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THE THIRD DAUGHTER

CHAPTER 01

The Extra Name

My mother left instructions for everything
except how to be her daughter after she died.

There were labels inside her kitchen
cabinets. Towels for guests occupied a shelf
separate from towels that could touch us. On
the morning of her funeral, my sister found a
sealed envelope containing the hymn
numbers, a florist's telephone number, and a
request that nobody describe her as having
lost a battle.

"She would hate that," Rachel said.

I'looked at the envelope in her hand. The
writing was green. Rachel had addressed the
thank-you cards before anyone had sent
flowers.
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Eight days after her death, we sat in Judith
Cole's office while November rain darkened
the street outside. Rachel placed her phone
facedown between us. I kept mine in my coat,
where it vibrated with a message from the
Philadelphia studio asking when I would
return. I edited sound for documentaries.
Other people's lives arrived in labeled folders.
You could move a breath and make a person
sound guilty.

Judith closed her office door herself.

"This is an initial discussion," she said.
"There will be an administration process.
Nothing is being distributed today."

Rachel smiled the patient smile she used for
people explaining things she already knew.
She had managed our mother's properties for
six years. | had managed the occasional Sunday
call.

Judith read the relevant provision slowly.
The residue of Evelyn Bennett's estate, after
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obligations and expenses, was to be divided
equally among her three daughters.

I waited for her to correct herself.
"Two," I said.
Judith kept her finger on the page.

"Rachel Anne Bennett. Claire Elizabeth
Bennett. Lucy Vale."

Outside, a truck passed through standing
water with a long tearing hiss. Rachel's hand

came down over my wrist.
"There must be a mistake."

I couldn't tell which of us she meant to
reassure.

"Your mother signed this on October
nineteenth,"” Judith said. "She was quite
specific. I spoke with her alone.”

"She fell nine days later," Rachel said. "She'd
been tired."

"Tired is not the same thing as unable to

make decisions."”
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I withdrew my wrist. The warmth of
Rachel's fingers remained like an obligation.

"Who is Lucy Vale?"

Judith slid a separate envelope toward me.
My name appeared on the front in our
mother's narrow, upright hand. That writing I
recognized without doubt.

"She asked me to give you this. Rachel has
her own letter."

My sister looked at the second envelope,

then at mine.

I tore mine open badly. A corner of the page
caught beneath the flap.

Claire,

There were three of you before I learned to
speak honestly about any of you. What you
remember is real. What you were told about it
is not always true. Start with the blue room.

Please allow Lucy to tell you her own name.
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I am sorry that this is the first thing I have
given you without asking for something back.

Mom.

I read it twice. Rachel reached for the paper.
I folded it instead.

"What does it say?"
"That she had another daughter.”

Her mouth tightened. It might have been
grief. Everything looked like grief that week.

Judith explained that the address supplied
for Lucy was no longer current. She would
make further inquiries through the proper
channels. A name in a will was not, by itself,
proof of anyone's parentage, but Evelyn had
also deposited a small packet of supporting
documents. Judith would not circulate those
before establishing the recipient's identity.

Rachel asked about the house. I asked about
the blue room.
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"The sewing room," my sister said. "She
painted it cream years ago."

I remembered blue walls, a brass bed, and
the sour-sweet smell of summer rain blowing
through a screen. A young woman had once sat
on that bed with a paper cup of orange soda. In
my memory she was laughing. I had no name
for her.

Judith gave us copies of the will and asked us
not to remove or destroy records at the house.

"Of course," Rachel said.

When we stood, I noticed that her own
envelope was already inside her handbag. She
hadn't opened it in front of us.

In the parking lot, she offered to drive. I told
herIhad a car.

"I know you have a car, Claire. I meant you
shouldn't be alone."

10
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For a moment I wanted to accept. Rachel
was seven years older. She had taught me to
tie my shoes and to hold my tongue when our
father was angry. Letting her take care of me
had always felt like a habit too old to examine.

"I'll meet you at the house."
She studied my face, then nodded.

I waited until she pulled away before
opening the message from the studio. Beneath
it was another notification, from a number I
didn't recognize.

It had arrived during the meeting.

If she left you a name, don't ask your sister
what it means.

11
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CHAPTER 02

A Door Painted Shut

The Bennett house had been built to face the
river. My father used to say the town had
grown up behind it by mistake.

As children we entered through the kitchen,
because the front door was for occasions and
people who brought something in a box. I went
through the kitchen now. Rachel stood at the
counter filling the kettle. Beside her was a
stack of flattened cartons.

"Judith said not to throw anything away."
"They're empty, Claire."

She lifted one to show me. Her smile was
thin, and I felt the old immediate shame of
having been difficult.

Then I remembered the message.

12
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I photographed the kitchen before touching
anything. Rachel watched me do it.

"For work?"
"For us."

The house smelled of furniture polish
instead of our mother's lemon hand cream. A
mug stood upside down on the drying rack.
Someone had cleaned the room in which the
last ordinary day of her life had happened.

The cellar door was closed. A strip of new
pale wood bordered the latch. I remembered
the call from Rachel: Mom's fallen. Peter found
her. Come home.

I had asked whether she was at the hospital.
Rachel had taken a breath, and I had known
before she answered.

"Why was she downstairs?" I asked now.

"Probably looking for a box. They think she
missed a step."”

"Who thinks?"

13
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"The people who came, Claire."

[ turned toward her. She put down the kettle
without pouring.

"I'm sorry. I'm tired. Peter had been here
that afternoon. He came back around nine
because she wasn't answering about the side
gate. That's when he found her."

Peter Wren had driven our mother to
appointments and kept household accounts. In
the last year, he seemed to have become a fact
of the house, like the furnace. I had met him
three times.

"Was the gate open?”
"ITdon't know."
Upstairs, the old blue room was locked.

Rachel said our mother kept tax papers
there. The key wasn't on the ordinary ring. She
would look for it after lunch.

I put a hand on the door. Near the hinge,
beneath the cream paint, a narrow blue

14
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crescent showed where wood had chipped
away.

"You used to sleep in here,"” Rachel said.
"No. I slept across the hall."
"When you were little. Sometimes."

I didn't argue. That was how our
conversations worked: she supplied a detail,
and I searched myself until I found a place it
might belong.

In my old bedroom, the twin bed had
become a surface for sweaters waiting to be
donated. I sat among them and called the
unknown number. It went straight to an
automated mailbox with no name. I left no

message.

When I came downstairs, a man was outside
the kitchen window, crouched beside the
drainpipe. He stood when he saw me.

Peter wore a blue work jacket and held a
little ring of keys.

15
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"Claire. I didn't realize you'd stayed.”
"I got here an hour ago."
"I mean in town."

