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In memory of Anna and every other lost and brokenhearted woman.
Rainy days aren’t forever. May you find your way.
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Author’s Note

As I type this, I’m sitting inside my houseboat, looking out the window to a gray day on Lake Union in Seattle. The rain is falling in great sheets. It pounds on the roof, and the wind splatters it against the windows. These are my favorite days on the lake. I can see ducks swim and boats motor by, as well as the occasional kayaker braving the rain. It’s cozy, and I’m content.

When I set out to write this novel, I began with a setting and nothing else: a houseboat on the banks of Lake Union. As a lifelong Seattle-area resident, I’ve always been fascinated by floating homes (and of course, a little movie called Sleepless in Seattle only furthered that fascination). Years ago, as a young journalist, I wrote an article about the houseboat lifestyle, and I’ll never forget being invited to tour a floating home for the first time. The woman who graciously welcomed me into her home (through a door with an opening in the bottom for ducks) told me about life on the lake—the way a houseboat sways gently in the wind, how the lake can rock you to sleep, and perhaps most memorable, for me, the way the houseboat community is like a family, helping neighbors in need, keeping secrets like only trusted friends do.

I suppose the very beginning of this novel started that day, when I stepped inside that little floating home. And as time went on, I longed to live in a houseboat of my own. But as our family grew, my husband and I decided that raising three little boys on a houseboat may not be the best choice (imagine playing catch on a small dock). So we set that dream aside, at least until September 2012.

My husband knew I’d begun plotting out an idea for a novel set on a houseboat, and while I’d hoped to find one to rent for a weekend for research purposes, he surprised me with a generous idea. Why not, he suggested, rent a houseboat for an extended period of time? I could use it as my office and really get the feel for life on the lake.

My first instinct was to say no. At first blush, it seemed frivolous, an unnecessary splurge. But then I began to think: How else would I really get to know the houseboat lifestyle, the history of the community, the local personalities and their secrets?

So we went to tour a houseboat for rent, and in the space of 3.5 seconds, I fell head over heels. With a loft bedroom (complete with a working porthole), a rooftop deck with a view of the Space Needle, and a quaint and fully stocked kitchen, this was the houseboat of my dreams. My husband and I quickly signed a lease to rent it for four months.

I could not have written this book without the time I’ve had on Lake Union. While it’s true this is a work of fiction, the months I’ve spent in the houseboat community have enriched and inspired my writing—from the pair of mallards nesting outside my back deck to the kindness of the neighbors all around me.

We have a few more weeks on the houseboat before our lease runs out. I really hate to go. I’ve laughed here. I’ve cried here. I’ve made new friends and bonded with old ones under this roof. I’ve felt a great sense of peace here. And mostly, I have fallen in love with the houseboat community.

But it’s almost time to say good-bye. For when I turn in the final draft of this novel in the days ahead, I will also be turning in my key and saying farewell to my beloved Boat Street, as I’ve affectionately called it in real life and in the novel. Even so, the dock, and the story I created here, will forever remain in my heart. Houseboat No. 7. Henrietta and Haines. Little Jimmy. Penny and Collin. Alex and Ada. I feel as if they’re all waving good-bye as I make my way up the dock. Years will pass, but I’ll always know where to find them.

—SJ










Chapter 1
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Seattle, June 12, 2008

I step down onto the old dock and it creaks beneath my feet, as if letting out a deep sigh. It’s dark out, but the string lights that dangle overhead illuminate my path.

What did the woman from the rental office say on the phone? Seventh houseboat on the left? Yes. I think. I grasp my suitcase tighter and walk ahead slowly. A sailboat sways gently in the water where it’s tethered to an adjoining houseboat, a two-story, with a rooftop deck and cedar shingle siding weathered to a gray-brown. A lantern flickers on a table on the front deck, but seconds later its flame is extinguished, maybe by the breeze, maybe by someone lingering in the shadows. I imagine the residents of the dock peering through their darkened windows, watching me, whispering. “There she is,” one says to another. “The new neighbor.” Someone smirks. “I hear she’s from New York.”

I hate the hushed exchanges, the looks. The crush of curiosity drove me from New York. “The poor thing,” I overheard someone utter as she stepped out of the office elevator a month ago. “I don’t know how she even manages to get out of bed every morning after what happened. If it were me, I don’t know how I’d go on.” I remember how I hovered in the hallway until the woman rounded the corner. I couldn’t bear to see the look on her face, or any of their faces. The headshaking. The pity. The horror. In Seattle, the shadow of my past would be under cloud cover.

I take a deep breath and look up when I hear the distant creak of a door hinge. I pause, bracing for confrontation. But the only movement I detect is a kayak gliding slowly across the lake. Its lone passenger nods at me, before disappearing into the moonlight. The dock rocks a little, and I wobble, steadying myself. New York is a long way from Seattle, and I’m still groggy from the transcontinental flight. I stop and wonder, for a moment, what I’m doing here.

