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To my grandmothers,
Antoinette Mitchell and the late Cecelia Fairchild,
who instilled in me the love of art and writing
and a fascination with the 1940s
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“And the riverbank talks of the waters of March / It’s the
end of all strain, it’s the joy in your heart.”


–From “Waters of March” by Antonio Carlos Jobim




Chapter 1


“I guess this is it,” Joel said, leaning into the doorway of our apartment. His eyes darted as if he was trying to memorize every detail of the turn-of-the-century New York two-story, the one we’d bought together five years ago and renovated—in happier times. It was a sight: the entryway with its delicate arch, the old mantel we’d found at an antique store in Connecticut and carted home like treasure, and the richness of the dining room walls. We’d agonized about the paint color but finally settled on Morocco Red, a shade that was both wistful and jarring, a little like our marriage. Once it was on the walls, he thought it was too orange. I thought it was just right.


Our eyes met for a second, but I quickly looked down at the dispenser in my hands and robotically pried off the last piece of packing tape, hastily plastering it on the final box of Joel’s belongings that he’d come over that morning to retrieve. “Wait,” I said, recalling a fleck of a blue leather-bound hardback I’d seen in the now-sealed box. I looked up at him accusatorily. “Did you take my copy of Years of Grace?”


I had read the novel on our honeymoon in Tahiti six years prior, though it wasn’t the memory of our trip I wanted to eulogize with its tattered pages. Looking back, I’ll never know how the 1931 Pulitzer Prize winner by the late Margaret Ayer Barnes ended up in a dusty stack of complimentary books in the resort’s lobby, but as I pulled it out of the bin and cracked open its brittle spine, I felt my heart contract with a deep familiarity that I could not explain. The moving story told in its pages, of love and loss and acceptance, of secret passions and the weight of private thoughts, forever changed the way I viewed my own writing. It may have even been the reason why I stopped writing. Joel had never read the book, and I was glad of it. It was too intimate to share. It read to me like the pages of my unwritten diary.


Joel watched as I peeled the tape back and opened the box, digging around until I found the old novel. When I did I let out a sigh of emotional exhaustion.


“Sorry,” he said awkwardly. “I didn’t realize you—”


He didn’t realize a lot of things about me. I grasped the book tightly, then nodded and re-taped the box. “I guess that’s everything,” I said, standing up.


He glanced cautiously toward me, and I returned his gaze this time. For another few hours, at least until I signed the divorce papers later that afternoon, he would still be my husband. Yet it was difficult to look into those dark brown eyes knowing that the man I had married was leaving me, for someone else. How did we get here?


The scene of our demise played out in my mind like a tragic movie, the way it had a million times since we’d been separated. It opened on a rainy Monday morning in November. I was making scrambled eggs smothered in Tabasco, his favorite, when he told me about Stephanie. The way she made him laugh. The way she understood him. The way they connected. I pictured the image of two Lego pieces fusing together, and I shuddered. It’s funny; when I think back to that morning, I can actually smell burned eggs and Tabasco. Had I known that this is what the end of my marriage would smell like, I would have made pancakes.


I looked once again into Joel’s face. His eyes were sad and unsure. I knew that if I rose to my feet and threw myself into his arms, he might embrace me with the love of an apologetic husband who wouldn’t leave, wouldn’t end our marriage. But, no, I told myself. The damage had been done. Our fate had been decided. “Good-bye, Joel,” I said. My heart may have wanted to linger, but my brain knew better. He needed to go.


Joel looked wounded. “Emily, I—”


Was he looking for forgiveness? A second chance? I didn’t know. I extended my hand as if to stop him from going on. “Good-bye,” I said, mustering all my strength.


He nodded solemnly, then turned to the door. I closed my eyes and listened as he shut it quietly behind him. He locked it from the outside, a gesture that made my heart seize. He still cares About my safety, at least. I shook my head and reminded myself to get the locks changed, then listened as his footsteps became quieter, until they were completely swallowed up by the street noise.


My phone rang sometime later, and when I stood up to get it, I realized that I’d been sitting on the floor engrossed in Years of Grace ever since Joel left. Had a minute passed? An hour?


“Are you coming?” It was Annabelle, my best friend. “You promised me you wouldn’t sign your divorce papers alone.”


Disoriented, I looked at the clock. “Sorry, Annie,” I said, fumbling for my keys and the dreaded manila envelope in my bag. I was supposed to meet her at the restaurant forty-five minutes ago. “I’m on my way.”


“Good,” she said. “I’ll order you a drink.”


The Calumet, our favorite lunch spot, was four blocks from my apartment, and when I arrived ten minutes later, Annabelle greeted me with a hug.


“Are you hungry?” she asked after we sat down.


I sighed. “No.”


Annabelle frowned. “Carbs,” she said, passing me the bread basket. “You need carbs. Now, where are those papers? Let’s get this over with.”


