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Part One



Summer, 2015





Chapter One



Vee


The ferry goes from the mainland to Unity Island and back three times a day in summer and twice in winter. To reserve your spot from the mainland or the island during high season, you have to call the night before. These facts are so well known to the residents of Unity Island that they have the ferry number programmed into their phones next to the numbers of their family and friends, and every summer evening at seven, islanders instinctively glance at the clock and think ‘Do I need to go inland tomorrow?’ knowing if they don’t book a place they could miss their dentist appointment, their job interview, their back-to-school shopping, their aunt’s birthday, their best friend’s funeral. During peak season, impetuous visitors or ignorant summer people who wander up to the grey-shingled ticket office on the mainland, credit card ready, to book a place for a day trip often find themselves watching the ferry disappear without them.


There’s no website for the Unity Island Ferry Company, which has been run by the Lunt family for generations, since back when it was a single fishing boat pressed into double duty. There’s a sign outlining the rules, but it’s long-winded and bleary with salt and almost nobody reads it, and the result every weekend from June to October is a few milling New Yorkers, Canadians, people from Augusta or Bangor or other inland places, pacing the waterfront, squinting at the island in the distance, readjusting their plans.


People who live on Unity Island know that plans aren’t adjustable. You make a decision and live with the consequences.


Mike had booked the tickets the night before. He’d called while they were waiting for their chowder in the restaurant in Rockland, because Vee had told him to. ‘By phone?’ he’d said, incredulous. ‘Not online?’


‘Yes,’ she’d replied, and told him the number by heart. ‘Do it now, before the appetisers turn up.’ Even now, all these years later and wherever she was, she still caught herself checking the clock at seven, unprompted by anything but instinct, a pull in her belly.


Vee sat on her suitcase behind the ticket office. She had a cast on her left arm and she held her phone in her right hand. The only place she could get signal was here at the edge of the parking lot, which was basically a field. The smell of diesel and seawater, the sound of gulls and New York accents and engines, brought her back so many years that she could almost taste the pink peppermint lip gloss she used to wear, the Wrigley’s gum she used to chew to mask the scent of cigarettes. She didn’t want to read any of her emails, but deleting spam was a distraction from the memories of the last time she’d been on this shore, passing through in the other direction, carrying whatever she could pack. Then, she’d had no intention of ever returning.


Now here she was.


‘Do you think it will be safe here?’ Mike said, joining her.


‘Yeah there are hardly ever any ferry accidents,’ she said, not taking her eyes from the screen. ‘Not since the seventies.’


‘I meant the car. It’s so open. There’s no CCTV cameras, and it’s not even paved.’


‘It’ll be fine.’


‘For two weeks?’


She looked up at this, but not at her husband. Instead, she gazed at the parked cars in the field. When they were young, Sterling’s dad used to take the two of them across some afternoons in the early season just to wander through the cars parked in the ferry lot. Row upon row of Cadillacs, Mustangs, Porsches. Mercedes, BMWs, Audis. All of them glossy, free of dings and dents. Even their tyres were spotless, as if the roads between Maine and New York were clean as a carpet. Tom Ames always took them to the summer people’s cars first, showing them off as if he personally had brought them here. Their licence plates were from New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Québec; as far away as South Carolina or even Texas. But for Sterling and Vee, the islander’s cars were almost as exotic, even though they were four-wheel-drive trucks, battered sedans, wood-sided station wagons, all with mud flaps and salt spatter and rust, veterans of Maine seawater and snow. They were things from another world.


There were no cars on Unity Island, only two or three trucks that stayed there full-time, running the same ruts in the road. When Sterling and Vee got old enough to learn how to drive, they took lessons on the mainland after school in Mr Grenier’s green Buick.


Vee shook her head. God. Was it going to be this way all the time while they were here: ambushed by memories?


‘They don’t even have a fence,’ Mike was saying. He jingled his keys in his pocket. Distantly, their Audi beeped its recognition. ‘I could hotwire one of them right now and drive away with it.’


‘Nobody steals the summer people’s cars,’ Vee told him. ‘Some kids might take one of the trucks for a joy ride, but not the summer cars. It would be an incredibly stupid thing to do. Everyone here depends on the summer people. They depend on us,’ she added, because she could say that now.


Mike wore a white linen shirt, with the sleeves rolled up. Artfully distressed jeans, white Adidas with no socks, sunglasses, thick gold wedding band, Omega watch. Vee had a matching watch, ladies’ model. He’d given it to her for her birthday, because she’d complimented his when he bought it for himself. She already had a perfectly good Seiko that she preferred, but Mike liked to see people enjoying his gifts, so she wore the Omega.


Looking at him, the picture of easy privilege, the sort of person who parked his car with all of the other expensive cars in the field, she thought: Maybe this will be okay. Maybe she was enough like him now, that she could just enjoy his gift.


‘It’s like a different world,’ Mike said cheerfully, sinking down on his haunches beside her. ‘It’s harder to take this ferry than to take a plane.’


‘You don’t have to take your shoes off and empty your water bottle to get on the ferry.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘There’s no safety video. Or little packets of pretzels. Or seat belts.’


‘But you have to carry your own bags.’


‘Actually,’ she said, ‘maybe not. As kids we used to pick up some extra cash in tips by meeting the ferry and carrying the bags up the dock. Some of those bags were twice as big as I was.’


‘They’re still twice as big as you.’


‘You mean twice as big as you, shortarse.’ It was a well-worn sliver of banter between them, as automatic as checking the clock at seven. Vee used to think their teasing meant nothing, but lately she had begun to wonder if it meant everything instead. If it was all there was. They’d been trading verbal ripostes since the day they met. If they stopped now, what would they have to talk about?


