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To the memory of Isabel and Nelson Hansen

of Georgetown, PEI,

my beloved Banny and Bandaddy






Go to war, pray once. Go to sea, pray twice.

—PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND SAYING
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CHAPTER ONE April 25, 1949 Beet MacNeill


I don’t know what wakes me up first—Mom shaking me, or the screaming.

My heart’s racing, even before I open my eyes. She’s standing above me, her hair coming out of its curlers and her pink chenille dressing gown buttoned up to the chin.

“Come on, Beet. Sit up, let’s go.” Mom’s talking a mile a minute, and her voice puts me in even more of a panic at first. Then I notice the look on her face. She’s not panicking, just glowering, like she always does when she’s on edge about something—and that right there’s enough to calm my heart back down. A little bit, anyway.

There’s a light on across the hall, and someone in there’s shrieking to scare the sin out of the Devil. I’m sitting up now, I can tell you, so quick I almost hit my head on the pail Mom’s holding out to me.

“That’s Deirdre! Is the baby…?”

Mom drops the pail into my lap. It’s made of aluminum and hurts like blazes when it lands. “The baby’s going to fall out onto the floor if I don’t get back in there. Now get a coat and go pump some water.”

The grandfather clock in the hall is striking five as I set my feet down on the cold wood floor and head downstairs. It’s not as frosty as it could be in April, but I’m still shivering like a dog in a wet blanket, or at least a dog in a yellow nightgown, which is what I’m wearing. Down in the kitchen, I grab Dad’s mackintosh off the peg by the oil stove, step into a pair of gum rubber boots and there’s Deirdre again, screamin’ to high Heaven and above it. I let the door bang behind me, thinking how I don’t ever want to have a baby, not if it hurts that bad. Especially not alone in some almost-stranger’s house, poor thing.

Deirdre’s my cousin Gerry Campbell’s girl, and notice I didn’t say wife. She’s been living with us since she found out for sure there was a baby coming, three days after Gerry left for the Boston States to fish cod off one of those Georges Bank trawlers—him, plus Joe Curley and Newmie Myers, with not a brain between the two of ’em. The boats go out for weeks at a time, and Gerry didn’t even know about the baby until last month. He was supposed to be earning the money for their wedding and for a house so that they wouldn’t have to depend on Mom and Dad, or worse, go live with Gerry’s not-so-poor widowed mother, Sarah (which would be a trial, let me tell you). Now Deirdre’s parents have put her out, and she’s staying here, in Gerry’s old room.

Gerry used to live with us when I was little. Sarah left him with Mom and Dad two weeks after she had him; abandoned him and ran off south with some man nobody ever saw. Came back for Gerry a year later, but even then, she was no sort of mother to him—always dressed up like your aunt’s spare room in her American catalogue clothes, while Gerry had to save his only shoes for school days. (At least that’s what Dad says.) Gerry ended up staying with us off and on his whole life while Sarah was out running the roads, taking long trips to Halifax, or Boston, all down the coast, even New York City one time. So he’s really more like my big brother than my cousin, especially since I never had any brothers and sisters of my own. Mom couldn’t because she had such a hard time having me. Says I’ve been giving her trouble since the day I was born, and she never lets me forget it.

Gerry took care of me a lot in those days. We used to go on all sorts of adventures, stuff Mom would have hated to know about. He’d bring me out on the boats, the salt air and the thrum of the sea like a kind of magic, filling me up. We’d go walking in the woods looking for rabbits and foxes, creeping as quiet as we could, hand in hand as we hoped for a glimpse of any small creature. Mostly Gerry took me to hear music. Wherever there was music playing, we were there drinking it in, figuring out how the tune went so we could try it later, on Gerry’s old fiddle. Sometimes we had to sit outside by the back door where the bootleggers came in, but I didn’t mind. It was worth it, being there with Gerry, hearing the music. Besides, Gerry kept me safe, and I kept him out of trouble.

I was even with him the first time he saw Deirdre (or at least the first time he saw her saw her, if you know what I mean, since everybody around here knows everybody else). It was a summer day when we went to the Legion Hall in Montague to hear Jimmy Arsenault’s band. We stopped at the new ice cream stand they have there, and Deirdre was sitting at one of the picnic tables in a yellow dress. Lorsh, did Gerry turn red, seeing her! Made me laugh to kill myself. He went right over to talk to her, though. Brave as brave, that’s our Gerry. She looked up and smiled at him, and that was that.

