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Chapter One
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Twenty-five Years Ago

That February on Mackinac Island, thick clouds cloaked islanders with a shimmering blanket of snow. Twenty-two-year-old Cindy Swartz reveled in it, flying down the hill on their sled near Fort Mackinac alongside her two younger siblings, Tracey and Alex. She cooked warm and nourishing soups and chilis for her man, the freight-worker Jeremy Miller. Her high school sweetheart, the love of her life, and the man she couldn’t wait to marry someday. 

That winter, the temperature had been temperamental, rising to thirty-three at some points before dropping violently back to below zero. Despite inconsistent weather, Mackinac Island refused to give up on its iconic “Ice Bridge to Mackinac Island Race” where islanders and tourists alike drove their snowmobiles across the ice from St. Ignace to Mackinac Island, where they joined a Winter Festival of eclectic music, hot cider, warm food, and plenty of partying. 

On the morning of the Ice Bridge to Mackinac Island Race, Cindy awoke to a gray light across Jeremy’s comforter, which she’d unconsciously rolled herself up in throughout the early morning. A note on the bedside table read: 

See you at the finish line. XOXO. 

Cindy’s heart leaped with excitement. She brought the little note to her lips, kissing it gently, and returned it to the table. Just as he always did for his career on the freight liner, Jeremy had had to wake up around four that morning, tiptoe around the apartment, take the world’s quietest shower, then rush out into the chilly night, all before she’d bothered to wake. The most incredible feat of all, to Cindy, was that he managed to stay up just as late as she did, drinking coffee around seven at night to make sure they didn’t lose a moment together. “When we get to talking, we just can’t shut up,” Cindy had explained to her sister once, her heart brimming with pride. 

One thing she’d always told herself was: Don’t get into a marriage like your parents. Dean and Mandy Swartz weren’t like two puzzle pieces. They were oil and water, both upholding the institution of marriage like a beacon. And for what? Cindy wondered. Her brother Alex resisted the idea that their parents weren’t right for one another, but Cindy thought you had to be insane not to see it. Their unhappiness was written clear across their faces. 

Cindy limped out of bed, showered beneath a scalding, torturous stream, then wrapped up in the comforter again to dial Tracey, who still lived full-time at their parents’ place on Pontiac Trail Head. Only the richest islanders lived up there on that glorious hilltop, with a perfect view of the Straits of Mackinac and the Mackinac Bridge. Dean had moved the family there after his career had taken off on the island. A once lowly production assistant for films and theater productions suddenly owned half the hotels and bed and breakfasts on the island— with some ownership in Mackinaw City, as well. Almost overnight, the Swartz family became a name synonymous with Mackinac Island wealth. 

But Cindy wasn’t sure she wanted anything to do with it. 

“Hello?” Mandy Swartz answered, bright and chipper as ever. All mothers across the earth seemed to wake up by five. 

“Good morning, Mama!” 

“Hi, sweetie. You sound happy. Today’s the big race, isn’t it? Jeremy is already headed to St. Ignace?” 

“That’s right. He had his snowmobile shipped over there a few days ago.”

“How exciting,” Mandy replied dreamily. “Your sister’s just gotten out of the shower. Says she plans to join you.”

Suddenly, there came the chaotic sound of Tracey rushing toward the phone to grab it away. 

“Hey!” Mandy cried playfully. 

“There you are!” This was Cindy’s “kid-sister,” Tracey. Tracey was only one year younger than Cindy was, but there was a youthful optimism to her, something Cindy had never managed to crack. You had the sense that Tracey would find a way to never have to grow up, like a modern-day Peter Pan (with better fashion). (And really, Tracey had better fashion than anyone Cindy knew.) 

“What’s our plan today?” Cindy asked. “You want to come over for breakfast before the race? Tara’s coming, too.” Tara was Cindy’s best friend since childhood and essentially part of the family, a third sister. 

