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INTRODUCTION

IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO BE HAPPY ALL THE TIME. Anything that’s “all the time” can’t be a high point or a low point, which is the point. The same is true of one’s closeness to her brother. I can love him but I don’t always have to like him. He can be my best friend without being a friend at all times.
I don’t know exactly when I started keeping track of him, because I failed to date the early entries in my notebook. By the time I thought to record the days and months, so much had already happened. It’s like those arctic shelves of ice two miles thick that scientists can tell are slipping: my brother and I started to separate as slowly as that. And sometime long after it had begun, I picked up a pen and started keeping track.
It may seem odd, but our mother walking out on us had actually brought us together as brother and sister. We skipped the part of growing up where we’re supposed to hate each other and be jealous about the other’s successes. Our mutual abandonment, along with a father who could be politely described as rigid, made us a team. He kept a rigid schedule while juggling a college professorship and managing our family’s (inherited) fortunes. He ruled rigidly over his home—quick on discipline, short on praise. He rigidly employed his driver, Ralph; his secretary, Lois; and our Cajun cook, Miss Delphine. He was a father who maintained a rigid demeanor, never overly excited, never overly dour, never terribly warm. He was the Mr. Banks of Boston’s Beacon Hill, James and I the Michael and Jane.
Without ever discussing it, James and I had arrived to the same conclusion: we were on our own; we were a team, a pair.
Then one day your heart cracks, however infinitesimally. Your eyes leak. Your gut wrenches. You start writing in a journal. You ask people for details of the stuff you miss or have no way to overhear. You go back after the fact and fill in details that escaped you in the present. You do your work. You make it your job to get all the facts down correctly.
After a while you panic. All the note-taking is having no effect on your brother’s downward spiral. You build a history of him, something to hold on to, something to look back upon. Something to keep you close. To hold close.
Bear with me, dear reader; this is not easy for me. 



CHAPTER 1

FATHER’S BRIEFCASE BULGED IN AN UNUSUAL manner. That’s how all this started, simple as that. At fourteen, my brother, James, was a specimen of fierce intelligence and keen observation. He spotted oddities, like newspaper advertisements with misspellings. He performed complex math problems in his head. He studied our father like the man was a science project. Maybe that was because one morning we’d awakened to find Mother had packed a bag and left the family; maybe James couldn’t take his eyes off our father for fear we’d lose him too. Abandonment hurts. Not just your head; your whole body aches, and it never goes away; it lives inside you like an alien creature. Like that. So maybe James should have seen a counselor instead of fixating on the movements of our father. But we Moriartys didn’t take our problems to counselors; we handled things ourselves. We were private, rich, and complicated. We were that kind of family.
“So what?” I said. “You woke me up for this?” My bedroom, I confess, belongs in Royal Antiques magazine.
“You’re twelve, what would you know?”
“That’s entirely unfair, James. I’m looking for specifics,” I explained. “His briefcase was fatter than usual. Duly noted. But did it appear he struggled with added weight as well? Did he, for instance, switch hands with the briefcase as you spied on him walking away? The question is contents, isn’t it? A briefcase bulging with paperwork is one thing. He is a college professor, after all. Bulging with food? Bulging with clothing? Equipment? Each presents its own interpretation, doesn’t it?”
“Okay, I admit it: that’s clever.” James rarely dished out compliments unless he needed something. He desperately wanted evidence confirming Father was not leaving us without saying good-bye. It wouldn’t be the first time; Father had a way of disappearing and reappearing without explanation. Given our history, it was only right that we both assumed one of these times there would be no return ticket.
“I need my beauty sleep,” I said. “Go back to bed. It’s probably exams or something.”
“Clothing.”
“You’re just saying that.”
“There was a piece of fabric sticking out.”
“You’re lying just to keep me interested. Go back to bed, Jamie.”
“The green bow tie.”
I sat up, head off my pillow, so that I arrived just under James’s chin as he stood alongside my bed. His face is more grown-up than boys his age, wide and with expressive eyebrows, a small mouth, and a penetrating gaze. “You’re making that up.”
“Am not. The one with—”
“The black clovers. His favorite! The one with a four-leaf clover over on the edge.”
“Exactly!” he said. I knew then he wasn’t making it up.
“Clothes.”
“Another trip. But why wouldn’t he have said good-bye? He always says good-bye.”
“A girlfriend?” I suggested. “His most favorite bow tie in the world? A date? Is Father going on a date?” I threw my legs off the bed and motioned for him to get out of my room. “This, I gotta see.”
“Meaning,” James said, backing out of my bedroom.
“You win, OK? We’re going to spy on Father!”



CHAPTER 2

WE NEVER CAUGHT UP TO FATHER. ARRIVING onto the quad at Croft University, James hurried inside the humanities building to confirm Father was there teaching as expected. I stood in line at the student union to buy two coffees. Father didn’t allow us to drink real coffee, only decaf, so it only seemed right that if we were spying on him we could pretty much make up our own rules. I took mine with three sugars and cream. James said he preferred it black, which disgusted me. I thought he was just showing off by trying to act older than me.
On my way back, still no sign of James, both my hands occupied, I searched out a bench with a decent but not obvious view of the doors Father would use upon leaving. We couldn’t afford to be seen by him as he departed. Not if we were going to follow him to a date! Just the thought of it gave me chills. I was both excited and brokenhearted, which was pretty much how I’d been living since Mother failed to show for dinner six years, ten months, and three days earlier. But who’s counting?
The bench I selected was somewhat obscured by twin sugar maple trees that must have been planted around the Civil War. A four-story brick Victorian hall with two Gothic doorways and a mansard roof with dormers occupied my attention. It was through the archway on the right that Father would emerge, and through which James now appeared. Call it instinct or intuition, I sensed and spotted a man watching either James or the entranceway.
He wasn’t sitting, as I was, but standing alongside a tree trying to blend in against it with his dark suit and sunglasses, his phone in his hand as if he were reading it. But we all know reading a phone in dark glasses is just about impossible. It was that pretending-to-read-the-phone that caught my interest. A grown-up stalking a coed campus is bad enough, but a guy faking it with his phone made him about as subtle as a space shuttle launch. So, either he was a creep checking out the young coeds or he was a creep waiting for someone, as I was. Or maybe, just maybe, he was a husband or boyfriend of the mystery woman James and I suspected Father was planning to meet. Maybe he was there to defend his honor. Maybe, I thought, this was about to get very interesting.
“See him?” I asked James as he sat down alongside me.
“He’s up there. Father’s up there in the classroom.”
“Are you listening?”
“Just like any other day. His briefcase’s on the floor. Doesn’t look like he’s opened it.”
“He’s just standing there, watching, same as us.”
“That guy?”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
“So what?”
“So what if he’s a husband or boyfriend?” I said.
James took another look. “This could get interesting.”
“That’s what I’m saying.”
“He could be waiting for anyone, Mo. He could be someone’s brother or dad, uncle, whatever.”
“Woman’s intuition.”
“You’re not a woman yet.”
“What would you know? I have feelings. I feel things. Something you wouldn’t understand.”
“Is that supposed to sting? Guess again.”
James did feel things, or he once had. I think the string that tied his heart to his brain snapped when Mother left us. He became robotic after that, went hours—days—at a time without speaking. Father, too busy to notice, treated him, us, like he always had: as mild inconveniences. Tolerated amusements. Lois, his personal secretary, stepped in to get us off to school, take us shopping, arrange for Ralph to drive us to movies. Father, always too busy, a condition that took on numerous forms, ate dinner, quietly, with us. That was the start and end of what he took as his parental obligations. James claimed we reminded him too much of Mother. He meant me, of course, not him. So I was to blame for Father’s internal agony and James’s internal silence. I had my face to thank for that, I suppose. With its tiny mouth, big brown eyes, perfect nose, my face was neither stretched nor wide. I looked more like Mother as seen in the home videos and photographs James and I obsessed over. I didn’t remember her well. I invented memories by combining stories told by Father or James and associating them with the pictures. My looks were a throwback to another time. James’s too. He claimed it was our aristocracy, our heritage, that the clan Moriarty’s Irish and English lines, Mother’s Scottish blood, made us who we were. He said I looked too much like Mother, but I always took that as a compliment.
“When he looks up from his phone, he looks two places: the archway, and a window on the second floor, three to the right.”
“Father’s classroom.” James gasped, for as if on cue the gentleman did exactly as I had described. “Nice one, Mo.”
“I’m just saying,” I said, playing the humble card.
“No! I think you’re right. Now,” he said, “get off your fat bum and get away from me.”
“I was here first. Find your own bench, you cretin! And I do not have a fat bum! It’s . . . shapely. I have a figure.”
“It’s ginormous.”
“It’s just out of proportion for the moment. You’ll see.”
“The two of us together are too easy to spot. Father’s no dummy.”
Father was, in fact, brilliant, the smartest man I knew. He was kind to others, if not overly secretive. Brooding, yes, often. But his wife had left him and his kids were fast becoming teenagers and from what Lois had said, in fits and starts, that combination was enough to drive some men to drink. Father didn’t drink, at least not excessively. Lois I wasn’t so sure about, given her occasional and inexplicable outbursts of laughter, a certain sway to her stride after long lunches, and the way her eyes seemed to refuse to focus in the late hours of the evening.
James was right, of course. (He was right far too often!) Father, however much he seemed to exist in his own world, might easily scan the quad and pick out the pair of us. Separated, there was far less likelihood of that happening, given that he failed to see us, or refer to us, individually. We were to him—in James’s way of thinking—mini-Mothers, and we came in a set. Among all the college students crisscrossing the quad I doubted very much if Father would recognize us if we walked right up to him, but no sense in taking chances.
“There’s a bench just behind the spy. Take that one,” I suggested.
“You take that one.”
“I was here first.”
“Seriously? You’re going to be a baby about this?”
“Absolutely. I’m going to stand my ground. Or, in this case, sit my ground. Go find your own bench. What’s the plan, anyway?”
“We follow him at a distance. I’ll go first, then you.” I didn’t like this arrangement but knew my older brother well enough to know he wouldn’t cede me the privilege of leadership.
“Heads down.”
“Duh!”
“At least half a block back.”
“Agreed.” James stood, heading in the direction of the Stranger.