At first, Mom got right tight in the face about the baby, the scandal of it all, but Dad brought her round. I’m glad, too. Deirdre may not be blood family, but the baby will be. Gerry’s writing every week now since he’s back on shore in Boston, saying he’ll be home after the next trip out, with enough money for a family. Nobody in town believes him, except Deirdre, and me. I believe him. Gerry’s wild (I mean, Deirdre didn’t make that baby by herself, did she?), and he’s not the brightest in some ways, but he sure loves Deirdre. We went out looking for sea glass just before he left for Massachusetts, and he told me how much he loved her. I know he meant it, too. Gerry always tells me the truth. I can trust him, and I don’t trust just anybody.

There’s that terrible yell again. I speed up, the pail banging into my legs as I head for the pump. Poor Deirdre. The baby must be hurting her like crazy. She sure is brave, though, I’ve gotta say.

Our farm is a mile outside of Skinner Harbour, some few yards back from Nelson’s Point, a little knot of land looking out from Prince Edward Island across the Northumberland Strait. The pump is right by the back step, before Dad’s rosebushes. They’re bare now, but come June they’ll take up three long beds right down to the green wooden fence that protects them from the worst of the winds we get out here. Just thinking about how pretty they’ll be makes me believe I can smell them—above the dead seaweed smell of low tide, that is. Beyond the fence, through an iron gate, there’s a dusty clay path that leads down over the bank to our rocky beach and then to our fishing grounds, called the MacNeill Grounds on all the maps. That’s my name, Beatrice Mary MacNeill, but everyone calls me Beet for my red hair (and after my great-aunt Beet, who ran off to Bangor with a rumrunner).

The Strait’s flat calm today, and the air’s just as still as a funeral, which is good, because I’m cold enough without the wind. Across the water, I can see the shadow of Nova Scotia all rimmed in orange light. The sky’s pinking up, but there are still a few stars to be seen, all the more pretty for their being so dim. Soon they’ll wink out, disappear like magic, but there’s no time to stop and watch them. There’s a baby coming, a brand-new baby to live in my house! I can’t wait. I stoop down and hold the pail beneath the old iron pump, give the handle a push, then another, up and down until the water flows freely. That’s when I catch that whiff of roses again and see a sight that makes me drop the pail for joy. It’s joy at first, anyway.

Now, if you were to take that narrow dusty path beyond the gate down to the beach, and then walk south, in about a half a mile you’d reach Poxy Point, where the Campbells have their land. Gerry has been living back with his mother the last couple of years, taking care of her, running errands and things (just as if she deserved it, which she doesn’t). So he comes up that back path when he feels like a visit with us. Or he did, before he went off away. That could be why I don’t get startled when I look up to see Gerry walking toward me on that very path. Or why I don’t pay attention to that smell of roses that’s still rising up around me, growing stronger the nearer he gets. Instead I just leave the pail of water emptying at my feet and run toward him through the flowerbeds.

“Gerry!” I call out. “I can’t believe it. Deirdre’s just about to—” I stop short. “Hey, boy. You’re wet as a hen.”

We’ve both reached the gate at the same time, and Gerry’s just standing there, dripping, with his hair—red like mine—matted down over his freckled forehead. He’s wearing oilskins, the black pants fishermen wear aboard ship, and his green flannel shirt is spattered with blood and dirt. The queerest thing about it all is that he’s carrying his fiddle, the one Uncle Angus left him when he died. Gerry’s been using it to teach me lessons—or he was, anyway—every Saturday morning. (I’m aiming to be as good as Mrs. Thaddeus Mitchell, and she’s the best around, man or woman.)

Gerry hasn’t spoken yet. He just stares at me as he lifts the fiddle to his shoulder; draws the bow across it, slow as slow; and starts to play. At first it sounds like “Maiden’s Prayer,” sweet and lonely, but then the tune shifts to something older, with a strange rising and falling about it, coming from just beneath the melody. A shiver runs through me. The low, sad tune fills the air around me as two men appear on the bank behind Gerry. Like him, Joe Curley and Newmie Myers are soaking wet, ice-gray in the face, and solemn. There is a feeling growing in my chest, that cold, dark feeling I get on early winter mornings. I can’t seem to move.

