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        "With acute vision and deep soulfulness, Ellen Meeropol imagines the fate of our fragile planet. In this powerful, prismatic novel-in-stories, she weaves a layered portrait of humanity's capacity for love—and for destruction."
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        "Sometimes an Island captures the peacefulness offered by the secluded island life of Penobscot Bay in Maine, while juxtaposing that simplicity with the many family tensions that define us all. Ellen Meeropol writes in a precise prose that imbues her characters and the locations in which they live with a beautiful clarity that rings true. As a resident of Vinalhaven Island, I found Sometimes an Island to be both authentic and a true pleasure to read."
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        In Sometimes an Island, Ellen Meeropol weaves a miraculous story of love, loss, and resistance—braiding past and future in a haunting portrait of a family's multi-generational struggle on their coastal Maine island. As the climate crisis ravages the world in 2029, this saga of intentional communities transforms into an urgent warning and a radiant wonder. With precision and emotional depth, Meeropol illustrates how our connections to each other become our most vital resource against encroaching devastation. A masterfully crafted story that celebrates the fierce, fragile resilience of the human spirit when everything familiar threatens to wash away.

        Randy Susan Meyers, international bestselling author of The Many Mothers of Ivy Puddingstone
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        Rene Denfeld, bestselling author of The Child Finder
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        In the early years of the 20th century, pogroms against Jews escalate in the Pale of Settlement, the portion of the vast Russian empire

        where Jews are allowed to live.

         

        After Cossacks attack their families and burn their homes,

        three young men and a girl escape from a shtetl near Odessa and 

        settle on an island in Penobscot Bay, Maine.

         

        Over a century later, some of their descendants flee rising sea levels to homestead in central Maine, calling themselves climate refugees.

         

        They are joined by a cousin from Massachusetts and members of her co-op which split apart when a member was sent to prison

        as an eco-terrorist.

         

        The island. The homestead. The co-op.

        Three communities fleeing danger

        Three intentional families facing the Great Undoing of 2029

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Drowning in Maine

          

          the homestead • 2022 • Sadie, Tillie, Evelyn

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sadie

      

      

      I am jittery, waiting for them to arrive. Which should be soon, assuming they remembered the map. “You won’t have cell service once you leave town,” I told Marc and Evelyn several times. Of course, once they get here, our worries aren’t over. Can this place support all of us? Will the seven of us be able to stand each other?

      David and I moved to rural Maine a year ago. I have questioned that decision every single day.

      What will our son’s family think about our little homestead? Will my granddaughters appreciate the four shelves of young adult novels on the floor-to-ceiling bookcases? Or the stacks of puzzles and board games? I run my fingers across the long pine table we lugged here from the island, feeling the scratches and gouges from generations of family meals and art projects and science fair experiments. There’s room to feed all the kin I hope to gather here.

      I sweep ashes from the hearth into the fireplace, then straighten the nesting matryoshka dolls lined up in descending size along the pine mantelpiece. They are our family totem, our legacy, rescued by my great-grandmother when she fled the Cossacks. On the dolls’ stylized, painted faces, I superimpose the expressions of my grandchildren, five generations removed from the Pale of Settlement: twins Rosie and Eloise, and their older sister Tillie. Why does the idea of these dear girls playing with the matryoshkas bother me? I could move them into my bedroom, but the nesting dolls have always lived on the family mantel, handed down from grandmother to granddaughter on her sixteenth birthday. My mother gave them to my niece Emma last spring, but Emma was off to college in California and asked me to hold them for her. I touch my index finger to my lips and then to the face of the smallest doll.

      David and I grew up on an island in the middle of Penobscot Bay. On Saperstein Neck, often called Jew Neck because our kin settled there after fleeing hate in Russia. Is that nickname offensive? Probably, but after the violence they escaped, our ancestors shrugged it off and now we’re used to it.

      We’re cousins, David and me, not unusual with the limited gene pool in places like ours. We always lived on the island, never even dreamed of leaving, though I wasn’t surprised when our children moved away. Our quirky island house wasn’t just our home; it was our history, built by my great-grandparents from blocks of the granite that drove the island economy back then. My grandparents brought it into the twentieth century with indoor plumbing and electricity. David and I raised our children in those drafty rooms and my elderly mother still lives there. I miss that house and the island—the slanted floors, the rocky coast, the low tide aroma, the quarries abandoned to swimming, the certainty of tides—like an amputated arm.

      How could we leave our history behind? Because it became personal that global warming wasn’t just another political cause: it was life-threatening and it was now. So we bought these twenty acres on the mainland, with plans to gather our family there sometime in the near future. Another fleeing, another migration.

      Our family on the island refused to talk about the environment, despite reports of rising sea levels. For years, when I added the modern plague of climate change at our Seder, people responded with, “Can’t we talk about something pleasant?”

