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      The best day of Amanda’s life was also the worst for her career. She went into labor and lost her sense of self in one fell swoop. 

      Amanda felt her first contraction at the Sheridan House. She’d heaved herself over a cushioned porch chair with a bowl of popcorn and a large bottle of water to watch the seagulls caw over the sound. Max, now three, terrorized the yard in front of the porch, whacking anything he could with a stick, including trees, stones, and the porch railing. Amanda had agreed to watch him while Audrey finished a big story for a magazine upstairs. Being the size of a beached whale meant she couldn’t be as hands-on as Max wanted. “Auntie Amanda!” he called many times. “Come play!” 

      That was when the contraction shot through her. It was like someone reached into her body and squeezed as tightly as they could. She gasped and winced and waited. Although she’d already read sixteen baby books about labor, delivery, and the first few weeks of childcare, her mind went blank. She wasn’t ready for this! 

      Audrey heard her from upstairs and burst out through the back door. “Is it happening?” 

      The contraction faded just then. More were around the corner, though. Amanda could sense it. 

      “What was it they said?” Amanda muttered. “We go to the hospital when the contractions are how far apart?” 

      Why couldn’t Amanda remember a single fact about this huge momentous occasion? She was Amanda Harris. She’d graduated at the top of her glass at Rutgers Law School. She could speed-read at a 90 percent comprehension rate. Why had this biological process destroyed her intellect? 

      Audrey wasn’t used to Amanda not knowing things. “Um? I think like five minutes apart?” 

      “Didn’t you already do this? Why don’t you remember?” Amanda asked, then hated herself for snapping. Fear was a horrible emotion. It made you into a monster. 

      Immediately, she added, “I’m sorry. I’m just scared.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” 

      Audrey hurried down the steps to pick up Max and take him back inside to prop him in front of the television. She returned with Amanda’s favorite baby book about labor and delivery, Fig Newtons, and her cell phone. 

      “You should keep working,” Amanda rasped. “You have a deadline.”

      “So do you,” Audrey shot back with a laugh. “And yours is more important than mine.” 

      A few minutes after the third contraction rattled through Amanda, she got ahold of her husband. Sam was the manager at the Sunrise Cove Inn. Although it was only April, tourist season loomed over them, ever approaching, and he had many plans for the upcoming season that kept him at the inn for long hours. “I want to get as much done as I can before the baby comes,” he’d said many times. 

      When Sam learned Amanda was in labor, his voice jumped up an octave and fell back down. “Okay! Okay. It’s okay. We’re going to have a baby, Amanda! I love you so much!” 

      Amanda beamed and winced and brought her hands into fists. This was what they wanted. They were building their family. 

      “I’ll wrap everything up here and come pick you up,” Sam promised. 

      Amanda thanked him, put down the phone, then squeezed Audrey’s hand so hard during the next contraction that Audrey turned the color of a cucumber. 

      “Dang, Amanda. Do you lift weights?” Audrey quipped as the contraction faded. 

      Amanda sputtered with relief after the wave of pain. “You better be glad I don’t.” 

      Up at the hospital, Amanda was given a beautiful room with a view of the Vineyard Sound. It was early afternoon, and the April light shimmered across the water and lit up the swell of grass outside. Nurses buzzed in and out to make sure she was comfortable and checked her stats. Sam was all set up beside her, smiling goofily between contractions. Amanda’s mother, Susan, arrived not long after that, looking more frantic than Amanda had seen her in years. It took a great deal to rattle Susan Sheridan. Childbirth was no joke. Amanda was a realist, and she knew things went wrong all the time. She also knew that because it was her first, labor could last ten, fifteen, or even up to twenty-four hours. She tried to think of it like a marathon. She had to pace herself. 

      Aunt Christine and Aunt Lola came up to the hospital soon after. They were ladened with snacks and drinks, smiling prettily. Christine carried her toddler Mia on her hip and said very nice things about labor, like, “It’ll be a breeze for you, Amanda. You’re so strong.” Amanda didn’t believe her at all, but it was still nice to hear. The overwhelming love and support in the Sheridan family was unmatched elsewhere. Sometimes, it was difficult for Amanda to remember the time “before.” Before Susan returned to Martha’s Vineyard to make amends with Grandpa Wes, they’d learned Grandpa Wes hadn’t been the one to have anything to do with Grandma Anna passing so long ago. Before the family had fallen into the warm embrace of countless dinners, celebrations, weddings, and births. 