I pass two more houseboats. One is gray, with French doors that face north and a weather vane perched on the roof. The next is tan, with window boxes brimming with red geraniums. Various urns and planters line the deck in front of the home, and I stop to admire the blue hydrangeas growing in a terra-cotta pot. Whoever lives here must be a meticulous gardener. I think of the garden I left behind on my balcony in New York, the little garden box planted with chard and basil and the sugar pumpkin for . . . I bite my lip. My heart swells, but the porch light on houseboat number seven anchors me to the moment. I stop to take in the sight of what will be my new home: Situated on the farthest slip on the dock, it floats solemnly, unafraid. Weathered cedar shingles cover its sides, and I smile when I notice an open porthole on the upper floor. It’s just as the advertisement depicted. I sigh.

Here I am.

I feel a lump in my throat as I insert the key into the lock. My legs are suddenly weak, and as soon as I open the door, I fall to my knees, bury my head in my hands, and weep.

Three weeks earlier

It’s nine in the morning, and the New York sun streams through the eighth-floor windows of Dr. Evinson’s office with such intensity, I drape my hand over my eyes.

“Sorry,” he says, gesturing toward the blinds. “Is the light bothering you?”

“Yes,” I say. “Well, no, it’s . . .” The truth is, it isn’t the light that’s burning, but my news.

I sigh and sit up straighter in the overstuffed chair with its brash white and green stripes. A signed, framed photo of Mick Jagger hangs on the wall. I smile inwardly, recalling how I walked into Dr. Evinson’s office a year ago, expecting a black leather couch and a clean-shaven man in a suit holding a notebook and nodding reassuringly as I dabbed a tissue to my eyes.

According to my sister-in-law, Joanie, he was Manhattan’s most sought-after grief therapist. Past patients included Mick Jagger—hence the wall art—and other big names. After Heath Ledger’s death, his ex, Michelle Williams, came to see Dr. Evinson on a weekly basis. I know because I saw her in the lobby once flipping through an issue of Us Weekly. But his celebrity client list didn’t impress me. Frankly, I’d always been scared of therapists, scared of what they might cause me to say, cause me to feel. But Joan encouraged me to go. Actually, encourage is the wrong word. One morning, she met me for breakfast in the restaurant on the ground floor of Dr. Evinson’s office building, then put me on an elevator destined for the ninth floor. When I reached his foyer, I thought about turning around, but the receptionist said, “You must be Dr. Evinson’s nine o’clock.”

I walked into the room reluctantly, noticing the green-and-white-striped chair, the one I’d sit in every Friday at nine for a year. “You expected a couch, didn’t you?” Dr. Evinson asked with a disarming smile.

I nodded.

He swiveled around in his desk chair and patted his gray beard. “Never trust a therapist who makes his patients lie on a couch.”

“Oh,” I said, taking a seat. I recall reading an article about the great debate over the couch as a therapeutic mechanism. Freud had subscribed to the method of sitting behind his patients, while they reclined on a couch in front of him. Evidently, he despised eye contact. Still, others, including Dr. Evinson, found the whole couch scenario to be unproductive, even stifling. Others agreed, saying it put the therapist in a place of dominance over the patient, squashing any chance for real dialogue and meaningful feedback.

I wasn’t sure which side I was on, just that I felt awkward in his office. But I sat in that overstuffed chair anyway, sinking down into its deep cushions. The soft fabric felt like a great big hug, and I proceeded to tell him everything.

I lean my head back into the thick cushion.

“You’re still not sleeping well, are you?” he asks.

I shrug. He prescribed sleeping pills, which help . . . a little. But I still wake up at four each morning, eyes wide open, heart hurting no less than it did when I closed my eyes the night before. Nothing has helped. Antidepressants. Sedatives. The Valium they gave me in the hospital the day my world changed forever. None of it takes the pain away, the loneliness, the sense of being forever lost in my own life.

“You’re keeping something from me,” he says.

I look away.

“Ada, what is it?”

I nod. “You’re not going to like it.”

His silence, I’ve learned, is my cue to continue. I take a deep breath. “I’m thinking about leaving New York.”

He raises his eyebrows. “And why is that?”

I rub my forehead. “It’s the memories of them,” I say. “I can’t bear it anymore. I can’t . . .” Tears well up in my eyes, though I haven’t cried here in months. I’d reached a level of healing, a plateau, as Dr. Evinson called it, and had felt a little stronger—until now.

“If I leave,” I say with a trembling voice, “if I go away, maybe this pain won’t follow me. Maybe I . . .” I bury my face in my hands.