‘The ferry leaves in ten minutes and there’s no sign of anyone near it. Why do you think we had to turn up an hour early?’ He checked his watch again. ‘I should have got some coffee. I think there’s still time. I can be back here in ten, fifteen. Want some?’


This was the world they lived in and were leaving: where takeout coffee was never more than ten minutes away, where he placated her by getting it. She stood. ‘We don’t have time,’ she said, and bent to pick up her suitcase. It was pushing the fifty-pound limit. Last night in the hotel she’d had second thoughts about packing so many shoes, when the island only had one road and nowhere to go on it. But by then it had been too late.


He looked around and seemed to notice what she saw: the line of people edging closer to the dock, fellow passengers standing up, taking the handles of their bags, tucking drink bottles into backpacks. ‘How’d you know?’ he said, taking the suitcase handle from her, reaching for his own.


‘I think it’s something you’re born with.’


Mike’s smile never got any less charming, even though she’d seen it so many times. Sometimes she hated how charming it was, how little effort it took him, how little it cost him. He leaned over and kissed her cheek.


‘I’m excited about coming here with you,’ he said to her and, hoisting both bags as if they weighed almost nothing, started round the building to the boarding point. Vee grabbed the two cabin bags and her oversized handbag and followed him. The Unity Clipper was white and smaller than she remembered it, with an enclosed passenger cabin and seats on the open fore and aft decks. The morning fog had burned off and sun dazzled on the water. Gulls danced in the air, looking down with stern eyes, hoping for scraps. A man, squat and bald, hauled baggage from the walkway into the hold. She knew he was a Lunt because all the Lunts had always looked like that. He seemed incurious about the tourists, but Vee pushed up her sunglasses and ducked her head anyway. She and Mike left their bags for him and walked onto the ferry.


‘Let’s go on the bow so we can see everything,’ Mike said, and when he took her hand and squeezed it she could feel the edge of his wedding ring against her fingers. It felt smooth and warm. He found them a place near the railing. ‘Where’s the island?’


‘That way.’ She pointed east, to the flat water horizon.


He pushed up his sunglasses and squinted into the distance. As the ferry pulled away from the dock, Vee didn’t look at where they were going, or back where they’d been. She looked at her husband, who was both of these things.


It was 8.05 in the morning of Tuesday, the eighteenth of August. It was their last chance.


The ferry terminal consisted of a dock on pilings, a rusty crane, and a pitted road leading upwards past mounds of lobster traps. On top of the hill, to the left, the first building anyone ever saw when they came to the island, was Ames’ General Store. As the ferry docked Vee noticed the new sign, carved out of wood and painted with gilt capital letters that were one hundred per cent made for visitors, because natives knew that the white clapboard store was Ames’ General, and had been for nearly two hundred years. Instinct made her think of cherry vanilla ice cream melting on her tongue, cold ginger ale, Billy Joel on the radio, the flare of a match, the scent of fog, home.


‘Where are the waiters bearing champagne and lobster?’ Mike asked, and Vee said, ‘Let’s get one of the kids to put the bags in a truck and we can walk to the house.’


‘You know where it is?’ Around them, passengers were standing up, turning away from the rail.


‘Just grab a kid, tell him the name of the house, and give him a big tip.’ In the line for the gangway she found her hat rolled up in her handbag and put it on, pushing her hair up underneath it. ‘I’ll meet you up near the school.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘You’ll see it,’ she told him, and slipped through the crowd on the gangway, onto the dock. Her trainers sounded familiar on the boards; her feet knew the way. Head down, she hurried up the road and passed the store without looking at it, its ice machine with the blue words ICE, dripping painted icicles, and its wooden benches and chairs in front next to the green-painted barrels of perennials, the lobster pound built on the side, and the grey-shingled house standing next to it, a little back from the road, which might still have marks on the porch steps from her own careless feet.


She passed the chatting tourists and the empty golf carts, the people who had come to see the ferry arrive because not much else was happening, the enterprising summer kids selling lemonade and cookies on homemade stands. She headed towards the red-painted school with its belfry and white picket fence. Most of the day passengers would wander the town, go to the store, walk towards the beach on the south end. The residents and summer people would disperse to their houses, maybe get a cold drink first at the store, trade some news. She hadn’t had a cigarette for ten years, not even when she was teary drunk, but she wanted one now.


At some point since she’d left, the school had been turned into a museum. There was a sign saying UNITY HISTORICAL SOCIETY. Shoulders hunched, she pretended to be reading the noticeboard outside: opening hours, a poster about a lobster boil, a poster about fire risk, a poster about taking your litter with you. She dared to look up. Nobody was watching her. Over the years she’d pictured being back here but she’d never imagined the actual arrival, the smelly ferry, the crowd of summer people and their sun cream, the waiting teenagers, one of which might be his, who knows. She’d thought somehow that the mere touch of her foot on Unity Island soil would cause some sort of earthquake, a reverberation like the engine made under the deck of the ferry, or the way the walls of their flimsy house used to shake during a Nor’easter.


She hadn’t thought about how she’d look just like the summer people. How no one would notice: Vivian Gail Harper, back at last, a completely different person.


‘Hey,’ said Mike, coming up behind her, hands in pockets, sunglasses flashing, smile on his lips. ‘This place is adorable. It’s so quiet. Did you really go to school here, right here in this building?’


‘Until sixth form.’


‘It’s like stepping back in time. I can see you with your pigtails and your pinafore.’


‘You’ve just named the two things that I definitely never had.’ She looped her arm through Mike’s. They were summer people. That was her life now. ‘Come on, the house is on the east side.’


‘I want to rent a golf cart.’


‘Next time. We need to stretch our legs.’


He pouted, but not too much. He was still trying to please her, to be pleased with everything. A couple of golf carts passed them, and then the loaded truck with their baggage. It beeped a greeting, and a hand waved from the open driver’s window, but Vee couldn’t see the face of whoever was driving. She and Mike started walking up the road. There was only one, so it didn’t need a name; it was a loop around the perimeter of the island. On Unity, you could only travel in two directions: clockwise, or counterclockwise. Today they were walking against the clock.