      When that 130-square mile chunk of Greenland’s ice cap broke off in the northeast Arctic last year, I took it very personally. I’m no climate expert like my daughter-in-law Evelyn, but that much ice melting in the oceans translates into big trouble for people living on islands, or near the river like our Brooklyn family. Very soon, neither of those places will be sustainable. Our daughter lives with her wife and their kids in southern California; between the fires and the drought and rising oceans, they’ll need rescuing too, though I don’t think they will come. David and I decided it was time to heed the warning. We retired and moved inland.

      When we returned home to sit Shiva for my father a few months ago, I invited our family to join us at the homestead. Cousin Tutu hated the idea. “Rufe would be terribly disappointed in you,” she said, shaking her finger at me. “There are so few of us left, and your house is kin.” Tutu is not clever, but her response made me pause.

      I tried not to nag my mother about moving; Esther’s heart had no space for anything other than losing Rufe. She says she understands about the climate crisis, that it will all come undone in the not-too-distant future, but she refuses to leave the island. She’s old and grieving my father, wants to die in the house where she was born. The matryoshka dolls live here now, safe from flooding, but my mother still has our shared collection of wishing stones. She believes that rocks encircled with an uninterrupted white vein bring good luck, though there’s not great evidence for that.

      I miss her. I’m 68 years old, but when my nightmares come, no one can comfort me like my mama.

      Maybe this latest ice chunk didn’t drown us all, but the next one could, or the one after that. Or massive wildfires. Or drought. Or another grid failure like the one  a few years ago. In any case, it galvanized us to leave our home and begin gathering our clan. We adore our family, every one of them, even Tillie, who is going through her less-than-mellow adolescence. I couldn’t believe it when Marc and Evelyn agreed to join us, and so suddenly. I was so happy.

      But can we live with them?

      I guess we’ll find out.

      

      
        
        Tillie

      

      

      The last thing I texted J before the signal died was this: I’m being kidnapped. Call 911.

      No clue if it went through—not sure I even wanted it to—but what else could I do? I’m on some stupid two-lane road heading for Nowhere, Maine with my crazytown parents and deeply annoying twin sisters.

      So maybe kidnapping is a minor exaggeration. Just one click below the actual crime. But only because it’s my parents doing the deed. Taking me. Against my will. Against everything.

      Can you believe no advance warning for this move? Well, almost none. Mom mentioned it a few months ago, but for later in the summer, after camp, and I told her no way and I thought everything was settled. Then the wildfires up north blew nasty air to the city and twin Rosie ended up in the hospital with an asthma flare. She was pretty sick, and the air is still in the red zone, but it’s just asthma and Rosie came home yesterday with new inhalers and a nebulizer for when it’s really hard to breathe. Anyway, Mom totally overreacted and last night at dinner, as we ate takeout sushi and celebrated the last day of school, she announced we were leaving at eight a.m. Today!

      Is that legit? To forcibly take a 15-year-old Brooklyn girl away from all the people and places and things she loves? Right before J and I are supposed to head to summer camp, the best thing in my life? Telling me to pack one suitcase of clothes and one of books and art supplies and not to bother with screens, since there’s no Internet where we’re going, and crappy cell service too. They wouldn’t talk about it, wouldn’t reconsider, no matter how much I yelled at them. The car, that’s another thing. Our sweet little beetle is gone, the car I planned to learn to drive next year. I won’t be caught dead driving this butt-ugly beast.

      I stare out the window, willing myself not to scream. Or cry.

      Finally, sitting in the parking lot a.k.a. the BQE, Mom explained that the bad air and Rosie’s asthma was the last straw and that our Brooklyn neighborhood will be underwater, and sooner than we think. Mom teaches high school science and considers herself a climate expert. Not that I don’t believe her. I’ve been protesting fossil fuels since I was in diapers, first dragged by her and then going with friends in Extinction Rebellion and Sunrise. But instead of fighting to change things, instead of marching in the streets or blowing up pipelines or trashing the homes of fossil fuel executives, my mom runs away to the north woods and drags us with her.

      Coward.

      I’d rather breathe toxic air from wildfires or drown in raging swollen waters with J than be exiled with my family to dry land in Forgotten, Maine  any day.

      No matter what I want, we’re fleeing to Maine. Not our rocky Maine island where Dad grew up and his family lived from the beginning of time, with its old-fashioned main street and icy ocean water and deep quarries. The island was boring, but at least it came with a rowdy tangle of cousins to be bored with. And not the cool Maine either, the coastal part with lighthouses and funky stores and rocks to jump on and lobster rolls. Mom says those beaches will be swamped by rising seas, just like Brooklyn. We’re heading into wild inland Maine, home of moose and whitewater rivers, far away from J and everything else that matters.

