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			‘It is, in short, music which observes neither end nor beginning, music with neither real climax nor real resolution, music which, like Baudelaire’s lovers, “rests lightly on the wings of the unchecked wind.”’

			Glenn Gould, on Bach’s The Goldberg Variations, 1956
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			Chapter One

			September 2016

			Clyde Bay, Maine

			Robbie woke up when it was still dark outside. They’d slept with the windows open and he could hear the surf on the rocks. It was such a constant sound that he rarely heard it any more, but this morning he did. He could hear Emily’s breathing, too. He lay there in his bed for a few moments, listening to her breath and the water, both steady and familiar, as if both of them could go on forever.

			Emily’s face was turned away from him but her body touched his, her backside snug against his hip, her ankle curled around his so her toes rested against the sole of his foot. Most mornings he would roll over on to his side and put his arm around her waist, and she would nestle back against him in her sleep, and they would stay there for a little while, long enough so that when he got up, leaving her asleep in their bed, he would still feel the warmth of her pressed against him and he would go about his morning routine, recalling the scent of her hair.

			If things stayed as they were, if they progressed as they would, he knew this would be the one thing that would never change. Not the rhythm of their sleep or the pattern of their touching. They had slept together this way on their first night together, fifty-four years ago, and every night since then that they hadn’t slept in the same bed was a wasted night as far as he was concerned. Robbie knew his body would remember Emily’s even if he allowed himself to live long enough for his mind to forget her.

			It would be enough, to live for these moments of touching. For himself, it would be enough. But he had to think of Emily.

			Since the day he had met her, over fifty years ago, everything he had done was for Emily, and this was the last thing he needed to do for her. Now, while he could still do it.

			Robbie eased himself away from Emily without disturbing her. He sat up on his side of the bed. He was eighty years old, and aside from a twinge from the old wound in his thigh in the rainy weather, he was in pretty good shape, physically. He still more or less recognised himself in the mirror these days, though his hair was almost entirely gone to grey and he had the leathery, ageless skin of a man who had spent most of his time outdoors. His body probably had ten, fifteen more years in it. Preserved by the salt: that was what they said about old sailors. 

			Without thinking too much, he got dressed in the near-darkness, as he did almost every morning except for some Sundays. He went downstairs trailing his hand over the banister railing he’d carved himself out of a single piece of oak. He’d had to take the front door frame out to get the railing in the house. Back in 1986 – Adam had been ten.

			He tested himself on dates like this now, reiterating the facts, so maybe they would stick. Adam married Shelley in 2003. We moved to Clyde Bay in 1977. I met Emily in 1962. I was born in 1936, during the Great Depression. I retired in 19 . . . No, I was seventy, or was I . . . where are we now?

			Robbie looked up. He was in the kitchen, where he’d built the cabinets with his own hands. He was filling the pot for coffee. Every morning he did the same thing, while Emily slept upstairs, and soon Adam would come downstairs, yawning, to do his paper round before he went to school.

			A dog nudged his leg. ‘Just one minute, Bella,’ he said easily, and he looked down and it wasn’t Bella. This dog had a white patch on his chest, and it wasn’t Bella because Bella was pure black, it was . . . it was Bella’s son, it was . . . 

			Another dog yawned noisily and got up stiffly from the dog bed in the corner of the kitchen, a black dog with grey on his muzzle and a white patch on his chest. Robbie looked from the old dog to the young dog and the young one nudged his hand and wagged his tail and he was Rocco. It came back to him in a rush. This was Rocco, and the old one was his father, Tybalt, and Bella was Tybalt’s mother and had been dead for thirteen years.

			Robbie’s hand shook when he opened the door to let the two dogs out.

			It was like the fog that came in silently and out of nowhere, and socked you in so solid you couldn’t see a single thing, not even your own sails. In a fog like that you could only navigate from instruments, not from sight – but with this fog, none of the instruments worked. You were in waters you knew like the back of your hand, but you couldn’t tell where you were. You could strike a rock that you’d avoided a million times before; that you knew like an old friend. Or you could head in completely the wrong direction and never find your way back.

			He didn’t finish making the coffee. He found a piece of paper and a pen and he sat right down at the kitchen table and he wrote Emily the letter he had been composing in his head for days now. He wrote it quickly, before the fog came back and stopped him. The words weren’t exactly as eloquent as he wanted them to be. There was so much left unsaid. But then again, he’d always told Emily that he was no poet. 

			I love you, he wrote. You’re my beginning and my ending, Emily, and every day in between.

			And really, that was everything he meant anyway. That summed it all up.

			He folded the letter carefully and wrote Emily on the outside of it. The letter safe in his hand, he went out the kitchen door to the yard, where the dogs greeted him with wagging tails and tongues.

			It was the grey light before dawn. Tybalt and Rocco followed him as he walked around the house that he had built for Emily and himself. He checked the windows, the porch steps, the doors, the shingles; he peered up at the roof with its three gables, and the chimney. He’d spent the summer doing repairs. Planning ahead, for this day. 

			There was nothing left to be done here. It was all sound; she should be fine for the winter, when it came. And after that, Adam would help her. Maybe William would come back and help her, too.

			A wild rose bush grew against the cedar shingles on the side of the house. Last month the bush had been ablaze with blossoms; now there were only a few left to face the end of summer. Avoiding the thorns, he picked a rose off the bush. It was bright pink, with a yellow centre. The petals were tender and perfect.

			He whistled for the dogs and they came into the house with him. He tipped some food into their dishes and refreshed their water bowls. He stroked their heads and scratched behind their ears.

			Then he went upstairs to their bedroom, carrying the letter and the rose.

			She was still asleep. She hadn’t moved. He gazed down at her. Her hair had threads of silver and sunshine, her skin was soft in sleep. She was the girl he’d met in 1962; the girl he felt like he’d waited his whole life up till then to meet. He thought about waking her up to see her eyes again. They were the same colour that the sea had been the first time he’d ever seen it, back in 1952, a shade of blue that up till then he had never even been able to imagine.

			But if he woke her up to see her eyes for the last time it wouldn’t be the last time, because she would never let him go. 

			And if he put this off and put this off, one day the fog would surround him. It came in stealthily, but all at once. One minute you could see clear – and the next moment you were blind. And more than blind: you couldn’t even remember what it was like to see.

