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Chapter One
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Five Years before the Return to Bar Harbor

Nicole Harvey Baxter was forty years old and had long ago come to the conclusion that “reaching for her dreams” was a concept for other people, not her. Her husband, Michael often referred to people who went after their hopes and visions as “silly” and “delusional.” “She must have a whole lot of money to throw around,” he’d said of Nicole’s old friend who’d spontaneously gone to art school. “Does he realize nobody’s impressed with his antics?” he’d said of another friend who’d gotten into sailing later in life. Nicole had wanted to be a chef since her early high school days. So what? She was a marketing executive; it paid the bills and garnered respect. What else could she possibly want? And it wasn’t like Michael would have supported her dreams, anyway. 

On August 22nd, the day of her long-time husband’s birthday, she made up her mind to do something a tiny bit different. She longed to wade through the eight-hour process of preparing a decadent, French-inspired four-course meal if only to prove it to herself that she could. Perhaps Michael would look at her with those sterling blue eyes and say something like, “You know what, Nicole? Maybe you should try and pursue this path. You’ve got some real talent, honey.” And it would be all the better because it was his forty-second birthday, something meant for celebration and indulgence. When she’d called off of work that morning, she’d just told them she was sick with a cold. For one day and one day only, her clients would have to take care of themselves. 

But what would it be? Duck? Yes, duck. French Honey-Lacquered Duck Breast, perhaps. That couldn’t be too difficult. Or Duck a l’Orange. Long ago, Michael had said he would whisk her off to Paris for a long romantic week of eating delicious food, drinking the very best wine, and staring into one another’s eyes. Now, with their children eighteen and sixteen years of age, Nicole couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a date night, just the two of them, let alone discussed the idea of Paris. 

Sometimes, his flippant nature toward her desire to cook chipped away at her ego. But he was correct, right? They’d had two kids; they needed cash for college and retirement, for the life they’d built together. Being a chef just wasn’t going to cut it for any of them. 

Her mind heavy with these swirling thoughts, Nicole sliced through an onion with an extra-sharp knife and nicked the very tail-end of her fourth finger, which resulted in slashes of blood across the cutting board and across the counter. Her heart quickened to a rabbit’s pace. Suddenly, as though God himself wanted to laugh at her, there was a knock at the door. 

“Shoot. Shoot, shoot.” Nicole placed the end of her finger between her lips, then walked toward the foyer, where she spotted the glorious, thick brunette waves of her younger sister, Heather, through the little window. She hadn’t yet confessed her dream of becoming a chef to either of her sisters— and now, caught in the act of a knife accident in the midst of preparing this multi-course meal, she wasn’t so keen on illustrating this desire. 

“Heather!” Nicole said it through her finger. Her younger sister’s sapphire eyes glowed with tears. Always, Nicole had coveted those eyes. Back in school, the boys had lusted after Heather in ways they never had with Nicole and Casey. Heather had just had something a little bit different. A spark. “What are you doing here?”

Heather gripped the edge of something in her purse and drew out a bright green book. The title, written in bright purple, read The Dragon Keeper’s Daughter, and beneath that was listed “Heather Harvey Talbot.” 

“It’s finished!” Nicole beckoned for Heather to enter the foyer, where she threw one arm— the arm without the bloody finger, around her and held her close. “How do you feel?” 

“Fantastic,” Heather murmured, her voice catching. “The last series did okay, you know. The publisher said that at least my name’s out there. But this one has already garnered so much attention. I’ve been written up in the Times and the Journal and— well. I just can’t believe it!” She swung back, nearly toppling into a little vase, which Michael’s mother had gifted them for their tenth anniversary.

If Heather had spontaneously broken that vase now, Michael would have given Nicole grief about it for years. It would have come up at Thanksgiving and Easter and Christmas. Michael would have forced Nicole to explain the situation to his mother. She wouldn’t have seen the end. 