CHAPTER 3

CALL ME BRILLIANT. I ACCEPT. IF IT HADN’T been for me, we would have sat there all day, James and I—and the Stranger, if you include him. Fact: boys are less observant than girls. I don’t mean to make sweeping generalizations, I’m just honest. At the time he was expected, Father failed to appear. Even from across the quad I could feel James’s heightened anticipation matching my own. A meeting, maybe? Class preparation?
I missed it the first time, as did James and the Stranger. Once I caught it, I realized the clues were camouflaged amid other attention-getters. I tried to signal James, who in typical brotherly fashion was doing everything possible to ignore me while attempting to fool himself into thinking the girls walking past might believe he belonged in college. Sure, that was going to happen.
Credit girls with caring about shoes. We look at shoes. Hair—bouncy or flat? Arms, withering? Height—isn’t it obvious? The second time I looked, the man was well past James’s position, nearly even with mine, and still had a ways to go to draw even with the Stranger. I spotted the incongruities: 1. The shoes, black Ferragamos with a small silver buckle. They cost five hundred dollars a pair. I couldn’t imagine any other college professor, especially one with questionable taste, spending that kind of money on shoes, which led me to my next two observations. 2. He was wearing a green bow tie. 3: It was patterned, no less, with black shamrocks. How I’d missed the tie baffled me until I realized the slicked-back, gelled hair and heavy black-frame glasses had thrown me. This man leaving the humanities building looked nothing like Father. I didn’t even recognize the rest of the clothes.
Having failed in my attempt to alert James, I stood. That worked. He looked at me like, “What’s up?” I looked at him like, “There! There! You idiot!” Of course he didn’t get it, because he can be as thick as concrete. So I lifted my right leg, grabbed my shoe, standing like a flamingo, and pointed repeatedly at my shoe. I cocked my head in the direction of Father. To give him some credit, James was probably too far away to see Father’s Ferragamos, and Father’s back was to him so James couldn’t see the bow tie. But discounted from that same credit was his unwillingness to work to understand my interpretive dance.
It was only as the Stranger turned toward Father that I made my move. Adding to my alarm, the Stranger also recognized Father in disguise, despite Father not carrying a briefcase; despite him looking nothing like Father. This raised a flag, for I had apparently either discovered the one man on earth who cared about shoes or, far more likely, one who was an agent or a spy or police detective whose very business it was to care about shoes and altered appearance. I couldn’t let go of Father pursuing a girlfriend, but this Stranger was becoming more difficult to fit into that scenario.
James caught up to me, the two of us twenty yards behind the Stranger, who was himself ten yards behind Father. A Spy Parade, I thought.
“Are you sure?”
“His shoes,” I said.
“The fancy ones.”
“Ferragamos, yes. And the bow tie. I can’t believe we both missed the bow tie.”
“I wasn’t looking for a bow tie,” James said. “I was looking for Father.”
“A disguise.”
“I noticed. So strange.”
“Who wears a disguise to a date, even a blind date?”
“What about him?” James asked of the man in front of us.
“Weird. I can’t believe he picked up on the disguise. He’s got to be a professional.”
“But what? Stalker? Security? Hey! You think he recognized Father because he knew who to look for? You suppose Father hired him?”
I nearly stumbled. I hated to say it but it made so much sense. “That certainly would explain it, not that it makes me feel any better.”
“Train station.”
“What?”
“This is the way to the train station,” James said.
“This is Boston, James. This is the way to a hundred places.”
“Didn’t you see him reach into his pocket?”
“Father?”
“When does he check his inside pocket like that, Mo?”
“You’re kidding, I hope.”
“Airports and train stations. Right hand into the left inside pocket of his jacket.” Maybe boys were more attentive than I’d realized. Maybe a son studies his father more closely than does a twelve-year-old girl.
“I might have missed that.”
“He taps his back pocket to make sure his wallet is there before we go into restaurants. Right coat pocket is his cell phone.” James tugged me hard.
“Hey! Watch it!”
“The Stranger turned his head a couple times. I don’t think it’s smart to hang back here. I know a shortcut.”
“You are going to base this decision on Father reaching into his coat pocket?”
“Research. I’m basing this on research. I know what I’m doing.”
A younger sister learns when to pick her fights. This was not one of them. Instead, I accepted that we were a team—I had caught the shoes, James the touch of the ticket. In fact, these were my favorite moments, when James and I teamed up to cook a meal, or washed the car with Ralph, or planned a picnic, or picked out a movie to watch together. Such moments defined sisterdom, made me feel part of something extraordinary, fulfilled me in a way nothing else fulfilled me. They created and continued my notion of what it was to be family. They made me smile.
My feet gave way easily and I followed, my brother in the lead, my heart pounding, hoping this wouldn’t be the last we would see of Father and the Stranger.



CHAPTER 4

AT 11:50 A.M., FATHER STOOD WAITING ON THE platform for the Newburyport/Rockport commuter line. The electronic sign overhead advised that the next train was arriving in ten minutes.
At 11:53, the Stranger bought a ticket at a vending machine and headed in the direction of the same platform.
James carried an actual physical credit card, which caused me envy. I had a payment app on my phone that worked like a credit card. I could wave my phone at cashiers and magically pay for things. But only at some stores, most of which sold groceries or power tools. I wouldn’t be given an actual card until my fourteenth birthday, which seemed only a little less than an eternity away. More impressive, James seemed to know exactly what he was doing until it came time to decide how far we would be riding the train.
“What do I put for our destination? We don’t know how far Father’s going.”
“Do Gloucester.”
“Never mind. It’s by zones. Eleven dollars each. That’s twenty-two dollars! I’ve got like twenty total left on my card.”
Technically it was a cash/debit card. Father put fifty dollars a month onto it as allowance for James keeping his room neat and feeding and brushing Bath and London, our two dogs. I got twenty-five deposited into my phone app for making my bed and doing dishes. Wage discrimination. Try as I might—and I’d tried plenty—I had yet to propose a project to Father that he deemed worthy of an added allowance. This was one of the many not-so-small ways Father played preferential treatment to his son, a situation that went unmentioned though not unnoticed, at least by one of us.
“So pick a zone we can afford. And don’t forget, we’ve got to get home. I have enough on my phone to get food in case this lasts all night.”
“Such a planner,” he said, tapping the screen and working through menus at a much faster pace than I could have managed. “Zone Two,” he said. “If he’s still on the train by Zone Three we’re busted.”
“No, we’re not. I can bat my eyelashes,” I said, mimicking the motion, though he wasn’t looking.
“Good luck with that,” he said. “You think a flirting twelve-year-old with big hair and a round face is going to charm some conductor?”
I hated him for that description. “I’m growing into my face,” I said. Both James and I had big ears. I hid mine in my big hair. Lois consoled me each time I cried about being related to Dumbo—a nickname that had stuck for second and third grades.
“Sure you are. And I’m going to be six-six.” No male Moriarty had ever exceeded six feet, a part of his heritage James found unnerving.
To avoid being seen, we hung back on the platform until the last second. We boarded the second car from the front at a light jog. James sat me in a seat facing backward, something he knew I detested, and headed off on reconnaissance. Compared to me, he could have had a merit badge in stalking. He understood the intricacies of patience, finesse, and masquerade. At times it seemed as if he’d been born with the genes of a cat burglar. Part Houdini, part Night Stalker.
James returned a few minutes later looking smug. Nothing worse than a smug brother.
“Two cars down,” he said. “The Stranger is facing back like you. Father is facing forward, second-to-last row of seats in that car.”
“Facing each other?”
“Evidently,” he said, his cynicism biting. “Doesn’t help us much, though. Because either Father recognizes him because he’s paying the man, or doesn’t recognize him because the man is following him and Father has no idea.”
“What now?” I asked, having a plan of my own but knowing James owned the moment.
“We wait, obviously. I check the car at every stop. You prepare to get off. I’ll signal you by waving. If I’m not waving, don’t get off.”
“You promise you won’t ditch me.” James had done worse. I put nothing past him. I had no idea what I’d do if I found myself alone on a train bound for places I’d never been. I felt a little lump in my throat. “Seriously.”
“Mo.”
“I’m serious.”
“You just said that. I won’t ditch you. If we lose Father, we lose him together. Deal?”
I swallowed the lump away and nodded. Times like this I hated being twelve; I believed my courage would callous with age. I couldn’t wait to be at least a few years older. I wanted to thank James for what he’d said, but he would only have made fun of me for getting mushy, so I said something to him with my eyes and he nodded, and that was the end of it.
I liked trains, enjoyed the landscape streaming past the windows, the people watching inside, the sense of doing something good for the environment by ride-sharing, the indelible rhythm of the train’s cars passing over the joints in the rails.
Ten minutes passed. “Which do you think it is: Father knows him or doesn’t?”
“Doesn’t,” James said without thought. “Makes it much more interesting, you know?”
“Yeah. True.”
“You think he saw us?”
“I think he’s the kind of guy that sees more than you know. The kind that carries a gun or a walkie-talkie. I think he’s part of a team, for a company or the government, it doesn’t really matter. If he saw us, then he knows we’re on the train and that can’t be good. I doubt he knows we’re Father’s children, but who else could we be? So he’s probably figured it out.”
“So you’re saying you’re as scared of him as I am.”
“Or more,” James answered, “because I think he’d hurt a boy before he’d hurt a girl, and he doesn’t look like the talkative type, you know? A guy like that, the more you talk the more he slaps you around.”
“All this because Father wants to date some woman?”
“That theory isn’t holding up too well,” James admitted, a rare moment of modesty for him.
“Father’s a spy? Like for the CIA?”
“He travels a lot,” James said. “Doesn’t usually tell us where he’s going. So we can check that box.”
“He’s brilliant. He has the help of being a professor. He has a reason to travel everywhere.”
“That’s called a cover. Yeah. So, check that box as well.”
“But it’s Father.”
“I know. Impossible, right? But the disguise? Taking the train instead of having Ralph drive him? Something’s not right.”
“I guess we’re going to find out,” I suggested.
“I suppose. But what are we supposed to do when he gets in a taxi and drives away?”
“Maybe he won’t. Maybe he’s meeting someone.”
“A dead drop!”
“A what?”
“It’s where you leave something in a specific place. Like a note or a list or something. Like behind a rock in a stone wall. Like that. Someone else collects the thing so the two of you never meet. Neither knows the other so if you’re caught you can’t rat out the other guy.”
“Father is not a spy.”
“I know! I know! But what if he is? How cool would that be?”
“Radi-cool,” I said.
James laughed out loud, drawing attention to us. Just for a moment I wished the train ride would never stop.



