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Go and cry to the gods whom you have chosen; 
let them deliver you in your time of distress.

Judges 10:13


Sole Survivor


MY MOTHER LIVED for three days after the car wreck that killed the family dog but left me alive and inexplicably uninjured. No one knows what happened that afternoon to cause the accident. The EMTs who cut us out of the car reported that driving conditions were good even though it was November in Illinois. No ice, snow or fog. Estimated speed of the vehicle was seventy miles an hour, too fast to take the sharp bend that was clearly marked. It was dusk, the sun was low on the horizon but it wasn’t in her eyes. Nothing could explain why forty-two-year-old Gemma Caldwell failed to adjust her speed on a road she was familiar with and drove her only child and the family dog off a cliff.

Nothing broke our fall. I remember feeling weightless and catching my mother’s pale terrified face out of the corner of my eye. The astonished look she wore as though someone had thrown her a surprise birthday party and she hated surprises.

We landed, rolled, and when the car finally came to a stop, there was a piece of glass sticking out of her neck. She took my hand, asked if I was all right. The car was crushed around me but I was fine. I didn’t know where the dog was. I couldn’t take my eyes off the shard of glass. She was still talking so I thought she was going to be okay.

“He’s inside the house. Save him. I’m sorry, Wren. Look for the salt.”

I reported this to the police but according to the emergency room doctors, it was impossible for my mother to have said anything. The glass had severed her vocal chords.

“I’ve seen it before in survivors,” the nurse at the desk told me gently. “The need for closure can be so great that the brain invents it instead. Family members manifest messages, recount conversations that couldn’t possibly have happened.” The woman’s smile was sympathetic. “Hearing your mother’s voice was a way of imposing order out of chaos. It served its purpose. I wouldn’t dwell on what she said. There’s no meaning there.”

So I went home and wrote her last words down on a piece of paper that I folded and put away in my desk drawer. I didn’t think about them again until the following July.

Later during that long night, the attending physician told us she’d had a stroke and that’s why she lost control of the car. She’d had meningitis as a kid which damaged her heart. I didn’t know this—typical Gemma—she never thought to tell us. The doctor said a correlation between the two medical events was unlikely but after awhile a person gets desperate for reasons why a tragedy happens. In my mind, an illness contracted over thirty years ago was responsible for the accident that changed my life.

She always said we were too happy. She said one day the universe was going to notice us and then we’d pay the price. We shouldn’t be too happy.


1: Fog


EASTLAND WAS A spit of sand and rock severed from the American mainland and marooned in the Atlantic Ocean. Accessed by ferry over a choppy channel of water. I watched the coastline disappear behind me, feeling like I was leaving the known world.

Before the accident, I thought I knew everything there was to know about life. But now my eyes were opened. I saw the beginning and the end and the pointlessness of the in-between. It made me immune to pain.

My father said it made me cold and unfeeling, but that’s not why he sent me to Beechbrook Psychiatric Treatment Center or why he was sending me to Eastland, Maine now. Dad had remarried and even though he said he trusted me not to do anything stupid, Robert Caldwell was leaving the country for two months on his honeymoon and there was no way in hell he was letting his fifteen-year-old daughter stay in Chicago alone.

It was the sixth of July and I was being exiled to a tiny eastern seaboard town for the next fifty-six days. It was that or a course of psychotropic drugs and a one-way ticket back to Beechbrook.


“Your mother was planning a visit to Eastland. The last time she was there was three years ago for Dorcas and Herold’s wedding. Gemma was anxious to return before she—before the—” He didn’t dare finish that sentence in front of me. “You should go instead. It’ll do you good. Your godmother owns a B&B, you’ll be around people, out in the fresh air and sunshine—damn it, Wren, you are going! You didn’t die that day. It’s time you realized it.”


I had no response. My father was getting used to me having no response.

“Your doctor thinks it’s a good idea.”

Robert expected me to cry when he broke the news. I didn’t disappoint him there at least.

At this point, I was operating in segments, each with its own individual function. I could handle nodding and smiling. Talking and moving through space were my other skills. Meeting new people was the third circle of hell. My father knew this. But if I went back to Beechbrook, I wouldn’t make it out this time, so I accepted Robert Caldwell’s ultimatum and tried to act happy at his wedding. After the reception, he gave me a silver framed photograph of Gemma holding me when I was a baby.

“I thought you might like to take it as a gift for Dorcas,” Robert said. “I think your mother would like her best friend to have it. I have plenty of other photos. I’d forgotten how many until I was cleaning out her—”

He had the brains to stop speaking at that point. The photograph was shoved into the suitcase and after a brief struggle with my instinct to forget what I had heard—the paper on which I’d written her last words.

One thing I’d be glad to get away from was my father staring at me like I was suppressing some deep, dark trauma. It bugged me that I had to keep telling him I was fine, I was coping—I was DOING GREAT because any emotion less than fantastic wasn’t acceptable to my pill-pushing father anymore.

I’d scared him.

Robert said we’d evaluate the situation when he got back. This was only a trial run he said. A trial run up to what? I didn’t know and I was not allowed to ask. Decisions were being made for me behind closed doors.

The suitcase Aunt Leslie gave me was ridiculously huge. She must’ve thought I was leaving for good. She offered to make room for me at her place but they had four kids of their own and they were all little monsters. I left most of my clothes behind. Less to think about.