But Heather had missed it and hardly scoffed any apology. Instead, she fell into the little couch in the living room, removed her boots, and kicked her feet through the air. Here she was: a woman who dared to dream for something and actually achieved it. Since the early days, even before their mother, Jane had passed away, Heather had been certain. “I want to be a writer. I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything.” Nicole could still clearly hear eight-year-old Heather saying this. 

“Champagne. Do you have champagne?” Heather asked as she dropped her head back, allowing those dark tresses to flow down her back. 

Nicole removed her finger from her lips and inspected it for the first time. Heather popped up immediately as a wrinkle formed between her brows.

“Nicole, what the heck did you do to yourself?” Heather disappeared down the hallway, entered into the bathroom, and returned with the first-aid kit. As the three sisters didn’t live too far across Portland from one another, they knew the ins and outs of their cabinet space, as though they’d never really moved out. 

Heather bent before her, dabbed a cotton ball with some peroxide, and pressed it upon Nicole’s gash. She then glanced up toward the counter, where Nicole had assembled the ingredients for the four-course meal. 

“I was driving by and saw your car,” Heather said softly. “I was surprised since normally, you work Thursdays.”

Nicole wanted to scoff at this. Most everyone worked Thursdays, save for Heather, who’d been able to go freelance years before, per her endless “reaching for her dreams” thing. But instead, she watched as Heather wrapped a tiny Band-Aid around her fourth finger delicately, with all the care and love of a woman who’d raised twin girls, Kristine and Bella, who were currently seventeen years old. 

“It’s Michael’s birthday,” Nicole gushed simply. “I want to cook something special.”

Heather nodded. “That’s right. It’s August 22nd.”

Michael had been in the family for nineteen years. That meant plenty of family birthday parties, plenty of celebrations, and plenty of barbecues. It had always slightly bothered her that Michael had never gone the extra mile to bond with Max, Heather’s oceanographer husband. Michael simply liked to keep to himself. “A classic introvert,” Heather had called him once, not unkindly. 

Nicole righted herself and headed for the wine cabinet, where she drew out a bottle of champagne, something she and Michael had been keeping that she could easily replace when she had the time. She drew herself around, locked eyes with Heather, and then uncorked the thing with a pop. Fizzy bubbles ran over her palm as Heather jumped up and down in celebration. 

“Can we grab three glasses? Max said he’d stop by on the way to the boat,” Heather said brightly. 

“Of course.” Nicole calculated how long she’d still need for the four-course meal. She had started early, especially as Michael had agreed to have a drink with his co-workers after his workday. She placed an additional flute glass on the counter and poured, just as another knock rang out from the front door. 

Max stepped through the foyer without waiting for an answer. Heather screeched with joy, rushed into his arms, then found herself tossed in a wide circle as Max cried out with happiness.

“There she is! My famous writer!” 

Nicole’s stomach stirred with jealousy. She forced a smile, then stepped out toward Heather and Max and handed them the glasses of champagne. Jealousy was such a deadly game. About eighty percent of her was outrageously happy for her baby sister. The other portion? It ached with sorrow, seeing her with the perfect husband, with the career of her dreams. 

“Let me make a toast to my beautiful wife,” Max stated in that bold, confident voice of his— a voice any woman could fall for, even beyond his handsome looks, his dark eyebrows, his gorgeous, magazine-smile. “I’ve never met a more creative creature in my life,” Max affirmed. “She lights up my soul. Thank you, Heather, for allowing me even a small portion of your inner life. It’s been a marvelous journey.”

Nicole lifted her glass and chimed in. “You were always the creative, weird one, Heather. Glad it paid off.”

Heather stuck out her tongue playfully, then added, “I don’t think I could have done it without you two. Or without Casey, but don’t tell her that. I don’t want it to go to her head.”

Nicole chuckled and took a sip. The bubbles cascaded over her tongue. Max demanded that Heather tell him various details regarding her conversation with her publisher. They fell into the conversation easily— almost as though they were partners reciting a script they’d memorized years before. Nicole returned to her cutting board, which she cleaned and disinfected. 