“Good,” Dr. Evinson says, always quick to find the positive. “Change can be beneficial.” He nods as I look up from my hands, but I can tell his skepticism mirrors my own. The fight-or-flight response has come up in our sessions, but I’ve never been one to act on the latter.

“Let’s talk about this,” he continues. “So you’d really want to leave your home, your work? I know how important both are to you.”

Last month, I was named deputy editor of Sunrise magazine, and at thirty-three, I’m the youngest person to hold the post. Just last week, as a spokesperson for the magazine, I shared travel tips for families with Matt Lauer on the Today show. My career is thriving, yes, but my personal life, well, it withered and died two years ago.

Everywhere, from the window seat in the apartment to the little café on Fifty-Sixth Street, memories linger and taunt me. “Remember when life was perfect?” they whisper. “Remember when you were happy?”

I grimace and look Dr. Evinson square in the eye. “I fill my days with work, so much work,” I say, shaking my head. “But I don’t work because I love it. I mean, I used to love it.” The tears well up in my eyes again. “Now none of it matters. I feel like a kid who works so hard on an art project at school, but when she brings it home, no one’s there to care.” I throw up my hands. “When there’s no one there to care, what does any of it matter? Does any of it even matter?” I rub my eyes. “I have to get out of this city, Dr. Evinson. I’ve known it for a long time. I can’t stay here.”

He nods thoughtfully. I can tell my words have registered. “Yes,” he says.

“So you think it’s a good idea?” I ask nervously.

“I think it could have value,” he says after a moment of thought. “But only if you’re leaving for the right reasons.” He looks at me intently, with those knowing eyes that seem to peer right into my psyche. “Are you running from your pain, Ada?”

I knew he’d ask me that. “Maybe,” I say honestly, wiping a tear from my cheek. “Really, all I know is that I don’t want to hurt anymore.” I shake my head. “I just don’t want to hurt anymore.”

“Ada,” he says, “you must come to terms with the fact that you may hurt for the rest of your life.” His words gouge me like a dull knife, but I know I must listen. “Part of what we’re doing here is helping you live with your sadness, helping you manage it. I worry that you’re compartmentalizing your pain, that you’ve made yourself believe that the hurt you feel exists only in New York, when it actually lives in here.” He points to his heart.

I look away.

“Where will you go?” he asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Somewhere far from here.”

He leans back in his chair and scratches his head before clasping his hands together. “My daughter has a friend in Seattle who owns a houseboat, and it’s for rent,” he says suddenly.

“A houseboat?” I furrow my brow slightly. “Like that movie with Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan?”

“Yes,” he says, digging a card out of his desk drawer. “She was here visiting and mentioned that my wife and I should come stay.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I was kind of thinking of someplace warm. Doesn’t it rain a lot there?”

“You know what they say about rain,” he says with a smile. “God’s tears.”

“So I won’t be crying alone,” I say, half-smiling.

He hands me the card, and I read the name Roxanne Wentworth. “Thanks,” I say, tucking it in my pocket as I stand up.

“Remember what I said,” Dr. Evinson reminds me, pointing to his chest. I nod, but I pray that he’s wrong, because I know I can’t bear to feel this way much longer. My heart can’t take much more.
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The phone rings once, then twice. I consider hanging up. Suddenly this idea of mine seems crazy. Leave my job? Move to Seattle? To a houseboat? My finger hovers over the End Call button, but then a cheerful voice answers. “Ms. Wentworth’s office, how may I help you?”

“Yes,” I say, fumbling to find my voice. “Yes, this is, um, my name is Ada Santorini, and I’m calling to inquire about . . . the houseboat for rent.”

“Santorini,” the woman says. “What a beautiful name. I knew a family with that last name when I studied abroad in Milan. You must be Italian?”

“No,” I say quickly. “I mean, my husband was—I mean, listen, I’m sure you’ve already rented the houseboat.”

“No,” the woman says. “It’s available the first of the month. It’s absolutely charming, though I’m sure you already know as you’ve seen the photos online.”

“Photos?”

“Yes,” she says, reading me a Web site address, which I quickly key into my computer. My office door is open and I hope the nosy intern in the cubicle outside isn’t listening.

“Wow,” I say, scrolling through the images on my screen. “It’s . . . really cute.”

Maybe Dr. Evinson is wrong. Maybe I can escape my pain. I feel my heart beating wildly inside my chest as an e-mail from my editor in chief pops up on my screen. “The Today segment was a hit. The producer wants you to share more tips on traveling with children. Be in studio for hair and makeup by five a.m. tomorrow.” My head is spinning a little. No. No, I can’t do this. Not anymore. “I would like to rent it,” I say suddenly.

“You would?” the woman asks. “But don’t you want to hear more details? We haven’t even talked about the rent.”