      Sometime before six that evening, Amanda did something stupid. She looked at her phone. 

      In her inbox was an official-looking email from the Massachusetts Board of Bar Overseers. Amanda frowned. Was this really the time to read this? 

      “Your brother sends his love,” Amanda’s mother said from the window, where she sorted a few bouquets that others had brought to brighten up the room. “I’m sure they’ll come out to visit this month. Everyone will want to meet the new baby!” 

      Amanda’s heart thudded. “Yeah. Can’t wait to see him.”

      She clicked on the email and read: 

      Dear Attorney Amanda Harris,

      It has come to our attention that you have violated the state-mandated rules that ensure all attorneys in the State of Massachusetts uphold their commitment to law and morality above all things. 

      We have decided to suspend your license to practice law for the time being. This is subject to reassessment after a period of twelve months. 

      Regards, 

      Massachusetts Board of Bar Overseers

      Amanda gasped and dropped her phone just as another contraction swelled over her belly and across her lower back. The agony and confusion created a perfect storm. When the contraction subsided, she burst into tears and scrunched her face. 

      “Honey! It’s okay!” Susan cried. She wrapped her arms around Amanda and cradled her hair. “I know you’re scared, but you’re healthy. The baby’s healthy. And everyone you love is right here.” 

      All Amanda could think about right now was the tremendous amount of energy, time, and worry she’d spent on the law. She’d worked tirelessly through undergrad to follow in her parents’ footsteps. The admittance to Rutgers Law School had fit securely within the story she was telling herself, one in which her ex-fiancé and Amanda got married, had babies, and worked as a criminal justice lawyer in Newark. 

      Last year, she’d begun taking her own clients. Everything had gone smoothly. Almost everything. 

      “It’s not that,” Amanda gasped. “I mean, it is. I’m terrified of labor and delivery and all the pain that’s coming. Don’t get me wrong.” She dried her face with the bedsheet. Was she too embarrassed to show Susan the email? Was it proof Amanda wasn’t good enough to work at her mother’s law firm? 

      “Just look,” Amanda said, handing her mother the phone. 

      Susan read the email. Her face echoed confusion, then surprise, then shock, then anger. She glowered. 

      “It’s that kid, isn’t it?” Susan spat. 

      Amanda filled her lungs and held her breath. She felt another contraction around the corner and gripped the bedsheets to brace herself. 

      “His parents,” Susan said. “Those uber-rich, old-moneyed Nantucketers. They were always so keen to brag that they knew the governor. That he came over for dinner sometimes.” Susan’s face was blood red. She burst to her feet, still clutching Amanda’s phone. “They can’t get away with this,” she said. “They are entirely outside the law, asking the governor to pull strings like this. They’re playing this like mobsters.” 

      Sam returned with a cup of coffee and a bag of croissants. Sensing the shift in mood, he stalled in the doorway and blinked at Susan, then Amanda with confusion. A contraction wrapped around Amanda’s back and made her feel genuinely possessed by a demon for the span of it. She felt the baby clambering for light. She wanted to tell the baby, “Not now. I have so much to deal with.” 

      “What did I miss?” Sam asked after the contraction faded. 

      “Nothing,” Amanda said, not wanting to get into it. “Mom’s just trying to distract me.” 

      Susan looked grim. Her chin quivered. 

      Amanda had read numerous books written by and for working mothers about how to juggle their professional careers with motherhood. How to ensure you don’t get left behind in the workforce when you have a baby. How to maintain emotional connections with your children when you can’t always be there. “Women can have it all in 2024,” an essay said, “but just not everything at the same time. It takes balance. Organization.” And that was something Amanda knew about herself. Generally, she was organized and didn’t make mistakes. 

      But this situation was much bigger than her. And she had no idea if her career would survive.
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      Wes Sheridan was back in his element. Dressed in a suit jacket and a button-down with a pair of corduroy pants, he manned the front desk of the Sunrise Cove Inn, greeting guests, giving advice, and smiling till his cheeks hurt. It wasn’t often that Sam asked him to take over. But today was different. Today, Wes would have a brand-new great-grandbaby. 

      Wes wasn’t afraid to announce that to anyone who cared to listen. “My granddaughter is at the hospital right now,” he sang. “They’re going to text me as soon as it happens. But you know how these things go. It could be tomorrow till the baby’s here.” 