His face was unremarkable in a way that
seemed practiced: clean-shaven, damp hair, a
crease between the eyebrows suggesting
useful concern. He said he had come to pick up
the maintenance receipts for Judith. Rachel
had told him where they were.

I asked him about the sewing-room key.

"Evelyn kept a spare in the flour tin. Habit
from her mother."

Rachel appeared behind me.
"Did she?"
Peter looked at her, then away.

The flour tin contained no flour. Under a bag
of rubber bands lay three labeled keys. Blue
room, our mother had written on a white tag.

Rachel laughed softly. "Well. Mystery
solved."

16
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I took the key upstairs before anyone could
offer to help.

The lock resisted. When it turned, the door
stuck against a rug. I pushed gently and
entered a room that had not become a sewing
room at all.

The brass bed was gone. Filing cabinets
occupied one wall. A small desk stood beneath
the window. On it were three empty picture
frames, arranged side by side.

17
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Dust outlined a fourth object that had
recently been taken away.

I photographed everything. Then I opened
the top desk drawer.

A photograph lay beneath an envelope of old
negatives. Our mother stood in the garden,
young enough to seem almost like someone I
might have known at college. She held a baby.
Beside her stood Aunt Nora.

On the back, in faded ink, were five words.
Evelyn and Lucy. Before we decided.

The door clicked shut behind me.

18
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The Other Photograph

Rachel stood against the closed door with two
mugs in her hands.

"You looked as if you'd seen a ghost."
Ilet out a breath. "You scared me."
"I brought tea."

She set one mug beside the empty frames. I
showed her the photograph.

For several seconds she said nothing. Her
eyes moved over our mother's face, the baby,
Nora's coat. Then she turned it over.

"That could be anyone's child."
"It says Lucy."

"I can read."

19
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The words struck harder because she rarely
sounded impatient with me directly. Usually

she wrapped it in worry.

She sat on the desk chair and rubbed the
bridge of her nose. "I'm sorry. I didn't sleep.
Mom used to help Nora with children from the
church. There might be an explanation that
isn't whatever you're imagining."

I showed her the letter. Not the message on
my phone. Some new instinct wanted a portion
of my life left outside her hands.

Rachel read the letter once.
"What does yours say?" I asked.

"That she loved me. That she knew I did my
best."

"CanIseeit?"
She looked up. "Do I have to?"

It was a fair question. I hated that it was a
fair question.

20
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We sorted the desk without moving
anything out of the room. There were
household warranties, an expired passport,
and birthday cards tied by year. My cards were
in a smaller bundle than Rachel's. I found the
absence humiliating, as if our mother had kept
a tally we could now all inspect.

At the back of a drawer lay a photograph cut
straight down its right side. Rachel and I stood
on the river walk. I was twelve, wearing a red
cardigan with the sleeves folded over my
hands. Rachel's arm crossed my shoulders. At
the edge, a third person's fingers rested on the
rail.

I knew that summer. Our father died that
October.

"Who was cut out?"
Rachel didn't touch the photograph.
"Maybe it wouldn't fit a frame."

"That's not what I asked."”

21
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"Mara, probably. Nora's daughter."

The name gave the woman in the blue room
a face. Dark hair, a chipped tooth visible when
she laughed. She had repaired the spine of my
school dictionary with green cloth tape and
told me books were allowed to look used.

"What happened to her?"
"She moved. People do."
"Did you know her middle name?"

Rachel stood so quickly the chair rolled
backward.

"Claire, please. We buried Mom a week ago."

I put the photograph down. She was right
about the burial. She was wrong about what

that should prevent.

After she left for a property inspection, I
made a slow record of the room: each drawer,
each label, the order of the files. My job had
taught me that once you rearranged a thing,
you began to forget how it had been.

22
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In a folder marked FAMILY, I found a list of
addresses. Nora's entry was crossed out. She
had died in September. Beneath it, in another
hand, was a forwarding address for a storage
company outside Port Mercy.

I called Judith and told her about the
photograph and the unfamiliar message. She
asked me to email images, including the
message, and to keep the originals safe. She
would contact the storage company only
through whoever had authority over Nora's
belongings.

"Do you think Lucy and Mara are the same
person?” I asked.

"I think we should avoid deciding before we
have documents."

That answer steadied me more than
reassurance would have.

At dusk, I went to the back porch. Across the
garden, the boathouse crouched beside the

23
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water. Its upper window caught the last light. I
had avoided looking at it for twenty-six years.

Someone was inside.

A beam moved once behind the glass, low
and brief, then disappeared.

I called toward it. There was no answer. I
stayed on the porch and dialed Rachel.

"Peter's probably checking the lock," she
said.

"He didn't say he was going down there."

"He's worked here for years."

24
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As she spoke, the rear door of the boathouse
opened. A figure crossed behind the stacked
rowboats and vanished into the trees along the
river road. Too far away to identify. Too
deliberate to be someone casually checking a
lock.

I took a photograph, but it showed only
shadow and wet branches.

Back inside, my phone lit with another
message.

Ask why the photograph was cut. Then ask
who kept the other half.

This time, before I could call, another line
appeared.

She knows you're looking now.

25



MORGAN HAYES

CHAPTER 04

The Cousin

In the morning I took the photograph to the
public library.

The local-history room occupied a corner
behind the magazines, where the heating pipes
clicked as if someone were tapping a spoon
against a glass. A librarian named Edna
remembered me from high school. She asked
whether I still made movies. I told her I helped
other people finish them.

"That sounds useful," she said, and did not
ask why I had come home.

I searched the newspaper archive for Mara
Vale. There were ordinary results: an art prize,
a summer program, a photograph of
volunteers repairing flood-damaged books.

26
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The young woman in that photograph had the
chipped tooth I remembered.

The caption called her Mara L. Vale,
twenty-two, of Port Mercy.

It was dated September 2000.

I printed the page. Another search brought
up Nora's obituary from six weeks earlier.
Beloved mother of Mara Lucy Vale. Donations
to the Port Mercy public library in place of
flowers.

I stared at the middle name until it stopped
looking like a word.

No one had hidden Mara from the world. She
had lived an ordinary life in public. We had
simply been given the wrong description of
her place in ours.

I called the library named in the obituary.
They couldn't give me a volunteer's address. I
said I understood and asked if they would pass
along my name and number.

27
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"What should I say it's about?"
"Evelyn Bennett. Her will."

The woman on the telephone stopped
typing.
"I'll pass it on."

At noon Judith invited me back to her office.
She had heard from the lawyer administering
Nora's modest estate. Mara had inherited her
personal papers, including a trunk now in
storage, but she had not collected it. Messages
had gone unanswered for nearly two weeks.

"Missing?" I asked.

"Not answering a lawyer is not the same as
missing."

Judith showed me a photocopy Evelyn had
supplied: a letter written by Nora in 1978. It
referred to the infant Lucy and to adoption
arrangements already underway. Judith
covered the private address with a sheet of
paper before turning it toward me.