The nosy intern is standing in my doorway now. She’s holding the cover image of the August issue. A little girl and her mother are smiling, swinging in a hammock. “No,” I say immediately. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll take it.”






Chapter 2
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I open my eyes, and for a moment I have no idea where I am, and the void is blissfully frightening. Then I hear the sound of the lake outside, and the scene comes into focus.

I’m on a couch draped with a stark white slipcover. My sandals are still strapped to my feet, and my large black suitcase is beside the door. I gaze around the houseboat as if seeing it for the first time. The clock says it’s quarter till six, nearly nine on the East Coast. This is a fact I find shocking, because I haven’t slept this late in years.

I stand up and walk to the little kitchen. Running my hand along the tile countertop, I find a brass key resting on top of a note written on Wentworth Real Estate letterhead. “Welcome to Seattle!” it reads. “Here’s an extra key. If you need anything, give us a call.” I tuck the key in my pocket and notice a coffeemaker. I pour fresh water into the tank and toss in a packet of pre-ground Starbucks Breakfast Blend, listening as the machine hisses and spurts.

I peek inside a cabinet and open a few drawers, happy to find all fully stocked. A set of well-worn pots and pans hang from hooks over the stove. Many meals have been cooked here. Wineglasses line an open shelf, champagne glasses on the next. I wonder about the people who have pressed their lips against them over the years, and I can almost hear them blowing noisemakers and shouting, “Happy New Year!” before huddling on the dock to sing “Auld Lang Syne.” Were they happy here? Will I be?

I reach for a mug on the shelf and fill it with coffee. I hold it up to my nose, then take a sip before proceeding down the hall, where a daybed is wedged against the wall facing a white bookshelf. The shelf is stocked with castaways from renters of years past. Maeve Binchy. Stephen King. I smile when I see a copy of The Ultimate Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. It used to be James’s favorite.

I close my eyes tightly, then proceed around the corner, where I pass a pint-size stacked washer and dryer set, a linen closet, and a small bathroom. A generous skylight presides over the shower, with a tiny square window that looks out from the stall to the dock and the lake beyond. I can see a young family motoring past in a small boat. There’s a little girl in a pink life jacket and an older boy on the stern with his father. I look away.

I walk back down the hall, passing a framed painting of an old sailboat. I squint and see the name Catalina painted in blue on her side. My mind turns to the island off the coast of San Diego. Sunrise sent me there nine years ago, the year after the wedding. I remember watching seabirds swooping into the cove. James came with me. We had panini at a little café on the beach. I take a deep breath, turning back to the painting. The boat’s two sails puff out proudly over its wooden hull. The blue water below is tropical. Perhaps this is the Bahamas, or somewhere else in the Caribbean. Where is she sailing, this ship called Catalina? She looks unbounded, full of life, pushing ahead with no anchor, no concerns to hold her back. I reach out and touch my finger to the canvas. I know it’s bad etiquette, but I can’t help it. It’s as if the painting is magnetic. I feel the lines, the texture of the artist’s brush.

Behind me are the stairs—well, more like a ship’s ladder—that lead to the loft above. I duck my head and climb up until I reach the upper floor, where the fir plank floors creak beneath my feet. There’s a double bed—its crisp, white linens look freshly laundered and pressed—and an old dresser with brass door pulls shaped like lion heads. Above the wooden headboard is the porthole. It’s been propped open, and I feel the cool morning air on my face. I listen as a pair of Canadian geese fly by, alternating squawks as they skim the water with their feet.

I carefully climb down the ladder to the living room. Outside the French doors, a sailboat bobs on the water. The rental office didn’t say anything about a sailboat. Its hull is wooden, stained the color of honey. It looks old but well kept. I unlock the door and walk out to the dock. I notice a yellow Lab snoozing outside a houseboat on the slip to my left. By now in New York, I’d already be sitting at my desk, having my second espresso and editing layouts. I would do that until one, until someone pried me away for lunch, which I would eat, reluctantly, before rushing back. I’d stay past nine, leaving only when the cleaning crew came in. I hated going home.

I sit down on a white Adirondack chair that looks out to the west side of Lake Union, where boats and floating homes nestle against the water’s edge. I see a green, grassy hill on my right—Gas Works Park, I think, remembering the Seattle guidebook I thumbed through on the plane—covered with rusted-out industrial relics that look almost sculptural. I watch the boats glide by for the next hour. Violin music lilts through the air, and I can’t make out the source. I remember something James always said, that sound is deceiving on the water, that sometimes you can hear a whisper from a half mile away. I listen for a moment, transfixed by the melody, until the music stops. I hear footsteps behind me, and then a voice.

