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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Angie stood in the center of Bar Harbor’s Main Street with her arms wrapped around a thick paper bag filled with groceries. A watermelon surged through the bottom, threatening to break through. Still, she stood, captivated, as above her, two men on ladders stretched a large banner across Main Street, upon which someone had painted: GOD BLESS AMERICA. 

      It was the Fourth of July, and already after forty-plus years in the Midwest, Angie sensed that Bar Harbor residents did the Fourth of July a bit differently. Nonstop parties, sailing events, parades, and endless fireworks. It felt like the people of Bar Harbor had celebrated all weekend long already. 

      The men on ladders took several minutes to straighten everything, calling out across the street to one another. Neither seemed pleased with the other’s work. 

      “Hi, Angie!” Heather Harvey appeared on the block. She wore enormous sunglasses, the kind suited for an actress, and a black dress that fluttered over her knees. 

      Angie’s smile widened. This was her newly discovered brother’s girlfriend, a woman well-known in the children’s fantasy book world. She was also a woman who’d been through significant heartaches, including the death of her dear husband, an oceanographer named Max. On top of it all, just last autumn, she’d discovered that she wasn’t related to her sisters at all. The story was complex, involving an affair, an enormous lie, and an adoption that changed Heather’s life forever. It was a miracle that Heather got out of bed every morning; despite all that, she blossomed with an effervescent joy that Angie only wished she could match. 

      Heather wrapped her arms around Angie and the bag of groceries, laughing. “I see you’re out buying groceries before the rest of the town runs to the mini-market for last-minute supplies.”

      “I sure am. I had to beat the traffic.”

      Heather winced. “I wish I could be there today. Luke’s just about as nervous as I’ve ever seen him.”

      Angie’s smile fell. “I couldn’t sleep last night.” 

      “I imagine not.” Heather tucked a dark curl behind her ear. “When was the last time you saw Wendy and Leo?” 

      “Sometime in May,” Angie affirmed, remembering the anxious afternoon at her newly discovered mother’s house in Boston, where she lived with her newly discovered older brother, Leo. Unlike herself and Luke, Leo had grown up with Wendy, as he’d been the oldest. Decades ago, Wendy had decided that he was the one she could keep after running away from an abusive husband. By contrast, Luke and Angie had gone to orphanages in the Cincinnati area— an act that had led Angie to a loving family and dropped Luke into a life of pain.

      How could Luke ever forgive this woman for what she’d done? The question kept Angie up at night. 

      Naturally, when thoughts turned to her own life, to questions about why she hadn’t been wanted, she shoved them away. Her adopted mother, Hannah (whom she’d named her daughter after), had been a godsend. And her father, Chester? He’d genuinely cared for her, even if he sometimes struggled to show it. His recent death had led her to all of this— this brand-new life in Bar Harbor. What a wild ride life was. 

      Angie straightened her sour grimace into a smile. “Oh, but you’ll have such a blast with your girls on Martha’s Vineyard.” 

      Heather looked reticent. “We used to love going there, the four of us. Max, Kristine, Bella, and I.” 

      Angie nodded. What could she say? Angie’s husband had left her for a younger woman in their jazz band out in Chicago. That was a far cry from what Heather had experienced. 

      Still— they’d both experienced losses. The people you loved never lost their grip on your heart. Not fully, anyway. 

      “I better let you go to the airport,” Angie began. 

      Heather blushed. She fell into Angie and gave her another hug, heaving a sigh. “Tell Luke I want him to call me the minute he has time to chat, okay?” 

      “Will do.” 
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      Angie walked back to her car, draped the grocery bag in the passenger seat, and drove out to Luke’s place along the water. This was their agreed meet-up spot for Leo and Wendy. Luke stood out on the front porch in his traditional flannel, his eyes on the water of Frenchman Bay. In fact, Angie was halfway up the steps to his porch before he noticed her. 