As Joe and Newmie reach the fence, Gerry lowers the fiddle, and all three men stand still on the other side, looking at me with great hollow eyes. The air smells rotten-sweet, like flowers left too long in a vase. Now I know for sure what I should have guessed when I first smelled the roses out of season, what my heart knew before my head did, the moment I saw Gerry walking over the bank.

We stand there for a while just looking at one another as a gust of salt air lets me know the tide is turning, coming in. The cold, dark feeling is spreading through my whole self now. I feel my lip trembling like a little kid’s.

“Oh, Gerry,” I whisper, as tears fill my eyes. “Oh, no.”

He holds out his hand to me at the same time a new sound startles me—a cry higher pitched than Deirdre’s birthing yells, but just as loud. I turn my head toward the house, where a light still shines faintly in the upstairs window. It’s the baby I hear; the new baby is crying. When I turn back to the fence, Gerry and the other ghosts are gone.






CHAPTER TWO April 25, 1949 Sarah Campbell


The Campbells’ picture window looks out on the Strait, then farther, toward the orange-rimmed shadow of Nova Scotia. Sarah Campbell, as she’s known, rocks back and forth slowly, calmly, in the big oak chair her late husband, Angus, carved for her when she was expecting their only child. Her eyes, green as kelp, take in tiny, spruce-covered Poxy Island, where the crew and passengers of a Scottish ship died in quarantine some 130 years ago. The graves of the victims are still out there on the island, but in all the time she’s lived in this house, Sarah has never been out to visit them. She has no time for other people’s sorrow.

Sarah’s fine white hands—finer than could be believed of a soon-to-be grandmother—hold tightly to the pendant that hangs low on her dress of royal blue. The pendant is shaped like the shell of a sea snail, spiraling to a point, dipped in silver. The rocking chair keeps time as she hums a tune so quiet that it’s hard to distinguish it from the sound of the waves that lap the sandstone rocks beneath her window. Sarah had that tune from an old, old woman, in another country, too long ago.

There is a knock at the heavy wooden door, but Sarah does not answer. The one knocking doesn’t need an invitation. High tide on the Strait is calm on this April morning, the rising sun shining on water as smooth and iridescent pink as carnival glass. Red sky at morning, sailor take warning. A slow smile pulls at the edges of Sarah’s lipsticked mouth. There is a storm coming; she feels it in the hairs of her smooth white arms. Far south, off the coast of Massachusetts, it has already begun. The song on her lips turns harder—like the edges of her beautiful pale face—but her green eyes remain soft and opaque as jellyfish.

The visitor enters the room, his face young and tanned, his hair a strange color like tarnished silver. The cuffs of his immaculately pressed trousers are spattered lightly with red beach clay.

“Your son is dead,” the young man says in a voice like running water. He does not blink.

“Yes, Uist,” Sarah Campbell says flatly. “And the child?”

“A boy. His birth wail is still ringing in my ears.”

The earlier smile now spreads across Sarah’s face and reaches her eyes, still green but lighter now, like the slippery moss that covers coastal rocks. As she turns away from the young man, Sarah catches sight of her reflection in the mirror that sits on the shelf beside her chair. There are many mirrors in this house; this one is small, silver framed, engraved with tiny dolphins. In it, Sarah observes the beginnings of a crease between her perfectly arched eyebrows. On her white hands, there is the slightest bulge of a blue vein starting. She will tolerate these things… for a year.






CHAPTER THREE April 28, 1949 Beet MacNeill


The baby’s name is Joseph. He’s been in the world three days now, and it feels like we’ve always known him. He’s a big one, too, Mom says as big as I was when I was two months old. Deirdre struggled so hard with him that Dad had to go for Dr. Roberts afterward. He’s back for a house call today, just to see if she’s healing. Mom gave Joseph to me to hold, and I can’t stop staring at him, opening his chubby hands finger by finger, sniffing the top of his fuzzy baby head. He’s wrapped in my baby quilt, and my white wicker bassinet is waiting for him beside the window. Mom says we don’t use new things in this house if old will do. Still, I think it’s strange she still has all my baby things, that she kept them for almost fourteen years. It’s good she did, though, because I would give Joseph anything. He’s a little part of Gerry to care for and love, and I’m so glad of that now.