CHAPTER 5

ALL RIDES EVENTUALLY COME TO AN END. JAMES and I suffered through several false alarms. I waited on the deck connecting two train cars that allowed me to see James. I awaited his signal. Stop after stop, Zone 2, Zone 3, the signal didn’t come. We remained aboard at Beverly Farms. Technically, our tickets were now invalid. Given that we appeared to be the only two kids traveling by ourselves it seemed doubtful the conductor, a thin, wizened man with a chin as pointed as a tent stake, might forget us and our destination. In short, we were on borrowed time and might be thrown off any minute.
Whenever I spotted the conductor coming, I hid in the washroom. I wondered if they arrested children for staying on a train past their destination. Maybe they called their parents, which would actually be worse.
Having counted to 150, unable to tolerate the unbearable odor of the train car washroom another ten seconds, I popped out.
“Hello,” said Ichabod Crane, the conductor.
“Hel-lo?” I tried to hide my sense of shame and guilt, a practiced art and one I got a little bit better at each year, but I was still a rookie.
“Everything okay?” I loved the guy’s accent. Bostonians from Southy, Dorchester, Worcester, points north and south of the city, spoke differently. Vowels, especially As, sounded like they had a couple Hs attached to them. Tar became tahhhr. Sister became sihhh-stahhr. Father had made sure we never picked up the accent. If anything, James and I sounded stuffy and snobby to my ear, which I didn’t care for but found difficult to shake.
“Yes, sir.”
“Enjoying the ride?”
“I . . . immensely! I love to watch the buildings blur past. The towns.”
“Never get tired of it,” he stated. I found his smile genuine and comforting, and I felt all the worse for deceiving him. “Have a good one,” he said, moving on up the car. He glanced back at me, his expression telling: he knew I should have been off the train by now. Maybe that was my guilt talking. Maybe he was letting me know he was in on the secret. Whichever, he just stared, not calling me out, but making me feel all the worse about it. “Manchester-by-the-Sea!” he called, pivoting and returning to his duties.
I’d spent too long with the conductor. By the time I looked into the next car, James’s right arm was practically coming out of the socket from waving. Even from a distance I could see that his face shone scarlet and he’d risen onto tiptoe in an effort to be seen.
The signal meant Father was preparing to leave the train. Possibly the Stranger was as well. I was to do the same.
The train slowed. Outside, adorable New England cottages gave way to the backs of brick buildings, stores, shops and restaurants, all festooned with gray satellite dishes, lilting TV antennas, tied to smiling black power lines that ran to wooden phone poles black with a coating of protective tar.
An elderly woman shuffled out and stood behind me. When I looked at her she winced a matronly smile, the kind our school librarian flashed at me when I was checking out a book. The train ground to a stop.
“Well, it won’t open itself, sweetie pie,” she said to me. “You push that big—”
But I cut her off by getting the idea and applying pressure to the large red plate on the door that read Open When Train Has Come to Full Stop. How I’d missed that, I had no idea. 
The door hissed open. I moved aside, allowing her to go first. By the time I stepped out onto the station platform I turned an immediate about-face. Father was heading right for me!
I caught up to the grandmother and hooked my arm through hers.
“Do you mind?” I asked.
“Not at all, dearest. You are most considerate.” She thought I was thinking of her, which I should have been. In fact, the dozen people disembarking the train were headed toward the century-old station building, a structure out of Hansel and Gretel. They included Father, who was behind me rather than in front. By speaking with the woman I hoped to divert attention from myself and therefore lessen the chance that Father might happen to notice his own daughter. I hadn’t had time to catch sight of James; I could imagine him back there shadowing the Stranger as the man followed Father.
What now? I wondered as the woman steered me toward the gingerbread station house. Once Father was into a car or a cab, what were James and I supposed to do?
“Thank you, dearie,” she said, releasing my grip. A man equal to her in age stood smiling widely enough to light a darkened alley. The woman didn’t wear a wedding ring. Imagining the two as sweethearts, a chill ran through me, precipitating misty eyes, as I thought about Mother and Father, wondering what had been bad enough to cause Mother to abandon me and James, not to mention Father.
“No problem,” I said, moving quickly to duck behind a standing postcard carousel. The cards were of the New England shore, some bearing black-and-white images from the 1960s when women beachgoers wore strange-looking swimsuits and rubber caps over their hair, others in color and contemporary, shining black seals on seaweed-encrusted rocks with a white, chalky lighthouse in the background. I spun the rack lazily, awaiting sight of Father.
He walked past and, a moment later, so did the Stranger. Finally, here came James, whom I snagged and pulled off-balance into my hiding place.
“There you are!” he said.
“Here I am,” I agreed.
“I thought you’d been busted.” I must have looked confused. “The conductor,” James said.
“Oh, yeah. That! What now?”
“No clue, but we have to check it out, right? We’ve come this far.”
“Agreed.”
By the time we showed ourselves, Father and the Stranger had already left the station house. James and I hurried to see whom Father was meeting or what came next, pressing our faces to a pair of grimy windowpanes.
“To the right,” James said with astonishing speed.
A small, waist-high blue sign on a pedestal read Taxi. Our biggest nightmare. Father looked around, not simply enjoying the sights, but inspecting his surroundings. James and I instinctively jumped away from the window—there was little that terrified us like the searching glare of a curiously suspicious father.
“Our biggest nightmare,” I blurted out. “A taxicab! I knew it!”
“Well, at least he’s still waiting.”
“How many taxicabs can there be? One? Two? That means one for Father and one for the Stranger and none for us.”
“I’m not saying it doesn’t complicate things,” James admitted, stretching to peek out once more. “Still no car. The Stranger’s in line behind him. They can’t be three feet apart.”
“Talking?”
“No. Just standing there.”
“Do they know each other?”
“Can’t tell. Doesn’t look like it.”
“So strange. I’m starting to think we should just go home and forget about it.” I’d spoken that aloud without meaning to. “He is going to be so cross if he catches us.” “Cross” was what Father called angry, ticked-off, furious. If he said, “I’m getting cross,” it was akin to a light drizzle about to go full-on hurricane.
“Cross? You think?”
“So? What now? Back home?”
“No way! Zero chance of that happening! And you’re not going without me, because I’m not going to be responsible for losing you on top of everything else.”
“I didn’t really mean it,” I lied. “I was just giving you the chance if you wanted out.”
“Sure you were,” he said, oozing sarcasm. “And I’m profoundly grateful! Taxi pulling up.” Eye to the window.
“What?”
“Brilliant!”
“What is?”
“Father’s walking away!” he repeated. “Don’t you see?”
“Apparently not. You’re the one watching him,” I reminded.
“Let’s say Father isn’t as clueless as he appears. Or maybe he’s just plain suspicious of everybody.” I recalled Father taking in his surroundings from the taxi stand. I nodded. James whispered, “And let’s say he worried someone might be following him.”
“That explains the disguise,” I said, giving up my last hope that this adventure had something to do with Father’s dating habits.
“If he is being followed, he either needs to figure out who it is or find a way to force the person into revealing himself.”
“Or herself,” I corrected.
James did not appreciate my political correctness. “One way is to wait in a taxi line until a taxi arrives, which is exactly what just happened.”
“And?”
“And walk away just as the taxi pulls up! If someone is following him and has the nerve to stand in the taxi line, which is now four people, I might add, that other person has no choice but to take the taxi. He—or she—can’t step out of line. Father bails out, trapping the other person.”
“Oh, my,” I said.
“What?”
“He’s good at this,” I said. “You’re saying he’s good at this.”
“I guess I am.” James sounded as disappointed in himself as I did in Father. Neither of us wanted to imagine Father as something he’d never been.
“But if he’s walking away, we can follow him!” I’d quickly given up all thought of returning home. Tracking Father was now a matter of pride and necessity. If he was living a secret life, as his children we deserved to know about it.
James continued to press his face to the glass. “Crossing the street. Get this: the Stranger just got into a taxi.”
“We were wrong about him? How could that be? How could it possibly be coincidence he was at the university?”
“I’m just telling you what I’m seeing.”
“We can’t possibly follow Father. This town is tiny. It’s not like following him in Boston.”
“True, but we’ve got to try,” James said.