Had she been a fool to think she could possibly prepare this dinner? 

After the second glass of champagne, both Heather and Max prepared to leave. Max had to head off on an expedition and would be gone for over a week. Heather wanted to get back to her twins to celebrate even more. Heather was much closer to her twins than Nicole was to her children, Abby and Nate. It seemed, sometimes, that Abby and Nate breezed past Nicole as though she was invisible. 

“It’s because you let them,” is what Michael had said about it previously, before performing a similar action: cutting past her as though she was nothing at all. 

What was it about life? Did you have to make all your ambitions known to everyone? Did you have to demand what you needed from the universe? Nicole wasn’t entirely sure.

But she continued with the salad, the potatoes, and the honey-glazed duck. She performed each action with care and attention, in complete silence, hovering over the piece of meat without a shirt on to ensure she didn’t coat it in honey. Her apron now sat in the base of the washing machine, splotched with her own blood. 

Around three-thirty, Abby brought Nate home from school. Abby worked the dayshift at the YMCA to make extra money before her departure for college, a job she complained endlessly about.  Nicole had asked them both to make arrangements with their friends to ensure she and Michael could have the night to themselves. As teenagers, Abby and Nate were grateful for the easy out.

Abby looked a great deal like Nicole, although Abby might never have admitted it. Her hair was brown with red hues in it, her eyes were green, and she was athletic, powerful— with an extra layer of confidence Nicole had never had. 

“Hey, Mom.” Abby arched an eyebrow at the wild mess Nicole had created in the kitchen. “This is for Dad’s dinner?”

“Sure is,” Nicole returned.

Nate walked into the living room after her, then assessed the kitchen. “I thought you were going to go out on a date.”

“I wanted to cook for your father. I had an idea.”

Abby and Nate exchanged doubtful looks. “I see,” Abby finally uttered. 

“Did you not go to work today?” Nate asked. 

“I took the day off,” Nicole replied. 

“To cook?” Abby asked, her eyebrow cocked as if the sky was falling.

Why was this so difficult to understand? 

“Your Aunt Heather was just here. Her book was written up in a few newspapers. Seems like she’s really going to make it big,” Nicole said. 

“Oh, cool. I saw a few middle schoolers reading one of her books the other day,” Nate told her. 

“She’s so talented,” Abby added.

“Yes, she is.”

“Aunt Heather is amazing,” Abby said as she flipped her hair behind her shoulders.

“I guess I have to agree with you,” Nicole said with a sigh. She returned her eyes to the oven, where her honey-glazed duck sat beneath the orange light, sizzling. 

Maybe, if she ever became a chef, the way she’d always wanted...

Maybe, her children would speak about her like they spoke about their Aunt Heather...

Maybe Nicole would have a new level of respect for herself.

Anything was possible, wasn’t it? That was the point of it all— that you had to believe. 
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Chapter Two
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The honey glazed duck glistened on the stovetop as it cooled. Nicole felt a subtle jump in her chest; her lips twisted into a subtle smile. She reached back, gripped her glass of Cabernet Sauvignon, and lifted it toward the small antique mirror in the corner where she caught the reflection of herself, still in just a bra and a pair of pants, her thick hair propped up in a ponytail, her eyes alight. She’d done it. She had made a four-course meal. And according to Michael’s schedule, she had done it just in the nick of time. He would return home in the next ten to fifteen minutes. 

Nicole made her way toward the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. On either side, portraits of her kids at various stages smiled back: Abby as a toddler on a little rocking horse; Nate in his hockey uniform; Abby and Nate on horseback when they’d taken that trip to Mount Desert Island all those years ago (and purposefully did not reach out to her family there. Nicole, Casey, and Heather had promised one another that that side of the family was gone for good). At the very top, Abby’s senior photo glistened with the last of the evening light. Nicole straightened the photo, heaved a sigh, and then headed into her bedroom. Already, her stomach quaked with panic for whatever would come next— her kids at college and she and Michael as empty-nesters. Perhaps they would find their love again. Perhaps they would start a fresh new chapter together. 

