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Prologue
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Six Months Ago

The temptation to breathe was overwhelming, yet I knew if I gave in, it would be my end. I frantically searched the liquid blue depths for Max as my lungs burned. He was there, somewhere. He had to be—I felt him. 

“Max! I heard you call. I’m here.” 

Suddenly, the water was gone. There was darkness, a harsh light, and then that horrible sound— shovels of gritty, wet dirt falling into a deep, dark hole within the earth.

Although I knew better than to do it, I peeked into the abyss. I still felt Max out there somewhere— floating between this realm and the next. But there, in the center of the dark hole, lay an empty casket. The black-as-night soil cascaded over the polished wood shell, where a body should lay. The casket would remain empty as a symbol of my pain. 

This casket was meant to be Max’s final resting place. It was meant to cocoon my forever soul mate, the only man I’d ever loved. 

But as I gazed down, still more shovels of soil crashed across the space where his body should have been. The light he’d brought to the world had been extinguished forever. 

I felt the truth of what I’d always known: his body would never be found. 

Heather’s mind fought sleep paralysis. She ached to be with Max, floating like a spineless jellyfish through the waves. Max had been an oceanographer, a lover of those mad depths of curiosity and danger. Only in her dreams did Heather have such bravery. Her psyche was on an urgent quest to find him again. 

The dreams were Heather’s only relief. Even now, as she edged out of this one and into the harsh realm of the living, she fought to remain. It was the closest she ever got to her husband. She had no life of her own, not out there. 

But the external world had a mind of its own. Now, a metallic shriek pulsed. The sound penetrated her ears, sharp as needles.

Disoriented, she grunted. “Shut up!” With each stab of the alarm, she felt yanked away from her hungry search for her love. The sound ignored her cries, and she kicked the comforter in anger as her stomach lurched. The thick blanket trapped her legs, holding her in its tentacles but denying her the dream. Sweat billowed down her back and across her cheeks as the sound grew louder. In desperation, she rolled from the bed and landed on the hand-knotted Turkish rug with a thump. 

Where did the sound come from? Frustrated, Heather grabbed the black Maglite from her nightstand, her weapon of choice, and began stalking the piercing shrieks. From one room to the next, the sound bounced off the plaster walls as it hid from her, just as Max always did in her dreams. Finally, there it was— the culprit of that annoying sound that pulled her from her reverie—a smoke alarm with failing batteries. It was too high to reach, so she did what any sensible person would do. She swung the flashlight over her head and smashed the alien device. At least it was quiet in death.

Back in the bedroom, she flipped on the light switch and dragged her vanity chair against the tall wardrobe. She climbed atop the chair and placed a hand on the wardrobe knob for balance while she searched up top. When she gripped the small box, she let out a pleasured sigh. She then clambered back down, kicked aside the comforter, and slid down the side of the bed until she sat straight-legged on the rug. 

Max had always smoked Marlboro Reds. This was a box she’d found during the days after the accident out at sea when the ocean liner had exploded off the coast of Nova Scotia. It remained heavy: seventeen cigarettes still within the box of twenty. She wiped aside a tear with the sleeve of her sleepshirt, then slowly opened the lid of the box and held it to her nostrils. With closed eyes, Heather hesitantly drew in the tobacco scent. If she blanked her mind, just so, just for one second, she could still believe Max was there, lying next to her, a sheen coat of sweat making his tanned body slick after their lovemaking. Oh, how she’d worshipped those moments. Max, the triumphant male. Her powerful source of strength and knowledge and unconditional love.

Sometimes, when the pain was just too much, she would remove one of the cigarettes and put it between her lips. The bitter taste coated her tongue—just as it had when he’d kissed her. 

Sometimes, pain was a comfort when the alternative was a void. 

With cautious fingers, she slid the cigarette back into its casket and then put it back atop the wardrobe. If she were careful and kept them dry, perhaps their scent would hold her for the fifty years she and Max had planned to be each other’s soul mates. 

She could only wish.
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Chapter One
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BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. 