CHAPTER 6

JAMES CROSSED AT THE CROSSWALK. FATHER WAS on
the other side of Main Street, headed in the same direction the train had been traveling—north. I marked his progress measuring against a large sign for the Palace, which I took to be a movie theater. James and I passed an old stone church with a prominent steeple. The picturesque town deserved all the postcards, lived up to the images. If I squinted my eyes just so, removing the power lines and the automobiles, I could imagine horse-drawn carriages, women in stiff petticoats, and well-dressed gentlemen carrying canes. I could smell horse manure on cobblestone streets and see boys wearing suspendered gray flannel shorts with yo-yos in hand. James held close to the storefronts, occasionally ducking into a doorway in hot-blooded anticipation of Father checking behind himself. I trailed James by five to six feet, mimicking his every move while wondering why I did so. My hands shook from terror, my breath shallow and short. My pulse raced. Father passed the theater and disappeared down a street to the right. Judging by the abundance of road signs it was some kind of major intersection. Among them, a green sign reading Public Beach Access.
I caught up to James. “You see that?”
“He isn’t going to the beach, Mo. You don’t dress up like that to go take it all off and lie in the sun.”
“Maybe Father does.”
“I know it’s hard to believe,” he said. “I don’t like it either, FYI, but the dude in the clothes up there, the one in the green bow tie, is our father. The good news is the beach isn’t far, so he’s going someplace close by. Whatever’s going down is going down soon.”
“Nothing’s going down,” I said.
“Right. Father always takes the train in disguise to walk the beach in a tourist town.”
“He’s going to see us,” I said.
“I’m aware of that.”
“It’s only a matter of time.”
“I got it the first time.”
“So?”
James stopped so suddenly that I bumped into him. He pushed me away, averse to any physical contact with a girl, especially his younger sister. “Afternoon matinee,” he said.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Check it out.”
The word Palace rose overhead on a sign stretching fifteen feet high. But it wasn’t the theater he wanted me to notice. We had walked past a bike stand holding five bikes. I saw locks on some but not all.
“James, we can’t. That’s stealing.”
“It’s borrowing. We’ll have them back before the movie’s over.”
“You don’t know that.” But he was already yanking one from the stand. The only remaining bike without a lock was a pink thing, several sizes too small for me, with a few remaining streamers hanging from the handlebar grips, looking like dead grasses.
“There is no way—”
“Hurry up!” he said. “Point one: Father will pay no attention, none, to two kids on bikes. We could ride past him a dozen times and he’d never notice. We could probably wave at him. Point two: Kids ride bikes to the beach, so there’s nothing out of the ordinary about us riding that direction. Point three: To catch him now we’d have to run and if we’re going to do that we might as well scream his name at the same time.”
I extricated the pink atrocity from the rack. “This feels wrong.”
“It is wrong.”
“We don’t have helmets.”
“We’re not running for political office,” James said. “Get on the bike.” He had already mounted his. “Try not to fall off!”
“Very funny.” But, in fact, he knew me too well, as is often the case with your only brother. I wasn’t exactly an Olympian cyclist. I was more of a disaster, horrible with the brakes, somewhat lacking in the balance department. But I was thrilled by the idea of being independent, and was determined more than ever to overcome my fears. James went zooming off. I lumbered side to side, front wheel in limbo, feeling like a giant on my pink kiddie ride.
As I rounded the corner, two things struck me. James had slowed, apparently keeping an eye out for me; the Stranger was walking on the sidewalk, not ten feet in front of the backpedaling James.
I spent too long absorbed in this development. A driver’s door popped open. I nearly crashed into it, swerving at the last moment, a car horn crooning behind me. I managed to regain a modicum of control and right myself, though I’m pretty sure anyone within several miles had noticed the clumsy girl on the baby bike.
James and I pedaled slowly side by side. We fell back farther from the Stranger. “Way to keep a low profile,” he said quietly.
“Yeah, I’m good at that. What’s he doing here?”
“Confirming everything I suspected, I expect. He obviously took the cab about one block and then started following Father again. So we can consider this hostile action.”
“You are so strange.”
“He’s following him and going to great lengths to make Father think otherwise. That’s interesting no matter what you think of me.”
“And us? What’s our plan?”
“We’re going to ride past both of them. We can’t just backpedal the whole time. We’ll get down to the beach and hide or something, keep an eye on Father. Unless he’s come all this way to get Tarot cards read or have his teeth cleaned,” he said, listing the only two visible store signs between us and the beach, “then I have no idea what he’s doing here other than meeting someone, so we’re back to our original theory.”
“And the Stranger wants to know who it is,” I stated emphatically.
“Or catch him in the act,” he added, turning my stomach. “In which case we rescue Father and sort it all out later.”
“Both those options are bad. For us. For Father. For all of us. Bad.”



CHAPTER 7

TURNS OUT BRAKING A BIKE ON SANDY PAVEMENT is
considerably different than braking on clean asphalt. Who knew? As my brother committed a flawless dismount while his bike was in motion, looking like a gymnast or a rodeo cowboy, I managed to skid my back tire, pass through two boulders, drop over the asphalt lip, and crash. Thrown off the bike like a rag doll, I landed in the sand headfirst. The bike was fine, of course, whereas I felt like I’d been folded into a box far too small for me, dropped from a three-story balcony, and then turned upside down and dumped out. James retrieved my bike, shaking his head at me paternally. He didn’t bother to ask me how I was, nor did he come over to inspect for any damage I might have suffered. Instead, he quickly hauled my bike back up to the parking lot, and returned to my side as, standing, I brushed myself off.
“That was interesting,” I said.
“Quick! He’s coming.” James sounded terrified.
“Here? The beach?” Father was not the beach type. Sailboats, yes. We owned three sailboats, all kept at our Cape Cod family compound, from the sporting day-sailer to an ostentatious, forty-eight-foot two-masted schooner, commonly referred to around the kitchen table as “the yacht.” He liked saltwater fishing. The occasional duck or goose hunting. Lying in the sun? No.
“Those rocks over there. Hurry!” James pointed and took off running. So much for our partnership. I was left struggling to keep up with him, given the deep sand, my leather sandals, and a slight kink in my left leg that must have been from my crash. I slipped between two rocks and he pulled down so hard it hurt my arm. I was about to complain when he slapped a hand over my mouth, turning my head forcibly.
Father came down a path from the parking lot. He looked at the sand, his five-hundred-dollar shoes, the sand again. He found a nearby boulder cordoning off the parking lot and sat down. He removed his shoes and socks, rolled up his pants, and stood facing south. He set off among the hundred or so sun worshipers on Singing Beach, walking amid the bikinis, the Bluetooth speakers, the coolers and beach blankets. Our father in disguise, wearing business clothes, looking uncomfortable with the sensation of having his feet buried in the sand of a hot afternoon.
“Where’s he going?” I asked James.
“No clue. And what happened to the Stranger?”
I’d been so obsessed with Father that I’d failed to notice the Stranger’s absence. “Sheesh,” I said.
“This gets tricky now,” James said.
“Now? The whole day has been tricky!”
James, practiced in ignoring me, demonstrated his ability as he thought aloud. “We can’t exactly follow him across the beach.” He was right—of course! The swimsuit set was spread out across the lovely curving sand. Singing Beach was part of a small cove defined by a prominent high point of land to the north and a hook of curling rocky coast to the south. The beach ended quickly to the north, but ran a half mile or more in the direction Father was walking. Trying to follow him without being seen would be a challenge, which, it occurred to me, was probably the point.
“You think he’s using the beach to make sure no one is following?” I asked.
“Well, if he is, the Stranger just outsmarted him, which leaves me worried. Despite what he’ll do to us”—James groaned—“it may be time to warn Father he’s being tailed.”
“That is the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”
“You have a better one?”
I thrive when put on the spot. Some people crumble, others sulk or go zombie, but I found my heart pulsing, my brain stimulated, and my intelligence challenged. “You’re the faster of the two of us.”
“Without question.”
“So you’ll head back and find the Stranger, careful to not let him see you. Either he has given up, which I doubt very much, or, far more likely, he knows where Father is headed.” James gasped and I knew I’d scored. “He’s headed there now. It’ll be more telling if he is not headed there, in fact, because if he’s retreating then he not only knows Father’s destination, but also his purpose, which is a little freaky.”
“Go on.”
“I’ll use the dunes,” I said, pointing to a sand berm covered in wild grasses that separated the million-dollar homes from Singing Beach. It stretched the full distance, higher in some places than others. “I can keep low, stay focused, and I’m pretty sure I can keep out of sight.” James studied the hilly sand piles and nodded. “With any luck you and I end up in the same place, you led by that man, me by Father. What time is it?” James always wore a watch. He reported the time to me. “If we fail to connect, we meet back at the train station in one . . . no, better make it two hours.”
“And if one of us doesn’t show up, or at least text, in two hours?”
“Whoever’s at the station calls the local police and reports everything. They’ll issue an amber alert, or whatever. Deal?”
James didn’t answer. He stared down the beach. “What do you think’s going on? What’s he up to?”
“I think we can rule out that he’s going on a date,” I said, utterly disappointed.



