire the sun on the water.”
“Why don’t I start dinner,” Ned volunteered, “and you and your parents can talk?”
“Why don’t I give you a hand?” Marvin said quickly. Abby stifled a smile, because how many hands did it take to grill meat and make a salad? But her father was not one for small talk, much less “girl” talk, and Abby welcomed the chance to talk to her mother alone. Luckily Ellie had followed the kitten upstairs and hadn’t returned.
“Wine sounds lovely, especially since we don’t have to drive anywhere,” Rebecca said. “It was such a lovely afternoon!”
“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Abby said, accepting two filled wineglasses from Ned, their sides already beaded with condensation. “Follow me.”
Abby led her mother to the bay side of the house, opening the door and holding the screen door to let Rebecca pass. Was it coincidence that Rebecca turned and sat in the wicker chair that Olivia had occupied? Probably. Abby took the adjoining chair, and they clinked glasses.
“I’m so glad you could come visit,” Abby said.
“I like your Ned,” Rebecca said after a leisurely pause.
Abby sipped her wine—cool and smooth. “So do I.”
“Any plans?”
As in marriage? “I was wondering how long it would be before you’d ask. No, not yet, but I’d say it’s a strong possibility. But we’re not in a hurry.” There was so much that Abby wished she could say, but how could she explain a psychic connection to someone who had never experienced one? “Mom, I know you don’t know a lot of details about your family, going back, but did anyone ever mention Cape Cod?”
Rebecca pivoted to look more directly at Abby. “Why do you ask?”
Should she lie? “Well, you know I’m interested in our family history. It’s just that, since I’ve been here, it seems kind of, I don’t know, familiar. Like I’ve been here before. Does that make sense?” Lame, Abby, lame. And not exactly true.
“You mean, like past lives, reincarnation, that kind of thing?”
“Maybe. I don’t know how to explain it.” That much was certainly true.
Rebecca thought for a moment. “You know there was lots that my family didn’t talk about. Like when my grandfather disappeared and my grandmother refused to mention him, ever.”
“Wasn’t your mother ever curious?”
“I don’t think so, or if she was, she never shared it with me. I think her mother had put the fear of God into her early on, and her father, Samuel Pendleton, was a kind of bogeyman, never to be spoken of. Although looking back at him now, I think he was just a weak man and kind of overwhelmed by circumstances. He took the easy way out.”
“And his wife was angry—I can understand that. But did your mother never talk about her parents? I mean, she would have been around thirty when her mother died. She must have known her.”
Rebecca sipped her wine and stared out over the water, where the light of the sun sparkled off the little wavelets. “You know, her own father died when she was only twelve, so she never really knew him. Her mother was widowed for a long time, something like twenty years, but she never remarried. I’d guess . . . well, I don’t think it was a happy marriage. Did you know that my mother wasn’t born until they’d been married for almost twenty years? Ruth’s mother—what was her name?—was nearly forty by then. That was kind of unheard of in those days. It must have been something of a shock to her.”
“Olivia. That was her name.”
“Right. I know you love this genealogy stuff. Does Ned care about it too?”
“He does, thank goodness. It takes one to know one. So why do you say that Olivia’s marriage wasn’t happy?”
“Hints, here and there. Listen to me—it feels like I’m sharing gossip, even though everybody involved is long dead.”
“Mother, I don’t think they’ll mind. And I asked.”
“I don’t want to speak ill of the dead. Or make you think less of them,” Rebecca protested.
“I won’t, I promise. Please share?”
Rebecca leaned forward in her wicker chair, which creaked as her weight shifted. “Well, there was one story . . . I think Olivia’s husband was a drinker.”
“Why do you say that?”
“I forget how it came up—maybe when my grandmother was complaining about how badly men treated their wives. I think she forgot I was there. But Olivia’s husband—Samuel, I think he was—wasn’t a particularly pleasant man. He had plenty of money, thanks to his wife, but I think you’ll find she kept pretty close control over it. When she died, her daughter Ruth found that their house had always been in Olivia’s name, not his, and not shared. Again, kind of unusual for the time and place.”
“What about the story?” Abby prompted.
“If I remember it right, Samuel decided to get into local politics, and ran for mayor of the town.”
“Hang on—this was Westfield? In New Jersey?” Abby interrupted.
“Yes, that’s right. Anyway, he proceeded to get very drunk on election day, even before the polls had closed. Olivia was so upset, she and the Irish maid managed to lock Samuel in his bedroom. But he was determined, so he climbed out the window to join the election partying. Needless to say, he did not win. I got the impression, over the years, that he thought very well of himself, a feeling that others did not necessarily share.”
“He died relatively young, didn’t he?” Abby asked, trying to remember her family tree.
“I think so. He had a stroke on the golf course, or so I was told. It took him a day or two to die, but he’d lost his ability to speak.”
“How sad. So Olivia stayed on in the town?”
“Oh, yes. She remained active in good deeds, did a lot of volunteer work. In fact, she joined the Daughters of the American Revolution—you must know that.”
“Yes, I looked up her application form at some point, but I don’t think I did the math. She joined in 1928, and her husband would have been dead more than ten years by then. But she was still raising Ruth there—your grandmother.”
“I think Granny went to a local private school, as a day student. The family money apparently survived the Depression, but if I think about it, I’d guess they were spending down capital by then, not living on the income. There was nothing left for my mother.”
Abby looked up to see Ellie standing in the doorway, and she gestured to her to join them on the porch. “Ned says to ask you, should he put the food on the grill?” Ellie said.
Abby checked her watch: it was after six already. She hadn’t even heard Ellie come down the stairs. “Sure, that’s fine.” She drew Ellie closer. Ellie didn’t look at her, but kept her eyes on Rebecca, her gaze curious. Abby felt the familiar tingle when she touched Ellie. Then she reached out quickly to lay her hand on her mother’s. Just to see what happened.
Whoa! Something like a slide show slammed through her head—fragments of images, people, places. She recognized Olivia—the older Olivia. There were fuzzy patches between the images, almost like blanks. Abby looked at her mother’s face: Rebecca looked scared. Ellie dropped Abby’s hand like a hot potato, although she didn’t move away. Abby released her mother’s hand and waited to see what would happen. The images faded, and the world stopped whirling. They were back on the porch in the dwindling light.
“What was that?” Rebecca said, in a whisper.
Abby was torn between elation—she has it too!—and dismay. How could she explain this? Much less, quickly and simply? Her mother was staring at her, begging for answers.
She took a deep breath. Turning to Ellie she said, “Tell Ned to go ahead. We’ll talk later, okay?”
Ellie nodded and slipped back into the house. Abby turned back to Rebecca. “No, you’re not going crazy, and you didn’t just have a stroke. But this is going to take some explaining, and some time. Can you wait until after we’ve eaten?”
Rebecca gulped. “I guess so. You know what this is? Was?”
Abby nodded. “I do. But I don’t have all the answers yet.”
“Does Ned know?”
“Yes. He shares it too. He’s related to part of our family, several generations back. And that’s why Ellie has it.”
Rebecca slumped back into her chair. “Oh, my God. I’ve never felt anything like that. You sure it’s not dangerous? It can’t hurt me? Or anyone else?”
“Not that I know of. But I’m pretty new with this, and that’s another reason why I haven’t told you about it. I want to understand it better, but I’m still learning. I’ll tell you what I know. Listen, do you want Dad to hear all this?”
Rebecca shook her head vigorously. “Not until I understand it myself. I don’t want to worry him.”
“Can you send him to bed early?” Abby asked, smiling. “We can talk after.”
“Fine.” Rebecca stood up abruptly. “I need another glass of wine.”
Abby followed Rebecca into the house and watched as her mother gave her father an affectionate peck on the cheek, as though her world hadn’t been rocked only minutes before on the porch. Abby looked past them at Ned, who raised an eyebrow. She nodded. He looked incredulous, and tilted his head toward Rebecca and Marvin. Abby gave a quick shake, trying to signal Not now, not yet. Ned nodded once, then raised his tongs. “Dinner in five.”
Ellie reappeared as Abby was setting the table. She was carrying Kitten, but Abby didn’t have the heart to tell her not to hold the cat while they were eating. It wasn’t fair to her either, to keep changing the rules, but Abby couldn’t help it. She hadn’t planned to test her mother—she’d reached out spontaneously, affectionately, and wham, there it was. Her poor mother—she was so unprepared for this!
Dinner was a disjointed affair. Marvin was the only one at the table who didn’t know that something odd was going on, although he must have sensed something, but he had never been much of a conversationalist and remained quiet. Rebecca did her best to fill in the silences, but her chatter came in fits and starts. She’d introduce a topic and then suddenly lose interest. Ellie didn’t say much of anything, watching the adults acting strange. Ned was polite and courteous, serving up food, refilling glasses, clearing away the plates when they had finished eating. Abby just felt . . . confused. If she had her way, she would find a quiet corner and work out a strategy for explaining what had happened to her mother. But that wasn’t an option. The door had opened, and Rebecca deserved an explanation, but Abby knew she didn’t have all the answers. Maybe not even half of them.
Nobody seemed interested in dessert. Ned quietly volunteered to do the dishes. Marvin, who might not be psychic but had sensed the currents at dinner, said, “Hey, Ellie, you have games here?”
Ellie said politely, “Sure. Board games, though—there’s no TV, so no video games.”
Marvin smiled. “I’m a whiz at those old board games. Want to see if I’ve still got the magic touch? That is, if Abby and Rebecca don’t mind?” He looked around the table and raised an eyebrow.
“That’s a wonderful idea, Marvin,” Rebecca said quickly. “Abby and I will have a chance to talk—I know you don’t like that kind of girl talk.”
Marvin rubbed his hands together. “Well, then, young lady—lead me to ’em,” he told Ellie.
“I’ll join you when I’m finished cleaning up,” Ned said.
“Would you like to go sit on the porch, Mom?” Abby asked.
“Won’t there be mosquitoes?” Rebecca said, somewhat querulously. Was she stalling? Abby wondered.
“Don’t worry—I’ve got plenty of bug spray.” She stood up. “Come on.”
Rebecca followed her obediently out to the porch, and Abby handed her the can of insect repellent. When they were covered, they sat down. Rebecca avoided the chair where she had sat earlier—Olivia’s chair—so Abby took it instead. “Where do we start?” Rebecca asked tentatively, looking scared.
“I think we should start with how I met Ned, which was my first episode.”



Chapter 15
 
Alone on the porch, Rebecca looked warily at Abby. “You know, I feel that I don’t know you anymore. I thought everything between you and Brad was fine, until you told me that you moved out, just like that. And now you lay this . . . thing on me. Is there anything else I need to know before we get into this? Like, you’re an international terrorist?”
At least Rebecca was trying to joke about it. Maybe that was a good sign. “I know you and Dad liked Brad, but you only saw him when he was on his best behavior. When it was just the two of us, he more or less ignored me, except when he wanted a meal or his laundry done. And that was before he cheated on me.”
“Oh,” Rebecca said. “I didn’t know.”
“Because I didn’t tell you. It wasn’t your problem, it was mine. I made a poor choice. I fixed it.”
“And Ned?”
“Ned started out as a friend, when I was still with Brad. He helped me find a job. He didn’t do anything more until I told him Brad was out of the picture. And even then, I found myself someplace to live on my own—I didn’t want to jump right into something else without some time to think.”
Rebecca nodded. “I can understand that. I wish I could have helped, but I suppose this was something you had to work out for yourself. I only want you to be happy, you know.”
“I know, Mom.” Abby paused to gather her thoughts. “I told you, this thing started with Ned, the first day I met him, back in Waltham.” And she launched into the story of their first encounter, when she’d seen Olivia and her parents at the open house in their former home, and then she’d seen Elizabeth again at the cemetery, and more people in the Wellesley cemetery, and the house in Weston, and then in Charlestown . . . As she laid out the timeline for her mother, she realized that she should have been keeping better records of all these encounters, although she hadn’t realized how significant they were at the beginning. She reached the point where Ned had finally admitted that he possessed the same ability, and they’d worked out that they shared some genetic connection that had persisted through the generations. Abby stopped short of trying to explain how she’d managed to run into a relative from the Revolutionary War, not to mention a Salem witch. She studied Rebecca’s expression, which was a peculiar mix of sympathy and fear.
Abby was surprised by Rebecca’s first comment. “So he didn’t tell you that he saw dead people for a while? For quite a while, it sounds like.”
“Okay, I was kind of pissed off when I found that out, but Ned’s a scientist—he founded a company that does chemical analyses, including DNA testing. He didn’t want to prejudice me, which would have changed my responses. And I have to add, he’d spent most of his life denying that he saw anything unusual. I guess guys react differently. His mother had it too, and the two of them never even talked about it until very recently. Who knows how many other people have this ability, whether or not they recognize it? But nobody talks about it. They can’t, because someone would have them locked up. What, you hear voices and you see dead people? You must be nuts!”
“And where does Ellie fit? Was—or, heaven forbid—is Ned married?”
“No, it’s more complicated than that. A married friend of his was having trouble conceiving, so she asked Ned for a donation, and he complied. He hasn’t been involved in Ellie’s life until after we got together. By the way, there’s a second child, a boy, but he’s younger, and we don’t know if he shares this thing.”
“But how did you meet Ellie and realize that she was seeing . . . what you were seeing?”
“I was kind of babysitting her one day, while her mother was working, and Ellie wanted to walk through a cemetery nearby. Okay, that seemed a little weird, because I thought I was the only person who liked visiting cemeteries, but I went along with it. And then she told me she saw someone there. I couldn’t see him, but I didn’t want to tell her to stop imagining things. It wasn’t until a while later that we saw the same person at the same time. Someone we were both related to, as it turned out. But Ned and I had already kind of figured out there was a genetic component, something that gets passed down. I apologize, but I thought it had kind of skipped you—you’ve always been so practical.”
“Is that a compliment?” Rebecca asked sadly. “You know your father is, well, a dreamer, so I ended up being the one who had to take care of day-to-day stuff, like making sure the mortgage was paid and the oil was changed in the cars, and we had wills and some sort of retirement savings. Don’t get me wrong: I love your father. I always have. That’s just the way he is and always has been. So we fit together well, I guess you’d say.”
“Well, it’s always looked like a happy marriage to me,” Abby said.
“I’m glad you see it that way.” Rebecca leaned forward in her chair. “Look, can I ask you something?”
“Of course. What is it?”
“This thing that you’ve got, and Ned’s got, and Ellie’s got—it doesn’t mean you can cast spells on people, or move things around, does it? Or see the future?”
“Are we witches? No, of course not. If you believe witches exist—I haven’t made up my mind, but I’m not ruling it out. What we share is the ability to see the residue of an ancestor’s past experience—usually something that was stressful to them, in a good or bad way. Death, war, that kind of thing. But think of it as a snapshot, on a certain wavelength, that only certain people with the right antenna or sensors or whatever you want to call them can see. We don’t see people who aren’t connected to us in some way. Maybe someday we’ll figure that out, but not right now. And things might get kind of crowded if we started seeing a lot more dead people.”
Rebecca was silent for a while. Abby waited, then asked softly, “What are you thinking?”
Rebecca shrugged. “A lot of different things, I guess. For one—that I never noticed you had anything like this.”
“Probably because we didn’t have any ancestors around when I was growing up. Ned did—his first encounter was in his own home, which had belonged to an ancestor. He was still a kid, and then he saw another boy who had died a couple of centuries earlier. He didn’t think about it—they sort of played together.”
Rebecca nodded. “All right, I can buy that. So then I have to wonder, how much have I missed seeing in my own life? Were there things like this that I ignored or pooh-poohed? I’m going to have to haul out a lot of memories and take a hard look at them.”
“Only if you want to, Mom. There’s no requirement that you pay attention to any of this, and no penalty if you don’t. You may not want to—like I said, a lot of what I see can be sad, because the people were in pain. Or angry. But they can’t reach us—we can only see them. We can’t change the past, but we can understand it a little better. Oh, there is one other thing I should mention.”
“Do I want to know?”
“Maybe. It seems that when those of us who share this gene or trait or whatever get together, especially if we touch, it kind of amplifies what we see. Like if Ned and I hold hands, sometimes I can see what he sees and vice versa, even if there’s no personal connection to both of us. And I think that’s what happened when Ellie and you and I held hands: it boosted the signal, if you want to look at it that way. And we are all related, back a ways, which might make it stronger.”
“Does having a ‘thing’ make a difference?” Rebecca asked.
“You mean, like holding something that belonged to the person you end up seeing? Yes, sometimes.” Abby hesitated. “That’s what happened when you delivered that chair that belonged to your grandmother.”
“You mean my mother?” Rebecca asked.
“Well, that’s what we always thought, but it turns out it was her mother’s—Ruth’s. And there’s something else, but I’m not sure if you want to hear it.”
“In for a penny, in for a pound. What?” Rebecca said.
“Your mother wasn’t an only child. There was another baby, a boy, who died in infancy—while his mother, your grandmother, was holding him in her arms in that chair.”
“You saw that?” Rebecca whispered.
Abby nodded. “I think it was pneumonia—the baby was having trouble breathing. And I think that might cast a little light on why your grandfather left—he couldn’t handle the pain of it, the guilt, that he couldn’t do anything to help his own child. Remember, that was the Depression. So he bailed out. It doesn’t excuse him, but it helps us to understand why he did what he did.”
“I don’t think my mother ever knew—about the other baby, I mean. How on earth did you figure it out?”
“I found his birth record, when I went looking for it. He was barely a year old.”
“Abigail, how do you live with this?” Rebecca said, and Abby realized there were tears in her mother’s eyes.
“Mom, it’s not all bad. There are happy times too”—although not as often, but Abby didn’t say that. “But I’d rather know than not know. These are people who made us who we are. Not exactly directly, but the choices they made, and the things that happened to them, shaped their lives and eventually ours. Trust me, it’s not a scary thing. They can’t hurt us, and by acknowledging them we honor their memory.”
Rebecca looked down at her hands in her lap and shook her head. “I don’t know what to think. It’s a lot to take in.” Then she looked up. “Did you invite us here to tell me all this?”
“No, I wanted you to meet Ned—I’d already waited too long. And I wanted to ask you if you remembered anything that your mother or grandmother had said about Olivia or Cape Cod. Nothing psychic—just a family story, passed down.”
“Because you saw her here.”
Abby was surprised that her mother had reached that conclusion so quickly. “Yes. And she was sad. Ellie and I both felt the sadness as soon as we walked into the house, but we didn’t see Olivia until the storm.”
“You were together then?”
“Yes, and we both saw her. And the kitten did too.”
At that last comment, Rebecca burst out laughing. “Seriously?”
“Yes. See? It’s a different wavelength, but cats seem to get it too.”
Abby looked up to see Ned in the doorway. “Everything okay?” he asked.
“We’re fine,” Abby told him. “I’ve just been explaining, well, everything to my mother.”
Ned turned his attention to Rebecca. “I’m sorry we’ve hit you with all this at once. It wasn’t planned. I thought we could have a pleasant day or two and get to know each other.”
“That’s okay, Ned. The cat got out of the bag when Abby and Ellie touched me, and I think I just met my great-grandmother for the first time. So Abby had to explain. Not your fault, and I guess when I have time to wrap my head around the whole thing I’ll be glad that Abby found you.” She stood up. “Are Marvin and Ellie still battling each other?”
“So it appears. But it’s time for Ellie to get to bed. How long do you think you can stay around tomorrow?”
“Longer than we’d planned, but not long enough, apparently. But right now I need time to think. Let me go retrieve my husband so you can put Ellie to bed.” Rebecca approached the door, then stopped in front of Ned. “This might sound odd, but may I touch you?”
Ned’s eyes darted toward Abby, but he said politely, “Of course.”
Rebecca reached a tentative hand toward Ned’s face, then laid it on his cheek. She was silent, watching his expression. Then she dropped her hand. “I see. We’ll have to talk more tomorrow.” Rebecca turned and went into the house, calling out her husband’s name. He answered from the living room.
“That was . . . odd,” Ned told Abby. “I take it you told her everything?”
“A lot of it,” Abby admitted. “It’s a lot to take in all at once. By the way, she knows that Ellie’s your daughter, but she doesn’t know about Leslie and my job and all that. You want to put Ellie to bed?”
“Sure.”
Abby stayed on the porch, looking out into the darkness, listening to the slap of water against the bulkhead. This mini-vacation was not turning out the way she had planned. Okay, she’d been avoiding telling her parents about Ned, or at least the details, because she had feared exactly what had happened: she couldn’t explain their relationship without talking about all the other stuff that had brought her and Ned together. And then there had been Ellie. And she definitely hadn’t planned that moment of contact when, apparently, she had blown her mother’s mind. Actually her mother had taken it all surprisingly well. Abby wondered what Rebecca would tell her husband. No doubt he would take it in stride, because Rebecca was still Rebecca, and Marvin had loved her for decades. This was just another facet of Rebecca, one that had been there all along, but concealed. She found she wasn’t worried: her parents would survive this.
Ned came back down. “Ellie was practically asleep by the time her head hit the pillow. How’s your mother coping?”
“Pretty well, I think. I told you she was a very practical person. I sit her down and tell her I see dead people, and, oh, by the way, you do too and we just proved it, and she’s going to find a way to organize it. At the very least I think we’re going to learn more about Olivia and why she was here. I’m relieved it’s all out in the open now.”
“So am I,” Ned said, holding out his hand. He pulled her out of her chair and into his arms.
Abby studied his face. “I think my parents have a good relationship. They love each other, and always have, and more than that, they trust each other. Can we do that?”
“Do you have to ask?”