About thirty minutes later, both Tara and Tracey stomped their boots of snow at the front door of Jeremy’s little apartment in downtown Mackinac, two shops over to the right of JoAnn’s Fudge and then up on the second level. He’d gotten a fantastic rental deal from the owner, another freighter, who’d purchased a little house in the woods for him and his growing family. “Maybe we’ll have to do the same one day,” Jeremy had said recently to Cindy, who’d had to turn away to avoid showing her tears. Sometimes, grown-up stuff felt like too much to bear. 

But this was real life. It was really happening. 

She was in love. 

As Tara and Tracey ambled into Jeremy’s little apartment, Cindy grabbed her old-fashioned Canon camera and took candid photographs of them. Tara groaned, “This early in the morning? Can’t you wait for me to look less like a zombie?” 

“I told you. A real artist captures the in-between moments.” Cindy laughed at herself, tossing her head back. “Not that I’m a real artist.”

“It’s not a hobby, either,” Tracey affirmed, pouring herself a cup of coffee without asking. “You’re good. Mom thinks you should have an exhibition. Something that captures island life.”

“Island life. What does that even mean? This is normal life. Nothing special about it,” Cindy countered. 

Tara rolled her eyes toward Tracey. “She has no idea how the rest of the world operates.”

“She’s so privileged. Listen to her. She’s in love with the handsome, Jeremy. She’s a talented photographer. And on top of it, she’s an islander without plans to even return to the mainland any time soon,” Tracey teased. 

“With a best friend who brings mimosas,” Tara continued, drawing a bottle of champagne and a carton of orange juice from her JanSport backpack. 

“You’re kidding!” Cindy hugged her best friend as Tracey grabbed glasses from the cabinet, eyeing the dishwasher stains and scrubbing them clean. 

Cindy had biscuits baking. The warm, buttery scent roared from the oven as she removed the baking sheet. Tracey stirred up overly alcoholic mimosas, saying they needed them to “guard against the cold.” 

“One shot is equal to one layer of clothing,” Tara agreed in a mocking, scientific voice. “Everyone knows that.” 

As Tracey and Tara drank mimosas joyously, Cindy only pretended to. Luckily, her best friend and sister were soon already too tipsy to notice. 

After a warm breakfast of egg sandwiches (using the biscuits as slices of bread), bacon, and potatoes, Cindy, Tara, and Tracey bundled up and headed out into the fresh chill of the mid-morning. Already, the Mackinac Winter Festival was mostly set up, with little stalls selling hot cider, hot cocoa, hot cider with rum, and hot mulled wine. Other vendors sold hot pretzels, corn dogs, chili, stews, and little fish sandwiches with homemade bread. Naturally, the fudge shops were already open— a Mackinac specialty, as they wanted to draw in tipsy revelers to buy their sugary treats. 

As they walked through town, Cindy snapped several photographs of the islanders and tourists, capturing the spirit of the winter wonderland. Tara and Tracey gabbed with excitement, frequently joining in conversations with other islanders and vendors. 

“Jeremy’s racing today, isn’t he?” a pretzel vendor asked Cindy. 

“That’s right.”

“He’s a master on the water. I can’t imagine he won’t be a master on ice, too.” 

Cindy laughed as a razor-sharp ray of sunshine flashed across her face. She lifted her eyes to find that the normal blanket of thick winter clouds rushed away to reveal a gorgeous blue sky. 

“It’s a beautiful day,” another vendor reported. 

The finish line for the Ice Bridge to Mackinac Island Race was located near the island’s port. As the Ice Bridge wasn’t for the faint of heart, it wasn’t so much of a “race” as a “community get-together,” with no real prize for first place and no real shame for last. Some riders were reportedly taking bikes across the ice as well, a feat Cindy deemed “silly” as it meant you were out in the whipping winds that much longer. 