CHAPTER 8

THE BEACH GRASSES SCRATCHED AND TICKLED my legs. Note to self: do not try to be a spy when wearing a dress. But I managed to stay above the beach with a decent view of Father, though I ducked out of sight the two times I saw his shoulders begin to spin. His looking back told me he was being cautious, which again raised my heart rate. My sweaty feet were stuck with sand, grinding in my sandals, the rough ground cover preventing me from going barefoot. I moved hunched over, straining my back and tiring my legs. Being a spy was hard work.
As Father arrived to the extreme tip of the curved beach I lay flat, peering through a tuft of saw grass. What now? I wondered. He couldn’t possibly be out for a casual stroll. He hadn’t traveled to Manchester-by-the-Sea dressed as a door-to-door salesman to get exercise! What happened next astonished me.
James jogged nearly effortlessly up Beach Street, the Stranger nowhere in sight. Reaching the first cross street, he turned south, paralleling Father’s course on Singing Beach. He noticed something peculiar and unexpected: he had no anxiety over his following a complete stranger, a man much taller and likely stronger than he was. He did not process it exactly, more observed himself performing in a manner incompatible with that of a fourteen-year-old. How could he possess such calm in the face of such potential danger? Why did he feel thrilled but not afraid, calm instead of rattled? Did he dare admit to himself that he felt comfortable, almost meant for such work?
How, for instance, once he saw the man thirty yards ahead, did he understand to instinctively react to the first subtle rotation of the man’s head by dropping to his knees and picking weeds at the base of a mailbox—a lawn boy at work? How did he know not to look, but to keep his face aimed away so the stranger could not easily remember him?
He cut behind a hedge, dodged behind an RV, moved along the wind screen of a tennis court, all without thought. He simply knew this stuff. Without any formal training, without any coaching. Following a lazy curve in the street that curved away from the beach, the Stranger turned down a road that turned out to be a driveway. A long driveway. A Private Drive according to the sign. A dead end.
A risky move, James thought, feeling very much in his element.
Father adjusted his Ferragamos and left the beach, climbing a steep grassy hillside that rose to a promontory hill capping and defining the south end of the public beach. He looked so completely out of place, off-trail, struggling with the steep angle of the climb.
The higher he climbed, the more chance he might see me. I felt utterly exposed. If/when he looked back he would see a girl in a dress lying prone among the weeds and wild grasses and probably take me for dead.
I had little choice but to break from my hiding place and make a beeline for a low stone wall that declared the seaside edge of someone’s backyard. I never took my eyes off Father, my legs paying a price, and, as Father paused in his climb, I dove over the wall. Landing on manicured lawn, I rolled up against the wall to hide behind it. My dress rode well above my knees. If I’d gone much farther I’d have been flashing my underwear!
“Hello?” A dirt-encrusted boy right around my own age held a garden trowel over a hole. It looked as if he might be repairing a lawn sprinkler. I had to think fast.
“Capture the flag,” I said, holding my finger to my lips as, with the other hand, I tugged down my hem.
“Love that game. I’m Ben.”
“Moria.”
“I’m guessing Boston.”
“Does it show that badly?”
“Not a lot of dresses, and girls here are a lot more tan by August.”
“Guilty as charged.”
“Who’s he?” he asked, pointing, I imagined, toward Father’s ascent of Mount Singing Beach.
“Don’t do that. Don’t point, please.”
“Doesn’t exactly look like capture the flag.”
“My father,” I said, believing honesty the best policy. “It’s complicated.”
“Tell me about it. Parents? Are you kidding me? Mine are divorced. My mother’s miserable. My father’s golfing and taking ski trips to Peru. I think he’s got a girlfriend.”
I’d been lying in this boy’s backyard for less than a minute and I knew his family history. “That’s no fun.”
“Your dad is cheating on your mother?” Ben asked, nodding toward the promontory.
“My mother ditched us.”
“Us?”
“My brother and me.”
“Ouch.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Why the backdoor way up to Gadwall?”
“What’s Gadwall?”
He drew a circle by his ear indicating crazy. “Private place. Small. Expensive. A nuthouse, I think.”
Father was visiting a private hospital for the mentally ill? What was that about? “Seriously?”
“The neighborhood wants it gone, not that it’s ever any trouble, but it’s part of the Gadwall Estate. The Gadwalls used to own all of this land”—his trowel made a sweeping gesture—“like during the Revolutionary War. Those Gadwalls. New England royalty. They’re not going anywhere.”
“Is he out of sight?”
“Just to the top, yes. Ben. You’ll remember that, right?”
I felt myself blush. “How could I forget?” Getting over a stone wall in any kind of non-embarrassing way proved beyond my capabilities. I sat, twisted, scooted in order to retain my modesty. I looked back and waved, loving that Ben was watching me.
James got off the driveway as quickly as possible. He stayed to the left of the asphalt, darting between copses of trees and shrinking down behind mature bushes and flowering shrubs. The left was the boundary closest to the beach. The closest to where I might appear. James had chosen without thinking. But when he did think about it, he delighted in the choice as well as his selection coming involuntarily. The entrance road proved itself too long to call a driveway. It reminded him of the roads leading into Irish castles and the trip he and I made with Father the summer after Mother left us. Eventually, the stone mansion revealed itself as a three-story, rock-and-mortar structure the size of half a New York City block. It was absolutely massive, flags protruding and fluttering languidly from either side of a wooden front door large enough to fit a fire truck through.
“What the—” James spoke a word for which Father would have washed his mouth out with soap. The mansion did not belong in New England, but in Italy or France or Scotland or someplace with footmen and servants. It belonged in a boring movie where the girl loves the guy she shouldn’t love. It looked like where the X-Men lived as students.
So impressed with the double-cut lawns, the precisely clipped shrubs, and the Italian fountain out front, James had forgotten all about the Stranger.
Until he spotted Father coming from the side of the mansion toward the front door.
Winded, I hadn’t realized how out of shape I was until I arrived at the top of the hill. I stayed low in the overgrown weeds, only feet from where an expanse of lawn grass grew soft as velvet. The structure before me spoke of princesses and kings and horseback riding, lavish formal balls with ladies in flowing gowns and men in military uniform. I saw it for the private home it had once been, not the hospital it had become. I saw it as a splendid, magnificent place where fairy-tale dreams came true and wedding parties gathered on June weekends.
I saw James cowering behind a thicket of rhododendron. I saw the Stranger in the shade of a towering evergreen across the road from James and closer to the manor home by twenty yards. I saw no sign of Father.
I retreated downhill, traversed to where I judged James was hunkered down, and crested the summit once again. Still short of James by ten feet, I elected to crawl on hands and knees, never taking my eyes off the general area where I’d seen the Stranger.
James saw me coming and tried to give me a hand signal to lie lower, but if he thought I was going to grass stain a favorite dress, he was crazy and probably belonged in the Gadwall mansion himself.
We whispered so softly we had to move our heads closer to each other in order to hear and be heard. I told him Ben’s description of Gadwall and heard a change in his breathing. “But why Father?”
“I’ve thought about that,” I said. “Do you suppose he’s sick, that he gets treated here?”
I couldn’t be sure James had heard me; he seemed to have turned to stone. “No way,” he finally whispered. “Besides, then why not just take a cab here?”
“Pride? Business stuff? Maybe the Stranger is a private investigator hired by Father’s business partners.”
“I’m guessing it’s more like he has a friend in there.”
“Maybe,” I said, “he doesn’t want his visit connected to the family name.”
“You’re good at this.” He sounded in awe.
“Just making stuff up.” I feigned a shrug.
“But it makes sense, Mo. It’s smart.”
That was a word Jamie had never applied to me. I about fainted, although it might have been from the climb. “What now?” I had a plan. Of course I had a plan—this was me!—but I knew when to shut up and listen.
A minivan arrived down the road. We both crouched down automatically. Behind it came a fancy foreign sedan, black with tinted windows.
“A meeting?” I suggested. “Who would think anyone would take a meeting in a place like this. Maybe it is spy stuff!”
The van stopped. A wheelchair lift lowered an elderly woman to the asphalt and another woman, this one younger, wheeled her up a ramp and inside.
“If I move closer,” James said, “then when the van leaves I could make it to the front door and inside without that dude seeing me.”
“You would have to be so fast!”
“Yeah? So what? I don’t have a problem with that.”
“I’m not sure I could make it.”
“You don’t have to,” James said to me. “You hang back and keep an eye on Stranger Danger. If he does anything weird, text me.”
“How about if he doesn’t do anything weird I text you? Just kidding. I can do that.”
“I’m going to figure this out,” James said. “And if I blow it and Father catches me, then I’m going to rat out the Stranger and hope that buys me a pass.”
“Us,” I said. “Buys us a pass.”
“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Hardly matters. He won’t catch me.”
I disliked his arrogance. “If you don’t find him, you might try one of the computers. There are bound to be computers in there.” Of the two of us, James was the computer expert. He was so close to being a hacker that I assumed this would appeal to his ego as well as to his plan. It had been the major focus of what I would have proposed if asked.
The van restarted.
“No time for talk,” James said, already moving low along the shrubs in the direction of the mansion.



CHAPTER 9

DECIDING NOT TO BE LEFT BEHIND, I FOLLOWED close on James’s heels. There was nothing he could do to stop me, not given the scant few seconds we had to cross the open driveway and get inside while the van screened the Stranger. I’d managed to snag a handful of wildflowers planted around the trunk of a birch tree. It spoke to my forward thinking and excellent planning. I hoped James knew how lucky he was to have me.
“You idiot!” he said, once we were inside a large foyer separated by yet another door before the reception hall.
I shoved the flowers into his hand. “I have a plan, moron. We need the name of a resident, a patient, whatever, or we’ll look like fools and we’ll be tossed out before we even start.”
He appeared dumbfounded. “And how—?”
“People get flowers in places like this. They sign in and sign out on a list. All we need is a name, one name.”
“We could just tell them that the man who just entered is our father. That we need to talk to him.”
“What if he uses a different name and they ask? What if my new friend, Ben, is wrong and it isn’t a mental place but a cancer hospital or army men or whatever? What if they won’t tell us anything without a name?”
We’d spent several long seconds arguing on the other side of a glass door. We couldn’t keep it up. I pulled open the door and we entered a marble hall with a vaulted ceiling, love seats and couches pushed against the walls. A receptionist desk faced us. Near the back rose a wide wooden staircase with ornately turned balustrades and an intricately carved finial. Mozart’s clarinet concerto played from unseen speakers. (If you have to ask how I knew that, then you don’t know me very well.) The room smelled of something sweet, the air as cool as a fall afternoon.
The receptionist was perhaps fifty, with colored hair pulled tightly back. Her eyebrows were drawn on, her green eyes warm and welcoming, her mouth dour, a living conflict of hostess and gargoyle.
“Welcome. How may I help you?”
I was already moving to the side, leaving James and his handful of fresh flowers. Unfortunately, a few had torn loose carrying their roots and balls of soil, revealing our theft.
“We’re here to visit . . .” James looked like a child struck with stage fright. He’d forgotten his line. He had no idea how to complete the sentence.
“Gloria Furnbright,” I said quickly, having lifted the printed name off a waiting basket tented with cellophane and filled with chocolates, scones, and boxes of tea.
James appeared noticeably relieved, which I didn’t think helped us any.
“Relation?” the woman asked without hesitation.
Now came the tricky part. We had to answer equally quickly, and if the woman was elderly and we said “children” we would expose ourselves; if we replied “grandmother” and the woman was in her thirties we were equally vexed. I could see a reply dangling on my brother’s tongue. I leaped to intervene, confident he had not thought this through.
“We’re just visiting here, the town, with our parents,” I said. “A friend of our mother’s asked her to visit Mrs. Furnbright while we were here, and our parents are tied up all day with this charity thing, so Mom, knowing this place was close to the beach, and that that’s where we’d be spending all of our time, asked us to come up here and spend a few minutes with her. If you tell us we can’t, you won’t hear us complaining, if you know what I mean?” My experience with grown-ups was that the more complicated an explanation, the less they wanted to hear it, and that if you really didn’t want to do something they would figure out every possible way to make you do it. I hoped the receptionist fit the mold.
I had my phone out, as if texting. In fact I was set to video. This was the most important part, the part I hadn’t had time to explain to James while on the other side of the glass door.
The receptionist began typing. Paused, waiting. Typed some more. Asked us for our names. I replied, “James and Martha.”
“Family name?” Still typing.
“Keynes,” James said, using his middle name. “James and Martha Keynes.”
“I’m certain Ms. Furnbright will be delighted to receive you. Just give me a moment to announce you.”
“We’d rather it be a surprise,” I said. “If we have to do it, it would be more fun that way. If we can’t, then we can’t. I get that. We get that.”
The woman smiled. “One moment.” She dialed a number on a complicated phone and spoke, asking someone if 216 could accept young visitors.
James flashed me a complimentary look when the room number was mentioned. He loved extracting data in roundabout ways.
It took a few minutes, but we won approval. She offered us the elevator, but I asked if we might be allowed to take the stairs and she said, “Of course.”
At the first landing I stopped James, my phone already out.
“This is not a time to text someone, you jerk,” James said.
“Yeah? Well, this ‘jerk’ videoed the woman typing her log-in name and password in slow motion, thank you very much! Take this down.”
Flabbergasted, James withdrew his own phone and typed as I dictated, letter by letter, number by number. “You genius!” he said.
“A jerk can’t be a genius and the other way around, too. The plan is this, Einstein: you find a computer terminal, since you live your entire life on Xbox, and get inside and search names of everyone who lives here, or stays here, or is treated here, or whatever. Find out who Father is visiting.”
“And you?” he said.
“I’m the poor lost little girl looking for Ms. Furnbright’s room. I’ve forgotten the number. I will look and listen for Father. If I find Father, I’ll text you, unless you text me first. Deal?”
“You don’t have to brag.”
“I’m not bragging.”
“We’re both smart, you know?” he said.
“That’s why we make such a good team,” I proposed.
He patted me on the back, which was about as good as it got between us. The equivalent of boy athletes slapping one another’s bottoms. “Good luck, and don’t do anything stupid.”
“One requires the other,” I said, hurrying up the stairs. 