			He placed the letter on her bedside table, next to the glass of water she kept there. It would be the first thing she saw when she woke up. He put the wild rose on top of it. Then he bent and kissed her, gently, on her cheek. He breathed in a lungful of her scent.

			‘I’d never have forgotten you,’ he whispered to her, more quietly than the sound of the ocean outside.

			He made himself stand up straight and leave her there, sleeping. He’d thought it would be hard but there had been a harder time, once, walking away from her. That first time they had said goodbye.

			This time was easier than that. Now, they had so many good years behind them. Every one of the years they’d spent together had been good. It had been worth it, every single bit.

			Robbie went through the front door so he didn’t have to see the dogs again. He walked down the porch steps and down the sloping path to the end of their yard. Across the road and along the little path cleared in the brush, the twigs snagging his trousers till he was standing on the rocks on the shore. Grey Maine granite, darkening to black, and when you looked at it closely there were little shining chips of mica like diamonds in it.

			He took off his shoes and socks and left them on a high rock, untouched by spray. He left his shirt and trousers folded up beside them. Then, barefoot, he stepped on to the furthest rock, which was wet with surf and slippery with seaweed. 

			He’d thought it might be foggy today, but it wasn’t. It was all clear ahead of him and the sun was beginning to rise. It was gold and pink, not far off the colours of that wild rose he’d left beside Emily. It was going to be a good day, the kind of day where you could see Monhegan Island on the horizon. Lobster pots bobbed on the water, blue and white and red. He knew who owned all of them and knew what time they’d be coming in their boats to haul them up. Not for a little while, yet.

			He had enough time.

			Robbie jumped into the water. His body made barely a splash into the waves. 

			He had always been a strong swimmer. It was easy for him. Part fish, Emily called him. He kicked through the waves. Even after being warmed all the summer long, the water was cold enough to take your breath away, but if you kept moving you would be all right, for a while, at least until the current took you. Pieces of a boat that was wrecked on Marshall Point, a quarter mile from here to the north, had been found all the way up in Newfoundland. 

			He swam and he kept his eyes on the horizon. It took him a long time to tire out. Long enough so that he saw the top curve of the sun rising up from the water in front of him, a brilliant light, shining all the way along the water to him. It would shine through the window of the room where Emily slept and it would touch her cheek and her hair. 

			Robbie kept swimming until he couldn’t swim any more and then he let the water carry him away, into something bigger than himself, more vast than memory.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			July 2016

			Clyde Bay, Maine

			The cake was eaten, the iced tea drunk; Emily sat in the afternoon sunshine at the picnic table in their garden, holding Robbie’s hand. A breeze came off the ocean and kept it from being too hot. 

			‘I wasn’t expecting a cake,’ she said to Adam and Shelley, ‘but it was delicious. Thank you.’

			‘We couldn’t let your anniversary go by with just ice cream,’ said her son. ‘Forty-three years is nothing to sneeze at.’

			‘Only seven more years till you make it to fifty,’ said Shelley, their daughter-in-law.

			Robbie squeezed her hand under the table. Francie, their youngest grandchild at four, wiped a blob of buttercream off her cheek and said, ‘What’s an anniservary?’

			‘Anniversary. It’s a celebration of the date that two people got married,’ her father, Adam, told her. Francie had Adam’s blonde hair and Shelley’s dark eyes and freckles. The two elder ones, Chloe and Bryan, were pure redheads, unlike anyone else in the family. Sometimes Adam made a joke about recessive genes and the postman, which always ended in Shelley swatting him.

			Rocco dropped a ball at Bryan’s feet and the boy was up, throwing it across the lawn for the Labrador to chase. Tybalt, the elder dog, lay panting in the shade of a tree. Chloe, who at twelve preferred to stay with the adults, drew faces on the table with spilled iced tea and said, ‘Where are your wedding pictures, Grandma? I’ve never seen your wedding dress.’

			Emily smiled. ‘That’s because I didn’t have one. We eloped, your grandfather and I.’

			‘Because I’m a born romantic,’ declared Robbie. ‘I swept your grandmother off her feet and she couldn’t rest until I put a ring on her finger.’

			‘I seem to recall that you were the one who insisted on giving me a ring.’ She touched it with her thumb: a gold band in the shape of two clasped hands. 

			‘Can I see it?’ asked Chloe, and Emily twisted it off her finger. It wasn’t easy; her knuckles had swollen with age. She dropped it into Chloe’s waiting palm and watched her granddaughter turning it over, admiring it. ‘It’s like it doesn’t end,’ she said. ‘One hand turns into another one and then they hold on to each other.’

			‘That’s exactly why I chose it,’ said Robbie. He took it back from Chloe and presented it to Emily, who took it and slipped it back on, smiling.

			‘Was it love at first sight?’ 

			Chloe was quite interested in love at first sight, Emily knew. The girl read book after book of young adult romance, most of it involving horrible illnesses, terrifying alternative futures, or vampires. Emily had read a few of them herself, on her granddaughter’s recommendation. She enjoyed them very much.

			‘Absolutely at first sight,’ said Robbie. ‘The minute I saw your grandmother, I knew she was the only girl for me. And you knew the same, didn’t you, Emily?’

			‘I knew you were very handsome. I can’t say marriage was on my mind right at that exact moment.’

			‘You knew I was the most handsome man you’d ever seen,’ corrected Robbie.

			‘Yes.’ She smiled, looking at his silver hair, still a full head of it. His dark eyes still had their twinkle, and his mouth quirked with good humour and confidence. ‘The most handsome man I’d ever seen. Also the most full of himself.’

			‘With good reason.’

			‘With very good reason.’

			‘Where were you?’ asked Chloe. 

			‘In a train station,’ said Robbie. ‘I saw her across a crowded room.’

			Emily squeezed his hand again, quickly. ‘No, darling,’ she said. ‘It was in an airport.’

			He blinked at her, his face clouding and then clearing almost instantaneously, fast enough so that no one else but her would notice. ‘Oh, yes, that’s right. An airport, in 1972.’

			‘In Florida,’ said Adam, ‘where I was born. We’ll have to go down there, one day. I don’t remember anything about it.’

			‘Disney?’ suggested Francie immediately, climbing on to her father’s lap.