Chapter 16
 
Breakfast was an odd meal. Abby assumed that her mother had told her father about the conversation of the evening before, although if that was true, Marvin showed no sign of being fazed by the information. Rebecca bantered with Ned while Abby scrambled eggs. Ellie watched the grown-ups without saying anything. Kitten remained on her lap, her tiny head peeping over the edge of the table, taking it all in. That kitten really was attached to Ellie, although she was friendly enough with the other people in the house, male and female, old and young. But left to her own devices, she headed straight back to Ellie, or fell asleep.
Abby decided to take the bull by the horns. “Dad, did Mom tell you what we talked about last night?” Ned looked startled by her question.
Marvin nodded. “She did. Interesting stuff,” he said, and did not expand on that.
Abby was not content to let it go. “Yes, it is. Can you think of any examples over the years that Mom might not have recognized?”
“Well, I have come upon her staring into space with a dreamy expression on her face, but I figured she was thinking about some actor. Paul Newman, maybe? Certainly not me.” Marvin smiled at Rebecca.
Rebecca swatted his hand, then smiled back. “Nope, Daniel Craig these days—he’s hot.”
No help there, Abby thought. Of course, she had to admit she might have missed a lot of clues before she knew what was what. Whatever it was.
“Was there anything you wanted to do today, before you head back to Maine?” Ned asked, changing the subject.
“I think we’ve done our fair share of sightseeing, Ned, but thank you for asking,” Rebecca informed him. “We’d like to spend what time we have here with you all, not in a car fighting traffic and looking for parking.” She turned to Abby. “And we can talk about Olivia.”
Abby was happy to see that even if her dad was ducking the issue, her mother wasn’t. “Have you remembered anything more, Mom?” Abby asked.
“Not yet, but I figure if you and I kick some ideas around, we might come up with something. You know more than I do about who’s who and dates and stuff.”
“I do, but I don’t want to bore you with what’s in my computer program.”
“No need,” Rebecca said complacently. “We can just go sit out back and see what comes.”
Rebecca had certainly adjusted to her new status as ghost seeker quickly. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe what Abby had told her had explained a lot of things that Rebecca had never quite understood. It was worth a shot, anyway, and Abby had no other plans for the day. “That sounds good to me.” She turned to Ned and her father. “Guys, what are you going to do?”
“We’ll figure something out, and we promise we’ll stay out of your hair,” Ned said. Marvin said nothing, but smiled.
“What about me?” Ellie asked plaintively.
“Do you want to stay with us, sweetie, or go with Ned?” Abby asked.
“You. Here. Please,” she added as an afterthought.
“Okay, you’re with the ladies’ team. Let’s finish breakfast and then we can get started,” Abby said firmly, although she had no agenda.
An hour later the men had taken themselves out to parts unknown, leaving the women—and girl child—on their own. As Rebecca had suggested, they went out to the porch and settled in the creaky old chairs. “What now?” Rebecca asked.
“Mom, I don’t know. This isn’t exactly a séance, where we all sit around in a dark room and wait for a spirit to show up. It doesn’t work like that.”
“Okay,” Rebecca said, untroubled. “Why don’t you start off by telling me what kind of research you do, if you want to find out something about who was where, who they were related to, that kind of thing?”
“That’s a good idea. No surprise, I’ve done a lot of this lately, at least for a few generations. I used censuses, local histories published in the nineteenth century, city directories for the more recent people. Wills. Public records like birth and death certificates. More and more of this information is available online now, just in the past few years. I can teach you how to use all that if you’re interested, but I really wanted to talk to you because I thought maybe you overheard some stuff from your family that wouldn’t have been written down—like that story about the election you told me last night.”
Rebecca laughed. “Well, that one was memorable, so much so that it got passed down. And I guess I see your point—it tells us something about what kind of people they were. The problem is, on our side most of the families were kind of small, so there aren’t cousins and such to compare notes with. Let’s see . . . When did Olivia and her husband marry?”
“Olivia and Samuel Ellinwood married in 1886, when Olivia was just twenty—this was in Boston, at the Arlington Street Church. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen that, but it’s lovely, and it’s right in the middle of the city. Kind of odd, I always thought, because both she and her family and her husband-to-be were all from Lynn originally, and were living in Waltham at the time. I always wondered why they didn’t marry in one of those places. Maybe it was a society thing.”
“She didn’t have my mother until 1901—so she’d been married about fifteen years,” Rebecca said pensively. “That was unusual.”
“She could have lost one or more before that—there wouldn’t be a record of that.” Abby glanced nervously at Ellie, who appeared to be ignoring the conversation. How much would she understand?
“That’s true.” Suddenly Rebecca’s eyes went blank, and then she turned quickly to Abby. “Wait a minute—I do remember something. I remember my grandmother Ruth saying that when her mother—that would be Olivia—was finally pregnant after all those years—of course, she wouldn’t have put it that way—she went to tell her mother, who must have been living in Waltham then. And what Ruth told me was, her mother took one look at Olivia as she was walking up to the house and said, ‘You’re pregnant.’ Before Olivia even had a chance to open her mouth. Like she knew. What do you think of that?” Rebecca sat back in her chair, beaming.
“That’s amazing, and it could fit. I wish I remembered your grandmother better, but I’ve got only some kind of brief memories of her. I was, what, maybe eight when she died?”
“About that. And we’d kind of kept you away from her for a while before that, when she was so sick. I’d hoped you would have happier memories of her.”
“She used to read me stories, didn’t she? When I was little? And she smelled nice.”
“She always liked lavender. Do you know, there’s something else I just thought of. She once told me that her mother—Olivia again—liked one particular kind of expensive perfume. That must have been when she was a rich widow. I think they still make it—what the heck was it called?” Rebecca’s brow furrowed, then her expression brightened. “Black Narcissus, that was it. My mother kept an old bottle of it around, to remind herself of her grandmother, and I used to sniff it now and then. Wow, it gets confusing trying to keep all these generations straight, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” Abby agreed. “I’ll have to look for the perfume. So, Olivia and her husband owned a house in Westfield, and they’re in the censuses. But the house was in her name, right? Did they have any other properties?”
“No, I don’t think so. If Ruth inherited from Olivia, she would have sold them off pretty quickly. I guess you’d have to look at New Jersey records for those? Anyway, most of what Olivia and her husband had owned was gone by the time Ruth’s husband, Samuel, ran off, so Olivia couldn’t help much. Not that my grandmother Ruth ever asked for help. She was determined that she would never depend on anybody again. She managed pretty well, all things considered.”
“You know, I did look up Olivia’s will a while ago, but it was one of those frustrating ones that said something like, ‘I leave all my worldly possessions to my beloved daughter.’ No inventory or valuation or anything useful like that.”
“Well, wouldn’t there be records of when Ruth inherited the Westfield house? And sold it?”
“You’re right, Mom, there should be. I haven’t had time to look. Even without any details from the will, there should be property transfer records.”
Rebecca smiled. “Hey, I think I’m getting the hang of this! And I’m beginning to see why it’s fun for you.”
Well, Abby thought, that’s progress. Maybe her mother could help her out with disentangling some of the branches of the family tree—and figuring out which ones had the psychic gene—if things ever went that far.
“What about looking at Cape Cod property records?” Rebecca said.
“I was going to, Mom,” Abby replied, “but I haven’t had the time. Ned says they’re online, or at least the bare details. But we only found Olivia here a couple of days ago, and what with other things going on, I didn’t have time to think about what that meant.”
“Well, there you go. Just look up Olivia Ellinwood and see if she owned property around here.”
“Of course I will,” Abby said, verging on exasperation. She would have thought of that, if only she had had the time. Try as she might, she couldn’t picture a staid dowager like Olivia sitting on the porch here crying her eyes out if she’d been a guest in the home. Therefore she must have owned this place, before Ned’s friend’s relatives did. Easy to find out, especially since she now had Daniel’s surname. Although maybe not the “why.” Why would Olivia have decided she wanted a house by the sea? And when had she decided?
But more important, why would she have been crying? It could depend on when she spent time here. The death of one of her parents? Her husband? Her daughter’s lost child and disastrous marriage? So many occasions for tears, but Abby felt strongly that Olivia would have cried in private, not sitting on the porch in a hurricane.
After that initial surge of enthusiasm, Rebecca’s discoveries tapered off. “I wish I could remember more, Abby,” her mother told her, “but I haven’t thought about these things for a very long time. ‘Live in the now,’ I always say. I sent you all of the documents I had from my side of the family, last year, but I know there wasn’t a lot there. Before you get mad at me, I think Ruth probably pitched a lot of stuff, if there was any. She had no patience with the past. I’ll poke around and see if there’s anything else, but don’t get your hopes up.”
“I understand, Mom. Don’t beat yourself up—I threw a whole lot at you all at once. Go home and digest it. These people have been gone a long time, and I think they can wait a little longer. Mostly it’s to satisfy my curiosity: I want to know what Olivia was doing here and why she was crying. Maybe we’ll never know, but I haven’t run out of resources yet.”
When Rebecca went upstairs to repack what little they had unpacked, Abby turned to Ellie. “You’ve been quiet. You have any ideas?”
Ellie shrugged. “I don’t know all that stuff you were talking about, but I think Olivia was sad about something in particular. I don’t know what. I can’t see what she thinks.”
“I can’t either, sweetie, and that may be impossible anyway. Look, the guys are back!”
Before her parents left, for a few brief minutes Abby found herself alone with her father. “You haven’t said much, Dad. Everything all right?”
“Sure is. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m usually quiet. Your mother does enough talking for two people.”
“That she does. I guess I take after you.”
“Maybe. Interesting stuff you brought up this trip. Nothing I would have expected.”
“Tell me about it! I just stumbled into it. It’s been kind of fascinating, but it eats up a lot of my life. I want at least some answers before I get on with things.”
“You okay for money? Because I can help . . .”
“No need, Dad. Ned’s got plenty, and he’s happy to support me—he doesn’t spend much of anything on himself. But I’ll get back to work eventually, once I get this other stuff sorted out.”
“I’m sure you will. Your Ned is a good man, and he looks out for you. I don’t mean just financially.”
“I know. I’m very lucky.”
“Ellie going to be a problem for you two?”
“I hope not! She’s a sweet kid, and I want to help her figure out what this thing is. I know she could just stifle it, but I think it’s gone too far for that, and if we told her to just forget it, she’d resent it in the long run. But she’s smart—probably smarter than most of her class—and that makes fitting in more difficult for her, even without seeing dead people. So I want to be there to help, and certainly Ned does. He didn’t know about any of this either, until this past year.”
“What about the mother? Is she a problem?”
“She was upset when I first tried to explain all this to her, but she’s been coming around. Slowly. I think she finally realizes that she can’t just wish it away or ignore it. She’s smart too, so she’ll figure it out. And neither Ned nor I wants to come between them. It was really only a fluke that Ellie happens to be here with us now, for this time.” And saw Olivia. Leslie probably wouldn’t be happy about that.
Rebecca came bustling down the stairs again. “The suitcases are ready, Marvin, so you can bring them down.” Marvin winked at Abby, then turned to go up the stairs. Rebecca gave Abby a hug. “Thank you so much for inviting us! I know it wasn’t exactly what I expected, but it’s been good. And don’t you dare wait that long again! Or I’ll just show up on your doorstep one day and refuse to budge. If you’ll tell me where that is,” she ended dubiously.
“Lexington, right near the center of town—and there’s an old cemetery behind the house. Don’t worry, I’ll keep in touch. Let me know if you remember anything else interesting, and I’ll try to put together an outline of what I know and send it to you. Okay? And maybe on another trip I can show you the other places our ancestors seem to hang out.”
“Great. There you are, Ellie! I hope I’ll be seeing you again, and I really enjoyed talking to you. Take good care of your kitten.”
“I will. Nice to meet you too.”
Ned, Abby and Ellie gathered on the back steps to wave Marvin and Rebecca off on their return journey. “That was exhausting,” Abby commented, waving as the car pulled away.
“Why? You got what you wanted, didn’t you?” Ned asked.
“Well, yes, but I thought I’d be able to work up to it gradually. This was kind of a massive infodump, or maybe like ripping the bandage off all at once.”
“I thought your mother handled it all remarkably well.”
“That she did. Maybe she has hidden depths. You know, maybe we should think about getting a beach house of our own. There’s something about all the sun and wind and water noises that’s kind of liberating. Or something.”
“Can we finish fixing up the Lexington house first?” Ned asked plaintively.
“I guess. Ellie? Where’d you disappear to?”
“Out on the porch,” Ellie called back. Abby followed the sound of her voice and dropped into the chair next to hers. Kitten was curled up into a ball in Ellie’s lap, asleep again.
“I’m sorry that took up so much time, since this is your vacation too. We can do something you want tomorrow.”
“They’re your family, right? You should spend time with them. I like them.”
“I do too, thank goodness. But we got into a lot of stuff that I hadn’t planned to talk about.”
“Why didn’t you talk to your mom about all this before now?”
“I don’t really know, sweetie. For a long time I didn’t know I had this thing, and then I was trying to figure it out. I guess I thought she wouldn’t understand.”
“But she did,” Ellie said reasonably.
“Yes, you’re right—she did. I shouldn’t have assumed. I think she was as surprised as I was to find out she could ‘see’ people. Although I think she could use some practice.”
“I think once you know you can, you start seeing a lot more of them.”
“I think you’re probably right. So, how about a walk on the beach? We’ve been sitting a lot today.”
“Okay. Which one?”
“You don’t want to go to Old Silver Beach?” Abby asked her.
“It’s gonna be busy today, isn’t it? What about that one?” Ellie pointed across the small harbor, which Abby knew was only a part of a larger harbor. “You said there was a beach there.”
“You’re right, I did. But I think we’ll have to find a road. Ned, you want to come?”
“Sure. I’ll drive.”
It didn’t take them long to find a small access road to the spit of land across the harbor. As Ned had told her, there was a portion set off with large signs that said “Private.” And then there was a security guard—a very polite one who strolled over to their car and said, “This is private property, you know. You can’t park here.”
Abby responded before Ned could say anything. She got out of the car and said, “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to intrude. But I just found out that my great-great-grandmother once owned a house right over there”—she pointed across the harbor—“and in fact we’re staying in it, and I wanted to see what it looked like from this side. We’ll only be a minute.”
The guard looked them over and apparently decided they looked harmless. “All right, but don’t be long.” He walked back to the sign in the road, but turned to watch them.
“All right, then,” Abby said, relieved. “Ellie, why don’t you take some pictures?”
“Okay.” Ellie bounced out of the car and pulled out her camera and started shooting across the water. “Can I take your picture, in front of the water?”
“Sure, why not?” Abby and Ned moved closer together, and Ned put his arm around her shoulders. Ellie smiled at them and started snapping pictures.



Chapter 17
 
Since they couldn’t walk on the beach under the watchful eye of the security guard, they decided to try Old Silver Beach again. They drove back to the main road, where traffic was already picking up heading north—people going back to work. Next weekend, Labor Day, would no doubt be a nightmare, and Abby was glad they had had this slightly less manic time together.
At the beach Abby and Ned hung back, watching Ellie play in the sand and water. “She’s quite a kid, isn’t she?” Abby said.
“That she is,” Ned replied. “Not that I can take any credit for it.”
“Well, she does have your genes.” When Ned started to protest, Abby held up one hand. “I don’t want to get into a discussion of nature versus nurture at this point. Let’s just say that we have reason to believe there is a genetic component to this thing we’ve got. No, that makes it sound like the plague or something. How about, ‘why we see’? But the reality is, we have this . . . something, and yet we still have to go on leading ordinary lives. You and I can handle it—we’re grown-ups. But how do we help Ellie? Will Leslie let us?”
“Abby, I can’t answer that. This is kind of day to day. But your mother seemed to have accepted it easily enough.”
“I must say I was happily surprised. I’ve always seen my mother as a pragmatist. In this case she was offered proof—through no effort of her own—so she picked herself up and said, what do we do now? I think she’s kind of intrigued.”
“Did you tell her not to go trumpeting it to her bridge club?” Ned asked with a smile.
“She doesn’t play bridge. And I think she got the point. We’re walking a fine line here, all of us, trying to learn more about whatever it is without giving away too much or scaring people. And the rules keep changing.”
Ellie was now drawing things in the wet sand, with a stick she’d picked up somewhere, and watching the water erase them. She looked up at them, and Abby waved.
“We should leave tomorrow. That’s what we told Leslie, isn’t it?” Abby said. “That’ll give Ellie a day to decompress before she has to go to school. If George is up for it, that is. Have you heard anything new?”
“No. I’ll call Leslie tonight and check. Is there anything else you want to accomplish while you’re here?”
“I’d like to check the property records for the house,” she said. “I don’t have to see the originals in Barnstable—I can always do that later. But I would like to verify that Olivia actually lived here.”
“What if she only rented?” Ned asked.
“Maybe there will be something in the society pages, in the newspapers the library has. I’ll save that for the next trip.”
“I don’t mean to burst your bubble, Abby, but where will this end?”
“You mean all the ancestors, not just Olivia and her family? I don’t know, Ned. It’s still new to me, and I don’t have a lot of answers. Aren’t you curious? After all, you’re the scientist.”
“Yes, but I have a business to run, and other people depending on me for their jobs. I can’t just take time off and go looking for ancestors.”
“And I can? I told my mother, this isn’t forever. I want to get back to work. I like to work. But I need to know what’s going on. And I bet you’d like to know how many other people can do this. Don’t you?”
“Well, yes. Please don’t take this wrong, Abby. I’m happy to pay the bills—I’ve got the means to do it. What I’m more worried about is you obsessing about all this. Look, I saw you after Salem—it really upset you, didn’t it?”
“It did. But isn’t that important? That the grief or anger or whatever that took over Salem three hundred years ago is still strong today, for those who can see it? I don’t want to go wandering around looking for emotional cheap thrills from my past. But I kind of need to know where the boundaries are. Does that make sense?”
“Yes.” Ned wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. “Should I be happy that I provide enough cheap thrills for you in the here and now?”
“Go right ahead.” Abby leaned against him.
“Hey, enough mushy stuff!” Ellie called out as she approached them, her pockets bulging with shells. “I’m hungry.”
They drove into Falmouth and found a small place to eat lunch, then picked up a few supplies for dinner. Their last dinner in the house. Fall was looming, and Ellie was headed back to school in a couple of days. Abby still had no specific details for Olivia’s presence, although she knew what she had to look for next. She cast a wistful eye at the town library. Not now, Abby!
Back at the house, Abby asked Ned, “Do we have to clean the place or anything?”
“No—the service will do that. Just sit back and enjoy yourself.”
“Ned, you know I’m not happy just sitting and doing nothing. Even with you.”
“Then go look up those land records online. I’ll entertain Ellie. But set a time limit, will you? Oh, wait—let me check in with Leslie in case there are any changes in plans.” He headed for the dining room to call, while Abby stowed their few groceries.
Ellie came into the kitchen with the kitten in her arms. “Is Mom going to let me keep her?”
“Sweetie, I don’t know. That’s between you and your mom and dad. I hope so, but I can’t promise anything.”
“Can you write a letter about her?”
Abby swallowed a laugh. “You mean like a letter of recommendation?”
Ellie nodded vigorously. “You can say that she’s quiet and doesn’t make messes, and she gets along with people really well.”
“All true. Let’s see how it goes.”
Ned returned quickly. “No changes. Ellie, we’ll be taking you home tomorrow afternoon. Your dad’s doing fine, but he’s going to have to take it easy a little longer.”
“That’s good,” Ellie said quickly. “Abby’s going to write Kitten a letter of . . .”
“Recommendation,” Abby said, finishing for Ellie. “Saying what a good kitten she is, in case Leslie has a problem with her.”
“Then I’ll write one too,” Ned added, smiling. “Ellie, you want to play a game? Abby wants to look up something about Olivia on the computer. But she won’t be long. Right, Abby?” He looked directly at her, waiting for an answer.
“Just a quick check, that’s all. Then I can join your game, okay?”
“Okay,” Ellie said and went toward the living room, with Ned trailing behind.
Abby settled in front of her laptop at the dining room table. There was only one question she wanted to answer, although she was pretty sure what the answer would be. Had Olivia owned or lived in this house? Given her age as Abby had most recently seen her, it had to be after the death of her husband, which was in 1916. And she had died in 1940. Those were the limits Abby had to search.
She found the website for the Barnstable County Registry of Deeds, and the instructions were fairly simple to follow. Just looking was free. Setting up her computer to print the results was a little more complicated, and Abby decided she’d rather see the originals personally—that could wait. She took a deep breath and typed in ELLINWOOD OLIVIA, then added Falmouth to the search, and hit the Search button.
And there it was. Olivia had purchased the house where Abby sat, in her own name, in October of 1928. Or at least that was when the deed was registered—Olivia could have been settled in a bit earlier. Maybe the summer before. When all the economic world looked rosy, before the Crash and the Depression. How long had she held it? Abby read further down the list that had popped up, and found the answer. Olivia had died in 1940; her daughter had sold the property as quickly as she could, since the deed was recorded before the end of that year. No question of keeping a summer place, not when she was scrabbling to keep a roof over her head and her daughter’s.
So Olivia was here for the big hurricane, Abby thought. But that was in September of 1938. Why hadn’t she gone back to New Jersey by then? Of course, from what she’d read, that hurricane had fooled a lot of people who should have known better. Maybe Olivia hadn’t realized the risks involved. Or she had had faith in her house, which had in fact weathered the storm intact.
But why had she been crying? Both she and Ellie had agreed that what they sensed from Olivia was sadness, not fear. And if Olivia had been afraid, she wouldn’t have been sitting on the porch, in the wind and rain. I wish there was a way to know you better, Olivia, Abby thought. Why did you buy this place? Why did you keep it when your daughter needed money? There was no way to find out, no way to talk to Olivia and just ask.
Why do you care so much, Abby? Olivia had died long before she was born. She’d barely known Olivia’s daughter Ruth or Ruth’s daughter. Why was she obsessing about this, sitting in front of her computer while two people she cared about were enjoying vacation fun and games? They should be outside taking advantage of the lovely late-summer weather. Was it because Olivia had appeared to her? Was there some sort of sliding scale for degree of emotional intensity? Abby had never encountered an ancestral someone just because they’d received a nice birthday present that had made them happy in 1827. Mostly she had felt their pain, across centuries. Intense pain, anguish, grief—call it whatever you wanted. Too bad she couldn’t reset her perceptions to mix in at least a few happy experiences. But that didn’t seem likely.
She shut off the computer and stood up, then marched into the living room, where Ned and Ellie were playing some kind of raucous game that Abby didn’t recognize. She sat down cross-legged next to them. “Guess what?”
Ned and Ellie looked at her, although they probably already knew what she was going to say.
“Olivia owned this house. And she was probably here during the hurricane.”
Ellie nodded. “I figured that. Why was she sitting outside in the rain?”
“That I don’t know, Ellie. And that’s going to be a lot harder to figure out, since she can’t tell us.”
“You think we can? I mean, find out why she was so sad.”
“I’m going to try, but there may not be much to go on.” Abby glanced at Ned, who looked amused. “What would you look for, Ellie? Wait—first tell me if you see people when they’re happy, not just when they’re sad.”
“Yeah, sometimes. Like Hannah, in the cemetery. I know cemeteries are sad because people are buried there, and their families were sad at the funeral. But Hannah was happy to see me.”
“So was Johnnie,” Ned said suddenly. “He may have died a sad death, but when he appeared to me, he wasn’t unhappy. He must have been happy in that house.”
“Wow, you mean he was your friend? Like Hannah?” Ellie said, round-eyed.
“Didn’t I tell you about him? I was probably about your age when I met him—he’d lived in our house a couple of hundred years earlier, and when I saw him, we were about the same age. It sounds like we used to play the same way you and Hannah play. He never spoke to me, though.”
“Cool.” Ellie looked down at the board, then up at Ned. “Can we finish this game before dinner? Because I’m beating you.”
Abby almost laughed. First they’re talking about spirits and then suddenly Ellie shifts right back to winning at whatever it was. Ellie didn’t seem to be in danger of becoming obsessed by all the dead around her.
“We’re keeping it simple tonight—hamburgers on the grill, fresh corn and salad,” Abby told them. “And ice cream for dessert. It won’t take long to get ready. So you’d better whomp Ned quickly, Ellie.”
“No problem,” Ellie said, her eyes on the board.
After mixing up the salad, Abby handed over the cooking chores to Ned, and she and Ellie went out to sit on the porch. “This was nice, wasn’t it, Ellie?”
“You mean being here? Yeah. You didn’t know about Olivia being here, before, did you?”
Abby shook her head. “No, I had no idea. Remember, there’s a whole lot more that we don’t know than we do. So I’m sure there are lots of surprises coming. You don’t see these people at school, do you?”
Ellie shook her head. “No, but that’s a pretty new building. There’s not enough of the past there.”
“Are you looking forward to third grade?”
Ellie shrugged noncommittally. “I like some parts, but a lot of the kids are . . . well, kinda dumb. I’m done with stuff before they really get started.”
“What does the teacher tell you?”
“To sit down and be quiet.”
Poor kid—that was a surefire recipe for turning any child away from learning. “That’s not much fun. Learning should be fun. Do you think you’d be happier at a different school?”
“You mean, like a private school? I dunno. I haven’t met many kids from those. Are they snobby?”
“It depends. There are some schools that are proud of being old and brag about all the important people who have gone there. You know, presidents and writers, those kinds of people. And then there are schools for smart kids, who don’t care about that other stuff.”
“They cost a lot of money, don’t they?” Ellie asked.
How was Abby supposed to explain that Ned could pay for whatever school Ellie should go to? It was not her place to do it. “It depends. Sometimes they have scholarships to help pay for it.”
“I’d like to be at a smart school,” Ellie said with a kind of wistfulness in her voice.
“Well, we’ll see what we can do, all right? But tomorrow we have to go home, and you need to start getting ready for school—the one where you are now.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m taking Kitten with me, aren’t I?”
“Well, we haven’t talked to your mother about it, but we’ll try. Worst case, we’ll keep her at our house and you can come visit her.”
Ellie looked rebellious but didn’t say anything. Abby crossed her fingers that Leslie would be okay with a new family member.



