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For my mother, Kate, and her sisters, Alice, Louisa, Dodie, and Eleanor.






There is no house

Like the house of belonging.

David Whyte








PROLOGUE

A MOUNTAIN OF THICK, DARK water gathered and rose, a froth of white curling at the peak. For a second, it paused, undecided, but then she leaned forward and held her breath, and it came to claim her, pulling her from the ledge into darkness. The frigid sea impaled her small body, her outstretched arms like those of a pale sea star. She spun, weightless, thoughtless, while, above her, the Atlantic hurled itself at the rocky shore.

Below, a fat swell grew, lifting her from the depths. Her face broke the surface and she gasped. Sleet stung her eyes and cheeks. In the distance, the lighthouse bellowed, its beam sweeping overhead. She leaned into the sound, but her limbs were too frozen to respond. If only she could reach it, all would be well. If only she could swim against this great muscle of ocean.

A wave slapped the side of her head, and seawater filled her mouth and nose. Another, larger than the first, held her under once more. Bubbles swirled as her lungs began to burn. Her skull ached, the cold punching her eardrums. Everything ached with desperation, her thoughts too jumbled to understand any directive other than “Breathe,” and yet she couldn’t. The sea gripped her ankles and pulled. She slid into the deep, farther, farther, and farther still until the pressure forced out all remaining air.

She drifted from her bones.

This would be her ending, then. No fairy tale, no dreams come true. Sorrow wrapped itself around her, and she reached for it. Water claimed her tears. All fell quiet, so quiet, and a vast peace took hold. Seaweed brushed her face in welcome.

Yet, just as everything was almost extinguished, a dark shape lunged from the gloom.

And a pair of eyes, black as pitch, found hers.
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PART ONE






ONE

GWEN DID NOT WAKE WHEN the lobster boats entered the cove at dawn, engines thrumming and radios blaring classic rock. Above the din, the helmsmen yelled at their crew, and still she remained dreamless in the creaky old house, cocooned in yellowed linen. She didn’t note the rising sun, either, a sliver of light that, just after six, edged past the partially closed blind toward her exposed foot. The warmth crept up her calf, with designs on her thigh, its progress arrested only by a faded curtain. She snored softly on, her hands clasped between her knees, forehead puckered in concentration.

At seven, the kitchen door opened. “Hallooo?” a voice said.

Gwen shivered, and her eyes fluttered open at last. A veined ceiling came into focus, the knots in the wood darkened with age. A beat passed before she remembered crossing the state line just after midnight. Welcome to Maine, the Way Life Should Be. Three hours later, Periwinkle Cottage had appeared, its silvered shingles gleaming in the moonlight.

“Halloo?” The voice grew closer. “Who’s there?”

A shape darkened the doorway as Gwen sat up, blinking, a hand shielding her eyes.

“Gwen?” Mrs. Condon stared, astonished. “Is that you?”

Gwen nodded, unable to speak.

Mrs. Condon raised her hand to her mouth. “My goodness. My goodness.” She said this over and over again.

Gwen’s throat clamped shut, a hard knot that wouldn’t move.

“I can’t believe it.” Mrs. Condon wiped her face with her wide palm. She sat down heavily on the bed next to Gwen and pulled her close. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes. Yes, ma’am, you are. Little Gwennie. All grown up. My goodness.”

Gwen buried her head in Mrs. Condon’s shoulder and wrapped her arms around the old woman’s waist. Her faded dress smelled of Tide and bleach. “I’m so happy to see you,” she managed.

“I’d just about given up hope, dear.” This she pronounced dee-ah. “It’s been so long, I thought that you’d never come back.”

Gwen couldn’t let go.

“And, after what you been through, I can’t say as I blame you. But still… Well, I couldn’t believe it when I saw the North Carolina plates. Thought it was my imagination running away with me.”

A shadow fell across the bed. “Donald, Donald,” Mrs. Condon said. “Look, it’s our girl. She came back after all this time.”

Gwen smiled at the large man in the doorway. Hair sprouted from his head and chin, yellowed dandelion fluff that reached his chest. He removed his small round glasses and wiped them, his forearms stippled tan and brown by the sun. “Goodness,” he said, his voice graveled by years of smoking. “We are mighty happy to see you, child.”

These were more words than Gwen had ever remembered him saying.

“I’m glad to be back,” she said. And, for a moment, she meant it.

Mrs. Condon leaned toward her. “A few weeks ago, I could have sworn I saw you as a girl standing at the edge of your woods. Just like old times. But, of course, it wasn’t anything. Just me being sentimental, I guess. Or getting old.”

Gwen smiled. “Never.”

“I would have had the place ready if I knew you was coming.”

Mr. Condon nodded. “Aye-yuh.” He crossed his arms over his belly, tucking his palms into his armpits.

“Oh,” Gwen said, her face heating with embarrassment. “I should have called. I’m so sorry.”

“That’s okay.” Mrs. Condon patted her back. “It’s not important.” She released her hold and sat back. “After all this time. All grown up.”

Gwen shook her head. “I’m not so sure about that,” she said. Her mad dash up 95 didn’t seem like something a sane forty-year-old would do.

Mrs. Condon reached forward to touch the shock of white at Gwen’s temple. “I’d forgotten about this,” she said. “It suits you now, you know.”

Gwen looked at her feet on the old rag rug.

“Can we bring you anything? Some breakfast? Donald here can go to the store.”

Mr. Condon grunted.

“I’m good, thanks.” She’d remembered the essentials: coffee, a jar of peanut butter, and a handful of PowerBars to get her through the long drive. She stood.

Mrs. Condon followed her into the kitchen. Gwen pulled the hefty Mr. Coffee, circa 1983, from the cabinet. “You sure?” she asked.

“I promise.” The pipes groaned when Gwen turned the tap.