Heather Harvey Talbot’s alarm seemed to blare out from another realm. Slowly, her eyes peeled back as she inhaled sharply. Her skin was clammy and thick with sweat. She swung a wayward arm off to the right, grabbed her phone, and turned off her alarm as her psyche crawled back to reality. 

She’d had the dream again. It had always been the same dream since the accident, nearly a year before. A dream she couldn’t escape. 

She drew her knees up, placed her back against the bed frame, and splayed her hands over her face, which was just as damp as the rest of her body. Max’s funeral. Gosh. What had gotten into her? Why did her brain want to fight her so much?

She was endlessly disconcerted. What day was it? Maybe sometime in August or September? She wore flannel pajamas, and all the windows were latched shut, but something within her knew, intuitively, that it wasn’t yet winter. When winter hit Portland, Maine, it was an unforgettable frigid cold. 

Heather gripped her phone again and tapped the screen to brighten it. It was seven thirty in the morning. Her girls, Bella and Kristine, both lived in New York City and had apparently sent her a number of texts long after Heather had gone to bed. 

BELLA: Mom? Are you okay? We got your message... 

KRISTINE: Mom— do you need us to come home? Please, tell us if you need us. We’ll be there ASAP.

Heather couldn’t remember having dialed her daughters. She inspected her call history and found that, sure enough, she’d called them seven times— four times to Bella and three times to Kristine. She had then left a voicemail on Kristine’s phone. She had no memory of that. This frightened her but in a vague sense. 

Heather padded down to the kitchen through the gray light of the morning. The calendar on the wall read August, and someone— maybe her— had put large black X marks through all the dates until August 28th. It was a Tuesday, somehow, a rainy, gray, dismal Tuesday. 

It was never up to her when the dreams reared their ugly heads. She siphoned off the coffee grounds into the filter and propped it up in the coffee maker. In a moment, the maker began to perform its glug-glug action, and she placed her elbows on the counter and reread the messages from her daughters. 

She knew she needed to call them. Both were probably already awake; such was the magic of being twenty-two. You could go to bed at two in the morning and rise at six, ready to conquer a brand-new day. It had been a long time since Heather’s body had managed that. 

Before she could rally herself to call, Kristine’s face popped up on the screen. Heather’s eyes clamped shut with worry. 

Maybe it was finally time to tell them about her recurring nightmare— about the ocean and empty casket and her endless quest to find him. 

Since his body had never been found, they’d held a closed casket funeral as an attempt to find closure. That closure had never come for Heather.

Maybe dreaming was her mind’s way of rectifying a horrific situation. It was her mind’s way of mourning. But when she awoke in the silence of the morning, without Max by her side, she felt on the verge of a nervous breakdown. She knew she had to hold it together, if not for herself, then for her daughters.

“Hi, honey.” She was proud of how bright and cheery she sounded. 

“Mom?” Kristine’s voice wavered. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m just fine,” Heather affirmed. She turned, gripped the coffee pot, and poured herself a heaping cup, which resulted in droplets of coffee across the counter. Why couldn’t she control herself? 

“You called Bella and me so many times last night,” Kristine returned. “And that voicemail...”

Heather winced. There was no way to know what she had said. She glanced toward the far window. Its view out across Casco Bay looked gray and foreboding in the early, somber light. Alongside the window sat a glass of half-drunk wine, along with a near-empty bottle. Clearly, Heather had really gone for it, lonely-widow-style. And she had wanted her daughters along for the ride, as well.

“You said something about going to Bar Harbor of all places,” Kristine demanded now. “Renting out the house in Portland and going back to those people you always said never mattered to us?” 

Right. There it was: a stab of memory. 

Just yesterday, she had told one of her older sisters, Nicole, that she would come to stay with her in Bar Harbor for a while. It had been a surprise Nicole was there at all, especially after their promise to never contact the Keating family. 