      “Gosh, hi.” He palmed the back of her neck as she gestured with the groceries. “Thank you for bringing those over. You really didn’t have to.”

      But to Angie, the idea of Leo bringing their mother all the way to Bar Harbor was a cause for celebration— and fear. As a proper Midwestern girl (or, really, American), she planned to serve so many food options that nobody noticed how strained it was between them. 

      “Do you think she likes melon?” Angie asked, popping in through his screen door and positioning the groceries across his kitchen counter. “It looked so fresh today. So good. I have memories of Fourth of July watermelons from my childhood. Seems fitting.” 

      Luke’s eyes were hollow. Angie privately cursed herself, remembering that, actually, Luke probably hadn’t had any sort of Fourth of July celebration during his childhood. 

      Luke entered the kitchen, closed the door, and checked his watch. “They should have been here about ten minutes ago.”

      Angie grimaced. “I’m sure they got caught in traffic or something.”

      “I guess we don’t know if Leo’s the type of guy who’s good with directions or not,” Luke pointed out. “He’s basically a stranger.”

      Angie wanted to point out that, really, she and Luke were basically just “new friends” at this point. They’d just met earlier that year. They certainly didn’t have a typical brother-sister relationship, although they fought to build one every day. She kept her mouth closed. 

      That moment, there was the sound of tires creaking over the gravel of Luke’s driveway. Angie and Luke popped toward the front door, which Luke yanked open to reveal the rental vehicle that Leo had picked up from the airport. Leo lifted a hand in greeting. It was difficult to tell if the lifted hand was friendly or not. 

      Neither Luke nor Angie could comprehend what Leo felt about either of them. For decades, Leo hadn’t known what his mother had done. He’d only lived and lived well, supporting his mother all he could, especially in the wake of her dementia diagnosis. 

      “Hi, there!” Angie’s voice was overly bright and Midwestern. She couldn’t help it. She jumped toward Leo as he got out of the car and gave him a hug. When he drew back, his cheeks were tinged red with embarrassment. Still, he looked almost pleased. 

      “Hi.” Leo’s eyes scanned across Luke’s place and Frenchman Bay. “Good to be up here. It’s so beautiful, isn’t it?” 

      In the passenger seat, Wendy sat primly with her hands crossed over her lap. Angie braced herself. It normally took a good while to remind Wendy of who she and Luke were. Leo stepped around to the passenger side, opened the door, and spoke gently to their mother. 

      “Hi, Mom. We made it to Luke’s house.”

      Wendy’s voice rasped. “Who?” 

      “Your son. Your youngest son, Luke.” 

      Wendy’s face crumpled up. “That’s right.” It was difficult to tell if she actually remembered or just knew she needed to pretend. She placed her hand in Leo’s and allowed herself to be helped up onto the gravel of the driveway. She then blinked up at the beautiful house curiously, her eyes stirring with questions. 

      “Hi, Mom.” Angie’s voice crackled as she stepped around to greet the older woman. It was a difficult thing to use that term, but she’d decided it was less confusing that way. 

      Wendy bristled and eyed Angie for a long moment, as though a stranger dared approach her and she wanted to fight them off. Angie stepped back, fearful. But after a long moment, Wendy turned her eyes toward Leo and simply said, “I think I’d like a glass of water.”

      Inside, Wendy sat at Luke’s kitchen table as Angie poured a glass of water from the faucet. Leo and Luke did what all men always did: they discussed the route that Leo had driven from the airport and the spots that had filled up with Fourth of July traffic. 

      “Fourth of July being on a Monday means that’s when the traffic hits, I guess,” Luke said nervously. “Everyone needs to get back home for tomorrow.” 

      Angie placed the glass of water in front of her mother. Wendy wrapped her shaking hands around it and drank heartily, splashing a few droplets across her front. By the time she finished, her eyes shone brighter than ever. 

      “Gosh, I needed that,” she said finally, sounding more like a healthy woman— a woman with full control of her mind.