They brought home Gerry’s body this morning, and Mom was the one who had to tell Deirdre. I wasn’t allowed in the room, but I heard Deirdre afterward, crying so quietly and for so long it broke my heart all over again. I knew before anyone that Gerry was dead, but it still hurts like a raw, new wound every time I think of it. They say that Gerry, Joe, and Newmie decided not to sign on once the trawler was ready to set out for Georges Bank again. (Gerry was missing Deirdre too much, I imagine. The rest of us, too. I mean we sure missed him, especially me, not knowing that soon I’d be missing him forever.) Instead, the three of them hitchhiked all the way up through Maine and New Brunswick and got the ferry at Cape Tormentine. Dad got all this from Lee MacIsaac, who got it from the harbormaster at Borden, so it’s hard to know what’s real and what’s made up. But according to the harbormaster, a fog rolled in during the crossing, so bad that the steamer had to wait it out in the middle of the Strait. It took hours for the fog to clear, and when it did, Joe and Newmie were missing. Overboard, Dad said. Most likely slipped on the wet deck.

A crewman found Gerry hanging by his leg from the port side chain. His head was underwater and his right hand was missing two fingers. I wasn’t supposed to hear that last bit, and part of me sure wishes I hadn’t, because now I’ll have that picture in my head for the rest of my life. How scared he must have been, dying like that, all alone. If I think about it too much, I won’t be able to bear it. Still, I guess I’m glad I know the real story, the truth of it. The strange and terrible thing is, the whole time the fog was in, nobody heard a call for help or even a splash. A couple of passengers said they heard music playing somewhere, but fog does strange things to sound. And what does that matter anyway, when Gerry’s dead and gone forever? No more walks in the woods looking for foxes. No more fiddle lessons, trying out new tunes, copying the players we heard all those Saturday nights together by the bootlegger door, laughing to kill ourselves over the silliest things. Gerry will never see his baby boy.

My bedroom door is open, and I see Dr. Roberts come out of Gerry’s room (Deirdre’s now, I guess) and close the door behind him. He smiles and winks at me before covering his bald head with his cap.

“Don’t worry, Beatrice. All will be well.” His voice is kind.

When he heads downstairs, the room across the hall is quiet. I hope that means Deirdre is sleeping. Baby Joseph stirs in my arms and I hug him a little closer. I’m glad I didn’t tell her what I saw that morning. I’m glad I didn’t tell anyone. Some part of me still wanted to be wrong, to think that I was just seeing things, or dreaming. But I’ve heard all the stories people tell, about ghosts and apparitions, the scent of roses out of season, and that morning with Gerry was just too much like them to ignore. Gerry showed up near his own home when he was really dying far away (and this is his home, not Sarah Campbell’s place); just like the phantom bell ringers at the Kirk of St. James in Charlottetown, so many years ago, or when Mary Boudreaux saw her sister Alice in the picture window when Alice was supposed to be working at a hotel in Moncton. Then the family got a letter that Alice had died of the flu on the same day Mary saw her.

I never believed those stories, and I still don’t want to, but at least I don’t need to tell anyone now. The real news of Gerry has come, real news from real people, and that’s enough of a burden for Deirdre to carry. I don’t ever need to let her know Gerry came to me before he died, to me and not to her. I can do that much for her.

Deirdre is going to need us now, even more than she already did. People will be talking and sneering, like they always do. Some people, anyway. Baby Joseph is going to need me, too, to look out for him, and always tell him the truth, maybe to teach him the fiddle someday. Just like I needed Gerry. I’m trembling again like the morning I saw him in the garden, and I’ve only just noticed the warm tears on my face.