“Henrietta!” It’s a man, on the dock. “Henrietta!” He sounds concerned, and for a moment, I wonder if someone is in trouble. Cautiously, I walk to the end of the deck, and I peer down the dock. I see his back first. He’s tall and in good shape for his age. Judging by the weathered look in his eyes, I’d peg him at a young sixty. His gray hair is parted at the side and falls over his forehead the way Ernest Hemingway’s did in the Key West photos, charming in a sort of boyish, brash way. “Oh,” he says, noticing me suddenly. “You must be the new neighbor.” He smiles warmly. “I’m sorry about the boat,” he continues, pointing to the sailboat moored outside my deck. “I meant to move that over to my slip before you arrived. I’ve just got to get the contractor out to fix the dock, and, well—”

“It’s OK,” I reply, taking a few steps closer.

“I’m Jim,” he says.

“Ada,” I say, taking his hand. “I arrived last night. I’m the new renter.”

He smiles. “Well then, let me be the first to welcome you to Boat Street.”

I give him a confused look.

“Oh, it’s what we call our dock,” he says.

I nod. “Oh, I’m sorry. You were looking for someone? Henrietta?”

His grin morphs into a frown, as if he’s remembering an upsetting fact. “Oh, yeah,” he says, shaking his head. “Haines, where are you, old boy?” I watch, perplexed, as he looks behind him. A moment later a mallard duck peers cautiously around the side of the houseboat ahead. He waddles toward Jim, stopping briefly to look up at me. “You see, Haines here is married to a fine duck named Henrietta. But they fight a lot, and they had quite a donnybrook last night.” He speaks without sarcasm, as if the love lives of ducks are quite a serious matter. I’m not sure if I should smile, but it’s impossible not to.

“Do you think she’s run away?” I ask, giving my best effort to keep a straight face.

“Oh no,” Jim says. “She’s just off sulking somewhere. Last week I found her in a kayak. She’d been gone for two days, and Haines was beside himself.” He kneels down beside the duck, who fluffs his feathers and lets out a little quack. “Mallards mate for life, you know.”

“I’ve heard,” I say. “It’s really sweet.”

“Anyway,” he says, standing, “we’re all hoping for ducklings this spring.”

I smile. “Ducklings?”

He nods. “They’ve been going together for five years, and you’d think they’d consummate this marriage at some point.”

“Maybe this is their year,” I say.

“Maybe. Anyway, if you see Henrietta, let me know. I live four houseboats down.”

“Oh,” I say, remembering the garden I passed the night before. “You must have potted all those flowers—they’re so pretty.”

“No,” he says quickly. “That’s my mother’s garden. My parents live next door. I grew up here on the dock.” He looks thoughtful for a moment. “I stayed away for a long time, but when the house next door came up for sale last year, I decided to buy it.” He looks down the dock as if seeing it through the lens of the past, exactly how it appeared fifty years ago. “When I left this dock, I swore I’d never return. But I guess every eighteen-year-old thinks that, right?” He shrugs. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that time mellows things.” He eyes the potted plants in front of his parents’ houseboat. “No matter what, home is home. It’s where you belong.”

I nod hesitantly, thinking of my own home. I haven’t been back to Kansas City in years. The reason pains me, and I let my mind extinguish the thought like a flickering ember doused with water. And New York City—no, it isn’t home anymore either. I’m not anchored to any place.

“Anyway, I needed to come back,” Jim continues. “Mom and Dad aren’t in the best health. Mom broke her hip last fall. She’s finally up and about, but she’s frail. And Dad, well, he’s been having memory trouble. Some days are better than others.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say, thinking of my own parents for a moment. I feel guilty for the great wall of silence I’ve built between us. I didn’t do it intentionally, of course. I just couldn’t bear to hear their voices, see their faces—mirrors of the pain I felt. We went out to see them the summer before . . . I close my eyes for a moment, and I can see Ella jumping around in the steamy Midwest night air, reaching for fireflies. “Look, Mama,” she squeals, her voice still so fresh in my mind. She runs to me with hands cupped together. “I caught one! What should we call him?” 

I smile and take her inside, where I find an old mason jar in a cabinet in my mother’s kitchen and show her how to make a proper firefly home, adding some twigs and leaves to the bottom, then piercing the metal lid with a steak knife to provide airflow for the little critter. “There,” I say. “Your very own firefly.” 

She presses her nose to the glass. “Can we take him home to New York?” 

I shake my head. “No, honey,” I say softly. “He belongs here.”

I don’t have to explain any further. She understands. 

Ella understood so much more than most little girls her age. I sigh, thinking of that magical summer trip, thinking of James, and my parents, who’d had a new swing set installed in their backyard that month for Ella, their only grandchild. I shake my head. No, I couldn’t face them. So when my parents called, I didn’t answer the phone one day, and the next, and the next. Eventually, I sent a letter. I promised I’d call when I was ready. But I didn’t know when that would be.