      One of the guests, Frank Halibut, had been coming to the Sunrise Cove Inn nearly every April since Wes could remember. Anna used to call him “Frank Fish,” which made Frank wallop with laughter. These were the memories of Anna that Wes liked the most. The silly, innocuous ones. The ones that reminded him why he’d fallen in love with her in the first place before everything had crumbled. 

      Frank came downstairs around four to rap his knuckles on the counter and say hello. 

      “There he is! Frank Fish,” Wes said. “How is your trip so far?” 

      “You know I can’t get enough of this place,” Frank said. “It’s heaven on earth.”

      “I always tell you the same thing. Move here. You’d be welcome.” 

      Frank blushed. Like Wes, he’d lost his wife many years ago. Also, like Wes, he had a tremendously large family back in Providence, grandchildren and great-grandchildren he doted on. He couldn’t leave them for good. 

      But instead of no, Frank just said, “Maybe one of these days.” 

      From downstairs came the sound of the motor. It was sharp in Wes’s ear, and he winced. 

      “What’s all that racket?” Frank asked. 

      Wes laughed. “I told you my granddaughter’s husband took over the inn, right?” 

      “Is that him downstairs? Is he digging to China?” 

      “He hired a construction firm to build a swanky new spa downstairs,” Wes said. “They just started but aim to complete everything before the height of tourist season. I don’t know the first thing about building a spa, but that sounds quick to me.” 

      “They’ve got all this new technology now,” Frank said with a wave of his hand. “But I’ll tell you, Wes. I have no use for a spa.” 

      Wes leaned toward him and stage-whispered, “Don’t worry. Even if the price goes up for everyone else, it won’t for you. You’re a part of the Sunrise Cove family.” 

      Frank smiled in a way that allowed you to see how he’d looked as a younger man—filled with light and his entire life ahead of him. It was like a blink’s worth of time travel. 

      “Tell me,” Frank said. “Did your new manager ask your permission to build that spa downstairs?” 

      Frank was curious about how much power Wes had over the Sunrise Cove these days. 

      “He did,” Wes said. At least, he was pretty sure Sam had. He needed to check his ledgers—in which he wrote down everything that happened to him as a way to stall his dementia—to be sure. “I told him it was a great idea.” He continued to lie. “Inspired. I’m an old man these days. What do I know about the next wave of the tourist industry?” 

      “If you’re old, I’m ancient,” Frank joked. He was probably two years older than Wes, but his faculties remained intact. Wes sometimes struggled with his envy that other people were allowed all of their memories. 

      “I almost forgot to ask,” Wes said. “Did you get my invitation?” 

      “I did,” Frank said. “You’re getting married again!” 

      Wes felt like a lit-up Christmas tree every time he thought about it. “Not long now! My niece Charlotte is planning every minute detail. You wouldn’t believe it. Beatrice and I must have tasted seventeen different cakes.”

      “That’s the kind of planning I could get behind,” Frank said. “Consider this my RSVP.” 

      Wes laughed. “I’ll pass it along to the organizers. They told me I just have to put on a suit and show up. I’ll be the guy at the front.” Before he forgot, Wes scribbled in his notebook: FRANK - YES - WEDDING. That kind of fact would go right out of his head. 

      Frank belly laughed as, downstairs, the motor rang and roared. It sounded like a drill of some kind. Sam had said something about knocking down the basement wall and digging from the side to create an underground oasis. It had been miraculous to the builders that nothing plumbing-related was in the earth on that end of the inn. 

      Frank stepped out for an afternoon walk with a promise to eat dinner with Wes that night at the Sunrise Cove Bistro. Wes’s son-in-law, Zach, was one of the best chefs on the island. It was a struggle for Wes to resist his buttery salmon, his thick and creamy mashed potatoes, and his Mediterranean-inspired dishes heavy with garlic. Zach and Christine’s love blossomed after years of thinking of one another as enemies. They’d fallen for each other in that very kitchen. It was fit for a romance novel. 

      The motor cut out downstairs. Wes assumed the construction crew had finished for the day. It was nearly five, and he hadn’t heard much of anything from the hospital crew in a few hours. He thrummed with a mix of fear and excitement. 

      A construction worker appeared at the top of the basement stairs and removed his hard hat. His face was coated in dust, and his eyes stirred with questions. He was looking at Wes as though he expected something from him. Had Wes forgotten something? Was he supposed to help somehow? Letting people down without knowing was one of the worst parts of dementia. 