It’s midafternoon now, and the sky through the window is a bright blue, with the sun shining a little too hot through the glass, making the room feel like a church in July. Outside, gulls are calling to one another. I get up, carefully because I don’t want to wake Joseph, and walk over to the window to open it. I lift it gently with my free hand, and the scent of the sea comes in clean and salty. It’s high tide and the water on the Strait is green. Gentle waves are rolling in toward shore. There’s a picture of Gerry and me on my bureau. Mom mostly keeps pictures in albums, but she let me have this one, us on Easter when I was five and Gerry was twelve. We’re holding hands and Gerry’s looking down at me, smiling in his Easter suit. I’m looking so hard at the picture I don’t hear Mom come into the room.

“Little one has to have his supper,” she says from behind me. I turn and she is already holding out her arms for him. Joseph stretches, raising his arms straight over his head and opening his mouth in a tiny yawn. I don’t want to let him go. I bend toward him and kiss the top of his head. In my heart I say, “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll take care of you. I’ll never let anything happen to you.”

“Someone ought to let Sarah know about her son,” Mom says as I hand her the baby. There is the tiniest sneer, at the corner of her upper lip. I only see it because I know Mom that well.

“Her son.” I spit the words out. The baby lets out a little cry, then settles back in Mom’s arms.

“Beatrice.” Mom’s quiet voice has a threat in it, but it passes quick. Then she just sighs and shakes her head. “I’ll have your father drive over when he’s done in the fields. Shouldn’t be much longer now.” Dad’s been out since not long after they brought Gerry back home. The farm has to be worked, no matter what.

Mom’s talking to herself now, a bit. “They brought Gerry to us, not her. It’s best she hears from… family.” She gives me a narrow, sharp-eyed look. “And you can save your bold comments, Beatrice Mary.” She looks down at Joseph. “Time to see your Mama,” she says to him in a singsong baby-talk voice. Then she rearranges the quilt and looks up again, rolling her eyes at me. “We are going to have to teach you how to wrap this boy up tight.”

When Mom’s gone, I go back to the window. In just that short time we were talking, clouds have started to dot the sky. A long-necked cormorant, black with a yellow beak, is drying its wings on the rocks beyond the bank.

A woman is making her way along the path at the back of the house. She’s wearing a long, dark fur coat—like the ones in the ladies’ magazines—even though the weather is much too warm for it. The coat is open so I can see how thin she is in her green floral dress. Her long blond hair has a silver streak that threads through her braid. Sarah Campbell’s face is beautiful and hard. She has to be fifty, but she looks maybe thirty-five, though that streak in her hair is new since the last time I saw her. The thinness, too.

Mom must have seen her from the parlor window, because she goes out to meet her.

The wind has come up, so I only catch a few words of what they are saying—Gerry’s name a few times, something about the ferry. The whole time Mom is talking, her face is grave, but Sarah’s expression doesn’t change at all. Stays just as hard and blank as marble.

Now Mom is nodding toward the house, pushing her hair out of her eyes as the wind gusts again. It carries some more words my way—“baby,” “tea,” “welcome,” “sure?”

Sarah shakes her head, but her stony expression stays the same. The wind has stirred up some gulls. They fly low over Mom and Sarah and land in the rose garden, a little flock of them. Mom says a few more things to Sarah that I can’t hear, then turns away, shaking her head.

That’s when Sarah’s appearance finally changes, slowly, but even from this far away I can see it.

She’s smiling.






CHAPTER FOUR June 3, 1950 Beet MacNeill


Jeannine Gallant lights the yellow candle with a long wooden match. She’s eyeing me like a mackerel. “Beet, how long since we had the cookies on Gerry?”

We’re standing in my front parlor, in the little nook where the woodstove used to be, and where right now Sarah Campbell’s body is laid out to be waked. It’s the same place we waked Gerry after they brought him home.

“Well, he was brought in about thirteen months ago, a Wednesday,” I say. “Funeral was a day or two later. Mind where you drop that wax, Jeannine. You don’t want to ruin her makeup.” I hold Sarah’s mouth closed with two hands while Jeannine tilts the candle sideways, letting a few drops of yellow wax fall on the dead woman’s pale, pinched lips. The house smells of tea and the cinnamon Mom has boiling on the stove to cover dead Sarah’s ripening odor. Truth is, I’ve had too much time to think about Gerry dying, seeing him that morning in the garden, and again that last time when I was helping Mom get his body ready for visitors, putting makeup on his gray skin and covering his mangled hands with white gloves. But I can’t think about that now or I know I’ll start crying, and there’s just too much to do, and too many people in the house, too many eyes to see.