Nicole stood wide-legged in front of her and Michael’s walk-in closet. On one side, his shirts hung, pre-ironed by her on a recent rainy Saturday. On the other, Nicole’s wide selection of dresses hung in an array of dark greens and navys and blacks. As a marketing executive, it was often up to her to wine and dine clientele. She was good at it— good at providing a witty response, acting half-flirtatious in the name of capital gains. 

The dress nearer to the front was one she’d recently purchased on a shopping outing with Heather and Casey. She’d bought it purposefully for Michael’s birthday. It curved beautifully over her breasts, squeezed tight at her waist, and then brushed out gently over her thighs. She’d had two babies, and her stomach would never return to the flatness of the early days— but surprisingly, Michael had never mentioned this. In Casey’s words, “A size four isn’t anything to scoff at, Nic.” Still, she struggled not to see herself through Michael’s eyes. 

With her dress zipped, she hustled to her armoire mirror and prepared her face: a delicate swoop of foundation, brown eyeshadow with the slightest glint, mascara that made her eyes doe-like and enormous. She leaned back and inspected herself, just as her phone buzzed with a photo of Heather, Max, Kristine, and Bella— all posed together, a family selfie.

HEATHER: Thank you for celebrating the publishing of the book today. 

HEATHER: You mean the world to us, and Michael is so lucky to have you.

HEATHER: Happy birthday to him, and we love you!

Nicole held back her tears. She removed her ponytail, rustled out her hair, and took a selfie in response, swiftly sending it back to her sister. 

NICOLE: Did I overdo it for a forty-year-old? 

HEATHER: What! No way. You look hot, sis! Michael won’t know what hit him. 

Nicole made her way downstairs, where she’d already set the table. She grabbed a lighter, flicked it over the candles, and watched as they glimmered, reflecting their light in the window just beyond. Still, that window held only darkness, even as Nicole expected Michael’s car headlights to flash up from the road. 

Nicole sipped her wine and held herself over the counter. After a few minutes more, she returned some of the dinner items to the oven, which had now cooled enough that it wouldn’t cook the food more. She buzzed her lips, played her fingers over her phone, and then deleted her question to Michael, which was just: Are you okay? Hope to see you soon. 

He hated it when she asked about where he was or what he’d been doing. Even back in college, when they had first met, he hadn’t been particularly keen about such things. “Why do you have to know where I am every minute of every day?” He’d asked exactly once when Nicole had caught him outside of class when he was meant to be in History 430. She hadn’t wanted to sound intrusive. He’d just caught her by surprise. Even still, the memory burned into the back of her mind forever. 

A few times over the years, Casey and Heather had suggested that Nicole wasn’t in the greatest relationship. Nicole had scoffed at this. After all, she was in a high-powered position as a marketing executive, brought in nearly the same amount of money as Michael, and had a great deal of respect across the Portland community. It was only behind closed doors and within the occasional stories she whispered to Heather and Casey, that anything went sideways. 

But she loved him. Gosh, she did. She’d first spotted Michael Baxter outside of her dorm at the University of Maine in Orono. A navy blue sweatshirt had hung loosely over his broad shoulders, and he’d gripped a football in one hand as he had instructed a buddy to run out through the quad and prepare to catch. At the time, Nicole had whispered to a friend, “Who is that?” She no longer remembered who that friend was. Michael had introduced himself only a day or two later, and she’d fallen instantly for him— so much so that she had lost contact with any initial friends she’d made on campus. She and Michael had moved in together her sophomore year, and they’d married when she turned twenty-one and he twenty-three. 

“Well, that was a whirlwind,” Aunt Tracy had said at the time. 