Mrs. Condon laughed. “Oh no, dear, the water’s shut off. I’ll call Jess to turn it back on.”

Gwen froze.

“You remember my nephew, don’t you?”

A woodpecker landed on the branch just outside the kitchen window, tapping, testing the pine for soft spots. Gwen had once read—she could no longer remember where—that woodpeckers curled their tongues into their heads to protect their brains against the blows. “Yes,” she said softly.

“He’ll be glad to see you, too,” Mrs. Condon said, opening the back door to the driveway.

Gwen gripped the coffee mug, her mother’s. Not a Morning Person, it said.

Mrs. Condon turned. “You know about that hot tub, right?”

“Hot tub?”

“Out there.” Mrs. Condon pointed toward the woods.

Gwen peered out the kitchen window, spying the edge of a vinyl-covered cube on the ledge.

Mrs. Condon shook her head. “The Misses threw a fit, stomping and banging. Scared your dad so badly he pulled out of here and never came back.”

Gwen’s jaw tightened.

“Ask Jess to cart it off for you when he comes by. He’ll give you a good price. But best to do it before the season gets too busy. Last year he was turning jobs down, he had so much work.”

Mr. Condon ran a hand down his beard, nodding.

Mrs. Condon said, “Now that you’re back, it’s gonna be a great summer.” Summah. “Mark my words.” The screen closed behind them with a bang.

Gwen waved as they walked past the garage toward their house at the end of the lane. What did Mrs. Condon mean by a good price? What would it cost to haul an old hot tub away?

She swore as she crept across the pea gravel from the kitchen door to the driveway in her bare feet to grab the remains of a Pepsi bought just after two a.m. at a lonely convenience store. The inside of her car smelled like the burrito she’d eaten and the soda was flat and nasty, but she desperately needed the caffeine. In the kitchen, she poured it into a cup and walked through the living room to the porch.

When she opened the front door facing the water, the ocean exhaled a warm, briny breath. Gulls flew over the glassy sea, their white bodies gleaming. One dropped its meal on the rocks below, the clam shattering on impact. The bird shouted as it swooped to collect its prize. A lobster boat chugged across her view, heading back toward town, its wake like a vanilla ice-cream soda. Gwen waved even though the boat was too far out for the crew to see her.

For the first time in a long time, she wanted breakfast, a real breakfast, eggs, bacon, thick slices of toast slathered in butter. Dumping the last inch of soda into the empty flower bed, she reentered the cottage on tiptoe, catching the screen with her heel before it could slap into the frame.

When she reached for her car keys, a crash caused her to jump.

Gwen stopped moving and shut her eyes, bracing herself for what would surely follow. “I’ll be back soon,” she called to the house.

The attic joists creaked and popped. The walls cracked. The Misses were annoyed, and they wanted answers. Where have you been? Why has it been so long?

There was too much to explain, and all of it hurt. Gwen slid on her shoes and ran to her car.






TWO

THE ROAD BLURRED SLIGHTLY AS Gwen rounded the bend into Port Anna, past familiar front yards stacked with lobster pots, Ford F-150s hunkered in their driveways. At the bend into town, the steeple of the Congregationalist church rose dramatically above the tree line. Dedicated to those lost at sea and the lifesavers who’d tried to rescue them, the single stained-glass window included the name of Anna Vale herself, the town’s namesake and patron saint. Every first of May, on the anniversary of her death, the local chapter of Odd Fellows placed a bouquet beneath. This year’s wilted version still sat there, two weeks later.

Captains’ houses lined Main Street, a row of whitewashed façades facing the bay. Oak trees shaded the yards, their heavy branches drooping over the sidewalk. Even before Gwen’s family had arrived, most had been converted into bed-and-breakfasts, a few into galleries that sold paintings of the Maine coast, sculptures whittled from granite, and jewelry made of sea glass. These all closed in winter, only to creep back to life in spring. One or two had already had Open for the Summer! posted out front.

At the bottom of the hill, the sign outside the town library announced a lecture series sponsored by the tiny bookstore next door. When she was a young girl, this had been Gwen’s favorite outing. She and her younger sister Molly would run through the stacks untethered, plucking books at random. Volumes crammed every shelf and surface, many even stacked on the floor, a maze they had to navigate to reach the children’s section. A big chair in the corner welcomed them once they’d found something they wanted. Gwen fought the urge to pull into the parking lot. She needed groceries, not another paperback. And she wasn’t ready to confront a memory of Molly on her lap, thumb in her mouth.

On her right, the Black Anchor Restaurant had a new neon sign: We Serve Breakfast. The enormous anchor out front—salvaged from a three-masted schooner—shone with a new coat of paint. In high season, the line would stretch down the block, everyone waiting for a triple-decker cheeseburger or lobster on a lightly buttered, toasted hot dog bun.

The Inn at Blueberry Hill around the corner had a fancier menu but wouldn’t open until June. A wooden sculpture of a giant squirrel directed traffic toward the parking lot, its other hand raised in greeting. Gwen returned the gesture, smiling. So much had changed for small towns in the past twenty years—transformed by shifting jobs and global pressures—but not Port Anna, the village at the edge of the world.

As she hit the brakes and coasted downhill, a huge pickup truck appeared on her tail. Before she reached the bottom, she pulled onto the shoulder and inhaled sharply as it passed, the driver gunning his engine to demonstrate his impatience with summer people who don’t know how to drive. She wanted to shout that she was no from-awayer, no matter what her license plate said, but he was gone before she could open her mouth.



DRINKWATER PROVISIONS SAT between the ferry dock and the public landing. The weathered façade had darkened, and paler shingles marked an addition out back, but the sign over the door remained unchanged: Groceries and Ferry Service to Snow’s Island (twice daily unless there’s weather or the captain prefers to go sailing).

The familiar bell tinkled when she stepped inside. Walter Drinkwater sat behind the counter. His hair had thinned and there were grooves etched into his forehead. He raised an eyebrow. “Heard you was back.”