But then my whole life was less now. It had disintegrated bit by bit until there was just me and a suitcase left.

◆◆◆

THE FERRY CROSSING was rough. I had to grip the handrail to keep my balance. My nails were bitten to the quick. Maybe I could break the habit this summer. Apparently there wasn’t a lot to do on Eastland. I was trying to see that as a good thing.

We were sailing toward ... something. It was hard to tell. It was a land mass, shrouded in fog so thick it was as if the island didn’t want to be found. Spires of trees poked up out of the mist in a fringe near the beach. Jagged gray cliffs were blurred and barely visible.

I was the only walk-on passenger. There were five cars and a van. The only other person watching the approach besides me was a tall boy with dark brown hair. Everyone else had stayed in their vehicles. The boy’s eyes were fixed on the island as it drew closer and closer.

“Do you feel it?”

“Excuse me?”

“The undercurrent of evil. We can feel it in our blood and yet here we are—full steam ahead—straight into the maw of death.” He twisted slightly to look at me. “Do you have the time?”

I consulted my phone. “It’s seven-fifty-five p.m.”

“Thanks.”

He turned back to the island, fixing his gaze on the fog-shrouded presence we were sailing toward. The boy (he looked older than me—sixteen or seventeen) was wearing a black tee-shirt, black jeans and a vintage U.S. military trench coat of olive green. It was open and flapped behind him slightly.

I followed his stare and slowly the island revealed itself. Shaped like an elongated triangle, it sloped at a sharp angle from the forest at its summit to a beach of sand at its foot.

The ferry jerked and the diesel engine whined as it neared the docking ramp. Car motors revved behind me and my companion at the handrail returned to his vehicle. He was the driver of the green panel van. I disembarked ahead of the traffic, rolling my suitcase, and despite the boy’s warning I felt no shiver of malevolence when I set foot on Eastland.

DORCAS STEPHENSON and her husband, Herold, met me on the other side. The entire journey from Chicago, Illinois to this point—the point where I was sitting in the backseat of Herold’s four-wheel-drive SUV—took a six hour flight, a two hour bus trip, a taxi cab and a thirty minute ferry ride. Another twenty minutes and we’ll be in Eastland proper, my godmother assured me. I didn’t believe her. We were driving through the thickest fog I’d ever seen.

“Eastland is the oldest settlement on the continent. Isn’t that right, Herold?”

“That’s what we tell the tourists.”

Total population: under two thousand. Principal industry: lobster fishing. Abandoned wharves dotted the coastline but a restoration project was underway to give the town a facelift and tourist traffic was on the rise. Things were looking up according to Dorcas’s travelogue. “Swimming, boating, fresh Atlantic air—doesn’t that sound perfect?”

“It does,” I said neutrally. Getting back to Chicago wasn’t happening anytime soon.

“It’s too bad about the fog. You’re missing the real beauty of the island. The ocean is so blue and sparkling. And it’s a close-knit community, isn’t that right, Herold?”

“More or less,” said Herold who was keeping his eyes on the road. The fog was thick and the lights on the SUV weren’t helping with visibility. All I could see was a white wall of mist.

Dorcas kept talking about the local attractions to fill the empty air space. She was nervous. I should’ve asked questions but talking took effort and I didn’t want to encourage a full-blown conversation.

Herold was my godmother’s second husband and the island’s sheriff on an island with no crime. “Herold is Eastland born and raised,” Dorcas said, breaking the oppressive silence. “He’s the reason I put down roots here. I knew he couldn’t relocate to New York and survive. He was willing to try but it wouldn’t have worked. So I made the switch.”

“Sounds like a lot to give up,” I replied, only half-listening.

“That’s what love is in the end—giving things up. We all learn that, don’t we, Herold?” She turned to me. “I think you’ll like it here in time.” Dorcas gave a soft apologetic laugh as though she knew she was treading into dark territory. “This place kind of sucks a person in.”

She gave Herold a swift glance. They noticed my silence.

“About school. Eastland Central Academy can accept you. I have your transcripts. I can register you for the fall term if you like. The office is still open, I called just in case. We could get it done tomorrow.”

My blood froze up. “I’m not sure what the plan is. Do I have to decide right now?”

“No, no. Of course not. Take your time. We have all summer. No need to rush into anything that you’re not ready to think about just yet.”

I couldn’t respond. Why would Dorcas think I’d be staying here past Labor Day? No one said anything to me about that. My throat closed.

“Wren, listen. I’m sorry for asking—I know you don’t like to talk about what happened. It’s a painful subject—”

“No. No. It’s fine. I’m fine now.” I was good at sounding fine. “Boy, this fog is strange.”

All of a sudden, Dorcas sat up and pounded Herold’s arm. “What is that? Is it a moose? Watch out you don’t hit it, honey. They’ve been known to charge.”

“My lover, I’ve lived here all my life. I know about moose.” Herold took his foot off the accelerator. He wasn’t driving fast to begin with and now we were crawling along. The headlights landed on a boy walking with a stumbling gait on the shoulder.

Herold pushed a button and the electric window slid down letting in the smell of fog and sea air. “Jamie? What’re you doing out here, son?”