Jeannine takes a pencil from behind her ear and spreads the hot wax between Sarah’s lips with the eraser end, then takes over holding the lips together, with a look in her brown eyes like she’s just stepped on a jellyfish. Jeannine’s my best friend since we were five years old, and she’s the only one I told about seeing Gerry’s ghost that time, but she’s right squirrely when it comes to touching anything dead. It’s odd, too, since she loves—and I mean loves—reading books about ghosts and supernatural stuff. Lily Soloman at the library had to start special ordering them for her. “Old Sarah sure shriveled up in the last year,” Jeannine tells me. “Since Gerry died, I mean.”

I give Jeannine a speedy kick to the ankle and nod toward the kitchen door. Deirdre has just come in with a tray full of the fudge squares Mom only makes when someone dies or at Christmas. Baby Joseph is toddling along ahead of her. He has his mother’s light brown hair and eyes, but the shape of him is pure Gerry, right down to the way he walks, like any minute he might start dancing a jig on the carpet. It makes me want to pick him up and hug him.

Deirdre gives me a quick smile (she doesn’t talk much since Gerry died and the baby was born) and places the tray on the card table we put out near the hall entrance, covered in black crepe, to hold all the cookies and sweets for the wake. When she’s done, she sits down in front of the open window in Dad’s old red armchair, pulling Joseph onto her lap. The sheer white curtains behind them are floating a bit on the breeze from outside, and through the window the old garden fence looks as faded green as ever against the blue June sky. There’s a big black-backed minister gull sitting on the fence, with a beak bent sideways like a wrong turn. Joseph spots the creature right off.

“Wook! Mama!” he cries, pointing over his mother’s shoulder. “Wook… Boy.”

Deirdre pats the baby’s head and gives him that sad smile of hers. “Not ‘boy,’ sweetheart, ‘bird.’ It’s a birdie.”

The gull stays perched stock still on the fence post, looking almost as dour as Sarah lying nearby in her casket beneath Great-Granny Parker’s pink lusterware tea set. Sarah’s scrawny dead hand, with the red painted nails she wore until she died, is closed tight over her chest, her dark green church dress done up with pearl buttons all the way to her pointed chin. Mom’s the one dressed the body, and she had a time finding a modest enough outfit. Sarah never wore anything but a sweetheart neckline her whole life—just as vain as a pet pig, even this past year since Gerry went over and she started losing her looks and her health so quick you’d almost think she mourned him. You’d almost think so, if you didn’t see what I saw that day she came to the house.

Sarah was Baby Joseph’s granny, but she never saw him once in the year since he was born and his poor dead daddy came to me out in the rose garden, playing that sad fiddle song that I still can’t get out of my mind. Still, that smile of hers, after Mom told her about Gerry… well, it makes me glad Sarah stayed away. Mom says we have to give old Sarah a proper wake. “She’s family,” Mom says. “People would wonder.” People around here are always “wondering” about something.

Mom comes out from the kitchen while I’m thinking all this, all five feet of her in a gray cotton dress, blue apron covered in flour. “You girls have Sarah’s mouth stuck shut yet? The mourners will be here any minute.”

“Mourners?” I say to Jeannine, who’s holding Sarah’s lips closed as daintily as possible. “More like beggars…”

Mom gives me a look would kill a spider. “Beatrice Mary, do not you be bold with me just because your father’s not here.”

“All right, Mom,” I call after her as she heads back into the kitchen. “We’re almost ready.”

“Start counting, Beet,” Jeannine says.

“One, two, three…” When I get to “ten,” Jeannine lets go of Sarah’s dead mouth. We get it closed firmly just as the front door knocker bangs. In the hallway that leads to the front door, the grandfather clock is striking two.

“Publicovers,” Jeannine and I say at the same time. The Publicovers are always the first ones at a wake, mostly because they know there’ll be food. They’re twins, maiden ladies of seventy-three years, and live out at the edge of Skinner Harbour in a big house all made of red brick, with cut glass windows brought in from away.

“I’ll get it,” Jeannine says right quick, already crossing the room toward the hall door. “Freddy Soloman might be driving them today.”