“I am,” Gwen said. Mrs. Condon evidently had the town on speed dial.

“Been a while.”

“Twenty-three years.”

He nods. “Aye-yuh. That’s quite a while.”

The shopping cart’s wheels bumped over the wooden floorboards. Because she had no plan, she grabbed random items from the shelves: sugar and salt, ketchup and pasta, but also a king-sized bag of Milky Way candy bars and frosted oatmeal cookies, things she hadn’t eaten in years. The eggs and bacon were encased in the refrigerated section, half-hidden behind clear plastic strips.

Walter watched her. Behind his head, artfully faded sweatshirts hung on clothespins. Maine, one read; another, Port Anna, Est. 1842. A few sported the town mascot: a mermaid, hair wild, her thick tail wound about the lighthouse.

Gwen unloaded her items onto the counter.

Walter cleared his throat. “House account?” he asked, opening a three-ring binder to the page marked “Gilmore.”

Gwen raised her eyebrows. “It’s still active?”

He looked at her impassively. “No one called to close it.”

“Sure,” she said, laughing. “Thanks.”

Someone called from behind her, “Gwennie?”

She turned to find a couple staring at her. The man raised a pair of gold-rimmed aviators for a better look. “Is that you?”

She exhaled. “Hugh.” His thinning hair, carefully gelled into place, had faded from its youthful copper, but he was still slender, his skin bronzed and polished.

He smiled. “You’re back.”

“Yep.”

He held out his arms.

A beat passed before Gwen stepped forward, the memory of his last hug so strong it made her dizzy. He pulled her close, her cheek against his chest. She held her breath, heart thumping at her ribs, until he released her.

“I read about your mom in the paper. I’m so sorry.”

Gwen waved a hand, swallowing the stone in her throat.

His companion stepped forward, hand extended, a wide smile spread across her face. Her teeth gleamed, too white. “You’re Gwen Gilmore,” she said. “I’m Janet. Janet Riggs. I’ve heard so much about you. I own the real estate agency in town. Well, one of them anyway. I can’t tell you how many times people have asked me about your property.” Her tone rose, a question embedded in her introduction.

Gwen took a step back. “I’m not interested in selling.”

The smile dimmed. “I understand. Family home and all that. But if you change your mind”—she leaned in too closely, coffee on her breath—“you know who to call.”

“I’m not interested,” Gwen repeated.

“Sure, sure.” Janet reached into her oversized purse, pulled out a card, and handed it to Gwen. “I can get you a great price. Especially now that the lighthouse is a designated historic landmark.”

Gwen stuffed the card into her pocket.

Hugh cleared his throat. “Staying all summer?” he asked.

“And beyond.”

“Interesting. You plan to winterize, then.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Of course you will.” He lifted two bottles of unsweetened iced tea and a bag of sandwiches toward Walter. “Add it to the bill?” He smiled at Gwen. “Come for a sail sometime, yeah?”

She nodded.

“See you later, Gwen,” Janet said as she trotted out the door behind Hugh.

Walter’s eyebrows lifted as he punched numbers into his register, pushing her items to the back of the counter. “Got bags? State says no more plastic and I have to charge for the paper.”

Gwen shook her head. They were still full of her clothes and books.

“I got some used ones here, I think.” He pulled rumpled bags from a drawer and handed them to her. “If you have some time, you should go see the old man. He was right fond of you.”

Gwen stopped bagging. How could Ralph Drinkwater still be alive? As a child, he’d seemed ancient, his mouth emptied of teeth, a handful of white hair plastered to his bare head. When Gwen came shopping with her mother, he’d lifted pieces of penny candy from glass jars, hard straws of raspberry licorice, and gummy caramels wrapped in stiff cellophane, handing them to her as he smacked his gums. “You don’t have to eat it,” her mother would whisper into her ear beforehand. “Just say thank you.”

Walter lifted his chin in the direction of town. “He’s living up that way. The new condos near the post office,” he said. “Been there a few winters now. We moved him when he couldn’t manage the woodstove anymore. He doesn’t get about quite as well as he used to, but he’s still sharp. Talks about your mother now and then.” He shakes his head. “Your sister, too, when she was just a little shaver. Such a shame.”

Gwen said quickly, “Yes, thanks, Walter. I’ll stop by.” She grabbed her bags and left, stubbing her toe on the threshold.






THREE

GWEN HAD A PICTURE OF the day her family first saw the cottage inherited by her father. Hair ruffled by the wind and salt, her father beamed at the camera. Gwen’s mother, Liza, willowy, redheaded, held one hand to her swollen belly: Molly. Gwen, a skinny eight-year-old, held the other. From the dormer window above their heads, a silvery light flashed in the shape of a hand.

Soon afterward, the noises began, startling the new owners. The Misses Elizabeth Gilmore and Judith Whitehead, the lifelong partners who had built Periwinkle, banged doors and cabinets and caused the walls to creak. Who are you? the cranky women wanted to know.

“We’re your relatives,” Gwen’s mother had said to the ceiling. “And we love your home.” She’d repeated this day after day until silence fell.

Because the house had come fully furnished—all artwork, letters, linens, and plates included—Gwen grew to know the Misses well. From the photograph albums, she knew they liked to swim every day, wearing funny bathing costumes, dipping into the still-freezing June water. One July, they adopted a pair of kittens. Their nephew came to visit with his new wife and baby. As Gwen carefully turned the pages, they hovered nearby, brushing the wall.

She read their books, some annotated in a spidery script, and folded their towels. In the evenings, her family rocked on the porch, watching boats pass by, their sails aloft, just as the Misses had done. Sometimes the women left their attic to sit beside them, softly tapping the siding.