The SUV drifted to a stop and the boy leaned on the driver side door. “Sheriff Stephenson. I ran out of gas. My truck is on a back road, inland a pace. The fog rolled in and I’ve been walking in circles for an hour trying to get back to the highway. Can you take me as far as the turn-off to Hasten Cove?”

He sounded out of breath. I couldn’t see his face, only the plaid shirt he was wearing.

“Geez, you scared the daylights out of me coming out of the fog like that,” said Dorcas. “Hop in. You look like death warmed over. What’ve you been doing? Not drinking I hope,” she added with a warning laugh.

The back door opened and a boy about my age slid in beside me on the leather seat. He closed the door with effort and leaned his head against the backrest. “I wish,” he replied trying to sound jokey. “I’ve been hiking. Nothing special.” He turned his head slowly as if he was in pain and flicked a dark glance at me. “What time is it?”

Herold answered. “Eight-thirteen. We’re just back from picking up Wren off the ferry.”

Dorcas craned her neck. “This is my goddaughter, Wren Caldwell. She’s going to be staying with us for awhile, through the summer at least. Wren, this is Jamie Harnett. You’ve been in Eastland for, oh, I guess it’s been about two years now, isn’t that right, Jamie?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Dorcas chatted on about the families that had gone away and come back, and those who left the island for work and never came back. Jamie’s mom was one of the former. Corisande Harnett returned to the island two years ago with a fifteen-year-old son in tow.

“Corisande adopted Jamie. Is it all right for me to mention that, Jamie? It’s not confidential information, is it? You’re from Bangor originally.”

“That’s right. Bangor. It’s cool. I don’t mind if people know I’m adopted.”

The boy gave me another glance, leaned his head back again and closed his eyes. His lungs sounded like they were full of gravel. I hadn’t touched the bottle of water I bought at the airport so I handed it to him. He looked at me longer this time, then took the water, screwed off the cap and drained the bottle dry.

“I don’t like the idea of leaving you in the middle of nowhere in this fog.” Dorcas’s mouth was set in a line. “Herold’ll take you to the gas station and we’ll drive you back to your truck.” Her chin tilted to look at me in the rearview mirror. “You don’t mind, do you, Wren? It’ll only add another, oh, half-hour or so to the trip.”

I was about to say I didn’t mind when I felt the boy touch the back of my hand. His hand was dry, rough, almost like sandpaper. I turned to him, wondering what he wanted and saw that his skin was chalk-white. Ragged breaths came from his chest that moved with effort. Jamie Harnett looked me in the eye and ever so slightly shook his head.

“Um, actually that would be a problem for me,” I replied, all the while keeping my eyes on the boy. “Do you mind dropping me at the house first? I’ve been on the road since this morning and I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

Dorcas twisted in her seat to look at me. “I have the only key.” Her face scrunched up when I didn’t respond. “Shoot. Now I don’t know what to do.”

“We’re coming up to the turn off to Hasten Cove, so what’s it going to be?” Herold squinted through the windshield. Fog pressed against the glass.

“Jamie, are you absolutely positive you’ll be okay if we drop you here? Any other time and we would have taken you to get gas but Wren’s been traveling all day and I bet she hasn’t eaten. Have you eaten, Wren? I bet that’s why you don’t feel well.”

“There wasn’t time between connections. I’m sorry to put everyone out. If it’s a problem, I suppose I could force myself not to be sick.”

“It’s not a problem for me,” the boy said.

Dorcas sounded relieved. “That’s wonderful. Super. You’re a star, Jamie.” Her eyes flashed in my direction. I’d lost points for selfishness with my godmother.

Herold pulled over at a turn-off that was barely visible. Between the shadowed landscape and the gray suffocating fog, I couldn’t see where Hasten Cove was supposed to be.

“Is it down that narrow road?” My nose was pressed to the window.

The boy didn’t answer but muttered something unintelligible and jumped out the SUV. I turned in time to see the door slam and Jamie Harnett rounding the front of the car.

“You want a flashlight?” Herold called out of his window.

“Wouldn’t help in this. I’ll stick to the road. Thanks for the lift.”

While Dorcas and Herold fumbled with the glove compartment, presumably trying to retrieve the flashlight, the boy was caught in the headlights. His gaze abruptly shifted, locked with mine and a swift exchange passed between us, too cryptic to put into words. Then Jamie Harnett took a step back and vanished in the fog.

“Oh look! Look! Just over there, on the right,” Dorcas said excitedly, pointing. “You can almost see it through the fog—how beautiful! The sunset. Do you see it, Wren?”

I made a sound that indicated I could see the setting sun and yes, it had an eerie beauty. Dorcas required constant validation that I hoped wore off soon or it was going to be a long summer.


2: Cloud


HEROLD RESUMED THE slow fog-bound drive and Dorcas checked the rearview mirror. She gave her husband another one of her side-long looks.

“Well, that was a shocker. Where’s his mother? I bet he called Corisande to pick him up when he ran out of gas and she left him to fend for himself as usual.”

Dorcas set her mouth and tried to talk to Herold without me hearing. I pretended to be looking at my phone.

“Why did she adopt him? Maybe her intentions were good but I think she just wanted someone to fix things around the house. She treats that boy like unpaid labor. Don’t look at me like that. You know she does.”

“Jamie’s all right. Harnett people have always gone their own way. It’s true she’s hardened since he came to live with her, but there’s no sign he’s ill-treated. I’d intervene if he was. The boy keeps his head down, he’s polite, well-spoken—Corrie Harnett must be doing something right.”