CHAPTER 10

THERE WAS NO SENSE FOR BOTH OF US TO START on the second floor, so I continued up to the third. The staircase air burned warmer up top. It smelled of dust and old age. A slightly medicinal taste lingered like bad perfume.
The hallway, once meant for servant quarters, was long and narrow and painted pea green. Numbered rooms counted down from 362 toward a break, a larger opening, after which the hallway continued. I took that opening to be a recessed nursing station or sitting area, or maybe a hallway off in another direction in a building that had to have dozens of similar hallways. I walked slowly, quietly, ears alert for Father’s voice. Doors to some of the rooms hung open slightly. At each of these I paused, or at least slowed, mindful of the hemispherical globes on the ceiling indicating security surveillance cameras, and wondering if images from those cameras could be viewed at the nursing station. I didn’t want to appear too nosy.
I heard the clanking of metal on metal. More than one TV running. Opera coming from a stereo. Coughing. Not Father. Wary of arriving at the nursing station, I approached the break in the walls carefully, peering around a corner. To the right I saw an unmanned counter with a glass window behind it enclosing a medical space with work areas. To the left, a group area with padded chairs, a few harvest tables, two couches facing a large-screen television, flowers, two folded wheelchairs against the wall.
I crossed quickly and continued down the hall. At the end, I arrived at an elevator, a door marked as an exit, and, to the left, another long hallway much the same. Number 350 and declining. The Gadwall Specialist Center, as I now knew it was called, had to have hundreds, not dozens, of patients. The discovery made me uneasy. I couldn’t pinpoint why. Perhaps it was the remoteness of the facility. Or maybe the idea of so many sick people in such an isolated place. Perhaps it was that there were so many people less fortunate than the Moriarty family, people afflicted with brains unwilling to function properly. Perhaps it was the mission. Suddenly, finding Father seemed an improbable if not impossible task.
The next opening, midway down the hallway, offered a smaller sitting area with a view of the driveway and grounds. Drawn to the window, I peered out at the distant figure of the Stranger lurking beneath a tall pine tree, ominous and foreboding. Though it was nothing more than a vague shape, I knew exactly what I was looking at: danger. Added danger arrived in the form of a police car coming up the road.
It was impossible for me to know why a particular image held personal interest while another did not. An ambulance might pass by without me thinking about the ill person within. A fire truck could roar past without me feeling anything like a threat. But the police car was there for Father. The Stranger had called it in. I didn’t know how or why, but I knew the police car meant something to me personally. To me, and James, and Father. I knew what I normally considered a friend was a foe now, a help an aggressor. I texted James immediately.
The second-floor hallway had the look and feel of the fanciest of hotels. Crown molding, rich carpet alive with marine references, gilded frames displaying original oil paintings of seascapes, square-riggers in white-foamed chop, lighthouses and whalers. It held a palatial, formal reverence reserved for aristocracy. It held, according to a few open doors, what appeared to be massive private suites, similarly decorated and with twelve-foot-high plaster ceilings joined to the walls by handcrafted plaster dentil molding. It held medical equipment, a medicinal smell, and overly bright lighting.
James wasted no time looking for a computer. He found a nurse’s station, a man behind the counter.
“Hi, I’m looking for 216. Mrs. Furnbright.”
“Welcome!” said the effeminate man in the flowery pants and green surgical scrubs shirt. “That would be right down there. Third door on the right. We love Mrs. Furnbright.”
James thanked him. “You heard the man in 202, right? He was calling for someone when I passed.”
“Mr. Hanefee? Calling? Thank you!” He typed on the desktop briefly. James assumed he was logging out of the system, as might a grocery store attendant behind a cash register. The man came around the counter. “Third door on the right.”
James thanked him again. The man hurried off.
Phase One is complete, James thought.
Phase Two: Around to behind the counter where he didn’t belong. Check his phone for the user name and password videoed in slow motion. Start typing.
The screen refreshed. He was in!
His phone buzzed in his hand. The text: police out front. for father?
For James, the message made him feel added pressure, as if he were wearing a hat too small for his head, a pair of pants too small for his waist, shoes two sizes too small for his feet.
He located the “registry” and photographed screenshot after screenshot on his way to the Ms—Morgan, Mortimer, Newhall, Oppenheimer—no Moriarty was listed. He continued with the screenshots, noticing slightly too late the pair of large convex mirrors across the hall that revealed the hallway in both directions. The bent and stretched image of Mr. Flower Pants, at a light jog, heading toward him.
And if James could see him, then he could see . . . 
James vaulted the counter, landed, and took off down the hallway.
“Hey! Hold up!”
James ran hard.
“Stop! You!”
James hit the panic bar to the door marked Exit and bounded down the stairs three at a time, his right hand frantically trying to direct his phone’s screen to messaging, where he typed: get out now
He pulled open the first-floor stair door and practically jumped into the hallway, only to see two police officers, a man and a woman, standing at the receptionist desk. They jerked their heads in the direction of James.
“You!” the male officer growled.
Nerves can be a person’s best friend or worst enemy. I jumped out of the way of a snake once at our Cape Cod compound without ever registering a snake was even there. My nerves had somehow sensed the creature and triggered my legs before my brain knew what was happening.
In James’s case, he froze. His brain said, “Run!” His legs asked, “Where to?” And in that infinitesimal fraction of time it took James to will his legs to move he was tackled by the man wearing flowery surgical pants and green top.
James hit the floor hard. When he opened his eyes, he discovered the two police officers staring down at him. 



CHAPTER 11

THE INSIDE OF THE POLICE STATION WAS AS bleak a
place as I’d ever been. (I, too, chose the stairs to leave Gadwall, though it would have hardly mattered; they had the place on lockdown from the moment James was captured.) Thankfully, they didn’t put us in a cell. But the room we were put in wasn’t much better. It reminded me of a windowless garage, but the size of a kitchen pantry. No big mirror made of one-way glass like on television. Just a boring desk with a place to lock down handcuffs—not used on us, thank goodness—a few aluminum chairs, and two video cameras mounted high in opposing corners.
We weren’t about to lie to the police, so we only stretched the truth. In our version, we had traveled with Father for a day trip; we’d noticed a guy following Father; the rest we kind of made up as well. Left alone to contemplate our shoes, James ran through the screen shots on the phone in his lap as I looked on. He pointed silently to the missing Moriarty name. “Phew,” he said softly. Together, we scanned the list of more than 150 patient names. Not a single one jumped out at us. Not so much as a tickle or goose bumps. It was more like reading the phone book in terms of stimulation.
The door swung open, revealing the same policewoman who had interviewed us. “You’re being released,” she said. “We will not press charges on the bicycles because you were straight with us. You will, however, be required to write a note of apology to the families you ‘borrowed’ them from.” She drew the air quotes. I was struck by how normal police officers were. I’d always had this sense of terror seeing a police car, or a uniform on the sidewalk. Come to find out, they were just people. Who knew?
“No problem,” James said, pocketing the phone.
“You broke no laws at Gadwall. But you did lie, and I hope you’ll never do that again. Chances like this, getting off this easily, don’t come along very often. You should thank your uncle for that.”
“Our uncle.” I said it without thinking. It just kind of popped out of my mouth, seeing as we didn’t have an uncle. I was guessing Ralph. I’m not sure what James was thinking. He seemed to be kind of light-headed given the announcement of our release.
“Perfect,” I said. “What’s next?”
“Off you go,” the officer said. “I’ll show you out.”
James exhaled in a fashion that would have impressed the Big Bad Wolf. The officer heard him and grinned.
“Yeah,” she said. “I’m glad you feel that way.”
“So . . . grateful,” James muttered.
“Me, too,” I said, though a little too cheerily, perhaps.
The hallway looked like any business office. Nothing like television. It was quiet with a few uniformed officers at computers. That was all: the inside of a cop shop. What a letdown!
We rounded a corner and the woman used an ID card on a retractable string hooked to her belt to unlock the door. We stepped into the reception area.
The Stranger stood there waiting for us.