Chapter 18
 
“What am I going to put Kitten in? Can I just carry her in my lap?” Ellie demanded.
Abby and Ned exchanged a look. “No, sweetie, that’s not safe for anybody,” Abby told her. “Ned, do we have any boxes?”
“There might be one in my car,” he said. “I’ll go look.”
When he’d gone out back to check, Abby asked Ellie, “We’ve got two cars here—which one do you want to ride home in?”
“Ned’s, I guess. Am I going straight home?”
“Your mom and dad want to see you—it’s been a while. So Ned can take you home.”
“But you said you’d help with Kitten. Tell them how good she is.”
“Okay, okay. We’ll stop at our house and drop off one car, then head to Littleton. But we can’t stay—your dad is still recuperating. By the way, it might help if you give Kitten a name. You have any ideas?”
“I haven’t decided.” Ellie looked down at the kitten purring in her arms. “I was thinking, maybe, Olivia?” She looked through her lashes at Abby.
Abby wasn’t sure whether she was pleased or dismayed. If the kitten was named Olivia, she’d be a constant reminder to Ellie of what had happened in the house here. On the other hand, it was kind of a nice remembrance. Although Olivia might not want to be memorialized by a cat. Well, at least Ellie had said she wasn’t sure yet. “You wouldn’t rather call her something like Stormy? Because you found her in a storm?”
Ellie came perilously close to pouting. “I’m still thinking about it.”
Ned returned with a cardboard box. “It’s not very big, but it should do for a couple of hours. Ellie, you want to help me cut air holes in it, for the ride?”
“Okay.” She put the cat down reluctantly, and the cat scurried over to the box and jumped into it to investigate.
“I’ll let you two work it out,” Abby told them. “I’ll make one last sweep of the house, to make sure we didn’t forget anything.” She went upstairs and checked the bedrooms and the bath. There was no evidence of their passing through. She went back downstairs and made sure all the board games were back where they belonged—and the binder about the hurricane—and even peeked under the furniture to make sure that no pieces had gotten batted around. She saved the porch for last.
Outside, she sat on one of the chairs—not the one Olivia had appeared in, but the one next to it. Abby shut her eyes for a moment, to see if she could sense anything, but there was nothing. She’d seen Olivia more than once, at different stages of her life. Would she be back? To have sent such lingering messages, she must have been a woman of strong emotions. It was so hard to look at scant facts from various sources and put together a profile of a person a century earlier. Maybe she should focus on Olivia’s husband, who probably had left more of a paper trail. She already had the one anecdote from her mother; were there more to be had? What could she infer from the public records? As far as she knew, they’d moved to New Jersey around 1900 and never left, and presumably they were buried there. Abby, you’re wasting time. Go home and worry about it another day.
Yet Abby lingered a moment longer. “Olivia?” she whispered. “Why were you here?” She didn’t get an answer, but she wasn’t expecting one.
“Abby?” Ned called out from inside. “You ready to go?”
“I am,” she called back. “Do we need to turn in the keys?” she asked as she walked through the house.
“I’ll do that. It’s on the way to the highway. Ellie, you good to go?”
“Yes. I’ll carry Kitten’s box.”
Ned and Ellie—with Kitten—led the way and pulled out first. Abby took one last look at the kitchen and followed, pulling the door shut behind her. Goodbye, Olivia. Nice seeing you again. Olivia didn’t answer.
The ride back to Lexington was a little lonely. She was glad that Ned and Ellie would have some time together, without her. Abby had had plenty of time with the child over the summer, but Ellie should get to know Ned as well. The fact that she was alone meant that she had time to think, but she wasn’t sure she wanted it right now. There were a lot of issues bubbling up. Did Ned resent that she wasn’t working at the moment, no matter what he said? Or was that a sexist assumption? His mother had told her that she had worked as a librarian for years, so Ned would have had the example of a working mother. Abby had always planned to look for another job, but that was complicated by the circumstances under which she’d left the Concord Museum. It would look rather odd if Leslie wouldn’t give her a recommendation. She’d hoped that Leslie would eventually come around. Just because Abby had been instrumental in figuring out what was going on with Ellie had nothing to do with her professional abilities. She truly hoped that Leslie would get over her resentment, because it really wasn’t Abby’s fault. Things had been fairly cordial over the summer, when Abby had been spending a day a week with Ellie—but Abby had been careful not to talk about anything sensitive. Still, there was no schedule.
Ned could probably find her a job, with or without Leslie. Did she want that? She sometimes had trouble reconciling the Ned she knew—a pleasant mild-mannered guy, nice to look at, sense of humor, et cetera—with Ned the titan of industry, but she knew from what she’d read that his company was kind of cutting edge in the field of forensic analysis. And he made a lot of money from it, not that he threw it around or spent it on anything obvious.
Her mother expected them to get married. But then, that was what her mother’s generation—well, most of them—did. Times had changed, and expectations had too. A lot of people didn’t get married these days. Women could support themselves. Women could have babies without a man in the house. There were plenty of choices. So what did she want?
She didn’t know. Here she was, in her mid-twenties, and she thought she would have a plan by now, but then all this “seeing” thing had slammed into her, and she was still trying to come to terms with that. She couldn’t imagine trying to explain it to a stranger, but Ned knew all about it. But did that mean she was stuck with Ned for the rest of her life, just to save explaining? She shook her head, even though there was no one to see. She loved Ned. He was a wonderful guy, and she couldn’t ask for anything more. He was great with Ellie. His daughter. Was that going to be a problem? Her mother had seen it quickly. Ellie would have to know sometime soon.
Did she want to have a child with Ned? The idea scared her. She had always assumed she would have children someday, with the right man, but she hadn’t counted on this extra gene or whatever it was. If they did end up mingling their genes, they’d probably end up with a child who would almost certainly see all the family ghosts hanging around. Abby found it hard to imagine handling that in a small child. Maybe they should move to the desert in Arizona first—she didn’t think she had any ancestors there. But that would be cheating. They knew too much now. And she didn’t have to decide right now, did she? She still needed to get a handle on things.
The ride back to Lexington seemed shorter than she remembered. The traffic wasn’t as heavy as she’d been led to believe, and she pulled into the driveway in just under two hours. Ned’s car was already there.
“Slowpoke!” he called out.
“Speeder!” she replied. “You want to go over to Leslie’s now?”
“Might as well—I told her we’d deliver her daughter around lunchtime.”
“Then let’s go.” Abby climbed into the backseat. Ellie was sitting in the front, with Kitten’s box in her lap, her arms wrapped firmly around it. “Hey, sweetie. How did Kitten like the ride?”
“Fine.”
“Your mom and dad will be happy to see you,” Abby tried again.
“Uh-huh.”
Okay, so that’s the way it was going to be. Maybe Ellie was worried about what she’d find when she got home. Or that Leslie would veto the kitten.
“Everybody ready?” Ned asked as he climbed in and buckled his seat belt. Ellie nodded silently.
“Good to go,” Abby said with forced cheerfulness.
The trip to Littleton took little time. Ned parked in front of the house, and Abby extricated herself from the backseat but hung back, unsure of her welcome. Ned opened the door for Ellie, who refused to let go of her box and its cargo. Leslie opened the door to welcome them; she headed for Ellie first but was stymied by Ellie’s box.
“Hey, pumpkin, I missed you. Can I get a hug?”
Grudgingly Ellie put the box down and allowed Leslie to wrap her in a big hug. Leslie looked at Ned and Abby and said, “Hello to you too.”
“Everything okay?” Ned asked, nodding toward the house.
“Good enough,” Leslie said, finally releasing her daughter and standing up. “Peter got back yesterday, but George gets tired quickly. What’s this?” she asked Ellie, who had picked up the box again.
“It’s a kitten,” Ellie said, tightening her arms around the box.
Leslie’s expression changed quickly. “Nobody asked me about a kitten,” she said.
Abby stepped forward. “It wasn’t exactly planned, Leslie. Last Thursday a nasty storm hit the Cape, and we discovered the kitten under the porch at the height of it. We couldn’t exactly leave her there.”
“You could have given it back to its owner,” Leslie said.
“We tried,” Ned said. “We asked all the near neighbors, and nobody was missing a kitten. Given how young she is, it’s unlikely she wandered far, and what were we supposed to do—poll all of Falmouth?”
“I can’t handle a pet right now,” Leslie said, her voice tight.
“Mom! She’s really nice. She’s quiet, and she doesn’t eat much, and she won’t get in anybody’s way. I can keep her in my room,” Ellie pleaded.
“Ellie, getting a pet is something we should talk about, as a family. Do we want a dog or a cat, or a hamster or goldfish? You can’t just show up with a cat like this.”
A little late to say that, Abby thought. This is not going well. Leslie must be more stressed out than she was willing to admit. She looked ready to pitch a fit about a kitten that her daughter was clearly already attached to.
“But she found me, not the other way around!” Ellie protested. “She’s mine.”
“Ellie, I said no. Not right now. Maybe when things settle down, we can all talk about it.”
“No! I want Olivia!” Ellie all but yelled.
Ned laid a hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Look, Leslie, we know this is a hard time, and we really didn’t plan this. What about this? We’ll take . . . Olivia to our house for now, until things are calmer. Ellie can visit her there.”
Abby held her breath. Would Leslie see this as an end run, undermining her authority? Or was she just lashing out now, in response to everything that had happened over the past week? She glanced at Ellie, who looked rebellious. She knelt beside her. “Ellie? Why don’t we try this for a little while? Your mom has a lot on her plate right now. We’ll take good care of Olivia for you.”
Ellie looked at Abby, with tears in her eyes. “Promise?”
“Yes, we promise. You need to go see your dad now—I bet he’s missed you.” Abby straightened up and faced Leslie. “Ellie is really attached to the kitten. Why don’t we wait a bit and see how this works out?”
“We’ll talk later,” Leslie spat. “Come on, Ellie—let’s go inside.”
Ellie put down the box carefully and opened it partway. “Bye-bye, Olivia. Be good for Abby and Ned. I’ll come visit as soon as I can.” She closed the lid equally carefully, then straightened up and hugged Abby, then Ned. Then she looked at her mother, her expression carefully neutral, and went inside. Leslie gave them one last glare and followed her daughter.
“Oh, dear,” Abby said after Leslie had shut the door. At least she hadn’t slammed it.
“Well, it wasn’t unexpected,” Ned told her. “We can look out for . . . Ellie did say Olivia, didn’t she?”
“I’m afraid she did. I have no idea what she was thinking. But, yes, I’m happy to take care of the kitten, and see if Leslie calms down.”
“Don’t hold your breath,” Ned muttered as they walked to the car.
Once in the car, they drove a few miles before Abby said, “It was a nice vacation, wasn’t it?”
“It was. Although you and I should take one just for us.”
“You didn’t want to spend time with Ellie?”
Ned was silent for a while. “It’s not that, exactly. Leslie would probably be happy if I never spent any time with Ellie, and I can understand that. That was the original plan. But we made up the rules before we knew about . . . this other stuff. That kind of changes things, and we’re still getting used to that. But that wasn’t what I was saying. I want to spend time with you. Alone. Just the two of us.”
“Ah. Well, I’d like that too. We just need to plan better. Wait—do you mean you don’t want any ghosts either? Because that’s harder to plan.”
“Maybe we should take a cruise. Or visit Machu Picchu or Antarctica. Unless you had an ancestor who was an explorer?”
“Not that I know of. But I never say never anymore.”



Chapter 19
 
Back at their house, Abby carried Kitten’s—no, Olivia’s box into the house, set it on the floor, and opened it. Olivia climbed out and looked around, as if trying to find Ellie, and it broke Abby’s heart. She really was a sweet cat, and Olivia and Ellie had bonded instantly. Couldn’t Leslie have at least given her a chance?
After a long stare at Abby, Olivia turned and started exploring the hallway slowly. “Ned,” Abby said, “did we bring back any cat food? Or litter?”
“There’s some left, but obviously we’ll have to stock up. Or there’s frozen chicken, which we could cook. Poor little thing. She’s been through a lot of changes lately.”
“Well, we’ll try to make it up to her. Is there people food?”
“Check the fridge. I think so. This vacation stuff is kind of unsettling, isn’t it?”
“It is—maybe we should practice more often. Are you going back to work tomorrow?”
“Yes. I left a lot of stuff on my desk unfinished.”
“And I appreciate it, believe me. I’ll go shopping tomorrow. For now we can scavenge, once we’ve fed Olivia.” She looked down at the cat, now sitting on its haunches by her feet and looking up at her expectantly. “I hope Ellie doesn’t think this kitten is the reincarnation of the real Olivia, or something like that.”
“I doubt it. But maybe Olivia’s spirit summoned her from wherever she came from. Which we still haven’t figured out.”
“Don’t ask,” Abby told him. “We have enough puzzles without trying to track down where kittens come from.”
“Well, first you find two cats . . .” Ned began. Abby swatted him.
The rest of the day passed quickly. Abby did laundry, marveling at the amount of sand they had somehow managed to bring back. She found a cache of shells that Ellie had collected, which had ended up in Abby’s tote bag, and arranged them on the windowsill over the kitchen sink. She set up a provisional litter pan in the pantry off the kitchen, and Olivia figured it out quickly. She rummaged through the refrigerator and freezer, finding enough food to make something edible, while promising herself that the next day she would go find an open farmers’ market and get fresh veggies. And the few times she sat down, somehow Olivia found her lap and curled up there.
After dinner, Abby and Ned went to bed early. Privacy at the beach house had been in short supply.
 
• • •
 
The next morning, Ned disappeared early, after one last, lingering kiss. “I fed Olivia,” he whispered romantically just before he left. A few minutes later Olivia came trotting in, looking for company. She settled herself on Abby’s chest and started purring, her eyes half closed with contentment. “You’re easy to please, kitty,” Abby told her. “A full tummy and a warm body to sit on, and you’re happy.” Olivia did not comment. Abby wondered briefly if she could use her cell phone to text Ellie pictures of Olivia, but decided that Leslie might be annoyed at that. Just give it time, Abby told herself.
She got out of bed, showered, and wandered down to the kitchen, where she threw together a makeshift breakfast. As she had told Ned, she needed to shop, but that wasn’t what she wanted to do first. She needed to know more about Olivia, and about her husband, and how Olivia had ended up alone on the Cape, crying in a storm.
Why did she care? She still wasn’t sure. Mostly because some unseen force had taken her to that house, and Olivia had appeared. Either that was a huge cosmic coincidence—heck, she’d never even met Ned’s friend Daniel, who owned the house—or there was some reason behind it that she couldn’t fathom. Either way, there was some basic research she could do from her laptop. If she found a really hot trail, she could easily return to the Cape and look at the original documents.
She sat down at the dining room table and turned on her laptop. What did she know? She had the barest outline on her family tree program, mainly with dates—birth, marriage, death. It was a framework to hang things on, but she wanted more personal information. Which of course was the kind of stuff nobody recorded. Well, she was smart, wasn’t she? She should be able to figure something out.
What were the second-level resources at her disposal, online? Newspapers, more and more of which were being scanned and were now available digitally. City directories, at least for the larger communities, but as she remembered it, Westfield had been pretty suburban around 1900, so there should be directories. She’d already checked wills for Olivia, but had her husband, Samuel, left one? Would it be any more helpful than Olivia’s? Of course, there was always Google: she’d had some important hits just entering a name there and crossing her fingers. Abby was beginning to subscribe to the illogical theory that if these ancestors of hers wanted to be found, somehow they’d pop up through this very modern electronic medium. It was worth trying.
Naturally the next time she looked at her watch it was well past lunchtime. The day was rapidly slipping away but she was no nearer to a solution. She’d started by looking at references for Samuel Ellinwood, since it was far more likely she’d find public notices about the husband than about the wife back at the beginning of the twentieth century. What she uncovered was vaguely interesting but didn’t lead her forward. Samuel had been born and lived in Lynn and had actually worked for his father-in-law, William Flagg, for a time, but there had been some sort of split, and Samuel had moved to New Jersey because he’d taken another job in New York, with an unrelated but prestigious company that still existed. That had been just before 1900. That explained why they ended up in Westfield—it was an early bedroom community for the city, with a convenient train line. Samuel could have walked to the train station, according to the map she looked at. Apparently Samuel and Olivia had built the house where Ruth had been born—and where Samuel had been locked in the bedroom.
When she looked him up in directories online, Abby noted that Samuel had not only a Westfield listing but also had professional listings in New York City, where he was described as an “agent,” whatever that was. She noodled around for a while, coming up with a few New York Times citations, including Samuel’s very brief obituary: he had apparently been a principal of his own company, acting as the Eastern representative of Allegheny Steel Company, at the time of his untimely death at fifty-two. It was no surprise that Olivia’s death received even less notice in the Times, a terse half inch under “Deaths.” Abby did the math: Olivia had died in 1940, so she had been in her seventies. She had died just after Christmas—it must have been a sad holiday. There were a few earlier mentions of good works in the local papers, and Abby had already located the Daughters of the American Revolution record.
So what did she know? Olivia had inherited money from her father, who had been involved in founding a major company in the 1890s and then gone on to manage a smaller one in Waltham—which hadn’t produced anywhere near the same amount of money. Olivia had married a hometown boy from an earlier residence, and she had been barely twenty. She’d kept at least some control over her own finances—didn’t she trust Samuel? The house had been registered in her name. Samuel had nominally commuted to a job in the City—but how often had he shown up? He had played golf, and he drank. He’d taken up local politics, even though he drank. Great role model, Samuel was. A brief search of “Ellinwood” coupled with “Westfield” had produced a mention of Samuel’s contributing money to build a new fire station in Westfield—a smart move to ensure good service, since it was only a couple of blocks from his house. There was a picture of the plaque on the building, still in use, but Abby wondered whose money had gone into it—Samuel’s or Olivia’s?
Abby went to the town library’s website and was relieved to find that the local paper had been digitized. Samuel’s obituary appeared on the same day he had passed away, and apparently the funeral services were held at his home. No church affiliation? Abby noted irreverently that juxtaposed to the obituary was a large announcement that Mary Pickford would be appearing in Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm at the local playhouse the following week. Abby looked at the next week’s paper to see if there was any further information about Samuel and found none; however, she was startled to see a short mention that his daughter Ruth had been sent back to her boarding school in Pennsylvania less than a week after her father’s death. What a warm and wonderful family!
Ruth had married in the mid-1920s—before the Crash, Abby noted. Apparently her wedding had not been mentioned in the New York Times.
She skipped ahead to the 1940 newspaper and found a much longer and fuller obituary for Olivia. Maybe it was a sign of the times—or maybe Olivia had been better liked than her late husband within the local community. Olivia’s name also cropped up regularly in the social listings in the papers. She wondered if it would be worthwhile to scan those for any hint of when Olivia might have bought the Cape Cod house, such as a mention that “Mrs. Ellinwood has left for her summer house in Massachusetts.” Then she laughed to herself: what was the point? That would cover close to twenty years of tiny, blurry print, and what did she hope to gain? She might come away with some idea of how often Olivia had made the trek to Massachusetts in those years. Then she realized she had no idea how she would have done it. Did Olivia know how to drive? Did she own a car? Or would she have hired both car and driver to make the trip? A couple of the censuses had shown that there was a housekeeper who lived in the house in 1910, 1920, 1930 and 1940. Had that woman—Nora Ryan—accompanied Olivia in the summer? Or had she stayed behind, or taken her own holiday?
Too many questions. No doubt it would be possible to answer them all, with time and persistence, but was it worth it? What was she trying to prove?
Why did it matter so much to her that Olivia had been so sad?
When Olivia had bought the Cape house, her husband was dead. Had she loved him? Did she miss him? How on earth could Abby tell? Olivia had kept active at home, doing what was expected of a woman of her social class and wealth. She still probably had plenty of money in the mid-1920s—had she taken out a mortgage on the Cape house or paid cash? Her daughter had married at about the same time: Had Ruth and her husband spent time at the summer house? Their child, Abby’s grandmother Patience, had been born while Olivia still owned the house: Had she seen it? Had she played on Old Silver Beach, and thrown baited lines in the water to troll for crabs? Would she have remembered it at all?
Toward the end, did Olivia feel guilty that she—or perhaps her late husband—had run through most of the family money, and there was nothing left for Ruth and her family? Had Olivia already seen that her son-in-law, Samuel, lacked backbone, and had she not been surprised when he had vanished in the early 1930s, leaving behind his wife and daughter? Did she, could she, help them financially by then?
And then Olivia got sick. The newspaper obituary said it had been a lengthy illness, without specifying what, although Abby guessed that it could have been some form of cancer. When had she known how ill she was? And had she held on to the Cape house hoping that she would recover, however unlikely it seemed?
Abby stood up and stretched. She’d collected a lot of bits of information, but that was a rather self-indulgent pursuit, good for nothing but satisfying her own curiosity. She had better things to do than dig through musty—if digitized—archives looking for details of the life of an ancestor who had died over half a century before. Funny how it was the legal and financial transactions that were deemed worthy of saving, but the whys and wherefores were never recorded. She gave herself a shake and realized she hadn’t been to the market yet. If she didn’t go, they wouldn’t eat that night. She and Ned could eat out, but they couldn’t exactly take Olivia along with them—she needed cat food. And litter.
Abby dashed around the house, shutting windows and retrieving her purse, than headed out for the market. By the time she returned, Ned had just pulled into the driveway.
He helped her unload the car, grabbing several of her bags, including a large one of cat litter. “You’re expecting Olivia to stay around this long?” he asked.
Abby had to remind herself that Ned meant the kitten, not Olivia Ellinwood. “I’m just being prepared,” she told him. “It won’t go to waste—if Olivia doesn’t need it, we can use it when it snows this winter.”
“I’m impressed. Although I’m keeping my fingers crossed that we don’t get more than a dusting of snow this year—New England deserves a break after last year.”
“Let’s hope so. What do you want for dinner?”
“Whatever’s easy. If you’re going to cook, I can hang around and chop things and entertain you.”
“Deal,” Abby said, leading the way to the kitchen.
After putting away the staples, Abby decided on a quick and spicy pork dish, served over rice. She handed a package of boneless pork chops to Ned. “Here, make nice one-inch cubes.”
“Yes, ma’am!” he said, selecting a sharp knife and a cutting board. “So, what did you do today?”
“I went hunting online for more information about Olivia—the human one—as if you couldn’t guess. Not the basic documents—I assembled those a while ago. More like newspaper articles and secondary sources. I’m trying to get a feel for what kind of people they were. It’s an interesting process, although it would be hard to prove any single assumption. But the more I read, the more I get a kind of overall sense of them—and their relationship.”
“Really?” Ned said, looking skeptical. “Give me an example. And a bowl for the pork.”
Abby handed him a plastic bowl. “Well, for a start, I don’t think I like my great-great-grandfather Samuel.”
Ned raised one eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”
“Based on bits and pieces that I found. Olivia kept the title to the house, which suggests that she didn’t trust him and/or paid for the house with her money. Samuel kept a New York office, and was a partner in his own firm in New York, but directories describe him as an agent, which may have been something like a salesman. Which might also have meant that he set his own hours, and went to work—or didn’t go to work—when he felt like it. He belonged to a few clubs, including two golf clubs—he had his fatal stroke on a golf course. But one of the odder things that I found was that his obituaries, in both the New York Times and the local paper, were short—shorter than Olivia’s, although hers were published nearly twenty years later, and styles might have changed. Still, you would think that if he was a big shot in town, the paper would have found something nice to say about him, or at least a little more detail.”
Ned handed her the bowl of pork he had chopped. “I see what you’re getting at, but it’s not the sort of thing that would hold up in a court of law.”
“Well, I’m not taking him to court. I’m just trying to understand him. He died in 1917. Olivia stayed in Westfield for the rest of her life. But she bought that house on Cape Cod after 1925. Why then?”
“Did she and her husband have any earlier summer homes?” Ned asked.
“Not that I’ve found, but I’ve only just started looking. I did notice that they took several trips to Havana, and I think Olivia took Ruth there after Samuel died, once or twice. That’s from ships’ records.”
“So maybe they preferred foreign travel to one fixed place?”
“It’s possible. Or maybe she got lonesome for Massachusetts—after all, she was raised there. And her mother was still there, until 1929. And by 1930 she had a grandchild in Waltham, and she might have thought that child would enjoy a stable place to visit in the summer.”
“All possible,” Ned agreed amiably, “but not provable.”
Abby grinned at him. “Not unless Olivia tells me herself.”



Chapter 20
 
Once they were settled at the table, with food and a glass of wine, Ned asked, “Any word from Leslie? Or Ellie?”
“No, not that I expected any. With Leslie it seems like two steps forward, one step back. I was happy to help her out by looking after Ellie while she took care of George, but now I’m worried that she’s angry because of the kitten.”
“You had nothing to do with bringing that into the house. What were you supposed to do—leave it out in the rain? And there was no way you could know that Ellie would fall in love with it.”
“I know that, and you know that, but I don’t think Leslie is in the mood to be logical. Although I’ll admit the last thing she needs right now is a pet to take care of.”
As if she’d been listening, Olivia appeared from somewhere and jumped onto Abby’s lap, where she curled up and started purring.
“Do we?” Ned asked. “I mean, if Leslie refuses to take her in, are we keeping the kitten?”
“What, you don’t like cats?” Abby said in mock dismay. “That just might be a deal breaker.”
“I didn’t say that,” Ned responded, smiling. “I’m just asking if you have a plan.”
“Day by day—that’s the best I can do.”
“You know, you had kind of a glazed look in your eyes when I got home, the one you get when you’re working on your family history. I’m sure you’ve looked at most of the obvious places. Anything in military records?” Ned asked.
“Samuel Ellinwood was born just after the Civil War, and he was too old for World War One, and he died before it was over, so no luck there. But what I really want to know is why Olivia decided to buy a beach house, after several years of widowhood. And why there, in West Falmouth?”
“She liked the place? She could afford it? Why not? Didn’t a lot of wealthy people in those days have more than one house?”
“Yes, or so I’m told—I have no personal knowledge of such things. But why Cape Cod? Why not the Jersey Shore, which had plenty of nice houses on the sea, and would have been easier for her to get to?”
“Am I supposed to have an answer?” Ned asked.
Abby sighed. “No, not really. I just wanted to see what I could find, but I’m not assuming there’s anything out there to be found. But I’m afraid that Samuel was a jerk.”
“You said that before. Why do you think that? He’s your ancestor too.”
“I know, but from what I’ve found, I think he was using Olivia’s money to make himself look good.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you’re fantasizing. I can’t say why you don’t like this man, but it’s clear you like Olivia better.”
“Well, I’ve seen Olivia. More than once,” Abby shot back.
“And never Samuel?”
“No. I’ve seen young Olivia and older Olivia. I’ve seen her mother and father, and her daughter. Never Samuel.”
“Interesting,” Ned said absently, his mind somewhere else.
“Ned, I want to know why Olivia was sad enough that her emotion carried her forward to me, now. She bought that house. She was there. What happened?”
“Abby, you may never know. There just aren’t enough data to work with.”
“But I can try, can’t I?”
“Of course.”
Abby decided to change the subject. “So, how was your day, dear?”
“Busy.” And Ned described what he’d done to catch up after his all-too-brief vacation, and what he had to do for the rest of the week, and Abby nodded and smiled and wondered what other resources she could find for Olivia and Samuel.
She and Ned were doing the dishes when the phone rang, and, picking up the landline, Abby saw it was her mother. “Hi, Mom! You made it home safely?”
“Of course we did, dear. Not even much traffic. I wanted to thank you for asking us to join you. We had such a lovely time! Of course it was nice to see you, and to meet Ned and Ellie. You all seem very happy together.”
That was about as perceptive as her mother got, Abby thought. In this case she was right: they had been happy at the beach house. Happy enough that even her parents noticed. But then, they had liked Brad, so maybe that wasn’t a good standard to go by.
“I’m glad you could join us. We should get together more often. We’ve got plenty of room here.” If I ever finish repapering the guest rooms.
“We might just take you up on that, one of these days. Listen, there was something else I wanted to tell you. You know when we were talking about family, and what had come down from our ancestors. Gosh, it seems silly to call people who we knew, or almost knew, ancestors. But anyway, Olivia and her daughter and granddaughter?”
“Yes?” Abby prompted.
“And you know I said we hadn’t inherited much from them. Well, I’d forgotten about the painting.”
“What painting?” Abby asked, trying to remember any old painting in the house when she was growing up. Her parents, or more specifically her mother, had not been into collecting art of any kind. Most of what had hung on the walls had been nicely framed family photographs.
“The one of the boat. The oil painting. Remember? It hung over the mantelpiece. Still does, in fact.”
“Oh, right, that one.” Abby had been so used to seeing it there that in her mind it had simply become part of the wall. “What about it?”
“Well, that came down through the family. I took a closer look at it today, and it looks like it was painted in 1891, which would be about the right time for Olivia to have bought it new.”
“Interesting. Were there other paintings that you remember? That might have been sold over the years?”
“No, not that I recall. You know that we didn’t end up with much furniture either—just that chair you have and a couple of small things. Nobody on my side ever talked about it, but I got the feeling that all the good stuff—you know, silver, jewelry, anything really nice or valuable—got sold off when the money dried up. People didn’t talk about such things back then, but it would explain why it’s all gone, wouldn’t it?”
“It could. So why did they hang on to this one painting, do you think?”
“Maybe if she bought it new, Olivia didn’t think it was worth much? I don’t know—I’d just be guessing. But I thought you’d be interested.”
“I am. Since we have so little to go on, anything might be helpful. Listen, can you take some pictures of it and send them to me?”
“Way ahead of you, dear. I asked your father to take a whole bunch of digital pictures, and he said he could offload or upload them or something and email them to you. Which he’s doing right now.”
“That’s wonderful!” Abby hadn’t realized her father had moved into the twenty-first century with his technology. “Can you make sure he gets pictures of the back too? Like, if there are any labels, or anything written on it?”
“Of course. You know he’s very thorough. So you be sure to let me know what you think, when you’ve seen the pictures.”
“I will. And thank you.”
“I want to help, Abby. After all, it’s my family too. I just didn’t pay much attention before now. So, what did Ellie’s mother say about the kitten?”
“She pitched a fit, no surprise. We’ve got her with us now. But I’m hoping that when Leslie calms down she’ll reconsider, and I’m sure Ellie will keep working on her.”
“She starts school tomorrow, doesn’t she?”
“Yes, that’s right.” Her mother really had been paying attention. Maybe she was looking forward to grandchildren? Not now, not yet. “I know there’s a lot going on at their house—maybe it wasn’t the best time to add a kitten.”
“Cats choose you, dear, not the other way around. Well, I should let you go. Watch for those pictures from your father, and we can talk later. Love you!” Rebecca hung up quickly, leaving Abby slightly bewildered.
Ned had finished the dishes while Abby was on the phone. “What was that all about?”
“Well, a thank-you, for starters. And then she started talking about a painting that probably belonged to Olivia. I’d forgotten about it completely—it’s just part of the background. But given how few things my family kept, for one reason or another, it’s interesting that that particular item survived. She said Dad is emailing me pictures of it. I can check it out tomorrow.”
“What’s it a picture of?” Ned asked.
“Boats on the sea.” Abby felt a chill run down her spine: Ocean? Boats? Was that more than a coincidence? Had the sea meant something to Olivia? Did the painting relate somehow to Cape Cod? “I think I’ll wait until tomorrow to look at the pictures—maybe my brain will be working better by then. Or maybe I should get back to our endless list of home improvements—my mother was making noises about visiting. Are you okay with that?”
“Of course I am. I don’t know why you kept them away for so long.”
“Chicken, I guess. I mean, they assumed I was settled with Brad. It was hard enough to explain how that blew up so quickly. I didn’t want to get their hopes up until I knew you and I were serious.”
Ned smiled. “So you’ve decided we are? Serious, I mean?”
“Ninety percent sure, anyway. You’re welcome to keep trying to convince me. And I think my parents like you, not that they have the best taste in the world.”
“I’ll work on it.” He pulled her close and got started convincing her.
 