      This is my grandparents’ fault. When the twins were born eleven years ago, my dad’s parents finally figured out that Earth was doomed. Grandma Sadie denies that they just woke up.  “We’ve known about global warming for decades,” she boasted last Passover. “We attended the first-ever Earth Day in Ann Arbor. 1970.”

      Ha! It took them more than 50 years, but I guess they finally got it that climate disaster is here and now. They bought a homestead—that’s what they call that dump—so that our family can survive the coming apocalypse off the grid with solar panels and growing our own food and everything. Last year they moved to moose central and started lobbying everyone to join them.

      I’ve only seen their homestead once. Last summer, the grands persuaded us to take our vacation there instead of on the island. The land was hilly and rocky, the pond all murky, dark with weeds. Pretty enough if you like that kind of thing. The house is tiny. For vacation, we set up two tents in the yard and camped. But Maine winters? No way. My grandparents have the only bedroom, so Mom and Dad plan to winterize the screened porch, leaving me and the twins to share the loft. Really, it's an attic with a pointy ceiling and itty-bitty windows at either end. Mom promised we can partition the room, but even so, I figure I’ll jump out a window by the second week. If I can manage to squeeze and slither through the tiny frame.

      The grands started a small garden last summer. Enlarging and planting it is our first job. Mom says that the grid will probably fail so we can’t rely on freezers or even refrigeration. Batteries for their solar panels are on the horizon, but in the meantime we’ll can veggies. There’s just one small detail—no one in our family knows how to grow anything edible. Eloise grew flowers in pots on the windowsill in Brooklyn, but you can’t eat tiger lilies. Even I knew they were poisonous. Wait, she had those plants that trap flies, so maybe we’ll steal their catch and become insectatarians.

      As we drive, everyone is assigned critical topics to read up on and manage that crop. We’ll visit the village library and take out books. Can you tell my parents are—were—both teachers? Eloise was assigned potatoes, Rosie got bees and honey. Grandma already manages the garden and Grandpa has his chickens. Dad claims the macho-man stuff, like fishing and hunting. Right. A college English professor. Maybe he’ll recite poetry and charm the fish into his boat. Wait, he doesn’t have a boat. And what does he know about fishing in a river, anyway? Aren’t the fish different from the ocean?

      My assignment is tomatoes. Growing them, harvesting them, canning them, making sauce—you name it.

      We stopped to eat lunch at a pull-out along the Penobscot River. No facilities, the sign announced, but thick bushes to pee behind and flat rocks to sit on. There’s been a lot of rain, Dad says, and the river was wild. Rosie wanted to swim but Mom said it’s treacherous and people die every year on that river. I pondered tomatoes as I ate my sandwich and swatted at black flies. I’ve never really thought about tomatoes before.

      After Mom’s dinnertime announcement, I spent hours on the phone with J. Hardly got any sleep because I couldn’t stop sobbing into Silverbutt’s fur. That’s another thing. We can’t bring my cat with us. I argued like crazy that cats are great in the country because they eat mice, right? Mom wouldn’t budge because Grandma doesn’t like cats and they might be a trigger for Rosie’s asthma. Personally, I’d rather have the cat. J stopped by just before we left this morning and took him, along with all his kitty stuff, promising to send photos. Mom said we’ll go to the library in the village once a week and use their computers. Once a fucking week!

      No phone. No iPad. No laptop. I brought them all anyway, because how could I not? Mom said we’ll get used to a post-digital world, reading real books, using paper maps, and learning the pleasure of writing—and receiving—real letters. Like that’s possible. Why not just give us a slide rule? Or an abacus? To add to the time warp, when we got into the car this morning Mom handed us each a small book with a lock and a tiny key on a leather strap. “You just write ‘Dear Diary’ and pour out your heart,” she said, “and it’s like writing to nobody and the whole world at the same time.” She said she had a diary like these when she was growing up and it saved her life.

      I look out the window at trees, trees, and more trees. No way a fucking diary can save mine.

      

      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      I’m the first to admit that we didn’t think this out very well.

      Marc and I have been talking for months about moving to his parents’ land in Maine, probably at the end of August. We mentioned it to the kids but didn’t push after Tillie’s emphatic ‘no fucking way’ response. Still, we didn’t renew the lease on our apartment and figured we’d move after summer camp, so we could all settle there before the new school year.

      Then the Canadian wildfires went crazy and the air in Brooklyn—never great—became so toxic that my sweet Rosie ended up admitted to the hospital. They sent her home after three days, but said she had to stay inside until the air cleared. Inside? How could we manage that with jobs and everything? It was the last straw. Marc thinks I’m overreacting, as usual. He wants to wait. For another hospitalization, or worse? Like it will all go away if he ignores it? I raged and insisted and here we are, climate refugees heading north.