Jim looks down at Haines and smiles. “Anyway, it’s nice to be here for them, you know?”

“Yeah,” I say vacantly.

“How about you?” he asks. “Where’s home for you?”

I look in the distance, as if I can actually see my Manhattan apartment beyond the Seattle skyline, then I turn back to face Jim. “I’ve lived in a lot of places,” I say.

“Right,” he says. His eyes sparkle as if he gets it, as if he has secrets of his own. He nods. “Well, you’re going to love it here.”

“I hope,” I say. “By the way, is there a grocery store nearby, someplace to pick up the essentials?”

Jim nods and points to the street above the dock. “Pete’s Market,” he says. “Just a few blocks from here. It’s been around as long as I have. Great wine, too. But then again, if you need anything, just pop over. We’re very communal here when it comes to bread, eggs, and milk.”

I smile. “Thanks.” I turn back to the lake, then again to the street above the dock. “It was dark when I arrived last night, so I’m still trying to get my bearings. Can you walk to much else around here?”

He nods. “Best coffee shop in Seattle is just up the hill on Eastlake, and you don’t want to miss the Italian restaurant, Serafina.”

“Sounds nice,” I say. If James were here, he would have already scouted it and made reservations for dinner tonight.

“You won’t find a better little community on the West Coast.” He turns back to Haines, who’s been listening to our conversation intently. “Well, I better get back to the search party,” he says, digging a hand into his pocket and pulling out a crust of bread. “Her favorite: stale ciabatta.”

“I hope you find her,” I say. Haines tilts his head as if he understands exactly what I’m saying.

Jim nods. “I’ll be back around this afternoon to move the boat back to my slip.” 

“Oh, please don’t worry about it,” I reply. “I really don’t mind. It’s actually kind of quaint.”

He scratches his head. “Well, if it’s all right with you.” 

“I insist,” I add.

“She has quite a history here, the Catalina.”

I shake my head. Her name must be painted on the opposite side. And then I remember the painting. “The Catalina?”

He grins.

“Inside my houseboat,” I say, pointing back toward the French doors, “there’s a painting—”

“Yes,” he says. I see the sparkle in his eyes again. “Well, I’ll be seeing you around.”






Chapter 3
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PENNY WENTWORTH

Seattle, June 8, 1959

Dexter is gone. Again. I rise and walk out to the deck in front of the houseboat and dip my feet in the cool water. The dock sways as it always does in the mornings when the boats are leaving the south lake and making their way toward the locks. I don’t like it when they go. It makes me feel lonely, abandoned.

I look to my right, where the new neighbor on the next dock over, Collin, is crouched over the hull of the boat he’s building. He sands a strip of the railing with long, smooth motions. I’m mesmerized, until he suddenly looks up and smiles. My cheeks redden and I turn away quickly. It’s still early, and people keep to themselves on the dock in the morning hours. There are unspoken rules. I stare at the lake until my eyes cannot be tamed a moment longer, and without my permission, they wander back to Collin’s dock. He’s wearing a white V-neck T-shirt that’s stained with sweat. I can make out the lines of his chest, the definition of his muscles beneath the thin cotton. He wipes his brow with the back of his hand. I look away before our eyes meet again and kick my feet back and forth in the cold lake water—so dark, like a vial of cobalt blue paint tinged with too much black. I lean forward and try, as I always do, to see below the surface. Instead, I make out only my reflection, blurred and distorted. I hardly recognize myself, and in that moment, I wonder how I ended up here on this houseboat, so utterly and profoundly alone.
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It was by complete coincidence that I met Dexter. If he hadn’t forgotten his portfolio. If I hadn’t stepped out for coffee at precisely nine thirty a.m. If the construction crew on Fifth Avenue hadn’t blockaded Madison Street. If the rain hadn’t picked up—our paths may have never crossed.

On March 9, 1956, Mr. Dexter Wentworth’s cab pulled up into my life. He rolled down the window and said, “Come on in out of the rain. I’ll take you wherever you need to go.” Nearly twenty years older than I, he was frighteningly handsome, with a square jaw, chiseled face, and thick dark hair. He spoke in a cool, deep voice. Calm and sure, like a movie star.

“But I’m only going around the corner to the café,” I demurred, smoothing my hair. What would Miss Higgins think? Surely it was breaking every finishing school commandment to speak to a strange man, much less to share a cab with one. But the rain was falling harder now, and he’d opened the cab door and was extending his hand to me.

“All right,” I said. “Thank you.”

Inside, the cab felt warm and smelled of a mixture of cologne and cigars. “What’s a beautiful girl like you doing out in this weather?”

“I’m getting coffee,” I said. “For my teacher.”

He looked amused. “Your teacher?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m a student at Miss Higgins Academy.”