• • •
 
The next morning Abby lay in bed thinking about what she remembered about her first days of the school year. She’d always liked school, which put her in the minority. She was a bit troubled by some things Ellie had said about her school, although she could understand what Ellie was talking about. Being a smart kid, and quick to catch on and to get schoolwork done, meant you risked antagonizing the other people in your class. And if you hid that, you got bored. Been there, done that, Abby reflected.
But as she looked back she realized that she had much clearer memories of her summers rather than of her teachers or classmates. Not that those summers been particularly special. She’d had friends who she saw sporadically over the summer, and she’d spent time at various day camps. She and her parents had taken occasional short vacations to various places of interest—she had vague memories of Gettysburg and Washington, D.C., and maybe Williamsburg. A couple of times her family had rented one or another tiny cottage at the shore, but those had been a far cry from Olivia’s nice house. Mostly they’d been ticky-tacky little houses jammed together to maximize rental income, usually a block away from any beach. Everything had always been damp and sandy, including the sheets. Whichever town they were in was always filled with greasy fast-food joints and cheap stores selling tee shirts and miniature golf courses with floodlights for night. She wouldn’t call her memories exactly glowing, but it had been pleasant enough.
The thing is, now she knew the world better. Olivia’s house, and the ones surrounding it, had belonged to people with money. Since most of them came from the Boston area, they weren’t into flashing it around, but the houses were nice—and most of them probably came with a maid’s room. It would have been an entirely different experience to spend a week or a month or a summer in a place like that.
The temperature was pleasantly cool, so she should take advantage of it. She jumped out of bed—dislodging Olivia, who jumped off the bed and trotted down the stairs—pulled on shorts and a tee shirt, brushed her hair, and went down to the kitchen, where Ned was drinking coffee and reading the morning paper. Olivia had joined him and was sitting on the paper, as Ned tried to read around her. “Is there more of that?” she asked, pointing at his mug.
“Of course. I’ve eaten, but I’ll keep you company while I finish my coffee.”
Abby poured herself a mug of coffee and stuck two pieces of bread into the toaster. “Back-to-school day. I always liked September—it seemed like the beginning of the year. Most of my friends thought it just meant the end of summer.”
“I felt the same way,” Ned admitted. “We never had a lot of money, so we didn’t go much of anywhere during the summer. I think my parents dragged me to all the local historical sites, mostly because they were close and free.”
“Well, that would have been nice. I hate going to places like that during the school year. They were always filled with noisy school groups, so you couldn’t really enjoy anything.” The toast popped up, so Abby buttered it and sat down at the table.
“Amen to that. But schoolkids have a short season—you can’t see much of anything once it starts snowing.”
“There is that,” Abby said. “You have anything planned for the rest of the week?”
“Catching up, planning ahead. The usual. You?”
“I’ll take a quick look at that family painting, and then get back to working on the house, I guess. I need to get out of my head. Think it’s cool enough to wallpaper? If it gets too hot, the paste acts funny and the paper doesn’t stick right.”
“You’ll have to tell me—I’ve never tried it.” Ned stood up and carried his mug and plate to the sink. “I should be back by six. I’ll cook.”
“Sounds good.”
Five minutes later she waved good-bye at him, latched the screen door, and settled herself at the dining room table with her laptop. Olivia settled on her lap and went to sleep. Abby booted up and retrieved her father’s email with attachments. “So, let’s see what we’ve got.”



Chapter 21
 
Abby downloaded the photographs her father had sent, then printed them out on full sheets of paper so she could study them. She laid out the printouts across the dining table and realized she did recognize the painting, but it was one of those things that had always been there. She’d grown up with it and filed it under “painting on the wall” and never paid attention after that.
If she had been asked to describe it, based on her memory, she would have said it was a picture of a boat on a stormy sea. Looking more closely, she realized that it was actually two boats, a small one in front of a larger one; in addition, there were one or two fully rigged boats visible in the distance. At least she’d gotten the stormy sea part right, but the clouds were high and fluffy, so the boats weren’t out in a storm. The nearest (though smallest) boat looked like a one-man fishing boat, with a heap of white stuff toward the front—fish nets?—and a large barrel in the middle that she couldn’t explain. The bigger ship seemed to be pulling away, out to sea. It had three sails. And that exhausted all that Abby knew about sailing vessels. She had no idea if the two ships were somehow connected to each other, or whether they were close to shore or far out at sea (although the littler one didn’t look like something she’d want to be out too far in).
There was a signature in the lower right corner, for which she had to track down a magnifying glass. When, after a five-minute search through multiple drawers in the house, she found one at last and used it on the painting, she decided that the signature appeared to read: Thomas Clarkson 1891. She hadn’t exactly expected to see Rembrandt or Monet, but that name didn’t ring any bells. Overall the execution of the painting was fairly professional, in her nonprofessional opinion. At the very least she was sure that it hadn’t been painted by an amateur.
She looked at her father’s photo of the back of the painting and found there was a label by the framer—in Westfield. What did that tell her? Assuming it had belonged to Olivia, the label suggested that she had had it framed during the time she lived in Westfield, between 1900 and her death. So the earliest date would have been nine years after the artist had painted it. That was nice to know, although it barely narrowed down the date when Olivia might have acquired it. Of course, it could have been given to her unframed at any date from 1891 onward, and she had seen to the framing later. Did it matter? Not really, Abby decided. What mattered was why Olivia had kept it—and somehow convinced her heirs to keep it—when everything else had been lost or sold.
Maybe it would help to know more about the artist? Abby dug into that research. By the end of the day, in addition to a slight headache and stiff shoulders, she had gleaned a handful of not very useful facts. One, Thomas Clarkson had played fast and loose with his name for much of his life: Abby found examples of his works under Thomas Clarkson, Thomas Clark, and T. Oliver Clarkson. Did the man have identity issues? He had been born in 1827, one of the later of nine children of a Lynn couple, and he and one of his brothers had been shoemakers in Lynn for quite a few years. Somewhere in there he had started painting (although Abby had trouble seeing how anyone could make the jump from shoemaking to artist), and by 1875 he was calling himself a marine painter in one or more Lynn city directories. He had also begun exhibiting in local shows, with the likes of better-known Thomas Eakins of Philadelphia, and had done fairly well, winning a prize here and there.
Abby had an “aha!” moment when she found that by 1880 he was exhibiting his paintings in a Market Street store owned by William Flagg, Olivia’s father—finally, a connection! Clarkson had exhibited there again in 1882, and a few years later he had his own studio in Lynn, with various other artists, known collectively as the Lynn Beach School. He had died in 1892, leaving quite a trail of marine paintings, if auction reports online were any indication. They were nice works, overall, although Abby thought the one her parents had, painted near the end of his career, was among the better ones. Currently they were selling modestly, in the low four figures—the Kimball family wasn’t about to get rich from that one painting.
Now she knew that the Flaggs and the artist Thomas Clarkson had overlapped in Lynn. But she failed to find any mention of a marriage for him or whoever he thought he was, although a state census for Lynn in 1865 showed him living with a woman who could have been his wife, and a younger woman with the same surname, who might have been his daughter. Or the daughter of one of his many brothers. It was impossible to know, absent any additional documents. Online searching didn’t turn up much to clarify their relationship, and Abby wasn’t sure where else to look. Should she make a trip to Lynn, to the library or the historical society? Would it be worth her time?
What could she deduce from what she had? Olivia’s father, William Flagg, had had an interesting and diverse career—she’d hunted down a lot of that information when she had first encountered him at his onetime Waltham house and met Ned—going from Civil War soldier to bookseller to gallery owner, and from there to electricity mogul and business owner with a deep commitment to the Grand Army of the Republic. He had had only one natural daughter, Olivia, and twenty years later he had added an adopted daughter. Olivia had married Samuel Ellinwood in 1886, when she was only nineteen, and they had been married for thirty years when he died suddenly. Where had Samuel been before that? How had they met? Had he crossed paths with the artist?
A brief mention in an obscure engineering journal dating from 1894 filled in a few of the blanks. It said that Samuel had been “connected with” his father-in-law’s company for seven years by that time, and then with the company it had merged with, but had resigned in 1894 to “associate himself” with a company she had never heard of in Boston, which traded in iron and steel, where he would be in the selling department. That made sense, since Abby knew from the New York directories that it was only a few years later that he had “associated himself” with his own company as an agent for Allegheny Steel in New York. But nobody in the family seemed to hold still for long: Samuel had been living in Lynn—with Olivia?—until 1888, at which point they had relocated to Chicago, where his father-in-law, William, had headed for his company; Samuel was still there in 1890. But according to the 1892 Boston directory, he was living in Waltham, still with William’s company. In 1895, Waltham again, living near William’s house. Abby wondered in passing what the lag time was for directory updates, in those distant pre-computer days. In any case, Samuel and Olivia were in Westfield by 1900, according to the census for that year, and there they stayed.
Where did Thomas the artist fit? She could prove that he had known William Flagg. Olivia would have been thirteen years old when Thomas was part of the exhibition at William’s store or gallery or whatever it was. She might have known Thomas, but it seemed unlikely that Thomas would have noticed her, unless his intentions were less than pure—in which case Olivia shouldn’t have treasured his painting. Olivia and Samuel were back from Chicago and living in Massachusetts when Thomas died, but Thomas had remained in Lynn, and Olivia was in Waltham, as was her father. Would she have gone running off to another town—where she must have been known—for a tryst with an elderly artist? Unlikely.
Which left Abby with little to show for her day of research. The more she learned about William Flagg, the more Abby thought she would like to have known him. She had already realized that she didn’t like Samuel much. How had Olivia ended up with him? From the one photo she had seen of the young Olivia—and her personal encounter, of course—she had been a pleasant-looking young woman. Not a knockout, but attractive. She’d added a few pounds toward the end of her life, but so did a lot of people. And Samuel hadn’t been much of a prize himself: in the only photo of him she had seen, he’d been a solid, stern-looking man. Perhaps a bit pompous. But that was the photographic fashion in those days.
Maybe it all meant nothing. Maybe it was William who had first bought the painting, and Olivia had inherited it and kept it in memory of her father and his brief fling as an art dealer. William had died a few years before Samuel, and Abby wondered how much money William had left. His wife, Elizabeth Flagg, had outlived him by fifteen years, and from what Abby knew, she hadn’t lived an opulent life. In fact, Abby recalled seeing one letter complaining about not receiving her late husband’s Civil War pension, which amounted to something like twelve dollars a month. How far had that gone in the 1920s?
Something hit her chin, and Abby jumped before realizing it was Olivia the kitten, now peering up at her with what seemed to be longing. “Are you hungry, little one? I haven’t fed you since breakfast. Heck, I haven’t fed me since breakfast. Let’s go see what there is, shall we?” Olivia jumped off her lap and turned, waiting for Abby to get up. When Abby started toward the kitchen, Olivia trotted forward eagerly.
In the kitchen, Abby fed Olivia and found a hidden bag of potato chips to snack on. Ned wouldn’t be home for a bit, and he’d promised to make dinner, but she didn’t want to stare at a screen anymore. She went out the door in the back hallway and sat on the steps, looking out at the cemetery. Was there anything more she could do?
Abby knew that Olivia had had a housekeeper for thirty-some years, according to the censuses, which also said that she had been born in Ireland, but she was long gone. As far as Abby knew, she’d never married, and trying to track down siblings at this late date would be an exercise in futility. But, Abby realized with a start, she hadn’t thought about the adopted child, Isabel, who had been far younger than Olivia, but who had lived with or near her mother until the end, and had stayed in Waltham after that. Had she had children? Abby had never checked, since to the best of her knowledge they weren’t biologically related, and Abby had been focused on the genetic link in the beginning. But Isabel could have heard some of the family stories, couldn’t she? Abby seemed to remember from the cemetery that she had married a local man from Waltham; surely there could be some descendants still in the state? It was worth looking into—tomorrow.
When Ned arrived home, Abby couldn’t wait to show him what she’d found, starting with the copies of the painting. “And what’s really weird is that all these people more or less knew each other, even hung out together, back then. It can’t be a coincidence that my parents ended up with the painting, just like they ended up with the chair we have now. But why those pieces and so few others? I mean, I can see Olivia, or maybe her daughter Ruth, selling the more valuable stuff like jewelry or silver because they needed the money. And maybe the painting wasn’t worth much back then. But where did everything else go? Some giant yard sale?” Abby couldn’t repress a giggle at the idea of Olivia holding a yard sale.
“Did it ever occur to you that someone kept the painting because they liked it?” Ned asked.
“Well, yes—heck, I like it too. But why that one? I mean, William supported a bunch of artists, when they were just starting out—he could have acquired paintings from all of them over the years. Thomas painted our little scene years later, not long before he died. So someone must have gone out and bought it then. William lived until 1914—maybe in hindsight Thomas was his favorite of those artists he helped, and that’s the one work he chose to leave to his daughter? Or maybe Samuel knew Olivia well enough to realize that she would like it, and bought it for her, as a kind of consolation prize when her father died?”
Ned looked like he was struggling to remain patient. “Abby, I don’t know that there’s any way you can find out. Obviously nobody kept the receipts. There are no photographs of the interior of Olivia’s home, are there?” When Abby shook her head, Ned went on, “We don’t even know who bought it, or when. I don’t mean to rain on your parade, but I think it’s a dead end.”
“Probably,” Abby admitted reluctantly. “But I did come up with one other idea. Remember that there was a younger child, an adopted one, in the family? I never followed up on her because I figured we weren’t biologically related. But that doesn’t mean that she didn’t hear and pass along information about the family, right? She stayed in Waltham to look after her mother, it seems, so she had years to hear the stories. If she had children, maybe they know something. Heck, maybe they inherited a whole lot of stuff—all the other missing stuff, since they were right there on the scene.”
Ned took Abby by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “Abby, slow down. You’re obsessing about this. I know that genealogy can be addictive, but I’m not sure what you’re trying to prove. What do you want to know?”
It was so hard to explain, even to Ned. “I want to know why Olivia was crying on the porch in the rain in that house on the Cape. I want to know if that painting of a boat at sea had anything to do with it. I know that it may be impossible to connect the two, but I have to try. I can’t explain it, but it matters. Look, let me see if I can track down any of Isabel’s descendants, assuming there were any, and get in touch with them and ask if they have anything that came down through the family—objects, letters, or stories. And if that doesn’t pan out, I’ll put the whole thing on a shelf and we can get back to our normal lives, I promise. Or at least as normal as they get.”
“That works for me. I’d better get started on dinner. Keep me company?”
“Sure.”
They were on their way to the kitchen when Abby’s phone rang. She was surprised to see Leslie’s number. “Hi, Leslie. What can I do for you?”
“My daughter wants to visit the kitten. She can be very persuasive. Or stubborn.”
“She’s welcome to see her any time. Unless you’d like to take her home with you?”
Leslie sighed. “I suppose that’s the best thing to do. I never wanted a cat, but Ellie seems to have fallen in love with this one. I’m hoping she gets tired of it quickly.”
“When did you want to come?”
“Now? I told George I’d pick up Chinese for dinner, so I can swing by with Ellie first, if that’s all right.”
“Sure, no problem. We’ll be here.”
When she walked into the kitchen, Ned was chopping vegetables. “What was that about?”
Abby had mixed feelings about losing custody of Olivia the kitten, but she managed to smile. “It seems that Ellie is winning the battle of the kitten. She and Leslie are coming over now and will probably take her home with them.”
“I’m glad that’s resolved,” Ned said. “Will you miss her?”
“Maybe. I’m sure there are plenty more kittens out there who need good homes. We can think about getting one of our own. Unless you’d rather have a dog? But I warn you—I’m pretty sure I’m a cat person,” Abby said firmly.
Leslie and Ellie arrived fifteen minutes later. Ellie was ringing the doorbell eagerly when Abby opened the door. “HiAbbyHiNedWhere’sOlivia?” she said in a furious rush.
“Right there,” Abby said unnecessarily, since Olivia had taken a running leap at Ellie, who gathered her up in her arms and was already talking to her. Abby turned to her mother. “Hello, Leslie—nice to see you. How’s George doing?”
“He’s on the mend. He wants to go back to work next week. We’ll see. Ellie hasn’t stopped talking about the cat since she got home. I guess she wore me down.”
“She really is a very nice cat—I’m sure it will work out fine. Can you stay a few minutes?”
“No, I’d better get back and feed the family. Ellie? Let’s go.”
“Let me get the litter box and the food,” Ned volunteered. “I’ll take them out to your car.”
“Thanks, Ned,” Leslie said. “Ellie? Where are you?”
“In here,” Ellie’s voice came from the dining room. When Leslie and Abby walked in, Ellie was still clutching the kitten, who didn’t seem to mind. Ellie was looking at the pictures of the painting that Abby had left strewn across the table. “What’s this?”
“It’s a picture that my parents have now, but I’m guessing that it belonged to the original Olivia—the one from the house we stayed at. It turns out she owned the house and the painting for a while. Isn’t that interesting?”
“Uh-huh,” Ellie said, her eyes still on the printouts. “This picture—it made her happy and sad at the same time.”
Abby’s glance darted toward Leslie, but she was busy helping Ned with the cat accessories and didn’t notice. “So it was Olivia’s picture?” Abby asked Ellie in a low voice.
“Yes.”
“Come on, sweetie,” Leslie called out from the hallway. “We’ve got to pick up the food.”
“Thank you for taking care of Olivia for me, Abby,” Ellie said politely. “I’ll take good care of her.”
“I’m sure you will, Ellie. Have a good time at school.” Abby gave Olivia’s head one last rub, then watched Leslie and Ellie go. When Ned had shut the door behind them, Abby said, “Ellie confirms that the picture was Olivia’s. And it made her happy and sad. So I can’t give up yet.”
“You’re right, you can’t. Happy hunting. Now, can we think about eating?”



Chapter 22
 
Abby’s mind was far too muddled to even think about genealogy for the rest of the evening, so she focused on Ned. He looked tired, despite his vacation. She really knew relatively little about his company, much less what he did each day. She had never been very interested in the sciences, or at least not beyond knowing enough to teach it at the elementary school level. It wasn’t that she couldn’t understand the principles—she simply didn’t want to. But she knew enough that she could listen to what Ned had to say and make the occasional intelligent comment. His work was a big part of his life, and she wanted to understand it.
Still, her mind wandered as they ate dinner together. Abby kept one ear open to what Ned was saying, but some other part of her brain was busy with different thoughts. The summer had flown by so quickly. She’d made some progress in working on the house since she’d moved in three months earlier, like scraping off a lot of paint layers and even doing some wallpapering, but there was still a lot to be done—projects that Ned, preoccupied with work, hadn’t even started or had ignored entirely. She’d tried to create order in the gardens, figuring that she should save the inside work for winter, when she couldn’t work outside. But it was a long, slow process, inside and out. Then she’d had Ellie’s company for a day each week, which she had welcomed, and they’d found some interesting things to do. She hoped that Leslie didn’t hold it against her that she had the opportunity to do the fun things with Ellie, while Leslie worked. Leslie liked her job, and Abby had liked working with her. She did love history, and loved explaining it to school groups, helping them to see the past as more than just a list of names and dates that they had to memorize to pass a test. The past was so present locally, if you looked—more so for her than for most people. She would have to get serious about finding another job soon, if only those ancestors of hers would stop knocking on her door and distracting her.
Ned didn’t seem to notice that her mind was elsewhere. She promised herself that she’d wrap up this hunt for Olivia as soon as she could, so she could get back to paying attention to her ordinary life in the present, which meant Ned.
 
• • •
 
The next morning she woke up refreshed and ready to hunt down the Heirs of Isabel. Since they were relatively recent, it should be simple enough to find names online for the people involved, and then to work out whether there were still any in the area. And keep her fingers crossed that they would have some information that she could use. Well, it was a nice theory: information about long-dead generations was spread all over the Internet, but information about living people was harder to come by, unless you had a legal reason. Abby supported the idea of protecting people’s privacy—if that was even possible anymore, when even the federal government could be hacked—but it didn’t make her job any easier.
What did she know about Isabel? Not much, save that she’d been adopted sometime around or after 1885, because Abby had seen Olivia as a young woman at that point, and Isabel had been a babe in arms. But even now it was hard to get hold of adoption records, and she had no standing in this case. Still, Isabel should appear in the censuses, starting with 1900.
As she had expected, Abby quickly found William and his wife in 1900, in the big house on the hill in Waltham that she had seen with Ned. Isabel was there, listed as “adopted daughter,” age eleven, and both of Isabel’s parents were said to have been born in Massachusetts. So what she had “seen” must have taken place around a decade earlier, but there were no 1890 censuses to check. By 1910, William had come down a bit in the world. He’d moved out of the big house, into a smaller one closer to town, and he was working at a different company. Isabel was still listed as living there, although she was twenty-one—and now defined as a “daughter” without qualification. By 1920 Abby knew William had passed on, but his wife continued to live in the house, with two men described in the census as “lodger.” Did that make it a boardinghouse? How far had the Flaggs come down in the world? Elizabeth Flagg was in her seventies by then. Isabel had married, and appeared on the same census page; when Abby checked the map, it turned out that the house was right around the corner from her mother’s. She’d been a good and faithful daughter, adopted or not. At that point Isabel had four children: two boys first, and then two girls. Her husband worked for a bank in the town.
By 1930, Elizabeth had just died, Abby knew, although she was surprised to see that the Flagg house already had new occupants. Maybe having a banker for a son-in-law facilitated probate and other legal matters. Isabel and her husband seemed to have stopped at four children, the youngest now eleven. And by 1940, the most recent census released by the government, Isabel too was gone, and one of the children was no longer listed in the house, although a servant had been added. Overall Abby was pleased: she had the names of the four children. One she knew from the cemetery—the older boy, named for his father, had been killed in World War Two, and hadn’t married before his death. That left one boy and two girls to track down. Time to do more digging.
Abby knew that modern records were harder to come by than the older ones, unless of course you were a hacker, which she was not. She could prove that the second son was born and that he married—and that he’d apparently taken a cruise to Jamaica in 1938, on the same ship as the DuPonts of Wilmington, which was irrelevant but amusing. Or was it irrelevant? The family must have been reasonably well-off if they could afford a cruise in such nice company. But to pin down any of his children, she’d have to try other sources, like city directories and newspaper articles and obituaries. It was slow going, but it usually worked.
After another couple of hours, Abby knew that the surviving son had had two children, who appeared to have stayed in Massachusetts; the elder daughter had married and had one child, and the younger daughter four. Tracking them all down now was a different question. Her best bet was to look at local papers, for weddings and funerals, and hope that other family members had been mentioned, ideally with their married names. She spent a couple of hours trying that approach and was disappointed at how little she found, after her earlier successes. On the plus side, originally the family had been of high enough social standing to merit mentions in the Boston Globe, and its archives were online. On the minus side, there were few new names for her, and none for the next generation. She came away with a few surnames, plus the information that some of that generation had scattered to other states.
What now? She’d already determined that information on Thomas Clarkson’s family was patchy at best. He seemed to have stayed in or around Lynn for most of his life, but apart from that one early census listing, Abby couldn’t find any evidence of other family members. The Globe didn’t cough up an obituary in 1892, although the paper did show that Clarkson was holding a Special Art Sale in Boston in 1876—relatively early in his career—offering “A Collection of Good Pictures.” He was also briefly mentioned in a review in 1877, and he was part of another auction later that year. And there the trail went cold.
Abby pushed her chair back and stared into space. She already missed having Olivia the kitten to talk to—at least she had been a diversion. After her morning of research, she hadn’t been able to add much new information. Olivia had owned that house on the Cape, but Abby had no way of knowing why she had bought it—why then? Why there? Olivia had been sad in that house, to the point of tears. Why? There were so many possibilities. Olivia was depressed. She had lost her husband years earlier, her daughter was having major problems with her own husband, and the money was running out. Who wouldn’t cry, given the chance? She was only a couple of years from her own death—had she known she was ill? Olivia was sick, lonely and broke. All worth crying about. Maybe she kept the painting as the last remnant of happier, earlier days.
Abby wished there was someone she could ask. Ellie understood, in her own way, but Abby couldn’t consult an eight-year-old. And Ellie was busy with a new school year and a kitten and a recuperating father, and might not want to be dragged back into this thing. Abby didn’t have the right to ask her to stay involved. Leslie certainly wouldn’t approve, and Abby wanted to stay on Leslie’s good side as a way of keeping in contact with her daughter.
She looked at the scribbled notes spread around the table. She had collected a few more names, but no way was she going to go chasing all of them all over the country. She had to narrow the field somehow. All right: Isabel Flagg had married a local banker named Bailey Whitman. They had had four children, and the eldest one, Bailey Junior, had died in the war. That left three: a son and two daughters. From what she had found, Abby thought the daughters, Eleanore and Victoria, had married and moved out of state, with different surnames, and it would be a lot of work to track them down. That left the second son, Franklin, who had remained in Massachusetts. The last piece of information she had found from local newspapers was that he had had at least one son, and in Franklin Whitman’s local obituary, a couple of sons were listed, living in the same area. Therefore she should follow the Whitman name in eastern Massachusetts.
Yet even Abby had to recognize that anyone living and breathing now was unlikely to know anything about a person, relative or not, that they had never known, three or four generations back. Unless she was lucky enough to run into another manic genealogist, but she couldn’t count on that. Otherwise, they were unlikely to welcome a crazy woman asking about those long-gone relatives. Give it up, Abby, she told herself. It’s a wild-goose chase.
No. Something inside her wouldn’t let her, not yet. All right, she was going to make one last stab at this. She even had the perfect cover story: she had a painting by a local artist who had been moderately famous in his day, and whose paintings were still selling, even online. She had reason to believe that her family had had some connection to the artist, and she wanted to know more about it. The painting had come down through her family, and she wondered if maybe her great-great-whatever had actually known the artist? That kind of question would be nonthreatening, wouldn’t it? And luckily the surname Whitman was uncommon enough that the list wouldn’t be too long. She would leave it up to the gods—or Olivia?—to help her in finding whatever it was she was looking for. Or hinder her. Maybe there were some secrets that should die with their owners. But in any case, if there were no Whitmans within a reasonable distance from where she sat, she would put the problem to bed once and for all.
Abby started searching for Whitmans in Massachusetts, starting with Lynn and Waltham and Cape Cod. She decided, rather arbitrarily, that she should cut off her research at the midpoint of the state, the Connecticut River Valley. Anywhere east of there was fair game. In a couple of hours she had collected a list of maybe twenty-five names. With a sigh she started calling. For those where a human voice answered, it took longer with each call than she had hoped, although she shouldn’t have been surprised: with each caller she had to identify herself and explain why she was calling, and as she had feared, there were many people who couldn’t even give specifics about their grandparents, never mind someone who had died in the late nineteenth century. Some people were interested, and a percentage of them asked if there was any money in it for them. When Abby told them no, they quickly lost interest. Others hung up on her.
She had saved the likeliest for last. After a few more calls where nobody human answered the phone, she tried a number in Osterville. A woman answered, sounding peeved even before Abby started her spiel. “Yeah, right, I’m Brenda Whitman. You calling about the yard sale? Because it doesn’t start until tomorrow. No early birds.”
“Can you give me directions?”
The woman spat out a couple of street names, and finally said, exasperated, “Look it up, lady. I’m busy.” She hung up.
Well, okay, that was rude, Abby thought. But if the woman was getting ready for a yard sale, she was probably harried. It was the beginning of the Labor Day weekend, and there should be a lot of traffic. Didn’t people always show up at yard sales looking for bargains? Abby looked down at her list: everything was crossed off. All right, she’d go to the yard sale at the Whitman residence tomorrow. And maybe she’d swing by the house in West Falmouth and say good-bye to Olivia one more time, and then leave in time to beat the rotary traffic. She started to gather up her papers into neat stacks. But before she shut down her computer, she checked to see where Osterville was: only a few miles beyond West Falmouth, along the coast. All she would have to do was to follow Route 28.
When Ned arrived home, Abby was happily chopping vegetables. “Looks good—what is it?” he asked.
“I think it’s pasta primavera, although maybe it should be pasta estate, since this is summer, not spring. Anyway, I thought I should use the vegetables while they were still fresh. Next year I’ll try to plant herbs, if I remember. I don’t know if I’m ambitious enough to do a vegetable garden.”
“We have plenty of time,” Ned said, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing the back of her neck.
“How soon do you want to eat dinner?” Abby said breathlessly.
“I’m in no hurry.”
“Good.”
An hour later Abby dumped a boiling pot of pasta into a strainer, then poured her improvised sauce over them and mixed the whole mess with a large pair of forks. Then she transferred the result into two broad bowls, and set one at each of their places. “There. Mangia.”
“Have you been to Italy?”
“Only the high points—Rome, Florence, Venice—right after college. And what I could see from a train. You?”
Ned shook his head. “We should go sometime.”
“Hey, you want to plan vacations, I can give you a long shopping list.”
“What?” he asked, smiling. “In this country? In Europe? Somewhere else?”
She kept forgetting that Ned had money. “London, Paris, Dublin. Hadrian’s Wall. The great cathedrals. How about Australia? The Sydney Opera House?”
“What, no beaches on tropical islands?”
“I like to go places to do things, not to lie in the sun and beg for skin cancer. Do you have a wish list?”
“Pretty much the same as yours. I just haven’t wanted to take that kind of vacation by myself.”
Abby smiled: she understood how he felt. It was much more fun to share experiences like that. “Well, now you’ve got me for companionship. I am a very good tourist: I like everything. The food, the scenery, the art. It’s all good.”
“I’m glad to hear that.” He forked up some spaghetti and chewed. “Any breakthroughs today?”
“Well, I decided when I’m cutting this off. I tried to follow the descendants of the adopted daughter Isabel Flagg to the present day, but it got too complicated, especially for the ones who left the state, and the records aren’t as easily available as the older ones. I found a few people with the right surname who lived in this part of Massachusetts, so I started calling them. It occurred to me that I have a great story in Thomas Clarkson, since he was sort of a public figure as an artist. Plus, I have the picture, and that gives me a great excuse to talk about him and his family, and ask if any of the Whitmans knew anything about him. It’s easier than trying to explain the genealogy over the phone. I got a lot of no answers, and some hang-ups, and a few people who didn’t know anything. I thought I’d hit another dead end, but there’s one Whitman family on the Cape that might be promising. Even if they aren’t related, they’re having a yard sale tomorrow, and I really need to get out of the house.”
“Well, happy hunting on both fronts. Just remember the weekend traffic.”
“I just hope the trip is worth it.”