But the way Nicole had described Bar Harbor? It had beckoned to her. It had felt like a respite from the endless loneliness, which had begun to feel like a dark cloud over everything else. The weight of it had grown too powerful. And wine? Well. It had been her only solace for too long. 

Max had been gone for over a year. It was time to stop digging herself into this reckless hole of sorrow. The term for it wasn’t “move on,” because how could she ever move on without him? Max was the love of her life. His disappearance into the dark depths of the ocean had ripped her in two. She would spend the rest of her days a shell of her previous self. 

“I told your aunt Nicole I would come see her for a while,” Heather finally rasped. “You know, she’s been through so much.” This was true, in a way, but also not. 

“Hmm.” Kristine sounded doubtful. Both daughters were entirely too smart for their own good. They could see through anything. “I just don’t understand any of this. Why did Aunt Nicole go back to Bar Harbor, anyway?”

Heather was silent for a moment. She was too numb to be angry with Nicole the way her older sister, Casey, was. She was fiery with animosity. 

“I can’t explain it, Kristine,” Heather finally told her. “But Nicole probably needed a break after her divorce. And Uncle Joseph just died in Bar Harbor, and well...” 

“Yes. The Uncle Joe you never knew,” Kristine pointed out. 

Heather paused. Her teeth nibbled against her lower lip. There was still so much she didn’t understand about her sister’s trek to Bar Harbor— stuff she’d only grasp upon her arrival. 

“I just need to get out of here, Kristine,” Heather breathed finally. “I can’t be in this house with all its memories. Not right now. I have nightmares almost every night.” 

Kristine was quiet for a long time. In the background, her speakers blared the radio. 

“Bella and I can really come home if you want us to, Mom,” Kristine finally offered. “Or we’ve talked about moving you here to the city. It’s not like you can’t afford it.”

Heather had been to the city to visit her daughters several times, but only once since Max’s disappearance. The chaos of the city, the rush of the pedestrians, the smells and the sounds— it all had overwhelmed Heather to such a degree that she’d had an anxiety attack and spent much of the afternoon strewn across Bella’s bed. They’d canceled their dinner reservations and ordered food in, which Heather had hardly touched. By then, she had lost a good twenty pounds since Max’s accident, whittling herself away to nearly nothing. 

Since then, she had put some weight back on and settled into some sort of schedule for herself. But she hadn’t made it back to the city; instead, she’d paid for her daughters to fly back every few months, picked them up from the airport, and tried her best to perform all the duties of a mentally healthy mother, even as their father remained lost at sea. 

“I just wish we could help you,” Kristine said somberly. “But our jobs are here and...”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve already packed up everything I’m taking with me. Heading over to your aunt Casey’s this morning for breakfast, and then I’ll be on my way.”

“I’m sure Aunt Casey has a few things to say about this trip,” Kristine said doubtfully.

Heather chuckled. It was true that her eldest sister, Casey, was never one to mince words. 

“I’m sorry to worry you,” Heather offered. “I have to run. But I’ll call you when I get to Bar Harbor. Okay?”

Kristine grumbled. “Fine, I’m off to work, but Mom?” 

Heather’s heart pattered wildly. “What is it, honey?”

“I love you. Bella does, too.” She paused for a moment and then added, “That voicemail really scared us. Please, just keep us in the loop. We can be there in a heartbeat if you’ll just ask us to be.”

When Kristine and Heather hung up, Heather took a sip of her coffee and watched as the clouds continued to roll over Portland, formidable, a constant reminder that summer was now on its way out to soon be replaced with dark autumn days and sinister winters. She hardly remembered the previous winter. She had spent most of it curled up in a ball, hiding from calls from her editor and publisher, praying for some kind of miracle. Perhaps time would bring Max back to her, she’d thought. Perhaps if she just waited it out.

But Max wasn’t coming back. Who was she kidding? There was no hope. 