His grin turned into a smile. “Finishing school, huh?”

My cheeks burned. I didn’t like the tone of his voice. And if I was completely honest with myself, I didn’t like the whole concept of finishing school. But Mama had insisted I go. She’d said the only way a girl from South Seattle would ever meet a decent husband was to attend Miss Higgins Academy. A husband. I didn’t even want a husband. But Mama wanted things for me that she’d never had. So I went.

“And I suppose today’s lesson required you to walk fifty paces with a book on top of your head?”

I frowned as the cab came to a stop in front of Bette’s Café. “Thank you for the ride,” I said, reaching for the door handle.

“Come, now,” he said. “I didn’t mean any harm. Listen, let me buy you coffee.”

I shook my head. “No, thank you, Mr. . . .”

“Wentworth,” he said. “Dexter Wentworth.” Why does the name sound so familiar?

I nodded and stepped out of the cab.

“Wait,” he said, rolling the window down. “You can’t leave without telling me your name.”

I hesitated. What would be the harm? I’d never see him again. “It’s Penny,” I said. “Penny Landry.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Landry.”
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I didn’t tell any of the girls about meeting Dexter Wentworth, but they found out when an enormous vase of lilies arrived that afternoon—stargazers, the ones that jump out of a vase and beg to be noticed, admired—with a note that read, “Dinner at the Olympic tonight. I’ll pick you up at eight. Dexter.”

At first I thought it was very presumptuous, if not appallingly conceited, of him to assume I’d say yes. But then the girls huddled around me, oohing and aahing. Miss Higgins, tall and thin with gray hair set in tight curls against her head and perfectly applied red lipstick, read the card herself. Her skeptical expression quickly melted into approval. “You do know who this man is, don’t you, Penny?”

I shook my head.

“Dexter Wentworth,” she said. “The artist. His paintings are in galleries all over the world. He’s the most eligible bachelor in Seattle.” She shook her head as if trying to make sense of how I had managed to lure such a catch.

“I met him this morning,” I said defensively. “He gave me a ride to the café.” The girls’ mouths gaped open. “It was raining,” I added.

“I’m absolutely green with envy,” Sylvia squealed. “And to think, if I had gone out for coffee instead of you. Some girls have all the luck.”

Miss Higgins patted Sylvia on the back. “Let this be a lesson to you all,” she said. “Penny has excelled in her coursework here, and look at how it’s paid off.” I smirked. Of course Miss Higgins would try to take credit. “Sylvia, you’d do well to practice your cosmetic application this afternoon. You’re consistently applying your rouge too high on your cheekbones, and it’s making your face appear much too angular.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said, scurrying off to the beauty room.

“And, Vivien,” Miss Higgins said to the youngest girl, who was seventeen and the heaviest at the academy.

“Yes, Miss Higgins,” Vivien replied in a high-pitched voice.

“I see you’ve been eating pastries again,” she said disapprovingly. “I thought we discussed your new diet goals.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

“You will do an extra hour of calisthenics this afternoon.”

“Yes, Miss Higgins,” Vivien said, turning to the stairs.

“And you, Penny,” Miss Higgins said, clasping her hands together and smiling at me as if I were a star pupil. “We must spend the rest of the day readying you for this very important occasion.”
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When Dexter asked me to marry him three months later, I said yes. What other answer was there, really? If someone dropped a diamond necklace in your palm and said, “Put it on; it will look lovely on you,” of course you’d smile and drape it around your neck, admiring your reflection in the mirror. Yes, I accepted his marriage proposal, maybe even before I knew whether I loved Dexter Wentworth or whether I loved the idea of being in love with Dexter Wentworth. But when the whirlwind of our courtship settled, I saw him for who he was: a sensitive, creative, and deeply caring man, who loved me, and whom I loved in return. We’d tell our love story to our children, and they’d giggle and grin. Ours would be punctuated with a “happily ever after,” or so I thought.

I almost fainted when Mama laced up the back of my wedding dress. “My water baby swims to shore,” she said to me as I stared into the mirror, surveying myself in the enormous white dress. I remember looking away, unable to look into my own eyes.

After the reception, Dexter carried me over the threshold, a floating one. He owned a home on Queen Anne Hill, but he preferred living in his houseboat on Lake Union. He painted better there, he said, and the water helped clear his head. I remember the feeling of swaying when he set me down, though that could have been me as much as the boat. How could a woman ever fit into this very masculine place, I wondered, surveying the mass of canvases and art supplies, the brown davenport, assorted painted oars, and carved wooden fish, gifts from a Native American artist friend. But then he turned to me and whispered, “Don’t worry, you can change everything to your taste.” He was generous, always generous.

I close my eyes and try to remember the way he used to look at me then, with such love, such desire.