‘You said you know where the house is?’


‘There are only so many. So yeah.’ She was sweating, despite the breeze coming off the ocean. The air was never still on the island. Glimpses of silver and blue water flashed between the trees. She wiped her top lip with her wrist. ‘This one was built while I was living here. I’ve never been in it, though, not since it was finished.’


‘Really? I’d have thought with so few people living here, everyone would be in and out of each other’s houses all the time.’


‘The residents don’t pay social calls on summer people.’ The road rounded a corner and there was the gatepost with the sign: Daybreak. The drive curved out of sight, behind pines. Rich people got privacy. Definitely a perk.


‘Finally,’ said Mike. ‘I need coffee basically pumped into my veins at this point.’ He started down the drive, but Vee stayed for a moment looking at the sign. She remembered when it went up, when they’d torn down the old Douglas farmhouse with machinery ferried over from the mainland, and started building. She and Sterling had sneaked into the site after dark, to watch the progress of the new house. Mr Douglas had moved to a nursing home in Rockland and his son had sold the land to summer people. The new house was only a frame at that point, no outer walls, no inner walls or roof, a skeleton pointing up at the inky sky. It seemed impossibly vast, taking in the whole island, the glittering ocean, the stars.


‘I’m going to live in a house like this one day,’ Vee had said, climbing up on a pallet of stones.


‘What, not finished?’ teased Sterling. He was trying to figure out where the bathroom would be, where the lines to the septic tank ran underneath the poured concrete foundation. At this point he was obsessed with plumbing. Vee could only assume it was a boy thing.


‘No, finished. With marble floors and silk curtains. But somewhere else. Somewhere far away.’


He’d said something in reply, but Vee didn’t remember it. Sterling had always known where he was going to live when he grew up. He’d travel the world and then, once he’d seen every­thing, he’d come back to the same place he’d been born. He didn’t like it when Vee talked about moving away permanently, so he probably hadn’t said much. They’d been in total agreement about the name of the new house, though. It was stupid. But most of the rich people house names were stupid: West Wind. Nor’easter. Early Mist. Eagle Point. Dunroamin. Rich people lived in a fantasy world. The houses of the year-round residents were sens­ibly named for the people who lived there or the purpose of the building. Some of them had signs, like Ames’ General; most of them didn’t, like Vee’s grandfather’s place which people called ‘Old Harper’s’. You didn’t need a fancy sign when everyone knew where you lived anyway.


Vee said she wanted a mansion; privately she thought she’d be happy with a house that had a number. A house with a number like lots of other houses. It would be a place to live, not a trap.


‘You coming?’ Mike called from up the drive.


She’d been staring at the cursive of the sign, blue on white background. ‘On my way,’ she said, and hurried to catch up with him, so when they emerged from the cover of trees and she saw the house finished for the first time she was holding Mike’s hand.


The drive ran up to the back of the house, which was painted grey with white trim around the windows. It was shorter than it had looked from its skeleton: two storeys in a wide V shape, with a steep-pitched roof with dormers. When she was a teen, she’d pictured something like a castle; this looked like a normal, albeit large house. Big, but not intimidating. On either side, she could see that the wide green lawn sloped down to the water.


The truck had been and gone; as if by magic their bags were lined up next to the back door. The bags said, This place is yours now.


‘Wait till you see inside,’ said Mike. ‘I’m sort of glad now that you didn’t look at any of the photos, because you are going to love this.’ He dug in his pocket for the key – a strange thing to see on Unity, where residents never locked their doors.


They stepped inside and Vee saw immediately that the back of the house had not prepared her, the skeleton of the house had not prepared her, her childish dreams had not prepared her. It was light, all light: floor-to-ceiling windows stretched the length of the ocean side of the house, double-storeyed in front of her, with wooden beams soaring. The wooden floors squeaked under her feet, shiny as ice. But the view: green grass, blue sky, blue ocean, stretching out forever, the same view she’d seen a million times but it was completely different when framed by glass and polished wood. The house was merely a shell, a trap for all that outdoors.


Beside her, Mike was vibrating with excitement. He got like this with any new toy, like a kid. He took her hand and breathlessly gave her a tour, announcing each room as if he’d built the house himself rather than merely browsed the brochure and then paid the rent: open-plan living room with its white furniture, rough-hewn fireplace; dining area to seat twelve, an artfully bleached sculpture of driftwood as a centrepiece; kitchen of stainless steel and granite. The bedrooms were in the side wings, single-storeyed, with walls of glass. ‘The gym is in an outbuilding,’ he told her. ‘Steam room and sauna. There’s a clay tennis court somewhere, we can work on your serve. And look, come on, we’ve gotta see this, the best part.’ He tugged her outside through a glass door, across a wide patio with Adirondack chairs and a dining area, down the steps and over lawn that had been groomed by someone else.


‘It’s a private cove and our own dock,’ he said, hurrying them onward. On Unity, sometimes the surrounding ocean was a solid grey mass, sometimes a crawling creature, sometimes only a noise of ceaseless breathing. Today it was blue and dazzle, sapphire perfection. She pushed down her sunglasses, squinted her eyes. ‘There she is,’ said Mike, stopping, with reverence in his voice. He pushed up his own sunglasses. ‘That’s a beauty.’ A white-hulled sailing boat was moored to the private dock, name inscribed in blue cursive to match the house sign: Dawntreader.


‘Twenty-two-foot sloop,’ he said, scanning the boat. ‘Hand-made just up the coast from here. Perfect for day sails. We can explore all the islands. We’ll make a sailor of you yet.’