When Molly arrived, the Misses passed through the rooms on tiptoe. Gwen felt them as a whisper, creeping past the baby’s door, afraid to wake the golden-haired girl. Little Molly learned to crawl up and down Periwinkle’s wooden stairs, scooting on a diapered bottom. Like all who met her, Molly enchanted them. They chuckled when she shouted for her “Winnie,” and didn’t protest when she pushed a plate from her high chair, shattering it.

As Gwen and Molly grew, they added new treasures to the cottage, and the Misses made room. Silvery driftwood, pieces of white-ringed granite, and Molly’s art projects sat on the mantel. Moth-eaten sweaters, T-shirts, and old bathing suits remained folded in the drawers all winter, waiting to be reclaimed in June.



AFTER BREAKFAST, GWEN left the greasy pan in the sink. Without water, it was impossible to wash anything. But she could dust. It was time to wake Periwinkle from its long slumber. She pulled frayed sheets from the furniture, sneezing. Arms full, she opened the door to the laundry room with her elbow. The window over the machines was cracked open, the lock broken long ago by a teenage Gwen, sneaking in after curfew. She tried to force it shut, but the wood had swollen and refused to fit inside its casing. She left the sheets on the washing machine and shut the door.

The ancient vacuum wheezed as it sucked up years’ worth of dirt from the rugs and upholstery. Spiders scurried for the door when she moved the sofa, leaving behind cobwebs thick as gauze. Rags accumulated at her feet as she wiped the mantel and shelves, gently polishing the family photographs streaked with dust: annual portraits of her and Molly on the porch steps, the earliest dated to the summer before Molly could walk. But the collection of Molly’s sea creatures that used to nestle between the frames had vanished. Gwen checked the cabinet under the stairs where the art supplies—packages of googly eyes, pipe cleaners, and beads—had been stored. These had trailed after Molly like breadcrumbs through the woods. But the shelves were empty. Behind the bookcase, an impressive collection of dust bunnies floated away when she breathed on them, but no crazy-looking crabs with pasted-on eyes were hidden there, either. The closets in the kitchen and laundry room likewise yielded nothing.

Blinking grit from her eyes, she returned to the task at hand. Beneath more sheets, the dining room table gleamed. She straightened the whitewashed chairs, one splotched red where Molly had gripped the edge with cherry-stained fingers. Even after so much time, the whorl of her thumb pad was still discernible.

Gwen sat on her heels. She’d lived in grad-student housing with IKEA furniture for so long that she’d forgotten how much of themselves a person could leave behind. Even a very small person.

She placed a fingertip on the stain. That little thumb had once gripped Gwen’s fingers so tightly.

A bang on the back door caused Gwen to fall backward. “Gwen? You home?”

She scrambled to her feet.

Jess Chapin’s dark eyes searched her face, his expression so concerned she stepped backward. He didn’t seem quite real, yet here he was again, the boy with the long nose and the quiet voice, the boy she snuck out of the house to meet, her first crush, her first kiss.

“Hi there,” he said.

How did he look the same? No furrows indented his eyebrows; no creases lined his cheeks; and he was still wearing jeans and a soft flannel shirt. Only a speckling of salt in his dark hair revealed his age.

“Aunt May said you needed me to turn on the water?”

“Oh yes. Please.”

They stood looking at each other, uncertain of their next steps. Jess scratched his head under his hat. He wore a wedding ring.

He asked, “You doing well?”

“Sure,” she said.

“Glad to hear it.”

He smiled.

The last time she’d seen him, she’d had the taste of his mouth in hers, the scent of his deodorant on her clothes. “I saw Hugh at the store. He looks good.”

Jess shifted his gaze, a tic in his right eye. “Yeah. His father died a few years back and left him the house.”

“Is that right?” The Fox estate had included the longest stretch of waterfront property in Port Anna, and a huge shingle-style house overlooking the harbor to boot.

He shrugged. “About that water connection?”

“Do you know where it is?”

“I remember.”

Gwen watched him walk away. His pants still hugged him in all the right places.

His voice sounded muffled from the laundry room. “Do you know you have an issue with this window?”

“I broke that years ago.”

He chuckled as he moved the old machines aside. “Well, summer’s fine, but come fall it could get mighty cold in here. You need some help winter-proofing, insulation or whatnot, you give me a call, yeah?”

She shrugged, noncommittal. Jess had sometimes made promises he couldn’t keep.

“Open the taps,” he said.

In the kitchen, the water hissed and spat as it gathered pressure, drizzling cloudy liquid into her greasy breakfast pan.

“Give it a while,” he said. “The antifreeze will clear soon. You’re lucky the pipes are still okay.” He shoved the washer back against the wall and slapped his fist to the open window, forcing it back into place. “There,” he said.

He was halfway out the door when she said, “Wait. What do I owe you?”

He shook his head without looking at her. “Nothing, Gwennie. Not a thing. It’s good to see you.”

Up the lane, Mrs. Condon’s dogs started barking as soon as he started his truck.

“You, too,” she said to the empty driveway.

Over the next few hours, she uncovered the pine dresser in the downstairs bedroom and pulled open the sticky drawers. Despite the mothballs, her father’s plaid shirt fell apart when she removed it. Under the sink, a collection of long-expired medications bore his name. Coumadin, she read, and Plavix, both prescribed after his first stroke. She threw the useless bottles in the trash along with the crusted containers of lotion and shampoo. It took a while to scrub the green ring from the bathtub.

Meanwhile, the attic joists popped.

“I’m working as fast as I can,” she muttered to her impatient ghosts.

Beneath mildewed life preservers, she found Miss Gilmore’s portrait wrapped in a trash bag.

Miss Whitehead had painted Miss Gilmore as she sat under the window, reading just before sunset, the light golden and warm. The paintbrush dipped, dragging white highlights into the tendrils at the base of her neck. Yellows caressed her hand, and a sweep of blue followed the curve of her body. The date on the lower right corner read 1971, more than fifty years into their relationship.