“Does he live down that road?”

They both twisted their necks this time, surprised that I’d asked an actual question.

“Not in Hasten Cove, he doesn’t,” Herold said. “No one lives there anymore. It’s abandoned. You’ll find abandoned villages all along the coast; nothing left but the shells of houses and wharves. Sign of hard times. I don’t know what Jamie has in mind going down there.”

“My guess is he’s squatting,” Dorcas said. “Probably just for the summer to save on gas getting back and forth to work. Geez, I hope he’s not sleeping rough. Jamie is Eastland Central Academy’s star basketball player,” Dorcas told me proudly. “He could probably play professionally if he wanted to after graduation but he says he has no ambitions in that direction.”

“He is something to behold. But he couldn’t play pro ball—doesn’t have the height.”

“Do you play sports, Wren?”

There was another awkward silence while I tried to think of an answer. I was out of school for most of this year. “I used to be in Track and Field. Long-distance running.”

My godmother’s look of disbelief was a little insulting. I knew I didn’t have the long legs of a runner; I was short and I didn’t have the stride, but I made up for it in endurance.

“What position does he play?” Trying to swing the conversation off me and onto the boy who’d disappeared in the fog.

“He’s the point guard.”

Since I knew nothing about basketball, there was nothing more to say and silence fell over the SUV again.

“Wren? Tell me it’s none of my business if you don’t want to talk about it. That place you were in ... that treatment center ... was it good? I mean, did you find it helped?”

The muscles in my neck tightened. Everyone asked me that. The answer was that I was there for four months and nothing changed, but I’d learned not to tell the truth.

“The doctors were very good. And I met some great people. I learned a lot about myself.”

Dorcas sighed sympathetically and gave me a little wink. I was afraid she was going to reach back to squeeze my hand but she didn’t. She liked my description of Beechbrook—everyone did. As long as I acted like a person who was cured, they left me alone.

Herold flipped on the turn signal and seconds later we were pulling up in front of a clapboard house painted dark yellow with red trim. This was the B&B—the Up at Dawn. I felt my limbs go numb now that we were here and this was really happening.

Herold parked the SUV and began to unload my suitcase and the grocery bags. Dorcas was talking a mile a minute about the guests, the food, and her plans for tomorrow and then the car door opened and I stumbled out. The air was cool, damp and smelled like sea salt. I inhaled deeply and exhaled, trying to settle my nerves.

The house was old but it had a deep wrap-around porch that looked brand new. They added it when they decided to turn the place into a B&B, Dorcas said.

“It’s gorgeous,” I told her. She was obviously anxious that I like it.

I followed Herold and Dorcas inside the house where I avoided making eye contact with the guests. The mammoth suitcase was wheeled down a narrow hall by Herold, into the kitchen and then through another door that opened onto what used to be the sunroom. It had been converted into a bedroom and en suite bath. The renovation was for Herold’s mother, Dorcas explained, but she died before she could move in.

My godmother turned beet red and abruptly stopped talking. Everyone froze up at the mention of death around me. She hovered for several seconds, waiting for me to say something and the best thing I could come up with was: “I like the color you chose for the walls.”

Actually, I did like the color. Soft pale gray. Like being inside a rain cloud. A wall of double-glazed windows faced the Atlantic. A black iron rod ran the length of them, hung with white curtains made out of sailcloth from what I could tell. They were thick and sturdy.

Suddenly, I got the significance of the name of the B&B. “Wait—are we facing east?”

Dorcas made a goofy face that was half-proud, half-anxious. “We get the dawn before the rest of the continent. Sunrise is at five am. It’s one of our selling features. Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to be up at dawn,” she said with a nervous laugh. “The curtains should block out most of the light. Maybe I should’ve gone with black or dark blue to be sure. I looked at the darker fabric but I couldn’t bring myself to buy it. We love the sun here, especially after a hard winter.”

“They’re fine.”

“The door to the back garden is here so you have your own entrance if you want to avoid the guests. It gets pretty hectic in the summer.” She opened a glass door that was also double glazed. “I’ll give you a key. I thought you might appreciate the privacy, but don’t feel you have to hide away. The guests love to chat about their day and hear stories about the island.”

The third circle of hell I was talking about. I nodded half-heartedly.

“In fact I have a job for you if you’re interested.” Dorcas clasped her hands together and gave me an encouraging smile. “I need someone to guide walking tours and I would love to offer excursions to the little ghost towns on the island. I have lots of ideas—but only if you’re interested. No pressure.”

My blood froze for the second time. Was she trying to kill me? “I honestly don’t think I’m up to that. I appreciate the offer but I can’t. No really. I can’t.”

“No worries,” Dorcas said brightly but I could tell she was disappointed. “Like I said, it was just a thought. Plenty to do around here to keep you occupied. I worry a little about how this is going to work out, that’s all. Herold and I get so busy and you can’t be left alone.”

There it was. Someone was bound to bring it up eventually but it still stung to hear it said out loud.Wren Must Not Be Left Alone. My father must’ve said something to her and, of course, she jumped on it before talking to me first. I wish people would remember all the years I was responsible and had tons of friends and activities that filled every minute of every day before they freaked out about the seven months that I was a basket case.