      I hate that the kids will miss camp, not to mention losing all that tuition money. I hate springing this on them without warning. Most of all, I hate that Marc is furious with me, says I’m catastrophizing. I tried to tell him about the toxins in wildfire smoke, the benzene and formaldehyde and acrolein, worse than cigarettes, and they’re everywhere with the fires. He doesn’t want to hear it. He’s going along, reluctantly, but he's barely talking to me. Just makes a bad situation worse.

      With all this going on, it is hard to imagine anything less enjoyable than being in the car this morning with my silent and furious husband, our surly teenager, and the twins, one with her head stuck in a book and the other coughing. Then there’s the car. I miss our little bug, so perfect for Brooklyn. Easy to park, cheap to fuel, but a squeeze for five people for more than five minutes and barely enough trunk space for a family of mice. The beast of an SUV Marc brought home yesterday offends me—why not a plug-in hybrid?—though I get that it's probably the right car for rural Maine. More than anyone, Marc mourns the bug, and he blames me for that too. He bought that car second-hand in college and painted it all psychedelic—my sweetheart was always decades out of date—and babied it along all these years. When he got the job at the college and the dean suggested a more dignified image, Marc switched to a student parking lot. Dignity was never his strong suit.

      Tillie took one look at the new car and said, “That’s ass.” For those who don’t hang with teenagers, that’s not a compliment.

      Driving north for hours, Marc steers the tank on twisty roads, while Eloise devours a decades-old edition of the DeLorme Atlas and Gazetteer and Rosie writes in her new diary, chewing on the end of her pencil between coughs. Tillie mutters to herself, no doubt damning us all to hell for taking her away from everything important in her world, especially J. I admit to being a bit relieved to get Tillie away from her—their—influence. I sit in the passenger seat with the map of our new home state on my lap, trying to find our position along the route marked in yellow highlighter. When was the last time I used a paper map?

      “Where’s the turn?” Marc can’t keep the annoyance from his voice. “Do you want me to pull over and check the map?”

      “Coming up soon,” I say, but I’m thinking about our apartment in Brooklyn. My sister is probably there, packing our books to send to our new home and listing our furniture on Buy Nothing. By August the place must be ready for the next family to squeeze into 1000 square feet for an outrageous rent. Maine will be much more affordable. If we can find jobs.

      While I study the squiggly lines, trying to concentrate, Eloise looks up from the Gazetteer. “Did you know our new town only had 1053 residents at the last census?”

      “That’s half the size of my school.” Tillie’s voice oozes disdain.

      “It’s an adventure,” Eloise says mildly. She knows better than to engage Tillie.

      “Slow down.” I wave the map. “The turn is coming up. It’s confusing because the road keeps changing its name.”

      Marc forces a laugh. “If you’re confused, that means you don’t live around here and they don’t care if you get lost.”

      “Not very welcoming.” My turn to hide the irritation in my voice.

      “That’s Maine.”

      “According to the Gazetteer,” Eloise reads, “we’ll be centrally located. Just a few hours to Bangor, to the ocean, to Canada.”

      Brooklyn is centrally located. I was born there, grew up there, have always lived there. In our early days, Marc argued we should move to the island, but no way. Our compromise was to spend a month every summer with his parents in the old stone house that has been in his family for generations.

      “The river is famous for whitewater rafting.” Eloise shows the map to her sisters. “That’ll be fun.”

      Tillie slaps it away.

      “Tillie.” My reprimand is automatic and ignored.

      Marc insisted on naming our firstborn after Tillie Olsen. I wasn’t sure I wanted a verbal firebrand for our girl’s namesake, but what do you expect from a professor specializing in 20th century feminist short fiction? He says I should be grateful he didn’t lobby for Flannery or Grace. Tillie is cranky in the best of times, and this isn’t the best, for any of us.

      “Here’s the road,” I say with more pride than justified.

      As Marc makes the turn, I note the tension in his jaw. We argued about taking the kids from city schools after they lost so much with the pandemic. Rural schools were good enough for him, Marc insisted. Got him a good teaching job, which he has now left behind, thanks to me being a drama queen.

      After about ten miles, the road turns to gravel. From the directions Sadie sent, there are twenty-seven miles of this. The jouncing is bad enough that Eloise puts down the Gazetteer and covers her mouth with her hand.

      Tillie pinches her sister’s arm. “Don’t you dare barf.”

      “She can’t help it,” Rosie says.

      Tillie smacks Rosie’s shoulder. “You shut up! This is all your fault.”

      What have I done?

      

      
        
        Tillie

      

      

      Dear J,

      Don’t laugh.

      We got here yesterday afternoon, 24 hours, but I’m already desperate. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be caught dead writing a letter. On a piece of paper.  Can you believe I’ll put it in a banged-up old mailbox at the side of the road, put up the red flag, and the letter carrier will pick it up like pony express? A carrier pigeon would be quicker.