I pulled the envelope out of my bag and set it on the table, staring at it with the sort of caution one might reserve for dynamite.


“You realize this is all your fault,” Annabelle said, half-smiling.


I gave her a dirty look. “What do you mean, my fault?”


“You don’t marry men named Joel,” she continued with that tsktsk sound in her voice. “Nobody marries Joels. You date Joels, you let them buy you drinks and pretty little things from Tiffany, but you don’t marry them.”


Annabelle was working on her PhD in social anthropology. In her two years of research, she had analyzed marriage and divorce data in an unconventional way. According to her findings, a marriage’s success rate can be accurately predicted by the man’s name.


Marry an Eli and you’re likely to enjoy wedded bliss for about 12.3 years. Brad? 6.4. Steves peter out after just four. And as far as Annabelle is concerned, don’t ever—ever—marry a Preston.


“So what does the data say about Joel again?”


“Seven point two years,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.


I nodded. We had been married for six years and two weeks.


“You need to find yourself a Trent,” she continued.


I made a displeased face. “I hate the name Trent.”


“OK, then an Edward or a Bill, or—no, a Bruce,” she said. “These are names with marital longevity.”


“Right,” I said sarcastically. “Maybe you should take me husband-shopping at a retirement home.”


Annabelle is tall and thin and beautiful—Julia Roberts beautiful, with her long, wavy dark hair, porcelain skin, and intense dark eyes. At thirty-three she had never been married. The reason, she’d tell you, was jazz. She couldn’t find a man who liked Miles Davis and Herbie Hancock as much as she did.


She waved for the waiter. “We’ll take two more, please.” He whisked away my martini glass, leaving a water ring on the envelope.


“It’s time,” she said softly.


My hand trembled a little as I reached into the envelope and pulled out a stack of papers about a half-inch thick. My lawyer’s assistant had flagged three pages with hot pink “sign here” sticky notes.


I reached into my bag for a pen and felt a lump in my throat as I signed my name on the first page, and then the next, and then the next. Emily Wilson, with an elongated y and a pronounced n. It was the exact way I’d signed my name since the fifth grade. Then I scrawled out the date, February 28, 2005, the day our marriage was laid to rest.


“Good girl,” Annabelle said, inching a fresh martini closer to me. “So are you going to write about Joel?” Because I am a writer, Annabelle, like everyone else I knew, believed that writing about my relationship with Joel as a thinly veiled novel would be the best revenge.


“You could build a whole story around him, except change his name slightly,” she continued. “Maybe call him Joe, and make him look like a total jerk.” She took a bite and nearly choked on her food, laughing, before saying, “No, a jerk with erectile dysfunction.”


The only problem is that even if I had wanted to write a revenge novel about Joel, which I didn’t, it would have been a terrible book. Anything I got down on paper, if I could get anything down on paper, would have lacked imagination. I know this because I had woken up every day for the past eight years, sat at my desk, and stared at a blank screen. Sometimes I’d crank out a great line, or a few solid pages, but then I’d get stuck. And once I was frozen, there was no melting the ice.


My therapist, Bonnie, called it clinical (as in terminal) writer’s block. My muse had taken ill, and her prognosis didn’t look good.


Eight years ago I wrote a best-selling novel. Eight years ago I was on top of the world. I was skinny—not that I’m fat now (well, OK, so the thighs, yes, maybe a little)—and on the New York Times best seller list. And if there were such a thing as the New York Times best life list, I would have been on that, too.


After my book, Calling Ali Larson, was published, my agent encouraged me to write a follow-up. Readers wanted a sequel, she told me. And my publisher had already offered to double my advance for a second book. But as hard as I tried, I had nothing more to write, nothing more to say. And eventually, my agent stopped calling. Publishers stopped wondering. Readers stopped caring. The only evidence that my former life wasn’t just a figment was the royalty checks that came in the mail every so often and an occasional letter I received from a somewhat deranged reader by the name of Lester McCain, who believed he was in love with Ali, my book’s main character.


I still remember the rush I felt when Joel walked up to me at my book release party at the Madison Park Hotel. He was at some cocktail party in an adjoining room when he saw me standing in the doorway. I was wearing a Betsey Johnson dress, which in 1997 was the ultimate: a black strapless number that I’d spent an embarrassing amount of money on. But, oh yes, it was worth every penny. It was still in my closet, but I suddenly had the urge to go home and burn it.


“You look stunning,” he had said, rather boldly, before even introducing himself. I remember how I felt when I heard him utter those words. It could have been his trademark pick-up line, and let’s be real, it probably was. But it made me feel like a million bucks. It was so Joel.


A few months prior to that, GQ had done a big spread on the most eligible “regular-guy” bachelors in America—no, not the list that every two years always features George Clooney; the one that listed a surfer in San Diego, a dentist in Pennsylvania, a teacher in Detroit, and, yes, an attorney in New York, Joel. He had made the Top 10. And somehow, I had snagged him.