28
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"There's more to verify. Your mother
anticipated questions, but we won't use
someone's private history as a guessing game."

Inodded. My new sister was a person, not a
puzzle left for my entertainment. That was
harder to remember than it should have been.

"Did Rachel know?"

"Your mother didn't tell me what either of
you knew."

I described the light in the boathouse. Judith
asked if anything appeared to have been taken
and suggested that I call the police about the
entry rather than investigate alone. She also
asked whether I felt safe at the house.

I almost said yes automatically.

"I don't know yet."

She accepted that without trying to improve
it.

Outside, Rachel was leaning against my car.

29
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"You could have told me you were coming
here."

"I didn't know I needed to."

She flinched. I had made it sound harsher
than I intended, but some part of me was glad
she had heard it.

"We're in this together," she said.
I showed her the obituary.

For the first time since Judith had said the
third name, Rachel looked honestly startled. Or
I thought she did. I was beginning to
understand how little certainty a face could
provide.

"Mara," she said. "Of course."
"You really didn't know?"

"I knew Mom and Nora had secrets. I didn't
know they were children."

We stood in the thin rain without opening
our umbrellas. Rachel's mascara had smudged
beneath one eye. I remembered how she had

30



THE THIRD DAUGHTER

sat outside my classroom after our father died
because I kept calling home. For six weeks she
had missed her own college classes to make
sure I could get through a day.

Whatever she knew, that had happened too.
"She used to bring me books," I said.

Rachel nodded. "She always liked you."
"Why did she stop visiting?"

"After Dad died, everything stopped.”

My phone rang. A withheld number.

The woman on the line said my name
carefully, as if testing whether it still belonged
to me.

"This is Mara."
Rachel looked at the screen, then at my face.

"Tell her I'll come," the woman said. "But not
if Rachel is there."

31
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CHAPTER 05

What Nora Kept

I walked away from the car before answering.
"Where are you?"

"Somewhere I can decide what happens
next."

Her voice had a low roughness I
remembered from summer afternoons. She
had once read a ghost story aloud while I
repaired a kite. I remembered the voice more
clearly than I remembered my father's.

"Did you send the messages?"

"Yes.Ishouldn't have done it that way. I
needed to know whether you'd listen without
asking her first."

"You could have said your name."

"I wasn't sure which one you'd believe."

32
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I stopped beside the library wall, out of
Rachel's sight. Mara said she had tried to reach
me years ago. Letters, first to the house, then
through our mother. I had received none.

"That's not proof someone kept them," I
said.

"No. Itisn't."

Her willingness to leave a statement
incomplete unsettled me. In my family,
uncertainty was usually something the loudest
person repaired.

She asked me to let Judith contact her
through the Port Mercy lawyer. She would
authorize the release of one box from Nora's
trunk, which contained photographs and
copies of family letters. The rest would remain
sealed until she collected it herself.

"Why not meet me?"

For a moment I heard traffic and the soft
click of a turn signal.

33
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"Because someone called my workshop after
your mother died. They said I should
remember what happens to women who tell
stories about the Bennetts."

"Did you report it?"

"Yes. A voice on an unlisted number. They
took a statement."

"Then let me come to you."

"Not yet."

Before hanging up, she told me to look for
the yellow envelope. Nora had labeled it
SUMMER. It held a photograph that hadn't
been cut.

I returned to my car. Rachel was gone. She
had left a message saying she needed to meet a
plumber and would see me at dinner.

The ordinary phrasing made me feel worse
than an accusation would have.

Two days later, Judith and I drove to the
storage office. Mara's authorization had

34
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arrived through her lawyer. We signed for a
single archival box while a clerk watched us
check the inventory. The trunk itself remained
in the unit, closed and numbered. I
photographed its brass corners through the

open doorway.

It was real. Every secret so far had acquired
an ordinary material shape: a box, a receipt, a
name on a form. None of that made it less
frightening.

We opened the box in Judith's office.

There were photographs of Nora in a garden
I didn't recognize, adoption-related
correspondence addressed to her, and holiday
cards Evelyn had signed with both daughters'
names. A different packet held drawings I had
made as a child.

Mara had kept them.
That small fact almost undid me.

Inside the yellow envelope lay the full
river-walk photograph. Beside Rachel and me
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stood Mara. Her hand rested on the railing, not
on either of us. She was looking past the

camera at someone outside the picture.

On the back Nora had written the date:
September 24, 2000.

Below it, in a more hurried line: Three
daughters. Evelyn still won't say it.

Judith placed the photograph in a clean
sleeve. "This supports what your mother told
me. It doesn't replace the formal records."

"I know."

ButIdidn't need a legal finding to
understand the look on Mara's face. She had
been standing beside her sisters while
everyone called her a cousin.

At the bottom of the box was an envelope
addressed to me. The postal mark was
November 2000. It had been returned to
Nora's address with REFUSED written across
the front.
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I was twelve. Nobody had asked me whether

I wanted it.
Judith let me open it with a letter opener.
Dear Claire,

You were not where they have told you to
say you were. I saw you by the kitchen door. I
am sorry I left you with them. If you remember
the red sweater, please remember that you
were cold before she gave it to you.

37
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I cannot write everything. Nora says this will
only make things worse. I don't know how to
make them better.

Mara.

There was no accusation. That was what
frightened me most. Just the careful language
of someone addressing a child she believed

was in danger.
Judith asked if I remembered the sweater.
Inodded.

I remembered being cold. I remembered
Rachel wrapping something around my
shoulders.

Until that moment, I had also remembered
wearing it all night.
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CHAPTER 06

A Hand on the Glass

That evening I asked Rachel about the
returned letter.

She was cutting carrots for soup. The knife
stopped, then resumed.

"I never saw it."
"It was sent here."

"A lot of mail was sent here. I wasn't the only

person who lived in the house."

The answer was reasonable. I was growing
afraid of reasonable answers.

I asked about the cardigan. She smiled, more

naturally this time.

"You'd been shivering so hard your teeth

hurt. I remember."

"Was I wearing it earlier?”
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"I don't know. Why does that matter?"

I didn't have an answer I trusted. I told her
Mara had written that I wasn't where people
said I had been.

Rachel set the knife down.

"You were twelve. Dad was dead. Mom was
trying to get us through it. Please don't let
someone who disappeared for twenty-six
years decide she understands you better than I
do."

Ilooked at the carrots, uniform orange
half-moons lined along the board. There was
care in the soup she was making. There was
also an instruction.

"She's my sister too."

Rachel turned toward the stove.
"Apparently.”

After dinner she left for her apartment. I
locked the kitchen door and checked the
windows. I called the local police
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nonemergency line about the earlier light in
the boathouse and the messages. An officer
took the details and said a patrol could come
by. I told him the sender had identified herself,
but someone had still entered the outbuilding.