Chapter 23
 
“Are you taking much cash with you?” Ned asked as he dressed the next morning.
“I’m not there to buy, just to pump people for information.”
“What if it turns out they have a family Bible going back to 1683 and think it’s just a musty old book?”
Did that really ever happen? “Fine, I’ll take cash. At least the place should be easy to find. Are you going into the office this weekend?” The long holiday weekend. Well, he had taken a couple of days off to spend with Ellie and her on the Cape. But still.
“I don’t know yet—depends on how much I get done today.”
“You know, you are the boss. You can cut yourself some slack, can’t you?”
“I am endeavoring to set a good example for the rest of my faithful staff. But I won’t stay late, I promise.”
“Hey, before you go—how should I handle contacting Ellie?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, now that we don’t have any regular schedule for seeing each other, I kind of miss her. And I want to know how school’s going, and how Olivia is settling in, but I don’t feel that I can just call, or if I do, maybe I should ration myself?”
Ned sat on the bed to lace up his shoes. “Are you worried about how Leslie will feel about that?”
“Maybe. I’m not trying to take anything away from her relationship with Ellie, and I know she’s being pulled in six directions at the moment, with George, and work, and getting the kids back on some sort of schedule. I don’t want to add to that.”
“I understand, and I’m betting that Leslie will too, when things settle down. Give it some time.”
“I’ll try. But it’s hard.” Abby stood up. “So, you, get going. I want to get to this thing early, and there will be traffic.”
Ned stood as well. “Yes, there will be. Good luck!”
“Thank you. I need some. Now, shoo!”
As soon as Ned had cleared the driveway, Abby gulped down some toast, filled a travel mug with coffee, and headed out. She knew the way to the Cape now, and traffic wasn’t bad until she got to within a few miles of the bridge. At least she’d been prepared for it and was resigned to moving like a snail for a few miles. Once past the rotary beyond the bridge, the road opened up, and she found the exit for Osterville without any trouble. The town itself was small, and there were few turns involved in finding the house she was looking for. In fact, she probably could have found it without a map, given the number of cars already parked near it, despite the early hour.
She parked in the shade of a tree and started walking slowly, looking at the neighborhood. Mostly post–World War Two houses, nice-sized lots, well maintained. Not an affluent neighborhood, at least when it was built, but she didn’t want to think how much it would cost now to buy one of these. She thought she could see the ocean at the far end of the block. The house she was looking for—the one with tables and piles of stuff in the front yard—turned out to be in the middle of the block. No one there could claim an ocean view, unless you stood on the roof. There was a “For Sale” sign planted in the grass in front. A semicircular driveway led from the street to the front of the house, and the grass within it was crammed with articles for sale. A sign with a large arrow pointed around the side of the house: it said simply “MORE.”
Even though it was barely ten, the place was crowded. She wandered around, trying to identify someone who looked like they were in charge, and finally lighted on a rangy woman of about forty, who looked frazzled, running from one place to another and fielding questions as she went. It wasn’t going to be easy to hold a conversation with her about her ancestor Isabel, or more accurately, her father-in-law Franklin. On the other hand, if the place was for sale, she might not get another chance. She had to try.
Abby approached the woman briskly and said, “Is this your house?”
“Yeah. Want to buy it?” the woman said, counting out change for someone else.
“Are you Brenda Whitman?”
The woman stopped and glared at Abby. “Yeah. So?”
“I’m looking for Franklin Whitman,” Abby told her.
The woman pushed her hair out of her face. “He’s dead. My father-in-law. I’m married to his son Steven. Look, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of busy here. You want to give me a bill or serve notice or something? Or you’re welcome to buy whatever you like. Other than that, I’ve got stuff to do.”
“Was your husband’s great-grandmother Isabel Flagg?” Abby said desperately.
The woman fixed her with a glare that would have shattered glass. “What’s it to you? I told you, I’m busy. You want to talk about the past, it’s her you want.” The woman pointed to an older woman, seated in the shade of the garage, watching the melee in the yard. “My mother-in-law. I don’t care about old stories—I just want to get this place cleared out so I can get out of here.”
“Thank you for your help,” Abby said to her retreating back. She made her way over to the older woman, who was seated in a flimsy aluminum-and-strap yard chair that looked ready to collapse. “Excuse me—your, uh, daughter-in-law said you might know something about the Whitman family history?”
The woman looked to be in her seventies, but her eyes were sharp. “And why might you want to know?”
“I’m looking for information about Isabel Flagg, who married Bailey Whitman in Waltham. She was the adopted daughter of my great-great-great-grandfather William.”
The woman studied her face for a moment, then smiled. “Isabel wasn’t adopted, dear. She was William’s own child. Let’s go around back where it’s quieter. We need to talk.”
The woman stood up with relative ease, and Abby, struck dumb, followed her around to the back of the building. There were people rummaging through more piles of items, but it was less crazy than the front yard. The woman pointed toward a pair of white wooden Adirondack chairs tucked into a corner of the patio. “Sit, please.” Abby sat.
“We’d better start with introductions, I assume. I am Edna Whitman—Whitman was my married name. My late husband, Franklin, named for his father, and I bought this house when we married, and brought up our kids here. When my husband died I turned it over to my son Steven—that one’s husband”—Edna nodded toward the front—“and now they’re moving away. He’s taken a new job in Baltimore. They’ve got an offer on the house, which is why they’re dumping all this stuff in such a hurry. I don’t have room for it, where I am now—it’s a retirement community. Nice enough, but the apartments are small, and there’s not much storage. I just wanted to see it all one last time.”
“I’m Abigail Kimball—Abby. I’m descended from William Flagg and his wife, Elizabeth Reed, but I only found out last year, so I’m just starting out, putting the pieces together.”
Edna nodded, once. “I’ve got Reed ancestors too. Have you met William?”
Abby stared at her, stunned. “You mean William Flagg? The one who died in 1914?”
“That’s the only William in the family. He never had a son, you know.”
Abby swallowed. Might as well tell the truth. “Yes, I met him in Waltham, last fall.”
Edna smiled. “I thought so. You’re descended from Olivia. So you know that Isabel was a good bit younger than she was?”
“Yes, I noticed that. You’re saying she was William’s own child?”
“Nobody ever did the DNA stuff, but that was the story that came down through the family. How much do you know about William?”
“He sounds like an interesting person, someone I’d like to know.”
“He was that. Hardworking, determined. He dabbled in a lot of things, and some worked out better than others. He was smart—when he made a chunk of money, before 1900, he tied it up in a trust for the two girls. That’s where Olivia’s money came from. Not from her husband.” Edna sniffed.
“You don’t like Samuel?”
“Not much. He was kind of a parasite. And a whiner.”
Abby smiled. “I don’t like him either. But the money didn’t last long. Why do you know so much about all this?”
Edna shrugged. “When I was younger, women didn’t work so much, especially after the children came. Once they were out of the house I got kind of bored. You can’t read all the time, and I didn’t like to join women’s clubs and such, so I got interested in the family history. I’ve been working on it, oh, twenty years now—mine and my husband’s. Computers have been a big help.”
“That they have, which is how I ended up here. When’s the move happening?”
“Next week—anything that doesn’t sell today will go to the dump or a church jumble sale or something. You’re lucky you found us when you did. If it was luck.”
“You mean Olivia sent me here?”
“Maybe. Do I sound like a crazy old lady?”
“Only if that makes me a crazy young lady. I’ve found a few others, too. It seems to run in families. Like the Reeds.”
“You’re lucky. In all my years, I’ve only connected with a couple of others, and we could never really talk about it. Sad, isn’t it? Like ignoring the color purple just because other people can’t see it.”
“I know what you mean.”
“So, what brings you here today, Abby?” Edna asked.
Abby glanced around quickly, to be sure no one was likely to overhear what promised to be a very strange conversation. The coast was clear, since everyone was absorbed with trying to find treasures among the junk on the tables. “I just found out that Olivia owned a house in West Falmouth, toward the end of her life. By accident I ended up spending a few nights there, without even knowing it had been hers. While I was there, I saw her, during that big storm last week. She was sitting outside in the rain and crying. I wanted to know why—why she owned that house, what she was doing there, and mostly, why she was so sad.”
“They get under your skin, don’t they?” Edna said softly. “But I think I’m one of the few people in the world who can help you answer that. Come with me.”
Edna stood up, and Abby followed her through a back door into the garage, which, like the front yard, was piled with junk marked with price tags. Edna went directly over to one corner, where there was a stack of battered Bankers Boxes. Edna pointed. “This is all that’s left of the family papers. To be honest, I’d forgotten they were in the attic—or rather, crawl space up top. I hadn’t been up there for years. When Brenda went nuts trying to get everything out of the house, she found them. She was ready to throw them away, but I told her they were mine and to set them aside. You’re welcome to them.”
Abby looked at the boxes, incredulous. “I can’t take those—they belong to your family.”
“Well, I sure as heck can’t take them back to my place, and believe me, Steven’s sons aren’t interested. I’d ask that you don’t throw them away, in case anyone comes looking later, but I think they’d be a lot safer with you than getting thrown around in this move. If they don’t end up in the Dumpster while I’m not looking.”
Abby smiled. “Then I would be happy to have them, and I’ll take good care of them. I can scan the stuff, if you like.”
“Don’t worry about it now,” Edna said.
“Do you know what I’m going to find?” Abby asked.
“I’ve got some guesses. Olivia kept the painting, didn’t she?”
Abby was dumbfounded—again. “How do you know about the painting?”
Edna nodded toward the boxes. “The story’s in there. Where is it now?”
“The painting? My mother has it. It’s one of the few things that came down through the family from Olivia. Olivia’s daughter had a difficult life, so I guess a lot was lost. You probably know that William was a big supporter of the artist and his friends.”
“Yes, I do. There are some interesting flyers and ads and such in those boxes, about William’s exhibits.”
“Edna, I’m kind of overwhelmed by all this. You are incredibly generous, and I can’t wait to look at what’s in those boxes. Can we get together and talk after I’ve gone through them?”
“Of course, my dear. My place is this side of Falmouth. And where are you?”
“Lexington. Not far.”
“Then I’d be delighted to offer you tea when you come.”
“That would be lovely. One more thing—are there any other items I should rescue from this sale?”
“Why don’t we go look? I think there’s some old china, and other odds and ends.”
They spent a pleasant half hour poking among the piles of stuff—the residue of a couple of generations of Whitmans, all muddled together. Abby found a few small items that attracted her, including a pretty china cup and saucer that looked old. She looked at Edna, who winked at her. She took the cup and paid the cranky daughter-in-law, who handed her a plastic bag and went off to cajole someone else into taking something, anything off her hands. Abby wrapped the cup and stowed it in her purse, then went back to her car, to move it closer so she could put Edna’s boxes in her trunk. She lucked out when somebody pulled away close to the driveway. Edna was waiting at the curb, and went with her into the garage.
When Abby grabbed up the first box to take to the car, Brenda rushed over. “Hey, you haven’t paid for that.”
Edna stepped in front of Abby. “Brenda, those are my personal possessions, and I’ve given this young lady permission to take them. It’s only the boxes in the corner, and they’re mine to do with as I choose.”
Brenda gave her a dirty look but turned away. Edna told Abby, “You go right ahead and load them up.” Abby hurried to comply before Brenda changed her mind or decided to inspect the boxes. Did she really think Abby would be stealing tacky stuff from a yard sale? Did people do that kind of thing?
When everything was safely stowed in the car, Abby turned back to Edna. “Thank you so much, Edna. Give me your number and I’ll call you in a week or two, if that’s all right?”
“That’s fine, dear. Do you have a piece of paper?”
Abby rummaged in her bag and came up with a postcard from Falmouth. “Here, use this.”
Edna laboriously wrote on the card and handed it back to Abby. “Good luck, my dear. And please remember: don’t judge too harshly.”
Abby had no idea what Edna was talking about, but maybe the answer lay in the boxes. “I can’t thank you enough, Edna.”
“I’m just happy these are going to a good home.” Edna stepped back, and Abby pulled out of the parking space. Once back on the main road, she saw that traffic had picked up, mainly headed farther out the Cape, but she still wanted to take one more look at the house in West Falmouth, now that she knew so much more about it. And it was on the way, wasn’t it?
Ten minutes later she pulled up behind the house. Clearly, new renters had moved in for the long weekend: all the windows were open, and wet towels were draped over chairs and railings. The sun sparkled on the water beyond the house.
Sitting in the car, Abby whispered, “Do you want me to know what happened, Olivia?”
Olivia didn’t answer.



Chapter 24
 
As Abby pulled in, a thirtyish man stepped out of the back door of the house. “Can I help you?” he called out.
Abby fought off the impulse to burn rubber and disappear. That would be rude, and besides, there was no reason she shouldn’t be there—she wasn’t trespassing. She opened the door and climbed out. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you. I spent a couple of days here last week, and since then I’ve done some research on the house and I just wanted to look at it again.”
The man broke into a big grin. “You must be Abby! I’m Daniel Eldridge, the owner. Ned told me you’d be here last week.”
“Oh, then it’s great to meet you. I thought this would be prime rental property this weekend.”
“So why am I here? Hey, it’s my house, so I’m indulging myself. You want to come in?”
Abby was torn: she knew she should really get back on the road, since there would be holiday traffic, but at the same time she wanted to look at the house through the prism of what she had learned since she left. “Okay, but I shouldn’t stay long—I’ve got to drive back to Lexington.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t keep you long.” He stepped back and held open the screen door for her to pass into the kitchen.
“You have kids?” Abby asked. “I thought they were all back in school now.”
“Mine are too young for kindergarten, and the preschool schedule is flexible. You want something to drink?”
“Iced tea, if you have it.”
“Coming up.” Daniel opened the fridge and rummaged around. “So, how did you and Ned hook up?” he asked, handing her a cold bottle.
Once again Abby was stymied about how to answer that question without saying too much. “I was living in Waltham last year and took a house tour. He was the docent.”
“Oh, right—he’s into that history stuff.”
“How do you know him?”
“Went to college together. Hey, come on out to the porch so we can sit. My wife and the kids are at the beach, so we won’t have to deal with their fuss.”
“Okay,” Abby said, following him through the house to the porch. When they were seated, she said, “You and Ned kept in touch since college?”
“Hell, yeah. I was one of the original partners in his company, back when it was a start-up.”
“Why aren’t you still there?”
Daniel studied Abby a moment. “You’re living with the guy, right? So I’m going to assume there aren’t a lot of secrets. Ned needed my money in the beginning, and another warm body to fill out the board of directors. He was the idea man. And I didn’t have any better plans, so I said, why not? It was fun for a while, and I like to think we got it off to a good start. He’s done well since. But I decided I just wasn’t into that techy science thing, so we parted ways, but amicably. He was seeing Leslie what’s-her-name back then, so I guess they split up?”
How close were these two guys, if they hadn’t talked about Leslie? “Yes. Like in your case, they decided they were just too different to make a go of it. They’re still friends.”
“How long have you two been together?” Daniel asked, then laughed. “Stop me if I get too nosy.”
“That’s okay. We met about a year ago, but I was with someone else then. So we didn’t really get together until November, maybe. And I moved in this past spring, when my sublet ran out.”
“Great house. Creepy about the cemetery, though.”
“You’ve seen the house?” Abby was surprised. She had thought Ned seldom entertained.
“Yeah, I had to drop something off there once, and he offered me the tour. It’ll take a lot of work to make it right.”
“Tell me about it.” Abby laughed. “I’ve been doing a lot of wallpapering.”
“You working? Or is that a non-PC question these days? Sometimes my mouth gets ahead of my brain.”
“That’s okay. Yes, I used to work at the Concord Museum, and before that in Philadelphia. Right now I’m taking a break.” How lame did that sound?
“What do you do?”
“Mostly I work in children’s programming for nonprofits, although I’ve done some fund-raising too. But I like working with kids. Listen, can I ask you about this house?”
“Sure, fire away.” Daniel sat back in the creaking wicker chair and grinned at her.
“Did you buy it, or has it been in your family for a while?”
“Door number two. I think it was my grandfather who bought it in the 1940s. It was kind of run down, after the hurricane, you know.”
“I’ve been reading about that. And I saw that binder in the living room.”
“Yeah, Granddad put that together. Gathered up all sorts of news clippings and articles. He was proud that this house had stood up so well. Of course, the Cape didn’t get the full impact. Awful thing, though, that storm. I sure hope it can’t happen again.”
“I’d like to think not, with all the tracking they can do these days.”
“Still, hurricanes are tricky things, or so I’m told. I’ve been here through a couple of mid-sized ones—not with the kids, thank goodness—and that was plenty for me.”
“We had a pretty good storm while we were here. No damage, though. Just a lot of wind and rain.” And a ghost. “Did your grandfather know the people he bought it from?”
“I don’t recall . . . no, I take that back. He used to say he got a real deal for it, because he bought it from a woman who really needed the money. I think it had been her mother’s, and she was settling the estate.”
“That matches what I found,” Abby said.
“You always do a title search on places where you stay for a few days?”
Abby shook her head. “No, but the woman—the mother—who owned it was my great-great-grandmother. I wondered why she decided to buy a place here—she lived in New Jersey, so she couldn’t have just dropped in for the weekend.”
“She must have had money, so she could spend the whole summer here. Sorry, was that rude again?”
“No—most people hear ‘summer home’ or ‘second house’ and they assume the owners are well-off. And she was, until she wasn’t, after the Depression hit.”
“You do a lot of this genealogy stuff? Ned’s into it too, isn’t he?”
“Yes. In fact, we discovered we were related, back six or eight generations. We’ve both got lots of ancestors in Massachusetts. How about you?”
“Maybe some Massachusetts ancestors up the line, but I don’t really pay attention to that stuff. My wife and I, we’ve lived here on and off, I guess you’d say. I worked with Ned for a few years, then took a job in New York for a while. But we decided we didn’t want to raise kids there, so I found something in Boston. We live north of the city, but it’s an easy trip down here. With what we make in summer rentals, the place pays for itself—taxes, utilities and that stuff.”
“Has your family ever found any artifacts here? From when my great-great-grandmother lived here?”
“That’s before my time, and you can’t exactly bury anything in the yard here because it’s so close to the water, which doesn’t stop my kids from trying. Bunch of gophers, they are.” Then Daniel snapped his fingers. “Wait a sec—there was this one thing. Stay there.” He jumped out of his chair and went inside, and Abby could hear him opening drawers and muttering to himself. Then there was an “Aha!” He came back quickly after that.
“Here.” He shoved a teacup and saucer at Abby. “My grandpa wasn’t a tall guy, and his wife was shorter than he was. And nobody in the family ever spent a lot of time here, so I guess most people skimped on the cleaning. Anyway, when we decided to rent it out, we hired this agency—you met someone from there—to make sure it was in tip-top shape. They must have been really thorough, because they found this cup in the pantry, way back on the top shelf where nobody could see it. They saved it for me in case I wanted to keep it. I don’t know why I did, but since it had survived this long, it felt wrong just to pitch it in the trash. You want it? It looks old enough to have belonged to your family.”
“If you’re sure, I’ll be happy to take it.” Abby couldn’t take her eyes off it: she was pretty sure that it matched the one she had bundled up in her purse, that she had just bought at the Whitman yard sale. Olivia? You here? Nothing, not that she had expected anything. “Listen, do you have any old pictures of the place? From your grandfather’s time? I didn’t see any in the hurricane binder.”
“There might be some at home. I’ll check when we get back. If I find anything I’ll scan them and email them to you. Give me your email. Oh, wait, I should get something to write on, duh.” He bounced up again, went inside, and came back with a scrap of paper and a pencil. “Go ahead.”
Abby rattled off her email address. “Oh, and my last name’s Kimball. You know where to find us.” She checked her watch, then stood up. “I should be going—I’m told the traffic gets nasty.”
“Yeah, that’s the downside of being here. It’ll be better by the middle of next week. Look, thanks for stopping by—I hope you enjoyed being here. And give my regards to Ned. We ought to get together sometime.”
“That sounds good to me. I’m glad you were here when I dropped in. And thanks for the teacup.”
“Enjoy it. I’ll let you out.” Daniel stood on the back steps while Abby started the car. As she backed out, he raised a hand in farewell.
That had been interesting. Ned seemed to like people and to get along well with them, but until this past week he had never mentioned Daniel. For that matter, he seldom mentioned any of his work colleagues by name. Why was that? Did he have no other friends in the area? Of course, she wasn’t one to talk. Brad had dragged her up to unfamiliar Massachusetts, and the only people she had met had been some of his work acquaintances—and that hadn’t turned out well. She hadn’t had any opportunity yet to meet people in Lexington. She had barely started to get to know the other employees at the museum when Leslie had fired her. Well, she knew Leslie, but Leslie wasn’t exactly a friend. Of course, there was Ned’s mother. But the fact of it was, she probably knew as many dead people as living ones in Massachusetts. That didn’t seem right. She and Ned would have to do something about that.
She pointed her car northward, back to Lexington.