      Angie laughed. “I always get so dehydrated on planes.” Not that she’d been on that many in her life. 

      “We had a great flight,” Leo continued, sounding more optimistic. “They gave us free chocolate in honor of Fourth of July. If there’s one thing Mom loves, it’s sweets.” 

      Wendy made a soft noise in the base of her throat, then tossed her head back, allowing laughter to flow out of her beautifully, like music. It was a staggering difference from the woman they’d just experienced back in the car. 

      “I always thought of Halloween as a time for Leo to go out hunting for candy for me,” Wendy said, winking at Angie. 

      The corners of Angie’s lips quivered into a smile. She glanced at Luke, who seemed similarly heartened. Could they actually find a way to have real fun on this trip? Could they actually bond with their mother and brother the way they dreamed?

      Angie explained that she had a whole list of fixings for a hearty lunch. “After that, we thought we could head downtown for the Fourth of July Parade. Apparently, they hold one every year, and the entire town comes out for it.” She leaned toward her mother to whisper, “You wouldn’t believe this small town, Mom. After living in Chicago for my entire adult life, it’s miraculous what it means to live alongside people who actually remember your name and care about what you’ve been up to.”

      Wendy nodded as though she understood, although it wasn’t clear that she did. Angie’s heart dropped a tiny bit as she scolded herself. You can’t just build a mother-daughter relationship out of nowhere, no matter how hard you want it. Give it time. Let her give you what she can. 

      As Leo and Luke filled the space with continued conversation about the weather, baseball, and Leo’s children back in Boston, Angie set to work slicing watermelon with a large, sharp chef’s knife. She complimented it, to which Luke just said: “Come on, Ang. I’m a chef!” To this, she teased, “Last I heard, you were just a sous chef.” To this, he stuck his tongue out playfully— something a little brother might have done to his older sister. Angie’s heart ballooned. 

      The previous evening, Angie and her daughter, Hannah, had peeled and boiled potatoes, stirring them into a mustard-based potato salad. Now, Angie placed the potato salad in a large blue bowl with a big spoon for serving. She then sliced the fresh bread she’d grabbed from the bakery that was attached to the grocery store and set to work on making sandwiches with cold cuts and thick, delicious slabs of American cheese. 

      In her mind, it was the perfect Fourth of July lunch— before the real festivities began. 

      The four of them sat around Luke’s kitchen table and ate. Through the open windows of Luke’s kitchen, you could hear the roar of Frenchman Bay outside, frothing against the coastal rocks. Wendy ate slowly yet consistently, complimenting the freshness of the cold cuts and the crunch of the homemade bread. 

      “I used to make my own, you know,” she told Angie. “That was back when it was a whole lot cheaper to just do everything yourself.” 

      “I would love to learn how to do that,” Angie breathed, suddenly drawing up an image of herself and Wendy, kneading dough and gossiping together. 

      That, too, would probably remain a fantasy. But a girl could dream. 

      After lunch, Angie packed up the leftovers and lodged them in Luke’s fridge. Gosh, it felt nice to take care of these people, a family she’d never known. After Hannah had disappeared from her life and her husband had left her, Angie had felt a horrific emptiness, a knowledge that nobody really needed her anymore. 

      Now, she was needed more than ever.
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      It was decided that they drive Leo’s rental to downtown Bar Harbor, where they could set up Luke’s yard chairs and watch the parade from the side of the car. 

      “It won’t be easy to get out afterward,” Luke explained as they helped Wendy into the passenger side. 

      “That’s all right,” Leo affirmed. “Maybe we’ll want to stick around downtown, anyway? I’m sure you’ve got a bar or two you could show me.”

      “That I do,” Luke replied, his eyes shining. He looked like a little kid who’d just woken up on his birthday. 

      Already, downtown Bar Harbor bustled with life. Tourists and Bar Harbor residents lined the squares, dressed in red, white, and blue— often all three at once. Angie’s eyes scanned the crowd, searching for her daughter, who’d said she might try to meet them downtown if she didn’t feel too bad. On cue, however, a text message buzzed through.