Almost as though she’d summoned her, Aunt Tracy texted now. 

AUNT TRACY: How’s Michael’s birthday going? Did he get my card?

Aunt Tracy never forgot a birthday. Like Nicole’s mother, Jane, she was inherently kind, considerate, regardless of whatever feelings lurked behind her eyes. Perhaps Aunt Tracy didn’t particularly like Michael. She’d never verbalized these emotions. In the state of Maine, people were left to their own devices. Judgment was passed behind closed doors, rather than overtly, face-to-face. 

Michael was now an hour and a half late. The honeyed duck was a grim lukewarm. Nicole placed the salad, the duck, the cheesecake dessert, and the mashed potatoes in the fridge, with cling wrap over the top of each. She poured herself another glass of wine and leaned heavily over the counter. The clothes she’d donned made her feel all the more ridiculous: just a sad housewife in overly expensive garb. 

Nicole grabbed her phone and struggled not to call Michael. Instead, she investigated one of his co-worker’s social media pages. Ah-ha. Jason had posted photos of Michael from earlier that evening at a nearby ritzy cocktail bar. In the photo, Michael had his arm around Jason and another of their co-workers, Greg. His smile was electric, his lips open wide as though he was in the midst of protesting the photograph. Surrounding them, other office employees beamed up at Michael. He’d always been the light of the party. Women and men were captivated by him. 

At ten-thirty, Nicole slipped into the little green chair near the television. The still-black screen reflected her image— a glass of wine lifted, eyes shiny. Michael was still with his friends; that much was clear. And why shouldn’t he be? At forty-two, hadn’t he earned a night out? Nicole couldn’t remember the last time she’d stayed out so late without calling. Still, women were different. They had alternate responsibilities. You could pretend that wasn’t true all-day— fight for women’s rights as much as you wanted to, but it was still true; if women didn’t bother to clean the bathroom or put dinner on the table, it quite often just wouldn’t get done. 

Well, that’s the way her life went, anyway. She had seen both Casey’s husband, Grant, and Heather’s husband, Max, with aprons tied around their waists, up to their elbows in oil and sauce. 

At eleven, two bright lights penetrated the front windows. The garage door buzzed open. Nicole rushed toward the fridge to grab the duck and the mashed potatoes. She snapped on the oven again. Perhaps if she hustled, she could heat everything up again. 

But all too soon, Michael appeared in the little dark hallway between the garage and the kitchen. There was the thwack-thwack of him kicking off his office shoes, the black ones handmade in Italy. Nicole shut the fridge closed again, drew her shoulders back, then performed a smile as he appeared, all six-foot-four of him, broad shoulders and thick eyebrows. Often when he entered, he brought with him a wave of arrogance that affected the air of the room. 

“There she is. My beautiful wife.” He said it in a sing-song voice. Was he teasing her?

“Hi. Happy birthday.” She stepped toward him and planted a kiss on his cheek. Did he smell like something a bit different? Something lurked behind his cologne. Oh, but he’d been at the bar, basically a zoo of various smells. 

Michael glanced toward the buzzing oven and the honeyed duck and the mashed potatoes. He clucked his tongue. 

“I see you went all out.” He didn’t sound pleased.

“I wanted to make it special for your day,” she told him. 

Michael’s right cheek twitched. “I told you to just make dinner reservations.”

Nicole wanted to protest. Ask him how that would have worked, given the fact that he hadn’t left his friends till eleven at night. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and collapsed on the same chair Nicole had spent the previous few hours in. The crack of the beer was overly loud. 

“So you aren’t hungry?” Nicole asked. “Do you want a slice of cake at least?”

Michael didn’t respond for a minute. He sipped his beer and seemed to regard the strange, amorphous reflection of the living room and kitchen in the black television screen. That was their life, the one they’d built. 

“I take this to mean you still have delusions of going off to cooking school one day,” Michael shot then. 