      “Mr. Sheridan?” the construction worker began. “Do you have time to take a look at something downstairs?” 

      Wes brightened. He hadn’t done anything wrong!

      “Sure,” Wes said. “Let’s go.” He propped up a sign on the front desk that said, “Be Right Back!” then followed the worker down the rickety staircase to the basement. Sam had said something about re-doing these stairs, too, hadn’t he? Spa people wouldn’t stand for it. The Google reviews would destroy them. 

      Downstairs was clearly a construction zone. There was dust and rubble everywhere. A few construction workers stood around in big blue jumpsuits and put their hands on their hips. One of them was on the phone, saying, “That’s what I said, Roger. We can’t go on.” 

      The construction worker who’d led Wes downstairs had a name tag that read Conor. He brought Wes up to the cinder-block wall, where the team had drilled a hole approximately four feet wide by four feet tall. On the other side of the wall were very old wooden slats, green with moss and mold. It looked like the wall of a log cabin. Wes put his hand on the ancient wood and inhaled the smell of earth and age. 

      “We don’t know what it is yet,” the construction worker explained. “But we’re worried about it.”

      Wes twisted to gape at him. “Worried?” None of this made any sense to him. He’d basically been raised in the Sunrise Cove. He’d worked here nearly every day of his life. It felt impossible there was something about the inn he’d never known about. 

      “Listen,” the worker said, then knocked on the wood with his knuckles. There was a hollow sound, proof of air beyond the wall. “We think there’s a room back there.” 

      Wes stared at him. His blood pressure spiked. Was he dreaming? There were too many strange factors at play. Frank Fish was here. Amanda was having a baby. Wes was getting married. There was a secret room downstairs. Maybe none of it was real. 

      “Massachusetts is chock-full of historical sites,” the construction worker said. He talked as though this sort of thing happened to him daily. “We’re taught to immediately stop working and call in a historian so as not to damage anything. We have to preserve what’s left behind, you know?” 

      Wes felt himself smile. He dropped his shoulders and studied the wall, behind which was a tremendous secret. He was nearly seventy-three years old. He hadn’t assumed he could still be surprised. 

      “How about that?” he said finally, then laughed. The construction workers joined in behind him, cackling together beneath the earth. There was so much they didn’t understand about the past or the future. But one thing was clear—everyone loved a mystery. They were on the brink of something enormous. Something life-altering. Something much better than a silly spa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From the Diary of Martha Smith

        November 16, 1863

      

      

      Nothing prepares you for walking all night in the frigid north. Thousands of stars spackle the night sky, and I crave their heat. I imagine them dropping out of the sky to warm me. My belly is big and pregnant and heavier every day. Everything I eat goes to it. The rest of me is skin and bones—tender sticks. 

      The most difficult part of the journey, besides the baby and the fear and the darkness, is the trust you have to have for the ones who guide you. It is not as though we come from a world where we learned how to trust. 

      Tonight, we took a boat across a frothing ocean. It was my first time on the water like that, and I wept quietly throughout the entire trip. I do not know how to swim. Neither does Virgil nor my sister Jane. If we tipped over, we were doomed. By the grace of God, we made it. And now we are here. 

      From a distance, the house looks massive—three stories along the water with a wraparound porch. A single lantern hung near the door, beaming its orange warmth. This is always our indicator. Here is someplace safe. As we neared it, the worst pain I’ve ever felt shot through my lower belly and across my back, and I fell to my knees. The pain left as quickly as it came. When I regained consciousness, I found Jane and Virgil on either side of me. Their eyes were wide with concern. They were worried about me but also about getting to the house before the sun rose. 

      It occurred to me that I’d wanted to flee because of the baby. But because of the baby, I might not make it all the way to Canada. To freedom. 

      Virgil half carried me to the door, where we were immediately ushered inside and brought downstairs. Everything was frantic. Another spasm of pain crept toward me. I could feel it, so I didn’t focus too hard on the faces or whispered names. It was always this way when we were received. We were taken in and shoved in a room somewhere so that if someone had followed, they wouldn’t be able to find us. This particular room is hidden behind a thick wooden wall that has a sort of trapdoor that allows entry and exit. I assume you can’t really see it from the outside. I hope you can’t. 