“How did you end up in here?” Gwen asked the air.

A kitchen cabinet slammed.

Gwen carried the painting into the dining nook where it belonged. Someone had replaced Miss Whitehead with a Mary Cassatt poster of angelic children playing in the sand. When Gwen removed the faded picture from the wall, a relieved sigh swept through the room, a whisper of gratitude.

Soon the scent of pine and lemon oil filled the cottage, every surface clean, the fire laid with the last few logs left in the woodshed. Everything looked as it once had, as if time had rolled backward and erased all her mistakes and missteps. The light slowly crossed the floor, warming the wide oak boards. Gwen stretched her toes and laid her head against the sofa, listening to the tide splash the ledges out front. In the attic, the insistent Misses thumped the walls.

Finally, she had no choice but to climb the stairs. On the way up, she wiped the dust from a seashell mosaic, her mother’s favorite piece. Once it was clean, the colors returned, blues of a winter sky and pinks the shade of a baby’s lips. At the top, she straightened the hooked rugs and swept the floor.

Propping the broom against the wall, she opened the door to her old room. Concert tickets, detritus from the beach, a beer bottle, and some wine corks littered the carpet like she’d left it suddenly, her teenage self frozen in that moment.

She picked up an old favorite T-shirt from the floor. Green and white, embellished with an image of the town’s mascot, it read Mermaid Fest 1995, Dance with the Fishes. There was a tear in the shoulder that she didn’t remember, but it had been a long, long time since she’d worn it. She folded it and put it back in the chest.

The view from the dormer window reached the offshore ledges. Beyond, the water glittered. Glaciers had carved the coast of Maine into its distinctive ragged shape many eons ago. In Port Anna, the ice dug sharp teeth into the rock like a deeply tined fork through butter, creating a series of granite walls separated by trenches. The first of these rose two hundred yards from the berm in front of the cottage. At low tide, the ocean pulled away from the face closest to shore, revealing seaweed-fringed boulders and scurrying crabs, but on the other side, the cliff dropped into deep water, creating swift currents between it and the next granite ledge. The third—the farthest area—stretched for over a mile, reaching around the corner and into the depths. Most of the time, it hid, but on a full moon, at dead low, a slick length of brownish gray reminiscent of a whale’s back revealed itself, a menace waiting to reduce a keel to splinters. The lighthouse just beyond the point, unseen from Periwinkle’s front porch, had been built to warn unwary sailors of its presence.

Winter storms tended to deposit all kinds of treasures at the foot of the ledge out front: lengths of rope with frayed ends, bait bags still stuffed with rotting bits, rubber gloves, suspenders, and plastic bottles. Gwen had even found a baby doll, her face bleached, washed overboard by the wind.

Molly had claimed it, scrunching her little freckled nose. “Mise,” she’d shouted, her word for mine.

“You’re a little mise,” Gwen had said, tickling her chin.

The walls murmured, a soft rustling.

There was, of course, one more room. She paused, forehead on Molly’s door, gathering her courage. After a minute, she turned the knob with a sweaty palm.

The house stilled, and even the dust motes stopped circling.

Nothing had been moved. Nothing had changed. The small table was set for tea, the chair pulled aside, expectant. Teddy bears faced the door from the open toy chest, their glassy eyes flashing. In their midst, the bleached doll stared at Gwen, her blue eyes wide. Gwen struggled for breath, her heartbeat unsteady. She stooped to retrieve Molly’s hairbrush, the only thing on the floor. Pale golden strands still clung to the bristles. She carefully replaced it on the dresser.

A small strawberry dress and matching hat lay on the bed, waiting for a child who would never return.

How could you? The words, her mother’s, popped into her head. How could you? The question ricocheted, doubling its volume until her skull hurt.

She retreated, quietly shutting the door.

The old pine railing wobbled as she ran down the stairs. In the living room, she threw open the front door facing the sea and clattered down the sun-bleached steps, past the crescent of scraggly lawn and up the berm of shoreline rocks. Small stones slid underfoot, and she teetered before she reached the boulders crouched at the lip of the first ledge. Heart racing, she balanced atop the largest, careful to avoid slipping on the seaweed, and hauled herself onto the flat expanse of granite.

On the other side of the ledge, at the drop-off, she faced the ocean. As a child, when her mother wasn’t watching, she had bounded across the eight-foot gap like a gazelle, but no longer. She crouched awkwardly, gathering her strength, before leaping. She stumbled onto the second and much larger ledge, a dark granite that sloped slowly downward. In the center, a wide stripe of quartz looked like a river meandering toward the sea.

She sat at the top of the incline, bone on rock, eyes on the rising tide. Below, at the rim of the ledge, water eddied and swirled. She inhaled slowly, her hands pressed into the stone. An old barnacle, yellowed and knife-edged, bit into her thumb. It hurt just enough to muffle her mother’s voice. How could you? She pushed until the skin broke.






FOUR

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, GWEN WALKED into the Port Anna post office past a row of old Volvos and planters filled with geranium and petunias. A bulletin board near the counter bristled with flyers.

Bach on the Beach, a fundraiser to support the summer music festival, June 21st, one announced. Another invited everyone to a pick-up soccer match every Friday at the park. A photograph of a teenager peeked from beneath the collection. Do you know me? Gwen read. The Portland Police need help locating Shania Farrow, age 15. Last seen at the Irving gas station in Port Anna, April 15.

Her gap-toothed smile, tentative below heavy eye makeup, was familiar. Some of the young women who used to come to Gwen’s office hours had looked much the same, smothering dark circles beneath cover-up, their voices hesitant. “Too much going on,” they’d begun with thin confidence. The real reason for the visit had never tumbled out until a solid half hour or more into the conversation. The specifics varied: maybe alcohol, maybe a celebration—storming Franklin Street after a big win—or both, and then everything upended, their bodies no longer their own, emotional scaffolding dismantled in the aftermath. Hand it in when you can, Gwen would say, her heart aching. You have until the end of the semester. Afterward, she shut the office door to cry.