			‘Maybe.’ He kissed her blonde head. ‘Or we could go to England, where your Grandma was born.’

			‘So you eloped and moved from England to America?’ Chloe pursued. ‘You didn’t have a dress or flowers or anything?’

			‘We just sailed off into the sunset together,’ said Emily. 

			‘In the same boat you have now?’

			‘It was a different boat, back then.’

			‘You got your feet wet,’ said Robbie. ‘But I rescued you.’

			‘We rescued each other,’ said Emily. ‘And we’ve never been apart since, except for a night or two here or there.’

			‘That’s so romantic,’ sighed Chloe. Emily swallowed hard, seeing across years the echo of another twelve-year-old: this one with dark hair instead of red. That was exactly something that Polly would have said, all those years ago. She glanced at Robbie, to see if he had caught it as well, but he was just smiling at his granddaughter.

			‘Actually,’ Emily said, ‘romance is quite exhausting. I like everyday life much better.’

			‘Not me,’ said Chloe. 

			‘Your parents have just as romantic a story,’ said Robbie. ‘They met over the photocopier.’

			‘Your father,’ said Shelley, ‘was never prepared for his morning American History class and always got to school early to copy worksheets, just at the time when I was trying to photocopy poems for Honours English.’

			‘It took her half a semester to figure out I was doing it on purpose,’ Adam said.

			‘Ugh,’ said Chloe. ‘Nothing romantic ever happens in a school.’

			Emily saw Adam and Shelley exchange a look – the complicity of married couples, communicating without words.

			Bryan, aged eight, ran up. He was breathing hard. ‘Grandpa, Rocco wants to go for a swim. Can I take him?’

			‘Not here,’ said Adam. ‘The current’s too strong in front of the house.’

			Robbie stood up. ‘I’ll walk you down to the bay,’ he said. ‘You can throw a ball all you want for him there down by the landing. You won’t all fit in the dinghy but I can borrow Little Sterling’s launch and give you a ride if you want. Want to come, William?’

			‘I’m Francie,’ said Francie.

			‘Well then, do you want to come, Francie?’

			The little girl hopped off her daddy’s lap and put her hand in her grandfather’s. ‘Can I have an ice cream at the store?’

			‘You just had ice cream,’ said Shelley, but Robbie winked at the little girl and said, ‘Shh, don’t tell your mother.’

			‘I’ll come too,’ said Chloe. ‘Mom, can I borrow your phone?’

			Shelley rolled her eyes, but handed over the phone. 

			‘Are you coming, Em?’ asked Robbie. ‘I’ll buy you an ice cream too. The biggest ice cream you ever saw, for my sweetheart.’

			‘Adam will come with you, won’t you, Adam?’ Adam nodded, and Emily kissed Robbie’s cheek. ‘I’ll stay here and do the dishes. Dry the dogs and kids off before you let them back into the house.’

			He kissed her and she watched him go, accompanied by their son, surrounded by grandchildren and dogs. Other than the grey of his hair, from the back he could still be the man she’d first met all those years ago, before they’d imagined any of this was possible.

			 

			He’d called Francie ‘William’. 

			In the kitchen the two women filled the dishwasher, working in an easy rhythm. Some of Emily’s friends had problems with their daughters-in-law, but Emily knew she was blessed. Shelley told her about their plans for the rest of the Fourth of July holiday weekend, taking the kids up to Rangeley where Shelley’s family had a camp on the lake. They’d stay up there a couple of weeks, so the kids could play with their cousins and Shelley could catch up with her extended family. ‘It’s the best part of being a teacher,’ she said, wrapping up the remainder of the cake. ‘The summer holiday.’

			‘I don’t believe that for a minute,’ said Emily. ‘You love your students.’

			‘You could join us. You and Robbie would be really welcome, and we’ve got an extra bedroom. You could bring the dogs; they’d love the lake. My brother has a little sailboat he doesn’t even know how to use.’

			‘I’d like that. I’ll have to ask Robbie. He’s doing some work around the house this summer.’

			‘Adam said that, from the looks of it, he’s got about six projects going at once. He was complaining because Robbie had always told him to finish one job before starting the next.’

			‘Is that so?’ said Emily vaguely. ‘Well, he must have a lot of repairs to do. It was a hard winter. Have you heard from William lately, by the way? He hasn’t called since last month.’

			‘He sent an email last week with some photos of the kids. I’ll forward it to you, if you haven’t got it.’ Shelley opened the refrigerator to replace the jug of milk, and paused. ‘Er . . . what’s this?’

			‘What’s what?’

			Shelley took something out of the refrigerator and held it up. It was Robbie’s wallet.

			‘He’s going to have trouble buying ice cream without this,’ said Shelley, beginning to laugh.

			Emily turned away quickly, back to the dishes, before her daughter-in-law could see her face. ‘One of the kids must have put it there as a joke,’ she said, indistinctly, rinsing a glass. Though she knew it had not been one of the kids.

			 

			Fireworks exploded in the distance, over Clyde Bay, around the point a quarter mile from their house. Some years they watched them from the boat, with a view of the lights on the shore and the fireworks reflected on the water. This year the kids had left too late and Emily had been too tired to bother with getting the boat off their mooring. The main problem with being older: being tired. And this afternoon, happy though it had been, had been a strain, too, with watching Robbie and watching Adam and Shelley to see if they noticed, if they understood.

			William had called late in the afternoon to wish them a happy anniversary. It was only three o’clock where he was in Alaska. He’d called her phone instead of the house phone and from the look that Adam and Shelley exchanged when she answered the call, she knew that one of them had sent him a text to prompt him to ring. She pretended not to know as she chatted with him, told him about the cake and the sunshine and how the dogs and kids had tracked half the beach into the house with them. William’s laughter, a continent away, sounded just like Robbie’s.

			‘Your father would love to speak with you,’ she said, and passed the phone to Robbie. ‘It’s William.’

			She watched as Robbie took the phone. ‘Hello, son. Yes, thank you. All good there? Good, good.’ A silence, and Emily tried to hear if William was speaking on the other end. 

			‘You probably want to talk with your brother.’ Robbie handed the phone to Adam, and Emily drew the familiar sigh.