‘I prefer dry land,’ she said, watching him, knowing she’d lost his attention for the next half an hour, at least. She checked her watch. ‘I’ll go and see if there’s any coffee.’


‘The house should be fully stocked,’ he said, but he stepped onto the deck and exclaimed about something, lost in his own world of admiration, so she went back up towards the house. From the back Daybreak had seemed a little awkward, even apologetic, but from the front, the coast side, it sat on its land with spotless authority, wide lawns spread either side, glass shining. This island is mine, said this house, and Vee stopped on the lawn to remind herself too. This house is mine. Rented, but I earned it. This summer, I live here. I belong here, not the old me but the new one.


A deep breath of sea air. Yes, she’d earned it. She’d earned everything.


She made herself a coffee from the sleek espresso machine. Perched on a kitchen stool, her arm with the cast resting on the granite island, she leafed through the thick binder with all the house information. She wasn’t surprised that their happy-couple togetherness had lasted only until Mike discovered his new toy. Maybe she was even a little relieved. This was a lot to process.


All the pages in the binder were written in a sort of breathless excitement, and they were in plastic sleeves, which told her it had been put together by the agent, not the owner. She skimmed information about the house’s features, the heating and lighting controls, the rainwater collection barrels, the island’s rules for recycling and trash and fires, and paused at the page headed LOCAL AMENITIES.


Ames’ General Store is the only food store on Unity Island, though you can buy local lobsters and clams directly from boats, and eggs from Howards’ Farm. In addition to groceries, Ames’ functions as the island’s post office, transport hub (you can rent golf carts and bicycles and arrange a dinghy ride to moorings), delivery service, hardware store, fishing and boating supply store, bakery, lunch counter and ice-cream parlour. Most importantly, it’s the place where all the locals meet to talk and trade news, especially in the winter months, when the island population shrinks to less than 60. Ames’ was founded by Robert Sterling Ames in 1820, the same year that Maine became a state, and the building has


‘Hey, where’s my coffee?’ Mike’s arms wrapped around her from behind.


‘I didn’t make you one because I thought it would go cold.’ She quickly shut the binder, hiding the names.


‘That’s all right,’ he said, kissing her cheek. ‘Let’s see what else we have around here.’ He went to the huge stainless-steel refrigerator. ‘Ah,’ he said, emerging with a bottle of Moët. ‘Even better.’


‘It’s not even noon.’


‘And we’re officially on holiday.’ He unwrapped the foil, and Vee got up to look for glasses. She heard the pop behind her, the shout of laughter as the champagne foamed out of the bottle and down Mike’s arm. She hurried over to hold out a glass, catch the flow. It dripped onto her fingers.


‘To us,’ Mike said. He licked his arm, and held up his glass. ‘New beginnings. A second honeymoon.’


‘New beginnings,’ she echoed, chimed her glass with his.


‘Let’s find a bedroom, Mrs Ellis.’ He looped an arm around her waist, pulled her closer, nuzzled her neck.


‘Nobody calls me that except for salesmen. Even they don’t say it twice.’


‘Mrs Ellis,’ he crooned, kissing her under her ear. ‘Let’s bring this champagne to bed.’


When she woke up, the light had changed. The water outside was navy rather than sapphire. She lay there watching the dip and swoop of gulls outside the window. Mike was still asleep. Their clothes were on the floor. She pulled on his shirt, rolling up the sleeves, and brought the empty bottle into the kitchen. Her muscles felt pleasantly achy, her chin pink, her hair tangled. A champagne headache lingered behind her eyes, but it was fuzzy, benevolent. She drank a glass of water, checked her phone for the time, thought about getting dressed, remembered their suitcases were outside by the back door. When she opened it, next to the suitcases were two cardboard boxes, plus a large cooler and a small one. A note sat on top of the cooler, held down with a rock. She glanced around, saw no one, picked up the note.


Hi, welcome to the island! I knocked but there was no answer and I didn’t want to disturb you. If you need anything else just come by, or give us a call.


She didn’t recognise the handwriting – it was a fluid scrawl, big capitals and curly slanting ‘I’s that looked like ‘J’s, written in pencil on a torn-out lined notebook page. Not Sterling’s print, not his mother’s Palmer-method. Nothing like her own. Not Unity Island handwriting, learned from the letter cards that circled the one-room schoolroom. It was probably summer help. Maybe the store had changed hands. Maybe nothing was what she expected it to be any more. She opened the big cooler and saw milk, orange juice, lettuce, butter. The small one held two live lobsters. They clambered over each other, their brown claws held shut with blue elastic bands. Their eyes were small black beads, reflecting ­nothing.





Chapter Two



Sterling


He met his mother at the midday ferry. As usual, she was the last one off. Arnie Lunt helped her across the gangplank and she was leaning on him quite a bit, which told Sterling that today wasn’t one of her good days.


‘You should’ve rested at home,’ he said, kissing her cheek when she transferred from Arnie’s arm to his.


‘Oh, I’m fine. I just don’t have my sea legs any more.’ Sterling took her big quilted handbag, and Brenda accepted her cane from Arnie, thanking him and saying, ‘I’ve got homemade cookies in that bag, so come on up to the store when you’ve finished here and have a couple.’


‘Do you want me to get a cart for you?’ Sterling asked.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, it’s only a few steps.’ But they took those steps slowly, as Brenda told him about the people she’d spoken to on the ferry: the Collinses, the Coopers, the Kuhns. Sterling half-listened, thinking about how much frailer she seemed this summer than last. They didn’t talk about it, though. It was as unspoken as the resemblance between them: same grey eyes, same short-palmed hands, long legs, thick unruly hair, his brown and hers silver. He’d started finding silver strands in his own hair, in the mornings in the mirror.


She greeted every single person they passed, and told them to come and get some cookies. From the weight of her bag, she’d baked several dozen.