I give her a scowl behind her back, then take down the tube of pink lipstick—it’s been sitting on the shelf next to Granny’s teacups—and start painting up Sarah’s stuck-together lips as quick and neat as I can. Outside the window where Deirdre’s sitting, white clouds are starting to dot the sky. The old gull on the fence cocks his head as if he’s listening for something.



The bird is still there a half hour later, when Joseph is asleep in his mother’s lap, and the parlor’s as filled up with “mourners” as it’s ever going to get. Eddie MacIsaac is here (he’s tending to the farm while Dad’s in New Brunswick) and Les Martell’s come out with his wife, Honey. Mom says Honey Martell never misses a chance to see the inside of other people’s houses. Over by the sweets table, as far as she can get from Sarah’s actual dead body, Nora Publicover has just polished off the last of the fudge squares and is eating her way through the shortbread diamonds.

“Poor Sarah aged so much near the end,” Nora says, lifting a chocolate-stained hand to her iron gray marcel wave. “Must have been the death of her boy that did it.”

“Lost her looks,” Louise Publicover agrees between great mouthfuls of fruitcake. “Shame.” I roll my eyes at Mom, but she just ignores me.

The Publicovers have brought some boy with them. He’s the tallest thing in the room by six inches, and skinny with it, with black hair and skin as pale as a whitewashed barn. He’s standing next to the shortbread, or what’s left of it, with crumbs all down his shirt.

“Sheila… Beatrice.” Nora waves Mom and me over with a hand full of cookie, her other hand holding the skinny boy by the elbow. “Come over here. Meet our grandnephew Sean, my niece Eleanor MacInnes’s boy. Don’t be shy, Sean.” She yanks his elbow so hard he spills the cup of tea he’s holding.

“Sean’s from Boston,” Louise puts in, only she says it like “Baw-stin.” The sisters both worked in a hotel in Massachusetts for one summer, when they were maybe eighteen, but they try to put on the accent like they lived there all their lives. That is, when they remember. With their nephew here, I’ve got a feeling they’ll remember a lot.

The boy is dabbing at his stained shirt with a napkin, and before he can say anything, Nora starts talking. “Beatrice is about your age, aren’t you Beatrice?”

How would I know? I want to say, but Mom answers for me. “Beatrice turns fifteen this month.”

“Well, how lovely!” Louise almost squeals. “Our Sean is sixteen!”

“Sean is staying with us for the summer,” Nora adds, only of course it sounds like ‘summah.’ “It would be nice for him to make some friends.”

Sean doesn’t look as if he wants to make friends. I’d say he looks afraid someone in the room might touch him. Also, his ears stick out. I can’t pretend his eyes aren’t something to think about, though. They’re true blue—not the steel gray that people call blue—with black eyelashes that I’m sure would make Jeannine just swoon away, if Freddy weren’t in the room, of course. Me, I’m not one to swoon over anything, or anyone.

“I’m sure Beatrice would be happy to show him around,” Mom says, in a voice that means she doesn’t care if I am happy about it or not.

Meanwhile, Sean is staring across the room at dead Sarah. “Her… her eye.” His voice has just the hint of gag to it.

Sure enough, dead Sarah’s left eye has popped open, so she’s giving me a wink. If you can be grateful to a corpse, I sure am. “Excuse me,” I say, backing away from the Publicovers and their stuck-up stick figure of a nephew. “I have to attend to Sarah.”

The candle and matches are on the shelf behind the teacups, so I light the wax quick and wait for it to melt. I hold dead Sarah’s eyelids together, all crusted with the old wax, and drop more wax onto her lashes. By the time I have stopped counting to ten, Sean MacInnes is standing right next to me, staring like I’m some kind of bug.

“You have to touch her?”

I just want to push him, maybe because he startled me, but also because of that look on his face. “What’s the matter?” I say. “Don’t they have dead bodies in Boston?”

He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something, but I don’t want to hear it, and I don’t want to be stared at like some creature in a zoo either. Instead, I walk off and grab the last piece of shortbread—just for spite—and head to the corner nearer the window, where Jeannine is hanging off Freddy Soloman’s arm like a new purse.