And she couldn’t remain in this house any longer. She would go insane if she did. Her nightmares were proof that she was halfway there already. 
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Chapter Two
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“It’s idiotic, is what it is.” Casey’s bright red robe whipped out on either side of her as she stormed through the kitchen. She looked like a regal queen; her chin lifted and her eyes violent with rage. “She kept it from us that she went there, and now? Now she’s all ‘woe is me, I have to run the whole restaurant and inn by myself.’ Jesus, Heather. We made a pact, didn’t we? Never to involve ourselves with that side of the family!” 

Casey glared down at Heather, who sat at her kitchen island with her legs dangling down from the stool. She had hardly touched her eggs and sausage and biscuit and had spent the majority of Casey’s rant moving little pieces of egg around her plate. 

“Speak of the devil.” Casey stabbed her phone and called out, “Nicole? You’re on speaker. I have Heather here, and we both think you’ve lost your mind.”

Heather cleared her throat. “For the record, I think we’re all a little nuts.”

Casey rolled her eyes as Nicole interjected.

“Casey, as usual, you’ve totally blown everything out of proportion,” Nicole tried to stand her ground. “I think there’s a lot to uncover about this place—a lot to discover. This restaurant, this inn— I mean, the location is spectacular. Now that Uncle Joe is...” She trailed off. 

“He died, Nicole. You can say it,” Casey shot out as her nostrils flared. “We don’t have to mince words.”

Nicole had been guarded about her time in Bar Harbor thus far. Heather had a strange hunch that she and Uncle Joe had become close during his last months of life. Probably, due to their past, she was a bit hesitant to tell her other sisters this. 

“Well, anyway. The restaurant and inn belong to us,” Nicole affirmed. “And you’d be silly not to see it, Case.”

Casey arched an eyebrow toward Heather. In a low tone, she replied, “You know I’m here for you if you need anything. You don’t have to go to Bar Harbor on some kind of quest to find yourself.”

“You know I can hear you, right?” Nicole blared on the other end.

Heather’s cheeks burned. Again, she slid a bit of egg off to the right. “It’s not about you, Casey. It’s not even about Uncle Joe. I’m just curious about— about our past, about our father. I can’t explain why.”

This annoyed Casey all the more. “You know he left us. And then he committed suicide. I mean, the guy has been gone for decades. Why now, Heather?” 

Heather shrugged and took a sip of her coffee. How could she explain to Casey that her insides felt so hollowed out? She was willing to put anything in there, fill herself with facts and stories, so as not to fixate on the true horror of her life: that her husband, along with many of his crew, had died at sea. 

“I just don’t know why you’re not the least bit curious,” Nicole shot over the speaker. “I mean, Uncle Joe and Dad left this beautiful place and the grounds to us— me and you two and our cousin, Uncle Joe’s daughter, Brittany. Brittany wants nothing to do with any of it, mind you, so it’s all ours once her share is paid in full.” 

“Oh, great. A whole third of a property I don’t want,” Casey grumbled. 

“You’re ridiculous. You know that?” Nicole chided. 

Heather sniffed as the normal chorus of Nicole and Casey’s fight spun through her ears. They were a bit older than she was and a bit more similar, which allowed them to pick and prod each other until the other one snapped. Really, their stubbornness was their most powerful trait. 

“Come on, Nicole. Tell us. Did you get all chummy with Uncle Joe? Did you discover family secrets that should make us run off and make peace with these people again?” Casey demanded. “Because it seems to me that everything you’ve done so far goes against the world we built here together in Portland. And I don’t know what to make of it. It feels like you turned your back on us. And what are Heather and me to you, huh? We’re your real family. It’s us three against the world. You should know that.”

Nicole was quiet for a long time as Heather’s mind spun with worry. Finally, she stood so that her stool creaked beneath her. 

“You haven’t even touched your breakfast,” Casey pointed out.

“Casey, please. I’m going to experience this place whether you like it or not. Nobody is going to force you to go,” Heather said softly.

Casey’s eyes dropped to the floor. Heather could practically feel the guilt upon both Casey’s and Nicole’s shoulders. Neither had known what to do in the wake of Max’s death.