Upstairs, I began recording notes into my
phone. Not memories presented as facts. Three
lists: what I remembered, what someone had
told me, and what a document actually
showed.

I remembered my father's shoes at the
bottom of the boathouse stairs. I had told
myself for years that this was an image from a
photograph, but I couldn't remember ever
seeing such a photograph.

Iremembered our mother's hand under my
chin. Look at me, Claire. You were in the
kitchen with Rachel.

Iremembered saying yes because the
alternative was making her cry again.

The glass tapped beside me.

41



MORGAN HAYES

I lifted my head. My bedroom window faced
the roof of the kitchen extension. On the other
side of the glass, a pale hand gripped the sill.

For one stupid second I thought of a bird.

Then a shape moved behind the reflected
lamp, and I understood that someone was
kneeling on the roof.

I switched off the light, backed into the hall,
and called emergency services. My voice
sounded bored. I couldn't seem to make it
sound frightened enough for the situation.

"Someone's at an upstairs window."

The dispatcher told me to move to a room I
could secure. I locked myself in the bathroom
and stayed on the line. A scrape came from
outside, then the metallic clatter of the garden
ladder falling against the wall.

I did not open the door until an officer called
my name from the stairs.
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He was young, with rain on the shoulders of
his uniform. Ben Ortiz. He checked the roof
from the neighboring window, then went
outside with another officer. There were fresh
marks on the sill. The latch had not been
broken.

The ladder had been moved from behind the
shed.

Rachel arrived before the officers left. She
put her arms around me so tightly I couldn't
decide whether I was being comforted or held
in place.

"You're coming home with me."
"I'm going to a hotel."
She drew back.

I nearly apologized. Instead I asked Ortiz to
wait while I packed a bag.
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In the blue room, I checked the photographs
against the images on my phone. The box was
still there. The letter was safely at Judith's
office. But a folder had been pulled from the
bottom drawer and left on the desk.

Its tab read OCTOBER 2000.

Inside was a single sheet, a child's
handwritten account of the night my father
died.

Irecognized my own awkward capital C at
the bottom.

Above it, I had written that Rachel never left
the kitchen.
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CHAPTER 07

The Girl at the Water

Detective Elena Ruiz met me in a room that
smelled of wet coats and overheated coffee.

She had the patient stillness of someone who
had learned that people often answered a
different question from the one they were
asked. I showed her the messages, the
returned letter, and the photograph of the
statement. The original statement stayed in its
sleeve, untouched since Ortiz had collected it.

"Tell me what you remember," she said.
"That's the problem."
"Then tell me what you don't."

I told her my father had fallen at the
boathouse when I was twelve. There had been
rain. A family argument, maybe. My mother
had said he went down to secure the boats.
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Our mill no longer operated, but he kept two
little rowboats as if summer were something
he could preserve by maintaining equipment.

I remembered the sound of wood striking
wood. I remembered running outside.

"Yesterday I would have said I stayed in the
kitchen."

Ruiz asked what had changed.
"Someone told me I didn't."

She nodded, not approving or disapproving.
"Keep that distinction. A letter can affect what
you think you remember."

I liked her for refusing the easy dramatic
version.

She said she would seek the older incident
records. My mother's death had initially
appeared consistent with a fall. Questions
could be reviewed without deciding in advance
that either death was a murder. The attempted
entry was being investigated separately.
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"Who knew you were sleeping in that

room?"

I listed Rachel, Peter, and anyone who had
seen the light from the garden.

"Does your sister have a key?"
"It's her mother's house too."
"That wasn't a criticism."

After the interview, I went to the diner
across from the station.  hadn't eaten since
the soup. The woman at the counter poured
coffee without asking whether I wanted it.

"You're Evelyn's younger one."
Inodded.
"I'm sorry about your mother."

Her name tag read ANNA. Something in the
way she said mother made me look up.

"Did you know her?"

"Everyone knew her. That's a different thing
from knowing someone."
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A cook called from the kitchen. Anna carried
two plates away before I could ask more.

I ate half a sandwich and studied the
printout of my childhood statement. It was not
a police interview transcript. At the top, our
mother had written Claire's recollection for
the insurance folder. Beneath it were four
sentences in my hand.

We were in the kitchen. Rachel was making
toast. I heard a noise outside. Mom told us to
stay where we were.

Every sentence was neat. I had crossed out
no words. At twelve I had been a chronic
misspeller. This looked like copying.

That did not tell me who supplied the words.

At the hotel, I called my colleague Isabel in
Philadelphia and asked her to take over the
mix I had promised to finish. She said yes
before asking why.

"I think my family might be worse than I
remembered.”
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"Most families are worse in the original
audio," she said.

I'laughed, unexpectedly and painfully.

Isabel stayed on the phone while I unpacked.
She didn't suggest that I come home or thatI
forgive anyone. When I told her about the new
sister, she asked what the sister was like.

I realized nobody else had asked that.

"She fixes books. She used to make me feel
as if my questions weren't rude.”

"That sounds like someone worth meeting."

After we hung up, I walked down to the river
in daylight. I stayed on the public path. The
boathouse stairs descended from an upper
landing to a narrow strip of boards along the
water. Twenty-six years of weather had
silvered them.

A man stood at the far end with a bag of
hardware in his hand.
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"You shouldn't use those," he called. "Bottom
tread's soft."

I'said I wasn't going to.
He looked at me more closely. "Claire?"

Owen Pike had maintained the mill when I
was small. I remembered him rescuing a kite
from the roof and pretending it had applied for
a job.

"I saw your car," he said. "Thought you might
come down eventually."
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I asked if he had been inside the boathouse
at dusk two nights earlier. He said no, and
didn't look offended by the question.

"Did you see me here the night Dad died?"
His hand tightened on the hardware bag.
"I saw you after. By the water."

"Alone?"

He looked toward the house.

"No," he said. "Mara had both hands on your
shoulders. Your mother was trying to make
her let go."
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CHAPTER 08

Green Ink

Owen would not tell me more at the river.

He said he wanted time to remember
properly. He said people had turned guesses
into statements before, and he had no
intention of helping them do it again.

I gave him Ruiz's number. He put the card in
his wallet with care, then asked whether Peter
was still working at the house.

"I think so. Why?"

"No reason worth saying until I've checked
it."

I almost demanded an answer. Instead I

recognized the discipline I had asked of myself
and let him keep it.
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At Judith's office, I collected copies of the
family letters. She retained the originals.
Rachel was already there, talking about an
overdue roofing invoice. Her hair was pinned
up with a pencil, and a folder of account
printouts lay open on her knees.

"I've told the contractors nothing gets paid
without documentation,” she said. "Mom
trusted people too much.”