			Now, from the spare bedroom they used as an office, Emily could see flashes through the window, though she couldn’t see the fireworks themselves. Wrapped in a dressing gown she sat at the desk and checked her email. As promised, Shelley had forwarded her William’s email as soon as she’d got home. Emily opened it and gazed with pleasure at the photographs of William’s two children. It was tough for him, splitting custody with their mother; but he only lived a couple of miles from her and saw them almost every day. 

			The girl, Brianna, most resembled what William had looked like as a child: gap-toothed, dark-haired – even a haircut much like William had had in the 1970s. Emily supposed everything came back into style, eventually. Brianna posed with her older brother John in front of a lake and pine trees, with fishing rods in their hands. Alaska looked a lot like Maine, though William said that they had even more vicious black flies there.

			She was about to call Robbie to come in and look when she saw that she had another email as well, from someone called Lucy Knight. The subject was Christopher.

			 

			Dear Emily, 

			I hope you don’t mind my emailing you out of the blue like this.

			I thought you would probably want to know that Christopher passed away last month. I would have told you sooner, but everything seems to take so much more time for me since he’s been gone. He didn’t suffer; he died in bed, suddenly, of a heart attack. I woke up and he was gone.

			I know we never met bar the once, but Christopher often spoke of you, as a colleague and a friend. He regarded his time in South America as – he never said in so many words that it was the happiest, because, as you know, he could never be anything but kind – but he spoke of it as one of the most productive times in his life, as the time he felt he did the most good. He was a fine man and I was very lucky to have him. I miss him very much.

			Yours sincerely,

			Lucy Norris Knight

			 

			She put her hand over her mouth. Christopher. 

			‘Sweetheart?’ Robbie came in and rested his hand on the back of her chair. ‘Coming to bed?’

			‘I . . . was looking at a photo of Brianna and John and I just got this. About Christopher.’ She swivelled the chair so that Robbie could read the email over her shoulder.

			‘Oh, Em, I’m sorry.’ He pulled up a second chair and put his arm around her shoulders. 

			She had tears in her eyes. ‘Sometimes I think of him. I often wondered how he . . . but I didn’t ask. I don’t know how Lucy got my email address. That’s his wife, Lucy. She must have looked it up somewhere.’

			‘Polly?’

			‘I doubt it. I don’t think Polly knows it. It must have been a search engine or something.’

			‘Maybe Christopher had it.’

			‘He never emailed me. I saw him for the last time at my mother’s funeral.’ She shook her head. ‘I think of him now and I just picture him the way I knew him at Cambridge. I can’t picture him an old man, or even as he was when we were – when we were in Bolivia together. I see him skinny, with that hairstyle he had, so neat, and those horn-rimmed glasses he used to wear. There’s been a whole lifetime since then. Isn’t that funny?’

			‘He was your best friend.’ 

			‘For a very, very long time, yes, he was. Until you.’ She put her palm on Robbie’s cheek and he turned into it and kissed it.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘That’s sad news.’

			‘I knew him so well. I knew everything about him, once.’ She scrolled down the email, but there was nothing else. Just the fact of Christopher’s death, and the kind words from his wife, who was obligated to send her nothing but had anyway. 

			‘He knew,’ she said. ‘He knew . . . that . . .’

			Robbie frowned slightly. ‘He did?’

			‘I told him, once. Or he half figured it out. When we were still at Cambridge, doing our exams. We only spoke about it once and he never mentioned it again. Not even when you and I . . . when I left him.’

			‘Do you think he told his wife?’

			‘I don’t think so. Christopher was a gentleman. I told him to keep it a secret and he would have done. He was a good man.’

			Robbie gazed at her. ‘That means,’ he said, slowly, ‘that no one else knows, now.’

			She nodded.

			‘Not Polly?’ he said.

			‘I don’t even know if Polly is still alive. But I don’t think she knew. She didn’t want to know. Not Marie?’

			‘I never told Marie.’

			‘So no one knows.’

			‘Only you and me,’ said Robbie. ‘We’re the only people left alive who know it.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes. Just you and me.’

			‘Then we’re free,’ he said. ‘Finally, you and I are free.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			 

			 

			When Emily woke up, Robbie was gone. She put her hand out to touch his pillow and it was still warm, still bearing the imprint of his head. The sun had risen and was shining through their bedroom window. 

			When they’d first moved to Maine, they could only afford seafront property by buying a lot with a near-derelict house on it: a boxy, strict Victorian farmhouse, weathered and sagging, with holes in the roof. Robbie had renovated the house so extensively that little of the original footprint remained. It was a three-gabled, cedar-shingled house with a wide porch on the side facing the ocean, white trim on all the doors and windows, and a garage workshop on the side. But sometimes, when Emily looked up at the house, she could see the ghost of that old nineteenth-century building standing there, too.

			The original master bedroom had been at the back of the house, facing the woods, but Robbie had moved it to the front, facing east and the water. He wanted to hear the ocean as they slept, and he wanted to see the sun rise.

			In practice, he was usually awake before sunrise, even since he’d retired.

			Emily smiled and listened for him around the house. He whistled, sometimes, moving from room to room. He always listened to rock music, but he whistled Bach. She didn’t even think he consciously realised he was doing it. It was a thread of sound that tied their years together: along with the dogs’ toenails on the floor, children’s footsteps, the radio in his workshop, the constant susurration of the sea. 

			She didn’t hear him this morning, but she kept listening anyway.

			The phone rang; she let it go for a couple of rings to see if Robbie would pick it up downstairs, since at this hour it was bound to be for him, not her. When he didn’t, she reached over for the extension on his bedside table.

			‘Dr Brandon?’

			She recognised the voice at once: he’d never quite lost his Quebec accent. ‘Good morning, Pierre.’

			‘I wondered if maybe you wanted to come down to the boatyard? It’s not a problem, we’re always glad to see Bob, but—’

			She sat up straight. ‘What’s he done? Is he all right?’

			‘Oh, nothing to worry about. He’s fine. But maybe you want to come down, you know?’

			She dressed in a hurry and left in her own car, noticing that Robbie’s truck was gone. 