      HANNAH: I feel so pregnant today. 

      ANGIE: Uh oh. 

      ANGIE: Can I help you in any way?

      HANNAH: Naw. You’ve got your hands full with Grandma Wendy. 

      HANNAH: Abby says she’s working the front desk at the Keating Inn. I might go hang out with her for a while. Put my feet up and eat the free popsicles that Nicole put in the office fridge. :P 

      Angie laughed, her shoulders bucking. Luke eyed her curiously. 

      “Oh, it’s just my daughter. She’s a hoot,” Angie explained. 

      From the front seat, Leo called, “She’s pretty far along by now, isn’t she?” 

      “She’s due in August,” Angie explained. 

      “Boy or girl?” 

      “She doesn’t want to know. As long as she or he’s got ten fingers and toes, she’ll be happy.” Angie was particularly proud of her daughter for that. 

      “That’s surprising in this day and age,” Leo noted. “Nobody seems to have the patience for anything.” 

      “Hannah’s had to grow up quickly,” Angie added, her brow furrowing. “I think that might be part of the reason.”

      Leo parked the car about a block from the parade route, easing into a parallel park job like a professional. It seemed appropriate that an older brother would manage something like that so well. Angie popped out of the back seat and opened the passenger side for Wendy, who blinked through the sunshine, which now seemed overly bright. Angie leafed through her purse and brought out her sunglasses, which Wendy donned. She looked like a classic older beauty, with that glistening, newly styled white hair and the large glasses. Even Leo said, “Nice look, Mom.” 

      Luke and Leo stationed the fold-out chairs along the parade route. There was a sizzling feeling of expectation in the air. Children waved flags and jumped around or else cried into their mother’s legs, overwhelmed by all the people and commotion. Angie sat next to Wendy, eyeing her, wondering if she had memories of taking Leo to such parades. Probably she did, somewhere in there. 

      Luke and Leo were in conversation again. Luke gestured east, saying that a restaurant he’d previously been a part-time bartender at was just down the road. 

      “I’d love to take a look at it,” Leo said brightly. 

      Luke glanced toward Angie. “The parade could come any minute.”

      “Oh, go on,” Angie said. “You’ll make it back in time.”

      “You’ll be okay?” Luke asked doubtfully. 

      Angie was, frankly, hurt. “Of course! Mom and I are just fine.” 

      Luke gave Leo a firm nod. “Okay. If we hurry, we can get back.” 

      In a flash, the two Barrington brothers disappeared through the thick crowd. Angie twitched and dropped down to the small cooler she’d packed, drawing out two small lemonades. She passed one to Wendy, who took it but didn’t make a motion to open it.

      “Do you need help?” Angie asked. 

      Wendy shook her head slowly, her eyes becoming wider. Around them, the crowd shifted closer and closer, with people even standing in front of them. Next came the purring sound of drums in the marching band as they drew closer and closer. Trumpet players and trombonists came along, pounding through “The Stars and Stripes Forever”. As Wendy’s panic mounted, Angie felt the song became more sinister. She reached for her mother’s lemonade and placed it on the ground, replacing it with her own hand. 

      “Mom? Mom?” Angie’s voice broke.

      Wendy’s eyes filled with tears. Angie draped her body over her, holding her like a small child. Wendy quivered in her arms as the crowd surged and pulsed around them, clapping their hands in time to the marching band. God, it was loud. It was too much. 

      The music lasted for what seemed like forever. Throughout, tears lapped across Wendy’s cheeks. Angie couldn’t figure out what to do. There was no way through the thick crowd. And besides, where could they go? She didn’t have the keys to Leo’s car. 

      All she could do was hold onto her mother until the violent moment passed. 

      All she could do was comfort her in this moment of pain and horror. 