It was a description of our mother I had
never heard before.

Judith asked Peter to send the underlying
receipts. Rachel said she would remind him.

When Judith left to take a call, I put the
returned envelope between us.

REFUSED was written in green ink.

Rachel looked at it, then at the green pen
clipped to her folder.

"Really?"
"I didn't say anything."
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"You didn't have to. Mom used green pens.
Nora used green pens. There was a jar of them
by the phone."

She was right. There had been.

I moved the envelope away. "I wanted to ask
whether you recognized the writing."

"No."

Then, more softly: "I would have given you a
letter, Claire."

The assurance hurt because I wanted it to
settle the question.

Rachel offered to take me to lunch. I
accepted, partly because refusing every
kindness was beginning to feel like another
form of captivity.

At a little place by the courthouse, she
ordered the soup without looking at the menu.
She remembered I disliked parsley and asked
the server to leave it off mine. We talked about
her tenants, the studio, a dog she had
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considered adopting and decided against
because she worked too much.

For twenty minutes I had my sister back.
Then she asked where Mara was staying.
"I don't know."

"You must have some idea."

"Her lawyer can reach her."

Rachel crumbled a cracker into her soup.
"Don't you think it's strange? She wants money
from a dead woman but won't sit at a table
with her family."

"She hasn't asked for money."
"It's in the will."
"Mom put it there."

She looked out the window. "I was here.
When the roof leaked. When her blood
pressure frightened her. When she forgot
whether she'd taken the trash out and called
me at midnight. You were allowed to be
interesting somewhere else.”
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There it was, finally: something true and
ugly enough to deserve an answer.

"I know you did more," I said. "I should have
helped. That doesn't make the rest of this go
away."

Her eyes filled, but she didn't cry.

"I wasn't trying to make it go away."

Ilet her pay because fighting over the check
would have been easier than the conversation
we had just had, and I didn't want easy to
become another excuse.

In the afternoon, Judith called. Mara had
authorized her to share a mailing address for
correspondence, not a residence: care of a
conservation studio in Port Mercy. She had
also asked Judith to deliver a brief message.

"She wants to meet on Friday in my office.
With me present.”

Friday was two days away.

"And Rachel?"
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"Not at the first meeting."
I said yes.

That night, an envelope appeared under my
hotel door.

The desk clerk said a woman in a tan coat
had dropped it off. She hadn't left a name. The
lobby camera might show her, but that would
be for the police to request.

Inside was a copy of an old photograph of
my father on the upper boathouse landing. He
had one hand raised. Below him stood a small
girl in a red cardigan.

The image was grainy and cropped close.
The girl's face was turned away.

On the blank margin, someone had written:
You should be careful what you ask people to
remember.

This ink was black.
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CHAPTER 09

The Woman at the Diner

Ruiz took the envelope and arranged to obtain
the hotel footage.

"Do you recognize the picture?”
"No.Idon't even know if that's me."

She asked me not to decide that it was. There
was no visible date. A red sweater did not
establish a person's identity, and a cropped
photograph did not establish an event.

I repeated that to myself after she left. It
sounded sensible in her voice. In mine, it
sounded like a defense.

I went back to Anna's diner because I
wanted to be somewhere people carried plates
instead of evidence.

58



THE THIRD DAUGHTER

She saw the way I held the menu and
brought toast.

"I didn't order.”
"You can complain after you eat."

She worked the counter through the lunch
rush, refilling coffee, calling orders, catching a
child's dropped mitten before it reached the
wet floor. I watched the easy way she occupied
a life she had built. Then I noticed the
newspaper clipping beside the register: ANNA
BELL OPENS RIVERSIDE DINER.

Bell. The name from old arguments about
the mill.

When the room emptied, I asked if she had
worked for my father.

“Until I didn't."

"I'm trying to understand what happened
that fall."
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She folded a towel along its seam. "People
usually mean they're trying to understand
what happened to them."

"You're right. I haven't asked what happened
to you."

She looked at me for a long time, then sat
across the counter.

In 2000 she had kept the books for the
Bennett Education Fund, a small scholarship
charity my father administered after the paper
mill closed. Money disappeared. Checks bore
an authorization that looked like hers. My
father dismissed her before the inquiry was
complete. The rumor moved faster than any
inquiry could.

"I wasn't charged," she said. "People forget
that part. They remember what somebody said
in the grocery store."

"Did Dad find out who took it?"
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"He called me two days before he died. Said
some of the records didn't make sense. Said
he'd made a mistake about me."

"Did he put that in writing?"

She shook her head. "He was going to meet

me on Monday."
My father died on a Saturday.

Anna had left town for eleven years. Her
marriage ended somewhere in the middle of
them. When she came back, she refused to use
her married name because she was tired of
feeling grateful for an excuse to become

someone else.

"I kept my copies," she said. "Not because I
planned revenge. Because I wanted one
drawer in my life where I knew I wasn't a
thief."

I felt ashamed of every childhood memory in
which she had appeared only as a name my
parents lowered their voices to say.
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"Would you talk to Ruiz?"

"If she asks. I'm finished volunteering to be
doubted.”

Before I left, Anna took a small photograph
from a tin beneath the counter. My father
stood with a group of scholarship recipients.
Rachel was there, nineteen, holding a stack of
programs.

"Your sister organized that dinner," Anna
said. "She was good at things like that. People
gave her anything she asked for."

She did not make it an accusation. Neither
did I. I was learning how much damage lived in
the space between a fact and the story
attached to it.
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At the hotel, I found a voicemail from the
conservation studio. Mara had closed her
workshop for the week. A client had received a
cancellation on the day before our mother
died, but the woman at the studio couldn't say

more.
Then Judith called.

"Friday's meeting may need to move. Mara
has asked for a different location."

"Why?"

"Someone went to the place she was
staying."

"Who?"
Judith paused.

"They told the clerk they were her sister."
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CHAPTER 10

A Room Paid in Cash

The hotel was called the River Rest, though it
faced a four-lane road and a tire warehouse.

Judith had persuaded Mara to let Ruiz
confirm that she was safe. The detective
arranged to meet us in the lobby after
speaking with the clerk. We weren't there to
search a room. We were there because the
woman who might be my sister had decided
she could no longer stay in it.

The clerk remembered a woman asking
questions but could not identify her from a
description. Brown hair, medium height, nice
coat. That could have been half the women in
Bellweather, including me.

"Did she say which sister?" I asked.
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Ruiz shook her head. "Don't turn a poor
description into a face."

Mara had paid for the room herself, with
cash from a workshop sale. She had not
abandoned everything. Her bag was gone, her
bill settled, and she had told the clerk she
might be leaving early. The details made the
situation less dramatic and more deliberate.

Judith spoke with her by telephone in the
parking lot. When she handed me the phone,
the line was quiet for so long I thought Mara
had hung up.