The Publicovers bought a car but they can’t drive, so Freddy drives them, when he’s not out fishing, or selling fish, or helping his aunt Lily in the library, or traveling around King’s County in his own disgrace of a pickup offering to do odd jobs for people. Jeannine’s always saying she wishes she were just a few years older so she could go to the dances and dance with Freddy. All I can say is that I hope Freddy dresses better for dances—if he ever goes to any—than he dresses for wakes. He always looks like he’s come from some chore or other, all wild black hair and dark eyes, in the too-big jeans his brother left behind when he joined the army. Still, Freddy’s a nice fella—not the kind to stare down his nose at people—and he’s sure being patient with Jeannine.

“Um, Freddy…” She’s giggling away like a goose and playing with the ends of her black hair so as I want to kick her just for being a flirt. “My mom wants you to bring round some of them lovely Poxy Point quahogs… I mean, the next time you go diggin’.”

“Sure, J’nine. Prob’ly be next Saturday.” He smiles so that I can see the chipped tooth he got when he fell down fixing Mike Murphy’s porch last spring, but the whole time Freddy’s talking, his eyes are somewhere else—where they always are, on Deirdre and the baby. Freddy and Deirdre were neighbors over in town all their lives before Deirdre’s parents chucked her out, and the Solomans are the only ones around besides Mom and Dad who treat Deirdre the same since Joseph was born.

“Hey, Beet,” Jeannine whispers. She’s let go of Freddy’s arm and is gesturing across the room. “Who’s the boyyy?”

I sigh; I knew she was going to ask, and it’s exactly what I don’t need. I’m ready to tell her anyway, if only to get it over with, but before I can, a feeling comes over me that stops me talking. I’ve had the feeling before, when I was six and got caught in a rip current up at Stanhope Beach. I was under the water all of thirty seconds, not even long enough to lose my breath, but I still remember how heavy everything seemed, with the salt water rushing over my face, pounding at my ears. I felt it as much as heard it, the sound of me dying. Now it’s here in my own parlor. I turn around to where the feeling is coming from, and even as I do, there’s a hand on my arm. Sean MacInnes.

“You looked like you were going to faint,” he says.

“Well, I wasn’t.” I jerk my arm away from him.

But, to be honest, he could be right.

A woman is standing just inside the parlor, near the hall door, and she’s so beautiful that the room has gone still. Even the Publicovers are standing there in their matching green brocade dresses, holding tea sandwiches in limp hands.

“Goodness me,” Nora Publicover says in a voice that’s trying to be a whisper but failing. “What a striking young woman…”

“And so modern,” Louise agrees, just as loudly.

I look at dead Sarah, hard and withered in her coffin, and then at the woman who has come into the room. Everything about this woman seems soft. Her hair is a warm honey color and frames her face in a pixie cut, with feathery movie star bangs. Her eyes are bright green as mermaid’s hair, this kind of seaweed that grows on beach rocks. Even the skirt of her blue silk dress seems to float around her knees as she moves across the room toward Joseph, who’s squirming himself awake in his mother’s lap. The memory of that drowning feeling is still fresh in my mind, and I edge closer to Deirdre and the baby, just as a sudden gust sets the curtains flying.

When the woman speaks, it’s only to Deirdre. “Is this Sarah Campbell’s grandson?” The woman’s voice is as flat as sand at low tide. There’s a long silver chain hanging from her neck, with a pendant in the shape of a twisty seashell. It’s beautiful and old, and also kind of familiar looking. She is staring at Joseph with narrowed eyes, a look that is almost angry, or maybe hungry, I can’t tell. Either way, she’s not smiling.

“Y-yes.” Deirdre holds the baby closer as he rubs his eyes. “Who are…”

The woman holds out a smooth, white, long-fingered hand, her nails painted an even darker red than dead Sarah’s still lying in her casket. The seashell pendant swings back and forth as she steps forward, and I have the sudden urge to step between her and Joseph. “I’m Marina,” she says. “Marina Shaw. I’m Sarah’s niece.”






CHAPTER FIVE June 6, 1950 Beet MacNeill


Lorsh, Beet! You call that a tune!” Jeannine is lying on my bedroom floor, hands covering her pointy Gallant ears. “Sounds more like you’re drownin’ rats in the wash basin!”
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