CHAPTER 12

THE STRANGER WALKED US TO THE TRAIN STATION. I was terrified. I’d been so sure it would be Ralph, that he would drive us home, that this would all be over with. Instead, we were in the hands of Father’s enemy. Or so I thought.
“Who are you?” James asked boldly. “And what are you doing following our father around?” I wondered if James could possibly hide his fear that well, or was I the only one expecting this guy to do something horrible to us?
“Who’s following whom?” the Stranger said. “The quad, the train, the bicycles.”
“You saw us?” I blurted out.
He smirked. “As to your question, James: I’m someone who cares. Someone who looks after him, which is, as you know, something to which he would never consent.”
The man sounded so . . . thoughtful. I figured this was a ploy to get us to go along with him before he killed us and dumped us in the woods.
“And because of that,” he said, “I need us to reach a point of mutual cooperation.”
“I don’t think so,” said James, having no idea what the man might be offering.
“We’re listening,” I contradicted. James snarled at me.
“Your father’s an important, but stubborn man,” said the Stranger. “Important to many, many people.”
Father? I wondered, curious if we were talking about the same person. He was a part-time college professor who taught the History of Criminology, European Economies Post Renaissance, and other courses I couldn’t pronounce. He was the overseer of a family fortune that was probably invested all over the world—for all I knew—but that hardly made him “important.”
“He needs looking after even if he doesn’t want it. And you know him: pride goeth before the fall.”
“I’m not sure what that means,” said James, “but yeah, we know he’s stubborn. I get it.”
“What kind of looking after?” I asked. “How could Father possibly be in any kind of danger?” I felt James and I were the ones currently in danger.
“This is the deal I’m offering,” the Stranger said, “and I keep my deals. If you don’t mention me to him, I won’t mention you following him and getting picked up by the police. Mind you: if you betray me, I will survive his anger. You will have to decide if you two can live with what I would tell him about your exploits.”
“You don’t want him knowing,” James said.
“I don’t think it’s to anyone’s advantage to make him aware of what transpired today, do you? The other option is for us to sit down over there and wait for him to return to the train and you two take a nice long hour ride with him.”
“Pass,” James said.
“Then we have a deal?” The Stranger stuck out his hand.
James hesitated, but offered his hand. I pulled his arm down.
“Why did Father visit that place? What was that about? You know, don’t you?”
The Stranger looked at me with contempt. “That’s above my pay grade,” he said.
“So you work for someone.”
“Most everyone works for someone, young lady. I’ll tell you what: your father’s visiting Gadwall presents no threat to you. None whatsoever. I believe it’s personal, and I believe it should stay that way.”
“Good enough for me.” James shook hands with the man. I did the same.
“How did you pull that off with the police?” I asked. “Are you a policeman?”
“Our deal includes no more questions from either side.”
“So you are!” I said excitedly.
“Believe what you want. People mostly do anyway.”
That sounded like something a cop would say, or a lawyer, or a judge. It sounded formal and pretty discouraging.
A train approached.
“Revealing secrets can be beneficial or harmful,” the Stranger said. “You two will have to decide which this is.”
“Was it a woman?” I asked. “A friend? Who was it?”
“Remember what they say about curiosity, Moria.” His use of my name, his warning, combined to turn my stomach to cramps. “We have a deal. And believe me: I’ll know if you violate your end of it.”
Despite the August heat I suddenly felt as if it were the middle of February. I swallowed dryly, accepted the ticket he’d bought for me, and climbed onto the train. It was the longest hour home I’d about ever had.
RALPH WAS WAITING AT THE DOWNTOWN TRAIN station. He wore his typical black suit, white shirt, and black tie. Except for at July Fourth family picnics, it’s all I’d ever seen him wear. James, too tired to walk home, had called him, much to my objection.
We waited to talk until inside the Lincoln.
“Where were you two off to, then? And why hadn’t I heard about it?”
“Day trip,” I said.
“Beach,” James said.
“Your father would skin the three of us alive if he knew that.”
“Our little secret, then,” I said, meeting eyes with James.
“You do this kind of thing again and it’ll be me spilling the beans.”
“Noted.” James even sounded tired.
“Truth is, you two, I’d bend every rule in the book if you ever needed a quick rescue. And I’d keep it to myself until my last breath. Fathers don’t need to know everything.”
“You’re the best, Ralph,” I said, my eyes stinging for the compassion he was showing us. Ralph was family.
I’d also cried in the police station, but Jamie hadn’t rubbed it in, as he’d done the same. He didn’t rub it in now.
“Your father’s coming home for a late dinner. Some late business came up. Said he’d be going out again after. Be thankful he won’t be home when we arrive.”
Jamie and I exchanged a second, more curious look. Father lying to Ralph, or Ralph lying to us? Either way, things just got interesting.
“OK,” I said, currently the spokeswoman for the backseat.



CHAPTER 13

I’D HEARD THE EXPRESSION “LIKE PULLING teeth.” I’d always taken it to mean “something painful.” Sitting down to dinner expanded my definition. Excruciating. Long and dragged out. Agonizingly slow to the point of self-inflicted unconsciousness.
No one spoke at dinner; the only sounds were the flatware hitting plates and the tinkle of ice in water glasses, the grind of the pepper grinder, the sound of chewing. Dinner was crispy duck, bok choy, and almond rice, one of my favorites, though a little heavy for a warm summer evening. Still, James and I were starving. We ate fast and ravenously. Father, who ate British style, with his fork in his left hand, knife in his right, ate ponderously slowly. He glanced up from time to time but said nothing. Typically, he brought a topic to the dinner table: a news item, something historical, or a word challenge from the dictionary. Not tonight. He was someplace else. The trouble was, we knew where: Manchester-by-the-Sea.
Salad came after the main course, European style. Then dessert, another favorite, New York cheesecake shipped in from a restaurant in New York City.
In place of conversation a level of tension developed like a rising flood. James and I climbed higher to avoid the water. I ate so much I felt sick. I savored the cheesecake and considered asking for seconds, knowing if I actually ate another piece I would definitely barf. At last, I folded my napkin and carefully set it beside my empty dessert plate, my fork at 4 p.m. on the plate’s clock face.
“May I be excused, please, Father?”
“You may.”
“And I, sir?”
“Go on.” He waved dismissively.
James folded his napkin and placed it alongside his plate as he stood and shoved in his chair. “Is everything OK, Father?”
James means well. He doesn’t try hard enough in our family, so a moment like this was akin to firing a starter pistol inches from Father’s ear. Why he had to open his trap, I had no idea. But inches from clearing the wide entryway to our lovely dining room, I paused and hesitated. How could he? I thought.
“Why do you ask, James?”
“You’re quiet is all.”
“A full day. You were quiet too, I might point out.”
“That’s true.”
“Am I to be the one to always start the dinner conversation?”
“As to that . . . I mean, you usually are.”
“You’re excused,” Father said, cutting him off. Father was rigid but rarely rude like this. Something was eating at him.
I breathed for what seemed the first time in over a minute. I didn’t think about it, but I waited for James. My own mistake, as it turned out.
Father spoke before we got out of the room.
“But first tell me, exactly how did you obtain the bicycles?”



CHAPTER 14

BACK IN OUR SEATS WE WAITED FOR MISS DELPHINE to clear the table. Lois pulled the dining room’s pocket door closed and then made sure the swinging door into the kitchen was in position as well. I’d never known the dining room even had those sliding doors. It gave me a shudder. Nor could I figure out, for the life of me, how Lois knew to provide us such privacy. Some things just weren’t going to make sense, I realized.
“You haven’t answered my question,” Father said. Funny thing: he hadn’t asked James and me to sit; we’d done it of our accord. I would look back at this and wonder what drove us both to do so.
“He promised,” James said.
I nodded, probably slightly violently.
“Ralph?” Father asked. “He said nothing to me, I assure you.”
“The Stranger,” James blurted out.
“Oh, no,” I coughed out, seeing Father’s reaction and wondering why James, who wasn’t much for speaking, would open his trap at a time like this. Of all the moments to get chatty!
“Who?”
“He promised if we said nothing he’d say nothing,” James rambled like a faucet that won’t shut off. “That you’d never hear about any of it so long as you never heard about him, that you needed protecting and didn’t like it and wouldn’t take kindly to learning he’d been following you. And we sure as heck weren’t going to say anything, given the police and all—”
“James!” I chastised.
“Police?” Father’s face was pasty white, his neck a violent red.
“And how important you are and how you have business dudes who might be enemies and how if someone didn’t look—”
“WHAT MAN?!” Father shouted so loudly the glass crystals in the three-foot chandelier shook and rang like little bells. I swear that happened.
For me, it was not just the chandelier, but the whole roof about to come down onto James and me. I couldn’t believe he’d mentioned the Stranger. I recoiled, wanting to hide under the table.
“The man following you, Father,” I said calmly, hoping a girl’s voice might help settle him down, hoping by making myself part of the equation Father might calm a bit. “The reason we followed you. Well, not the first time, but the second time. The first time it was because of the tie sticking out of your briefcase and how we thought maybe you were going on a date, and so we decided to kind of wait for you to finish with your class. . . .” Now it was me unable to stop herself. “Oh, this is just sounding worse by the second. We are SO sorry, Father.”
“Tell . . . me . . . about . . . this . . . man. You will start at the beginning. You will talk slowly and coherently and you will skip nothing. Do we understand each other?”
We nodded in unison, but there was no way we were going to share everything! Grounded for life? No way!
“I want to hear you say it.”
“Yes, Father.” Nearly in unison. If we’d picked different notes it might have passed for harmony.
Our description of events took about forty-five minutes. Father paid strict attention. One could feel him making mental notes, highlighting certain parts, using italics. James wrapped up with our being picked up by Ralph.
“As to that fellow,” Father said after a long, dark-cloud moment, “you mustn’t worry about him.” He laughed outright. An uncommon event to be sure. Uncomfortable as well for James and me.
“As for Gadwall,” he said, “I have a friend, a dear friend in that place. We . . . you, Moria, you, James, and I, help him out. Financially, I’m talking about. Family money. You’re right about the cheap attempt at a disguise. The man had an unseemly run-in with the government some years ago. Got himself spread across the news in a lurid and unfair way, but one that made him a bit of a pariah, a situation that left him dreadfully isolated from society and unfairly smeared to the point we—the Moriartys—can ill afford any association with the man. I like to visit him periodically. It seems to cheer him up. I’m afraid he’s never likely getting out of that place, as ill-tempered and such as he is. But we Moriartys stand by our friends. Never let it be said otherwise.
“As to the policewoman,” he continued, “she is absolutely correct. I will expect your written apologies to those families by morning, so you have your work cut out for you tonight.” He appraised the two of us as we hung on his every word. He seemed to collect himself, to realize he’d just spoken more to us in three minutes than he probably had over the past three months. “You are excused,” he said.
“If you please, Father,” James said, overly formal. “What’s the name of your friend?”
“I don’t please! What’s it any business of yours?” Father barked. “Never mind that!”
“You said it was family money, that’s all. You said it was Moria’s and my money, too. I was just curious, that’s all.”
Father’s face softened. “Well, that’s correct. It is. Very well: Hornknocker, Julius Hornknocker. Hard to escape a name like that.”
James spelled the name. Father approved the spelling but looked at James suspiciously. “Why exactly do you care?”
“I told you,” James said. “Family money.”
“So you did. Yes. Off you go.”
If you know a person well enough, you know the obvious stuff like when the person lies, when the person avoids an answer not out of forgetfulness but intentionally. I knew all that about James and more.
And I knew Julius Hornknocker was not on the Gadwall resident list.