      I’m sitting in my third of our attic room, which is separated from the twins’ section by a bed sheet hanging from cobweb-decorated ceiling beams. The sheet has faded pink posies on it, but this is no garden. My bed is tucked under the eaves, a real head-banger. On my pillow, someone left an odd dog figure made from reddish clay. A terrier, I think, with droopy ears, a broken tail, and a sad expression. Grandma probably left it for me because she knows how much I miss my cat, but this is a pathetic substitute.

      I spent all day in the garden with Grandma and the twins, preparing the dirt for planting. Mom, who routinely killed every green thing she brought into our apartment, is lecturing Grandma about permaculture. She says it’s as old as the stars and as new as TikTok, which made me laugh because she’s an expert on social media? Like organic on steroids, she claims, except no chemicals so the steroids analogy is bogus. None of that matters because Grandma has had a garden every year since she was born, and Mom grew up in Brooklyn and knows nothing about growing stuff to eat, except what she teaches in her stupid biology classes. Taught.

      When my blisters started bleeding (okay, I might have picked at them), I got permission to come inside.

      The evil twins are still in the garden, happily arguing about how far apart to drop the spinach seeds and how deep, so I have this space to myself. Garretts are supposed to be charming and full of literary angst and promise, but this one is just hot. There’s no air. Mice or bats scratch and scurry in the walls.

      J, this is as bad as I thought it would be. We’re totally cut off from the world. How can people live this way? Maybe it’s worse than I thought. Apparently, we’re only Phase 1 of my grandmother’s plan to save the world. Once we’ve “settled in,” as Grandma put it last night, we’ll talk about how to gather the rest of the family. A glorious commune, she says. A shitshow, I say. My Aunt Lili is cool, and her wife loves to dance on the beach—and I mean really dance, wild and crazy and fun—and their kids are okay, but there’s no beach here and they’re so fucking California, you know?

      Here’s the thing: I’m going to die if I can’t talk to you. I miss you so much my chest is on fire. If I were home, I’d Google, “can a 15-year-old get a heart attack” but there’s no Google here, no Internet except at the library, which is in town almost 30 miles away. Grandma says they’re exploring getting fiber optic Internet but it’ll take a couple of years. In the meantime, we have to use the library Wi-Fi on Saturdays, if you can believe that. I’ll FaceTime you then, so please answer.

      And maybe, if it’s not too bad here, you’ll run away from Brooklyn and come live here with me? I could stand this place if you were here too.

      In the meantime, I’m dying. Asphyxiating. Drowning.

      

      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      Day two of our new lives. I am bone tired. Marc and I worked on our bedroom, putting up the outside walls, cutting out holes for windows. David helped us for a while but then he had to repair the chicken coop, again. He offered to take us into town tomorrow to buy a couple of combination windows, which he warned us would cost two arms and a leg.

      Resting on an Adirondack chair at the edge of the meadow, I’m trying to be Zen, all mindful breathing and calm. But my brain keeps slipping back to dinner last night, remembering how when we all get together around the dinner table, each of us turns into a cartoon parody of ourselves. Marc makes goofy jokes, which is marginally better than the silent treatment. Eloise hides one of my mother’s gardening books on her lap and tries to read without anyone noticing. Rosie stares into space and I worry if her lungs feel tight or she’s just off in the clouds again. She’s a dreamy child, with imaginary friends she calls her ghost friends. Tillie scowls and refuses to make eye contact with anyone. Marc’s parents make light conversation that ignores the herd of elephants crowding the room.

      Lying on our futon mattress last night, attempting to find a comfortable position with the fold-lump under our backs, Marc and I whispered about what we’ve done, what I’ve done, and how will we live up here? Are there teaching jobs? Are there colleges near here? Whatever “near” means in this world. Or maybe we should both apply to teach at the high school. Or online, maybe, but no. There’s no Wi-Fi. I can’t imagine spending a long Maine winter all cooped up in this little house, with no jobs and no Internet.

      This might have been a huge mistake, toxic wildfire air or not.

      I swat mosquitoes, acknowledge my failure in the mindful breathing schtick, and go inside. I sneak my cell phone out of the suitcase and walk down the gravel road toward town, holding the phone high above my head in search of a signal. A caricature, right? No luck, so I walk back and use the house landline to call my sister in Brooklyn. I stretch the curly cord to its max to reach into the bathroom for privacy, like I did at home as a teenager, worried that the tension would rip the phone off the wall mount. I can barely talk though, just sob. When I emerge from the bathroom, Tillie is leaning against the wall opposite the door. Watching me.

      “I thought landline calls were too expensive,” she says. Not unkindly, for once.

      “How about we can each make one call,” I suggest. “To ease the transition.”