The oven timer beeps from the kitchen, extracting me from my memories. I almost forgot the blueberry muffins. I lift my feet out of the lake and run inside to grab an oven mitt, then pull them out, breathing in their sweet, steamy scent. Last week I confided in Dexter about my dream of opening a bakery, but he only laughed. “You’d hate it after five minutes,” he said, dismissing the idea.

“That’s not true,” I said.

He patted my leg. “Sweetheart, you’d be bored to pieces.”

What I didn’t say was that I’m bored to pieces now. Dexter has his art. I have . . . nothing. Mama says I should be grateful not to have to work; she says women would kill to be in my position. But I want to do something. And after the house is cleaned, mending done, clothes ironed, there is nothing more. I want something more.

I stare at the pan of muffins and wonder if Dexter is right. What do I know about business? I shake my head as I transfer the muffins from the pan to the cooling rack. I select three and wrap them in a white tea towel. I’ll offer some to Collin, as a welcome-to-Boat-Street gesture. I won’t eat them all, I rationalize, and Dex, well, who knows when he’ll be home, so there’s no sense letting them go to waste.

I run to the back door to get my shoes, which is when I hear a sniffling sound coming from the deck.

“Hello?” I say, before peering out the back door. “Is someone there?”

Little Jimmy Clyde is huddled against the houseboat with his knees pressed to his chest and his face buried in them. He’s the eight-year-old son of Naomi and Gene Clyde, who live three houseboats down on the dock. On weekends, Jimmy likes to sit with his fishing pole in sight of my front windows. He caught a trout last Saturday, and I helped him clean it. His little legs dangled over the barstool at my kitchen counter while I fried the fish in a cast iron skillet. I served it for lunch with butter and parsley, and Jimmy said it was the best meal he ever ate, which was a compliment, given that his mother is a proficient cook.

“Oh, honey,” I say, rushing to him. “What’s the matter?”

“Mommy hates me,” he says, wiping a tear away.

“No, she doesn’t, dear,” I say, patting his head. “No one could ever hate you.”

“Then why did she tell Daddy that she wants to send me to boarding school?”

I shake my head. “I’m sure that’s not what she meant.”

He nods. “But she did say it. They never think I can hear them from upstairs, but I can.” 

Jimmy is the only child on the dock. It’s clear that he doesn’t fit into his parents’ carefully curated world of cocktail parties and career achievement. I once saw Naomi trip over one of Jimmy’s toys in the kitchen during a dinner party, and the look on her face still shakes me. It was as if she was allergic to her son’s presence.

Jimmy looks up suddenly. “I know!” he exclaims.

I cock my head to the right and smile. “What?”

“I could come live with you. You could be my mother.”

I am certain that I feel my heart break then, just a little. I squeeze his hand. “As happy as I would be having you around all the time, your parents love you too much to give you up. And you know that, dear.”

He nods, but his eyes are distant, lonely. Just like mine.






Chapter 4
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ADA

I fish my cell phone out of my bag, relieved to see I have reception, and dial Joanie.

She picks up after one ring. “Ada?”

“I’m sitting here in the houseboat,” I say. “And I can’t decide whether I love it or if I want to catch the next plane home.”

“Don’t do that,” she says. “Give it some time.”

A horn sounds in the distance.

“Is that a boat?”

“Yeah,” I say, looking out to the lake. It sparkles as if it’s covered in diamonds. “It’s a tugboat. I think.”

“Well, it sure beats traffic noise,” Joanie says. I can hear engines racing and horns honking on the New York City streets. And for the first time, I realized I haven’t heard a car horn since I arrived. I like that.

“Yeah,” I reply, walking out to the deck and sinking into the Adirondack chair. “I actually slept in this morning. I haven’t done that since . . .”

“Good girl,” she says. “Maybe you can ditch those awful sleeping pills. I read something in the New York Times last week linking them to a higher death risk.”

“Great,” I say. “So if insomnia doesn’t kill me, the sleeping pills will.”

“Well, it sounds like Seattle may be your antidote,” she says. “Maybe there’s something medicinal about living on a boat. I imagine it would lull you to sleep. Sounds relaxing, actually.”

I nod to myself. “A floating home,” I say, correcting her. “But yes, this place definitely has a different feel to it. So different from New York. It’s a slower pace.”

“Good,” she says. “You need that. So have you met any of the neighbors?”

“Just a guy,” I say.

“A guy?”

“Stop,” I say. “It’s nothing like that. He’s as old as my dad.”

“Oh.”

I change the subject. “I thought I’d go for a canoe ride today.”

“You should,” she says. “Remember how James loved kayaking?”

Panic floods my senses. My palms are sweating and my mouth feels dry.

“You OK, honey?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s just that I—”

“I know. I shouldn’t have brought it up. Did you see Lauren Cain on Today this morning?”
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