"You should stop moving around," I said.

"People usually say that when they know
where they belong."

I stood between two parked cars and
watched rain collect in the cracks of the

asphalt.
"I don't know where I belong either."

She took a breath.
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"Tomorrow. Ten o'clock. Judith knows the
place.”

"Will you tell me what happened to Dad?"
"I'll tell you what I saw."

I should have been satisfied. Instead I
wanted to ask why she had spent twenty-six
years letting me believe something else. I
wanted to ask whether she had thought of me
on birthdays, whether there had been a day
she almost came back and decided against it.

Those were not questions for a parking lot.

On the drive home, Judith asked whether I
had told anyone about the meeting.

"Not yet."

"Keep the location private. Mara gets to
choose who knows where she is."

I promised.

Rachel called as we reached town. She had
heard from Peter that I was with a detective at
a hotel. She wanted to know if I was in trouble.
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"How did Peter hear that?"
"I don't know. The place has windows."

"It also has a parking lot eighteen miles from
Mom's house."

She was quiet. Then she said she would ask
him.

An hour later, Peter texted me an apology.
He had been driving past on a delivery and
recognized Judith's car. He hoped I didn't think
he was interfering.

I forwarded the message to Ruiz.

At the Bennett house, Ortiz had arranged for
the damaged window latch to be secured.
Rachel let me in. She wore a tan coat over her
work clothes.

I noticed it. I also noticed myself noticing it.

"Can we have a normal conversation?" she
asked.

"What would that be about?"
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"What you need. Whether you've eaten.
Whether you're still sleeping with a lamp on
like you did after Dad died."

I felt suddenly exposed, as if she had opened
a drawer in front of a stranger.

"You don't have to use knowing me as an
argument.”

She took off the coat slowly.
"I don't know how else to reach you."

We stood in the hall, both breathing too
carefully. Then she told me she had received a
call asking about the third daughter before the
will meeting. The caller had hung up when she
asked for a name.

"Why didn't you say?"

"Because I thought someone was trying to
sell us something. Because I didn't want one
more awful thing. Pick a reason, Claire. They
can all be true.”
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For the first time I wondered whether
Rachel was keeping secrets because she knew
too much, or because she was frightened of
learning more.

We went into the kitchen. She made coffee. I
didn't tell her the location of the meeting, and
she didn't ask again.

When [ left, a strip of paper caught beneath
my windshield wiper.

It was a photocopy of the hotel photograph:
the red sweater, the upper landing, my father
with his hand raised.

This time someone had included the
uncropped left edge.

There was a woman behind the girl, mostly
hidden by the doorframe.

I could see her hand on the child's shoulder.
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CHAPTER 11

The Wrong Goodbye

I slept badly and dreamed nothing I could

remember.

At nine thirty, Judith drove me to a church
community center outside town. The room she
had reserved contained plastic chairs, a sink,
and a notice asking people to rinse their mugs.
Ruiz knew where we were. Nobody called it a
secret meeting, which helped.

Mara arrived carrying a canvas bag with a

repaired seam.

For a moment I saw the young woman on
the brass bed. Then the years resolved
themselves: silver at her temples, a deeper line
beside her mouth, glasses she hadn't worn

when I was twelve.

"Claire," she said.
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I stood, but neither of us moved closer.

Judith introduced us in the absurd way
adults need introductions even when the most
important information is already in the room.

"What should I call you?" I asked.

"Mara is the name I've lived with. Lucy is the
one Evelyn gave me. Both are mine."

"She used Lucy in the will."

"She used it when she wanted to believe
she'd never let me go."

We sat. Mara took a folder from her bag. Her
adoption records, copies she had obtained as
an adult, and correspondence that showed
Evelyn's part in the arrangements. Judith had
seen enough through the other lawyer to know
we weren't dealing with an invented identity.

Ilooked at the first page, then put it down.
"I don't need to read all of that right now."

Something in Mara's face relaxed.
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She told me she had learned the truth in
2000, after Nora became ill and needed help
with her papers. At twenty-two she had
discovered that her aunt was her mother and
the girls she occasionally visited were her
sisters. Evelyn asked her to wait before telling
us. Then to wait until school started. Then until
after the fundraiser.

"Waiting became the thing I was good at."
"And Dad?"

"He knew about the adoption. He'd known
since before they married. But he didn't want a
scandal attached to the family."

I tried to fit that man beside the father who
had taught me to skip stones. Both versions
occupied the same outline.

Mara said she went to the house on October
fourteenth to insist on telling us. There was an
argument. Not just about her. Papers were
missing from the fund office. Daniel accused
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someone of lying. Evelyn sent Mara outside to
wait.

"I heard voices by the boathouse. Then a
noise. When I got there, he was below the
stairs. You came out of the kitchen a little
later."

"Was Rachel in the kitchen?"
Mara looked at Judith.

"I didn't see her in it. That doesn't tell me

where she was."
"Did you see anyone else?"

"Your mother arrived after you. She told me
to take my hands off you. She said I was
making you hysterical."

I remembered the grip on my shoulders, but
not as fear. Someone had been keeping me
upright.

"Why did you leave?"

Mara took off her glasses.

73



MORGAN HAYES

"Nora took me home. Evelyn said there
would be questions, that people would think I
had gone there demanding money. I was
ashamed of wanting to belong to people who
could say that.I told Nora whatI'd seen. I
believed she would help me tell the right
person.”

"Did she?"

"No.Ilearned later she had decided to
protect Evelyn. I sent letters. When they came
back, I let myself believe you didn't want me. It
was easier than coming back and finding out."

There was no grand excuse in it. Just a series
of choices that had become a life.

"I was twelve," I said.

"I know. That's the partI can't make
smaller."

We sat with that. Judith did not rescue either
of us.
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AtlastIshowed Mara the two versions of the
photograph left for me. She held them by the
edges, studying the borders.

"This wasn't the night he died."
"How do you know?"
She pointed at the tree beyond the rail.

"Leaves. The old cherry was bare by October.
And those boats were moved before the
fundraiser. I was there when Owen moved
them."

Then she touched the shape of the woman
behind the child.

"That's me. I took you down to ask Daniel if
we could borrow a life jacket.”

A photograph I had allowed to frighten me
had recorded an ordinary afternoon.

"Who would send it like this?" I asked.
Mara looked at the crop marks.

"Someone who knows what you already
fear."
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CHAPTER 12

Under the Floor

Mara agreed to meet Ruiz and to remain
somewhere she could be reached. She would
not stay at the Bennett house.

"I'm not ready to sleep under Evelyn's roof,"
she said.

T understood that better than I could have a

week earlier.

Judith arranged another meeting to review
the records properly. For the first time, the
word sister had an actual person attached to it.
I drove back to town feeling both relieved and
bereaved. I had found someone. I had also lost
the family I thought I had.