‘Do you want to go up to the house?’ he asked her.


‘I think I’ll sit here in front of the store for a little while, and then come up and visit with Rachel.’ He helped her to one of the green-painted Adirondack chairs in front of Ames’, and noticed the sigh of relief as she sat.


‘So,’ she said, patting the chair next to hers. ‘Tell me the news.’


He didn’t sit. ‘It’s pretty busy right now.’


‘That summer kid can handle it while you talk to your mother.’


He glanced at the store, which wasn’t too crowded. ‘Well. There is one piece of news. I’m not sure what to make of it.’


‘Is it about the Showalters and their new grandson? I asked them to make sure to tell you when they were coming, so I could come over and meet the baby. I need that new baby smell in my life.’


‘I’ll get you a cold drink,’ he said, and left her there while he went into the store. He breathed deeply as he filled a cup with ice and lemonade from the big glass jar near the coffee stand.


When he came back, she said, ‘I’m sorry, Sterling. Sometimes I forget. I never mean anything by it.’


‘It’s okay,’ he said, as he always did. ‘I guess I’ll have one of those cookies.’


As suspected, she pulled out a huge plastic bag of homemade cookies from her handbag. She gave him two, and he sat beside her.


‘How’s Rachel?’ she asked.


‘She’s fine.’ He kept his face pleasant, because there was no point in going into it. Sometimes he didn’t understand Rachel at all. It was if she lived in an entirely different world than anyone else – still did, even after a couple of years on Unity. ‘She’s covering the store and says she’ll meet you at the house in a little while.’


‘What’s the big news you were talking about?’


‘Jacob thinks he saw Vee this morning.’


The expression on his mother’s face was unalloyed delight, and that irritated Sterling as much as her talk about babies. Even more, because it wasn’t what he expected. Why couldn’t she understand his point of view? The obvious point of view?


‘She’s back?’ his mother said.


‘The guy she was with told Jacob that they were at Daybreak, but he didn’t get a really good look at her. He thought it was her, though. It looked like she had her arm in a sling.’


‘Daybreak.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘If that’s her, she’s done well for herself.’


‘Why would she come back now?’


‘This is a wild guess, but maybe she’s … on holiday?’


‘Mum. I thought you’d understand. Rachel doesn’t have a clue. I told her and she shrugged.’


‘You know I always felt you were too hard on Vee, Sterling. You could have let bygones be bygones years ago.’


‘She never gave me a chance. She never called, never wrote. It’s not like I’ve gone anywhere. She knew where to find me. And if she’s here now, why wouldn’t she come straight to the store?’


‘This has really ruffled your feathers, hasn’t it?’


He’d broken one of the cookies in half, and chocolate chips and crumbs were all over his lap. ‘I’m not ruffled, I just don’t know what she’s up to. I don’t have feathers.’


She reached over, tousled his hair. ‘Would it be so bad if you saw her again?’


‘Mum, you remember what she did. How she left. When she left.’


‘Yes, but you used to be so close and there’s so much water under the bridge.’


‘That’s exactly the attitude that got me in trouble in the first place. I used to forgive her for everything.’


‘Well, a lot can change.’


‘I don’t think anything has changed. You can’t betray someone like that and then change.’ He swept the crumbs into his palm and tipped them into his mouth. ‘You’re too nice to everyone.’


‘That’s the reason I’ve got so many friends. Face it, you love me for it.’


‘That’s not the only reason,’ he said, standing up. He pointed to Arnie Lunt, who was making a beeline for Brenda, along with Wendy Howard. ‘I need to give P.J. his break. Are you okay to stay here for a little bit?’


‘Of course. I’ll catch up on everything.’


She’d learn even more than he had about Vee Harper, he thought, as he went back inside. His mother and her homilies. It drove him crazy, always dancing on the surface of everything, always pretending that everything was fine, that life was a sugared pastry, that it could all be solved with cookies. She literally never saw the bad in anyone: you could show her a documentary about a serial killer and she would bemoan the poor monster’s unhappy childhood. Not that she would ever watch anything like that; she hated anything ‘nasty’ on television. She thought Saturday Night Live was a little too mean. The evening news caused an hour-long wince.


And then there was Rachel.


The shop had a few customers, people from off the ferry buying picnic supplies or sun cream. He greeted them all as he walked by, spent a few minutes talking about the weather with Marjorie Woodford, who was picking up her mail (islanders could talk forever about the weather; they had a saying that if you didn’t like it, all you had to do was wait a minute, and everyone always laughed as if that were the first time they’d heard it), told a couple who was looking at the ‘Made on the Island’ display that he had a few more hand-stitched pot holders in the back, if they didn’t see a pattern they liked. Islanders were said to be standoffish, even more so than Maine people in general, who were never known for effusiveness. But his father had taught him this: if a person walks into your store, that person, within your own four walls, is your family.


The wooden floor creaked in its familiar spot. P.J., his summer hire kid, was behind the till, feet up on the shelf, scrolling his phone. Family or not, sometimes he wished he’d never shared the wifi code. ‘Where’s Rachel?’ he asked, and P.J. took his feet off the shelf and put his phone in his pocket, having the good grace to look ashamed.


‘She said she was going to take the orders in the truck.’


So much for finding out if Vee was on the island. One of those orders was for Daybreak, and he’d planned on getting a good look while he was dropping it off. Now he’d have to wait until she was more reliably spotted or until she walked into his store. Would she have the audacity to do that? Probably – one thing you could say about Vee Harper, she had balls.


He didn’t know what he would do if she walked in. How he would treat her, what he would say. Whatever his mother thought, Vee was the one person in the world, including strangers, who had forfeited the right to be treated as family within his own four walls.


Anyway, there was no use thinking about that now. If it happened, it happened. He’d deal with it.