And lost him.


Annabelle was waving her hands in front of me. “Earth to Emily,” she said.


“Sorry,” I replied, shuddering a little. “No, I won’t be writing about Joel.” I shook my head and tucked the papers back into the envelope, then put it in my bag. “If I write anything again, it will be different than any story I’ve ever tried to write.”


Annabelle shot me a confused look. “What about the follow-up to your last book? Aren’t you going to finish that?”


“Not anymore,” I said, folding a paper napkin in half and then in half again.


“Why not?”


I sighed. “I can’t do it anymore. I can’t force myself to churn out 85,000 mediocre words, even if it means a book deal. Even if it means thousands of readers with my book in their hands on beach vacations. No, if I ever write anything again—if I ever write again—it will be different.”


Annabelle looked as if she wanted to stand up and applaud. “Look at you,” she said, smiling. “You’re having a breakthrough.”


“No I’m not,” I said stubbornly.


“Sure you are,” she countered. “Let’s analyze this some more.” She clasped her hands together. “You said you want to write something different, but what I think you mean is that your heart wasn’t in your last book.”


“You could say that, yes,” I said, shrugging.


Annabelle retrieved an olive from her martini glass and popped it into her mouth. “Why don’t you write about something you actually care about?” she said a moment later. “Like a place, or a person that inspired you.”


I nodded. “Isn’t that what every writer tries to do?”


“Yeah,” she said, shooing away the waiter with a “we’re fine, and no we would not like the bill yet” look, then turning back to me with intense eyes. “But have you actually tried it? I mean, your book was fantastic—it really was, Em—but was there anything in it that was, well, you?”


She was right. It was a fine story. It was a best seller, for crying out loud. So why couldn’t I feel proud of it? Why didn’t I feel connected to it?


“I’ve known you a long time,” she continued, “and I know that it wasn’t a story that grew out of your life, your experiences.”


It wasn’t. But what in my life could I draw from? I thought about my parents and grandparents, and then shook my head. “That’s the problem,” I said. “Other writers have plenty to mine from—bad mothers, abuse, adventurous childhoods. My life has been so vanilla. No deaths. No trauma. Not even a dead pet. Mom’s cat, Oscar, is twenty-two years old. There’s nothing there that warrants storytelling, believe me; I’ve thought about it.”


“I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit,” she said. “There must be something. Some spark.”


This time I permitted my mind to wander, and when it did, I immediately thought of my great-aunt Bee, my mother’s aunt, and her home on Bainbridge Island, in Washington State. I missed her as much as I missed the island. How had I let so many years pass since my last visit? Bee, who was eighty-five going on twenty-nine, had never had children, so my sister and I, by default, became her surrogate grandchildren. She sent us birthday cards with crisp fifty-dollar bills inside, Christmas gifts that were actually cool, and Valentine’s Day candy, and when we’d visit in the summers from our home in Portland, Oregon, she’d sneak chocolate under our pillows before our mother could scream, “No, they just brushed their teeth!”


Bee was unconventional, indeed. But there was also something a little off about her. The way she talked too much. Or talked too little. The way she was simultaneously welcoming and petulant, giving and selfish. And then there were her secrets. I loved her for having them.


My mother always said that when people live alone for the better part of their lives they become immune to their own quirks. I wasn’t sure if I bought into the theory or not, partly because I was worried about a lifetime of spinsterhood myself. I contented myself with watching for signs.


Bee. I could picture her immediately at her Bainbridge Island kitchen table. For every day I have known her, she has eaten the same breakfast: sourdough toast with butter and whipped honey. She slices the golden brown toasted bread into four small squares and places them on a paper towel she has folded in half. A generous smear of softened butter goes on each piece, as thick as frosting on a cupcake, and each is then topped by a good-size dollop of whipped honey. As a child, I watched her do this hundreds of times, and now, when I’m sick, sourdough toast with butter and honey is like medicine.


Bee isn’t a beautiful woman. She towers above most men, with a face that is somehow too wide, shoulders too large, teeth too big. Yet the black-and-white photos of her youth reveal a spark of something, a certain prettiness that all women have in their twenties.


I used to love a particular photo of her at just that age, which hung in a seashell-covered frame high on the wall in the hallway of my childhood home, hardly in a place of honor, as one had to stand on a step stool to see it clearly. The old, scalloped-edge photo depicted a Bee I’d never known. Seated with a group of friends on a beach blanket, she appeared carefree and was smiling seductively. Another woman leaned in close to her, whispering in her ear. A secret. Bee clutched a string of pearls dangling from her neck and gazed at the camera in a way I’d never witnessed her look at Uncle Bill. I wondered who stood behind the lens that day so many years ago.


“What did she say?” I asked my mother one day as a child, peering up at the photograph.


Mom didn’t look up from the laundry she was wrestling with in the hallway. “What did who say?”