“Okay. Sure. But don’t come running to me when they disappoint you,” Casey muttered as she closed her robe again and headed down the hallway, leaving Nicole still on speaker and Heather with her breakfast. 

“Heather? You still there?” Nicole finally asked.

“Sure am.”

“You’re headed here today, right?”

“Yes, you can expect me,” Heather affirmed. “I’ll give you a call when I’m close. I can’t wait to get out of Portland, Nic. It feels like my head is about to explode.”

“I’ll see you soon, sis. You’re going to love it here.”

** 
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THE DRIVE FROM PORTLAND to Bar Harbor took approximately two hours and forty-five minutes. The gray smog of the early morning filtered into the midafternoon as Heather snaked her little Prius up along I-295, north through Augusta, before dropping down into Mount Desert Island, where Bar Harbor was located on the easternmost side along Frenchman Bay. 

Heather hadn’t been to Bar Harbor more than a handful of times in her life, and always, she was a bit taken aback by the beauty of the place. Brightly colored buildings bunched up against a gorgeous harbor while wild green mountains swept upward into the Acadia National Park. Up above, Cadillac Mountain towered, with glorious views of Bar Harbor, the Cranberry Islands, and the Porcupine Islands from the many trails that snaked through every which way. 

When she and Max had come here during the early era of their relationship, Max had taken her on a wild expedition through the woods. It had been the time before Heather had sold her first book, before Max had become a full-fledged oceanographer, and before the twins had been born. They had stood at the crest of Cadillac Mountain and gazed out at the immensity of the ocean and the glowing lines of sandy beaches, the last line of defense before the thick darkness of Frenchman Bay. At that moment, something about the ocean had frightened Heather. She’d gripped Max’s hand hard and breathed, “What is it about the ocean? Why do you have to be so involved in it? Can’t you just enjoy it from here?” 

Max had held her hand with firm, powerful fingers. He’d known better than to belittle her fears. “It’s silly, isn’t it? But I thrive in these adventurous settings. I know I can only be a good husband, and someday, I hope, a good father if I listen to all these other parts of myself— my adventurous spirit, my hope to find the unknown. And Heather, I hope you, too, listen to your inner instincts. I hope you finally write the books you’ve tossed around in your head for ages. I hope you don’t have any kind of fear because, you know, I’m always here for you.” He had splayed his hand across her cheek and stepped closer to her so that his breath was hot on her lips. How he’d challenged her! How marvelous it was to be seen, truly seen, so far above the shimmering ocean and the quaint little town below. 

It had been them against the entire world. 

But now, Heather drove her car through the outskirts of Bar Harbor, then stopped at a gas station to do another map check on her phone. The restaurant and inn were located along the water, south of town, not far from where the mountains burst into the sky above and quite close to Thunder Hole and Sand Beach. Heather had a small laugh about a beach called Sand Beach; was Water Beach taken? 

Heather turned on her GPS and drove the rest of the way to the inn as an annoying British woman spat directions to her, taking her down Park Loop Road toward the Keating Inn and Acadia Eatery— a large beautiful colonial white mansion with a wraparound porch, beautiful glowing windows with black shutters that seemed to fight the dismal nature of the gray day, four stories, including a pointed attic space, which Nicole had said held a little unique library, where guests often sat to read and gaze out the window at Frenchman Bay just beyond. According to the website, which Heather had read over and over again as she’d made the decision to come, the Keating Inn and Acadia Eatery was a luxury hotel space, positioned on four gorgeous acres along the coast, with a near-perfect view of the sunrise, top-rated mattresses and appliances, and the kind of cuisine that made New England famous, with beautiful clam chowders, lobster, freshly-caught seafood from a local vendor, and to-die-for desserts. Just from the description alone, Heather’s heart ached to go to the little hotel. 

But now that she parked in the small lot alongside it, her spine quivered with apprehension. It was true what Casey said: they’d promised each other they would stay away from this side of the family. Their father had abandoned them, and in their eyes, the link to this family had faded at that moment. They hadn’t needed it all this time. What had changed?