			Pierre hadn’t changed the name of the boatyard when he bought it from Robbie on his retirement; the sign was still painted blue on white, Brandon’s Boatyard. Pierre had had it repainted recently, from the looks of it. When she got there, Pierre was waiting for her near the entrance to one of the work bays, standing next to Little Sterling, both with Dunkin’ Donuts coffee cups in their hands. Pierre was small and scrappy, descended from generations of woodsmen; Little Sterling, despite his name, was a mountain of a man descended from generations of lobstermen. The two of them made a Laurel and Hardy silhouette together, though this morning Emily didn’t find them comical at all.

			‘He was here when I got here this morning,’ Pierre said to her. ‘And he’s been working steady, won’t have coffee or nothing. Says he’s got to get the ketch done by the weekend, but you know, there’s no deadline on her, she just come in yesterday.’

			They all looked down to the water, where Robbie worked on one of the boats in the slips. His back was turned to them.

			‘Did he . . .’ She swallowed. ‘Did he know who you were?’

			‘Oh yeah, he did. He told me I’d never finish my apprenticeship if I stood around drinking coffee all day.’

			‘Is he all right, doc?’ asked Little Sterling.

			‘I’m sure he’s absolutely fine,’ she said, firmly, and walked down to the slips. Her footsteps on the wooden pontoons announced her presence and Robbie looked up from his work on the white-hulled boat and smiled at her.

			With that smile she could tell that he knew her. She didn’t know how afraid she’d been until she felt the relief.

			‘Robbie? Are you all right, love?’

			He put down his wire brush. ‘Never better.’

			‘Why are you here?’

			‘I’m working on this ketch. She’s . . .’ He faded off, and for a moment he looked confused.

			‘It’s not your boatyard any more,’ she said to him, gently, touching his wrist. ‘You sold it to Pierre, remember?’

			‘Pierre?’

			‘Pierre L’Allier. You said he was the best person to take it on when you retired and you let him have it at a ridiculously good price.’

			‘Oh. Oh, yes, I did. Daylight robbery.’ Robbie looked around at the boats in slips, the boats in the yard, the white-painted workshop. Pierre and Little Sterling had disappeared into the building, presumably to give them some privacy.

			‘Why am I here?’ he asked Emily.

			Her heart wrenched in her chest. ‘I . . . you don’t remember?’

			‘Maybe I wanted to do some work on Goldberg Variations?’ He looked around again. ‘But she’s on the mooring, isn’t she?’

			‘We could take her out today.’

			Robbie nodded, seemingly relieved. ‘I’d like that. Let me . . . let me put away these tools.’

			‘I’ll go ask Pierre if we can use his dinghy to get out there so we don’t have to go into town.’ She kissed him on the forehead, and went up to the workshop. Pierre and Little Sterling were standing by a mobile hydraulic lift, talking quietly. They looked up when she entered.

			‘It’s all fine,’ she said. ‘Thanks for calling me. We’re going to go out on the sailboat; I wonder if we could borrow a dinghy?’

			‘Fourth will give you a lift,’ Little Sterling said. ‘You just call him when you want to come back.’ He reached into his pocket for his cell phone. ‘I could have sworn Bob thought he was still working here, when I saw him this morning.’

			‘It’s all OK,’ Pierre said quickly. ‘He’s welcome here any time. Far as I’m concerned, it’s still his place. He built it up from scratch.’

			Emily nodded, and swallowed, and tried to ignore the burning, sick feeling of shame in her stomach.

			Fourth – real name Sterling Ames, the Fourth, the son of Little Sterling who was the third of that name – drove his motor dinghy up to the end of the slip with the careless competence of a person who has been piloting boats since childhood. Robbie hopped in and helped Emily. He still had that look on his face: that lost look, almost helpless, almost as if he were desperately searching for some meaning.

			It was not an expression that sat well on his face. Robbie had always been able to do anything. This expression made him appear almost a stranger.

			Their sloop was on a private mooring in Clyde Bay proper; Fourth steered them to it without having to ask where they were going. People around here knew each other’s boats as well as they knew each other’s children. She watched Robbie’s face as they approached their boat and saw his lost look gradually being replaced by pleasure. He’d made that boat with his own hands: shaped it and sanded it, rigged it, varnished the teak, painted its decks white and its hull a deep green, lettered the name on the stern himself. It was countless weekends and afternoons and mornings, this boat: time and memory made visible.

			‘That’s a fine boat,’ said Robbie.

			‘Pops says there’s no better wooden sloop in the state of Maine,’ said Fourth.

			‘There isn’t,’ Emily said. ‘She takes a lot of care, but she’s worth it.’

			‘Like a woman,’ said Robbie, automatically, and she smiled and squeezed his hand.

			‘I always meant to ask,’ Fourth said, ‘is Goldberg your maiden name, doc? Is that why you called her Goldberg Variations?’

			‘No,’ said Robbie. ‘It’s . . . it’s a . . .’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Goldberg, it’s a . . .’

			‘It’s a piece of classical music,’ said Emily, to Fourth rather than to Robbie, though she was saying it for him. ‘By Bach. It’s an aria, followed by a series of variations in different tempos and moods, which ends with the same aria. Sort of like a circle.’

			‘That’s it,’ said Robbie, reaching out for the railing on the stern. ‘I knew I’d remember.’

			 

			‘Have you talked about it with him?’ asked Sarah. She and Emily were sitting at her kitchen table, having lunch. Most Wednesdays they had lunch, sometimes out, sometimes at one of their houses. Sarah had made a chicken salad and iced coffee. Her eldest daughter, Dottie, was bringing a pecan pie later on, from the Clyde Bay General Store where she worked.

			‘No. Not yet.’

			‘Isn’t that sort of strange, in itself?’

			‘But . . .’ Emily stirred her coffee. ‘There’s a lot we don’t talk about.’

			‘You two are always talking. You talk all the time.’

			‘Yes, but there are things . . . we’ve known each other so long, we’ve been with each other constantly. There are things we don’t need to talk about, because we know.’

			‘I can see why none of my marriages ever lasted,’ joked Sarah. ‘I’m always asking the questions. Where were you last night? How many beers did you drink? When did you get home? Whose perfume is that on you?’

			Emily laughed despite herself. By any logic, she and Sarah shouldn’t be friends; they were entirely different, from completely different backgrounds. There were nearly thirty years between them. Emily was a retired obstetrician and Sarah worked as a cashier in the supermarket up in Thomaston. Sarah was a native Mainer, and Emily, even after forty years in Maine, was what they called ‘from Away’. They had become friends, purely by chance, and then over the years their roots had intertwined. For a while, she’d been Emily’s daughter-in-law, though that hadn’t lasted long.