“Actually, I was hoping to pick up some volunteer work this summer.” The idea just came to me and it wasn’t a complete lie. “I have to put in forty volunteer hours before they’ll pass me into senior year. Do you think I could do that here?”

“Certainly.” Dorcas’s smile was strained. “The library is always looking for helpers. We’ll pop in on Agnis Nippard in the morning. She’s the librarian. She’ll be thrilled to have you. Super.”

But it wasn’t super. I could tell. What was wrong with volunteering at the library? Maybe Dorcas thought I’d be more excited about coming here and being part of her world instead of just marking time until I could go home. If that was the case, then she was the crazy one, not me.

My godmother continued the tour of the bedroom. Single bed, book shelves, a night table, a six-drawer dresser set, a desk for my laptop—the list went on and on and I just wanted this day to end.

“Um, what else?” she said, looking around. “Oh—the bathroom is all yours. It’s right through here. Sorry about the tub. We installed it with Herold’s eighty-eight-year-old mother in mind, not a fifteen-year-old girl.”

The tub was one of those walk-in things with a door. “It’s fine. I take showers anyway.”

“Great!” Dorcas’s eyes widened and she clapped the palms of her hands together. She was struggling to hold onto her enthusiasm. “I have some pasta in the fridge if you’re still hungry. Or lobster chowder.”

“Pasta sounds all right. I’m not a huge fan of seafood. I’m more of a hamburgers-on-the-grill sort of girl.”

My godmother’s face fell. “Oh Wren, oh honey. This is seafood country. Lobster fishing is almost a religion here. An entire way of life to these people. Lobstermen have died trying to put food on the table.”

“Okay, okay.” I turned away, irritated by her over-the-top response. I wanted a hamburger once in a while; I wasn’t trying to overthrow the entire fishing industry. “Pasta is great, just like I said.”

“Alright. Super. It’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.” She started out of the room but not before I saw her break into tears.

I turned to the wall of windows and stood facing the fog.

DORCAS HAD shoulder-length ash blonde hair that she wore pulled up in a loose bun on top of her head, making her look ten years younger than her forty-something years. She had a wide-eyed friendly appearance. I imagined she was good at her job and made the guests staying in the Up at Dawn feel welcome. She had that kind of personality.

But she talked almost non-stop. I couldn’t tell if it was nerves and it’d wear off or if she was always like that. I tried to picture her as my mom’s best friend and I couldn’t. Gemma was the quiet type. She was a translator and my dad was a chemistry teacher in a private school. Neither of them were big talkers. It was funny, because up until last November, I was more like Dorcas—outgoing and talkative.

I heard her in the kitchen, banging pots and rattling cutlery, warming up the pasta for me. Conscience-stricken, I opened the door thinking I’d offer my help. She could’ve been lounging in front of the TV with Herold, or whatever they do for relaxation in the evening, not waiting on me. Before I could say anything, I heard Dorcas venting to Herold.

“I don’t know what to do. I feel so helpless. She’s not how I thought she’d be. Robert thought sending her here would help, but I don’t know. Wren has got a wall around her.”

“Is she taking any medication we should know about?”

“She won’t, and apparently it’s her legal right to refuse. The doctor said that as long as she’s not a danger to herself, it’s her call. Robert said she’s not clinically depressed. No one can say what’s wrong with her. He’s at his wit’s end. I thought she’d be over it by now or—I don’t know. Was this a mistake?”

“She seems okay to me. Why did he have her locked up?”

Dorcas lowered her voice. “It started after the funeral. First there were nightmares and insomnia and then she became afraid to leave the house. She got agitated when her friends came to visit her, so those had to be stopped. No chance of going back to school. Fortunately, her grades were good. Robert thought she just needed time. One day he came home from work early and found her in the bathroom. She was trying to stick a shard of glass in her neck.”

“Sweet mother of God.”

“It wasn’t a suicide attempt.” Dorcas’s voice became animated. “I could almost understand it if it were. No, it was a sick experiment. Wren was trying to understand how Gemma could keep talking with a shard of glass in her throat. She said she was trying not to be afraid.”

Herold’s voice dropped. “The kid suffered a trauma, Dorrie. Her mother tried to kill them both. She drove off a cliff deliberately with Wren in the car. That would mess anyone up.”

My heart slammed in my chest.

“Wren doesn’t know about that. Robert thought it was best to tell her it was a stroke and I agreed. So it’s not that. Wren used to be the stable one, optimistic, wanted to change the world—she didn’t wallow. This girl—? This girl isn’t Wren.” Dorcas’s voice broke.

“Don’t get worked up now. She’ll hear you.”

“I could kill Robert for this. Gemma was in trouble and he had his nose in his research too much to notice. She told me once that she saw things normal people didn’t.”

“What sort of things?”

“Honestly, I wish I knew. I tried, but I couldn’t understand her. She was susceptible to the occult, tarot cards—that sort of thing. She said evil was near at hand and she didn’t have the courage to fight what was coming. I thought all she needed was a vacation. I invited her to come here.”

Dorcas started crying again, the kind of broken-hearted sobbing I’d been hearing a lot since last November.

“Wren looks so much like her,” she snuffled. “God, I miss her. Gemma and Robert were my oldest friends. Shoot, this is breaking my heart. I can’t believe this is real.”