      All she could do was shove away the thoughts that, well, this was something her mother had never managed to do with her. How frightened had Angie been at that orphanage as a toddler? How much had she wanted this very woman beside her to comfort her? 

      She abandoned you, a voice told her. Does she deserve this? 

      But when Angie lifted her head to find her mother’s gaze, compassion overwhelmed her. It didn’t matter if Wendy “deserved this” or not. In Angie’s heart, there was an immense feeling of love for this woman. How could she refuse that? Love was always the answer. It was always enough.
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      “Abby. Don’t be like that. Tell me the truth. Are they cankles? Do I actually have cankles?” 

      Hannah lay across a chaise lounge, deep enough in the shadows behind the Keating Inn front desk that made it difficult for guests to see her. Her pregnant belly was a mountain between herself and her legs. On her stomach, she propped up her book and tried to distract herself from her throbbing feet, her heartburn, and her perpetual desire to eat as Abby answered questions, checked people in, and gave instructions about how to get to the Fourth of July Parade. But her ankles, so thick and now throbbing like her feet, demanded her attention. 

      Abby, who’d done her darnedest to be kind and patient with Hannah all afternoon, pursed her lips. “You don’t have cankles, Hannah.” 

      “They’re thicker than my thighs,” Hannah pointed out. 

      “They are not.” 

      Hannah groaned and dropped her head back on the chaise longue, allowing her book to tumble to the floor. Who was she kidding? She could hardly concentrate; comprehending two sentences in a row was a non-pregnant person's game. 

      “Just tell me they’ll shrink back after the baby comes,” Hannah groaned. 

      The bell over the front door jangled. Abby turned and flashed a big smile as two more guests entered. 

      “Welcome to the Keating Inn and Acadia Eatery! Happy Fourth of July!” 

      “Thank you!” The couple responded joyously, right before the woman propped up her purse on the front desk and said, “We were hoping to catch your lunch specials here at the Acadia Eatery.”

      “Wonderful,” Abby returned. “I take it you’ve already been down to the parade?”

      “We have. And gosh, what a show! You Bar Harbor folks really know how to celebrate,” the woman affirmed cheerily. In fact, she was so sweet that Hannah thought she might vomit. 

      Abby laughed good-naturedly. It was difficult to tell if Abby was faking it. She had to be, right? Nobody could laugh so genuinely all day long. Even women without cankles. 

      Abby told the couple to head back to the Acadia Eatery, where the Fourth of July lunch specials included spareribs, New England Clam Chowder, mixed salads with gleaming pink salmon, and various types of pies slathered with whipped cream. Abby’s mother, Nicole, was head chef at the Acadia Eatery, despite never having attended any sort of culinary school. In truth, Hannah really loved this about Nicole— that she’d jumped out of her old life in Portland and grabbed hold of the Keating Inn and Acadia Eatery, grateful for the opportunity to build a new life. 

      If Hannah had any energy at all, perhaps she’d figure out a way to do the same. 

      After the young couple disappeared into the Acadia Eatery, Abby crumpled into a ball on the floor behind the front desk and dropped her head back on the flat wood. 

      “What’s up?” Hannah let out a laugh of surprise. 

      “It’s just exhausting, having to pretend to be happy all day long,” Abby breathed, barely loud enough for Hannah to hear. 

      Hannah’s baby popped a foot into the side of her stomach. She winced and tapped her belly back, a hello. 

      “I can’t even imagine,” Hannah said. “But you make it look easy.”

      “Well.” Abby shrugged. “This is the only job I know. After I lost my job and my relationship back in Providence, I went to a dark, dark place. Moved in with Aunt Casey. Fell apart. Found myself watching five hours of HBO every single night and eating popcorn for dinner.” 

      “Popcorn? Gosh, I’d kill for some popcorn right now.”

      Abby snorted with laughter, clearly grateful for the joke. Humor, Hannah knew, was often the only way through anxious feelings, a way to pick fun at yourself and remain in the present. 