“Can I help you?” the postman asked from behind a pane of plexiglass, a remnant of the pandemic. The chubby man, his white hair cut short, wore a feather earring that swayed when he moved.

“I was hoping to rent a box.”

“Well, I’ve got a few.” He laughed. “What’s the name?”

“Gilmore, Gwen Gilmore. We used to have number forty-five.”

He looked up at her, eyebrows raised. “Periwinkle Cottage?”

“Yep.”

“Always did like that mother of yours. She still with us?”

Gwen paused. “Alzheimer’s.”

“Wicked disease,” the postman said, shaking his head. “My condolences. Box forty-five it is.” He handed her a set of keys.

She turned to leave.

“Wait a sec. Been saving your mail for you.”

As he walked away from the counter, Gwen leaned in for a closer look at the picture on the flyer. Pretty, sharp-featured, hair cut into a shag.

The postman returned carrying a heavy box overflowing with catalogs. “So sad,” he said, when he saw her examining the flyer. The feather earring dangling from his right ear trembled as he shook his head. “Lord knows what’s happened to her.”

Gwen stiffened. She didn’t want to talk about lost girls, tragic girls, little girls taken too soon.

“I got a teenager myself. Can’t think what I’d do if she ran off. Of course, you know, some days I’d think that was just grand, a break from the drama. But still…”

In her pockets, Gwen’s hands shook. Stop, she thought, please, please stop.

But he kept speaking as he pushed the box forward. “Maybe she’ll turn up yet.”

Gwen’s hip buckled a bit under the weight.

“You can probably dump most of it in the recycle bin over there.” He pointed to the corner. “But it’s probably best to check through it, just in case.”

“I’ll take it home, then. Thanks.” Another sorting project, just what she needed. Turning, she ran smack into another customer. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

“Gwen.” A thin man in khakis and a pressed shirt, fair hair cut very short, smiled at her.

She laughed. It was impossible to go anywhere without bumping into someone she used to know. “Aidan.”

“Welcome home.”

“Oh, come on, AK. You can do better than that,” she said. “What about one of your world-famous hugs? I’ve missed those.”

“You’ve got your hands full,” he said, arms at his sides.

“Oh.” She frowned at the box, her happy bubble deflated. Things change. “This is just the tip of the iceberg. Twenty-some years of neglect leaves a pretty long to-do list.”

“The cottage needed some tending, did it?”

“The spiders had decided it belonged to them.”

“Nasty little squatters. Lucky for you, you can kick them out.”

“Where are you these days?”

“I live in Bangor. I just came to see my mom at Parker Ridge. She’s pushing ninety now and doesn’t get around well anymore.”

“I know how that is.” She shifted the heavy mail to her other hip. “Jess seems well.” Aiden and Jess had been best friends since preschool and inseparable as teenagers.

Aidan looked at his feet and sniffed. “Yep.” Anger rippled across his face as he lifted his chin toward the mail in her arms. “You better take that to your car before you drop it.”

Gwen blinked in disbelief.

“Maybe I’ll see you in another twenty years,” he said.

She stuttered in confusion. “But… I’m staying.”

He rolled his eyes. “Right. Summer people always think it would be nice to move here and live like a local. But then winter comes and, pfft, they’re off to Florida. It takes more than youthful memories to build a life here, Gwen.” He shuffled to the counter before she could say anything else.

After unlatching the back of her Subaru, she discovered the box wouldn’t fit. She moved the suitcases she hadn’t yet unpacked, shifting books, orange jumper cables, and an old Target bag filled with God knows what. Even then, it took all her weight to make the hatch click shut.

In the front seat, she gripped the steering wheel. Aidan had always been the peacemaker, the one who stepped in when his friends argued. Hugh had been the risk-taker—staying on the island past sunset, paddleboarding outside the harbor’s mouth where the current picked up, or jumping from the tallest rock in the quarry. Jess had hated how Hugh could talk Gwen into joining him, laughing as she leaped. But Aidan’s calm voice and quiet earnestness could soothe Jess’s anger, and, at times, deflect some of Hugh’s worst impulses. Everyone had trusted him. The Aidan she’d seen in the post office lobby bore little resemblance to the boy she’d known. He’d disappeared, replaced by an unpleasant, angry man who wanted to provoke arguments.

Nothing stays the same, she reminded herself. Nothing. She should know that better than anyone.

From her vantage point at the top of the hill, she could see all the way to the mail-boat pier. The Goose Island ferry was unloading passengers and crates, the men in Carhartts and boots, a handful of early tourists in pastels and ironed shorts. They milled about, chatting, getting in the way of the workmen. In the distance, a bank of fog gripped the horizon, blanketing the Camden Hills and the islands beyond. In an hour, it would reach Port Anna, and all the shivering visitors would flock to Drinkwater’s for sweatshirts and windbreakers.



SHE STARTED THE car and turned up the hill, away from town. New condos lined the street just past the graveyard, a stretch of identical structures attached at the hip, the vinyl siding so new and shiny that the units looked more like Legos than homes. She pulled onto the shoulder and got out.

Walter had failed to tell her which one belonged to his father. On the corner, a shadow passed in front of a window. She rang the doorbell.

A man came to the door, scowling. He wore a ripped shirt and jeans, both streaked with blue. There was a smudge on his nose and another on his forehead. “What do you want?” he barked, his accent Spanish. “I do not want knives, wrapping paper, or cookies.”

Gwen raised her hands in surrender. “Wow. Okay, then,” she said. “No cookies for you.”

“What do you want?” he repeated, but without the same vehemence. A shock of white hair fell forward. He pushed it back into place with paint-stained fingers.