Dorcas was only half-right about me. I was trying to come around—it just wasn’t working. My name should be Wren Used to Be. Used to be optimistic. Used to be popular. Used to be fun.

My appetite was gone. I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at my reflection in the window glass. When I was in Beechbrook, there was one thing we all had in common and that was to get out. I was beginning to wonder if that was ever going to happen.

The fog was so thick outside it was like being inside a cloud. They say fog swirls but this stuff wasn’t moving. It was glued to the glass. The boy from the highway would be walking home in this. Absently, I stroked the skin on my hand where he’d touched it expecting to find a burn or a mark of some kind, but there was nothing.

The suitcase that was like a space capsule, hunkered against the wall as if waiting for me to take it home. Fat chance of that.

Fog clouded the windows. I stared at the girl staring back at me and debated taking a sleeping pill. If I didn’t take the pill I had nightmares, so I always took the pill. But Dorcas would be in soon to tell me dinner was ready and after the fuss I made about being starved, it would irritate the hell out her to find me asleep.

My father, the doctors and Dorcas had lied to me. Looked me right in my face and lied. 

The accident wasn’t an accident. 

My mother was trying to kill us both.

I didn’t bother unpacking my pajamas. I didn’t bother brushing my teeth or washing my face. I swallowed the sleeping pill dry and crawled into bed.


3: Encounter


I FORGOT TO pull the curtains before I went to bed. The five a.m. sunrise woke me right on cue, cutting through the narcotic of the sleeping pill. If it were up to me I’d sleep the whole summer away but since that wasn’t an option, I swung my feet to the floor and dragged myself to an upright position.

The fog had dissipated overnight and the rising sun was peeling back a stunning day. The sun peeked over the edge of the world creating a thin clear necklace on the horizon.

The ocean was inescapable, dark in places and flat with light in others. It was hard to stop watching the play of light and the shades of white and incredible blues but I had to tear myself away. Noises were coming from the kitchen. Dorcas was already up and around, beginning the breakfast prep for her guests.

I waffled between offering my help and crawling back under the covers. The idea of facing her after last night made me cringe. Besides, my hair and mouth were grungy. I’d fallen asleep in yesterday’s clothes. The first thing to go in the war on mental health is personal hygiene.

I snapped open the buckles on the monster suitcase, moving very quietly so Dorcas wouldn’t know I was awake. With my arms full of tee-shirts, I tugged on the antique dresser drawer. The thing wouldn’t budge. I pulled harder, finally managing to wrestle it open but only after making a huge racket.

There was a light tap on my door.

“Wren? Are you awake? Would you like a cup of coffee? I should warn you, those dresser drawers are a bear to open. Let me know if you need any help unpacking.”

I ground my teeth. “Thanks, I’m good. I’m just getting in the shower.”

“Super. Join us whenever you’re ready. After breakfast I’ll drive you to the library and introduce you to Agnis. She said she’ll be there at nine. I called her last night after you fell asleep. It’ll give me a chance to show you around town.” There was a pause.“What do you think? Does that sound like a plan?”

A shiver of dread. “Sure. That sounds great.”

Guests were arriving in the breakfast room. I could hear Dorcas greeting them with offers of coffee or tea in a bright energetic voice. I grabbed my toiletries bag and went to the bathroom. I had the place to myself but I shut the door and locked it anyway.

The old person’s walk-in tub took me a minute or two to figure out. It had a built-in seat, a chrome bar and plenty of space for shampoos and bath supplies. Showering didn’t take long, even after using all the products Aunt Leslie had packed for me.

I turned off the water and spent a couple of seconds shivering while I figured out how to get out of the tub. Mission accomplished, I grabbed a couple of thick fluffy towels off the shelf, one to dry off and the other to wrap around me.

My hair was short. I probably didn’t have to blow-dry it, but I did anyway to drag out the time I had to myself. Besides, if I didn’t, it’d stick up at odd angles like a bad Pixie cut. My hair used to be waist-length; I chopped it off before my father’s wedding. Robert freaked out when he saw it. He thought I was cracking up again when all I wanted was short hair and I didn’t want to talk about it or analyze what it meant. It was only hair.

My bangs spliced across my forehead in a black line. I had dark hair like my mother’s. Gemma had dark hair, pale skin and green eyes. I had her coloring.

My mind flicked away from her. I was afraid the blurred, frayed edges of my last day with her would get sharper and take me in the wrong direction of where I wanted to be. Just because she went crazy didn’t mean I had to. I wanted to be what I used to be. I wanted my life back.

I found a nice pair of jeans at the bottom of the suitcase, ones with no rips or other disfigurements, and I pulled on a white shirt with a collar and buttons down the front.

I checked my reflection for the last time.

This could work. There was no reason to think this wouldn’t work. I could do this.

I sucked a deep breath and came out of my room.

THE ISLAND HAD two personalities. Rich and cultivated (the town and sandy beaches) and wild and poor (the jagged coast and fishing trawlers). The Up at Dawn straddled the line. The house had been built a hundred years ago on the wild Atlantic side by a banker as his summer residence. Dorcas speculated that he wanted to avoid the hubbub of the channel with its regular ferry crossings and island cottages built close together.