‘Go ahead and take your break,’ he said to P.J., and took his abandoned seat. It was the same wooden chair that had sat behind the till for as long as Sterling could remember. The seat was cracked green leather. ‘You were born for this chair,’ his father had told him when he was younger than P.J. was now, when he was just a little kid, standing on the leather seat and stacking up all his pennies so he could pretend to sell Swedish fish to himself, one by one. His father always let him put his pennies back in his pocket even though he’d eaten all the candy fish.


Walter Beotte came in the door and before he’d even made it all the way inside Sterling had his can of Skoal out for him on the counter. ‘Not a bad day for it,’ Walter said, handing over a bill with fingers stubbed and scarred from a lifetime of lobstering. He spoke with his lips tight together, either because his face was carved that way, in harsh lines, or maybe to hide his tobacco-stained teeth, though he was devoid of vanity in all other ways.


‘Wind going to pick up later?’ Sterling punched ‘sale’ and gave him his change.


‘You know it. Drop by sundown, though.’


‘Fog tomorrow morning.’


‘Ayuh.’


‘You know what they say.’


‘Ayuh.’


Walter left and Sterling sat back down in his chair. Walter looked older than Sterling, because of weather and water, but he’d only been in the class above Sterling and Vee in the Unity school, and Rockport Junior/Senior High on the mainland. He’d dropped out as soon as he legally could, at sixteen, to work. Why would he waste time in a classroom when he could be making a living on a boat? In the Unity school Walter had been good-natured, failing tests with a shrug; on the mainland he’d been sullen, hunched into his flannel shirt and baseball cap, dipping out of class to chew tobacco and spit in the parking lot.


Sterling’s memories of Walter’s father were also of stained teeth and tough skin. He remembered his funeral. Sterling’s parents had gone, along with everyone else on the island, to the mainland to pay their respects at St Joseph’s Church. Even as a child, he’d thought it was strange that they had to go so far when everyone knew that the Beottes hated the mainland, ran their boat off Unity, shopped at Ames’, didn’t talk to summer people, unloaded their traps at the co-op as quick as they could so they could get back home. But there was no longer a church on Unity and almost no one was buried on the island any more. The little cemetery had filled up generations ago.


Sterling’s own father had been cremated, and his ashes released off the south side of the island, blown out over the water. It was months after his death; they’d waited for a sunny day in autumn. His mother had worn a silk scarf over her hair. But the Beottes were Catholic, or Catholic enough that even though they eschewed mass, confirmation and confession, they suffered that final trip to the mainland to church and cemetery. Whereas Sterling knew that his ashes would be released here, just as his father’s had been before him.


He settled back in the chair, feet resting on the same shelf that P.J. had used for scrolling. A lot can change, his mother had said, but he’d never seen any evidence of that. Nothing changed here but the weather, and even that rolled around the same.





Chapter Three



Rachel


She heard the tyre go before she felt the steering wheel jerk in her hands, sharp to the left as if a ghost had tugged it. Carefully she pulled the truck over to the side of the rutted dirt road, though there wasn’t much point; she wasn’t exactly going to be in anyone’s way. She turned the key in the ignition and sighed.


At least she’d finished all her deliveries, so no one would be waiting and nothing would go bad in the back. She could leave the truck and walk home. Sterling would come and get it, or he’d send someone to do it.


But she’d grabbed the truck keys from the hook next to the till because she needed to get away from the store, away from her house, away from everyone. It was an instinct and a habit from Illinois, where a driver’s licence meant freedom, where you could climb in your car and drive and drive and drive without a destination, just for the feeling of the road under your wheels, the music on the radio and the miles mounting up between you and what waited for you at home.


It wasn’t the same here. Under her wheels the road bumped and spat. There was only one road and it was made out of rocks and dirt and holes. There was no point paving it for two trucks and a few golf carts and bicycles, and it heaved in the winter and washed out in the spring. And there was nowhere to go but in a circle.


Rachel got out of the truck and inspected the front left tyre. Flat as a pancake. The sun beat down on her bare shoulders, and her stomach rumbled. She’d skipped lunch. She could be home in ten minutes and back in ten more with a sandwich, sunscreen and her husband.


Then she remembered why she was here. She’d been sitting in Sterling’s chair at the till while Sterling met his mom, snatching a few minutes between customers to read her latest book, a biography of Eleanor Roosevelt. Marjorie Woodford sidled up to the counter, so quietly that Rachel didn’t hear the old lady until she was right in front of her. ‘My,’ she said, ‘look at you. You’ve always got your nose in some book or other.’


‘I’m a historian,’ Rachel said, putting her finger between the pages to keep her place.


‘A historian, oh yes, of course. They say you know every single fact there is to know about the island, even the ones that most people want to forget. It must be all that reading.’


‘What can I do for you, Mrs Woodford?’


‘I’ve just come for my mail, but I’ll get a few things first. Don’t let me interrupt you, I’m just another customer.’ A light tinkle of a laugh, a nice old lady. ‘You won’t have so much time to read when you’ve got a baby or two to take care of.’


Her hands went cold. ‘I’ll always like reading.’


‘That’s what you say now, but everything changes when you become a mummy. Your time’s no longer your own. You can’t be selfish even if you want to.’ She cocked her head. ‘I bet Brenda’s getting impatient now. That woman was born to be a grandma, but she and Tom only had the one boy. How long since you’ve been married?’


‘Excuse me,’ she’d said, standing, putting her book down, reaching for the truck keys, ‘I’ve got to do the grocery delivery. P.J. – can you finish up here please?’


And now here she was, stuck on the road less than half a mile from the store and even closer to Marjorie Woodford’s house. Some escape.


The jack was behind the passenger seat, wrapped in sacking. She had to get up into the bed of the truck to unbolt the spare. She rolled it out and it bounced on the ground before travelling a little distance on the road and falling to its side.