Cindy, Tara, and Tracey gathered out on the ferry docks to watch the first of the “racers” come in— snowmobiles, motorcycles, and bicycles, some of whom had probably begun their trek much earlier in the morning. The rest of the island gathered at the edge of the Michigan waters, waving flags and howling with excitement as they approached. A marching band, which stood at the bottom of Fort Mackinac, played classics badly, as their lips and fingers were frigid from the cold. 

But that was the thing, wasn’t it? The cold. Was it really that cold? Cindy watched as Tara removed her scarf and Tracey tore her hat from her head. Children removed their coats and flung themselves around in play, sweat billowing on their necks. There was a strangeness to this winter morning, a reminder that they had no real control over the wintery conditions. Yes, the meteorologist had said they’d remain below freezing that week. But what did a meteorologist really know about the future? Nobody could predict it. 

A cyclist who came in about twenty-five minutes later was the first to indicate something was wrong. 

“Ice cracking!” he yelled out as he jumped off his bike, allowing it to fall behind him. He pointed out across the menacing ice, where Christmas trees were lined up to mark the way. “Inside the Bridge. The ice is cracking!” 

Cindy had a sinking feeling in the pit of her belly. Slowly, Tracy and Tara both grabbed her hands and held onto them, first gently and then harder. A hush came over the crowd as one of the race managers rushed up to the cyclist to ask him more questions, none of which Cindy could hear. 

More racers came from the bridge, most looking shell-shocked. Their wives or girlfriends wrapped the men up with big blankets and led them off to their homes, past the vendors and past the celebration. There was a feeling of foreboding, a sense that whatever they’d set out to do that morning had a very different outcome than they’d planned. The band skittered away; music was unwanted and already forgotten. 

There came the spitting sound of a helicopter up above, headed for the center of the Ice Bridge. More and more racers whipped over the racing line, none of whom were Jeremy. And why not Jeremy? He was one of the most confident riders Cindy knew. He’d whipped her around the island more times than she could count. He’d even driven her across the Ice Bridge two winters ago as she’d screeched with a mix of fear and joy. 

“Let’s wrap it up, folks!” One of the race organizers beckoned for everyone to step away from the docks and head back toward downtown. 

It took a while to corral the islanders and tourists back toward the kiosks. When they returned, the islanders purchased hot wine, grateful for something to do with their hands. When they were finally forced away, Cindy walked with her shoulders hunched forward, her hands across her stomach. 

“Cindy?” Another race organizer called for her, leafing her out of the rushing crowd. His eyes were tinged red with panic. “Cindy, would you mind coming over here for a second?” 

Cindy dragged both Tara and Tracey along with her, latching her fingers around theirs. If they had let her go, Cindy would have collapsed across the cobblestones of the old-world island street. She would have fallen into the muck of the melting snow. 

Already, within the hollowness of the race organizer’s eyes, she knew the truth. 

Jeremy wasn’t coming home. 
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Chapter Two
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One Year Later

The muffin top that crested over Cindy’s jeans made every shirt in her closet drab-looking at best and all-out sloppy at worst. Standing in only a pair of jeans and a lace bra, she squeezed the thick fat and jiggled it, frowning in the wall-length mirror in her childhood bedroom. She was used to liking who she saw in that mirror— a teenage girl in tank tops, short skirts, and little flowery dresses. That girl didn’t live there anymore. 

“What did I tell you about that voice in your head?” Tara spoke from Cindy’s bed, where she sat cross-legged in front of a big bowl of lightly salted popcorn, watching Cindy change outfits. 

Cindy groaned and turned around, yanking her jeans higher on her hips. Her eyes scanned from Tara’s beautiful face down to the little carrier on the floor next to the nightstand, where her five-month-old baby, Michael, slept peacefully, his little eyes darting around behind his eyelids. He was such a dreamer. 

“I’m just not sure this is a good idea,” Cindy breathed, dropping to her knees in front of Michael’s carrier to adjust the blanket over his legs. He kicked gently but remained fast asleep. 