Nicole’s heart dropped into her stomach. “Really, Michael? Why is that so irrational to you?” 

“It is irrational, Nicole. You’re forty years old. Isn’t it time to acknowledge that the career you have is the only career you’ll have?”

Nicole drank the rest of her glass of wine. She wanted to forget already. Why did he have to be so cruel? 

“Don’t you at least want to try it?” she asked, her voice breaking. “I’ve worked on it all day.”

Michael chortled. “I take it you took the day off?”

Nicole was silent. Michael guzzled the rest of his beer and then demanded another. Nicole entered the fridge, grabbed a Coors, and placed it in his outstretched hand. She loved him; she’d told him she would love him all the days of her life. Why couldn’t he look at her? What did he see when he really looked at her? Hadn’t she birthed two of his babies? Hadn’t she cared for him when he was sick? Hadn’t she called his doctor over and over again during last year’s prostate health scare— demanding attention until he gave it?

To her surprise, Michael’s head dropped back a moment later. A snore rose out of his throat. She leaped forward to grab the can of beer before the liquid cascaded across his chest. She half-thought about drinking it herself but hadn’t had an actual beer in ten years. The carbs went straight to her belly. 

Nicole studied Michael’s face as he slept. His lips were parted; his eyelashes fluttered. Although he was still handsome in sleep, there was something so weak about him. So boy-like, despite his forty-two years. Nicole had read an article in Reader’s Digest about a woman who’d killed her abusive husband in his sleep. The story had horrified Nicole. Why did she think of it now?

“We have to think the worst-possible things sometimes,” Heather had said once. “Doesn’t mean we have to act on them.” 

Michael’s phone lay on the armrest. Just now, it lit up and vibrated. Nicole glanced at it, noted the time, 11:47 and the person who’d texted. 

Michelle. 

Michelle? The name rang a bell. Nicole inhaled sharply as the screen went black. She hadn’t dared read anything more. Wasn’t Michelle one of the secretaries at Michael’s law firm? Michelle and Michael. The names were so similar. Probably, Michael got a kick out of that. 

Why did she text him at 11:47 at night on his birthday? 

Nicole’s stomach tied itself in knots. She stepped back into the kitchen and poured herself another glass of wine. Her head swam with the events of the day— her emotional decision to stay home from work to make a four-course French meal. Heather’s incredible success and the love Max had for her reflected back in his eyes. Her children, who’d raced off to friends’ houses per her request, so that she and their father could have a “romantic” night for his birthday.

What had she done all this for? Was she a fool?

Before she could stop herself, Nicole swept forward, grabbed Michael’s phone, and read what text she could beneath that name, Michelle.

She didn’t know Michael’s phone’s passcode but what she saw told her everything she needed to know.

MICHELLE: I miss you so much when you go away, baby. 
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Chapter Three
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One Year Later

“You got it?” Casey gripped the other side of the antique armoire and hollered to Nicole, who’d spent the previous hour nearly catatonic in the bathroom and was, therefore, not the most trustworthy partner to move such a large and heavy object. 

“I got it,” Nicole half-lied as she lifted her part of the armoire. Casey lurched backward toward the door, and Nicole limped after her. The armoire had belonged to Jane, their mother, before it had spent the previous twenty years in the house she and Michael had shared.

Casey, ever the older sister, had rented a moving truck for the occasion. Nate hovered outside of the entrance, surrounded by his suitcases. His cheeks were blotchy with sorrow, but as he was now seventeen, he refused to cry in front of anyone. Abby had moved to college the previous year and had spent the entire summer away for an internship. She’d hand-selected the items she’d wanted to take with her and told her mother to sell or donate the rest. When Abby had learned of the divorce, she hadn’t called her mother for two weeks. Nate had said Abby wanted to “deal with the burden alone,” but in Nicole’s mind, Abby wanted to punish her. Nicole had allowed her marriage to crumble. Again, Nicole took the blame on her shoulders. 
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