      Hannah had only heard whispers about this era of Abby’s life post-Providence, during which she and Nicole hadn’t even spoken. Casey had kept news of Abby staying at her place a secret out of respect for Abby. As Hannah and her own mother, Angie, hadn’t spoken for many, many months the previous year, she felt a kinship to Abby and her story. She understood what it felt like to not understand what came next. 

      “So, anyway,” Abby finished. “I’m just grateful for this job. Even if it’s not exactly what I saw myself doing in my twenties.” 

      Hannah groaned and placed her hand at the top of her pregnant belly. “Ditto.” 

      Abby chuckled and drew a curl around her ear. “Be right back.” She disappeared through the shadows, leaving Hannah alone behind the front desk. Thirty seconds later, she returned with a caramel and chocolate ice cream on a stick, which she passed over to Hannah. Hannah shrieked with joy. 

      “What!”

      Abby snickered. “Mom bought a package of them during that insane hot spell we had last week.”

      Hannah yanked off the wrapping, closed her eyes, and wrapped her lips around the top of the chocolate-coated icy delight. She was instantly transported to long-lost summer days in Chicago, back when she’d been a kid with scabbed knees, two parents who’d been in love, and her entire life ahead of her. There was no getting that back. 

      “Do you ever think about your ex?” Abby asked suddenly, yanking Hannah out of her reverie. 

      Hannah’s eyes popped open. Her tongue was frozen with ice cream. As she swallowed, a flashing image of her ex came into her mind: so volatile, so angry— yet also so confident and sure of himself in a way that had captivated her, at least in the beginning. 

      “Ah. The father of my child? All the time.” 

      Abby buzzed her lips. “I think about my ex all the time, too. It’s pathetic. I think it’s because I told myself the story of our future so many times. I’m still mourning the loss of that future. I haven’t figured out a new story yet.” 

      Hannah had never heard that feeling described so perfectly. She licked the ice cream contemplatively and added, “My feelings of loss are probably more related to music school.” 

      “Oh yeah?” 

      “Yeah. I was good. Damn good. And I gave it up for, what? Partying with some absolute losers?” She shook her head, at a loss. “I wish I could shake that girl and tell her just how much she’ll lose if she keeps heading down that road.”

      Abby shook her head. “You can’t make yourself miserable with those thoughts. Besides. Next month, you’ll have your baby.” 

      Hannah’s heart stretched wider, filling the space behind her ribcage. Although, in many ways, she dreaded the end of this pregnancy and all the chaos that would ensue, her heart and mind and body already ached with love for this baby. She now understood her mother far more than she had throughout her childhood and teenage years. This was a love that transcended everything else. It was pure power. 

      More guests entered and demanded Abby’s attention. Hannah dropped her feet to the side of the chaise longue and checked her phone for messages from her mother, who was at the parade with her own mother— a woman she so wanted to build a relationship with. To Hannah, this was a tragic wish. Wendy Barrington had dropped Angie off at the orphanage, for goodness sake. Now, dementia clouded her mind. What did Angie hope would come out of this? 

      Still, it’s not that Hannah could blame her mother for wanting to try. Angie had lost so much over the past year— her husband, her band, and her father. Together, Angie and Hannah had decided to move halfway across the country to start over. Neither of them could have comprehended how difficult that would be. 

      Beneath the front desk sat a large Canon camera, something worth upward of two thousand dollars, at least. Hannah stood up, forcing herself to look away from her cankles, and walked toward the camera. It was bulky, the plastic cold in her hands. She turned it on and lifted it to snap a photo of Abby as she clacked her fingers over the front desk keyboard, checking something for another guest. Abby flashed her a dark look that said: don’t you dare. 

      But when the guest left, Hannah turned the camera around to show off the preview. “You look beautiful, Abs. Like a professional woman who knows what she’s doing and what she wants.” 

      Abby inspected it, her eyebrows tight over her eyes. “You caught a pretty good angle.”