“Why? Give me one good reason you shouldn’t put yourself out there,” Tara demanded. 

Cindy roared. “Are you kidding me? I have about fifty good reasons.”

Tara slipped toward the edge of her bed and dangled her feet over it. With a tender stroke of her hand, she drew a dirty blonde curl over Cindy’s ear, just like Jeremy had done. 

“You’ve been through hell and back, Cindy Swartz. Nobody deserved what happened to you. The love of your life left you and your baby behind. I’m not one of those people who says everything happens for a reason. I think it’s up to us as humans to carry the weight of what has happened and find some way, somehow, to live with it. That said, I do think it’s up for us to live as well as we can with the rest of the time we have left.”

Cindy’s throat tightened with sorrow. She leaned her head against Tara’s palm and studied the beautiful porcelain skin of her darling son, who’d been born seven months after his daddy’s death. The pregnancy had been her and Jeremy’s little secret. And now, here he was: Michael Miller, a beautiful creature who was forced to live without the love his father had for him. 

“I know you, Cindy. You won’t be happy in this house on Pontiac Trail Head forever,” Tara whispered. “Why not give this guy a shot?” 

“What do we know about him?” Cindy murmured, sniffing slightly before bringing more force to her voice. 

“He’s a doctor of some kind,” Tara reminded her. “Dermatologist, maybe? The kind of man who can give you and Michael a beautiful life.”

Cindy bristled at the indication that Jeremy, with his freight liner salary, couldn’t have. Tara quickly sensed this and corrected herself.

“That isn’t to say Jeremy couldn’t have built that with you, as well.”

“It’s okay. I understand what you mean. It’s naive not to think that money isn’t a part of the equation, especially if I want to get out from under my father’s thumb,” Cindy whispered. “And he’s not an islander. Maybe that’s for the best. No memories between us.”

“Exactly. It’s like you can start fresh.”

Right before Cindy stepped out to meet the dermatologist, baby Michael began to wail in his carrier. Tara dropped down, cooing as she brought him into her arms. Cindy stood with her arms lifted, ready to care for her son. But Tara shooed her toward the door.

“I’ve got him, Cin.”

“It’s okay. If he’s finicky today, I should just cancel.”

“Cindy, go!” Tara looked formidable, all cheekbones and harsh eyes. 

Cindy squeezed her son’s foot gently, whispering, “I’ll be home soon.” She then made her way into the hallway and walked down the circular staircase, grateful that her sister, brother, mother, and father were tucked away in other rooms in the house on the hill. She didn’t want to explain herself; she didn’t want to say goodbye. 

Fred Clemmens waited for Cindy at the table in the back corner of The Pink Pony. Two pints of beer sat sweating in front of him as he scanned the single television that hung over the bar. A basketball game played Michigan State versus Michigan, and he clutched the end of the table nervously as though he had a real idea of who he wanted to win. 

From the doorway, Cindy analyzed him— this man she’d been set up with through friends of her father. There’s a new man on the island. A little older than your daughter, maybe. Looking for new friends if you know what I mean. 

It was a rare thing for people to just move to Mackinac Island without family or friends there. Did it mean he was some kind of sociopath? Or did he just like the nature there— the majestic forests, white sandy beaches, and frothing waters off Lake Michigan and Lake Huron? 

At first glance, with his polo shirt and his khaki pants, Fred seemed like a sailor type. Guaranteed his occupation allowed him to purchase a sailboat for the upcoming spring and summer season. Would Cindy be out on his boat? Would he eventually teach Michael the ropes? 

“Honey, are you going to sit down? Or what?” Marcy, the bartender in her late twenties or so, stepped out from behind the bar and gave Cindy a genuine, if confused, smile. 

This caught Fred’s attention. Cindy’s cheeks burned red when he spotted her, giving her a once and then a twice-over. Did he notice the muffin top beneath her sleek black dress? What about the extra layer of chub on her cheeks, which she hadn’t managed fully to lose since Michael’s birth? 