      

      
        
        Sadie

      

      

      Something is not right. Marc and Evelyn barely talk to each other. I can’t help worrying that it’s my fault, bringing them here. I know that’s crazy; they’re adults who make their own choices. But I worry. Scientists say we carry trauma in our DNA and I believe that’s true. My cells carry all the catastrophes of my people, going back forever. So Marc must inherit that genetic scar tissue too. Are we enriched by the chemicals of our histories circulating through our bodies, or hamstrung by them?

      Worrying, I do the unforgivable mother/grandmother thing. When sweet Rosie and I are cuddled up on the porch swing after dinner, I ask her what’s going on.

      “It’s my fault,” she whispers. “I got sick and had to go to the hospital and Mom got really scared but Dad didn’t want to come here. Now they’re mad at each other.”

      “Of course it’s not your fault, Rosie,” I say, tucking her comment away to consider later. Rosie is an odd child, always has been, and her observations are often eerily spot-on.

      David and I talk about it later in our bedroom, our voices hushed. Sound travels in nonlinear ways out here in the country, words riding small breezes out one window and in through another. Marc was never that interested in talking to us. Evelyn is usually more forthcoming, but now she’s uncommunicative too.

      I spend the day in the garden with my granddaughters. Last week I borrowed a tractor from our neighbor to triple the size of the garden, leaving the shovel and hand work to do together. When the twins get bored, I start them planting seeds. Tillie works hard for about two hours, then makes her hands bleed to get out of doing more. I remind her about wearing garden gloves, but she just tosses me that look, perfected by generations of teenage girls. Tillie reminds me of myself at that age and I ache for her, remembering the depths that roil under that hostile expression. My Lili perfected the look too, and it makes me miss my California daughter. I’ve been trying to convince her to move here next year—at least visit this summer.

      By late afternoon, I can’t ignore the ache in my back. I stow the garden tools and persuade the twins to help me make dinner. We chop onions and carrots and add them to the Dutch oven. Then I take two chickens from the fridge.

      “They’re not Grandpa’s, are they?” Eloise asks, clasping her hands behind her back.

      “No,” I promise her. “Our chickens are for eggs. These come from the grocery store.”

      Her expression says she wants to believe me. She decides to help Rosie with the salad.

      I don’t have a clue what my son feels, working like a demon on winterizing the porch, making conversation impossible. And Evelyn seems so lost, the kids too, mourning their Brooklyn life. Was it the right thing to do? Moving here and gathering our family? I don’t know.

      But we will make this work. Because we must. 

      

      
        
        Tillie

      

      

      J? Please pick up. I know you don’t recognize this number—my grandma’s landline—but please-please-please answer the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “How’d you know it was me?”

      “Area code for Maine. 207. I Googled it.”

      “Can you imagine living without Google? Or texting?”

      “An adventure?”

      “More like being banished to a prison island, like being dead.”

      “Come on, can’t be that bad. It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

      “I guess. But listen, my mom is going to apply for a teaching job. It was bad enough having her teach in the Brooklyn system. Here, it would be in my school.”

      “Ouch. Brutal.”

      “How’s Silverbutt?”

      “So fine. I love him.”

      “Does he miss me?”

      “He hasn’t said.”

      “Ha! So what’s happening?

      “Nothing much.”

      “How’s the air?”

      “Still bad. The sky is yellow.”

      “Is Brooklyn under water yet?”

      “No, but the subways are flooded. The whole F line.”

      “No shit! From rising seas?”

      “Nah, from a wicked thunderstorm yesterday.”

      “Oh.”

      “It was bad. We had to take the bus.”

      “We who? Who are you hanging with? I’ve only been gone two days.”

      “You’re still my bae. But I rode to school with Maggie and Sari. You want me to be alone all the time?”

      Yes, I want to say. Be miserable and lonely like I am. Instead, I swallow hard and whisper, “Gotta go. It’s dinner time. Love you.”

      I end the call, feeling worse than before. No one sees me leave the bathroom and slip out the back door. Black flies usually drive me crazy, but I barely notice them. I walk along the road, kicking up gravel so hard it stings my bare legs.

      

      
        
        Evelyn

      

      

      David drives Eloise and me to the building supply store. Eloise reads from the Gazetteer as we bounce along the rutted road.

      “The Meetinghouse was built in 1800 and is an excellent example of a rural Gothic Revival church.” Eloise pauses. “Sounds cool, Mom. Can we go there?”

      “Sure, sweetie. After we get settled a bit.”

      It's hard to imagine being settled here. There’s so much to do. New schools and jobs and dentists and doctors. Omigod, where’s the closest hospital, in case Rosie has another bad attack? Probably hours away.

      What have I done?

      We buy the windows and Eloise chooses the paint for our new bedroom, a mauve shade that matches her dreamy personality more than Marc’s or mine. My father-in-law already purchased most of the supplies to winterize the porch but didn’t want to decide on color.