      Hannah laughed. “I used to take photographs as a teenager. I almost forgot about it till now.” 

      “I took a few college photography classes,” Abby said, her eyes brightening. Before Hannah could stop her, she leaped back, sitting on the front desk itself to capture a better angle of pregnant Hannah. 

      Hannah yelped after the flash as her eyes filled with light. “What the heck!” 

      “Fair’s fair,” Abby shot back, assessing the photo. “And besides. You haven’t taken any pregnancy photos, have you?” 

      Hannah laughed, but it wasn’t a pretty laugh— it was one of regret and sorrow. “I don’t really have the money for something like that. Besides, those photos usually feature the father with his hands around the belly, right?” 

      Hannah imitated the familiar poses, which she’d seen all over social media. 

      Abby shrugged. “I’m just saying that you should have at least a few beautiful photos of yourself during this time.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m not one of those glowing pregnant ladies,” Hannah shot back, gesturing down to her ankles. “Remember?”

      Abby rolled her eyes into the back of her head. “You. Are. Glowing.” She lifted the camera again and snapped another photograph of Hannah. “I mean, come on. Look at this!” 

      Abby turned the camera around to show the preview. Hannah didn’t dare look. She stared at the far wall, wrinkling her nose. 

      “If I look at it, I won’t be able to sleep for a week.”

      “I’m telling you, Hannah. Just look at it!”

      Hannah groaned as she dropped her eyes back to the screen. To her surprise, however, the woman who stood just off-center in the photograph was, in fact, a “glowing pregnant woman.” Her figure was like a pregnant Greek goddess in an old painting. 

      “You look like Mother Earth herself,” Abby teased, watching Hannah’s expression.

      Hannah lifted her eyes back toward Abby’s. Her own were damp with tears that she refused to let fall. 

      “Abby, you’re just so talented.” 

      “I don’t know. A photographer is only as good as her subject.” 

      “I don’t think that’s the saying at all,” Hannah shot back. She then placed her teeth upon her lower lip, eyeing the space between herself and Abby. She no longer felt the sharp weight in her ankles. “Abby, lean up against that far wall by the bookshelf,” she instructed.

      Abby laughed. “Are you serious?” 

      “Yeah. I see a good shot there.” Hannah pointed, her eyebrows lifting. “Come on!”

      “All right! All right!” Abby hustled toward the bookshelf, leaning herself against the wall. “Like this?” 

      “A bit. Cock your head to the right?” 

      “Like this?” 

      “Yeah.” Hannah lifted the camera and took several shots, framing Abby within the greater Keating Inn foyer. When she inspected the previews, her heart pounded with a once-familiar feeling. 

      This was what it felt like to create art. As a full-time musician, she’d previously experienced this every single day of her life. 

      Gosh, she’d missed it. 

      Abby hustled back to check out the shot. She made a soft sound in her throat.

      “What does that mean?” Hannah asked. Her blood pressure spiked with anxiety.

      “Oh. It’s just that they’re really interesting,” Abby breathed. “The angles you’ve created and the way you’ve played with the sunlight in the foyer— it’s very artful.”

      “Yeah?” 

      “I could imagine my photography instructor back in college using this as an example of well-constructed photography,” Abby affirmed. 

      Hannah could hardly breathe. A small part of her prayed that Abby hadn’t just said all that to make her feel better about her cankles. 

      Over the next half-hour, Abby and Hannah flung themselves into a state of perpetual artmaking. They photographed one another in various spaces across the foyer, hallway, and entryway of the Acadia Eatery— playing with light and angles and fine-tuning what Abby remembered from her photography classes. Hannah hadn’t had such fun in months. 

      “Hello? Is anyone here?” A voice rang out from the foyer as Abby finished a photograph in the hallway between the Eatery and the Inn. 

      “Oh shoot. I’m neglecting my real job,” Abby muttered with a laugh. She turned and headed back for the front desk as Hannah waddled behind her, her heart brimming with happiness. 