CHAPTER 15

WE SHOULDN’T HAVE CONTINUED SPYING ON Father. I know in our hearts we meant well. The trouble wasn’t with intent but execution.
As Father left the house shortly after dinner, we jumped to look out my second-floor window. We both knew something was off. For one thing, he’d contained his anger when outing us. For another, his physical behavior as he prepared to leave the house—unusually jerky and anxious—exposed emotions running under the surface. Everything about him, even his tone with Ralph as he repeatedly refused to be driven, his clapping the door shut, spoke of a short temper.
His stride across the romantically lighted street looked forced and mechanical. James had situated us in the upstairs guest room, which had a better view of the street than my room. Its Victorian, canopied bed with lace spread, the silver-framed mirrors, bone-handled hairbrush, and oil portraits supplied a historical, privileged air to the room. It looked like a room straight out of Downton Abbey, the one television show Father ever watched start to finish.
The view from the window included two fake gas lamps, the cobblestone street, and the row of brick houses across from ours, all with sparkling enamel paint trim, flowering window planters, and lights glowing. Front doors were painted in sparkling solid colors: black, red, or royal blue, with black the preference by a long shot.
James didn’t merely gasp—he seemed to choke on his own breath.
“It’s him!” James wasn’t speaking to me, he was voicing his fear. “You see him? Wait!”
Father stood directly below, struggling with an umbrella, as it had started to drizzle. Nothing prettier than wet cobblestone in the glow of imitation gaslight. But James’s attention, I realized, was on a shape just outside the brightest range of the lamp to our left.
The Stranger.
Had to be.
James knew it.
I knew it.
Father didn’t.
“Look!” James said. “There!” He pointed to the corner to our right. “The van. There are people in that van.”
“It’s called parking, James.”
“It’s called a fire hydrant, you turkey. The driver! Look at the driver! You see his face? You see how it’s blue?”
“He’s on his phone. We’re all on our phones.”
“Look . . . at . . . the . . . Stranger.”
James grabbed the antique hairbrush, pulled open the window, and let the brush fly. Did I mention what a good throw James is? The brush landed about a yard in front of Father. Lucky for James, for all of us—it had to be luck—it landed on its bristles. It landed quietly even as it broke into several pieces.
“James! He’s going to kill you.”
“No, Moria. They’re going to kill him!”



CHAPTER 16

THE MOMENT FATHER LOOKED UP, JAMES WAVED, but more like a signal. James put his hand to his throat to mimic choking. He then pointed to our left, for Father’s sake. Pointed out the Stranger. As Father looked in the direction of the Stranger, James took off like a bee had bitten his backside. It took me only a few pulses of blood for my mind to make the connection he had. Stranger on phone. Van driver on phone.
Communication.
Father.
James taking off at a full-blown run.
Something bad was about to happen to Father.
I didn’t know before that I could run so fast.
Upon seeing the Stranger, Father looked both ways and crossed the street beneath the umbrella. He moved more fluidly now, all the ungainliness gone from his motion. He appeared tranquil and in no particular hurry.
James, on the other hand, had been in far too much of a hurry. He caught a toe on a stair tread and went down our front staircase like a duffel bag packed for a ski trip.
I had no time to help him. My two extra seconds at the window had witnessed the van starting to move and turning the corner, while at the same time, the Stranger also started in Father’s direction. A squeeze play, James called it when we watched baseball.
They meant to kill or kidnap Father. His son had seen this before his daughter. “Ralph!” I shouted as I pulled my bike with me out our front door.
Funny how we do things we have no plan to do, things we are, in fact, afraid of. I had no idea why I’d grabbed hold of my bike—of all things, my bike! Despite my intrinsic terror, I’d always wanted to ride it down our front steps like James could. And now was my chance. This was my time! 
I threw my leg over the seat, stood on the pedals, and (trembling) aimed the front wheel over the landing. I careened down the steps like I’d stood on a paint shaker. Squeezing the handles hard enough to bend metal, I was smiling inside as I hurtled onto the sidewalk, managed to stabilize by throwing out a leg, bumped over the stone curb, and onto the street! I’d done it! I raced across the jarring cobblestones, just in time to be fully sideways to the rushing van.
This was the part where either I died having been struck by a speeding van, or saved Father’s life. Since I’m writing this, I’ll leave you to judge.
Here’s a hint: as the van threw on its brakes to avoid hitting me, and the driver cranked the wheel, putting it onto a perfect trajectory with a fake gas lamp on a very real lamppost, Father pulled a Mary Poppins and, holding the umbrella upright, leaped over a wrought-iron railing and sailed down into a basement access stairway.
In a panic at seeing my life flash before me, or at least the grille of a van coming at me, I’d dumped the bike, flipped, slid, and scraped across the cobblestone. I was in the midst of a painfully loud screech that might have reached the Commons when I saw the Stranger withdraw what looked like a gun. He aimed it down at the umbrella.
I was powerless to move, unable to react. I have had nightmares about losing Father since Mother deserted us, but nothing ever like this. Never a violent death. My nightmare involved a stepmother and a big dog, but enough of that. The Stranger. A gun. My father. My fading scream as my lungs froze in fear, refusing me another cry for help.
And then a thud. It sounded like someone stomping the floor in a stocking foot, sounded like a cantaloupe striking the kitchen floor, a knee hitting a doorjamb.
The Stranger wilted. Melted, as if the rain had destroyed whatever compound held him together. A candle in the sun, shot in time lapse. His knees seemed to join his ankles, followed by his waist absorbing his legs, then his chest into his waist, and so on. The Wicked Witch after the bucket of water. Like that. He’d been knocked unconscious by some invisible force.
The butt end of a baseball bat appeared in my vision. An autographed baseball bat. Not just any bat; the bat swung by Ted Williams on June 9th, 1946, for the longest home run in Red Sox history. A bat that hung in our foyer—or had hung in our foyer—along with oil portraits of ancient Moriartys. A bat that Father said would someday likely be more valuable than our house.
It thumped onto the cobblestone and rolled for me. I could see a tuft of hair on it.
A hand, a familiar hand, the hand of a fourteen-year-old boy, reached down and stopped the bat from rolling before it reached me. My brother the baseball player had hit his own home run.
It was a moment I wanted to celebrate until I managed to look up. James wore a devilish smile that went beyond satisfaction, edging closer to appreciation. He wasn’t just pleased, he was thrilled. That blow to the head had fulfilled some hunger in him; a hunger that, until that moment, I had not known existed.



CHAPTER 17

THE POLICE WERE INVOLVED. JAMES AND I, AT Ralph’s instruction, were to remain in the house. We were instructed to say we’d had nothing to do with anything. The point was, there was nothing to be involved in. The police arrived because of neighbors. All they found was a bent lamppost, and, after some looking around, something called a stun gun—a handheld weapon that fired a jolt of electricity on the end of two wires. (It hadn’t been the killer kind I’d imagined it to be.)
Ralph had pushed the driver aside and stuffed the Stranger behind the wheel of the van. This, while James and I complained at the top of our lungs. Lois, finding me scuffed and upset, had dragged me and James back into the house. Eventually I settled down and decided it was time to compare notes with James. I was especially interested in his take on how Lois and Ralph managed to clean everything up so quickly, and where Father might have gone. The last time I’d seen Father, he’d been doing his Mary Poppins impression.
Arriving at his bedroom, I found his door hanging slightly ajar. I put my eye to the crack. James, the amazing, the unpredictable, the brother of all brothers.
Writing in his journal?
The mind works in strange ways. My very first thought, my only thought, was that James was hiding something from me. From the world. And I knew what it was the moment I saw him: he was writing down a name from the list of Gadwall names. I’d seen him flinch when we’d been going down that list together. Only now did it make sense! He’d spotted a familiar name!
I knew he wouldn’t tell me. I knew that I wasn’t supposed to know about his diary, but I’d been reading it in secret in order to write my stories about him. I’d been doing it for over a year now. I knew exactly what he’d done and what he was thinking. That diary allowed me to tell the stories I wanted to tell.
Whatever he’d written in there was the key to Father’s visit to the Gadwall Specialist Center; James was not going to be the only one with that key. That, I would make sure of.
Father was safe and no doubt proud of the two of us for what we’d done to help him.
Knowing him, he would never mention it. That event would be erased from the Moriarty record, never to be spoken of again. But the three of us would know. The three of us had this evening to bind us forever.
I burst through the bedroom door and rushed to his window, straining to try and see the street. “James! James! He’s back!”
James levitated off the bed, his legs already moving at full speed. Out the door, down the stairs like water over a waterfall.
I latched onto the diary. I opened the last page.
I turned back a page. Another. Another.
And there was James in the doorway. “I’m . . . going . . . to . . . kill . . . you!”
“You’ll have to catch me first,” I said. Clutching the diary to my chest, I did my best impression of a rock star on stage. I hit the floor running, dropped to my knees, and slid about ten feet. Ducking my head, I went right between his legs, out into the hallway, and banged against the banister.
I jumped to my feet.
The chase was on.
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