“Hi.” Cindy’s voice wavered as she greeted him. 

Marcy spun back and nodded toward Fred as he stood. “Oh. You’ve already got a place. Did you decide on any snacks, Fred?” 

Fred shook his head, his eyes still toward Cindy. “We’re good for now, Marcy.” 

The air shimmered with intensity between them. Cindy stepped toward the corner table on wobbly legs, already imagining how she’d describe the scene to Tracey and Tara later. “I’ve been at that bar about a thousand times, but this time, I felt like a stranger.” 

But what was this intensity, exactly? It wasn’t that the conversation was particularly riveting, and it wasn’t that Cindy wanted to throw herself into Fred’s arms and kiss him with reckless abandon (like she’d done with Jeremy back in their teenage years). 

Perhaps the intensity existed purely in the trauma of forcing herself back “out there”; perhaps it was because she was engaging with a human who wasn’t her infant son, her best friend, or her sister. Or perhaps it was because once Cindy sat down at that table at the Pink Pony, she had a sense that her life was about to change for good. 

“Thank you for already ordering me a beer,” Cindy told him, although she normally preferred wine. 

“I like to take care of things,” Fred told her. “It’s just one of my talents.”

His voice was heavy with arrogance; his eyes danced with the light of the candle between them. After an abrupt pause, he smacked his palms together joyously at something that had happened on the television screen. 

“That’s right! Get ‘em, boys!” 

Cindy followed his gaze to the television to see that U of M was ahead of Michigan State. She shivered, remembering the big and ultra-cozy sweatshirt she’d always worn of Jeremy’s. It had been Michigan State athletic wear, the team opposing Fred’s. 

“You’re a U of M fan?” Cindy asked, taking a long sip of the light beer. 

“That’s right,” Fred replied, his eyes still on the TV. “I went to undergrad and medical school there, which is a pretty rare accomplishment. Most people aren’t good enough to stay at their undergrad for medical school, especially a place as prestigious as U of M. But you know, that means that I’ve spent the better part of my years hunkered down in a library in Ann Arbor.”

“I’m sure there are worse places to be,” Cindy suggested. 

“Sure, but the minute I figured out I could open my practice on Mackinac...” Fred puffed out his cheeks dramatically. “I jumped at the chance.” 

Here, he pounded the table, his eyes on the basketball team. Cindy trained her eyes on the beer, thinking back to little Michael at home with Tara. How old was Fred? Around thirty? A little older? He gave off a similar air to her father, this know-how about the world. Cindy had never understood the world or its chaos. Jeremy, too, had admitted to being just about as lost as she was. “The freight line is simple. It’s clean work. I know I’m needed there. Other careers? Selling things people don’t need or going to school for a thousand years just to tell people what to do? I don’t know if I could manage it,” he’d told her. “It seems too fake to me.” 

The game ended about seven minutes later with a U of M win. Fred guzzled back his first beer and ordered them two more, even though Cindy was only halfway done with hers. 

“Drink up. We’re celebrating,” he told her. 

Cindy, who was normally in control of her life and her baby’s life, alone in the world, did as she was told. It was nice for someone to take the reins for a change. 

With a commercial break on television between basketball games, Fred turned his attention to Cindy. “You know, you’re more beautiful than they said you were.” 

Cindy grimaced. “I have no idea who you mean by ‘they.’ And I have no idea if that’s a compliment or not.”

“It’s a compliment,” Fred told her. “How old are you? Twenty-one?” 

“Twenty-three.”

Cindy should have told him how rude it was to ask that kind of question. But with one beer down and very little food in her system, she couldn’t rely on herself for a clever remark. She sipped her second beer and then forced herself to ask him simple questions to try to get to know him better. 

“Where are you living?” 

“I’m living above my dermatology practice until I figure out where I want to be long-term,” Fred told her. “I have a life plan set out for myself. Goals I need to achieve before the age of thirty-three. A house. A wife... children.” 