      When Hannah rounded the corner, she found Abby in conversation with a younger couple in their mid-twenties. The couple was clearly from money. You could see it in the shine of the woman’s dark hair and the cut and style of the man’s shoes. Hannah was accustomed to seeing people with money at the Keating Inn. It was always disconcerting for her, a woman who had so little of it. 

      Abby was in the midst of apologizing for having abandoned her station. 

      “Oh, honey. It’s no trouble!” The woman showed very bright teeth. “Were you taking photographs for the inn?” 

      Abby brightened. “Yes. We need new photographs for the website and our social media.” She then gestured toward Hannah and added, “Hannah has a gorgeous photographer’s eye. She captures the light better than Vincent Van Gogh.” 

      The woman cocked her head, interested. Rich people always loved Vincent Van Gogh. Hannah knew this was ironic since Van Gogh had died absolutely penniless. 

      “So, you run a photography business alongside your work here at the Keating Inn?” the woman asked. 

      Hannah suddenly blurted, “Yes. We do.” She put on her cheeriest smile, pretending to be one of those women who just smiled for no reason at all. 

      The woman gave her boyfriend a bug-eyed look. The man hardly seemed to understand her expression. 

      “Honey. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” the woman asked him.

      “I think so,” the man returned; although Hannah would have bet twenty bucks, he had no idea. 

      The woman returned her gaze to Abby and Hannah. “We’re newly engaged.”

      “Congratulations!” Abby said brightly. 

      “Thank you,” the woman returned, beaming. The man remained stony-faced. “The thing is, we want something really special for our engagement photos. We live in Brooklyn, and all of our friends have really traditional engagement shots across Brooklyn. Like, ugh, if I see another engagement photo in front of the Brooklyn Bridge, I’ll scream!” 

      “Totally.” Abby nodded.

      “See? I figured you’d understand that,” the woman said. “When we arrived in Bar Harbor this morning, I was like, this is it. This is the place for our photos. I had plans to research local photographers later this afternoon, but if the two of you are up for it…”

      “Oh, of course,” Hannah replied before she was even aware she had anything to say. 

      “Yes,” Abby affirmed, casting Hannah a confused yet grateful smile. “We have a very special package for engaged couples.”

      The woman grimaced. Hurriedly, Hannah added, “But the thing is, we never duplicate the locations. It just makes it more special and not redundant.”

      “Right,” Abby added. “We know you want a personalized experience.”

      “Yes.” The woman nodded quickly, making her hair wave around every which way. 

      “We know all the best locations,” Hannah added, boosting their non-existent brand. 

      “I had a wonderful feeling when I saw the two of you,” the woman continued. “Like you two would just instinctively get it.” She reached into her purse and removed a Chanel wallet. She then removed a card, which she placed delicately in Abby’s hand. “This is my business card. Shoot me a message, and we can set up a time to meet later this week and discuss your rates. We’ll be here at the Keating Inn until Saturday.”

      The woman then turned to her fiancé and lifted her fist with triumph. “No more Brooklyn Bridge photos, baby!”

      The man tried to smile back, but the corners of his lips didn’t quite make it. 

      The woman reached out to splay a hand across Abby’s shoulder. “It was fate that we met today. I truly believe that.” 

      Abby held the card, trying and failing to make her face calm down. The woman continued to blink at her with a big smile. Hannah wanted to joke that she looked possessed. 

      Finally, the woman said, “But could you actually check us in?” 

      Abby laughed, tossing her head back. “Gosh, of course! I forgot about my other job for a moment. Let’s head to the front desk, shall we?”

      Hannah watched as the engaged couple and Abby headed back toward Abby’s post at the mahogany front desk. From a distance, Hannah watched them, her heart swelling with promise. She wasn’t entirely sure if her baby could understand her thoughts or not, but she often sent them down there anyway. 

      Maybe this is a fresh start, baby. Maybe we’ll be all right, after all.
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