Chapter 25
 
Once back on the highway, Abby had to force herself to pay attention to the road. Until a year earlier, she had not believed in anything remotely resembling a paranormal phenomenon, much less that it could apply to her. She didn’t read minds, she had no premonitions about the future, and she couldn’t make objects move around without touching them. She was what she would have called psychically normal, until she’d encountered the Flagg family at home—in 1880-something. And at the cemetery. And then the Reed family in various places. A single event she could have dismissed as a dizzy spell, but when it kept happening she had to take it more seriously. Clearly Ned did, and had before he met her. She still had no idea what she would have done if he hadn’t been around to guide her—probably gone into denial and/or found a prescription to suppress whatever it was.
But now there were other odd things happening. Like Daniel’s renters suddenly canceling at the last minute, and Daniel offering the house to Ned for that slot, out of the blue. It could have just happened, couldn’t it? And neither he nor Ned had known that Abby’s however-many-times great-grandmother had owned the house before Daniel’s family had bought it. Daniel hadn’t even known Abby’s surname, and that wasn’t the same as Olivia’s in any case. Fine—call the house coming vacant at that particular time a random coincidence. They happened, didn’t they?
But now she’d been hunting for Olivia’s adopted sister’s descendants, trawling through phone books, and when she found one local example of the Whitman name on Cape Cod and decided to check it out, a total stranger told her that Isabel was actually William Flagg’s daughter, and therefore related to her. Not by the Reed line, which was the one that was proving the most fruitful in terms of psychic connections. But that total stranger, Edna, was a Reed descendant, just not through the Whitmans. And Abby had just happened to encounter Edna at a yard sale. One coincidence, no problem. Two very specific coincidences? Statistically unlikely. Abby was beginning to think that she had to reexamine her concepts of unseen forces in the universe. She smiled wryly to herself: as she had seen all too clearly at Salem, in another time and place she would have been called a witch. People were terrified of the kind of thing she was experiencing right now. At least she’d managed to keep her mouth shut about it—most of the time.
Her fingers itched to dig into those boxes and see what Edna had managed to save. She had said there were answers in there. What did that mean? And how, out of all the yard sales on a holiday weekend in this particular place, had she and Edna come together? Yesterday Abby hadn’t even known the sale was happening.
Ned was already back from work when Abby arrived, and she bounded out of the car, eager to tell him about her find. “I don’t see a car full of junk,” he greeted her.
“But the trunk is full! Wait until I tell you what I found! You’re not going to believe it. Come see.” She grabbed his arm and dragged him to the back of her car and popped the trunk. “Look.”
“I see boxes. Old boxes. Have you opened them?”
“No, not yet.”
Ned raised one eyebrow. “Do you know what’s in them?”
“Not specifically, but generally. Help me get them inside and I’ll tell you all about them.”
They each hefted a box out of the trunk and carried it into the house, depositing them in the dining room, then made a second trip. “I’ll get the last one,” Ned volunteered. Abby stood looking at her fabulous find, beaming. However these boxes and their contents had come into her hands, they were hers now. Unless—a stab of anxiety pierced her—Edna was totally gaga and enjoyed making up stories to entertain hapless strangers who took the time to talk to her, and the boxes contained nothing but old newspapers. Abby quickly peeled long-dry tape from around one and pulled off the top: the box was stuffed with a hodgepodge of papers, file folders, letters, journals, and lumpy things wrapped up in yellowed tissue. She spied the name Whitman on one letter and sighed with relief. Not that she’d ever really believed that Edna had been lying to her. There had been that indefinable connection that Abby was beginning to recognize. Edna had Reed blood, somewhere up the line, as did Abby and Ned. And now Ellie. That link gave a whole new meaning to the term “family.”
Ned came up behind her as she knelt in front of the open box. “You look like you just opened a Christmas present,” he said. “What is all this stuff?”
“I have to tell you the whole story, in order. Can we get a pizza or something?”
“Sure, I guess. Want me to call it in?”
“Please.” Abby turned back to the first box and set its lid beside it. She pulled over the next box and peered inside, then the other three. All looked about the same—a jumble of items, in no particular order. Not that she was about to complain, but she needed a plan before she just jumped in and started pulling things out randomly.
Ned returned and said, “It’ll be here in fifteen minutes. Are you going to tell me what’s got you so excited?”
Abby sat back on her haunches. “I went to the yard sale, as planned. It was already busy, early in the morning. Apparently the current Whitman family is moving out of the house any minute now, and it looked like the current owner—Brenda—was in a hurry to dump everything and leave. As you can guess, she wasn’t exactly in a chatty mood. I got as far as ‘hello’ and verifying that I had the right place, but when I started to ask questions about family history, she pointed to her mother-in-law, who she’d kind of parked in a corner. So I went over to talk to her—her name’s Edna, by the way—and it turned out that she was the keeper of the family records. She’d moved out of the house years ago, into a retirement place of some sort, but she didn’t have space for these boxes, so she left them in the attic, which was fine until her son took a new job and needed to move. I think the charming daughter-in-law was threatening to pitch them all, and Edna was standing guard to make sure that didn’t happen. Ned, this may sound weird, but she kind of knew me before we even introduced ourselves. Turns out she’s a Reed descendant, on her side—but the Whitmans aren’t. Anyway, you want to know what the first thing she said was, when I told her what I was looking for?”
“I assume you’re going to tell me?”
“Of course I am. Edna said that Isabel was William Flagg’s child. Natural child, I mean. Not by his wife, Elizabeth Reed. Edna didn’t know who I was, but she knew I’d be interested in that fact.”
Ned sat down on the floor next to Abby. “Wow. These Reeds are spooky people, aren’t they? So what did you say to that?”
“Well, I hadn’t come up with an answer when she asked me if I’d met William, and of course I had to say yes. So there we were. She doesn’t like Olivia’s husband, Samuel, any more than I do—she called him a parasite. We must have talked for an hour or more, and then we shifted the boxes to my car. I told her about how I’d run into Olivia at the cottage on the Cape, when I’d never even known she’d been there, and why I felt I had to find out why she’d been so sad. And Edna said the answer was in these boxes. That’s all she would tell me, but I bet she figured I’d have fun working it out for myself. Isn’t that amazing?”
“It is. You have phenomenal luck, Abby.”
“I’m not sure it’s all just luck, Ned. It’s almost like Olivia is guiding me, although I have no clue how that could happen. But the things that have happened, they can’t all be coincidences, can they?”
“It seems unlikely, in a rational universe.”
They were interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell. “Must be the pizza,” Ned said, untangling his legs and standing up. As he went to the front door, Abby reluctantly got up and brushed off her jeans. Much as she didn’t want to let the precious boxes out of her sight, she thought it would be rude to leave pizza smudges all over someone else’s documents, so they should eat somewhere else. Whatever Edna’s intentions had been, Abby did not feel these relics belonged to her: she was only the custodian. She carefully replaced the covers, and met Ned in the kitchen, where he was getting plates out of a cupboard.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Abby said suddenly, as Ned doled out pizza slices. “I did buy something—a cup and saucer. It looked old, and kind of lonely. I paid two dollars for it.” She retrieved her purse and extricated the cup and saucer, unwrapping them carefully and setting them in the middle of the kitchen table.
“That’s, uh, nice?” Ned said, looking bewildered.
“Wait, there’s more.” With a flourish, she pulled out the cup and saucer Daniel had given her.
“So you bought two of them?” Ned asked.
“No. I stopped by the West Falmouth house on the way back. Your buddy Daniel was there, and we had some time to chat, since the rest of the family was at the beach. It was his grandfather who bought the house from Ruth Ellinwood. I asked if anyone had found any artifacts in the house, although I wasn’t expecting much. He said not until recently, when he hired that agency to manage the rentals on the house. When they cleaned the place, they found the cup tucked all the way back on a high shelf—apparently nobody had ever noticed it. He gave it to me. They match.”
“Ah,” Ned said. “Olivia’s hand again?”
“It’s possible, isn’t it? That cup’s been waiting in the house for almost eighty years, and then I show up with its mate in my bag? I will not accept one more coincidence today. I think somebody wanted these two to be reunited in the here and now. Maybe Olivia did want me to find them both.”
“And what message is she trying to send you?” Ned asked.
“That part I don’t know. But I think there is one. Let’s eat.” She set the twin cups and their saucers carefully on a countertop, side by side, out of harm’s way.
As Abby dug into her first piece of pizza, she realized she had never had lunch. Maybe that was why she was reacting so weirdly to things, or maybe overreacting was a better word. She really did not want to believe that her ancestors were clustered around her all the time, conferring about the best way to drive her crazy. If that was the case, the afterlife must be pretty boring.
“So now what?” Ned asked, after finishing his own piece.
“Well, I want to go through the new material in some sort of order. I started all this because I wanted to answer one question: why was Olivia there and why was she crying? I found out that she owned the house, okay, but not why she was there. Then my mother told me about the painting, and that led me to the interesting fact that Thomas Clarkson knew Olivia’s father, but that was when Olivia was just a child, so that wouldn’t have meant much to her then, and the painting my mother has was painted long after that. Anyway, I couldn’t find a whole lot about Thomas Clarkson, after his early years, except that he was a very busy painter and preferred marine pictures, which is what we’ve got. So I thought I’d try coming at it through Isabel’s family.”
“Why? What do you hope to find? Or maybe, what did Edna think you’d find?”
“I’m looking for whatever brought Olivia to the Cape, after her husband died, and then broke her heart.” Abby paused for a moment. “Do you think this is pointless, Ned?”
He took his time answering. “No, I think I understand, and I know neither of us knows how all this stuff works—we’re both still learning, together. I guess I’m just playing devil’s advocate—making you narrow down your questions. And I think you’re doing a pretty fair job of it.”
“Thank you. Shoot, Edna is too young to have known Olivia, but I should ask if her husband’s father knew her and ever said anything about her. You know, it’s the unwritten stories that carry the tales. Edna said that the family knew that Isabel was William’s daughter, but I’d bet nobody carefully wrote in the family Bible, ‘Today William’s bastard child was born to a woman not his wife.’”
Ned smiled. “People seldom did that, but you’ll notice that they talked about it, although maybe discreetly, behind closed doors and only within the family. I assume it carried some sort of stigma back when it happened. But Elizabeth seems to have accepted Isabel. Based on what you’ve seen, Isabel was always close to her adopted mother, wasn’t she? She stayed nearby, even after her father had died, and took care of her to the end. Does that suggest any hostility between them?”
Abby giggled. “Do you know, I think there was a family story on my side about that. Let me see if I can remember the details . . . I was pretty young when I heard it. Something like William and Elizabeth got married right after the Civil War, and Olivia was born almost exactly nine months later. But you’ll notice there weren’t any other children. What I overheard was that Elizabeth had the one baby and said, ‘That’s enough of that nonsense,’ and never got pregnant again—the implication being, which didn’t occur to me at the time, that she stopped sleeping with William altogether. So maybe she was willing to cut William some slack when he went looking for a little, uh, comfort, elsewhere. Most of the stories I’ve read about him suggest he was a man’s man, if you know what I mean. Not macho, but he belonged to a lot of men-only organizations, and even led some of them. Which suggests that men liked him too. But of course, there’s no mention of women in his life.” Abby couldn’t believe she was spinning this entirely too personal story out of very slender evidence, but it did make sense to her.
“So what’s your conclusion?” Ned asked.
“I’m willing to believe that William had some affairs along the way, and that one of them might have resulted in Isabel. But as you just pointed out, it appears that Elizabeth welcomed Isabel with open arms, which was rather nice of her. She could have said no.”
“Maybe she liked the child-rearing part but not the birthing part?”
That was a point that Abby had never considered. “I guess we’ll never know. I’m having another slice of pizza.” Abby helped herself, then chewed pensively. “You know, the Flagg side of the family had issues with reproducing at all. There were very few children among all of William’s siblings, and I think Isabel wasn’t the only adopted one, if I remember the censuses right. Overall, isn’t that kind of unusual for that time period? You think maybe there was a biological reason?”
“Abby, let’s not read too much into a few facts. Isabel may or may not have been William’s child. You might get a DNA test from a descendant that would show you something, but how likely is it that any of Isabel’s descendants are going to be willing to take part? And is it really important? What is the question you’re really asking? And what do you hope to find in those boxes?”
Trust Ned to keep nudging her back to the central issue. Abby drew a breath. “Whether Olivia confided anything to Isabel about the later years of her life. They didn’t live all that far apart. Isabel was married and had four kids by the time Samuel died—maybe Olivia wanted a summer place big enough for Isabel’s family to stay. We know that Olivia stayed close to her mother—I’ve got a picture of them together in New Jersey, after Ruth was born. So I’m hoping that there’s some record that Isabel left that could provide an explanation—a diary, letters, something tangible.”
“And if there isn’t?” Ned prompted.
“Then we go back to our ordinary daily lives. But remember, Ellie saw Olivia and felt her emotions too. It must have been important, whatever it was, for her to be visible to us.”
“Are you planning to start tonight?”
“No, I think I’ll wait until tomorrow, so I can do it all at once. This is a lot to take in. Will you be around? Do you have any projects planned?”
“Spending some quality time with you?”
“I think I’d like that. There are some advantages to having a living, breathing companion.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”



Chapter 26
 
At breakfast the next morning Abby could hardly contain her anticipation. Five boxes of family papers to examine! So what if they turned out to be old report cards or coal bills? They were history, and they could contain clues to who knew what.
“Ned, how come you never mentioned Daniel before?” she asked, munching on her toast.
“Didn’t I? I guess I don’t see much of him. Why?”
“Well, he invited me in when I stopped by the house yesterday, and I told you that we chatted for a while. He said he helped found your company?”
“Yes. As he probably mentioned, he was the money man, and I was the brains. That’s not a criticism. He’s a great guy, and smart in his own way, but he’s no scientist. Still, I think he had fun being part of a start-up. He met his wife that way—at some conference where he was looking for more funding.”
“I didn’t meet her. I gather they’ve got kids?”
“Three, I think, all young. I don’t recall that I’ve met them, although I’ve met his wife a time or two. I’ll bet he’s a good father—he’s like a big kid himself. But he’s shrewd. He’s not the type to spend summers lazing in the sun, even if he does have a beach house. So he rents it out when he doesn’t want to use it, and he makes out like a bandit.”
“Smart,” Abby agreed. “We could get together with him and his wife sometime.”
“Sure.”
“Or with any of your other friends at work?” Abby pressed.
“Are you trying to make a point, Abby? Like, I have no friends?”
“Well, we don’t socialize a lot. I wondered why.”
“Because I work a lot. Because I’m the boss, and it’s hard enough to maintain discipline and productivity with the people I employ. They’re smart and they work hard, but we don’t have a lot in common. Most of them are close to ten years younger than me. I’m not sure we speak the same language.”
“Ned, I’m almost ten years younger than you,” Abby pointed out.
“You’re an old soul?” he joked, then turned serious. “Are you saying you’re lonely here?”
Was she? “Not with you, but you’re not around all the time. Look, I’ve never been a girly girl who likes to go to lunches and parties. But I guess I miss working. I don’t really know anybody around here.”
“You blame Leslie for booting you out?”
“I don’t blame anyone, Ned. None of us could have foreseen the things that have happened, and I understand that Leslie was and still is having trouble wrapping her head around it, particularly as it affects her daughter. I don’t expect to go back to working at the museum. I enjoyed my job there, but it would be too weird for both of us. But I would like to work somewhere. Can you understand that?”
“Yes, I can. You’re too smart to sit around here all day slapping up wallpaper or refinishing floors. But I don’t have any brilliant suggestions.”
“Ned, we don’t have to solve this today. And I don’t have any ideas either—there aren’t that many historical museums around, not that I’ve checked to see if they’re hiring. But you asked. Yes, I’m a bit lonely, because I don’t see a lot of people day to day. And I was kind of surprised that you call Daniel a friend, because I’d never even heard of him until last week. We need to get out more.”
Ned looked down at his plate. “I’ve been working on something . . . no, it’s not ready to talk about yet.” Then he looked back at Abby. “You could join a genealogy group? You’d be a real asset.”
Abby laughed. “Yes, but a little skimpy on the documentation side. I don’t think the DAR would accept ‘my patriot ancestor told me so’ as proof of anything.”
“Probably not,” Ned said, smiling.
“So, having made the case for us seeing more people, will you mind if I spend the day rooting through Edna’s boxes, even though you’re going to be home?”
“Go for it. You want help?”
“Maybe. First I have to find out what’s in there. Of course, you know a lot more about Massachusetts than I do, so I may need to ask you about some connections or odd references.”
“I will keep myself available. Should I strip wallpaper or paint?”
“Does the fireplace work?” Abby countered.
“Uh, I don’t know? I’ve never tried it.”
“Why don’t you find out? If it doesn’t and you can’t fix it, you can find someone who can. Wouldn’t you like to have a cozy fire come winter?”
“With you next to me, yes.”
“So go clean the flues or something. You know where I’ll be.”
Having found a constructive chore in the house for Ned, Abby felt free to tackle the Whitman files. Luckily there was little in the way of furniture in the dining room, apart from the table and a few chairs. One chair she had commandeered to sit on, and she moved another one closer so she could put the box on it and look through it without straining her back. There were no labels on any of the boxes, so she dragged the nearest one over, put it on the chair, and opened it.
An hour later she had covered the entire table with piles of documents. Edna had done a worthy job with what she had to work with. Of course, she had started back in the days when there was no Internet, and Family Tree Maker was no more than a gleam in someone’s eye. In those days you presented yourself at libraries and historical societies and archives and went through what they had, book by book, folder by folder. Of course, there was still some of that to be done now—there were places that would never have the time or money to transfer their holdings to a digital format—but there was so much available online! Edna probably didn’t even have a computer, and much of what she had so carefully collected over the years was in the form of old and fading photocopies. At least her handwriting was clear and legible, and she had taken careful notes.
The first box Abby had opened seemed to contain material on the earliest members of the Whitman family, going back to before 1700. Abby fought the urge to shut the box immediately and go hunting for something closer to 1900, which was what interested her, but she felt that would be cheating. And besides, she needed to be sure that the decades or even centuries hadn’t gotten jumbled together. She didn’t trust Edna’s daughter-in-law not to have meddled with the boxes at some point. Still, once Abby reached the bottom of the box, she had to admit that Edna had been careful and thorough. And for once, Abby couldn’t find any connection among the earlier families on that side to those of her own—that she knew about. But she’d hardly scratched the surface with her own family, so she couldn’t dismiss the information just yet. Something to deal with later.
She labeled each of the piles from Box 1 with sticky notes, then stacked them carefully in their original box to clear the tabletop. The second box turned out to be much more recent, probably starting in the mid-twentieth century up to the time that Edna had moved to the retirement community. There were newspaper clippings of birth, marriage and death announcements. Society columns—there was something that had more or less disappeared, at least as far as Abby knew. School events, with various Whitman youths on sports teams or in honor societies. A few diplomas and certificates of achievement. A couple of paper packages of photographs, first black and white, then later color, now sadly faded. None were early enough to satisfy Abby. Weren’t there places that would scan photographs to digital formats? Even the negatives? Maybe Edna would appreciate that. She should ask at that nice camera store in Newton, Abby thought. They would probably do it in-house, or would know someone trustworthy who could handle it.
She finally struck gold in the third box she looked at, after she’d put away what had come out of Box 2. A few faded postcards on top gave Abby the first clue: sepia or hand-tinted postcards showing beach scenes and some buildings that Abby recognized from Falmouth. She was poised to jump in when there came an insistent rapping at the front screen door. “Abby? Are you home?”
Ellie. And since Ellie didn’t drive, Leslie must have brought her. Abby could hear Ned opening the door, and she joined the group in the hallway. “Hello, Leslie. Hi, Ellie. How’s Olivia?”
“That’s why we’re here!” Ellie proclaimed. “I wanted to show you the pictures of her. Come see!”
“Just a minute, sweetie,” Leslie said. “Abby, I don’t know if I ever thanked you for getting Ellie that camera. I’d be happy to reimburse you for it.”
“No need, Leslie—it’s a gift. I hope she’s been handling it well?”
“She’s been very careful with it, I have to say. Also very busy. I don’t know what capacity the storage card in it has, but she may have already filled it up.”
“That’s what it’s for. Having that card makes it a lot easier than film, not to mention cheaper. Would you like something to drink? Are you in a hurry?”
Ellie tugged on her mother’s arm. “Mom, I want to show Abby. And you said maybe we could put the pictures on the computer?”
“You mean upload them?” Abby asked. “I’d be happy to help. You took pictures when we were on the Cape, right?”
“Yup, lots. And Mom hasn’t seen them yet, because the camera screen is too tiny to see much, and I didn’t know how to do it on Daddy’s computer. Can we upload them now?”
Leslie and Abby exchanged a glance; Leslie looked resigned. “Go ahead.”
“Leslie, why don’t we go into the kitchen and get some coffee or iced tea?” Ned suggested.
“Yeah, sure, fine,” Leslie said with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. Abby was pretty sure that Leslie had hoped to be in and out quickly, but Ellie had different ideas.
When they had disappeared down the hall, Abby led Ellie to the dining room table. Ellie looked at the collection of boxes. “What’s this stuff?”
“It’s records from Olivia’s sister Isabel and her family, almost up to the present. From what I’ve seen, it’s mostly about her children, and about the family of her husband, but I’m not done yet. I was hoping maybe she might have saved some stuff that could tell us more about Olivia, around the time she owned the house we stayed in.”
“Cool,” Ellie said, then turned her attention quickly to her main interest. “You know how to put pictures on your laptop?” Ellie said.
“Sure. Give me the camera and I’ll take out the card. It goes right in this slot here”—Abby pointed at the front of the laptop—“and then we can save them. We’ll need to make a folder for the pictures—what do you want to call it?” She pulled out the card and demonstrated how to insert it.
“You could call it ‘Ellie’s Pictures.’”
Abby laughed. “That would be a whole album, at the rate you’re going! So let’s make that album, and then we can put your first pictures into a folder called Ellie One, and maybe a date.” Or it might make more sense to upload them to the Cloud or whatever it was called, but Abby was less familiar with that process, and she wasn’t sure what kind of computers Leslie had at home. Better to start with a simpler format—one that Ellie could take with her.
“Okay.” Ellie pulled up another chair and sat next to Abby, watching eagerly. Abby followed the steps she had outlined, creating a home for Ellie’s pictures and uploading them. There were, as Leslie had suspected, hundreds of them, but there was still space remaining on the card, so Abby put it back in the camera.
“Okay, we’re all set. How’s your dad doing?” Abby asked.
“He’s better, but he’s still kind of tired. Mom makes me play with Petey. He’s a baby! And a boy!” Ellie didn’t look happy.
“It won’t be for long. How’s school?”
“It’s okay. I like my teacher, but I already know a lot of the stuff she’s telling us.”
“Hey, it’s only the first week! Let the other kids catch up. Want to tell your mom we’re ready now?”
“Okay!” Ellie bounded out of her chair and all but ran to the kitchen. She returned quickly, with Leslie and Ned in tow.
“I didn’t realize it was Daniel’s house you were using,” Leslie said as Ned pulled up another chair for her. Ellie stood behind Abby’s chair, looking over her shoulder. Net stationed himself against the wall, since they’d run out of chairs.
“That’s right—you must have known him,” Abby said. “I didn’t meet him until yesterday, actually. He has an agency that handles the rentals, but he and his family are there now for the long weekend.”
“Nice guy,” Leslie said. “A touch of ADD, but he’s fun to be around. You meet the family?”
“No, they were at the beach. We just chatted for a few minutes. The house was lovely—just right for a beach house. Not too fancy.”
“Can we look at the pictures now, Abby?” Ellie demanded impatiently.
“Of course.” Abby called up a media program and accessed the folder. “You want to start at the beginning?”
“Okay.”
Abby clicked on the first picture file, and kept going. The first few pictures were predictably awful, but it was clear that Ellie had learned quickly, and she had a good eye for a subject and how to frame an image. The pictures of the West Falmouth house began about a quarter of the way through the list. There were some perfunctory pictures of the house itself, and then Ellie had started taking pictures of water and shells and beach glass, and even the crabs underwater. Abby and Ned appeared in a few of them, but usually as part of the background, not the main subject of the picture.
It was a time-consuming process, as Ellie wanted to explain each picture, and then waited for the adults to comment. They were maybe halfway through when Abby stopped. “Ellie, I didn’t know you were taking pictures during the storm.”
“Yeah, I wanted to see if I needed a flash or not. It was real dark outside, Mommy.”
“I can see that, sweetie. That’s when you found Olivia, right?”
“Uh-huh. It was windy and noisy, but then I thought I heard something else, and it turned out to be Olivia. She was outside. I didn’t take the camera outside because I didn’t want it to get wet. So Abby and me, we went out and saved her, and then we had to make her dry, and find something for her to eat. There’s a picture of her and Abby, when she was wrapped up in a towel.”
Abby clicked forward to find the picture, until she found Olivia’s tiny face, peering out of the folds of a large fluffy towel that Abby was clutching to her chest.
“And then we put her on the floor, to see what she would do,” Ellie chatted on. “She ate a bunch, and then she drank some water, and then she started exploring. Go forward, Abby.”
Abby followed orders, clicking through pictures of Olivia eating off a small plate, and Olivia cleaning her whiskers after eating, and then Olivia venturing into the dining room, where Ellie followed, still taking pictures. Olivia crossing the hall; Olivia in the doorway to the living room. Olivia looking out the window . . .
Abby went still. Ellie had been standing at an angle to the window, so there was no reflection from the glass. Olivia seemed fixated on a window, and Abby wondered . . . no, it couldn’t be. She could see the skeletal framework of the white wicker chair in the corner of the porch, and it looked like there was someone seated in it, a hazy human figure, in profile.
Olivia?