			Sarah was the only person she could talk to about this. She couldn’t mention it to their family, not until it was something to actually worry about. 

			‘People are noticing,’ she said. ‘Pierre and Little Sterling, after what happened at the boatyard the other day. And Joyce at the pharmacy said he’d come into pick up my prescriptions twice in one day.’

			‘That’s the thing about a small town. People notice. But they look out for you, too.’

			‘Robbie’s such a proud man. He’s so self-sufficient. If he thinks that people are pitying him . . .’

			She trailed off. 

			‘Or if they’re pitying you?’ said Sarah. ‘Are you worried about that, too?’

			‘Of course not. This isn’t about me.’

			‘I know you pretty well by now, Em. And I know you like helping people. It’s your role around here. How many people in Port Clyde have you delivered as babies?’

			‘About eighty per cent of the population between forty and ten years old. There are quite a few families here where I brought both the parents into the world, and then I’ve delivered their children.’

			‘You brought Dottie into the world. I wish you’d deliver her baby, too. She’s about ready to drop.’

			Emily smiled. ‘Retired.’

			‘Robbie has helped people too. He’s given people jobs, fixed people’s boats. He did all of that for William. I know he’s done a few jobs for people who couldn’t afford it. He did a lot of rebuilding after Hurricane Sandy came through here. You don’t need to feel bad about people noticing, or wanting to do something.’

			Once upon a time, Sarah had taken help from her, and Emily had wanted to give it. They’d done each other many kindnesses over the years. But Sarah didn’t know everything. She didn’t know why Robbie and she needed to be self-sufficient, a completeness of two. No one knew now, except for her and Robbie.

			‘My father,’ Emily said, ‘was the town doctor. Everyone respected him. He’d helped everyone in the village, at some point or another. All I ever wanted was to be like him.’

			‘And what happened when he needed help? Because I’m sure he did, at some point.’

			‘I . . . don’t know. We’d lost touch by then.’	

			Sarah touched her hand across the table. ‘It’s not a failure. It’s an illness. That’s what you kept on telling me, that time when you helped me.’

			‘We don’t even know that it’s an illness yet.’

			‘What if it is?’

			‘Then, if it is, we’ll do what we always do. We’ll get through it, Robbie and I, together.’

			Sarah got up and brought the bowl of chicken salad to the table, and spooned more on to their plates. ‘How’s Adam and the kids?’

			‘They’re wonderful, as always.’

			‘And William?’ 

			‘He’s all right. You know what he’s like. He and Robbie are too alike to talk with each other, but he calls me, and he’s in touch with Adam.’

			‘Same here. He called Dottie last week on her birthday. Not a word to me.’

			‘I’m sorry, Sarah.’

			Sarah shrugged. ‘He’s a better dad to her than her real dad was. How are his kids?’

			‘He sent some pictures.’ She took out her phone and showed Sarah the photos of Brianna and John.

			‘That girl is the spit of her father,’ said Sarah.

			‘Yes, the Brandon genes are strong. Adam is more like me.’ It was an automatic response.

			‘Is he back together with their mother?’

			Emily shook her head. ‘He’s happier as a father than as a husband. As you know.’

			‘Family is what’s important,’ said Sarah. ‘And we can find family in our friends, too. That’s what you taught me back then. You’ll let us all help you. All of us who you’ve helped. That’s what it’s about, being part of a place. And you’re part of this place now, whether you like it or not.’

			‘I know,’ said Emily. And as good a friend as Sarah was, Emily didn’t add that being part of a place was one of the things that worried her the most. Because that was fragile, too.

			 

			A pattern is harder to break than almost anything, Robbie thought. Once you started it going, it had its own inevitability, its own momentum. You might as well try to stop the wind.

			But Emily knew something was wrong. And he knew, too. It had been months, now. Maybe even years. There was a fog clouding a part of his life: a different part every day. It moved in without warning and left him lost. And she knew that he knew, and he knew that she knew, and yet neither one of them had said anything. 

			It was a pattern they had laid down at the start of their relationship: not right at the start, but later, when they had discovered that their love could only last if silence held it together in certain places.

			Friday was always his night to make dinner and he usually made chilli or phoned out for pizza. Tonight he did neither. He waited until six o’clock and then he went outside to where she was digging weeds in the garden, her head shaded by a broad-brimmed straw hat. He knelt beside her on the grass.

			‘Oh,’ she said in surprise. ‘Are you helping me?’

			Her voice was pleasant: she was happy to see him, she loved him and she was the same, but there was a small wariness in her eyes. Because any variation from the pattern was cause for concern, now. The variations were what was wrong.

			‘It’s Friday,’ he said, ‘but I haven’t cooked dinner. Do you know why I’m saying this?’

			‘So that I know we’re having pizza?’

			‘So that you know that I know what day it is, and what time it is. Because I don’t always, do I?’

			She didn’t reply.

			‘This is something we have to talk about. It won’t go away if we ignore it.’

			‘Nothing goes away,’ she said.

			‘Are you frightened, sweetheart?’

			She nodded. He put his arm around her shoulders, kneeling beside her in the grass.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four

			August 2016

			Portland, Maine

			The hospital in Portland was bigger and more specialised than Pen Bay Hospital where Emily had worked all those years, but she knew one or two of the people working there. Sometimes when she went up to Portland she arranged to meet them for lunch, or coffee.

			Today she sat in the waiting room with Robbie among other patients and their families, waiting to see the neurologist. In her hospital career she had seen mainly pregnant women and young mothers; it was slightly shocking to see so many elderly people in this waiting room, and even more shocking to realise that she and Robbie were also elderly.

			‘I always picture us as young lovers,’ whispered Robbie to her. ‘I still see you as you were when we first met. Does that mean I have a memory problem?’

			He had good days, and he had bad days. Today was a good day. He’d got ready, taken care of the dogs, talked about their mutual friends, joked about where they were going, chatted about what restaurant they should go to in the Old Port for lunch after his appointment. He’d let her drive, but that was normal when they took Emily’s car. He didn’t misplace his keys or his wallet or forget to tie his shoes. 