      Driving back, I ask David about schools, where Marc and I should go to find out about teaching jobs. He seems surprised.

      “You don’t have to find work right away,” he says. “We can feed you.”

      “Thank you, but we’ve got to register the girls. And we’ll need work. Otherwise, we’ll drive you and Sadie nuts.”

      Eloise interrupts. “Guess what? In October 2010, a man named Anders Olafson caught a rainbow trout in the Penobscot River weighing 8.42 pounds, breaking the record. Have you caught rainbow trout, Grandpa?”

      “Sure, El. But never that big.”

      After we unload our purchases, I slip out the back door and take the path down to the pond. Despite everything hasty and distressing about this move, despite missing the bustle and familiarity of our old neighborhood, the earthy aroma of sprouting greens and the buzz of insects and the deep blue of the pond invite me to breathe and relax. I sit on a rock at the edge of the water, watching a family of ducks in the reeds. My mind wanders between Marc, Tillie, jobs, and telling myself not to waste this precious time alone worrying.

      Ten minutes later, I hear rustling on the path and then my mother-in-law’s voice.

      “May I join you?” Sadie sits before I can answer. There goes my moment of peace and solitude.

      “Are you and Marc okay?” she asks after a moment. “He doesn’t talk to me.”

      “He’s not talking to me much either.” My voice cracks. I turn my head to watch a duck dive, tail feathers pointing to the sky. “He’s really pissed that I insisted we leave the city immediately. Thinks I overreacted. Maybe I did. This move is really hard on the girls.”

      “Kids are pretty resilient.” Sadie is silent for a few moments. “Do you ever regret your decision to have children? Because of climate change?”

      Her question surprises me. I feel myself tighten up, getting defensive. “You had kids,” I say. “Which is a very good thing for Marc. And me.”

      “Good for all of us,” she says, her voice soft. “I have often wondered if David and I knew, when we were young, how bad things would get, if we would have chosen not to have kids.”

      “I always wanted children,” I say. “Marc too. Even knowing what we knew. Maybe that’s selfish of us, but would you prefer not to have your grandchildren in your life?”

      The ducks look at us as if they’re waiting for the answer.

      “Of course not,” Sadie says quickly. “And if I’m being honest with myself, I know I would have had kids anyway too. Family is more important to me than anything. I adore the girls.”

      “Tillie’s hard to adore now, but she will be again, some day. If we all survive.” I hesitate. I’ve always admired my mother-in-law, but our relationship is complicated. Sadie resents that I displaced her in Marc’s affections, but isn’t that the normal way of things?

      “Maybe it was selfish,” I admit.” I had a pretty good idea that climate catastrophe was on our doorstep. “Not having kids because of what was coming would have felt like we were giving up, accepting that it’s hopeless. I couldn’t bear that.”

      “So,” Sadie says slowly. “We keep abusing the earth and things keep getting worse.”

      “I know,” I say. “Half my friends fly all over the world, clueless about their carbon footprint, and the other half are so judgy I can’t stand it.”

      Sadie nods. “So we keep protesting and petitioning and writing letters to the editor and doing civil disobedience, decade after decade. And having kids and driving cars.”

      “You know what Tillie would say to that,” I offer with a lopsided smile.

      “Thirty years of blah, blah, blah,” we quote in unison.

      

      The ducks climb the grassy bank and waddle out of sight. I look across the pond into the deep northern forest and try not to be paralyzed by my fears. Partly about trying to make a life for ourselves in the middle of nowhere. But mostly about all of us on this beautiful burning, drowning, dying planet.

      “Are we nuts?” I think about the disconnect between knowledge and despair. I miss Brooklyn but I want my daughters to have a chance at a full life. “We didn’t bail after 9/11 and we didn’t flee during Covid, but smoke poisons the air and we’re outta there?”

      Sadie touches my hand. I decide to take it as an apology of sorts and smile at her.

      What I want to know is this: if an ordinary middle-class American family can be climate refugees, how can anyone on Earth be safe?

      

      
        
        Sadie

      

      

      Saturday morning is warm as we prepare the soil and plant seeds. The electrician installed the wiring yesterday, so Marc and Evelyn finish the drywall. In a day or two, they'll paint that soft mauve color. They seem a little less angry with each other, but I still have no idea what’s going on. Give them space, I tell myself. Space is the only way to do this. But my conversation with Evelyn by the pond replays in my head, over and over. About children and hope.

      This morning David went grocery shopping, Tillie and Rosie and I work in the garden, and Eloise reads to us from the Gazetteer. Got to expand that girl’s reading material, which is the plan for the afternoon. Our first outing to the town library.

      “Did you know that Benedict Arnold and his army were in Maine?” Eloise pushes her bangs out of her eyes as we gather our garden tools.  “They had to carry their boats around the falls.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I say.