I pointed to the woman next to Bee. “The pretty lady whispering in Aunt Bee’s ear.”


Mom immediately stood up and walked to my side. She reached up and wiped away the dust on the glass frame with the edge of her sweater. “We’ll never know,” she said, her regret palpable as she regarded the photo.


My mother’s late uncle, Bill, was a handsome World War II hero. Everybody said he had married Bee for her money, but it’s a theory that didn’t hold weight with me. I had seen the way he kissed her, the way he wrapped his arms around her waist during those summers of my childhood. He had loved her; there was no doubt of that.


Even so, I knew by the way my mother talked that she disapproved of their relationship, that she believed Bill could have done better for himself. Bee, in her mind, was too unconventional, too unladylike, too brash, too everything.


Yet we kept coming to visit Bee, summer after summer. Even after Uncle Bill died when I was nine. The place was kind of ethereal, with the seagulls flying overhead, the sprawling gardens, the smell of the Puget Sound, the big kitchen with its windows facing out onto the gray water, the haunting hum of the waves crashing on the shore. My sister and I loved it, and despite my mother’s feelings about Bee, I know she loved the place too. It had a tranquilizing effect on all of us.


Annabelle gave me a knowing look. “You do have a story in there, don’t you?”


I sighed. “Maybe,” I said noncommittally.


“Why don’t you take a trip?” she suggested. “You need to get away, to clear your head for a while.”


I scrunched up my nose at the idea. “Where would I go?”


“Somewhere far away from here.”


She was right. The Big Apple is a fair-weather friend. The city loves you when you’re flying high and kicks you when you’re down.


“Will you come with me?” I imagined the two of us on a tropical beach, with umbrella cocktails.


She shook her head. “No.”


“Why not?” I felt like a puppy—a scared, lost puppy who just wanted someone to put her collar on and show her where to go, what to do, how to be.


“I can’t go with you because you need to do this on your own.” Her words jarred me. She looked me straight in the eye, as if I needed to absorb every drop of what she was about to say. “Em, your marriage has ended and, well, it’s just that you haven’t shed a single tear.”


On the walk back to my apartment I thought about what Annabelle had said, and my thoughts, once again, turned to my aunt Bee. How have I let so many years pass without visiting her?


I heard a shrill, shrieking sound above my head, the unmistakable sound of metal on metal, and looked up. A copper duck weather vane, weathered to a rich gray-green patina, stood at attention on the roof of a nearby café. It twirled noisily in the wind.


My heart pounded as I took in the familiar sight. Where had I seen it before? Then it hit me. The painting. Bee’s painting. Until that moment, I had forgotten about the five-by-seven canvas she’d given me when I was a child. She used to paint, and I remember the great sense of honor I felt when she chose me to be the caretaker of the artwork. I had called it a masterpiece, and my words made her smile.


I closed my eyes and could see the oil-painted seascape perfectly: the duck weather vane perched atop that old beach cottage, and the couple, hand in hand, on the shore.


I felt overcome with guilt. Where was the painting? I’d packed it away after Joel and I moved into the apartment—he didn’t think it matched our decor. Just like I’d distanced myself from the island I’d loved as a child, I had packed away the relics of my past in boxes. Why? For what?


I picked up my pace until it turned into a full-fledged jog. I thought of Years of Grace. Did the painting accidentally end up in a box of Joel’s things too? Or worse, did I mistakenly pack it in a box of books and clothes for the Goodwill pickup? I reached the door to the apartment and jammed my key into the lock, then sprinted up the stairs to the bedroom and flung open the closet door. There, on the top shelf, were two boxes. I pulled one down and rummaged through its contents: a few stuffed animals from childhood, a box of old Polaroids, and several notebooks’ worth of clippings from my two-year stint writing for the college newspaper. Still, no painting.


I reached for the second box, and looked inside to find a Raggedy Ann doll, a box of notes from junior high crushes, and my beloved Strawberry Shortcake diary from elementary school. That was it.


How could I have lost it? How could I have been so careless? I stood up, giving the closet a final once-over. A plastic bag shoved far into the back corner suddenly caught my eye. My heart raced with anticipation as I pulled it out into the light.


Inside the bag, wrapped in a turquoise and pink beach towel, was the painting. Something deep inside me ached as I clutched it in my hands. The weather vane. The beach. The old cottage. They were all as I remembered them. But not the couple. No, something was different. I had always imagined the subjects to be Bee and Uncle Bill. The woman was most certainly Bee, with her long legs and trademark baby blue capri pants. Her “summer pants,” she’d called them. But the man wasn’t Uncle Bill. No. How could I have missed this? Bill had light hair, sandy blond. But this man had thick, wavy dark hair. Who was he? And why did Bee paint herself with him?


I left the mess on the floor and walked, with the painting, downstairs to my address book. I punched the familiar numbers into the phone and took a long, deep breath, listening to the chime of the first ring and then the second.


“Hello?” Her voice was the same—deep and strong, with soft edges.


“Bee, it’s me, Emily,” I said, my voice cracking a little. “I’m sorry it’s been so long. It’s just that I—”


“Nonsense, dear,” she said. “No apologies necessary. Did you get my postcard?”


“Your postcard?”


“Yes, I sent it last week after I heard your news.”


“You heard?” I hadn’t told very many people about Joel. Not my parents in Portland—not yet, anyway. Not my sister in Los Angeles, with her perfect children, doting husband, and organic vegetable garden. Not even my therapist. Even so, I wasn’t surprised that the news had made its way to Bainbridge Island.


“Yes,” she said. “And I wondered if you’d come for a visit.” She paused. “This island is a marvelous place to heal.”


I ran my finger along the edge of the painting. I wanted to be there just then—on Bainbridge Island, in Bee’s big, warm kitchen.


“When are you coming?” Bee never wastes words.


“Is tomorrow too soon?”


“Tomorrow,” she said, “is the first of March, the month the sound is at its best, dear. It’s absolutely alive.”


I knew what she meant when she said it. The churning gray water. The kelp and the seaweed and barnacles. I could almost taste the salty air. Bee believed that the Puget Sound was the great healer. And I knew that when I arrived, she would encourage me to take my shoes off and go wading, even if it was one o’clock in the morning— even if it was forty-three degrees, which it probably would be.


“And, Emily?”


“Yes?”


“There’s something important that we need to talk about.”


“What is it?”


“Not now. Not over the phone. When you get here, dear.”


After I hung up, I walked downstairs to the mailbox to find a credit card bill, a Victoria’s Secret catalog—addressed to Joel—and a large square envelope. I recognized the return address, and it only took me a moment to remember where I’d seen it: on the divorce papers. There was also the fact that I’d Googled it the week before. It was Joel’s new town house on Fifty-seventh—the one he was sharing with Stephanie.


The adrenaline started pumping when I considered the fact that Joel could have been reaching out to me. Maybe he was sending me a letter, a card—no, a romantic beginning to a scavenger hunt: an invitation to meet him somewhere in the city, where there’d be another clue, and then after four more, there he’d be, standing in front of the hotel where we met so many years ago. And he’d be holding a rose— no, a sign, and it would read, i’m sorry. i love you. forgive me. Exactly like that. It could be the perfect ending to a tragic romance. Give us a happy ending, Joel, I found myself whispering as I ran my finger along the envelope. He still loves me. He still feels something.


But when I lifted the edge of the envelope and carefully pulled out the gold-tinged card inside, the fantasy came to a crashing halt. All I could do was stare.


The thick card stock. The fancy calligraphy. It was a wedding invitation. His wedding invitation. Six p.m. Dinner. Dancing. A celebration of love. Beef or chicken. Accepts with pleasure. Declines with regret. I walked to the kitchen, calmly bypassing the recycle bin, and instead set the little stack of gold stationery right into the kitchen trash, on top of a take-out box of moldy chicken chow mein.


Fumbling with the rest of the mail, I dropped a magazine, and when I reached down to pick it up, I saw the postcard from Bee, which had been hiding in the pages of The New Yorker. The front featured a ferry boat, white with green trim, coming into Eagle Harbor. I flipped it over and read:


Emily,


The island has a way of calling one back when it’s time. Come home. I have missed you, dear.


All my love,


Bee


I pressed the postcard to my chest and exhaled deeply.




Chapter 2


March 1


Bainbridge Island could never hide its glory, even under the cover of darkness. I watched from the window as the ferry loomed into Eagle Harbor, passing the island’s pebble-covered shores and shake-shingled homes that clung courageously to the hillside. Glowing orange interiors beckoned, as if the people inside were making one extra place as they gathered around fireplaces to sip wine or hot cocoa.


Islanders reveled in being an eclectic bunch: Volvo-driving mothers whose executive husbands commuted to Seattle via ferry, reclusive artists and poets, and a handful of celebrities. Rumor has it that before their split, Jennifer Aniston and Brad Pitt purchased nine acres on the west shore, and everybody knows that several former Gilligan’s Island cast members call Bainbridge home. Clearly, it’s a good place to get lost. And that’s what I was about to do.


From north to south, the island is just ten miles long, but it feels like a continent in its own right. There are bays and inlets, coves and mudflats, a winery, a berry farm, a llama farm, sixteen restaurants, a café that makes homemade cinnamon rolls and the best coffee I’ve ever tasted, and a market whose wares include locally produced raspberry wine and organic Swiss chard picked just hours before making its appearance in the produce section.


I took a deep breath and looked at my face in the reflection of the window, and a tired, serious woman stared back—a far cry from the girl making her first trip to the island years before. I cringed, remembering something that Joel had said a few months ago. We were getting ready to leave the apartment to meet friends for dinner. “Em,” he said, looking me over with a critical eye. “Did you forget to put on makeup?”


Yes, I did have makeup on, thankyouverymuch, but the hall mirror revealed pale and plain skin. The high cheekbones that no one in my family but me had, the ones my mother said I must have gotten from the milkman—the cheekbones that everyone said were such an asset—just looked wrong. I looked wrong.


I stepped off the ferry onto the ramp that led to the terminal where Bee would be waiting for me in her green 1963 Volkswagen Beetle. The air smelled of seawater, ferry engine fumes, decaying clams, and fir trees, which was exactly the way it had smelled when I was ten.


“They should bottle it, shouldn’t they?” a man behind me said.


He must have been at least eighty, wearing a brown corduroy suit. He resembled a professor, with his thick-rimmed reading glasses dangling from his neck—handsome, in a teddy-bear sort of way.


I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me, until he spoke again. “That smell,” he said, with a wink. “They should bottle it.”


“Yeah,” I said, nodding. I knew exactly what he meant, and I agreed. “I haven’t been here in ten years. I guess I forgot how much I missed it.”


“Oh, you’re an out-of-towner?”


“Yes,” I said. “I’m here for the month.”


“Well, welcome, then,” he said. “Who are you here to see, or are you just making an adventure of it?”


“My aunt Bee.”


His mouth opened wide. “Bee Larson?”


I grinned a little. As if there was any other Bee Larson on the island. “Yes,” I said. “You know her?”


“Of course,” he said, as though I was expected to know this fact. “She’s my neighbor.”


I smiled. We had reached the terminal now, but I didn’t see Bee’s car anywhere.


“You know,” he continued, “I thought you looked familiar when I first saw you, and I—”


We both looked up when we heard the unmistakable popping and crackling sound of a Volkswagen engine. Bee drives too fast for her age—for any age, really. But you’d somehow expect an eighty-five-year-old to fear the accelerator, if not respect it. Not Bee. She skidded to a stop, mere inches from our feet.


“Emily!” Bee said as she barreled out of the car, arms flung wide. She was dressed in dark jeans, which were slightly belled at the bottom, and a pale green tunic. Bee was the only woman in her eighties I knew who dressed like she was still in her twenties—well, a twentysomething from the 1960s, maybe; the print on her shirt was paisley.


I felt a lump in my throat as we embraced. No tears, just a lump.


“I was just talking to your neighbor—” I said, realizing that I hadn’t gotten his name.


“Henry,” he said, smiling at me, extending his hand.


“Nice to meet you, Henry. I’m Emily.” There was something familiar about him, too. “Wait, we’ve met before, haven’t we?”


He nodded. “Yes, but you were a child.” He shook his head at Bee with astonishment.


“We should get you home, child,” Bee said, hurriedly stepping past Henry. “It must be at least two a.m. New York time.”


I was tired, but not so much as to forget that a Beetle’s trunk is in the front, and I loaded my luggage. Bee revved the engine, and I turned for a parting glance and a wave at Henry, but he was gone. I wondered why Bee hadn’t offered her neighbor a ride.


“It’s so good to have you, dear,” Bee said as she sped away from the terminal. The seat belts in the car didn’t work, but I didn’t care. Being here with Bee, on this island, made me feel safe.


I looked out the window up into the starry winter sky as the Beetle jerked along. Hidden Cove Road wound its way down to the waterfront, the route’s sharp and winding curves evoking Lombard Street in San Francisco. No cable cars could navigate the tangled clumps of trees that part to reveal Bee’s beach home. Even if you saw it every day of your life, it never failed to be breathtaking, the old rambling white colonial with its pillared entryway and ebony shutters flanking the front windows. Uncle Bill had urged her to paint them green. Mom said they should have been blue. But Bee always insisted there was no sense in having a white house without black shutters.


I was unable to see if the lilacs were flowering, or if the rhododendrons were as lush as I remembered, or if the tide was low or high. But even in the dark, the place seemed effervescent and sparkling, untouched by time. “Here we are,” Bee said, braking so hard that I had to brace myself. “You know what you should do?”


I’d anticipated her next words exactly.


“You should go put your feet in the sound,” she said, pointing to the beach. “It would do you good.”


“Tomorrow,” I replied, smiling. “Tonight I just want to go inside and sink into a sofa.”


“OK, honey,” she said, tucking a stray lock of my blond hair behind my ear. “I’ve missed you.”


“Me too,” I said, squeezing her hand.


I lifted my luggage from the trunk and followed her along the brick pathway that led to the house. Bee had lived here long before she married Uncle Bill. Her parents died in a car wreck when she was in college, and left her, their only child, a fortune, with which she made a singular significant purchase: Keystone Mansion, the expansive old eight-bedroom colonial that had been boarded up for years. Since the 1940s, a local debate had raged over which was Bee’s most eccentric act: buying the enormous house or having it redone, just once, inside and out.


Nearly every room afforded a view of the sound through big casement windows that rattled on windy nights. My mother always said the house was far too large for a woman who didn’t have children. But I think she was just jealous; she lived in a three-bedroom rambler.


The big front door creaked as Bee and I entered. “Come,” she said. “I’ll make a fire and then get us a drink.”


I watched as Bee piled logs into the fireplace. It occurred to me that I should have been doing this for her. But I felt too tired to move. My legs ached. Everything ached.


“It’s funny,” I said, shaking my head. “All those years in New York, and I never once made a trip to visit you. I’m a terrible niece.”


“Your mind was elsewhere,” she said. “And besides, fate has a way of bringing you back when it’s time to come back.”


I remembered the words on her postcard. In a way, Bee’s definition of fate felt more like my failure, but her intention was kind.


I looked around the living room and sighed. “Joel would have liked it here,” I said. “But I never could convince him to leave work long enough to make the trip.”


“It’s a good thing,” she said.


“Why?”


“Because I don’t think we would have gotten along.”


I smiled. “You’re probably right.” Bee didn’t have much patience for pretense, and Joel was wrapped in layers of it.


She stood up and walked around the corner to the room she called the “lanai,” where she kept a full wet bar. The space was enclosed almost entirely by windows, aside from one wall where a large painting hung. I remembered the canvas I’d tucked into my suitcase before leaving New York. I wanted to ask her about it, but not yet. I’d learned long ago that discussing Bee’s art, like many subjects in her life, was off limits.


I thought of the night when I was fifteen, when my cousin Rachel and I snuck into the lanai, found our way into that cabinet with its dark British cane doors, and drank four shots of rum each while the adults played cards in the other room. I remember wishing the room would stop spinning. It was the last time I drank rum.


Bee returned with two Gordon Greens, a mixture of lime and cucumber muddled together with gin, simple syrup, and a sprinkle of sea salt. “So, let’s hear about you,” she said, handing me a glass.


I took a sip, wishing I had a story to tell Bee. Any story. I felt that lump in the back of my throat again, and when I opened my mouth to say something, there were no words, so I looked down at my lap instead.


Bee nodded as if I had just made perfect sense.


“I know,” she said. “I know.”


We sat there together in silence, staring at the fire’s hypnotic flames, until I felt my eyelids get heavy.


March 2


I don’t know what woke me the next morning: the waves crashing into the shore, so loud it seemed possible they were reaching out like sea arms to knock on the door, or the smell of breakfast in the kitchen— pancakes, which no one ate anymore, certainly not adults, and certainly not adults in New York. Or maybe it was my phone that jarred my eyes open, the cell phone that was ringing somewhere between the cushions of the couch. I hadn’t made it to the guest room the night before; fatigue got the better of me—fatigue or emotional exhaustion. Or both.


I pushed the quilt aside—Bee must have draped it over me after I’d fallen asleep—and started digging around frantically for the phone.


It was Annabelle.


“Hi,” I said quietly.


“Hi!” she said, startling me with her cheerfulness. “I just wanted to make sure you made it all right. Everything OK?”


In all honesty, I wished I could be like Annabelle and let it all out. I wanted to cry big fat glorious tears. God knows, I needed to.


She was staying at my place for the month, as her upstairs neighbors had taken up the trumpet. “Have there been any calls?” I asked, knowing that Annabelle would understand exactly whom I was talking about. I knew I sounded pathetic, but we had long since given each other permission to be pathetic around one another.


“Sorry, Em, no calls.”


“Right,” I said. “Of course. So, how are things there?”


“Well,” she said, “I ran into Evan at the café this morning.”


Evan is Annabelle’s ex, the one she didn’t marry on account of his dislike of jazz, and, well, other things, too. Let’s see … he snored. And he ate hamburgers, which was a problem because Annabelle is a vegetarian. And then there was the business of his name. Evan is not a marriageable name.


“Did you two talk?”


“Sort of,” she said. Her voice suddenly sounded distant, as if she might have been doing two things at once. “But it was awkward.”


“What did he say?”


“Well, he introduced me to his new girlfriend, Vivien.”


She said Vivien as if it were a name for some kind of dreaded health condition—like a rash, or maybe a staph infection.


“Do I sense some jealousy here, Annie? Remember, you’re the one who broke it off with him.”


“I know,” she said. “And I don’t regret the decision.”


I didn’t buy it. “Annie, I know Evan,” I said, “and I know that if you called him right now and told him how you really felt, he’d be yours. He still loves you.”


There was a silence on the other end of the line, as if she was considering my idea.


“Annie?” I said. “Are you there?”


“Yeah,” she said. “Sorry, I had to set the phone down. The UPS guy just showed up at your door and I needed to sign for a package. Do you always get this much mail?”


“So you didn’t hear a word I just said?”


“Sorry,” she said. “Was it important?”


I sighed. “No.”


Despite the fact that she believed she was a hopeless romantic, and despite her research, when it came to love, Annabelle had honed the fine art of relationship sabotage.


“Well, call me if you want to talk,” she said.


“I will.”


“Love you.”


“Love you too, and stay away from my Laura Mercier moisturizer,” I said half playfully, half seriously.


“I think I can manage that if,” she said, “you promise me you’ll work on things in the tear department.”


“Deal.”


When I found my way into the kitchen, I was surprised not to find Bee there tending the stove. Instead, there was a plate of pancakes, a few strips of bacon stacked in a neat little pile, and a jar of homemade raspberry jam waiting at the table next to a note:


Emily,


I had to go into town to run some errands, and I didn’t want to wake you. I’ve left you a plate of your favorite buckwheat pancakes and bacon (reheat in the microwave—forty-five seconds on high). I’ll be back this afternoon. I put your things in the bedroom down the hall. Make yourself comfortable. And you should take a walk after break fast. The sound is beautiful today.


Love,


Bee


I set the note down and looked out the window. She was right. The gray-blue water, the patchwork of sandy and rocky shore—it was breathtaking. I had the urge to run out there right at that moment and dig for clams, or lift up rocks and look for crabs, or strip down and swim to the buoy the way I had done in the summers of my childhood. I wanted to immerse myself in that big, beautiful, mysterious body of water. The thought, for a second, made me feel alive again, but it lasted only a second. So I slathered my pancakes in Bee’s raspberry jam and ate.


The table was just as I remembered, covered with the yellow oilcloth printed with pineapple, a napkin holder decorated with seashells, and a stack of magazines. Bee reads each issue of The New Yorker, cover to cover, and then clips out her favorite stories, plasters them in Post-it notes containing her comments, and mails them to me, no matter how many times I tell her that she really shouldn’t bother; I have a subscription to the magazine.


After I’d set my plate in the dishwasher, I walked down the hall, peering into each room until I found the one where Bee had placed my bags. In all the years I’d visited her as a child, I had never set foot in this room. In fact, I didn’t recall it ever being there. But Bee had a habit of keeping certain rooms locked, for reasons my sister, Danielle, and I would never understand.


Yes, I decided, I would have remembered this room. The walls were painted pink—which was strange, because Bee hated pink. Near the bed there was a dresser, a nightstand, and a large closet. I looked out the paned window that faced the west side of the shore and remembered Bee’s suggestion to go on a walk. I decided to unpack later and head for the beach. I was too weak to resist its magnetism any longer.




Chapter 3


I didn’t bother changing my clothes or brushing my hair, preparations I would most certainly have made in New York. Instead, I threw on a sweater, jammed my feet into a pair of army green rubber boots that Bee kept in the mudroom, and made my way outside.


There is something oddly therapeutic about trudging through marshy sand, the feeling of squishiness below the feet signaling to the brain that it’s OK to just let go for a while. And that’s what I did that morning. I didn’t scold myself, either, when my mind turned to Joel and a thousand little random memories from the past. I crushed a hollowed-out crab shell with my boot, crunching it into a thousand pieces.


I picked up a rock and threw it into the water as far and as hard as I could. Dammit. Why did our story have to end like this? Then I picked up another, and another, throwing them violently into the sound, until I slumped over on a nearby piece of driftwood. How could he? How could I? In spite of everything, there was a small part of me that wanted him back, and I hated myself for it.


“You’re never going to skip a rock with a throw like that.”


I jumped at the sound of a man’s voice. It was Henry, walking slowly toward me.


“Oh, hi,” I said self-consciously. Had he been watching my tantrum? And for how long? “I was just …”


“Skipping rocks,” he said, nodding. “But your technique, sweetheart—it’s all wrong.”


He bent down and picked up a smooth sand-dollar-thin rock and held it up to the light, scrutinizing every angle. “Yes,” he finally said. “This one will do.” He turned to me. “Now, hold the rock like this, and then let your arm flow through like butter as you release it.”


He threw it toward the shore and it flew across the water, where it did a little six-hop dance on the surface. “Rats,” he said. “I’m losing my touch. Six is terrible.”


“It is?”


“Well, yeah,” he said. “My record’s fourteen.”


“Fourteen? You can’t be serious.”


“As I live and stand here,” he said, crossing his heart with his hand the way you do when you’re eleven years old. And a member of a Boy Scout troop. “I was once the rock-skipping champion of this island.”


I didn’t feel like laughing, but I couldn’t help myself. “They have competitions for rock skipping?”


“Sure do,” he said. “Now you try.”


I looked down toward the sand and reached for a flat stone. “Here goes,” I said, winding up and then letting go. The rock hit the water and belly flopped. “See? I’m terrible.”


“Nah,” he said. “You just need practice.”


I smiled. His face was worn and wrinkled like an old leather-bound book. But his eyes … well, they told me that somewhere inside the smile lines resided a young man.
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