My godmother drove slowly through the town of Eastland, pointing out various landmarks and places to shop. The architecture was forcefully quaint. Not exactly the maw of death I was promised by the stranger on the ferry. We passed white picket fences, Cape Cod houses painted in blues, greens and yellows. Hand-carved wooden signs hung outside small boutique stores and businesses. Dorcas talked non-stop as we swung up island to Eastland Central Academy. Built in 1915, the brick three-storey building housed the local library and my future school if I didn’t keep it together.

“As long as you respect your limitations—I understand it would be too much to be a tour guide for instance,” Dorcas was saying. “I was totally off-base suggesting that, but getting involved in activities will give you a sense of purpose. It’ll make a huge difference.” She paused to inhale. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, Wren. You were your mother’s rock. I know Gemma depended on you, maybe too much—well, they both did—and we all agreed you coped brilliantly with the funeral arrangements. But when it was over, you lost your bearings—your reason for being here. Does that make sense?”

I heard most of what she said and nodded at the right moment. They told me the same thing at Beechbrook. I chewed a scrap of fingernail that had survived yesterday’s attack.


“Volunteering at the library should take of that,” I said without conviction. I was nervous about doing anything, but it was this or Dorcas would be on my case. The New Yorker in her was coming out after last night’s defeat. She had rolled up her sleeves. I was a project.


It turned out Eastland Central was a community hub of sorts—not the isolation I was hoping for. A group of teenagers were shooting hoops at the far end of the parking lot when we pulled in. Dorcas shook my arm excitedly.

“Here’s your chance to meet some kids your own age. Look—Jamie Harnett’s with them. You’ve already met him. He can introduce you around. That’s him over there.”

There were six of them altogether, four boys and two girls. Thankfully, they were immersed in the game and didn’t stop playing when we got out of the car. I didn’t know a lot about basketball but I’d watched enough of it at school to recognize skill when I saw it. Jamie’s instincts were uncanny. He darted past his opponents to receive and make the basket without even looking. At first I thought I was imagining it so I paid closer attention and he did it again. He used his position and calibrated the strength of the throw to make the shot. Vision was just a bonus. It all happened in a split second.

And there was something else I noticed. Jamie was holding back. He was deliberately restraining his play, passing the ball more often than he needed to and allowing himself to be blocked when he was clearly agile enough to duck around his opponents. And most noticeable of all—he slowed his running speed down the court.

A tall gangly guy stuck up his arm and ended the play. “That’s twenty-one. Team Morgan wins for the second time,” he crowed. “Or is it the third? I’ve lost track.”

The group broke up to grab water and sweatshirts. I was beginning to think we were going to escape notice when a second boy, larger than the others, waved at Dorcas. “Hey, Mrs. Stephenson. Is the sheriff taking the boat out today?”

“Yes, he is, Owen. A few of the guests want to get up close to the birds’ nests in Capsize Cove. He could use some help. Are you interested?”

The boy who was called Owen jogged over. He had the build of a football player, a beaming face, dark red hair and tons of freckles. He acknowledged me with a glance but was too bashful to say hello. “I’m working for my dad for a couple of hours and then I’ll be over if that suits.”

A girl detached from the group and glided over shyly. She had the same coloring and features as Owen. “This is my sister Jeannie,” he said, then reddened and clammed up. His sister wasn’t much braver.

“This is Wren Caldwell, my goddaughter. She’s visiting for the summer from Chicago. She arrived last night. We were just about to check out the library.” Dorcas looked at me like I was supposed to do something.


“Hi,” I said, and then literally couldn’t think of another word. Pathetic. I used to be on the welcoming committee at my old school. Talking to new people was my thing.


“Hi.” Jeannie blushed and signaled to her friend. “This is Kayla.”

With the ice broken, I was soon surrounded. The other two boys jogged over behind Kayla and introduced themselves. The gangly one was Devin Morgan and the other boy was his brother, Seamus. Jamie hung back. I met his eyes across the parking lot but he didn’t acknowledge me.

“So this is the new girl from Chicago.” Devin wore a big easy grin on his face. “Hey there, Chicago—how do you like Eastland so far?”

I scanned the ocean-locked landscape. “I’m still working on that. It’s … quaint.”

“And here you are hitting the library your first day out. The rest of the island will be a total come down after that.” Devin shook his head with mock regret.

I flashed him a smile, hoping he’d forgive me for insulting where they lived. “I’m here to volunteer. I have to put in the hours. It’s a core requirement at my school.”

They all started talking at once. Kayla Gregoire was the youngest at fourteen; the rest of them were sixteen and seventeen. They all went to Eastland Central Academy except for Devin who had already graduated. Seamus Morgan wore glasses and wanted to be a marine biologist. Owen Dougherty wanted to be a mechanic and Jeannie Dougherty was going to university after graduation but she hadn’t picked her major yet.

No one seemed to notice that Jamie hadn’t joined the group. My eyes kept going to him. He scooped up a sweatshirt that was emblazoned with the logo of the Hawks and pulled it on.

I turned to Dorcas. “I can take it from here if you want to get back to the B&B.”

“Are you sure?” Her tone was anxious but her eyes were grateful. “Oh shoot. How will you get home? I suppose you could text me when you’re finished and I’ll come pick you up.”

“Actually, I’d rather walk back if that’s okay. It’ll give me a chance to explore the island.”

I mentally willed Dorcas to get in the SUV and drive away without further discussion. My thought control must’ve worked because she turned back to the car.