      I wonder where the closest haircut place is. My hair is long and David goes to the barber in town. I bet the girls are used to a salon or something fancy.

      “Why don’t you girls take a break, go inside, and make lemonade?” I need a break. “It’s almost lunch time.”

      The twins wash their hands at the pump, kick off their muddy clogs, and go into the kitchen. Tillie hangs back. When we’re alone, she takes the terracotta terrier from her pocket and places it on a mound of earth.

      “Did you leave this on my pillow, Grandma?”

      “I thought you’d like it.” I get up from the ground with difficulty and point at the porch swing.

      “I do. Sort of.” Tillie strokes the dog’s stiff clay hair.  “What’s it about?”

      I pause for a moment before answering. “It’s a bisque piece. Half-fired, but never glazed. I don’t know who made it, but my sister-in-law Liz, Emma’s mom, found it in a potter's cottage on the island.”

      “How come I never met her?”

      “She never lived on the island. Liz married my brother after he moved to Boston. Alan died young, and Liz was devastated. On a visit, Liz found the terrier and carried it in her breast pocket, like a talisman or mascot. She believed it brought her a second chance at life.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      Suddenly, I need to speak honestly to my prickly granddaughter. From my heart. “Our people escaped ethnic violence in Europe. They built a life on the island and expected to be safe, but now that’s in danger. You work hard all your life and you think you know how things will go. And then things happen, like losing people or they do things you don’t understand, and the Earth is in big trouble with floods and fires and the pandemic, and I have this awful feeling that it’s going to get a lot worse. None of the stuff you expected for your life is happening and you don’t know how to make things right.”

      Tillie looks at me without a flicker of understanding in her eyes. Why am I talking like this to a 15-year-old? I force a laugh.

      “I’m just blithering, sweetheart.” I squeeze her hand. “I’m tired. Let’s get that lemonade.

      Tillie doesn’t smile.  “And you think I need him? The bisque doggie?”

      “Do you?”

      Tillie shrugs, picks up the terrier, and puts him into her breast pocket. I follow her into the house, hoping I’ve done the right thing.

      

      
        
        Tillie

      

      

      Dear Diary,

      I give up. Give in. A week here and I’m writing in this stupid book. I’m pathetic.

      I hate it here. If there was a way to run away home, I would do it in a minute. But according to the map, it’s over twenty miles to the blacktop and ten more to the bus station in town. If I even had money for a ticket.

      This afternoon we’ll drive into town to the library. I wrote J that I’d FaceTime, but I don’t know if they got the letter. I miss them so much, and my sweet kitty too. Maybe they’ve both already forgotten me.

      I need to get books on different species of tomatoes and see what’ll grow here. Who knew there were so many kinds of tomato plants? Grandma told me there’s 4-H at the high school. Funny how something I wouldn’t be caught dead doing at home might be barely acceptable in this place. Last night I asked her if there was a climate catastrophe group at the high school.

      “Catastrophe?” she asked.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she admitted. “It is. For my island, for sure.”

      “Maybe like the kids who dress all in red and disrupt traffic? Not that there’s any traffic here. I’d join any kind of climate group, probably.”

      She said maybe I’d have to start one.

      On Monday, we’ll go to the local school and register for next year. I can’t imagine school without J.

      “You’ll make new friends here,” Mom promises.

      There’s no one like J.

      Speaking of people who need a friend, Mom seems lost. When she’s not working her butt off, she stares off into nothing, like she’s caught Rosie’s spaciness. I get that she’s upset. Dad’s really pissed at her and I think she might worry that she did the wrong thing, insisting we leave right away. She should’ve listened to me.

      My only friend here is this half-baked clay terrier. He goes everywhere with me, riding in my shirt pocket. He’s used to that, from Liz, who had him before me. Our favorite place is the pond. Not the flat rocks at the end of the path where everyone goes. If you turn right and follow the reeds along the shore, there’s a trickle of water from the hills and that leads to a mossy area. We sit there, the clay doggie and me, mostly in comfortable silence, but sometimes I talk to him. I tell him about wildfires and methane gas and rising sea levels, about my parents barely speaking to each other, about feeling like I’m drowning, like the island Grandma misses so much.

      Sometimes, that drowning feeling is so strong that the world—my attic garrett or my mossy place—starts to melt, to be all fluid and wavy and wrong. Like I'm going to faint, or maybe there is another dimension trying to get through with something important to tell me. Something disastrous. When that happens, I hold the clay doggie next to my heart and close my eyes and the feeling passes.

      Grandma says that the doggie is fragile because he’s only half-fired. She suggested I repair his broken tail, glaze him, and fire him in the art room at the high school. But he doesn’t feel fragile to me. He feels strong. Besides, cousin Liz left him like this and I agree.

      I like him just the way he is.
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