			Emily had worried about it being a good day: what if the neurologist failed to spot the symptoms that had become apparent to her? 

			But she would have worried if it had been a bad day, too. 

			He called it a fog. Fog was a part of daily life in coastal Maine. The chill of the water met the warm southerly wind and produced condensation. You could be inland, in a clear blue summer day, and as soon as you came within half a mile of the coast, maybe even a mile, the fog would billow in around you. Some summers they had fog every single day. She could look out of the windows of their house and think that she was floating in a cloud.

			‘That’s not a memory problem,’ she whispered back to him. ‘That’s being a softy romantic.’

			The neurologist, Dr Calvin, was reassuringly aged. He had no hair on his head but a surprising amount growing from eyebrows, nostrils and ears. Emily had researched, of course, and knew what to expect; she’d asked Robbie if he wanted her to explain the tests to him, but Robbie had said he didn’t want to know.

			What is today’s date? What day of the week is it? What is the season? What state are we in? What city? What building are we in? What floor are we on? I’m going to name three objects and I want you to repeat them back to me: street, banana, hammer. I’d like you to count backwards from one hundred, by sevens. 

			She sat in the spare chair and watched and listened to the doctor and the man she had loved for most of her life. She listened to the answers he gave. She watched him trying to draw a simple clock.

			It was a good day. A good day, today.

			But as he drew, horror crept over her, cold and insidious as fog.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Five

			 

			 

			Afterwards, they didn’t go for lunch at the restaurant they’d chosen. They didn’t have to say anything to know they agreed; Emily drove them back up the coast and back to Clyde Bay, where she didn’t go home, but parked in town, instead. They took the dinghy out to the boat and wordlessly climbed aboard and got her ready to sail.

			They’d done this so many times together. They each had their allotted tasks and their bodies performed them automatically. It was like a piece of music, the notes the same every time even though the performance was slightly different. It was a pattern that ran its own way.

			They could be silent about this new knowledge if they chose. He knew they could. They had ignored bigger things.

			The bay was calm and when Emily was poised at the mooring line, ready to cast it off, he switched on the motor so that they could get more quickly out into open water. He enjoyed it more when they sailed off the mooring and the wind was light, and they could just about do it today, if they wanted. But the engine made noise. It put off the point of conversation for a little while longer.

			He cut the engine when they rounded the point past Marshall Lighthouse and they raised the mainsail together. Emily unwound the jib. It was her boat; he’d built it for her. A twenty-four foot sloop, small enough to handle easily alone, big enough for the two of them to take out for overnight trips. But she’d named it for something that had significance for both of them, and out of habit he generally took the helm when they were together. 

			This time he gestured for her to take it. He sat on the side of the cockpit, on the bench where Emily usually sat. 

			‘So,’ he said, once they were well under way and there was no other sound except for the snapping of the sail and the crying of the gulls. ‘Tell me what you know, doc.’

			‘I’m an obstetrician, not a neurologist,’ she said, her eyes on the horizon.

			‘But you know anyway, don’t you?’

			‘You know too.’ Her voice held so much barely concealed pain that he was tempted to let it go, to talk of something else. But that wasn’t why they’d come out here on the water. The place where they were the most truly alone together.

			‘I want your opinion. The doctor wouldn’t tell us anything. He said to come back next week.’

			‘He wants to wait for the results of the blood tests.’

			‘But we don’t need to, do we?’

			‘The tests he gave you showed that you have impairment of short-term memory. You have some aphasia – that’s difficulty in recalling or understanding words – and some psychomotor difficulty.’

			‘I messed up drawing that damn clock, didn’t I?’

			She nodded. He hadn’t really been frightened, but now he felt something cold touch him. Because he’d thought he’d drawn that clock fine. Just fine.

			‘There’s no sign of a stroke on the scans,’ said Emily. ‘And it’s come on gradually, not all at once. It could be vitamin deficiency, or an infection.’

			‘But you don’t think that’s what it is.’

			‘No. I think it’s most likely Alzheimer’s.’

			She was brave. Her voice didn’t waver at all when she said it. It made him proud of her.

			‘I think we’d better tack,’ he said. ‘If we want to avoid Mosquito Island.’

			The wind was stronger at this point of sail. Robbie secured the main sheet and leaned back against the side of the cockpit, which was tilted at nearly a forty-degree angle. 

			‘So tell me what to expect,’ he said. ‘Alzheimer’s works backwards, doesn’t it? It erases the most recent memories first?’

			‘I don’t think it’s so methodical,’ she said. ‘I think it takes what it damn well wants.’

			‘But in general, the newer the memories, the sooner they go. Like Perry. Before he had to go into that home, he used to sit in the general store and insist it was 1953.’

			‘You won’t go in a home,’ said Emily. ‘You will stay right in our house with me. We’ll live together as we always have, no matter what happens.’

			‘I don’t want you to have to take care of me, Emily.’

			‘Too bad. Because I will.’ She said it fiercely, and he was proud of her for that, too. ‘I’ll take care of you, and you’ll take care of me, for the rest of our lives. That’s what it’s all about.’

			He watched the water rushing by. ‘There’s more to it than that, and you know it.’

			‘I don’t know that there is.’

			‘What about if there’s a time when I think it’s 1962?’

			‘1962 was a fine year.’

			‘You’re deliberately misunderstanding me.’

			She went quiet for a few moments. Finally, she said, ‘You won’t.’

			‘I most likely will, Emily. And it won’t matter to me, by that time. But it will matter a great deal to you, won’t it?’

			‘We’re going too fast. Can you loosen that sail?’

			He loosened it. 

			‘It doesn’t have to matter,’ he said. ‘We’ve been here in Maine for a long time. We raised our family here, and we worked here. Everyone here has only known us as we are now. They don’t judge us. And everyone who ever did or would, is gone.’

			‘We said we’d never talk about this.’

			‘Things have changed. We could let people know, in a way that we controlled. Then we could deal with it, together, while I’m still . . . while I’m still myself.’

			‘What about Adam?’

			‘Adam is old enough. He’s happy. He could handle it. He’d understand.’