“Okay. Well, if you’re sure, I’ll see you at home then. Let me know if you’ll be late.”

Jamie’s eyes flicked in my direction as Dorcas drove off. He nodded slightly. “Hey there. The girl with the water bottle. I didn’t get a good look at you last night.”

As Jamie sauntered toward me, Devin, Kayla and the others drifted back to the game.


“Yep, that’s me. Water bottle girl.” My neck was hot. “Well, hi. Again.” I was irritated with him for pretending he didn’t know me and with myself for caring. “So did you get gas?”


“Yeah, that truck there is mine.” He indicated an older model brown pick-up. “I caught a lift on the highway early this morning.”

“Oh good. Glad it all worked out. Dorcas was worried,” I added lamely.

Jamie tugged on his bangs and looked down at his feet. “About that ... I didn’t get a chance to thank you. You’re more perceptive than most people. You probably saved my life.”

His voice was languid and low but I could hear him easily.

“I gave you a bottle of water. No big deal. But you’re welcome.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

I wanted to look away but I couldn’t. His stare mesmerized me. I could see why Dorcas raved about him. I bet they all sang his praises here. And it wasn’t just his looks, although I was sort of paralyzed by them.

He was naturally blonde from the sun with longish hair that was slightly damp from the game. It curled at the nape of his neck and around his ears. Woven through the darker honey strips were golden strands that glinted when they caught the light.

His eyes were dark blue with green and gold flecks like sea glass. Shining, brilliant irises circled by a black ring. Deep set eyes that fixed intently on a person. Jamie Harnett was magnetic, alive with a power that couldn’t be real.

“You wanted to get out at Hasten Cove and Dorcas can be … um … forceful. I get it,” I said diplomatically. “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.”

A change came over him. He tilted his head and furrowed his brow like he was trying to figure me out. “What’s that supposed to mean?” His voice dropped an octave.


I snapped out of my reverie. My stomach flipped and the hairs on the back of my neck prickled. What did I say? “It was a joke.”


Seamus bellowed, breaking into our tense exchange. “Harnett, you’re up! This is revenge we’re after having, son.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose.

Jamie shook his head and stepped backward, one sneakered foot intuitively landing behind the other with the natural grace of an athlete. “Not me. Some of us have to work for a living.” His glittering eyes fixed on my face for what felt like eternity. “See you around, Wren.”

The back of my hand tingled. I looked down at the spot he had touched last night, astonished. A pleasant electric shock was buzzing through my skin cells. When the boy reached his truck, the sensation abruptly stopped.

Over the shouts and catcalls of Owen and Seamus, Kayla stepped in front of me, blocking my view. She had a pretty heart-shaped face and shining long brown hair. My eyes flicked compulsively over her shoulder to see Jamie climbing into his truck.

“I heard a rumor a new girl was registering at Eastland Central in the fall. Is that you?” Kayla crimsoned and flapped her hands. “I heard it from my mom. She probably got it wrong. She usually does.”

I was filled with quiet panic. Dorcas and my dad were obviously working behind the scenes to keep me here. “Whoever she is, she’s not me. I’m only here until the end of August while my dad is on his honeymoon. They’re out of the country or I’d be in Chicago right now.”

“Oh. That’s too bad,” she said vaguely. Jamie’s brown pick-up swerved out of the parking lot and Kayla followed it with her eyes.

Devin trotted over and slung his arm playfully over her shoulder. “Hey, Chicago, if you have nothing to do on Saturday, a few of us are having a beach party around three or four o’clock. Nothing special. Food, swimming, bonfire. Interested?”

Devin Morgan had the coolest hair of the guys—an afro taper fade that he must’ve got on the mainland. I doubted a town as small as Eastland had a barber qualified to cut a black man’s hair. Seamus had the same ebony eyes and hair color as his brother, only he wore a buzz cut and hip black-rimmed glasses that I doubted he knew were hip.

They were all so innocent. Even Owen was appealing in his teddy bear way. I stared at them with a kind of awe, amazed by how different they were from me. Like another species. At Beechbrook we were old before our time, aged by secrets we were afraid to give up. We were the lost and most of us wanted to stay that way.

I had nothing in common with these kids. If there was a dignified way of refusing the invitation, I’d take it. “Maybe,” I said slowly. “I have to check with Dorcas first. She might have something planned.”

“Sure, no problem. Good luck with the library. Agnis Nippard bites.”

Devin grinned and sauntered off, tailed by the others. They piled into a shiny red Jeep and drove off leaving behind an eerie silence. I felt like there should be some kind of noise... seagulls or wind or something. But the parking lot was as still as death.


4: Disturbance


I ENTERED THE library with trepidation, fighting the impulse to turn around and flee before anyone spotted me. Too late. A crackly voice barked in my direction from behind the counter.

“We do not open for another half hour. Go away.” An old woman was hunched over, sorting through a stack of books.

“I’m Wren Caldwell. Dorcas said she called about me volunteering for the summer? I have some volunteer experience but not with libraries. I’m willing to take a drug test if you need one.”

She lifted her head, interested. “Are you on drugs?”

“No.”

“Congratulations. You passed the drug test.”

Agnis Nippard was about eighty-years-old. She had spiky gray hair and sharp brown eyes that didn’t fix on me like I was about to steal something. I relaxed a little.
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