“I just…” Gwen stopped speaking. His eyes glittered, a kaleidoscope of green and brown. They were like sea glass, colors softened by sea salt and the tide.

His eyebrows raised. “You were saying?”

“I… I’m looking for Ralph Drinkwater.”

He pointed. “That way. Number Seven.”

“Thanks.” She backed away, tearing her eyes from his, and looked toward Number Seven, two doors down. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”

“Hey,” he called out. “I didn’t mean it. I like cookies. Come back if you have cookies.”

“Not a chance,” she said.

Ringing the bell for Number Seven, she heard shuffling, a slow advance to the door. It creaked open.

“Gwennie.” Old Man Drinkwater’s eyes crinkled. “Walter said you might stop by. Come on in. I’m making tea.” His gums shone when he spoke.

She followed him inside. He moved slowly, his thin frame hunched.

Beige wall-to-wall carpet covered the floor, a perfect match for the wall color, a drab shade of putty. An ornately carved Victorian table dominated the living room, heavy-footed and ponderous, heaped with books. A pair of orange corduroy La-Z-Boy chairs faced an enormous television.

“Walter thought it would keep me company, but I can’t stand the thing,” he said. “Eight thousand channels, and it’s still an idiot box.”

Gwen laughed. She didn’t like television, either. When her mother had first arrived at the nursing home, the nurses had run Titanic on a loop, the sound turned up to fill the silence. Watching the boat slowly slide into the water, her mother had grown agitated, and Gwen had begged the supervisor to turn it off. They’d compromised with the Nature Channel. The writing was still mediocre, but at least the images were prettier and no one drowned.

Mr. Drinkwater fussed with a tea bag, trying to unhook the paper from the string. “My grandson likes to come over and watch the soccer. So it stays.” He poured hot water into a teapot and put mugs and a box of Girl Scout Thin Mints on a tray. When he returned the kettle to the stove, his hand shook.

Gwen reached for the tray. “Let me,” she said, picking it up.

They sat by the window. He spoke about his retirement from the store. He said he missed the folks, but not driving the ferry in winter. “Started slipping on the ice. So I let Walter win the argument, and here I am. Staying warm in a condo with a huge TV, living the dream.

“How’s the cottage?” he asked, lisping a bit as he bit into a cookie. “Has there been much damage?”

“Some,” Gwen said. “But Periwinkle is still in pretty good shape after all this time.”

“Good to hear. I was a bit worried, knowing no one was living there. Things can happen to a house, you know, especially when the weather comes. We had a terrible winter last year, a dumping of snow, and an ice storm in March. Lost a boat off the coast near Matinicus. Shouldn’t have been out in those conditions.” He shook his head. “But those young ones, they think they know it all. Such a shame.” He sighed. “So, dear, what have you been up to?”

“Short version or long?”

“Short, dear.” He poured a cup of tea and handed it to her. “I’m old.”

Gwen took a sip of the too-hot liquid, burning her lip, before setting it down. “I moved to North Carolina for grad school fifteen years ago to be close to my mother and stayed. I taught there until a few weeks ago.”

“Why the past tense?”

“I guess you could say I needed a change.”

“Are you writing?”

“No, sir.” Not even in a journal.

He smacked his lips. “Always thought you’d be a writer. I think I still have the book you young ones put together for the library fundraiser. Of course, I don’t know where anything is anymore.”

“Don’t worry.”

“You seen Jess? Part of your pack, wasn’t he? Back when.”

“Sure was.”

He patted her hand and placed a Thin Mint in her palm. “Had the world by the throat, didn’t you?”

Gwen nibbled at the chocolate; she didn’t need to answer. Things change.

“Never mind, deah. We all gotta grow up some time.”

She nodded. “Guess so.”

“You’ll come to the concert, won’t you?”

“Concert?”

He gestured toward the water. “At the park… you know. The start of summer.” Mr. Drinkwater’s eyes blinked slowly, fighting sleep. “Everyone goes. People will want to welcome you back.”

“Wouldn’t miss it, then.” She placed her cup on the tray. “Can I take this back into the kitchen before I leave?”

“No, no. I’ll manage. I’m going to sit here awhile longer. It’s good to see your face.”






FIVE

A DENSE FOG ROLLED ACROSS the bay and swaddled the peninsula in a curtain of white, refusing to leave. Over the course of a week, it crept onto porches and slid through cracked windows. It muffled the cries of the circling gulls and stilled the growl of boat engines. Only the lighthouse horn broke through, calling across the water, warning of danger ahead.

Gwen nursed endless cups of tea, eating whatever she could find in her cabinets, bundled in sweaters, afraid to use up the last remaining logs of her father’s firewood. Her cell signal dropped to zero. She reread the Misses’ books and thumbed through the old albums. Her old life drifted away, less real every day. She could no longer recall why her research into feminist theory or Victorian women or semiotics had ever seemed urgent. She forgot the names of colleagues and friends and students. Even Guy—the boyfriend-who-she-thought-would-be-fiancé—slipped away. Memories of their conversations, including the last and most painful, dissolved, swallowed by the fog at her doorstep.

The years rolled backward.

In the quiet, Molly’s hummingbird trill rolled down the steps. Winnie! Her feet thumped the steps as she jumped up and down, clutching her Mermaid Barbie with the translucent tail. Let’s play. Let’s go the beach.

Their mother stood on the porch, calling, Come on, girls, it’s time for supper.

Their father ruffled their heads on his way to make a cocktail. Good day, little ones?

After dinner, Gwen plugged in the old CD player, and music filled the cottage: The Beach Boys, Madonna, and Jimmy Buffett. Molly shouted, Turn it up, so they could dance, jumping and waving their arms overhead until their mother stopped them. You’re going to make yourselves sick, she warned, laughing.