‘I know how you feel,’ she told it. She jumped out after it, lugged it up to the front of the truck, and got to work placing the jack.


She’d done this once, before she was married, but it was on her old Camry, not on the truck, which was a lot bigger. And the ground was uneven. Working the foot jack made sweat spring out between her breasts and under her arms. She wiped her lip with her forearm and kept working. The truck rose by fractions of inches.


‘Do you need some help with that?’


It was an older man, in his late fifties or early sixties. He had perfect silver-grey hair, a tan, khaki shorts, boat shoes. The sort of guy you’d call a ‘silver fox’. She’d been on Unity long enough to recognise a summer person even from a distance. It was more than their clothes and jewellery and accents: they all had some sort of clarity, some polish, that Unity natives never did, even in their Sunday best. Even if every person on the island during midsummer swapped clothes, you’d be able to tell. Of course, Rachel would still stick out from either group like a sore thumb, even in a summer person’s clothes. Her face, her hair, her accent, her chewed nails, the way she said ‘wait on line’ and ‘cold pop’ and made a mess of every lobster she ate and didn’t know the second verses of any Christmas carols.


‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘but I’m fine.’


‘Are you sure? It’s a big truck and you’re a little lady.’


He probably meant ‘little’ as a compliment, but she bristled. ‘I’m fine. It’s my truck, and I’ve done it before. It’ll only take me a couple of minutes.’


It had already taken her at least fifteen. The summer person hesitated.


‘Well, if you’re certain,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to be a chauvinist pig, but I don’t want to leave you to it, either.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘I’m only over there if you need some help.’ He gestured to the big house down the road, one of the older ones, rambling, with a wrap-around porch and lilies planted around it. The type that had belonged to generations of summer people. The sun was behind it; she had to squint, because of course she’d forgotten her sunglasses too. ‘Or if you’re thirsty,’ he added, ‘my husband makes a wonderful sun tea with mint from the garden.’


She thought about the rules she’d gleaned about summer people. None of them were said out loud, of course, but they informed every interaction between the people who lived here and the people who came here for pleasure. If you lived here, you served the summer people. You sold them what they needed, you cleaned and repaired their houses, you caught their lobsters, you cooked their meals, you took them for rides on your boat. You were polite to them, even friendly. You made them feel welcome, because the income of the whole island depended on them. But you didn’t make the mistake of thinking that they were your friends.


She imagined showing up and knocking on the back door, covered in sweat and dust, leaving finger smears on the iced tea glass handed to her by a gentleman equally as impeccable as this one, making conversation restrained by the necessity of having no opinions. ‘Thanks,’ she said, and waited until he’d strolled off before she turned back to the truck. Hair had fallen into her face; she twisted it up and shoved it into a thick ponytail, though springy strands escaped almost immediately and stuck to her face.


Once she got the truck up on the jack, she wiped her forehead and began wrestling with the wheel nuts. The first one came off pretty easily, making her smile with achievement, but the second one was stuck. Who knew the last time these nuts had been taken off? It wasn’t one of Sterling’s priorities to rotate the tyres on a truck that only drove a few miles a day. Rachel strained at the wrench, put her weight on it. This spot was sheltered from the wind by trees, and a cloud of tiny black flies hovered around her bare shoulders, neck and face. With both hands busy, she could only toss her head to dispel them, but they kept coming back. She’d seen a t-shirt on a tourist once: STATE BIRD OF MAINE, it had said, over a drawing of a giant black fly. She wished for a hat, a can of insect repellent and a cold bottle of water.


Before she’d come to Maine she’d never known that there were so many insects. They’d had spiders in Highland Park, and flies, and mosquitoes, and grasshoppers outside, and glistening dragonflies in summer. But not swarms of little biting bugs that followed you everywhere in spring and early summer, and got in your hair and your eyes and got caught in your clothes. People who’d grown up here on the island just ignored the bugs, treated them like a minor inconvenience like the way the electricity went out during storms, or all the times that the ferry got cancelled, or the lumps of dirty snow that lingered on lawns all through spring, or the way you couldn’t use the beach during peak season because there were too many visitors.


Still: at least she wasn’t listening to Marjorie ‘Nosy’ Woodford. She squeezed her eyes tight shut and pushed harder.


‘Hey,’ said a voice near her ear, and she jumped and lost her grip on the wrench, which fell to the ground with a clang, narrowly missing her toes. It was Jacob Farmer in his summer uniform of baseball cap, Red Sox t-shirt, worn jeans and work boots. Jacob had no job and every job: he was unofficial handyman and caretaker for most of the summer houses, which meant he always had dirty hands and the latest model of iPhone in his back pocket. ‘Sterling said to come out here and help you change a tyre.’


She wiped her dirty hands on her shorts. ‘How did Sterling know?’ she asked, but it was a stupid question. Everyone knew everything here.


‘Fellow yonder called the store.’ Jacob hitched his thumb at the big summer house that belonged to the silver fox. ‘Sterling didn’t have a minute, so I said I’d walk over. Said I thought it was looking flat earlier when I drove the bags. Budge up, I’ll get her changed.’


She stooped and picked up the wrench. ‘There’s no need, Jacob. I’m fine.’


He didn’t seem to have heard her. ‘You see Vee Harper when you took the groceries over to Daybreak?’


‘I don’t know who that is.’ She got back to work on the nut.


‘Vee and Sterling used to be thick as thieves. Don’t think they ever went anywhere without each other. She practically lived at Ames’. We all thought they’d get married someday, but then she lit out. Never saw her again until today when she got off the ferry. If that was her. She looked different, and I was real surprised to see her. Looked like she’d broken her arm.’


‘I’m not really interested in my husband’s old girlfriends.’


‘Not a girlfriend really. She was always in a mess of trouble, and Sterling always got her out of it. I said I’d handle the tyre for you.’