Cindy’s throat tightened. Had the people who’d set them up mentioned her baby situation? How did Michael fit into this guy’s strategic life plan? 

“Why thirty-three?” Cindy asked timidly. 

Fred’s grin was crooked and attractive, as though he’d stepped directly from the pages of a JCPenney catalog. Cindy’s heart beat a little bit faster. 

“I don’t want to be an old dad,” he told her. “My father was a lot older than me. He couldn’t play catch with me in the backyard. Couldn’t swim with me in Lake Erie. Didn’t make it to my college graduation because he’d just had heart surgery.”

“I’m sorry.” Cindy furrowed her brows as she learned about his sorrows. Everyone had them. Even University of Michigan dermatology school graduates, apparently. Even men who seemed like they had the ability to make more money than God. 

Midway through her second beer, Fred managed to take full control of the conversation, telling her nearly everything: about his five-year relationship in Ann Arbor that didn’t work out, about his teenage belief that he could be a rock star, and about his love (of course) of sailing. Cindy was grateful to swim in his words and stories, nodding along and almost managing to forget her own sorrows. 

After three beers, Fred announced that he planned to take her home but that he wanted to take her out for dinner in two nights. Cindy felt incredulous. What had she brought to the conversation that he’d latched onto? What made him want to see her again? It certainly wasn’t the shadow of a muffin top beneath her black dress.

When Fred dropped her off at Pontiac Trail Head later that evening, he stood for a long moment in the frigid darkness, gazing out across the gorgeous Victorian homes. “This is where I want to raise my children,” he announced. “It’s the perfect place. Your father chose well.”

Cindy’s throat tightened at the mention of her father. But then again, did she really want to raise Michael in some teensy, closet-sized apartment in downtown Mackinac? Didn’t she want to have more children and watch them romp wildly in the backyard beneath the beautiful island sun? 

And what’s more: didn’t she want her children to have a good relationship with their grandparents, who would be just down the road?

“Looking forward to seeing you, Cindy,” Fred told her, bowing his head. “I have had a pleasurable evening. One of the best in a long time.”

**
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IT WAS DIFFICULT FOR Cindy to understand exactly why Fred Clemmens liked her at all. Tara insisted this was all due to Cindy’s awful opinion of herself, which had taken a dramatic hit after Jeremy’s death. “You never thought you were good enough for anyone. Jeremy just never listened to you. Maybe this guy won’t, either,” Tara pointed out. 

After a second date and then a third with a fourth on the way, Cindy allowed herself to do something she hadn’t been able to do in quite some time.

She allowed herself to hope. 

With Tracey and Tara, she spoke specifically about this “hope” without mentioning anything concrete about the dates themselves. When asked more about Fred, she told the details: that he had a medical degree from the University of Michigan, that he wanted children, that he loved to sail, and that he’d had some longer-term failed relationships, kinds that had broken his heart. 

“He sounds like a very real person,” Tara said thoughtfully. “Like you’ve both come out of these separate stories to join forces.” 

“Yeah!” Cindy heard herself say, unsure if she fully believed it. “I’m going to tell him about Michael during the next date. It’s time.” 

The following evening, Cindy and Fred met at a little pizza restaurant down the street from his dermatology office. There, Fred decided on a pepperoni pizza with onions and peppers. He then passed the menus back to the server without asking Cindy her opinion on the meal. Cindy’s hands formed fists, but she kept them beneath the table, reminding herself that this was her chance to give Michael a great life. Plus, she liked pepperoni with onions and peppers. Who didn’t? 

Fred sipped his beer and eyed her lovingly. Cindy wanted to protest that he didn’t even know her. 

“Fred, I have to tell you something.” It was only about thirty seconds after Fred had placed the order. Was it too soon? When was the correct time to tell your new beau that you had a child with the love of your life who was now deceased? 
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