			‘No. I won’t put him through that. One of the things I’ve always loved best about Adam is that he’s sure of himself. He knows who he is. He’s like you, that way.’ He’s like the way you used to be, before this. She didn’t say that. ‘Telling him would take that certainty away from him. He’ll question everything he thinks he knows about his life.’

			‘It wouldn’t have to. Think about it. I know you don’t want to, but think about it. We wouldn’t have any secrets any more. There wouldn’t be anything to be afraid of. We’d be free.’

			‘You said we were free now. After Christopher died.’

			‘Isn’t it a better freedom if everyone knows, than if no one does?’

			She didn’t answer. He didn’t press her. He knew her well enough to be sure that she’d heard him.

			They didn’t have any particular destination. They sailed where the wind took them. It was Robbie’s favourite kind of sailing, if he were honest: without aim, without schedule, meandering back and forth where the wind took them, sometimes fast, sometimes slow. This was the kind of sailing they had done their first time together, when Emily hadn’t known port from starboard. Back in 1962. On the water, all their time merged together. It was one time, and their love was always as fresh as it had been the day they had met.

			He looked up, surprised to see they were passing Mosquito Island again, on their way back to Clyde Bay. He recognised all the landmarks: the cluster of buildings around the general store, the town dock, the big white house owned by summer people on the point. He hadn’t thought about . . . what was it they were thinking about? Something awful. Something terrifying.

			‘Are you all right?’ Emily asked him, and he nodded. 

			‘I understand what you’re saying, Robbie,’ she said. ‘But I can’t do it. I can’t do it to Adam.’

			He frowned, and was about to ask, What can’t you do to Adam, when he saw the launch heading towards them. ‘That’s Little Sterling,’ he said.

			Little Sterling was waving his big arm at them. Emily altered their course to come alongside.

			‘Doc!’ he called as soon as they were within hailing distance. ‘We’d call it a favour if you could come ashore with me right now.’

			‘What’s wrong?’ Robbie asked.

			‘Dottie Philbrick, at the general store. She’s about to have her baby. We’re waiting for the ambulance, but you looked closer.’

			Robbie took the helm. Emily scrambled over the side of the boat and into the launch. ‘Meet me there!’ she called to him, and then Little Sterling was motoring away, towards the town dock.

			‘You let the guy who forgets everything take care of the boat?’ Robbie said, but without urgency. He didn’t need any memory to wrap up the sails, to catch the mooring line, make everything fast, jump into the dinghy. He followed the launch, arriving not long after Little Sterling and Emily disappeared into the general store.

			When he got inside, everything was already happening. Dottie Philbrick was standing behind the deli counter, leaning on it, bent over at the waist. Her skirt was pushed up and Emily was examining her. She moaned loudly, and Emily smoothed her back. Several people were standing around, watching in shock. Fortunately most of what was going on was hidden by the high glass case filled with cold cuts and cheese.

			‘She was about to make me a tuna melt,’ said Susan Woodruff, clutching her handbag, ‘and she suddenly looked all surprised. And then she shouted that the baby was coming, and George offered to take her up to Pen Bay in his car, and she shouted that the baby was really coming so I called 911, but then Little Sterling saw you coming in.’

			‘I told you, everyone,’ said Emily, hurrying to the sink at the back of the deli counter to wash her hands, ‘get the hell out of here and let this woman have her baby in peace. When the ambulance arrives, send them in.’

			‘You heard what the lady said,’ said Robbie. ‘C’mon outside. The doctor will holler for us if she needs us.’ He began to shepherd the bystanders out of the store.

			‘Not you,’ said Emily. ‘I need you, Robbie. Do they sell beach towels out at the back? I could use a couple.’

			‘By the sunglasses,’ said Dottie, and groaned loudly as a contraction hit her.

			‘Hurry,’ Emily told him, and Robbie went to grab some beach towels off the shelf. He handed them over the deli counter to Emily and stood back a little, keeping his eyes trained on a shelf of home-made preserves, a lot of them made by Dottie and her mom Sarah. He listened as Emily reassured Dottie and coached her along. 

			Remember this, he told himself. Remember how proud of her you are right now. Remember how everyone here trusts her. Remember how you would do anything for her. Don’t forget.

			‘That’s it,’ said Emily. ‘That’s it, you’re doing exactly right, the baby’s nearly here, Dottie. She’s coming much more easily than you did, if I recall. One more push, and—’

			He heard a liquid sound that he didn’t want to think too much about, and a baby’s cry.

			The sound did something to him. Hooked him in the gut. Outside, he heard applause. When he glanced over the deli counter, Dottie was on the floor and Emily was handing her the baby, wrapped in a blue and yellow beach towel. The look on Dottie’s face. He’d seen that exact same look on Emily’s, when she first held Adam.

			Don’t forget don’t forget don’t forget.

			He wanted to grab Emily and hold her as tightly as he could. He wanted to seize this moment, this now, before the fog rolled in, and make it last forever. He wanted to feel the weight of all their shared past, everything they had done and felt and told the truth about and lied. 

			All the lies had only been to preserve the truth. He had to remember that as well.

			There was a noise from the doorway: the paramedics. Emily spoke a few quick words to them and then she came round to Robbie. ‘Wasn’t that amazing?’ she said. ‘A healthy baby girl in eleven minutes flat.’ She had a wild, exhilarated look on her face and Robbie pulled her into his arms.

			‘I’m all covered with blood and amniotic fluid,’ she protested, but she wrapped her arms around his waist and leaned her head against his chest.

			‘It always begins again, doesn’t it?’ he murmured to her. ‘New babies. New  life.’ 

			‘Adam,’ she whispered. ‘Adam, and his children. We need to protect them, Robbie.’

			He smoothed his hands over her hair. Remember this. Don’t forget.

			‘You can be my memory,’ he said.

			 

			Emily drove. Emily did most of the driving, now, and when he drove himself, he knew she was worrying about him, that he’d forget where he was going, or forget to look both ways before pulling out into a junction, and although he thought it would be some time before he forgot how to drive a good old-fashioned truck, it was a real possibility that he could get lost, even in this area where they’d lived for so many years. He kept misplacing things in his workshop: reaching for a hammer that wasn’t there, or finding an awl where he expected a screwdriver. Sometimes he thought he was back at the boatyard in Miami and he’d stand in the middle of the garage, staring at unfamiliar objects, wondering how the big work bay had become so small.
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