‘And I said I can handle it, thanks.’


He stayed right where he was. ‘You see her when you went over to Daybreak?’


She had the sensation of going in circles. ‘No, I knocked and no one answered the door, so I left the groceries in the shade with a note.’ She straightened up. ‘Jacob, please let me change this tyre. I’m almost done.’


‘It’s no problem, Sterling asked me to do it.’


‘And I’m asking you to let me do it?’


He shrugged and put his hands in his pockets. ‘Your funeral. You want me to get Brenda to send your supper out here?’


‘I’m not useless!’


She realised she’d shouted it. Her hand gripped the wrench. Jacob shrugged again. ‘Just trying to help.’


Rachel waited until he’d walked off before she bent over the wheel again.


After an early dinner, Sterling walked Brenda down to the dock to get the evening ferry. Rachel read her book on the sofa with a glass of wine. Her shoulders ached from straining at the wrench. The small of her back ached, too, though that was for a different reason. It was the middle of the month; after more than two years of counting dates and marking calendars and evaluating mucus, she didn’t need an app to know she was ovulating. Tomorrow or the next day a pimple would erupt on her chin or her lip; next week she would cramp and bleed. Rachel’s useless reproductive system was as predictable and cyclical as Unity Island.


Last year, she would have drawn a star on the DownEast calendar that hung on the back of the pantry door, and Sterling wouldn’t have invited his mom. They’d have opened a couple of beers or a bottle of wine, planned a dinner that didn’t need to be cooked or that could be eaten in bed or afterwards, standing at the kitchen worktop in their bathrobes, hungry and laughing and eating toast or leftover chicken. A couple of nights every month. At first it was a romantic ritual, a little holiday in their normal life. Then it got to be … not an obligation, but a habit. A rule. She cooked beforehand so they’d have something to eat. She shaved her legs, put polish on her toenails.


Then they made appointments with the doctor. She had tests. She had surgery. Nothing helped.


Tonight she turned the page of her book. Reached for her wine glass; realised it was empty.


The back door opened when she was in the kitchen opening the refrigerator. Sterling came in with a gallon of milk.


‘Your mom get off okay?’


‘Yeah. Her hip’s been bothering her though. She had a nice chat with everyone waiting for the ferry.’ He stood behind her to put the milk in the fridge as she took out the wine bottle. It was the closest they’d stood to each other all day, she thought. Usually they were squeezing past each other in the store but she’d been gone for most of the afternoon. Sterling smelled like he’d always done, for as long as she’d known him: shampoo, fresh air, something not quite woody and not quite musty, which she knew now was the scent of Ames’ General. Essence of bags of flour on the shelves, floorboards underfoot, boxes of lettuce, his creaking leather chair. She probably smelled of it too. Though weren’t you supposed to stop noticing a smell if it was your own? Some primitive trick of the brain that kept creatures from being startled by themselves, told them that they were safe.


She thought about leaning back, resting her head on his chest. But he stepped away before she made up her mind to.


She closed the fridge. ‘Want some?’ she asked him, holding up the wine bottle, which had just enough left in it to share. He shook his head.


‘Why wouldn’t you let Jacob help you with the truck?’ he asked, and she saw the subtle firmness of his mouth: he was angry, or as angry as Sterling ever let himself show. Or maybe he was ashamed. From long habit and self-preservation, Rachel was good at reading other people’s moods, but Sterling was not an aggressive man and, on him, the expressions were hard to tell apart. Possibly they were the same.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SUMMIR
PEOPLE

JULIE COHEN

OOOOO





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for Julie Cohen



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents





		Part One Summer, 2015

		Chapter One Vee



		Chapter Two Sterling



		Chapter Three Rachel



		Chapter Four Sterling



		Chapter Five Vee



		Chapter Six Vee



		Chapter Seven Sterling









		Part Two Summer, 2015

		Chapter Eight Rachel



		Chapter Nine Mike



		Chapter Ten Vee



		Chapter Eleven Rachel



		Chapter Twelve Vee



		Chapter Thirteen Rachel



		Chapter Fourteen Vee



		Chapter Fifteen Rachel, Vee, Sterling, Mike



		Chapter Sixteen Rachel



		Chapter Seventeen Sterling



		Chapter Eighteen Vee









		Part Three The End of Summer, 2015

		Chapter Nineteen Sterling



		Chapter Twenty Rachel



		Chapter Twenty-one Vee



		Chapter Twenty-two Vee



		Chapter Twenty-three Rachel



		Chapter Twenty-four Vee



		Chapter Twenty-five Sterling



		Chapter Twenty-six Rachel









		Part Four Autumn, 2015

		Chapter Twenty-seven Sterling



		Chapter Twenty-eight Vee



		Chapter Twenty-nine Rachel



		Chapter Thirty Vee



		Chapter Thirty-one Sterling



		Chapter Thirty-two Rachel



		Chapter Thirty-three Mike



		Chapter Thirty-four Vee



		Chapter Thirty-five Rachel



		Chapter Thirty-six Rachel, Vee



		Chapter Thirty-seven Sterling



		Chapter Thirty-eight Rachel



		Chapter Thirty-nine Mike









		Part Five Winter, 2016

		Chapter Forty Rachel



		Chapter Forty-one Sterling



		Chapter Forty-two Vee



		Chapter Forty-three Vee, July 1995



		Chapter Forty-four Mike, February 2016



		Chapter Forty-five Rachel



		Chapter Forty-six Mike



		Chapter Forty-seven Vee



		Chapter Forty-eight Rachel



		Chapter Forty-nine Sterling



		Chapter Fifty Mike



		Chapter Fifty-one Rachel



		Chapter Fifty-two Vee



		Chapter Fifty-three Vee









		Acknowledgements



		Credits



		About the Author



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading









