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To my island girls, Liz, Jess, and Lindsay






PROLOGUE

She hears a scream before she hits the water. Hers? Someone else’s? It doesn’t matter—it is quickly swallowed up in the roar of the waves. Even though it’s July, the bay this far offshore is shockingly cold. And dark. Instinctively, she tries to paddle. She slips under.

She kicks herself back up, relieved to break the surface, gulping air while the waves crest and glow in the starlight.

She looks toward shore at the lights on that magnificent lawn. The party is in full swing now. The sounds large enough to carry across the surface. The thrum of conversation and the band playing a final raucous tune. She screams again, but her single voice is no match for the open ocean.

She turns as her whole body rises on a swell, looking for something, anything. But she only finds churning darkness. She is growing heavier with each passing second. Her kicks can’t keep her head above the waves much longer. Panic crawls up her legs and she starts to thrash. Bad idea. Her lungs burn for more oxygen. She descends.

Up, gasping for breath. Down, heavy quiet. Up, now facing the other way she can see the outline of the Rock in the distance. The house is sinister in the dark, its stilts spindly like a spider’s legs. A dim light shines from one of the windows. Could she make it there? She kicks harder but a wave rushes over her, hitting the back of her head and pushing her under.

Down, this time the water fills her nose. Her heart roars in the murky black. Then a light, suddenly wavering above her. She pushes toward it, breaks the surface, but it vanishes, leaving her alone in the dark again. She kicks and kicks no longer knowing which way is which. Her chest aches. A roar fills her eardrums.

She had so many plans.

But what good are plans when you’re dead?






Part One THE ROCK
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FAITH

The ring box was hidden deep in his suitcase, in the folds of a light blue James Perse shirt. Faith Ellis’s stomach twists as she picks up the little velvet dust bag stamped with curved gold font: Cartier.

The shower is going in the en suite and she tiptoes over to it, peeking around the bathroom door to be sure he can’t see her. Through the fogged glass she can make out the tanned blur of David’s back. She’s safe for now. He’ll stand like that for a while, his head bowed, letting the water pour over him. The shower is his “thinking time.” Faith dashes back to the suitcase and slides the ring box out of the dust bag. It is red and angular with a little gold button on the front. She pushes on it, her heart thrumming, and the top flips open, revealing a massive marquise-cut diamond. She sucks in her breath and picks it up delicately between her fingers. The band is composed of a row of smaller diamonds so perfectly clear they look like tiny mirrors. A ring like this could probably pay for someone’s college tuition. Faith resists the urge to try it on, imagining the horror of it getting stuck and having to fess up to David that she’d pawed through his things.

She peers down into the many glimmering facets of the stone, her face refracted in icy light. Even though she is pleasantly surprised, she isn’t shocked. She’d had a feeling this was coming. David had eyed the suitcase the whole journey to the island.

“I’ll get that,” he’d said, snatching it away when the driver tried lifting it into the trunk of the Mercedes on the way to the airport, keeping it next to him in the back seat instead. It stayed with him on the Clarke private jet as well, as if someone could steal it there. Finally, Faith noted with growing anticipation that when they arrived at the house—though house is not really the proper way to describe David Clarke’s childhood summer home; Mansion? Villa? Estate?—he made sure to bring the suitcase up to the bedroom himself, not allowing it to be taken up by the staff with the other luggage.

A little out of character for David, but Faith has had a premonition that he was going to propose for a while now. There had been something about the way he treated her the past few months, a shift in how he has been looking at her. It has been different from those very early days, when she could tell he was appreciating her mostly for her appearance. She hadn’t been bothered by it. Attraction is important and she has never had any qualms about playing it up—a woman has to use every tool at her disposal, especially someone like Faith who came from so little. And she enjoys feeling pretty, relishes the attention and the rush of knowing someone is attracted to her. But these days David looks at her squarely in the eye, like they are partners. And she finds that she likes that even more.

The change is also evident in the way she’s overheard him talking about her, on the phone casually turning down plans with the guys at work, the ones she knows he used to go out drinking with. These are finance guys, real boy’s boys, and she enjoys hearing him reject them. “I can’t. Faith and I have something that night.” It is also the way he grabs her hand when they go out, walking through the West Village after dinner, like they are a pair.

But it was the invitation that sealed it for her.



They were in their usual seats at the Polo Bar and had already gone through half a bottle of Pouilly-Fumé when he turned to her, his face suddenly earnest, and said, “I was thinking you might want to come with me to the cottage this summer?”

His voice made it sound like a question, but they both knew that David Clarke was not used to having to ask.

The invite to Hadley Island was something she’d hoped for but never allowed herself to expect would happen so soon. The cottage was a cheeky reference to the ultraexclusive summer residence of David Clarke’s famously wealthy family. It was someplace only their extreme inner circle was allowed to set foot. For Faith it would be a coup.

“For how long?” She had tried to keep her voice even, not wanting to sound overly eager, though inside she was absolutely squealing.

“The whole summer,” he’d replied without missing a beat.

“But my job,” she’d feebly started to say, a smile already starting in her cheeks. She didn’t care much about her position as an underling to an elderly publicist and they both knew it. It was always meant to be just a stopgap, a layover between her old sad and desperate life and her new glamorous and exciting one. She’d been itchy about it lately, impatient for the next phase to begin. The job has lasted longer than she would have liked, stretching past the five-year mark soon. She hadn’t looked elsewhere because she was lucky to have found it, grateful that someone took a chance on her even if the office smelled like tuna fish. Grateful for someone who didn’t ask too many questions or do any sort of background check.

Faith didn’t tell David much about her earlier days in New York, hiding the under-the-table gigs as a household assistant or bartending private parties way out in Bushwick. He wouldn’t have known that her first taste of New York privilege didn’t come from experience, but from the back of the house looking in and watching.

She had since learned to pass herself off as someone who belongs at the tables of impossible-to-get-into restaurants and on the inside of exclusive residences. She wanted to keep it that way. So she kept her past vague. And lucky for her, David didn’t ask her much. The wine was warm in her veins as she gazed back at David. She twisted her leg around the barstool.

“You can come back if you need to. Dad has the jet.” Ah yes, the private plane. Spoken of so casually because wealth was the only thing David knew.

“Maybe,” Faith said, toying with him a little by drawing the acceptance out. Though she was sure that her dour-looking boss, with his sad tuna sandwiches for lunch every day, would absolutely not understand.

“Or how about you just quit,” he’d said, taking a sip of wine. Being employed by his father for the last decade after a legacy stint at Yale, David had never struggled to find employment. Look at him, so incredibly privileged, and somehow he doesn’t even see it, Faith had thought for one ungenerous moment before swallowing back her criticism with a gulp of expensive wine and reminding herself that this was an opportunity David was giving her. She had blinked at him trying to judge how serious he was being about the summer and about her no longer needing her job.

“We both know you don’t like it.” That was true. “And it’s not like you need the money anyway.” That part was less sure. She’d moved into David’s place only a few months prior. And she’d met him only a few months before that. Was that really enough time to trust him so completely? It was all very tempting. And she was beginning to have an inkling that this trip was about more than just spending a fun summer holiday together. That it was the start of something far more serious.

“Come with me to the island, Faith,” he’d pleaded one last time, taking her hand in both of his theatrically. “Or I’ll—I’ll have to bring someone else.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she’d said as she swatted his chest. He’d laughed and shrugged, putting a potato chip topped with caviar into his mouth. Of course, when it came down to it, there was never any real question that she’d go. She’d give up whatever was necessary, jump through whichever hoops were needed to go to the “cottage.” Getting asked to spend the summer on Hadley Island was like winning the lottery. And Faith had the sense that if you are lucky enough to be invited it only happens once.



The shower water goes off and Faith quickly sticks the ring back into its slot.

“Faith?” David calls out from the bathroom.

“Just a sec!” she yells back. Fingers trembling, she slides the box back into its dust bag and reburies it under the blue shirt.

David stands next to the sink with a towel around his waist. Faith goes to him, leaning against the marble vanity and watching as he puts a layer of shaving foam onto his lower face. He’s good-looking to the point she didn’t even trust him when they first met. The swoop of hair, the perfect lips, the body maintained to its maximum potential.

“I can’t wait to show you the island. This was the most important place to me growing up. I could be a regular kid here,” he says. They’d gotten in late last night. When they arrived, David had taken her straight up to the bedroom, pulling her there eagerly, his hands all over her as they climbed the stairs two at a time.

“I can’t wait to see it.” Faith beams, trying to play it cool as she watches him expertly maneuver a gold razor around the contours of his chin. How did she get so lucky that David Clarke is her boyfriend? With a jolt she thinks of the ring. Not boyfriend for much longer, though. Fiancé. How surreal will it feel to call him that? Sometimes Faith’s not even sure any of this new life of hers is real and she is not actually asleep in her childhood bedroom about to wake up to the palmetto bug problem and the drippy faucets, realizing she never made it out of there at all. She puts a hand to his chest, making sure.

“What?” he asks, leaning in to kiss her.

Faith studies him a moment before letting his lips touch hers. He pulls back and looks at her suspiciously. “Nothing! I’m just excited to be here.” She dodges his face, still scattered with bits of shaving foam, worried now that she is going to give his secret away with the dumb smile plastered on her face. To hide it, she ducks out into the bedroom and puts on a pair of low-slung linen pants.

“Where would I find coffee if I were in the market for some?” she asks, pulling a white tank top over her head. He comes into the bedroom, the towel still slung around his waist.

“Why, in the kitchen, naturally, darling,” he says in a pretend posh accent, slipping his hand around her waist and squeezing her in close to him. “Head downstairs and to your left. Someone will be there to make you whatever your heart desires.”

“You’re not coming?” she asks, surprised.

“I’ll be down in a minute,” he says with a wink. “Watch out for Pops. He’s cranky in the morning.”

Faith has yet to meet Geoffrey Clarke. She has only heard the rumors about the famously bullish financial titan of Park Avenue. That he is a charmer and a ruthless businessman who has never lost a deal, gobbling up companies and spitting them out, selling them for parts. And, less flatteringly, that he is a bully in the office, terrorizing his staff and pitting them against one another. The other more scandalous gossip Faith had found online while doing research on her new boyfriend right after they started dating. The stories in the Post alleging that he is a ladies’ man who cheated on David’s mother for years while she suffered from an addiction to pain pills. Faith had waited for David to fill her in on the details, but so far, he hasn’t, mentioning his mother only in passing. It was strange, she thought, but Faith hasn’t wanted to push, afraid of him asking for details of her own parents in return. Those were the sorts of things she wasn’t ready to divulge. Not yet.

Faith wanders downstairs slowly, taking in the grandeur of the place in the daytime. The staircase is wide and marbled ostentatiously. A mahogany table in the very center of the landing holds a model of a ship on a brass stand. It looks old, probably some priceless antique, she thinks, leaning in to look at the miniature wooden hull brushed with gold leaf. Its sails, permanently caught in the wind, catch the sun, sending a shadow across the white floor.

Bright sunlight spills through the wall of tall windows at the back of the house where a large formal dining room has been updated with ceiling-height modern glass doors that open onto a sprawling veranda looking out at the water.

She twists the latch and steps outside, breathing in a rush of ocean-scented air. Below the veranda a long infinity pool fed by fountains on either side burbles, one end lined with inviting plush deck chairs in nautical stripes. The pool stands just above the edge of a crisp green lawn that continues all the way to the Clarkes’ private beach with dock.

She continues around the side of the house where the veranda leads to an open-air spa. A white massage table stands inside a pristine white tent, its flaps drawn back to frame views of the ocean. Faith peers through a circular window into a sauna; its salt stone walls glow a welcoming pink. She’ll have to come back later with a book, she thinks, excitement filling her chest. It was worth it to quit her job. Of course, she’d have followed David even if the perks weren’t this good, she muses, looking out over a set of sparkling plunge pools tiled in Mediterranean blues. But they sure don’t hurt.

She finds herself comforted by the somewhat hermetic environment of so much wealth. It’s like being in an airport or the lobby of a skyscraper. It feels safe to her somehow, being somewhere so well kept and distant from the struggles of the real world and the life she used to have. The life she tries very hard not to think about.

She slips back into the house through a wide glass door that leads into a dining area. It has floor-to-ceiling windows with sleek golden hinges that must mean the entire wall can open away on a warm night. A large table stands at the center of the room. It seems to have been carved from a singular gigantic hunk of wood.

Through an archway she finds a sprawling kitchen with vast white marble countertops. A few people bustle around in chef whites cracking eggs into bowls and chopping vegetables. An Italian espresso machine, gleaming and statuesque, is being busily tended to in one corner. A loud hiss of steam comes off it when she walks into the room. No one looks up at Faith as she stands near the edge of the counter. She is trying to decide how best to ask for a coffee when she hears someone behind her.

“I didn’t expect to find an unfamiliar woman wandering the house.” The voice sounds like David’s would if he’d been smoking cigars for many years. “Not that I’m complaining.”

Faith turns to find Geoffrey Clarke standing behind her, a folded newspaper in one hand. Up until this moment Faith has only seen the elder Clarke in the pages of the New York Post and Vanity Fair, wearing dark slightly oversize suits with a young blond woman on his arm.

“Oh, hi. Lovely to meet you,” she says, though there is something about his presence that makes her want to recoil. She steels herself and smiles winningly at him. “David said I should come down. I was just exploring the house. It’s gorgeous.”

“David said he was bringing someone,” Geoffrey says, his tone impenetrable. His hard eyes scan Faith as though looking for defects. “Farrah, was it?”

“Faith.” She tucks her hair behind her ear, trying to calm the sudden buzzing of nerves.

Geoffrey looks down at her with a slightly amused look on his face. Faith swallows and holds his gaze. He’s shorter than she’d expected but no less intimidating with his boxy build and close-cropped salt-and-pepper beard. A series of hard angles, the wide head, the square shoulders. His face above the collar of his polo shirt is slightly pockmarked. She looks for signs of David in him. Maybe there is something around the eyes, the way the skin tugs ever so slightly downward in the outer corners. But even those seem duller, and they are definitely harder for her to read.

“Interesting name,” he says finally, but he doesn’t sound interested. His hand reaches past her and she flinches as he takes a coffee from the counter, giving a curt nod to one of the kitchen staff.

“It was my grandmother’s,” Faith starts to explain, but he is already moving away. As he passes, his body brushes so close to hers that she shrinks back to avoid it. He carries his coffee through the archway into the dining room where he sits heavily at the table and shakes open the paper without another word. Faith wavers in the kitchen, uncertain if she should follow. There is something familiar about his arrogance. She’s met other men like Geoffrey Clarke in her life, though no one quite as rich. She trusts none of them.

“Oh, there you are, I’ve been looking for you.” She sighs in relief as David’s hand slips around her waist. His skin smells like aftershave and the bar of triple-milled soap from the walk-in shower.

“Finally awake I see,” his father’s gravelly voice chides David from the table, though his eyes never leave the pages of the Post. “I guess you never were much of an early riser. Preferred to leave that to the rest of us.”

“Dad! I didn’t see you there.” David quickly pulls his hand away from Faith and gives his father a strained grin. “I see you’ve met Faith.”

“What?” Geoffrey Clarke glances up, momentarily confused until his eyes land on Faith. “Oh, right. We’ve met, yes.”

Faith ignores the slight and gives him a cool smile. She takes David’s hand in hers, noticing the strange limp clasp of his fingers. “Should we go into town? I’ll go grab my purse.” She is eager to exit this uncomfortable breakfast and enter vacation mode.

“Town?” Geoffrey’s voice reverberates through his newspaper. “Oh, no, my dear. I’m sorry but David is staying here—for the time being, anyway.” He lowers the page and now she can see a small smile playing on his lips.

“Oh,” Faith says, feeling the coolness at her back as David steps away from her.

“We have some things to discuss, don’t we, David?”

“Sure, of course…” David falters.

“Right now?” Faith’s stomach drops.

“Don’t worry, it shouldn’t be long,” David says, not looking at her.

“Come on, son, don’t have all day.” Geoffrey stands abruptly. “Not like some people.”

“I’ll be done in no time,” David whispers to Faith. “Have fun. Go to the pool. Explore the grounds. I’ll text you as soon as I’m out.” He smiles reassuringly. There is something about how quick he was to change course that makes her uncomfortable. David is not someone who generally flip-flops on things. His consistency is one of the things she loves about him. But she isn’t going to make a big deal about it. She knows how counterproductive that would be.

Faith learned early on that if you want to make it in this world as a woman, you have to keep your hands on the dials at all times, turning them up and down as the situation calls for it. You can’t ever let them see you lose your composure.

She keeps a placid smile on her face as she watches David follow his father down the hall. Faith has always been extraordinarily good at faking it. It is one of the main tools that has aided her in her rise from a literal nobody speeding toward a life of abuse and addiction in a tiny town to where she is today, in the house of a billionaire overlooking the ocean. To survive as someone like her, she knows that you must always remember who you were, and how easy it would be to fall back.






ORLA

The Hadley Island ferry backs away from the mainland, shuddering loudly. Orla O’Connor has stationed herself on the top deck, her suitcase wedged between her knees and the row of plastic seats in front of her. Their tops are cracked and bleached to the color of orange sherbet from the sun. She looks around at the other passengers, relieved to find that she recognizes none of them. They all seem to be tourists who, despite the relatively cool and windy conditions on the boat, are optimistically wearing shorts and T-shirts. They take pictures with their phones, calling loudly across the deck to one another. Orla feels like she is living on a completely different plane of existence than all of them.

Two women in their sixties settle into the row of chairs in front of Orla. They wear matching straw hats and lean back relaxed as they chatter on about where to get the best calamari on the island. Orla sinks deeper into her seat trying to bury her annoyance. What exactly is it that bothers her about these people? Happiness? The sound of their voices? Or is it that their lives seem so carefree, so different from her own?

The boat picks up speed as it cuts though the sound, and she looks nervously toward the bow where the swells undulate higher and higher, breaking into frothy whitecaps. Is it too soon for more Xanax? The last one she took was before she got on the bus in New York this morning, her throat sour with what she was about to do. She holds off for now. She’ll certainly need another later.

After nearly twelve years Orla has almost managed to forget what it is like here, the briny vegetal smell of the water, the way the salt immediately tangles in your hair and makes it sticky. The rush of memory makes her stomach turn even before the front of the boat pitches up. It comes down hard, smashing into a wave. Her palms are damp as she braces herself, holding on to the bottom of her seat. It wobbles slightly as the boat collides with another wave, sending a giant spray up across the bow. A few of the people around her scream with delight. Orla wants to turn and glare at them, but she is too busy holding on as tightly as possible. She tries to focus on her breathing, to not let her nerves overtake her. Breathe in, one, two, three, four.

Orla hates the ocean. It is part of the reason she’s avoided coming back to Hadley Island for so long. She cannot even bear to look at it, the way it is constantly moving, how staring down into the churning darkness you can hardly see a thing. The water can trap the light and play tricks on you. When you are out in it you have no idea how deep it is. You don’t have any way to see the untold number of creatures waiting in the dark.

The boat cracks against a large swell, sending another blast of water up over the bow. Orla sinks farther into her seat, gripping the armrests as the tourists shriek with laughter. There are more of them than she expected so early in the season. It’s only the first weekend in June.

The ferry rolls sideways against the waves as they move across the sound. Orla watches the horizon, holding her breath as the island comes into view. It starts as a thin strip of gray and green shimmering above the water. Without moving a muscle, she watches as it grows closer and crisper. The horizon tilts as anxiety grips at her chest.

Soon she can see Hadley Island clearly. Each rocky cove and outcropping comes into focus, familiar as kin, followed by the ellipse of the town’s main beach. A surprisingly large crowd of people are already out there, folding chairs and umbrellas claiming spots on the soft white-gray sand even though the water will still be too cold for swimming.

She’s been trying to avoid it, craning her neck to look literally anywhere else, but now the ferry is moving directly past the inlet that holds the Clarke mansion. It’s impossible to tear your eyes from the cliff-like marble exterior, blinding white in the sun. It’s set on the back of a vast emerald lawn that slopes down to the private dock and crescent of meticulously combed beach. The only surviving Gilded Age summer home on the island stands in stark contrast to the cedar-shingled bungalows around it.

Orla’s stomach sloshes as she sees a speck of a person step out onto the veranda, but before she can try to identify who, the ferry has pulled forward past a rocky outcropping obscuring her view.

They are almost to shore now, passing through a small city of yachts moored in the harbor. They tower above the little ferry, their multistoried facades stamped with tacky gold names. If engaging with the art world has revealed anything to Orla, it is that you can buy nearly anything in this world but taste.

The woman in front of her turns to her left, pointing at something away from shore. “Look at that house over there on its very own island,” Orla hears her say to her friend. Orla’s heart dips precariously as she follows her gaze to the tiny island. A lone single-story house is perched on stilts atop a gray pile of rock in the middle of the water.

“Like a fairy tale,” the friend replies.

Or a nightmare, Orla thinks.

“Do you think someone lives there? Would it even be possible?”

If only she knew. She listens to them deliberate on the details. If Orla were in a different sort of mood, or maybe if she’d had a few drinks, she would have interjected to say that someone does live there. She may even have told the women what she knows about the strange, sad home of Marjorie and Henry Wright and the watery grave Henry made for her best friend Alice.

She turns her face away and pulls her hands farther into the sleeves of her sweatshirt as they chug through the harbor and approach a row of buildings painted in cheerful, if a bit weatherworn, colors hugging the water. The entire village of Port Mary. The ferry turns clumsily with a loud groan and the engine cuts. The awkward cries of seagulls pierce the sudden quiet; they swoop overhead, landing on the pilings as the ferry scrapes along the dock.

A teenage boy leaps from the deck, deftly twisting the lines and pulling the boat in. Back in high school Orla and Alice always knew the kids working the ferry. They were their peers; now she wonders how many of them have stayed on the island. Not many, she’s sure. Very few people born on Hadley stay here for good. If you have the means, Hadley is the kind of place you return to in summers, not a place to live year-round. Not if you can afford not to. Winter on the island is desolate. Orla remembers it well.

Around her people gather their things. They have moved on from the novelty of the boat ride and are already chattering excitedly about trips to the beach and dinner reservations and where to buy the freshest lobsters. Orla feels conspicuously alone among them. She grabs her bag and adjusts her sunglasses and propels herself to the narrow staircase. The window of Mint Ship ice cream shop slides open to welcome the tourists clomping down the dock behind her, their faces pink from the wind. Orla dodges past them, yanking her suitcase behind her.

At the end of the dock, Orla turns to the left and walks quickly through the village. Harbor Street hugs the water in an arc of quaint shops and restaurants. She notes that not one has changed since she was last here. She rolls her suitcase past the Salty Crab, the seafood restaurant and dive bar where she spent many nights drinking with Alice before they were even legal. The sidewalk out front gives off a tang of spilled beer drying in the sun. But from the doorway, propped open slightly, wafts the smell of some deep-fried sea creature. Orla’s stomach gurgles. An empty booth by the window catches the sunlight invitingly. She stops and presses her face to the glass.

A woman sits at the end of the bar below a collection of decorative ropes and anchors. She’s wearing a half apron and has a pencil tucked over her ear. Jean O’Malley has been a fixture at the Salty Crab as long as Orla has been alive. Her curly hair is grayer now, her sturdy body just a bit wider than Orla remembers her. She had always seemed so capable, so resilient, that Orla never considered her life outside of the Crab. She’d never left the island and never married. She had only her sister, Marjorie, and her brother-in-law, Henry Wright. Back when Orla was little, she had seen the three of them occasionally wandering around town or sharing dinner in the Crab. But after what happened with Alice, Marjorie and Henry stopped coming to the island altogether. Apart from her shifts at the Crab, Jean was always on her own. Orla watches her wearily begin to roll silverware into napkins, her wrists flicking with over thirty years of muscle memory. Orla’s sunglasses accidentally tap against the glass. Jean looks up, startled.

Damn it.

Orla jerks back from the window and rushes the rest of the way up Harbor Street. She passes the other restaurants, their awnings advertising lobster claws and scallop risottos, then walks past the liquor store and the post office. She practically runs past the Clarke property, its white marble facade looming down a drive accessible behind a sealed metal gate. Orla doesn’t so much as pause to catch her breath until the road finally curves, and she can see the cedarwood shingles on the very top of her childhood home poking up between the trees.

She approaches the house with an unexpected fluttering in her chest. It’s been kept up with the help of a caretaker and looks unchanged from when she left. The lush green lawn is freshly mowed. Stands of indigo hydrangeas in full bloom flank the lawn. The swing on the front porch wavers invitingly in the breeze. She almost expects her dad to step outside holding a tray inviting her to try something he’d just finished cooking. She stops midway up the walk, turning her head to the right. She had been trying not to look but she has to.

For nearly Orla’s entire childhood Alice had lived right next door. They were the same age, as luck would have it. A built-in best friend. Alice, bold and smart with an adventurous streak that would have gotten them into trouble more often were it not for Orla’s more balanced and careful nature. The two of them were as close as any sisters could have been, spending every waking moment they could together, rushing back and forth between their houses from the time the sun came up until after dark when their parents called them back to their respective homes for bed.

Even their houses matched. Alice’s house, once the slightly nicer of the two, is now so overgrown it is hardly visible even up close. Through the dense vegetation, Orla can find only a vague hint of the outline of what was once a beautiful and immaculately kept seaside home.

The wraparound porch where Orla and Alice once acted out a thousand made-up fairy tales with their dolls and stuffed animals is now almost completely obscured behind a dark mass of vines and hanging branches. The roof of the porch has caved in, the jagged edges of rotted boards peeking through the opening. The cedar siding, where it is visible through the overgrown brush, is curled back, with gaps in the shingles like a partly scaled fish. The glass in the picture windows is obscured by a thick layer of dirt. A shutter on one has come loose and hangs at an angle.

Orla hadn’t known how bad it had gotten. She’d never dared to ask. But the extent of the neglect makes her realize how much time has passed. She turns away feeling sick and pulls her things up the steps to her house. As she crouches to dig for the house key in the pocket of her suitcase, a gust of wind blows over her bare legs. In the shadow of the front porch there is a chill in the air. It’s the kind of cold that seemed impossible to imagine when she packed yesterday in her sweaty New York apartment. Her hands tremble a little.

The feeling is coming back. The pain of it twists in her chest, building and building like the pressure at the start of a scream.

She rushes to unlock the door.






HENRY

Now that people are returning to the island for the season, Henry’s days have become busy. There is so much to keep track of. Families are arriving on the ferry and people are congregating at the beach. The restaurants along the pier are open for the first time this year. They are all filling up, their back patios lively with people drinking martinis and eating oysters over the water. After a long and dreary spring, all the activity always fills him with a newfound sense of vitality and optimism. Soon all the summer residents will have arrived, along with a fresh boatload of tourists every day, and the island will be so active that Henry will have trouble keeping up with his logbooks. This is his favorite time of year. When his mind is occupied, and he can let himself get lost in the comings and goings, when he can, for a brief time, forget about the past.

“It’s not nice to spy on people, Henry,” Margie’s voice comes from behind him, scolding.

His wife has never liked him watching through the telescope. Though she’s never turned down a piece of gossip that was offered to her. Despite her disapproval, his passion for watching the people of Hadley has only grown over time, turning into more of an obsession. A need. So much so that he feels as though he personally knows each of the families whose homes he can see on the shoreline. He is invested in all the lives he can see. It is what happens when you don’t have much of a family of your own, he supposes. It’s natural he should want to connect. No harm in it. That’s what he tells himself anyway. Even though a part of him knows that it’s wrong. Henry knows, for example, that Marty Fredrick’s wife has recently started going to sleep in a different bedroom. And that Penny Gallagher spends most of her nights in her bathrobe staring sadly into the glow of her computer screen. And he knows that little Mary Elizabeth—well, not so little anymore, she must be nearly sixteen—has a boyfriend. He’s seen her duck out though her bedroom window onto the porch roof and climb down the trellis to meet him. He’s watched the two of them kissing down by the water, their bodies mashing together, arms groping in the dark, where they think no one can see. He hears the newspaper rustling on Margie’s lap. She tuts disapprovingly.

They built the Rock on high stilts, which are anchored precariously atop a craggy piece of shale that cleaves up through the sound. It had been nearly a decade in the making for Henry, a retirement present for the both of them, he’d said when at age fifty-five the house was finally completed, and his pension had started. Once a local contractor, Henry wanted to make something special for Margie. He’d planned it all meticulously, even teaching himself to make rudimentary architectural sketches.

The construction of it over nearly ten years had presented so many challenges—electricity and plumbing and permits—that he nearly gave up, but Margie always encouraged him to keep going. “It’s a masterpiece, Henry,” she’d said when it was finally done, and he’d brought her to see it for the first time.

He beamed with pride as she took his arm and he walked her around the house. He had carefully considered every detail, a galley kitchen with tile the colors of sea glass that faced a wide, open living room with enough space on one side for their large dining table. A bedroom off the back had a skylight above the bed. The wood floor was reclaimed from the old pier, taken down by a storm, sanded into imperfect strips that he’d carefully arranged to match up. The ceiling also was crossed by two large beams that had once belonged to an old fishing vessel. An iron woodstove in one corner, a beast to bring up the narrow steps, would pump out enough heat to keep them snug in the winter. It was a space at once airy and cozy and when the windows were open it felt like being at sea. He’d designed the layout to be open so that no matter where the other was in the house they’d be together, able to banter back and forth, the way they liked.

Henry had watched with pride as Margie walked around the open floor plan, marveling at the view from the wall of wide-paned windows in the sitting area. She threw open the French doors and went out on the deck, leaning over the railing and closing her eyes as she felt the fine spray from the water on her face. “A sanctuary, truly. I never want to leave.” Margie had turned to him and smiled. She didn’t know that soon she wouldn’t really have a choice.

Now the windows provide the perfect vantage point for watching the comings and goings of the houses on the western shore of Hadley Island. If anyone knew Henry was watching them, they’d probably put in window shades, which would be a shame. But no one has ever known about Henry’s little hobby. Except Margie.

“You’re going to have to go down there again soon and take care of things,” Margie says.

“Yes, dear,” he replies noncommittally, hoping she’ll let it go. He is watching the ferry come in. The upper deck is nearly full today. He leans in, squinting to see if he can recognize any of them.

“The sediment’s probably washing away after that last full moon tide. It’ll become a liability soon.” She presses. “Any boat that’s passing could see if they looked hard enough.”

“I heard you,” he says impatiently and holds up a hand, trying to shush her. A mistake. Henry should know by now never to shush his wife.

“You know it’s true. I’m just trying to take care of us.” Margie’s voice is clipped. He can tell he’s hurt her feelings. And moreover, he knows she’s right.

“I’m sorry. I’ll go soon,” he says quietly, a hard lump in his chest. He turns his attention back to the ferry, but he’s missed it docking and the passengers have already scattered around the village.

“What do you see?” she finally asks.

“Well, the Clarkes are back for the summer,” he says, knowing it will get her worked up enough to hopefully leave the other topic behind. She coughs, and it rattles like a warning in the back of her throat. Henry winces.

“Those monsters,” she says. At one point he would have told her she was overreacting. But this time Henry doesn’t correct her.






FAITH

Faith spends the entire morning lounging on the bed scrolling aimlessly on her phone, allowing herself to look at pictures of wedding dresses for longer than she’d ever admit. But by the afternoon David still hasn’t emerged from Geoffrey’s office. Slightly annoyed, she goes to the closet to put on one of her new bikinis. It took three suitcases to get all her clothes here. She unzips one of them and runs her hand across the carefully folded fabrics.

Her friend Elena squirmed with envy when she told her she was going to Hadley Island. “The whole summer? Jesus, Faith, that man must be really into you.”

“You think?” she’d asked innocently. But she knew it was true.

“You have to buy all new clothes, you know. You can’t be wearing this city stuff up there. Hadley Island is the real deal. Old money. These are people with yachts, Faith. Not boats. Yachts.” Faith had laughed but agreed to let Elena help her pick out a pile of new things at Bergdorf Goodman. She steered Faith around the floors of the store, stacking her arms with bright printed Ulla Johnson and Zimmermann sundresses, a Celine beach bag, preppy shorts, two pairs of Hermès Oran sandals, an embarrassing assortment of straw hats.

“You’ll have to look the part if you want to stop people from asking too many questions. These people can smell someone who isn’t like them; they love nothing more than to dig around in someone’s past.” Elena stopped at a display of handwoven beach bags and gave her a hard look. “And we don’t want that.”

No, Faith certainly did not. Elena was the only person in the city she had ever told about her life before and the tragedy that had shaped it. She was the only one Faith felt she could trust with her secrets.

At the register Faith had balked at the total, over six thousand dollars. Spending that kind of money felt straight-up irresponsible. The marketing firm paid her barely enough to live on, and unlike Elena, who seemed to have access to some free-flowing fountain of wealth, Faith had nothing to fall back on in terms of money. There was no aunt or uncle with a penthouse on the Upper East Side, no rich parents up in Westchester to ask for help if she ever needed it.

“It’s an investment, trust me,” Elena had said when Faith hesitated. And so, Faith had sucked it up and handed over her Amex card to the cashier, praying she was right.



Faith reaches into the suitcase and chooses a blue one-piece patterned with tiny yellow stars. She puts it on, swiveling to admire the scooped back and the high hips in the full-length mirror. She covers it with a loose white button-up and pads through the empty house and out to the pool with a book. She stations herself on one of the plush lounge chairs, her long legs angled to catch the sun. But she can’t focus. Faith’s mind keeps going to that ring, hidden away in its tufted box. Waiting for her.

She wonders when David is planning to propose. In their nearly one year together he’s always been a thoughtful boyfriend, taking her out for dinners at five-star restaurants, on special outings to baseball games and museums, and even once on a surprise helicopter ride over the city. He probably has something magical in mind—by the water, no doubt. At sunset perhaps? Maybe a bottle of their favorite champagne to celebrate after. She holds her hand out and squints at it, trying to imagine the way the massive diamond will look on her delicate finger and what color nail polish would best complement it. A light pink, she thinks. Nothing too garish. Nothing that will take attention away from that diamond.

Where will the ceremony be? If they were getting married in the city, she could see it being at the Plaza Hotel. Faith allows herself to picture the dress she’d wear if it were there. A strapless column with a short train. Classic but still very feminine. Tailored within an inch of its life.

A ding comes from the inside of her straw Chloé bag and Faith pulls out her phone to find a text from Elena.


Hey girl! Are you on Hadley now? I’m so jealous of your glamorous summer while I’m toiling away in this cesspool of a city omfg. Meet anyone famous yet?



Faith’s best friend is an amazingly adept social climber. She has no doubt that if Elena were here, she would already have finagled them both onto the invite list for every major event of the summer. Their lives in New York were orchestrated around her friend’s social schedule.



She’d met Elena two years before at an event Faith had put together at the Whitney Museum. It was a cocktail hour for her boss, who was desperately trying to woo clients. It was Faith’s first time arranging something like this, and it had been off to a great start. The wine was flowing. The way the tables were arranged made people turn and talk to one another. Even her dour boss looked happy.

In the midst of the event a woman strode up to her. She was wearing a black jumpsuit with a sheer V of lace cut down from her chest to her navel. “I’m looking for the host. Someone said it was you.” Being in the woman’s presence made Faith’s face go hot and the words dry up in her throat.

“No, I, um, I just helped organize it. My boss is over there. The one in the gray jacket,” she’d said nervously, gesturing into the crowd of gray-toned jackets. Not knowing how else to identify him, she’d whispered, “The one who smells like tuna fish.”

Elena gave her a big laugh. Then she looked at her again and this time Faith felt that Elena could see right into her. She had leaned in conspiratorially. “Are you happy with him? Because I have a strong suspicion you are being underutilized. Let’s connect.” She’d said it with the kind of confidence that made Faith immediately agree and give out her phone number. Then she’d watched Elena swish back toward the group, folding into the crowd with a sense of belonging that made Faith’s throat catch. What she wouldn’t give to no longer be watching from the periphery.
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