Well, that was easy. Everything had changed the minute Max had jumped onto that boat, never to be seen again. Heather now felt like a plane without a pilot, tossing herself into the turbulence of whatever happened next. 

Just before she leaped out of the car, she sifted through her purse to find the little envelope in which she’d placed Max’s leftover Marlboro Reds. She fought the urge to bring them to her nose. She couldn’t give into their allure every time she felt off-kilter. Still, she hadn’t been able to leave them at home on the wardrobe, not with another family staying there over the next few weeks. She had to have Max close by. 

She stood in the slight spit of rain alongside her car. Although the drive hadn’t been long, she’d again forgotten to feed herself, and her knees clacked together. Above her, the Keating Inn towered. Its windows made her think of large eyes gazing out of a big head, and it seemed to watch her as she peered right back at it. An older couple, both with white hair and in dark green raincoats, walked along the edge of the porch and then gripped the railing. Toward the far end of the porch, a young boy lifted a soccer ball into the air and then cast it out toward the back of the garden. On the third floor, a light bulb flickered, then went out. Heather had the sense that a million little lives passed through this Keating Inn, and it was a haven for countless conversations and whispered secrets. 

Perhaps here, in a space her father had once owned, in a world her father had once loved, she would find a piece of herself. Perhaps here, she would find a way to heal. 

Or then again, she might only find a direct reflection of her own depression. After all, her father had taken his own life. Heather had never considered this route. She loved her daughters too much to ever abandon them like that. Still, she knew the darkness that existed in the early morning when she awoke and marveled that she had to keep going, even when it seemed unlikely she would find anything to live for. 

“Is that my baby sister?” Nicole appeared on the wraparound porch in a beautiful trench coat, which fluttered out on either side of her oval frame. Her brunette hair was thick, lush, and vibrant, and her smile was bright and just as inviting as ever. It occurred to Heather that Nicole should have been involved in hospitality all this time, rather than working in marketing, as she had for years. Her presence was something you craved. 

Nicole took the steps one at a time, gripping the railing with a bright white hand as she made her way toward the parking lot. When she reached Heather, she flung her arms around her and placed her chin on Heather’s shoulder. 

“I’ve missed you so much,” Nicole breathed. 

Heather had felt such a distance between herself and every single other person in her life. She had felt like a nuisance to her daughters, and she’d felt like a fool in Casey’s kitchen, trying to explain why she wanted to go away. But here, in Nicole’s arms, she suddenly felt safe, alive, and wanted. When their hug broke, she blinked back tears and nodded toward the inn above. 

“I can’t believe we own this place,” she breathed. “It’s magical in every way possible.”

Nicole clapped her hands together and lifted on her toes. “So glad to hear you say that. I was worried Casey would taint your vision of this place.”

Heather opened the trunk of her car and pulled out her suitcase. Nicole took it without question and beckoned Heather to follow her up the staircase onto the porch. Heather’s tongue felt numb, and her thoughts receded into the back of her mind. Their only task was to take the ten steps up to the porch, where Nicole finally dropped the suitcase near the door and waved toward a woman at the front desk. 

“This is Jackie,” Nicole explained as she allowed herself a final gasp post-staircase. “She’s worked here forever.”

Jackie was a redhead with a big gap between her front teeth. She might have been around fifty-five years old, ten years Heather’s senior, but she had a girlish presence to her that made Heather smile. She yanked open the door and whispered, “Gosh, I just don’t even know what to say. I am so sorry for your loss, Heather.”

Right. Uncle Joseph. One of the reasons she’d come was to attend the funeral. 

Jackie flung her arms around her, and Heather allowed herself, yet again, to be hugged. When the hug broke, Heather nodded and said, “It’s really a sad thing.” She wondered if Jackie believed her at all. 

“Well, Nicole says she has a room all ready for you at the Keating House on the edge of the property,” she told Heather. “It has a beautiful view of the bay.” Jackie then gestured for one of the bellboys to take Heather’s suitcase. 
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