Gwen closed her eyes and danced to the same songs, the old floorboards creaking loudly, no one to stop her anymore.

The soundtrack played over and over, a lullaby.

When the fog moved on at last, cell signal returned, and the confirming salvo from the English department landed in her inbox. Ms. Gilmore, Pursuant to the complaint filed by Ms. Lyall Cunningham, we feel we have no choice but to recommend your termination.

The music ground to a halt, and the reality of her situation returned.

When the dean had called Gwen into his office to discuss Lyall’s grade, she’d known what was coming. But, as she turned to leave, he assured her the final decision would come from the chair of the English department, Phillip Melborn. For a few hours, Gwen had hoped that Phillip would stand up for her. By nightfall, though, she came to her senses and packed her bags, shoving clothes into suitcases and books into boxes.

She’d attended grad school with Phillip. Despite an Ivy League degree and a tendency to lecture about the latest academic trends, he’d failed his Ph.D. exams—twice. This might cause a reasonable person to buckle with humiliation. But the dean had a soft spot for suck-ups, and Phillip had a lot of practice licking boots.

Gwen should have considered this when she refused to change Lyall’s grade.

“I earned an A,” Lyall had insisted.

“You neglected your footnotes. That’s considered plagiarism,” Gwen said. “Redo it for half credit or fail.”

Lyall bounced from her chair, indignant. “I’m going over your head.”

“Fine,” Gwen said to Lyall’s back, assuming that the dean and his chair would take her side, as the instructor of record. Yet, she’d committed one of the great academic cardinal sins: neglecting to connect Lyall’s last name to the newly christened Cunningham Stadium. So much for the years of academic servitude, the committees she’d sat on, the recommendations she’d written, the endless faculty meetings. Lecturers were cheap, paid by the class. Also, disposable. They’d replace her in a nanosecond, plucking another recent, broke graduate student from the vast pool of eager faces. Rinse, repeat.

Thank God that Michaela, her boarding school friend, now the principal of Peninsula High, had offered Gwen a lifeline.

“Fuck them,” she’d said. “We’ll find something for you here. There’s an opening for an AP lit teacher.”

In the meantime, Gwen would have to watch her expenses, but at least there was no more rent to pay, no more mother to support. Unless something unexpected arose, she’d manage until school started.

The email ended with as little grace as it had begun. Please return the keys to your office. Your final paycheck will be delivered electronically.

“Fuck them,” Gwen repeated as she shoved the swollen envelope through the slot at the post office.



WHEN GWEN RETURNED to the cottage, the still-unopened box of mail squatted on the table, accusatory. She’d put off sorting it for a week, indulging in a fantasy that didn’t include adult responsibilities. “Just get it over with,” she lectured herself.

She tossed envelope after envelope addressed to her parents in the trash, all of it junk—requests for donations from the local hospital, the library, and the private school serving peninsula children. Darling’s Dealership in Bangor sold used Fords for cheap! Best price in Maine. And then, at the bottom, out came a receipt for a hot tub. Her father had paid two thousand dollars for it, and in the same year, Gwen stretched a single jar of peanut butter, scraping the plastic as clean as her checking account.

Two thousand dollars to destroy Molly’s special place.

Anger raised the hair on her arms. She stood so quickly her chair fell to the floor. Trash bin in hand, she shoved the screen open with her shoulder and went outside to the fort.

When Molly was four, Gwen had cleared the undergrowth from the flat ledge that ran under the house, stopping at the edge of the woods behind the kitchen. Using a cache of debris from the garage, some old shingles and window frames, she’d constructed two bedrooms and a living room. Old linoleum remnants became beds, and plywood turned into tables. Sea glass and polished shells found on the beach decorated the tree roots. Her proudest accomplishment had been the fireplace built of wood scavenged from the cord behind the garage. Molly had glued mosses and wishing stones to the mantelpiece and declared it was perfect.

When they had finished furnishing it, Gwen smuggled out plastic glasses and cans of soda for “tea.” Molly, delighted, made pine cone cookies topped with rugosa petals. They spent hours in the clearing, so wrapped up in their play they didn’t hear the calls for supper. It had been their little haven.

Yanking the bird-shit-streaked hot tub cover aside, Gwen upturned the trash. The mail fell, a wave of white paper spattering the pale blue plastic. In the kitchen, she found matches and an old bottle of accelerant. Careful not to spill, she squeezed the contents into the tub and tossed in a match.

Flames burst from the interior, a billow of black smoke and brilliant red. Her lungs burned as sparks and bits of paper floated into the air. The smell clawed her throat, and her face heated, but she stood and watched as the scraps turned to ash.

At sixteen, Gwen had lost her fascination for their fort. “Winnie, pleeeaaase come play with me,” Molly had begged, tears running down her freckled cheeks.

But Gwen had patted her head distractedly. “Sorry, mushroom, got places to be.” A pickup truck filled with other teenagers waited for her, Jess grinning from the driver’s seat, Aidan beside him. Hugh, already shirtless, sat in the back.

Gwen had left Molly behind, that lovely child who only wanted to play with her sister. Her blond curls had sparkled in the sunlight. Her little face had wrinkled when she laughed.

Gwen’s brain screamed, How could you?

When the fire died, she peered over the lip at the smoldering remnants. The heat had scorched the plastic, darkening the interior from blue to black. The hot tub was still an ugly squatter, but somehow she felt better. As it turned out, revenge tasted pretty good served up hot, too.

Above the tree line, silvered clouds streaked with pink caught the evening light, a mackerel sky. She watched the shadows slowly gather and move toward the spiked firs. She’d dreamed of this many nights, a thousand miles away: the long pause at dusk as Maine gratefully opened her arms to the night. The sun shrank, the ocean calmed, and stillness settled on the earth. In the distance, a loon called to its mate.

And a small voice rolled across the ledge, landing at Gwen’s feet. Stay with me.
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