Owen was waiting outside Judith's office

when I arrived.
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He held a small paper sack containing
screws, though there seemed to be no repair
he intended to make.

"I should have said more yesterday."

I took him inside. Judith listened while he
described seeing Mara and me beside the
boathouse in 2000. He had lived in the
maintenance cottage then and come out when
Evelyn called. He helped keep people away
from the stairs until the responders arrived.

"Rachel was already there?" Judith asked.
"By then, yes."

"Before?"

"I can't say."

He had recently repaired shelving in
Evelyn's blue room. While moving a cabinet, he
noticed a loose floorboard beneath it. Evelyn
asked him not to fasten it down.

"She said she needed one place nobody
tidied."
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I thought of the empty frames, the missing
object on the desk.

Judith suggested we arrange an inventory
visit, with Rachel informed. There would be no
sneaking into the house and removing things
the estate had a right to account for.

Rachel answered on the second ring. She
could not come until evening, but said we
should go ahead. Her voice was bright, almost
relieved.

"Good. Maybe you'll find whatever makes
this stop."

At the house, Owen shifted the cabinet while
Judith recorded the location. I lifted the board
with the flat tool he handed me.

Underneath lay a shallow metal box.

It contained an old address book, a small
cassette recorder without batteries, and a
packet of recent bank printouts. There was
also an envelope labeled FOR FRIDAY,
OCTOBER 30.
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Two days after our mother died.
Judith opened it in our presence. Inside was
a single page in Evelyn's handwriting.

I have arranged to speak to Judith alone. I
will tell her about Lucy and about the account.
I will also correct what we asked Claire to say.
I cannot leave another child carrying a story I

gave her.

Below that was a list of payments and dates.

Several were underlined.
"The account?" I asked.

Judith said she would compare the printouts
with the estate records. It might be a rental
account, the education fund, or something else.
The page didn't tell us.

Owen had gone very still beside the window.
"What?" I asked.
"Nothing. I'm thinking."

His eyes moved toward the driveway.
Peter's van had pulled up behind Judith's car.
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Peter came upstairs carrying a cardboard
folder.

"Rachel said you needed invoices."
He stopped when he saw the metal box.

Only for a moment. A small pause in an
otherwise ordinary entrance. I would not have
noticed it a week earlier.

"Can [ help?"

"We've found some additional records,"
Judith said. "I'll need your originals as well as

summaries."
He placed the folder on the desk.
"Everything I have is there."

Owen looked down at the folder but didn't
touch it.

Peter asked whether Evelyn had left the
cassette recorder under the floor. He said she
had used it for shopping lists when writing
hurt her hands.
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"There isn't a tape in it," I said.

"There probably never was anything
important.”

He spoke casually. That was what made
Judith look up.

Nobody had asked him whether it was
important.

After he left, Owen waited until the van was
out of the drive before speaking.

"I need to check a receipt,” he said. "Then I
need to talk to your detective."

"About Dad?"
He shook his head.

"About the night your mother died."
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CHAPTER 13

Someone Who Knew
Her

The first time all three of us sat together,

Rachel brought pastries.

She placed the box in the middle of Judith's
conference table as if it could tell us how to
behave. Mara remained standing until Judith
asked everyone to sit.

"You look well," Rachel said.
"DO I? "
"It wasn't an accusation."

I wished we had rehearsed something, then
hated myself for wishing that. Rehearsal was
part of what had brought us there.

Mara set a copy of her birth and adoption
correspondence beside Judith's folder. She

82



THE THIRD DAUGHTER

said she was willing to provide what was
needed to establish her identity, but not to
have her childhood discussed as if it were a
claim she had invented for money.

"Nobody said that,"” Rachel replied.
Ilooked at her. She lowered her eyes.
"I said some things to Claire. I was upset."

Mara opened the pastry box. For a moment I
thought she was about to take something.
Instead she moved it to the side so there was
room for the papers.

Judith explained what had been confirmed
and what the estate process would still
require. The records were consistent: Mara
Lucy Vale was the woman Evelyn had
identified. Nora had been her adoptive mother.
Evelyn was her birth mother. There was no
hidden second claimant waiting behind the

name.

Rachel listened without interrupting.
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"When did you know?" I asked her.
"Not when I should have."
"That's not an answer."

She looked at Mara. "I knew there was
something that summer. I heard Mom and
Nora arguing. I thought Daniel might be your
father and Mom didn't want us to know."

"He wasn't," Mara said.
"I understand that now."

I tried to picture Rachel at nineteen, already
acting like the adult in the house, discovering
there was another daughter older than she
was. It didn't excuse anything. It changed the
shape of the hurt.

Mara asked about the letters. Rachel said she
hadn't returned them. She offered to look for
correspondence among Evelyn's things. Her
voice was careful, but she didn't ask Mara to

believe her.
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"What did you remember about me?" I asked
Mara.

The question surprised her.
"You put notes inside library books."
I'laughed. "I forgot that."

"You thought the next reader might need to
know which parts were sad.”

Rachel looked at me. "You never told me
that."

It was the first time I could remember
having a childhood detail she didn't own.

We talked for twenty minutes without
discussing the will. Mara had spent years
restoring water-damaged parish registers and
family albums. Rachel knew which
Bellweather houses flooded and which
plumbers would actually answer at night. I
knew how to remove an air conditioner from a
recording without removing a person's voice.
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We were strangers with a few shared
landmarks. It wasn't nothing.

When Judith stepped out to copy a
document, Rachel asked Mara why she had
called herself Lucy in a recent note to Evelyn.

Mara's face changed.

"Which note?"

"The one about the meeting."

"I didn't show you a note about a meeting."

Rachel glanced toward the door. "Mom did.
Before she died."

"You told Claire you didn't know about me."

"I knew Mara was getting in touch. I didn't

know what it meant."

It was possible. Almost every troubling thing
Rachel said was possible.

Mara put her papers back in the folder.
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"I'm going to need time."
"Of course,” Rachel said quickly. "We all do."

When we left, Rachel hugged me in the
hallway. Mara waited by the door rather than
make a decision about being included.

"You see?" Rachel whispered. "We can do
this if we stop hurting each other."

Over her shoulder, I watched Mara look
down at her repaired canvas bag.

I wondered which of us my sister meant by
we.
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CHAPTER 14

Three Daughters

Judith confirmed the remaining identity
documents two days later.

She did it without ceremony. She called each
of us, sent a written update, and reminded us
that recognizing an heir did not mean the
estate could be divided while its accounts were
unresolved.

The facts were almost insultingly simple
after so much fear. Evelyn had given birth to
Lucy before marrying Daniel. Nora and her
husband had adopted the baby and named her
Mara Lucy. A few relatives knew. Others
assumed the age gap and distance explained

why the cousins rarely appeared together.