Chapter 27
 
Startled, Abby darted a quick glance at Ellie. Ellie looked at her, eyes wide, and Abby guessed that Ellie had seen the same thing she had. Luckily Ellie didn’t say anything, because Abby didn’t want to try to explain to Leslie how they’d just happened to end up staying in a house that had a ghost who, by the way, was also a relative and apparently showed up in digital images. She didn’t dare look at Ned, to see if he had noticed anything. “Let’s see what else is in your folder, Ellie,” Abby said brightly, sounding false even to herself, and clicking ahead rapidly.
“Okay,” Ellie said. “The next day the sun came out and Ned came and we went to the beach. And the day after that Abby’s mom and dad came to visit and spent the night. Keep going, Abby—I took some pictures of them too.”
Numbly Abby clicked along through the pictures, making random comments where they seemed to fit. “Ellie, you mind if I make some prints of the ones with my parents? I don’t have a lot of recent pictures of them.”
“Yeah, that’s okay. Keep going.”
Then the pictures shifted over to Ellie’s house in Littleton, and were mostly of the feline Olivia doing cute things. Cat pictures were by definition cute, Abby mused. “How are you and Olivia getting along, Leslie?”
“Better than I expected,” Leslie said grudgingly. “So far Ellie’s been good about picking up after her, and she’s very quiet and doesn’t destroy things. At least not yet. Ellie, honey, we should go—we’ve got to go food shopping.”
Ellie didn’t put up a fight. “Okay. Abby, thank you for looking at the pictures with us,” she said politely.
“Hey, I enjoyed it. You want me to make you a thumb drive with all of them on it, so you can keep a set at home? And I bet you’ll be taking even more.”
Ellie nodded vigorously. “I’d like that. Please.”
“Come on, Ellie—out to the car. We can get the thumb drive later,” Leslie ordered. At the door, Leslie stopped and turned to Abby. “She had a good time with you, on the Cape.”
“We wanted to help, since you had George to worry about. How is he?”
“About ninety percent. I think he’ll be all right in the long run. But it was kind of scary there for a couple of days. Well, we should go. Thanks again.” Leslie went down the steps and joined Ellie in the car.
Once they had pulled away, Abby went back to the laptop and called up the photo program, while Ned wandered off toward the kitchen again. She clicked through the thumbnails of Ellie’s pictures until she came to the ones from the storm, and she opened that single shot of the porch to full screen size. “Ned, can you come here a moment?”
“That went well,” Ned said as he approached. “Maybe Leslie’s getting more comfortable with the whole thing. What do you need?”
“Look at this picture, will you?” Abby moved her chair back so Ned could get a clearer view of the laptop screen. “What do you see?”
“It’s the porch at the Cape house from the living room, during the storm, right? You shoved the chairs into the corner so they wouldn’t blow around, you told me. That’s one of them in the picture.”
“Anything else?” Abby asked.
Ned looked again, then went still. “No . . . not possible,” he whispered.
“What do you see?”
“There’s a woman seated in the chair, but you can only see her profile. Olivia?”
Abby nodded. “Explain it to me. How did this happen?”
“I can’t. There’s no rational way to make sense of it. You can’t take pictures of something that isn’t there.”
“What about X-rays?”
“But there is something there, in that case. It’s just not visible to the naked eye.”
“Exactly,” Abby said. “Why don’t you try to come up with an explanation? You’re the scientist.”
Ned shook his head. “I want to think this through first. We seem to be looking at a digital picture of a ghost. I know people have made that claim before, ever since photography was invented. Maybe back then they were hoaxes. Maybe the negative or the print was manipulated.”
“Or maybe a few of them were real?” Abby asked. “Look, this is all beyond me, but Ellie and I were in the middle of a major storm, which creates certain atmospheric conditions.” And also a few emotional and psychological ones. “We were together, and we both saw Olivia at the same time, and so did the kitten. So there was something there. Ellie was using a digital camera, which records images in a certain way. So which parts of all this came together to make that picture?”
Ned laid his hands on Abby’s shoulders, but his eyes never left the laptop screen. “I can’t tell you. But I’d really like to know.”
“Ellie didn’t say anything when the picture came up, but I’m pretty sure she saw what I saw. She might not have seen enough of it before to notice, on the small screen on the camera.”
“Smart kid. Leslie would not have been happy if she’d mentioned it.”
Abby sighed. “So now I’m looking for something to tell me why Olivia was so sad that her pain traveled across time until someone with the right receptors noticed, and why it was strong enough that she made some sort of electronic imprint on an inanimate object. It doesn’t get any easier, does it?”
“Apparently not,” Ned agreed. “Do you want to stop?”
“No!” Abby said quickly. “I see Olivia, and the others. I can’t just ignore them—that would be wrong.”
“Then get back to work.”
“I will, right after some lunch.”
After throwing together a sandwich, Abby returned to her task. Ned wisely left her alone, content to wait until she’d found something, anything. This was on her, because she was the one who had seen Olivia, along with Ellie. Well, so had the cat, but it would be hard to confer with a cat. Maybe she could carry a cat around as a kind of alarm system to alert her if a spectral presence was nearby. Did all cats have the ability to sense . . . whatever it was? Or was there something special about kitten Olivia? Abby refused to even consider the idea that the kitten was somehow the incarnation of the original Olivia. From what she had seen of Olivia, Abby guessed that she would have preferred to come back as some form of small stocky dog—a pug, maybe. A Boston terrier—that would fit.
Abby, you’re wasting time. Or are you afraid of what you might find? She dug into the box again. There were various postcards, as she had already noted—some showing the view of the West Falmouth shore from the other side of the harbor. Unfortunately the distance made it hard to distinguish any details about the houses, although Abby could tell they were spaced fairly close together. There were a few yellowed programs, from musical events held at various venues in and around Falmouth during the summer months. And there was correspondence from a variety of writers.
Abby found it hard to imagine the world before phones. Back then people used to write notes or letters to each other. Maybe the postal service had been more efficient in those days, because if you wanted to plan lunch with someone, you couldn’t wait until the day before to send a note suggesting it, much less hope to receive a confirmation. Had there been a phone in the West Falmouth house in 1920? 1930? Hard to say. Or maybe life had been slower then. Had Olivia spent the entire summer on the Cape? In that case, setting up an engagement was not so pressing, if you knew you’d be there for a couple of months or more.
Was Olivia alone in the house most of the time, or had she brought the ever-faithful housekeeper Nora to help around the house—or to serve as a companion? Abby tried to envision living in the same house with someone for twenty to thirty years and treating that person as a servant for all that time. Surely they must have had some kind of personal relationship.
There would have been guests, now and then, wouldn’t there? Her daughter and her children? Had Ruth worked and been unable to get away? Had she sent her daughter to the Cape, while she was otherwise occupied? And had Isabel visited? With or without her mother, Elizabeth Reed Flagg? And were there perhaps other visitors?
Abby wondered if she’d ever find answers as she sifted through the contents of the box. There was so much pain in the world, both past and present. Why was she looking so hard to find one particular incident? It had nothing to do with her, did it? Say Olivia had had an unhappy marriage with Samuel—what did it matter now? Had it affected her own daughter’s choice of husband? Had Ruth not looked harder at the man she married? Had that original failed marriage set a pattern through the generations? No—her own mother seemed to have achieved a happy marriage—it was still going strong after thirty years. Wasn’t that a good model? What could she expect from marriage with Ned, if it came to that? She’d almost made a serious mistake with Brad; why had she been so willing to latch on to him and let him dictate how she lived her life? And was Ned just a guy who happened to be handy at the right time and place? A rebound romance?
No. There was too much more going on with him, between them. This psychic thing was real, even if they couldn’t explain it, and they were equal partners in trying to figure it out. But that psychic thing, as she had called it, that was her answer: Olivia had somehow passed down that ability or trait or whatever it was, and it had come to Abby, and for her to understand how to be with Ned, she had to understand Olivia.
She went through the papers carefully, smoothing each one, trying to understand why someone had thought it worth saving. Some names she recognized from her own research; others were new to her. Sadly, Isabel had died relatively young, even before Olivia. Still, she had probably known the Cape house, at least for a few years.
At the bottom of the Bankers Box there was a metal box, and Abby pulled it out and turned it over in her hands. It was made of a thin metal—tin?—painted black with gold accents, and far from new. It had a lock in the front, but the key was attached by a faded blue ribbon to the handle on the top. Abby unlocked it, and all but holding her breath, opened it. The interior was filled with letters, neatly stacked, still in their envelopes. And all the envelopes bore Olivia’s return address, either in Westfield or in West Falmouth. Was this cache what Edna had meant when she said the answer was in the boxes? Maybe they were all the “Hi, how are you?” variety that ladies of polite society exchanged in those days. Or maybe—since Isabel had saved them carefully and set them apart—there was more in them. Only one way to find out. Abby removed the letters from the box, saw that they were sorted by date, and began reading.
The letters covered a period that mostly overlapped the years that Olivia had owned the Cape house, and most of the later ones had been written from there. They stopped in 1938, at the time of the Great Hurricane. The house had survived, Abby knew, but maybe there had been repairs to be made? And by the time they were finished, Olivia had already begun her decline. Or maybe the greater devastation in Massachusetts and Rhode Island and Connecticut had made it seem frivolous and somehow indecent to go and frolic on a beach. From what Abby had read, it had taken years for many shore communities to recover; entire industries had been all but wiped out.
Had Olivia stopped writing then, or had Isabel not bothered to save the later letters? Abby knew that both of them were already ill with whatever disease they each had that would kill them shortly—in Olivia’s case she suspected cancer, although the cause of death had been blacked out on the copy of the death certificate that she had. The answer became a bit clearer as Abby read on. It was obvious that Olivia and Isabel had had a fairly close relationship, despite the difference in their ages. Olivia could have been Isabel’s mother, whereas Elizabeth was far older, so it was not surprising. The letters started out as cheerful and almost chatty—Olivia commenting on small improvements she was making to the summer house, new stores that had appeared in Falmouth, other houses in the neighborhood that had changed hands, guests that Olivia had entertained, the occasional invitation for Isabel to come visit, with or without her family, often followed by “how lovely it was to see you” letters. Olivia had had a small, neat hand, and it was easy to read. Abby was enjoying the glimpse into a social life that was unfamiliar to her, and that had vanished before World War Two, with some pressure from the Depression as well. Even Olivia would have known that the era was passing, and there was a kind of bittersweet quality to the letters. There were references to men who came to the back door looking to do any old odd job on the property, in exchange for a hot meal and maybe a dollar or two. Olivia said they were always polite, but she could sense their desperation. Even on Cape Cod there had been year-round residents who must have been hurting then—a far different picture than the present, when it was seen as a playground for the affluent.
And there was a subtle shift in tone, about a year or two before the letters stopped. There were fewer and fewer social occasions, but at the same time, one name kept cropping up with increasing frequency. A man named Charles Clarkson. It had to be a relative of the artist’s—a son, a nephew? The earliest references to him—Abby had to go back and check the prior letters—had been almost formal. “Mr. Clarkson called in and we spoke of his father’s paintings once again.” All right, Charles was Thomas’s son—good to know. “It was so kind of him to bring me that painting, but he has been consistently kind since he first sent his condolences upon our father’s death, years ago.” Ah, the first contact, Abby thought. Charles must have known William Flagg, or at least known of him through his father, and had sent some card to Olivia, acknowledging it. A common courtesy.
But the mentions continued over the years, and given the change in tone, Abby had to wonder: had Olivia been having an affair? She would have been in her fifties or sixties by the time she wrote the letters. Abby had to laugh at herself: did she really believe that Olivia was too old for romance or love at that age, whether or not it was platonic? She seemed to eagerly anticipate the visits of the man, who apparently stayed over in the house on occasion, and Abby had the sense that Olivia initially was worried about what Isabel might think of her. It was a shame that she didn’t have Isabel’s side of the correspondence, but Abby inferred that because Olivia had continued to refer to the man, with discreet but increasing affection, Isabel had approved, or at least had not voiced her disapproval.
Abby forced herself to read on, although she was beginning to suspect how the story would end. The last letter from Olivia to Isabel had included a tiny newspaper clipping.
When Ned walked into the dining room, he found Abby sitting in the near-dark with tears running down her face. “I know what happened,” she said.
“Tell me,” he replied.



Chapter 28
 
Ned offered her a hand, and she stood up, feeling oddly unsteady. He led her carefully into the parlor, where he turned on a couple of lamps. Abby felt like she had been swimming underwater and was only now coming up for air. Her back was stiff, and her eyes were bleary. “Maybe a glass of wine would help.” Silently he deposited her on the settee and went to the kitchen.
Abby struggled to put her thoughts in order. There was nothing mystical or otherworldly about how she was feeling: she was just tired. And sad. Abby could hear the clink of bottle on glass as Ned poured wine. When he returned, he handed her a glass of white wine and settled himself on the other end of the couch. “What did you find?” he asked.
Abby took a deep breath, and then a sip of wine, before she started. “The third box had all the materials from the early twentieth century, so a lot of them had to do with Isabel and her family. At the bottom of the box was a small metal box that contained letters, written by Olivia to Isabel, mostly from the house on the Cape, but also with some from New Jersey. I’m sure there were plenty of other letters, but those were the ones that Isabel saved. I think I know why.”
“Go on,” Ned said quietly.
“We know that Olivia bought the West Falmouth house in the mid-1920s. As far as I know, it was the first summer house she had ever had, if that makes sense—although she and Samuel did their share of traveling earlier in their lives, and she may have rented on the Cape for a couple of years, to get a feel for the place. But it was her house, her choice. It looked like she spent a fair amount of time there—of course, moving up from New Jersey and back would have been a chore, so you didn’t do it on a whim for a weekend. From the letters it sounds like she had a pleasant social life in the summers—she went to concerts, she entertained friends, she knew her near neighbors. Kind of what you’d expect from a moderately well-to-do older woman in those days. Isabel visited on occasion, with and without the rest of her family. And things went on that way for a number of years, until around 1930, I’d guess. You know that the world had changed quite a bit by then.”
Ned nodded. “Yes—the economy had tanked, and there were rumblings about war. How did that affect Olivia?”
“It didn’t, directly—although I haven’t seen her bank statements from the era, and I assume there must have been some impact. You have to realize I’m seeing all of this only from Olivia’s perspective, through a handful of letters over time, so I’m kind of guessing to fill in the blanks. At some point Olivia begins mentioning a man named Charles Clarkson in the letters.”
“Why is that name familiar?” Ned asked.
“Charles was the son of Thomas Clarkson, the artist, remember? That painting my mother has?”
“Oh, right. Where does this Charles fit in the story?”
“Well, I gather that Charles initially made contact when he heard that William Flagg had died—he must have known him, or known of him, from Lynn, and William’s death would have been announced there. Charles lived in Lynn most of his life, and it seems unlikely to me that he would have tracked her down in New Jersey, but he did send a card. Of course, we don’t know whether they kept in touch over the next few years, but Olivia’s husband died in 1917, remember. And sometime after that Olivia started visiting the Cape. Say Charles heard from someone that she was summering on the Cape and decided to call upon her—and he brought the painting.”
“Why would he do that?”
“The obvious answer is that it was a gift in commemoration of Olivia’s father’s early support of Charles’s father, decades before. But I think—and this is just a guess—that he was courting her. If you remember, Thomas the artist died in 1892. Charles, it appears, was younger than Olivia by maybe a decade, but that wasn’t really that much. The painting was kind of a nice entrée, don’t you think? I mean, it probably wasn’t worth a whole lot then, and was something that Charles thought Olivia would recognize and enjoy. So it was his calling card, so to speak. And they struck up a friendship that lasted for years. And maybe a bit more than a friendship.”
“You can tell this from the letters?” Ned asked.
“Kind of. Olivia mentions him more and more often, over several years, and he kind of morphed into ‘dear Charles’ who was visiting again. I think it was only a summer thing—he never came to New Jersey.”
“Was Charles married?”
“Obviously I haven’t done the research on that, since I’ve only just learned of him, but no spouse was ever mentioned in the letters. Now, to put this in context, I have a feeling that Olivia’s marriage wasn’t a very happy one, and she was kind of enjoying her own independence after Samuel died—she got involved in more community affairs, and she bought the second house, for example. But maybe she was lonely. Her mother died in 1929. Isabel was married and living in Massachusetts, and she had four little kids, so she was busy. I’m not saying that every woman needs a man to keep her happy, but I think maybe Olivia may have been a bit vulnerable.”
“You’re saying Charles was a gold digger? He wanted to exploit Olivia?”
“No, not at all! I think they were two lonely older people who enjoyed each other’s company, and then maybe it turned into something more. Something they didn’t expect. There was no reason why they couldn’t have married—they were both respectable people of means. Nobody would have raised an eyebrow. And maybe they would have, except . . .” Abby found it hard to go on, and took another sip of wine. And another.
“What happened, Abby?” Ned asked gently.
“The hurricane happened, is what. How much do you know about that?”
“Not a lot. I know it had a major impact on the coastal states, and even as far inland as Springfield.”
“I’ve been reading up on it lately, just out of curiosity, after I saw that binder of news reports at the house, which Daniel’s grandfather put together right after the storm. It was one of the largest and most destructive storms ever to hit New England, and it was devastating. Of course, back in those days the weather service was in its infancy, and predicting was very hit or miss. The forecasters, such as they were, really missed this one. The storm was big and it moved fast, and then it ran into a very unusual combination of circumstances—most storms loop out to sea, toward the east. But there was a stationary high just inland, and a high on the east side, so this storm kind of got channeled right up the middle, and all of its force was concentrated along that path. As soon as the winds kicked up, they took down what telephone and power lines there were, so there was no way to warn anyone that it was coming. People were completely unprepared. They kept saying, ‘there are never hurricanes in New England,’ for all the good it did them.”
“But the Cape house survived intact,” Ned said.
“Yes, it did. The canal had just been enlarged and deepened, and in a way that protected the Cape by diverting the storm surge, which is why there was less flooding than in other coastal areas. Plus the storm kind of moved inland, on its way to Canada.”
“And how does this all fit in Olivia’s story?”
Abby drained her glass. “Charles had a sailboat—no surprise, since his father painted so many marine pictures—and he was an experienced sailor. He was going to sail down from Lynn, or maybe Nahant, to Falmouth, to visit Olivia, who had stayed on the Cape, even though it was toward the end of September. Probably so they could spend a little more time together before she went back to New Jersey. And then the storm hit and Charles’s boat went down. His body was found a couple of days later.”
“Good God,” Ned said.
“Yes. I can only imagine how Olivia felt. The last letter to Isabel, or at least the last one Isabel kept, said only, ‘Charles is gone.’ Olivia included a tiny newspaper clipping reporting Charles’s death and the circumstances, although of course it didn’t mention that he had been on his way to visit Olivia. But Isabel would have understood what that meant. And that’s where the story ends. They were both gone within three years.”
“How awful, and how sad.”
“Yes. When Olivia died, Ruth put the house on the market almost immediately and probably sold it at a loss—Daniel told me his grandfather boasted about getting a really good deal on it. So now I see why Olivia was sitting on the porch in the storm—she was waiting for Charles, although she probably knew by then he would never come. Her last chance for a little happiness, and losing him broke something inside her. That’s why we feel her pain, even now. She kept the painting, not because Thomas Clarkson was an important painter, but because Charles had given it to her.”
Ned wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “This seeing the dead business can be a real bitch. I’m sorry you had to run into Olivia under these circumstances.”
“I’m not,” Abby said to his chest. “She loved him. It didn’t matter that they were older—they’d found each other, and they were happy. I know that was real. And that matters. It matters for us, too. Because I’m descended from Olivia, and I can feel what she feels, at least for the important things. So that’s why I wanted to know. I had to know.”
“I think I can understand that.” He held her in silence for a few minutes, and Abby wondered if he was sharing her pain, through that contact? Or maybe diluting it, drawing some away from her?
Finally Abby said, “What do we tell Ellie? She felt something in the house too. And then there’s the picture she took. Do you think there really is something in that picture, or am I just projecting? Maybe we should have let Leslie look at it longer—if she didn’t see anything, that would have told us something. But Ellie saw it, in the picture, and we have to say something. I’d hate to have her go off with her camera trying to photograph spirits. Although I have to admit, I’d be curious to see what happens.”
“We can talk to her,” Ned agreed. “I don’t want to go behind Leslie’s back, but if she can’t see the . . . something in that picture, then she’s not going to understand what we’re talking about.”
“I should talk to my mother too. I don’t know how she’s coping with this whole idea of seeing things that aren’t there, or were but only in the past. And she’s got the picture. I can tell her the facts, but I don’t know what that will mean to her. Poor Charles. What a shame. Olivia deserved some happiness with Charles.”



Chapter 29
 
They ate a patchy dinner and retired early. Abby still felt the pain of Olivia’s loss, but muted now by her new understanding of what had happened. Some people no doubt would tell her she’d strung together a story out of next to nothing, but it made sense to her. Now the sorrow was a compact lump in her chest, but it was not as sore as it had been.
She lay in the dark with her head on Ned’s chest. Warm, breathing—real. Not a phantom from the past, although he had his own links to his ancestors.
“You know, I think I understand why it was always the women who were considered witches,” she said.
“And why is that?” Ned’s voice, slow and drowsy, rumbled in her ear.
“Because we feel more. We sense things. I know you see people—the ones who are gone, I mean—the way I do, but do you have any idea what they’re feeling when you see them?”
Ned took a moment to answer. “No, I can’t say that I do. But there have been male witches, haven’t there?”
“Yes. Well, at least in fiction—I’m not convinced that witches really exist, beyond serving as other people’s way of pinning a name on something they don’t understand. But think about the male witches and mages and magicians in traditional literature. They’re mostly about power, not helping other people. Sure, there are evil female witches, but I’d guess that most women who earned the label of witch were more likely competent herbalists who tried to heal others, and sometimes actually succeeded. Or they were more sensitive to and observant of symptoms and troubles in other people. People often distrust what they don’t understand, and it scares them so they lash out. Does that make sense?
“But these male witches just wanted to make trouble?” Ned asked.
“You’re mocking me.”
“No, I’m not. I’m trying to understand the mythology that’s grown up around them. And that persists today—look at popular literature. A lot of currently successful books borrow heavily from the Middle Ages and then throw in some individuals with mystical superpowers. Or a dragon or two. Readers eat the books up.”
“I know. And then there are zombies and werewolves and fairies and who knows what,” Abby agreed. “People like to read about them. But they don’t really expect to meet one on the street, do they?”
“People like reading or watching movies about horror because it makes them feel safer in their ordinary lives. Do they believe? I doubt it. But if you and I have learned anything recently, it’s that we should never say never.” He was silent for a few moments. “Can you handle it? Dealing with these leftover emotions? From people who aren’t even around anymore?”
She considered. “I think so. I don’t know what I’d do if I ran into an ancestor who was a raving lunatic or an axe murderer, but so far it’s been manageable. I do feel I know Olivia better now. Isn’t that odd? I first saw her almost a year ago—she’s been part of my life for that long. And her family. And I keep adding more people. Dead ones, I mean. Fewer living ones, like Ellie, but I don’t think we’re done with that. Do you?”
“No.” He hesitated. “Abby, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”
Abby reared up so she could look at his face, even in the dark. “Is it bad?”
“No, I don’t think so. You know I’ve been working hard the last couple of months?”
“I guess, although I don’t really know how hard you worked before I showed up.”
“Trust me, I’m not usually this driven. But I had a reason. I was trying to clear the decks at work so that I could launch something new. I want to take a scientific look at this phenomenon.”
That she hadn’t expected. Suddenly she had a whole flock of questions. “Can you do that? Well, of course you can—it’s your company, so let me rephrase that. Can you do that without losing credibility among your clients and your colleagues in the scientific community?”
“That’s going to be tricky, I admit. I don’t want to come across as a quack, but I do want to know if there is something tangible about this that can be identified.”
“Wouldn’t that mean you’d have to find more people like us? Who see?”
“Yes, and that won’t be easy either. Look, I don’t have anything approaching a plan, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot. You just raised the questions I worry about, and I’m hoping you can help. I have no idea how to go about recruiting people, and we do need a statistical sample of sufficient size to make any investigation valid.”
Abby tried to think, but it had been a long, taxing day. “Thank you for telling me—I was beginning to worry that you were working too hard. As for the concept—do we have to make a decision right away? Can we think about it? Kick around some ideas? Let me dig into what’s already been done?”
“Of course. Abby, I want—no, I need you to be part of this. And you can help with the genealogy side of things, and then you can evaluate candidates.”
“What, lay hands on them and see if I get a psychic tingle?”
“Whatever it takes. But we’re in this together, I promise.”
“Good.”
 
• • •
 
The next morning Abby woke early and left Ned sleeping while she tiptoed downstairs to make breakfast. It was getting too cold to go barefoot—not that she enjoyed that much since the floor was usually gritty with construction debris and even some leftover cat litter that had gotten tracked around. Once coffee was made, she took her toast into the dining room and booted up her laptop. She was surprised to see an email from Ellie—she hadn’t even known that Ellie had an email address. But it seemed that everybody did these days. She clicked on it to open it.
“Dear Abby,” it began. “Mommy said I could use the computer to email you, when my homework was done. I figured out how to put pictures on it. I took some more pictures of Olivia. I think she likes it here. She even sat on Mommy’s lap last night and Mommy let her. I will send pictures of her soon, but I wanted to send this one so you could see it. I had to go to that place where Hannah is. Please don’t tell Mommy I went. I won’t do it again, but I wanted to take my camera. Write back to me please. Ellie.”
Abby scrolled down to the picture that Ellie had sent. She was not surprised to recognize the Littleton cemetery, within walking distance of Ellie’s house. Her mother had forbidden her to go back there, but Abby could understand why Ellie had gone. And the picture justified it.
“Ned? You awake?” she called out.
“Sort of,” he replied from upstairs. “Why?”
“I want you to look at something.”
“Hang on. I should put on something.”
A minute later he ambled down the stairs barefoot, wearing baggy sweatpants. “What?”
“Ellie sent me an email. With a picture.” Abby pushed her chair away from the table so Ned could look. “Tell me what you see.”
“A cemetery?”
“That’s all?”
He leaned closer. “Yes, I think so. What should I see?”
Abby reached out and took his hand and clasped it firmly. “Now?”
“Oh,” he said. “Who is that?”
“Hannah Perry. Ellie’s friend in the Littleton cemetery, the one we’re both related to. The camera caught her, and Ellie knows that, which is why she sent the picture to me—after getting Leslie’s permission to use the computer. And I can see Hannah. But you can’t, without a boost from me. Right?”
“I think so,” he said uncertainly. “What do you see?”
“I see a young girl, and I can sort of see through her, I guess. I mean, she’s not solid. But I can recognize her well enough. Just as I could recognize Olivia on the porch.”
Ned let go of her hand. “Yes, and just then she disappeared to me. Wow. You know, we’ve got to start recording what we see and under what circumstances. And we’ve got to start designing some experiments. Maybe different lenses for the camera. Or different kinds of sensors.”
“Slow down, love—we’ve got time. Let me thank Ellie for the picture, and we can talk. Coffee’s made.”
When Ned left for the kitchen, Abby hit Reply. “Dear Ellie, it was nice to get your email and the picture you sent. I’m glad your friend is okay. Give Olivia a pat for me. Talk soon.” Then she clicked on Send. If Leslie was monitoring Ellie’s emails—which she had every right to do—Abby hoped she hadn’t given too much away, but she wanted to make sure that Ellie understood. With a sigh, Abby stood up and headed for the kitchen.
Ned was eating at the kitchen table, so Abby sat down opposite him. “I think there’s something else I have to do.” She pulled out her cell phone and hit a button.
“Mom? I know I just saw you, but can I come visit? You need to hear the story of the painting and how we ended up with it. I think it will take more than just a phone call.”
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Ever since her first ghostly sighting, Abby Kimball has been trying to unravel the mystery of her newly discovered ability. So when she sees the apparition of a Revolutionary War soldier in the middle of the town green—just days before the annual Patriot’s Day celebration, no less—she’s determined to figure out her connection to the man.
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With her boyfriend Ned at her side, Abby digs into the history of the events, researching the people and possible causes of that terrible time and her own connection to them—all the while going more deeply into her connection to Ned, both extraordinary and romantic.
 