      That’s what I mean about trust. You have to trust that people have arranged a safe house for you. That it’s safe enough. But nothing is ever safe on the road. 

      Virgil doesn’t want to believe I’m fully in labor. I write this between contractions. When the pain comes, I put a rag in my mouth and heave through the pain. I cannot make a sound. If we’re too loud, there’s a risk the people upstairs will throw us out. They can’t risk it. There’s no telling who’s followed us from the South or what kind of demons have come to drag us back home. 

      I know I’ll need help soon. I know the baby will scream and cry and put is all in danger. But I can’t help but feel a strange shimmer of hope. My baby will be born in a free world. My baby will not be a slave.
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        Present Day

      

      

      A few hours after Amanda’s career crumbled, she had to get serious about the next phase of her life. Squeezing Sam’s hand with her left and Susan’s with her right, she scrunched her face and pushed with all her might until her baby appeared. At the sound of the first cry, Amanda spasmed with relief. 

      “It’s a girl!” the nurse announced. 

      Susan cried quietly and kissed Amanda on the cheek. “You did so good, honey.” 

      Amanda laughed and opened her arms for her daughter. She was the tiniest thing she’d ever seen with jet-black hair and pink skin and fingers like flower petals. This had been the source of her ten months of acid reflux and vomiting and sleepless nights. As a swell of love came over her, she thought, it was worth it. It was all worth it. 

      Susan left Mom and Dad to enjoy their first moments with their baby alone. For the time being, Amanda forgot all about her suspended legal license. She kissed Sam, kissed her baby’s toes. She mumbled about how exhausted she was and burst into laughter that made her cry again. 

      “You look so beautiful right now,” Sam said, then snapped a photograph and showed it to her. She looked tired and slightly sweaty and happier than she’d ever been. 

      Another version of Amanda might have demanded Sam delete it. She might have quickly done her makeup and asked for another. But Amanda was a mom now. She wanted to live in the moment of this first impossible love. 

      “I thought you were going to faint,” Amanda teased Sam after the initial shock fell away. “You were really pale.”

      “I’m not as strong as you. That’s obvious,” Sam said. 

      “I think she’s probably having the weirdest day of all of us,” Amanda said of her daughter. 

      “Poor little baby,” Sam agreed. “We’ll protect you. We’ll make you comfy and safe.” 

      Amanda’s heart swelled. “Do you have that list handy?” 

      “The name list?”

      “The dreaded name list.” Amanda laughed. They’d bickered playfully about baby names for the duration of the pregnancy. Amanda wanted something classic like Sarah or Katherine or Annabelle, while Sam wanted something a bit more modern and unique. 

      “We’ve deleted almost everything on it,” Sam said, bringing up the list on his phone. 

      “What’s left?” 

      “Just one,” Sam said. “Genevieve.” 

      “Oh!” Amanda remembered now. Genevieve was her pick. The name was taken from the patron saint of Paris from the fifth century. It meant “fair one.” 

      “It’s a big name for such a little girl,” Sam said. 

      “She’ll grow into it.”

      “I hope I can spell it,” Sam joked. 

      Genevieve, the baby girl, let out a coo and wrapped her hand around one of Amanda’s fingers. 

      “Welcome to the world, Genevieve,” Sam said. “It’s better with you in it.”
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      Grandpa Wes came to the hospital the following morning to meet Genevieve. His cheeks were shiny red apples as he held her and whispered sweet things. Amanda sat on the hospital bed, still feeling as though she’d been torn up and stitched back together again, but she smiled in a way that hurt her face. 

      “She’s perfect, Amanda,” Grandpa said as he handed her back gently. “Congratulations.” 

      Grandpa Wes looked hesitant. He laced his fingers together and set his hands on his stomach. Sam arched his brow as the silence filled the room. 

      “I have some news,” Grandpa Wes said. 

      Just then, the hospital door opened with more Sheridans. Christine and Lola had gone for coffee; Audrey had a big bag of bagels and another of cream cheeses. Beatrice waved from the waiting room behind them; she’d wanted to give Grandpa Wes space to meet his great-granddaughter alone. Amanda waved her in, too. 

      “What a crew!” Lola cried as she sat in one of the plastic chairs by the wall. 

      “Genevieve already knows we travel in packs,” Susan said, bringing up the rear and shutting the door behind her. 

      “She’s already one of us,” Lola agreed. 

      “Grandpa was about to tell us something,” Amanda said. 
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