I had not forgotten a sister. l had been kept
from knowing that I had one.
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That difference mattered.

Mara met me at the river path in the late
afternoon. She had decided to stay in town for
a few more days. She would use Lucy with us,
she said, because Mara belonged to a life she
was not prepared to abandon.

"You don't have to choose one for our

convenience."

"I know. I'm choosing what I can bear to
hear."

We walked past the shuttered mill. The river
was high, brown water carrying leaves and a
lost plastic bucket downstream. I asked about
her father. She told me his name and said he
had died before she could meet him. It wasn't
another mystery, just another person who
hadn't had a chance to be ordinary in her life.

"Did you love Nora?" I asked.
"Very much."

"Even after?"
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"After is where most of the loving happens.

Before is easy."

She told me Nora had made pancakes
shaped like animals and stayed awake through
her childhood asthma attacks. Nora had also
helped Evelyn hide the truth and had failed to
protect me when doing so became
inconvenient.

"I don't want to trade one clean story for
another," Lucy said.

I thought of the documentary interviews I
had shortened until people sounded certain. I
thought of all the hesitation I had cut because
the film needed to move.

At the diner, Anna gave us a booth by the
window. She recognized Lucy immediately.
They embraced with an awkwardness that
gave way only halfway.

"I'm sorry," Lucy said.
Anna held her at arm's length. "For which

part?”
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"For not asking what happened to you."
Anna nodded. She did not say it was all right.

We ate pie. Lucy hated the texture of baked
apples. I hated parsley. We discovered these
useless facts with an intensity that would have
embarrassed me a month earlier.

Then Lucy asked whether I still had the
dictionary she had repaired.

"It might be in the house."

"I wrote my number inside the back cover.
The old one. I thought you'd find it if you
needed me."

"Ididn't."

"I know. It was a child's idea of how to help

another child. Except I wasn't a child.”

I reached across the table. She let me touch
her hand.

That evening I found the dictionary in a
carton of schoolbooks. The green tape had
faded to gray. Inside the back cover was a
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telephone number and six words: You can
always ask me anything.

Underneath, in my own handwriting, I had
written a question.

Why did Mom say I was inside?

The sight of it made my knees weaken. It
wasn't proof of what happened outside. It was
proof that I had questioned the story before I
learned to repeat it.

I photographed the page, sent it to Ruiz, and
sat on the floor until the shaking passed.

Rachel came up the stairs and found me
there.

"What is it?"
I held up the book.

92



THE THIRD DAUGHTER

She knelt beside me. For a moment she

looked as young as the girl in the fundraiser

photograph.
"You were so frightened," she said.
"I know."
"We were trying to help you."

I closed the dictionary.

"Then why did helping me require changing
where I was?"

She opened her mouth. No answer came.

Downstairs, the kitchen clock struck a soft
electronic hour. We stayed on the floor, two
grown women surrounded by the things a
child had kept.
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CHAPTER 15

The Last Visitor

Lucy called before breakfast.

"There's something I should have told you at
the first meeting."

I was tired of that sentence, even before she
finished it.

"Then tell me now."
"Not over the phone. And I want Ruiz there."

We met at the station. Judith came because
Lucy asked her to, not because anyone was
under arrest. Rachel was at a property
inspection and knew only that we were giving
the detective additional documents.

Lucy put her phone on the table.
"Evelyn called me the night she died."

Ruiz looked at the screen but didn't touch it.
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"What time?"
"Eight forty-one. I didn't answer."

Iremembered Rachel's account: Peter left
that afternoon and returned around nine,
concerned that our mother wasn't answering.
The fall itself had no fixed time. There had
been assumptions around a space nobody had
filled.

"Why didn't you answer?" I asked.
Lucy stared at her hands.

"Because I was angry. We'd arranged to
meet earlier that week. She canceled. She said
Rachel needed time. I thought she was doing it
again. [ let it ring because I wanted her to
know what it felt like to wait."

Her voice broke on the last word, then
steadied.

"I heard the message the next morning. After
someone from Judith's office called about the
death."
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"You should have brought it in," Ruiz said
quietly.

"I know. I called Nora's old lawyer. He said to
keep the original and speak to police. I made
an appointment, then I got the call at the
workshop. I convinced myself I needed to
know who was involved first. I was wrong."

Ruiz asked permission to preserve the
message and the associated records. Lucy
agreed. There would be a proper extraction
later. For now, we listened.

Our mother's voice filled the small room.

"Lucy. I need you to call me. I've found the
other payments. Peter is still here, and he says
we should wait, but I'm not waiting anymore. I
should have done this when you first asked. I
should have done it for Claire."

A sound behind her: a door, perhaps. Then a
man's voice, too muffled to identify from that
recording alone.

Evelyn spoke away from the phone.
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"No. Put it down."

A pause. Fabric moved against the

microphone.
"You don't get to decide who I call.”
The message ended.

I had spent the week imagining a helpless
old woman missing a stair. The voice on the
recording was angry. Frightened, perhaps, but
fighting. It was unbearable to hear her alive in
a way my grief had already stopped
permitting.

Ruiz asked Lucy whether she had returned
the call. She had, repeatedly, after hearing the
message. She showed the outgoing calls. No

answers.

"This contradicts part of Peter's account,”
the detective said. "It doesn't, by itself, tell us
how your mother died. We need to establish
the timeline and speak to him again."

"Owen said he wanted to talk to you," I said.
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"He has an appointment this afternoon."

Ilooked at Lucy. Tears had made bright
tracks down her face, but she was sitting
straight.

"You found me," she said. "I thought that was
the thing I needed to let happen. Then I
realized I'd let you find only the part of me that
didn't feel guilty."

I wanted to forgive her immediately. It
would have been easier than deciding which
hurts belonged to me and which belonged to
the woman whose voice we had just heard.

98



THE THIRD DAUGHTER

"Don't hide anything else," I said.

"I'won't promise I remember everything
correctly.”

"Promise you'll tell me when you don't."
She nodded.

Outside, the rain had stopped. Sunlight
struck the wet pavement so sharply it hurt to
look at it. Judith went to bring her car around.
Lucy and I stood beneath the station awning
without speaking.

My phone rang. Rachel.

I watched her name appear on the screen.
Before answering, I noticed a message from
Owen beneath it.
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Found the receipt. It wasn't the afternoon.
Tell Ruiz I'll bring it myself.

I turned the phone toward Lucy.

For a week we had been trying to find the
third daughter. Now she stood beside me, real
and shivering, with our mother's last words

preserved in her bag.

Somewhere in town, the man named in
those words still believed he had been
believed.

I'let Rachel's call go to voicemail and went
back inside.

END OF PART 1

Continued in The Mother's Secret
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