As Abby witnesses more fragments from the events in Salem and struggles with the question of how such a nightmare could have come about, she’s suddenly confronted with a pressing personal question: Were one or more of her ancestors among the accused? Unraveling the puzzling clues behind that question just might give Abby and Ned the answer to a very modern mystery of their own.
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Ex-con Aaron Eastman has unexpectedly reappeared in his hometown, searching for answers to the tragic fire in his family’s past that put him behind bars twenty-five years ago. Moved by his sincerity, Meg vows to do everything she can to help him solve the cold case. As she cobbles together the clues, it becomes increasingly clear that Aaron may have been considered the bad seed of the family, but someone else was one bad apple . . .
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“Hey, ladies, how’re you doing?” Meg Corey leaned on the fence that surrounded the goat pen outside her house and watched her two goats, Dorcas and Isabel, munching on their hay. They stared back with their weird eyes, then returned to pulling out clumps of hay from the bale.
“I know, food is more interesting than I am,” Meg said. Still, she kept watching, mostly because she could: for the first time in the past few months, she had the leisure to pursue unimportant things, like goat-watching. The harvest from her orchard was almost complete, with only a few apples lingering on the trees now in November. She’d put in plenty of hours picking apples alongside her hired pickers and her orchard manager, Bree, and now she gave herself the right to take a break. She was management, wasn’t she? Not that the goats seemed to care, as long as their food showed up on time.
But after a few more minutes, she was feeling the chill in the autumn air. A cup of coffee sounded good. Meg turned around to head for her kitchen door—and came face-to-face with an unfamiliar creature. Its head was about five feet off the ground, and it was covered with fuzzy wool. Not a sheep—she would recognize that, and besides, its neck was too long. Short ears, doe-like eyes. It regarded her steadily, checking her out much as she was checking it out.
“Seth?” she called out. The last time she’d seen her fiancé, Seth Chapin, he’d gone up the stairs to his office over the shed at the back end of the driveway. Of course, if the windows were shut he probably couldn’t hear her. At the sound of her voice, the animal had taken a startled step backward, but it was still starting at her. “Seth?” she called a bit more loudly.
She heard a window opening, and Seth stuck his head out. “You want something?”
“Uh, we have company?” she told him, waving her hand at Large Fuzzy Creature. Creature had turned its head toward Seth at the sound of his voice, but now returned to its steady contemplation of Meg.
She could have sworn that Seth smiled, but all he said was, “Be right down.” She heard the window shut again. The goats had come over to the fence line and were now doing their own checking out of the newcomer, who showed no particular interest in them. He—or she?—seemed to prefer Meg. She thought briefly about trying to shoo it away, but it didn’t look hostile, or afraid of humans, and she wasn’t sure where it belonged or which way it would go.
Seth came up behind her, now definitely smiling. “Oh, I forgot to tell you—we have new neighbors. This is one of them.”
“Yes, you did forget to mention that. First of all, what is it?”
“It’s an alpaca.”
“What I know about alpacas might fill an index card. Don’t they produce yarn?”
“So I’m told. I can’t speak from experience.”
“Okay, Alpaca, nice to meet you,” Meg said, in the interest of interspecies friendship. “I assume the alpaca didn’t sign a lease or take out a mortgage?”
“No, that would be the Gardners. They retired from city jobs and decided to find a place in the country and raise alpacas. They bought a chunk of land up toward Amherst—it’s too steep for most farmers to bother with, but apparently alpacas like hills, at least sometimes. I think they originated in Peru—that’s where the Andes are, if you recall.”
“Should we tell the Gardners that one of their, uh, flock is here?”
“Probably—and I think it’s called a herd. They aren’t supposed to roam around. I’m pretty sure there’s a town ordinance about livestock getting loose, although I can’t remember if it says anything specific about alpacas.”
“A phone number for the Gardners would help, Seth, unless you want to make friends with this fine specimen of alpaca here. Although I think it likes me better than you, but I wouldn’t want Dorcas and Isabel to get jealous.”
“I’ve probably got it in my office—I’ll be just a sec.” With that he turned and walked quickly toward the stairs to his office, leaving Meg with the alpaca, who did not seem at all disconcerted. At least it wasn’t a bull or something large and hostile. “I wish I knew your name. How’d you get loose, anyway? I bet your people miss you. And your friends.” How many alpacas were there in the herd? Meg wondered.
The alpaca appeared to become bored with Meg and wandered over to the goat pen, where the animals exchanged tentative sniffs across the fence. At least they weren’t fighting.
Seth reappeared quickly. “Someone is on the way. Their place is only a couple of miles from here, as the crow flies. Or, in this case, as the alpaca . . . what? Lopes? Trots? Shambles?”
“Take your pick. I’d offer you some coffee or something, but I don’t want this lovely creature to get into any trouble or wander off. I don’t know anything about their habits, and I’d hate to see it end up in front of a car on the road. It seems kind of trusting.” Meg eyed the animal’s shaggy fur. “I’d like to pat it, but I’m not sure it would be happy about that.”
“Better not to, for now. We can ask its owner if it’s friendly. Although I see what you mean—you kind of want to bury your fingers in the fur.”
Only a few minutes had passed when a battered car towing a small animal trailer crept into Meg’s driveway. A large woman with short, silvery hair climbed out. “Sorry, sorry—I hope she didn’t cause you any trouble. Lulu, get your hairy butt over here!” The alpaca just stared at her. “Well, it was worth a try—they seldom come when called, unless there’s food involved. I’ve got a bridle. Mind opening the back gate on the carrier, Seth?”
“No problem, Patty.” Seth walked over and opened the gate, while the woman sweet-talked Lulu the alpaca while slipping the bridle over her head. Meg almost giggled, because it looked like the alpaca gave a small sigh of regret at losing its short-lived freedom.
“Come on, baby, be a good girl,” the older woman said, leading the animal to the carrier. It walked in peacefully enough, and the woman secured the gate behind it, checking it twice. Then she came back to where Seth and Meg were standing. “I’m really sorry about that. Oh, I’m Patty Gardner—I just moved in a couple of weeks ago, a mile or two north of here. You must be Meg—Seth’s mentioned you. Our house is in pretty good shape, and there’s some okay pasture, but the fences leave a lot to be desired, and we haven’t had time to make the full circuit and patch them. But I didn’t mean to barge in on you like this.”
“Don’t worry about it, please. Yes, I’m Meg Corey—I live here, and I have an orchard up the hill, as you can see. I haven’t even been here two years myself. I’d ask you in for coffee or tea, but I’m guessing you want to get Lulu home again?”
Patty smiled. “Yes, I do, and I need to figure out where she broke through the fence and if any of her pals followed her—I could be chasing alpacas all night.”
“How many do you have?”
“Fifteen at the moment. It’s a small herd by most standards—what they call a foundation herd. We’re pretty new at this, so we’re starting small, but we’ll be breeding them. We want to expand once we get the hang of it, and get some more of the pasture fenced in.”
“Why alpacas, if you don’t mind my asking?” Meg said. Seth had said the woman was retired, but she looked strong enough to handle an alpaca.
“Well, they’re not too big—Lulu here is full-grown—and they’re sociable, at least with each other. They can look after themselves. They’re pretty quiet, except they hum now and then. They don’t eat too much. And there’s a market for their wool. And I should warn you—they spit, mostly at each other, but sometimes at people. It can be kind of nasty.”
“Got it. So if I see another alpaca wander by, I should call you?”
“I’m the only herder around, as far as I know. Right, Seth?”
“At least within town limits. You’re breaking new ground here, Patty.”
“Beats wrangling government regulations—I had my fill of that.” Patty turned to Meg. “Can I get a rain check on that coffee? I’d like to get to know my neighbors.”
“Sure. My harvest is almost over, and now all I have to worry about is planning our wedding, which is less than a month away. Right, Seth?”
“You’ve got it.” Seth smiled. Meg smiled back.
“Then I guess congratulations are in order. Look, I’d better get Lulu back and hope she doesn’t tell all her herd buddies how much fun it is out here. Thanks for snagging her. See you later, I hope.” Patty strode off to her car, carefully maneuvered the trailer behind until she was pointed toward the road, then pulled away. Meg and Seth watched them go.
“Well, that was fun,” Meg said when they were out of sight. “Is it just me, or is an alpaca a supremely silly-looking creature?”
“What, you’re judging solely on appearance?” Seth exclaimed in mock horror. “As Patty informed us, they’re fairly nice animals. You’ve been lucky with Dorcas and Isabel, right?”
“I have, although I don’t think goats and alpacas are related. But I stand corrected: I will reserve judgment about the nature of alpacas, especially since I now have to live with them as neighbors. Can we go inside now? I’m freezing.”
“Shoot, I was hoping to get something done this afternoon. Never does seem to work out that way, does it?”
“Not often enough. But the alpaca invasion was not my fault. If anything, it’s yours. Doesn’t Granford have a fence-walker or something?”
“Not for the past couple of centuries. I vote for coffee—I think you’re turning blue.”
“Not my best color,” Meg said, leading the way into the kitchen. Once inside, she shucked off her coat and set about boiling water. “Would you rather have tea?” she asked Seth.
“Coffee’s good. Where’s Bree?”
“Still up the hill, I think. But we’re down to the last couple of varieties. Maybe she’s hiding out just to avoid the paperwork. She owes me the year-end summary, or at least an estimate. Maybe it’s bad news and she doesn’t want to know.”
“I can sympathize—I hate the paperwork part of my business, but if I don’t send invoices, I don’t get paid. Where are we on . . . well, everything else?”
“East of nowhere, I’m afraid.” Meg poured water over coffee grounds. “We’ve asked Christopher to officiate, but I don’t know if he’s done anything about getting the special license, and I’m not sure how long that takes.” Christopher was a professor at the nearby University of Massachusetts campus and had managed the orchard, mainly as a teaching tool, before she had showed up and decided to take it on. And he’d recommended Bree, for which she would be forever grateful to him. “I told Nicky and Brian to hold the date at the restaurant, but we haven’t talked about food or drink or even set the time. You and I need to get our own paperwork in order, for the state. Have you decided what to do about a best man?”
“I figure it’s got to be Art.”
Meg filled two mugs with coffee and brought them to the kitchen table. She sat down with a sigh of relief. “That’s fine with me, although of course it’s your choice. And if anything goes wrong, we’ll have the law on hand to handle it.”
“Heaven forbid. What about you?” Seth asked.
“Maid of honor? Or matron? Normally I’d ask Rachel, but either she’ll be about to pop with the baby or she’ll be exhausted from dealing with a newborn. Of course, she and her family are invited, but I’ll leave it up to her to decide whether she can face coming and how long to stay. So that kind of leaves Gail, who’s the best friend I’ve got around here. Do you know, I’ve probably spent more time with her than almost anyone else in Granford. Except you, of course. But I haven’t asked her yet.”
“I like Gail. See? We’ve made a pair of decisions already: Art and Gail. You know, it’s a wonder we ever managed to get invitations sent out.”
“Don’t remind me,” Meg said fervently. “I cringe every time I go into town, worrying that I forgot to invite someone. But the restaurant holds only so many people safely. Anyway, it’s your fault—you grew up here, and you know everybody in town. I think my own list had about ten names on it.”
“They’ll understand, I’m sure. If it turns out that the other half of the population of Granford is miffed at us, then we’ll just have to throw another party. Maybe a solstice party.”
“You can plan that one,” Meg said. “But I guess we’re making progress. I’ve alerted my parents, but we haven’t pinned down when they’re going to arrive. I’d really rather they didn’t stay here. Oh, and we need rings, don’t we? And I have no idea what I’m wearing.”
“About them staying here,” Seth began slowly.
“You don’t want them to? Or you do?” Meg protested before he could finish. She wasn’t sure which answer she wanted to hear.
“No, I’m happy to have them. But I’m guessing that one reason you don’t want to put them up is because of the bathroom situation.”
“You’d be right. The one bath is barely adequate for the three of us, and I can’t imagine adding two more people to the mix. Why do you bring that up?”
“I’ve been thinking . . . I want to give you something special as a wedding present, and I thought maybe an overhaul of the plumbing of this place would be good. Are you horrified?” Seth looked uncharacteristically uncertain.
Meg was momentarily speechless, and then she burst out laughing. “I love it! Nothing says true love like plumbing.” Seth looked bewildered, as if unsure of what she was saying, so she took pity on him. “Seriously, Seth, I think it’s a terrific idea. What did you have in mind?” And when will you find the time? Meg added to herself.
“I was thinking that I could carve out a smaller bath from that niche in the master bedroom—shower only—without taking anything away from the main bathroom. Although all the pipes there definitely need to be replaced. And if I’m going to have things opened up anyway, I thought I could add a powder room directly beneath it at the same time.”
“That would be amazing, Seth,” Meg said, and meant it. “But we will have one functional bathroom throughout the whole construction process, right?”
“Of course. And everything that shows will be historically accurate, at least on the surface. I figured you’d want some say in picking out the fixtures. Whenever you have the time.”
“I love the way you think, Seth Chapin. I think it’s a brilliant idea. And I have no idea how I’m going to match it.”
He smiled, clearly pleased by the success of his suggestion. “Don’t worry about it. This is kind of a shared gift anyway—I’ll be happy not to have to fight either you or Bree for time at the mirror while I’m trying to shave.”
“I haven’t dared ask Bree what she wants to do about living arrangements. I’m sure she’d rather not intrude on our newlywed bliss, but I can’t afford to pay her enough to rent someplace nearby. Or at least, I don’t think I can. I won’t know until after she’s run the numbers for our sales and expenses. Are we really supposed to figure all this out in a couple of weeks? Oh, and by the way, are we planning a honeymoon?”
Seth looked stricken. “Do you want one?” he said anxiously.
Meg burst out laughing at the look on his face. “If you could see yourself! Sure, you know me—I’m pining for a week in the Bahamas, with well-oiled pool boys bringing me endless fruity drinks with umbrellas in them.”
“Then you shouldn’t be marrying a plumber,” Seth responded.
“Excuse me, a specialist in period home renovations with a growing client list,” Meg corrected him. “And don’t worry about it. The idea of sitting here and catching up on the last six months’ worth of . . . well, just about everything, sounds like perfection to me.”
“Amen,” Seth said. “Although maybe we could try a restaurant or two.”
“Or a weekend in Boston?”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, woman!” he said in mock anger. Then his tone softened. “Happy?”
Meg smiled. “I am. Very. It will all work out.”
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Meg’s cell phone rang as they were finishing their coffee. She fished it out of her pocket to see the restaurant’s number. “Hey, Nicky or Brian. What’s up?”
“It’s Nicky. Things are quiet at the moment, and we wondered if you wanted to come over and discuss wedding plans now?”
Meg checked her watch: just past three. “Sounds great—Seth and I were just talking about all the planning we still have to do. You want him there?” She looked up to see Seth shaking his head vigorously. “Or maybe we should rough out something and I can show it to him.”
“Either way is fine. So we’ll see you in a few?”
“I’ll be there.” Meg hung up and turned to Seth. “What, you don’t want to talk about menus?”
“I trust you. And I eat just about anything, as you know. Just include something for the vegetarians and vegans and we’ll be fine.”
“I don’t have to have carrot cake, do I? Because there’s a lot about traditional weddings that I won’t miss, but I want an indulgent, over-the-top cake.”
“I’m not going to argue.” Seth stood up. “Well, those invoices are calling my name. See you at dinner. Don’t go too crazy—but I haven’t had a bad dish at Gran’s since it opened.”
“I’ll try to control myself, and I’ll listen to Nicky’s ideas. I agree—she’s a great chef, and we’re lucky to have her in town. Happy invoicing!”
“Yeah, right,” Seth muttered as he went out the back door.
Meg was beginning to understand why people eloped: it was so simple. She had never been all that interested in weddings, and the few friends she’d kept in touch with from her pre-Granford days seemed to be avoiding marriage altogether, although most of them had a partner of some description. Meg had considered the idea of living with Seth—briefly—but rejected it. The reality was, Seth was spending about ninety percent of his time at her house, but that was not the same as standing up and declaring your intentions to spend your life together in front of your friends and your community. She and Seth hadn’t explored the concept in much detail—after all, he’d been married once before, and that hadn’t worked out. He was surprisingly unbitter about the end of that relationship, and would only go so far as to say that he and Nancy had discovered that they wanted different things from their lives, and had parted on reasonably good terms. But he wanted the public declaration of their joining now, maybe more than she did.
In an odd way, Meg felt like she was marrying the town by marrying Seth. His Chapin ancestors had helped to settle the town of Granford over two centuries earlier. Of course, her Warrens hadn’t been far behind, but Meg hadn’t grown up in the town, the way Seth had. But Seth didn’t just live in Granford—he helped run the place, as an elected selectman, which was an unpaid and occasionally thankless task.
But she’d never pored over Brides magazines, never oohed and aahed about dresses and table decorations. She hadn’t talked any of this over with her mother, Elizabeth, but she had a sneaking feeling that Elizabeth was simply happy to see her getting married at all. Seth’s mother, Lydia, who lived just over the hill, was equally laid-back about the whole thing. So it was up to Meg to make the myriad of decisions about what and where and how this was going to happen. She realized that in her mind she visualized one large happy party that happened to include a small element that would make Seth and her a legal entity in the eyes of the state and country. Whatever that meant. With a sigh, she stood up, pulled on her jacket, and went out to her car to drive the couple of miles to the restaurant.
The sight of Gran’s, housed in a sturdy Victorian building perched on a low hill at the end of the town green, never failed to cheer her up. Meg was proud that she had played a role in creating it—not the cooking, that Nicky handled brilliantly, but by figuring out a way to make it financially possible in a highly competitive area by involving local providers as partners. It had worked well, and the restaurant had been open a year now. It was even drawing visitors from the surrounding college-based communities like Amherst and Northampton, and that was high praise indeed from the local foodie community. She parked beside the building and walked up the front steps. Nicky opened the front door before Meg reached it.
“Welcome, blushing bride!” Nicky said, throwing her arms around Meg. “I’m so glad you chose us for this wonderful event.”
Apparently Nicky was more excited about the wedding than she was. “The blushing part I’ve got down pat—it’s the ‘bride’ part that still boggles me.”
“Ha! You and Seth are made for each other. Any dummy could see that.”
“Considering that I started my career in Granford with a murder in my backyard and by creating chaos at a town meeting, that’s a small miracle. How’ve you been, Nicky? How’s business?”
“Great, to both. Come in, sit down. I made some nibbles for us—this planning stuff is hungry work.”
Meg complied. “Will Brian be joining us?”
“Nah. I’ll tell him what the plan is, and he’ll make it happen. Besides, he thinks this is girly stuff.”
Meg smiled. “I have a sneaking suspicion that Seth feels the same way. He’s more or less said, ‘whatever you want.’”
“Well, what do you want?”
“I want a party where people have a good time.”
Nicky eyed her. “Oh, sure, no problem. We’ll just order up a bunch of good-time supplies. Okay, let’s start with the basics. The date is December fourth—that’s a Friday. Why not Saturday or Sunday?”
“It was my grandmother’s birthday, and she was one of my favorite people. I see it as kind of an easygoing event, after work for some people. I haven’t invited a lot of people from out of town, so it will be mostly the people Seth and I know around here.”
“Well, since we’re talking about Seth, that’s the entire town. How did you narrow down the list?”
“It wasn’t easy, believe me. I’m sure somebody’s feelings will be hurt. Or I’ll just blame it on you and Brian and those pesky fire regulations.”
Nicky grinned. “Okay, I’ll take the heat. And I wouldn’t expect Seth to bend the rules about capacity, even for his own wedding.”
“Don’t forget that the entire select board of Granford and the chief of police will be here too,” Meg added.
“Exactly. We can’t just stuff people in willy-nilly. The place might collapse. How’re the RSVPs going?”
“About fifty percent so far,” Meg told her. “Not too many ‘nos’ either.”
“Of course there aren’t,” Nicky replied quickly. “People have been betting on when you two would figure things out for the past year—they wouldn’t miss it.” Nicky got a faraway look in her eye. “Of course, we might be able to enclose the porch with removable panels and some portable heaters—that would give you some more capacity. But we’d have to be sure the porch can take the weight. I’ll have to ask Brian about that.” Nicky made a note on the pad of paper she had brought to the table. “Okay, next. Sit-down or buffet?”
“Shoot, I don’t want a formal thing with fancy tablecloths and six forks and three-foot centerpieces on the tables. Buffet is fine. And no assigned seating—let people sit where they want and with whoever they want.”
“Open bar? Champagne only?”
Meg sighed. “Rough me out some numbers on that, will you?” She knew that an open bar could get expensive, but it seemed stingy to offer guests only one option for liquid refreshment, and cash bars were kind of tacky for a personal event.
“What kind of food?” Nicky was as relentless as a drill sergeant.
“Buffet food?” Meg ventured.
“Hot or cold?” Nicky snapped.
Meg held up a hand. “Nicky, I love your food. Why don’t you suggest a menu? And since this will be in December, I guess there had better be some hot food in there somewhere. But not too drippy.”
“Got it.” Nicky made another note. “I’ll email you some choices. Decorations?”
“Well, it’s after Thanksgiving, but I don’t want a Christmas theme. Greenery?”
“How about pine boughs with a few nice red apples thrown in? That would look back to your harvest, and forward to the winter season.”
“Perfect. I’ll supply the apples, if you’ll tell me what you need.”
“Maybe a few real candles with hurricane globes—exposed candles always make me nervous, especially with greenery around. Too easy to tip over.”
“I hear you. Are we done yet?”
“Of course not. One big cake, or individual ones?”
“I told Seth I wanted an extravagant wedding cake. That’s the one thing I remember from most of the weddings I’ve ever been to. Can you do that here?”
“Of course I can. Flavor?”
“Whatever you do best. And like to make.”
“Red velvet cake? With white frosting and red sugar apples?” Now Nicky had a wicked gleam in her eye.
“Fine. Wonderful. How much is all of this going to cost us?” Meg said.
Nicky looked at her directly. “I wish I could say it’s on the house, since we both owe you so much. But the business can’t take that. How about I charge you what the ingredients cost us? Of course, additional waitstaff will be extra. And the liquor, of course. But our labor will be our gift to you two.”
Meg was touched. “Nicky, that seems more than fair to me. Thank you.”
Nicky grinned. “Don’t thank me until you’ve seen the bill. But I won’t load things up with filet mignon and truffles. Call it the best of New England, locally raised.”
“I love it. Is that all?”
“For now. I’ll send you over a proposal, and we can fine-tune it. How’s the harvest look?”
“Not bad, all things considered. We survived.” Despite a drought and an insect invasion and a small forest fire. “I’m hoping we can afford a pump for the well-head this year, which will make our lives a whole lot easier in case we get hit by another drought.”
“And Seth’s business?”
“Still kind of transitional, I guess. Plumbing jobs pay the bills, but his heart is in historic renovations, which are rarer. He’s still getting his name out there. And then he gives time to things like the overhaul of the Historical Society, which he did pro bono. Have you been inside yet?”
“No time. But I have to say, I was impressed that it came in on time and on budget. That’s unusual anywhere. And Seth must have had a hand in that.”
“He has a hand in just about anything that goes on in Granford.” Meg checked the time—nearly five. “Nicky, I must be keeping you from your own work. Don’t you have to prep for tonight’s meal?”
“I do, but I wanted to make sure I got things squared away with you. Like I said, we owe you big time, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure this event is something special.”
Meg felt the prick of tears. “Thank you, Nicky. That means a lot to me.”
Loud noises of clattering pans came from the kitchen, and Nicky stood up quickly. “Oops, gotta go. I’ll get you that estimate later this week, okay?”
“That’s fine. Thanks again.”
Outside on the porch, Meg took a deep breath of the autumn air. There was a hint of smoke—were people already using their fireplaces? Should she have hers cleaned? Did they have any firewood? Stop it, Meg! Just enjoy the moment, all right? The town green looked lovely. The light was already fading, now that it was past five. The steeple of the white church at the other end of the green soared into the deep blue twilight sky. Meg noticed that there were lights on at the Historical Society just down the hill from it. Was it still open? It shouldn’t be, but maybe Gail Selden was trying to catch up on cataloguing, or setting up the new exhibits. Renovation had been completed only a month or so earlier, and then they’d had to wait to install new shelving in the newly dug basement, and then they’d had to paint, and so on. So while Gail had gleefully assembled the society’s collections from the buildings across the town, where they’d been “temporarily” stored, some for as long as a quarter century, she still hadn’t had time to update the cataloguing so she knew what they had. But she also wanted to make the place welcoming, by arranging new exhibits that showcased the local historical objects. And somehow she had to squeeze in time for her husband and their two school-age children.
Meg decided to walk over and say hi to Gail, if it was indeed her. It could be one or another of the society’s board members, but she knew most of them as well. If it was Gail and she was alone, maybe Meg would have the chance to ask her about being matron of honor. Meg walked down the porch steps, then crossed the road and the length of the green.
Only a few of the lights inside were on—saving electricity?—and the door stood partially open. Meg rapped on it. “Hello? Gail?” she called out. There was no answering voice from inside, but Meg could hear a peculiar mewling sound. Human? Animal? She pushed the door open and stepped inside, and through the unlit foyer into the single big room beyond. And stopped in her tracks.
Gail was at the far end of the room, leaning heavily on an old kitchen table—the corner was given over to a mock-up of a kitchen circa 1900. The strange noises were coming from her, and as Meg took in the scene she realized that Gail was covered with blood.
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